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Chapter One

 

“Hey, Jen! Did you know a group of rabbits is called a 'fluffle'?” said Cait from somewhere behind me. “Isn't that so cute?”

 

“Heya, I was wondering where you were,” I said turning. “A fluffy?”

 

“No, a fluffle,” she said coming over to stand beside me. “F-l-u-double f-l-e.”

 

“A fluffle,” I repeated, savouring the word in my mouth. “I always thought it was a warren of rabbits or a herd or something like that. A fluffle. That's rather beautiful, isn't it. It sounds all cute and fluffy, just like a rabbit.”

 

“Yeah, Mike told me and he's a writer so he should know,” she said. “Not much of a turnout, is it.”

 

“So who's Mike?” I asked. Someone pushed past me and I scowled at her but didn't say anything.

 

“You remember that guy who came in with a dislocated finger?” she said, looking around. “Couple of weeks ago?”

 

“Nope,” I said.

 

“The dishy one with the blonde crinkly hair and blue eyes,” she said. “Oh come on, even old Pauline was giving him the eye. We all were, including you.”

 

“You mean that man in the wetsuit?” I asked, searching my memory.

 

“Nooo!” she exclaimed. “He was in a dove grey suit with the pale blue tie. Surely you remember?”

 

“Sorry,” I said. “A lot of people have come through in the last couple of weeks and a dislocated finger doesn't stand out. Was he one of mine?”

 

“No, one of mine,” she said, “which is how I got to spend time talking with him. He'd been at a book signing and tripped over something.”

 

“OK,” I said, not overly bothered by not remembering him. “So you talked about rabbits? Wouldn't pain killers have been better? Or did you give him too much and he was seeing things?”

 

She laughed.

 

“He asked me out so he couldn't have been delirious,” she said with a faint smirk. “He took me to dinner last night which is how I found out he's a writer. We were talking about how successful Watership Down had been. He's trying to write something along the same lines about pigeons.”

 

“Well, good luck to him,” I said. “So I'm guessing his finger was all right?”

 

“Seemed to be,” she said. “He was able to cut his steak with it anyway.”

 

“Impressive,” I said. “Most people need a knife.”

 

“Oh very funny,” said Cait. “You know what I mean.”

 

“Yeah, I do,” I said. “I hope the rain holds off. I didn't bring a coat.”

 

“Me neither,” said Cait, looking at the heavy clouds building. “This thing had better not go on too long. I've got some shopping to do. How many do you reckon are here?”

 

“Only a hundred or so, I'd say,” I said, looking at the nurses milling around outside the hospital. Some were in civvies but most were in their uniforms, as were Cait and I. Emergency Room scrubs are great for work but impractical for outdoor use. “I've seen quite a few of them before so they're probably all from here.” I waved at a couple of nurses I knew to say 'hello' to and they waved back but didn't come over.

 

“Oh, there's Mandy,” said Cait, pointing as our union rep emerged from a gaggle on the Macquarie Street pavement. “She's looking a bit harassed.”

 

“She always does,” I said as Mandy spotted us and changed direction. “She's a born worrier.”

 

“So what's happening, Mandy?” I asked as she got closer. “I thought you were expecting a few thousand.”

 

“And we've got them,” she said, her face breaking into a smile for a brief moment. “Coachloads have been arriving from across the State. They're all assembling in The Domain behind the Parliament House and they'll be marching up around the State Library and down Macquarie Street back to Parliament House any minute now. We'll go down past the Botanical Gardens and join up with them outside the Library.” She glanced at her phone as several pings announced the arrival of more messages. The Domain, incidentally, being a park adjoining the Botanical Gardens in central Sydney.

 

“Oh cool,” said Cait, “so it's not just us then.”

 

“Definitely not,” said Mandy. “The police estimate four or five thousand so far. They've stopped all traffic in Macquarie Street so we can march.”

 

“That's got to be good,” I said. “So what's happening? Should we be in The Domain as well?”

 

“No, no,” said Mandy. “I'm just about to organise us. When the main group gets to the Library we'll join them from this side.”

 

“Just as well Parliament House is next door,” said Cait, looking at the sky again. “Looks like we're in for a storm.”

 

“The Bureau of Meteorology said it's not going to rain for another hour or so,” said Mandy. “That's long enough for us to make our point. Where are your placards?”

 

“What placards?” I asked, trying to brazen it out. I really hadn't been feeling up to making one on my days off. “Nobody said anything about placards.”

 

“Yes I did,” said Mandy crossly. “I brought it up at the meeting and it was in the special bulletin I sent out last week. There were templates and everything!”

 

“Are you sure?” asked Cait. “No one else has a placard either.”

 

“Some have,” said Mandy, pointing behind us. “And John in Orthopaedics has made a banner.”

 

We both turned and sure enough three or four people were holding placards rather self consciously.

 

“What's that noise?” I asked, turning to listen. 

 

Mandy's phone pinged and she glanced at it.

 

“Ah ha!” she said. “They're at the Library.” 

 

She raised her voice and started calling everyone over. Unfortunately this meant that the others congregated behind myself and Cait putting us at the front of our little procession. I grabbed Cait and pulled her behind John as he was unfurling his banner. He handed the other end to a nurse I'd never seen before and they pulled it tight with Mandy proudly in front of it.

 

“Let's hang back a little,” I whispered to Cait. “I don't want to be near the front.”

 

“Yeah,” she whispered back. “That way if it goes on too long we can slip away quietly.”

 

Our little procession started to move forward and made its way out onto Macquarie Street. As we rounded the side of the hospital building we could see a vast throng of people marching down from the Library. Maybe twenty or so police were waiting as well. They looked bored which was understandable as a bunch of nurses and ancillary workers were unlikely to turn violent.

 

“'Scuse me!” called a man's voice. “You, the redhead cutie with the ponytail, can we have a word?”

 

I turned, only to be confronted by a man hurrying across the road and waving his hand. Not far behind him was another man with a large camera on his shoulder.

 

“You mean me?” I asked coldly, irritated by his inherent sexism. Cait had stopped as well.

 

“Yeah,” he said. “Harbour News, can we have a few words?”

 

“Oh God no,” I said, holding up my hand so my face was hidden from the camera.

 

“Sure!” said Cait happily.

 

“Awesome,” said the man. “I'm Wayne and this is Greg. What're your names?”

 

“I'm Cait,” said Cait, “and she's Jenny.”

 

“Awesome,” he said again. “So are you both nurses?”

 

“Oh come on,” I muttered, tugging on Cait's sleeve. She shook my hand off and beamed at the camera.

 

“Yes,” she said.

 

“Which hospital?” he asked. 

 

“The Emma Greville Hospital,” she said and pointed back down the road to the hospital. “We're both in ER.”

 

“Awesome,” said Wayne. “So does it bother you that people are lying sick and injured in Emergency while you both are outside demanding higher wages or don't you care about neglecting them?”

 

“You what?” said Cait, caught off guard. Her face fell.

 

“Excuse me!” I said, my irritation rising. I stepped forward and the rectangular lens hood of the camera shifted slightly to centre on me. “We've both just come off shift. ER is fully attended as are all the wards. No one here is neglecting anybody!”

 

“But you are going on strike,” said Wayne. “Innocent people will suffer.”

 

“No way are we on strike,” I said hotly, “and we're not going to!”

 

“That's not what your union says,” said Wayne. “They're threatening to strike.”

 

“But only as a last resort,” said Cait, recovering from her surprise. “We don't want to go on strike.”

 

“And we're not going to,” I added. “We never have in the past, except once, back in the eighties and even then enough staff stayed at work to look after the serious cases. All that needs to happen is for the government to agree and there won't be any strikes.”

 

“But you're holding the government and innocent people to ransom just to feather your own pockets,” said Wayne.

 

“No we're not!” said Cait, looking alarmed again. “We're not holding anyone to ransom!”

 

“Hold it!” I said, suddenly realising what was going on. “You're deliberately being provocative to get a story, aren't you.”

 

“Just doing my job,” said Wayne with a cheerful grin. “Anyway, that's how a lot of people see it.”

 

“Well, they're wrong,” I said flatly. “There's no question of a strike here. It's just part of the negotiation process and for sure none of us nor anyone in government wants a strike.”

 

“But if negotiations break down you'll go on strike?” he said. “How do you reconcile that with your conscience?”

 

“It won't happen,” I said. “Anyway, I think you'll find most people support the nurses.”

 

“But you're on a decent salary,” he said.

 

“Depends what you mean by decent,” said Cait. “I live here in Sydney and roughly 50% of my salary goes on rent alone and rents are going up all the time. So's the cost of living. It's a struggle to make ends meet sometimes.”

 

“Plenty of people in Sydney are in the same boat,” he said. “What's so special about nurses?”

 

“Ask me that again when you are brought to Emergency after you've been in a bad car accident,” I said drily. “When you're fighting to breathe, the blood is pumping out of you and you're going into a coma.”

 

“Fair point,” said Wayne. “Not that anyone would care if another reporter went under. Anyway, great interview. Thanks for your time, girls.”

 

“I'm sure someone would,” I said. “Anyway, it's not just about money.”

 

“Oh really?” he said, perking up. “Keep it rolling, Greg. So what else is it about?”

 

“It's about what you just said,” I said. “I'm 33 and Cait is 29. We're not 'girls'.”

 

“I'm not following,” said Wayne, frowning.

 

“She means you're a sexist bastard,” said Greg, still keeping the camera on me.

 

“Exactly,” I said. “It's about respect in the workplace and outside. It's about recognition of the valuable role women have in our society. What was it you said to get my attention?”

 

“Um, I don't remember,” said Wayne quickly.

 

“Oh I think you do,” I said. “Is that camera still recording?”

 

“No way am I turning it off now,” said Greg and briefly let go with one hand to give me a thumbs up.

 

“Bastard!” breathed Wayne.

 

“What you said,” I said, “was 'You, the redhead cutie with the ponytail, can we have a word?' Would you have said that if I was a man?”

 

“Umm,” said Wayne, going faintly pink.

 

“Of course not,” I said. “In fact you probably wouldn't have shouted across the road either but because I'm a woman you just assumed it was 'all right'” and I did quotes with my fingers to emphasise that. “You expect a woman to do what you want because you said she was 'cute'.” I did the finger quotes again just in case the camera hadn't picked them up first time.

 

“Umm,” said Wayne, going a little pinker.

 

“But that's nothing compared with the rampant sexism inside hospitals,” I said. “Not just amongst doctors and surgeons but within management. In fact it's even deeper than that as sexism is entrenched in the system and that is something our union is trying to change. It's systemic.”

 

“Can you give us any examples?” asked Wayne, recovering his journalistic senses now the spotlight was off him.

 

“Hundreds,” I said. “Female nurses are constantly being sexually harassed, talked down to, made the butt of sexist jokes and so on but here's a classic which I personally witnessed last year. One of the nurses in Emergency was sent by a Consultant to fill his car with petrol. One of the female nurses, I might add. No male nurse would have been told to do that and don't forget this was in Emergency where we're generally working flat out with emergencies.”

 

“Will you name names?” asked Wayne.

 

“No,” I said, “although a complaint was made at the time by the duty nurse who wouldn't allow it. The Consultant was reprimanded but that's not the point.”

 

“What is the point then?” asked Wayne.

 

“The point is that he should never have done it in the first place,” I said. “Too many men within healthcare see female nurses as their servants. It's an arrogant and outmoded attitude as well as being just plain sexist. This is the 2020s after all and we're all professionals.”

 

“Too bloody right,” said Cait.

 

“OK, Greg, let's leave it there,” said Wayne. “Thank you very much for talking to us, ladies. Umm, is it all right to call you 'ladies'?”

 

“It's a little better than 'girls',” I said, “but we both have names or have you forgotten?”

 

“Umm,” said Wayne, glancing at Greg who was now holding his camera against his chest and grinning. 

 

“Jenny and Cait,” said Greg.

 

“I knew that,” exclaimed Wayne irritably.

 

“Is any of that going to be broadcast?” I asked, wondering if I'd gone too far.

 

“Already has been,” said Greg. “It went out live on the Internet although it'll be edited and cut for the TV News, if it gets broadcast. Something big might knock it off, like a plane crash or something about Taylor Swift.”

 

“Oh,” I said, feeling a little nervous inside as my indignation subsided.

 

“OK then,” said Wayne, looking around. “Let's see what's happening over there.”

 

“I just want to say that I think nurses do an incredible job,” said Greg. “I hope you get the pay rise you're asking for although …”

 

“Although?” I asked.

 

“I don't expect you'll be seeing much of a change in attitudes,” he said, “since you really are cute, even though you're 33,” and he winked before striding off after Wayne.

 

“Oh sod off,” I said irritably but I don't think he heard.

 

“Well, that was fun, wasn't it,” said Cait brightly.

 

“I just hope no one in management sees it,” I said, perturbed. “Oh well. I suppose we'd better join the others. Solidarity and all that.”

 

We walked the twenty or so metres over the the back end of the crowd of protesters and stood near a couple of policemen who were casually chatting with each other and giving the crowd only casual glances. Way up at the front, up against the wall of Parliament House, someone was making a speech but from where we were we couldn't make out what he was saying. There was a distant rumble of thunder and a few drops of rain. Another camera crew wandered over and the cameraman started filming the sky.

 

“You think they'll do something nasty?” asked Cait.

 

“You never know,” I said. “Oh, I doubt I'll be disciplined but they can make life difficult.”

 

“I s'pose,” she said, “but they've probably got more to worry about at the moment, what with the demo and the pay negotiations. Let's get closer. I want to hear what they're saying.”

 

“OK,” I said. “Although I think I'll be off soon. Those clouds look nasty.”

 

“Yeah,” said Cait. “Oh, what the hell. I'll be off too. I don't want to get soaked.”

 

Just as she said that there was another peal of thunder and the rain started to come down properly. I'm not exactly sure of what happened but someone nearby opened an umbrella and maybe the tip of one of the ribs caught someone else or something like that but the end result was that the woman in front and to the side of me lurched backwards and crashed into me, throwing me into the cameraman beside me. I landed on my knees with one elbow pressed hard against the cameraman's neck. He pushed me off and Cait grabbed my shoulders.

 

“Are you OK?” she asked urgently as the cameraman got to his knees and reached for his camera.

 

“I think so,” I muttered. “What happened?”

 

“Don't move!” snarled one of the policemen. He pushed Cait to one side. “I saw that!”

 

“My camera!” exclaimed the cameraman. “Look at my bloody camera!”

 

“What?” I exclaimed as Cait's gentle hands were replaced by a pair of ungentle ones.

 

“I said don't move” said the policeman as the other one bent over the cameraman. 

 

“What's happening?” asked Cait.

 

“I saw her attack the cameraman,” said the policeman.

 

“She just fell,” said Cait. “Someone barged into her. She didn't attack anyone!”

 

“We'll sort it all out at the station,” said the other policeman. He gestured to the cameraman on the ground. “He's making a complaint. Apparently those things cost a fortune.”

 

“Right then,” said my policeman. “You're coming down the station.”

 

“What the hell for?” demanded Cait. 

 

“My knees hurt,” I said, hoping someone would care.

 

“Assault,” said the policeman, “and criminal damage.”

 

“You what?” I exclaimed in shock, my knees forgotten. “What?”

 




Chapter Two

 

They took Cait to the police station as well since she'd protested my innocence once too often and tried the policeman's patience. After taking our names and addresses we were put in a hot and stuffy little interview room and ignored. On the positive side, however, we dried off fairly quickly and my knees stopped hurting after a while.

 

“It's been over two hours,” said Cait, looking at her phone. “Do you think they've forgotten about us?”

 

“I doubt it,” I said, getting up to peer out of the small wire reinforced window yet again. It was just possible to see a tiny patch of green from The Domain if I pressed my face hard against the glass. “They're probably just softening us up before the good cop bad cop routine begins. It's stopped raining though.”

 

“Oh God, do you think so?” said Cait anxiously. “Me too? I was just an innocent bystander. I didn't do anything. It was you that knocked that man over and broke his camera.”

 

“Shhh!” I hissed, turning back from the window. “Don't say anything. They've probably got the room bugged.”

 

Cait just stared at me in alarm, her mouth hanging partly open then she cautiously looked around the room.

 

“Maybe it's under the table?” she whispered hoarsely. “Shall I look?”

 

“Oh Cait, Cait,” I said with a smile and a slow shake of my head. “This is Australia not some fascist dictatorship. The cops have to tell us if they're going to do any recording otherwise it can't be used in court.”

 

Hearing myself say 'court' pricked my little defensive bubble of humour and my anxieties came spilling out again. I slumped against the wall. Assault? Criminal Damage? How many years would I be in prison? One thing was for certain, the hospital wouldn't be keeping my job open for me.

 

“I still think you should get a lawyer,” said Cait. 

 

“I don't know any,” I said, prising myself off the wall. “Anyway I'll have to pay one so I'd rather wait until I know I need one than waste the money when I don't. I haven't even been charged with anything yet.”

 

I slowly walked over to the plastic chair, all of three steps, and slumped in it.

 

“Maybe we can share the cost,” said Cait. “I don't even know why I'm here. What's that noise?”

 

“It's my phone,” I said as the muffled sound of a steam train departing emanated from my jeans. My ex had put that ringtone on as a joke and I'd never got around to changing it. I pulled my phone out of my pocket and glanced at the screen before hanging up.

 

“Just a number,” I said, seeing Cait's curious look. “No one I know.”

 

“Oh,” she said and looked around the drab room again.

 

I toyed with my phone for a few moments in case the caller left a message but they didn't. I was just about to push the phone back in my pocket when it rang again.

 

“Same number,” I said, glancing at it. I hung up again just as the door opened. I dropped my phone in surprise and scrambled for it instinctively.

 

“Good afternoon,” said the policeman. He paused to look at me on my knees. “Lost something?”

 

“My phone,” I said apologetically. I held it up as evidence then got to my feet. 

 

“OK,” he said brusquely and sat in the chair behind the desk. “Which of you is Jennifer O'Donnell?”

 

“I am,” I said, sitting down and rubbing my knees. The sudden plunge had made them hurt again.

 

“So you are Caitlin Armstrong?” he asked, glancing at Cait.

 

“Yes,” she said hesitantly. “Umm, why are we here?”

 

“A small matter of assault and impeding an officer,” said the policeman as my phone rang yet again. He gave me a cold look.

 

“It's a scammer,” I said apologetically and hung up. “The sod keeps ringing.”

 

“I see,” he said and looked down at the files he'd brought with him. “Now, a complaint has been made by …” and my phone rang yet again.

 

“Oh for God's sake,” I said angrily. “Look, you're a cop. You answer it and tell them to stop,” and I thrust the ringing phone at him.

 

He looked surprised then reached out and took my phone.

 

“Constable Irvine, New South Wales Police,” he said, answering it with a frown. “Yes, she's here. Who is calling please?” He looked over at me and raised an eyebrow. “One moment. I'll put her on.” He held out the phone to me. “It's your lawyer, Leonard Achampong.”

 

“My lawyer?” I said in astonishment. “I don't have a lawyer!”

 

“I suggest you take the call,” said Constable Irvine, waggling the phone. “You may be needing a lawyer.”

 

I scowled then gingerly leaned forward to take the phone.

 

“Hello?” I said nervously.

 

“Am I speaking with Jennifer O'Donnell?” asked the very cultured voice.

 

“Yes,” I said. “Who is this?”

 

“Leonard Achampong,” said the voice. “Solicitor at Law. Ahh, forgive me for intruding but why did a policeman answer your phone? Are you in a spot of bother?”

 

“You could say that,” I said, thoroughly bemused. “I've been arrested.”

 

“Actually you haven't,” said Constable Irvine, interrupting. “Not yet.”

 

“I'm sorry, I didn't quite hear that,” said Leonard.

 

“He said I haven't been arrested yet,” I said, “but I'm guessing I will be very soon. Look, what's all this about? I am rather busy at the moment.”

 

“Doubtless you are,” said Leonard. “Am I to take it you are at present undergoing a police interview?”

 

“I think I'm about to,” I said. “He's only just come in the room.”

 

“And do you have a lawyer in attendance?” he asked.

 

“Um, no,” I said. “I don't know any lawyers.”

 

“Then the Constable's answering of my call was entirely fortuitous,” said Leonard. “I place myself entirely at your service.”

 

“Just a sec,” I said and put my hand over the phone so he couldn't hear. “Are lawyers allowed to tout for business inside police stations?”

 

“I don't think so,” said Irvine, frowning in puzzlement. “I don't think it's ever happened before.”

 

“OK,” I said and thought for a few moments then took my hand off the phone. “Look, how did you get my number?”

 

“From the Emma Greville Hospital,” said Leonard. “I phoned them after seeing your televised interview. Is your present situation a direct consequence of that interview?”

 

“I'm sorry, what?” I asked.

 

“Are you being interviewed by the police in connection with the interview you gave earlier outside the Australian Parliament House?” he asked.

 

“Actually it was the New South Wales Parliament,” I said, “but no. It was something that happened shortly afterwards. Look, I don't understand. Why are we talking about this? Why did you ring me?”

 

Constable Irvine looked pointedly at his watch.

 

“I do apologise for any confusion, Ms O'Donnell,” said Leonard. “Perhaps if you told me of the nature of your, ahh, current dealing with the police I might be able to help.”

 

“Oh Jesus,” I said. “Listen, they think I assaulted a cameraman and smashed his camera and they've got my friend here too and they're saying she tried to do something or other as well. I'm not sure what.”

 

“I see,” said Leonard. He cleared his throat. “Could you put the Constable back on the line please?”

 

“Sure,” I said, “if you think it'll do any good.” I held the phone out to Irvine. “He wants to talk to you.”

 

Irvine scowled but took the phone.

 

“Irvine,” he said brusquely, “… that is correct … Assault and Criminal Damage … Impeding a Police Officer in his duty … yes … yes … 24 hours, yes … I see … no, not overly serious but … wouldn't a local lawyer be easier? … well, no, they're quite within their rights … Woolloomooloo Police Station … that's in Sydney … right, goodbye.”

 

He hung up and stared at me for several seconds, making me nervous.

 

“What?” I said, trying to be tough and defiant. It came out a little high pitched and strangled.

 

“This interview is concluded,” he said with an air of finality, “until such time as your lawyer arrives.” He closed his files and stood up, leaving the phone on the table.

 

“So can we go?” asked Cait, “or do we have to stay here until he arrives?”

 

“You can go,” he said. “It could be a while. He's flying in from London.”

 

“London?” I exclaimed. “London? You mean London in England?”

 

“That's right,” he said. “It's funny, I didn't put you down as being one of them with a rich daddy.” He nodded and walked out the door.

 

“What the hell?” I exclaimed. “What the frig is going on here? Why's a London lawyer phoning me out of the blue and why the hell's he flying all the way out here for?”

 

“I've no idea,” said Cait, looking as baffled as I was, “but you really should have got a local lawyer. This one's going to be expensive.”

 

“Oh shiiittt” I wailed. “I can't afford the air fares from London! And he's probably going to charge by the hour! Bloody hell! I've got to stop him!”

 

I snatched up my phone and opened the call log to get this lawyer's number. I pressed Dial and an anonymous female voice intoned “International calls not permitted” before disconnecting.

 

“Frig!” I said angrily and tried again but it seemed international calls had not been enabled in the last few seconds. “Give me your phone,” I cried, snapping my fingers urgently at Cait.

 

She hastily pulled her phone out and handed it to me. Checking my phone frequently I keyed in Leonard's number. Sadly Cait's didn't make international calls either so I got the same woman's voice.

 

“Bitch!” I said angrily.

 

“What's the matter?” asked Cait.

 

“I can't make international calls,” I said. “Neither can you.”

 

“Oh,” she said. “Umm, so he really is in London?”

 

“Well, he's not in Australia that's for sure,” I said. “Look, the number starts with 44. That's the UK isn't it?”

 

“Isn't the UK 41?” she asked. “Or is it 61?”

 

“I think 61's Australia,” I said. “Anyway, what does it matter? It's overseas. That Telstra woman said so.”

 

“Maybe if you tried texting?” said Cait. “He could ring you back.”

 

“Awesome idea!” I exclaimed and quickly keyed in a text message asking Leonard to call back urgently. I sent it then stared at my phone willing it to ring.

 

“Maybe he's packing and didn't hear his phone,” said Cait after a few minutes.

 

“Maybe,” I said and sent another text message telling him not to come to Australia as I was getting a Sydney based lawyer instead.

 

“Actually, I seem to remember they don't tell you if a text can't be delivered,” said Cait after a while. “And if international calls are blocked maybe international texts are too. Why not try WhatsApp?”

 

“I don't know his WhatsApp ID,” I said gloomily. It occurred to me that, judging by the plummy sound of his voice, Leonard probably flew first class, or at least business class. The air fare alone would probably set me back ten grand or more. Even if I sold my car I'd still be two or three grand short and that was before his hourly fee. 

 

“Oh well, we'd best go,” I said, resignedly. “It's been a bloody shit day.”

 

* * *

 

I didn't sleep well that night, inevitably, although it did occur to me that if Leonard Achampong did hand me a huge bill I could sue him for coercion or false pretences or something. After all, I hadn't asked him to come to Australia and I sure as hell hadn't signed any contract. I calmed down a little after that but sleep still didn't come. All that changed was the nature of my worry. Why did a London lawyer watch a news video of a protest in Sydney and why did he track me down? It crossed my mind that the Consultant who'd sent the nurse to get petrol might now be working in London and was planning to sue me for defamation but I was pretty sure he'd moved to Melbourne. And why would anyone in London give a damn what some nurse in Sydney said about him anyway? It wasn't as though I'd named him.

 

It was around 11:30 the next morning that the Duty Nurse, Magda, sent me for a break. I was feeling very tired so I went to the cafeteria to get a double shot espresso and a serious sugar hit via a vanilla slice. Carrying my goodies to a vacant table I noticed a nurse say something to her companion and they both looked over and beamed. One gave me a thumbs up which was a little puzzling as I didn't know either of them.

 

I'd just sat down at a table when Damien, one of the middle level hospital administrators came over. We were mildly friendly as we'd both been at the hospital for a while and we'd worked together for two weeks when I was seconded to a panel to review Emergency Room procedures.

 

“Heya Jen,” he said, sitting down. “You look tired. Everything OK?”

 

“Oh yeah,” I said. “Just didn't get a lot of sleep last night.”

 

“I can imagine,” he said, ripping the tops of two sachets of sweetener. 

 

“What do you mean?” I asked as he tipped them into his latte.

 

“That speech you gave yesterday,” he said with a grin. “Damn that was brave! I'm so proud of you.”

 

I froze in consternation.

 

“Ah,” I said. “Umm, so have you, er, seen it?”

 

“Sure have,” he said. “All four and a half minutes of it.”

 

“Right,” I said. Had it really been that long? “So, um, what did you think?”

 

“Like I said, brave,” he said, “although it's about time someone said these things. I particularly liked that bit when you called out the journalist for being sexist though. That made me laugh.”

 

“Oh, so they didn't cut that bit then?” I asked.

 

“Nope,” he said. “At least not in the downloaded version. I don't know what actually got broadcast.”

 

“What do you mean downloaded?” I asked, my voice full of trepidation.

 

“Hmm?” He looked at me over the rim of his mug as he slurped some of his latte. “Oh, someone downloaded it from the Internet. It's been doing the rounds.”

 

“You mean like those funny cat videos?” I asked. “Like, as a joke?”

 

“Well maybe that's how it got started,” he said. “I don't usually get those since I've put a filter on my emails.”

 

“Ah,” I said and pondered for a few moments.

 

“You did look kinda sexy,” he said, not realising he had a very unsexy milk froth moustache. “There was a fire in your eyes when you talked about the rampant insidious sexism pervading the entire hospital. Not that I'm saying you aren't sexy all the time, you understand, just that it was highlighted in the video.”

 

“And that's an example of what I was talking about,” I said. “We're just chatting during our break so why do you have to say I'm sexy? You're married for God's sake!”

 

“Oh, sorry,” he said, trying to look apologetic but the moustache didn't help. “Umm, I didn't mean it.”

 

“Didn't mean what?” I said. “You didn't mean I'm sexy or you didn't mean to say it?”

 

“Ummm,” he said, visibly searching for an acceptable answer. “That vanilla slice looks delicious!”

 

“Oh forget it,” I said dismissively. On the scale of sexism Damien was just a beginner. “So if you've blocked those emails how did you get to see me?”

 

“Ahh, right, yes,” he said. “An email was circulated about it, oh, a couple of hours ago. It went to all senior managers and the video was attached. They're planning to have a big meeting to discuss it sometime next week when they can find a time everyone is free. Bernard, my boss, asked if I knew you. I told him I did so he sent me a copy to see what I thought about it.”

 

“All senior managers?” I moaned, aghast. “A meeting? Oh shit, shit, shit!” I hung my head and tried to hide from the world behind my arms.

 

“So it's working,” he said happily. “You must be pleased.”

 

“What's working?” I asked, peering up at him.

 

“You're getting the word out,” he said. “People are talking. That's got to be good. By the end of next week everyone in the hospital will know who you are!”

 

“Oh Christ,” I said and hid again.

 

“Isn't that what you wanted?” he asked. “I'm a bit confused here.”

 

“Yes and no,” I said. “Umm, there could be, how can I put it, repercussions?”

 

“Oh don't worry about it,” he said. “They can't sack you, not for expressing your views and you didn't name anyone so there won't be any grounds for libel or slander or whatever it is.”

 

“Yeah, I guess,” I said, “but there could be other things.”

 

“Like what?” he asked, slurping the last of his latte.

 

“Blocking promotions, changes in the rostering, monitoring my every move, things like that,” I said. “They may even take me off Emergency and put me in Palliative Care.” 

 

“Ahh, I never thought of that,” he said, frowning. “Wouldn't your union support you?”

 

“Probably,” I said, “but I'm sure there'd be all sorts of efficiency reasons for doing whatever.”

 

“Oh don't worry about it,” he said. “I doubt anything will happen. Nothing ever does and they're far more worried about the pay claim the unions are agitating for. Anyway I'd better get back. Bernard gets upset if I'm away too long. See you!”

 

“Yeah sure,” I said. “I'd better be getting back too.”

 

He walked off as I swirled my espresso in its little cup then swallowed it in one gulp. I didn't fancy the vanilla slice any more so I wrapped it in a paper napkin to have later when I'd got my appetite back.

 

“Ahh, there you are, Jennifer,” called Mandy from the other side of the cafeteria. “Stay right there, I'm coming over!”

 

“Oh God, now what?” I thought as I sat back down again.

 

“Excellent interview you gave yesterday,” said Mandy, her normally lugubrious face wreathed in smiles. “Truly inspirational.”

 

“Oh, thank you,” I said in surprise. Mandy, the local nurses union rep, was hard working but rarely enthusiastic.

 

“I wouldn't be surprised if the video ends up being part of the union's training program,” she said then snorted. “No royalties though.”

 

“Well I don't expect there'd be much in the way of royalties anyway,” I said. “Umm, can I ask you something?”

 

“Of course,” said Mandy. “My door is always open, metaphorically speaking.”

 

“Umm, well, I've heard that the video is being circulated around the hospital,” I said, “and there's a rumour that the senior managers are having a meeting about it next week sometime.”

 

“Very likely,” said Mandy. “They don't like this sort of thing, you see. They claim it brings the hospital into disrepute but they can't see that the underlying causes bring them into even more disrepute. Typical narrow minded bureaucrats the lot of them.”

 

“So, umm, do you think there'll be any repercussions?” I asked.

 

“Oh God no,” she said. “It would take a major change of management and a massive culture shift to wipe out these things. If I were to be totally honest I don't see it happening in my lifetime.”

 

“No, I meant for me personally,” I said.

 

“Oh, I see,” she said. “Yes, very probably. No one likes a whistle-blower.”

 




Chapter Three

 

The big knot of worry in my belly dissipated as the afternoon progressed. We had, amongst others, the usual heart attacks, a very large man who'd gone into a diabetic coma, a young apprentice tiler who'd managed to sever the tendons to his left hand with a broken tile, a taxi driver who'd gone through the taxi's windscreen head first, a boy who'd fallen over and managed to get a large splinter embedded deep under his thumbnail, an unemployed man who couldn't afford to see a dentist and a young mother who was convinced her new born was dying but who only had wind. In other words a fairly normal day.

 

The knot returned on the train home as the outside world came crashing back in on me. I was on the verge of being charged with assault and criminal damage, my lawyer was going to bankrupt me and my employer was convinced I was a whistle-blower. Perhaps I should have followed my Dad into the uneventful world of dry cleaning after all. He'd had it planned since I was about ten when I'd started helping out in the shop – the electrically operated rail that shifted all the hanging clean clothes around so they could be easily retrieved fascinated me – but to his great and frequently expressed disappointment I'd elected to abandon his little empire and go to Nursing College. He'd even designed a rather tasteless sign for the front of his shop. It wasn't the wording so much, since 'Shamus O'Donnell & Daughter Dry Cleaners' was both true and inoffensive. It was more the little green leprechauns in pointy hats, evening dresses and boots dancing around a stylised dry cleaning press that I didn't like. It's not like we even got many Irish customers as the shop was in an area popular with Lebanese and Vietnamese who had no idea what a leprechaun was.

 

My general stress levels weren't helped when I opened my front door, on the third floor of a block of low rental, for Sydney, units in Bankstown. Someone had pushed a note under my door and, since it was scrawled on the back of a Coles Home Delivery statement, it was most likely from my ex since he was a Coles Home Delivery driver. The wording – 'I cant believe u fucking changed the locks u bitch' – tended to confirm it even though he hadn't actually signed the document. In point of fact I didn't change the locks. The landlord did when he replaced the door after my ex tried to smash his way in. He'd had an evening of commiserating with his mates in the pub about our breakup and how unreasonable it was of me to throw him out over something as trivial as screwing some other woman in the back of my car. Doubtless their view was that since he didn't have a car of his own at the time I should have been more accommodating. More to the point my ex shouldn't have come round without letting me know in advance as he was still under a Restraining Order imposed by the court and wasn't allowed within 100 metres of the premises without my permission. 

 

I managed to suppress the urge to send him an abusive text message and made myself a cup of calming chamomile tea instead then changed into my jammies and stretched out on the couch. When I felt a little less tense I reached out for the tea only to discover it was still in the kitchen. With a groan I rolled off the couch and made my way to the kitchen and added a shot of whisky to the tea from the bottle on top of the fridge. Carrying it back carefully so I didn't spill any, whisky being expensive, I remembered I'd deleted my ex from my contacts.

 

“Bums,” I muttered and sat on the couch.

 

Chamomile tea and whisky is an unusual combination but I wholeheartedly recommend it as being considerably more relaxing than just straight chamomile tea. It tastes a lot better too and gives the chamomile a bit of bite. Twenty minutes later I felt I was more in control of the situation and dug out the court order to get his number. I then composed a somewhat lengthy text pointing out that the things he'd left behind – a $3000 bicycle he'd used only once, a fancy toolbox, four generations of Xbox consoles and a big garbage bag of unwashed clothes – were in the lock-up that came with the unit, that he still had a key for the lock-up, that he'd been gone for 11 months and his things were still there and that if he turned up again without prior agreement I'd call the police. I hesitated before sending it then said 'sod him' loudly and pushed the button. Then I turned off the phone in case he rang back.

 

An hour later I was back in the kitchen after a long hot soak in the bath wondering what to have for dinner. I normally have a healthy appetite but the knot in my intestines must have been pressing against my stomach and I didn't really fancy eating anything. Being a nurse I knew I should eat something so in the end I elected to have an apple. I wandered back to the couch and put the apple on the occasional table where I could see it. I was just debating whether or not to put on the TV when there was a loud knock on the door and my heart tried to force its way up my throat and a stabbing icy coldness lanced through my bowels.

 

“Oh shit!” I thought, “the bloody bastard's only come straight round!”

 

I sat there trying to get a grip and hoping that if I didn't answer the door he'd go away. Then there was another knock.

 

“Deep breaths, deep breaths,” I muttered then picked up my phone and turned it on, ready to call the police. Thus armed I approached the door and checked the security chain was in place before opening it.

 

“What do you want?” I said grimly through the narrow gap.

 

“Ahh, Ms Jennifer O'Donnell?” asked a cultured voice that sounded faintly familiar.

 

“What?” I said in surprise. For all his past charms, my ex had never had a cultured voice. Nor did my landlord, come to that, or anyone else in Bankstown.

 

“Is this the residence of Ms Jennifer O'Donnell?” asked the voice.

 

“Um, oh yes,” I said, trying to see who it was through the gap. “Who are you?”

 

“Laurence Achampong,” he said. “The lawyer. We spoke briefly on the telephone yesterday. It was not my intention to arrive unannounced but, alas, your phone was switched off.” 

 

“Bloody hell!” I said in astonishment.

 

“Umm, would it be possible to speak with you in a more face to face manner?” he asked.

 

“Oh sorry,” I said, feeling embarrassed. “Um, just a sec.”

 

I closed the door, slipped off the chain then opened it again.

 

“We meet at last,” he said genially and held out his hand before dropping it rapidly. “Ahh, I have caught you at an inopportune moment. My apologies. Shall I return at another time?”

 

I wondered what he was talking about for a few moments then realised to my dismay I was still in my jammies. He, on the other hand, was in an expensive looking black suit with a crisp white shirt and dark grey tie. I also noticed, in that split second in which we assess other people, that he was very good looking.

 

“Oh! Sorry! I, um, wasn't expecting … um, um, oh come in,” I said, very much flustered. I hurriedly stepped backward. “I'll, um, I'll just go and … um, back in a minute!” My nerve broke and I fled to my bedroom.

 

“Jesus!” I whispered as I slammed the door and fell back against it. “What'll I wear?”

 

I flew over to the wardrobe and started rummaging through it. Most of my clothes were still in the laundry basket waiting to be washed but, next to a couple of spare uniforms, was a serviceable summer dress. I yanked it off the hanger and found a pair of shoes that didn't clash too badly then cracked open the door. He was standing at the window looking at the view of the block of units next door so I tiptoed out and into the bathroom so I could run a brush through my hair and slap on a little lipstick.

 

“Mr Achampong,” I drawled as I made what I hoped was a dignified exit from the bathroom. “How nice to meet you! I do apologise for making you wait.”

 

I pulled the kitchen door shut as I went past as there was no need for him to see the dirty washing up and held out my hand in greeting. He took it and it was only at that moment I realised that he was black. Not that that was a problem in any way, it's just that as my subconscious mind had registered how good looking he was it hadn't noticed his skin colour. In fact, now that I was looking at him properly I could see he was a very healthy looking deep rich black and his short neatly trimmed silver grey hair and beard accentuated his looks. I also noticed that his tie was a muted silver blue rather than grey and that he wore a silver tie pin with what looked like a diamond in it, somewhat larger than the diamond in my Mum's wedding ring.

 

“Delighted to meet you Ms O'Donnell,” he said, beaming. “Charmed.”

 

“As am I,” I said, “although you can call me Jennifer or Jenny if you prefer.”

 

“Then you must call me Leonard,” he said, his teeth gleaming, “although I'd prefer not Leo.”

 

“Of course, Leonard,” I said. “Would you like some tea or coffee?”

 

“That would be most kind,” he said. “Some tea would be most refreshing. I came here directly from the Police Station in Woolloomooloo and I am feeling a little dry.”

 

“Ahh,” I said as my little fantasy world crashed around me. “The police, yes. Right, well I'll just put the kettle on. Won't be a moment. Umm, milk and sugar?”

 

“A splash of milk if I may,” he said.

 

“Okies, no sweat,” I said then wished I hadn't. Even to my ears I sounded … colonial. “If you'd like to take a seat I'll only be a few moments.”

 

Fortunately I'd had a tidy up only the week before so there weren't any piles of dirty washing or anything on either the couch or the armchair. I hurried into the kitchen and put the kettle on before grabbing an English Breakfast teabag and a mug with 'I Don't Do Mornings' emblazoned on the side.

 

“I hope it's going to be a lengthy trial,” I thought. “I could just do with him being around for a while. Maybe he'll visit me in prison as well.”

 

I poured in the water when the kettle boiled then added some milk before hesitating. He didn't seem the sort to use teabags so I stirred it round a few times then fished it out and squeezed it between my fingers to make the tea a little darker.

 

“Here we are,” I said, carrying it into the lounge. He was sitting neatly in the one armchair and I noticed he had a slim black leather briefcase on his knees. I hadn't seen it before. I put the mug on the occasional table and twisted it slightly so the handle was within easy reach before sitting on the couch.

 

“Thank you,” he said. His eyes read the inscription on the mug and he smiled before looking over at me. “Well, I see little need to stretch things out so I may as well come to the point. You will, I'm sure, be delighted to know that the police will not be charging you, nor Ms Armstrong.”

 

“Oh thank God!” I exclaimed and sagged slightly in relief. “Umm, why not?”

 

“Another video recording has come to light,” he said. “Taken by another news crew at the, ah, event. The camera was aimed at the speaker but most fortuitously it captured, on the far right of the image, the incident in which you were unfortunately involved.”

 

“So what actually happened?” I asked.

 

“It started to rain,” said Leonard. “Someone opened an umbrella causing someone else to step out of the way and that person is clearly seen to knock you into the cameraman. There is no disputing that the incident was entirely accidental and, after I showed the video to the police, the arresting officer was called for and, under questioning, conceded that he did not actually see you assault the cameraman. He only saw the aftermath with you on top of the man with your elbow in his throat and, perhaps not unreasonably given the circumstances, jumped to certain conclusions. I dare say in these uncertain times, much as we would like to condemn the policeman, it is best that they react instantly to a situation rather than delay and perhaps allow a worse situation to develop.”

 

“I suppose,” I said, feeling a great weight lift off me, “but I was worried, I admit.”

 

“Undoubtedly,” he said. “And it is my great pleasure to be able to be of some assistance to you. You will also be relived to know that, as the damage to the camera was accidental, that you will not be liable.”

 

“Thank God,” I said with feeling. “I'm not well off. Have you any idea what it cost?”

 

“The camera was, I believe, a fully equipped professional Sony ENG camcorder of the type normally used by commercial news crews and valued in the region of $65,000 Australian,” he said. “I imagine the standards of that industry require a high level of quality and doubtless the company involved was fully insured, not that that is our concern, of course. Liability has been shown to not lie with you and that is the end of the matter.”

 

“How on Earth did you manage to find a video showing what happened so quickly?” I asked, wincing at the cost of the camcorder. “It was only yesterday afternoon.”

 

“Ahh,” he said, smiling. “I have at my disposal a team of professional layabouts whose sole purpose in life is to watch Internet videos. I believe they call themselves 'researchers' but that is by the by. More to the point, give them a subject and they will track down every video relating to it then watch them and make detailed notes. I merely suggested they look for recordings of the demonstration by nurses outside Parliament House yesterday and note anything that involved a possible assault, two women and the police. Surprisingly there were three such incidents. I reviewed them on my way to Australia and the officer who interviewed you yesterday confirmed that the video I mentioned pertained to you.”

 

“Still, it was pretty lucky, wasn't it,” I said.

 

“Perhaps, but there were witnesses so if the incident had not been recorded and the police had decided to press charges I would have been most surprised if you'd been found guilty,” he said.

 

“Oh, OK,” I said. “Um, so ah how much is this going to cost me?” I cringed inside since Leonard Achampong didn't give the impression of being at the cheap end of London's hierarchy of lawyers.

 

“Not one penny,” he said, his eyes sparkling. My own just stared at him blankly as my brain rejected what I'd just heard. “It was my very great pleasure to be of service to you and if I can assist you in any other way you have only to contact me. Ahh, my apologies. In my surprise at greeting you in your, ah, informal attire I neglected to give you my business card. Let me remedy that this instant.”

 

He slipped a slim silver card case from the inside pocket of his jacket and flipped it open. Retrieving a card, he proffered it to me across the occasional table. Like an automaton I took it. In a decidedly elegant script, the embossed lettering proclaimed that Mr Leonard Achampong of 101 Lincoln's Inn Fields, London, WC2A was a solicitor and gave his telephone number, fax number and email address.

 

“Thank you,” I said, my brain numb. “Umm, what do you mean, 'not one penny'? You're a lawyer and you've come all the way from London.”

 

“Ah, perhaps that is just an English idiom,” he said thoughtfully. “Would 'not one cent' be more comprehensible?”

 

“I understood what 'not one penny' meant,” I said, frowning, “I just don't understand why you aren't charging me anything. Aside from your fees for your time there's the air fares as well. I don't know offhand how much it costs to fly from London to Sydney and back but Qantas isn't the cheapest airline around.”

 

“I daresay not,” he said, “but I didn't fly with Qantas. I came by private jet and it cost nothing.”

 

“You are joking!” I exclaimed. Private jet? What the hell?

 

“Well, perhaps I should qualify that,” he said. “When I say it cost nothing I mean, of course, it cost me nothing. Private aircraft are rather expensive I believe so doubtless there was a substantial cost but that is not your concern. Certainly there is no call for you to reimburse any of that outlay.”

 

“Just a minute,” I said, jumping up and starting to pace. “You phoned me when I was at the police station and I've never heard of you before. Then you insist on flying all this way to sort out this mess and you say there's no cost? What about your researchers? Did they do all that researching for free as well? What the hell is going on here? Who are you? Why are you here? And how the hell did you get my phone number anyway?” I paused and glared at him while he sat there imperturbably. “And, come to think of it, how the hell did you get my address? Did my bloody ex put you up to this?”

 

 “Calm yourself please, ah, Jennifer,” he said holding up his hands. Incongruously I realised he hadn't touched his tea. “There is absolutely nothing untoward going on here. Your telephone number I got from the hospital and your address from the police in Woolloomooloo. Everything is entirely above board here. Incidentally I have no knowledge of your ex, have never met him or her nor have I had any dealings with that person, to the best of my knowledge.”

 

“What do you mean the hospital gave you my phone number?” I said indignantly. “They shouldn't be giving out details like that! It's private!”

 

“Well, perhaps,” said Leonard, steepling his fingers, “although a case could be made that a telephone number is intended as a public means of communication. Be that as it may, any costs incurred by myself or others at my request are not your concern as I was coming here to meet with you anyway and that legal matter is of little consequence. A minor issue I was able to dispense with as a simple courtesy to you.”

 

I stared at him, my brain struggling to comprehend what he was saying.

 

“Hold on,” I said suddenly as something filtered through. “What do you mean you were coming here to see me anyway? What the hell for? How did you even know I exist? What's this all about?”

 

“As I believe I explained yesterday, Jennifer,” said Leonard, looking serious. “Your televised interview is available on the Internet and has doubtless been seen by many people. More to the point, however, it was seen by my client who expressed to me how impressed he was. He would like to meet with you.”

 




Chapter Four

 

I just stared at Leonard in disbelief for some seconds while he watched me placidly. He was probably waiting to see how I reacted.

 

“Of course,” I said as calmly as I could. “How reasonable. Would you excuse me for a moment?”

 

Without waiting for a reply I jumped up and hurried into the bathroom, blindly shoving the door in my haste to reach the toilet. Working in Emergency is stressful at the best of times and that, combined with the threat of arrest, accusations of whistle-blowing, my abusive ex and now this surreal scene playing out in my lounge came to a head.

 

I vaguely heard “Ahh, Jennifer, are you unwell?” waft in from the doorway between retches as my empty stomach ridded itself of excess bile and copious amounts of nervous tension. 

 

After the third heave I leaned heavily against the toilet bowl with my head pressed against the raised seat cover and my eyes tightly shut. Sweat beaded my forehead and my mouth tasted foul.

 

“Urghh,” I moaned softly and retched again. This time nothing came up although my stomach muscles felt like they were cramping.

 

“Jennifer? Ms O'Donnell?” he called again. “Perhaps I should call for an ambulance?”

 

“I'm fine,” I called back. “Just give me a moment.”

 

The cramps eased and it seemed the urge to throw up had gone so I forced myself to my feet and flushed the toilet. I wiped the sweat from my face and the bile from around my mouth then dropped the towel on the floor. 

 

“Are you sure?” he called.

 

“Of course I'm sure!” I snapped weakly, wishing he'd just bugger off and leave me alone. It's bad enough throwing up at the best of times but a handsome stranger only feet away hearing every spasm makes it ten times worse.

 

I turned on the tap and splashed cold water over my face then swilled some in my mouth. It still tasted gross so I rinsed my mouth with an entire cap-full of antiseptic mouthwash then washed my face properly. The face in the mirror looked paler than usual and my freckles stood out more in contrast but it was the face of a living person, despite the bloodshot eyes. The dark circles underneath were, unfortunately, fairly normal. I gave my hair another quick brush and wondered if my breath smelt of vomit.

 

“I'm so sorry about that,” I said brightly, returning to the lounge. “I must have picked up a little bug at work.”

 

“Ahh,” he said, returning to the armchair. “But you feel better now?”

 

“Yes,” I said. “Would you like a fresh cup of tea?”

 

“Most kind,” he said, “but no.”

 

“Something stronger?” I asked. “I'm going to have a whisky.”

 

“Perhaps a very small one,” he said, smiling and holding up his thumb and forefinger barely millimetres apart.

 

“Great,” I said. “Coming right up.”

 

I marched into the kitchen and got a couple of tumblers from the cupboard before snatching up the whisky bottle.

 

“There you go,” I said, pouring a centimetre or so into his tumbler. I poured twice as much into mine then hesitated before adding some more. “Cheers!”

 

“Cheers,” he said, taking the tiniest of sips while watching me swallow a mouthful. Its rough warmth slid down into my belly and I immediately felt more cheerful. It occurred to me that I hadn't eaten anything since the previous night so I picked up the apple.

 

“What were we talking about?” I asked before biting into it.

 

The whisky, the cheapest brand available at the local supermarket and originating from somewhere in Eastern Europe, mustn't have been to his taste as he put his tumbler back on the table.

 

“My client would like to meet you,” he said, sitting back in the armchair. His briefcase, I noticed, was now on the occasional table.

 

“How nice,” I said. “What for?”

 

“As I referred to earlier,” said Leonard carefully, “my client saw your interview and was impressed. He expressed to me only a desire to meet with you, at your earliest possible convenience.”

 

“So what impressed him?” I asked. “What I said? My attitude? My hair?” and I ran my fingers through my hair and pulled the locks out to the side to emphasise the point.

 

“Doubtless all of those points,” said Leonard. “Alas it is not his custom to explain himself and I neglected to ask which was remiss of me.”

 

“Well it would seem a fairly obvious point,” I said.

 

“Quite,” said Leonard. “The failing is entirely mine. However, …”. He paused to take another tiny sip of the whisky and, to his credit, managed to hide a grimace. “Hmm, yes, however I have something of a suspicion that, should the meeting be, shall we say, positive, that he may wish to offer you a position.”

 

“A position?” I exclaimed in surprise. “You mean a job?”

 

“That is merely a suspicion of mine,” he said quickly. “Please do not take it as an offer of employment.”

 

“Doing what?” I asked. “I'm just a nurse, you know.”

 

“Yes, I venture my client knows that,” said Leonard drily, “as it was the primary subject of the interview. Again I stress that this is mere surmise on my part but my client is, shall we say, in his later years and his health is not what it was. Perhaps, and I stress perhaps, he wishes to consider you in your nursing capacity.”

 

“Wow,” I said with a laugh. “So he sends a fancy London lawyer on a private jet all the way to Sydney just to hire a nurse? Why not just phone an agency? Who is this guy anyway?”

 

“Regrettably I would prefer not to reveal his name at this juncture,” said Leonard. “As regards an agency, well, as I said, my client is getting on in years and has his foibles, as do we all.”

 

“Well, I suppose,” I said and took another bite of the apple. “So this is what you do, is it? Act as a pimp for some rich old man?”

 

“Most definitely not,” said Leonard, looking affronted. “I handle his personal legal affairs globally.”

 

“Yeah right,” I said, “and those affairs all involve women, yes?”

 

“On occasion,” he said, “but generally not.”

 

“Oh come on,” I said. “This is a scam, isn't it.”

 

“Absolutely not,” he said. “If you would care to telephone Woolloomooloo Police Station and enquire you will find that my visit there was duly logged and that any consideration of charges against you have been dropped which would not be the case if I were attempting to defraud you in some way. Moreover, if you enquire of the Law Register in London they will confirm I am duly registered and licensed to practice the law. I concede the circumstances are, shall we say, unusual, but they are entirely above board.”

 

I finished my apple and chucked the core on the table before sitting back on the couch nursing my whisky.

 

“OK, that makes sense,” I said after a while. “For sure you're not from around here and you sure as hell sound like a lawyer. So, where is he? Sydney or in London?”

 

“Tahiti,” said Leonard.

 

I gawped at him before managing to pull myself together. It seemed Leonard, whatever his qualifications, was highly skilled at retaining the upper hand in a conversation.

 

“Nice,” I said approvingly and swallowed the last of the whisky in the tumbler. “So, what? Do we set up a Skype meeting or something?”

 

“That would be easiest,” said Leonard, taking another tiny sip as well, “but as I said my client has foibles and one of them is a, perhaps irrational, perhaps not, reluctance to make use of the conveniences of the Internet. He prefers to meet with people face to face.”

 

“OK,” I said. “I can live with that. I'm back on nights next week so if you let me know when he's in Sydney I daresay I can meet him somewhere one afternoon.”

 

“May I say that I am delighted you are willing to consider a meeting?” said Leonard. He leant forward and abandoned his whisky on the occasional table. “I find that any positivity is always a step in the right direction.”

 

“You've lost me,” I said. “I've agreed to meet him. Isn't that what he wants?”

 

“Indeed,” said Leonard. “Unfortunately my client is not anticipating being in Sydney for the foreseeable future.”

 

“Oh,” I said flatly. “Well that's a bugger isn't it. I guess you came all this way for nothing.”

 

He made a slight dismissive gesture with his right hand that reminded me, for some reason, of Marlon Brando in The Godfather.  

 

“Tell me, Jennifer, if it is not too much of an intrusion into your personal life,” he said quietly, “when did you last have a holiday?”

 

“You think I need one?” I asked quickly. “I look overworked? I wasn't sick just now because of that, you know. It's just that so much has been happening in the last day or two. It got too much, that's all.”

 

“Not at all, not at all,” he said, leaning forward a little. “And if I may say so you would appear to be in robust health if perhaps a trifle pale considering the Australian climate.”

 

“It's because I'm a redhead,” I said. “Redheads generally have pale skin and freckles. Goes with the territory.”

 

“Is that so?” he asked. “I was not aware of that. No, my reason for enquiring is that I wondered if you would enjoy a short break in Tahiti. While there, enjoying the tropical beaches and hospitality that the islands are known for, you could meet with my client at his home.”

 

“Oh yeah, I wish,” I said and snorted. “Last year I could barely afford a couple of weeks on the Gold Coast. Tahiti!”

 

“Am I to take it that cost is an issue for you?” asked Leonard. “Clearly all your expenses would be covered by my client.”

 

“Of course money's an issue,” I said. “Why do you think we were all demonstrating for a pay rise yesterday?”

 

“Ah yes, point taken,” said Leonard. He edged forward on the chair and unzipped his briefcase. “Perhaps, then, I can offer you an incentive? A sweetener?” He pulled out a cheque book and a gold pen. “Shall we say, ohh, five hundred dollars a day for the duration of your visit?”

 

“What?” I exclaimed and jerked forward. “Five … what?”

 

“Quite so,” said Leonard, pursing his lips. “A niggardly offer and unbecoming. Perhaps this …” and he quickly filled in the cheque and signed it before neatly tearing it off and handing it to me.

 

“What this?” I asked looking at the cheque without seeing it.

 

“One thousand dollars a day for ten days,” he said. “Should you choose to return from your, ah, holiday earlier you may keep the balance, naturally.”

 

I blinked several times then forced my brain to translate the squiggles on the cheque into actual writing. Sure enough it was made out to me and there seemed to be enough zeros to make ten thousand dollars. Ten thousand dollars! Holy shit!

 

“But, but …” I stuttered, staring at the cheque. I was afraid to put it down in case it disappeared in a puff of smoke.

 

“I assure you that the cheque is good,” said Leonard watching me closely. “It's drawn on Coutts which is the bank preferred by the Royal Family. If, however, you have concerns I am happy to do a direct transfer although that will necessitate you giving me your account details which you may be reluctant to do if you still think this is a scam.”

 

“But …” I muttered.

 

“And, naturally you will have no expenses,” he said, putting his cheque book back in his briefcase. “Your every need will be entirely fulfilled.”

 

“I can't accept this,” I said eventually and held out the cheque. “You're asking me to fly off somewhere to stay with some strange man for ten days and you're giving me ten grand? What's really going on? Is this some sort of white slave trafficking thing?”

 

He took the check and folded it neatly in half before slipping it inside his jacket pocket.

 

“I appreciate your concerns, Jennifer,” he said quietly, “and you are quite right to be suspicious. However, and I venture that this will likely not allay your concerns but no people trafficker would outlay anything like this amount of money for just one woman, not even one as charming as yourself. Moreover, and again you have only my word for this, but I have my integrity and would not be a part of any such dealings. All I can say is that my client wishes to meet you and is more than able to advance any sum of money you care to name in order to bring that meeting about. As regards your personal safety all I can say is that I personally guarantee that you will be returned to this delightful apartment unharmed whenever you so wish.”

 

I had to hand it to him. He had concentrated sincerity oozing out of every one of his pores.

 

“Ten million,” I said suddenly. “I want ten million bucks.”

 

“As you wish,” he said without any visible reaction. He reached for his briefcase again and this time took out two cheque books. “Regrettably there are insufficient funds in the Coutts account to cover that as it is primarily for petty cash expenses. With your permission I'll draw the remaining three and a half million from my account with Banque Pictet in Geneva.”

 

I just stared at him. Six and a half million in a bank account for petty cash? It was hard enough trying to get reimbursed by the hospital for a packet of paper towels.

 

I watched as he wrote the two cheques then studied them when he handed them to me. Sure enough the one from Coutts was for six and a half million dollars and the one from Pictet was for three and a half million. Intriguingly neither cheque specified the currency. He'd handwritten 'Australian Dollars' which suggested that he really did have international bank accounts.

 

“Thanks,” I said and very reluctantly tore them in half. “I don't want your money. It was just a test.”

 

“Excuse me?” he said with a faintly shocked air then he laughed out loud and beamed at me. “No one's ever done that to me before!” He leaned forward and picked up the torn cheques that were burning a hole in my table. I had a funny feeling that one day I would regret doing that. “You delight my soul, Ms Jennifer O'Donnell, that you most certainly do. Can I have some more whisky?”

 

I poured another millimetre of whisky into his tumbler and he knocked it back like a professional then coughed discreetly a couple of times.

 

“Thank you,” he said and zipped up his briefcase. “Well, I'll be off. Thank you for a most delightful evening.” He stood up and held out his hand.

 

“So how do I get there?” I asked. “I'm not even sure of where Tahiti even is.”

 

He stood there, hand outstretched, for several seconds then sat down again.

 

“Am I to take it that you agree to meeting my client?” he asked, a slight frown on his face. The frown crinkled the skin around his eyes and made him even better looking.

 

“Yes,” I said, knowing I was being a bloody idiot. “I've three weeks leave due so I guess I can let them know tomorrow that I'll be away for a few days.”

 

“I was rather hoping we could leave tonight,” said Leonard. “My client has an aversion to being kept waiting.”

 

“Tonight?” I exclaimed in surprise. “I can't just bugger off tonight. I've got to put in a leave application and get it approved first.”

 

“Mere formalities,” said Leonard, with a wave of his hand. “Who runs the place?”

 

“You mean my supervisor?” I asked.

 

“Oh no, no, no,” he said. “The Director of the hospital or whatever his title is. I'll phone him and explain the situation.”

 

Once again Leonard had gained the upper hand in the conversation and left me gawping.

 

“I have no idea,” I said. “I'm, like, a thousand levels down from there. Um, I don't think you should be bothering him anyway. This is pretty trivial.”

 

“Not to worry,” he said, taking his phone out of his briefcase. “I'll get someone onto it. As regards bothering him, that's what he's there for. Never waste your time with low level jobsworths who can't make a decision. I'll also give Gary a ring to let him know we're leaving tonight. He has flight plans and things to prepare although he should be fully fuelled. Umm, it's almost eight. Shall we say departure at nine? That way we should arrive at Faa'a International Airport in Pape'ete around seven in the morning.”

 

“Nine?” I exclaimed. “We'll never get to Sydney Airport by nine! Beside we don't even have tickets!”

 

“My plane is parked at Bankstown Airport,” said Leonard, “which is only ten minutes away and my taxi should still be outside.” He paused. “I'm assuming you have a passport?”

 

“Yes, of course I do,” I said, feeling completely out of control here.

 

“Then I suggest you get it,” he said and rang someone on his phone.

 

“What about packing?” I asked. 

 

“Just an overnight bag,” he said. “Anything else you want will be provided in Tahiti. Hello? Simone? I want you to find out the telephone number of whoever runs Emma Greville Hospital? Hmm? Yes, his home phone number is probably best. It's getting late here.”

 

He glanced up and saw me standing there like a lemon.

 

“Come along,” he said, putting his hand over his phone. “I'm sure you're feeling hungry. I know I am. We can eat on the plane.”

 

He was sitting quietly in the armchair making some notes in a small notebook when I got back. I had my passport and a clean change of underwear, my jammies and some toiletries in a holdall.

 

“Did you find out who runs the hospital?” I asked, mildly curious since I'd been there nine years and didn't know.

 

“Yes,” he said. “I'll phone when we're on the plane. All ready?”

 

“Yes,” I said, grabbing the half empty whisky bottle.

 

“Excellent,” he said. “By the way,” and he handed me the cheque for ten thousand dollars, “consider this a gift.”

 




Chapter Five

 

I woke with a start. Everything was weird. There was a faint glow that was nothing like either the darkness or the daylight in my bedroom. I only had a thin blanket covering me, the bed felt softer than usual and it was vibrating. In fact it was humming quite loudly as well. I rolled over to check the time on my bedside clock and landed in a heap on the floor. That was vibrating as well.

 

“Good morning,” said a vaguely familiar voice softly. “Let me help you up.”

 

“Where am I?” I muttered as a strong hand under my armpit helped me sit on the bed.

 

“About two hours from Tahiti,” he said and let go.

 

A moment later the glow brightened and I looked around. This wasn't my bedroom. The bed was some sort of couch and there was a man sitting himself down in one of the four armchairs near the far end.

 

“I know you,” I said as memories started to come back. “You're whatshisname.”

 

“Leonard,” he said and pushed a button on the curved wall beside him. A soft gong-like sound rose then fell. “I think you need some coffee.”

 

“Awesome,” I said, perking up a little. I noticed I was in my pyjamas so I snatched the blanket up and wrapped it around me.

 

“A cup of very strong, very black coffee for Ms O'Donnell please, Asuka,” he said, looking past me. “Do you take sugar?”

 

“Um, err, yes, two please,” I said, looking where he was looking.

 

A petite but very attractive Japanese lady in dove grey slacks and a pale blue short sleeved shirt with a red flash down one side put her hands together and bowed towards me.

 

“A few moments, if you please, Ms O'Donnell,” she said in a soft and slightly accented voice. She smiled pleasantly then straightened and walked away. 

 

“Tahiti?” I said, looking back at Leonard. He was also in pyjamas but also wore what looked like a silk dressing gown and, incongruously, slippers. Most people I knew either wore thongs or bare feet in the bedroom. “So that wasn't a dream then? Or am I still dreaming?”

 

“No, this isn't a dream,” he said. “You are currently on an aeroplane, approximately two hours from Tahiti on your way to visit Mr Vicosa.”

 

“Bloody hell,” I said, looking around again. That explained the noise and vibration but it didn't explain the couch, the four arm chairs, or the large ottoman opposite me on the couch. Everything, including the walls, was decked out in a plush dove grey with blue and red flashes to break the monotony. Every plane I'd ever been in had rows of tightly packed seats and lots of people.

 

“This is one of Mr Vicosa's personal jets,” said Leonard. “It's quite comfortable, isn't it. In fact, you slept through refuelling in Fiji.”

 

“Your coffee, Ms O'Donnell,” said Asuka, reappearing. She put a small tray with a cup and saucer on it on the table beside my end of the couch which I hadn't noticed.

 

“Thank you,” I said, startled.

 

“My pleasure, Ms O'Donnell,” she said and bowed again. “Is there is anything else you desire?”

 

“Umm, no thanks,” I said. “Umm, call me Jenny.”

 

Asuka smiled and disappeared again. This time I noticed she went through a discrete door in a creamy ivory coloured wooden bulkhead. I'd assumed it was the end of the plane but obviously there was more behind.

 

“Mr who?” I asked, still watching the curtain in case she came back out.

 

“Vicosa,” said Leonard. “Luciano Esteves Vicosa.”

 

“And this is the guy who sent you to get me?” I asked, looking back at him.

 

“Yes,” said Leonard.

 

“I thought you weren't going to tell me his name,” I said.

 

“That was before you signed a non-disclosure agreement,” said Leonard. “Or have you forgotten signing it?”

 

“Umm,” I said, searching my memory. Actually I had a distant recollection of being taken in a chauffeured limousine to a waiting plane at Bankstown Airport, which I'd thought was part of my dream but obviously wasn't. I also remembered being introduced to a man then sitting in an armchair. I must have fallen asleep almost straight away.

 

“Um, who undressed me?” I asked, remembering that I was still in pyjamas.

 

“Asuka,” said Leonard. “You must have been very tired. You fell asleep while we were talking. There's a copy of the agreement in your overnight bag.”

 

“Ah, right,” I said. I glanced around but couldn't see the bag so I picked up the cup and saucer instead and took a sip.

 

“Nice coffee,” I said approvingly and had a bigger sip. The coffee hit all the right places and I could almost feel the soggy blankets wrapping my brain unwinding. “So was that Mr Vikusie I met last night?”

 

“Vicosa,” said Leonard. “No, that was Gary.”

 

“Who's Gary?” I asked, confused.

 

“Gary!” called Leonard, twisting the armchair around. “Do you have a moment?”

 

A tall bronzed but slightly pudgy man emerged from another door at the other end. He, too, was wearing grey slacks and a pale blue shirt with a red flash.

 

“G'day Ms O'Donnell, Mr Achampong,” he said in a pronounced Australian accent and beamed genially at us. “How can I help?”

 

“Ms O'Donnell doesn't remember you, Gary,” said Leonard with a smile. 

 

“That's great,” said Gary, his beam broadening. “You should only remember the pilot when things go wrong. You feeling better now, Ms O'Donnell?”

 

“Um, yes, thanks,” I said, feeling intimidated. Had I been ill?

 

“Great,” he said. “We'll be landing at Faa'a International Airport in Pape'ete in about an hour and twenty eight minutes. Was there anything else, Mr Achampong?”

 

“What's the weather like there?” asked Leonard. 

 

“About 31 degrees and raining,” said Gary. He waited a moment then nodded and disappeared behind his curtain.

 

“Was I ill last night?” I asked. “What time it is by the way?”

 

“About 7:30 in the morning Sydney time,” said Leonard. “You were a little under the weather, if I may say so. You don't recall throwing up in your bathroom?”

 

“Actually I do now,” I said, feeling embarrassed. I pulled the blanket a little tighter around me. “I wasn't ill though. I was just over-stressed and tired. I didn't get much sleep the night before, you see.”

 

“And you were perhaps a little free with the whisky,” said Leonard genially.

 

“Oh God, was I drunk?” I said in horror.

 

“Oh no, not at all,” said Leonard. “Just, shall we say, happy.”

 

“Oh,” I said and pursed my lips. “Um, where're my clothes?”

 

Leonard pushed his little button and the gong sounded. Asuka appeared almost instantly.

 

“Asuka, could you get Ms O'Donnell's bag and show her to the bathroom?” he asked. “She'd like to freshen up.”

 

“Of course, Mr Achampong,” said Asuka, bowing again. “Please to follow me, Ms O'Donnell.” She held out a hand invitingly.

 

“Jenny,” I said automatically and got up, keeping a tight hold of the blanket.

 

Behind her door was a neat little kitchen, smaller than mine but better equipped. More importantly there was a bathroom beyond it that was triple the size of any normal plane bathroom and had a marbled sink. It even had a shower which I made full use of before getting dressed again. Fortunately I'd remember to bring clean underwear although it was quite possible this plane had a laundry and ironing service as well although I was too shy to ask Asuka. I noticed that the whisky bottle was in my bag, down to a little over a quarter, as well as my copy of the signed non-disclosure agreement, stapled to a cheque for ten thousand dollars. I resolved not to think about the cheque just yet and squashed the memory of the other cheques very firmly. I skimmed the agreement through and discovered it was very simple. Essentially if I disclosed anything to anyone ever I'd burn in hell indefinitely. It wasn't even disguised in small print legalese.

 

“I was thinking,” I said when I emerged to find that Leonard had taken the opportunity to get dressed as well and was watching the News on a very large TV that had emerged from the ottoman, “isn't Tahiti where all that violence is?” He, or more likely Asuka, had also put the window screens up. I looked out but all I could see was a wing and a small amount of deep blue sea far below with fluffy white clouds dotted around.

 

“No, that's Haiti,” he said, turning off the TV. It silently folded down and became the top of the ottoman again. “The government there recently collapsed and the Island is now in the grip of gang warfare as they fight for control.”

 

“Oh,” I said. “So is Tahiti near Haiti?”

 

I noticed that in my absence a fresh cup of coffee had appeared, together with two warm buttered croissants. The mixtures of aromas was quite delicious and made my belly growl and my mouth salivate. I sat down and tried not to make a pig of myself. Leonard closed his laptop on the table beside him and slipped it into its carry case.

 

“It's the other side of America,” said Leonard. “Or rather the Panama Isthmus. Haiti's in the Caribbean whereas Tahiti is one of the Society Islands in French Polynesia in the South Pacific.”

 

“Society Islands sounds quite nice,” I said trying to visualise a world map. “Why're they called that?”

 

“The tradition is that Captain Cook named the Islands when he found them after the Royal Society as they funded the voyage,” said Leonard. He too had some coffee but he must have eaten his croissants as his plate was empty. “Although the entry in his log says he named them the Society Islands as they lay fairly close to each other. I have my own theory however.”

 

“Oh yes?” I said, wondering if I could have some more croissants. I noticed a button beside the table so I cautiously pressed it. The gong sounded and made me jump.

 

“How may I be of service, Ms O'Donnell?” asked Asuka, appearing instantly like a genie from a lamp, but without the smoke.

 

“Oh!” I exclaimed in surprise as for some reason I'd assumed the gong wouldn't work for me. “Call me Jenny.”

 

“Yes, Ms O'Donnell,” said Asuka. She waited patiently.

 

“Can I have some more croissants?” I asked, flustered.

 

“Certainly, Ms O'Donnell,” said Asuka. “Would you perhaps care for some bacon and eggs or fruit as well?”

 

Actually what I really craved was a couple of Sausage and Egg McMuffins and some hash browns as that was my usual breakfast fare, grabbed on the way to work since I could eat them on the train. When I was on nights it was a QuarterPounder Happy Meal.

 

“That would be lovely,” I said after glancing at Leonard for approval. “And some more coffee.”

 

“A few moments, if you please, Ms O'Donnell,” said Asuka and bowed again. Clearly she was determined not to call me Jenny.

 

“You were saying about the Society Islands?” I said.

 

“Ah yes,” he said. “There's no naturally occurring metal on Tahiti, so when Cook's ship arrived carrying a variety of metal goods the natives were highly impressed.”

 

“OK,” I said, 'but what's that got to do with Society?”

 

“Quite,” he said. “Well, it seems that the crew discovered very quickly that any woman on the Island would be most generous with her favours for as little as a single iron nail and doubtless, after a year or more with no female company, the crew took advantage of that fact. I suspect the Islands were called the Society Islands because the sailors felt the ladies there were very good society.”

 

“Ah,” I said. “Yes, I can see that. So, umm, so are you from Tahiti yourself?”

 

“Not at all,” said Leonard. “I'm from Ghana originally.”

 

“That's in Africa, isn't it?” I said, making a wild stab based on Leonard's skin colour. I actually had no idea what colour Tahitians were. They could have been green for all I knew.

 

“West Africa,” he said. “At least that's where I was born. I came to England when I was 19 to study law.”

 

“Oh, that's right,” I said, remembering his business card. “You're in Lincoln, aren't you.”

 

“Actually no,” said Leonard. “My office address is in Lincoln's Inn Fields in London although I don't actually have an office, just a plaque on the wall of another solicitor. I have only the one client, you see.”

 

“Mr Vicosa?” I asked just as Asuka returned with another tray. 

 

“Yes,” said Leonard. “I handle all his personal legal affairs. He has others for his business dealings.”

 

“Oh right,” I said.

 

That made sense. If someone was rich enough to send a private jet to get me then they'd probably have whole armies of lawyers beavering away on all sorts of money making schemes. Once again I suppressed the memory of the cheques for ten million dollars and wondered how long I'd have to keep doing that. Doubtless Leonard thought I was foolish to tear up the cheques but I had a nasty suspicion that for ten million this Vicosa chap would probably think he owned my soul. I wasn't too happy about the ten grand either but that was within the realms of my imagination and could, conceivably, simply be considered as reimbursement for my time.

 

“Oh yes!” I said, remembering and clicking my fingers. “Did you talk to the head of the hospital?”

 

“Yes,” said Leonard. “He was a little put out at my phoning him at home but he said he'd arrange indefinite leave for you.”

 

“Now that surprises me,” I said, curiously reluctant for my name to be known to the head honcho. “They're pretty short staffed at the moment.”

 

“Perhaps,” said Leonard, offhandedly. “My offer of a small donation to the hospital seemed to put him in a better mood, however.”

 

“Oh right,” I said and thought about it for a few moments before tucking in to the most delightful bacon and eggs. They sat on top of the croissants and there was the merest hint of a lemony mayonnaise to add distinction. There was also a dish with a peeled and segmented orange and some sliced strawberries with a tiny jug of cream beside it. The knife, fork and spoon were also reassuringly solid and heavy in my hands, not like the usual plastic jobs you get on a plane. Well, in Economy at any rate. I've never been in Business or First Class. “So do you live in London then, since you don't have an actual office?”

 

“I live in Covent Garden,” he said. “It's a nice area although even after all these years I haven't got used to my house being on a square that's actually a triangle.” He chuckled happily.

 

“I don't get you,” I said, puzzled.

 

“I live on Tavistock Square,” explained Leonard, “although it's only got three sides. There's a small green in the centre which is also a triangle. It's idiosyncrasies like that which make London such a wonderful place to live.”

 

“So when will you be going back?” I asked, thinking it was time to get to the essentials. If I didn't fly back with Leonard how else would I get home?

 

“That depends, in part, on you,” he said. “I daresay I'll be there for a day or two as Mr Vicosa has one or two minor matters for me to deal with although if you decide to return earlier we'll fly back together.”

 

I had to admit that was a bit of a relief, but only a bit.

 

“What if I stay longer?” I asked. “How will I get home then?”

 

“There will be a plane at your disposal,” said Leonard. “Have no fears on that. You won't be trapped there, unless there's a storm but even then it'll only be a few hours.”

 

“You mean this plane will fly you back to England then fly all the way back for me?” I asked in surprise. “Won't Gary get a bit tired?”

 

“I doubt it will be this plane,” said Leonard, looking a little surprised himself. “Most likely it will be a different plane although if you stay several days it might be this one.”

 

“Wow,” I said, pausing in my eating. “So how many planes does Mr Vicosa have?”

 

“You know I'm not entirely sure,” said Leonard thoughtfully. He raised his voice. “Gary!”

 

“Yes, Mr Achampong?” said Gary, pushing aside the curtain.

 

“How many planes does Mr Vicosa have?” asked Leonard.

 

“I believe it's now 47,” said Gary, “that's excluding helicopters, of course. I'm not sure if we've taken delivery of the new Cessna Citation Latitude yet. I don't know about helicopters unfortunately as I'm not certified on them. Would you like me to find out?”

 

“Frigging hell!” I muttered to myself in shock.

 

“No, there's no need,” said Leonard. “Thank you.”

 

“You're welcome,” said Gary and disappeared.

 

“So I think they should be able to find one for you,” said Leonard with a half smile.

 

“What does he need so many planes for?” I asked.

 

“Technically, of course, they're not his,” said Leonard. “They're owned by QDX Aviation but since the company is 60% owned by Mr Vicosa and only supplies air transport and freight for his companies the net effect is the same.”

 

“Jesus,” I exclaimed. “So he's not short of a few dollars then.”

 

“No,” said Leonard. “Nor any other currency you care to mention.”

 

“So what does he do?” I asked. “How rich is he?”

 

“I'd prefer not to discuss Mr Vicosa's business dealings,” said Leonard. “I am largely separate from his business side and, no disrespect intended, he may not wish you to know of these things at this juncture.”

 

“Oh, right,” I said, feeling I'd been swatted like a nuisance fly. I twisted round on the couch to stare out of the window at the clouds that were building so Leonard didn't see my face going a little pink.

 

“Umm,” said Leonard, a few moments later. I turned to look at him and he was staring at his pocket note book with his gold pen poised. “If we combine the total cost of some sixty hours of flying time, the remuneration for both Gary, Asuka and the crew that brought me from London to Sydney, my time and the $10,000 dollar gift and express it as a proportion of Mr Vicosa's worth then it would be equivalent to approximately fifty cents for someone on an average income of, say, $100,000 dollars a year.”

 

“You what?” I asked, confused.

 

“If Mr Vicosa had an income similar to, say, yours,” said Leonard, “the total cost of this jaunt would have been the equivalent to fifty cents or thereabouts. Had you accepted the ten million then that would have brought it up to somewhere around three dollars so, you see, if you were worried about the expense, I think you would agree that Mr Vicosa is well able to afford it. ”

 

Fifty cents??? I didn't know whether to be impressed at how rich he was or insulted at how cheap he thought I was. Three dollars wouldn't even get you half a cup of coffee in Sydney these days. Either way, my mind boggled.

 

“Oh,” I said flatly. I tried to work backwards to estimate his worth but got lost with all the zeros. There seemed to be far too many.

 

“Excuse me, Ms O'Donnell, Mr Achampong,” said Gary, emerging from behind his curtain. “I'll be starting our descent in a few moments. Flight control has given the all clear and we'll be landing in about 10 minutes.”

 




Chapter Six

 

I was quite disappointed really. I had this vision in my head of Tahiti being nothing but palm trees and silver beaches nestled between azure skies and turquoise seas. Perhaps even a porpoise or two frolicking in the gentle waves and beautiful people relaxing languidly on loungers, sipping ice cold drinks. Instead all I saw, once we'd descended below the clouds, was a dark grey-black sea and black mountains with their tops surrounded by dark clouds. As we approached Pape'ete, which Leonard told me was the capital, I could see buildings covering much of the hillsides but it certainly didn't look like a tropical paradise. As Gary flew past I could see that the airport sat on a narrow flat promontory and its single runway, a few scant metres from the sea, ran parallel to the shore. Frankly, and I hated to admit this even to myself, Sydney looked more attractive.

 

Then Gary banked the plane over so he could line up with the runway and all I could see for a few moments were small waves rolling across what looked like a wide sand bar dotted with circles of either rocks or seaweed then, without warning, there was the edge of some bitumen, a painted white line and a few metres of scrubby grass littered with puddles. There was a gentle thump, the wing flaps went almost vertical and the jets whistled loudly for a couple of seconds and that was that. I'd landed on Tahiti in the middle of a major anti-climax. At least with a big commercial jet you get a strong sense of drama, a feeling of having 'arrived' as the plane hurtles along the runway and you're thrust forward in your seatbelt as the engines scream and the brakes fight to bring the huge machine to a safe halt. As I peered out of the window I could see that we hadn't even used more than a quarter of the runway. This had been no more exciting than pulling up at traffic lights.

 

Gary taxied the plane past a few low buildings and came to a halt near a hanger before appearing from behind his curtain.

 

“Here we are,” he said happily. “If you'll just wait a few moments Asuka will take you over.”

 

“Thank you for a pleasant flight, Gary,” said Leonard, picking up his computer case. “Perhaps I'll see you again in a day or two.” 

 

“I'll look forward to that, Mr Achampong,” said Gary. “And I hope to fly with you again, Ms O'Donnell.”

 

“I'm sure you will,” I said, wondering if I was supposed to tip him or something. Leonard, however, moved off down the pane so I smiled and followed him. Asuka had already opened the door and lowered a small flight of four steps. She handed each of us an open umbrella and followed us down the steps. The rain was only moderately heavy but what looked like the terminal building was some way away and without the umbrella I'd have got soaked. I wondered why Gary hadn't dropped us off closer.

 

“Oh, my bag!” I said, suddenly remembering it when I stepped onto the wet bitumen.

 

“Gary'll bring it in a moment,” said Leonard. “The jetty's this way.”

 

“Jetty?” I asked. “Are we going on a boat or something?”

 

“Mr Vicosa lives on an island, not mainland Tahiti,” said Leonard. “It's only a short trip.”

 

“Please to follow me,” said Asuka, the tips of her umbrella hovering near my jugular. She headed off around the side of the hangar. I noticed the tin building had QDX Aviation emblazoned on the side.

 

“Shouldn't we go through Passports and Customs or something?” I asked, following.

 

“There's no need,” said Leonard, walking beside me. “Gary radioed through our details and obtained approval and Customs never check Mr Vicosa's guests.”

 

“Oh,” I said and adjusted my umbrella as I'd let it slide sideways and my head was getting wet.

 

Actually, this did quite impress me. The one time I'd flown overseas, to Bali for a holiday, I'd spent over an hour waiting in a crowded Arrivals Hall before an officious man with acne and overly greasy hair at Passport Control deigned to flick through my passport then another hour or more before a Customs official let his dog sniff my bags. In between there'd been a 30 or 40 minute wait for my bags to appear on a rotating carousel. Fortunately I hadn't been carrying any illegal substances or I might have got to stay with some drug mule or other in prison for a few years. Actually it wasn't fortunate as I'd never do anything like that anyway but you do hear stories of people having packages planted on them. I glanced back and saw Gary lock the door to our little plane then pick up my bag and what I presumed was Leonard's suitcase and hurry after us.

 

There was another plane waiting for us when we got past the hanger. This one was much smaller than the one we'd arrived on and it bobbed gently up and down with the waves on two huge floats. Its single propeller was already slowly turning and its side door was open.

 

“If you please,” said Asuka, stopping beside the open door.

 

“After you,” said Leonard politely, holding out his hand.

 

There were no steps as the jetty was more or less level with the bottom of the doorway so I timed my movement with the rise and fall of the plane and stepped inside, Asuka dexterously relieving me of the umbrella at the same time. It was more like a minibus than the comfortable lounge of the other plane, with half a dozen or so seats. Another man, a dark golden brown in colour and also wearing the company uniform of grey, blue and red, got up from one of the seats at the front.

 

“Ms O'Donnell?” he asked, as Leonard followed me inside.

 

“Um, yes,” I said, taken aback.

 

“Hello, Mahana!” said Leonard cheerfully. “Beautiful day, isn't it!”

 

“Mr Achampong,” said Mahana, smiling cheerfully. “Yes, it hasn't rained for four days. We thought it was a drought!”

 

Leonard chuckled and dropped into one of the seats. I heard a scraping sound and turned to see Gary push our bags into a rack behind us. He waved farewell then Asuka shut the door.

 

“So how's the weather on Papaka Nui, Mahana?” asked Leonard. For want of anything else to do I sat in the seat across the narrow aisle from him. I was beginning to feel nervous as whatever was going to happen seemed to be getting closer and I was way way outside my familiar environment. Private jets? Seaplanes? Even someone carrying my luggage was weird.

 

“It's clear and sunny, Mr Achampong,” said Mahana, settling himself into the pilot's seat. He strapped himself in and Leonard did the same. I hesitated then scrabbled under my backside to find the seatbelt. The seat was surprisingly comfortable despite my having sat on the buckle.

 

Mahana opened up the throttle a little and the plane started to move out to sea, going up and down like a boat. 

 

“So what's Papaka Nui?” I asked, leaning towards him as the engine was quite loud.

 

“That's Mr Vicosa's island,” said Leonard. “It's only eighty or so miles away. We should be there in an hour or thereabouts.”

 

The engine noise became deafening as Mahana started to race the plane across the water then suddenly the bumping stopped and we were airborne.

 

“Ahh, that's better,” said Leonard as the noise dropped as Mahana reached his cruising height. We were still below the clouds though and the wipers in front of him thrashed busily to and fro. “Yes, Papaka Nui is Tahitian for 'big crab' because the island is shaped like a large crab. It's actually an atoll, not an island.” 

 

“What's an atoll?” I asked, keeping my voice loud.

 

“It's the top of a flooded volcano,” said Leonard. “You'll see when we come in to land that the island is more or less a circle with a big lagoon in the middle although the lagoon is sea water, of course. The land itself is the ring at the very top of the volcano.”

 

“It's not still active, is it?” I asked, rather stupidly as a billionaire wouldn't live on top of an active volcano.

 

“Not at all,” said Leonard. “Most of the islands around here were once volcanoes but only one is still active and that's some way further east. There's no danger I assure you.”

 

“That's good,” I said. “Umm, how high up are we, do you think?”

 

“Mahana,” called Leonard. “What's our altitude?”

 

“Twelve hundred and fifty feet,” called back Mahana. That explained why I could still see the waves below and the thinning clouds above. I had a vague recollection my plane to Bali had cruised at twenty five thousand feet or something like that.

 

“Would you like a drink?” asked Leonard, “or something to eat? There's probably some coffee and snacks in the back.”

 

“Coffee would be nice,” I said. “With milk if there is any.”

 

“Coming right up,” he said and went to the back of the plane. He returned a few moments later with a ceramic mug of coffee and a large bag of something called 'funyions'. He disappeared into the back again before I could ask what funyions were although it was quite apparent from the packaging. They were onion flavoured corn shapes which were, allegedly, 'awesome fun' to eat 'for the whole family'. I guessed they were American. I twisted round to put them on the seat behind me just as Leonard came back with his coffee and nearly hit him in the crotch with the back of my hand. Fortunately he stepped out of the way just in time but spilt a little of his coffee on the carpet.

 

“Ooops,” he said and smiled. “That'll add another fifty dollars to the cleaning bill!”

 

“Are you serious?” I asked, appalled. I wondered if I should offer to scrub the carpet myself. There was bound to be a cloth somewhere on the plane.

 

“Not really,” he said, sitting down. “The carpet'll be cleaned anyway, regardless of whether I've spilled anything or not. Don't you like funyions?”

 

“I've never even heard of them,” I said, “but I tend to avoid these kinds of snack foods. They're full of additives and preservatives and loaded with sugar and salt.”

 

“Ahh,” said Leonard. He looked at the packet in his hand then rather dispiritedly tossed it onto the seat behind me as well.

 

“So what's Mr Vicosa like?” I asked. I took a sip of my coffee. It tasted much the same as the coffee on the other plane but there was that faint indescribable undertone that suggested it had come from a thermos. Even so it was better than my usual instant coffee.

 

“Difficult to say,” he said thoughtfully, “without knowing your terms of reference.”

 

“Excuse me?” I said, puzzled as I'd expected a somewhat different reply.

 

“What particular aspects of Mr Vicosa are you enquiring about?” he asked.

 

“Um, well anything really,” I said. “I've never heard of him. Um, well, is he Tahitian? How old is he? Is he married? That sort of thing.”

 

“Ahh, generalities,” said Leonard. “I rather thought you had something specific in mind. Let me see now. He was born in Brazil although he now has French citizenship. He's 71 and has been married for four years to a charming Italian lady by the name of Fabiola Gianotti.”

 

“So he got married at 67?” I asked. “Hadn't he been married before?”

 

“Fabiola is his fifth wife,” said Leonard. He smiled and swirled his coffee gently. “In fact I handled his last three divorces.”

 

“Wow, five? Really?” I said, slightly shocked. “Why bother to get married at all then?”

 

“Well, who can say,” said Leonard diplomatically. He took a sip of coffee and didn't elaborate any further.

 

“What about children?” I asked. “I'm sure with five wives he must have a child or two somewhere.”

 

“Eight, I believe,” said Leonard after a few moments thought, “although only one with Fabiola. A rather delightful girl who will be three quite soon.”

 

“Brazilian,” I said thoughtfully. “So why'd he become French?”

 

“There were several reasons,” said Leonard, “and I'm sure he will be delighted to acquaint you with all of them in time.”

 

“Right,” I said. “So I suppose there's no point in asking how he got to be wealthy in the first place?”

 

Leonard just smiled and sipped his coffee.

 

“So how long's he been living on this island?” I asked. “Paprika something.”

 

“Papaka Nui,” said Leonard. “Ohh, fifteen years perhaps.”

 

“OK,” I said. “That's a fair old time. Does he own the whole island or just a bit of it?”

 

“Legally speaking,” said Leonard, stroking his cheek, “Mr Vicosa doesn't own any of it, not even the main house. He rents it.”

 

“Now that surprises me,” I said, since it did. “Surely he's rich enough to buy somewhere to live?”

 

“That's not how he likes to do things,” said Leonard. “Perhaps it would be best if you ask him yourself.”

 

“Well, I might,” I said, “although I doubt I'll be staying long enough to be able to ask such a personal question.”

 

“Perhaps,” said Leonard. “Perhaps you will be staying longer than you anticipate.”

 

“Why do you say that?” I asked quickly. “What aren't you telling me?”

 

“Now that's an impossible question to answer,” he said. “The sum of all the things I'm not telling you would fill entire data banks.”

 

“I meant about me and why I've been sent for,” I said curtly. “I wasn't talking about what you got up to in Ghana or whatever.”

 

“That's a shame,” he said with a condescending smile. “I rather enjoyed my childhood in Ghana but I rarely get the chance to talk about it.”

 

“Oh faff,” I said. “You know what I mean.”

 

“Indeed I do,” he said, “but I confess I'm not in a position to enlighten you. Mr Vicosa saw your interview and asked me to find you and arrange a meeting. Beyond that I know nothing.”

 

“But you did say you had a suspicion he might offer me a job,” I said, finishing my coffee. “Why was that? And why do you always refer to him as Mr Vicosa? As his long term lawyer, aren't you on first name terms?”

 

“It's because I'm his personal lawyer,” said Leonard. “I can't be wholly effective if I become too personally involved in his affairs. It's a way of keeping some distance and objectivity. As a nurse I'm sure you understand that.”

 

Well, he did have a point there. If a nurse gets too personally involved with a patient there can be problems. Emotional if nothing else.

 

“OK,” I said, “but why do you suspect he might offer me a job? And why wouldn't he just put an ad in the papers anyway, or phone an agency?”

 

“Who can say?” said Leonard with a shrug. “People in his position don't always follow the conventional pathways. After all, if he did then he wouldn't be in his position. He'd be an accountant or something in Rio de Janeiro or something equally mundane.”

 

“You mean like a nurse in Sydney,” I said drily. “That's pretty mundane.”

 

“Unlikely,” mused Leonard. “I really don't see Mr Vicosa having the temperament to be a nurse.”

 

“So should I call him Mr Vicosa?” I asked.

 

“It would be polite,” said Leonard. “Or do you always call people by their first names when you make their acquaintance?”

 

“Well, it depends how they're introduced,” I said, “but usually, yes. It's the Aussie way. We don't generally stand on formality.”

 

“Unfortunate,” said Leonard, looking out the window. Most of the clouds had gone and it was nice and sunny. I noticed Mahana's windscreen wipers had stopped and wondered how long ago he'd turned them off.

 

“What do you mean, unfortunate?” I asked.

 

“Mr Vicosa is an elderly gentleman from a different era and a different culture,” said Leonard. “He sets rather a lot of store in observing the formalities.”

 

“Oh what the hell,” I said. “Whatever. Is the toilet in the back?”

 

“I'm afraid there isn't a toilet,” said Leonard. “This is a short haul aircraft for use only between the islands. Is it urgent? Mahana can always land on the sea although it may be awkward hanging onto one of the floats.”

 

“Not really,” I said. “I just wanted to have a quick pee and make myself presentable before the great meeting, that's all.”

 

“I see,” said Leonard. “Ahh, did you not bring a makeup bag and all the accessories? I rather thought women did that as a matter of course.”

 

“I've a few odds and ends,” I said, “but I didn't bring a mirror or anything. I was under a bit of pressure you may remember and I wasn't thinking straight.”

 

“Excuse me,” said Mahana, twisting round in his seat. “We'll be landing in two or three minutes. Could you put your seat belts on please.”

 

“And now the point is moot,” I muttered to myself as I looked around for somewhere to put the coffee mug. There wasn't anywhere obvious so I did what Leonard did and put it on the floor. Cleaning the carpet wasn't my problem after all.

 

“There are toilets and mirrors in the main house,” said Leonard. “The facilities are not primitive.”

 

“That's the second time you've referred to the main house,” I said. “How many houses are there?”

 

“That depends to a large extent on how you define a house,” said Leonard. “Look down there.”

 

I craned my head to look through the window on his side.

 

“You see that octagonal structure with various wings attached? Near the beach?” asked Leonard.

 

“Yes,” I said. 

 

“Well, that's what I refer to as the main house,” he said.

 

“So what are those buildings further back, among the trees?” I asked, beginning to feel a little excited despite my reservations. From what I could see there were palm trees and silver beaches and the sky definitely looked a little on the azure side.

 

“That's where the servants live,” said Leonard.

 

“Servants?” I exclaimed. “Wow, that's a lot of houses for servants. How many are there and what're those places a little further along the beach? Who are they for?”

 

“Oh, those are for guests,” said Leonard. “I think there are normally thirty or so permanent staff although more are brought in temporarily when there are guests.”

 

“That's a lot of guests,” I said, shifting back to my side as Mahana brought the plane around. “Oh for crying out loud! Would you look at that!”

 

“What is it?” asked Leonard, concerned.

 

“It's frigging awesome!” I exclaimed, staring at the turquoise blue sea not far below. Two arms of palm covered land reached out from the area where the houses were. In places the sea had covered sections so that they looked like chains of little islands. From above I could see that the little islands and shallow submerged areas formed a slightly squashed circle. In the centre of the lagoon the water was dark and mysterious.

 

The palm trees started to rush by underneath us then, almost when I expected us to crash, Mahana brought us down in the lagoon and the engine noise dropped appreciably as he started to taxi.

 

“Is that Mr Vicosa?” I asked, pointing to a swarthy older man marching down to the small jetty to meet us. He looked quite dignified and self-important. The man with him was younger and shirtless.

 

“Oh no,” said Leonard glancing out the window. “That's Toa, he's the ari'i-rahi. He's come to greet us.”

 

“What's an ari-ee-hee?” I asked, watching Toa. He was wearing some kind of sarong around his waist and a plain white short sleeved shirt.

 

“Ari'i-rahi?” said Leonard. “Essentially it means majordomo or head butler. No, that's Mr Vicosa over there, in the doorway to the house.”

 




Chapter Seven

 

Mahana brought the plane to one side of a broad wooden jetty and a couple of young men, shirtless and looking extremely fit, rushed to secure it in place. On the other side of the jetty were several boats but I didn't have a chance to inspect them. Toa was standing on the jetty and waiting to greet us.

 

“Welcome, Ms O'Donnell and Mr Achampong,” he said with a charming smile which, I noticed, didn't reach his eyes. “If you would care to follow me?”

 

He made a quick, almost furtive gesture with his hand and one of the young men jumped inside the plane. He set off at a dignified pace with Leonard following. Less dignified, I hurried after them, my eyes constantly glancing at Mr Vicosa then going back to the jetty so I didn't fall in the water.

 

To be honest, he made me nervous. Aside from all this ostentatious wealth and implied power and the fact that I'd been brought all this way at great expense on what seemed to be a whim, even from this distance he had a brooding presence about him. He was a stocky man, very solidly built with a respectable belly but he carried it well. The belly made him look strong rather than weak and flabby. As we climbed the gentle slope to where he stood waiting, motionless and with his hands clasped in front of him, I could see that he had thick bushy black eyebrows and a thick grey moustache although he was mostly bald on top with only a few strands neatly brushed back. The rest of his hair was a dull black with neat grey sideburns and wings over his ears.

 

When we were perhaps five or six paces away he smiled and the brooding aspect suddenly disappeared, like the sun coming out from behind a cloud.

 

“Welcome back, Leonard,” he said, holding out a hand.

 

Leonard, I noticed, speeded up slightly to shake Mr Vicosa's hand and that Mr Vicosa didn't otherwise move. Had I not been so nervous I would have recognised it as a power play emphasising Leonard's lower status. As it was I tweaked my blouse straight and wished I'd had the opportunity to brush my hair.

 

“Mr Vicosa,” murmured Leonard politely. “I trust you are well?”

 

“Yes,” said Mr Vicosa dismissively as he looked me over.

 

“Let me introduce Ms Jennifer O'Donnell,” said Leonard, turning sideways and holding out his hand to me. “Ms O'Donnell, Mr Luciano Vicosa.”

 

“I'm delighted to meet you at last, Ms O'Donnell,” said Mr Vicosa, holding out his hand. I smiled and took it, expecting a handshake but he raised my hand to his lips and kissed my knuckles.

 

“Ooh-er,” I said in surprise and very nearly jerked my hand away. He must have felt the twitch and looked at me with mild surprise. His eyes, I noticed, were dark brown although the whites were a little bloodshot.

 

“Sorry,” I said, flustered. “Um, delighted to meet you too, Mr Vicosa. Thank you for inviting me.”

 

I don't know why I said that last bit but since he was still holding my hand I felt I ought to say something else.

 

“You had a pleasant flight?” he asked, putting his other hand on top of mine so it was trapped in his grasp. “My people, they treat you well?”

 

He had a slight accent so 'my people' came out more like 'mai piple'.

 

“Oh yes, very well,” I said, wishing he'd let go of my hand. “Wonderful, very nice.”

 

“That is good,” he said, patting my hand. The 'is' came out like 'ees'. I figured he hadn't entirely managed to get rid of his Brazilian background. I had a feeling they spoke Spanish there. “You must be hungry. It is time for lunch. Come.”

 

He gave my hand one last pat then released it to free his hand to wave me through the doorway.

 

“Lunch?” I asked, looking at Leonard, my only point of familiarity in this strange new world. “Um, but we've only just had breakfast.”

 

“It's nearly one o'clock here,” he said. “Lunchtime.”

 

“Oh,” I said, looking at my watch, “so we're, what 4 hours ahead of Sydney?”

 

“Actually no,” said Leonard, gesturing a little anxiously for me to go inside as Mr Vicosa was waiting. “We're twenty hours behind. It's still Thursday here.”

 

“But isn't Tahiti East of Sydney?” I asked, going inside. “Wow!”

 

What I thought was the entrance to the house was, in fact, just a door in a pair of huge wooden gates that opened onto a large circular courtyard of cobble stones with an ornate fountain in the centre. Around it were white fronted buildings with pillars or columns and a broad white patio that ran almost all the way around, with a gap only where the gates were. The windows and roof lines were picked out in a terracotta colour and there were large pots of vivid green ferns at intervals. Directly opposite from where I stood was the largest of the houses which had a pair of columns on each side of a large entrance and several stained glass windows. It all looked pretty damned fancy to me.

 

“You like my little hideaway?” asked Mr Vicosa, 'little' being 'leetel'. He had a way of talking that sounded like the occasional word here and there came from further back in his throat than the rest. “You' came out more like a guttural 'gha-yew'.

 

“It's magnificent!” I said, just looking around and trying to absorb it all. My entire block of twelve units in Bankstown would have easily fitted in the courtyard without touching any of the white patio. “I love it!”

 

“Is good, yes,” he said, beaming happily. “You like the swimming, eh?” and he waved his arms to simulate breaststroke.

 

“Um, yes, I do,” I said, caught by the unexpected change of topic. “Um, yes.”

 

“I have a swimming pool,” he said, “behind the house. After we have eaten, you may swim there. Or the sea, as you choose.”

 

“Umm, I, er , didn't bring a bikini,” I said. Something in his manner suggested he perhaps wanted me to strip down then and there.

 

“No problem,” he said dismissively. “Toa, you have swimwear for Ms O'Donnell?”

 

“Of course, Arii,” said Toa. “If not, Kainoa can make some in a few moments.”

 

“Good,” said Mr Vicosa. “See to it.”

 

“Yes, Arii,” said Toa. He quickly looked me over as if assessing my measurements then departed. I had a disconcerting sensation of being just a side of meat rather than a woman.

 

“Why'd Toa call him Harry?” I whispered to Leonard as Mr Vicosa headed off across the courtyard.

 

“Arii means ruler,” he whispered back. “It's rather like 'Sir'.”

 

“Ohhh,” I whispered.

 

“Why are you whispering?” asked Mr Vicosa, not bothering to look around. “What is it you wish me not to hear?”

 

“Umm, I was just asking why it's Thursday again, umm, Arii,” I said, feeling a little embarrassed.

 

“Do not call me that!” he barked, turning round and scowling. “You are a guest in my house. It is not seemly!”

 

“Oh, sorry,” I said, my embarrassment deepening, bolstered by a definite sense of having been chastised like a naughty puppy. “Um, Mr Vicosa.”

 

His face relaxed.

 

“Call me Luciano,” he said. “And if you will permit I shall call you Jennifer.”

 

“Of course,” I said, “umm, Luciano.”

 

I tried not to say 'wow' again when I went inside as it seemed both boring and unimaginative but I couldn't help myself. The room was very large with white walls and white tiles on the floor and contained nothing except an ornate, highly polished wooden table and several easy chairs tastefully scattered around to suggest some element of informality. There were also two large statues in niches.

 

“We crossed the International Date Line on the flight,” said Leonard, “which means the date went back one day.”

 

“Oh right,” I said, not understanding. I'd heard of the International Date Line but didn't know what it was. Clearly, however, it had something to do with dates and was powerful enough to make me gain another Thursday which was impressive.

 

“We are lunching poolside today,” said Luciano. “Through here.”

 

He stopped in front of the closed door then looked around.

 

“Where is Toa?” he demanded.

 

“Toa has gone to arrange swimwear for Ms O'Donnell,” said Leonard deferentially.

 

Luciano scowled.

 

“You,” he shouted, pointing through the doorway into the courtyard. A young woman, probably Tahitian, who was sweeping the patio where we'd just walked, looked up.

 

“The door,” said Luciano imperiously, waving his hand at it.

 

The girl propped her broom against the wall and scurried across the room to open the door for us. Luciano totally ignored her and marched through.

 

“Thank you,” I muttered as I went past. She looked at me and smiled happily then shut it gently behind me without a sound.

 

This time I did manage to suppress a 'wow'. It was, after all, just a swimming pool but it looked to be Olympic sized and had dolphins and turtles painted on the blue bottom. At least I assumed they were painted. For all I knew they were stuffed and preserved real dolphins and turtles. I watched one for a couple of seconds but it didn't move so it wasn't alive. More interestingly there was a second pool, a lot smaller and circular which seemed to hang over the edge of a precipice with the sea beyond it. On each side of the smaller pool sat an old discoloured canon on a wooden base. Both canon were pointing out to sea as though ready to repel invaders. They looked incongruous as the rest of the pool area was gleaming white. Floating in the middle of the pool was a large inflatable armchair, its harsh plastic neon pink and green colouring clashing badly with everything around it.

 

A long table had been set up in the shade under a portico supported by more columns. It was laden with plates of sliced barbecued chicken, ham, what looked like several different types of salami, a variety of salad vegetables and dishes of relish and mayonnaise as well as several different kinds of bread rolls. There were also several glass jugs of assorted drinks and a number of cans of Coke sitting on a tray of ice. At one end, looking distinctly out of place, sat a large orange Tupperware bowl, filled with what looked to be funyions. Scattered around the table were several cane armchairs, a couple draped with towels. Two young women, both with their long black hair tied back and wearing white aprons, stood behind the table. Leonard sat in a chair and opened his computer case which he'd held onto religiously.

 

“Please be seated,” said Luciano, waving his hand at the chairs. “Fabi my sweet, are you joining us? There is someone I'd like you to meet.”

 

Intrigued, I sat down in the nearest chair and watched as the floating armchair slowly rotated.

 

“Would you like some chicken and salad?” murmured one of the waitresses, bending over me.

 

“Oh, yes, thanks,” I said, distracted as a stunningly beautiful young woman with glowing olive skin and immaculately groomed long black hair revealed herself. She was wearing just the briefest of white bikinis on a body that Aphrodite would have been proud of. With a studied air she lifted her very dark sunglasses to look at us then twiddled her fingers at Luciano.

 

“Luchi, darling,” she breathed in a slightly husky voice. “Pull me in please?”

 

Luciano looked around for Toa but he still hadn't returned and both the waitresses were attending to me and Leonard. Irritably he stalked over to a ring set in the side of the pool and started hauling the garish armchair to the side.

 

“Grazie,” said the woman and gracefully slid from the armchair and up the two steps in the side of the pool.

 

“Ciao, Leonard,” she called with a flick of her hand then turned her full attention onto me. “Who is this?” she asked, slipping her sunnies down to the tip of her nose so she could look at me over the top. It came out more like 'who iz thees' so she clearly wasn't Brazilian. She sounded more French or Italian to me but either way it was obvious she was in full makeup. Even the hairs in her eyebrows were perfectly trimmed and aligned. I felt ugly and clumsy just looking at her, very conscious of my unruly red hair, pale skin and freckles.

 

“Fabi, this is the woman I told you about,” said Luciano, picking up one of the towels to wipe his hands. “Jennifer O'Donnell, my wife Fabiola.”

 

“Delighted to meet you,” I said, standing up and knocking the plate of chicken and salad that the waitress had been holding politely for me. “Oh shit!”

 

It smashed on the tiled surrounds of the pool and my face went as red as my hair. Fabiola just looked at Luciano as if to say 'who let this uncouth fool into my house?' then turned away to gaze out to sea, a faint smile hovering on her lightly Botoxed lips.

 

“Ah, I'm really sorry,” I said, noticing Leonard watching in amusement. “I'll clean it up! Don't no one move, there'll be bits of china everywhere. We don't want anyone cutting themselves, do we.”

 

Actually I felt one or two small bloodstains might break a little of the monotony of white but I didn't say so. I bent to start picking up some of the larger pieces of china and banged heads with the waitress who'd beaten me down and only had a chicken wing, a few lettuce leaves and a tomato to go.

 

“Sorry,” I said, rubbing the side of my head.

 

“Leave it,” barked Luciano. “Deal with it later.”

 

Startled, the girl dropped the pieces again and stepped back.

 

“I really do apologise,” I said, flustered. “It was entirely my fault. Look, I'll buy you a new plate, OK?”

 

Luciano just looked at me in astonishment and Fabiola put a hand to her mouth to covered her amusement. Stupidly I realised a moment later that they probably had a thousand more plates in store somewhere since I wouldn't have been the first to break a plate round here. What was annoying me was that I was a highly trained and experienced Emergency nurse who never got flustered. Lives depended on me staying calm and organised so why did I feel like a clumsy little schoolgirl again?

 

“It is nothing,” said Fabiola, making it sound like a seductive proposition. “Is just a plate.” She waved a hand dismissively. “Do not concern yourself.”

 

“Bring that chair over here,” said Luciano, pointing to the other end of the table. The waitress who'd tried to clear up my mess hurried to obey while the other watched, having delivered a plate to Leonard without incident. “Fabi, you sit there.”

 

Obediently Fabiola lowered herself into the appointed chair and crossed her legs. Irritatingly she casually tucked the foot of the top leg behind the calf of the bottom leg. I couldn't do that as my thighs are a little too chunky. She also had a little gap between her flat belly and the waistband of her bikini briefs. I sat in the same chair as before, between her and Luciano. Leonard was sitting the other side of him. He pulled a cardboard folder from his case and muttered something while handing it to Luciano. My waitress brought me another plate with some chicken salad and the other waitress gave Fabiola a smaller plate with a peeled and sliced peach on it. Luciano grabbed a handful of funyions and put three or four in his mouth before opening the folder.

 

“So, you are nurse?” said Fabiola. “I, too, become nurse one time almost.”

 

“Almost?” I asked. “What did you do instead?”

 

“I am in movies,” she said. “I am actress. You 'ave 'eard of me, no? Fabiola Gianotti”

 

“Ummm,” I said, desperately searching my memory. “What have you been in?”

 

“La Vita Da Farfalla,” she said, seemingly surprised at my question. “Il Buono, Il Brutto e Il Bello, Il Mistero Delle Donne and many others. You have watched me, si?”

 

“I don't think we get many foreign films in Sydney,” I said, trying to be diplomatic as I'd never heard of her or her movies.

 

“Is not foreign!” she exclaimed. “Is Italian!”

 

I didn't know what to say so I just shrugged and tried to look as though I felt my life was incomplete for not watching Italian movies.

 

“Ahh, is no matter,” she said dismissively. She picked up a slice of peach with inch long perfectly manicured nails. “One movie, maybe two then I retire. I am too old. I am, how you say, past it? Yes soon I am past it. I have baby, lose body, now career. Pffft! Just like that!”

 

“Um, how old are you?” I asked, remembering that Leonard had said Fabiola had a 3 year old although not the tiniest of stretch marks was apparent. Ungraciously it occurred to me that perhaps one of the servants had had the baby for her.

 

“I am twenty four,” she said, making it sound as though she was ancient. I expected her to ask how old I was but she didn't which was a bit of a relief. She'd probably be contemptuous of anyone older than 25.

 

“Is your kiddie a boy or a girl?” I asked.

 

“What is 'kiddie'?” she asked, the faintest of frowns on her face.

 

“Your child,” I said. “Your baby.”

 

“Ohh, si, si,” she said. “Kiddie, si, I am liking that. Ginevra is girl, three years old next week.”

 

“Where is she?” asked Luciano, looking up from the folder. “I thought she was with you today.”

 

“I have too many much to do,” exclaimed Fabiola, throwing her hands up in horror and nearly dislodging her plate. “She is with nanny, with Rosilene. They go swimming.”

 

Luciano scowled.

 

“Her name is Dionira,” he said to me, looking coldly at Fabiola. “Ginevra is her middle name but Fabi insists on calling her Ginevra.” Fabiola glared at him for a few moments then appeared to lose interest.

 

“Ah,” I said and glanced across him at Leonard. He shook his head slightly so I didn't pursue the matter although it seemed to be an issue to her parents.

 

“Excuse me, Ms O'Donnell,” said a quiet voice in my ear.

 

“What?” I said, quickly twisting round to find Toa bent over beside me.

 

“I have placed some swimwear in your rooms,” said Toa quietly. “I hope you like it.”

 

“I have rooms?” I asked, caught off guard.

 

Fabiola slid her sunnies back over her eyes and concentrated on eating a slice of peach. I suspected she'd lost interest because we were no longer talking about her but I could have been doing her an injustice.

 

“I understood you to be staying with us for several days,” he said. “Is that not correct?”

 

“Certainly Jennifer is staying,” barked Luciano, not looking up from the papers in his folder. “To come all the way from Austria for an afternoon is pointless.”

 

“I'm not sure,” I said. Did he say Austria?

 

“I see,” said Toa. He hesitated then straightened up. “Tiare will be your maid. I trust you have a pleasant stay.”

 




Chapter Eight

 

'Austria', though, was bugging me more than my 'rooms'. After all, if I was to stay for a couple of days I would have to sleep somewhere and it was something of a relief to know I wouldn't be expected to share with someone else. Austria though could mean there had been a misunderstanding and someone else was expected. Hesitantly I cleared my throat, wondering how to bring it up. I'd already formed the impression that Luciano was very much the boss here and wouldn't like to be corrected. I'd known a few surgeons like that as well although the hospital usually covered up their errors when things got nasty.

 

“Umm,” I said tentatively just as something musical sounded.

 

“Toa,” said Fabiola, without looking round. “My phone. Is on lounger.”

 

“Miss Fabiola,” said Toa deferentially and jerked a hand at one of the waitresses. She hitched up her sarong a little and went down the steps to the neon lounger still bobbing gently in the pool. She retrieved Fabiola's phone and handed it to Toa who placed it carefully in Fabiola's waiting hand.

 

“Apollonia and Caesar come to Fiji,” she announced after reading the message. “Next week. We go visit, eh, Luchi?”

 

Luciano looked up from his file with a sour expression.

 

“I detest that man,” he said. “You go, my dear. You don't need me.”

 

She looked over her sunnies at Luciano for a moment.

 

“OK,” she said, looking thoughtful, “but I have nothing to wear.”

 

“I am certain you will find something suitable.” said Luciano, looking down at the file again. “You have rooms full of clothes.”

 

Fabiola let loose a volley of Italian but Luciano took no notice. He just waved a hand dismissively.

 

“Toa,” said Fabiola, reverting back to English. “I go Pape'ete tomorrow, to buy clothes.” She looked at Luciano defiantly but he took no notice.

 

“I shall tell Mahana to have the sea plane ready, Miss Fabiola,” said Toa, “and inform Kamaka.”

 

Fabiola smiled then rang someone on her phone. When whoever it was answered she launched into voluble Italian with lots of animated hand gestures.

 

Luciano grunted and looked up again.

 

“Will you be back in time for Dionira's birthday?” he asked.

 

“Momento,” said Fabiola into her phone. “You want I take Ginevra with me?” She sounded almost incredulous for some reason.

 

“You are her mother,” said Luciano, pointedly.

 

Fabiola hesitated for a few moments then resumed her Italian into the phone.

 

“Um, excuse me,” I said when nothing else happened for a while.

 

“Ah, I am so rude!” exclaimed Luciano. “You are my guest and I neglect you! I am so sorry.”

 

“Oh that's quite all right,” I said. “It's nice to just sit and relax after all that travelling.”

 

“That is so true,” said Luciano, handing the file back to Leonard. “You have had enough to eat? Can Toa fetch you a drink?”

 

“Oh, I've had plenty,” I said, “although some tea would be nice.”

 

Toa instantly motioned with his hand and one of the waitresses disappeared.

 

“Your tea will be but a few moments,” said Luciano, taking another handful of funyions. “You wished to ask me something?”

 

“Um, well, it's just that you said 'Austria' a little while ago,” I said. “I'm actually from Australia.”

 

Luciano frowned then snatched the folder back from Leonard and opened it.

 

“It says Austria here,” he said, leaning over to Leonard and pointing to something in the file.

 

“That's my mistake,” said Leonard. “I do apologise, a typing error by my assistant. I should have spotted it myself.” He brought out his gold pen and made a correction.

 

“Good,” said Luciano, breaking out into smiles again. “A small error but easily corrected.”

 

“You surprise me,” I said. “If you'll forgive me for saying so, you seem like a man who doesn't tolerate errors.”

 

“On the contrary,” he said. “I embrace errors,” and he tapped his chest and held his arms out expansively as if embracing all the errors in the world. “Everyone makes errors, even I, they are a fact of life but only a fool refuses to learn from them. I have made many errors in my life but each time I learn. When I was young I made many errors and suffered for them. Yes, many times I have learnt a hard lesson but I am the stronger for it. Eh, Leonard?” and he slapped Leonard's shoulder.

 

“Oh, quite, quite,” said Leonard, “but I suspect Ms O'Donnell may have a different view of mistakes. For her the consequences may be a little different.”

 

“That's true,” I said. “A simple avoidable mistake where I come from could result in someone being killed or maimed for life. Um, is that file about me?”

 

“Apollonia says OK,” announced Fabiola to no one in particular. “She will have party for Ginevra.”

 

“Good,” said Luciano then “Yes it is,” to me. Fabiola resumed babbling in Italian and got up and slowly walked away, her phone glued to her ear.

 

I felt affronted, to be honest. My privacy had been violated. Some stranger had turned up on my doorstep and virtually dragged me half way around the world to meet some rich old playboy and now it turned out he'd been raking over my past. Not that I had anything to hide but even so, it was an invasion of my privacy.

 

“Right,” I said, perhaps more firmly than I intended. I even slapped my hand on the cane chair but it made very little sound. “That's enough of this charade. Either someone tells me why I'm here and what's going on or I leave. Right now.”

 

“Would you like Indian or China?” asked the waitress who'd disappeared earlier.

 

“What?” I exclaimed jerking my head around.

 

“Your tea,” she said. “Indian or China?”

 

She placed a tray on the table with two stylish teapots and a matching cup and saucer.

 

“Oh whatever,” I said, turning back to Luciano.

 

He was still gazing calmly at me and I suddenly felt foolish. I was on an island miles from anywhere. I couldn't leave unless he said I could.

 

“Well?” I asked.

 

“You are not intimidated by all this?” he asked, waving his hand around.

 

“Of course I'm intimidated,” I snapped. “You're obviously very wealthy and expect everyone to do what you want but I'm damned if I'm going to play along with that without an explanation at the very least. I've got a vital job to do back in Australia and I'll thank you for letting me get on with it. Why am I here? What possible reason is there for all the trouble and expense you've gone to to get me here?”

 

Luciano just gazed at me quietly for a few moments then tossed a few more funyions into his mouth and chewed slowly.

 

“Give me the file,” he said, holding his hand out to Leonard without looking away from me. Leonard gave it to him and he stood up.

 

“Come, Jennifer,” he said. “Let us go to my office where we can talk without being disturbed. Or would you prefer I call you Ms O'Donnell again?”

 

“Jennifer is fine,” I said, getting up as well.

 

“Excellent,” he said beaming. “Toa, bring Jennifer's tea.”

 

We walked the full length of the swimming pool then through a vine clad archway loaded with bright cheerful flowers into another courtyard behind the house. Around the courtyard were three quite large bungalows and, tucked away behind some palm trees, two smaller ones. Luciano led our little troop into the first of the smaller ones. It was clearly an office as it had a huge desk with a computer and three phones but there were no filing cabinets nor any sign of paperwork. Every office I'd been in in the past had been overflowing with paper and filing cabinets and either didn't have a window or it was dirty. This room was light and airy and had several comfortable looking chairs and a refrigerator.

 

“Sit, sit,” said Luciano.

 

I sat in the closest armchair which had, incidentally, a good view of the sea since there was no back wall to the bungalow. 

 

“China or Indian, Ms O'Donnell?” asked Toa, putting the tea tray on the desk.

 

“Ohh, China,” I said, faintly irritated by his persistence. Tea's tea and I had no idea what the difference between China tea and Indian tea was. So long as it was hot and sweet I was happy.

 

“Milk or lemon?” he asked, pouring some tea from one of the pots into the cup.

 

It suddenly struck me that life for wealthy people must involve endless trivial decisions. Left alone I'd just chuck a tea bag in a mug and add hot water but higher up the scale there seemed to be a lot more to it. It must be like getting a coffee at Starbucks, with their seemingly endless options, but for everything, not just the occasional coffee. For some reason I remembered a movie I'd seen with Danny de Vito playing a superstar actor and ordering an omelette at some swanky Hollywood cafe. It had to be egg whites only with shallots sliced in a certain way and crispy round the edges but not too crispy and so on and so on. In the end he left without eating any of it. 

 

Luciano, while Toa was fussing, got a bottle of something out of the fridge and poured himself a large one. He brought it and a large bowl over to his desk and sat in one of the other armchairs rather than behind his desk. Presumably he thought this would be more intimate.

 

“I'd offer you a cachaça,” he said when Toa had left, “but I know you don't drink alcohol.”

 

“That's right,” I said. “No doubt that snippet's in my file as well.”

 

“That is a shame,” he said genially. “Cachaça is the national drink of Brazil and I acquired the taste as a boy. This particular brand is Novo Fogo and their Silver cachaça is the best in the world, unlike the cheap, rough cachaça I grew up with. The company started in 1893, you know.”

 

“Fascinating,” I said drily.

 

“Would you like some funyions?” he asked, pushing the bowl over. “Help yourself.”

 

“No, thanks,” I said. “I've already had breakfast and lunch and my body thinks it's still mid-morning. I'm jet lagged.”

 

“An occupational hazard,” he said with a half smile. He stood up again and went behind his desk. “Do you smoke?”

 

“Don't you already know?” I asked, a trifle sarcastically.

 

“That fact was not mentioned,” he said. “I do have some American cigarettes if you do.”

 

“No I don't,” I said.

 

“Very wise,” he said, pulling open a drawer. He took out a cigar, unwrapped it then bit the end off. He brought out one of those large sea shell that twist around like a snail shell then came back around the desk to sit in the armchair.

 

“I would like to thank you,” he said, rolling the cigar between his fingers the way they do in old movies. “I am, as you have realised, a moderately wealthy man and I am surrounded by people who rush to fulfil my every whim. I forget that not everyone is so inclined and some may even see me as an imposition.”

 

He stuck the cigar in his mouth and lit it. He tossed the match into the sea shell then let out a thick cloud of smoke. Fortunately the gentle sea breeze carried much of the smoke away and I didn't cough too much.

 

“You are a humbling experience,” he said, looking serious.

 

“Ohh I doubt that somehow,” I said, managing to refrain from rolling my eyes. Who was he trying to kid?

 

He half smiled and tapped the cigar against the shell. Even I, a non smoker, could see there wasn't enough ash to knock off yet.

 

“Let me come to the point,” he said and hesitated.

 

“Please do,” I said. “I'm looking forward to exactly how you justify invading my privacy and virtually kidnapping me.”

 

“Kidnapping you?” he said, visibly surprised. “I sent Leonard to ask you to visit me, not kidnap you.” He leaned over his desk and pushed a little button. “Stefan, find Leonard and bring him to me.”

 

“I'm being a little harsh,” I said. “He didn't really kidnap me, just made it clear I didn't have a lot of choice in the matter.”

 

“Really?” said Luciano, frowning. “It's not like Leonard to be violent or aggressive.”

 

“Oh, he wasn't violent,” I said, “although giving me ten million dollars could be seen as a form of aggression.”

 

“Ten million dollars?” said Luciano. “US or Australian? Not that it matters.”

 

“Australian,” I said.

 

“How interesting,” said Luciano. “There's nothing in your file about a background in negotiation.”

 

“Oh, it was nothing like that,” I said. “He offered me ten thousand to begin with but when I refused he said to name my price so I said ten million, that's all. There was no negotiating.”

 

There was a discreet tap on the door.

 

“I see,” said Luciano. “Enter!”

 

“Leonard to see you,” said a distinctly odd looking man.

 

“I don't need him anymore,” said Luciano, waving a hand behind him. The door closed quietly. “So tell me, Jennifer, what plans do you have for the ten million dollars?”

 

“I tore up the cheque,” I said.

 

“What on Earth for?” asked Luciano, staring at me.

 

“I don't expect you'll understand,” I said slowly, not really understanding it myself, “but it was more of a test than anything. I thought it was all some sort of scam or something so when he asked how much I wanted I said ten million to be outrageous. It was only when he wrote out a cheque that I started to think he might be genuine.”

 

“But you tore up the cheque,” said Luciano. “Why?”

 

“I'm not sure,” I said. “Umm, well, I guess it was to prove a point or something.”

 

“What sort of point?” he asked, taking a drag on his cigar.

 

“Oh I don't know,” I said. “Maybe that I can't be bought with money I guess. No, I think it was more to do with me thinking that if someone gave me ten million bucks they'd think they owned me, that I'd do anything for that kind of money. Or something like that anyway. I'm not really sure, but I wasn't happy about it, that I do know. No one gives away that much money for nothing.”

 

“I see,” said Luciano slowly. “Or rather I don't as you are now here and ten million dollars the poorer.”

 

“Yeah,” I said, a touch ruefully. “I guess you think I'm pretty stupid, huh.”

 

“Don't forget your tea,” he said.

 

“Oh yeah,” I said and took a sip. “Oh, it's cold.”

 

Luciano leaned over the desk again and pushed the button.

 

“Stefan, send …” he started.

 

“No no, it's fine,” I said quickly. “I like cold tea.” Actually iced tea was nice but cold ordinary tea wasn't but I couldn't be bothered with all the fuss that getting a fresh pot would entail.

 

“Cancel that,” said Luciano and settled back in his chair.

 

“So why did you come?” he asked, “since it clearly wasn't for the money.”

 

“I don't really know,” I said. “I think maybe, well, I don't know.”

 

“You think …?” he prompted.

 

“I've never been that interested in money,” I said. “My dad had a pretty successful dry cleaning business and he wanted me to take that over and I was pretty good at maths at school so I guess I could have gone into banking or finance or something but what for? Just so I could be filthy rich? It always seemed such an empty thing to do, such a waste of a life, I suppose, just chasing money for the sake of it. Oh! I'm sorry! I didn't mean …” 

 

I suddenly stopped, horrified at my pretty explicit condemnation of Luciano and his life.

 

“Do not concern yourself,” he said, waving his cigar around so some ash fell off onto his white trousers. “I have heard that view many times. I cannot deny that I am wealthy but that wealth comes from investing in corporations and many of the corporations I invest in do research and make drugs and other things to cure people with bad illnesses. There is some good that comes from that and if I make some money in the process then surely that is not so bad?”

 

“Well, I suppose not,” I said, deciding now wasn't the time for me to launch into a monologue on the evils of for profit medical research and the costs of drugs and treatments. “Still, that's why I went into nursing rather than, say, the stock market. To help people directly.” 

 

I also figured it wasn't the moment to mention the inherent sexism of the money markets and the pressure on girls to do 'girl work', like nursing.

 

Still, he laughed. “There are more than enough people in banking and finance,” he said, “but I believe nurses are in short supply. I'm afraid I do not know about dry cleaners. We have our own laundry here.”

 

“I suppose you'd have to,” I said, “since you're a long way from anywhere. Still, you haven't explained why I'm here.”

 

“Alas, no,” he said. “You are here because I saw your televised interview and you impressed me.”

 

“So Leonard said,” I said, “but he couldn't or wouldn't tell me what exactly impressed you.”

 

“That is because I did not tell him,” said Luciano. “Which, alas, is also a failing of a man in my position. I am accustomed to saying what I want and not explaining the reason or reasons behind it.”

 

“OK,” I said, sipping the cold tea as my mouth was getting dry. “And are you going to now?”

 

He chuckled.

 

“And yet even now I am not explaining myself,” he said. “Old habits die hard. Po, po, po, it is really quite simple. In the full length interview posted on the internet it shows you and your friend being approached by the interviewer. You are both taken by surprise and yet you put forward a well reasoned and articulate explanation for the demonstration. In fact, you went beyond the superficial question of pay and remuneration and brought up matters to do with discrimination and the treatment of women in the hospital even though these points were not mentioned by others. I watched the video three times to check this and saw no banners except for those relating to pay. I also watched other recordings of the speeches.”

 

“OK,” I said, puzzled. “So that was what impressed you? How I handled the interview?”

 

“In part,” he said, “but what most impressed me was that you were not afraid to bring the interviewer to task for what you considered sexist attitudes during the interview.”

 

“They were sexist!” I said, feeling a little irritated.

 

“I apologise,” he said, holding up his hands defensively. “English is not my first language and there are times when I use the wrong word. Let me just say that what impressed me was your ability to think quickly, to be articulate under stress and to be not afraid to say what you believe.”

 

“Oh,” I said, not knowing what else to say. “Well, thank you.”

 

“And yet there is more,” said Luciano, “which you have demonstrated to me here today.”

 

“Oh yes?” I said, puzzled. “What did I do?”

 

“You stood up to me,” said Luciano. “Earlier, beside the pool, you gave me an ultimatum which no one has done to me for a long time, and yet that is not the end of it. To my face, to my very face, you sum up my life as empty and pointless.”

 

“Ah, yes, sorry about that,” I said a little shamefacedly. “Umm, I think I got a little carried away.”

 

“Do not be sorry,” said Luciano. “While it pains me to be summarised like that you also delight me. What is that expression? Umm, speaking truth … ahh yes. You speak truth to power, that is it. Yes. Me, I am surrounded by underpants who agree with everything I say because they are afraid I will withhold money from them. You, alone, reject my money and speak what you believe.”

 

“I think you mean sycophants,” I said, bemused, “not underpants.”

 

“Yes?” asked Luciano, frowning. “Then what are underpants? Are they not those underlings who pant with fear?”

 

“No, underpants are what you wear under your trousers,” I said with a laugh. “Sycophants are people who agree with you because they're afraid to disagree.”

 

“Is that so?” he said, nodding slowly. “Good, yes. Already I am learning from you. Excellent.”

 

“But you still haven't answered my question,” I said. “OK, you think I'm basically honest and what have you but why am I here?”

 

“It is very simple,” said Luciano tapping his cigar on the shell. “We need a nurse here for the island but, more importantly, I need someone who can stand up to me.”

 




Chapter Nine

 

To be honest I'd half expected a job offer of some sort because of what Leonard had been saying and I had little to offer except my nursing skills so that wasn't a huge surprise either although the bit about 'for the island' was going to need some clarifying. OK it hadn't seemed that large when we flew in but for all I knew there could be a few thousand people living under the trees. However, that could wait. It was the 'I need someone who can stand up to me' that was more alarming. In my experience bosses didn't like underlings who stood up to them and it could make a difficult job a lot more awkward.

 

“Umm, what do you mean, stand up to you?” I asked.

 

“Just that,” he said and retrieved his cigar. He blew out a cloud of smoke and sat for a few moments staring at the glowing end of the cigar thoughtfully. “I was born in 1953, in a small town called Jundiai in Brazil. Back then it was 60km or so from São Paulo although now, of course, it is almost one of the suburbs. The region was known for producing fine grapes and my father was, I believe, a grape picker and labourer.”

 

“You believe?” I asked. “Don't you know?”

 

“I have no memory of my father,” he said. “He died a long time ago when I was perhaps three and my mother spoke of him rarely. The important fact is that he died and she moved in with another labourer on the plantation. As best as I remember he was a decent sort of a man and not overly given to drunkenness. My real father, or so I remember my mother telling me, was knifed in a bar fight and bled to death in the street.”

 

“Ahh,” I said. “I'm sorry.” Unfortunately things like that happen occasionally in Sydney as well. I'd helped patch up more than a few drunks in my time.

 

“It is of no consequence,” he said. He put the cigar in the ash tray and took some more funyions. “I dare say he was a wastrel. However, much as my mother cared for me she, too, died when I was young, from tuberculosis. Her death was long and painful and, when she was gone, my new father had no further interest in me. I dare say he only tolerated me for as long as she was alive.”

 

“How old were you?” I asked, frowning.

 

He munched a few funyions then picked up his cigar again. “I was 10, I think. I am not certain however.”

 

“So what did he do?” I asked.

 

“Nothing,” said Luciano. “Absolutely nothing. From that moment on it was as though I did not exist and after a week or so he threw me out saying I was a waste of food and not his problem.”

 

“Ah,” I said, shocked but only slightly. Unfortunately these things also happen occasionally in Sydney although Australia does have Social Services. I guessed Brazil in the 1960s probably didn't. “Well, you obviously survived.”

 

“Yes,” he said. “I, how do you say it, hopped …? Yes, I hopped a train to São Paulo and lived off the garbage tips with the other dregs of society but I managed to escape from there and, in time, I managed to make some money and used it to make more until I am as you see me now.”

 

“That must have been very difficult,” I said. In fact I wasn't even able to begin to comprehend how he'd managed to fight his way from a Brazilian garbage tip to his own South Seas island. If it had been me I'd have probably starved to death or died from some foul disease.

 

“It was not easy,” he admitted. “When I had been in São Paulo only a few days I killed another boy over a can of tinned beans. I found it and he tried to take it from me. It was a harsh lesson in survival but I was not arrested for no one cared if those in the garbage lived or died.”

 

I sat there silently, just watching this old man smoking his cigar. Jesus he must have been tough.

 

“So perhaps you can begin to see why,” he said quietly, “when someone tells me I must do something I feel disinclined to obey them.” He laughed gently and flicked some more ash. “Of course, now I have money and people want my money so no one has tried to make me to do anything for decades, except give them my money. With one exception.”

 

“I haven't told you to do anything,” I said quickly, assuming he meant me.

 

“Not you,” said Luciano. “My doctor. I am not in good health and my doctor, he advises me, many many times, to do things and to not do things but …” and he trailed off, gazing out to sea.

 

“But?” I asked.

 

“But I have worked hard for what I have,” he said and gave the cigar one last look before tossing it in the shell to die quietly on its own. “When someone tells me to do something I fight it. It is an instinct perhaps or something I have learned to do but I am old. Too old to learn otherwise and everyone around me, even Fabiola, perhaps her even more than most, is afraid to stand up to me and make me do what I must. This is where you come in.”

 

“Ahh,” I said, now beginning to understand. “You want me to make you do what your doctor tells you to do?”

 

“Yes,” he said. “You are not afraid of me and you do not want my money.”

 

“I see,” I said and pursed my lips. “Why did you say Fabiola more than most? Is that because she loves you?”

 

His belly shook as he gave a silent but cynical laugh.

 

“She is my wife,” he said calmly. “She expects to inherit one day and likely hopes sooner rather than later.”

 

“That's not a very nice thing to say,” I said even though it had been one of my first thoughts when meeting her. A 24 year old and a 71 year old? I'm sure it would cross most people's minds.

 

He shrugged but didn't bother to say anything. He just ate a few more funyions while watching me.

 

“So what's wrong with you?” I asked. Diabetes and heart disease were my first guesses, with lung cancer and liver problems not far behind.

 

“You talk to him,” said Luciano dismissively. “He says things but I do not listen. He depresses me.”

 

“OK, I will,” I said. “Is he here or in Tahiti?”

 

“He's in Toronto,” he said.

 

“Of course he is,” I said drily. “Having a doctor near by would be too easy, wouldn't it.”

 

Luciano looked startled and I wondered if he'd actually thought through the implications of what he'd asked, that wanting someone to stand up to him might actually mean someone did.

 

“Well?” I said, after quite a lengthy pause in which neither of us spoke. 

 

“Well what?” he asked, frowning.

 

“Why don't you have a doctor closer?” I asked.

 

“Because he is the best,” said Luciano as if it was obvious and I was being stupid for asking. “Why else would I use him?”

 

“Why else indeed,” I said, wondering why, if he had the best, and presumably the most expensive, doctor in the world he didn't listen to him. It also irked me slightly that Luciano probably hadn't even considered a female doctor but that was irrelevant.

 

“So let me check I'm understanding this,” I said slowly. “You want me to be your private nurse and make you do things you don't want to do? Is that right?”

 

“In part,” he said. “Accidents do happen here and people get sick. If it is serious, a broken limb or such like, whoever it is is flown to Tahiti but my staff are happier if there is a nurse on the island. And, of course, there are guests from time to time.”

 

“Why isn't there a nurse here?” I asked.

 

“She left,” he said.

 

“Can I ask why?” I asked.

 

“Let us just say she did not get on with Fabiola,” he said. He paused then added “I do not like disharmony in my home. Besides, she clucked like a chicken and irritated me.”

 

“OK,” I thought, “she was sacked then.”

 

“So, umm, how many people are there on the island?” I asked.

 

“It varies,” said Luciano. “Perhaps thirty five much of the time but on occasion when there are guests perhaps as many as two hundred, perhaps a few more.”

 

“Wow, that's a lot of guests,” I said surprised but also relieved there weren't thousands more people living on the island.”

 

“I bring in extra staff when I have guests,” he said, raising one of his thick eyebrows.

 

“Of course,” I said, thinking it was obvious now he'd told me. Guests of Luciano would be, I imagined, similar to himself and couldn't possibly be expected to fend for themselves. Even I had a maid, apparently, although I'd forgotten the name Toa had told me. “So basically you want a nurse to look after thirty five or so reasonably healthy people and occasionally more?”

 

“Yes,” he said.

 

“That doesn't seem a particularly onerous job,” I remarked.

 

“Which is why the last two were also my secretaries,” he said.

 

“Ahh,” I said. “And what exactly does that involve? I can't type.”

 

“I have a business secretary,” he said, “as well as my assistant. I have need of a social secretary which primarily involves organising and liaising.”

 

“You mean when you have guests?” I asked.

 

“No, Toa handles guests to the island,” he said. “However, on occasion I travel overseas for conferences and other social occasions. Hotels and transport and so forth need to be organised.”

 

“How often do you travel overseas?” I asked.

 

“Perhaps two or three times a year,” he said.

 

“Well, that doesn't sound too hard,” I said. It was probably just a matter of a few phone calls to book a hotel and a limousine. “Is that all or is there anything else that goes with the job?”

 

“There is one other thing I would like you to do,” he said, looking uncomfortable. “Fabiola is, as I am sure you have observed, somewhat younger than I am.”

 

“Yes,” I said slowly, wondering if he expected me to get hold of illegal Viagra or something.

 

“She gets bored,” he said. “She has no one of her own age to divert her. I would like you to be her friend.”

 

“Surely there are lots of people here her own age,” I said, “And I'm 33. I'm nearly ten years older.”

 

“Yes but they are not Europeans,” he said. “They are staff.”

 

“Well, I'm not European either,” I said. “I'm Australian. I've never even been to Europe.”

 

“You are of Irish background,” he said. “You will have more in common with Fabiola than the others here.”

 

“An Australian nurse and an Italian movie star? I don't think so,” I almost said but decided not to bother. 

 

“Is being her friend a necessary condition of the job?” I said instead.

 

“No,” he said slowly. “Just something I would like.”

 

I was temped to say that that almost certainly made it a job requirement but suppressed that as well and wondered if Fabiola would like it or even appreciate the effort.

 

“Can I think about it?” I asked, “or do you want an immediate answer?”

 

“I am a patient man,” he said, “and this island does not encourage haste. It is a place where little happens and when it does it happens slowly which is why I like it. Take your time.”

 

“Thank you,” I said. “Umm, I don't mean to be disrespectful or anything but I do have a career back in Sydney and, um, well, I wasn't planning on looking for another job for a long time and certainly not leaving Australia. It's a pretty big step.”

 

“I understand,” he said, looking disappointed. “Consider this as a vacation for as long as you like.”

 

“Thank you,” I said.

 

He leaned over and pressed the button on his desk. “Stefan, send Toa to me.”

 

“Toa will take you to your rooms,” he said. “Whatever you desire just ask Tiare, your maid, and it will be so.”

 

“Thank you,” I said. “Can I ask you something?”

 

“Certainly,” he said.

 

“That's a lovely view,” I said, pointing to the missing wall, “but why isn't there a wall there?”

 

“The climate is hot and humid,” said Luciano. “A wall would block the cooling breezes.”

 

“What about the rain?” I asked. “Leonard said it rains a lot here.”

 

“It does,” said Luciano, “but the rain is very pleasant.”

 

“But doesn't the rain come inside?” I asked as someone, probably Toa, tapped discreetly on the door.

 

“A little,” he conceded, “but if a storm is forecast there are screens on the roof we pull down. Come in. Ahh, Toa, could you take Jennifer to her rooms.”

 

“Certainly, Arii,” said Toa.

 

I got up to follow Toa then a thought struck me and I turned around. Luciano was still gazing through the missing wall.

 

“Um, excuse me,” I said and he turned to look at me. He reminded me a little of a big brown bear I'd once seen at Sydney Zoo, just sitting there looking mournful. The bear had turned to look at someone in the crowd who had tossed something at it. Luciano's expression was much the same, a sort of bored disdain.

 

“Yes?” he asked.

 

“Um, this job does pay, doesn't it?” I asked, “and if I take it I imagine I'll have to live on the island as well so where would I live?” After all, he had said he was impressed that I wasn't interested in money so maybe he'd got the wrong end of the stick and expected me to do it for free.

 

“I will send Stefan to discuss such details with you,” he said and turned back to look at the sea again.

 

Clearly I had been dismissed so I followed Toa. Interestingly he didn't take me back through the main house to the courtyard where there had been several buildings. Instead he took me along a narrow paved path between Luciano's office and the back of the house. It carried on down towards the sea for a short way then veered off into the trees.

 

“So how long have you worked for Luciano?” I asked as we walked.

 

“I have worked for Mr Vicosa for almost eighteen years, Ms O'Donnell,” said Toa, firmly squashing my attempt at informality.

 

“What did you do before?” I asked, “and call me Jennifer. Ms O'Donnell is too formal.”

 

“I was the manager of the Sunset Paradise Hotel in Pape'ete, Ms O'Donnell,” he said, the back of his head expressionless although I fancied he was discretely laughing at me. “Mr Vicosa stayed there while this house was being built and expressed a desire to have his household run as well as the hotel was.”

 

“Do you enjoy working here?” I asked as the path went around a large tree. I could see a row of large chalets. They looked much like the holiday chalets I'd seen at seaside resorts in New South Wales, only larger and made entirely of wood. The buildings were on stilts and had steps at the front and ramps at the side. There was no one else around although birds abounded.

 

“Very much so,” Ms O'Donnell,” he said. “I have had the first chalet prepared for you but if it is not to your satisfaction please let me or Tiare know. None of the others is occupied at present.”

 

“Oh I'm sure it's going to be wonderful,” I said. The scene looked just like the pictures in holiday brochures for places I could never afford to go. Silver beach, palm trees, azure sky. I even fancied I could see a porpoise or two frolicking further out in the lagoon.

 

A young woman, Tahitian judging by her golden brown skin and long black hair, had been sitting on the steps of the first chalet with a laptop on her knees. When she saw us she closed the laptop and came to greet us. Interestingly she was the first person I'd seen since leaving Sydney to be wearing glasses and she had a large white flower tucked in her hair, just behind her left ear.

 

“This is Tiare, your maid, Ms O'Donnell,” said Toa.

 

“Hey there!” said Tiare, beaming. “Nice to meet you!” She had, incongruously, a slight American accent. “Umm, I think there's been a mix up with your luggage though.”

 

“Hello, Ms O'Donnell,” chastised Toa scowling at her. “Beyond that stay silent!”

 

“Ooops,” she said and tried, unsuccessfully, to look chastened.

 

“I do apologise, Ms O'Donnell,” said Toa, turning to me. “Tiare is new and clearly has a lot more training to undergo. If she displeases you in any way I shall have her replaced immediately!”

 

“I'm sure it was a momentary lapse, Toa,” I said, liking Tiare already. “Don't be too harsh on her.”

 

“As you wish,” said Toa nodding his head slightly. “Tiare, what's the problem with Ms O'Donnell's luggage?”

 

“Rangi only brought over one small overnight bag from the plane,” said Tiare. “I've no idea where the rest of Jen … Ms O'Donnell's bags are.”

 

“No, that's fine,” I said. “I only brought that one bag.”

 

“Wow,” exclaimed Tiare. “You are joking, right?”

 

“Tiare!” barked Toa, shocked.

 

“Ooops, sorry, dad, um Toa,” said Tiare, her face suddenly looking worried.

 

“I will speak to you later,” he hissed. “I apologise profusely, Ms O'Donnell. If you will permit I will have another maid here in a matter of minutes.”

 

“Oh don't be silly, Toa,” I said. “Tiare will be just perfect.” In fact she was the first person I felt I could relate to since I arrived.

 

“But her manners are appalling,” exclaimed Toa.

 

“So are mine,” I said. “If she goes, I go.”

 

I felt certain Toa's close cropped greying hair got greyer as I said that but he managed to control himself. He nodded stiffly to me then stalked off without a backward glance.

 

“Dad?” I asked, looking sideways at Tiare.

 

“Yeah,” she said. “He's a sweetie really, umm, Ms O'Donnell.”

 

“Call me Jenny,” I said, tired of all the pomp and ceremony, “or will he give you a hard time later?”

 

“Oh don't worry about it, Jenny,” she said, “although I'll have to call you Ms O'Donnell when the others are around. Come on inside. I've unpacked what little you had.”

 

“Yeah, sorry about that,” I said. “Umm, would it be OK if I had a nap? I'm pretty jet lagged and it's been a very strange day.”

 




Chapter Ten

 

I woke up in the dark in another strange bed which, for some deep seated psychological reason made me think I was back as a student nurse; not that I did much bed hopping, unlike some of the others, but it wasn't wholly unknown. I lay there for a while wondering if I was still dreaming then got up to check. I quickly pulled on the clothes I'd been wearing and headed for the toilet before pausing. I was heading, out of habit, for the toilet in my unit but the toilet here was somewhere else and, for the life of me I couldn't remember where. Tiare had shown me but I felt disorientated and a little confused. I found a door and opened it, only to find I was on the balcony.

 

“Did you sleep well, Jenny?” asked Tiare, closing her laptop and jumping up. It looked like I hadn't been dreaming after all.

 

“I must have,” I said and yawned. “What time is it?”

 

“A little after eight,” she said. “Are you hungry?”

 

“I'm … not sure,” I said. “Where's the toilet?”

 

“It's this way,” said Tiare and led me through another room to a bathroom at the back. She politely waited outside the door while I relieved myself and washed my hands and face which was a little disconcerting but probably some guests would have expected her to wipe their bottoms and dry their hands for them. I gazed in the mirror for a few moments then decided I couldn't be bothered to brush my hair. It could wait a little longer until I had to get ready to socialise.

 

“The others have had dinner,” said Tiare. “I told them you were sleeping, was that OK?”

 

“Ah,” I said, suddenly a little apprehensive. “I hope they didn't think I was being rude.”

 

“It's quite usual,” said Tiare. “Most guests have some jet lag for a day or two. I saved you some food although if there's anything you want I can send for it. Heiva shouldn't be too stoned yet.” She giggled and her eyes sparkled mischievously.

 

“Who's Heiva?” I asked, realising now that my bladder was empty my stomach was making itself known. “And where's the food?”

 

“I set it up on the front balcony,” said Tiare, leading me that way. “Heiva is the cook. He likes to sit in the moonlight and smoke grass and play sad songs on his guitar when he's finished for the day.

 

“Well, I don't expect I'll be needing him,” I said, surveying the array of lobster, grilled fish, chicken and salads laid out on a table. There was enough food there to feed at least four rugby players. “So am I expecting visitors?”

 

“Perhaps,” said Tiare. “Mr Stefan came round before dinner to see you. He said he'd come back later or perhaps see you tomorrow. No, no, please. Let me do that for you.” She almost snatched the plate I'd picked up.

 

“Aren't I allowed to help myself?” I asked. Surely all this food wasn't rationed? That didn't make any sense.

 

“Most definitely not,” said Tiare. “That's my job. When you want something just tell me and I'll get it for you.”

 

“Oh right,” I said. “In that case I'll have some of that fish and some of, um, is that potato salad?”

 

“It's yam salad,” said Tiare, using a fish slice to lift at least three times as much fish as I'd normally have onto the plate.

 

“Whoa, not so much fish,” I exclaimed, “and just a little of the yam salad. Is there any bread?”

 

“There is white, wholemeal, seed and sourdough,” said Tiare, putting most of the fish back. She put a large dollop of salad on the plate and hesitated as though about to add a second then decided not to. “Which would you like?”

 

“Um, sourdough please,” I said, reaching for the plate. Tiare pulled it back out of my reach. 

 

“I'll bring it to you,” she said. “Where would you like to sit?”

 

“I'll sit on the steps, I think,” I said.

 

“I can bring you a different chair if you don't like these,” said Tiare anxiously.

 

“Oh they're fine, I'm sure,” I said. “I just fancy sitting on the steps and looking at the waves.”

 

“As you wish,” said Tiare. “Would you prefer sliced sourdough or rolls?”

 

“Oh whatever,” I said, going over to sit on the steps.

 

“Would you like butter?” she asked.

 

“Enough with the questions,” I said. “I couldn't give a damn. Just give me whatever you want.”

 

“As you wish,” she said, her eyes blinking behind her glasses. “Ummm …”

 

“Yes, now what?” I asked. Did she think I wanted her to put salt on the fish or something?

 

“Would you like something to drink?” she asked, a touch nervously.

 

“Ahh,” I said, regretting my momentary flash of irritation. Tiare was just doing her job, after all, and it wasn't her fault I wasn't used to being waited on hand and foot. “What is there?”

 

“Coffee, tea, both China and Indian, apple juice, orange juice, mango juice, Coke, lemonade and a selection of alcoholic drinks if you'd prefer,” she said. “Oh, and water.”

 

“Apple juice,” I said firmly as it occurred to me that my ambivalence might be causing her stress.

 

“With or without ice?” she asked.

 

“Seriously?” I asked. “Ice with apple juice?”

 

“Perhaps not then,” she said. “Would you like a cherry or two in the apple juice? A slice of pineapple?”

 

I sighed. “Tiare,” I said. “Come here.”

 

“Yes, Jenny,” she said, coming over. “Have I done something wrong?” Fortunately she had the plate with her.

 

“Sit down,” I said, tapping the wooden step I was sitting on. “Here, beside me.”

 

“Umm, I can't,” said Tiare. “Toa will be angry if I do.”

 

“Then don't tell him,” I said. “For sure I won't. Sit.”

 

She looked around the darkness beyond the light spilling out from the balcony then sat down and giggled. “Dad'll kill me,” she muttered.

 

“That's better,” I said. “Now, I don't know how long I'm going to be here but I need you to understand something, OK?”

 

“Umm, yes,” she said cautiously.

 

“I'm just an ordinary person,” I said. “I'm not one of these rich bastards you usually get here, OK? Just treat me like a normal person and keep it simple, OK? I know you're expected to wait on me hand and foot but I'm not used to it and I really don't think I'll ever get used to it so whenever we're alone and your dad isn't watching just chill out and lay off the endless choices. I eat pretty much anything so whatever you give me will be just fine. Yeah?”

 

“If that is your wish, Jenny,” said Tiare. “Only dad'll freak if he finds out.

 

“Yes it is,” I said, “and we'll cross that bridge when we come to it. Now, have you eaten?”

 

“Staff don't eat until after guests have,” she said.

 

“But are you hungry?” I asked.

 

She nodded.

 

“OK,” I said. “Give me the plate.”

 

She handed me the plate and I forked a little of the fish into my mouth. It was probably some rare delicacy but, frankly, it tasted just like any other fish.

 

“Right,” I said, “I've eaten. Go help yourself and turn off the light when you come back.”

 

“You mean you want me to eat with you?” she asked, her face betraying her confusion.

 

“Yes,” I said. “I've had more than enough meals on my own and I'm feeling very lost and alone here.”

 

She hesitated then jumped up. I had some of the yam salad and discovered that yams were sweet potatoes. I hadn't known that. A few moments later the light went out and Tiare plonked herself down beside me.

 

“That's much better,” I said and busied myself with the fish for a few moments. When I looked up I gasped. My eyes must have started to adjust themselves to the darkness as I could see the arms of the island, black silhouettes against the deep purple of the sky. A crescent moon was a little above the horizon and a pale silvery ribbon ran across the calm lagoon towards me. It was incredibly peaceful and awesomely beautiful.

 

“Wow,” I breathed, spellbound.

 

“The fish is nice, isn't it,” said Tiare.

 

“I was looking at the moon and the sea,” I said. “Isn't it just awesome?”

 

“I suppose,” she said, glancing up. I half felt her shrug before she got back to eating.

 

“I suppose you're used to it,” I said, marvelling at the calm. One word that never cropped up when talking about Bankstown, where I lived, was 'calm'.

 

“Yeah,” she said.

 

“Oh well,” I said. “I doubt I ever would.” I had some more fish and a bit of salad then sampled the sourdough. It was more than a little better than the sourdough I usually got from the supermarket.

 

“So how come you have a bit of an American accent?” I asked.

 

“Mom's American,” she said. “She came over to Easter Island back in 2000 to do some work for her doctoral thesis on Polynesian anthropology. She stopped off in Tahiti and met dad.”

 

“So you're what, twenty four?” I asked.

 

“Twenty two,” she said. “She had to go back to Minnesota to finish her doctorate then she came back here.”

 

“Impressive,” I said. “What does she do now?”

 

“She's the housekeeper here,” said Tiare. “When Mr Luciano offered dad the job he insisted Mom came too.”

 

“Oh right,” I said, “so were you born on this island?”

 

“No, I was born in the hospital in Pape'ete,” she said, “but I lived here until I was old enough to go to school then I went back to Tahiti.”

 

“To a boarding school?” I asked.

 

“No I stayed with relatives,” she said. “I came back here during the school holidays though. Then I went to LaTrobe University in Melbourne to get my degree.”

 

“Oh right,” I said, impressed. “So how come you're working here as a maid? Couldn't you have found a job in Melbourne?”

 

“I didn't like Melbourne,” she said, “so I came back to do my Masters then I'm planning to go to France. I've been to Paris a couple of times and I feel more at home there.”

 

“Oh right,” I said. “You speak French?”

 

“Hey, this is French Polynesia,” said Tiare with amusement in her voice. “We all speak French, as well as Tahitian and most of us speak English as well.”

 

“Duh, silly me,” I said with a laugh. It just hadn't occurred to me to associate 'French Polynesia' with the country France. “So is this just a vacation job?”

 

“Oh no,” she said. “I'm studying Business and Management online through the University of French Polynesia.”

 

“Oh right,” I said. “Isn't that a bit difficult, studying and working full time?”

 

“No way,” she said. “There's lots of free time here. Actually that's what I was doing when you woke up. I was doing some background reading for an assignment.”

 

“And I dare say you can learn a lot from Luciano as well,” I said, putting my empty plate on the step behind me.

 

“Nah,” she said. “He's not in business.”

 

“I thought he was,” I said. “How did he get all his money then?”

 

“Well, I guess he is in business,” said Tiare, “but he's mostly investing in companies not running them and he wouldn't talk to low life like me anyway. Hey, can I ask you something?”

 

“Sure,” I said, “so long as it's not about business.” So Luciano doesn't talk to the menial staff, huh? Interesting.

 

“Nah,' she said. “Umm, there's a rumour going round that you're going to be the new nurse here. Is it true?”

 

“I don't know,” I said. “Luciano wants me to be but I haven't decided yet.”

 

“Oh right,” she said. “I couldn't be a nurse. The sight of blood makes me want to puke.”

 

“Yeah, it can do that to some people,” I said, “although you probably get used to it after a while. So, ah, why did the last nurse leave?”

 

“I can't really say,” said Tiare. “I wasn't here then.”

 

“How long's she been gone then?” I asked. 

 

“Oh, well, I've been back eighteen months,” she said. “Maybe a couple of years.”

 

“Wow,” I said, surprised. For some reason I'd had the idea it had only been a few weeks. “As long as that. So by the sound of it you don't really need a nurse here.”

 

“Sure we do,” said Tiare. “We're pretty healthy but there's always someone not feeling too good and when Heiva burnt his arm on the barbecue he had to be flown to hospital in Pape'ete in agony. He's got a nasty scar on his arm as well. They said at the hospital it was because the burn wasn't treated properly when it happened and it got infected.”

 

“So what happened?” I asked.

 

“He smeared cooking oil on the burn,” said Tiare, “then wrapped a dishcloth around it and didn't tell anyone for a couple of days.”

 

“Oh for crying out loud,” I said, exasperated. “Assuming it wasn't an open burn, what he should have done was use cool water to get the heat away as quickly as possible then put antiseptic on it. It needs to be covered as well so a sterilised dressing or some cling film if you don't have one. Cooking oil just seals the heat in and makes it a lot worse. It's lucky he didn't get sepsis.”

 

“That's why we need a nurse,” said Tiare. “It's at least an hour to get someone to hospital and that's only if Mahana is here and the plane is ready. If not it could be a long time, maybe even a day or more.”

 

There were some footsteps and a rustle of undergrowth from the side where the path to the main house was and Tiare immediately jumped to her feet. She turned on the balcony light just as the strange looking man from earlier appeared.

 

“Ahh, so you are awake, I see,” he said, coming round to stand at the bottom of the steps. “I am Stefan, Luciano's assistant. Are you well?”

 

“Yes, I am, thanks,” I said, getting up and coming down the last few steps to greet him. “I'm Jenny O'Donnell. How are you?”

 

There was a brief clatter as Tiare cleared away our dishes.

 

“I am good,” he said gravely. He pronounced 'good' more like 'goot' so I guessed there was something Germanic in his background. This place was certainly turning out to be pretty international, although I hadn't yet seen any Asians, apart from the stewardess.

 

“Come on up,” I said after a few moments of silence. “Would you like something to drink? Or something to eat?”

 

“Thank you,” he said, ascending the steps. There was the faintest of hisses on the 'thank' as though he was instinctively trying to say 'sank you'. “Some coffee would be nice.”

 

“And for you, Ms O'Donnell?” asked Tiare, appearing beside me.

 

“Oh, um, coffee too,” I said, startled. She gave a slight bow and backed away. “Umm, grab a seat, Stefan.”

 

He smiled and stepped over to one of the well upholstered cane armchairs so I sat in the one next to it. He sat a little stiffly with his knees together, clasping what looked like an iPad. Now I could see him properly it was apparent why he looked strange. He had, as far as I could tell, no eyelashes or eyebrows. His short slicked-back hair was light brown so that probably meant his eyebrows were very pale and didn't stand out against his high forehead but the lack of eyelashes was a little off putting. It didn't help that his eyes were pink rimmed as well. I guessed he was a curious mixture of Latino darkness and albino. He was also very thin although his cheek bones were to die for.

 

“I came earlier but you were asleep,” he said conversationally. “This jet lag, it is a nuisance, is it not.”

 

“Well, yes,” I said. “I'll probably be awake most of the night now.” I gave a little laugh and one corner of his mouth twitched.

 

“Yes, this is why I decide to visit you once more this evening,” he said. “Tomorrow you may be sleepy again.”

 

“Very likely,” I said. “Well, it's nice to meet you, Stefan.”

 

“Luciano asked me to talk with you regarding employment,” said Stefan. “I understand from Luciano that you are yet to make a decision, pending advice on remuneration?”

 

“Ah yes,” I said, “amongst other things.”

 

He waited a few moments in case I said anything else but in all honesty I couldn't think of anything to say.

 

“I telephoned your hospital earlier,” he said, “and spoke with someone in your payroll department. Regrettably that person refused to divulge to me your annual salary.”

 

“So it wasn't in the file?” I asked. Leonard must be getting slack.

 

“What file?” he asked, frowning.

 

“Never mind,” I said, waving a hand rather aimlessly. “Silly joke.”

 

Interesting. Luciano's assistant didn't know about Leonard's dossier on me. 

 

“Hmm,” he said and fixed his pink eyes on me for a few moments before turning on his iPad.

 

“So,” he said, shifting his chair a little closer to me. “I used Google to query the salaries for nurses in New South Wales, Australia. Is $100,000 annually a reasonable approximation of your current remuneration?”

 

“A little more,” I said. “I think it's about a hundred and ten actually. I'm experienced and there's a premium for Emergency nurses as it's a high stress environment.”

 

“Ahh, yes, so I imagine,” he said and closed his browser. He opened up another app and typed briefly. “Would this be a reasonable offer?”

 

Before he could turn his iPad so I could see it Tiare returned with a tray. She put it on the low table between us and Stefan sat back to get out of her way. She carefully poured coffee into two cups without spilling a single drop then backed away.

 

“Thanks, Tiare,” I said, glancing up at her. She gave me a quick half smile then went to stand beside the food table, presumably in case either of us wanted anything else.

 

“Permit me,” said Stefan, reaching for the little milk jug. “Some milk?”

 

“Is it full cream, low fat, soy, almond or lactose free?” I asked, jokingly.

 

“I do not know,” said Stefan, frowning. He glanced at Tiare.

 

“It is full cream, Ms O'Donnell,” she said, coming forward. “Would you prefer low fat or almond? I'm certain we have some in the main house.”

 

“Forget it,” I said. “As it comes.”

 

Stefan pursed his lips then poured some into my cup. “Sugar?” he asked.

 

“No thanks,” I said. He used some small tongs to pick up three cubes, one by one, and put them in his coffee. Then he passed my cup and saucer to me before sitting back to contemplate his iPad.

 

“Do you have an off shore corporation, Jennifer?” he asked, glancing over at me.

 

“A what?” I asked, blinking in surprise.

 

“An off shore corporation,” he said. “A tax avoidance vehicle.”

 

“God no,” I said. “What's that? Some sort of company car?”

 

“Hmm,” he said and turned the iPad so I could see it. “Would this be a satisfactory offer? I'd be happy to explain how it can be made tax free.”

 

“Holy fuck!” I exclaimed, looking at the screen as my coffee cup slid off the saucer. “Are you for real?”

 




Chapter Eleven

 

“Is that you, Jennifer?” wafted quietly through the still of the night, making me jump.

 

I was sitting in one of the armchairs on the balcony with my feet on the rail listening to the gentle waves hiss quietly to themselves on the beach. Tiare was at the far end of the balcony curled up in another armchair. She'd refused point blank to go to her own bed until I went to bed in case I needed anything. Apparently maids for guests lived in a small annex for as long as the guest stayed. Unfortunately for her I was jet lagged and my brain was in a state of suspended disbelief. 

 

“Who's that?” I hissed loudly, jerking my feet off the rail and sitting up.

 

“It's me, Leonard,” said Leonard quietly, moving forward to the foot of the steps. There was just enough light from the anti-insect thingy that Tiare had left on for me to see his dark outline. “Can't you sleep either?”

 

“Come on up,” I said. “No, I had a nap earlier and my body clock's shot to hell.”

 

“Yes, even after all these years I'm still not used to it,” he said. “Are you sure you don't mind my disturbing you? Everyone else is asleep.”

 

“Yeah?” I asked. “What time is it? My watch is still on Sydney time and I can't remember if we're four hours ahead or behind here.”

 

“Basically ahead,” he said, “although it's still yesterday, so to speak.”

 

“So it's about twenty past two in the morning here then?” I asked, glancing at my watch. 

 

“Yes,” he said, settling himself comfortably, “although I'm still on London time where it's twenty past one in the afternoon.”

 

“Yesterday or tomorrow?” I asked, trying to get my head round it.

 

There was a sudden movement at the other end of the balcony and Tiare padded over sleepily. Her long hair was all tousled and she wasn't wearing her glasses. 

 

“Is there anything I can do for you, Jenny?” she asked, peering shortsightedly at Leonard. “Mr Achampong?”

 

“Just two wine glasses,” said Leonard. “That's if you'll join me, Jennifer? I brought a bottle of white just in case.”

 

“Two glasses,” I said to Tiare. A drop or two of wine might help me think, or sleep or something. “Thanks.”

 

“You really shouldn't encourage familiarity with the staff,” said Leonard as she padded away. “At least, not if you're staying. If you're leaving then it really doesn't matter.”

 

“It's not my style,” I said, “and anyway, I don't know if I'm staying or not. You know Luciano's offered me a job here?”

 

“I rather suspected he would,” said Leonard. “So you are undecided?”

 

“Yes,” I said as a mosquito or some other little bug expired with a sharp ping in the anti-insect thingy. I sighed. “It's a hell of a decision.”

 

“How so?” he asked as Tiare returned with two glasses. She was also wearing her own I noticed which was probably a good idea. I watched as she poured the wine, wondering how to express the thoughts that had been churning in my mind.

 

“Damn that's nice,” I said approvingly as I took my first sip. “Very smooth. What is it?”

 

“I have no idea,” said Leonard. “I'm not a wine buff. I just took a bottle from the table after dinner.”

 

I had another sip and watched as some sort of night bird swooped silently from behind the chalet and out over the waves. 

 

“I'm a nurse,” I said after a while. “I've been a nurse for about 10 years and I'm a good one. I love my job even though it has its ups and downs.”

 

“I imagine you would do,” said Leonard quietly. “Luciano asked you to be the nurse here?”

 

“Yes,” I said, “and to be his personal secretary. I know nothing of secretarial work.”

 

“It's not exactly onerous,” said Leonard. “Just organising travel and accommodation and so forth when he travels overseas. Mostly a few phone calls and emails. Would that be a problem?”

 

“I guess not,” I said, rolling my glass between my palms. “It's just that, oh, I don't know.”

 

“You don't think it's worthwhile?” asked Leonard.

 

“I've spent the last eight years in Emergency,” I said, sitting up and leaning forward. “People come in with all sorts of issues, many of them life threatening or leaving their lives disrupted and in turmoil. I'm there to help them. OK the pay isn't that good but, yes, you've hit the nail on the head. It's worthwhile. I take a lot of pride and satisfaction in that but organising some rich guy's travel arrangements?”

 

“I think you're focusing on the wrong aspect,” said Leonard. “Granted there'd be some organisational and administrative work involved but I'm certain you have to do that at your hospital as well. You'd still be nursing people who've been injured, just not as many, although their injuries could be equally life threatening.”

 

“Yeah, Tiare told me about the cook,” I said. “Although if he'd got attention straight away it wouldn't have been.”

 

“There have been other incidents as well,” said Leonard. “One of the maintenance people was stabbed several times in a dispute a couple of years ago and nearly died and a maid killed herself, oh, perhaps a year previously. Some personal problems at home I believe. There've also been quite a few broken limbs, serious cuts and poisonings from the various sea creatures in these waters as well as illnesses that staff have brought with them and not told anyone about. Emergencies will still arise, even in a small community such as this and your expertise would be needed.”

 

“I guess,” I said heavily, “although it doesn't seem right.”

 

“What doesn't seem right?” asked Leonard.

 

I sighed again and got up to lean against the rail.

 

“Stefan came to see me earlier,” I said. “He asked what I was currently paid then doubled it then rounded it up to a quarter of a million dollars.”

 

“A tidy sum,” said Leonard. “Am I to assume you didn't find it sufficient?”

 

“Sufficient!” I exclaimed, twisting round so quickly I spilt some of the wine. “A quarter of a million dollars for nursing a handful of people and booking a few hotels? Are you joking?”

 

“Ahh,” he said. “My mistake.” He watched me for a few moments then, very deliberately, said, “No, you're right. You're not worth it.”

 

I was shocked, to be honest, and more than a little hurt.

 

“What do you mean, I'm not worth it?” I said.

 

“Exactly that,” said Leonard. “You think you're too good for the people of this island.”

 

“Of course I don't,” I exclaimed, scowling at him. 

 

“Yes you do,” he said. “You told me so yourself, at least indirectly. You measure your importance by the hundreds or thousands of people who pass through your Emergency department and consider the handful of people on this island as beneath you.”

 

“It's not that at all!” I exclaimed. “It's just that … oh, Jesus, a quarter of a million dollars? That's way way too much!”

 

“Tell me something,” said Leonard, putting down his empty glass. “If Tiare had slipped and fallen when bringing out these glasses and one had smashed and slit her wrist open, would you have done nothing? She's lying there on the floor, bleeding to death. You would just walk away?”

 

“Oh now you're being ridiculous,” I said. “Of course I would do everything I could to save her. That goes without question.”

 

“And isn't her life worth more than a quarter of a million dollars?” he asked, looking up at me from where he sat.

 

I just stared at him.

 

“Well?” he asked. “Luciano clearly thinks so even if you don't. That is why he is more than happy to pay you that much so that you will be here when Tiare does have an accident. Or would you rather go back to your high volume self importance in Sydney and let Tiare bleed to death?”

 

“You're a fucking bastard,” I said, with feeling.

 

“Yes,” he said, his teeth suddenly gleaming as he smiled. “Which is why I'm a damned good lawyer and why I'm paid a hell of a lot more than that. I know I'm worth every penny. It's a shame that you don't think you are. Tiare?”

 

“Yes, Mr Achampong?” asked Tiare padding over again. This time her hair was brushed and she had her flower in place again.

 

“If you slipped and cut yourself badly, would you like Miss Jennifer to help you?” he asked.

 

“For sure, Mr Achampong,” she said. “Miss Jennifer is a nurse, after all.”

 

“She's been offered a lot of money to stay here as the island's nurse,” said Leonard. “What do you think of that?”

 

“I think she'd be an idiot to turn it down,” said Tiare. “I wouldn't.”

 

“I'll pretend I didn't hear you call one of Mr Luciano's guests an idiot,” said Leonard, “but I appreciate your sentiment. You may go now.”

 

I had to laugh.

 

“So will you take the job?” he asked.

 

“I don't know,” I said. “I guess I'd have to live on the island so I'd have to give up my unit and my car and everything.”

 

“As you may do with any job,” said Leonard. “What of it? Are you sentimentally attached to the place?”

 

“And to be honest it scares me,” I said. “I don't know if I'll like it here and Stefan was going on about setting up a company and it all seems just too much, really. I don't think I can handle it.”

 

“Right,” he said briskly. “The work itself is well within your capabilities. As regards liking it here, well, all I can say is that Tahiti is widely regarded as paradise on Earth so I doubt you'll have too much of a problem in that respect. As regards setting up a company, Stefan can do that for you. He enjoys that sort of thing and does it all the time.”

 

“But what do I need a company for?” I asked. “Can I have some more wine?”

 

Tiare hurried over so that Mr Achampong wouldn't have to put himself to any trouble.

 

“That would simply be a tax vehicle,” said Leonard. “Most of us have our own companies.”

 

“That's what I don't understand,” I said. “Shouldn't I just be an employee on Luciano's payroll?”

 

“I dare say you could,” said Leonard, “but you'd have to pay tax then.”

 

“Well, doesn't everyone?” I asked.

 

“I don't,” said Leonard, “and Luciano pays virtually none, relatively speaking.”

 

“I don't get it,” I said, sitting down again. “I'm just a nurse.”

 

“Oh it's quite simple really,” said Leonard. “As long as you are legally resident in Australia, regardless of where you happen to be living, you'll have to pay taxes on your income, even if that income is earned in another country. If you set up a company that is wholly owned by you and that company is employed rather than you as an individual then your income would be subject to corporation tax rather than personal tax.”

 

“So what difference does it make?” I asked. “I'd still pay tax either way.”

 

“It makes a big difference,” said Leonard, “as the company can be in another country while you, the sole employee, can still legally reside in Australia.”

 

“Oh right,” I said. “So I'd have a company in Tahiti but still live in Australia, yeah?”

 

“Well, you could,” said Leonard, “but it wouldn't be a good idea because Tahiti taxes companies. It would be much better to register the company in, say, Vanuatu.”

 

“Why?” I asked, frowning.

 

“Because Vanuatu doesn't tax companies,” said Leonard. “It also has the advantage of being more or less mid way between Tahiti and Australia so if for any reason you had to go there it wouldn't be too much of an inconvenience.”

 

“So let me get this straight,” I said, still a little confused. “I live and work in Tahiti but my company in Vanuatu gets paid so I don't have to pay tax in Australia?”

 

“Spot on,” he said. “If you ever decide to give up nursing you should study international tax law.”

 

“But won't I have to pay tax in Tahiti?” I asked.

 

“Tahiti doesn't tax individuals,” said Leonard, “only companies. Besides, your company will only pay you a pittance. A purely notional amount to keep your status as a legally valid employee and you would keep that amount below the minimum threshold for tax in Australia. Stefan would be the best person to talk to about that as he is a specialist in international taxation but if you paid yourself, say, ten thousand dollars a year I don't expect you'd be liable for tax.”

 

“What?” I exclaimed. “You're saying the company would get the quarter of a million and I'd only get ten grand?”

 

“More or less,” said Leonard. “Stefan would know the best figure.”

 

“Well how the hell do I live on ten grand?” I asked. “Seems like a complete waste of time to me. I'd rather stay at the hospital and pay tax. At least I'd be able to afford my rent then.”

 

“I don't quite follow you,” said Leonard, frowning. “Your accommodation, food, travel and other living expenses here would be nothing as all that is included. If you were to be in a taxable situation then those would be deemed to be fringe benefits and incur additional taxes.”

 

“Oh, OK, I didn't know that,” I said. “That's nice although I'm not too sure about fringe benefits. I've never had any of those before but wouldn't Luciano be paying me a quarter of a million but I'd only be getting ten grand? What happens to the rest of the money?”

 

“Oh that stays within your company,” said Leonard. “That way it isn't taxed, nor would the fringe benefits.”

 

“That's the bit I don't get,” I said. “What use is the money to me if it's all tied up inside some company. Wouldn't I be taxed when I take it out?”

 

“Why would you take it out?” asked Leonard, puzzled. “You'd only be up for tax if you do that.”

 

“Well, what if I wanted to buy some clothes or something,” I said.

 

“You'd charge it to your company,” said Leonard. “Obviously.”

 

“I don't get you,” I said. “Isn't it the company's money?”

 

“Yes, but you own the company,” said Leonard, “so effectively it's yours.”

 

“So won't I have to pay tax?” I asked.

 

“No, not at all,” said Leonard. “As long as the money stays within the company you won't pay tax.”

 

“But surely if it stays within the company I can't use it to buy things,” I said.

 

“I think we're going around in circles,” said Leonard. “It's really quite simple in practice. Look, Stefan will set up a company for you in Vanuatu. At the same time he'll set up a bank account for the company. Then, probably once a quarter, you, or more likely Stefan, will send an invoice to one of Luciano's companies for $62,500. The money will then …”

 

“Just a sec,” I said, doing the maths in my head, only more slowly than Leonard had. “OK that's a quarter of a quarter of a million. Great, carry on.”

 

“As I was saying,” said Leonard, “within a few days of receiving that invoice Luciano's company will pay the money to your company. It will then sit in the company's bank account ready for you.”

 

“That's the bit I don't get,” I said. “How do I spend it?”

 

“That's because I haven't finished,” he said. “When the account is set up Stefan will also arrange for you to have a credit card, cheques, Internet banking and so forth on the company's bank account. Then when you want to buy something you just pay for it with that credit card or by cheque or bank transfer. You can even take out cash in whatever country you are in, all from the company's bank account.”

 

“But wouldn't I have to pay tax when I do that?” I asked. “After all, I'm taking the money out.”

 

“No you're not,” said Leonard. “The company is buying the items for you. They'd all be company expenses, not your personal ones.”

 

“But if I bought another car,” I said, “wouldn't it have to be registered in Australia?”

 

“Naturally,” said Leonard, “or whichever country you have it in. I myself own cars in the UK, the USA and France as it is more convenient than hiring vehicles, but don't confuse registration with ownership. Your car may well be registered in Australia but it will be owned by your company in Vanuatu.”

 

“And this is all legal?” I asked.

 

“Definitely,” said Leonard. “It is merely a matter of exploiting the advantages of differing laws in different countries. I do much the same, only in other areas of the law. Tax avoidance is perfectly legal. It's tax evasion that isn't.”

 

“But what if the law changes?” I asked. “Wouldn't I get shafted?”

 

“It's possible,” said Leonard, “but politicians go out of their way to design tax legislation to benefit corporations and Stefan will let you know if and when anything changes. He does, after all, supervise the tax affairs of all Luciano's companies. Incidentally, if you employ a chauffeur I would advise you to pay them a pittance and give them a company expense account as well. Employees tend to be more loyal if they think they're getting things tax free.”

 

“Ugh, this is all too much for me,” I said, shaking my head. “I don't see me getting another car for a long time, let alone a chauffeur. There's nowhere to drive round here, is there?”

 

“No,” said Leonard, finishing his wine. “The island's only about two square kilometres.”

 

“So why do governments have different rules for companies?” I asked as things slowly began to sink in.

 

“That's quite a complex question,” said Leonard, steepling his fingers as he thought about it. “Partly it's because individual taxation dates back to before corporations existed, of course, but partly because governments as a rule tend to believe corporations are beneficial to their national economies. Of course, a cynic would also say that many government members are also owners or directors of companies or hob nob with such people and aspire to great personal wealth. And, of course, a surprising number of politicians still believe in the outmoded ideas of trickle down economics even though no reputable economist does.”

 

“What's 'trickle down economics'?” I asked.

 

“The idea that if you give the rich more money their spending will trickle down through to the poor,” said Leonard. “The belief is that an industrialist, say, will use the extra money to hire more employees which reduces unemployment and increases national disposable income thereby allowing an increase in consumption of the goods produced. On the other hand the industrialist could purchase more equipment which in turn benefits the manufacturer of the equipment allowing them to take on more employees with the same benefit.”

 

“Well that kind of makes sense,” I said. “Doesn't it?

 

“In theory,” said Leonard, “but in reality the industrialist will often use the extra money to invest overseas or if they do purchase things they'll be islands in the South Seas or luxury cars from Japan or private aircraft from America. I remember one highly respected economist saying that trickle down economics was the equivalent to feeding best oats to a horse and hoping some of them come out the other end.”

 

“Actually that's rather funny,” I said, chuckling.

 

“And on that happy note,” said Leonard, “I'm beginning to feel a trifle drowsy. I think I shall go to bed now. I do hope I have been of some assistance to you, my dear.”

 

“Actually, I think you have,” I said, getting up. I noticed that Tiare had fallen asleep again at the other end of the balcony. “I'd better be off to bed as well. When are you flying out?”

 

“Later today,” he said. “Mahana is taking Miss Fabiola to Pape'ete so I might as well tag along. Why?”

 

“Whatever I decide I still have to go back to Sydney,” I said. “I think I'll hitch a ride as well.” 

 




Chapter Twelve

 

According to my watch it was quarter to five when I woke up, which meant it was either quarter to nine or quarter to one here. It was light outside so either way it was daytime. I peeked in on Tiare and she was sound asleep so I left her alone and had a wash and got dressed before venturing out to find some breakfast. The day was overcast and threatened rain but the bay was still beautiful, unlike Bankstown in the rain.

 

“Where is everyone?” I asked when I found Toa, as imperturbable as ever even though he was supervising a young woman polishing a long table.

 

“Mr Luciano is on a conference call,” he said, “and Miss Fabiola is in her rooms.”

 

“Oh right,” I said. “Umm, I wanted to have a word with Mr Luciano's doctor in Toronto. Do you know how I can contact him?”

 

“Mr Stefan would be the best person to ask, Ms O'Donnell,” said Toa. “You will find him in the office next door to Mr Luciano's office.”

 

“Great,” I said. “I'll go and find him then. Umm, any chance of some breakfast? Some toast perhaps?”

 

“Is Tiare failing you?” he asked, frowning. “Did she not provide you with breakfast?”

 

“She's asleep,” I said and his scowl deepened. “It's entirely my fault, Toa. Don't be hard on her. I kept her up most of the night and she needs to sleep.”

 

“Nonetheless, I shall speak with her,” he said firmly. “She is taking advantage of your kind nature.”

 

“I'd prefer you not to,” I said. “As a kindness to me.”

 

“As you wish, Ms O'Donnell,” he said with great reluctance. “I shall have some provided for you immediately.” I had a feeling that he'd still chastise Tiare anyway so I made a mental note to apologise to her for getting her into trouble.

 

“Thanks,” I said. “Umm, I'll just go and have a chat with Stefan then I'll come back.”

 

I wandered off and, by chance, found the swimming pool which orientated me as I knew the way from there to Luciano's office. I tiptoed past his door as I didn't want to talk to him just yet and tapped on the open door of the other office.

 

“Hello,” said Stefan brightly. “Come in, come in.”

 

The room was lined with filing cabinets and an array of computers and other bits of equipment with flashing lights and looked impressively busy even though Stefan didn't seem to be. He'd been sitting in a large office chair with his feet on a desk and staring at the roof although he jumped to his feet when he saw me.

 

“Welcome to my lair,” he said but didn't smile. “Well, it's not entirely my lair. Have you met Maria?”

 

“I don't think so,” I said, uncertain. “Who's Maria?”

 

“She's Luciano's business secretary,” said Stefan. “Come on, I'll introduce you.” He smiled at this, disconcertingly baring his eye teeth. “She's next door.”

 

He took me through to another room beyond his which was also lined with filing cabinets although there was only one computer on the desk. A small elderly lady with her hair scraped back and pinned in place looked up and scowled.

 

“Maria, this is Jennifer,” he said. “She's going to be our new nurse.”

 

“Olá,” she said gravely. 

 

“Oh, olá,” I said, assuming this to be a Brazilian greeting. She looked more South American than Tahitian anyway.

 

“Aloha?” she said, peering at me over her old fashioned rimless glasses. “Aloha?”

 

“She's Australian,” said Stefan. “Speak English.”

 

“Ohhhh,” she said and nodded her head as if understanding something. “Alula Australis!”

 

She got up and came around her desk to peer closely at me, looking me up and down like a prize pig.

 

“Very good,” she said encouragingly. “Very very good. You look almost human although your hair could be a more realistic colour.”

 

“Um, excuse me?” I said, a little nervously. I felt a strong urge to back away but managed to resist it.

 

“Do not be alarmed,” she said quietly, reaching out to pat my arm. “I won't tell anyone. It'll be our little secret.” She smiled, displaying imperfectly fitting and yellowing dentures.

 

Helplessly I looked at Stefan but he was just leaning against the doorpost with his arms folded, trying not to laugh.

 

“Great,” I said, looking back at Maria. “Um, thanks.”

 

She tapped the side of her nose knowingly then glared at Stefan before going back to her chair.

 

“Let's go back into my office,” whispered Stefan.

 

“Shut the door behind you!” barked Maria. “You offend me!”

 

“She's in one of her moods, today,” said Stefan when we were back in his office and he'd finished sniggering. “Oh, but she does keep me entertained!”

 

“So what was all that about?” I asked. “What secret? And what was that about being human?”

 

“I've no idea,” he said, “but she gets regular mail from some outfit in Washington called the United Federation of Goldilocks Worlds so she probably thinks you're an alien of some sort. I don't know what they send her but I've seen the envelopes.”

 

“What?” I said, frowning. “An alien?”

 

“I'm just guessing,” he said, “although she doesn't live on this planet. She's off in a world of her own most of the time.”

 

“You mean she's senile?” I asked. “How old is she?”

 

“In her seventies I think,” he said. “I'm not sure, but she's been Luciano's secretary since 1969.”

 

“Shouldn't she have retired by now?” I asked.

 

“Probably,” said Stefan, “but she's got nowhere else to go and Luciano won't hear a word against her.”

 

“Oh,” I said. “And what was that Australis thing about?”

 

He shrugged. 

 

“When it comes to Luciano's business matters she's got a mind like a computer,” he said, “but don't believe a word she tells you about anything else. She's obsessed with just about every conspiracy theory there is. I don't expect you'll have much to do with her though as she's got her own little house on the other side of the island and doesn't have anything to do with the rest of us. She spends all her free time on the Internet, according to the logs. Anyway, to what do I owe the pleasure of this visit?”

 

“Ahh,” I said, tearing my mind away from Maria. “I was hoping I could have a talk with Luciano's doctor. Toa said you'd know how to contact him.”

 

“Shouldn't be a problem,” said Stefan, glancing at his watch. “It's only half past three in the afternoon in Toronto so he'll be available but he may be with a patient. I can set up a video conference for you. His name's John Irish although he's not Irish. He's Canadian.”

 

“Any chance we can set this up soon?” I asked. “I'm flying back with Fabiola and Leonard when they leave. I'm not sure when but I imagine it'll be this morning.”

 

“Mid afternoon, I expect,” said Stefan. “Fabiola announced over breakfast that she's going to stay with some friends on one of the islands the other side of Tahiti for a day or two and no one can leave until she's ready, unless you'd rather take the yacht or the cruiser.”

 

“I'm in no rush,” I said, “although a yacht trip sounds rather fun.”

 

“Today's not the best day for it,” he said. “There's a bit of a storm coming. It won't be a bad one because storms in this part of the world never are but you might get seasick.”

 

“OK. maybe not, then,” I said, wondering how the storm would affect the sea plane. It had flown all the way here below the clouds but maybe it would fly back above them.

 

“Leave it with me,” he said. “I'll find you.”

 

* * *

 

Stefan had said to just knock on the door and wait to be called but I hesitated outside Luciano's door as I could hear voices. I'd finished my chat with the doctor a few minutes before and, since Fabiola was apparently still some way off leaving, I wanted to talk with Luciano. According to Tiare, Fabiola had decided to take an entirely different set of clothes to what had already been packed. It seemed that even though she was going clothes shopping in Pape'ete she needed to take four suitcases worth with her and she was giving her own maid a hard time although Tiare thought it was funny.

 

There was a sudden burst of music and someone laughed so I tentatively tapped on the door.

 

“Enter,” growled Luciano.

 

I opened the door and discovered he was watching The Simpsons on a very large TV and not on some high powered conference call after all.

 

“Am I interrupting anything?” I asked.

 

He picked up a remote and froze the TV so whichever one of the Simpsons it was who played the saxophone was frozen mid flow.

 

“No,” he said in the sudden silence. He swung around in his swivel chair behind his desk and gestured to the chairs the other side in an invitation to sit down. Unexpectedly a wood panel slid across, covering the TV.

 

“Something to drink?” he asked. “To eat, perhaps?”

 

“No thanks,” I said, sitting down. “Um, I'm flying back to Sydney later. When Fabiola is ready.”

 

“I know,” he said and took a puff on his cigar. “Stefan has spoken with you?”

 

“Yes,” I said.

 

“And all is to your satisfaction?” he asked.

 

“Umm, the offer was very generous,” I said.

 

“Good,” said Luciano. He gazed at me for a few moments. “When will you be returning?”

 

“Yeah, I, um, wanted to have a chat with you about that,” I said. 

 

“I am here,” he replied, expressionless. “Speak.”

 

He reminded me a little of a junior administrator at the hospital who thought he was high powered, except that Luciano had a presence about him that said he actually was high powered. The junior administrator, on the other hand, just seemed a little pathetic.

 

“I talked with your doctor a little while ago,” I said. “John Irish.”

 

“I know,” said Luciano. “Doubtless he had much to say.”

 

“Yes,” I said, feeling myself beginning to wilt a little under his unwavering gaze. I wasn't even certain he'd blinked since I sat down. “Do you still want me to be your nurse?”

 

“Yes,” he said.

 

“Then I am happy to be,” I said, “except I have a condition. Well, two actually.”

 

He continued to look at me for a goodly number of seconds then tapped the ash off his cigar.

 

“Go on,” he said.

 

“The first is that you give express instructions to all your staff that in matters of health my instructions are to be carried out,” I said, willing myself not to give in at the beginning. 

 

“It shall be done,” he said.

 

“And that they are to disregard any instructions by you that contradict them,” I continued.

 

His eyes narrowed and he slowly exhaled some smoke. For a moment it looked like he was a squat dragon breathing fire and it occurred to me that he may deliberately do this for effect.

 

“And the second?” he asked.

 

“I thought a letter would be best,” I said. “That way a copy can be given to everyone and they can check it whenever they need to. Signed by you, of course.”

 

He put his cigar in the shell and steepled his fingers. 

 

“Why do I get the impression I will not like the second condition?” he asked.

 

I shrugged. “You want me because I speak truth to power,” I said. “Those were your very words. If that is not the case then I'll stay in Sydney.”

 

“What is your second condition?” he growled.

 

“How many of those do you smoke a day?” I asked, nodding at the cigar. “Five? Ten?”

 

“Seven or eight perhaps,” he said, still watching me. “What of it?”

 

“Each of those is equivalent to at least twenty cigarettes,” I said. “That means you're smoking a hundred and fifty or so cigarettes a day.”

 

“You want me to give up smoking?” he asked, his brow furrowing.

 

“I daresay it'll be too big a shock to your system if you give up suddenly,” I said. “But stop smoking cigars. Smoke cigarettes and keep it down to twenty or thirty a day to begin with.”

 

“And if I refuse?” he growled.

 

“Well, I can't make you stop,” I said, “but if you're going to refuse to do what I tell you then there's not much point in me being here, is there? I'll go back to Sydney and you can get yourself some cute little blonde nurse who'll giggle and let you die while she sunbathes on the beach.”

 

I saw the muscles of his jaw clench at that. Then he leaned forward and slammed his fist hard on the desk.

 

“You will not speak to me that way,” he snarled.

 

“Fine,” I said and stood up. “Goodbye.”

 

I marched out of his office and down the path to where the guest houses were. Frankly I was more than a little irritated by his attitude and, if truth be known, a little relieved. I could go back to the world I knew.

 

“Miss Fabiola will be ready soon, Jenny,” said Tiare when I ran up the steps to the chalet, a little damp from the light rain. “I've packed your bag.”

 

“Thanks,” I said. “Well, it's nice to have met you. Thanks for everything.”

 

“You are not coming back?” she asked.

 

“No,” I said. “I'm going to stay in Sydney where I belong.”

 

“That saddens me,” she said, “But perhaps that is for the best. Can I fetch you some lunch before you go?”

 

“No, I'm fine,” I said. “Could you take me to where the plane leaves? I'll wait there.”

 

“Certainly Jenny,” she said. “It isn't far.”

 

“Oh, did Toa say anything to you?” I asked, suddenly remembering.

 

“No,” she said, picking up my bag. “What about?”

 

“Oh, nothing,” I said. “I just wondered. What will you do when I've gone? You'll have no one to look after.”

 

“I expect I'll be put back in the laundry,” she said cheerfully.

 

“Oh,” I said. “I'm sorry.”

 

“There is no need to be sorry,” she said. “Um, perhaps if I am ever in Sydney you will let me visit you?”

 

“Sure, of course,” I said. “That would be great. Have you got a pen or something? I'll give you my address and phone number.”

 

“Thank you,” said Tiare beaming. “A moment. Ohh! Toa is here.”

 

In his slow dignified way Toa marched up the steps.

 

“If I may disturb you , Ms O'Donnell,” he said. “Mr Luciano would like you to join him for a few moments before you leave.”

 

“What for?” I asked. It occurred to me that he might have decided to bill me for the flights and everything.

 

“Mr Luciano did not say, Ms O'Donnell,” he said. “If you would accompany me, please?”

 

“OK,” I said resignedly. “Tiare, could you take my bag to the plane for me?”

 

“Certainly, Ms O'Donnell,” she said. “I'll also have the pen and paper you requested ready for you.”

 

“Great,” I said. “OK Toa, let's get this over with.”

 

He led the way and I followed, wondering how I was going to pay for the thousands that this little jaunt must have cost. Maybe Leonard would be the one who'd prosecute me for failure to pay. The thought made me sad as I quite liked him.

 

“Please be seated,” said Luciano when Toa ushered me into his office. “Toa, stay here.”

 

“So what's this all about?” I asked, staying standing. “Fabiola's leaving soon.”

 

“She will wait for you if necessary,” he said and drummed his fingers on the desk before picking up his cigar again. “Please be seated. This will not be long.”

 

“OK,” I said, sitting down. I looked at him expectantly but he didn't say anything. He just sat there gazing at me with much the same expression he had earlier.

 

“Well, if you want to play your little games,” I thought to myself and gazed back at him. Our eyes locked and I felt the strength of his personality but refused to look away. “You old sod!”

 

There was a knock on the open door and Luciano's eyes broke contact with mine.

 

“Enter,” he said, looking down at his cigar.

 

Maria came in with a wad of papers and my heart sank.

 

“That's a bloody big bill,” I thought.

 

“Give them to Toa,” he said, “and one to Jennifer.”

 

Maria gave me a wink then did as requested.

 

“Read it and make sure everyone gets a copy,” said Luciano. “Jennifer, you will read the memo please.”

 

I skimmed it quickly then, since there was nothing that said 'total owing', read it through again, more slowly. It was a neatly printed missive, signed by Luciano, saying my instructions on all matters relating to health on the island were to be obeyed without question and could not be countermanded by Luciano.

 

“Satisfied?” asked Luciano when he saw that I'd read it.

 

“Yes,” I said and took a deep breath. “Might as well start now.”

 

I leaned forward and snatched the cigar from Luciano's hand and dumped it into his drink then grabbed the bowl of funyions that sat on the desk.

 

“Here, Toa,” I said. “Get rid of these and any others on the island and all the cigars as well.”

 

“But we have over a thousand cigars in the stores!” he said aghast.

 

“You've read the memo,” I said. “Do it. I don't care what you do with them but get rid of them and don't get any more.”

 

He looked at Luciano who just shrugged and brought out a packet of cigarettes from his desk drawer.

 

“And that's not the end of it,” I said, feeling lightheaded. “When I come back I'll review the catering.”

 

“Doubtless,” said Luciano sourly. He lit a cigarette and stared balefully at it.

 

“On the flight I'll devise a light exercise program for you,” I said. “Some exercise will do you the world of good and I'll weigh you and check your blood pressure and sugar levels and so forth weekly. In a month you'll be feeling better than you have for years.”

 

“So you are coming back?” asked Luciano.

 

“Of course,” I said. “I've got a job to do. Now if you'll excuse me, I also have a plane to catch.”

 

“Toa, show Jennifer to the jetty,” said Luciano, sitting back.

 

“Yes, Arii,” said Toa, his face stern but his eyes dancing with amusement. “Everything will be as instructed.”

 




Chapter Thirteen

 

“If I might speak with you, Miss Jennifer,” said Toa as he followed me out of Luciano's office.

 

“Sure, Toa,” I said. “What is it?” I had a vague feeling he was going to tell me off for speaking disrespectfully to Luciano or something.

 

“As you are now a member of staff,” he said, “a house is provided for you. Would you care to inspect it now or upon your return?”

 

“Oh I'm sure it'll be fine, Toa,” I said. I couldn't imagine any of the houses here being undesirable and anyway, there was the unmistakable sound of the seaplane's single propeller firing up in the distance. “I really ought to go now, I think the plane's ready to leave.”

 

“As you wish, Miss Jennifer,” he said, holding out his arm to let me precede him up the path. “Naturally should you find the accommodation inadequate you need only tell Keanu and the house will be modified or another constructed to meet your requirements.”

 

“Who's Keanu?” I asked, trying not to be impressed that they'd build me a house simply because I wanted one.

 

“He is Head of Maintenance,” said Toa. “I will also have another maid for you when you return. Tiare is overly familiar and disrespectful and will be replaced.”

 

“Whoa, hold on,” I said stopping. “I don't know that I want a maid but if I have to have one I'd like Tiare. I certainly don't want anyone else. She's a nice girl.”

 

“As you wish,” said Toa, raising an eyebrow as if to say 'on your own head be it'. “Would you like Tiare to accompany you to Sydney? She can do your packing and so forth.”

 

I confess I was tempted as I'd had to pack and move my stuff several times in the past and I found it both tedious and stressful. However, it also seemed a dreadful imposition to rip the girl away at a moment's notice. A couple of strong guys to shift my furniture into storage would be better but I didn't want them hanging around my unit.

 

“Thanks but no,” I said as we resumed walking. “She doesn't like Australia and besides, she has an assignment due. She can work on that.”

 

“Very well, Miss Jennifer,” he said. “Do you wish me to accompany you to the plane or shall I make a start on clearing the stores of undesirable items?”

 

“Actually that's a good idea,” I said, as the plane was now in view. “Get rid of the stuff before Luciano thinks to hide some away.” I fancied I saw a half smile flicker across his face. “Do you think he'll do what he's told?”

 

“It will be an interesting journey, Miss Jennifer,” he said, the half smile expanding to a full grin that touched his eyes. “No one had ever made him do anything before.”

 

“It'll be an interesting journey for all of us, Toa” I said, noticing Fabiola approaching the plane along a different path. “And don't you go hiding anything away for him either.”

 

“Assuredly not,” he said. “I have my instructions.”

 

“Good,” I said. “You go off and deal with that then. We'll have a chat when I get back.”

 

“I shall look forward to that, Miss Jennifer,” he said. “I trust you will have a pleasant trip.” He gave me a half bow then turned and walked away.

 

“So, time for me to start my side of this,” I muttered, watching Fabiola. A not-so-young woman, probably her own maid, was following a couple of paces behind her. There was no sign of Leonard although a well built man in a business suit was waiting beside the plane.

 

“Hello, Fabiola,” I said brightly, catching up with her just before she reached the plane. “Looking forward to your shopping expedition?”

 

She froze and slowly turned to look at me, shifting her sunnies down a little so she could look over them.

 

“You are the new nurse, yes?” she asked.

 

“That's right,” I said, smarting a little. “I'm Jenny. We met at lunch yesterday.”

 

“I am not sick,” she said dismissively. “When I am I will have you sent for.”

 

“Well, fuck you too,” I thought as she turned and stepped into the plane. I curled my lip at her back and the well dressed man winked at me.

 

“Hi, I'm Jenny,” I said, holding out my hand. “I don't think we've met before.” 

 

“Kamaka,” he said, taking my hand. His was very strong although there was a gentleness about him. His dark eyes were smiling, too. “Delighted to meet you.” He sounded like a New Zealander.

 

“I'm the new nurse here,” I said. “What do …”

 

“I wish to leave,” called Fabiola through the doorway. “Now!”

 

Kamaka rolled his eyes then held out his hand to let me go first.

 

“Hey, Mahana,” I said, recognising the pilot. “How's it going?”

 

“Very well, thank you, Ms O'Donnell,” he said, smiling at me. I smiled back and turned to see Fabiola in one of the front two seats glaring at me. Leonard, however, was right at the back so I marched down and sat beside him. I noticed Kamaka took one of the seats behind Fabiola and her maid, who was last in, took the other.

 

“So who's Kamaka?” I whispered to Leonard as there was only one pair of empty seats separating us from the others. For some reason I didn't want Kamaka to hear me even though the plane's engine made quiet conversation difficult.

 

“He's Head of Security,” said Leonard, “and Luciano's personal bodyguard. You don't want to mess with him.” 

 

“Why's that?” I asked. “Has he got a gun?”

 

“I wouldn't think so but he might have,” said Leonard. “I've never asked. No, he's a karate expert. New Zealand Champion, I believe.”

 

“Oh right,” I said, looking at Kamaka's profile. “Probably a Maori, too,” I thought, remembering the touch of his hand.

 

As if he'd heard Kamaka glanced back and smiled, revealing a missing tooth a little off centre. I wondered why he hadn't got it fixed.

 

Mahana closed the door then got us airborne, making any further conversation impossible for a while.

 

“Can I ask you something?” I said, leaning a little over the armrest towards Leonard.

 

“Of course,” he said, leaning over his as well.

 

“Toa has called me Ms O'Donnell ever since I arrived,” I said, “but he suddenly started calling me Miss Jennifer on the way to the plane. Why is that do you think?”

 

“So you accepted the position, then?” he asked. “Excellent decision.”

 

“Yes,” I said. “Are the two related?”

 

“You're part of the inner circle now,” said Leonard. “The core, if you like. All the indoor staff refer to the core staff as Mr or Miss whoever. Before that you were a guest and all staff refer to guests by their surnames.”

 

“Are you serious?” I asked. “How archaic!”

 

“Oh definitely,” he said. “Have you ever watched the television version of Pride and Prejudice?” 

 

“Which one?” I asked. “There've been several.”

 

“Back in the nineties” he asked. “I forget who was in it. Anyway, Luciano grew up under, shall we say, rather difficult circumstances, so when he set up home on Papaka Nui he modelled the staffing protocols on Pride and Prejudice, although it's more nuanced here than in the show.”

 

“What do you mean?” I asked, trying to remember something about the program that wasn't to do with the romance between Elizabeth Bennet and Mr D'Arcy.

 

“Hmm? Oh, well, all core staff call Luciano and each other by their first names,” he said, “except Toa who calls him Arii, which means 'Great Chief' or something like that. Household staff call you Mr or Miss with your first name and outdoor staff by your surnames.”

 

“So why did Mahana call me Ms O'Donnell rather than Miss Jennifer?” I asked. “Hasn't he heard I'm working here now?”

 

“He's outdoor staff,” said Leonard. “You'll always be Ms O'Donnell to him even after you've been here twenty years and treated his piles.”

 

“He's got piles?” I asked, surprised.

 

“Occupational hazard of pilots,” said Leonard. “All that sitting in reduced pressure environments.”

 

“Right,” I said. “So what should I call the other staff?”

 

“By their first names,” said Leonard. “Oh, and everyone calls Fabiola Miss Fabiola, except outdoor staff of course.”

 

“What do they call her?” I asked, feeling a little confused.

 

“Miss Gianotti,” he said.

 

“Even though she's really Mrs Vicosa?” I asked.

 

“Actually she's Mrs Vicosa-Gianotti,” said Leonard, “although Luciano is still Mr Vicosa. And never call Luciano Arii. Only Toa is allowed to do that.”

 

“Right,” I said nodding. “I'll try to remember all that. So who else is in the core?”

 

“You, of course,” he said, “Stefan, Maria, Kamaka and Keanu. And Toa, of course. I'm a sort of honorary member, even though I'm not one of the core staff as such but I am treated as though I were. Toa manages the indoor staff, Keanu the outdoor staff and Kamaka the security staff.”

 

“So how many staff are there?” I asked, wishing I could make notes.

 

“About 30 or 35,” he said, “although external staff are brought in when needed.”

 

“Are they all paid as much as me?” I asked.

 

“Oh Lord, no,” said Leonard. “The household and outdoor staff are very well paid by the standards of Tahiti but not as much as the core staff.”

 

“Still, that's a fair old payroll,” I said. “So just how well off is Luciano? Is he in the Forbes Rich List?”

 

“It's difficult to say,” said Leonard thoughtfully. “Stefan could probably give you a better idea but Luciano's wealth is based on the performance of his investments which are constantly fluctuating. I think it would be fair to say, though, if he were on the Forbes List he would be almost certainly in the top five, if not at the top.”

 

“Wow!” I exclaimed. I'd heard from time to time how well off people like Bill Gates and Jeff Bezos were. Luciano was even richer? No wonder Stefan had been so free and easy with my paltry quarter of a million. “If he was on the list? Why isn't he?”

 

“He doesn't want to be,” said Leonard. “Luciano dislikes being in the limelight. In fact he's almost a recluse so when Forbes do get in touch, which they do from time to time, he ignores them.”

 

“Why would they get in touch?” I asked. “Surely they don't just ask rich people how rich they are?”

 

“No, that would be foolish,” said Leonard. “Many rich people try to artificially inflate their worth to enhance their status, as you've no doubt read in the news recently regarding a certain court case to do with valuation of assets. No, Forbes staff track activities and send out a questionnaire annually to those they've identified as possibly being in contention. They then vet the replies and endeavour to come up with a more realistic valuation. Luciano only rarely gets sent a questionnaire as he does a substantial proportion of his investing through nominees or through companies he owns rather than directly, although he doesn't like owning the companies either. That's why he uses nominees.”

 

“Oh right,” I said, trying to pretend I was familiar with investing through nominees. The only investment I'd ever made was $1000 in the shares of a company an ex boyfriend's father had recommended which had gone into liquidation a year later. Maybe if I'd used a nominee I'd have got my money back.

 

“Papaka Nui is a good example,” continued Leonard. He seemed to be in a chatty mood today. “Although Luciano lives there he doesn't technically own it, he rents. The island and all the buildings are actually owned by a company called Pacific Holdings in the Cayman Islands, which incidentally will be the company that employs you, along with all the other staff on the island.”

 

“So he doesn't even own the house he lives in?” I asked, puzzled. “That's a bit odd, isn't it?”

 

“Not really,” he said. “Luciano owns Pacific Holdings, through a handful of nominees.”

 

“So in effect he's paying rent to himself?” I said. “What's the point in that?”

 

“Tax, my dear,” said Leonard. “All the costs, including the payroll, food and so on are allowable against tax which in turn means Pacific Holdings provides a tax loss which can be offset against other, more profitable businesses within his portfolio.”

 

“Jesus,” I exclaimed. “So it's all a giant tax con?”

 

“Not at all,” said Leonard. “Tax avoidance is perfectly legal. The trick is knowing how to exploit it.”

 

“Well, it's all right for some,” I said. “So how many companies does Luciano own?”

 

“I really couldn't say,” said Leonard. “Stefan or Maria would know but even they would have difficulty. After all, Luciano may own as little as 5% of some companies. I would expect he has an interest in several thousand companies globally however.”

 

I whistled at that. My dad had been proud to own his dry cleaning business and considered himself if not a Head of Industry then at least a Deputy Head. He paid a fair amount in tax as well.

 

“So how did Luciano get so rich?” I asked. “Stefan told me he started out on a garbage tip somewhere in Brazil.”

 

“That's right,” said Leonard. “I don't know the full story, of course. Luciano is rather tight lipped about his past but I believe when he arrived in São Paulo he gravitated to the garbage tip in order to find food and quickly discovered there were a lot of other things in the garbage which he could sell in the markets. My understanding is that he listened to the people at the markets constantly grumbling about how little money they had and how meagrely they were paid and decided he would never get caught in the same trap.”

 

“So how did he get out of it?” I asked.

 

“He stayed living rough at the garbage tip for long after he was able to afford a room to live in,” said Leonard. “That way, or so he told me once, he was able to accumulate some capital rather than being forced to spend everything he made selling odds and ends. He also made friends with another boy, a couple of years older than he, who was also foraging. This boy had been an apprentice carpenter but had been sacked when his employer accused him of stealing. Luciano used his capital to purchase second hand carpentry tools for the boy, allowing him to set up his own business. In return, of course, Luciano got one third of the boy's income. Unfortunately it didn't last long.”

 

“Why's that?” I asked, intrigued.

 

“The boy actually was a thief,” said Leonard. “A year or so later the boy was arrested for stealing from his customers but by then Luciano had made his capital back plus a reasonable sum and, of course, he'd been selling at the markets as well. I believe he then moved on to other investments including a sewing machine for a seamstress whose own had been stolen, tools for a mechanic and a motorised lawn mower for a gardener. In each case he took a share of that person's earnings. Earnings, I might add, that would not have been possible were it not for Luciano.”

 

“Couldn't they have got loans?” I asked, “instead of being exploited like that?”

 

“In effect that's what they did,” said Luciano, “since loan interest is paid out of income anyway but don't forget, these people were low level people. People who would never get a loan from a bank. After all, what bank is going to lend money to an alleged thief or someone too poor to afford a sewing machine?”

 

“Well, I suppose so,” I said, reluctantly. Even though what Leonard was saying seemed reasonable it smacked of social injustice and exploitation.

 

“I don't imagine it was easy,” said Leonard. “He was living on a garbage tip, don't forget, and studying business finance and English at night school. At some point, although I'm not sure when, he also started trading on the stock markets and, I dare say, he must have moved away from the garbage tip as he found himself a wife. Certainly he was married when his investments grew to the point that he needed a secretary to help him, which is when he took on Maria. Around 1970 if I remember correctly. She was, I believe, only 17 and she was fresh from secretarial school. She's been with him ever since. Ahh, I do believe we are coming in to Faa'a Airport.”

 

It wouldn't be true to say we said farewell to Fabiola and her companions at Faa'a Airport since she got off the plane and disappeared without even a wave but another plane was waiting to take me and Leonard on to Sydney. It looked to be the same plane as the one that had brought us over but the pilot was Hamish, a Scot, and the stewardess was an Indian lady called Sunita. Soon after take off she fed us a meal then converted the couch into a bed so Leonard could catch up on his sleep as it was then around 2am in London. It was only 11am for my Sydney based body clock so I amused myself for a while using the Internet facilities on board to look at exercises that were suitable for elderly men then dozed off myself.

 

We were probably two hours away from Sydney when I dreamt I was being dragged down some stairs into a turquoise blue cellar. I was on my side and my shoulder kept thumping on the steps but it didn't hurt for some reason, nor could I see who was dragging me but whoever it was wouldn't stop talking.

 

“Oh shut up,” I muttered, trying to sit upright on one of the steps.

 

“Ms O'Donnell,” said the voice again and my dream dissipated quite suddenly, as dreams so often do.

 

“What is it?” I asked urgently, jerking myself upright. For some reason I thought I'd fallen asleep while on duty at the hospital and there was an emergency. “Oh, it's you, umm, yeah.” For the life of me I couldn't remember the stewardess' name.

 

“Ms O'Donnell, there is a phone call for you,” she said.

 

“For me?” I exclaimed, jerking fully awake in surprise.

 

In reply she offered me an old fashioned phone handset and, when I took it, she plugged the cable into a socket under a flap in the arm of the chair.

 

“Hello?” I said cautiously.

 

“Hello, Jennifer,” said a male voice. “How is your flight?”

 

“Who is this?” I asked, staring intently at Leonard who was still asleep.

 

“Stefan,” he said. “From Papaka Nui.”

 

“Oh hello,” I said. “What's happened? Is Luciano ill?”

 

“Oh no,” he said. “He is well although he's been in a bad temper since you took away his cigars.”

 

“That's only to be expected,” I said. “He had a high nicotine intake and withdrawal will take a few days. Why are you calling me?”

 

“I just wanted to know why you liked Elvis Presley so much,” said Stefan. “I would have thought you would prefer someone more modern.”

 

“Elvis …, what are you talking about?” I asked. I looked up and smiled as Sunita put some tea on the table beside me.

 

“So you don't like Elvis then?” he asked.

 

“Not especially,”' I said. “Who told you I did?”

 

“Maria,” he said and sniggered. “After all, you've come all the way from the constellation Ursa Major to rescue him.”

 

“No I haven't,” I said. “I'm from Sydney, in Australia.”

 

“Ah, no,” he said and sniggered again. “Alula Australis is a star in Ursa Major.”

 

“Oh right,” I said, remembering what Maria had said. “But isn't Elvis dead?”

 

“So we were lead to believe,” said Stefan, “but it seems he faked his death and went to live with Marlon Brando on his island.”

 

“Isn't he dead too?” I asked. “I never knew he had an island.”

 

“Oh yes,” said Stefan. “Tetiaroa, which is about a hundred miles the other side of Tahiti. It was turned into a tourist resort when Brando died.”

 

“OK,” I said. “I'll take your word for it. So what happened to Elvis? Did he try to make a comeback or something?”

 

“No,” said Stefan. “He went into hiding in a cave or something when the developers moved in. Maria isn't clear on that. Anyway, you've come all the way from Alula Australis to rescue him. You're the advance party sent to identify his precise location.”

 

“Umm, well, OK,” I said. “Is this what Maria told you?”

 

“Yes,” he said. “Her little group in Washington have been waiting for years for you to arrive. So, what's the weather like there in Alula Australis? Pretty hot I would think! Mork calling Jennifer, Mork calling Jennifer! Nanu nanu!” and his sniggering turned into outright laughter.

 




Chapter Fourteen

 

“Good morning, Luciano,” I said brightly, seeing him emerge from the main house with José, his manservant in tow. “How are you feeling today?”

 

He was wearing a green t-shirt with a picture of a motorcycle and the legend 'Brasilia Moto GP 1974' emblazoned in large white letters. I'd spotted it in my local K-Mart when I was clearing out my old life in Sydney and bought it for him on impulse because of the 'Brasilia' bit. The green sports shorts didn't quite match but I'd figured as a guy he wouldn't notice and in all honesty I'd expected the clothes to disappear very quickly as they'd cost $19.95 rather than the tens of thousands he probably spent on clothes normally. 

 

I'd been very nervous when I gave them to him, neatly wrapped in some colourful wrapping paper I'd found in my clear-out and his expression didn't change when he unwrapped it. He just laid the clothes on his desk, grunted a terse 'thank you' and asked how my flights had been. He had, however, worn the t-shirt and shorts to every one of our daily exercise sessions ever since and the motorcycle was looking distinctly the worse for wear.

 

“I feel well,” he said as he did every morning. “It will rain today, you think?”

 

“Probably,” I said, not bothering to look at the clouds. “I thought we'd go to the beach for a walk today. Would you like that?”

 

“You think I am not doing well in the pool?” he asked, giving me a hard look.

 

“You're doing very well,” I said, “but I thought a nice brisk walk along the beach would make a change from aerobics in the pool. These things get boring after a while and the body gets used to the repetition and becomes complacent. A change of activity will break that complacency. Morning José.”

 

“Good morning Miss Jennifer,” he said in his soft voice.

 

“As you wish,” said Luciano. He turned and started heading towards the beach.

 

“Uh ahh,” I said. “You're not getting out of it that easily. Come back.”

 

He scowled but turned and followed me into my little office that was attached to the side of my house. José waited until he was inside then propped himself against the balcony rail.

 

“Just hop on the scales,” I said, picking up my notebook. I recorded all his data in a spreadsheet but it was easier to write things down as they happened and update the spreadsheet later. “Hey, that's good. You've lost another half kilo. Well done! That means you've lost a total of five and a half kilos in the last four months.”

 

“Good,” he said.

 

“And the constipation?” I asked. “That's gone?”

 

“Yes,” he said, his face impassive.

 

“Good,” I said. “You probably just overdid the ice cream a little although, I'm sorry to say, age can be a factor.”

 

“I get hungry,” he said. “A snack helps me sleep.”

 

“Well, being a little hungry is good,” I said, “although not sleeping is bad, You haven't mentioned not sleeping before. How often does that happen?”

 

“I do not have trouble sleeping,” he said. “Only if I am hungry when I go to bed it takes longer to fall asleep.”

 

“I see,” I said. “Perhaps you could try having an apple rather than ice cream or cheese and crackers just before bed?”

 

“If I must,” he said resignedly.

 

“Oh you don't have to,” I said quickly. “I'm not trying to be a killjoy here and you are losing weight quite nicely. It's just that constipation doesn't help and it makes you uncomfortable. Give it a try and see how it goes.”

 

“As you wish,” he said. He got off the scales and sat on the chair with his arm resting on my desk. I wrapped the pressure band around his arm and operated the little machine.

 

“Your blood pressure is a little higher than last week,” I said, noting the figures, “and your heart rate is up a little as well. Is there anything bothering you? Causing you some stress?”

 

“Only you,” he said, scowling at me.

 

“Oh that's normal,” I said, releasing the valve with a faint hiss. “Anything unusual?”

 

“Fabiola wants us to spend Christmas in Italy, with her parents,” he said glumly.

 

“Ahh,” I said. “And that's bothering you?”

 

“I am 19 years older than her father,” he said, “and he is a minor civil servant and knows little of business. We have nothing to say to each other. I think he does not approve of me.”

 

“I see,” I said and sat in my chair. “Yes, I can see that could be stressful. What does Miss Fabiola think?”

 

“She thinks I am a foolish old man,” said Luciano. “She thinks her father loves me as much as she does.”

 

“Well, children often misunderstand their parents,” I said, trying to be diplomatic, “and, of course, parents aren't always completely honest with their children. Hold out your finger.”

 

He did and I stabbed it with a needle, collecting the drop of blood that welled up on the end of a test strip.

 

“Perhaps you could compromise,” I said as I pushed the strip into the blood glucose reader.

 

“With Fabiola?” he asked, raising his eyebrows.

 

“Well, if it was presented to her the right way,” I said, familiar with her lengthy outbursts of rapid and animated Italian whenever something displeased her. “Italy's beside the Alps isn't it? How about going to the Alps for Christmas for a skiing holiday or something. She could then pop down to her parents whenever she wants and you could probably get away with just one quick visit. I'm sure they'd love to see Dionira again as well. She is their granddaughter, after all.”

 

I'd very quickly learnt that Fabiola had wanted an Italian name for their child but that Luciano had insisted on a Brazilian name. They'd compromised by giving the girl one of each, Dionira being Brazilian and Ginevra Italian. Woe betide anyone who used the wrong name in the presence of either parent. When both were present, which wasn't often as Dionira spent most of her time with her nanny, we tried to avoid her name completely. 

 

“I shall think about it,” said Luciano. “What is the reading?”

 

“Oh, er, 5.9,” I said, “which is excellent.”

 

When I'd started his examinations four months previously his blood glucose reading had regularly been between 9 and 11 which is bad news as it means diabetes. It had been a struggle to get his sugar levels down as he had a sweet tooth and cachaça, his favourite alcohol, was sugar based. To be honest I wasn't overly bothered if his blood glucose hovered around 7 as he was 71 but 11 was way too high. 5.9 was a bonus really although we needed to be careful it didn't drop below 5 as too low a level could cause blackouts.

 

“I try,” he said.

 

“I know you do,” I replied encouragingly, “and it's paying dividends. How many cigarettes did you have yesterday?”

 

“Perhaps twenty,” he said, licking a trace of blood off his finger.

 

“Really?” I asked, watching him. “Are you sure?”

 

“Of course I am sure,” he barked. “You call me a liar?”

 

“No,” I said, “but you can be less than scrupulous with the truth. How many did you really have?”

 

“Perhaps it was twenty five,” he said airily, ignoring the fact that I had, more or less, agreed I was calling him a liar.

 

“How many really?” I asked, my pen poised.

 

“Under thirty,” he said, holding up his hand as though swearing an oath. “As God is my witness.”

 

“OK,” I said, writing down 30. “You still need to cut down further though. Take off your shirt. I want to listen to your breathing.”

 

Actually I was quite pleased. Toa had got rid of all the cigars on the island when I'd told him to and Luciano had switched to cigarettes. Given he'd been smoking the equivalent of a hundred and fifty cigarettes a day in cigars even cutting down to four packets a day, eighty cigarettes, had been a positive. Getting down to thirty a day was very good and not increasing his snacking to occupy his hands was impressive.

 

As I listened to his chest through the stethoscope I reflected it must be difficult to diet and give up smoking when you were wealthy enough to afford to fund the space program out of petty cash and could buy anything you wanted, including silence from the people around you. It also spoke a lot for the integrity of his employees for upholding my rules, although a cynic might say that by helping him live longer they stood to gain a lot more than from a quick bribe.

 

“Still a bit wheezy,” I reported, “but improving slowly. Let's aim for twenty a day, shall we?” He grunted which I took to be agreement. I lowered the stethoscope down to his belly and that was making all the right noises, suggesting his bout of constipation was over.

 

“Good,” I said, jotting down the last few details in my note book. “Definite progress. How do you feel?”

 

“Well enough,” he said, “although the stiffness in my back has not gone.”

 

“Have you told Saori?” I asked, Saori being the Japanese masseuse who'd been hired a few weeks earlier on my instructions to help with Luciano's flexibility and general aches and pains. She'd come highly recommended. She massaged him twice a day and was available to the rest of us if we wanted although I hadn't yet availed myself of the opportunity. 

 

“Yes,” said Luciano. “She has ordered some special stones from Japan. They have not arrived yet.”

 

“Oh really?” I asked, making a mental note to have a chat with Saori about that. Special stones sounded interesting. “Well, hopefully they'll help.”

 

I leaned back in my chair and looked at him. He was certainly a little leaner than when I'd first met him and his eyes were no longer bloodshot although, and I wasn't sure of this, he looked a little older. It could simply be a loosening of his skin from his weight loss but … 

 

“Is anything else bothering you?” I asked suddenly.

 

He frowned. 

 

“In what way?” he asked.

 

“Are you feeling happy?” I asked. “Tired? Dispirited, depressed, joyful?”

 

“I think so,” he said, seemingly puzzled by my question. “I am not sad.”

 

“But you aren't happy?” I asked, leaning forward.

 

“It is not my nature,” he said. “I am, how you say, melon, melon …?”

 

“Melancholic?” I suggested. 

 

“Yes,” he said. “Yes, melancholic. I am not, how you say, the soul of the party.”

 

“Well, that's not quite the same thing,” I said. “You can be the life and soul of a party and still be quite depressed. Equally you can be all alone and be happy. Being melancholic means you tend to have a bleak outlook.”

 

“Ah yes,” he said. “Yes, that is how I am.”

 

“I see,” I said. “So, um, is anything looking bleaker than usual? Apart from Christmas, of course.”

 

He chuckled, much to my relief.

 

“Yes, Christmas is looking most bleak,” he said, “but it will pass.”

 

“Good,” I said. “But is there anything else worrying you? Business perhaps, or something else?”

 

“No,” he said, “although …”

 

“Although?” I prompted.

 

“Ahhh, is nothing,” he said, flipping his hand at me. “Come, let us go for our walk.” He hoisted himself to his feet and went to the door.

 

“OK,” I said getting up as well. “Do you want José to get you some shoes?”

 

“No,” he said, “I like to feel the sand under my feet.”

 

He threw open the door and José jumped up from the step where he'd been sitting.

 

“I'll be with you in just a moment,” I said, going through the open doorway into my house. “Tiare? Where are you?”

 

“I'm here, Jen,” she said, coming out of the kitchen with a dishcloth in her hand. “Oh, sorry, Miss Jennifer.”

 

I glanced behind me and saw Luciano standing in the doorway although he was looking out rather than in.

 

“I'm just taking Mr Luciano for a walk along the beach,” I said. “I should be back in half an hour or so.”

 

“Yes, Miss Jennifer,” she said demurely. “Can I fetch anything for you? An umbrella perhaps?”

 

“No, we'll be fine,” I said.

 

We walked down to the jetty with José a respectful two paces behind. He was carrying Luciano's towel and a bottle of water.

 

“Wait here, José,” said Luciano, surveying the two arms of the atoll stretching away on either side. “Which way shall we go?”

 

“Let's go that way,” I said, pointing to the right since we were that side of the jetty. One of the four boats was gone so someone was off on a trip somewhere. The sea plane was kept in its own hanger further round the bay, hidden from sight by the trees.

 

“We'll only go until you start to feel a little breathless,” I said as we set off at a fairly fast pace along the sand. “Then we'll turn around and come back more slowly. If you feel uncomfortable in any way, let me know and we'll stop for a rest.”

 

“OK,” he said. “What if we reach the far end over there?”

 

“Then we swim back,” I said and he chuckled then frowned.

 

“What's the matter?” I asked, worried I was pushing him too hard. “Are you getting chest pains?”

 

“No, no,” he said. “No, I was looking at the tip of the arm,” and he pointed out to the far end of the atoll's arm. “It is now an island.”

 

“Hasn't it always been?” I asked, looking.

 

“No,” he said. “When I first came here the arms were almost touching. Now they are breaking up into islands.”

 

“Oh,” I said. “Is that a problem?”

 

“It will be,” he said. “The lagoon is shallow but the sea level is rising. Year by year the arms are getting shorter and becoming islands. It saddens me that my beautiful island is disappearing.”

 

“You mean because of climate change?” I asked, looking back at the main house and guest compound. The main house was some way up a gentle slope but the guest houses were down on the beach.

 

“Yes,” he said. “I have shifted a lot of funds from companies based on fossil fuels and into sustainable industries but still the sea level is rising.”

 

“Is the main house at risk?” I asked.

 

“In time,” he said. “Perhaps twenty years, perhaps thirty then the sea will be at the door.”

 

“Oh,” I said. “So what are you going to do?”

 

“I do not know,” he said. “Perhaps move the house further back up the slope.”

 

He stepped up the pace as though trying to outrun the sea and the tides of destiny and we continued for some distance then he stopped to catch his breath.

 

“I think we should go back now,” I said, feeling a little breathless myself.

 

I turned to see how far we'd come and it looked to be well over a kilometre. I looked around and spotted a decent sized stone in the foliage just above the beach so I went over and rolled it down to where our footprints ended.

 

“What are you doing?” he asked.

 

“Marking how far we got,” I said. “Tomorrow we'll see if we can get a little further.”

 

He nodded then went to sit under a palm tree.

 

“I would like to rest for a few minutes before we walk back,” he said. “Come, sit with me.”

 

“Do you want me to go and get the water from José?” I asked.

 

“No,” he said. “Sit, sit,” and he patted the sand beside him. 

 

We sat quietly for a couple of minutes just surveying the bay and enjoying the serenity. 

 

“It's just an illusion, you know,” he said quietly. “A game, nothing more.”

 

“What is?” I asked, surprised.

 

“All this,” he said, waving his arm. “It is transitory and with all my money there is nothing I can do about it.”

 

“Ahh,” I said. “Well, yes, life's like that. Nothing is forever. But why a game?”

 

“Many years ago,” he said after a long pause, “I did my figures and found I was worth about fifty million dollars, US. I felt very pleased and happy for a time then I began to question myself. After all, back then a million dollars meant a nice house and a nice car and when I was young that was all I wanted, but what did fifty million mean? Fifty nice houses and fifty nice cars? What did I want with fifty houses and cars? To spend one week of every year in each house? What is the point of that?”

 

I didn't answer because, in all honesty, I had no idea what to say.

 

“Yesterday Stefan told me that for the first time I was now worth three hundred billion dollars, US,” he continued. “That's three hundred thousand nice houses and nice cars. It is all quite meaningless.”

 

I just sat there, trying to imagine being worth that much and what it would mean to me. I wasn't even sure how many zeros were in three hundred billion.

 

“I don't know when it was,” he said quietly. “Perhaps it was around fifty million, perhaps a hundred but at some point it stopped being my work, my livelihood and became just a game. Like getting points on a pinball machine. Ten million, ping! Another ten million, ping ping! A few lights flash and bells ring then you click the little buttons on the side to make the thing toss the ball out again and you carry on, ten million, fifty million, a hundred million. The numbers go up and up and now maybe I have a bigger number than anyone else but what of it? It is just a game. An endless, pointless game of who can get the biggest number. Where will it end? A trillion dollars? A quadrillion? And for what? My beautiful island is disappearing and there is nothing I can do about it.”

 

“Umm,” I said, wondering what on Earth I could say even as my mind boggled at the thought of a quadrillion dollars. It was beyond imagining.

 

“You don't know what to say, do you,” he said, not looking at me. Instead he watched a bird looking for something to eat in the sand.

 

“Umm,” I said again, this time with a touch of panic.

 

“Do not concern yourself,” he said. “There is nothing to say.” He tossed a handful of sand in the air and watched the grains fall to the ground. “You asked if I am depressed. Look at me. I am 71 and becoming old and decrepit. I have five wives, eight children, nine grandchildren and two great grandchildren and they are all waiting for me to die so they can fight endlessly over cutting up my three hundred billion and there are thousands of others also hoping for a slice of the pie, a piece of the action. Am I depressed? No, Jennifer, I'm not depressed. I am beyond depression. Far far beyond. My entire existence has no meaning. Just an empty game for points that can only end when I die, to be squabbled over like carrion. An empty meaningless carcass.”

 




Chapter Fifteen

 

Luciano pulled a packet of cigarettes from his shorts pockets and lit one.

 

“Can I have one?” I asked.

 

“Of course,” he said, looking at me in surprise. “I thought you did not smoke.”

 

“I don't,” I said, taking the proffered ciggie, “just every now and then. Maybe three or four a year, that's all.”

 

He lit it for me using, I noticed, a cheap disposable Bic lighter and I sat there on the sand slowly smoking it and wondering what to do. I'd had some training in spotting mental health issues of course but I was far more at home with victims of accidents and violence than I was with psychiatric cases. Broken bones, punctured lungs, burst appendixes and the like are relatively straightforward whereas mental health is decidedly messy. When they cropped up at the hospital I referred the patients on as quickly as possible.

 

“Why did you tell me that?” I asked when the ciggie was half gone. 

 

“I do not know,” he said, poking his forefinger in the sand several times. “I have never told anyone before.”

 

“I see,” I said. “So, um, are these, ahh, fairly new thoughts or have you had them for some time?”

 

He smiled and went on poking the sand.

 

“I am not a basket case,” he said. “I do not need therapy. I know it is fashionable to have a psychiatrist and discuss how your father did not understand you or how some slight in childhood has led to your present neuroses but I have never consulted one nor do I intend to. Doubtless my childhood is a factor but it was a long time ago and I am too old to change now. I am what I am.”

 

“But if you've never spoken of these things to anyone before,” I said. stubbing out my ciggie, “I wonder if saying them now is in fact a cry for help.” I looked around for somewhere to discard the butt then stuffed it down the front of my sarong. The thought of leaving it on this pristine beach offended me. “Your feelings have built up and built up and now need to come out.”

 

“Perhaps,” he said. “Perhaps not. I am not a man who displays his feelings. All my life I have had to be strong and avoid showing weakness. Perhaps it is simply that I begin to see you as a friend and someone who will not try to take advantage of that weakness.”

 

“Ah, thank you,” I said, conflicting emotions welling up inside. “I'd like to be your friend too and I'd never set out to take advantage of you although …”

 

“Yes?” he asked.

 

“All this,” I said. “The huge amount you're paying me, my house and everything. You don't make it easy not to take advantage.”

 

“Po, po, po,” he said dismissively. “That is just business. I learnt very quickly in life to pay my advisers and aides well for otherwise I will not get their best advice or aid.”

 

“Well, that makes sense,” I said. “So why haven't you told any of your other friends how you feel?”

 

“I have no other friends,” he said and squinted as he looked up at the sky then out to the distant horizon. “I know many people but none I would trust as a friend. Everyone has, how you say, an agenda.”

 

“Well, I suppose so,” I said, “although that's a pretty sad indictment.”

 

“Perhaps,” he said, “but it is a truth all wealthy people must face. No one can be trusted.”

 

“So why do you trust me?” I asked. “I mean to be your friend, of course. You'd be stupid to trust me with your money. I'd lose it all in bad investments.”

 

His shoulders shook as he laughed silently at that then he got up.

 

“Come, let us walk back. Stefan will be wanting to update me on what happened during the night.”

 

“Sure,” I said, getting up as well, “although it's incredibly quiet here. I doubt anything happened during the night.”

 

“Ahh, Jennifer, Jennifer,” he said. “You think because you sleep the world sleeps with you? Tahiti is several hours behind the rest of the world. As we sleep the stock markets in New York and Tokyo and elsewhere go about their business and when we wake they sleep. That is why I chose to live here so I can contemplate their frantic scurryings at my leisure.”

 

“OK, I can understand that,” I said. “Although you didn't answer my question. Is it because I don't bullshit you?”

 

“In part,” he said, “although that is why I hired you. No, it is this,” and he tapped the motorcycle on his chest.

 

“The Moto GP in 1974?” I said, confused. “I wasn't even born then let alone went to it.”

 

“No, no,” he said. “I do not think I can explain adequately but you gave me this shirt and these shorts because you wanted to give me something because you thought I would get pleasure from them not in expectation of gaining something from me.”

 

“I don't follow you,” I said. “They were just some cheap things I saw in a shop in Sydney and made me think of you. I was a little embarrassed to give them to you actually. Why would they make you trust me?”

 

“It is because they were cheap,” he said. “I knew that as soon as I touched them.” He sighed. “Many people give me gifts, expensive gifts, trying to impress me and expecting much more in return. You did not. You gave me this inexpensive shirt simply because you thought I would like it and you expected nothing in return. How long have you been here now?”

 

“About four months,” I said, suddenly realising the truth of what he was saying. My dad had bought me an old car as a present when I passed my driving test and it had meant the world to me even though it frequently broke down. Somehow I couldn't imagine some rich kid feeling the same about a brand spanking new Ferrari that gets replaced whenever the paint is scratched. The Ferrari is just another commodity whereas the old banger was symbolic of my dad's love and pride.

 

“Just four months?” said Luciano. “Is that so? Well, I wear these for our exercises every day and I hope they last a long time to come.”

 

“Actually I'm surprised they've lasted this long,” I said, touched by what he'd been saying. “I'll get you some more.”

 

“Thank you,” he said. “But please make them as cheap as possible.”

 

I glanced sharply at him but his eyes were sparkling and he was smiling. I smiled too as I realised that there was no amount I could possibly spend that would impress him. It was a side of honesty that hadn't occurred to me before and one, I was certain, that was rare in his life. Perhaps a psychiatrist wasn't the answer and maybe just being myself would help him more.

 

* * *

 

Apart from Luciano's daily exercises, which I did with him, my days weren't exactly overburdened with work. As yet there'd been no social activities so I'd had nothing to organise as Luciano's social secretary and Fabiola had made it quite clear that a mere mortal such as myself was not a desired companion. I'd made an effort to begin with as Luciano wanted me to but gave up after a while.

 

I did start my nursing role in a flurry of activity however. I reviewed the stock of drugs and ointments, bandages and so forth and ordered more from the pharmacy we used in Pape'ete. It was a little confusing to begin with as Tahiti was a former French colony so the pharmacy stocked the French brands of things. Dafalgan, for example, which was just paracetamol. I also discovered, to my professional horror and in contravention of just about every medical standards organisation worldwide that my predecessors had kept no medical records whatsoever. Presumably they relied on their memories. I, however, was made of sterner stuff and on my second day I set up a medical database and went around the entire island introducing myself. Everyone, of course, already knew all about me as the main business of the island was not, as I had naively imagined, caring for the needs of Luciano and his family, but was in fact gossip.

 

Listing everyone in my database I discovered that there were over fifty people on the island. Most worked there but there were several spouses and children who didn't. As well as all the maids and menservants of the family and the core staff there was a housekeeper, who was Toa's wife, supported by three young housemaids, a chef and three assistant cooks, three security staff, including Kamaka, a beautician, a seamstress, a mechanic, an electrician, a carpenter, a lady by the name of Tihani who leisurely operated a pair of automatic washing machines and a few others who did things with the boats and, of course, Mahana who flew the sea plane.

 

As yet, apart from doling out a fair amount of Dafalgan, I'd only had one incident of any seriousness to deal with. Mateo, our electrician, had had to go out to fix our communications tower when all the phones and Internet suddenly died one day. The tower was on top of the hill at the back of the island and while hurrying along the narrow track he'd hit his head on a branch. Being a bit of a tough guy he'd wrapped a dirty piece of cloth around his head then fixed whatever the problem was with the tower before coming back to see me. By then, of course, most of his head was covered in blood and flies and he was complaining of dizziness and a headache. I'd had to give him a couple of stitches but otherwise he was fine.

 

“So, anyone on the sick list?” I asked when I got back to the house.

 

“Terehani was here,” Tiare said with a smirk. “She's gone back to the main house though since you weren't here.” Terehani was one of the housemaids.

 

“Oh?” I said. “Did she tell you what the problem was? Is it serious?”

 

“Yeah,” she said and grinned. “You want me to fetch her?”

 

“Yes she told you or yes it's serious?” I asked. 

 

“You'd probably better see her,” she said. “It might be serious. Can I get you something to eat? A drink?”

 

“I could murder a cup of tea,” I said. “Go fetch her then make some when you get back.”

 

“OK, Jen,” she said. “Won't be a moment.”

 

She skipped out and I wandered over to my office. If Terehani had gone back to work it probably wasn't that serious but it was pointless speculating. Tiare was back quite quickly and knocked on the outside door.

 

“Come in,” I said.

 

“Terehani to see you, Miss Jennifer,” said Tiare and ushered the girl in.

 

She backed out and shut the door. Hopefully she'd gone to make some tea.

 

“Hello,” I said. “Come and sit down.”

 

“Yes, Miss Jennifer,” she said, sitting down with a wince.

 

“So what's the problem?” I asked.

 

“I've got a rash, Miss Jennifer,” she said, looking a little nervous.

 

“Oh nasty,” I said. “Whereabouts?” Somewhere in her nether regions I guessed from her wince.

 

“Umm, on my bum and my back,” she said.

 

“Right then,” I said, standing up. “I'd better have a look. Take your sarong off, please.”

 

“Umm,” she said, fingering the hem. “Do I have to?”

 

“'Fraid so,” I said. “I need to see what type of rash you have and how widespread it is.”

 

“Oh,” she said. She paused a moment then stood up and let her sarong fall to the floor. Being 19 and quite attractive she didn't have anything to be ashamed of but some people don't like to disrobe in front of others. Others of course, usually men, are often only too willing.

 

“Ahh,” I said, going round behind her. “That's not a rash. That's grazing and it looks infected. How did it happen?”

 

In fact she had grazes on her buttocks and in the middle of her back, around her shoulder blades. By the look of them they were at least a day old, perhaps more, and the skin around was red and angry. When I looked closer I could see the beginnings of pus starting to ooze as well.

 

“Umm,” she said. “I went fishing and fell over.”

 

“Hmm,” I said. “Could you lie on the bed, please. Face down. I need to clean the wounds before I do anything else.”

 

I washed my hands then slathered them with antiseptic while she got on the bed. I bent over her to inspect the grazes more closely as something didn't seem right. They didn't look like grazes from a fall and sliding, they looked more like tiny cuts from some sort of grinding motion. Some went more or less up and down and some went sideways.

 

“What did you fall on?” I asked. “Sand didn't do this.”

 

In fact if she'd gone fishing then she'd have been on fairly flat ground so falling backwards and sliding didn't make a lot of sense.

 

“There was some coral,” she said. “Umm, I fell on that.”

 

“Well that explains the infection,” I said. “Coral's full of microscopic creatures. I'm pleased you came to see me though. If you'd left it much longer the infection would have got very nasty. I didn't know there was coral round here though.”

 

“We went out on one of the arms of the bay,” she said. “Fishing. That's all.”

 

“We?” I asked, fetching a bottle of antiseptic and some wipes. “Who's we?”

 

“Umm, Aporo,” she muttered.

 

Ping! That explained a lot. Aporo was one of the security guys. He was 22, very fit and quite good looking. They'd probably gone out there to get some privacy and might even have done some fishing although I doubted it. 

 

“This might sting a little,” I said, hiding my smile. “I'll try to be gentle.”

 

I cleaned both areas thoroughly, smeared them with some antiseptic ointment and finally taped some large squares of dressing over the top. There were a couple of tears in her eyes when I'd finished but she'd stoically endured my attentions. She put her sarong back on very gingerly.

 

“Come back and see me tomorrow,” I said. “The inflammation should have gone down quite a lot by then but it's best to check. If it hasn't then I'll need to give you some antibiotics.”

 

I hoped that wouldn't be necessary as the specific antibiotic had to be tailored to the situation and needed to be prescribed by a doctor as I was only a nurse. I could administer them but I didn't have the specific knowledge to choose the right one. So, that meant either talking to John Irish in Canada or airlifting Terehani to Tahiti. Complicating matters, there was a good chance I didn't have the right antibiotic in stock either so that would have to be flown in.

 

“Thank you, Miss Jennifer,” she said, hovering by the door. “Can I go now?”

 

“Just a sec, “ I said, rummaging in a cupboard. “Next time, take a blanket to lie on, OK. And you might find these useful too.” I tossed her a three pack of condoms. “Next time he might give you more than grazes.”

 

She caught the packet and looked at it then blushed.

 

“OK, Miss Jennifer,” she said then giggled and stuffed the condoms down the front of her sarong. “Thank you.”

 

“And call me Jenny,” I said, but she'd already gone.

 

I had to laugh. I'd actually seen something similar years before when I was at school. One of the girls in my year had lost her virginity against a wall in an alley and had similar grazes on her back from the bricks which she proudly showed off in the showers after netball. Coral, on the hand, was a living organism and well known for causing infections.

 

“You knew, didn't you,” I said when I went back in the house after updating my database.

 

“Aporo has a reputation,” said Tiare, grinning. “Would you like your tea now?”

 

“Does he?” I asked, curling my upper lip. “Maybe I should check him for STDs.”

 

“Maybe you should,” said Tiare, pouring my tea. “It might slow him down a little although I doubt it. Will you be sleeping here tonight or will you be with Kamaka?”

 

“Why did you put those two together?” I asked. “Are you suggesting Kamaka has an STD?”

 

“Oh, I'm sure you'd know by now,” said Tiare, nearly spilling my tea as she laughed.

 

“That's enough of that,” I said sternly. “My private life is none of your business.”

 

“Yes, Miss Jennifer,” said Tiare, trying to be obsequious but barely managing to stifle her giggles.

 

“Thank you,” I said, taking my tea. “For your information I'm planning to be here tonight.”

 

“Oh,” she said. She sounded a little disappointed so perhaps she'd been planning her own evening's entertainment. “Why? Don't you like him anymore?”

 

“Of course I still like him,” I said. “It's just that I don't want a serious relationship, that's all. Staying over every now and then is one thing but I really don't want to move in with him. He's a nice guy but not a permanent one, if you know what I mean.”

 

“Like Aporo?” she asked, giving me that wide eyed innocent look that seems to be universal.

 

“Aporo's way too young for me,” I said. “Besides, I'm sure he has his hands full with Terehani.”

 

“And Mareva,” said Tiare, “and Nani and Chiara.” 

 

“Get out of here!” I exclaimed. “No way! Chiara? You're kidding me.”

 

Chiara was Fabiola's Italian maid and in her late thirties. She was even more stiffly formal than Toa and a staunch Catholic to boot. Chiara and Aporo? If Fabiola ever found out they'd probably both be crucified. The other two were more believable. Mareva was one of the assistant cooks and Nani another of the housemaids. Both were young Tahitians but Chiara? It beggared belief that she even let Aporo speak to her.

 

“I'm not kidding,” said Tiare. “When Fabiola went back to Italy last month for that movie Aporo was round her house almost every night.”

 

“You know this for a fact?” I asked, “or is it just more gossip?”

 

“I know it,” said Tiare. “Rosilene told me.”

 

“Then it's probably not true,” I said, Rosilene being Ginevra's Brazilian nanny. “They can't stand each other so she's probably just being malicious.”

 

“Well, I can't prove anything,” said Tiare, “but Aporo did miss a couple of the training sessions.”

 

Actually that was true as Kamaka had bitched about it to me at the time. He insisted both his subordinates learn karate and all three of them spent a couple of hours most mornings practising their kicks and chops. Kamaka, incidentally, wasn't the New Zealand Karate Champion, just the Auckland Regional Champion but he'd still seemed pretty deadly on the occasions I'd gone along to watch. I just hoped that if ever anyone attacked Luciano, or Fabiola if she went somewhere on her own, they didn't have a gun.

 

“I still find it hard to believe,” I said as the phone rang. “Chiara and Aporo? Well, well, well.”

 

“Hello, Miss Jennifer's residence,” she said, answering the phone. “Who is calling please? One moment.” She looked over at me. “It's Mr Achampong for you, calling from London.”

 

“Oh God,” I said, suddenly remembering. “I hope it's good news.”

 




Chapter Sixteen

 

When I had gone back to Sydney in order to tell the hospital I wasn't coming back and organise storage for my furniture and stuff I'd dropped in to see the agent who I rented my unit through to give them notice. Melanie, the newish Rental Manager, was not pleased. She pointed out that as I was breaking the lease only two months into the new twelve month rental contract she was obliged to charge me, in addition to the penalty fee for early termination, a surprisingly large sum for advertising the unit to find a new tenant and an additional two months rent to cover the likely period the unit would be vacant. All up, a little over $7000.

 

I pointed out that this was Sydney in the middle of a rental shortage and that all they needed to do was list the unit on their website, which would cost nothing, and they'd have a new tenant by the weekend, if not the next day. Melanie, being all of 22 although she looked fifteen, took umbridge with that and became very supercilious and condescending and implied that the condition report would be guaranteed to show damage to the property, over and above fair wear and tear, meaning I would lose my $2500 bond as well. Moreover, she expressed surprise that riff-raff such as me had even got the unit in the first place and that a good reference would not be forthcoming.

 

Unusually for me I did not react well to this. Being an Emergency nurse I was very good at remaining calm in a crisis but I'd just got back from lengthy flights to and from Tahiti and was still reeling from what had happened. My emotions were not entirely under control. I forget exactly what I said but it was along the lines of Melanie having more nail polish on her fake nails than she had brains in her stupid blonde head. I may even have given her iPad a shove although it could just as easily have fallen on the floor by itself. Either way, its screen turned into a crazy pattern of cracked glass. Regardless, I stormed out, went home and phoned Leonard. He listened patiently, calmed me down and proposed that we, I particularly liked the 'we', let the matter go to the relevant court and he would arrange representation for me using a local barrister.

 

“Leonard!” I said, putting the phone on speaker. “How are you? How's London? What time is it there?”

 

“It's raining,” he said, “I am well and it's coming up to nine in the evening. Are you well? Enjoying island life?”

 

“I'm just wonderful,” I said enthusiastically. “You were right when you said this place was paradise only I'm starting to get fat from all this delicious food!”

 

“Oh I doubt that very much,” he said, “although even if you do you'll still be beautiful. Now, about this little matter of your liabilities regarding the termination of your lease agreement.”

 

“Oh yes,” I said, curling my legs under me in the chair so I was comfortable. I liked talking with Leonard as he had a nice plummy voice and said nice things although that might be about to change. “How much am I up for?”

 

“I do apologise for the delay,” he said. “It seems the New South Wales Civil and Administrative Tribunal has become somewhat bogged down with disputes of late, hence the delay in hearing your case. No matter. Lucien phoned me this morning to say your case has now been heard and a decision reached. He also had the relevant documents faxed through.”

 

“Who's Lucien?” I asked.

 

“Hmm? Oh, Lucien de Beaufort-Smith,” said Leonard. “He's a prominent Sydney barrister and I asked him to defend you. You may have heard of him.”

 

“I'm afraid not,” I said.

 

“Not to worry,” said Leonard. “He normally handles high level defamation cases but found time in his schedule for you as a personal favour to me.”

 

“Well, that was very nice of him,” I said. “I hope you thanked him for me. Um, was he expensive?”

 

“By London standards, no, not particularly,” said Leonard. “Not that that matters as the Tribunal found you not liable and awarded you costs as well.”

 

“Awesome!” I exclaimed and thumped the arm of the chair. “That's just wonderful! That'll teach that bloody Melanie!”

 

“Yes, I thought you'd be pleased,” said Leonard.

 

“Just a sec,” I said, as a thought struck me. “I thought the Tribunal didn't award costs.”

 

“They don't usually,” said Leonard, “but in view of the sums involved Lucien persuaded the Tribunal to make an exception in this case.”

 

“The sums involved?” I asked, puzzled. “But the agent only wanted ten grand or so. Admittedly that's a lot for me but it isn't much in the grand scheme of things.”

 

“No, the plaintiff was seeking the ten thousand dollars in compensation,” said Leonard. “The costs awarded were for Lucien, his assistant and his clerk. Those amounted to somewhere in the region of twenty eight thousand dollars which the Tribunal deemed to be unusually punitive in view of the essentially frivolous nature of the action brought by the plaintiff, there being minimal harm done under the circumstances.”

 

“Twenty eight thousand dollars?” I exclaimed, rapidly uncurling my legs and shifting to the edge of the chair so I could hear better. “Are you serious?”

 

“I am always serious, Jennifer,” said Leonard. “It goes with the job.”

 

“Wow,” I said. “So, like, this Lucien is pretty expensive, hey?”

 

“I believe he generally charges some $2400 an hour for his defamation cases,” said Leonard, “although this was a minor matter and didn't occupy much of his time.”

 

“And the Tribunal must have been as intimidated as hell!” I thought gleefully. “A 'prominent Sydney barrister', no less! Bet they usually only get legal aid lawyers!”

 

“So what happens now?” I asked.

 

“The plaintiff has the option to seek to appeal,” said Leonard, “although I would suggest they would be ill advised to do so. In order to appeal successfully they would need to engage legal representation and, should they lose the appeal as well then they'll be liable for the costs of their own legal representation as well as Lucien's in addition to the costs of the original proceedings.”

 

“So they didn't have a lawyer themselves?” I asked. “Who went in front of the Tribunal?”

 

“One moment,” said Leonard. “Ah yes, here it is. One Melanie Johnson, an employee of the plaintiff.”

 

I burst out laughing and drummed my heels on the chair in delight. That supercilious little bimbo wouldn't have known what hit her! Lucien de Beaufort-Smith would have made mincemeat of her without even trying. It's not in my nature to be vindictive but ohh the taste of revenge is sweet and they had it coming. Their whole set up was exploitative and uncaring. If they'd been reasonable I'd have paid up and thought nothing more about it. Sod 'em.

 

“That's just wonderful, Leonard,” I said happily. “You're so sweet! Thank you, thank you, thank you!”

 

“It was nothing, my dear,” he said, sounding a little embarrassed. “Only too delighted to help. You are one of the family now, you know.”

 

“Oh really?” I asked. “What do you mean, one of the family?”

 

“It's more of a metaphor,” said Leonard. “Obviously I don't mean it literally. Perhaps I should have used the word 'team' instead although that's such an overused word these days. Family has a more companionable, homely feel to it.”

 

“No, you're absolutely right,” I said. “Family is a much better word. When are you coming out here again?”

 

“I have no immediate plans,” he said, “although that can change at a moment's notice, of course. I will almost certainly be over for the New York trip in October though.”

 

“What New York trip?” I asked.

 

“Do you not know?” he asked. “I would have thought you'd be organising it. The Fifth Avenue Ukraine Freedom Gala.”

 

“First I've heard of it,” I said, a sinking feeling in my stomach. “What's it all about?”

 

“I only know the broad outline,” said Leonard. “A consortium of the principle stores in Fifth Avenue are putting on a series of fund-raising events ostensibly in support of the Ukraine although, of course, it will be primarily a promotional event for the stores themselves. There will be, I believe, a ball, an awards dinner and a fashion show, amongst other things. I daresay a parade as well. Americans do so enjoy their parades. Luciano has been asked to present the awards at the dinner.”

 

“So this is a business trip then, is it?” I asked.

 

“Not in the least,” said Leonard. “Luciano has no interests in Fifth Avenue as far as I am aware although he is known in certain circles to be a supporter of the Ukrainians. No, it's primarily a social trip. I daresay Fabiola wants to attend the fashion show as well. That's why I rather thought you'd be organising it as you are his social secretary.”

 

“I wonder why no one's told me then,” I said, pursing my lips.

 

“More than likely Luciano's decided against it,” said Leonard. “He rarely accepts such invitations. I only know because he mentioned that Xavier wants to arrange a meeting and he wants me there in case legal issues arise.”

 

“Who's Xavier?” I asked.

 

“Luciano's son, or one of them anyway,” said Leonard. “He's the elder son from Luciano's third marriage to a Spanish lady by the name of Yessenia. He lives in New York.”

 

“I see,” I said thoughtfully, “or rather I don't see.” 

 

It was bothering me, actually. After our little heart to heart this morning I felt I was a trusted friend of Luciano and Leonard's throwaway remark about me being part of the family kind of confirmed that, in a funny sort of way. So why was I being excluded from a social overseas trip? It was my job to organise it after all, even though I hadn't done one before. Did this mean I'd fallen out of favour so quickly? Maybe Luciano was regretting revealing his feelings to me.

 

“So let me get this straight,” I said. “Luciano's going to this Gala thing in New York in October and while he's there he's going to have a meeting with his son?”

 

“Not quite,” said Leonard. “I think it's more about having the meeting and attending the Gala would be a convenient way of offsetting the cost while affording Luciano and Stefan the opportunity to identify possible future business activities.”

 

“So it is a business trip then,” I said. “Maria would organise that.”

 

“Unlikely,” said Leonard. “He wouldn't bother if it was just business although with Luciano business and social activities are heavily interlinked. No, it would be a social trip as Fabiola and the core staff will be going. I imagine you will be too.”

 

“Well, no one's said anything,” I said, “let alone asked me to do any organising.”

 

“Then I am wrong,” said Leonard. “I daresay Xavier will be coming to the island instead, in which case I'll see you then. Now, delightful though this conversation has been I really must go. I'm playing golf with the Lord Chief Justice in the morning and I need to be fresh and alert otherwise I'll beat him inadvertently.”

 

“Oh, OK,” I said, my mind elsewhere. “Hey, thanks for calling. I appreciate it. Talk to you soon.”

 

We hung up and I sat there pondering. Obviously it wasn't a big issue since someone would have told me if I was needed to organise the trip but it seemed a little strange that no one had even warned me of the possibility. Did this mean Luciano didn't trust me as much I thought he'd said he did? And Stefan? Maybe Stefan didn't trust me. I was, after all, a newcomer here.

 

“Tiare?” I called.

 

“Yes, Jen?” she asked, emerging from the kitchen. “Can I get you something?”

 

“Do you know anything about a trip to New York in October?” I asked.

 

“Sure,” she said. “I'm really looking forward to it.”

 

“So you're going?” I asked.

 

“Naturally,” she said, looking puzzled. “I have to as you'll be going or don't you want me to?”

 

“Of course I want you to,” I said. “I'm just confused why no one's said anything to me about it. I'm probably supposed to organise things. I am Luciano's Social Secretary after all.”

 

“Maybe it's just a business trip then,” said Tiare, sitting down in one of the other chairs, “and you're not going. Bummer!”

 

“Well, Leonard said it was definitely a social trip,” I said, pursing my lips. “Anyway, even if it is a business trip wouldn't I still go along. I'm his nurse too, don't forget.”

 

“Oh yeah,” said Tiare, brightening. “Yeah! Of course you'd go.”

 

“So why hasn't anyone told me?” I asked.

 

“No idea,” said Tiare. “Maybe they all assume you already know or think someone else has told you.”

 

“Well if that was the case wouldn't people be wondering why I haven't given any updates?” I asked. “Do you know when it is?”

 

“The 17th, 18th and 19th of October,” said Tiare. “The Ball is on the 17th, the Fashion Show on the 18th and the Dinner and Awards on the 19th although I won't be going to that as apparently numbers are limited.” 

 

“Jesus,” I said sourly. “So you've got it all figured out then. When did you find out?”

 

“Oh, gosh, it must have been eight or nine months ago,” she said. “Things like this don't get organised overnight.”

 

“That makes sense,” I said, thinking about it. “Luciano must have got the invitation back then and by the time I arrived here people would probably have assumed I already knew and didn't think to tell me.”

 

“I think we have a visitor,” said Tiare, cocking her head as someone came up the balcony steps. “Are you receiving?”

 

“Oh, I suppose so,” I said, wondering if my position here was as stable as I thought it was. Maybe Luciano didn't trust me after all. Maybe what he'd said earlier was some kind of test.

 

Tiare hurried to the door and opened it just as Chiara was lifting her hand to knock.

 

“Chiara to see you, Miss Jennifer,” announced Tiare, ushering her in.

 

I was amused, as far as I could be amused in my present state of mind, to see that Chiara's (alleged) frolics with the athletic Aporo had not done anything to change her rather sour and snooty expression. She'd have rather classic Italian beauty if she didn't look so displeased with the world.

 

“What can I do for you, Chiara?” I asked casually but politely. If I could stand up to Luciano there was no way I was going to let Chiara intimidate me, no matter how snooty she got. 

 

“Miss Rosilene's apologies but could you come immediately, Miss Jennifer,” said Chiara, clearly not seeing any need to put any urgency into her words, despite the 'immediately'. She managed to put a level of sarcasm into the 'Miss Rosilene' as well since Rosilene, being the nanny, wasn't entitled to be called Miss as she was just an ordinary member of the household staff at the end of the day. I think that by referring to her as Miss Rosilene in a sarcastic way she was trying to imply that Rosilene had an overly inflated sense of her position. To me, though, it just seemed Chiara thought she was the more important.

 

“Ginevra not well again?” I asked.

 

“So I understand,” said Chiara. She looked around the room and sniffed as though disapproving of it, despite the fact that it was much the same as everyone else's.

 

“Perhaps,” I thought charitably, “she doesn't like books.”

 

Once I'd got past the holiday aspect of being here and realised just how little work I actually had to do I'd gone online and bought a load of books that I'd always been meaning to read but hadn't had time to. Things like We Of The Never Never by Jeannie Gunn and The Secret History by Donna Tartt. I still hadn't got around to reading them but that was incidental. They were there on the bookcase and I would, one day. More to the point, when the big parcel of nearly a hundred books arrived it had had quite a major impact on me. The label 

 

Mme J O'DONNELL

4 Rue Sole

98790 Papaka Nui

French Polynesia

 

had given a sense of solidity to the dreamlike world I'd been living in. Just seeing my name and address in solid black print made everything real and not some absurd fantasy. The Rue Sole, incidentally, just meant 'The Only Road' and was there because the postal authorities insisted there had to be a street in the address as their systems couldn't handle addresses without a street, even though all our post was kept in Pape'ete and collected by Mahana on his frequent supply trips.

 

“OK,” I said, “I'll come now. Tiare, get my bag.”

 

“Yes, Miss Jennifer,” said Tiare and hurried to get it.

 

I wasn't overly excited as Rosilene panicked over Ginevra's health at least twice a week and seemed unable to understand that little children have an endless array of minor odds and ends while their immune systems learn to cope with the world. Still, it wasn't impossible that the child had picked up something nasty so I couldn't not go.

 

There was a brief moment of jostling as Chiara and Tiare tried to get ahead of each other on the balcony but Tiara won and she led us triumphantly down the steps then hung back so I could lead the way. I daresay in some primordial part of the brain nurses outranked nannies although technically, Chiara was Fabiola's maid so presumably she outranked Tiare. Still, Tiare was younger and had faster reactions. Doubtless there were many more nuances to the Island's dynamics that I'd yet to uncover but they amused me nonetheless. At least they usually did. At the back of my mind the nuances of my own role and position were niggling away merrily. It didn't help that I had no idea how to organise a trip to New York for Luciano, Fabiola and the others anyway. It was pretty much a given they wouldn't be travelling Economy on Qantas or staying in a backpackers' hostel.

 

As we left the main house and went into the area where Luciano had his office I noticed Stefan's office door was open. I hesitated, uncertain what to do.

 

“You go on ahead,” I said, after a few moments and waved Tiare and Chiara past. “Tell Rosilene I'll be there in a minute.”

 

“Yes, Miss Jennifer,” said Tiare as Chiara sauntered past, blithely unconcerned.

 

I waited until they went round the corner of Fabiola's residence then looked over at Stefan's door. I couldn't hear any voices so he either wasn't there or he was quietly doing something rather than phoning someone. 

 

“Oh forget it,” I muttered. “You're being an idiot. When you need to know someone will tell you. Stop being a baby.”

 

Irresolute I wavered a little longer then turned away. Whatever was going on, there was a potentially sick child that needed my help.

 

“Hello, Jennifer,” called Stefan, appearing round the corner of Luciano's residence, which was some way away from Fabiola's. “Luciano's gone for a siesta. Can I help?”

 




Chapter Seventeen

 

“Ah, no,” I said. “I'm just on my way to see Ginevra. Apparently she's not well again.”

 

“Oh yes?” said Stefan, clearly not in the least bit interested. “I was going to come round and see you later so drop in on your way back. Save me the effort.” He grinned, showing his eye teeth. It made him look like an evil anaemic puppet from Thunderbirds, what with his disconcerting eyes and painted on hair.

 

“Sure,” I said. “Shouldn't be too long. Umm, what about?”

 

“Just a few things,” he said vaguely, heading into his office. “Nothing that can't wait.”

 

“You are here at last, thank God!” exclaimed Rosilene when I arrived, as if it had taken me a week to get there rather than a few minutes. She had an almost Italian sense of the dramatic. “Come, come, the baby Ginevra, she is going blind!”

 

“Jen Jen!” shouted Ginevra as soon as she saw me, which suggested she probably wasn't going blind. She rushed over for a hug then dragged me over to look at her dolls. “One, two, freen, four! See?”

 

“Very nice dollies,” I said, squatting down. “Look at me.”

 

She snatched up the largest of the dolls and hugged it to her chest while looking at me. One of her eyes was a little pink.

 

“Have you been rubbing your eyes?” I asked.

 

“My eye hurted,” she said screwing up her face. “Ari's eye hurted too!” and she twisted the doll round so I could look at her eyes as well.

 

“What is problem?” demanded Rosilene.

 

“I'm not sure,” I said. “Could you get me some hot water and a clean cloth?”

 

Rosilene hurried away, which was the whole point, and I watched Ginevra a little more. 

 

“See my finger?” I said, holding it up. “I'm going to poke each of your dollies one by one!”

 

To Ginevra's delight I did just that and both her eyes tracked my finger without any difficulty although she squealed with each poke and giggled. Then she snatched them up and counted them before wanting me to poke them again.

 

“I'm pretty sure it's conjunctivitis,” I said when Rosilene hurried back in. “I've got some eye drops that'll help.”

 

“But the blinding?” asked Rosilene. “This is not happening?”

 

“No,” I said, washing my hands in the hot water. “The pinkness will go in a few days. She'll want to keep rubbing her eye and you won't be able to stop her so just make sure she has clean hands.”

 

“OK, is good,” said Rosilene.

 

Ginevra didn't much like having the drops put in her eyes but I managed in the end by bribing her with the promise of a slice of paw-paw if she sat still.

 

“I'll come back tomorrow,” I said. “Don't worry if her eye gets a little redder. Just put in another drop or two every four hours.”

 

“Thank you, thank you,” exclaimed Rosilene, snatching the little bottle from my hand. “I give, you not worries.”

 

“Great,” I said before going outside. “Oh, Tiare, could you take my bag back? I'm stopping off to see Stefan.”

 

“Yes, Miss Jennifer,” she said, taking it. “Will you be wanting lunch on your return?”

 

“Oh, just some fruit,” I said, aware that I had put on a little weight, regardless of what Leonard said. “I need to cut down a little. I've put on weight.”

 

“What for?” she asked. “Kamaka likes bigger women!”

 

“Oh get lost,” I said, giving her a playful slap. “I don't care what he likes.”

 

She grinned then ambled off down the path, putting an overly exaggerated sexy wiggle into her step. She glanced back and laughed then carried on normally.

 

“Silly girl,” I muttered and tapped on Stefan's door post. He didn't answer but I could see him lying back in his reclining chair with his feet on the desk, staring at the ceiling.

 

“Are you awake?” I asked.

 

He just waved his hand at a spare chair so I went in and sat down.

 

“Garble garble garble,” he said, startling me. “Garble, garble.” There was a pause then he said “Goodbye” firmly and sat upright.

 

“Hello,” he said. “Just on the phone to Dubai.” To prove it he waggled the phone then dropped it on his desk.

 

“Hey, can you speak Arabic?” I asked, impressed.

 

“I get by,” he said. “What can I do for you?”

 

“You said to drop in on my way back from Ginevra,” I said.

 

He frowned and stared at me for a few moments.

 

“Ah!” he said suddenly. “Yes. I don't know what you did with Luciano at your session this morning but he came back in an unusually good mood. He's made a number of decisions which he's been putting off.”

 

“I'm pleased to hear it,” I said. “I'd hate for him to come back upset and depressed.”

 

“Well, quite,” said Stefan. “Now, most of it's business, of course, which doesn't concern you but he's decided to go to New York after all. I'm about to email the confirmation.”

 

“You mean for this Fifth Avenue Gala thing?” I asked.

 

“That's right,” he said. “He's been putting it off for ages. How's his health?”

 

“Pretty good,” I said. “Why?”

 

“It's just that he said something strange,” said Stefan. “He said he was willing to go now because you'd be there. I thought perhaps he was worried about getting sick or something.”

 

“Well it's always possible,” I said, feeling a little elated. Obviously our little chat had been a good thing after all. “New York'll be full of germs but he should be fine.”

 

“Hmm,” said Stefan. “Oh well. He's decided to go which is the main thing so we need to discuss the arrangements as this is your first event. Oh, and he's decided to go to Switzerland at Christmas. Something to do with Fabiola being able to spend time with her parents, I think, although why he doesn't just go to Italy with her I can't imagine. Still, mine is not to reason why and all that.”

 

“Perhaps he wants to see some mountains,” I said. “Or snow.”

 

“I doubt it,” said Stefan. “Anyway, we'll leave Switzerland for now as the New York trip isn't far off. You'll need to organise that first and there'll be things that go wrong which you can learn from. Let me just find the details.”

 

He played around with his computer for a few moments then his printer whirred.

 

“Ah, yes,” he said, glancing at the printouts. “That's right. There are a number of events over several days, including some exhibitions and a concert in Central Park as well as a parade on the afternoon of the Awards but neither Luciano or Fabiola will be interested in those, except the Art Exhibition as she'll want to be seen there. We will be attending the Awards Dinner itself, of course, as Luciano is presenting the awards. That's on the, um, 19th of October. They'll both be going to the Ball on the 17th and Fabiola will doubtless want to go to the Fashion Show in the 18th. Luciano won't, of course, although I want to go to that myself.”

 

“I didn't know you were into fashion,” I said. I'd only ever seen him in ill fitting short sleeved shirts and shorts that hung on his skinny frame like a scarecrow's outfit.

 

“I'm not,” he said, “but it's the first major collection offering for an up and coming new designer called Benoit Matthiel. I want to see the reaction he gets and if it's favourable I'll set up a meeting. They say he's another Karl Lagerfeld so if we can get in on the ground floor by financing his operation it could be very profitable.”

 

“I believe Karl Lagerfeld did quite well for himself,” I said, having vaguely heard of him. “So what do I have to do?”

 

I leaned over and slid a couple of sheets of paper from the printer and grabbed a pen from his desk. He smiled and leaned back in his chair.

 

“Right,” he said. “You'll need to organise flights, accommodation and security. Flights and security won't be a problem as we own 60% of QDX Aviation and 32% of IntSec International Security so it's just a matter of making a few phone calls.”

 

“Can you give me their details?” I asked, wondering if I needed to note down the percentages. Just to be safe I did as you never know when seemingly irrelevant details can become important.

 

“Sure,” he said. “I'll email you. Accommodation will be more of an issue. Last time we were in New York we stayed at The Carlyle Hotel in Upper East Side but Luciano didn't like it there. He wants you to find somewhere else.”

 

“Oh,” I said. “Um, OK. Anywhere in particular?”

 

“He said to leave it up to you,” said Stefan. “I suppose that means he trusts you. Run it by me before you finalise anything though, please. Now, coming back to security …”

 

“Just a sec,” I said. “I have no idea about hotels in New York but do you know why he didn't like that place?”

 

“I'm not sure,” said Stefan. “I do know that it's where the Duke and Duchess of York stay when they're in New York and they were there last time we were. I think Luciano was annoyed by all the paparazzi everywhere.”

 

“Yes, I can imagine,” I said. “So we want somewhere quiet?”

 

“Of course,” said Stefan. He leaned forward. “I think he also found the Carlyle dull.”

 

“Dull?” I repeated, dutifully noting that down as well. “In what way dull?”

 

“No idea,” said Stefan. “Now, about security.”

 

“Yes,” I said, writing 'Security' in large letters and underlining it twice. Aren't all hotels dull? It seemed to me that any hotel that was exciting would be somewhere to avoid. Especially in America.

 

“Kamaka will be with Luciano,” he said. “Rangi with Fabiola and Aporo with Rosilene and Dionira but I think because it's New York in election year we'd better supplement them with two extra bodyguards each rather than one.”

 

“So that's six extra bodyguards,” I said, noting that down.

 

“And make sure they all carry firearms and are licensed to carry them in New York,” said Stefan. “Last time we were there one of the bodyguards was arrested for carrying an unlicensed gun which was very embarrassing.”

 

“Got it,” I said, scribbling away. “What else?”

 

“I think ten others should be sufficient,” said Stefan. 

 

“Ten other what?” I asked, pausing in my writing.

 

“Bodyguards,” he said. “For the rest of us.”

 

“The rest of us?” I asked, surprised. “How many are going?”

 

“Well, all of us,” he said, his brow furrowing.

 

“What, everyone on the island?” I asked.

 

“No of course not,” he exclaimed. “It'll just be Luciano, Fabiola and Dionira and their people, José, Chiara and Rosilene. You, of course, me and Keanu, plus our people, Tiare, Ravindu and Maui.”

 

“So that's twelve?” I asked, counting them.

 

“Twelve?” he exclaimed. “Surely not? Did you put down Kamaka and his lads? And Kamaka's maid of course.”

 

“Ahh, yes, of course,” I said. “So sixteen then?”

 

“Better add Leonard,” said Stefan. “I'm not sure what's happening there but he'd better come along as well. Oh, and Céline. Fabiola will have hysterics if her beautician is left behind. How many's that? Seventeen?”

 

“Eighteen,” I said. “What about Maria?”

 

“Maria?” he shouted.

 

“What?” she shouted back.

 

“Are you coming to New York with us?” he shouted.

 

A stream of Portuguese burst forth which, judging by the underlying emotional tone, was probably something along the lines of “are you out of your frigging mind?”.

 

“I think that's a 'no',” said Stefan smiling. “Why not?” he shouted.

 

“New York is a cesspit,” barked Maria, appearing in the doorway. “It is full of pizza shops trafficking children for Obama's molesters of children! I spit on them all!”

 

Stefan leaned back in his chair and locked his hands behind his head. 

 

“Maria is convinced Pizzagate is true,” he whispered to me then raised his voice. “You should be safe though, Maria. You're not a child and you don't like pizza!”

 

“Pah!” she exclaimed. “New York is full of skyscrapers anyway and will soon be razed to the ground. You should know that, Jennifer.”

 

“Me?” I yelped. “Why would I know anything about knocking down skyscrapers?”

 

“Because of the ley lines,” said Maria, looking at me as though I was an idiot. 

 

“Ley lines?” I said, feeling more than a little confused. “What have ley lines got to do with skyscrapers?”

 

Maria sighed in exasperation. “Because the tall buildings focus the ley lines into space,” she said, “and disrupt the Earth's gravitational field so your spaceships can't navigate properly. Every building over four stories will have the floors above removed. Had you forgotten about that?”

 

“Sorry,” I said. “I didn't know anyone on Earth knew about that. We must have had a security leak.”

 

“The Federation of Goldilocks Worlds knows everything,” said Maria, stroking the side of her nose. “Everything!”

 

“So when's this razing going to start?” asked Stefan. “It may not be until after we get back.”

 

“Soon,” she said, glaring at him. “Very soon.”

 

“Is it going to be all the skyscrapers, Maria?” I asked. “There's an awful lot of them in New York.”

 

“Four hundred and twenty one,” said Maria, triumphantly, “and more are being built. Sixteen are over 100 floors and they will all be coming down! Only a fool would go to New York.”

 

“What about the other cities with skyscrapers?” asked Stefan. “You were happy to go to Hong Kong two years ago and there's a lot more skyscrapers in Hong Kong than there are in New York.”

 

“But no pizza shops,” she said, holding up a finger to emphasis that important point. “That makes all the difference.”

 

With an air of having decisively won the debate she disappeared back into her office and slammed the door shut.

 

“What have pizza shops got to do with it?” I asked. “And surely they have pizza shops in Hong Kong? What about all the tourists who like pizza?”

 

“Oh, that's QAnon,” said Stefan. “Maria is convinced that Q is the Head of her Federation of Goldilocks Worlds and that she, Q, has definitive proof that the Democrats in America are cannibalistic paedophiles and that she's waiting for just the right moment to reveal all. I dare say she thinks your buddies from Alula Australis aren't just going to save Elvis.”

 

“Oh,” I said, tapping the pen against my teeth as I gazed at my scribbles. “So why did Elvis go into hiding with Marlon Brando anyway?”

 

“I think it was something to do with corrupt record company executives,” said Stefan. “I'm not sure. Certainly Elvis would have been too old to be at risk from kiddie molesters although he was fat enough to make a juicy meal. It's hard to pin Maria down sometimes.”

 

“I can imagine,” I said. “So I need to find a hotel for, what, eighteen people?”

 

“No, more than that,” said Stefan. “How many extra security guards did we say?”

 

“Umm, sixteen,” I said, checking.

 

“Right,” he said, frowning. “So we'll need, umm, let me see, well, one room for their boss and five will be on night duty so they can use the same rooms as the others and they can double up anyway so that's, what, five rooms?”

 

“If you say so,” I said, jotting down 'rooms + 5 sec gds'. “So everyone else gets a room to themselves? Other than the bodyguards?”

 

“Yes,” said Stefan. “Except Luciano and Fabiola will needs suites, not just rooms.”

 

“OK, so let me get this straight,” I said. “We need 2 suites and fifteen rooms for us and five more for the guards, is that right?”

 

“Sounds about right,” he said. “Better make it twenty five rooms just in case Luciano or Fabiola decide to invite someone else.”

 

“OK,” I said, writing a large '25' on my piece of paper and circling it. “What were the dates again?”

 

“17th, 18th and 19th of October,” he said. “although we'll need to arrive the day before and leave the day after. Luciano isn't as young as he used to be.”

 

“So we want 2 suites and twenty five rooms for, what, four nights?” I asked. “Seriously? It's only a few weeks away. I doubt anywhere will have that much space with so little notice.”

 

“Actually, make it five nights,” said Stefan. “Luciano may want to have a meeting or two with people he meets there.”

 

“Like Xavier?” I said.

 

“Oh God no,” said Stefan. “Xavier can be squeezed in one morning. Don't worry about him. Umm, do you think we should take Saori as well?”

 

“Oh, Luciano can do without his massages for few days,” I said. “I'm sure the hotel will have one anyway if he feels the need.”

 

“Yes, he might,” said Stefan. “Better take her too then.”

 

“What if I can't fit everyone into the same hotel?” I asked, adding Saori to my list.

 

“Oh, use your judgement,” he said. “Did we talk about travel?”

 

“Only that you'd email me the contact details of that company,” I said, wondering how I was going to find a hotel Luciano would like in a city I'd never been to and if, when I did, they'd have enough rooms. What if this wonderful place didn't have suites? What if I had to use two hotels and they were on opposite sides of New York?

 

“That's right,” he said. “I'll do it now.”

 

He played with his computer for a while while I contemplated my notes. One thing was certain; I was going to need to use Google.

 

“Tell them we want the Dreamliner,” said Stefan, breaking into my thoughts.

 

“The what?” I asked, looking up.

 

“They've got a Boeing 787 Dreamliner,” he said. “We got it especially for trips like this. Don't let them fob you off with anything smaller.”

 

“What if it's already booked?” I asked.

 

“Tell them to cancel the booking,” said Stefan. “The only reason they exist is to fly Luciano around.”

 

“OK,” I said, half hoping the plane was booked as it could be fun being able to wield power like that. “Umm, anything else?”

 

“Yes,” he said. “We'll need some limousines in New York as well. We don't have any interests in limo businesses unfortunately, or at least not in America so you'll have to look around. And tell them to supply drivers who can actually drive.” 

 

“That surprises me,” I said. “I would have thought it would be useful to have a tame limo business, just like we own the aeroplane company.”

 

“There's no money in it,” said Stefan. “America is riddled with cars and there are literally thousands of small operators working on high capital and low margins. It's not worth the effort. Besides, it would be limited to a fairly small area and we don't go to the States that often. The planes can go worldwide.”

 

“OK,” I said. “How many limos will we need?”

 

“Better make it ten,” he said. “No, twelve. One each for Luciano and Fabiola as they may well go to different venues independently and the others for the rest of us. Make sure they're low mileage. We don't want any breakdowns.”

 

“Twelve newish limos,” I said, writing it down. “What if I can't find enough?”

 

“Buy some,” he said. “I daresay we can find some idiot stupid enough to want to set up yet another limo hire outfit and looking to buy some used cars. America's full of them.”

 




Chapter Eighteen

 

I walked back to my house feeling quite elated. This was partly, of course, because I had a significant task to do which was nice because I still had periodic feelings of guilt about being paid so much to do so little. By the sound of it there was going to be a trip to Switzerland as well at Christmas and who knows what the New Year would bring. Lovely though the island was it would be nice to see somewhere else. Hell, it was even possible that I was on the verge of becoming an International Jet Setter! The main reason though was that Luciano trusted me enough to choose his hotels for him even though it was a bit of a worry that I'd make the wrong choice. 

 

“It's on,” I said, bounding up the steps.

 

“What is?” asked Tiare, looking up from her laptop.

 

“The trip to New York,” I said. “What're you doing?”

 

“Advance reading for next semester,” she said, saving something, probably her notes. She frowned at the screen then shut it and looked up. “Am I going?”

 

“Of course you are,” I said, fetching my laptop. “I'm his nurse so wherever he goes I go and wherever I go you go. Gotta have someone to bring me my morning tea!”

 

“Awesome,” she exclaimed and clapped her hands excitedly. “Does that mean I can go to the Fashion Show as well?”

 

“I don't know the details yet,” I said, checking my email. “I don't expect Luciano will be interested but we might be able to go with Fabiola. Ahh, here they are. Let me see. OK, there are several events in Central Park itself, including an Art exhibition and a parade. The Ball's in the Grand Ballroom at The Pierre Hotel which sounds pretty fancy. We'll probably both be able to go to that since they're expecting up to 2000 people. Much the same with the Dinner and Awards which'll be for 1500 at the New York Marriott Marquis which I'm guessing is a hotel. Oh, that's a shame.”

 

“What is?” asked Tiare, scowling unattractively.

 

“The Fashion Show's at Skylight Clarkson Sq,” I said, “and it's limited to only 400 people which is a bummer. I know Stefan wants to go to that so he'll probably pull rank since numbers are limited.”

 

“Oh,” she said sadly. “I've never been to a fashion show.” She took off her glasses and started polishing them with the hem of her sarong.

 

“Neither have I,” I said. “Still, this is all around Fifth Avenue and Fifth Avenue is famous for its shopping. I know Prada have their main store on Fifth Avenue and I've heard of Sachs. I'm sure there's plenty of others too. We can go window shopping even if we can't afford to buy anything. Anyway, Stefan said the Show is the first collection of some new designer so they could be crap. Might even be only menswear.”

 

“Oh yeah,” she said, putting her glasses back on and opening her laptop again. “Still, Fifth Avenue, hey. That'll be fun. I'm going to see what's there.”

 

“Sure,” I said. “In fact we'll probably both need something nice to wear for the Ball and the Dinner. Still, I've got to organise the travel, hotel and security so we'll see how it all pans out. It may yet be possible for us to go to the Fashion Show.”

 

“Ooooh, there's Tiffany's,” she exclaimed, studying her screen. “I'd like to go there too! Security? You're organising security?”

 

“Yes,” I said, sorely tempted to see what other shops were in Fifth Avenue as well but using all my self control to type 'hotels in new york' into Google instead. “Is that a problem?”

 

“Isn't that Kamaka's job?” she asked. “He is Head of Security after all.”

 

“Jesus!” I exclaimed, looking up. “That's right. Yeah, I'd have thought he'd be doing it not me. What happened on the last trip?”

 

“I don't know,” said Tiare. “I wasn't here then.”

 

“Well I don't want to step on his toes,” I said, looking out the window at the rain clouds coming in over the turquoise lagoon. “Maybe I should have a chat with him.”

 

“Yeah,” said Tiare with what could only be described as a leer. “If you upset him he may tell you not to stay overnight at his place anymore.”

 

“Get on with your work, evil child,” I said sternly, not that she actually had anything to do. She had a point though, not that Kamaka was the love of my life but he was fairly good in bed and didn't snore which is always a plus in my book. Tiare just sniggered and went back to exploring Fifth Avenue online.

 

I thought about it for a minute or two and it didn't make any sense for me to organise security and not him. If nothing else he'd have specialised knowledge about locating bugs in the rooms and dealing with tear gas or whatever that I wouldn't even think to mention to IntSec.

 

“Do you know where he is?” I asked.

 

“Who?” asked Tiare distractedly. From where I was sitting it looked like she was already window shopping using Google Street View.

 

“Kamaka,” I said, getting up.

 

“I think he's over at the gym with the others,” she said, not sparing me a glance.

 

I marched over but the gym was deserted apart from a frigate bird perched on one of the weight bars. It was watching something in the palm trees nearby and lazily flapped away when it saw me. I was heading over to his house in case he was there when I spotted Tia, one of the housemaids. She was taking a couple of bags of rubbish to our little rubbish tip where it would be burnt later.

 

“Have you seen Kamaka, Tia?” I asked.

 

“I think he's in the radar hut, Miss Jennifer,” she said. “Would you like me to fetch him for you?”

 

“No, it's OK,” I said. “I'll go myself.”

 

“As you wish, Miss Jennifer,” she said.

 

I walked with her part of the way then veered off towards the radar hut. It was a small, solid building that was usually kept locked but the padlock was off. I tapped on the door and went inside. Kamaka was leaning against the wall watching Rangi and Aporo who were hunched over the screens.

 

“Hello gorgeous!” he exclaimed, looking up. “This is an unexpected pleasure.”

 

“What are you doing?” I asked.

 

“Training exercise,” he said, giving me a kiss. He used to slap me on the bottom as well when we first got together but I'd quickly dissuaded him of that. “We've got a couple of boats out circling the island and these two idlers are tracking them for practice.”

 

“Oh right,” I said. “If you're not too busy can I ask you something?”

 

I knew we had a couple of small radar installations on the hill, one each side of the communications tower so they didn't interfere with it, but I'd only once been in the radar hut before. It was about as interesting as watching a washing machine to be honest. The radar operated continuously although, apparently, it was configured to alert all three of them if it ever detected anything so it didn't have to be manned continuously. As yet, or so Kamaka had told once me, the only unauthorised approaches they'd detected were two or three drifting fishing boats from the other islands and any number of schools of whales and flocks of migrating birds. Still, if and when an attack came from either pirates or paparazzi we'd know when they were still several kilometres away. Quite what we'd do then I didn't know as Kamaka was security conscious about his contingency plans but I'd heard we had a stash of guns hidden somewhere on the island.

 

“Sure,” he said. “Fire away.”

 

“Um, outside?” I said, not wanting to discuss his authority in front of his subordinates.

 

“OK,” he said, giving me as funny look. “Guys, send up a couple of drones and get some visuals, OK.”

 

“Sure boss,” said Aporo, giving me the eye. I just stared at him until he looked away.

 

“So, what's up?” asked Kamaka when I stopped several metres away from the hut.

 

“I've been told to organise the trip to New York,” I said.

 

“OK, so it's on then,” he said, nodding. “I've been wondering. You'll be wanting to know the security arrangements then?”

 

“That's just it,” I said. “I've been told to make the security arrangements with IntSec myself.”

 

“You have?” he said, looking puzzled. “But I'm Head of Security. You don't know what arrangements to make.”

 

“That's right,” I said, “although Stefan said to get two extra bodyguards for Luciano, Fabiola and Ginevra and ten for the rest of us.”

 

“That's absurd,” he said. “We'll need a lot more than that. This is New York for crying out loud. Aside from anything else Fabiola's in movies. OK, she isn't a big star but she has a following and New York is full of crazies. The only reason she hasn't been seriously stalked yet is because she's here on the island most of the time. Are you sure Stefan said for you to organise them? He didn't say to liaise with me?”

 

“No, he definitely said I was to talk to IntSec,” I said. “I'm to choose the hotel as well.”

 

“What?” exclaimed Kamaka. “What the hell is going on here? You can't just go ahead and choose any old hotel! What about its security facilities? Its location? Have you even been to New York?”

 

“No, I haven't,” I said.

 

“I'm going to have words with Stefan,” he said angrily. “This is ridiculous!”

 

“No don't,” I said, grabbing his arm. “Never go into a meeting angry, you're just asking for trouble. You might even get fired.”

 

His eyes narrowed as he stared at me but his anger cooled as quickly as it had arisen which, on reflection, is probably a good trait in a professional bodyguard.

 

“You're right,” he said. “But what does it mean? Surely they haven't lost confidence in me?”

 

“I don't know what it means but I'm sure they haven't,” I said. “Unless you've done something wrong recently?”

 

“Has someone said something?” he asked, frowning.

 

“Not to me,” I said. “Why? Is there something to say?”

 

“Not at all,” he said quickly. A touch too quickly for my liking.

 

“Are you sure?” I asked.

 

“Sure I'm sure,” he said.

 

“OK,” I said. “Let's leave it for now. You tell me how many security guys we need and I'll organise it like I've been asked. When I report back to Stefan I'll see what I can find out.”

 

“That makes sense,” he said. He pursed his lips. “OK, we'll need four each for Luciano, Fabiola and Ginevra and eighteen for the rest. Make sure half are women as Fabiola and the other women will need to go to toilets and other places where a man would stand out. Make sure they're all armed and licensed for concealed weapons as well.”

 

“Yes, Stefan mentioned guns,” I said, “although he didn't say anything about female guards. That wouldn't have occurred to me.”

 

“Ask for Mike Hutchins as leader as well,” said Kamaka. “He's a former Navy Seal and I know and trust him.”

 

“Will you be armed too?” I asked, a little chill running through me. It hadn't occurred to me that he'd be at any risk as the worst thing that could happen to him on the island was stepping on a sea urchin and him and Rangi going to Italy with Fabiola had seemed more like a holiday than anything.

 

“Of course,” he said, “and run the hotel by me before you commit to anything. I need to check floor plans, service entrances, alleyways and so on before we arrive. I also need to know the venues for each of the events as well. Is any of it open to the public?”

 

“Some of the events will be in Central Park,” I said and he groaned.

 

“I'll need to coordinate with the NYPD as well then,” he said heavily. “Great. Or will you be doing that?”

 

“I wouldn't have a clue how to,” I said, beginning to see just how absurd it actually was for someone like me to organise the security. I thought it would just mean phoning IntSec and agreeing where we'd all meet. It occurred to me that perhaps Stefan was setting me up to fail. Maybe he didn't like the relationship I had with Kamaka and he was setting us both up. You never know.

 

“Well, I'd better get back to those two inside,” he said. “They're probably using the drones to check out the women. I'd better organise some target practice as well. We're getting a little rusty. Are you coming over tonight?”

 

“No, I don't think so,” I said. “I'll be fretting over hotels and things.”

 

“OK,” he said, looking disappointed. “Don't forget to keep me in the loop.”

 

“I won't,” I said and we had a little cuddle before going our separate ways. I kept an eye out for a drone following me as I walked back to my house but I didn't see one.

 

“There's Louis Vuitton and Gucci in Fifth Avenue as well,” said Tiare, glancing up as I went inside.

 

“Have you been looking at Fifth Avenue all this time?” I asked. “Haven't you anything better to do?”

 

“You weren't gone long,” said Tiare. “Is there anything you want me to do?”

 

“Oh, make some coffee,” I said, “and pop over to the kitchen and see if there's any of that cake Heiva made yesterday left. I need some comfort food.”

 

“Sure,” said Tiare, jumping up. “Is something wrong?”

 

“Nah,” I said, reluctant to share my misgivings with her. “It's just the shock of actually having some work to do.”

 

“Would you like me to help?” asked Tiare.

 

“Sure,” I said. “Coffee and cake's a good start.”

 

“Coming right up,” she said, disappearing into the kitchen. Presumably she was just putting the kettle on as she reappeared almost immediately and headed for the door.

 

“Just a sec,” I said, sitting down in an armchair. “Has Stefan got anyone in his life?”

 

“You mean family or just shagging?” asked Tiare, pausing at the doorway.

 

“Both,” I said. “Either.”

 

 “I think he's got family back in Germany,” she said, “or Austria.”

 

“But no one on the island?” I asked.

 

“Well, there's Ravindu, of course,” said Tiare. “Why?”

 

“Ravindu's his manservant,” I said. “Doesn't Stefan have a girl on the island?”

 

“Stefan?” she exclaimed, with a snort of derision. “With a girl? No way!”

 

“Well, he's not that unattractive,” I said, feeling I needed to stand up for him for some reason. “Some women like really skinny men with funny eyes.”

 

“Maybe,” said Tiare dubiously, “but it wouldn't matter if they did. Ravindu's got that pretty well tied up.”

 

“What on Earth do you mean?” I asked, puzzled. I'd once seen an old movie, a rented DVD which shows how long ago it had been, in which the servant had his employer totally under his thumb but that seemed doubtful here.

 

“Ravindu is Stefan's girl,” said Tiare, making a crude gesture which mimed oral sex. “Stefan doesn't like girls, not that any of the women here are upset about that.”

 

“You mean he's gay?” I asked in surprise. I wasn't shocked, it just hadn't occurred to me.

 

“Totally,” she said. “I'll just get your cake.”

 

She disappeared and I leaned back in my chair. If Stefan was gay then he probably didn't resent me being in a relationship with Kamaka although it was only my vanity that made me assume it was that way around. Perhaps he was jealous of Kamaka being in a relationship with me. That said, Kamaka had been around for some time and had undoubtedly had other relationships. Maybe that was the real reason the previous nurse here had left? Then again, maybe it wasn't anything to do with sex. Maybe there was some other reason Stefan wanted Kamaka out of this. Or maybe there was no reason. Bad chemistry does happen. That said, Kamaka was surprised by me being assigned the security arrangements which suggested it was the first time. If Stefan had been campaigning against him for years he'd have been expecting it. That suggested that if there was a plot it was against me.

 

“You're in luck, Jenny,” said Tiare, coming back in with a huge slice of cake on a plate. “Although Heiva said the cream's going a bit runny since it's been in the fridge overnight. If you don't mind waiting he'll make you a fresh one.”

 

“No that's fine,” I said as Tiare put the plate on the table. She hurried into the kitchen and returned quite quickly with a mug of coffee and a fork for the cake. I'd told her soon after I'd become officially here not to bother with trays except when we had company. I really couldn't be bothered with all the fuss and trappings and she'd readily acquiesced to my little rebellious streak.

 

“Have some yourself,” I said, eyeing the cake. Even though the science was against me I knew that if I ate it all I'd put on at least three kilos.

 

“I hoped you'd say that,” said Tiare beaming. She pulled another plate and fork out from under her sarong and eased a little under half of the cake onto hers. “It's delish isn't it.”

 

“Yes,” I said. “Tell me something. You hear all the gossip round here, don't you.”

 

“Most of it,” she said, going back to sit beside her laptop.

 

“So what have you heard about me?” I asked.

 

“Nothing,” she said and forked some cake into her mouth.

 

“Oh balls,” I said. “It's impossible that no one's said anything about me. I don't believe that for one moment.”

 

“Well, Dad says you're too easy on the servants,” she said. “He doesn't approve of that.”

 

“I expected that,” I said. “Who else?”

 

“Most of the guys fancy you,” she said. “I can't imagine why.”

 

I had to laugh even though I felt quite flattered.

 

“It's my hair,” I said. “Red hair and freckles is just so exotic.”

 

“Must be,” she said, “although I think a couple of the girls are a little jealous.”

 

“Of me?” I asked, surprised. “Why would they be jealous of me?”

 

“Because they don't like their men looking at you,” said Tiare matter of factly.

 

“Oh,” I said. “Well, there's not much I can do about that. I don't encourage them, that's for sure. What about among the core staff? Have you heard anything about me there?”

 

“Ohh, Luciano likes you,” she said, “and Fabiola hates you. Other than that no, not really.”

 

“I kind of had a feeling Fabiola didn't like me,” I said. “Any idea why?”

 

“She probably thinks you're a gold digger,” said Tiare, finishing her cake. I hadn't even started mine.

 

“Me?” I exclaimed, jerking upright. “Why would she think I'm a gold digger?”

 

“You're the only white woman here who isn't one of her little clique,” said Tiare. “She's twenty four and married to a filthy rich old man. What else is she going to think?”

 




Chapter Nineteen

 

One thousand one hundred and rising.

 

That's how many hotels there are in New York. Over 120,000 hotel rooms. In my naivety and stupidity I figured there might be maybe fifty to a hundred hotels there and I'd be able to check out their websites for some that looked interesting. Big mistake. There are more than 500 hotels on Manhattan Island alone and that's where Central Park, Fifth Avenue and all the events were being held.

 

I made this somewhat disconcerting discovery after Tiare admitted that she didn't actually know what Fabiola really thought of me and that her suppositions were largely based on day-time soap operas. We also agreed that it was possible that she could actually have married him for love. In my little heart of hearts though, where I keep more than a few secrets gleaned from patients and others over the years, I suspected this actually wasn't the case but I would never actually admit that I thought Fabiola was a gold digger herself who'd had the good fortune to hit the mother lode. Still, good luck to her was my view. It wasn't as though Luciano couldn't afford it or didn't have his head screwed on straight.

 

More worrisome for me was how Fabiola could be so far off how I saw myself. I still had pangs of guilt over how much I was being paid and the thought of a few tens of billions of dollars didn't attract me in the slightest, not that there was any real prospect of a 33 year old mildly overweight redhead with freckles ever being trophy wife material. There wasn't much I could do about it anyway. For sure, if I confronted Fabiola and explained that I wasn't interested in Luciano's money she wouldn't believe me as her perceptions would be coloured by her attitudes, preconceptions and environment. One of the hardest things to do is change someone's mindset. After thinking about it for a while I concluded that the only thing I could do was to actually do nothing. In time Fabiola would, hopefully, come to see that I wasn't a threat after all. At the end of the day it didn't really matter anyway. I was there as a nurse to tend any illnesses and so long as I wasn't obstructed in that I was happy.

 

The five hour time difference between New York and Tahiti didn't help though. Mid afternoon here in Tahiti was evening there so I couldn't actually launch enthusiastically into contacting the various companies to discuss things until the following day which is how I ended up staring at my computer screen wondering how I was going to assess the merits and demerits of eleven hundred hotels. In the end I cut the list down to the thirty most expensive hotels in Manhattan which was probably what any sensible person would have done in the first place. I then spent the evening and most of the next day gawping at photographs and reviews of places that would make a palace look dowdy and wondering if any of the people who actually stayed in these places had any idea of the real world. 

 

“Are you busy?” I asked, tapping on Stefan's doorpost a couple of days later.

 

“For you, never,” he said, taking his feet of his desk. That seemed to be his habitual way of working although I did wonder if he'd end up in later life with restricted movement in his ankles. “What can I do for you?”

 

“You said to check with you before I actually committed to a hotel,” I said, sitting down. I put another little bottle of eye drops for Ginevra that I was carrying on his desk and sat primly with a folder of printouts on my lap. Stefan picked up the bottle and read the instructions then put it back down without any comment.

 

“I'm going to check on Dionira after we're done,” I said by way of explanation.

 

“Excellent,” he said. “So which hotel have you decided upon? The Greenwich Hotel? The Royalton?”

 

“Ahh, no,” I said. “Rihanna stays at the Greenwich and the Kardashians at the Royalton so there'll probably be paparazzi at those. I was quite impressed by The Bowery but then I discovered Margot Robbie uses it when she's in New York so I crossed that off as well.”

 

“Don't tell me you've managed to find a hotel in Manhattan that celebrities don't use,” he said, frowning. “It won't be up to much if you have.”

 

“Well, I've found two that Google searches didn't link to any celebrities,” I said. “That's not to say they aren't used by them but it suggested to me that they'd be the more discreet types rather than people who courted the press.”

 

“Well, perhaps,” he said doubtfully. “Tell me more.”

 

“One is the Arama International Hotel,” I said. “Actually that's the one I've decided on as it has glorious views over Central Park. I thought Luciano might like to look out and see trees since New York is such a concrete jungle. The other one only had views of skyscrapers.”

 

“I've vaguely heard of the Arama, I think,” he said. “How expensive is it?”

 

“I didn't think cost was an issue,” I said, a little defensively. “You didn't mention a budget.”

 

“It isn't,” he said, picking up his drink and sitting back. “But it is an indicator of quality. You won't get much for a thousand a night.”

 

“Ahh, that's all right then,” I said, relieved. “According to the Arama's website their most expensive suite is the Emperor Suite which is $40,000 a night.”

 

“That's more like it,” he said. “What's it like?”

 

“I've got some pictures if you want to see,” I said, opening my folder, “although the Emperor Suite isn't available on the dates we want.”

 

“So why are you telling me then?” he asked, sounding a little irritated.

 

“I thought you might like to know who's booked it,” I said. “It's Xiao Li Wang, the Swiss cryptocurrency billionaire. I didn't think he'd be attracting the press, except possibly some computer magazines or something. Incidentally, the Empress Suite is also booked, by Maryam Khatri, the founder and CEO of Sangara Cosmetics in India.”

 

“I didn't know Maryam was going to be in New York then,” said Stefan thoughtfully. “Luciano knows her quite well. In fact he owns 3% of the company. I think he's met Xiao Li Wang as well although he's invested in other crypto companies. That settles it anyway. We really can't have Luciano staying in a lesser suite than Maryam. That would be completely unacceptable.”

 

“Well if you say so,” I said, “but when I spoke to the manager he told me that they completely gutted the top floor and refurbished it a couple of years ago. It's now more or less just two large suites and they're not listed on the website as they are for what he called 'special guests'. They don't have names, just 'Top Floor Left' and 'Top Floor Right' depending on which way you turn when you step out of the lift. Both are available in October and they're $50,000 a night each.”

 

“That's more like it,” said Stefan, his eyes brightening. Then they narrowed suspiciously. “More or less? What do you mean, more or less?”

 

“Each has its own smaller suite attached for personal staff,” I said. “Apparently the lift opens into a foyer with the two main suites on either side and the two staff suites between them. I thought the foyer would be useful for security. That way they can check anyone who comes up in the lift before they even get to either suite. I also thought that Rosilene and Dionira could use the staff suites between the main suites so it would be easier for Luciano and Fabiola but they could be assigned to José and Chiara. Whichever is more convenient.”

 

“Yes, that's good thinking,” said Stefan, nodding slowly. “I suspect that they'll end up with José and Chiara rather than the little one but we can decide that later. Tell me about the suites themselves.”

 

“I'm still waiting on some photographs,” I said, scrabbling through my folder to find my notes. “They're being emailed but the manager did describe them to me. They're both the same size, at 3000 square feet which is about 300 square metres, and both have views over Central Park on one side and Fifth Avenue on the other side. Both have two bedrooms and two bathrooms as well as an entertainment room with 60inch televisions with full surround sound and built-in audio playback from multiple sources and a conference room with seating for up to fifteen people. Oh and both have their own fully equipped kitchens and everything, from the lights to the TV and the door locks, is controlled through an iPad.”

 

“So are the two suites identical?” he asked, sipping his drink.

 

“Definitely not,” I said. “What I've told you is their basic infrastructure. Top Floor Right was designed by a leading New York interior designer with furnishings in tones of pale chocolate brown accented with brushed gold and Chinese red accessories. The living and dining rooms are panelled with teak from Mozambique and the dining table is a single section from a Californian Redwood tree and seats up to twelve people. It's also got a fully equipped gymnasium and an oxygen impregnated spa, whatever that is.”

 

“That sounds all right,” said Stefan. “What about the other one?”

 

“Oh, and I forgot to mention it has its own library with a selection of classics both old and modern as well as a library research facility with links into the New York State Library database and several universities including Harvard,” I said, trying to keep my voice matter of fact.

 

“Well we won't be using that,” he said. “I do my own research. Top Floor Right?”

 

“That was Top Floor Right,” I said. “Top Floor Left is more arty with a wide selection of unique art works by New York and Paris artists and there is a large modern art sculpture in the entrance lobby. Both bedrooms have hand-made wall paper and the circular bath in the main bathroom is topped with a ring of Swarovski crystal. Apparently the crystal is lit from underneath and looks lovely when the main lights are off. The outside wall of the bathroom is also entirely made of glass so you can lie in the bath and look out over Central Park. It's probably very nice so long as you're not scared of heights. It is on the 60th floor after all.”

 

“They both sound adequate,” said Stefan. “What about rooms for the rest of us?”

 

“Each of the other floors have around forty rooms on them,” I said, “as well as a suite in each corner. Each floor has its own individual theme and the 59th floor is predominantly ivory with Peacock blue. The rooms on the 59th floor feature artworks and sculptures from various artists with each room being a different artist. I've checked with the manager and only about a third of the rooms are booked at the moment so we can have twenty five on that floor. If we book the manager will arrange for us to have all our rooms together although we will need four or five rooms on the floor below. I thought it might be useful to actually have them on the 55th floor where Reception is. Incidentally, the main lifts for the building only go to the 55th floor. The hotel's floors have their own lifts between the 55th and the top.”

 

“Why more?” asked Stefan. “Aren't twenty five rooms enough?”

 

“We're going to need more security staff,” I said.

 

“So all of a sudden you are now an expert on security?” said Stefan, tipping his chair forward so his elbows were on the desk.

 

“Quite the opposite,” I said, watching his face very closely as I'd planned this moment. “I know bugger all about security. In fact it hadn't even occurred to me to get some females guards so I had a chat with Kamaka.”

 

“Ahhh,” he said, relaxing a little. I didn't detect any sign of annoyance which was encouraging. “Good, good. And did you tell him of the Arama?”

 

“Yes,” I said. “He particularly likes the hotel having its own lifts and the two main suites being isolated on the top floor. Oh, I forgot to mention that there's a helipad on the roof as well so we'll need a couple of extra guards up there too. The manager assured me that the top floor suites are soundproofed so guests will not be disturbed by helicopters coming and going.”

 

“Useful,” he said. “Helicopters are noisy things. I think you've done an excellent job here. How are you going with the limousines?”

 

“I've got things all organised with three companies,” I said. “One of them can supply two armoured limos with drivers trained in detection and evasion. The other two can handle the rest of the cars. How they're going to manage parking I can't imagine but that's their problem, not ours.”

 

“You don't think a third armoured limo would be a good idea?” asked Stefan. “What if someone tries to kidnap Dionira?”

 

“I can always look for a third,” I said, “but can't Dionira travel with Fabiola when they're going somewhere? After all, she is the girl's mother and Dionira is hardly likely to want to go to functions on her own.”

 

Stefan laughed and leaned forward again, clasping his hands.

 

“I'd totally agree with you,” he said, “but practicalities are completely irrelevant here. Everything is about image and Fabiola won't thank you for making her make a glamorous exit from a limo with a three year old in tow. Find a third armoured limo.”

 

“OK,” I said. “So shall I go ahead and make the hotel bookings?”

 

I was quite looking forward to this since, all up, with the two suites and 30 other rooms for four nights I was going to be spending a few bucks short of one and a half million dollars US which promised to be quite thrilling. I'd even chosen my own room. One with pearl silk wall hangings, bamboo floors and a two hundred year old Japanese parchment written in characters by a Buddhist monk which told a story of happiness and enlightenment. I just hoped there was a translation available. The room looked out over the Hudson River instead of Central Park but I wasn't that fussed.

 

“Sure,” he said. “Any problems with QDX or IntSec?”

 

“Not at all,” I said. “Oh, I assumed we'd be flying in to Republic Airport? That's what QDX recommended anyway as La Guardia and JFK are far too busy with commercial traffic to deal with a private jet.”

 

“Naturally,” he said. “Good, good. It seems you have everything in hand, Jennifer.”

 

“I do have two more questions though,” I said. “As we're not taking Heiva or any of the kitchen staff what should I do about catering?”

 

“Oh, Luciano likes to go to local restaurants,” he said. He paused and gave a little laugh. “In fact, when he finds one he likes he usually buys it. He owns two or three hundred around the world, mostly in Europe but a few in America. There's no need for you to worry about them though. He'll choose where to dine himself. The other question?”

 

“Why did you get me to make the security arrangements?” I asked. “Kamaka is quite upset about it.”

 

“Ah, that was remiss of me,” said Stefan. “I should have warned him. I'll pop over and apologise later.”

 

“You mean it was deliberate?” I asked. “Not an oversight?”

 

“Of course it was deliberate,” he said. “I daresay as an Emergency Room nurse you are quite good at organising people and equipment but something of this nature? No, this would be far outside your experience. The security arrangements were a test to see if you'd recognise your deficiencies and seek expert help or try to bluff your way through. I'm delighted that you chose the former and not the latter. Inevitably a few things will go wrong because they always do but the important thing is to anticipate and be prepared.”

 

“Oh, er, thanks,” I said, not expecting that. It made me feel quite chirpy actually. “So, um, it's not because of a lack of confidence in Kamaka or anything then?”

 

“Not at all,” said Stefan frowning. “Is that what he thought?”

 

“Actually yes,” I said.

 

“Then I'll go and talk to him now,” he said, pushing his chair back. “Is there anything else?”

 

“Not for the moment,” I said. “Um, do you want me to draw up an itinerary detailing the trip for everyone going?”

 

“Definitely,” said Stefan. “The more detailed the better although someone is bound to get lost. Someone always does.”

 

“Probably me,” I thought, following him out although more slowly. “Still, it's a relief to know there was no plot afoot.”

 

I headed off to Rosilene's house then quickly hurried back to get the eye drops which I'd left on his desk.

 

Ginevra was deeply engrossed in some cartoon or other when I went in and merely shouted “Jen Jen” a couple of times and waved frantically before giving her attention entirely back to it. I had a quick chat with Rosilene who told me that the redness in Ginevra's eye had improved slightly so I sidled over to stand beside the TV pretending to look for something. From that angle I was able to see Ginevra's eye as she stared, engrossed, at the TV. I've no idea what the cartoon was about but it seemed to involve some sort of vampire dressed like an English nobleman even though he had an American accent. Regardless, Ginevra was enjoying every moment and only rubbed her eye once while I was watching her.

 

“Yes, she does look better,” I said to Rosilene. “Is there any sign of redness in her other eye? Pink eye is dreadfully contagious.”

 

“I am not seeing redness, Miss Jennifer,” said Rosilene. “I am putting the drops in the eyes every four hours day and night and I am washing her hands every thirty minutes.”

 

“Excellent,” I said, thinking Rosilene was a bit of a harsh taskmaster. It would be interesting to see what happens when Ginevra's grown up a bit more and starts to rebel a little. “Well, keep up the good work. I'll be back tomorrow to see how she is.”

 

“You no go now, Miss Jennifer,” said Rosilene. “You stay a few minutes longer, yes?”

 

“If you like,” I said, surprised. Rosilene had never wanted me to stay for a chat before. “Are you feeling unwell?”

 

“You stay 'ere,” said Rosilene. “I am back one minute, yes?”

 

“Well, OK,” I said. “I'm in no great hurry.”

 

She disappeared out the back door so I turned to watch the TV. The vampire was about to sink its fangs into a beautiful young blonde stretched out on a table when a dashing young prince with overly thin legs leapt into the room. I felt that he should have worn baggy trousers rather than tights but I daresay it was some sort of period drama cartoon. Anyway, Ginevra was fascinated and giggled as the young prince grappled with the vampire then, for some reason, all three burst into song. Ginevra seemed to know the song and tried to sing along although she had trouble pronouncing some of the words.

 

The fly screen door at the back of the house slammed and I turned to see Rosilene beckoning at me.

 

“What's up?” I asked, puzzled.

 

“Please to come,” she called quietly, a touch of urgency in her voice.

 

“What's the matter?” I asked, walking over. I figured that since she was standing beside the door to the toilet she had some sort of bowel problem that she was embarrassed about. “You want me to go in there?”

 

“No, no,” she said, still whispering. “There, please,” and pointed to the bedroom door which was slightly ajar.

 

“OK,” I said and pushed it open.

 

“Hello,” said Fabiola from behind her habitual dark glasses. “Shut the door.”

 




Chapter Twenty

 

“Oh sorry, Miss Fabiola,” I said. “I didn't know you were in here. Sorry.” I started to back out, pulling the door with me.

 

“No, no, come, come,” said Fabiola and beckoned with all the fingers of her hand.

 

I glanced behind me and Rosilene was standing not far away watching, stony faced.

 

“OK,” I said and went in the room.

 

Fabiola gestured with her hand so I closed the door behind me. There was a heavy tension in the room and I had the funniest feeling that some sort of showdown was about to happen. Certainly my heart speeded up a little and my face didn't want to smile happily.

 

Fabiola was wearing a simple, though undoubtedly very expensive, pale green dress which covered her knees as she sat on the edge of Rosilene's bed. She smoothed it over her knees with one hand while we both remained silent for quite a few seconds. Her sunglasses were large and I couldn't see her eyes at all, although her mouth looked quite stern.

 

“Sit, please,” she said and got up. I was quite disconcerted as I'd never heard Fabiola say 'please' before, except to Luciano. Still, I walked over and sat in the chair in front of Rosilene's dressing table.

 

Fabiola nodded approvingly then wandered over to the window.

 

“You like this room?” she asked, looking out.

 

“It's a very nice room,” I said, puzzled. Admittedly it was filled with Rosilene's things which weren't always to my taste but there was nothing wrong with that. Why were we talking about the room?

 

“I do not,” said Fabiola. “The sun, it comes in here in the early morning. I am not liking that.”

 

“OK,” I said slowly.

 

She turned to look at me then started to wander around the room, touching a few things here and there and picking up a few to look at then putting them down. There was definite tension in the way she moved, a slight stiffness that marred her normal elegant studied grace. Then a small glass jar slipped out of her hand and the sudden noise made me jump.

 

“'Scuzi,” she muttered and reached out to turn the jar the right way up but pulled her hand back. She sighed and turned to look at me again. “You do not like me, I think, Jennifer.”

 

“Oh I quite like you,” I said, “although you can be a little difficult to talk to.”

 

“Si,” she said. “It is difficult for me here. I must, how you say, stay on top of things.”

 

“Well, I suppose so,” I said guardedly, not having a clue what she was talking about. I couldn't immediately see how being a little friendlier would let things slide but then again, I had very little idea of her world or the pressures she felt or imagined.

 

“But you are liking Luciano, yes?” she asked, going over to straighten the bed covering where she'd sat.

 

“Yes I do,” I said. “I admire him as well.”

 

“But you do not admire me?” she asked quickly.

 

“I'm sure you're a very good actress,” I said after a moment's hesitation. What the hell was I supposed to say? I admire you greatly for being a bitch? “Although I haven't seen any of your films yet.”

 

“Si,” she said, wandering over to inspect a framed photograph of what I presumed to be Rosilene's parents. “Yes, he is a very great man.” She adjusted the frame slightly then jerked her head around to look at me. “Can I trust you?”

 

“Umm, trust me with what?” I asked, not wanting to commit myself.

 

She turned away and went back to look out of the window again.

 

“Are you married?” she asked, her back as rigid as a bar of steel.

 

“No,” I said. “I never have been.”

 

“Ah,” she said. “Then perhaps you cannot understand that sometimes there must be secrets between a husband and wife, no?”

 

“Oh I do understand that,” I said. “Sometimes there are things it's best not to share. Not often, I dare say, but sometimes.” I was getting a definite feeling that Fabiola was building up to something and I was beginning to get a feeling I might know what it was.

 

“Si,” she said, reaching out to run her fingertips down the edge of the louvred shutter. “Some things it is best that the husband, he does not know.”

 

“Fabiola,” I said, getting up and walking over. “Something is obviously bothering you. What is it?”

 

“Can I trust you?” she asked, rigidly staring out the window. Her fingers gripped the shutter edge and I noticed her knuckles turn white.

 

“Of course you can,” I said, reaching out to touch her shoulder.

 

She jerked quite hard at my touch then froze. After a moment or two she turned to face me and lifted her sunglasses to the top of her head. Her eyes were puffy and bloodshot and she had the beginnings of dark circles under her eyes, not quite hidden by her makeup.

 

“What's the matter?” I asked softly. “You can tell me.”

 

Her eyes flicked anxiously from one of my eyes to the other and back again as she searched for something in them that would let her open up to me. She must have seen enough as her body suddenly relaxed and her shoulders sagged but perhaps she'd merely come to the end of her tether. Those bags under her eyes hadn't come from plenty of sleep.

 

“Penso di essere incinta,” she said, very very quietly. “I think I am pregnant.” Her eyes were still fixed on mine, still flickering from one to the other.

 

“Ah,” I said, my gut feeling confirmed but I still had to be delicate, just in case. “Um, Luciano?”

 

Silently she slowly shook her head, her eyes never leaving mine.

 

“I see,” I said quietly. “Come on, let's sit on the bed and have a chat about this.” 

 

I put my arm around her shoulder and gently led her to the end of the bed. She came quite willingly and we sat. I got a very strong sense from the way her body leant into mine that what she needed most of all at that moment was a hug, some non-judgemental personal contact, so I put my other arm around her as well and pulled her close. She tensed for a moment then kind of collapsed against me and started to cry. I rocked her gently back and forth for a while, intrigued that at no point did she put even one arm around me. Clearly this was a girl who'd been starved of affection, as opposed to sex which is different. She didn't know how to hug or cuddle.

 

Perhaps a minute or two later she regained control of herself and her tears stopped.

 

“That was so not cool,” she said, trying to give me a smile. She got up and went over to Rosilene's dressing table to inspect the damage done to her self-image.

 

“Maybe not, but you needed it,” I said. “Um, do Rosilene or Chiara know?”

 

“I have told no one,” she said, wiping her eyes with a tissue. She turned to look at me. “Will you?”

 

“I am a professional nurse,” I said. “The patient's privacy is paramount and you are my patient.”

 

She frowned. “Please?”

 

“I cannot be a good nurse if my patient is afraid to talk to me in case I tell someone else,” I said. “It doesn't matter what the rights or wrongs are, what happens between you and me is private and confidential. I won't tell anyone.”

 

“Not even Luciano?” she asked, watching me warily.

 

“Not even Luciano,” I said.

 

Actually I felt a little guilty about that but that's the way it goes. If Fabiola can't talk to me and goes and does something stupid then it's my fault, not hers. Whether or not she'd already done something stupid wasn't my concern. My role was to deal with consequences, not to make judgements.

 

She nodded and looked relieved then turned to study her reflection in the mirror again and scowled.

 

“Are you sure?” I asked. “About being …” and I made a circumspect motion with my hand.

 

“My period is not happening two weeks,” she said, wiping around her eyes with a tissue, “and my boobies are sore.”

 

“Well, that's not conclusive,” I said. “There could be a number of other causes. Have you taken a pregnancy test?”

 

“No,” she said, rummaging among Rosilene's meagre stock of cosmetics.

 

“Then that's what we need to do first,” I said, standing up. “Come over to my office, I've got some there.”

 

“No, no,” she said urgently. “I cannot! I will be seen!”

 

“Excuse me?” I said, surprised. “What does that matter? I'm the nurse here and everyone comes to see me sooner or later.”

 

“Is not possible,” she said, looking at me in the mirror. “Someone will tell Luciano and he will want to know why I am seeing you.”

 

“Well, tell him you had a headache or something,” I said.

 

“Not possible,” she said. “Everyone here is watching me and telling of me to him. He is not a stupid man. There will be other signs and he will work it out.”

 

“But won't people know I'm here with you now?” I asked.

 

“You are here for Ginevra,” she said. “That is what they know.”

 

Which explained why Rosilene had wanted me to stay and why Fabiola sneaked in the back door. Jesus. I didn't know if it was true that she was being watched but either way, what a life. No wonder she didn't relax when I was around.

 

“OK,” I said. “It's not a problem. I'll go and get a test and come back here.”

 

“Good,” she said. “I will wait.”

 

I walked briskly back to my house reflecting that there was probably a lengthy prenuptial agreement in place and that Fabiola might well stand to lose a few billions through an unauthorised pregnancy. Much as I liked Luciano I could appreciate that he hadn't got to be as wealthy as he was by not being ruthless when he had to be. I grabbed a cold compress on my way out in case anyone asked. Ginevra could have a mild fever and needed something cold on her forehead.

 

“Could you make us some tea, Rosilene?” I asked when I got back.

 

“Certainly Miss Jennifer,” she said, automatically looking over at Ginevra to see if she was OK to be left alone for a few minutes. She was still happily watching cartoons and playing with her dolls.

 

“Thanks,” I said, waiting until she'd gone into the kitchen before slipping into the bedroom.

 

Fabiola was still sitting at the dressing table, gazing vacantly into the distance. She'd repaired her makeup although in different shades to what she normally used. No doubt Céline, our resident beautician, would have something to say about that. Perhaps she'd even report the anomaly back to management although it didn't seem likely that a change of makeup would imply pregnancy.

 

“Have you used one of these before?” I asked, taking the packet out from under my sarong. 

 

It was a standard ClearBlue pregnancy test although, having come from the pharmacy in Pape'ete, it wasn't labelled as a pregnancy test. It was a 'test de grossesse' which literally translates, rather impolitely, as 'fatness test'.

 

“Yes,” she said, taking the packet. She disappeared to the bathroom so I sat on the bed.

 

She was back before Rosilene came in with the tea and I had to quickly shove the test under the bed sheet as her sharp eyes were looking everywhere. I had no idea what Fabiola had told her to get her to cooperate with the consultation in her house but she was clearly very curious.

 

“Leave the tray on the dressing table,” said Fabiola, almost back to her regal aloof self. “Jennifer will deal with it.”

 

“Yes, Miss Fabiola,” said Rosilene, giving one last look around the room before returning to Ginevra.

 

“So, ah, when do you think it happened?” I asked. If it did turn out she was pregnant then it would be useful to know how far along she was. I was also mildly curious to know if the man was someone on the island.

 

“In Italy,” she said, checking her watch. “Last month, with the filming of La Vita, L'Amore.”

 

“Is that your latest movie?” I asked.

 

“Si,” she said and sighed. “The lighting man, he was lighting Guido and not me so I sleep with him so he light me properly. Big mistake, no?”

 

“Guido was the leading man?” I asked.

 

“Si,” she said.

 

“Didn't you take precautions?” I asked.

 

“Si,” she said with a shrug. “Bastardo took it off before he finish. I pray to the Madonna and lit seven candles but she no hear me. La Vita, L'Amore, pah!” and she pretended to spit on the floor

 

“Unfortunate,” I said sympathetically. It's surprisingly common among men who like to control women even though it's illegal in Australia. There's even a word for it; 'stealthing', and it's considered legally to be a form of rape although it may not be in Italy. “Are you going to tell him?”

 

Fabiola just looked witheringly at me without answering and I suddenly realised that if she breathed a word about this to the man concerned it would be all over the Italian newspapers within minutes. I don't speak Italian but by the sound of it La Vita, L'Amore meant The Life, The Love or something along those lines. Under the circumstances it seemed something of a cruel irony.

 

With a sigh, Fabiola got up and retrieved the pregnancy test from under the bed sheet. She glanced at it then handed it to me without a word and turned away. There were blue lines in both the Control window and the Result window and, just to rub it in, a large +. It was pretty unequivocal. Fabiola was pregnant.

 

“Right,” I said, putting the kit back in its packet and pushing it under my sarong. “So now we know. Um, I'm assuming you don't want to have the child or put it up for adoption?”

 

“Si,” she said. “I cannot. Luciano …” and she spread her hands expressively then used a finger to cut her own throat.

 

“Quite,” I said. “Well, that only leaves one option. We simply don't have the resources on the island for a surgical abortion so you'd have to go somewhere else. Perhaps Tahiti, perhaps even Canada. Is that possible?”

 

“No!” she said vehemently. “Perhaps I can visit a friend but no, is too public. Someone will tell Luciano. I cannot do this thing. This is why I come to you. You will help me please? You do what is needed?”

 

“Absolutely not,” I said and her face fell. “I'm sorry but it would be completely unethical and I'm not a qualified doctor. There is, however, the option of a medical abortion.”

 

“Please?” she asked, a ray of hope flitting across her beautiful face. “What is this?”

 

“You take a pill,” I said. “It's not 100% guaranteed but under the circumstances I think it's probably the best option. I can give you the pill, well, five pills actually, and keep an eye on you but I can't get the pills myself. Only a doctor can prescribe them so I'll have to talk to John Irish in Canada unless you know another doctor who'll prescribe them.”

 

“Oh,” she said and the ray of hope disappeared.

 

“He won't tell Luciano,” I said, “if that's what you're worried about.”

 

“He is dottore of Luciano,” she said. “He will tell Luciano.”

 

“He shouldn't,” I said. “He's bound by the same confidentiality rules that I am.”

 

Actually I wasn't hundred percent certain of that. The rules and guidelines in Canada might be different to those in Australia.

 

“Can you be certain of this?” she asked.

 

I hesitated then was forced to admit that no, I wasn't certain. Aside from anything else, John Irish might well go where the money was. Plenty of doctors do.

 

“Vaffanculo,” she hissed with a snarl. Even that didn't detract from her beauty. If anything it enhanced her with a touch of animalistic character rather than her normal picture perfect looks. She snatched up one of Rosilene's glass jars and hurled it at the wall. It bounced off and broke one of our forgotten teacups but she didn't notice.

 

“There is another way,” I said slowly, eyeing her carefully. She certainly looked to be in the peak of health, if perhaps slightly underweight, so the likelihood of complications was very small.

 

“Si?” she said, staring intently at me. “What? I will do whatever you say!”

 

“There's no need for you to do anything,” I said, coming to a decision. “I'll tell John Irish it's for me. That way your name will never come into it. There's no reason why he'd be suspicious and even the pharmacy records in Pape'ete will have the wrong name so no one can track it down in the future.”

 

She frowned. “You would do this for me?” she asked, a mixture of pleading and incredulity in her voice. “I pay you, of course. Whatever you ask.”

 

“I don't want payment,” I said, feeling somewhat insulted. “and if you try to pay me I'll refuse it.”

 

“I do not understand,” she said, confusion all over her face. “I have given you no cause to love me. What is it you want?”

 

“No, you haven't,” I said, “but I don't want anything in return. You are my patient and you're in a very difficult situation and I'm only trying to help. After all, your mental health has to be considered as well. Besides, I won't be taking the pills, you will so I'm not at any risk and it doesn't matter in the slightest if anyone thinks it was me who was pregnant.”

 

Actually it occurred to me that it might give Kamaka pause for thought but he'd probably be pleased I'd dealt with it without bothering him. Guys are like that.

 

“I do not understand,” she said again. “I give you money, yes? Oh! You want to be in movies? I get you job, yes? In movies? You be big star in Italian movies! You like that?”

 

I burst out laughing.

 

“Fabiola,” I said, taking her hand and clasping it between mine. “The absolute last thing I want is to be in a movie. That is so not me and I don't want money either. You're in trouble and I want to help you but I don't want anything in return, OK.”

 

“OK,” she said, pursing her lips. “If you say so.”

 

“Great,” I said. “Now, I'll talk to the doctor and get things organised. It'll probably take two, maybe three days to get the prescription faxed to Pape'ete and for Mahana to collect it. I'll also check up on the procedure as I may need to get in some other medicine as a precaution. From memory it takes a couple of days to work but there shouldn't be any obvious side effects so no one need ever know. Oh, and don't go on the Internet looking for information about these pills. Social Media is absolutely full of horror stories put out by the anti-abortionists in America trying to scare people. If there's anything you want to talk about come to me. Well, send Rosilene to get me for Ginevra anyway. OK?”

 

“OK,” she said. “I cannot go on the Internet. Stefan checks the logs and he will be suspicious if I am looking at things to make babies go away.”

 

“Well, that makes it easier,” I said. “Right, I'll be off. And don't worry. Everything will be fine. A few days and it'll all be over.”

 

“OK,” said Fabiola, standing up. Even though she was only 24 it looked as though two or three years had been shed from her face. Mostly from her eyes, I thought. “I am forever in your debt, Jennifer.”

 

She said that with such seriousness that I felt embarrassed. I didn't know what to say so I just smiled and left.

 




Chapter Twenty One

 

I was having a post lunch nap on the verandah when Tiare woke me. We'd had a grilled fish salad with a delightful dressing which was Heiva's own creation, the ingredients of which he refused to divulge. I say 'we' because I'd broken with protocol very early on and usually had my meals with Tiare since I enjoyed her company. She'd gone off to do whatever she did when I didn't need her and I'd dozed off since having a relaxing lifestyle is surprisingly tiring. More to the point I woke with a start and saw Tiare's anxious face looking at me. Behind her was Terehani, one of the housemaids, also looking anxious.

 

“Wha'?” I said drowsily, blinking at the pair of them.

 

“I am sorry to disturb you Miss Jennifer,” said Tiare, “but Terehani has brought your post and there is a letter from the Family Court of New South Wales. I thought it was important enough to wake you.”

 

Mahana collected the post and whatever supplies were needed from Pape'ete most mornings. The post went to Terehani whose job it was to sort and deliver it. It wasn't a time consuming job as most of the post went to Stefan or Maria but occasionally someone else got something. Apart from my monthly subscriptions to a couple of nursing journals I'd only had four letters so far, two of which had been the final gas and electricity bills for my unit in Bankstown.

 

“The Family Court?” I repeated blankly. “I wonder what they want?”

 

The fact that Terehani was still there, waiting patiently, suggested she was as anxious as Tiare to know what was in the letter as the island's gossip mill was a voracious consumer of information. I sighed and sat up.

 

“Give it here, then,” I said and Tiare handed me two letters. The other was from Australia Post.

 

I open the letter from the Family court, read it through quickly and laughed.

 

“It's nothing,” I said, looking up at their expectant faces. “It's just to inform me that the Restraining Order on my ex is due to expire and advising me what to do if I want it extended. Bit late now since the letter took four weeks to get here so the Order ran out, ohh, ten days ago.”

 

“There was also a packet of medical supplies, Miss Jennifer,” said Terehani, looking disappointed at the news as there was no prospect of a juicy bit of scandal to be disseminated. It wasn't as though my ex would even turn up unexpectedly and cause a ruckus. In the highly unlikely event that he did then Kamaka and his cronies would deal with him as a trespasser in their own special way. 

 

“I put them in your office, Miss Jennifer,” said Tiare. “Does anything need to go in the fridge?”

 

“I'll deal with that myself,” I said, opening the other letter.

 

The package should contain Fabiola's prescription and, even though it was ostensibly for me, I didn't want Tiare prying too much. Australia Post wanted me to know that my postal redirection would be running out in a month and gave me various options for renewing it. I kept that for further consideration and screwed up the Family Court letter.

 

“Bin that, would you, Tiare,” I said, “and put the other one on my desk. Thank you Terehani. You can go now.” 

 

As I'd expected the two little boxes for Fabiola's prescription were in the paper bag from the pharmacy, along with a packet of Luciano's diabetes tablets, a couple of little bottles of pills for nausea and diarrhoea in case Fabiola needed them and a few other odds and ends we were running low on. I picked them up and glanced at the instruction sheets inside but they were in French and didn't make a lot of sense. Still, I knew what to do as I'd been through the procedure with John Irish.

 

“Tiare,” I called.

 

“Yes, Jenny,” she said, appearing in the doorway a few moments later.

 

“Could you pop over to Rosilene and tell her I'll be over to check on Ginevra in about half an hour,” I said. “That way she can make sure she's there.” Actually it was to give time for Rosilene to warn Fabiola but I hoped Tiare wouldn't realise that.

 

“Sure,” she said. “Back in a minute.”

 

I extracted the first of the pills from its foil and wrapped it in a little bit of tissue paper then put the rest of the packaging in the bin. That way if Tiare found it she'd just assume I'd taken it. I then took a shower before putting on a clean sarong and hid the screw of tissue in a fold. Then, acting as though I didn't have a care in the world, I sauntered over to Rosilene's. After extricating myself from Ginevra's hugs and admiring a new stuffed koala that had arrived that day as well I got a glass of water then slipped into the bedroom. Fabiola was already there, looking somewhat nervous and apprehensive.

 

“It's arrived,” I said quietly, putting the water on the dressing table.

 

She nodded and her jaw tightened.

 

“So what …” she started, her voice a little strangled. She cleared her throat and tried again. “So what I do?”

 

“Sit down and try to relax first,” I said. “It's very simple and won't hurt.”

 

She sat gingerly on the edge of the bed and I retrieved the tablet and unwrapped it. I left it sitting on the bed in its little tissue nest.

 

“Such a small thing,”she murmured, staring at it.

 

“It doesn't take much,” I said. “It's just a trigger to make your own body reject the foetus. Now, this is what's going to happen. You take this tablet then we'll wait for ten minutes or so. There's a tiny possibility that the tablet will make you throw up and if that happens we'll have to get another tablet but hopefully not as we're a little short of time. Then in about 24 hours you'll get what feels like a heavy period and you may notice you pass what looks like a blood clot. Don't worry about that, it'll just be the foetus and that's what's supposed to happen. You might also get some cramps, nausea and a little diarrhoea. If you do then send Chiara to me for some tablets to help with that. You can tell her it's something you ate.”

 

“OK,” said Fabiola, still staring at the pill. “That is it?”

 

“No, there's more,” I said. “The day after tomorrow I'll come back as you need to take a prostaglandin to return your hormone levels to normal. That'll be four more tablets. Then in a week or so we'll do another pregnancy test to check it worked which I'm confident it will. Also you may find you continue to get a little bleeding or spotting for another week or two but that's also quite normal.”

 

She nodded again then looked up at me.

 

“I take now?” she asked.

 

“If you are certain this is what you want,” I said.

 

“Si,” she said and shrugged. “Everything else is impossible.”

 

“Well, yes,” I said and got her the glass of water. She hesitated only momentarily then swallowed the tablet.

 

“I also want to have a chat with you about your feelings,” I said. “You'll feel some grief over the next few weeks, perhaps even some guilt. It's important to acknowledge your feelings and work through them but you mustn't let yourself give in to any negative thoughts. Do you have someone close on the island you can talk to?”

 

She just looked at me and gave a dismissive, almost contemptuous wave of her hand.

 

“Well, you can come and talk to me any time you feel the need,” I said. “If anyone asks we can say you want to talk about plastic surgery or something and no one will be surprised because movie stars do that all the time. You might also get tearful or feel a strong need to cry. Is there a safe place where you can be alone and process your feelings?”

 

She looked at me then tapped the side of her head.

 

“In here,” she said. “Is only place I am alone. Only place I am safe. Do not worry. I am good actress. No one know what is in my head.”

 

“OK,” I said, thinking how sad it was that such a beautiful and apparently carefree young woman was forced to live inside her head and be something different to the world. Then again, perhaps all actors and actresses were like that. Perhaps the world was just a stage and everything was an act.

 

We waited a few more minutes but there was no sign of her feeling sick. I would have liked to talk to her some more, get to know the real Fabiola as she was inside her head but I could sense there was strong barrier; that she'd never let anyone know her true feelings. I wondered how she'd come to be this way. Surely it wasn't all simply because she'd married a rich man? I couldn't put it into words but I had a definite feeling these barriers had had their foundations laid many years ago, perhaps even in her childhood. They were, in some strange way, too sophisticated, too polished to have come from a handful of years of drama school and movie sets. The one thing I was certain of was that Fabiola had more than her fair share of mental toughness.

 

“Do you know anything about Fabiola's background?” I asked when I got home.

 

“Not really,” said Tiara. “I don't think anyone does. Why?”

 

“Oh, I bumped into her when I was seeing Ginevra and she gave me the cold shoulder as she always does,” I said. “I was just wondering if she came from a privileged family of aristocrats or something.”

 

“I think she's originally from a place called Calabria or something,” said Tiare. “Don't worry though. She treats everyone like that. A real cold fish. Do you want me to ask around? Someone may know something. After all, I'm sure Luciano had her investigated before he married her so Stefan probably has files on her.”

 

“Oh God no,” I said. “She's entitled to her privacy. I was just mildly curious, that's all.”

 

“José's coming,” said Tiare, looking over my shoulder.

 

“Here?” I asked, turning round. 

 

“Looks like it,” she said. “I wonder what he wants.”

 

“Good afternoon, Miss Jennifer,” he said, ignoring Tiare. “Mr Luciano wonders if you could spare him a moment or two? At your convenience, of course.”

 

“I'll come now, José,” I said, knowing full well that 'at your convenience' meant in the next minute or so not sometime tomorrow. “I expect he wants an update on the trip to New York.”

 

“You'll find him in his office, Miss Jennifer,” said José. He waited until I'd descended from the balcony then followed me over.

 

“Ahh, Jennifer!” exclaimed Luciano jovially when José ushered me in. “A pleasure to see you as always.” We'd done our exercise routine together only a few short hours previously but sometimes he liked to pretend he hadn't seen me for days.

 

“The pleasure is all mine, Luciano,” I said, sitting down uninvited. José had had visible heart palpitations when I'd first done this but he'd quickly got used to it as Luciano didn't seem to mind. “Has Stefan shown you the photos of the Arama Hotel in New York?”

 

“Yes he has,” said Luciano. “It seems a decent place. You have chosen well.”

 

“Thank you,” I said.

 

“So well, in fact, that I am now confident to ask you to go ahead with the arrangements for our Christmas expedition to Switzerland,” he said, sitting back and clasping his hands over his belly. “Somewhere close to skiing, I think.”

 

“Do you ski?” I asked, surprised. 

 

“Alas, no,” he said. “But Fabiola does. And Stefan. I daresay some of the younger members of staff may wish to try their hands as well. I anticipate arriving in the middle of December and returning soon after the New Year. Liaise with Stefan.”

 

“Yes, Luciano,” I said. “Ah, is there anything else?”

 

“You are in a hurry to leave?” he asked, his bushy eyebrows creasing. “There are other matters I wish to discuss with you.”

 

“Not at all,” I said, “but I know you are a busy man.”

 

“Not so busy,” he said with a short barking laugh. “My island does not lend itself to hard work. I wish you also to start making arrangements for the Olympic Games in Milan.”

 

“Milan?” I said, surprised. “I thought they were in Paris and didn't they finish a few weeks ago? I'm sure I saw something in the news about that.”

 

“The Winter Games,” he said. “In 2026. I wish to attend the figure skating events.”

 

“Ahh, right,” I said. “So you like ice skating?”

 

“When I was a young man in São Paulo I spent much time at the Metropolitan Ice Rink,” he said. “Alas I had no talents in that direction but there were many pretty girls there who skated and I spent many happy hours watching them. I no longer go to ice rinks, of course, but I do enjoy watching the the top professionals perform.”

 

“Yes, they're very skilled,” I said. “I went to an ice rink in Sydney a couple of times but I kept falling over. My feet never seemed to be able to cope.”

 

“I too,” he said. “The ice is very hard, is it not?”

 

“Too hard,” I said. “Someone should invent a soft ice so it doesn't hurt.”

 

“Indeed,” he said. “Perhaps I should set one of my companies to that task. And how is little Dionira? You have seen her many times in the last few days. She is very sick?”

 

“Dionira?” I asked, surprised at the sudden change of topic. “She's well enough. She has a mild case of conjunctivitis at the moment but it's slowly clearing up. I've been giving her eye drops.”

 

“Ah yes,” said Luciano. “And that is what the RU-486 is for, yes?”

 

“Excuse me?” I asked, a sudden chill going through me.

 

“You had some RU-486 delivered today,” he said, leaning forward. “It is for Dionira's conjunctivitis, yes?”

 

I briefly considered lying but it isn't in my nature and it's always easier to stick to the truth whenever possible.

 

“Absolutely not,” I said. “She's far too young.”

 

“That is what I thought,” he said. “RU-486 is a brand of Mifeprex, is it not? The abortion drug in America?”

 

“Actually no,” I said. “Mifeprex is a brand of Mifepristone. RU-486 is the original French name for the drug as it was developed by a French company but yes, it is a drug used for early term medical abortions.”

 

“Ahh, I am corrected,” he said. “So if not for Dionira, who is this RU-486 for?”

 

“I can't possibly tell you that, Luciano,” I said. “It would be a breach of privacy.”

 

“This is my island,” he said forcefully. “There is no privacy on my island. I demand to know everything!”

 

“Absolutely out of the question,” I said, frowning. “I am a registered nurse and it would be a breach of my professional duty.”

 

“Professional, pah,” he spat. “You work for me. That is the extent of your professional duty. You will tell me who is having this abortion.” His eyes bored into me.

 

“Not so,” I said, my inherited Irish temper beginning to rise. “You pay me, yes, but in my capacity as a nurse and in that capacity I am a nurse registered in Australia. Under the Nursing and Midwifery Board of Australia Code of Professional Conduct for Nurses I am required to uphold the privacy of patients.”

 

“But you are not in Australia now,” he said. “You are on my island!” and he banged his fist in his desk.

 

“It doesn't matter where I am,” I retorted. “I am an Australian nurse and under Conduct Statement 5 all Australian nurses are required to treat personal information obtained in a professional

capacity as private and confidential.”

 

I knew this as I'd checked the Code in the paperwork I'd brought with me after Fabiola broke her news to me. I'd had a feeling that a moment such as this might arise and I wanted to be quite clear on where I stood, especially as other things to do with privacy could easily crop up in the future.

 

“Do not bandy words with me,” exclaimed Luciano, his face darkening as he lurched up to lean over his desk in a domineering way. “You have been to see Dionira many times for a minor eye problem and now you get a drug for abortions. Do you think me a fool? Do you think I cannot see what is happening in my very house? This RU-486 is for Fabiola, is it not?”

 

“Don't you try to threaten me!” I exclaimed, leaping to my feet and slamming my own hands down on his desk so we glared at each other eye to eye. “I will not be subjected to your intimidation tactics and I will not, under any circumstances, divulge confidential information!”

 

He let forth a stream of what sounded like Portuguese swear words that ended with “you're fired” in English.

 

“Go fuck yourself!” I shouted, glaring at him. “You can't fire me. I quit!”

 

“Excuse me,” said Stefan, marching in with a scared looking José in tow. “I've just had a phone call from Pape'ete complaining about all the noise. What's going on?”

 

I whirled around and stared uncomprehendingly at him for a few moments then burst out laughing. The whole situation suddenly seemed completely absurd.

 

“Luciano's just fired me,” I said. “I'll go and pack.”

 

“I know,” said Stefan. “We all heard. Do you think that is wise, Luciano?”

 

“Bah!” he exclaimed and sat down. He got out his cigarettes and lit one, staring balefully at me. “Is Fabiola having an abortion?” he asked quietly.

 

I just stared at him, wondering how to get out of this situation. If I didn't back down he'd probably have a go at Fabiola but if I did back down he'd expect me to tell him all about whatever else might happen in the future. Either answer was bad so it was easiest not to answer.

 

“It's not for me to say,” said Stefan mildly, “but I seem to remember you hired Jennifer for her integrity. Is that no longer an issue?”

 

Luciano let out a short sharp Portuguese word that sounded like 'fodasey' then waved his hand. 

 

“You are not fired,” he said grandly. “I do not accept your resignation.”

 

“I'm still resigning,” I said, making up my mind. “I will not work for someone who refuses to respect my professional ethics.”

 

“Sit, sit,” he said wearily, suddenly looking his age. “Let us discuss this as two mature people.”

 

“There is nothing to discuss,” I said, not sitting down. “I will not divulge my patients' confidential information and that is the end of it.”

 

He sighed and looked at Stefan. “What would you do?” he asked.

 

“I would respect Jennifer's position,” he said. “After all, it applies to you as well as you are her patient.”

 

“So,” he said and stubbed his cigarette out unfinished. He looked at me for several seconds through narrowed eyes before lighting another. “Very well. I shall not ask again.”

 

“Good,” I said. I sat down and crossed one leg over the other. “I'm glad we've got that clear. For your information the RU-486 was for me.”

 

“Kamaka has not told me you are pregnant,” he said, frowning at me.

 

“That is because Kamaka doesn't know,” I said. “It's my decision, not his.”

 

“You take a lot upon yourself,” he said. “Why are you telling me this? Is this not a breach of your Code?”

 

“Not at all,” I said. “I'm telling you as a friend, not as a nurse. The Code doesn't apply.”

 

“Hmm,” he grunted. “Then as a friend I am sorry that you have to go through this. I shall instruct Kamaka to be more careful in future.”

 

“Yeah, I don't think that's really up to you,” I said. “What Kamaka and I do privately isn't any of your concern. You employ us, you don't own us. We're not slaves.”

 

There was a sudden sharp intake of breath from José at the sheer scale of what he no doubt saw as my seemingly infinite impudence and disrespect but I couldn't worry about that. 

 

“Hmph,” said Luciano heavily. He opened his mouth to say something then closed it again.

 

“So are we all good?” I asked, brightly.

 

“The RU thing was not for Fabiola?” he asked.

 

“I can't possibly answer that,” I said, “other than to say it was for me.”

 

He nodded several times.

 

“Very well,” he said. “You may go now.”

 

I got up and followed Stefan and José out of the door. To my surprise a number of the servants were gathered at a respectful distance, probably drawn by the shouting a few moments before. I noticed Rosilene and Fabiola watching from the corner of Rosilene's house and caught Fabiola's eye. She inclined her head a little in my direction and gave me a half smile. I think she must have heard.

 




Chapter Twenty Two

 

“Oh where the bloody hell is she?” I fumed.

 

The first of the sea planes had already departed and the second, carrying Luciano, José, Kamaka, Ginevra and Rosilene had cast off from the jetty and was making its way out across the lagoon in readiness for takeoff. That left me and Rangi on the jetty with the last two sea planes and a small crowd of people on the beach waiting to wave goodbye. There was no sign of Fabiola, Chiara or Céline.

 

Diplomatically Rangi stayed quiet. He was Fabiola's personal bodyguard when Kamaka was with Luciano and no doubt he was speculating whether or not he'd be called on to protect Fabiola from me when she did eventually turn up. Not that I'd say anything since it wasn't that big an issue but organising seventeen people and four sea planes had turned out to be a lot more stressful than I'd anticipated, certainly a lot more stressful than having emergency patients backing up outside the hospital. I was used to that and knew exactly what I was doing whereas this was all new to me and I was fumbling my way along as I learned. Unsurprisingly, or so it would be to someone with some experience, I'd stuck my head inside the first two planes to check everyone who was supposed to be onboard was onboard and found that two were on the wrong planes and three others had wandered off to make more last minute farewells to people they were leaving behind.

 

Ultimately it probably didn't matter as we were all going to the same place – Faa'a Airport, to take the main plane to New York – but there were protocols about who got to fly with who. It simply wasn't acceptable, for example, for Ravindu, Stefan's manservant, to be in the same plane as Luciano with Stefan on a different plane. Given that seventeen people were going and the sea planes got a little cramped with more than four passengers even though they could technically seat eight it had been a bit of a juggling act to balance seating. I'd finally arrived at seven on the first plane and five on each of the others with a designated seat for each person as the pecking order applied within their subgroups as well. There'd be trouble, for example, if Maui, Keanu's manservant, sat in front of Stefan and I probably wouldn't live to see another dawn if someone sat in Fabiola's favourite seat. The simplest solution would have been to order seventeen planes but QDX Aviation probably didn't have enough sea planes and I hadn't had the foresight when I'd ordered them. The fourth plane, incidentally, was for all the luggage. People like Luciano and Fabiola had never heard of baggage restrictions on aircraft and eleven suitcases had already been loaded for Fabiola and five for Ginevra. I couldn't even quietly bitch to Tiare as she was on the first plane.

 

The first plane was a distant speck in the sky and the second was at its cruising altitude when I decided to go in search of Fabiola. Chiara had turned up with a couple of lads carrying three more suitcases but when I'd asked how close Fabiola was to being ready she just shrugged dismissively and went off to talk to a friend on the beach.

 

“Wait here,” I said to Rangi. “I'm going to see what's happened to Fabiola.”

 

“She'll be having her hair done,” he said. “She always does when it's time to go somewhere.”

 

“She's had all day for that,” I said, glancing at my watch. “It's twenty five past six already and the planes were due to leave at six. It's beginning to get dark.”

 

He shrugged so I glared at him even though it wasn't his fault then stalked off.

 

“Hello?” I called, knocking on the front door of Fabiola's house. “Anyone here?”

 

There was no answer although I could hear a voice coming from the back. I marched through and knocked on the doorpost.

 

“Hello,” I said, trying to be bright and cheerful. “Just wondering if Miss Fabiola is nearly ready.”

 

Rangi was wrong. Fabiola's long black hair had been neatly fashioned into a short but sleek folded ponytail on the nape of her neck and Céline was bent over her, working on her eyebrows.

 

“A few moments more,” she said, not looking up. “One cannot hurry these things. There are two more cases to go. Over there.” She stepped back and studied Fabiola's face then pointed to the cases. “Fetch someone, please.”

 

“I'll take them myself,” I said as Fabiola opened her eyes and began to study herself in the mirror. 

 

“Bene,” she said after a lengthy inspection involving much turning of her head from side to side. “It will do for the flying. My sunglasses? Where are they?”

 

“Here, Madame,” said Céline, handing her a pair.

 

“Not those,” snapped Fabiola, even though I didn't see her look at them. “The Rabans.”

 

“Pardon, Madame,” said Céline, her soft French accent blending nicely with Fabiola's Italian accent. Early on I'd been very conscious of my Australian accent but Céline had told me that to her it sounded exotic which had cheered me up. She selected another pair of sunglasses from a large drawer of neatly arranged sunglasses and passed them to Fabiola. They looked to me to be the same as the ones she'd rejected but she put them on anyway and studied the result in the mirror. 

 

“You think I am presentable, Jennifer?” asked Fabiola.

 

“You're even more beautiful than usual,” I said. “New York doesn't know what's going to hit it.”

 

“Perhaps,” she said. “But there are many beautiful women there.” She sighed and used an immaculate finger nail to make the tiniest of adjustments to some non existent imperfection on her cheek bone. “Bene. We go now.”

 

I breathed a sigh of relief and marched over to grab the other two suitcases as Céline put a few odds and ends into her makeup case which was as large as a normal suitcase. She was Fabiola's personal beautician and there were things in that case that professional makeup artists in Hollywood studios would be envious of. All French, of course.

 

Fabiola stood up, her lithe body encased in a light white full length dress which I doubted would survive the hour long flight to Pape'ete let alone the ten hour one to New York but that wasn't my problem. She probably had a suitcase full of clothes just for the trip.

 

“Where is Chiara?” asked Fabiola.

 

“Waiting at the beach,” I said, a suitcase in each hand.

 

Fabiola frowned. “My shoes?” she asked. “Who will carry my shoes?”

 

I slightly lifted the suitcases to show Céline my hands were full and her lips compressed.

 

“I shall, Madame,” she said. “Jennifer is anxious to depart, I think.”

 

“The others have already left, Miss Fabiola,” I said.

 

“Then I too,” she said. “Come.”

 

She marched out of the house in bare feet, displaying her tastefully decorated toe nails and the gold ring with an inset diamond on her left big toe. I followed her with Céline behind as I ranked higher than she did since I was a member of the inner circle and she wasn't, a fact that amused me from time to time. Both Céline and Chiara felt they should rank higher.

 

Chiara had the grace to look sheepish when she saw Fabiola march gracefully across the beach to the jetty. She hurried over and snatched Fabiola's high heeled shoes from Céline and managed to get ahead of Fabiola so she was already at the plane when Fabiola got there. She dropped to her knees and dusted the sand from Fabiola's feet while Fabiola gazed out to sea before putting the shoes on her feet. I handed the suitcases to Rangi who handed them to a stranger in the luggage plane whose sole job was to ensure none of the suitcases and bags fell over. I didn't take much notice of Chiara as dressing us was one of the tasks of our maids and menservants although that was one of the many tasks I'd told Tiare not to do as I was perfectly capable of dressing myself and I didn't want to get too used to being waited on hand and foot.

 

Fabiola got into the plane and sat in her favourite seat, at the front on the side opposite the door. Rangi sat in the other front seat so he'd be able to jump on top of Fabiola to protect her in the event of an aerial attack or if he needed to shoot someone through the door. I sat behind Rangi and Chiara and Céline occupied the two back seats. The pilot, naturally, sat at the very front, where the controls were. Rangi could watch him as well, just in case. Fabiola inspected her fingernails then started to look through an Italian magazine. She ignored all of us.

 

After we'd taken off and were cruising nicely I went up front to talk to the pilot. Mahana was piloting Luciano's plane and I'd never met this pilot before. He seemed to know what he was doing though. 

 

“How far behind the others are we?” I asked.

 

“About thirty minutes,” he said.

 

“Will we catch them up?” I asked.

 

“Not on a short flight like this,” he said, “although I've radioed them both and asked they slow down. I'm going a little faster than usual so we'll make up some of the time.”

 

“So when will we arrive?” I asked.

 

“About seven minutes after the other two,” he said, “and about twenty two minutes behind schedule.”

 

“OK, thanks,” I said, hoping Luciano wouldn't mind the twenty two minute delay. “I'll let you get on with it then.”

 

We exchanged smiles and I went back to my seat and unzipped my 'Barbie handbag' as Kamaka called it or, officially, my 'Gucci Personal Organiser'. It had been a gift from Luciano for my 34th birthday three weeks previously and was a gorgeous soft pale dusty pink suede briefcase with matching shoulder strap and gold clips and buckles and was lined with silk. There was a neat little plaque on it, also gold, with 'Jennifer' engraved in an elegantly stylish script. It opened up to give me a clipboard on one side with a notepad on the other with compartments for assorted documents behind and little slots for holding pens and things. There was even a small calculator built in and a slot to hold a mobile phone and another for a pager. It looked awesomely stylish and sophisticated and was an absolute bugger to use. Whenever I wanted to use the clipboard I had to hold it awkwardly as the other side didn't fold completely behind it. The strap always managed to get in the way and more often than not a pen or my phone or some papers would fall out. Still, I had to use it as it had been a gift from Luciano and he'd be offended if I didn't. I also had a suspicion that it would stain quite badly if the suede got wet and sooner or later it would rain while I was carrying it. Short of putting it in a large plastic bag there wasn't much I could do about that since I couldn't use it and hold an umbrella at the same time. OK, Tiare could hold the umbrella for me but she wouldn't always be there.

 

I knew full well that the Dreamliner was due to leave Faa'a Airport at 7:30pm and that no matter how far behind Fabiola and the rest of us were it wouldn't leave without us but I still had to check my schedule and tap my pen anxiously. Assuming all four sea planes arrived twenty minutes late I didn't think we'd be able to get everyone and all the luggage on board in ten minutes. Of course, with more experience I'd have allowed more time but I was also very conscious of not wanting to keep Luciano hanging around airports longer than necessary. Still, even with the delay we should be able to leave Faa'a Airport by 8pm and the trip from there to Republic Airport in New York would be around eleven hours so we should be able to make up time. I made a note on my clipboard to have a word with the pilot about that then crossed it out.

 

“You're making mountains out of molehills,” I muttered to myself. “Even if we're hours late getting to New York it isn't going to matter. Anytime in the afternoon is fine.”

 

I settled back in my seat to watch the sea below in the darkness and started to fret about rush hours in New York. From what I'd heard the traffic normally was horrendous but it all became gridlocked in the rush hour and if we arrived in the middle of that our cavalcade of seven limousines, three of them armoured and probably slow to accelerate, wouldn't help. I made a note on my clipboard to make sure each of the drivers knew which hotel we were going to and how to get there. Luciano wouldn't be too happy if I lost Fabiola or Stefan or even some of the luggage on my first venture. 

 

“Oh shit!” I muttered, loud enough for Rangi to glance back at me. “The luggage!”

 

I'd organised seven limos to meet us at the airport on the basis that there were eighteen of us plus about ten extra bodyguards that we'd pick up at Republic Airport. Assuming four people per vehicle that came out at seven limos, except I hadn't allowed for all the luggage! I'd ordered an extra sea plane for all the luggage but it hadn't occurred to me to think about what would happen when we arrived! I had a suspicion that a single limo couldn't carry all Fabiola's in its boot and the rest of us had bags too.

 

“It's all good,” I whispered to myself, trying to take calming deep breaths. “Chill. The important thing is you've thought of it. When we get on the Dreamliner you can call ahead for a van or something to collect the luggage.”

 

I made a note of that on my clipboard as well, even though I'd be hardly likely to forget it. What bugged me a little was that Stefan had checked my schedules and arrangements and hadn't commented so either he hadn't thought of it or, more likely, he was still testing me.

 

“Sod you, mate,” I muttered, just as the pilot announced in a loud voice that the lights of Pape'ete were now visible on the horizon and we'd be landing in a few minutes. 

 

I buckled up my seat belt as Rangi got on his phone and started talking about 'suspicious activity', 'unidentified personnel' and 'cleared areas'. Presumably Kamaka and Aporo had already done the security sweeps and it was safe to land as he hung up then glanced around the plane. He saw me watching him and smiled.

 

“Unlikely anything will happen at Faa'a,” he said cheerfully. “New York is where any shit will go down, if it does.” He tapped the side of his chest in what was probably meant to be a reassuring way and it occurred to me he could well have a gun under his jacket. For sure he didn't normally wear a suit.

 

“Great,” I said, adding that to my list of worries. I started to doodle on my clipboard and realised with a start that I was thinking about that episode of West Wing where the bodyguard of the President's Press Officer, and coincidentally her romantic interest, is shot in a convenience store after accidentally stumbling on a burglary. That was in New York, too, wasn't it?

 

“Oh, Jennifer,” said Fabiola, speaking for the first time since leaving her house.

 

“Yes, Miss Fabiola?” I said, leaning forward between the two front seats.

 

“I have nothing to wear for the Ball,” she said, not looking up from her magazine. “Arrange privates at Prada and Aritzia for me please.”

 

“Yes, Miss Fabiola,” I said, wondering what 'privates' were and what “Aritzia' was.

 

I noted these down on my clipboard just as the plane made its splashdown and 'Aritzia' came out more like 'AritU\__m__ca' so I crossed it out and rewrote it as we taxied round. Rangi phoned Kamaka to say we'd landed then stood up and surveyed the world outside as the pilot opened the door.

 

“All clear,” he reported and jumped down. “Safe to exit.”

 

Fabiola sighed with blasé indifference and tossed her magazine aside before allowing Chiara to help her step onto the plane's float and from there to the jetty. Impressively she didn't even wobble on her 4 inch heels. I managed the transfer quite successfully as well then lurched and nearly fell off the jetty as Céline screamed and Rangi whirled around. The luggage plane had just landed and the wash from it taxiing over had made our plane bob up and down just as Céline was stepping onto the float and she'd fallen in the water. Fortunately it was only half a metre deep so she was in no danger of drowning. Equally fortunately she'd fallen backwards between the floats rather than forwards between the float and the jetty. The pilot and I helped her out, amidst a stream of French abuse, while Fabiola watched indifferently and Rangi scanned the area in case this was just a diversion before an assault on the airport.

 

“Get her a blanket or something,” remarked Fabiola and stalked off, Rangi just behind her.

 

Céline glowered at her back then held up her arms helplessly as she looked down at her soaking clothes. The pilot looked too as the area was well lit and her clothes clung to her body, as did her hair which was now a sodden mass but he wasn't looking that high up. 

 

She snarled 'cochon' or something like that at him when she saw where he was looking and swiped at him with her hand. She nearly fell in the water again but managed to clutch my arm just in time.

 

“You make complain,” she said, her voice outraged. “I no fly with this pig again. You say to company and have him discharged.”

 

“I will, Céline,” I said, having no intention of doing so. “Come on, let's get you to the plane and get you out of those wet things.

 




Chapter Twenty Three

 

There was a handful of people milling around outside our plane as I hurried Céline across the bitumen and up the steps. Even though I was preoccupied with her I was still taken aback by the sheer size of the thing. The one time I'd flown in a big commercial jet we'd got on the plane through a long corridor and all I really saw of it was the interior with its rows of seats. To be honest it looked more or less like a railway carriage so there was no real appreciation of scale. It isn't until you've walked the entire length of a big jet and had it looming overhead that you really begin to appreciate just how damned big the things actually are. 

 

There was a stewardess loitering at the top of the steps, very black and looking gorgeous in her uniform, and she was suitably concerned by the state Céline was in. She pointed us in the direction of the nearest bathroom and hurried off to get some more towels and things.

 

“What has happened?” barked Luciano, suddenly appearing. He looked concerned and I hoped it was more for Céline's welfare than the plush carpet she was dripping on.

 

“Céline fell in the sea getting off the sea plane,” I said. “Would you excuse us?”

 

“Of course, of course,” he said. “We don't want her catching a chill. I will send someone to fetch her suitcases.”

 

“Thank you,” I said, opening the bathroom door. The prospect of a chill was unlikely as this was Tahiti and the temperature never seemed to go below 20 degrees, even in the middle of the night, but Céline was probably about to go into shock fairly soon at the thought of her clothes and makeup being ruined. Being a professional she was normally a walking advertisement for her skills as an artist. As it was her tears were mingling with the sea water that trickled from her hair and she was trembling with agitation. Well, extreme embarrassment at any rate.

 

I pushed Céline inside the bathroom then gasped in astonishment. The room sparkled under a profusion of soft down-lights which glinted off the three charcoal grey and pink marble sinks and gave them deep lustrous tones. The taps themselves looked to be made of gold and the doors to the three cubicles were deep reddish brown burnished hardwood. Possibly mahogany but I don't really know about these things.

 

“Right, let's get those clothes off,” I said briskly, pulling myself together. I unzipped the back of Céline's dress and peeled it down so she could step out of it. I plopped it wetly into one of the sinks as Céline took off her undies and started to dry herself with one of the large white fluffy hand-towels.

 

There was a discreet knock on the door and the stewardess came in with an armful of more towels and a dusky pink dressing gown. Céline gave a little shriek and disappeared inside the nearest cubicle.

 

“I thought this would be useful,” said the stewardess, proffering the dressing gown. “Miss Céline's bags are being retrieved and will be here shortly. If I may, there is a hair dryer in this drawer.” 

 

I stepped out of the way and she pulled the drawer open and took out the hair dryer.

 

“Thank you,” I said. “You're very kind.”

 

She smiled and plugged it in to a power point conveniently nearby.

 

 “There is a bath through that door,” she said, pointing, “and a shower through that one. Miss Céline might appreciate washing the salt off.”

 

“I get the feeling that this has happened before,” I said, opening the cubicle door a little so I could push the dressing gown through.

 

“Sea planes are notorious,” agreed the stewardess. “If I may take the wet garments I'll have them laundered and ironed during the flight.”

 

“There's a laundry on board?” I asked in surprise.

 

“Naturally,” she said, looking surprised at my surprise. “Accidents frequently happen.”

 

She left with Céline's wet clothes wrapped in a towel and Céline emerged from the cubicle wrapped in the dressing gown. She caught sight of herself in the mirror that ran the full length of the three sinks and swore quite forcefully in French. The only French swear word I know is 'merde' but it wasn't one of the ones she used.

 

There was another tap on the door but the door remained closed.

 

“Who is it?” I said, opening it a crack.

 

“José, Miss Jennifer,” he said. “I have Céline's suitcases.”

 

“Ah, thank you, José,” I called. “Could you leave them outside the door?”

 

“Of course, Miss Jennifer,” he said. “If I can be of any assistance, please let me know. By the way, Mr Luciano says he is ready to leave.”

 

“Ahh, right,” I said. “I'd better come and check everyone's on board. Could you tell Mr Luciano we'll be just a few minutes longer?”

 

“Certainly, Miss Jennifer,” he said.

 

“I'd better go,” I said to Céline. “Will you be alright on your own?”

 

“Oui,” she said, looking at me in the mirror. “Thank you for your aid, Miss Jennifer. I have the shower then repair the damage.”

 

“Awesome,” I said.

 

I slipped out of the bathroom then paused for a moment, disorientated. The corridor went in both directions but there was a murmur of voices coming from the left so I went that way. Once again I gasped in astonishment. The place was huge and looked more like a luxurious wine bar than an aircraft interior. There were fawn coloured leather recliners and couches clustered around tables and a deep pile carpet on the floor. There was even a wine bar at the far end and there were abstract paintings on the walls. The little plane that had brought me to Tahiti had been luxurious enough but this was a whole other dimension.

 

The room went silent when I appeared and everyone looked expectantly at me. Luciano got up from a group of four chairs where he'd been talking with Fabiola, Leonard and Stefan.

 

“Is all well with Céline?” he asked. “I trust she suffered no more than a soaking?”

 

“She's fine,” I said. “Her pride is bruised but other than that …” and I gave a little wave of my hand.

 

“Good,” said Luciano, returning to his seat. “It is fortunate she did not hit her head or be trapped between the plane and the jetty. I saw a man killed that way once, many years ago. Perhaps now we can leave?” He glanced at his watch pointedly.

 

“Excuse me, Miss Jennifer,” said Rangi, coming over with my Barbie handbag. “You dropped this on the jetty.”

 

“Ah, thank you Rangi,” I said. “Umm, Luciano, can I just check everyone's on board? We don't want to leave anyone behind, do we.”

 

He glanced at Stefan then at me then smiled. “Of course,” he said. “You have your little procedures. I entirely understand.”

 

“Thank you,” I said, bridling a bit at the implied insult of the 'little'. Then again, Luciano's grasp of nuance in a foreign language wasn't entirely perfect and he probably meant 'little' in the sense of 'small' rather than 'trivial'. Either way, he was my boss so I had to put up with it.

 

I did a quick head count, excluding the three stewardesses but including myself and Céline in the bathroom, and got seventeen, which was the right number. Being who I was, however, I did a double check just to be sure and got seventeen again even though two or three people had moved. It didn't feel right though. Aware of Luciano staring at me I let my eyes roam around wondering what was bothering me. The black stewardess, standing beside the door of the plane was also watching me, her hand on the mechanism to close it. One of the other two was standing next to Leonard, pouring him a drink and the third was at the far end, with a telephone handset in her hand. She, too, was watching me. Then it clicked. Leonard! Of course! With him here now there should be eighteen!

 

“We're one missing,” I said. “Who is it?”

 

There was an immediate buzz of conversation as everyone looked at each other and asked who wasn't there but once a group's over about half a dozen people it usually becomes quite difficult to see who isn't there. For sure I couldn't so I unzipped my Barbie bag and checked my list.

 

“Oh for God's sake!” I snapped, suddenly irritated. “Where's Tiare? Has anyone seen Tiare?”

 

“You check the rear bathroom and bedrooms,” called the stewardess at the door, pointing to the girl at the back. “I'll check the front ones.” They both disappeared and Kamaka moved over to guard the door in case someone took advantage and threw in a grenade or something.

 

“Ahh, excuse me, Miss Jennifer,” said Maui hesitantly standing up. “I think I saw her going toward the Airport shopping area when we got off the other plane.”

 

“Oh God,” I exclaimed, deeply mortified. The missing person would have to be my maid, of course. “I'm sorry about this Luciano. She should have known better than to wander off. Has anyone seen her since then?”

 

There was a general shaking of heads and the black stewardess returned.

 

“I think she may be in the airport building,” I said. “I'd better go and check.”

 

She frowned and looked down the aircraft to the other girl who'd just reappeared. The girl shook her head to say there was no one in the rear area.

 

“The steps have been removed, I'm afraid,” said the black stewardess, looking back at me. “I'll get them recalled.” She picked up the phone handset mounted on the wall beside the door and started talking quietly into it.

 

“Oh Madonna,” said Fabiola, quite quietly but it seemed to echo. She slowly tapped her middle finger on the arm of her chair three times then imperiously raised her arm and snapped her fingers. “Vino.” The stewardess who'd been pouring a drink for Leonard hurried off.

 

“I'm really most dreadfully sorry, Miss Fabiola,” I said apologetically. “I can't imagine what got into her.”

 

Fabiola just stared at me for a few moments then made some quiet remark to Stefan who laughed but quickly shut up when Luciano looked at him.

 

“The steps are back,” said Kamaka, giving me a wink. He watched as the steps banged against the side of the plane a couple of times then waved me forward. He also waved Aporo over.

 

“I'll be back in just a minute,” I said, looking over at Luciano who was watching me. He remained expressionless but nodded, just once.

 

“Aporo will go with you,” said Kamaka.

 

“Oh there's no need,” I said, irritated. “I'm sure it'll be completely safe.”

 

“But what if Tiare's being held hostage?” he asked with a frown. “This could be a security breach event.”

 

“Then leave without us,” I snapped, “but it's hardly likely, is it? We're still in Tahiti, for crying out loud.”

 

“Well, I suppose so,” he said, pursing his lips.

 

“You stay here, Aporo,” I said. “Ginevra needs you more than I do.” I fled down the steps, relieved to be out of there. Aporo didn't follow me.

 

“Bloody girl,” I exclaimed forcefully as I hurried across the bitumen. “Why on Earth did she disappear like that?”

 

Fortunately the one landing strip was well lit and I couldn't hear any planes coming in to land or readying for takeoff. The two hundred or so metres felt like several kilometres and I felt twenty pairs of eyes watching me through the plane's windows every step of the way.

 

“Where's the shop?” I demanded of the surprised guard who'd been lounging sleepily beside the runway entrance to the airport building.

 

“Over there,” he said, pointing to the shop entrance only a few metres away. “Where did you come from? No one's allowed on the runway when …”

 

I didn't hear the rest of what he said as I pushed past his outstretched arm. I hurried into the shop and scanned the racks of duty free booze and perfumes. Tiare was nowhere to be seen.

 

“Damn her!” I muttered as I started down the shop, checking every aisle. “I'll have her guts for this!”

 

I found her at the far end, browsing a rack of magazines. She had two bars of Swiss chocolate in her hand.

 

“Where the hell have you been?” I demanded, grabbing her shoulder.

 

“Oh hello, Jenny,” she said. “Have you come to get some chocolate too?”

 

“Like hell I have,” I said. “Everyone's waiting for you! You're holding the entire plane up!”

 

Her jaw dropped and a little panic came into her eyes.

 

“Oh Jesus!” she exclaimed. “I'm so sorry! I've only been a couple of minutes though. I didn't think anyone would mind.”

 

“More like half an hour,” I retorted, grabbing her hand and starting to drag her away with me. “Luciano's annoyed and Fabiola's furious!”

 

“Oh boy,” she exclaimed, her normally eager face falling. “Dad'll kill me!”

 

“Fortunately he's not here,” I said. “Come on!”

 

A large man blocked our exit. He was half as wide again as Kamaka but fat, not muscled. He said something aggressive in French as I tried to push past him.

 

“What?” I demanded. “Oh, get out of the way!”

 

“Non,” he said stolidly, holding up a finger. “Where you go? You have not paid for these things!”

 

“Jesus,” I exclaimed. “Tiare, just dump them. We've got to get back to the plane!”

 

“Non,” he said as Tiare dumped her chocolate and magazine on a rack of wine. “You take, you pay.”

 

“We don't want them,” I said. “We're late for the plane.”

 

“The jet privé?” he asked, pointing out the window at our plane, all lit up and lonesome at the end of the runway.

 

“Yes,” I said. “Get out of the way, we have to go.”

 

“Impossible,” he said. “You pay then you go.”

 

“Oh God!” I exclaimed as he picked up the chocolate and magazine and thrust them back at Tiare. “Pay him and let's get out of here.”

 

“How much?” she asked, fumbling with her purse.

 

“You go to checkout,” he said, pointing to the checkout machine where a young girl was watching in amusement.

 

“We haven't time,” I exclaimed, snatching a hundred dollar note from Tiare's purse and shoving it under his nose. “Here, keep the change.”

 

He looked at it in amazement then saluted. “Merci, Madame,” he said, taking it. “'Ave a nice day.”

 

“But that was hundred dollars!” protested Tiare as I dragged her off.

 

“Whatever,” I said. “Consider it a fine for being so stupid. What on Earth possessed you to disappear like that?”

 

“We're going to America,” she said. “Stop dragging me!”

 

“Of course we're going to America,” I said, letting go of her hand. “That's the whole point. What's that got to do with anything?”

 

“Their chocolate's disgusting,” she said. “I wanted to take some decent stuff with me.”

 

“Well, I hope it chokes you,” I said. “Embarrassing me like that!”

 

“Well, why didn't you phone me when you got here?” she said. “It wasn't my fault you were late.”

 

“I didn't know you were missing,” I snapped back. “Get up those steps, now! You and I are going to have words later but first you apologise to Luciano.”

 

“Oh no,” she said, freezing on the bottom but one step. “I can't!”

 

“Oh yes you can,” I said, pushing her up. “And to Fabiola.”

 

“Then I quit,” she said, trying to get back down the steps. “I'll get the next plane out of here. I don't care where it goes.”

 

“No you don't,” I said. “You're going to America with the rest of us but you're going to apologise for holding everything up first.”

 

“Everything all right down there?” asked Kamaka, standing at the top of the steps.

 

“Everything's fine,” I said. “I just lost one of my shoes but I've found it now.” I lowered my voice and hissed 'get up there!' to Tiare. Reluctantly she went up the steps and Kamaka moved out of the way to let her past.

 

“So, the wanderer returns,” said Luciano grumpily, looking up from his conversation with Leonard. “Can we leave now or do you intend to delay us further?”

 

“I really do apologise, Luciano,” I said. I turned to tell Tiare to apologise as well but the poor girl looked absolutely petrified. “Oh go and sit somewhere at the back, out of the way,” I muttered and gave her a push. “Tiare was getting something for me. It's entirely my fault.”

 

Fabiola looked over her sunglasses at me for a moment then raised an eyebrow.

 

“Is all good, Luchi honey,” she said. “Do not be angry with Jennifer.”

 

“As you wish, Fabiola,” said Luciano, lighting a cigarette. I felt rather than heard a touch of surprise in his voice that Fabiola was apparently standing up for a member of staff but I could easily have been wrong.

 

“Shall I dismiss the steps and close the door?” asked the black stewardess.

 

I was about to say 'I wish you would' when I remembered I was supposed to be this tough 'truth to power' person so instead I said “No, not yet. I need to do another head count.”

 

Luciano's jaw clamped but Leonard smiled in amusement. I did the head count and got seventeen again and nearly fainted in dismay. Then I remembered Céline.

 

“Is she still in the bathroom?” I whispered to the black stewardess.

 

“Yes,” she said. “She's drying her hair.”

 

“Eighteen!” I announced then, since everyone was watching me and I felt it was something of an occasion, I added grandly “The door will now be closed!”

 

There were a couple of ironic hand claps so I bowed and sedately made my way to one of the vacant seats feeling a little foolish.

 

The stewardess shut and locked the door then spoke into the phone handset. Moments later the jets started to whine and the plane slowly taxied forward.

 

“Thank you,” whispered Tiare, slipping into the seat beside me. “I just couldn't, you know.”

 

“I know,” I said. “Don't do it again though.”

 

“I won't,” she said. “I promise.”

 




Chapter Twenty Four

 

“Listen, Tiare,” I said, moderately quietly as the jet's engines were howling as it climbed after takeoff, “I'm very easy going, unlike some of the others, but I'm thinking I've been too lax with you. OK we were delayed to start with because of Fabiola but she and Luciano are the sole reason both of us have jobs so she's allowed to. You aren't. Your wandering off like that delayed us another twenty minutes or more. Aside from the inconvenience to Luciano and the others you caused me a lot of embarrassment and stress. I'm seriously thinking of speaking to Toa, your father, about this. I don't imagine for one minute he'll be impressed.”

 

“I apologise, Miss Jennifer,” said Tiare, her face becoming tense and formal. She blinked owlishly behind her glasses. “It was unforgivable of me.”

 

“You might think this trip is a holiday but it isn't,” I added as the plane started to level off and the jets quietened down. “We are both of us still working, me as Luciano's social secretary and nurse and you as my support team. What do you think would have happened if we'd been back in ER at my old hospital and you'd buggered off like that? Someone could have died and I guarantee you'd be transferred to Palliative Care or somewhere else. Maybe that's what I should do, pass you over to someone else who'd knock some sense into you.”

 

“I know it was wrong of me, Miss Jennifer,” said Tiare, looking very contrite. “Um, are you really going to talk to Dad and get rid of me?”

 

“Oh, of course not,” I said. “Everyone's allowed a mistake or two and if you're sacked I'll probably be assigned someone I can't stand. Just don't let it happen again. OK?”

 

“OK,” she said, a flicker of a smile on her lips. “I promise. Cross my heart and hope to die.”

 

“Probably not a good thing to say on an aeroplane,” I muttered as the blonde stewardess came over. The black stewardess and the redheaded one were moving among the other passengers and it occurred to me that they might been colour coordinated like the décor.

 

“Would you care to see the menu for dinner, Miss Jennifer, Miss Tiare?” she asked, proffering each of us an A5 sized card.

 

“Thank you,” I said, taking mine. I scanned it and since they all sounded quite delicious I opted for the first since it was the easiest way to decide. “I'll have the prawn risotto.”

 

“And for you, Miss Tiare?” she asked.

 

“I'll just have dry bread and some water,” said Tiare, not looking at the menu. “No ice. I'm doing penance.”

 

“Would you prefer white, wholemeal, grain or sourdough bread?” asked the stewardess, a slight frown wrinkling her forehead. “Still, mineral or sparkling water?”

 

“Whatever leftovers you have,” said Tiare, “so long as it's stale bread.”

 

“I don't think we have any stale bread,” said the stewardess, starting to look worried. “I can toast it for you if you like.”

 

“You'd better burn it then,” said Tiare. “Really really black and crispy so I choke on it.”

 

“Umm,” said the stewardess. She was looking decidedly worried now. “Are you sure?”

 

“She's just winding you up,” I said, laughing and slapped Tiare's forearm. “Give her the duck.”

 

“Yes, Miss Jennifer,” said the stewardess with some relief. “And for dessert?”

 

“I'll have the crème caramel,” I said, “and Tiare won't have any. She's got some chocolate to dispose of.”

 

“Certainly, Miss Jennifer,” she said. “Would you like to see the wine list?”

 

“Just a glass of whatever you recommend,” I said, my knowledge of wines extending only as far as whatever was cheap at the local bottle shop in Sydney, “and Tiare will just have water as she really is doing penance although she can have sparkling water since it's her first offence.”

 

“Am I permitted a squeeze of lemon in it, Mistress?” asked Tiare, barely managing to keep a straight face.

 

“Three drops,” I said firmly, holding up three fingers. “No more, no less.”

 

“As you wish, Miss Jennifer,” said the stewardess. She walked away and Tiare and I burst into giggles. I noticed she started talking quietly to the redhead and jerking her head in our direction which made me giggle even more.

 

“You seem to be enjoying yourself, Jennifer,” said Leonard, coming over. “May I join you and share the joke?”

 

“Oh just a private joke,” I said, “but of course you can join us. How have you been?”

 

“Ohh fair to middling,” he said, sitting down. “I recently had a summer cold but fortunately it's cleared up.”

 

“Yes, they can be nasty,” I said. “You're looking well.”

 

“As are you, my dear,” he said beaming. “The island paradise life seems to suit you.”

 

“Oh it does,” I said. “I love it there although I still feel a bit of a fraud sometimes.”

 

“How so?” he asked, frowning.

 

“Well, you know,” I said. “I'm just an ordinary person after all and I've somehow found myself thrust into all this,” and I waved my hand around the private jet. “It all seems surreal sometimes. Tropical islands, private jets, yachts, even my huge salary and on top of all that I've got a personal maid. You know Tiare, don't you?”

 

“We have met,” said Leonard, “although I have not yet had the pleasure of extending that acquaintance. Miss Jennifer does speak highly of you, Tiare.”

 

“Thank you, Mr Leonard,” said Tiare demurely.

 

“Even this,” I said, holding up my Gucci Personal Organiser. “Luciano gave it to me for my birthday. It's made by Gucci for crying out loud. It must have cost a fortune even though its basically just a clipboard and document folder.”

 

“Ah yes, your birthday,” said Leonard. “Permit me to wish you many happy returns,” and he withdrew a package from his inside pocket. “I regret I was unable to be on Papaka Nui to give you this on the day itself but better late than never, as they say.”

 

“Oh! You shouldn't have,” I exclaimed, stunned. 

 

It had never occurred to me that Leonard even knew when my birthday was let alone would give me a present. It also added to the little list of problems I kept in the back of my mind. Luciano's birthday was at the end of January and Fabiola's in the middle of March and I had no idea what to give either of them. What do you give someone who has everything already? Leonard was in much the same category.

 

“Aren't you going to open it?” asked Tiare quietly.

 

“Of course I am,” I said, picking at the bit of sellotape holding the silver wrapping paper together. It tore the paper so I gave up trying to be neat and ripped the rest off. Inside was a rather plush looking red velvet jewellery box.

 

“What on Earth can it be?” I asked, inspecting it. It was too flat to be a ring, pendant or broach and too thick to be a necklace.

 

“Open it and see,” said Leonard, smiling happily.

 

I fumbled with the box for a few moments then discovered the catch was on the short side, not the long side.

 

“Wow,” I said, staring at the watch. “Wow! Thank you!”

 

“It's a nurse's watch,” said Leonard. “One of those upside down ones that pins to your chest, but then I dare say you know that, don't you.”

 

“Yes, but it's a Rolex,” I said, carefully putting the box on the table. “Umm, is it gold?”

 

“Eighteen carat,” said Leonard, “or so I was lead to believe. Umm, do you like it?”

 

“It's absolutely gorgeous,” I said and jumped up to give him a kiss. “Thank you!”

 

Leonard beamed at me and Tiare reached out to pick up the watch but I slapped her hand away.

 

“Hello, that's a nice looking watch,” said Stefan. “Can I see?”

 

“Sure,” I said and he picked up the box.

 

“Very nice,” he said. “Why's it only got half a strap?”

 

“It's to pin on my chest,” I said, “although I'll never wear it, of course. It's far too nice and I'd be scared to death of damaging it.”

 

“Oh don't be put off by the gold or the diamonds,” he said, sitting down as well. “It's just a piece of functional machinery at the end of the day.”

 

“What diamonds?” I asked, wanting to snatch it back.

 

“On the hands,” he said, passing it over. “Look.”

 

“Ohh yeah,” I said, only now seeing the tiny flecks of diamond adorning the hour and minute hands. There might even have been some on the second hand but it was too narrow to tell. “It's so beautiful! Thank you so much Leonard.”

 

“I think she likes it, Leonard,” said Stefan. “Good choice.”

 

“I was passing a jeweller in Hatton Garden in London,” said Leonard, “and it caught my eye. Hopefully it will help you stop thinking you're a fraud.”

 

“I suspect it'll make me feel even more of a fraud,” I said, holding the box very carefully in my hand. I was scared to actually touch the watch, it was so pristine and perfect looking. Tiare peered over trying to get a good look at the watch as well.

 

“Who's a fraud?” asked Stefan.

 

“Jennifer,” said Leonard. “At least she thinks she is.”

 

“How so?” asked Stefan, frowning. “Isn't Jennifer qualified or something?”

 

“She thinks she shouldn't be here or something like that,” said Leonard. “For some reason she seems to think she doesn't deserve her good fortune.”

 

“Well, that's right,” I said. “One day I was a lowly paid nurse demonstrating for better pay and conditions and the next day I'm living in a tropical paradise being given awesome gifts like this. That kind of thing doesn't happen to people like me.”

 

“I think you'll find the evidence says otherwise,” said Leonard a little pedantically. “You are, after all, here, are you not?”

 

“And it happens all the time,” said Stefan. “Pamela Anderson is a prime example.”

 

“Pamela Anderson?” I exclaimed. “You mean that blonde with the big boobs?”

 

“The very one,” he said. “She went to a football game in America and a roving camera spotted her in the crowd and lingered for a while. Someone, I forget who, happened to be watching the game on television, tracked her down and gave her a modelling contract.”

 

“That's right,” said Leonard. “I remember now. Wasn't she working as a fitness instructor or something at the time?”

 

“I really don't remember,” said Stefan. “What struck me was the unlikely coincidence of events.”

 

“And there's your very own Mary Donaldson,” said Leonard. “She went to a pub in Sydney during the Sydney Olympics back in 2000 and got chatting with a chap who introduced himself as Fred. They started dating and it was only when he proposed that he admitted he was actually Prince Frederik of Denmark. With the abdication of Margrethe earlier this year, Mary's now officially Her Majesty Queen Mary of Denmark.”

 

“And we mustn't forget Letizia Rocasolano,” said Stefan. “She was a journalist for a television news company sent to cover some oil slick somewhere.”

 

“What happened to her?” I asked. “She married some Arab oil Sheikh?”

 

“No, Prince Felipe of Spain,” said Stefan. He frowned. “I suppose that oil slick must have been on the Spanish coast as he probably wouldn't have gone there otherwise. Anyway, you'll probably meet her at the Awards Dinner. Possibly even Melanija Knavs who I seem to remember is on the list for the Fashion Show.”

 

“Who?” I asked, still admiring my watch. “I've never heard of her.”

 

“Yes you have,” said Leonard. “Mrs Trump as she is now. Former First Lady of the United States of America. Trump Tower is just down the road from our hotel although they live in Florida now.”

 

“Ohhh,” I said, running a finger along the edge of the box.

 

“Ahh, looks like dinner is almost ready,” said Stefan, rubbing his hands together. “Good. Before I forget, Jennifer, have you checked your bank account recently? I made the quarterly transfer of your pay a few days ago. It hasn't bounced back yet so hopefully whatever the problem was last quarter has been resolved.”

 

“I confess I haven't checked since last time,” I said. “I haven't spent anything yet so I didn't much see the point. I'll check when we get to the hotel.”

 

To be honest I'd been too scared to use my company debit card from my own company in Vanuatu that Stefan had set up for me. On the odd occasion I did buy something off the Internet I still used my account with the National Australia Bank in Sydney although that was now down to a little over a hundred dollars. The idea that I now had, assuming my pay had gone in, $125,000 in Vanuatu was a little hard to get my head around. If anything it was related to my feelings of somehow being a fraud. I was nervous that if I tried to buy something using a card from JOD Nursing Services, Vanuatu, it would be rejected and the cops would turn up or something.

 

“What do you mean, you haven't spent anything?” asked Stefan as the redheaded stewardess put his dinner tray on the table in front of him. “Ahh, thank you.”

 

“Well, pretty much everything is provided on the island,” I said, rapidly closing the jewellery box as the blonde brought over my risotto. I slipped it inside one of the pockets of my Barbie handbag to be safe.

 

“But what about your investments?” he asked watching the redhead grinding a little salt over his steak.

 

“I don't have any,” I said, holding up my hand to stop the blonde salting my risotto.

 

“Ahh, prudent,” he said. “Never a good idea to rush into these things.”

 

“I suppose,” I said, “although I haven't really thought about investing.”

 

“You really should, my dear,” said Leonard watching the redhead return with his dinner. “Money should work for you, not you for money.”

 

“Sounds good,” I said, “but I've always worked for money. I haven't got a clue how to make money work for me and besides, I'd be too scared.”

 

“Oh it's far easier than nursing,” said Stefan. “A lot less messy too. In finance a killing is just a metaphor whereas it's more literal for you.”

 

“I guess,” I said, noticing Tiare watching the blonde expectantly. She scowled slightly when the stewardess bypassed her and took the tray over to Keanu. Apparently the stewardesses knew our pecking order as well as our names. The black girl, it occurred to me, was probably the Head Stewardess as she'd only served Luciano, Fabiola and Ginevra with dinner trays and was now circulating with bottles of wine. The other two split the rest of us between them so Tiare would have to wait a few more minutes. “This risotto is fabulous!”

 

“My steak is a little underdone,” said Stefan, peering at a small chunk on his fork. “Oh well.” He popped it in his mouth regardless and chewed happily for a moment. “There's no need to be scared. It's only money. What's the worst that can happen?”

 

“I could lose the lot,” I said drily.

 

“That would be foolish,” said Stefan. “Take a risk by all means but never risk all your money.”

 

“But that's the problem,” I said. “I have no idea what risks to take. I'd probably put my money somewhere safe then find out it wasn't safe after all. Term deposits are about as far as I'm confident to go and even those are scary since they'll be in Vanuatu.”

 

“Term deposits?” exclaimed Stefan, staring at me. “Term deposits? Are you serious?”

 

“Yes,” I said, selecting a particularly succulent looking prawn.

 

“Oh my God, Leonard,” he said. “Did you hear that? Term deposits, I ask you!”

 

“They are a valid option for the prudent,” said Leonard diplomatically.

 

“More like a last resort,” said Stefan. “Term deposits barely even cover inflation let alone make a profit.”

 

“Well, what do you do?” I asked as Tiare breathed a sigh of relief. The blonde stewardess had brought her dinner at last and it was the duck, not burnt toast.

 

“I do what our noble leader does,” he said. “Select an area ripe for investment, study it then pounce on a bargain when it appears.”

 

“And there you lose me,” I said. “How would I find an area ripe for investment? I wouldn't have a clue.”

 

“Oh,” said Stefan. He ate a little more of his steak then put down his knife and fork and clasped his hands with his elbows either side of the tray. “It doesn't really matter, just look for change.”

 

“Change?” I said. “What do you mean? Loose change?” I thought that was quite funny but Stefan clearly didn't.

 

“Not at all,” he said. “There are only two things to concern yourself with when investing successfully. Bargains and change. Never buy into anything at the price of everything else in that area as you will only ever make the same profit as everyone else. Always look for a bargain. That way when the value of the investment goes up yours will go up higher. And never invest in any area where things are static. Always look for some change that will be happening in the near future.”

 

“You've lost me again,” I said.

 

“Oh,” he said. “Umm, well suppose, for example, you're thinking of selling short on the commodities market …” He petered out as he saw my eyes glaze over. “Perhaps not. Umm, OK. Suppose you want to buy a house as an investment in, say, Sydney. Yes?”

 

“Yes, I can follow that,” I said. “I've always lived in rentals so I know someone makes some money out of it.”

 

“Well, yes, there is money to be made on the rents,” he said, “but the real money is made on the capital appreciation. Buy the property, rent it out for a time then sell it again at a profit. That's where bargains and change come in. Find a suburb where some significant change is likely to happen in the short to medium term then find a bargain in that area. That way you maximise your potential gain.”

 

“You're losing me again,” I said. “What do you mean by a change in a suburb?”

 

“Ohh, I don't know,” he said, picking up his knife and fork again. “Perhaps an area where a new shopping centre is going to be built or public transport is going to be improved. When that happens property values nearby will jump dramatically. Assuming you've bought a bargain in that area then its value will jump even more as mum and dad investors will buy in after the event. Most are stupid enough to buy anything once they've seen its value go up but by then they've lost a lot of their profit potential. Serious investors buy in advance”

 

“That's actually true,” said Leonard. “Small investors such as the archetypal mum and dad investor are usually driven by emotion rather than rational thought even though they rationalise it to themselves in some way. A classic example is when there is an apparent collapse in a stock market which is more often than not just triggered by an adjustment in stock values. The small investors panic and sell, usually at a loss. Someone like Luciano uses that opportunity to invest heavily, buying up stock at bargain prices. More often than not the underlying companies are sound and the stock values will return to their previous levels quite quickly, giving Luciano a nice little profit.”

 

“Let's come back to property,” I said. “What if the coming change causes house prices to fall? Like the local school closing or something.”

 

“Then don't buy in to it,” said Stefan. “That would be foolish although the ideal would be a negative short term change combined with a positive medium term change. If, as you say, the school is going to close then people will sell up, glut the local market and prices will drop. But, your research might tell you that a couple of years later there's going to be a significant Government investment in, say, a Technology Park with a number of high tech companies moving it. House prices will then rise quite dramatically. The end result will be you buy the house cheaply when the prices fall and sell at a substantial profit when the prices are up again. You then use that profit to buy two or three other bargains elsewhere and so on, exponentially.”

 

“I thought you said I should make my money work for me rather than the other way around,” I said. “All that sounds like a hell of a lot more work than just getting a job.”

 

“Perhaps,” said Stefan, “but that's why Luciano's worth billions and you've only got a hundred and twenty five grand. Go figure.”

 




Chapter Twenty Five

 

The plane was dim and silent when the stewardess woke me, at least as silent as a jet plane can be. I drowsily padded out to the lounge to find only Aporo was there, in a corner reading a book. Everyone else was sensibly asleep in their small bedrooms at the rear although Luciano, Fabiola and Ginevra were in the two staterooms at the front, behind the pilots. Aporo and I smiled at each other but didn't speak. I settled myself in another corner while the stewardess made me some coffee.

 

Leonard had kindly explained to me what Fabiola had meant by 'privates at Prada and Aritzia'. Aritzia was a trendy up and coming fashion store and Prada was, well, Prada, one of the names in the fashion world. Even I'd heard of it, although only through that movie The Devil Wears Prada. More importantly a 'private' was when the store shut down an area for a one-to-one private uninterrupted consultation and viewing between whoever, Fabiola in this case, and a 'Style Advisor' supplied by the store who had intimate knowledge of their creations. The fact that she hadn't had something designed specifically for her for the Ball I put down to the level of importance she attached to the event although Leonard, rather charitably, attributed it to the uncertainty over whether or not we'd be attending. Still, the Ball was in the evening of the next day so both 'privates' had to be in the morning. We would be arriving in New York in the afternoon of the day before so making the arrangements was a major priority. One that was not helped in the least by the five hour time difference which meant I had to get up at 3am Tahiti/plane/body time to ring the stores as soon as it was reasonably possible for someone to be there. 

 

There was an even bigger priority, however, which was finding a van to collect the luggage. Fabiola might be annoyed at having to go to the shops like a normal person but everyone, including Luciano, would be seriously miffed if their luggage failed to turn up at the hotel. Fortunately the man at the first limo hire company I phoned had a brother who hired out vans and trucks for removals so that was easily arranged.

 

Neither of the stores seemed to open early so I sat there anxiously phoning both of them every five minutes until one of them answered. In relief I explained I wanted to book a Style Advisor for as early as possible the next day.

 

“I'm afraid that is not possible,” said Angelique in a plummy English accent that rivalled Leonard's. “We have no appointments available until the 9th of November.” 

 

“But this is an emergency,” I said anxiously. “Fabiola is attending a Ball tomorrow evening and needs an outfit.”

 

“I really am most dreadfully sorry,” said Angelique. “You say Fabiola? The appointment is not for you?”

 

“Oh no,” I said. “Fabiola Gianotti, the actress.”

 

“One moment please,” said Angelique. 

 

“Have you heard of some actress called Fabiola Gianotti?” I heard her muffled voice saying to someone else. There was a pause while, presumably, the other person looked up Fabiola in a database or on the Internet and I distinctly heard a male voice say, quite dismissively, “oh some Italian, not Hollywood”.

 

“Would that be Miss Fabiola Gianotti the Italian actress?” asked Angelique coming back on the line.

 

“Yes,” I said, irritated by their dismissal of her. “She's the wife of Luciano Vicosa, the multi-billionaire.” I emphasised the 'multi' just to show that, Italian or not, Fabiola, and me by association, was not someone to be trifled with. After all, Luciano could probably buy the entire store by tomorrow morning if he wanted to.

 

“One moment please,” said Angelique smoothly.

 

“Have you heard of Luciano Vicosse?” I heard her quietly asking the man.

 

“Vicosse? You mean Vicosa?” he said. “The billionaire?”

 

“Yes,” said Angelique. “Apparently this Fabiola whatsit's his wife.”

 

“Shit!” he snarled. “Give me that phone. Who's on the line?”

 

“Jenny someone,” said Angelique. “I didn't catch her last name.”

 

“Hello, Jennifer,” he said in an obsequious way that made me want to laugh. “I'm Marcus Malthouse, the manager and I'm quite delighted to have this opportunity to assist you in every possible way. I understand you desire to arrange a private consultation for Miss Fabiola Gianotti?”

 

“That's right, Mark,” I said, amused. “Although Angelique tells me there are no appointments available tomorrow.”

 

“Angelique was quite mistaken, I'm afraid,” he said smoothly. “Gabrielle, our most experienced and talented Advisor is in fact available all morning and will, naturally, be entirely at Miss Gianotti's disposal. Shall we say 10am or would some other time be more suitable?”

 

“Ahh, that could be a problem,” I said. “Miss Gianotti has quite a busy schedule tomorrow. 8.30 would be better.” Stefan had warned me that these things could easily take three hours and since we had to fit the other store in as well plus allow for Fabiola to get ready the earlier the better.

 

“Regretfully we do not open until 9.30,” said Marcus.

 

“That is a shame,” I said. “Oh well. Miss Gianotti will simply have to go somewhere else. She'll be disappointed, of course, but life is full of disappointments, even for billionaires' wives. She was so looking forward to acquiring a range of delightful outfits from your little shop.”

 

“Ah, you misunderstand me,” said Marcus hurriedly. “I was going to say that we do not open until 9.30 so Miss Gianotti will be entirely undisturbed by the presence of the general public elsewhere in the store until then. If you could tell your driver to go to the West 55th Street entrance at 8.30 Gabrielle and myself will be delighted to attend to Miss Gianotti's every need. Tell me, does Miss Gianotti prefer tea, coffee or another beverage?” 

 

“She generally has a cup of Milanese coffee around that time,” I said, using the only Italian city I could think of on the spur of the moment. The little devil in me could visualise him getting highly stressed trying to find some coffee by that name. “Decaffeinated, of course, with almond milk and and no sugar.”

 

“Excellent,” he said. “I look forward to meeting Miss Gianotti with great anticipation. Will I have the pleasure of making your acquaintance as well, Jennifer?” 

 

“I'm afraid not,” I said, “although Miss Gianotti's personal stylist Céline will be there and quite possibly her attendant Chiara.”

 

“Excellent,” he said. “Is there any other way I may assist you today?”

 

“No that's it for now,” I said. “Bye bye.”

 

I learn quite quickly so when I phoned the other store I made sure I mentioned Luciano in my opening sentence so a midday appointment was speedily arranged. Even though I was only name dropping I felt pretty important and powerful and went back to bed for another hour's sleep before we landed.

 

Our arrival at Republic airport turned out to be uneventful. A customs official took one look at Fabiola's pile of luggage and decided it simply wasn't worth the effort. He did a cursory check of Tiare's one suitcase which, I'm sure purely coincidentally, was the smallest then approved the lot and it was all hauled away on a trailer to be loaded into the van.

 

Mike Hutchins, the requested leader of the extra bodyguards, met us with twelve of his men and women. The rest were already at the hotel. Six of them were to be permanently attached to Luciano, Fabiola and Ginevra whenever they were outside the hotel and were introduced by Mike so their faces would be familiar. They were all impeccably dressed and the women looked a lot less tough than I'd been expecting. Kamaka had told me they were all trained in hand to hand combat as well as marksmanship with both pistols and rifles and I'd vaguely expected them to resemble She-Hulk. None of them spoke, except in acknowledgement when introduced, and I noticed their eyes were never still.

 

What impressed me the most was actually the limos, or rather their drivers. Even though they came from three different companies they coordinated with each other so that not once during the hour and a half drive to the hotel through New York traffic, which is way way worse than Sydney traffic, did they permit anyone to cut in and separate the cars in our convoy. The lead car even slowed down for green traffic lights so the last car didn't get left behind on a red. The van, unsurprisingly, had made its own separate way with a guard in the passenger seat to ensure no one planted a bomb in a suitcase.

 

On the other hand, Fifth Avenue was a disappointment. It has such a reputation for being a shopping mecca that I'd rather expected the gold pavements to be lined with fabulous palaces but it turned out to be just another fairly dingy one way street that could have been in any city. Even the shops looked much like Myers or David Jones back in Sydney and there were To Let signs here and there, scaffolding and building works jutting out into the traffic, homeless people on corners and beside garbage bins, buses and garbage trucks jostling for position and mad cyclists risking death or permanent injury to cut a few seconds off their pedalling time darting between and around everyone and everything. The only things that made Fifth Avenue different to, say, Oxford Street in Sydney was the four lanes of one way traffic and the police directing traffic at traffic lights. In Sydney, traffic lights are enough to control traffic but here they seemed to need police to reinforce what the red and green lights actually meant.

 

Actually that isn't entirely true. In all my years of living in inner Sydney I'd only ever seen one actual car accident. In the twenty minutes it took to get down Fifth Avenue I saw two collisions and one near fatality when a pedestrian decided to walk across the four lanes while looking at his mobile phone. He only looked up when the taxi that nearly hit him skidded to a halt with screeching tyres and the driver leaned out of the window to hurl abuse. The man replied in kind and carried on walking. 

 

Also, while our convoy waited at some traffic lights I saw, rather distressingly, a young woman. She was sitting on the curb, dressed in dirty and ragged clothes and with unkempt hair. She glanced up momentarily and smiled when she saw me watching her then calmly injected herself just above her elbow. A few moments later she sank back to lie full length, her legs apart and stretched out in the road, oblivious to everything. No one, not even the cop directing traffic at the lights took the blindest bit of notice. Those pedestrians on the outer edge of the pavement either stepped around her or over her while pretending not to see her. I wanted to jump out of the car and at the very least get her more decently arranged and ideally to a drug rehabilitation centre but the cars moved off and I was appalled to find I was too self conscious to make them stop. It put me at the same level as the people stepping over her.

 

I was still a little sad when the driver of our car pointed out the hotel ahead. That, too, was a disappointment. It was just another skyscraper in a sea of skyscrapers and its concrete and glass walls looked more like prison walls than an ultra glamorous hotel. Its bottom level had a shop selling souvenirs of New York, a Starbucks, an ice cream parlour, a sporting goods shop and two homeless people begging on the street. As we drove sedately past it occurred to me that there are probably two or even three different New Yorks. The fantasy one one we see on TV where beautiful people never seem have a problem parking, the New York of the middle class who shuttle between nice jobs and nice homes and the dingy, drab, dispiriting world of the underclass, the homeless, the junkies, the dispossessed and the disenfranchised.

 

Then, one by one, our convoy made a sharp right turn and disappeared down a ramp into the bowels of the hotel. Someone, not me since I didn't think of it, must have radioed or phoned ahead because the manager, Bernard (pronounced baar-naard rather than bir-nud) Rochenkowski, his assistant Mary-Jane Klausbergen and a gaggle of young lads in neat uniforms were waiting beside a bank of fifteen lifts to greet us. I leapt out of the car, to the dismay of Clay, the bodyguard assigned to the car I was in, as he hadn't had an opportunity to 'appraise the target area', and hurried over to greet him. 

 

Kamaka and Mike Hutchins had also jumped out of the first car and were between the cars and the lifts, watching everything. Several of the other bodyguards had also jumped out of their cars and were ranged in a semi circle the other side of the cars. No one else got out, not even the free spirited Tiare who was a little intimidated by Clay and kept giving him anxious little glances.

 

“Welcome to the Arama International,” said Bernard, beaming. “I am Bernard Rochenkowski, the manager. You are Jennifer O'Donnell?”

 

“That's right,” I said. “Mr and Mrs Vicosa are in the first car. They won't get out until these guys have given the all clear. Is everything ready?”

 

“But of course,” said Bernard. “Mary-Jane has your list of room allocations and will distribute the keys shortly. The bell boys will carry your bags although you don't appear to have as much as I was expecting.”

 

“That's coming separately,” I said. “In fact I'm surprised the van hasn't already arrived. It left the airport before we did.”

 

“New York traffic is notorious for its vagaries,” he said. “I will notify you as soon as it arrives. In the meantime if Mr and Mrs Vicosa will accompany me I will show them to their suites after which you and I can complete the formalities. The elevator at this end is a dedicated express to their suites on the top floor.”

 

“Certainly,” I said. “Give me a moment.”

 

I moved over and told Kamaka and Mike what was happening then moved over to tell the relevant bodyguard to release José and Chiara. Kamaka tried to open the rear door of the first limo but Mike got to it first so Kamaka backed away several steps, presumably to give himself a better angle of fire should the expected raid begin. It didn't, of course, for which I was relieved. Having no experience of bodyguards their presence seemed to suggest to me that an assault was imminent. Apart from Tiare, all the others had been on trips before and were used to these people.

 

Fabiola got out first, looking every inch the movie star, and glanced at me.

 

“This way,” I said, holding out my arm. “This last lift is an express to your suites.”

 

Bernard, of course, already had the lift door locked open and greeted her effusively as Luciano eased himself out of the car. He eased his back then rotated his shoulders a couple of times.

 

“Are you feeling alright?” I asked, immediately concerned.

 

“I am just feeling my age,” he said. “I am somewhat tired after the flight and my shoulders ache a little.”

 

“I'll get you some panadol as soon as we get to your suite,” I said. “Perhaps a hot bath and a nap?”

 

“Pah,” he said, waving a hand. “It is nothing. Do not fuss.”

 

He stalked off towards the lift and I followed, José and Chiara close behind.

 

Much has been said about skyscrapers, both for and against, but as far as I know no one has ever mentioned the difficulty such buildings have with lifts. This building was a comparatively small one but even so the top floor was the 60th floor and that is a long way up. There was a little plaque riveted to the inside of the lift which stated that its maximum capacity was six persons and, despite its comparative luxury, with the six of us in it it still felt a little cramped as Bernard, the two servants and myself tried not to crowd Luciano and Fabiola. Perhaps more significantly, especially to me who was used to lifts that clanked up and down between no more than five or six floors, this lift had to go up 60 floors which takes a while. A minute and three quarters as I later discovered when I timed it when going down on my own. A minute and three quarters isn't very long but when you're trapped inside a little box with five other people, three of whom won't talk until spoken to and the other two not speaking, it seems to go on forever. 

 

“So, um, Bernard,” I said after the first hundred years or so had passed, “explain to me about the, ah, elevators.”

 

“Certainly, Miss O'Donnell,” he said. “This elevator, as you see, goes only between the basement and the 60th floor. The two elevators beside it are also dedicated to the Arama Hotel and go between the basement, the ground floor and Reception on the 55th floor. From there we have three other elevators that operate only between the 55th and 60th floors. The other elevators serve the rest of the building.” 

 

“I see,” I said. “So if Mr Vicosa or Mrs Vicosa-Gianotti enter from Fifth Avenue they must either go to the 55th floor and take another elevator or go down to the basement to take this one?” 

 

“That is correct,” he said.

 

“Isn't that a little inconvenient?” I asked. 

 

“In our experience guests who avail themselves of our most luxurious suites rarely enter the hotel on foot,” he said. 

 

Luciano grunted as if in affirmation and Fabiola raised an eyebrow to express surprise that I might think feet were for anything other than displaying shoes or toe rings.

 

“I see,” I said, wishing the lift travelled a little faster. 

 

Still, we arrived in the end and the door opened to reveal the foyer for the top floor suites as well as two men and two women who immediately straightened up and tried to look even tougher than they already did. As Stefan had predicted, Luciano and Fabiola had elected to have José and Chiara occupy the servants' suites rather than Ginevra and Rosilene, who'd been relegated to one of the corner suites on the floor below. 

 

“If you will permit,” said Bernard, opening the door to Top Floor Left. “This is Mrs Vicosa-Gianotti's suite.” He stood back to allow Fabiola and Chiara to enter. “I trust it is to your satisfaction. I will just show Mr Vicosa to his suite then I shall return.”

 

He then led the way to Top Floor Right and opened that. Luciano marched in and I followed. It looked much as it had in the photographs Bernard had sent me although it was more impressive in real life as photos don't give any real impression of scale. The place was huge and the sculpture in the lobby towered over me. It had no readily discernable features and yet it somehow hinted at familiar things which was a little disconcerting but that's probably the point of Art these days. Luciano wandered off to find one of the bathrooms and I went through into the dining room. The curtains were closed so I found the button on the wall that opened them and pushed it. The most incredible view over Central park and the centre of Manhattan opened up before me. I was transfixed.

 




Chapter Twenty Six

 

“A pretty sight,” said Luciano, making me jump. I hadn't heard him come into the room.

 

“It's magnificent, isn't it,” I said, glancing at him then looking out over Central Park again. We were so far up that the people were barely discernable and the cars seemed to be the dominant life form in the streets around the park.

 

“Magnificent? I think not,” said Luciano. He pulled one of the chairs away from the dining table and sat down. “Ibirapuera Park in São Paulo is far bigger and vastly more magnificent. It is more tranquil, too, whereas this …” and he waved his hand at the view “… this is surrounded by the hustle and bustle of New York on every side. A tiny island in a sea of concrete and vanity.”

 

“Well, I suppose,” I said. “But isn't it good to have somewhere like this in the middle of the city rather than just more concrete? Not everyone can live on a tropical island.”

 

He chuckled throatily then coughed. 

 

“It is nothing,” he said when I looked enquiringly at him. “Just the foulness of the air here. Even this high we cannot escape the fumes.”

 

“How's your neck and shoulder?” I asked.

 

“Oh, it is nothing,” he said but there was no irritation in it. Instead his face looked relaxed and almost happy. “I have fond memories of Ibirapuera Park. I spent much time there after I moved to São Paulo.” He suddenly smiled. “It was there that I first fell in love. A charming young woman by the name of Rosita. She was the maid of a rich man in the city and we spent Sunday mornings there together, just walking and talking. It was her only free time, you see.”

 

“What became of her?” I asked.

 

“I do not know,” said Luciano, his face becoming sad. “One Sunday she did not appear. I waited all morning then made my way into the city where they lived but the house was empty. They had moved and doubtless took Rosita with them. I never saw her again.”

 

“She didn't warn you or give you an address?” I asked, saddened as well.

 

“Alas no,” said Luciano. “I despaired for a time and swore I would have nothing more to do with women. That didn't last, of course, and other women helped heal my heart but it was painful at the time. Many years later I came to realise that for her there was no future. She was the maid of a rich man and I was a penniless street ragamuffin. It would not be possible for her to introduce me into her world and there was nothing in mine to offer her. Instead I learned to become grateful for the time she spent with me and cherish her memory. She is probably dead now but I hope she married someone who treated her well.”

 

“Could you not have found out?” I asked. “I mean, when you'd started to become successful.”

 

“Hmm? Oh, I tried,” he said. “But there were many Rositas in São Paulo who were maids and the rich man most likely moved to another city. I never knew her surname or the name of the man she worked for. It was, how you say, a lost cause?”

 

“Yes, a lost cause,” I said, reaching out to touch his arm in sympathy. “I'm so sorry she didn't stay for you, Luciano.”

 

He smiled. “But perhaps not as sorry as I was, eh? Pah. That was fifty or more years ago and the past can never be relived. For better or worse we must always keep moving forward.”

 

“Excuse me, Mr Luciano,” said José, coming into the dining room. “The luggage has arrived and is on its way up.”

 

“Excellent,” said Luciano. “Now, Jennifer, if you will excuse me I shall have a nap. I did not sleep well on the plane. José, send Stefan to me in two hours and see I am not disturbed until then.”

 

“Yes, Mr Luciano,” said José.

 

He left the room to check Luciano's bed was acceptable and Luciano slowly followed him out. He paused at the door and looked back.

 

“When we return from Switzerland, Jennifer, I would like you to organise a trip to Brazil,” he said. “I would like very much for you to see Ibirapuera Park. In the spring when the flowers are blooming. We can walk around the lake. It will be like old times.”

 

“ I would like that very much as well, Luciano,” I said, a little surprised.

 

“Good,” he said, nodding several times. “Yes, good.” He rotated his shoulders again and grimaced.

 

“I'll get you some panadol,” I said. “I've got some in my bags. Would you like me to get the hotel masseuse?”

 

“Perhaps this evening,” he said. “For the moment all I need is a sleep. If the ache is worse then afterwards I shall have some panadol. It is not necessary now.”

 

He walked off towards one of the bedrooms and the faintest touch of hesitancy in his step made me frown. 

 

“And this is Jennifer, Mr Vicosa's nurse,” said Kamaka, coming in the main entrance just as I was having another look at the sculpture before leaving. He was looking a little harassed and had with him four other men, two of whom I recognised as the two bodyguards assigned to Luciano during the day. Presumably the other two were the night crew. Each carried a small overnight bag. “Where's Luciano, Jennifer? In the dining room?”

 

“Mr Vicosa's gone for a sleep, Kamaka,” I said. “It's been a long trip.”

 

“Then we shan't disturb him,” said Kamaka. “Where's José?”

 

“He's with Mr Vicosa at the moment,” I said. 

 

“Which bedroom is he using?” asked Kamaka.

 

“That one,” I said, pointing through the dining room.

 

“Right, lads,” said Kamaka. “You guys can use the other bedroom. Umm …?”

 

“That way,” I said, pointing.

 

“Thanks,” he said. “If you see José could you tell him I'd like to see him?”

 

“Sure,” I said and watched the five of them head off. I'd been wondering why Luciano and Fabiola needed two bedrooms each when they had separate suites and now I knew. I wondered what it was like waking up in an unfamiliar bedroom with strangers and your wife and manservant in different apartments. It must take a little getting used to.

 

“Oh, José,” I said a moment later when he re-appeared. “Kamaka wants to talk to you. He's in the other bedroom with the other bodyguards.”

 

José's nostrils flared and he sighed. “Thank you Miss Jennifer. I suppose I'd better see him now.”

 

“Umm, why does Luciano need so many bodyguards?” I asked. “Surely New York isn't that dangerous that he needs five with him all the time?”

 

“It's twenty four hours a day, Miss Jennifer,” he said. “Two shifts of twelve hours each so when Mr Luciano goes outside this suite he'll only have three, Kamaka and two others.”

 

“Ahh, of course,” I said. “But still, three? Isn't Kamaka enough? And, seriously, is there any real risk here?”

 

“Mr Luciano is a very wealthy man,” said José, “and there are plenty of people who resent that as well as a few with problems who basically want to kill themselves but do it in a spectacular way so they get on TV. We had one of those four or five years ago.”

 

“You're kidding me,” I exclaimed.

 

“Not at all, Miss Jennifer,” he said. “The man was waiting outside the The Plaza Hotel where we were staying and opened fire with a semi-automatic pistol. Kamaka and one of the bodyguards were injured but fortunately not Mr Luciano. The police told us later the man had been sacked from his job for allegedly assaulting another employee and his wife had left him. He blamed Mr Luciano for some reason, although as far as I'm aware Mr Luciano didn't own the company that sacked him.”

 

“Oh my God!” I exclaimed, putting my hand to my mouth in shock. “What happened to him?”

 

“The man or Kamaka?” asked José.

 

“Kamaka,” I said, as he'd never mentioned anything about this to me.

 

“He was shot in the arm,” said José. “Fortunately he managed to get in front of Mr Luciano in time.”

 

“And the other bodyguard?” I asked.

 

“He was shot in the shoulder by the other bodyguard,” said José. “That was unfortunate as the other man was trying to shoot the assailant and he got in the way. Still, he managed to get the shooter three times, in the stomach, hip and thigh. The man bled to death before an ambulance arrived.”

 

“Jesus!” I exclaimed, reflecting that the bodyguard must have hit a major artery, probably the femoral artery in the thigh, if the guy bled to death that quickly.

 

“Quite,” said José. “It was a rather exciting few moments although I would have preferred it hadn't happened.”

 

“How did Miss Fabiola take it?” I asked.

 

“This was before Miss Fabiola's time,” said José. “There was some speculation about whether Miss Juliette had organised it as it wasn't long after their divorce was finalised but it turned out that the man was operating on his own. Personally I never believed it anyway as Miss Juliette was not a vindictive lady and she'd returned to France.”

 

“This would be his fourth wife?” I asked.

 

“That's right, Miss Jennifer,” said José. “If I may attend to Mr Kamaka now?”

 

“Of course,” I said. “I shouldn't keep you from your work.”

 

He turned to go then turned back.

 

“Perhaps I should also mention,” he said, “that, in addition to being Mr Luciano's primary guard, Mr Kamaka also has to watch the other bodyguards. It is possible that one or more may be in league with someone else. IntSec do, I believe, carry out extensive background checks and set high standards but it is always possible that someone could get through the system.”

 

I just stared at him. It had never occurred to me that someone might need protection from their own bodyguards. That said, Kamaka getting shot in the line of duty pretty much proved his trustworthiness so who better to watch the others? Rangi and Aporo were both fairly new, having been taken on with the arrival of Fabiola and, later, Ginevra, and presumably part of their roles was to watch the outsiders assigned to those two. 

 

José gave me a rather limp smile then hurried off to find Kamaka. I went out into the foyer between the suites to find Mike Hutchins, the leader of the IntSec gang, and a couple of others pouring over large scale maps on a table while someone else fiddled with a pile of electronic equipment and headsets. It looked like a military operational headquarters was being set up. They all looked up as I emerged and someone, I think it was Mike, said “it's OK, she's the nurse”. It was all a little scary so I hurried over to the lift before an over eager trigger finger pointed in my direction.

 

“Did you know someone tried to shoot Luciano a few years ago?” I asked Tiare when I'd finally sorted out the paperwork with Bernard the Manager, “and Kamaka got shot in the arm?”

 

“Yeah, dad said,” she said, letting me into my room. I daresay I should have gasped with astonishment at its luxuriousness but having seen Luciano's suite mine just seemed fairly ordinary now and my unit in Bankstown a distant fading memory.

 

“So why didn't you tell me?” I asked.

 

“I thought you knew,” she said, “or don't you and Kamaka talk when you spend the night with him?” She grinned suggestively at me.

 

“Of course we talk!” I snapped. “We talk a lot.”

 

“Sure you do,” said Tiare. “And getting shot is a great topic for a romantic evening. Anyway, I don't know the details since I was still at school at the time.”

 

“Well, I suppose,” I said, wondering why I'd never noticed gunshot scars on Kamaka's arm. Maybe it was because he had tribal tattoos which hid or disguised them. I made a mental note to look more closely after this trip was over as I'd been banned from spending time with him for the next few days.

 

“Can I get you some tea or something to eat?” she asked.

 

“I'd love a coffee,” I said. “Then I'd better do the rounds and make sure everyone is settling in all right. How's your room?”

 

“It's divine,” she said. “Have you heard of Emmanuel Frangeul?”

 

“Nope,” I said. “Who is he?”

 

“Neither have I,” she said, “but my room's full of artworks by him, or maybe her. He's pretty good. So, umm, what did you think of Clay?”

 

“Who's Clay?” I asked, turning on the TV. I didn't want to watch anything but on the odd occasion I stay in hotels or motels I always turn the TV on when I go in just to see if it works. Usually they don't but this one did so I flicked though a few channels then turned it off.

 

“The guard who was in our car,” she said. 

 

“Oh that big sod who took up two seats?” I asked. “He's got to be six foot six at least and that's across the shoulders.” I laughed. “Why?”

 

“Only I was chatting with him while you were up there,” she said, jerking her thumb at the floor above. “And he's asked me to have dinner with him when we've both got some free time.”

 

“Woooo, Tiare's got fancy man!” I teased, expecting her to come back at me with a quick sassy remark as she usually did. Instead she went red and turned away self-consciously.

 

“Ahh, sorry,” I said, amused. “He seemed a nice enough guy.”

 

“He's got a Masters in Criminology,” she said, turning back to face me but not looking me in the eye. “And he used to be in the FBI. He's only been with IntSec a year or so. He's twenty eight.”

 

“So he's got brains as well as brawn,” I said. “Good. So are you going to have dinner with him?”

 

“Umm, would you mind?” she asked, fiddling with a rather tasteful leather folder with the hotel's name embossed on the front.

 

“Not at all,” I said. “And you don't need to stay here for me when he's got some free time. Just let me know you won't be around. Is he married?”

 

“No,” she said, peeking up at me. “And he broke up with his girlfriend a couple of months ago.”

 

“Well, it looks like you've been asking the right questions,” I said. “How long were you chatting?”

 

“Only in the lift coming up,” she said.

 

“That long?” I asked, with a snort. “I'm surprised you haven't got his entire life history then.”

 

“He's rather shy,” she said and took her glasses off to clean them. Maybe they were misting up or something. She looked very small and vulnerable without them.

 

“There is something I need to warn you about,” I said slowly, trying for dramatic effect.

 

“Oh?” she said, squinting at me anxiously.

 

“A guy that size,” I said, “well, you do need to be extra extra careful.”

 

“Oh my God,” she exclaimed, ramming her glasses back on. “What of?”

 

“That he gets enough to eat,” I said and burst out laughing.

 

She just stared at me coldly as my phone started to ring.

 

“Oh don't worry about it,” I said, picking it up. “If you like him go and have some fun. Hello?”

 

“Miss Jennifer O'Donnell?” asked a woman's voice.

 

“Speaking,” I said as Tiare went off to make some coffee, probably with powdered glass in it which was fine since, contrary to popular myth, powdered glass won't hurt you. Shards of glass will but you'd notice them in your mouth.

 

“Mary-Jane Klausbergen, Assistant Manager,” she said. “Could you please come to Top Floor Left urgently? We have a situation.”

 

“Oh God!” I exclaimed, my thoughts still on shootings and bodyguards. “That's Fabiola's suite! Is she all right? Has she been hurt?”

 

“None has been hurt,” said Mary-Jane, “or at least not yet anyway. Mrs Vicosa-Gianotti seems to be a little upset about something.”

 

“Oh thank God,” I said, my heart still pumping. “I'll come up immediately.”

 

“Thank you,” said Mary-Jane and hung up.

 

“”What's happened?” asked Tiare, standing in the kitchen doorway. “Is Fabiola hurt? Has there been a shooting?”

 

“I don't know,” I said, heading for the door, “but no one's hurt. I have to go up though.”

 

Tiare followed, although whether is was so she didn't miss any of the excitement or in case Clay was up there too I didn't know. Both lifts were in use so I hurried up the stairs and burst through the door into the foyer of the top floor without warning. All the bodyguards instantly spun with two going into crouches with their hands inside their jackets.

 

“Oh shit!” I exclaimed and backed into Tiare, knocking her glasses off. Just to be safe I put my hands up as well.

 

“My glasses!” exclaimed Tiare and peered shortsightedly around. “Oh!” She slowly put her hands up as well.

 

“Relax, guys,” called Mike Hutchins. “Everyone take it easy. Miss O'Donnell, isn't it?”

 

“That's right,” I said. “Umm, I'm wanted in there,” and nervously pointed to the open door of Fabiola's suite.

 

“I guess I know why.” said Mike, smiling. “Go on in. Casey, why wasn't there anyone monitoring the stairs?”

 

“We got a dead camera,” said Casey, bent over a large monitor. “It was working a minute ago. God-damned equipment!” and she slapped the side of the monitor.

 

Just at that moment I heard Fabiola's voice screaming something in Italian and Mike gestured for me to go in. I picked up Tiare's glasses and handed them to her.

 

“Come on,” I said quietly. “I don't like the sound of this.”

 

We went in and through to the bedroom where all the noise was coming from. Fabiola, wearing only a large white towel, was red faced and shaking. Chiara was sitting on the side of the bed, sobbing and Mary-Jane was standing in the middle of the room looking very worried.

 

“What's happened?” I asked.

 

“Tell your men to let him go,” said Mary-Jane. She pointed behind the open door.

 

I turned to see a young lad in the hotel's uniform pressed against the wall. He had the elbow of one of Fabiola's women guards against his throat and Rangi was two paces away, pointing a gun at him. The lad was white faced and shaking and there was a wet patch running down the leg of his trousers.

 




Chapter Twenty Seven

 

“Put the gun down, Rangi,” I said, slowly but very intently. “Put the gun down, please.” There was the faint sound of a toilet flushing elsewhere in the suite but I ignored it.

 

“He had a weapon,” said Rangi, not even twitching. He was totally focused. “There may be others. Ramona, frisk him again.”

 

Ramona slowly withdrew her elbow from the lad's throat and he took a sobbing intake of breath as he slumped. She grabbed the front of his uniform jacket and hauled him upright before jerking him around and slamming him face first into the wall.

 

“Spread your legs,” she barked, and kicked his feet to help reinforce the request. Jerkily he moved his feet apart and Ramona efficiently frisked him.

 

“Nothing,” she reported with evident disappointment. “He's clean.”

 

“Now can you put the gun down, Rangi?” I asked.

 

Reluctantly he lowered his gun but kept it ready just in case. Ramona had the back of the lad's neck in a vice like grip so he couldn't get away but at least he could breathe now.

 

Just at that moment the other bodyguard came in the room. She took one look at the scene then went into a crouch with her gun pointed at me.

 

“Identify yourself,” she snarled as I quickly raised my hands. This was fast becoming a habit.

 

“She's the nurse, Beth,” said Rangi. “One of the good guys.”

 

“Oh, right,” said Beth, standing up. “I thought she looked familiar.”

 

“We met a couple of hours ago at the airport,” I said. “Umm, can I put my hands down?”

 

“Yeah, sorry,” she said. “What's going on? I was in the john.” She glanced at Rangi, Ramona and the lad and clearly decided everything was under control. She flipped up the hem of her shirt and slipped her gun inside the waistband of her slacks.

 

“That's what I want to know,” I said.

 

Mary-Jane was standing in the middle of the room, clearly not entirely in control of the situation. Chiara was still sitting on the edge of the bed gawping, her tears forgotten. There was a red mark on her face which looked suspiciously like a hand slap. Fabiola was scowling.

 

“I get dressed,” she announced, clearly deciding to treat this as a movie set. She tossed her hair back then turned and haughtily stalked back into the bathroom, slamming the door.

 

“Ramona, put him down,” I said, years of experience of druggies and others freaking out in ER helping me stay calm. OK it wasn't often that guns were pulled on me but it wasn't unknown either. Knives were more usual.

 

She looked at Rangi who nodded then she released her grip. The lad collapsed on the floor and curled up into a ball. She backed away all of two paces and stood there, glowering at him.

 

“Chiara, are you OK?” I asked, going over to put my hand on her shoulder.

 

“Yes,” she said, wrenching her eyes away from the gun in Rangi's hand.

 

“Good,” I said. “Who hit you?”

 

“Miss Fabiola,” she said, glancing up at me.

 

“What on Earth for?” I asked, surprised. 

 

“No!” exclaimed Fabiola, flinging the bathroom door open. She was now wearing a black silk dressing gown that almost reached to her knees and had tied her hair back into a casual but stylish messy ponytail. “Is not right! È un pervertito malato! A sick pervert! Get rid of him!”

 

“Fabiola, please!” I said holding up my hands. “Calm yourself!”

 

She launched into rapid animated Italian with gestures at everyone and the suitcases that still sat on the bed. Chiara got upset by something she said and launched her own torrent of Italian.

 

“Stop!” I said, loudly.

 

“Vaffanculo!” exclaimed Fabiola and flicked her upper teeth with her thumbnail at me. She stalked over to a chair beside the window and twisted it round so she could stare out while pointedly ignoring the rest of us.

 

“Would somebody please tell me what happened?” I asked. “Mary-Jane?”

 

“I have no idea,” she said. “I got a call from someone demanding that one of the bellboys be sacked or arrested or something so I came straight up. Everyone was shrieking in Italian so I called you then they decided to search Ethan and all hell broke lose.”

 

“He's Ethan?” I asked, pointing at the bellboy. He'd managed to pull himself together enough to now be sitting on the floor with his back to the wall but he still looked very scared and kept glancing at the three bodyguards nervously. Mary-Jane nodded.

 

“Did you call Mary-Jane?” I asked, looking at Chiara.

 

“Si,” she said. “Rangi told me to.”

 

“OK,” I said, looking at Rangi. “So what prompted all this?”

 

“Bastardo rape me,” exclaimed Fabiola, twisting in the chair to point at Ethan.

 

“I never touched her!” cried Ethan, shying away from Ramona in case she tried to kick him or something. “I swear to God I didn't touch her! All I did was put the suitcases on the bed and opened them.”

 

“Pervertito!” snarled Fabiola. “I come from bathroom and you playing with my underclothes in suitcase! Look, see?”

 

She jumped up and pushed Chiara out of the way so we could see the suitcase. It did seem to be full of ladies underwear.

 

“I wasn't!” exclaimed Ethan. “I just opened the suitcase! I was only trying to be helpful!”

 

“Well, OK,” I said. It was a fair jump from touching underwear in a suitcase to actual rape but I could see where Fabiola was coming from. Certainly the contents of the suitcase had been disturbed as some of Fabiola's underwear was on the bed and some hung over the sides of the suitcase. Maybe he'd had a quick rummage through her undies, maybe he hadn't but that wasn't for me to decide. Fabiola thought he was and it was the hotel management's problem to decide what to do. “So what's all this about a weapon, Rangi?”

 

“Me and Ramona came in when we heard the shouting,” said Rangi. “We apprehended the suspect and detained him while Chiara phoned the manager. This lady turned up and the suspect tried to make a break for it. We grabbed him and Ramona checked the suitcase in case he was trying to plant a bomb or something.”

 

“So it was Ramona who did that?” I asked, pointing to the disturbed lingerie. Aside from anything else, Fabiola clearly had good taste.

 

“That was me,” said Ramona. “I found nothing suspicious so we then searched the suspect. That was when we found this weapon. It was in his pocket.”

 

She held out her hand to reveal a small pocket knife. Unfolded, the blade couldn't have been more than three or four centimetres long.

 

“Is that all?” I asked, astonished.

 

“It's enough to kill,” said Rangi. “If used in the right way.”

 

“And you think he'd know the right way?” I asked.

 

“Can't risk it,” said Rangi. “Maybe he does, maybe he doesn't but it's a weapon. We can't take chances. It may even have poison on the blade. We'll need forensics to test it.”

 

“Well, OK,” I said, feeling a little confused. “So, let me get this straight. We have a bellboy who brought in some suitcases who says he only opened them to be helpful but Fabiola says she caught him going through her underwear. He also was carrying a small pocket knife which could, in the right circumstances, be a dangerous weapon. What do you think, Mary-Jane? Do you want to handle this within the hotel or shall we call in the police?”

 

“Niente polizia!” exclaimed Fabiola, jumping up. “I no want in the newspapers!”

 

“I think the hotel would agree with that,” said Mary-Jane. “Let's leave the police out of it.”

 

“Voglio che il mostro venga licenziato,” hissed Fabiola, jabbing her finger at Ethan several times. “Now!”

 

“Could you say that in English, please?” I asked.

 

Fabiola just glared at me then half threw herself angrily back into her chair and sat there with her arms crossed, staring out of the window.

 

“She said she wants the creep fired,” said Chiara.

 

“OK,” I said. “Well, I'll leave that to you, Mary-Jane. Umm, what do we do now?”

 

“I'll take Ethan with me,” said Mary-Jane. “Aside from anything else he shouldn't be opening suitcases or carrying knives, however small. Mrs Vicosa-Gianotti, please accept my deepest apologies for this, ah, most distressing incident. If there is any way the hotel or I can recompense you, please let us know.”

 

Fabiola just ignored her contemptuously. After a moment's hesitation Mary-Jane told Ethan to come with her and they both left. 

 

“Fica!” said Fabiola forcefully.

 

“What does that mean?” I asked, looking at Chiara.

 

“Umm, is very rude word,” she said, starting to tidy up Fabiola's underwear. “A woman's private parts.”

 

“Ah,” I said. “Umm, Miss Fabiola?”

 

“What?” she snapped.

 

“Can I ask why you slapped Chiara?” I asked tentatively.

 

“She should not have permitted that bastardo to opening cases,” said Fabiola. She stood up and drew in a deep breath while looking balefully at Chiara. Then her entire body relaxed and she smiled beautifully. “Is all over. I dress now. You leave please.”

 

“Yes, of course,” I said.

 

I went out of the suite and saw Rangi, Ramona and Beth deep in discussion with Mike and decided to leave them to it. I took the lift down a level and hesitated before heading off to Stefan's room rather than my own.

 

“Enter,” he called when I tapped on the door. “Oh, hello, Jennifer. How's it going? Is this a business or social visit?”

 

“Business,” I said and briefly explained what had happened.

 

“Stupid boy,” he said, referring to Ethan. “Hopefully it was just a stupid misunderstanding although clearly the hotel didn't give him enough training in how to deal with paranoid rich people. We won't be the only ones with bodyguards here.”

 

“So you don't think Rangi and the girls over-reacted?” I asked.

 

“Not at all,” he said. “They're paid to protect Fabiola and that's exactly what they did and, most importantly, they contained the situation without anyone getting hurt. It also shows the girls were on their toes which is excellent. I'll get Mike Hutchins to give them both a small bonus. Fortunately this time it seems to have been nothing but that bellboy could just as easily have been trying to get hold of some of her clothing to sell. I dare say some saucy underwear worn by Fabiola Gianotti would be worth a few thousand. The knife's a bit of a worry though.”

 

“It was too small to have caused any serious injury,” I said. “I wouldn't be surprised if it was blunt too.”

 

“Depends what you mean by serious,” said Stefan. “I'd say Fabiola would consider a scar on her face far more serious than actually being killed. No, the knife was probably to force a lock on a case if he couldn't get it open.”

 

“So you think he was definitely up to no good, then?” I asked.

 

“Definitely,” said Stefan. “Only a fool or a thief would open someone's luggage inside their room with so many guards around. Where was Chiara? She shouldn't even have let the man in the bedroom, let alone open any of the cases.”

 

“I don't know, I didn't ask,” I said. “Maybe she popped out for a moment while Fabiola was having a shower.”

 

“A shower?” exclaimed Stefan. “Did he have a phone or a camera with him?”

 

“Rangi didn't find one,” I said. “Why? You think he wanted pictures of Fabiola in the shower?”

 

“It's possible,” he said, “but not likely. He wouldn't have known Fabiola was in the shower. I'll get Rangi to search the room though when Fabiola's out just in case he hid it when he was caught. You never know, that might have been his intention all along. The gutter press would pay a fair amount for naked pictures of her and private collectors even more. Actually I think I'll get Mike to do another full sweep of both suites, just in case. This might have been a diversion to distract attention away from Luciano's rooms.”

 

“Are you serious?” I asked, astonished.

 

“It's probably nothing,” he said, “but suspicion breeds suspicion and knowing what Luciano is talking about could easily be worth a lot more than naked pictures of Fabiola. Just knowing he had a meeting with someone could have a serious impact on share prices, up or down.”

 

“Jesus, I know so little about this world,” I said, shaking my head ruefully. “I'd always thought the rich were, well, just rich, you know.”

 

“And you keep it that way,” said Stefan, grinning. “We have specialists for that sort of thing. You stick to what you are best at.”

 

* * *

 

I was awoken from a deep sleep by someone repeatedly pushing the barrel of a gun against my shoulder.

 

“Gerroff,” I muttered, pushing it away. I rolled over and went back to sleep.

 

The gun barrel didn't stop and whoever the intruder was kept whispering “Jennifer, Jennifer, wake up”.

 

“All right, you can keep the pictures,” I muttered. “Just let me sleep, OK?”

 

“What pictures?” asked the voice. Actually it sounded like Tiare's voice.

 

“Wha'?” I asked, opening my eyes. It was dark which didn't help.

 

“It's me, Tiare,” said Tiare, shoving my shoulder again.

 

“Who's been shot?” I demanded, sitting up quickly.

 

“This is New York,” said Tiare. “Probably a couple of hundred people while I've been trying to wake you.”

 

“What?” I said, squinting in her direction.

 

She clicked on the bedside light and held out my phone.

 

“You've had a text from the Fifth Avenue Committee,” she said. “I thought it might be urgent.”

 

“What time is it?” I asked, falling back against my pillows.

 

“About six thirty,” she said, looking at my phone's screen.

 

“Oh joy,” I said. “What does the message say?”

 

“It just says they've sent you an email,” said Tiare.

 

“They sent a text to say they sent an email?” I said. “Jesus. Only in America, huh. What are you doing with my phone anyway?”

 

“I took it with me to my room when I got back last night,” she said. “I didn't want anyone disturbing you as you were tired.”

 

“So you disturbed me instead,” I said. “Thank you for that. Well, I'm awake now. You want to get me some coffee?”

 

“I've already made you some,” she said. “It's on the bedside table.”

 

“Then I forgive you,” I said, yawning. “So how'd it go last night? You have a good time?”

 

“Yes, I did,” said Tiare. “Clay's a really nice guy.”

 

“Awesome,” I said. “Find the email then you can tell me all about it.”

 

She padded off to get my iPad since, for some technical reason the IT gurus on the island couldn't figure out, my phone refused to work with emails. I plumped up my pillows and started sipping on my coffee, reflecting that life wasn't so bad after all even though the coffee was apparently made from coffee beans eaten by some raccoons in the Andes. It's called Misha coffee and the beans ferment in the raccoons' bellies before being crapped out. The net result is a much sought after and highly expensive brand of coffee. It's supposed to have subtle flavours of chocolate, almond and citrus but personally I found it tasted much like any other coffee although it didn't have the diesel fuel roughness of some of the cheapest brands. It didn't smell of raccoon poo either.

 

“Ooooh!” exclaimed Tiare, hurrying back into my bedroom. “They've got extra tickets for tonight's Ball! Does that mean I can go?”

 

“Oh yeah?” I said, taking the iPad.

 

I scanned the email and she was right. Apparently the Committee were releasing extra tickets for the Ball and wanted to know if we wanted any more. We could have up to twenty five at the discounted price of $500 a ticket instead of the full price of $1000. The only catch was they needed to know by 8am.

 

“Interesting,” I said. “That means all the staff can go, not just the primaries. Don't get too excited though. I'll need to talk to Luciano first. He may not want low life like you watching him dance with Fabiola.”

 

“Oh,” she said, her face falling. “Hey! C'mon! I'm not low life!”

 

“I know you're not,” I said. “I was only teasing you. You're junior staff and you being the youngest here makes you the most junior.”

 

“Well, OK,” she said. “So you're going to ask Luciano? When? Can Clay come too?”

 

“I'll finish my coffee first, and have a shower,” I said. “Don't worry. We've got 'til 8. I'll go up and see him when they're having breakfast.”

 

“I haven't got anything to wear though,” she said, dolefully.

 

“Neither have I,” I said. “I was planning to have a wander along Fifth Avenue while Fabiola's with her Style Advisors so if Luciano says you can go to the Ball you can come with me if you like. Hell, you can come anyway. It'll be more fun than going on my own.”

 

“Awesome,” said Tare happily. “Drink up and get in the shower! I'm all excited!”

 

“Oh to be 22 again,” I said, laughing. “So what did you two talk about? When did you get back to the hotel?”

 

* * *

 

On the dot of seven thirty I ran the gauntlet of security staff to tap on the door of Luciano's suite. José let me in and led me through to the breakfast room, which was just a smaller version of the dining room and could only seat a skimpy six people. Luciano was reading the New York Times and sipping his coffee and Fabiola was gazing dreamily at her fingernails while sipping green tea. For reasons I never enquired into, although they had their own suites here and their own houses on the island, they always had their meals together although Ginevra had hers separately with Rosilene. By the look of the leftovers, Luciano had had eggs Benedict and toast with pawpaw jam while Fabiola had had fresh fruit and yoghurt.

 

“Good morning Jennifer,” said Luciano, looking up.

 

“Ciao,” said Fabiola. “You want strawberries?”

 

“No, thank you,” I said. “I've had an email from the Fifth Avenue Committee,” and I explained their offer.

 

Luciano snorted. “So they have not sold all the tickets,” he said. “I wonder why?”

 

“They didn't say,” I said, “but I was wondering if you would like to take advantage of the offer and let the junior staff go as well. It would be a nice 'thank you for all your hard work' gesture.”

 

Luciano snorted again. “So they can laugh at my dancing more likely,” he said. “So, Fabi, you think we should let them laugh at us?”

 

“Whatever you think, Luchi,” she said, holding up a hand with her fingers splayed so she could look at her nails as a collection.

 

“No one will laugh at either of you,” I said, knowing none of them would dare.

 

“Then let them come,” said Luciano, “and I will be the floor show.”

 

Fabiola smiled at that and looked up at me.

 

“What are you wearing to the Ball?” she asked.

 

“I don't know,” I said. “I'm planning on getting something later this morning.”

 

“I will be wearing green,” she said. “I am in a green mood today. Do not get anything that clashes.”

 

“Thank you for warning me, Miss Fabiola,” I said. “Umm, do you think we should take a couple of extra bodyguards?”

 

“Take however many you think appropriate,” said Luciano, looking back down at his paper. “Take all twenty five tickets.”

 

“Certainly,” I said, thinking Tiare would be pleased as Clay would be able to come as well. I just hoped he'd have a decent suit or be able to get a 6XL one in time.

 

“And I think it best you be in our limousine,” he said.

 

“You think?” asked Fabiola, looking at him.

 

“It is Jennifer's first,” he said, not looking up. “These things can be intimidating. It would be well if she accompanies us this time. Besides, I would like Jennifer with us.”

 

“If you say so, Luchi,” said Fabiola, not overly interested.

 

“Excuse me, Miss Fabiola,” said Chiara, appearing in the doorway. “When would you like me to dress you for your first appointment?”

 

“What time is it?” she asked.

 

“Seven forty, Miss Fabiola,” said Chiara.

 

“The appointment,” she snapped.

 

“Eight thirty,” I said. “The other one is at midday.”

 

“Bene,” she said. “I will come now.”

 

She draped herself over Luciano and gave him a kiss before raising an eyebrow at me and leaving the room.

 

“So how are you feeling this morning?” I asked. “Do you still have that ache in your neck and shoulders?”

 

“A little,” he said, easing his shoulders.

 

“Hmm,” I said and sat in Fabiola's vacated seat. “Do you have any pains elsewhere?”

 

“No,” he said. “Do you?”

 

“No,” I said. “I'm fine. How about indigestion? Any feelings of nausea?”

 

“No,” he said. “Why?”

 

“How about shortness of breath or feelings of anxiety?” I asked

 

“I am seeing my son Xavier at ten,” he said. “You think I should feel anxious?”

 

“I meant unexplained anxiety,” I said. “I've never met Xavier but if he makes you feel anxious that would be a known anxiety.”

 

“I am not anxious,” he said, “but I did wake this morning with a shortness of breath, yes.”

 

“And a cold sweat?” I asked.

 

“Perhaps,” he said. “I do not recall. I ask again, why?”

 

“I'm worried about that ache,” I said. “It's one of the symptoms of an impending heart attack, as are shortness of breath and cold sweats. There can be many other reasons of course, but I had expected it to have gone away by now. I would like you to have an ECG to be safe.”

 

“I have no chest pain,' he said, his eyes fixed on my face.

 

“Which is not conclusive,” I said. “Sometimes the pain is referred to the neck and shoulders, other times to the jaw or the stomach.”

 

“Hmm,” he said and reached for his cigarettes. He looked at them then put them down again.

 

“So, an ECG?” I asked. “I'm sure it'll be fine but we need to eliminate it first before looking for other causes.”

 

“Very well,” he said. “But not today. I have many meetings. Tomorrow afternoon I am to go with Fabiola to the Fashion Show. It will be a good excuse to not go.”

 

“I hope Fabiola won't mind too much,” I said.

 

“She would prefer me not to go,” he said. “I find I cannot take fashion as seriously as she does.”

 

“Excellent,” I said. “I'll make the arrangements with John Irish.”

 

“Will you come with me?” he asked.

 

“Of course,” I said, getting up. “I wouldn't let you go alone.”

 




Chapter Twenty Eight

 

“What did he say? What did he say?” asked Tiare anxiously when I got back to my room. 

 

“What did who say about what?” I asked, knowing exactly what she was talking about but wanting to be mischievous and to pay Tiare back for waking me up in the middle of the night.

 

“Mr Luciano,” said Tiare, her eyes seemingly larger than ever behind her glasses. “About the tickets for the Ball. You did ask him, didn't you?”

 

“Yes, I did,” I said. “Is breakfast ready yet? I'm starving.”

 

“Oh Jenny!” exclaimed Tiare, looking about to burst into tears and quivering slightly from tension. “Did he say I could go? Did he, did he?”

 

“I think you'd better sit down,” I said as seriously as I could. “Umm, I'm not sure how to put this.”

 

“Oh,” said Tiare flatly. “So I can't go then. Oh well.”

 

She turned away and put her hand to her eyes. She could have been adjusting her glasses but I suspected she was wiping away a tear and I felt bad.

 

“No,” I said, slowly. “He didn't say that exactly.”

 

“So what did he say?” she asked in a monotone. “I can go but I have to stay in the kitchens and do the washing up, I suppose.”

 

“Tiare, turn round,” I said. “Look at me.”

 

She slowly turned round and there definitely was a little moisture in the corners of her eyes.

 

“Dry your eyes,” I said. “He said you can go but there is one condition and it's not the kitchens.”

 

“What” asked Tiare, looking suspiciously at me.

 

“You have to look absolutely gorgeous,” I said, unable to keep my face straight any longer. “He won't let you go if you're not.”

 

She stared at me, her eyes widening as her brain processed what I'd said then let out a scream.

 

“Did he really, did he really?” she exclaimed and I nodded, her excitement infectious.

 

She grabbed me in a bear hug then spun around, unable to keep still.

 

“Oh!” she exclaimed, suddenly freezing. “What'll I wear? I haven't got anything to wear! Jenny! Help me!”

 

“Not a problem,” I said. “We're going out in a bit to get an outfit for me so we can find one for you as well.”

 

“Oh, thank you, thank you,” she cried, hugging me again. “Do you think Céline would do my face and hair if I ask her nicely?”

 

“Don't waste your time with Céline,” I said. “She'll have her hands full getting Fabiola ready. There's bound to be a beautician somewhere on Fifth Avenue or in the hotel. We'll go there.”

 

“Awesome!” exclaimed Tiare, bobbing up and down. “When are we going? Can we go now?”

 

“It's not even eight yet,” I said. “The shops probably aren't even open. We'll go later.”

 

“Oh,” she said, sticking out her bottom lip. “I guess so. Ohhh! This is going to be so totally awesome!”

 

“And Clay can go,” I said. “In fact everyone's going. Luciano's getting our entire ticket allocation, which reminds me, I'd better give them a ring and tell them we want the tickets. Where's my phone?”

 

“It's on your bedside table,” said Tiare. “I'll get it.”

 

“And my iPad,” I said. “I've got some other calls to make as well. Could you do me some breakfast soon? Before I faint?”

 

“Sure, Jenny,” she said, hurrying into the bedroom.

 

Even though it wasn't a suite, my 'room' actually had a bedroom and a lounge as well as a small kitchen and was almost as big as my three bedroom unit had been back in Sydney. It didn't have a balcony which was probably a good idea as someone falling, or jumping, from the 59th floor would end up as little more than a nasty splodge on the pavement below. The windows didn't open either and I did miss the fresh air and breezes of the island.

 

I confirmed that we wanted the extra tickets with the Committee and left a message with John Irish's receptionist that I wanted a chat with him while Tiare made us some breakfast. 

 

“When we're through here,” I said, sprinkling a little salt on my scrambled eggs, “you want to go round and tell the others? I'd hate for someone to miss out because they didn't check their email.”

 

“Sure,” said Tiare.

 

“But not the guards,” I said. “Only tell Mike the boss man as he'll need to sort out rostering and who's on night duty and so on.”

 

“And shall I ask for someone to come with us while we're shopping?” she asked.

 

“That's a point,” I said. “I suppose we ought to have someone with us. I did lay out the protocols for everyone so we'd better adhere to them. Ask if there's a woman guard available. Guys hate clothes shopping.”

 

“Wouldn't a guy be better?” she asked. “A woman guard might get distracted.”

 

“Fair point,” I said, the cynical part of my brain wondering if she wanted him to be Clay but I dismissed the thought. “ Although I doubt it. They seem pretty focused. Umm, leave it up to Mike then.”

 

“OK,” she said and beamed. “Are we going soon?”

 

“Actually, I think we'd better leave shopping until tomorrow,” I said, frowning and looking at my iPad. “I've got a lot to do today.”

 

“But the Ball's to…” she started before realising I actually knew the Ball was tonight and that I was teasing her again. She pulled a face and tried to take my coffee away.

 

John Irish called back not long after Tiare had left and made the arrangements for Luciano to see a cardiologist he knew in New York. The cardiologist's secretary called me less than fifteen minutes later to find out what time we were available and, the appointment made, I let Stefan and José know as well.

 

“This is Lindy,” announced Tiare when she returned. She had a disgustingly fit, rather severe looking blonde in tight jeans with her.

 

“Hello Lindy,” I said.

 

“Miss Jennifer,” said Lindy with a polite nod of her head. “I'll be your presence on your expedition today.”

 

“How nice,” I said, wondering what else to say.

 

“Am I correct in my understanding you are both going clothes shopping on Fifth Avenue?” she asked.

 

“Yes,” I said. “That shouldn't be a problem, should it?”

 

“Potentially yes,” said Lindy. “Three blocks of Fifth Avenue, from 46th Street to 43rd Street will be closed to all traffic, including foot traffic, today as they're shooting a movie. If you want to go beyond 43rd Street we'll need to make a diversion onto Fourth Avenue.”

 

“Oh,” I said. “Well, I've never been to New York before so I haven't got a clue what's where. Is there anything worth going to after 46th Street?”

 

“It's not for me to say,” said Lindy, “but the major stores are this side of 46th Street.”

 

“Then we'll stay this side,” I said. “Umm, do we need one of the limos or shall we walk? The decent shops aren't far, are they?”

 

“I should point out that walking increases the likelihood of an incident,” said Lindy, “and I cannot assist you with carrying any of your purchases. My hands must be free at all times.”

 

“I think we can manage a couple of dresses and some shoes,” I said. “What sort of incident? Neither of us is important or well known.”

 

“Perhaps not, but there are a number of undesirables on the sidewalks,” she said. “If either of you are approached by anyone, do not stop or talk to them. Keep walking and leave them to me. In the event of shots being fired, take cover if you can or lie flat on the ground. Do not step into the traffic under any circumstances. We don't want you getting run down, do we?”

 

“Um, no, probably not a good idea,” I said, wondering if I really wanted to go shopping after all.

 

“If either of you see anyone you know, advise me first before you approach them or let them approach you,” said Lindy. “If I am caught unawares I may be obliged to take a course of action with potentially regrettable consequences. Also, and I appreciate that this may be inconvenient, I would ask that you both remain together at all times. I cannot protect both of you if you are separated.”

 

“Does that include toilets and changing rooms?” I asked, hoping a little humour would alleviate the tension that had suddenly built up inside me.

 

“Provided you are both in the vicinity, no,” said Lindy, not seeing the joke, “but please let me check the toilet or changing room before you go inside. Also, if you stop for refreshments, please do not offer me anything.”

 

“So your hands are free at all times?” I asked.

 

“No, I'm trying to lose weight,” she said with the only smile I ever saw from her. “I was on vacation last week and I've put on a couple of pounds.”

 

* * *

 

We had a glorious day! There were loads of clothes shops within a kilometre or so of the hotel and many of them were affordable, for me at any rate. Tiare found a dress she liked and which fitted and I paid for it since it was out of her price range. I had a few moments of trepidation as the store's card payment machine mulled over my Vanuatu based company debit card, this being my first time using it, but the machine eventually decided the card was acceptable and Lindy wasn't obliged to protect me from the store's security staff. In fact she probably didn't even notice as she kept her eyes on everyone else and not us.

 

Tiare's dress, incidentally, was a lovely backless number in a rich ivory colour that set off her darker skin beautifully. It hugged her figure to around knee level then flared out a little down to her ankles. My own, chosen after much umming and ahhing and going back to the shop twice, was silvery grey and had broad shoulder straps that met up somewhere around my naval and showed a little more cleavage than I was used to. It did, however, fall all the way to the ground from the waist in a slightly darker shade and made me look thinner. We spent much of the afternoon in a salon where they did our nails and makeup and plaited Tiare's long thick black tresses into a fishtail braid with thin pale pink ribbons entwined. My own ended up in a shaggy, buffed-up style gathered into a loose ponytail about two thirds of the way down and held by a silver butterfly. The girl in the salon showed me how the little butterfly could clip to the strap if I wanted the pony tail to come forward over my shoulder since my hair wasn't long enough to hang that way on its own.

 

Fully dressed up, Tiare looked gorgeous, despite her rather old fashioned glasses, and I felt a million dollars. We both faded into the background, however, when the lift doors from the top floor opened and Fabiola appeared. Despite the harsh lighting of the basement car park she looked, appropriately enough, a billion dollars. She wore a skin tight shimmering dark green dress with a high open neck and woven gold lapels that met in a curving V just below her boobs. Another V cut around her waist from the sides in a colour that almost perfectly matched her olive skin so the dress looked like a two piece. The bottom, which just touched the ground, was slightly ruffled and a shower of dark gold threads, caught at the wrists, suggested sleeves. Her hair, longer than Tiare's but not as thick, was pulled back tightly around her head but spilled out into two ponytails held in a gold and diamond broach shaped like an 8 on its side. She'd also had the good sense to wear no jewellery at all, apart from simple diamond studs in her ears and her wedding ring. Necklaces or bracelets would have lessened the effect rather than enhanced it. Her skin glowed although I thought her collar bones were a little too prominent. Luciano, on the other hand, despite his elegantly tailored red velvet jacket and neat black bow tie, looked a little tired.

 

“How do you feel?” I whispered when I'd got in the car. Kamaka sat in front with the driver and Rangi sat in the back with Luciano, Fabiola and me.

 

“A little tired,” he muttered. “It's been a long day. You look delightful, however, my dear.”

 

“Thank you,” I said, perhaps a trifle smugly, as we moved off. After all, I was way behind Fabiola in the looks department but that evening I felt I'd caught up a little.

 

There was one limo in front, packed with bodyguards, and the rest of our troupe were packed into five other limos. Despite the traffic it took us all of five minutes to drive the two kilometres to the venue and another half hour or so to slowly limp forward in the queue of limos disgorging other guests. It would have been quicker to take the subway and walk from there but, of course, that was out of the question.

 

Kamaka and Rangi leapt out of the limo before it stopped outside the entrance and were joined by Ramona, Beth and Luciano's two extras. All the men were very smartly dressed in tuxedos and Ramona and Beth wore evening gowns. Both, I'd noticed back in the hotel basement, were carrying out-sized purses, no doubt with appropriate weaponry inside. Here, at the venue, I didn't notice a thing. My eyes were locked on a broad flight of steps with a red carpet and hordes of people held back by metal barriers. What made me nervous, though, was the massed ranks of photographers and TV cameras either side of the red carpet.

 

“Oh shit!” I muttered, my mouth suddenly going very dry. “Do I have to go up there?”

 

Kamaka stepped forward and opened the door of the limo. Luciano got out and flashes exploded all around. Like a steadfast old war horse he stood there for a few moments, solid and imposing, for the cameras then he stepped to the side to let Fabiola out. There were gasps from the people behind the barriers and the flashes from the cameras intensified. She stood there, radiantly elegant and in total control, for several seconds while a few thousand photographs were taken then Ramona and Beth swept in from the sides and took their places two paces ahead of her.

 

“Come, Jennifer,” said Luciano. “We haven't got all day.”

 

“What, me?” I gasped. “Go up there?”

 

“Of course,” he said. “How else are you going to get in?” 

 

Actually, if I'd thought about it I'd have just assumed I'd probably go in a side staff entrance but apparently not.

 

“Oh God,” I whispered and slid across the wide rear seat of the limo. My heart was pounding as the adrenaline flowed freely. My legs trembled as I swung them out onto the carpet but I managed to get out with reasonable dignity. As I straightened up my heel caught in the hem of my dress and I stumbled forward. I was caught by Luciano and a few hundred cameras.

 

“Fuck,” I said without thinking and Luciano laughed.

 

“You'll get used to it,” he said, letting go of me.

 

Ramona and Beth started up the steps, looking both beautiful and extraordinarily tough at the same time, with Fabiola three paces behind, looking extraordinarily beautiful and surprisingly vulnerable. Luciano followed, looking powerful, and I meekly trotted after him looking, no doubt, foolish and out of place. Kamaka and Rangi fell in behind me.

 

“What's your name, gorgeous?” called a photographer. “You, with the red hair.”

 

“Excuse me?” I said, looking that way but unable to see anything much because of the lights. I held my hand above my eyes to block the lights but it didn't seem to have much effect.

 

“What's your name?” he called again.

 

“Oh, umm, Jennifer O'Donnell,” I said, stopping walking as I was feeling very confused, lost and, incongruously, alone.

 

“You from down under?” he called.

 

“Umm, yes,” I said, my face frozen in panic. “Yes, Australia, down under.”

 

“Just ignore them,” said Luciano, also stopping. He reached back to take my hand and gently pulled it. “This way.”

 

Under his impetus I started forward again. Fabiola, now at the top of the short flight, glanced back then waited a moment for us to catch up. Beth spoke briefly with someone, presumably telling whoever it was who we were as actually handing over tickets would be demeaning, and then we were, mercifully, inside the calm sanctuary of the huge ballroom. I felt weak and exhausted. 

 

“Something of a gauntlet, isn't it,” said Luciano. “Unfortunately it goes with the territory. The organisers want all the publicity they can get.”

 

“Your tables are this way, Mr Vicosa,” murmured a short man in a white jacket with tails.

 

He led us over to our tables, three of them judging from the strangers at the tables nearby. Luciano acknowledged a couple of people he knew with brief waves of his hand then sat down next to Fabiola. Not knowing where to sit I sat myself down the other side of the table and tried to pull myself together.

 

“Ha hem,” said the white tailed man discreetly. He pointed to a little name card in a silver holder in front of me that was embossed with 'Mr Leonard Achampong'.

 

“Yes, he's with us,” I said, “although I don't think he's here yet.”

 

“You are?” he asked.

 

“I am what?” I asked, frowning. What was this silly little man going on about?

 

“Seating has been prearranged,” he said quietly. “I rather fancy you are not Mr Leonard Achampong.”

 

“Oh shit!” I exclaimed as my face started to burn. “Sorry!”

 

I jumped up and, much to my embarrassment, knocked my chair over. I heard someone nearby, a woman, titter.

 

“If I may have your name?” asked the little man, stooping to retrieve the chair.

 

“Hello, Jennifer,” said Leonard, appearing beside me. “We're at the same table? How delightful!”

 

“I don't know,” I said, wishing I hadn't come. “I think I'm at the wrong table.”

 

“Where's Jennifer O'Donnell sitting?” asked Leonard, glancing at the little man.

 

“I believe she is over here,” he said and walked round the table to where Luciano and Fabiola were watching.

 

“You mean next to Luciano?” I asked, surprised.

 

“Yes,” said Luciano. “Next to me. What would you like to drink?”

 




Chapter Twenty Nine

 

“Could I have one of your cigarettes?” I murmured to Luciano. I felt embarrassed, out of place, lost, insignificant and a few other not particularly positive emotions. I also badly needed to pee but was too scared to ask where the toilets were. This was so not in my comfort zone.

 

“But of course, Jennifer,” said Luciano, looking at me a little strangely. He took a gold cigarette case out of his inside pocket and proffered it to me. “You are feeling the stresses, eh?”

 

Our table had now filled with Keanu beside Fabiola and Stefan beside me. Céline, presumably to balance numbers, was sitting opposite me, looking distinctly nervous as well. The other three seats were taken by Kamaka, Beth and Ramona.

 

“I'm just a little tense,” I said, taking one. He lit it for me and I inhaled gratefully.

 

“I was an ignorant country boy when I attended my first,” he said gravely. “I was alone and drank too much. I make a fool of myself. You, I think, will not have such a difficulty.”

 

“I really hope not,” I said. “At least not more than I have already.”

 

“Sitting in the wrong seat is nothing,” he said dismissively and leant over to swap his and my place cards over. “You see? Now I am in the wrong seat also.”

 

“There is Apollonia,” announced Fabiola, looking around. “I go talk with her.”

 

“As you wish, Fabi,” said Luciano. Ramona and Beth jumped up and formed a little phalanx behind Fabiola as she moved over to Apollonia's table.

 

I looked around to see where Tiare had got to and spotted the little man in white tails, seating someone at a table nearby. I caught his eye and beckoned him over.

 

“Madame?” he murmured, bending over slightly.

 

“Umm, can you tell me where the toilets are?” I whispered.

 

“One moment, please,” he said and straightened to glance around the room. He beckoned and a young woman in a uniform very similar to that of the bellboys at the hotel hurried over. “Take Miss O'Donnell to the powder room,”

 

I stubbed out the ciggie in the ashtray in front of Luciano and gratefully followed her. It was a surprisingly long way but then even a couple of steps is a long way when you're busting.

 

After finishing my business I sat there for another minute or so just doing some deep relaxing breathing. I washed my hands then checked myself in the mirror, wondering if it was time to clip my hair to the front of the shoulder strap or not. I tried it but it didn't feel right so I let it drop behind my back again.

 

“Love the dress,” said a girl coming over to stand beside me. I glanced at her in the mirror in surprise then turned to look at her properly. She rivalled Fabiola for looks but her boobs were at least twice the size and threatened to pop out of her extremely tight dress. Thick brown hair cascaded down her back in glossy waves.

 

“Thank you,” I said. “Umm, yours is lovely too.”

 

“You think?” she said, studying herself in the mirror. “Hey, I'm Ashlee. How's it going?”

 

“Jennifer,” I said.

 

“Great to meet you honey,” she said. “Say, who was that guy you came in with? I don't think I know him?”

 

“Oh, that was Luciano Vicosa,” I said. “He's my boss.”

 

“Your boss, hey,” she said, looking at me in the mirror. “So you're not married to him then?”

 

“Definitely not,” I said. “I'm his nurse.”

 

“Hey, is that right?” she said with a smile. “His nurse, huh?” She pulled a phone out of her purse and began keying. “Vicosa? V-i-c-o-s-a?”

 

“That's right,” I said, wondering what she was up to.

 

“Oh wow!” she exclaimed, staring at the phone, “so that's who he is. Awesome!”

 

She started to preen herself in the mirror so I hesitated a few moments, not wanting to be rude then excused myself and left. The young girl who'd brought me was waiting outside and led me back to the table which was handy since there must have been two or three hundred of them arranged around the large dance floor.

 

There was someone sitting in my seat talking to Stefan so I slipped into the seat next to Céline. She smiled and inclined her head but didn't say anything.

 

“Fabiola looks fabulous,” I said. “Simply incredible. Is she wearing matt lipstick?”

 

“Oui,” said Céline. “Is better than gloss for a dress such as that.”

 

“Oh definitely,” I said. “A gloss lipstick would get lost in all that sparkling. I tried matt lipstick once. Couldn't get used to it. It dried my lips too much.”

 

“Eh oui,” said Céline. “That is the difficulty, yes. But first you must be scrubbing the lips with face cloth to be getting rid of little pieces of the dry skin, like so,” and she mimed scrubbing her lips.

 

“And that stops the dryness?” I asked.

 

“Non,” she said. “Is only the preparing so lips are beautifully smooth. When lips are clean you are using a lip balm then the lipstick. Must be balm that is not gloss, naturellement, else it shows through. The balm stops the drying, no.”

 

“Ahh, right,” I said as Ashlee appeared.

 

“Luciano, right?” she said, pointing at him. “Hey, remember me? Ashlee?”

 

“No,” he said, looking up at her. “I do not remember you.”

 

“Ohh, Luciano honey,” she simpered. “You're so funny! Where was it, Cannes? Oh hey, hi Jennifer, how's it going? Luciano, baby, I can't believe you don't remember me. Yeah, I'm sure it was Cannes. Hey, can I join you for a moment?”

 

Without waiting for an answer she deftly sat in Fabiola's seat, making very sure Luciano got an excellent view of her cleavage on the way down.

 

“So how long you in town for Luciano, honey?” she simpered, putting her hand on his arm. “That jacket looks just wonderful on you. So manly. We must get together sometime. Or was it LA? Yeah, I think it might have been LA.”

 

“I'm sorry, what was that?” I asked. realising Céline was still talking. I'd been watching Ashlee in fascination.

 

“I say liquid lipstick is best,” said Céline. “Is longer lasting than tube lipstick and is not needing repairs.”

 

“Oh right,” I said, spotting Fabiola returning out of the corner of my eye. I turned to look just as she paused and whispered something to Beth. “I've never tried liquid lipstick.”

 

“Oh you must,” said Céline as Beth marched over and tapped Ashlee on the shoulder. Ashlee looked up in surprise.

 

“Time you left, sweetie,” said Beth quietly. 

 

“Who are you?” said Ashlee, her voice hardening. Luciano pulled his arm away and sat back, half a smile on his face.

 

“I'm the one telling you to go, sweetie,” said Beth, staring down at her. I felt intimidated by Beth and I was on the other side of the table.

 

“Luciano, baby, you want me to stay, don't you?” simpered Ashlee, putting her hand back on Luciano's arm. She glanced over at me. “Hey, Jennifer! My bestie! Tell this bitch to get back in her cage!”

 

Luciano snorted and pulled his arm away again.

 

“Get rid of her,” he said and picked up his glass.

 

“We can do this the easy way or the hard way,” said Beth conversationally. “Your choice.”

 

“Some other time, hey, Luciano baby,” said Ashlee, standing up. She blew him a kiss. “You want my number?”

 

“No thank you,” said Luciano politely. 

 

“Oh well,” said Ashlee with a shrug. “Laters.”

 

She marched off, taking her phone out of her purse again.

 

“Neatly done,” remarked Kamaka.

 

“Thanks,” said Beth as Fabiola came over and sat down. She looked as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened and started telling Luciano what Apollonia and Caesar had been up to.

 

“I'm so sorry, Céline,” I said. “I didn't catch that. There's a lot of background noise, isn't there.”

 

“I say only bad thing about liquid lipstick is you must scrub all off before replacing,” said Céline, a little louder. “Cannot retouch.”

 

“Oh, right,” I said, still watching Ashlee even though the lighting was on the dark side. “I'll remember that if I ever get some.” I saw her point to someone at another table then sit down next to him and put her hand on his arm. I had to admire her persistence.

 

I remembered Ashlee an hour or two later when a dashing man asked me to dance. I said yes because I'd felt a little jealous watching Tiare dancing with Clay and Kamaka, of course, was at work and couldn't dance with me. Vincent, or Vinzentay as he pronounced it, was very charming and very attentive until he discovered, after about four minutes of dancing, that I was just a mere nurse and no one of any consequence. Within seconds I was back in my seat, wondering what had happened. Fabiola was dancing with Stefan who, despite his very stylish black suit with satin lapels, still managed to look like a scarecrow. Leonard, looking very dapper in a cream three piece, was dancing with Céline so the table was deserted, apart from myself, my slightly bruised ego and Luciano. Well, Kamaka was there, of course, but he didn't really count as he was watching everyone else and looking half asleep.

 

“That was a short dance,” said Luciano, toying with his lighter. “He bored you?”

 

“Actually he was quite delightful,” I said, watching Leonard with Céline. Of the two, he was the better dancer. “Except I think he was a male version of Ashlee.”

 

“Ahh yes,” said Luciano, smiling. 

 

“Yo, Luciano!” exclaimed a man coming over. He had a ponytail but was balding on top. “How's it going, man? Put it there!” He held out his hand. Luciano's smile disappeared and Kamaka came to attention.

 

“Hello, Randy,” said Luciano drily, not taking the outstretched hand.

 

“Hey man, I was hoping to catch you,” said Randy, deftly changing the handshake into brushing back his hair. He dropped into Fabiola's seat uninvited. Kamaka jumped up but Luciano discretely waved him back down.

 

“And why is that, Randy?” asked Luciano.

 

“I'm moving into the movie business,” said Randy enthusiastically. “You know, streaming. Got a deal coming up with Netflix. You want a piece of the action?”

 

“Perhaps,” said Luciano. “Put a proposal together and give it to Stefan.”

 

“Hey, for sure, man!” exclaimed Randy. “Hey, maybe Fabiola could be the female lead? She'd like that, yeah? A chance to break into mainstream American entertainment? She'd be perfect, just fabulous!”

 

“I'm sure she would,” said Luciano. “Give your proposal to Stefan.”

 

“You won't regret this, man,” exclaimed Randy, pointing the forefingers of each hand at Luciano. “Only a hundred mil up front and you'd make 50%, no, 100% return, easy.”

 

“Only a hundred million, eh?” said Luciano. “Give your proposal to Stefan.”

 

“Sure thing, man,” said Randy. “It'll be in his hands first thing in the morning! Hell of an opportunity, man. You won't regret it. 100% return, maybe even 200%” He picked up a glass from the table, Fabiola's I think, and drained the contents.

 

“Hang loose, man,” he said, plonking the glass down. “You won't regret it, that's for sure.”

 

“I know I won't,” said Luciano, watching Randy walk away.

 

“You're going to invest in a movie starring Fabiola?” I asked, thinking that was quite exciting. If it was on Netflix I might even get to see it.

 

“Absolutely not,” said Luciano. “That man sends me proposals three or four times a year and each is more absurd than the last. Besides, I have funded Fabiola's last two movies although she does not know that.” He grimaced and stood up. “He is, how you say, a born loser? I am going to the toilet. Please excuse me.” He walked off slowly with Kamaka and another guard following.

 

“It makes me sick to my stomach!” exclaimed a voice behind me.

 

“I'm sorry?” I said, twisting round. “Are you feeling ill?”

 

“Oh my Gaad,” she exclaimed and flopped down beside me. The way she pronounced God suggested she was perhaps a native New Yorker. “Don't talk to me about being ill! I've had every illness known to medicine and they keep finding more. Only thing keeping me alive is finding out what else is wrong with me.”

 

She was thin to the point of gauntness and could have been middle aged but it was difficult to tell under the layers of makeup. There was also something undefinable about her hair that suggested it may have been a wig but it could just have been wilting slightly as the vast hall was beginning to get quite warm.

 

“Ahh,” I said. “Umm, would you like me to get someone to call you a taxi?”

 

“Taxi, schmaxi,” she said, waving the wine glass in her hand around so some slopped out. “My date picked me up in a three year old Chevy! Can you believe that? A three year old Chevy for crying out loud. It burns my ass, honey, I'm telling you. It burns my ass!”

 

“So the seats weren't comfortable?” I asked, wondering what she was talking about. I'd never had a spring poke through a car seat but I was fairly sure it would burn my ass too if I sat on it.

 

“Comfortable my ass,” she exclaimed. “That cheap dumb-ass wouldn't know comfortable if it smacked him in the mouth. Three years old for chrissakes. Can you believe it? Bringing me here in a piece of shit? Jee-sus-aitch-christ!”

 

“Oh,” I said. “Umm, where is he now?”

 

“In the john,” she said. “Hey, honey, let me ask you,” and she tried to slap her hand on my knee but missed. “What kind of guy picks up his date in the three year old Chevy?”

 

“Umm, someone who can't afford a newer car?” I ventured.

 

“My ass!” she said forcefully. “Who can't afford a new BMW, hey? Or a Mercedes? They ain't much, only a few grand. And three years old!”

 

“Well, not everyone can afford a BMW,” I said. “My car was a twelve year old Toyota.”

 

She stared at me in confusion, her wine glass weaving unsteadily.

 

“Twelve? You said twelve?” she exclaimed. “Toyota? Oh my Gaad!”

 

She levered herself to her feet and started to weave away then turned to look back at me, steadying herself against the back of Luciano's chair.

 

“That burns my ass,” she said, scowling. “You know what? That really burns my ass!”

 

* * *

 

I woke with the weak October New York sun struggling through the tinted window. OK it wasn't the sun of Tahiti or even New South Wales but it was still sunlight. I stayed snuggled up for a while thinking back over the Ball the night before. It had been fun despite the awkward start and Vincent dumping me. Four minutes with him on the dance floor had been a lot more enjoyable than four years living with my ex.

 

I heard the slightest of creaks and twisted my head to see Tiare peering through the slightly ajar door.

 

“Good, you're awake,” she said. “I'll get your coffee.”

 

“Thanks,” I called and stretched luxuriously, thinking about Vincent then I laughed at myself and threw back the bedclothes. I padded out into the lounge, struggling to get my dressing gown on as one sleeve had managed to turn itself inside out.

 

“Would you like breakfast now, Jenny?” she asked, bringing in my coffee.

 

“Oh, not just yet,” I said. “I'm still waking up. Did you enjoy yourself last night?”

 

“Oh! It was just awesome!” she exclaimed, plonking herself down in one of the other armchairs. “I'm never going to forget it!”

 

“How did you get on with Clay?” I asked over the rim of the coffee cup.

 

“He's a fabulous dancer,” she said, “only …”

 

“Only?” I prompted.

 

“Oh, I'm just being stupid,” she said. “I've only been out with him once and we're going home in a few days.”

 

“What's that got to do with anything?” I asked. “You're young and you've nearly finished your Masters. There's nothing to stop you moving to America if you wanted to and I'm sure Toa or Kamaka could find something for Clay to do if he wanted to come to Tahiti.”

 

“Yeah, probably,” said Tiare. “I know I really like him and I think he likes me but …”

 

“But?” I asked.

 

“Well, he's, like, a bodyguard,” she said.

 

“Actually he isn't,” I said and she looked at me quizzically. “He is a bodyguard, he isn't like one.”

 

“Well, that's it,” she said. “What if he gets shot or something? I'd spend my whole time worrying about him.”

 

“Ahh, yes, I understand,” I said. “Well, as you say you hardly know him yet and we're going back home soon so why not just enjoy yourself for the time being? If things get serious later, well, talk to him about it. I'm sure he'd be happy to find another job where he won't get shot.”

 

“You think?” she asked.

 

“You'd have to ask him,” I said, “but I'm sure he didn't become a bodyguard with the intention of being shot. He probably only does it as something to do after leaving the CIA. When something better comes along he'll take it and a serious relationship would be a good prompter for that.”

 

“I guess,” she said. “It was the FBI, not the CIA but what if it doesn't become that serious?”

 

“Then you'll move on to someone else and he won't be your problem,” I said. “Your head'll be full of worrying about this other guy. Kids too I shouldn't wonder.”

 

“Yeah, kids,” said Tiare in a way that made me wonder if she was already thinking that far ahead. “Oh! You had some messages in the night.”

 

“I wish you wouldn't take my phone to bed with you,” I said. “It is my phone, after all.”

 

“But you need your sleep,” she said, jumping up to get the phone. “I'll wake you if there's anything urgent.”

 

“So there wasn't anything urgent?” I asked.

 

“Nah,” she said, returning with the phone. “Although one was really weird.”

 

“What do you mean, weird?” I asked, reaching for the phone.

 

“This one,” she said, scrolling through my messages. I sighed and dropped my hand. “Listen. It says, umm, 'Oh my God, Jen, thats freakin incredible, call me soonest bet your really busy tho lol lol'.”

 

“Who the hell's that from?” I asked, blinking in surprise.

 

“Your friend Cait in Sydney,” she said.

 

“Cait?” I exclaimed. “What's she doing sending me messages like that? What's incredible?”

 

“I don't know,” said Tiare. “She doesn't say.”

 

“I'd better call her,” I said, grabbing my phone. “She's probably having a nervous breakdown or something. What time is it in Sydney?”

 

“About 3 in the morning,” said Tiare.

 

“Ahh, maybe I'll call her later then,” I said, staring at the message. “She's not on nights at the moment.”

 

My phone suddenly started ringing and I nearly dropped it in my coffee.

 

“Morning, Chiara,” I said, answering it. “What can I do for you?”

 

“Miss Fabiola would like to see you,” said Chiara. “Now.”

 

“OK, I'll be right up,” I said. “Give me a couple of minutes.”

 

I sighed then finished my coffee.

 

“It's probably nothing,” I said. “Umm, get me my green dress while I brush my hair, Tiare.”

 

“Sure,” she said, jumping up.

 

I got dressed and took the lift up to the Top Floor as I didn't know what mood the guards would be in after the previous night's entertainment. Some of them had been drinking, after all, and there could be a few headaches and twitchy fingers. The door to Fabiola's suite was open and Chiara was waiting for me. She looked a little stern.

 

“What's this all about?” I asked.

 

“This way,” she said, turning towards the Entertainment Room.

 

“OK,” I said and followed her. “Good morning Miss Fabiola.”

 

Fabiola was standing beside the window, looking down at Central Park below. She turned to look coldly at me.

 

“Shut the door, Chiara,” she said.

 

“Is something the matter?” I asked, frowning.

 

“Please to explain,” she said, pointing to the wide screen TV against the wall.

 

Puzzled, I turned then gasped in shock. There was a photograph of me going up the steps to the Ball, hand in hand with Luciano. Admittedly I looked like a frightened rabbit caught in a car's headlights but that wasn't what made me gasp. It was the headline just above the photo.

 

Aussie Nurse To Wed Billionaire

 

“Holy fuck,” I breathed. “What the hell's that?”

 




Chapter Thirty

 

“Tell me truth,” said Fabiola, watching me closely. “Is this your intention?”

 

“Absolutely not!” I exclaimed. “I panicked with all the cameras and crowds and Luciano just took my hand to help me get past them, that's all. What does the rest of it say?”

 

Fabiola just carried on looking at me then handed me the remote. I scrolled through the article and breathed a sigh of relief.

 

“It's FirstForNews.com.au,” I said, pointing to the logo in the top left corner. “They're one of those online gutter newspapers that thrive on sensationalist crap. Look, they've even got my name wrong,” and I marched over to the TV to tap the 'Jennifer O'Dongle'. “They must have got hold of the photos from the Ball and run with something they thought would grab attention. God knows why they picked me but I swear to you there's absolutely no truth in it.”

 

Fabiola glanced at the TV then looked back a me for a few moments before picking up her phone.

 

“Stefan,” she said, “find out about FirstForNews. Is Australian online newspaper. Yes, I am looking at it.” She paused, listening intently, her eyes focused inwards. “So? To what purpose?” Again she paused. “Ahhhh, yes, I understand. Thank you.”

 

She hung up and neatly placed the phone on a nearby table then stood there for a few moments, the fingertips of that hand resting motionless on her phone.

 

“Stefan has seen the article,” she said, turning to look at me. “He is with Luciano now. Stefan say FirstForNews print anything to get people clicking for the advertising money.”

 

I breathed a sigh of relief.

 

“So do you believe me?” I asked. “I would never come between you and Luciano even if I did want to marry him and I don't.”

 

Fabiola sighed and sat down on the couch in front of the window. I turned off the TV as I found it offensive.

 

“Sit, please,” she said, gesturing to an armchair nearby. “The papers, I hate them. They always are taking the pictures and writing the lies but what can we do, eh? We sue and the lies they get spread all over. Is best ignore them but sometimes the lies, they are not lies. Sometimes they speak truth so I have to find out what is truth.”

 

“The truth is Luciano is already married,” I said. “To you. I'm nothing here, just an accidental photo opportunity and a hastily made up story.”

 

“I believe you,” she said. “You no tell Luchi of my problem and that pill. You take blame for me. You want me gone you tell him, but you not do that. You understand I must ask anyway, yes?”

 

“Well, yes, I suppose so,” I said, not really understanding. Surely she didn't really see me as a threat?

 

“No,” she said slowly, her eyes searching my face. “You not understand and I have hurt you with not trusting, yes?”

 

“Umm, well, a little,” I admitted.

 

She nodded thoughtfully.

 

“Let me tell you something of the life of wife of rich man,” she said. “Not just me but all who marry such a man. Is not all, how you say, a rose bed?”

 

“Bed of roses,” I said. “A rose bed is what you have in the garden.”

 

“English is not so easy language,” she said, curling her upper lip. “Is difficult for me. So, all of us live in great fear of the other woman who try to steal our men away. Rich men are very attractive to beautiful girls and they are everywhere all the time, offering themselves, like that girl last night. You saw her?”

 

“Yes, Ashlee,” I said. “I met her in the toilets and she asked who Luciano was.”

 

“Her name is not mattering,” she said, her nostrils flaring. “These girls, they are everywhere, very beautiful, very hungry, very, how you say, very predatory, yes? Sometimes they looking for the money, sometimes they looking for the husband. Is not a problem if the man sleep with the girls, they just men and cannot help themselves and the girls, they are so very willing. It hurts inside but we live with that. It is the ones who try to steal that we worry about. We must protect our men from them and protect ourselves and our children also. You understand, yes?”

 

“Actually, yes,” I said. “I can see that. I confess I hadn't really thought about it but after watching Ashlee, well, it was a revelation, to be honest. She was so blatant. She even said I was her best friend even though I'd only bumped into her in the toilet a few minutes before.”

 

“Si,” said Fabiola, sadly. She sighed and smoothed her dress over her thighs. “You think I am one of them? You think I trap Luchi into marrying me? He is old man and I am young woman. Pah, of course you think that. Everyone thinks that. I see it in their eyes and how they gossip with their friends when I am not looking.”

 

“Umm, well, the age gap is a little unusual,” I said cautiously.

 

“It does not matter if I tell you I love him,” she said, tilting her head slightly to one side to look at me. “You will not believe me. He very rich man and she marry him for the monies is what you think. You cannot see any other reason.”

 

“Do you love him?” I asked.

 

“Si,” she said. “There are many rich men who wanted me but I chose him. He is very strong, very wise, very kind man. Yes, his money made him handsomer but I do love him. You know he finances my movies? He does this for me and hides it from me but I know. He is very sweet man and I love him for that.”

 

“Then it doesn't matter what anyone else says or thinks,” I said. “All that matters is what you and Luciano mean to each other. Those that think otherwise are just jealous.”

 

“I thank you,” she said. She hesitated and seemed to be searching for words then just shrugged. “So, is good we have this talk. I am glad. Always I am watching and wondering. Is good to know I do not have to watch you.”

 

“You never had to watch me, Fabiola,” I said. “But it's good that you now understand that. I'm not a threat to you and never have been. I'm quite happy where I am and much as I like Luciano I really don't want to marry him.”

 

* * *

 

“Is everything all right?” asked Tiare when I got back to my room.

 

“Yes, I suppose so,” I said. “Get me some coffee, would you.”

 

“Sure,” she said, not moving. “Um, you look a little sad. Has Fabiola upset you?”

 

“Sad? No, not really,” I said, slumping in a chair. “I'm a bit depressed, that's all and, no, Fabiola hasn't upset me, well, not much anyway.”

 

“Tell me,” she said, dropping into the chair next to me.

 

“Nah,” I said, getting up. “I'll make the coffee myself. You have a look at FirstForNews.com.au.”

 

I made coffee for both of us then carefully carried them into the lounge. That hateful picture was on the TV and Tiare was avidly reading the article.

 

“Wow!” she exclaimed, looking up as I put some coffee in front of her. “So you've been fired?”

 

“No,” I said, “but we had a chat.”

 

“OK,” said Tiare, “although you don't want to be on Fabiola's wrong side. She's got knives for fingernails.”

 

Yesterday I'd have been shocked by that remark but today I was slowly beginning to realise that Fabiola had to have knives for fingernails. Maybe even some of the young girls on the island had designs on Luciano and not just the show ponies at big events.

 

“Do you think I was trying to get my hands on Luciano?” I asked.

 

Tiare had the grace to look embarrassed. 

 

“Well, it's not unheard of,” she said. “Rich old men and their nurses. I've read about it online.”

 

“Well it never even occurred to me,” I said. “I guess I'm pretty naive, when all's said and done.”

 

“So I'm guessing that isn't true then?” she asked, gesturing at the TV.

 

“Not in the least,” I said.

 

“That's probably what Cait was talking about,” said Tiare. “You know, that message.”

 

“Oh my God!” I exclaimed, collapsing backwards in the chair and covering my face with my hands. “Everyone I know will think it's true! Oh Jesus!”

 

“And it's online,” said Tiare happily. “It'll still be there in twenty years.”

 

“Oh frigging wonderful,” I exclaimed, bending forward with my hands still over my head.

 

“At least they spelt your name wrong,” she added. “If anyone searches for you they won't find you.”

 

“That's if they don't publish a correction,” I said. “Oh Jesus.”

 

“You'll probably want to email everyone you know,” said Tiare, going to fetch my iPad. “Tell them it isn't true.”

 

“I guess,” I said. “Thanks.”

 

“So why're you depressed?” she asked as I started to bash out a denial email.

 

“I'm not really sure,” I said, pausing. “Why do you think Fabiola married Luciano?”

 

“For the money, of course,” she said. “He's fabulously rich. Why else would she have married an old man like that?”

 

“He was only 67 when they got married,” I said. “That wasn't that old.”

 

“And she was twenty,” said Tiare. “Good luck to her but I wouldn't have. Well, I probably would if anyone that rich asked me but it wouldn't be for love.”

 

“Yeah,” I said. “I think that's why I'm depressed. She probably does love him but no one would believe her.”

 

“Is that what she told you?” asked Tiare. I nodded and she whistled.

 

“I s'pose it's possible,” she said doubtfully. “But, I mean, it's, like, he's in his seventies for crying out loud.”

 

“I know,” I said. “Seventy one, actually but he's reasonably fit for his age. And he did give her a child which says something.”

 

“He'll be in his nineties when Ginevra's my age,” said Tiare. “That's too old to be a dad.”

 

“Well obviously not,” I said, “since he is one, but I know what you mean. Oh, sod it, I need some fresh air. I'll just finish the damned email then I'm going for a walk.”

 

“Can I come?” asked Tiare. “Where're you going?”

 

“Sure you can,” I said, holding my iPad on my knees but not looking at it. “I need some trees and green stuff. How about we go for a walk around Central Park?”

 

“Awesome,” she said. “I don't really like New York. It's way way worse than Melbourne and I hated Melbourne.”

 

“Great,” I said. “Have a look online while I do this email and see if there's anything interesting in Central Park we can look at.”

 

“OK,” she said and picked up the TV remote.

 

* * *

 

“There's a zoo,” she said when I sent the email after several retypes. After all, how do you tell your friends that news reports of you getting married weren't true without looking like a loser?

 

“Oh God no,” I said. “I don't fancy looking at all those poor animals trapped in the cages being gawped at by tourists. Too close to home. Maybe it'll be in the news tomorrow that I'm marrying an orangutan instead.”

 

“How about a museum?” she asked with a snigger. “There's the Guggenheim and the American Museum of Natural History. They both look quite interesting.”

 

“I s'pose,” I said unenthusiastically, “although I'd rather stay in the open air.”

 

“They've got three ornamental gardens as well,” she added. “One English, one French and the other Italian.”

 

“That sounds better,” I said, perking up. “Maybe room service could do us a packed lunch and we could have a picnic.”

 

“And there's an Art Exhibition,” said Tiare. “It's part of this Fifth Avenue Gala thing and it's at the Belvedere Terrace which isn't far from the gardens. That could be interesting too.”

 

“Great,” I said, cheering up. “Give room service a ring and I'll get changed.”

 

* * *

 

“OK, I'm lost,” said Tiare, three hours later. “We should have brought a map.”

 

“I hadn't realised the park was so big,” I said, looking around at all the trees. “From the hotel it looked quite small. Anyway, we're not that lost. There's a road over there somewhere. I can hear the traffic.”

 

“I think there's a clearing up ahead,” said Tiare. “The path goes round that bend and there don't seem to be as many trees. If it is shall we stop for our picnic? I'm famished.”

 

“OK,” I said. “Then afterwards we'll find the road and get a taxi back. I don't fancy walking for another three hours and still being lost. I've got to get back by three anyway for Luciano's appointment.” 

 

I gawped in astonishment when we rounded the bend. There, sitting on a paved area enclosed by a low stone wall was a huge statue of Alice In Wonderland.

 

“Jesus,” I exclaimed, staring at it. “That's got to be at least four metres tall! Why on Earth would they have a statue of Alice in Wonderland in Central Park? Lewis Carroll wasn't American.”

 

“No idea,” said Tiare, sitting on the wall and taking her shoes off. For some reason she'd decided to wear the shoes we'd got her for the Ball rather than a decent pair of hiking boots and was clearly unimpressed by the statue. “I think I'm getting a blister. Who's Alice In Wonderland anyway?”

 

“Oh, she was a kiddies book,” I said walking slowly round the statue, “which was made into a movie.”

 

“OK,” said Tiare. She poked her blister then looked mournfully at the statue. “Why don't you Google it?”

 

“Serves you right,” I said, going over to sit beside her. “Only you would wear high heels on a nature walk in a park. Nah, if I Google it it'll lose the mystery.”

 

“What mystery?” she asked, inspecting her toes again. “You already know who she is.”

 

“Why it's here,” I said. “As long as I don't know it's an exciting mystery and I can while away the time you're playing with your feet thinking up wonderful explanations. If I Google it it'll turn out to be some huge let down, like some politician had it done for his kids or something. I hope you're going to wash your hands before you touch my food.”

 

“Umm, I don't think we've any water or wipes,” said Tiare, looking inside the picnic basket the hotel had supplied. “There's only white wine.”

 

“Alcohol's an antiseptic,” I said, “but it's a shame to waste it. I'll do it.” I dragged the basket away from her and started to inspect the contents. “Do you fancy pâté sandwiches or some cold roast funny looking chicken?”

 

“What funny looking chicken?” she asked, wiping her hands on the top of the wall.

 

I tore off a bit and handed it to her. She took a bite suspiciously.

 

“I think it might be duck,” she said dubiously. “But I'm not sure.”

 

“Duck?” I said in surprise. “Well, OK. It kind of makes sense. Chicken's a bit too prosaic for a fifty grand a night hotel. Duck's more upmarket. Maybe it's pheasant or grouse or something.”

 

“Could be,” she said. “It's definitely not pelican though. I've eaten that and it tastes quite different.”

 

“What does pelican taste like?” I asked, curious.

 

“A bit like chicken,” she said, taking out the wine glasses, “only fishier.”

 

“Well, they eat fish, don't they,” I said, pouring each of us a generous glassful. “It's nice here, isn't it. Probably the quietest place in New York.”

 

“It's lovely,” she said. “Reminds me a little of Tahiti only a lot colder and there's no sea or palm trees.”

 

“There's a lake back there somewhere,” I said. “We passed it just after leaving the hotel.”

 

“That's a point,” said Tiare, gazing round happily. “I've just thought. Shouldn't we have brought a bodyguard or two?”

 

“I thought of it,” I said. “Only Kamaka's got to stay with Luciano and most of the others seem to be tied up with the Fashion Show and the Parade.”

 

“Lindy was free,” said Tiare. “I bumped into her when I went to collect the picnic basket.”

 

“Maybe,” I said, “but I couldn't face that snooty Lindy again. She has a face like a sour lemon. Why didn't room service bring up the basket for you?”

 

“I fancied the walk,” said Tiare, wiping her glasses with a greasy finger. She sighed and began to clean them on the hem of her skirt. “Our rooms are lovely but kinda dead, you know.”

 

“Yeah, I know,” I said, taking another pâté sandwich. “All that filtered conditioned air. Makes you miss the mozzies, doesn't it.”

 

“Hey, is that Luciano over there?” asked Tiare, pointing up the path and squinting.

 

“Yes, it is,” I said, looking up from my sandwich. “That's Leonard and Kamaka with him and those two bodyguards, Nathan and whatshisname. I wonder what he's doing here?”

 

“Do you think they'll want some of our food?” asked Tiare, “only I don't think we've enough for five more.”

 

“I doubt it,” I said, putting my sandwich down on top of the basket. “Hey, I'd better go over and say hi. I don't want Luciano thinking I'm being rude.”

 

“I'd better come too,” said Tiare with a sigh. She screwed the top back on the bottle and put it in the basket. Then she slid in my uneaten sandwich before putting her shoes on with a wince.

 

“Just a minute,” I said, frowning. “Something's happening. There's some guy trying to talk to Luciano.”

 

“Who?” asked Tiare, peering over with one shoe only half on her foot.

 

“I've no idea,” I said, “but Nathan's trying to … oops, looks like the guy just fell over.”

 

I glanced at Tiare to see if she was ready and two shots, insipid cracks in the open air, rang out. I jerked back to see Nathan falling to the ground and Kamaka leap on top of Luciano.

 

“Oh my God!” I exclaimed jumping to my feet. “Oh my God!”

 

Then two more shots rang out, deeper and more powerful sounding, as whatshisname leapt over Kamaka and Luciano and blasted the man on the ground.

 




Chapter Thirty One

 

I stood there, frozen in shock, for a few moments as screams came from the other people who were also walking in the park. They scattered as whatshisname spun round quickly with his gun at arms length. Leonard just stood there frozen, shock clearly visible on his face even from this distance.

 

“Oh Jesus!” I shouted as adrenaline started to pump into my veins. “Come on!” 

 

I started running up the path, only vaguely aware of Tiare hopping along some way behind, still trying to put her shoe on. Whatshisname pushed Kamaka off Luciano and dropped to his knees then looked up at Leonard. I distinctly heard someone shout “call for an ambulance”. He must have heard me running towards them as he suddenly twisted round and pointed the gun at me.

 

“No!” shouted Leonard, lurching forward. “It's Jennifer!” and whatshisname managed to jerk his gun up before his finger instinctively pulled the trigger. As the gun boomed I doubled up and twisted around and cannoned backwards into him with my eyes shut and my shoulders hunched, fully expecting a searing pain somewhere. Instead all I felt were two very strong arms grabbing me as he hauled us both upright.

 

“Get out of the frigging way!” I screamed and pushed him hard. He staggered backwards a little and I fell to my knees beside Luciano. There was a rich red bloodstain discolouring his white shirt.

 

“Tiare, call triple O,” I shouted as I ripped his shirt open. “Get an ambulance now!”

 

“No,” exclaimed Leonard, worriedly wringing his hands. “It's nine eleven here.”

 

“I don't give a shit!” I shouted, frantically searching for the source of the blood. “Just get a fucking ambulance!”

 

Luciano moaned and feebly kicked his legs. His face was deathly white.

 

“Just lie still,” I said, forcing myself to stay calm. “You'll be fine. There's an ambulance on its way. Oh thank God!” The blood was coming from a wound just below his left clavicle and above his rib cage. That meant no vital organs had been hit. OK, he might have a smashed shoulder blade but that was minor. I scrunched up the lapel of his jacket and pressed it hard against the wound. He screamed in pain and, mercifully, fainted.

 

“Leonard,” I shouted, looking around. “Leonard, take over!”

 

“What?” he exclaimed, his normally polished ivory face looking ashen.

 

“I need you to keep pressing down here,” I said, grabbing his hand. “Stop the bleeding. Can you manage that?”

 

“Yes, I think so,” he said, his voice trembling. He was a lawyer, after all, not a man of action. He dropped to his knees and delicately put his hand on Luciano's blood soaked jacket.

 

“Hard,” I said, pushing down. “If it's not hurting him it isn't hard enough!”

 

Leonard winced but pushed harder and Luciano groaned.

 

“They're both dead,” said whatshisname.

 

“Who are?” I exclaimed jerking round to look at him.

 

“Nathan and that piece of shit,” he said, pointing. Judging by the state of his clothes, the man who'd accosted them was homeless or very near to it.

 

I crawled over and inspected them both. OK, it would need a doctor to officially certify them as dead but they were both beyond any help I could give. Nathan looked to have been shot in the heart and the homeless guy had two holes in the centre of his forehead, roughly a centimetre apart.

 

“How's Luciano?” asked Kamaka, limping over. 

 

“He'll live,” I said, staring at the holes in the homeless guy. “We need to get him to a hospital but he'll live.”

 

“Good shooting, Cody,” said Kamaka. “Very neat. Ah, Jen, if you have a moment?”

 

“Yeah? What's up?” I asked, suddenly feeling very tired. For some reason I couldn't tear my eyes away from the bullet holes. With a conscious effort I forced myself to turn to look at Kamaka.

 

He smiled apologetically then lifted the hand he'd had behind his hip. It was covered in blood.

 

“Jesus!” I exclaimed and leapt up. “You've been shot too! Where?”

 

“My hip,” he said. “I think it went in my ass and came out the front.”

 

I found the bullet hole in the back of his trousers and used my finger to rip the material away. Sure enough, he had two bleeding wounds, one in his right buttock and the other at the front just above where his hip jutted out. They looked to be flesh wounds. Fortunately, since he could stand, albeit gingerly, on that leg, the bones themselves hadn't been damaged. I ripped the rest of his trouser leg off and got him to sit on the ground with a wad of it underneath his bum wound. The rest I made him press against the front wound.

 

“So where's the ambulance?” I said, standing up and pushing my hair out of my eyes. To my surprise, since I'd been wholly focused and hadn't noticed what was going on around me, there were at least thirty people standing round watching. More than a few had phones pointing at us. By the look of it this was going to be all over YouTube in the next few minutes.

 

“On its way,” said Tiare. She too was pale and shaking but looked to be in control of herself. “And the police.”

 

“Right,” I said. “Leonard, I'll take over now.” I knelt beside Luciano and Leonard gratefully scrambled away. Luciano's face was sweating but his colour was beginning to come back a little. He was a tough old bugger, that's for sure. He opened his eyes and looked at me. I was relieved to see they were clear.

 

“Just lie still,” I said quietly, wiping his face with my sleeve. “Help's on its way. Just lie still.”

 

He muttered something in Portuguese then grunted “what happened?” in English.

 

“There's been a shooting,” I said quietly. “You've got a minor injury but you'll be fine.”

 

“And the others?” he asked. 

 

“They're fine too,” I said soothingly. “Just relax and lie still.”

 

Luciano tried to sit up but I kept the pressure on his shoulder so he couldn't. In the distance I could hear the wailing of sirens and hoped it was ambulances.

 

“So who was he?” I muttered to Cody who was standing beside me, still watchful in case another incident started.

 

“Just some bum,” he said. “Probably a junkie. Wanted money then when Nathan pushed him out of the way he pulled a gun.”

 

“I heard two shots,” I said. “Then two more but there are five bullet wounds. Who fired the fifth?”

 

“No idea,” said Cody. “Looks like the cops have arrived.”

 

I heard some screeching of tyres and looked up to see four police cars had pulled up beside the stone wall surrounding Central Park. At least half a dozen police vaulted the wall and ran over with guns at the ready while more went for the nearby entrances. Suddenly everything became chaotic and in the midst of it all, two ambulances turned up. Luciano and Kamaka were bundled quickly inside and I got in with Luciano. Tiare and Leonard stood and watched then, suddenly realising they were about to be left alone with a bunch of trigger happy police, they hurriedly jumped in the second ambulance with Kamaka. Cody stayed as he was needed to explain everything to the police. As we drove off I briefly wondered if Cody would be all right, left alone like that, then it occurred to me that as a professional bodyguard protecting a billionaire from an assault by a street bum he'd probably be given a medal rather than a prison sentence.

 

“Leonard called Fabiola and Stefan,” said Tiare as we watched Luciano and Kamaka being wheeled on gurneys into the depths of the Emergency Room at the Dutch Reform Hospital on Amsterdam Avenue. Even though it was a hospital I'd never even heard of, the ER looked oh so familiar and, in some strange way, comforting. It was almost like coming home. “They were on their way to the Fashion Show but they're coming here now. I thought I'd warn you.”

 

“Warn me?” I said, looking at her in surprise. “What do you need to warn me about?”

 

“Fabiola's not taking it well,” she said.

 

“Ahh,” I said. “Well, we'll deal with that when she gets here, I suppose. Excuse me.”

 

“Yeah?” said the passing nurse. She looked tired and harassed. “Waddya want?”

 

“Where would I find the Chief Emergency Physician?” I asked.

 

“He's busy,” she said curtly. “Talk to one of them,” and she pointed to a man and a woman discussing something beside a coffee machine. She started to walk away but I tapped her on the shoulder and she turned in exasperation.

 

“What?” she demanded.

 

“Who are they?” I asked, pointing at the couple. 

 

“Final year medical students,” she said irritably. “They deal with low level shootings.”

 

“OK, thank you,” I said.

 

I watched her walk away then moved over to sit beside Leonard.

 

“They're going to foist medical students on us,” I said quietly. “I think we need to pull a little rank.”

 

“Ah,” he said. “Can I borrow your phone? I think I dropped mine in Central Park.”

 

“Sure,” I said, getting my phone out of my bag which, miraculously, Tiare had brought with her. The picnic basket was still down by the statue of Alice although by now the wine and food had probably long gone.

 

He took the phone and dialled a number. It rang a few times then someone answered it.

 

“Simone? It's me, Leonard,” he said. “No, I'm using someone else's phone. Could you find out for me the name and personal phone number of the head of the Dutch Reform Hospital in Manhattan. Thanks. Call me back on this number.”

 

He hung up and we sat there for all of two minutes watching the bustle. There was a waiting area off to one side which was huge and was filled with people of all shapes, sizes and colours sitting or, in some cases, lying, on rows of plastic seats. My phone beeped to say it had a text message and Leonard looked at it. 

 

“I'll be back in a few moments,” he said and went through the glass doors to the relative peace and quiet outside.

 

“How many shots did you hear?” I asked Tiare.

 

“Four, I think,” she said, screwing up her nose.

 

“Me too,” I said. “But there were five bullet holes. Where did the fifth come from?”

 

“Oooh,” she said. “You think there was another shooter?”

 

“If there was, why didn't we hear it?” I asked.

 

“Dunno,” she said. “Oh, didn't Kamaka jump on top of Luciano?”

 

“I think so,” I said, trying to remember. It had all been so fast. “Yeah, I'm sure he did.”

 

“Maybe one of the bullets went through him and hit Luciano,” she said.

 

“You know, I think you might be right,” I said slowly, thinking about it. “The guy was on the ground when he fired so the bullets were going upwards and the one that got Kamaka went in his lower buttock and out above the hip. You know, that might have been the bullet that hit Luciano in the chest, especially if he'd been falling down at the same time.”

 

There was a sudden commotion as Fabiola exploded in through the doors in a whirlwind of Italian imprecations and tears. Some way behind her was Stefan, looking exhausted and drained. She saw me and ran over, her stiletto heels turning the hem of her tight dress into a fringe.

 

“Where Luchi?” she screamed, grabbing my arms. “Take me to him, take me, take me. He dead? Oh Madonna! He is dead! My Luciano is dead!” She threw herself into a chair and started sobbing and wailing. She seemed to me to be on the verge of hysterics, if not already there. She certainly wasn't acting a part as she so often did with her studied aloofness.

 

“Calm her down,” I said, guiltily thrusting Tiare towards her. Tiare tried to offer some comfort but Fabiola would have none of it. 

 

I grabbed one of the nurses who'd stopped what she was doing to watch.

 

“I need one point two five milligrams of Midazolam,” I said urgently. Midazolam being a version of Diazepam, otherwise known as Valium, that was faster to act but not as long lasting. “She's hysterical and could pose a danger to the staff.”

 

“I need to talk to Sister,” she said, watching Fabiola. She suddenly turned and marched off.

 

“Fabiola,” I said, going back. “Fabiola, look at me.”

 

A torrent of emotional Italian poured out of her mouth, accompanied by extreme gesticulations. I don't think she had any idea who I was. In an effort to bring her to her senses I slapped her face and she tried to rake my eyes with her nails and snarled at me. Fortunately an older nurse quickly arrived with a syringe and between us we managed to inject Fabiola. Within moments her body began to relax and a minute or two later her eyes began to glaze.

 

“Thank God for that,” said Stefan, coming over from where he'd been hiding in a corner. “I've had it all the way in the limo.”

 

“She'll be fine now,” I said. “She'll feel drowsy but probably won't fall asleep. When the drug wears off she may still be upset but not hysterical. Could you take her back to the hotel? Tiare, you go too.”

 

“Certainly,” he said. “How is Luciano?”

 

“We're still waiting for the doctor's assessment,” I said, “but I don't think it's too serious. Let the hotel doctor know about Fabiola when you get back. She may get a mild reaction and start vomiting. He'll know what to do. I'll let you know what's happening with Luciano as soon as I can but keep reassuring Fabiola he'll be fine. OK?”

 

“OK,” he said. “Umm, Tiare, could you help me get her to the car?”

 

“I think we might see a little action in a minute or two,” said Leonard, reappearing as Stefan and Tiare guided Fabiola out. Tiare had taken off Fabiola's stilettos in case she fell. She had the shoes in one hand and was barefoot herself, having abandoned her own shoes in Central Park. “Thank you for the use of your phone, my dear. Is Fabiola unwell?”

 

“She's just very upset,” I said taking it and putting it back in my bag. “Understandably. Her husband's just been shot and she fears the worst. Stefan's taking her back to the hotel to rest.”

 

“Excellent,” he said, sitting down. “I, umm, saw her arrive.”

 

“Yes,” I said, sitting beside him. “Trauma affects people in different ways. Actually, I think Fabiola keeps her emotions under tight control usually so when she lost it she lost it big time.”

 

“Poor thing,” he said. “It must be hard for her having to maintain the illusion of being a goddess all the time.”

 

“I dare say,” I said. “Tell me, what do you say when you ring people like heads of hospitals?”

 

“Oh, very little really,” said Leonard. “I just introduce myself as the personal lawyer of a very wealthy client which always gets their attention very quickly as all hospital administrators are paranoid about liability litigation. That's usually enough, actually. Then I explain what I want and things just seem to happen.” He smiled happily even though I could see his hands were still trembling.

 

I noticed the couple by the coffee machine had gone and was wondering if I wanted a coffee or not when a pair of nondescript doors at the far end of the Emergency Room burst open and a stern looking older man in a white lab coat hurried through. He was closely followed by two younger men, also in lab coats, a stout older woman in a nurse's uniform and a middle aged man in a business suit. He looked around then barked something at one of the nurses. She, too, looked around then pointed to us. The group hurried over like battleships in V formation, nurses and junior doctors scattering before them.

 

“Miss Jennifer O'Donnell?” he asked, looking at Tiare.

 

“That's me,” I said, standing up. 

 

“Issac Finklestein, Chief Emergency Physician,” he said. “These are my assistants, the Head Nurse and the Deputy Hospital Director.” He did give their names but I forgot them instantly.

 

“Nice to meet you,” I said. “I am the personal nurse to Mr Luciano Vicosa who has just been admitted with gunshot wounds, together with one of his bodyguards. I was hoping Mr Vicosa, and his bodyguard of course, could receive prompt attention and care?”

 

“Naturally everyone at Dutch Reform will give the closest and most diligent attention to your, ahh, patients' welfare,” he said, beaming obsequiously. “In view of the circumstances I will, myself, take personal charge. If you would accompany me, perhaps you could provide me with Mr Vicosa's medical history while we examine him? And the other gentleman, of course.”

 

“Certainly,” I said.

 

I rapidly outlined Luciano's medical background and what little I knew of Kamaka's as we walked over to the cubicles where they'd been left, only to find two young nurses desperately trying to take Luciano's clothes off while he kept slapping their hands away and swearing at them in Portuguese.

 

“Hah!” he exclaimed as soon as he saw me. “My nurse has arrived! You will do whatever she tells you!”

 

“You have my personal guarantee of that,” said Isaac, smoothly. He introduced himself then instructed the Head Nurse to ensure that all nursing staff were to be made aware of my authority. With me there, Luciano graciously permitted the three doctors to examine him and their conclusion was much the same as mine, that the bullet had gone in above the ribs but below the clavicle. They also concluded that the bullet was still lodged inside. I'd been unwilling to turn Luciano over in case there were other injuries so I didn't know if there was an exit wound or not. Isaac issued his orders and his acolytes were sent off to organise blood tests, the X-ray department and an operating theatre while the Head Nurse organised painkillers. Kamaka was also examined and his injuries were deemed to be relatively superficial. Isaac personally cleaned the wounds and put in a few stitches. While that was being done the Deputy Head guy offered to evict the nurses from the nurses' rest area for use as our private waiting room but I felt guilty about that and declined the offer. He then wanted the details of Luciano's medical insurance so I explained that Luciano actually owned the insurance company and that, in the vanishingly remote event that the insurance company refused to cover the hospital's fees, Luciano could easily afford to buy the hospital. That seemed to rather impress him.

 




Chapter Thirty Two

 

“Ahh, you're awake,” I said, peering in Kamaka's room the next day. I went in and gave him a kiss. “How are you feeling?”

 

“My ass hurts,” he said, turning off the re-run of Big Bang Theory he'd been watching. 

 

“Bound to,” I said. “You were shot. Do you want some painkillers?”

 

“No, it's not that bad,” he said sourly.

 

“So what's the matter then?” I asked. “You seem downhearted.”

 

“I'm fine,” he said, toying with the remote.

 

“No you're not,” I said, sitting on the edge of the bed and taking his hand. “This is me, Jenny. I know you pretty well.”

 

“I guess,” he said, pulling his hand away.

 

I studied his face and he turned it away.

 

“It's not unusual for people to feel depressed after being shot,” I said. “You may even develop Post Traumatic Stress Disorder so talking about it will help.”

 

“I've been shot before,” he said dismissively. “Didn't get depressed then.”

 

“So why this time?” I asked. “And don't say you're not depressed. I can see it in your face.”

 

He scowled and studied a pretty flower in a vase beside the window.

 

“I failed,” he muttered.

 

“Oh,” I said and thought about it for a few moments. “You mean with Luciano?”

 

“Yes,” he said, looking at me. “I'm here to protect him and I failed. He got shot.”

 

“Gotcha,” I said. “Yeah, I can see that. He could have died but because of you it's only a minor shoulder injury. Yeah. That's a pretty big failure.”

 

“What are you talking about?” he demanded angrily, which was good as it showed his perception of failure was fairly superficial. If it was deep seated he'd have just agreed with me.

 

“I've seen the X-rays of your hip,” I said, resisting the urge to pat it. “There's a small nick in the bone, just below the socket.”

 

“So what?” he said. “You're saying I'll never walk again?”

 

“Oh you'll be walking just fine in a day or two,” I said, “but think about it. That man was lying on the ground when he fired at you. The bullet went up, in your lower buttock and came out just above your hip then it went into Luciano's chest. On the way it nicked your bone. If you look at the geometry, if the bullet hadn't nicked your bone and just gone straight through you it would have probably got Luciano in the throat or possibly even in the heart. Your hip deflected it so it ended up being minor, not catastrophic. You're right though. You are a failure. You should have stopped the bullet entirely and let it kill you.”

 

“Are you serious?” he asked, frowning.

 

“About letting it kill you? No of course not, silly,” I said, patting his arm. “But if you hadn't jumped in front of Luciano and taken the bullet first it would have been a lot worse. I'd say that's a pretty damned spectacular success. OK, maybe not 100% but certainly 95%. That's a high distinction in anyone's book.”

 

His face brightened as he thought about it then fell again.

 

“But what about Nathan?” he said. “He's dead.”

 

“And that's not your fault,” I said briskly. “He was a professional and knew the risks as you all do. That's the way it goes.” I'd already decided not to tell him about Nathan's pregnant girlfriend. It was, after all, Nathan's own decision to keep doing the job even though he probably should have found some other work. “It's a bit like doctors and nurses continuing to care for people with deadly diseases, knowing that we could catch it ourselves. These things happen. Maybe one day the world will be a different place and they won't happen anymore but I don't see that changing in the immediate future.”

 

“You're right,” he said slowly.

 

“Of course I'm right,” I said. “I'm a nurse. I'm just going to see how Luciano is then I'll come back and we'll talk about it some more. The worst thing you can do is brood and internalise this. We'll talk and keep talking until you're over it.”

 

“Oh joy,” he said, trying to look glum but I could see he was actually quite pleased. I reflected it must be hard trying to be a tough guy all the time but they're the ones most likely to suffer from PTSD in the long run.

 

“Yes,” I said. I gave him a longer kiss then promised I'd be back soon and we'd have lunch together.

 

“Knock knock,” I said quietly, opening Luciano's door.

 

He looked over at me sleepily then tried to sit up.

 

“Hold it,” I said, going in the room. I operated the buttons and the bed adjusted itself so he was in a more upright position. “How do you feel?”

 

“Sore,” he said. “Very tired. How is Fabiola?”

 

“She fine now,” I said. “She was very upset at first and I had to give her a sedative but I brought her back last night after you came out of surgery and she sat with you for half the night. She's fine now she knows you're alive and going to be all right.”

 

“Good,” he said. “I worry about her. She keep her emotions inside which is not good for a woman. How is Dionira?”

 

“She thinks you are away on business,” I said. “No one's talking about you being shot in front of her. It wouldn't be a bad idea if you took her a present when you get out of here, like you always do when you've been on a business trip.”

 

“That is good idea,” he said. “You arrange for me, please?”

 

“Of course,” I said. “How do you feel inside here?” and I tapped the side of my head. “The body heals itself very well but the mind can take a lot longer.”

 

“What was surgery for?” he asked, ignoring my question.

 

“The bullet was still inside your shoulder, fortunately,” I said, “which means it didn't damage your scapula, your shoulder blade. It was obvious in the X-rays and not in a dangerous position so they operated and took it out. I've got it if you want to keep it.”

 

“I would like to see,” he said, so I got the little plastic bottle out of my pocket and rattled it before giving it to him.

 

“Such a small thing,” he said, studying it.

 

“The police told me the man had what they call a 'Saturday Night Special',” I said. “A cheap, small calibre gun.”

 

He nodded then turned the bottle upside down to peer at the bullet again then handed it back to me.

 

“Get rid of it,” he said. “I do not wish to keep.”

 

“OK,” I said, pocketing it. “Gone. Um, you didn't answer my question.”

 

I sat on the side of the bed and looked enquiringly at him. He didn't answer.

 

“Are you afraid?” I asked, quietly. “It's perfectly normal to feel afraid after being shot.”

 

“No,” he said after giving it some thought. “I grow up in bad parts of São Paulo. This was nothing. Just a trifle, like mosquito bite, eh.”

 

“OK,” I said. “You're a tough guy, I know that. Oh, by the way. They did some other tests and your heart's reasonably OK. So's your prostate although the doctors think you should give up smoking.”

 

“Pah, doctors,” he said, waving his hand. “They know nothing.”

 

“They know how to reinflate your lung if you'd been hit there,” I thought but didn't say. Instead I said “Kamaka's a tough guy too, except he's sitting in the next room feeling depressed because he thinks he failed you.”

 

“So?” asked Luciano in surprise. “Is my recollection he jump between bullet and me.”

 

“That's right,” I said. “He probably saved your life but he thinks he failed to protect you.”

 

“A failure, eh?” said Luciano nodding. “I understand this. Can I drink please?”

 

“Sure,” I said, getting off the bed. “Do you want water or fruit juice?”

 

“Cachaça,” he said.

 

“Yeah right,” I said, pouring some fruit juice into a bottle with an easy to use drinking spout. “As if they're going to let you have alcohol in a hospital. Here.”

 

“Thank you,” he said, taking a long drink. He fumbled trying to put it back on the night stand so I took it off him before sitting on the bed again.

 

“So what do you know of failure?” I asked quietly.

 

He frowned at me.

 

“What you said just now,” I said. “You understand Kamaka's feelings of being a failure.”

 

“Was just something to say,” he said, waving his hand at me. “Nothing more.”

 

I sensed there was something deeper. I couldn't put my finger on it but an inner sense, call it woman's intuition or whatever, told me there was more to this.

 

“No,” I said gently. “You don't do that. You never say something simply to say something. What is it?”

 

“So, you are going to shout at me again?” he asked. “Bully me into agreeing with you?”

 

“No, I would never do that,” I said, smiling, “but I will bully you into doing what you want to do when you're afraid to do it yourself.”

 

“I am afraid of nothing,” he said forcefully, slapping his chest. Then he winced from the pain in his shoulder.

 

“Probably not a good idea to slap your chest like a macho man,” I said. “What are you afraid to tell me?”

 

“Nothing,” he said. 

 

“Good,” I said, putting my hand on his. “So tell me then, since you aren't afraid to tell me.”

 

“Pah!” he exclaimed. “You have the viper's tongue!”

 

“I'm sorry,” I said, pulling my hand away and getting off the bed. “I apologise. I'll leave you and go and talk to Kamaka. He needs me more than you do.”

 

I marched over to the door, trying to move slowly but look as though I was walking quickly. To my relief he spoke before I'd got the door open enough to get through.

 

“I am thinking,” he said quietly.

 

I froze with the half open door in my hand, waiting.

 

“Come back,” he said, even more quietly.

 

I let the door swing shut and walked back.

 

“You are my friend?” he asked, looking up at me under his thick eyebrows.

 

“Yes,” I said. “I am your friend. Are you mine?”

 

“Sit, sit,” he said, tapping the side of the bed. I sat and waited, wondering what was to come.

 

He gazed at me for several seconds then wiped his hand over his face.

 

“I am thinking,” he said, his voice low. “I am lying here and thinking of death.”

 

“That's understandable,” I said. “You've just been shot.”

 

“Yes,” he said. “I am old man, I am shot yet I still live. I am asking why.”

 

“Why you're still alive?” I asked, pursing my lips.

 

“Yes,” he said.

 

“And what conclusions did you come to?” I asked, wondering if I was getting out of my depth here. Maybe a trained psychiatrist would be better.

 

“This I want to ask you,” he said. “You are telling me.”

 

“Umm,” I said, wondering how on Earth I was going to get out of this now I'd stupidly started it. “Ahh …”

 

He held up his hand for me to stop and, relieved, I stopped.

 

“You think me successful?” he asked.

 

“Well, you have made a lot of money,” I replied. “An awful lot of money.”

 

“True,” he said, “but ask yourself this. Would the money have still been made if I had not been here?”

 

“I'm not sure I follow you,” I said, confused.

 

“The companies I invest in,” he said. “I do not run them. Others run them. They do the work and I take a share of the profit. If it were not me it would be someone else taking the profit. That is how investments work.”

 

“Well, yes, I suppose,” I said.

 

“And if I am richer than others it is only because I have invested more widely than others,” he said. “But is it not so that anyone, making the same investments, would be as rich as me?”

 

“Umm, I guess,” I said, wondering where he was going with this.

 

“So what is it that I, Luciano Vicosa, have achieved that no one else could have achieved?” he asked.

 

“Umm, well, isn't that true of the people who run the companies you've invested in?” I asked. “Other people could have run them.”

 

“Yes, others could,” he said, “but would they have run them well? Maybe under other people the companies would have failed.”

 

“Well, you'd know more about that that I do,” I said. “Where are you going with this?”

 

“I am lying here,” he said. “Before you came in I am lying here and thinking of death and of what I have achieved. You remember, on the beach on the island, I once say to you this is all a game? Like pinball? Winner is one with highest number?”

 

“Yes I do,” I said. “I remember that well.”

 

“I am thinking,” he said. “Maybe is all not a game. Maybe is just the first rounds of a game. The collecting of the money.”

 

“Ahh,” I said, a glimmer of understanding coming to me. “So what you're saying is now you have all this money you want to do something useful with it?”

 

“Yes!” he exclaimed, jabbing a stubby finger at me. “You have hit the head on the nail! Now I am doing something with all this money. Yes. Yes. That will be my legacy!”

 

“Awesome,” I said, delighted that this was actually turning out to be positive after all. “So what are you going to do?”

 

“Po,” he said, throwing his hands in the air and wincing. “I am not knowing. You tell me.”

 

“Me?” I exclaimed. “You want me to tell you what to do with all your money? How the hell would I know?”

 

“Because you live in the real world,” he said. “As nurse you see suffering every day. You tell me what the world needs most and I will use my money to do it if it can be done.”

 

“Jesus!” I said, a mild panic coming over me. “Um, um, um, well, what about domestic violence? That's a big issue. So is homelessness and drug abuse.”

 

“Ahh, you are thinking of this man who shot me, eh?” he said. “Maybe this is destiny, eh?”

 

“Well, maybe,” I said. “Umm, but what about climate change then? That's going to affect everyone.”

 

“True,” he said. “My island is slowly disappearing under the waves. There are people on other islands who are already losing their homes.”

 

“Then why not help to rehouse them?” I said. “Hey, I read something a while back, while I was still living in Sydney. It was about creating floating cites for people to live on when rising sea levels make their homes uninhabitable. Maybe you could put your money into creating some of those. They could be called Vicosa Cities.”

 

“Is good,” he said, happily. 

 

“Or maybe set up a research foundation into closing the ozone layer,” I said as ideas started to feed off others in my brain.

 

“Is all good ideas,” he said. “You, me, eh? We make good team, eh?”

 

“Sure,” I said laughing. “My brains, your money. We can't fail!”

 

“I agree,” he said.

 

“Awesome,” I said brightly, pleased he seemed happy after all. “So when shall we start?”

 

“Today,” he said seriously. “You get pen, paper. We start today.”

 

“Whoa, are you serious?” I said, jerking back and staring at him.

 

“Yes,” he said. “We start today. You and me, eh? We make the world a better place!”

 

“Oh my God,” I exclaimed. “Ummm …”

 

“You not want to make world better place?” he asked, scowling.

 

“Bloody hell,” I said, my heart beginning to thump. “Of course I do! I'll get some paper!”
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