
        
            
                
            
        

     
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ohana
 
 
 
 
 
 
Dustin Stevens
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Ohana
Copyright © 2013, Dustin Stevens
 
Warning: All rights reserved. The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work, in whole or part, in any form by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, is illegal and forbidden, without the written permission of the author.
 
This is a work of fiction. Characters, settings, names, and occurrences are a product of the author’s imagination and bear no resemblance to any actual person, living or dead, places or settings, and/or occurrences. Any incidences of resemblance are purely coincidental.
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
To Podge, for reminding me that
sometimes, in literature and in life,
a little cheesiness is a good thing.
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
‘Ohana means family. Family means 
nobody gets left behind or forgotten.

                      -Lilo & Stitch
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
Prologue
              It started with rain. A torrential downpour that began around midnight and waged throughout the next day. Occasionally it would ease off for a few minutes, only to come back even stronger.
              Step two was the temperature drop. Rapid and even, it took only a matter of hours for the mercury to dip below freezing. Once it did, the rain gave way to heavy, wet snowflakes.
              Dr. Hardy Nicks stood just outside the front door of the Vanderbilt Medical Center. He checked his watch repeatedly while hopping up and down on the balls of his feet, hoping to stay warm. A plume of vapor extended from of his mouth, each breath hanging like a cloud in front of him.
              As an attending surgeon at the center, Hardy had been on the floor for twenty hours straight. Enormous bags hung beneath each eye and his thinning hair was plastered to his head from being smashed beneath a surgical cap. He hadn't bothered to change out of the light blue scrubs he'd been wearing all day, the shapeless togs doing little to hide his slight frame.
              An airlock released behind him and a familiar voice said, "Whew, brr. What are you doing waiting out here?"
              "I'm hoping this cold air will wake me up," Hardy said. "I'm just not cut out for these twenty hour shifts anymore."
              "I keep telling you to cut back," his wife Carol Anne said, sliding up beside him and kissing him on the cheek. 
              As the Director of Nursing for the facility she was also dressed in scrub attire, though the similarities stopped there. Despite being the same age she looked almost a decade younger than Hardy, her face unlined and thick hair still dark throughout. 
              "And what do I keep telling you?" Hardy asked, taking her hand in his as they walked out across the parking lot. Although it was inching towards eleven at night, the lot was still over half full. 
              Overhead security lights shone down, illuminating the snowflakes as they hung suspended in the air before disappearing into the white blanket covering the ground. 
              "Maybe next year," Carol Anne said, her voice mimicking the tone she'd heard her husband use a hundred times before.
              "Yeah, but this time I mean it," Hardy replied, releasing her hand and unlocking their black Lexus SUV. "I think this academic year might just be my last go round."
              His wife looked at him, her expression hopeful. "Well, you know the only reason I keep coming to work every day is so I can keep an eye on you. You're done, I'm done."
              Hardy snorted at his wife's recurring joke and bobbed his head, starting the car and using the wipers to brush away the snow. A moment later the defrost kicked on, piping warm air into the car as he put it into gear and departed.
              Snow was a rare occurrence for the state of Tennessee, annual accumulation quantified on a single hand. In the few instances each year that it did fall, the town went into lockdown. Schools were closed, business shuttered tight, snow plows sent to begin working the roads.
              At the rate it was coming down, the town would be out of action for a week, if not longer.
              Traffic was extremely light as Hardy angled them away from Vanderbilt, swinging south from town and on towards their home in Murfreesboro. Outside the snow continued to fall in steady fashion, the flakes coming so fast they blotted out everything beyond the few feet in front of the car.
              "How's she handling?" Carol Anne asked, reaching out and patting the dashboard of their newest purchase.
              "I don't think the snow's a problem," Hardy said. "It's all that frozen water beneath it I'm concerned with."
              "Black ice," Carol Anne whispered, nodding her head.
              The two fell silent, the only sound the heater circulating warm air throughout the car. 
              The lights of Nashville fell away behind them. Without the ambient glow of the city, the sky darkened above. The storm seemed to close in around them, punctuated only by the occasional highway exit with its cluster of gas stations and restaurants.
              "We don't often get snow like this here," Carol Anne said, concern in her voice. "Never this early in the season."
              "Not in all the time I've lived here," Hardy agreed.
              "Thank God we're done for the weekend, I don't think we'd make it back tomorrow."
              "Ah, I'm sure everything will be fine by morning," Hardy said. "They'll get the plows out, throw some salt down. Be clear by noon."
              "Oh," Carol Anne said, pursing her lips. "That's too bad. I was kind of hoping for an excuse to spend the day cuddled up inside."
              A smile grew along one side of Hardy's mouth as he reached across and squeezed his wife's hand. "Since when do we need snow for that?"
              Carol Anne matched the smile and leaned over towards him, drawing him closer. Keeping his left hand atop the wheel, Hardy checked the road and turned to his wife, pecking her on the lips. He pulled back and smiled, went in for one more kiss.
              Neither one saw the skid marks in the snow. They didn’t see the semi-truck with a trailer attached lying on its side across the road. They didn’t even see the load of soda bottles strewn about, strewn about like blue dots atop a carpet of white.
              Instead the last thing either one ever experienced was each other, followed by a flash of light, the crunch of steel, and a cold, interminable darkness.
 



 
 
 
Chapter One
              The Delta ticket counter at the Bozeman-Gallatin Airport offered five outbound choices, all grouped together in a cluster departing before noon each day. 
              Minneapolis was the first flight every morning, taking advantage of the eastward time change and leaving right at eight. Soon thereafter were Denver and Salt Lake City, each pushing off on the subsequent half hours. 
              Seattle went fourth, offering a ten o'clock direct flight that landed in the Pacific Time Zone at an earlier time than when it took off. 
              The fifth and final flight of the morning was a short jaunt over the border into Calgary, a little used route that allowed tiny BZN to maintain its status as an international airport.
              A pair of counter attendants was already busy at work preparing for the morning ahead when Dyson Nicks walked through the airport's lone set of double doors. He dropped a single duffel bag on the tile floor beside his scuffed boots and scanned the list of outgoing options.
              At just half past six in the morning, the sound of the bag hitting the floor startled the attendants, both of whom turned to regard Dyson standing before them. On the far end of the terminal a janitor emptied the last of the trash cans from the night before, but otherwise the place was deserted.
              "Are you here for the Minneapolis flight?" the woman on the left asked, her demeanor already exuding caffeine-induced perkiness.
              Furrowing his brow, Dyson made another pass over the departing flights. "Are those the only choices you have?"
              The woman turned towards the older man to her right, who shrugged and raised his palms to the ceiling before retreating into a back room. 
              "Excuse me?" the woman responded.
              Leaving the bag where it lay, Dyson ambled forward and nodded towards the list of departing flights with his chin. "Those five? That's it?"
              A practiced smile creased the woman's face, revealing even white teeth beneath her bright red lipstick. "Well sir, those are the only destinations we offer direct from here. We can route you most anywhere in the world you want to go though."
              "Hmm," Dyson mumbled, his eyes never leaving the board above her head.
              "I take it you don't have a reservation this morning?" the woman pressed.
              For the first time, Dyson slid his eyes from the list to the woman in front of him. Her thick brown hair was pulled into a tight bun atop her head and a nametag extolled her name to be Robin. 
              "No. Not yet."
              "Oh," Robin said, resting her hands on the keyboard in front of her. "Well, where would you like to go?"
              Dyson couldn't help but smirk. It was a question he'd asked himself multiple times a day for the past week.
              He was still no closer to an answer than when he first started.
              "Anywhere.”
              Robin drew her mouth into a tight line and said, "Hmm, that doesn't help us much. Christmas is only a few days away, is there anybody you would like to go see?"
              "No," Dyson said, her question barely registering in his ears before he shoved out the answer.
              "Oh," Robin said again, pulling her hands back a moment. "Well, as it is December in Montana, I always find myself wanting to be somewhere warm. How does that sound?"
              Dyson rolled the idea around a moment, thinking back to the single bag on the floor behind him. "Warm works. What have you got?"
              A smile broke out on Robin's face as she began pecking away on the computer in front of her. "First, let me ask you this, do you have a passport?"
              "Dammit," Dyson muttered, turning his head to the side so she couldn't hear him curse. In his haste, he had left his passport sitting on the old roll-top desk in his bedroom at home. "No, not with me."
              "Okay," Robin said, frowning. "If you want warm weather, we can do a whole list of options you can get to without needing a passport. Los Angeles, Phoenix, Houston..."
              "What are the furthest?" Dyson asked.
              "Excuse me?" Robin asked, looking up from her screen.
              "Which one is the furthest away?" Dyson reiterated.
              “From here?”
              “From everywhere.”
              A questioning look passed over Robin's face, but she said nothing as she slid her eyes down to the screen before her. "It looks like the furthest warm weather destinations we offer are either Miami, Florida, which is about 2,850 miles away or Honolulu, Hawaii, which is just a shade over 3,000 miles."
              "Huh," Dyson said, working his jaw around as he digested the information. 
              "But do bear in mind," Robin inserted, "Honolulu's on an island. If distance is what you're after, there's no way to get there without a plane or a very large boat."
              The left corner of Dyson's lips turned up. "When's the first flight?"
               Robin again checked her grid. "I can get you on the 8:30 to Denver, connecting through San Francisco and on over to Hawaii, or you can wait until the 10:00 to Seattle, connecting straight to Honolulu."
              Dyson shot his eyes to the digital clock in the corner of the departure board behind her and began digging his wallet from a back pocket. "I'll take the 8:30 please."
              "Okay, and when would you like to book the return flight?"
              "I wouldn’t," Dyson said, slapping a credit card down on the counter and turning on a heel to retrieve his duffel bag from the floor behind him.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Two
              In his haste to get out of Montana as fast as he could, Dyson forgot the golden rule of traveling in the Rocky Mountain west. 
              Always, always, avoid Denver in the winter time.
              Notorious for unforeseen squalls and total white-out conditions, the airport spends half of the annual calendar at a complete standstill followed by frantic stretches of playing catch up. 
              True to form, Dyson landed in DIA just after ten o'clock local time and spent the next thirty hours curled up on the floor alternating between cat naps and a slew of paperbacks he picked up at Hudson News. With his boots propped on the edge of a bench and his head nestled against his gym bag, he remained motionless save a couple of food and restroom runs.
              Otherwise, he sat and waited. 
              Just shy of four o'clock the next afternoon the overhead speaker announced that the runways were clear again and Dyson joined a throng of bleary-eyed passengers headed to San Francisco. As the last one on the plane and first one off, he kept his face buried in the latest Lee Child novel and two hours after leaving Denver behind he touched down in San Francisco.
               On the way in the captain pointed out Alcatraz looming in the Bay outside their window, an irony that wasn't lost on Dyson. 
              He'd finally managed to escape a metaphorical prison only to find himself airdropped in beside a real one.
              The gap between connections afforded him enough time to make two quick laps around the concourse before boarding for Honolulu. A sense of dread filled him as he approached the gate, settling in his stomach as he watched a throng of passengers jockey for position in line. Already bedecked in garish aloha shirts and flip-flop sandals, many elbowed their way through the crowd as if boarding first somehow made the impending five hour flight that much shorter.
              "Shoot me now," Dyson muttered as he settled onto the tail end of the line and shuffled up to the ticket agent. A polished young man gave him a harsh once-over before tearing his ticket and making a final boarding call over the loud speaker.
              A half smirk pulled up at Dyson's mouth as he took in the other passengers around him. Many were dressed in bright colors and wore the results of tanning for weeks in anticipation of their trip on their skin.
              He, on other hand, was dressed in faded jeans and a pearl snap flannel, a tan Carhartt jacket pulled atop it. His shaggy hair fell just past his eyebrows in loopy curls of sandy blonde and his jaw wore a few days of growth. The back of his hands were tinged olive, though still far more pale than many of the people around him.
              Bending at the waist, Dyson stooped his 6'2" frame through the front door and down the length of the plane, settling in on the aisle side of a row three seats across. Despite the plane being almost full, the middle seat was unoccupied.
              He soon realized why.
              Seated against the window was an older man in jeans and an orange and blue striped polo. A tangle of silver hair was slicked straight across the top of his head and glasses with thick lenses were perched atop his bony nose. Even as he peered over at Dyson, his lips moved without sound across over-sized teeth.
              Dyson recognized the guy right off, not as someone he had met before, but as someone he'd met in many different iterations over the years. This gentleman had all the tell-tale signs of a talker lying in wait.
              He dug straight into his duffel bag in search of his iPod, but the old man beat him to it.
              "Simon Willaby," the man said, extending a bony hand across the empty seat towards Dyson.
              "Dyson Nicks," Dyson mumbled, grasping the feeble shake before stowing his bag and settling into his seat.
              "Coming or going?" Willaby asked.
              A handful of responses came to Dyson's mind, but he bit his tongue. "What do you mean?"
              Willaby waved his hands at the plane around them. "Are you coming to visit or are you going back home?"
              Dyson made a face as he chewed the words, realizing the two could have been just as easily used in reverse. "Um, going to visit." He paused for a moment in hopes that the conversation would be brief, but Willaby's expectant face indicated otherwise. "And yourself?"
              "Going back home for the winter," Willaby said, clasping his hands in front of him. "My wife and I have a place above Makaha that we rent every year on the leeward coast. Just the nicest place with the warmest people."
              "Hmm," Dyson said.
              "Have you been before?" Willaby pressed.
              "Never," Dyson said, staring with longing at the headphones in his lap.
              "Oh, you're in for a treat, a real treat," Willaby said. "I've been coming here every year for over thirty years and I have to tell you, it never gets old."
              As the wheels lifted from San Francisco, it was apparent that the conversation was not going to end anytime soon.
              "I spent thirty-five years in the airline industry, working for Delta," Willaby pressed on without prompting. "When I started I was young and single, so I told them I didn't mind being moved around. As luck would have it, I got settled into a schedule that let me spend every winter in Hawaii and every summer in Boston. I got to surf all winter and watch the Sox all summer!"
              Dyson couldn't help but crack a smile. It was a schedule similar to a great many of the ski bums and fly fishermen he'd left behind in Bozeman.
              "I have to tell you too, there's just no place on earth like Hawaii. You're going to love it. Amazing people, great food, so much to see and do."
              Without realizing it, Dyson took the bait. "Oh yeah? Such as?"
              Like a sprinter firing from the starting block, Willaby launched himself into a monologue that stretched through the entire showing of Monsters University and into an episode of How I Met Your Mother. Two hours later, Dyson had a list of suggestions scribbled onto the back cover of his paperback and a pounding headache.
              Somewhere over the Pacific, Dyson drifted off to sleep with Willaby still prattling on beside him.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Three
              A gentle nudge in the ribs jolted Dyson awake, jerking him upright in his seat with a clatter. Little bursts of light popped before his eyes and he could feel his heart pounding in his ears.
              "Sorry," Willaby said, holding up a hand on either side in apology. "We're coming in to land. You're going to want to see this."
              Dyson mumbled a small thanks and nodded, leaning forward and resting his elbows on his knees. He balled his hands into fists and pressed the curve of his index fingers against his eyes, then ran his hands over a sweaty brow and back through his hair. 
              Rotating his head at the neck he peered past Willaby and out into the night. Far below he could see a single spot of light shimmering in a sea of darkness. 
              "Honolulu?"
              "That it is. It's always best to come in at night. It's the only thing you can see for thousands of miles in any direction. Just a single oasis in a desert of black."
              Dyson grunted in agreement, staring at the orb of light as it grew larger beneath them. 
              It took several minutes the negotiate the final approach, the world outside dark as they coasted in for a landing. Dyson collected his things from the seat back in front of him and stuffed everything into his duffel, his knees and lower back screaming at him to stand and move about.
              "Well sir, it was good to meet you," Willaby said beside him, extending his hand again.
              Dyson accepted it once more. "Yeah, and thanks for all the sightseeing tips. Appreciate it."
              Pulling a wrinkled business card from his shirt pocket, Willaby held it out and said, "Here's all my contact information if you ever find yourself out on the west side. We'd love to have you for dinner sometime."
              "Thank you, I'll do that," Dyson lied, rising with the people across from him and working his way down the aisle. 
              To his great relief, Willaby made no effort to keep pace with him.
 



              
 
 
Chapter Four
              Two distinct things swept over Dyson as he exited the plane onto the tarmac at Honolulu International Airport.
              The first was warm, moist air that enveloped his body, fast making him realize how over-dressed he was. The clock indicated it was fast approaching midnight, but the air still felt balmy against his skin. 
              The second was the tropical rain, falling in torrents across the soaked pavement and sending passengers running for the cover of the terminal.
              Using his coat as a poncho, Dyson lowered his head and jogged stiff-legged behind them, his duffel bag swinging by his side. Once inside, he sped past the crowd shuffling towards baggage claim, headed for the rental car counters.
              Twenty minutes after landing, Dyson was in a rented Dodge Caliber and following the signs towards Honolulu. On the way out he paused just long enough to take in the glowing red Aloha sign written in script letters overlooking the airport and the palm trees blowing in the rain alongside the road.
              Welcome to Hawaii.
              Dyson glanced at his own soaked appearance in the rearview mirror and slid past the airport Beach Side Hotel to merge onto the H1. Keeping a sharp eye out for signs announcing food or lodging, he turned south and did a quick scan through the radio dial. The lights of the downtown business district pushed by outside as he settled on the only country station he found. The voice of Kenny Chesney filled the car as Dyson cut a path through the night, soon passing signs for Makiki and Waikiki. 
              Not a single sign for a hotel anywhere in sight.
              Continuing south on the H1 he passed Kahala and Hawaii Kai, soon finding the road narrowing to two lanes. Turning the radio off he leaned forward in the front seat and drove on into the night, the clock on the dash indicating it was now past one in the morning.
              Outside, the lights of town began to fade as Dyson turned off at Hanauma Bay and headed back north. Irritation was beginning to build in him and his stomach growled as the little car cut through the night, retracing its path from only a short time before.
              Ten minutes after turning back, he spotted a McDonald's sitting just off the freeway and exited towards it. The thought of fast food at that hour made his empty stomach turn, but he turned off and pulled into the well-lit drive-thru anyway.
              It was the first tangible sign of life he had seen since leaving the airport.
              "Aloha, t'anks for choosing one McDonald's, eh. I take you order when ready," a young male voice asked over the intercom.
              A face that was equal parts confusion and surprise sprang to Dyson’s features. "Um, yeah, can I get a double cheeseburger, some fries and a sweet tea, please?"
              "Don't got no sweet tea, yea. You wan' one other drink?"
              This time, Dyson's face fell slack. "Uh, yeah. Can I get a lemonade?"
              "Five and change, bro. Pull on ‘round."
              The intercom box fell silent as Dyson continued to stare at it for several long moments. He nudged the car forward, a handful of thoughts running through his head, ranging from what the language the young man was speaking to what kind of place charges that much for a burger and fries.
              Dyson pulled the car to a stop and dug his wallet from his back pocket, fishing out money as the double window flew open beside him. 
              "Eh, howzit?" a young man with close cropped black hair and deep bronze skin asked. 
              "Evening," Dyson said in return, thrusting the money towards him. "How's it going?"
              "Going good, yea," the young man said, counting out the change and handing it back. Right behind it he handed over a sack of food and the lemonade. "Enjoy. Ono grindz bruddah!"
              Dyson looked at the sack a moment and then at the young man, his eyes wide with uncertainty. "Um, thanks a lot?"
              The young man laughed, but said nothing.
              "Hey, you wouldn't happen to know where a hotel is around here do you?" Dyson asked, setting the food down on the seat beside him.
              "Which one you want?"
              "Any of them," Dyson said. "I just got here and don't have a reservation. Holiday Inn, La Quinta, whatever."
              "This Hawaii bro, don't have none those. You come Hawaii, you stay resort on Waikiki, yea."
              "Damn," Dyson muttered. "There's nowhere I can just roll up to tonight and get a room?"
              "Maybe one airport. If no, just park one beach for the night."
              "Seriously?" Dyson asked.
              Again the young man laughed. "Such a mainlander. Fresh off the plane, yea?"
              Without another word he closed the window and turned away. 
              Dyson watched as the young man regaled his co-workers with the story, laughing and pointing back towards the window behind him.
              Grumbling, Dyson pulled back out into the storm and set his sights towards the airport, munching on over-salted fries as he went.
              An hour and a half after landing in Honolulu, he managed to secure the last available room at the Beach Side Hotel he'd passed long before. As best he could tell, there was no beach anywhere nearby.
              Forty-six hours after leaving Bozeman, he was able to lay down to sleep in an actual bed.
              It didn’t last long.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Five
              Despite the deep rooted exhaustion that gripped Dyson's body, he couldn't shake the mountain time zone he was attuned to. Shortly before six a.m., just three hours after falling into bed, he found himself wide awake and tossing back and forth atop the threadbare sheets.
              By six-thirty, he gave it up for good and rose to meet the day. It started off little better than the one before. He stumbled to the bathroom to find that the cleaning staff missed it the previous day. 
              In its entirety. 
              Dirty towels were wadded up in the corner and the hand soaps were opened, dry suds crusted to them. Shuffling to the toilet, he found the water to still be yellow and its smell to permeate the air.
              Making a face, Dyson turned the shower as hot as it would go and stood beneath it for the better part of a half hour. The layers of travel peeled themselves free from his skin and the exhaustion receded bit by bit.
              Afterwards he toweled off and dressed in jeans and a Montana State Bobcats t-shirt. Propping himself up on the edge of the bed he booted up his laptop and spent over an hour researching hotels in Honolulu.
              Careful to avoid Waikiki or any excessive bustle, he settled on the Ala Moana Hotel, signing up for a full week with the option to extend further. From there he stayed online just long enough to deactivate both his Twitter and Facebook accounts, avoiding his email the entire time.
              At nine a.m., he was packed up and ready to experience Hawaii.
              Unfortunately, Hawaii still wasn't ready for him.
              Standing just outside his door, Dyson watched as the monsoon continued to wage on. Rain fell in heavy sheets across the blacktop of the parking lot, strong gusts of wind driving it almost sideways. 
              A chill ran the length of Dyson's back as he stood and observed, a low dread rising within him.
              Shaking his head, Dyson circled down the closest stairwell and into the lobby to find a single Korean man working the counter. A pair of bleary-eyed guests sat on rattan furniture sipping coffee and watching The Morning Show beside him.
              "Checking out of room 243," Dyson said, dropping the bag by his feet and sliding his key across the counter.
              "Checking out, very good sir," the man said, taking the key and rifling through a file of room receipts in front of him. "How was everything?"
              A myriad of answers came to mind, but Dyson bit his tongue. "It was fine."
              "Good, good," the man replied, pulling Dyson's receipt from the stack and sliding it over for him to sign. "You just land on Oahu?"
              "I did," Dyson said, signing the form. "And I was wondering, what's the best stuff to see and do when it's raining like this?"
              The man craned his neck past Dyson and said, "This? This isn't rain! It's just sprinkling out there."
              Dyson slid his eyes outside to the torrent of water falling from the sky. "Really?"
              "This is wet season in Hawaii. Believe me, it can rain much, much harder than this."
              "Wet season?" Dyson asked. "Meaning it rains all day every day?"
              "Oh no," the man said, waving a hand. "Not all the time anyway. It might rain for a few hours each day, but there's a few hours of sun in there too."
              "Really?" 
              "But don't worry, wet season ends around the first of March. After that, it won't rain again until this time next year. Nothing but beautiful Hawaii for eight solid months!"
              "Oh, wow, eight months," Dyson said, hefting his bag up from the ground.
              "Eight months," the man said, holding his hands out by his chest for effect. "Thank you for coming, have a good trip!"
              "Thank you," Dyson mumbled with a nod, walking out the front door and standing beneath the awning as rain continued to sheet down around him.
              "Rain every day through March," Dyson said aloud. "Now there's something you don't read about in the brochures."
 



 
 
 
Chapter Six
              Dyson sat in the front seat of his rented Caliber waiting for the condensation to clear from the windows. The rain continued to fall as the wipers beat out a steady rhythm across the windshield, trying to keep pace.
              His blue Bobcats t-shirt stuck to his wet skin and his hair was plastered to his head after his sprint from the front door to the car. 
              Sliding his paperback from the side pocket of his duffel bag, Dyson thumbed to the back cover and scanned the list of suggestions Willaby gave him. He had at least five hours to kill before the Ala Moana allowed him to check in, many more if the weather broke in the meantime.
              The bulk of the list consisted of outdoor activities like surfing and snorkeling, none of which sounded that appealing. The skies above were grey with dense packed clouds and he was already shivering from the rain. 
              Fifty degrees warmer than when he left Montana and somehow he was still cold.
              Choosing an option from the list, Dyson consulted the map and for the second time in ten hours exited away from the airport.
              The mid-morning traffic was moderate heading away from town, the random hour on a workday and the weather both aiding a great deal. With the radio off and the steering wheel clutched in his hands, Dyson managed to navigate the signs toward Aiea and pulled to a stop just fifteen minutes after leaving the hotel.
              WELCOME TO PEARL HARBOR - VALOR IN THE PACIFIC MEMORIAL.
              Dropping the car into park, Dyson pulled a faded ball cap down low over his eyes and stepped out into the rain. The intensity of it had receded to a steady drizzle, the kind of precipitation that fell somewhere between a sprinkle and a heavy mist.
              Looking down, Dyson could see moisture beading up on the hairs along his forearms and shivered again.
              He walked past the polished gold plated sign welcoming him to Pearl Harbor and up to the front gate. To the right was a sprawling outbuilding for visitors to deposit all bags before entering and to the left a steady stream of tourists spilled out of passenger buses and headed for the door.
              With a small nod to the woman manning the gate, Dyson stepped through and paused, taking in the scene around him.
              On the ground at his feet was an enormous mural of the Oceania region with an information desk manned by park rangers directly behind it. To one side the U.S.S. Bowfin submarine sat parked with tourists climbing aboard and to the other, across the harbor, was the U.S.S. Arizona memorial.
              Dyson waited for a group of Japanese tourists to finish photographing the map on the ground before striding across it to the information desk. Two middle-aged rangers sat behind it looking thoroughly bored and directed him to everything that could be seen. They gave him a ticket for the eleven o'clock water shuttle out to the Arizona and went back to their conversation about the newest Adam Sandler movie without giving him a second thought.
              With a little over an hour to kill Dyson wandered the grounds, starting to the far right and working his way across. He opted against paying the exorbitant fee to board the Bowfin or visit the Missouri, instead sticking to the reflection path.
              Ignoring the mist that continued to hang in the air and left his shirt damp with water, he trolled across the grounds, reading panel after panel about that fateful day in 1941. Several times he had to sidestep clumps of tourists as he went. Twice he was asked to take pictures for Japanese visitors who couldn't speak English, but could mime well enough to get across what they were hoping for.
              Twenty minutes before eleven, he ducked in through the walking museum that led to the Arizona theater, taking his time as he read the full story from start to end. From there he sat through the requisite film introducing the story of Pearl Harbor and the Arizona to guests before catching the water shuttle across to the monument.
              Standing gleaming white even on such a gray day, the memorial rested atop the water perpendicular to the ship below. As it grew closer, Dyson could see pieces of the massive ship's fuselage protruding above the surface and make out buoys in either direction to signify its length.
              One by the one those around him unloaded and went through the memorial, a line of passengers from the last trip waiting to return. 
              Taking his time Dyson strolled through, gazing at the Missouri in the distance and the rusted out bulkheads just inches below the surface. Careful to avoid the chapel on the far end, he came to a stop on the southern side of the monument and stared down at the stained water beneath him.
              One at a time, black amoebas rose to the surface and floated away, their small shape spread out wide as it drifted across the water.
              "They say it still leaks between two and ten quarts a day," a gruff voice said, startling Dyson as he jerked his head to the side.
              An old man with several days of scruff and thinning white hair motioned with his hand towards the oil below. "They've been trying for years to figure out where it's coming from, but every time they think they have it stopped up, it just comes out somewhere else."
              "Hmm," Dyson said, pushing himself up from his elbows to his hands along the railing. "Any idea how much is still down there?"
              "No way of knowing for sure," the old man said. "The ship held well over a million gallons, but how much of that went up in the explosion is anybody's guess. Most people seem to think at least half of that is still down there."
              Dyson pushed a small whistle out between his teeth, gazing down at the water. 
              "Paul Rider," the old man said, extending a hand. "First time out here?"
              "Yes, sir," Dyson said, returning the shake. "Dyson Nicks."
              Rider nodded. "I figured as much. You seemed to take your time and study things. Think on them a bit instead of just rushing through with a camera or a herd of kids."
              Dyson shifted his gaze to the throng of people around them, most doing exactly as Rider suggested. "So you've been here before?"
              "Huh," Rider said, still scowling at the crowd. "You could say that."
              Dyson returned his gaze to the water, the words coming together in his mind. "So you were here before."
              The old man rested his palms on the rail beside Dyson and looked down, swinging the toe of his shoe across the floor beneath him. "Not here here. I was over on the California when it all went down."
              Dyson wasn't sure if he should thank the man or shake his hand again. "Which was damaged, but not destroyed?"
              "Oh, I think a part of all of us was destroyed that day.”              Dyson nodded, but said nothing.
              "You know the part I still don't understand?" Rider said, lowering his voice and leaning in closer.
              "Hmm?" Dyson grunted, signaling for him to continue.
              "Take a look around here. What do you see?"
              "People," Dyson said, rolling his eyes over the crowd.
              "Look harder."
              "Lots of...Japanese people," Dyson said, realization setting in.
              Rider bobbed his head beside him. "Good boy. I just don't get it. You don't see us going over to look at Nagasaki or Hiroshima, do you?"
              "No, you don't," Dyson acknowledged.
              Before either one could say another word, the air whistle of the next approaching shuttle rang out and the crowd began shuffling towards the opposite end.
              With another nod Rider excused himself, disappearing among the masses. 
 



 
 
 
Chapter Seven
              It was almost noon when Dyson made it back to the car. Still two hours before he could check into his new hotel room.
              Overhead the clouds continued to hang in tight bunches, blotting any sunlight from the sky. Rain no longer fell, though the low lying clouds kept moisture suspending in the air like a heavy fog.
              Falling back to the list of suggestions given to him by Willaby, Dyson angled the car towards Honolulu. Turning both the heater and the radio on, he drummed out a beat on the dashboard as he swung past the airport and downtown. A host of signs announcing various neighborhoods sped by on his right as he kept the car pointed south, exiting on the tail end of the city and cutting across the neighborhoods of Kahala.
              Gated mansions slid by on either side as he crept through, massive homes on postage stamp sized lots all wedged in tight against one another. An involuntary smirk escaped him as he considered the homes back in Montana and how it was not uncommon to live out of sight from a single neighbor.
              He didn’t even want to speculate at the price disparity.
              Working the Caliber in a zig-zag pattern he cut through the tangle of one-way streets in Kahala. Crouching low behind the wheel he peered up at Diamond Head Crater, rising above the neighborhood in silent brooding.
              A minute later he found the front gate and pulled in, paying the nominal fee and easing into the parking lot. Despite the odd hour and the weather, the lot was pushing capacity and steady foot traffic could be seen moving in both directions.
              Standing by the car, Dyson looked up at the top rim of the crater, then back down at the pamphlet given to him at the front gate. It outlined how the crater was formed from a volcanic eruption nearly 150,000 years before and had been dormant ever since. 
              Now, the propaganda proclaimed it to be a popular symbol of Oahu and one of the most frequented tourist destinations in the entire state. For a couple of dollars, visitors could hike to the top and enjoy one of the most spectacular views to be found of Honolulu.
              Turning the mint green paper over, Dyson snorted as he read that the hike topped out at 1.8 miles and included roughly two hundred stairs in total. 
              For someone that spent his free time playing in the Bridger Mountains of central Montana, those distances were an insult to the word hike.
              Cramming it into his back pocket, Dyson started straight up the trail. He moved fast along the paved portion of the route, continuing his even lope as the ground underfoot changed to dirt and rock. 
              Before long he began to overtake groups of tourists, scads of them gasping and pausing for air. Many others stopped to complain in a myriad of languages, looking disdainfully at Dyson as he slid by and ascended in quick fashion.
              The walk to the top took him just shy of a half hour. By the time he arrived a thin layer of sweat coated his face and back and the strong gusts of cool ocean wind were a welcome respite.
              Worming his way through the crowd, he climbed to the very top of the outlook tower above the crater and spun in a full circle. To the south he could see Hanauma Bay and Koko Crater, both unmistakable in their topographical beauty. Directly beneath him he could see the Diamond Head Lighthouse and to the north lay Honolulu.
              Consulting a plaque mounted along the rail, Dyson traced the city as it sprawled out ahead. Stretching over five miles long, it started at the base of the crater and worked its way north along the coast in a serpentine path. 
              First came the parks and residential neighborhoods, followed closely by the dense sprawl of Waikiki. Further north lay Ala Moana and Makiki, followed by Kaka'ako and downtown. On around the bend he could just make out the airport through the dense afternoon mist. 
              The sign promised him that somewhere just beyond lay Pearl Harbor, though the weather kept him from seeing it for himself.
              Pulling his eyes away from the city, Dyson swung his gaze to the crowd changing places around him. Many were grouped in bunches of three and four, all taking pictures and smiling.
              A small chill ran along the nape of his neck and caused him to visibly quiver, the realization of being alone in a crowd gripping him tight.
              Without pause, he freed himself from the throng of people and descended the trail, climbing into the car and aiming it for the Ala Moana Hotel.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Eight
              Against his better judgment, Dyson handed the keys over to the valet outside the hotel and grabbed his bag from the back seat. More than once he had heard horror stories about valets flying recklessly about in somebody else's rental car and try as he might, he couldn't help but remember his decision to turn down full coverage the night before.
              With a sigh he watched as the car disappeared hotel underbelly and stepped inside, a plume of scented air hitting him full in the face. Curiously he stopped and sniffed at it for just a moment, ignoring the passing stares of a pair of old women walking by.
              The heavy toe of his boots sunk into plush carpet as he ambled across the lobby. A large fountain stood spraying water high into the air across from him and wide stairwells swept upward to the second floor on either side. Ukelele music played softly in the background, offset by the sound of water cascading through the fountain.
              A cluster of sofas sat grouped into three sided squares around the center of the lobby, a handful of people scattered amongst them. A few were animatedly talking between themselves, whiles others checked their email or read the newspaper.
              In less than a minute, Dyson noticed he was not only underdressed but the junior man in the room by at least a decade.
              Swinging his gaze to the far side of the room, he settled his focus on the reception desk and slowly walked towards it. Behind it were a pair of women, one heavy-set with graying hair and another not much older than Dyson with dark hair and eyes.
              Halfway across the room a short man dressed entirely in black burst down the stairwell and stormed towards the front desk, waving his arms as he went. The man gave only a passing glance to Dyson approaching before storming ahead and slamming a meaty hand down on the counter.
              "I want the manager right now!" the man demanded.
              The exclamation startled both women, each looking up at the man and then at each other.
              "Now!" the man bellowed, smacking his hand down hard on the counter again.
              Dyson inched his way forward, keeping his bag in hand as he crept past the sign directing guests to wait for the next available attendant and stopping just a few short feet behind the man.
              "Sir, what seems to be the problem?" the young woman asked, doing her best to maintain composure.
              "The problem," the man said, "is I want to see the manager."
              "What's this about?" the older woman asked, drawing herself so close to her co-worker their hips nearly touched.
              "This is about the incompetent staff of this hotel!" the man yelled. As he spoke, he gestured about, each time revealing heavy sweat stains beneath his armpits. 
              From where he stood, Dyson could look down on a sizable bald spot forming in the man's curly dark hair.
              "Sir, please," the young woman pushed ahead, "what has occurred to make you so upset?"
              "Upset? Upset?! You haven't begun to see upset," the man spat. "When I contact my attorney, you'll see just how upset I can be!"
              Casting a glance around the lobby, Dyson noticed that the conversations on the sofas had died away and that newspapers were lower. All attention was on the front counter.
              "Sir, can you please tell us what the problem is, and maybe we can be of service?" the older woman asked.
              "No! I have had enough of this hotel and its piss poor employees. I want the manager and I want him here now!"
              The women cast a quick glance between one another, both uncertain how to proceed.
              "Sir, perhaps you could come with me to the back offices and we can discuss your grievances in private," the young woman offered.
              "Oh, you mean somewhere where I can't make a scene," the man said. Throwing his right arm out wildly in a loop, he raised his voice and said, "I'd say we're a little past that point now, wouldn't you?"
              The sound of music seemed to melt away in the background, as did the water pouring out of the fountain. All activity in the lobby ground to a standstill, every eye aimed on the front counter.
              "Sir, what is this all about?" the older woman asked, lowering her voice in hopes of getting him to do the same.
              Aiming a sweaty finger at her, the man waved it about and said, "Don't you try that tactic with me! I am a guest here and I have rights! I will not be talked down to!"
              Holding her hands out in front of her the young woman said, "Sir, nobody is talking down to you. We just ask that you calm down so we can discuss whatever is going on here in a civil manner."
              Keeping his finger poised in front of him, the man swung it over at her. "Who asked you? Why don't you just do what you were hired for and stand there and look pretty you dumb bitch?"
              A small gasp went up from the room as the girl shrank back behind the counter, her body visibly quivering.
              Lifting the duffel bag straight out from his side, Dyson raised it to shoulder height before letting it drop to the floor. Folding his arms across his chest, he hardened his gaze and dared the man to turn around and say something.
              The man didn't disappoint.
              Wheeling in a tight circle, he kept the finger out in front of him and his lips spat "Stay out of this!" before his eyes found who he was talking to. 
              Standing a few inches over six feet tall and weighing two-hundred and fifteen pounds, Dyson knew he wasn't the largest man walking the earth. He also knew that he was larger than most and when he wanted to be intimidating, he could be.
              "Just...just wait your turn," the man said, a little of the fire gone from his voice.
              "I have been," Dyson said, his voice empty and cold. "I was standing here when you stormed in to begin with."
              "I'm almost done," the man said, already trying to turn back to the counter.
              "If you're goal was to prove the Napoleon Complex really exists, you've done it," Dyson said. "You can go back upstairs now."
              Behind him he could hear a couple of snorts and chuckles, though both women behind the counter remained unmoving. 
              "Why I...I...oughta..." the man stammered, his face growing red as he tried to find the words.
              "You oughta go upstairs now," Dyson said, lifting his bag from the ground and walking up to the counter. Without giving the man another glance he dropped his bag and dug his wallet from his rear pocket. Pulling his credit card and driver's license out, he handed them over and said, "Good afternoon, I made a reservation this morning for Nicks."
              Both women remained motionless as the man stood trembling with rage. 
              After a moment the older woman reached across and accepted the cards, sliding sideways to her own computer.
              "I...I..." the man said, again raising his finger to point at Dyson.
              "You better put that finger away before something happens to it," Dyson said conversationally. "You're done here. Come back when you learn how to speak to ladies."
              The young woman behind the counter watched them both with wide eyes while the older woman pretended to pull up his reservation on the computer in front of her. For several long minutes, the entire lobby was silent.
              Unable to find the words and glowing red with indignation, the man turned on his heel and stomped away, muttering gibberish and waving his arms for all to see. When he was gone, guests slowly retreated back to their conversations and newspapers. The sound of music could again be heard in the background.
              Bending at the waist, Dyson lifted his bag from the floor and drug it over in front of the older woman.
              "You didn't have to do that," the young woman snapped, breaking the silence across the counter.
              "What?" Dyson asked, the comment and its tone both surprising him.
              "All that macho crap you just pulled. You didn't have to do that. We could have handled it."
              Dyson opened his mouth several times to speak, but before any words came out the girl stormed away in a huff.
              Mouth still agape, Dyson shifted his face to the older woman before him. "What just happened?"
              She chuckled and shook her head. "I think what she meant to say was thank you, in her own way."
              Dyson smirked. "And what way is that?"
              The woman chuckled again and said, "You just have to know her. Believe me, she didn't mean anything by it."
              "If you say so," Dyson said, shifting his gaze away from the wake of the young woman to the counter in front of him. On it, the older woman had placed several print-outs for him to sign.
              "Seriously, thank you. I upgraded your room for you for free. My name is Connie and if there is anything at all you need while you're here, please don't hesitate to ask."
              Dyson finished signing the forms and slid them across to her. "Thank you very much, though you didn't have to do that."
              "Neither did you, but here we are," Connie said, offering him a smile.
              "But here we are," Dyson said, matching the smile as he hefted his bag from the floor and headed for the opposite stairwell.
              From the lobby, several curious onlookers watched him go.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Nine
              Dyson collapsed onto the oversized mattress in his room and began flipping through channels. Kicking his boots to the floor and peeling his dirty t-shirt off over his head, he laid back on the pillow top comforter as the Toledo Rockets and San Diego State Aztecs did battle in some no-name college bowl game.
              Amused by the extremely early start time of games in Hawaii, Dyson looked out at the heavy mist still cloaking the world and decided to remain where he was. He would watch the game and eventually find something for dinner.
              He never made it to dinner. He never even made it to halftime of the game.
              Ten short minutes after laying down, the oversized comforter and pillows of the bed swallowed him up and he drifted off to sleep. Succumbing straight to total darkness, he fell into a cocoon of slumber that lasted almost fourteen hours. 
              By the time his eyes opened again it was half past six in the morning. Rolling to his side he stared through the open curtains of his room at the sun streaming in and the waves rolling through the marina in the distance.
              "I'll be damned," Dyson said, swinging his feet to the floor beside the bed and walking over to the windows. Stretching his arms up high overhead he watched as a pair of fishing boats plodded through the harbor towards the open sea.
              Several low pops sounded from his back and neck as he stretched, offset by a thunderous growl from his stomach.
              "Alright, I hear ya," Dyson muttered, hoisting his duffel up onto the bed and dumping the entirety of its contents. Unceremoniously he tossed his clothes into the bedside dresser, grabbed his toiletry bag and headed for the shower.
              Just as he had the day before he stayed in the hot shower for nearly half an hour, letting the water roll over and invigorate him. Unlike the day before, he chose from a small mountain of fresh towels, drying himself with one and wrapping another around his waist.
              He dressed quickly in a pair of cargo shorts and t-shirt, pulling running shoes on his feet and grabbing only his wallet as he left. His cell-phone and laptop he both left untouched on the coffee table.
              Taking the stairs two at a time, Dyson trotted down to the lobby and again spotted Connie and the young woman behind the counter. A crowd of early-morning guests was already in the lobby, with cups of coffee sitting in front of them and newspapers strewn about.
              Dyson waited until a young couple finished checking out before walking up to the counter and resting his elbows on the counter, his hands poised in front of him.
              "Good morning Mr. Nicks," Connie said as he approached, flashing him an oversized smile, the tell-tale sign of a morning person.
              "Morning Miss Connie," Dyson replied. "But please, just Dyson."
              "Alright," Connie said, nodding.
              "I don't think we actually met yesterday," Dyson said, turning his gaze to the young woman to his left. "I'm Dyson."
              "I heard you," she said, flicking her eyes up at Dyson before returning them to the screen in front of her. She stood just a couple of inches under six feet tall and her long black hair was straight and pulled into a tight ponytail. Large brown eyes peered out from an oval face framed by high cheekbones.
              "And you are?" Dyson asked, twisting his head slightly to the side.
              "Not interested," the young woman deadpanned.
              Dyson stood for a moment, a question poised on his face. Beside him, Connie pursed her lips and shook her head in disapproval.
              "Uh, have I offended you in some way?" 
              The young woman made a show of clenching her jaw and raising her eyes to the ceiling before leveling them on Dyson. "What gave you that impression?"
              Agitation beginning to set in, Dyson pressed on. "You do remember I wasn't the one that had you trembling behind this desk yesterday, right?"
              "Trembling?" she asked, slapping her hands down on the keyboard in front of her. "More like quivering with fury. I'm not sure what you think you did yesterday, but let me lay it out for you.
              "All you did was keep some jerk from getting his ass kicked."
              Exhaling loudly, she shifted her focus back to the screen before her.
              Dyson smirked, but said nothing. Instead he moved his attention back to Connie. "I was wondering-"
               Before he could finish, the young woman clenched her hands by her side. "Seriously?! You're really going to try this right now?"
              The outburst took both Connie and Dyson by surprise. Mouths fell open on either side of the counter, though neither said a word.
              "Unbelievable," the young woman said, again departing in long and even strides.
              "Again I ask, what just happened?" 
              "Never mind her," Connie said, continuing to shake her head from side to side. "What were you asking sweetie?"
              Raising his eyebrows, Dyson returned his gaze forward. "I was wondering where I might get some breakfast. My body clock is way off right now and it's having no problem letting me know it's time to eat."
              "Mhmm," Connie said, bobbing her head up and down. "That time difference is brutal. There's an IHOP around the corner and a few places in the mall next door that open before long."
              "Where would you go?" Dyson asked.
              "Me? I'd go right around the corner to our Plantation Café and hit the breakfast buffet. I just don't tell people that because I don't want it to look like I'm playing favorites."
              Dyson pushed himself back a few inches from the counter and looked over his shoulder. "The buffet part sounds good. You say it's the real deal?"
              "And then some," Connie said.
              "Plantation Café it is then," Dyson said, backing away from the counter, giving it a slap for good measure. "Thank you Miss Connie."
              "You're very welcome Mr. Dyson." 
              The two sides waved jovially as Dyson backed away towards breakfast. 
              From the corner of his eye he could see the young woman standing by the morning bellhops with her arms folded across her chest, watching every move he made.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Ten
              Favoritism or not, Connie was right.
              Dyson ate until his body protested from too much food, and then he ate some more. By the time he was done guests from neighboring tables were admiring his efforts and the diminutive Chinese woman manning the omelet station was questioning where the food was going.
              His appetite sated, Dyson wandered back through the lobby. He was careful not to even look over at the front desk as he went, instead walking straight out to the valet station and handing them his claim ticket.
              A moment later his rental car was presented to him and he was on his way back up the coast.
              The traffic was even thinner than the day before as he kept the car angled north, following Ala Moana Boulevard until it became Nimitz Highway and eventually ran into the H-1. Using the foldout map given to him by the rental agency, he followed the highway past Pearl Harbor towards Kapolei. Once he ran out of freeway he turned north, hugging the coast as he traversed the entire western shore of Oahu.
               The long and semi-coherent ramblings of Willaby came back to him as he went, recognizing the town names Nanakuli, Waianae and Makaha. Little more than small bergs along the coast, he passed easily through them before the road opened back up.
              The entire trip he alternated glances between the azure waters of the Pacific and the two-lane road in front of him. Occasionally he had to stop to let people carrying surf boards jog across, though for the most part he drove on undisturbed.
              After awhile he turned the radio off and dropped the driver's window, the ocean breeze the perfect temperature as it flowed into the car and filled his nose with the smell of salt water.
              The trip was one of the suggestions made by Willaby two nights before. He highly recommended Kaena Point, the western most point on Oahu. Well off the beaten tourist path, he haled it as a destination unto itself, but well worth it for the adventurous few that make the trek.
              Just be careful, he had warned, as there was nowhere to get water on the trail and very few people to help should he become injured in any way.
              The idea of being remote and not seeing a soul, left alone to his thoughts in the Hawaiian sunshine was one of the few things Dyson remembered with perfect clarity from Willaby's talk. The moment he awoke to find sun streaming into his room, there was little doubt where he was headed for the day.
              An hour slipped by as he drove through the morning air, sun enveloping the car and the sound of the ocean filling his ears. A few minutes after ten a sign announced he had arrived at the Kaena Point State Park and informed him no motorized vehicles were allowed beyond that point.
              Dyson pulled into the nearly empty lot and swung out from the car, taking nothing with him but the keys and his wallet.
              The first mile was easy going, the trail paved and even, wide enough for a car to pass over. Dyson kept a steady pace as he went, nodding hello at the old couple out for a morning walk and again to a middle aged man with his dog.
              By the time the pavement ended beneath his feet, he was the only soul as far as he could see in either direction. The path changed from asphalt to earth and the steady sound of his feet crunching along filled his ears.
              Around him the world seemed to come alive, finally resembling the Hawaii he expected when he arrived. Overhead, large gulls and a few albatross' floated by in lazy circles. 
              The trail fell off on either side, giving way to piles of large rocks, and Dyson could see monk seals sprawled out in the morning sun. A small smile crossed his face as he watched them lazing about, their skin various shades of grey as it dried in the warm air.
              Peeling his shirt off over his head, Dyson stuffed the tail into the waistband of his shorts and let it swing freely around him. The sun felt good on his pale skin, the first it had felt in over four months of Montana weather.
              Underfoot the path changed again, this time from the wide earthen trail to a narrow footpath atop large boulders. A new sound met his ears as he walked on, replacing the crunch of his shoes underfoot.
              Walking steadily forward, Dyson kept his eyes focused on the horizon and soon found the source. His mouth dropped open as he stopped and simply stared.
              One perfect wave after another slammed into the point, rising almost twenty feet high in unending succession. As each one crashed into the dark grey rock, depositing thousands of gallons of seawater and sending spray into the sky, another promised to follow just seconds behind.
              Dyson walked on another half mile, entranced as he watched the waves roll in. When he had gone as far as he trusted the path to take him, he dropped to a seated position and continued to watch.
              As he did so, he let his mind go completely at ease, content to think of nothing but the waves pounding themselves against the shore. For almost an hour he sat, wondering aloud what brought the waves in with such force.
              Why he was lucky enough to be the only person there to witness them.
              After a while he lay back flat on the rocks, their warmth running through his body as the sun continued to splash across his face. Closing his eyes he lay there for a long while, letting the noise of the ocean fill his ears.
              Eventually, the sound carried him into a trance and on into sleep, his entire body seeming to rock back and forth with the rushing of the waves.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Eleven
              Dyson awoke to a wet nose nudging his ear, followed by a long tongue dragging itself across his cheek. His eyes popped open to see the underside of a brown and black muzzle belonging to a German Shepherd.
              Sitting up abruptly, Dyson climbed to his feet and rubbed his eyes. Small lights popped in front of them and he shook his head from side to side to wake up.
              "Don't mind Clem," a voice said from behind him. "She's just curious, that's all."
              Dyson whirled to find a Filipino woman standing before him. She was dressed in spandex shorts and a blue tank top with a massive twist of dyed blonde hair atop her head. 
              Even with the added height, she still barely came to his chest.
              Forcing a bashful smile, Dyson said, "Oh no, she's alright. She just startled me, that's all."
              The woman laughed and pointed at his chest and stomach. "How long you been out here?"
              Dyson's eyes drifted down to the bright pink flesh she was pointing at. "I don't know. I didn't think that long, but I fell asleep so who knows."
              The woman nodded her head. "Mainland, right?"
              "That obvious, huh?"
              The smile grew into a laugh as the woman watched her dog sniffing along the path. "Oh yeah. Visitors don't realize how much further south we are than the rest of the country until it's too late."
              Dyson tugged his t-shirt from his waistband and fitted his head through it. "So you're telling me it's already too late?"
              The woman opened her mouth to say something, but thought better of it. Instead she held out her arm and pointed to the deep bronze skin stretched tight around it. "Let's just say I didn't get to look like this in just one afternoon. You might have a long night ahead of you."
              "Great," Dyson mumbled, shaking his head at his own foolishness. He offered the woman a farewell and excused himself around her, following the trail back up the rocks of the coast.
              The walk back went even quicker than the walk out, the sound of the waves receding behind him and the sound of his feet hitting gravel growing underfoot. He had no idea how long he'd been asleep on the rocks, though the angle of the sun told him it was getting well on into the afternoon.
              Picking up his pace to a brisk walk he covered the ground fast, the trade winds tugging on his shirt. Already he could feel the skin of his stomach and face beginning to tighten with sunburn and he hoped to put something on it before the woman's prophecy came true.
              The earthen path beneath him gave way to pavement as thoughts of getting into his car began to sink in. A small smile tugged at the corner of Dyson's mouth as he alternated between the idea of air conditioning and finding someplace to get a cool drink.
              Unceremoniously, the sound of shattering glass jerked him from his thoughts.
              Snapping his head up he could see ahead into the parking lot. On one side sat two aging Jeeps with the tops open. On the opposite side sat his rental car.
              Grouped around his car was a trio of young men, all of them in their early twenties. Each had short dark hair and went shirtless, their dark brown skin flashing in the sun.
              Dyson picked his pace up to a jog as one of the young men reached in through his shattered rear passenger window and opened the door. A moment later, his entire body disappeared inside.
              He thought to call out for them to stop, but couldn't muster his voice as he broke into an even sprint across the hot blacktop. Sweat poured down his face and back, stinging his eyes and molding his shirt to his body.
              Both of the young men standing outside the car were intently peering inside as he approached, neither one noticing him bearing down hard on them. Without breaking stride, Dyson ran straight ahead and rammed into the closest vandal, lifting the young man from his feet and sending him rolling across the pavement.
              The second thief stood rooted in place for a moment with his jaw dropped as Dyson scrambled to his feet and stood across from him.
              "Yo, what the hell was that?" the third guy said, pulling himself out from the backseat to see Dyson and his partner squared off with one another.
              Without a word he fell in beside his friend, the two spaced evenly apart and inching forward.
              "You should have just waited until we were done haole," the young man that was rummaging inside the car said. "It's not like you had anything in there anyway."
              Dyson slowly gave up ground as they approached, weighing the situation. He had a couple of inches and some weight on both of them, though each seemed toned and lithe from a life spent on the water.
              They weren’t the worst odds Dyson had ever faced, but they were far from the best.
              "Where you going haole?" the second young man asked, his confidence rising with the presence of his friend. "No help for you over there."
              Taking one more step backward, Dyson planted his foot and propelled himself forward, swinging his forearm through as hard as he could. The broad, even bone of his lower arm smashed into the young man's nose, sending a stream of blood down his exposed chest and across Dyson's skin.
              Pivoting on his right foot, Dyson swung a hard overhand right that the third man ducked under, sending his own jab into Dyson's ribs. A small puff of air passed over Dyson's lips as he twisted his head to track where the young man went.
              As he raised his head a wicked hook came out of nowhere, connecting just above his left temple. A streak of bright light passed before his eyes and a dull ringing settled into his left ear as he fell to a knee. 
              Every fiber in his body told him to stand up and protect himself, but the triple image of his shoe kept him from doing so.
              Bracing tightly he remained motionless, waiting for impact from another blow that never came. Instead he heard the sound of tires slinging gravel and looked up to see Clem racing towards him, the tiny Filipino woman right on her tail and waving her hands overhead.
              Clem was the first to reach Dyson, pressing her nose into his neck and licking along his ear and cheek.
              "Are you alright?" the woman asked, jogging forward and placing a hand on his back.
              With great effort Dyson pushed himself upright, steadying himself against the side of his car as the spinning in his head slowly receded. "Yeah, I'm okay. I'm just lucky you guys came along when you did."
              "Yeah, old Clem here might be a big softie, but she can sure look tough, can't you honey?" the woman asked, scratching her dog behind the ears. 
              She ran her eyes over the shattered window and the rental car standing open, quickly deducing what took place. "They get away with anything valuable?"
              "Naw," Dyson said, "I don't think so anyway. I just happened to come along at the right time."
              "Or the wrong time, depending on how you look at it."
              Dyson nodded begrudgingly at the words, unable to argue with them as the entire left side of his face seemed to be pounding. Running his eyes along the parking lot he noticed several sprays of broken glass and cursed himself for not noticing them earlier. "This sort of thing happens a lot out here I take it?"
              "Happens a lot in the whole state," the woman said. "Locals see rental cars, they think stupid tourists. Never leave anything out of arm's reach you're not prepared to lose. Doesn't matter if you're hiking or surfing or watching a luau."
              "Thanks, I'll remember that," Dyson said, dabbing at the side of his face and pulling his fingers back to see a thick smear of blood.
              The woman watched him closely, a look of concern on her face. "Can I give you a ride somewhere? You going to be okay to drive?"
              "Yeah, I'm okay," Dyson said, swinging his hand to his side and rubbing the blood off on his shorts. "Thank you though, for everything. I appreciate it."
              The woman shrugged off the thanks and instead twisted her head to peer at Dyson. An involuntary wince creased her face. "I take back what I said earlier. You've definitely got a long night ahead of you."
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twelve
              Despite what Dyson told the woman, it took over an hour for his head to clear enough to drive. The bulk of it was spent sitting on a parking tie with his head between his knees, staring at the ground and talking softly.
              Her name was Loretta and she was from a second generation Filipino family on the island. She worked as a teacher at an elementary school in Wahiawa and lived alone with Clem not far from the point. Every afternoon the two of them climbed into the Jeep and went somewhere to hike, though more often than not they ended up at that spot.
              She claimed it was because the area was always quiet and people left them alone, a statement Dyson couldn't help but find ironic given his situation.
              For his part, Dyson listened politely and answered any questions she threw at him, though didn't elaborate on himself much. 
              After a spell the spinning in his head receded to a dull stabbing pain and he ventured to his feet. Walking in slow circles he found his balance return to him and any double vision recede. 
              He also found the source of his tremendous pain, as a large rock spotted with blood lay on the ground not far from where his attackers Jeep had been parked. Rolling it over with the toe of his shoe, he bent to pick it up and examined it under the sun.
              Loretta watched him as he rolled the stone over in his hands, a well of anger rising within him. In one fluid movement he rotated on the ball of his foot and launched it far out into the silent blue ocean, setting Clem to bouncing as she wondered if she were expected to retrieve it.
              The sun began to slip down over the water in front of them as Dyson thanked Loretta profusely for her help once again. The two exchanged contact information and each drove away, Dyson following her along the northern coast before turning south down the H-2.
              He’d seen enough of the western shore for one day.
              The drive south took right at an hour, the freeway making the first part of the trip much faster but afternoon traffic evening things out on the back end. By the time Dyson pulled up to the hotel and tossed his keys to the valet, the sun was already a blinding orange disk above the water.
              The valet gave him an alarmed look as he walked by, but said nothing.
              His enormous effort from the buffet that morning was now nothing more than a memory, hunger hitting him as he walked through the front door. On the drive home he had planned to order pizza and stay in his room for the evening, alternating between icing his face and applying liberal amounts of lotion to his burnt skin.
              The smell of charred meat wafted to him as he passed into the lobby, changing his mind instantly. For a moment he considered going upstairs to change and find his baseball cap to hide behind, but thought better of it. Instead, he ducked into the men's room and washed away the sweat and blood, trying not to notice the red and purple already splashed across his face.
              Again he questioned the wisdom of going to back to the café for dinner, decided to follow his nose. He didn't know these people and could care less what they thought.
              Arranging his shaggy hair to cover as much of his face as he could, Dyson emerged from the restroom and strode to the café, the smells growing stronger as he went. It was still early for a dinner crowd and the seating area was almost desolate, save for a few senior citizens coupled up.
              A sign at the front asked guests to please seat themselves and Dyson chose a table in the far corner with his back to the room. He put his left side against the window so nobody approaching could see his face and pretended to be interested in the Sportscenter highlights playing on a television above.
              A few minutes after sitting down a bored young blonde girl came to take his order. Without consulting the menu Dyson ordered a bacon cheeseburger with fries, a side of wings and a lemonade, barely turning his head as he spoke to her.
              His fears of having to explain his injury were unjustified though, as the girl didn't even bother to look up from her pad before mumbling something unintelligible and shuffling away.
              Overhead ESPN switched coverage from Sportscenter to another in the unending string of college bowl games, this time pitting Syracuse against North Carolina State. Leaning back in his seat, Dyson repositioned himself to get a better view of the overhead screen and settled in. 
              "So I talked to Connie," a voice said, interrupting the game before the first play was even ran. "And she was right. I owe you an apology."
              Casting his eyes to the side, Dyson saw the young woman from the front desk standing beside him, fidgeting slightly. "Don't mention it."
              "I didn't mean to come off so harsh," she continued, "I just hate it when guys think I can't take care of myself."
              "Don't mention it," Dyson said again.
              "I mean, I had it under control. I don't know why you felt the need to get involved."
              "So it was my fault you lashed out, and not the guy's who was actually being a jerk. Got it. Thanks for the apology," Dyson deadpanned, still refraining from turning his head to face her.
              The girl started to respond, caught the sarcasm in his voice and closed her mouth. For a moment a cloud passed over her face as if she might lash out again, but instead she slid a step to her right and extended her hand. "Mahana."
              Tentatively Dyson accepted the shake. "Uh, Mahana to you as well?"
              The young woman smiled, a trace of ridicule on her face. "No, my name is Mahana."
              "Oh," Dyson said, feeling his face grow red. "Sorry. Dyson."
              "Yeah, I remember," Mahana said, casting a glance outside. In the reflection she could see the left side of Dyson's face and raised a hand to her own. "Oh my God. Who did you pick a fight with today?"
              Dyson dropped his head for a second and shook before raising it to face Mahana full on. "Not sure, but I think it was roughly half of Makaha."
              In one fluid movement Mahana slid into the seat across from him, continuing to stare at his face. "You went to Makaha? By yourself?"
              "Yeah?"
              "Why? I'm Oahu born and raised and even I don't go out there unless I have to."
              Dyson made a quizzical face in response, turning his head to the side. "Wait, what? Why not?"
              "The west side of Oahu has the largest concentration of native Hawaiians anywhere in the world. Not all of them believe in the aloha spirit."
              "Meaning?"
              Mahana sighed. "It goes back a long time. Generations even. Many locals still hold a grudge about the way the island was taken over and forced to become part of America."
              "So they go around breaking into people's cars and smashing their faces with rocks?" 
              "Some do," Mahana said, nodding. "There is still an enormous militant faction here. You'll see them walking around with Defend Hawaii t-shirts or decals on their cars."
              "Seriously?"
              Mahana motioned towards his face, nodding. "What the heck were you doing out there anyway?"
              "I flew in beside a guy that's been living here for almost thirty years. He gave me a big list of stuff to do, including Kaena Point."
              "Hmm," Mahana said. "But he didn't tell you to ride out with a local or stay on the north side?"
              Dyson smirked, twisted his head to the side. "No, he most definitely did not."
              Mahana matched the smirk, the two of them sitting in silence for a moment.
              "So what else was on this list he gave you?" Mahana asked.
              "The usual stuff I guess. I have it all written down out in the car, assuming of course it wasn’t stolen earlier."
              Mahana coughed back a small laugh, but let the comment go. "And what have you hit so far?"
              "Not a lot. Pearl Harbor and Diamondhead yesterday. The Point today."
              One side of Mahana's mouth turned up as she shook her head from side to side, her ponytail swinging behind her.
              "What?" Dyson said.
              "Haole," Mahana said, smiling.
              "That's what the guys at Kaena kept saying. Who the hell is Howie?"
              This caused Mahana to break into laughter, rocking back and forth as she reached out and rested a hand across his forearm. "Not Howie. Haole. It's Hawaiian, means white boy."
              "Oh," Dyson said, scratching at the side of his face. "So as they were squaring off across from me, the only thing they could think to call me was white boy?"
              "Well, it's not quite that innocent," Mahana said. "Most of the time if it's used the way they were using, it's a derogatory comment. Damn haole."
              Dyson raised his eyebrows. "And when you use it?"
              "I just mean mainlander," Mahana said, raising her hand by her side. "Kind of like, typical tourist."
              "You've known me five minutes and you've already got me pegged as a typical tourist?"
              "Aren't you?" Mahana countered. "Pearl Harbor, Diamondhead. I mean, you're well on your way."
              Dyson opened his mouth to retort, but said nothing. 
              "Alright, then what should I be doing?" Dyson said.
              The change of approach caught Mahana off guard, who had to weigh the question a moment. "Guess it depends on what you're looking for."
              "Well I damned sure don't want to be a tourist. Or a haole," Dyson said.
              Mahana smiled again at his use of the term. "How long are you here for?"
              "I don't know," Dyson said. "My ticket out was one-way."
              The response raised her eyebrows, but she said nothing.
              With a clatter Dyson's dinner arrived, his waitress showing a bit more enthusiasm now that Mahana was with him. 
              Mahana watched her unload the food and motioned with one hand in the air. "This one's on us, Angie."
              "Sure thing," Angie said, retreating before she had to interact any further.
              "You don't have to do that," Dyson said, not even looking down at the food in front of him.
              "It's the least we can do," Mahana said, sliding herself to the edge of the seat. "After all, you did help us out yesterday."
              "Thank you," Dyson said, waving a hand at the food before him. "At the risk of getting yelled at again, would you like something? There's plenty here."
              "Yeah, sorry about that," Mahana said. "And thank you, but I need to be getting home. 
              "Let me think on your question about the best way to avoid being a tourist. Stop by the front desk in the morning, I'll have some suggestions for you."
              "Appreciate it," Dyson said, raising a farewell wave to his temple.
              Without another word the two sides parted, Mahana stepping away through the café and Dyson falling to the food in front of him.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Thirteen
              Loretta was half right.
              The night passed easily. Just as he had the day before, Dyson lay back on the oversized bed and began watching football. Within minutes, he drifted straight to blackness and didn't move for ten hours.
              The next morning was an entirely different creature.
              As the morning sun streamed into his bedroom, Dyson rolled onto his side to evade it. The moment his face came in contact with the pillow a fiery pain stabbed through him, jolting him upright in bed.
              The rapid movement only made matters worse, as the pressure in his head sent him to spinning. Reaching down with hands on either side, he grabbed thick handfuls of comforter and sat motionless.
              Sliding himself off the edge of the bed, Dyson walked to the bathroom and stood in front of the mirror. If the reflection staring back at him wasn't his own, he might have laughed.
              The entire upper half of his body was bright pink, though better than anticipated. A clean line extended straight across his stomach where his shorts had been. Rotating, he noticed his back was several shades lighter, but still burned a bit, effectively making him two shades of pink.
              Stepping close to the mirror he angled his face to the side and examined the damage. 
              A scab half the size of a dime sat just off his hairline, a web of violet tendrils extended out in all directions. A dark circle of black and purple distended over an inch from it in all directions, tugging the corner of his eye. Various shades of red and yellow sprawled out in a design from there, sprawling out in all directions.
              The entire side of his face was swollen around the wound, given him a lop-sided appearance.
              A small smirk escaped Dyson as he stepped to the counter and tore into a complimentary packet of Tylenol. He washed them down with warm tap water and hopped in for a brief shower. The hot water and pounding stream of the shower head were too much for his aching body and just thirty seconds after jumping in, he was out and rifling through his dresser.
              Unsure what Mahana had in store for him, Dyson pulled on some khaki shorts and a t-shirt. Checking himself in the mirror, he opted for a baseball cap and pulled it as low as his stinging forehead would allow.
              Choosing to skip breakfast, he went straight for the front desk to find Mahana and Connie already back at it for the day. Both seemed to be busy shuffling papers between them, but stopped as he approached.
              "Good morning Mr. Dyson," Connie said cheerily.
              "Morning Miss Connie," Dyson replied.
              Wincing and drawing in a sharp breath, she twisted her head to see under Dyson's cap. "Oh honey. Mahana told me what happened, I'm so sorry."
              Dyson waved the comment off. "Thank you, but that's alright. Not the first bruise I've ever had, won't be the last."
              "Yeah, but on your face?" Connie countered.
              Dyson considered responding, but instead turned his attention to Mahana. "Morning."
              "You ready?" Mahana asked, skipping salutations.
              "What'd you come up with?"
              "You ever been up on a board before?"
              "You mean a surf board?" Dyson asked, surprised. "Um, no. Not a lot of call for that in Montana."
              Connie laughed and swatted a hand at him. "You're going to have so much fun. China is a great guy. You'll love it."
              "China is a great guy?" Dyson asked.
              "China is his name," Mahana inserted. "We called him this morning, he's expecting you."
              "To...surf?" Dyson asked. "I'll be honest, I don't know how good my balance is right now."
              "Stand-up paddle," Connie corrected. "Much easier than surfing, allow you to get your sea legs under you first."
              Dyson drew his mouth in tight, weighing the information as both women eyed him. "Okay," he finally said, pushing his breath out in a single puff. "Sounds fun."
              Mahana took a white index card from a drawer and slid it across the counter. "Walk across the street to Ala Moana Beach Park and follow it down almost to the opposite end. You'll see a large shaved ice stand with an old blue van parked out front. There'll be a white tent there, just go in there and ask for China. Tell him we sent you."
              Dyson picked up the card, which had China's and the front desk's numbers both scrawled across it. "Just so I have this straight, you want me to go to the far end of the beach, look for a rickety old van, then go digging around inside a tent for an old guy I've never met?"
              Connie began laughing as Mahana arched an eyebrow at him. 
              "Just go," she said. 
              "Yes ma'am," Dyson said, picking up the card and heading for the stairwell. "And thank you both."
              Both women smiled and offered small waves to him as he disappeared upstairs to change his clothes.
 



              
 
 
 
Chapter Fourteen
              "Hi, I'm looking for China?" Dyson said. Before him was a three-sided white tent, a blue van and a shaved ice stand, just as Mahana had described.
              Inside the tent were four elderly Asian men, all dark tanned and staring back at Dyson as if he had a third arm growing from his forehead.
              "Did he say he's looking for China?" the man on the right asked, his long grey hair falling on bare shoulders.
              "Yes, he sure did," the man on the middle-left replied, a bushy silver handlebar mustache moving up and down with each word he said.
              "Well, he missed it by five thousand miles!" Long Hair replied, the entire table bursting into laughter.
              Dyson stared at the men howling with laughter a moment before realizing he'd been had, his own face twisting into a smile.
              The man on the far left rose from the table, extending a hand towards Dyson. Instead of a traditional handshake he grasped it by hooking thumbs and pumped it once. "I'm China. These boys have been playing that joke on folks for twenty years. Still gets a laugh every time."
              He was a short man, standing just five and a half feet tall with a thick paunch and wiry extremities. A ring of graying hair adorned the bottom of his scalp, pulled back into a short ponytail. A thin goatee encased his mouth.
              Dyson smiled, tipping his hat to the men seated inside the tent. All of them returned the gesture, continuing to laugh as China walked him down the powdery tan sand of Ala Moana Beach towards the water's edge. 
              "Mahana called and said you'd be coming by this morning. Said you were looking to see how the natives live."
              "Yes, sir," Dyson said, hurrying to keep up with him as the heels of his running shoes filled with sand.
              "I can see by that shiner there you already met some of them," China said, pointing towards his own temple.
              Dyson raised a hand to his face, stopping just before touching the wound. "I'll know better than to take a rental car out there again, that's for sure."
              "Good plan," China said, peeling his tank top off and walking straight into the ocean. He went out several steps before diving head long into the water, emerging and striding back up onto the beach.
              Four surfboards of varying lengths, widths and colors were lined up just beyond the water's edge, all of them resting fin down in the sand. Long paddles lay across their midsections, waiting to be used. 
              A handful of trenches were dug in the sand around them, the obvious signs that there were more boards in the arsenal that were currently being used.
              "Have you ever been on a board before?" China asked, shaking water droplets from his smooth brown head.
              "No, sir."
              "That's okay. It's easy, you'll see." With practiced hands he grabbed the nearest board up from the ground, gripping an indented handhold in the center of it and setting it down on the water. He took two quick steps before shifting onto the board, his knees resting on either side of the handhold.
              Rising to his feet he took three quick strokes to turn himself parallel to the beach. "Very simple. First, find the center of the board. On all of mine, just look for the handle and put your feet on either side. Second, don't look down, always watch the horizon."
              Dyson followed along the water's edge as China began to paddle. 
              "After that, it’s easy. Just take five strokes on one side, five on the other. When you want to turn, take two backward strokes on the same side followed by two forward strokes on the opposite side."
              As he spoke, he whipped a fast one-hundred-eighty degree turn and headed back towards where he'd started. He paddled straight up on to the sand, nimbly jumped off and pulled the board alongside the others.
              "You're a pretty big guy so we'll start you off on the twelve-footer," China said, pointing to a canary yellow board on the far side.
              Dyson followed his finger and walked over to inspect the board. "Why's it say 'sidewalk' down the edge of it?"
              "Because riding that board is like walking on the sidewalk. It's impossible to fall off!" China said, his face folding into a toothy grin.
              Dyson matched the smile and drug the board to the water's edge, doing just as he'd seen China do a few minutes before.
              "Only rule is stay here in the lagoon," China said as he watched Dyson drift away. "I don't like for people to take my board out past the coral or catch waves."
              Dyson gave an exaggerated nod to show his understanding. "Not a problem. This will be more than enough to keep me busy all morning."
              Rising to his feet he stood perched on the board with his knees locked, bent slightly at the waist with the paddle in front of him. After a moment he found his equilibrium and dipped his paddle in the water, rotating at the waist and propelling the board forward.
              "And remember, swimmers always get the right-away!" China called from behind him.
              Holding the paddle in his right hand, Dyson lifted his left overhead and gave a wave of understanding.
              A slight ripple rolled across the water as Dyson pushed his paddle into the water, the wind lifting across his body. Careful to make sure nobody was around, he cast a glance back at the shore, looking up over Honolulu at the Manoa Valley in the distance. 
              Looming above it were dark thunderclouds, heavy and moving fast. 
              Shifting his paddle to the opposite side, Dyson counted out five strokes as the water sped by beneath him. The movements did his sore body good as he pushed the board forward, the wind rising with each passing second.
              It took almost ten minutes for him to reach the end of the beach and a couple more to make the turn. His wasn't near as tight or composed as China's, but with effort he did eventually get where he was going.
              Turning to face back the length of the beach he could see the old man standing at the water's edge, waving both hands high above his head. On either side of him his friends were pulling boards back away from the water and carrying them towards the tent.
              Once China saw he had Dyson's attention, he pointed towards the sky behind him and waved his arm in an exaggerated loop. 
              Dyson's eyes bulged as he looked up into the sky to see the thunderheads had multiplied in just a few minutes time, now stretching the entire length of Honolulu. Dark and ominous, they could be seen dumping a heavy rain that hung like a sheer cloak over the city.
              Heeding the warning, Dyson leaned forward and paddled hard, the board lurching forward beneath him with each stroke. Fat droplets of rain began to slap down on the board as he went, matting his hair and spattering against his shirt.
              Breathing hard, he paddled out the last few yards to China and hopped off, the cold ocean water rising to his knees. "Where did that come from?"
              "Wet season," China said, reaching for the board and wrenching it dripping from the sea. "They show up fast and they hit hard. All you can do is wait them out."
              Grabbing his shoes from the sand, Dyson jogged alongside the old man as he loaded the board into the back of his van and took shelter inside the tent. 
              He stood by as the four men all peered out at the impending storm. 
              "Thank you guys so much," he said briefly. "If it's okay, I might come back another morning when I can stay a little longer."
              "Any friend of Mahana's is welcome here," China said.
              "You better stay a little longer now," Long Hair said, motioning outside. "This storm's going to be here before you know it."
              Dyson had spent years judging storms in Montana. He knew how long one took to arrive and how hard they hit when it did. "That's okay, I should be alright."
              The four men said nothing as he turned and jogged out into the darkening morning. 
              
 



 
 
              
Chapter Fifteen
              By the time Dyson received the walk sign to cross back over Ala Moana Boulevard, he was thoroughly soaked. His hair was sopping wet and hung in loopy wet curls around his head and his t-shirt clung to his body. 
              If not for the rain slamming incessantly against the pavement, the sound of his soggy sneakers squishing with every step would have followed him as well.
              Long past trying to run from the rain, Dyson walked across the intersection, his brow furrowed and his eyes aimed at the ground. An open scowl was plastered across his face and he glared at a group of Chinese tourists as they rushed by in the opposite direction, all cowering beneath clear plastic ponchos.
              He offered only a nod to the valets milling about outside the hotel and strode for the front door, but thought better of it and moved towards a bench at the far end of the building. Placing his feet on the seat of it, he perched himself along the backrest and leaned forward onto his knees, staring out at the rain moving in sheets across the ground.
              The wind continued howling, chilling his soaked body. He ignored the cold as he stared out, trying to wrap his mind around everything that had happened in the short time he'd been there.
              "You okay?" a voice asked, cutting through the sound of the rain. "I'm guessing the paddling got cut short?"
              Dyson hadn't heard her approach, though he gave no indication of surprise as he stared out. "Thanks for setting that up this morning," he said quietly. "I only got out for a few minutes, but it was fun."
              "You're welcome," Mahana replied, walking up and standing beside the bench. She folded her arms across her chest and stared at the rain as well. "We saw you walk up a few minutes ago, completely soaked."
              Dyson snorted. "I'm beginning to think I've offended every Hawaiian god there is."
              "You're off to a rather rocky start, if nothing else."
              "That might be an understatement," Dyson said. "This," he motioned to the weather outside, "and this," he motioned to his face, "weren't exactly what I had in mind when I hopped a plane."              
              Mahana laughed softly and leaned back against the wall, her arms still folded. "Yeah, that's one of the more common misconceptions we get out here. Just because this is paradise, we don't have things like bad weather or crime or sickness or poverty."
              "I bet," Dyson said, nodding. He hadn't much thought about it, though he reasoned she wasn't wrong. "You sound like you've had some experience with this sort of thing."
              "Is that a question?" Mahana asked, turning her head to look at him.
              "Naw, just an observation."              
              Mahana eyed him curiously, debating something. For a moment it appeared she might disclose some information about herself before opting against it. "So how about you?"
              "How bout me?" 
              "What brought you out here to sunny Oahu?"
              Dyson cracked a quarter smile at the comment, nodding his head. "You mean besides the weather?"
              "Obviously," Mahana responded, making a face.
              Dyson paused, watching the rain as it momentarily let up before unleashing again. "I don't know."
              "You don't know or won't tell?"
              "Probably both," Dyson responded before his mind could tell him not to. "But in truth, I'm not sure what brought me out here."
              "Hmm," Mahana said. "At least you're honest."
              With that, she used her hips to push herself away from the wall and head back towards the front door. "I have to get back to work. Break time's over."
              Dyson nodding his understanding as she left, watching her go until she disappeared back inside. 
              As she did, the short man with curly hair emerged beside her, shooting a glare her way. He handed his claim slip to the valet and waited as the young man disappeared to fetch his car, his eyes searching about until they fell on Dyson sitting alone atop the bench.
              For a long moment the two sides locked eyes, each refusing to look away. Not until the man's car arrived did he avert his gaze, dropping into the driver's seat and keeping his eyes on Dyson while he peeled away.
              As he left, he shot his middle finger into the air in Dyson's direction before tearing out into the street with a squeal of tires.
              Dyson remained impassive as he watched the black Mercedes drive away and resumed staring at the rain as it fell in steady waves around him.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Sixteen
              Dyson remained on his perch for over an hour, watching the rain wash over Honolulu. From where he sat he could see the storm move through in one burst after another, at times letting up just long enough to preface the next wave’s arrival.
              At first he was entranced by the palm trees lining the beach across the street, the first he'd ever seen. Long and thin they dipped precariously with every gust of wind, their pliant strength bringing them back each time it passed. More than once he thought one might go over, only to be surprised by their stubborn persistence.
              After awhile though, his attention turned to the crowd around him.
              In front of him dozens of people came and left from the hotel, all of them either piling into rental cars or draping themselves in garish ponchos and umbrellas before venturing out. Very few of them noticed him as he sat motionless, tucked away in the corner. 
              An observer in a sea of movement.
              By early afternoon his stomach began to remind him that he skipped breakfast and he pushed himself up from the bench and headed inside. He made a wide loop around the far side of the lobby, pretending to check the banks of newspapers and pamphlets to avoid the front desk, and went up the far stairwell.
              Using his key card he slid inside the room to find housekeeping had come and gone, leaving everything in the exact position it was in when he arrived two days before. Peeling the dried, stiff t-shirt off over his head he tossed it on the closest chair and threw himself down on the bed, staring up at the plain white ceiling above.
              After a moment a thought occurred to him and he rolled over to reach for a cell-phone that wasn't there. Rising to an elbow he swept his eyes around the room, still seeing nothing.
              Swinging to his feet he made a quick loop of the room. No cell-phone and no laptop.
              A light film of sweat popped up over his face as he stopped and took three deep breaths. Willing himself to calm down he made another pass through the room, checking his bags and every drawer in sight.
              A half hour later it was confirmed. His stuff was gone.
              Dropping himself on the edge of the bed he lifted the receiver from the phone and dialed the front desk. 
              "Aloha, Ala Moana Hotel, this is Connie."
              "Hey Connie," Dyson said, exhaling loudly as he did so.
              "Hey sugar!" she responded. "I was so sorry to hear you got rained out this morning."
              "Yeah, the hits just seem to keep coming.” 
              He could hear Connie draw in a deep breath before asking, "Something else has happened, hasn't it?"
              "It would appear I've been robbed," Dyson said, pushing the words out before the ire within caused him to say something he'd regret.
              Another sharp breath. "Oh my. Are you sure? What's been taken?"
              Dyson rubbed a hand back through his hair and said, "Cell-phone and laptop. I don't think anything else, but I haven't looked that close. The only other valuable I have is my wallet, and it was with me."
              "I'm so sorry," Connie whispered. In his mind Dyson could see her closing her eyes and shaking her head as she said it.
              "Yeah," Dyson mumbled.
              "Alright," she said, "here's what we need to do. Do a complete check of your room and see if anything else is missing. Anything. After that, come down here and fill out a report with security."
              "And what will they do?"
              "We have the whole place on video surveillance and a log of every key that accesses all rooms," Connie said. "I'll go ahead and have them pull it before you get here."
              "Okay," Dyson said, his voice just a whisper. "I'll be down soon."
              
 



 
 
 
Chapter Seventeen
              Dyson took his time inspecting the room for two reasons.
              First, he wanted to do as Connie asked and check every corner of the room for his things or for anything else that might be missing. As he suspected, his stuff was nowhere to be found and nothing was out of place.
              Second, he wanted to make sure the temper flaring within him was under control before he headed downstairs. It was not Connie or Mahana's fault that everything about his trip had gone to hell. He refused to be like the guy ranting in the lobby two days earlier.
              Pulling the same t-shirt back on over his head, he descended the stairs to find Connie and Mahana both watching him with somber expressions. Doing his best to avoid their gaze he walked across the lobby and up to the counter, fighting to keep himself even and composed.
              "Hey there," Connie said, pursing her lips and offering him her best pitiful stare. Mahana offered a similar look, but said nothing.
              While Dyson appreciated the sentiment, it made him extremely uncomfortable. "Hey. Did you find anything from the key log?"
              "No, not really," Mahana said, pulling a printout from the desk beside her and placing it on the counter in front of him. "There's only been two keys used on your room since you got here. Yours and the cleaning staff."
              "Have you lost or misplaced your key at any point since you've been here?" Connie asked.
              "No," Dyson said. "I only have one. I would have had to get a replacement if I lost mine." He swept his eyes over the list, seeing the same pair of ID's show up a few times each. "And I assume..."
              "The same woman has cleaned your room every day," Mahana said. "Her name is Mei, came here from China almost twenty years ago and has been working for us ever since. Barely speaks English, never had any problems with her."
              "Security is speaking with her now if you'd like to join them," Connie offered.
              "No, that won't be necessary," Dyson said, shaking his head. His voice carried a level of resignation with it that resonated with both women, only deepening the looks of concern on their faces.
              Connie slid a form onto the counter next to the printout. "This is an incident report form our security staff uses here. These sorts of things don't happen often, but as this is the petty theft capital of the country, unfortunately they do happen."
              Dyson nodded, pulling the form over in front of him. It was three pieces of paper stapled together, using both sides of the first two sheets for a total of five pages. "You mind if I take this back upstairs? I'll come back down when I'm done and security's available to talk to me."
              "Sure," Mahana mumbled.
              "You go right ahead," Connie said.
              Nodding his appreciation, Dyson slid the form over to himself and rolled it up into his hands. He retreated from the counter and shuffled back towards the twisting staircase above when a flash of newspaper caught his eye.
              Narrowing his eyes, he tilted his head towards the ground and continued to walk forward, glancing over at the couches filling the lobby. The same newspaper remained motionless for several long moments before again twisting itself to the side.
              A familiar face encased in dark curly hair peered out from around it, eyeing him closely before ducking back behind the paper.
              Turning on a heel, Dyson walked back to the front desk where the ladies both stood silently watching him. 
              "Change your mind sweetie?" Connie asked.
              Ignoring the question, Dyson asked, "Can I use your phone for a second?"
              "Um, sure," Connie said. Startled, she pulled the desk phone out and spun it around, setting it down on the counter in front of him.
              "Thanks," Dyson mumbled as he lifted the receiver and dialed his own cell-phone number.
              A moment later, the opening theme to Sanford and Son rang out through the lobby.
              Dyson's eyes hardened as he watched several people scattered around the lobby look back and forth between one another before the newspaper was lowered. Rising to his feet the man held the phone in his hand, offering a smile that was equal parts guilt and guile.
              Behind him, Dyson could hear Connie inhale sharply as the man walked forward, the ringtone still sounding out through the lobby. Scads of curious onlookers watched as he approached, holding the phone out by his side as if displaying to everyone where the sound was coming from.
              Dyson could feel a slow burn ignite within him, rising until it sat directly behind his eyes as he watched the man saunter forward. Breathing through his nose he did his best to hide his rage and to keep his hands from balling into fists by his side.
              "Yes," the man said as he approached, "it was me who borrowed your phone."
              "Borrowed?" Dyson spat, the word tasting like vinegar on his tongue.
              "Yes, borrowed," the man said matter-of-factly. "I wanted to teach you a lesson about interfering in my business. I was here to complain about the incompetent maid staff here. Now you can see just how right I was."
              "Maid staff?" Dyson asked as the man swung around a small glass end table and walked towards the counter.
              "Of course," the man said. "I waited until I saw the maid go into your room this morning, then I knocked on the door, told her it was my room and I needed to grab a few things. Idiot let me in without a second glance."
              In his hand, the phone stopped ringing and he tossed it back to Dyson. "Your computer is over there too. After you interfered the other day I wanted so badly to throttle you, but I decided this was a much better way to get my point across."
              He paused and pointed to the Dyson's face. "Besides, it looks like somebody beat me to it."
              Dyson turned and placed his phone on the counter, followed by replacing the front desk receiver back in its cradle. 
              "I did a quick check on them both. No pictures or anything I'd want anyway."
              A silent rage consumed every bit of Dyson as he slid his eyes up to Mahana, who met his gaze and nodded slightly. In one movement, he wheeled and unleashed a wicked uppercut that started below his waist and gained steam as it headed skywards. 
              It left the man no time at all to react, the smug sneer still affixed to his face as Dyson made contact.
              The punch landed square across the man's left cheek and nose, lifting him from the air and depositing him flat on the plush carpet. A sickening crunch of bone-on-bone rang out as he flew backwards, landing in a twisted heap.
              Taking a few steps forward, Dyson stood over the man. His nose was twisted to the side and a torrent of blood spilled from both nostrils, streaking down his face. His eyes were closed as he lay unmoving.
              Dyson stood motionless for a moment, then looked at the thin line of blood running down his middle finger and dripping to the floor.
              Cocking his head over his shoulder he said, "Tell this guy when he wakes up, I'll forget about the breaking-and-entering and theft if he forgets the punch. I'll be in my room if you folks want me to check-out."
              Without waiting for a reply, he wove his way through the couches to where the man was sitting, collected his laptop, and disappeared up the stairs.
 



              
 
 
Chapter Eighteen
              Dyson leaned back in the oversized armchair and propped his boots up on the window sill in front of him. On the couch rested his duffel bag, filled with everything except the clothes he now wore and the coat draped across the back of his chair.
              He stared out the window at the darkening evening, the steady sound of rain slapping against the glass. Despite it only being a few minutes after five, night was already well on its way, reducing his visual to nothing more than muted shapes.
              Refocusing his eyes from the storm outside to his own reflection in the glass, Dyson considered the last three days and the toll they'd taken on him. 
              The entire left side of his face resembled uncooked hamburger. Over half his body was still tender to the touch with sunburn. The middle knuckle on his right hand was swollen and seeping blood.
              On a larger scale, he still had a shattered rental car window to pay for and if he was lucky, was about to be kicked out of the hotel. If he was not so fortunate, he might be trading it for Honolulu County lockup.
              A low knock at the door snapped him from his thoughts, three short taps in close sequence. Allowing his own reflection to blur in the glass, Dyson dropped his feet to the floor and stood.
              In a few quick steps he crossed the room and pulled the door open, prepared to find a team of cops or hotel security ready to escort him downstairs.
              Instead, Mahana stood alone before him. 
              "You look surprised," she said as way of greeting.
              "I am," Dyson said, standing rooted in place. "A little anyway. I've been up here all afternoon waiting for someone to come, I just hadn't expected it to be you."
              "Sorry to disappoint you," she said, half smiling.
              "That's not what I meant.”
              "I know. We need to talk. Can I come in?"
              Dyson bobbed his head and stepped to the side, holding the door open as Mahana came inside. Her eyes swept over the nearly-untouched room and his bag on the couch as she walked to the window and stared out into the storm. "Going somewhere?"
              "You tell me," Dyson said, following her halfway across the room and leaning his back against the dresser. He shoved his hands deep in his pockets and kept his eyes towards the floor, bracing for what she might say.
              "Not because of us," Mahana said, turning to match his pose against the window sill.
              "You're kidding," Dyson said, snapping his gaze to her. "The whole lobby saw me lay that guy out. They're just going to let it slide?"
              Mahana snorted. "Yeah you did. Did it feel good?"
              "Seriously? You're just going to ignore my question?"
              "Just trying to lighten the mood.”
              Dyson exhaled, allowing a small smirk to slide across his own face. "It was glorious. He was so damn soft it was like punching a snowman."
              "Ha!" Mahana coughed out, bending at the waist in a laugh.
              Dyson couldn't help but smile. "Now, you're turn."
              "The guy's name is Vince Maneti, though from here on I'm going to call him Snowman," Mahana said, smiling. "After you left, the entire lobby stood there for a good two or three minutes, nobody doing anything. 
              "Finally, Connie went over and shook him awake while I called security. They came out a few minutes later and escorted him to the back, helped get him cleaned up, called in a medic to set his nose. You broke it in two places."
              "Great," Dyson mumbled.
              "Anyway, while the medic was working on Snowman's nose, Max, our head of security, started combing through camera footage. Based on what Mei told him and what we'd heard Snowman say to you, it wasn't hard to find. 
              "Snowman waited until Mei went in to clean your room, then pretended to be you, grabbed your stuff and left."
              "Hmm," Dyson said, nodding. "So what happened?"
              "We told Snowman what you said before he went back. After Max showed him the tape, he readily agreed to your terms."
              Dyson's mouth dropped open. "You're kidding me."
              "Well, there was one small stipulation."
              "That being?"
              "Snowman is packing his stuff as we speak," Mahana said.
              Dyson's mouth remained open, but he said nothing.
              "Yep. After that fiasco a couple days ago and now this, Max told him to get his stuff and go."
              Dyson pushed out a low shrill whistle between his teeth. "Wow, didn't see that coming. I thought for sure you were the police coming to take me away."
              "Sorry, just me," Mahana said, shrugging.
              "Wow," Dyson said, lowering his eyes back to the floor. "Thank you."
              "You're welcome. So, as I said before, going somewhere?"
              Dyson slid his eyes to the bag packed on the couch. "Haven't decided yet."
              "Oh," Mahana said. "Do you have a reservation somewhere? We're all pretty friendly with each other, I can get it waived free of charge if you like."
              "Thanks, but I was thinking more along the lines of a plane ticket than another hotel," Dyson said.
              "Oh," Mahana said again as she resumed leaning against the window will, her arms folded in front of her.
              Silence settled between them for several long moments.
              "Had enough of Hawaii, huh?" Mahana asked.
              Dyson held up the back of his right hand for her to see, then used it to motion towards his face. "Hasn't quite been the trip I envisioned."
              Mahana raised her eyes to concede the point, approaching from a different angle. "Might I offer a small bit of unsolicited advice?"
              "What's that?" Dyson asked, lifting his eyes from the floor to stare at her.
              "Remember earlier when I asked why you were here and you said you weren't sure?"
              "Yeah?"
              "I thought about it earlier and figured it out," Mahana said. "You're not sure, because you're not really here."
              "Meaning?"
              "You've been here, what, three days? Now admittedly, everything that could go wrong for you has, but I think at least part of that is because you're doing it all wrong."
              "I'm doing what all wrong?" Dyson said, a touch of self-defense creeping into his voice. "Vacation?"
              "Hawaii," Mahana said. "You're doing Hawaii wrong."
              Dyson made a face and walked over to the couch. He grabbed his bag and tossed it on the floor, motioning for her to sit. When she did, he resumed his place in the armchair. 
              "Explain."
              "People don't realize, whether by choice or by chance, that there are two very different Hawaii's," Mahana began. "The one that tourists experience, and the one that locals live in."
              "And by locals, do you mean all locals? Or the ones not living on the west side of the island?" Dyson inserted.
              Mahana waved a hand. "That's a category unto itself. We don't need to worry about them right now."
              "Alright, two Hawaii's," Dyson said.
              "Right. So far, with the five minute exception of this morning with China, you've been living the tourist Hawaii."
              "How's that? I spent a day at Kaena Point? I haven't set foot on Waikiki."
              "Pearl Harbor. Diamondhead," Mahan listed. "You don't get much more tourist than that."
              "But still..."
              "I'm not saying you're the worst offender of it," Mahana said. "Not by a long shot. But you are still at least a little guilty."
              Dyson dropped his feet to the floor and rested his elbows on his knees. "Assuming I stay, how do I get around being such a tourist?"
              "First of all, let's not pretend like you're going anywhere. If we'd have kicked you out, you would have left, but now there's no chance."
              "What makes you say that?"
              "It's a few days before Christmas," Mahana said. "You said you don't have a return ticket. I assume the plan was to spend the holiday here?"
              Her words sent him back a bit, their clarity stinging. Christmas was inching closer, something he'd been actively pushing from his mind since arriving.
              "Didn't have a plan," Dyson said. "Still don't. This whole 'real Hawaii' thing sounds a bit appealing though."
              Several questions passed over Mahana's face, but she let them slide. "Does that mean you're entrusting the rest of your vacation to me?"
              Dyson’s eyebrows raised. “Is that what you’re offering?
              Mahana nodded. "I'm offering top-flight island tour guide services here. So?”
              “I’m debating it.”
              "You're going to have to do better than that."
              Dyson let out a smirk. "Oh, well in that case, sign me up.” 
              "Meet me in the lobby tomorrow morning at seven. Be dressed for the water."
              "Yes ma'am," Dyson said.
              With a nod, Mahana rose and headed for the door, Dyson rising to his feet behind her.
              "Hey, don't take this the wrong way," Dyson called, "but why are you doing this for me?"
              Mahana swung the door open and looked back over her shoulder, long dark hair spilling down her back. 
              "Call it a kindred spirit thing," she said, letting the door swing closed behind her.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Nineteen
              Dyson descended from his room at ten before seven to find Mahana already waiting for him in the front lobby. Unlike every morning before, she was on the outside of the counter, leaning forward and talking to Connie. She was dressed in blue shorts and a white t-shirt, a bathing suit top tied behind her neck.
              The two were laughing as Dyson approached, wearing a pair of Montana State Football gym shorts and a plain grey v-neck. "You're joining me this morning?"
              Mahana took a healthy pull from the coffee sitting in front of her. "Is that not alright?"
              "I just kind of figured you'd be pointing out the right direction and sending me on my way."
              "No such luck," Connie said from behind the counter.
              "Besides, we tried that yesterday and it didn't really work out, remember?" Mahana added.
              "That wasn't exactly my fault you know."
              Mahana made a show of leaning back away from the counter and looking out through the glass doors of the front. "Well, it looks like it shouldn't be an issue today. Clouds have rolled through leaving nothing but blue skies."
              "You guys have fun," Connie said, shaking her fingers at them as they said their goodbyes and headed outside.
              Stepping out into the early morning, Dyson could see that Mahana was right. Despite the hour, the sun was already well above the horizon. The air was warm and the sky was spotlessly clear.
              "Where to, boss lady?" Dyson asked, standing on the curb and holding a hand out in either direction.
              Mahana went straight to the end of the curb, circled around a black Honda Accord and headed for the driver's seat. "Boss lady huh?" she asked, pretending to mull the name over for a moment. "I kinda like that. Hop in."
              Dyson did as he was told, folding himself into the front seat of the car and looking over at his guide.
              "You ever had a malasada?" Mahana asked.
              "A mala-what?"
              "You're such a mainlander," Mahana said, rolling her eyes as she dropped the car into drive and circled out into traffic.
              "Um, sorry?" 
              Mahana slid her sunglasses down over her eyes and shook her head from side to side. "A malasada is a Portuguese doughnut, made from fried dough and coated with cinnamon and sugar."
              "I like them already," Dyson said, peering out the window as they wound through the still sleeping city.
              "Here in Honolulu, there are two places you can get them, Champion's and Leonard's. Both are excellent, but everybody has their favorite."
              "Kind of like Pat's and Geno's in Philadelphia?" Dyson said.
              "Pat's and Geno's?" Mahana asked, making a turn towards downtown.
              "Two best cheese steak joints in Philly," Dyson said. "You're such an islander."
              A grin creased Mahana's face. "And proud of it."
              Dyson matched the smile, watching the signs outside slide by. "So we're headed to both of them this morning?"
              "Oh no," Mahana said. "Today, we're going to Champion's. Malasadas are to be enjoyed, savored. You can't line them up taste test style. Each one has to be tried on an empty stomach."
              "My apologies.”
              Champion's came into view as Mahana whipped a sharp turn into the empty parking lot. 
              "Island lesson number one," Mahana said, putting the car in park. "Nobody here uses the term ma'am. Or sir. If someone is the same age or younger than you, they are bruddah or sistah. If they are older, they are auntie or uncle."
              Dyson held up his still-pink arm. "Uh, I don't think anybody out here is going to be mistaking me for family."
              Again Mahana shook her head, swinging out from behind the wheel. "It's not about family, it's how we address each other. You saying ma'am is the same as us saying auntie."
              "Alright, sistah?" Dyson said, holding the front door open for her. 
              "A little better," Mahana said, stepping through.
              Inside, a clear glass case split the interior in two, spanning the entire room and separating the kitchen from the guests. The far right third displayed row after row of cakes, cookies and brownies. The middle third offered turnovers, éclairs and scones. 
              The far third offered hundreds of round balls of dough, all looking identical to one another.
              "You know what you want?" Mahana asked, watching with amusement as Dyson tried to make sense of the vast spread in front of him.
              "Um, no. Not really," Dyson said.
              "Good, cause it wouldn't matter anyway," Mahana said. Turning to the balding Chinese man behind the counter she asked for a dozen and a half plain malasadas to go, smiling as the man scurried into the back to fill her order.
              "So it's going to be like that?" Dyson asked, sliding up beside her but keeping his eyes on the cases before him.
              "You can get them filled with vanilla or chocolate custard," Mahana said, "but I think you have to go the traditional route to really make an accurate assessment."
              "I agree, but that's not what I meant."
              "Hey, you entrusted this to me, remember?" 
              "That I did," Dyson said as the man returned from the back with an oversized white box in his hands. He paid the man and thanked him and less than five minutes after arriving they were back on their way to the beach.
              The smell of fresh-baked pastry filled the car as they drove, wafting from Dyson's lap to his nose and setting his stomach to growling. 
              "So where are we heading now?" Dyson asked. "And are we really going to eat a dozen and a half of these things?"
              "God no," Mahana said, angling them back in the direction they had came. "Most of these are so we can head back to Ala Moana and pick up where you left off yesterday."
              "Ah, so I'm getting back up on a board."
              "Not just that," Mahana said, turning the Honda into the beach park. "This morning we teach you perhaps the most important thing in all of Hawaiian culture. How to talk story."
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty
              "What the heck is talk story?" Dyson asked, swinging out of the car, box in hand.
              "You know, talk story," Mahana said. "Shoot the breeze."
              "So why not just say, shoot the breeze?"
              "Because you're in Hawaii now haole. Why don’t you mainlanders call it talking story?"
              "Fair point," Dyson conceded, following her down the sidewalk to the white tent situated right where it was the day before. A few more handfuls of people dotted the landscape, but otherwise the only difference was the sunshine streaming down around them.
              "Hey!" Mahana called as she walked to the front of the tent, her arms out wide in front of her. In unison all four men rose to their feet and returned the call, Long Hair sliding off the end to give her a hug and kiss on the cheek.
              "Long time no see sistah," Handlebar said, shuffling around the table to offer a hug and kiss as well.
              "Been working," Mahana said. "We can't all live the fabulous retired life."
              "You should," China said, finishing the round of greetings from all. "It's so much better than working, yea."
              Mahana laughed and turned to Dyson standing awkwardly before them. "Guys, this is Dyson. I think you met him yesterday, but he wanted to come back today and try things again."
              Handlebar eyed him and said, "Get wet yesterday haole?"
              Dyson smiled. "Soaked. You were right, I should have stayed."
              A pleased smile spread across his face as the group laughed. "One day you haoles will learn to listen to us. Just cause we old no mean we stupid."
              "Well, that's part of why we're here this morning," Mahana said. "Dyson here has never heard of talking story."
              Four sets of eyebrows raised in unison, the men's faces all switching to various shades of suspicious.
              "Never heard of talking story?" the fourth man interjected for the first time. He appeared to be older than the others around him by at least a decade, though it was difficult to tell as his entire face and head was shaved clean.
              Dyson considered saying he'd spent more than his share of time shooting the breeze on porches and river banks, but opted against it. If Mahana wanted him to play the role of ignorant rube, that's what he would do. 
              "Never."
              "So that's why you ran off so fast yesterday," China said.
              "I just thought he was another mainlander, always in a big rush," Long Hair said.
              "I meant no disrespect," Dyson said, stepping forward. "I even brought malasadas this time, which I'm told are rather good."
              "You've never had malasada?" Handlebar said, his face relaying disbelief.
              "Never even heard of them," Dyson said. "And I brought Mahana too. Together, that should cover my gaffe from yesterday, right?"
              Baldie and China both laughed while Handlebar and Long Hair stared at the box in his hand. Noticing their gaze, Dyson walked forward and placed it on the table. He peeled the lid back as all four leaned in close.
              A plume of sweet smelling goodness wafted up at him, filling his nose with the scent of the bakery. His mouth began to water and his stomach again let out an involuntary rumble.
              "Well don't let them get cold," Mahana said, breaking the moment as six hands reached in at once. As a group, everyone tore into theirs, sending cinnamon and sugar flying in all directions.
              Growing up in a town with three bakeries, Dyson liked to think he had enjoyed some good doughnuts in his day. 
              Nothing he'd ever had before compared to the explosion of perfect flavor that hit him on the first bite and continued with every one thereafter.
              It took the group less than five minutes to polish off the box, everyone remaining silent as they devoured their allotted share and licked their fingers clean. Once they were done the ensuing conversation lasted through the morning, running well past noon.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-One
              Dyson made the turn on the far end of the lagoon and drifted to a stop, his oversized yellow board pulling even with Mahana's shorter light purple one. Ahead of him extended a quarter mile of clear blue water, framed on either side by white sands and heavy coral acting as a natural breaker.
              A handful of swimmers and paddlers dotted the waterscape, though for the most part the place was entirely theirs.
              "Not bad for a first timer," Mahana said, casting a sideways glance at him.
              "Thanks," Dyson said, extending his paddle out in front of him with both hands and rolling his shoulders. Despite it being a low-key activity, he could feel himself using new muscles as a thin sheen of sweat covered his face.
              "But before you go getting too cocky," Mahana said, "how about a little challenge?"
              "What do you have in mind?"
              "See the last buoy down there? By the volleyball courts?"
              Dyson held a hand to his eyes, picking out the one she was referring to. "First one there?"
              "Loser buys dinner?" Mahana asked.
              "Now that hardly seems fair," Dyson responded. "I bought breakfast."
              Bending at the waist, Mahana balanced her paddle across the board and peeled her white t-shirt off over her head, revealing a solid black bikini top. Grabbing up her paddle she stood to full height, tucking the shirt into the waistband of her shorts. "Well, if you're afraid, I understand."
              For a moment, Dyson said nothing as he stared at her, waiting until she turned her head and offered an expectant look before saying, "Bring it, Barbie." 
              A mischievous grin spread across Mahana's face as she leaned forward slightly. "We'll see haole. On your mark..."
              Dyson dipped the end of his paddle into the water and matched her pose.
              "Get set..."
              With a quick surge Mahana took two hard strokes, pushing herself a full board's length ahead of Dyson.
              "Go!"
              "Aw, what the hell!" Dyson said, scrambling forward while flailing his paddle wildly through the water.
              Mahana gained another board's length on him as he tried to get going, his erratic strokes sending the nose of his board more side to side than straight ahead. By the time he got evened out, she was almost full three lengths ahead of him.
              Casting a quick glance ahead, he expected to find Mahana looking back and laughing at him. Instead he saw only the back of her head as she remained aimed forward, rattling off quick strokes on one side before switching to the other.
              Setting his jaw, Dyson dug his paddle deep into the water, pulling hard as the board leveled off and began to surge forward. To his left a swimmer breast stroked by and off to the right he could see a woman lazily paddling with her dog perched on the end of her board.
              Otherwise, his vision was tunneled on the path in front of him.
              Little by little the distance between them began to shrink, Dyson's height and strength advantage coming into play. By the time they were halfway down the beach he had cut the lead to a board and a half.
              Ahead in his periphery he could see the four men exit the tent and make their way down to the water's edge, their hands overhead or extended in front of them as they clapped. Beside him Mahana remained picture perfect in her stance, not once glancing back as she pushed out a handful of strokes on one side followed by another handful on the other.
              The cheering from the men grew louder as the racers drew almost even with them, Dyson continuing to cut into the lead. The front tip of his board drew even with the rear of Mahana's, surging a few inches with each deep stroke he took.
              His breathing became labored and sweat poured down his face as the last buoy loomed closer, the distance from it shrinking to less than a hundred yards.
              Side by side the two raced, neither one acknowledging the other as they paddled for the finish.
              Dyson kept his eyes locked on the path of water stretched before him, counting out the strokes on either side.
              Fifteen yards from the buoy and with his board beginning to edge ahead, a smooth round disc rose in the water before him. "What the hell?" Dyson grunted, continuing to paddle.
              For the first time, Mahana pulled her eyes from her own path. "Turtle!"
              Dyson froze for a moment, staring at the green shape growing closer by the second. The sudden pause threw his balance to the side as he plunged his paddle into the water, trying in vain to right himself.
              Beneath him the left edge of his board dipped into the chilly water of the Pacific, tossing his body out to the side. Briny water filled his open mouth and nostrils, pulling him down and washing over him as he sunk until his feet felt sandy bottom before propelling himself back up.
              The surface broke overhead as he came up coughing and sputtering, salt water pouring from every opening on his head. Somewhere in the distance he could hear China and the others laughing loudly, whistling and calling his name.
              In front of him he could see his board floating upside down, behind it Mahana standing triumphant, her head thrown back with laughter.
 



 
              
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Two
              "Be honest, how embarrassed are you right now?"
              Dyson swam alongside his board to the shore, standing and walking once it became shallow enough. For her part, Mahana continued to paddle along parallel to him, a gloating smile splashed across her face.
              Their four vocal supporters ahead were already retreating back to the tent, bandying about between one another as they went.
              "You realize how much willpower it’s taking for me not to jump over there and dump you right now?" Dyson said, keeping his eyes everywhere but Mahana.
              "Willpower? More like self-preservation. Be a shame for everyone to see you get your butt kicked twice by a girl."
              "Something like that," Dyson said, grasping his board by the handle and hefting it from the water as Mahana glided to a stop in the sand. She hopped off in water rising just above her ankles and lifted her board as well, the two carrying them up the shore towards the tent.
              They walked along in silence as they went, Mahana keeping her smile to a minimum and Dyson trying to hide his chagrin.
              "We don't have to stay and talk any more story do we?" Dyson asked as they approached.
              "All talked out for one day?" Mahana asked.
              "Something like that," Dyson repeated as they both unloaded their boards, propping them up against the concrete barrier along the beach to dry.
              Together they stopped off by the tent long enough to thank China for letting them use the boards and to let the men each get in one good parting shot at Dyson. By the time they were done, he was glowing pink with embarrassment in a hue far brighter than anything he'd experienced with the sun.
              Promising to be back again soon, Dyson and Mahana departed from the crew, headed back out for the sand.
              "Where to now boss lady?" Dyson asked.
              "That name just never gets old, you know it?"
              Dyson pursed his lips in front of him, but let the comment pass. "You mind if we walk for a spell? I kind of need to dry out."
              Mahana reached out a hand to feel his still soaked clothes and said, "Yeah you do. You're not getting in my car like that."
              Together they set off down the beach, each of them carrying their sandals as they walked across the sand. The fine white powder billowed around their toes and stuck to their wet ankles as they went, the surface warm but not hot to the touch.
              Walking along Dyson raised his face towards the sky, letting the sun wash across his skin. "You know it was eight degrees when I left Bozeman? Negative-something with the wind chill."
              "Eesh," Mahana said. "I can't even imagine. It drops below seventy a couple times a year here in the evenings and people act like they're on the North Pole. Coats, hats, gloves, you name it."
              "And by people you mean..." Dyson said, letting the implication hang.
              Mahana shot him a look and said, "I might own a coat or two. Maybe a few heavy sweaters. Rarely, if ever, do they get worn though."
              "Mhmm.”
              Along the beach families began unpacking for the afternoon, setting up tent awnings and spreading blankets out over the sand. Scads of children ran back and forth, jumping in and out of the water, and a handful of young people jogged in the damp sand along the water's edge.
              "What's it like there?" Mahana asked.
              "Where? Montana?"
              "Is that where you’re from?"
              Dyson paused for a moment, sighing. "No, not originally anyway. It's where I've been for the last four and a half years now though."
              He paused and stared out over the ocean. The afternoon swells were moving in, slamming themselves against the coral breakers he'd been paddling along just a short time before. 
              Beside him he could feel Mahana's stare, waiting for him to continue.
              "Back east, but I went to Bozeman for undergrad, stayed out there for graduate school. How about you? You said you're Oahu born and raised?"
              Mahana stare lingered on him a second before she too let her gaze drift out over the water. "I am. Never even been off the rock actually."
              "Really? Never?" 
              "Well, I've been to the neighbor islands, but we don't really count that.”
              "Why? Are they all the same?" Dyson asked.
              "No, not at all," Mahana said. "But to us, hopping over to Lanai or the Big Island is the same as you guys driving down the road to the next town."
              "Ah," Dyson said. "So it's fairly easy? Getting back and forth between them?"
              "Oh yeah," Mahana said with an exaggerated nod. "Ridiculously so."
              "Any favorites?"
              "They're all so different, just depends on what you're into," Mahana said. "Maui is nice, and very unique, but also very touristy. Kauai has jungles and canyons. The Big Island has volcanoes and waterfalls. Again, just depends on what you like."
              "And for your money?" Dyson pressed.
              "Molokai," Mahana said without pause.
              "Reason being?"
              "It's nickname is the Friendly Isle. It's very relaxed and peaceful. People are all so nice, it's quiet. Lot of farm country."
              "If you swap mountains for beaches and overlook the climate, you just pretty much described Montana," Dyson said.
              "Sounds like I'd like Montana."
              "Sounds like I'd like Molokai," Dyson said.
              Comfortable silence fell between them as they started to walk again. In the air the smell of barbecue drifted by as the sands took on more and more visitors.
              "You know, I've never spent much time on a beach before," Dyson said, "but I'm starting to think they might be even better than airports for people watching."
              Mahana coughed out a laugh and shook her head. "I've never heard anybody put it quite that way, but I think you may be right. I mean, look at this tent for crying out loud."
              Ahead of them stood a tent open on three sides. The top of it looked to have originally been blue, though it had been patched so many times it was difficult to tell for sure. Stretched tight across the back was a Hawaii Warriors blanket, blocking out the sun within.
              Flying high overhead was a black pirate flag with the words "Surrender the Booty" emblazoned atop it in red.
              Dyson snorted as they approached the tent, watching the flag flap in the breeze overhead. "That's great. I've got to find me one of those flags for my fishing raft."
              Mahana arched an eyebrow at him. "Such a haole."
              "Me or the guy standing in the tent?" Dyson asked, pointing at the solitary figure leaning against the front right pole. He wore nothing but a pair of baggy blue swim trunks and a pair of aviator sunglasses as he stood against the support, surveying everything before him.
              "I meant you, but he definitely fits the bill as well," Mahana said as they drew closer.
              "I think I know that guy," Dyson said, coming to a stop just in front of the tent. "Mr...Rider? Right?"
              The man nodded in approval. "Well done Mr. Nicks."
              "I thought that was you," Dyson said, stepping closer. "Mahana, this is Mr. Paul Rider, we met on the Arizona Memorial a few days ago. Mr. Rider, this is Mahana."
              Rider stepped forward and extended his hand towards here. "Pleasure to meet you, Mahana. Pleasure watching you use the old turtle trick on my friend here earlier too."
              Both of them took to laughing as Dyson stood with his jaw agape, shaking his head.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Three
              "The old turtle trick huh?" Dyson asked, flicking his eyes from one to the other.
              Mahana did her best to stifle a giggle. "Hey, you saw the thing yourself. Such a trick does exist, but I didn't have to use it this time."
              Dyson pursed his lips, casting his eyes at the two, both quivering with contained laughter. 
              Shifting his eyes into the tent, he noticed a half dozen cloth fold-out chairs all arranged in a semi-circle, each in various shades of blue and green. Behind them were an ancient red cooler and a small hibachi grill, a few plastic grocery sacks of chips and pretzels leaning against it.
              "You expecting folks?" Dyson asked, waving a hand towards the arrangement. "Are you we interrupting anything?"
              "I'm always expecting folks,” Rider said, “today it just happens to be you."
              Dyson folded his mouth into a small circle, looking a question to Mahana. She was offering a toothless smile back to Rider, giving Dyson nothing to work with.
              "You guys care to fill me in?" Dyson asked.
              "This is what I do," Rider said, nudging himself back from the support pole and walking around the chairs to the cooler. He reached inside and pulled out a beer. "You guys want something? Beer? Soda? Water?"
              They both accepted a bottle of water, all three settling into cloth chairs and staring out toward the water. A steady trade wind blew in over the lagoon, keeping the day comfortable without pelting them with sand. In the water to their right a father took turns tossing his small children, each of them squealing with delight.
              "So when you say this is what you do...?" Dyson asked.              
              "I mean just that," Rider said. "Once, maybe twice a week, I load the truck up and come down here. Pitch the tent, light the grill, see who comes in off the beach."
              "Seriously?" 
              "Mhmm," Rider said, nodding through a swallow of beer. "Been doing it ever since my wife passed seven years ago. Helps me get out and around people. Started out a little slow, but really picked up after I started hoisting the flag."
              Dyson could see the shadow of the flag above their tent flying across the sand, the mental image of it again making him smile. 
              "Most people that come here all flock to Waikiki," Mahana said. "They go down there and wedge themselves in so tight they can’t get a towel down. The locals come here instead. The regulars all know each other. Everybody watches out for one another."
              "That's right," Rider added. "I've met some of my best friends in the world sitting right here."
              Dyson nodded his understanding, continuing to look out over the steady waves moving in, one right after another. He kept rolling over in his mind what they said and how vastly different it was from everywhere he'd ever been before. 
              "I was just thinking I might light the grill here before long," Rider said. "You guys are more than welcome to join me. Got some fresh salmon and ahi from the market this morning."
              "Oh, no, that's okay," Dyson said. "Thank you for the offer though."
              "Besides, I'm introducing this guy to Hawaiian food tonight," Mahana said, offering a knowing smile to Rider.
              Rider matched it in turn, giving her a thumbs up as he took another pull on his beer. "How about tomorrow then? My friend Ola's coming and bringing her grandkids. We'll be grilling around five."
              Mahana looked to Dyson, who shrugged. "Yeah, we can do tomorrow. I have to work the afternoon for Connie, but Dyson is free and I can join you guys when I get off." She turned to Dyson and whispered, "You like how I'm making plans for you now?"
              Dyson leaned forward and rested his forearms on his knees, his hands hanging down between them. He sighed and shook his head, hiding a small smile but saying nothing.
              "Alright, tomorrow afternoon it is," Rider said. "Ola's getting here around three, grill gets going at five. You're welcome to join us at any time."
              Both thanking him, they rose and made their way back to the car.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
              The sun was well on its way towards the horizon as Mahana and Dyson left the beach and headed north up the coast. Orange light danced off the water as they drove, punctuated by a late afternoon surfer or sailboat. Behind them, the late day rays reflected off of countless skyscrapers, their glass shimmering like diamonds.
              Rolling their windows down they let the late afternoon air fill the car, sliding effortless between them. Mahana's long dark hair whipped around her head as she drove, kept out of her eyes only by the oversized sunglasses perched atop her nose.
              "In Montana, in the summertime, it doesn't get completely dark until at least ten o'clock, sometimes ten thirty," Dyson said. His voice was a decibel louder than normal to account for the wind, his eyes fixed on the sun sliding down in the sky.
              "You're kidding me. That late?" Mahana asked, not looking over as she maneuvered the car through traffic.
              "Yep, because it's so far north and on the western edge of the time zone. A lot of times it'll be nine o'clock or later before I even get around to eating dinner because I just don't think about it."
              "You see daylight, you're outside playing huh?" 
              "Pretty much. That's why this seems a little weird to me. It's sunny and warm, feels like summer. Sure doesn't feel like it should be getting dark at six."
              "It's because we're so far south. You'll get used to it. Heck, I don't even notice it."
              "But you also said you've never been out of state, so you have no basis for comparison."
              "Valid point," Mahana conceded. Making two quick turns in succession she wheeled the car to a stop in front of a tiny dive restaurant. The entire front of it measured just twenty feet across, a bright green sign announcing homemade Hawaiian food across the top.
              "Helena's Hawaiian Foods," Dyson said, snorting loudly.
              "What? You too good for Hawaiian food?" Mahana asked, a trace of surprise in her voice.
              "Naw," Dyson said, waving a hand. "It's just funny. Helena is the capitol of Montana, and you brought me to Helena's for the best local food in Hawaii."
              "Kind of ironic, huh?" 
              "Little bit," Dyson said, following her from the car and through the front door.
              Inside, the restaurant looked exactly how Dyson imagined it would. A dozen small folding tables were arranged in a grid around the room, a cluster of padded metal chairs around each. A few posters of vintage Hawaiian scenes were angled across the walls, though on the whole the place looked fairly barren.
              With the exception of the groups of people clustered around almost every table anyway. 
              All but two tables were packed tight with people seated elbow to elbow, all tearing into heaping platters of food. Several gave sideways glances to Dyson as he passed, but said nothing.
              Grasping Mahana's elbow between his thumb and forefinger, he leaned in close beside her. "Uh, I'm starting to have that feeling I got driving through Makaha the other day. Like I'm being watched."
              "You probably are," Mahana whispered back. "This is a local treasure. People are a little protective of it. Don't worry, you're with me."
              "Aw, so you'll protect me?" Dyson asked.
              "In a manner of speaking, yes actually."
              Chuckling, Dyson released her elbow and followed her to the back, where a battered cash register sat atop a small white counter. Behind it they could see a pair of older Chinese women moving about and hear a man calling orders.
              Dyson looked up at the yellowed sign above them announcing the food offerings, many of them looking as foreign as the street names he'd been staring at for the last several days. Lots of K's and L's, but nothing he'd ever seen before. 
              "So what are we thinking here?"
              "You're not thinking anything," Mahana said. "I've got this. Go grab that last table before it gets taken."
              "Yes ma..sistah," Dyson said, catching himself and heading for the table. 
              As he sat down he could again feel people watching him, but kept his gaze locked straight ahead. For the first time since he'd arrived he wished he had his cell-phone with him, if only to give him something to look at.
              Mercifully, Mahana returned before his waiting became too unbearable.
              "So, what did you think of your first day going local?" Mahana asked, dropping her sunglasses on the table and pulling her hair back into a ponytail behind her head.
              "Is that what we did today?" Dyson asked. "I just thought we hung out on the beach."
              Mahana paused in the middle of forming her ponytail, closed her eyes and shook her head. "Such a haole."
              "What? What did I do this time?" Dyson asked.
              "I just thought we hung out on the beach," Mahana said, dropping her voice in an attempt to mimic Dyson's.
              "I didn't say it wasn't fun," Dyson defended. "I just said I didn't realize that was classified as going local."
              Mahana finished her ponytail and dropped her forearms to the table in front of her, continuing to give him a blank stare. She shook her head from side to side, but said nothing.
              "I mean, I guess it makes sense," Dyson said, trying to redeem himself. "I imagine folks try to stay away from the tourists and the stuff that costs way too much because of them, so you go to the beach."
              Holding a hand up, Mahana said, "Stop. I appreciate the attempt to recover, but please, just stop."
              Dyson leaned back in his chair and took another glance around the room. Everyone had already forgotten about him and returned to their food, conversation and laughter growing louder by the second. "Alright, educate me."
              Mahana regarded him for a moment, then asked, "Have you ever heard of the word ‘ohana?"
              Dyson drew his lips together and thought for a moment, finally shaking his head. "I'm pretty sure I've seen it. Maybe an advertisement or something, but I wouldn't say I know what it is."
              "Not surprising. Half the companies on this island use aloha in their title, the other half use ‘ohana."
              "So it's a Hawaiian word?"
              "It is. It means family."
              "So, wife, kids, dog, picket fence kind of thing?" 
              "No," Mahana said, shaking her head. "I mean, it can, but generally it means something much larger. Remember how I told you that everyone is either called bruddah-sistah or uncle-auntie here? It's because Hawaiians believe that everyone is connected, that we are all part of a greater family here in the islands."
              "Kind of an, it-takes-a-village sort of thing? 
              "Kind of, but maybe even bigger than that. It's more of a never-met-a-stranger, we-are-all-one sort of thing."
              "Hmm," Dyson said, rolling the information over in his mind.
              "And so what you saw today wasn't just hanging out at the beach, it was an example of how ‘ohana works. China letting people use his boards and teaching them how to paddle just because he enjoys doing it. Paul pitching a tent and grilling for anybody that wanders by."
              Dyson nodded, thinking about the day. As he thought things over, one of the tiny Chinese women appeared from the back carrying a platter that was at least three sizes too large for her tiny frame. Carefully she lowered it from her shoulder to the edge of the table, balancing it there as she unloaded her wares.
              Dyson's eyes grew large as he watched her transfer one dish after another, filling the small space in just seconds. When she was done, she offered a toothless smile and a small bow before retreating.
              "Mahalo," Mahana said, already repositioning plates around them.
              "Thanks," Dyson mumbled, shifting his eyes back to the spread in front of them. "You do realize there's just the two of us here, right?"
              "What's wrong, you afraid you can't keep up?" Mahana said, doling out white rice from a large bowl for each of them. "Don't tell me you're going to let a girl beat you again."
              The look of astonishment on Dyson's face gave way to incredulousness as he stared back at her. "I was just saying it looked like a lot of bowls, not that I couldn't keep up."
              Mahana smiled smugly as she set the rice down and moved for another dish, this one filled with a purple paste resembling blueberry yogurt. 
              "A lot of Oceanic culture is derived from Asian influences. In this case, Chinese dim sum. Lots of smaller dishes instead of just one large one."
              Dyson picked up a flat plate with what appeared to be two small bundles on it, both wrapped tight in dark green leaves. "And what are all these things?"
              "Those are laulau," Mahana said. "Butterfish and pork wrapped in ti leaves and steamed. What I'm dishing out now is poi, the basic starch of all Hawaiian meals." She sat the bowl of poi down and went around the table, pointing at various dishes. "Lomi salmon, which is bits of dried salmon with diced tomatoes and onions. Kalua pig, a salty roasted pork. Macadamia nut salad, pretty much exactly what it sounds like."
              Dyson gave them each a laulau, then continued dishing out the foods between them. The two worked in unison for a moment, their arms reaching back and forth in a steady labyrinth as they went.
              Once the dishes around them were empty and their respective plates overflowing, they began eating.
              Silence fell between them as they set upon the food, Mahana looking up after a few bites and making a gesture that said, "Well?"
              Unable to speak through a mountainous bite of Kalua pig and poi, Dyson nodded his head emphatically.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Four
              "Good morning Miss Connie," Dyson said, his flip-flops slapping against the heels of his feet as he crossed the lobby. 
              Despite the early hour, the place was already abuzz with activity. A crew of hotel workers was overhauling the lobby, transforming it from a Hawaiian getaway to a holiday theme park. 
              A large Christmas tree had been erected in either corner overnight, covered in red and gold bulbs and long swaths of ribbon over a foot thick. Massive packages wrapped in glossy red, gold and silver paper with bows atop them were arranged around the entirety of the lobby. 
              In the background, holiday music played.
              "Mele Kalikimaka Mr. Dyson!" Connie said, holding her arms by her side and swinging her gaze towards the decorations being erected.
              "A Mele Kalikaka to you as well," Dyson said.
              "Kaliki-maka," Mahana corrected, walking up behind him, a coffee cup in hand. She turned her gaze to Connie and smiled. "Such a mainlander."
              "Yeah, but he's trying," Connie said. "That always helps."
              "Yeah, I'm trying," Dyson echoed to Mahana. "That always helps."
              Mahana rolled her eyes and took a swig of coffee, looking around the lobby. "So, what do you think?"
              "I like it," Dyson said, looking around. "I was beginning to wonder if you folks celebrated Christmas out here."
              "Kalikimaka," Mahana corrected again. "And why wouldn't we?"
              "I don't know, it's just that Christmas is now two days away and I haven't really seen the first sign of it."
              "You haven't been downtown to see the lights?" Connie asked.
              "Lights?" Dyson said. "Actually, I don't think I've been downtown at all yet."
              Connie looked disapprovingly at Mahana. "You'll have to be sure to show him those. That's my favorite part of the holiday season."
              Mahana shook her head, offering a faux glare at Dyson. "See this, you've already got me in trouble."
              "What did I do?"
              "Yeah, what did he do?" Connie echoed.
              Lifting her coffee cup from the counter, Mahana headed for the door. "See you back here at noon?"
              "You kids have fun!" Connie said, waving her fingers at them as she bobbed her head along to Frosty the Snowman playing in the air.
              Side by side the two walked through the lobby and out into the morning, the day just as pristine as the one before. Already the sun was warming things up and the sky was cloudless. The air was damp and a gentle breeze blew as overhead a pair of gulls drifted by.
              "Seems kind of strange to see all those Christmas decorations and walk outside into this," Dyson said, resuming his post in the passenger seat.
              "Never had a tropical holiday before I take it?"
              "Nope," Dyson said. "Usually it's quite the opposite. Snow piled high, fire in the fireplace, cookies in the oven sort of thing."
              "Sounds nice," Mahana said, swinging the car out in the opposite direction of the day before. "Where were these Christmases spent?"
              "Back east," Dyson replied. "So where we headed today?"
              If Mahana noticed the abrupt change of direction, she didn't point it out. "You ever snorkeled?"
              "I have not.”
              "Good," Mahana said. "Hanauma Bay might be bordering on touristy, but this early in the day and this close to Christmas, I think we should be okay."
              "So there are varying degrees of touristy that are acceptable?" Dyson said.
              "Yes and no," Mahana said, hooking a right and traveling parallel to the coast, just on the outer edge of Waikiki. "If you're going to snorkel, there are really only two acceptable places to do it. One is on the North Shore and getting pounded by the winter swells right now."
              "Which I saw the other day. I sure as heck wouldn't want to be fighting those waves."
              "Right. The other is Hanauma Bay."
              "Fair enough," Dyson said, watching the sun wash over the streets outside. The city was starting to wake, with shop keepers sweeping their sidewalks and children rolling by on bicycles. 
              A comfortable silence fell between them as they drove, Mahana taking lengthy gulps of coffee and Dyson admiring the scene around him. Despite the fact that he couldn't pronounce most of the street names and didn't recognize many of the restaurants, the neighborhood had a familiar feel to it that reminded him of home.
              The gentle smell of baked goods glided into the car long before their destination, setting Dyson's nose afire with curiosity. Without seeing any signs, he already knew where they were headed next.
              "You're trying to fatten me up, aren't you?" Dyson said.
              "Don't know what you're talking about," Mahana said, finishing her coffee and depositing it into the cup holder along the dash.
              "So that's not malasada I smell?"
              "It might be," Mahana said. "But before you go claiming I'm trying to fatten you up, remember that I'm eating, or in last night's case, out eating, right along beside you."
              "Really? Really?” Dyson deadpanned. "I woke up with a sore back this morning from piggy-backing you through dinner. We'd still be there if we were waiting on you to finish."
              Sliding into the last spot in the parking lot, Mahana shoved the gear shift into park and turned a serious face to Dyson, half masked by her mirrored sunglasses. "Them's fighting words."
              "What can I say? Truth hurts."
              "Not as much as the beating I'm about to lay on you," Mahana said, swinging herself out from behind the wheel.
              In one quick movement Dyson did the same beside her, a smile on his face as he prepared to respond. Instead, the smile slid from his face as he watched the traffic along Kapahulu flow through behind her.
              Turning over one shoulder, Mahana swung to follow Dyson's gaze then back again, her long ponytail cutting an arc away from her head as she moved. "Everything alright?"
              "Snowman," Dyson said, watching the black Mercedes make a left at the closest light and disappear from sight.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Five
              Mahana whirled around, nothing but a blur of sunglasses and hair. "You sure?"
              "Very," Dyson said. "I saw his car the other day when I was sitting out front."
              "And you saw him driving it just now?"
              "Sort of. I saw somebody with a white splint going down the front of their face. Guess I can't be one hundred percent certain it was him."
              Mahana continued watching traffic, not entirely sure what she was watching for. "I graduated from high school with a guy who now works for HPD. Should we give them a call?"
              "And tell him what? Some guy I punched out but didn't report may or may not be following us?"
              Mahana paused for a moment, considering the validity of the statement. "Alright, but if we see him again..."
              "It'll be too damn soon," Dyson said. Again the smell of fresh baked goodness swirled around him, turning his attention towards the bakery. "Come on. He's gone. Let's get the second half of this unofficial taste test under way."
              With a double pat to the hood of her car Mahana agreed, following him inside. Despite the early hour a line already snaked the length of the counter and back again, stopping just inside the door. Two registers were both hard at work, waiting on customers with boxes stacked high in front of them.
              A long glass counter ran across much of the room, stopping three-quarters of the way down and making a ninety-degree turn towards the wall. A trio of older women ran to and fro behind it, filling customer's orders as they stepped forward. A large selection of apparel and memorabilia stretched across the walls, ranging from t-shirts to stuffed malasada-shaped dolls.
              "First impression alone, I'd have to give the edge to Leonard's," Dyson said. 
              "Easy now," Mahana cautioned. "Don't be so quick to judge. This place just looks busier because it's close to Waikiki and they don't deliver."
              Dyson did a once over of the people around them, realizing that not a single other person in line spoke English. "Trust the locals, not the crowds?"
              A wan smile graced Mahana’s face. "You're learning haole."
              Ignoring the cases of custards, brownies and pies, they went to the front counter and got the same order as the day before, downsized for just the two of them. Perching themselves on the curb beside the Accord, they tore into the malasada, each finishing their allotment in record time.
              Like the day before, every bite tasted of deep-fried heaven. By the time Dyson was done sugar and cinnamon dotted his fingertips and the ground beneath him, along with some that ended up on his shirt and even in his hair. 
              Casting an embarrassed glance over at Mahana, he couldn't help but laugh as he noticed a healthy spattering of sugar across her sunglasses. 
              "Boy, we're a classy bunch aren't we?"
              Licking her fingers clean, Mahana shook her head back and forth. "All rules of etiquette go out the window when eating fresh malasada. Everybody knows that."
              "Ah," Dyson replied. "I didn't, but I do now."
              "So, what do you think? Champion or Leonard?" Mahana asked, rising to her feet and brushing her shorts clean.
              "Yes," Dyson deadpanned, standing and doing the same beside her.
              "Can't do that," Mahana said. "Got to pick a winner."
              "Why? They're both good," Dyson said, climbing in as the car sprang back to life.
              Mahana shot forward into the morning flow of traffic, catching the H-1 south towards Hanauma Bay. "Cause that's not how it works. Let's imagine the Snowman is standing over you, threatening to punch you if you don't choose. Which one are you going with?"
              "Really? In that unlikely scenario I don't pick either and dare him to try."
              "Okay, well let's say he's threatening to punch me if you don't pick. What's it going to be?"
              Dyson exhaled, watching out his window as the busy streets of Honolulu began to fade, giving way to Kahala and Hawaii Kai. He recognized the signs and their names from his drive through the dark just nights before, though everything looked much different by the light of day. 
              Crystal blue water abutted the road on the right, a series of valleys lined up one after another on the left. At the end of them stood Koko Head Crater, looming even larger than Diamond Head behind them.
              Peering up at it Dyson asked, "Shouldn't that be a bigger draw than Diamond Head?"
              "It is with the locals," Mahana said. "See that trail going straight up the side of it? Over one thousand stairs of pure torture."
              Dyson let out a low shrill whistle, watching as a handful of tiny dots worked their way up the trail. "If forced to choose, I would go with Champion's. Leonard's are also damn tasty, but much denser."
              "Good man," Mahana said, slapping the steering wheel with the palm of her hand.
              "The whole lack of a crowd thing doesn't hurt either.”
              "No it does not," Mahana agreed, hooking a right into Hanauma Bay. A large wooden sign greeted them as they entered, as did a long line of cars and a few buses. "Though unfortunately it looks like we'll have a bit of one here."
              It took nearly fifteen minutes for them to negotiate their way into the small parking lot and nab one of the last remaining spots in the back. Grabbing a large cloth sack from the trunk, Mahana led them past the front gate and around the side. 
              Years of sending hotel guests out to the Bay had formed a long standing relationship with many of the workers there, nearly all of which nodded and greeted Mahana by name. While most visitors stood in a long line to pay for entrance and another to watch a movie about proper Bay behavior, they were ushered through a side gate and down the main path towards the beach.
              "Wow, VIP treatment around here huh?" Dyson whispered.
              "They better recognize," Mahana said, her face immediately breaking into a smile.
              Dyson paused as they rounded the last bend in the trail, stopping to admire the view from on high. Beneath them, laid out in a horseshoe that almost came together at the ends was a completely self-contained bay. Pristine white sands lined the closed end while turquoise water flowed through the opposite side. Swaths of bright coral dotted the interior of the bay and heavy rows of palm trees stretched along both sides.
              "You alright?" Mahana asked, pausing to see where he'd gone.
              "Yeah, just taking a look," Dyson said, already moving back down towards her. "We sure don't have anything like this back on the mainland is all."
              "I told you this place was worth fighting a little tourism," Mahana said. 
              "Major understatement."
              Mahana chuckled and threw a hand out in a sweeping gesture. "This my friend is Hanauma Bay. It's also a crater like Diamond Head and Koko Head, but since it was much shorter it filled with water. Over the years this place has served as a ceremonial ground, a vacation spot for the royal family, and now provides the best snorkeling on the island."
              With a few more waves to workers passing by, Mahana led him to the far end of the beach and dropped the oversized bag in the sand. From within it she brought out two pairs of fins, two masks and two snorkels.
              "You've really never been snorkeling before?" Mahana asked, handing him a set of gear.
              "Before three days ago I'd never even seen a palm tree," Dyson confessed.
              Mahana paused for a moment with her hands crossed in front of her, gripping the bottom hem of her shirt. "Such a haole." 
              In one swift movement she peeled the shirt over her head and dropped her shorts to the ground, revealing a teal bikini.
              Trying his best not to stare, Dyson worked his t-shirt over his head and drew the drawstring tight on his gym shorts. "You keep saying that. I bet you've never seen a Lodgepole pine tree before, have you?"
              "They look anything like a Cooke pine?"
              "You mean those scraggly things you guys were using for Christmas trees in the hotel lobby? No. Not even close."
              "So maybe one day I'll visit Montana and you can show me around?" Mahana asked, fastening a snorkel to her mask and tightening the strings.
              "Anytime," Dyson said. "Though to be fair, that time should probably be in the summer. Something tells me you wouldn't take well to a Montana winter."
              "Well, I have never seen snow," Mahana said, grabbing her fins and heading for the water's edge.
              "Such an islander," Dyson said, following her with gear in hand.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Six
              Mahana went into the water first, walking out until it was mid-thigh before sinking to her bottom and laying back. Her head disappeared from view for a few moments before she came up and returned, her wet hair lying flat against her head. 
              "Brr," she said, shaking her shoulders for effect.
              "Worse than Ala Moana?" Dyson asked, seated in the sand as he pulled his fins on.
              "Much," Mahana replied. "For some reason this Bay is always frigid. You'll probably have the chills for awhile afterwards. Fair warning."
              "Ah, you just went in like a champ," Dyson said. "Can't be that bad. I'm more worried about this." As he spoke, he made a motion towards the left side of his face.
              "Yeah, I was wondering about that. I kind of checked it out last night at dinner, couldn't see any open wounds."
              "No, there aren't any open wounds," Dyson said, rising to his feet, "but pulling on a mask could be fun."
              "Don't be such a wuss," Mahana said, sliding her feet into her own fins. "Besides, salt water's good for healing."
              Walking stiff legged, raising each foot high into the air to keep the fins from folding up on themselves, the two walked out until the water was nearly to their knees. Already Dyson could feel the cold gripping him, but he refused to let her see it. 
              "Alright, so here's the rules to snorkeling," Mahana said. "Rule one, always have a buddy."
              "Check."
              Mahana smiled, pushing forward. "Rule two, stay off the coral. If you have to stand up to clear your mask or anything, make sure to do it on sand."
              "Got it."
              "And rule three, no touching the turtles. They're endangered, we'll get in trouble."
              Dyson made a face. "You mean people actually have to be told that?"
              "You'd be surprised. Tourists."
              "Kind of like the idiots that try to ride bison in Yellowstone..."
              Mahana matched the face. "You're kidding me."
              "Nope," Dyson said. "But we can talk about that later. Let's do this."
              Side by side they dove in head first, the cold seizing Dyson's body. His first few strokes were slow and stiff, his body trying to contract itself to stay warm. After a few moments he began to acclimate, his strokes coming in long and even sweeps.
              The snorkel tasted salty between his teeth as he bit down on it, pushing and pulling oxygen through. More than once he tried breathing through his nose, the results being a few droplets inhaled from inside his mask. 
              After a couple of minutes, he got the hang of it and began following Mahana with ease, slipping seamlessly behind her along the coral banks. 
              With each stroke out away from the shore, the ocean floor around him sprung a little more to life. Bright colored Yellow Tang floated by in groups of two or three, punctuated by small clusters of Moorish Idols. A solitary Cardinal Fish crept by beneath them, along with scads of Butterfly and Trigger Fish.
              Dyson eased up on his strokes as he watched, the world silent except for the sound of his own breathing in his ears. He didn't notice Mahana slide back alongside him until she tapped him on the shoulder, pointing off to their right.
              There, tucked in between two columns of reef was a pair of Hawaiian green sea turtles. 
              Dyson's eyes grew large behind his mask as he inched closer, lightly kicking his fins as he kept his arms poised in front of him, motionless. Beside him Mahana did the same, each of them turning to one another and sharing a smile as they crept closer.
              Together they stopped a few yards away from the turtles, floating in place and watching the creatures. They were nearly a foot and a half in diameter, their shells polished clean of any debris. Long, spiny necks extended out towards the rock, their lipless mouths working at the algae growing there.
              Neither paid Dyson and Mahana any mind as they ate, each of them intent on the task at hand.
              Dyson felt weightless as he hung above the reef, looking down on them. A small warmth crept through his body as he watched the turtles interact with their environment in the same way they had for hundreds of years.
              The warmth was replaced by a shiver though, watching the pair work in unison. For a moment the slightest sting of moisture tugged at his eyes, retreating as he blinked hard and shook his head from side to side.
              Mahana's soft touch again resonated on his arm. He looked over to see her still smiling, motioning him back towards the shore. Behind them, a small crowd had formed, many with underwater cameras at the ready, angling to get a shot of the turtles.
              Nodding, Dyson took one last look at them eating peacefully before following Mahana's teal swimsuit back towards the shore. Together they swam until the water was just a few inches deep before flipping over to their bottoms and pulling the fins from their feet.
              "Well, what did you think?" Mahana asked as they sat in the shallow water. Again she leaned back and soaked her long black hair, pressing it flat against her head. Gripping the end of it in her hand she squeezed it tight, a small rush of water splashing down onto her shoulders.
              "Incredible," Dyson said. "Reminded me of the first time I was in Glacier Park, just a feeling of complete peace."
              "I know what you mean," Mahana said. "You believe we were down well over an hour?"
              "You're kidding me. Feels like we just got in."
              "I know, and I hate to cut it short but we have to get going if we're going to make our next stop in time for me to get back to work."
              "No worries," Dyson said. "I just never would have dreamed we were out there that long."
              "The sea has a way of doing that," Mahana said, staring out at the horizon. "We watched the honu alone for over half an hour."
              Dyson had never heard the term before, but deduced she must be referring to the turtles. He nodded, as if in approval of the name. 
              "That I can believe. They were mesmerizing." 
              "Yeah," Mahana said, smiling wistfully without taking her eyes from the water.
              "Is it weird that I almost got angry at all those people behind us, all pushing forward to take a picture?"
              "Angry how?"
              "I don't know," Dyson said, smacking at the top of the water with one of his fins. "There we are with the opportunity to see one of nature's perfect creations in its own habitat, and all they can think of is a picture to post on facebook later."
              Without warning, Mahana shot an arm around his neck and drew him over, dropping her head on his shoulder. "There may be hope for you yet."
              Just as fast she released the grasp and hopped to her feet. "Come, we've got more to see and not much time to see it."
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Seven
              The wind whistled down the winding path, blowing across their bare torsos. Both had stripped out of their swimming bottoms before leaving Hanauma Bay, Dyson opting to remain shirtless and Mahana in her bikini top as they drove the short distance east to their next destination. 
              Any chills they had from the frigid waters of the bay were long since gone as they ascended on their hike, the warm morning sun beating down on them. Dyson's pinky veneer of a few days before had faded, though he kept a close watch on it as they marched in step up the wide trail before them.
              "So what did you say this place was called again?" Dyson asked.
              "Makapu'u Point," Mahana said.
              "Makapooey," Dyson repeated, mangling the word badly. "Why's everything have to be such a jumble of k's and vowels? Why not just name this place Bob's Point? Clean, simple, easy."
              Mahana coughed out a single laugh, shaking her head. "Every time I think we might be making progress, you say something like that and destroy it.”
              "Hey, what's wrong with Bob? I've known lots of Bobs. All good guys. Great name for a point."
              "Well, among other reasons, there is no name in Hawaiian for Bob. The letter b doesn't exist in our alphabet."
              "Jon? Sam? Tom?" 
              Again Mahana laughed. "Nope. H, k, l, m, n, p, w and the five vowels. That's it."
              "Huh," Dyson said, considering the information. "That explains a heck of a lot actually."
              "Like all the crazy street names?" Mahana asked.
              "For starters," Dyson said. A trickle of sweat began to form along the small of his back as they continued to walk, the trail ascending in long switchbacks. Far below he could see the parking lot they'd been in just a short time before, already several hundred feet beneath them.
              To the right lay the ocean, a deep navy blue extending out as far as the eye could see, punctuated only by a thin band of white as waves slammed themselves into the sea cliffs they now stood on.
              "I've never seen so many shades of blue in my life," Dyson commented. "I think I've seen at least ten different variations, all part of the same ocean surrounding the same island."
              "And he's back," Mahana said, swatting his arm. 
              Dyson smirked and looked out over the water before turning to regard her. "Does it ever get old?"
              "Get old?"
              "You know, living here? Bringing people to see the same sights over and over again?"
              Mahana pursed her lips for a moment, offering a small twist of her head. "Well, to start with, I wouldn't say I bring people to these places over and over again. Very, very rarely do I socialize with guests."
              "So I should feel special?"
              "And to answer the back half of your question," Mahana said, ignoring the comment, "the answer is it depends on the person. Some people come, take some pictures, look around for a minute and then head on their way. When I come with someone like you, who notices things like the shades of blue or seems entranced by the turtles eating, it's almost like I get to see these things for the first time all over again."
              "Hmm," Dyson agreed. He'd had similar experiences when he'd taken guests to visit Old Faithful and the Canyons in Yellowstone, though he remained silent to let her continue.
              "As far as the first part of your question, about does living here get old..." she let her voice trail off and broke into a light jog, covering the last few hundred yards of the trail. Dyson pursued right on her heels, keeping a steady pace that allowed her to remain a few steps ahead.
              When they reached the small metal landing at the top, Mahana stopped and turned, extending her arms from her side and rotating in a full circle. "I ask you, would living here ever get old?"
              Dyson covered the last few feet and stood beside her, the breath catching in his chest as he took in the panorama around him. To the south was nothing but brilliant blue water, rolling in gentle swells one after another. To the east was the southern shore of Oahu, dotted with tide pools, blow holes and rocky outcroppings with water beating against them, Koko Head and Hanauma Bay behind them in the distance.
              To the north stretched the windward coast of the island, a myriad of new shades of blue stretched along the shore line and encompassing a series of islands. To the east, the island of Molokai, rising up over the horizon like a hunter stalking prey.
              Bending over the edge of the railing he could see a red-tipped lighthouse standing resolutely against the calm blue water behind it.
              "Wow," Dyson whispered, in awe as the wind whipped across his body, twirling his shaggy curls around his head. Turning his gaze to Mahana he tried his best to wipe the look of astonishment off his face, but instead managed to only again mutter, "Wow."
              A triumphant smile spread across Mahana's face as she leaned back against the railing of the landing, nodding her head in agreement. "I rest my case."
              "Yeah, you certainly know how to make a point. Again I have to ask though, since you yourself said you don't often socialize with guests, why me?"
              The look of triumph slowly slid from Mahana's face, giving way to a look that was borderline rueful. "And again I have to answer, call it recognizing a kindred spirit."
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Eight
              Mahana left Dyson in the front lobby, disappearing to the employee locker room to shower and change before taking over for the afternoon. Dyson stopped by and talked briefly with Connie as he passed through, regaling her with stories of their morning and listening as she fussed over how much better his face looked.
              Just after noon he found himself back in his bedroom, tossing himself across the bed. Despite the day being only half over, his eyes became heavy as he laid there, sleep soon overtaking him.
              For over an hour he drifted in a sea of total blackness, his mind giving way to dreams of free floating through a Cobalt blue ocean. Unencumbered by a snorkel or fins he floated along, watching the sea life glide by, always in pairs. 
              At first he didn’t see it, the partnerships not becoming apparent until he noticed they were actually watching him. One by one the creatures began to edge in on him, observing this lone figure floating by.
              Dyson awoke with a start midway through the dream, the pillow beneath his head wet with sweat. Rising to a seated position he glanced at the clock and ran his fingers through his hair, the sweat matting it flat against his skull.
              He went to the bathroom and showered again, changing into a fresh pair of cargo shorts and a navy blue v-neck t-shirt. He checked his reflection in the mirror to see the swelling in his face was almost gone, the outline of both cheekbones finally apparent again. The bruising was also pulling back along his hairline, the dark purple and black having receded to light blue and green.
              Slipping his feet into a pair of flip-flops he descended into the lobby, finding Mahana behind the counter with a woman around thirty. The woman looked vaguely like Mahana, with bronze skin and straight black hair, though she carried at least forty pounds more than her counterpart.
              Mahana checked her watch as he approached, smiling. "Almost four. I was wondering when you were planning to head over."
              "Yeah, I may or may not have taken an unintentional nap.”
              "Must be nice."
              "Sort of. This crazy tour guide I know has me on a pretty rigid schedule these days. Important I get my rest where I can."
              "Crazy tour guide, huh?" Mahana asked, drawing the words out and making a face as she said each one.
              "Did I say crazy tour guide? I meant, spectacular-guide-who-so-freely-gives-of-her-wisdom."
              "Yeah, that's what I thought you said.” 
              "You still planning to join us?" Dyson asked.
              "I'll be out," Mahana said. "We finish here at five, then I'll change and drive over."
              "Sounds good," Dyson said, waving to Mahana and nodding to her coworker as he retreated from the desk and out through the front door. 
              After several hours spent in air conditioning, the afternoon heat swept over him in a wave, bringing perspiration to his brow. Late day traffic was heavy along Ala Moana Boulevard and he slipped himself into a crowd crossing over, breaking free as soon as he could and heading towards the beach.
              Within minutes of crossing over the thoroughfare, the sounds of the city began to retreat behind him, replaced by the din of water lapping against the sand. Unobstructed by the cityscape, trade winds blew across his body, lifting away any perspiration and keeping him comfortable as he strolled along.
              Kicking his sandals off he waded out into the sand, the white powder splashing across the tops of his bare feet as he wove his way through sunbathers to the mottled tent flying a pirate flag in the same spot as the day before. 
              "Mr. Nicks!" the familiar voice of Rider called as he approached, the old man appearing along the front post of his tent, lifting the beer in his hand in salute.
              Dyson matched the greeting with a sandal, waving it as he approached before transferring them both to his left hand and shaking Rider's with his right. "Mr. Rider, good to see you."
              "Good to see you as well. I was beginning to wonder if I would. Can I get you anything to drink?"
              "No thank you, not just yet," Dyson replied. "And I apologize for being a little late. We were out and about all morning, time kind of got away from me."
              "Nonsense! Why Ola just arrived a little while ago too." He motioned back into the tent where a large, squat Hawaiian woman was busy unpacking sacks into the cooler. At the mention of her name she stood, smiling.
              "Hello," she said, walking forward with arms outstretched. She stood just a few inches above five feet tall and had a thick bun of graying hair pulled back behind her head. A splash of sun spots darkened each of her cheeks, offset by kind and sparkling eyes. 
              "Pleasure to meet you Ola," Dyson said, stepping forward and returning the hug, accepting a kiss on the cheek. "Can I help you with anything?"
              "Oh, no thank you," Ola replied. "Just help Paul keep an eye on my grandchildren down there if you would."
              Dyson followed her outstretched hand towards the edge of the water where four boys played. All four looked to be between the ages of five and eight, all with thick swaths of shaggy black hair and smooth dark skin. At the moment they were playing paddleball, though none seemed to be doing especially well.
              "Will do," Dyson said, joining Rider along the front of the tent while Ola resumed her unpacking in the back. 
              Rider again raised his bottle to Dyson as he approached. "So how's your trip going so far?"
              "Started off a little rough, but improved tremendously as of late," Dyson answered.
              Rider nodded and chuckled. 
              "Don't I know how that goes. My twelfth day here was December 7, 1941. Spent a solid six months after that praying for my tour to be up and swearing I wouldn't spend one more minute here than I had to."
              "And now seventy years later you're still here?" 
              "Met my wife the following June. Beautiful Hawaiian girl named Kaikala, looked a lot like your friend Mahana."
              "And you never left?" Dyson asked, not acknowledging the plain hint in the old man's words.
              "Well, we came and went a few times, but never stayed gone for long." As he spoke he dug a wallet out of his back pocket and fished a faded photo from it, extending it towards Dyson.
              The picture was small and well-worn, done entirely in black and white. It showed a young Rider in a white naval uniform with a lei around his neck standing next to a young Hawaiian girl in a floral print dress wearing several leis of her own. Neither looked to be more than about fifteen.
              "She's a beautiful girl," Dyson said, handing the picture back to him. "You were a very lucky man."
              "Still am," Rider said, fitting the picture back into his wallet. "Just because she's gone doesn't change the fact that she's the best thing that ever happened to me."
              Dyson mumbled in reply, shifting his weight from one foot to another. 
              The two stood in silence for several long minutes, watching the children give up on paddleball and switch to building sand castles before Rider motioned to the row of chairs behind them. "Come on, why don't we sit down for awhile. I'm dying to hear all about what's happening on the mainland."
              "Oh, me too," Ola said behind them, clapping her hands together and digging two bottles of water out of the bottom of the cooler. Scurrying around the chairs, she handed one to Dyson as all three settled into chairs overlooking the children at play.
              "Alright, I know this is going to get me in trouble around these parts, but I might as well start right at the top," Rider said without preamble. "What in the hell is going on with that damn President of ours?"
              Dyson's entire body shook with laughter, the intensity of it becoming stronger as Ola turned to Rider and shook her head in disapproval.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Twenty-Nine
              Over an hour of easy conversation slipped by without any of the three realizing it. They started on the subject of national politics, fast devolving into sports, the weather, and eventually what happened to Dyson's face. It wasn't until Mahana made her way down the beach to join them that anybody even noticed that five o'clock had come and gone.
              Once they did, Rider and Ola both sprung into action. Ola started in on laying out bowls of food, stretching them across a white plastic fold-out table and removing their covers. Beside her Rider set up a homemade wooden stand and balanced the hibachi atop it, lighting the coals and letting them begin to warm.
              Dyson and Mahana each offered repeatedly to help, to the point that their invitations became almost a nuisance. Accepting that they would not be allowed to assist in any way, Mahana dropped herself with a bottle of water into the closest chair while Dyson ventured to the water's edge to join the boys.
              An impromptu football game was just beginning to form, the two sides trying to decide how to split into teams. An argument had broken out between them, as the two oldest wanted to play against the youngest.
              "Easy guys," Dyson said, taking exaggerated strides through the sand as he went to join them. "How about this? The oldest and the youngest against the two middle, and I'll be all-time quarterback?"
              All four boys agreed to the terms, any bickering from a moment ago falling by the wayside as they happily accepted the services of a full-time quarterback. 
              Dropping to a knee, Dyson introduced himself to the group, shaking each of the boys hands in turn. On one side were Matt and Nainoa, cousins that looked to be no more than a year apart and could easily pass for brothers. Opposing them were Koi and Will, the oldest and youngest of the four, and quite the odd-couple. Koi was thick and squat, built a lot like his grandmother, while Will, despite being a few years younger, was already an inch or two taller. 
              Dragging his heel through the sand, Dyson marked off a field twenty-five yards long and fifteen yards wide, filling the space between the tent and water.
              Matt and Nainoa were the first to score, aided by some early in-fighting from their opponents. By the time the smell of grilled meat started to drift out of the tent across the makeshift field, both sides had settled in to quite a contest. 
              Neither side seemed interested in playing defense, instead intent to let Dyson lay passes into their stomachs so they could try out the latest end zone dances they'd seen on television. Each time somebody would score the tent would cheer loudly, followed by a round of chuckles at the unabashed dance moves of the youngsters.
              With the score tied at five touchdowns a piece, Rider stepped out from the tent with grill tongs in hand and announced the game was ending in a tie. It was time to eat.
              In unison all four boys forgot the game and sprinted hard for the food line, throwing rooster tails of sand behind them as they went. Laughing, Dyson collected the ball where they'd dropped it and walked up behind them, shaking his head as he watched the boys descend upon the spread.
              "I'm so sorry," Ola said to him. "I try to teach these boys manners, but they don't always stick."
              "No need to apologize," Dyson said, waving the ball back and forth at her. "I can remember being the same way as a kid. Mama rings the dinner bell, everybody scatters."
              "Just as a kid huh?" Mahana shot his way.
              Tossing the ball to her underhanded, Dyson gave her a wry smile. "I just now walked up here nice and slow didn't I?"
              "Likely excuse," Mahana said, catching the ball between her water bottle and free hand.
              From behind the grill Rider gave each of the boys hot dogs, their exteriors speckled with spots of brown char. "You know Dyson, I was watching you throw a little bit. Looked like you've played some ball before."
              "A little," Dyson said, finding his half-full bottle of water from the cooler.
              "Quarterback?" Rider pressed.
              "In high school. They slid me to wide receiver in college."
              "You played for the Griz?" Rider asked, raising his eyebrows a fraction.
              "The Cats, actually," Dyson said, motioning Ola and Mahana towards the food line. "This sure looks like one heck of a spread you folks put out here. I'm sorry you guys went to so much trouble."
              "Ehh," Rider said, spitting out the word as he waved the tongs in front of him. "No trouble. If I wasn't here I'd be home watching whatever bowl game is on tonight."
              "Me too," Ola said, laughing. "I have the boys for a few days and all they want to do is watch football at night. They keep asking me questions about it, like I know all the rules."
              The group laughed in unison as poor Ola stood shaking her head in earnest.
              "Tomorrow night is the Hawaii Bowl,” Nainoa said, holding a fresh hot dog between his fingers and gnawing on the end of it.
              "I know, I know," Ola said, holding up her hands to him. Lowering her voice she turned to the adults and said, "All they've been talking about all week is the Hawaii Bowl. Can we go to the game? Can we go to the game?"
              "Oh, you poor soul," Mahana said, reaching out a hand to offer sympathy.
              "Poor soul? What's wrong with watching football?" Dyson asked.
              "I've never been to a football game in my life," Ola said. "Heck, I don't know that I've ever even watched a whole game in my life."
              Lowering his voice to just a whisper, Dyson leaned in close to Ola's ear. "I could take them."
              Ola's eyes grew large as she leaned out away from him. "Really?"
              "You folks are making us dinner, it's the least I can do."
              Beside them Rider and Mahana both watched the exchange in silence, small smiles on their faces.
              "I can pay for their tickets," Ola said. "And the parking."
              Waving a hand, Dyson shook his head emphatically. "Wouldn't hear of it. My treat, really." Turning his head to the side, he looked at Mahana and said, "I assume the afternoon is free again tomorrow, Madame Tour Guide?"
              "Go," Mahana said, holding her hands up by her side. "I'm jealous I can't join you guys."
              "Everybody's welcome," Dyson said, turning to look at Rider as well.
              "You guys hear that?" Ola asked the boys, all huddled up together in the sand and tearing through their plates. "Uncle Dyson is taking you to the Hawaii Bowl tomorrow!"
              The boys all cheered loudly, waving their hands high above their head. On cue, the adults all laughed, watching as Dyson turned light pink from the boy's reaction.
              "Alright now, let's eat," Dyson said, again motioning Ola and Mahana towards the line.
              This time they took his advice, Ola going first as Mahana leaned in close and whispered, "Sure thing, Uncle
Dyson."
 



 
 
 
Chapter Thirty
              While the children ate hot dogs, Ola, Dyson and Mahana worked on salmon and marlin, each of them eating two or three pieces in total. Rider glowed with pride as he watched the group devouring his food, keeping the grill running long after there was more than enough for everyone.
              He himself stuck to an oversized t-bone which he offered to share with everyone, but didn't seem too saddened when they declined.
              The minute their food was finished the boys were up and gone again, heading back for the water and splashing about. Behind them the sun was steadily working its way down towards the horizon, sending pumpkin colored sunlight shimmering off the waves. 
              On either side of them scads of surfers came and went, the ones that had been out all afternoon calling it a day and the work crowd rushing out for a few waves before dark.
              Comfortably full, Dyson reclined in his cloth chair and watched the scene unfold around him, a look of sheer contentment on his face.
              "What do you suppose he's thinking about right now?" Ola asked in a faux whisper, nudging Mahana and gesturing towards him with her plate.
              "Hmm..." Mahana said, pressing her lips together and tilting her head to the side. "I don't know, but I bet it has something to do with a nap."
              Both women laughed as behind them Rider chimed in, "Naw, I bet he's thinking about getting some more food."
              The group chuckled again as Dyson sat up in his seat, a quasi-embarrassed look on his face. "Actually, I wasn't thinking a whole lot of anything. Just enjoying the moment, as cheesy as that sounds."
              Rider worked another hunk of beef away from the bone and forked it into his mouth. "It's a little cheesy, but I've heard worse."
              Dyson coughed out a laugh, running his hands along the front of his shorts and stretching his arms out in front of him. The sun continued to dip a bit lower in the sky, bathing them all in a late day hue.
              "Uncle Dyson!" Nainoa called, turning all their attention towards the surf. "Do you want to play come ball with us?"
              In his hand was a yellow-and-white striped volleyball, which Will slapped away and began batting into the air.
              "Where the heck do they keep getting all these balls?" Dyson asked, turning his head towards Ola.
              "Oh I know it!" Ola said, shaking her hands about. "Worse than getting a baby ready to go somewhere."
              "Uncle Dyson, pleeeease!" Matt called.
              "They're relentless aren't they?" Dyson said, smiling.
              "Hey, you started it with the football," Rider said, still working on his steak. "You haven't had kids of your own yet, but you'll learn soon enough."
              The smile on Dyson's face turned from humorous to sly. "Only if Auntie Mahana can play too!"
              Ola and Rider both chuckled as the boys cheered from the beach.
              Mahana's jaw dropped as she stared at Dyson, eventually twisting her mouth into a smirk. "Going to be like that huh?"
              "Hey, I'm not going down there alone," Dyson said, rising from his chair and standing in front of her, holding out a hand in her direction.
              "Alright haole, let me show you how we play ball out here," Mahana said, accepting Dyson's hand and letting him haul her to her feet. Side by side they walked down towards the boys who were already shaping out a court in the sand.
              "Same teams as last time!" Koi called out.
              "We get Dyson!" Matt responded.
              When they reached the edge of the makeshift court Dyson and Mahana split, joining their respective sides. 
              "You hear that?" Dyson asked. "Requested by name over here."
              "Eh," Mahana said, waving a hand at him. "Just cause you can throw a football doesn't mean you can play this game."
              Dyson smiled and nodded, a we'll see implication evident. "So how do we do this with no net?"
              Mahana shielded her eyes towards the sun and said, "I'd guess we've only got fifteen minutes of daylight left. Let's just play that as long as you keep it in bounds and get it back over the line in the air, that counts."
              "Sounds good," Dyson said, catching the ball from Will and tossing it underhanded to Mahana. "Ladies first, kick us off."
              Jogging back to the far end of the court, Mahana planted her feet just past the end line and tossed the ball high into the air, the yellow and white stripes spinning quickly as it reached an apex and descended towards her. Arching her back and cocking her arm behind her head, she smashed her palm into the ball, sending it whistling at Dyson's chest.
              Whirling hard to his side, Dyson swung his arms out wide like a pendulum, catching the ball flush and sending it straight into the air. "Whoa! Where did that come from?"
              A chorus of calls could be heard from the tent, Ola and Rider both voicing their approval of Mahana's slam.
              Dyson shuffled to the side as beside him Will stepped under the ball and smacked it over to the other side. The return shot cleared the center line by barely a foot, sending Nainoa diving into the sand.
              "Whoa yourself," Mahana said, jogging forward and taking up a post in the middle of the court. "Nice dig."
              "Seriously? A top spin smash on the opening volley?" Dyson said, feigning indignant.
              "Wasn't expecting it to be returned," Mahana said. "I guess you've played a little volleyball as well."
              "Not my first rodeo," Dyson confirmed. "Though I'm more of a mud volleyball guy."
              Behind him Koi held the ball out in front of him, wound up and punched the ball underhanded towards the other side. The ball knuckled straight for Matt, who interlocked the fingers of both hands and swung at the ball, sending it sailing up towards the tent.
              With four lightning quick steps Mahana closed the gap, laying out in a full body dive and bumping it over her head and back into the center of her team's side. Standing beneath it was Nainoa, who smacked it across the line to tie the score.
               Again a cheer went up from the tent, loud clapping punctuated by a shrill wolf whistle. Rising from the ground, Mahana dusted herself off, trying her best to hide a smile as she slapped high-fives with Matt and Nainoa.
              "I guess I'm not the only one that's played a little volleyball before," Dyson said, giving her a wary look to hide how impressed he was.
              Back and forth the two sides went, Mahana and Dyson each playing harder than they let on. Both were very careful not to impede the boys from playing, but did everything they could to ensure their side won.
              By the time the two sides called it a night, the sun had slipped well below the horizon and the last bit of twilight was fast fading from the sky. Nothing remained of their makeshift court, though neither side seemed to care as the game descended into everyone just trying to keep the ball in the air.
              The collective laughter of the group could be heard the length of the beach in both directions.
              Afterwards, Dyson and Mahana helped Rider take down his tent and loaded Ola's things into her mini-van. Dyson promised to see them in the lobby of the Ala Moana Hotel the next day for the game.
              Just as she had the night before, Mahana dropped him off at the front door with strict instructions to meet again the next morning. 
              A handful of thoughts occurred to Dyson as he climbed out and watched her go, but just as he had the night before, he held them in as he stood and waved her off into the darkness.
 



 
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-One
              "Wait wait wait," Dyson said, waving his arms in front of him in the passenger seat. "We're on Oahu, it is a gorgeous day outside, and we're going to a museum?"
              Across from him Mahana sat in the driver's seat, taking one long sip and then another from her coffee. The first was because she was thirsty, the second to hide a smile. "Yes, but you're forgetting that we only have a half day and that it is Christmas Eve. Options are a bit fewer than usual."
              "I mean, don’t get me wrong, you've done a great job so far. Just a little surprising, that's all."
              "This is true," Mahana said. "Who are you to question where I take you? I'm the tour guide here, remember? Or is the big football player afraid of a little culture?"
              Closing his eyes, Dyson laid his head back on the seat behind him. "Oh, she went there."
              "Sure did," Mahana said matter-of-factly. "Besides, this isn't just any museum, it's the Bishop Museum."
              "I feel like I should know what that means, but I'm drawing a blank."
              "You'll see," Mahana said. 
              "And to answer your question from before, no, the football player is not afraid of a little culture. I was just afraid you taking me to a museum meant you'd figured out my secret shame."
              Mahana pulled the car to a stop in the first stall of the museum parking lot, the place silent save a few workers starting their day. "Which is?"
              "I'm kind of a nerd," Dyson said, drawing the words out for effect.
              "That's supposed to be a secret?"
              Dyson sighed as the two climbed from the car, staring across the hood at one another. 
              "Maybe I'm bringing you here because I haven't been since they redid the place," Mahana said. "And I'm secretly a bit of a nerd too?"
              "Secretly?" Dyson asked, raising his eyebrows at her as they came together in front of the car and walked towards the entrance. 
              Mahana swatted at his arm as they converged and without thinking he slipped it around her, her own sliding around his waist. Arm in arm they walked forward, only breaking their embrace as Dyson reached for the front door and held it open for her to pass through.
              Just inside was a small front desk, a sign detailing the visitor fees for all who entered. A single door stood open behind the desk, a pair of voices coming from within. 
              Otherwise the place was void of life.
              A short Chinese girl with straight black hair and oversized teeth popped her head out from behind the door at the sound of their entering. She was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt and wore a look of slight annoyance on her face. "I'm sorry, but we're closed today for the holiday," she said without looking up.
              Dyson started to respond, but was cut off by Mahana, who cleared her throat but said nothing, smiling expectantly.
              The noise lifted the girl's eyes to focus on them, a toothy grin spreading across her face. "Oh, hey Mahana! I'm sorry, I didn't see you come in."
              "Good morning Li," Mahana responded. "Is it still okay if we look around this morning?"
              "Oh yeah, for sure," Li said, waving them on by. "There'll be staff doing some cleaning and renovations in various places, but just go around them. If they ask, tell them I gave you permission to be here."
              "Thank you so much," Mahana said, picking up her bag from the front counter and heading on inside. "We'll stop by on our way out. I have so much to tell you!"
              The girl gave Dyson an apprising look and wagged her fingers back at Mahana. "You'd better! I haven't seen you in ages."
              Mahana turned and waved again, Dyson jogging to catch up with her. As he went he could feel Li's eyes on his back, but managed to keep himself from turning around.
              "Is there anybody on this island that doesn't owe you a favor?" Dyson asked, following Mahana outside onto a grassy expanse. Around it were arranged a half-dozen different buildings, all with large signs announcing them to be halls of various fields of study.
              "I work as a concierge in a decent sized hotel," Mahana replied. "These places livelihoods depend on knowing people like me."
              "A setup that works out pretty well for you too it would seem," Dyson said.
              "So, where should we start?" Mahana asked, waving a hand around the courtyard at the bevy of options.
              Glancing at the sun already beginning its upward ascent, Dyson said, "It would appear we have two options. Given that the morning is well under way, we can pick a couple of things and see them really well or we can take the speedy approach and glance at everything."
              "Your preference?" Mahana asked.
              "Well, as I was so reminded just a little while ago, you are the tour guide here.”
              Mahana shot him a murderous look, but said nothing.
              "But if forced to make a decision, I would say I am here and have no idea when or if I might ever make it back."
              A thin smile traced Mahana's face. "So see it all?"
              "If you think you can keep up."
              "It's on haole," Mahana challenged, cutting a course straight across the grass toward the far building. In quick order they toured exhibits on the volcanic formation of the islands, the fauna found there, and the native animal species.
              Without delay they stepped outside and into the next building. There, they found displays on the various cultures in the state and the time frames they came to be there, starting with the Native Hawaiians hundreds of years prior and moving forward through the massive Asian and Caucasian influences that persist today.
              By mid-morning they were onto the main hall, learning about the Native Hawaiian culture and the royal lineage that still existed. Mahana spent a considerable amount of time fawning over the floral fashions of native women while Dyson moved on to native fishing techniques and examining the full scale whale skeleton that hung from the ceiling. 
              The few people that were around paid them little heed as they passed, working on their tasks at hand, focused on finishing as quickly as possible.
              Shortly after eleven, they left the main hall and hit the final exhibit of the museum housing the Hawaii sports hall of fame. Comprised of a long hallway covered in oversized posters of athletes past, their accomplishment detailed beneath them, the hall traced back over a hundred years of athletics in the state.
              Slowly Dyson stepped through the hallway, his eyes scanning the names as he went. A handful he recognized from professional football, a few more from watching Olympic swimming and diving over the years.
              "This is the part you've been waiting all morning for, right?" Mahana asked, watching him scan the walls beside her.
              "I'm really coming to regret mentioning I played football."
              "You didn't," Mahana corrected. "Paul asked. You didn't mention anything."
              Dyson considered the statement, raising his eyebrows. "Alright, I majored in biological anthropology in undergrad. Evolution from a scientific standpoint. Archeology, DNA work, all of it.
              "This hall, while kind of neat to pick out the people I've seen before, is actually the least favorite thing I've seen all morning."
              Mahana pursed her lips and bobbed her head, accepting the unprovoked information. "And what did you want to be when you grew up with that biological anthropology degree?"
              Dyson's eyes continued to sweep the walls in front of him, doing a quick glance over the biography of Jesse Sapolu, an offensive lineman that spent fourteen seasons with the San Francisco 49ers. 
              "I'm currently in my first year of pharmacy school.”
              "Wow," Mahana muttered, casting sideways glances at him as they continued down the hall. "Dr. Dyson...impressive."
              Dyson blanched slightly at the statement. "How about you? Concierge business today, hotel management tomorrow?"
              "God no," Mahana shot back. "I mean, I like my job and love the people I work with, but have no desire to be there even another five years, let alone the rest of my life."
              "So then, where to next?" 
              "I don't know," Mahana said, sighing. She folded her arms across herself and stared off into space, her eyes focused on nothing. "You ever have that feeling where you end up on a path out of circumstance, then just kind of stay there for whatever reason?"
              Dyson's head shot away from the biography he was reading, his eyes boring into Mahana's. For a long moment neither said anything.
              "More than you know."
 



 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Two
              "Why hello, Mr. Dyson," Connie said, waving to Dyson and Mahana as they crossed over the main lobby and headed towards the front desk.
              "I think she means Dr. Dyson," Mahana whispered under her breath towards him.
              "Don't you dare," Dyson whispered back, throwing his own hand in the air. "Hello hello Miss Connie. Mele Kali...kimaka?"
              "That's right!" Connie said cheerfully. "Well done. And a Mele Kalikimaka to you as well."
              "Big plans for the holiday?”
              "Oh, the usual. I have some family in from the mainland, so we'll make a bunch of food, sit around and talk story. Open gifts tomorrow. How about you?"
              "Nothing on the agenda," Dyson said. "Hawaii Bowl here in just a few minutes, wide open after that."
              "Getting rid of me already huh?" Mahana asked, feigning to be hurt. "Find a better tour guide did you?"
              Without looking over at her, Dyson regarded Connie and said, "Allow me to rephrase. I'm not sure what my plans are, but I'm sure I have them and they're fantastic."
              "Much better," Mahana said. She lifted her canvas bag in front of her and said, "I have to go get ready for work. See you tonight after the game?"
              "Sure," Dyson said. "I told Ola and Rider I'd bring the boys back to the beach as soon as the game's over. See you out there?"
              "Sounds good," Mahana said, disappearing behind the counter to head for the employee's locker room.
              "You know, I almost didn't recognize you when you walked up," Connie said.
              Dyson cringed, waiting for some commentary on seeing him and Mahana together, but instead Connie motioned towards his face. "The swelling looks to be almost gone. Another day or so and the bruise will have faded away too."
              Dyson reached up and touched above his left temple. He hadn't paid much attention to it as he left that morning, though he now noticed it no longer hurt to the touch. "Mahana said yesterday that salt water was good for healing. There must be something to it I guess."
              "Yeah, I'm sure that's what it was," Connie said, smiling conspiratorially at him.
              There was the bard he was expecting earlier. 
              Pretending to look around the lobby, he let it pass without comment. "You guys been busy today?"
              "Not really," Connie said, smiling at his change of direction. "More than you'd think for Christmas Eve, but still nothing I would call busy."
              "Lot of people come here for the holidays I take it?"
              "Oh yeah. See a lot of families come out here. Grandparents that don't have big houses anymore bring the whole family out, that kind of thing."
              Dyson looked around at the Cooke Pine Christmas trees and the decorations strung about, then past them to the sun shining outside. "I guess if it's what you're used to, this is Christmas. For me though, it just seems like another summer day."
              "I hear you," Connie said, shaking her head. "I'm originally from outside Seattle, where we used to get buried with snow every winter. I've been here twenty years now, and it still feels a little weird to me."
              "Seattle," Dyson said, smiling softly. "Spent more than my share of weekends over there. Good times. What brought you out here?"
              "The usual. Came out for school, met a guy, never left." She rattled off the answer as if she'd given it a thousand times, her voice equal parts wistful and resignation.
              "There are worse places in the world to land, that's for sure."
              "How about you?" Connie asked. "Hawaii growing on you yet? Seeing any reasons to stick around?" As she asked, the same mischievous smile appeared on her face. 
              Dyson stared at her for a moment as the smile gave way to schoolgirl giggling.
              "Subtle," Dyson said, his own face relaying bemusement.
              "Hey, you two have been spending an awful lot of time together."
              "Not like that," Dyson said. "She's a fantastic girl, but she’s just playing tour guide for me."
              Connie made a slight pouting face. "Huh. Well, if nothing else it's nice to see you both out and about, looking happy. That first day you were here, you looked miserable. Lord knows I haven't seen Mahana smile this much in years."
              Dyson stopped his scan of the lobby mid-glance, turning his attention back to Connie. "What do you mean?"
              A cloud passed over Connie's face and for a moment she looked like she might be sick. "She hasn't told you?"
              Dyson shook his head from side to side. "We actually haven't talked a lot about personal stuff. We each kind of respect the boundaries I guess."
              Connie leaned back away from the counter and checked the door behind her, making sure they were alone. Returning to the counter she leaned in close and said, "Have you wondered at all how Mahana has so much free time to spend with you? On Christmas?"
              The question came from left field, hitting Dyson square. The truth was, while he had many times wondered about her going out of her way to show him around, the fact that he was monopolizing her holiday hadn't dawned on him. 
              "No, I guess I haven't.”
              "It's because she's an orphan," Connie whispered. "Well, orphaned anyway."
              "What do you mean?" 
              "Poor girl never really knew her mother. Car accident years ago. After that it was just her and her dad.
              "Growing up she was a heck of an athlete. Won the paddleboard race from Molokai to Oahu, was all set to play volleyball for UH, everything."
              Connie paused for a moment, swinging her head in a slight twist. "Just before she graduated high school, her dad got sick. Really sick. Poor girl turned down her scholarship, enrolled in night classes, started working here and taking care of him."
              Dyson pushed a small whistle out through his teeth, so many of Mahana's actions and comments of the last few days starting to take fuzzy shape in his mind.
              "About a year and a half ago, he passed," Connie continued. "As you can expect, she took it hard. Really withdrew into herself. All of us here, all of her friends, have made an effort to reach out to her, but she picks and chooses her moments these days. You're the first person I've seen her take a liking to since he died."
              "Kindred spirits," Dyson whispered, his face blank as he stared back at Connie.
              "The only reason I'm telling you this now is because it's Christmas and I'm tired of seeing that girl so melancholy. Whatever it is you're doing to help her along, please keep doing it."
              Without having a chance to answer, a chorus of voices rang out behind him. 
              "Uncle Dyson! Hawaii Bowl!" the young boys chanted in unison, their youthful exuberance filling the lobby.
              Connie looked past him to the boys bedecked in Hawaii Warrior green and smiled. "Apparently she's not the only one you're having a positive effect on. I do believe you're being summoned."
              Offering a partial smile, Dyson nodded and pushed himself back away from the counter. Turning on his heel he plastered an excited look across his face and spread his arms out wide by his sides. "Who's ready for some football?"
              "Yaaay!" all four boys cheered in unison, Matt and Nainoa both bouncing up and down in place. One by one the boys gave him a high five as he approached, followed by Ola who stepped forward and gave him a hug.
              From behind the counter, Mahana and Connie both watched the scene unfold, neither making any attempt to hide the smiles on their face.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Three
              The valet brought Dyson's rental car around to the front curb, complete with clear plastic stretched tight across the rear driver's side window. He made a quick trip to Wal-Mart the night before for the plastic and some packing tape, running over as soon as Mahana dropped him off. 
              What began as a quick project extended over two hours as he painstakingly went over the interior of the car, removing every last shard of glass. Returning the car was a conversation he still wasn't looking forward to, though at the moment he didn't quite care.
              An intense debate broke out between the boys as they piled in, Koi eventually winning the front seat while the other three stretched across the back. All four wore Hawaii football t-shirts and shorts, their excitement palpable.
              From the front Dyson checked the map to make sure he remembered the way and eased the car into traffic, fielding questions about what happened to his window as they went. The boys all laughed as he told the story of finding people digging through his car, quieting down and acting concerned when he pointed out the bruise on his face.
              Taking the opportunity to pose as his own public service announcement, he scolded the boys on the downside of fighting and got four solemn nods in return.
              There was no traffic out of town as Dyson kept the car close to the shore, navigating by the few familiar landmarks he had. To his left the airport sat silent in the midday heat, Pearl Harbor doing the same just a few miles beyond.
              Turning on the radio, Dyson found the one country station and set it to playing, the boys making faces and jeering as he sang along. The more they booed the louder he sang, amplifying a country lilt in his voice that brought the entire car to laughter.
              Following the signs towards Aloha Stadium, Dyson merged with a small trickle of traffic headed towards the game. His face filled with surprise as he found himself in a line a half dozen cars deep, paying the man at the front gate and driving to within a stone's throw of the stadium. Angling around the backside of the structure, he slid the car into a spot on the third row, marveling at their good luck.
              "Come on guys, we've got to go get tickets," Dyson said, herding the boys around to the south end of the stadium. There he got in a line three deep for the ticket window, watching as the boys played on a grass patch a few feet away. A smile grew on his face as he watched the boys tumbling about, completely oblivious to anybody around them.
              "Hey, you need tickets?" a voice asked in his ear. 
              Turning around Dyson found himself face-to-face with a shirtless guy in his mid-twenties. Despite the odd hour, the guy already smelled of booze and his rounded chest and stomach had a thin veneer of sweat and suntan lotion splashed across it.
              "Yeah, but I need five," Dyson said, looking past the man's mirrored sunglasses to make sure all four boys were still playing on the grass.
              "No problem," the young man said, pulling a stack of tickets at least an inch thick from the side pocket of his board shorts. "Since you here with the keiki, I give ‘em to you ten apiece. Cool?"
              "Excellent," Dyson said, peeling the cash out of his wallet and handing it over. The man accepted the money, gave him a nod, and went on his way without another word, already looking for his next sale.
              "Alright guys, let's go watch some football!" Dyson said, swinging his arm forward towards the front gate ahead. 
              In unison the boys untangled themselves from the ground, rushing forward in a blur of elbows, knees and green t-shirts. Already he could see dirt smudges and grass stains on the boy's forearms and could only hope Ola would overlook it.
              Falling in on either side of him, the fivesome headed for the front gate, the group spread like geese flying in formation. One by one Dyson doled the tickets out amongst the group, the boy's faces lighting up with pleasure as they gripped the tickets in front of them and presented them to the man at the gate.
              "First time?" the ticket taker asked, an aged Chinese man with a bald head and polo buttoned clear to the neck.
              "For all of us," Dyson said, nodding his thanks to the man and jogging forward to keep up with the boys. Already they were weaving their way through the thin crowd of the concourse, pushing forward to get their first glimpse of the field within.
              Muttering a series of apologies, Dyson did his best to keep pace, finding the boys standing four across along the mezzanine walkway. They stood with their hands looped over the railing in front of them, their eyes wide as they took it all in.
              The artificial turf of the playing surface spread out bright green on the floor of the stadium, freshly painted insignias at midfield and the end zones announcing the Hawaii Bowl for spectators. Bleachers pushed in tight from every direction, extending almost straight up in gaudy shades of orange, blue and red. A few players on either side dotted the field, practicing kicks and punts while the scoreboard above counted down the last few minutes to kickoff.
              Throngs of fans were bunched tight behind either sideline, thinning out considerably the further away one got from the player's benches. The entire top deck and either end zone were almost empty, despite the game set to begin any minute.
              Dyson walked up behind the boys, finding himself in a pose resembling the boys as he gawked at the field in front of him. It was a reaction he had every time he first set eyes on a field, regardless the team or size of the stadium.
              "Did you play in a stadium like this Uncle Dyson?" Will asked, turning over his shoulder.
              "Our stadium wasn't this big, but we had a lot more people," Dyson said, mentally comparing Aloha Stadium to Bobcat Stadium in Bozeman.
              "More people than this?" Matt asked without looking back.
              "Oh, yeah," Dyson said. "Some games there were so many people they couldn't even sit down. They'd just stand the whole game."
              "That sucks," Nainoa deadpanned. 
              Dyson coughed out a laugh. "Yeah, but it helps you keep warm. Besides, standing isn't a problem we're going to have today. Where do you guys want to sit?"
              "Down front!" the boy said together, each of them swinging beneath the rail and streaming down the aisle way towards the field.
              Sighing, Dyson lifted his hands from his side and offered a helpless shrug to the usher standing nearby.
              Laughing, the usher just shook his head and swung a hand towards the field, motioning for Dyson to follow the boys on down.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Four
              The boys worked the front row like politicians on a campaign junket. They waved at the ESPN cameras that came by every so often, slapped high-fives with the golden eagle mascot for Southern Miss, leered at the cheerleaders each time they passed by, and cheered every time the PA announcer instructed them to do so.
              Dyson sat three rows above them the entire time, his arms stretched out onto the seatbacks to either side, his feet propped on the row in front of him. His attention was split between the game on the field and the boys below for much of the afternoon, the boys surpassing the game in terms of entertainment value midway through the third quarter.
              A steady trickle of characters came and went throughout, some coming down to get a better angle for pictures, others testing out the lower seats before deciding the sun was too hot and heading back up. 
              At halftime Dyson paraded the boys all up to the concourse and bought them ice cream and soda, making them sit in the shade for a few minutes to eat and cool down. All four tore through the food as fast as they could, pulling Dyson back down to their seats long before the second half got under way.
              By the time the fourth quarter began, the sun had dipped behind the opposite side of the stadium, throwing long shadows across everything inside. The trade winds reasserted themselves at the same time, swinging up the coast from the south and enveloping the stadium.
              Thankful for the respite from the heat, Dyson remained in his seat watching the boys on the front row, oblivious to the lopsided affair on the field. 
              As the game wore on and the afternoon started its tread towards evening, the thin crowd headed for the exits in droves. Steady lines formed up the stairwells, spilling out into the parking lots and leaving just a few thousand faithful inside.
              Not once was the topic of their leaving early ever broached, the boys remaining until the last player had trudged from the field. 
              At half past five Dyson corralled them up the stairs and back into the car, the drive to town taking even less time than the trip out. What little crowd had showed up for the game was long departed by the time they set off, making for an easy trip along the coast.
              This time Dyson relented and changed the radio to something a little more modern, the boys singing along to the latest from Pitbull as they made their way back towards the beach. Outside the sun fought to keep itself above the horizon, its last few strands of light lying parallel to the ground. 
              The beach was almost empty as they pulled up, Dyson sliding up behind Mahana's Accord as the boys spilled out and ran for the tent. Behind them Dyson slowly folded himself out of the car and stretched his arms overhead, the smell of grilled meat dancing on the wind.
              Stopping at the edge of the sand he kicked his sandals off and carried them in his hand, the beach warm beneath his feet. Inside the tent he could hear the boys all talking in unison, Ola trying her best to keep up.
              "There was a giant eagle?" Ola asked, shaking her head.
              "Yeah!" Nainoa exclaimed. "And I gave him a high-five!"
              "Me too!" Will yelled.
              Ola looked a question at Dyson, who laughed aloud and said, "The Southern Miss mascot is an eagle."
              The sound of his voice snapped Mahana and Rider's heads towards him, Ola's face breaking into a look of relieved comprehension.
              "How'd it go?" Ola asked, walking forward and giving Dyson another hug. 
              "It was great," Dyson said, returning the gesture.
              She held it a second longer than usual, pulling him closer and whispering, "Thank you so much," in his ear.
              "Was my pleasure," he whispered back, pulling back and accepting Rider's outstretched hand above the grill. "Sir, Merry Christmas."
              "Merry Christmas," Rider said, releasing the handshake to turn a handful of lobster tails on the grill. He pulled the cigar he had clamped between his teeth and held it in his left hand, the earthy smell of high-end tobacco hanging around him in a cloud. "Hope you're hungry."
              "Lobster tails and Cohibas, this man knows how to celebrate a holiday," Dyson said, nodding in approval at the loaded grill.
              "Anything worth doing," Rider said, placing the cigar back between his lips.
              Already the boys had stripped out of their t-shirts and shoes, running about in the sand. Koi and Matt both went straight for the water, diving in headfirst, while Nainoa and Will took to reenacting plays from the game.
              "We listened to some of the game on the radio," Ola said, buzzing around as she sat out food. "I couldn't follow what was going on very well, but Paul tells me it was boring?"
              "It wasn’t that competitive, but we still had a great time," Dyson said, pulling a bottle of water from the cooler. "Besides, watching these four was entertainment enough for me."
              Dyson walked around the food line and fell into the chair beside Mahana, tapping her on the arm with the back of his hand. "Hey there."
              "Hey there," Mahana replied. "Sounds like I missed a good time."
              "You did indeed," Dyson said, noting a small undertone of worry on Mahana's face. He looked a question at her to ask what was wrong, but she drew her lips tight and shook her head from side to side. 
              "Is it always so easy to go to games here?" he directed at the greater group, keeping his eyes on Mahana.
              "What do you mean?" Rider asked, pulling the lobster tails from the grill and setting them on an oversized platter alongside a row of hamburgers for the boys.
              "No traffic at all, we parked on the third row, they were basically giving tickets away," Dyson replied.
              "Didn't used to be that way," Rider replied. "Even just five or six years ago when June Jones and Colt Brennan were here they'd fill every seat in the house. These days, with the team in a bit of a down cycle and what not, interest just isn't there from the community."
              "Not enough to get them out on Christmas Eve anyway, huh?" Dyson asked.
              "Definitely not," Rider agreed. "Ola, are we ready?"
              "We’re ready," Ola confirmed, standing up behind the table and giving everything a final once over. "Boys! Come get your dinner!" 
              As one the boys descended on the tent, materializing out of the gathering darkness. Within minutes all eight people were digging in to one of the more interesting Christmas dinners Dyson had ever experienced.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Five
              The sun was well below the horizon by the time Dyson slammed the tailgate shut on Rider's truck. Stowed neatly in the bed were his tent, table, and grill, along with the old red cooler and collection of cloth chairs.
              On the other side of the narrow street running along the beach Mahana helped Ola load the last of her grocery sacks into her trunk. The boys were already piled inside, Nainoa winning the front seat and the others stretched three across in the back.
              For the first time all day, it appeared they were beginning to wear down.
              Dyson shook Rider's hand and wished him a Merry Christmas, then crossed over the street. Ola gave him another extra long hug and thanked him again for taking the boys that afternoon, Dyson reaffirming that it was his pleasure and wishing the entire car a Mele Kalikimaka.
              Together he and Mahana stood on the sidewalk and waved them goodbye, watching the respective taillights disappear in opposite directions.
              "Is everything okay?" Dyson asked, his hand still outstretched above his head.
              Mahana lowered her hand and wrapped her arms across her torso, concern plastered across her face. "Can we walk for awhile?"
              "Sure," Dyson said, following her across the street and back onto the beach, each of them kicking their sandals off and walking barefoot. Despite the sun having disappeared less than an hour before, the sand had already cooled considerably. Overhead a healthy splash of stars dotted the sky and a full moon threw white light across the water.
              The two walked in silence for several long minutes, the time chewing at Dyson as he tried to determine what was wrong. A massive urge inside him wanted to just ask her, but through sheer willpower he bit back the temptation.
              When Mahana finally spoke, her voice was low and even, just a degree or two away from cool. "Dyson, why are you here?"
              Of everything Mahana could have said, very little could have surprised him more. "I told you, I'm not sure."
              "I know that's what you've told me," Mahana said. "And believe me, I'm trying hard to give you the benefit of the doubt and believe you."
              Dyson cast a confused look over at her, watching as her face remained pointed down at the sand. "What's this about?"
              "Please," Mahana whispered. "Please just be honest with me."
              Dyson's feet stopped moving beneath him, allowing Mahana to pull ahead a few feet. 
              "I am, or I will," Dyson said. "But right now, I honestly don't know what we're talking about."
              Mahana stopped moving and half turned towards him, keeping her arms folded across her and staring out over the water. Slowly she took a deep breath, closing her eyes tight. "Connie told me."
              "Oh," Dyson said, remembering back to the conversation they'd had just that afternoon. "She asked me not to say anything. I wanted to, but I promised her I wouldn't."
              Mahana sniffed, nodding her head. Bits of moisture began to glisten around the bottoms of her eyes as she stood rigid in the sand. "You wanted to tell me, but promised her you wouldn't."
              "Well yeah," Dyson said. "She said it was in confidence and I figured if you wanted me to know, you'd tell me eventually."
              Mahana continued shaking her head for several seconds, finally opening her eyes and turning towards him. "I'd tell you eventually? What the hell are you talking about?"
              "Wait, what are you talking about?" Dyson asked, making no attempt to hide the confusion on his face. He hated seeing Mahana cry, but remained rooted in place trying to decipher what was going on.
              "I'm talking about you running away!" Mahana spat, tears now audible in her voice.
              The response stopped Dyson cold, his heart beginning to pound in his chest. 
              "Oh. That's not what I thought we were talking about," Dyson whispered. "And even if it were, I would have thought you of all people would understand."
              "Why?" Mahana yelled, turning to face him, her hands clenched by her side. "Because I'm just some island girl? Because people roll through here every week, have some fun with the hotel staff, then go back to whoever they have waiting for them at home?"
              "What the hell are you talking about?" Dyson asked again, making a face and taking a step forward, holding a hand out towards her.
              With a huff Mahana jerked her arm back before he could touch her, her body trembling with fury. "I'm talking about Janice Bigam calling the hotel today looking for Hardy Nicks Jr. Saying she's been desperate to find him and had to run a credit card check to track him here. Telling Connie it was imperative you call her back, that you're needed at home."
              The news hit Dyson square in the face, taking his breath away. Any confusion or irritation he felt just a few minutes before melted away as his jaw dropped open and he stood taking in gulps of air.
              Mahana watched him for several long seconds, nodding her head as tears continued falling down her face. "You couldn't even tell me your real name," she whispered, spinning around and walking quickly away from him.
              Dyson stood rooted in place for several long seconds, his eyes unfocused in front of him. When he lifted them again, Mahana was almost twenty yards ahead and widening the gap fast. 
              "It's not what you think."
              Without stopping Mahana pressed her chin to her shoulder and called, "That's what they all say."
              Dyson raised his eyes to the sky and took a deep breath, summoning the words that he'd never actually spoken aloud. "My parents are dead."
              They carried over the breeze, reaching Mahana and dragging her to a stop. Without turning around she stood in place, waiting for him to continue.
              "They died in a car accident three weeks ago," Dyson said. As the words left his lips he felt hot tears take shape and he turned to face the ocean. Without grace he dropped to the sand, resting his forearms on his knees and staring at the water lapping just a few feet away.
              Off to the side, he could sense Mahana slowly walking back towards him, her feet silent across the sand.
              "You keep asking what I'm doing here," Dyson whispered. "Well, you answered your own question. I am here running away. I couldn't bear the thought of facing Christmas alone in that big empty house so when I got to the airport, instead of flying home I bought a ticket to the furthest place I could go without a passport."
              He waved a hand out in front of him.
              Mahana edged a little closer beside him, lowering herself to her knees in the sand. Dyson could just see her on the edge of his periphery, her face still wet as she watched him from a few feet away.
              "Janice Bigam is our family's attorney. Has been for years. I assume she needs to speak with me about the estate, but I don't know for sure because I've been avoiding her calls."
              Mahana edged a little closer, but remained silent.
              "And as far as the name goes, my full name is Hardyson Nicks, Jr., after my father. He went by Hardy. I've always been Dyson."
              Dyson fell silent for a moment, dropping his head towards the sand between his knees. "It's been three weeks, and this is the first I've spoken of it to anybody. I don't know that I'm ready to do so, but it was important to me that you knew the truth. That you didn't believe I would do that to you."
              Mahana's hand slid across his back, her head resting atop his shoulder as she pulled herself close beside him. "I'm sorry," she whispered. "I'm sorry I thought you would do that. I'm sorry if I forced you to talk about this before you were ready. And I'm very, very sorry about your parents."
              Again Dyson felt moisture rimming the bottoms of his eyes. "I'm sorry about your dad, too."
              Mahana pulled him even tighter as the two sat in the sand for a long time, neither one saying a word.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Six
              The moon shined bright overhead as they retook their feet and started walking again. The incoming tide pushed the water higher, passing to within inches of their feet as they trudged across the wet sand. 
              Each of them continued to carry their sandals in either hand, their faces just a second or two from tears at any moment.
              "Connie told you huh?" Mahana asked, her gaze glued to the sand in front of her.
              "Yeah," Dyson said softly. "She asked what all we'd been doing, and I told her how great you've been to take me under your wing, show me around and everything. From there she kind of took it upon herself to fill me in."
              "Interesting segway.”
              "I thought so. Especially given I'd just told her we didn't talk about much personal stuff, we were both pretty respectful of privacy."
              "Yeah," Mahana agreed. "I guess I can kind of see why she did it though, even if it was a stretch."
              "Kindred spirits?" 
              Mahana twisted her head. "Yeah. You keep wondering why I've spent so much time with you. I guess she felt the need to help you figure it out."
              "Be honest though, until about ten minutes ago, did you have it figured out either?"
              "No," Mahana admitted, glancing over at Dyson. Ahead of them they could see the white sand of the beach coming to an end, giving way to the thick grass of Magic Island jutting out into the ocean. "Do you remember how I acted when we first met?"
              "Yeah, you hated me."
              "I didn't hate you," Mahana said. "I just assumed you were like most of the other people I encounter. Either you were trying to protect me, which is what everybody here has done since Papa passed away, or you were trying to get with me, which is what most of the guests who come through try to do."
              "Not a very good set of people you've surrounded yourself with.”
              "Exactly," Mahana said. "Over time, I've just learned to keep everyone at arm's length. It wasn't until I saw you punch Snowman in the lobby that I recognized some of my own angst in you."
              "My phone is filled with text messages from my mother, voicemails from my father," Dyson whispered. "The laptop has most of the pictures I have of them on it. When he mentioned he'd gone through them..."
              "And then later I went up to tell you you could stay because I wanted to get a read on you."
              "And?" Dyson asked, his head still down as he kicked at the soft sand beneath him.
              "You were happy to stay, but I picked up right away that you could really care less.”
              "Sorry," Dyson said. "It wasn't personal."
              "I didn't take it personally," Mahana said. "It was then, standing there watching you with your bags packed, that I picked up on that same despair I felt. That I still feel."
              Dyson went silent for a moment, replaying the night over in his head. "You're good. After everything that had happened since I'd been here, the only thing I was concerned with was where I could go next. Where I could go and not be reminded of them, or the fact that I was spending my first Christmas alone."
              "So again," Mahana said, coming to a stop as the sand ran out beneath their feet. "Kindred spirits."
              Dyson stopped beside her, looking at her in the moonlight. Several long moments of silence passed between them, Dyson swinging his sandals out in either direction. "Should we head back?"
              Mahana's eyes traced the night for a moment, focusing on nothing in particular. "What is tonight?"
              "Um, Christmas Eve?"
              "No, I mean what day?"
              "Friday, I think?"
              "Come on," Mahana said, tossing her sandals down on the grass and sliding her feet into them. "I want to show you something."
              She held her hand out and waited for Dyson to do the same with his sandals. 
              Once he did, he grasped her hand and let her lead him across the wide expanse of open grass towards the opposite end of the peninsula. Around them the smell of charcoal hung in the air, a few stray groups of people still huddled beneath tents or around picnic tables.
              "The city built this out of coral dredge a long time ago," Mahana said. "They renamed it something fancy and long winded a while back, but to the locals it's known as Magic Island."
              "Magic Island," Dyson repeated. "Why's that?"
              "Nobody's really sure. Some people say it was a reference to some sort of Waikiki tourist attraction that it was supposed to be a part of."
              She fell silent as she led him to the far tip of the peninsula. The thick groves of palm trees fell away on either side of them as they walked, replaced by oversized coral boulders and the rising surf crashing into them.
              Mahana pulled him out towards a flat expanse of stone before releasing her grip and dropping to a seated position on the cool rocks. Around them, white sea foam sprayed up into the air, falling just short of where they were sitting.
              "Wow," Dyson whispered.
              "Not yet," Mahana said, her eyes lifted towards the sky above Waikiki. From where they were seated they could see the entire strip lit up with twinkling lights, Diamond Head looming in the distance.
              Almost on cue, a single streak of gold floated into the sky, reaching its apex and exploding into a brilliant orb. A moment later matching fireworks of red and blue erupted on either side of it.
              "I like to think they named it Magic Island for moments just like this," Mahana whispered.
              A half smile graced Dyson's face as he leaned forward, wrapping his arms around his knees. "Do they do this for Christmas Eve?" he asked, watching in awe as above him the night sky reflected of the water, bathing the world in bright color.
              "They do it every Friday night at this time," Mahana said. "Kind of a welcome to new visitors, a farewell to those heading back. A kickoff to the weekend for the rest of us."
              Dyson watched in rapt silence as the night sky exploded around him, colors of gold, green and purple illuminating the sky for the whole city to see. Beside him Mahana laced her fingers around his arm and leaned her head against his shoulder as they watched in silence.
              When the show ended, both of them remained motionless. The darkness and silence of the world seeming all-consuming after the fireworks display.
              Without thinking, Dyson leaned over and kissed the top of Mahana's head, keeping his nose pressed against her fragrant hair. "Merry Christmas.”
              "Mele Kalikimaka," Mahana replied, pulling herself tighter against his arm.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Seven
              The two remained in place, drawing warmth from one another, for the better part of an hour. Around them, the island descended deeper into night, more stars poking out from beneath an inky veil with each passing second. 
              In front of them, the tide continued to rise, battering the rocks with increasing aplomb and sending salty mist over their feet and ankles.
              "We should probably head back," Dyson whispered, his head still resting atop Mahana's.
              "Yeah," Mahana responded, the side of her face pressed against his shirt sleeve.
              Slowly they unfolded themselves and stood, Dyson looping his arm around her shoulder and drawing her near as they took the opposite side of the path down the peninsula. The stranglers were long since gone as they sauntered towards the beach, a few homeless people huddled beneath palm trees the only signs of life.
              A shiver ran through Mahana as they walked, her entire body quivering as Dyson pulled her close. Pressed together they ambled forward, their outline resembling contestants in a three legged race as they walked.
              "Don't take this the wrong way," Dyson said as they headed towards the mouth of the Magic Island, "but what if we just left our cars down there for the night?"
              "What do you mean?" 
              Dyson pointed with his outside hand towards the traffic light just a hundred yards in front of them, the entrance to the Ala Moana Hotel just beyond that. "Well, from where we're now standing, we're about a two minute walk from the hotel, depending on if we catch the light." 
              He then swung his arm out to the left, pointing towards the opposite end of the beach. "And the better part of a mile walk away from our cars."
              "And?" 
              Dyson paused for a moment, considering his next words. He had a feeling Mahana already knew what he was getting at, but was going to make him say it. "I have a suite, and you're already shivering."
              "So it's like that, huh?" Mahana asked.
              A faint smile grew on Dyson's face. "Yes, it's exactly like that."
              A matching smile spread across Mahana's face. "I don't know."
              "Well, I haven't checked with my tour guide yet, but the draft itinerary includes another full day tomorrow, meaning you'll be going home for a total of maybe ten hours. If that."
              "True," Mahana said.
              "And I have a perfectly good couch I can sleep on," Dyson said.
              "Also true.”
              "And again, you are already shivering."
              "This is also true, though that one is your fault."
              Dyson rubbed his hand along the outside of her arm. "I'm sorry, but I'm not wearing any extra clothes to give you. I am offering to cut down your walk and get you inside though."
              Chuckling, Mahana turned and slid both arms around his waist. "I'm shivering because I just sat on a rock for an hour waiting for you to kiss me."
              The words barely escaped her lips before Dyson went in for the kiss, bending her backwards several inches at the waist. A small moan escaped her as he pressed his lips to hers, his hands sliding around her waist as hers went behind his neck.
              The two remained locked like that for several long minutes, only ending the embrace after drawing the heckling of a pair of wayward homeless sitting nearby. Pulling back they kept their arms locked together, both smiling.
              "So I wasn't the only one thinking about it?" Mahana asked, resuming her position by his side as they began walking once again.
              "All you had to do was ask.”
              "Me make the first move? What kind of girl do you take me for?"
              "And basically telling me to kiss you doesn't count as the first move?" 
              "No," Mahana said. "You sort of inviting me to stay over was technically the first move."
              "So that means you'll stay?" 
              "If the invitation stands," Mahana said. 
              "Of course. Besides, at this point I'd just spend the next ten hours thinking about you anyway."
              The comment got a smile from Mahana, who looked up at him beside her. "And Christmas should be spent with the people you care about."
              "That it should," Dyson agreed.
              Arm in arm they crossed Ala Moana Boulevard and headed for the hotel. Skipping the front lobby, Mahana led him up the back stairs to the second floor, hoping that nobody was watching the cameras too close for the evening.
              Once inside, they peeled back the comforter and crawled beneath it. Hours ticked by as they lay there together, neither one saying much as they enjoyed the sheer pleasure of each other's company. 
              Sometime well after midnight, they both fell asleep entwined with one another, the physical and emotional toll of the last few days putting them both in a deep slumber. Encased in the comforts of the bed and each other, neither one moved an inch until very late the next morning.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Eight
              A gentle, persistent buzz pushed itself into Dyson's conscience, pulsating out in three second bursts, one after another. The first few barely registered in his mind, followed by the next few resting just on the periphery.
              By the tenth or twelfth one, he was awake.
              Blinking, he raised his head to see the room was already bathed in bright sunlight. Mahana's dark hair was just inches away from his face, her body curved against him as she slept. 
              Grunting, Dyson extricated his arm from beneath her and peeled himself out of bed, straightening his rumpled clothes as he staggered for the coffee table. 
              Lifting his cell-phone from the hardwood, he angled it towards himself to see the name JANICE staring back at him on the caller ID. With a heavy sigh he pressed ignore, setting the phone back down on the table and stretching his arms high above his head.
              The phone no more than hit the table when it began to buzz again. Dyson stared at it for several seconds before dropping his hands to his side and flipping it open.
              "Hello?" he whispered, moving to the window to put as much distance between himself and Mahana as he could.
              "Where the hell have you been?" Janice snapped. 
              Dyson had only met the woman a couple of times before, but the image of her with platinum blonde bobbed-hair and overdone makeup entered his mind. Closing his eyes he could see her sitting behind her giant desk chain smoking Parliament cigarettes, the same way she was the last time they spoke.
              "Hawaii," Dyson said, making no attempt to mask the agitation in his voice. "Do you have any idea what time it is?"
              "It's almost two here, I don't give a damn what time it is there.”
              "Well Merry Christmas to you too," Dyson said, rubbing his eyes. Rotating at the waist he stole a glance over his shoulder to make sure Mahana was still asleep, her form cocooned within the oversized comforter.
              "Big deal. I was back in the office eight hours after giving birth. Work doesn't end just because it's a holiday."
              Dyson smirked, shaking his head. "Why are you calling me Janice? I signed what you sent and faxed it back before I left Bozeman."
              "Yes, and we agreed that you would come back over your Christmas break to finish everything else. We still have to decide what you're doing with the house, who gets the dog, etc. You know the list, we don't need to go through it again."
              "I do, and we don't," Dyson agreed.
              "Good," Janice said. "It's Christmas break. You've had long enough to play. It's time to get back here and get this taken care of."
              "Um, it is my estate, I can finish it whenever I want," Dyson shot back.
              "Yes, but you are my client and must do things when I am available. Starting the first of the year I have three class-action lawsuits in a row. Either we do this now or we wait until July."
              Dyson closed his eyes and pinched his thumb and forefinger over his eyes, exhaling through his nose. "No, we can't leave it open that long."
              "You're damn right," Janice said. "Now, I've booked you on a return flight leaving tomorrow afternoon. Get your ass back here and let's get this done. I'm emailing you the itinerary now."
              "What?!" Dyson said, his head snapping up as he stared out over the sunshine covered beach. "No, I'm not flying back tomorrow."
              "No, we're not having this conversation. Good-bye." 
              Without another word Janice hung up, the line falling silent. 
              Dyson held the phone to his ear for several more seconds to make sure she was gone before sliding it onto the window sill in front of him. Placing his hands wide to either side he leaned forward, the warm sunshine washing over his face. 
              "You have to leave?" Mahana's voice asked from behind him, her tone traced with bits of sleepy and sadness.
              Dyson closed his eyes tight and dropped his head. He turned around to face her, resting his backside against the sill and folding his arms across his chest. "I'm sorry, I was trying to be quiet and not wake you."
              Mahana ignored the apology. "Your lawyer?"
              "Yeah," Dyson said, raising his eyebrows. Using his hips he pushed himself up from the sill and walked towards the bed. "And what a Christmas miracle she was to wake up to."
              "Sounded like it," Mahana said, her eyes shifted to the side as she stared across the room at nothing in particular.
              Dropping down beside her, Dyson ran a hand along the back of her head, her glossy black hair soft beneath his fingers. "She's booked me a ticket home tomorrow afternoon. I have to go back and wrap some things up. Otherwise, they'll be left outstanding until July."
              Mahana nodded her head beneath his touch. "I remember. It's an ugly process."
              "I'm so sorry," Dyson whispered, pulling her over against him and kissing the top of her head.
              "Me too.”
              The two remained like that for several long minutes, both of them staring off into space. Any residual sleepiness was long gone from them both, their minds working on the new information before them.
              "You know," Dyson said. "That does still give me all day today. You think that tour guide of mine has any Christmas Day specials available?"
              Mahana's shoulders shuddered as she smirked at the question. "She might. Holiday rates do apply though."
              For the first time all morning, Dyson smiled. "Of course they do. I wasn't expecting preferential treatment here or anything."
 



              
 
 
 
Chapter Thirty-Nine
              Mahana waited for Dyson to shower and change before leading him back out the rear entrance, their path cutting through the parking garage and out into the massive labyrinth of Ala Moana Mall. The expansive open halls were desolate as they walked through, the store fronts all closed tight, still festooned with Christmas decorations.
              "Wow, this is a little eerie," Dyson said as they walked through, a small breeze hitting them in the face. "Kind of like a scene out of The Shining or something."
              "Especially when you consider that for the last month solid, you couldn't elbow your way through this place."
              Dyson extended his arms out by his side and wobbled back and forth a few steps, making himself a pretend airplane as he passed through the cavernous halls. 
              "You do realize if I didn't know better I'd say you were trying to hide me. Might even be a little embarrassed."
              "Ah geez," Mahana said, sliding her hand into his own. "You get to fly home tomorrow. I have to stay here and deal with these people. I'd rather them not use me as workplace gossip for the next six months."
              Dyson pursed his lips and gave a non-committal twist of his head, thinking it over. "That's fair."
              Together they exited through the underbelly of the mall, coming up on Ala Moana Boulevard at the opposite end of the beach park. Morning traffic was non-existent as they crossed over to the beach.
              Gone were nearly all of the regulars, including China and Rider, their absences quite noticeable.
              "Still more people than I expected to see out here," Dyson commented, watching as a few sunbathers set up on the beach. Beyond them, a small cluster of paddle boarders worked their way back and forth across the calm waters of the lagoon.
              "You have to remember, this island is somewhere between fifty and seventy percent Asian at any given time, plus a large Native Hawaiian population," Mahana pointed out. "Most of them don't celebrate Christmas."
              "Good point. I have to be honest though, it definitely doesn't feel like Christmas. Feels more like July."
              Chuckling, Mahana shook her head. "Such a haole."
              "Such an islander.”
              They found their cars parked nose to tail where they left them the night before, no other vehicles around for a hundred yards in either direction.
              Digging into her bag, Mahana pulled out her keys. "Give me an hour? You can return your car and I'll meet you outside the lobby?"
              "Sounds good," Dyson answered, pulling up short as they approached. Releasing Mahana's hand he crossed over the street and stepped up alongside his car, casting his head in either direction.
              "What's wrong?" Mahana asked, crossing over and sliding up alongside him.
              With an outstretched hand Dyson pointed at a gaping hole in the plastic covering his rear passenger window. The tape around the outside remained secure on all sides, while random shards of the torn cover flapped in the breeze.
              Pulling his keys from his pocket, he went in through the front door and climbed across the driver's seat, his eyes scanning everything in quick progression.
              "They take anything?" Mahana asked, bending at the waist to peer in through the open window.
              "There wasn't anything to take," Dyson said, his voice bearing a little strain from being folded up in the front seat. A moment later he emerged, a large red chunk in hand. "But they did leave something."
              Mahana made a face and eyed the object. It was roughly square in shape and dark red in color, with a random assortment of thick white lines running across it. "What the heck is that?"
              "It's a chunk of brick, with some medical tape wrapped around it." As he spoke, a hard look spread on Dyson's face, his eyes again sweeping the road around them.
              "A brick with tape? What the heck?" Mahana asked.
              Dyson tapped at a white stripe running perpendicular to the others, the sound coming out hollow beneath his fingernail. "Nose splint."
              A long look of realization crept over Mahana as she rocked her head back. "Snowman."
              "Snowman. My guess is he didn't realize the back window was already out when he threw it."
              "Or he did realize it and just wanted to send a message without getting himself in trouble.”
              Dyson looked hard in both directions again, weighing the chunk of brick in his hand. "You're probably right, though something tells me we’re past avoiding any trouble."
              Mahana opened her mouth to speak, but closed it just as fast. She nodded her head and headed off towards her car, reaching out and squeezing his hand softly as she walked by. 
 



 
 
 
Chapter Forty
              Dyson stepped off the curb as Mahana pulled up, his flip-flops slapping against the pavement. The car slowed just long enough for him to throw the door open and climb inside before it was off again, merging onto the empty street and cutting back towards downtown.
              "Hey you," Mahana said from behind her mirrored sunglasses, a coffee cup in hand, her still-damp hair in a bun behind her head. She wore a denim skirt and a black spaghetti string tank top, the strings of a floral bikini tied behind her neck. 
              "Hey you," Dyson said, running his gaze the length of her and blowing out a small puff of air.
              "What?"
              Dyson smiled at being caught, twisting his gaze to the city passing by outside. "Just aren't many views like that in Montana, that's for sure."
              "Better not be," Mahana said, accepting the compliment with a smile. "Is that where you're headed back to tomorrow?"
              "Tennessee," Dyson said. "Place called Murfreesboro, not far from Nashville."
              "So you're a country music boy. That explains the occasional twang I hear slip into your voice."
              "Yep. I try to hide it most of the time, but it still comes out every now and again. You should have heard it when I used to talk on the phone with pop."
              "Thick, huh?" 
              "Jug of sweet tea and you'd think you were right home in Dixie," Dyson said softly, remembering the many conversations he and his father had about football, fishing, life.
              "Sweet tea?" Mahana asked. "You're one of those?"
              "I'm starting to think I should stick to telling you as little about myself as possible.”
              "Didn't mean it in a bad way, was just asking," Mahana said. "Because it just so happens the place we're going to right now has sweet tea."
              Dyson's face fell flat as he rotated at the neck to face her. "Don't tease me."
              Mahana did a double take at the look on his face and broke into a laugh, a bit of coffee spilling from her lips. "You jerk! You made me spill my drink."
              Dyson ignored the comment, his gaze locked on her. "Seriously, don't tease me."
              "Well," Mahana said, turning inland and cutting across the working neighborhoods of Honolulu, "I figured you would be pretty upset by what happened this morning, and what better way to get Christmas back on track than with food?"
              "You have my attention.”
              "Ever have a coco puff?"
              "You mean the children's cereal with the goofy looking bird on the box?"
              Mahana brushed a strand of hair behind her ear and shook her head softly. "Such a haole. No, a coco puff. Baked good."
              "Then no, I have not," Dyson said, watching as Mahana crossed over top of the H-1 and swung them into a residential neighborhood, pulling to a stop in front of a small bakery.
              "Lee-Lee-Ha Bakery," Dyson said, trying to phonetically sound out the name on the board.
              "Liliha," Mahana corrected. "Home to the best coco puffs in the world, and as it were, sweet tea."
              "Really? In the world?" Dyson asked, feigning dubious.
              "They sell eight to ten thousand of them a day," Mahana said, swinging open the front door and stepping inside. "That many people can't be wrong." 
              Dyson followed her in a moment later, another wave of smells hitting him. Unlike Champion and Leonard's the smell wasn't of overwhelming baked and fried goodness, but a mixed bag of rich foods and coffees.
              A long counter stretched out to the right, running the length of the building and serving diner food to a handful of local patrons. Around the corner to the left was the bakery, an L-shaped collection of glass cases with a small cluster of people milling about.
              A handful of women worked behind the counter, calling out ticket numbers and rushing around to fill orders. Dyson's eyes bulged at the choices available, the offerings ranging from custard pies to cheddar-spinach rolls to their flagship coco puffs.
              "I'm hoping you're going to save me from myself and handle the honors again?" Dyson asked, leaning in close behind Mahana's ear.
              "Yes," Mahana said. "I can't let you get distracted and order a blueberry muffin or something. That would just be sacrilege."
              "That would never happen," Dyson countered. "I hate blueberries. And if I'm letting you introduce me to coco puffs, you have to take a stab at sweet tea as well. Only fair."
              Mahana started to protest, but was cut off by their number being called from a diminutive woman with rings of purple eye shadow around her eyes. Still shaking her head, Mahana stepped forward and ordered a half dozen coco puffs and two sweet teas to go, allowing Dyson to pay as they stepped outside and back into the car.
              Holding the Styrofoam container on his lap, Dyson began to open them, cut off by Mahana's hand weighing the lid closed. 
              "Not yet," she said. "If we're going to do Oahu in a day, we're going to do it right."
              "Yes ma'am," Dyson said, raising his hands up on either side. 
              Mahana shot him a quick sideways glance, to which he replied, "I'm sorry, but we kissed last night. Tennessee or not, I can't call you sistah anymore."
              Mahana laughed and shook her head from side to side, angling the Honda up the steep hillsides of the surrounding streets and rolling through the open gates to the Punchbowl Cemetery of the Pacific. 
              Dyson watched in silence as the solemn scene stretched out before them, a large sprawl of manicured grass framed by rows of Chinese Banyan trees and row after row of symmetrical white headstones. On the far end was a plaza made from solid granite, a series of stairs culminating with a large statue of Lady Liberty and a complete diorama of the pacific theater of World War II.
              A few handfuls of people roamed the grounds as Mahana eased the Honda through, many of them placing bouquets or standing with their hands behind their backs. A small ball found the pit of Dyson's stomach as he watched, the images of himself standing like that in just a few days time already forming in his mind.
              "I know this seems like an odd place to come," Mahana said, following the asphalt driveway as it wound past the cemetery. "But believe me, it's worth it."
              "What is this place?"
              "Punchbowl," Mahana replied. "Think of it as an Arlington Cemetery for the Pacific. Over there you have the tombs of the unknowns, flanking the stairs on either side is the wall of memoriam holding the names of every islander to have died in the respective wars."
              "Wow," Dyson whispered as the car continued on the roadway, leaving the cemetery behind and coming to a stop at a trailhead. In front of them was a large concrete lookout, the view placing them at the midpoint of Honolulu, sprawling one hundred and eighty degree in both directions.
              Grabbing the box from Dyson's lap, Mahana motioned with her head. "Come on."
              A sweet tea in each hand, Dyson climbed from the car, walking forward and taking a seat beside Mahana on a bench overlooking the city. Just a few feet in front of them the ground fell away sharply, losing several hundred feet as it returned to sea level. On either side were palm trees loaded with coconuts, framing a sweeping panoramic of the city and miles of blue ocean beyond.
              "Not bad, huh?" Mahana asked.
              "Better than not bad," Dyson said, starting on one side and rotating his head through the entirety of the sweeping view. "Not where I thought you were going with this, but impressive nonetheless."
              Mahana popped open the top of the Styrofoam container and removed a coco puff for herself, holding the box out for Dyson to do the same. "I know Punchbowl can be a little jarring at first, but it's really quite beautiful. I still can't go within a mile of where my father is buried, but I come here all the time."
              Dyson considered her words for a moment before biting into the coco puff in front of him, the cool chocolate custard filling exploding in his mouth, off-set by a warm macadamia nut confection on top. The first one went down in three bites, the next one in four.
              "Good stuff?" Mahana asked, moving a little slower as she dabbed at the dollop of macadamia nut spread with her finger, licking it away in small swipes.
              "Only one thing that could make them any better," Dyson said, inserting a straw into his sweet tea and taking a long drink. A moment later he pulled it back and held it at arm's length, reading the label. 
              "It's a little weak, but I've had worse."
              Beside him Mahana took a sip of her sweet tea, coming up coughing a moment later. "Weak?! You mean it gets even sweeter than that?"
              With a soft chuckle, Dyson went for his last coco puff. "You kidding me? The stuff back home is strong enough to pass for hooch. They wouldn't even let this inside the state line."
              "Well, you can have the rest of mine," Mahana said, sliding it over to him. "We've got a big day ahead. I don't need a heart attack slowing me down."              
 



 
 
 
Chapter Forty-One
              "Alright, where to next boss lady?"
              Mahana smiled at the term, sliding her sunglasses up onto her head as the Honda climbed up the Pali Highway, Honolulu falling away behind them. Dark thunderclouds formed as they pushed forward, fat raindrops beginning to spatter the windshield.
              "Though maybe I need to retract my previous statement," Dyson said, leaning forward to glance upward at the sky. "I'm guessing that would put a damper on things in a hurry."
              "Oh yeah? The thought of being stuck inside with me for the day would just be unbearable?" 
              "Yes, that is what I was saying," Dyson said, rolling his head to the side so she could see his exasperated expression.
              "Relax city boy, you aren't going to get wet. Well, too wet. It's always a little rainy up here. The clouds roll across the ocean and settle above the mountains, pretty much hanging out until the next batch comes in to push them out."
              "City boy?" Dyson said. "First time a guy that spends most of his time in Montana's ever been called a city boy."
              "Everything I just said, and that's the part you seize on?"
              "Just saying," Dyson said as Mahana angled the car up a short off-ramp to the Pali lookout, throwing the car in park and hopping out, motioning for Dyson to follow her.
              Tossing aside his seatbelt Dyson jogged behind, dodging a cadre of brightly colored feral chickens and heading towards a stone overlook. Stepping forward, an icy wind struck him full in the face, blowing his hair back and spraying him with heavy mist.
              Below stretched a rich green valley, extending north for miles. Mountains sat on either side of it, the opposing shorelines framing them beyond.
              "Alright," Mahana narrated, starting with her hand extended to the left. "Out here we have the leeward coast, which I believe you're already familiar with. Kapolei, Makaha, all the way out to Kaena Point. Running along them are the Waianae Mountains."
              "Got it."
              "In between here is one of the most fertile valleys you'll ever find, makes up the entire middle portion of the island. It's where all the sugar cane used to be grown, where Dole now has their pineapple plantations."
              "Check."
              "And out here is the windward coast. Kailua and Kanaohe to the far right, running north clear up to Kahuku, framed by the Koolau Mountains."
              "Very impressive," Dyson said. "So where are we heading?"
              "We," Mahana said, brushing the hair back from her face, "are going to drop down the opposite side of the Pali and go up the windward coast, across the North Shore, and down the H-2 through the middle of the island. Hit everything you haven't seen in one afternoon."
              "But if we do that, there won't be anything for me to see when I come back?" Dyson said, feigning innocence.
              "Are you kidding me?" Mahana said, turning to make a face at him. "Hawaii is an archipelago. There are five other islands to visit."
              "Ah, I see," Dyson said.
              "But first, we need to get out of this wind and see the rest of Oahu," Mahana said, taking off at a jog back towards the parking lot.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Two
              Dyson stared out the window as the Honda moved north along the windward coast, only a thin band of sand separating the two-lane road masquerading as a highway from the translucent waters of the Pacific. The midday sun poured down over the scene as they drove, palm trees swaying in the breeze, waves rolling in one after another in perfect three foot swells.
              Behind them lay the Byodo-In Temple, with its Buddhist shrine and perfectly groomed gravel garden.
              "See that silhouette up there?" Mahana asked, tapping her left index finger against the driver's side window. "Locals call that Crouching Lion, because, well, it looks like a crouching lion."
              Leaning across, Dyson picked out the silhouette and nodded, before going back to the crystal clear waters outside his window.
              "Hey, where you at?" Mahana asked, reaching over and poking at his leg with her hand.
              "I'm right here," Dyson said, grasping her hand and giving it a tight squeeze.
              "Kind of. Come on, what's up?"
              "Just a lot to process at the moment, you know?"
              "I do," Mahana said. She fell silent for a moment, before adding, "Process out loud, I'll try to help."
              With a half-smile Dyson rotated in his seat so his body was facing towards her, his eyes stretched out on the road ahead. "I don't know. On one hand I'm so thankful to be here and be seeing all this, but on the other I'm a little sad that this is what it took to get me here."
              "Maybe, but you can't really look at it like that," Mahana said. "I'm not going to give you that canned everything-happens-for-a-reason line, because everybody gave it to me and I hated it. I will say though, regardless of why you're here, you are here. That has to count for something."
              "Yeah, maybe," Dyson said, turning his head to watch a group of young boys body-surfing in the breakers off-shore. "My mother always wanted to come to Hawaii. Never got the chance. I think she would have liked it."
              "Yeah?" Mahana said, smiling. "What was she like?"
              Dyson began to speak, but stopped short, thinking. "You know, I don't know that I've ever tried to describe my mother, or my father, before. I mean, how often does one actually have to tell somebody about their parents?"
              "You'll be surprised how often it happens after their gone.”
              Along the left side of the road a small stand was set up advertising handmade carvings, an oversized dolphin on display as proof.
              "Alright," Dyson said, "you first. Show me the way."
              "Papa was a very traditional guy," Mahana began without preamble. "Native Hawaiian through-and-through. Loved living by the land and sea as much as possible. Always had a garden, always fished.
              "His family was from the Big Island, all fishermen, but he wanted something different. Joined the navy as a young man, traveled around a bit, met my mother in San Diego, brought her out here to Honolulu and settled down. 
              "Owned a convenience store in Kahala for almost forty years. Finally retired and sold it when I was a senior in high school, only to find out two months later he had cancer. Didn't last long after that."
              Mahana fell silent as Dyson chewed on the information, nodding softly. "You've done that before."
              "More times than I care to remember."
              "Okay," Dyson said, exhaling. “My dad moved around a lot through his childhood, meeting my mother in grad school at Vanderbilt. He was studying to be an orthopedic surgeon and she was a scrub nurse in the OR. I guess it was quite a scandal around there for a while, but neither one of them cared. Six months after meeting, my father proposed and never left Tennessee again.
              "Growing up, they worked a lot, but they were always accessible. Mom took off to look after me while I was little, only returning to work once I started school. Neither one of them ever missed a single ballgame or weren't around when I needed them."
              Dyson fell silent for a moment, his eyes again drifting out over the surf. "You know, it's funny. As you get older, you go your own way, you almost convince yourself that you don't need them as much anymore. It's not until they're not there that you realize that couldn't be further from the truth."
              "Yeah.” 
              "And to make it even worse, at some point they kind of switched over from being my parents and just started being my friends."
              Mahana sighed again. "Yeah.”
              Dyson shifted his gaze over to her and ran his hand along the back her head, her silky hair soft against his skin. 
              "I'm sorry. I don't mean to make this hard for you. You asked where I was at. It's all still pretty raw. Lot to process."
              Reaching up, Mahana took his hand and drew it around to the front of her face, kissing his palm. She folded her fingers between his and dropped them to her lap. "Don't apologize. It actually does me good to hear it."
              Again an easy silence fell between them as the road veered off the coast and moved inland for a few miles. A dense canopy of forest pressed in on all sides, almost blocking out the sun from above. The temperature around them dropped a few degrees as the car moved ahead, passing by a macadamia nut farm on one side and a series of roadside produce stands on the other.
              "One last question, and then we won't discuss it again," Dyson said, squeezing her hand.
              "Shoot," Mahana said, her voice raised another decibel or two.
              "It gets easier, right?"
              Mahana released his hand for a moment and lifted it to her face, pushing her sunglasses up on her forehead. She blew out a puff of air, dropping her hand back to his. 
              "It does. There are still days when I feel sad, or the smallest thing will have me in tears, but it does get easier."
              "Hmm," Dyson said, nodding and returning to his window. Outside the ocean came back in to view as the trees parted overhead and sun streamed into the car.
              "Do you remember what I was telling you the other night about Hawaiians belief in ‘ohana?" 
              "Yeah," Dyson said, turning back to her. "Family, even if not by blood."
              "Right," Mahana said. "It took me a long time to embrace that concept after Papa died, which I think made it a little harder. Only in the last six months or so, and even then just a bit at a time, have I started to allow that to form around me."
              "But it helps?"
              "Tremendously. Connie, a few friends from high school, my aunts on the Big Island. You. It's all been more help than I could have ever imagined."
 



 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Three
              Dyson held Mahana's phone at arm's length, positioning himself so she was aligned perfectly before snapping the picture. Once he did, she bounced forward giggling, scrolling back to make sure it worked.
              Sure enough, there she was on screen, situated dead center with the island affectionately known as Chinaman's Hat floating atop her head in the background. "Well done! Alright, your turn."
              "Naw, naw, naw," Dyson said, waving a hand in front of himself. "I'm always the guy with the camera, which means I don't have to be in the pictures."
              "Wait, seriously?" Mahana asked, stopping and looking up at him. "Not even one?"
              "Before I go, there will be at least one, but only if you're in it with me," Dyson bargained.
              "Deal!" Mahana said, jogging forward and taking his arm, pulling him towards the car. "Come on! It's already mid-afternoon and we've got a lot to see yet."
              Exiting from Chinaman's Hat, Mahana pulled off to the side of the road, pointing to a large sprawl of red and white buildings in front of them. "Admittedly, seeing everything will be a lot easier today, as it is Christmas and most things are closed. Across the road here we have the Kua'loa Ranch, which is pretty cool, even if it is a bit touristy."
              "Ranch? As in cows and horses?"
              "Somewhat," Mahana replied, "though these days they're more known for all the TV and movies that film there. Lost, Hawaii Five-O, Jurassic Park, 50 First Dates, Pearl Harbor, Godzilla, tons of them. You can tour all the old film locations, take ATV's up into the jungle and stuff."
              "Sounds fun."
              "It is," Mahana confirmed, nosing the car north towards the far corner of the island. Just a short distance up the road they passed the enormous Polynesian Cultural Center, complete with rows of ornate tiki carvings and thatched roof buildings. Soon thereafter they cruised past one of the first Mormon temples ever built and the famed Hukilau Café. 
              With each item that slid by, Mahana launched into a full background of the site, her knowledge as a lifelong resident of Oahu evident. For each one Dyson listened and craned his neck to see, the structures sitting silent and empty. 
              Outside the sun continued to edge towards the horizon, mid-afternoon nudging towards late-afternoon. As the angle of the sun continued to shift, the light it cast moved along the water, illuminating it bright gold and sending thousands of slivers of light dancing into the sky.
              "You getting hungry yet?" Mahana asked.
              "Always," Dyson said, bringing himself back around from the window. "What are you thinking?"
              A mischievous grin spread across Mahana's face as she asked, "How are you with spicy food?"
              "Never had any problems with it. Why?"
              Chuckling, Mahana jerked the car off the road and slid to a stop in front of a white truck permanently parked on a concrete slab. The entirety of it was covered in graffiti as a small crowd milled about outside, a steady plume of steam rising from the vents cut into the roof. 
              Rifling through her glove compartment, Mahana pulled out a Sharpie marker and gripped it in her hand. "You ready?"
              "I guess?"
              Mahana bounced from the car and went straight to the front counter, ordering for the both of them. A moment later she circled back around to Dyson, leading him to the backside of the truck.
              "This is Giovanni's Shrimp Truck, one of the most famous food trucks on the planet," Mahana explained. "And part of the reason for that is everyone that comes here signs the truck."
              Dyson's eyes swung over the entirety of the automobile, taking in the vast array of signatures upon it. Many were of the simple name and date variety, though some bore large and intricate designs. "There must be thousands on here."
              "At least," Mahana said. "Man vs. Food has been here, I think the Diner's Drive-Ins & Dives guy stopped by. Everybody."
              "And how many times have you signed it?" Dyson asked.
              "Just once," Mahana said. "Very first time I came here years ago. I've tried finding it since, but I'm pretty sure the weather washed it away."
              "Well I do believe it's time for a refresher," Dyson said, already looking for the best spot to sign.
              "And will you at least join me for this?" Mahana asked.
              "Sure will," Dyson said, his eyes resting on the Giovanni's logo just above the driver's door. Taking the marker from Mahana, he stretched high and signed to the right of the logo, listing his name and the date in bold letters.
              Not to be outdone, Mahana hooked a foot onto the front tire and hoisted herself up, signing on the opposite side of the logo so their signatures encased it. Hopping down she bounced to Dyson's side, who hooked an arm over her shoulder as they stood admiring their handiwork.
              On the opposite side of the truck their number was called, sending Mahana running to retrieve it. A moment later Dyson circled around to find her holding a plate in either hand, a devious smile on her face.
              Following her to a table, Dyson sat across from her staring down at the plates of food. On either one was two perfect balls of white rice, accompanied by a dozen jumbo shrimp bathed in a rich sauce liberally seasoned with red pepper flakes.
              "Um, what the heck is that?" Dyson asked, eyeing the food.
              "It's heaven is what it is.”
              Leaning forward, Dyson took a deep whiff of the food, rocking back as his eyes began to water and he started to cough.
              Across from him Mahana laughed, clasping her hands in front of her. "Oh this is going to be fun."
              "Uh-huh. Just remember, if I can't feel my lips after this, it only hurts you."
              Making a face, Mahana grabbed her first shrimp and took it down whole. "Mmm..."
              Doing his best to save face, Dyson followed suit. Within seconds, his nose started to run and sweat dotted his forehead. "Mmm," he managed to force out.
              Mahana's entire body quivered as she tried to stifle her laughter, already on to her fourth shrimp across from him. "You don't like them?"
              "No," Dyson said, mopping his face with a napkin, "I love them. I just wish they weren't so damn hot!"
              Unable to hold back any longer, Mahana spat out a laugh, rolling back in her chair as she watched him rub moisture from the corners of his eyes. "Such a haole..."
 



 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Four
              The sand was a little grainier than at Ala Moana. Coarser, darker, with bits of black and gray coral mixed in. Dyson could feel the difference against the soles of his feet, sinking in to his ankles with every step.
              "How's your face?" Mahana asked, walking along beside him, sandals in one hand, a small plastic sack in the other.
              "I'm very much aware of it at the moment, that's for sure," Dyson said. "So where are we right now?"
              Lifting her sandals towards the sun beginning its steady fall towards the horizon, she said, "Since it's already starting to get late, we skipped Sunset Beach."
              "Isn't that supposed to be the one to see?"
              "Yeah, if you're a tourist," Mahana said, giving him a look that relayed she couldn't believe he was questioning her. "But it's small, and except for the big waves there really isn't much to see."
              "Got it. My apologies."
              "This is Waimea Bay. It's the middle of the big three that comprise the North Shore. Sunset, Waimea, and up the road is Haleiwa."
              "But this is the one to see?" 
              "I think so," Mahana confirmed. "All three have great waves and offer phenomenal surfing, but this is far and away the prettiest. I mean, just look at it."
              Dyson swept his eyes along the horizon.
              The bay was carved from a small inlet along the shoreline, framed by rock cliffs on either side. Behind them, lush green sea cliffs jutted up hundreds of feet, isolating the cove in both directions. 
              Waves battered the cliffs, sending plumes of white spray high into the air. Between them, perfect sets rolled in quick secession, dropping eight foot curves one after another. The angle of the bay faced to the northwest, framing the sun as it slipped down, casting an orange and pink hue over everything.
              "No argument here," Dyson agreed.
              Mahana led him out to the edge of a high bank in the sand, overlooking the beach as it descended to the water. Below them handfuls of youths bodysurfed along the shore and a few brave souls tried their hand at the waves a little further out.
              "In the summer time, this entire beach will be at this level and those cliffs will be covered with people cliff diving," Mahana said, holding a hand at shoulder level and extending it around her in an arc. "But in the winter, the waves pound the shore so hard it literally washes out the beach."
              "I bet," Dyson said, watching the waves crash against the cliffs on the opposite side of the bay.
              "Oh no, these are nothing," Mahana said, dropping the sack and her sandals into the sand and taking a seat beside them. "It's not uncommon to see fifteen footers roll in for days on end all winter long here."
              Dyson joined her in the sand, propping his feet out in front of him and resting his forearms across his knees. The late afternoon sun stretched across him as he stared out over the water, watching the children splash about.
              Beside him Mahana rustled through the sack, coming out with two plastic containers and two white plastic forks. She extended one to Dyson and said, "Guaranteed to put out any fire the North Shore can offer."
              Turning his head towards her, Dyson accepted the container and read the label carefully. 
              "Chocolate Haupia Pie. I was wondering what you were keeping a secret in that bag over there."
              "You ever had Haupia?" Mahana asked, cracking open her container to reveal a generous sliver of pie within.
              "Never even heard of it," Dyson admitted. "Should have I?"
              "Yes," Mahana said, taking the corner off with her fork and laying it across her tongue. "But at the same time, at least that means I get to be here to see you take your first bite."
              "That it does," Dyson said, tearing the end from his own slice and forking it into his mouth. A wonderful rich flavor spread through him, a cool and creamy rush that evaporated any aftertaste from the shrimp. "Dear lord, what is this? Is tastes like a chocolate cream pie on steroids."
              Chuckling again, Mahana finished the bite she was working on and said, "Ted's Bakery, home of the world's best haupia, which is sort of a coconut custard. They make all kinds of haupia pies, pumpkin, blueberry, but for my money chocolate is the way to go."
              "Agreed," Dyson said, throwing inhibitions to the wind as he finished the pie in four quick bites, tearing through it with reckless abandon. Beside him Mahana did the same, finishing almost as fast as he did and stuffing both their containers into the sack.
              Leaning back, Dyson stretched his legs out straight in front of him and pressed his palms into the sand. A look of contentment settled on his face, his eyes focusing on nothing in particular.
              Mahana watched him for a moment, before leaning back and matching his pose. She pulled her sunglasses from her face and tossed them atop her sandals, closing her eyes and letting the sun warm her face. "The ocean has a way of doing that, doesn't it?"
              "What?" Dyson asked, never moving his eyes from the waves.
              "Just putting you at ease. Pushing everything away from our mind and letting you focus on nothing."
              Smiling, Dyson tilted his head to the side and said, "Yes, it does, but that's actually not what I was doing."
              "So what were you doing?"
              "Just thinking."
              "Care to share?"
              Dyson sighed. "I've been here almost a week and it feels like I just landed."
              "I bet," Mahana said. "You've been on quite a roller coaster. Good trip?"
              Dyson pondered the question for a moment, nodding his head up and down. "Yeah, it has been. Don't get me wrong, I could have done without getting my car broken into, my head smashed with a rock or having to deal with Snowman. 
              "At the same time you've shown me some amazing things and I've encountered some incredible people. People that went out of their way, even when they didn't have to."
              Twisting her chin towards him, Mahana cocked her head and said, "Like who?"
              "Pretty much everybody outside of the obvious I just mentioned. You, Connie, Rider, Ola, the boys. China and his crew at the beach. Loretta up at Kaena Point. Even Willaby, the old guy who talked my ear off on the way out here giving me suggestions on the best ways to enjoy the islands."
              Mahana smiled, but said nothing.
              The two remained stationary in the sand for several long minutes, both of them watching the sun dip beneath the horizon, each moment casting a new assortment of colors across the water. When at last it was nothing more than a small puff of orange light on the horizon, Mahana scooted over in the sand and leaned in close against him.
              "The plan all day was to be back in time to go see the Christmas lights downtown as soon it got dark," Mahana whispered. "I do apologize, but I kind of feel like staying here with you instead."
              Dyson lifted an arm and draped it around her, pulling her tight against him. "Don't apologize. I've seen Christmas lights before. I've never seen anything near as incredible as this."
              Together they remained arm in arm, listening to the waves wash up on shore long after it was too dark to see them.
 



 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Five
              Over the years, Dyson had prided himself on adhering to a pretty strict moral code. It started with his parents, who were both fairly buttoned-up people, and extended into everything he did. He rarely drank, and had never been drunk. Never smoked anything of any substance. Didn't sleep around and had never fallen asleep with someone and woken up alone.
              Until this morning.
              At half past seven Dyson found himself face down in an overstuffed pillow, the billowy sides of it curved up around his face. Blinking hard and breathing deep, he raised his head up and checked the bedside clock. Just as fast he dropped himself flat again, his face making a new indent in the pillow.
              He lay that way for a few more minutes, his eyes closed but his mind awake as he registered the fact that he would be checking out that morning and still needed to pack. 
              Rolling to his back he extended an arm out to his side to reach for Mahana and pull her close, but found nothing but flat pillow beneath his fingertips. Opening his eyes again he looked across the empty expanse of bed beside him, raised his head from the pillow and did a quick scan of the room.
              Nothing.
              Raising himself to an elbow he checked to see if a light was on in the bathroom, finding the door open and darkness within. "Mahana?"
              Getting no response he raised himself to a seated position and rubbed at his eyes with the palms of his hands. Pulling them away he blinked hard several times and looked around once more, noticing a pad positioned in the middle of the coffee table with a pen across it.
              Making a face, he tossed the comforter off of himself and walked over, lifting the paper from the table and leaned himself back against the window sill to read it.
                   Dear Dyson,
 
                    I'm sorry for leaving without saying goodbye,
                    but you were sleeping so peacefully I didn't want to
                    wake you. I have a few things to take care of this 
                    morning which won't take very long. Go ahead and
                            get packed up and meet me in the lobby at 10.
              
                            See you soon,
                               M
              
                    PS - No eating before then.    
              
              With a small smirk, Dyson dropped the letter back on the table and went straight for the shower, letting the hot water chew up over a half hour. Leaving his hair wet he turned on his laptop for the first time in days and pulled up the itinerary Janice sent him, jotting down the details on the bottom half of Mahana's note.
              Slowly he went through the room, collecting all of his things and packing what he wouldn't need. To the side he laid out jeans and his coat for the trip later, pulling on a pair of khaki shorts and a maroon v-neck t-shirt for the time being. 
              Leaving everything piled on his bed, he went to the lobby at 9:30 hoping to talk to Connie awhile before he left, but instead found two women working he'd never seen before. Checking the clock hanging behind the front desk, he decided to remain in the lobby until Mahana arrived, grabbing a newspaper and settling into the sports section with his feet propped on a coffee table in front of him.
              Oblivious to the world around him he scoured through the news from the sporting world, filling himself in on all that transpired in the previous week. Three paragraphs into a story about his hometown Tennessee Titans a familiar voice asked from behind the paper, "Is this seat taken?"
              The right side of Dyson's mouth twisted up as he lowered the top half of the paper to reveal Mahana standing there. 
              She stood with her hands clasped behind her back, her long black hair hanging straight down to her shoulder with a hibiscus flower behind an ear. A form fitting spaghetti-strap sundress showed plenty of bronze skin and the skirt stopped right at her knees, revealing long toned calves.
              Dyson's mouth dropped open an inch, the witty line in his head evaporating.
              "Sorry I ran off this morning," Mahana said, rotating at the waist and smiling.
              "Um, you are most definitely forgiven," Dyson said, casting the paper aside and rising to his feet. 
              "Yeah?" 
              Dyson moved within a foot of her before stopping, his hands clenched by his side. "Do you have any idea how hard it is not to kiss you right now in front of all your co-workers?"
              Reaching out, Mahana took his hands in hers, pulling him close. "Ah, I think they already know anyway," she whispered, wrapping her hands behind his head and pulling him close.
              Ignoring whoever might be watching, the pair embraced for several long seconds. When they released their hands found each others, their fingers interlocking as they headed towards the door. 
              "So where are we headed?" Dyson asked, stepping from the lobby into the morning sun, the day already warming up around them.
              "You'll see," Mahana said, sliding herself behind the wheel.
              "And you mentioned something about food?" Dyson pressed.
              "You'll see," Mahana said, wagging a finger at him as a warning to calm his curiosity. 
              "Okay," Dyson said, resting his head back against the seat. 
              Whipping the car out onto Ala Moana, Mahana shot across two lanes of traffic and made a hard left turn, swinging wide into the beach park across the street. 
              Raising his head from the seatback, Dyson looked around at the beach he'd come to know fairly well. "We're back? Neither one of us look to be dressed for paddle surfing."
              "That's cause we're not going paddle surfing," Mahana said, smiling.
              Ahead, a large gathering was assembled on the beach. In the center of it was Rider's familiar mottled tent with flag flying overhead, though unlike normal over a dozen people swarmed about it. Pulling closer, Dyson recognized Ola's car parked on the street and could see Connie shuffling through the sand, a large tray in her hands.
              Silently he formed his mouth into a circle, looking a question at Mahana.
              Mahana eased the car to a stop along the curb and put it in park, turning herself in the front seat to face him. "Yesterday when you were asking me if it gets better, do you remember me telling you that it was my extended ‘ohana here that helped me get through it?"
              The first tentacles of realization began to creep into Dyson's mind, but he let her continue.
              "Well, last night when you were talking about all the people you've met here and how great they were, I realized you had formed your own ‘ohana, whether you meant to or not. So this morning, first thing, I grabbed a few numbers out of your phone and started making calls."
              "So all these people..." Dyson asked, his voice trailing off.
              "All of us are here to see you off and let you know that regardless how bad things seem, you are not alone. You do have family in this world."
              Dyson's eyes went glassy for a moment as he stared at the cluster of people moving about outside, a few of them now staring at the Honda and waving their arms over their head. 
              "Thank you."
              
 



 
 
 
Chapter Forty-Six
              Dyson and Mahana climbed from the car, converging in front of it and walking hand-in-hand towards the tent. As they approached a ripple went through the group, many people turning and gesturing towards them. 
              Ola was the first to wave, setting off a chain reaction that passed through most of the group. Smiling, Dyson squeezed Mahana's hand and returned the wave, stepping across the sand. 
              "Heeey!" Handlebar and Long Hair both said as they entered the tent, posted up in folding chairs along the opposite end. Beside them sat Baldie and China, all with oversized cups of coffee in hand. 
              "Bout time the guest of honor got here," China said.
              "Guest of honor?" Long Hair replied. "You mean he's the reason we're here? I just came for lunch."
              The entire tent broke out in laughter as Dyson walked across and shook each of the men's hand in turn. 
              Off to the side, Rider's usual table had doubled in length. Ola, Connie and Loretta all hurried about, setting out loads of food as Rider and Willaby stood behind the grill, both working on steak and fish.
              With a look of astonishment, Dyson greeted each of them, giving hearty handshakes to the men and hugs for the ladies. 
              "I really can't believe you guys did all this," Dyson said, staring in wonder at the spread before him. It ranged the entire length of both tables, encompassing traditional Hawaiian and usual American barbecue cuisine. 
              Chips, cookies, potato salad, macaroni salad. Poke, rice, kalua pig, lau lau.
              In total there was enough food to feed a group twice their size. A bevy of smells wafted up in all directions, the combined effect growing with each new dish the women put out.
              "This wasn't us," Ola said, waving a hand at Mahana. "This was all her idea."
              "Yeah, I was drinking coffee on my lanai when she called this morning," Willaby added.
              "And I was about to go for a hike," Loretta chimed in.
              "Thank you," Dyson whispered, looking at Mahana and pressing his lips together.
              "We were here," Handlebar deadpanned for the chairs behind them. "She stopped by and told us to come eat."
              The entire tent burst into laughter again as Ola put her hands on her hips and surveyed everything. "And speaking of eating, I do believe we're ready?"
              Connie and Loretta started off the buffet line, loading their plates with food as the four old men fell in behind them. Ola stepped to the edge of the tent and called to the boys, all four of which materialized a moment later, Clem bouncing along happily between them.
              Each of the boys offered a high five to Uncle Dyson, followed by a wet nosed greeting from Clem.
              One at a time, every person went through the line, all of them loading their plates down before returning for more. As they ate, people lobbed questions to Dyson, asking where he was going and when he would be returning.
              Between questions the conversation would shift to local affairs, Rider asking about the Warriors basketball prospects or Willaby asking if anybody had seen the new movie filmed in Hawaii. The old men provided plenty of comic relief for the group as the morning turned to afternoon, the combination of food and laughter leaving everyone with sore stomachs.
              The hours ticked by as the sun reached its high point in the sky and began to head in the opposite direction, the beach park filling in around them. After awhile the boys grew restless in the tent and retreated to the water with Clem, returning every so often for more food or drink.
              At half-past two, a shadow of sadness crossed Dyson's face. Again he thanked everyone for coming, told them how nice it had been to meet them all and much he appreciated them welcoming him during his time in Hawaii. 
              One by one he went around the room and shook hands with the each of the men, wishing them the best and promising to return as soon as he could. In turn he gave long hugs to each of the women, thanking them for their hospitality and all the trouble they'd gone to on his behalf.
              To the person, each one expressed how much they enjoyed meeting him and wished him safe travels and the best of luck. Several even went as far as to thank him for bringing so many new and exciting people into their own lives.
              Offering one last wave to the boys along the water's edge, Dyson wished everyone farewell and departed from the tent, Mahana's hand in his own.
              "Really," Dyson said as they walked away, "I can't thank you enough. That was incredible."
              "Hey, all I did was make some calls," Mahana said, smiling. "You're the one that won them over and they're the ones that showed up with everything in hand. I had the smallest role of all."
              "Still, it means a lot to me," Dyson said, squeezing her hand.
              Beside him Mahana returned the squeeze, leaning in for a kiss before pulling back, her face falling to fear as she looked past Dyson to the car ahead.
              In front of them, leaning against a palm tree beside the car, stood Snowman.
              On either side of him were two men that appeared to be his brothers, both short and doughy with the same curly black hair.
              "Surprise," Snowman said, raising his eyebrows smugly. "You don't look happy to see me."
              "Does anybody ever look happy to see you?" Dyson asked, the words slipping out before he could stop them.
              Smirking, Snowman pushed himself away from the tree and took a step forward, his cronies behind him on either side. "I take it you got my message yesterday."
              "Look," Dyson said, holding a hand out in front of him. "I'm on my way to the airport now. I'm leaving. I don't want any trouble."
              Snowman laughed sarcastically at the statement, turning over either shoulder to look at his reinforcements. "This guy breaks my nose then says he doesn't want any trouble."
              "That's not quite how it went down," Dyson said. Mahana's hand was still in his own, her palm sweaty against his. He didn't look over to see the expression on her face, but could feel her rigid by his side.
              "That's how I remember it," Snowman said, sauntering forward. "Just like I'm going to remember this as the time the three of us returned the favor."
              "Again, I don't want any trouble here," Dyson said.
              "Or what?" Snowman sneered. "Now that you're outnumbered, you're singing a different tune?"
              A small smile grew across Dyson's face as he cast a knowing glance to Mahana. Cocking his head to the side he drew in a deep breath and yelled, "China! Paul! You busy?"
              On cue, China and Paul both peeked out, followed quickly by the rest of the crew. As a group they took several steps out of the tent, stopping and staring with arms folded across their chests.
              Dyson matched Snowman's smug smile without saying a word.
              The look slid from Snowman's face as his friends exchanged a worried look. Resting a malevolent stare on Dyson, Snowman nodded his head, backing away. 
              A handful of one-liners ran through Dyson's mind as he watched them inch backwards, but instead he remained silent as they climbed into the black Mercedes and drove off.
              Once they were gone he turned and gave one more wave to the group before he and Mahana climbed into the Honda and headed back to the hotel. 
 



 
 
 
Epilogue
              The sound of his new pet's toenails clacked across the kitchen floor as Dyson stood looking out the window above the sink, surveying the landscape. Several more inches of fresh powder had fallen in the last few hours, bringing the ground coverage up to over half a foot.
              Just a dusting by Montana standards.
              Dyson stood with a glass of sweet tea in his hand, swirling it absent mindedly. Beside him on the counter the microwave buzzed throwing out a soft orb of light. 
              With a single lift of his wrist, Dyson drained the last of his drink and turned to rest his backside against the sink. He folded his arms in front of him and stared down at the English bulldog he'd inherited just a few days. She sat staring up at him, her white legs extending the rest of her fawn colored body upright.
              "Sure not the way I figured we'd be spending New Years Eve either Molly," Dyson said, staring down at her.              
              Hearing her name mentioned, Molly lifted her back legs beneath her, her tongue running over her muzzle.
              A smile settled across Dyson’s face as his arms dropped from his side, his hand reaching down to scratch behind her ears. "That's right old girl, you hear the microwave and you think mama's making you treats don't you?"
              Lowering himself to a squat he worked his fingers along her back, the dog wiggling to position his hand just so. "Tomorrow we'll go get you some of those from the store, alright? Alright?"
              Above him the microwave dinged to a stop, Molly's ears perking up as Dyson rose to a standing position. He laid a clean dish towel out on the counter and opened the microwave, pulling out a heating pad and wrapping it in the towel.
              Holding it out in front of him, Dyson headed for the living room, Molly trailing him underfoot the entire way. More than once she almost tripped him as he walked, anxious for the treat she'd been trained to receive.
              "Molly girl, I told you, this isn't for you," Dyson said aloud. "This is for the girl that somehow managed to injure herself snowshoeing this afternoon."
              "I heard that," Mahana said, her prone body stretched the length of the couch.
              "I mean, that has to be a first," Dyson said as he nudged Mahana onto her side and positioned the heating pad beneath her.
              "I'm used to wearing fins on my feet, not snowshoes," Mahana said, allowing Dyson to roll her back over the pad. "Thank you, that does feel better."
              Dyson went to the fireplace and parted the chain link net in front of it, throwing a couple of extra logs on the fire. Red-orange flames licked around them, a shower of new sparks floating up into the chimney. "I warned you it might be better to wait until it was warm. I had a feeling you weren't much of a winter girl."
              "You know, it's funny you say that now, cause I don't remember you saying that as we said goodbye last Sunday. Don't remember you saying it when you picked me up at the airport yesterday either."
              Chuckling, Dyson bent down and kissed her, dropped to the floor and leaned back against the couch beside her. "I didn't say I wasn't elated you're here. I just said I was worried how you might fare in winter weather."
              Molly came over and plopped herself beside Dyson, pressing herself against his leg in resignation that the microwave was not for her. Scratching along her ribs, Dyson leaned forward and snagged a piece of homemade pizza from the coffee table, tore the crust off and handed it to her.
              "I'll be fine by tomorrow," Mahana said. "I'm told my tour guide has quite a day planned for me."
              "That he does," Dyson said. "I'm told it will make today look tame even."
              "If today was tame, I don't know if I'll be able to take tomorrow."
              "What you're failing to remember is that tame can take on several different meanings. Whereas in Hawaii the weather is always nice and beckoning you outside, in Montana, winter days can practically beg you to stay inside."
              "Ooh," Mahana said, happy realization on her face. "Well in that case, I look forward to making today look tame."
              The two embraced again, pulling back after several long minutes as Molly pawed at them from the floor.
              Remaining just a few inches apart, Mahana looked at Dyson and smiled. "What the heck is that thing doing?"
              "She's asking for more pizza crust," Dyson said, smiling as he offered one more kiss before retreating to tear off another hunk of cheesy dough. "And she is not a thing. You may address her as Molly, Gorgeous, or Critter. That is all."
              "Gorgeous, huh? Should I be concerned?"
              "Only if you're not okay with second place," Dyson said. "Molly's my girl, always has been."
              "Oh, wow," Mahana said, her eyes shining. "You get me clear out here in the middle of nowhere and then drop a bombshell like that."
              "Sorry. Them's the rules.”
              Sighing, Mahana laid her head back against the pillows. "Well, if those are the rules, I guess I can learn to live with it."
              "I'm glad," Dyson said, lifting the television remote from the floor and aiming it at the flat screen across from them. With several quick clicks he raised the volume, the image of Time's Square gaining sound as a large clock in the corner counter backwards from three minutes.
              "Alright, three minutes and counting," Dyson announced. "Any resolutions?"
              "Ooh," Mahana said, "resolutions. Well, there is this guy I met recently I wouldn't mind getting to know better."
              "Sounds dreamy."
              "Oh, he is," Mahana said. "And aside from that, I need to make a move. The Ala Moana has been great, but it's time I tried something different for awhile."
              "Something or somewhere?" Dyson asked.
              "Both, maybe?"
              "I hear Montana is nice," Dyson said, raising his eyebrows. "Just something to keep in mind."
              "Oh yeah? And what would I do in Montana?" 
              "Well, you could be part of my New Year's resolution," Dyson said. 
              "Which is?"
              In turn Dyson looked at Molly and then Mahana. "Spend more time with my ‘ohana."
              Both Dyson and Mahana smiled as they watched the crystal ball descend the last few seconds, reaching the bottom as a shower of confetti erupted over the city.
              Without a word, they shared their first kiss of the new year.
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