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Barry made his way to the counter at the Beach Front Cafe and ordered two coffees, while Fiona looked on affectionately from a table by the front windows, one chosen for its view of the sea. Barry was so easy to read, she thought, which in one way was every woman’s dream. She could see how proud he was of taking his girlfriend out for a coffee on a fine Saturday morning, and his uneasiness that he might not be doing it right.

Fiona had asked Hope and William to invite her and Barry to the Oyster House Restaurant in Kerikeri a few weeks ago with the excuse of making up a foursome. Hope had recently arrived in Kauri Bay, and been taken on as a teacher aide at the same primary school where Fiona and Barry worked as teachers. The two women had quickly become friends, and Fiona had confessed that she was interested in Barry, but he hadn’t noticed her yet. 

A number of things had come out of that dinner date, and Hope and William – an up and coming young farmer in the area – were now engaged. But of more interest to Fiona was the information Will had gently prized out of Barry while the women were discussing the evening in the ladies. He was interested in Fiona all right, but he was shy, something she later proved for herself on the dance floor. He certainly wasn’t used to being touched. Barry had also confessed that his need for structure, and his interest in financial matters, probably arose from a mild streak of autism. In a way she had already known this, and it was one of the things that attracted her to him. He sometimes seemed more like a boy than a man, but his emotions were so real and so spontaneous when she could get him to trust her. And he was trusting her more and more now.

“Thank you, my darling,” she said, when he sat down next to her at the table, and he glowed at the compliment. “Did you have any plans for this evening?” she hazarded. There weren’t a lot of things to do on Saturday evening in a small town, and a movie or a proper restaurant was thirty minutes drive away. That was one reason why country folk made their own fun – and of course there was the steady diet of engagements and twenty-firsts and marriage anniversaries that everyone was invited to. Each of those events had the music turned down so people could talk to each other at the tables, and while they were dancing. They started early and finished early, so people could get onto household projects or bail hay at a reasonable time the following day. Why would you have it any other way?

“I thought we might stay in,” he said self-consciously, and Fiona almost whooped and punched the air. Last Saturday at her flat she had got him to put his arms around her waist and nuzzle her neck. Maybe this time she would find out what his kissing skills were like. Probably non-existent, but it had to be fun teaching stuff like that, didn’t it? She smiled to herself. He was the complete opposite of most men, and maybe that was why she was so strongly drawn to him.

“That sounds wonderful,” she said, taking his hand where it lay on the table. He looked embarrassed at first, and turned his head to see who might be watching. But then he saw her looking at him, and thought better of it. He relaxed, and squeezed her hand. Good, she thought, that was better. The coffees had just arrived at Fiona and Barry’s table when the conversation at the old girls’ table finally got around to the two of them. It had been heading relentlessly in that direction since they first arrived, only held back by the need to finish the gossip that had preceded it.

“She’s a trier that girl,” said Tammy, shaking her head at how slowly the courtship between Fiona and Barry was going, and Evie nodded. “They’re holding hands, though,” she said, “and that must count for something.” Mary, at the head of the table, looked sceptical. “I still give it less than a fifty-fifty chance,” she said. 

“Well, we don’t know them that well,” said Dalel, in Fiona’s defence. She had met the girl twice now and found she liked the young woman’s enthusiasm. “They both started at the school this year, remember, so what’s that – a few months ago? Maybe they’ll find they suit each other in the end.” Mary sniffed dismissively. “Still give them less than fifty-fifty,” she said, “though you know I love a good engagement party as much as the rest of you.” 

The long table in the corner had a horseshoe-shaped line of  old girls around it, placed so they could see who was coming and going from the premises. Mary Wynter, who owned the cafe and had lived above it since her third husband died, was sitting in her customary place at the head of the table. Even sitting down her tall, statuesque ‘English rose’ figure dominated. Tammy and Evie, the longest-standing members of the group – and the most vocal – were seated on either side of her, much rounder shapes to Mary’s hourglass figure. Dalel and Ester flanked them, both as slim today as they were in their twenties. Dalel was a farmer’s wife and stayed slim by hard work, Ester was a librarian and stayed slim with an iron will.  Occasional members of the group, like Vinko and the Murfitts, were expected to find other spaces at the table.

The self-named old girls’ group had set themselves up as the matchmakers of Kauri Bay – though the single people hardly needed any urging – and felt it was their mission to keep tabs on relationships as they unfolded. Purely in the interests of good record keeping you understand.

“Join us!” called Mary as Dawn entered the cafe through the main doors. Either one of the young, irrepressible Dodd sisters was always welcome. Their presence usually led to long discussions about the lack of suitable men for them in Kauri Bay. A few minutes later Dawn was seated next to Ester, wearing her work overalls and looking like someone who had a secret but wasn’t going to tell it. She knew it would drive the old girls to distraction.

“What’s up with you?” said Dalel suspiciously, and Dawn shook her head to say she wasn’t talking. She was in her mid-twenties and near the end of her diesel apprenticeship at Dave’s Garage up on Coach Road. She had come in to work on the Saturday morning to cut and fit a timing chain for an old diesel van Dave couldn’t get parts for, and the job had gone well. Her boss was so chuffed with her work he sent her down to buy a morning tea on him. He was a good boss in that way, but it wasn’t the reason she was smiling to herself.

“Polly, hold Dawn’s coffee,” called Mary, “she’s keeping secrets again!” which provoked much merriment. “Is it a story worth listening to?” said Polly, and Dawn told her that it was. Then she managed to keep the old girls questions at bay until Polly brought her coffee over and sat next to her at the table.

“I can just remember Matt Hartley,” said Dawn, when she had stirred her coffee and made them wait another minute. “He was in his last year at Kerikeri College when I started my first year, but he was a big name even then!” and Tammy and Evie nodded their heads in agreement. Matt had left Kauri Bay for the Auckland Technical Institute some fourteen years ago they reckoned – which at their advanced age was more or less yesterday – and now they were hoping to hear what the local boy had been up to since then.

“I remember him as a cricket hero at school,” continued Dawn, “which wasn’t quite as good as being a rugby hero in this country, but I remember reading the headline ‘schoolboy elevated to provincial team’ when he started playing cricket for Northland.  Then he just missed out on being Dux of the college, but it was a close-run thing!”

“Yes, he was quite something,” said Mary, picking up the story. “He was good with the books and good with his hands, and great on the sports field. An all-rounder really,” which sparked more nodding from Evie. “Quite a looker,” she said dreamily, remembering the handsome young lad, “and big, um,” she continued, until Mary stopped her with a stern look. Evie seemed to get confused about parts of the male anatomy at times, and that was being kind. “Big shoulders,” she said quickly, “because of all that cricket I suppose!” which brought a few giggles from around the table.

“Well,” said Dawn, “Suzabet was saying that Matt left Auckland after he finished studying, and set up a networking business in  Montreal, Canada. In the eight years since then it’s been very successful. Now he’s sold the business and is coming back to Kauri Bay for a holiday. I guess it’s somewhere to relax while he figures out what he wants to do next!” 

That certainly raised a few eyebrows. Suzabet was Matt’s sister, and she had married Marko Babich, from the large and influential Babich family. Their two little girls were delightful. “What’s a networking business?” said Dalel, and Dawn shrugged her shoulders. “I guess it has to do with advertising,” she said, “and Suzabet said there was some pretty heavy programming involved, but I don’t really know.”

“He could be a good match for you!” said Tammy, and Dawn thought about it for a moment, then shook her head. A five year age gap wasn’t necessarily a problem, but she couldn’t see it.

“Any new man is welcome in Kauri Bay,” she said, “and I know Skye agrees with me. We don’t want to leave here to find a husband, but there’s no one our age, with our interests, around the place at the moment.” The two Dodd sisters had been getting more and more unhappy about their spinster status since their older brother William had got engaged to Hope Drummond. Hope’s brother had moved to Kauri Bay to take up a position as manager of the Farmers Co-op, and he had brought Hope with him to look after his two children. Dawn could see the hopeful looks on the old girls’ faces, and thought she had better stop them in their tracks.

“Can you imagine a rich, sophisticated, big city businessman being interested in a diesel mechanic?” she said bluntly. “I think we can ditch that idea right now!” Still, she thought, as she sipped her coffee, if he was as good looking as she remembered, it would be nice. Then again, dreams are free, and that’s why they blow away in the first wind!
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The small hatchback did at least have air conditioning, and Matt needed it to combat the afternoon heat. It might be the first days of autumn in New Zealand, but he had left Montreal at the end of a hard winter, and Montreal was a lot further north on the planet than Kauri Bay was south. 

The car was a rental, and the cheapest he could find at Auckland International Airport. Old habits died hard, habits that had started during long years as a student when he didn’t have much, and he still couldn’t believe how many million now sat in his bank account. Or more accurately, had been placed with recommended agents so they could spread it across a wide range of financial assets. 

He would never have to work again, if he was careful with the money, but that wasn’t his way. If he didn’t keep busy he would be climbing the walls in no time. But a holiday, that was different, and a holiday in his old home town was going to be just perfect. News of his homecoming would have arrived in Kauri Bay before him, that was unavoidable. His sister still lived in the little seaside town with her husband and the two children, so he’d told them, and word would have spread. It wasn’t that the people of the town were gossips, just that they cared about their friends and neighbours. The locals had always been there when he needed help, and even contributed a scholarship when he was at the technical institute. Okay, so they were gossips a little bit, but that all added to the spice of living in a small town.

Once Matt was past the city of Whangarei his surroundings became increasingly familiar. Small towns with rough and ready cricket pitches where he’d played cricket on his way to representing his province, and all the side roads that turned down to favourite fishing spots, even places where he’d collected paua (said paawa) – which he had discovered were called abalone in Canada – and occasionally tried his hand at surfing.

Then he was on Coach Road, and Coach Road ended at the mouth of the estuary that sat behind Kauri Bay. Yup, he could sense that holiday feeling stealing over him now, and he wondered how he was going to cope with people he had known so well but were now more than a decade older. Well, he had aged too, so maybe it would all even out! He would be glad to get out of the hatchback though. It wasn’t that he was tall, but his legs were a bit on the long side. That was great for slicing backhanders to the boundary in cricket, but not so good in a small car. 

He self-consciously checked himself in the car’s rear view mirror, and shrugged. He would do, though his medium-length brown hair was as unruly as ever, and his nose looked too small for his face, and the touch of olive in his skin always made him look a little sun-tanned. Where had that olive come from? he asked himself, and as always he had no answer.

The first thing he noticed as he coasted across ‘the rise’ into town was the two new classrooms at the primary school, which suggested the population had grown, and the two new flats in the line of teacher’s houses opposite. Then he was passing the big villa on his left, which had always been a landmark, and noticed it had been transformed. A wealthy old couple had owned it when he lived in Kauri Bay but they’d never spent money on the place. It looked much better now, and he wondered who was living there.

He almost missed seeing Dave’s Garage on his right, and that brought back memories. He had bought an old European car in his last year at High School, when he didn’t really have the money but thought it looked stylish, and the car had promptly died. Dave had torn a strip off him about being so stupid, and got him to promise he would talk to a mechanic before be ever bought another car. 

It didn’t help that his mother had torn a similar strip off him an hour before, and then marched him down to see Dave. Matt had complained to his friends that he was deaf in both ears for a week afterwards, but in his heart he knew they were right. It was a good lesson, well learned. Dave had resurrected the car for surprisingly little money, which Matt now realised must have been below cost. Dave had given the local boy a break, and Matt was looking forward to catching up with the helpful mechanic again.

He turned into High Street and coasted slowly down toward the Beach Front Cafe. Then he caught sight of a vet clinic on his left, almost opposite the cafe. That hadn’t been there when he left Kauri Bay! It must be new, and he was surprised that Suzabet hadn’t mentioned it in her occasional emails. That was probably his fault though. When he had a networking project on the go he would leave everything else for weeks at a time, so his sister’s emails got left too. A good look at the cafe told him it hadn’t changed. He remembered when Mary Wynter had gutted the first floor of the old boarding house to make the cafe, and turned the top story into a flat. Still, the place looked well maintained today, and it was busy with customers.

He drove slowly along Beach Front Avenue, looking at the sand dunes. The boardwalk still looked good, and he remembered when it was being built, though he was too young to help. He and his friends had sometimes gone further along the beach in the school holidays to light a fire and cook sausages. No one thought anything about it back then, though the boys were always given a lantern and told to take a warm jersey. He remembered his first kiss there as well, when his ragtag friends started to become a mixed group. He’d had a soft spot for kisses by firelight ever since.

Matt switched his gaze back to the numbers adorning the letterboxes on the other side of the road, and slowed as number 27 came up. Yup, he could see a little sign attached to the fence, which read ‘Sally Winsome, Bed & Breakfast.’ Sally hadn’t been running a B&B when he left Kauri Bay either. She had been raising her kids, and they were ahead of Matt at Kerikeri College so she must be getting on a bit now. He saw a driveway down the side of the house that led to a garage, and a space on the other side of the house that had a carport over it. That, he presumed, was the guest parking, and turned the hatchback off the road and across the footpath into it.

For some odd reason he wished he had a hat on, so he could take it off as his hostess opened the door. As it happened the door swung open on his second knock, and Sally Winsome waved a duster at him that she had been using to clean the hall ornaments. “As I live and breath,” she said, “the prodigal son!” and Matt looked confused.  Apart from a few family excursions when he was young he’d managed to avoid any contact with the church. “Yes, ma’am,” he said doubtfully, and looked down at the ground.

“You’re not still holding onto those oranges, are you?” she said, and Matt looked up, startled. “You are, aren’t you,” she said, and Matt thought for a moment before nodding. He hadn’t realised he was. “You paddled my backside and sent me home,” he said, “and then my mother paddled my backside again for stealing oranges off the tree in your back yard.” 

It was weird how that had suddenly come back! They looked at each other for a moment, and then burst out laughing. It wasn’t quite the welcome home Matt had been expecting – or was it? He decided that the people in Kauri Bay were real people, and life back then had been wonderfully real as well. Some of his working years had blurred into a grey existence, and he realised it had been a mistake to let that happen.

“You can be my conscience while I’m back in town!” he said with a laugh, and hugged the older woman. “Let me go,” she said after a moment, breathless, “you’ll have people talking!” 

Then she noticed he didn’t have any luggage with him. “You better get your bags, and follow me upstairs to your rooms,” she said. “You’ve got your own study and en suite up there, as well as a good-sized bedroom,” and he trotted obediently across the lawn to the hatchback.

“Is that all?” she said, looking at the small suitcase and medium-sized backpack, and he nodded. It didn’t seem necessary to explain that everything he owned was in storage back in Montreal. His friends who lived there could send it on when he decided where to settle for the next phase of his life.    
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“You’re going to spoil me, aren’t you?” said Matt, when Sally insisted he have something to eat and drink after his long drive from Auckland, and she nodded. “If it’s worth doing, it’s worth doing well,” she said, quoting a very old saying. “I want to be famous in the B&B world, just like you are in the networking world!”

Matt laughed at that. He didn’t think he was famous. Okay, maybe a lot of people knew his name in the information technology world in Montreal, but that was a small pool to be swimming in by world standards. He had the feeling he was famous in Kauri Bay, though, and he hoped that wasn’t going to be a problem. He just wanted to be treated the same way he had when he lived here. 

“Do you even know what a networking business is about?” he said with a smile, and she shook her head cheerfully. “But it means money,” she said sagely, and he nodded reluctantly. It could mean money, if you had a good idea and got in before everybody else. His eventual success had followed several failures, and he’d been careful to develop his ideas while holding on to his day job.

“No, I couldn’t,” he protested, fifteen minutes latter, as Sally offered him another scone with jam and cream, and reached across to take his cup for more tea. “Suzabet and Marko are waiting for me,” he


















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
¥ A Kauri Bay Romance §






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





