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      SYNOPSIS





      The liberated 60s have not reached the shores of New Zealand when Claire, a single pregnant girl is sent up-country to have her child, which is to be adopted out.




      The Sloane family are strangers who offer to board her through this time.




      But are they?




      Claire is thrust into the unknown when, immediately after her arrival, Alan and Hazel Sloane are involved in a truck accident on the farm. It is up to Claire to help. She does but is now alone on the farm. Initial fears at being alone reach a climax when an elderly man arrives to look after the animals.




      He is Bob Hodge, Hazel's father. Claire and Bob feed out in the snow and gradually an affinity develops between the pair.




      Claire's life is at a tangent and a thread of facts begins to unwind about herself and the family she is living with. Tragedies of the past surface and actions of the present complicate issues.




      The local schoolteacher enters Claire's life with consequences that could be tragic while two local women show their true colours.




      In this conservative rural area, the tranquillity of the surface hides a darker background that goes back a generation to before Claire was born.




      And she is directly involved.




      This is a story of how scars of the past are opened and conquered by the love of the present for and by Claire, a girl who becomes a woman in the months that make up 1961.




      





      *




      


    




  




  

    

      




      CHAPTER 1


    




    

      Alan Sloane was annoyed with his wife Hazel. Why did she always have to succumb to pressure from the old friends from so far back he didn't even know them? Sure, it was a good cause but surely they could have asked the agency to send the girl to someone more qualified than themselves in the circumstances. This Patricia Braithwaite, an old school friend of Hazel's, had rung out of the blue and here he was having to pick up a girl that Hazel had agreed to take in for the next few months to help her over her difficulties.




      Difficulties! The girl was pregnant! It was as simple as that.




      He sighed and glowered though the windscreen that could barely cope with the snow splattered rain. If it was like this in Taihape they'd be having a real dumping of snow up on the ridge. After driving around the last bend and crossing a narrow bridge, the streetlights of the township looked almost friendly through the drizzly conditions.




      The blower in the middle of the old Land Rover howled but only Alan's left leg felt warm while the rest of his body shivered in the freezing conditions. If the sharks at the garage hadn't been so miserable on a trade in price he would have used his overseas funds to buy one of the new models. He shrugged and reached forward to wipe the inside of the windscreen. The town centre was deserted but that was hardly to be unexpected after midnight on a Thursday night.




      He turned right, off Hautapu Street, past the cinema and across to the small parking area in front of the railway station. Its platform was a blaze of lights but, like everything else, was deserted. Alan glanced at his watch. The Limited Express from Wellington was due in five minutes. He had been afraid he'd be late.




      He turned the Land Rover into a park, switched off the engine and reached for his parka. He zipped the long raincoat up, flipped the hood over and swallowed in anticipation of the snow flurry that would meet him when he opened the door.




      It did! If he was cold in the cab the freezing temperature that hit his face and wind that threatened to wrench the Land Rover's door off, sent shivers through his body. Apart from three years away at boarding school and a brief time with the army overseas, he'd lived in New Zealand's high country all his life but still couldn't stand the July winter storms his hometown was subjected to. Now this poor city girl from Wellington was sent to them for the next six months.




      He dashed in under the platform veranda and headed for the one oasis of light, the refreshment room. The sliding door squeaked as he pushed it aside and walked inside. As expected, it was almost empty but the coal range belched out heat to make the whole room swelter. Nobody stood behind the counter covered with rows of New Zealand Railway cups and a silver urn filled with capacity with the thick tea that only a government owned establishment could produce. A heated glass cabinet at one end of the counter held dozens of thick meat pies, a lesser amount of sandwiches and still fewer custard squares and slabs of cake.




      A plump middle-aged woman walked out from the back with a tray of sausage rolls and placed them on the counter. She wiped a tea towel over her brow and gazed up.




      "Oh hello, Mr Sloane," she said. "What're you doing here on a night like this?"




      "Meeting the Limited Express from Wellington. Hazel said we'd take one of those girls who got herself into trouble, Nancy."




      Nancy grimaced. "I think it’s a crying shame," she muttered and began to place the sausage rolls in the glass cabinet.




      "What is?' Alan retorted.




      The woman glanced up and shrugged. "The whole situation. You know what the girls in those working class suburbs of Wellington are like?"




      "No I don't," Alan tried to hide his annoyance. "Tell me."




      If Nancy noticed Alan's anger she chose to ignore him and continued with her opinion about life in modern day 1961. "It's all too easy now," she snorted. "Where's all the self control gone? These high school girls sleep around, get themselves in the family way and are sent up to us to hide. You know there was one girl who came up here three times in four years. Had a child, adopted it out and went back home to just carry on as before. Every one had a different father, you know but did she care..." Nancy shrugged. "Oh no. The poor little babies were whisked off up to Auckland or whatever. I guess they are better off than if they stayed with their mother. It's not right."




      "Sure," Alan interrupted. He glanced at the old gossip. Perhaps his earlier thoughts were somewhat judgmental, too. It was so easy to criticize and make generalisations about others. He decided to change the topic. "Is the express due soon?"




      "Another forty minutes, Mr Sloane. Some slip down near Hunterville, the stationmaster said." Nancy finished placing the sausage rolls in the cabinet and slid the door shut. "And I'm expected to keep everything hot until it arrives."




      Alan sighed. "Well, can I have a pie and a cuppa tea then, Nancy?" he asked.




      The woman screwed her nose up. "We aren't meant to sell things to locals, only the train passengers." A grin crossed her face. "I guess I can make an exception tonight, though. I doubt if many passengers will want to leave their comfortable carriage to come and buy anything, anyway. Last night we sold less than half our pies." She grabbed a plate and placed a pie on it. "Tomato Sauce?"




      "Sure," Alan replied and watched as she squirted the sauce out of a plastic bottle.




      He placed some coins on the counter, took the pie and cup of tea, spooned in some sugar and sat at one of the few tables in the room. Forty minutes to wait. Oh well, at least it was warm here in the refreshment room.




      *




      An hour and five minutes later, Taihape Railway Station was lit up by a massive headlight through the mist as the steam KA locomotive thundered in. Smoke belched into the night air and steam hissed from the driving wheels as it flashed by the platform. It slowed and the dark red carriages followed. Some windows showed a yellow light but most remained dark as the passengers inside attempted to sleep. Brakes beneath the carriages hissed and the mighty, if somewhat antiquated Limited Express stopped.




      "The Limited Express from Wellington will remain in Taihape for fifteen minutes while the engine replenishes its water supply, Refreshments are available at the refreshment room. Passengers are reminded that they may take their cups back onto the train..."




      The loudspeaker announcement continued but Alan stopped listening. Instead, he stood on the platform and watched as passengers dismounted. There was a surge of bodies as everyone jostled for space in front of the counter. Nancy and three other assistants filled cups with tea, handed out pies and sausage rolls, collected money and went on to the next customer. People, carrying hot tea and plates of food slipped between those who had not yet been served and headed back to their carriage. It was one mad scramble akin to the refreshment room at a racecourse.




      Alan glanced through the horde but could see nobody vaguely resembling a young pregnant girl. He gave up and turned to watch the railway employees unhitch the engine. It puffed out a cloud of smoke and chugged away up line. Here, Alan knew, its boiler would be topped up from a high wooden tank. By the time the engine returned and was hitched up to the carriages again a guard would have blown his whistle and everyone would be back aboard.




      He grinned as the inevitable late passengers balanced their food and drinks and clamoured up the steel steps. A guard walked along, slammed every carriage door until he reached the end guard's van. There he turned, shouted at one last passenger who climbed aboard, blew a whistle and waved a grubby green flag. As the train pulled out, he swung himself up to the guard's van and disappeared.




      The crowd had gone, as had the train that headed north with its destination at Auckland rescheduled to arrive mid morning, over three hours late. All that remained was the smell of smoke and an empty platform.




      *




      A girl stood at the far end of the refreshment room, almost beyond the platform itself. Alan walked closer and wondered if this was the one he’d been sent to meet.




      She wore clothes that were far too light for the harsh weather but they were of high quality, a long blue cardigan and dark floral dress that, in modern style, barely reached her knees. She had no hat and the modern high-heeled shoes shone in the light. Her slim body showed no sign of any pregnancy.




      Alan hesitated and studied the young woman. This couldn't be her. He expected someone with a swollen stomach stretched beneath a tatty high school raincoat, tartan skirt and flat-heeled shoes. He turned and glanced in the refreshment room. It was empty.




      He turned back and, for the first time, noticed the girl's face. She looked utterly forlorn. Perhaps this was her! She certainly looked lost. Alan walked up to her and coughed.




      She gasped and swung around.




      "Claire?" he asked




      "Why yes," she replied, biting on her bottom lip. "I'm Claire Woodham."




      Alan held his hand out. "Alan Sloane." He took her cold, somewhat limp hand.




      "Oh thank goodness, Mr Sloane. For a moment I thought..." Her voice faded and she stepped back as if her confidence had deserted her.




      "Call me Alan."




      "Of course... err … Alan. The train was held up twice and I thought nobody would be here..." She hesitated again and stood there shivering.




      "Here take this." Alan took his parka off, slipped it around her shoulders and picked up her suitcase. "My Land Rover is right down the other end."




      "Thank you." Claire gave him a tiny smile and pulled his parka close around her neck. "I'm sorry to get you out on such a bad night."




      "No problem," Alan said. "I'll just drive up to the telephone box by the post office and phone Hazel. She's the one who worries."




      "Mrs Sloane?"




      Alan nodded. "I guess you heard that we live out in the country. I'm afraid there's a bit of a drive."




      They reached the Land Rover and he placed her suitcase in the back. "The old girl doesn't look much but she'll get us through if the snow gets deep."




      "Snow?" Claire said as she took off the parka and handed it back to Alan. "Thanks for the coat. I never realised it would be so cold here."




      "Yeah. If snow's in the air here it'll be settling on the road home. The top table is a higher than Taihape."




      A small glimmer of light seemed to appear in Claire's eyes. "I've never been in snow."




      Alan smiled. "Come tomorrow and our whole farm will be covered."




      "Will it?" Claire whispered. "I guess I have a lot to learn about country life." She lapsed into silence as Alan reversed the Land Rover around and headed a block back to the main road. He stopped by the post office and looked at Claire. "Is there anyone you'd like to ring to say you've arrived?"




      Claire's eyes focused on him. That forlorn expression had returned. "No thank you Alan," she whispered. "There's nobody who would be interested."




      *




      The journey northeast from Taihape wasn't too bad at first. Spooner's Hill with its sharp bends was easy to drive through because Alan knew the route like the back of his hand and there was no opposing traffic. When they turned off the highway, though, the snow arrived in vengeance with huge flakes that settled on the bonnet. Ahead, the road looked like a tunnel in the vehicle's headlights.




      Inside the Land Rover's cab, the fan blew hot air onto Alan and Claire's feet but that was as far as the warmth went. Wind whistled through the sliding side windows and the rest of the cab was freezing.




      Claire shivered.




      "Take my parka again," Alan said.




      "No thanks, you need it," Claire replied.




      "Then grab the blanket off the back seat and wrap it around yourself."




      Claire looked as if she was about to refuse but caught Alan's eyes and nodded. She reached back, pulled the blanket that covered the back seat out from under her suitcase and wrapped it around herself. She smiled slightly. "You don't mind?"




      "Of course not. Tuck your hands beneath it. These old girls can go anywhere but weren't designed for comfort."




      "Old girls?" Claire asked.




      Alan grinned. "The Land Rover."




      Claire's smile extended and she nodded as she pulled her hands beneath the blanket. She leaned forward, wiped condensation off the inside of the window and peered out into the darkness. The snowflakes hit them soundlessly while the wipers scraped across in a losing effort to keep the glass clear.




      Alan slowed the Land Rover and changed down a gear. He could see only the snow everywhere. Even the glass verge had disappeared so he made sure he remained in the centre of the road.




      "We'll be okay," he said when Claire glanced at him. "As long as I stick to the middle of the road we won't go wrong."




      "And if someone coming towards us is doing the same thing?"




      "We'll see their lights and stop." Alan wiped his own side of the windscreen with a rag. "I doubt if there'll be any other traffic at this time of night, anyway."




      Claire nodded and lapsed into silence as she continued to stare out the front. Alan concentrated on the driving and began to worry a little. A mile ahead they would cross a bridge and from there on the narrow gravel road curved up a hillside. As they moved higher the snow became thicker. Already the snowflakes had increased in size.




      He slowed and changed down yet again. "I have to stop," he muttered.




      "Why?' Claire gasped in alarm.




      Alan glanced at her and realised she was scared, not of the snow or conditions but of something else. He swung his eyes back out through the windscreen but could see practically nothing. The wipers could not cope with the snow and had stopped. He braked and brought the Land Rover to a stop before he found time to glance at Claire again.




      She sat there wide-eyed and with her top teeth biting down on her bottom lip. She stared back, switched her eyes to the wipers and back again.




      "You need to clear the windscreen?" she whispered.




      Alan nodded.




      "I'm sorry… I thought..." she said.




      Alan studied the young woman. She was afraid of him! He grimaced and sat with his hands on the steering wheel while he wondered whether to say anything or not. He could ignore her uneasiness and just continue the small talk or he could say something. She was now looking straight ahead while she clasped the blanket.




      "You are safe with me, Claire," he finally said. "Hazel would have come into town too if we'd known you might feel nervous with a strange man. Out here in the country we all know each other and there is mutual respect between everyone." He grinned slightly and felt his cheeks redden in embarrassment. "You had a tough time, did you?"




      Claire switched her eyes back and appeared to relax. Perhaps she had seen his flushed face in the dim light.




      "Everyone said it was my fault," she whispered. "Everything was my fault. I was a …" She stopped. "Let's say even my friends and family turned against me."




      "And you lost your trust in men?"




      Claire pouted. "Not just men," she whispered. Again her eyes turned to his. "Can I help clear the wipers?"




      "Sure," Alan responded, relieved that the embarrassing moment had passed. "Just clear the snow away from under them. Once they start moving again we can be on our way."




      Claire responded by flinging the blanket aside, opening her door and jumping out. She turned and grinned. "My God it is snowing," she called out and immediately began to take handfuls of snow off the windscreen.




      In a moment the wipers were scraping across the frozen glass. Claire climbed back in and blew onto her fingers.




      "I never knew snow was so cold," she said.




      Alan laughed. "I was going to give you a pair of gloves to put on but you were too fast for me."




      Claire smiled and held her hands down by the heater. "Thank you." She hesitated. "For being so understanding, I mean. I'm sorry for thinking... well you know."




      "There is nothing to be sorry about," Alan said. "If our situations were changed I'd be terrified… dark night… lonely road, a snow storm and travelling with someone I'd just met."




      Claire smiled. "How far to go?" she asked.




      "Ten miles." Alan said. "In this weather it'll take us forty minutes or so."




      He let out the clutch and they started on their slow journey forward. With luck, once they reached the eastern slope they'd be cut off from the main snow flurry. This usually happened in this type of storm.




      *




      He was right. They went out of the heavy snow into slushy rain with water running in two streams down through the road ruts. Alan knew the road and navigated it with ease. At the top bend they came back into the snow and he saw vehicle lights coming up the hill.




      "Damn," he said and pulled to the outside of the next bend. "Not many passing places," he said to Claire. "Uphill traffic has the right of way."




      "And not a traffic light in sight," Claire said in a deadpan voice.




      The other vehicle came slowly up the road but it wasn't until the last few moments that Alan recognised who it was. A tractor came towards them with the driver wrapped up against the cold. It pulled in beside them and the driver unwrapped a scarf from around her mouth.




      "Thank God, Alan," she said "I thought you must have slipped off the road so I came searching for you."




      "Who is it?" Claire whispered.




      "Hazel, my wife," Alan explained. "I told you she was a worrying type."




      Hazel climbed down from the tractor and walked over to them. She poked her head through Alan's window and smiled at Claire.




      "Hi Claire," she said, "Welcome to the Taihape high country. It's one hell of a night, isn't it but don't worry, I've got a pot of soup simmering on the stove back home and a hottie put in your bed for you.




      *




      


    




  




  

    

      




      CHAPTER 2


    




    

      Claire studied the woman's smiling face beneath the snow-covered scarf and felt an instant empathy towards her. Hazel was just the sort of wife she imagined Alan would have. She shifted her attention to the man behind the wheel and chastised herself for going into a defensive mode so quickly. It was something she had promised herself not to do.




      "You look cold," Hazel said.




      "Yes... err ... Hazel. I thought it got cold in Wellington at times but I was not expecting snow. I told Alan I was sorry to drag him out on such a terrible night and the train was so late..." She stopped and flushed. When she was nervous she always talked too much.




      Hazel though, did not appear to notice. "We'll get you home," she said and turned to Alan. "What say I leave the tractor here until tomorrow?"




      "No," Alan replied. "I'll need it in the morning. You take the Rover and I'll drive the tractor home. He slid out of the Land Rover, held the door open for Hazel to climb in, waved at Claire and climbed onto the tractor.




      Hazel grinned at Claire and they drove off. "Long day?" she asked.




      "Mine?" Claire replied.




      "Yes."




      "It was."




      Today had been sheer hell but if she confessed to that, what would Hazel think of her? Alan’s wife drove more slowly than he had but still appeared a confident driver as she headed down the narrow windy road. Again, snow covered everything except the tractor tracks that Hazel had left on the way up.




      "I just thought... " Claire began and wiped a hand over her face. Oh hell, why was she like this? Uncontrolled tears built in her eyes and rolled down her face.




      Hazel glanced at her. "Just let them flow, Claire," she whispered.




      Claire sniffed back yet more tears and found a handkerchief to wipe her eyes.




      "Tell me about it if you like otherwise I'll just mind my own business." Hazel changed gears. "It'll take us a good twenty minutes to get home in this weather."




      "It's just that I felt so utterly alone," Claire sobbed. "I didn't want this to happen but I was a fool... over everything."




      "I doubt that," Hazel said sympathetically.




      "It was something that happened to others," Claire whispered. "You know like the road accident where two people are killed. It's headlines in the paper one day and forgotten the next. Your own life is not affected and nobody ever bothers to write a follow up article about what happened to the families affected." She glanced at Hazel. "The hard thing is that the people you thought would support you turned away."




      "The boy who put you in this condition?"




      Claire shrugged. "Never told the bastard," she muttered. "No I'm talking about my family and friends. I did receive help from one unexpected place, though."




      "And where was that?"




      "My school. She shrugged stared out the window and perhaps because it was the easiest event to talk about, told of her last weeks at school.




      *




      Claire felt her skin freeze when the tiny third form messenger girl appeared in the 6A biology class and handed a note to the teacher.




      "Claire," the teacher said. "Miss Braithwaite wishes to speak to you immediately."




      Miss Braithwaite was the headmistress at Princess Alexandra College. She was a stern but respected authority figure who Claire had only really got to know in her senior year.




      As they walked along the corridor, the younger girl stared with respect at Claire's jacket supporting a silver prefect's badge. "You look nervous," she said. "Trouble?"




      Claire bit on her bottom lip. "You could say that," she replied.




      The girl grinned. "And I thought it was only the fourth form girls who got into trouble. Of course the 3D girls are a ripe pain in the butt."




      "And what form are you in…?"




      "Anne. I'm in 3A2. Mum reckons if it wasn't for my poor spelling I'd be in 3A1..."




      Anne rattled on, so by the time they reached the administration area near the main entrance, Claire felt a little better. Anne returned to the desk allocated to the duty girl next to the main office and gave her a grin of encouragement.




      "You can go straight in, Claire," the office assistant said.




      Miss Braithwaite was not sitting behind her massive oaken desk but in an armchair beside it. "Sit down, Claire," she said in a soft voice and waved to the second armchair in the room. She waited until Claire sat on the edge of it and opened a folder resting on her knees.




      "Your mother rang," she began. "She said that you are being withdrawn from our school because of your domestic situation. It appears that you have become impregnated."




      Claire stared at the floor but could not stop her hands shaking or the ballooning tears in her eyes. She nodded and waited for the lecture about her lack of morals and how she let the school down. Instead, Miss Braithwaite handed her a paper tissue and waited until her sobs subsided.




      "Your mother told me very little, Claire. Would you like to talk about it? "




      Claire shrugged. "Not really." She glanced up and saw the headmistress's eyes firmly fixed on herself. She flushed and blew her nose into the tissue. "I'm sorry, Miss Braithwaite. I did not mean to be disrespectful. It's just that…" Her attempt to control her crying only made it worse as her tears dropped onto the carpet. "I don't know what to do, Miss Braithwaite?" She shook her head and burst into tears again.




      Miss Braithwaite frowned and consulted her notes. "Your father is a vicar in the Anglican Church our school is associated with, I believe."




      "Yeah," Claire's voice became bitter. "The…" She bit on her lip to stop the word bastard from coming up and muttered. "He blames me for everything."




      "In this situation, parents often find it hard to say what they feel within their hearts, Claire."




      Claire leaped to her feet and stood there trembling. "Oh he told me exactly what he thought, Miss Braithwaite and in no uncertain terms. I was a slut and a whore. He's not the mild minister the local parishioners think but an autocratic bully. Even Mum's scared of him."




      She waited for a reprimand but the headmistress also stood, placed an arm out and guided her back to the armchair. Miss Braithwaite pressed an intercom button on her desk. "Alison, can we have that tray of tea and scones please?"




      "At once, Miss Braithwaite," the office assistant's voice came back through the speaker.




      A moment later the woman appeared with a tray covered in a lace cloth covering a silver teapot, two cups and a tray of steaming scones. Claire realised they must have been there, waiting. There was no way Alison Fromont could have prepared them in that short time.




      "I guess you'd prefer a soft drink," the headmistress said as she poured the tea.




      "It's fine thank you," Claire replied. "I often drink tea or coffee at home."




      "Sugar and milk?"




      "Both please."




      Claire didn't really like the taste of tea but found the hot drink relaxing. She took the scone offered to her and nibbled the edge of it.




      "Why are you being so understanding, Miss Braithwaite?" she asked. "Everyone else has written me off..."




      "Written you off, Claire?"




      "Why is it always our fault? We are expected to be ... oh be so prim and proper yet men can do whatever they wish and become heroes if they shag around yet we..." Claire gulped when she remembered where she was. "I'm sorry, Miss Braithwaite."




      "And your immediate future, Claire?"




      Claire shrugged. "What future, Miss Braithwaite?" she asked.




      *




      Claire glanced across the Land Rover at Hazel before she switched her eyes to the snow and darkness outside. "Two days later Miss Braithwaite gave me information about adopting the baby out and told me about your offer to take me. Here I am. That was three weeks ago. "




      "I went to school with Patricia Braithwaite," Hazel said. "We were actually good friends."




      "What?" Claire gasped.




      "It must have been that night when she phoned and asked if we could take you."




      "She did? I thought it was the doctor who arranged it all."




      "Patricia said she wanted you to be with someone she knew rather than a total stranger. Most hosts who provide a home for girls in your situation are excellent but a few exploit them, shall we say."




      "Like what?”




      "Nothing sinister," Hazel said. "We are given an allowance from the government to help to feed you and so forth and in return you are expected to do light duties around the farm."




      "So?"




      "A few regard the girls as a source of cheap labour."




      "But why did Miss Braithwaite do this?"




      Hazel smiled. "I think you are highly regarded at the girls' college. Teachers, even headmistresses are caring people, you know. Without Patricia's high recommendation, I probably wouldn't have agreed to take you. She's also arranged for you to complete your Higher School Certificate work through Correspondence School. The first bag of lessons has already arrived at home."




      "Oh hell," Claire whispered. "I didn't know. Thank you."




      "I'm glad Alan and I can help, Claire," Hazel whispered and reached across to squeeze her leg.




      Claire saw her companion gaze out the windscreen with a far away look in her eyes. There was something in that expression. It was as if she really did understand.




      Hazel turned and smiled. "The last hill," she said. "We can see the house from this top bend. I left all the lights on." She glanced in the rear vision mirror. "We left Alan behind, too. I hope he's not too cold on the tractor."




      *




      It was easy to see where they were going for the only tracks in the snow-covered road came from a driveway. Hazel turned the Land Rover in over a cattle stop and Claire saw a sign on the wooden fence.




      "Knotted Pine Farm. That's a nice name."




      "Yes. I think my grandparents named it. The tree itself has long gone."




      "Your grandparents?" Claire asked.




      Hazel nodded. "The farm is owned by my father. When Mum died a few years ago, Alan and I shifted back to help Dad and I guess we just stayed on. A few months ago we persuaded him to move to Taihape and we shifted into the main house from a smaller one along the road. He has a little house in town and spends most of his time playing bowls. Even though he grumbles a lot, I'm sure he enjoys being in close contact with his friends."




      She drove through a long curving driveway towards the house. The snow on the ground reflected the house lights and Claire could see it piled on fence posts, tree boughs and the farm buildings. The snow had stopped falling and a half moon peeped out from behind the clouds. The whole area looked like a Christmas card scene. Smoke from a house chimney was rising straight up in the still air.




      "It's beautiful," Claire whispered.




      "Yes, it is," Hazel said. "Doesn't last though. Usually after a day or two, it turns to slush. The animals hate it. Most paddocks have shelter belts for them to get behind."




      She drove off the gravel onto a level concrete area the size of half a tennis court and into a wide garage next to a modern car. Further along was parked a truck with a flat wooden deck and other farm machinery. A tiny dog came running out and sat near the Land Rover with its tail wagging.




      "That's Jiggy," Hazel said. "She didn't want to be left behind when I took the tractor but I thought it was too cold for her."




      Claire smiled and climbed down beside Jiggy. The dog backed away a little until she saw Hazel and barked happily. Claire patted her and glanced up to see a massive Persian cat amble into sight.




      "Fluffy reckons she owns the place." Hazel laughed and picked the cat up.




      There was an engine roar as Alan and the tractor appeared. He drove in beside the Land Rover and switched off.




      "It's cold," His breath puffed out a cloud of condensation as he climbed down and picked both pets up in his arms. "And why are you two still here?" he asked. "Only a fool would be out in these conditions." He turned to Claire. "Just go inside. I'll bring your suitcase in later."




      "Yes do," Hazel added. "You must be freezing in your light dress."




      It was cold but Claire had to stop and glance around. To her left was another outbuilding filled with piles of firewood and an empty animal pen while to the right was the house itself. It was wooden, painted white and would have been about sixty years old with a wide back veranda lit up by several outside lights. The whole place radiated a kind of warmth and security that Claire had not felt at home.




      She followed Hazel into a blast of warm air and the smell of vegetable soup. They were in a long kitchen and lounge with a fireplace along the inside wall under a massive mantelpiece covered in photographs and other paraphernalia. The wood had burnt down to embers but burst into flame when Hazel placed a couple more pieces on and stirred up the coals with a poker.




      "The bathroom and toilet are through that door," Hazel said indicating a door along from the fire. "The blue towels are for you to use."




      *




      The Sloanes did everything to make Claire welcome and feel at home. Even the bedroom allocated to her had a wall bar heater glowing and the bed blankets were folded back to show crisp sheets beneath. There was even a vase of flowers on the dressing table and an envelope. Claire opened it to find a card to welcome her to Knotted Pine Farm. She smiled and turned when there was a knock on the door.




      Hazel poked her head in. "There's a bowl of soup in the kitchen," she said.




      "You're so kind," Claire whispered. "The flowers and card. I never expected this sort of treatment." She felt a surge of tears but this time managed to stop them from flowing. "I few hours ago I felt totally alone but now..." She smiled. "Oh Hazel, thank you."




      "I think you impressed Alan. He said he expected a spotty nosed kid as big as a balloon in an old raincoat who couldn't sling three words together without swearing."




      "That'll come," Claire whispered.




      "What the ballooning figure or the swearing?"




      Claire laughed. "Both probably."




      "Oh one more thing," Hazel said. "That bathroom you used is exclusively yours. We've got our own one up the front. So spread yourself out and just make yourself at home."




      "Oh hell," Claire replied, gulped and put a hand over her mouth. "Sorry, I've started already."




      "That's okay. You should hear Alan when he gets mad with the dogs." Hazel swung around. "Come and have that soup before it gets cold."




      *




      Forty minutes later Claire was in bed and, for the first time in weeks, fell asleep and straight into a dream which was unusual in that it was not a nightmare that jerked her awake perspiring and shaking with dreams of being attacked. This time she was back at primary school painting a picture of the Land Rover in the snow. In her subconscious mind, she knew the two didn't relate in time but it was a pleasant dream with that security she had not felt since she had been told she was pregnant.




      Sunlight streamed into her bedroom at Knotted Pine Farm when she awoke and glanced at her watch. It was after nine o'clock. What would Alan and Hazel think? She tossed the blankets aside and was about to jump out of bed when she saw a small note by the bedside lamp.




      Shivering in the cold air, she picked it up to read.




      Hi Claire,




      There is no need to rush. Alan and I have taken a load of hay out to feed the animals and will be back by mid-morning. You'll find some old clothes on the dresser. If you'd like to use them, please do. Breakfast is on the stove and table. Take whatever you wish. Perhaps you could stoke up the fire in the kitchen when you get up.




      Oh yes, Fluffy has been fed. Don't let him tell you otherwise. Jiggy and the farm dogs are with us.




      See you soon




      Hazel




      Claire grinned as she picked up the jeans, blouse and woollen jersey. They seemed to fit the farm, somehow. She found her other clothes and headed off to the bathroom before she realised something else.




      For the first time in over a week, she was not suffering from morning sickness.




      *




      


    




  




  

    

      




      CHAPTER 3


    




    

      The Bedford truck had been used on Knotted Pine Farm since before Alan's time and was even older than the Land Rover. The blue paint had faded to a powdery white and cobwebs covered the headlights that stuck up on the front fenders. The seats wore through to the underfelt and the glove box cover had long gone. However, its wide wooden tray was excellent for holding hay bales and with the double back wheels, it could go almost anywhere on the farm.




      The snow still covered the hills and top flat where Alan stood on the truck tray. He cut a hay bale string and tossed the cubes of pressed hay out to the row of black cattle that followed them. Steam from their nostrils made cloudy puffs in the otherwise crystal air against the snow. Alan pulled his Balaclava down under his chin and rubbed a leather glove against his trousers. God it was cold!




      "Swing the truck around and I'll make another row of hay, Hazel," he yelled to the driver.




      "Right Dear," Hazel shouted back. The truck accelerated a little and she changed up to second gear.




      After they had finished feeding the cattle, Hazel drove the truck back to the track that bisected the farm. She turned away from the direction of the farmhouse and headed uphill to the next paddock where sheep were held. The track was an old one that had been cut into the hillside to provide access to the middle of the farm. Beyond the top table flat was steep hill country with higher paddocks that were only used in the warmer months. With these out of use, the lower paddocks were almost overstocked and as well, no grass grew at this time of the year, hence the need to provide hay and other supplementary food to the animals.




      Alan stood behind the cab on the tray with Jiggy while the two work dogs, Toby and Missy ran along the track beside them. Alan glanced back over the snow-covered hills and the farmhouse below them. Snow was thick on the roof except for one small area around the main chimney where it had melted and a circle of red roof paint showed through. The evergreen trees beyond the house resembled a picture postcard.




      The truck's engine rumbled and black diesel fumes belched out the exhaust as the wheels crunched through the icy surface to the gravel beneath. It was a well-formed track, though, and the old truck had made the journey a thousand times before. Alan clung on when they went around the bottom corner. This was one of two ninety-degree bends on the track. From here, it was a steep straight climb up the hillside until they reached the top bend that turned another ninety degrees onto the table flats.




      The warning that something was wrong only came when the Bedford swung wide on the last bend. Alan heard a scream of gears as Hazel attempted to change down. In this old truck, first gear was not synchronized and to get into it involved a double-declutch. Hazel as a confident driver but something went wrong. The engine howled as the gearbox slipped into neutral and the truck stopped and began to slide backwards.




      "Don't brake!" Alan screamed but Hazel had already reacted.




      She braked slightly with the result being the opposite of what she had intended. On the icy surface the back wheels locked and the tray swung out. The hay bales that covered half the deck began to slide. Jiggy skidded sideways with a yelp of fright but Alan managed to grab her collar with one hand and hold the frame behind the cab with the other. He stuck a foot out to defect a hay bale away from them and waited for the truck to level out.




      But it didn't. He saw the snow covered valley and gasped in alarm as the hay bales hit him and he was propelled forward. The tray disappeared and Alan saw the blur of ground beneath him. A hay bale hit his shoulder and his legs went from under him. There was a bang of something snapping that penetrated his brain, the feeling of excruciating pain as he tumbled down onto a rock hard surface and the vision of the truck careering by down the slope.




      There was more though. As he watched in frozen horror he saw the spinning back wheels. The truck was on its side as it skidded by!




      More hay bales hit and Alan screamed involuntarily before the world around spun and he remembered no more.




      *




      Claire felt different as she pulled on the farm clothes Hazel had provided for her. Apart from shorts in the hot summertime she had never worn trousers before, let alone these faded jeans. The blouse felt soft against her skin though the woollen jersey tickled her arms. She pulled on some thick socks, also provided by Hazel and began to brush her hair.




      Barking right outside her bathroom door made her jump in alarm. She opened the door to find not only Jiggy there barking but also one of the farm dogs. This one was a female but she didn't know its name. The dog stood back looking almost nervous as if she knew she shouldn't be inside while the little terrier continued to bark, run up the corridor and back again.




      "What is it, Jiggy?' Claire.




      The farm dog stood up and whined.




      "Where's Alan?" Claire asked.




      Both dogs stopped, sat down and gazed at her with sensitive brown eyes.




      "They sent you to get me. Is that right?"




      Jiggy barked and ran back along the corridor again. This time, though she didn't stop but disappeared into the kitchen. The back door was wide open and icy air blew in. Claire followed Jiggy and the other dog out to the veranda. There was snow everywhere and the day clear and cold, far colder than she had ever experienced in Wellington. Both dogs ran out onto the drive and stopped between the truck tyre marks in the snow.




      "You want me to come?"




      Both dogs barked and the farm dog sort of pawed the snow and ran along the ruts created in the snow by the truck tyres while Jiggy stayed by her but continued to bark.




      "I'll get a coat." Claire gazed out but could see nothing except snow and the tyre marks disappearing around the side of the far shed. She assumed this led out to the farm.




      The farm dog watched while she put one of Hazel's raincoats on and found a pair of gumboots. Her hands and ears were already freezing but there was no time to find a hat or gloves. As soon as she stepped out onto the drive, the farm dog sort of yelped an acknowledgment and disappeared out of sight. Jiggy stopped barking and trotted along beside her.




      Behind the shed the truck marks followed a wide track that was fenced on both sides. Claire pulled her collar up and stepped out to follow the farm dog moving rapidly away in the distance.




      *




      In spite of the freezing temperature, Claire was perspiring and puffing by the time she reached a paddock where cattle were munching hay in two long lines. By the look of it, the truck tracks had turned in and come out again. Jiggy ignored the paddock, though and continued to run just ahead to where the track turned up the side of the hill.




      "Oh hell," Claire gasped when she saw how steep it was. "Jiggy, slow down, will yah."




      The little dog turned, ran back, around her and ahead again around the corner. Clair followed and heard something beside her. She glanced down and saw another dog. This was a larger male who had slowed its pace to trot beside her. Its tongue hung out the side of its mouth as it gazed up at her with almost pleading eyes.




      "So you stayed behind until your friend arrived back, boy," she said and reached down to pat the dog's head. Unlike the females it did not bark but instead his tail wagged three or four times as he fixed her with a knowing expression his eyes.




      The hill was steep and slippery. By the time Claire was half way up she was wheezing and gasping for breath. She ignored a spasm of pain under her ribs and continued on. Ahead, the track went left around a small cutting so only distant hills were visible. That was when she noticed that the tyre marks in the snow were different. The single front marks and double rear ones had become a continuous line that churned up snow and slush everywhere.




      Claire stopped and gasped. The tracks went straight ahead, not around the corner beneath the cutting. She broke into a run, slipped and staggered but reached the edge and looked ahead. Half way down a steep valley she spied the truck surrounded by tossed out hay bales. It was jammed between two pine trees and looked as if a branch had crashed across the cab while the tray, devoid of any hay stuck grotesquely up in the air.




      "Alan! Hazel!" Claire screamed but there was no reply. Everything was deadly quiet in the frosty air and the only movement was steam was curling from the truck engine. The three dogs stood in a line beside her with their ears forward, backbone hair ridged and tails drooping.




      *




      With little regard for her own safety, Claire slid down the icy bank and scrambled between the hay until she reached the truck. The far side was a crumbled like a collapsed biscuit tin but the driver's side appeared to be relatively undamaged. She seized the door handle and tugged. Nothing happened.




      "Is anyone there?" she screamed as she pulled herself closer to peer inside.




      Hazel was slumped sideways with her head back, one arm sort of dangling beside the seat and the other through the steering wheel. A pile of octagonal pieces of glass covered her and her dandling arm had blood running down from a blood stained jersey.




      "Hazel!"




      The only sound Claire heard was a small whimper as one of the farm dogs stood on its hind paws and gazed in the window.




      Claire grabbed the handle again and managed to shift the door a little. However, the buckled framework stopped her pulling it further. She gazed around and a strange calmness replaced her earlier emotions. It was up to her to help. Nobody else was around so she needed to think clearly.




      Of course, the windscreen was broken. She could get in that way.




      The fender provided a step. She ignored the steam drifting by and grabbed the window edge. Damn, there were still bits of glass sticking up and two fingers began to bleed. She wrapped a handkerchief around them, managed to get one leg up on the bonnet, grabbed the dashboard inside and heaved herself up.




      From there, she wriggled through the gap where the windscreen glass had once been. Hazel was right in front with her eyes closed but her chest was moving. Blood dribbled from the side of her mouth.




      "I'm here, Hazel," Claire cried.




      She wriggled forward but pulled back in horror. Hazel's body and legs were caught under the crumbled dashboard. Claire grabbed the twisted metal but all she managed to do was cut her bleeding fingers deeper. She could not shift a thing.




      For several moments she did what she could. Luckily, Hazel appeared to be breathing okay. When she lifted her companion's head a little to place some soft seat covering beneath it like a pillow, she noticed a swollen forehead. Something must have hit Hazel's forehead. Perhaps that was why she was out cold.




      One of the dogs barked and Claire swung around. About fifty yards away were a dozen or more hay bales where both farm dogs had found something.




      "Alan!" Claire cried. She checked to see that Hazel was as comfortable as possible and realised how cold it was. "You'll freeze!" She grabbed the seat rug. However, it was caught under the crushed metal and could not be shifted. She wriggled back out onto the engine cover, took off her coat and crawled back inside. She moved hair off Hazel's face and tucked the coat around her.




      "Sorry I can't do more," she whispered in half sobs. "I'll get help. That's a promise."




      *




      The dogs had found Alan. Claire arrived to find him lying on his back. He had no noticeable blood or cuts but his right leg appeared to go the wrong way. A bone bulged beneath the skin.




      "Oh hell, it's broken," Claire muttered to herself




      "Hazel," Alan's eyes opened and focused on her.




      "No, it's Claire."




      "Claire?" Alan appeared confused.




      "Your new boarder. Remember you picked me up at the station last night?"




      "Oh yes, of course." Alan attempted to sit up. He grimaced in pain and dropped back to the ground. "What happened?"




      "There was an accident. Your truck slid down the bank."




      "Did it?" Alan frowned. "Hazel! She was driving wasn't she?"




      "I think so..." Claire spoke quietly in a reassuring voice and told about the dogs attracting her attention and what she found.




      "Hazel is unconscious, you say?" Alan said.




      "I don't think she's seriously hurt but she's stuck in the cab."




      Alan nodded and smiled slightly. "You're shivering."




      "I put my coat over Hazel." Claire stood up. "I need to get help but don't want to leave you both."




      "I'll be okay," Alan replied. "The phone's in the corridor at home. Take Jiggy. Toby and Missy will look after us." He reached up to pat the female dog who squatted beside him. "Good girl, Missy."




      Claire glanced up. Jiggy was waiting nearby but Toby had gone.




      "He'll be with Hazel," Alan whispered. "Leave me. The sooner you can get help for Hazel the better."




      Claire nodded and stood up. "I'll check on Hazel once again then head home," she said.




      Without waiting for a reply, she ran back to the truck to find Toby lying beside the truck. Hazel was still unconscious but there appeared to be more colour in her pale cheeks. The steam had gone and there was no smell of fuel so it seemed as if there was no immediate danger. She rushed back to Alan, brought him up to date on the situation and headed up the steep slope to the farm track.




      It took fifteen minutes to reach the house. She arrived shivering in cold with her hands so cold she could hardly open the door. The warm inside air welcomed her as she tore through the kitchen and up the corridor.




      The telephone on the wall had no dial, just a handle on one side. Claire bit on her lip. How could she dial for help? She picked up the receiver and put to her ear. There was no dial tone. Nothing! Claire stared around. Perhaps this wasn't the phone but there was nothing else around and Alan definitely said it was in the corridor.




      With her pulse racing, she turned back to the ancient machine, put the receiver to her ear and did the only other thing possible. She turned the handle. Nothing happened!




      She turned it again... a third time.




      "Number please," a woman's voice said.




      Claire gasped. "I need a doctor," she gulped.




      "Is there an emergency?"




      "There's been an accident..." Claire blurted out all the information she knew to the operator.




      "Doctor Williams is on the emergency roster this week. I'll put you through to him. One moment please."




      Claire could hear the phone ringing before another female voice came on. "Doctor Williams' surgery. Can I help you?"




      "I need help," Claire burst out and repeated everything. By the time she finished her voice quivered and she felt tears welding in her eyes. "Can you hurry, please?"




      "And your name?"




      "Claire Woodham. I'm staying with the Sloanes."




      "You did well, Claire," a male voice said. "This is Doctor Williams speaking. Can you tell me what condition Alan and Hazel are in?"




      Claire relaxed a little and even smiled when the doctor complimented her on how she had handled the emergency.




      "Don't try to shift them The main thing is to keep them both warm before we arrive so place some blankets over them," he concluded. "Don't worry. I'll do everything now and will be with you as soon as possible."




      Claire hung up and went to find some blankets. With Jiggy at her heels she went outside and felt uncertain again. How could she carry the blankets all the way uphill? Jiggy glanced up and ran along to the shed, turned and ran back as if trying to tell her something again.




      "Of course!" Claire exclaimed. "We'll take the Land Rover."




      Like most New Zealanders her age, Claire had her driver's licence but had only driven her parent's car. After piling in the blankets and a first aid box she found in the washhouse she sat in the driver's seat and studied the controls. The Land Rover seemed huge and she had no idea how to work the second gear lever. However, the engine fired on first pull of the starter, she found reverse and with Jiggy beside her, reversed out. She found first gear and drove the huge vehicle slowly up the farm track.




      Again her heart raced and her hands perspired as she gripped the steering wheel far too tightly and stared ahead. But they were moving and she would soon be back to help Alan and Hazel.




      *
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