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In post-war New Zealand, 18-year-old Evelyn Rutherford is a young woman of quiet strength—loved by her family, courted by a man her parents admire, and poised to live the kind of life expected of her. When George Atkins, polished and promising, proposes marriage, Evelyn accepts with hesitation, trusting that stability will breed happiness.

But beneath George’s charm lies a cold certainty, and beneath Evelyn’s silence lies yearning—for open skies, honest work, and a life where she isn’t defined by expectation.

A visit to the Atkins farm reveals more than family dynamics. There, Evelyn meets George’s younger brother, Christopher—a man rooted in the land, unpretentious, and fiercely genuine. As Evelyn helps tend animals, scrubs out stalls, and shares unexpected moments with Chris, she begins to uncover the truth: happiness isn’t something promised, it’s something chosen.

Now Evelyn must confront what it means to want more than what she’s been offered—and who she dares to become if she breaks free.

A story of quiet rebellion, deep love, and the cost of choosing self over convention, Change of Heart marks the journey of a woman who learns that being good isn’t the same as being true—and that sometimes, the life you’re meant for is waiting just beyond the fence.
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Chapter One

Spring, 1951
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The bell echoed in the hallway, disturbing Evelyn’s reading. She sat with her legs curled under her in the wicker chair in the sitting room, her favourite book in her hands. The paper was beginning to turn brown with age. The binding had come undone at some point. Yet she would always pick it up when she was at a loose end. 

The ringing cut off and she heard her father’s deep voice. “Rutherford 16043. Yes, hello George. Of course. She’s in the sitting room.” There was a moment of quiet as he listened. “Yes. I am sure she will be happy to.” He called out to her. 

“Evelyn. Telephone call for you.”

“Coming, Pop!” she called. She put the book down on the table beside her chair and got up, smoothing her woollen trousers. They were a fairly new style. Her girlfriend had persuaded her to buy them when they had gone shopping together at James Smiths department store. Tania had admired the check trousers and had tried them on for herself but had quickly declared they would never go with her dusky skin. Evelyn, with her pale skin, on the other hand, would suit them perfectly.

Evelyn went out to the hallway and took the receiver from her father. He eyed her with what she could only guess was a disapproving look before disappearing back down the hallway. What he disapproved of, she had no idea.

“Hullo?”

“Evelyn, this is George Atkins.”

“Yes, Mr Atkins.”

He sounded amused when he replied. “Evelyn, you can call me by my first name.” After all, they had been going out for almost a year.

“Yes. George.”

“I would like you to join me for an early supper. Six o’clock?”

She hesitated, the receiver growing slippery in her damp palm. It was early, but still—would her father approve? Her gaze flicked toward the sitting room door, half-expecting her father to appear, disapproval etched on his face.

"If you’re at all concerned about appearances, Evelyn, I can assure you there will be plenty of others there," George’s voice softened, though a note of impatience lingered beneath the surface. 

“The evening shall be much more enjoyable with your company.”

She bit her lip, her gaze drifting to the black receiver in her hand. Its surface was smooth, cool against her fingertips—a grounding touch that did little to calm the gnawing in her stomach. Nervousness, perhaps. He was so much older than her, so much more worldly. Why would he want her at supper with his colleagues?

Yet his words carried warmth—like he truly wanted her there, as if he genuinely enjoyed her company.

Maybe she was just being silly.

“Oh. Then yes, of course.”

“Good. I’ll call for you at half-past-five,” he added smoothly, leaving no room for argument. The line clicked dead before she could muster a proper reply.

Evelyn dropped the receiver back in its cradle and turned to go back to her book. She looked up and saw her father watching her from the doorway of his study.

“George taking you out for tea?” he asked.

“Yes.”

He nodded, lifting his pipe to his mouth and puffing a little. His blue eyes crinkled a little in the corners as smoke drifted from the bowl of the pipe. 

“I do hope you are planning on wearing a dress, love.”

She glanced down at her trousers. “Are they wrong?”

“You are eighteen, my dear,” he said, not unkindly. “You need to dress like a lady. Especially now.” It was less of a rebuke and more of a gentle correction.

“Pop ...”

“Men like George don’t come around very often, love,” he told her gently. “He’s a ... he’s a good man, with a very bright future. And, well, Mum and I, we’re not going to be here forever. We just want to make sure you’re taken care of.”

She frowned, her father’s words lingering in her mind. “We’re not going to be around forever.” It wasn’t the first time he’d said something like that, but today it felt heavier, as if he knew something she didn’t. People didn’t live as long as they did in the movies, she supposed, but surely her parents had years ahead of them. Didn’t they?

He remained in the doorway.

“Why don’t you ask your mother if you can borrow her pearls?”

Pearls. She didn’t really know much about them, except that her girlfriends at work would often talk about their first pearl necklace. Each had got theirs around their eighteenth birthday. As if it somehow signified their entry into ‘womanhood’. 

Evelyn had seen enough fashion magazines to understand that they were something of a statement. Even some of her favourite actresses at the pictures wore pearls. The women depicted in those movies were sophisticated and classy. Something which Evelyn often struggled with. 

‘Dress like a lady’, Pop had said. What if she didn’t want to dress like a lady? She felt uncomfortable enough dining with people who were so much more grown-up than her. Far more sophisticated. Evelyn hadn’t been anywhere other than school and then work. The trousers at least lent her a small form of comfort.

Yet she knew she would give in. There were expectations and she had been raised to follow those expectations. No matter what her own thoughts were. Her parents continued to remind her that it was not her place to question. Just to follow. 

Still, George Atkins represented a part of the world that she wasn’t sure she wanted to join. She preferred a quiet life.

She chose not to reply to her father but went looking for her mother in the kitchen. Mum was standing at the wooden bench, her hands kneading bread dough so roughly it was almost as if she was beating it into behaving. She glanced up at Evelyn’s entry, brushing the back of one flour-covered hand across her forehead, disturbing the damp blonde curls. 

“Was that the telephone I heard?” she asked.

Evelyn nodded, watching her mother pick up a towel and wipe her hands with it. Flour streaked her forehead and covered her red cheeks. The sun was streaming in through the windows and the range was preheating. It made the room feel extremely hot. 

“Geo ... Mr Atkins invited me to an early supper with his colleagues.”

“Oh, yes,” her mother said with a gentle smile. “George Atkins is a wonderful man. I am sure you will be very happy with him.”

Evelyn again felt that sense that there was something her parents knew that she did not. Mum looked her over with a critical eye.

“Is that what you’re wearing, darling?”

“I was going to change into a frock,” Evelyn assured her. “Pop thought ...”

“Perhaps you should borrow my pearls. You know, we should really get you your own. You’re old enough now.”

Mum resumed kneading the dough, her movements rhythmic and firm. Evelyn watched for a few moments, absorbing the symphony of the kitchen—the sticky squish of dough stretching beneath her mother’s hands, the light thud as it was turned over. The yeasty aroma clung to the air, tinged with something sharper—the faint memory of hops from her father’s brewing days. It was a scent of making do, of stretching what little they had, a quiet echo of years not long past.

She closed her eyes briefly, thinking of the morning to come when there would be the aroma of fresh-baked bread to greet her when she rose. She could remember many cold winter mornings throughout her childhood coming into the kitchen, the room still warm from the heat of the coal range, hot bread left to cool on the bench. Even in the days when there had been so little for everyone, her mother had somehow always found a way to make bread. It was so good; warm and soft, delicious with butter - if they had any - or just by itself. 

Leaving her childhood memories behind, Evelyn turned and left the kitchen. She went upstairs to her room. 

Her mind returned to the brief conversation with George as she began looking through her small collection of frocks. He was picking her up at five-thirty. For as long as she’d known him, he’d always been punctual. To a fault, almost. The one time she had kept him waiting, through no fault of her own, he had waited until they had left the house to scold her. As if he hadn’t wanted her parents to see that side of him. 

She could still feel the sting of his words, sharp yet measured, as if he’d rehearsed them in his mind while waiting. It left her wondering if George’s punctuality was less about time and more about control.

She sighed. George had seen most of her frocks. Biting her lip, she turned to lean against the door of her wardrobe, eyeing the sewing machine in the corner of her room. She had been sewing a frock but still had several pieces left to sew in. She would never complete it in time for George to pick her up. 

The light blue dress caught her eye. It was modest but elegant, a balance she thought George would approve of. She fingered the fabric, feeling both comforted and wary of how it might look in front of his colleagues. It was cotton with a full skirt and buttons down the front of the bodice, reminding her a little of the shirts her father often wore for work. She chose to pair the frock with white stilettos with a low heel. She was not a tall girl, and George was about six feet. He’d often made it seem like he preferred her in low heels as if somehow, looking down on her, made him feel more powerful.

Evelyn went to wash and change, arranging her strawberry blonde curls into something resembling waves, using her mother’s hairspray to ensure the waves wouldn’t return to their errant ways too quickly. She added a little lipstick to her lips, then a little rouge to her cheeks and coating her lashes with mascara. She had the feeling this was going to be an important night if George’s colleagues were going to be there and she wanted to make a good impression. 

The clock chimed in the hallway. Five o’clock. Her mother had always told her to never keep a young man waiting. She still had thirty minutes until he arrived, but it was always best to be ready early. She gathered her wrap - in case it turned cold in the evening - and her bag, before making her way back downstairs. 

Her parents were in the sitting room. Her father was sitting in the armchair, a glass of beer beside him. He was listening to soft music from the wireless. Her mother sat on one end of the settee, sipping delicately from a crystal glass. Smoke curled from her cigarette in the ashtray beside her. A basket sat on the floor beside the settee, yarn and knitting needles peeking out from the top. 

“You do look very smart, darling,” her mother said, her smile warm but her tone distant, almost as if she were weighing Evelyn’s choice of George silently. “Doesn’t she, Joe?”

Pop looked up. He nodded in approval, giving her a smile and a wink. He drank some of his beer and leaned back in the chair. Mum patted the cushion. 

“Come. Sit.”

“I should ...” She began, turning toward the door. 

“Now, darling, you don’t want to make the man think you are too eager,” her mother admonished gently. “Why don’t I get you a glass of sherry?”

Evelyn shook her head. She wasn’t nervous, but she didn’t want to drink anything that would cloud her head. 

She sat next to her mother, demurely crossing her legs. She hoped what she’d chosen to wear was appropriate. George’s colleagues were a good twenty years or more older than her and she didn’t want to come across as too immature for the man she’d been seeing.

George Atkins was twenty-eight and seemed so much older than that. Of course, the war probably had more to do with that. He’d told her that when he’d been old enough, he had signed up to train in the Royal New Zealand Air Force.  He’d spent much of the war flying with the RAF in Europe. 

She couldn’t imagine anything more terrible than having to drop bombs on someone’s home. She could remember her teachers at school espousing the heroic deeds of the men serving overseas, but she could only think about the terrible cost in lives. Her father’s colleague at the freezing works had a son who had served. He had never returned. 

When George had returned from serving overseas, he had resumed studying law at Victoria University.

Evelyn had once asked him about it.

“I didn’t join up until I was nineteen,” he told her. “So I already had a year under my belt.” He seemed almost amused by her hesitant question. While he’d been patient in answering her, Evelyn thought she sensed an underlying air of annoyance. Or something else. 

He went on to explain that while he’d been studying, he’d secured a job for a small firm of solicitors in the city. He’d worked as a legal executive until he had passed his exams and could begin working as a solicitor. He only dealt with civil disputes and property law. It suited him, he’d once told her, since it meant he rarely had to face a judge in court. 

George was not a demonstrative man. Evelyn wondered if perhaps the things he had done in the war had changed him, made him stoic. She had tried to respect his silence on the matter, but still, she couldn’t help being curious about what he’d gone through.

Sometimes his silence felt like a wall – one she was unlikely to ever get through.

He rarely showed affection toward her, despite the fact they’d been seeing each other for some months now. 

Even her father, who had done his best to support the war effort from home, rarely talked about that time.

She heard the tap of the door knocker. It was brass; a dreadful heavy thing. It consisted of a ring held in the mouth of a creature’s head. The creature reminded her a little of the ugly little statues she had once seen in a photograph of an old cathedral.

She hesitated, wondering if she should greet the man at the door. As she started to get to her feet, her father put out a hand as if to stop her and got up himself. He left the room. Less than a minute later she could hear George’s voice in the hallway, along with Pop’s deeper one. 

The two men appeared in the doorway. Both were a complete contrast of each other. George was tall and fair-haired with a rugged, handsome face, while her father was much shorter, with thinning dark brown hair and almost a puffy face with a pale complexion. Evelyn offered George a tentative smile. 

“Would you like a drink, George?” Pop said. “Norma will get you one.”

“Thank you, Mr Rutherford, but I must decline. I promised my colleagues I would be there dead on six.” George looked at her. “Evelyn?”

She nodded. “Yes, of course,” she replied, picking up her bag and gloves. “I don’t expect we’ll be late, Mum.”

Mum waved her hand almost dismissively. She had picked up her knitting and was concentrating on her stitches. 

“I’m sure you two have a lot to discuss,” her father said. 

Evelyn joined George in the doorway. “Well, goodnight, Mum. Goodnight Pop.”

“Goodnight, dear.”
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Chapter Two
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George noticed she had been quiet in the car on the way. She’d sat with her hands folded in her lap, watching out the passenger window. He didn’t mind. In fact, he preferred it when she was quiet. Not that she was a chatterbox. Demure, he thought. She had excellent breeding and manners. He’d gone out with plenty of women, but none of them were as well-mannered as Evelyn.

The club was already busy when they arrived. George swiftly pointed out the table where all the other solicitors in his firm had gathered. He pressed his hand against her back, guiding her through the crowd as if steering a delicate but unpredictable machine. He could sense her nervousness, the slight tremble in her hand as she raised it in greeting. One of the other solicitors pulled out a chair for her so she could sit down. 

“Good evening, Evelyn,” the solicitor greeted her. 

“Good evening, sir,” she said politely.

George smiled in approval, moving to sit on the opposite side of the table. The old man, his boss, smiled back at Evelyn, his eyes crinkling at the corners. He was about sixty, a few years older than Joe Rutherford. 

“Oh, now, how many times must I ask you to call me James?” the man teased Evelyn.

“Oh, sir, that wouldn’t be appropriate,” she protested softly. Good, George thought. She had been taught well by her mother and father.

Her hands fidgeted in her lap, and she offered polite smiles, but George could see the telltale stiffness in her shoulders. She was nervous—good. It meant she was trying to please.

James smiled and turned to George. “Your girl is charming, George. If I were thirty years younger, you would have some competition, young man.”

“Oh, indeed, sir,” he replied. “Evelyn has fine manners, I must say. She has been raised well.”

“She will make someone a fine wife,” James commented. His look was full of meaning. “If one should be so lucky to capture such a beauty.”

George stopped himself from narrowing his eyes. He didn’t think he’d said too much at the office about his intentions toward Evelyn. As far as he was concerned, that was a private matter between the two of them. The thought of James admiring Evelyn pricked at him, unbidden and unwelcome. Yet the compliment lingered in his mind, swelling his pride. It validated his judgment, his taste—proof that Evelyn’s beauty, charm, and manners reflected his discerning eye. After all, wasn’t her worth a testament to his own?

“Lucky indeed, sir.” George pulled a small metal box from his pocket. He took out a cigarette and tapped it on the top before lighting it with matches. He watched her through the smoke filling the room. She was only one of a small few who was not smoking. She didn’t seem all that enthused about it. He found that rather amusing. She was young, in many ways still naïve, yet to learn the ways of the world.

The murmur of voices blended with the jazz playing faintly in the background. The air carried the mingled scents of cigarette smoke, spilled whisky, and cheap cologne.

“Do you smoke, dear?” James asked Evelyn, puffing on his own cigarette. 

He watched her decline the cigarette with that same gentle resolve she wore so often. She thought it made her principled; he found it naive. She still had so much to learn.

James frowned. “Oh, no, you don’t. I remember, I asked you that last time I saw you. When was that, George?”

“I believe it was at your birthday party, sir. Two months ago.”

“Yes, of course.”

Evelyn nodded. George had invited her as his guest. James, as the managing partner, had declared that every staff member should invite someone. All his colleagues had been keen to know more about the young woman he’d been seeing and were eager to meet her.

George had refrained from revealing too much about her, trying to keep his personal life away from office gossip. 

Evelyn recalled that night. The older man had clearly been enjoying himself at the party, or as he often announced, partaking of a tipple now and again. Those intermissions between now and again had grown narrower. The drunker he became, the less likely he had been to recognise her. Every time he ran into her, which was often, he would wrap an arm around her shoulders and bellow in her ear. “Guess how old I am. Go on.”

Just to be polite, she would guess a number to which he would laugh gleefully and tell her she was wrong. 

George shot her a look as he smoked his cigarette while his employer continued to chatter beside her, ignoring his wife, who sat quietly on his other side. A server placed their drinks on the table and Evelyn sipped from her glass of lemonade. 

The room slowly clouded with smoke. James’ wife offered her a cigarette from a fancy cigarette case with a floral design etched on the top. Evelyn refused politely. She didn’t particularly like smoking, even though it was the fashion. Her friends at work told her it was what all the movie stars did. Evelyn was not a movie star and had no ambitions to be. She did not plan on being an operator all her life either. She couldn’t imagine anything more dull than working on the switchboard for the post office. 

***
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Evelyn remembered the summer holiday her parents had taken her and Steven to visit Uncle David’s farm near Masterton. She had been in school—Standard One or Two, she thought—and Steven had only just started. Having spent her entire childhood in the city, Evelyn had never seen a farm before, and the experience had fascinated her.

The drive itself had been memorable. Her father slowed the car to a crunching stop on the gravel road, dust curling around the tyres. “Look at all the meat mushrooms!” he’d joshed, waving a hand at the sheep scattered across the pasture. Evelyn had stared at him, puzzled, until he explained with a chortle, “That’s what your grandfather used to call them—meat mushrooms.” The little joke had stuck with her, the odd term capturing her imagination.

They had spent about a week at the farm, and Evelyn had been eager to absorb every detail. She followed her uncle everywhere, peppering him with questions about the animals, the crops, and farm life. Steven had stayed mostly indoors, uninterested in the activity outside. Her parents had warned her not to bother Uncle David with all her questions, but he never seemed to mind. Even when he explained the more unpleasant realities—like docking lambs’ tails—Evelyn’s curiosity refused to waver.

Her uncle had told her it was necessary: “Keeps their tails clean and makes it easier for the shearers,” he’d said matter-of-factly. Evelyn had winced at the thought but asked question after question, absorbing the life of the farm like a sponge.

Her father often spoke wistfully of his childhood on a farm in England. Her grandfather Edward had worked on a property in Dorset—a modest one with sheep and a vegetable crop that sold through a local shop. After the first war, Grandpop had seized the chance to migrate to New Zealand, where he’d eventually grown his small plot to nearly two hundred acres. He had hoped his sons would carry on the farm, but Evelyn’s father had chosen a different path, moving to Wellington to work in accounting.

He’d tried his best in the city, but times had been tough, particularly when the Depression hit, forcing his employer to close. Out of work and newly married, Pop had considered returning to the farm when Grandpop fell ill, but fate had other plans. Uncle David had helped him secure a position at the freezing works managing accounts—a step down for Pop, perhaps, but one that provided enough to support his growing family.

Although Evelyn had never met her grandfather, she knew his story well through her father’s retellings. He often spoke of England and the farm with an undercurrent of longing. Though he had adapted to city life, Evelyn could hear the yearning in his voice whenever he shared those tales.

For Evelyn, the farm had been a revelation. The open spaces felt boundless, alive, in stark contrast to the boxed-in city. Life in the office—her current reality—was stifling with its endless chatter and monotony. Marriage loomed in her future, but it didn’t feel like freedom; it felt like a door closing. Her friends at work told her that once she became “Mrs. so-and-so,” she would leave her job to become a housewife. Evelyn couldn’t imagine anything worse. She dreamed of a life on a farm—a place where the air was fresh, the horizons vast, and the choices hers to make.

***
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“You’re very quiet tonight.”

Evelyn turned her head to look at George. “I’m sorry,” she said.

He shook his head. “Don’t apologise. If I must be honest, I do not enjoy women who prattle on about nothing. I find your calm manner a welcome change.”

“Thank you,” she said quietly. 

“Would you care to dance with me before supper is served?”

She frowned slightly, realising that other couples were on the dance floor. She nodded, letting him take her hand and guide her away from the table. He held her as was proper, with one hand on her waist, the other taking her right hand. She put her left hand on his shoulder, allowing him to lead her in the steps. She could hear the band playing an instrumental version of a Doris Day song. It reminded her of watching the newsreels in the cinema, reporting on the victory parades as the men returned home from the war. 

“Evelyn, there is something I’ve been wanting to ask you.”

“What is it?” she asked George, looking up at him.

“My father feels it is time I settled down and I agree. I know you’re only eighteen, but we have been courting for some months now. I would very much like it if you would agree to become my wife. You don’t have to answer me right away, but if you do say yes, I assure you we can make it a long engagement. As long as you need. I am sure there will be many things you will need to do to plan a wedding and I do not expect you to do so overnight.”

She continued to dance with him, not knowing what to reply. She was stunned at his proposal. This must have been what her parents were alluding to earlier, she thought. 

She wasn’t sure she was ready to get married. All her other girlfriends the same age thought themselves far too young to settle down and become housewives. Even if that was their only ambition in life. Yet, how could she turn him down? George was a good man. He was a little distant, perhaps, but he was kind and thoughtful and she did like him. 

“What about love?” a voice in her head asked. 

Did she love him? That was the question. One she didn’t know the answer to. 

The music ended and he led her back to the table. Supper had been served and she ate without speaking. George appeared to be relaxed as if he’d been holding on to some tension earlier. She was unsurprised. If his plan that night had been to propose marriage, she supposed he would be tense. 

She couldn’t help feeling a little tense herself as the evening went on. All the months he had been taking her out, George had never once mentioned marriage. Yet much of the conversation tonight, both with her parents and with George’s boss, had seemed to be on the subject. Had she just been oblivious to any overtures on his part or was it something else?

Evelyn thought of nothing else for the rest of the night. Even when George stopped his Buick outside her home, she was so lost in thought she had no idea she was home until he opened the door for her. He took her hand once more, his own hand cool.

“I know my proposal was unexpected,” he said. “But I’d already spoken to your father about it.”

She frowned. “When? When did you ask Pop?”

“Today. Well, of course, I mentioned it once or twice to your parents when you were out of the room, but they were very amenable. As I said, Evelyn, I don’t wish to pressure you, but I do hope you’ll say yes. You are young yet, but I do think you and I will suit each other very nicely.”

She could only nod and accept his kiss on her cheek. He promised to ring her in a day or so. Just to talk, he added. 
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Chapter Three
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Her mother was already in the kitchen preparing breakfast when Evelyn came downstairs. Mum greeted her cheerfully.

“Good morning, darling. Did you sleep well?”

She watched her mother mix the porridge, unsure what to reply. She hadn’t slept well at all. She had spent half the night lying awake, thinking about George’s proposal. 

“Yes, Mum,” she said, thinking Mum probably didn’t want to hear of her troubles. 
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