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It was time for Saturday lunch at Sally’s B&B, and Matt bowed his head while his landlady said grace. The moment of gratitude wasn’t something his mother ever included when he and Suzabet were growing up in Kauri Bay, but grace had been a regular part of meals at the Dodd farmhouse. Sally’s offering brought back fond memories of the times Matt had been invited to join the Dodds for a meal. He and William Dodd had been great mates at school. 

Rediscovering that friendship, and others like it, had been one of the many benefits of returning to his home town. Some of those benefits, though, had been completely unexpected – and had turned his life upside down. He was now engaged to Dawn, William’s sister, and he couldn’t think of that extraordinary young woman without wondering how on earth the engagement had happened – and being grateful for it all over again.

Thoughts of Dawn led on to the possibility of the two of them having children, and that was when Matt understood why his mind was thinking about grace at meal times. Children were a responsibility, and every parent wanted their offspring exposed to good influences. The church had been a good influence in the past, but it seemed increasingly irrelevant in today's world. 

He wondered why that was, and came up with two answers. In the first one, people weren’t prepared to wait for a wonderful world tomorrow, they wanted something done about a broken world today. An emphasis on an afterlife, or chanting a set of beliefs, was a waste of time, as was church jargon in a world where the meaning of words had changed. 

The second reason was that people today were on their guard against someone trying to sell them something in these chaotic days. It was a materialistic world, and people were constantly bombarded with offers trying to part them from their time, money, or allegiance. When the church tried the same trick – not even realising it was doing it – people turned scornfully away. Matt wondered if new leaders would emerge, and church attitudes might change. But it left him back where he started, looking for good influences in the world. Ones that would have a positive effect on the children he and Dawn might have. 

“I think I lost you there for a minute,” said Sally, waving a hand in front of his face. “Is my grace offering that bad?” and Matt laughed, patting his landlady on the arm. 

“No,” he said, “your grace is fine, you just got me thinking, that’s all,” and Sally smiled. She handed Matt a plate of something he didn’t recognise, but it looked delicious all the same. Saturday lunches were always special and the leftovers were put in the fridge for dinner, which gave Sally a cook’s night off. Matt could understand why she liked to try new recipes from around the world, but being invited to share in the results was something he felt very grateful for. He was ladling some of the contents of the dish onto his plate when Sally turned the conversation in a new direction. 

“There’s only one toothbrush in your bathroom,” she said, her eyes twinkling. 

“When I clean your rooms, that is, not that I’m being nosey,” and it took Matt a few seconds to understand what she was hinting at. He wagged a finger at her, and asked her if the old girls at the cafe had been chasing her for reports on what he and Dawn got up to. 

“Not so, avast, verily,” she said, raising her hands in defence. “You know I keep everything you say and do in confidence. The landlady/tenant agreement is as sacred as a church confessional!” she added, laughing at her own joke. Matt wasn’t surprised to hear the odd ‘avast’ or ‘verily’ turning up in conversations lately. 

Most of Kauri Bay had attended a rehearsal of the new theatre company’s production of The Taming of the Shrew by now, and Luke had kept some of the original Olde English words in the play as part of the comic element. Neither Matt nor Sally were in the production but they were as excited about opening night as the first-time actors and hard-working stage crew. This was something really big for Kauri Bay

“You’re engaged now,” said Sally finally, coming back to the matter of toothbrushes, “and you’re allowed some leeway in these matters.” 

Matt nodded his head. “We talked about it,” he said, “but it was a rather whirlwind courtship, and now we’re going back to basics so we can learn more about each other.” 

He thought about his absent father and his mother bringing up two children on her own, and realised it was a good reason to build on rock, and not on what was easy, or convenient.

“Well, this place is closer to her work than driving in from home each day,” said Sally, “and I just want you to know that Dawn’s welcome here any time, and she can stay overnight if she wants to.” It was generous of Sally, and Matt smiled broadly as he thanked his landlady for the offer.

“What do you have planned with the lovely Dawn for this evening?” asked Sally, and Matt didn’t mind the question. Knowing what he was doing would help her plan her own evening. 

“Suzabet insisted we come over for dinner again,” he said. “She’s very excited about the prospect of acquiring a sister-in-law,” and Sally said she could understand that. Then Matt remembered something from a few weeks ago. 

He and his sister hadn’t had much of an extended family when they were growing up, but Suzabet had a husband and two children now and some good friends in the area. It felt good to be adding to their extended family himself, bringing in Dawn as his wife. 

Family hadn’t seemed to matter when he was making it big with his work in Montreal, but it really was much more important than he had realised. That was one of his greatest revelations since coming back to Kauri Bay. 

“You never know what little children are going to do,” he said, laughing. “Last time we were there Mia was sitting on Dawn’s knee when she started patting Dawn’s stomach. She told us she was checking for babies, which sent Suzabet and Marko almost hysterical with laughter. Dawn kept a straight face, and told Mia she had a future as a doctor, or possibly a midwife. 

“How is your mandevilla doing?” he asked, changing the topic, and Sally's eyes lit up. She had loved Matt’s gift of a buttery yellow hay rake as an off-beat trellis, and had installed it next to the back door. She had chosen a mandevilla as a suitable vine to train up it, and the plant was busy getting established. For such a tropical-looking plant it was surprisingly salt tolerant, but Sally had it on the side of the house facing away from the ocean anyway. 

“It’s got new leaves,” she said happily, “which has to be a good sign. 

“I loved the way Harper put that big paper bow on the hay rake,” she said, laughing at the memory. “And no,” she continued, “he doesn’t have a thing for me, despite what you seem to think!”

Matt had teased her about the paper bow, though there was at least a decade between the Farmers Co-op middle-aged manager and Matt’s older landlady. Harper had been intrigued by the idea of a hay rake as a trellis, which was most likely the reason for the elaborate wrapping. 

“Well, you might be in luck anyway,” he said, leaning in like a fellow conspirator, and Sally’s eyebrows rose slightly. “Harper was saying yesterday that his brother is coming up from Rotorua to visit him next week, and I think he’s older than Harper.” 

Sally considered this. “How much older?” she queried, and Matt grinned. He had her interested in the possibilities all right.

“That depends,” he said. “How much older would you like him to be? If you take your age and add a couple of years – the national average for men older than women – I'll see to it that he’s exactly that!” 

“Then you’ll know how old I am,” said Sally, wagging her finger back at him in the same way he had accosted her earlier. Matt smiled and gave up trying to work out his landlady’s age. It looked like it was going to remain a closely guarded secret, regardless of his efforts. Then he confessed that he didn’t know how much older Harper’s brother was than Harper, but he suggested Sally check the brother out when she had a chance anyway. 

“Not, of course, that I’m interested,” said Sally, starting to clear away the lunch things. 

“No, of course not,” said Matt, smiling to himself. He had only been back in Kauri Bay for a few months, but he had quickly learned that the people of the town had a real interest in what everybody else was doing – for all the right reasons of course. It was one of the things that made the little seaside town so adorable.
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Another Saturday lunch was about to take place and it wasn’t that far from Sally’s B&B, but Harper's brother was more than just a topic of conversation there. He was a guest at the Drummond household. Lunch had, for various reasons, been delayed, and was only now about to get underway.

Hope was sitting in a garden chair by the back door when Will drove up, and there was someone he didn't recognise in the garden chair beside her. It had to be Samuel he decided. Harper's older brother was taking some annual leave to see how the family was settling in to Kauri Bay, and he should be arriving today. Will parked his pickup truck next to the fence line that separated the property from a dry-looking paddock. It was the middle of autumn, but there was no sign of the winter rains as yet. Hope rose to greet him as he crossed the lawn, and the stranger followed her example. 

“Will,” she said, “this is my brother, Samuel,” and the two men shook hands. Samuel wasn’t as broad in the shoulders as Harper, and his hair was patched with grey, but they certainly looked like they came from the same parents. “Harper is still out in the garage,” she added, “but I'll call him in for lunch shortly.” Will remembered the three-door garage at the back of the house. Harper had converted one of the spaces into a workshop, and it was there he had thanked Will for stepping in when his family had been falling apart. 

His wife had died in a car crash some months back when they were living near Rotorua, and Hope had thought she was responsible for the accident. Both of the children had been traumatised by the loss of their mother and developed some deep-seated fears. Dylan wouldn't go near a gravel road after the accident, and Jasmine was terrified of doctors and hospitals. As if she was reading his mind, Hope went over the same ground with Samuel. It was family history now, so he must have known it, but she seemed to want to make a statement in front of her older brother. 

“Will stood by us when we first arrived in Kauri Bay,” she said. “Heavens, so many people did, but Will seemed to understand what we needed. What the children needed, and what I needed. Later he told me that part of the reason he helped us was because he was attracted to me. I’d been thinking the same thing about him, but I was so wrapped up in my own troubles that I ignored the feeling. When the Drummond family was – rather miraculously – back on the right track again, it didn't take long for us to get engaged. 

“I’m the luckiest woman alive,” she finished, patting Will affectionately on the arm before she turned back toward the house. “Dylan!” she called, raising her voice, “tell your dad that lunch is ready, and tell him uncle Will has arrived!” This was followed by the rapid clip of pre-teen feet crossing the floor inside the house, and the sound of the back door bursting open before Dylan sprinted across to the garage. Will smiled. Dylan had been through a birthday recently – to which he had been invited – and that made him eleven now. Jasmine must be about seven.

Hope led the way inside the house and the three of them sat down at places around the dining table already prepared for a meal. Jasmine came in from the lounge and Samuel patted the chair next to him. She looked shyly pleased, and took the seat as Dylan and Harper turned up at the back door. Will vacated his chair next to Harper, and pointed for Dylan to take it. It had been months since the two children had seen their uncle, and he thought they should have the prime spots beside him. Once he had settled himself next to Hope she took his hand under the table and squeezed it. Her man really did have a special way with people. 

Matt noticed that Dylan was as shyly reserved around uncle Sam as Jasmine had been, and he understood why. The two children weren’t over losing their mother yet – maybe they never would be, not completely – and they had to make a choice here. If you love someone there was always the chance they might be taken away from you. Dylan and Jasmine would be cautious around Samuel for a while yet.

When Harper had washed up and joined the table, Hope took the covers off the food. It was simple stuff, cold meats and fresh bread and salads, and the whole table set to making their favourite sandwiches. Once the chewing, and munching, and appreciating slowed down, more of a conversation got underway. “How's the go-karting coming along, Dylan?” said Will, and got an enthusiastic nod while Dylan hastily munched through a giant mouthful. “Really cool!” he said, “and dad says if I'm still interested next season, he might be able to get me my own kart!” 

Will nodded. Dylan hadn't wanted to go anywhere near gravel roads after the car accident, but Will had taught him to drive his pickup truck on the floor of an old quarry, in amongst the gravel beds, and Dylan’s boyish love of engines had done the rest. Will had also arranged for Jasmine to help out at the Kauri Bay vet clinic, and her love of animals had helped her over her fear of doctors and hospitals. Something had inspired him to try these things with the children and Will gave thanks that, incredibly, they had worked.

Saving Hope from her fear that the accident had been driver error, as noted on the insurance assessor’s form, had been harder. It took a while to get the answers they needed, but some of Will’s friends went to work on the wrecked car and showed that the power steering had failed, locking the steering to one side. Hope hadn’t caused the accident after all.

“You haven’t found yourself a good woman in Rotorua?” said Hope, smiling, and Samuel shook his head. He’d been single since his divorce some years ago, and there hadn’t been any children from the marriage. “I don't think it's going to happen,” he said. “Older people are more settled in their ways, and it's not long before there's a clash over something. No-one likes change, and people of my age are not as mentally flexible as we used to be. It seems to degenerate into a parting of the ways before long.” He looked sad, and Will wondered if he was speaking from recent experience. Will had found that a lot of older folk in Kauri Bay were still flexible and fun to be around.

Hope reached across the table and patted Samuel's hand. “Love is as perennial as the grass,” she said, quoting an old saying. “It has its season, so don't write yourself off just yet!” Samuel smiled, and lifted his second sandwich high. “To Will and Hope,” he said, “and new beginnings!” Then he went around the table bumping sandwiches with everybody else, which made quite a mess and started everybody laughing. Will decided that he liked Samuel already. The man would be his brother-in-law when he married Hope, and it looked like he would be a great addition to Will’s family. “How long are you up here for?” he said. 

“I took two weeks of annual leave,” said Samuel, “and came straight up, so I've still got most of that time left to hang out with you guys – if you'll have me for that long.” Hope assured him it was no problem, and Will could see she was reinforcing what she had already told him. 

“That's great,” said Will. “You might still be here for Mirabelle and Joshua's wedding – friends of ours – and you'll have to hang out at the Beach Front Cafe some days. There are some real characters in Kauri Bay that you won't find in Rotorua! We'll also have to make the most of the good weather and take the Freedom II out.” Will had inherited the sailboat from his favourite uncle, and taken on the task of maintaining it so the next generation could feel what it was like to be out on the ocean under wind power. “You can help me down at the Farmers Co-op if you want,” said Harper, “but it might be too much like your Crabbits work.”

“Nothing's as bad as working for Crabbits & Co,” said Samuel gloomily. “I loved the stock and station work in the early days, the same as Harper, but being promoted too many times means I’m stuck in an office all day now, and right in the middle of Rotorua! I’d leave if I could find a job at the same pay – even less if I could get out working with farmers again.” Harper nodded. He knew his brother's story well, but Samuel hadn’t so far done anything about his situation. 

Maybe a few days down at the Farmers Co-op would show him there were other possibilities. Harper could only hope so. His bright, cheerful older brother had lost a lot of his zest for life in the last few years. Though his toasting Will and Hope with his sandwich had brought a twinkle back into his eyes. It was early days yet, reasoned Harper, and he hoped Samuel would get the chance to really unwind.

Then the talk got back to Will and Hope’s wedding. They had some idea of what they wanted for the wedding, but no date as yet. “We’re just lucky to have found each other,” said Hope, unexpected emotion misting her eyes, “and it will be a while before I begin to treat that as normal.” Will nodded, and squeezed Hope’s hand.
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“Is this something to do with the church?” said Will, as Trevor parked his pickup truck next to the footpath outside the small Anglican church, on the corner of High Street and Coach Road. Trevor shook his head, and climbed out of the truck. 

“It is something to do with the church!” said Will, as the two men walked down the side of the building towards the vestry room at the back. Trevor couldn't keep the grin off his face, and Will wondered what all the secrecy was about. “You're enjoying this, you old codger!” he said to his uncle, and Trevor nodded vigorously.

“Enough with the old codger stuff,” he said, laughing as he opened the door to the vestry room and ushered his nephew inside. Will came up short as he realised the room was full of people, all seated in an assortment of chairs donated to the church over the years. Glancing around he saw Mary from the cafe, Vinko – who seemed to be into everything in Kauri Bay, Luke, Mirabelle the real estate agent, Adam the vet, and Terry the local vicar. “If you and Trevor will take a seat,” said Adam, “we'll begin.”

Will listened in amazement as Terry, the Anglican vicar and local historian, explained what the Landfall Committee was and how it came about. “The idea those original members started out with in the mid 1800s has lasted nearly 200 years,” said Terry, “and it's a simple one. The committee works to encourage any
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