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  It is 1999 and Kosovo refugee Niana Bolsa is abandoned by the Serbs to fend for herself in the mountains. In freezing temperatures, the distraught woman staggers along an empty road through virgin snow. At the point of near collapse she comes across a tractor and trailer by the roadside with two terrified children hiding there. Their grandparents have been shot and mother taken away. Determined to save the children, Niana takes them and heads for Albania. With all records destroyed, nobody queries her right to the children and they emigrate to New Zealand.




  Matt Coleman is attracted to the new tenant of his New Zealand shop, Niana Bolsa, when she opens a food bar adjacent to his antique and furniture factory. Niana is reluctant to commit herself beyond friendship and says little about her life. Eventually, friendship between Niana and Matt blossoms into passionate love as they and Niana's foster children become a family.




  But the terror so prevalent in Niana's past surfaces again…with a vengeance.




  





  *




  




  




  CHAPTER 1




  “You can go, woman,” the guttural Serb language penetrated Niana's mind as she woke, shivering under the thin blanket. Around her, one naked light bulb glowed from the rafters where the women and girls attempted to sleep. Snores, breathing and the occasional moan or scream filled the barren room. Oddly enough, this stinking overcrowded place was called The Haven, for no attacks took place here.




  She staggered to her feet with vomit in her mouth and grabbed her jacket. God it was freezing. The cold eyes of the Serb officer glowered at her.




  “Go,” the man repeated. “We don't need you any more.”




  “Where?” the woman replied.




  “Albania,” he snarled. “Your kind aren't wanted in Kosovo.”




  “But how? And what of my friends who were in my car.”




  “They stay to service my men. You have thirty minutes to leave. My orders are to shoot all the pregnant sluts. If you're here after that time...” He grinned and ran a finger across his throat.




  “Go, Niana,” a shaking voice spoke in her own language. “Tell the world about us. It is stupid to stay and be massacred.” It was Shemsie, who was another of those in her car when it had been stopped on the way to the border.




  Niana nodded, squeezed her friend's hand and walked away. Outside, freezing air assaulted her face but at least the stink was gone. She was driven for forty minutes up a gravel road into the mountains and told to get out.




  “See yah in hell,” the Serb driver said, laughing as Niana shivered at the roadside and watched as the Russian jeep reversed and headed away.




  *




  Silence reigned on that winter’s day in 1999. Everywhere Niana looked there was nothing but virgin snow, with no footprints or tire marks beyond where the vehicle turned. A watery sun cast its light from a pale blue sky. The rest of the morning was but a numb memory as the hungry, freezing, pregnant woman staggered along the mountain road. Every bend lead to another and every step crunched through icy snow. By noon the temperature was still barely above freezing. Niana was so cold she was certain her cheekbones had frozen. The woollen gloves barely managed to keep her fingers from being completely numb, while walking helped to keep her feet from freezing.




  After four hours, the exhausted refugee came to one more bend and another patch of nothingness. Thoughts turned to her family, husband, father, mother, elder brother and almost everyone else she knew. They were all dead. Her only other friends were those at the army camp. If for no other reason, she owed it to them and the unborn child within her to survive and to tell NATO of the atrocities that had befallen her people.




  God, she was hungry. Her stomach rumbled while the unborn baby kicked. She staggered as the scene in front became blurred and the trees above began to spin. No, she was not about to give in. Somewhere ahead was her own kind, someone to help.




  She took another shaky step, staggered and fell to her knees. “Oh, Zymer,” she cried but by now not even the tears came. “I'm so, so sorry. Our baby.”




  Niana gritted her teeth and rose once more to her feet. Another bend was ahead, more snow, more trees, the weak sunlight and another bend. She stumbled forward and blinked. There was something else. A farm wagon covered in snow was parked on the roadside as if it had pulled over, perhaps to let an oncoming vehicle pass. Linked to the front of it, looking so bright in the white world, stood a tractor; a red tractor.




  Hope surged through her. The depression and fatigue of a second before disappeared as she broke into a slithery run.




  “Hello,” she screamed. “Is anyone there? Hello.”




  But all was quiet. Not a sound returned.




  She reached the wagon and grabbed a canvas cover tied to the wooden side. Shaking with anticipation, she lifted the corner of the flap and gazed into the dim interior.




  Four enormous brown eyes ringed in terror gazed up at her and children's sobbing filled the air.




  *




  “Don't be afraid,” Niana whispered in Albanian, her native tongue. “I will not hurt you.”




  There were two children huddled in the front corner of the wagon, a little girl who looked no more than four and a boy who was probably three years older.




  “What are your names?” she asked quietly.




  It was the girl who spoke. “I'm Adona,” she said as she wiped away her tears. “Mummy's gone.”




  “Hi Adona,” Niana said, and then switched her eyes to the boy. He gazed at her briefly and then glanced away without saying a word.




  “Halia doesn't talk,” the little girl said.




  Niana smiled at the boy. “And you won't talk to me, Halia?” she asked.




  Round eyes stared at her but the only response was a slight shrug.




  “That's okay,” Niana replied, glancing around.




  For the first time she noticed several corpses lying almost covered by the snow beyond the tractor. Oh dear God, she thought, it must be the children's family.




  “Mummy told us to hide when the soldiers came,” the little girl explained while her brother continued to stare out with wide unblinking eyes. “There were big bangs and shouts then it went quiet. We waited for Mummy but she didn't come back.”




  “How long ago was that?” Niana asked.




  “A long, long time. It got dark and snowed all day and it got dark again.” For someone so young Adona's explanation was amazing. She knew the corpses were those of her father and grandparents and she also realized her mother wasn't among the dead. They had waited at least two days, possibly three and had eaten rations in the wagon. They used the canvas covering like a tent and it helped keep the freezing cold temperature within bearable levels.




  “Okay,” Niana said. “Your mummy must have been held up somewhere so what say, I stay and help you.”




  “She was crying,” Adona whispered. “The soldiers made her cry.”




  “Oh Adona,” Niana replied fighting her own tears. “It will be fine. We'll find your mummy and until we do, I'll stay with you. Okay?”




  “Yes, please,” the girl said while her brother gave a smile of approval but still said nothing.




  “Right. So let's see if we can get the tractor going, shall we?”




  *




  The tractor seemed to be in good condition but, when Niana tried the starter motor, it grumbled but nothing fired.




  “Did the soldiers touch the tractor?” she asked Adona.




  “I don't know. We were hiding. When we came out, Daddy, Grandma and Grandpa were lying in the snow. The bad men and Mummy were gone.”




  Niana realized that if she continued to turn the starter she'd just run the battery down but what could be done? The tractor could be their salvation. Even with food she doubted if they could walk out. “Have you a stove or burner?” she asked.




  “I think so,” came Adona's vague reply, but it was her brother who nodded and ran to the front corner of the wagon. He returned with a small methylated spirits burner and box of matches.




  “Oh Halia,” Niana praised. “What a great help you are.”




  The boy smiled.




  Half an hour later, the trio had their first hot meal, canned stew with potatoes and other vegetables added. A hot chocolate drink followed this and warm water to wash dirty faces. Afterwards, Niana boiled up another kettle of water and tipped it over the engine cowling of the tractor. She doubted if this somewhat amateurish effort would help but she had to try something. The starter motor whined and, on the second attempt, there was a chug and a puff of black smoke rose into the air.




  “Almost,” screamed Adona.




  The next attempt worked. The engine fired, roared into life and the two children jumped up to a small wooden bench behind the driver's seat.




  “We sat here with Daddy,” Adona shouted above the rumble of the engine.




  The young mother-to-be smiled warmly and said, “Let's go.”




  She selected a low gear and the tractor moved forward along the snow-covered road, past the corpses that were once the children's family and, Niana hoped, towards the Albanian border.




  *




  “...So what are you going to do?” The Serb border guard ran an eye down Niana's rotund figure, across to the two children clinging to her jeans and back to her. “Take your choice. You can take the boy or the girl. The other one remains in Kosovo.”




  “You mean I have to choose between them?” the exhausted woman replied in a hushed voice. “But why?”




  The soldier, a junior officer no older than herself, held her gaze. His expression was devoid of any compassion. The eyes were blank, those of a robot or ruthless killing machine. Niana had seen eyes like those before. Back at the internment camp, the Serbs were like that, that look of utter disdain caused, probably, by years of indoctrination and generations of ethnic hatred. She shuddered and stifled a retort by swallowing. The stress of those terrible days, the physical deprivation, freezing conditions in the mountains and lack of food all combined to add to the turmoil passing through her mind. She gripped a wooden pole beside her and attempted to focus on the soldier.




  “Why?” her voice came out as a sob.




  “Hurry up, woman. You're holding up the line.”




  “What's wrong, Niana?” The little girl's voice was a terrified whisper. She stared, ashen faced, at the uncompromising guard.




  The young woman staggered and glanced down. Halia was shivering in the cold room with his eyes showing the same helpless expression that Niana remembered when they had first met.




  She could not abandon the children. She would not take one and leave the other. This was one last sadistic manoeuvre by the enemy to humiliate a defenceless Kosovar. Anger, burning and violent swelled in her throat. She wanted to scream and attack the vile creature behind the wooden counter. Her eyes turned. In front, beyond the opened end of the building, was the no man's land backed by a flagpole. The red with black flag fluttered in the dull light and falling snow. It was fifty metres to Albania and freedom but the distance might as well be fifty kilometres.




  Could she run for it? Niana swallowed, gripped both the children's hands, glanced at each of them in turn and nodded.




  “Children” she whispered. “Remember what we practiced. Don't let go.”




  Both children squeezed her hand twice, a prearranged signal to show they knew what to do.




  “Now,” hissed the desperate woman.




  She ran.




  With the children's hands gripped, Niana crossed the bare boards of the floor in seconds, dodged behind a guard and jumped to the snow covered ground.




  She almost toppled but the momentum carried her forward. Shouts, some harsh and demanding, others high pitched as women refugees screamed encouragement, reached her ears but her only thoughts were to reach the red flag ahead.




  The trio had covered half the distance when the first shot rang out and a spasm of agony cut through Niana's shoulder. The terrified woman screamed, staggered but remained on her feet.




  “Only a few more metres, Niana,” a child's petrified voice pierced her mind.




  The two children were now in front. A second shot thundered and another blow hit her with such a velocity, her moving body spun around and she crashed into sludge. Blood gushed out from a fresh wound in her abdomen. More poured down her legs and onto the ground.




  But someone was pulling her. The two children had not been hit. With tears streaming from their faces they dragged her forward.




  Niana blinked back tears of pain and noticed two camouflaged soldiers holding shiny automatic weapons in their hands aimed across her shoulders.




  Another shot rang out; an explosive bang rang in Niana's semi-conscious mind. A whine reached her ears and she saw a flash of orange. The soldier had fired across the frontier to protect her.




  “Come on!” screamed Adona. “You can do it.”




  Now almost to her knees, she staggered forward and shrieked in agony. To people within earshot, her screams were incoherent but Adona and Halia understood. “Go, children. Leave me. Get to the border.”




  “No.” sobbed the little girl. “We can't leave you.”




  Another rifle fired. The world spun and blackness enveloped the refugee woman as she crawled forward through the freezing slush in her last gallant effort to escape. The two children, though, pulled her relentlessly on.




  In the whole desperate episode, neither of them would let Niana's hand go.




  *




  




  




  CHAPTER 2




  A rectangle of late afternoon sunlight shone through clouds of fine dust inside the small factory as a man, in shorts, black t-shirt and work boots, worked with a sanding machine to smooth out an old wooden framed couch. He grinned, ran a tanned hand over the section just completed, released the trigger on the machine so the grinding roar dropped to a faint whirr. That was when he realized somebody was watching and glanced up.




  A woman in her twenties stood by the door, attractive and slim with brown hair tied back into a ponytail. She wore a white blouse, denim skirt, white anklet socks and sneakers. A shy expression crossed her lips as if she didn't wish to interrupt the worker.




  “Oh, I'm sorry,” the man's muffled voice said. “I never realized I had a customer.” He turned to show a face covered in safety glasses and a small cone shaped mask.




  The woman jerked back almost in alarm before she hesitated, relaxed and broke into a smile. “No, it is I who should apologize,” she replied in precise but accented English. “Please continue. I can come back.”




  “No, it's no trouble. I need to call it a day, anyhow.” He removed his glasses and mask, switched the sander off and all became silent.




  “I understand you're my landlord,” the woman said. “I've just taken over the bakery.”




  “Of course. I should have guessed. There's been a hive of activity over there but, like you, I didn't want to interrupt.”




  “So you must be Mr. Coleman, the factory owner. I am Niana Bolsa.” A slim hand was held out.




  “Call me Matt.” He gripped the hand and stretched to his full height, a full head and shoulders higher than his visitor. “Welcome to Dixon Street. I hope old Annie left everything in good shape for you.”




  *




  Matt walked to the door and gazed at the century old building across the driveway. It had once been a general merchandise shop and included an apartment at the rear. He'd bought property three years back for his antique and furniture restoration business but had since moved into the building the pair were standing in.




  A short time later Old Annie O'Neill rented the original building and set up a lunch bar to sell breakfast and lunches to workers in the area. Annie had placed the popular little business on the market two months back but, until now, had found no buyer.




  He noticed a sign painter had changed the name Aunt Anne's Sandwich Bar to Niana’s Sandwich Bar, and frilly lace curtains appeared on the old fashioned windows.




  “I must say, I like the improvements,” he continued. “Will you have everything ready for opening day?”




  “Oh yes,” Niana replied. “Mrs. O'Neill has been most helpful and showed me everything. It's just…” She gave a nervous laugh. “The apartment at the back is lovely but I want to convert the store room into a third bedroom. Anyhow, when I went to take down the old curtains the rod holding it pulled out. I wonder if you have a screwdriver I can borrow.”




  “I'll come and take a look,” Matt offered. “It shouldn't be hard to fix. I like the new name you've given the lunch bar,” he said. “Forgive me, but you certainly don't look like an old aunt to me.”




  The young woman stared at him with earnest brown eye and flushed. “Thank you, I didn't want to change things too much but thought the original name wasn't really me.” She nodded up at the sign above Matt's door. “I like your firm's name, too.”




  Matt glanced up at the ornate polished sign that read The Cuckoo's Nest - Antiques and Restored Furniture. He laughed. “Yes it's part of my hobby,” he explained. “As well as furniture, I restore old cuckoo clocks. Cuckoos hoard things so the name just seemed appropriate. I originally started in the old shop but have been in the new building for three years, now.” For a moment, the pair lapsed into silence as they walked across the driveway between the two buildings. “And the back flat? Do you think you'll like it? Annie told me you wanted to live there.” He shrugged. “It's been empty for a while but is perfectly serviceable. I did it up when I moved in for four months.”




  “Oh yes. It is one of the reasons I'm attracted to the business. I look after two children and my present apartment is much smaller than this one. I'll move in next week and open the shop a week later.”




  *




  She smiled and thanked Matt as he stood back at the rear door of the building and let her enter first. Though the apartment was old, Matt had repainted and carpeted it throughout. Simple, but good quality furniture went with the place.




  “It's just what I need,” Niana explained. “I'll put Adona, that's my little girl, in here and her brother in the other room.” She smiled. “At the moment they're both squeezed in one bedroom.”




  Matt pushed a door open and a whiff of musty air hit their noses. “I'll get this painted for you,” he said. “It's the only room I didn't upgrade.”




  “There's no need,” she replied with an appreciative glance.




  “No, I insist. I've a friend who'll probably be able to get it done before you move in.” He glanced at the sagging curtain. “I see what's happened. The old brass fitting pulled away from the clip that holds it. I won't be a moment.” He clambered up the stepladder Niana had been using, twisted the offending piece back in place and smiled down. “Now, if you hand me your new curtain I'll clip it on the runners.”




  Everything was completed in a few moments and, afterwards, the pair went through a connecting door to the shop itself where Matt noticed the improvements. He inspected the layout as the young woman explained what she'd done.




  “I'm open from Wednesday to Sunday. Most of my sales are on the weekend,” Matt said when he could find no excuse to linger. “All the best for your move in and opening. If you need any more help, just ask. “




  Niana smiled and held her hand out again.” You're so kind. I'll get the first month's rent money over to you tomorrow.”




  “There's no hurry,” Matt said with a shrug. “I'm just happy to have the place open again. I reckon my business has dropped ten per cent since Old Annie closed down.”




  He whistled a few bars of a popular tune as he strolled back, examined the couch he'd been working on and started the sander. On first impression, his new tenant seemed a very pleasant person. As he ran the machine up another section of the couch his mind reflected back. A great figure too, not to mention that cute accent. He wondered where she came from.




  “Simmer down, boy,” he muttered to himself as he grinned and continued his work.




  *




  It was late morning few a days later when Matt arrived at his shop with the old truck loaded with second-hand furniture he'd picked up for a song from various auction marts and second-hand dealers. There were a couple of old oak bedroom suites from estates that, when brought back to pristine condition, would be very popular.




  He backed inside but the thought of unloading the heavy items didn't appeal. He grinned. This life was certainly better than having to fit in with a clock from dawn to dust.




  A little Honda parked next door made his thoughts turn to the woman there. Perhaps she was having lunch too. Anyhow, that was a good excuse to go and visit her. He ran a comb through his short hair and strolled across the alley.




  “Come in,” came the response to his knock. Niana was sitting at one of half a dozen wooden tables between the door and counter.




  “I like these,” he commented, nodding at the red and white checked tablecloths and comfortable looking chairs that completed the scene.




  Niana glanced up from a thick document she'd been reading and sighed. “Hello Mr. ... I mean Matt,” she said in a quiet voice. “They have to go out again, I'm afraid.”




  “Why?” Matt pulled out a chair and noticed she looked quite tired with dark circles under the eyes.




  “Regulations,” Niana said, holding up the document. “I wanted to use these tables for customers. However, this means I'd be classified as a restaurant rather than a food bar. I can't comply with all the extra regulations.”




  “I see. I had the same trouble when I decided to open my workshop as a retail store. The bureaucrats had a field day. I even had to put in male and female toilets. One's never used and is full of old junk.”




  “That's one thing I need.” Niana gave a slight grin. “Oh well, I'll just give up the idea.”




  “Wait a minute,” Matt replied. “I'm your landlord. Perhaps I can help. What exactly do you need?”




  “I've highlighted everything.” Niana slid the document across the table. “I can't possibly comply. There's the extra toilet, an extra stainless steel work area and, would you believe it--off street parking for seven vehicles. I told them I was going to have six tables so that means seven parking spaces.” She chuckled. “One family must be going to drive here in two cars.”




  Matt's eyes met hers and he burst out laughing.




  The woman frowned. “What did I say?” she retorted.




  “It's not you. I can solve two of your problems right away.”




  “How?”




  “Unless they've changed the regulations since I had to follow them, it says the men's toilet can be off premises.” He flipped to the back of the document and ran his fingers down the index. “Yes, here it is on page eighty six. It seems it's okay for the men to go outside somewhere but not the ladies.”




  “But how can that help?”




  My unused toilet is directly across the alley. That side door you can see is the one. I'll put in a corridor door and leave the outside one open. Stick up a Gents sign and you have your male toilet.”




  “You'd do that?” Niana glanced up at him but her face remained serious.




  “Well I have to keep my tenant happy.”




  “Thank you but what about the other things?”




  Matt grinned again. “I had parking problems, too so I created eight parking spaces down the back that are never used. I think I only needed four. I'll allocate half of them to you and stick up a new sign. Mine fell down last year sometime. You know, Parking at the Rear.” He laughed again. “Mind you, I'll have to move junk out of the way.”




  Niana smiled for the first time. “You're a man of many resources, I see. You make it all seem so easy.”




  Matt was enjoying himself. “How'd you like to go stainless steel sink hunting?” he asked.




  “I suppose you have a couple of those lying around, too.”




  “Afraid not, but there must be one somewhere in the city. If you give me twenty minutes to unload my truck, we'll go and look.”




  Niana rose out of her chair and faced him. “If you're doing all this for me, the least I can do is help unload your truck. Come on.”




  “It's heavy stuff.”




  “So,” she replied in a determined voice. “If you were about to do it by yourself, I must be able to help.”




  And help she did. For a petite woman, she was amazingly strong and never hesitated to take an end of several large dressing tables that were unloaded. Afterwards, she clambered up into the cab, smiled across at her host and watched for approaching traffic as they drove out.




  *




  An hour later, Matt found what they wanted at the site of a friend whose firm had just demolished a hotel. Niana purchased two large boxes of brand new dinner sets for almost nothing as they were embossed with the hotel's name.




  “Who cares if they say Grand Hotel,” she said as Matt lifted the boxes aboard the truck. “Perhaps I could call the sandwich bar that.”




  “Well, it's getting grander by the hour.” Matt laughed and turned to the man beside them. “I want the sink top delivered tomorrow, Ted,” he said.




  “Sure, Matt.” Ted Wilson grinned after Niana walked away to climb in the truck. “One sexy lady,” he said. “Better than the old model, I'd say.”




  Matt knew it was a joke but frowned in annoyance. “It's nothing like that, Ted,” he retorted. “She's renting the old shop, that's all.”




  “Oh yeah. How's Judith anyway?”




  Matt's expression darkened when his wife's name was mentioned. “She decided not to come back after our trial separation, Ted.”




  Ted sighed. “Sorry Matt. I knew you were having a rough patch but didn't realize...”




  “Oh, it's for the best, I guess,” Matt said. “We've no family and she didn't appreciate it when I decided to give up my big corporate job and start out on my own.” He laughed with a trace of sarcasm. “It is not so good on the golf and social circuit to have a used furniture husband instead of company director.”




  “Snob,” Ted grunted. ”And your house?”




  “I'm living in it. Judith's moved in with some guy who has a place over in Western Heights.”




  “Well, you're a free agent, then.” Ted nodded at the truck. “Take my advice and go for it, lad.”




  “Sure,” Matt said, huffing a laugh. “A run down old hack like myself. You must be kidding.”




  Ted only chuckled, slapped his friend's back and walked away.




  *




  Matt watched him for a second before, deep in thought; he walked back to the truck. A faint fragrance of shampoo hit his nose as he climbed in and saw Niana smiling on him. Today she wore a dark blue sweater that enhanced her cleavage.




  “A good friend?” she asked.




  “I suppose.” Matt flushed at his thoughts. “Ted helped me when I was getting established and we often refer customers to each other “




  “It's good to have friends,” came the hushed reply.




  There was almost sadness in the way she spoke. Matt glanced across the cab but Niana had already turned away. She was a beautiful woman but a bit of an enigma, too. He was curious.




  *




  A few moments later, Niana glanced at her watch. “Oh, my God,” she whispered more to herself than to Matt. “I didn't realize it was so late.”




  Matt frowned and checked the time. It was twenty to three. “Why, have you an appointment?”




  “The children. I have to pick them up.” There was almost panic in her voice. “You've been so good but can I ask for one more thing? It's just that by the time we return to the shop and I get my car...” her voice trailed off.




  “No problem. Where to?”




  “Selwyn Avenue School. Know where it is?”




  “More or less. You might need to direct me after I turn off the main road.”




  “Thank you. It's just that they depend on me.” Niana glanced at Matt and continued, “They're orphans who came out with me. I'm all they have.” Her cloudy eyes linked with Matt's. “You see, Matt, we're refugees from Kosovo. My family has gone. Halia and his little sister Adona were alone and I, what would you say, decided to look after them.”




  “I see. That sounds like one hell of a decent thing to do.”




  “I guess, but I need them as much as they need me.” She stared ahead as Matt moved the old truck forward. “I'm sorry. You don't want to hear all my complaints. I'm so thankful for the help I've had since my arrival here and now you've been so kind.”




  “No, I'm interested,” Matt said. He saw that his companion was almost in tears. “Niana,” he continued, “I can't even guess at what you went through, but I'd like to help.”




  “Why?” she replied in a sudden hard voice.




  Matt flushed a bright red. “Hell, I don't know,” he muttered. “Forget what I said.”




  Niana, smiled. “You're different from most men I've had contact with,” she whispered. “Most are only interested in…” She hesitated. “You know.”




  Matt thought back to Ted's comments and nodded.




  “What about yourself, Matt. Have you a family?”




  “No. My marriage is over and we had no kids.”




  “Kids?”




  It was Matt's turn to smile. “Children,” he explained. “Judith was a businesswoman and never wanted any.”




  “I see.” The woman's eyes, still serious, bore into him. “Take the next left turn, then turn right at the third intersection. The school is two blocks further on. “




  “Right,” Matt replied and slowed down.




  “No left,” Niana corrected, caught his eye and they both laughed. ”I took English up to university level but still can't understand it at times.”




  Vehicles filled every space outside the school so Matt double-parked while Niana searched through the throngs of children pouring out the gate. “There they are,” she said. “I'll go and get them.”




  “Sure,” Matt replied, watching as she slipped between two parked cars and made her way to where a boy about eight was clasping the hand of a little girl hardly big enough to be at school.




  A minute later the passenger door opened and two hazel eyes gazed at him as the girl scrambled in, followed by a shy looking boy and finally Niana. “This is Matt, children,” she said, and then repeated her words in another language. She glanced up at Matt and added more in her own language. Adona gave a chuckle and Halia a slight grin. “I told them you're the nice man who owns the shop and we'll visit McDonald's. Do you mind?”




  “Not at all.” Matt laughed.




  Adona looked up at him. “I got a star at school today,” she said in almost accent-less English.




  “Did you now? What for?”




  “My writing,” Adona said in a proud voice.




  “The children speak better English than I do,” Niana commented. She glanced at the boy. “Don't you, Halia?”




  “Yes,” the boy replied, casting a quick glance at Matt before he lapsed back into silence.




  “He doesn't trust men, I'm afraid,” Niana explained.




  “Well,” Matt said. “We'll just have to show Halia that most men in this country are okay, won't we? “




  Halia looked across at Matt. “Niana said you make furniture and wooden trucks.”




  “That's right. I've made several toy trucks,” Matt said, glancing at his companion. They'd never mentioned the row of wooden toys he had on a top shelf in his shop. “If Niana doesn't mind, I'll show you how to make one when you visit.”




  Halia nodded and glanced away.




  “Niana bought me a teddy bear,” Adona interrupted. “I take him to bed every night.”




  “Did she?” Matt said. He felt a hand give his arm a brief squeeze and saw Niana gazing at him.




  “Thank you,” she mouthed.




  *




  At The Cuckoo's Nest, the children ran across to the Honda and Niana turned to Matt.




  “I must go,” she said. “I'll be back after I drop the children off at school tomorrow. It'll be easier once I've moved into the apartment here.”




  “What about next week?” Matt asked.




  “You mean my early hours?”




  Matt nodded.




  “The mornings won't be too bad. The children will be with me and can walk to school later. I will be closing every day at two so will have time to clean up and meet them after school. That's one reason I thought the sandwich bar would be so good.”




  “And who financed you for it?” Matt asked. As he was about to apologize again for being forward, Niana flashed a smile before her face turned sad.




  “My parents anticipated the trouble at home and had a little money deposited in an Italian bank. I inherited it and a local bank loaned me the rest. Your government has sponsored a program to help us get credit.” She glanced across at her car. “But I must be off. Goodbye for now, Matt. Thank you for your help today.” Her smile returned.




  “My pleasure.”




  That evening as he drove into the driveway of his home, a modern house in one of the newer suburbs, he watched his cat crawl out from under a bush. He shrugged. Something was missing. He parked the truck in a space by the garage and climbed down before he realized what it was. For the first time in months, he never had that hollow feeling when he arrived back at the empty house.




  “Well Misty,” he said as he picked up the little grey cat to pet. “I hope you've been looking after everything for me.”




  Round yellow eyes stared at him as if the cat understood everything he said. Matt laughed, realizing that Misty was only hungry and knew he had cat food in his supermarket bag.




  “Come on, Misty.” He laughed. “I bought a piece of fresh fish for you.”




  *




  Over the course of the next few weeks Matt found out a little about Niana. She was not, as he had first thought, a Muslim. A little research showed that about a quarter of Albanians were Orthodox Christians or Roman Catholics but Matt could find no facts on the ethnic Albanians from Kosovo.




  “When I was a child, our communist government discouraged all religions,” she commented one of the few times the subject was mentioned. “I guess it worked reasonably well, but my parents told me it was only after Marshall Tito died that the ethnic differences surfaced. The language we speak makes us the enemy in the eyes of Serb nationalists.”




  She spoke four languages with Italian added to her repertoire of two local languages and English; and originated from the capital of Kosovo, Pristina. There, she had been a postgraduate student. Her experiences during those fateful days in April 1999 were never mentioned but Matt could tell the memories were firmly embedded in her mind. Often small events would trigger a reaction from grim silence to soft tears before she'd swallow and continue whatever she was doing at the time.




  Niana's Sandwich Bar opened without much fanfare, but it wasn't a whimper either. The original clients from Annie's establishment returned and the number of sit-down customers, especially for breakfast in the early morning, was so popular Niana moved her opening time back from seven to six-thirty and hired an employee part-time every morning until ten.




  She proved to be an astute businesswoman who altered her menus to suit the clients' tastes. Unpopular choices were eliminated and she soon realized the majority of customers wanted ordinary food and tended to bypass the frilly stuff. As well as sandwiches, scones, muffins and small cakes sold well. Home-baked pies were also popular, with small individual ones preferred to the larger family-sized pies. Take-out coffee in paper mugs also sold well.




  Matt noticed that the number of customers strolling through The Cuckoo's Nest increased and casual sales of smaller items such as the wooden toys and curiosities improved. He'd even sold two of the six cuckoo clocks that had been placed along the wall for months.




  *




  




  




  CHAPTER 3




  Bits of a cuckoo clock lay sprawled across the workbench like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle after Matt carefully tapped out the dozens of wooden pegs that held the ancient instrument together and used a special solvent to dissolve the old glue. This particular model had been tossed in a back shed or loft somewhere and had sustained water damage. The gears, chains and working parts were a solid mass of rust beyond redemption but the ornate wooden carvings, though blackened with age and neglect, were unbroken. Waiting along the bench was the mechanism of a second cuckoo clock, this one with a smashed exterior. Between the two, and after hours of careful reconstruction, Matt would end up with a fully working cuckoo clock every bit as perfect as when it was first manufactured a century before.




  This was his hobby with little financial gain expected for his efforts. It was a fun way to pass a wet Saturday afternoon. Usually a few customers visited so it was worth staying open.




  As he grunted over a stubborn peg that wouldn't come out, a movement caught his eyes and he glanced around. Two children stood in the room with their eyes on him, the little boy behind his sister but with both arms firmly around her.




  “Hello Halia and Adona,” Matt said. “My, you both look smart. Are those new sweatshirts?”




  “Niana bought them for us,” Adona replied with a cheerful smile. She swung herself around. “I wanted to show you.”




  Halia glanced up at the row of wooden toys shelved above the bench. “You said we could see your toys,” he said in a hesitant voice.




  “Of course,” Matt replied. “You know, they've been sitting there for ages, now. Would you both like one to take home?”




  “Can we?” Adona gasped.




  “Why not? As well as toy vehicles, there were several wooden dolls' cots and a small doll's house in the selection. “What would you like?”




  “A tractor,” Halia replied. “My daddy had a tractor.”




  “Me, too,” Adona added.




  “So you want a tractor, too? Not a doll's house?”




  “No.” The little girl shook her head. “I want a tractor, too, please.” She stopped and big hazel eyes looked at him. “Girls can have tractors can't they, Matt?”




  “Of course.” Matt selected four wooden tractors and placed them on the bench. “There you are, pick one each.”




  Adona's eyes shone as she grabbed one toy while her brother had a more methodical approach. He examined the remaining three in turn before choosing the middle one.




  “This has a latch to join a wagon on,” he said in a solemn voice.




  “So you'd like a wagon? I haven't any but we could make one sometime.”




  “Yes please,” Halia replied. “One with four wheels.”




  “So what say we make two of them?” Matt said. “One each.”




  Adona, as usual, was the first to reply. “Yes please.” She clasped her toy in little hands.” I'm going to show Niana mine.”




  She ran out of the room. Halia gave a small grin, clutched his own toy to follow but stopped at the door. “Matt?”




  “Yes, Halia.”




  “That pile of sand by the car park. Can we play in it?”




  “It will be a bit wet out there now but later you can.”




  “Thanks Matt,” the little boy answered in his serious voice. “Bye.”




  Matt grinned and wondered if he could ever get the little fellow to smile. After all they'd gone through, it was probably his way of coping. He placed the remaining toys back on the shelf and returned to the cuckoo clock pieces.




  A few moments later Niana appeared with a twenty-dollar note in her hand and looked serious, not unlike Halia's expression. “I told the children they shouldn't have taken the toys,” she said in a quiet voice. “But they were so thrilled with them I never had the heart to return them. How much do I owe you?”




  “They're a gift.” Matt grinned. “Wooden toys don't sell well, anyway. Kids now-a-days want plastic ones with flashing lights and electric motors.”




  “But Matt…” The young women's eyes warmed. “Why are you so kind?”




  Matt flushed. “As I said when we met, I just want to help.”




  “And no ulterior motives?”




  Matt chuckled. “Of course there is, a beautiful young woman alone in the world...” He coughed and glanced away. “That was a damn stupid thing to say. I'm sorry.”




  Niana fixed her eyes on him and reached out to grab his hands. “You hardly know me,” she whispered and, without warning, tears began to roll down her cheeks. “You might not like the real me.”




  Matt blinked at her reaction, reached forward and tucked his arms around her, all the time expecting a firm rebuff but it never came. A soft body clutched into him. He could feel tight breasts pressed against his chest and warm arms around his neck, smell that rich clean hair and the aroma of toothpaste as her face moved a mere few centimetres away.
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