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I’m a believer in ‘try before you buy.’

Unless it’s underwear because that’s super dodgy.

There’s nothing worse than forking out your hard-earned cash on a doozy and regretting it.

I don’t want stinky reviews.

I want you to love my work and feel like you got value for money.

Each of the novels below are free series starters.

If you’d like to be part of that, then click the link below.

I’ll take care of your email address and won’t be sharing it or sending needless communications.

Ain’t nobody got time for that.

You can unsubscribe at any time.

I promise not to send Rohan Andreyev after you...maybe.
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Yes please, I’d love my free starter library
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Acknowledgment
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This novel has risen from the ashes of 2022.

So much has happened. 

But amid all the crazy, I stopped for long enough to watch my eldest daughter walk across a stage and graduate with her hard-won doctorate. Covid had delayed this special moment for more than two years, but the wait also blessed us. 

Because third from the end, having also waited patiently, her father stepped onto the stage in his gown to complete his late foray into academia and claim his prize.

And our doctor rose from her earned seat on the stage, a single standing figure before of a crowd of thousands. And the big screen reflected her pride and her smile.

And she acknowledged him.

And I will never forget it.

This novel is for them. 

Dr R & Mr A.
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Assist

He sat on the low wall bordering the soccer turf and focused on the game. Grunted complaints rose as the players contested for the black and white ball which rolled ahead of them like a prisoner evading capture by an army of sweaty soldiers. The girls resembled bees around a honey pot as they surged in a knot of chaos behind the spherical object of their desire. 

A shrill whistle sounded close enough to make him jump, and he rose from his perch with significant difficulty. A haze of sweat and floral spray deodorant surrounded him as the girls arrived for their team briefing. They reached for the rack containing their plastic drink bottles before settling to listen. The occasional slurp of mineral fortified water cut across the steady voice of the sports teacher.

“What do you think, Mac?” She directed her first question to him. 

McGillivray Du Rose considered his words before releasing them into the atmosphere, aware of their significance. “We’re not playing as a team,” he stated, his voice gruff against the female whispers from the back of the group. He tried to pronounce the sentence without the inflection caused by a childhood of deafness. “For one touch football to work in this league, we need to know all the information before we send the ball. Who are we sending it to? Are they ready?” He frowned and shook his head, bothered by the chafing of the uncomfortable sling across the back of his neck. “We can’t just hoof it into orbit and expect someone to collect it.” He moved his gaze around the group, waiting until he got eye contact with each of the fifteen girls gathered in an arc. “We’ll work on it during training over the next few weeks. We’ll be ready.” He forced his lips to curve into a smile and the girls relaxed. His chest hurt when he released his held breath, wondering how he’d gotten into this. He hated the jerkiness of his speech and the way everyone stared at him. His differences filled him with mortification which emerged as a pink flush on his freckled cheeks and neck. 

Oblivious, the girls readied themselves for leaving. Optimism filled the group as they bent to gather bags and belongings in lieu of the inevitable bell, signifying the end of lunchtime. 

The teacher clapped her slender hands, the faint pink nails glistening in the sunshine. “Hurry to the changing rooms and I’ll follow behind you.” She dropped the key into the palm of a nearby blonde girl and glanced at her watch. “You have ten minutes if you don’t dawdle.”

“Yes, Miss Andrews,” the girl replied. But she didn’t move, standing on one leg and chewing her lower lip. “Miss,” she began, her gaze darting to Mac and then back to the teacher. “Did you see Mr Simms about the thing?”

The teacher paused. She seemed to formulate the reply in her mind before releasing it. “Yes,” she said. “Hurry to class now. Nine minutes and counting.” 

The girls ambled in the direction of the school building, the key holder bringing up the rear at a jog. The teacher sighed and watched their slow progress. “Rockets on the pitch and snails off it.” She turned to him and smiled. “I hope their aim will improve once the goalposts go up. We can always hope. Thanks for agreeing to coach them. We’d appreciate your input, especially after your success with the First Eleven boys last year.” 

Mac’s mind presented an image of the goal mouth into which he’d placed the ball in the final winning kick. The other team lodged a protest about faulty posts and divots on the high school’s inferior pitch. But the Football Association governing schools didn’t uphold the complaint. Mac’s team kept the cup which would spend a year growing grey and tarnished in the trophy cabinet in the reception area.

The teacher ran the back of her hand over her damp forehead and sighed. “I’ll speak to the other coach about taking our spare forward. I hate to do it to her, but she’s not at the same level. Nice kid, but she can’t place the ball. We already make too many errors near the penalty box as it is. Some of these Year 10 girls have potential and natural talent. Unfortunately, she doesn’t. She must have fluked her performance during the muster.” Miss Andrews rolled her eyes. “I hate this job sometimes. Breaker of dreams and hearts.” Eager to distract herself, she reached out to touch the cast encasing his left wrist, her touch gentle. “Speaking of broken dreams, you’ll miss the start of the boys’ season.”

Mac nodded. “Yep.” Not a fan of wasting words, he didn’t qualify her observation. He’d hated the limelight of goal scoring. The adoration of his team members caused him massive discomfort.

“How did you do it?” She cocked her head and her blonde curls tumbled sideways to cover her right shoulder. 

Something shifted in Mac’s stomach and sent a spark of excitement along his spinal cord. He stared at her, his green irises glittering in the sun’s glare. A million thoughts spun through his mind, but he held onto the sentence which landed uppermost on his tongue. Unable to tell her she was beautiful, he swallowed the sentiment with an awkward gulp and concentrated instead on the black cast funnelling heat to his painful bones. “Fell off a horse,” he said, lifting his lips in a rueful smile. His nose wrinkled and irritation bloomed as a pink haze across his cheeks. “Shouldn’t have happened.” He exhaled and flexed his right hand to lift the hem of his grey shirt. He used it to mop his brow before realising he’d just given the sports teacher an eyeful of his impressive abdominal muscles. Flustered, he dropped the hem and dipped his head to use the top of his sleeve instead. 

She nodded, and her lips flattened into a wistful line. “You have a horse?” She exhaled and lifted her hand to shield her eyes from the glare. “I miss riding. Should have kept it up, but there isn’t much opportunity in Auckland City. Or energy after spending all day here.”

The bell rang, and she hissed in irritation. Mac hefted his rucksack onto his right arm one-handed and turned to walk with her across the field. Squeaks of alarm sounded through the open windows of the girls’ changing rooms. The teacher crossed her arms over her chest and smiled up at him. “What do you want to do when you’ve escaped school?”

“Farm.” The one-word answer hadn’t changed since the first time he’d uttered it at the age of four. He’d been deaf since birth. Cochlear implants gave him access to a world containing sound, but the farm offered him peace. He’d delighted his mother by repeating the word after years of silence. No one realised it was the essence of it which gave him joy and not the formation of the letters on his lips and tongue. He shared his deafness with his paternal great-grandfather, Jacob. Too many similarities existed for him to dismiss their mutual love of his father’s mountain and their inclination to hide in its safe folds forever. Pity his mother couldn’t tolerate Jacob D’Arcy’s name. 

“Right.” A familiar response from Miss Andrews. His life goals both frustrated and infuriated his teachers. They wanted him to study further, and accrue an unmanageable debt for courses which held no interest to him. His exceptional grades dictated a future which included a university postgraduate degree and a soulless career in the public eye somewhere. He’d had the same tutor teacher for the last six years, and the mantra hadn’t changed.

“What do you like about farming?” A breeze lifted Miss Andrews’ blonde curls and tossed them around her face. She turned her head into the wind and used both hands to get her hair back under control. 

Mac faltered. No one had asked him that question. He sifted through the possible replies before landing on the truth. “I love everything. It’s peaceful, unhurried. I can be myself.”

Girls emerged from the changing rooms at a run. With wet hair and bag straps trailing, they fled across the courtyard toward the main building. One girl dropped her towel, and another picked it up and flung it towards her. She caught it in one hand and its fringe licked the concrete paving slabs as she continued her journey. 

“Bye Miss Andrews!” The last girl banged the door behind her and dropped the key into the teacher’s palm. “See you tomorrow after school.” She fluttered her eyelashes in Mac’s direction, her effort wasted. “Bye Mac.” Her sing-song chorus invited his attention and adoration glowed from her face.

“See ya,” he replied, but only because it seemed polite.
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Chapter 2
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Cleat

Mac struggled through his maths class. The pain in his wrist ramped up to a nine despite the painkillers he’d smuggled into school in his rucksack. Squashed between the graffitied wall and his sweating neighbour created a claustrophobic tick in his chest. The heat didn’t lend itself to concentration and his mind drifted back to Miss Andrews and her glittering blue irises. 

“Hey, Du Rose!” His neighbour nudged him, catching the cast in his carelessness. He’d refused to take the space next to the wall and Mac lacked the energy to fight with him. He hissed in a heady mixture of anger and agony. “Sorry.” The raven-haired teenager dipped sideways, his scent loaded from a garlic sated lunch. Mac held his breath and glared at him without replying. Oblivious, the boy continued his quest. “What’s the answer to number eight?” His hand snaked across the desk, dirty nails and nicotine-stained fingers snatching at Mac’s worksheet and turning it to face him. The boy recoiled. “How did you get that?”

“No talking!” Grant Simms rose from his desk, fat rolls piling over the belt which fought to prop up his trousers against the landslide of flesh. He dipped his head and peered over his wire-rimmed spectacles at the boys. Everyone in front of Mac spun around to face him. He willed away the promised red flush already heading from his chest to his throat. His mother said he’d grow out of it. One day it just wouldn’t happen and he’d forget the beetroot cheeks which accentuated his vibrant auburn hair and embarrassed him. But not today. The heat, the pain, the scrutiny and the scent of garlic conspired against him. 

The teen next to him who’d caused the ruckus leaned back in his chair and jabbed his dirty finger at Mac. “He’s gone all red,” he chortled. Heads bobbed as a titter flew around the room. Simms glared at the speaker. 

“Shut up, Masters!” he snarled. “Detention after school for you.” His lips flattened as he spoke, ejecting spit amid the words. Mac studied the angry glaze over the man’s eyes.

“Aw! Sir!” The boy half rose in his seat and it skittered backwards to hit the desk behind him. 

Grant Simms removed his spectacles. “And tomorrow. Want to make it the next day, too?”

Masters sat down with force, missing the chair and landing on the floor between the desks. Dust rose around him in a haze. Mac turned back to his worksheet and ignored the murmured chuntering which he imagined emanating from between the boy’s lips. When Masters reached for Mac’s sheet again, he snatched it away at the expense of the bottom left corner. 

“Why?” Masters hissed. Indignation shone from his glittering brown irises. 

Mac leaned towards him, noticing the way Masters gulped and his expression faltered. He used his right hand to retrieve the ripped corner of his sheet and snatched it from the desk. Without speaking, he used the remaining minutes of the lesson to tape the corner back into place. Masters didn’t interact with him again. Whatever latent violence he’d seen in Mac’s eyes wasn’t worth the risk of copying his test. Mac finished the last question, adding the written longhand after he’d already worked it out in his head. He turned his page over so Masters couldn’t copy and sat in silence. 

His mind wandered to his family home in the mountains and the hospital drama of the previous weekend. The ridiculous, freak accident which caused his broken wrist shouldn’t have happened. Something had distracted him and he missed the horse’s cue. She’d warned him of the impending buck by bunching her power into her back legs and he’d altered his weight too late to save himself. His father blamed the stranger who’d arrived unannounced. Mac hadn’t worn his implants, and the mare demanded all his attention. It meant he missed the end of the altercation as he hit the ground.

Mac blew out a breath and sensed his desk companion turn towards him. Movement in front of him suggested the bell had just rung. 

Mac slipped on his blazer and patted the speech processor units in his top pocket. He tugged them free and fitted them back over his ears. Masters’ eyes widened as he realised Mac had heard none of his whispered protests. The words ‘test conditions’ scrawled on the whiteboard had prompted Mac to invoke his own silence after Simms finished giving instructions. He hadn’t wanted to sit next to the bullish boy, but Simms had decreed the seating arrangements. 

Masters mouthed something unrepeatable, but this time Mac heard it as well as reading his lips. He pushed his pen into his rucksack and rose, staring down at the other boy with an impassive expression. “Weirdo,” Masters muttered. “You speak like a moron, you deaf idiot.”

“Pardon?” Mac ground his teeth together until his jaw jutted through his cheek. His wrist smarted as his knuckles clenched into a fist. He abhorred violence. But maybe just this once would soothe the foreboding in his heart. His analytical mind ran the probability of repercussions and called it as a foregone conclusion. Mac relaxed his fingers. The data was never wrong. He focussed on a massive white-head in the centre of Masters’ speckled forehead. It somehow diminished the sense of urgency and threat.

“Test papers on my desk before you leave. Dan Masters stay behind.” Simms lifted his voice to carry across the chaos of thirty boys exiting the classroom. 

“You think you’re something special,” Masters hissed. He remained seated, his pen hovering over the empty answer box for question number ten. His eyes flashed with threat as he glared up at Mac. “The disabled Du Rose. Everyone just pities you.”

Phoenix would have cried from her tender spirit, as would his mother. 

Wiri would have punched him.

Edin would have buried Masters’ battered body, and so would Logan.

But Mac laughed. It burst from him as though Masters had told a joke. He noticed the fear reaction in the other boy’s eyes and forced his muscles to relax. His lunch box dug into his ribs through the rucksack fabric, and he released a sigh. “For me to react to anything you have to say,” he whispered, his tone confidential, “I’d need to care. And I don’t.” 

Mac used his thighs to push past him, shoving the chair with enough force to make Masters lurch forward in his seat. He hoisted his rucksack higher, but it still clipped the boy’s head as he passed. But he’d lied. Because he did care.

Simms accepted the test paper Mac laid on his desk, snatching it up to speed-read the neatly scribed answers. A nod of satisfaction punctuated their interaction as Mac left the classroom. He heard the teacher yell out behind him, “Pen down, Mr Masters! Try doing your homework occasionally. I’m sure it would help!”

Mac stepped through the throng in the corridor. Every muscle and tendon seemed to protest as he followed a crowd of younger boys towards the exit. A slender reed of a child, he’d grown into a powerhouse of an adolescent. The Du Rose genetics had kicked in late, chasing away any hint of sickliness. But they hadn’t dulled his auburn hair or brushed away the freckles from his high cheekbones. He was Hana’s son, too. 

“Hey! Du Rose!” The shout issued from behind him. The surrounding crowd turned to face the sound. He swivelled on the soles of his shoes and suppressed the ready groan rising in his throat. 

“Sir?” 

The barrel-chested male stamped towards him as though the grid locked corridor couldn’t impede his progress. Teenage bodies bowed left and right on either side of him as he cut through the mass. The sports teacher’s eyes blazed with venom and fury, and he raised a pudgy finger and jabbed it at Mac before reaching him. “You can’t coach girls!” he snarled. “What are you playing at?”

Mac stood his ground, his muscles locked and rigid. He’d expected the onslaught, but fooled himself into believing he had more time. The flush threatened to spill through his nerve endings and turn his face into pulsing flesh. He willed it not to. Just this once. Heat prickled at the underside of his jaw and he battled to keep his nerve. 

Arthur Darian fixed his hands over his hips and glared at Mac, tilting his flaccid chin to peer into his eyes. He blinked as though in surprise that the summer had given his star soccer player a height edge he hadn’t anticipated. “Why are you coaching girls?” He spat the gender word with a grating wisp of disgust. 

“I’m injured.” Mac raised the cast and Darian’s eyes flared wider. He took a step closer and his stubbled chin grazed Mac’s chest. Sweat beaded his lined forehead. It took every ounce of self-control to stop Mac backing out of range.

“When?” Hysteria laced Darian’s tone. “Why did no one tell me?”

Mac stared at the middle-aged acne dotting the man’s forehead and pictured driving his fist through the flat bone. He’d imagined the scene many times, but unleashing the action would herald far too many awful consequences. Today, anyway. He’d bide his time until his last day of school and let the man have it right in the face. It would mean breaking his personal code but what the hell.

Mac exuded calm, though irritation and fear swirled in his stomach. He’d loved playing soccer his entire school career until Darian strode onto the pitch at the start of the summer season. The enjoyment ended there for Mac. Darian’s slippery nature and unreasonable tempers decimated the team within weeks. Despite having won the national winter league, they’d noped out to lesser skilled schools beneath the sunshine. Many of the regulars were reconsidering their options. 

Darian jabbed his finger into Mac’s chest. Hard. “You’re the team captain. Rally the guys.”

Mac cleared his throat. “I’m injured.” He raised the cast again, tempted to bring it down hard on the man’s smug nose. A gargantuan act of restraint stopped him, but he sensed his resolve weakening. 

“So!” Darian dropped his hand and stepped close enough to bump Mac with his chest. “You’ll miss the friendly games, that’s all. Muster your best men. I don’t want the crappy ones from the summer league. They lost us the cup. You can break the news to them.” His level gaze ended at Mac’s chin and he sighed. “Stop coaching the girls. They’ll get nowhere, so you’re wasting your time.” His irises flickered with a dangerous glow. It back-lit the muddy brown with a yellow tinge. He ran a fat tongue across his lower lip. “I’ll tell Andrews for you. I’ll break it to her in bed later.”

Bile rose into Mac’s throat at the thought of such an interaction. He prevented his mind from straying in the direction the lecherous man had intended. Miss Andrews regarded Darian with the same level of disgust as the rest of her colleagues. Management had squashed rumours of his inappropriate interactions with younger female students the previous year, hence his appearance in the senior boys’ soccer league. But there was something disquieting about the man, and Mac sensed a lack of preference in his barely disguised depravity. Neither gender was safe.

Mac took a step back, turning his feet and sending his body after them. He didn’t grace the teacher with a reply, battling to swallow the knotty ball which had blocked the back of his throat. A timer ticked in his mind on a gentle loop. It warned of the impending snap of his patience with school and everyone in it. 

“Don’t forget!” Darian called after him. 

Mac’s lips twitched, the only sign of his hidden distress. The broken wrist had halted his farm work, and the clown behind him had robbed him of his other passion. He couldn’t play soccer, but he would have trained with the team to maintain his fitness. Darian’s presence on the side lines and in the changing room nixed that. He refused to undress in front of him. 

He dragged his phone from his blazer pocket and sent a quick one-handed text. His rucksack threatened to plummet from his shoulder as he typed with his thumb. 

‘Ignore what you hear. I haven’t quit.’ 

He didn’t wait for a reply, sliding his phone into place and drifting along with the surging bodies towards the exit.

The sunlight blinded him as he descended the steps onto the street. A knot of girls from the soccer team waved to him and he nodded in acknowledgement. They turned in towards each other like a folding blanket to gossip and giggle. “He said hi to me,” one squealed. 

“No, he didn’t,” another chimed. “He just nodded.”

Mac sensed them hush as footsteps slapped the ground behind him. The girls turned away as one, more united in their movement than they’d been on the pitch.

“Wait for me!” his cousin protested. She arrived behind him in a cloud of frizzing black curls and effervescent energy. Her light touch to his right elbow caused him to slow. “I see your crowd of admirers is gathered again,” she hissed. She shot a glare of disdain in their direction. Mac didn’t respond, not wanting to fuel Edin’s unpredictable fire. He paused to locate their bus, his height giving him an advantage.

“It’s over there,” he stated, turning his feet toward the single decker headed for the township nestled in the foothills of the mountain range. Edin trotted behind him, her sandals striking the pavement. Teenagers milled around them, some walking home and others seeking one of the gathered buses. 

Only one seat remained and Mac insisted Edin take it. He placed his heavy bag on the metal floor and clasped a nearby rail in his right hand, bracing himself as the bus moved away from the curb. He allowed himself to think about the stranger who’d unsettled his father so much the previous weekend. Dressed more for a shopping spree than a farm visit, she’d waved her arms in anger, following Logan as he traversed the round pen. Mac remembered the high heeled red shoes and her fluttering hem. Just a second of distraction proved enough for him to miss the mare’s energy change and hit the floor. When he threw up in the dust, he knew he’d broken his wrist. 

“Have you got loads of homework tonight?” Edin tipped her face to observe him, a gentleness in her grey eyes which she reserved only for Mac. 

He nodded in reply. “I’ll get it done,” he murmured, more for his own benefit than hers. His greatest task for that long summer evening was to retake his destiny. He needed to get back on the horse.
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Chapter 3
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Crossbar

“This needs to stop!” Mac held his breath after delivering the whispered salvo. The tightness in his shoulders bunched his tee shirt beneath his armpits. Sweat slid in a line along his spine, creating an uncomfortable tickle. 

Edin froze in his bedroom doorway. Mac regretted the hurt which flickered across her expression as a down-turning of her pretty lips. Then it was gone, swiped away in a millisecond and replaced with a hard sneer. She lowered her head to stare at him from beneath her brows. “What?” Her tone held a characteristic bite, delivered often to others but never before to him. Her gaze strayed to the open buttons of his shirt and the defined pectoral muscles nestled beneath it. Grey irises morphed from the appearance of a stormy sky to the hue of hard slate. 

Mac swallowed and lifted his good hand to settle the speech processor back in place after pulling his shirt over his head. His hand shook. Two long strides would carry him across the room. He wondered what one kiss would unleash. Something delicious and explosive. Something destructive. But his father wouldn’t tolerate it, Mac told himself. Logan had smashed the blueprint after Phoenix allied with Wiri. Kane’s son was bad enough as a partner for his precious daughter, but Caroline’s spawn had gained entry to his sacred temple by default. Hana invited her into their home, not Logan. Despite the fizzing attraction which blossomed with puberty, they both knew it couldn’t happen. Never. Mac yanked his shirt over the defined muscles of his stomach. “I just got a text from a girl on the soccer team. You know what you did.” 

Edin’s lips pulled into a flat line and danger flashed in her eyes. Not quite an admission of guilt, but enough to make Mac shake his head. Frustration budded in his chest and he swiped his wrist across his face before remembering the cast. The fibreglass dragged across his nose and sent a bloom of pain into his brain. It clouded his vision and his judgement. He’d trained himself to deal with Edin kindly, always putting her needs and wishes first. But her behaviour had crossed a sacred line, causing him conflict and superheating his guts until desire threatened to break free and burn them all. He trod the unfamiliar territory of anger. 

“You threatened her!” he hissed. “Told her to stay away from me. How do you expect her to do that when I’m the bloody coach?” He rarely swore. He never raised his voice. But as the words spun into the air, a growing rage accompanied it. 

Edin ground her teeth in her jaw and shifted her weight into one leg. A coquettish stance aimed at diffusing his ire. But this was new even to her. She licked her lips and considered her reply with a devious precision. “That’s not exactly what I said.” She shot a glance towards the kitchen door. Plates clattered as Hana unloaded the dishwasher alone. The scent of meat and potatoes still filled the air from their dinner. Irritation bubbled into Mac’s throat and escaped through his lips. 

“Why do you never do your chores?” he demanded. His voice rose, and she took a step backwards, confusion causing a shadow across her attractive Du Rose features. Mac jabbed his finger towards the sound of Hana’s gentle humming. “Help Ma for once!” He whirled away from her, and his staccato steps carried him along the hallway and into the garage. 

His father’s voice drifted from the space he’d just left. “Edin, why are you hanging around here?” Logan appeared like a spectre of doom. “Aren’t you on dishwasher duty this week?”

Mac leaned against the wall and stared at the white ceiling above him. The blank surface helped to purge his mind of the furious and confusing thoughts rampaging through it. He jumped as Logan stepped into the garage. “Ready?” he asked, a smile lifting the corners of his lips.

“Yeah.” Mac added a nod to the response and tugged his boots from the shelf. Dust floated to the floor with abandon, and he sighed. 

“What’s up?” Logan reached above him for his worn cowboy boots and set them on the mat in front of him. He pushed his feet into them without bending down, but his fingers caressed the shelf where Phoenix’s boots sat dusty and unused. “Need help?” He jerked his head towards the boots in Mac’s hand. “No shame in needing help with the laces when you have a broken wrist.” He cocked his head. “You sure you wanna do this? We can leave it a couple of days.”

Mac shook his head. He bent to sit his boots in front of him. His feet folded inside without issue, but the cast impeded him fastening his laces. The bow hung lopsidedly on one and dragged like a washing line on the other. Logan made no comment, grabbing his truck keys and using the side door to exit the house. Mac watched as he waved through the kitchen window to Hana and blew her a kiss. A flare of jealousy rippled through his body, snaking up his spine like a fog of pure envy. He craved a love like theirs, but Edin’s territorial behaviour made it impossible for him to even contemplate reaching out to a girl. Now she’d started attacking the younger girls’ football team.

Logan didn’t speak on the way down the mountain. Mac loved his father’s disinclination to make noise for the sake of it. He wasn’t afraid of silence like so many others in Mac’s circle. Silence had been his constant companion during the early years before the implant. Sign language and lip reading had satisfied him. The world hadn’t cluttered his head like it did since the surgery. He could hold his nose, purse his lips, or shut his eyes if he disliked what he smelled, tasted or saw. Shoving his hands in his pockets negated his touch sense. But the sound took over whether he liked it or not. It sometimes seemed like pushing a moving steamroller back with his hands. 

Mac sighed and removed the processors from behind his ears. They jostled in his palm, a blessing and a curse. He held them up so Logan could see he’d removed them. His father gave a nod and a smile to signify he understood. Mac sat them in the cup holder with care and the world felt better. He allowed a smile to curve his lips upwards enough to demonstrate his pleasure at the regaining of control over his world. 

Logan waited for a campervan to amble past the end of the driveway before making the sharp right turn onto the lane leading to the hotel. His nose wrinkled, but he didn’t need to explain his irritation to Mac. Prominent signposts in the township showed the much easier route to the camp ground, yet once a day one still made the treacherous journey through the hairpin bends and ended up at the hotel entrance. 

Logan swung his truck into the empty parking space.
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Chapter 4
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Free Kick 

Mac lowered his chin and forced calm energy through his muscles. He closed his eyes for a moment to complete the sense of wholeness which enveloped him. His lips moved as he repeated the familiar mantra without sound. “This is where I want to be. I’m doing what I love.”

The mare permitted his approach, tossing her mane and peering at him through first one eye, and then the other. Someone, perhaps Toby, had moved the electric tape and given her access to more of the springy grass in the paddock. Her grey coat shone with the lux of vitality, her range of feed choices expanded with the hay stalks clinging to the hairy underside of her muzzle. 

“Work time.” Mac spoke the words, his lips moving but his brain recording no sound. The flick of her ears back and forth was the only sign he’d said them out loud. She allowed him to hook the rope’s clasp onto her head collar, standing while he checked the underside of her bare hooves for stones and mud. He dragged a pick from his back pocket and tapped her rear offside leg, pausing while she bent it at the hock and fetlock. With a snuff of frustration at his useless left arm, Mac shifted his hips and balanced the heavy hoof over his right knee. With difficulty, he ran the pick alongside her tender frog and dislodged a nugget of grit. The mare sighed and set her foot on the ground. The rope dangled from beneath her chin, the excess coiled like a snake in the grass. Mac left it there as he ran his right hand over her smooth body, checking for cuts, lumps, or ticks.

Her tail swished, and she turned her head to observe his progress. Mac patted her neck as he walked around the front of her powerful body, mindful of her ability to rebel faster than he could anticipate. A steady ache in his wrist prevented him from dodging her shaking head or the spin which would put him level with her threatening rear hooves. “Sassy.” He mouthed her name in the same moment it came to him. The word embodied her effervescent spirit, and he smiled. “I’ll call you Sassy.”

The mare stretched out her neck and inspected his cast. He resisted the desperate urge to pull it out of harm’s way. She sniffed the chemical mix of fibreglass and fabric, licking her lips and tasting his scent within it. Satisfied, she lowered her heavy lids and her head drooped. 

Mac bent to retrieve the coil of rope from the ground and kept it loose, setting off towards the gate at a steady pace. He smirked to himself as it bumped his hip and the horse mirrored his movements and followed. 

Logan loaded his shovel into a wheelbarrow filled with dung. He nodded to Mac and swept it through the open gate of the round pen. Sassy lowered her chin and peered through the tops of her eyes, telling Mac that Rawhiti still hadn’t fixed the squeaky front wheel. She didn’t remove her gaze from Logan’s retreating back until they reached the gate and stepped into the work space.

***

“You made significant progress.” Logan sipped from a drink bottle and wiped his mouth on his sleeve. 

Mac shrugged, unconvinced by his father’s praise. He lifted his right hand and fingered the processor nestled above his ear. His arm jerked as he stopped himself from wrenching it free. 

Logan turned in the driver’s seat and frowned at his son. Water droplets flecked the black stubble shrouding his chin. “Are they bothering you? We can make an appointment with the audiometrist at the hospital if you want?” 

“No.” Mac’s head jerked from side to side in an awkward movement. He shrugged and stared through the dusty windscreen at the hotel. Hay dotted his clothing, enveloping him in a comforting haze of dried grass and earthiness. “I don’t think I made any progress. I wanted to pick up where we left off before I fell.” He shaped the sentence to encompass blame for his own actions, not wanting to discuss the shouty visitor who unnerved Sassy with her dangerous energy.

“You wanted to ride the mare.” Logan cleared his throat and leaned his head against the rest. His dark fringe obscured his left eye. “It’s not always possible to overwrite the past, Mac. We learn to accept the setbacks, get off our asses and start again. I think you did great.” He jerked his head at the cast resting against Mac’s left thigh. “For a man working with one arm, you impressed me. You groomed her, tacked her, and lunged her. It’s enough for a first time back after an injury.” His nose wrinkled, and he glanced at the knotty knuckles curved around the water bottle. “I should know.” He flicked his head and his fringe released his eyelashes from their embrace. His gentle smile covered his son in warmth. “Maturity is learning when to accept a genuine compliment, kid. I don’t give them out like candy.” His left index finger shot out to depress the ignition button, and the diesel engine roared to life. 

“Thanks,” Mac conceded. The cacophony of birds settling down for the night filled his head with squawking. They reminded him to seize the moment. Many of them wouldn’t survive the winter, but they didn’t care, arguing over perches in the leafy branches and unaware of their fate. He wrestled his seat belt into place and chewed the inside of his cheek. “I’m calling her Sassy,” he said, the name sweet on his tongue.

“Good choice.” Logan beamed as he reversed from the parking space. 

Another campervan lumbered the wrong way around the turning circle in front of the hotel entrance. The chassis rocked as the driver clipped the jutting rock at the bottom of the steps. Logan cursed under his breath and gritted his teeth. “Some people just can’t read the signs,” he growled.

Mac turned to watch the passenger tumble from the high vehicle. Grey faced and pressing her palms against the paintwork, she looked like someone who hadn’t enjoyed the hazardous lane which wound from the main road to the hotel. Her body language oozed misery, and he empathised with her defeated stance. It would worsen once the receptionist pointed out they’d taken the wrong turn five kilometres earlier and needn’t have put themselves through the ordeal. Logan spun away from the unfolding drama. They’d have to drive back the way they came before darkness descended around the mountain.

“Wait!” Mac dipped forward in his seat and unfastened his belt. “I’d like to visit with Poppa Alfie.”

Logan blinked and his lips parted. “Now? But it’s getting dark.” Lifting his right hand, he scrubbed at tired eyes, making the inference that he wanted to go home and relax. 

“It’s fine. I’ll find my own way back later.” Mac opened the door and slipped from the seat before Logan could object. “See ya soon.”

He sensed his father’s angst as he slammed the door and strode across the car park without glancing back. But then the diesel engine cut through the night as Logan relented. The passenger from the campervan gave Mac a tired smile as the driver slugged his way up the front steps. Desperate to avoid becoming entangled in giving them bad news and then complicated directions, he overtook the man and jogged through the reception area at a steady clip. The private spiral staircase vibrated beneath his feet as he sped upstairs to the third floor. 

Mac likened the plight of the campervan occupants to his error with Edin. He’d missed those signs too and must embark on a similar journey back to where he started. He contemplated the likelihood of their relationship surviving and sadness bowed his strong shoulders. 

If he was fortunate, she might just let him live.
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Mac knocked on the door to his Poppa’s apartment. He waited a moment before turning the handle and peeking into the long space which occupied a quarter of the hotel’s footprint. Vaulted beams soared to his left, taking the roof line to meet with the floor-length windows. He stepped around the door and closed it behind him. It took a second to kick off his dusty boots.

“Poppa?” The comfy furniture absorbed his gentle call. “Nonie? Are you here?”

They’d left the door unlocked at the bottom of the steep staircase. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d found it barred to him. His poppa rarely left the apartment. He disliked the stair lift Logan had paid for and used its insulting presence as an excuse for not venturing beyond his eerie. 

Nonie Leslie appeared around the partition, which separated the bedroom from the lounge. She jerked in surprise at the sight of Mac standing on the tousled doormat in his socks. “Hey moko.” Her face split in a wide grin. “I didn’t hear youse there, boy.” Younger than his poppa, she’d lost none of her bounce to the years. She approached him with her arms wide, enfolding him into a familiar bear hug devoid of any agenda other than love. He wrapped his arms around her and held on, prolonging the moment more than usual. She smelled of washing powder and summer heat, and he rested his chin on the top of her fluffy head. When he released her, she looked up at him and narrowed her eyes. “Have you got your things in, or do you need me to wave my hands?”

Mac laughed. “I’m wearing my processors.” He tilted his head for her to see the connection. It magnetised to the receiver fixed to the bone beneath his scalp. “I wore them, especially for you.”

“Good.” She smiled and moved towards the sink. “I’m no good at that hand waving thing, anyway.” 

Hand waving.

Her description of sign language.

Fluent in Māori and less so in English, she claimed a third language stretched her old brain too far. So, she waggled her fingers and Mac lip read. At least she turned to face him as she spoke. “You had your kai? Want some dinner?”

“No thanks, Nonie.” He moved off the doormat but didn’t venture far. “I wondered if Poppa would let me take him to the hotel bar for a coffee.”

Leslie snorted. “Good luck with that. He won’t walk past that stair lift Logan installed.” She cocked her head to one side. “We could blindfold him and give him a shove, maybe.”

Mac grimaced. He knew she didn’t mean it, but propriety meant they shouldn’t joke about such things. “I’ll ask him.” 

Leslie rewarded him with a slow nod. She didn’t request an invitation, perhaps understanding Mac wanted to speak to Alfred alone. She studied his blank expression with a little too much perception. He sensed his ears warming with the irritating blush and cleared his throat. “He in the bedroom?”

“Ae, reading the newspaper. Tell him if he gets print on the bedspread he’ll go down that stair lift faster than he imagined. And he won’t be coming back up on it.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Mac used his good hand to give a mock salute and strode across the kitchen and lounge until he arrived at the partition. He knocked on the plasterboard wall. “Knock knock, Poppa. You decent?”

“Define decent,” Alfie cackled. “I’m wearing pants. What more do you want?”

Mac groaned and slid around the blunted end of the wall. Alfie lay on the bed with a newspaper spread out across his thighs. His arthritic fingers clutched a biro, and he scratched at the crossword on the back page. Mac couldn’t see the pants, just a bare torso, spindly calves and mismatched socks poking from beneath the page. He glanced back at Leslie and saw her hands rising and falling as she dealt with the contents of the sink. Edging closer to the bed, he lowered his voice. “Poppa, can I take you for coffee in the hotel bar?”

“Eh?” Alfie stared up at him, the gaze from his rheumy eyes obscured by the bushy grey brows he wouldn’t let Leslie trim. “Why?”

Mac swallowed and stepped towards the bed. “I need help, Poppa. Advice.”

Alfie’s head jerked back on his stalk neck. “I’m eighty-nine moko. Don’t gots no advice suitable for a mokopuna.” He tilted his head back and gazed at the vaulted ceiling. “That’s not true. Just don’t do it. Best advice I can offer.”

Mac exhaled and his chest seemed to cave. “Okay.” He turned away from the bed and met Leslie on the threshold of the room.

“Miserable old bugger!” she grumbled. She glared at the old man reclined on the bed and shook her head. Her fingers clasped Mac’s wrist. “I need to nip to the kaumātua’s whare in the township. Can you stay with him just for a while?”

“I don’t need minding! I’m not a pepi!”

“Then stop acting like one!” Leslie sent Mac a gratified nod before barrelling towards the apartment door and her ready escape. 

Alfie set his pen in the newspaper’s fold and sighed. “She was waiting for an excuse to leave me. Now she has one. She took her knitting, did you see? It’s her bitch and stitch night, but she said she’d stay here with me.” He observed Mac for a moment before asking, “Why do you need advice from an abandoned, broken-down old man like me? Logan’s your best bet for stuff like that.”

Mac shook his head. “I can’t speak to him about this, Poppa.”

“You in trouble? You got raruraru?”

“Yes.” Mac swallowed. He cleared the blockage in his throat and the words sounded scratchy. “Raruraru. Big trouble, sir.” He glanced up at the overhead beams and sensed his hope draining through his socks. His father knew most of what occurred in the apartment, and his children always joked that the renovation included listening devices. He couldn’t imagine Logan pouring over recordings of Alfie winding up Leslie and her berating him. But it wasn’t worth the risk. 

Alfred’s shoulders slumped, and he pursed his lips. His closed eyelids prevented Mac from reading his thoughts. He patted the paper covering his thighs. “Well, I lied. I’m not wearing pants.” He jerked his head towards the lounge. “Go next door. Give me ten minutes and I’ll come with you. Anywhere you want to go.”
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Goalie

“This didn’t happen.” Alfred Du Rose wagged his finger at Mac as they settled onto stools in the bar. He tilted his ever-present cowboy hat back on his head. Once a dark tan, it had faded to the hue of dust. “Grass me up and I’ll not leave you my favourite hat in my will.” He tapped the warped brim with his crabbed fingers. Mac nodded, understanding he meant to keep secret the ride down in the stair lift, which he’d actually enjoyed. 

The bartender refused to serve Mac. “You’re underage.”

“But we only want coffee.” Mac eyed the man with a frown. He dipped his chin and channelled his father’s authority, noticing the way the man flinched.

The conference centre manager stepped up behind him and touched him on the shoulder. Mac jerked away before recognising the man. “Everything okay, Mr Du Rose?” Blue irises sparkled from beneath heavy lids. He’d run the hotel for almost a decade after the hasty exit of his predecessor. Leasing the listed building had proved a tentative experiment for his father, but it relieved him of the day to day running of a venture he’d never enjoyed. 

Mac shrugged. “I just want to buy my poppa a coffee,” he said, turning his attention to the manager. “I’m not breaking any licensing laws, Mr Carlisle.”

The manager glanced back at Alfie perched on his stool. The old man played a game with a coaster, but his arthritic fingers refused the call to action. It plunged to the carpeted floor, and he glared at it from his high seat. Reggie Carlisle gave a definitive nod and leaned across the bar. “Two coffees, on the house,” he said, his tone light. 

Mac shook his head and drew the cash from his back pocket. He set it on the bar and walked back to Alfie, retrieving the coaster on the way.

“What’s all that about?” Alfie demanded in a loud whisper. Spittle shot through the gaps from missing teeth and landed on the table. 

“Nothing.” Mac offered him a disarming smile. “Pa said don’t take favours from this crowd.”

“Ae. Too right.” Alfie nodded in satisfaction. “He learned that from me.”

Mac exhaled a sigh. Alfred Du Rose had ruined a decent business in his time and it earned him a seat at the bankruptcy court. Logan had rescued the hotel and surrounding land with money earned during his time in London. The old man had accepted more favours than Mac could list. He smirked to himself at the illusion of greatness which time and distance fostered. 

The coffees arrived, and the bartender conveyed his discomfort with rapid blinking as he set them on the table. “Sorry about that,” he said to Mac under his breath.

Mac shook his head and paused long enough to force eye contact. “No worries,” he told him. And he meant it.

Alfie snorted as the man hurried back to the bar. “You do that thing,” he cackled.

“What thing?” Mac lifted his hand and fiddled with the processor behind his ear. He tugged at an auburn curl and patted it over the device. 

“What your papa does.” Alfie forced a gnarled finger through the mug handle. The distended knuckles meant only one finger fitted. He wrinkled his nose and removed it, cupping the mug between both hands instead. “Accidental intimidation. Only, in his case, it’s not so accidental.”

Mac frowned and blinked at the same time. “No.” He rejected the notion offhand. “I don’t think that’s true.”

Alfie shrugged and growled low in his throat. He dipped his head to sip his coffee before asking, “Now, what’s this hui about then?”

Mac exhaled and considered his next sentence. The moment’s delay caused Alfie to stare at him from beneath his hairy brows. Mac blew out a ragged breath. “It’s about Edin,” he whispered. “She’s become a problem, and I don’t know what to do about it.” The revelation caused his voice to croak, an irritating track mark of adolescence. It masked his underlying discomfort at speaking about their relationship as something from which he’d divorced himself. He recognised in himself a disturbing trait, pushing Edin outside his circle when things got too difficult. 

Alfred nodded, understanding softening his grey irises. “Ah,” he replied. His sigh caused bubbles of frothed milk to wobble on his lower lip. “And you don’t want to stir up trouble with your parents by telling them about her antics?”

“Yes, sir.” Relief sent a shiver through Mac’s body and he slopped coffee over the side of the mug as he lifted it. “Ma and Pa don’t treat her any different to me and Phoe.” Confession produced a catharsis and an uncharacteristic verbal diarrhoea beset his tongue. “I don’t want you to think they’re at the root of this. If anything, Ma tries too hard to love Edin. She gets very little in return.” His brow knitted into a series of lines. “But we hear things.”

Alfie nodded. “Those stock men are a bunch of old women,” he growled. “They gossip like a bloody knitting circle.”

Mac widened his eyes to emerald orbs. “Added to the fact she used to visit her mother in prison once a month.”

Alfie recoiled. “Don’t get me started on her,” he growled. “She’s a poisonous wahine. Your mother is the one reason Edin didn’t turn out the same.”

Mac cleared his throat and shifted on his stool. “That’s the problem,” he whispered. He dipped his body to prevent his deep voice carrying across the bar to eager ears. “I think she has.”

Alfie winced. The tendons on either side of his neck tightened to produce a grizzled effect. With each iteration of Mac’s tale, they seemed to constrict more until the old man resembled a tortoise reaching from its shell. He raised his hand to signal he’d had enough, his head shaking as though at the end of a fishing line. “So, every time you get close to a girl, she threatens her?” He coughed over the last word without covering his mouth. 

Mac nodded. His shoulders drooped with the monstrosity of the problem. “I got a text after school from the captain of the soccer team I’m coaching.” His cast bumped against the table top. “She said Edin cornered three of them in the toilets after lunch. She punched one of them in the stomach. Told them to stay away from me or else.” He pursed his lips and fought the tears rising into his throat. His emerald irises glittered with teenage emotion. “I don’t know what to do.” He lifted his cast. “I can’t play, so I offered to coach. Now, she’s stopping me from even doing that.”

Alfie sighed. “Have you spoken to her about how you see her? Does she know you don’t feel the same?”

Mac squeezed his eyes closed. His lashes met like the death grip of a Venus fly trap as he fought to contain the unwanted emotion. “Yes.” It hadn’t gone well, but then perhaps she knew he’d lied to her. He had felt the same once, until the impossibility of it crowded out all trace of love and left emptiness in its foamy wake. She’d slapped his cheek and left a welt of red beneath his eye. Then continued as though it hadn’t happened. The coffee mug shook in his right hand. “What should I do?”

Alfie leaned back on his stool and his answer caused Mac to baulk in surprise. “You’re speaking to the wrong man,” he replied. “You should kōrero with your father.”

“No, no, no.” Mac shook his head. He bowed close enough over the table to bump it with his chest. “I can’t talk to him about this. Not now.” His mind produced images of the angry woman at the round pen. Her jagged mouth had carried the words, ‘You can’t do this to me,’ as far as his lip reading could comprehend. His father had remained silent in the emergency room. His step had lost a little of its spring ever since. Mac rested his forehead on the table. His cast leaned against his left thigh, pain prickling along the edges of the broken bones. “I need to talk to you about it,” he groaned. “Just you, Poppa.” He lifted his head, his vision blurred by misery.

Alfie conceded with a nod. “Fine,” he agreed, “but my story is more like Edin’s than yours. I adored Logan’s mother, but she never loved me.” He flapped his crabbed hand. “Oh, she tried harder than most. I knew my brother fathered Logan, but we all pretended it wasn’t true.” His eyes sparkled with tears. “I see Miriam sometimes.” He lowered his voice and his chin touched the rim of his mug. “I watch her walking along the path towards the bush. She used that track to get to Reuben’s house. Do you believe in ghosts, Macky? Because I see her with my own eyes.” 

Mac swallowed. The question stymied him. He’d attended church and listened to countless sermons. The correct answer was no, but Alfie seemed so convinced. He realised after a pause that his poppa didn’t need a response, anyway. 

Alfie exhaled. He dragged his mug closer and lifted it again to his lips. “So, I’m Edin, see? I’m the one my woman didn’t love.” He waggled his brows. “Your pa is you. Caroline wouldn’t let him go. She still hasn’t. That’s why you need his advice.”

Mac resumed his determined head shake. “No,” he replied. “You’re wrong. Nonie adores you, but you don’t feel the same. You’ve chosen to let her take care of you the way she does. Should I just give up like that and accept Edin, even though I feel no love for her?” No love. He swallowed the knot in his throat.

The mug clattered to the table and tipped sideways. Mac’s cast banged the table as he attempted to lift his hand and met the hard underside of the wood. The bartender appeared at his shoulder with a cloth. “All good,” he soothed. He snatched up the mug and used the cloth to soak up the spill. “I’ll fetch you another.” He’d gone before Mac could refuse.

Alfie sat on his stool like a statue. He resembled one of the gnomes his wife loved so much. She’d scattered them across her roof garden like comical soldiers. Logan detested them, pursing his lips into a line of disgust with each new gaudy addition. Alfie’s jaw worked, but no sound emerged. Mac realised too late that he’d accidentally held a mirror up to the old man’s marriage and then smashed it to pieces. 

“Sorry, Poppa,” he breathed. He turned his body to observe the empty bar before jerking his head towards the exit. “Let’s go. I’ll help you upstairs.”

Alfie remained stationary. Agony flared in his stone-coloured irises as his gaze rested on Mac. “I’m a dick!” he shouted, his voice too loud for the environment. “I’m a right dick!”
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They drank their second mug of coffee and made it to the apartment before Leslie arrived home. Mac helped her to heave a heavy bag of wool up the stairs and ran down to her car to retrieve another. 

“Thanks, boy,” she said with a sigh. “Marlie bequeathed me her stash of wool to knit baby clothes. Sandy asked me to leave the rest for her when I pop off.”

Mac slammed a portcullis over her musings. He didn’t want to venture into a thought-world where his grandparents didn’t feature. As he set the last bag on the kitchen table, he heard Alfie’s voice and turned. The elderly couple stood near the window Alfie spoke about, the ceiling to floor length one in the gable end from where he watched his wife walk up the mountain to her lover. Alfie wrapped his arms around his ageing wife and rested his chin on her shoulder. Mac didn’t hear his whispered words, but he read his lips. “I’ll be a better husband,” he whispered. “I’ll use the tūru on the stairs and we’ll go places again.”

Mac left without speaking. His boots clattered against the wooden stairs as though filled with concrete. His wrist ached, and he remembered an English assignment he still needed to finish. 

The balmy air of late summer shrouded him on the front steps of the hotel. He shielded his eyes with his right hand and contemplated his long walk up the mountain. 

“Hey, Macky, how’s it going?” A gruff voice behind him made him jump, and he whipped around to find Toby emerging from the hotel’s front doors. He carried a screwdriver in his right hand. “Door in the mudroom was sticking. Dave’s on leave, so I’ve fixed it.” He grinned, proud of his achievement. Mac nodded and smiled. “How’s the arm?” Toby jerked his head towards the cast and Mac winced.

“Sore. The doctor said it needs to stay in a cast for six weeks.”

Toby flattened his lips. “A bad break then. Do you need surgery?”

“Maybe.” Mac stared at the black fibreglass and wished he’d gone for a light reflective colour instead of one which hid the dirt. He sighed. He wished he’d done many things differently. 

“You rode the mare again yet?” Toby bounced the handle of his screwdriver against his thigh. He cocked his head and waited for Mac’s answer.

“I tried. Tonight.” Mac stared at Toby and a light went off in his brain. He licked his lips and considered spreading his problem a little wider than in his immediate family. Everyone knew Toby loved Hana. She’d shown no interest, and so a tentative truce existed between Logan and his farm manager. One wrong move and Toby would disappear into a dark hole in the ground. Yet, still he stayed. 

Desperation made Mac clumsy with his words and he burbled them without enough thought. “What should you do if someone loves you more than you love them?”

Toby recoiled. In that moment, Mac realised that again, he’d asked the wrong person for advice. The screwdriver clattered against the gravel and Toby bought himself time by bending to retrieve it. When he rose, a mask of control covered the emotion simmering beneath. His jaw showed through his cheek as he ground his jaw. “Be kind,” he said, his voice husky. He jerked his head towards the mountain. “You need a ride home?”

Mac needed a ride home very much. But he couldn’t accept one from Toby. Not now. 

Dusk arrived fast, a trait of the New Zealand sky. One minute the sun shone on the mountain and then winked out as though someone flicked a switch. The tides behaved the same way, rushing in without warning and stranding tourists in a heartbeat. Mac used the little-known track through the bush. He realised, as he followed the old fence line between Reuben’s property and Logan’s, that he unwittingly retraced Miriam’s footsteps. He paused to stare down at the maze created on the site of Reuben’s burned house and wished he could find the right people to ask his questions. 

It took him an hour to walk home and darkness lay over the mountain like a tablecloth. He used the data on his phone to dictate his English assignment into a Google Doc and his mood improved. 

Hana helped him to wrap the plastic sleeve over his cast before he took a shower. Horse hair and dust washed from his skin and floated into the drain. He let the spray pound his neck and shoulders before the timer sounded from its place next to the sink. The summer drought dictated a three-minute shower, and he obeyed the rule. No one wanted to experience the hell of being unable to flush the toilet when the tanks ran dry. Not after last time, when Leslie had managed to block all three of them following an accidental binge on flax tea. 

Mac dried himself and wrapped a towel around his waist. Already tired of performing even the smallest tasks one handed, he groaned as the knot refused to hold. He unlocked the bathroom door and clung to the edges of the towel as he padded along the hallway. 

Edin stood in the doorway of his bedroom, her left shoulder resting against the frame. Her grey eyes glittered with an unfathomable danger and he paused in front of her. Tension locked his chest muscles, and he flinched against the water dripping from his curls and speckling the heavy tiles beneath his feet. Edin watched, her red lips curving in a calculating smile. “Your phone rang,” she said, her mouth forming the words with added emphasis so he could read her lips. She lifted the device in her right hand and Mac tensed. His keen eyes saw the missed call icon before it darkened to the
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