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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
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