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SETTING AND NARRATIVE VIEWPOINT 
 

Place: ‘Loomis’, a fictionalised version of Henderson, a small rural town twelve miles or 
so northwest of Auckland on the upper Waitemata Harbour.  
 
Time: from summer in late 1933 to winter around the middle of 1934, in the depths of 
the Great Depression. 
 
Viewpoint: third person narrative centring mainly on Colin Potter, but with occasional 
digressions to Herbert Muskie.  
 

CHARACTERS 
 

[Notes:  
Characters are listed alphabetically by the given name, family name, or nickname by 
which they are most frequently known to the author or other characters. The exceptions 
are generic family terms such as ‘Mum’ or ‘Grandpa’ which, along with alternative 
names and nicknames, are provided in brackets. The titles ‘Mr’, ‘Mrs’ And ‘Miss’ are 
given when the narrative viewpoint belongs to children, who would employ such terms 
for adults. Where only one name is recorded for a character, it is because others have not 
been provided in the text. Unnamed minor characters are listed by their major identifying 
feature, usually occupation.]  
 
Austin Rice. Leader of a gang of tough school bullies. 
 
Banks. Minor. Member of Austin Rice’s gang. 
 
Barrowclough, Howard (‘Dr Chuckles’). Minor; dead. A professional entertainer who 
was Bette Muskie’s former husband, and father of Verna.  
 
Bette Muskie, formerly Barrowclough. Wife of Herbert Muskie, mother of Verna. She 
is decoratively pretty with yellow curls, large blue eyes, a powdered face and red lips. 
Wears frilly clothes, bangles and cheap jewellery. Formerly a professional entertainer 
with her late husband Howard, she accompanies herself on the piano while singing 
sentimental songs in a pleasant if sometimes off-key voice. She is good-natured but an 
emotional lightweight and a bit of a snob. She has married Herbert Muskie for financial 



security, believing she will be able to dominate him. In the event, she and Verna are 
increasingly terrorised by his sadistic games. 
 
Betty Simpson. Minor. Schoolgirl who bullies Verna.  
 
Burgess, Miss. Minor. Disagreeable teacher at Colin Potter’s school.  
 
Clyde Muskie. Herbert Muskie’s older brother. A weak, ineffectual man who runs the 
family sawmill at a loss until Herbert closes it down.  
 
Colin (‘Pottsie’) Potter. Central. Aged around twelve, he is the son of Laurie and 
Maisie, and the boyfriend of Verna Barrowclough. Skinny and with crooked teeth, he 
weighs seven stone, and is perpetually hungry. He is forced by Herbert Muskie to be his 
unwilling accomplice in crime, and sees Verna and her mother, along with the members 
of his own family, progressively falling thrall to Herbert’s schemes. He is at first 
reluctant to associate with the social outsider Verna, but becomes increasingly attracted 
to the girl, and protective towards her. His attitude to other central characters is also 
altered as the story progresses. He initially perceives the fat man as a nightmare 
bogeyman, but eventually develops some empathy for him as the still traumatised victim 
of childhood bullying. At the same time, Colin’s original hero worship of his father 
Laurie is diminished by learning about the leading role he played in the tormenting of the 
young Muskie.  
 
Dora née Muskie. One of Herbert Muskie’s sisters. They are tall, hard women who have 
neglected their equally disagreeable mother for years, but arrive to declare their love for 
the old woman now that Herbert has returned home and gained control of her property. 
 
Dreaver, Constable Bill. Minor. Loomis policeman.  
 
Flynn. Minor; off-stage. Shotgun-wielding owner of an orchard near the Potters’.  
 
Garvey, Mr. The insensitive principal of Colin Potter’s primary school.  
 
Herbert (Herbie; ‘the fat man’) Muskie. Central. Probably in his early thirties, the son 
of old Mrs Muskie, husband of Bette and stepfather to Verna. He weighs 18 stone, but 
despite his fatness is strong and agile. He has a balding scalp and a sinister, worm-like 
scar beside his mouth. His superficially genial veneer scarcely masks his underlying 
viciousness. He left Loomis in 1920, went to Detroit, became involved in running illicit 
alcohol into the States from Canada, and claims to have murdered at least one man. He 
now continues his life of crime as a burglar in Auckland, while slowly weaving a sadistic 
web around all those who persecuted him, or failed to protect him, when he was the fat 
boy at school. His complex personality has a number of different facets, some 
complementary, some contradictory, between which he can oscillate rapidly. He is 
perceived by the young Colin Potter as the nightmare personification of pure evil, 
emerging into the everyday world as though come up dripping slime from one of the deep 
Loomis pools. In another more realistic aspect, he is a serious professional crook, but one 



who also takes pleasure in play-acting the gangster role to impress others. At a deeper, 
psychological level, he is a dangerous, emotionally scarred adult, using his newly 
acquired wealth and interpersonal manipulative skills to damage others as he has been 
damaged. Throughout these various sinister personae, there are glimpses of a rather 
prissy, obsessively clean neurotic, who has a love-hate relationship with the mother 
whose moral strictures he regularly quotes. Underlying all the masks lies the open 
psychic wound of a traumatised child, his life made hell by school bullies, his only 
experience of love and beauty gained from the glow of a stained glass window in his 
family home. He is a classic example of a victim turned villain. 
 
‘Itchy’ Edgar, Mr. Colin’s form master, who formerly taught his parents and Herbert 
Muskie. Remembered by Herbert for his vicious use of the strap, and for abetting the 
school bullies in their persecution of the class fat boy.  
 
Jean Macnamee. Minor. Tough schoolgirl who bullies Verna.  
 
Laurie (‘Pottsie’; Dad) Potter. Colin’s father. A carpenter looking for part-time work 
during the Great Depression, who also used to be an amateur boxing champion. Initially 
he appears as a fun-loving Dad, who enjoys playing rambunctious cowboy games and 
sparring with the son who hero worships him. However, he is slowly sucked into the 
world of Herbert Muskie, whom he admires for his worldly success and depends upon for 
his wages, not realising that Muskie is out to destroy him and take his wife. As Colin 
learns more about his father’s former persecution of the fat boy at school, he shrinks in 
his son’s mind from being a hero into something morally small and dark.  
 
Maisie (‘Poultice’; Mum) Potter, née Poulter. Laurie’s wife and Colin’s mother. 
Pretty, practical and academically bright, she is a conscientious and thrifty housewife, 
replete with adages like ‘hard food for hard times’. She is deeply attached to her husband 
and son, but conceals it under a rather bad-tempered manner. She is more suspicious than 
Laurie of Herbert Muskie, but partially succumbs to the temptations with which he 
attempts to ensnare her. She had contributed to the fat boy’s humiliation at school, so is 
now included in his plans to get even with his former persecutors.  
 
Miller. Minor. Member of Austin Rice’s gang of school bullies.  
 
Muskie, Mrs (‘Mrs Mustpee’). Herbert’s elderly mother. A physically and socially 
unpleasant old widow, the owner of a sawmill and other buildings around Loomis, who 
occupies a large, neglected house and property beside a creek on Millbrook Road. 
Although mean, autocratic, malicious and smelly, she is surrounded by an aura of pathos 
which commands a degree of pity. Every day she used to put on an old-fashioned hat and 
trudge into town to wait at the railway station for the train which might bring back 
Herbie, the only one of her children she cares for, and who has been gone for 13 years. 
When he does eventually return, however, she is subjected by him to a regime of 
emotional torture that slowly transforms her crankiness into madness. After her 
unexplained death, Herbert’s grief appears genuine, but Verna and Colin are convinced 
he killed her.  



 
Nancy Rice. Tough schoolgirl, sister of the equally unpleasant Austin, who bullies 
Verna.  
 
Olive, née Muskie. One of Herbert Muskie’s disagreeable sisters - see Dora above.  
 
Potter, Harry (Grandpa). Colin Potter’s elderly grandfather. Has a skinny throat, hairy 
ears and knotted hands. Proprietor of Bellevue House, a boarding house previously called 
the Great Western Hotel before Loomis went dry. He was formerly a drain layer and is a 
good, all-round handyman. An affable old buffer, he is nostalgic for the ‘good times’ of 
the old days, totally unsuspicious of Herbert Muskie, and happy to become his sidekick.  
 
Potter, Mrs (Grandma). Colin’s grandmother. Although sometimes rather sour, 
impatient and bossy, she has the great merit for Colin of serving up substantial Sunday 
dinners. She is the only member of the family who is neither cowed nor won over by 
Herbert Muskie.  
 
Ron. A shady, cross-eyed character who buys Laurie’s boxing trophies from Maisie near 
the start of the novel, and later becomes Muskie’s partner in burglary. 
 
Sargent, Mrs. Minor; off-stage. The Potters’ next door neighbour, who tells them the 
touching story of the reunion Herbert Muskie staged with his mother at the railway 
station.  
 
Verna Barrowclough. The 12-year-old daughter of Bette Muskie and Howard 
Barrowclough, now the stepdaughter of Herbert Muskie whom she fears and loathes. She 
is pretty, thin and knobbly, and is sharp in both appearance and manner. She would have 
attractive curls, but they are twice cut off. Bullied by the tough girls at school, she at first 
fights back, but is smart enough to learn how to be left alone. She agrees to become 
Colin’s girlfriend, and the two form a defensive alliance against Muskie, whose true 
nature and machinations they perceive more clearly than do his adult victims. 
 
Animals  
 
Insects. Wetas live in the Potters’ outside lavatory and frighten Colin, though not nearly 
as much as Herbert Muskie does.  



 
SUMMARY 

 
Chapter One: Chocolate  
 
It is the summer holidays at the end of 1933, during the depths of the Great Depression. 
When Colin Potter’s carpenter father had regular work, the family ate well, but now the 
boy is perpetually hungry, living on a monotonous and meagre diet, including the loathed 
sago pudding, washed down with what his mother refers to as ‘Adam’s ale’. One 
afternoon, he heads off for town through Flynn’s orchard and a swamp, intending to visit 
his paternal grandmother who always has a supply of food. For some reason he does not 
understand, he turns up at the main Loomis creek rather than going down the path in the 
other direction that would take him into town. He goes through a gorge that seems cut off 
from the outside world, towards a deep and slightly sinister pool and the nearby hut 
where he used to play when younger. Much later, his mother is to say he was drawn there 
by the presence of Herbert Muskie, since evil attracts people to it like a magnet.  
 
Coming to the pool, he is confronted by the grotesque sight of an enormous, naked man 
with a bald scalp, chest hair plastered down like slime, and a behind which gleams like an 
eel’s belly. He is soaping himself thoroughly, sporting in the creek, and blowing water 
from his lips like a draught horse peeing. Colin slips past him to his hut, of which the 
man has apparently taken possession. The boy rifles through his uninvited tenant’s 
meticulously tidy belongings (the man is obviously not just an ordinary swagger) and 
discovers a tool kit, including a midget crowbar, that strongly suggests he is a 
professional burglar. Colin has a brief fantasy about helping Constable Dreaver to capture 
the villain, but becomes even more interested in a penny bar of chocolate. He loves 
chocolate and it is a long time since he has had any, so he takes a bite, justifying himself 
by regarding the chocolate as rent for his hut.  
 
The fat man comes up quietly from the creek in his underpants and sees what Colin is up 
to. He is even fonder of chocolate than Colin, but being someone who always thinks 
before he acts, he controls his impulse to roar and charge. Instead, he stands still and 
menaces the boy in a phoney American voice: “Say your prayers, kid”. A scar at the 
corner of his mouth gives him a lopsided grin, but his eyes are angry. To the terrified boy, 
he is like something that has rushed out from the back of a cave, and is looking at what it 
has caught.  
 
The man then adopts another persona, however. Looking at the despoiled chocolate, he 
comes out with the adage Colin’s mother also uses: “waste not, want not”. He had been 
looking forward to the chocolate for pudding that night, but since Colin’s germs are now 
on it, the boy had better eat what remains. Colin’s reluctance to obey is increased 
considerably when the fat man deposits a large gob of spit on the chocolate, but forces 
himself to swallow it when the fat man opens a cut-throat razor: “Eat up, kid. Be a good 
boy”.  
 
The newcomer then asks Colin questions about himself, working out from the name 



Potter that he is the grandson of the man who owns ‘the pub with no beer’. He goes on to 
deduce, with a blink, that the boy’s father must be Laurie (‘Pottsie’) Potter, who used to 
be ‘good with his dukes’, specialising in a left hook right cross combination. He also 
learns from Colin that his mother was Maisie (‘Poultice’) Poulter, and remarks: “The 
tough guy gets the pretty girl”.  
 
Colin attempts to escape, but the fat man belts him and ties his thumbs together. He 
proceeds to groom himself meticulously and dresses in a tie and jacket, completing his 
outfit with a hat which he adjusts to make himself look like a gangster. Throughout, he 
directs a flow of moral precepts and orders at Colin about keeping clean, dressing well, 
being polite to adults and the like, which make him sound more like a prim, authoritarian 
mother figure than a gangster. The sobbing Colin just wants to get away and hide in his 
bedroom, realising all his father’s talk about standing up to people and punching clean is 
nonsense when you are faced with someone bigger and faster than you, someone who can 
make your skin go cold by looking at you. When untied and sent down to the creek to 
wash his tear and chocolate smeared face, he has a realistic opportunity to escape, but is 
so paralysed by fear he dares not make a break for it. Meanwhile, the man has been 
thinking, and now tells Colin to come with him, as the two of them have a job to do. 
Throughout the whole scene, he has been getting considerable pleasure out of the boy’s 
tears. 
 
Chapter Two: Sovereigns 
 
The narrative pauses to give some background information about Loomis and its 
wealthiest family, the Muskies. Loomis in the 1930s is a small country town about twelve 
miles from Auckland, with one main street called Station Road, a town hall, a closed jam 
factory, a dozen shops, five churches and a failing sawmill. The Great North Road from 
Auckland is on its east flank, and on the other side unsealed roads lead over the hills to 
the black beaches on the west coast, which Colin has never visited as his father has no 
car. On the Waitemata harbour side of the town, the farms are split up by mangrove 
creeks, while inland there are hills and fresh water creeks like the one where Colin meets 
the fat man. Most of the inhabitants are broke, the men on relief, and many of the 
businesses closed down.  
 
The Muskies used to be the wealthiest and most important family in town, most of which 
they owned, but now they might be as poor as everyone else, and there are only two left - 
the unpopular and ineffectual Clyde, who mismanages the family sawmill, and old Mrs 
Muskie. The father is dead, the four married daughters never visit their mother, and the 
youngest son Herbert, who is only vaguely remembered as a fat boy at school, left town 
thirteen years earlier, perhaps not wanting to face the servicemen returning from the 
Great War in which he himself did not fight.  
 
Mrs Muskie is a large, fat, unhealthy-looking, smelly old recluse, whom scarcely 
anybody talks to, and whom even the children have given up tormenting. She lives alone 
in Loomis’s largest home - a twelve-room, two-storied house on Millbrook Road, which 
has now become neglected and run down, perhaps because of the old woman’s poverty, 



perhaps because of her miserliness. Wearing worn-out clothes and a mildewed, out-of-
date Merry Widow hat, the old woman wheezes her way into town each day at half past 
two to do her meagre shopping, then sit for a while on the railway station platform until 
the Auckland train has come and gone. You could set your watch by Mrs Muskie - if you 
had one.  
 
The narrative now resumes, as the fat man asks Colin the time of the train that whistled 
during the chocolate incident. When the boy tells him it was the 2.10, he makes sure 
Colin has got the time right: “We don’t want no mistakes”. He then quizzes Colin about 
the disciplinarian martinet ‘Itchy’ Edgar, who used to teach the fat man as a boy, and is 
still form master for Standards Five and Six. The teacher used to strap him every day for 
allegedly ‘making an odour’ in class, though probably knowing the real culprits were 
Pottsie and his mates, with whom Edgar was sharing a cruel game at the fat boy’s 
expense. The man feigns delight in discovering that nothing has changed at Loomis 
school since his day “It makes you feel like home” - and reveals that the teacher and 
Colin’s father made him blubber every day of the school year. He says it is good to have 
a blubber in the class, asks if Colin and his friends play similar games with the current fat 
boy, expresses disappointment when the boy says they don’t have one, and says Colin 
himself would make a good one. The boy tries to rebel by threatening what Dad would do 
if he were there now, boasting of the Auckland welterweight championship he had won. 
The fat man replies that while Pottsie was dancing around the ring, poking out his left, he 
himself was running hootch across a frozen lake between Canada and Detroit, and had 
once dropped a man in chains through the ice. Colin’s father wouldn’t stand a chance 
against him – but he is welcome to fetch him if he wants to. The snivelling boy declines 
the invitation, and is congratulated for wanting to keep his old man in one piece.  
 
Now it’s time to be on the move from the hut, although the man won’t tell Colin where 
they are going. The boy desperately wants to run away, but feels he is held by an 
invisible rope. He is terrified and cannot think. The fat man has come out from the 
ground as though he has been buried for years waiting for something to wake him, or 
come up from the deep pools of the creek, dripping with slime.  
 
They go along through the undergrowth beside the creek till they reach the bridge leading 
from Millbrook Road to the outskirts of town. Mrs Muskie is seen making her way across 
the bridge like a slow, black beetle, and the man gets Colin to describe what she will do 
in town. He shows particular interest in her daily wait on the station platform for the 
Auckland train, a wait which some people say is for her daughters, but Maisie Potter 
thinks is for her long-missing youngest son.  
 
Once the old woman is gone, Colin is told they are now going to pay a visit to the Muskie 
house. They cross the creek, which Colin slips into at one point, and arrive at the back of 
the Muskie property. The creek and its bank have been used by Mrs Muskie down the 
years as a rubbish dump, which is now infested with rats and smells unpleasantly of rot. 
The fastidious fat man holds a handkerchief to his nose and says he hates smells. When 
Colin defends Mrs Muskie on account of her age, the man says there shouldn’t be old 
people – “they should lie down and die”. 



 
They go up to the house through a jungle of blackberries, brambles and thistles. As the 
sinister worm writhes threateningly in his cheek, the man forces the reluctant Colin to 
climb up a tree and get into the house through an open upstairs window. He goes through 
a neglected bedroom, and opens a door onto a landing, where he is awestruck by the 
beauty of a rainbow-coloured stained glass window. Its lilies, roses, hills and the sun are 
picked out in red, blue, yellow and green. Going downstairs, he manages to open a 
window and let the nightmare figure of the fat man into the dust and cobwebs of the 
house, which apparently he intends to rob.  
 
Halfway up the stairs, the man pauses in front of the stained glass window, which has a 
magnificent rose at its centre, and reverently removes his hat, his face banded with 
colour. He tells the boy that you never forget a thing like that. You could be in a room ten 
thousand miles away, and the memory could come back and make you cry.  
 
He then dismisses his own sentimentality, and goes into the bedroom where Colin had 
broken in, and where the man claims the old woman’s jewels are hidden. He sneers at the 
dilapidated room, wondering aloud how people can live like this: “I would have said an 
old lady would be clean. This must’ve been a nice house once. Look how she’s let it go”. 
He plays games with Colin, forcing him to search the room, and promising he can have 
anything valuable he finds, while obviously knowing where the real hiding place is. After 
the boy gives up, the man stands up from the commode on which he has been sitting, and 
reveals a chamber pot inside it filled with jewels. He dismisses most of these as glass, but 
burrows down to retrieve a tobacco tin filled with golden sovereigns, which he stows in 
his rucksack. He has got what he came for.  
 
They return the way they came along the creek to the pool where they first met. Colin is 
now allowed to go home, but only after he has been warned not to mention their meeting 
to anyone. If the boy even whispers about him, the fat man will come for him. To bind 
them further in complicity, the man forces a shilling on Colin as payment for being an 
accomplice in the crime they jointly committed: if the man is caught, the boy will go to 
prison with him. As a final warning, the fat man gives him a ‘Chinese burn’, painfully 
twisting the skin on his arm, as Pottsie used to do to the school fat boy – “And I can do 
much worse”. Colin runs home, desperately wanting to throw the shilling from him, but 
not daring to.  
 
Chapter Three: Memories or Cash 
 
Herbert Muskie has taken up residence in Colin Potter’s mind. Although he can be kept at 
bay by daily distractions and the passage of time, he continues to haunt the boy with 
memories of his razor, his terrible speed, the strength in his hand, the writhing scar in his 
cheek, the angry eyes, and his unnerving monologues. Colin tries unsuccessfully to give 
his guiltily earned shilling to his mother, then spends it on the movies, which are ruined 
by the imagined presence of the fat man. If he had known the man’s name was Herbert 
Muskie at that time, his shame about helping to steal Mrs Muskie’s sovereigns would 
probably have been even greater.  



 
He plies his mother with questions about what he has learned about the old days from his 
tormentor, pretending he got the information from his forgetful grandfather, but only 
gleans that she doesn’t like her school nickname ‘Poultice’, thinks there are better things 
in life than being ‘tough’, and never watched her husband boxing as she disapproves of 
men punching one another. For his part, although Colin admires his father’s boxing 
prowess, he secretly doesn’t really enjoy the sparring sessions they sometimes have, as he 
doesn’t like getting hurt. Throughout their conversation, Mum alternates between smiling 
and snapping at him, as she does with her husband, as though she cannot bring herself to 
show how much she loves them.  
 
The talk of boxing leads Colin to remember the day when Dad had been away earning 
relief money at a work camp, and an unsavoury, cross-eyed trader had come round in his 
absence and offered to buy all Laurie’s boxing cups. Despite Colin’s shocked protests, 
and despite Maisie’s obvious loathing of the dealer, she agrees with his glib maxim that 
cash is better than memories, and sells her husband’s treasures. Laurie was deeply hurt at 
the time, but the cups are no longer mentioned. The cash is now all spent and they still 
have to eat bread pudding for breakfast. The only solid thing they got out of the sale was 
a second-hand bike Laurie now uses to follow the Muskie timber truck with his tool kit, 
in the hope of picking up casual work.  
 
During their conversation, Colin’s mother detects there is something troubling the boy, 
but doesn’t know it is his obsession with the fat man, and his fear that his father would be 
no match for the latter’s razor. Colin then joins Dad out in the garden, and continues to 
drop casual questions linking back to the fat man as he had with his mother. In particular, 
he wants to know about bullying during his parents’ school days, but Dad only responds 
that anyone can learn to fight. They go into the combined kitchen/living room for tea, 
after which Colin and his father enjoy a Western gun fight like the ones they have seen at 
the movies. Sherriff Colin and Black Jack Laurie drawl appropriate cowboy taunts and 
shoot it out with clothes peg pistols. Dad particularly enjoys staging prolonged death 
scenes around the kitchen, enhanced by a handful of tomato sauce and dramatic dialogue: 
“Bury me deep and don’t put no flowers on my grave”. Maisie clucks in annoyance over 
every part of the horseplay, from the bad grammar to the waste of good sauce. Later, 
however, Colin hears them from his bedroom companionably laughing and kissing. He 
personally does not share their sense of security, as he seems to hear the breathing of the 
fat man close to him in the darkness, and contrasts the very real danger he represents with 
make-believe Hollywood violence.  
 
That night, Herbert Muskie robs a house in Auckland and gets away with enough jewels 
to give up burglary and set himself up in a small business – but men like him can never 
rest. 
 
As the year comes to an end, Colin avoids all the places associated with the fat man, 
preferring to swim in the more distant Cascade Park than the pool where he met him, and 
walking very fast past the Muskie house if he has to go there. Seen from the outside, the 
beautiful stained glass window is almost colourless, and its central rose looks like a 



cabbage: it is hard to believe it could shine the way it had. He constantly expects to hear 
an uproar around town about the theft of the old woman’s sovereigns, but she continues 
her daily walks to and from the station in her musty old clothes as though nothing has 
happened. This silence about the theft is spooky, even sinister. He wonders if she has set 
a trap, and keeps as far away from her as possible.  
 
The weeks pass. One morning, Colin is having breakfast with Grandma at Bellevue 
house, and asks her guarded questions about Mrs Muskie’s reputed wealth, and the 
possibility of it being stolen. Grandma remembers Empire Day at Cascade Park many 
years ago, when Mrs Muskie’s now mildewed hat was new, and she had been surrounded 
by pretty daughters. Herbert Muskie had nearly been drowned that day, when Laurie and 
his mates dragged him under the water by his legs. Mrs Muskie also fell in the water, and 
the famous hat floated away to be rescued by Laurie.  
 
Colin takes a cup of tea up to his Grandfather Harry, a former drain layer and skilled all-
round handyman, who keeps the boarding house in good running order for when the good 
times return and it will once more be filled with guests. Colin again steers the 
conversation to the Muskie house, in order to find out whether Grandpa has seen the 
stained glass window. He is then sent home with an invitation to his family to come for a 
Sunday dinner (mutton, not lamb) which he spends the intervening time thinking about. 
He also still thinks constantly about the fat man, who sits in his mind like a blowfly, 
forcing him to stay at home near the safety of his parents.  
 
Sunday arrives, and Colin discovers the fat man drinking tea in the kitchen of Bellevue 
House. He smiles at Colin: “Hello, kid. You got a name?”  
 
Chapter Four: Sunday Dinner at Bellevue House  
 
The narrative picks up directly from the end of the previous chapter. Colin nearly passes 
out with fear at the sight of the fat man, who is staying at the boarding house with his 
newly acquired wife and stepdaughter. However, after his initial greeting to Colin, the 
man switches his attention to Laurie and Maisie, whom he greets affably as old school 
mates. Colin’s parents obviously feel awkward, not knowing where to look, and even the 
normally self-possessed Grandma Potter seems uneasy. Colin learns that the fat man’s 
name is Herbert Muskie, and he is appalled to realise that the old woman they robbed is 
the man’s own mother. All he can do is stare at him, to the annoyance of the other grown-
ups.  
 
Muskie remains affable, though, and offers the boy an identical chocolate bar to the spit-
covered one he had been forced to eat at the hut. He tries to refuse the gift, but is ordered 
to take it by the adult Potters, and to thank the fat man. He retreats outside, passing 
through the Bellevue dining room, which contains a picture of pretty girls in white gowns 
leaning on Grecian columns and gazing across a blue lake towards pink hills. He realises 
that Muskie has given him the chocolate to remind him that they are accomplices in 
crime, and feels as though he has been dragged below the surface of a deep pool, with 
Herbert Muskie hanging onto his legs. He hides in a shed, and refuses to come to dinner 



with the excuse that he feels sick, until bullied inside by his exasperated mother.  
 
The others are now seated in the dining room, where they have been joined by Muskie’s 
new wife Bette, a pretty woman with yellow curls and eyes that seem several sizes too 
large. Maisie is angry with Colin for getting his clothes dirty in the shed, and is 
suspicious of his claims to have a stomach ache. Bette instantly intervenes on his behalf, 
saying children need love and understanding, not punishment. This gives Muskie the 
occasion to remind Laurie of the regular hidings they used to get from teachers and 
parents. Grandma Potter tells him that at least his mother was always good to him, to 
which Herbert responds that he is planning a surprise for the old woman, so doesn’t want 
her told he is back in town.  
 
As they begin their roast dinner, Bette gives two explanations for her daughter’s absence 
from the meal – her shyness, and the fact that the ‘poor wee lamb’ is still recuperating 
from scarlet fever. Her illness might have led to Herbert’s marriage to Bette being 
postponed, had he not insisted on holding it without her. A passing reference is made to 
the girl’s pretty curls, but Bette cuts Herbert short on what is apparently a sensitive 
subject. The fat man eats heartily, while Grandma casts anxious eyes at the dwindling 
roast mutton.  
 
To Laurie’s question about what he has been doing since leaving Loomis, Muskie makes 
casual mention of his black market activities during Prohibition in the States, which 
elicits a superficial comment from Maisie about Hollywood gangster films, and nostalgia 
in Grandpa for the days before Loomis also went dry. Bette insists that Herbert never did 
anything dishonest, but is ordered by her husband to button her lip, since she wasn’t 
there.  
 
Herbert tells Laurie about boxing matches he has seen in Detroit, which seems to trigger 
his memory of a surprise he has prepared for him. Despite Muskie’s apparent casualness, 
the boy knows that he is working to a plan, and he perceives that although he is smiling 
when he fetches a mysterious gladstone bag from upstairs, there is no fun in the man’s 
dark eyes.  
 
The bag contains all Laurie’s boxing cups that Maisie had sold, and which Muskie is now 
offering back as a present for his old school mate: “for all the fun we used to have at 
school”. Only Colin realises he is being wilfully cruel, although Maisie has a brief inkling 
too, fiercely asking if it was he who had sent the shark down to buy the cups in the first 
place. Muskie protests that he just came across the trophies at an acquaintance’s second-
hand business, and bought them out of the goodness of his heart. He knew how attached 
their owner must have been to the trophies, since he was in the audience when Laurie 
won an Auckland championship fight back in 1921.  
 
Colin’s parents initially resist, saying they could not possibly afford to pay for the cups, 
but the fat man insists with mock indignation that they are a gift for old times sake: 
“Were we mates, Laurie, or what?”. Laurie blinks at this, and Herbert concedes his 
school mates used to have some ‘fun’ with him, but brushes it aside as high jinks and kid 



stuff for which he bears no grudge. Colin watches him grin, showing his teeth with his 
dark eyes gleaming, and knows that what is going on right now is very adult, not kid stuff 
at all: Muskie is tying his father by the thumbs.  
 
There is a flurry of objections about taking charity on the Potter’s side (though Laurie is 
strongly tempted) and expressions of goodwill from both Herbert and Bette Muskie: 
“Herbert is a softie, so don’t say no or he’ll be hurt”. Although Herbert keeps insisting on 
his friendship for the Potters, he slips in a reproof to Maisie about how pretty girls can 
make a poor guy suffer. However, the brief ugly look on his face quickly disappears, and 
he says now that he has Bette there are no regrets on his side. The awkward stand-off is 
eventually resolved when Muskie tells Laurie that he can avoid the stigma of charity by 
paying for the cups with some labouring work he will need doing. Then, with stewed 
plumb juice trickling down his chin like blood, the fat man adds he could find work for 
Colin, too, asking the boy if he would like the chance of earning a shilling. 
 
This renewed reminder of his complicity in crime makes Colin physically ill. He rushes 
outside, vomits violently, and is installed as an invalid in the hotel lounge by the three 
women, whose attitudes to him range from Bette’s sentimental solicitude to Grandma’s 
suspicion. The fat man, who is eating Colin’s left-over pudding, grins at him.  
 
Dinner finished, the adults join the boy in the lounge, the convivial Herbert producing 
beer and cigars for the men. He requires Bette to entertain them at the piano, which she 
does with slightly off-key renderings of 'I’m Forever Blowing Bubbles’, ‘Life is just a 
Bowl of Cherries’, and Herbert’s favourite ‘Happy Days Are Here Again’. Throughout 
all this, Colin’s amiable but rather inane grandfather has been totally unaware of the 
tensions generated by Muskie’s surface geniality.  
 
Attracted by the music, a thin, frowning girl with brown curls underneath a pink and 
white bonnet appears at the door behind Muskie. His presence causes her mouth to twist 
as though tasting something bad. She shrieks as he grabs at her, and Bette jumps up from 
the piano protesting that he is hurting her. The girl runs to her for protection, and is 
introduced as Bette’s daughter Verna. Bette downplays Muskie’s rough handling, and the 
man adds he was just giving his daughter a cuddle. Verna snaps that she is not his 
daughter, to which he responds that she is if he says so. He also draws everyone’s 
attention to her bonnet and curls. Colin, who thinks she is pretty despite being too small 
and knobbly for a 12-year-old, sympathises with Verna’s mutinous response to the adult 
attention – the mutiny including her declared refusal to go to the local Loomis school.  
 
The latent tension between Herbert and Bette emerges into the open as the man 
commands the reluctant Verna to come to him. Bette tries to intervene, but the worm in 
the smiling fat man’s cheek gives a jerk as he reminds her she is Mrs Muskie now. Her 
face turns pale, and her previous attempts to control her husband and to protect her 
daughter collapse. Verna moves to the fat man like a puppet, and looks at him with 
glazed eyes. He seizes her arms, saying softly that if he orders her to do things, she must 
obey, forcing a submissive “Yes Dad” from the girl.  
 



Finally, and most softly of all, he says that if he tells her to remove her bonnet, she must 
remove it. Again Bette protests, but is told to keep her trap shut. Maisie also tries to 
intervene, but Muskie says that things have changed now, and she must keep out of it. 
Slowly and reluctantly, the trembling girl unties and finally removes her bonnet, 
revealing that the curls are artificial: she has been shorn like a sheep. Colin still thinks 
she looks all right, if boyish. Bette snaps at Herbert and tries to comfort the girl, but he 
blandly responds that his mother had taught him it is bad manners to wear hats inside.  
 
On the way home, Maisie explains to Colin that shaving off the hair is standard treatment 
for scarlet fever. She exclaims to Laurie about Muskie’s cruelty to the girl, says she 
won’t have him in the house, and tells him not to work for the man. Colin silently agrees: 
“Keep away from him. He’s after us”. Laurie remains quiet, the boxing cups clanking in 
the gladstone bag he is carrying. When they get home, he lines them up neatly on the 
mantelpiece and admires them. 
 
Chapter Five: Green Hair 
 
It is a week later, and Colin is ineffectually protesting at his mother’s insistence that he 
should walk to school with Verna on her first day: he knows how the other kids will react 
to her odd appearance. His mother realises why he is reluctant, but says that Verna is 
lonely and frightened, and is perfectly aware how peculiar she looks. Herbert has 
forbidden Bette to take her daughter to school herself, saying the girl must learn to stand 
on her own feet. Colin briefly contemplates running away and hiding for the day, but is 
frightened of his parents’ reaction, and even more of the fat man tracking him down. As 
he heads for Bellevue House to pick up Verna, Muskie, accompanied by his new crony, 
old Harry Potter, stops his new Buick to tell the boy he will get a shilling if he looks after 
‘my girl’.  
 
The narrative is interrupted in order to recount an event that has all of Loomis talking: 
everyone is ‘loopy’ over what a wonderful son Herbert Muskie is. Apparently, he got 
Harry Potter to drive him down to a small nearby station, where he boarded the train back 
to Loomis. As usual, his mother was waiting on the Loomis platform at three o’clock. 
There is a tear-jerking reunion between the mother and the son for whom she has been 
waiting for thirteen years, he drives her back to the Millbrook house, and later takes Bette 
and Verna to meet her. She is subsequently invited to Bellevue House, where she is 
charmed by Bette’s singing.  
 
Despite the reunion, Herbert, Bette and Verna will still stay at the boarding house for the 
meantime, while Laurie and his father are to be employed clearing and repairing the run-
down Muskie house. Maisie tries to forbid Laurie from working for Muskie, but he says 
he is lucky to have the prospect of good wages for the next three months. He declares 
Herbert isn’t so bad, his tolerance due in part to Muskie’s supply of cigars. Maisie is 
suspicious of where Muskie got his money from, and wonders why he is picking on them. 
Colin wonders this too, but knows that whatever the reason, Muskie has ‘got them’.  
 
Resuming the interrupted narrative, Colin arrives at Bellevue House, and is dismayed to 



find that Verna’s cropped hair has been compounded by Bette dressing her in a pink 
dress, frills, and shiny red shoes. He suggests Verna could go barefooted like himself, but 
her mother says they haven’t sunk to that yet. Once on their way, Verna tells Colin he 
doesn’t have to walk with her, but although tempted to abandon her he keeps her 
company till they approach the school.  
 
He is appalled and fascinated by the girl’s account of life with Herbert Muskie. Her 
mother married him for his money, convinced she could get him to do whatever she 
wanted, but is now scared of him. He alternates between kisses and physical menaces, 
and his obsessive cleanliness extends to making Bette wash him in the bath.  
 
As they approach the school, Verna stoically enquires what the kids will do to her, to 
which Colin can respond with only a half-hearted reassurance, as he knows that the gang 
of tough girls like Nancy Rice will have great fun with her. The boys will not leave him 
alone, either, unless he can get away from Verna before he is spotted. He therefore 
abandons her outside the school building and runs off to his classroom, as an ominous 
silence spreads amongst the other pupils. However, when he realises she does not know 
where to go, he hastily leads her to the staff room, introduces her quickly to Miss 
Burgess, then gets back to his room before he is seen by the other boys.  
 
In class, Itchy Edgar tells the pupils why Verna’s hair is short, and warns the school 
bullies not to tease her about it. Verna sits up the front, her face white and sharp. She 
dismays Colin by getting all her sums right, something he himself deliberately avoids. At 
lunchtime, she sits by herself like someone waiting for the firing squad. It soon appears, 
taking the form of the tough girls Nancy, Jean and Betty who, egged on by Nancy’s 
brother Austin, begin with verbal taunts, move on to physical aggression, and finally 
propose using slime to give her ‘green hair’. Verna retaliates by kicking Nancy and 
spitting in her face, for which she is marched off to the headmaster by Miss Burgess, who 
has unquestioningly believed the other girls’ version of events.  
 
Colin cannot hide from himself the knowledge that Verna is now on her own, with only 
him to protect her. He reluctantly goes to Mr Garvey’s office and explains that Verna was 
acting in self-defence. He is appalled when Mr Garvey makes him send the three girls to 
his office to be punished along with Verna. By the end of lunchtime, it is all over school 
that Colin Potter is the worst kind of pariah - a ‘pimp’, and he and Verna both spend the 
afternoon dreading what will happen to them when class is over. Colin has previously 
avoided trouble with the Rice gang through his prowess at football and cricket, as well as 
his father’s boxing reputation, but this means nothing now he is a pimp.  
 
Verna tells him that he needn’t walk home with her, but he stoically sets out with her 
towards the bridge where the Rices and their cronies are waiting. They are saved for the 
moment, however, by the appearance of Herbert Muskie in his new Buick, ordering them 
to get in. Colin only joins Verna in the car with the utmost reluctance, after Muskie says 
Laurie wants him at the Millbrook house, and threatens to throw him in bodily. The Rice 
gang stands sullenly at the bridge as they drive past, Herbert blowing the horn and saying 
he would like to run over them.  



 
Chapter Six: Arm Wrestling 
 
The narrative continues from the end of the previous chapter. Muskie, Verna and Colin 
are driving to the Muskie house in the Buick. It is the first time Colin has been in a car. 
Muskie asks the children how school went, hears the story about the slime, about Colin’s 
defence of Verna, and the consequent danger he has put himself in, for which Muskie 
promises him a shilling. At the Muskie house, Laurie is stripped to the waist, clearing 
away blackberries. Colin hates the way it has become normal for the Potters’ lives to be 
part of Herbert’s. Verna brings them some lemonade, and when she smiles at Laurie, her 
usually sharp features soften: Colin prefers her sharp. Bette joins them, enthusing about 
how much Verna had enjoyed her first day at school, and exclaiming appreciatively over 
Laurie’s muscles.  
 
Herbert goes out for a while, then returns to watch them from an upstairs window, after 
which he sets a chair in the garden and tells them about how his mother is ransacking the 
house for some missing gold sovereigns. He asks Colin if he has ever seen a sovereign, 
claims never to have seen one himself, and says he thinks the old biddy is going bats. He 
tells them how filthy the inside of the house is, and asks if Maisie would come and do 
some paid cleaning for him, since Bette says she did not marry him to become a 
housemaid. Laurie tersely says that Maisie isn’t one either. Muskie goes back into the 
house after tossing Colin a shilling for looking after Verna at school.  
 
On their way home, Colin tells his father about Nancy Rice’s attack on Verna, and his 
own visit to Mr Garvey. Laurie supposes Austin Rice will now ‘get’ Colin, and proffers 
his usual advice about punching with a straight left and right cross, to which his son only 
replies with a non-committal : “yes”. When Colin gives his mother the shilling from 
Muskie, she says she does not like being given things by him, but then produces a bag of 
oranges he brought around earlier. Laurie is annoyed both at Muskie for coming around 
when he is out, and also with Maisie for taking the oranges. She offers the double excuse 
that it is important for Colin to have fruit, and that none of them has had oranges for so 
long. Colin, however, knows how much his mother loves oranges, and how she has 
missed them so much during the Depression. He wonders how it is that Muskie seems to 
know all their secrets, and have some power over them. In the event, they divide and eat 
one of the oranges, and Colin takes another to school to share with Verna.  
 
For a week or so, Colin and Verna get the predicted rough time from Austin and Nancy 
Rice and their cohorts. Verna’s smart red shoes are stolen and dumped in the girls’ 
dunny, while Laurie’s straight left and right cross are no use to Colin – his father has 
forgotten what school is really like. 
 
It is a rainy day at the Muskie house. Verna helps with the housework, as Bette still 
refuses to do it, saying she must preserve her hands in case she needs to play the piano 
again some day. Mrs Muskie is in a state of great distress, hunting for her sovereigns, 
accusing Laurie of stealing them, and sometimes digging in the garden. Herbert is away 
quite a lot of the time in Auckland, but sometimes returns with chocolates to soothe his 



mother. Verna, however, says he is getting Mrs Muskie into the habit of eating them, 
with the hope that she may mistake the rat poison he leaves around the house for 
chocolate.  
 
The two children shelter from the rain down near the creek, where Colin unsuccessfully 
tries to scare the girl with a non-existent rat. He has become fascinated by her 
combination of toughness and prettiness, and gauchely asks her to be his girlfriend. She 
agrees after setting some firm conditions – it is only to be here by the creek, he must say 
he likes her hair short, and there is to be no kissing. Above all, both children are worried 
about what Muskie might do if he discovers their new relationship: Verna is particularly 
anxious to keep her private life from him. Standing up to return to the house, she slips 
and falls into the muddy creek, and Colin pulls her out.  
 
When they appear dripping wet in the house, Muskie threatens Verna with a hiding for 
ignoring his instructions to keep away from the creek. Laurie tells him to take it easy, and 
is told in return it is none of his business. The fat man is edgy, sour and dangerous. His 
earlier affability towards Laurie and Grandpa is replaced by the same naked belligerence 
he has previously reserved for Colin and Bette. He snarls at his mother, who is groaning 
distractedly as she hunts for her sovereigns, to put a sock in it and sit down. Bette takes 
Verna upstairs.  
 
The three men debate whether a wrestler could beat a boxer, which leads to Herbert 
challenging Laurie to a fight right there in the kitchen. At Grandpa’s suggestion, they 
substitute an arm-wrestling match, which the 18-stone Herbert wins easily, after taunting 
and playing with Laurie for a while. When Grandpa amiably tells him not to give cheek 
to his opponent, he is tersely warned: “Shut up, Pops”. After the arm-wrestling, the 
atmosphere remains tense, as Herbert reminds the stricken Laurie that it’s a long time 
from Loomis school, then offers him the chance to win back the ten bob they have bet on 
the match by taking on Mrs Muskie. The two men might start fighting in earnest, but are 
interrupted by the arrival of Herbert’s siblings, the ineffectual Clyde and the more 
determined Dora and Olive.  
 
The three have come to stake out their rights in Mrs Muskie’s house, which they accuse 
Herbert of stealing. In response to his sneer about their not visiting her for ten years, they 
say they were not made welcome, but now they protest their love for Mother, and their 
determination to save her. The old woman, however, launches an attack on them for 
stealing her sovereigns, and reveals that she is leaving Herbert everything in her will, 
since he is the only one who cares for her. For his part, Herbert tells them they have no 
present rights, as their mother has given him the legal control of all her property. He 
brings the point home, as he drives his siblings out, by physically seizing the key to the 
sawmill truck in which they came, and informing Clyde that the mill is now closed down.  
 
Colin, Grandpa and Laurie walk off in the rain along with the defeated Muskie siblings, 
while the laughing fat man retires upstairs with Bette. Verna, for whose future safety 
Colin is deeply concerned, is left sitting silently in the kitchen.  
 



The boy senses that his father has been defeated and made smaller by Muskie in more 
than arm-wrestling, but Laurie insists he has to keep working for him because of the 
wages. Colin asks if he really bullied Herbert at school. Laurie admits that he did bully 
him a bit, but unconvincingly denies Colin’s conviction that Muskie now wants to ‘get 
them’. 
 
Chapter Seven: The Fat Man Gets Serious 
 
The weeks pass and autumn has arrived. The two Potter men continue to work on repairs 
at the Muskie house. Mrs Muskie still lives alone there, since Herbert, Bette and Verna 
are staying at Bellevue House until the repairs are finished. The latter two want to run 
away, but are too scared. Herbert often locks his mother in her bedroom, but sometimes 
either forgets or deliberately leaves her free, on which occasions she roams the house and 
property hunting for her sovereigns. Dora and Olive try to smuggle her out of Loomis, 
but they are intercepted by the fat man. He spends most of his time in Auckland, where 
he is running a receiving business with the man who bought Laurie’s cups, and also doing 
a spot of burgling. However, his deeper game remains in Loomis. Amongst other things, 
he has set up a sly grog shop in the now-disused sawmill, where he has installed Grandpa 
as manager.  
 
Verna and Colin are now recognised around the school as sweethearts, even sometimes 
holding hands at the pictures, although Bette and Grandma Potter are not at all pleased 
about the relationship. Colin has been bought a pair of shoes as the cold weather sets in, 
but refuses to wear them to school, and Verna has also learned to go barefoot. She is no 
longer tormented by Nancy Rice’s gang now that her hair has grown back. Colin is 
indifferent to this, however, as he already liked her when she was shorn.  
 
In the school holidays, Colin helps his father and grandfather around the Muskie house, 
sometimes unlocking Mrs Muskie’s bedroom door if he hears her calling to be let out.  
 
One day, he sees her old hat floating in the creek. A moment later, he catches sight of 
something that gleams in the water like the belly of an eel, which turns out to be Mrs 
Muskie’s body, her arms reaching down as though for the missing sovereigns. As Laurie 
and Colin are about to pull the body out, the fat man arrives with Bette and Verna. Colin 
tries to prevent him going around the back, but sensing what has happened Herbert 
brushes him aside, sprints down to the creek bellowing “Ma!” and shouts at Laurie not to 
touch the body or he will kill him. He pulls his mother in her saturated nightgown out of 
the water, and cradles her to him, emitting mooing noises like a cow. Colin fetches 
Constable Dreaver, and they discover the fat man hugging the body like a doll, snarling at 
everyone to keep away.  
 
Colin and Verna are sent off to Maisie at the Potter’s place, where the girl tells Colin she 
is sure that Muskie murdered the old woman. He can’t see how this could be, since the 
man’s tears were obviously sincere, and he loved his mother. Verna replies that the love 
was only a show, and clinches the case for Colin by revealing that the previous night 
Herbert did not come back to Bellevue House until after two o’clock.  



 
Colin reveals to Verna the story of his first meeting with the fat man, and his complicity 
in the theft of the sovereigns. Despite her urging, he still refuses to tell any adults about 
it, on the threefold grounds that he would not be believed, would get into trouble, and 
would eventually suffer at the hands of the fat man. Verna in turn admits that she and her 
mother are too frightened of him to try escaping. The two children have the appalled 
sense that Muskie will end by getting them all.  
 
Laurie and Bette arrive, describing how Muskie is sitting alone in the kitchen, refusing to 
speak to the policeman or the doctor. Bette is convinced that he is now going to do 
something terrible. Later in the day, Colin has to recount to Constable Dreaver how he 
discovered the body. Like the other adults, the policeman assumes that the old woman 
had accidentally slipped into the creek while hunting for her money in the dark. Colin 
refrains from revealing the suspicion he shares with Verna that she was pushed, and also 
suppresses his desire to get the policeman to ask Verna what time Muskie got home last 
night.  
 
Herbert organises the funeral beautifully, after which he moves with Bette and Verna into 
the house he has inherited along with all the rest of his mother’s property. Laurie is 
relieved that there is still paid work Herbert wants him to do. Walking to school, Verna 
reveals to Colin that the fat man has started hitting her mother, but also makes her play 
the piano (which Herbert has bought from Colin’s grandparents) and sing sentimental 
songs for him. He often sits in his dead mother’s room, sometimes hugging the pillow 
and occasionally sleeping there. He now regularly brings fresh fruit to the unresisting 
Maisie, while Laurie seems almost to look up to him, as though unable to see anything 
except his wealth. Colin desperately wants to save Verna, but has the fatalistic feeling 
that the fat man has them all in his trap, and some time soon will want to do something to 
the people he has caught. 
 
Everyone is summoned by Muskie for a house warming party. Maisie, whose disapproval 
of Herbert is now replaced by fear, does not want to go. When they arrive, she realises 
that Bette’s thick face powder conceals bruises. Herbert has supplied an enormous 
afternoon tea of bought cakes and sandwiches, which everyone eats in virtual silence, 
although the fat man says his mother would have enjoyed it. Then they have to troop into 
the entrance hall, where, destroying Colin’s sense of safe boundaries, the Bellevue piano 
is now installed. As colour pours over them from the stained glass window, Bette sings at 
the piano, her voice sounding thin, fragile and broken at the edges. She concludes with 
the tear-jerking ‘Old Fashioned Mother’, although the tears that run down her own 
powdered cheeks are for herself and perhaps Verna, not for the words. The fat man says 
approvingly: “That was for my mum. God Bless you Mum”, then marshals them back 
into the kitchen for a beer-drinking session. Only Grandma has the strength to stand up to 
him, insisting that the children be sent outside.  
 
Away from the adults, Colin and Verna discuss Herbert’s bizarrely contradictory attitude 
towards his mother. They are convinced he has murdered her, yet Verna sees him at night 
weeping on the old lady’s pillow, and even sucking his thumb. She supposes his mother 



was the only one who ever loved him, and she knows his tears for her are real. Neither of 
the children can imagine what he must feel, knowing he has killed her. Verna then asks 
Colin to show her the place where he first met the fat man, and they go off down the 
creek to the pool and hut where it all began.  
 
Sitting beside the creek, Verna tells Colin that she and her mother have now definitely 
decided to escape from Muskie and go to Wellington. Apparently he has told Bette he 
intends to get rid of her and just keep Verna. He already has a new woman sorted out for 
when he has disposed of her present husband. The children know that the woman he is 
talking about is Maisie. They wonder how on earth they can persuade the adult world to 
believe what they themselves know about him. Verna then recalls the happy childhood 
she spent with her real father, the entertainer ‘Dr Chuckles’, who once visited Colin’s 
own school, and whose best act involved balancing chairs on his nose with Verna sitting 
on top. When he fell ill and died, Bette became poor, and she had to marry again.  
 
After these recollections, Verna, who is too frightened of her new father to sleep well at 
night, dozes off. Colin sees how her sharp features soften in sleep, and looks at her 
attractive, re-grown curls. He will miss her, but resigns himself to her loss since his main 
concern is for her safety. He hears a train whistle, and goes back in time to another train 
he heard on the day when the fat man came into his life and everything changed. That day 
was like an open door through which Muskie emerged from the darkness where he lived. 
Suddenly the blackbirds stop singing, the air seems to thicken behind him, he feels a 
coldness on his neck, and the fat man says softly: “I thought I might find you here”.  
 
Muskie is smiling. He tells Colin he wouldn’t blame him for liking Verna (who is now 
only feigning sleep) as she has such pretty curls. He tries to make the boy say he loves 
her, but Verna sits up, curtly says that he does, and tells Muskie to leave them alone. The 
worm makes a sudden upward twist in the smiling fat man’s cheek: “Ain’t that peachy. 
Colin Potter loves Verna Muskie”. He then blandly reassures the children that he has only 
come to fetch them home as the party is over. To Colin’s defiant warning not to touch 
them, he replies that he is just going to tidy things up a bit.  
 
Only Bette is back at the Muskie house now, washing the dishes from the party. Herbert 
orders Verna to sit down and stay put. He goes upstairs, returns whistling “Three Little 
Words’, and produces the razor. The others are terrified, but Muskie says he is just going 
to trim his daughter’s hair. Alternating unpredictably between good humour and snarling 
rage, he cuts off Verna’s curls, reducing her hair to the half-inch stubble it had been 
months earlier.  
 
He forces Bette, who is crumpled on the floor, to look at her daughter, and demands that 
she agree with him that Verna looks pretty, then to say that she looks ugly. Turning to 
Colin, he wants to know if he still loves the girl now she has lost her curls. Colin loves 
her even more than before, but says he doesn’t. The fat man closes his razor, sighs, and 
tells Bette he has saved Verna from a fate worse than death. He commands his wife to 
bring him a beer, then to sit on his knee. Colin is ordered home, and casting one last 
glance at the stricken Verna, he runs off through the darkening streets.  



 
Chapter Eight: Flying Fox 
 
One more night and day, and Colin and the others will be free from Herbert Muskie. He 
will almost drag them down, but not quite.  
 
After being forced to watch Muskie hacking off Verna’s hair, Colin comes running home, 
and rushes into his room in tears. Laurie is deeply unhappy with himself, and inclined to 
take it out on his son. Both the adults make light of the haircut incident, and when Colin 
persists with his fears about Muskie – fears which are intensified when Laurie announces 
he is going into Auckland with the fat man tonight – he is told he has too much 
imagination, is not wanted when he is like this, and is not allowed out for tea. Alone in 
his room, Colin feels he has now lost his parents. He broods over the fat man’s terrifying 
alternations between sanity and madness, and knows he is about to destroy Laurie. From 
his bedroom, the boy hears the dreadful sound of his father laughing over tea, the equally 
dreadful sound of his mother doing dishes, then the ominous arrival of Muskie’s car and 
his father’s departure. His mother softens towards him after that, but her habitual 
crossness quickly returns when Colin can’t eat the meal she offers him. In the outside 
lavatory, Colin is frightened of the resident wetas, but even more frightened of Muskie. 
He is now determined to fight him, but senses it is too late. 
 
Later that night, he wakes to find his mother sitting on his bed, and suddenly everything 
has changed: at last he is able to talk, and act, and do things. Maisie is frightened, as 
Laurie has not come home. Colin finally tells her the whole story, from the theft of the 
sovereigns, which made him Muskie’s accomplice, to the possible murder of Mrs 
Muskie. He also reveals Herbert’s plan to get rid of Laurie and take Maisie, to get even 
with Laurie for bullying him, and with Maisie for laughing. Even the oranges are part of 
the overall scheme.  
 
Eventually Laurie stumbles in, having run and walked for four hours from Auckland: “He 
nearly got me, Maise. I got away”. He recounts the night’s events. After meeting up with 
Muskie’s crony Ron – the man who bought the boxing cups - Laurie helped move goods 
that were obviously stolen, and then drove Muskie to a Remuera house. When Herbert 
broke into the house with a set of tools, Laurie finally realised what was going on and 
headed for home on foot. As Colin points out from his own prior experience, Muskie was 
snaring Laurie by making him an accomplice. The boy again narrates his own side of the 
story, and his parents finally see the fat man’s whole plan. The only thing they cannot 
accept is the theory Herbie murdered his mother, since his love for her seemed so 
obvious, and his grief over her death was so sincere. Colin suggests it might have been 
because the old lady did not protect him when he was young. He sees Muskie’s madness 
more clearly than the others, and how he can swing between murder and open cruelty on 
the one hand, and clever planning on the other.  
 
Colin is now anxious to go off immediately to protect Verna, but his father insists on 
waiting till daylight, then telling Constable Dreaver, and leaving the matter entirely in 
police hands. Even so, Laurie arms himself with a hammer in case Muskie turns up at 



their house. 
 
Muskie, however, guesses correctly that the Auckland police will be after him, so decides 
to make a getaway, leaving his revenge on the Potters for later. He returns to the Muskie 
house to collect his gear, and realising that it will be hard for someone as conspicuous as 
himself to hide, decides to take Verna as hostage. He forces the girl out of the double bed 
she is sharing with her mother, makes her dress, and locks Bette in. However, Bette 
climbs out the bedroom window and runs off to the Potters. Hearing what has happened 
to Verna, Colin takes off on foot, not figuring how a seven-stone kid can fight an 
eighteen-stone man. His father follows on bicycle. When they arrive, they hear an 
explosion of glass around by the entrance hall.  
 
Meanwhile, Muskie has shaved, dressed himself in his habitual jacket and tie, gathered 
food left over from yesterday’s party, and taken the terrified Verna to the car. Then he 
looked at the house he would never see again and returned inside. He fetched a heavy 
stone rolling pin and hurled it through the stained glass window.  
 
Going out the front door as Laurie runs around the side of the house, Herbert sees Colin, 
grabs him as a second hostage, and tosses both the children into the Buick. There is a 
brief standoff between the two men, until Laurie, forgetting all his boxing caution, hurls 
himself bodily at the fat man. He is grabbed in a powerful bear hug and dropped to the 
ground with two broken ribs. Muskie might have killed him, but the Loomis police 
arrive, having been alerted by their Auckland counterparts (to whom Muskie’s crony Ron 
has blabbed). The police stop to help Laurie, thereby giving the fugitive time to speed 
away with the two children, after telling Pottsie he will be back for him. 
 
Muskie evades the Auckland police by going around the south of the city, and heads 
down into the Hauraki plains, his initial cheerfulness evaporating as they go. He is aware 
the silent children may try something on, so he ties them together. He turns onto a clay 
road leading into steep, broken country, and stops for lunch, where the sandwiches take 
him back to his childhood again. He tells Colin how every day at lunchtime, Laurie and 
his mates would spit into his sandwich and make him eat the resulting ‘spit sandwich’. 
Girls like Maisie would add to his degradation by laughing at him as he came out of the 
Cascade Park changing sheds in his swimming togs.  
 
They drive on, but by now a road block has been set up, and police cars are converging. 
Muskie takes the car onto a rough track used only by horses and sheep, where they are 
spotted by police, and the car finally gets stuck. Herbie grabs his suitcase and tries to 
make a run for it, forcing the children along with him, but he is too exhausted to get far. 
Something in his head shifts and gives: he stands bellowing, desperately looking for 
somewhere to hide. He has been transformed from a menacing gangster into a terrified 
little fat boy on the run from school bullies, begging his mate Pottsie for help. He is no 
longer a threat to the children, so Colin takes the razor out of its case and cuts the twine 
binding him and Verna together.  
 
The children could easily run back to the approaching police, but Verna stays still and 



watches while Colin chooses to accompany the fat man as he heads down towards a 
gorge. The two come to a dilapidated flying fox that carries a cage on a cable over the 
gorge, which Herbie sees as a means of escape. Colin tries to warn him it will not stand 
his weight, but just get snarled at as his companion still oscillates backwards and 
forwards between being a sobbing schoolboy and a menacing adult.  
 
The big man squats inside the rotting cage of the flying fox and begs his friend Pottsie to 
untie the rope mooring it. The knot is too tight, so the boy slices the rope with the razor 
he is still holding. When the cage reaches the centre of its run, one of the rotten posts 
where Colin is standing cracks, slams down onto the platform, and breaks his arm. He 
does not see Herbert Muskie fall, but Verna does. The cage splits, the fat man drops out 
of it, turns over in the air, lands on rocks beside the river, and disappears into the white 
water. His suitcase has opened, and his shirts and underpants circle down after him like 
birds. Verna runs to Colin and holds him until the police arrive to help.  
 
Chapter Nine: Later On  
 
A short epilogue summarises subsequent events in the lives of some of the major 
characters. Grandpa Potter is given a month in jail for selling alcohol in a dry district, but 
rather enjoys his image as a crooked old man, and would have opened another sly grog 
shop, except Grandma Potter locks him in a bedroom and makes him promise to go 
straight. Laurie Potter never seems to fully recover his spirits or his strength, and locks 
his cups away. After the Depression, however, he starts his own carpentry business and 
eventually prospers during the post-war building boom in Loomis. He builds a new house 
for Maisie, where the boxing cups, along with others she has won for croquet, are again 
on display.  
 
Verna and her mother soon leave Loomis for Auckland, and the two children never meet 
up again. Verna visits Colin once before she goes, but the only part of their conversation 
that is recorded is his remark that people all think he cut the rope because he was scared 
of Muskie. Verna is the only one who knows why Colin ran with the fat man in the end, 
and why he cut the rope.  
 
 
 
 


