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A greeting - kia orana

The unnatural blue of the sky soared above her and she blinked, as though seeing it for the first time. Each fresh day paraded before her a set of new experiences and Hana promised never to take the vibrancy of life for granted. “This is paradise,” she sighed to herself, stretching and flexing her pale toes against the white sand. A groan cut off her enthusiasm as she used her stomach muscles to lie back on the hairy tartan blanket beneath her. The novel in her right hand thudded to the sand with a muted hiss of closing pages, and Hana pressed her fingers against the pain blossoming from her side. It engulfed her thighs and her chest before she wrestled it back under control. Her sense of gratitude faded.

She abandoned her novel and remained on her side, relieving the pressure from the healing knife wound. Her fingers shook as she cushioned her head with her left hand. It had been a month since a skilful surgeon repaired the damage to her liver. A month since she counted her blessings on the cold tiles of a bathroom and watched her blood pool beneath her. Just a month.

Hana sighed and closed her eyes. Sometimes it seemed a lifetime ago, time playing tricks on her as it alternated between distancing the event or hauling it into yesterday with dizzying speed. The same powerlessness broke over her like a wave. She couldn’t help herself. Her fragility reflected at her from the white foam of the lapping tide, as though it crept onto the shore to claim her. If Logan hadn’t searched for her, uneasy about her length of time in the bathroom, she’d have bled out alone. If Bodie hadn’t just finished an intensive first aid course.

If. If. If.

The thought of never seeing Phoenix’s coy smile, Wiri’s frown or Edin’s pout, filled her with a bone deep misery. And to never again experience one of Mac’s wholesome hugs as he wrapped his spindly arms around her neck fit to stop her breathing; unthinkable.

She sensed herself disappearing into a void of despair and reached for a lifeline. Hana practised the breathing technique, which the physiotherapist taught her. Slow in through her nose before whooshing the air from between her lips as though expelling her memories of the event. The sunshine stroked her bare shoulders, adopting a maternal role as it pressed its lips over each of her freckles with a scorching kiss. Hana’s heart rate evened out, settling over the next few minutes of concentration. The pacemaker beneath her left collar bone had defibrillated her heart after the attack. Blood loss and a slowing pulse had activated its latent purpose, an unexpected benefit of the old implant. The surgeon who fitted it years ago had perhaps imagined Hana’s heart stopping of its own accord as it once did. Even he, with his godlike status, could not have foreseen a near fatal stabbing.

The back of Hana’s right elbow prickled, the sun intensifying the threat to her porcelain skin. She needed to apply more sunscreen, but lacked the energy or inclination to shift position again. So she lay on the tartan rug and burned.

“Are you okay?” Bare feet with hairy toes appeared in front of her, startling her from a shallow sleep. Hana exhaled as her pulse rate hiked again with the heightened fear reaction she’d grown to detest.

“Fine,” she replied, “thanks.”

A grunted reply issued from above, and then the sand in front of her face shifted. A scarred knee dusted with blond hairs folded next to her. “You don’t look okay,” the voice said.

Hana bit back her groan and used her left elbow to lever her torso into an upright position. She took extra care when twisting herself to sit on the tartan blanket. “I’m fine,” she said again, hauling her light summer dress over her head and drawing it down to cover the exposed scar. She prayed the intruder didn’t ask questions about it. She imagined the door of heaven slamming in her face and her prayers discarded as he drew his blond brows into a line.

“What’s the scar from?” He made it sound casual, but Hana responded to his enquiry as though he’d marched through her front door without an invitation and crapped on the doormat. The tee shirt covered her bikini top, but staring at the scar meant he’d also taken in her stretch marks and the thread veins snaking across her right thigh.

“Accident,” she replied. Her fingers scrabbled for the novel and drew it free of the sand which shrouded it. She lifted it by the cover and gave it a shake. Granules the hue of raw sugar poured from the fold and bounced against the rug. Hana dropped the book into the tote bag at her side. “I should go,” she said, shielding her eyes with her flattened hand. “My husband is due back soon.”

The man’s lips twisted. He hugged his knees to his bare chest and nodded. The start of a middle-aged spread hung over his green board-shorts, but it didn’t detract from his boyish handsomeness. He brought an air of smugness with him as though he’d grown used to women giving him an easy pass because of his looks. He seemed younger than Hana, possibly mid forties. She sighed as her familiar internal monologue suggested he’d had an easier ride. “I saw him leave earlier. Did he go snorkelling?”

Hana frowned. Despite the heat, Logan Du Rose had left wearing his uniform of a white tee shirt, jeans, and cowboy boots. His clothing hid a rented wetsuit because his extensive scarring prevented him from changing on the boat, but this man couldn’t know that. Her lips parted, and she stared at him without replying. He waved a nonchalant hand. “The van picked him up from the reception. Hosking’s Dive Tours. His assistant left a wetsuit for him on your porch last night.” He chuckled. “Your bloke is a big guy. They don’t get many tourists over six feet tall wanting to rent a wetsuit. I think they broke out a new one just for him.”

“Right.” Hana offered a definitive nod. She shifted onto her hands and knees and pushed herself upright. To her horror, the inquisitive man snagged a corner of the rug and flapped it to release the sand from its gathered folds. He took time turning it into a perfect square before tucking it under his right arm.

“I’ll walk you back to the resort,” he stated, his blond fringe bouncing against his eyelashes.

“I’m fine,” Hana protested. She held her hand out for the rug, gesturing towards the tote bag at her feet. “It’ll fit in there.” Her eyes widened as he lifted that too and clamped it under his arm with the rug. The fabric straps bumped against his ribs. “I’m okay to walk just across the road.” Her tone held panic, and she gnawed on her lower lip. Her imagination readied a scenario where he accompanied her to the villa and demanded entrance. It added in a fictitious link to the woman who’d stabbed her, and Hana’s pulse increased to send her blood thudding through her eardrums. She gulped air and ordered her feet to run. They refused, her body sick with the rush of adrenaline when the holiday had promised rest and relaxation. She closed her eyes and sent anxious vibes to her husband, knowing he couldn’t hear and wouldn’t come. Yet.

“I’ll walk with you.” The blond man turned his body, his feet seeming to lag as he faced the shallow rise of the beach towards the road.

“No!” Hana’s breath locked in her chest. “I’m fine!” Hysteria edged her voice. She snatched the bag from beneath his arm, ensuring she had the villa key and her useless phone. Abandoning the rug, which plunged into the sand, and ignoring his startled expression, she ran up the beach and across the road.

Out of breath before the entrance to the resort. The sign waved in the gentle breeze. Paradise Villas.

Hana felt not only out of breath, but also out of options.

Just out. Of everything. And she had been for a while.
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Alone - anake

The emptiness of the villa seemed to mock Hana’s anxiety as she locked the door and leaned against it. But her mind taunted her with the man’s easy access if he really wanted it. He owned the resort, which meant he also possessed a master key. Hana’s fingers trembled as she used the shiny metal chain to add another layer of security. “Well, it was paradise,” she grumbled to herself, her voice echoing back from the minimalist décor of whitewashed walls and high gloss kitchen cabinets. It didn’t seem like paradise any more.

Hana looked down at her dainty feet, noticing the sand still collected between her toes and dotted across her insteps. Sweat beaded over her brow as she turned to inspect the doormat. Spots of blood followed her in a circle. She groaned, resting a hand against the door to examine her feet. “Great!” she sighed with a giant exhale. So far, she’d lost the tartan picnic rug and her flip-flops. “Not bad for the first day,” she rebuked herself.

A hot shower removed the excess sand and a plaster from her suitcase sealed the tiny cut to her right foot, which she’d earned running across the gritty road. Hana changed into a light summer dress after pressing gauze over her scar. She banged sand from her novel into the sink and settled on the bed to read. It galled her how easily she allowed others to shatter her peace, and she read the same two pages over and over without understanding. In defeat, she sat the book on the night-stand and rested against the pillows.

For the first time she could recall, she missed the distraction of a television.

The holiday in Rarotonga had seemed like a magnificent idea. Her brother took charge of the children for a whole week, assuring Hana he would cope. And he would. That wasn’t in doubt, especially with her mother-in-law tagging along as his back-up. The stabbing had knocked Hana out of action for a month already, and her family had stepped into the breach without complaint. Leslie Du Rose seemed in her element as the doting grandparent, coming alive as she did school runs, after-school activities and endless packed lunches for the four Du Rose children. After her brother, Mark’s, considerable persuasion, Hana had loaded a suitcase with summer dresses and a bikini and hoped the break would bring healing. “Day one,” she murmured to the matt white ceiling.

The island’s isolation made an internet connection both expensive and unreliable. Few resorts provided a television, as the single local channel held little interest for anyone but the island’s permanent residents.

Hana sent her mind back to that morning. She’d held Logan’s hand as they walked to the communal seating area for breakfast. For the first time in months, she’d experienced the heady excitement of freedom. The child-free holiday meant they could work off a different timetable, one not dictated by meal times and school hours. Hana had drunk fresh orange juice and eaten mango and pears for breakfast. Until the blond resort owner plonked himself down at their table and pumped them for information.

“Du Rose?” He’d frowned and cocked his head. “You’re the ones who own a hotel in the north island of New Zealand, aren’t you?”

Logan’s thigh had tensed beneath Hana’s palm as she’d sipped her ginger tea and peered at the man over the rim of her mug.

“I’m a high school teacher,” Logan had replied. He hated people prying into his life, and Hana sensed even in that brief interaction that he already disliked the man. She’d taken her cue from her husband, trusting Logan’s heightened intuition. They hadn’t had time to discuss it before Logan left to catch the shuttle to the dock and she’d headed to the beach.

Hana lay on the bed with her arms by her sides. There were only two flights a day to the island, and they’d arrived on the later one the night before. It took an astounding two hours for their fellow passengers to clear customs and security, and they fell into the double bed after midnight. Hana yawned as tiredness caught up with her. She closed her eyes and listened to a group of wild hens scratching in the dust outside, little grunts and burbles issuing from contented throats. Despite her best intentions, she slept.

Arguing woke her. Disoriented, Hana blinked at the unfamiliar room and frowned. The villa vibrated as though after some kind of shock, and it took a moment for her to recognise her surroundings and place herself on holiday within them. She yawned and inhaled the villa’s stuffy air. Perhaps an earthquake. She lifted her phone from beside her on the bed and peered at the screen for a notification. Nothing. Then she groaned. No phone signal and no data.

“Keep your voice down!” a male voice hissed. It came from beyond the rear wall of the villa. Hana tilted her head back to study the upside down view of a high window above the headboard.

“You shafted me!” Another male voice responded, the tone acerbic. “You didn’t tell me you brought more of it onto the island last night! I suppose you planned to shift it without me knowing.”

“No!” The first voice held a placatory tone. “You didn’t need to raid our villa while we ate breakfast! I would have given it to you later today.”

“Keeping it in your suitcase isn’t a smart plan. It needs to stay hidden until we can switch it. This is as good a place as any. No one will look for it here.”

“Whatever!” The base notes of the man’s scoffing carried through the wall to Hana. Her tingling nerve endings warned her of danger, but it vied with her budding curiosity. Ignoring the pain from her side, she clambered onto her knees, intending to peek through the high window. She couldn’t quite reach and rose on tiptoes, needing to stand on the pillows to see through the bottom edge of the glass.

Two men walked away, giving her a rear view of their mismatched heights. She recognised the shorter one as the resort owner, his blond hair glistening in the sun’s harsh rays. The taller man had the build and colouring of a Cook Islander. He wore flip-flops on his tanned feet and his shorts hung low on his buttocks. He walked with a listing gait, the resort owner scurrying along beside him. Hana twisted her lips and watched them navigate between the villa sitting perpendicular to hers and the one next to it. She held her breath and ducked down as the resort owner’s head turned. His shoulders followed until he looked back at the window. Hana cursed as the curtain twitched with her sudden movement. Embarrassment flamed her cheeks, though she doubted he’d seen anything other than the curtain swishing. She reasoned he’d put it down to a through draught.

But the conversation perplexed her as she boiled water for a drink and collected food from the fridge to make lunch. Her hasty late night retrieval of supplies from their suitcase meant she’d forgotten the bread. It lay nestled in the bottom of the case between a floral summer dress and Logan’s crisp shirts. Distracted, she set about fixing their clothes onto hangers in the bedroom and filling the drawers with underwear and toiletries. The click of the kettle reminded her of her former task.

Rarotonga’s enticing pamphlets hadn’t warned about the need to boil all water and use bottled product for teeth cleaning. Residents of the island were immune to the bugs inhabiting the surface water from streams and springs within the catchment valley. Tourists weren’t so fortunate. The last thing Hana needed after her surgery was a stomach upset. She used the tea bags she’d brought with her and the carton of long-life milk from the fridge. Then she sat on the deck to force down the simple meat paste sandwich and the drink. The heat sapped her energy, and she picked at the food, tearing off the crusts and persuading herself to swallow the bite sized squares which remained from the rubble. Her mind kept flicking back to the overheard conversation. She wondered what the resort owner had brought onto the island and why he’d hidden it. Drugs, she reasoned, and sighed. “None of my business,” she soothed. But her visceral reaction to the man hailed a warning she wouldn’t ignore.

A wild chicken pecked at the edge of the shared lawn, its beak darting against the dusty earth. Hana crumbled the crusts and the remains of her sandwich and scattered it onto the scrubby grass. She realised her mistake within seconds as the cockerel lifted its beak and squawked. The thwack of wing muscles and flutter of feathers surrounded her as at least fifty chicken friends joined it to fight over the impromptu feast. Hana abandoned her tea and the empty plate and ran inside and slammed the front door. She rested her forehead against the laminated notice which said, ‘Please don’t feed the wild animals. ESPECIALLY the chickens.’
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Visitor - manu’iri

Hana opened all the windows, grateful for the mosquito screens which kept the flies and the chickens from entering. A decent draught funnelled through the villa and she returned to her novel. She groaned when sand cascaded from the fold into a crease in her dress.

The chickens scattered as she flung open the front door again and brushed the debris onto the deck. An indignant cockerel studied her with its head on one side, a single beady eye severe and unblinking.

“Hiya!” A woman’s voice set the chickens scrambling further afield, their warbling shrieks accompanying their haphazard directional chaos.

Hana looked up and gave the fabric a last brush. “Hi,” she replied, frowning in the porch’s shade to identify the visitor. She relaxed as she recognised one half of the couple from the villa adjacent to hers. A reluctant smile crossed her lips.

“I noticed you on the flight over here,” the woman said. She stepped onto the porch and halted. “You’re with the really tall guy.” She presented her observation as a statement and not a question, leaving Hana with a simple nod in response. “Hallie.” The woman reached out, offering her hand. Hana took it, stifling a yawn as she contemplated the peace of her villa and the waiting, sand free novel.

“Nice to meet you,” she replied, the moment growing awkward. “Do you have everything you need?”

Hallie winced. Hana regretted her question, which held a silent implication that she might provide anything lacking. Flyaway mousy hair lifted in the breeze like a static haze, and Hallie’s rumpled skirt and blouse gave her a dishevelled appearance. A lack of confidence created a woodenness which morphed into wide waves of her arms as though she engaged in an overcomer’s silent mental battle with it. Her frame appeared slight, but she carried extra weight, which settled around her hips and bulged through a skirt a size too small. “I don’t suppose you brought any sugar with you?” she asked. “Jared rented a car from a friend of Craig Henderson’s, but we need to catch the bus to collect it later. Then we can grab some supplies from the Avarua District.” She twisted her pretty features into a grimace. “I packed sugar in our suitcase, but the milk carton leaked and soaked it. I just spent the last hour hand washing most of our clothing. It’s a pity because I caught the bus into town earlier, but didn’t realise I needed more or I would have got it then.” She heaved out a ragged sigh and peered at the chipped paint on her fingernails. “Happy holidays.”

“Come in.” Hana relented and stepped aside, allowing Hallie to proceed into the villa at a rush. She halted just inside the door and peeled off her worn sandals. Matching polish graced her toes, displaying what her fingernails had originally looked like. “Tea or coffee?” Hana walked into the kitchen and lifted the kettle, inspecting the water level.

“Coffee please. Two sugars.” Hallie ran a hand through her tangled nondescript curls. She frowned and dragged a band from her wrist, which she used to corral her hair into a ponytail. She sank into an armchair which faced the kitchen. “Do you always travel in business class?”

Hana frowned, surprised at the question. She emptied more water into the kettle from a bottle and snapped on the lid, depressing the button to make it boil. “No,” she replied, replacing the bottle back in the fridge. Her tone held a warning. She didn’t intend to discuss Logan’s financial status with a random acquaintance.

“It looked nice up there. You got wine and everything.” Hallie cocked her head. “Jared booked an aisle seat because otherwise he literally needs to wrap his legs around his neck to get comfortable.” She grinned, as though wanting Hana to appreciate the stranger’s great height. “He’s just over six feet tall. Like your husband.”

Hana turned away and drew mugs from an overhead cupboard. Logan would tower over Jared by a head. She’d never seen him, but wondered about the accuracy of Hallie’s tape measure. No one else on their flight had bumped their nose on the overhead lockers. She didn’t have the heart to destroy the woman’s illusion. Or the energy for irrelevant point scoring.

Hallie took the mug of coffee with enthusiasm and slurped the hot liquid. “Perfect,” she mused, her eyelashes fluttering closed with enjoyment. She lifted her chin and peered across at Hana’s mug. “Oh, what’s that?”

“Herbal tea. Lemon and kawakawa.” She hadn’t realised how much she would miss coffee. But the lobe of her liver, which her attacker sliced with a sharp blade, meant a changed lifestyle to hasten its healing. No toxins such as pain pills or alcohol. Indefinitely. Neither she nor Logan had sampled the wine in business class which had so interested Hallie.

Hana took a mental stock of her unsociable attitude as the silence stretched between them. She released a heavy sigh and began again. “My brother bought the holiday for us as a gift. My husband upgraded the flight because it’s meant as a recovery break for me after an illness.”

“Oh.” Hallie sat forward. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to pry. Jared says I’m socially awkward. He hates how I get two sentences into a conversation and drop my guts.” She gave a nervous laugh, and Hana relaxed. She settled back on the two-seater sofa and sipped her tea. It wasn’t so bad, she reasoned. She’d drunk it before through choice and the taste hadn’t changed just because she’d run out of alternatives.

“It’s fine,” Hana said with a smile. “My husband calls it verbal diarrhoea. It’s quite endearing.” She winced at the implied rudeness of the statement and apologised. “I meant it in relation to my daughter, not to you. She has a terrible crush on our local vicar and can’t seem to stop herself babbling whenever he’s around her.”

Relief flooded through her as Hallie nodded. “Yeah, that’s me. And the more nervous I am, the worse it gets. I got stopped on the expressway for having a broken tail-light last week and ended up telling the police officer my life story. She made the mistake of asking if I had children and that unleashed a whole diatribe about how Jared fires blanks and IVF had failed four times. And now this.” She flapped her hand in front of her but didn’t elaborate further on what she meant by this. “Anyway, she didn’t ticket me, but only because I think she wanted to get away from me.”

Hana smiled, and the mood lightened. She sensed Hallie’s embarrassment at the retelling of her mortifying story and dodged the issue at its heart. Her soul ached for couples struggling with infertility. But as a woman with four children by two fathers, all of whom were accidental, her sympathy always contained a note of weakness. She switched to their arrival on the island instead. “It was strange coming here in the dark and going straight to sleep. I don’t know how Logan crawled out of bed to go snorkelling this morning.” She’d wanted a slower start, but he’d insisted she eat breakfast before he left.

“Oh.” Hallie brightened, her features sharpening. “That’s where Jared went. So they’re probably already acquainted.” She leaned back in the armchair and kept hold of her mug as though needing the coffee-hit as a lifeline. Hana didn’t enlighten her. She’d only brought the decaffeinated version.

“Perhaps.” Hana imagined Logan making friends and dismissed the notion. Her husband would remain pleasant but aloof. He permitted so few people into his inner circle she doubted Jared would gain entry at a first meeting. She leaned forward at the memory of the argument she’d overheard. “Did you see the resort owner at breakfast?” she asked.

Hallie cocked her head. “We didn’t go for breakfast, but Jared’s known Craig for years. They shared a student flat in Auckland. He stays with us when he visits the mainland. I let him share my booth at the Auckland travel show. It was at the showground this year.” She shrugged and took another sip of her coffee. “I always come to this resort, so he gives me the biggest villa. Jared rarely visits because he works. Or at least, he did.” Her brows narrowed as she considered the root of Hana’s question. “Why?”

She formulated her reply with care. “No reason.” She dismissed the aura of concern with a forced smile. “I just saw him out here earlier and recognised him from this morning.”

Hallie wrinkled her nose. “Blond, muscular, bit of a surfer looking dude?” A mistiness crossed her hazel irises until they appeared unfocussed. She didn’t wait for Hana to confirm her impression. “Yeah, that’s him.” She cleared her throat. “He bought the resort about ten years ago. Since then, we’ve had all kinds of global problems which have affected the tourist industry.” She lowered her voice. “A cyclone ripped up the other side of the island last year and scared away the tourists. Craig said he almost went bust. I’m not sure how he clawed things back again, but he told me he’d salvaged it.”

Hana nodded but kept her suspicion about his potential drug running to herself. “That’s good.” She thought of Logan’s hotel in the mountain and the similar issues they’d had. Leasing the property had immunised them against the potential losses of a declining industry and become a hidden blessing. The event management company had absorbed all the economic hit and not their family for a change. But Hallie was right. Things had improved, especially on the conference scene.

“Do you work?” Hallie rushed on, not waiting for an answer. She dipped forward in a curious action and pressed at a spot beside her navel. “I’m a travel agent. We get subsidised holidays in exchange for recommending resorts to customers. Jared thinks Craig gives us the biggest villa because they’re friends, but it’s not the real reason. I’ve sent him heaps of business over the years.”

“Right,” Hana replied. “I think my brother stayed here with his husband towards the end of last season. He booked it for us, so we’re just grateful for the break. We haven’t explored yet. We had a boat tour booked for next Wednesday morning, and he thought Logan might enjoy snorkelling. He arranged a diving expedition for next Tuesday but the company switched it to today. They didn’t have enough numbers, so they merged two diving trips.”

Hallie gave an enthusiastic nod. “Yes, the Ellie Marie had a major refit after the last cyclone. They can do overnight and weekend tours now. I think they lost a lot of trade while she was out of action. She needed almost a rebuild. What about you? Didn’t you fancy diving or snorkelling?”

Hana licked her lips and paused. Lying required far too much effort, and she’d already realised Hallie had no filter. The truth then. “I had surgery a month ago. My brother’s a doctor. He didn’t think I should try squeezing into a wet suit and swimming in the sea just yet.”

“What sort of surgery?” Hallie’s hazel irises gleamed with the scent of gossip, and Hana regretted her candidness. “I had an accident and damaged my liver. It’ll take time to heal.” As though in agreement, the scar tissue beneath her right rib twinged. It sent stabbing sensations like tiny pins rocketing up her side. She shifted position and set her tea on a nearby table.

“What sort of accident?” Hallie leaned forward in her seat.

Hana sighed and resolved not to further fuel her inquisitiveness. “A painful one,” she concluded. “Would you like a biscuit with your coffee?”

Hallie cleared her throat and for a moment, desolation seemed to reflect through her irises as though pulled from her soul. She touched her stomach again, a light, tentative flutter of her fingers. “Yes please. I don’t suppose you have any painkillers, do you?”

Hana turned away with an ironic twist of her lips. “Oh yes,” she said with a sigh. “Enough to sink a battleship.” And she couldn’t take any of them. She turned back to meet Hallie’s gaze. “Paracetamol or Ibuprofen?”

“Both,” she replied.
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Pest - ‘ē

Hallie exhausted Hana with her continual questions. She figured Jared had the patience of a saint as the woman drew in another scant breath before launching into a vivid description of her mother-in-law’s friend’s sister’s house in Auckland. “You’d love it,” she gushed, knowing nothing of Hana’s personal preferences. “It’s huge, and it overlooks the ocean. They’re loaded.” She downed the mixed medications with a gulp of her coffee, but her fingers still fluttered over her stomach when she thought Hana wasn’t looking.

“Nice,” Hana managed, her smile drooping at the thought of her own vacated villa on the mountain. She cleared her throat, sorry when she cut Hallie off mid-sentence despite waiting for an appropriate break. Hallie’s temporary pause included a grab for the last biscuit. “I need to walk to reception,” Hana lied.

“Oh. What for?” Hallie spoke around her crunching.

Hana’s mind blanked. “Leaflets.” Her voice rose at the end of her sentence. “Lots of leaflets.”

“About activities?” Her interest piqued, and she spread her hands. “What do you need to know? I can sort you out with any of the local trips and get some sweet deals. Is there something particular?” She clapped her hands together, cascading crumbs onto the tiled floor. Her eyes flared with a curious brightness. “Oh!” she exclaimed. “Our husbands are probably already friends. We could do stuff together!”

Hana made a non-committal sound in the back of her throat, reluctant to merge their holiday with someone else’s. She imagined Logan’s dismay at Hallie’s constant chatter and doubted he’d given Jared more than a cursory nod. Logan didn’t collect friends. He had his immediate family and a tiny group of men he’d consider brothers. Many acquaintances suffered disappointment at having pushed to join his inner circle and grazed their chins on the solid brick wall with which Logan surrounded himself. Once ejected, he permitted no one to re-enter.

Hana rose and collected the empty mugs and the plate which contained only crumbs. She dumped them in the dishwasher and lifted the villa’s key from the counter. To her surprise, Hallie took the hint and stood, brushing more crumbs onto the floor. “I’ll walk across with you,” she said. “Craig lets me use his internet connection to pick up my emails.”

“Oh.” Hana pursed her lips. Her gaze strayed to her mobile phone charging beside the microwave. “Do you think he’d let me contact my brother? Logan said I could hotspot from his phone, but I’m not sure how and I think he took it with him. I need to let my family know we’ve arrived safely.” She didn’t voice her other motive. Leslie’s haphazard child-minding could go either way. Phoenix and Mac would behave, but Wiremu and Edin could wrap the elderly woman round their pinkie fingers between them.

Hallie wrinkled her nose. Her lips flattened into a severe line. “I don’t think so. It’s a special favour to me.” She reached out with fingernails painted the colour of ripe mandarins. She clasped Hana’s forearm with over familiarity and gave it a solid squeeze. “Please don’t mention I told you about it. Craig’s quite unpredictable, and I don’t want him to stop the arrangement.”

“Okay.” Hana nodded. Her brother, Mark, had warned her about the lack of connectivity before they set off, but the reality seemed harder to process than she’d imagined. She missed her children’s cheerful voices and craved one of little Mac’s famous bear hugs. Her stomach knotted and her excitement drained through her feet. She shouldn’t have accepted the gift, not when she felt safest at home.

Home.

The word taunted her with its irony. It drew the mountain and the hotel into its embrace. And after all, the stabbing occurred at home.

“Are you coming?” Hallie cocked her head and stared at Hana. She nodded in response and searched for the flip-flops she thought she’d left on the porch. It took a moment for her to realise she’d abandoned them on the beach after Craig’s intrusion. The key dug into her palm as she clicked the front door closed behind her. A light push proved the lock had engaged.

Sunshine beat down on her auburn head as they walked between the villas and skirted the crystal blue water of the swimming pool. A muscular man with tanned skin swam long, lazy lengths, his easy stroke appearing effortless. A woman sunbathed on a lounger, a floppy hat protecting her face from the glare. Magazine pages fluttered against the light breeze, clicking like the strange elaterid beetles which inhabited the island. Hana followed Hallie’s circuitous path, the grass warm beneath her bare feet.

“Do you have any advice about the island?” she asked, forcing herself to act interested.

Hallie turned to face her and her expression grew serious. Her lips pursed for long enough to make Hana drag her feet. “Just be careful,” she advised, her tone loaded. Her lips pulled back from her teeth in a snarl. “There’s corruption here.” She lowered her voice. “Nobody is who they say they are.”

Hana remained on the path as Hallie stepped ahead of her. It seemed such a strange warning and with no back story, it left her confused. After a moment’s delay, she jogged to catch up with the other woman, the slight activity already making her sweat.

They rounded the corner of the last building and Hallie skidded to a halt. Hana ran into the back of her with a grunt of pain. “What’s wrong?” she demanded, gripping her side and staring past Hallie to the empty through-road. The reception office occupied the building across the street, two sides formed from floor to ceiling glass windows. It jutted into the visitor’s car park as though glued to the side of the main house like a child’s attempt at cardboard architecture. A scooter leaned drunkenly in the only occupied space, a police logo emblazoned on the side.

Hallie’s complexion paled, and she held her breath as a female officer emerged through the reception door and clambered onto the bike. She didn’t bother with a helmet, firing up the scooter and buzzing out through the resort’s tree lined entrance. Her pale blue uniform sleeves fluttered against her brown arms as she turned right and sped away. The bike’s husky buzz resembled a hairdryer as it echoed back to Hana’s ears. “Are you okay?” Hana asked, rubbing her side.

Hallie turned to her with a fake smile plastered onto her lips. “Yeah, just the local cop. I can’t remember her name, but she’s nice.”

“Right,” Hana murmured. So nice she wanted to avoid her. They stepped across the molten tarmac at a fast pace as Hana avoided burning her soles. A bell clanged over the door of the reception as Hallie opened it wide.

“Hello!” Hallie burst into the snug space as though arriving home. The frigid air from a wall unit took Hana’s breath away. She closed the door behind her with difficulty and stood back to observe the luke warm greeting meted out to Hallie from the woman behind the desk. A sign on the inside of the door glass offered a cash withdrawal service. It swung in the breeze from the air conditioner. “This is my new friend Hana.” Hallie seized her arm and yanked her alongside, disregarding Hana’s awkward stumble and her hiss of pain. Hana braced herself against the counter.

“Is there a problem?” The receptionist’s pencilled brows narrowed as though she hated her on sight, and she peered at Hana through penetrating blue eyes the colour of Antarctic ice. The plunging neckline of her uniform blouse finished level with the white bow clinging to a lacy bra. Two peachy breasts peered from within the fabric like twin voyeurs in their world. The lace struggled to hold them and Hana bit her lower lip to distract her from their unnatural bounce. The woman appeared older than Hana, but her smooth, coconut sized breasts didn’t match her wrinkled chest and neck.

“No. I’m fine, thanks.” Hana shook herself free and pointed towards the wall of shelving, which contained activity brochures. “I just wanted some information leaflets.” She escaped Hallie’s grasp and sought sanctuary on the other side of the narrow office. The woman behind the desk observed Hana with a hard expression, which contained too much animosity for a first encounter.

“I’ll just be in the office checking my emails,” Hallie trilled. She flounced around the counter and into a room behind the desk, oblivious to the tight-lipped glare it induced from the receptionist. Hana reached for a leaflet about pests, attracted by the image of a beautiful tree with bright red flowers adorning the cover. The glossy paper gave off a chemical scent, confused by the lemon air freshener mounted on the wall above the rack. Hallie’s laughter filtered through the open doorway, met by quieter male tones.

With Hallie out of the way, Hana smashed and grabbed from the rack, not paying much attention to the spoils. “I’ll just take these,” she announced to the receptionist, keeping her voice low. “Thank you.”

“Oh, Mrs Du Rose.” She ground to a halt with one hand on the door handle, the other clutching a wad of leaflets. Turning back to the counter, she blinked in confusion at seeing only the receptionist when she’d heard a male voice. Then Craig bobbed up from behind the woman like a Jack-in-the-box. He dumped her abandoned rug and flip-flops on the counter. “You dropped these on the beach,” he said, his brows drawing into a line.

“Thank you.” Hana forced a smile onto her lips and collected them into her arms, ignoring a leaflet which fluttered to the floor. On the front cover, a boat roofed from coconut leaves shimmered on an azure sea, dolphins surrounding the grinning tourists in the water. She used her right foot to push it closer to the counter in a pretence of not realising she’d dropped it. Craig narrowed his eyes at her. “I called by with them, but you didn’t answer the door.”

Hana swallowed. She considered the shock awakening, and the argument she’d observed between Craig and the other man. Perhaps his knocking had disturbed her initially. She feigned ignorance. “Sorry. I went straight to sleep. Then Hallie popped round to borrow some sugar.”

Craig shot an irritated glance towards the office behind him. His gaze strayed to the receptionist, and they exchanged a look. The hidden meaning evaded Hana, and she concentrated on her escape. She eased the heavy door open and a wall of humidity slapped her in the face. Another leaflet cascaded to the carpeted floor. Hana emitted a squeak of surprise as the weight of the door disappeared, almost pitching her over the threshold at speed. She put her arms out to save herself and dropped a flip-flop and more leaflets. “Sorry!” she gushed. “I didn’t realise you’d got the door for me.” The warm air stole her breath, and she stepped outside. Craig followed her out, closing the door behind him. He bent to retrieve the leaflets, frowning at the one about pests. Hana quailed as his lascivious gaze grazed every square centimetre of her legs from ankle to thigh as he rose.

“You’re interested in biodiversity?” He blinked in the sunlight, his blond fringe falling into his eyes. A deft movement set the pile on top of the tartan rug and he bent again to grab the single flip-flop.

“Yes,” she lied.

Craig studied her for a long moment. The silence stretched between them as the awkwardness grew. “Du Rose,” he said in a musing tone. “Why did your husband tell me he’s a schoolteacher?”

Hana swallowed. “Because he is.” And a farmer. And an investor. A brilliant mathematician. And unequalled in bed. But she added none of those accolades out loud.

Craig shook his head. A vibrant floral shirt covered his torso, the buttons opened to reveal curly blond hair across his pectorals. “Maybe, but I know he also owns that hotel near Auckland,” he said, his tone grave. “I read an interview he gave in a magazine after it won a tourist award a few years ago.” He lifted his hand and ran it through his damp curls. The humidity hiked around them like a cloying fog. “I want some advice.” His muddy brown irises sparkled in the light as he fixed his gaze on Hana. “I’ll pop round later.”

Hana ground her teeth in her jaw as anger set a fire in her painful stomach. “Please don’t,” she said, trying to add politeness to her request. “We’re on holiday. We both need to relax and not think about work for a while.” Her words hid a fathomless understatement.

Craig shrugged, not deterred by her refusal. “Well, it’s important,” he persisted. “I could use some consultation on this place.” His arm waved in an expansive arc to encompass the resort.

“Right.” Hana sighed and edged past him, avoiding the sharp gravel which bordered the hot paving slabs. He didn’t assist her by stepping aside, watching with casual interest as she navigated him and set off along the path towards the swimming pool. She paused before crossing the resort’s narrow lane, dropping her flip-flops to the hot asphalt and pushing her feet into them. Her soles still burned and tingled with the memory of the heat even after they ceased contact with the road. When she shot a glance behind her, she found Craig still watching, his features scrunched and his expression unreadable.
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Love - ‘inangaro

Logan returned in the early afternoon. His black fringe hung in a curtain over his eyes, flattened by the salt water from his snorkelling. He settled on the armchair after closing the screen door, obliterating the dent in the cushion left by Hallie’s exit. “How was your day?” His grey eyes observed Hana as she poured bottled water from the fridge into two glasses. Her hand trembled as she sensed him studying her.

“Not as peaceful as I’d hoped,” she replied, keeping her tone light. She pursed her lips and considered the day’s chance meetings, the information clashing and clanging in her head. When she thought about repeating it to her husband, it all amounted to nothing. It occurred to her she’d begun labelling the resort manager as Creepy Craig. It seemed disingenuous when he’d only ever tried to help her. Hana swallowed and turned, the condensation from the glass seeping over her fingers. She handed it to Logan with a smile.

Too late.

Her perceptive husband cocked his head. “How so?” His casual tone belied his interest. He’d scented the faint tang of smoke and mirrors and would dig until he uncovered the source of her disquiet.

Hana sank onto the two-seater with a sigh. She sipped her drink and considered her reply so as not to betray her neuroses. “My side hurt,” she confessed. “I went to the beach to read and laid down wrong. It pulled the stitches and made me miserable.”

Logan wrinkled his nose in sympathy. “It’s early days yet,” he soothed. “That surgery was serious stuff.” He pushed the fingers of his right hand through his hair, leaving his fringe sticking up like a cockerel’s plume. “Are you afraid?”

His question stymied her and the glass wobbled in her hand. “What?”

“Of her. Are you afraid she’ll come back for a second attempt? Or visit the house while we’re away?”

“No!” Hana gasped. She half rose, the scar tissue tugging as she sank back into the cushions. The glass tipped as she set it on the coffee table between them, and water sloshed onto the mottled wooden patina. She pressed her fingers into her eyes. “I never thought of that.” Her chest rose with the increased rapidity of her breathing, and she darted a glance at the open front door protected by the fly screen. She imagined undoing the morning’s labour with their clothing by slamming it all back into the suitcase.

She jumped and squeaked as the sofa depressed next to her. Logan’s muscular arm slipped around her shoulders, and he pulled her legs across his. He exercised extreme care as he eased her into his lap. “You didn’t need to think of it,” he soothed. “Because I already did.”

Hana tilted her head back to stare at him. Her irises swam with ready tears, but he held her gaze without discomfort. His confidence infused her with safety, and she licked her lips before speaking. “Is David Allen watching over them?”

Logan’s mouth twisted, and he paused for a moment before replying. “Yes. But they’re not at home. I arranged for them to have a holiday, too.” Hana blinked without understanding. Horror filled scenarios filed through her mind.

“Holiday?” Her voice rose. “But they have school. Leslie can’t cope with all four of them away from the house!”

“It’s fine.” Logan lifted his hand and brushed his index finger over her forehead. “Dean and Mark have them in Hamilton. If a paediatrician and a trauma doctor can’t manage them for a few days, then it’s a poor show. Your brother made it a condition of this trip. He wants time with our kids.”

“But what about Leslie?” Hana’s jaw hung open.

Logan’s smirk provided the first sign of amusement. “Yeah, she keeps surprising me. We all thought she’d confess everything the first second she got you by yourself.” His lips turned downward in veiled approval. “But she didn’t. I rented an eight-seater and David drove them all down to Mark’s yesterday after we left for the airport. He’ll stay with them all week and run security. No one would expect the whole family to decamp to Hamilton and we figured they’d be safest there. Your son tracked the bitch who stabbed you to a motel in Northland. She can’t stay loose for too much longer. He’s got all her accounts locked and guys watching her premises. It’ll be over by the time we get home.”

Hana pitched forward and rested her temple against Logan’s collarbone. She’d always underestimated his strategic abilities. He thrived on the buzz of planning and successful execution. She could have saved herself the raised heart rate if she’d remembered that. He dropped his chin and his bristles grazed her cheek. Never still, his fingers smoothed the soft fabric of her dress over her thigh.

An unexpected stirring disturbed Hana’s musing, the sensation like weightlessness in the pit of her stomach. The woman’s blade had already robbed her of a month of her life, and she braced her hands against Logan’s chest and pushed herself upright. He blinked in surprise at the unexpectedness of her kiss. His lips tasted of warmth and sea-salt. The lingering scent of sun cream mingled with the rubber of the wetsuit. Hana imagined him stripping out of its tight wetness, peeling it from his powerful limbs like a second skin. She wondered where he’d done it, imagining him hiding his Adonis’ body in the darkness of a pitching on-board bathroom. She pushed her fingers beneath the hem of his tee shirt, earthing herself against the plates of defined muscle encasing his stomach and chest.

A frenzy seized her fingers, forcing them to dance as she raised Logan’s tee shirt with an unaccustomed roughness. She tore at the fabric, hearing the seams ping with the release of tiny stitches. Her kisses spread across his brawny chest, from left to right, until her lips found the raised bud of his nipple. The tang of sun cream jarred against her tongue. She heard the click of a surprised breath, followed by a familiar exhale. Hana wanted normality like an addict tasting the heady bloom of cocaine after a painful absence. She couldn’t reclaim the endless days her attacker had stolen, but she could prevent her from taking more.

Hana’s scar tugged and ached as she raised her arms above her head. In an unspoken duet, Logan lifted the hem of her dress until it cleared her head. He dropped it onto the floor beside the sofa, a fire flaring behind his irises. Experienced fingers popped open the clasp of her bikini where it nestled between her breasts. The garment fell apart; the straps cascading from her shoulders to reveal her pale, delicate skin. They trapped her arms by her sides, and she shrugged herself free until it landed carelessly on the rucked fabric of her abandoned dress.

Logan’s left arm slipped beneath her thighs, his other braced against her spine. He edged forward on the seat and rose. The sinews and tendons tightened in his neck as he lifted Hana into the air. She weighed so little since the attack, and she saw the blink of shock in his eyes as he took a tentative step forward and turned. “I love you,” she whispered, pressing her lips to the dip where his neck met his collar bone. His scent collected there, second only to the space at the side of his nose before the curve of his angular cheek. Hana inhaled and sighed, his presence enveloping her in a familiar cocoon of cosseted safety. She kissed the soft hollow again, feeling a jerk as he raised his heel and kicked the outer door of the villa closed behind him. It clicked against the screen door and the metal rattled.

A movement in her peripheral vision caused Hana to glance at the window behind the armchair. The half-closed curtains pulled across the glass had lessened the sun’s harsh glare. The top of a blond head showed in line with the level of the windowsill. A man’s head, attached to a body moving with a smooth, lazy gait. He navigated the edge of the deck, and Hana held her breath as footsteps clattered up the stairs to the front door. The sharp rap echoed through the villa, seeming to bounce off every surface like an unwelcome claxon raising an alarm.

Logan cursed, but didn’t deviate from his course to the bed. He raised an eyebrow at Hana’s wide, fearful eyes and his lips curved upwards into a grin. She’d held the bow and released the arrow of desire. Nothing would get in its way. Not even Creepy Craig.
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Mortality - mate

“Are you hungry yet, kōtiro?” Logan rolled onto his stomach and rested his outstretched arm across Hana’s chest. The biceps filled with strength, raised veins pumping blood from his heart as he kept the arm flexed to avoid crushing her. Hana clasped his hand, grateful he’d deviated the familiar action at the last second from her painful stomach.

She pressed a kiss over his knuckles. “Maybe.” Her brow furrowed as she waited for signals from her digestive system. It neither confirmed nor denied her tentative question, still sulking after the emergency surgery. “I’m not sure,” she admitted. Then she groaned. “Oh no. The lady next door popped in to scrounge some sugar. I forgot to give it to her.”

Logan wrinkled his nose. “Ah, you made a friend already,” he joked.

Hana widened her eyes until her irises resembled glittering emeralds. “More like death by interrogation. She’s a travel agent who’s won industry awards for giving clients the perfect, tailor-made holidays.” Her lips curved into a reluctant smile. “It’s probably only possible because she finds out everything about them, from their underwear preference to their deepest, darkest fears.”

Logan turned on his side and braced his elbow, resting the heel of his hand against his cheek. He released his left fingers from Hana’s grasp and stroked her chin with his thumb. “She can hold all that data in her head but forgot to take the sugar with her? Or do I smell a pretext?”

Hana shrugged. “Perhaps.” She twisted her lips in a mischievous smirk. “I think I’ll introduce you both. You’re a wall of mystery and guaranteed to drive her absolutely crazy.”

“Bring it,” Logan retorted.

“Oh. Her husband went on your dive boat, apparently. Jared. I don’t know their last name.”

Logan stared at the ceiling as he ran through a mental image of their gathered faces. His head shook from side to side and he frowned. “I don’t remember a Jared, but I didn’t memorise their names. The captain took a group photograph at the end. He’s emailing it to all of us.”

“How very chummy. Let’s print it off and stick it to the fridge at home. Logan and pals.” Hana mocked him shamelessly, releasing a shriek when he jerked as though to tickle her. He changed his mind in the last second, perhaps mindful of her scar, and pushed himself to a sitting position.

“Well, I’m starving,” he announced. He tilted his wrist to check his watch. “It’s almost three o’clock now and the buses run until four thirty. Why don’t we get dressed and see if we can catch one that goes past the supermarket? We can travel clockwise to Avarua and catch the last anticlockwise bus back here?”

Hana groaned and threw her arms out to her sides. She stared up at the ceiling. “I don’t think I can move that fast anymore,” she grumbled.

Logan shrugged. “It’s that or a nine kilometre walk each way.”

“Or a sandwich.”

“I’ll carry you,” Logan promised, his expression sincere.

Guilt bubbled in Hana’s chest, condemning her recent abstinence from anything remotely stressful. The family had closed ranks following her surgery, wrapping her in care and indolence like a warm blanket. She suspected Mark’s gift of the holiday contained a hidden agenda. He wanted her to draw a line and step over it.

“Okay,” she agreed. She lifted an index finger and bopped Logan on the end of his regal nose. “But I’m having a quick shower first.”

***
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They stood in the sweltering temperature by the faded sign which showed Paradise Villas still had six vacancies. The bus didn’t arrive. Locals tore past on scooters, only a few wearing helmets. They showed no interest in the idiots standing in the full sun with the heat wave, which caused them to shimmer in the glare from the hot tarmac. Logan glared at his watch as though holding it responsible for his discomfort. He raised his cowboy hat and grunted before turning to Hana with his eyes downcast in apology. “It’s not coming,” he stated, disappointment filling his voice. “I forgot everything here runs on island time.”

Hope budded in Hana’s chest. If the bus didn’t come in the next ten minutes, they wouldn’t have long enough in town to shop and catch the last one home again. She’d bet top dollar that the final driver on the schedule ran on time in anticipation of his day’s end. She turned to Logan to offer soothing condolences, which she’d try to fill with sincerity. But her stomach ached, and she imagined sitting under an umbrella next to the swimming pool, a soft breeze kissing her bare legs as she dipped her toes in the cool water. “I brought bread for a sandwich,” she began. But Logan’s expression of alarm stole her words. She saw his arm shoot sideways, and he snatched at her forearm, his nails digging into the soft flesh as he hauled her towards him. Her lips parted in a scream of ready fear, muffled by the fabric of his tee shirt.

A wave of damp heat engulfed the backs of her calves, a metallic scent shrouding her. Rubber screeched against the asphalt, grit peppering her legs. She left a line of lipstick on the front of Logan’s shirt, which would only depart with stain remover. The mark would irritate him until he consigned the garment to the dustbin. Just like the one soaked in her blood and which she’d never seen again. Hana’s head bobbed back on her neck like a dandelion pappus, and she noticed the purr of an engine behind her. Logan’s arms stiffened around her, the muscles of his chest growing taut as he readied himself for a confrontation. It took a moment for her to realise he’d saved her from a traffic accident. Or at least his expression said he believed he had. His lips flattened into an angry line and he pushed her behind him.

“Hiya!” The familiar lofty tone jarred with the severity of the situation. Hana turned to see Hallie wearing a sun hat and waving at her from the front seat of a red convertible. Her other hand kept the hat clamped to her crown in a death grip. A floral fabric hair tie hugged her left wrist in a pre-emptive strike against her flyaway hair, which would poof if she removed the hat. The brim cast her face into shadow, but the puffiness of the skin beneath her eyes betrayed either hay fever or a bout of tears.

A line of black exhaust fumes belched from behind the vehicle. A solid man occupied the driver’s seat, his hair black and his skin a healthy russet.

“Sorry!” Hallie called. “Didn’t mean to scare you. We’ve borrowed this car from a friend of Craig’s. Fancy a spin?”

Logan’s body language suggested he fancied taking the car and the occupants and hurling all three into the sea. Hana delayed answering, concentrating on her breathing and praying for her fluttering heart to settle. She rested a steadying hand on Logan’s forearm and offered Hallie a watery smile. “We’re waiting for the bus.” Her voice wobbled.

“It’s broken down,” Hallie replied. She shouted over the spluttering of the engine. The bonnet shook as though housing an escapee demanding release. A rusty mechanism held a fabric hood against the boot. The original black had faded through exposure to sand and salt to a dull grey. Hallie appeared thrilled with the vehicle, though Hana doubted it capable of passing a Warrant of Fitness on the mainland. “Come on!” Hallie trilled. “It’s fun. We’ll give you a ride to the Avarua District. There’s a great pub  which overlooks the ocean.”

Hana contemplated a lazy evening by the pool, punctuated only by the effort of picking sand from the pages of her novel. And then she imagined Logan lying next to her, his fingers moving in an endless dance of suppressed boredom. She wouldn’t relax, not really. Not while she knew he’d only travelled here for her. Guilt overtook common sense in a game fixed long ago by loaded dice. She sighed and nodded, stamping her reluctance underfoot as she turned towards the vehicle. “Thanks,” she said, towing Logan behind her with her tiny hand gripped around his forearm like a fly on a drum. His feet moved with deliberate slowness, his boot soles scraping against the grit. “This is Hallie,” she stated, her tone dull. “I told you she visited this afternoon.”

Logan blinked with acknowledgement, and his set jaw told her he didn’t want to get into the car. But Hallie bounced from the passenger door and fiddled with mechanisms which groaned as she forced her seat forward so the headrest touched the dashboard. “I’ll sit in the back,” she squealed, pushing herself through a narrow gap to slump behind her husband. Hana didn’t look at Logan again, knowing what she’d read in his disapproving expression. But she understood him well enough to predict he wouldn’t allow her to leave with strangers, especially one who drove like a maniac. She slid through the gap left by the bowing passenger seat and sat next to Hallie, twisting her body to search for a seatbelt.

By the time she’d secured herself, Logan had relented and bent his long legs enough to take his place in front of her. He slammed the passenger door and dragged a seatbelt across his body. Jerky movements and the stiffness of his neck warned Hana of his latent irritation with her. She pursed her lips and tried to ignore the sense of risk rising as nausea into her chest. Neither Hallie nor her husband bothered with seatbelts as the vehicle took off with a stamp of a heavy foot on the gas. Logan’s cowboy hat pitched from his head in protest at the standing start, and Hana caught it in her lap. She shouted to him she’d got it, but the wind snatched her words and threw them over her shoulder. Squealing tyres and a throaty cough from the engine covered her hysterical laughter.
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Swindle - ‘akaviki

Logan Du Rose appeared to outsiders as a risk taker, but his analytical nature loaded the dice and mitigated the effects. Danger only gave him a buzz when he defeated its outcome with a series of strategic manoeuvres and pure courage. He knew his limits, and Hana understood that about him.

As Hallie’s husband weaved the convertible along the main road, he grew distracted by the stunning beaches he pointed out along the way. Hana sensed Logan’s tolerance waning. The rigid tilt of his head told her all she needed to know.

Jared dumped the car in a supermarket car park on the edge of the district, activating the central locking and hauling his shorts up one-handed. Hallie fussed with her short dress next to him before wrapping a tentative arm around his waist. She leaned in close to whisper to Hana as they stood by the vehicle. “He’s gorgeous, isn’t he?” she cooed, her irises glittering like river water kissed by the sun’s rays.

Hana glanced sideways at her husband and nodded. Beautiful but deadly in too many ways to list. She sensed his disapproval breaking over her head like a foaming surf. Her life contained an unhealthy mixture of responsibility and hazard. She’d been stabbed and left for dead on a hotel bathroom floor, yet she still lost her head with little encouragement. Her chest tightened as she anticipated Logan’s disapproval. She’d almost left her children without a mother, and him like a right shoe without its pair. Her heart clenched, and she shivered despite the baking sun spreading kisses through her red hair. Getting into a car with a maniac seemed foolish now. The warm breeze and Jared’s chaotic disregard for road rules had caused the heady excitement to abandon her.

“No, Jared, silly.” Hallie slapped Hana’s forearm without reservation. She pursed her lips and shot Hana a glare which contained a hidden threat, as though she envisioned her swapping Logan for Jared in her dreams. Her eyes narrowed and she reached up to secure the floral scrunchie keeping her wispy curls secured. She divided the ponytail in half as though wishing to permanently rent the hair from her head. The yanking action forced the daffodil speckled fabric closer to her scalp in an action which appeared masochistic.

“Right,” Hana answered, not willing to commit to either confirmation or denial. It seemed rude to admit Jared wasn’t her type. And then there was the other thing. She’d seen him before.

“Grab what you need from the supermarket. It closes at six. Meet us at the bar on the waterfront for a swift half before we drive back. We’ll take the scenic route and show you the island.” Hallie’s chest gave a sharp hitch before covering her mouth with her hand, and Hana stared harder at her. Not hay fever then, but tears. At some point in the last few hours, Hallie had cried until her heart broke, her chest muscles still reacting to her distress.

“Thanks,” Hana gushed, raising her voice to cover Logan’s heavy sigh and expletive. A wave of pity sent a knot into her throat, though she knew she couldn’t help her. Hallie attached herself to Jared’s right elbow like a limpet as they turned and ambled towards the supermarket. In the distance Hana saw her drop her grip and put distance between her and Jared as though unable to continue the charade any longer.

“Ride home with them? Over my dead body,” Logan intoned. He dropped his chin and glared at Hana through the tops of his eyes. She swallowed and handed his hat to him.

“What do you propose, then?” she asked, her tone light.

“Catch the last bus like we planned.” He turned away from her and traced the couple’s steps towards the bustling store.

Hana caught him up, her handbag bumping against her left hip. She’d looped the strap over her head to avoid it catching her scar, but its bouncing action still ricocheted through her body. “You know Jared from your dive,” she said, her tone conversational. Her heart sank as he frowned and his head shook from side to side.

“Do I?”

Hana gnawed on her lower lip. Logan’s irritation bowled over her like a wave. He stopped dead and Hana ran into his ribs, grunting in pain and clasping her side. The fire left his eyes. “Sorry
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