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			Chapter One

			Te Awamutu: 1909

			Rose’s gaze slid over her father’s shoulder to the wide-open hills beyond. She wasn’t ignoring him entirely but she was impatient to be gone, her foot tapping on the damp cobbles.

			“Rose! Are you listening to me?”

			Dragging her eyes back to his, she nodded once and sighed inwardly.

			“Yes Papa. Stay away from the garrison grounds, ride on the farm only, stay on the track,” she repeated.

			“Rose … ”

			She heard the warning in his tone but couldn’t stop her eye roll. She watched his frown deepen.

			“I know Papa. You’ve been telling me the same thing for years. I’m also eighteen. I think I know what I’m doing by now.”

			Flashing a grin at him, Rose reached for the gate latch, but her new horse skittered sideways, dragging her with him. Her father and Robert, his farmhand, moved hastily out of the way, but now the latch was out-of-reach and her confident statement looked a bit silly.

			Sighing sadly at having been taken down a peg or two by a horse, she placed her hand on the gelding’s trembling shoulder and murmured quietly to him.

			“Whoa there boy, it’s OK. Steady now.” She led him in a circle away from her father’s ears. “But listen up Red,” she continued in a low voice. “If we are going to have a good partnership, you are going to have to back me up when I say I know what I’m doing OK? I can’t have you dragging me hither and yon and making me look like a twit. It’s just not on.”

			She watched his ears flicker back and forth as she circled him around a second time. Keeping her voice calm as she talked, she felt his tension ease enough to guide him back beside the gate to try again. Success. She glanced back over her shoulder at Robert. His nod indicated that he would close the gate for her. Not wanting to let go of the reins she gave a grin in reply, shoved the gate back with her booted foot, and led her new gelding through the gap to the old tree stump.

			She had spent much of last evening brushing him down and talking to him. By the time she was ready to leave the stable he had come up behind her and nudged her shoulder – the tell sign she’d been waiting for. They had made a connection.

			She had been wooed by this magnificent beast the minute her father had presented him to her the day before. His beautiful russet coat gleamed rich red even in the watery sunlight. He stood seventeen hands, was well-muscled and just reaching his prime at five years old. His soulful dark eyes shone with intelligence. Her father had purchased him cheaply as a failed racehorse, but she could feel his muscles bunching and tensioning under her hand and knew he was more than ready to stretch his legs. She was as well.

			Rose flipped the reins over Red’s ears, and hoisted herself onto the stump. Slipping one foot into the stirrup, she swung her other leg over the horse’s back and settled into the saddle. She wriggled to get comfortable sitting astride, adjusted her split skirt and ran her hand down her riding jacket. She tugged self-consciously at its hem, a habit she had got into when she was overweight and the jacket had been too snug.

			It was hard getting used to being slim after a lifetime of being overweight. The public taunts of her ex-friend Molly had helped her shed the extra pounds. Being called "Fatty" in front of the boy she had always liked at least had had some positive effect. Not that she would ever say that to Molly or thank her for it. Oh no.

			She slipped her other foot into the stirrup on the other side, tested their length, dropped her heels and pulled on her kid gloves – her only nod to some form of riding fashion.

			Society might also prefer women to ride in the fashionable and feminine side-saddle – but the side-saddle was uncomfortable and she lamented the stupidity of it.

			Sitting astride not only felt safer, she loved riding like the cowboys in the dime novels she read when her sisters weren’t around. They had grown out of adventure stories now, preferring the romances of Austen or the Bronte sisters. Rose rolled her eyes just thinking about them. Nope. She’d take adventure over romance any day. If she needed to bring in criminals too, well she was certain she would.

			Gently pulling on the right-hand rein and with a nudge of her heels, she urged the gelding to a walk, away from the stump and into a figure eight pattern. As they moved through the long dewy grass, she melded her body with the smooth rhythm of his. After three circuits she was ready.

			“Okay boy, let’s see what you can do.”

			Papa might have told her to stay out of the garrison grounds, but it was the perfect place to test the horse. She should be able to take him wherever she pleased. Her father worried there might still be live ammunition buried there. She liked the myth but didn’t believe it. She’d been over those grounds many times, and nothing had ever happened. If she wanted to take him to those grounds, she could. She would. After all she was no longer a child for goodness sake. She was an adult – old enough to be married.

			She let her breath out in a steady stream, watching it turn to vapour in the foggy, lowland morning air. She guided Red steadily through the first paddock behind the house and over the small muck-smeared concrete bridge which crossed the stream. As they reached the wider farm track, she kept him at a walking pace until they came to the base of a small hill. Then she nudged him to a canter.

			Reaching the top of the first rise she pulled the gelding in and stopped next to a long wooden gate in the flax hedge. She glanced back to the hidden farmhouse behind then forward to the forbidden grounds lying on the other side of the gate. She nibbled on her lower lip feeling torn. Should she? Only two minutes ago she had been determined she would – but what if he was right? What if something did happen down there? What if they did disturb ammunition?

			Feeling the niggle of doubt in her belly she sighed.

			“Another day fella.”

			Kicking the horse’s flanks, she let out the reins, tightened her knees against him and grabbed his mane as Red leapt forward into a gallop and headed for the tops.

			The men in the yard watched the horse and rider make their way up the hill in the first paddock before disappearing over the rise.

			“Do you think I should have gone with her this once Mr Ben?” Robert asked.

			“Not this time lad.” Ben Mounce paused. “We both know that red hair of hers comes with a fiery temper all its own. I think she needs some time alone.” He paused. “For all our sakes,” he added quietly. “She’s been wandering aimlessly around the house since she got back from her sisters last week. She’s frustrated with life and needs to get out. She’s a good horse-woman. She’ll be fine.”

			He gave Robert a pat on the shoulder. He’d seen the wistful looks the boy had been giving his daughter but he wasn’t for her. Not that any other had expressed any interest. He couldn’t understand it. She was a bright and beautiful girl – a little unconventional maybe – but nothing a decent man couldn’t cope with. He felt his disappointment at the young men of the town rise up again – and at one man in particular – but he shook his head and sighed. Who was he to say what should or shouldn’t be? No that was for the Good Man upstairs.

			Ben buried his chin into his high collar – a defence against the morning chill – and walked back to the house. Rolling his shoulders to try and ease the constant ache in them, he bent slowly and awkwardly and unlaced his hobnailed boots. Bracing himself against the wall he toed them off – a groan escaping as sharp pain seared through his arthritic joints. He closed his eyes briefly waiting for it to subside before he picked up the cold handle of the coal bucket he had filled earlier and opened the door to the warm, cinnamon-scented kitchen.

			“You spoil that girl!”

			Ellen Mounce’s tone was a cold contrast to the warmth of the house – and made him shiver.

			“No sooner home and an expensive gift. Her brothers and sisters do not take kindly to how you treat her, as well you know! And I don’t want her having an accident. What man is going to look at a crippled girl? I am looking forward to the day she is married and has a home of her own! I’m praying it be so!”

			“Oh Mother!” Exasperation coated his words and his brow puckered. “I am praying as well, but no man has yet come calling for her. She gives all her spare time willingly to looking after her sister’s children. Her brothers have taken advantage of her with theirs. She does plenty around here to help us. Think of it as wages if that helps in your mind!” His frown eased as his tone softened and a twinkle lit up his eyes. “Besides, of all our children she is the one who reminds me the most of you! How can I not then spoil her a bit more?”

			Ellen put down the bowl she was coating in lard and stared at him suspiciously, testing him for the tease she expected to be there. She walked over and stood right in front of him.

			He looked down his long nose at her, a wary frown re-puckering his brow as she closed the distance between them further. She came to just under his chin, but her eyes searched much further. Her red hair might have faded over time, but not her temper. Rose had inherited that, along with a good dose of his own.

			She reached out a hand. Benjamin flinched slightly in anticipation of a slap. But instead, she laid her hand gently against his whiskered cheek. “You’re a good man Benjamin Mounce. Although you are a big softie. Still, I love you very much.”

			Benjamin turned his head slightly and kissed her palm knowing it tickled. She withdrew it with a laugh and scratched it with her other hand. The whiskers might be fashionable but she had never got used to them.

			“Is Rose taking the farm track?” she asked as she returned to the kitchen table and took up the bowl.

			Ben pulled out a wooden chair and sat down heavily with a pained sigh. Oh, how he ached this morning. He knew his wife was watching him secretly from under her lashes. Confounded arthritis. How he hated the pitying looks he saw directed at him. It made him feel weak. Pathetic. Useless. Angry. He clenched one hand over the other to stop him thumping his frustration out on the table and turned his concentration back to the conversation.

			“Yes, I’ve told her to stay on the track and avoid the garrison grounds. It still makes me nervous thinking there are live rounds buried there and so close to home. She will do as I asked.”

			“I hope she does. She’s too old for a switch around her legs. How long do you think she will be?”

			Ben looked down at the fob watch he had retrieved from his waistcoat pocket, and raised an eyebrow in surprise. Only eight o’clock? He already felt he’d worked half a day. Suspicious it was wrong and must’ve stopped, he held the watch up to his ear. Surprised to hear it was still ticking, he let out a faint sigh and slipped it back into his pocket. It was going to be a long day.

			“I told her to be back by lunch. The gelding needs a good turn out and it will give them a chance to get to know one another. He’s a beautiful horse. Young but surprisingly steady and good-natured for a supposed racehorse. It’s no wonder he didn’t do so well at it – you can plainly see he's not that way inclined.”

			Ben rubbed his knuckle joints, willing the pain away but no amount of hoping or rubbing had so far made a difference. He wished he too could go riding but those days were now few and far between. His pain and stiffness had increased almost daily, leaving his two farm-hands – even his daughter – to shoulder more and more of his responsibilities.

			He didn’t want that for her and the thought depressed him. He stared in dismay at the increasing deformity of his hands. He wondered how much longer he would have before he had to give up farming all together. What would he do then?

			Ellen put a large mug of hot tea in front of him and squeezed his shoulder before turning away. He knew she worried about it also. She worried about him.

			He was grateful she said nothing.

			Once they reached the final rise, Rose reined the gelding in and circled him on the wide ridge before stopping. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and held it, savouring the fresh cool air on her face and the oddly satisfying sensation of her muscles both working and relaxing simultaneously.

			Letting the air go, she leant forward and stroked Red’s lathered neck. Steam rose from his back, his flanks heaved and his breath puffed from his nostrils. He shook his head, the bridle jangling, stamped his feet a couple of times then stood still. His muscles quivered but she could feel his tension had bled off.

			She slid her hand down her thigh to wipe off his sweat, then  lifted her own long braid high and beat it gently to generate a breeze. Her attempt at cooling the back of her neck successful, she let it plop back into place and sat back in the saddle, taking in the rolling green countryside stretching far and wide around them.

			“What do you think of your new home then Red? Isn’t it beautiful?” She tipped her head back feeling the sun on her face, drew in another deep breath and let it go. “Oh, I feel like we’re on top of the world.”

			A bird circling close by caught her attention and she watched it briefly before it swooped down low. A hawk no doubt having spied an unsuspecting rabbit. “Poor thing,” she muttered with a frown, “I hope it’s quick.” She turned her eyes away. She didn’t want to see any more.

			Releasing her frown, she attempted to regain her lighter mood. She had to admit she loved the top track at any time of the year – but especially on early autumn mornings like this one. After the rain last night, the skies had cleared, and the sun threw into relief every nook and cranny, making the view impressive.

			Mt Pirongia, the wide bush clad mountain with its shaggy peaks in the near distance, was a sight to behold this morning with its mist-shrouded base and sun-tipped tops. It was visible from every angle of the property but spectacular from this particular spot. The mountain range and its forestry blocked them from seeing the ocean and the west coast beyond.

			They lived in such a beautiful place. It was a panoramic tapestry of steep and rolling hills, interspersed with bush-clad valleys in every direction but especially between where she sat and the mountain beyond. Their own farm was the same. It was interesting and still slightly wild. But the landscape was changing as more and more settlers came.

			Her eye was drawn to a horse and buggy on the road below her. It was this road that linked the town of Te Awamutu to the tiny settlement of Pirongia, and it ran along the boundary of the property. The farm track they’d taken this morning ran parallel to the road below her for a short time, before veering inland and winding around the perimeter of their farm.

			She’d easily seen where her father’s dairy herd was grazing and prudently rode around them. No point putting a new horse around the cows until he had got used to them – especially the frisky steers paddocked further along. They could make anything feel nervous as they kicked and bucked in their curiosity and she definitely wasn’t ready to put Red out of his comfort zone yet.

			They’d made their way past the English trees her parents had planted in vivid contrast to the native shrubbery which stayed green all year round. The rich autumn colours in the grove of scarlet oaks growing by the stream where they’d stopped for water, were beginning to show, along with the yellowing poplar trees, which stood like sentinels along the ridges.

			As a child her over-active imagination had been fuelled by the thought that their feathery shaped forms were Indians on the rise. Truth be told, she wasn’t yet passed thinking it, and she quite liked the idea that a childish imagination still played about in her under-stimulated adult mind. The corner of her mouth quirked upwards at the thought.

			Her nieces and nephews seemed to approve of her imagination, even if her siblings did not.

			Huge clumps of toi-toi grew thickly by the streams, their fluffy white heads swaying gently on long stems in and out of the dissipating fog. The bush-filled gullies were an impenetrable black-green, their native broadleaf tucked in tightly with manuka and kanuka. Rose had often wondered, somewhat nervously, what might be in there. To her great relief nothing ever had been – not that she was aware of anyway.

			Knowing it was time to begin the journey home and refreshed by the view and the glorious morning, Rose urged the horse to a trot.

			Her father had been right she had to admit. The route he had suggested – no, demanded – was the perfect place to get to know the new horse. Red hadn’t faltered anywhere and even with the thick and gloomy morning mist rising in places from ground saturated by the previous day’s rain, he had allowed her to guide him. She had put him through his paces, nudging him through each stride. She would have sworn she was riding on a cloud,  his gait was so smooth – even through boggy patches.

			Rose contemplated the patch of fog lying densely in the valley ahead. They’d need to take it carefully in that scrubby area. Visibility looked bad – she might not even be able to see her hand if she waved it in front of her face. She knew what Waikato fog was like – thicker than her sister’s whipped cream. And that was saying something.

			She gave a snort of glee at her apt comparison. Not that she could talk – she wasn’t much of a cook herself. Her sister Lottie on the other hand had the mistaken belief that she was a fabulous cook. Rose shook her head. Lottie had always had an over inflated opinion of herself – and no opinion whatsoever about Rose.

			Well, that wasn’t quite true. She did have an opinion – it just wasn’t a good one and Lottie took the opportunity to belittle her at every turn. But she was happy to have Rose come and look after her children. Rose had thought she was immune to her snide remarks by now, but her last stay with her sister and her miserably tight-fisted husband, had proven that to be incorrect as well.

			Her eighteenth birthday had been no laughing or joyous matter either as far as she was concerned. She wondered constantly what her future held. She loved children and lately she’d considered training to become a teacher – but her own education did not allow for that. Marriage and children were her only real options but they seemed unlikely. From her perspective – to say nothing of her mother’s and her sister’s – she was fast becoming an old maid. And there was not a soul on the horizon to change her status for her.

			In the weeks before her birthday she had been annoyed to be at her sister’s beck and call yet again with her five children. Her mother expected her to go. Rose knew it was only because she thought Rose should be thinking about marriage and family herself and was determinedly pushing her in that direction. That was all very well but Rose was doing her very best not to think about it. Because that was all she had ever wanted. To be wanted and loved.

			Oh, she dreamed of a tall black-haired blacksmith’s assistant, she couldn’t deny it, and regularly she had to admit – but he obviously had not dreamed of her. Either that or he badly needed glasses! Surely, he could see she was still available. Not to mention willing. If he ever offered marriage, she would take it in a heart-beat … 

			Rose’s fingers curled into a fist at the thought and she thumped it down on her thigh. The ride was supposed to have removed her morose thoughts, free her restless energy and energise her soul. But they had caught up with her. She shouldn’t have stopped and taken in the view. For a brief moment she had stupidly believed herself to be free. Free to enjoy.

			She snorted in disgust.

			Freedom and joy. The two things she wanted so much but which always seemed just out of reach. Everyone else seemed to have no trouble attaining those things but not her. She didn’t know how to get them. Surely there was something in her future. 
A purpose. A reason for living. She sighed deeply in frustration.

			Leaning forward in her saddle to stroke the gelding’s neck again, she murmured, “Well you’re a good boy Red, a very good boy. It’s just a darn shame I can't marry a horse because you are the handsomest boy around and we are going to get along just fine aren’t we! And," she added as an afterthought, "we are going to have plenty of adventures together.”

			She gave him a couple of lights claps on his shoulder, fresh gratitude for her father’s gift filling her, before straightening back up and tilting backwards as the gelding began the descent into the last gully.

			It was steeper on this side. Rose had ridden it more times than she could count – from both directions. She was glad she was sitting astride the large animal. It had made for a pleasurable long ride – unlike the cramp she often got when seated side-saddle for any length of time. Rose tightened the muscles in her legs slightly for balance, and left Red to negotiate the narrow, slippery track on his own. Having descended into the thick fog, Rose moved her body with his, tightening her stomach muscles when he tripped slightly but steadied when the ground started levelling out. They were almost at the bottom of the scrubby gully and she began to relax.

			Suddenly the horse began to side step. Agitated, he flung his head up, his pricked ears tracking wildly back and forth and nostrils flaring. Rose, alarmed at his intense reaction, stiffened. Something was very wrong but what? And from where?

			Standing in her stirrups she twisted in the saddle, looking all around her. No point. She could make out nothing in the foggy gloom and dark shadows of the bush. Her heart began hammering wildly in her chest, sounding like the Indians she had imagined on the hillside drumming maniacally. Trying but failing to calm herself, she knew the horse, already highly agitated, was picking it up, for he started skipping sideways, his head turning left and right, the whites of his eyes showing as he whinnied and snorted.

			Suddenly a memory triggered and she realised she had seen this reaction before, though only once and ages ago. Her brother had talked about it. Wild pigs! Horses and dogs all reacted the same way. There were pigs in here somewhere close-by, she knew it. So did the horse.

			Feeling sick at the thought that a wild boar could come at them from anywhere, Rose thumped back down into the saddle and leaned forward again, talking to Red trying to calm him while attempting to gather the reins more firmly. “It’s OK boy, it’s OK! I know what you can sense. Let’s get out of here, shall we?” she murmured again by his ear.

			But she couldn’t catch his attention. Before she was ready, he wheeled around throwing her off balance. Breaking into a gallop, he raced back up the track they had just come down. But at the top, in utter panic, he skidded to a halt, and reared straight up – snorting and blowing.

			Rose, having lost a stirrup in the run, made a grab at the saddle edge in front but it was too late. She lost her seat.

			Grasping wildly at the air, she slid backwards, and down over the rump of the horse, out of his line of sight before landing heavily on her back behind him. The breath was knocked out of her and pain raced through her back – shooting down her legs. Winded, Rose gasped desperately for breath, but it didn’t come, and she couldn’t move.

			Just as she managed to inhale a small amount of air, she heard the high squealing and grunting of pigs and Red reared again high above her. Rose watched it all in slow motion but horror swept over her as this time he stepped back. Unable to scream, her eyes widened just as the large hoof smashed into her stomach and the gelding pivoted and pushed off her again, to gallop away.

			Unimaginable, crippling pain slammed through her body,

			“Oh, Papa. Oh no,” she groaned gripping her mid-section, instinctively curling her legs up in an effort to protect herself further.

			Mercifully and almost immediately the darkness claimed her.
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			Chapter Two

			“

			Sky! Come Girl Come!” Henry murmured urgently then low-whistled, mimicking a native bird before seeing the bushes along-side him move frantically. Whatever was in there his golden cocker spaniel was desperate to rout out.

			Henry, keeping his eye on the bush, whistled again – sharper this time, and watched the young dog appear, her long golden ears sodden but pricked up as her keen eyes scanned the bushes. Putting her nose to the ground she ran back and forth, still trying to find that elusive prey.

			Henry snapped his fingers and when her ears pricked his way, he knew he finally had her attention. He quietly patted the side of his leg and she left the chase and came to his side.

			“Good girl, although quicker next time, OK!” he whispered and knelt down, stroking her silky head, his hand running down the length of one of her ears. “Good girl,” he whispered again.

			She wriggled against him, and he was pleased. It had taken persistence and discipline over her first year to get her to this point, but now he was starting to really see the difference in her.

			Adjusting the leather strap of the .22 rifle that was slung over his shoulder, he stood back up, then motioned to the dog to stay at his side. The two crept forward slowly, ducking behind one of the many small-leafed native manuka bushes that filled the gully. Henry squatted, with Sky sitting obediently against his leg. He could feel her small body trembling with excitement. How she loved the hunt! He placed a calming hand onto her shoulder while they waited.

			She had matured into a beautiful dog. A quick and quiet temperament had now earned her an unequalled position as Henry’s sidekick. She went with him everywhere, even to work at his father’s blacksmith shop, and when he wasn’t there, he constantly looked for opportunities to take her hunting.

			He had promised himself that one day, hopefully soon, he would own a farm like this. He’d heard land further out might be opening up for sale and he intended to be one of the new settlers. He was turning twenty-one in August and there was nothing he wanted more than to be a settled farmer, enjoying a productive busy but quiet life in the country. Every spare penny he earned was saved for just such a day, and he was more than happy to go without to realise his dream.

			Rabbiting was especially fun, and the countryside around his family’s Te Awamutu home, was rife with rabbits. His mother and sister were always begging him for meat for the pot or fish from the river. His only day off was therefore spent hunting and gathering at their whim. Henry smiled. Luckily for them he didn’t mind in the least traipsing over the lush green hillsides or standing next to clear running rivers, and neither did his dog.

			Today was particularly good because he had the permission to be on the farm of family friends and knew he was the only one around with a rifle. At one point he had heard a horse galloping close by, but from his position he had not seen who it was. Other than that, it was just Henry and his dog, and the morning birdsong filling the air.

			And just perhaps, another rabbit.

			Under his hand, he felt Sky stiffen slightly, her eyes rivetted on something just ahead – bringing him out of his reverie. Slowly and soundlessly, he pulled the rifle stock up to his shoulder, his fingers finding their natural groove as he put his eye to the sights, following the direction of her nose.

			Sure enough, a large rabbit had emerged and was sitting upright, alert and sniffing at the air. Henry quietly slid the bolt forward, engaging the bullet. Not lifting his head but keeping the sights focused on the bunny, he gently felt for the trigger then squeezed. Although the gunfire sounded incredibly loud, Sky merely flinched but didn’t move. Henry looked again through the sights and saw the rabbit lying on its side, its back legs twitching uncontrollably.

			“Fetch Sky!” he whispered down to her.

			She bolted, springing high as she sprinted to the fallen animal. Seizing the rabbit’s neck, she mouthed it slightly, then rummaging with her nose into the soft fur she picked it up bringing it back to Henry – only releasing it when asked into his hand.

			His chest swelled with pride.

			She was a beauty of a dog and he adored her.

			“Good, good girl!”

			He knew she would be waiting for her prize of kidneys and liver at the end of the hunt and he could almost see her toting up just how many were coming her way today. He gave her another big pat, then unable to control himself shoved the rifle back over his shoulder once more, knelt down and pulled her close for a hug. The spaniel returned his enthusiasm with a long lick up his cheek. Henry’s face puckered at the sloppy kiss laced with bunny fuzz and with a chuckle he let her go, wiping its remains away with his sleeve as he stood up.

			Grabbing the back legs of the rabbit, he hoisted it up. Although it had been a clean shot through the heart, he had been aiming at its head, and the rifle had shot lower than he had intended. He pursed his lips. He always liked to check the accuracy of the rifle and he made a mental note to check the sights when he got back home – or at least before they headed out again. But that was four rabbits so far today, and good-sized ones. Not too bad and definitely enough for dinner. As soon as they had climbed up out of the gully, Henry pulled out his small hunting knife and gathered the carcasses so he could skin and gut each one. It made sense to do it out in the open so the hawks could feed on the remains, leaving him only clean carcasses to take home.

			It was one of the reasons his mother and sister Molly begged him to hunt for them. His brothers just shot and delivered, leaving the women to clean the carcasses themselves. Henry didn’t believe they should have to do that as well as cook it, but his protests to the boys had fallen on deaf ears. He was too soft, they teased. “You need to “treat ‘em mean to keep ‘em keen”. It didn’t sit well with him and he cringed even now just thinking about it.

			He would be the first to admit his big, brawny brothers were all tougher than he was, but at the age of twenty-one he had given up caring what they thought, and did what he knew he should be doing – looking after the women and caring for them. That sat much easier with him.

			But he didn’t mind hard work – no, not one bit – and they couldn’t fault him for not pulling his weight. But he was a planner too. He loved to frame up his future and make his plans to get himself there.

			Taking hold of a rabbit and laying it before him on the ground, Henry made a slit in the thin belly skin, and tugging gently with the tip of his knife, he cut around the middle of the body without opening the rabbit up. Then putting his foot on the head, he slipped his fingers under the skin before pulling hard, stripping the fur off from the back half. It peeled off like a pair of trousers.

			He then slit open the belly and removed the entrails, examining the kidneys and liver closely for any spots of disease, but they were clean and healthy. He looked over at the quivering body of his dog. She had not budged or taken her eye from the prize since he had started.

			“Here you are Sky. ” He tossed the treats into the grass beside her.

			She launched herself at them, the pieces disappearing in an instant. She took up her sitting position immediately and waited expectantly for the heart. Henry laughed. He knew that she knew it was still to come.

			“Here you go girl,” he said throwing it to her, “No pulling the wool over your eyes is there!”

			Henry repeated the skinning with each carcass but instead of giving Sky all her treats, he stowed them in a small cow-skin pouch he wore slung across his shoulders. He looked at her in time to see her sorrowful eyes carefully watching each little pleasure disappearing.

			“Sorry girl. You’ve yet to run home and I don’t want you doing that on a full stomach. They’ll keep 'til later.”

			He gave the bag a pat, but clearly disbelieving him, she trotted over and sniffed the bag herself.

			“You’re just going to have to trust me,” he chuckled and pushed her aside so he could wipe the blade of his knife in the grass.

			Sitting down he tugged a small flask of tea and a couple of honey biscuits from a second pouch around his waist. He had grabbed them from the oven tray as he skipped out the door earlier that morning, narrowly avoiding the flick of the tea-towel from his sister for his thievery. He had thrown her a cheeky grin before slamming the door.

			He smiled, and closed his eyes as he savoured the sweet biscuit and the mouthful of hot tea. Nothing tasted better out in the open on a hillside. He left a small chunk of the biscuit, and when he’d finished, he let Sky take it carefully from his hand, cautioning her to be gentle as she did so. He needn’t have bothered; her velvet-soft mouth took the piece without even touching his fingers.

			He patted her head, then swiped the back of his hand over his mouth before brushing his palms together to get rid of any crumbs. Standing, he tied the leather thongs of the pouch back round his waist. Sweeping his hands across the seat of his pants, he brushed them together flicking off the dirt.

			“Right girl, we’d better get going. The ladies want to cook these for dinner tonight.”

			Sky wagged her tail in reply, then at Henry’s tap against his thigh, set herself at his side. Together they strode out along the hills and headed back the way they had come. When Sky wasn't checking in business-like fashion on the carcasses Henry was carrying, her nose was constantly to the ground investigating more interesting scents along the way. He let her, but when he commanded, she instantly returned to his side.

			As they hiked up the third rise from a bush-clad gully, Henry suddenly put his hand up for the dog to stop. He was sure he had heard something, but couldn’t make out what it was or where it was coming from. He paused, straining to hear. There was certainly something! But from where?

			The two stood motionless, her master’s body language putting Sky on high alert. She wagged her tail slightly, glancing at him, then stood poised, her nose pointing to the top of the hill and began to whine.

			Henry, looking down at her, took in the signals and decided to give her the lead. “What is it girl? Go see!”

			Sky, focused on the hilltop, ran up then paused at the rise, her right leg raised as she pointed but didn’t move further. Then to his surprise, she began to snarl, the hairs on her back beginning to stand upright.

			The hairs on the back of Henry’s neck also began to rise and barely consciously he shrugged his shoulder to bring his rifle around, grabbing it quickly and settling it into his hands. Having it ready would make him prepared.

			Without thinking further, he began to run.
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			Chapter Three

			Sky’s snarls and whines grew more intense.

			“What is going on up there?” he muttered.

			Apprehensive, he quickened his pace as much as his heavy rifle and bag of rabbits would allow. But as he came over the crest to join Sky he pulled up short in shock and gasped.

			A small herd of wild pigs was running towards the bush line and disappearing into it, leaving behind what looked to be a body, the earth around it turned over by the pigs’ snouts. But man or woman, dead or alive, he couldn’t tell.

			Surely the pigs hadn’t killed someone? He shook his head. They wouldn’t, would they? He had heard many stories about their ferocity but  … 

			He slammed the bolt into his rifle chambering his last round, then pointed the barrel into the air and fired. High-pitched squeals rent the air as the swine scattered in shock, and then regrouped and moved as one. He waited until the last of them had disappeared without trace into the bush.

			Scanning the open ground and bush-line, Henry ran over to the body lying curled on its side. As he got closer he suddenly saw the familiar, vibrant, red hair in the dirt. He knew who it was. There was only one person with hair like that although it had been some time since he had seen her.

			Rose!

			He knelt down beside her in the grass. Her face was deathly pale and his heart gave a heavy thud.

			“Rose! Rose! Can you hear me?” He called louder while his eyes travelled slowly over her body looking for possible injury. But other than a small graze on her face and some dirt on her belly, he could see nothing obviously broken or nibbled on for that matter. He let out his breath in relief.

			“Rose!”

			He knelt lower and put his ear to her mouth, listening for the sound of breathing. Faint wisps of breath brushed his skin, but so faint even he wasn’t sure it was actually her. He placed his hand on her chest and felt the dull thud of her heart. Well, she was alive – but barely. He had no idea how long she had already been lying there but her hands were blue with the cold.

			Henry sat back and glanced around him. They were still a fair way from her house, but he could at least see it. He stood up. He had to go for help, but he really didn’t want to leave her here. The ground was wet and the air was still chilly. He pulled out his fob watch. Past mid-day and nearly one o’clock. Even though the sun was out it would start getting cooler again soon.

			He decided to carry her. From what he remembered she was a plump wee thing, but he was certain he could make it back to her home.

			Pulling off his own coat, he draped it over her, and placed the rabbit carcasses on top. Slinging the rifle crossways over his shoulder and across his back, he bent over and as carefully as possible, slid his arms underneath her.

			Expecting a solid weight, he drew a deep breath, and lifted with his legs. His black brows beetled into his hairline as he huffed it out again in surprise. Not as plump as he had remembered. What had his sister always been going on about? Rose was as light as a feather!

			He braced himself against the slope and tossed her slightly to get the balance. He heard her groan.

			“Rose?” he tried again.

			He saw the flicker of her eyelids and a brief glimpse of the stunning turquoise blue between them.

			“Henry?” she mumbled in recognition.

			Before he could reply she went limp again in his arms.

			He began to walk as fast as he could, following the farm track, re-adjusting his hold a couple of times. Finally the gate to the property came into view and, panting, he began counting his steps under his breath to help him keep his momentum.

			As he came nearer, he could hear voices in the yard and recognised them as her father’s and young Robert’s.

			“Mr Mounce!” He yelled as loud as his puffing would allow. He kept walking and calling, “Mr Mounce!”

			Suddenly the stable boy appeared at the gate.

			Thank God! Henry voiced his grateful thanks and yelled, “Robert!”

			The gangly youth shot towards him through the gate, then almost immediately turned and ran back the way he had come, yelling for Rose’s father to come quickly.

			By this time Henry too was through the gate and seeing a clean bed of straw in the nearest stable stumbled towards it and fell on his knees, delivering Rose unceremoniously into the pile. He could not feel his arms, in fact they had been numb for a while and he was surprised he hadn’t dropped her ages ago. Feather light or not, she was still a dead weight. At least he had managed to give her a soft landing.

			Benjamin and Robert came running towards him across the yard. Henry could see easily just how difficult it was for Rose’s father to move his limbs, but his worry had caused him to move faster than he had in years. Mr Mounce’s eyes suddenly took in Henry’s rifle and he stopped short. Henry watched as panic flitted across his face as he looked from the rifle to Rose and back again.

			Henry staggered back to his feet, raised his wobbly arms and shook his head.

			“It’s OK Mr Mounce – she hasn’t been shot. But I don’t know what happened either.” Henry stopped. He could see he was not easing the big man’s worry.

			“Rose!”

			Henry watched as her father stiffly held onto the stall wall and lowered himself beside the girl. “Rose!” This time louder. There was no response. “What have I done? Oh, what have I done!” he murmured as he leaned over her motionless body.

			“She’s alive Mr Mounce, her heart is beating. But she needs a doctor.” Henry spoke to the man’s back but all he heard was sobbing.

			Perplexed by her father’s words, Henry looked at the farmhand, “Robert can you saddle me a horse. I’ll go for the doctor.”

			Robert nodded. “They’re already saddled, we were about to go looking for her ourselves. This way.” Robert led Henry over to the two waiting horses, and gave him the reins of his own mare. Henry swung himself up but looked down at him.

			“Robert, please can you put my dog in a safe place. I can’t take her with me for this.”

			Henry looked down at Sky. “Stay girl. I’ll be back soon.”

			He waited as Robert picked up the soggy dog, then pulled the reins and turned the horse, galloping out of the yards and on to the road.

			It was only a short distance to the doctor’s residence and thankfully he was there. Taking only a moment, the doctor gathered his medical bag and leapt into his own horse and buggy, always at-the-ready on the street. Henry galloped ahead and was already back in the stall beside Rose by the time the doctor arrived.

			“I could probably carry her into the house now Mr Mounce.”

			Henry looked up at Rose’s father, pleased to see the older man’s tears had stopped. But worry was written all over his face.

			“Thank you, my boy, I would be most grateful.”

			Henry squatted down and picked up the familiar bundle. Rose had still not stirred. He went first, guided by her father, into the house and down to her bedroom, where the doctor immediately took over.

			Benjamin and Henry stood quietly to the side.

			“Where is Mrs Mounce?” Henry asked him softly.

			“She’s gone to her sisters. Do you think you could fetch her for me?” Benjamin asked hopefully.

			“Of course, sir … I know the way.” Henry quickly retraced his steps through the house, re-mounted the still saddled mare and headed straight back to town. He was grateful that Te Awamutu was not a large settlement, and that as the blacksmith’s assistant, he was well-acquainted with most of the townsfolk and where they lived.

			Passing the old mission property of Otawhao, he reached the white cottage and spotted Mrs Mounce’s own horse and buggy tied outside. Looping his horse’s reins on the hitching post beside hers, he ran lightly up the footpath and knocked firmly on the window of the door. Leaning his forehead against the door he immediately felt impatient, even though he heard the scraping of a chair and quick footsteps in the hallway. He leaned back just before the door opened.

			“Henry! How lovely to see you!” Ruth, Mrs Mounce’s sister, exclaimed in surprise. “What on earth are you doing here?”

			“I need to fetch Mrs Mounce home,” he lowered his voice to tell her. “Rose has been in an accident.”

			“Oh dear! Oh dear! Oh, deary me  …  Ellen!” Clutching at her bodice buttons, Ruth called out as she hurried back down the hall, but Henry had already heard a second scraping of chair legs and knew Rose’s mother had heard her panic. “Ellen you must go immediately. Rose has been in an accident.”

			Rose’s mother had appeared in the hallway, but at her sister’s words, the colour drained from her face and she collapsed in a heap.

			“Quick, get the smelling salts,” he ordered Ruth as he strode down the hall to Ellen.

			Ruth jumped at his tone but scuttled away and returned with the small bottle, uncapped it and waved the potently-smelling solution under her sister’s nose. Henry waited. Of course, it worked. You needed to be dead, or nearly so, for it not to. Ellen Mounce was far from being either.

			Ellen opened her eyes and pushed the potion away from her as she gingerly sat up, looking somewhat dazed.

			“Oh, I’m so sorry, I must’ve got up too fast. Is Rose alright? Henry, help me up will you. Ruth, get my bag.” Without taking a breath between questions and orders, Ellen got to her feet and smoothed her skirt back into place.

			Henry had to smile. She might be small but she was mighty – nothing flagged her for long. His own father had often said that Mr Mounce was the only man he knew brave enough to take her on. Since she and his mother were best friends, he knew the woman well enough to be able to agree.

			“I will see you back at the house Henry,” she continued, before striding – somewhat unsteadily – down the hall and along the path ahead of him.

			Gathering the reins, Henry swung his leg over his horse’s back and urged the mare back into a gallop, the horse and buggy flying after him. People on the sidewalks stopped to watch in concern as they raced past. No one went that fast around town unless it was an emergency.

			Henry wondered if Rose had gained consciousness.

			And he wondered what had happened.

			She had riding garb on but there no horse in sight, although, he did remember hearing a galloping horse. But had that been before or after her accident? Had the horse been spooked by the pigs and then thrown her? That seemed the most likely scenario. But there were many unanswered questions.

			Seeing Robert in the yard, and Sky nearby sniffing out the stables, he brought the mare to a standstill beside him. As he dismounted and untacked the horse, Robert told him all he could. Rose’s gelding had appeared riderless in the same back field where he had seen Henry coming with Rose. From the panicked look in his eyes, the horse hadn’t yet recovered from whatever had caused its fright. Robert had been preparing to go and look for her when Henry arrived with Rose in his arms. He said the gelding was a new horse for Rose and a gift from her father.

			Well that probably explained her father’s reaction, Henry thought. The poor man.

			Henry told Robert how he had found Rose, and the two men, both aware of the effect of wild pigs on horses and dogs, speculated briefly at what must have happened. Then glancing at his watch, Henry remembered he had to get home with the meat.

			He whistled up Sky and tapping his thigh to bring her to heel, headed thoughtfully for home.

			He had always liked Rose and admired her adventurous spirit. Even her bright, red hair attracted him. They had grown up together and when she and his sister had been friends, he had watched her secretly, teased her mercilessly and enjoyed a good laugh with her. But since the day Rose had upset Molly, Rose had become Molly’s worst enemy, and from then on, it had been difficult to spend any time with her – even at family gatherings, particularly as Molly had nothing good to say about her any longer.

			But since then, John Taylor and Molly had begun courting and he knew they intended to marry. The things Rose had said on that fateful day hadn’t mattered in the slightest in the long run. What's more, he even believed she had reason to say them.

			He frowned at the memory. They’d been ten years old at the time, for goodness sake. Of course they’d argue and bicker! He wondered why Molly had such a hard time saying sorry or forgiving – but she absolutely refused to give Rose any quarter. Molly was no saint herself. As much as he loved his sister, Henry was well aware of her flaws.

			The fact was, Molly had been much unkinder to Rose that day than Rose had been to Molly. Molly had started calling Rose “Fatty”, in front of everyone at school and teasing her mercilessly. He still felt terrible that he had not stopped his sister and he felt the familiar flush of embarrassment down his back, but he knew why. He hadn’t wanted the crowd to turn on him and tease him for liking the fat girl. He had been a cowardly chicken. Well, she wasn’t fat now that was for sure. In fact, Henry couldn’t help thinking how Rose felt in his arms. She felt pretty darn good.

			Henry glanced around to make sure no-one had heard his thoughts, then shook his head at himself. His forehead wrinkled and he sighed heavily. Sky glanced up at him. If he did decide to do anything about Rose it was going to cause a ruckus – that was for sure.

			Because Molly was his sister, he had rationalised his diffidence by telling himself he should put Molly’s feelings ahead of his own. But his frown deepened as he reflected further. Actually, that wasn’t quite true. Molly had told him he should put her first. Was he letting his sister make his own mind up for him? He was vaguely aware that would be cowardly. What was wrong with him? 

			One thing was certain, he had learnt one lesson that day. He would not stand by ever again and let someone be bullied. He hated it and just as much hated the guilt and embarrassment.

			However, now, he thought with a smile, maybe he had a reason to call on Rose that Molly couldn’t argue with. Secretly he hoped and began to plan. He would return over the next few days to see how she was. Since his mother and Rose’s were the best of friends, it was the very least he could do. Out of respect for their parents of course.

			The smile broadened into a grin as he stared down the muddy road leading to his parents’ home where he still lived. His step became livelier.

			Respect … yeah, sure that was it.
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			Chapter Four

			1909

			Molly looked up sharply as the back door opened.

			“Finally! There must have been good shooting at the Mounce’s if it took you this long? I was just telling Mother you should have been back hours ago Henry!”

			She looked expectantly at her older brother for the many carcasses he was about to shower on her. When he only passed over four, she frowned.

			“Four? What have you been doing all this time?”

			Tipping her head to the side, she scrutinised him.

			“Henry? Are you alright? You look … happy.”

			Her mother had always told her she had the eyes of a hawk and she congratulated herself that she’d got it right this time too. But something was amiss – especially since Henry sighed heavily at her question. But she was on to something juicy. She just knew it.

			She grabbed the back of a kitchen chair and pulled it out, before pushing him unceremoniously down on to it.

			“OK, tell all. Why are you so late?” she demanded imperiously. She might be petite but she knew she could take her brother on – any of her brothers for that matter – and beat them all. Well, perhaps not Thomas but certainly the others.

			Small hands on her narrow hips, arms akimbo, she waited for him to talk. Although impatient to know, she knew he would deliberate carefully before he spoke and she could see he was putting all the facts in order before he opened his mouth. If there was one thing she had learned about her brother over the years, it was that he would not be pressured, though heaven knew she had tried.

			Starting from the beginning, he told them all about Sky, how clever she was and what a brilliant gundog. Molly dearly loved her brother but she rolled her eyes and wished he would get to the point. While she did love hearing about his dog and the pleasure she brought him, her mind quickly began to drift – onto other  more interesting things.

			“  …  and then we came across a body and a herd of pigs was running away from it.”

			Molly gasped, her attention snapping back to his face.

			“Well why didn’t you say that the beginning?!” she complained, only to receive his cheeky grin in reply.

			She grabbed another chair and slid onto it herself, resting her elbows on the table, leaning close to him as though they were conspirators hatching a plot.

			“So who … ? Was it alive … ?” Molly whispered in awe.

			“It was Rose.”

			This time both women gasped in shock but Henry was only watching for her reaction.

			However she would not give him the satisfaction, and although it pained her to do so, she sat back in her chair revealing nothing. Oh, how she wanted to grimace at the name!

			Rose!

			Unless … 

			Molly glanced at their mother and contrived to appear friendly – not an easy task for one who wore her heart on her sleeve. Puckering her brows in what she hoped looked like an expression of deep concern she opened her mouth to say something appropriate, but before she could utter a sound, her mother beat her to it.

			“Rose! Oh, my word! Henry is she alright?” she asked.

			But without waiting for a reply, she prepared to leave immediately.

			Molly watched her mother trying to untie her apron with shaking fingers. Getting out of her chair she gently pushed her mother’s hands out of the way to do it for her.

			“Mum, yes you should go,” Molly concurred. “Henry, can you fetch Mum’s bag and coat.”

			Henry paused, and Molly realised he was debating whether he should go with her. Oh no. No, no, no, no, no!

			Molly snapped at him, “Quickly Henry!” and he bolted for the bag and coat as expected.

			Her eyes followed him with concern as she considered the expression she had seen on his face. She’d always known he had a soft spot for Rose. She thought she had squelched it, but now she wasn’t so sure. Had the flame been relit? That would never do!

			“Mum, will you be alright or do you want me to go with you?” Molly asked, as she helped her mother into the buggy. She saw Henry’s head pop up.

			“No, you stay here and finish the dinner. Your father will be needing a hot meal when he gets back from the forge. And we can’t be letting all those rabbits go to waste.”

			“I can go with you Mum,” Henry offered, but their mother declined his offer as well.

			Molly nodded and smiled, with some relief – although if her mother had wanted, she would have joined her.

			As much as her mother wanted her to be friends with Rose again, she would not. She could not forgive her. She didn’t believe she had done anything wrong in calling Rose ‘Fatty’; she had only been speaking the truth. But for Rose to belittle her to John and in front of all her friends – well that was unforgivable. No matter that Henry had told her she had been mean first.

			As far as she was concerned, their friendship – such as it had been – was over. Forever. Rose was obviously not a true friend at all, and as she’d told herself over and over ever since, probably never had been. Although she squirmed even as she said it. They had been inseparable until then – Rose and Emily and herself – but it was unnecessary to dwell on that. Maybe it was a few years ago now, and her beloved John was her beau, but she would not forget how very betrayed she’d felt that day. Emily she still wrote to, but she had not spoken to Rose again – not even once – since. Not an easy feat since their parents were the best of friends.

			“Go Mum. Give my love to Rose’s parents.”

			Her mother’s eyes narrowed, but she made no comment.

			As soon as her mother had left, Molly went back into the kitchen and the dinner preparations and waited for Henry to return.

			“So, she is alive?” she asked, when he finally returned.

			Henry nodded. “Yip, but barely.”

			“So, what actually is wrong with her?” Molly asked

			“No one knows yet,” he replied as he nabbed a warm biscuit from the tray on the bench, and nibbled on the soft edge. “She was unconscious when I last saw her but the doctor was there and her mother had just arrived home. I thought I would go back in a couple of days to find out.”

			Alarmed by that bit of news, Molly looked at him sharply. She loved him because of his soft heart, but she knew she needed to keep Rose and Henry apart. Just in case.

			One thing she knew for certain, Rose was not good enough for her brother.

			Although the shadows were long outside and it had grown very chilly, Molly was restless and found herself unable to stay in the house any longer. She grabbed a warm wool wrap and headed out to her garden beds, looking up at the clear darkening sky as she did so. It almost felt cold enough for a frost tonight.

			“Not yet,” she mumbled, “not yet.” Her garden wasn’t going to last very long if they started now.

			She needed something to do and digging around in the dirt in the dark was just the ticket. This was the place she did her thinking and she needed to think. She could not let go of the awful thought of her brother and Rose becoming an item.

			The thought suddenly occurred to her that Rose’s injuries might take her life.

			“I hope she dies!” she whispered.

			She picked up the trowel she’d left lying on the side of the raised edging and began to thrust it around in a stabbing motion into the rich soil, her grim imaginings taking her down an even darker path, as she imagined Rose underneath her trowel.

			The clip-clop of horse hooves interrupted her thoughts and she looked up to see the shadow of the returning buggy, its lantern dimly lighting the way. Finally! Brushing the dirt off her hands and carefully schooling her features back into an expression of concern, she hurried to her mother.

			“How is she Mum?” she asked, feigning worry.

			Her mother looked down at her.

			Close-up, Molly could see the surprise and warmth in her mother’s eyes at her daughter’s apparent concern for a girl she kept saying she detested. If only her mother knew what she had just been thinking, Molly thought, and gave an inward smile.

			“She has had quite an injury I’m afraid. At least she is awake now and able to tell what happened. She has a number of broken ribs, and is black and blue all over her belly.”

			Molly watched as tears gathered in her mother’s eyes and her own filled for her mother in response.

			“I’m afraid for her Molly. After the fall, the horse apparently stood on her stomach. The doctor has examined her and thinks there may well be internal injury, but they won’t know for certain for a while.” Her mother paused and Molly could see there was more she wanted to say.

			“Mum?” she gently prompted.

			“She may not be able to have children.” Mary Magrory covered her mouth with her gloved hand and Molly could see she’d had no intention of spilling that piece of news.

			Molly gasped, carefully hiding her pleasure at the news but her mind spun. It was worse and therefore better than she could have even imagined. Oh, this was good!

			“Oh, Mum! The only thing Rose and I ever wanted was to be married with our own children! She will be devastated if that can never happen. I can’t even imagine what I would do if that was taken away from me.”

			Suddenly her mother planted her strong hands on her shoulders. Before she realised what was happening, she felt her head rattle as her mother shook her. Her jaw dropped open in disbelief while her mother looked squarely at her.

			“I was not to tell anyone so you must keep this quiet Molly. Promise me!” her mother looked at her so sternly as she waited for a reply, she had to nod. “Promise me, Molly! If word of this should get out it could ruin any chance she might have of marriage.”

			Rubbing the back of her neck after the startling shaking, Molly dipped her chin and straightened her face, pulling back the smile that was threatening to appear, and agreed to be silent. 

			“Yes Mum.”

			But she could not say the word “promise”.

			To her relief, her mother let her shoulders go, apparently satisfied with her reply. Molly swept her eyes downwards so as not give anything away. She was grateful it was dark – her mother had always been able to read her like a book. Needing time to compose herself before she could, Molly quickly took hold of her mother's arm and led her into the garden changing the subject.

			“Come and have a look at the garden before dinner Mum.”

			Henry closed the stall door behind Sky and bade her “stay.” She gave a slight whine, her soulful brown eyes staring up at him, clearly hurt she was not going with him.

			“Sorry girl – you can’t come in with me. I won’t be long.”

			Feeling a bit of a fool for explaining the situation to his dog, he walked back out into the sunshine and over to the back door. Knocking gently, he heard the muffled welcome from inside the kitchen. Popping his head around the corner, he saw Mrs Mounce. Like his own mother she spent most of her day in the kitchen, but this time she had her toes to the fire and knitting in her hands.

			“Hi, Mrs Mounce,” he smiled at her. “I came to see how Rose is doing.”

			“Oh, Henry do come in,” she smiled at him. “I never did get to thank you properly for bringing Rose home. Benjamin told me what you’d done.”

			She patted the seat next to hers. “There’s fresh tea in the pot if you’d like a cup – help yourself. Come and have a seat dear, and warm up.”

			Henry grabbed a large mug from the shelf and poured the strong brew into it. Adding milk, he did as she requested and took a seat, folding his lean frame into the armchair. Stretching out his long legs, he took a sip from the mug, and let out a relaxed sigh.

			Mrs Mounce glanced at him.

			“You look like you belong in that chair Henry.”

			Henry looked at her. He liked this woman – always had. She was fiery and direct but somehow it put him at ease. He’d always thought Rose was a lot like her.

			“How is Rose?” he asked quietly.

			He saw tears well up in her eyes and without thinking he reached across and covered her work-roughened hand with one of his own.

			“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” He spoke gently.

			She shook her head, and waved her hand in front of her face. “Oh, just ignore me Henry dear. Why don’t you go on up and see her? I’m sure she would love to see you.”

			Taking another long draught from his mug, he set the half full cup down on the kitchen bench, then followed Mrs Mounce’s instructions to Rose’s room. Knocking lightly on her open door, he smiled as she turned her head towards him. Was it his imagination he wondered or did her face just light up?

			He watched as her hand fluttered out of the bedclothes and ran shakily over her hair, which spilled riotously and vividly across the lacy cream pillow case she was leaning against. Her face was still a spectral shade of white with deep purple smudges under her eyes – even her turquoise eyes were dull with pain.

			“Henry.”

			“I just wanted to see you.”

			Seeing her eyes widen at his admission, he sputtered, and avoiding her eyes, tried again. “I just wanted to see how you were doing. Are you improving?”

			“The doctor tells me I have been very lucky but it’s going to take a while before they can tell if I’m going to make a full recovery – although he couldn’t tell me how long ‘a while’ might be. Honestly, I’m not feeling especially lucky right now, but perhaps time will help that too. Anyway, that is what he said.” She winced as she tried to turn slightly to see him. “Do you think you could sit down at the end of the bed? It hurts to move anything except my eyeballs and even that’s making me cranky.”

			Henry chuckled softly but moved to where she could see him.

			“I understand you rescued me?”

			“Yes, I came upon you as I was heading home with a bag of rabbits.” He sat in the empty chair, and leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and looked at her. “What happened Rose? When I found you, you were surrounded by wild pigs. I have to admit I thought they had killed you.”

			Rose related what had happened. When she told him about Red standing on her stomach, he winced at the pain he imagined.

			“That’s a lot of weight to come down on someone and especially one as small as yourself. Do you think it’s done any lasting damage to you, Rose?” he asked tentatively.

			“The doctor tells me I am young enough to heal.” But he noticed she avoided looking at him as she answered.

			He speculated but said nothing more. How does one ask those kinds of personal questions? He didn’t know.

			Seeing she was tiring, Henry stood. “If it’s alright with you, can I come back to see you?”

			“I would like that very much Henry,” she replied quietly. “Do you like reading? Perhaps you could read to me … ?”

			Her voice was losing strength rapidly and he could see she was nearly asleep.

			“Yes, I will read to you.”

			He turned for the door but looked back at the fragile looking creature before him. She was already asleep and he was able to examine her features unobserved. She was quite beautiful.

			Henry flung his hand in the air and strode around the room, himself fully engaged in the tale he was reading out loud. To Rose’s great delight, she’d said.

			It had been a number of months now and she was still mostly on bedrest, but he visited daily.

			Rose had shyly asked him to read from her dime novel collection, hiding her eyes when he had laughed a little at her. But when she had raised those lovely eyes beseechingly, he knew he couldn’t deny her. And since she was the one who was unwell, he would do all he could to alleviate her boredom. It was the least he could do.

			As it turned out, he had become so engrossed in the tales himself, it took little effort to continue. He had always thought these books were more for children or romances for women. He couldn’t believe how wrong he was.

			She still tired easily so an hour of story-telling was enough, but in that time, he had learned much about her love of adventure. He hoped she would be able to return to riding soon. Perhaps they could ride together. He caught himself. It was far too soon to be thinking along those lines.

			Although she was finally up and moving very slowly around, her hand was always cautiously tucked over her belly, which he had presumed was an act of protection, since any sharp moves caused her to wince or cry out in pain. He hated seeing it and he knew it was taking a toll on her parents as well.

			At Rose’s request he made the effort to take Red for good long gallops when he could. He was a beautiful horse, and while he hadn’t enjoyed riding for the sake of riding, Red’s easy disposition and incredibly smooth gait had made that chore immensely pleasurable.

			Much to Sky’s disgust. She had tried to keep up at first but in the end, he’d decided to leave her in the stable. Then he would make it up to her by taking her far and wide when he went out with his rifle.

			How quickly life changed. It had been a strange turn of events but one he was secretly glad about. He wouldn’t dare say it out loud, but he was so grateful that the pigs had appeared that day. He’d come to know Rose again and to be there for her. It was just most unfortunate that the same events had caused Rose’s life to change but not for the better.

			Henry glanced over at her and saw her eyes were closed. He looked at his watch and realised more than an hour had passed. Zane Grey would have to be put aside for yet another day.

			Henry bent down and gently pulled the eiderdown up and over her shoulders, then paused.

			He wanted to kiss her. He wanted to touch her creamy skin with his lips.

			Checking behind him to see no-one was watching through the open door, he bent down further and brushed his lips over her cheekbone. She sighed.

			“See you again tomorrow, Rosie,” he whispered.

			She sighed again.
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			Chapter Five

			Rose

			Running her hands down her body to gather up her light blue skirt, Rose lowered herself gingerly onto the chair at her bureau, then carefully tucked her booted feet into the foot well of the roll-top. Lifting her arms, she unbuttoned the left cuff of her white cotton shirt, then rolled her sleeve evenly to just below her elbow before pulling it above, and repeated the action on the other side. Stretching her arms out in front of her, she rolled her wrists, and wriggled her fingers and her shoulders before resting her hands on her thighs, smoothing them down the front of her skirt.

			Congratulating herself on managing all that without feeling pain in her body she closed her eyes and inhaled. Pursing her lips, she slowly released her breath. If she thought she could, she would have given herself a pat on the back. Three years since her accident and she still had twinges of pain most days, but she could now honestly say it was finally improving. Perhaps next week it would be gone. She could only hope.

			Rose opened her eyes and they travelled over the furniture she was sitting at, giving her a sense of pleasure so great she reached out her hand and ran her fingers along the polished oak wood. It was a beautiful bureau, a gift from her parents for her twenty-first birthday. Safer than a horse her father had said. Unless of course she tripped and fell over it.

			Her eyes took in the silver-framed photos sitting on the top and she smiled, her fingertips running along each frame in turn – Henry and Sky on a rabbit hunt, both grinning at the camera with their cache of bunnies lined up in front of them. Her parents. A frame of Red. Two of her nieces and nephews – one of them all sitting stoically together on her orders from the Christmas before and the other captured as they relaxed and pulled faces. She couldn’t help herself and even now poked her own tongue out at them in the photo. And Emily. She sobered as her eyes rested on the last.

			Dearest Emily. It was taken the year she had succumbed to tuberculosis and gone from a robust, healthy girl to a scrawny, sickly young woman in a matter of months. It was the last photograph she had of her before she had been moved at doctor’s orders to the seaside two years ago.

			Rose pulled a sheet of clean writing paper from one of the slots of the desk, and placed it carefully on her blotter. Cautiously opening the small bottle of black ink, she placed the lid upside down and away from her before slotting the bottle back into the inkwell and picked up her dry dip pen, her fingers unconsciously pinching at the dried ink on the pen nib.

			Rose gazed out the open window beside her, feeling the intense heat of the still summer day. Somewhere in the distance she could hear the voices of the men cutting hay on her father’s farm, and closer-by, cows mooing in the shed.

			She glanced at the watch on her wrist. Milking time. She could imagine Robert on his stool pulling at the cow’s teats to send a constant stream of milk into the metal bucket between his knees. She hoped the cow he was working on was not stroppy and would let him get his work done.

			The boy had grown into a huge man, the epitome of a gentle giant. The same age as herself, he was married with his first babe on the way. It seemed everyone she knew was married or engaged. Everyone but herself.

			Before her accident, she had not given much thought to the pain and damage an animal’s kicks could bring, but since then, she had not entered the shed during milking because of that very fear. One day she would again, she promised herself … one day. One day when she could walk without gripping her stomach.

			One day when her fear had subsided.

			Her thoughts turned to her horse and her eyes wandered back to the photo. Beautiful Red. He had been so terribly spooked that day that she could not fault him for his reaction. Her father had wanted to get rid of him, but she would not let him, even though her pain had continued. The doctor attributed the pain to scar tissue. Surprisingly, other than her ribs, no other bones had been broken.

			Her innards however were another matter altogether. And possibly her dreams.

			Were her dreams broken too? She felt in her very bones that they just might be.

			Dreams of being a wife and a mother. To have a family of her own. It was the only thing she had ever wanted and it was looking more and more unlikely.

			At the ripe old age of twenty-two – she was a spinster in every sense of the word. She even had a spinning wheel – a “gift” from her insensitive sister – in the corner of her room should anyone try to question the fact. A tear pricked at the edge of her eyes.

			Henry, her shy hero who had rescued her, had come to see how she was, and had continued to do so. Her eyes travelled back to the photo on the desk top at the smiling man who had captured her heart so long ago.

			Was it because of her accident that he had not made his intentions known? Or had he? She was sure she had a memory of kisses on her cheeks, but perhaps they were dreams. How she wished she was bold enough to ask! How she wished he was bold enough to say!

			Shaking her head, she dragged herself with difficulty out of her dark reverie with its ever-threatening tears. Her future might look bleak but the future of her dearest friend looked worse. She would concentrate on that and try to make Emily smile so she didn’t become overwhelmed herself.

			Heaving a sigh and pasting a smile on her face which she hoped would help her think brighter thoughts, she dipped the pen, dabbed the nib on her blotter, then began to write.

			Dearest Emily,

			How wonderful to hear you are finally on the mend after this last bout of sickness. I hope you will be able to get out now, especially as it is summer and you are by the seaside. Perhaps next year I will be able to join you for a week. I would love to spend time with you by the sea. It seems an absolute age since I last saw you, and although we write regularly, well, I miss your face and our heart to hearts! A photograph is just not nearly enough.

			It’s a beautiful day here today – the birds are singing merrily in the plum tree outside my window, and as I sit here, I can hear the sounds of men making hay. Life on the farm continues as normal.

			Henry is coming over later. He has been so busy on his own property in Otorohanga preparing it to farm, that I don’t see him as often. Emily, I still am unsure if he is a beau or a friend! Mum thinks he is stringing me along and I’m afraid I can’t convince her otherwise.

			Oh, how I wish I could talk to you Emily and get your advice! All these years later and I still don’t know his intentions towards me… I haven’t told him that I might not be able to have children, although his mother knows and therefore I can only presume he does too. But I’m scared to bring it up – for what if he does not know and that will be the final nail in the coffin of whatever it is we might have…I’m so confused!!

			Rose lifted her pen from the paper and frowned. This was not going in the happy direction she had intended at all! It felt good to be able to pour out her thoughts she had to admit, but how she needed a good laugh!

			Hearing a scraping outside her window, she turned her head in time to see one of her three white cats land on the window-sill. Buttons! Her frown cleared and a genuine smile replaced her earlier attempt at one. She huffed out a laugh. He always seemed to know just the right moment to show up!

			“Well, hello there boy! Have you been reading my mind? It’s just like you to enter a room by the unconventional route, isn’t it!”

			Stretching out her hand and running it over his pure white fur – broken only by two black dots, one on each ear and the origin of his name – she felt his body arch against her palm. His green eyes half closed and she felt the rumble begin to vibrate under her fingers.

			“And what brings you here, might I ask?”

			Enjoying her one-sided conversation but wincing slightly at a shaft of pain through her abdomen, she turned slightly to access Buttons more comfortably. Buttons, still on the sill, twisted and turned under her strokes, his motor revving to an absurd level as she continued to caress him. She watched as clouds of white fluff drifted into the air around him and sighed, resigned to the fact she would be sneezing shortly.

			“You are such a beautiful boy,” she murmured to him, and grinned as he determinedly nudged her hand with his forehead letting her know where he really wanted to be rubbed.

			Complying to his request, she dug her fingers into the thick fur between his ears and scratched deeply, watching a bubble of dribble form on his lip in pleasure.

			“Listen fella, I need to keep writing this letter. You settle yourself down on the bed.”

			Giving him a final stroke, she turned back to the paper and re-dipped her pen, but before she could continue, Buttons, unsettled and not to be deterred from his mission of garnering strokes and rubs – leapt from the sill and onto the unblotted page.

			Flinging her hands in the air and gasping at another shaft of pain caused by the sudden movement, she eyed the cat in horror – or more precisely, the inky black cat prints now dotting not only the page but her beautiful desktop as well. He on the other hand, typically nonchalant, continued twisting and purring in regal cat-like fashion.

			Grabbing him to her, heedless of her old shirtwaist blouse and skirt – or his fluff – she lifted him into her arms and held him close. Her desire to get him off the desk also turned out to be his as she watched his eyes close in pleasure at finally being held. Although she’d thought it impossible, his purr got even louder.

			“You little rascal,” she scolded with a grin. Staring down at the now heavily decorated letter her laughter bubbled up. Perfect. That at least would make Emily laugh even if her words couldn’t. Pulling the cat in tighter, she buried her face in his fur, enjoying the sensation of being wanted.

			Her grin faded. Oh, how she desired to be held and loved properly by a man. Her man! Her children! And with that, the long-held sobs broke loose and she wept bitterly into Button's fur.

			Her letter finally finished and propped up on the desktop, Rose shifted to her bed, and flopped cautiously wrong way round onto the soft but very worn eiderdown, being careful not to disturb the cat now curled up fast asleep on its corner in the sun.

			Her sister had bought the fabric for the quilt from a store in Auckland for her trousseau before her marriage. It had “cost a pretty penny” her brother-in-law George, the deep-pocketed, short-armed accountant had muttered in disgust at the waste of money on such a thing, but they had got their money’s worth out of it, before ‘gifting’ it to Rose the last time she had been to stay.

			‘For her help with their five children.’ He had said to her. Since they were throwing it out it, Rose hadn’t thought it was being particularly generous, but she had always loved the exotic, midnight-blue silk fabric with its embroidered flowers in rich colours of mustard, pink and turquoise, and coveted it forever. She could not bear the thought of it being dumped and therefore had accepted “the gift” as George was overly fond of describing it.

			And it went well with the beautiful, coloured-glass and brass lamp sitting on her desk. It should. She had asked for the lamp for her birthday the previous year after seeing it on a trip to Auckland.

			Her eyes roamed around the room she had shared with her sister since she was tiny and now called hers alone. She was careful about the items she chose, cautiously making sure they were tasteful and timeless, for they would move with her one day into her own home. She grimaced at that. Well, that had been the plan anyway.

			Rose’s eyes rested on the shelf above her bed and her eyes crinkled as she looked fondly over the spines of the books lining it.

			A number of classics certainly, but it was the dime novels that caught her attention. Raggedy jacket covers all of them since they had been thoroughly read over and over, firstly by her sisters and then herself. But she would never get rid of them – they had a special place in her heart. Especially since her accident. Not only had Henry read them to her, but they had given her places to disappear to when the pain had been so bad and the disappointment so acute.

			Rose propped herself up on her elbows and stared at them harder as a thought sizzed through her mind and caught her attention.

			What would the down-and-outs of those stories have done in her situation? She wondered and sat up straighter. What would the heroes have thought? Would they be languishing on their beds feeling sorry for themselves? Heck no! They would have made a plan.

			She needed a plan.

			Swinging her legs back over the side she gasped at the sharp pain, but feeling braver and more determined than she had in a long time, she took a longer step than usual over to her desk and in one motion grabbed another sheet of paper while sitting back down.

			Re-inking the pen, she nibbled on her lower lip and paused. The sudden feeling of bravery moments before was already beginning to slip. No, she mustn't let that happen. She forced herself to write.

			“Be Brave”.

			With surprise she felt the beginnings of a smile touch her lips just by writing the words. As she considered them she slipped the end of her pen between her lips, and it clattered against her teeth as she rolled it around her mouth. The grin took hold and she let it bloom – and bravery found its way to the surface once again.

			Yes, to be brave. She felt a slight surge in her heart rate. Much easier said than done she had to admit. But she had already come through so much and now she needed to get stronger. Mentally and physically. She could see her life was being sapped before her very eyes. Those dime novel heroes would have gone after the despicable outlaws that bothered them and others, and conquered them, bringing them to justice.

			Rose frowned. Who were the outlaws she was after? Who had caused her this distress? Who needed to be brought to justice?

			As corny as it sounded, she knew just who “they” were and there was a gang of them. A mob. And as far as she knew, nothing had ever been done about them. To her surprise anger coursed through her as she realised where her thoughts had taken her. Not only had her outlaws thrown her dreams into disarray, but if they were allowed to continue, they could very well do damage to other people.

			She knew then and there what she had to do. She had to get back in the saddle again, and something clicked inside with the realisation.

			Yes! This was right. And good. This was a plan.

			But there was one small hiccup. She had no idea how to go about it and she needed to learn how to shoot.

			But she knew someone who did know how to shoot and who just might help her in her quest: the black-haired hero who had rescued her, blacksmith by day, farmer in his spare time and her good friend, Henry the hunter, and lover of her dime novels. Henry would help her she was certain.

			Re-dipping the pen again she wrote in large letters across the page:

			KILL THE PIGS.

			Underlining the words heavily, she looked up at the nail that had been stuck in the wall waiting for some frilly decoration from years ago and without further thought, jammed the paper over it and stood back with hands on hips as she regarded her idea.

			Yes, it had merit. It was a plan worth pursuing.

			Throwing open her bedroom door, she strode faster than she had in years down the hall to find her father – the man who could begin putting her plan into action. She found him in the kitchen.

			“Papa where is your gun?” she asked the man at the table. “I’m going pig-hunting!”
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			Chapter Six

			Eighteen months later

			Lying face down on the damp ground just under the rise of the hill, Rose quietly blew onto her woolly gloved fingers then stretched and fisted her hands trying to get the blood circulating. It was mid-winter and freezing. She turned her head slightly and glanced up at the clear sky full of stars. There had to be a God and a Creator. How else could all those stars be in the same place each night?

			It was still reasonably early in the evening but almost pitch black.  Only a sliver of moon tonight on the horizon giving just enough light to see – perfect for waiting out pigs. She turned her head the other way and scrutinised the man stretched out beside her about a foot away, his eyes glued to the spot where the mob of pigs had been making their way in and out of the scrub of late, and where they expected them to do so again. The entrails from the hares they had left earlier in the day would draw them out.

			The pigs had already made a terrible mess of the ground in this area and Rose was determined she and Henry would eradicate every last one of them from her father’s farm. So far they had hung up nearly fifty of the dirty blighters, but the mob kept increasing, with at least three sows having a litter of around six piglets at any one time.

			It was frustrating – she couldn’t deny it – but surprisingly rewarding.

			Wriggling slightly against the damp that was seeping through her hunting clothes, she knew she was going to have to sit up. No matter how many times she had lain like this, her internal scars ached from the pressure and when she got cold, they ached more. But she had to admit they were getting better.

			All the hiking up and down the hills had made her back and legs strong once more, enough to convince the doctor she could ride again. He had agreed that her “plan”, while unusual, was a perfect fit for her long-term recovery.

			It had been difficult at first, and frightening, but the plan, the purpose, drove her on. And when she wavered, she remembered her dime novel heroes and her motto: ‘Be Brave’. Yes, she’d had to talk to herself sternly – more often than not at the beginning – but that sign on her wall every single morning had put steel into her spine and strengthened her resolve.

			Nudging Henry, she pointed to herself and down the hill. He nodded. Thankfully, he appreciated how cold she got and her need to move.

			She slid backwards away from the crest of the hill, then rolled to her feet and walked around and around, slapping first her arms then her thighs. This had to be the coldest night yet. How she hated the cold. It was the only thing that might deter her. But she had surprised even herself with the discovery that she loved hunting. She smiled.

			She still chuckled remembering the expression on her parent’s faces when she had stridden into the kitchen that day and asked for her father’s gun. His eyebrows had shot so far into the line of his hair they had all but disappeared – well, maybe just into the wrinkles in his forehead – but still, his surprise was great. Her mother had tut-tutted, and muttered about what a load of nonsense she was proposing, but for some reason, her father, bless him, had silently got up, retrieved his large calibre gun, taken her outside and given her a rudimentary lesson in shooting and gun safety.

			“Never aim your gun at anyone – even if in jest. Only walk with it loaded but not engaged – in case you trip.”

			Henry on the other hand, was elated and couldn’t wait to get started. Once again he had proved to be her knight in shining armor.

			That image made her smile. If by armor you meant canvas trousers with a twine belt and filthy woollen shirts that smelled strongly of pig dung – then knight he was. She grimaced and glanced down at her own clothing. In that case, was she a knight or damsel in distress? She had certainly started out as the damsel but either way they now smelled as bad as each other.

			Henry had told her she was to wear the same clothing he did – not her usual long skirts or split skirt riding gear as she had imagined. No, it had to be canvas trousers – which, he explained, would make it a whole lot easier to run up hills, jump streams and squat when required. It also gave better protection against a boar’s tusks.

			She had gaped at first, but he had assured her she would soon find out – and she had. Her first boar in fact had come at her twisting and thrusting and only Henry’s quick action had saved her. That and the trousers that had enabled her to be so agile.

			But her mother made sure she peeled off the garments in the stable and left them there. Under no circumstances was she to entertain the idea she could turn the family home into a pig sty. Oh no. And she could bathe in the freezing cold horse trough too! She had done that as well. In the summer anyway.

			Tonight, shivering at the mere thought of the ice coating the water, Rose looked back up at the stars – crisp and sparkling in the firmament. No, not tonight – tonight was far too cold for horse troughs.

			Under both her father’s and Henry’s careful eye Rose had practiced hard with the heavy rifle, getting used to its weight and recoil bit by bit. It left her shoulder black and blue and she had ached for days afterwards.

			But slowly she had improved and Henry had kept it interesting – showing her how to “glass” for the animals and read “sign”, even though he took the shot. She had been tested on rabbits and hares and although queasy to begin with, had conquered both her uncertainties and her parent’s reservations.

			There was no doubt about it, both men were proud of her achievements. Even her mother’s eyes seemed to hold a grudging respect although she’d never said anything. Not to her anyway. Nor anyone else as far as she was aware. No, Rose knew her mother’s thoughts would likely go with her to the grave.

			Rose looked up the rise at Henry’s prone shadowy figure and paused momentarily in her marching. Her fingers finally had a hint of warmth back but she continued clapping them together. She frowned. Yes, he was her handsome knight. But what was she to him?

			Here they were together again, after many such nights over the last few months, alone under a spectacularly starry sky and still the question lingered. Were they just friends or was there something more? He had rescued her many times over but she had no idea what he thought of her. Did he think of her when they were apart?

			She loved him. She knew that. She had for years. But did she have the courage to say so?

			She shook her head. No, she couldn’t do that – no matter how desperate she was. It was unseemly. In her mind’s eye she read the page nailed to her wall again … Be Brave. But did that include offering her heart first?

			Brought out of her thoughts by a low whistle she looked up to see Henry frantically waving her up. Excited at seeing her prey, she swung in his direction and scrambled on hands and knees swiftly back to her place and lowered herself down. Pulling the rifle she had left lying on the grass towards her she brought it to her shoulder. Practice had made the motion smooth and silent.

			Slowly lifting her head to peer over the rise, her eyes quickly took in the stealthy shadowy forms moving out of the scrub, snouts in the air testing for signs of danger. She recognised a number of the creatures by their markings; it was the same mob they had slowly been eradicating.

			With hand signals and whispers, the hunters watched carefully, agreeing which of the herd they would take tonight and settled into position tracking their quarry through their sights. Rose heard the quiet click of the bolt on Henry’s rifle engaging just as she engaged hers, and her eye followed her target – the smaller of the boars.

			She could just see its tusks gleaming in the moonlight but very little else shone on the jet-black captain cooker. He was moving swiftly, covering the ground at a trot, but still close enough and at the right angle for her to make a clean kill.

			Aiming for his shoulder, her finger curled around the trigger and pulled. The recoil slammed the gun into her shoulder again but she was ready for it now, and didn’t take her eye from the sights – even when Henry’s rifle unloaded beside her. A double boom shattered the freezing air.

			Squealing and screaming, the herd turned as one and fled back the way they had come – all except the two they had slain.

			Hesitating just for a moment to make sure the coast was clear, the hunters slowly sidled down the hill to make sure these animals were indeed dead, since with just a shake of his head the razor-sharp tuskers of the boar could open a man up and have him bleed to death. A live pig was deadly, an injured pig was an extremely dangerous enemy. Although both animals appeared to be dead, they put an extra shot into them to be sure.

			Turning on her heel and slinging her rifle over her shoulder, Rose huffed back up and over the hill to the horses waiting on the other side to drag their carcasses home, leaving Henry with the foul job of gutting them. She had dry-retched continuously when she had tried and Henry had taken pity on her and sent her away. Thank goodness. She could’ve kissed him. She wished she had.

			Now it was her job to bring the horses back and keep them calm amongst the strong porcine smell and blood, while Henry huffed and puffed with the effort as he lugged the heavy beasts onto the hand-fashioned sleds for transport back to the house.

			She had to admit this was her favourite part – watching the smelly knight stripped down to his undershirt as his muscles worked hard. Ah yes, she could watch that for hours she thought, with yet another grin, before they rode in companionable silence one behind the other to her father’s yards.

			Rose swiveled in her saddle to check the size of the kill dragging behind her and then straightened to examine Henry’s. Neither were small animals. She was glad they had both made clean kills. No, no matter how much she disliked these animals, they should never be made to die slowly.

			All the meat would be used – gratefully received by those in the community struggling to make ends meet. Her father had quickly made it known what Rose was doing – to her mother’s endless mortification – but suddenly people were now coming and asking what was going to happen to the carcasses. She had to admit she really did feel like a knight in shining armor knowing she was helping to put food on the table for people in hard circumstances.

			Riding behind Henry, staring at his back, she wondered again if she could be brave enough to tell him how she felt. She was tired of not knowing where she stood. As far as she knew there was no-one else. But she was scared. Would she lose a friend by being so forward?

			Suddenly a thought came to mind. Perhaps Henry had become used to her looking like a bloke and smelling like a pig! Perhaps he needed to be reminded she was a girl – a woman for that matter. Perhaps she needed to add to her “plan”.

			Nibbling on her lip completely unsure of anything, she felt certain of one thing – something had to change.
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			Chapter Seven

			June 1914: Henry

			Standing braced inside the rocking wagon, Henry threw the last load of cut brush and scrub into the enormous fire pile he had been making, then in one fluid motion tossed the pitch-fork to the ground, placed his hand on the wagon wheel, and swung himself down.

			He tossed a blade of grass into the air to test the wind direction, then set about scraping the flint onto the twigs and straw that he’d gathered earlier. When wisps of smoke began to rise from the small pile, he picked it up, blowing on it gently stirring it into flame, then shoved it underneath the mound. Walking to the far side he repeated the action, then stood back watching as the fire took hold.

			Pulling his hat off with one hand he raked the fingers of his other hand through his black hair and scratched his scalp – itchy with sweat. Rubbing the back of his filthy sap-stained wrist across his wet forehead, he jammed his hat back on his head, blew out his breath, and allowed himself to stop.

			“Finally!” said his brother, “that’s the last of the rubbish from this section. Didn’t think we were ever going to finish. Your place has way more scrub than mine ever did.” Thomas looked at Henry.

			Henry, gauging his brother’s expression knew he wanted to say more. And he did.

			“Now you can finally ask Rose – you know, the girl you haven’t been seeing – to marry you.”

			Henry looked up, inspecting his older brother through the smoke. Staying silent he watched Thomas close his eyes, then roll and shrug his shoulders, tilting his head first right then left trying to iron out the kinks from bending and heaving heavy scrub. Once he was done, he opened his eyes, put one hand on top of the other on the end of the pitchfork handle and rested his chin on top, looking at Henry expectantly.

			Bird song and crackling fire peppered the silence between them.

			Henry looked past Thomas, searching the farmland beyond while running through the catalogue of things in his head that he had planned to do on the property before he could give up blacksmithing and begin farming in earnest. He was so close to doing it now, he could taste it.

			His old school friend, Mutu, had joined him and he could hear him banging away in the distance, fencing. He was roughly halfway through his long list when his brother caught his eye and gave him a wink.

			A wisp of breeze tickled the flames sending smoke in Henry’s direction making him cough. He waved his hand in front of his face and cleared his throat, but when his eyes began to sting and water, he twisted away and joined his brother, blinking up at him.

			“I think I’m going to build the house first actually. No point getting married and then having nowhere to live.”

			Thomas gaped at him. “What the hang are you talkin' about? You can’t be serious! Surely you can marry first.” Thomas looked back at the fire before he offered more of his brotherly advice. “You know you’re not getting any younger.”

			Henry winced. “Yeah, thanks for mentioning it.”

			He looked around him. “There’s just so much to do to get this land ready for bringing the dairy herd on next month. I still need to fence these paddocks and build a shack so I can be here as well as Mutu when calving begins. Honestly, I don’t have the time for a wife yet.”

			“What is it you envisage your wife doin' then Henry, if not to be helpin' you? For crying out loud man, the woman hunts with you. Or you with her – I’m not entirely sure how it goes, but she’s no weakling  as far as I can see.” Confusion was written all over Thomas’s face.

			Stunned at even the suggestion, Henry stepped back, dismayed.

			“But that’s different. I do all the heavy work. I won’t ask a woman to help me clear the land! It’s far too heavy for them! Besides, Rose still has some pain from her accident although not much any longer. But I will not make any woman feel that she has to help me on the land either. It’s man’s work!”

			“Franny helped me and she loved it. She told me she feels a real connection to our place because if it. Maybe you’re sellin' Rose short by making the decision for her. Perhaps you just don’t want to be married?” Thomas cast the suggestion out, testing the waters.

			“Franny also didn’t get stepped on by a large horse!” Henry retorted.

			Henry was aware his family had all been wondering what the story was with himself and Rose. Molly had certainly let her feelings be known. Now it was obvious that as far as his brother was concerned at least, it was well past time someone pushed Henry in the right direction. The direction of marriage and settling down. Apparently Thomas had decided he was the man for that job. Well-meaning he might be but his words irritated him like sharp, dry grass-seeds caught in his clothing.

			Henry narrowed his eyes and looked at him. He had seen the delicate woman Thomas had married less than a year ago hauling logs and digging up roots and working right alongside his brother but he wouldn’t have thought she had actually enjoyed it.

			His mind took another turn. Marriage to Rose? Sure, he had started out interested in her – very interested in fact – but as the years had passed with her recovery taking such a long time, they had just become very good friends. Best friends probably but nothing more – and if he was betting man he would have put money on it that Rose wanted to keep it that way. He frowned as he considered further. Fairly certain but not completely certain. If he considered too much more he would have to admit he had no idea at all. He turned his irritation back on Thomas.

			“I don’t believe you brother! You’ve always had an unusual way of treating women. Besides, Rose is not Franny.” Henry impatiently brushed his remark aside. “Anyway, as I said, I’m the one who does the heavy lifting when we’re hunting because of her accident scars. She would not be up to clearing this, and I wouldn’t dream of suggesting it!”

			“Well, you should ask Franny yourself. You know my wife – she’ll tell it to you plain,” his brother paused and a worried look passed across his eyes. “Before this war started in Europe, we’d already decided to work the land together and live in a makeshift hut before we started a family. At least we are together.”

			A little wolfish gleam entered Thomas’s eyes. “And all going to plan, we won’t go to war. Hopefully it’ll all be settled over there and by this time next year we’ll have the stock we need as well as our house and she’ll be in the family way.”

			At the mention of war, Henry knew a shadow of uncertainty had also passed over his own face. Yes, the threat of war looming in Europe was unsettling at best. Would New Zealand be dragged into it? he wondered.

			Then his brother winked at him.

			Seeing it, Henry gave his brother a hard shove. Thomas let out a guffaw and punched Henry in the shoulder in return. Grinning at his brother Henry rubbed his other side in jest but before he could think, he felt a muscular arm wrap around his neck as he was pulled backwards while his brother’s other hand found his ribs, his fingers digging in deep causing both crazy pain and tickling.

			Yelling, they fell laughing, wrestling on the ground until Henry finally gained the upper hand. Being a wiry build, he had an agility his heavier brother envied. Sitting astride his sibling, Henry glared down at the larger man through a forelock of hair – not daring to release a hand to push it away – but a smile tugged at the corners of his mouth.

			“Do you concede?” Henry eyed his brother even though he had both Thomas’ arms pinned beneath his knees. His brother nodded.

			“No, no, no brother – say the words!” he bantered. “Do you concede?” Waiting for the answer, Henry squeezed his knees together against Thomas’ ribs and watched his eyes narrow. Knowing full well retaliation was on the cards, he squeezed tighter.

			Huffing out his breath and panting with the effort Thomas finally yelled on a laugh, “Yes! Yes, I concede!”

			Giving one last squeeze, Henry hefted himself up then leaned down offering his hand to his brother. Thomas grabbed it, but pulled Henry down beside him still laughing. But the fight had gone out of them and the two only flopped back breathing heavily.

			“What do you think is going to happen with this war Henry?” Thomas asked him.

			Henry stayed silent, pondering the question.

			“I’m going to enlist Henry,” Thomas continued. “I think it’ll be great fun. A chance to see the world on the Empire’s penny. Besides it won’t be that bad and we’ll be home again in a flash. You’ll see.”

			“You don’t know yet if they’ll even want us to go. It’s too far away for us. Besides, with our farms, we’ll be needed here to keep them going. Remember what Dad said about the last one: all-hands-on deck to provide for the army. I reckon that’s what'll happen here too.”

			“Nah, I’m going.” Thomas replied.

			“What about Franny?” Henry asked him. Nothing seemed to bother his brother. He took everything in his stride and always had.

			“We’ve talked about it. She will probably go back to her parents and live with them. Maybe she will have a little one on the way to look after while I’m gone as well.”

			“What about your farm?” Henry asked.

			“It’s got no stock at present so it’ll just sit until I get back,” he replied. “I’d rather be off adventuring than farming. When does your dairy herd arrive Henry?”

			Henry felt an excitement ripple through him at the question. He was on the verge of his dreams coming true.

			“Any day now. As soon as they start calving in August, Mutu and I will be here full-time. I’ll be finished working for Dad in another month or so. Just need the money to get the barn built. I’m starting on that in a couple of days. I’ve marked out the site. Hopefully one-day I’ll also have one of those new fandangle milking machines I’ve been reading about, alongside it.”

			Propped on their elbows in companionable silence, the brothers watched the fire in front of them licking ever higher on the pile. Groaning with the effort, Henry got up and forked bits and pieces of charred scrub back into the centre of the fire. Glancing over his shoulder to make sure Thomas wasn’t planning the retribution he’d expected, he raised his eyebrows when he saw his brother dusting the grass off the seat of his pants. Since his clothes were already filthy, he didn’t know why he bothered.

			But Henry was re-considering his brothers words. He had genuinely given up the idea of marriage for now; he was too busy working at his plans to give it any kind of consideration, and a touch anxious about Rose’s continued pain, although admittedly she was so much better these days. But he’d always thought it was too forward to ask about it.

			“Maybe I’ve got it all wrong!” he muttered out loud in disgust, unaware Thomas had come alongside him.

			His brother started howling with laughter and slapped him on the back, a mighty slap that burned through his shirt and made his skin throb.

			“I dunno little brother. But you sure have been missin' out!” Thomas – now doubled over in laughter – wiped at his tears.

			Henry rolled his eyes. His brother found the oddest things hilarious.

			Expecting support, he looked down at Sky, his best girl who had arrived sometime during their skirmish and was sitting loyally at his feet, blinking in the smoke. Judging from the dirt in her front teeth and long bits of grass attached to her soft lips, she had been digging up a rabbit hole close by. She was panting, her long pink tongue hanging low from her wide-open mouth.

			He puffed out his cheeks and heaved a heavy sigh, for she too, looked for all the world as if she were laughing at him.

			Henry closed his eyes and stretched his tired arms above his head, groaning at the cramping tightness in his muscles. He ached everywhere. Dropping them back to his sides on the top of the heavy eiderdown, he stretched his legs pointing his toes. Flexing his ankles back and forth under the sheet he tightened then relaxed his thighs and tried to twist his hips back and forth to ease his aching back.

			The hot soak in the bath-tub had helped some but he knew even before tomorrow arrived, he was going to struggle to get moving for another long day on the tools. He was strong, fit and lean from the years working at his father’s forge but his muscles sure weren’t used to the changes in his labour yet.

			Taking up the technique he had read in a book one time about using oxygen to cleanse the system after hard exercise, he took several slow deep breaths through his nose into his diaphragm and after holding it for a count of five, released it even more slowly through his teeth. He hadn’t been at all convinced it would work when he read it, but after trying it a few times he had been more than surprised at the benefits.

			Finally relaxing all his body, he tucked his arms beneath his head and stared at the dark ceiling. Without a doubt he could honestly say he felt flummoxed. He had believed his well-laid plans were the only way to go and yet Thomas had changed everything in a conversation of less than ten-minutes.

			Admittedly, he had never approached Rose about marriage. 
He thought they were good friends though – and he was very happy hunting together with her although they saw less and less of each other these days. But when they did, they had fun. They seemed to understand each other. He consoled himself thinking he had been working so hard, he had little time or energy to do anything else. He’d never been interested in anybody else. Not that he’d ever tried. His plans consumed his every thought. Rose literally was the only girl he really knew.

			He supposed he could make a life with her, but while he knew he cared for her, he was unsure if he felt a great love for her. Was that enough? He wondered and then reconsidered.

			Hmmm no  …  that wasn’t quite true – he did love her. 
She was spirited, determined and fun – beautiful even, but it was just not as John loved Molly. But did that matter? It was still a kind of love wasn’t it? He definitely respected and admired her. His parents had a good marriage and they were good friends as well. He wondered when he’d started using John and Molly as romantic models to imitate. Henry found his thoughts going around and around and nowhere helpful.

			His brother was right though. Henry turned over and punched his pillow hard at that thought.

			He wasn’t getting any younger and he did want a family of his own. One thing was certain, he couldn’t bring Rose home to live with his parents, especially while Molly was here. That was just asking for trouble.

			Frowning, he wondered how he could get around that. Maybe Molly would be married one day soon and have her own home. He knew John was planning to ask her. Now that he was back from his studies and a qualified solicitor in his own father’s business, he was ready to have a home of his own.

			But the question remained – did he ‘adore’ Rose the way he saw John adore Molly? That was his one lingering problem and it overshadowed everything with doubt. Did he want to share a life with Rose or was it just for convenience?

			If there was one thing he did know how to do, it was to work hard, so perhaps he needed to put some of that effort into sorting this dilemma out once and for all. He could really do with some advice on the matter that wouldn’t come from his family or friends – people who would just give him their own opinion. He decided to try a Higher power.

			“God,” he whispered in the darkness, “Can you hear me? Tell me what I should do? Should I ask Rose to marry me? Help me to do what is right. Amen.”

			Henry waited. It was the first time he had ever prayed like that and he felt uncomfortable doing it now. While he attended church every Sunday and believed there was a God, and had for as long as he could remember, bedside prayers as a child were as far as he had ever gone. He’d never really thought about it, but had he been asked, he would have said God was too far above everything to care about his small life so he just needed to get on with it by himself. Isn’t that what a person was supposed to do?

			Only a comment made by Rose’s father, of all people, years ago had ever made him briefly think there could be more to it, but in all honesty, he really didn’t need God. He was only asking now because he seemed to have no clue about the subject of marriage.

			His embarrassment grew until he felt a hot flush begin to wrap itself up and over his body. Did people other than a minister pray to God? Surely it wasn’t a manly thing to do. He had seen his mother pray, but never his father.

			But when no clear answers came, his questioning mind succumbed to his exhaustion.

			The door burst open.

			“We’re engaged!” Molly exploded into the family room with John slightly behind her.

			Jumping, Henry and his parents looked up in surprise. None of them had heard a sound. The gramaphone was on and they had been listening to soft classical music, although Henry couldn’t have said what the piece was; he was too engrossed in his farming catalogue and the list of items he was making out of it. It all slid from his lap into a small heap on the floor as he half stood.

			Henry glanced at his sister’s hand and couldn’t miss the large ruby and gold ring happily sitting on her third finger as she held up her left hand in evidence. Straightening up fully, he looked at them both. Even if he was blind, he would still be able to see the happiness emanating from them and the love they had for each other.

			For the very first time in his life every fibre of his being vibrated with envy. Along with his brother’s “words of wisdom” still ringing in his head from the day before, it rammed home just how lonely he had been without knowing it.

			He grabbed Molly in a tight embrace. “I’m so happy for you little sis. Finally, you’ll be gone and we can get a little peace!”

			Laughing, she disentangled herself. Clenching a small fist, she punched him as hard as she could in the shoulder. “You’ll keep brother. I’m sure I’ll still be able to keep you under control from my own house once I’m married, but if not, and until then, I’ll still be here!”

			Henry winced at both the thought and her fist, regretting having taught her how to punch.

			“Pleeease, take her away quickly,” Henry pleaded with John rubbing his arm and rolling his eyes, but he grabbed his friend’s hand and pumped it hard. “Congratulations my friend. You are going to make her very happy I know.” Both the men laughed and he clapped John’s back hard.

			Henry stepped away watching his parents congratulate the happy couple, his mother running for the sherry to make a toast.

			Just as the loneliness threatened to overwhelm him, all his rambling thoughts of the night before suddenly began to come together into an answer, and he felt a surge of confidence in his heart about a future that was very different from the one he had been so sure about only twenty-four hours earlier.

			But the sudden surge of confidence brought with it such a level of nervous tension he wasn’t at all sure he would be to keep himself together. Rather, it assailed him so strongly he thought it might rend him in two.
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			Chapter Eight

			August 1914

			Her legs shaking violently, Rose stepped down cautiously from her father’s new automobile – very glad to be back on solid ground. She would even kneel and kiss the path beneath her if she could be sure her legs would obey her.

			She uncurled her cramped fingers. Pulling out her small handkerchief from her evening purse, she wiped her clammy hands on it, wishing it was bigger. Shuddering, she placed a hand over her racing heart willing it to slow down, and gave the new car an evil look.

			Horses had now become too difficult for her father to handle, so he had decided to buy the very latest mode of transportation, a Model T automobile. It was a case of finding alternative transportation or staying at home. Rose had to admit driving had looked very easy and therefore a sensible option. He had spent the afternoon giving it a spit and polish.

			She and her mother had been so excited for him before they left the house this evening for the maiden voyage. But their joy was short-lived.

			As they’d woven and jerked wildly down the road, Rose had wondered if they would survive even the first mile. But she’d suppressed her yelps because she did not want to kill his joy. But this afternoon would have been better spent if he had actually passed it learning to drive instead of cleaning the blasted thing. A long ride side-saddle on an out-of-control and bucking horse would have been far more comfortable and decidedly less dangerous. After her own experience that was saying something!

			Smoothing her still clammy hands down her dishevelled shirtwaist, she re-twisted it back into place and ran her fingers gently over her hair. After all the violent swerving, she was thankful she had decided against wearing her hair piled on top of her head and let it rest instead in the loose chignon at the nape of her neck. She had left some curls around her face – not that she really had that choice. Trying to control her hair was like herding cats.

			Turning around she found her mother frozen into the back seat with hat askew, eyes glazed and mouth open in the form of a little ‘O’. Rose giggled and felt instantly better. Leaning in she retrieved the large sponge cake she had made from beside her mother. Surprisingly it had survived its harrowing journey.

			“I’ve got it Ma. I’ll just take it round back to the kitchen and then come back to help Papa.” Her mother only nodded in response. Rose snorted. So, this was the cat that had got her mother’s tongue.

			Having delivered the cake, she helped her father from the car. It saddened her to see how much difficulty he now had moving as the arthritis progressed, just as the doctor had told them it would. She knew he had taken a small dose of laudanum to be able to attend the party tonight; a celebration was something he would never miss, but she could feel the wobble in his legs as she guided him up the steps into the house and to the nearest chair. Although to be fair, that might be from his driving and not the drug at all.

			He sat down with a thump and a groan in a chair in the hall, but waved her away, his frustration with himself evident. Rose would not hover over him; her mother did enough of that for both of them, and she was convinced he hated it.

			The celebrations were in full swing and the place was crowded. It looked as if most of the town was here. Standing in the doorway of the family room she smiled and nodded at a number of people she knew, but made no move to engage them. Her eyes scanned the room, trying not to seek out Henry but losing the battle.

			They had seen each other more often over the last couple of months than in the last couple of years. Henry had been suddenly and diligently calling in again and Rose’s hopes had risen dramatically. She spent a lot of time every day ensuring she was always looking her feminine best should he suddenly appear. She had to dispel the images he had of her in manly hunting attire.

			She saw him in the far corner, head down talking, but he must have sensed her there, for suddenly his head came up and his eyes met hers. He gave her a small smile while her stomach fizzed with nervous excitement as their gazes held. Was there something different in his look tonight?

			Feeling like a silly school-girl, she broke the connection and looked instead for the happy couple.

			Taking a deep breath, she placed her hand on her stomach to try and calm her nerves then breathed out slowly and gently.

			“Right. Better get this over with,” she muttered as she mentally braced herself. She was completely unsure how Molly would react to her congratulations but if she didn’t congratulate her, that would be held against her as well. Best not give the girl any more ammunition than she already thought she had.

			She gave an exasperated sigh, and waded through other well-wishers to reach them and forced a smile.

			“Congratulations you two on your engagement. It’s about time.” Discovering that she meant the words surprised her and she smiled genuinely. She nodded at John, who smiled in return, but he turned away to speak to another. She looked at Molly.

			She had absolutely no wish to have an altercation with Molly tonight and hoped desperately Molly felt the same way but she couldn’t miss the look of disdain in Molly’s eyes. Her smile faded.

			“There’s no engagement ring on your hand yet I see Rose. How unfortunate for you at your age now. It seems you’ll be left on the shelf after all.”

			Molly extended towards her the hand carrying her engagement ring, both rubbing in the sting of her words and making it appear Rose had asked to see it.

			Rose blinked, swallowed and managed a rictus smile, while she tried to ignore the barb, and focus on the large deep-red stone. “It’s lovely Molly. It’s really lovely on you.”

			Turning quickly, she slipped back into the crowd pressing around the couple, ducking her head to hide her hurt. She knew there would be an exultant look on Molly’s face. Rose congratulated herself that she had done her duty. “And what a waste of time that was,” she muttered darkly to herself. “Just threw it back in my face … ”

			“Are you talking to anyone in particular?”

			Rose looked up straight into Henry’s dark blue eyes, which she suddenly noticed were deliciously slightly crinkled at the corners as he smiled down at her. How she loved his eyes. It was remarkable how warm and kind his were when his sister’s spat fire. Like now. Over Henry’s shoulder, Rose caught Molly staring at her with such venom on her face she could almost feel its sting. She turned her attention back to Henry.

			“Umm no,” she replied, vaguely embarrassed that she had been caught, but even more so at his look. She tilted her head. He really did seem different somehow … watching her intently. She started to squirm slightly at his intense attention, her mind turning into an incoherent jumble.

			“Ahh, just myself … It’s a beautiful ring John has given Molly.” Rose mentally patted herself on the back for being able to change the subject while he watched her.

			“Apparently it was his great grandmother’s. His father has been keeping it for him all this time and when John saw it, he knew it was meant for Molly.”

			Henry suddenly serious, looked at her intently. “Do you think we could talk?”

			Rose, surprised at his odd question, nodded, “Of course.” But she didn’t move as she searched his face questioningly.

			Henry glanced around at the crowd then back at her. “Could we go outside?”

			Rose nodded again, and turned, pushing back to the front door and the porch beyond.

			“Oh! what a beautiful night,” she exclaimed once they were out. “You wouldn’t know looking at it that there is a war going on in Europe now, would you?” It was a rhetorical question and Henry didn’t reply.

			She leaned on the white wooden porch rails and gazed up into the clear, wintry, night sky entirely forgetting what Molly had said, but wondering instead if the heavens somehow held all the answers. What did the future hold?

			It was already frosty and a million stars twinkled back at them from the inky blackness. “These clear winter nights are my favourite you know. There is something so beautiful about a starry sky.” She wrapped her arms about herself and stood in wonder.

			Henry cleared his throat behind her and laughed slightly. “Yes, I know. You tell me every time we’re out hunting.”

			“Oh, I suppose I do, don’t I. I’m sorry.” Feeling a little silly she let out a tinkling laugh as she turned, surprised to see he seemed anxious which was unlike him. She sobered. “You wanted to talk?”

			He was so nervous. And she looked so beautiful. He had forgotten how lovely she was. Imagining this conversation, he’d had her dressed in smelly pig hunting clothes, not dressed like a lady as she was tonight. Perhaps it would be easier if he waited until they were out hunting again.

			He had thought he was ready to do this. Two months working long days, readying his farm to bring on the cows had also been spent in deep contemplation and planning. He knew what he wanted to achieve and he was going to make it happen. He had even built a hut – basic though it was – so he didn’t have to ride back and forth wasting time travelling when he could sleep rough but work tirelessly to realise his dream.

			New Zealand had entered the war the day before, and the announcement had been the final spur. They had been expecting it since the end of June but now it was finally official, it was worrying. It had also been the deciding factor for Henry.

			Now he just hoped Rose wanted what he did, but he felt out of control – a feeling he didn’t like at all – and desperately wished he knew how to proceed.

			“Rose,” he began tentatively. He swallowed and shifted his weight on his feet, trying to stop the trembling that had started in his thighs. “Rose, I …”

			Henry stopped and looked around. Seeing the two chairs behind them, he motioned to them. “Would you like to sit down?” Then under his breath, “I know I would.”

			Doing as he suggested, Rose moved quietly to the chair beside him and waited with her head down. Did she know what he was going to ask and couldn’t look at him because she was going to turn him down? Horribly unsure, he felt his nerves ratcheting up even higher, his throat suddenly bone-dry. He ran a finger around the inside of his abruptly too-tight collar. It felt as though a clamp had been applied to his neck.

			“Rose,” he began again in a voice that sounded scratchy and slightly unstable. “I know we have never talked about getting married, but we have been seeing quite a lot of each other and I do care for you.”

			He was making a hash of it he knew but he didn’t know how else to say it. Swallowing hard on non-existent saliva, he carried on in a rush. If only he could pry open the airway so he could breathe again.

			“I have been wondering Rose if you would be my wife?” he gushed.

			He was completely unsure of himself but suddenly surprised at how much he wanted her to say yes. He took a deep breath before noticing the spiralling chaos of her red curls. While he waited he couldn’t help but compare them to the state of his heart.

			Rose’s head came up slowly. She stared at him. Had she heard correctly? Marriage? Had he actually proposed?

			“You what?” she managed faintly, her throat tightening so much she barely got even those words out. She was glad she was not making some long speech tonight.

			He was right, they had never talked of such things and now he was proposing marriage to her? Did that mean he loved her? Rose felt the first stirrings of real hope flare within her. Henry, the man she had wanted, the man she loved, had actually asked her to marry him. Were her long-held dreams, to have her own family, about to come true? She could hardly dare to believe it.

			Rose, her eyes searching his face intently, saw him flush bright red as his fingers found his collar again and slipped between it and his neck, obviously trying to make a gap for fresh air. She could see he was uncomfortable: the way he was craning his neck, that collar must be feeling very tight indeed. She smiled. She had no experience of this but could this be the look of a man in love?

			“Are you sure Henry?” she had to ask. She had to know this was truly what he wanted too.

			“Yes. I think we are good friends and we could make a go of it.”

			Rose’s eyebrow quirked. So much for romance. It was hardly a declaration of love, but should that matter? She loved him. Besides, she was twenty-three years old, he was twenty-six. It was now or never for both of them.

			“All right.”

			Henry’s eyes began to sparkle and he gripped the arms of his chair. “Rose?” he questioned.

			“Yes, I will marry you Henry.” She spoke so quietly he looked vaguely troubled.

			“Did you say yes Rose? I fear I’m now hearing things!”

			Rose gave a light laugh – relief bubbling up inside of her and her voice strengthened. Cupping her hands around her mouth and pretending he was deaf she yelled, “YES! Yes, I will marry you.”

			She started to laugh again as he jumped up – his laughter joining hers.

			“I’m very delighted to hear you say that!”

			He pulled her off the chair, then picked her up and twirled her around.

			Rose gave a squeal of surprise and Henry leaned in and gave her a kiss on the lips.

			Rose looked at him in wonder as her lips tingled. Their first kiss. Her first kiss!

			He put her feet back on the ground but didn’t let go. She thought of her motto: Be brave. Finally taking it at face value where this man was concerned, she placed her hands on either side of his face and drew his head down again to find her mouth before her arms wound around his neck, and she knew then and there with all her heart this was where she was meant to be and she didn’t ever want to let go.

			Rose waited while Henry paid for the engagement ring she had eventually settled on, along with a plain gold band to match.Then he slipped the boxes into his jacket pocket, winked at her, and after putting a proprietary hand on her waist, guided her from the shop. She had loved that – loved feeling that she belonged to someone. Loved believing she was loved.

			She wondered what he had planned for the ring that she couldn’t wear it immediately, but she said nothing.

			Her parents had been ecstatic at his proposal and her father had given his blessing to Henry without even having to think about it. They were both very glad that Rose was finally going to be married and to make a home of her own. They would be able to stop worrying about her now, although Rose had taken her mother aside to find out if Henry knew about her possible barrenness.

			“Haven’t you told him Rose?” she had asked clearly alarmed by the thought.

			“I intend to Mum, but do you think he already knows? After all, his mother knows and she’s your best friend … ”

			“I asked her not to say anything to anyone including her family. I’m certain none of them knows as she would not betray my trust,” her mother had replied.

			Rose had said nothing. Not yet. She didn’t want her mother’s friendship to suffer. She would bide her time. She would have liked a declaration of love from Henry; something to dispel the doubts Molly’s words had sown when she’d discovered their engagement. Doubts that kept her awake at night. Doubts that Henry loved her at all.

			She’d asked herself if she would still marry Henry even if he didn’t say anything further, and she knew she would. But the thought of a one-sided love did not fill her with joy. How could it?

			She couldn’t put her finger on why but she felt uneasy. Was it the declaration they were going to war? The Empire going to war was certainly inconvenient. She winced.

			She suddenly realised how selfish that sounded especially since it probably wouldn’t affect them. They could get on with their lives, be married quickly and perhaps she would have a baby of her own to care for soon even if Henry did have to go. But as her father had said, it was unlikely he would. He was a farmer and he had what was considered to be a necessary occupation; he was needed here.

			She had breathed a sigh of relief at that.

			But still, she couldn’t help feel unsettled. She knew part of that was her fault. She knew it was wrong that she had a secret.

			But that secret might well change everything if Henry didn’t actually love her and he found out.
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			Chapter Nine

			August 1914: Henry

			Henry quietly turned the doorknob on the back door, and slowly put his head through the gap. Seeing the very person he wanted to speak to in the very place she was supposed to be, exactly as he had been told was very helpful. He liked having a willing accomplice.

			“Come with me Rose,” he whispered.

			Stifling a yawn, Rose jumped in surprise and looked up from the bread she was kneading for the morning, a task her mother had set her not too long ago saying she had forgotten to do it herself.

			“Henry! I didn’t know you were here. What time is it?”

			Answering her own question, she glanced at the clock on the wall and exclaimed, "Almost midnight. I didn’t realise it was so late!”

			“Don’t ask any questions, just come.” Henry put a finger to his lips, lifted up the lantern he was carrying and waved it slightly.

			Covering the dough with a damp cloth, but with questions in her eyes, Rose reached behind and unbuttoned her apron. Slinging it over the back of a chair she grabbed her coat. Head down, she followed Henry out the back door and down the two steps where she collided with his back.

			Turning, he put his hands on her arms and whispered, “Close your eyes Rose.”

			Confused, she looked at him.

			“Have I ever misled you?” he asked half in jest. She tilted her head and looked at him through narrowed eyes. He gave a laugh, “OK maybe I have but just do it this time. Trust me.”

			Eyeing him, unsure, she crossed her arms over her chest. “This better be good, Henry,” she muttered.

			Standing in front of her he gently took her arms to his sides, then turning around, wrapped them around his waist. Keeping her to his back he guided her in shuffling steps around the puddles and across the dark stable yard by the faint light of his lantern, and into the stall where he had unceremoniously dumped her the day he had rescued her.

			“OK, open your eyes.” He whispered again and then stood back watching her as she did.

			Hanging from the walls and ceiling of the stall were scores of candle lanterns flickering softly in the dark and creating patterns on the walls and roof, giving enough of a glow that Rose could see a thick heap of clean straw, and a pile of soft blankets laid out around a woven picnic basket.

			“Oh Henry! A midnight feast in the stable! This is so romantic!” Rose tore her eyes away from the scene and looked at him, her hands clasped together under her chin. Her eyes began to sparkle with unshed tears and her lips curved in a delighted smile.

			Henry took her hand and led her forward, helping her to get comfortable. After wrapping another soft eiderdown around her, he sat down beside her.

			“I only wished we had the starry sky you love so much Rose.”

			They both peeked out, but mist swirled around them, rising from the rain-drenched ground and covering the sky, signalling fog might be on the way.

			Rose looked back at him and smiled. “It doesn’t matter Henry. This is lovely. I think it’s even more romantic with mist.”

			He watched her drinking it all in and congratulated himself on getting it right. She huddled deeper into the blanket; the smile continuing to play around her lips.

			Henry opened the basket and drew out a still warm blackberry and apple pie, its rich, syrupy filling contained within a thick, buttery crust. Wafting it first under her nose, he placed it carefully on the rug between them before reaching back in for a jar of clotted cream. It was their favourite pudding and he had asked his mother to make it specially. He couldn’t ask Molly, even though he preferred her pie. If she found out what it was for, he couldn’t guarantee she wouldn’t dose it with poison.

			“Oh, yum.” Rose inhaled the berry fragrance and smiled but a frown quickly puckered her face as she looked at him. “Molly didn’t make it did she?” Rose asked, concern in her voice.

			“Ahh no. We are safe.” He grinned at her and she grinned back, her beautiful turquoise eyes like jewels in the lamplight. He loved her eyes. They were so unique. But the thought of Molly made him frown.

			Molly was doing her very best to drive a wedge between them, and he couldn’t understand why she refused to get over the spat from so long ago. She had held onto this stupid childhood grudge for so long and it was completely irrelevant now. He’d considered talking to her about it again, but he knew it wouldn’t make any difference. He’d said his piece and she knew how he felt. Perhaps he would be best to just leave it alone.

			Henry glanced up at Rose and firmly told himself not to think about his sister tonight.

			Smoothing out his frown, Henry took out his mother’s finest china plates and silver spoons hoping they would help recapture the mood. They weren’t much help, but cutting the pie was. As the aroma rose on the steam, filling the stall, his mouth salivated and his smile widened. He scooped a piece of the pie onto a plate, added a dollop of the cream, then set it aside. Then he did the same with the second piece, waving it in circles under her nose, teasing her, and watching her close her eyes and deeply breathe in the heavenly aroma.

			“Oh, that smells divine!”

			She reached for the plate but Henry swatted her hands away. “Uh-uh.”

			Pouting, but with eyes twinkling Henry was pleased to see she drew her legs up under her long skirts and wrapped her arms around them, obviously anticipating whatever else he had cleverly planned. He allowed himself a congratulatory half smile. This was much easier than he had imagined it would be.

			Watching her carefully, Henry manoeuvred himself onto one knee and looked at her. He reached into his pocket and drew out the small, velvet box with the ring in it and slowly opened the lid.

			Suddenly realising his intention, she gasped and clasped her hands together again under her chin as tears swelled yet again in her eyes.

			“Rose Alice Mounce, I know you’ve already said yes, but I want to ask you again. Officially. Will you marry me?”

			Rose was unable to reply through the lump in her throat. She could only nod vigorously as her tears spilled over and trickled one by one down her cheeks. Suddenly finding her voice, she whispered, “Yes, again yes!” Henry took the ruby ring and slid it onto her finger, pulled her to him and kissed her soundly.

			She tried to understand the feelings rising up inside her but the words eluded her. But one thing was sure: she no longer felt uneasy. His actions surely must mean he loved her since he’d gone to so much trouble? She didn’t have to question it any longer. Molly was wrong.

			This man – this man – was giving her a taste of surprise, adventure and romance. He was giving her all her heart desired. She was confident she couldn’t love him more.

			Suddenly the word came. Cherished! That was it. She felt cherished. Never in all her life had anyone done something as simple and special as this for her. For her. Just for her.

			Suddenly a cheer went up from the next stall.

			Startled, Rose stood and looked over the half wall to the next stall. She rolled her eyes. So much for romance! They were not alone at all. Her parents had been there in the dark all along.

			Giggling with delight, Rose hugged them over the half wall. They congratulated the couple again. A bottle and long-stemmed crystal glasses were produced from the basket and a toast was given. Then they all seated themselves amongst the straw and eiderdowns in the one stall and ate pie, the night air ringing with laughter and the clinking of spoons on china.

			They chatted for a only a short time, then Rose noticed her father give his wife a nudge. With a slight tilt of his head, he commented it was getting late. Rose watched as her mother helped her father to his feet and they shuffled back across the cobbles to the house.

			“Are you getting cold Rose?” Henry asked her after the older couple had gone inside.

			“A little, but this is wonderful.” She sighed. “This has been just wonderful Henry. I will remember it forever.” She looked at him shyly. “Henry you have made me feel very cherished. I don’t want that to ever end.”

			Henry looked at her. “I promise you Rose, I will look after you always.”

			She grinned. “I might have to hold you to that Henry Magrory.”

			It was the start of everything she had ever wanted.

			It was nearly two in the morning before she waved Henry off, but she knew she’d never sleep. Not yet anyway. She was wound up tighter than a two-bob watch, ecstatic with excitement. She absolutely had to write to Emily and tell her all about it. It all seemed like a dream and if she left it till morning she was a little afraid it might fade away.

			Perhaps writing it all down would help her believe that it wasn’t.

			Pulling out a sheet of paper, she wrote quickly, leaving nothing out, and signed it with a flourish followed by a huge heart. Inside it she drew her name and Henry’s initials. Schoolgirl stuff she knew, but Emily would understand.

			In some ways it felt cruel to share these precious personal moments with her when Emily was confined to the sickroom. Not that it ever seemed to concern her friend; most of the time Emily was the one giving sage advice to her and asking questions. 

			Emily had already told her she was ecstatic that Henry had finally come to his senses and proposed. And besides, Rose’s life helped her live beyond her four walls. Rose could only take her words at face value since Emily didn’t seem to have a jealous bone in her entire body.

			Rose shook her head at how lucky she was to have such a friend. Emily was so special. The most beautiful spirit she had ever known and she envied her the peace she carried. Rose frowned and propped her elbows on the desk, dropping her chin onto her upturned palms, thinking.

			Something about Emily was different, and try as she might to emulate her friend, Rose recognised an important part in her own life was missing. And so far, that ingredient was as elusive to her as the pot of gold under the rainbow.

			But after tonight, she thought she might be a lot closer to reaching that pot of gold. She could almost see it twinkling at her if she could only just reach it … 
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			Chapter Ten

			September 1915

			Rose paused, panting, at the bottom of the hill and stared after Henry’s retreating back as he strode up, Sky at his side. Try as she might she couldn’t keep up with him today. He wouldn’t wait for her. Nor would he talk. Not even the friendly, casual banter that usually passed between them. He wasn’t his usual self at all but for the life of her she couldn’t figure out what the matter was.

			Heaving in more air she let it go with a gusty sigh as disappointment flooded her. She had been so looking forward to this day. They had made the plans nearly a week ago.

			She didn’t begrudge his work. She grimaced. Actually, no, the honest truth was she did. He spent more time with his precious cows than with her. If only he would consent to getting married, then at least they could be together. But he just kept saying no.

			“It wouldn’t be fair to you Rose,” he’d said over and over.

			She was being made to wait again – always waiting – while she could have been keeping her own house, their house, and making a welcoming home for him to come back to each night. The waiting to get on with her life was frustrating and torturous.

			She narrowed her eyes as she slung the small .22 calibre rifle over her shoulder and huffed up the hillside towards him. “Well, it’s hardly fair now either, is it? Mr Know-it-all,” she muttered under her breath.

			This was the first time she had seen him in nearly a month. And the last one had been a flying visit. Today, he was actually taking a couple of hours off from his farm; firstly, to grab necessary supplies from the general store and then some time for her. The two of them were rabbit shooting for the afternoon. Finally!

			She grimaced again. She didn’t want to be a shrew or a nag. She’d been trying to be understanding but maybe she needed to stand her ground and give him a piece of her mind.

			Their pig hunting together had unfortunately come to a stand-still. This was a nuisance, as now, more than ever, families could have done with fresh meat for the table. Especially the families where the breadwinner had gone to war.

			Rose couldn’t believe it! The Empire was requisitioning not just men but all of New Zealand’s meat and dairy produce to feed its ever-expanding and diminishing army. Every farmer up and down the country was working from daylight to dark to supply them.

			Henry had his friend, Mutu, working with him, but many of the farmers were working single-handedly as more and more men volunteered – especially since the campaign in Gallipoli was, in her father’s words, “chewing men up and spitting them out left right and center.” Mutu was of the Tainui Maori tribe, who refused to bear arms for the British Empire after the Maori Land wars in their region.

			She had been a fool to think they would not be affected in New Zealand by the war in Europe. Admittedly she had no experience of war when she’d said that, but she thought it was just a storm in a teacup. At least that was what she’d been told and she’d simply believed it.

			Both anger and disappointment flooded her anew.

			There was no doubt about it, she was grateful Henry was farming. His brother Thomas had already gone, having enlisted at the outset for “a great adventure”. They’d heard he was going straight to the Ottoman Empire and Gallipoli, but his campaign there had ended and the last they’d heard he’d arrived in Belgium, right on the Western Front.

			Henry’s two eldest brothers were too old, but John – Molly’s fiancé – had been called up and would be off for training soon. Initially she thought the war had delayed their wedding too but as it turned out Molly had told John she wanted to wait. That had surprised Rose no end.

			So the war had delayed both their weddings. If only they could talk they could commiserate with each other. She sighed. Not that she hadn’t tried to get Henry to the altar, but she could barely pin Henry down for dinner, let alone a quick wedding, even if it was only in the registry office.

			But her own mother had put paid to that. “No child of mine is going to have a wedding that’s not in the church!”

			Rose had argued with her till she was blue in the face, but she wouldn’t be swayed.

			Rose looked up again to the top of the hill to where Henry stood with his back to her. His melancholy stance didn’t reassure her. She was suddenly filled with dread. Nothing about this day was going even remotely as hoped.

			Unbidden, Molly’s words came back to sting her: something she had said to her just after the announcement of Rose’s own engagement.

			“Henry doesn’t really love you Rose. And you are not good enough for him – not by a long shot. And you never will be. I am going to do everything I can to stop him marrying you.”

			Rose stumbled as they brought the usual tears to her eyes. Catching herself before she landed inelegantly on the ground, she trudged blindly over the short distance to the crest, close to where Henry stood.

			She had seen no evidence since her engagement that Henry didn’t love her – he was as attentive and caring as ever – but the fear those words of Molly’s had stirred up had completely undermined her confidence.

			She waited, uncertain. Uncertain of his love for her. Uncertain if he knew her secret. Uncertainty brought more fear and her stomach was roiling with it. Molly, she realised, would be delighted if she knew that.

			Just thinking Molly would be having the last laugh at her expense took her to where Henry stood, shoulders slumped and head down. He looked so incredibly dejected, she halted mid-stride.

			“Oh, dear Lord, what is going on,” she whispered.

			Summoning all her courage to face it – whatever it was – she stepped next to him and put her arm around his back.

			“Henry? Will you tell me what is bothering you?” she asked him gently.

			Silence. She waited. The silence lengthened.

			Turning her head ever so slightly she looked out the corner of her eye and was shocked to see tears on Henry’s cheeks. Compassion moved her.

			“Henry? Oh, Henry my love, what is the matter? Please I’m begging you tell me!” she implored as she placed her other arm around him and tried to draw him to her, but he pushed back and away, turning from her.

			Sky gave a whine. Feeling helpless, Rose looked down at her. Her liquid, brown eyes were on Henry, and even Rose could see they were full of concern for her master. Rose squatted down and stroked her head in sympathy. She could relate. If only the dog could talk.

			Henry remained silent so she came up behind him and tried again.

			This time he turned but without looking at her he held out his hand, palm up. Rose, thinking he wanted her hand to hold, began to reach for it, but seeing what was in it she drew back and gasped. Her heart missed a beat.

			“No! Henry! It can’t be! Not you!” she was aghast.

			Henry was holding a white feather. “How can this be?” she asked.

			Her mind began racing. Who in their right mind would give Henry a white feather? Oh, she knew there were cruel women out there doing this: giving men who had not enlisted this terrible symbol of cowardice. But not Henry! He was no coward! No, definitely not Henry!

			Large tears pooled in her eyes and spilled over as she wrapped her arms fiercely around him and held on as sobs wracked his frame. As they quietened, words began to tumble out.

			“I’ve always believed that trying to be good and responsible, working hard, going to church and being respectful of my parents made me a decent man. I thought I was doing my bit Rose. The Empire demands more and more for our quota every day for England and the troops. I was in the general store for more supplies for the stock. Two girls, who I can only assume were suffragettes, were waiting on the footpath when I came out and pinned this to my jacket. We’re all fighting in some capacity Rose. I believed I was too.” He paused. His next words came on a whisper as though he was too ashamed to utter them.

			“But they think I’m a coward.”

			“Who were they Henry?” she asked again. “Did you recognise them?”

			His misery was almost tangible. If only she could pluck it off him and throw it away, far away.

			He shook his head, “No, just a couple of young girls … ”

			His words trailed off and her heart broke.

			How many more were being given to men like this? she wondered angrily.

			She had heard of one young lad who had tried to enlist but was refused because of his eyesight. He had been given a white feather. She quite believed some were shirking their duty to King and country but these women had no idea of people’s personal situations nor did they bother to ask; their self-righteousness fed by the ambitions of some remote British Admiral. So many had gone already, and so many were not returning.

			Rose’s anger and indignation continued to rise. She was furious. She needed to move before she blew up.

			Henry sighed heavily. He had talked himself out, his sobs had subsided, and he stood within Rose’s arms soaking up the comfort she offered with an acute sense of desperation. He wondered for how long she would offer it, before she began to think those girls might be right in their assessment of him. After all, even he was questioning himself; why wouldn’t she?

			Feeling a claw run down his leg he pulled away and looked down.

			Beloved Sky. She sat at their feet, paw raised, and a noticeably worried look in her eyes. She whined.

			“Ahh girl, it’s alright,” he spoke through his handkerchief as he bent down.

			He blew his nose, swiped the moisture from his eyes and, tucking the damp fabric back into his pocket knelt down beside her and pulled her close.

			He had never been one for self-pity though, had never given much thought to people’s opinions of him, preferring instead to just get on with things. But this had shaken him to his core. He couldn’t get their accusing words out of his head. Holding the dog to summon his courage, he knew he had to tell Rose what he had decided.

			He watched her now pacing back and forth on the hill-top, muttering, her arms swinging wildly and her long braid swinging violently across her back. Her untethered ringlets were flying about like lightning bolts around her dark angry face and stormy eyes.

			Henry considered what he was about to say. This was probably not the best time to bring this up … but if he didn’t, then he probably deserved the white feather.

			“Rose, can we talk?” he asked tentatively.

			Without missing a beat, she swung in his direction.

			“Of course, Henry. Anything. You know you can talk to me about anything.”

			Swallowing hard, he looked at her and then away. Chicken! Hearing the word – the shame of it – deep in his heart, he looked back and into her eyes.

			“Rose, I’m going to enlist. It will delay our wedding until after the war … ”

			He held up a hand to her, silently asking her to let him continue. Once he could see she would, he dropped his hand, the plans he had already decided upon gushing out. “I’ve decided I must. Maori from around here aren’t going to fight for the empire so Mutu can continue looking after the farm while I’m gone. I’ll have to help him get this quota for the farm completed first and then,” he added in a lower and less confident voice, “I have to go Rose. I have to.”

			“Henry no!” she whispered clearly horrified at the thought. Her arms wrapped around her body as she looked at him in utter dejection. Her eyes now looked like Sky’s had moments before. If only a pat on the head would help Rose too.

			“I have to Rose!” His voice was rising. “I have to prove I’m not a coward and I can’t have you married to me if that’s what people think. They will make your life a misery too and I can do something to stop that happening. If I go to fight, then you’ll be able to marry an honourable man.”

			“You are already an honourable man!” she shouted at him.

			“Well, they don’t think so!” he replied, his voice raised at her, angry at himself. “And I’m sorry to say it, but maybe their words will have more impact on people than my own character does. We are going to live in this community. Raise our children here. I don’t want us to always have this cloud over our heads … And maybe … ” he paused and hung his head. “Maybe I am a coward!” he whispered to his feet. “Maybe I’ve used farming as an excuse. I’m not going to know unless I go.”

			Rose stared him. She’d told him he could tell her anything – but not this! Never this. She didn’t want to hear it. Henry was going to war. What if he never came back? What if he came back injured? What if …

			She couldn’t go there! It might be selfish but she focused instead on herself. She had to or she wouldn’t be able to function.

			Yes, it meant another delay. Maybe another complete halt to her dreams. Her future! When would it end?

			But disappointment, concern and worry, was the least of it. Her fury was burning so bright she was seeing stars.

			How dare they?

			Hot tears welled up threatening to spill over but she shook her head. No! she was not going to cry. She clenched her fists tightly at her sides instead. Oh, how she desperately wanted to pound something with them.

			Yes, these people might think they had clout, but if she found out who they were she would clout them herself – good and proper.
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			Chapter Eleven

			November 1916

			T he long whistle sounded again and billowing smoke briefly covered the Te Awamutu station house and platform. Last runners sprinted for their seats and several collided with the couple clinging to each other on the platform. Henry and Rose had tried to ignore the mayhem but when yet another boy crashed into them, Henry shoved at him impatiently.

			“Hey, watch it will you!” he yelled at the kid. The boy stumbled but gained his feet and shot Henry an angry look.

			Henry felt only a little regretful for talking to the kid like that. It wasn’t really his fault that the platform was so crowded you could barely breathe or that the steam from the train covered most things on it, but he was angry himself. Angry at war. Angry at injustice. Just plain angry at everything. Therefore it felt justified.

			This was it. He wasn’t just going to Europe. He was going to war. Joining in a ferocious and bloody battle that was sucking up and spitting out more lives than anyone ever imagined. There was no adventure to be had any more. He was scared. Scared like crazy scared. But even that wasn’t the first thing in his mind.

			His father had held him in a bear hug and told him to use that fear to look out for himself and come home, but Henry was more desperate to prove he wasn’t a coward. The white feather dangled in his mind’s eye constantly. He’d taken the feather with him to training camp to remind himself why he’d signed up. It was now a scraggly piece of lint that no longer resembled what it had originally been.

			Much like his life.

			He placed his arm around Rose’s shoulders wanting to comfort her, but aside from the one tear she had quickly staunched, she stood stoic and silent, unlike Molly who was farewelling John further along the platform, wailing loudly and smothering his face with kisses.

			Their mother had tsk-tsked at her but Molly didn’t care one iota. He envied her. He envied John.

			Had he hoped for the same? He wasn’t entirely certain but other than Rose’s emotional outburst when he had told her he was going, she had said very little and revealed even less of what she might be feeling. What did she feel for him? She had written to him regularly while he’d been away for his sixteen weeks training and she had promised she would do the same now, but was that love or pity?

			“I have to go Rose,” he said gently to her as he moved her aside. “Look, John’s on board. I need to catch him up. Write to me often.”

			Lowering his head, he gently touched his lips to hers. Then he stepped back, picked up his belongings, grabbed the hand-rail and hoisted himself up the steps of the train, just as it was chugging slowly out of the station.

			He yelled down at her. “Good bye Rose. See you one day soon.”

			He could see the white of her handkerchief waving back at him, but the kiss he blew her whisked away in another plume of smoke and steam.

			Rose clenched tightly the delicate white handkerchief she held in her hand and willed herself to be strong. For Henry. He didn’t need to see her break down into a teary puddle right here in front of everybody. He would want to fix it. She couldn’t allow him to do that. He needed to focus on where he was going and come back to her. Alive. And well. And in one piece. Not that that mattered especially. She would love him and care for him no matter what. She just wanted this man she loved so much to return. To her. To a life with them together.

			Rose kept her back to Molly and John. She didn’t want to see the emotional display going on, one she was certain would break her down as well. She had always been in awe of their love for each other. She was undoubtedly jealous of it.

			Molly was so demonstrative with John – sure of his affections towards her – but Henry was nothing like his sister. And neither was she. After all, how many years had she waited before she even kissed Henry? Oh yeah that’s right, when they’d become engaged, for crying out loud. It just wasn’t in her nature … although that was exactly what she wanted to do, so he would go off to war in absolutely no doubt what he meant to her.

			Rose shook her head.

			No, she must be strong. She had to be, otherwise she was going to embarrass her poor fiancé right here and now. How she wished she had fighting words to speak to him. Anything to boost his sunken morale… but her throat was so constricted she couldn’t speak a word.

			Nothing.

			What on earth must he be thinking of her?

			Suddenly it was time to go. She looked up at Henry. She wanted to hold his arm, tell him to stay, to please change his mind, but nothing would come out. She felt such a dolt.

			He dipped his head and gently kissed her lips, picked up his bag and jumped onto the train.

			Tears began to pour down her face, so many that the pathetic scrap of fabric was quickly sodden and useless. But with nothing else in her reticule, she wiped it across her face once more, smiled up at the man of her dreams and attempted to wave the sopping handkerchief.

			She could see his lips moving but the clatter of the train covered the sound before the steam covered him from her view.

			Was that a kiss he had blown at her? She wasn’t sure but she smiled at the thought.

			“Goodbye my darling,” she managed to whisper finally. 
“I love you.”

			But even she could tell it was too little, too late.

			Henry shoved his duffel bag onto the rack above him then settled onto the seat John had saved beside him, but Henry couldn’t look at him. He stared out the window, lost in his thoughts. He couldn’t get Rose’s lack of emotion out of his head. For a woman who usually wore her heart on her sleeve, Rose’s heart looked nowhere to be found.

			He felt doubt begin to rise. Begin to rise? Who was he kidding? Doubt had been his constant companion since that feather. Perhaps it was a good thing they hadn’t married yet. He’d been so sure when he’d asked her to marry him, but now he was second guessing every decision he’d made. Except this one of going to fight. Every fibre of his being screamed he had to prove himself.

			From the moment of his recruitment, there had been a new plan in place and not one he had designed.

			He’d been poked and prodded by the doctors, inoculated, drilled, verbally abused, marched for miles. He’d cleaned the most disgusting latrines, scrubbed floors and tables and anything else in the camp his commander felt necessary. It was apparently all part of learning military discipline: how to dig trenches, how to set up a camp, how to fix a bayonet. How to jump to attention. How to not think for yourself.

			His shooting had been good but made better. He’d been taught to see in the dark on night ops, and been exercised almost to death. He smiled a little at the irony of that. He’d thrust bayonets into hay-filled clothing with a roar that didn’t even begin to describe the actual horror of what it might be like to do the same to a man. His mind had hardened to the possibility – no, the probability – he was going to have to do that. Or perhaps he would be on the receiving end. Would he survive if he did? When push came to shove, could he even do it at all – to anyone?

			The questions had reeled around his mind while all the other men in his barracks were snoring and grunting – and smelling terrible. Barrack ventilation did not accommodate beans for dinner. Nope, not one little bit. He was grateful they had showers and soap to use regularly. So many unwashed men in confined spaces was at times unbearable. The stink of being surrounded in the trenches by unwashed bodies was something he didn’t want to contemplate.

			He was leaner now. Like most of the other 9,000 men in the camp in Featherston with him, he had thrived on the physical fitness and the disciplines of fighting. He liked the maths required to work out both distance and accuracy of placing shots. He definitely didn’t mind the long hikes in fresh air over requisitioned farmland.

			The one thing he could barely tolerate was the itchy, green, woollen-serge uniform. He felt smothered by it. The heat generated by the puttees looped tightly over his trousers around his lower legs had been suffocating, even in the temperamental spring weather: one day hot, the next freezing. By the end of the day when he removed it all and could rest, he felt he could breathe properly again. Eventually he’d managed to switch off his mind to shut out the misery. He’d got used to the constant itching, the extra weight of the pack and rifle and the heat.

			He’d changed. Hardened. Both in body and in mind. For better or worse he was yet to determine, but one thing he knew, he was no longer Henry. Not the one he was used to anyway. Who this chap was he was still figuring out, but he was determined he would come to terms with him, because there was nothing else for it. Either he would adapt or he would lose his mind, and the latter was not an option.

			Perhaps that was going to be the biggest battle of all.

			It shook him.

			He had always believed in his own capabilities. His own mindset. His own plans for the future.

			Until that blasted feather.

			The new soldiers in the carriage were becoming more and more rowdy as they travelled. Packs of new playing cards had been pulled out, gathering players and interested observers. Cheers were erupting from various tables as play intensified. Henry looked about him without turning around. He could hear bets being made and the exclamations of the men drew greater numbers. He settled his focus back out the window. As they passed through the countryside, his thoughts turned to his dog.

			Sky had been so excited to see him return from training – squishing herself against him at every opportunity and never leaving his side. They’d been inseparable, hunting and hiking as much as possible over the days off between training and leaving. But the look in her liquid, brown eyes was so wounded when he’d eventually told her to stay, it tormented him still.

			His mother had made sure she’d kept a firm grip on the dog when he turned away but Sky had let out a bark and a whine from behind him. Having to strengthen his resolve first, he’d turned, told her firmly again to stay, then kept walking away although all he wanted to do was take her in his arms again and smooth his hands over her golden ears. That had been the hardest goodbye of them all.

			Tears had tumbled one after the other all the way to the station. He’d said his farewells to his parents at home and wanted to walk the short distance. It had given him a chance to be alone.

			His head ached from the day’s emotion. He sighed deeply as the train chugged slowly north to Auckland. The noise of all the soldiers in the carriage was doing nothing to ease the ache in his head. Resting his elbows on his knees, he leant forward and gripped either side of his forehead with his forefingers, massaging his temples with small circles.

			“That didn’t help my headache.”

			Henry glanced sideways at John, noticed his wry grin, and gave up rubbing. He took another deep breath, tipped his head back against the hard seat and closed his eyes instead. He had nothing left to say. He couldn’t even drum up a reply.

			Trying to shut out the world around him, he turned his thoughts to what he did know.

			His ship Maunganui would be leaving New Zealand from Devonport in Auckland in flotilla with another, Tahiti, on the 15th of November. Just a few days from now. They would eventually dock in Torquay, England on the 29th January, all going well. From there, he would be deployed to Sling camp for a training refresher until mid-March before going to the Western Front with the 2nd Battalion Auckland Infantry Regiment.

			That was it. That was all he knew. Apart from the fact that it would be winter in England.

			But he, like most of the men with him, had a deep sense of dread. He shared none of the excitement of unknown adventure he’d seen in his brother when he enlisted. He wondered how Thomas was doing. They’d heard nothing from him for a while. Apparently, no news was good news, as his mother kept saying. He hoped for her sake that was true, because the stories of the dead, maimed and wounded that circulated round the camp were too dreadful to dwell on. He couldn’t tell his parents any of what he’d heard.

			He hoped he had everything he would need. His bag seemed so small. He might be going to meet his death. Ironically, he realised he probably didn’t need a lot, should he meet his death. So this was it: the very basics along with his wits.

			Maybe the odd prayer.

			All his life, he had dutifully attended the local Methodist church along with his family, but other than a Sunday attendance, his life was his own, to manage as he saw fit. But at his mother’s teary bidding, he had dutifully and carefully tucked the Bible he’d been given into his bag to pull out if and when he should need it, much like he did with God and faith. He’d told her it was unnecessary. Only time would tell.
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			Chapter Twelve

			June 1917

			Henry tucked his chin down, his arms in and carefully rolled over. His neck and shoulders ached unbearably from lying in the same position on his belly for the last two hours, hidden – barely – by the low dirt bank in front of him. If he made the mistake of raising of his head even the slightest, he’d be a goner.

			Somewhere out there was a sniper and a good one.

			His spine grateful for the respite, he looked up wearily through his sodden surroundings at the black clouds still gathered above. The storm had finally broken the unbearable heat, washing the biting flies away, but the clouds seemed to be breaking up in the far distance.

			For just a second, he closed his eyes, and let the refreshing rain pelt his filthy face. It felt so good.

			He ran his tongue around his sore, cracked lips, then rolled back over and slipped his tin hat off, tipping it upside down to catch some of the clean water. Fat drops pattered onto his uncovered head, plastered his thick hair, dripped off the end of his nose and ran down into the collar of his uniform onto his hot neck. He shivered. He tipped his hat up and drank the tiny amount of water he’d captured. The dirt encased in his hat tainted the flavour but it was better than water sieved through a sock.

			He felt a sharp nudge in his ribs and looked at the soldier to his left.

			“Put your hat back on ya daft bugger,” came the whisper.

			Eyeing the man, he waited a heartbeat then slipped it carefully back on and tucked the strap under his chin.

			John had been pretty much by his side from the time they’d arrived. They’d kept a look out for each other, rested against each other’s backs and talked of home; funny stories to keep the distant place alive while they had to be in this hell-hole. Henry was eternally glad for his company.

			“Happy?” he quipped. He received an eye-roll in reply and returned to his watch with a smile, but heard his friend mutter.

			“I’ll be happy when we’re out of this hell-hole for good but not before.”

			Henry grunted a yip in reply, and returned his binoculars to his eyes. His father had sent them, and his fellow soldiers had been green with envy, especially since they were in such short supply.

			The rain felt good but it made the conditions bad. So bad he wanted the hot sun again even if it meant the huge green flies would be looking for moisture on every surface and in every orifice. Filthy, disgusting creatures. But if the sun came back, he might at least see where the enemy was hiding.

			His eyes burned from straining to see what wasn’t visible. Dropping the glasses in front of him, he poked the thumb and forefinger of his left hand into his eye-sockets and rubbed them hard. With his right hand he grappled for his rifle and pulled it close.

			It had been an hour since he’d heard the last shot. Was the sniper even still there? Raising the glasses to his eyes again he trained them on the land ahead, scanning slowly back and forth but nothing in particular stood out, nothing they were interested in anyway. Unfortunately, now everything gleamed or glinted. The rain had made sure of that.

			Barely three hours ago it had been glaring sunshine. Hot, dry and dusty. Their company of reinforcements had waited for hours in the Christchurch tunnel using the time to make grenades with their old Bully beef cans and discussing their upcoming leave.

			The city of Arras close by would have been nice, but most of it had been blown to smithereens over the last couple of months as their army had slowly advanced. Doullens to the south was now perhaps the next option. Henry wanted to buy some souvenirs to send home, something he’d hardly had much of a chance to do. 
He wanted to get something special for Rose. Let her know she was in his thoughts. Henry had considered his options as he’d wandered around the cavern-space they had waited in, looking at the marks the diggers had made carving the place out.

			The rough, wooden-framed entrance had given no indication of the workmanship inside. It was remarkable. The New Zealand tunnelling company had made it possible for the Allies to move forward undetected under the German army and plant explosives. It had been a huge success. Blown the enemy to kingdom come they had, and pushed the remaining Jerries back. The Allies were certain they were now winning the war. Henry hoped so. It was just a pity they hadn’t taken out the entire German army in one foul swoop and then they could all go home.

			But it wasn’t to be and there they’d been – casually making plans for their time off – when the message had come down by runner.

			A sniper had begun picking off the men on the frontline with such precision and speed that they had needed immediate reinforcements. Leave was immediately cancelled and Henry and his battalion had had to move forward. Nervous tension filled the men as they had filed back silently. Surprisingly it was easier facing the artillery barrage than an unknown sniper. When they’d broken out of the safety of the cool and quiet, dimly-lit limestone tunnels, they’d been almost blinded by the sun. Henry had never felt so vulnerable and that was saying something.

			His fingers fumbled in his pocket for the talisman all the British soldiers had been issued with at Sling Camp – a specially minted small brass coin with King George V on one side and the Lord’s Prayer embossed on the other. “A good luck charm”, they’d been told.

			Perhaps. Perhaps not.

			All Henry knew was that within minutes of reaching the horrors on the battlefields of the Somme, he had begun rubbing his thumb over that coin and repeating the words of the Lord’s Prayer. He’d gone to sleep praying it and even woken up reciting it. Other than, “Help me God,” no other words had come to mind except those of the prayer.

			He’d never prayed it on his own before – surely praying was the minister’s job – but he’d never in his wildest dreams imagined such horror either. The prayer seemed to be the only thing relevant to say in the face of such death and desperation to live. He’d thought he wouldn’t be able to stand the stink of unwashed bodies, but that was the least of his problems!

			As they’d travelled by train to their unknown destinations, a pervasive and revolting odour had invaded the air. It began to make sense when the sight of thousands of dead bloated bodies – both human and animal – came into view. The new recruits had been stunned into silence. Although vigorously trained and physically hardened, nothing had prepared them for this. One after the other they began vomiting at the sight and stench, which only got worse.

			The rank, strangely sickly-sweet stench of rotting corpses permeated every breath he now took. Day and night. Awake or asleep. Wherever he went, it went with him. The smell had attached itself to the inside of his nose and no matter what he did, he couldn’t eliminate it. It infused itself into his clothing and pervaded his sleep.

			The fetid stench of the meat truck back home was almost a perfume shop in comparison.

			Home. Just the word and his mind began to wander.

			He tried to remember it. He tried to recall normalcy of life. None of it would come into focus. It seemed a lifetime ago and a million miles away but it been only four months since he’d arrived here. Now this was all he knew.

			They were constantly sent into the endless artillery barrages and canon fire like dry wood thrown onto a raging inferno. So far, he’d made it through but how long could his luck hold out?

			When had he last slept? Oh, like the rest of the troops he had caught snatches here and there but really slept? He could not remember.

			Henry squirmed and scratched in his uncomfortable lice-infested clothing, flicking one of the filthy creatures off his sleeve. He didn’t know why he bothered when there were probably thousands of the blasted things crawling around his clothing and skin. They kept him awake at night as well.

			His attention returned to the straw-filled sack he was hunkering behind. It stank. Perhaps once it had been filled with the clean, sweet-smelling fragrance of straw, but not anymore. He could see dried blood on it and wondered briefly whose it might have been. It didn’t matter. It was best he didn’t know. Every one of his senses was stuffed full with death. The blood, the gore, the stench, the smoke, the noise, the wailing, the crying. Bizarrely though, there was laughter and joking too. From one extreme to the other and none of it made any sense.

			Bodies from their most recent battle lay along the trench. They still had to be cleared out, but the rats were already at work. Even now two squealed, battling against each other over the face of a fallen comrade. It was brutal but the larger won, sending his nemesis back under the man’s shirt. The tugging Henry could see meant it was attacking the dead man’s entrails. He shuddered.

			They had all quickly learned not to stand on a body if it was lying face-up – especially in the hot weather – or your foot would sink into the body itself. Dragging it out and removing someone’s organs and stench from your boot left everyone gagging and retching. It was a terrible business. They said the winter was better as the bodies froze quickly, but the temperatures were so desperately cold, you almost wanted to snuggle up to the freshly dead for their remaining heat. Almost. Henry didn’t think he could. Mind you, there were a lot of things he didn’t think he would have been able to do, but that list was rapidly growing shorter. Now he wondered if there was anything he wouldn’t do.

			He reached for the coin and rubbed his thumb across its surface, lost in his musings.

			His sleep-deprived brain barely registered the shout from his sergeant. Henry turned slightly and focused wearily on the man yelling at him and waving his arms in the trench behind him. But he didn’t move.

			Suddenly the soldier on his right, crumpled. The words registered.

			“Get low! Get low! Get low!”

			A shot whistled loudly past Henry’s right ear – and thumped into the far timbers of the trench wall below him.

			John let out a curse from his other side. “That was a bit close!”

			Henry blinked, trying to gather his senses. It dawned on him. It wasn’t the sniper any longer. The enemy had come closer. How had they done it? Henry had seen no movement.

			“Get down!”

			Enemy machine gun fire erupted again, bursting all around him and his company from every direction; the vicious thwak of bullets as they slammed into dirt and sacks, the screams as they slammed into people.

			Cursing himself for his lack of attention, he moved quickly to drop into the trench behind him, his right leg coming forward, ready to hurtle himself backwards.

			Thunk!

			Pain tore through his body as he was picked up and tossed backwards with the momentum and force of the bullet. He landed heavily on his right shoulder, his rifle arm screaming in pain. He gasped for air but another soldier crashed down awkwardly on top of him, violently forcing the breath out of his lungs.

			Desperate for air, he waited only a moment for the soldier to move, and when he didn’t Henry tried to shove the weight off him. Gulping spastically, he gave another mighty thrust with his good arm and the body rolled away. His chest heaving with the effort he drew in enough air to suddenly become aware of his leg.

			He tried to reach for it as pain vibrated through his pelvis but he couldn’t move his legs. He didn’t even know where to begin. His right thigh burned hot and his shoulder was screaming, but he couldn’t make his legs work. Was he paralysed? Filled with panic he began to thrash desperately in the mud. Then he looked down and saw another body lying across his lower legs and realisation slowly dawned. He was trapped not paralysed. Relief surged through him so powerfully, he was able sit forward in one motion to release his legs from underneath the man pinning him down.

			Grasping the man’s shoulders, he started to pull at him but only managed to turn the man’s face towards him. 

			Then he froze.

			Half of the soldier’s face was blown away but he was still gurgling. Compassion filled Henry. No-one should die like this, for dying he certainly was. He reached again towards the soldier intending to make him more comfortable; to let him know he wasn’t alone.

			It was then he recognised the remaining slowly blinking eye. He knew him. Horror replaced compassion.

			John!

			Agony swelled within him for his friend and turned into a long shuddering groan. The man who was to have been his brother by marriage. The man who was a brother to him already.

			Henry swung his body around as much as he could and grasped the man’s shoulders with his left hand. Awkwardly trying to sit, and dragging his useless leg, he hauled John roughly towards him and held him clasped to his chest.

			“Medic!” he screamed as loud as he could. “Medic!”

			“I’m so sorry John. I’m so sorry!” he sobbed out his grief. “I’m so sorry, Molly.”

			Anger filled him. Red, hot anger.

			“Bloody Jerries!” he screamed at the top of his lungs, then sobbed it out over and over as he gripped his friend.

			As he waited, holding the spasming body of his friend, more bullets traced above him. The artillery hammering from their own defence was deafening.

			Keeping John in his embrace he rolled the top part of his body over his shattered head in an effort to protect him. The gurgling had stopped but Henry kept alternately apologising and cursing. Heavy clods poured down over them continually on to the already thick mud congealing around them. If he hadn’t been half sitting up, they would have been completely buried.

			The rain and the enemy fire got heavier. It became even colder. Or perhaps it was him. He was so cold.

			The firefight continued for hours along the trench line but Henry didn’t move. Couldn’t move. His friend had gone and Henry was numb. His blood had seeped all over his trouser leg and his hands were frozen. He was almost frozen except for some warmth from John’s body. It was getting harder and harder to breathe but he didn’t care anymore. What was the point? He was going to die here in this god-forsaken place. He was sure of it.

			With the last of his strength Henry slid his hand around John and tugged on the thread that was attached to the coin in his pocket and pulled. Fumbling in the mud, his fingers found the coin and looped the thread around his finger before gripping it desperately. Would holding this lucky charm save him? he wondered.

			His cracked lips tried to form the words that were sliding round in his mind but they couldn’t shape them. Still his mind continued. “Deliver us from evil … ”

			It was too hard.

			Half buried in the filthy, slimy mud and under the man he was holding, Henry gave up.

			Henry stirred as his aching body was rocked from side to side. Was he floating? Had he died? Was he on a cloud in heaven? No, he was in far too much pain to be in heaven. Was he in hell then? Gingerly his fumbling fingers found a hard edge. He recognised it as a stretcher before a hard bump and scrape followed. He groaned in agony as it shunted his injured body.

			Why couldn’t he be dead as he’d hoped?

			He opened one eye and blinked before the other opened too. Even that hurt. He tried to sit up and look around but he couldn’t do that either. His neck and shoulder and leg ached intolerably and he was surprised he could even feel it above the rest of the pain.

			“Take it easy there, soldier,” came a woman’s gentle voice from behind him as a hand pressed on his chest, “you don’t want to be strugglin', you’ve taken a nasty bit of shrapnel to your neck and a gunshot wound to your right thigh. I don’t think your thigh is broken but your shoulder is dislocated. Honestly, soldier, I dunno how you did it. That shrapnel missed your brains by just a snippet it did! Someone was looking out for you.”

			Really? It didn’t feel like it.

			Henry swallowed, or tried to. His mouth felt like dust and he coughed with the effort but he found his voice – part of it anyway – but struggled to form the words through his chattering teeth.

			“Where am I?”

			A man’s voice replied, “You’re in the tea ambulance. You’re going to the No 2 Australian Casualty Clearing Station. You’re a lucky man. It was sheer chance we found you in all that carnage. We honestly thought everyone was dead.”

			He shivered uncontrollably. He was frozen to the bone. The mud and rain had soaked everything. The cold permeated every square inch of his body, but the agony in his right leg and shoulder screamed above it.

			He felt dazed. Pathetic. Bone weary. But something stirred in his mind: a memory. What was it? He couldn’t quite grasp it and yet it was important. He just knew it . . .

			John!

			Suddenly desperate, he tried to find John amongst those around him, but he couldn’t see.

			He reached out and weakly grabbed the arm of the man passing him.

			“Did John Taylor make it? Did you find John?”

			“I dunno 'bout him mate, there’s too many. Come in by the thousands they have.” The other man pulled his arm free and hurried off the truck.

			Then the tail door slammed shut and suddenly he and those in the make-shift ambulance with him, were being bumped and tossed about like potatoes in a wheelbarrow.

			Through the groans and screams of the injured, Henry could just make out the creaking of the vehicle they were travelling in as it lurched and slid along a rutted and heavily pitted mud track from the trenches, before tilting alarmingly onto yet another ruined road that had once been a modern thoroughfare.

			Henry groaned along with the others, certain the vehicle was going to overturn but it struggled upright eventually and continued on roads made slick from heavy rain.

			He became aware of a new throbbing, this time in his forefinger, and his thumb tip found the thread still wound around it. He searched for the coin itself and was relieved it was still attached to the thread. His thumb travelled over the words.

			The inscription was fast becoming dull from his constant handling, but not the words. He did not know what he would have done without that constant reminder of the Lord’s Prayer. His lips began to move silently as he recited it over and over, just as he had every single minute of every single day he had been at war.

			Then his thumb stilled as memory assailed him.

			Anguish filled him.

			John!

			Tears of exhaustion and grief came hot and fast, sliding from the corners of his eyes, and pooling in his ears before overflowing into the stinking, saturated fabric of his collar. Pain hammered relentlessly. Nauseous from it, he could feel the bile rising up. Turning his head slightly he vomited over the rest of the vile mess on his uniform.

			He turned his head back and stared bleakly at the truck's canvas roof above him. The pain of his body was nothing compared to the pain of his heart. He was here and John was gone. He didn't know what to make of that; he was too tired to care. But he knew he would. Eventually. Closing his eyes he tightened his grip around the coin and held on with every last bit of strength he had remaining.

			Henry opened his eyes then squeezed them shut again. His eyelids didn’t hurt but they were the only things not aching. Even his eyeballs burned. He tried to move, but couldn’t. Pressing his chin down he could just see the white of bandages around his right shoulder and could tell there was something on his neck. He squinted back up and closed his eyes against the bright sunlight pouring in through the window. His head was pounding. His leg, also shrouded in bandages, ached mercilessly. He tried to adjust it, to find a comfortable position, but it made the pain worse so he stopped. His body felt pummelled; battered beyond belief. He vaguely remembered heavy boots trampling over him. Over them. Now it made sense why he ached as he did.

			Opening his eyes again he slowly looked about him and took in his surroundings. He wondered at the quietness of the large room, then it dawned on him there was no artillery, no crashing of cannons, just blessed silence except for the tip-tapping of shoes and whispers and groans. He could see the headgear of nurses moving about and his eyes travelled lower, taking in the sea of beds around him. As far as he could tell, there wasn’t a spare space of ground that didn’t have a bed with a body in it.

			He thought of John.

			Sorrow, deep and all-encompassing filled him to his core, worse even than the pain of his wounds. He hated the thought that he was never going to see his friend again. It had been a surprise they’d been together all this time; they’d been lucky he knew. It was not going to be the same going back out there without him.

			He felt very, very alone.

			He felt all his strength drain away as fear twined its tentacles through him.

			He could see the darkness hovering at the edges of his vision and wanted it. Blessed darkness. He yearned for it.

			But he couldn’t sleep; too much pain and too much sorrow. 
The anaesthesia had given him some respite but only temporarily.The nurses said he could be thankful his thigh-bone wasn’t broken, although he had lost a good chunk of muscle. The shrapnel wound was minor and would heal and his shoulder had been relocated. He didn’t argue with that; somewhere deep inside, he was thankful.

			He must endure and carry on, they said. He must not give up, they said. He was lucky. He must not let his fellow soldiers down by giving up. After some rest and good sleep, he would begin to see things differently, they assured him.

			How they could be so positive after what they saw day in and day out, Henry had no idea, until it dawned on him eventually that they were fighting too. For life. To see even one soldier make it through gave them hope as well. For themselves. For their work. They called them “their boys”. Henry knew he couldn’t have done without them and funnily enough, they couldn’t do without the likes of him.

			Suddenly he made up his mind. He would endure. He would do as they told him.

			He was surprised to realise it was their strength and courage that fuelled his determination. When he found himself slipping into pity, he quietly gave himself  "a good talking to", and more than once. He couldn’t let them down. He couldn’t let John down or the rest. He would grieve, but he would not stay there. No, he would buck up his ideas and keep moving forward. He made up his mind to find a way to make their loss count. He had to do something. Rose’s crazy resolve to kill pigs suddenly came to mind … getting rid of her enemy she’d called it. It made sense now.

			He yearned for the trip back to England to recover. As did all the others who were going with him. He needed to sleep and clear his head.

			But he determined then and there that he would get back to the front. To get justice. For John. Justice for Molly. He could do that. He would do that. It was a good plan. A good thing he wanted to do. For them. John might be dead but he, Henry, was still alive. They’d already told him that after he recovered, he’d be shipped back again.

			He lay back against the soft, clean pillow and began to plan. Just as he had in days gone by.

			At the nurses’ insistence he had tasted some awful soup that was forced into his mouth, followed by a draft of opium elixir for the pain. He’d stayed alert only long enough for a nurse to find his coin, and slip it back into his hand. His fingers clamped around it tightly. Once the opiate had kicked in, even though it made him feel sick, he no longer cared and drifted into an endless, dreamless sleep, punctuated with horrible soup and more pain relief. He thought he remembered someone trying to undo his fingers to release the coin but he gripped even tighter. In the end they’d given up.

			He didn’t know when he was taken by train from the casualty clearing station to the hospital ship bound for England because when he woke again, he was already on the shores of Blighty, and his hand was still clasped around the coin.

			But his heart was on revenge.
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			Chapter Thirteen

			Te Awamutu: June 1917. Molly

			Molly put the mug of strong coffee down on the table in front of her father just as he announced the news from the paper.

			“Another break-out from Waikeria Prison!” he groaned. “When are they going to do something about that place? People around here are getting too nervous to go out of their own homes. Molly, I want you to stay indoors until we’ve heard he’s been picked up, although it does say here, he’s a conchie.”

			Molly looked at her mother and rolled her eyes. She saw her mother frown so she feigned compliance until her mother silently wagged her finger at her as well. Molly just grinned at her.

			After all, there was a breakout practically every week and her father reacted the same way every time. Initially, since the prison was only ten miles away she had obeyed him, frightened out of her wits, but now, while she stayed close to the house, she also roamed the garden and the garrison grounds and carried on pretty much as normal. What he didn’t know . . . well, it was best for everyone that he didn’t.

			It was true though what he said. Townsfolk were getting very nervous at the number of break-outs – not that anything had actually ever happened. Yet.

			Molly glanced at her mother again. Her mother thought she knew exactly what her daughter got up to.  She readily admitted Molly was a tease and thought teasing was all it was.

			Her mother still believed she was the innocent, church-attending daughter, only capable of harmless escapades and nothing seriously bad. Molly was more than happy to keep up the pretence if it would bend others to her will. The fact was she hated church and its rules and regulations; anything that hampered her wilful nature. 

			And as the only daughter of a father of six children Molly was also well aware she had her father wrapped securely around, not just her little finger, but every single one of her ten digits. Both her parents doted on her and Molly was not about to enlighten them. 

			Long ago she and Rose had compared notes on being their daddy’s favourites – until that fateful day when Rose had belittled her so thoroughly in front of everyone, especially John. 

			Her own eyes narrowed and heat climbed up her neck just thinking of it; she had been so embarrassed. She could never forgive her for that. No . . . not could not, would not.

			Pushing the thoughts away, she glanced at her father who was still buried behind his paper muttering.

			“Papa, can I get you another scone,” she asked sweetly. Her mother narrowed her eyes again as she watched her.

			“No, my dear, I must get back to work.” He sighed heavily shoving the paper down. Picking up his coffee, he gulped down the dregs then refolded the paper leaving it on the table as he stood up stiffly and stretched his arms above his head.

			The two women, although knowing what was coming, still cringed at the cracking of bones as he did so. He was tired, stiff and achy from fielding all the work that was coming through his forge. He badly needed help but there was none to be had. Molly hated seeing her father like this. He wasn’t a young man anymore and his work was so heavy.

			He let out another sigh and dropped his arms to his side. “I’ll see you both later.”

			“I’m sorry Papa. I wish I could help.”

			He looked at his daughter and patted her on the shoulder as he passed. “It’s not your fault Molly my love. Your place is here in the kitchen making delicious food I can dream about while I’m out there.”

			He patted his belly as he smiled at her fondly. “Perhaps some peach cobbler for dinner … ?” he asked hopefully.

			He gave a chuckle while her mother swatted at him playfully, but Molly ran inventory of the larder. Yes, she could do a cobbler for him.

			She gave him a smile and a nod and the door slammed shut behind him.

			It was a rare thing that he’d dodged his wife’s quick swat this time, if only by a hair’s breadth, he thought with a smile as he crossed the wide yard to the smithy beyond. She usually made contact.

			Oh, how he liked a fiery woman! She’d got his attention from the moment he had tried to nick a cupcake from her table at a church picnic and landed a swift slap on the arm from her for it. He’d laughed heartily as he stuffed it into his mouth but his bare forearm stung. He’d never laid his eyes on another woman since. Why bother? She’d held his heart tightly from that very moment.

			He wanted the same for all his children. To love and be loved. He knew Molly and John had that, but he could only hope the same would be true for Henry and Rose. Henry had been surprisingly slow to make his decision – for a boy who always seemed to know what he wanted – yet he was glad of his eventual choice. But Frank shook his head and frowned.

			He was worried about Henry. He hadn’t been his usual self before he left for war, nor would he talk about what was bothering him, although something clearly was. He had been as surprised as everyone else when Henry had suddenly decided he was going too. He couldn’t understand why he had changed his mind, especially when the government was putting so much pressure on the farmers to increase their yield to feed the army.

			No, none of it made much sense.

			Picking up the large bellows leaning against the door he began to build the fire up again in the large pit, puffing the coals back into hot life.

			Frank Magrory had been a blacksmith since he was eighteen. He had started his apprenticeship at the age of twelve, working alongside a grizzly old man in Cornwall, who yelled and cursed at him constantly, but who had also taught him everything he knew and wasn’t happy until Frank produced the right results. The highest of results. The old man’s only reward had been a grunt but Frank’s heart had soared that he’d finally pleased him. He had worked diligently ever since, critically appraising all his work, always imagining what the old man might have said had he seen it.

			Frank had brought all that knowledge and considerable skill to the new country, firstly blacksmithing for the garrison soldiers, then for the folk who had followed them and built up a town around the old garrison.

			The business had set his family up well.

			Enough that he had been able to buy each of his five boys land of their own in Otorohanga. He was proud of the way they were working the land and the plans they had. Especially Henry.

			Frank shook his head in wonder. The boy had a natural affinity for farming and had been working steadily, bringing his many plans to pass, until this dratted war had broken out and taken him away. He felt his heart jump as he thought of his sons at war. He tried not to read the news – it gave him the jitters.

			Frank frowned and shook his head again. He puffed the bellows harder in his frustration and sent a cloud of black soot into the rafters and the air around him. He coughed, waving his hand in front of his face, cursing himself for losing control. But he wouldn’t sleep well until his boys were all home – and now that included John.

			Molly smiled and looked at her mother. “I hope when John and I reach your age Mama and all our children are grown, we will have the same affection for each other as you and Papa still do. It warms my heart to see it.” She looked back down at her task of pressing the pie casing into the pan for the cobbler.

			Her father was unusual in showing his affection for her mother willingly and openly. Molly was grateful. He treated her as the Bible said to, like his own body – with love and respect – and it had earned him the respect of his own children and others. She gave a small smile as she decided John should also follow this particular biblical model. There weren’t many things in the Bible she liked but this one suited her.

			John was like her dad. He was a good man and she wanted to make her parents proud that she had won his heart. She frowned. The fact that Rose had captured Henry’s heart was unbelievable, and so far, nothing she had said had changed his mind. Or Rose’s for that matter. Her little meeting with Rose to tell her certain things had come to nothing. She fumed as she pressed the pastry down.

			But she would not give up – oh no. There was no way on God’s green earth she was going to allow those two to marry. In fact she had made her decision to remain at home unwed until after the war purely to stop Henry from bringing Rose back to live with them as his bride. Ultimately it was Molly’s decision that had delayed Henry’s wedding. Just as she hoped it would.

			At least that’s what she’d led them to believe. But it wasn’t just until Henry’s house was built. Oh no, it was much, much longer than that. Never, was the length of time she had in mind. She would continually hope that another would stroll across his path and catch his eye. In the meantime, she could put off her wedded bliss a little longer for the greater good.

			Admittedly, her decision had disappointed John terribly and stymied her parents – she couldn’t tell them the real reason, wouldn’t dare – but John would be back and she would be able to make it up to him for the rest of her born days and by then, well, hopefully, her letters to Henry would have done their job and he would have found another woman far more worthy of his affections.

			In some ways she was grateful the war had taken him out of Rose’s clutches. Not that Rose was around much anymore. She was apparently off helping her sisters with their children these days more often than not. And when she wasn’t there, she was at home helping her father.

			The sudden rattle of the post slot in the front door raised Molly’s head from her baking. The mail had arrived. Please, she begged silently, let there be a letter from John.

			Rubbing her hands on her ever-present apron, she hurried down the large villa’s long passageway, her footsteps muffled slightly by the heavy, hall carpet runner. Sure enough, scattered on the floor were five letters, two addressed to herself. One in John’s handwriting, splattered with what looked like mud, and the other from Thomas in northern France.

			She made herself wait to read John’s, tucking it into her skirt pocket for later. Gathering all the mail, she hurried back to the kitchen where she would open Thomas’s letter with her mother.

			“Put the kettle on again Mama,” she called down the hallway. “We finally have news from Thomas!”

			Molly put her empty cup back on its saucer. Her mother was re-reading Thomas’s letter to herself, absorbing and cherishing each word on the pages. Molly quietly left the room. Pulling John’s letter from her pocket she looked again at his precious writing on the envelope and glanced at the clock.

			She had a bit of time before supper, not that there was anything special to be cooking these days since there were usually only the three of them and some food items were scarce. But Mutu had killed a young bullock and brought them some beef. She and her mother had been delighted. Meat was at a premium, and now, since it was winter, a thick beef stew was already simmering away, filling the house with an aroma they had only been able to dream about for months. Besides, the rest of the cobbler would take only a jiffy to finish.

			Molly quietly closed the door to her bedroom and shivered. It was cold and dark. Her room was on the wrong side of the house to ever get sun and this time of the year she stayed out of it and in the warm kitchen. Unless a letter arrived. Then she would close herself in and savour the contents.

			She crossed over to her small desk and lit the lamp. Pulling her warm wrap tightly about her shoulders, she lay on the bed and grabbed the extra heavy eiderdown from its foot, tucking it tightly around and under her. Breathing out, she could see her breath wisp out into the frigid air and shivered again.

			She looked again carefully at the envelope she held and sniffed it. Such an odd odour came with John’s mail. She wondered briefly what it could be before she slit the envelope open and pulled out the pages.

			It was difficult to read as there were so many black lines masking so much of his news, but she could make out enough. Just holding the pages that he had held meant something, and a tear escaped as she wondered how much longer it would be before she saw him again. It was so wonderful to read the words he had penned just for her.

			My dearest Molly,

			These dark days are so long and I dream of you especially when my eyes are open. Seeing you there in them helps me not see the awfulness we are surrounded with constantly.

			It is early summer now and very hot. The flies are horrendous and we are driven nearly mad with their constant buzzing and biting. I nearly ate a few the other day while I was trying to get the bully beef from the can to my mouth. By the time my fork had travelled the short distance I couldn’t actually see the beef for the number of flies that were in it.

			Molly shuddered. How dreadful. She thought of their dinner cooking and her stomach started to roil. Placing her hand against her belly, she kept reading hoping there was something nicer in the pages.

			Thank you for your package of soap and socks and tea. What a wonder it was to have fresh tea again. And the fruitcake you sent I have packaged up safely to try and save as a treat each day. I shared some with Henry, although he was pleased to have his own from Rose. Neither of us want to share with anyone, it is so delicious, but we are all suffering here, and a taste of your cake puts a smile on too many faces not to give some away. You had best get cooking again my love, as this is going to be gone very soon.

			We are surrounded by flowers everywhere around the medieval village of [image: ] They came up with the first spring rains and are still blooming. It’s a sight to behold I can tell you. But when it rains, as it has done frequently, the ground turns to mud and the flowers disappear.

			We are in [image: ]. It is a beautiful village, or it was once, in [image: ]. There are no trees left and what is left of the buildings are roofless and broken or collapsing from the shelling. People have lost their homes and are sleeping in the ruins. Sometimes we can see the fires in the ruins from where they are cooking. I wonder what they are thinking as the armies are stretched out for miles before them. Nothing good I’m certain. They like us must be more than wishing this awful war is over soon.

			We have been in heavy fighting and we go over the top again tomorrow.

			With all my love

			John

			Molly tried to peer past what was missing although it was impossible. But she had heard from him finally. He was alive and well and that’s all that mattered. Her eyes drank in every letter and squiggle. She read each and every word over and over again, until, like the other letters it was memorised into her heart.

			As the soot cleared Frank saw a figure enter. John’s father. He watched as he made his way deeper into the smithy. He would have normally grasped the tall man by his hand and shaken it firmly but today something held him back. He tilted his head slightly trying to fathom … the man looked ill. Frail. Old.

			“Archie?”

			Frightened by the man’s demeanour, Frank tentatively asked the question he didn’t want an answer to in a whisper, “What’s wrong?”

			Archie looked up and, in a heart-beat, Frank knew.

			It was John. He wasn’t coming home.

			This time he did step forward but bypassed a handshake to grasp Molly’s father-in-law-to-be in an enormous bear-like embrace and held him tightly. The man’s legs collapsed under him. If Frank hadn’t been holding him, he would have fallen to the floor as he broke, weeping uncontrollably for his only son – his only remaining child. All his others had died young.

			Frank’s own tears flowed freely, for his son-in-law to be and for this man he held upright, knowing that if he let go, Archie may not be able to rise again. While he held him Frank stared blankly over the man’s shoulder as he came to terms with the fact that he was going to have to tell Molly. He quailed at the thought.

			How on earth was he going to be able to deliver such dreadful news to his precious daughter?

			He was deeply concerned. For himself and for her. She came across as tough and smart but he knew better.

			Fear swiftly replaced the concern in his heart.

			He had absolutely no idea how he was going to tell her that the man she had loved for nearly all her life was gone forever, and he also had absolutely no idea how she was going to cope.

			“Dear God,” he whispered, helpless with sorrow. “Please help me to tell her.”
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			Chapter Fourteen

			Hornchurch Hospital, England, 1917

			Henry, unable to hold his arm up any longer, dropped his right hand heavily onto the hospital blanket, crumpling the letter from Molly he was reading as he did so. He was determined to perform the daily strengthening exercises for his shoulder more often than required and it was working. His strength was coming back and the doctor was pleased with his progress.

			But it wasn’t his arm that had him giving up now. He closed his eyes. No, it was his confusion at her words. They were also producing a violent headache. Throwing his other forearm across his eyes he tried to work out what she was saying, but couldn’t make sense of it.

			He couldn’t decide if it was true or not. In all honesty, it didn’t sound like Rose one bit, but whether he liked it or not the world had changed and therefore maybe she had as well. He knew he had so why shouldn’t she?

			His mind flitted back to why he was even here.

			That blasted white feather.

			All to prove to someone – he couldn’t even remember whom – that he wasn’t a coward, he’d decided, like an idiot, that he had to go to war. When he’d seen the soldiers’ pitiful rations he had known then and there that he had been doing his bit for the war. And doing it well. And should be doing it still. But needing to prove his worth to some stranger? That just made him a fool.

			It had taken John to tell him so.

			On a freezing cold, snowy night in early spring not long after they had arrived to join their battalion, they were huddled against each other in the trench and John had asked him why he had signed up for this nightmare when he could have been safely milking cows and “still doing his bit”.

			Torn between keeping silent and needing reassurance, he had decided to trust John and broken his silence, telling John about receiving the feather, the heat of shame rising again and smothering him like a heavy blanket as he did so, while swearing him to not tell another soul. Especially Molly. John hadn’t hesitated to tell him it was untrue – and everyone who knew him knew that.

			“And that’s the truth of it, Henry,” he’d said in his quiet and sure way.

			They had been friends from school days but their friendship and respect for each other had grown from that moment and Henry regretted even more that he’d not taken the time to get to know John better before now. They had been classmates at school but so much time had passed since those carefree days.

			The only thing that was good about this war was that he had known John at all – and could count him as a friend. Known him well. Living, sleeping, breathing and watching each other’s backs in close quarters had seen to that. He could easily see why Molly had loved him. Fresh sorrow filled him again, this time for his sister.

			He wondered how Molly was taking the news. There was no indication in this letter that she even knew. She really couldn’t know as it seemed Molly had other things on her mind.

			Other things that were bothering him deeply.

			Molly was telling him Rose had been seen, by an unnamed person, dining with another man as though she didn’t have a care in the world, let alone a fiancé half a world away at war.

			Was this true? Had she found another? Did Rose believe him to be such a coward that she no longer wanted to marry him? Had he been wrong about the type of person she was? She’d seen the feather in his hand: the “evidence”. While she had defended him then, had she re-thought her position? He could write to her and tell her what John had said. But would that make any difference? Was he again clutching at straws? He found himself again second-guessing each decision he had made and might make in the future. In an effort to dispel his doubts and fears, Henry turned his head and watched the goings-on around him.

			Soldiers in pyjamas were playing cards, smoking and reading. One was reading to another whose eyes had been burned by the gas and were covered with bandages, more were lying unmoving, some because they had no limbs to move. While he watched, the Padre – a bony man if ever he’d seen one – stood, praying at the bed of some poor soul down the far end of the hall. He watched him make the sign of the cross over the prone soldier before turning away and walking slowly back along the line of beds, sorrow plainly etched on his taut features.

			Henry let out a heavy sigh, fell back against his pillows and stared briefly at the ornate ceiling before shutting his eyes.

			He’d been in hospital for a month now, two weeks in the No. 2 New Zealand general hospital before being transferred here to convalesce at Hornchurch. The Grey Towers they called it, an imposing crenelated building covered in ivy. It fitted he supposed. It was like a castle protecting wounded knights of the realm.

			Henry gave a weary chuckle. Clearly the rest he was supposed to be having was making him fanciful. Perhaps the pummelling they called massage had scrambled his brains. Or the electrotherapy. It could be any of the fandangled therapies. Though he couldn’t complain; his leg and the rest of his body was feeling better with the treatment he’d been receiving. Along with the bed rest.

			He figured he could easily get used to being pummelled daily by a masseuse, but the electrotherapy made him nervous. Never had he imagined such a thing. He wasn’t particularly happy about the chunk taken out of his leg either, but the doctor assured him it would be feeling a lot worse without the treatments he was undergoing. Apparently, he was progressing and he was glad they knew what they were doing. Another couple of weeks here then he’d be moved to Codford for strength training.

			After that, he planned to move from artillery to the Machine Gun corp to take out as many of his enemies – John’s killers – as he could. His finger was just itching to pull the trigger.

			He had talked to his CO and while he had yet to hear, the man had been pleased to hear someone actually wanted to join the group known as the suicide squad. His CO told him he had the right background so he would make it happen. Henry trusted he would because before he returned home and faced his sister, he had to do everything in his power to right the wrong of John’s death. He wanted justice. For Molly. For John. For himself.

			His sister had charged him to take care of her beloved – “bring him back to me Henry,” she had told him. But he hadn’t. He had failed her and it troubled him. But he hadn’t been able to write to her – no, he checked himself – was physically incapable of writing to her to explain about John. And after reading this letter, until he knew for sure that she had been told of his death, well, he would say nothing.

			That bothered him too. How long would it take before the news reached them at home?

			He opened his eyes and looked again at the page in his hand.

			What she did write wasn’t enjoyable reading. He thumped the bedclothes with his good arm in frustration, regretting his action immediately as it sent an agonising shaft of pain into his neck, making his eyes water and his already aching head, ache more. Closing his eyes, he took another deep breath and held it. He waited for the pain to subside. So he could think. He needed to think.

			Opening his eyes, he squinted across the room through the high window opposite to the grey sky beyond.

			Grey. It matched his mood perfectly. He felt so lonely.

			Time spent in his own company with his own thoughts had never been a problem before. He’d never had trouble making friends, and he was surrounded by people here, but no-one he could really talk to.

			He wished he could spill his guts to someone to get a perspective other than his own.

			How he missed his father. He’d always been able to talk things out with him. His father always had sage advice. John had filled that gap.

			He missed John all over again.

			He glanced down again at the crumpled paper in his hand and inwardly groaned, crumpling it tighter and tighter into a tiny little ball, wishing he could stuff it into his rifle and shoot it as far away as possible.

			His friend was gone and now it looked as though Rose was abandoning him. He had failed his sister and he was so far from home. Whether he liked it or not, things were changing; had changed. And the fact of the matter was, he had no control over any of it and he hated that most of all.

			He closed his eyes again and attempted to clear his head and focus on his plan.

			He would do everything he could to make it better. To make it right. He’d never imagined he’d want to take another man’s life and yet here he was planning to do so. With relish. In the name of war.

			He felt his anger stirring as he considered. It was justice. His justice. He had to. He had to try and fix what was broken. He had to be able to tell his sister he had done everything he could.

			He gritted his teeth until they ached. It may not be right but it was the only way he could think of to clear his conscience.

			He had to be absolved of his guilt.

			Henry lowered his book slightly and watched the pretty nurse wheel the food trolley into the ward. Time organised itself round the different meals and therapies. Now it was lunch, if you could call it that. So far, the hospital food left little to be desired. Calves hoof broth was often on the menu and from what he could smell that’s what they were getting again today.

			All he had wanted in those freezing trenches was a bowl of hot tasty soup or thick stew. This bland, watery concoction they called "soup" was nothing like the soup he knew. Oh, how he missed his sister’s cooking!

			He wondered if he could say no to lunch but his growling stomach betrayed him. The doctors had said the broth made from the bone and the gelatine of the hoof helped with healing. He had little choice but to believe it. 

			“What would you be liking to do t'is aftanoon, Private? It’s a bonny day to be certain.”

			Realising he was no longer alone, Henry looked up into the warm, brown eyes of the pretty Scottish nurse serving his lunch. Then quickly looked away. They had spoken together briefly a few times. She seemed very kind. She was bubbly and thoughtful and it appeared all the men vied for her attention, competing for it with comments and quips.

			“I understand I’m to be at ye service today.” She spoke with her gentle, Scottish brogue and smiled giving him a wink. “I think I wouldna mind reading or walking with such a handsome one as yerself on such a beautiful day.”

			Disconcerted, he looked up at her, sure she was teasing him like she did the others. But rather than just put his tray onto his lap, she stroked her fingers down his arm in a gentle caress.

			“I would enjoy it truly,” she added with a smile.

			Feeling surprised and a little shocked and suddenly unable to find his tongue, his eyes followed her back as she carried on delivering meals around the room. Did she do that to everyone? It would certainly explain why the men were so intrigued by her. Yet, though he watched carefully, he didn’t see her doing to others what she had just done to him. His arm tingled where she had touched him.

			His heart gave a thump.

			Could she see him? The real man inside the uniform? He wondered. He’d been just one of thousands for so long he’d almost forgotten what being an individual was like. He'd been one in a small community all his life. Could she really be intrigued by him? His heart gave another thump at the thought.

			Suddenly feeling a little cocky at having been singled out he couldn’t stop the beginnings of a grin as he took a spoonful of the disgusting, thin gruel. The grin quickly faded, replaced with a grimace and a shudder as he forced the watery concoction past his tongue and down his throat, all without taking his eyes off the very pretty nurse.

			Henry tried not to stare at her sitting in the dappled sunlight while she read to him. How things had changed. The book she was reading was the same Zane Grey he had read to Rose while she was recovering. He had enjoyed the story at the time and had plucked it from the shelves of the Grey Towers library as soon as he had seen it, a poignant reminder of Rose. But, that was before he had received Molly’s letter. Now the story was less a poignant reminder than it was a bucket of cold water.

			Henry frowned and cleared his throat. His concentration was poor today and frankly he didn’t want more reminders of what he and Rose had once shared.

			It reminded him of her coldness at the train station. He had tried to put that behind him since her letters and thoughtful care packages arrived regularly, but she was obviously just feeling sorry for him. Or guilty for herself.

			“Private, yer face is as black as thunder! Are ya listening or should I stop?” the nurse asked.

			Henry refocused on her. “I’m sorry. I was thinking of something else. Actually, I would like a walk.” He grinned at her sheepishly as he motioned towards his wheelchair. “Or rather a push. I can’t concentrate on that story any more today.”

			The nurse instantly snapped the book shut, tucked her legs under her skirts and pushed up, picking up the blanket she had been sitting on as she did so. In one well-practiced movement she draped the blanket back over his legs and tucked it around him.
It wasn’t cold but his lack of mobility made him feel cold even so. She slipped the book down beside him, gave him a smile and stepped behind the chair.

			“We shall travel the grounds Private if yer up to it. I do so love the gardens here. And while I push you can tell me of yer home.”

			Henry felt the brake release and heard a slight grunt as she pushed the big wheels through the long grass. Henry couldn’t help the guilt he felt at this slight woman having to push him round. He wanted to leap from the chair to help her. Not that he could leap. He would have crumpled into a useless heap if he’d tried, but still.

			Forcing himself to concentrate on something else, Henry began to talk of home. He couldn’t see her, but she asked questions in the appropriate places so he had to assume she was both listening and interested.

			“I think ye are gettin’ better so quick because of ye up-bringin’ in New Zealand.”

			Henry turned his head but the chair was so big she remained out of sight. “Would you like to go there?” he asked.

			“Aye. I 'ave dreamed of travellin’ the world one day. New Zealand and Australia are both on me list. It’s been fun workin' with you lot in the New Zealand hospital.”

			“Been fun? Are you leaving?” he asked her.

			“Aye, I leave for France next week. I’m bein' transferred to a field hospital. They need nurses urgently over there and I want to do more on the frontline. I think it’ll be a grand adventure.”

			Silence took over.

			For his part, Henry did not want to think about going back yet – especially now he’d met her. And after what she must have already seen, he couldn’t fathom why she would want to go at all. It was definitely not the adventure any of them had imagined.

			“Surely you see and do enough here for the wounded without going to the front?” he asked finally.

			“Aye, but I hear the stories from other nurses and I want to be there too. Why should I stay safe 'n sound 'ere when I could be doin’ more?”

			Why indeed, he thought. In many ways it was the same reason he had joined but he was confident no-one had called her a coward to make her ask for a transfer.

			“Would ye write to me Henry?” she asked him quietly.

			His mouth suddenly bone-dry at her use of his first name, Henry swallowed hard. He wasn’t entirely sure it was a good idea – after all, he was engaged – although he wasn’t even convinced about that any longer. He’d written to Rose – a while ago admittedly – and had replies back, but Molly’s letter’s were niggling in his brain. How could they not? He’d had three from her now, each saying the same things about Rose.

			Silently he chided himself. Really, what would it matter if he did write to the young nurse? It was war-time and they were in a fight for their very lives. Everyone needed to have someone to lean on and help them through. Everyone needed a friend over there.

			“Yes OK,” he nodded.

			But as noble as he was telling himself he was being, he felt a thrill of excitement at the thought. A pretty girl had asked him to write to her. He felt his chest swell slightly at having been singled out by her.

			“Thank ye, Henry. Can I call you by ye name?” she asked. He could only nod in response. “Oh, that would be wonderful. And I am Catherine. I would love to hear from ye. I dinna have a beau but if I did, I would want him to be like you.”

			Henry nearly choked. “Truly?” he asked her in a strangled voice.

			“Why of course. Ye are a handsome man with yer bonny blue eyes. And courageous. What girl wouldna like that?” she asked, surprise evident in her voice.

			“Some don’t think I’m courageous … ” he muttered.

			“What utter nonsense.” She leaned forward and whispered by his ear, her breath fanning his cheek and sending a swirling sensation through his belly and heart that he didn’t want to examine too closely. “And dinna let anyone tell ye otherwise – do you hear me Private?”

			He grinned. “Yes ma’am!” he replied.

			He wondered briefly what Rose might have to say about him agreeing to write to a pretty nurse.

			Guilt washed over him even as he began thinking of what he could write to her and what not to write to Rose, but he pushed it away and told himself again he was just being a friend.
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			Chapter Fifteen

			November 1917

			Henry saluted his commanding officer, turned on his heel and with barely a hint of a limp, marched smartly out of the officer’s quarters, his short-leave card gripped tightly in his hand. He had a weekend in London to meet Catherine and he was not going to miss the train.

			He’d been at Codford long enough for his leg to have gained strength. Enough for discharge back to the front anyway.

			Approval for him to join the ‘suicide squad’ had been granted and he’d be moving on to Grantham. It was time to begin training for the Machine Gun Corp.

			But he had to see Catherine.

			They had been writing back and forth for three months. She was back in London on leave. It was now or never. He was so nervous he barely remembered to collect his backpack before leaving the camp.

			London. They would see the sights together. Spend the weekend together.

			And if their time together was as wonderful as he imagined it was going to be then he had a question to ask her. He could wait no longer. He would have no more leave once he began at Grantham and this was something that had to be done face-to-face – not in a letter. That just wouldn’t be right.

			“Catherine.” Henry hesitated. “Catherine, I  …” He trailed off again.

			Unsurprisingly, she looked at him questioningly. He swallowed hard.

			It was early evening and they were not far from London Bridge, meandering slowly through the streets after a final lingering supper. The dimmed street lighting had made it difficult, but the night was clear. She thought it was a romantic setting and that was good enough for him.

			He turned to face her and took both her hands in his. Still, he stammered. Why he felt reluctant he was unsure, but he chided himself silently. Make your future your own, man! Stop being such a prissy fool. He drew in a breath, pulled himself up straighter and started again.

			“Catherine … ”

			She laughed. "Private Magrory, I think you have established me name quite well. Was there somethin’ else you wanted to say perhaps?” the gentle tease in her voice gave him the courage to continue.

			“Catherine, will you marry me?” He blurted it out in a rush, then shook his head and stared at his feet. “I’m sorry, I meant to say it better than that, but now that I have, I mean it. Will you marry me?”

			Steadying himself, he looked at her. She said nothing. He ducked his head and tried to look closer. In the dim light he struggled to see her eyes, but her silence seemed to indicate the worst. He dropped one of her hands and rubbed his chest as his heart began to pump even more wildly. At this rate it was going to explode if he didn’t get an answer.

			“Catherine?” he questioned.

			“Henry … ” then her words also trailed off.

			He grinned at her. She gave him a swat on his arm and grinned back. Then he saw it. She was going to say yes, he just knew it.

			“Yes Henry, I will. I will marry you.” She replied softly but it was as clear as the night.

			“You will? Truly? You’ll marry me?”

			Catherine's gentle laugh tinkled out – so different to Rose’s – and she curled her fingers around his hand. “Yes Henry, I will marry you. Once this war is over, I will marry you.”

			Pulling her close, he stared into her eyes, reading the emotions there before taking her mouth and kissing her deeply, oblivious of anything or anyone else as she leaned into him, pressing closer. Desire swirled in him. Breaking the kiss, he leaned his forehead against hers.

			“Let’s go back to the hotel,” she whispered against his cheek. He could only nod.
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			Chapter Sixteen

			November 1917: Rose

			Rose shoved her bulky parcels on to the end of the post office counter, then shook the raindrops from her skirt and brushed her hands down her long sleeves. It was just starting to rain but the drops were so big she knew they were in for a good soaking – a late spring storm. Even as she thought it, the room turned dark and the downpour began, thunder rolling around above them.

			Her fingertips found the edge of the gossamer sheer silk scarf draped around her shoulders. Henry had sent her the gift from France just after he had arrived. She very gently removed it then shook the raindrops off it also. It was so delicate and beautiful, she had been loath to wear it, but he had touched it which made him feel close, so she draped it around herself.

			She had also received silk postcards with the words, ‘From your soldier boy’, embroidered into the fabric. She had kissed the words then propped the special treasures from a faraway land on top of her desk along with all his letters.

			Her face clouded.

			His letters. Letters that had significantly diminished in both length and number.

			How was she to know how he was when she now barely heard from him? Was he recovering? The dilemma was trying her patience! Not that she’d ever claimed to have much and she would be the first to admit it, but this waiting really was interminable. 
She strummed her fingers over and over against the wooden rail guard until the lady in front of her turned around.

			“Do you mind?” the woman asked clearly annoyed.

			“Sorry,” Rose whispered in apology, but the woman had already turned around. Rose attempted to smile at the child holding the woman’s hand but received a glare in return.

			Struggling to keep her fingers still, Rose crossed both her arms around the parcels and gripped her hands together. Her eyes rested on the painting on the back wall depicting the rolling green Te Awamutu landscape. It helped calm her.

			She had tried to paint a watercolour for Henry of the countryside at home. It was to be his Christmas present. She knew it wasn’t a great piece of art, but she hoped he would like the colours, since he apparently looked out on a treeless landscape and endless miles of mud. That was all he could tell her, not where they were. He’d told her poppies grew up in masses in the spring, colouring the entire countryside in fields of waving red. While it was beautiful, he said, he was looking forward to seeing any other colour than red. She had made sure her painting had no red in it, but lots of green and trees.

			While they waited for their men to return, she, and all the women they knew, had been sending their boys packages from home. Packages containing soap and socks and cake. Fruit cake. She shuddered at the stories Henry told her of what they were living through, and couldn’t begin to imagine the deprivations or conditions: the enormous rats, the lice that infested their clothing, the cold, the heat, the mud and the flies. He couldn’t tell her everything – as evidenced by the enormous blocks of blacked out writing – but he was trying.

			When Henry had written that they could go days without any rations because the army deliveries were usually late – or not at all – Rose and her mother had decided to do everything in their power to keep their boys sustained. As soon as they finished one parcel, they began on the next.

			When she discovered tea helped mask the taste of the foul water they had to drink, she added more tea. However, she could not imagine – not even for one minute – that one could brew it strong enough to take away the taste of straining it through his or anyone else’s socks. Rose had felt bilious at the mere thought. It was disgusting. Had it really come to that for their boys? It was barbaric.

			He’d had a short leave between training and going out to join his battalion so had been to Paris. R&R he called it. He’d walked the streets, visited the Eiffel Tower, and described the cafe street scenes so well she could almost imagine she was hearing the accordion music, along with the revelry. She couldn’t begin to imagine the sheer numbers of people everywhere that he talked about. All together at once. The crowded Frankton train station in Hamilton was about her dizzy limit.

			But it all sounded so romantic and she wished she was there with him. Perhaps one-day they might go back together.

			But his last long letter had come months ago from a place where he’d just arrived – a place called Codford, in England. He was recuperating from a gun-shot wound. It was not his normal yet peculiar chicken-scratch but a lovely looping script. Rose guessed one of the nurses had written it for him. It told her his right leg was very weak, but with the strengthening exercise that was prescribed, he was improving daily. She had no idea if he was even still there.

			Rose looked up just as the queue shortened to her turn. She pushed her thoughts aside, for now, anyway. The postmaster took her packages and after handing over the money, she thanked him, then hurried carefully through the rain and mud-slick street to her father’s automobile for the trip home.

			It did not pay to dwell on what she could not change. And maybe hearing nothing was better than getting the news that he was never coming home and their future was over. No, she still had their future to look forward to.

			A little later, from her father’s bedroom, Rose heard the closing clank of the brass letter flap in the front door. Looking down at the pile of whiskers she had already trimmed from his immense bushy beard, she decided she had done enough to tidy it up again.

			Her father had grown a full beard after it had become too difficult for his arthritic hands to shave with a sharp blade. Since her mother had refused to do it, the tedious task fell on Rose instead. Had she not been away so long at her sisters’ again, it would not have gotten so ridiculously out-of-control. Now, after having washed it earlier, she gave it a final comb, checking closely for any remaining food crumbs that might be tucked into its frizzy gingery-grey depths.

			Seeing none, she gathered the pile of whiskers up into a piece of old newspaper and folded it carefully so nothing escaped. She swept her hand lightly over the pillow to brush off any strays, leaned forward to give her sleeping father a kiss on his forehead, picked up her tools and tiptoed from the room. Not that she needed to have bothered. Her father had taken a draught of the laudanum earlier for his pain and was sound asleep. She knew he would stay that way for a good few hours yet.

			Dumping the paper into the coal range and carefully placing the tools away, she hurried to the front door, focused on the letters on the floor. She was interested in one only: Henry’s. She had still not heard anything from him and she was desperately worried. It was not like him at all. But as they had not heard anything from the war office either, they assumed it was the problem with the mail not getting out. Thinking of the parcels on their way, she could only hope hers were getting to him.

			As she picked up the letters, she examined each one for his idiosyncratic scratchy script. Rose frowned. Nothing.

			“Where are you Henry?” she muttered, then brightened when she recognised Emily’s script on another and slipped it into her pocket. Finally! Something to take her mind from the endless waiting and mundane chores of the day.

			She sighed, gathered the rest of the mail – all accounts by the looks – into a pile then put them in the basket in the dining room. Her mother would check on them later when she had finished baking. She wandered slowly into the kitchen, leant her elbows onto the floury surface and with head in hands, looked glumly at her mother.

			“Still nothing from Henry.”

			Her mother patted her hand. “They are at war Rose. I’m sure he will write when he can.”

			Dusting off the flour her mother had left behind, Rose dropped haphazardly into the chair by the fire and draped her leg in a most unladylike fashion over the arm. She could vaguely make out the lingering smell of burning hair. Did France smell like that?

			They were all still very distressed at John’s death and dreadfully concerned about Molly. Rose had sent her a small bouquet and a note of condolence. She had received nothing in the way of thanks in return, but she didn’t expect anything either. Rose was certain nothing would make Molly even slightly pleasant to her.

			Oh, but she felt for her. Her mother had told her Molly wouldn’t talk about John’s death to anyone. Apparently she just shuttered it all away, as if nothing had happened. “In denial,” her mother had said. Rose couldn’t imagine what she would do if she lost Henry; her future was with him. Molly and John had been together far longer than they.

			“I’m beginning to think, Mama, that something terrible has happened to Henry, but no-one knows.”

			Her mother glanced at her but didn’t reply. She heaved herself out of the chair.

			“I’m going for a walk Mama. I’ll be back to help you with dinner.”
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			Chapter Seventeen

			YMCA Hut, Grantham. December 1917

			Henry bit on his lower lip and searched for inspiration.

			He couldn’t recall how many times he had sat and waited for the right words. He absolutely had to do it tonight. He had to tell Rose. But even now, the only two words that came filled him with remorse. Yet they were the only two he had.

			Gathering what little of his courage remained, he licked the lead point of his tiny pencil ready to write them on the only piece of paper he had found. It wasn’t much but it was enough. Henry looked in disgust at the filthy scrap but knew it was now or never. He pressed the lead to the paper and wrote:

			“Release me.”

			Looking at them, the gravity of what he was doing struck him and he breathed in sharply. Jamming the fingers of his right hand into his black hair he hung his head, and closed his eyes in disgust. Surely after all this time he could find more to say to the “other woman” he was betrothed to. Someone he thought he had known well for so long.

			The fact that he couldn’t find the words; wasn’t that already telling him a lot? Although perhaps the brevity was just his guilt? He squirmed. How had he got himself into this predicament? His friends thought it was hilarious that he was engaged to two women. And not just a little envious that one of them was Catherine.

			Molly had sown many seeds of doubt in her letters and he took what he thought he remembered, and put them all together. They didn’t add up but he was tired of trying to work it out. Besides, Catherine he could see and feel. Rose was beautiful but so much time had passed. So much distance between them.

			Molly didn’t like her, that much he knew, but he didn’t think she would stoop to making up stories about Rose.

			Was she being unfaithful? Did she believe in her heart of hearts he wouldn’t return? Or was he the coward someone had once said, and she now believed it?

			He waited a bit longer hoping more words would come. Staring blindly at the sparsely decorated Christmas tree someone had brought into the hut, he was poised for an epiphany but his mind remained blank. Nope. Two words only. He shook his head in disgust but managed a wry grin at the thought that the censors might remove them. He sincerely hoped not.

			He tucked the scrappy page into the envelope. One more hot cocoa here by the fire and he would send it with the rider collecting the post.

			Holding his second mug of hot cocoa in one hand, Henry pulled the coin from his pocket, his thumb immediately travelling over its face before he examined it closely in the dim light of the hut.

			Soon he would have to replace the thread holding it in his pocket – it was so frail. It mimicked what he was feeling. Men were frail. While he felt guilt about Catherine and Rose, he couldn’t help but assuage his conscience with the thought that surely this God of love wanted him, them, to have some happiness in life, especially while they were having to do dreadful things in war. Surely having the physical comfort of being together was alright? Surely God understood?

			Henry squirmed again. His conscience was telling him otherwise.

			He tucked the coin away. He couldn’t look at it. He couldn’t read the words. He needed to get rid of it. He wanted to be told it was OK – forgiven even – but he didn’t want to stop. He’d tasted the pleasures. He was certain being with Catherine made him stronger. Surely that was a good thing?

			Henry sighed with frustration. Enough! He had thought about it non-stop for months and he needed to stop. He told himself this was to be the last thought he would spare his dilemma. Now that he had written to Rose – such as it was – he would at last get some relief.

			Tossing down the last of his drink, he walked back to his barracks and pulled out his pack. Slipping the coin from his pocket he rubbed his thumb over it one last time then tucked it down into the bottom of the duffel bag.

			Out of sight, out of mind.

			Strangely, without it, he felt hopeless. Empty. But he felt easier without the reminder that God was watching him. Comfortable even.

			“You’re being an idiot,” he muttered.

			Besides, his training and getting back to France needed to be the only thing he thought about now. It was important he concentrate on that. That, and his marriage to Catherine. He could do that. He didn’t need God.

			Shivering, he crossed his arms about himself, and rubbed his upper arms as he walked back outside and stared up into the cold night sky and the white flakes falling from it.

			Rose opened the front door and pulled off her hat.

			Her weekly trip to the post master was just about her only outing to see people these days. Other than her ride on Red, she had been home constantly, not even visiting her siblings to help with their growing children. She had been hoping to visit Emily but that had been put off for the moment while Emily recovered from a cold.

			Rose decided she would sit and write to her today. Besides it was Christmas in three days. How miserable to have a cold not only during the hot summer days but at Christmas! What a terrible present! She would have to try to cheer her up.

			She hung her hat and coat on the coat hook and wandered past the dining room. Glancing in, her eyes naturally gravitated to the mail basket. Letters!

			Dare she hope?

			Her hands suddenly shaking, she quickly closed the distance, reached for the basket, and flipped through the envelopes. There it was. Her heart started beating harder. Henry! She would know that spidery writing anywhere.

			Excited, she picked up the envelope, and clutching it closely to her breast, hurried into her small bedroom closing the door quietly behind her. It had been months with no word of him and suddenly, now that a letter had arrived, all was forgiven and everything was right and she could breathe again.

			Rose looked down at the sparkling ruby and diamond ring she wore, testament to their love and a reminder of their promise to each other of a future together. Picking up the bone-handled letter opener from her desk, she slid it into the envelope, carefully slicing it open.

			Settling herself at her desk, she turned on the coloured-glass lamp and opened the slit on the envelope expecting to pull out many months-worth of pages with words written lovingly especially to her.

			But instead of the hoped-for long epistle, there appeared to be nothing inside. She opened the slit fully and turned the envelope upside down.

			A filthy scrap of paper flittered out onto her desk. Rose gingerly picked it up and wondered with a frown what it could possibly be.

			She turned it over and dropped it like a hot potato. It was far worse than she could have ever imagined. Far, far worse.

			Rose leaned back as far as she could from the page – the words on it as dirty as the paper itself – while her arms of their own volition wrapped themselves protectively around her body. But the pain got through anyway. She glanced down again at the scrap and felt her anger rising.

			How could he?

			Seeing the lamp so brightly lit on her desktop, a symbol of hope and their future together, she snapped. Picking it up, she threw it as hard as she could against the far wall. It smashed with a heavy thud and the shattering of fragile glass. Perfect, she thought; it sounded just like the shattering of her heart.

			But as the light went out so did her anger and she fell on her knees clutching at the desk edge, gasps wrenching her small frame as despair filled her. She felt as though she were falling down a long dark tunnel and she couldn’t draw breath. Reaching for air that wouldn’t come, she blacked out.
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			Chapter Eighteen

			“What on earth?”

			Roused from unconsciousness by the violent crash and heavy thud, Rose’s father staggered from his bed and lurched as though drunk into the hallway. Resting against a wall, he shook his head to try and clear the stubborn laudanum-induced fog from his mind. For the life of him he could not work out where the sound had come from.

			Seeing the door closed to the room next to his he zigzagged towards it. Leaning against the wall again and fighting the rising nausea in his stomach he waited, listening. Not a sound. He put his face to the door and called out – his speech slurred.

			“Rose? Rose are you in there? Are you alright?”

			He lifted his hand to knock, then decided against it and tentatively opened the door. His drugged eyes took in the smashed lamp. He blinked. Then again. Opening the door further he saw Rose sprawled on the floor.

			“Oh, Good Lord!”

			Stumbling to her side, he fell heavily on his swollen knees beside her. Ignoring the pain that arced up his legs he tried to gently tap her on the face but his hands were clumsy. Looking around for the smelling salts he saw them on the desk, reached up unsteadily and made a grab for them, sliding the small bottle towards him with his numb fingertips.

			“Work darn you!” he muttered desperately to his fingers, then groaned as he finally grasped the vial, removed the lid and held it under Rose’s nose.

			Her nose twitched at the potent smell just as his eye caught a movement; something fluttering down. A slip of paper dislodged from the desk floated slowly to the ground beside him like a feather caught in a breeze.

			With an eye on his daughter, willing her to revive, he clawed for the grubby scrap, and turned it over.

			Seeing the words written on it, his eyes filled with tears, his face contorting.

			“Oh Henry, no! What have you done? Oh, my darling girl. Oh Rose.”

			Slipping his hands under his daughter’s shoulders as she moaned, he pulled the girl towards him and sat holding her tight, rocking back and forth as she came to.

			He had no words, only the deepest sympathy. He knew what this meant for her: a half-life, with her dreams of marriage and family crumbled in a heap – just as he had found her.

			Rose semi-awake, curled into her father’s arms and sobbed into his shoulder.

			Her father’s tears rolled silently down his cheeks into his beard and dripped one by one on to his daughter’s head.

			Molly glanced around her to be certain her mother wasn’t watching and quickly slipped Henry’s letter to her from the pile of envelopes into her apron pocket before anyone else could see his writing.

			“I’ll be back in a minute Ma.”

			“Mmmhmm,” her mother replied distractedly. Her attention was conveniently on the cake she was making and the news in the newspaper.

			Molly sneaked into her room and closed the door silently before pulling the envelope back out. There was that strange odour again and she lifted the paper to her nose before hurriedly putting it down, crinkling her nose in distaste. “Oh, that’s foul!” she muttered. “Why, oh, why would you send me something that smells so disgusting, Henry?”

			Holding the envelope with as few fingers as possible, she slipped the letter opener under the filthy envelope, looked into it and with thumb and forefinger gingerly drew out an even filthier …  something. She had no idea if it was even paper, but Henry had managed to write on it even so.

			Dearest Molly,

			Thank you for your letters although they have brought me great distress about Rose.

			After much angst I have asked her to release me from our engagement. I have yet to hear her decision although if she is getting about as you say she is, I’m sure she will agree.

			But I have met a lady – a nurse actually from Scotland – who, it turns out, is keen to marry me as I have proposed to her.

			Thank you for your love and concern.

			Forever your loving brother,

			Henry

			Molly gasped. Well! He didn’t muck around did he!

			A slow smile spread across her face. She’d had no idea her plan would succeed so well! How she wished she was a fly on the wall in Rose’s house when she read Henry’s letter. She could just imagine the long epistle he would have sent her. She knew her brother.

			Hugging herself in delight, she carefully folded the smelly note back into her pocket, then went back to the kitchen, stopping briefly in front of the coal-range as if to check the fire, but flipped the letter inside it.

			Turning back to the bench, she carried on with her tasks, her heart feeling lighter than it had in ages, but the uplift was short-lived, fading quickly as the weight of her depression cloaked her once more.

			Rose sought out her father.

			She had barely spoken in over a week. Christmas had come and gone. She had not been able to celebrate. She couldn’t eat. Only some of the family had come and she had taken refuge in her room at every opportunity. It hadn’t been that difficult. Her sisters hadn’t once tried to console her; rather they’d ignored her. After all she had done for them over the years, she thought they might have had some pity at least. It told her everything she had wondered about lately; she was unseen, unloved and unworthy.

			She felt so ashamed. So miserable. And she especially hated the pitying looks everyone was giving her. Once that day was over, she had retreated to lick her wounds. She walked, she hiked and she rode. Anything to be alone. So far it had worked, but she was none the wiser.

			She didn’t know what had happened with Henry but she needed to talk to her father. She needed a man to talk to. He would listen. He would give her sage advice. He was the only man she could count on and she wondered what she would do when he was no longer around. She had searched the house for him but he was nowhere to be found there. Finally realising he must be having a better day today, she was grateful. At least one of them was.

			Grabbing hold of either side of the entrance, she stepped into the stable and leaned in, hoping he was in here. If he was in the paddocks, she wouldn’t see him for the rest of the day.

			“Papa?” she called out huskily into the darkness. She noticed her usually clear voice was hoarse, probably, she thought, from lack of use.

			Waiting for her eyes to adjust to the afternoon light, she peered into the gloom. She saw him then, sitting on a milking stool at the far end, his head bowed and his hands clasped.

			“Papa? Are you alright?”

			Concern for him overrode her own feelings. She tiptoed over, settled in beside him, sitting on the clean straw, and placed a hand on his arm. Looking up at him enquiringly she saw that his lips were moving. He was praying. She didn’t want to interrupt, but she had a feeling he wouldn’t mind.

			“Papa.”

			His head came up and in the dim light, she saw the tears on his cheeks before he brushed them roughly away and turned his head to look at her fully, carefully scrutinising her features.

			“Rosie are you feeling better?” he asked gently, ignoring her own question to him.

			“No not really.” She looked down at her feet then back at him. “Can I to talk to you?”

			He nodded and waited. She took her time searching for the questions she wanted answers to. Yet she was too afraid to ask them because of the answers she might get. She felt the ever-present embarrassment crawl up her back and was grateful for the dark as heat flooded her face. But she trusted her father. She had to ask. She must be brave. She cleared her throat.

			“What is war like? Can it change people do you think?” she asked quietly. She could think of no reason for Henry to have done what he did. Therefore, it must be the war. At least she hoped it was.

			Her father looked away and leaned his head back on the stable’s timber wall behind them. His heavy sigh filled the air around them before answering her.

			“War is a terrible thing Rose. Yes, it changes a man. I saw many come back from battle when I was a boy in England before my family left for Australia, and those men were different. Changed. They didn’t want to talk about it. My cousin was such a man. He was never the same as I’d remembered him.”

			Silence filled the space between them before she spoke again.

			“Could that be the reason he has broken our engagement do you think?” she asked. But before she could think about it, she blurted out with a sob what she really wanted to know, “Or is it me Papa? Am I not marriageable? Not loveable?”

			Wincing in pain at her words and the sobs wracking her thin frame, he ignored his failing body, and lifted his arm, resting it heavily around his daughter’s shaking shoulders.

			Taking a deep breath, he paused carefully, knowing she would want only the truth. How glad he was she had come to him. Still, he needed to get it right so he did not add to her wounds without realising and cause her great harm.

			He let out the last breath slowly and with it, offered up a quick prayer.

			Oh Lord, please give me wisdom to say this right. Please let it be Your words not mine that speak into her soul. Only Your words can bring her life.

			He waited a heartbeat and smiled into the darkness as memories flooded his mind and the words came.

			“Rosie, you are special. You have always been my favourite because you like an adventure. You have spirit and spunk. I remember the days when you and Emily would come home with a bucketful of sharp-toothed eels you’d caught at the river and ever since, I’ve always thought of you as my fearless little warrior. It does make you different from other girls to be sure. You can’t deny you like hunting and riding over keeping house. But you are good with children and, given the opportunity, you would make a fine mother and wife. You are not conventional,” he paused when her head came up and quickly added, “but that is not a bad thing. And while you are noisy and stubborn you have a delightful sense of humour and you are kind and helpful.”

			He glanced at her, carefully trying to judge if he was making matters worse. She looked alright, albeit a little pale, so he continued.

			“I don’t know why Henry has broken things off, but I do know from all accounts, this war has been a terrible thing.”

			“Am I pretty Papa?” she asked quietly.

			It seemed such a pathetic thing for her to ask, but no man seemed to want her, except Henry, and look how that had gone.

			This time he didn’t hesitate.

			“You are beautiful, my darling girl. Strong and fearless. Life has certainly thrown you some challenges my dear, but given your independence and love of adventure that is to be expected, but that strength has also helped you battle those things. It has created in you strong character. Given you empathy. Any man who can see all these qualities and takes you as a wife will be a blessed man indeed.” He paused. “But if that doesn’t happen, I will make sure you are taken care of for the rest of your days.”

			Anger at her situation began to rise. “Damn and blast him, Papa!”

			Pulling back, Ben Mounce looked at her sternly.

			“Rose Mounce! I thought I had made myself clear years ago about your swearing. Thankfully I’ve not heard you do that since you yelled curses at your sister when you were small. I definitely do not want to hear you saying it now!”

			“Yeah well, Lottie moved out not long afterwards so I never needed to,” she muttered. “Besides, you managed to put the fear of God into me with the hiding you gave me. I was too scared. And sore.” She tacked on the last with a wince, almost still able to feel her bottom burning.

			She gave him a tentative smile and he pulled her close again and smiled.

			“Don’t wish misfortune on anyone Rose, for that is what you are doing. No matter what they have done to you, you must never do that!” he admonished quietly.

			Shocked with his words of explanation she hung her head. “I’m sorry Papa. I won’t do it again.”

			“That’s my girl,” he approved. He turned thoughtful.

			“Rosie girl, I’ve been through some rough patches in life myself, some of my own making and some no fault of mine. But I’ve found the Good Lord has always been there to get me through – always there. He has always forgiven me when I asked. Sometimes I didn’t see it until well after the fact, but I am confident now of His love for me.”

			He looked at his deformed hands, bent and stiff from arthritis, and extended them out. “See these hands Rose? They have worked hard, provided for my family. Loved my wife, held my children and my grandchildren. I don’t know how long they have got but they remind me of God’s goodness.”

			“Remind you?” Rose said incredulously. “How can they possibly remind you of good?”

			“Ahh my dear – you have to see the positive. In Psalm 27 it says, ‘I remain confident of this; I will see the goodness of the Lord in the land of the living…’ It says to be brave. I have read this passage many, many times through the years, but I had to choose to believe it. Especially in times when I would not have thought goodness would be mine to see. 

			“But goodness did come. These hands remind me of all the goodness I have been blessed with by God but how frail I am as a man. They remind me that I need Him so much, and that is a good thing to be reminded of. We live in a fallen world, Rosie girl, but the only thing constant is God. He never changes. His love for us is marvellous.

			“Choose to put your trust in God Rose. He says He sets before us Life and Death but He pleads with us to choose life. Choose life with Him because no matter what, He will never leave you or forsake you. Be brave dear one and you will see.”

			He pulled her towards him and hugged her close.

			“But you must promise me one thing Rose. You must promise.”

			Rose looked enquiringly at her father and saw the seriousness in his eyes.

			“Yes Papa, anything. What is it?”

			“You must promise me you will not tell your mother how I feel about my hands. I like her waiting on me.” He gave her a wink and squeezed her closer.

			With a tear in her eye, Rose relaxed against him and sniggered.

			Rose picked up the scrap from her desk and stared at it. 

			“Release Me.” 

			Those words had been staring at her for the last month and she couldn’t ignore them any longer.

			Pulling out a clean piece of paper, she aligned it neatly on her blotter, carefully dipped her pen and hovered over the page. How did one respond to such a statement?

			She put the nib of her pen onto the page and began to doodle while she thought. Certainly, she would not try to hold on to a man who didn’t want her any longer, but there were so many things she wanted to say. How heartbroken she was. What a cad he was! How she hoped he was alright.

			But none of these seemed to matter now. There was only one thing to say.

			Not bothering to change her paper she wrote a simple statement back, squeezed in amongst the doodles decorating the sheet.

			“You are released.”

			Quickly addressing an envelope, she folded the note, slid it inside and sealed it.

			She sat back and eyed the name on the envelope for just a moment before tucking it into her skirt pocket. Then she lifted her hat from the bed where she’d left it and tied it onto her head.

			She glanced into the mirror briefly then strode from the house. Best to get this posted before she changed her mind and begged him to change his.
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			Chapter Nineteen

			Ancre Valley, France. May 1918

			“What do ya think Mags? Is that a bloody Jerry over there?”

			Hearing his nickname, Henry followed the direction of the machine gunner’s pointing finger. Cautiously lifting his head, he peered into the shadows of what little remained of the copse of trees beyond, and slowly scanned the surrounding area they were holding.

			As far as he could see there was no one, but it was difficult making out shapes in shadows. His mate had the eyes of a hawk and it wouldn’t be the first time he’d seen something no-one else could.

			He quickly ducked back down but felt a nervous frisson run through his belly as he caught the eye of the third crew member who had been scanning with field glasses and raised his brows.

			“You see anything mate?” Henry asked.

			“Nope. Bloody Jerries! Cunning blighters if ever there was!” the man muttered as he raised the glasses again.

			His machine gun crew had been waiting in the old foxhole for quite some time under orders to hold the line until reserves came. The tension of looking and waiting without action was starting to take its toll.

			After days of savage fighting, the Allies had finally overwhelmed the enormous German army advancing again on the city of Arras. After nearly four years no one could believe the Germans still had so much manpower. The Allies certainly didn’t. If the Americans hadn’t arrived when they did, the outcome could have been very different.

			But it wasn’t until the fighting had stopped that they had discovered that many of the German “soldiers” were no more than untrained children, dressed in uniforms far too big for them. It haunted them still to know they had unleashed their firepower on children. Henry had wondered over and over what sort of evil put children into the frontline of a war.

			At the same time though, it had given them all great hope that if this was all that was left of the Jerries, then the war might actually be coming to an end. While they hoped, the men were unable to relax yet. Their COs were sure the enemy was still close by but, even with the aggressive scouting and raiding parties being sent out, they had yet to find them.

			Meanwhile Henry and some of the Allied troops stayed on duty amongst the ruined towns and villages of the Somme, watching bedraggled civilians traipse wearily along the roads carrying or pushing what was left of their worldly goods. Children who should have been playing and laughing walked slowly beside them in silence, the horrors they’d seen written on their small faces and dulling their eyes.

			They’d seen some children living in the ruins of their towns. Without an adult in sight they were foraging for food around empty buildings and it broke Henry’s heart to see them. With others, he had given up his rations willingly to more than one child. He wondered what it would take to bring the smiles and love of life back to these people after such horrors. They’d lived amidst war for so long.

			Henry had no idea how the French were going to rebuild their ruined country. The cities of Arras and Amiens were reduced to rubble but, as far as he could tell at least, the beautiful citadel in Doullens had escaped unscathed, all the more remarkable since it was surrounded by a wasteland of craters, butchered forests and barbed wire as far as the eye could see. The church made him think briefly of the coin, but he pushed the thought away.

			Everyone was bone tired. The late spring heat was intense and the sun shone relentlessly out of a clear blue sky. If possible the flies were even thicker and more insufferable. The rats had grown bigger and were larger than barn tomcats. The men constantly itched with lice and they were still always short of rations, more so now than ever before. If it weren’t for the fruit cake and tea still arriving from home, they would probably get nothing – not from the army anyway.

			Molly’s letters kept coming but there was nothing from Rose. It didn’t matter now.

			He just wanted to grab whatever good things life offered him. He would take what he could get to make him happy. He was entitled to be happy. He was happy with Catherine. He had been selfish when he’d seduced her but he didn’t care; he was in love. They were getting married so what did it matter.

			Henry sighed. He was so tired of this silent conversation with himself. Why did it even matter? He was right. He was positive he was. But no matter what he told himself and as much as he sought gratification in all sorts of ways, he still felt so empty afterwards. Unclean. Unfulfilled. Hopeless.

			At one point he’d compared it to how he’d felt when he’d recited the prayer on the coin. The prayer had brought peace and hope. It was different in every way. But he hadn’t dwelt on it for long. It was better to make his own way in the world and he had his plans.

			But it’s not real love Henry. Love shouldn’t be this way. Love is giving not taking.

			That voice again! He frowned. He’d tried arguing with the small voice pricking his conscience but each time the only thing he could do was to tell it to leave him alone. 

			Henry shook himself and glanced around him before speaking.

			“How 'bout a cuppa?” he asked, “There’s nothing going on here so we might as well get comfortable.”

			At a nod from the other two, he released the ammunition feed belt he was controlling.

			Rat-tata-rata-tata-tat. A long artillery barrage came from the forest.

			Searing pain shot through his right forearm. Jerking, he staggered upright gripping his arm against himself, but just as his mate grabbed his uniform to pull him back down there was another barrage.

			Rata-tata-tat.

			This time it tore into his right leg – his thigh again.

			Refusing to give voice to the pain he tumbled back into the foxhole. Another man shoved him out of the way and scrambled into his position to take over the artillery feed while the third scrabbled for the water necessary to keep the machine gun cool as it returned fire.

			Henry looked down at his right side. “Unbelievable! 'Nutha bloody hole in my right leg!” he muttered darkly.

			Pulling his filthy handkerchief from his pocket he leaned forward and tied it as best he could with a gimpy arm, around his thigh. Falling back, he cradled his arm into his chest and turned his face upwards.

			“Medic!” he called out with surprising strength, but it got lost in the noise as gunfire exploded from everywhere.

			He tucked himself into a tight ball to keep out of the way. He could feel himself beginning to drift in and out from the effects of blood loss and pain. He didn’t know how long he waited but when the barrage eventually ended, a medic slid into their hole with his kit.

			“I’m here soldier, take it easy. We’ll get you outta here.”

			Relief flooded him.

			“Thanks mate,” he slurred. “w’as hapnin' up there?” he tried to ask but couldn’t get his tongue around the words.

			“Don’t you worry buddy, it’s all over anyway.”

			“The war?” Henry asked groggily.

			The medic looked him over and didn’t bother replying. Instead, he yelled for a stretcher.

			After bundling Henry onto it, the stretcher-bearers carried him as fast as they could over the pocked landscape into the waiting ambulance. He heard them give orders to the driver.

			“Number 3, Canadian in Doullens. The hospitals here can’t take anymore.”

			It occurred to Henry he wasn’t Canadian and he tried to tell them but no one was listening to his ramblings. He closed his eyes and drifted.

			“Put him over here if you would orderly.”

			The accent was foreign. American?

			Henry felt his stretcher connect with the hard surface of the floor. His eyes opened slightly and he stared in wonder at the figures on the ceiling. Or was it a ceiling? Was he in heaven? Why were the Virgin mother and child staring down at him like that?

			He closed his eyes and re-opened them. Nope they were still there. Without turning his head, his eyes roamed round the high ceiling above, and the curved arches in wonder. Then he remembered. The Canadian Hospital, Doullens. The Citadel. That's right; it had been turned into a hospital.

			He turned his head and looked at all the other casualties around him. They covered every space he could see.

			He felt a tender pressure on his leg and he looked down to see a nurse assessing his wound. She glanced at him and saw he was awake. Slipping her hand into his uniform pocket where he carried his army papers she took them out, and after briefly perusing them, made her own note.

			“You’re going to need surgery Private, but it’s a fairly clean wound. I see you’ve been injured in this leg before. You need to be more careful or your leg is going to start looking like Swiss cheese.”

			She smiled at him, gave his shoulder a light squeeze, looked at his arm, made another note, then walked away leaving his papers lying on his chest. She stopped briefly to converse with another nurse who looked over at him and nodded. He turned his head back to the stunning ceiling above.

			Swiss cheese? What the heck is Swiss cheese? Even in his groggy state he made a mental note to ask someone.

			“Right Private, how about we get you settled in?”

			“What’s Swiss cheese?” he asked.

			She gave a chuckle. “Oh, it’s a soft cheese with holes in it. It’s popular in Canada.”

			His groggy mind was unable to make the jump from his leg to cheese. He felt so drowsy he was having trouble working out which way was up. With his eyes half-closed and the high white ceiling above, he felt as though he were floating on a cloud.

			His clothing was removed and pyjamas were awkwardly fitted, then he was laid onto the mattress and sheets were tucked around him. After that, he was only aware of the tugging on his arm and leg and the strong smell of disinfectant.

			Henry stirred briefly at the high-pitched whistle. Intense red flared momentarily against his eyelids then disappeared. Somewhere he thought he could hear the sound of a plane.

			Suddenly shouts erupted around him and again the sound of high-pitched whistling before a violent explosion tossed him from his bed. Now wide awake but thoroughly disorientated, he stared around him from the ground. Just as he was peering through the gloom to get his bearings a cold draught cleared a gap and he saw: the entire front and side of the citadel was gone. He gasped as thick dust again covered his view and the sound of screaming and shouting filled his ears.

			Scrabbling around on the floor, he began to cough. His mouth was filled with grit. Covering his mouth and nose with his good hand he tried to get back on his feet, edging up slowly, and stood still. What had happened?

			Vaguely recalling the sound of a plane, he gasped again with horror as realisation struck. The Jerries had bombed a hospital? Anger overtook his horror and for the first time in ages he began to think clearly. Yes, they must have! They actually bombed a hospital! There were patients here. The wounded. How despicable.

			Then he saw the orange flickering against the remains of the walls. Fire had broken out somewhere.

			Suddenly two nurses hobbled in – both wounded and bleeding – but began directing everyone they could to safety.

			Henry grabbed a patient from beside him.

			“C’mon mate let me help you.”

			He wrapped his good arm around the man’s waist and the two of them staggered after the nurse down stone steps into old tunnels underneath the Citadel. To his amazement, what looked like hundreds of civilians were already there, but at the nurse’s direction he left the man against a far wall while a woman in ragged clothing and bleeding herself, knelt beside him.

			Henry briefly watched her care tenderly for the man before he turned away, aware of tears in his eyes.

			Henry hobbled back to get another. He wasn’t the only one. More patients helping patients streamed down the old worn stone stairs. He shook his head willing the dizziness away as he pushed past.

			Suddenly he was thankful he was there. Thankful his wounds were not so bad that they hindered him from helping. He felt weak but he could hobble.

			He stepped back into the remains of the building and saw the extent of the devastation. Hundreds lay needing help to get out. He would do what he could.

			Suddenly the prayer he had refused to speak welled up in his mind and began to whisper itself as he grabbed another man. A new strength infused him as the words filled his mind.

			Up and down the stairs he went praying without stopping until he collapsed under the weight of his last patient. His wounds were throbbing, and blood had seeped through the bandages and pyjamas of both his arm and leg. Obviously, any pain relief had worn off. Wearily he pushed himself up and further into the tunnel, out of the way of the slow foot traffic. Finding space, he leaned against the wall and slid down it and gratefully closed his eyes.

			At the touch of gentle fingers, he opened his eyes briefly to find a ragged child carefully prodding at his sleeve and bandages. The child looked at him enquiringly and spoke but he could only grunt in reply to what was clearly a question in French that he couldn’t recognise. His eyes – burning with tiredness – closed again.

			Feeling cold, Henry huddled tightly against the wall but when he shivered, the small body pressed against him, and he looked down to find the child had tucked in tight beside him, wrapping small arms around him, giving Henry all that he could. His comfort and warmth seeped into his body. Henry reached down and gave the child a pat on the shoulder and a smile.

			“Merci beaucoup.” Henry whispered. The child huddled even closer.

			Closing his eyes yet again, Henry listened to the echoes in the chambers. Voices in many accents and tongues washed over him as exhaustion overtook him.

			Henry woke at the touch on his shoulder – heavier than that of a child – and looked up to see the Canadian nurse. She looked exhausted but incredibly she was still smiling. He glanced around to see both he and the child had been covered with a blanket. The little lump beside him was still fast asleep.

			“It’s time to go Private,” she told him. “We have transporters ready to take you and others to another hospital. Thank you for your help last night. Because so many patients helped each other very few died.” Her chin wobbled on the last words and Henry could see the grief in her eyes.

			“You’ve lost colleagues?” he asked her gently.

			She nodded and wiped the tears spilling freely down her cheeks.

			“Oui. Three of our Sisters and two of our wonderful surgeons. Twenty-two people. But with the number of casualties that came in yesterday, it could have been so much worse.”

			“I’m so very sorry for your loss.”

			“Oui. Merci.” She nodded then extended her hand. “Please come. We must get you all loaded up.”

			Henry stiffly rose to his feet, then knelt back down and tucked the rough blanket tighter around the child.

			“Who are all these people?” he asked indicating with his arm.

			“They come – the women and children – every night from the town of Doullens,” she replied, “starting at sunset. Ever since the Germans have been bombing their town, they come and sleep and eat in the tunnels, then go back in the morning to see whether their homes are still there. They were wonderful last night.” She smiled fondly at the many forms sleeping on the ground around them.

			Henry staggered as he tried to get moving and remembered that bullets still had to be removed. He was so weak. As the nurse supported him up the stairs and to the waiting transport, she told him he was going to the 18th USA general hospital in Camiers. They would see to his surgery there.

			Where had the strength come from last night that enabled him to go back again and again for others? he wondered silently. Then he remembered. That prayer! He had begun praying and it was after that that the strength had come! Even after everything he had done. Even after he had pushed God away. He didn’t deserve that!

			Henry wished he had his coin. He wanted his bag so he could find it and hold it. But hands pushed him onto the bench, to join the crush of one man against the other. As soon as the truck was full, it left, one of a convoy of many slowly moving away.

			“Would ya look at that!” one man exclaimed.

			All heads turned in the direction from which they had come.

			The smouldering ruins of the Citadel stood silhouetted against the morning sun. Only part of the back and one side wall, remained. It had been a grand building only yesterday but war had eventually trashed it as well. It was so sad. So many wonderful buildings had been destroyed in this bloody war. But they were only brick and stone.

			Looking at the building it seemed impossible any of them had survived.

			Silence took over the group until someone whispered, “Bloody Jerries! Bombing a hospital. Who’d have thought?”

			Henry said nothing. The nurse had said hundreds had survived.When would it end, this evil hatred and lust for power. He didn’t know, but after last night he was absolutely convinced of one thing.

			He knew a new and a different sort of strength had surged into him the previous night. In his heart of hearts, he now knew the prayer worked. But it couldn’t just be the prayer, because the prayer  couldn’t be real unless God was real.

			And he couldn’t let that thought go.
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			Chapter Twenty

			December 1918

			Red galloped up to the top of the rise before Rose reined him in.

			“Whoa boy.”

			She marvelled that she’d never had to raise her voice to the gelding but had always been able to speak to him in normal tones, just as she did now. He responded to her every move, her every word. She leaned forward and stroked her hand down his neck. “Good boy Red. Good boy.”

			He was her beautiful boy, privy to all her secrets and thoughts. And her only friend, if you didn’t count Emily who was living so far away in Auckland. His ears flicked around at her voice. He blew out noisily through his nostrils and his flanks heaved, but he stayed still.

			From her position she could see the old garrison grounds below. Her father had not been around this morning when she left to tell her to stay clear of them. So today, she felt she was not disobeying him by going there. For that was where she was going and Rose fervently hoped that they would step onto live ammunition and she would be blown to kingdom come. Maybe then she would feel alive again. She might be living but she felt anything but alive. She laughed to herself at the irony. Why would she even think death would make her feel alive?

			She had tried to choose life as her father had said but the desire for death hovered over her thoughts constantly. How do you choose life when you feel you have nothing to live for? She had no purpose and no sense of direction. Something was missing in her life, besides the obvious husband. Her soul, her spirit, yearned for more, whatever that might be, but it was elusive and she hadn’t yet been able to make it hers. She didn’t even know how. Confusion was her companion.

			How could her dreams have gone so horribly wrong? Wasn’t God supposed to bless all the things she wanted if she was good? She'd been good hadn't she? She felt so disillusioned. 

			Her father had said to choose to trust God that she might see good things in the land of the living. Well, she had tried and it hadn’t made one blind bit of difference. She’d given it a go, hadn’t she? And nothing had changed. 

			Well, that wasn’t quite true. It had changed for Henry. She had discovered from her mother that he was engaged, the cad! Now all she felt was empty. Not happy, not sad, not anything.

			She scanned the grounds carefully, making sure no-one was around before she nudged Red to begin the descent. She was about to do so, when something fluttered at the edge of her vision. She waited to see what it was.

			A tiny, lone figure stepped out from behind the gates of the grounds – a golden dog sniffing at her feet. Molly! Rose might or might not have recognised her, but the dog was the give-away. She walked hunched over like an old woman. Her shawl, which, even though it was early summer and a warm day, was wrapped tightly around her. Molly’s grief was still visible even at a distance.

			Rose felt her heart go out to the young woman but any approach she had made to Molly since John had gone had been rejected. Now she watched Henry’s sister and thought yet again, Molly’s wish had been granted. Henry was not going to marry Rose.

			“Well, I hope that cheered you up, Molly!” she muttered darkly, her charitable feelings of moments ago, gone.

			Her hopes of going through the grounds were now also dashed. She would not go there while Molly was there. That girl had wrecked her “hoped for death” as well. Rose cursed softly. Would nothing ever go her way?

			I set before you, life and death. Choose life.

			Suddenly aware of the words she had just heard, she turned, frowning, looking around her for the speaker. They were so loud they were ringing in her ears.

			Seeing no-one, she turned the horse, but the words remained, indelibly printed on her heart, letting her know that what she was contemplating was not right. Not good. She thought of her father and what his reaction would have been if her plan to end her life had succeeded. She cringed at the mere thought. No, she could not disappoint him. He said she was his brave little warrior. She couldn’t let him down.

			She shook her head and gave up. Instead she concentrated on the ride and let Red carry her across the tops and down the other side.  He picked his way carefully along the track back home. Back to her life – such as it was.

			Except it didn’t feel like home – nowhere did. And everywhere she went, every place she looked, it all reminded her of Henry.

			Her mood definitely did not improve after seeing Molly and she thought again what could have been. If not for war, what should have been!

			She’d heard that Henry was still in Europe, even though the war had ended a month ago. She presumed he would be on his way home again soon, returning, she imagined, with his new wife. But she was stuck, her life revolving around minding her nieces and nephews, looking after her ill and crippled father, and helping her mother, with no clear direction for her future. Perhaps, if she had not been injured when she was, she would have a career now. If only she had known back then what her future was going to look like, she would have trained to be a teacher.

			There was one thing she did know for certain: her hope had been deferred so long and so often, it had made her heart sick.

			The plan she’d written years ago was still pinned to her wall, challenging her every time she walked past it. Why, oh why, hadn’t she flipped that bit of paper over or ripped it off the wall, screwed it into a tight ball and thrown it into the fire? Or better yet, stomped on it until it shredded into a million, tiny, unreadable pieces. 

			Darn! She thumped the wooden gate in disgust as they passed. She knew why!

			Because she needed a new plan.

			She needed to be brave all over again.

			She began to think about that as Red clip-clopped over the yard tiles and stopped at the stable entrance. She was so familiar with her routine that she slid from the saddle without even thinking about it and led Red around the yard helping him to cool off. She was so engrossed in her thoughts that her actions were mechanical.

			If life was set before her to choose – then what was her's to look like?

			If her father had seen goodness for himself in the land of the living, what goodness might she see for herself?

			Molly watched as Rose disappeared, her emotions warring as she did so. She had seen Rose arrive at the top of the hill and knew that if she revealed herself, Rose would turn around. Perversely she also hoped Rose would ride down and they could talk, but she was pretty sure she had burned the bridge between them so many times it would be impossible for Rose to have risked a meeting.

			Molly frowned briefly at her own contrariness, then smiled in gratification. Who was she kidding? She didn’t feel the slightest bit guilty for having spun lies and stories and played a part in breaking up her brother’s engagement. Rose would never be good enough for him and that was that. Besides, now he was engaged to another woman anyway, so it all worked out for his good.

			And Rose would be as lonely as she was.

			Her smile turned bitter.

			She felt hollow.

			The only man she had ever loved outside her family was gone. Forever truly gone. No matter that more than eighteen months had passed by, the hole left by his absence never went away.

			John’s father had finally moved away as well. He couldn’t bear the memories in his house of John, he’d said. All his family was gone and he wanted to try somewhere else. So, he had packed up and left.

			He had put aside a couple of John’s items for Molly and had come by with them on his way to the train station, but although she had taken the brown paper package from him, she had never opened it. Instead, she had put them into her hope chest, along with all the things she had lovingly made for the home that was to be theirs together someday. And there they stayed. Tucked away. Safe. Just as she had wanted him to be.

			The armistice ending the war has been signed over a month ago, but she felt as dead as those who were. She just wished she really was.

			Like today, Molly spent her days wandering listlessly, lost in loneliness and reverie. She barely took any notice of Sky running through the grounds, until an excited barking from the far side penetrated her musings. Scanning the grounds for the dog, she was sure she must have found a rabbit, until the barking became frenzied and she was no longer clear what was going on.

			“Sky?” she yelled out. “Sky! Where are you?”

			Suddenly she felt panicked. What if, through her lack of attention, she lost Henry’s dog? He would never forgive her!

			“Sky! Come here girl!” she yelled again, this time commanding her back.

			Finally, she sighted the golden dog, scraping and burrowing and worrying at something.  Her panic subsided. Oh, she’s found a rabbit hole, she thought with relief.

			Suddenly a huge explosion rocked the air around her.  In mid step Molly felt the violent vibration under her foot and pulsing through the air. It flattened her to the ground. Letting out a squeal she shielded her head with both arms as large clods of earth scattered over and about her.

			“Oww!” she squealed as a heavy clump landed on her back.

			As the rainfall of dirt lessened and finally stopped, she lifted her head. The vaguely sulphuric smell of gun-powder filled the air and realisation struck. Horror filled her as she also dimly recalled having heard a yelp.

			“NOOOOOOO!”

			Dazed, her ears ringing, she stood unsteadily to her feet and took off at a lurching run towards the explosion site but stopped dead when she reached it.

			Sky sat beside a gaping hole covered from head to toe in dirt, and barely recognisable, but her tongue was hanging out as she grinned at Molly. Molly grasped her chest with both hands in relief. Thankfully the dog, as far as she could tell, looked perfectly fine. But beside her … 

			“Is that a man?” she gasped in disbelief.

			Not daring to get closer, she stared at the figure. From what she could make out, he was wearing Waikeria Prison clothing. Fear filled her. He was half in the hole. He must have been the one who set off the explosion.

			Tentatively she walked closer and stared down at him. His face was bloody, but surprisingly, he appeared to be conscious.

			“Hello?” she timidly asked. She watched as only his eyes turned her way. “Are you alright?”

			He stared at her. The explosion had dulled her hearing and she realised he probably couldn’t hear a word she said especially since he was almost buried. She mimed her question. An almost imperceptible nod acknowledged her questions.

			“What is your name?” she asked again miming.

			A croaky voice replied and the answer sent her flying backwards. Molly felt the blood drain from her face.

			“John? John Taylor? It can’t be …  ”

			Her eyesight darkened as a whooshing sound filled her ears, her shaking legs gave way under her and and she went down in a heap.

			Back home, Rose felt the rumbling vibration through the ground and the horse began to side step in panic. Rose gripped the bridle harder, expecting him to rear over her again. Her heart pounding she felt sick to the stomach.

			“No. No. No. No. No!"

			 But Red didn’t rise, just skittered nervously.

			She let out her breath in a rush, took another couple of deep breaths to still her churning stomach,turning him around a few times to let him see in every direction so he would settle. As she felt his muscles relax, she held him firmly, and listened.

			Had that been an explosion? The vibration had stopped.

			Suddenly remembering Molly in the garrison grounds, she shoved her foot back into the stirrup and swung herself up even as she turned Red and galloped him as fast as he would go back along the short distance to the top of the hill, back to the spot she had left only minutes before.

			Halting him at the top, she cast her eyes over the familiar grounds. She could see huge new clods of earth scattered along the boundary of the grounds but thick smoke still lingered over the rest. She waited impatiently for it to thin out. When it did, it didn’t take her long to see the small crater appearing through the smoke.

			As she watched, she suddenly heard Molly yelling and then there she was, running towards the crater. Her hand flew to her mouth as relief filled her. She was OK.

			Rose slapped her hand over her heart and urged it to calm down, but her eyes continued scanning and eventually she saw Sky too  …  and … 

			“Oh, my word! Is that a body?” she whispered.

			Unable to tear her eyes from what she was seeing, she watched Molly approach it slowly before she stumbled backwards so fast she fell, sprawled amongst the clods of dirt the explosion had torn up. She wondered what Molly had seen to cause such a reaction, and tossed up whether she should go down and help her. But she couldn’t physically do it. She wasn’t brave enough for that! She didn’t want another tongue lashing.

			But she waited. She couldn’t go until she knew for sure Molly was alright. She watched Sky run to the girl and nudge her face, rousing Molly again.

			“Oh, thank goodness,” she whispered and let out the breath she didn’t even know she’d been holding until it gusted out in relief.

			But rather than return home as she had intended, she urged Red behind one of the scrubby bushes, until he was out of sight, then dismounting, shimmied on her belly to a spot where she knew she too would be hidden from view, and observed.
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			Chapter Twenty-One

			A wet nose pushed itself into Molly’s neck and slid up her face to her eyes, whiskers tickling her face as it went.

			Molly dragged her hand up and pushed Sky away, then slowly sat up. She looked over at the man still lying on the ground and the shock registered again. But it couldn’t be, could it? Her John? Did he make it back after all but somehow end up in prison? Had it all been a lie?

			Still woozy, she rolled over onto her hands and knees and hoisting her skirts, pushed herself to her feet. Then one step at a time she moved cautiously to where the man was still lying. His eyes were closed and blood was seeping and oozing from many deep wounds on his face and neck, mixing with the dirt that covered the rest of him.

			Going around behind him to avoid the crater, she sneaked closer. Not daring to get to close, she slowly pushed her leg forward and toed him gently with her boot. He groaned and she stepped back.

			Hearing distant shouts and voices, no doubt coming her way, she knew what she had to do. She had no idea who he really was, but she knew she needed to help him. She had to hide him. If it was John – her John – she had to keep him safe. With her. She mustn’t let anyone get their hands on him and maybe send him back. He was hers. Surely this was the second chance she’d been wanting?

			She couldn’t bear the thought of him disappearing again and she definitely couldn’t tell anyone. They’d think she was deranged for certain. Well, she was grief-stricken, but she hadn’t thought this clearly in months.

			Thrusting her hands under his body she managed to get her arms under his armpits. Gripping her hands together across his chest, she tried with all her might to haul him backwards. Nothing. Taking a firmer grip, and bending her knees, she pulled.

			“C'mon! C'mon!” she muttered.

			He groaned but she felt him move ever so slightly. She tried again and got a little more movement. Taking a deep breath and huffing it out, she squatted for a second and glanced around.

			Behind her, about twenty feet away, was the small cemetery belonging to the eleven unknown Imperial Army soldiers who had died fighting in the Maori Wars. There was one large memorial pillar that had been erected only in April – albeit some forty years later – but as Molly’s eyes fell on it, she knew it was big enough. It could support and shelter this man a little. Not much to be sure but better than leaving him here. There was a hedge but it was even further away. As it was, it was going to take some effort to get him to the plinth.

			For the first time in nearly two years, Molly suddenly found she had something she needed to do. It gave her purpose. Standing up and renewing her grip, she took a deep breath. Her lips pressed together firmly, she pulled with everything she had.

			“C'mon, c'mon!” she muttered again impatient at her lack of strength.

			The figure finally slid along with her. Enthusiasm returning, she pulled and pulled again until, her back breaking with the effort, she propped him as best she could against the grave stone. He was still unconscious, but at least he was away from any further explosions. She hoped. She glanced around. Surely, they wouldn’t have buried the men amongst explosives? She shook her head. No of course not.

			Taking off her shawl she draped it over him. Noticing a leafy branch that had blown down in the last storm, she dragged it over him just as people began to come through the gates.

			Legs shaking, she stood up and bent backwards, her hands at the small of her back as she attempted to straighten out her spine. Letting out a quiet groan, she eyed the filthy dog, then the small crowd assembling around the crater. They would have questions. Could she make them believe it was Sky’s digging that had set off the explosion? Probably not, so she remained out of sight.

			Sky, having cheered her on, walked up to the hidden figure and began sniffing around the branch.

			“What do you think girl? Is he going to make it?” she whispered.

			Then she asked the dog the question she really wanted the answer to. “Is it our John, girl? Is it my John?”

			She thought she had remembered everything about her fiancé, but she had suddenly discovered she had forgotten a lot, and she wasn’t sure this man was even the same size as John.

			Confused and bereft, she could feel the emotions surging back, tears blinding her. She stumbled forward to sit at the base of the memorial, her small store of strength completely sapped by her exertion. Covering her face with her dirty hands she sobbed John’s name over and over and over.

			Meanwhile the man called John Taylor opened his eyes, gingerly turned his head and listened to the young woman. All he knew was he didn’t have the strength to keep running. He closed his eyes and let himself sink under the warmth of the shawl while pain clawed at his body.

			Dear Rose,

			Finally, I’m feeling a bit stronger – strong enough to write a letter anyway! And I have so many of yours to which to reply. I’m so sorry it has taken so very long, but thank you for not giving up on me as I have loved being included in your news. Although it hasn’t been a good time for you and I am sorry for that also.

			How are you now? I hope you are recovering from the shock. I cannot understand Henry and feel quite disappointed in him!

			Did I ever tell you how much I love your father? What a great man to tell you all that he did and I can only concur with what he said. All of it!

			You are a beautiful woman. You sparkle with passion and determination – just look at how you were conquering the wild pig population! How’s that going by the way? But I digress! Your loyalty and fun have taken us on some wonderful adventures, haven’t they! I shall never forget them and thankfully we had them; their memories have gotten me through some long days. I’m so glad we didn’t chicken out – for look what we would have missed and as my body is failing, I’m not up to any of it now. Fancy your father remembering the eeling – I thought we were brave if not a little mad!

			That verse in Psalms your father mentioned, has been one of my very favourites for the last year, and I have gone back to it again and again – just as you said your father had told you he had. Such hope in trying situations. For myself, I have never – that I can recall anyway – not believed there was a God. I know we grew up attending church religiously every Sunday, but isn’t it amazing that we both heard the same things but interpreted them so differently. Mine for accepting Christ as my Lord and Saviour at a young age – and you searching for a relationship with Him now.

			I guess what I have come to realise and love so much about my faith, is that through my experience, no matter what I am going through – both good and bad – I have a Father in Heaven who gets me through all of it with the hope of a future not in this world.

			And just like King David who wrote that Psalm, your father also came to know that he would have been terribly worse off had he not believed and trusted. That no matter what – with God – we will see good in the land of the living.

			I do struggle to imagine a good life without God. I can imagine David writing it you know – when I read it. I can hear the wonder and awe in his words.

			There is so much hope in Jesus Rose. So much hope!! And should your life be cut short – as I believe mine could be – then I have hope in an after-life with Him for all eternity …

			Rose, lying prone on her bed in the sun, thrust the letter down and sat up, swinging her legs over the edge of the bed, her face puckered deeply, tears filling her eyes.

			No, no, no, no, no! Was Emily really that sick now that she thought she would die soon?

			“No!” she cried out, “it can’t be?” 

			Taking a deep breath, she scanned the letter again trying to decipher exactly what Emily meant but could find no clue that she had deteriorated to the point of death. Releasing her breath, but not lying back down, Rose continued reading.

			… It’s so simple Rose to ask God to forgive you your sins and invite Him in to your heart to be your Saviour. Jesus Christ died for this to happen – to restore us back to a relationship with God Himself. It is both as wonderful and as simple as what I have written here. You are missing out on a wonderful peace without Him – a peace that indeed does surpass all situations – and I do mean all, Rose. Honestly, at times it seems impossible to be so, yet it is true. You just have to ask.

			I hope to see you again soon my friend. When do you think you might be able to come? I so miss our long heart-to-hearts. Come soon.

			Your friend forever,

			Emily xx

			 Rose stood to her feet and began to pace in her small room, her shin length skirts swishing around her legs – two long steps, swirl around, two long steps back. She repeated it two times more before she felt lightheaded and dizzy.

			Feeling an intense need to walk, she jammed the letter into her skirt pocket, pulled on her walking boots and grabbed her shawl. Striding around the stables and through the house paddock, she made her way to the stream. Uplifted by the reminders of past adventures with Emily and her father’s words that she was a fearless warrior, she decided to leap across the drain rather than take the bridge.

			Sidling down the bank, she balanced carefully on a large clump of grass and eyed up a landing spot on the other side. Feeling braver than she had in some time, she raised her skirts, gathered them up tucking them out of the way into her waistband, then took a flying leap.

			Confident she would make it safely, she had been doing well until her skirt fell down hiding her feet. And concealing her landing spot.

			“Oh no!” she spluttered.

			Landing awkwardly on a squishy bit of ground she lost her balance and fell backwards, landing bottom first in the stream.

			Gasping at the cold water soaking through her clothes, she heaved herself awkwardly out of the water, gave her dripping hands a shake, and with one long stride, climbed out and up the bank. Standing at the top she looked back and began to laugh. And laugh and laugh. Her sides began to ache.

			“Oh, Emily that was so your fault! If only you had been here to see it!”

			Wiping her eyes with the backs of her hands she began to wring out the sodden fabric of her skirt, then shrugged. There was no point she decided, it was absolutely soaked, so she wrapped the soggy shawl tighter and hiked up the hill, her water-logged boots squelching at every step. Ignoring them, her thoughts turned to Emily’s words about the God in the heavens. Somehow, the feeling of being up higher made her conscious of Him, just as it had when she gazed into a clear, starry sky wondering how each star stayed in place.

			She had always appreciated being out in nature, had always seen its beauty and never considered even for one minute that it wasn’t created. From sunrises to sunsets, the change of leaves with the seasons, the fruit on the trees, birdsong and definitely the starry skies, all that nature provided; she knew it was created.

			And now she wanted to know Him, the Creator of it all, just as Emily and her father did. She was so tired of feeling alone in all her situations, both good and bad. She wanted peace. The peace they talked about. When Henry had come along, she had believed it would all be about the two of them sharing everything. She had been relying on him to make her happy. And he had. For a while.

			She grimaced. But that wasn’t the case now, and she’d begun to wonder if the emptiness she felt so desperately was a yearning for more than a man. For more than what any man could offer her. What he could give her. It made her wonder. Had she been wrong to believe a man could fill the emptiness?

			Abruptly she stopped. In wonder she felt in the deepest place in her heart that that was exactly true. It was more than a feeling;  she knew it to be true.

			She recalled the loud words she had heard earlier. I set before you, life and death. Choose life.

			She thought they had been spoken by her father, they had been so clear. But suddenly she understood where they had come from. It was Him. God. Speaking to her. To her! She began to splutter, trying to make sense of what was becoming clear. Did He really see her? Did He really care about her and her small life? Was it possible He was actually for her? 

			The Creator – her Creator – was real.  She wanted more of him. Immediately. 

			Rose knew she wanted to do this right. Flinging herself onto her knees, and bowing her head, she thought again about the words in the Psalm and Emily’s words: “simply ask for forgiveness for your sins”. The thought did cross her mind that she didn’t have as many as Molly and why was it necessary anyway. And yet she felt it. Unclean. Unforgiven. Definitely without hope.

			Feeling a little silly kneeling on top of the hill in sopping wet skirts, she opened her eyes and looked carefully around her. Certain she was alone, but unsure what to say, she began to whisper just what came to mind.

			“Our Father Who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy Name … ”

			The words of The Lord’s Prayer rolled from her tongue, but when she had finished, she didn’t know what else to do, except she knew she wasn’t finished.

			“Oh Lord. Help me! I want to get this right,” she cried out. 

			Words began to form themselves and pour from her as she desperately reached for the One who could give her life meaning.

			“God, I want to know You. I need You! Please, please help me! Please forgive me my sins! I believe in your Son, Jesus. Please show me what life with you means!” 

			Falling onto her face before an unseen God, but a God she knew with great certainty was there, she sobbed.

			“Please, Lord God, come and live in me.”

			As soon as she had uttered the words, a peace she had never experienced before filled her and she wept.
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			Chapter Twenty-Two

			France December 1918

			Henry shoved the last pair of army boots into the crate, pulled down the lid and savagely nailed it into place. Sitting back on his heels he stood up with a groan as every scar screamed in protest, and although a freezing wind was whipping through each hole and crevice of the wooden barrack, he wiped his sleeve over his sweaty brow and looked around in frustration at the mess.

			His army work should’ve been done. He had imagined he would have been demobilised by now; at the very least had his papers signed so he could go, but his CO had been adamant.

			“You’re a Colonial, so not yet, Private,” the man had argued, “Get used to it.” 

			Henry had sworn under his breath, turned on his heel and marched out without saluting and before being dismissed. He was still fuming about it. No wonder the British officers were called Old Contemptibles. 

			Henry didn’t need to calculate the years and months he’d been here. He knew exactly. Two years he’d been here in Europe. And by the time he got home it would be creeping towards three. Surely, he had a right to start life again? Didn’t he? He punched his fist into the side of the crate. 

			He was thirty years old and he wanted to get on with things, with Catherine at his side. The mother-to-be of his children. Yes, he wanted a family of his own. Molly had written of Sky often and he’d missed his golden companion every single day. He wanted to get back to her and the farm of his dreams. Apparently, his CO didn’t give a rat’s whisker what he wanted.

			He punched the crate again.

			He’d thought occasionally about the strange reply he’d received from Rose. Three brief words to match his two. “You are released,” she’d written. That was it, apart from the many doodles on the page; doodles that seemed to suggest she really didn’t care. Not that it really mattered now since he’d got what he wanted, but still, perhaps a little more emotion? He sensed relief it was over, not grief.

			But he hadn’t had time to dwell on it long. The tempest of war and staying alive was the main objective. He had to stay alive. He had to get home. His hospitalisation after Doullens had been brief – briefer than it should have been.

			The Allied army was in dire need of soldiers and he’d hobbled back to the front for what turned out to be the final onslaught. Together with American forces they’d had the enemy on the run and the end was in sight. It had literally been a vicious final fight to the end, but he had made it.

			He knew he would never be the same again. How could he possibly be? They’d faced atrocities and done awful things, felt fear every single day. But they’d also become desensitised to acts of war. To the smell. To the fear. It had become a job. He had even wondered what kind of excitement he would have back at home after this.

			Thomas, his brother, had fought non-stop for all four years, and he wondered how he was faring. He wondered if he would even recognise him now. They’d once been close; would they still be?

			He longed for the old days.

			How he longed for Catherine.

			She was still tending to the thousands of wounded. Her world had changed when she had been reposted to a hospital at the front, from where she had written that her work was far more gruesome and intense than it had been in England. Her letters had been frequent to begin with, but came less often now.

			He understood. He’d seen things no man or woman should ever have to see. How did you possibly write about a future when horrible things stared at you even when your eyes were shut tight? The last thing you wanted to do was relive it all again in a letter.

			It had been nearly a year since they’d last been together and every day since then he’d looked forward to being with her again. He had finally written to her at the end of November, a week after Armistice.

			“Will you meet me for a weekend in Paris?”

			He had given the name of a café at a hotel he had known and enjoyed once upon a time, and booked a room for them. He would meet her at such and such a time and day. Catherine had written back. Yes, she would be there.

			Henry pushed the crate back with the others waiting to be shipped, looked at the clock and smiled.

			“I’m outta here,” he yelled to the unseen guy at the far end of the barracks. “I’ve got a train to catch to Paris.” Pronouncing the word the same way the French did put a spring in his step and softened his frown.

			“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do mate,” came the disembodied reply.

			Henry grinned and slammed the door behind him.

			Paris was busy. Crowded. But it was also a casualty of the war. There were battered buildings all over the city, some in rubble still waiting to be cleared, but a party atmosphere hung in the air everywhere they went. They’d had the most wonderful weekend together exploring the city of love. He was in love. They were in love and life could go forward. Finally. Together. They had joined the crowds and celebrated.

			Feeling less concerned about how things “looked’’ or “how to behave”, he had heeded the advice of his fellow soldiers: “make the most of the time with your girl because you really don’t know what’s around the corner and life is short”, and found pleasure in her arms.

			He frowned and squirmed a little on the hard wrought iron seat outside the café where he was waiting to meet her.

			Yes, he’d found pleasure but also an unexpected emptiness afterwards. He felt as though he had given away part of his soul. He knew what they’d done hadn’t been morally right and guilt nipped and tugged at the edge of his conscience, like a rat on a body. Yet he chose to ignore it and consoled himself with the knowledge that since they planned to marry soon anyway, it didn’t matter.

			Restless, Henry glanced at his watch and wondered where she might have got to. Straightening, he scanned the busy streets. Not finding her he slumped back into his chair. If she hurried with her gift-shopping, they would have time for one last lunch before she caught her train. And they still needed to arrange when they would meet again.

			Actually, more than that. The night in the Citadel was often in his thoughts and the conviction that God was real, surprisingly, hadn’t diminished. He wanted them to marry quickly. He wanted to make it right with Catherine. He’d initially started praying again, but something was not good, and he wanted their marriage to fix it. If he could just do the honorable thing by her he was convinced all would be well.

			He wanted to be happy. Surely, after this war they were entitled to happiness. Surely after so much pain and suffering he was entitled to something good? He’d earned it hadn’t he?

			While he sat and waited for her, he considered reaching for the coin again but not to whisper the prayer. He couldn’t. That would be hypocritical. He needed to fix things first. Even he could see that. He couldn’t speak the words. But perhaps he could just hold the coin. At one time it had been the most important thing to him. Then he’d exchanged it for physical comfort.

			Funnily enough for all Catherine’s religious upbringing, she didn’t seem concerned about what they had done together either, which he had to admit surprised him, but if she wasn’t feeling guilty then he wouldn’t either. Not that he’d tried talking to her about it. He squirmed again. Actually, he'd never given her the chance to talk about it.

			He couldn’t get rid of the coin though. He patted his breast pocket where it sat. He could almost feel it burning a hole into his heart.

			His thoughts in turmoil, his restlessness increased. He was ready to get up and pace. Instead he took a deep breath of the frigid air, making himself cough, and willed himself to relax. 

			He leaned forward and rested his elbows on the wrought iron table under the tatty blue and white striped awning of the hotel café. It was freezing cold and he tugged his greatcoat more closely around him. At the sound of thunder, he glanced up at the ominous rain clouds quickly gathering above.

			His eyes continued to search the streets for her. There! She was coming towards him! The Eiffel Tower behind her rose high above the city streets. He smiled. His beautiful Catherine. He did not want to put her on that train.

			She was as lovely as he had remembered, but the war had taken a toll on her just as it had on everyone else. He could see it as she walked; the intense fatigue, black circles under her eyes, the ragged thinness of her body. And the bubbliness he had remembered so well was subdued. 

			Standing, he pulled the other chair out ready for her and waved. After she sat he reached for her gloved hands loving the feel of them in his and rubbed them vigorously. Catherine held loosely to his. Did she not hold his tightly before?

			He frowned and looked up at her just as a profound sadness lowered like a curtain in her eyes.

			He felt his heart begin to hammer with apprehension. 

			She said nothing.

			Henry tightened his grip on her hands. He had to speak; her silence was unnerving him. He forced himself to keep his tone light.

			“It’s been such a wonderful weekend together that I can’t wait to be married to you my darling. To have our life together. I wish I could spirit you away from all this right now.”

			He smiled at her but she couldn’t meet his eyes. Wouldn’t meet his eyes. He felt more than just a niggle of fear. He frowned and tipped his head to the side, trying to fathom what she was thinking.

			He waited.

			“I’m so sorry, Henry,” she whispered finally across the table.

			“You don’t have anything to be sorry about my love,” he replied with a smile, but his confidence dipped.

			Her chin wobbled and his smile faded. 

			“Catherine?”

			A rumble of thunder erupted over their heads and fat drops began to splatter down around them.

			“Henry, I canna marry you. My mother hasn’t been well, and my father needs me home as soon as I can. I’m to be leavin’ the service. They’ve given me permission to go. Henry,” she paused, her eyes swimming in tears. “I think you should go back to your sweetheart at home and marry her,” she whispered.

			Her Scottish brogue was so thick with her tears that he could barely make out what she was saying. A single tear traced its way down her cheek resting briefly on her trembling chin before dripping onto the table.

			Henry stared at her aghast. “No Catherine! It’s you I want to be with. To have a family with!” He gripped her hands. “You are the love of my life. I have given you everything of me! I will give you everything. I will wait for you. I will return, whatever you want … ”

			“Henry, I’m so sorry, but I need to break this off, so you can be free agin.”

			“Free?” Shock tore through him. “I don’t want to be free! Please, don’t do this Catherine … I will wait for you! I don’t want anybody else!” he looked at her searching her face, hoping to see something in her eyes to give him hope for their future.

			A glimmer. Something! Anything!

			But even he could see he hoped in vain. Still, he would try. He had to. She had everything of him in the palm of her hand.

			“Can I at least write to you?” he asked.

			She paused. “What’s the point?” she whispered. “You dinna deserve this Henry and I’m so sorry but, things are changing agin, aren’t they?” She stated it quietly and pulled her hands gently from within his. “I’ll always remember you.”

			He felt his heart collapse like a suddenly burst balloon. He could almost hear the popping sound.

			The rain now driven by a high wind was lashing down around them. Henry could feel the wet chill on his back, otherwise they were protected, except for one steady drip that had found a split in the canvas awning and was making a puddle in the middle of the table. With each drip, small splashes reached Henry’s empty hands.

			The sound of the café and its noisy crowd behind them echoed in the uncomfortable silence between them, until Catherine scraped back her chair and stood.

			“I’m so sorry Henry. Go back to Rose. Be happy please. I will always love you,” she whispered, and hurried away.

			Henry, stunned, peered through the rain trying to keep sight of her as she half-ran, half-walked away keeping close to the buildings, her arms crossed over her middle gripping her coat about her. Walked away from him. At the far corner she turned on to another street and disappeared.

			Henry had thought – had hoped – she would look back. If she had, he would have gone after her. But she didn’t, so he sat where he was, oblivious of the pouring rain and the wet table top. His tears mingled with the rain.

			What had happened? Their future, together, was right in front of them. All weekend they had been celebrating. Intimately. Happily sightseeing. She hadn’t uttered a word. Disbelief overwhelmed him. Loneliness and despair enveloped him completely.

			Lively accordion music, the clinking of glasses and laughter came from within the café, but it only increased his loneliness. Unable to move, he sat.

			A loud crash from inside the café, brought him to his senses and to his immense surprise he saw daylight was dimming. How long had he been sitting here? He was frozen with cold. But it wasn’t the numbness in his body that caused him to get up and stumble stiffly away, but the numbness and emptiness of his heart.

			What on earth would he do now?
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			Chapter Twenty-Three

			He was frozen to the bone but rather than return to their empty hotel room, he wandered aimlessly in the streets, completely oblivious of the deep puddles as he sloshed through them, the thunder crashing above. It seemed the storm had been an ominous portent of his future.

			He grimaced. He’d never believed in omens and portents, but it reflected the mess of his life. Storms usually cleared the air but try as he might Henry could not see anything clear ahead for him after this latest upheaval. How had this gone so badly? But roaming didn’t help. He wanted every face to be Catherine’s, but he was looking for someone he knew he wouldn’t find. He walked past café after café, their noise and laughter rubbing the rawness of his heart.

			After a sleepless night, he checked out early and made his way to the train station, back to his regiment. Having believed he was on the precipice of an exciting future after the long days of this interminable war, he was more than depressed. He was angry again. Angry at the futility of his life. What was the point of it all?

			He stood on the street and shook his fist to the heavens. Why God? Why? Don’t you want me to be happy? He shouted it out, heedless of the stares of people around him. He felt justified in his anger and weary to his very soul.

			Shuffling into an empty train carriage, he sat down tenderly, suddenly conscious of his aching frame and violently throbbing head and huddled into the corner of the freezing cabin. His throat was dry and he coughed – dryness brought on by his shouting, he thought. But before the train reached the edge of the city, he was shaking violently. He ached unbearably all over, not just in his most recent wounds.

			Ignoring his fellow passengers, he wanted to curl up but couldn’t as the seats had filled to capacity. His muscles bunched and quivered as fever set in and he slipped in and out of sleep, his eyes squinting against the bright sunshine pouring into the cabin when he was awake. Misery, it seemed, had followed him into the very fibres of his being.

			When the carriage finally shuddered into the Camiers train station, he gathered what little strength he had left. The clacking of the train over the tracks had set up a pounding rhythm in his head he couldn’t escape from, and the constant jostling of the carriages had rattled his painful body to the core. Barely able to lift his pack, he staggered to his feet and joined other disembarking soldiers milling round in the black smoke of the puffing locomotive. Every careful step was jarring.

			He felt horribly light-headed, his limbs unsteady and incredibly weak. He tried to still his agitated stomach but it was too much and without any control over what he was doing, he deposited the contents of his distant breakfast on the platform.

			“Mate! You alright?”

			Vaguely hearing the concerned question through the hammering in his head, he replied. “No.” At least he thought he had. Had he actually said it or just thought it? No idea. But he was certain their question was answered as his legs gave way and he collapsed onto his vomit.

			He felt arms around him. Someone was trying to help him up, but his legs would not co-operate.

			“Are you drunk mister?”

			“No,” he barely managed to mumble.

			Another body came to his other side and he was half-carried, half-dragged to a transporter, shoved inside, and that was all he knew until they reached the regiment.

			Helped again to his feet and off the wagon, he roused slightly. He was in a bad way he knew. But he didn’t care. He hoped he would die. He’d had enough.

			“Private Magrory.”

			Henry vaguely recognised his CO’s voice and tried to salute. Had he?

			“'Ere. Someone gimme a hand.”

			Feeling arms go back around him, he folded.

			A week later the fever broke.

			Looking around him for the first time since arriving, he asked a passing nurse where he was.

			“Monsieur, you are in the machine gun corps base hospital in Camiers. You 'ave been very seeck. Your Sergeant brought you 'ere to 'ospital and said you must be cared for. 'Ee was very worried. It is good to see you are feeling better, Monsieur.” She smiled at him gently. “Eif you are feelin' up to eet, lunch will be served soon,” she said with a Gallic shrug and walked away.

			The uniform reminded him of Catherine.

			Catherine. Remembering what had transpired, he felt a heavy depression fill him once more and wished he could black out again. His anger at God had dissipated with his fever but an empty and futile existence stretched out before him.  It didn't matter any more that he was going home.

			Henry feebly slapped his hand on the bedclothes and heartily wished his sergeant hadn’t found the depths of mercy that made him drag his sick carcass to the hospital.

			“He should’ve let me die,” Henry muttered.

			Henry twisted his head and saw the legs of a patient in the bed beside him. He wondered if he’d heard. Well, he wouldn’t apologise. That was how he felt and there wasn’t a soul who could try and tell him otherwise.

			He twisted a little further to see higher than the outline of legs, his eyes slowly travelling up the very still shape under the grey hospital blanket, finally arriving at his face. Henry gasped. Or what was left of his face.

			The man’s forehead was smothered in bandages but not the gaping hole where his jaw should have been. He was terribly injured. If his jaw was exposed like that, what was under the area that was covered up? It seemed impossible that he was still alive. He shuddered at the thought.

			Unable to help himself, Henry lifted shaking fingers up to his own face and tentatively touched the areas the man beside him was missing. 

			He looked again and noticed this time the small blackboard and chalk on a string that had been set up by the man’s bed to allow communication. He frowned.

			The man’s eyes were closed but Henry could see that what was still left of his jaw was working up and down. He suddenly realised the man was trying to talk. Or was he talking? Henry strained to hear the words. Some of it was coherent, some of it mumbled, sounding almost like gibberish, but his eyes widened as he suddenly understood that he knew it. A sense of wonder filled him.

			Weakly pushing his legs out from between the sheets, he put his feet on the ground but grabbed the edge of the cot as he almost collapsed. His legs were so weak from the fever, he could barely stand. Delicately moving to his belongings, he searched the pockets until he found the thread. Pulling on it he freed the coin and hobbled back to bed.

			Holding the coin up he examined it. The once turquoise thread was now brown and ragged. Its face was worn, yet the words were still clear. But right now, it had never looked so precious. Holding it between his fingers, his thumb found the worn groove and he closed his eyes and began to repeat the words soundlessly along with his companion.

			“Our Father, who art in heaven, hallowed be Thy Name …  ”

			Over the hours that followed, Henry listened to the man beside him praying. And not just the Lord’s prayer. They were not the prayers of someone reading from a prayer book, as he was used to, but the heartfelt groans and pleading cries of a man hanging on to life.

			A man desperate to keep on living and desperate for forgiveness.

			A man looking for a reason to live beyond his circumstances.

			Over and over, he heard them as the hours went by, and as Henry listened, the cries changed. It sounded like gratitude and hope.

			Henry was in a quandary. He didn’t want the man to stop but at the same time he desperately wanted him to stop. He couldn’t explain the inconsistency. He felt lashed by his own guilt and shame.

			Shame for not wanting to continue living with what he thought was going to be a pitiful existence without Catherine and shame for the things he had allowed himself to do – both in the madness of war and with her.

			He could see now that he had compared himself to other men. It had driven him to prove he was not a coward but in the process he had compromised all the values he had once held. He had been such a fool.

			As time went on, he yearned for the God this man was praying to and was so grateful to; the God who had obviously given him hope even as he faced life with the shattered remains of his body. The same God Henry believed he had experienced in the Doullens Citadel.

			Henry felt the deepest need to know there was more to life for himself than what he had planned, and he desperately wanted the hope this man was clinging to with all his might. But he had done so much wrong. He had made such a mess of things. He had rejected what he knew to be right. He knew he had sinned. And he had encouraged Catherine to join him.

			If he measured his actions against the Ten Commandments – commandments he’d been taught as a youngster – he knew he had broken every one of them. He cringed. He wanted to hide. Where did that leave him? His worry for his future was pointless. He could use anything he wanted to make himself feel good, and he had, but it wasn’t lasting. His plans, his goals, all of them could be swept away in a heartbeat. And they had been. If he’d discovered anything at all, it was that nothing was under his control.

			No, it was his soul he needed to worry about.

			He watched carefully as the man next to him found an unusual peace. Even though he was terribly maimed, there was a beauty about him that Henry couldn’t explain. Something had happened in the very depths of this person that was beyond the power of medicine or nursing.

			But it was real and he wanted it.

			Wanted it more than anything he had ever wanted before in his entire life.
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			Chapter Twenty-Four

			Henry opened his eyes. He had the eerie feeling he was being watched and turned his head to where he felt it was coming from.

			His eyes read the words on the board the man in the bed beside him was holding.

			“G’day mate.” It read. Henry looked above the board to the face of the holder.

			Was that a smile? Potentially it could have been but with his grotesque wound, Henry wasn’t certain, until he looked higher into the man’s eyes. Yes it definitely was!

			Henry smiled back and gave a two-fingered short salute in reply. They may have lain beside each other for over a week, but he suddenly felt dreadfully uncomfortable fully-faced with this man’s injuries.

			He heard scratching on the board and he waited.

			“I’m Jim from Australia.” It was shaky and barely legible but clear enough.

			Feeling as though he should reply by writing also, Henry cleared his throat.

			“Henry. New Zealand.”

			“You’ve been pretty sick mate. Good to see you’re better,” came the reply.

			“Thanks. You’re looking better yourself.” Henry cringed.

			What the heck! What was he thinking saying something like that! Bright red embarrassment flooded his face and he fumbled for an apology.

			What on earth could he say? There was no coming back from that, he thought, deeply worried. He opted for a simple one, but it was no less heart-felt.

			“Sorry mate,” he croaked, unable to look at the poor man.

			But he was brought up short by a gurgling sound he could recognise only as laughter.

			Looking up in surprise, Henry was profoundly relieved to see Jim thumping the sheets in his mirth, tears rolling from the corners of his eyes.

			Thank heavens the man had a sense of humour! He looked more closely at Jim who was alternately pointing at him then holding his own sides and Henry, although still embarrassed, began to feel better. If this man could laugh at his gaffe then he would certainly join in.  He gave a self-conscious chuckle which quickly became unrestrained laughter as his pent-up tension poured out. It felt so good – so liberating – to have something so daft to laugh at. And, he realised, somebody to laugh with.

			After that, they talked.

			The clicking and scratching on the blackboard went on all day and into the night, for as long as they were allowed. They shared stories and experiences, discovering they had arrived on the same day in France, their battalions not too far from each other at any one time. They spoke about the horrors and the good things, and Henry learned quickly that he could trust this man.

			Eventually Henry poured out his heart to his new friend about Rose and Catherine. And John and Molly. And finally, the white feather.

			Jim shared his own fears: siblings and parents he had back in Australia that he might not see again. But mostly, he shared his renewed hope for the future.

			Feeling like a fool at first, Henry finally worked up the courage to ask Jim about his praying. But he needn’t have worried.

			Jim, a clear light shining in his eyes, said that as his own injuries and possible death had brought him face to face with his own mortality, something deep inside him had cried out. He had asked, no, he said, begged, for forgiveness for the way he had lived. Henry couldn’t argue with that; he’d heard his groans too. 

			But, Jim said, it had been replaced by an overwhelming knowledge of forgiveness for all he had done. He had asked Jesus to take charge of his life from that moment. An intense yet gentle peace had filled him and he had known he was not only forgiven but eternally rescued. He knew too, without a shadow of a doubt that God was real and after that he wanted to live.

			Henry’s thumb found the embossed words on the coin while he listened, passing over them again and again. He’d felt it before, but now he felt it again. The prayer was both real and powerful and after listening to Jim, he knew he wanted to know the one true God too. Really know Him. Like Jim did. Silently he began to make plans for that to happen. The sooner the better.

			Once the lights had dimmed that night, Henry's heart began to thump like crazy. Feeling more than a little stupid – his earlier confidence beginning to desert him – he began to think he was being an idiot.

			Lying in bed he tossed the thoughts around in his head, back and forth like a coin being used in a game of chance, and he knew he needed to make a decision. His mind ran over the last few years.

			When, he wondered had it all started to go wrong?

			He had been so offended at being given a white feather that without even realising it, his offended pride had overridden everything else.

			His desire to please people and be held in regard had brought him to Europe and away from his beloved homeland. Away from his strategically planned steps to success, each of them ticked off methodically as the months went by. Away from his own private kingdom where he was in charge of everything.

			He thought he was doing the right thing going about his own life, but he'd come to see that life was like a wisp of smoke, a vapour, that could be snuffed out so quickly. So easily. Since that was the case, then what was the point of it all?

			At that moment the prayer on the coin had begun to mean something more, something greater than himself. He didn’t know what that was, but he had had a taste of it.

			And then, his pride was offended again. He’d met Catherine and he had stopped the prayer,  put himself back in control and gone back to making decisions that he saw now were still based on pride, hurt and anger. He had blamed God for everything that had happened to him. And to John.

			He had believed his future was with her, and he’d tossed aside one woman and gone to another for solace and value – smitten by her honeyed words. While they had both given consent to their sexual intimacy “because of the war” he had taken something precious from her. Disrespected her. He had used her and cheapened them both. Perhaps they had used each other.

			He could see it all much more clearly now and he cringed at his selfishness and callousness. It all counted for nothing. Because when push came to shove, everything had changed and he’d had no control over anything. Now he was no less a coward but more a fool.

			And yet, if he hadn’t gone through it all, he wouldn’t have signed up, wouldn’t have received the coin and wouldn’t have lost everything that had brought him to where he was now: broken, guilty, ashamed, despairing of a future and envious of a man with a broken body who had found peace in life. Now he saw himself for the shell of a person he was.

			All he had left was the prayer on the face of that coin which told him deep in his soul that there was more to God than just showing up for church every Sunday like a good boy.

			No, he was no longer a good boy. Even less a good man. Had he ever been? He wondered. He could see that left to his own devices, he was selfish and easily led. And yet strangely, in his mess, God seemed to be closer to him than at any time he had stood and sung the hymns in church, or been nice to people, or made his plans. Sure, he had done some good things in his life, but nothing had satisfied him for long. He was always searching for the next mountain to conquer. The next plan. The next success. Because he thought he could.

			Not anymore. Now he knew God could see everything about him, to the core of his soul – to the part that really mattered – and he felt so exposed. But rather than wanting to run away and hide it or have his own way, he wanted God. The peace of God. The love of God. If possible, he wanted those places deep inside to no longer hurt. He wanted what God had planned for his future before time began. What Jim had talked about. He wanted to stand on solid rock and not be crushed when the storms came again.

			He wanted to be different.

			He wanted to be changed.

			Although his stomach churned – it was a no-brainer. He wanted what Jim had and as Jim had told him, it was up to him.

			Silently climbing out of his bed, he looked around, carefully making sure no-one was watching.

			Bending slowly, his knees creaked sharply as they got into a kneeling position, the scars on his leg screamed in protest, but he knelt on the cold linoleum floor and bowed his head.

			Henry waited for pious words to come to him, words that seemed appropriate to use to speak to the Creator of the universe. But nothing came and time was slipping by. He tried to remember what he had heard Jim saying, but that was hopeless too.

			Henry glanced over his shoulder. If Jim was awake then perhaps, he could ask … But seeing he was asleep, Henry turned back.

			Leaning his forehead against the edge of his cot, he felt silly. Perhaps this was a mistake. Placing his hands on the side of the bed to aid him back to his feet, he felt a sudden weight pressing on his shoulders, much like the weight he had been carrying around in his heart, and tears began to fill his eyes, leaking slowly down his cheeks as his shoulders shuddered.

			Suddenly the words came – words pouring out of him as he told God about everything he had done wrong. He felt so ashamed.

			He’d broken most of the Ten Commandments that he’d been been taught to obey from an early age, commandments that he saw now were written both for his safety and that of everyone around him. Commandments that showed him how to treat God and how to treat people. He’d either ignored them all or adjusted them to fit his needs, just as he had used success and people’s opinions as his measure of worth. Suddenly these commandments were the true measure of his actions, a mirror to himself and he didn’t like what he saw.

			He asked for forgiveness. Begged for it. Begged for Jesus to help him. For whatever it was that Jim had, he wanted it too. Needed it! He yearned for it suddenly more than breath itself. He asked for Jesus to save him personally and take ownership of his life. He was more than willing to relinquish his control. He wanted to start over.

			He was breathless by the time he had finished – emptied out. And yet not empty as suddenly a peace, such as he’d never experienced in his entire life filled him completely.

			And undid him fully. He sobbed. Thankful. Grateful. Awed. Wondering. Humbled. Hopeful.

			When Henry woke the following morning, he was surprised and disappointed to find he was being discharged. He not only felt weak and shaky, he wasn’t ready to be turfed out into the big wide world with his new-found faith. But they needed the bed. There was an outbreak of a flu that was proving deadly. He had to go.

			Before he left, he sat beside Jim and told him what had happened the previous evening and Jim, with tears in his eyes, led them both in prayer together. Henry couldn’t understand a lot of it as most of Jim’s tongue had been blown away with most of the lower right side of his face, but he understood now from his own experience that eloquence did not mean much to God. It was his first lesson in what was needed in this new relationship with his Heavenly Father.

			“I’ll be back to visit Jim, daily if I can. Will you teach me about God and the Bible? All of it?” Henry asked. He could not believe the hunger in his soul to know. The burning desire to speak continuously to God had taken over as well. He didn’t know yet where that came from but he would learn.

			Jim nodded. “Sure will, mate,” he wrote. Then he added “Brother.”

			“What will you do with yourself when it’s your time to go?” Henry asked.

			Henry listened to the rapid tick-tick of the chalk on the blackboard as Jim wrote and rubbed out. “I’ve heard of a cemetery where men like me have gone to tend the graves. I feel like God has work for me to do there. I want to share the Good News Henry. I’m going to practice on you first though mate.” He winked awkwardly.

			Henry gripped his hand and gave him a hearty shake.

			“I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

			Henry wound his way through the frantically busy hospital to his old ward to see Jim. He couldn’t help but see the new admissions of patients arriving in their droves, which confused him since the war was over.

			“Oh Private, Jim is in another ward now.”

			Henry looked up at the nurse who had spoken.

			“What’s going on here?” he asked her, his sweeping arm taking in the many people sitting or lying down wherever there was space.

			Beckoning him close, “There is a new influenza Monsieur. They are calling it the Spanish Flu. You must not catch it,” she whispered to him, “many of these people will not make it home. It will be a good time to say goodbye to Monsieur Jim and do not come back here.” She pointed him toward the new ward Jim had been moved to. Henry watched her receding back as she hurried away, concern and disappointment filling him.

			The two men had spent every moment they could together since Henry’s discharge, talking to God and searching through the scriptures as they both grew in their faith. He was genuinely sad to have been parted from his friend so quickly, and now he was having to say a final farewell. He wasn’t looking forward to that.

			A new ward sister appeared and admonished Henry for being at the hospital at all, but after Henry pleaded with her and she extracted an assurance from him that he would go quickly, she led him to see Jim. Henry sat with him as long as he dared. After promising each other that they would keep writing, and a final prayer as brothers, Henry embraced his friend.

			“Stay safe Jim. I know you are in God’s care and thank God, now so am I. Thank you for sharing everything with me and encouraging me. Take care mate.” With a final salute he strode down the hallway unable to look back, not, he thought, that he would have been able to see anything anyway through his tears. He hurriedly dashed them from his cheeks, but couldn’t erase the terrible feeling he was once again abandoning a good friend.

			A month after the celebrations of the 1919 new year, Henry received a letter in a boxy script with a postmark from a little village he had passed through many months ago in Belgium. Opening it up, he looked at the sender to see Jim’s name. Smiling at what looked like a lengthy epistle, Henry settled in to read, but it turned out the short note was spread across many pages. 
It appeared Jim was still learning to see around the prosthetic mask that had been made for him to cover his heinous injuries and his writing was both large and erratic.

			Because of the rampant influenza, Jim had also been discharged quickly and he’d made his way to the cemetery he’d spoken of. There he’d banded with a small group of similarly maimed soldiers, men who felt unable to return home to their families with such terrible deformities. Rather they had chosen to tend the graves of the fallen.

			But Jim said he was talking with the various family members who were finding their way there, looking for the graves of their loved ones, needing to see their final resting place and to touch the headstones engraved with their names. More and more people were appearing as the days went by, undeterred by the sickness that was decimating survivors. Already he had shared the Good News of Jesus with many.

			It felt good, he said, to be doing something so useful and so important. Sharing hope and life after so much death. The doctors had told him that he might not live very long, so he wanted to make every day count for the One who had died for him, forgiven him and set him free.

			Henry put the letter down and stared thoughtfully into the distance, blindly watching the troops still going through endless drills, drills intended mostly to keep the men occupied while they waited to leave. He was due to leave England at the end of February for New Zealand. He was finally going home.

			But he too had come to comprehend he wanted to do something with his life that would have value and matter to God.

			He not only wanted to make the war count – after all they had fought for freedom – and it had come at a monstrous price. But Jesus had died for their freedom for eternity; it wasn’t just for today. He wanted to make the new life he’d chosen count as well. He didn’t want to just go back to working on the farm and ticking items off his “to do” list.

			Without doubt he wanted to be useful. But he wanted it to be more than that.

			He wanted to have a purpose. He wanted to make a difference to someone.

			He also knew he did not want to be alone either; he wanted a family. He just didn’t know yet what that might look like or who that might be, but he knew from now on that he was going to start asking.
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			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Te Awamutu, February 1919

			Molly walked quickly through the old Garrison grounds to the fence on the far side looking for anyone who might be strolling around as she went. With not a soul in sight, she hoisted up her skirts, and clambered through the wires, stopping only briefly in a tall hedge of flaxes running parallel to adjust her clothing.

			Pushing aside the lengths of the long strappy hedge and hidden amongst the plants, she fought her way through the tangle following the worn track she’d made, until she reached the other side. Ducking into the hidey-hole she had created a month earlier she peered cautiously through to the paddock beyond and looked around. All clear! She was trespassing she knew, but so long as she didn’t get caught, she wasn’t too worried.

			Tightly gripping the satchel she carried, she hurried across the paddock to the large wooden shed on the far side and slipped between its heavy, sliding doors. The sweet smell of hay filled the place and the sunlight angling through the door lit up the dust motes sparkling and spinning in the air.

			Molly sneezed. Personally, she’d preferred it when they’d been hidden away in the flax hedge. Every time she came in here, she began to itch and sneeze. As she walked deeper into the darkness, another smell assailed her nostrils: an unwashed body. She wrinkled her nose trying to dispel it.

			“You have t'e fever from t'e hay,” came a man’s voice from further within the shed.

			Molly had no idea what he was talking about, but she was thankful that at least he sounded lucid and finally improving. It had been dicey for a bit, but since she couldn’t go to the doctor, she had consulted Mutu’s wife – who was known as a Maori healer – instead.

			Some of the wounds had been deep and should have been stitched, and he had broken out in a fever a number of times, but she had bathed and tended his wounds non-stop with a Maori remedy of kawakawa, forcing him to drink the peppery bitter tea she had brewed from the leaves and bark, while telling him to stop complaining. Then she’d made a poultice for the cuts with the mush and bound them where she could. Once he had recovered enough, she had given him food from their table: light broths, bread and cheese and water. Bacon and egg pie when she could.

			At first wary, she had eventually asked him questions to distract him from his pain. Once he could talk it had been like drawing blood from a stone but she had ultimately earned his trust. Firstly, she’d discovered his name was not John but Sean. However, with his Irish accent and facial injuries, it had certainly sounded like John. She had to admit she was both relieved and disappointed to hear it.

			Yes, he had escaped from Waikeria Prison. No, he hadn’t walked, he had jumped on the back of a dray and covered himself with hay until they had reached the edge of town. The farmer had been stopped by an acquaintance and he had slipped off the back while he had the chance. Unsure where he was, he could not believe his luck when he found himself in the deserted garrison grounds. He had started digging a hole to hide in using a horseshoe he had found.Then all he remembered was Molly looking at him.

			Molly had slowly worked up the courage to ask him why he was in prison.

			Apparently, he and a good friend, Lav Devcich – a Yugoslavian immigrant – had been wrongfully arrested together for stealing from the English landowner they worked for in the Northland gum-fields. The “conniving scoundrel” had insisted the two were guilty, Sean said. It hadn’t helped that Sean was Irish. He was certain the landowner had had it in for him and had been looking for some excuse to get rid of him. But he had stolen nothing.

			Having been charged and tried in Hamilton, he had been sent to Waikeria, but Lav – his allegedly ‘very charming’ friend – had somehow talked his way out of it. Lav had promised Sean, while Sean was being dragged out of the courtroom, that he would try and get him out as well. So far that had come to nothing and Sean was tired of waiting.

			He admitted this wasn’t his first escape attempt but it was certainly his best. While it probably wasn’t going to help his case if he was caught and put back inside, he had needed to do something. He had to get away. He had to see his wife and kids.

			It was easy to escape, Sean had said. There weren’t many guards at the prison because of the war, and those who were there didn’t give a lot of attention to security.

			Had they stolen from their employer? Molly wanted to know. She wasn’t sure if she believed him but he had assured her that he hadn’t. He hadn’t answered for his friend, though, Molly had noticed, and she didn’t want to know any more.

			As the weeks had gone by however, Sean had spoken fondly of his friend who’d visited him without fail every month. Even though the man had talked his way out of prison, Sean oddly held no grudge towards him and wondered how he was getting on. As she listened, Molly had concluded Lav was a schemer, a go-getter who believed he was made for big things and determined to make his way there. Well, she wouldn’t judge him for that.

			Of course, as Sean’s face began to mend, she could see it was not her John but she felt within herself she was tending his wounds. She couldn’t explain it – and fervently hoped she would never have to – but in the meantime she showered on Sean the pent-up concern and love she had been holding on to since news of her beloved fiance’s death had arrived. Strangely, by doing so she had shaken off her depression, and felt able to consider life worth living again – on her terms.

			She would never marry. She was sure about that. She would never again allow her fragile heart to be so crushed.

			Kneeling beside the man propped up in his makeshift bed amongst the hay at the back of the shed, she did a quick inventory of his healing scars and then emptied her bag of its contents. He fell on the small water flask and quickly undoing the stopper, guzzled noisily.

			“Slowly, Sean!” Molly scolded him quietly. "I'll have to bring more if you drink all of this now.”

			Ignoring her he drank thirstily, draining every last drop before putting it down and looking at her. He let out a long sigh and swiped his arm across his mouth. Seeing the other provisions, she’d brought, he reached out for the pencil and sheets of paper scattered about.

			“I’m sorry, but I am so t'irsty. T'ere isn’t enough in t'at flask.”

			“Yes, you are right. You do need more,” she glanced about her as she spoke and swiped at the sweat on her forehead with the back of her hand, “and it’s so hot in this shed …” Her voice trailed off as the sound of thundering hoof beats came closer.

			Unnecessarily she put her finger against her lips and held up her hand for silence. They’d waited out the galloping horse many times. Only once had someone stopped close-by but usually there was nothing to worry about. This time as it neared the shed, the hoof beats slowed before stopping right outside the door.

			Molly and Sean both scrambled further into the shadows. She grabbed more hay to cover themselves with, and tossed it over the man, ensuring he was well covered before doing the same to herself. Barely in time.

			The door opened a crack, and the high summer sun beamed into the gap, highlighting again the thousands of dust motes spinning and floating in the air around them. The clip clop of hooves echoed around the shed.

			“Phew it’s hot out there. Let’s just rest in the cool before we go on, aye fella.”

			Rose! She should have known it would be her! It might be her father’s farm but why couldn’t it have been Robert?!

			As the light from the open door flooded the front of the shed, Molly could suddenly make out the tip of her boot poking through the hay strands. Cautiously she rolled her leg sideways out of sight then held her breath.

			Suddenly Molly relaxed. Why should she worry? She was trespassing, but so what. They were family friends. She had a respectable reputation in the community; everyone believed she was an upright character and she took pains to keep it that way. She had sent away any man who had tried to court her, spurning the company of men in general. Why would anyone believe rumours – should anyone even try to spread them – that she was with a man and up to no good?

			Initially of course that had been out of her love for John. Nearly two years had passed since he’d gone, but she had to admit, over time, she had grown to like the attention people showered on her, rapidly realising she could get people to do things for her if she kept up the martyr’s act. But no-one knew any of that.

			But still – Molly looking after a man and a prisoner to boot? Pfft! No one would take seriously any rumour that she was harbouring a prison escapee! She smiled. She had to admit she liked having a secret life, although when she admitted that her biggest secret was what she had done to Rose, the smile slipped a notch.

			She must never make the mistake of letting that one out. While she had seen Rose in Hamilton having lunch with a man – she had neglected to mention it was Rose’s own brother. If her family ever discovered what she had done, they would thoroughly disown her.

			Especially her father. Could she live with herself for disappointing him? He would be so ashamed. She squirmed, momentarily uncomfortable, but quickly decided she could win him round if she had to.

			Not that they would find out. Ever.

			Henry was on his way home, once again unengaged. That was too bad for him but not for her. Anyway, she had scotched any chance of him ever courting Rose again. No, her secret was safe.

			She couldn’t wait to see him. After John, he was her best friend and she had missed him dreadfully. She still wrote occasionally to Emily, and this man from prison had helped fill the lonely void, but her brother’s return would soon take care of that.

			She often dreamt these days that she and Henry would remain unwed and best friends. She could keep house for him. She could host exciting dinner parties for him and be the talk of the town.

			Suddenly Rose broke the silence, and much to Molly’s annoyance, ended her own reverie.

			“OK Red, I’m feeling better now. Let’s get down to the creek … ”

			Her voice faded away with the clip clop of hooves as she led the horse out and shut the door again. Molly heard the trotting horse heading away before sitting up.

			“Phew that was close!”

			Sean too pushed up, shoving the piles of dried grass away and let out his breath before sucking in another. He plucked the strands of hay from his face and hair.

			“Good t'ing you didna sneeze Molly!”

			At her silence he looked over at her.

			“That was strange actually,” Molly eventually whispered thoughtfully. “It’s not that hot out there and Rose has ridden before but never stopped in here because of the heat, especially when the creek is not that far away . . .” She moodily watched the door, her eyes narrowing in contemplation.

			“I wonder if she suspects something? Maybe she did see me coming in here,” she continued and glanced at Sean.

			He blanched. “Would she dob me in?” The panic in his voice gave her pause.

			“I honestly don’t know,” she replied. “You know I don’t like her, can’t stand her actually. She’s been mean to me before so she might if she knew it could get me in trouble. She would do it to hurt me even though I’ve done nothing to her to ever deserve it.”

			Anger darkened Sean’s face just as she hoped it would. Molly watched wih satisfaction as he turned against Rose, thrilled that she could manipulate so easily. “I will do anyt'ing for you Molly not to get in trouble. You have cared for me and shown me only love and concern. I couldn’t ask for better when I didn’t deserve it.”

			“I believe it was my Christian duty to do it,” she told him primly, giving him a bright smile.

			She had done a good thing, but it wasn’t out of any real concern for him. In fact, if his name had been anything other than ‘John Taylor’ she might have left him where he was. Yes, that was quite likely. By the time she found out it was Sean – the Irish equivalent of John – she was in too deep.

			Besides, she loved his accent.

			He smiled at her in return and turned his attention back to the food. He rustled around in the hay and drew out the straw-covered items. Brushing them off, he sank his teeth into the fresh bread and closed his eyes as he chewed the yeasty loaf, then took a bite of the cheese. As he did so, Molly got another strong whiff of his body odour, and wrinkled her nose again.

			“I think we should try and get you down to the creek so you can have a proper wash. We’ll have to go at night, but it’s warm enough now and I believe you have passed the stage of getting a chill. It’s not too far from here. We can easily make it if I help you, and we can give those clothes of yours a good clean.”

			Sean stopped chewing and stared at her, delight sparkling in his emerald green eyes. He nodded. He had used the trough outside the shed a couple of times but to swim in the creek would be a luxury.

			“When can we go?” he asked, his voice brightening.

			“I’ll come back tonight and bring some soap and other clothes for you to wear while these ones dry,” Molly decided. “But I had better get back now. I’ve already walked the dog and Mama will be wondering what I’m up to.”

			Molly slung her bag over her shoulder and stepped around him, carefully picking through the hay to avoid treading on Sean or any food.

			“T'ank you, Molly.” The quiet words whispered into the air. “T'ank you for taking care of me.”

			Molly looked down at him, and thought again of her John. How she wished it had been him.

			Walking the dog again had been the very excuse she needed to come and go. She had gone scouting for a safe place to take him to, first into the flax hidey-hole and when he had been strong enough, she had helped him, after dark, to walk through the hedge-line to the Mounce’s property, depositing him into this shed once hay-making was over. He had been here just over a month. Frankly it was extraordinary he hadn’t been discovered already.

			“My pleasure,” she whispered into the shadows.

			Molly closed the door behind her and leaned back against it, closing her eyes, raising her face to the summer sun, and inhaling clean fresh air.
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			Chapter Twenty-Six

			“ I knew you were in there!” came the mild accusation. “Just what are you doing in my father’s shed and on my father’s land?”

			Molly opened her eyes and found herself looking first into Red’s eyes, then up into Rose’s. The horse’s were warm and gentle; almost caring. Rose’s … ? Molly blinked. Rose’s were … ? Molly frowned. Was she laughing at her?

			Laughing at her? Well, she would fix that! Molly had no trouble feeling offended by people like Rose. That two-bit, good-for-nothing … Her own ire rose rapidly as she stared imperiously up into the face of the girl – the woman. Despite the fact that Rose was being friendly, Molly stared her down.

			In the wrong or not, she wasn’t going to let this red-haired, fat floozie get the better of her. Although Molly was dimly aware the fat description didn’t fit any longer. Rose was now staggeringly slender.

			The heat of Molly’s anger climbed several degrees as she was forced to concede the realities: Rose was a beautiful woman. With her stunning turquoise-green eyes – eyes Molly had always been jealous of – and now the slashing high cheekbones giving contours to her perfectly oval face, it was almost more than she could bear. Even her once unruly red hair was tamed to near perfection.

			She clenched her teeth together so tightly they began to ache, any tighter and she might just hear them snap. She breathed in deeply through her nose, willing herself to release her jaw. But her jealousy sparked bright and plentiful. It wasn’t fair. She was the one who had always been considered the beauty. Now she pulled her hat lower around her own lank and greying black hair.

			“Taking shelter, just as you did,” she replied haughtily. “And anyway, your father gave us permission to be on his land.” That was a stretch and she knew it. But she continued her defiant tone anyway; her pride would not allow her to back down now. Besides, Ben Mounce had given his permission, she silently consoled herself. To Henry. To shoot rabbits. About ten years ago. Admittedly a lot had happened in that time, but she didn’t care. She shrugged those pesky details off.

			“I saw you crossing from the garrison gate. You didn’t look like someone needing shelter,” Rose countered.

			Molly groped for a believable excuse. “No, you’re right,” she agreed, “I needed peace and quiet. It was lovely in there. But I’m leaving now.” She tossed her head and kept her eyes glued to Rose’s in challenge. “There’s no harm done is there?”

			She watched as Rose glanced around her, scrutinising the closed shed doors obviously expecting to find clues. Molly felt a slight hitch in her heart as she waited, hoping frantically that Rose would not investigate further.

			But Red, impatient, began to step to the side, obviously tiring of their conversation. And Molly had to agree; she was tiring of it too. When Rose’s attention returned to her horse and away from the shed, Molly could have kissed the horse. Keeping her secrets was wearying, but a defensive attitude certainly helped deflect unwanted interest. She watched Rose nudge the horse back to standing.

			“No, it doesn’t look like it. But perhaps I’ll be telling my father!” Rose replied.

			Molly pushed off from the shed door and began crossing the paddock. "Do as you like," she said flippantly, tossing the words over her shoulder. She dismissed Rose’s words as an empty threat. Rose’s father was not interested in the farm any longer. No, there was no threat here. Her anger dissolved. She had bested Rose again.

			Unperturbed, she smiled. They would get their swim in on Rose’s father’s creek tonight as planned. Suddenly she felt like skipping.

			Rose’s eyes narrowed as she watched Molly sashay back across the paddock. If she didn’t know better, she would have thought she was about to start skipping. Molly acted for all the world like a confident woman without a secret.

			Except for one thing.

			Rose knew her secret.

			She knew the man from the garrison grounds was in this shed. The prisoner. Oh yes, she knew. She had seen his marked garb clearly from where she had watched that day.

			Rose had tucked herself away since then and spied on Molly as she came and went through the grounds over the last few months. The fact they bordered her father’s land had made it very easy.

			But she had held back from dobbing Molly in. She wasn’t one hundred percent certain why, but it seemed there was more to it than what she knew. The sense to say nothing had come from within her heart. It definitely wasn’t something she had wanted to do but so far, her greatest adventure in life had been asking God to take charge of her life. And she believed this sense had come from Him.

			Funnily enough, nothing had gone as she had expected then, and nothing had been the same since. As she had read more of the Bible, she had discovered many things that were different from her early perceptions of God. She had discovered stories of warriors; even a talking donkey, but also the strong and brave women who captured God's heart. She couldn’t get enough of it or of Him.

			Her objectives had changed as she had begun to know God more. Oh, she still wanted her own family, but it was no longer her primary goal in life. Instead, she had given it to God to take care of and the burden had gone. For the first time she could really remember, she was just enjoying her life.

			But she had been asking God daily for reconciliation with Molly and she made the simple request again as she watched the slim figure disappear into the flax on the far side.

			“Father, please take care of Molly. Whatever she is up to, please look after her. May we be friends again someday. Thank You.”

			Turning Red, she broke into an easy canter and headed for the creek. It was her favourite place to read and pray especially on a summer’s day. Either there or walking the hills. Being in nature always stirred her heart or encouraged her to unload her concerns. It had been embarrassing at first but it had quickly become like talking to her earthly father, and she liked to imagine her heavenly one was sitting or hiking next to her, and amazingly, nothing so far had ever made her think He wasn’t.

			In the moonlight, Molly found the latch and slipped back in through the shed door, closing it carefully behind her. Light slanted in through each hole and slat creating shadows and mystery. She’d hadn’t dared to bring a lantern in case she dropped it, so she stopped briefly to allow her eyes to adjust in the gloom.

			“Sean!” she whispered loudly, “are you ready?” She was met with silence. “Sean?”

			Surprised, and a little fearful, Molly crept through the haystacks to the back of the shed expecting to find the man asleep, but there was no-one there. She kicked carefully at the hay just to be certain.

			“Sean?” she called a little louder.

			“He’s not here.”

			Molly jumped violently at the man’s harsh voice and her hands flew to her mouth barely stifling a scream. She took a step backwards, then another, as a large shape emerged walking slowly along the far side of the timber-planked shed, in and out of the moonbeams. Finally the familiarity of shape and voice registered and she gathered her wits, her indrawn breath coming out in a rush.

			Robert!

			“Oh my word,” she gasped, “you gave me such a fright!”

			He came out from the shadows on the far side, walked up to her and stopped. He had grown into a large and very tall man, and Molly’s fearful gaze travelled up to his face, not even guessing what she was going to find there. She might know him but she also knew she was not out of the woods yet. She swallowed. Or tried to. Her mouth had gone as dry as week-old bread.

			She watched as he appraised her, his head tilting slowly. She pressed a hand to her hammering heart but rather than venting the anger he had a right to, he gave her an unexpectedly gentle smile.

			Her fear disappeared.

			“The police came this afternoon and took him back. You did a good job looking after him. How long has it been?” he asked her.

			“Two months.”

			Suddenly Molly bristled. It was Rose! It had to be! She had gone looking round the shed, after all.

			“It was Rose wasn’t it?” she exploded at Robert. “She told you he was in here didn’t she!”

			Anger at the imagined injustice welled up furiously against her accuser.

			Confusion crossed the man’s features. “Rose? Rose knew he was here?” he asked her uncertainly.

			Now it was Molly’s turn to feel confused. “Well no … maybe? I don’t know,” she muttered, although she was still certain Rose was to blame.

			Robert continued, “All I know is that I almost stuck a pitchfork through his belly, and had heart failure when he screamed. I was very glad that the hay broke my fall. When I’d recovered, Sean and I had the most illuminating conversation. Apparently, you had planned to go swimming tonight at the creek?” He scanned her face intently.

			Molly felt skittery.

			“He needed a bath,” she muttered in defence.

			She had always liked Robert. He had been one of many who had tried to court her. He’d thought he had a chance she knew, but she had ignored him, just as she had all the others. She had only ever wanted one man. Why did everyone think she wouldn’t be happy unless she found someone else? John was irreplaceable.

			Until the appearance of Sean Taylor; the injured man with the almost identical name. She couldn’t explain it and Robert was not likely to understand even if she tried, but she didn’t regret her actions. Not one bit.

			Robert tilted his head again and studied her silently.

			Molly swallowed again. Perhaps she should try.

			“His name was Sean Taylor. With his accent, I thought he said John Taylor … ”

			She deflated slowly, her anger draining out of her, and anguish and sorrow taking its place as it dawned on her she hadn’t had a chance to say a final goodbye.

			Again.

			“Yes,” she said faintly, “Yes, we were going to the creek …” She finally answered his question. Shakily she grabbed a handful of hay and began twisting it around her hands. “So, he’s really gone. I didn’t get to say goodbye. Just like that …” She snapped her fingers but her voice broke and her legs began to fold under her. “He’s gone, Robert. He’s gone.”

			Without warning her grief swamped her again. Tears filled her eyes and flooded down her cheeks. Reaching out blindly for something to support her but finding nothing she collapsed soundlessly onto the floor and sobbed, her heart breaking all over again. As her anger had drained out, so had her only real sense of purpose. She felt hopeless again.

			She looked up at Robert and whispered for him. Reached for him.

			Surprised and bewildered at her reaction to the prison escapee, Robert knelt down and took her in his arms, holding her as she cried out over and over, “He’s gone. Why did he have to go?”

			She didn’t know how long they sat like that, but eventually her tears and her breathing calmed to small hiccups. When it finally dawned on Robert that it was her John she was talking about – not this Sean – he had tried to speak soothing words. Eventually it had helped.

			“He left you a note.”

			Molly felt suddenly bereft as Robert gently pulled away from her, to feel around in his tweed jacket pocket. Pulling out a folded sheet of the paper she recognised she had brought in only that afternoon, he handed it to her. Taking it she clutched it in her fist but didn’t open it. Perhaps later. If Robert noticed, she was grateful he said nothing.

			“Shall I take you home Molly?” he asked her gently instead.

			Molly looked up at him and gave a brief nod. He helped her up and then with an arm around her, took her back down the farm track, this time through the Mounce’s property towards her own home.

			He looked down at her as they walked. She knew she must look pathetic with her tear-stained face and washed-out complexion. She certainly felt as wrung out as an old dish-rag. She could feel his fingers pressing against her thin frame and knew he would be feeling her bones easily. She hadn’t eaten properly for nearly two years. Even though she cooked feasts for everyone else, her appetite had vanished along with her heart and never returned.

			“I wonder if your John ever knew how deeply he was loved by you Molly,” he murmured quietly to her.

			At one time he had told her she had been silly to ignore his own advances and she looked up in surprise at his shadowy face.

			“You know Molly, I hope I’m loved as much by my own wife as you loved your John.”

			She gave a brief nod but a frightening thought had suddenly occurred to her – something she had not considered at all until now.

			“Will they press charges on me for not reporting his whereabouts Robert?” she looked up at him again, trying to read his expression but it was too dark to see.

			“I will talk to them if necessary, Molly. Don’t you worry about it.”

			She leaned her head against his shoulder. She knew he would.

			Molly sat at her bureau and carefully opened the folded-up paper. She looked in surprise at the note. His writing was beautiful – a looping script that was a work of art.

			Dearest Molly,

			Thank you for taking such good care of me, I know I would not have survived had you not been there that day and cared for me as you have. After tonight I’d planned to leave. I don’t want to put you in any more danger and I think it is getting too risky for me to be here any longer. I will remember your great kindness. I am sorry we were not able to take that swim. Perhaps one day we will meet again.

			Your friend always,

			Sean Taylor

			Molly read it again in surprise.

			He was going to leave anyway but had been caught instead. Perhaps it was best this way. Molly leaned back in her chair and stared up at the ceiling. She smiled.

			Yes, she supposed they were friends. Unbeknown to him, he had helped her as much as she had helped him. For a time he had given her someone else to think about and something else to do. She had healed a bit. She had started to look outward again. She would be grateful for that.

			At the bottom of the letter was an illustration, a pencil sketch of a tree and rolling countryside. She recognised it as the tree outside the big shed, visible through a knotty hole in the timber wall.

			Beneath it he had written the words, "I think that I shall never see, A poem as lovely as a tree."

			He had been cooped up for so long that that tree must have represented freedom to him.

			She read it a third time, then folded it neatly, before placing it in her hope chest, on top of the items still wrapped in brown paper belonging to her John that his father had left for her, and firmly closed the lid.
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			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			Otorohanga 1921

			Henry hammered in the last nail and sat back wearily on his haunches. Exhaustion from his constantly broken sleep seeped into every fibre of his being. Nightmares of war had followed him home. Well one nightmare really – always the same – hard fighting and he was being sucked down into the mud. Then just before he disappeared completely he would awaken, sweat-drenched and shaking. He closed his eyes and shuddered again. Every attempt to shove it from his mind had so far had failed.

			He gripped the cuff of his sleeve on his stained shirt and swiped at the sweat running down his forehead and stinging his eyes. Then he squinted up at the white weatherboard building before him. Hammer dangling from his right hand, he blew out a sigh of contentment, smiling in pleasure at the red roof and red window trims. He had planned and laboured and painted until the last nail was in and the house was complete.

			Finally! His house was finished. His house. On his farm. With his cows. His long-held dream had come true and he sat and savoured the thrill.

			His parents’ home had been a safe haven when he had returned from Europe, but returning to civilian life had been so much more difficult than he had expected. He had craved peace and solitude in a place of his own.

			With a much older Sky back at his side, he had begun to hunt again savouring the freedom he had fought so hard to get, although his mother couldn’t understand why he would want to pick up a gun again.

			He had spent many hours in those early months striding over the rolling hills of his farm, up and down, enjoying the sight of trees and the sound of birds, the very things that were missing from the war-torn and barren battlefields. It saddened him to find that his beloved Sky couldn’t join him for all of it – she wasn’t up to, or even interested in endless walks any longer. But he made it up to her when he returned with rabbit for her supper.

			To his mother’s distress he also refused all invitations to most family get-togethers and even trips into town unless he absolutely had to. He just couldn’t bear being around a lot of people or the noise. He also couldn’t be bothered trying to make small talk. He’d done some ugly things and seen even more; what could he possibly bring to normal conversation? He had found the needed outlet however in starting and finishing his house. Just the very thought of having his own place became all-consuming, and he had worked like a trojan to get it done.

			There were two things he’d been determined to keep in his new life: the daily, vigorous exercise he’d grown used to in the army, and rich, tasty stews or soups that he’d dreamed about. Hiking the countryside had given him time to settle, to pray and to heal. And his sister – bless her – had prepared a variety of thick, rich stews, filled with barley and meat, that he had gorged on and still did.

			He patted his stomach at the thought and his mouth watered. He needed to slow down on those; his belt had gone out a notch.

			But the simple things he had once taken for granted had become precious and essential. He would never take such things for granted ever again. Nor could he bear the taste of tea any longer. No matter what he did to it, it still tasted like smelly socks. Apparently, some things just couldn’t be set right.

			But the edge had been taken off the excitement of his return by the terrible toll the war had taken on his family.

			Molly was alone and no longer hoping to marry. Ever.

			Rather, she was relying heavily on him to give her life purpose, even proposing to be the hostess of his dinner parties! While he felt terribly sorry for her, he had become adept at sidestepping her pressing need to look after him. Her possessiveness and clinginess, made him feel uncomfortable and lonely. She was not the independent girl he remembered.

			Apparently Molly had cared well for Sky while John had still been alive, but his mother had told him she had lost interest in nearly everything after that, for a while at least.

			Henry’s mother, Mary, had taken over out of pity for the poor animal who lay on her blanket in the kitchen, staring beseechingly at her day after day. In the end, the dog had become a lifesaver for Mary too, as they escaped together from the house and the heavy depression within its walls, hesitantly at first, then in yearning for the tranquillity of the countryside.

			Henry was shocked at his father’s appearance and skeletal frame when he’d first seen him. He learned his father had been so heartbroken at Molly’s loss, he had visibly withered, unable to even maintain his blacksmith business.

			Henry’s two eldest brothers who had stayed behind to farm had had to take over their father’s forge, in the hope that an able-bodied man would return from war and want to take it on. Until then they worked all three businesses. It was two years since he and Thomas had returned and his father had only improved a bit.

			As for Thomas  …  A cloud passed over Henry’s face and he shook his head sadly. It was heart-breaking to see the weakened and hollow shell that his once strong, virile, determined brother had become. From a man who had worked tirelessly alongside his wife, he could now barely cope with daily basics.

			Thomas had tried to step back into his previous life – tried to live up to the expectations on him to do so – but his nightmares had driven him from the house. He had pitched a tent in the back yard for the next six months. Franny had been woken many times by his screaming at night. She desperately wanted to understand his inability to function during the day, but he refused to talk, and re-lived the dreadful battles and horrors nightly. It had taken a huge toll on him. Henry could see Thomas was trying to fight it, but his on-going struggle expressed itself in fear, frustration and anger.

			Franny, once a bubbly, outgoing young woman, had withdrawn into herself. Her hope of regaining her mentally and physically strong husband seemed to be fading with the years.

			Henry was grateful beyond words that he hadn't had a wife and family waiting for him back home: people who would have expected him to “just get on” with life again.

			He had heard the remarks of people in the streets: "What’s wrong with these men who’ve come back from the war. They should be grateful and just get on with it, not muck about doing nothing and trying to make people feel sorry for them."

			Henry had tried to believe they weren’t heartless – just ignorant. But he’d still had to keep a tight rein on his tongue to stop himself yelling, “Shut up!”

			To top it off, their youngest brother had died unexpectedly and suddenly of the Spanish Flu, brought back to New Zealand by the returning soldiers. Henry couldn’t believe he had been in a hospital surrounded by influenza and come home untouched, while it had killed his brother – one of the 9,000 New Zealanders taken by it.

			And Molly? Mary had confided to Henry there was nothing any of them could say to her daughter that would ease her pain, and the grief that had brought was even more devastating than the loss of John.

			With both her husband and her daughter deeply affected, Mary had instead talked to Sky as she walked. Just being able to talk to someone had mattered because she had felt terribly alone.

			Henry understood. He had told his mother what had happened to him as he had held her closely. She had sobbed in his arms for a long time before saying that Molly had suddenly started to care for Sky again, often taking her out and walking through the garrison grounds. She appeared to have turned a corner, his mother had said, and while she was missing her furry companion, she was just so relieved that her daughter appeared to be on the mend.

			At the time Henry had been relieved to hear it, but time spent with Molly quickly revealed that things were not as well as they appeared. She was both hard and brittle. He was worried about her. Praying for her helped.

			Henry looked about him at his farm and his finished house. Bowing his head, he closed his eyes and thanked his Heavenly Father. He prayed for his family to be healed. War had brought changes none of them had expected.

			Nothing was perfect; he understood that now. They lived in a world that had turned away from God, but with God there was hope. And hope, Henry had discovered, was a beautiful thing.

			He reached into his trouser pocket and withdrew the gold coin. He still carried it with him everywhere, and his thumb moved over the words on the face of the coin as he whispered the Lord’s Prayer again.

			He thought about all that he had been through, and acknowledged yet again that it had been his sorrow and pain that had brought him asking for forgiveness and help. God had rescued him. He was so grateful. He had came face-to-face with himself and because of it he’d discovered Jesus.

			With Him he had found genuine peace and a new life. He couldn’t believe how simple it all actually was. He firmly believed he would never go back to his old ways where he was in charge. Could never go back.

			Henry spent his evenings reading the Bible. He couldn’t get enough. He had started teaching the children at his church’s Sunday school and he loved it. He loved being around them and answering their questions. Many had lost family members as well as the innocence of childhood because of the war. He wanted to help them through it.

			As each day went by, he experienced God’s love for him. He was astonished at the depth of it. And every day he talked with God as if He were right alongside him. The nightmares were still there but they made him talk with God.

			In fact, he wondered, if he hadn’t been having them, would he have found it too easy to just get on with his own plans. That was a strange thought but if that was the case he found he was even grateful for the nightmares, especially if it meant he had come to rely on God and not himself. He’d asked Him many times for them to be taken away, but they hadn’t been. There must be a reason he was still having them because the Bible told him that all things work together for good when he partnered with God. He had no reason to believe that wasn’t true.

			But it had also occurred to him that should he be seen talking to an unseen being he might be committed to an asylum. He gave a chuckle at the thought, but he didn’t really care. Whether it was to do with farming, money, livestock – even fencing – he wanted to include God in it. It had taken time to get used to doing that for sure, but he had learned that God wanted to be involved in everything in his life, every single day. And his day went infinitely better when it started out it in a conversation with Him.

			He had tried to tell Molly, but she wouldn’t hear of it. How could a loving God kill her beloved fiancé? She’d yelled at him angrily. No! He did not love her, she said, and she would never ask Him for anything.

			Raising his head again, Henry stood stiffly to his feet while a grin spread across his face.

			Punching his fist into the air he let out an excited whoop!

			His house was finished!

			Roused by his shout Sky limped up beside him from where she had been asleep in the sun and sat with a look of vague interest. His eyes rested on his companion and he took in the years on her face and body. She still enjoyed the odd rabbit chase, but only in her dreams.

			“Well girl, this is our new house and you and I are going to be moving into it straight away.” He knelt down and pulled the old girl close, stroking the long silky ears and running his hand over her narrow forehead. So much had happened in the years he’d had her.

			“Good girl Sky. Good girl.” He whispered against her snout then planted a kiss on her head. She wriggled against him in delight.

			“Well girl, we might be absent a family at the moment but I’m praying that will be rectified soon. What do you think?”

			She wriggled again and he gave her a pat.

			Standing once more, he tapped his thigh to bring her to heel then packed up the last of his tools.

			Henry slapped Thomas on the back and gave Molly a quick hug, thanking them for all their help to get his bits and pieces into the new house. He didn’t have a lot, but his mother had given him some pieces of her china, and made sure he had pots and pans. He’d made a note to go to the hardware store and get other items, just as soon as he worked out what he really needed.

			He waited on the porch while they got into Thomas’s car, and waved them off.

			He decided then and there he must learn how to drive and get his own car. It would certainly be an advantage since he lived so far from town. He kicked himself he’d not thought of it sooner.

			Henry stepped off the porch and gave a sharp whistle. Sky had made herself scarce with all the coming and going and he suddenly realised he hadn’t seen her for a while. Usually, she came looking for food long before now.

			“Sky!” he called. “Sky! Where are you girl?”

			Henry wandered across the grass and around the house.

			She had a favourite spot at the end of the day, tucked into the garden to catch the last of the sun on her old bones. Henry spotted her curled in a circle in her spot and smiled. He walked over and bent down, to stroke her.

			“Hey girl, time for dinner. You must be hungry … ” His hand stopped. Kneeling down he gently placed both his hands on her cold body and his heart broke in two. His breath hitching, he gathered her into his arms and sunk his face into her beautiful golden coat.

			“Oh Sky,” he groaned. “Oh, my beautiful girl.”

			Holding her close he stroked his hand down the long silky ears and wept.

			Henry lay in his bed, arms behind his head, tears trickling from the corners of his eyes.

			Sky should’ve been in here, in the house with him, he thought, not out in the ground, cold and buried. This was to be their home together. But it wasn’t to be.

			“I’m so tired of having to say goodbye!” he shouted to the ceiling of his empty house.

			He felt angry over yet another loss, even though she had lived a long life. He swiped at his tears roughly, before laying his forearm across his forehead.

			He had dug the hole in the spot where he had found her, just under his window. After one last time of holding her close, stroking her intelligent head and her silky ears, and telling her what a good girl she had been, he had wrapped her in an old sheet and laid her carefully into the ground.

			The first shovel full of dirt had been the hardest and tears had poured down his face as he had hesitated. The very idea of covering her up seemed unimaginable. His limbs had lost their strength at the very thought. Yes, he’d had seen people get buried – more times than he could count – but not one had hit him like this.

			She had been such a special dog and he knew he would remember her forever.

			The last shovel full had been just as hard as the first.

			The finality. The finality of his loss.

			He had tossed the shovel aside, pulled out his harmonica and played the Last Post as best he could through his trembling lips, before falling on his knees, mourning the lost years and moments he had been away from her, and cursing the war and all it had taken.

			It had been well past dark when he’d finally left her grave and come inside.

			Now lying here, he felt broken hearted all over again. Staring into the dark, his pain overwhelmed him and he cried out, “Lord help me! Am I always to be alone? I need an answer! You have never let me down. I don’t want to be alone. Help me find the right one for me!”

			When Henry woke the following morning, he had a distinct memory of a different sort of dream. It wasn’t about a battlefield – which surprised him. It was about a turquoise eyed, red-haired woman. She had drifted through his dreams and strangely there was harmony and a stirring in his heart. But he felt very unsettled in his mind.

			Sliding his legs out of the bed and planting his feet firmly on the floor, he sat forward and leaned his elbows on his knees, clasping his hands together so tightly that his knuckles went white.

			“Lord … ” he stopped. “Lord let me get this right. Are you really wanting me to pursue Rose again? After everything I’ve put her through? I know and trust you have a plan for my life – and don’t get me wrong Lord I do want it, You know I do – but surely I must be mistaken?”

			Doubt and wonder filled him equally. As he waited the doubt faded, but not the wonder. Then he knew it really was what God wanted.

			My ways are not your ways, Son.

			No, Henry thought, they certainly weren’t.

			Henry knew that if he was to pursue this – as he felt God was gently prodding him to do – he had some serious work ahead. He slid onto his knees. He’d never been afraid of hard work but there was no way on God’s green earth he could do this alone.

			He needed help. And courage. Lots of it. Wisdom definitely. The Bible said trusting in the Lord was the beginning of wisdom. There was no way it was going to work otherwise.

			Henry shook his head in disbelief. Rose again. He could honestly say he hadn’t seen that one coming.

			Knowing that God had not let him down so far, he asked for everything he could think of, and everything he couldn’t, and especially for the right timing.

			Then filled with a renewed sense of purpose, a large amount of fear and an in explicable sense of hope, he headed to the kitchen for a strong brew of coffee.
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			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			Auckland, November 1921

			Rose stopped at the bottom of the steps and looked up at the gabled entranceway. The hospital was an attractive U-shaped, balconied building with landscaped gardens. There was a symmetry to the layout. The driveway circled around and the lawns out front were well manicured.

			She knew because she had driven nervously around them twice trying to find her way.

			She’d never been in a large hospital before. Even after she’d had her own accident her doctor had kept her at home. This was a whole new experience. Good or bad, she had yet to find out.

			Rose placed her hand firmly on her belly and took a deep breath to still her nerves. Exhaling slowly she took another deep breath then placed one foot on the bottom step and began the short climb. She was apprehensive at how she might find Emily.

			“You’ll be fine, stop being such an idiot,” she reprimanded herself quietly, “Emily is in there and she wants to see you. Just breathe!”

			Feeling slightly better, she gamely lifted her chin and pushed open the solid wooden door.

			The first sensation was the strong smell of antiseptic, then when the door had swung closed, the surprising tranquility. Rose stood by the doors and slowly took in her surroundings. It was very quiet, a quietness broken only by the sound of two nurses hurrying along the hallway their shoes tapping on the highly-polished, green-linoleum floor. They disappeared through a door to their left.

			This particular hospital was mostly for those receiving terminal care, and suddenly Emily had become one of them. Rose had been shocked when she had received the letter from Emily’s sister-in-law, asking her to come.

			“May I help you?” a kind voice asked Rose from her right.

			Rose turned and saw a desk with a man seated behind it. He smiled at her.

			She nervously smiled back. “Um, yes please. I am looking for Emily West. She is in Ward C.”

			“She will be upstairs, Miss. Just head along to the stairs and go to the top,” he directed her. “The Matron will be up there. It’s outside visiting hours but she might take you to her.”

			He looked at her in sympathy. Ward C. Incurables.

			Rose nodded her thanks and found the stairs. Opening the doors at the top, she found herself staring down a long room.

			Patients filled beds along both the walls and sunlight streamed through the windows. It was painted a sickly yellow-green, but the white sash windows and the sun made it clean and bright.

			“Excuse me,” Rose spoke to one of the nurses, “I’m here to see Emily West.”

			The nurse looked anything but happy to see Rose. She juggled her armload of linens and stared pointedly at the watch hanging from her uniform.

			“You are well outside visiting hours. You will have to come back. Emily is asleep now and she needs her rest.”

			She looked severely at Rose making her feel like an unruly child. Rose wanted to squirm.

			“Oh, I’m so sorry. I thought perhaps … ” Rose was speaking only to her back. “Well!”

			The nurse had walked away with her armload leaving Rose in no doubt that she was an inconvenience. Rose turned on her heel and stomped back down the stairs to the man at the desk.

			“Excuse me, could you tell me please what the visiting hours are?” she asked.

			The gentleman gave her the hours. Rose took another look around and decided that this could not be a place Emily would like. She was irritated by the nurse’s rigid attitude and couldn’t believe how rude she was. She could only hope they were kinder to their patients.

			Rose walked back to her father’s car, the glossy black Model T Ford.

			Rose had taught herself to drive after watching Robert, the farm manager, show her how it was done. Well, sort of. He’d had no idea either.

			They’d read the instruction manual together then laughed uproariously as they bumped and ground their way around the yard and finally onto the road. 

			Rose had quickly discovered she loved driving, and having access to a vehicle to get from place to place was an unexpected bonus. Now she shunned the trains when possible, preferring to drive herself to her siblings when they called for help. And now to see Emily. 

			Her father could no longer use the vehicle, finding it too painful to ride in. He had become completely bedridden over the last couple of years, not because he was a complete invalid, but because that was where he said he was most comfortable. One morning he had gone to bed and then refused to get out. At first, they had thought he was just joking, and wouldn’t possibly stay there, but it had been two years now.

			Rose had been surprised that her once-tenacious father had done this, but no matter how much she kindly encouraged or sometimes angrily harangued him, he would not budge. Her mother had finally even given up trying and they waited on him hand and foot, caring for his every need. Rose had watched her mother age rapidly after that.

			Rose’s siblings increasingly depended on her as well, even though their families were growing up. She still took no wage from them; not that she was offered any remuneration anyway. When she wasn’t looking after them, she was looking after her aging parents.

			Her father had assured her she would be well taken care of in his will, and when the laudanum wasn’t scrambling his thoughts and speech, he thanked her constantly for her loving care of him. But, as she had told him over and over, he had lovingly cared for her while she was growing up and she wouldn’t abandon him now. She had told him he didn’t owe her anything, but having the auto at her disposal was a boon.

			Rose turned the crank handle at the front of the car, pulled out the choke, then got behind the steering wheel and turned the key in the ignition before returning to the front and giving the handle a final three-quarter crank. The engine rattled into life.

			She maneouvered out of the car park, but when she got to the end of the drive, she stopped.

			“What am I going to do now?” She gripped the steering wheel tight with both hands and wondered aloud.

			Visiting hours were a good two hours away and she really had no desire to go to her sister’s place yet. Quickly deciding, she swung the little car to the right and headed down the road to Remuera. Two hours of window shopping and a cup of tea there would be a wonderful treat.

			For the second time that day, Rose opened the doors to the upstairs ward. This time she was met with a smile and shown the way to Emily’s bedside.

			Ready for a hearty catch up with her dearest friend, she froze as she took in the fragile form lying listlessly in the bed, then the oxygen cylinders sitting nearby, with a mask at the ready. Her eyes returned to the still form and she heard Emily’s harsh, rattling breaths. Her eyes were closed and her entire body heaved with the effort.

			Rose couldn’t help herself gasping. “Oh Emily! What has happened to you?” she whispered.

			Rose had seen her only three months before. Living in the sea air of Auckland had definitely been good for her, and although fragile, she was her usual bubbly self. She had taken such a severe turn for the worse, that Rose could scarcely believe her eyes.

			She walked to the bedside and picked up the chilled hand. “Emily? Em?” She whispered gently, “It’s Rose.”

			She watched as Emily’s eye’s fluttered open and a wan smile appeared on her lips.

			“Hi,” she managed breathlessly. The effort started her coughing and the nurse moved to get her some water from the bedside table, helping her to sit up to take a sip. It seemed to sooth her a little, and she motioned to the nurse to keep her upright. Indicating to the nurse that she wanted to see Rose properly, she waited as more pillows were stuffed behind her. 

			Not wanting to let go of her friend’s hand, Rose hooked her foot around the leg of a nearby chair and pulled it closer, but as she sat down she realised she had no idea what to say. Everything she had imagined they would be talking about now felt pointless and inconsequential.

			But Emily began just like old times. “What have you been doing with yourself?” she asked.

			Rose took a deep breath, blinked back her tears, plastered a shaky smile on her face for her beloved friend, and gave herself a stern talking to. She needed to be normal for Emily’s sake.

			Oh Lord what can I talk about? she asked silently.

			Slightly panicked, she groped around in her mind for something to say – anything – but then her spirit calmed. She smiled and she began to talk.

			“Well, you’ll never guess.”

			She talked about home and family and the farm. She told Emily she had driven herself up and where she was staying. Emily said little, but listened intently.

			Rose again felt herself almost becoming hysterical as she talked and talked, but Emily smiled in the right places and seemed to be taking it all in. Finally, Rose fell silent and bowed her head. She didn’t want her dearest friend to see her tears, but they’d begun pouring down her face anyway.

			“Have you seen Molly, Rose?” Emily whispered, her voice barely audible and scratchy from coughing.

			Rose quickly dabbed at her tears, glanced briefly at her friend and then away. She shook her head.

			“Not to talk to, Em,” she replied. “She still hates me. Her mother has said she is still grieving for John. All this time, Em! They truly had such a great love for each other. But rest assured I am praying for reconciliation still.” She sighed.

			Emily looked at her sorrowfully and nodded. Rose knew she understood. After all, she had been there when the rift had happened.

			Emily too had been so very sorry to hear of John’s death. Rose had often wondered if she and Molly had been writing to each other over the years, but she had never asked and Emily had never said.

			She watched as Emily tried to take a breath but it brought on another spasm of coughing. Rose offered her water as she’d seen the nurse do. Emily took a sip and swallowed, closing her eyes as she did. Unsure, Rose wondered if she should leave, but her friend opened her eyes and looked at her with a hint of a smile.

			With obvious difficulty Emily finally managed to whisper to her. “I have something for you Rose.”

			With her hand, she directed Rose to her bedside table to open the drawer. Inside was her well-worn Bible. She smiled at Rose again, and made it clear she wanted Rose to have it and take it with her. Rose couldn’t argue. She knew it would only exhaust Emily if she tried. She lifted the Bible out, and smoothed her hand over its worn cover unable to help wondering what Emily would do without it, before placing it aside.

			Then Rose leaned down to take her friend into her arms, holding her fragile body gently, as she quietly cried and thanked her for the gift. She could feel her shoulder dampening and knew that Emily was also crying. They both knew this was goodbye. They held on to each other until the nurse tapped Rose gently on the shoulder and told her it was time to go. Visiting hours had ended.

			Rose stepped back and wondered where Emily’s brother and sister-in-law were. After she had kissed Emily’s cheek, she gathered her purse and gift and looked down at her friend. She was already asleep. Rose asked the nurse if Emily’s family had visited today.

			“They haven’t been here for a week now,” she replied. “They do call the hospital for updates each day. I expect we will see them in the next day or two.”

			Rose turned away, but the thought that Emily must be so lonely filled her mind. She turned back to the nurse. “How long do you think she’s got?” she quietly asked the nurse.

			“It’s hard to tell, but I don’t think very long. It takes everything she has just to draw a breath.”

			Rose stared at her. “Please can I stay and just sit with her?
I don’t want her to be alone. She has been my dearest friend all my life and I cannot bear the thought of her being alone.”

			Seeing the nurse was going to say "No," Rose began to plead with her. “Please, please let me. I won’t get in the way.”

			The nurse glanced around her then over at Emily. Her eyes softening, she gave a slight nod.

			Rose wasted no time. As quietly as possible she returned to her bedside. Sliding the chair closer again she held her beloved friend’s listless hand once more and began to pray quietly. Rose didn’t know when she herself had fallen asleep. She hadn’t been aware of the nurses coming and going until a hand on her shoulder woke her.

			Straightening up slowly from her awkward position she looked up sleepily into the stern but kind face of an older woman in nurse’s uniform and noticed her taking Emily’s hand out of her own and placing it carefully back on the bed.

			Blinking the sleep from her eyes, Rose looked over at Emily, suddenly realising the nurse was about to pull the sheet up over her face.

			She gasped. “Oh! Oh no! has she truly … ? Has she gone?”

			Rose tearfully stammered out the words and staggered to her feet, her legs all pins and needles. She touched the nurse’s hand, and silently asked if she could say goodbye.

			At the nod, Rose leaned over Emily’s body and placed a kiss on her cheek. It was still warm, but the blue was creeping around her mouth and lips.

			“You should go now dear,” the older nurse spoke softly, “There’s nothing more you can do here.”

			Rose, so grateful the nurse had let her stay, brushed at her tears. She picked up her purse and the precious gift, and left the ward, not looking back.

			Working hard to see through her tears Rose walked slowly to the car.

			Getting in, she slumped into the shallow seat.

			She couldn’t move. She didn’t want to drive or be around people. She just wanted to remember her friend. She desperately wanted to pick up the memories of what they’d had until Emily had taken sick. She’d missed her so much when she had moved away. She had visited a few times, but the visits were always dependent on Emily’s health, so they wrote letters.

			Emily had taught her about her relationship with God. They had sent letters with favourite scriptures to each other. Through Emily, Rose had begun forming her own relationship with God.

			After Henry had left her, Rose had felt so hurt and so ashamed, but it was Emily who had shown her that God was Who really mattered and that she really mattered to Him. She had always thought being married – being someone’s wife and mother – would be the answer to everything. She had put all her energy into preparing for that, but the only man she’d ever loved had cast her aside without so much as a “sorry.” Emily told her God promised He would never leave her or forsake her and that He didn’t lie; He could be trusted.

			She had nothing to lose since her life without Jesus had proved to be cold, empty and angry. She had been drawn to Who He was, into the loving arms of her heavenly Father and Saviour. She did trust Him.

			Rose felt an unusual joy mingling with her sorrow. Although Emily had gone she was now free from pain and sickness. She began to give thanks for Emily’s life and the major role her friend had played in her own life. Emily had been so excited for Rose.

			And now Emily was beginning an eternal life with her Lord and Saviour. Her real life was just beginning. She hadn’t let sickness stop her from sharing what God had done for her, even in her pain. She had never been alone. Others might say Emily’s life had been a waste but her life had been significant and she had not thrown away any opportunity. Rose was proud to have known such a girl and been her friend.

			But there was no denying that she was alone again and the loneliness ran deep. Their letters to each other had been so important to her. What now? Who would she have those conversations with now?

			She felt despair rising in her heart as she tried to imagine who would take Emily’s place, and couldn’t.

			“Lord,” she cried out, “help me! Am I always to be alone? What about my dreams of having my own family? I trust you Lord, but what do I do now?” She hung her head and clung desperately onto the steering wheel as a river of tears poured down her cheeks, tears of grief, not just for the loss of Emily but also for herself.
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			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Te Awamutu 1922

			“For goodness sake Papa, will you lie still!”

			Rose stared down at him and the very large hole she had unfortunately clipped from the beard on his cheek when he had moved without warning. She must have clipped his skin as well she realised, as blood welled up from the red nick.

			“Now see what you’ve made me do!” She grabbed the damp cloth and gently dabbed at his skin.

			Picking up the sharp scissors again she put one hand firmly on his forehead. This job was going to take much longer than she had anticipated. She could feel the frustration beginning to build. Taking a steadying breath, she willed herself to calm down and start work on the rest of her father’s very bushy beard, in an attempt to balance the look of it.

			Her father said nothing.

			From the lolling of his head and limpness of his limbs she knew he had taken more of the laudanum. His eyes weren’t really closed, but his pupils were dilating as the drug took effect.

			Normally she didn’t mind this task, but today she just wanted to get out of the house. She felt cooped up and restless, bored by life’s routine. Not just bored: stir-crazy would better describe it. Taking another deep breath, she glanced out the window briefly then turned back to her task.

			“Don’t look, don’t look,” she muttered to herself.

			It was a beautiful mid-summer’s day, already very warm and muggy. The river was calling. She was going to take Red for a good ride first, then take the car to Otorohanga and the swimming hole.

			In solitude.

			How she yearned for space to get away from the constant demands of chores. Poor Red hadn’t been out for nearly a week, and although he was paddocked through the day, she had watched him circling the field’s perimeter, edgy and impatient to gallop. He always seemed to pick up her feelings exactly.

			Her mother had asked her to help with the yearly picking and bottling of fruit from the orchard. Well, of course she would; she worked alongside her mother every year. But Rose had to admit she was grateful that it wasn’t assumed. Like it was with her siblings.

			She frowned and tugged a little harder on the beard than was necessary. Her father groaned. She sat back and took yet another deep breath, again willing calmness to come. She was asking for calmness a lot these days. Her father was going to look like a pin cushion if she didn’t settle down.

			“I’m sorry Pa,” she apologised and started trimming again.

			The orchard belonged to Molly’s parents and they had shared its bounty with her family each season. In fact, there was so much fruit, a lot was given away to others as well. Mr Magrory had been ahead of his time when he planted it, although his main motivation at the time was to have fresh summer fruit for himself in the new country.

			But this year, when the first run had ended, Rose had never wanted to set eyes on another peach again. Soon the apples would be ready, and the pears and then the blackberries. She sighed. There was always some job or other to be done, and unfortunately, there didn’t seem to be an end in sight. Ever.

			Rose paused and looked upwards. This time she didn’t bother to whisper but let her frustration out. “Please God tell me there has got to be more to life than this!”

			She looked back down at her father’s beard and continued with her snipping and tidying. But her yearning for so much more searched urgently for a way beyond the four walls that confined her.

			“C'mon Red,” Rose urged the chestnut horse faster along the farm tracks. They had stopped at the stream and she had let Red wade in and out and enjoy the grass while she sat propped against an old oak tree, loving the sun-dappled shade and the cooler air of the glade. But time was ticking on and they needed to get home if she was to get away for her swim. She let him have his head, exhilarated at the prospect of a sprint to the top.

			“Good boy!” Rose called to him above his thundering hooves. “Good boy.”

			They slowed briefly on the rise, while Rose checked the track ahead, then urged Red on down. It still made her slightly nervous – this last gully where the accident had occurred – but mostly she felt she had conquered her fear. She refused to avoid this section and let the fear beat her.

			Red swept along easily, passed the brush and then leaned into the next hillside, once again galloping up the track to the top and down to the house paddock. Rose reined him in near the gate, walking him out in circles to bring his heartbeat back to normal. Finally, they stopped. He stood blowing, his flanks heaving and muscles trembling, but his eyes were calmer. She smiled and clapped his shoulder. He had definitely enjoyed the ride as much as she.

			Sliding out of the saddle and taking the reins in her hands, she walked him to the trough then through the gate to his stall, removed his saddle and picked up the brush sitting on the half-wall.

			She loved it, the hands-on care of any animal, but this beautiful fella was special. They had been a pair for many years now. Her special boy. Gliding the brush gently but firmly along his body, she wiped the slick sweat from his coat, cooling him down. Chatting to him as she worked, she loved it that his ears flickered continuously, listening for her voice, and giving the odd wicker in return.

			Once she had finished, she hung up the tack, popped a nosebag on him containing a handful of oats and left him to cool down in the shade. She would turn him back out again later.

			Closing the stall gate, she turned for the house. She was halfway across the courtyard, when she heard a scream from inside the house.

			“What on earth … ?” Rose ran for the back door and shoved it open.

			“Mama? Mama! Where are you?” she cried out.

			Listening carefully, she could just make out muffled sobbing, and headed towards it. As she came closer, she stopped.

			Fear gushed in her heart and her stomach flipped.

			Her father’s room. It was coming from her father’s room.

			Drawing a deep breath and holding it, she tiptoed to the door standing ajar, and peered around its edge. Her breath jerked out as she took in the scene before her.

			Her mother was flung across her father in his bed and heart-wrenching sobs were wracking her body. She was repeating the single word “No!” over and over.

			Rose looked at her father's face and was immediately repelled by his eyes. They were open, staring strangely back at her. Her heart stopped, then pounded back into life when she realised her father’s eyes were dead. Then Rose saw the bottle of laudanum tipped over on the bedside table; a small pool had formed at the neck. With sudden clarity, she pictured what had happened.

			After she had gone, he must have taken more. He had already been feeling its effects when she left, and her brow furrowed. Why would he need more? She stepped into the room and picked the bottle up, screwed its cap back on and dabbed at the pool with her handkerchief.

			Suddenly she knew what had happened, and she staggered back as it hit her. He hadn’t needed more! He had wanted more but he had taken too much.

			Playing their last moments together back in her head, she remembered the last words she had uttered so forcefully, in deep frustration: “Please God tell me there has got to be more to life than this!”

			She wished with all her might she could call them back. Did he believe she had said that because of him? Had it been her fault he had done it? Horror began to overwhelm her. Had he felt he was a burden to her? To them? Had he heard her ask for more in life thinking it was a complaint and not a prayer? Was this all her fault?

			Her tears welled up and spilled over. Appalled at the damage her tongue may have caused, Rose tucked the bottle into her skirt pocket, and placed her hands on her mother’s shaking shoulders. Leaning down, she covered her mother’s heaving back with her own body and wrapped her arms around her as she sought to comfort not just her mother, but herself.
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			Chapter Thirty

			Henry stood at the back of the crowd gathered in the church graveyard and solemnly joined the others as the minister finished the funeral service with the Lord’s Prayer. His fingers had found their way to the ever-present coin in his pocket, and his thumb stroked its worn groove. When the prayer closed, he raised his head and scanned the skies.

			It was hot. Heavy black clouds were gathering rapidly above them. Thunder rumbled somewhere in the distance. Before long they would be drenched. The clouds created a backdrop so grey- black that the bright sun made the greenery shimmer around them throwing headstones and mourners into vivid relief. The large trees dotted around stood as sentinels over them all. Henry found it surprisingly beautiful and peaceful.

			The funeral was Henry’s first real outing since being home, and he couldn’t help comparing it to his vivid memories of the funerals he had attended during the war. There, his comrades were buried as quickly as possible, and the words spoken over them were brief. There had been no time to mourn their loss. The war had to go on. Any grief was firmly pushed aside.

			In some ways, it had seemed callous, but Henry knew that if they had allowed themselves to dwell on the losses, he and many others would have been a danger to themselves and others. They used to say about the fallen: “Well he’s bought it,” or “he’s taken the count”, and then carried on because they had to. Death surrounded them everywhere they turned; all so different from what was happening here. This gave people time for sorrow and exchange of condolences.

			Henry scanned the crowd seeking the slim figure of Rose. There! She stood in the line with her family greeting those who had come.

			His mother had told him when he'd returned home that Rose had changed a lot, taking wonderful care of her father and nieces and nephews. Obviously, he thought, she had moved on from him, but he had been surprised to learn she was still unmarried. He wondered what had happened to the man Molly had seen Rose with, but he’d never asked. After what he’d done, it didn’t seem right for him to know somehow.

			But now he watched her from afar, taking in the changes. Gone were the long skirts and petticoats of pre-war. Like most woman now Rose was wearing the slim, large-pleated styles and floaty fabrics of the new era, and under her black hat her hair had been cut to the current “bob” style. He liked it on her he decided. It suited her well.

			He hid himself amongst the crowd of those paying their respects to her family so he could keep watching. He noticed her gentleness and smile and the tears she kept wiping from her cheeks. She had been very close to her father, and he felt for her – for them all. The man had always seemed to be a larger-than-life figure.

			Now he deeply regretted he had not gone to see her earlier. At the very least he could have apologised! Now it was too late, and he was feeling the consequences. Or about to anyway. Now, in an extremely public place – in front of the entire town by the looks of things – he had to face her. He had to pay his respects. Rather than be accused of being a coward again, he joined the back of the line waiting to speak to the family.

			His turn came sooner than he had hoped, but he stepped up.

			“I am so very sorry for your loss, Mrs Mounce. Ben was a good man, and he will be greatly missed.”

			Henry took her hand in his and covered it with his other as he quietly uttered the words to his mother’s best friend. Ellen Mounce looked up at him through her tears. She only nodded. He was after all the man who had broken her daughter’s heart, so he had not expected less.

			But Henry could see she was not trying to be “the stoic woman” who was expected to rise to the occasion at times like these; she wore her love and grief for her husband openly. Henry admired that just as he had admired their marriage. They were much like his own parents, but they seemed to be rare.

			The question crossed his mind: had he married Rose would they have had that kind of marriage too? He wanted to dismiss it but he was surprised to discover a yearning to find out, and his heart whispered silently, “This must be you, Lord putting this yearning in me.”

			Henry moved down the family line, delivering the expected words to Rose’s siblings and spouses, and then Rose was in front of him. She was looking him dead in the eye. And it wasn’t with the kindness he had seen in her interaction with everybody else. No, this was not even remotely friendly. In fact, he’d seen this look of hers before – usually reserved for the pigs they were about to kill.

			He had to say something, but his heart had begun to race like a runaway train.

			He dropped his gaze, glancing sideways to see who might be listening. Not that it mattered. He just didn’t know what to say; his mind had gone completely blank. What was wrong with him? he wondered as his mouth went dry.

			“What? No pithy two-worded comment from you Henry? That’s not like you!” Sarcasm dripped from her quiet voice.

			She tilted her head to the side and appeared thoughtful, her finger tapping her lips. But Henry could see she wasn’t quite finished as her beautiful eyes flashed at him. He waited, his head hanging.

			“Or perhaps you were going to send a filthy note?”

			There it was. Sarcasm rich with hurt and anger. He deserved no less. He looked up and met her unflinching stare.

			Don’t bite, he heard the words in his heart. Trust Me.

			“I’m so sorry for your loss Rose.”

			He didn’t try to take her hand, but his arms felt useless hanging at his sides. They itched to do something. He wanted to comfort in some way, but, quite honestly he didn’t even know how to begin. He turned from her instead and began to walk quickly away. Now was not the time.

			“And what loss would that be? My fiancé or my father? Are you just going to leave me wondering while you walk away again, Henry. Or will you actually explain yourself this time?” Her voice came from close behind.

			Henry turned around to find Rose had left her family and come after him.

			“Do you really have nothing else to say?” Rose pulsated with anger. Her turquoise eyes sparkled with ice. “I wondered if you would come, but since you hadn’t bothered with any other reunion – family or otherwise – I really wasn’t expecting to see you today.”

			Henry hung his head again. He had treated her shabbily and he was ashamed. He berated himself again. They were to have been married for goodness sake. She was right. She deserved more than … how did she put it again? Oh yes, the pithy two-worded comment!

			His treatment of her must have made this woman feel like a pariah. He suddenly understood her shame as well. The words he hadn’t been able to find earlier, suddenly came to the surface and tumbled out.

			“Rose I am so very sorry for how I treated you. I am so very sorry for what I did. I’m asking your forgiveness. I don’t deserve it, I know I don’t. I haven’t been avoiding you entirely because of it, I’ve just been avoiding everyone. But I can see now how you must have felt because of it. I was wrong to do so. Can you ever forgive me … ?” His words trailed away; his head was still bowed.

			The silence was broken only by the murmuring crowd around them and the chirping birds in the trees. He noted the wind had died down completely and the heat was even more oppressive.

			Henry found it hard to breathe as he waited. He knew she was still there because he could see the tips of her shoes. Should he dare to glance up?

			Rose felt deflated.

			She’d been ready to confront him so many times over the years at their mutual family events, but he had never come and each time, she’d had to bottle her anger back up.

			She had decided she would not go to him herself, she was far too embarrassed to do that. He could come to her and apologise. Only he never had, and she had felt all the more foolish. And angry.

			She had never identified him as a coward – she still didn’t – but she understood now that his reaction to the white feather had crippled him as much as his rejection of her had crippled her.

			She had not realised just how angry she still was though, until this moment. She thought she had given it to God, but in finally confronting the man who had broken her heart and crushed her dreams, her anger had reared up so intensely, a red haze had almost blinded her.

			But his simple and heartfelt apology was assuaging her anger. She felt something beginning to melt. Once again, the words in the Bible about the power of apology and forgiveness sighed themselves through her like a breath of fresh air.

			Her anger and hurt had crippled her for a long time; she had wanted to end her life because of it. Instead, she had found life and meaning. Sure, her dreams were still unrealised, and she was still frustrated about that but she was a work in progress. She was relying on God to fulfil her and her dreams – not a man. Not any more.

			Rose was suddenly aware that the final part in her healing would come from forgiving this man. She knew deep down it would also help him too. She had been forgiven of so much herself. How could she not extend the same kindness now?

			She whispered, “For you shall forget the shame of your youth and you shall not remember the reproach of your widowhood any more …”

			“Isaiah 54.” Henry smiled at her tentatively.

			She looked at him in surprise. He knew Isaiah 54? Emily had shown her the chapter, and she had read it over and over and over ever since. The verse where God had declared Himself to be her husband had begun to change her thinking.

			“How do you know?” she asked.

			“It’s a long story,” he replied.

			“I would like to hear it.”

			“Would you?”

			She nodded.

			“Do you have time?” he asked, his brow raised and his interest aroused.

			Rose turned and looked with sorrow at the hole in the ground behind them where her father’s body was now lying. She swept her arm over it as she looked back at him. “Sadly, time is exactly what I do have now.”

			Thunder crashed above them, lightening crackled and a large drop of rain landed on Henry’s head. He looked up again and marvelled at this surprising turn of events. Paris had ended so badly. But he’d become a different man since then.

			He looked around him. Everything was different.

			A different country. A different storm. A different girl.

			Rose smiled at him. A tentative smile in response to his own.
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			Chapter Thirty-One

			Rose walked into their parlour behind her mother and took the seat nearest the door. She glanced about at her siblings and their spouses, but everyone was quiet, and all eyes but Robert’s were on the solicitor in charge of her father’s will. She smiled at him. He had been requested to be there but was sitting slightly apart from the rest. He smiled back.

			It had been a week since the funeral. The house had been full, accommodating most of the family, with the exception of her eldest sister, husband George and their five children. Secretly, Rose had been pleased they had found accommodation in the hotel in town.

			She had never really warmed to her brother-in-law. He was too preoccupied with money; not that they were in need of anything. Rose could understand that to a point; he was an accountant after all. They had a beautiful home in Parnell in Auckland, his work was busy, and their children had a nanny, along with herself when she was summoned.

			But they had never paid Rose for her time and service. They took it for granted that she would always be available when they wanted her. It did not endear either of them to her.

			Her sister had always used flattery to get her way and to Rose’s disgust she had basked in it herself for a long time, until she realised they had no respect for her and she was just being used. But by then she had told them she would always be available, whenever they needed her. What a fool she had been.

			But hopefully it didn’t have to be that way anymore.

			Her father had always told her she would be taken care of in his will, and although she mourned his passing, perhaps now she might get to taste freedom and independence. She felt excitement tremble through her at the thought.

			The solicitor read carefully through her father’s Last Will and Testament, taking it slowly and answering all the questions any of them had. However, when it came to apportioning the inheritance, the solicitor announced that George had been made co-executor, and had made the final decisions based on her father’s wishes.

			Rose looked at George in surprise. How odd. She wondered when that had taken place, and thought back. Ah yes, George had spent a lot of time in her father’s room behind closed doors over the Christmas period. Now she understood why.

			Vague doubts passed through her mind but she tried to dismiss them. She knew she didn’t have anything to be concerned about; she was being silly. Her father wouldn’t have misled her. No, she didn’t have to be concerned. So, why did this uneasiness persist?

			George went to the front of the parlour as the solicitor took his seat. He cleared his throat and smiled at those waiting. He talked his way through the farm: it would of course stay in her mother’s name and Robert would continue as manager but with more significant remuneration as overseer of the entire property.

			She glanced across at him and could see Robert was delighted. She was too. He loved the farm, had enormous respect for the Mounce’s, and Rose knew he had ideas to expand the property, ideas he could now act on. He and his young family had security for as long as Mrs Mounce was alive. She was happy for him.

			Her mother would retain the house and a nice yearly sum that would keep her comfortably, along with takings of the farm.

			She waited, feeling hopeful that it was looking positive for her too.

			George then cast his eye over the people in the room, but Rose noticed he avoided looking at her. The fears returned afresh. She watched him closely as he cleared his throat again.

			“It has been decided that the funds originally allotted for Mr Mounce’s children will be set aside as his grandchildren’s inheritance, or will be used as deemed essential for the grandchildren in accordance with their parent’s wishes. This sum will be proportional to the number of children they each have … ”

			Rose blanched. She sat stunned, shock pushing her back into the chair. She was to get nothing? She felt ill.

			His voice droned on, but he had sealed her fate. And he, with his five children, would get the most!

			How had the scheming devil managed it? She fumed as shock and hurt and despair rocked over her in waves. Her father had said he would take care of her! And she had believed him absolutely.

			She started to rise from her chair, but her mother’s arm reached over and gripped her forearm firmly, beseeching her silently to not make a scene. Out of respect for her mother, she slowly sat back down. She desperately tried to stop the tears. She would not show herself weak and emotional with everyone in this room, but she couldn’t leave either. She felt more of a fool than ever.

			She dropped her head and her bobbed hair fell, creating a curtain between her and the others. She was glad of the privacy for her tears had a mind of their own.

			As soon as their meeting had finished, Rose got up and staggered blindly from the room, using her hands to guide her to her own where she shut the door behind her. She was supposed to be hostess for this assembly, but there was no way she could offer her brother-in-law a cup of tea without tipping it over his head.

			Leaning back against the door, she sank weakly to the floor.She felt so let-down. How did this keep happening to her? What on earth was she going to do now?

			She had no way to contest the will, no money of her own to pay a lawyer. She had no other future to look forward to. 
No husband to help her. No children. What would happen when her mother passed away and the farm was sold? Then she would have no home either. What was she to do?

			Pulling her legs up to her chest, she wrapped her arms around them. In all-consuming despair she bowed her head to her knees and cried out, “Oh Lord, what is going to happen to me? I have no-one and now I have nothing! All my hope of freedom has been taken away. He’s taken it away. I don’t know how any of this can change. I don’t know what to do . . .”

			The dam burst.

			Unable to stay upright as her miserable future pressed in on her, she tipped over to her side, still curled in a ball and wept.
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			Chapter Thirty-Two

			At the knock on the back door, Ellen Mounce looked up from the pie pastry she was rolling out on the old table. Flour was liberally sprinkled all around it, including a dusting on the tip of her nose.

			“Come in!” she called.

			She stopped her rolling, her eye on the wooden door as it slowly opened, then blinked in surprise as Henry of all people appeared, looking rather sheepish, she thought, as his eye met hers.

			“Henry! What on earth brings you by? Is your mother OK? I’ve barely seen her since the funeral I’m afraid.” She carried on rolling her pastry.

			“She is well. Concerned about you I think, but that is all.”

			He stopped speaking.

			His silence brought her head back up. She eyed him silently, wondering what he was inwardly debating, but she knew him well enough to know that he would tell her when he was ready. She continued with her rolling and waited until he finally raised his eyes from the tips of his boots and drew a deep breath.

			“Actually, I was wondering if Rose might be about?”

			Ellen paused in her rolling and looked at him harder. “And what would you be wanting with my daughter?” she asked.

			She had always been a feisty woman – her beloved Ben had loved that about her – and her ire was kindled by this man’s asking again to see her daughter. He had better have a good reason why!

			Her eyes like flint she knew she looked ready to stab him. His own eyes widened and he gasped slightly, just as she’d hoped, when she picked up a knife. He took an involuntary step back. Keeping her eye on him she picked up the pie-dish she had just draped the pastry over, and with firm, sure movements trimmed the excess away. She only gave him a wink after she’d demonstrated her prowess with the blade.

			She grinned at him and his discomfort. Let that be a lesson to him. Oh, how she wished Ben had been here to see that! He would have retold that story with relish. Her eyes filled with tears. Dear Lord, how she missed him.

			She glanced back up at Henry as she put the pie dish into the stove. He still hadn’t said why he was wanting to see Rose.

			She had loved him like one of her own, but hadn’t liked him much after he had treated Rose so badly. Probably just as well Ben was in his grave, but then again, he would have liked to have seen Henry grovelling as well.

			“So, young man are you going to tell me why you’re here?”

			“Ah well, I have a request of her actually. I’m wondering if she would teach me to drive?”

			Ellen’s eyebrows shot up and he gave her a shy grin.

			“Oh, I see. Well, I’m sure she would. She has plenty of time on her hands these days. I’m pretty certain she is in her room. Give me a minute and I’ll go and track her down for you.”

			Henry listened to her boots clattering down the hallway and looked around the homely kitchen. He hadn’t been in here for years and yet as far as he could see, nothing had changed – other than the disappearance of Mr Mounce’s large form at the table with his gnarled hands wrapped around a large mug of tea.

			He frowned. Ellen must miss him terribly – they’d always lived as one: taken their meals together, lived on and worked the farm and raised their family together. He vaguely remembered their 50th wedding celebration. They’d likely had their 60th by now as well.

			“Hello Henry.”

			His thoughts disrupted, he turned at Rose’s voice.

			“Mother tells me you would like to learn how to drive. I charge two shillings an hour for the privilege.”

			Henry heard a gasp from her mother standing behind her. “Rose Mounce! You will do no such thing!”

			“Well how else am I to earn an income, Mother, when George has made sure I don’t get a penny from Father’s will?”

			Henry watched as Rose turned on her mother, her blue-green eyes blazing.

			“I’ve said nothing up to now, but neither has anyone else. Not a single one of you has risen in defence of me – including you Mother – but you know Father said he would make sure I would be taken care of should I not marry.”

			He watched as her mother’s hand flew to her mouth. Remorse? He wondered. He watched as Rose pinned her mother with her fiery gaze, just as the older woman had done to him a short while ago, much like Rose had done to him at the cemetery. He felt a bit sorry for Ellen.

			Rose turned back to Henry.

			Henry could see she was hopping mad. He didn’t know any of the details but it sounded like she had every right to be.

			He suddenly found himself in a situation he had never anticipated. Rose had actually not inherited? Not anything? How had that happened he wondered. She herself had told him what her father had promised years ago.

			He’d used the idea of learning to drive because he thought it would be a good opportunity to get to know Rose again. In fact, it was the only idea that came to mind. But if he could help her out as well by giving her money for her efforts then it was a double win.

			He thought fast.

			“Of course, I will pay you Rose. It sounds like a good deal to me.” He smiled at the two women, while they both stared back in shock.

			“Really?” Rose asked almost in a whisper. “You’ll pay me?”

			Henry got the feeling she had only been kidding but now he felt almost gallant. Since it seemed to be God’s plan that he court Rose again then they were off to a good start. He couldn’t have planned it better if he’d tried. He suddenly felt quite excited.

			Henry nodded again. “Absolutely. I agree to your terms. Shall we go?”

			Rose could see Henry was impressed. She enjoyed teaching and had been told she should have been a teacher. She couldn’t count how many times she wished she had trained to be one, especially now.

			She took him around the car, showed him all the pedals and what they did, the crank, the choke and the gearing. She showed him how to start it, and made sure he did it a number of times, feeding back to her what he was doing as he did it.

			“I think perhaps you would have made a good school teacher, Rose. Especially with your love for children.”

			Rose looked at him and for the second time that day, surprise was all over her face. She beamed at him and a playful smile hovered round her mouth.

			“Why Henry Magrory, I do declare you are quite the flatterer!” she told him with a Southern Belle inflection.

			“No, I truly mean it, Rose. You are a good teacher.”

			“Well, the proof is in the pudding, Henry!” she replied feistily. “Let’s not count our chickens before they hatch.”

			Rose circled the front of the car and got in beside him, slamming the door behind her. The vehicle's solid frame barely registered the whump!

			Rose rather hoped she was in for a bit of fun at Henry’s expense. Her own experience of learning to drive had been much harder than she and Robert had expected, but they’d had a good laugh. It had been a very long time since she had done any laughing at all. And to tell the truth she would enjoy a laugh at his expense for a change.

			“Right then let’s see what this beauty can do shall we, Rose? How fast does it go?” he asked innocently.

			“This model has been clocked at a surprising 75 miles per hour Henry,” she quoted verbatim from the fact sheet she had once read herself. “But I think 45 miles per hour is fast enough, although we normally travel only at 20mph. Actually, to be honest, we’ve never pushed it to 45 either.”

			He nodded and said nothing more. But as soon as he got the car out onto the open road, he put his foot down and it took off.

			He overtook anything in his way, erratically and at speed. Horses pulling carriages shied in fear. Lorry drivers uttered threats and shook their fists as they dodged his oncoming vehicle. Car horns honked in dismay and horror.

			Rose quickly grasped her hat with one hand and held on for dear life to the edge of the shallow seat with the other.

			They quickly left the town behind and sped along the metal roads, heading deeper into the countryside. The wind blew at the paper-thin canopy, while the ruts in the gravel road made the car bounce and rattle, shaking every screw until she was sure the whole thing was going to fly apart while their bones dislocated.

			It was quickly obvious to Rose that Henry fully intended to get the car to its speed limit. It took only one sideways glance to show her she was right: the fixed focus of his stare through the windshield, the tightly clenched muscles in his determined jaw and his white-knuckled grip on the steering wheel as he pushed the screaming automobile towards its highest speed.

			She forced herself to look ahead again and not close her eyes because she was suddenly certain that if this ride didn’t kill her then it might just be the most exhilarating ride of her life. She had to see it all.

			“Whoop!” Henry let out an excited yell.

			Rose risked letting go of her seat to glance at the speedometer. He’d reached 45mph and was laughing in sheer delight. Mercifully he wasn’t aiming for 75mph.

			She wanted to laugh with him, but they were still speeding wildly along the empty road. They needed to slow down. She was just about to run him through the stopping procedure when he looked at her.

			“Oh, Rose I’m sorry!”

			He planted his foot on the brake pedal, but rather than gradually stopping as he’d obviously expected, he nearly flung them both through the small windscreen as the automobile careened frenziedly from side to side, Henry wrestling with the large steering wheel for control.

			“Take your foot off the brake Henry for goodness sake and do it gently!” she shouted at him.

			He did as she instructed and pulled the little car to the side of the road before stopping with a jerk.

			Her hand still holding her hat, Rose appeared incapable of movement. Her eyes – wide and unblinking – stared through the windscreen, until she turned and looked at him. Her other hand, with white round knuckles, was firmly gripping the edge of the seat.

			Henry watched her with concern. His mouth worked slightly to form words, but he sensed he should just keep quiet, so he clamped his jaw shut until it started to hurt.

			His concern deepened as her face began to pass through a range of conflicting expressions. Then suddenly, a snort erupted and her face split into the biggest grin he’d ever seen. Laughter bubbled up from deep down, pealing out of her as tears began to pour down her cheeks.

			The sound was so infectious, Henry couldn’t help but join in. Eventually Rose dabbed at her cheeks while holding her belly.

			“Oh, my stomach hurts,” she moaned.

			He sobered quickly. “Oh, Rose! Have I hurt you with my carelessness? I’m so sorry, I should’ve thought.”

			Pulling her hat off her head she swatted him with it as she groaned some more. “No, Henry you idiot, it’s from the laughing. My muscles hurt from laughing!” She swiped at the tears still rolling down her cheeks as she gasped for air.

			“Oh!” He looked slightly sheepish then grinned at her.

			“My gosh, it has been so long since I have laughed so heartily Henry Magrory! I needed that!” she gasped again.

			He could see she was trying to get herself under control, but her words came out on little hitches of breath and her voice sounded hoarse. He loved hearing the sound of her laughter. He had forgotten how loud and unfettered it was when she got going and he discovered he didn't want it to stop.

			He looked a little closer.

			Yes, he could see her mouth was still twitching. She wasn’t entirely under control yet. Given the right incentive he might just hear her laughter peal from her again. Perhaps on the ride home. It was definitely something to consider.

			However, he had a more pressing question to ask her first.

			“So, um Rose?” he questioned.

			He paused.

			She peered at him over the top of her handkerchief as she blew her nose then dabbed at the remaining tears. “Yes?” she replied, her voice sounding strangled.

			“Do you think I’m a good driver?” he asked.

			He was serious. He wanted an honest answer.

			He waited.

			She stared at him. Then snorted in another breath and spluttered. Unable to speak she whacked him again with her hat and launched into further peals of laughter.

			He frowned.

			He took that as a “No.”
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			Chapter Thirty-Three

			Henry came for driving lessons often as the weeks passed. The second time he had brought a small bouquet of flowers picked at the last minute from his mother’s garden. The flowers had sat in a vase by her bed. She couldn’t bear to throw them out until the very last one had died. After that, he had brought a picnic of simple sandwiches and fresh fruit and elderflower wine.

			She found herself increasingly looking forward to each driving lesson.

			They hadn’t talked much to begin with, but with time, gentleness and patience and not just a few funny moments, the conversation became easier. They had slipped back into their natural comradery with an ease that Rose found slightly disconcerting. Never in her wildest dreams had she imagined that she and Henry would be friends again.

			Lying on the rug, her arms behind her head, Rose stared up at the fluffy clouds skudding dreamily across the blue sky. She squinted at them, looking for shapes as her father had once told her to do.

			She had just finished telling Henry how hurt she was at not receiving an inheritance. It was so contrary to her father’s stated intention she believed George had manipulated her father for his own benefit. He had obviously taken advantage of her father’s poor health to become the executor of the will. That, and the added hurt no one had stood up to fight for her.

			It had made her feel so wretched – so pitiable – especially after all she had done to help her family whenever they called her. Did they really hate her so much? It certainly seemed so.

			But she felt lighter than she had in a long time.

			She hadn’t told anyone how she really felt though. She didn’t want to tell him how lonely she’d been; it would be far too demoralising admitting that to Henry of all people! But she felt so alone. Emily had been her dearest friend and greatest confidante. Then she suddenly realised that no-one had bothered to ask her how she was coping with the loss of Emily either! Not her sisters and not even her mother. She felt so insignificant. Invisible.

			Her siblings had always been jealous of her relationship with her father, but she was shocked at just how deep their jealousy ran.

			“Do you know, Henry, I’ve just realised that not a single person in my family even asked me how I was after Emily died. She was my dearest friend, they all knew her, but not one of them expressed sympathy.”

			A frown puckered her eyebrows and she felt rather than saw his head turning towards her as she continued.

			“I hope that I am not that kind of person.” She levered up into a sitting position. “I’m declaring to you here and now that I will do all I can to make people feel loved and valued. Nothing should get in the way of that should it? I think that’s what God wants each of us to do.”

			She looked at him briefly then turned back to the clouds. It was easier talking to them about the weighty matters on her heart than to him directly. She felt his head also turn back to the clouds. Silence reigned. Briefly. She had to tell him. Somebody! She had to get it off her chest.

			“Henry, I think I might’ve killed my father!” The words burst out of her. She closed her eyes, but a tear trickled from the corner. Hearing a rustling she looked over to see Henry had turned towards her and was propped up on his elbow, consternation and shock causing shadows in his deep blue eyes.

			“Rose what are you talking about?” he asked her quietly.

			“I was trimming his beard Henry and he moved. I got frustrated. I was talking to God, but Pa wouldn’t have known that. He would have thought I was talking about him. But he was drugged with the laudanum when I said it … ”

			“What did you say Rose?” he asked her.

			Rose began to cry. “I said, ‘Please God let there be more to life than this.’ I think it killed him Henry. I found the bottle was nearly empty when I got back. He had taken more. Maybe he’d taken more to kill himself. To not be a bother any longer. He wasn’t a bother though!” Finally getting it all out, Rose turned over, hid her face and wept.
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			Chapter Thirty-Four

			Henry was shocked at her words, but he rejected them immediately. Yes, it was true Benjamin Mounce suffered from the pain of his arthritis, but he had a deep belief in God. Henry knew the deep connection he had with Jesus, and he was absolutely convinced Ben would not have taken his own life  –  not knowingly anyway.

			Wanting to comfort Rose, Henry tentatively put his hand on her trembling back. He prayed for wisdom.

			“Rose. Rose. No. No, you are wrong. You did not kill your father any more than he intentionally took his own life. I am certain of that.”

			Rose turned her tear-streaked face towards him. Her nose streaming she fumbled in her sleeve for her handkerchief and blew it loudly. Sniffing, she raised her head and looked at him, doubt evident in her eyes.

			“How could you possibly know, Henry? You weren’t anywhere near him. You hadn’t seen him for years.”

			Well, that was true. But there had always been something different about Ben and now he believed he knew what it was.

			Henry reached out, plucked a long stem of grass, popped the white end into his mouth and chewed thoughtfully on its sweetness before replying. He couldn’t afford to mess this up, so he took his time.

			“He used to talk about his hands and how they reminded him of the goodness of God. That even when the world got all twisted up, or life threw pain and bad things his way, his hands reminded him that no matter how twisted they looked or painful they felt they could still be used to hold loved ones, feel the beauty and power of a horse, or the delicacy of a flower. They had been able to work hard and provide for his family and he could raise them to praise his heavenly Father.”

			Rose raised herself onto her elbows and listened in growing surprise as Henry continued thoughtfully.

			“You know, at the time Rose, I didn’t really understand what he meant, but it really meant something to him. I believe now he’d had a great revelation. Something just for him, so he could understand his illness and probably his faith too. And now that I’ve been through some things, I think I understand it better too.”

			Rose glanced at him shyly. Her eyes – he noticed – had softened.

			“Thank you, Henry. That makes sense. You know you’ve just reminded me. He told me about his hands as well, after you had broken things off with me. I didn’t understand it then and I’m not entirely sure I understand it now, but I do get he was trying to tell me something important.” She smiled, remembering. “You know what he said at the end, though? I was never to tell Mama what he’d said because he liked her waiting on him!” She chuckled sadly.

			“I miss him Henry. I miss Emily. Red became the only one I could have long conversations with, until I came to know the Lord.”

			She looked at him as if she were making up her mind. As though she had something to tell him. As though she had to be brave. He waited.

			“I enjoy our conversations as well Henry. I was so lonely when you went to war. I missed our hunting. I missed your company. 

			I was so scared you wouldn’t come back and then when John died … ”

			“Is that why you began seeing another man Rose?” He had to ask her. The question had burned in him for a long time and now seemed the right time to ask.

			“What on earth are you talking about Henry?”

			Thoroughly perplexed by his question, Rose pushed herself to her knees and stared down at him.

			“When I was in hospital someone sent me a letter that told me you had been seen having lunch with another man. In Hamilton. It said you were stepping out with someone else. It came from a reliable source and  … well, I wasn’t quite myself after the white feather incident and thought you must have rejected me for being a coward … ”

			Rose’s eyes widened. “I did have lunch in Hamilton once … ” She could see the relief in his eyes just before she added, “with my brother.”

			She watched the relief turn to . . . confusion?

			Rose guessed immediately. “Henry, just who was your reliable source, if I might ask?”

			She watched his face as he screwed up his eyes and tightened his mouth. Yes, she wasn’t wrong.

			“It was Molly, wasn’t it?”

			She watched him swallow hard and she shook her head, launching herself to her feet. “I can’t believe it. Molly knows my brothers just as well as you do. She spun lies – outright lies – to discredit me and break us up.”

			Anger, furious anger, threatened to overwhelm her. She started to pace, wishing she’d never made the promise to her father she wouldn’t curse again!! Oh, how she wanted to curse this wretched woman. But suddenly she stopped as the words of the Lord’s prayer filtered into her mind.

			“Forgive us our trespasses as we forgive those that trespass against us.”

			Her father was right: she had no right to want to curse her! Molly was certainly her enemy, but the way of God was to pray for her enemies, to ask for His blessing on them and to forgive them as she herself had wanted to be forgiven. Who was she to hold back such a thing? She had done absolutely nothing to earn the Father’s forgiveness, yet He had given it to her anyway.

			“Oh Lord, forgive me!” her heart cried out, and she felt the anger begin to drain away. She could work on the “forgiving Molly” bit. She could pray for God to help her and change them both.

			Oh, how it hurt that Molly would do such a thing, but Rose had long since accepted that their breakup had been a good thing. Not that she’d be telling Molly that any time soon. But she could admit it to Henry. She gave him a small smile.

			“Actually Henry, you did me a favour by breaking up with me. One day, I think I might actually have to thank Molly. Imagine! It’d be almost worth doing it just to see her face!” Glee laced her voice and danced in her eyes as she thought about it.

			Henry gaped at her. “What?”

			She waved her hand at him. “No, I mean, what she did was cruel. For that matter, the way you broke up with me was cruel too. But, well . . . look what we’ve been through and come out of. Look at the relationships we both have with our heavenly Father now. We’ve both done some stupid things. Well, to be fair, you more than me.” She watched his head come up and grinned at him cheekily. And winked.

			“But I’m in a better place for it and I think you are too. Life is going to keep throwing things at us, but we have a good firm foundation now and we aren’t going to be tossed about continually like flotsam in the sea. The biggest thing we need to make sure of is to learn from those lessons and watch God bring about good outcomes. But He does tell us to be wise, and clearly the first lesson is not to trust your sister.”

			She paused for a second wondering if her next remark would offend him, but it was out before she could take it back.

			“Henry what are we going to do about your sister? When will this hatred for me end?” She grimaced. Henry and Molly had always been very close as siblings and he had always stood up for her.

			Henry looked sober and shook his head. “I don’t know Rose. Honestly, she has changed so much since I went to war, I’m not even sure I understand her anymore. She gets these ideas in her head . . . She seems to be hiding things, but I don’t know what they are.” Henry suddenly raised a finger into the air and paused. Evidently a thought had struck him.

			“Well, I do know one of them now, obviously.”

			She could see it bothered him as greatly as it did her. She knew Molly had another secret, but it was not for her to say. Maybe after this, Henry might be a little less trusting of his beloved little sister.

			Rose wondered how Molly would cope with that.

			Henry continued, his concern for Molly evident.

			“Well, her anger towards you Rose is far deeper than I ever imagined. I’ve tried talking to her but it’s a waste of time at the moment. I think we have to just wait and see and pray.”

			Rose was pleased to hear it.

			She grinned at him again surprised at her rising affection for this man. Was it truly conceivable that after everything, she actually liked him? … that she was even entertaining the possibility … ?

			Suddenly feeling ridiculously bashful, she nibbled on her lower lip and looked at him from under her lashes. Would she ever get over being afraid to speak her mind to him about her feelings? She could be bold about everything else, but this made her feel so vulnerable.

			The longer she spent in his company, the more she yearned for it, which meant she probably still loved this man. She still had no idea if he reciprocated it, but she would trust God if they were meant to be together. She didn’t have to do any of this on her own any longer.

			But she still did not share her deep secret. She would wait and see what would happen first.

			Henry stared at the vibrant and wise person this beautiful woman had become.

			Her heart for the Lord, her willingness to admit her wrongs, to take responsibility, to trust God. All the qualities of character he now desired in a woman – but more than that – qualities he desired in a wife.

			He had hurt her terribly, but she had been willing to forgive him. She was prepared to do the same for Molly. Even after all his sister had done to her. She allowed God to speak to her heart, bringing out in her an enviable beauty, that sadly only highlighted Molly’s shortcomings in comparison. And Catherine’s. He gave a self-conscious twitch as embarrassment radiated up his back.

			“Henry, what are you staring at?” she asked, concern edging her her voice. “Do I have a smudge on my face?”

			Re-focusing, he sat up. “No.” He tilted his head. “Well, maybe just a little one …” he gave a chuckle as she started swatting at her face. He reached over and caught her hand. “Rose I’m kidding. You look fine.”

			“Oh!” She ducked her head but then sat up, quickly dipping her head to hide her reddened cheeks.

			Henry considered her again, thoughtfully. He had been wanting to tell her everything, but it had never seemed to be the right time. Now it did. It was now or never.

			Taking a deep breath, he began his side of the story, from Catherine, the horrors of the war, his misery and desolation, to meeting Jim, the badly disfigured soldier who had become his best friend, and, who, through his own despair and peace, had drawn Henry into his own relationship with Jesus.

			He felt an inward urge to be completely honest with her about Catherine, but as he was about start, he stopped. He just couldn’t do it. He couldn’t bear to see the hurt in her eyes. He didn’t want to be the cause of more hurt, so he chose not to. Not yet. He began to rationalise: there were some things he really should spare her from. Besides, it was all forgiven, behind him, done and dusted. She didn’t need to know all his sordid secrets. His shame. No, he would keep it back. He decided he knew best.

			He argued with the voice inside. No, she never needed to know how physically intimate he and Catherine had been. But he unloaded the rest.

			She listened without asking any questions, but cried with him. He could see she didn’t like hearing about Catherine, and that seemed to be a sign that he was right not to tell her everything.

			“Thank you for being honest with me Henry. That means so much,” she whispered to him. He squirmed at her words.

			He showed her the coin he still carried. She leaned forward and took it from him, and he watched as she rubbed her thumb over the words he’d worn almost smooth, feeling something special about it still. It may have been intended as just a good luck charm, but it was so much more than that.

			“It’s such an amazing prayer isn’t it. I’m glad you had this. It must’ve given you such strength and hope.”

			He nodded. Perhaps he might tell her someday that he had tucked the coin away when he was with Catherine, because the words had made God so real that he’d wanted to hide from Him.

			He wondered, and not for the first time, where he would be now if Catherine hadn’t dumped him, and he had a funny feeling he would be on a different road entirely. He’d made some poor choices and blamed God for his misery. He’d been angry at God, but, then again, God obviously hadn’t been bothered by that either.

			With hindsight, he'd come to see that praying that prayer over and over had definitely saved him from the road he had unwittingly chosen. God knew him better than he had ever imagined. God had heard him. He was so thankful.

			That night Henry lay in bed and stared at the ceiling. 
He couldn’t stop thinking about what Rose had told him and he was still stunned by her gratitude to God that they had broken up.

			It was more than unexpected. It was a miracle.

			Pushing back the blankets, Henry dropped to his knees on the hard floor and from the bottom of his heart thanked this loving God for turning a really messy situation into something good. For not giving up on him, but turning his life around.

			He picked up his Bible and turned the pages to find Romans 8 then ran his finger down the page till it rested on verse 28. “For You make all things work together for good to those that are called by Your Name.”

			“All things! Yes, you do Lord! Yes, you do.” Henry whispered in awe. He was seeing for himself the goodness of the Lord right here, right now. Just as Joseph had seen it in the Bible story. God had protected Joseph when his brothers had sold him into slavery. God had a plan then and He had a plan now.

			Henry remembered the verse in the Book of Genesis that recorded what Joseph had said to his brothers when they were reunited many years later, “What you intended for harm, God intended only for good.” And he forgave them, just as Rose had forgiven him.

			“You truly are the same God yesterday, today and forever. Thank you,” he breathed.

			Tell her.

			The whisper came again. A little softer this time. Tell her.

			What would be the point Lord in telling her? He argued in his heart.

			Trust me. Tell her.

			Henry hesitated, wrestling with himself. "Okay I will. I promise. Soon."

			He slipped back into his bed.

			"Soon, Lord, soon," he muttered as the flush of shame covered him again.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Chapter Thirty-Five

			After eight driving lessons Rose gave Henry a pass mark, although she withheld the information that he had of course passed on his first lesson – and definitely by his third. But there was no way on God’s green earth that she would possibly admit to him that she looked forward so much to these “lessons” that she didn’t want them to end.

			Not surprisingly they had quickly become outings not lessons, not aimless drives in the country, but trips along remote tracks, hiking in the bush and adventures to other places. They never left home without throwing in sturdy walking shoes, a packed lunch and a good-sized bottle of water, along with a picnic rug.

			Actually, now that she thought about it, she realised it was strange that Henry had not questioned the fact either. He’d just kept paying the money and nodding when she told him he needed another lesson.

			She frowned. Could Henry be feeling the same?

			Rose wanted all the adventures – and the good company – to go on endlessly. But she couldn't in all good conscience take any more money from him. It really was time to stop the lessons.

			“Henry,” she announced seriously after they arrived back in the yard and parked the car, “I would like to present you with your certificate of completion from my driving school. You have passed with excellence and are no longer in need of further tutoring.”

			Holding back a laugh as he formally shook her hand, she handed him the certificate she had stayed up all night making, using her fountain pen to carefully form her calligraphy.

			Henry examined the writing closely. “You made this Rose?”

			“Yes. Took me all night and three attempts, but I got there in the end.”

			Rose looked at the certificate and wondered if she’d blundered badly. Was this going to mean the end of everything again?

			Henry being Henry, Rose believed that now he’d got what he’d wanted all along, he would be on his merry way again. She looked down at her feet and braced herself to hear the words that would break her heart again.

			Henry cleared his throat. “Rose, can I keep seeing you? I don’t want our time together to end.”

			Rose quickly masked her surprise before it showed on her face. Oh, how much she had wanted to hear those words. She’d spent hours searching her heart before coming to her conclusion in the small hours: she still loved him. Really loved him.

			No, this was more than she had dared to hope. She wanted to leap for joy, shout from the hilltops but she quickly smothered that too. She was scared. She was certain he would dump her again – once he knew the truth.

			Right now, she could not allow him to see her true feelings. Not yet. Although honestly, he’d have to be an idiot if he couldn’t tell. And if he couldn’t, then he must be blind. Not the first time she had come to that view.

			“Oh, I don’t know Henry … ” she began, then her voice drifted off as she looked away.

			“Rose, I promise I’m not going to hurt you again – not like that anyway … ”

			Her head came up and she quirked an eyebrow at him. She noticed then how tired he looked but said nothing. He was a busy farmer after all.

			He gave a wry smile. “Rose, I am not a perfect man and  … ”

			“Oh really?” she teased, interrupting him again. “And here I thought . . .”

			“Any chance you could let me finish?” he frowned at her.

			Feigning contrition she clasped her hands together and stared down at her feet. She listened to him heave a frustrated sigh and grinned at her toes. But there was only silence. After a moment she glanced up and was surprised to see him brush a tear from his cheek.

			“Henry?” she asked softly, concerned.

			“No Rose, I’m the one who is sorry, far more sorry than you will ever know! The hurt I caused you; I never want to do that again, but I may hurt you again some other way. I … ”

			Rose leaned forward and took his hands, cutting off his words as she squeezed his fingers tightly.

			“It’s OK Henry. I understand that too. And I may do the same to you. Let’s leave it at that, shall we?”

			She tilted her head as she looked him in the eye. She expected him to nod but he didn’t. She wondered what was coming.

			He began to change the grip of their hands so that he held hers, but instead he released them, gave a quick cough and cleared his throat. But his voice only emerged in a hoarse whisper.

			“I can’t Rose. I have more to tell you. . .”

			He hung his head. The shame that he had not made a clean breast of it earlier weighed heavily on him, and he knew he had to tell her everything now.

			He hadn’t been able to sleep. He was even struggling to eat. He didn’t want to hurt her and he was terrified he would, but the words from Romans wouldn’t leave him alone and ran through his head even now.

			“All things work together for good to those who love Him and are partnered with Him. ”

			Those first two words he chose to believe – all things.

			You said it Lord and I’m choosing to believe it, he silently prayed.

			He looked up at her again. She was waiting, watching him. He felt so unnerved.

			This time he told her everything, apologising for wanting to keep it from her.

			After he had finished, he hung his head again. But he felt free. So relieved. Now there was nothing between them.

			Gathering his courage, he looked back up at her. Yes, there were tears in her eyes, but nothing more. She said nothing, so he gathered more of his courage still and decided to keep talking.

			Since God said “all things” well, then, he would give it everything. Maybe she would reject him, and he knew, if she did, he would be the loser, but he also knew the long-held fear of his secret and his shame were now gone.

			Reaching for her hands, he picked them up each one and held them loosely, encouraged that she didn’t try to pull them away. For now. What he really wanted to do was pull her close, but he needed to tell her the other things on his heart first. He gave her a tentative smile.

			“Rose, I’ve really enjoyed our time together. Our discussions. I feel we understand each other and  … well I love your relationship with God. It’s changed you and you’re so honest about it. I love how you will trust God over me! It’s a relief, but it also challenges me. It makes me want to do the same. And be better.

			“When I was given the coin, it was like a talisman. A good-luck charm. Honestly, I dunno if I’d ever have thought about praying if I hadn’t had it, but when I prayed that prayer out there, I felt different. I felt that I could cope. There was power in those words, Rose.

			“That coin has become the most precious thing I’ve ever owned and, well, eventually, because of it, I found that God was real. You are like that coin to me Rose. After God, you, Rose are the most precious thing to me. You keep me relating to God, seeing the truth about myself and being honest and I don’t want to lose that … ” His voice trailed off before he quietly added, “Ever.”

			She stared at him blankly, unable to fully comprehend what he was saying. Then he saw it hit home as her mouth opened with shock – until she snapped it shut with an audible clunk. He chuckled inwardly.

			Although, his next words seemed to have the same effect.

			“Rose I love you. I love who you have become. I love the quiet strength in you and the feistiness and your desire for adventure. 
I love your sense of humour and your rambunctious laugh. But,” he looked down at his feet briefly then met her eyes again, “I especially love your faith and your relationship with Jesus. It’s beautiful. You are beautiful … ”

			Rose’s heart had reeled when she learned Henry had been intimate with another woman, and her mind had already begun to consider the implications.

			Did Henry have a child already? Did he even know if he did? Would the woman come seeking Henry at some point? If there was a child, would it come looking for its father…?

			Wait. What?!

			Her mind began to catch up with what he had just said, and her mouth dropped open, again. Realising an open mouth was not lady-like she shut it – audibly. Until his next words hit her.

			He loved her? She was beautiful?

			Her lips parted again, to form three words.

			“You love me?” she whispered in wonder.

			His eyes began to twinkle.

			He leant forward. “Yes, Rose I love you. I really, really love you,” he whispered back with a gentle smile.

			He loved her! Her.

			She thought back to their first attempt at a relationship. He had been very sweet, but marriage had been her object and she was so desperate to be married she thought she could do it without love. Now she could only marvel.

			What would have become of them had they married back then without the spiritual and character growth they had now. They hadn’t even known who they were. She had been willing to enter a loveless marriage because she honestly thought being a wife and mother would be all she needed. Oh, how awful that would have been for both of them!

			She was now so glad! So very glad! Everything was different, because this declaration was far, far better than just “I love you.”

			God in His mercy was creating something very beautiful out of the ashes. That is, until she told him her secret. Fear and nerves billowed in her belly like a sail in a storm.

			“Rose will you marry me?”

			Marriage! Henry’s quiet words sent hope burgeoning in her but it also undid her. She pulled her hands from his.

			Be brave, her heart said, Be brave. Picturing the little sign in her room and the words in the Bible, “Trust in the Lord” she breathed out hard and sent a silent plea to heaven.

			“Henry, before I give you my answer I have something to tell you too.”

			Unable to look at him, she took a deep breath and placed her hands over her stomach to try and calm the storm that was threatening to swamp her. But she had to. This was it.

			Softly and hesitantly, she told him her own secret. It could decide their future together. Her hands twisted nervously in her skirt.

			When she finished, she waited, her head still down. Her belly had calmed completely but she braced herself for his proposal to be withdrawn. Surely it would be. But they had to be honest with each other if they were to trust each other. And he had been very honest with her. More honest than she’d ever wanted to hear. She was certain her secret would be as difficult for him.

			“Rose,” Henry began, then fell silent.

			She waited. She knew he wanted children. It had been something they’d talked about in one of their many conversations.

			She lifted her head as he bowed his and his eyes closed.

			He was praying, she was sure. He was definitely a changed man.

			She closed her eyes and did the same, silently asking for wisdom for both of them and the right direction. She was determined to trust God. Whatever the outcome, He knew best. He had a good plan. He knew her deepest desires. He loved her. He loved Henry. He was a good God – she knew that now.

			So, she waited quietly. She would not push or explain or argue.

			But she would not settle again for second best.

			Finally, his head came up and a gentle smile played around his mouth. He reached for her hands and clasped his around hers, drawing her to him.

			“Rose, I believe we are meant to be together. God is good. He knows the desires of our hearts, and I believe He does have a plan for us.”

			As he spoke, his voice strengthened and steadied, and her burgeoning hope blossomed as he echoed her very thoughts as well. She smiled back.

			“Rose, please say you will be my wife. I will love and cherish you forever.”

			Large hot tears welled up in her eyes and this time spilled over. Was this real? Had her imagination run amok? Had he truly proposed and declared his love for her, even knowing what he did now?

			“Pinch me Henry,” she whispered, “I can’t believe this is happening.”

			He did better. He pulled her into his arms instead and claimed her lips as a sigh of wonder escaped.

			When he released her, he rested his forehead against hers and her answer drifted out on another sigh.

			“Yes, Henry my love, I would be honoured to be your wife.”

			Wonder and awe suffused her.

			Because of God, because of His great mercy, there was a future and a hope for her in the land of the living after all. She would not be an outcast without a home or family of her own.

			No, she was loved. Greatly loved.
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			Where there is hope, there is life.

			But when that hope is unrealised . . . then what?

			Continue the story of Rose, Henry and Molly in the second book of the Coin Trilogy.

			Although happily married Rose and Henry find their faith and love challenged once again when Rose cannot carry a baby to full-term. Yet even after multiple disappointments they both still want a family and adoption becomes the best option. But when even that appears to be unattainable, Rose struggles with hopelessness and past hurts rear up again – stronger than ever. Now she is faced with choosing the truth again if she is ever to hold on to love.

			Molly, angry and disappointed that Henry and Rose have found happiness with each other revels in Rose’s pain and blames her for Henry’s sadness. Her anger is further kindled as Henry distances himself from her. Desperately unhappy, she wants to hurt Rose. When an opportunity to do so presents itself she grabs it, but it has dire consequences.

			When Sean Taylor is finally released from prison, he discovers his old friend Lav Devcich has a job for him. One he doesn’t want. Out of loyalty, he cannot refuse. But how can he keep the promises he’s made if he goes along with Lav’s plans? Can he possibly get back to the life he yearns for if he does?

			This is a story of choices. Choices that will determine life or death. Choices that can be made because of hope. Hope in the One who is the giver of Life.
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