
  
    [image: The Lupin Fields]
  


  
    
      THE LUPIN FIELDS

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        HEATHER REYBURN

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Heather Reyburn]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 by Heather Reyburn

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, without prior written permission.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, is completely coincidental.

      

      Cover design: Patti Roberts

      

      ISBN 978-0-6451234-5-6 Print Edition

      

      Heather Reyburn

      www.heatherreyburn.com

    

  


  
    
      For My Mother, Margaret

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Heather Reyburn

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      September 1966

      Dawn Simpson hadn’t cried since the day her grandmother was buried, six years earlier, and she certainly would not cry now.

      Have I made a huge mistake?

      She clasped the letter firmly in her fingers. Butterflies swirled inside her as she and John approached the dwelling—a weatherboard cottage perched in the middle of an empty paddock, stark and forlorn. The wire netting surround, its shiny new posts glistening in the afternoon sun, reminded her of the ugly mesh that imprisoned her old school grounds.

      The green Chrysler Valiant hit a bump and she clutched the dashboard, turning to meet her husband’s grin and her heart skipped a beat. John’s blue eyes crinkled at the corners, the creases fanning into pale lines against his handsome, tanned face while a row of tight curls edged his forehead. She smiled fleetingly and returned her gaze to the building. This can’t be it. We must have to travel farther over the farm yet.

      While he negotiated piles of gravel, she recalled the conversation she and her best friend, Ann, had shared a year ago.

      “I’m going to marry a farmer.” Ann had been quite adamant, ignoring Dawn’s eye roll. “Farmers are wealthy because the government provides subsidies, and the money that wool and meat are bringing are at an all-time high. Plus, they can please themselves what hours they work.”

      Dawn hadn’t argued. She had never visited a farm, or taken any interest in country living, so how would she know if Ann was telling the truth? If Dawn married at all, she’d decided it would be to a man who worked in the city and drove a fine car—someone who would take her on holidays to Australia and cruises to far-off lands. And, of course, be a good father to the horde of children she planned to have.

      It’s me who’s married a farmer, and you’re the wife of a builder, so we both got that wrong.

      The vehicle slowed and came to a stop, facing the dwelling.

      The sturdy timber cottage was exactly like dozens of other New Zealand post-war houses. Its tiny front porch and vacant, staring windows bore no resemblance to what she had envisaged.  While the relocated dwelling had been moved to its new destination on Fantail Ridge, she was spending long hours at the salon basin, shampooing customers’ hair and dreaming about her new life. In addition to the new home, her wish for a cat and perhaps a dog would finally be realised, especially as she no longer had to contend with her mother’s dislike of animals.

      As she stared in dismay, she fidgeted with the envelope. Where was the low-set building with a veranda along the front and French doors opening onto it from every room?

      Her glance dropped to the letter. It had been delivered to the Fantail Ridge homestead where John’s parents, Harry and Alice, had welcomed them with a delicious lunch, a pile of mail, and boxes of wedding presents. Ann’s card was on top and the only one Dawn had opened. It wasn’t a gushy wedding card covered with bows and glitter; this was plain white and featured a pair of pretty fantails on the front. Inside, the script was all Ann’s—short, sweet, and to the point. Dawn could remember every word.

      Dear Dawn,

      By the time you get this, you will have returned from your honeymoon and be enjoying the beauty and privacy of your very first home. Congratulations!

      I can’t wait to hear all about it. Please write soon.

      Meanwhile, remember my favourite saying: “There are two types of people in this world. Doers and dreamers. I’m the first and you are the second. So live your dream and share it with me so I can dream with you—or at least, try.

      Lots of love to you both,

      Ann

      PS – Do you like the card? I thought it very appropriate considering you’re now living on “Fantail Ridge”.

      Perhaps she was right. John had been enthusiastic about the purchase. “A perfectly well-maintained house,” he’d said. “No longer required —new development on Auckland’s outskirts. You don’t have to worry about a thing.”

      In the flurry of excitement, an old, stylish house, filled with character, had filled her mind—something similar to the only home she had ever known.

      She inhaled deeply as she stared at the disappointing dwelling. Ugh. What was she going to do? But she already knew. She was going to have to consider herself lucky to have a husband and a place to live.

      “This is it. Our new home,” John said. He took Dawn’s hand and rested it on the leather seat between them. Not a shrub, a tree, or any sign of life near the building. She swung her gaze from the house to her husband and her dismay grew.

      “Oh.” She bit her lip as her mother’s voice resonated in her head. “You said the house was nice—not something the government would provide for the homeless.”

      Silence filled the car for a few moments as she faced John’s apologetic smile. He opened the door and got out slowly, quietly. His hand trailed lightly on the bonnet as he made his way to the passenger side, his eyes fastened on hers. Years of arguments and reaction to her mother’s sharp tongue had not served her well, and now she wished she had been taught to look for positives instead of always dwelling on the negatives.

      John wrenched the door open and held out his hand. Their love was new and fragile, and the last thing she wanted to do was upset him.

      “I’m sorry, darling. You and your parents have done your best. I’m just tired,” Dawn said.

      “And a bit grumpy?” He gave a wry grin as she swung her long legs out of the vehicle. A gust of wind caught her fair curls, blowing them across her face. She raised a hand to her brow, grateful for the few seconds to bury her head against his shoulder and hide her disappointment.

      Am I like my mother? Suppressing the moan that threatened to escape, she stepped back and met John’s eyes, willing her own to fill again with hope and fervour. Her chest tightened as something warm unfurled within it. She had promised to have and to hold, for better, for worse, for richer, for poorer … She plastered a smile on her face and reached out. I must not dampen his infectious enthusiasm. “Are you going to carry me across the threshold?”

      “Of course,” he rasped.

      For a split second, her legs remained glued to the ground, her eyes resting on the solid, tightly closed door of the cottage. She leaned forward as John swept her into his arms, one work-roughened hand around her back and a strong arm under her knees. After kicking open the ornate wrought-iron gate, he carried her up the path and fumbled with the handle, almost dropping her in the process. Dawn tightened her grip around his neck as they fell through the open doorway. They giggled like school children, her outburst seemingly forgiven, and he set her back on her feet.

      “Welcome to your home on Fantail Ridge,” John said.

      She took a deep breath, tentatively looking around as the last frayed threads of excitement faded to apprehension. Chewing the inside of her cheek, she folded her arms over her chest and rubbed her shoulders.

      “It’s very cold,” she said softly.

      “It won’t be for long. We’ll light the fire, and once we’ve unpacked, it’ll be perfect. The windows let plenty of sun in, and it’s small enough to keep cosy and warm.” John wrapped her in a tender hug and she leaned against him for a moment, her face pressing against the pulse in his neck. Life. Live. Love, his beating heart reminded her.

      “That’s true.” She raised her eyebrows. His excitement was contagious, and she wrestled with her feelings, determined to keep her bluntness under control. It had severely narrowed her field of friends in the past.

      “Plenty big enough for us.” John released one arm, flinging it in a sweeping gesture and tangling a lock of her shoulder-length hair in his fingers.

      “Ouch!” Her hand flew to her head, and his eyes widened in horror.

      “Oh, I’m so sorry. I’m such a clumsy twit.” He squeezed her against him. “Are you alright?”

      She nodded briefly and gazed around the room—if you could call it that. It was more of an enclosed porch. A row of coat hooks adorned the inside wall and a brand new wringer washing machine stood in the corner, nestled against the double concrete laundry tub.

      “The laundry?” she asked.

      Why hadn’t they come through the front door? She hadn’t even noticed a front entrance. Consumed with disappointment, she had barely registered the garage and gate that led them to where they now stood.

      “Yes, sort of. I suppose it’s the room for everything that doesn’t have its own space. We’ll have the wood box in here over winter, and this cupboard is where the hot water cylinder is.” John opened a door to reveal a slim, silver tank surrounded by shelves, and she allowed herself to relax a smidgeon as the warmth emanating from the cupboard wafted around her.

      “Plenty of space because it doubles as a linen cupboard.” He closed the door again and flung open the one next to it, a little less enthusiastically this time. “Bathroom and toilet.”

      She nodded, a shadow of a smile hovering around her lips. John grasped her hand again and towed her into the small hallway.

      Peering into each room as they passed, she tried hard to be optimistic. In the first, a fixed bench against the inside wall provided seating while a small wooden table squeezed between it and the kitchen sink. Not a good start. Her heart sank even further. It certainly wasn’t the large country kitchen where she dreamed they would spend most of their indoor time, with newspapers and magazines spread over the table and room for her to bake while their children scattered toys across the floor.

      “New electric stove, just for you,” John said, enthused, as he pointed to the appliance at the end of the Formica bench, and then to the window. “A great view, don’t you think? Plenty of warning if visitors are coming.” He laughed and grasped Dawn’s hand again, gently guiding her out of the room and back into the hallway.

      She glanced into the two small rooms on either side of the hall. Bedrooms? Four strides led them to the end of the passage, opening into a cosy lounge with a fireplace on the southern wall. Facing east, a large window provided a multi-layered view across the paddock to the Kaipara Harbour. Beyond its sparkling waters, the mainland spread across the horizon, shadowy and distant.

      Dawn fixed her gaze on the panorama. All her life she had been a city girl, and now, in spite of the beauty in front of her, a shiver ran down her spine. Exposed and helpless, she reached out and clutched the heavy maroon curtains hanging on either side of the window, the urge to close them so strong she had to steel herself. Taking a slow, deep breath, she studied the fabric as she forced her hands to drop to her sides. Shabby, but serviceable. They’ll do until I can find something better.

      John touched her arm and turned her to face a small, enclosed front porch leading off the lounge. “I should have brought you through here. You would have got a better first impression. Sorry, love.”

      She shot him a brief grin and followed his gaze through the second doorway into what was clearly the main bedroom.

      “Ours. Doesn’t the furniture we chose look good? It was only delivered the day before our wedding, so I left Mum to get it ready and make it welcoming for you,” he said.

      Dawn nodded, annoyance preventing her smile from reaching her eyes. Studying the plain white cotton bedspread and green eiderdown lying diagonally across the bed, the words stuck in her throat. One thing was certain—no matter how much she and John loved each other, she would be redecorating the house to suit her own tastes. How she would achieve this without offending her mother-in-law would be something she’d worry about later.
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      “What do you think of your new home?” Alice asked as she poured Dawn a cup of tea.

      “It—it’s fine.” Dawn shrugged.

      A wave of concern swept over her mother-in-law’s face and Dawn squirmed. She glanced toward the window seat on the other side of the room, relieved to see John and Harry deep in conversation and apparently unaware of her response.

      “You’ll be wanting to settle in and make it your own but if you need help with anything, please ask. I suppose your mother will be keen to make new curtains and all sorts of bits and pieces for you, being the efficient seamstress she is,” Alice continued, her voice quiet.

      Dawn gave her a half-hearted grin and attempted to swallow her resentment. A dressmaker her mother may have been, but as for sewing soft furnishings for her daughter—well, the likelihood of that was zero. She could hear her mother’s voice nagging in the recesses of her memory. “Unpick it and start again. I won’t be around to help you when you grow up so you’d better learn to do things now.”

      Returning her attention to Alice, a fleeting stab of guilt pricked her. Her mother-in-law’s kind, round face with its peaches and cream complexion looked pinched, anxious, accentuating a nose that was a little too large to fit with her petite bone structure. Alice had not only prepared their bedroom, but she also filled the fridge and pantry with a variety of groceries, fresh vegetables, and eggs, while Harry had apparently spent days building the fence around their house. During their period of generosity and hard work, Dawn and John had been languishing in the Bay of Islands, walking, eating, and revelling in each other’s company.

      These people are so undeniably kind.

      “Um ... I don’t know what to call you.” Dawn touched her cheeks as they flushed pink. Unsure how to address John’s parents on the few occasions they had met, so far she had managed to avoid having to.

      “Alice and Harry? The grandchildren call us Granny and Grandad but our daughters-in-law call us by our names. At least that way, we know who you are talking to.” Alice smiled and laid a hand on Dawn’s shoulder. The soft fragrance of talcum powder mixed with a hint of cloves from the apple pie they’d recently demolished wafted over her, and Dawn’s face flamed brighter.

      Dawn loved her mum, but in spite of being her only child, Lillian had never been the motherly figure that she had longed for. She missed her gran more than ever.

      “You must be tired,” Alice said. “John, I think it’s time to take your lovely wife home.”

      Dawn looked up as John pushed his chair back. “Gladly.”

      “I’ll just use … umm.” Dawn pointed to the hallway and hurried from the room, the thought of her grandmother bringing a lump to her throat.

      As she returned from the bathroom, Dawn trod quietly and paused outside the open door to gain her composure—in time to catch Alice’s softly spoken question.

      “Do you think she will be happy here?”

      “Yes, of course, Mum. It may take a while. Remember, she’s only ever lived in a big city—and since her grandmother died, her main influence has been her difficult and crabby mother. Not the best situation to have been raised in. Don’t worry. She’ll soon realise we’re very different—and I’ve got plenty of patience.”

      Dawn stepped more heavily and gave a cough as she entered. Love surged within her for her husband, and she moved to his side.

      He lay his arm over her shoulders, grinned at his father, and kissed his mother on the top of her head. “Thanks for the lovely meal, Mum.”

      Alice smiled and turned to face Dawn. “If it’s alright with you, dear, I’ll pop up about mid-morning with some fresh baking and help you unpack some of those wedding presents.”

      Dawn nodded mutely. In spite of wanting to have control over everything in her new house, how could she refuse this sweet lady’s offer?
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      Tapping his fingers on the steering wheel, John hummed as they drove back up the hill and across the paddock to their home, the glow of headlights the only light in a world of darkness.

      “This time, we’ll go in the front door so you can see your house from a different perspective—just like a visitor will when you get to know a few people around here and have them call in for a cuppa.” John squeezed her hand, and Dawn smiled gratefully.

      Stepping carefully over the damp grass, she followed him along the side of the house and up the steps into the dark, enclosed porch. She rubbed the tops of her arms while he fumbled with the front door, relieved when it burst open and the warmth from the fire they’d lit earlier enveloped them. Flames pirouetted behind the mesh screen, greeting them like tiny fairy dancers, and her spirits lifted a notch. Perhaps once they had slept and she could unpack properly, the house would grow on her and feel more like a home? She certainly hoped so.

      John pulled the two armchairs closer to the fire. “Why don’t you get ready for bed while I make us a cup of cocoa? We can sit here and get you warmed through while we drink it.”

      Dawn nodded and a soft smile spread over her face as she watched her husband stride towards the kitchen with a lightness in his step.

      At ten years her senior, he had been an attentive, generous, and caring suitor. His visits to her Epsom home had become more frequent as the months had progressed. Regular walks to the park and local cafe were the highlight of his visits, leaving her mother at home to prepare tea for them all before he headed back to the farm. Delight and relief had overwhelmed her when he’d produced her pretty engagement ring and asked her to marry him. She grinned inwardly as she remembered listening at the door while he solemnly and fervently asked her mother for permission to take her as his bride. At this moment, with him prancing about like a teenager, it was hard to compare that serious man with the one she called her husband. Suddenly, she felt older than her twenty years.

      Turning to the window, she stared into inky blackness, clouds preventing even tiny pinpricks of stars from lighting the sky. There were no comforting streetlights or warm glow from neighbour’s house windows. Cold ripples of isolation crept over her. There was only silence—not a car, no laughter or conversation from pedestrians walking by, not even the bark of a dog. A shudder consumed her and she snatched at the curtains, jerking them across the icy, dark glass, then hurried to the bedroom.

      After quickly stripping off her slacks and blouse, she slipped a silk nightgown over her head, wrapped herself in her comfy chenille dressing gown, and curled up on the lounge, allowing her mind to drift.

      It was hard to believe that this time last year, she’d had no idea of John’s existence. Her mood lifted as memories flooded back. It had started to rain and she was late for the bus. Stepping out of the hairdressing salon, her home away from home for the past four years, the heel of her new patent leather shoe had caught on the door sill and she’d pitched forward, landing on her hands and knees right in front of a pair of scuffed and slightly muddied brogues, and dark trousered legs. Her handbag had hit the pavement and burst open, spilling its contents across the path.

      As quick as lightning, the legs had knelt in front of her, an arm grasping hers and a large, weathered hand swooping up her lipstick, coin purse, and, horror of horrors, the zipped packet containing her sanitary items.

      Dismayed, she had looked up, straight into a pair of striking blue eyes. Light brown hair, dampened by raindrops, topped the worried face.

      “Are you alright?” The man asked and she struggled to her feet with the aid of his firm grip on her elbow. Pulling her tight skirt towards her knees, she stuttered, trembling with embarrassment and shock.

      “I—I’m fine thanks. I tripped on the step.” Her knee stung and she glanced down to see a trickle of blood running down her shin and a large ladder forming in her stocking.

      “Let me help you.” His voice was soft, and he shoved the items back into her handbag, closed the clasp, and led her towards the salon door and out of the rain. “Would you like to go back inside?”

      “I’ll miss my bus.” She bit her lip and glanced around swiftly, apprehensive about accepting the man’s help and hoping no one else had witnessed her fall.

      “I think you should sit down for a few minutes. My car is parked only a few yards away and I can take you home.”

      She stared at him in a quandary for a few seconds before the salon door was pulled open and the senior hairdresser appeared in the doorway.

      “Dawn! Are you alright?”

      Nodding, she allowed herself to be pulled inside again, closely followed by her rescuer.

      “Hello. I’m Linda, Dawn’s colleague. And you are?”

      Dawn fixed her gaze on the young man, noting his friendly smile, the row of straight white teeth, and the way his eyes crinkled at the corners. His open-necked shirt and casual tweed jacket, combined with the muddied shoes, suggested he was an unlikely banker. He offered his hand to Linda and she took it briefly, smiling at him in her usual gracious but superior manner.

      “My name’s John Simpson. I’d just left the dentist down the road and was hurrying to my car when I saw this poor girl trip and fall.” He turned to Dawn, meeting her at eye level. “And you are Dawn.” Smiling widely, he held his hand out and squeezed hers gently. “Are you sure you’re alright?”

      “Yes, thank you. I’ll be fine.”

      “You must let me drive you home. It’s pouring out there now, and you’re in no fit state to walk—or wait until the next bus comes along.”

      After receiving an approving nod from Linda, Dawn allowed John to drive her the three miles to the roomy villa she had grown up in—one of many in the leafy, elegant street in Epsom. Stiff and anxious in the passenger seat, she bit her lip and slid her gaze towards him.

      “Where do you live?” she asked.

      “South Head. Do you know where that is?”

      She shook her head as the heat rose in her cheeks.

      “About an hour’s drive north of Auckland. We live on a farm two thirds of the way up the peninsula.”

      “We?” She stared at him, waiting for more.

      “My parents and me. I was a baby when we moved there and I’ve never lived anywhere else. One day, I hope to marry and have a warm and loving home of my own there—like the one my parents provided for my brothers and me.”

      “And is there a nice country girl in the district for you to marry?”

      He grinned at her and she relaxed a little. “Probably. But I’m waiting for someone special. Sounds a bit soppy, doesn’t it? But I can’t see any point marrying the wrong person.”

      She raised her eyebrows and took a deep breath as they turned into her street. How do you know if they’re right or wrong?

      Her heart sank at the sight of her mother hovering on the top step, an umbrella in her hand. “Bother!”

      “Is something wrong?” John shot her a glance.

      “My mother can be … um, a bit difficult at times.”

      “I’m a big boy. Don’t worry.”

      As John stopped the car, Lillian stared disapprovingly at Dawn through the rain-washed windscreen. Stepping out of the car before her mother had time to speak, Dawn jumped in. “I had a fall, Mum. And this kind gentleman helped me and has driven me home. Perhaps we could offer him a cup of tea?”

      Met with John’s smiling face, Lillian had frozen, as though contemplating whether to whack him with the umbrella or invite him in.

      “Good afternoon.” She gave a slight nod, turned, and marched back to the porch without waiting for a response, her brolly held stiffly aloft. Bedraggled and burning with embarrassment, Dawn trailed behind her mother while John brought up the rear.

      It had not been the ideal introduction, but Dawn had accepted long ago that where her mother was concerned, no introduction of a person of the opposite gender would ever be ideal. Before the first cup of tea had been drained, her mother’s barrage of questions had Dawn expecting John to leap to his feet and bolt—which would be a shame, as she was starting to like this kind man with the beautiful ocean eyes. He was so attentive—sweet, even–and seemed almost funny at times.

      “Where do you live? What do you do? How long has your family been living there? Are they involved in the community?” The inquisition continued and Dawn cringed, surprised at John’s patient responses. Elaborating on what he had already told Dawn, he added compliments about Lillian’s lovely home and her daughter’s good manners and apologised for not telephoning to advise her he was bringing Dawn home. Dawn sat in stunned silence as her mother’s demeanour morphed from stern-faced disapproval to something resembling a smile, like a butterfly emerging from its chrysalis. It appeared the process of drinking tea and nibbling on dry biscuits was all it took for Lillian to actually approve of this man—a total stranger until an hour ago. By the time they said their goodbyes, she appeared well and truly smitten.

      Dawn stared at her as she closed the door and turned around.

      “Don’t look at me like that. You could do a lot worse,” Lillian said.

      Curled under the eiderdown later that night, the evening’s events had replayed again and again in Dawn’s head. No matter how hard she tried, she could not rid herself of the shock. John’s kind, friendly, and handsome face had, in the space of a little over an hour, shown a completely different side to her cold, hard mother—one Dawn had never had the privilege of knowing.
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      And now, here she was, married to that kind stranger—yet still plagued with sadness. Had she got things horribly wrong? It was much later that night, while John breathed noisily beside her, that Dawn turned on the lamp and opened the brand-new packet of writing paper Ann had given her as a ‘going away’ gift.

      Dear Ann,

      Thank you for your lovely card. It’s the only one I’ve read so far, and you were right. You are the doer and I’m the dreamer. Only this time, my dreams got it wrong—very wrong.

      I wish you were here, but you’re not, so this letter will have to do. The house is awful! It’s tiny, cold, and boring. John lit the fire, which helped, but it’s still horrible. Remember that block of public houses we used to walk past on the way to school—designed for shelter but not style? Well, it’s one of those. A wooden box with no veranda, no French doors, no garden, and it’s stuck in the middle of a paddock miles from anyone or anywhere.

      John’s parents have the homestead—obviously. It’s much bigger and has beautiful plasterwork on the ceilings, a big kitchen, and is surrounded by a stunning garden. I didn’t expect the same, but I thought they would provide us with something I could call a home and not just ‘a house’. After all, John is the only son who stayed on the farm, so he deserves it—don’t you think?

      Am I being unreasonable? I am too shocked to cry (not that I would anyway). I can only hope that tomorrow, things will look a bit brighter. Perhaps I am overtired.

      Meanwhile, thank you for being my best (and only) friend—except John, of course (and I don’t want to say any more to him about my disappointment. He knows!). He is so happy and enthusiastic, and I do love him very much.

      How is your pregnancy going? Are you feeling well – “blooming” as the saying goes?

      I hope they hurry up and put a phone on in the house so I can ring you and talk.

      Lots of love,

      Dawn

      She folded the paper and slid it into an envelope before turning off the light and pulling up the eiderdown. It seemed like hours later, the silence of the night broken only by the repetitive call of a Morepork, before she finally succumbed to sleep.
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      “Good morning!”

      Dawn leapt to her feet and turned the volume down before shooting her mother-in-law a half smile.

      “I did knock but you mustn’t have heard me.” Alice inclined her head toward the music pouring from the portable record player in the corner. Her arms were laden with a box with a cake tin perched precariously on top.

      “Sorry about that. I found my records so thought the music would keep me company while I unpack.”

      “Of course, dear. That’s a good idea. It’s just a little hard to talk over.”

      Dawn turned the knob another quarter turn and “Calendar Girl” faded into the background.

      “I’ve brought you a cake and some meat. Harry dressed a mutton for us yesterday so there’s plenty to fill both our fridges and freezers now. Shall I put them in the kitchen?”

      “Dressed a mutton?” Dawn stared at Alice in amazement. Surely mutton didn’t have to be dressed.

      Alice chuckled. “Sorry, love. I suppose you’re not used to some of our country expressions. It means a mutton, that is, a sheep that’s been killed and skinned, has been cut into roasts and chops and so on … so it’s ready to cook.”

      Frowning, Alice pushed the thought to the back of her mind. Buying a nicely wrapped package of meat from their local butcher had been much more civilised.

      She reached out to take the box from Alice, noting her neat skirt and blouse and a perfectly matching string of beads around her neck.

      “I’ll take it. Are you on your way to a meeting or something?” It hadn’t taken long for her to realise that both Harry and Alice were well respected and deeply involved in the community.

      “No, not at all.” Alice lifted her gaze to meet Dawn’s. Her face lit up and her grey eyes sparkled at Dawn. “If I’m not helping out on the farm, I like to wear something a bit nicer than trousers and old shirts. You never know who might pop in to visit.”

      Dawn hurried to the kitchen, plonked the box on the table, and took stock of her own attire. Her red slacks were dusty and her sleeveless top, with multicoloured swirls that had once brightened her fair hair, was now faded. The day was not hot and Dawn had the lounge fire going while, between emptying each box, she had enjoyed twisting and jiving to the music. This ‘popping in’ business might take a bit of getting used to.

      She reached for the cardigan slung over the back of the chair, pushed her arms into it, and returned to the lounge. “Shall I make us a cup of tea?”

      “Thank you, dear. That would be lovely.” Alice swept her gaze around the room. “You’ve made good progress.”

      “Hmm. I suppose so. The china cabinet is nearly full.” Dawn waved towards the pile of wrapping paper and boxes in the corner
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