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Selkie – sea creature from Celtic folklore that takes the form of a seal in water but can take human form on land.
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Hawaiian words

Aloha – traditional greeting meaning welcome and goodbye.

Aumakua – ancestral spirit guide, in animal form.

Grinds (pidgin) – food.

Haole – Caucasian.

Ho’ohihi – interconnectedness.

Kahuna – wise person, sorcerer.

Lanai – veranda.

Lei – garland of flowers or shells, worn around neck.

Lolo – crazy.

Luau – traditional feast.

Mahalo – thank you.

Mai tai – cocktail of rum, grenadine, lemon and pineapple juices.

Makaukau – ready, to dance the Hula.

Malihini – newcomer.

Menehune – legendary little people who achieve huge projects in a single night.

Muu-muu – long loose-fitting dress.

Pali – cliff.

Pele – volcano goddess.

Pilikia – trouble.

Shaka – welcoming hand gesture with the three middle fingers folded down.

Shape shifta (pidgin) – supernatural being that can change form.

Tutu – grandma.

Uli – goddess of magic, also known as the heavenly mother.

§
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To Selkie – thanks for the adventure

§
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Everybody, soon or late, sits down to a banquet of consequences.
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– Robert Louis Stevenson
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Prologue
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Thirty-three years ago

It happens on a beach.

A little girl is splashing in the shallows. Falling over, getting up again. Squealing. A woman in a sundress watches from under a hat, while a woman in a swimsuit plays with the toddler.

Suddenly a big wave comes from nowhere and pulls the child away from the shore. It tumbles her over and over and she waves her little arms and legs at the sky.

The woman in the swimsuit laughs. “You’re a mermaid.”

But the other woman is screaming. “What are you doing? She’s drowning.”

“It’s just a wave. It’s saying hello.”

The woman in the sundress rushes into the water and pulls the child back from the grasp of the sea. “Look at her, she’s crying. She’s coughing up sand.”

“That’s what happens at the beach.”

“She could have drowned.”

“The gods called her Selkie because she’s a mermaid.”

“You and your stupid fairytales. She isn’t safe with you. She isn’t safe.”
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Chapter 1
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I’m falling off a cliff towards the rocks and the sea, when these words ring in my ears.

Someone is trying to kill you.

They reverberate like a call to prayer. Clear. Insistent. Almost musical.

The meaning rattles me to consciousness and I sit up with a start. But as I wait in the semi-dark for the words to repeat themselves, there’s only an aching silence. As if they never happened. Except their shape has left a shadow on the wall of my mind and my body has started to tremble.

I reach for my bathrobe and wrap myself against the sudden chill, wishing I wasn’t alone. It’s a familiar feeling. All by myself in the middle of the Pacific Ocean. Without a life raft.

Unless Wanda crept back after midnight, but across the room her bed lies untouched. No telltale lump under the covers. And no whirring of her blender from the kitchen. She’s stayed out all night again. It usually makes her the perfect flatmate.

Of course I’ve had bad dreams before. Often the same one. I’m trapped underwater, tangled in something so my arms don’t work, and wake up to find it’s only the sheets. But never anything like this.

Because it wasn’t just a dream. It was a message. Seeping into my brain. Someone. Is. Trying. To. Kill. You. As graphic as stumbling across a gravestone in a churchyard inscribed with my name and today’s date.

For the first time I notice the quality of the silence. Complete. The bedside clock isn’t ticking. The water pipes aren’t clunking. Even the whispering sea is absent. I pull the robe a little closer and focus on the steady movement of my chest. I’m not dead yet.

And the message makes no sense. Who would want to kill me? After only three months I’m still a stranger here, and there aren’t many murders in this part of the world. It’s why people come to Hawaii. To play it sunny and safe. And anyway, I’m not the kind of woman to inspire that kind of violence. Although my ex would disagree. Andrew still can’t believe I’ve swapped opposite corners of the ring for opposite sides of the globe.

Where did the message come from? The remnants of the dream? But it sounded like...a disembodied voice. With that thought an invisible presence seems to fill the space.

Something...spoke to me.

My eyes scan the walls and dozens of eyes stare back. Wanda’s artworks, fashioned from dead fish. In garish colours with painted lips. They might ooze an excess of character but they don’t speak. Although with Wanda’s gift for hocus-pocus it wouldn’t surprise me.

Any other possible culprits? A naked shop dummy sits on a chair at the end of Wanda’s bed, her plastic legs akimbo. Doris. For the first few weeks I kept jumping out of my skin every time I caught sight of her. Wanda has dressed her in a Hula skirt and peppered her torso with nails, like a woman in a Dali painting. She drapes her with anything from net bags to headbands to leis. Today Doris is wearing a straw hat even though she doesn’t have a head. No head, no voice, right?

The room is a tribute to Wanda’s eye for other people’s trash, and my few belongings barely make an impression on the menagerie. A large Buddha head with four faces forever contemplating his split personality. Two fairies shadow-dancing on an art-deco tray. A parrot made from nuts and bolts poised on his own perch. In childhood these creatures might have spoken to me, but my stepmother, Stella, banished imaginary friends long ago.

On the ledge above my bed my Shona sculpture is just a head and shoulders. I brought her with me when I took off from Sydney with two business suits and not much else. A chunk of black and silver rock from Zimbabwe, her profile is as enigmatic as ever. And as silent. But she’s no whisperer. If Shona had a warning for me she’d come right out with it, face to face.

The presence is still here. A kind of touchless stroking against my bare skin. Seductive but unnerving. It’s making me as rigid as Doris but my eyes keep darting back to the slash of early-morning light spilling through the bathroom doorway. Is it coming from there?

When I was a child I used to feel things like this, invisible things. Stella made me stand in the bathroom until they were gone. I’m still a bit afraid of bathrooms, their cold unwelcoming surfaces gleaming my wild-eyed stare back at me. So it’s all I can do to get off the bed and tiptoe towards the doorway.

There are no doors to hide an intruder. And no shower curtain over the bath. When I start hyperventilating about Janet Leigh in Psycho, I tell myself to get a grip. No-one would bother breaking in here. The address might be Waikiki, but that’s where the glamour ends.

The sun through the window bathes me in light and I scan the empty bathroom with relief. Only my imagination playing tricks. But that’s when I see it. In the mirror at the end of the bath.

A face.

It’s a woman, just her face, but I’m sure she’s naked and reclining in the tub. She’s looking straight at me as if she’s been waiting, her eyes so piercing they latch onto mine and won’t release me, even when I try to pull away. For a long breathless moment our gazes are locked together and I’m lost in the depths of an emotion I can’t name. Then she lets go and the recoil spins me towards a window full of light. Now I’m blinking at the bath. Empty. Still empty. And when I spin back to the mirror she’s gone.

It takes me a few seconds to come to my senses because it feels like I’ve been doused by some unbearable sorrow. Then I’m back in my body, splashing my face at the basin, stumbling back to the bedroom and flopping on the bed.

The bedside clock begins to tick, its rhythmic beat counting the seconds like a metronome. The hands are showing six. They haven’t moved since the message woke me – surely at least five minutes ago. And the sun doesn’t rise this early, not in February. Does that mean the last five minutes didn’t happen?

It doesn’t matter how early it is, I’m phoning Wanda. She’s the one who put that stupid mirror there. After a dream, she insisted that the bath needed to see the sky.

“How can it see?” I asked as she propped the mirror with great ceremony against the wall at the end of the bath. “Bathtubs...don’t have eyes.”

“We’re talking spiritual eyes. Put yourself in her place, staring at a blank wall all day. Soul-destroying. Like being paralysed. But if we put this mirror opposite the window, see? The sky’s reflected and she’s reconnecting.”

“Reconnecting with what?”

“Her wild nature.”

There’s a lot of that kind of talk around here. Wanda thinks everything’s got a spirit, every rock and insect, even our old ball-and-claw bath.

“Let’s ask her for hotter showers,” I said. Just one of the reasons this flat is cheap.

“Out of her control. She’s the vessel, that’s why she’s female. She receives. Contains. Transforms. The mirror’s special too. It reflects female energy.”

Its silver frame is curved like a woman. Narrow at the waist, wide at the bust and hips.

“But we’ll notice a difference in other ways,” Wanda said. “After a bath, we’ll be radiant.”

It all seemed like a bit of fun. I’ve been waiting for Wanda to give the bath a name and paint its toenails red. But now because of that mirror I’ve looked into the eyes of...a woman who wasn’t there.

Confusion drives me outside onto the walkway where dawn is breaking and the air is fresh. As my fingers fumble with the phone, it feels good to inhale. If Wanda’s in bed with her new man it can’t be helped.

No answer. I leave an agitated message and start pacing.

I’ve got to get dressed and go to the office but that means going back inside. I close my eyes and try to calm my breathing but the woman’s face appears. This time it’s just the memory, her gaze caught in freeze-frame, and one of Stella’s phrases gallops up the long tunnel from childhood: “It’ll cause you trouble, your imagination. Just like your mother. If you can’t touch it, it’s a figment, and figments can carry you away.” My stepmother has a way of creeping up on me, just like she did when I was a child. I might have left her on the other side of the world but she’s still living inside my head.

My phone rings. “Sorry I couldn’t pick up, Selkie. Up to my armpits in mullet.” Wanda’s at the docks judging by the hubbub. “Hang on.”

Now she’s talking to someone and a man is laughing. One of her fishermen, no doubt.

They give them to her – dead fish – because she’s an art student. (Her long legs and short shorts have nothing to do with it.) She presses the corpses into squares of soft resin, adding shells to make borders. When the moulds harden she paints them and sells them at the markets as Art.

“OK. They’re in the cooler getting acquainted. Something must be up if you’re calling this early.”

“It’s that mirror.” My voice is croaky. “The one at the end of the bath.”

“You didn’t break it, did you?” Pause. “Oh my God, you saw something.”

“A face. I saw a face. A woman...who wasn’t there.”

Spoken out loud it sounds delusional but Wanda is taking it seriously. “OK, keep breathing. Let’s eliminate the temporal. It wasn’t...your own face.”

“I do know what I look like, Wanda. Even in the mornings. And I wasn’t peering into the mirror. I was standing in the doorway, looking at it from the side.”

“So it could have been at the window. That’s the angle. Sometimes kids climb up trying to get a look at one of us under the shower.”

It’s the first I’ve heard of it, but it wasn’t a kid. “It was definitely a woman. And she wasn’t at the window, she was in the bath. Until she wasn’t.”

“OK.” She thinks for a moment. “What do you want me to do, call in an exorcist?”

“Hell, no. Just move the bloody thing.” Into a dumpster on the other side of the island.

“You can move it. Turn the mirror to the wall and it loses its power.”

“No way. And I’m stuck outside in my bathrobe. How am I going to get to work?”

“If she disappeared she’s gone for now. It’s safe to take a shower.”

“I’m not going near that bath.”

“OK. Go into the bedroom and throw on some clothes. You can do that. And meet me in an hour. At your office.”

Holding my breath, I open the front door and rush inside, but the air feels clear as if the presence is long gone. I toss off my bathrobe and pull on my red suit and heels. Hair and makeup would mean looking in another mirror so I throw a few things into my tote bag and slam the front door. Not quite my usual transformation to corporate warrior.

On the concrete walkway that connects each flat it’s obvious how the boys can climb on each other’s shoulders and peer through our bathroom window. A 1960s’ design flaw. And thanks to Wanda, the bloody mirror propped opposite has been giving them an eyeful. Our shower doesn’t get hot enough to steam up their phone lenses so we’re probably circulating in cyberspace. But right now I don’t care.

It’s three floors down to Koa Avenue, past rails groaning under towels and surfboards. When I reach the pavement I break into a run, scattering the sprinkling of early birds – beach babes and students and tourists. At the corner it’s a right into Kaiulani Avenue, then at Kuhio I cross to the bus stop where I finally begin to feel normal.

This is where I wait every morning, beside the bag lady who lives in the bus shelter. She’s hard to miss in her tent-sized muu-muu, her flabby feet resting on a large checked bag. According to Wanda she’s a kahuna named Coral, available for roadside prognostications. She’s usually asleep when I’m here but today her eyes fly open and she gives me a shaka salute and a knowing nod. It’s the first time she’s greeted me and suddenly I wouldn’t put it past her to teleport herself into our mirror. Just because she can. I start to back away until I realise she’s too enormous to fit in our bath. And way too ugly – and happy – to be the woman I saw.

***
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The bus arrives, but as soon as I’m gazing out the window the morning’s events come rushing back. Someone is trying to kill you. A frisson of fear prickles my skin. The woman was warning me, calling out from the bathroom mirror. But who is she? And what does she know about me?

I get off the bus and walk past concrete towers and groomed gardens. This city’s struggle to tame paradise always seems a bit naive – against the rugged hills on one side and the raging sea on the other. But today the sight of all this concrete and glass feels almost reassuring. Then I’m turning into Merchant Street and the canvas sign on my building comes into view. Space to Let. Another message.

My office is up three flights on the top floor.

It’s two steps from the door to my desk and I’ve just put the kettle on when Wanda’s tall figure appears in the corridor. She comes in and throws her backpack on the floor.

“Can’t stay long. My fishy friends are still down at the pier and they’ve got an appointment with the freezer.”

“Thanks for meeting me. I couldn’t wait to get out of there.”

“Yeah.” She looks me over. “You didn’t even comb your hair.”

“Couldn’t look in a mirror.” Still can’t. “Do I look...deranged?”

“More like you weren’t sure who you woke up with this morning and left in a hurry by the fire escape.”

“I wish.”

When I offer her a teabag, she pulls a plastic bag out of her pocket and drops some herbs into one of the mugs. I pour the boiling water, then with our respective brews we sit down – me on the desk, Wanda on the only chair.

She blows on her mug and gets straight to the point. “OK. This face, did you recognise it?”

That stops me. Did the woman seem familiar? I’m not sure. But surely I’d never forget those eyes. “It’s your mirror.”

“True. A present from my grandmother. Tutu. Just before she died. Real silver. I’ve had it for a while but something must have stirred it up.”

“Stirred up...what?”

“I don’t know, but Tutu was a kahuna. That’s where I get my Hawaiian blood, from her. She saw things. In her mind. And in the mirror.”

“Things?”

“You know. The future. Predictions. Visions.” She stops. “Now you’ve seen one.”

“I saw a face, that’s all. A face that...stared at me.” But the hairs on my neck are standing up.

“OK, don’t call her a vision, but she was something, right? Something unreal. What did she look like?”

“I don’t know, I was looking at her eyes. Not young, not old. But her eyes...They were wild, Wanda. As if she was angry. Or lonely. No, something worse.” Betrayed? “Whatever it was it was breaking her heart.”

“Did she speak?”

The message. Did I really hear it? “Why would she...speak to me?”

“Well, the mirror was Tutu’s, right? So the woman might be one of my ancestors, an ancestor with something on her mind. Because if she was staring you down she wasn’t just passing through.”

Bloody hell. “Passing through what?”

“The crack between worlds. Mirrors can do that, act like a window. Then you would have seen...the back of her head, a flash of white, even a footprint on the inside of the glass. But this dame wasn’t going anywhere, so she wanted to communicate something. Are you sure she didn’t shoot something into your mind? It sounds like she wanted to.”

No, I’m not sure. “Like what? What would it look like?”

“I’ve never got one, but Tutu said messages from the other side are...always truthful. And they’ve got an atmosphere about them. Loud and clear. And you can’t ignore them even if you want to.”

“So if she sent me a message...I’d know.”

“Yeah, that’s about it. You’d know.”

She waits but I say nothing.

“Are you freaking out, Selkie?”

“What do you think? A face in the mirror, not my face. Ancestors and footprints and messages. I’ve almost got used to Doris. And your fish, the way their eyes follow me round the room like Rembrandts, but this... This is spooky. Things like this don’t happen in Sydney.”

“That’s probably why you left. Your soul was after a roller-coaster ride.”

“Roller-coasters make me throw up.”

She laughs. “So you’re getting more than you bargained for.” Then she takes pity on me. “Look, I’ll move it when I get home, OK?”

“Thank you.”

She finishes her mug and goes, but that doesn’t feel like the end of it. Far from it. What happens now?

I keep a jar of fortune cookies on my desk, just in case of emergencies. It was a fortune cookie that gave me the courage to finally walk out on Andrew. There is no way to both stay and go, it said. I went. It’s as near as I get to soothsaying because their guidance suits my style. Enigmatic. They don’t tell you what to do, they propose a cryptic clue and invite you to make your own decision.

My hand’s still shaking as I choose one that’s squashed against the side. Seems appropriate. I crack it open and unfurl the tiny paper strip.

To find the right answer, ask the right question.

At first I’m disappointed. It feels like any other riddle. But then the words begin to make sense. I scribble down the possibilities, but in the end there are really only two.

Who is the woman?

What does she want?

I write them in big letters. Then photograph them with my phone. These are the questions that need answers. But how do I do that?

It takes a bit more introspection, but an answer finally comes. The only answer possible.

Investigate.
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Feeling burdened, I type Hawaii into Google, with different combinations of other keywords: woman, spirit, mirror, message. The number of hits is huge and the stuff I dip into reminds me of Wanda. This place is full of paranormal sightings. It must be something in the water.

There are lots of names from Hawaiian folklore – Uli, the heavenly mother, and Pele, the volcano goddess. The menehune, little people like leprechauns who come out at night and do good works, and the Night Marchers, prowling spirits of ancient Hawaiians. I don’t feel a connection to any of them but I open a file and paste in their descriptions just so it feels like progress.

Thousands of other strange sightings come up. Like the faceless woman who appears in the mirror of a public restroom at Kahala Mall. Countless women standing at the basin have seen her combing her hair behind them, and when they turn around she isn’t there. But my sighting was in a private bathroom and my woman was all face and no body. It isn’t her.

Someone else describes levitating off her bed and almost being sucked into a mirror. She was just able to resist, and afterwards a team of ghost-busters rid her apartment of evil spirits hiding in the sculptures and statues. Wanda is removing the mirror, but I wonder what her menagerie might be hiding. Except they’ve only ever seemed eccentric, not at all sinister.

After an hour I’m on a feng shui site: Don’t put a mirror opposite the bed in case you get trapped in the in-between state between sleeping and waking. The mirror wasn’t opposite my bed, but I’d just woken up. It’s possible I was still in that in-between state when I saw the woman. Then the sighting would just have been an extension of the dream.

A dream where I was plunging into the sea.

Shit.

As long as I can remember it’s been with me, my fear of the sea. After a big wave nearly drowned me as a toddler. Stella says that afterwards just the sight of my little bikini made me scream so they kept me away from the beach. Until I was older. And by then it was too late. I’ve lived with it. After all, swimming isn’t like breathing, it’s more like horse-riding – you can go your whole life without ever having to do it.

Then late last year I won a green card and all fifty states were at my feet, but every time I closed my eyes and stuck a pin in the map, it landed on Hawaii. I kept dismissing it, but it kept turning up, even when I spun the map around. Then my research showed it was the perfect place to start a seminar business – a magnet for the conference crowd, the heady mix of paradise and business guaranteeing success even for a small operator with the right skills and a good website. Hawaii became my ticket for leaving Sydney – and Andrew – in a cloud of dust. But when the plane descended into Honolulu...the image is still there in my mind, a tiny dot of land in the middle of all that...ocean.

A face appears in the mirror above my desk and I gasp out loud before I realise it’s Derek.

Derek Delaney, freelance writer and new-age tragic. We met in this corridor the day I arrived with a chair and a flatpack desk. In the last three months he’s gone from stranger to neighbour to friend. The big sister I never had.

When I turn around he’s propping up the doorjamb. Or is it the other way round?

“Are you jumpy or do I look that scary?” he asks.

I breathe out. “Not scary, more like...‘scenic’.” His brown hair has formed a volcanic-style peak and his lime shirt resembles the crumpled hills behind our office. “While you’ve been sleeping on a park bench, I’ve been...perfecting my telephone technique.” Almost true.

“Puh-lease. That’s the kind of talk that gives me a headache.”

“And staying out all night’s got nothing to do with it?”

“You know I hate clairvoyance this early in the morning.”

Wrong. He loves clairvoyance any time of day.

“You make it so easy, DD. Your clothes are crumpled, your chin is sandpaper, your eyes are bloodshot...and you’re clutching a coffee...in each hand. Been doing anything you can tell me about?”

Derek’s the inventor of a variation on the traditional luau which he’s renamed gay grinds. The partying and feasting usually ends after dawn at his current ‘crash site’. It explains why he doesn’t work from home. He needs an office to fake a professional image.

He yawns. “Updating the twenty-four-hour restaurant guide for Lonely Planet. A night of tax-deductible gluttony.” He takes a slug of coffee from each mug. “The only hitch is the deadline. Close of business today.”

“Good timing, leaving it till the last minute.”

“Yeah, but I do my best work under pressure, remember?”

“Only if you’re awake. Come on, leave the coffee, what you need is a power nap.”

Like a trusting toddler he lets me lead him next door and settle him into his armchair. He keeps a blanket in the filing cabinet because the old air conditioner runs on high or not at all. Most days Derek huddles over his keyboard like King Kamehameha in his cloak.

As I tuck him in he opens one eye. “You don’t look so well-groomed yourself.”

“Just a bad hair day. I’ll wake you at two.”

Back at my desk I abandon Google. How dare this woman intrude on my life and in such a confronting way. I’ve got plans. To make a name for myself on the seminar circuit, not delve into unexplained appearances and uncorroborated threats.

I start on Derek’s coffee and flick to my inbox. Several emails have come in overnight from the Moonshine website. The name Moonshine came to me just after I arrived, and the hint of something illicit generates a good hit rate – but after three months of solid follow-up, my conversion to paying customer is zero. It keeps me awake at night, my shrinking bank balance, as the weeks slip by without an income. I’m in danger of believing one of Andrew’s early jibes:

You’re not brave enough to succeed on your own.

Speak of the devil there’s a new message from my ex this morning.

If you come back NOW, I’ll forget it ever happened.

It’s been like this ever since I left. We were childhood sweethearts, and he can’t believe it’s over, can’t believe I’ve slipped through his fingers and started a life without him. He had plans for me – for us – until I walked out, changed my name and humiliated him. But instead of asking himself why I ran away, he’s turned his hand to cyber-stalking.

Back to the web enquiries. Last night I came up with a new idea – a money-back guarantee. If they sign up for my Goals for Gold seminar and don’t get their money’s worth they get a full refund, no questions asked.

In spite of the wasted morning, there’s still time to catch the western half of the mainland before their day ends, then there’s China and Japan. I pick up the enquiry list and the phone.

***
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As I’m popping downstairs for some sushi, Derek throws off the blanket and stretches, then sits at the keyboard and starts mumbling. “You know how it is, ravenous at 3am. And Honolulu doesn’t disappoint; you just need to know where to look...”

I suspect he’s been composing it in his sleep.

I catch up on updates from Sydney friends. It’s what I usually do over lunch, to manage my time, but today it’s keeping the woman and the message at bay. Because the incident hasn’t faded. Instead it’s exerting a pressure on me, a pressure not to ignore it. 

The phone offers another diversion until I hear who’s calling.

“So you’re not dead,” a woman says.

My stepmother. “Hello, Stella.”

“Your father and I have wondered.”

“I’ve been busy.” I sound defensive. Stella always turns me into a child. “I’m sure Dad understands why I haven’t called. A new business always saps your time.” And a new country.

“Yes, you’re still his favourite. Until Gretel has the baby. You can’t compete with a grandchild. Especially now you’ve walked out on Andrew.”

“It’s just my selfish streak. Taking after Mum again.”

That shuts her up. Even though they were sisters, Stella’s never had a good word to say about my mother. Prunella died when I was a baby, then Dad married her sister, Stella, and they had Gretel. It means Gretel and I are half-sisters – and cousins.

“Why are you calling?” I ask. “I know when Gretel’s baby’s due.”

“If you care you’ll be here, I suppose. Not that I’m holding my breath.”

“How is she?”

“What, you haven’t spoken to her either?” She clicks her tongue.

“I follow her updates.”

But Gretel and I get on together like our mothers never did, so why haven’t I been in touch?

Stella cuts to the chase. “We don’t have an address for you. In case of emergencies.”

I give her the address of the Waikiki flat. And then regret it.

***
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At four Derek’s back at my door. “I’m done. The editor doesn’t deserve me.” Don’t get him started on editors.

“Two hours, not bad.”

“I channelled it.”

“The restaurant guide? The astral traveller edition, is it?”

He grins. “How about you? Landed anyone yet?” He knows all about my lack of enrolments.

“Still no luck.” I tell him about the money-back guarantee.

“A no-risk seminar wrapped in a tax-deductible vacation. What’s not to love?”

“You tell me, but so far no-one’s going for it.”

“You’re trying too hard. Call it a day.”

***
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I barge into the bathroom before I lose my nerve. But there’s no sign of it. The mirror’s gone and the woman and the message with it.

“I’ve taken it away,” Wanda says as she comes in behind me, “but say the word when you want it back.” She throws her headband on Doris and makes for the fridge.

“Why would I want it back?”

“Do you think she’s gone because the mirror’s gone?”

“I hope so.” I’m counting on it.

“But you don’t know. There’s a lot you don’t know, Selkie. About this woman. Why she appeared to you, a malihini. And I hate to tell you, but the mirror is your channel.”

I’ve got a Chinese takeaway, so I sit down and start eating straight from the container. Wanda makes one of her macrobiotic smoothies, putting bananas and yoghurt in the blender. She watches me begin on a bottle of wine.

“It’s organic,” I plead. “From Chile.” I show her the label. “Someone riding a bicycle so it must be natural.”

“Yeah. And think how much carbon went into transporting it.”

Wanda believes in eating local. As well as the sprouts she grows on the windowsill she’s a regular at Hi-Fibes, the health-food store in our basement.

I sip my wine and remember the woman’s eyes, the raw emotion of her gaze. Wanda’s talking about the guy who rents her the garage where she creates. How she’s fallen into bed with him, as I suspected. It just happened, because she’s always there at odd hours with the door open and he strolls in and watches her bending over her fish. She’s obviously happy, happier than I’ve ever seen her, but with my troubles I’m not in the right space to listen.

“Are you getting free rent?” I ask, then wish I hadn’t.

“Because I’m sleeping with him?” She puts her hands on her hips. “You don’t know me very well yet, do you, Selkie? I’d never prostitute my art.”

When she goes out my mind returns to the woman. Wanda’s right. There’s a lot I don’t know. Everything. And if I don’t know who the woman is, why she’s targeted me, how can I dismiss her message?

My fear of the sea is always with me, but the woman has stirred up something else. Something personal. I came to Hawaii to escape my old life, not land myself in deep water.
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Chapter 3
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Tuesday morning. I oversleep, but my dreams were uneventful. No messages. And when I stumble into the bathroom, no mirror either. As I stand under a cool shower the blank wall at the end of the bath almost dispels my unease.

I arrive late for work and my office phone is ringing. I race along the corridor, fumbling for the key, convinced the caller is a human resources manager who wants to enrol twenty staff members in a goals seminar. My seminar. He has to allocate the forty thousand dollars by ten o’clock. And I’m going to miss him.

But the caller hangs on and gets my breathless greeting. “You sound like you’re selling phone sex,” he says. “Good idea. More money, lower overheads...and you get to keep your gear on.”

The Texas twang is unmistakeable. It’s Guy Morrison, my business advisor. Since he’s waived his fee in favour of a percentage I’ve got to put up with his jokes. He’s supposed to be improving my bottom line and he’s convinced Goals for Gold is the problem. Not ‘quirky’ enough. But since when does ‘quirky’ look credible to a business audience? I keep seeing myself in a silly suit, like a performing seal.

“How’s the seminar going?” he asks. “Any enrolments yet or do you miss every call like you near as hell missed mine?”

“Not yet, but I’m going for twenty. Something modest to cut my teeth on.”

He has the courtesy to whistle. “At two thousand bucks a ticket...”

“...that’s forty thousand.” I wish.

“Look, Selkie,” he’s suddenly impatient, “when can we talk? I’ve got a scheme to make you millions.”

“Don’t taunt me, Guy. Hundreds of thousands will do.”

“I mean it. Leverage your expertise, really leverage it. I’m very excited about it.”

“Do I have to wear a silly suit?”

He roars. “I’ve never been asked that one before. But I thought you’d know what leverage means. Silly suits are kinda optional.”

“I know – working smarter not harder – but guessing games are hard work so just tell me.”

“Better if we meet. You free at one?”

Lunchtime. Probably fitting me in between clients who pay. I pretend to consult my diary. “Fine. Here in town?”

Guy’s got a house on the North Shore with a lanai overlooking the surf. It’s where I agreed to share thirty per cent of my future profits while the thundering sea numbed my ability to negotiate.

“Jimmy Ho’s. I’ve already booked a table. You know where it is?”

The most expensive restaurant in Honolulu. “Er, yes, but it’s a bit beyond my budget.” My annual budget.

“My treat.”

“I can’t let you do that, Guy. You get the ideas, I get the lunch.” Now I decide to talk tough. “But it means it has to be...a noodle bar.”

He laughs. “Why not? I don’t mind slumming it. You know somewhere, do ya?”

“Chinatown. More private for a meeting too.” Like no competitors at neighbouring tables.

I give him the address of the Pearl.  It’s been my second home ever since I tumbled into a taxi at the airport looking for a friendly face. The cab driver turned out to be Chinese and dropped me at the Pearl. I’d left Sydney in a hurry and was soon downing a bowl of noodles and trying not to panic about being homeless and friendless in a foreign land.

Wanda’s advert was lying face up on the floor, covered in footprints but legible. Bed to let, long-term, cheap. A number to call. She answered after three rings, and I had a roof over my head and a flatmate before the sun fell out of the sky.

Guy’s call doesn’t make the world look different. Millions. With so many big clients it’s the only number he knows, but there are too many noughts for me to visualise. Especially after the struggle to get even one client to take me seriously. Have I got anything to offer that’s worth that kind of money?

I decide to concentrate on the forty thousand, chunked down to the first two thousand. If I can just get that first enrolment before lunch, my relationship with Guy will feel more equal.

***
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Chinatown’s not everyone’s favourite Honolulu location but I adore peering into the open-fronted shops and inhaling the oriental wisdom, hoping some business acumen will rub off.

As I walk down Maunakea Street, the red happy coat that does service as the Pearl’s sign is flapping its welcome. Next door the lei stall is displaying its wares, and on the other side the vegetable market spills boxes of produce into the street. With its concrete floor and mismatched chairs the Pearl could be any café in any Hong Kong backstreet. The whole front wall opens up with a roller door as if the place was once a lane that’s been roofed over.

I check my reflection in a window across the street to make sure I’m looking corporate enough, since the venue screams exactly the opposite. At least today my hair’s combed and my face is made up. But I’m not going to think about that.

Guy breezes up looking like money on holidays. Something to do with this term: custom-made. He brushes his big red moustache along my cheek before we step inside.

The interior is dark after the glare outside and the place is doing a brisk trade. I catch a glimpse of Eugene in the kitchen, and Suzi is standing behind the laminex counter.

“You wan’ special?” she asks.

Suzi knows I always have the special. It’s easier than deciphering the menu and I figure they use the freshest ingredients and I’m putting them to the least amount of trouble. But today I’m entertaining Guy. I tell him about their Beijing duck with pancakes but we both decide on the handmade noodles with shredded pork and hot and sour sauce.

A table becomes vacant and Guy grabs it, no doubt the way he snatches up all of life’s little opportunities. I should be taking notes.

“Got ya first enrolment yet?” he asks as we sit down.

It’s the question I’ve been expecting. “Not yet. But I’m not giving up till I get twenty.” Just so he knows how tenacious I am.

Guy leans forward. “How about three thousand?”

“What?”

“Participants.”

“Don’t tease me, please.”

He lowers his voice as if the room might eavesdrop. But it’s so noisy I have to lean forward till his moustache tickles my ear. “Three thousand participants, paying one hundred bucks a head. That’s three hundred thousand. Ten seminars a year...”

“Three million. I can ‘do the math’, Guy. But since when do you get three thousand people at a seminar?”

“If you’re a success guru you do. And the hundred-dollar gigs are just the teasers – cheap half-day shows designed to sell the big weekend workshops at five thousand bucks a go. I’ve done the research and a spreadsheet and got you earning ten million a year. Part-time.”

He hands me a printout. I peek at the big number at the bottom but I’m not buying it.

“In case you haven’t noticed, Guy, I’m not a success guru. I’m one of the nobodies on the seminar circuit.”

“Just a matter of promotion.”

“And who’s going to promote me?”

Not Guy. He’s made that clear.

“Lester Sloane. Managing Director of Top Notch. He likes you, that’s what you’ll be. Overnight.”

“Lester Sloane?” I almost choke.

Everyone’s heard of Sloane. A big-shot promoter always jetting in from somewhere with a model on his arm.

“He promotes all the big names,” I say.

“Uh-huh. He’s got a shitload of top speakers doing the circuit. All men.”

“But I’m a woman –”

“I’ve noticed that.”

“– and I’m not in their league.”

“Yet.”

Eugene serves our noodles and Guy begins to slurp. He couldn’t do that at Jimmy Ho’s. It gives me time to steady my breathing and suppress the sensation that I’m treading water.

“All the somebodies started out as nobodies,” he says. “Till they got discovered.”

“Is Sloane looking for a woman guru?”

“Always. Impressive women are rare.”

“So now I’ve got to impress him. I knew there’d be a catch.”

“Invite him to your next workshop,” Guy is saying. “An attractive woman of the right age presenting a leading-edge seminar with panache. He won’t be able to sign you up fast enough. I should have thought of Sloane weeks ago – saved you all this poverty.”

So it’s obvious how broke I am? Of course it is – we’re eating at the Pearl.

“But my next seminar will only be a small group,” I say. Assuming I get any enrolments at all. “I can do that standing on my head, but wouldn’t I need to convince Sloane I can handle a group of thousands?”

“Size of group is irrelevant to a gifted speaker. He knows that. And he’s used to spotting potential talent. He discovers people, Selkie. It’s how he created the most respected agency in the country.”

“But what about Moonshine? If Sloane discovers me, that’ll be the end of it. I’ll be his girl.”

“Yep. Big choice. Ten million bucks a year – or a business worth less than squat. Your call, babe.” He wipes his moustache between mouthfuls. “Any other reasons you’re not going to cut it? Spit ’em out, get ’em off your chest.”

His eyes wander to my cleavage.

I consider upending my noodles on his head.

“OK, here’s a teensy one. My seminar’s about goals, remember? Not quirky enough, you said. A complete yawn, you said. Gurus have got to say something new, Guy. Their seminar is their signature. Instead of impressing Sloane I’ll bore the pants off him.”

Guy doesn’t miss a beat; after all, he’s got money riding on it. Big money. “We’re selling you not the seminar. Afterwards we’ll come up with something quirky. That hasn’t changed but now we’re motivated. As a woman you’ll get away with it. Sloane will go for it.”

“It sounds like we’re winging it, Guy. Where’s the plan?”

He puts down his chopsticks and looks me in the eye. “Fuck the plan, shred the manual. I thought you wanted to be somebody, babe. The somebodies of this world are into freefall.”

I remember the cliff in my dream. Shit.

“You’re scared as hell, that’s all. Good.”

“Good? That’s easy for you to say. You’re at the back of the room counting the money. I’m the one up on stage with no clothes on in front of three thousand people.”

He laughs. “So it excites you.”

Does it?

“Scared and excited.” He smiles. “I think we got ourselves a guru.”

My noodles are getting cold but for once I’m not eating. My name on billboards all over the country, equal billing with all the big names.

Selkie Moon.

Someone.

***
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“I’ve just signed up twenty people,” Derek says as I walk in.

“What?”

He’s sitting at my desk holding a pen. “In your seminar. Twenty people from the one company.”

“What?”

I’m gazing at him like an idiot. Is all this really happening?

“Your phone kept ringing so I used my initiative – and my key.”

Twenty people. From the one company. As I readjust my world view from three thousand back to twenty, Derek vacates my chair so I can collapse into it. His face says it all. He knows how important these enrolments are. He’s been with me all the way.

“Twenty? That’s...” I nearly say magic, “...awesome.”

“They just need a special price for twenty.”

“Sure. Of course. But how did you do it, DD? Twenty! Did you have to use any...tricks?”

Derek hates marketing ploys although he knows most of them. He would have played it straight. But how did he manage to land twenty when after all these weeks I haven’t got even one?

“That’s just it. The guy’s a property developer. Oliver Katsuya.”

“Japanese.”

“Yeah. And a real tough bastard by the sound of him. So I wasn’t about to talk him into anything. He wanted to speak to you personally but when I said you were at a business lunch he condescended to speak to your minion. He wants to put his staff through a goals program and he’s already decided Goals for Gold is the one – if you give him a discount for twenty, he was insistent on that. So it was nothing to do with me. I just took the call.”

“It must be the website.” Not that it’s worked with anyone else.

“I said you’d call him back with a group discount. He’ll probably try to screw you.”

“You bet. I’d be suspicious if he didn’t.”

Derek moves towards the door. “There’s just one thing.”

“What? A catch?” Please don’t let there be a catch.

“Maybe. And you’re not going to like it.”

“Look, DD, you’ve just handed me my first seminar. The whole audience. After three months of banging my head against the nearest wall. I haven’t even thanked you yet so don’t spoil it.”

He hesitates. “Something doesn’t feel right. About Katsuya.”

“Out with it.”

“I don’t trust him. The guy’s...a shark. And you’re a minnow. He could tear you to shreds.”

“But I want those twenty enrolments.” I tell him about Sloane. “It’s a perfect coincidence, DD. Don’t ruin it with premonitions.”

He sighs. “It must be destiny.”

Derek leaves and I look at the note he made. Oliver Katsuya from Skape, both names I don’t recognise. After a few pencil calculations I pick up the phone and Oliver Katsuya takes my call. A self-made man with an American accent and an edge to his voice, a man used to getting his own way. I imagine a mature unlined face with a mean mouth and a heavy gold bracelet at the wrist. I don’t bother to schmooze him.

He goes in hard on every point – timing, price, content, quantity. Just as well I’ve just had lunch with Guy because Katsuya is small fry compared to Sloane. At first I knock off five per cent, then ten, but in the end I let him beat me down another two thousand dollars to seal the deal. A drop in the ocean.

“Your website boasts about a money-back guarantee,” he says.

“Correct. If I don’t deliver the course I’ve promised I refund the unhappy participant, no questions asked.”

“I’ll need that in writing.”

“And I’ll need full payment in advance.”

Thirty-four thousand dollars. Not as much as it sounds, with the overheads for this cupboard of an office, plus Moonshine has to pay me back for the website and three months of unpaid work, then there’s my loan from Dad.

But this win isn’t only about money. It’s about arriving.

As I flick to my bank account, hoping to see the payment come through, Derek texts from next door: Time to celebrate.

But I’ve got work to do. Because now I’ve booked twenty people, an outline isn’t enough. It will take days to create all the activities and case studies. Weeks. And if Sloane and the guru thing turns out to be a delusion it’s still big – my first seminar. When I was on the marketing team for the telco, I ran hundreds of in-house seminars for staff. But this is different.

This is mine.

For the next couple of hours I immerse myself in the seminar, dredging through past experiences for practical exercises and case studies, anything that brings goal-setting to life in real ways. It’s something I’ve always been gifted at – creating educational experiences that work. A mix of teacher training and a love of commerce and marketing landed me my first corporate training job and it grew from there.

When Derek knocks on my door, I’m surprised at the time.

“It’s after five,” he says. “You’ve been hard at it all afternoon. What happened to celebrating?”

“A mai tai at the Lava Flow?”

But he’s got other ideas. “A haircut. A fresh new look for the successful you.”

“I’ve had this style since I was sixteen, DD.”

“Exactly. And don’t tell me, Andrew never let you cut it.”

“How did you guess?”

“I’ve seen how he operates. It’s a girl’s style, it keeps you naive. Perfect for his control agenda. But you’ve shed his shackles, so embrace your womanly power.”

I laugh. Derek turns everything into a psychodrama. He’s already lined up his friend Jerome, who’s opened a frock salon called House of Knaves but still does hair on the side for friends. Jerome can fit me in this evening.
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