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CHAPTER ONE

 


"Nelly! Nelly O'Hare! Over here!"

I looked up and couldn't help but smile at
my former college classmate and roommate, and best friend, as she
jumped up and down, waving her arms over her head. Shattering the
eardrums of everyone within hearing range with our squeals, we
rushed at each other, me a little slower due to my heavy
backpack.

"Kiki! Wow!" After hugging, I held her at
arm's length. "Wow, do you look good or what?"

Kiki Hepburn's long hair was no longer
bleached blonde but chestnut brown, and she wore it in relaxed
waves that spilled over her tan shoulders. Other than her hair and
her deep tan, she looked exactly how I remembered her on graduation
day two years ago.

Kiki looked me up and down as well, making
me squirm. I hadn't changed too much either–I was a good half a
head taller than her at almost six feet, still gangly and skinny
though I had filled out a bit due to mac-and-cheesing my way
through my master's degree studies. Her eyes rested on my face, and
she pulled one of my straw-colored braids forward and tugged
it.

"You look great, Nelly! A little 'Seattle
pale' maybe, but Kauai will fix that right up." She pulled me into
a hug again. "I'm so glad you're here, girlfriend! Welcome to the
Garden Island!"

We linked arms, and she steered me away from
the crowd then stopped abruptly. "Wait, where's your baggage?"

"Peru." I shrugged. "Par for the course
really. Me and traveling…not friends."

"Oh geesh. Seriously?" Kiki shook her head.
"Well, I can help you out with whatever you need until it catches
up to you."

We chatted as she led me out to a parking
lot, a wall of heat and humidity giving me a gut punch. Kiki
stopped next to a beat-up, beige sedan. I couldn't help but raise
an eyebrow. Kiki was an heiress to a fortune and was back in good
terms with her parents. She was driving this?

"It's Auntie Akamai's car. Dex had to work,
and his Jeep is a stick shift," she explained as she pulled the
passenger side door open with an awful creaking sound. "Baby steps,
you know?"

"It's all good," I said, hopping in. I put
my lone backpack on the floor between my feet.

"I can't wait for you to meet her," Kiki
said, sliding behind the steering wheel. "She's really awesome."
Auntie Akamai—"Auntie" being a term of endearment and respect here
in Hawaii—was Kiki's former landlady and housemate, as well as her
fiancé's actual aunt.

"I look forward to it!" I clicked my
seatbelt into place and gave Kiki a glance. She hadn't been driving
for long, but I'm sure she was good at it since she was good at
just about everything. "I hope she's not offended that I'm staying
at the resort and not with her like you suggested."

"It's all good. She's getting the apartment
in her backyard upgraded to rent out, so there's a bunch of workers
around all the time. You'll be able to rest at the resort hotel
better." Kiki turned on the engine but looked over at me. "You do
look great, Nelly. And I'm so happy you're here!"

"How could I not come? You spoke so highly
of Aloha Lagoon. Of course this was the first place I looked for my
doctoral thesis project!" I grinned at her.

Kiki had come here about a year and a half
ago in a lame attempt to hide out from her parents and the
impending adulthood that came with being a college graduate. Kiki's
family was very rich, very New York, but much more understanding
about her not wanting to follow in their footsteps than she thought
they would be. They were happy for her to have found her dream job
leading scuba diving tours here in Kauai.

As she drove, Kiki chattered on, pointing
out this and that along the route—things I surely would not
remember ten minutes from now. I was bone-tired, and even though I
was a student at the University of Washington in Seattle, I had
flown here from Kansas City, where I had been visiting my family
before I left for Kauai for a year.

Kiki seemed to read my mind. "How are your
folks? And home?"

"Good," I said, staring as we passed a
chicken on the side of the road. "They say hello. Hey, was that a
chicken?"

"Oh yeah. They're everywhere." Kiki laughed.
"Feral after a hurricane or something."

"Yeah, I remember you telling me, but I
thought you were exaggerating…" I laughed as we passed a couple
more, scratching and pecking at the side of the road. "It's just
funny."

"Coming from Kansas, where you had chickens
on your farm, I guess it is weird to see them out and about." Kiki
glided around a turn.

I gasped at the building that rose up in
front of me. "Oh wow! Is this the Aloha Lagoon Resort?" It was a
silly thing to ask since we passed by the resort sign at that
moment. "Man, this is fancy!"

"It's nice that the study will put you up
here," Kiki said. "I was surprised when you said they were paying
for it."

"Well, only for two weeks. Then I'm on my
own." I shot her a sideways glance. "So when do I get to meet
Dex?"

Pulling to a stop in the circle drive in
front of the hotel, color rose in Kiki's cheeks, giving her a
lovely glow. "Tonight."

"And show me that ring, girl!" I made a
give me gesture, so she held out her hand.

Taking her hand, I admired the pearl ring
with blue and green stones surrounding it.

"It's an heirloom ring—isn't it pretty!"
Kiki grinned. "And the pearl is local."

"It's perfect." I smiled at her. "He really
put thought into it."

Together we walked through the wide doors
and through the lovely lobby. After getting checked in, and telling
them about my luggage, Kiki turned to go.

"Okay, go get some rest! I'll text you later
about dinner."

"Oh. Miss O'Hare," the desk clerk said,
holding up a hand. "Almost forgot. You have a message." He held out
a small envelope.

I opened the note and quickly read it over.
"Seriously?"

Kiki leaned in. "Is it from the
professor?"

"Yes. They expect me to be at the site…" I
glanced at the clock on the wall behind the desk. "An hour
ago!"

Kiki gaped at me. "You could always say your
plane was late, get a little nap in first."

I shook my head. "No, this is too important.
I can't start out by blowing them off. I'll just get cleaned up and
go over."

"Do you even know where to go?" Kiki asked.
"I mean, geesh, let a girl get her feet on the ground for a
minute!"

I held up the paper. "Yup, they included a
map and line by line directions."

Kiki gave me a little punch in the arm.
"Well, okay then. Knock 'em dead, Nelly!"

 


* * *

 


I hurried down a long hallway to my room
and, once inside, flopped onto the queen-sized bed. The air
conditioning in the room was on full blast and heavenly.

"Uuuuuuuughh, bed, I want you so bad!" I
stayed prone for a few moments until my body started feeling heavy,
and I knew if I stayed horizontal much longer, I'd be out like a
light. I had been on the go for about eighteen hours, including the
two hours by car to get to the airport. I couldn't sleep on planes
and didn't sleep well the night before leaving Kansas, not to
mention having gotten up very early to get to the airport.

"Why do they need me today?" I groaned as I
rolled over and sat up. I dragged myself to the bathroom where I
splashed water on my face and made use of the small toothbrush set
the front desk had given me after I told them my luggage was lost.
Then I finger combed and rebraided my double braids and practiced
smiling and introducing myself.

"Professor Ord, Professor Maximu. I'm
doctoral candidate Nelly O'Hare. I'm so excited to get started!" I
grinned stupidly at myself in the mirror. Then I smiled less and
tipped my head like royalty rigidly acknowledging lesser mortals.
"It's so nice to meet you as well. I'm Nelly O'Hare. I look forward
to getting started."

Finally, when I could avoid it no longer, I
repacked my backpack with only my laptop and small clutch purse
then headed for the door.

I followed the map they gave me out of the
resort and down the street to a squat office building a few blocks
from the water. Taking a deep breath, I pushed the door open and
entered a lobby, the air conditioning a welcome relief from the
heat. Kansas was hot, but this place was tropical hot!

Air conditioning wasn't the only thing that
greeted me when I entered, though.

The sound of a heated argument got louder
the closer I got to the appointed office number. I paused outside
the door, my fist raised to knock. But I hesitated and turned my
ear toward the door to see if I could understand what they were
arguing about. I would hate for it to be about me!

"You need to stop!" a woman's voice said,
quiet enough that I turned my head a smidge more.

"You know what, Mousey? Just try to make me,
why don't you?" The man's voice was much louder, though it didn't
sound closer.

The door across the hall opened, and I
jumped away and tried to look like I wasn't eavesdropping. A man,
who looked to be in his mid-thirties, six-foot something with sandy
blond hair, eyed me with amusement. "Are those two at it again?" He
looked me up and down, not even trying to disguise the action. "Are
you new here?"

I looked down at my clothes. "Is it that
obvious?"

He arched an eyebrow. "Jeans. July in Kauai.
Yeah, it's obvious." He wore shorts that looked like swim trunks
and a T-shirt. He stuck out a hand, which was attached to a
muscular arm. "Beckett Carson. And you are?"

I took his hand and shook it, trying not to
stare at his forearms. "Nelly O'Hare, University of Washington. I'm
the new intern."

He nodded thoughtfully then glanced at the
door. "Well, good luck with your study." He paused and shot me a
mischievous grin. "And with your supervisors." He pulled his door
shut, tested the knob, then flip-flopped his way out of the
building, holding up a hand in a farewell salute.

I won't lie—I watched him leave. He looked
good walking away.

I shook myself and turned back to the door,
again raising a fist to knock, but before my knuckles made contact
with the door, it swung open.

"Well, finally the student graces us with
her presence!" A man a smidge taller than me, bald on top with a
stringy ponytail down his back, looked down his nose at me. "How
kind of you to finally appear!"

I stood, staring open-mouthed, unsure of
what to say. Dude, you practiced for this!

Unfortunately, I recognized the man from
photos I had seen, though they were clearly a few years old.
Professor Garrett Ord snorted and pushed past me into the hall. He
hollered over his shoulder as he stomped away. "Great pick, Maura!
She's so eloquent—she can't even close her mouth!"

I stared after him, my hand still poised to
knock.

"Oh my goodness!" A woman rushed to the door
and held out a hand. "Come in, come in. You must be Nelly. I'm so
sorry about that." She gestured me in again. "Come in," she
repeated.

I stood, dread settling into my core. "Was
that Professor Ord?"

The woman frowned. She was maybe
five-foot-three and wiry, her dark brown hair hacked into an
unflattering shaggy bob. She tucked a piece of hair behind her ear
and pushed her glasses up with two fingers, one on each side. She
was surprisingly dressed in a relaxed boho style, with a long
flowing skirt and a white lab coat over the top of her peasant
blouse.

"Well, yes. That was. Um, don't worry about
him. He's just in a mood." She reached out a hand to shake mine.
Her grip was surprisingly strong. "Professor Maurtina Maximu, but
please, call me Maura. I'm glad you could make it. It was a lot to
expect you to come in today, I know. But thank you for making the
effort."

"Sure," I said, shaking her hand. "Sorry I'm
late, though. My flight only got in about an hour ago."

"Really?" She tipped her head and looked at
me, making me feel like I was being watched by a bird. "I thought
it would have been this morning. Didn't you come in from
Seattle?"

"No, I came from the Midwest." I glanced at
the floor and laughed uncomfortably as I sidled into the room. "I…I
did send an email with my flight schedule to Professor Ord last
week."

Maura sighed, checking the hallway before
closing the door behind me. "Well, let's get you quickly briefed
up. Then you can head out for the day and get some rest."

"Quickly" apparently meant two hours
as that's how long I stood listening to her explain every surface,
nook, and cranny of the office to me before signing me out a key
and the codes to the cabinets and giving me a list of phone
numbers. What she didn't explain was what the deal with Professor
Ord was.


CHAPTER TWO

 


Kiki and I sat at the bar of the Lava Pot,
her favorite Tiki bar at the Aloha Lagoon resort. She listened to
me with a hint of amusement on her brow.

"So you never actually met the head of the
study, other than the insult at the door?" She took a sip of her
mai tai, the same as the one she'd recommended to me.

Mine sat untouched as I vented. "No! I
thought maybe she was being so thorough in her little tour in order
to give him time to come back, but he never did."

"And she never gave an explanation of what
they were arguing about?"

"No, and that other guy interrupted my
eavesdropping." I stirred the little umbrella in the drink. "She
was telling him he needed to stop doing something, and he said she
could try to make him." I shrugged and lifted my drink for a
sip.

"Well," Kiki said, lifting her own drink up
to clink with mine. "Here's to living the dream of being on a
marine biology scientific study!"

I clinked, and we drank. "Mmm, good."

Kiki glanced over my shoulder, a huge smile
spreading over her face. "There he is." She hopped up and wrapped
her arms around a tall, buff Hawaiian dude with shoulder-length
hair. I had seen plenty of pictures of her fiancé, Dex Kokoa, but
in person…wow. She wasn't kidding that he looked like
Aquaman's Jason Momoa.

"Dex." Kiki turned back to me, still hanging
on his arm. "This is my best friend, Nelly!"

I stood and held out a hand to shake.

"Hey, Nelly. Nice to meet you finally! I've
heard a lot about you." Dex's warm smile met his dark eyes.

"Same and same!" I smiled back.

"Nelly has had a heck of a first day," Kiki
said, picking her drink up off the bar and gesturing at a
table.

"Not even a day yet," I said, following
suit. "I've only been on the ground for maybe five hours. And
already I want to go home."

Kiki frowned as she sat. Dex sat next to
her.

I flapped a hand. "I didn't mean that
literally. It was an odd welcome at the study."

Kiki turned to Dex. "The two professors were
having an argument before she even walked in, and the head guy was
really rude to her!"

"And to the other professor." I took a
fortifying sip of my mai tai. "Her name is Maura, but I swear he
called her Mousey. Which, to be honest, is fitting. She was a
little mousey."

The bartender who had made our mai tais
approached with a beer and a water. He handed the beer to Dex then
sat down, twisting the cap off the water. The men touched the necks
of their bottles and swigged.

"Hey, Casey," Kiki said. "This is my old
roommate, Nelly."

Casey nodded to me. "Hello. What brings you
to Aloha Lagoon in the summertime?"

"I'm here to work on a study for my doctoral
thesis." I sipped the drink again. "This is great, by the way."

"Thanks. What is the study about?" Casey
asked. He had an Australian accent—and disappointingly, a wedding
ring.

I sat up straight, cleared my throat, and
using my most snooty "academic" voice, answered, "The Effects of
Environmental Pollution on Fringing Coral Reefs."

"What's a fringing reef?" Casey asked.

"The reefs here are fringing," Kiki
explained. "Reefs connected to the shore, in lagoons, that kind of
thing. Opposite of your Great Barrier Reef in Australia, which is,
obviously, a barrier reef. Not connected to the shore."

"Okay." Casey looked perplexed. "I mean, we
already know it's bad to pollute them. Why do you have to study
it?"

Embarrassed, I felt heat rise in my face. I
mean extra heat. I was melting here. "Well, yes, but it's not just
to prove 'pollution bad' but to show how it is, what the affects
actually are, and document them."

"Oh. Okay." Casey shrugged and took another
long swig of his water. "It's not the study with that tall, skinny
guy with the old dude ponytail, is it?"

I glanced at Kiki and made a face. "Yeah, I
think you described my boss pretty accurately."

"He's in here a lot." Casey's face was grim.
"And I have to tell him to leave a lot." He glanced at his watch.
"In fact, he's over there in the corner right now. Behaving so
far." He stood and nodded to me again. "Well, it was nice to meet
you. I gotta get back to work."

When Casey mentioned the corner, Kiki leaned
to take a look, but I fought the urge.

"Oh, that guy?" She stared. "He's a
professor?"

Dex looked too. "I remember him. He came in
wanting to know where we get our air tanks filled, remember?" He
looked at Kiki. "Wanted us to do his for free?"

"Yep. 'In the spirit of academic research.'"
Kiki held up her hands to make air quotes. "I had totally forgotten
about him."

I finally turned to peek. Even from the
side, I could tell it was him. Bald dome with the stringy ponytail,
little potbelly straining his Hawaiian shirt. He was nursing a beer
and staring at his phone, several empty bottles lined up neatly
across the table. I turned back. "I've never understood why balding
guys would keep long hair. I mean, it's so thin because it's only
coming from the sides. If my hair was that thin, I'd keep it
short."

Kiki and Dex were nodding their agreement. I
stirred my mai tai and attempted a casual tone. "Do you know a guy
by the name of Beckett Carson?" After they shook their heads, I
continued. "He was in the office across the hall. He made a comment
implying the professors fight a lot."

Dex glanced at Kiki before looking back to
me. "Just out of curiosity, were these professors and this study
organized by UW?"

I shook my head. "No, they are from
different colleges. I think it is probably checking a box for both
of them. A summer study or something." I stirred my drink a moment.
"I did ask my advisor if he knew them, and he had heard of Maura,
Professor Maximu. He looked up Professor Ord but didn't say
anything. I had assumed no news was good news."

"Maybe you should give your advisor a call,"
suggested Kiki. "I mean, I'm more than happy to have you here in
Aloha Lagoon but would hate to see you spinning your wheels on this
study. You have places to go, things to do!" She grinned. "I'm so
proud of you for doing your PhD!"

"Well, I'm not there yet. But what about
you? Out here living the dream!" I waved a hand around and realized
the mai tai was hitting me harder than I expected. "Living in
paradise, diving every day!"

Kiki grinned at me as she cuddled up in
Dex's shoulder. "Finding a great guy…"

"Yeah, that too." I smiled back at her.

Raised voices caught the attention of
everyone in the bar, and I turned just in time to see my esteemed
professor take a drunken swing at another man. Thankfully, the
subject had been changed, but not exactly for a good reason.

Casey and another bartender immediately
hurried over to quell the fighting, pulling the two men apart.

"Stay away from her, man!" the stranger
shouted, pointing a finger at Professor Ord. "You hear me? Stay
away from Goldie!"

"Oh, trust me, I am! You're welcome to her!"
Professor Ord shouted back, spittle flying. He sagged against the
second bartender's restraint and listed to one side like a sinking
boat. "You stay away from me and outta my business!"

"Gentlemen, that's enough." Casey, standing
between the men with a hand on the stranger's chest, pointed at
Professor Ord. "You, Ord. You have one chance left, man. One more
problem and you're banned from the Lava Pot!"

Professor Ord snorted. "Whatever. That won't
last a second when I flash my wallet at you." With difficulty, he
wrestled his wallet out of his back pocket and waved a substantial
stack of bills in Casey's face then peeled off a few to throw on
the table. "See?"

"Out." Casey pointed toward the archway that
led out of the tiki bar, and the bartender holding Professor Ord's
arms escorted him out.

Casey turned to the stranger to speak to
him, but I couldn't hear what was said. The conversation ended with
Casey giving the other man a friendly clap on the shoulder before
returning to his place behind the bar.

I turned back to Kiki. "I wonder who Goldie
is?"

Apparently, I said it pretty loudly, as a
voice behind me answered.

"Goldie is his ex-wife."

Mortified that I had been heard, my eyes
went wide, and I stayed facing Kiki, frozen.

The man stopped next to me and looked around
the table. Up close, I could see he was younger than Professor
Ord—much younger—and fit, with close cut brown hair and startlingly
green eyes. He held up his hands in a shrug. "I am the lover of his
ex-wife, and he cannot deal with this." He had a thick French
accent to go with those eyes.

Dex gestured to the open chair at our table,
so he sat. "Merci," he said, leaning back in the chair and
sighing. "Goldie's going to be not so happy that Garrett is, how
you say? On my case." He finished with another hands up flourish.
"For no reason."

I'm guessing being young, good looking, and
French was the reason, but I kept that to myself.

The man still hadn't told us who he was, so
Dex stuck out his hand. "I'm Dex, and these lovely ladies are Kiki
and Nelly."

The man took Dex's hand. "Sebastian
Michels." He took each of our hands and murmured our names before
giving our hands a light kiss. "Enchanté,
mademoiselles."

I withheld a silly giggle that bubbled up,
and Kiki latched onto Dex's arm like a barnacle.

Sebastian leaned back again with another
dramatic sigh, putting his hands behind his head. He was, in
effect, flexing and showing off his impressive biceps.

Okay, maybe I see why Professor Ord doesn't
like him.

Suddenly he jumped forward and to his feet.
"And here she is—my love! Mon amour! My Goldie!" He held out
both hands as a shapely woman prowled her way to the table.

Goldie was much older than her French
paramour, tell-tale lines around her eyes giving her away. And
those eyes were narrowed and focused on me right now.

"Sebastian, my love," she said in a husky
voice. She allowed him to kiss her cheek. "Who are your little
friends?"

"This is Dex, oui? And Kiki and
Nelly." He introduced us then sat down again, pulling her onto his
lap. He pronounced Nelly like "Nell-ee."

"I've seen you two around," Goldie said,
eyeballing Dex and Kiki before turning back to me. "But I haven't
seen you before."

"I got in this afternoon," I said. I stuck
out my hand. "I'm Nelly O'Hare."

"Nelly O'Hare?" Goldie repeated, her eyes
narrowing again but this time studying the ceiling. She tapped a
manicured finger on her lips. "Nelly O'Hare. Why do I think I know
your name?"

"Um…" I dropped my ignored hand and looked
at Kiki. Help!

"Oh!" Goldie swung her gaze back to me. "Are
you the new intern?"

I swallowed. "Yes. I just got in today."

"Yes, dear, I heard you the first time. Have
you met your professors?" Goldie slung her arm around Sebastian's
shoulders and leaned into him.

"Yes. Very, very briefly." I looked at her
then away quickly. "I mean I spent some time with Professor Maximu,
learning the office procedures."

"Oh, that's good. Since that's pretty much
all you'll be doing." Goldie's husky laugh grated on my nerves.
"Did she show you how to work the coffee machine?"

I could feel my shoulders slumping further
and further. "Well, yes."

"It's too bad I'm not in charge of the
interns on this one. I made sure they had a meaningful and
educational experience that would help their resume. Not just be a
glorified errand girl." She turned her attention to Sebastian. "Or
errand boy, oui, my little errand boy?"

They both laughed, rubbing their noses
together.

My mouth dropped open. Was she saying
Sebastian was a previous intern on a scientific study she'd worked
on? I quickly shut my mouth and waited until they were done
kissy-facing.

"So you're a professor too?" I asked.

Goldie turned to me, smiling at me for the
first time. "Yes. I'm Margaret Goldman."

I sat up so quickly that I almost knocked
over the table. And probably would have had Kiki not had the same
reaction. As marine biology students, we were very aware of
Professor Goldman. "No way!" I looked back and forth from her to
Kiki. "Professor Margaret Goldman! I've read, I mean, we've
read all your books!" I gestured to Kiki.

"And studied your case studies!" Kiki
added.

Goldie looked amused and maybe a little
flattered. "Where did you study?"

"University of Washington," Kiki and I said
in unison.

"That's wonderful," Goldie said. "And you
are both continuing your studies here?"

"I am. This is my thesis project. I'm a PhD
candidate." I stared at her like she was a goddess since, to me,
she was. I just wish I'd stop speaking like a robot.

"And you?" She looked at Kiki.

"I work at the Aloha Lagoon Dive Shop," Kiki
said, color rising in her cheeks.

Dex put his arm around her. "She's an
amazing dive tour leader, and she does great work with our social
media. Really teaches the public about the sea life."

"Wonderful. That's an admirable mission."
Goldie smiled at both of us. "Well, I wish you the best of luck,
both of you." She looked at me with raised eyebrows. "You're going
to need it. When Professor Ord is at his best, he's amazing.
Unfortunately…" She gazed down at her young living chair who gazed
at her with naked devotion. "He's not exactly at his best these
days."

She rose to her feet and held her hand out
for Sebastian, who immediately stood and took it.

Sebastian made a little bow to the table.
"Bonne nuit."

Kiki murmured a good night back, and Dex and
I followed suit.

Goldie looped her arm into Sebastian's. "And
bonne chance, Nelly."

Kiki waited long enough for the couple to be
out of earshot before she looked at me. "Good luck?" She gave an
exasperated shake of her head. "That's not the best thing to
hear."

I wanted to stay as positive as possible.
"Yes, well, maybe she means good luck with the study. And
seriously, how cool was that? Margaret Goldman!"

"Yeah, that was pretty cool. I wonder how
long she's been in Aloha Lagoon." Kiki reached for her drink.

"I wonder why she would stay in the
same town as her ex." Dex drained his bottle and set it on the
table with a clink. "Are we ready for dinner, ladies?"

"Absolutely, I'm starved." I chugged the
remnants of my drink and pushed myself to a stand. Since I had only
eaten a granola bar since the plane this morning, I swayed a
little. "Whoo. Yeah, I need food."

Giggling, Kiki linked her arm through mine
and led me out to the street, where we walked a short way to a
restaurant.

I squinted at the sign. "Sir Spamalot's!
You've mentioned this place! I can't wait!"

"Have you had Spam before?" Dex asked,
leading us inside.

"Oh yeah. Not nearly as much as you guys
according to Kiki." I got momentarily distracted by a good-looking
guy around our age. He said something to Dex as he walked by him,
and they both laughed then shook hands. He gave Kiki and me nothing
more than a momentary glance.

"Who was that?" I asked Kiki.

She looked at Dex. "What's his name?
Jack-something?" She turned back to me. "He went diving with us
once. He's a newcomer to Aloha Lagoon as well."

Dex nodded. "Jackson Frango. Goes by Jack."
He waved us toward a table. "He works at the new golf course."

"Cool." I tried to surreptitiously watch the
tall, dark-haired man through the open sides of the restaurant as
he got on an aqua moped and zoomed away. When I turned back, Kiki
was smirking at me.

"Like mopeds?" she teased.


CHAPTER THREE

 


I found myself thinking about mopeds again
the next morning as I slogged my way through the already humid air.
Maybe I should look into getting one—or at least a bicycle? I'd
have to ask around about renting a bike. Or a moped. Maybe I could
ask the golf guy…

Even though I was told to be at the office
by eight-thirty and showed up fifteen minutes early, Professor
Maximu gave me an irritated look when I walked in.
Great.

She started me on some data entry (Oh
fun!) and promptly left the office with no explanation. Well,
at least it was air conditioned in here!

An hour later, Professor Maximu was back,
and I was finished.

I stood to greet her. "Professor Maximu, I'm
done. What's next?"

She looked momentarily shocked then
recovered. "Please, you can call me Maura." She looked around the
office. "I have a meeting with a…vendor. I see Professor Ord still
isn't here. We need to go out to the site to take today's readings,
but he would want to be there to teach you. Will you go look for
him?"

My heart sank. Errand girl, just like
Goldie had warned me. "Sure. Where should I be looking? His
house?"

Maura shook her head. "No, uh, he doesn't
have a house anymore. He stays here, in his office." She pointed at
the ajar door in the back of the space. "There's a couple places to
look. Um…" She gazed off into the distance, red rising up her neck.
"I'd suggest you peek in the Lava Pot first."

"It's only ten a.m.," I blurted. I raised a
hand to my face. Ugh. Now I was blushing too. "I mean, I
don't think he'd be there. I was there last night, and he was
kicked out by the bartender."

"Why?" Maura frowned.

"He started fighting with someone." I
shifted my feet and looked at the floor, feeling like I was
tattling to Mom.

"Let me guess. He got into it with a hot
Frenchman?" Maura sighed and pushed her glasses up in a move I was
recognizing as typical of her—the two-handed, one finger on each
side of the frames manuever. "So was his ex-wife there too?"

"She came in after." I attempted to play it
cool and not geek out. "Margaret Goldman! I tried not to
fangirl."

"Yeah, she is really great." Maura looked
away, thinking. "Well, if not the Lava Pot, try the bar at the golf
course. I don't think he's been kicked out of that one yet."

Following directions on a sticky note, I
headed for the golf course. It was a longer walk than I was
expecting, so my T-shirt was damp with sweat in all the wrong
places by the time I got there. I had borrowed a pair of shorts
from Kiki and bought the T-shirt from the hotel gift shop since my
luggage hadn't arrived yet, but I was still dressed too warmly.

I entered the clubhouse lobby, blessedly air
conditioned, and looked around. It was vacant, and when I found the
bar, it was too. There was a very pale, redheaded man, almost as
tall as me, behind the bar quartering limes. A girl stood across
from him, doing the same to lemons.

"Hi," I said, approaching them.

"Can I help you?" he asked.

"I'm looking for someone," I said. "He's
tall, bald, but with a long ponytail. His name is…"

"Professor Ord-inarily a jerk." He laughed.
"He was here, but we weren't open yet. Was a real pain about it,
but at least he didn't get into it with a patron again."

The girl turned to look at me. Petite with a
cascade of curly, copper hair, she tipped her head and studied me
with eyes the color of a green sea turtle. "Why are you looking for
him?" she asked.

"He's my boss. My other boss sent me." I
shrugged. "I'm Nelly." I held out my hand then hesitated since they
were both slicing fruit.

The young woman angled her elbow toward me.
"Piper," she said then nodded at the bartender. "He's Xander."

I tapped her elbow with my own. "Cool. Nice
to meet you." With those curls, it shouldn't be hard to remember
her name—all she needed was a tartan skirt and bagpipes to complete
the picture. She even wore a small waist bag like a bagpiper
did.

"So you work for Garrett?" Piper asked.
"That makes two of us. Sort of."

"Oh?" I tipped my head.

She exchanged a look with Xander. "Yeah. I'm
the Ord's dog walker. I mostly work for Goldie, but now that they
are divorcing, or divorced, whatever, sometimes I'm the one
delivering the pup from mom to dad for visitations." She rolled her
eyes. "Those two are ridiculous. So much ego involved."

I nodded, uncomfortable, and looked away,
out the plate glass window facing the golf course.

"Professor Ord-inarily a jerk." Xander
repeated quietly, chuckling to himself. He glanced up. "Sorry, that
was uncalled for."

"Nope, totally called for," a deep voice
said behind me.

I spun around and saw the golf guy from Sir
Spamalot's standing there. I was relieved to see it wasn't only the
influence of last night's mai tai making me think he was hot. At
least six-foot-three, brown hair with cute, little curls, blue
eyes…I almost swooned right there.

"Oh," I squeaked. I cleared my throat.
"Sounds like he doesn't have many fans here. Or anywhere."

"Nope." He held my eye. "Why are you looking
for him?"

I wiped the back of my hand across my
forehead, causing the bartender to hold a cocktail napkin out to
me. I dabbed my forehead and neck with it. "Thanks. I'm definitely
not used to the humidity yet." I turned back to Jack. "I'm his new
intern. I'm supposed to…find him for work."

"Oh." Jack studied me. "Have to say I'm
sorry to hear that. I mean, I'm happy for you to be here for a
study, but not to have to work for him." A tinge of pink colored
his ears. He stuck out his hand. "I'm Jackson Frango, but you can
call me Jack."

"Nelly O'Hare." I shook his hand. He had
calluses on his palms. "You, um…work here?" I didn't want to share
that I already knew that he did.

"I'm the assistant golf pro." His chest
puffed a little when he said his title. "Do you play?"

Piper gave us a slow blink before returning
her attention to the fruit she was slicing.

"Not well. I was a soccer player in high
school and a rower in college." I gave a shrug. "Not enough time or
money for that sport too."

He nodded. "Maybe I can give you a lesson
sometime." His ears turned even pinker.

At the sight of his ears and the realization
that I was the cause, I almost melted right to the ground. "Yeah,
that would be fun."

Awkwardly, we both shuffled our feet then
looked at Xander, who smirked and turned away to grab a container
for the limes. Piper still had her back to us and was intent on
those lemons.

"Well, I'd better get back to my office
since the professor isn't here." I raised my hand and waved.

As I left, I noticed the aqua moped parked
in the lot. I'd have to ask him about it as an icebreaker if I saw
him again. When I saw him again.

 


* * *

 


When I got back to the office, it was a
repeat from the afternoon before with the two professors arguing.
This time, though, I was in the main room, and they were in
Professor Ord's small office. I overheard a few snippets, but it
was just a different day, same tune: Maura telling Professor Ord he
needed to stop something he was doing. They lowered their voices
enough that I didn't hear much more.

After Professor Ord stomped out without so
much as a glance in my direction, Maura and I did some actual work,
transferring water samples into test tubes with pipettes and
storing those for later testing. Not sure what water sample testing
had to do with anything since, Maura was apparently waiting for
Professor Ord to brief me still, but I did as I was instructed. And
I did my best to look at the bright side. At least I was getting to
use nice equipment, unlike the tiny hand cramp-inducting pipettes
we used in school that you had to repeatedly squeeze, these were
large, with a handle and a trigger of sorts. They were even
adjustable volume, since the fine tip was comparable to a
mechanical pencil but the plunger to eject the liquid was easy to
manipulate.

Afterward, I dragged myself back to the
hotel, and when I entered the lobby, the desk clerk cheerily
informed me that my luggage had arrived and had been put in my
room. I hurriedly unpacked then collapsed for a nap.

A few hours later, my phone buzzed. Kiki
wanted to know if I needed dinner. I assured her that I was fine on
my own. I didn't want to be that person needing to be inserted into
her life every day, plus I was exhausted. I pulled myself together
enough to head to the resort restaurant, and when I got there, I
was seated at a two-person table in a corner. I settled in for a
dinner date with a book.

A voice I recognized broke through my
reading. I kept my head down and listened.

"Lyric is not some tool you can use to get
what you want, Garrett." Goldie paused, listening. "No, you cannot
see her. I will not allow it. The visitation agreement was…" Goldie
sighed loudly. "Goodbye, Garrett."

I shot a look at the table on the other side
of a planter. Goldie and Sebastian were sitting there, Goldie
dropping her phone back into her purse.

"He must be stopped, mon amour."
Sebastian reached for her hand. "We must stop him."

I turned back to my book but continued to
listen.

"He can't see Lyric," Goldie said and sighed
again. "Am I being selfish? Am I wrong?"

"No, my love. Not selfish. You are
protecting your baby," Sebastian assured her. "You are being a good
mother."

There was a muffled cell phone ring. "That's
him again," Goldie hissed.

"Do you want for me to talk to him?"
Sebastian asked.

"No, love, you need to stay out of it." The
ringing got louder, and then Goldie answered. "What. No, Garrett."
She listened for a moment. "You go ahead to the lawyer. You go
ahead and do that, and I'll tell them how you kicked her. You want
me to do that? No? Okay then. Goodbye."

I stared at my book, wishing I was somewhere
else, wishing I hadn't overheard any of the shocking conversation.
Was Professor Ord abusive to Goldie's daughter, who I assumed was
also his daughter? He hadn't yet won any gold stars in my
book, but the possibility of the professor even earning a single
one withered with those few words. I'll tell them how you kicked
her.

Goldie and Sebastian left, and I ordered
dessert. Digging into my comforting ice cream, I tried to read
further in my book and put the disturbing conversation behind
me.

 


* * *

 


The next morning started Groundhog
Day-style with me showing up to work early, getting glared at,
and doing data entry for a few hours before being sent to find
Professor Ord.

There would be two major differences this
morning, though.

The first difference to my now familiar
routine was at the Aloha Lagoon Resort Golf Course, or rather, in
the clubhouse.

Or, more specifically, in the men's locker
room.

I went straight to the bar as I had the day
before. The same bartender, Xander, was behind the bar, this time
polishing glasses in preparation for the lunch crowd. Piper wasn't
there.

"Hi again," I said, approaching him.

"Good morning! Looking for Ord again?" The
bartender grimaced. "I haven't seen him, but you could check the
locker room. I think he uses it sometimes to shower."

"That would make sense since he apparently
lives in the office. Which way?"

Xander pointed, and I headed down the wide
hallway. I passed the women's locker room and saw signs further
directing me to the men's. As I walked, it occurred to me that I
had no idea what to say to the man.

"Hi, Professor Ord. You need to come to
work," I muttered. "Yeah, that will go over well." I paused outside
of the men's locker room and considered what to do next.

I took a deep breath and pushed the door
open a few inches. "Hello," I hollered into the crack. I could hear
faint music, but no one responded. I pushed it open further and
dared to stick my head in.

"Hello? Professor, are you here?" I called.
I could hear the music better now, and a male voice began singing
along with the rock song's chorus. "Hello!?" I shouted again.

As I stood with my head and shoulders inside
the locker room door, I looked around. This was the fanciest locker
room I had ever seen, with wide, wooden lockers, each big enough to
fit a golf bag, that had doors with brass fittings. Rows of lockers
were on my right with carved wooden benches, a wall of ornately
framed full-length mirrors on the left, and at the far end, a more
standard looking bathroom area with sinks. I assume the bathroom
and showers branched off from there but wasn't about to go look. As
I was staring around, I realized the music and singing were getting
closer. I decided to try calling out one more time.

"Hello?" The words died in my throat as
Jackson Frango came around the far corner, head thrown back, eyes
closed as he sang. He was walking toward me—phone in one hand,
towel…in the other.

And…that was about it.

"Oh!" I gasped and quickly withdrew my head.
I turned and sprinted down the hall.
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