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Synopsis

Human remains tangled in lilikoi roots bring the
authorities to Kerala’s construction site. Native Hawaiians say the
passion fruit vine marks an ancient burial ground protected by
guardian spirits, the ’aumakua. But these aren’t ancestral bones.
The fractured skull points to murder.

Secrets, sabotage, and indigenous sovereignty
campaigns hinder the project Kerala leads: building an eco-dream
vacation home for Ravi, CEO of a solar power company. Proud to be a
tough dyke in the trades, Kerala can’t believe she’s so hot for the
masculine genderqueer scientist. Their sexual connection is
volcanic, but Ravi’s craving for love and family aggravates burn
scars from Kerala’s past. As the lovers pursue justice for Hawaii
and its people, Ravi turns his gift for harnessing the sun’s
strength toward cultivating his own power, and Kerala wonders if
building deep, lasting love could be even more satisfying than
constructing a home to last the ages.


What Reviewers Said About Blue Water
Dreams

“…when Lania and Oly set their differences aside and
embrace their sexual chemistry, the scenes are graceful, sure, and
spicy. This debut shows promise.”—Publishers Weekly

“It is refreshing to read a love story where there is
no jealous triangle, just people working out changes in their
individual visions of their futures. …Lania and Oly’s sexual
encounters are described in detail that goes on for several pages
each time. The author uses the reality of what current medical
treatment offers trans men to allow her characters to become quite
inventive sexually.”—GLBT Reviews

“Not your typical romance. …It has some extremely hot
sex–something I neglected to mention in the original review because
I was so blown away by how well-drawn its characters are and how
naturally they interact. An absolutely terrific first effort by a
novelist I’ll enjoy reading even more from in the future.”—Out
In Print.
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Chapter One

Kerala circled the plot of land, striding from the
black beach cliff to the rough lump of exposed pāhoehoe lava that
marked the far edge of the construction site. Salt glistened in the
bright, tropical sunlight wherever waves had crashed ashore. The
Kona side of the Island of Hawai‘i didn’t get enough rain to wash
it away.

She mounted the hill and turned to look back at the
marker flags and check their positions. The litany of next steps
flowed in her thoughts, but she focused on the job at hand. She
took a step to the left.

The hill disintegrated under her boots.

Surfing the lava rock wave, Kerala dropped ten feet
in an instant and thought, oh, shit!

Near the bottom, her feet scraped against the
flattening slope and she crumpled, curling and dropping a shoulder
faster than thought.

She and the rubble hit the bottom of the grade, and
she rolled until she cleared the falling debris.

Momentum spent, she lay on her side and kept her arms
around her head for a moment, listening to the ground. Adrenaline
sharpened her senses. Tender, tough greenery lay smashed under her.
Its freshness complicated the smells of saltwater, dirt, and
sun-heated lava rock. She listened closely, tensed to move, but
only small spills continued from the top of the new slope. When she
confirmed she wouldn’t be buried under another rock fall, she
rolled onto her back and stretched out flat. She opened her eyes
and blinked into the tropical sun, feeling along her bones and
muscles from the inside. No real injury.

A burst of fury propelled her to her feet.

Shouts and commotion from the top of the hill
cascaded toward her as several men slid-fell to where she stood. By
the time they reached her, she had checked the newly exposed rock
for clues on why the grade had given way. She would hurt like a
bitch later, but she’d use the adrenaline high while it lasted.

When the crew supervisor, Jack Zelinski, stepped
forward, he did so with all the care of a handler feeding a
tiger.

“Want the first aid kit?”

“What I want are the soils report and the drainage
report. I want the survey and the topo. I want them down here where
I can compare this motherless mess to the original shelf.”

Jack, a thirty-year construction worker, turned to a
young man who stood gawking and pushed him away from Kerala.
“Stevens, table here…” The growl of Jack’s voice faded as he
directed the kid to haul a couple of sawhorses down for a makeshift
table.

Kerala studied the site in a crystalline state of
mind. Deliberating as she turned in a full circle, she scanned the
brush and dirt. A cold chill fought another molten eruption of fury
when she spotted the track marks.

Sabotage.

A brutal clenching of her sore jaw made her aware of
her guy wire tension. She worked her neck muscles as loose as she
could while assessing the clues around her. The crew set up a rough
plywood-on-sawhorse table, spread out the plans she’d asked for,
and weighed down the edges.

Jack tromped over. “Thoughts?”

“Tire tracks.”

“Yeah. New?”

“Yeah. The bastards fucked up this time.”

“Call the cops?”

“Call Hekili, then the cops. While we wait for them,
we need to figure out what happened. Check our notes on the erosion
plan. I think we had that hill marked for a problem.”

Jack showed her the first aid kit in his hand. “Clean
up first. You’re gonna scare the children.”

“Is it that bad?”

“Head wound.” Jack looked into the kit, shrugged, and
closed it. “This won’t cut it. Better rinse off.”

Methodically, she voiced the curses she’d been too
busy for when she’d fallen. She scrambled up the hill without
pausing in her tirade. She didn’t feel any pain, but broken
pāhoehoe cut like any sharp blade—the slice happened fast and the
blood came first.

She resisted the urge to feel for the wound with her
filthy hands. Her baseball cap had come off in the fall and a
stickiness pulled the fringe of hair on her neck. She rocked her
head. From the skin’s pull, the lava had sliced her on or just
above her occipital bone.

Blood happens, she thought as she reached the work
truck with its five-gallon yellow and orange water cooler.
Contractors tried as hard as anyone to avoid injury, but barked
knuckles, banged shins, and head knocks were inevitable. She rinsed
her hands first, then ducked her head under the flow. She kept the
water coming with a thumb on the button.

As the only woman on the crew and its project
manager, getting hurt on the job was more than an irritation. She
showed off her scars with as much verve as anyone and exaggerated
the associated stories, but while scars were tough, wounds were
weak.

She drenched her head and grabbed a clean rag to hold
against the cut. No pain, just the warmth of fresh blood soaking
the rag.

Damn it.

A patrol car pulled into the driveway and Kerala
waited where she was. Working with other people’s property, she’d
been forced to call the cops more than once for vandalism or theft
or vagrants sleeping on work sites. It was almost always more
trouble than it was worth.

A uniformed officer got out of the driver’s side
while his partner kept talking on the radio. He sauntered over,
looking her up and down. Great, one of those.

“Looks like you got yourself hurt.” He may as well
have called her little lady.

“Looks can be deceiving. The hill’s over here.”
Kerala led him across the rock and stopped at the top. “This hill
must have been undercut by someone. It was stable when we had the
survey done and just now it crumbled like feta.”

“Uh-huh. And who do you think is stealing dirt from
an empty lot?”

This was why she didn’t like talking to cops. “I
don’t think they were stealing dirt. I think they were setting a
trap. If you’ll come on down, Jack and I can show you—”

“No need. I can see fine from here.”

She looked at his shiny shoes and bit her tongue.
“There are marks on the hillside that look like excavator bucket
teeth and tracks heading into the ‘a‘ā over there.”

“Can’t get tracks from ‘a‘ā.”

“No, but leading to it.” Kerala stopped and took a
deep breath. “Would you like me to send you pictures?”

“Sure. Here’s my card.” She took it in silence. “Why
don’t you send your guys up here? Anyone who saw what
happened.”

Jack came at her gesture and took over. While the cop
questioned Stevens, she stepped closer to Jack and commanded in an
undertone, “No rumors. No chat about the tracks or the cut
marks.”

“Saw those, did you?”

“Yeah, I saw those. I’m amazed that they’re intact.”
Her slight dizziness felt familiar, like a minor case of
dehydration, and she pushed it to the back of her mind to focus on
the issue at hand. “Get pictures.”

“You’re still bleeding, Kel.”

“I’ve been keeping pressure on.” She reached back and
burrowed her fingers through the hair near the slice until she
found the warm suck of blood. She tried to separate the
stuck-together hair strands, but the wound gaped under the
pressure. Fresh, hot blood covered her fingers, and her stomach
floated toward her throat. Her eyesight blurred and she dropped
into a crouch to avoid fainting. Still no pain. Head wounds were
unpredictable that way.

Focused on breathing, Kerala became aware of Jack’s
hands under her armpits. She stood with his assistance and shoved
him away when she’d gained her feet.

“Hospital.”

“Aw, Jack.”

“Hospital.”

She hissed in frustration. Let some ham-handed ER
nurse poke at her head? “Head wounds heal fast.”

“Might could use some stitches. Hard hat’s gonna hurt
until healing’s pau.” Jack’s shadowed eyes seemed worried, but the
lag before she remembered that pau meant done in Hawaiian decided
her.

“Yeah, yeah. Get me to the hospital, Mother.”

“On it.” Jack turned to the men standing a respectful
distance away. “Stevens, you done with the cop?” At the kid’s nod,
he said, “Get Kel to the hospital.”

When she jumped into the jacked-up work truck, Kerala
gritted her teeth, turning a moan into a grunt. She was starting to
stiffen. She glanced at Stevens, a kid of twenty-five and a
construction veteran of almost ten years, and sighed. He wasn’t
known for careful driving. The kid hauled himself behind the wheel
and started the truck.

On arrival in Kapaau a short time later, Kerala
opened the passenger door and jumped to the ground. The instant her
old boots hit the ground, a headache exploded in rays from the
wound at the back of her head.

She eyed the cascade of blood on the back of the
truck’s seat. “Back to work. Stick to the speed limit this time.
After you’re done at the site, clean the truck. I want every speck
of blood gone, understand?”

Stevens groaned. He drove off at a normal speed,
waiting to gun the engine until he turned the first corner.

Alone at last, she let her head bow to the pain that
had finally come and regulated her breathing. The acute care
section of the Kohala Hospital awaited her. Reluctance warred with
the pain. Home was a few blocks away. Maybe she could clean herself
well enough.

The thought of rock fragments in the wound brought
her around to push open the door to the antiseptic scent.

When the intake nurse looked up, Kerala turned around
in a circle. Unimpressed, the nurse stated the obvious. “Head
wound.”

“Just a cut.”

“We’ll be the judges of that, my dear. Auē.”

Kerala gave in to the flurry of activity.

*

At home four hours later, Kerala reclined in her
favorite chair with some lemonade. The pills dulled the headache to
a low roar. No concussion. Her dog, Bogart, lay beside her chair.
He seemed to sense that she was uncomfortable.

Fucking lava shelves. Smooth and ropy until plants
anchored themselves in crevices. The roots broke down the sheets of
lava and created good soil over time. A couple of feet down,
though, the pāhoehoe lingered, sharp as any obsidian blade she’d
ever found on the lake in the Cascade Mountains. She had always
loved her parents’ summer house on the West Coast. The misty Oregon
mountain country had been so different from their daily life in
Philadelphia.

Kerala, amused by her floating thoughts, sipped her
lemonade. She didn’t often reminisce, and those idyllic vacations
hunkered way back in her memory. Nine months in Hawai‘i and she lay
there mooning over memories of childhood homes.

Her parents hadn’t provided a real home anyway. Tony
and the construction crew and the office folk had been her family
for eighteen years. Why did Tony’s death still feel fresh after a
year and a half?

She’d have kept the team together, kept the
reputation alive, but Tony’s widow sold the construction company to
a big developer firm.

Not her company, not her choice.

Fuck it. Reminiscent, now maudlin. She shifted in her
beat-up old recliner and resettled her head against the donut
shaped pillow she’d purchased when she got her prescription
filled.

Her stitches would itch like mad in the sauna under
her hard hat. She spent large portions of every day sweating out as
much water as she gulped in every free moment. The mix of salt and
stray hairs was bound to irritate the short, deep cut. Would it
have been better with shoulder-length hair? She had gone short at
the back, longer toward the front. It swooped under her jaw when
she didn’t trap it under a hat. The asymmetrical swing of it was
supposed to be dykey. She didn’t have to come out as often when she
could be IDed as a lesbian on sight.

She pulled her cell phone from its holster on her
belt. She set her drink on the table beside her, speed-dialed Jack,
and waited with scant patience for him to answer.

“’Lo.”

“Jack. Did you get the pictures I wanted?”

“Yep. Get fixed up?”

“Some stitches. Rotten lava must’ve been damn sharp.
Clean little slice.”

“Shirt’s ruined.”

Kerala laughed, the sound echoing in her empty living
room. “Yeah, Jack. The shirt is already in the garbage. I don’t
have time to try out the latest Betty Crocker tips for taking blood
out of cotton.”

“You eaten?”

“What, are you my mother for real now? I’m fine. I’ll
pick up some food in a little while. I’m kicking back right now,
but I want to get some paperwork done since I won’t be back on the
job site today.”

“Eat something with iron in it.”

“Yeah, uh-huh. Do you want to bring the camera to me
or e-mail the pictures from home?”

“I’ll e-mail ’em. If I have trouble, Danny’ll fix me
up.” Jack sounded both proud and confused at the idea of his
ten-year-old son teaching him how to use his laptop.

“I’ll have to forward them to the police, not that
they’ll be any help. That guy as much as patted me on the head and
told me I was a crybaby.” Kerala gnawed her cheek for a moment,
thoughts racing in circles. “Damn. I can’t figure out why someone
would try to sabotage this job.”

“Breakfast meeting?”

“Yeah. Call Nahoa and ask him to meet us there. I
know it’s out of your way, but pick me up?” Kerala tried to make it
sound casual.

“Not driving?” Jack’s voice roughened like a revved
Harley. “You said you didn’t hit your head.”

“I didn’t!” Kerala cursed herself for the
defensiveness. Outrage was a better screen if questioned.

“Why can’t you drive?”

“It’s nothing. The doctors wanted to keep me
overnight in case my brain ruptured while I slept or something.
It’s ridiculous to pay overnight rates when it’s not
necessary.”

“What kind of a dimwitted halftrack thing was that to
do? It’s on worker’s comp to pay, not you.” Jack’s vocal Harley was
in full growl. “You’re as thick as manure and half as useful.”

“What do you know? Your brain’s as good as new—you’ve
never used it!”

“Hey, I’m busy here. I’ll ignore you later.”
Click.

Kerala hit end on her cell phone. Wait! She leaned
the recliner all the way back and closed her eyes while she waited
for redial to bring Jack back. “Poor guy, you hung up on accident.
I know it takes you longer to rest nowadays than it does to get
tired, but maybe it’s just narcolepsy. They’ve got a pill for that,
you know.” She punched end, satisfied, and jiggled her heel on the
footrest of the recliner that dragged her deeper into her
exhaustion.


Chapter Two

“You look at the pictures?” Jack’s eyes tracked her
while Kerala leapt into the truck’s crew cab with a boost from her
toe on the running board.

Kerala tried to slam her door without aggravating the
pain dogging her head. “Yep. And I got all my notes out and went
back over everything that has gone wrong on this job. It’s a big
list.” She turned off the shit-kicking country music playing at
background volume.

Jack shook his heavy head as he put the truck in gear
and backed out of her driveway. “Never been a smooth job in the
history of construction.”

“It’s more than that, Jack.” Kerala tapped her
fingertips on her knee. “I’ll show you the list when we get to the
‘Ohana Diner.”

“’Kay.” Jack idled down the road, easing over bumps
and gassing a little between them. Kerala looked over at him,
annoyed, studying his heavy jaw and square flattop, his
clean-shaven, tidy-gorilla appearance, and his blank face as he
asked a delicate question. “Eat last night?”

Kerala tried to slice him with her eyes, but he
didn’t look at her. “I ate. Why are you driving like a blind
grandma?”

“No hurry.”

“No reason to be a danger to traffic either. Someone
comes around a corner fast and we’ll be steel soup.” Kerala crossed
her arms in front of her, glaring at Jack.

“Whatever you say, boss.” Jack increased his speed by
a few miles per hour, poker-faced, but Kerala could feel the
laughter he swallowed. She looked out the windshield at the road
inching toward her. Silence filled the cab like concrete poured
into a form.

Jack cracked it. “What did you eat?”

“None of your business.”

“Sleep on the recliner again?

“None of your business.” Her temper started to slip.
“I can take care of myself.”

Jack nodded, noncommittal, and signaled for the turn
into the diner.

Kerala slammed from the truck and stalked inside. She
went to the brown wooden booth in the back corner of the
coffee-scented diner, where Nahoa waited. She sat next to him as
Jack followed. “This guy won’t get off my back. I guess he’s
defending his mother of the year title.”

Jack settled into the red Naugahyde cushion opposite.
He turned his coffee mug upright. He looked at them, making them
wait another moment. “I’ll leave your mothering to the jackal that
birthed you.”

“Ouch!” Nahoa gave Kerala a consolatory, ungentle pat
on the shoulder. “Not going easy on Kel just cause she has a broken
head, eh?” Nahoa’s laughter ribboned the room, bringing smiles to
the customers who heard it.

She grimaced. “It’s a relief to be treated normally.
He drove fifteen miles an hour the whole way here.”

Nahoa radiated good humor. Kerala’s lips twisted
though she tried to keep a straight face.

“I’m always slow before coffee.” Jack turned in his
seat and shook his mug at the overworked waitress. She wiggled her
head back at him like she was sassing him but sailed to the
coffeemaker and grabbed the pot before heading back down the row to
take their order.

The waitress filled their mugs, plopped the pot on
the tabletop, and raised her eyebrows.

“Yep.”

“Yep.”

“Yep.”

Kerala eyed Jack, considering, but Nahoa beat her to
the punch. “You know, that shit’s not good for you.”

Jack sighed. “I know. Someday, she’ll slap me for
looking at her like that.”

The laugh escaped before she could stop it but turned
to a grunt when Nahoa jostled her sore shoulder. He caught her
body’s automatic reaction. “What the hell, Kel? You said you were
fine.”

“I am fine.” Kerala gritted her teeth. She didn’t
want to talk about her health all day. “I have a scratch on my
scalp and a couple of bruises.”

“I heard you filled the cab of the truck with blood
from your head. Stevens was still cleaning it and cussing you at
eight o’clock last night. I also heard you rolled at the bottom of
that hill like a champ, but you looked stiff by the time you
reached the hospital. What’s bruised? Skin, muscle, ribs?”

Kerala turned sideways on the bench and looked at
Nahoa from under her brows. Nahoa, of all people, could expect an
answer from her. As the only son of Hekili Kalama, the owner of
Mālama Construction, he was the reluctant heir apparent of the
company that paid her worker’s comp insurance. She waited for the
waitress to refill their coffees, and her expression had that poor
lady skittering away without a word. “I’ll tell you guys this once.
I got stitches, but I didn’t hit my head and I have authorization
to return to duty. I’m stiff in the shoulder I rolled on, and
that’ll get worked out as I move around. And if anyone asks me
about the state of my health again, I will assign that person to
wheelbarrowing concrete until Mauna Loa erupts.” She cast a
sidelong warning at Nahoa. “Spread the word.”

Nahoa studied his fingernails while Jack emptied his
coffee cup again. Kerala sat in the silence she’d created,
comfortable and satisfied that she’d gotten her point across. She
sipped the strong Kona coffee, enjoying the scald in her
throat.

When she was ready, she opened her portfolio case and
pulled out a thick sheaf of paper. “Here are printouts of the
pictures.”

Nahoa slid the papers closer. “Dad said you cc’ed him
on the e-mail you sent the police. What did they say about all
this?”

“They said there was no evidence a crime was
committed.” Kerala shifted in her seat to watch Nahoa. She’d marked
the tire tracks and the tooth marks from an excavator bucket where
the ground had been undercut, leaving a weak, insubstantial ledge
where once had been an abrupt hill. “No one saw the hill crumble
and the cop seems to think I’m trying to hide a clumsy fall.”

Nahoa looked at her with sympathy. He was Native
Hawaiian. Any time she ran into trouble with Hawaiian ways, Nahoa
could fix it.

He could get more work from the guys than any other
super she’d ever worked with. The Hawaiian construction industry
had a bad reputation for slow, inefficient workers, but no one ever
wanted to disappoint Nahoa. Before she’d hired on, she hadn’t known
why Mālama was the best at making their deadlines inside their
budgets.

Nahoa was a favorite with everyone he met, twenty-six
years old, muscled, and lean from labor and surfing. High
cheekbones and a well-defined jaw gave him a clean-chiseled look,
but his liquid black eyes fringed with thick lashes and his
thin-lipped, mobile mouth made him beautiful. His lips quirked and
bowed and spread wide across his face, often creasing his cheeks
and eyes with huge grins.

His good-natured expression hid something darker.
Kerala was confident of her judgment of people, and she recognized
someone who hid an inner pain. Perhaps he didn’t date because the
injury in his past involved a woman. He might seem wide open, but
he wouldn’t answer questions on the subject.

As he looked over the documentation, his lips turned
upside down. He looked at Jack and over at her. “Kel, this will
stop.”

The furnace of anger took her aback. “Yeah, that’s
the plan.”

Jack seemed to ask Nahoa a silent question, and Nahoa
shook his head in answer.

She studied them both. “What aren’t you telling me?”
She sat through the ensuing silence, determined to wait out their
desire to not speak.

The waitress broke the intensity of the moment, to
Kerala’s frustration. “Jack gets Portuguese sausage, Spam,
scrambled eggs, rice, pancakes, and guava juice. Loco Moco for
Nahoa, with brown instead of white rice, hamburger patty well done,
over easy eggs, and extra gravy. And Kel’s usual.” Jack’s meal came
on two plates the size of serving trays and Nahoa’s came in a
tureen. They both eyed Kerala’s breakfast. It was about half as
much food as the Loco Moco and maybe a quarter of Jack’s cardiac
arrest of a meal.

She shrugged. “I like the Japanese breakfast.” She
sipped her miso soup from the bowl. Delicious. She smashed her fish
into the rice and pickled plums and added soy sauce. “How are we
going to make it stop? The cops laughed us off. They won’t be any
help.”

“They’re irrelevant anyway. I can get further without
them.” When Kerala stared at Nahoa, waiting for more, he cut into
his hamburger patty and filled his mouth with burger, rice, and
gravy. These two men, the only people she trusted on the island,
knew something they weren’t sharing with her. Her bouncing leg set
up a squeak in the booth.

Jack spoke between bites. “Tire marks don’t tell us
much. Tread’s a common off-road style. Tracks disappear in some
‘a‘ā that goes all the way to the road. Fact that we got a few feet
is surprising, considering.”

Nahoa spread the pictures to the side of his bowl and
looked them over again. “The cuts in the hillside are fresh, made
by an excavator with a small bucket. They trucked it in, unloaded
it in this open spot, and did the work.” He studied the picture
while he ate. “Whoever did this knows a thing or two about soil
loading. They managed to create a ledge that would collapse under
someone as small as Kel. You’re what, 110, 120 pounds?”

Kerala nodded. After close to two decades in
construction, she’d lost any sensitivity around her size. At least
Nahoa had aimed high.

He whistled. “That’s a delicate operation. Getting
the roof of the cut thin enough to crumble under you but not under
its own weight. Plus getting the angle right so you’d get far
enough out on the ledge before realizing the hill didn’t exist
anymore.”

Jack paused in his steady eating. “Dirt.”

Nahoa frowned. “Yeah, where’s the dirt? That should
have made for a heavy load on the way out.”

“Look at the pics from my first walk around the
property. They didn’t take all that much material out. Strategic.”
Kerala polished off the last of her rice and fish and pushed her
plate away. “So the cop doesn’t get it, but we agree. It’s
malicious.” She pulled another sheaf of papers from her portfolio.
“What about these?”

Jack grabbed the papers this time and thumbed through
them, getting sausage grease on the bottom of the stack. He
hesitated over the list on the last page.

She asked, “When have you seen so much go wrong?”

Jack glanced at Nahoa. “Burial grounds.” He put his
fork down.

Nahoa looked skeptical. “You think ‘aumākua are
trucking in dozers now?”

Kerala tried to keep up. “Who are ‘aumākua?”

Nahoa said, “Ancestral spirits, family guardians. I’m
sure you got this in some sort of orientation, Kel, but it’s easy
to forget if you’ve never seen it. Do you remember being told to
look out for black sand?”

“Yes.” Her headache picked up the beat set by her
knee.

Jack said, “Once, a while back, we were using a big
dozer, a 375 Komatsu. Exhaust fell off. Mechanic came to work on it
and noticed black sand that the operator had almost cut through.
Found lots of remains. Covered the bodies with tarps, fenced off
the area. Over the next few weeks, tracks fell off both sides of
that dozer, engines overheated, hydraulic hoses broke. Equipment
wouldn’t run for two hours uninterrupted. Something was fighting
back. The land or the ‘aumākua.”

It sounded too much like a campfire story to put
credence in, but Jack epitomized down-to-earth. “What did you
do?”

“Relocated all the remains within fifty feet of where
we found them in small stone walls. Tomb ended about ten feet
square. Landscaper filled the top with soil and planted flowers. I
wouldn’t spend one night in those condos.”

Silence reigned for a moment, until Kerala glanced at
her watch. She sighed and asked a plaintive question. “Do you want
me to believe that this site is haunted?”

Jack shook his head. “Not haunted. But maybe
protected.”

Kerala pressed her fingertips to her eyelids and
counted to three. In her respectable history in construction, she
had never been faced with a project that required her to fight
ghosts.

Nahoa took the list from Jack. “All this happened on
one job?”

Kerala tapped her fork on her napkin. “Five permit
applications lost, the site archaeological survey delayed three
times, couldn’t get a soils engineer to take the job, topography
done in the wrong place, and the state highways department tried to
refuse the old road as an existing driveway. I can’t get subs to
even bid the job. Equipment breakdowns. Then there’s the stuff that
feels personal.”

Nahoa looked up. “Personal?”

“Yeah. Rotor stolen from my car the day of the
highways hearing. My hard hat went missing. Something broken off
inside the lock on my truck’s toolbox.” She sighed and stretched
her always-tight neck. “What do you think, guys? Is there a way to
put it together? This person, or these people, know a lot about
construction. Who could do all these things and who would think of
them? I can’t imagine the same person influencing the state highway
department and stealing my rotor.”

Jack said, “More than one group.”

The generalities were starting to grate on her
nerves. “Groups wanting what?”

Jack turned his coffee mug in his rough hands. “A lot
of the island is believed to have been used as burial ground. Some
places are in old stories; some are guesses.”

“Okay, and this site is rumored to be an old burial
ground.”

Nahoa stared at his gravy. “Not just rumored.
Believed. That healthy liliko‘i vine is part of it.”

“Liliko‘i is passion fruit, right? How does the vine
play into it? Is the tree important too?”

He looked up. “The tree is koa, more at home higher
on the mountains. But the liliko‘i vine growing on it is healthy.
Unnaturally healthy. They don’t grow well in dry, rocky soil. Since
the liliko‘i started growing there, more people believe that the
land is home to ancestors. And I mean believe in the most
irrational kind of way.”

Jack said, “Not so irrational.”

Nahoa shrugged. “There are believers who take it as
religious and natural fact that these are burial grounds and must
be protected, that ‘iwi kūpuna will not rest if they are
disturbed.” The flat look in Nahoa’s eye gave Kerala a cold chill.
“Sometimes the sovereignty groups get involved. They go for
publicity and try to delay permits, embarrass developers, or make
the project prohibitively expensive. Others do whatever comes to
mind to protect ‘āina, the land. Dumb kids start out messing with
things and it gets out of hand. Some people monkey wrench projects,
stuff like the nuisances you’ve had. I’d say this job has been
targeted by the whole range.” His grin had a frightening cast to
it. “It will stop.”

Kerala stilled her leg. “What do we do?”

“I will make it stop.” Kerala shook her head, but
Nahoa touched her arm. “Don’t go to my dad with these details yet.
He’ll try to throw his weight around, and he doesn’t have the
credibility for that. He’s worked for and gotten the kind of
middle-class, assimilated life that wins no friends among these
people. I’ve been on his side for a long time, but I can talk to
them better than he can. Let me out and I’ll see who’s behind
this.”

Kerala checked her watch again. Against her strong
desire to browbeat the whole story from him, she slid from the
booth and stood, hands on hips, looking at the top of his head.
Nahoa tidied the papers she’d brought and asked as he stashed them
in his bag, “Can I keep these?”

When he rose, she got right in his face—he was only a
couple inches taller than she was—and spoke softly. “I want it
taken care of, but I will not be left in the dark. When you’ve gone
wherever you’re going, talked to whoever you’re talking to, call
me. We hash this out today. Do you hear me?”

Nahoa responded to the authority in her voice like
most people did. He straightened and agreed. “I’ll tell you what I
find out and what I can get done.” A grim look flickered over his
face. “And hopefully nothing like this will ever happen again.”

Kerala stepped back and let Nahoa move away from the
table. A couple of steps away, he turned, his usual smile in place.
“Aloha.”

Jack nodded and Kerala waved as she sat back down.
She considered Jack’s impassive face. Jack, of all people, could
handle the silent treatment, so she didn’t even try that tack.
“Come on then. If I won’t get an explanation from you, at least I
can put you to work.”

*

Kerala ignored her stiff shoulder and hefted a case
of bottled water from the back of the work truck to a cart. Stevens
showed off for the office workers by carrying five stacked cases,
biceps rippling as he hefted the weight higher. Joy, Nahoa’s cousin
and Mālama Construction’s office manager, had called with a summons
from Hekili and asked her to stop at Costco.

She leaned against the truck’s tailgate and absorbed
the dusty smell of a contractor’s yard. She missed her friends from
Philadelphia, but she had what she loved most right here. Good hard
work. The safety-yellow Komatsu dozers, backhoe loaders, and
excavators lined the chain link fences.

The scrub desert outside the fence belied the tinge
of rain in the air. If all went as usual, the clouds would bunch up
behind Mauna Loa and dump their liquid load over Hilo, Puna, and
Pahoa. Some would slip between Mauna Loa and Mauna Kea and run up
against Hualālai, a much smaller mountain. The rainfall on Hualālai
and its surrounding hills succored Kona coffee, prized by
aficionados.

Those clouds would be light and dissipated by the
time she made it to the work site. Not that it never rained. Storm
systems that made it over the mountains raged like hurricanes. The
violence surprised her every time.

The sun soaked into her tight neck and shoulders like
hot tub jets. Stevens finished unloading and Kerala pulled a
shopping list from her zippered nylon portfolio.

“Odds and ends for the trailer.”

Stevens took the list without comment, so Kerala hid
a smile. He was still working out his punishment for hot-rodding
her truck. Sending Stevens to Office Depot was like sending Joy to
a lumberyard. Okay, that wasn’t fair. Joy knew parts and tools by
name and price, even if she didn’t know how to use them. Stevens
bit his sunburned lip and left. Next time, he’d treat her truck
with more respect.

Kerala headed in. Geckos scattered when she reached
the shade around the door. The chill inside attacked all her
exposed skin.

“Kerala.”

“Joy.”

Hekili stood in his office with a couple of suits.
Mainlanders, since even bankers wore aloha shirts to work in
Hawai‘i. No need to join that party. She stood at an approximation
of parade rest and waited.

A minute later, the men filed past her on their way
out and she nodded. Their limp trousers and sweaty shirts mirrored
their wilted expressions.

Kerala met Hekili’s eyes and allowed her smile to
show. His hard black eyes gleamed back. Abundant flesh creased with
his satisfied smile. Nahoa would look like him some day, but he was
a hundred pounds away from his father’s bulk.

Kerala followed him back into his office, closing the
door behind her.

“Who was that?” Kerala grabbed a water from the small
refrigerator and perched on the edge of a planning table. She
twisted off the top and gulped half before sputtering at the icy
touch on her teeth.

“Money men. We discussed the payout schedule on the
Dietrich job.”

“Holding every penny as long as they can?”

“Always.” Hekili stood at ease in the middle of the
room, facing Kerala. The immovable object, grinning like a shark.
“They’ll pay. Right now, they feel small and frustrated because
they flew out from Honolulu for a ten-minute meeting. I had to cut
it short. You are very important.”

“Honored.”

Hekili sat in a large rolling chair at the planning
table and gestured for her to join him. Kerala eased into a chair
and set down her portfolio.

“Yesterday, we were staking out the worksite,
checking the surveyors’ marks, when I walked to the edge of a
slope. The edge crumbled under me and I slid, cutting the back of
my head on some pāhoehoe but otherwise without injury. The cops
showed up pretty fast and took statements. I went to the hospital,
got stitches, and went home. This portion of the Dietrich land
isn’t crucial, but we’ll study the photos and the soils data before
making a recommendation to Ravi.” She slid over her authorization
to return to work.

“What happened?”

“I told you. I—”

“You know that land, should have known that
ledge.”

“Yes. It wasn’t a ledge—”

“Then how did it crumble?”

“—when I first saw it. The overhang wasn’t on the
original topo report.” Kerala stopped there. Nahoa had asked that
she withhold the full truth for a short while and she’d give him
the time he’d requested.

She maintained the cool composure that had been
trained into her through years in Philadelphia old money drawing
rooms. She worked all day in the heat. He couldn’t make her sweat
in an air-conditioned office.

Finally, Hekili nodded. “Permits have been slow. Bids
aren’t coming in. This job is floundering and, as project manager,
that’s your problem. What are you going to do about it?”

Kerala’s composure cracked under this matter-of-fact
summation of her first real assignment at Mālama Construction. On
one deep inhale and exhale, she released the emotional aspects for
later and dealt with the issue at hand.

“I’ve reworked the schedule to jump once we get the
go-ahead on excavation. Since we have the hotel to deconstruct, no
one is sitting around. I’d like you to assign Nahoa as liaison with
the local subcontractors in hopes we can get some decent bids soon.
Once I get this job under my belt, they won’t doubt me again.”
Hekili gave her no reaction, so she continued reluctantly. “And
I’ll make an effort to be friendlier.”

“I can see that this job would benefit from Nahoa’s
skills. However, it’s not just friendliness, Kel. The Hawaiian way
is based on relationships. ‘Ohana are extended families, and blood
is only one kind of family. I hired you for your experience with
the environmental angle, but you’re not integrating like I’d
hoped.”

Great. Another family to push her into a mold she
didn’t want to fit into. Another set of expectations she would
never meet. The hair on her arms rose.

She wanted, more than anything else, the kind of work
family she’d lost in Philadelphia. Distant enough to leave her a
private life and strong enough to stand for one another. She’d
thought the Hawaiian company would respect her for what she
respected most in herself while giving her space, outside the main
body of the ‘ohana.

She couldn’t reject his words. She’d learned that
Hawai‘i worked on island time. Her first few months, she’d figured
out how to write that into the schedule, plan for it, so that the
delays didn’t take her by surprise or drive her crazy. Hawai‘i also
worked on family ties, and that’s what she lacked.

Couldn’t blame her for hoping Nahoa could take care
of pressing the flesh, but Hekili was as much as telling her she’d
have to do it herself.

Whatever the job required. “I’ll do better.”

“Good. I’ll let Joy know to allocate Nahoa to the
Dietrich project starting immediately.”

“Thank you, sir.” Her tension eased. She stood, but
she paused before leaving. “Is the company lū‘au still on for the
day after Christmas?”

“Every year. You’ll meet the whole family.”

Oh, joy.


Chapter Three

Kerala strode toward the rental car. “This is a work
zone. Do you have business here?”

A familiar-looking guy held out a hand. “Hi, Kerala.
Ravi Dietrich.”

“Ravi! Good to meet you in person. It’s a pleasure to
be working on your house.” She squinted in the afternoon sun and
reached for his hand. His neck, bared by the unbuttoned collar of
his dress shirt, changed shades under the hollow of his throat from
dark to medium brown. A T-shirt wearer, but one who saw some
sunshine. Deep creases bracketed his mouth and lined his forehead.
The lines around his eyes deepened when he smiled, the pleased
expression settling in like it belonged.

She had enjoyed talking to this client more than
most. They’d even veered into personal territory a bit over the
months of e-mail contact. He’d come out as genderqueer as part of a
conversation about bidets and she’d wondered about his gender
flavor since then. Fey man described his manner pretty well, but
there were hints that his endocrine system was more about estrogen
than testosterone. None of her business, of course.

She might give the crew a head’s-up.

When they shook hands, she assessed him. Firm grip,
soft skin. The handshake lingered a moment longer than necessary
and the softness of his fingers stirred an unexpected response.

Well. Interesting.

Ravi asked, “Have you been to Kerala? The state in
India, I mean.”

“No. My parents went to India for a meditation
retreat in the sixties. And you—have you been to India?” Since he
appeared to be a chatty type, Kerala accommodated him. Her
childhood training had prepared her for all sorts of social
situations, and Tony, back in Philadelphia, had relied on her
ability to talk to all types of clients.

“Once, for a conference. My mother’s parents were
from Kerala.”

“I’d like to visit someday. Are you here to watch the
hotel come down or do you have something else going?”

“I got an e-mail about the doors and decided to come
take a look for myself.” Bogart’s happy bark rang through the work
site and Ravi started toward the sound. “You have a dog here?”

Kerala followed, confused. “I didn’t e-mail you about
the doors.”

He stepped over stacked four-by-eight mahogany beams.
“I know, and I wish you had. Joy forwarded your e-mail.”

“Okay.” Bogart caught sight of them and whined with
excitement, his tail shaking his hindquarters so that he danced
back and forth as he waited. “You’re pretty far away to be a
hands-on client, but if that’s the way you want to play it.”

“I do.” He stepped into the invisible boundary of
Bogart’s roaming area and crouched on his haunches, bringing his
head to the level of the mid-sized dog that quivered with repressed
desire to jump all over him. “You must be Bogart. Good dog.”

When had she told Ravi about Bogart? She had gotten
the mutt from the pound several years back and had spent enjoyable
hours teaching him manners, plus some good tricks. Bogart had
reddish-brown fur, longish on the legs and tidy on his body. His
ears cued the spaniel part of his ancestry, soft and silky. His
broad forehead and soft mouth signaled lab, though his long nose
looked more pointer.

After befriending her dog, Ravi stood and brushed his
hands on his pants. “I’m so into this part of the project that I’m
staying for a month or two.” Kerala raised her eyebrows and he
shrugged. “The big yearly board meeting was last week, and it felt
like time to get out of the kitchen. Earl’s got it under control,
but I’ll be working remotely too.”

“Well, it won’t hurt to have you around. We’ve kept
every piece of board and beam and every counter, cabinet, door, and
window that looked usable. It’ll be good if you can give me your
gut reactions as we’re warehousing the stuff so we can do a little
presorting.” She leaned down to scratch Bogart’s head when he sat
beside her.

“Great. Let’s talk about it over dinner tonight. Can
I wander around a bit?”

“Just a minute.” Kerala said her dog’s name and, when
he looked up, she made a circle in the air with her finger. “Stay,”
she said, and he bounded away. “Why do you want to have
dinner?”

“We have things to talk about.”

“The job?” Caution never hurt.

“Yeah, the job.”

“I don’t know what time I’ll be done.”

“We can firm it up later in the day.”

There was that CEO tone. Ravi was used to being in
charge. “I’ll get you a hard hat and a vest, then you can wander
anywhere you like except the top floor. It’s already come apart
enough to be unsafe for visitors.”

“I’m not a casual visitor.”

“Grab me or Jack and you can go up. But don’t go
there on your own, got it?”

“Aye, aye.” Ravi flashed a mock salute. He watched
for a second as Bogart nosed around a hummock of dirt and scrub.
“How do you get him to stay?”

“It is a good trick, right? We walk the area first
thing in the morning. I say perimeter as we start walking and he
gets alert. When we get back to the beginning, I say perimeter
again and point inside. Once he’s inside the area we walked around,
all I have to do is say stay and he’ll run around, play, follow
animal trails…do all of the normal dog things, but he won’t leave
that area.”

“What made you think of that?”

“A territory thing, I guess. I figured I could give
him a territory and he’d stay in it if I asked him to. It doesn’t
work as well in a busier place, because he gets upset when people
walk through it sometimes. He’s pretty picky about who he likes and
doesn’t like.”

“I’m honored.” He bowed. When he straightened, his
gaze tangled with hers. The attraction wasn’t one-sided, if she was
any judge.

Once she had him settled with the doors and windows
they’d removed to date, she headed back to work. On the way, she
gave herself an unexpected lecture.

Client. No go.

Liking Ravi was one thing. Feeling attracted to him
wasn’t going to do either of them any good.

She needed to work off some tension.

Kerala joined her crew on the third floor of the
hotel. Cobwebs and piles of rat droppings decorated the old,
degraded wooden floor.

She tackled the wainscoting with a crowbar and the
screech of old nails shivered up the metal and into her hard hands.
She worked up some body heat prying each part away from the wall
enough to get a gap for the crowbar in the next section. Not too
far, though. Too much at one point splintered the board. Keeping
the long boards long was one of the points of the exercise.

Her body misted with sweat in the tropical heat. A
lover once called the full-body sheen erotic as hell. Would Ravi
agree, or did he prefer his women powdered and languid? Did he even
sleep with women? She enjoyed physical activity of all kinds and
had discovered sex young, but she couldn’t remember the last time
she got such a charge from someone she hadn’t even touched.

Not really touched.

Kerala grunted as she shrilled the nails from their
comfortable beds.

Ravi seemed like the stereotypical scientist, lost in
his thoughts to the exclusion of everything around him, but he had
looked at her in a way that said he could focus just as hard on her
if she’d let him. Long, dark, and shadowed, Ravi’s eyes shone
quicksilver in shadow and glowed mahogany in the sun. He had a
certain softness over strength, a combination that made her think
he’d been heavily muscled at some point.

She sighed and stretched. Her shoulder ached, though
she’d be damned if anyone would hear that from her. She’d check in
with Jack and head back to the office before going home.

Home was a house in Waimea, about twenty-five-hundred
feet up in the saddle between Mauna Kea and the Kohala ridge. A
continual mist cooled her mornings and evenings, pushed up the
island from the Windward side. Still, the Kona and Kohala days
cooked her stuffing.

She swung down the scaffold on the outside of the
building, a quicker descent than the stairs for someone who’d been
up and down scaffolds by the hundreds. On the ground, she took off
her hard hat and let herself fold, one vertebra at a time, until
her hands hit the dirt. She cursed while she tried to ease the
tension
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