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֎ CHAPTER 1 ֎


	Norman sat nurturing his cup of coffee.  The ranch was doing well, but he was lonely.  He had a few spare bedrooms and debated whether or not to rent them out to boarders.  If he did that, his home would no longer be his.  He kept asking himself the same questions repeatedly.  The renovations to the house had just been finished, and he had changed the L-shape in to a useful, normal square shape.  The empty space had been a waste.  With the extra room, it had suddenly become enormous.


	 


	He toyed with the idea of getting word out about the rooms.  There was something holding him back.  He downed his cup of coffee and ambled to the shed.  As he walked out, he heard the phone ring but he wasn’t in the mood to chat with anyone.  The only people who ever phoned him were his family.  It had been a long day, and he didn’t feel up to chatting.


	 


	Sage cut her call and laid her head on her arms and heaved a deep sigh.  Phoning the bed-and-breakfast in the Drakensberg was an absolute waste of time.  They would not accommodate her and two children sharing one room.  Even sweet-talking the owner hadn’t helped.  The hotel was just as bad.  Not a single soul was prepared to go out of their way for her.  All she needed was a room for three, somewhere out of the way.  The Drakensberg was the ideal location.  


	 


	Norman lifted the chunk of wood and put it down again.  He felt as though he was in limbo.  His lathe stood idle.  He didn’t have the patience or the inclination to start doing his woodwork.  It had been ages since he made anything.  The chair he was making waited patiently to be finished.  Just a few finishing touches remained.  But—  He strolled out of the shed and sighed a deep sigh.  He heard the phone starting to ring again, and fastened his pace.  Maybe he did need to chat with someone.  Norman quickly picked up the phone and answered.  “Jefferson.”


	 


	“Oh thank heavens!  Mister Jefferson this is Sage Harrison.  I was given your number by Peter Montgomery.”


	 


	“In connection with?”


	“Please bear with me and hear me out.  I have spoken to the bed-and-breakfast.  The hotel is not willing to help.  Mister Montgomery doesn’t have a unit available at the moment.  That was my last resort.  Please picture me as I sit on my knees and hold my hands together in prayer as I speak to you.”


	Norman bellowed with laughter.  “Now take it slow.  It has been a really rough day.  How can I help?”


	“This is what I am after.  I need a room.  Do you have a spare room for three?  It will be me and two children.  All I need is somewhere that the three of us can be together and sleep in the same room.  I am not asking for handouts.  If you have a cottage or even a room, I will take it without hesitating.  Mister Montgomery said you have a bunkhouse and could possibly accommodate me.  It is for a period of three months.  I must be with the children.  That is my main concern.  You won’t have to feed us or go out of your way.  You won’t even know we are there.  Here is the question.  Do you have space?”


	“What you are asking is whether I can put you up in a room.  The three of you.  In one little room.”


	“Correct.”


	“I don’t have an available room in the bunkhouse at the moment.  I employed someone a week ago.”


	“Thank you.  Thank you for your time."


	“Sage, did you say?”


	“Sage Harrison.”


	“Sage, give me your number.  By when do you need your answer?”


	“I have spent the entire day trying to find something suitable.  I have just about given up hope.  I am sitting in an empty house.  My new tenants arrive in two days.  My home has been rented out for the next twelve months.  Yes, there is a reason for that.  My belongings are in storage.  I am way past being panic-stricken.  If you know of anyone in the area who is prepared to rent me a room and doesn’t mind the two little ones, please let me know.”


	“I don’t know of anyone who comes to mind.”


	“Mister Jefferson, thank you for listening and letting me vent.  I hope they aren’t related but that woman who owns the bed-and-breakfast was rather nasty.  The hotel is pretty useless.  In my eyes, business is business.  You bend over backward for a customer.  Maybe they earn enough in a year.  Oh, I am going to start blowing off steam again.  I will let you off the hook.”


	“You need to calm down Sage.  If you get yourself worked up, you won’t find anything.  Not in that frame of mind.”


	“I am so tired of excuses.  If there was a vacant house, I would rent it right away.  Why is it that when you don’t need something it generally is available?”


	Norman bellowed with laughter.  “I guess that always happens.  Give me an hour and I will give you a callback.  Do not put your hopes up too high.  I might call you and give you bad news.  What do you need in the room?”


	“My wish list.”


	“No, what do you need,” he said and grinned.


	“All we need is somewhere to sleep.  A place to wash and eat.  I will be cooking all our meals.  If I need to wash our clothes by hand, I don’t mind.  Basically, a room for the three of us.  Now would you like to hear my wish list?”


	Norman gurgled with laughter as she giggled.  “Well, go on then.  Tell me what this glorious room looks like.  The ideal room for you and the two children.”


	He reached for his notepad and grinned.  “One big room.  So that we don’t even have to go outside for anything.  A bed for each of us.  Somewhere to cook.  Nothing too smart.  A fridge and a freezer.  And apart from the beds a wooden table in the middle of the floor so that I can do the homeschooling.  Now if I went all fancy, I would have a double door fridge and freezer.  As well as one of those enormous chest freezers.  A washing machine and a tumble dryer.  And not forgetting the microwave.  And the room would have a number of plugs so that I can use my appliances.  Maybe, just maybe, an en-suite bathroom.  With cupboard space galore.  Not asking for much, am I?


	“Heavens no!  And the bed-and-breakfast couldn’t accommodate you when you gave them your list?”


	Sage gurgled with laughter.  “I don’t think I even had a chance.  When I mentioned the two children, there was an immediate shutdown of communication.  Mister Jefferson if you can think of anything, please.  I have an hour left before it is considered too late for telephone calls.  Well, in the city of Johannesburg anyhow.  Sorry about keeping you tied up for so long.”


	“Miss Harrison, don’t make any calls.  I am going to give you a call back within the hour.  Please don’t slash your wrists or decide to commit suicide in that space of time.”


	“I will sit and watch this phone.”


	“Give me an hour.”


	“Promise.”


	 


	“I promise.”  


	 


	Norman immediately got up and went through to the new extension.  He walked inside and grinned.  If he wanted to accommodate her and the children he could.  He had already started turning it in to a bachelor flat with himself in mind.  The new appliances had been installed.  All he needed was a set of bunk beds and a sturdy wooden table and chairs.  He took his time and strolled around and almost inspected the room.  He ticked off the things she said she would love.  Without hesitating Norman made a decision.  Norman went back to the kitchen and listed items he would need.  He looked at the clock and smiled to himself.  He dialed a minute before the hour.  “Miss Harrison.”


	“Mister Jefferson.  One more second and I would have given up hope.  I was practicing how to tie a proper knot for a noose.”


	“Are you sitting down?”


	“Slight problem.  No chairs.”


	“Well make yourself comfortable on the counter.  First of all, I am going to accommodate you.”


	“Oh my gosh!  Thank you!  We will take whatever you have.”


	“Why do you need a chest freezer?”


	“I am stocking up for the three months.  We won’t be setting foot out of the house.  So I will load the trailer and when we arrive, well, whatever is forgotten, is forgotten.  If you do have a chest freezer, I can bring a hamper of meat that will last for our stay.”


	“I have an enormous chest freezer.”


	“Then I will fill it to the top.”  Sage gave him the figure she had in mind and his eyes almost fell out of his head it was that exorbitant.


	 


	“And you arrive when?”  Sage gurgled with delight and told him when they would be arriving.  “Now don’t be late.”  She giggled as she put down the phone.  


	




֎ CHAPTER 2 ֎


	Norman grinned as he got up and went to the enormous room.  After having a chat with Sage he felt rather excited.  She sounded like a bubble of fun.  Deep inside he knew he had made the right decision.  There were a few things he would need to move but he would have everything ready for them before they arrived.


	 


	Norman drove to town early in the morning.  As the stores opened, he bought a set of bunk beds, a brand new microwave, bedding for the single beds as well as the double bed which was already in the room.  He ordered the sturdy wooden table and chairs.  By the time he drove out of town, he had spent an absolute fortune.  But the amount she was willing to pay for the three months would cover his expenses.  He would even have extra left over.  The items would all be delivered during the day.  After his shopping spree, he felt rather excited.  He walked straight in to the room and looked around.  Sage would have everything on her wish list and more.


	 


	Sage went shopping and spent the entire day buying what she would need in the way of food.  She bought in bulk.  If she had a huge chest freezer, she could freeze everything.  Her last stop was to the farmer's consortium.  They loaded the bag of flour and she decided to buy another.  Twenty-five kilos was a lot, but if she did all her own baking, she would use plenty.  Nothing had been forgotten.  The trailer was filled to the brim.  She even had her own dinner service, glasses, cutlery, pots and pans and two brand new sets of containers to use in the fridge.  Not a single thing had been overlooked.


	 


	She spent the night thinking of anything she may have forgotten.  She would be able to buy odds and ends before collecting the children.


	 


	Sage flit about and bought a few items in the morning.  She had snacks for the trip.  She purchased the last few items and made her way to fetch Jack and Sally.  Their luggage and belongings were loaded in to the back of the van.  The moment they were settled she phoned Norman.  “Mister Jefferson.  This is Sage.  Just to let you know we are on our way.”


	“Who?” Norman asked and grinned.  Sage hooted with laughter and gave the exact time of their arrival.  He looked at the clock.  “Make sure you check tires, oil, water and fill up that tank.  Do not stop and pick up hitchhikers.  No stopping on the side of the road.  Fill up when you get to the petrol station on the freeway and use their ablutions.  Do you have enough to eat and drink in the car?”


	“We have everything we need.  I have checked all of that.  The doors are locked and we are on our way.”


	“You have a safe trip.”


	“Thank you.”  Sage smiled as they took to the road.  It was a six-hour journey.  She did exactly as he had said and stopped at the petrol station on the freeway.  


	 


	Norman was growing more and more excited as he waited.  When he spoke to her, she seemed rather friendly and very enthusiastic.  He thought she might be a divorcee with two children but he didn’t want to pry.  What mattered most was that the room was fully equipped and she could move in with the children and not go short of anything.  He had even gone out and bought the cleaning agents and toilet rolls for them.  All they had to do was arrive.  It would be his first tenant.  He hoped her children wouldn’t get underfoot and be a nuisance.


	 


	He sat in the kitchen and drank a cup of coffee and watched the clock.  He heard the vehicle pull up to the front door the exact time that Sage said she would be arriving.  Norman was so excited he had to slow himself down.  He walked out and she climbed out of the van and walked towards him and introduced herself and shook his hand.  The two children seemed to gravitate towards her.  She introduced Jack and Sally and he smiled as he made a point of shaking their hands and they followed him inside.  He took them down the long passage and opened the door.  Sage clapped her hands over her mouth and looked at him.  She barely whispered.  “Beautiful!  This is lovely,” she said.  Norman felt so proud of his efforts.  


	 


	“Welcome to your new home.  If there is something you need please ask.”


	 


	“We will.  We need to empty the van.”


	 


	The children walked out and started carrying packets of things.  Norman helped to carry and called over a few men.  He could not believe what came out of the van and the trailer.  He carried the two enormous bags of flour and put them in his scullery.  They soon had everything cleared.  Sage moved her van making sure to park it around the corner out of eyesight.  Norman smiled as he walked inside.  The door had been closed and he could hear them packing things in to the cupboards.  He left them on their own and didn’t want to interfere.  He sat and sipped at his coffee.  


	Sage smiled as she walked out of the room.  She put an envelope on the table.  “I have our rent for the next three months.  I prefer paying in cash.  Thank you.  Everything is clean and wonderful.”


	“I didn’t expect that.  Your two bags of flour are in the scullery.  Let me show you,” he said as he got up and they walked in to the enormous scullery.


	Sage gasped as she saw all the packing space.  “This is magnificent!  Did you make the cupboards?”


	“I did.  Woodworking is my hobby.  I still need to finish a few of the doors and hang them.”


	“Well, you have outdone yourself.  Your wife must be very proud.  Where is your family?”


	“I live on my own.  I am not here during the day.  If you are going out, let me know.”


	“We won’t be going anywhere.  Now don’t spend it all at once.”  He gurgled with laughter and took the envelope.  “Please count it first.”


	He opened the envelope and counted the notes.  He reached for his receipt book and she shook her head.  “Sure?”  She nodded and smiled as she walked out of the kitchen.  Norman smiled to himself as he put the cash straight in to his wallet.  She was the most beautiful woman he had ever met.  Sage had a lovely figure but wore a loose dress.  Her children didn’t look at all like her.  Where she had jet black hair, they were both blondes.  And she drove a top of the range vehicle which he approved of.  He had asked his men to unhitch the trailer and store it in the shed.
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	Sage took ages to pack the cupboards properly.  They wouldn’t need to step out of their room for anything for a very long time.  The children had their shower, and both climbed in to a bed.  Jack was so excited to be sleeping in the top bunk bed.  They chatted for ages before they went to sleep.


	 


	Norman woke up and looked at his alarm clock.  He could smell the aroma of fresh coffee being brewed.  His nose almost twitched when he took a whiff of the bacon and eggs.  He could almost taste what it would be like to have a full breakfast for a change.  Something he never did.  He got up and had his shower and dressed for the day.  Norman walked out of his bedroom and closed the door and went straight to the kitchen.  He stared at the plate on the table with the steaming hot cup of coffee.  He sat down and sipped and sighed and tucked in to his meal.  Norman had everything on his plate.  Bangers, eggs, mushrooms, bacon and two slices of toast.  He ate every morsel and finished his coffee.  He rinsed his cup and plate.  It would be another busy day on the ranch.


	 


	Sage sat with Jack and Sally and they went through their school handouts.  She explained everything to them and they knew what to do.  They had to read the instructions and complete the test.  They had the time and didn’t have to rush through anything.  Sage set up her sewing machine and started cutting the fabric and began sewing.  


	 


	The weather was terrible, and it seemed to rain every day.  They stayed in their room for an entire week.  By Friday Sage decided on buying a dishwasher.  She spent far too much time washing dishes.  Three times a day was just too much.  She placed her order on the internet and it would be delivered.  She gave Norman’s details for the order and delivery.


	 


	It was Sunday, and the sun shone brightly.  The roast was in the oven and they all had a little cabin fever.  Sage walked the children out and they took a stroll on the ranch.  They ran about and after an hour they made their way back to their room.  Sage put the four plates on the counter and served their grand meal.  She made sure to load Norman’s plate.  


	 


	Sally proudly walked through to the kitchen and Norman looked up from his book.  She put down the plate and Jack followed and put the tin of beer on the table.  Norman bellowed with laughter.  “Well thank you!  Tell your Mom I said thank you,” he said, and they chuckled as they ran down the passage.  He opened the beer and almost downed half.  He started eating his meal and kept on smiling.  Norman had just finished eating when Sally appeared with his pudding.  “Sally.  You are a darling!”  She giggled as she ran to the room.  Norman tucked in to his pudding.  He couldn’t remember when last he had ice cream with trifle and custard.  He almost savored every mouthful.  Jack ran down the passage with another beer.  “Thank you, Jack!”  He smiled and sprinted back to Sage.  Norman put his beer straight in to his fridge to save for later.


	 


	Sage kept the children busy every single day.  They had their breakfast every morning without fail.  Norman was always included.  It was Friday and Norman sat in the kitchen working on the ranch accounts.  It was one day a week that he spent at home.  He always worked in the study but he had taken to the kitchen.  He looked up and Sally smiled as she filled his mug with coffee.  “If the dishwasher man comes today, please call us.  There are too many dishes to wash and I have to stand on a chair.”  Norman gurgled with laughter and nodded.  He laughed as he sipped at his coffee.  He could imagine the little ones doing the dishes.  


	 


	An hour later he heard the van.  He strode out, and the men offloaded the dishwasher.  He walked them through to Sage’s room and knocked.  He went in and the men carried the dishwasher.  They gasped as they looked at the glorious room.  Sage gurgled with delight as they helped to take off all the packaging and even helped Norman to connect the appliance.  They were all rewarded with a hot muffin as they walked out of the room.  “What a brilliant idea.  My children are homeschooled but nothing like that.  Your wife can work while they study.  I love it!”  Norman laughed.  “You have a beautiful wife.”  


	Norman smiled as he waved them off and strode back to Sage.  He knocked and walked in and laughed.  “Oh, I love the chain gang!”


	“Sally is rinsing.  Jack is passing and I am loading.  You can have the honor of loading our soap block,” Sage said.


	“I can do that!”  Norman laughed as he looked at all the dishes.  “One day!  Jack did you use all those dishes!”


	Jack gurgled with laughter.  “Breakfast, lunch and then we had snacks.  But we can’t start the machine until we have had supper.  Mister Norman our pizza is almost ready.  Do you eat pizza?”


	 


	Norman chortled with laughter and nodded.  “Join us.  The oven has just beeped.  Please take the pizza out of the oven.  Normally the three of us have to battle,” Sage said, and he opened the oven.  Jack cleared the table and put the thick blanket on top.  Norman laughed as he carried the enormous pizza.  Sage walked over and handed him the pizza cutter and he sliced it in to sections.  They all sat down and Norman smiled as he was handed a tin of beer.  The children both had their juice.  Sage held her wine glass.  “Before you open that beer would you prefer a glass of wine?” Sage asked.


	 


	“I would love a glass of wine please.”  Sage poured the wine, and he pushed the tin to the side.  They all tucked in and had their pizza.  They sat for ages and chatted about the ranch, schooling and whatever took their fancy.  Norman laughed so much as he chatted.  They left a quarter of the pizza it was that big and started loading the dishwasher with their dishes.  Norman helped to put the leftover pizza in to containers that were put in to the fridge.  The table was cleared and the fruit basket was put in the middle.  He loaded the soap block, and they all stood around the dishwasher.  Jack gurgled with laughter as Sage closed the door and pressed the button and they all heard the cycle start.  Norman stood and laughed.  It was such a simple thing yet it created such excitement.  He had seen how full it was after a day of dishes.  He had noticed his plate and mug had been included.  He smiled as he walked out and carried his tin of beer at Sage’s insistence.


	 


	Norman sat in the kitchen and smiled to himself.  He put the tin of beer in to the fridge and frowned.  He saw the six-pack of beers and the assortment of containers in his fridge.  He got up and walked back to Sage.  He opened the door and looked at her.  It was all quiet, and she beckoned him over with her hand.  He quietly closed the door and sat down and smiled as he copied the children.  He closed his eyes as she started reading the story.  He listened and grinned.  Jack gurgled with laughter but didn’t open his eyes.  Sally giggled as she listened.  Sage packed the story with every bit of punch.  Norman heard tinny little sounds and big thumps and even a whistle.  He kept his eyes closed right till the end.  They all opened their eyes and Norman grinned.  The children got up and went straight to bed and he stood up and tucked them in for the night.  The dishwasher quietly worked.  He sat down as Sage put two Irish coffees on the table.  Norman looked at her.  “Thank you.”  She winked and nodded.  


	“Tonight was the stories for boys night.  Tomorrow we have the stories for girls.  Jack chose the pizza for boy's night.  Sally will make her choice tomorrow.  You need to twist her arm.”


	“I thank you for including me.  And thank you for everything in my fridge.”


	“I have a few slices of pizza you need to put in your fridge.  Always good for a snack.”  She got up and took the container and put it on the table.


	 


	“Just be warned.  My parents are visiting on Sunday after lunch.  They are very loud.  My brother and sister will be with them.  I am the oldest.  They visit once a week.”


	 


	“Then we will make it worth your while,” she said, and he grinned as he drank his drink.  He got up and smiled as he carried his container and closed the door.


	




֎ CHAPTER 4 ֎


	It was Sunday.  Norman could smell the roast as the aroma wafted through the house.  He sat and debated what he would have on his sandwich.  Jack ran through and almost skidded to a halt.  “Mister Norman!  Come!”  Norman got up and followed.  He sighed as he joined Sage and the children.  He stood and carved the roast and sat down to a sumptuous meal.  They chatted throughout their meal.  He helped to clear the table and pack everything away.  He walked out with his containers of leftovers.  Norman laughed as he stood in his kitchen.  They had all helped load the dishwasher.


	 


	He sat and read for a while and looked up as he heard his family arrive.  He took them in to the lounge and chatted.  Norman heard the noise in the kitchen.  He got up and walked through.  Sage winked as he looked at the cake.  He grinned and walked in to the lounge.  “Would you like a slice of cake?”  The family all stared at him.


	 


	Hilary got up and followed him.  They all seemed to crowd around the cake.  Norman burst in to laughter and took the plates and cake forks and put them on the table.  Hilary proudly sliced pieces of cake for everyone.  Matt was quiet as he ate.  “Norman, something has changed.  This cake is divine.  Have your new tenants moved in?” Matt asked.


	 


	“Dad, they have.  I bought bunk beds for the children.  So they are comfortable.”


	 


	“So a family is living in there?” Hilary asked.


	 


	“Yes, Mom,” Norman said.  He didn’t want to elaborate.


	 


	“So Norman, do you think we can have a cup of that coffee?” Thomas asked and pointed at the coffee machine.  Norman turned and stared.  Sage had moved the machine and put it in his kitchen.


	 


	“Sure you can.”


	 


	Claire got up and poured the mugs of coffee and opened his fridge.  “Norman, what has happened to you?  I have never seen you use containers before.  And there is a tub of whipped cream.  Can we use it for our coffee?”


	 


	Norman grinned.  “Sure but you can’t touch my containers.”


	 


	“What is in those containers?”


	 


	“My leftovers.”


	 


	Claire leaned right in to the fridge.  “So after coffee, we can have a teeny weeny glass of that nice stuff in the bottle in the door.  Since when do you buy beers?”


	 


	Hilary looked at Norman who suddenly had a huge smile.  “I like this Norman.  I think the family who has moved in has rubbed off on you.  The cake is divine.  Whatever you paid it was worth every penny.”


	 


	“Mom—“


	 


	“And it was very thoughtful of you to treat us today.”  


	 


	Claire smiled as she handed everyone their mug of coffee.  They all sat and sipped.  “How are they?” Claire asked.


	 


	“I don’t see them.  They really are a pleasure to have here.  The children are very well behaved and quiet.”


	 


	They finished their coffee and chatted for a while and stood up to leave.  Norman felt so proud as he stood and waved.  “Now that is a changed man.  Maybe the husband took him to the side and spoke to him about keeping beers and stuff in the house.  The cake was delicious.  You can’t buy a cake like that anywhere in town.  The Black Forest is my favorite,” Hilary said and sighed and smiled.


	 


	Norman piled all the dishes and Sally walked through.  “Mister Norman we need the dishes.  There is a gaping hole in the dishwasher,” Sally said.


	 


	“Is there now?  A gaping hole?  We will have to remedy that.  Did you have some cake?”


	 


	“We had baby cakes.”


	 


	Norman grinned as he carried the dishes through to Sage.  He rinsed them and added them to the dishwasher.  Jack fetched the mugs and Norman chuckled.  He looked at Sage who lay on the bed giggling.  “I love my hive.  Did you enjoy your tea time treat?” Sage asked.


	 


	“Oh, they didn’t expect that.  I am bringing the cake here with the coffee machine.  I think Claire is raving.  Claire is my younger sister.  She put a dollop of cream in to our coffee.”


	 


	“And that is how it should be.  Once the dishwasher is on, it is time to relax.  You can bring your book and join us.”


	 


	“I will.”  He grinned as he walked out and fetched the coffee machine.  He plugged it in and loaded it with fresh coffee grounds and water and switched it on getting it ready.  He fetched the cake and Sage got up and covered it over with a dome.  Norman grinned as he fetched his book.  Sage moved over and he took a pillow and put it at the bottom of the bed.  He took another and lay and smiled as he read.  She read her magazine, and he watched as it slipped right down and covered her face.  He removed one of his pillows and closed his eyes and dozed.
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