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It was fifty miles between the town she was heading to and the city she had left behind and she had walked forty three of those miles, pushing a perambulator as she went along. She had reached a high point and from where she was, she could see the start of the town. The road sloped steadily downwards making the journey a little easier, and although her entire body ached everywhere, she didn't let up, eager to be in the town before nightfall.

She wheeled the perambulator around a freshly killed possum, thinking how beautiful its fur was. At first sight it was just a shade of grey mixed with brown. But there were patches of gold and red and white and a dozen different colours, the white catching the fading sunlight like threads of silver. Above her a hawk circled, keen for her to move on, anxious to feed on the fat possum. At least one of them would eat that day, she thought.

Before the hawk had a chance to dine, a flat-bed truck came up over the rise and passed her, the driver glancing out of the window at her. It drove on, and then stopped, reversing towards her. The man got out, leaving the engine running, making an irregular beat. The woman stopped. She was on her own in the middle of nowhere, and she knew it didn't pay to trust everyone.

She looked him up and down. He was big and as wide as he was tall, hands like shovels, the stitching of his check shirt straining from the muscles bulging beneath, muscles gained from hard honest toil, not from some fancy city gymnasium membership. Wild straw like hair was partially covered by a denim hat which was more holes than hat. His dungarees and boots were covered with enough mud to plant potatoes in. She liked this man.

'Evening,' he said. A crooked smile cracked his face and the crows feet in the corners of his eyes told more about him than any book could ever have.

'Evening.'

'Heading to Milltown?'

'If that's Milltown, then I guess I must be.'

'I live there. Could I give you a lift?'

As she stood, her feet urged her to take up his kind offer. 'That would be most acceptable. But what of this?'

'I'll put it on the back. Got some rope here, to secure it.'

She wheeled the perambulator to him and as if it were made of paper, he lifted it and put it against the back of the cab, and used the rope to hold it still. With his huge right hand he pushed the brake of the perambulator for good measure. Then he opened the passenger door and with a sweeping bow with the hat of holes, he said, 'Your carriage awaits, my lady.'

She nodded. 'Thank you kind sir,' and climbed inside. He shut the door and got in the drivers seat, let off the handbrake and drove on.

'Mike Wilson,' he said.

'I'm...Mary.'

'Is that it? Just Mary?'

'Mary.'

'Okay. Say. Mary. Have you eaten?'

'I ate yesterday. I had a very fine sandwich, yesterday.'

They drove in silence for another two miles. 'My daughter's not a bad cook. Not as good as her mother used to be, but not bad. Jenny does a pretty good stew. Sometimes a little heavy handed with the pepper, but still pretty good.'

'I hope you enjoy your supper, Mr Wilson.'

'I'd like very much for you to join us for supper, if you care to, Mary. But hear me rambling on. Maybe you have relatives in Milltown, waiting with a hearty meal for you.'

'I wish that were true, but it is not the case, Mr Wilson.'

Before the town proper, he pulled up at a dirt lane, at the start of which was a five bar gate, hanging on by only one hinge.

'My home is down there. You have to tell me if you are joining me and Jenny for supper, or do I get your perambulator down and wish you God speed?'

'I will be most pleased to join you and Jenny for supper. Thank you.'

The big grin lit up his craggy face. 'Good.'

They passed through the gate, and drove along the dirt track, fields of corn as tall as a man on either side, slowing down at the deepest potholes, pulling up at a rambling farmhouse, where a collie barked a greeting and bounded up to sniff them as they got out.

'You behave, now Poker.'

Mary let the dog sniff at her, but didn't offer to pet it. 'An interesting name, Poker.'

'That's how I got her. In a poker game. She's pretty near useless, so I always figured I must have lost that game.'

A young woman opened the door and she wiped flour off her hands onto a paisley pinafore.

'Dad?'

'Jenny. This lady and I have just become acquainted. Jenny, meet Mary.'

'Pleased to meet you, Mary. I'd offer to shake your hand, but I'm halfway to baking an apple pie. Come on in.'

Wilson untied the perambulator and placed it just outside the back door, under cover of the porch roof. The inside of the house was much like the outside. Pretty, but falling to pieces. Clean, but the few extra dollars needed to bring things to a decent standard, had obviously gone astray. But the heart of the home was full of the warmth of baking, a stew simmering, a well fed dog, and a man who worked from sunrise to sunset to put that stew and apple pie on the table. Here was a home of honesty and love and where the magic had packed its bags and deserted a family deserving of a little help.

'I put your things on the porch in case it rains, though the forecast says dry.'

'That is most kind of you.'

Jenny put the apple pie in the oven and gave the stew a final stir. 'I hope you are hungry.'

The plates were filled with the steaming stew, and the centre piece was a platter of crusty home made bread.

'This looks delightful.' said Mary.

'Mary. We say grace in this house.'

'As we should.'

Wilson clasped his hands together. 'Lord. Today we are doubly blessed. We have your fine bounty, cooked to perfection by my wonderful daughter, Jenny. And also, you have seen fit to bless our humble home with a new friend, who we welcome into out hearts. We thank you, Lord, for these gifts today. Amen.'

'Amen.'

'Amen.'

'Okay,' said Jenny. 'Dig in.'

The three ate the meal, savouring each mouthful.

'Jenny. You baked this bread?'

'Do you like it?'

'The Lord strike me down this instant if I tell a lie. This is the best bread I ever tasted.'

'It's just bread.'

Mary shook her head. 'No. There's a something...a little extra....ah! I know what it is. You baked this with love.'

A silence hit the table. Jenny got up and ran out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

'I...I've offended the girl.'

Wilson shook his wild mop of straw coloured hair. 'Not at all. You just...'

'What?'

'Her mother, bless her soul, always told Jenny that. You bake, you do bread, it will only ever be bread unless you bake with love. If you bake with love, it will always be more than bread.'

'Go to her. Tell her she baked with love. Tell her this is not just bread. When she baked this loaf, she was thinking of her daddy, toiling hard in the fields all day, sunrise to sunset, each day of the week except Sunday, when you walk to the church, Jenny in her best dress, you without mud on your dungarees, her arm proudly linked through yours, both of you thinking of your wife, her mother, to give praise to the Lord for giving you the strength to get up as the cock crows, to toil in those fields for another hot, long day.'

'How...?'

'Go to her. Bring her back to the table that we may enjoy the Lords bounty.'

Wilson stood up. He stared at the woman who said her name was Mary, and he doubted that, and for a moment, the knowledge of the whole world passed between them, and he crossed the room to knock on the door.

'Jenny? Jenny? May I come in?'

'Go in,' urged Mary. 'She needs you.'

He opened the door, and he went to his daughters side, and he held her and kissed her and told her what Mary had said about the bread being baked with love. And after a shared and intimate moment, Jenny took his hand and joined them at the table.

'My father says you like my bread.'

'Then he is wrong. For I do not like it. I would go as far as to say, I love it. In fact. If I were to find fault with any of this delicious meal, it is perhaps with the seasoning. Call me fastidious, but I suspect a pinch too much pepper found its way into it. Just a pinch, mind you. And that would be with me being fastidious. Otherwise, exemplary.'

'Is that a good thing?'

'Absolutely. There is one other thing, however.'

'Yes?'

'I suggest your apple pie is cooked to perfection and should be removed from the oven forthwith.'
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The apple pie, encouraged with a hint of cinnamon, sweetened with just the right amount of sugar, and drizzled with the perfect amount of lemon juice, with pastry crafted with delicate knobs of butter, was heaven on a plate. The home made ice cream adorning it melted into the piping hot pie like the kiss of an angel.

'I suppose that was one of the best apple pies you ever tasted,' said Jenny.

'Good heavens, no. It was actually the very best apple pie I ever tasted.'

Jenny had to look away as she gathered up the plates. 'I think you are being a little too kind, Mary.'

'A strange thing to say. Can anyone be too kind?'

'Jenny doesn't accept praise too easily, Mary.'

'And so it should be. That pie is something I will recall fondly, and if ever I find myself hungry. I will sit and close my eyes and my nose will sense the warm scent of the apples and cinnamon, and my tongue will anticipate the lightness and flavour of that ice cream. It is part of the human condition to associate events with oral factorial sensations. If I ever smell an apple pie even remotely as good as yours, I will positively drool with the expectation of my taste buds being educated into something that recognises wheat from chaff.'

Jenny blushed. 'That's a lot of fine words to describe an apple pie.'

'Fine words are the accompaniment to a dish well served.'

'Well said, Mary.'

''Thank you, Mr Wilson. But my mind is troubled.'

'Oh! How so?'

'Well, sir. I sit here, full of fine cuisine, positively bursting with your kindness, and at the same time, my mind is troubled by the very fact that at this late hour, to my certain knowledge, I have nowhere to lay my head tonight.'

Mr Wilson slapped his belly and laughed. 'Mary. Forgive my impropriety. I should have made it clear that your stay here includes a comfortable bed.'

'I don't wish to burden myself on you and your daughter. You have been far too kind already.'

'Mary. You are no burden. To me, you are a breath of fresh air.'
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