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Adam turned the kitten on its back, cradling it against the warmth of his stomach, and ran a practised eye over the little frame. It was a female, and it had been well fed. He noted the black coat and white socks, and a white blaze on its throat that gave it something of a carefree appearance. It wasn’t suffering from fleas, or anything else he could see in a brief examination, and it seemed likely to belong to a house nearby. 

He would go door knocking once he’d finished breakfast. It wasn’t like he had anything else planned for the day. Lifting his shirt to make a hammock for the tiny bundle, he headed back inside his rental house to rustle up a quick meal.

“Been taught some manners, huh?” he said, as the kitten finished its circuit of the table and sat down in front of him, watching him eat. Adam was used to animals trusting him. It was something he’d taken for granted in childhood, though others had commented on it. It was kind of nice having his own private superpower. Then when it came to choosing a career, a vet had seemed the only sensible choice – though he was in a slump at the moment, there was no denying that. He sighed, and looked at the kitten.

“Well, I guess it’s been a rough morning for a little tyke like you,” he said, “so maybe something to eat is in order.” 

He found some cooked chicken in the fridge and warmed it before scraping it into a bowl. He put some water in another bowl and put them both on the floor by the table, and the kitten made a beeline for the food. An extremely happy purr, out of all proportion to the size of the animal, soon filled the room. That made Adam smile.

Cats couldn’t tolerate the lactose in cow’s milk, and cheese gave them diarrhoea, but the chicken – scraped from what was left of a roast chicken carcass – was fine. If he’d been desperate he might have mashed up a hard-boiled egg.

Adam finished his muesli and looked out the front window at the rising sun. He had heard the kitten’s plaintive meows when he came through to the kitchen from the bedroom in the back, and gone out to rescue it from the tall Banksia in the middle of the front garden. Banksias were attractive trees, with their large yellow bottlebrush flowers, and they were salt tolerant this close to the beach, but they had lots of places where a small kitten could get stuck.

Then the phone rang. It was his sister, Irene.

“How’s the day going, big bro?” she said, and that made him smile all over again. Asking how things were going was a game they played if either of them was going through a rough patch.

“Looking pretty good at the moment,” said Adam, “warm and sunny with a bit of chop on the water. Might be good fishing later. But I don’t know . . . there’s always something that comes along to stuff up your life!”

She laughed at the black humour, then turned serious.

“You did a very special thing fronting up the money for your ex’s operation,” she said. “Not many men would have done that, and she would be dead now if you hadn’t. Have they done the tests yet?”

“Still a week away,” he said. If Marianne, his ex, got the all clear in this latest round of tests, then the doctors could guarantee her five more years and a good chance at ten. Cancer was a devastating thing, but Marianne was a fighter, and she was overcoming it.

“And don’t give up hope of having your own veterinary practice,” said his sister fiercely. “You were made to be a vet, and this country doesn’t know what it’s missing out on while you’re out of action!”

This time Adam chuckled for a long time, and it left him feeling a lot better. Irene did a very good pep talk. Yes, his luck had been in when he was born into the Finlay family, but his dreams of being Adam Finlay, veterinary surgeon, were at rock bottom at the moment. 

The conversation wandered for a while, covering family news and some of the more interesting daily events that had occurred for them both. Then, just before she hung up, his sister got onto a familiar topic.

“And have a look around for a good woman in that beach town of yours,” she said sternly. “It’s been four years since you and Marianne divorced, and that’s too long!”

“Yeah, I know,” he said. He hadn’t had any interest in women until recently, not with the upheavals in his life, but now he had no job, no money, and no prospects. That was going to be enticing to a fine young woman who showed interest in him, wasn’t it.

He had left a large vet practice down south a month ago, a busy practice that had been customised to the vets’ needs and seemed perfect when he first arrived there. But then he’d started to clash with the owners. They were putting the almighty dollar ahead of the welfare of the animals, and it eventually took all the joy out of his work. He had tried to be civil, but in the end he could see that some animals were suffering unnecessarily, and he couldn’t get out of there fast enough. The chances of buying his own practice to replace it, though, were nil, since his savings had gone to save his ex’s life. All he had left was a small stake to last him while he decided what he would do next.

It was still early when he did the rounds of the nearby houses with the kitten, and it didn’t take long since half of them weren’t occupied at the moment. They were holiday homes, or baches as they were called in New Zealand, and they wouldn’t fill up with families until closer to Christmas. It was different in the northern hemisphere, as he’d learned when he made trips there for his own vacations. But here the bulk of the school holidays lasted from early in December until the first days of February, and that was when seaside towns around the long coastline filled up with holiday makers.

The kitten was still cradled in the fold of his shirt as he arrived back at his rental. The little tyke hadn’t been claimed, and he wondered how far it had come before ending up in the Banksia at the front of his section. Was he going to have to comb the whole of Kauri Bay before he found the owners? 

He heard the whirr of bicycle tyres behind him and headed off the asphalt and onto the grass verge. He turned to see a woman made up as a geisha and riding an old-fashioned step-through bicycle speeding toward him. The greasepaint on her face had been coaxed into a stylised shape he remembered from at least one of the Star Wars movies, and an extremely wide cummerbund covered her middle and ended in a gigantic bow at the back. Her hair had been piled up on her head and was held in place by what looked like chopsticks. A long, buttercup yellow dress held the outfit together.

She whirred past before he could get a good look at her, leaving only an impression of large hazel eyes, and disappeared around the corner that lead onto Beach Front Avenue. Cafes and small B&Bs lined most of one side of the avenue, and a boardwalk and short stretch of dunes led down to golden sands on the other. He wondered where she was going dressed like that, and looked down at the kitten in disbelief.

“Not something you see every day,” he muttered. “What do you think?”

The kitten looked up at him and twitched one ear back. It’s eyes opened wider, and Adam nodded his understanding.

“That’s what I think too,” he said. “Curiouser and curiouser.”

When he got back to the house he tried to put the entrancing vision he had just seen behind him, and concentrate on setting up for a morning’s fishing. He would have to hurry to catch the low tide, and he didn’t know how long the chop on the water would last. Chop usually guaranteed some action off the beach. He checked his surfcaster and fishing bag, and threw some bait in to thaw as he walked. Then he looked down at the kitten, who was waiting patiently on the table.

“What am I going to do with you?” he said, and she padded over to his fishing bag and stuck her head inside it.

“Want to come, huh?” he said, and pushed an old towel down on top of everything else to make a bed for her. She climbed in when he hurried her along with a gentle scoop of his hand, and he stopped at the front door to put on some old sneakers that had been immersed in the ocean a number of times already.

A few minutes later he hit the boardwalk, and turned off through the sand dunes a little further on. He didn’t notice the door to the Beach Front Cafe open as he passed on the other side of the street, and a pair of large hazel eyes follow his progress. Strangers in a small community were interesting enough, but a handsome stranger about her own age lit up the geisha like a bonfire from the inside out. She couldn’t help it. Not, of course, that anything was ever going to come from this.  
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It wasn’t long after sun up when Polly Carmichael sat in front of a large wall mirror and got to work on her outfit. The biggest problem now was her hair. The rest of her geisha outfit had been fun to make, and even more fun to try on, but getting her long brunette hair to stay up with chopsticks wasn’t working. She grabbed some small hair clips and fixed everything so it stayed in place, hoping the clips wouldn’t be noticed at the cafe.

It was important that she be stunning. Soon after she took over as manager of the Beach Front Cafe, two years ago, she had started a once-a-month dress up day and the crazier the theme the better. The cafe more than doubled its takings on those days, and it was one way she could thank the owner, Mary, for making her manager. It was also a way to prove she had the sort of flair needed for the job. She had decided on a Japanese theme for today, and it relied heavily on the staff dressing up as geishas. Ellie, who would help out in the morning, and Leah, who would stay into the afternoon as long as the cafe was busy, would both try to upstage her, and that was part of the fun. She didn’t think she would be beaten today though!

Then she looked at the time, and realised she’d better get a move on. The long dress was a danger on the bicycle, even with a step-through, and she had made up some elastic garters the day before to solve the problem. Now where were they? 

Once she had them in place she stuffed the lower half of the dress up and under the garters until she looked like she was wearing some sort of voluminous pantaloons. Then she grabbed the things she would need for work before she wheeled the bicycle down the hall and out the front door. Last of all she dumped her loose items in the large wicker basket attached to the front of the bicycle. Moments later she was coasting down the gentle slope of High Street toward her workplace.

She was halfway there when a man stepped out of a front lawn in the distance, and moved onto the road. He appeared to be carrying something cradled in the folds of his shirt. She was prepared to head over onto the other side of the road if need be – there was little traffic this early – but he heard her coming and stepped away onto the grass verge. There were no footpaths down here by the beach, but there was plenty of room to walk safely. Then he turned to look in her direction, and she got a good look at him.

Oh my, she thought, as she saw his strong legs and well-defined arms and shoulders, now that was something to get excited about. The sun was high enough to catch him fully with its rays, and the clean lines of his face and jaw made her catch her breath. Then his eyes lifted to hers, and she noticed the laughter lines and the warmth in them. She held his gaze as long as she could, and then he was behind her. He’d had the same effect on her as that first cup of coffee at the cafe, and that was saying something!

It took a while for her heart to slow to a more normal speed, and by then she was wheeling the bicycle around the back of the Beach Front Cafe. The back door was already open, and Mary was at work refreshing the tables and sweeping the floor. She owned the business, and it was her that had gutted the ground floor to create the cafe in the first place, though that had been many years ago now. She lived in the flat above the cafe, and she loved theme days. She wasn’t going to miss any part of Japanese Day for the world! 

“I see you can’t keep a good woman down,” said Polly cheerfully, as she came out from leaning her bicycle against the wall in the storeroom and adjusting her dress. Mary was fast approaching retirement age, but she was determined to continue living life to the fullest. When her third husband had died recently the cafe had become the centre of her life.

“We’re going to need all hands on deck today,” said Mary, “and you know it. I couldn’t let you down, Poll. Besides, I love these theme days of yours. Best thing I ever did, asking you to take over managing the place!”

Polly blushed faintly. She still felt she was too young to handle this new responsibility properly, and praise from the older woman meant a lot to her. She stopped for a moment to take in the sight of Mary wielding a broom with her customary vigour, and it was a lot to take in. Mary was like an explosion in a confined space, leaving you wondering if she was real.

Her full name was Mary Wynter, a very English name, and she fit the English Rose stereotype perfectly. She was wonderfully pale, and her long blond hair was piled high on her head so she could fit it under a broad straw hat covered in artificial roses. Her long floral dress and bright red lipstick added to the effect. Polly had never seen her without makeup.

But that wasn’t all of it. Standing six foot in high heels, Mary had broad shoulders and a bosom that was the envy of women half her age. From there she slimmed a little at the waist to run into sturdy farm girl legs. The overall impression of red roses and good health was impressive. The hats, Polly had learned, came in every shape and size, but they were all extravagant.

“I’ll start on the food cabinet,” said Polly, setting the oven to high and turning on the grill. Fresh was best, and delivering a still warm muffin or bacon panini to a customer was always a way to get good reports about the cafe. As an afterthought she switched on the coffee machine, and took a few things she would need out of the freezer along the back wall. She had set up her geisha outfit so it wouldn’t hamper her in her work, and stuck with comfortable shoes, and so far there weren’t any problems. 

She was halfway through preparing a batch of muffins when she looked out the wide front windows and saw movement on the boardwalk across the avenue. Not that she had been looking, of course, but wasn’t that the new man in town? 

She put the bowl of muffin mixture aside, and hurried to the front door. Then she eased it open a fraction so she could get a better view. She could see him just as well through the windows, but some part of her said that a pane of glass between the two of them was a pane of glass too many. He was set up for fishing, and she watched closely as he sauntered along the boardwalk and turned off into the dunes. As he reached the top of the dunes he turned and looked back, as if he was searching for somebody. Polly closed the door carefully and hid behind the noticeboard just to the left of it. Her heart beat faster as she realised he had been aware of her eyes upon him. She would have to be very, very careful around this particular fisherman, it seemed.

“Now I wonder what could have caused that sort of reaction in you?” said Mary, leaning on the broom and trying not to laugh. Polly went bright red and hurried back behind the counter.

“Nothing, um, nothing at all,” she said defensively, but Mary kept looking questioningly at her.

“New man in town,” she mumbled, looking down at her mixing bowl. “Saw him today on High Street, just round the corner from the cafe.”

“You should ask him out,” said Mary brightly. “It would be good for you. You’ve got to have a balanced life you know, it can’t all be work.”

Polly nodded, wanting the conversation to finish. She had never told Mary her secret, the one she shared with two aunts and one great-aunt that she knew about, and no doubt countless other women in her family tree. It was why men were so dangerous for her – especially the good-looking ones!

Mary seemed to accept her nodded response, and Polly was taking an earlier batch of muffins out of the oven when Mirabelle Martini pushed her way through the large front doors. Polly didn’t mind if regulars dropped in before the cafe opened at nine, so long as she still had time to get everything ready for the day. 

Mirabelle was the butt of endless jokes about her last name, but she had Italian grandparents and wore the name proudly. Her auburn hair, and skin that tanned easily, were the obvious signs of her genetic inheritance. She was a tall woman, always well-dressed for her role as Kauri Bay’s only resident real estate agent. 

Polly noticed that she had on one of her custom-made pair of shoes that were little more than moccasins. If Polly had been that tall she would have worn heels proudly, but Mirabelle never did. There must be a reason for that, she thought, and decided to ask her regular customer about it one day. Mirabelle was also one of the people who made things happen in Kauri Bay, and Polly had known her ever since the real estate agent had moved into the little seaside town four years ago. They had become firm friends.

“A coffee before you start your busy day, Mirabelle?” she said, as her friend sank into a chair by the counter and flicked strands of hair out of her eyes. The sea breeze had started early, and played with her hair during the walk from her office to the cafe. The four blocks were her attempt at exercise, little though it was. I really must do more, she decided, until she heard Polly’s offer of coffee.

“That would be nice,” she said with a smile, and waved her hand in the direction of the coffee machine. Polly finished taking muffins out of the tray and stepped across to the big, gleaming coffee machine. Mirabelle always had the same thing, a trim cappuccino with cinnamon.

“Market day on Saturday,” said Mirabelle, “and you’ll have a stall as usual?” Polly nodded. The monthly market days were a great chance to advertise the cafe, and having a stall there was one of the things she thought managers ought to do. Mary had insisted on paying her for the time she spent at the market day, though Polly had resisted the offer at first.

“I’ll have one of those muffins with that,” said Mirabelle, as Polly finished preparing her coffee. “They smell divine!”

Polly smiled at the comment. Happy customers made her day, one of the reasons she loved her job so much. The muffins were her speciality, with butterscotch and lemon rind to perk them up, but it was the pieces of glacee pear in the middle that made them smell so good.

Then Ellie bustled in, closely followed by Leah. Mary burst out laughing, and Polly followed suit. Her cafe staff had geisha’d themselves up to the nines, and Polly wasn’t so sure she was going to win the prize today. Mary was the judge for best costume, and it was going to be close.    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 3


[image: ]


Adam’s fishing expedition had not been successful. Something had been nibbling at his bait all morning, but he could feel that it was only crabs on the sandy bottom. He had put new bait on twice, and the only real excitement had come after the first time he did so. A series of rapid tugs had galvanised him to his feet, but the strikes had disappeared before he had a chance to get the fish properly hooked. He was sure it had been a snapper, the best eating fish off the coast anywhere in New Zealand. Now he was back at his make-shift camp among the driftwood at high tide mark, with his back against a large log. 

“Time to go home?” he said, looking down at the kitten. It had retreated to his fishing bag after an initial investigation of its surroundings. When the driftwood hadn't yielded anything interesting, the kitten had made a prodigious leap and brought down a small blue and grey dune butterfly that had been passing on the breeze. Adam had picked the kitten up in one hand and freed the butterfly to send it on it's way. His new charge hadn't been impressed, and had wandered over to hide in the fishing bag, out of the sun. Now she looked up at him and yawned prodigiously. 

“That's what I think,” said Adam. “Getting a bit boring, isn't it.” 

In truth, fishing was never boring, as any fisherman would tell you – whether fish were being caught or not. Fishing gave a person time away from today’s far too busy life, and time to get his or her thoughts in order. The trouble in this case was Adam didn't have any thoughts to get in order. He had pretty much exhausted them over the previous week. The only way he could go back to being a vet now was to work in an established practice, and after his recent experiences there was no way he was going to do that. He didn’t have the money to buy a practice, and it would be many years before he ever did. End of story.

As he came to the top of the dunes, with the boardwalk ahead of him, he could see a banner stretched across the front of a building on the corner of Beach Front Avenue and High Street. It read 'Japanese Day', and a number of things slotted into place in his mind. This was where his charming geisha girl from this morning had been heading, and the building would be the Beach Front Cafe he’d heard so much about. It was a favourite meeting place for the locals, and it was famous for running theme days like this. 

Adam looked at his watch, and was surprised to see it was nearly two. Oh well, that would mean the lunchtime rush was over, and he should be able to see the cafe in action at its more leisurely best. And maybe talk to the young woman that had been hidden under the greasepaint. Just out of interest – though he had to admit she’d made an impression on him. He looked down at the kitten, asleep in the fishing bag, and covered her with a corner of the towel. He wasn’t sure whether a kitten would be welcome in a cafe.

He stepped through the large front doors and stopped abruptly just inside. He was faced with a geisha serving coffee behind the counter, another geisha talking to two older women in one corner, and a larger-than-life Englishwoman restocking a food cabinet. It seemed he had, indeed, arrived at a quiet time. Conversation in the cafe ceased as several heads looked up to see who had come in, and Adam looked confused as he turned his head from one geisha to the other. Then he remembered the buttercup dress, and made a beeline for the geisha serving behind the counter. 

“What would you recommend?” he said, pointing towards the food cabinet. She looked up, froze in place, and dropped an empty coffee cup on the counter – automatically scooping it up with the other hand as it landed. Adam didn't normally have this sort of effect on people, but maybe it had just been a very busy day at the cafe. That would make sense, what with it being Japanese Day and all. The buttercup geisha looked at him for a long moment, not even blinking, and he was beginning to think he would have to repeat his question when she suddenly came to life. 

“The muffins are very good,” she said quickly, “made this morning, and the roast pork wrap and beetroot salad is tasty and filling if you’re looking for a late lunch.”

Then she moved along the counter, out of his sight behind the coffee machine, and began industrially moving things around and polishing the counter under them. Work that seemed to him like it didn’t need doing at all.

“Don't mind Poll,” said the statuesque Englishwoman, coming towards him with an outstretched hand. “She's the heart and soul of this place. I hear you're new in Kauri Bay?”

“Oh, don't worry,” she said, seeing Adam's guarded expression. “News travels fast in a small community like this, and you've been to a few places around town since you arrived, so a brief description has gone before you.”

“Besides,” said one of two older women at a table near him, “I've been left speechless when a handsome man turned up in the same room as myself – when I was younger of course.”

“Speak for yourself!” said Mary, now shaking Adam's hand. “I don't think my reaction to a handsome man ever gets old!”

Adam grinned broadly. All the fuss made him feel welcome, and who didn’t like a compliment.

“Look at those laughter lines!” said the other woman sitting at the table, and began to fan herself with the magazine she was holding. “That is so cute!”

“Tone it down a bit, ladies,” said Adam, laughing now. “You’ll frighten me away from the cafe for good!”

Polly felt her heart sink when he said that, and then spent the next minute convincing herself it was just a figure of speech. Of course he would come to the Beach Front Cafe, it was the most popular place to hang out in Kauri Bay and he appeared to live right around the corner. Then she got nervous all over again. Could she handle seeing him so often? He was even more yummy up close than when she had seen him on her way to work. She was already feeling unnaturally warm, and she could barely maintain a conversation with him.

Anyway, he probably wouldn’t think she was pretty, and her features were well and truly hidden under greasepaint right now. It was the first time she regretted her interest in stage makeup, and the many times she had helped out at local repertory when they did a show. And of course there was ‘the problem’, so she should just stay away from him!

Her hand slammed down on the counter, and the knife she was holding shot away from her and bounced off the side of the coffee machine. She looked at her hand in wonder, and couldn’t believe she had done that. She must be more upset about her situation than she thought. 

“Are you all right, dear?” said Mary, and made for the counter with a surprising turn of speed. “Oh, um, yes,” she stammered. “The side of the till slipped out of my hand when I was cleaning under it.” She felt guilty about lying, but anything else would be just too embarrassing. She hadn’t cut herself, but Mary made her go through a full inspection of her hand.

“Be more careful,” she said with a smile, still holding Polly’s hand. “You’re far to valuable to Kauri Bay to be out of action!” 

Then Mary slid back around the counter like an accomplished actress coming back onto a stage. Adam had to admit she was a force to be reckoned with.

“I’m Mary Wynter, and these two wonderful ladies are Elvira Smart and Tammy Nelson,” she said, standing next to Adam and waving elegantly in their direction, “though they go by Evie and Tammie mostly. They do a lot around here, like organising the Market Day that’s on this Saturday. You’ll come along, of course?”

“When they close off the main street for stalls and use the Farmers Co-op front yard?” said Adam, and she nodded.

“I’ve been hearing about that,” he said, “and I think I will come. Might as well enjoy Kauri Bay while I’m here.”

“You might be moving on?” said Mary delicately, and Adam wished he hadn’t said anything.

“It’s complicated right now,” he said, “so let’s assume I’m staying.”

His statement was greeted with bright smiles all around, and it seemed a good time to excuse himself and order a coffee and muffin ‘to go’ at the counter. He had an appointment on the main street of Kauri Bay at three, and he had to keep moving. It seemed he’d made a good first impression in the cafe, though, and that was a move in the right direction. 

Although he had to leave, he was determined to see the buttercup geisha again, and without her face paint. That meant coming back near closing time, when he hoped she would have cleaned it off. The object of his interest made up his coffee and muffin and took his money in silence, before handing it to him with a tentative smile. She still seemed flustered by his presence, which was kind of endearing. It must be because of the busy day at the cafe. At least he thought it was that.    
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“Thank you for coming, Mr Finlay,” said the Happy Acres land agent, and motioned him to a seat. This was the woman who would check that his rent went in each week on behalf of the owner, who lived up in Kerikeri, and also the agent he would deal with if there were any maintenance or repair issues. 

Adam hadn’t rented for a long time, and he found it odd having people checking up on him, but he understood why. Not all renters were careful with the properties they lived in, and damage was costly to repair. He wondered if he was in trouble with the owner, though he had only lived in the house for a week so he couldn’t think why.

It was the first time he had met the land agent in person, and he looked at her more closely, admiring her glossy auburn hair and darker skin tone. Some Spanish in there perhaps? Maybe Italian?

“I’m Mirabelle,” she said, reaching across the desk to offer her hand, and he shook it gently. Then he insisted she call him Adam. If anything she was younger than he was, and too much formality would seem odd.

“You’re probably wondering why I’ve asked to see you,” she said, her eyes open and enquiring, and he nodded.

“The owner has an unusual proposition for you,” she said, and Adam thought back to the small, elderly woman who had come down from Kerikeri to give him the keys and to ‘have a good look at him’ as she said. Demelza Hutton had told him firmly to look after the place, or else, and then shown him around with obvious pride. It was a large house for one person to rent, and he wondered if it had been her family home at one stage. But whatever its past had been, the price was right, and it was close to the sea. 

His sister had arranged the rental for him – which must have taken a lot of work sieving through what Kauri Bay had to offer – and then she had convinced him that a break from the city in a small seaside town was what he needed, especially after his ex’s operation and resigning from his job. She had been right about that too. It had also brought him closer to the family farm, which his sister and her husband had run since his parents had retired to a purpose-built house on a few acres nearby. She may have had her own motives in bringing him back close to home, but they were good ones. 'Family first' was a Finlay motto. 

“Mrs Hutton would like to offer you the house you’re renting on a rent-to-buy basis,” said Mirabelle, “and at a very fair price I might add.”

She passed the paperwork over the desk to him, and Adam glanced briefly at it. He didn't know what to think. The owner had barely met him, but she must have been impressed with what she saw. Or it could just be a financial transaction. Houses might be selling very slowly in this part of the country and she needed the money. Either way, it didn't matter. He couldn't afford to buy anything, rent-to-buy or not. When the 'buy' part came about, no bank would lend the balance against an out-of-work veterinary surgeon, and what use was his own house without a job to go to? 

Then Mirabelle started speaking again.

“I don't know how you're going to take this, Adam,” she said, “but I have to pass it on since it’s a condition of the offer. 

“Mrs Hutton is a very devout church-going woman, and well respected by all who know her. I’ve dealt with her many times, and I can assure you of her high standing in the community.”

Mirabelle paused for breath, and to collect her thoughts.

“She has some advice for you,” she continued. “She says you’re at a crossroads, and you need to make the right choice. Everything isn’t clear to you yet, but you will need the help of others when the time comes. She says you mustn’t forget that. She also says to listen to your inner voice.”

Adam sat back in his chair, stunned. He wasn't unfamiliar with spiritual matters, and had in fact prayed earnestly for Marianne's recovery from cancer, but this was very detailed advice about his future, from a complete stranger. How was that supposed to work?

Mirabelle sat back in her chair, and folded her hands in her lap. 

“The decision is over to you now,” she said, glad to have passed on Demelza’s words. “Good luck with whatever you decide to do, and I can help you with the paperwork at any time if you need me.

“Oh, and one more thing. I got talking to your sister when I set up the house for you down by the beach. She’s a nice woman. She wanted me to steer you in the direction of our single Kauri Bay girls,” she said, as a broad smile spread across her face. “But I don't think you are going to have any trouble in that department, if it’s what you’re looking for. And again, what you do is up to you.”

She was enjoying this, and Adam felt uncomfortable. It must seem like his sister was trying to marry him off, or he was socially inept in some way. Women seemed to enjoy running round behind the scenes organising love matches like this. It was one of their many – usually adorable – female traits.

She was about to open the door for him to leave when another thought struck her. “Your sister said you’re a vet, and there are a lot of animals that need caring for in a farming community like ours, and of course those that are pets. The nearest vet is more than half an hour's drive away, in Kerikeri, so we would really like to have someone here in Kauri Bay. I’m not sure if that fits in with your plans at all, but I’m just putting the thought out there.” 

Adam thanked her, and set off back toward his house. The brisk walk gave him time to think about the new developments. Unfortunately, his sister must have let slip that he was a vet, when he had been hoping to pretend he was just someone on a few weeks holiday. Well, he could live with that, but Mirabelle had made him think about the possibility of starting a practice in Kauri Bay. It was an interesting thought, but it was an idea that couldn’t go anywhere. Building a vet practice from scratch would take skills he just didn’t have, and where would the money come from?

He arrived back at his house wondering how he’d got there. He had been so lost in his thoughts that the walk had passed in a blur. Still, nothing had come from mulling things over, so he decided to put Mrs Hutton’s offer behind him.

He checked the time, and saw that it had just gone four. The Beach Front Cafe would be closing soon, and that was where he intended to go next. Memories of the buttercup geisha’s hazel eyes came floating back to him, and, for better or worse, he had to see what was under the greasepaint. He didn’t know why that was so important to him, it just was!    
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When Adam arrived at the cafe, the last of the afternoon customers were starting to drift out the doors. A quick glance inside showed him that both geishas were behind the counter cleaning up. The buttercup geisha, the one Mary had called Poll, disappeared into the back room and came back with more serviettes. Then she picked up a tray of washed and dried cutlery and took it into the storeroom. There was no sign of Mary, and Adam decided she must have already finished for the day. The way she had taken command when she introduced him to the others in the cafe suggested she was the owner. 

A family group was settled near the counter, and being rather noisy. Evie and Tammie were still at what must be their usual table at the back near the door. By the looks of it, they were determined to finish off the puzzle page in the newspaper. Adam heard a heated exclamation and saw a pen stab at the paper as he came through the front doors. Something had clicked for one of them.

“How are my favourite cafe ladies?” he said, as he made his way through the tables towards them. They looked up and smiled a warm welcome at him. 

“We're the only cafe ladies you know in Kauri Bay,” said Evie, smiling mischievously. “Don't listen to him Tammie, he's the same with every woman he meets! Honey-tongued devil.” 

Adam laughed, and asked if he could join them. Evie flapped her arms at him as if it was a silly question, and pointed to a chair. Tammie was just sending a short text, but then she joined in the conversation.

“That coffee I took away with me was great,” said Adam, “but the muffins were out of this world! There were some amazing pear segments in the middle, but they didn’t make the muffin soggy at all.” The ladies nodded, and the conversation revolved around the merits of the Beach Front Cafe for a minute or two. That was followed by a heartfelt discussion on the enjoyment that could be had from something as simple as Japanese Day. 

The two cafe regulars were very easy to talk to, and Adam was enjoying himself. Evie and Tammie had seen it all in their long lives, and they laughed at just about everything that was going on around them now. Adam hoped he aged as well as they had. 

“When do the geishas take their war paint off?” he said, trying to make it sound like this was an idle question. 

“Not until everyone has left and Polly has closed up,” said Evie, turning as Mary came out of what looked like an office at the back. She waved, and Mary came over to join them. Adam stored the name away. His buttercup geisha was named Polly, but it was sometimes shortened to Poll.

“Mary lives above the cafe,” said Evie quietly, “and she’s got her own entrance to the cafe in that back corner.” That was when Adam made the connection between the text she had just sent and the sudden appearance of the owner. He guessed that anyone new in a small town was a drawcard. Human beings were full of curiosity.

“Been a good day?” he asked, as Mary took a spare seat at the table, and she nodded. “At one stage every table was taken,” she said enthusiastically, “and that’s not counting the steady stream of takeaway items. We could really use more staff, and there’s so much cleaning up afterwards. But we only do a theme day now and then, and the girls enjoy it.”

“Maybe I could help sometimes,” said Adam, surprising himself with the offer. “I live just around the corner and I’m a cheap date, just keep me full of coffee and muffins and I’ll roll up my sleeves and pitch in.”

He didn’t know why he’d called it a date, but Mary gave him a lovely smile, and told him how rare generosity was in these busy days. Then she called over to the counter.

“Poll! I’ve got you some help,” she said. “Where should he start? Can you do dishes?” she added, turning back to Adam.

“And get him to lift some heavy stuff around,” called Evie, “I love seeing a man bunch up his muscles!”

Adam laughed at that. He hadn’t actually meant to start right now, but if he was going to be part of the social fabric in Kauri Bay then he should jump right in. Part of him felt guilty though, since he didn’t know how long he would be staying.

“Oh, it’s you,” said Polly hesitantly as she appeared out of the store room, and her colour heightened.

“He has a name, dear,” said Mary, “and a lovely one it is too.”

She smiled at Polly after her gently admonishment.

“He can start with dishes and work his way up from there,” she added. “You’ll have to prove yourself, young man, before you’re allowed to work for free around here!”

There was much merriment at that, and Adam smiled at the older woman, placing his hand on her shoulder as he got up to head toward the counter. Mary was a ‘good sort’ as it was said in New Zealand, definitely salt of the earth and, he was sure, many other expressions that meant she was a force for good in a troubled world.

The family who had been at the table near the counter got ready to pay for their refreshments and leave. Adam stood behind Polly as she gave change to the father of the family, and when she turned she nearly ran into him. He had to resist the urge to grab her shoulders to steady her. She backed away quickly.

“We pack everything into the steriliser like this,” she said, opening the boxy machine so Adam could see the load that had just been done. He studied the way the items had been stacked, and nodded.

“The main thing is putting them away,” she said, and showed him the various cupboards and drawers that held everything. Then positioned herself next to the stainless steel bench and the sink.

“You can start here, rinsing off anything that looks too hard for the steriliser. By the time you’ve done enough for the next load, this one will have steamed dry and be cool enough to handle.”

He assured her he understood, and spent a moment studying her face as she finished her explanation. Even this close, he had no idea who she was under the greasepaint. The stylised lips bore no relation to her mouth, and the matt finish of the greasepaint made her nose seem to disappear into the smoothness of her skin. Realising that she’d finished talking, and he was staring, Adam turned abruptly to the sink and got to work.

By five thirty the work was done. The second geisha, who Adam now knew was Leah – dressed in a blue shift that looked more like a proper kimono but didn't quite have the pizzazz of Polly's buttercup dress – did a last check of the counter and took a few items through to the storeroom. Adam was drying his hands when he heard Evie say something in a low voice to Mary. Tammie started saying something in a louder voice, and then dropped her voice to a whisper, which pretty much gave away the fact that something was going on. 

“How about you girls clean off your greasepaint out the back?” said Mary. “I know you normally do that at home, but Adam needs to know what you look like, so he can wave out if he sees you around town.”

“We haven't got any skin cleanser,” said Polly, her heart sinking into her boots. She had just realised how much she’d been able to hide behind the greasepaint all day. Not for the customers, who knew her anyway, but in case Adam came in. What if he didn't think she was pretty, though that shouldn't matter if he was just a customer, should it? What if actually he did think she was attractive? That proposition terrified her. She was already strongly drawn to him, and if he felt the same way, it was going to be so much harder to keep a safe distance between them. 

“Use some of the paper towels,” said Mary, “and some hand wash. You can finish off the job at home. Come along now, we're all thinking about what we might have for dinner, and we need to get home.”

She’d put on her schoolmarm voice, and Adam wondered if she had ever been a teacher. Maybe it was just from running the cafe for so many years. 

The two geishas looked at each other forlornly and trooped dutifully through to the restrooms to remove the greasepaint. Adam came over and sat down with the older ladies. “You set that up,” he said accusingly, looking first at Mary, and then more sternly at Evie. She laughed, and her eyes crinkled up. “Only too happy to help,” said Evie mischievously. “You're going to have your hands full with Polly.” 

“Who said I wanted full hands?” said Adam, but the idea of folding the buttercup geisha into his arms had already set off a number of entrancing visions in his mind, and he didn't have the heart to scold Evie further. 

“Don't forget your stuff on the counter,” said Mary, and Adam scooted across to pick up his keys and wallet. He was behind the coffee machine, stuffing the items into his pockets, when Polly came out of the passageway that led to the back of the cafe. She had dropped her head forward while she took the last of the hair clips and chopsticks out of her hair, and she stopped only two paces away from Adam. When she lifted her head at last she turned toward him, as if she somehow knew he was there, and her hair cascaded down around her face. 

Adam stood transfixed, with his keys still halfway to his pocket. She was beautiful. Heart-wrenchingly, I've never seen a face like this before, type of beautiful. The nose that had seemed to disappear under the greasepaint was indeed smaller than most, but it set off the beautifully sculpted lips below it perfectly. Her hazel eyes made a delightful contrast with her brunette hair, and that made them glow, as if they held hidden secrets. 

Adam realised he wasn't breathing, and took a ragged breath in. This was crazy. He didn't believe in love at first sight. He was scientifically trained, and he believed in cause and effect. If an animal had these symptoms, it was cat flu. If it had these symptoms, it was liver fluke. Cause and effect. The repeatable experiment. So, what was happening to him? 

But then he realised this wasn't ‘at first sight’. Everything that Polly had said or done had been screaming subliminal messages at him. She rode an old fashioned step-through bike to work. She thought nothing of dressing as a geisha. Her relationships with other people mattered to her, and she would never make a friend or enter a relationship unless she was welcome. Adam liked that. Some women would tell you bluntly that they were the best thing for you, but that turned his heart to stone. He wanted to choose.

Polly, on the other hand, would wait nervously to see if her feelings were reciprocated. She would tolerate the feeling of uncertainty because she knew it was building a stronger foundation for what was to follow. How quickly we came to know someone, he realised, if we really looked and really listened. But there was one last thought he didn't know what to do with. Some of his feelings were older, deeper, and stronger than he would have thought possible. What was he going to do with these ancient messengers? 

The buttercup geisha seemed equally transfixed, and then Adam took a step towards her, as if his body was determined to close the distance between them. She turned away, startled into action, and hurried over to join the older women at the table. Adam was still wondering what had just happened when Leah came through from the back, and he forced a smile onto his face. She was a fine looking girl, but he knew he was in over his head with Polly.

He was given some muffins to tide him over until his next fix, and sent off with a chorus of smiles and waves. The kitten was waiting for him at home, and he could see she had used the litter box he had left for when she had to stay behind. That was surprising in an animal so young. Early litter box training usually only occurred in a stable home environment, and he figured she must have been much loved. That made him wonder again how he could reunite the kitten with its owner.

He put the muffins away and sat at the table, and the kitten jumped up onto his lap. He automatically cradled her in his arms so he could stroke her, but his thoughts were miles away.

“What am I going to do about the buttercup geisha?” he murmured, and the kitten purred a soothing reply.
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Polly looked drawn as she leaned the bicycle against the wall in the storeroom the next morning. There was no sign of Mary, and her boss was probably having a bit of a lie in. Japanese Day had been a big day for all of them, and it would take a while to recuperate. On top of that, Polly hadn't slept well. She still remembered the stupid dream, and she hoped there wouldn't be any more like it. 

She had been dressed as a princess, tight bodice and sweeping skirts, and she was standing in glorious moonlight. The stars had been brighter than she could ever remember seeing them, and Adam had come out of the shadows, dressed in great finery, and her breath had caught at the sight of him. 

He had taken her by the hand and led her to a stately coach, drawn by a team of white horses. His smile was infinitely welcoming as he opened the door for her, and she stepped inside to find the interior just as luxurious as the outside of the coach. He motioned with his hand, and she shuffled over on the bench seat so he could step in and settle beside her. He reached over and took her hand in his again. 

Everything had seemed wonderful, particularly when the horses started off and the coach began to rock rhythmically, but then she noticed an oddly dressed woman on the bench seat opposite them. The woman’s clothes were in disarray, and her makeup had been put on as if by a child. She seemed to be in late middle age, and she had a wild look about her. 

“I did warn you, dearie,” she said, shaking a badly made star on the end of a stick in front of her. Polly realised with a start that it was supposed to be a wand. 

“Do I know you?” said Polly, and looked at Adam for support, but he was looking straight ahead and didn't seem to see the woman. 

“I'm your fairy godmother, dearie,” said the woman in exasperation, and laughed nastily. “I promised you success in everything you did in this life, but in return for those successes you promised me you would stay away from men. 

“You made a promise,” shrieked the old woman, and waved the wand hysterically. “You promised,” she said. “You promised, you promised, you promised . . ,” getting more and more shrill with each repetition. Then Polly had woken up and realised it was the alarm beside her bed ringing at her. 

Stupid dream, she said to herself once more, and promised she would never read another fairytale book in her life! She sighed, and wrapped an apron around her work clothes, which were much more mundane today than they had been yesterday. She set to work, and was feeling better an hour later when Mary came down to see how the day’s preparations were getting on. 

“Everything's done,” said Polly, when the statuesque Englishwoman arrived, “and we've still got a few minutes until opening time.” 

“That's good,” said Mary, “because I wanted to talk to you while we were alone.” Polly looked up from her work. Mary left the running of the cafe almost entirely to her now, and she wondered if she had been doing something wrong.

“I’m not upset about Ellie winning the geisha contest,” she said, “if that’s it.” 

Mary laughed, and patted her on the arm. “I know you’re a bigger person than that,” she said. “No, it's about Adam,” and Polly felt her heart sink all over again. 

“You know I wouldn't interfere in your personal life,” Mary added quietly, “but he’s obviously smitten with you, and you seem to be taken with him, yet you keep him at arm's length. Good lord, the poor man left here in an absolute daze yesterday! Is there something wrong? Have you had some . . . unpleasantness with men before?”

“No, no. Nothing like that,” said Polly. She was wrestling with her conscience now. She and Mary had become very close during the time she worked at the cafe, almost like a mother and daughter, discussing anything and everything. Holding back the truth felt like lying, but there was nothing Mary could do about her situation, so why did she have to know the details? People taking pity on her wasn’t going to help, in fact it would only make things a whole lot worse.

“It’s really a family matter,” she said at last, “and it should stay in family.”

“Am I not family?” said Mary briskly. “You helped me nurse Harold through his last few weeks, and I will never forget that!”

Polly groaned inwardly. Yes, she had helped Mary when her third husband passed away due to his failing lungs, and she knew Mary would be there for her, and her family, come what may.

“Aaargh!” she grunted, turning away. “This is impossible!”

“All things are impossible until they become possible,” said Mary calmly, and Polly looked at her in disbelief. “Since when did you become a new age hippie,” she said, and they both snorted with laughter. Mary wrapped her arms around the young woman, and told her she needed to trust more. Trust herself, trust the universe, and trust Mary.

“I know you can’t see a way out of this at the moment,” she said, “whatever it is, but I’ve thought the same thing often in my life, and been proved wrong too many times to count. And often it was about men. You’re still very young to face up to something like this.”

Polly leaned against Mary's voluminous chest and let her friend's arms comfort her. Much of the anger at her situation drained away, and she took a deep breath and lifted her head. 

“I have a rare condition that stops me from having children,” she said. “It has a long name and I deliberately block it out of my mind these days. It's the enemy, and I don't want to think about it. 

“My two aunts have the condition,” she continued, “and one great-aunt that I know about. We haven't had any genetic testing done, but it seems clear that being born a female in the Carmichael family is a guaranteed way of not having children.”

“That still gives you options,” said Mary. “Adam may not want children, or he might accept the fact you can't have them.” 

“That's not the point,” said Polly. “I couldn't bear the thought of falling in love with him and being rejected for this fault, and the odds are heavily stacked in favour of rejection. Most couples want children, you know that, or at least the possibility of children.” She looked up at Mary and searched her face. “I don't think I could survive being rejected like that,” she said forlornly. 

Mary held Polly for a long time. It was not her ‘fault’ that she had this condition, but now was not the time to bring that up. Then Mary held the woman that was like a daughter to her at arm's length, and looked directly into her eyes. 

“My advice is to go for it,” she said, “but I can see you don't want to hear that. In the meantime, I'm not going to say anything to anyone else about this, so rest easy on that score.

“But I want you to think this over some more, my girl, and remember that I will support you in whatever you decide to do.”

Polly nodded glumly. It was all right for Mary, she thought, Mary wasn't facing the same circumstances that she was. But she would keep her words in mind, if just for sake of their friendship.  
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Market day in the small seaside town of Kauri Bay was a fantastic effort by the local community, something that Adam acknowledged as he walked through the hive of activity. All the cars had disappeared from the main street, and the tarmac was covered in stalls and barbecue stands. The footpaths on both sides had been left free for pedestrians, and for stall holders to restock their stalls as the day wore on. When Adam got to the middle of the car-free area, he was able to look across and see the front yard of the Farmers Co-op. 

That was where the larger stalls were, and a bouncy castle was coming to life in one corner. He guessed that the largest of the stalls – a tent big enough for a large family – was the Beach Front Cafe stall. Then Polly emerged from the front of the tent wearing a set of farming overalls adorned with extra stitching and ribbons. She began to stack jars of preserves at one end of the trestle counter from a basket she was carrying. The preserves weren't something she sold in the cafe, so Adam guessed she was selling them on behalf of the person who made them. It was kind of her to help out in that way.

He’d meant to ask if he could help during market day several times, but had been too nervous to do it. He was still trying to figure out what his feelings towards Polly meant, and the inner battle was confusing him. He had enjoyed helping out at the cafe on Japanese Day, and market day was an ideal opportunity to step up again. It was a great introduction to the Kauri Bay community, and anywhere that his buttercup geisha was working was a win-win situation.

Now he felt guilty about arriving too late to help set up, and without any warning that he was coming. To make matters worse he had decided at the last minute that today was a great chance to reunite the kitten with its owners. He had her with him in a carry cage, and maybe Polly – or Mary if she was there – could help him find a good spot to put the kitten. He had a sign to go with the carry cage, and it said, “DO I BELONG TO YOU?” in very big letters, with a giant question mark. 

Taking a deep breath, and wondering why it should be so hard just to go and say hi, he crossed the footpath and headed for the stall. The tent was so large he figured it must have been something Mary had hired for the day. Only half the front was open to the public, and that was made up of a narrow walkway through to the interior and a long trestle counter. Polly was setting up on the outside of the counter, and Leah was doing something inside the tent with a much smaller coffee machine than the one at the cafe. Adam could understand the need for something more portable on days like today.

As he got closer to the tent he could see that half the stall was closed off from the open area, and then Mary emerged through a flap, carrying a tray of baked goods. The closed-off area must be where the staff were keeping the bulk of the supplies, out of the sun and away from flying insects. Adam put the carry cage down inside the tent and hurried to help her bring out more trays.

“I hoped you wouldn't miss market day,” said Mary, as she led him back into the storeroom for another load. “If you want to get to know the people of Kauri Bay, this is a great time to do so.” 

It took one more load by each of them to stock the small glass cabinet at the far end of the counter, and hold some goods in reserve, covered with cloth. Adam pointed toward the carry cage and explained the situation. 

“Oh, that is so kind of you!” said Mary, “trying to reunite the kitten with its owner. No-one likes to see an animal lost or in distress. 

“Your helping instincts go with being a vet, I suppose,” she added, and looked at him. Adam nodded. He wasn't sure about all vets, but it was true of him. 

“I think we can squeeze the carry cage in under the counter at this end,” said Mary, pointing, “if we set it up on a box. The kitten will be visible to everyone, and your sign can hang down from the front of the counter.” It only took a moment to get the cage into position, and Adam thanked her for making room for the kitten. 

“No problem,” said Mary, with a smile, “but I have to go now. I only really stopped in to see that everything was all right with Polly and the stall.” 

With that she disappeared into the crowd, giving him a wave as she did so. Adam turned to see Polly looking at him, and tried a tentative smile. She seemed resigned at seeing him, more than pleased – which made him confused all over again – but she put him to work when he said he was there to help. He was next to Leah most of the time, and chatting to her helped generate a light-hearted feeling in the large tent. It was the sort of atmosphere that felt right for market day.

Customers started to turn up shortly after the stall was ready, and all three of them were kept busy. Coffee and treats were on tap when Adam needed to refuel, and he soon found that he was enjoying himself. He kept an ear on all the conversations at the counter, and an eye on interesting looking individuals now and then. There were a lot of people he would like to get to know better, and then, before he knew it, afternoon was upon
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