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    Aloha! To my husband and son.  Thank you for letting me escape into the writing cave.  One of these days, we'll go back to Maui together and swim with the sea turtles.
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Chapter One
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Makoa Chay was striving for inner peace, but he didn't have all day.  The two idiots in the boat who were trying to distract him from spiritual enlightenment didn't help either.

"C'mon Forest Chump.  If we’re late again, Amelia will have our ass," Kai said, waving his hand up and down in front of Makoa's face.

Makoa continued to sit cross legged on the flat rock that could only be seen at low tide.  It was just past sunrise and the tropical wind had a bite in it.  It was tempting to just give up his meditations and join his friends on the boat.  

No, this was more important. He needed to commune with Kanaloa, the god of the ocean. And he needed to be alone when he did it.  These guys would just make fun of him if they knew what he was planning.

"I’ve got to spear some ta’ape for dinner.  Theresa's got a craving," Hani said. Theresa was only a few weeks pregnant, but the cravings had hit early.  Last week, it had been malasadas dipped in honey.  This week, apparently, it was for blue stripe snapper.

"So, go." Makoa made a shooing motion.

"Brah, if we leave you here, you're going to drown," Kai said, shaking his head in exasperation.

"Not if you're back before the tide comes in."  Makoa figured they'd have to be back to clock in for their shift at the Palekaiko Beach Resort long before that happened.  "Besides," he glanced over his shoulder.  "It's not that far to shore."  He could just about make out the curve of Blackrock.  It wouldn’t be a fun swim, but as long as he swam parallel to the rip tide he’d be fine. 

"At least take your surfboard," Hani said, jerking his thumb at the bright, banana yellow long board lying on the deck of the motorboat.

"It'll distract me."

"Whatever man." Kai dismissed him with a wave of his hand. "Just tread water if we don't come back in time."

Makoa closed his eyes, hoping they got the hint.  After a few more moments, he heard the outboard motor start up, and the small boat pulled away.  He could feel the waves hit the rock, and a few splashed water over his toes.

He took a deep breath to center himself. The rhythm of the waves crashing around him soothed into his soul. If he could make a living at it, he’d have liked to be a fisherman. Spending the day in the middle of the ocean and sun, pulling up nets and diving for fish. But being a bellhop paid better.  Plus, at the Palekaiko Beach Resort, he got free room and board.  And all his friends worked there too. It was like one big party instead of work.

At least, that’s how it used to be.  Hani getting engaged was the last straw for Makoa.  All of his friends had found the love of their lives.  Makoa was the only bachelor left in the group.  Most of the time, he didn’t mind being alone.  Except at the end of the night, when everyone paired off and it wasn’t even questioned that he would be the one to put out the bonfire, or clean up afterward.

Taking another breath of the fresh salt air, he cleared his mind of little jealousies and the pang of loneliness.

“Kanaloa,” he said aloud. “I know this is more Laka’s area, but the last time I did a hula I stubbed my toe and said some words I’m pretty sure the goddess of love didn’t appreciate.”  He reached into his diving bag and pulled out some red lehua blossoms.  Sprinkling them into the ocean, Makoa said, “So, I figured maybe you could put in a good word for me for her.  Dude and Amelia, Marcus and Michaela, Holt and Joely, Kai and Marisol, and now Hani and Theresa are getting married.  I don’t even have a girlfriend.”

Makoa pulled out a corked bottle from the pouch as well.  “This is Uncle Uffe’s prime hooch.  You can have it all.”  He poured it into the ocean.  The vapors were enough to bring tears to his eyes.  “Just send a little romance my way.”

The wind picked up a bit, turning warmer.  A large wave tossed him off the rock.  Makoa figured that was a sign.  As he pulled himself back on the rock, he wasn’t sure if the gods accepted his gifts or rejected them.  He tried to meditate a little more on it, but wound up falling asleep until his friends came back for him.
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Chapter Two
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Ana Simpson didn’t want to drown.  But her costume was too heavy and the current took her out too far, too fast.  If she could only get this damned fish tail off her, she wouldn’t be so weighed down.

“Help!” she cried out, waving an arm in the air.  She should have stuffed her pride and called out earlier.  But the waves hadn’t seemed rough and she was enjoying the swim.  Her abs were getting quite the workout, swimming like a mermaid. The new costume was a little stiff and Ana thought it would be nicer to come out on the beach and practice with it, instead of going in after hours to use the tank in the theater.

The Merry Mermaids was a new attraction in Lahaina and it was her first paying acting gig.  She had been about to throw in the towel when screenwriter Don Kramer hired her as mermaid in his underwater play.  He encouraged all the women to stay in character as much as possible, even going as far as to give them wheelchairs to roll around the theater in. It was like Lady Gaga’s Yuyi the Mermaid meets Bette Midler’s Delores Delago in a West Side Story-like dance/swim off.

Personally, Ana hoped that this would lead to bigger and better things. The salt water was hell on her eyes and even worse on her hair.  And as opening night came closer, Don was acting odder and odder. Ana wasn’t a squeamish person, but lately she didn’t want to be alone in the same room with him.  He was drinking more and broody as hell.  The way he stared at her and her cast mates made her nervous.  Don had suggested that they do one number without their sea shell bras, but thankfully one of his patrons was there and reminded him that this would need to be a family show to make any money.

Don had replied, “It couldn’t hurt to practice the scene that way.”

No.

That was the one area that the rest of the cast put aside their passive aggressive backbiting and agreed with each other on.  This wasn’t going to be a titsy-bitsy burlesque routine.  This was art.  Or maybe underwater ballet.  Either way, if the fin had to stay on in public, so did her bra.

“You need to stay in character.  We want there to be mermaid sightings.  We need the buzz.  We want the kids to be excited.  If we don’t have a big opening week, we’re sunk,” Don had ranted this over and over again until Ana and the rest of the cast could hear it in their sleep.

Now, she was going to have to hear it from Don that she ruined opening night.  She could just see the news:  Mermaid drowned.  Opening night canceled.

Wiggling her feet and hips, she tried to get the stupid tail off, but it was attached too well.  Every night, she had suction marks on her torso when it finally got it peeled off. Maybe, her rescuer would keep it quiet.

If she got rescued.

Refusing to panic, Ana flapped her arms in the water, desperately turning in circles.  Her stomach was beginning to cramp and her legs felt like lead.  She didn’t want to drown. She was so tired, but she was afraid if she just floated, the current would take her farther out into the ocean. 

What if a shark came by and thought she was a snack?

A burst of adrenaline fueled panic coursed through her and she flailed wildly towards the shore, but it seemed farther away than ever.  Just as she was starting to give up hope, a flash of white left the beach and was heading towards her.  With the last of her energy, Ana swam towards it. Coming up on her fast was a zodiac boat with a rider who was waving at her.  Ana would have sagged in relief, but she wasn’t sure she could come back up again.

“Hurry,” she whispered.

The man in the small powered raft cut the motor and the boat glided towards her.  She could see her rescuer clearly now.  He was a big man, native Hawaiian, with tribal tattoos over his large arms.  He had shaggy black hair and gorgeous brown eyes. Smiling down at her, he reached out his hand to pull her into the boat.

“You’re a long way out, wahine.  I almost didn’t see you.”

Ana could barely breathe, let alone speak.  Relief coursed through her and she felt too weak to even help pull herself into the boat.  It was all right, though, because her rescuer was strong, in addition to being handsome. 

“I’m Makoa,” he said, hauling her into the boat.

“Ana,” she whispered.

She was confused at his expression and then realized that he was staring at her tail.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I thought you were drowning.  I should put you back in the water.”

“No, don’t,” she croaked.

“Was there a shark?”  Makoa looked around, brandishing a paddle.  “Don’t worry, you’re safe now.”

Had there been a shark?  She shuddered and closed her eyes.  She was safe.  Her whole body trembled and she willed herself not to cry.

“Would you like something to drink?”

Ana forced her eyes open and stared into his kind face.  Laugh lines crinkled at the corner of his eyes and she wondered what it sounded like when he laughed.  Makoa handed her a bottle of water and she drank it all, coughing and spluttering.

“Easy,” he said.  “Are you not used to breathing air?”

“What?” she asked, and then gave a half laugh.  “Yeah, seems that way.”  How long had she been in the water?  Hours?  Felt like days.  Her arms were so sore.  She’d be lucky if she got through rehearsal tonight.  At least, her breath control was getting better.  Don screamed if they used the emergency air hoses.  He said it took away from the authenticity of the show.

“Where are you from, Ana?” Makoa said.

“California originally.”  She took slower sips of water and tried to calm her racing heart.

“What brought you to Maui?”

“Opportunity.  A change of scene.”  Ana shrugged.  “How about you?”

“I was born here.  I work at the Palekaiko Beach Resort.”  He pointed towards Black Rock, which was a welcome sight.  She had started out on the other side of Black Rock this morning before the storm surge shot her across the water. Ana vaguely recalled that there was a small resort next to the larger chain hotels.  

“I’m a bellhop,” he said sheepishly.

“I’m a mermaid.” She smirked.

“I can see that.  The fin gave it away.” He leaned forward.  “Did Kanaloa send you?”

Ana didn’t even know who that was.  “No, I was practicing and the riptide took me by surprise.”

Makoa nodded.  “Not like California around here is it?”

“But that’s a good thing,” she said. Even though she still shared a small apartment with three other women, Ana was happy to be away from the pressures of Hollywood where she was never pretty enough, or thin enough, or blond enough.  “I was never enough there.”

“Do you still have family in California?”

Ana gave a half laugh.  “No.  My parents are up in Alaska.”

Makoa shivered.  “Isn’t that anuanu?”

“What?”

“Cold.”  He rubbed his arms, pantomiming being chilly.

She grinned at his antics. “And remote.  It wasn’t for me.  I like the bustling activity of the cities. Or at least I did.  Maui has been nice.”

“Are you enough here?” he asked solemnly.  

Frowning, Ana thought about it. “I’m not sure.  It’s still too soon.  What about you?”

He sighed.  “I used to think so.” Melancholy clouded his eyes.

She reached out and held his hand.  “Thank you for rescuing me.”

Looking down at this joined hands, Makoa turned her wrist over as if he was looking for something.

“So, is catching a mermaid like catching a leprechaun?  Do I get three wishes?” He smirked, the sadness washed away by his easy grin.

“I can try.  What are your three wishes?”

“I already asked Kanaloa for something.  I think he granted me that one.  So, it seems kind of greedy to ask for two more wishes.”

“Wish for someone else then.”

Makoa’s face brightened. “Yeah that’s a good idea.  I wish Hani and Theresa to have a long and happy life together.  They’re getting married next week.”

Ana clapped her hands together.  “That’s a beautiful sentiment.”

Scratching his chin, Makoa squinted out into the horizon.  “Can I wish for something for you?  Like can I wish you free?”

Tugging on her tail, it still wouldn’t budge. “I don’t think wishing will help with that.”

“Can I save it then?”

“Save your wish until later?” Ana cocked her head at him.  “Sure, but that means we’d have to see each other again.”

Makoa flashed a grin.  “I’d like that.”

“I don’t have my cell phone on me,” Ana gestured to her suit.

His radio squawked. “Hey, Makoa, where are you.”

Wincing, Makoa picked up the hand held and spoke into it.  “Just testing the Zodiac.”

“Yeah, well test it back to shore.  We’ve got a bus coming in.”

“Roget dat.” He sighed. “I’ve got to go back to work. I don't suppose you can come with me?”

Ana shook her head.  "I'm not supposed to let people see me.  I could get in trouble."

He nodded. "That make sense.  Don't worry.  I won't tell anyone I saw you."

Relief made her sag against the boat's side.  "Thank you. You're a life saver again."

"Where can I drop you off?"

"If you get me close to Black Rock, I can make it back from there."

"Shoots," he said.  "Are you sure you can hide from the tourists?"

"I've had a lot of practice," she said, half laughing.  If she could get to the shallow water, she could take her time peeling off the stupid tail and no one would be any wiser.
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