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“You did a wonderful job of finding the right house for me, Mirabelle!” said Joshua, as he signed the last of the real estate papers. “The bank has already approved the loan, and I’m so pleased the tenants won’t have to move to a new home.”

Mirabelle beamed at that. She and Joshua had both been on the side of the tenants since she came up from Auckland and started Happy Acres Real Estate in Kauri Bay. It was a one-woman show, the only real estate agency with an office in town, and Joshua was one of her best clients. This was his fourth rental house, and he was known for treating his tenants well in all of them. 

Mirabelle’s job was to check that the rent went into the bank on time, and make sure Joshua knew about any maintenance that came up. He didn’t have time to search for new houses on top of his work at his father’s timber yard – which he had now taken over – and he had come to rely completely on Mirabelle to find the right house for him. When he was looking to add another house to the ones he already had, that is. 

It was a match made in heaven, and it could have been a match made on earth as well, since his 188 cm gloriously overshadowed her willowy 175 cm, but he was ten years older than she was. At least she guessed he was, and he hadn’t shown any interest in her in that way.

“Let’s go and take the ‘for sale’ sign down,” he said. “It was one of yours wasn’t it?” and she nodded. “It’s been raining,” she said doubtfully, looking out the window at the main street, still sparkling in the run-off from the showers that had fallen during the morning. “I have it on good authority that there won’t be any more rain today,” he said, tapping the side of his nose. He didn’t stick to the old Dalmatian ways as much as his father, but the Dalmatians all seemed able to forecast the weather simply by sticking their heads outside for a moment.

“If you say so,” she said with a smile, and grabbed the canvas bag she used for putting up and taking down signs from properties she was selling. It didn’t contain much, a stapling gun with spare cartridges for the signs and a rubber maul for driving the thin posts into the ground, plus a few other things, but it was heavy enough. Joshua offered to carry it for her, but she impatiently shrugged the offer off. Then she reconsidered. That was how she ‘proved’ to everyone that she was independent, and that didn’t encourage closeness, did it? But by then he was already out the door.

She was halfway to where Joshua stood at the back of his car when she decided to swing the bag up so he could just guide it into the boot. Then her moccasin-style shoes slipped on the wet pavement at the apex of the throw and she teetered for a moment, knowing that when she let the bag go she was going to land on her bottom and her elbows. Right in front of everyone on the busy main street of Kauri Bay, and there was every chance she would break something. Then Joshua had her, sweeping her off the pavement at her shoulders and knees as if she were a child.

She had always wanted a tall man, and a strong man if that was possible, supposing it would make her feel dainty and feminine. Now she discovered that she loved the feeling of floating effortlessly in the air. He didn’t seem to be in a hurry to put her down, and she rested a hand against his chest, quickly snatching it away again. Good lord, the man was made of muscle, and she could feel his chest moving as he adjusted to her weight while he walked. He looked down at her and smiled, and she gently brought her hand back against his chest. 

She would have left it there forever, savouring his strength, but he made to lower her feet near the front passenger door of his car. She instinctively threw her arms around his shoulders and lifted her legs up. Something inside her wasn’t ready to be put down yet. He laughed, and nodded toward the car. “It’s safe now,” he said gently, and her cheeks burned with embarrassment as she let him lower her legs to the ground.

Mirabelle forced herself to produce some light-hearted banter while they drove across town, and while they took down the For Sale sign, but her mind was working furiously. She was trying to process what had just happened. Then it had made her realise what she really wanted: a man to show her some attention like Joshua had done, just now and then, and someone she could talk to about her work. She treated the background stories of the families she helped find homes as confidential, so she couldn’t discuss her work with just anybody, and Joshua seemed to be the only other person in Kauri Bay who understood the ebb and flow of house sales and opportunities. 

But one thing really stood out in her mind. Joshua picking her up in his arms was directly linked to the restlessness she had been feeling for weeks. She was going to have to do something about those feelings! Then they were back at her office, and a little colour rose in her cheeks as she said goodbye to him. That was another problem. She couldn’t get involved with someone she worked with, or it could damage her business. And he was too old for her. And he hadn’t shown the slightest bit of interest in her over the years they’d worked together. So, she had better firmly write off that possibility and look for some others. She took a deep breath, and felt better. She had a plan now.

“You’ve not been yourself lately, Mirabelle,” said Polly, as she came to sit beside the real estate agent in the cafe and put an arm around her shoulders. Luckily the mid-morning rush at the Beach Front Cafe was over, and the manager could spare some time for her friend. 

Mirabelle sighed. What could she say? Her restlessness over the last few months seemed to be increasing, and the news of Polly and Adam’s engagement had only made it worse. And then Joshua had picked her up in his arms this morning and it had been heavenly. They were all pretty solid hints that what she was suffering from was man problems – or lack of man problems, to be technically correct.

“I know I’ve not been myself,” said Mirabelle, “you don’t have to tell me! You should try living on my side of the fence.” Which was accompanied by a strained laugh. 

“But you’ve done so well here,” said Polly. “Coming up from Auckland four years ago to start your own real estate business. That took a great deal of courage, and look how successful it’s been!”

Then Polly realised the Landfall Committee must have helped Mirabelle when she first settled in Kauri Bay – not that their help took anything away from her hard work and success since then. The committee had also helped Adam, her fiance, when he first arrived, and a few weeks ago they’d offered to help her take over the Beach Front Cafe now that Mary was thinking about retirement. But Polly had a wedding to plan and a marriage to deal with, so asked the committee to wait a year or two. Mary had been happy to carry on for a while yet, so no harm had been done. Mirabelle had been part of the secretive group when they asked her to a meeting in the vestry room at the back of the Anglican church.

Mirabelle nodded as Polly praised her little business. Happy Acres Real Estate was her pride and joy, as were the many families she had fitted into the right houses for their needs in her four years at Kauri Bay. She didn’t think her problems lay there, but she also knew that losing herself in her work was not going to make these restless feelings of incompleteness go away. “Um, promise you won’t get mad?” she said, watching Polly tentatively out of the corner of her eye. Polly looked surprised, but assured her friend she could never get mad at her.

“It really came to a head when you and Adam announced your engagement,” she said, and lowered her head into her hands. “Oh,” said Polly, realising what the problem was. Some women didn’t feel the need to have that special man in their lives, but if a woman felt that need strongly, it was hard to live each day without someone to share your life with.

“That’s good in a way,” she said, rubbing her hand across Mirabelle’s back. “I was going to talk to you about that, so you’ve saved me the bother of bringing it up. I’ve been wondering why you never have a man in tow.” Mirabelle snorted. “Good for you, maybe,” she said, “but how is that good for me?”

Polly laughed. “Good point,” she said, “but I’m still intrigued. You’re a tall, good-looking businesswoman who’s adored by everybody here in Kauri Bay, so what’s wrong with the men out there?”

Now it was Mirabelle’s turn to laugh. “That’s laying it on a bit thick!” she said, but she was grateful for the compliments all the same. Then her face turned serious. “It’s been a month since Joshua offered to pay for a dinner for two at the Oyster House restaurant in Kerikeri, and I still can’t think of anybody I would like to go out with. And if I did,” she said morosely, “then I would have to go through the whole uncomfortable pantomime of the woman asking the man out. I know it’s done these days, but you show me any woman who feels comfortable doing it!”

“Whoah,” said Polly. “Back up a bit. By Joshua you mean Vinko the builder’s son?” and Mirabelle nodded. “So he asked you out?” she added, confused, and Mirabelle explained that the double dinner was a reward for her good work on Joshua’s behalf. “Then he picked me up in his arms this morning, and that’s made everything worse.”

“Isn’t that a good thing?” said Polly. “Doesn’t it mean he likes you?” but Mirabelle looked even more morose than before. “The pavement was wet, and he was just stopping me from falling on my backside in front of a street full of people going about their shopping.”

Polly tried to stifle a laugh, but she couldn’t, and then they were both laughing. It was funny, and Joshua had done the right thing to help her. “Anyway,” said Mirabelle, “He’s too old for me, and I can’t get involved with people I have a business relationship with, and he’s never shown any interest in me, so that’s that!” 

Polly wasn’t so sure. She had been positive that a relationship between her and Adam couldn’t possibly work, and now they had just set a date for their wedding. But there were other ways to solve a problem like this. What would Mary do? The older woman who owned the cafe was recognised as a force for good in Kauri Bay, and she could usually find a solution to the problems that came to her.

“And I’m not going on any blind dates!” said Mirabelle firmly, so Polly crossed that off the list of possibilities in her mind. “A dossier,” said Polly at last. “Well, several dossiers probably. The young women of Kauri Bay will put the word out – discreetly of course – that we’re looking for a single man with certain characteristics. Then we’ll amass lots of information, like work record, interests, character references, maybe comments from previous girlfriends, and of course photos. Then you can look at the dossiers. We won’t even need to mention your name!”

Mirabelle considered the idea carefully. There weren’t any obvious flaws in it, and it might even work. All she needed was a whole lot of courage, and she would do anything to get her emotions back under control. “I’ll do it,” she said, “but he has to be tall.”

“What are we talking about?” said Polly, and Mirabelle thought for a moment. “At least six feet,” she said, and Polly nodded. She would get some of her friends together, and they would go man hunting on Mirabelle’s behalf. This was going to be fun!    
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Mirabelle was exhausted when she got home that evening. It had been a tumultuous day, and she had flipped and flopped through a wide range of emotions. Her mother had left a message asking when she was going down to Auckland to visit again, and Mirabelle’s sister would like to see her as well. The message was being ignored for the moment because Mirabelle was too tired to think about it. She was toying with the idea of getting some Chinese food from the place on Coach Road – which was the main street – when Sarah knocked on her front door. She could see the younger woman's curvy figure through the imprint of a yacht in the glass panel halfway up the door. 

“It's open!” she called out, and it wasn’t long before Sarah was sitting opposite her at the kitchen table. The two flats, joined in the middle, were Mirabelle's only real estate investment so far. Well, apart from her office, which had been more of an obvious business choice. She lived in one of the flats and rented the other out. Sarah was her neighbour now, and had been for two years.

It had been touch and go whether Mirabelle even settled in Kauri Bay originally – though she’d felt good about the place, and the people – but Mary had got her talking when she dropped in at the Beach Front Cafe. She had been on one of her tours of Northland looking for a place to settle, and the Landfall Committee had seen her potential and done the rest. One of them had a building that had come available soon after and was now her office, and Mirabelle had been given the first three months rent free. Then the committee had made sure everyone knew she was open for business. It had been a miracle, and it had worked! 

“You look like it's been a rough day,” said Sarah, once she got a good look at Mirabelle. That was an understatement, thought Mirabelle wearily, but she was glad Sarah had come across from next door. It was always good to have some company. All the same, she didn't think Sarah, who was in her early twenties, would have any idea of what Mirabelle’s current state of restlessness was all about.

And she certainly wouldn’t be able to keep quiet about Polly’s idea of compiling dossiers on men on the district who might be a match. She was going to keep that idea a locked-in-the-vault secret!

“I sold a house today,” she said, sticking to a safer topic. “That is so cool!” said Sarah, getting excited as only those in their early twenties can. “Is the buyer anyone we know?” she added, and Mirabelle nodded, explaining that it was Joshua, the owner of Vinko Babich's Timber Yard. The Babich family would probably never change the name of the yard. It was a Dalmatian thing to love tradition – and, she thought approvingly, the hard work of others.

“Joshua is so cute,” said Sarah. “Not handsome, but all that curly dark hair, and the way he smiles, and so much muscle. Some men age very well, you know. It’s a pity he’s old enough to be my grandfather!” Mirabelle had to bite her tongue at that. Sarah was in her very early twenties, Mirabelle was in her early thirties, and Joshua was, she guessed, in his early forties. He could technically be Sarah’s father – though he didn’t seem that much older to Mirabelle – but it was impossible for him to be Sarah’s grandfather. And he was very handsome, she said to herself, when he smiled and talked to you. His eyes crinkled, and his face was transformed.

Then she wondered why she was getting so defensive about Joshua. She had just listed a whole raft of reasons why there would never be anything between them. The trouble was she still remembered floating on air as he carried her effortlessly along the main street, and she felt his muscles surge back and forth under the hand she had placed on his chest. Then she realised she had better stop thinking about that right now!

“He’s bought the house at this end of High Street,” said Mirabelle. “You must pass it on your way to work at the Four Square store,” and Sarah's eyes lit up. It only took a few moments to discover that she knew the family living there. 

“Does that mean Maria and the kids can stay in the house?” she said, and Mirabelle nodded again. “I so love it that you try to let the families renting the houses stay there when you sell a property,” she said. “That is so cool!” 

Mirabelle wondered if she had thought everything was ‘so cool’ when she was that young. She guessed she probably did. Now, though, she had to have a level of professionalism for her job, and she wouldn't have any interest in the young men that fascinated Sarah. As if on cue, Sarah's face fell, and Mirabelle could tell there was an emotional storm coming.

“The lady from the cafe and the new vet are having an engagement party at the cafe this Saturday,” she said tearfully, and Mirabelle sat back, puzzled. “That’s good news, isn’t it?” she said. She had known about the engagement for a few weeks now, but Polly hadn’t mentioned the party when she was down at the cafe this afternoon.

Probably because she’d been concerned about Mirabelle’s problems. She was a lovely person that way. Parties at the cafe were open to all the locals, and the rules were always the same. Best behaviour, soft background music so people could talk, and everything started early and closed down at ten.

“Yes,” said Sarah, sniffing, “but Tony hasn’t asked me to go with him. I think he’s going to ask Emma! It’s because I’m too fa-a-a-at,” and Mirabelle came very close to grinding her teeth. She was suddenly glad the years of her twenties were behind her! Sarah was in great shape, and the few extra pounds she was carrying were more than made up for by the attractiveness of her curvy figure. There were so many women who would change places with Sarah, but she wouldn’t believe that right now. Mirabelle decided to try a different tack. 

“Now listen to me, young lady,” she said. “You need to pluck up the courage to ask who you want to parties – well in advance mind – or get used to the luck of the draw if you wait for boys to ask you. There’s no point in letting your emotions run away with these things, and its important to do something physical if you feel yourself spiralling downwards. I used to go for a good, long run. It always shut up those silly voices in my head!”

Oh my goodness, she realised, she was sounding just like her mother! Anyway, it had the desired effect on Sarah, who drew herself more upright and stopped sniffing. “That’s right!” she said. “I am not defined by anybody else’s actions or opinions!” and Mirabelle almost choked. Where had Sarah come across a statement like that? She wondered if the young woman even knew what it meant, but it was a huge step in the right direction. 

There was a lot more talk about men, and their

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
¥ A Kauri Bay Romance §

s ‘\\_ — =

CA |





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





