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        Lower North Island, New Zealand

        Marton, near Turakina Valley

      

      

      

      When the driver’s side wiper arm jammed completely until visibility became non-existent, and the little boy in the back just wouldn’t stop crying, that’s when the woman driver screamed in frustration. Exhausted, hungry and more than a little scared, she felt as if her whole world was collapsing around her. The conspiracy of the mechanical nightmare she was driving, her boy on the back seat balling his eyes out, and the appalling weather were minor irritants that compounded her misery.

      It wasn’t just raining, it was a monsoon crashing down on the car. So loud was the noise, she could hear nothing outside the vehicle’s steel shell, until somebody blasted a horn and although she  couldn’t see much, she assumed it had been for her benefit. There was a bang on the roof of the car that made her nearly jump out of her skin and Sammy on the back seat discovered a volume he should not have been able to produce. Trying to see through the passenger window, the young woman could make out the shape of a man astride a bicycle. The angry way he gesticulated told her that she must have come close to crashing into him.

      “All right, all right. I’m sorry!” she yelled above the torrential hammering on the car. The man thumped the roof of the car again and her heart pounded just as violently. Sammy went for a new world record in the sport of excessive screaming, beating his previous personal best by several decibels. “Sammy. For God’s sake.”

      The man on the bicycle suddenly disappeared and she was grateful for that at least. She knew she had to pull over before she crashed into something. She turned off the wipers and then on again. When this had no effect, she repeated the exercise a few times, and was amazed when both wipers moved again. For one brief second, she could see through the windscreen and noticed a public car park off the road. As she crossed the pavement to park up, the two out of sync wipers became tangled with each other, and the one on the driver’s side fell off all together.

      “Bloody hell, not now,” she cursed, thumping the steering wheel.

      Braking hard, the car stalled. Turning off the ignition, she sat and watched the waterfall cascading down the windscreen, feeling her own tears trickling down her cheeks as if in empathy with the weather. Her right thigh was strangely getting wet and she noticed that the rubber seal around the windscreen was leaking and a steady drip was now soaking her leg. She was crying, Sammy was definitely crying and now it seemed like even the old car was  crying.

      Closing her eyes, her ears and even her mind to the nightmare around her, she did the only thing she could—sit tight and wait until the rain stopped. That actually happened sooner than she expected. The sheet of rain in front of her slowed down and the internal water feature dried up, too. The solid black clouds rolled grudgingly away, revealing an increasingly bluer sky. A low weak sun forced a triumphant appearance, and the last of the raindrops tapped a farewell drumbeat above her head. Even Sammy was quiet and turning around she could see why.

      “Wainboo,” he declared, pointing out of the window.

      “Good boy, Sammy. It is a rainbow.”  Sammy loved rainbows. For one deluded moment, she decided this was a sign that things had reached rock bottom and the upward climb had started. The sudden rapping on the window wrecked that theory. Her heart sank when she saw the blue uniform. Winding down the window, a grey haired man stared back at her. She sighed with relief that he was a traffic warden, not a policeman.

      “Can’t park there, miss. You’re blocking the exit.”

      “I’m sorry. The car just died on me.”

      Picking up the wiper arm off the ground, he said, “The whole vehicle looks pretty terminal to me.”

      She prayed silently that he wouldn’t check the expired registration sticker on the windscreen.  “I’ll move it out of the way.” That had seemed like a pretty good idea, but the car wasn’t going to be that cooperative. The engine turned over slowly, but didn’t fire up.

      “Not having a good day, Miss?” There was no response she felt appropriate right then. “Look, if you put it in neutral I’ll push you out the way. Steer for that corner over the far side.”

      She did that and waited for the man to go behind the car. There was a slight rocking movement, but not a lot of forward motion. The man appeared at the open window again. “Might help if you take the handbrake off, Miss.”

      Feeling quite stupid, she said, “Sorry.”

      Letting the brake off certainly made the job a lot easier. Weaving a path through the handful of parked vehicles, she eventually made it to the allotted place. The grey haired man peered through the window again.

      “Strictly speaking, this is a pay and display car park. But I’m off duty in five minutes, and I’ll be heading the other way,” he said with a wink. “Nobody will bother you here for a while.” He turned to leave. “Oh, by the way. You might want to renew your rego when you get the chance.” He winked again and walked briskly away.

      “I’ll never be rude to parking wardens ever again,” she vowed. The stranger’s kindness had been the highlight of a terrible week. Pulling her purse from her coat pocket, she opened it and emptied the contents on the passenger seat. Three dollars and thirty cents dropped out. “Come on, Sammy. At least we might get you some grub. I ate yesterday.” That meat pie from nearly twenty-four hours ago seemed like a fond and distant memory. Stuffing the money back in the purse, she got out of the car and unbuckled Sammy’s baby seat harness. Lifting him out, she declared, “You are getting a big boy, aren’t you?”

      She kissed his forehead and had a look around the high street. It was a new town to her and she tried to guess which way to go. Her stomach growled and her mouth was as dry as a piece of old leather. Her last drink of anything had been hours ago, taking just a sip from Sammy’s juice bottle and she had felt guilty about that. Across the street she saw a familiar sign. The yellow Work and Income department logo. “Right.”

      As she crossed the street, getting her right foot soaked in a muddy puddle, she could see somebody leaving the office. He was locking the main doors. “Excuse me,” she said. “I could use a little help.”

      There was a look in his eyes that told her exactly what his first impression of her had been. It wasn’t good. “Monday. Come back on Monday morning.”

      “But I need help now,” she told him. “I need to get food and stuff for my son.”

      “I can help you Monday morning. We’re finished for the week now,” he said.

      “But it’s only Friday,” she blurted.

      “Exactly. We’re closed for the weekend. Come back Monday.”

      “But…” She was talking to his back as he walked away. “Thanks a lot. You’ve been a great help,” she muttered under her breath. “Now what do we do?” Two buildings along, she noticed a small grocery store. “Get my little man some milk to drink, eh?”

      The shop had a reasonable selection of goods, but nothing she could afford for herself. A small carton of milk and a muesli bar left her with ten cents to her name. At least Sammy wouldn’t go hungry tonight. There was the smell of cooking coming from the back of the shop, something hot, greasy and filling. She closed her eyes and sniffed the air, imagining the taste of bacon on her lips. Her head reeled with the very idea of eating again. She had to get away from the smell of the food.

      The door of the shop was covered in cards, and as she struggled to open the door with Sammy in her aching arms, one caught her attention. Written with black felt tip ink, it said:

      
        
        Love Animals and Children?

        Contact Craig Rogers.

      

      

      There was a telephone number beneath that. Ten cents wasn’t going to be enough for the phone call she realised. But if there was a chance of a job, and maybe a roof over their heads, she had to do something. She took down the card and went back to the counter. The Asian woman behind the display of confectionery, looked at the card.

      “Call the number,” she suggested with a shrug.

      “I’ve no money and I left my phone behind.”

      The woman shrugged again. “I can’t help you then.”

      She’d expected that. “Where does this ‘Craig’ bloke live?”

      Another shrug. Shrugging was obviously an art form in this woman’s culture. She was very accomplished at it. It was coupled with a blank and unhelpful expression.

      “Please. I need to see this man,” she implored the woman, desperately waving the card at her.

      The shopkeeper sighed, the agitation in her tone was evident when she called out to somebody at the back of the shop. An elderly Indian man came out. He was eating a sandwich and didn’t look too pleased to have his meal disturbed. “What?” he snapped.

      Tapping the card, she asked “Who is this man?”

      “Mr Craig? I remember him. He’s new to the area, I think.”

      “Where does he live?”

      He shrugged. These two were a shrugging double act it seemed. “Up the valley, I think. Yes. I remember now. A nice man. Up the valley.”

      The smell of the sandwich made her mouth water. Some kind of sauce was trickling down his chin. “I’m new here. How do I get to the valley?”

      Between bites of sandwich the pair debated directions, the man finally losing interest and he shuffled back to where he’d come from. Sammy was weighing like a small elephant in her arms.

      The woman suggested directions to help this customer on her way. “Along the main road and take the second, no, the third right turn. Keep going and going until you get to a crossroads. Turn right and … you’d better ask for this man when you get that far.”

      “Thank you.” With the card stuffed into her pocket, she went straight back to her car. When Sammy was securely buckled in the back, sipping milk through the straw and chewing thoughtfully on the bar, she got back in the car. Gripping the steering wheel tightly with both hands, she urged, “Do this for me, you old wreck.” The engine didn’t so much turn over as do a tired back flip, make a disconcerting grinding sound, screeched in a most peculiar way and died again. “Not very helpful.”

      “Do you need a push start?” It was the traffic warden again. He was out of uniform now and his face seemed even friendlier than before. She hadn’t noticed him come up to the window. “You don’t want to be here all night, not with the kiddie in the back. I’ll help you out.”

      “Thanks. That’ll be great.”

      He looked through the window at the vehicle’s controls. “Right. It’s a manual gearbox, yeah? Keep it in neutral with the handbrake off. I’ll push from the back and when we’ve got a bit of speed up, get into first and turn the ignition at the same time. If it fires up, don’t stop, keep going. Got that?”

      She nodded. It sounded easy enough, but getting the coordination just right was the challenge. They were heading for the car park exit and the high street before they had much speed up. The evening traffic was building up and it was going to be tricky. Ramming the lever into first gear she turned the ignition. Releasing the clutch was like hitting a brick wall and the old car lurched forwards, the engine threatening both internal and external combustion. It fired up and she revved hard, the car suddenly shooting forwards. A pedestrian swore as he dived for cover and a collision with an eighteen wheeled truck was missed by a heartbeat. Battling to get the car under control, she was now in a flow of traffic. Not daring to take her eyes off the road, she tooted her horn as a thank you to the friendly traffic warden. All she had to do now was find this Craig person.

      Trying to remember the directions she’d been given, she came upon the crossroads. Left, wasn’t it? No, not left. Right…

      Turning right as she left the small town behind, the road seemed to get narrower and it started to rain. Not as heavy as before, but driving along these country lanes could be treacherous in the old car with the bald tyres. Buildings became fewer and she had another problem. The fuel tank was reading close to empty. Overhanging trees and the rain had reduced the visibility. She had to lean with her nose almost on the window screen to see at all. Passing a farm driveway, she saw a man on a tractor about to drive through a gate. Keeping the engine running, she pulled along side.

      “Excuse me?”

      The man jumped down off the tractor and went over to the open car window. A waterfall ran from the brim of his hat. “Can I help you, Miss?”

      She picked up the card. “I’m looking for this man,” she said, hopefully.

      He looked at the card a moment. “I know who he is.” He studied her before he asked, “Got business with him, have you?”

      “Sort of,” she said.

      He seemed to consider this for a moment, chewing thoughtfully on his lower lip. “Keep on the way you’re heading. After about two more miles, look for a steel gate on the left. Look out for it otherwise you’ll miss it. Go through the gate, but make sure you close it after you. There’s sheep in there. The house is right at the end of the driveway so just drive on up. You might struggle a bit getting up there in this though. Good luck.”

      She thanked him and did as he’d told her. She nearly missed the gate with the rain on the windscreen. Leaving the engine running, she heaved the gate open, having to lift it to stop it dragging in the mud. Once the car was the other side, she closed the gate and looked around her before getting back in the car.

      “This can’t be right.”

      There was no sign of a house of any sort in sight. The driveway was almost a lane in its own right, winding around a small plantation of pines and through low grassy banks on either side. The incline was very steep and the chances of the old motor getting far up that hill was remote. Remembering what the farmer had told her, about the house being at the end of the driveway, she trusted that she was actually in the right place. She was soaking wet now, her hair plastered to her face and her clothes clung to her body in a cold, uncomfortable way, and it was still raining hard. She didn’t want Sammy getting wet trying to walk up this drive.

      The wheels spun in the mud and the car slewed across the drive, nearly ending up in the drainage ditch that ran along one side. Fighting the steering wheel, she kept the car in first and by using the clutch, and accelerator, the well worn tyres found some traction. It took ten minutes to make a hundred metres, but the mud gave way to shell rock and it was easier going. There was a smell of burning rubber and steam was gushing from the radiator with still no sign of a house. There was another bend higher up and they were still climbing. A clattering noise came from the engine and when the house came into sight, a very final bang happened and the car stopped for good. The house was still another two hundred metres away.

      “We’re going for a little walk, Sammy.”

      Leaving everything but the boy, she staggered up the hill with him in her arms, sheltering him as much as possible. The dark clouds seemed to follow her, and the deluge worsened. Slipping on a clump of grass, she fell forwards, her knees sinking deep into the thick mud. It was all she could do to stop her son from hitting the ground. It took all her strength to get back on her feet, her legs from the knees down were coated with dirt. She pressed on, but her spirits took a dive to a new low as she got closer. This wasn’t a house at all. It was a barn. It was a huge, steel clad building, and by the look of it, it was still being built. But, she realised, if it was a barn, someone had gone to a lot of trouble to fit windows and build a deck in front of it.

      Carrying Sammy onto the deck, she could see a front door. It was a massive thing with an ornate stained glass window halfway up it. An unlit decorative lamp was fixed to one side of the door. Through the door’s window she could see that there was a light on inside. It was a home. Hammering on the door with the lion’s head brass knocker, she stood back and waited. When the door opened, a man stood there.

      “Hello,” he said, a puzzled expression on his face. He surveyed the pair quizzically.

      The young woman stuck out a hand. “Dawn Rysing,” she said.

      “Oh. I see. Well, thanks for telling me that, but you’re either way too late or much too early for dawn.”

      “What? Oh. No, that’s my name. Dawn Rysing. I’ve come about the job.”

      The man named Craig scratched his head. “You are in for a bit of a disappointment, I’m afraid, there is no job here.”

      It was at that point that thirst, hunger and exhaustion hit home and Dawn Rysing collapsed in a soggy heap.
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      It was the warmth Dawn noticed the most. She hadn’t quite passed out, but had come very close to it. She hadn’t even noticed Craig removing her sodden jacket and shoes and then covering her in a thick woollen blanket. She was sitting on a dark brown, well-padded sofa, that had been dragged closer to the blazing log burner. The few minutes it had taken to get to that position from standing cold, wet and ready to drop, were a blur. Her mind was still fuzzy and the room she found herself in seemed to have the solidity of a mirage. At any moment she expected the surroundings, including this man, to disappear in a puff of smoke.

      “Here. Take this,” he said.

      On a tray was a huge bowl of steaming soup, next to a small mountain of crusty bread. She took the tray and sipped the soup. It was thick with meat and vegetables and flavoured with spices. It seemed to light a fire inside her. Then she realised something was missing.

      “Sammy,” she called out, nearly sending the lifesaving soup to the floor.

      “It’s all right,” said Craig. “I gave him a towel and told him to dry himself. He’s fast asleep in bed.”

      Dawn stopped panicking and ate some more soup, the bread disappearing at a magical rate. Craig sat in his la-z-boy recliner and watched her eat. Neither said a word until she finished the meal. As her mind cleared and the hot food revived her, the room and everything in it became solid and real.

      “I wouldn’t be exaggerating to tell you that soup saved my life.”

      Craig laughed. “You may be exaggerating a bit. I’m not that good a cook.”

      She was amazed. “You made the soup? Not out of a packet or tin?”

      “Guilty as charged. I think you’d better take a hot shower and get into bed with your boy.”

      “But we can’t stay here,” Dawn said.

      Craig looked around the unfinished room. “I know it’s a bit rough at the moment, but at least it’s warm and dry.”

      “No, sorry, I didn’t mean to imply … it’s just that I don’t want to impose on you, that’s all.”

      He shook his head, “It’s all right. Let’s sort things out in the morning. Besides, I looked at your car. It isn’t good news, I’m afraid. Sorry, but the only place that thing’s going to is the scrap heap. The shower’s through that door there. I’ll find you something to wear and make us a drink of hot chocolate in the meantime.”

      Like the rest of the place, the bathroom was unfinished. The bare light bulb revealed unfinished wall boarding with electrical wiring with the ends tied up, sticking out where other sockets were intended to go. The shower at least was finished, and Dawn let the steaming hot water revive her. She shampooed her hair and let the suds run down her breasts, rubbing in the lather. She gasped and covered herself with her arms when the door to the bathroom opened and quickly closed again. A little frightened now, she ventured a quick look out of the shower. Craig wasn’t in the room, but she could see a small pile of clean clothing on the floor. With a smile, she got back under the hot spray of water and used some of the shampoo to wash her hair again. It had been well over a week since she last had a chance to do that and it felt wonderful to massage the lather into her scalp. She scrubbed at her body until her skin tingled and she felt the hot water thawing her bones. A few minutes later she was entering the lounge again.

      “Well now. That clobber looks a lot better on you than it does on me,” he declared. He was holding two steaming mugs of drinking chocolate. “Come and sit by the fire.”

      In the baggy track suit that was at least three sizes too big, Dawn couldn’t understand the compliment. She figured he was just being kind. The sofa was well worn but comfortable and having been dragged closer to the roaring log burner, it was a little piece of heaven. She curled up with her legs tucked underneath her and sipped the chocolate drink which was strong and sweet. As the soup beforehand, it warmed and revived her, body and soul. She felt as if she was drawing the heat of the fire deep inside.

      “You’ve been so kind,” she said, “Taking in a couple of strangers just turning up on your doorstep the way we did.”

      Craig had melted into his recliner. “It’s all right,” he said. “I could hardly throw you and the boy out on a night like this, now could I? I just don’t understand about this job I’m supposed to have, though.”

      “It was on a card in the window of a dairy, the little shop in Marton. It’s in my jacket pocket. It said something about ‘do you like animals and children,’ and then your telephone number. I didn’t have my phone or money to phone you, so I drove here instead.”

      Craig looked embarrassed. “Oh. Oh, right. I understand now. You see, the thing is, it isn’t a job as such. What I’m looking for are a few local volunteers to help with a project I’m trying to set up. Sorry, I should have made it a little clearer than I did.”

      Dawn looked crest fallen. It was one of a long list of knock backs. “Damn. I really thought … well, I’d hoped that it might be something I could get paid for, you know, looking after kids and animals. I thought it was on a farm.”

      “You’ve done farm work?”

      She nodded. “I grew up on a small farm just outside Christchurch. Mostly sheep, but we fattened up some beef cattle and I had a couple of horses of my own. I’m not afraid of hard work and whatever a bloke can do, I can do it just as well.”

      “I see. That’s very interesting.” He seemed to be taking a mental note of that. “I’d have thought you could get work all over the place, on some farm or other.”

      “Not a single mother with a kid to look after. Nobody wants to know about that.”

      He nodded, sympathetically. “I can see that might be make it difficult for you. Something should turn up eventually. But you know your way around animals then?” He seemed to be thinking things over as if he were planning something. “That’s actually quite interesting.” He watched her for a moment, and he could see Dawn was having trouble staying awake. “You’ve had a long day. Why not get off to bed, eh?”

      Suddenly, Dawn started to cry.

      “Dawn. What’s wrong?”

      Between sobs, Dawn told him, “What’s wrong? I’ve got no money, nowhere to live, no food for my kid, a car that just died on your land, no means of getting anywhere, and… and …” the crying started again.

      “Hey, come on now,” he said softly. “It’s not all bad. You’ve got a bed for the night, I’ve plenty of food in, and as for your car… well, true, that’s knackered, but let’s see what tomorrow brings, eh? Why not get a good night’s sleep?”

      Dawn liked the sound of that. “Shall I sleep on the sofa?” she knew she would be quite comfortable on the soft brown sofa by the fire.

      “It might be a bit crowded with the two of us on it.”

      “I don’t get it?”

      He explained. “The only proper bed I have is being occupied by a little lad called Sammy. So if you bunk with him, I’ll sleep here.”

      “No way. I’m not letting you do that,” she said, resolutely.

      “Well, it wouldn’t have been my first choice, but I’ll be fine. Now you get off to bed and see what tomorrow brings.”

      Dawn was too tired to argue and after sleeping in the car for the last three nights, the idea of a warm bed was too good an offer to turn down. She headed for the bedroom paused and looked back at him. “I don’t know how to thank…”

      “Goodnight, Dawn.”

      “Goodnight.”
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      It was the clattering of pans that woke Dawn up. It took a few moments, and then she realised where she was. But something was missing.

      “Sammy? Where are you, Sammy?”

      “In here, Mummy,” came the reply. Bundling up the over-sized tracksuit, Dawn went into the living area. Sammy was sitting at the table, dressed in one of Craig’s t shirts. The hem of it hung well below the boys feet. “I got some breakfast,” he told her. Sammy was attacking a boiled egg with a spoon and munching on a slice of bread and butter.

      “Got some for you, too,” said Craig, who was over in the kitchen corner, piling a plate with toast. “You looked too peaceful to wake up, so we let you have a lie in. Sammy, however, had to make a pit stop, so I let him have my old t shirt for now. I got your bags from the car, so you can sort things out when you’re ready. Did you sleep okay?”

      “I slept like a princess.”

      With her wavy brown hair clean and having had the benefit of food and sleep, Dawn felt completely transformed. Unsure what to do, she sat at the table next to Sammy. She watched Craig at work in the kitchen, where he seemed in his element. Even though the appliances were brand new and state of the art, the kitchen, like the rest of the place, still had a rustic and cosy feel to it. The table she sat at and the bench seats that went with it, had a robust homemade quality to them. Even the smell of the place had the unmistakable aroma of antiquity about it. Dawn wondered if it was something to do with the old wood that had been used throughout the barn house interior.

      Craig brought a tray of toast with a freshly boiled egg and a pot of tea to the table and placed it in front of her. “Glad to hear that. Sammy ran away from me at first. I suppose that’s normal, me being a stranger to him. He ran in the corner crying, when I put the jug on. He seems all right now, though.”

      Dawn watched Sammy eating and saw how he stared nervously at Craig as he ate. “He’s been through a lot lately. Are you all right there, Sammy?”

      “Hmm,” he replied chewing away.

      “He’ll be fine, now.” She noticed their host wasn’t eating, but he helped himself to a strong mug of tea without sugar. “None for you?”

      “I had mine hours ago. It’s gone ten, you know?”

      “You’re joking,” she said. “I’m so sorry. Look, me and Sammy will be right out of here as soon as we’re dressed.”

      Craig raised an eyebrow. “And just how are you intending to do that? Magically fly away like Mary Poppins?”

      The reality of her situation hit home. “Is my car that bad?”

      “It’ll make a good coup for some chooks,” he said. “The engine’s completely seized up solid.”

      “Oh God, that’s all I need. Okay, then I’ll call a taxi,” she declared.

      He didn’t say anything for a moment, just sipped his tea. Then he asked, “You have money for a taxi, Dawn? None of my business, but last night you said you were flat broke.”

      Dawn was embarrassed now, keeping her eyes down, nibbling on some toast. “I am broke,” she admitted. They sat in silence, Dawn unable to look directly at him.

      “Have you ever been to Wellington?” Craig asked.

      “What?”

      “Wellington. You know. The capital of the country where daft politicians do their best to screw everything up for the rest of us?”

      This puzzled Dawn. “Yes, I’ve been there, but not for years,” she said.

      “What about young Sammy, here?”

      Sammy half listened to the conversation, passing occasional glances at the grown-ups. His third slice of bread and butter with sips of orange juice now took up most of his interest.

      “No, not Sammy.”

      Craig stood up and began collecting stuff off the table and loading the wooden tray. “Right, that settles it. We’re off to Wellington for the day.”

      “But I…”

      “The thing is, I’ve some business there today. I have to see somebody so I must be setting off in an hour. So, why not make a day trip of it and have some fun at the same time, eh?” and then he added, “I bet Sammy could use some fun.” He ruffled the boys mop of hair. “Shall we all go out for a day trip, Sammy? Have some fun?”

      “Some fun,” Sammy said with his mouth full of food.

      “We couldn’t put you to so much bother.”

      He wasn’t listening. Slapping his thigh he said, “Fine. That’s sorted then. It’ll be a lot nicer for me to have company for the day. Have yourself another shower if you want and we’ll be ready to hit the road.”
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