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  This fast paced novel combines human emotions of love, empathy, revenge and greed with the sheer force of Mother Nature. The inhabitants of Long Valley Road in New Zealand have their lives changed forever by the events happening around them. Join them and see, through their eyes, how one family grows and blossoms through the good times and bad. American, Julie tries to cope with a new country, Fiona discovers she is not just a mother-in-law and a young schoolteacher and lonely widower fall in love. But is this love strong enough to surmount the problems about to descend upon them all?




  
CHAPTER ONE





  "If passenger, John Berg, outbound for Auckland, New Zealand is still in the terminal, will he please report to Desk 23 …"




  Julie Berg, one of the thousands of passengers delayed at New York's J.F. Kennedy International Airport due to the biggest snowstorm through the Eastern Seaboard that January, jerked awake and frowned. She moved the sleeping head of her six-year-old sister from her lap, stared around and felt down for their hand luggage. Yes, it was tucked safely beneath their feet. Everywhere she gazed, travellers, like themselves were stranded and waiting for the snowploughs to do their job so the airport could reopen.




  "Daddy!" the twelve year old girl hissed and poked the well built man snoring in the seat next to her.” I heard your name called out."




  "What? What?" John muttered. He opened his eyes and saw Julie gazing at him with her forehead creased in a frown. "I'm sorry. I must have dropped off. What time is it Sweetheart?"




  "Two in the morning Daddy," Julie nodded at the unseen speaker above them. "Listen!"




  John yawned and smiled at his elder daughter, a tall slim girl with an easy smile and light brown hair. She seemed to be growing every day and had already reached puberty. Dressed in a new suit and with a light touch of make up she was a young woman, not a child any more. Perhaps the events of the previous few weeks had force her into maturity before her time. He sighed and turned his attention to the continuous stream of announcements until he heard his name coming through.




  "Stay here with Helen and the gear Sweetheart," he said and cranked his stiff body out of the seat. "I'll go and see what they want."




  "Can you get me a burger and coke, Daddy?" Julie asked. "I famished."




  "Sure, Sweetheart. See you soon." He grinned. Perhaps she was just a kid, after all.




  John threaded his way through the huddled mass of people until he came to the almost empty airline's desk. The attendant smiled as he approached and mentioned his name.




  "Yes, Mr. Berg," she began. "We can reroute you to Dallas/Fort Worth and onto an Air New Zealand flight leaving for New Zealand later this afternoon. Unless another storm comes through domestic flights for Dallas will leave JFK at first light."




  John smiled. "I'll take it," he replied. "That's good news. I knew we'd missed our Qantas connection at Los Angeles."




  "Great," the attendant said and tapped away at her computer. "Now, that was two adults and two children?"




  "No," John replied and was about to say there were only himself and the two kids when he felt a tug on his sleeve.




  He turned and noticed the intense hazel eyes of a slim woman in her sixties staring up at him. "Grandma!" he gasped. "What are you doing here? You should be home in your apartment in this weather. I told you it was useless coming to the airport to see us off." He frowned when he realized his mother-in-law was in the departure lounge? Only passengers were allowed this far in.




  Fiona Reynolds' eyes misted over. "There’s nobody here for me now, John, only you and the kids. I decided to follow you out. I heard your flight was delayed and managed to find you." She hesitated. "That's if you want me tagging on. If not, it is easy enough to cancel the ticket."




  John stared at the moist eyes and his heart went out. Of all the people in the world, this determined woman was the one he'd want with them. The tearful goodbye and the promises to keep in touch seemed totally inadequate after the earlier decision to continue the family's emigration to New Zealand. Anne and himself had planned it over the last two years and everything had been finalized five months before.




  "Oh Fiona," he replied and tucked his arms around the frail woman. "You know we want you but what of your apartment and the cat?"




  "Thelma, next door has adopted Patches and as for the apartment, it is only a building. One can't live on memories, you know!"




  "So my arguments did get through?" John replied.




  "A stubborn old lady takes a while to see the light," Fiona retorted. "When I saw the cab drive away I had a rethink and here I am."




  John grinned and turned to the attendant. " I was wrong. It is two adults and two children," he said.




  *




  "My God! Look at it Daddy," Helen gasped in astonishment as the city unfolded beneath their Boeing 747 thirty-six hours later. "You said hardly anybody lived here."




  Beside a muddy estuary, thousands of houses stretched away into the distance. As the aircraft dipped and circled around for its approach to the airport, high rise buildings, topped by a gigantic tower rose in front of a second harbour, this one blue and shining in the morning light.




  "We are arriving on schedule at Auckland International Airport," announced the captain over the public address system. "As you can see, the weather is fine and sunny. It is seven a.m., local time; the temperature is sixteen degrees Celsius and is expected to rise to twenty-eight degrees this afternoon. For our American passengers, that is sixty degrees Fahrenheit rising to eighty two degrees…”




  "I know that," retorted Julie. "We aren't dumb."




  "Most of New Zealand is in the middle of a summer drought at the moment," the voice droned on, "Please have your passports and customs declarations ready for inspection. For New Zealand citizens …" the voice continued but John had stopped listening.




  He felt a twinge of excitement as a tiny hand grasped his and Helen gazed up. "I'm glad Grandma is with us Daddy," she whispered.




  "I am too Sweetheart." John caught his younger daughter's smiling eyes and reached up for their luggage. For better or worse, they had arrived in their new homeland. The circumstances had changed so much since he had suggested to Anne they sell their Upper New York State ranch and purchase a property in New Zealand. She was gone now, but at least the family's dreams could be fulfilled.




  "Mom would have loved this view," Julie added. She tucked an arm around Helen's shoulder and used the other to squeeze her father's arm.




  "Yes Sweetheart," John added. "And I know this is what she would want us to do."




  They watched as the aircraft turned onto a taxiway and made the final journey to the terminal building. Airports the world over all looked the same from this direction.




  *




  After customs and transfer to the domestic terminal the Bergs had an hour's flight in a tiny fifty-seat aircraft to the city of Palmerston North.




  They walked inside the small but modern terminal land and stood, somewhat disorientated until a young man in a crisp suit approached. "I heard your accent and assume you must be the Berg family. "He took John's nod as a signal to continue talking. "I'm Gerard Hurstworld from Taylor and Webber, the real estate agents working for you." He smiled at the girls. "You must be Julie and Helen? Welcome to New Zealand. You, too, John." He switched his eyes to Fiona and gave a tiny nod.




  "Fiona Reynolds, my mother-in-law," John introduced. "She decided to come with us."




  "Of course. Hello Fiona." Gerard shook everyone's hand before turning back to the family's leader. "May I offer my sympathy at the tragic loss of your wife, John? I spoke to Anne on the phone on one occasion a few months back. She sounded a pleasant person."




  "Thank you," John replied.” It all happened so quickly in the end." He hesitated. "After a great deal of soul searching we decided to come anyway."




  "If there is anything we can do, just ask," Gerard continued and sounded as though he meant it. "We've got the new Ford Fairmont wagon you ordered out in the parking area and the guy from the dealer, is around somewhere for you to sign along the dotted line. I think everything else is done. If you wish, I'll travel out in your car and show you where to go. My wife can follow in our car and bring me back."




  "That's awfully kind of you but are you sure?" John replied, "




  "No problem, it's about an hour and a bit to the farm. " He scratched his chin. "The last bit is pretty windy but I'm sure you'll like the place once you arrive. It was a real bargain, too, I might add, a mortgagee sale and far better than the original property you were considering."




  *




  After twenty kilometres of wide straight two lane highway through rich but parched farmland they reached rolling hills that became more windy the further they travelled. They wound down into a beautiful valley and crossed the Rangitikei River, a tumbling river that cut through a valley beneath enormous cliffs. From there they drove up through to a tiny village named Hunterville, turned along a narrow sealed road that headed through a picturesque valley between steep hills.




  John, who was still trying to cope with the steering wheel on the right and driving on the left, almost panicked when he drove around an 'S' bend to find a gigantic Mack truck filling the road in front. Instinctively he pulled the wrong way, Julie screamed but the truck stopped with a hiss of vacuum brakes. As they squeezed by the tractor unit and two trailers loaded with sheep, the grinning driver, pulled his hooter when Helen waved at him.




  "It's been so dry, many farmers are selling off stock," Gavin explained. "Your place is fine, though. The previous owner under stocked the place and the gullies have retained their moisture. When I visited last week, the stream still had quite a volume of water flowing through it." He grinned at Helen sitting, wide eyed, in the middle of the front seat. "What do you think so far, young lady?" he asked




  "It's different," The youngster replied glanced up at Gerard. "I don't like the narrow road."




  The road from that point on wasn't bad, it was diabolical! They turned off the sealed road where a faded yellow sign stated Long Valley Road, State Highway 49, 63 km.




  The gravel road was barely wider than the Fairmont and John had no idea what would happen if another auto came the other way. As they wound up a hill and through steep forest that Gerard called bush, his thoughts grew gloomy. The back tires spun on another corner and dust bellowed up in dense clouds behind them. Even with the air conditioning on, the sun blazing through the windshield soon had his shirt became soaked in perspiration. The shady sections became welcome but the dry waist high grass and thistles covered in brown dust further added to his depression. What had he committed his family too?




  *




  In the back seat, Julie had similar feelings but was encouraged by her grandmother who sat with an almost satisfied smirk on her face.




  "It'll be fine, Julie," Fiona said with her usual confidence. "Your daddy knows what he is doing. You just wait and see."




  "I hope so, Grandma." The twelve year old gulped as thoughts went back to Davidson Junior High School at home and all her friends. A pang of homesickness activated by motion sickness jerked through her body.




  As Fiona had predicted, the windy bends did stop and the road opened out into a wide valley, the bush retreated and farms appeared.




  "Three more kilometres," Gerard said, "We're in the valley proper now. There's no more windy road and that's Mount Ruapehu in front."




  Ahead, rising up above steep hills, a wide twin peaked mountain with snow still on the summit, filled the northern horizon in front of a cloudless sky.




  "It's beautiful," gasped Fiona. She glanced over at a white faced Julie who managed a weak smile. “I heard the ski fields there are some of the best in the North Island."




  They passed a farmhouse on the left and, a few moments later, another to the right. Two more slipped by before Gerard instructed John to slow down at a wooden sign carved into a split log that stated Top Oasis Farm.




  They had arrived!




  The driveway led up a steep gradient before it levelled out. They came to an expanse of green lawn fronting a modern house built of cream bricks. Four huge bay windows were along the front of the house. Two attic windows poked out from a steep tiled roof. Ornamental shrubs, a tennis court and, even better for the girls, a kidney shaped swimming pool beneath overhanging fern trees appeared, adjacent to a large car garage. Flower gardens circled between the drive and bush area while, to the right, farm buildings could be seen behind a white painted fence.




  The whole grounds were spacious and in immaculate condition.




  "Welcome to your new home," Gerard announced as he stopped the car under an archway built out from a double glass door of the house's side entrance.




  "Oh Daddy!" Julie’s eyes twinkled ”It's more modern and bigger than our house back in The States.




  Helen, though, saw something else. She gave a squeak of delight when a massive ginger cat strolled around the corner and stared disdainfully at them as if he was the owner of the property.




  "You have a choice about Ginger," Gerard said. "We've had a manager here over the last couple of months since the original owner shifted out and he fed the cat. If you don't want it, I promised him to my wife."




  "We'll keep him," Fiona retorted before anyone could say a word. "I love cats."




  The new immigrants clamoured out of their vehicle and the girls waited impatiently as Gerard unlocked the door and they walked through a carpeted entranceway to a wide polished door. Beyond this was the kitchen and open spaced living area together with another surprise. The furniture was familiar.




  "Yes.” Gerard grinned. "Your container arrived two weeks back and the moving firm unpacked everything. You may not like where we placed everything but at least it is all out and we have disposed of a ton of boxes"




  "We?" queried John.




  "Well, you were such good clients, my firm decided to tidy up after the packers left. Not many New Zealanders can afford to pay cash for a property like this.”




  Julie followed her father through the spacious interior and saw everything they'd packed up three months earlier. Her room even had their teddy bears propped up on beds and clothes placed neatly in the en suit closets.




  "We never expected this," John gasped and reached out to pump Gerard's hand. "Thank you!"




  "The farm gear you brought is out in the implement shed," Gerard added. "I guess you'd call it a barn. The large wooden building further out is the wool shed."




  There was a cough and everyone turned as a chubby woman walked in and Gerard introduced her as his wife, Claire.




  "There was so much dust on the road I had to drop back so I wouldn't be suffocated," she said after all the introductions were made.




  "And I bet you helped arrange everything, Claire," Fiona said. "My, even our curtains have been altered to fit the windows."




  "Gavin and I did spend a couple of weekends here," the New Zealander admitted.




  "I knew it," Fiona laughed. "I could see the woman's touch as soon as we walked in."




  "Daddy," Julie tugged on her father's sleeve. "Can we go for a swim? I'm all sweaty.’




  “Please Daddy.” Helen jumped up and down in excitement.




  “How about a bite to eat first?” John asked but knew he was fighting a loosing battle.




  *




  Mere moments later the Berg girls, having already picked up and cuddled the cat, were screaming and splashing in the swimming pool while the adults brought out food and set out a picnic lunch on a large wooden table in the patio. John had to smile when Claire produced a large hamper she called a chilly bin filled with sandwiches, a salad and other summer food.




  'It's really Gerard's day off," Claire admitted. "We decided to make a picnic of your arrival. I hope you don't mind."




  John just stared with a grin transfixed across his face. "Nobody has ever done this for us before," he replied. "I don't know how to begin to thank you."




  "It's no problem," Claire chuckled. "Gerard and I love it out here."




  John laughed. "Then come back any time."




  He grinned as Claire unscrewed a large thermos and poured some coffee into four cups brought out from the kitchen. "I know Americans always like coffee," she said. "It's only instant, I'm afraid. There are some cans of soft drink for the girls. I wasn't sure what they'd like."




  "They drink anything that's bad for them," John laughed. "A soda will be grand."




  He sat back and gazed around at the familiar furniture, ornaments, cushions and even the cups Claire had used to pour the coffee into. They were half a world from home but everything was here. They could have shifted a couple of blocks to a ranch house in the United States. The big difference from their old home, though, was that the sky was crystal clear and it was mid summer.




  His mind drifted back and a melancholy expression appeared. Anne was the one who'd suggested the big move in the first place. It was ten years since their ranch was threatened by developers and they'd held out for years, too long, perhaps. Anne would never see the result of all their efforts. One small lump on her breast that she hid from him until it was too late did all the damage. She had refused treatment that may have prolonged the inevitable for a few months.




  A soft hand touched his shoulder. "Thinking of Anne aren't you, John?" Fiona whispered. "I'm proud of you and everything you've done. After working for twenty years, you pulled your father's ranch back from the verge of bankruptcy and won that frightful court case against your useless brother. Now, you have this fine freehold property to show for your efforts."




  "Thanks Fiona," John replied. His marriage to Anne been stressful but especially in the earlier years had been happy but now… John sighed and switched his attention to Gerard who held a plate of food under his chin.




  "Thanks," he smiled and took a tomato and cucumber sandwich. "My mind was a million miles away."




  *




  
CHAPTER TWO





  Reid Platters, the temporary manager of John's farm, was an agricultural degree student. He lived in the farm cottage; a small house tucked on a rise above the road a couple of hundred metres away and across from the local tiny country school. He was, therefore, unaffected by John's arrival in the main house and it didn't take much to persuade him to remain with them until late February when the new university semester began. This was a wise decision as Reid had an excellent knowledge of New Zealand sheep farms and the intricacies of Top Oasis in particular.




  As Gerard had said, the farm was under stocked but without the burden of a heavy mortgage the previous owner had, could provide a modest income, even with the current depressed meat and wool prices. The season's lambs had been sold at a higher than expected price and shearing was complete. Two paddocks, as Reid called the fields, had been cut for hay and one other was ready for cutting. A local contractor baled the hay that was stored in a hay shed, really just an iron roof held up by eight steel poles. Unlike at home, there was no large barn, as the animals did not need to be held inside during the winter months. Two hundred beef cattle supplemented the three thousand sheep on the property.




  The farm consisted of steep hills with a farm track that provided access up to a top plateau. Along the back boundary was another road, narrow and used so little that grass grew along the middle. Beyond, the land dipped back down into a steep bush filled gorge with a mountain stream at the bottom. Water was pumped from the stream to three large concrete tanks on the plateau and, from there, gravity fed back to the farm paddocks and buildings. In Reid's opinion, the farm needed top dressing and spraying to rid the land of thistles and many fences were in need of upgrading. Otherwise, it was in excellent condition.




  "Those small plantations of pine trees on the steeper slopes throughout the farm help to prevent slips," he commented as he drove the ancient Land Rover that came with the farm, along the dusty track high above the farm house, "Have a look at the Blackburn farm the next time you go to town. It has no trees and tiny slips are everywhere. This country is prone to slips,"




  "I noticed the trees and thought that might be the case. There's quite a plantation over there." John nodded to his left.




  "Newson's place, your neighbour and brother of your predecessor," Reid replied. “Did you hear about Hamish and Diane Newson?"




  "Not really." John glanced across up at his companion. "The agent just rang and said this property had come available through a mortgagee sale and was I interested? I had a tentative offer on a property further south but, in my opinion, it was overpriced so I decided to buy here instead."




  "The silly bugger shot himself," Reid explained. "There's been a rash of suicides of farmers in the country over the last year or so."




  John grimaced. "Did he? I didn't know."




  "Third or forth generation farmer, he was," Reid continued. "His old man wasted the place away but was too miserable to hand it on to Hamish. Anyhow, to cut a long story short, the father dropped dead a decade back and left this farm to Hamish and his brothers." Reid grunted and pulled a wide floppy hat down over his eyes to shield out the blazing sun. "Bloody mean move, actually. The brothers had left home years ago and Hamish had worked on a pittance for his father since he'd left school. He arranged two large mortgages to buy one brother out just as farm incomes dropped. Two other brothers own farms in the valley. It was originally one massive estate." He shrugged and continued. "Anyway, when the bank was about to foreclose Hamish just went up to the top pump shed and blew his brains out. Mind you, he'd been depressed for months and Diane really ran the place.”




  "How tragic!" John shook his head in sympathy. "I've heard of similar situations back home. What happened to the wife?"




  "She tried to cope for a while but the banks still wanted their money, your tender at the mortgagee sale was accepted and I was approached to manage the place until you arrived. The last I'd heard, she'd shifted to Auckland."




  They reached a level section when a four wheeled farm bike followed by a cloud of dust came roaring towards them. It jerked to a stop beside the now stationary Land Rover and Julie pulled a crash helmet off her face. Helen, also enclosed in a helmet, clung on behind her big sister and stared at her father with twinkling eyes.




  "Grandma said the coffee pot is brewing, Daddy," she called. "Come and get it. You too, Reid."




  John frowned at the pair. "You be careful, Julie," he scolded. "And don't you dare go up the steep trail with Helen on the back. It's too dangerous."




  "I wasn't, Dad," Julie replied with a pout and turned back to her sister. "Hang on Helen," she shouted and revved the motor. Clouds of blue smoke filled the air, the farm bike circled out over the paddock and headed back towards the house.




  John laughed. "She's got to know the girl next door, found out nobody over six calls their father Daddy in New Zealand so it's now Dad, whether I like it or not. They learn fast, don't they?"




  "Sure do," agreed Reid and started the Land Rover forward again. "You said Julie's only twelve and is still at primary school?"




  "That's right," John answered. "She's quite mature for her age, I guess. She was at junior high at home but I was told the local primary schools take children to Year 8, the class she'll be in. Next year we'll have to send her to a boarding school and I'm glad she's home for this year." he chuckled. "Helen's thrilled her big sister will be at the same school as herself."




  "Same room, too," Reid grunted.




  "How come?" John frowned.




  "It's another long story," the manager replied. "I'll tell you about it some time but briefly, half the kids have left Long Valley School, the roll has dropped below twenty and they've lost the second teacher. It's what we call a sole charge at the moment and the rumour is the school will close at the end of the first term."




  "That's bad news," John muttered. "That was one thing I checked out before I bought the property. I was assured there was schooling available."




  "There still will be," Reid explained. "They'll run a bus through to Junction Road School in the next valley. That's where many of the valley kids are going, anyway, especially those living further up the road from here."




  "I see," John replied. "That's a relief."




  The conversation changed back to farm topics and, John diverted his attention to other items. There was so much to learn in a new country. The next day, though, the news about the local school was going to return to his notice and alter his family's lives in the weeks ahead.




  *




  During their first two weeks at Top Oasis neighbours dropped in to introduce themselves and welcome the Americans to the district. Most appeared typical country folk who tended to be closer to Fiona's age than John's. One of the younger ones was a woman in her thirties called Linda McLean who drove in one afternoon with three young children. She sent her children to find Julie and Helen, accepted an offer of a drink of coffee, sat down and began talking.




  "We've got a car pool going to take the children to school. I thought you might like to participate," she began in an even more British accented voice than the usual New Zealand one. "Bruce and Janice Cheever are running such a wonderful program at their school. They're a husband and wife teaching team who do a simply marvellous job." She stopped and sipped her coffee. "Diane who was here had joined the car pool before she left. Sad situation with Hamish… I guess you heard about poor Hamish. Mind you he'd …




  "Yes," interrupted Fiona.




  John frowned. "Why do you need a car pool?" he asked. "The school's only five hundred yards up the road. In the summer the kids could just walk there."




  "Not that school, John." Linda McLean rolled her eyes. “We all support Junction Road School now. When the local ones closes we'll be able to apply for a proper bus service." She sighed. "Let's hope that happens before winter."




  "I see," John replied with an unusual coldness in his voice. "So you want us to bypass the local school for one a half hour's drive away?"




  Linda McLean hesitated. "It's your decision, of course, but I need to tell you your oldest daughter in particular, won't like it at Long Valley School. She'd be the only pupil in Year 8 and the teacher there…" She shrugged, "Well, you know!"




  "No I don't know, Mrs. McLean," John said. "Sure, I've heard a few rumours but I wish to form my own decision about the teacher and school and not depend on biased opinions. Wouldn't you agree?"




  The woman flushed. "Of course," she muttered, “but if you want to send your girls over to Junction Road, I just wanted to let you know about the car pool."




  *




  "John," Fiona scolded after their neighbour had made a hasty departure. "You were almost rude to that woman. I know she gossips a little but she is a neighbour."




  "The old bat," he retorted. "I can't stand those over bearing woman. If she spent her time getting fit and losing weight instead of gossiping she'd be better off. Damned if I'm going to bypass the local school because she had a difference of opinion with the teacher."




  "I heard two views," Fiona added. "Half the valley supports Kylena and half are trying to have the school closed down under her."




  "Kylena?"




  "Kylena Delton, the principal and only teacher at Long Valley School. I heard there would be only twelve children enrolled this coming term compared with twenty three last year."




  "Oh, how come?" In spite of himself, John was interested.




  "Three went off to high school and four families are sending their kids to Junction Road. Two other families already shifted across a few months back. One was the McLean family."




  "And you know why, don't you Fiona?" John said and grinned. His mother-in-law was as good as anybody at picking up the local gossip.




  "Not really," she replied. "There was a big bust up last year. The locals reckoned Miss Delton wasn't teaching their kids very well. Also there was a big lout of a boy who tried to run the show and the teacher put him on a three-day suspension over something. Unfortunately, he was the Board of Trustees chairman's son and the father didn't appreciate his son being reprimanded. He resigned from the board and withdrew his three children." She grinned. "The boy responsible for all the trouble is off to some snobby boarding school this year."




  "Sounds like home," John chuckled and glanced up. "Tell me, is this Miss Delton back in the school house yet?"




  "School starts the last Monday in January. I've heard she'll be back next Wednesday."




  "And you said Linda McLean gossips." John laughed. "How did you find out so much in such a short time?"




  Fiona grinned. "The Country Women's Institute had a meeting in the local hall yesterday and invited me along. I think everyone wanted to know about the Yanks who bought the Newson property. The fact you paid cash for the place made a few eyebrows rise."




  "So we have the snobs here, too?"




  "Most of them are pleasant and couldn't be friendlier," Fiona retorted. "




  *




  It was the following Thursday morning when John and the girls arrived at Long Valley Road School in the ancient Land Rover. Bella, the farm's bearded collie and already a family pet, sat at the rear barking.




  John had originally intended calling at the adjacent schoolhouse but noticed the school windows and doors were open so drove up to the school instead. It consisted of two old classrooms that had been modernized with large windows added along the front, several small outbuildings, a tennis court, field and a swimming pool behind a tin fence in the corner. Neatly cut lawns and a flower garden completed the scene.




  "You stay here girls," he said. "I'll see who's there and come back and get you."




  "Sure, Dad," Julie replied. She grinned at Helen and reached back to pat the dog.




  John walked through the open door that led directly into one classroom and gave a mental gasp. The room was covered in bright pictures, paintings, children's work and colourful charts that stretched up to the ceiling. As well, several mobiles of fish, obviously the children's work, hung suspended from the ceiling. Under the far windows was a sink unit with containers of paint and other art gear arranged in plastic trays and glass bottles.




  John stepped further in but found the room empty. Twenty or more children's desks were arranged in three groups with smaller ones on the left and large ones at the back. Two computers sat along another wall behind a teacher's desk. In the far corner, a wood burner stood with a stainless steel chimney that reached up through the sloped ceiling.




  The whole place smelt of cleanliness and furniture polish and gave John an immediate sense of security. "Hello!" he called in a quiet voice. "Is anyone here?"




  An inside door opened and a young woman with an expectant look in her eyes appeared with a cloth in her hand. John smiled and studied the new arrival. She was of average height and weight, wore shorts and brief top and was bare footed. Her long blonde hair was tied back in a ponytail.




  "I'm sorry," she gasped in her soft New Zealand accent. John noticed an apprehensive twitch of the chin. "I wasn't expecting anybody."




  "Miss Delton?" John asked.




  "Yes," she replied but didn't relax.




  “I'm John Berg and have come to enrol my two daughters. I guess you can tell we're American but we have a residency permit and our girls are allowed to attend a local school."




  "You want to send your children here?" the teacher replied almost as if she didn't believe what she was hearing.




  "Sure, why not?" John answered.




  The woman broke into a smile, stepped forward and held out her hand. "Call me Kylena," she said. Her handshake was firm and, when the apprehension disappeared, she looked a very attractive person. "I heard you had arrived in the district but thought Linda McLean would have called on you."




  "Oh she did," John chuckled, "However, I'm a person who is prepared to make my own mind up about situations." He swung his hand out and glanced around the room. "So far, I am impressed. American schools would never have this amount of displayed work on their walls."




  Kylena flushed and bit on her lower lip. "I do my best," she muttered and blue eyes caught John's for a second before dropping. "That's all one can do." She was about to add something but hesitated and walked over to her desk. "You have two daughters, is that right?"




  "Yes, Julie's twelve and was in Grade 7 home. I heard that is Year 8. Helen's our after thought. She's six, that is Year 2 here, I believe."




  "And you know there are no other older pupils on the roll?" The doubt crept in the woman's voice again. "Our oldest are two ten year old boys in Year 6." She shrugged. "There were four in the senior classes but they are going to Junction Road this year."




  " I heard," John answered. "The girls and I talked it over and see no reason why we shouldn't come here. After all, why go ten miles when you're only a few yards up the road. We're your closest farm." He coughed. "I've got the girls' last school report papers here and the immigration documents," John added. " They're out in the Land Rover now."




  "Then bring them in." Kylena's eyes warmed. "I'd like to meet them."




  Julie and Helen appeared looking quite shy but responded well when Miss Delton chatted away, showed them the desks and other items around.




  "Are you on the Internet, Miss Delton?" Helen asked as she lifted a computer mouse into her hand.




  "We are," the teacher said. "Everyone has a turn and we get some of our work from Massey University in Palmerston North." She glanced at John. "We've joined a rural technology group and student teachers visit us to follow up programs that come in from their web site. So even though Julie will be the only Year 8 she will have contact with other pupils her age in twenty or more rural schools right throughout the country." She sounded enthusiastic. "A school in Victoria, Australia is even linked in with us."




  "That's great!" Julie said.




  "I'm sure you'll enjoy it." Kylena Delton replied. Her face, though, clouded over and the blue eyes looked again into John's. "That was one thing the locals objected about."




  'Using modern methods?"




  "A waste of money playing around on computers instead of getting stuck into reading and writing stories," Kylena mimicked. She frowned and stopped as if she had said too much. “I’m sorry," she continued. "I must remain neutral."




  "And the customer is always right." John laughed.




  "Exactly." The teacher and coughed in embarrassment. "Anyhow, thank you for coming along. School starts a nine o'clock on Tuesday. See you girls then… Oh yes, I almost forgot," She reached across, took two sheets from a drawer and handed one to each of the girls. John was impressed how she always drew the girls into their conversation. "Here's book list of this year's new exercise books. You can buy them in town or from the school. We have a discounted price but are not as cheap as in the big stores in Palmerston North, I'm afraid."




  Julie read hers and grinned. "Can we buy them now, Dad," she asked and Helen echoed her request.




  "We may need to come back later," John cautioned, “My money's at home."




  "That's okay," Kylena replied. "Nobody has cash around here. I just have an account for each family."




  *




  Twenty minutes later the Berg girls tumbled into the Land Rover with an armful of exercise books, pens, pencils, folders and other paraphernalia. They wanted everything on their lists and John was too kind-hearted to point out they already had many of the items at home.




  "I like Miss Delton, Daddy," Helen piped up. “Why are people like Mrs. McLean so mean to her?"




  "They're just idiots," Julie retorted.




  John chuckled. When one is twelve, everything is black or white. He swung the Land Rover around, almost drove down the wrong side of the road until Bella decided to bark and jogged his memory. He was also impressed by the young teacher they'd just spoken to and was sure he'd made the right decision to enrol the girls at Long Valley Road School.




  *




  In was noon on the penultimate Friday in January when John walked into the house. Reid and himself had spent the morning using an old three ton Bedford truck, another vehicle inherited with the farm, to transport hay bales to the hay shed to be unloaded and stacked. It was heavy, prickly work.




  "Telephone for you, John," Fiona said and handed him the mobile receiver. "She sounds a real honey."




  John screwed his nose up and spoke into the instrument. "John Berg speaking."




  "Hello John," a distressed female voice came through from the other end of the line. "This is Kylena Delton speaking. I'm sorry to interrupt you, as I know you're in the middle of haymaking. I wouldn't but…" The voice broke into a tiny sniff.




  "What's wrong, Kylena?" John asked. His face furrowed into a frown.




  "A man from the Ministry Of Education is here and the locals are having a vote on whether to close the school or not. I wondered if you'd come to the meeting. I know you've just arrived but your children are officially on the roll and…"




  "Of course I'll come," John answered. "When and where is it?'




  "That's the trouble," the young woman replied. "The Board of Trustees and other locals went behind my back and arranged the meeting. It's on at the school right now. Frank Amberley, one of the few who has remained loyal, phoned a few hours ago to check that all was set up for the meeting. He was as annoyed as me when I told him I had heard nothing about it. I've been phoning my supporters."




  "I'll be there," John replied, his voice determined.




  "Oh thank you," the relieved voice replied. "It's called a householder's meeting and all residents, parents and caregivers can vote; not just the board." The voice broke again. "I shouldn't be asking you but I think they'll have the numbers for a simple majority. At this stage, that is all they need to close the school down. We went through all the preliminaries last year."




  "Give me twenty minutes, "John snapped and clicked the off button.




  His eyes looked annoyed as he stared at his mother-in-law and repeated the news.




  "That's outright cowardly," Fiona responded. "I bet at this time of the year they hoped to catch all Kylena's supporters unaware."




  "No doubt," John retorted. "Look, I'll have a shower and head out."




  "I'm coming too," Fiona replied, "and why not ask Reid? He's a resident."




  "I'll do that," John answered. "The girls are swimming. Wrap them in a towel and say they can continue their swim in the school pool."




  Twenty-five minutes later the family arrived at Long Valley School to find a line of vehicles, including a large black limousine, parked outside. They dispatched the girls to the swimming pool where other children were swimming and entered the classroom.




  A hush settled over the interior and all eyes turned as the three walked in and stood behind the small crowd seated in the tiny pupils' chairs.




  The six foot American, dressed in khaki shorts, tartan shirt and work boots, took off his wide brimmed hat and glowered at the two men dressed in a dark suits behind Kylena's desk.




  "Name's John Berg, from Top Oasis Farm and my daughters will be attending this school, " he said. His icy accent cut through the air like an arrow while his eyes travelled across the room. "This lady beside me is my mother-in- law, Mrs. Fiona Reynolds and I'm sure you know the manager of our property, Mr. Reid Platters." He held out a chair for Fiona to sit down and swung his tall frame into another one while Reid, with a slight grin on his face, also found a seat.




  One man behind the desk blinked and turned to the school principal sitting beside him. She looked nervous and pale in her formal gray suit." Are the Berg children on the school roll, Miss Delton?" he asked.




  "They are, Mr. Finlayson," she replied in a whisper.




  "I see," the man replied and glanced out at John, “And your mother-in-law is an official caregiver, Mr. Berg?"




  "Yes," John nodded. "Fiona is my late wife's mother who has accompanied me to New Zealand to help bring up my daughters.”




  "They're Americans, foreigners!" snapped a male voice from the front row.




  "We have a residency permit," John replied. "As a parent of pupils enrolled at this school, I believe I have full voting rights."




  "And I am a resident living in the valley," Reid added in a quiet voice. "My voting rights are as valid as half the people in this room."




  Mr. Finlayson took a thick green book from a satchel on the floor, glanced down the index and flicked back some pages. He read silently for a moment and glanced up. "You all have voting rights at this householder's meeting," he proclaimed. "I can read the exact sub-clause out if the floor desires."




  "Forget it!" the same angry male voice snapped.




  "We shall continue, then," the second man behind the desk began. "For the sake of the new arrivals, I shall reread the motion. As you know, it has already been seconded and is now ready for the vote. The motion, with all the amendments taken into account states, ‘The Board of Trustees of Long Valley School agrees that the aforesaid school shall be officially closed as from this date and amalgamated onto Junction Road School in time for the commencement of the official school year. If this motion is passed, a postal vote of local residents shall be held to elect two Board of Trustees members to represent the valley residents on the amalgamated school's Board of Trustees. Also, if this motion is passed, Miss Kylena Delton will be entitled to full redundancy rights of two term's salary and assistance to procure a new position of a comparable grade to the one she is now holding." The man looked directly at John. "The Junction Road School householders recently voted in favour of this amalgamation onto the Junction Road School site."

OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.png
Xin Xii





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg





