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CHAPTER
1


 


Living on the dole isn’t all
it’s cracked up to be. Neither is living on the lam. I ought to know, since I
was doing both after I stuck my beak in some pretty deep kukae back home
on Maui. I got sucked into a witness protection program and banished from the
island because I knew too much. Unlike the lepers, I didn’t get sent to
Moloka’i, but darn close—the next island over, Lana’i. So there I was, just hanging
out, waiting for the government to finish its undercover sting on a nasty Mexican
drug cartel and round up the usual suspects. 


The feds assured me if I kept
out of sight while they put their case together for a grand jury they’d return
me, safe and sound, after I’d testified. If I didn’t go along with the program,
then I was on my own. 


I’m a big fan of
self-preservation, and the word on the street was the cartel had put a price on
my head. The insulting part was my scalp price was pitifully low—a kilo of Maui
Wowee. The guy I’d fingered was ground floor on the proverbial totem pole so my
testimony wasn’t going to be bringing much to the party. Wanting me dead was
probably more about the cartel sending a message to other potential snitches
than worrying about what I’d say. But times were tough. There were plenty of
low-lifes on Maui who’d snuff their own grandma for a key of weed. So after
about two minutes of pondering, it was pretty much a no-brainer for me to take
the feds up on their offer.


Lana’i is only eight miles away
from Maui, but it’s light years away from normal. First of all, everything’s
different. There are hardly any people, only thirty miles of paved road, and
one very rich guy owns the whole darn island—literally. The place even smells
different. Up in Lana’i City, they’ve got more pine trees than palm trees.
That’s because it’s about sixteen hundred feet above sea level and bone dry.
I’d been sent there in mid-November. With Christmas just around the corner, the
pines and cool misty air gave the place a kind of New England holiday charm. In
Dole Park they’d strung hundreds of lights on a humongous pine to make it look
like a giant Christmas tree. But I wasn’t having any of it. I didn’t want
Christmas in Vermont, I wanted to be home. 


The feds didn’t expect me to do
much while I waited. I was supposed to just sit around and keep my head down.
This made the time tick away at a distressingly slow pace. Back home I’m a
wedding planner, and Christmas is my peak season. You’d be amazed how many
brides think they’ll save money by rolling the ceremony and honeymoon into one.
Truth is, nothing comes cheap in Hawaii. My standard fifteen-percent commission
had allowed me to live quite comfortably as long as I had weddings on my
calendar. 


But my day planner was blank.
I’d pawned off my upcoming clients to competitors—a painful experience—and left
under cover of darkness. My old life was in a kind of suspended animation. It
was like those dead rich guys who have their heads frozen assuming one day
somebody will thaw them out and stick ‘em on a new body. My house in
Hali’imaile was being cared for by my roommate and my shop in Lahaina was
shuttered, awaiting my return. To squelch curiosity about my whereabouts, my
contact for the Witness Security Program, or WITSEC as the feds call it, had
concocted a rumor that I was busy doing a hush-hush wedding for a reclusive
zillionaire in Las Vegas. Busy? Hardly.  


But I was pre-occupied. I
had to learn a bunch of stuff in short order. Like a new address, a new name,
and a new life story. I’d hoped I’d be allowed to invent my own story. You
know, something sexy like I’d come to Lana’i to write my next best-selling
vampire novel, or I was the wife of a Saudi prince and I’d had to flee my
palace in Riyadh to avoid being stoned to death after being picked up driving
the Bentley in the desert. 


But no, the sorry tale I’d been
given was simply I was a new military widow and I’d come to Lana’i to rest and
recover from the shock. That sort of jived with the frugal lifestyle the feds
had cobbled together for me, and it allowed me to lurk around not saying much,
since I was in mourning.


My name on Maui is Pali Moon.
Okay, that’s not my so-called ‘real’ name—not the name on my birth
certificate—but it’s the name everyone knows me by over there. For my time on
Lana’i, the feds gave me a haole name to go along with my haole
looks: blondish brown hair, hazel eyes and tending toward wiry body-type. My
new name is Penny Morton. For some goofy reason they thought keeping my
initials the same would help me remember it. And Penny kind of rhymes with
Pali, so I guess it works. But the Morton part made me think of salt. And salt
made me think of earth, and thinking of earth made me think of the Hawaiian
word for land, ‘aina.  That’s what I am, a kama’aina, a
native-born Hawaiian. And like most Hawaiians, I’m a homebody. So although
Lana’i was home to some really nice folks, it was in no way home to me.


On that Tuesday three weeks
before Christmas the phone in my rented house began to ring. Calls I got were
usually a wrong number, or somebody butt-dialing their cell phone, but I lunged
across the living room to answer it. Why not? It was the biggest event of my
day.


“How’s it going, Penny?” It was
Detective Glen Wong of the Maui County Sheriff’s Department. He was my WITSEC
contact. “Just thought I’d check in and see how you’re doing.”


I envisioned him drawing a line
through an item on his to-do list that read, Check in with PM.


“I don’t know how much more of
this I can take,” I said. “I’ve been here more than three weeks now. How’s it
going with the grand jury?”


“You know this isn’t a secure
line,” he said. “Are you asking me when we’re going to get those tickets to
Disney World?”


“Yeah, whatever.” ‘Disney World’
was our code for my testimony before the grand jury on the mainland. I didn’t
think I had enough information about the cartel to make the trip worthwhile,
but Wong had convinced the feds I did. That was why they’d granted me the
all-expenses-paid island getaway.  


“Well, your cousins tell me it’s
best to wait until after the holidays,” Wong said. “They say it gets crowded
during school breaks. We’ll probably be looking at going sometime after the
first of the year.”


“Tell my cousins to hurry
it up. I’m tired of waiting. I can’t imagine sitting here twiddling my thumbs
until January. I want to see Minnie and Mickey now.”


There was a pause. “Your cousins
know best, you know. It’s their party.”


“Look, I seriously can’t take
this waiting around anymore. It’s bad enough I don’t have anything to do. But I
don’t know anyone here. I’m starting to talk to the walls. And, worse, they’re
starting to talk back.”


“That’s your own fault, Penny.” 


I figured his next line would be
a snarky comment about how I’d brought this on myself by snooping in police
business and pissing off a homicidal drug lord, but he surprised me.


“You ought to get out more,
maybe find a job. I hear they’re hiring seasonal workers at the hotels over
there. I can send you a copy of your résumé if you’d like.”


When he said ‘send’ he didn’t
mean email. I wasn’t allowed to have a computer. Wong and I did everything the
old fashioned way, by snail mail, cash, and government hand-outs. 


“You have a copy of my résumé?”


“Absolutely, Penny. And it shows
nobody can tidy up a hotel room better’n you.”


“And I speak English.”


“Yeah, that too. Go talk to
them. With your credentials, you’re as good as hired.”


***


On Friday, with fake résumé in
hand, I took the shuttle bus up to the Four Seasons Lodge at Koele. It’s only a
few blocks up the road from Lana’i City, but it’s about as far up the food
chain as you can get. The whole place is done up in what they refer to as
Hawaiian Plantation-style, but it looked more English manor-house than
pineapple farm worker to me. The lobby was spacious and polished, like no one
up there ever did a lick of work in their life. I half-expected the dude at the
front desk to send me packing when I showed up in the only half-decent outfit
I’d brought with me, a pair of baggy off-white polyester pants and a
garage-sale tunic. But he simply smiled and directed me down the hall to the
housekeeping supervisor’s office.


“Hello, Miss Morton,” said the
woman behind the messy desk. She stood to shake my hand, then sat back down and
scooped a pile of papers to one side so she could fold her hands in front of
her. The badge on her uniform identified her as Kate, but that name
seemed as fake as Penny Morton. The woman was clearly Southeast Asian, probably
Filipino or Thai. Hard to believe her parents had dubbed her Kate or even
Katherine at birth. 


“Thank you for meeting with me,”
I said reaching across the desk to shake her hand. Since I’d been self-employed
for going on three years I was a little rusty on interview etiquette, but she
smiled and gestured for me to sit down so I guessed I was doing okay.


“May I see your résumé?” she
said. “I usually get them in advance, by email.” She shot me a look that made
me squirm as I handed over the single sheet of paper. 


“I’m sorry I couldn’t send it to
you earlier. I’m afraid I don’t have a computer.”


“No computer? On Lana’i? How do
you manage?”


Good question. “Well, I expect
I’ll be getting one soon. I just moved here.”


She sat back and took a couple
of minutes to peruse the résumé. I took the opportunity to check out her
office. The windowless room was tiny, about eight by ten. It was painted that
industrial shade of white called ‘eggshell,’ and the only furniture was her
desk and chair and the rather creaky wooden guest chair I was sitting on. The
wall behind her was papered with government-issued posters about worker’s
rights, minimum wage, equal opportunity, and what-not. They were printed in
both English and Spanish.


“It looks like you’ve had quite
a bit of experience in the hotel industry, Miss Morton.”


“Please call me Penny, and yes,
I’ve pretty much done everything.”


“But you’re applying for a
housekeeping position,” she said. “I’m surprised. You know it doesn’t pay as
well as working in the restaurant or in guest services.”


“Oh, that’s all right. You see,
I’m a recent widow, and lately it’s been hard for me to deal with people. I see
a honeymooning couple and I just…” I broke off, and tried out a little routine
I’d been practicing in the bathroom mirror. It involved blinking my eyes really
fast while I sniffed and tightly pursed my lips. At first it felt pretty
contrived, but after a little practice I’d gotten it down to where I hoped it
looked at least somewhat convincing.


She reached behind her, picked
up a tissue box and handed it to me. Snap! Looked like I might need to come up
with an Oscar speech after all. 


“I’m so sorry to hear of your
loss,” she said. “You’re so young.”


“Yes, well, my husband was in
the military, so it wasn’t totally unexpected. But still, it’s a shock.”


“I can’t imagine,” she said, slowly
shaking her head. “So, do you have a shift you’d prefer? We’re hiring for both
check-out cleaners in the mornings and turn-down service at night. Some people
prefer coming in early and getting work out of the way so they can be home for
their….” She stopped short, as if realizing I might really start up the
boo-hooing if she mentioned husbands or kids. “…uh, so they can be home for
their afternoons.” 


Good save, Kate.


“Is the pay the same for morning
or night shifts?” I said.


“Yes, you’ll start out at
minimum wage. But if you meet your room quotas and there are no guest
complaints or house rules violations, we can see about giving you a twenty-five
cent raise in a month or so.”


Twenty-five cent raise? I wanted
to laugh. The nightly room rate at the Four Seasons started at more than three-hundred
bucks and went up to ten times that. Obviously the ridiculous prices weren’t a
result of overpaying the help.


“Also,” she went on, as if
trying to talk me into the job, “many of our guests are in the habit of tipping
the housekeeping staff. From what I hear it’s possible to make ten or even
twenty dollars in tips every day.”


Hallelujah. With bank like that
rolling in, I might be able to grab a hamburger at one of the local cafés every
week or so.


“That sounds good,” I said. 


“So, when can you start?”


“I’m pretty much available now.”


“Well then, let’s get the
paperwork handled so we can get you on the schedule.”


She reached into a desk drawer
and brought out a stack of papers. “First, I’ll need you to fill this out.” She
handed me an official Four Seasons Hotel Employment Application. 


“Then, we’ll need you to take
this down to the police station and get your fingerprints done. It’s for
identity purposes.” She slid a blank fingerprint card across the desk. 


I started to reach for it, then
snapped my hand back as if the card had burst into flame.


“Is there a problem?” she said.


“No…” I dragged the word out
while I tried to come up with a logical excuse for not wanting to roll my
fingertips across a police department inkpad. “It’s just that, well, I don’t
understand why this is necessary. As you can see, I’ve worked in many hotels
and restaurants here in Hawaii, mostly on O’ahu.”


“Oh, I know it’s an
inconvenience. But we must have official ID. You see, our guests are our first
priority. And many of our hotel visitors are, well to put it bluntly, wealthy
people. It’s important to know who will be in their rooms. Also, we have to
establish your right to work in the United States. The federal government’s
gotten really tough with the hospitality industry on immigration issues.” She
shot me a conspiratorial smile that said, of course we know you aren’t
the illegal riff-raff we need to weed out, but everyone has to follow the
rules.


“I understand completely. May I
take this with me and bring it back later?”


“Certainly. But remember we
can’t offer you employment until your file is complete.” She stood and I
followed suit. 


“Thank you for coming in, Miss
Mor—oh, excuse me, Penny. It was my pleasure to make your acquaintance, and I
look forward to working with you.”


I assured her the pleasure was
all mine, and then thanked her for her time. I walked through the spacious front
lobby, sucking in the rarified air of the wealthy and entitled. Too bad I
didn’t live in that world. Even worse, the way things were going, I wouldn’t
even be allowed to scrub the toilets in that world anytime soon.








CHAPTER
2


 


“What do you mean you didn’t
take the job?” said Wong when he called on Monday to see how things had gone.
“I went to a lot of effort to grease the skids.”


“I don’t want greased skids. I
want outta here. There’s no way I’m going to sashay into the Lana’i City police
station and leave my fingerprints on their computer.”


“Sorry to break it to you,
Penny, but your fingerprints are already there. It’s part of Maui County.”


“No, my other fingerprints
are there. Not my fake ones.”


“Look, I realize you’ve had some
doubts about the police before, but everyone’s on board with this. You have
nothing to worry about.”


“Just the same, I don’t want to
be telling any more lies than necessary.”


“So, what now, Ms. Morton?”
Wong’s voice had slipped into the cranky zone.


“I think I could do this just as
easily at home. I’m keeping out of sight, not talking to anybody, not drawing
attention to myself. Why can’t I do this back home on—”


He cut me off. “How many times
do I have to remind you this isn’t a secure line? You are home, Ms.
Morton. You’re husband’s combat fatality was a truly disturbing event for you,
but we’ve done everything we can to allow you time to rest and recover. Until
you’re ready to move forward with your life, all I can say is please enjoy your
time at the taxpayers’ expense. Most young widows don’t get an opportunity like
this. And don’t forget, we still have that trip to Disney World coming up.” 


“I’m willing to go to Disney
World, no problem. But why do I have to wait here while my cousins fool around
getting it set up? Seems to me they aren’t in any big hurry to make it happen.”


“We’ve been over this a hundred
times, Penny. I know you’re bored, but there’s only one way this is going to
happen and it’s out of our control. If you keep up the whining, I may have to
move you closer to Disney World while we wait. It’s your call. You can amuse
yourself where you are, or get ready to move to someplace much further away.”


“Fine, I got it. I’ll see about
taking up basket weaving.”


***


I have a black belt in kung
fu. I don’t say that to brag, but rather to point out how I used to spend a
lot of my free time back home. Over on Lana’i the only fitness activities I’d
found were ‘sit and stretch,’ which was offered twice a week at the Senior
Center, and tai chi, which was open to the public every Monday,
Wednesday, and Friday morning in Dole Park. I went one Monday morning and I was
the only person there under the age of sixty. Tai chi is healthy and
relaxing, but it’s boring. I mean, I was used to kicking and screaming, and
here I was silently moving in slow motion. The whole practice felt like martial
arts for the meek. 


So, to keep up my skills, I
began practicing my kung fu forms every morning in my living room. But
without a guan—a martial arts gym—I couldn’t really get my blood
pumping. I was used to sparring with other members at Palace of Pain, the guan
I belong to in Pa’ia. Not only was fighting a great way to burn calories, but
it kept me sharp. With every day that passed on Lana’i I felt a tad less confident,
a bit more flabby. It was as if my self-esteem had developed a slow leak.


That’s why I took up running. I
never ran on Maui because there was too much traffic. My house is in a hilly
area called Hali’imaile. The only roads up there are skinny two-laners that cut
through an agricultural area. Tourist and local drivers alike are known to
barrel down those roads going twice the posted speed limit. Without any
shoulders to escape to, a runner is just road kill waiting to happen.


But on Lana’i the roads were
virtually empty. Okay, only thirty miles of the roads are paved, but dirt roads
aren’t a big problem for runners.


The next morning, as I was
sprinting through town on my way out toward the Garden of the Gods, I turned on
Kua’aina Street. About halfway down the block I passed a plantation-style home
with a hand-written sign in the window that said, ‘Help Wanted.’ It didn’t look
like the kind of place that would demand fingerprints, and besides, it had a
huge greenhouse in the back. Maybe helping out in a greenhouse would be fun. I’d
never done much with plants. In fact, my scraggly lawn over in Hali’imaile was
the blight of the neighborhood. I could picture myself getting jiggy with
Mother Nature. Why not?


I walked up and down the block,
cooling down and rehearsing my BS. It was annoying, all this lying and
subterfuge, but if it helped me get a job to pass the time, and it kept Wong
from dragging my sorry butt over to the mainland to wait for the grand jury, then
I’d lie until my teeth cracked. 


I knocked on the screen door and
a young, very pregnant, woman came out of a back room. She smiled at me and
came to unlatch the door.


“Aloha,” she said. She
blinked in the bright sun and put up a hand to shield her eyes as she held the
door open. “Come in, e komo mai.”


“Aloha, have I disturbed
you?” I said. “I was just out for a quick run and I saw your sign in the
window.”


“No worries, you didn’t disturb
me. The doctor wants me to keep off my feet.” She patted her bulging belly.
“I’ve got a whole new appreciation for my mother. I guess it takes nine months
of this to realize what I put her through.”


I wanted to say, you think
this is bad, let’s talk when the kid’s fifteen, but instead I said, “So
I’ve heard. I don’t have any children of my own.”


“Well, I’m not complaining, but
I’ll be glad when this little dude decides to make his entrance. I feel like
any day now my neighbors are gonna start advertising whale watch tours.” 


We smiled at each other,
seemingly both silently agreeing we could dispense with the small talk and get
down to business.


“So, you’re here about the job?
Do you have any experience?”


Uh-oh, it never occurred to me
that maybe they’d want someone whose thumb wasn’t every color of the rainbow
but green.


“Uh, not really. I’m a quick
study, though.”


“I’m afraid we don’t have much
time to train you. We need someone who can hit the ground running, like
tomorrow. I’ll be flying over to O’ahu as soon as my water breaks.”


“Maybe if you showed me the
greenhouse, and what needs to be done, I could write down some notes, and take
it from there. I’m kama’aina and I’ve done all kinds of jobs, from
restaurant work to tourism gigs, and really, I learn fast.”


She looked puzzled. “You’ve
worked in tourism? I thought you said you didn’t have any experience.”


“Well, not with plants.”


She turned to look toward the
backyard. The greenhouse wasn’t visible from where we were standing, but we
both knew it was back there somewhere.


“No, you misunderstand,” she
said. “We’re not hiring a gardener. We have a great gardener, Ho Wing Shu. Do you
know him? He lives over on Lana’i Avenue. He designed the entrance gardens at
the Manele Beach Hotel. He’s a highly respected horticulturist here on the
island, and he’s been in the paper lots of times.”


“I’m kama’aina from
O’ahu, but I’m new here on Lana’i.”


“Oh, well then you probably
don’t know him. Anyway, we’re a bed and breakfast. See the sign?” She pointed
out the window to a small wooden sign hanging below their rural mailbox. I
couldn’t read the words on it through the screen door. “Yeah,” she continued,
“we’re the White Orchid Bed and Breakfast. We’ve got a four-star rating on Trip
Advisor.com. You know, on the Internet.”


I shot her my most winsome
smile. Could I have lucked into anything more perfect?


“So you’re looking for someone
to help with the guests?” I asked. “What type of work? Housekeeping, cooking,
taking reservations?”


“Well, pretty much all of the
above. We’re just a two-person operation, my husband and me. We only have three
rooms, but we clean the rooms, help the guests with local activities, fix
breakfast, and so on. We do most of our guest reservations online but we also
take them by phone, or even the occasional walk-in. Running a B and B is a lot
of work, but we love it.”


I kept the smile going. This
would be perfect since most of the people I’d be dealing with would be visitors
who probably wouldn’t give two cents about who I was or where I was from.


She went on. “The only problem
is this is a temporary job. I plan to be at my mother-in-law’s on O’ahu no more
than a week or two. I might need you to stay on for a while after that, but
that’s all. I’ve had a few applicants, but everyone wants something more
permanent.” She shrugged her shoulders. “Sorry.”


“A few weeks is no problem,” I
said. “I’m a new widow, over here from Honolulu to recover from my husband’s
combat death and get through the holidays. Back home, I lived on base, at
Hickam, when my husband was in Afghanistan, but now…”


“Oh, I am so sorry,” she
said. “Would you like to sit down? Can I get you something to drink? I feel
horrible not asking you sooner. Where are my manners?” She’d turned an
unhealthy shade of pale at my mention of widowhood. I imagined her hormones had
probably kicked into overdrive at the thought of being left alone with a
newborn.


“No, no, don’t worry, I’m doing
fine. It’s been a while now. Every day it gets easier.”


She looked shocked at my
cavalier attitude.


“No, what I mean is, I loved my
husband very, very much. But we were only married a short time and we didn’t
have kids, or even our own home. It’s hard, of course, but I’ve gotten a lot of
support from the military.”


“Wouldn’t it have been easier
for you to stay over there for the holidays, with the other military wives?”


“No, actually it’s just the
opposite. They take one look at me and they see their worst nightmare. It’s
best for everyone if I handle this on my own.” 


I felt like such a fraud, like
an emotional con artist. Why hadn’t the feds come up with something less
heartbreaking? I still thought my Saudi prince story was a better way to go.


“Well, then it looks like this
might work out for both of us,” she said. “Would you like a tour?”


She showed me around her home.
All of the floors were polished hardwood, and the walls were adorned in
sepia-toned prints of hula dancers on the beach. The front room, or as she
called it, the ‘great room’ was a cozy sitting area with a small sofa and two
overstuffed chairs that were clean but had seen better days. There was a small
fireplace against the far wall.


“Is that an operating fireplace?”
I said.


“Oh yes, we use it a lot. It can
get pretty nippy up here on winter nights.”


“Where do you get the wood?”


She smiled. “Look around. These
Cook Island pines sometimes drop ten-foot branches when we get a big storm.”


That was less than comforting.


The three guest rooms were
similar, but not identical. Two rooms had queen beds, and the other room had a
queen and a set of bunk beds. All had attached bathrooms with toilet, sink and
shower.


“The larger room is for
families,” she said. “You’d be surprised how many kids we get here. I think the
parents are afraid to stay at the Four Seasons. The kids might break
something.”


Yeah, I thought, like dad’s
wallet.


“Every morning we pick fresh
fruit and serve it with breakfast. We’ve got mango, papaya, bananas—all kinds
of trees. We even have some strawberry plants in the greenhouse.”


She went on. “My husband,
Darryl, makes muffins or scones to start with. Then, when the guests are
seated, we offer them egg dishes. Sometimes to order—like specialty omelets or
bacon and eggs—or sometimes he just makes a sausage and egg casserole. He’s got
all kinds of recipes he’ll leave for you.”


I was getting a little nervous.
I usually scarfed down some yogurt or cold cereal for breakfast. Whipping up
omelets and casseroles wasn’t my strong suit. 


“You look worried. Don’t be,”
she said. “We promise a full, healthy breakfast. If you want to buy some
muffins at the store and fix some oatmeal with fruit, that will be fine. The
only thing you’ve got to get perfect is the coffee. People on the Internet rave
about our coffee.”


“I’m a big fan of the stuff
myself.”


“Good. Because we use the best
Kona beans and we grind them fresh for every pot. We use French presses and
each table gets their own press so they can help themselves.”


“I’ve never done that.”


“It’s simple. If you can operate
a bicycle pump, you can make French press coffee. It’s the same principle.”


She showed me where the cleaning
supplies were kept and then she opened the linen closet. “We wash our own
linens here, but we only change the guests’ sheets every three days, unless
there’s an accident. The guests know that they don’t get new sheets daily, so
it’s not a problem. The washing machine is out in the carport and I dry
everything on the back clothesline. People go pupule over the smell of
sheets dried in the fresh air. I guess back on the mainland hardly anybody does
that anymore.”


I shrugged. I wasn’t about to
tell her I’d check on the sheet-drying situation when I was over on the
mainland testifying against a murderous drug cartel.


“By the way,” she said. “How
long have you been here on Lana’i?” 


“Not quite a month.”


“Have you gotten your electric
bill yet?”


“No.” Truth was, I was never
going to get an electric bill. Uncle Sam—my new Sugar Daddy—paid all my bills.
He fed me with an electronic food stamp card (which I hated using at the local
grocery store because it always garnered stink eye from the hard-working
clerk), and he intercepted all my mail. I didn’t even get stuff addressed to
“Occupant.”


“Well, you’re in for a shock,”
she said. “Our electric bills are outrageous. Hundreds of dollars. That’s
another reason why I dry stuff outside.”


I nodded.


“Oh!” She clamped a hand on her
belly. “The little bugger’s kicking a goal in there. Sco-o-o-re!” She threw her
hands up in mock celebration, but she looked like she was in pain.


“Do you need to sit down?”


“I probably should. Why don’t I
make you a cup of coffee while we work out the details?”


“Better yet,” I said, “why don’t
I make you a cup of coffee? Consider it a training session.”


“I’m off coffee,” she said. “I’m
stuck with herbal tea. But you could make me some tea and then make yourself a
small French press of coffee. How’s that sound?”


“Sounds good. At least that way
if I mess up, I’ll be the only one who has to drink it.”  She led me into the
kitchen. Hawaiian-themed coffee mugs were visible through the glass-fronted
cabinets. I pulled out two mugs and took the tea kettle off the stove and
filled it with water.


“Oh my gosh, I did it again,”
she said. “I never even asked you your name. As you can see, I’m way too
distracted to be running a guest house.” She put a hand over her mouth in
embarrassment.


“No, it’s my fault. I should
have told you earlier. My name’s Penny Morton. Just Penny, not Penelope or
anything fancy like that.”


“Well, Penny, I’m Ewa Fontaine.
My first name’s pronounced Eh-va, but it’s spelled E-W-A—the Hawaiian spelling.
There’s an Ewa Beach over on O’ahu, right?”


“Yes. Up toward the North
Shore.” I was glad she’d been named for a well-known beach. If it had been some
obscure place on the windward side of O’ahu, I wouldn’t have had a clue.


“You must miss being over there.
It’s so different from here.”


“Oh yeah, it’s different all
right.”


She led me to the breakfast
room, which was a small alcove off the main kitchen. There were three tiny
tables covered in tropical print oilcloth tablecloths. The chairs were so
spindly I was afraid she might not be able to balance herself on the tiny chair
seat. She took her time sitting down.


“As you can imagine, the only
bad reviews we get are from ali’i-sized people,” she said once she got
settled. “Everything here on Lana’i is kind of small. During the pineapple
days, most of the folks were short skinny guys who burned up every available
calorie working in the fields all day long. The women worked hard too. They
didn’t have conveniences like we have today.”


“I figured these plantation
houses had been built with small people in mind,” I said. “My rental’s only
five hundred square feet.”


“That sounds about right. This B
and B is actually two houses we put together. My husband added on all the guest
bathrooms himself. When we moved in, there was only one indoor toilet in the
whole place. The second house hadn’t been modernized yet.”


We finished our tea and coffee
and I went back outside and resumed my run. My feet barely touched the ground
as I took a loop around Dole Park before heading for home.


I could hardly wait to tell Wong
I’d found a job, all by myself.








 


CHAPTER
3


 


The next morning I made my way
down to the White Orchid Bed and Breakfast at six-thirty. Ewa had asked me to
arrive by seven, but I was too excited to wait around any longer. I skipped up
the front steps and rapped lightly on the front door. A guy’s face came into
view through the small four-pane window. He smiled and opened the door.


“Hey, aloha! Ewa told me
she’d found a new girl. You must be her.” He pushed the screen open for me to
come inside. 


Whew, what a hunk. From all
appearances, that baby of theirs was getting some Grade A genes. Ewa’s husband
was a poi dog, what we Hawaiians call people with mixed ethnicity. He
looked Asian, Hawaiian, and haole. I’ll bet his family tree sported a
whole fruit salad of ancestors. He wasn’t tall by American standards, but he
was taller than most of the locals, probably five-ten. He was toned and ripped from
neck to feet, and he sported a set of biceps that would make my best friend
Farrah, back home on Maui, weep. He was darkly tanned, highlighting his wide
smile and espresso brown eyes.


“My name’s Darryl,” he said,
extending a hand. 


“I’m Penny.” We shook hands.
Then he leaned in to whisper to me.


“I’m so glad to see you. Ewa’s
been a wreck worrying about this. It’s not like we have that many guests, but
she didn’t want to have to cancel on anybody. Or send them up to the big boys
on the hill.” He nodded in the general direction of the Four Seasons Lodge at
Koele.


“Yeah, I understand. You work
hard to build up a good reputation, and then your life gets in the way,” I
said.


“Exactly. Anyway, like I said,
it’s great you’ve agreed to help us out here. Did Ewa go over your duties?”


“Not everything. We talked in
general about taking reservations, cleaning the rooms and making breakfast, but
I’m not one-hundred percent sure of everything I should be doing.”


“No worries. I made you a list.
It’s kind of a check-list, but don’t feel you have to follow it to a ‘T’ or
nothin’. I thought it might help, though.”


He handed me a three-page list
of tasks. At the top of the first page it said, Reservations & Check-in;
on the second page, Breakfast; and on the third, Cleaning and
Check-out. It detailed things I needed to know, like how to process a
credit card payment and where the toilet plunger was kept. Obviously, Darryl
had spent some time on it.


“Wow, this is perfect. This will
really help when Ewa’s not here.”


“Don’t forget I’ll be gone too,”
he said. “We’ll be staying with my folks over in Mililani, and as much as we’ll
probably want to get outta there in a day or so, there’s no way my mom’s gonna
let us. This is her first grandchild.”


“I understand.”


“I hear you’re from over there.”


It took me a few seconds to make
the connection. “Oh yeah, from O’ahu, you mean?”


“Yeah.” He eyed me suspiciously.


“I’m sorry. I’m still kinda
freaked out from everything that’s happened.”


“You mean, you husband? I was
really sorry to hear about that. I wanted to thank you—and him—for his service.
Guys like that are heroes, you know? I mean, real American heroes.”


I nodded.


“You’re probably tired of
talking about it.”


“No, it’s good to talk about it,
but I’m still kind of getting used to it. Sometimes I just space out. You know,
sometimes it feels like it never happened.”


“Understood.”


We stared at each other for a
couple of seconds and then he clapped his hands together. “So, why don’t I give
you a few minutes to look over the list? We don’t have any guests with us this
morning, but someone’s checking in later on. Hopefully, by the time he gets
here you’ll feel ready to go.”


“Sounds good.”


“You want a cup of coffee?” he
said. “We’ve got killer coffee.”


“I had some yesterday with Ewa.
It was fabulous.”


“She’s not supposed to be
drinking the stuff.” His eyes narrowed, like he wasn’t at all happy to hear of
Ewa’s transgression. 


“No, well actually, I had
coffee. She had herbal tea.”


“Oh, good.” He looked way more
relieved than I thought the situation called for.


We went into the kitchen and I
offered to demonstrate my prowess with the coffee bean grinder and the French
press. I measured out the Kona beans and ground them for about half a minute.
Ewa had clued me in that the coffee needed to be coarsely ground, not finely
ground like you use in drip coffee makers. Then I measured two scoops of the
coffee into the bottom of the French press. I poured boiling water up to the
top and then I watched the clock as I waited exactly three minutes for the
coffee to steep. Finally, I slowly lowered the press through the coffee,
separating the grounds from the liquid. I poured a small cup of coffee for both
of us and watched Darryl’s face.


“Perfect,” he said after taking a
sip. He downed the rest of his coffee in two gulps and stood. “That was great.
I’ve got to get going, but Ewa will be up soon to work with you. Until then,
why don’t you just relax in here and read over your list?”


“Sounds good. Nice meeting you,
Darryl.” I stood. 


“Back atcha,” he said. We shook
hands again. “I’m really glad you showed up, Penny. Must be karma. You
need a short-term job, and we need short-term help. Mahalo for taking
this on.”


“I’ll do my best.”


After Darryl left I carefully
read over my duty list. Compared to everything involved in coordinating a
wedding, it looked like running a bed and breakfast would be a piece of cake. 


***


Ewa didn’t make an appearance
until almost nine. Even with the late hour, she still looked tired and drawn.


“I’m so sorry to be such a lazy
bum,” she said. “I’m usually up by seven, but lately neither of us is getting
any sleep.” She patted her belly as if to let me know it wasn’t Darryl who
wasn’t getting his beauty sleep.


“It must be hard. When is your
due date?”


“Last Saturday.”


“Oh, so you’re overdue?”


“No, I’m right on schedule. It’s
this little bugger who’s overdue.”


“They won’t let you go to the
hospital now?”


“The doctor said it’s best to
wait until my water breaks or I go into labor. The insurance company doesn’t
like women hanging out on their dime if they’re not actually pushing a baby
out.”


“But what if you can’t get there
in time?” I sounded panicky. I vowed to dial back the alarm bells a tad.


“I’ve got a friend here who’s a
midwife. She’s assured me if I get into trouble she’ll come over and help.”


Ewa was way more mellow than I’d
have been, given the situation, but then I’ve been accused of being a control
freak more times than I can remember.


“We’ve got a guest who’ll be
checking in at four this afternoon,” she said. “Why don’t we go over how you’re
going to handle it?”


I was more than willing to
change the subject. “Sounds great.” 


“Let’s talk in the breakfast
room,” she said. 


We sat at one of the tiny tables.
I drank coffee, she drank herbal tea. She went over greeting the guest, getting
his credit card on file, pointing out the room amenities, and so on.


“He’s our only guest for a few
days, so it ought to be pretty easy.” She shot me a look that contradicted what
she’d just said.


“What? Have you had this guy
stay here before? Is he a difficult customer?”


“No, he’s never been a guest
with us. And from what I’ve gathered from talking to his assistant on the
phone, he’s a nice guy.”


“Then, what?”


“Okay, Penny, let me explain
something. Have you ever been to Maui? You know, have you ever gone over there
for a vacation or anything like that?”


I nodded, afraid to even guess
where this was heading.


“Well, this isn’t Maui. We don’t
have a zillion tourists, and we don’t have restaurants where they pin pictures
of celebrities who ate there up on the walls. It’s part of the charm of Lana’i.
We’re immune to fame.”


I kept nodding.


“The guy who’s checking in is
from the mainland. From Hollywood. He’s coming over here to chill. To get away
from the celebrity grind.”


“He’s a movie star?”


“Not exactly. I think he’s done
some acting, but it’s always been in his own movies.”


I stopped nodding and shot her a
confused look.


“The guy’s a producer. He’s the
one who does the ‘Stony Jackson’ movies. I think he’s made like seven of them.
His movies are really popular with inner-city audiences, and overseas. According
to his assistant, they call him the male Oprah. Very rich, very connected, but
very private.”


I started back up with the
nodding.


“Anyway, the guy’s coming over
here to get away from it all. He doesn’t want to stay up at the Four Seasons
Lodge, and he doesn’t want to hang out at the beach at Manele Bay. He wants
peace and quiet and total anonymity. He wants us to pretend we don’t have a
clue who he is or what he does for a living.”


“Got it.”


“I promised his assistant her boss
could absolutely count on us to respect his wishes. I haven’t even told Darryl
who he is, only that he’s coming from Hollywood and he wants time to relax” 


She gasped and stood up. Her
hands clutched the edge of the table as her mouth flew open as if she’d been
zapped with a Taser. A puddle of clear fluid began to bloom on the hardwood
floor between her feet. 








 


CHAPTER
4


 


At exactly three o’clock my
expected guest, Mr. Tyler Benson, came to the door. He’d arrived a couple of
hours after Ewa and Darryl had left for the airport. I guessed his in-coming
flight was probably the turnaround flight of the one they’d gone out on.


“Good afternoon, Mr. Benson,” I
chirped as I opened the screen to let him in. “My name’s Penny Morton. We’re so
pleased to have you as our guest at the White Orchid.”


“Please call me Tyler.” He was
tall, at least six-four. He had caramel-colored skin, with chiseled features that
made him look more Denzel Washington than Will Smith. He wore a sage-green polo
shirt that sported a discreet Pebble Beach logo above the pocket. As he looked
around the shabby chic great room I was half-expecting him to say ‘never mind’
and head back out, but he didn’t. 


“This is perfect,” he said. “Is Ewa
around?”


“I’m afraid Ewa and Darryl have
been called away to O’ahu.”


Tyler looked stricken, as if I’d
said I’d chopped them up and stuffed their body parts in the freezer.


“No, actually it’s good news,” I
said. “Their baby is coming and our little hospital here on Lana’i doesn’t do
obstetrics so they went to Honolulu to have the baby.”


“She didn’t mention that when I
called.”


“Oh, I’m sorry. It’s been kind
of hectic around here. The baby was due last week and she’s been so busy
getting ready for her hospital stay and—”


He cut me off. “It’s okay. I
don’t mean to sound like a jerk. It’s just that my assistant said she seemed
really nice. I was looking forward to meeting her.”


“She is really nice. Both of
them are.”


“You like working here?”


“I do. It’s the best job I’ve
ever had on Lana’i.”


“Did Ewa tell you what’s going
on with me?” he said.


“Uh, well, kinda. She said
you’re looking for peace and quiet. And that you have a stressful job back on
the mainland. And not to ask you about it.”


“That’s exactly right. I know
people are interested in the kind of work I do, but frankly, I need to recharge
my batteries. I don’t mean to be rude, but if you don’t mind, I’d like us to
remain simply innkeeper and traveler.”


“Absolutely. No problem.”


I showed him to his room and
pointed out a few of the more esoteric amenities, like the hand-crank for the
skylight window. Darryl’s list said to bring everything to the guest’s
attention—the shower, the bed, the extra towels in the armoire—but it felt
insulting to show a man like Tyler Benson how to operate a shower. Instead, I
used the opportunity to point out what the room didn’t have—a
television, a phone, or an Internet connection. 


“Of course if you need any of
those things, we have them in the owner’s quarters and you’re more than welcome
to use them,” I said. “But if it’s peace and quiet you want, this is the best
place to be. No connection whatsoever to the outside world.” 


“I love it. Thanks.”


I’d agreed to sleep at the B and
B when there were guests checked in since Darryl and Ewa promised 24/7 service.
I mentioned this to Tyler and explained that I’d usually be found either in the
kitchen or the great room during the day, and I’d be in the far guest room
after about ten in the evening.


“Sounds great. And thanks for
understanding my situation. I hate being the ‘special case’ guy, you know. I
really love people and I love hearing about their lives, but for the next few
days I need to focus on my own life.”


“It’s very understandable. And
anyway, my life’s pretty boring, so you’re not missing much.”


I turned and went back out
front. Tyler Benson closed the door to his room with a soft click.


***


The next morning, I made Tyler
oatmeal. I was embarrassed to serve it to him. I was afraid he might give me a
WTF look and demand eggs Benedict or something, but he surprised me.


“Wow, this is great. I haven’t
had oatmeal in a month of Sundays,” he said. “My momma used to make it for us
every morning before school. She said it would ‘stick to your ribs.’ Dang, I
miss that woman. She really was somethin’.”


He slowly shook his head as if
taking a slow mosey down memory lane.


“Well, to tell you the truth,
I’m not the cook Darryl is,” I said. “He whips up omelets, homemade muffins,
the whole nine yards. But I’m better with two-ingredient items, like oatmeal
with cream, or toast and jam.”


“You won’t get any complaints
from me. I eat fancy food way too often, and it shows.” He patted what looked
to me like rock-hard abs. “Every now and then it’s great to just dive into a
big ol’ bowl of Frosted Flakes or Wheaties, you know?”


“Yep. That’s how I roll, too.
But this is a bed and breakfast, so if you want something a little more
upscale, just let me know. Darryl has some pretty awesome recipes I wouldn’t
mind trying.”


I left him alone in the breakfast
room while I went back to the kitchen to clean up. A few minutes later Tyler
was standing in the doorway.


“Can I help you?” I said.


“It’s kind of hard going cold
turkey like this, you know?” he said.


I was confused. “Is something
wrong?”


“No, sorry. I was just thinking
out loud. It’s so weird not to be watching two morning shows while thumbing
through Variety and the LA Times. I’ve got a publicist who calls
me every morning to give me the overnight news, and an assistant who goes over
my schedule for the day. She tells me every call I’ve gotta make and where I’ve
got to be every minute of every hour. Just sitting here eating oatmeal feels
like I’m playing hooky or something.”


“Would you like to get in touch
with home?”


“Heck, no. I’m not complaining.
It’s just surreal.” He handed me his empty bowl. “So tell me, what do you
do all day?”


“Are you sure you want to ask me
that?  It kind of breaches the ‘innkeeper/traveler’ relationship, don’t you
think?”


“Ah, forgive me for the BS
yesterday,” he said. “I was just being ornery. It was a long flight over and my
pilot put the jet down a little hard. I’m not really into the Greta Garbo
routine as much as I led you to believe.”


I wasn’t following him. I
must’ve looked confused because he went on.


“You know, the silent movie
actress who said, ‘I vant to be alone.’ Word around tinsel town is she
was a real pain in the ass. Made a pile of money from her fans, then told them
to get lost and leave her be.”


“Well, I respect your desire to
keep to yourself,” I said. “And, as I mentioned yesterday, my life wouldn’t
make a very good movie script. Small-town girl working in a B and B on a tiny
island in Hawaii. That pretty much sums up my existence.”


“Well, Penny Morton, I find such
an existence fascinating. Tell me everything.”


I had to walk a fine line
between honesty and safety, so I focused on my childhood. I told him I’d been
born on Kauai to hippie parents who lived in the trees.


“Like monkeys?”


“No, like tree houses. It was
illegal to camp on the beach, so the folks up in Taylor Camp—that’s the name of
the place—built these elaborate structures in the trees so they could live at the
beach and not get run off by the authorities.”


“Taylor Camp?” he said. “Like
Elizabeth Taylor?”


“You got it. The land belonged
to her brother, Howard Taylor. The county wouldn’t allow him to build a
permanent house there, but they taxed him for the property. He got so fed up he
bailed some ‘flower children’ out of jail for vagrancy and invited them to come
and hang out on his property. This was in the nineteen-seventies. That’s where
my mom and dad met.”


“And you said your life wouldn’t
make a movie script. I love it.”


“Well, I guess it was fun while
it lasted. My dad took off pretty soon after I was born. I have a half-brother
who has a different father. We haven’t been in touch for a while. Our mom died
when we were young and we were raised by her best friend, a wonderful woman we
called Auntie Mana. She’s gone now too.”


“So you were raised here on
Lana’i?”


“No, I’m from O’ahu. I’m a
recent war widow. I came over here for a little change of scenery.”


“Your husband was killed in
combat?”


“Yeah, in Afghanistan.”


“Whoa, real sorry to hear that. My
hat’s off to you, and to him. Our military families have really suffered these
past few years.”


I nodded. “Yeah. Well, anyway,
that’s pretty much my story.”


“I’d hardly call that a boring
life. I have a feeling there’s more to it, but I’ll let you off easy. For now,
anyway. You can tell me more later.” He gave me a wink. I couldn’t remember the
last time a guy winked at me.


“It seems kind of one-sided,” I
said.


“How so?”


“Well, I literally gave you my
life story, but I’m not supposed to ask you anything about your life.”


“Ah, like I said, I was being a
jerk. You probably know most of it already anyway. There’s not much the gossip
rags haven’t splashed all over their front pages.”


I thought it might hurt his
feelings if I told him I’d never heard of him. “Uh, well, I suppose, but we
don’t get much of that kind of stuff over here. Most of the time the only paper
we see is the Lana’i Times. Every now and then a copy of the Honolulu
Advertiser or The Maui News will show up if a guest brings it to the
breakfast room.”


“I’m liking this place more and
more.”


“Yeah, well one thing about
small town Hawaii—we know everything about each other  but we don’t care much
about what goes on in the outside world.”


He smiled and waved as he left
me alone to finish up the dishes. When I went back out to the great room, I
could hear him in his room talking on his cell phone. So much for going cold
turkey. 








CHAPTER
5


 


At about ten o’clock that morning
Tyler left in his rented Jeep. He didn’t say where he was going, and I didn’t
ask. Actually, I was relieved he hadn’t asked me for directions or suggestions
on what to do on Lana’i. I could tell he was a smart guy. It wouldn’t take much
of my hemming and hawing for him to figure out I didn’t have a clue. 


I used Tyler’s absence as an
opportunity to run by my house and check on things. When I got there,
everything looked fine. I watered the two plants on the screened-in front porch
and dug through the refrigerator sniffing the milk and tossing out lettuce that
had gone from solid to liquid. Before I left, I picked up the land-line phone,
half-expecting to hear someone on the line, but it was just dial tone. 


I sprinted back to the White
Orchid and was dismayed to see Tyler’s Jeep parked in front. I’d been gone less
than an hour.


“Hey,” I said, as I came inside
and saw him sitting in an armchair reading on an electronic tablet. “Is
everything okay? You need anything?”


He looked up. “No, I’m fine. I
don’t need babysitting, you know.”


I felt a flush rising in my
cheeks.


“Hey, sorry,” he said. “I
realize you’re simply doing your job. But what I’m really enjoying here is the
sound of the wind in the trees and no ringing phones. I promise to let you know
if I need anything. And if for some reason you’re not around, I’ll leave you a
note on the refrigerator.”


The refrigerator in the kitchen
had about thirty magnets stuck to it, from all over the world. It appeared
either Ewa and Darryl were well-traveled, or former guests had sent mementos
from back home. 


“Sounds like a plan.”


“By the way, I’ll be driving up
to the airport later this afternoon,” he said. “You need me to pick up
anything? At the grocery store or what-not? I see you don’t have a car.”


“You’re very observant. I take
the shuttle if I need to get anywhere in a hurry or if I need to go down to the
ferry at Manele Bay. Thanks for the offer, but I think I’ve got it pretty much covered
for a while.”


“Okay. Well, if you think of
anything, let me know,” he said. “I’ll be meeting a three o’clock flight.”


***


When Tyler returned at four he
wasn’t alone. A strikingly-beautiful young woman accompanied him up the steps.
She was one of those people you try not to stare at, but you can’t look away.
Her coffee-with-cream-colored skin glowed like amber, her high cheekbones were
a sculptor’s dream, and her long lithe legs reminded me of a giraffe—without a
giraffe’s knobby knees.


“Penny,” said Tyler as he and
the giraffe-woman came inside, “I’d like to introduce you to my girlfriend—”


“Fiancée, remember sweetheart?”
She flashed me a diamond on her left hand that would’ve put the sun to shame.


“Oh, yeah, my bad,” he said,
feigning a little boy’s pout. “My fiancée, Desiree Diamonte.”


“Call me Deedee,” she said. “Everybody
does. You may have heard of my lingerie line—Double D Designs? Once it really
takes off I’m going to be branching out into handbags, jewelry, and hopefully a
fragrance someday.”


 So, Deedee Diamonte was a
wannabe entrepreneur? Well, good for her. I’m all for women taking charge of
their own lives, and livelihoods. 


“Pleased to meet you, Deedee.
And welcome to the White Orchid.”


Deedee looked around the great
room and as she did, I could see clouds building behind her espresso-brown
eyes.


“Sweetcakes,” she said grabbing
Tyler’s wrist. “Can I talk to you for a minute? Outside?”


They went out the front door
while I huddled at the desk in the great room. The walls of the
plantation-built houses on Lana’i are thin, like paper thin, because the
pineapple company didn’t use plaster-board or insulation when they built homes
for their workers. The thin plywood walls acted more like speaker bellows than
sound-dampeners so everything resonated.


“No way,” said Deedee. “I mean
it. I am not staying here.”


“You’re being…” Tyler’s voice
had a desperate tone. “Okay, what do you want me to do?”


At this point, Deedee lowered
her voice and I heard only the sss-ssst of her urgent whisper.


Tyler came back inside, alone.
“I’ll be back in a little while, Penny,” he said. The screen door slammed and
he was gone.


***


When Tyler returned it was after
eight o’clock that night. I’d eaten a quick dinner of stir-fried veggies and
rice and I was reading in the great room when he came in. He looked guarded, as
if he was keeping a secret.


“Oh, you’re out here,” he said.
It’d taken him a couple of seconds to notice me in the meager glow of the floor
lamp.


“Did you and Deedee already have
dinner?” I said. Then I thought, Uh-oh, maybe that sounded like prying.
“Uh, what I mean is, do you need me to fix you anything to eat?”


“Thanks, but I’m good. We had a
great dinner up at the Lodge at Koele. Pretty much gold-plated everything.”


“Yeah, that’s how it is up
there. The locals call it the Bank of Koele, because that’s where tourists
deposit their money. Anyway, welcome back.”


“I feel I need to apologize for
Deedee’s behavior,” he said. 


I started to object but he cut
me off.


“No, really, she’s kinda
spoiled. Her daddy’s a major player in the financial industry so she was
brought up in privilege. He gave her a wad of cash to start her business, but
since then he’s pretty much told her she’s on her own. The good news is it’s
made her resourceful. She’s gone out and hustled. Right now she’s waiting for a
call-back from HSN to pitch her lingerie.”


“HSN?”


“Yeah, you know,” he said. “The
Home Shopping Network. Deedee’s bound and determined to be the next Jessica
Simpson.”


I nodded even though I wasn’t
exactly sure what he meant. Did Deedee dream of playing Daisy Duke in the next
remake of ‘The Dukes of Hazzard’? That seemed odd, but that’s the last I’d
heard of Jessica Simpson.


“Anyway,” he went on. “I’m sorry
she chose not to stay here. I hope you aren’t offended.” 


“Thanks, but there’s no need for
an apology. Deedee seems very nice.” –to look at, I wanted to add, but
didn’t.


“Yeah unfortunately, her idea of
roughing it is a hotel without towel warmers and an in-room masseuse.” He shot
me a smile that looked phony as all get-out.


“Understood. Bed and breakfasts
aren’t for everyone.”


“I got her a room—well, actually
a suite—up at the Lodge.” And then as if reading my mind, he went on, “But I’m
still going to stay down here. I prefer it.”


“I guess congratulations are in
order,” I said.


He looked puzzled.


“You’re getting married.”


“Oh, that. Yeah, well that’s
something I’m trying not to think about.”


Now it was my turn to look
puzzled.


“No, no, that came out wrong,”
he said. “What I mean is, the damn paparazzi will have a field day with it. I
hate stuff like that. It’s my life we’re talking about here, not a big
payday for some stalker lurking in the bushes. If I could, I’d make it a crime
for scumbags like that to get within five hundred yards of me and Deedee. And
those long-lenses they’ve got on those cameras? I think they should have to
register them like handguns.”


I gave him a small nod, but we
both knew I’d never experienced anything remotely close to what he was talking
about.


“Can I ask you a question?” he
said.


“Sure.”


“Do you know of anyone around
here who could put together a simple wedding on the sly?”


I went to bed that night with a
smile on my face. Maybe I was finally getting some good karma payback
for doing the right thing last month. Or maybe it was merely a case of being at
the right place at the right time. But whatever it was—dumb luck or hard-earned
karma—I didn’t care. I was putting on a wedding!








CHAPTER 6


The next morning I called Darryl
on his cell. “How’s everyone doing over there?” I said when he answered.


“Great, if you don’t count
hanging out in this creepy hospital all day. Ewa says she loves being a mom,
but since we’re still here I think the jury’s still out. I mean, the nurses
bring her meals, put plumeria blossoms on her pillow after her sponge bath, and
take care of the baby. Who wouldn’t love it?”


“Have you named your little boy
yet?”


“Yeah. His name’s Ethan. It’s Ekana
in Hawaiian. We’re still deciding which way we’ll spell it on the birth
certificate. Ewa’s folks would definitely vote for the Hawaiian way, but my
folks think you gotta go All-American.”


“Well, either way, it’s a great
name,” I said. “Say, I need to ask you about something.”


He quickly broke in. “You got a
problem? That Hollywood dude givin’ you grief or somethin’?”


“No, in fact, quite the
opposite. He’s really a nice guy. Even insists on bussing his own table after
breakfast.”


“So, what’s up?”


“He wants to get married.”


“To you?”


“No, no,” I laughed at the mere
thought of Tyler picking me over his own personal Miss Universe. “His fiancée
arrived on the island yesterday and they want to do a quick, quiet ceremony. No
reporters, no fans, no news cameras.”


“I thought Ewa said he was a
movie producer. Why would reporters show up?”


“Well, I guess he’s a major
player in the business. From what I’ve gathered, if you’re a mover and shaker
in Hollywood there’s bound to be buzz about your private life. Comes with the
territory, I guess. And he’s a major supporter of African-American causes.”


“So, he’s a celebrity but he
doesn’t want to be?”


“Something like that. The way he
explained it to me is, in the entertainment world fans are focused on
the actors because they’re the ones they see. But in the entertainment business,
the producers are much more important. They determine which movies get made and
which don’t. That makes them the kings of the hill.”


“Okay, so then why does this king
need my permission to get married?”


“He wants to do it here, at the
White Orchid.  He wants to hold the ceremony in the greenhouse and then have a
small champagne reception in the great room. We’re only talking a few people,
maybe four or five besides the bridal couple.” 


“Sounds okay to me. Do you think
we should charge him anything?”


“Of course. I’ll need to get the
gardener to completely clean out the greenhouse. He’ll have to move tables and
plants around, bring the blooming orchids up front, clear out a place to hold
the actual ceremony, and then…” I stopped, realizing Darryl probably didn’t
need to hear every detail of what had to get done to make the place ready for a
wedding. “Stuff like that.”


“I don’t know how much to
charge,” he said.


“Look, Tyler and Deedee have been
eating all their meals at the Four Seasons so they’re used to paying through
the nose. Whatever you want to charge will be fine. I’m handling getting
everything ordered and when it’s over I’ll give them a bill for the whole thing.
The cost for using the White Orchid will be included.” 


“Okay, but let’s keep this
between you and me. If Ewa finds out we’ve got a Hollywood hotshot getting
married at our house, there’s no way she’ll agree to stay a week at my mom’s
house. No way.” 


“I understand. It’s probably
best to not say anything anyway. The guy wants to keep everything hush-hush.
I’ve promised to only divulge details on a need-to-know basis.”


“Roger that. It’s a total black
op.”


I smiled at his goofy
military-speak. “Mahalo Darryl. I’ll keep you up to date on what’s
happening.”


He started to say ‘aloha’
and hang up, but I stopped him. “Darryl, now that I think about it, I think you
should charge a thousand dollars for the use of the White Orchid.”


“A thousand bucks! Are you pupule?”


“No, I’m not. I think Tyler
Benson would be happy to pay a thousand dollars to guarantee his privacy. And,
I think when I point out that your new son will be needing money for school in
about twenty years, he’d be honored to make the first deposit into Ethan’s
college fund.”


“Wow, when you put it like that….
Mahalo, Penny. I don’t know where Ewa found you, but I’m sure glad she
did.”


***


Tyler didn’t disappoint me.


“You’re right. They have a new
baby. It’s the least we can do. I can hardly wait to tell Deedee that we’ll be
the first people to contribute to the little guy’s college fund. She loves
kids.”


But Deedee didn’t prove to be
the Angelina Jolie that Tyler had hoped. 


“A thousand dollars? For using a
greenhouse? That’s ridiculous,” she said when she came to the White Orchid the
next morning. “For that kind of money we could rent an upscale venue like the
library at the Lodge at Koele, or even the ballroom at the Four Seasons Manele
Bay. Darling, I agreed to keep our wedding low-key, but that doesn’t mean paying
Park Avenue prices for a trailer park setting.”


Tyler looked stricken. “The
White Orchid Bed and Breakfast is a labor of love for these people, Deedee. Not
only have they put a ton of money into it, but they’ve invested their time and
talents. It’s got way more ambiance than the cookie-cutter hotels you’re so
fond of. Believe me, sweetheart, you won’t regret getting married here. It’ll
make a great story for our children, even our grandchildren.”


“Whoa, whoa. Don’t you go getting
ahead of yourself, Mr. Tyler Benson. I agreed I’d think about having kids.
No promises. For the foreseeable future my focus will be on making Double D as big
a brand as Victoria’s Secret.” She shot him a sultry smile, and ran a
well-manicured fingertip up his chest, his neck, and finally his chin. When her
finger reached his lips, he kissed it.


“Baby-doll, I’m one-hundred
percent behind you,” he said. “What makes you happy, makes me happy. But believe
me, having a small private wedding here will be great. It’ll be as cozy and
romantic as getting married in our own home.”


 “Sweetie, our home is at least
ten times bigger. And about a thousand times more elegant.” She paused
and batted her ridiculously lush eyelashes. “I’ll let you win this one, lover.
But you’re going to owe me, big-time. And you know what they say—payback’s a
bitch.”


Tyler Benson’s narrowed his eyes.
It looked to me as if he wasn’t used to being threatened. Especially in front
of an audience.


***


Tyler and Deedee left to go up to
the Lodge at Koele for lunch. I got busy with the wedding preparations. I
snagged Mr. Shu, the gardener, as he arrived in his beater truck.


“Mr. Shu,” I said. “I’m Pal—er,
Penny Morton. I’m helping Darryl and Ewa with the bed and breakfast while
they’re over in Honolulu with their new baby.”


“Baby? What day she have the
baby?”


“She had it two days ago, on
Thursday. It’s a boy. They’re both still in the hospital.”


“Something wrong?”


“No, they’re both doing fine.
But the law says the hospital has to allow a new mother to stay at least two
days past the delivery date if she wants to.”


“Why she want to stay in
hospital?” He wrinkled his face up like he’d just taken a whiff of something
foul.


“I don’t know. I guess because
it’s her first child, and they’re helping her learn what she needs to know to
be a good mother.”


“Pfft,” he snorted. “That
like telling a seed how to make root and leaves.” He shook his head in scorn. 


“Anyway, I wanted to talk to you
about the greenhouse.”


He clasped his hands in a fist
at chest level. It freaked me out a little, since it’s the same stance we take
before a kung fu match. 


I went on, “You see, we’re
having a small wedding ceremony in the greenhouse next weekend. Only a few
people, but the bride and groom want to be surrounded by living things, especially
orchids. They’re holding it inside because then they won’t have to worry about wind
or possible showers. And, it will be more private.”


“Married in a greenhouse?” He
squinted his eyes up so tight they nearly disappeared behind the wrinkles.


“Yes. I’ll need you to clean out
the orchid area and make a place for the wedding couple and the minister. And then
clear a spot for a handful of witnesses.”


“Clear a spot? What are
you saying?”


“Clean out an area big enough so
at least seven people can stand close to each other. Move the tables around,
take out the buckets and fertilizer. You know, make it look nice.”


“It’s a greenhouse—not nice.
They want nice, tell them to get married in there.” He pointed to the main
house.


Okay, I’d tried a simple
request. Now it was time to bring out the big guns. 


“Darryl wants them to get
married in the greenhouse. He said to tell you it needs to be all ready by next
Thursday. He’ll call me Thursday night to make sure everything’s done.”


“Darryl say that?”


“Yes. That’s what Darryl wants.”


“Show me.”


For a second, I thought he
wanted me to produce proof that the order had come directly from his boss,
Darryl Fontaine. But when he started walking toward the greenhouse I realized
he’d taken me at my word and now he wanted me to show him what he had to do.


With the door closed, the
greenhouse felt like a steam bath. It was at least ten degrees warmer than the
outside air, and at least twice as humid. The primal odor of loam, fertilizer
and living things overwhelmed my sense of smell. I thought of that old cult movie,
Little Shop of Horrors, where the giant plant yells, Feed me!


We wound our way up and down the
aisles of the greenhouse. As we passed hundreds of potted orchids, Mr. Shu
poked a finger in every third or fourth pot as we went.  The place was shadowy
and dirty and I couldn’t for the life of me imagine why Tyler had insisted on
being married in there. I come from hippie stock, and my best friend back home
uses the same tea bag at least three times before tossing it out, so I’m no
stranger to tree huggers and Earth Day. But even to me, this dimly-lit fecund
jungle seemed more like the setting for a slasher movie than a wedding.


The far end of the greenhouse
proved to be more promising, however. One corner was nearly empty of tables and
plants. Sunlight streamed through the glass ceiling with an almost
cathedral-like glow. 


“How about in here?” I said.
“It’s got good light. If we moved a few of the nicer tables into the corner,
draped them with tablecloths and added a dozen blooming orchids, it could make
a really nice setting.”


Shu grunted in agreement. 


I dismissed any notion of
providing chairs for the guests. First, it would call attention to the uneven
dirt floor. Second, I’d heard enough of Deedee’s take on things to know she’d
most certainly want to spend the least amount of time necessary in the
greenhouse. A quick ‘do you take this woman, do you take this man,’ and then
she’d be leading the march back to the house for the champagne toast.


 Shu walked me to the greenhouse
door and held it open for me. “My name not Mr. Shu,” he said as I passed him on
my way out.


“Pardon?” I said. “That’s the
name Ewa gave me for you—Ho Wing Shu.”


“That’s correct. But not Mr.
Shu. I am Mr. Ho.”


“Of course,” I said. I made a
short bow of contrition. “I should know that, Mr. Ho. I wasn’t thinking. In
your culture your family name comes first.”


“Yes, that is correct. My family
is Ho.” He flashed me a smile that would have sent a dentist into apoplexy. More
than a few teeth were missing, and the ones that were left were yellowed and
ground down to mere stubs.


“Very well, Mr. Ho. So, do you
think you can have the wedding area all ready by next Thursday?”


“Yes. Ready by tomorrow if you
want.”


“No, thank you. Next Thursday
will be soon enough.”


I went into the main house,
anxious to start making a list of everything I’d need to put on a charming
mini-wedding in less than a week.


***


Tyler didn’t return to the White
Orchid that Saturday night. I figured he and Deedee had stayed at her suite,
celebrating their newly-minted plan to get married on Lana’i. I imagined them
ordering a fancy room service dinner along with a perfectly-chilled bottle of
Dom Perignon.


When Tyler finally returned to
the White Orchid late on Sunday morning he was in high spirits. 


“Hey, Penny,” he said as he
clattered through the front door. “Sorry I didn’t get a chance to call and let
you know I wouldn’t be coming in last night.”


“No problem. I wasn’t worried.
One of the perks of being a grown-up is you don’t have a curfew.”


“Deedee begged me to stay the
night. You know how that goes…” He grinned, then must have thought it might be
considered tactless to bring up the joy of sex to a recent widow. He started
back-peddling. “Uh, what I mean is, we kind of got, uh, well…”


“I know exactly how that goes,
and once again, congratulations on your upcoming wedding. It’s an exciting
time.”


He looked relieved.


“Speaking of which,” I said.
“Let’s go out to the greenhouse. I want to show you where you’re going to tie
the knot.”


I took him out back and showed
him how tidy Mr. Ho had already made the area where the ceremony would take
place.


“It’s not finished, because
he’ll be bunching a dozen blooming orchid plants back here,” I said as I
stepped into the corner. “Then I’m going to see about getting someone to build
a simple lathe and frame arched arbor that will go here.” I pointed to where
Tyler and Deedee would stand with the minister.


“The guests will assemble here.”
I indicated an eight foot square area. “If it’s okay with you, we’re not going
to provide chairs. The ceremony will only last about five or ten minutes.” I
watched his face as I said this, ready to offer Plan B if he didn’t like the
idea of everyone standing.


“Sounds good. And hopefully, with
everyone standing, it will keep the minister from rambling on,” he said.
“Nothing’s worse than a preacher who loves the sound of his own voice.”


“Since you mentioned it,” I said.
“Have you asked someone to officiate at the ceremony?”


“Uh, I thought you handled
that.”


“Sure. No problem. We hadn’t
discussed it, so I didn’t want to overstep in case you had someone special in
mind.”


“Nope. I don’t know a soul over here.”


I wanted to say, welcome to
my world, but I held my tongue.


“Okay, how about religious
preference? Would you rather I look for a Catholic, Protestant, Jewish…” 


“Heck, I never even thought
about it. Does it have to be religious? Can’t we have a justice of the peace or
someone like that?”


Oh no. I didn’t know if they even
had a justice of the peace on Lana’i. Chances were, with only three thousand
people, everyone went to Maui or Honolulu if they needed a government official.


“Let me look into it. If you’re
okay with leaving it up to me, I’ll find you the best person available. Someone
who’s got the legal chops, but who’s also a person of few words.”


“Excellent. By the way, what
time should the guests arrive?”


“For a four o’clock ceremony,
I’d say tell them to be here no later than three-thirty. That way, if there are
any late-comers, we’ll still have a half-hour leeway.”


“Well, since they’re coming in
on my private jet, I don’t think they’ll have much of an excuse to be late,” he
said.


“Oh, I almost forgot! Did you
get your marriage license?”


“Hmm, can you get that for us
too?”


“No, that’s something you and
Deedee will have to handle yourselves.”


“I totally forgot about it,” he
said. “I suppose we can’t get one here on Lana’i.”


“I’m afraid not. Lana’i is in
Maui County. The county seat is in Wailuku, Maui, on the far side of the island
from here. You can go to Maui by ferry, but it’d be quicker to fly. Or you could
also get a license in Honolulu. Since it’s a state license it will be good anywhere
in the state.”


“Deedee’s getting a little bored
over here. She’d probably like to go to Honolulu. I’ll tell the pilot to file a
flight plan and we’ll fly over first thing tomorrow.”


“Good. Now, the final item we
need to discuss is how we’ll pay for everything.” I felt awkward asking this,
but I didn’t have a credit card or a bank account on Lana’i. And the meager
cash the feds doled out to me each week wasn’t enough to even buy a decent
wedding cake.  


“No problem. Let me get you a credit
card.” He dug around in his wallet and pulled out a black American Express
Card. “Just give it back when you’re done. I hardly use that one anyway.”


“Uh, I hope the local merchants
will accept this. I mean, it has your name on it.”


“Hang on. I’ll do what I do with
my assistant back home.” He took out a business card and scribbled something on
the back. 


I looked at the card. It said, Penny
Morton OK to use T Benson Amex card. Call if ?


“Great. You and Deedee go get
your marriage license tomorrow and after that’s taken care of, you won’t need
to worry about anything else. Oh, but you should plan to be here at least an
hour before the ceremony so the photographer can do the posed photos.”


“Thanks so much, Penny. You have
no idea how much I appreciate you doing all this.” He took my hand but instead
of shaking it, he gave it a little squeeze. “And I’m sure Deedee feels the
same.”


***


On Monday morning, Tyler left
the White Orchid at nine to pick up Deedee and head off to Honolulu for their
marriage license. I wondered if he was concerned about being recognized in the
big city, but I didn’t mention it. After all, he lived in Southern California.
He must have had of plenty of experience dodging the paparazzi.


I spent an hour on the bed and
breakfast’s phone line setting up the last of the essentials. I arranged for a justice
of the peace to fly over from Honolulu, and I hired a local photographer from
the Lana’i Times who claimed he was the best on the island. I called a video
guy from Honolulu to come over and record the ceremony. I didn’t tell him he’d
be shooting for a Hollywood big-shot. I figured that could go one of two ways.
Either he’d freak out and refuse to do it, or he’d bring a resumé and a promo
reel and spend his time trying to land a job in Hollywood.


I hung up and walked down to a local
café. On the phone, the owner had asked me to come in to discuss catering the
tiny reception. By the time I left, he’d promised to supply extra-fancy pu-pu
platters and pour the champagne after the ceremony. I asked him where I might
find someone to provide music. He recommended a slack-key guitar player who
lived on Moloka’i. When I called the guitar player, the guy offered to bring
along his teenage daughter. I politely declined. 


Later, when I went back to pay
the deposit on the catering, I thanked the café owner for the musician
referral.  


 “Is he bringing his daughter?”
he asked. 


 “No, it’s only a small wedding.
We don’t need a vocalist.” 


The guy looked stricken. “You
for real? His daughter’s Kaikala Wainwright. She’s only fourteen, but she’s got
the voice of an angel. Everybody around here will think you’re nuts if you
don’t let her sing.” 


I went back to the White Orchid
and called the guitar player in Moloka’i to request that he bring along his
angel-voiced daughter after all.


“If you don’t want her to come,
no worries,” he said.


“No, I’m sorry. I was mistaken
when we talked earlier. I didn’t realize the bridal couple wanted a soloist,
but they do.”


“She’s a real good girl.
Planning to be a veterinarian. You know, first she goes to college, then to vet
school. It takes the same amount of time as medical school, and it costs almost
the same. She’ll probably have to go to the mainland to do that.”


I could tell where this was
heading.


“We can pay your daughter up to
fifty dollars, plus her airfare.”


“On Maui they usually pay her a
hundred.”


“This is a really small wedding.
Only seven people.”


“Well then, how about seventy
dollars? I’m sure after those people hear Kaikala sing they’ll agree it was
worth ten dollars each.”


We struck a deal.


By noon, I had almost everything
wrapped up except a cake. Back on Maui, I worked exclusively with one wedding
cake supplier, Keahou’s Bakery in Kula. I couldn’t risk ordering from her, even
though I knew she’d come through with not only something delicious, but she’d
probably insist on hand-carrying it to Lana’i on the ferry.


I called Darryl in Honolulu.


“Sorry to bug you. How are mom
and baby doing?”


“No worries, call anytime. Ewa’s
a natural-born mother. We checked out of the hospital yesterday afternoon. She
was driving the nurses pupule hanging out in the nursery all the time. They
told her to get some rest but she wasn’t willing to leave Ethan. Say, how’s the
wedding coming along?”


“Everything’s going great,” I
said. “I have a question, though. Where can I get a cake made? I need a small
wedding cake.”


There was a pause on the line
and I wondered if we’d been disconnected.


“Darryl? You still there?”


“Yeah.” He sounded perturbed.


“Did I say something wrong?”


“No. But I’m the one who always
makes cakes for people in Lana’i City. You got a graduation, a birthday, any
stuff like that—I’m the one who makes the cake.”


“Nobody else?”


“Never needed nobody else for
the past five years.”


We chatted a little longer and
then we hung up. 


I was about to call Tyler to see
if he’d be willing to pay to have a cake flown in from Honolulu when he came
crashing through the front door. His eyes told me I wasn’t going to like the
news he was bringing. 








 


CHAPTER
7


 


Tyler plopped down on the sofa.
He didn’t say anything and neither did I. In the past couple of years, I’d learned
to read would-be bride’s moods so I knew in cases like this it was best to wait
and allow them to make the opening volley.


“She’s not gonna do it,” he
finally said.


“Not going to do what? Not going
to get married?” 


“She’s not willing to getting
married here.”


“Oh.” I sat down across from
him.


“She’s already got everything
set up with the wedding coordinator up at the Four Seasons. She didn’t say a
damn word to me about it until we were flying back with the wedding license.”


“Well, okay. I understand.” Of
course it wasn’t okay, and I didn’t understand, but what could I
say?


“I’m so sorry, Penny. I know you
and Mr. Shu—”


“It’s actually Mr. Ho,” I broke
in. I usually don’t interrupt so abruptly, but it was my chance to show Tyler I
really wasn’t as okay with what was going on as I was pretending to be.


“It’s a different guy?”


“No, it’s the same guy. But in
Chinese culture the first name is the family name. Ho Wing Shu would be Mr. Ho,
not Mr. Shu.” I couldn’t believe I was nit-picking cultural niceties when what
I wanted to be saying was, Speaking of ‘ho’, why on Earth are you marrying
that sneaky bitch?


“Anyway, I’m really sorry about
this,” he said. “I’ll be happy to pay everyone…” 


I probably should have assured
him I wouldn’t feel right taking any money since I didn’t provide him with a
wedding, but I didn’t. Even if I ended up declining my own commission, I wanted
to make sure Darryl and Ewa still got their thousand dollars for baby Ethan’s
college fund.


“What can I do?” he went on.
“Deedee says she’s always had her heart set on a formal wedding. Big white
dress, ballroom reception, catered dinner, you know—the whole fairy-tale
number. And she’s right. She deserves that.”


“But you’ve only invited a
handful of guests.”


“Nah, she’s pumped the guest
list up to about eighty. Most of ‘em are big-shots from her dad’s bank. Or her
mom’s tennis friends. Or Deedee’s friends from her cheerleading days at
college. So far, everybody’s said they’re coming. So what can I say? You gotta
admit, it’s not gonna be easy for her to be married to a guy like me.”


I wanted to correct him and say
that from where I sat, it looked like he was the one in for a tough go
of it. 


“Well, these things happen,” I
said. I stood up. “I don’t mean to be rude, but I’m going to have to get on the
phone. I’ve got to make quite a few cancellations.”


He took the hint and slinked out
to his Jeep and took off. I sat down at the reception desk and looked over my
list of the folks I’d just finished hiring and now had to fire.


***


One of the hardest things about
being a persona non grata in the WITSEC program was I had no one to
commiserate with. Back home, I had my b/f/f Farrah Milton, my gay roommate
Steve, my on-again off-again boyfriend Hatch, and my kung fu instructor,
Sifu Doug—just to name a few. On Lana’i I had nobody. 


Before I started making
cancellation calls I needed to calm down. I sat at the reservation desk and
flipped through the four-page visitor’s guide Ewa had compiled for guests.
She’d listed local restaurants, the historical museum, a smattering of gift
shops, and ‘natural wonders.’ I read about the Munro Trail, a dirt road that
goes to the top of the island to a place called Lana’ihale—the ‘house of Lana’i’.
I needed to get out. I craved fresh air and exercise. I promised myself I’d go
up there. But first, I needed to get on the phone. 


It took me less than an hour to
call everyone. In most cases I was able to give them the bad news directly, but
a couple of times I had to leave a message. I hung up the phone and put the “Be
back by” sign—the one with the clock where you move the hands to the time
you’ll return—on the front door. I gave myself a couple of hours. If Tyler
returned, he had a pass key to the front door. If anyone else showed up, tough.
I wasn’t in a ‘guest relations’ mood anyway. I laced up my sneakers and headed
out. 


Ewa’s tourist information said
the Munro Trail climbs to an elevation of thirty-three hundred feet, more than
sixteen hundred feet above Lana’i City, in just under thirteen miles. That’s
pretty steep, especially on foot. I wasn’t planning on tackling the whole
thing, however. At about the two and a half mile mark there’s a scenic
overlook, with a view down into Maunalei Gulch, one of the few naturally green
places on Lana’i. It also offers sweeping views across the channel to Maui. Just
the thought of being able to gaze on Maui again got my blood pumping.


The trail started near the Lodge
at Koele and wound through a forest of Cook Island pine trees. When I’d visited
the tiny Lana’i Historical Museum during my first week, the docent there told
me the trail was named for George Munro, a New Zealand naturalist who’d arrived
on Lana’i in 1890. At that time, the island was dry and barren, with only a
handful of Norfolk pines scattered here and there. 


Munro noticed that the tree
branches dripped water as the trees extracted moisture from the humid air. He
came up with the idea to plant a forest of Norfolk pines at the higher
elevations as a kind of irrigation system. The trees would extract the water,
raising the water table and making agricultural crops possible. The trees would
also provide shade which would make Lana’i a more hospitable place for people
to live.


Munro arranged for ships coming
up from the South Pacific to bring Norfolk pines to the island. But when the
ships arrived they’d brought Cook Island pines instead of the Norfolk pines.
Turns out, it wasn’t a big deal. Both types had similar water-extracting capabilities.



I caught the shuttle van to go
to the Lodge. It was always an adventure riding the shuttle. Since rental cars
are scarce, and absurdly expensive, many visitors ride the shuttle to get from
one hotel to the other. Locals like me, who don’t have a car, sometimes use the
shuttle as well.  


On this particular ride I had a
two-person seat to myself but across the aisle was a visitor on a cell phone,
bellowing at his business associate on the mainland. 


It’s amazing what you can learn
about someone in a six-minute ride. After a minute it was clear the guy on the
phone was a sports agent and he was negotiating a deal for a hockey player. I’d
never been to a hockey game—it’s not a popular sport in the tropics—nor had I
ever heard of the player the sports agent was talking about. But whoever he
was, he must have been some kind of star because negotiating his next year’s
contract involved shouting an unending string of four-letter words and veiled
threats. The sports agent’s significant other, seated next to him, stared out
the window pretending she wasn’t there. In her tidy pastel Ann Taylor
sweater-set and dyed-to-match capris she looked like the screaming guy’s
well-groomed nanny.


By the time we reached the Lodge
it appeared a deal had been struck, and the ‘Jerry Maguire’ of major league
hockey was pretty darn pleased with himself. He rubbed a thumb across the touch
screen, ending the call. Everyone on the van shot him major stink eye,
but he flashed back a grin that said, ‘I just made a hundred grand in five
minutes. So, how’s your afternoon going?’ 


I stepped down from the van and
crossed the circular drive. Over by the parking area I found the sign that
pointed to the Munro Trail. As I skirted the north side of the Lodge property,
I marveled at the string of multi-million-dollar homes perched along the golf
course. The course is named The Experience at Koele. Seemed to me the biggest
‘experience’ the golf course offered was the opportunity to hand over three
hundred bucks to chase a little white ball around a pristine lawn. 


The road went from blacktop to
dirt in pretty short order. As I jogged up the road, sniffing the crisp air and
savoring the smell of pine, I got to thinking. Maybe it was time to start
thinking about going home. Maybe the feds had already wrapped up their sting
operation but were waiting for the holidays to be over before calling the grand
jury into session. Maybe there was no longer a price on my head since the guys
who’d ordered me killed were already in custody. 


By the time I slowed to a walk
to catch my breath, I had my plan in place. I’d stick around the White Orchid
until Darryl and Ewa came home because I’d promised I would. But as soon as
they were back, I’d call Wong and tell him I’d changed my mind. Then I’d hop on
the ferry back to Maui and take my chances. 


I started jogging again while I
fine-tuned the plan. I wouldn’t make a big deal of it. No welcome home party,
no update on my Facebook page—simply a quiet re-entry into my former life. I
didn’t have any weddings booked, so I’d have no money coming in for a while,
but I’d survived before. Sifu Doug’s brother owned a successful luau
company in Lahaina and my sifu would vouch for me to get a job there.
I’d cut and color my hair to change my appearance. Then I’d don a coconut shell
bra and trundle mai tais to tourists until I could sign up a few new wedding
clients. I’d make enough in tips to pay my mortgage, and besides, at home I had
a whole bunch of friends who’d help me out.


I got so wrapped up in my
homeward-bound reverie that, even with the steep incline, I came upon the
scenic lookout sooner than I’d expected. I slowed to a walk and went to the
edge to admire the view. Below was the vast green canyon known as Maunalei
Gulch. The gal at the museum said there were folks working down there restoring
the area to the way it was when the ancient Hawaiians lived and worked in the
gulch. Beyond the gulch was the Au’au Channel between Lana’i and West Maui. As
I gazed at Maui’s craggy mountains silhouetted against an iridescent blue sky,
my throat tightened. My sense of longing was so fierce it felt as if someone
was pressing a fist into my chest. 


Oh yeah, it was definitely time
to go home.








 


CHAPTER
8


 


The jog back down the Munro
Trail took a lot less time than the trip up. Of course I was heading downhill,
but I was in such good spirits after deciding to go home, it probably would’ve
felt easy even if I’d been scaling a sheer rock cliff.


The Lodge at Koele came into
view and I saw the shuttle van heading down the driveway, back toward Lana’i
City. That meant I had at least a thirty-minute wait for the next one. I’d
already been gone almost two hours, so rather than wait I kept jogging down the
road back into town. 


I arrived at the White Orchid
out of breath but within minutes of the time on the ‘be back by’ sign. I
unlocked the door and went inside. Tyler was nowhere in sight. The message
light on the answering machine was blinking, so I quickly dialed the retrieval
number.


You have three messages,
the voicemail lady said in her no-nonsense tone. First message, left today
at three fifty-three. “Hello? We’d like to make a reservation? Hello?” The
message abruptly halted.


Next message, left today at
four twenty-nine, “Hello, we’re the Bowman family. We’re down here at the
ferry dock and we’d like to know if you have room for us this evening. Party of
four. Two adults and two kids. Please call.” They left a phone number. 


Next message, left today at
four-thirty-five, “Hey, it’s us again, the Bowmans. We’re going to grab a
shuttle bus and come up there since we haven’t heard from you. If you don’t
have room we’ll go up to the Hotel Lana’i, but we’d rather stay at your B and
B. See you soon.”


I looked out the window and
spied a bedraggled little band of mother, father and two small boys coming into
the front courtyard. I dashed out to meet them.


“I’m so sorry I missed your
calls,” I said. “I was away for a couple of hours. I was just about to call you
back.”


“Not to worry,” the father said.
“We decided on a whim to take a quick trip over here from Maui. We’re just
staying one night. Can you put us up? I’m Ross, and this is my wife, Sarah, and
our boys, Miles and Morrie.” Miles looked about six and Morrie looked a year or
two younger. Both had curly brown hair that nearly reached their shoulders.
Even with their girlish mops of hair, their faces signaled they had the naughty
boy thing down cold. Don’t listen to that guy, their smirking expressions
told me, we’re the ones in charge.


“Ho’okipa to the White
Orchid Bed and Breakfast,” I said. “Yes, we have a nice quad room available
this evening.”


Ross came inside and looked
around. I helped Sarah lug an overstuffed carry-on bag through the door, and
then held the door open for the boys. One of them (I wasn’t about to worry
about figuring out who was who for a one-night stay) stomped his sneaker onto
my bare foot as he came through the door. I winced, but didn’t give him the
satisfaction of crying out.


I checked them in and while I
was explaining the amenities, the boys ran screaming through the great room and
down the hall toward the guest rooms. They seemed to be playing some kind of
‘tag.’ It would have been a good way to burn off steam out in the yard, but not
so good inside the house. When one little guy toppled a stained-glass floor
lamp, Sarah turned to me and said, “Maybe you should put away some of these
fussy things. The boys could get hurt.”


I picked up the lamp and checked
the shade. Nothing broken, but I placed it behind the computer desk to make it
appear I was concerned for the boys’ safety.


I asked what time the boys went
to bed so I could bring them graham crackers and milk,  but Sarah told me the
boys kept their own schedule. 


“We don’t want to crush their
spirit with arbitrary rules,” she said. “Ross and I are raising the boys
according to the Archway Method. Have you heard of it?”


I shook my head. “I don’t have
children.” 


“Well, when you do, you’ll want
to look into Archway,” she said. “It’s the only technique out there that
guarantees strong, self-confident children who will grow into mentally and
emotionally capable adults. We don’t use words like ‘no’ or ‘you must’ or ‘you
should’ with the boys. This allows them to rely on their own inner voice to
make good decisions. Gordon Arch—he’s the psychologist who came up with the
Archway Method—is a genius. He says children raised according to his program will
grow up free of self-doubt. And that’s important, because self-doubt is the
root cause of depression, drug use and rebellion.”


Maybe so, but at that moment the
boys were demonstrating their lack of self-doubt by shimmying up the woven
bamboo draperies in the great room. Each boy had taken a panel and was trying
to beat the other in a race to the top.


Bam! A drapery panel
separated from the rod holding it, and one of the boys crashed onto the
hardwood floor below.


He started crying. The second boy,
still gripping his own drapery panel, began cat-calling his brother. “Crybaby,
Morrie. Crybaby, crybaby!”


“Oh, my sweet boy,” Sarah cooed
as she ran over to pick up the wailing Morrie. Meanwhile, the drapery rod
supporting Miles had pulled away from the wall and he was beginning to lose his
grip. He slipped and landed with a thump.


“Mama Sarah,” he screamed. “What
about me? I fell too!”


But Sarah’s attention was fully
focused on Morrie. She gently prodded his knee. “Does that hurt, honey?” He
shrieked and slapped his mother’s hand away.


“You know,” she said, shooting
me a look that would freeze alcohol, “this establishment is unsafe for
children. You shouldn’t advertise this place as ‘family-friendly’ if you
haven’t childproofed everything. Your website should be labeled, ‘adults
only’.”


She’d get no argument from me.


The boys calmed down and I
guided the family back to the large quad guest room to settle in. The room included
bunk beds and immediately the boys began squabbling over who got the top bunk.


“Well, I’ll leave you to work
things out,” I said as I inched toward the door. “Let me know if you need
anything.” Like a rolled-up newspaper to swat some ‘self-doubt’ into those
little monsters.


The Bowman family left for
dinner soon afterward. I nuked myself a frozen burrito and went to bed early.
No use trying to salvage an unsalvageable day.








 


 


CHAPTER 9


I woke up early on Tuesday and
hustled out to the kitchen to make breakfast for the Bowmans. I wasn’t sure
what the boys would eat. Would Sarah insist on organic steel-cut oatmeal, or
would the boys prevail and clamor for Fruit Loops? I split the difference and
made a breakfast sausage, egg and cheese casserole—one of Darryl’s simpler
recipes. Then I toasted a pile of both wheat and white bread. Alongside the
toast I set out an assortment of jams—mango, guava, apricot-pineapple and good
old strawberry. I also added a little dish of peanut butter and a bowl of fresh
fruit I’d peeled and chopped into a fair approximation of fruit cocktail. 


The Bowman clan was more subdued
in the morning than they’d been at check-in. The boys nudged and bickered with
each other at the table, but when Ross asked if they’d like to trade seats and have
Mama Sarah and Daddy Ross sit between them, they both bellowed, “No!”


At about ten o’clock Sarah came
to the great room to check out. Ross was outside on his cell phone. I didn’t
know where the kids were, and I didn’t care. The magic words, checking out,
had put a smile on my face even the Bowman boys couldn’t wipe off.


“I’m sorry, but I must lodge a
complaint,” Sarah said as she pulled a credit card from her wallet. “I’m afraid
this wasn’t our most enjoyable time in Hawaii. There’s nothing for the boys to
do here and your bed and breakfast really leaves a lot to be desired in terms
of basic amenities. I mean, no TV in the room? Is that even legal in the hotel
industry?”


I assured her most of our guests
prefer no outside distractions.


“And no telephone! Ross had to
use hours and hours of his cell phone minutes because he has to keep in touch
with his office. That’s hardly fair for what you’re charging for the room.”


“We’re the most affordable
accommodations on Lana’i. And in our listing on the Internet we clearly state
that the rooms don’t have private phones, TV, or Internet.”


“Well, we didn’t book this place
on the Internet,” she huffed. “We heard about the White Orchid from someone on
Maui. So how could we possibly know you offered such Spartan conditions?”


I stared her down. There was no
way I was going to give them a discount after all the havoc her boys had
wreaked.


“It’ll be one-thirty-nine, plus
tax,” I said in my most business-like voice.


“I don’t think we should have to
pay over ninety-nine dollars,” she shot back, “including the tax.”


“Okay, how about this?” I said.
“I’ll charge you ninety-nine dollars for the room, and then a hundred dollars
for the damage to the draperies. That’s only fair since it will cost at least
twice that to get them repaired.”


“Why should we pay for your
sub-standard draperies? They were unsafe.”


We locked eyes. I’d stared down
guys twice her size in kung fu matches. This cranky, spineless excuse
for a parent didn’t realize who she was up against.


“Very well,” she finally said.
“I’ll agree to pay the one-thirty-nine. But you better not charge me a penny
more. My husband’s an attorney.”


By ten-thirty, I had the place
all to myself again.


I went out to the greenhouse and
asked Mr. Ho if he knew where Darryl kept his hand tools—hammer, screwdriver,
things like that.


“He has some tools out back,”
Mr. Ho said. He led me around to the far side of the greenhouse. There was a
little shack, weathered gray, with a carpet of rotting pine needles covering
the roof. He opened the door and we went inside. Darryl had attached white pegboard
to three walls and he’d hung a tidy array of hand tools on the pegboard. I took
down a ball peen hammer and noticed Darryl had used a magic marker to outline the
hammer on the pegboard. It looked like the chalk outline of the dead body at a
crime scene. 


“Wow, he’s a pretty fastidious
guy,” I said.


Mr. Ho glared at me. “No, he not
tricky bad. He clean.”


I figured ‘fastidious’ probably
wasn’t in Mr. Ho’s English vocabulary, so I hurried to clear up the
misunderstanding. “Yes, it looks like he keeps things very clean. Very tidy.”


“You need hammer?” He looked at
the ball peen I was holding. “This one more bigger, eh?” He reached over and
pulled down an enormous rubber mallet. 


“Thanks, but this one will do.”


Mr. Ho, who seemed to take
offense at my unwillingness to go along with his suggestion of the huge mallet,
grunted and left me alone in the shed.


I searched through the minuscule
drawers of a cabinet that held nails, screws, bolts and washers until I got the
parts needed to re-hang the bamboo drapes. Then I found some crusty, but still
usable, wall spackle. I gathered everything up and went inside to begin making
repairs.


***


It was almost four o’clock when
I finally had the White Orchid back to its pre-Bowman family condition. I was
on a step-stool putting the final touches on the spackle when the phone rang. I
climbed down and wiped my hands, but by the time I picked up, the call had
already gone to voicemail. 


I quickly retrieved the message.
It was Tyler Benson. His voice sounded like he was being strangled. “Hey,
Penny. I need to talk to you. The sooner, the better. Call me at this number
when you get a chance.” 


I’d punched the CID key to
redial Tyler’s number when he suddenly burst through the front door. His cell
phone began to ring in his pocket. The ringtone was a tinny rendition of Who
Let the Dogs Out?


“That’s probably me calling you
back,” I said, pointing to his pocket.


“I hope so,” he said. He looked
like what my Auntie Mana used to call ‘ten miles of bad road.’  He was unshaven
and there were deep furrows under his bloodshot eyes. He reached into his
pocket and pulled out the phone. He looked at the caller ID screen, then tossed
the phone on the polished wood coffee table. It skittered across the smooth
surface and fell on the floor. He didn’t make a move to retrieve it.


“Whoa,” I said. “Are you okay?” 


“Not by a long shot,” he said.
“Mind if I lock the door?”


I screwed up my face as if his
paranoid request had me a little concerned about his grip on reality.


“It’s not even dinnertime,
Tyler. I think the bogey man comes out after dark.”


“Well, that shows how much you
know.”


Right then, I heard something
crash through the bushes outside the house. A head popped up in the window by
the reception desk and I jumped back in surprise.


“Those sons of—” Tyler put his
hands over his face and turned away from the window.  


I leapt up and pulled the shade
down.


“Who was that?’ I said.


“Can we go back in the kitchen
and talk?” Tyler said, picking up his phone.


“Sure.”


When we got inside the kitchen I
pulled over a couple of stools so we could sit at the prep table. Tyler glanced
around, taking in the set-up. The kitchen had three interior walls, and the one
outside wall had only a narrow clerestory window high above the cabinets.


“What’s up?” I said. “I’m
assuming that guy was some kind of media-type.”


“Yeah, the Hollywood paparazzi.
One of many who’ve shown up.”


“Why are they here? I mean, no
disrespect or anything, but you’re no Brad Pitt or Denzel Washington. Not that
you’re not a handsome man, mind you, but you’re—”


“Yeah, yeah. Here’s the deal.
For the past couple of years there’s been all kinds of Hollywood speculation
about me. I’ve been called gay. I’ve been accused of being a selfish asshole
who gets what he wants from women and then kicks them to the curb. I’ve been
branded a workaholic with no private life, yada, yada and more yada. Now
someone’s blabbed to the tabloid press about Deedee and me getting married, so
I’m back in the news.” He shot me a look that begged for a response.


“You think it was me? No way.
First of all, I wouldn’t dream of gossiping about you, and second, even if I
were prone to gossip, I don’t have any idea who I’d call.” I could’ve added a
third reason, which was that I was in a witness protection program and there
was no way I’d draw attention to myself by encouraging a bunch of snoopy
reporters and photographers to descend on Lana’i. But I kept that to myself.


“Well, somebody tipped them
off.  And Deedee’s gonna be royally pissed when she finds out.”


“She doesn’t know?”


“No. She flew over to Honolulu
this morning to do some shopping and she’s not due back until four-thirty. I
came down here as soon as I recognized a few of the vultures checking in at the
Lodge. What am I going to do? They’ve seen me, both at the Lodge and now here.”


“I had a sifu—that’s a
martial arts teacher—who used to say, You know what you need to do, but you
don’t want to do it. You think that might apply here?” I watched him take
it in.


“I don’t know what that means.
Are you telling me I shouldn’t marry Deedee?”


“I’m not telling you anything.
Don’t listen to other people, listen to your heart.”  


“No disrespect or anything,
Penny, but if I want to hear bullshit like that, I’ll call Oprah.”


***


Tyler stayed another fifteen
minutes before heading out to the airport.


“I hate to go out there,” he
said as he peered through the front window. “But I’ve got to pick up Deedee.”


“Good luck. Are you going to come
back down here tonight?”


“No, I think I’ll stay up at the
Lodge with Deedee. She’s uncomfortable enough in LA when these guys start shoving
and yelling. I’m pretty sure she’s really going to go ballistic when she finds
out the bottom feeders have tracked us down in the middle of nowhere.”


“Well, let me know if there’s
anything I can do. Most folks around here are pretty good about leaving celebrities
alone. Famous people come here all the time. And besides, we don’t have a first-run
movie theater here on Lana’i so movie people aren’t that big a deal.”


“Thanks. I appreciate that. I
think.” He got up and went outside. The sun was getting lower in the sky but it
would be at least four more hours before it got dark. As Tyler made his way
back to his Jeep I saw cameras flash and I heard urgent voices yelling stupid questions
like, Are you getting married because people think you’re gay? or, Is
your main squeeze sporting a baby bump? 


I silently wished Tyler well. He
was a nice guy. He’d chosen his life, and he was well-rewarded for it. He had a
private jet, a gorgeous home in Los Angeles and piles of money. But even
considering all the BS I was putting up with in witness protection, I wouldn’t
have traded places with him. Not for a month, a week, or even a day.


It was a good thing I didn’t
covet Tyler Benson’s life. Because his life was about to start skidding
downhill. Fast. 








 


 


CHAPTER
10


 


At six-thirty, Tyler burst
through the front door with such fury I nearly wet myself. I popped up from the
computer where I’d been furtively peeking at the FaceBook pages of my friends
back on Maui. 


“Whoa there, cowboy,” I said.  “Take
it easy.” 


“I can’t,” he said, snapping the
deadbolt to lock the door. He sounded out of breath. “I’m so pissed right now,
I…I…” He didn’t finish. Instead, he plopped down on the sofa and put his head
in his hands. I thought he might be crying, but I couldn’t tell for sure.


I waited at least a minute
before I said anything. “You okay?”


“No, I am definitely not
okay.”


Another minute went by.


“You want to talk about it?” I
said.


“Not really.”


I’d had enough of the waiting
game so I started heading to the back of the house. People who don’t want to
talk generally want privacy, so getting out of his way seemed like a good idea.


“Where are you going?” he said.


“I’m going back to the kitchen.
I’m getting hungry.”


“Can I go with you?”


“Sure. Are you hungry?”


“Not at all. But I don’t want to
be alone,” he said. “I’m feeling like I may be a danger to myself and others.”


“Okay, come along. But let me
warn you, one false move toward the kitchen knives and I’ll take you down like socks
off a clothesline. And believe me, I can do it.”


“No reason to doubt you,” he
said. By this point, a slight smile had begun to play across his haggard face.


We got to the kitchen and I
pulled out some hummus and pita chips. He absentmindedly grabbed a chip and
nibbled on it.


“You won’t believe what I found
out,” he said.


I waited for him to continue.


“You want to hear about it or
not?” he said. He sounded a bit peeved I hadn’t responded to his tantalizing
opening line.


“If you want to tell me.” 


“Deedee’s the one who called in
the vultures.”


“What?” I nearly dropped the
pita chip I was holding.


“It was Deedee who called the
gossip rags and told ‘em about us getting married over here.”


“Why on earth would she do
that?”


“Beats me. She’s always been
straight-up with me in the past, but now I’m not sure what she’s thinking.
She’s told me a million times how much she hates those guys tailing us when we
go out. It was her idea to put in a dozen security cameras all around our new
house. I can’t imagine why she’d want to ruin her own wedding with paparazzi.”


I shook my head. I’d intended to
simply show him I was listening, but he latched onto the gesture and ran with
it.


“Ah, so I guess you’re thinking
what I’m thinking,” he said. “You think she’s playing me. She’s more interested
in pumping up her underwear business than caring about me and what I want. You
probably think I’m an idiot for not figuring it out sooner.” His shrill voice
sounded like a guy who’d walked in on his wife playing Special Delivery with
the mailman.


“I didn’t say anything, Tyler.”


“No, but you’re thinking it. I
can tell.”


I willed my face to be a blank
slate. I’d had some practice with brides who’d asked for totally outrageous
things, like the one who wanted a circus-themed wedding. She wanted her guests
to wear red rubber clown noses, and she wanted the groom in a lion-tamer
costume, right down to the chair and whip.


“You are so right,” he
went on. “She’s been playing me for a fool since forever. I can’t believe how
stupid I was. The eight-carat diamond ring she had to have. The
forty-million-dollar life insurance policy with her as the sole beneficiary. She
even talked me into building a new wing on the house for her mother. And I
can’t stand her mother. The woman looks down on me because I’m a self-made man.
When Deedee was sixteen, she was primping for the Delta Cotillion. Me? I was parking
cars and getting my GED at night school.”


I maintained my blank face. No
way I’d weigh in on upper-class snobbery. I had no experience in that area
except for the few times I’d come across it when I’d coordinated some diva’s
wedding. But in those instances I’d been the hired help. I had a rule: the more
the client made me grovel, the more I jacked up the price.  


“You’re so right about
Deedee,” he kept going. “I’m a damn sucker. Why didn’t I see what she was? I
mean, I’ve always considered myself a pretty smart guy. I negotiate
multi-million-dollar movie deals with guys who own their own islands. And I
can’t recognize a gold-digger when I see one? I wonder how much the gossip rags
paid her to tip them off.”


I had a bad feeling his ranting
would go on and on if I didn’t cut in. 


“Tyler, would you like to get
out of here and get some air?”


“Yeah, but the scum suckers will
just follow me if I leave.”


“Not if we play it smart.”


***


We came up with a plan to slip
away from the White Orchid before anyone realized we were gone. I pranced out
the front door, yelling to Tyler that I was taking his Jeep to get some beer
and I’d be back in five minutes. Of course Tyler wasn’t in the house. He’d
already sneaked out back to the greenhouse. I took a right at the corner, which
is the way to the grocery store. The paparazzi must’ve believed that Tyler was
still in the house, because when I looked in the rearview mirror no one was
following me. I doubled back and took a left at Lihi, the street that runs
along the back of the White Orchid property. I pulled to the side of the road. Tyler
slipped through the back gate and was at the passenger-side door so fast I
almost didn’t have time to get it unlocked. 


“You driving?” he said.


“I don’t think this is a good
time for musical chairs. But if you want…”


“No, it’s fine. Where’re we
going?” 


“I thought it’d be fun to catch
the sunset at Kaumalapau. Have you been out there yet?”


“Cow-ma-what? I can’t even say
it, let alone remember if I’ve been there.”


“Kaumalapau is the industrial
harbor here on Lana’i. Back in the pineapple days, the harbor bustled with
freighters coming in and out, loading up pineapple to take to ports all over
the world. Now the place is pretty quiet. Fishing boats leave from there now
and then, but mostly the only people down there are a handful of guys who fish
from the pier and the workers at the nearby oil storage tanks. But I’ve heard
it’s the best place on the island to watch the sunset.”


 “Sounds good.”


The Kaumalapau Highway—Highway
440—runs southwest from Lana’i City down to the harbor, about seven and a half
miles. The road is paved the whole way, which was good since I wasn’t familiar
with Tyler’s Jeep Wrangler. When we got to the entrance of the harbor, I pulled
onto a wide spot across from a collection of oil storage tanks and turned off
the engine. The only sound was the shush of waves breaking on the rocks
below and the wind whistling through the Jeep’s soft-top. By then, the sun was
hanging low on the horizon with a few puffy clouds scattered here and there.
Clouds were good because they promised a more beautiful sunset. 


“This is the biggest harbor on
the island?” Tyler said. “It sure doesn’t look like there’s much going on down there.”


I nodded. There was a small
fishing boat tied up on the far side of the concrete pier, but other than that,
the harbor was deserted. 


“I read this harbor was pretty
wrecked after Hurricane Iwa pounded it in 1982,” I said. “Then Hurricane Iniki
finished the job in 1992. The Army Corps of Engineers rebuilt it in 2007
because the Lana’i residents needed a harbor big enough to handle barges
bringing in goods.” I pointed to the far end of the harbor, where the pier
bristled on all sides with huge geometric white blocks. ““See those big white
things all around the pier? They’re made from formed concrete. There are more
than eight-hundred of them, and they weigh over thirty-five tons.”


“Whew,” said Tyler. “That’s a
lot of concrete for a harbor in the middle of nowhere.”


“Yeah, but every inhabited island
has to have a working harbor. The blocks were specially-designed to deflect
wave erosion. Hopefully they’ll be able to repel the storm surge of the next
hurricane.” 


“They look like huge jacks,”
Tyler said. “You know, like that game little girls play? My sister played jacks
when we were in grade school.”


“You have a sister?”


“Yeah, it’s a long story. And
unfortunately it doesn’t have a happy ending.”


We sat in silence for a few
minutes. The sun dipped lower and lower. It looked as if it was growing weary of
clinging to the sky and was ready to call it a day.


At the moment the sun slipped
below the horizon the sky burst into color. It began with a golden yellow, then
changed to coral, and then to vivid fuchsia. The grand finale was purple velvet
giving way to deep navy blue.


“Wow, that was amazing,” Tyler
whispered. “Kind of makes this stuff with Deedee and me seem trivial.”


“It’s not trivial, though, is
it? I mean, it’s your life. You trusted her and she let you down. Not a small
thing.”


We stared at the darkening sky.


 “Have you thought about what you’re
going to do now?” I said.


“I don’t know. I wish I could
wipe it all clean. You know, go back to the time when I was completely focused
on the Stony Jackson stuff and I hadn’t met Deedee. No matter what I do, those
tabloid vultures are going to make money off me. Fans love to watch celebrities
crash and burn.”


***


We pulled in front of the White
Orchid at about eight-fifteen. In the dark it was impossible to spot lurking
paparazzi, but since no cameras flashed as we made our way to the door it appeared
they’d given up for the night. Before I had a chance to snap on the light
switch in the great room, I noticed the red message light blinking on the
phone. 


“Don’t get that,” Tyler said.


“I have to. It might be someone
calling to book a room.” 


I played the message. It was
Darryl checking in with me.


Tyler stood stock still for
about half a minute. Then he spoke. “I guess I better head on up to the Lodge
and face the music. And anyway, you need to call Darryl back.”


“You know, you don’t have to go
back up there until morning. You’ve already paid for your room here for three
more days.”


“Thanks, but I’ll feel better once
I’ve dealt with it. Deedee will want to talk it to death. She’ll probably beg
forgiveness and swear it’ll never happen again. But you know, it’s like someone
turned a switch in me. I just don’t care anymore. I don’t care about what she
wants, and I don’t care what those reporters say. All I want to do is get back
to LA and back to work. No more girlfriends, no more red carpets, no more
setting myself up to be screwed over.” 


“Slow down, Tyler. Are you sure
it’s completely over between you and Deedee?” Although I was no fan of Deedee
Diamonte’s, I still thought he might later regret making such a rash decision. “There
are always two sides to a story. Don’t you think you should hear Deedee’s side
of things? I mean, you guys have been living together for what, a year?”


“Going on two years now. But for
me, when it’s over, it’s over. It’s like a movie, you know? Once the bad guy’s
dead and the good guy gets the girl, it’s best to just end it. Roll the credits
and crank up the closing music. No sense dragging it out.”


“Well, I’m sorry to hear you
feel that way. I’d be lying if I told you I wasn’t a little upset when you guys
chose to get married at the Lodge instead of down here at the White Orchid, but
I like you, Tyler. And I was really hoping you and Deedee would enjoy a long
and happy life together.” I had no idea how he’d managed to stick with that
woman for two years, but I make it a point to not judge intimate partnerships.
I figure what goes on behind closed doors is usually a mystery to everyone but
the people involved. 


“Thanks, Penny. I really appreciate
it. If you ever get to Hollywood, look me up, okay? He leaned over and gave me
a peck on the forehead. For a fleeting moment I panicked about saying good-bye
to the only friend I’d made on Lana’i. I wanted to confide in him and tell him
the truth. I wanted to tell him my name wasn’t Penny Morton. I wanted to relay
the whole story of how I’d been exiled to this lonely place and I desperately
missed my friends on Maui. I wanted to tell him that right after the holidays
I’d be sent to the mainland to testify against some scary guys, and I wanted to
go home for Christmas more than anything in the world.


But the moment passed.


After Tyler left I called Darryl.
He said he and Ewa would be back in two days, on Friday. I locked up and went
out the back gate toward Dole Park. I needed to check on things at my rental
house. I sniffed the misty night air. Christmas was just a week away.  The
lights on the big tree in the park twinkled gaily against the surrounding blackness.
With Tyler heading back to LA and Darryl and Ewa coming home, there was no good
reason for me to stick around. Wong wouldn’t like it, but I felt confident if I
kept out of sight I could definitely stay safe for the final few weeks until I
was called to testify. 


I craned my neck to see the
blazing white star at the top of the Christmas tree. I took a deep breath and
smiled. Things were working out. I’d be home for the holidays after all.
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My rental house looked sad. With
no lights showing, no flickering TV and no car in the driveway, the place
looked like it’d been abandoned. And, in a way it had been. Ever since I’d gotten
the job at the White Orchid I’d only spent one night in the house. I went through
the dark kitchen and opened the refrigerator. I blinked in the bright light. All
I found in there was a yogurt with a November sell-by date and a half-empty
bottle of shoyu—soy sauce. 


I went into the bedroom and
flopped on the bed. It was about the firmest excuse for a mattress I’d ever met.
And I’d met some doozies when I’d flown as an air marshal from Hawaii to Asia. Japanese
hotels are notorious for mattresses that make you feel like you’re camping in
the back of a pick-up truck.


I got up and pulled out my suitcase.
For more than a month I’d dreamed of repacking that suitcase and leaving the
rental house keys on the coffee table. But I wasn’t completely free to leave.
I’d promised Darryl and Ewa I’d stay until they got back. As far as I could
recall, I’d never consciously broken a promise to a friend. I’d already become
a liar, I wasn’t about to become a lousy friend. 


I considered staying overnight
at my rental house, but then thought better of it. Tyler might change his mind
about spending his last night on Lana’i up at the Lodge. Since he’d paid for
his room at the White Orchid I needed to be there in case he came back or
showed up in the morning for breakfast.


Sure enough. When I turned the
corner on Kua’aina Street there was a Jeep parked in front of the bed and
breakfast. I jogged up to the gate. The porch light wasn’t on but I hadn’t left
it on since I’d gone out the back way. Tyler wouldn’t have turned it on since he
wouldn’t want to alert the paparazzi that he was there. I figured he’d probably
used his key to get in and had gone directly back to his room. 


I went through the courtyard,
pulling my key from my pocket as I went. When I reached the front door, I
fumbled with the lock as I tried to find the keyhole in the dark.


“Good evening.” The voice was
definitely male. It had come from somewhere to my left. 


I whirled around to face whoever
it was. I planted my feet and assumed a defensive stance. If the guy thought
he’d get the jump on me by lurking in the dark, he’d soon figure out he should
have done his homework. With twenty years of kung fu practice to back me
up, stranger danger wasn’t high on my list of concerns. Unless the guy was
armed. I squinted to see if I could spot a weapon in the darkness.


“Pali, it’s me.” 


I switched from scrutinizing the
guy’s hands to trying to make out his face. I recognized the voice. But I was
so shocked at hearing my real name spoken I didn’t trust myself.


“Ono? Is that you?” By now he’d
stepped closer. The guy definitely resembled my friend from Lahaina, but I
wanted confirmation.


“Yep, it’s me. I hope you’re not
mad at me for showing up without calling.”


I grabbed him around the neck
and kissed him—the first time I’d ever done anything like that in my life. Of
course I’d kissed my share of guys before, but never so impulsively, so
recklessly. His mouth felt like home, and he smelled like everything I’d been
missing for the past month.  


“Wow. I’ll take that to mean it
was okay not to call.” His smile looked like a Cheshire Cat grin, a white
half-moon floating in the deep black of the Lana’i City night.


“Let’s go inside,” I said. I
fumbled with the key. 


Ono took the key from my hand
and expertly fit it into the lock. Then he pushed the door open like he owned
the place. We slipped off our shoes and left them by the door.


“Mahalo,” I said. “I’m just
so blown away to see you here.” I walked across the dark great room and snapped
the switch on the feeble sixty-watt floor lamp. 


Oliver “Ono” Kingston looked
better to me than even my fondest recollection. His hair was a little longer, a
bit past his collar. It was a darker brown than mine with streaks of blond at
the crown. The blond was the result of sun and wind exposure while sailing the
catamaran he captains for visitor snorkeling trips and private parties. He
lives aboard in Lahaina Harbor. He’s a few inches over six feet tall, and that
night he was wearing a rumpled cotton shirt with rolled-up sleeves along with his
customary baggy khaki cargo shorts. 


The last time we’d been together
he’d been angry with me, so it was doubly rewarding to see him again. Not only
was I thrilled to see a familiar face, but it appeared our squabble was
long-forgotten. 


“How’d you find me?” I said.
“Wong’s gonna have a fit when he hears.”


“Why would you tell Detective
Wong anything?”


“He’s trying to keep me alive,”
I said. “I think I owe him full disclosure.”


“C’mon, Pali. You don’t owe him
squat. He’s the one who owes you—big time. The cops totally used you to flush
out that drug cartel, and now they’re using you to testify. To make it worse, I’ll
bet Wong’s still not telling you everything that’s going down.”


I mentally chewed on that for a
moment. No doubt there was a lot of stuff Wong hadn’t told me. I hoped most of
it was ‘need to know’ information that I didn’t need to know.


“You’re truly a sight for sore
eyes,” I said. “What are you doing over here?”


“Well, first off, I came to see
you. I couldn’t imagine you slogging through Christmas all by yourself.”


“You’re staying until
Christmas?”


“Nah, I can’t take a whole week
off. But I’ve got a couple of days. I brought a group of golf fanatics over on
the catamaran to play the courses at Koele and Manele Bay. They’ll be playing
all day tomorrow and then again on Thursday. We’ll head back sometime Friday
morning, the twenty-first.”


“How’d you find me?”


“You know, that’s kind of
pitiful. I mean, sorry to break it to you, but you weren’t that hard to track
down. I don’t think the bad guys are trying very hard if they haven’t found you
by now. You know how they say there are ‘six degrees of separation’? Well, it
took me only three degrees. I talked to a guy at the dock who crews for a big
snorkel outfit. He’d heard from the gal who works the ticket booth at the Maui-Lana’i
ferry that a cop brought somebody over here last month after that big dust-up
at the harbor. Then, this afternoon when I rented the Jeep, I asked the guy at
the rental place if he’d noticed anyone new in town. He said a young widow had
shown up out of the blue last month and she’d just gotten a job at the White
Orchid Bed and Breakfast. Like I said, it wasn’t too tough.”


“Jeez, so everyone knows I’m
here? That’s it, I’m going home for sure,” I said.


“Whoa, not so fast. The bad guys
haven’t all been rounded up yet.”


“They will be soon. And like you
said, if they wanted to find me they would’ve by now. If I go home and keep my
head down, I’ll be fine.”


“Keeping your head down won’t
cut it. Those losers know exactly where you live—and where you work.”


“But they don’t know where
Farrah lives.” Farrah Milton, my b/f/f, lives in an illegal apartment above the
grocery store she runs in Pa’ia, Maui. No one except her close friends knows
she’s up there.


“Well, pardon the guilt trip,
but you’ve already caused Farrah a world of hurt.”


“What? What’s happened?” I felt
panic rising along with the bile in my throat.


“Maybe the authorities didn’t
know she was living over the store, but the drug dealers did. When they
couldn’t find you, they went looking for her.”


I couldn’t breathe. I felt like
I was drowning. I plopped down on the sofa—hard—and waited for him to tell me about
Farrah. 
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“Calm down,” he said. “She’s
fine. She had a pretty big scare, but I guess she managed to run the guy off.
From what I heard her dog sort of saved the day.”


He told me apparently Farrah’s
Jack Russell terrier had latched onto the guy’s leg and bit him pretty good. But
the guy took a few potshots at the dog before fleeing.  


“They said the dog was fearless.
Wouldn’t let go, even after it got grazed by a bullet.”


“Poor Sir Lipton, and poor
Farrah,” I said. “It’s all my fault. I got her involved in this mess in the
first place.”


“Don’t worry. Like I said, I
heard she’s doing fine. And the store got a bunch more business afterwards.
Everybody in town wanted to come by to see the bullet holes. And everybody’s
talking about the little dog with the big balls.”


“Yeah. Well, that’s pretty
funny,” I said. “Sir Lipton doesn’t have balls, big or little.”


“He’s neutered?”


“Not exactly.”


“What then?”


“You know that movie, Lady &
The Tramp? Well, Lipton’s more Lady than Tramp. But enough about the dog.
Where’s Farrah now?” 


“She’s playing the same game as you—hiding
out. There’s some old lady running the store most of the time. Farrah’s there
every now and then, but she’s never alone. And she sure as heck isn’t living upstairs
anymore.” 


“I wonder where she went?”


“Speaking of wondering, I wonder
if you’ve got another kiss in you like the one you nearly flattened me with on
the porch?”


We sat in the great room, snuggling
and talking. At around ten-thirty, I offered Ono a room, but he begged off.


“As much as I’d like to sleep
under the same roof—or maybe even the same sheets—as you, I’ve got to get back
to the boat. It’s anchored in open water. No way I’ll chance getting it broken
into or letting the current drag the anchor.”


 “Are you coming back tomorrow?”


“Yep. My people are staying up
at the Lodge tonight and I promised I‘d join them for breakfast. They have a
mid-morning tee-time, so I could be back here around ten.”


I walked him to the door and we
lingered. 


“I really wish I didn’t have to
go,” he said.


“You don’t.”


“I do. But maybe I’ll check into
renting a slip at Manele Bay for tomorrow night. They have security there. No
need to sleep aboard.”


“Sounds like a plan.”


***


I awakened to the sound of
someone pounding on the back door. Had Ono changed his mind? I looked at my
bedside clock—it said 11:08. I’d been asleep less than a half hour.


I got up and stumbled to the
back of the house. “Who is it?” I said through the door. My hand was on the
deadbolt, but I wasn’t going to twist it open unless the person on the other
side persuaded me I wouldn’t regret it later.  


“It’s me.” Male voice.


“Give me a break. Who’s ‘me’?”


“It’s me—Tyler. Open the door,
Penny.”


I opened the door to a
bedraggled facsimile of Tyler Benson. His clothes were rumpled and sweaty. His
face was lined with worry.


“What happened?” I said.


“You’re not gonna believe this.”
He pushed past me. “Lock that thing up good and tight.”


I closed and locked the door and
started for the great room, but he headed for the kitchen. I turned and
followed him.


“What’s going on? Why are you
coming to the back door at eleven o’clock at night? Didn’t your front door key
work?”


“Okay,” he said. “I need you to just
listen. Don’t ask questions. Just hear me out.”


Fine by me. I wasn’t in a chatty
mood anyway.


“Deedee’s dead. She was found stabbed
in her room.”


“She’s dead? Murdered?” My brain
was having a hard time imagining beautiful Desiree Diamonte with a knife
sticking out of her ample chest.


“Yeah. After I left here, I started
to go back to the Lodge but there were fire trucks and cop cars all over the
place. And, a whole bunch of people were standing around outside. A cop was
stopping people at the driveway so I just kept going straight. The road turns
to dirt and if you stay on it, it takes you to the top of the island. The stars
up there were fantastic.”


I couldn’t believe he was waxing
poetic about the evening sky while his fiancée was being stabbed to death in
her hotel room.


“Why did—”


“No, let me finish. Anyway, I
got back down from there a little after ten-thirty. There were still a couple
of cop cars out in front of the Lodge. They had the lights going and a few people
were still milling around. Last thing I needed to deal with was crap like that
with the paparazzi sniffing around. So, I parked at the bottom and walked up. I
thought I’d sneak in the back way to Deedee’s room after I’d heard what was
going on. I asked an old guy what’d happened and he said a young black woman
had been stabbed in an upstairs suite. When I asked him if she was going to be
okay, he said she was dead.”


There was a beat as Tyler wiped a
hand across his mouth. Then he blew out a breath. His eyes looked like he
wanted to flee.


“Maybe it wasn’t Deedee. Maybe
there was another young black woman staying in a suite on the second floor,” I
said. I like to put a hopeful spin on things. 


“Trust me, it was her. I can’t
believe this. I’ve got to get off this island but I can’t fly out until morning
because the runway’s closed at night. I’m sorry to wake you up, but my key
didn’t work.”


 “No problem. Your key only
works for the front door. But you can’t just take off in the morning. The
police are going to want to talk to you.”


“Yeah, well, here’s the thing. While
I was driving over here I came up with an idea. I need you to do me a favor.”


“Sure.”


“I need you to have my back. I
need you to tell the cops I was here with you at the White Orchid. All night. Tell
them I never left.”


“But you weren’t, and you
did—leave, I mean.”


“Look, Penny, it’s no skin off
your nose to vouch for me. Just say we went out to the harbor and then we came
right back here and hung out until bedtime. It’s not like I’m asking you to
concoct a crazy story or anything.”


“Tyler, I can’t—” 


 I was interrupted by loud
pounding on the front door. “Maui County Police! Open up!”
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Tyler pushed past me and ran out
the back door. I went to the front to let in the police before they hauled out
a battering ram. There were two cops standing on the porch.


“We’re looking for Tyler Benson.
Is he here?” said one cop. 


“He was here earlier. I’m not
sure where he is right now.”


“May we come in and look
around?”


“Sure.” I knew I could demand a
search warrant if I wanted to be pissy, but I was pretty sure Darryl would want
me to cooperate with the police.


The cops went through the great
room, back into the kitchen and then into each of the guest rooms. I could see
flashlight beams outside so I was pretty sure there were other cops searching
the yard and the greenhouse, but it seemed Tyler had slipped by them. 


“Which room is Benson staying
in?” said the first cop. I looked at the name badge on his chest. It read,
“Dado.”


“Well, Officer Dado—” I said. 


“It’s Dado, long ‘a’,” he said.
I’d said it like ‘dad-oh.’


“Oh sorry. Well, Officer Dado,
he was staying back here in the Hala-kahiki Room. In the daytime it has a nice
view of the garden.”


Officer Dado and his partner
glared at me as if I’d said something rude. 


“And your name is?” said Officer
Dado.


“I’m uh, Penny Morton.” I really
hated lying to the cops. But I figured if I got caught, Detective Wong would
run interference for me. After all, he’d chosen the stupid name, not me.


“When did Mr. Benson leave this evening?”


“Uh, well, I’m not exactly sure.
You see, I usually spend my time out here in the great room. The guests are
free to come and go through either the front or the back door.”


“Then when did you last see
him?”


Okay, this was getting tricky. I
opted for as much truth as I could muster. “We drove down to Kaumalapau Harbor
to watch the sunset. He hadn’t been there before and he wanted to see it.”


“And then?”


“Well, then we came back here.”
I said, kind of dragging it out as if I was recreating the timeline in my mind.


“And then did he leave again?”


“Like I said, I can’t be sure.”


“Where do you think he is now?”


I shrugged.


“Are you saying you have no idea
where he is?”


“That’s what I’m saying. It’s nearly
midnight, officer. I was sleeping when you came banging on my door. I don’t do
bed check on our guests. As I said, they’re free to come and go as they
please.”


They both scowled at me as if
they were terribly disappointed with my attitude.


“We’ll be sealing off Mr.
Benson’s room. You’re not to go in there until the investigator’s had a chance
to look around.”


I knew I should probably ask for
a search warrant before letting people rifle through Tyler’s stuff. But I
wasn’t about to call Darryl and Ewa in the middle of the night to see what they
wanted me to do.


“When will the investigator get
here?”


“Probably not until the first
ferry docks around seven. We’ve got to bring in a detective from Maui.”


Oh great. If Wong showed up,
there went my spending the day with Ono. I should’ve told those clowns Tyler
Benson checked out two days ago.  


***


I went back to bed but only
slept fitfully until daybreak. I got up and grabbed a yogurt before heading out
for my morning run. Instead of running on the roads that lead out of town, I
took a right and went toward Dole Park. Nothing that happens in Lana’i City
gets by the regulars in Dole Park. 


It was Wednesday, so the tai
chi class was assembling. I took a place in the back row, next to a tiny
ancient woman with shiny eyes and a quick smile. She looked like a good candidate
for instant friendship. 


“Aloha, welcome to our
class. I see you here before?” she said.


“Yes, auntie, I came one time
before. But I’ve been busy. I work at the White Orchid Bed and Breakfast over
on Kua’aina Street.”


“Oh, yeah, I hear about that.
Ewa has her new baby boy now, eh? I think they named him Ekana.”


“Yes, that’s right. It’s ‘Ethan’
in English.”


She shot me a look that said
he’d always be Ekana to her.


“And so you must be Penny, the
little widow from Honolulu. I so sorry to hear of your loss.”


Like I said, the park regulars
know everything that’s going on in Lana’i City. 


“Did you hear about what
happened up at the Lodge last night?” I asked.


“Oh yeah, everybody hear about
it. Looks like they got big trouble up there. Two people dead. Not good. The
police are coming from Maui. Maybe even some from Honolulu.”


I nodded as if this was old
information, but my brain was screaming, two people are dead? I had to
play it cool, though.


“Yeah, auntie, I heard about the
young woman. How sad.”


“And that man. You know, that
big ali’i-size man. Some people think he was the boyfriend of the dead
woman.”


I was getting lost, but the tai
chi instructor was barking at us that practice was starting. It was all I
could do to not grab the little woman by her baggy tunic and beg her to join me
for breakfast and blow off exercising for the day. 


I slow-motioned my way through
the excruciatingly boring practice. As soon as we did our final bow to the
instructor, I turned to the little auntie and asked her name.


“Oh, I sorry. I forgot to tell
you. I’m Cora Escuello. Everybody calls me ‘Auntie Cora’. I live here on Lana’i
all my life. My place is right over there.” She pointed to a yellow plantation
house that bordered the park. “My husband was a field foreman for Dole. He’s
gone now.”


“Sorry to hear that. But I’m
happy to meet you. Can I offer you a cup of tea? Or maybe you’re hungry? I’d
love to have your company while I make breakfast.”


“Do you have guests staying at
the White Orchid this morning?” she said.


“No, not today. But Darryl likes
me to stay there in case anyone shows up. I’d love to ‘talk story’ with you, unless
you’re too busy.”


“No, I’m not so busy this
morning. I can come by your place for a few minutes.”


While I whipped up tea and a
pile of Hawaiian sweet bread toast, Auntie Cora talked. Her recall of people
and events was amazing. She regaled me with stories of plantation days from
fifty years ago that were as detailed and vivid as if they’d happened
yesterday. I felt convinced that whatever she had to say about what went down
at the Lodge at Koele the night before was probably accurate, or at least
thorough.


“Oh,” she said. “That’s bad what
happened up there, you know? First they find that young woman, and then that
man. The manager up there, you know, Mr. Lyons, he’s so worried. He think
nobody will come to his hotel now they got murders going on up there.”


“Did you hear the names of the
two people who were killed?”


“Lemme see. The lady named
Deedee Diamond—something like that. Isn’t that a silly name? Sounds like a bad
woman, don’t you think?”


“Her last name’s actually
‘Diamonte’,” I said. 


“Oh, you know this woman?”


“I met her briefly,” I said.
“How about the man? Do you know his name?”


“His name was—let me think here—his
name is George Romano. The girls at tai chi said it sounds Italian. But
I don’t know any Italians. You think it’s Italian?”


“You’re sure that’s his name?”


“Pretty sure.”


“It wasn’t Tyler Benson?”


“No, that’s not the name of the
man who died. That’s the name of the man who did it.”


***


Auntie Cora drank her tea,
munched a couple of pieces of toast and left soon after. Ono showed up at ten, just
like he said he would. I started to tell him about Deedee getting stabbed, but
he’d already heard the whole story at breakfast from his golf group staying at
the Lodge. He said the whole place was humming with a sort of covert buzz.
Meanwhile, the staff was feverishly trying to cover it all up and pretend
everything was business as usual.


“You ever hear of this Benson
character?” he said.


“Actually, yes. I guess he’s a
big shot from Hollywood. Word around town is he’s been on the island for the
past week.”  I didn’t want Ono to know I knew Tyler as well as I did. I wanted
to hear the unvarnished truth of what was being said. If he knew Tyler and I were
friends he’d probably give me the PG-13 version.


“Well, he’s up to his ass in
alligators now. Seems he was on the run when the cops caught up with him at the
airport this morning. He was yelling at his private pilot to file the flight
plan and get him the hell out of here. But the guys working at the airport went
all ‘island time’ on him. They’d heard he was wanted by the police, so they
shuffled papers until the cops showed up.”


“Okay, I know I shouldn’t get
involved in this, but I—”


“No, no, no. Stop right there,”
Ono said. “There’s no way in hell I’m going to let you even think of
getting messed up in this thing. Have you forgotten what got you stuck over here
for the past month?”


“Hardly,” I said. “Oh, and
speaking of that, I don’t think we’re going to be able to hang out together
today. I’m expecting our mutual buddy, Detective Wong, to show up here sometime
this morning.”


“He’s been assigned to the
case?”


“I’m not sure, but it’s likely.”


“Then I better get going,” he
said. “If he sees my ugly mug, he’ll go nutcase.”


“Well, he’s not here yet.” I
said, sitting down on the sofa and patting the seat next to me. “Until he gets
here, why don’t you indulge my morbid curiosity in this very juicy murder by
telling me what you heard at breakfast this morning. All of it.”








 


CHAPTER
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Ono seemed eager to relay the
sordid details. “Yeah, seems this Hollywood dude and his girlfriend had a big noisy
fight over her calling in the tabloids to cover their wedding up at Koele. She
told the wedding planner she’d been offered half a million bucks and the cover
of People magazine. I thought it was weird, since I’ve never heard of either one
of them.”


“What I’ve heard around town is
he’s a big-time producer,” I said. “He does the ‘Stony Jackson’ movies. And his
fiancée was trying to build a lingerie empire on Home Shopping Network. I guess
their wedding was newsworthy because they’re pretty secretive. The Stony
Jackson movies are big box office so getting a scoop on the wedding of the guy
who makes them was a big deal.”


Ono looked annoyed I’d broken
in, interrupting his flow.


“Anyway, as I was saying,” he
went on. “People think maybe the dude barged in on his fiancée messing around with
the reporter guy. He probably got pissed and tossed the guy off the balcony.
Then he did in the girlfriend. Rumor has it she was stabbed with a room service
knife.”


“You’d have to be pretty strong
to kill someone with the measly knives they give you with room service,” I
said.


“Yeah, but I heard this Benson’s
in pretty good shape. And, he must’ve been totally furious.”


“Tell me about the other guy. The
dead reporter.”


“No one knows much about him.
They said he was huge, like three hundred pounds huge. He worked basically
free-lance—it’s called being a ‘stringer.’ He sold stuff to the big national
rags, but he hadn’t had a major story since he got an exclusive from Michael
Jackson’s chauffeur right after MJ died.” 


“Wow, that’s quite a dry spell,”
I said.


“Yeah, but those guys get paid
six figures for an exclusive. It only takes one or two hits a year to make a
decent living.”


“Huh.”


“Oh, and here’s something
strange. No one knows who first found the body. They think it might have been
the maid, because a maid cart was parked right outside the suite. But no one
reported to the front desk, or to security. Instead, someone pulled the fire
alarm.”


“A fire alarm? Was there a
fire?”


“Not that I know of.”


“Why would someone pull a fire
alarm to report a murder?”


“Beats me. That’s pretty much
all I know,” he said. He squinted at me. “I’m not liking that look on your
face, Pali. What’re you thinking?”


“I’m not thinking anything. Oh,
and over here my name isn’t Pali, it’s Penny. Penny Morton.”


Ono’s face looked like he’d been
gut-shot.


“What’s wrong?” I said. Then I
remembered. “Oh my gosh, Ono, I forgot. I didn’t pick the name. Wong came up
with it when he brought me over here. They needed a ‘P’ name. You see, my
initials are still ‘PM’.”


My feeble explanation didn’t
seem to lessen the sting.


“That was my wife’s name,” Ono
said. “How could you forget? Why’d you let them call you that?”


“I’m sorry. I didn’t have a
choice.”


Ono got up and walked to the
window. He stood there for a minute, staring out at the garden. “It’s funny,
you know? I just can’t seem to shake losing her. Just when I think I’m
completely past it, something like this comes up.”


I got up and put my arms around
his waist. “If it’s any consolation, I’m only going to have this name for a
couple more days. Then I’ll be back to Pali.”


He turned and took my face in
his hands. “You know, you kind of remind me of her. She would’ve been a few
years older than you are now, but the two of you are alike in so many ways.”


“That’s a good thing?” I said.


“For me, it’s the highest
compliment I could give a woman.”


I wasn’t thrilled at the notion
of being compared to his perfect, although deceased, wife,  but I suppose it
was better than the alternative.


“Do you know where Tyler Benson
is now?” I said.


“I heard after they caught up
with him at the airport they took him into custody and flew him over to the
Wailuku jail on Maui. The little jail here on Lana’i is pretty sad. It’s
essentially an outbuilding with a chain-link box out back—like a dog run. But
why do you care where he is? I hope you aren’t thinking of getting on the visitor
list.” He grinned as if it was the craziest notion in the world.


“No, of course not,” I said. “I
was just wondering.”


Ono gave me a hurried kiss. “I
better get going. Let’s talk after you hear if Wong’s been called in. We might
be able to get together after all.” 


***


Detective Glen Wong showed up a
half-hour later. Apparently he’d called me at my rental house and he’d even
gone by there, but he knew where I worked so I wasn’t able to elude him for
long. 


“Miss Morton,” he said in that
fake jolly voice that’s like fingernails on a chalkboard. He came inside and
pulled the door closed. “I hear you’re a slow learner.”


“What’re you talking about?”


“It seems you’ve got yourself
involved in another tourist crime. Is there something about the phrase, butt
out, that you just don’t understand?”


“I’m not involved. What are you
talking about?”


“Well, before I left this
morning, I had a chance to chat with a Mr. Tyler Benson at the Wailuku jail. He
claims you’re his alibi witness for his whereabouts last night.”


 “Oh.”


“Is that true, Miss Morton? Are
you prepared to sign a sworn affidavit to that account?”


“Uh. Well, I—”


“Let me make myself perfectly clear,
Penny,” Wong interrupted. “If you have any intention, on any
level, of signing the name ‘Penny Morton’ to a sworn affidavit, then we’re
going to have a problem. Do you read me?”


“Yes, sir. Loud and clear.”


“Now we need to decide where we
go from here.” He sat down on the sofa and I took a chair opposite him. “I’m going
to be lead detective on this case, so I’ll be based here on Lana’i until we finish
the investigation. But as soon as that’s handled, you and I need to seriously
consider our trip to see the family.”


He rambled on about Disney
World, punctuating it with nonsense about my ‘cousins’ inviting all sorts of
‘family members’ to join the reunion and what a great time we were going to
have. I couldn’t understand why he felt the need to couch everything in goofy
coded language. Did he actually think someone would bug the White Orchid?


Before Wong left, he pulled a
white envelope from his inside jacket pocket and laid it on the coffee table.
“Here. I brought this for you.”


“What is it?”


“It’s part of my job to deliver
official correspondence. It’s no doubt something regarding your upcoming mainland
travel plans. I’m assuming it might be a day pass to Epcot Center or something
of that nature. The family likes to show its appreciation to people like you
who are coming from so far away.”


***


By the time Wong left I was
drained and it was only noon. I went to the kitchen and scrubbed the counters.
Then I wiped off every spice jar in the cupboards and generally got the place
in shipshape order for Darryl and Ewa’s arrival on Friday.


The manual labor energized me. I
went back to the great room and noticed the white envelope on the coffee table.
I hadn’t opened it after Wong left. The last thing I needed was a bit of
bribery from a bunch of federal bureaucrats who didn’t give a damn about me,
but merely saw me as a minor cog in their behemoth crime-fighting machine. 


I picked up the envelope and
stuffed it in my apron pocket.


Ono called on the White Orchid
phone line at about two o’clock. “Is the coast clear?” he said.


“Yeah, for now. But Wong was
assigned to the case. He’s going to be sticking around for a while.”


“Can you sneak out?”


Sheesh, I hadn’t heard that
phrase since high school.


“I don’t know, Ono. If I get
caught…” Yeah, definitely high school.


We agreed to go to the first
overlook on the Munro Trail. Ono would drive, and I’d walk up and meet him
there. I wanted to meet somewhere out of town. Lana’i City was a tiny place and
I didn’t want Wong to catch me with Ono. They’d met before on Maui and I
couldn’t risk getting busted fraternizing with someone from my former life. 


I took the shuttle up to the
Lodge and then started up the trail I’d walked the week before. After a night
of little sleep it was slow going. About fifteen minutes into the climb, a Jeep
skittered to a stop beside me. Ono’s grin–and the promise of a lift—buoyed my
spirits. 


“Hey, you’re a sight for sore
eyes,” I said as I climbed into the passenger seat.


“Well, you’re pretty easy on the
eyes yourself,” he said. Okay, maybe we were taking the high school thing a bit
too far, but I was loving it.


We drove to the overlook and
parked.


“I found out some more stuff
about that Benson guy,” he said. “And I’m not too happy about it.”


Even though I was pretty sure
what was coming next, I kept quiet and waited for him to continue.


“Seems he told the cops he was
with you all night.”


Oh great. This was really
getting sticky. I decided a strong offense was preferable to a weak defense. “Where’d
you hear that? This town is full of gossip, you know.”


“Don’t worry about where I heard
it. Is it true?” 


“Okay, let me start by saying I
know Tyler Benson. When he first got to Lana’i he stayed at the White Orchid.
But when Deedee showed up, he spent most of his time up at the Lodge with her getting
ready for their wedding. Last night when he found out she called the tabloids,
he came down to talk to me. He was pretty steamed. He sounded like he was thinking
of calling off the wedding. I wanted to help him get his mind off it so I
offered to drive him down to the harbor to watch the sunset.”


“You two went out to watch the
sunset? Like on a date?”


“No, not like on a date. I was
helping an upset friend get a little perspective. I thought if he got out and
focused on something other than the paparazzi it might help him stop ranting
and raving.”  


“Look, Pali, one of the reasons
I like you so much is you’re a really nice person. You help people, you care
about people. But this is nuts. Think about it. You’re already in witness
protection and now you’re hanging out with some Hollywood Joe who whacks out and
tosses a guy off a balcony and then stabs his girlfriend.”


“Tyler hadn’t killed anybody
when we went down to the harbor,” I said.


We looked at each other, both
realizing what I’d just said.


“You think he did it,” said Ono.


“No, I don’t. But it doesn’t
really matter what I think, does it?”


Turns out, it did.
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Luckily for me, I was back at
the White Orchid when Detective Wong showed up again at three-thirty. 


“Bad news from the medical
examiner’s office,” he said as soon as I’d opened the door.


“How so?”


“Seems Miss Diamonte was killed
sometime between six and nine p.m. last night,” he said. “And the other victim,
a Mr. Romano, died during the same time period.”


It took me a minute to process
the significance of what he was saying.


“Oh. I get it. That’s when Tyler
and I were out looking at the sunset,” I said. “So if I could corroborate Tyler
Benson’s alibi, that would bolster his defense.”  


“That’s correct, Miss Morton.
And since you’re already in WITSEC, there’s no way we can allow you to do that.
As far as we’re concerned, he remains unaccounted for during the time of the murders.”


“That’s nuts. You expect me to
throw Tyler under the bus?”


“Perhaps there were others who
saw Mr. Benson during that time period?”


“Look around, Wong. There are
less than three thousand people on this whole island. During the hours you’re
talking about, Tyler slipped away from the paparazzi and we went out to
Kaumalapau. Then we came back here. I’m the only person who saw him, and I’m
the only one who can vouch for him.”


“Maybe Mr. Benson shouldn’t have
been so camera shy.”


“Detective Wong, you and I have
had our differences in the past, but as a sworn law enforcement officer, I’m
sure the last thing you want to see is justice denied. I was with Tyler Benson
during the time his fiancée and that reporter were killed. You have to allow me
to speak up for him.”


“Miss Morton, I appreciate your
eagerness to get in the middle of this. After all, it’s your modus operandi,
is it not? A mainland tourist gets into trouble with the law and you jump in to
save the day. Well, this time I’m afraid I’m going to have to nip any such
notion in the bud. I’m warning you. If you so much as breathe a word to anyone
about corroborating Mr. Benson’s alibi, I’ll have you on the next thing smokin’
out of Hawaii. Are we clear?”


I didn’t answer. I didn’t even
nod. I just glared at him.


***


After Wong left I went to the
kitchen to make myself something to eat. I wasn’t really hungry, but I hadn’t
eaten anything since breakfast and, besides, it gave me something to do. I
slipped my apron over my head and felt the crinkle of the envelope I’d stashed
in the pocket.


I took it out. Maybe the powers
that be at WITSEC had something to tell me that would shine a light on when they’d
be finished with the drug sting. Then maybe I’d be free to lend my voice to
Tyler’s defense.


I slit the envelope open with a table
knife. I pulled out the contents, surprised to see it was a Christmas card with
a funny Santa in a grass skirt under a palm tree. Santa was flashing the shaka
sign—the ‘hang loose’ with thumb and little finger extended. Inside, the card
said, Mele Kalikimaka, the Hawaiian way of saying, “Merry Christmas.”


On the facing page, someone had
written me a note in longhand.


Hi, I know I’m not supposed
to put your name on this, but you know who you are anyway, ha-ha!  I miss you.
I didn’t want Christmas to go by without letting you know how sorry I am about
the way we left things. Stay safe. I couldn’t bear to have anything happen to
you. Merry Christmas. Love you, Hatch


PS  Wahine says bow-wow
(which means I miss you too).


I put the card down and stared
at the back wall. Why had Wong agreed to bring this to me? I know he and Hatch
had worked together some time ago at the Honolulu Police Department, but from
what I’d seen there wasn’t much love lost between them. Especially since Hatch
had given up being a cop to become a firefighter. I couldn’t imagine why Wong
would be willing to break the rules for Hatch Decker.


Then it hit me. I was thinking
about the how and why of the card showing up to avoid thinking about the card
itself. I missed Hatch. I missed Farrah. I missed Steve and Keahou and even
Hatch’s dog, Wahine. I missed every person, every dog, every palm tree, every
wide sandy beach, every towering green mountain. I missed everything about
Maui. 


I missed my life and most of
all, I missed my sweet fireman ipo, Hatch Decker.


***


At seven o’clock that night the
phone rang. It was Darryl.


“Hey,” he said. “I hear they got
some trouble up at the Lodge.”


“Yeah, but it doesn’t involve
locals.”


“Good. So how’s everything
going?”


 “It’s going okay,” I said. “But
I’ll be glad when you guys come home. I need to spend some time at my own
house. The cockroaches have probably rearranged the furniture by now.” 


“We’re booked on the
eight-thirty flight Friday morning. My mom’s making noise about us not sticking
around for Christmas, but Ewa’s anxious to get back home and get the baby
settled in. You gonna be able to help out? We’ve got folks coming in for the
week between Christmas and New Year’s. In fact, we’re totally booked.”


“I’m not sure, Darryl. Can we
play it by ear? I’ve got a few things stacking up.”


“Sure, no worries. I just think
it’s gonna be kinda crazy with the new baby and all of our rooms filled and
all.”


“I’ll see what I can do. Oh, and
do you have a way home from the airport?”


“Yeah, we got like six offers
for a ride. Everybody wants to be the first to see Ekana.”


“So you’re going with the
Hawaiian name?”


He whispered, “As long as I’m
within earshot of my mother-in-law I am.”


We said our good-byes and hung
up. I felt bad running out on them when they needed help, but I felt even worse
thinking about not spending Christmas on Maui.


That night I walked back to my
rental house with a lot on my mind. Tyler was in the Maui jail probably
wondering why I’d hung him out to dry. Ono had come to Lana’i to see me and we
were sneaking around like teenagers breaking curfew. And Hatch had sent me a
‘miss you’ note via Wong, which must have been hard for him since they’d been
rivals for the same job in Honolulu and Wong had won out. 


I should’ve been pleased by all
the male attention. Too bad instead of making me feel flattered, it just made
me feel guilty.
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On Thursday morning I slept late.
It was nearly eight o’clock by the time I unlocked the front door to the White
Orchid and went inside. I glanced out the side window and was surprised to see
Ono sitting on a stone bench in the garden. 


“What are you doing here?” I
said as the screen door slapped shut behind me. “Your Jeep isn’t out front.”


“Hey, it’s great to see you
too,” he said.


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…you
know. I thought you were going to call first.”


“I did call. Check your
messages. I got tired of waiting for you to show up, so I just came over. I
parked a block away so Wong wouldn’t notice the Jeep. Aren’t you glad to see
me?”


“Of course I am.” I must’ve been
feeling the impact of Hatch’s sentimental Christmas card, because I was having
a heckuva time getting back in the mood with Ono.


“Is something wrong? You worried
about that Benson dude hanging out in jail?”


“Yeah, that’s been weighing on
me.”


“And how about your buddy Wong?
You think he’ll come by here again?”


“Who knows? But his nickname on
Maui is ‘Peeping Wong’ so I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s watching us right
now.”


Ono looked around, as if half-expecting
to see Wong crouched behind a bush. “Maybe we should go inside.”


“Okay,” I said. “Let me make you
some killer coffee. I learned how to use a French press.”


“Killer coffee? Who taught you, Tyler
Benson?”


Ono grinned at his lame attempt
at humor, I didn’t. We went inside and I pointed to a seat in the breakfast
room. Ono sat down and I got busy making the coffee. 


“Yesterday Wong told me the
M.E.’s report showed Deedee and the reporter were killed between six and nine,”
I said. I placed two mugs on the table and pressed down on the plunger in the French
press. “That means there’s only a slim chance that Tyler was the killer.”


“Slim chance? What’s that
mean?” he said.


“Well, if they both died between
six and nine o’clock, it’s pretty certain Tyler couldn’t have done it. He was
with me until well after eight.”


“Well, that sounds like good
news for him.”


“Yeah, but Wong won’t let me
come forward as long as I’m in WITSEC. He threatened to haul me to the mainland
if I said anything. But how can I let them accuse Tyler of something he didn’t
do? He can’t even grieve the loss of Deedee, because he’s fretting about being
convicted of killing her.”


“Look, Pali, they’re not gonna simply
rely on circumstantial evidence in a big case like this. They have the murder
weapon. And there are probably fingerprints. And DNA, and all that stuff. It’d
be nice if you could verify Benson’s alibi for the time of the murders, but
it’s only one of the things they’ll be looking at.”


“You’re right. I’m overreacting.
And please, call me Penny. I don’t like using your wife’s name any more than
you do, but for now we both need to stick with the program.”


“If it’s all right with you, I’d
rather not call you anything.”


“Fine.” I sipped my coffee and
Ono did the same. 


“I know you’re right,” I said,
breaking the silence. “They probably wouldn’t be able to convict Tyler on such
flimsy evidence, but while he’s under this cloud of suspicion his reputation is
taking a beating. He once told me the public loves to watch a celebrity’s life go
up in flames. It seems having the guy behind the ‘Stony Jackson’ films accused
of murder is gonna make for a pretty big bonfire.”


“If he’s smart he’ll get himself
a good lawyer and get the trial moved to Honolulu,” Ono said.


“How would that help?”


“You ever see a Hollywood-type
get convicted in a big city? Honolulu isn’t LA but it’s darn close. Think about
it. OJ and that guy who played Beretta got off.  Even that music producer, Phil
Spector, got off with a hung jury in his first trial. They finally convicted
him the second time around, but it was crazy. I mean, the woman was shot with his
gun in the foyer of his house. He claimed she’d committed suicide. How
pathetic is that?”


“But you’re talking about people
who were guilty,” I said.


“Guilty, not guilty—it doesn’t
matter. The fact is, nobody’s guilty until a jury says so.”


“No, what I’m saying is, Tyler
didn’t do it. There’s only about a thirty-minute window when he’s unaccounted
for. They wouldn’t be leaning on him so hard if I could just come forward and
vouch for his whereabouts until eight-thirty.”


“Okay, a couple of things here. First,
Wong will drag you over to the mainland if you do that, and second, thirty
minutes is plenty of time to whack somebody.”


“But is it enough time to whack two
people?”


“Plenty.”


We finished our coffee and sat
in silence for another minute.


“Well,” Ono said, “I was hoping
to spend the day with you while my people golf at Manele Bay. Any chance I can
talk you into setting aside your urge to do Wong’s job for him and go out to
Hulopo’e Beach with me instead?”


I didn’t have a thing to do in
the next twenty-four hours before Darryl and Ewa came home.  And I hadn’t completely
given up on the idea of helping Tyler. I was feeling a tiny pinprick of guilt
about spending time with Ono when I was desperately missing Hatch. But then, hanging
around doing nothing all day wasn’t going to bring me any closer to getting
home and getting back together with him.


“Looks like those wheels are
turning,” said Ono.


“They are. I need to check in
with Wong before we go.”


“Gonna lie to him?”


“Yeah, why not? He’s the one who
made a liar out of me in the first place.”


***


I called Wong and told him I was
taking the day off from the White Orchid. I said I’d be going for a long run
and wouldn’t be back until late afternoon. He asked where I was headed, and I
said I hadn’t decided yet. I figured he had a right to know I wouldn’t be
around, but he had no right to keep me under surveillance.


“We’re actively working the Diamonte/Romano
case, you know,” Wong said. “I don’t want you to think we’re over here just sitting
on our hands. We’re doing everything possible to find out what happened. And
I’m hoping we can wrap this up without getting you involved.”


I thanked him for telling me
that, but when I asked if they’d come up with any solid leads, he balked. 


“It’s an on-going investigation,
Miss Morton,” he said. “I told you we’re working it, and I’m not saying
anything more.”


“Seems to me if you had something
substantial you’d tell me so I could stop fretting over what I should do.”


“You already know what you should
do. You just don’t want to do it.”


I pulled the phone away from my
ear and stared at it for a moment. Then I put it back.  That was exactly the
same advice I’d gotten a month ago from my kung fu instructor, Sifu
Doug, when I found myself caught up in the mess that had landed me on Lana’i. 


I said goodbye and hung up.
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Ono and I headed out at around
ten and drove down to Hulopo’e Beach Park. The park fronts the swanky Four
Seasons Manele Bay Hotel, but all Hawaiian beaches are open to the public so we
knew we’d be allowed to lay our straw mats right next to the hotel’s posh
cabana chairs if we wanted to. Hulopo’e Beach is spectacular, with sand as
white as powdered pearls and clear teal blue water. 


“You want to get some sun or go
for a walk?” Ono said.


“It feels great to be out in the
sun after all the shade up in Lana’i City,” I said. “But I’m not big on
tanning. Let’s check out the area.”


We walked along the beach and
soon came to a large group of tide pools carved from the rocks. The pools
teemed with tiny creatures. There were sea stars, little crabs, miniscule fish,
and opihi—‘limpets’ in English.


I bent down and ran my hand
through the water in one of the smaller tide pools. The water was surprisingly
warm. Tiny fish darted for cover.


“Do you get down to the beach
much over on…uh, over on Oahu?” Ono was learning to go along with my WITSEC
story, but he still refused to call me ‘Penny.’


“Not much. Between work, kung
fu, and hanging out with my friends, I don’t get down to the water very often.”


“Your friends don’t head to the
beach for weekends and holidays?”


“I’m not sure where they go. I’m
usually working on weekends and holidays. That’s when people have weddings.”


“Ah, makes sense.”


We kept walking and soon we were
climbing a steep cliff trail. Ono pointed out a small school of spinner
dolphins putting on a show down in the bay. Kids on the beach squealed with
delight as the dolphins leapt out of the water, flipped up and around, and dove
back down. 


“How do they do that?” I said.


“They’re really tuned in to each
other. I’ve heard they have a sixth sense.”


We climbed for about ten more
minutes until we arrived at the top of a high cliff with a panoramic view of
the ocean, the bay, and the vast horizon stretching to what looked like the ends
of the earth.


“Wow. This is amazing,” I said.
“It kind of reminds me of when we went up in the helicopter.”


“Yeah,” he said. He’d moved in
closer from behind and wrapped his arms around my shoulders. “You know what
they call this place?”


“No.”


“Pu’u Pehe,” he said.
“Sweetheart Rock.”


With his body pressed tight
against mine, there wasn’t much doubt he was really enjoying the view. I
flashed on the Christmas card from Hatch.  


“How’d it get that name?” I
said. I pulled away a bit and squared my shoulders as if I’d gotten a crick in
my neck.


“An old Hawaiian legend says a
warrior jumped to his death from up here when he heard his wife had died.”


“Whoa. Let me see if I’ve got
this right. So a guy in India builds the Taj Mahal when his wife dies, but in
Hawaii a guy leaps off a cliff? My vote for best display of grief goes to the
fancy marble tomb that brings in millions of tourists,” I said.


“Yeah, but they named this
‘Sweetheart Rock.’ His love will always be remembered when people tell the
story of his devotion.”


I was amazed that Ono was able
to talk about dead wives so freely. It was his own grief over his dearly
departed Penny that made him flee to Hawaii from the mainland.


 “Jeez, I never figured you for
the Nicholas Sparks type,” I said. I turned around to face him. 


“Who?”


“You know, The Notebook, Dear
John, The Wedding? Nicholas Sparks writes romance stories that always end
up as tear-jerker movies.”


“I consider myself pretty romantic.”
He stared at me, his face edging into a smile. 


I broke eye contact, took
another quick look at the view and then stepped back onto the trail. It was
time to head back.


“Hey, where’re you going?” said
Ono. “You want me to jump?”


I shot him a puh-leeze
look. 


“What’s going on with you
today?” Ono said. “The other day you seemed really glad to see me, but now I’m beginning
to feel like an annoying little brudda. What gives?”


“I’m sorry. It’s not you, it’s
me.”


“I can’t believe you just said
that,” said Ono.


“I can’t either. Look, let’s get
back down to the beach and take out the picnic. I’m probably just grumpy from
hunger.”


We made our way down the rocky
trail. The beach park was green and cool, with picnic tables and barbeque
grills. We walked back to the parking area and I pulled the cooler out of the
back of the Jeep. I started to lug the cooler across the parking lot, but Ono
tugged it away.


“C’mon. I know you’re tough as
nails, but spare me my manhood,” he said.


“Your manhood won’t be trashed
by letting me carry something,” I said. My voice sounded a bit snarly, so I added,
“But I appreciate the offer. Here, you take the cooler and I’ll run ahead and
get the table set up.”


I laid one of Darryl and Ewa’s
oilcloth tablecloths over one end of a long picnic table. The table looked
pretty clean, but there were birds hopping around on the next table over. They
were pecking at crumbs and leaving tiny piles of white mess behind. I didn’t
want to add ‘bird flu’ to my list of things I didn’t like about my time in
WITSEC.


“What have you got there?” Ono
said as I took out containers of cold fried chicken, macaroni salad, sticky
rice, and marinated vegetables. “Looks pretty healthy.”


“Yeah, if you don’t count the
mac salad swimming in mayo. Or the deep-fried chicken. Or the sticky rice with
mango that’s probably got about ten thousand calories,” I said.


“But you’ve got veggies.” He
held up the plastic cup of carrots, peppers, and celery pieces sloshing around
in a tangy marinade.


“True. And we’ve got fresh coconut
cupcakes for dessert.”


“Yeah. And I’m pretty sure coconut’s
a fruit,” he said.


“It is today.”


We munched our lunch, neither of
us bringing up the subject of why I’d pulled away from him up at the cliff.
Normally, I’d have packed along a bottle of chilled white wine for a picnic
lunch, but Ono was in a twelve-step program. I wasn’t about to be the one to make
him take a header off the wagon. From what I’d heard, his life had been pretty
grisly before he’d gotten sober.


 “That was fantastic,” he said.
He stood up. “Let me clean up here while you go down to the beach and find us a
place to stretch out. It’s nap time.”


“Do you like shade or sun?” I
said.


“Both. See if you can find us a
spot where we can get some sun and then move into the shade if it gets too
hot.”


“Aye, aye, captain.”


I laid our bamboo mats in a spot
close to a tree with low-hanging branches. I opted at first to spread my bamboo
mat under the tree, but after a few minutes I relocated it out into the
sunshine. It felt so good to be warm after weeks of being indoors or in the
shade of the pines. 


“Do you have any sunblock?” I
said.


“Sunblock’s for sissies.”


“Tell that to the folks in the
melanoma ward at Maui General.”


He smiled. “Yeah, I’ve got
sunblock. Here.” He pulled a travel-sized bottle out of his backpack and handed
it to me. “Are you gonna put on your bathing suit?”


“Only if you do.”


“This is my bathing
suit,” he said pulling off his tee-shirt. He was wearing his cargo shorts and
flip-flops. “If you were hoping for a Speedo, I think there’s a law against
them for guys pushing forty. If not, there should be.”


Ah, I’d never known his exact
age. Did ‘pushing forty’ mean he was forty or he’d be forty in a
couple of years?


“I’ll be back,” I said. I picked
up my beach bag purse, which was big enough to carry a couple day’s worth of
supplies. In it I had a change of underwear, a swim suit, some first-aid stuff,
a couple of trail bars, and a tangle of safety pins. The safety pins were a
hold-over from my wedding planning days. No self-respecting wedding planner
ever showed up at a ceremony without safety pins, duct tape and a tube of
concealer make-up. Since I’d been on Lana’i there were a lot of things missing
from my purse. Namely, my driver’s license, my car keys, and my credit cards.
But enough was enough. They’d have to pry my big wad of safety pins from my
cold dead hands. 


The restrooms at Hulopo’e Beach
Park seemed dark after the blinding sunlight but my eyes quickly adjusted. I
went into a stall and slipped off my shorts, underwear and tee-shirt and
wiggled into my two-piece suit. The bottom part fit okay but the top seemed a
bit roomy. Had I lost weight while in hiding?


I cinched the halter strap a bit
tighter and went out to try and make out my reflection in the scratched metal
mirror. It was hard to see, but from what I could make out, I looked
presentable. Not whoo-hoo hot, but not ‘please put your clothes back on’ bad.


I picked my way back toward the
beach. Ono waved at me from the shoreline. When I got down there, he looked me
up and down. “Jeez, woman, you look like you just got off the red-eye from
Pittsburgh. Don’t you ever get out?”


I looked down. He was right. My legs
sported a bluish tinge that looked like I’d spent the last few weeks in the
hospital. 


“It’s been a while since I’ve
gotten any sun,” I said.


“You want to go for a sail?” He
pointed to his catamaran, the Maui Happy Returns. It was bobbing in the
clear water out beyond the swimming area. “I can get a guy from the hotel to
dinghy us out there. We could circle the island and you could soak up a few
rays.”


“What about your golf people?
When are you supposed to meet up with them?”


“They won’t be done until after
four. Then they’ll spend a couple of hours at the bar reliving every hole. We
have plenty of time. Lana’i isn’t a very big island.”


 “Sounds great. Truth is, after
being stuck over here I’ll probably never want to come back. It’d be
nice to get a good look at it before I go.” 


We picked up our things and
stashed them back in the Jeep. We drove the short distance to the Manele Bay
Hotel and Ono pulled up in front. 


The property was breathtaking,
with a profusion of tropical plants and trees bursting from the circular garden
alongside the entranceway. The Four Seasons Manele Bay looked just as tidy and
luxurious as the Lodge at Koele up in Lana’i City, but with an entirely
different vibe. Manele Bay Hotel was beach posh; the Lodge at Koele was country
chic.


“Are you going to valet the car?
You think that’s okay?” I said.


“Trust me. I may not be kama‘aina,
but I’m getting wise to how things work around here.”


A valet hustled over and opened
my door while another opened Ono’s. Ono handed over the keys and, after
assuring the attendant we didn’t have any luggage, the Jeep was whisked away. 


Ono walked over to the bell
captain’s podium and leaned in to talk to the bellman. The guy looked like he modeled
for O’Neil Surf Gear. He was taut and tanned, with a George Clooney-esque grin
and a hard-to-pin-down ethnicity. He glanced around as Ono talked to him, his
eyes darting from the door to the guests and other bellmen standing around. Then
he called to one of the other guys to come take over the podium. He said he’d
be back in half an hour. We walked twenty yards before he said anything.


“I’ll meet you down at the
beach, left side. Watch for me and then come out. I can’t bring the dinghy up onto
the sand.”  


Ono nodded.  We broke off to the
left and took the stairs to the beach while the bellman went right.


“Where’s he headed?” I said.


“I think they keep the dinghy over
by the private pier.”


We made it to the beach in less
than five minutes. After about ten more minutes a sleek white speedboat came
into sight, heading straight toward where we were standing. The boat did an
abrupt ninety-degree turn, sending a wave of foaming water crashing toward us.
The guy at the wheel waved and I realized it was the bellman.


“That’s the dinghy?” I
said.


“Yep. You ready to wade out
there?”


“You bet.”


Ono took my hand and we stepped
into the surf. The dinghy captain had lowered a short metal ladder off one side
of the boat and we had to swim to get to it. “Sorry you had to get wet,” he
said as he helped me aboard. “For registered guests we use the dinghy dock. But
I didn’t want my supervisor asking questions.”


“No worries, man,” said Ono. “We
appreciate the lift.”


The dinghy was as tidy and plush
as the hotel. The bellman handed me a fluffy white towel and I folded it into a
square and put it down on the Hawaiian-print upholstered bench before sitting
down. I was dripping wet but the sun felt good on my skin. Ono draped his towel
around his neck and stood in front with the driver.


A few minutes later we were alongside
the Maui Happy Returns. As I climbed aboard the catamaran, I turned and
saw Ono slip something into the bellman’s hand. The guy stuffed it into his
shirt pocket without even looking at it. Then he clapped Ono on the shoulder
and shot him a shaka before he roared away leaving us bobbing in his wake.



“How do you get someone to do
that?” I asked.


“Do what?”


“To break the rules and risk his
job to help you out.”


“Ha!” he said. “And you claim to
be the kama’aina around here? This is Hawaii. Actually, this is Lana’i, which
is like fifty-years-ago Hawaii. You need something done, you ask. Simple as
that. And then you offer your mahalos in the way the person wants to be
thanked.”


“But the guy could get fired.”


“Hardly. It’s hard to find guys
like him over here. They’d never fire him.”


I was about to ask what ‘guys
like him’ were, but decided to drop it. Besides, Ono was already taking up the anchor.
We were about to set sail.








 


CHAPTER
18


 


It’s reassuring to see things from
a distance. I guess that’s why they call it ‘getting perspective’ when you
finally figure something out. A month earlier I’d been able to see West Maui
from a helicopter for the first time, and it was spectacular.  In much the same
way, circumnavigating Lana’i gave me a totally different outlook on the place.
I’d been living in Lana’i City almost the entire time I’d been there, so I’d
figured most of the island was covered in tall pine trees. But once we got out
on the water, I realized how dry and barren most of it really was. 


We sailed in a clockwise
direction, which meant once we left Hulopo’e Bay we headed west and then turned
north for the first hour or so. I sat on the back deck to be close to Ono while
he steered from the aft bridge. The deep swells kept me clinging to the rail,
so I didn’t move around much. Occasionally, it would get calm enough to talk.


“How far is it around Lana’i?” I
said.


“The island’s got less than
fifty miles of coastline. At this speed it should take us less than three hours,”
he said. “Sometimes you run into heavy chop and it takes longer, but I’m not
expecting much of that today.”


I looked at the sheer rocky
cliffs along the leeward side and realized why this island had always been
sparsely populated. The place looked forbidding, nothing but rocks and cliffs.
There was no vegetation to speak of. I could imagine ancient seafaring people
cruising by and saying, No thanks, we’ll hold out for a few blades of
grass.


 “It sure looks inhospitable,” I
said as we sailed past the cliffs north of Kaumalapau Harbor.


“Yeah, this part of the island
gets hardly any rainfall. Just up there is an area the locals call Keahikawelo,
the Garden of the Gods. I haven’t been there, but I’ve seen pictures,” he said.
“Believe me, it’s no garden. It’s a desolate stretch of dark red dirt with big
rocks in crazy formations carved by the wind.”


“Huh. I sometimes run on the
Garden of the Gods Road,” I said. “But I’ve never made it all the way out
there.”


We sailed for another half hour
before the wind slacked off enough that we could talk without shouting.


“See those black rocks up
ahead?” Ono pointed to an outcropping of tall lava rock formations jutting out
from the sea. “They’re called ‘The Five Sisters.’ This is where the coastline
starts changing from cliffs to beach. In a little while we’ll be passing
Polihua Beach, the longest beach on the island. Hardcore types come out here to
camp and pretend they’re on ‘Survivor’.” 


Sure enough, before long we were
in sight of a wide beach boasting silvery sand and brilliant aquamarine water.
The abrupt shift from steep gray cliffs to magnificent sandy beach was
startling.


“It’s almost like it’s not the
same island,” I said.


“Yeah. Wait ‘til we make the
turn at the top. The difference between the leeward and windward sides is even
more incredible.”


“What’s that?” I pointed to a
huge brown shape in the water dead ahead.


“Oh, that’s an old ship. This
beach is called Shipwreck Beach. Ships have been cracking up here in the Kalohi
Channel for centuries.”


“So that’s a shipwreck?”


“Not technically. The navy ran that
ship aground on purpose. It’s an old oiler from World War Two, one of the many
‘liberty ships’ they used to refuel the Pacific Fleet. It’s made of concrete,
with iron cladding. The iron is all rusted, that’s why it’s brown. When the war
was over, the U.S. Navy dumped the liberty ships in places like this to make
habitat for marine life.”


“It’s spooky,” I said. “It looks
like a ghost ship.”


“Yeah, but it serves two
purposes. It warns sailors these waters are dangerous, and it acts like a coral
reef. This is a popular spot for divers and snorkelers.”


We glided toward the rusting
hulk of the ship. 


“Okay, this is where it’s gonna
start rocking and rolling,” Ono said. “We’re heading into the Pailolo Channel.
The winds here create a venturi-effect. It’s got circular winds as strong as a
wind tunnel. It’s gonna get crazy, but once we make the turn and head south
it’ll calm down.”


He wasn’t kidding. Like someone
had turned a switch, the wind started howling. The catamaran jumped like it had
been goosed, but Ono managed to keep us on course. Before long, we cut across
the chop and turned so the land was now on our right, or starboard, side. 


“That was the worst of it,” he
said. “See how much greener it is over here?”


The windward side of the Lana’i—the
side that faces Maui—was a bit greener than the leeward side. I hadn’t noticed until
Ono pointed it out because I’d been staring at the jagged mountains of West
Maui.


“Is home looking good to you?”
Ono said.


“Better than ever.”


We dropped anchor back at
Hulopo’e Bay at about four-thirty. It had been a great sail, but I was eager to
get back to dry land.


“Got any plans for tonight?” Ono
said.


“Nothing fun.  I’m going to clean
up the White Orchid for Darryl and Ewa’s homecoming tomorrow morning.”


“It already looked pretty clean
to me.” 


I didn’t say anything. I was
really going to be packing for my own trip home, but I wasn’t about to tell
that to Ono.


“What would it take to talk you
into leaving the B & B in ‘good enough’ condition and spending the night
with me here on the boat?” He’d moved in close and put an arm around my waist.


I turned and wiggled away from
his embrace. I shot him a smile and rubbed my hands up and down my arms as if I
were cold.


“What’s going on?” he said.
“What’s the deal? I got kim chee breath or something?”


“No, you’re fine. I’m just
feeling a bit torn.”


“About…?”


“I got a card from Hatch. And it
made me realize how much I miss him. Actually, I miss all of them. Farrah, my
roommate Steve, Sifu Doug. Everybody.”


Ono looked out to sea and
cranked the wheel around as we made our final approach into Hulopo’e Bay. “I
hate to break it to you, Pali, but from the looks of things, some of them have moved
on without you.”


I shot him a quizzical look.
“What do you mean?”


“Let me set the anchor and we’ll
talk.”


After he’d lowered the anchor
and the boat was softly rocking in the calm waters of the bay, he sat down on
the bench seat and patted the cushion next to him. I plopped down.


“I didn’t say anything to you earlier
because I didn’t want to come off sounding like a snitch,” he said.


We both caught the irony of that
remark and we smiled at the same time.


“Anyway,” he went on. “Farrah
and Hatch are living together now. I guess they must’ve bonded over you going away.”


“Where’d you hear that?” My
voice had the shrill tone of a mother being told her kid had been caught
selling drugs at school.


“I didn’t just hear it, I saw
it. Hatch called and asked me to help him move some of Farrrah’s stuff out of her
apartment. I helped him carry a sofa down the stairs—.”


“But that doesn’t mean anything.
She had to get out of there. She could have moved anywhere.”


“—and then I helped him move it
into his house in Sprecklesville.”


“But—”


“No buts. She wasn’t there when
we got back, but she’d made us lunch. And when she finally got back to working
at the store again, he started working with her. He’s always with her. Word
around town is you never see her without him. He still works his shifts at the
firehouse but that’s about the only time they’re apart.” 


I put my head in my hands. This
was something I never could have seen coming.


“I’m sorry to be the one telling
you this,” he said. “But I thought you’d want to know.”


I stared out at the beach.
Should I go ahead and go home, or was the universe giving me a kick in the rear
so I’d stick around and do the right thing by Tyler?


“I need to get back to the White
Orchid.”


“I guess that means ‘no’ on
staying out here on the boat tonight?”


“I’ve had a great time today,
Ono. Can’t we just leave it at that?”


***


Ono called for the dinghy and
this time the guy who answered asked if Ono was a registered guest at the
hotel.


“I’m here to pick up some
registered guests,” he said. He gave a name and a room number. I wasn’t sure if
the name was somebody in his golf group or he’d just made it up.


The guy who drove the Four
Seasons dinghy out to meet us wasn’t the same smiley bellman who’d taken us out
before. Instead, he was a big guy who looked like he would’ve been offered a
full-ride scholarship as a linebacker for the University of Hawaii football
team if he’d kept his grades up. He told us when to step down into the dinghy
but then he didn’t say another word for the rest of the short trip back to the
hotel dock. 


When he was out of earshot, I
said to Ono, “Not a very friendly dude.”


“Nope. And I’ll bet he makes
half what the first guy makes doing the same job.”


“The hotel’s allowed to pay them
differently?” I said.


“No, I’m talking tips. I’ll bet
the last time that dude earned a tip was like never.”


***


Ono drove me back to the White
Orchid, but when we rounded the corner to Kua’aina Street there was a Lana’i
cop car parked out front.


“Not good,” I said, pointing to
the white sedan.


“You want me to take you down to
your house?”


“If you wouldn’t mind. I don’t
want Wong to see me. I was supposed to be out running. And I really
don’t want him to see you.” 


Ono drove me back to my house. I
thanked him for the fun afternoon but left it at that. No kiss, no hug, no heartfelt
mahalo for letting me know my best friend’s been shacking up with my
boyfriend. 


“Pali,” he said as he helped me pull
the picnic stuff out of the Jeep. “I’ll be leaving in the morning, but I want
you to know I’ve got your back. If you need anything, and I mean anything at
all, give me a call.”


“Mahalo, Ono, I
appreciate that.”


 “And, I’m sorry I had to tell
you about Farrah and—”


“No worries. I’ll get over it.”


But as I walked up the sidewalk
to my lonely little rental house, I wondered if I’d lied. Again. 








CHAPTER 19


 


It was a struggle juggling the
cooler, the folded-up tablecloth and my beach bag while I unlocked the screen
door to my enclosed porch. The porch was cool and dark. I put the cooler down
while I fumbled with my key ring to find the right key for the front door.


“You know this means you’ll be
leaving Hawaii,” said a voice from the deep reaches of the shadowy porch.
Startled, I dropped the keys.


“What the hell?” I turned toward
the voice. “What’re you—?” I didn’t get to finish before Detective Glen Wong
stepped over and grasped my wrist.


“Penny,” he said looking into my
eyes as if he were trying to hypnotize me. “I’m disappointed in you. Very
disappointed.”


“Let go of me,” I wrenched my
arm away and Wong released his grip.


We stared at each other. I was
used to staring down kung fu opponents, and Wong probably had a lot of
experience staring down perps, so neither of us yielded. 


“Your car is parked over at the
White Orchid,” I said. “What’re you doing here?”


“I’m continually amazed by your
lack of faith in me, Ms. Morton. What is it? You think I lack even the most
rudimentary surveillance skills? You think I wouldn’t have caught on that your
sailor boyfriend had tracked you down? You didn’t think I had the wherewithal
to figure out the two of you were down at the beach today?”


“I thought I was in witness
protection,” I said. “Not jail.”


“Well, it’s all moot anyway,” Wong
went on. “With all the media crawling around this island and your pal Tyler
Benson demanding we bring you in for questioning, I couldn’t let you stay in
Hawaii any longer even if your boyfriend hadn’t shown up.”


I reached down and snatched my
keys up off the porch. Then I unlocked the door. Wong followed me in.


“By the way,” I said. “How’d you
get inside the porch? The screen was locked.”


“Penny, Penny, Penny,” Wong
said, using the voice they probably teach recruits at police academy to make a
suspect feel stupid. “This is my rental house, remember? I’m simply letting you
stay here. You’re my guest. The only name on the lease is mine.” He pulled a
set of keys from his pants pocket and jingled them in front of my face.


“So, as I was saying,” he went
on, “you have exactly one hour to get packed and ready to go. The last plane to
Kahului leaves a little after seven. We need to be on it so we can connect to
our mainland flight.”


“Where are we going?”


“We’re going where we’re going. Even
if I knew our final destination I wouldn’t be permitted to tell you. Last thing
the program needs is for you to call your boyfriend to say ‘good-bye’ and then have
him show up in Chicago or Seattle or wherever.”


“Chicago? I can’t go to Chicago
in December. I’ll freeze to death. I don’t even own a coat.”


“You worry too much about the
wrong things, Penny.”


He put a hand on my shoulder and
steered me toward the bedroom door. “Now go in there and get packed. We leave
in an hour.”


He took a seat on the sofa. A
few seconds later, I heard him yakking on his cell phone.


I went in and opened the suitcase
I’d laid out on the bed a couple of days earlier. I started banging around, emptying
dresser drawers and muttering obscenities. But I didn’t put a thing in the
suitcase. I was just making noise while I figured out what to do. 


***


I tucked a clean tee-shirt, an
oversize sleep shirt, and two pair of panties in my beach bag and took it down
the hall to the bathroom. Wong got up from the sofa and followed me to the
bathroom door.


“What?” I said. “I can’t pack my
toiletries in private?”


“I want to make sure that’s all you
had in mind.”


“I need to pee,” I said. I
started to push the door closed in Wong’s face.


“Leave the door open.” He
flat-handed the door.


“What are you, a pervert?”


“No, I’m the guy who’s been
tasked with maintaining surveillance on an uncooperative witness. The door
stays open.”


Wong went back to the living
room. I ran a small amount of water in the sink and closed the stopper. Then I
turned the tap way down to make a dripping sound into the pool of water. I opened
my beach bag and threw in a small cosmetic bag along with my toothbrush and a tiny
hairbrush. 


I stepped up on the edge of the
toilet seat and carefully slid the window above the toilet open as far as it
would go. Then I carefully popped out the screen and sent it sailing into the
bushes below. I reached down and picked up my beach bag and threw it out the
window. I put my right foot on the toilet tank and pulled my left leg up and
over the window sill. I straddled the sill for a couple of seconds and then
pulled my right leg up so I was perched on the sill. I looked down at my target
landing spot, took a breath and launched myself up and out. I crashed through
some thick bushes on the way down but I managed to keep from crying out as the
branches scraped my hands and face. 


I hit the ground hard but intact.
I stood up, ruffled the leaves out of my hair, snatched up my beach bag and
headed down the street.


Now what? I didn’t know anyone
on Lana’i. Even Darryl and Ewa weren’t due back until tomorrow. I was pretty
sure Wong had heard the commotion in the bathroom and by now had realized I was
gone. It wouldn’t take him two seconds to figure out I’d probably head back to
the White Orchid.


I sprinted to Dole Park,
cautiously looking over my shoulder, trying to spot Wong before he spotted me.
As I rounded the corner on Lana’i Avenue, I saw it—Auntie Cora’s little yellow
bungalow.


I dashed toward her lattice-screened
porch hoping she was like the majority of Lana’i long-timers and never locked
her doors. I pulled the handle and the screen door yielded with a plaintive
screech. Seemed Auntie Cora wasn’t a big fan of WD-40. 


 I crossed the porch in three
strides, but before I had a chance to knock on the front door, Auntie Cora had
opened it.


“Ah, you’ve come to visit me. How
nice.”


I was breathing heavy from the
sprint and the adrenaline rush of fleeing Wong. “Hello Auntie Cora. It’s me, Penny,
from the tai chi class.”


“I know who you are. You think
I’m so old I don’t remember a new friend? Come in, come in.”


We went inside and she offered
me a seat. “You in some kind of trouble? You look like a girl in trouble.”


I nodded.


“You stay right there. I’ll get
us some tea.”


She brought out a stoneware tea
service with a small square pot, two tiny cups and saucers and a plate of
saltine crackers.


“I’m sorry I don’t have cookies.
I usually have cookies but I haven’t had a chance to go to the store.”


“This is fine, auntie. I should
have let you know I was coming.”


“So, what is this trouble you
are in?”


I wanted to tell her the truth,
but she struck me as the kind of lady who saw things in black and white. Right
and wrong. Good and bad. And fleeing from the police probably didn’t fall on
the correct side of any of those absolutes. 


“Auntie, I’ve gotten word that
some bad people have come here to Lana’i looking for me,” I said. I was hoping
she wouldn’t want details, especially since I hadn’t worked out the details. 


“What kind of bad people?”


“Uh, well you know my husband
was in the military, and he got killed, and uh,” I stammered along, praying
that something brilliant would pop into my mind. It didn’t.


“Oh my! Was your husband in
Special Forces?”


I hadn’t thought of that.
Sounded good to me. I nodded.


“So you can’t talk to me about
what he did. Maybe he was in SEAL Team Six? They are very brave men those
special forces soldiers. But perhaps the enemy has vowed to track them down and
seek revenge. And even harm their families.”


Auntie’s imagination was
clicking on all cylinders. You go, girl.


“Yes, the enemy is vicious,” I
said. “They’ll stop at nothing.” 


“Oh my poor girl. So, do you
need a place to hide?”


I nodded.


“I am a proud American,” she
said. “I don’t care what happens to me. I will hide you here in my home for as
long as you need.” She came over and put her arm around my shoulders and pulled
me into a hug. “Don’t you worry. You are safe here.”


I felt like such a fraud. Did
the end always justify the means? Was it worse to abandon Tyler if he was
innocent or use phony patriotism to get an old lady to help me hide from the cops?
Luckily, I didn’t have time to ponder the ethics.


“Mahalo, auntie,” I said.
“I’ll need to leave soon, but if you can let me stay here for a day or two, I’d
really appreciate it.”


We drank our tea. After enough
time had passed for her to not put two and two together, I brought up the
situation with Tyler.


“Have you heard anything new about
the murders up at the Lodge?” I said.


“Oh, it’s very sad, very sad. I
think that man, you know, that movie man, must have found his girlfriend in bed
with that fat man and he killed them both. That’s what everyone is saying.”


“You know, I’m not so sure
that’s true.”


“Oh?” Her eyes sparkled with
anticipation.


“Yes, you see, the movie man, Tyler
Benson is his name, was a guest at the White Orchid but he spent most of his
time up at the Lodge at Koele. The night of the murders he and his fiancée had
a little spat. I think that happens a lot right before people get married.
Anyway, he came down to talk to me about it. I suggested we take a drive to get
his mind off his troubles. We drove down to Kaumalapau Harbor to watch the
sunset.”


 “Oh, that’s romantic, watching
the sunset down there.” She grinned.  


“No, it wasn’t like that. I was
hoping he’d see the beautiful sunset and he’d calm down.” 


 “Hmm,” she said. “But maybe he
didn’t calm down. Maybe the more he thought about it, the madder he got.”


“I don’t think so. He didn’t
seem that upset. But I’m not sure, because he brought me back to the White
Orchid at about eight-fifteen. It takes about ten minutes to get to the Lodge
and get the car parked.  The medical examiner estimated the time of death for
both Miss Diamonte and Mr. Romano at between six and nine o’clock that night.” 


“So he was with you most of the
time, but for a short while you don’t know where he was.”


“Yes,” I said. “And now I’m in hiding.”



“So you can’t go to the police
and tell them he was with you. That’s not so good for him.”


“That’s right. If I go to the
police, I’ll put myself in jeopardy from the people who are after me. But if I
don’t tell the police he was with me, I may be responsible for allowing an
innocent man to be accused of murders he didn’t commit.”


“Are you sure he didn’t do it?”
she said.


“I don’t know. If I knew for
sure, it would be a lot easier to decide what to do.”


She squinted her eyes at me and
leaned in. “Dead husband, terrorists coming for you, and now you’re the only one
who can speak up for the movie man. You know, I’m seventy-two years old and I
never heard of a girl with so much bad laki as you.”


“Laki?”


“You know, ‘luck’, like it
sounds.”


“Auntie, have you ever heard the
saying, If it weren’t for bad luck I’d have no luck at all?”


She nodded.


 “Well, you’re looking at her.”








 


CHAPTER
20


 


Auntie Cora was kind enough to
offer me her second bedroom and half-bath. I’d have been happy with a spot on her
sofa. I woke up throughout the night with nightmares of being chased. I’d go
back to sleep and the unseen threat would come back. I remember foul hot breath
on the back of my neck and then a thin knobby hand reaching for me. Just when
I’d feel a clawed finger touch the middle of my back I’d jerk upright in bed. When
the sun finally peeked through the pine trees I got up. No use trying to fool
myself that I’d get any more sleep if I hung out in bed. 


“Will you be joining me for tai
chi this morning?” Auntie Cora sang out as she shuffled into the kitchen to
put on the tea kettle. I gave her a quizzical look before I remembered it was
Friday, a tai chi in the park day. But more importantly, Darryl and Ewa
were coming home that morning.


“Mahalo, auntie, but I
better lay low. I’ve got some things I need to do before the rest of the world
starts moving around.”


“You think al Qaeda sleeps in?”
she said.


“No, I’m sure they don’t. But I
need to get up to the Lodge before the tourists start waking up.”


“What do you need up at the
Lodge? You think terrorists can afford a place like that?


“I don’t know,” I said. “I just need
to go up there and see if anything jumps out at me.”


“Ha! Seems everything jumps
out at you, girl. You be careful, we don’t want no more dead bodies on our
island.” She smiled, but when I didn’t smile back, she traded it for a look of
concern.


She put a hand on my shoulder.
“If you want to stay safe,” she said, “I know how to make you invisible.”


“Like a magic trick?” I smiled,
thinking she was joking.


“Something like that. Come with
me.” She led me into her bathroom and told me to sit on the closed toilet seat.
Then she rummaged around in the cabinet and pulled out a tall white can. She
twisted the lid of the can and began sprinkling powder from the can onto my
hair.


“That smells good,” I said.
“What is that?”


“Baby powder,” Auntie Cora said.
“Now sit still, I’m almost finished.”


She fluffed the powder through
my hair and then pulled my hair back into a short ponytail at the nape of my
neck. She secured it with a rubber band and wound the tail into a tiny bun.


“Almost done,” she said
sprinkling a bit more powder on top. “Stay right there for one more minute.”


She came back carrying a flat
straw hat with a three-inch brim and artificial flowers circling the crown. A
long pastel-print scarf was draped across her arm. 


“You want to see?” she said. She
held up a hand mirror and I couldn’t believe it.


“I look like a tutu,” I
said, admiring my slicked-back hair that looked almost gray from the powder. 


I sat back down and she fitted
the hat snug on my head and wrapped the scarf around my neck and tied it in a loose
bow.


“Now,” she said. “You need to
walk like this.” She demonstrated a stooped posture and a slow side-to-side
gait. “You do that and you’ll see what it’s like to be invisible.”


By seven o’clock that morning, I’d
hobbled up to the Hotel Lana’i and was waiting for the shuttle bus. I kept my
head down. Darryl and Ewa were due home on the eight-thirty flight which meant
they’d be back by nine. I needed to get up and back from the Lodge as quickly
as possible.


The shuttle ride was uneventful.
Cora was right. With women of a certain age, no one takes notice, and no one
tries to engage them in conversation. We pulled to a stop at the entrance to
the Lodge at Koele and I waited onboard while the other riders got off. 


I was wearing the same clothes
I’d had on the day before. But with the addition of Auntie Cora’s hat and scarf
and an old pair of her black Chinese cloth shoes I was pretty sure I looked
nothing like the BOLO—the be-on-the-look-out—description Wong would have issued
with the police department.


I tottered into the enormous lobby
of the Lodge and turned and headed down the hall to the housekeeping office. I
slipped off the hat and scarf and stood up straight before knocking on the
door.


“Aloha, come in,” sang a
familiar voice on the other side.


Kate was sitting behind her
desk. Everything looked exactly as it had when I’d been there before. Same worn
guest chair, same employment posters on the wall and the same messy pile of
manila file folders strewn across her desk. 


She stood. “Can I help you?” She
peered at me and lines formed across her forehead.


“Oh, aloha! You’re Penny
Morton, isn’t that right? I didn’t recognize you. You look, uh, different.”
She extended her hand for a shake.


It’d been two weeks since I’d
interviewed with Kate, so I wasn’t sure if she’d remember me. I didn’t know if
I should be pleased or concerned that my slicked-back powdered hair had only
caused her a momentary pause.  


I shook her hand. “Aloha,
Kate. It’s good to see you again. Yes, I’m having a ‘bad hair day’ so I pulled it
back.”  


“Please sit down.” She gestured
for me to sit in the guest chair as she sat back down behind her desk.


“Do you have your fingerprint
card for me?” she said. “Because I can put you on the schedule today if you’d
like. We’re really short-handed right now. I’m pretty sure I could get them to
grant you that twenty-five cent raise right away.”


“I’m afraid I didn’t bring the
card with me.”


Her face fell. I winced. I hated
manipulating people’s emotions like that. I tried for a partial save. “But I’ll
see what I can do about getting it back to you soon.”


“Well, the sooner the better. I’ve
lost three housekeepers this past week. Just like that—” She snapped her
fingers. “You’ve probably heard we had some trouble up here…” She steepled her
hands in front of her mouth. She looked like she was praying I’d tell her I’d heard
all about it. I’m sure the last thing Kate wanted to do was utter the word
‘murder’ within the four walls of a Four Seasons hotel. The corporate-types had
probably already sent out a stern ‘hear no evil, speak no evil’ memo.


“Yes, I did. I was sorry to hear
about it.”


I avoided eye contact while I
fished around in my mind for a polite way to begin the interrogation.


“In fact, I’m here because I
wanted to ask you a few questions if you’re at liberty to talk,” I said. “I
know it may appear I’m only trying to dig up gossip, but the man who’s been accused
of this is a friend of mine.”


She placed her elbows on the desk
and dropped her head in her hands. She kept her eyes down and said nothing. If
I were a betting woman, I would’ve bet she might start crying at any moment. 


“It was horrible,” she said in a
whispery voice. “It completely traumatized two of my girls. They haven’t been
back to work since. Can you imagine seeing something like that?” 


I kept quiet. After a few
moments, Kate went on. “I shouldn’t be telling you this, but I have no one else
to talk to. And it looks like I’ll be losing my job anyway.”


“I’m sure it was terrible, but
why would you lose your job?” I said. “You didn’t have anything to do with it,
did you?”


“No, of course not.” She snapped
her head up and looked at me as if she was about to ask me to get the hell out
of her office.


I stared down at the tutu
hat in my lap. And waited.


Once again, Kate’s voice came
out as a whisper. “Oh, Penny. I can’t even pretend to know how gruesome it must
have been. Those poor girls coming in on that situation.” 


“They saw the victim?” I was
whispering now too.


“Yes, it must have been right
after it happened.”


“Did they see who did it?” My heartbeat
was thumping in my ears. So the housekeepers must’ve been the ones who pulled
the fire alarm. Did the police know this? But I kept quiet.


“I talked briefly to my lead
girl, Stella, on Wednesday and she told me she went in to do the turn-down
service for Miss Diamonte,” she said. “There were two housekeepers assigned to
the room because Stella was training a new girl. Miss Diamonte didn’t answer
when they knocked, but when guests are out we’ve instructed the girls to just
go ahead and enter. They tidied up a little and then when they went into the
bedroom they saw the victim. The other girl told Stella she may have seen a man,
but I’m not sure she was thinking straight. Neither of them has reported for
work since it happened.” 


I nodded.


“Normally, I wouldn’t excuse
employees who fail to show up for their assigned shifts, but in this case… It’s
just horrible, don’t you think?”


Again, I nodded. “Did they talk
to the police?”


She pressed her lips into a
tight line and locked eyes on mine.


“Kate? What’s wrong?”


“Penny, one of the reasons I need
you to start work here as soon as possible is I’m expecting some trouble from
this.”


“I’m not following you.”


 “The girls who witnessed the
scene were sort of ‘shadow’ employees, if you understand what I’m saying. Stella’s
worked here for years. She’s well-known in the community, so no one ever questioned
her status. But the other girl is new. No one knows her and her English is
non-existent. And she’s the one who claimed she may have seen a man.” 


“Okay, let me see if I’ve got
this straight. The police want to know who found the victims, but you don’t
want to tell them because the housekeepers are illegal immigrants and they’ll
get deported?”


“Or even put in jail. That’s why
they pulled the fire alarm instead of reporting it to our security staff.”


“But how will all this get you
fired?”


“The Four Seasons Corporation is
more aware of how hotels work than the police are. One of the first things
they’ll ask me is who was working the floor that night. And if I refuse to tell
them…well, that will be that. The Four Seasons security executives are on their
way over here right now.”


It took me a minute to mull over
what I’d just learned. “Tell you what, Kate. I have a crazy idea, but it just
might work. I need to leave because I promised I’d meet some people who are
coming in from Honolulu. But I’ll explain more when I get back. Until then, I’d
like a chance to meet with Stella. Do you think she’ll talk to us?”


“She’s really scared. And she’s
trying to protect the other girl as well.”


“I realize that. But if my idea
works out, everybody could be off the hook.”


“The Four Seasons executives are
coming from the mainland so it will take them a few hours to get here. Whatever
you’re thinking of doing will have to be done pretty fast.”


“I know. I’ll try to be back in
an hour and I’ll explain everything. In the meantime, can you arrange for us to
meet with Stella?”


“I’ll see what I can do.” She didn’t
sound too hopeful that whatever I’d dreamed up was going to save the day. I got
up and we shook hands. 


“I’ll be back in an hour,” I
said. 


Out in the hall I put on the tutu
hat and the scarf. I trotted down the hallway, but as soon as someone came into
view I stooped over and went back to my gimpy walk. 


The bellman at the lobby door
told me the shuttle had just left for town. That meant it wouldn’t be back for
at least another thirty minutes. I started down the entrance road, using my tutu
walk until I was safely out of sight. Then I started jogging.


I cut across Dole Park and, even
though I had to resort to the old lady posture when I was on the main road, I
made it back to the White Orchid in twenty minutes. I went in through the back
gate and peered around the greenhouse to see if Wong’s car was out front. It
wasn’t.


I used my key to go through the
back door and stood in the hallway listening for sounds of Darryl, Ewa or baby
Ekana. Nothing. 


I let out the breath I’d been
holding for who knows how long. I stripped off the hat and scarf and went up front
to check for phone messages. There were five. Two were from prospective guests
and three were from Detective Wong. I erased the ones from Wong.


I grabbed a dust rag and ran it
around the window sills and the coffee table, but I was in no mood to clean. I
was itching to talk to the two housekeepers from the Lodge. What had they seen,
and when? Was it actually possible that one of them had seen a man in the room?
And what would I do if they described the guy as ‘about thirty-five, tall,
good-looking and African-American’?


I paced while I fretted.
Luckily, ten minutes later a dirty beige minivan with a blown-out muffler
pulled up outside. I peeked out the window just as everyone started piling out
of the van. Darryl and Ewa had masses of leis draped around their shoulders. Darryl
gave the male driver a ‘man-hug’ while Ewa and two other women attempted to
wrestle a baby carrier from the back. Darryl stepped in and finished the job.
He carefully placed the carrier on the sidewalk and went back to saying his alohas.
Ewa walked from person to person, hugging and kissing them like she’d just been
sprung from a long prison sentence. I’d have enjoyed watching the tender
homecoming scene a lot more if I wasn’t sweating Wong showing up with hand-cuffs
and a one-way ticket to the mainland. 


I sucked in a breath, plastered
a smile on my face and opened the door. “Ewa, Darryl! Let me see the little
dude.” 


“Penny? Is that you?” said Ewa
as I came down the walkway. “What happened to your hair?”


“Bad hair day,” I said. 


I peered down into the baby
carrier. I was surprised to see two shiny ebony eyes giving me the once over.
Little Ekana appeared wise beyond his days. And the way he was glaring at me,
it looked as if he could hardly wait to learn to use a telephone so he could
rat me out to Detective Wong. 


 “Wow, he’s so cute,” I said
covering up the creepy vibe the kid was sending out. “So, are you calling him
‘Ethan’ or ‘Ekana’?”


“I think the Hawaiian way won
out,” said Darryl. “You and me’ll be the only ones with haole names
around here, I guess.” It took me a beat to remember he knew me as ‘Penny’.


“Yeah, well Ekana’s a great
name. And he’s an adorable little guy.” The kid was still shooting me major stink
eye but I refused to acknowledge it.


“So how’d it go?” said Darryl.
“Did that Hollywood guy get to relax like he wanted?” I couldn’t believe he hadn’t
put two and two together and realized the guy on the news who’d been accused of
the Koele murders was the same guy who’d come to the White Orchid to escape the
Hollywood grind.


“Uh, why don’t we get everybody
inside and we can go over the past week and a half. It’s been kind of
interesting around here.”


We got inside and Ewa plopped
down on the sofa. “I’m exhausted,” she said.


“Why don’t I make you some tea
and bring it to you in your quarters?” I said. “Darryl and I can go over the
business stuff.”


Ewa shot Darryl a look at that
dared him to ask her to stick around and participate.


“That’s a great idea, hon,” he
said. “You go on back and I’ll put Ekana in his crib while Penny makes the tea.
You should rest.”


I prayed the baby would embrace
the opportunity to hit the hay as much as his mom had. I really needed to come
clean with Darryl and try to elicit his help in getting to the bottom of the
Tyler Benson mess.


 When the tea was made and
mother and child were safely ensconced in the back bedroom, I sat down with
Darryl in the kitchen. 


“Something’s wrong, isn’t it?”
he said as soon as we’d taken our seats.


“Big time.”


“Are we gonna get sued?” 


“No, no, nothing like that.”


I took a deep breath and plunged
in. 








 


CHAPTER
21


 


 “Okay, so let me see if I’ve
got this right,” Darryl said when I finally stopped talking. “The Hollywood guy
who stayed here, Tyler Benson, was going to marry Deedee Diamonte. But then Deedee
called the tabloids and tipped them off about the wedding. That totally pissed
off Tyler and he didn’t want to marry her anymore.”


I nodded.


“So that night you and Tyler
went out for a drive. Sometime around the time you were gone Deedee was
murdered in her room at the Lodge and they also found a dead paparazzi dude under
her balcony. And now the cops think Tyler Benson killed both of them.”


I nodded again.


“So, why don’t you just go down
to the police station and clear it up? Seems like this Tyler guy couldn’t have
done it if he was driving around with you.”


“Yeah well, unfortunately, it’s
a little more complicated than that.”


At that point Ekana started
wailing in the back room.


“Ewa will get him,” Darryl said.
“He’s probably just hungry. All that kid does is eat, poop and yell.” His words
didn’t reflect the obvious fatherly pride I saw on his face.


A few minutes later, the house
was quiet again.


“Okay, so what’s the
complication?” he said.


I told him about my concern
about the time of death. How the ME had given a three-hour window, which meant
that although Tyler was with me for most of the time, he still had a short amount
of time when he was unaccounted for. 


“Well, you could vouch for him
for most of the time,” he said. “That would help, don’t you think?”


I took a deep breath and
marshaled my courage. If Wong knew what I was about to do he’d have grabbed me
by the scruff of the neck and dragged me onto a plane so fast I’d—


Wait a minute. He was going to
do that anyway. No reason not to sing like a mynah bird.


***


Darryl stared at me for a good
half-minute before saying anything. “Okay, now let me see if I’m
following you. You’ve got drug kingpins after you?”


Kingpins? I’d never thought of
them that way. Scum suckers, bowel lickers, kid killers, and low-lifes seemed
more descriptive. But Darryl had called them ‘kingpins’ like they were royalty,
masters of the realm. It made me mad.


“They’re not kings of anything,”
I said. “They’re slimy bastards who get kids hooked on stuff like meth and
crack. They ruin people’s lives and tear apart families. Your so-called
‘kingpins’ have murdered five people in Hawaii, and four of them were women.
Now they’re gunning for me.” My voice came out a lot louder than I’d meant it
to. Ekana started bawling again. 


Darryl stood up. I thought he
might huff out of the room, but instead he came over and put his hands on my
shoulders and gave them a little squeeze. I couldn’t help it, I choked up. I
rubbed the wetness from the corners of my eyes before Darryl could accuse me of
crying.


“You must really be scared,” he
said. “I can’t imagine having guys like that after me. Is there anything Ewa
and I can do to help?”


Funny you should ask.


***


 


It wasn’t easy asking other
people to lie for me. I’d already done enough lying to last me a lifetime, and
here I was recruiting people to play ‘liar, liar, pants on fire’ right along
with me. Growing up, my Auntie Mana had only one ironclad rule: no matter what
you did, tell the truth. She’d go to bat for you, no matter how bad the
situation, as long as you didn’t lie about it. I’d thought about her a lot in
the past month.


“I need you to help me stay
hidden from the police,” I said. Darryl’s eyebrows shot up and he pulled his
mouth into a grimace worthy of a stone tiki.


“You want me to commit perjury?”
he said.


“It’s perjury if you fib in
court. In this case, I prefer to think of it as ‘creative memory.’ Besides, I’m
not asking you to make up a story or anything. I just want you to pretend you
haven’t seen me.”


“You planning on staying here at
the White Orchid?”


“No, I’ve got somewhere else to
go. But the cop who’s asking around about me will come here. He knows I worked
here.”


“Is it one of our Lana’i cops?
‘Cause I know ‘em all, and there’s no way I’m gonna get away with shining ‘em
on. Those guys have known me since I was a little kid.”


“No, it’s a Maui cop. His name
is Detective Glen Wong. He’s a real sharp guy. I just need you to act a little
less than sharp.”


“What’s with that? Seems
everybody on the other islands thinks of Lana’i as some kind of pathetic
backwater. I felt it when we were in Honolulu. ‘Oh, you’re from over on
Lana’i? How nice.’ Well, me and Ewa love it here. We live here by choice.
Our kids are safe and happy, and our school is good, and—”


“Look, Darryl, this isn’t an
indictment of you or your island. I’m simply asking you to commit an error of
omission. When Wong asks about me, I’d really appreciate it if you’d simply say
you have no clue where I am. Or, you can just shake your head or something if
you don’t want to say anything that could be held against you later. You know,
‘you have the right to remain silent’?” 


“I’m sorry, but it really cranks
me to have to play the dumb ass to some off-island detective who
probably already thinks I’m two pineapples short of a load just because I live
here.”


I considered backpedalling,
telling Darryl if he didn’t want to do it, I’d be okay. But instead I said,
“Wong’s got his faults, but he’s not like that, really.”


Darryl worked his jaw back and
forth a couple of times. “Okay, but this will just be between you and me,
right? Ewa doesn’t know the guy who stayed here is accused of the murders up at
the Lodge because she’s been so busy with the baby she hasn’t been watching the
news.”


“That’s good,” I said.


“And I’m not going to tell her
about you being involved in that drug stuff, either. She’ll just worry and
that’s not good for her breastfeeding. I’ll tell her you’re hiding from a guy
you owe money to. And I’ll say the cops are looking for you because the guy’s got
a brother who’s a cop.”  


Seemed I wasn’t the only
accomplished liar in the room.


Darryl paid me my wages from a
locked cash box he kept above the refrigerator. I thanked him and gave him a quick
hug. “Tell Ewa I really appreciate her giving me the job. I’m sorry I can’t
stay on next week to help. I enjoyed working here, and I appreciate her
teaching me to make excellent French press coffee.”


“You take care, Penny. And don’t
worry. As far as we’re concerned, we haven’t seen you since we left for
Honolulu.”


“Mahalo, Darryl.” 


I went out the back door and
crept alongside the greenhouse hoping to keep out of sight of Mr. Ho. I saw his
shadow moving around inside, and it pained me to not be able to give him a
proper aloha since I was leaving. Maybe I’d reconsider and come back to
visit after I’d made my appearance at ‘Disney World.’


***


I walked back to Auntie Cora’s.
I’d put my hat and scarf back on and I’d resumed the tutu walk. After a
block or two I was so nervous it was hard to keep up the slow pace.


I had to get back to the Lodge.
It’d already been an hour since I’d left and Kate had probably chewed her nails
down to the quick. 


“Auntie Cora, do you have a
car?” I said as I came into Cora’s kitchen. She was sitting at the table with a
tabby cat in her lap.


“A car? Of course I have a car.”


“May I borrow it? I need to
drive up to the Lodge.”


“Why don’t you take the shuttle?
It takes you right to the front door.”


“Yes, that’s true. I took the
shuttle this morning. But I don’t want to wait for it. I’m kind of late for an
appointment.”


She eyed me as if she’d quickly
figured out my real reason for wanting to borrow her car was something to do
with my being in hiding. She set the cat on the floor and stood up.


“I start it up every now and
then,” she said. “And my neighbor put a new battery in for me a few months back.”
She took a key ring off a nail near the back door.  I followed her out into her
tiny backyard.


“I don’t know how much gas it’s
got,” she went on. “You might have to get some. You see the price of gas these
days?”


“I’ll bring it back full, I
promise. I really appreciate you letting me borrow it.”


We headed toward an old shed
with a roof so covered in pine needles it looked thatched. “This actually was
my husband’s car, God rest his soul. He loved this machine like another wife, maybe
even a mistress.” She chuckled as if conjuring up memories of better times.


She unlatched the hasp on the
shed and I peered inside. It was dark, but even without the benefit of decent
lighting I could tell the car hadn’t been driven for a while. It was so covered
in dust I couldn’t be sure of the exact color. It was a low coupe, two-door,
with a long low hood like some kind of souped-up kid’s car. 


“How long has it been since
you’ve driven this, Auntie Cora?” I said.


“Can’t quite remember,” she
said. “Must’ve been right after Willie passed.”


“And when was that?”


“February first.”


“Oh, almost a year now.”


“No, February first, nineteen
ninety-nine. Willie was really looking forward to seeing the century change.
But he didn’t make it.”


Auntie Cora handed me a maroon
shop rag and I rubbed it across the driver’s side window until I could see
inside. The interior seemed to be in excellent shape.


“I think it’s a Ford,” Auntie
Cora said.


I pulled on the door handle. The
door opened with the hinge giving way with only a slight squeak. Pretty
impressive, given the car’s vintage and the fact that it’d been parked for over
a decade.


I slipped inside and sat on the
cool black leather of the full-size bucket seat. The interior was mostly black
with lots of wood-looking trim and chrome details. The dash had both a
speedometer and a tachometer, and there were old-style knobs on the radio. The
numbers on the round speedometer went from zero to one hundred forty. The
three-spoke steering wheel looked way bigger than the steering wheel on my
crummy little Geo back home. The glove box was decorated with a chrome logo of
a snake, coiled and hissing. 


“I think this could be a Shelby
GT,” I said. In college I’d dated a ‘car guy’ for a while and I’d made it a
point to learn enough automotive trivia to impress him.


“Oh? I thought Willie said it
was a Ford,” said Auntie Cora. 


“Well, yes, it was built at a
Ford Mustang plant, but it’s a special model. Do you know what year it is?”


“Willie got it new. Let me see,
that would’ve been right after he became foreman. I’d say nineteen sixty-seven,
maybe sixty-eight.”


“A late sixties Shelby GT 500 is
a classic,” I said. “This car’s worth a lot of money.”


“It is? But it doesn’t matter. I
can’t sell it. One of the last things Willie said to me was, Don’t ever sell
my car.” 


 “Then maybe I shouldn’t drive
it. Mahalo anyway,” I said. I got out and carefully closed the door.


Auntie Cora stepped over and
yanked the door back open. “No, no. He loved to show it off. He’d be happy someone’s
taking it out on the road. Just drive careful.”


I wiped the windows off enough
to see out the front and back and then wiped a patch off the front hood. The
paint job turned out to be a deep blue with fat white racing stripes. There was
probably much more to see, but it was going to take a car wash and a complete
detailing to reveal the car’s full glory.


I got back inside and rolled
down the window. Auntie Cora handed me the keys. I pumped the gas pedal a
couple of times and turned the key. The car sputtered once and then roared to
life. It rumbled like a volcano about to blow. I felt like I’d raised the dead.


Smoke belched from the tailpipe
as I cautiously inched my way out of the shed. I looked in the rearview mirror.
Auntie Cora was waving. I shot her a shaka as I turned onto Lana’i
Street. The engine throbbed under the hood like a beast on the prowl.








 


CHAPTER
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There was no sneaking around
town in Willie’s Shelby GT 500. The engine growled in a bass register so low it
probably set dogs to howling. I wouldn’t know, though, since I was moving too
fast to hear any downstream effects. I’d been gone almost an hour and a half by
then and I was worried Kate might’ve left her office. I tried to take it easy,
but the car had only two speeds—stop and go like hell. I roared up to the Lodge
and turned into the self-park area. I felt like all eyes were on me as I searched
for a space wide enough to avoid door dings.  


I got out and dutifully locked
the doors. I wished I had access to a computer so I could check the value of
the Shelby online. I wasn’t sure, since I no longer hung around with hardcore
car buffs, but I figured if Willie’s Mustang turned out to be an authentic
late-sixties Shelby GT 500 it could be worth forty, maybe even fifty-thousand
dollars. 


But that was for another time. I
needed to mentally switch gears and concentrate on getting to the bottom of
Deedee’s murder. I owed it to Tyler to not leave him in the lurch if it turned
out my statement could exonerate him. On the other hand, I wasn’t going to blow
my cover if it turned out he had blood on his hands. I made myself walk in my
stooped posture toward the Lodge entrance and managed a stiff little bow for
the uniformed doorman holding the door open for me. 


I nodded at the desk clerk as if
we were old acquaintances. Once I was out of sight of guests or staff members, I
clipped down the hall to the housekeeping services office. When I got to the
door, I knocked. 


No answer.


I knocked louder. It was
inconceivable that Kate hadn’t heard the first knock, since her office isn’t
much larger than the handicap stall in a women’s restroom, but maybe she was on
the phone or something.


I waited. Nothing. I tried the
door knob. It was locked.


“Quieres Miss Kate?” said
a voice behind me. Even with my measly three semesters of high school Spanish,
I remembered that quieres meant, do you want.


I turned. A woman about the size
of an eight-year-old was standing behind me, arms folded across her chest. She
wore a Four Seasons housekeeper’s uniform, a beige aloha-print tunic and dark
brown pants with sensible crepe-sole work shoes.  


“Yes. Do you know where I might
find her? I had an appointment to meet with her, but unfortunately I’m a bit
late.”


The woman smiled a thin smile
but said nothing.


“Can you tell me where Kate might
be right now?”


Still smiling, the woman bobbed
her head and turned and started heading down the hallway.


What the heck? I
followed.


I saw a housekeeping cart parked
at the end of the hallway. It was outside a guest room with the door propped
open. The woman went inside. I stepped up to the doorway, but didn’t go in. A
few moments later, the woman reappeared with a second housekeeper in tow.


“You need to speak with Kate?”
the second housekeeper said.


I nodded. I don’t know why I
didn’t say anything. Maybe I was afraid I’d scare her off like I’d done with
the first one.


“She is not here.”


The first woman whispered
something to the second woman. Whatever she said, it didn’t sound like it was
in English.


“Mattie want to know if you
looking for work,” she said.


“No. I need to talk to Kate
about something else.”


The first housekeeper seemed to
catch the word ‘no’ and whispered to the other one again. 


 “Mattie say this is good job.
No problem. We happy here.”


I smiled and nodded at Mattie.
“Tell her I’m sure the Four Seasons Hotel Corporation appreciates her vote of
support, and I’m sure she’s a valued employee. But I’m here to see Kate about a
different matter.”


Both women looked flummoxed. 


I bulled ahead. “Do either of
you know Stella, the housekeeper who found the dead woman the other night?”


At the words ‘dead woman’ both
women quickly did the sign of the cross. 


So, it seemed Mattie understood some
English, after all. 


“We do not know about that,”
said the second woman. “You talk to Kate.”


“Well, do you know what room the
dead woman was staying in?”


The woman who’d spoken wrung her
hands but didn’t answer. She lowered her eyes and stared at the floor. Mattie,
taking the lead of her co-worker, did the same.


I thanked them for their time
and headed back the way I’d come.


The guy at the front desk
assured me the housekeeping supervisor was still on the property. “Do you want
me to page her?”


“Mahalo, no. I’ll wait.”


***


I sat in the lobby seemingly
engrossed in the latest issue of Town & Country magazine. Each time
someone entered I’d slide the glossy publication in front of my face and peer
above the pages to see if it was Kate. I hoped my goofy old lady get-up was
disguise enough to confuse the local cops but I knew there was no way it would
fool Detective Wong. 


At noon, Kate appeared at my
side.


“I hear you’re waiting to talk
to me,” she said. 


“I am.”


She glanced at the front desk. “Let’s
go to my office.”


When we got to her office she
used her key to get in and then she locked it back up once we were inside.


“Is everything okay?” I said.


She gave a derisive snort. “Hardly.”


“What I mean is, I see you’re
locking your door. Are you concerned about your safety?”


“No, it’s not that. The
corporate people will be here any time now and I don’t want to be caught
unaware.”


“Ah, then I’d better get right
to it. Were you able to talk to Stella?”


“Yes, she’s home. She’s still
pretty upset.”


“Did you ask if we could talk to
her?”


“Yes. She didn’t seem eager to
do it, but she knows I’m covering for her. But why do you want to meet with
her?”


“Okay, here’s my plan,” I said.
“I’d like to interview Stella and then stand in for her when the Four Seasons suits
show up. I’m pretty sure they won’t question my immigration status.”


“But why would you do that? You
could get in a lot of trouble.”


“For what? Impersonating a
foreigner? They’ll have no reason to doubt me if what I’m saying matches what Stella
saw the night of the murders.”


“But I’m still wondering what’s
in it for you?”


“It’s a long story, Kate. If
you’ll go with me to Stella’s, I’ll tell you about it on the way over.”


We walked outside and I unlocked
the Shelby. Kate took in my peculiar choice of ride and shot me a quizzical
look but she didn’t say anything as she slid into the passenger seat.


“Buckle up,” I said. “This thing
knows only one speed—warp.”


We shot out of the lot and down
the driveway, turning heads as we went. I loved the feeling of power after a
month of feeling utterly powerless. But I wasn’t so drunk on muscle that I’d
let myself forget to take side streets.  Wong probably had every cop on the six
major Hawaiian Islands keeping an eye out for me.


***


“So what’s going on?” Kate said
once she’d given me directions to Stella’s.


I told her as much as I could in
the eight-minute ride. I was a friend of Tyler Benson, the primary suspect, and
he’d named me as someone who could at least partially corroborate his alibi but
I didn’t want to go in and give a statement until I was sure Tyler was
innocent.


“I’m not following you. Why do
you care if he’s guilty or innocent?”  


“I care a lot. You see, I’m kind
of in a bind with the police myself.”


“What’d you do?” She eyed me
with the look you give a kid who’s just confessed to spending the afternoon in
the principal’s office.


  “I didn’t do anything. Well,
not exactly. I mean, I can’t give you all the facts, but the gist of it is the federal
government wants to move me from Lana’i to the mainland for my own protection. They’ve
got the police looking for me. And since I don’t want to go until I’ve figured
out whether Tyler’s guilty or innocent, I’m in hiding until I can figure it
out.”


“Uh-huh.” She didn’t look
convinced. “I’m assuming this move to the mainland has something to do with
your deceased husband? Like he was in a top-secret military unit or something and
there have been threats?”


Why did everyone assume my
‘husband’ was the only one with enough balls to get me in big-time trouble?
“Yeah, something like that.”


“How horrible for you. So you
think Stella can tell you if your Mr. Benson is guilty or not?”


“I think if she knows how to
tell time she can.”








 


CHAPTER
23


 


We rode the final couple of
blocks in silence before pulling up to a plantation-style house only a few
streets over from my rental house. It was eerie how most all of the homes in
Lana’i City looked the same. Each is essentially a square box with clapboard
siding and a pitched roof. They usually have a front porch. There are three
steps up to the porch level and then a front door smack dab in the middle with
a window on each side. The main difference in the houses is the paint job. Some
are white, some yellow, and some are distinct colors like spring green or aqua
blue. The other distinguishing feature is the landscaping in the yards. Some
houses boast elaborate gardens in full floral display while others get by with just
a small patch of grass and one or two croton bushes.


Stella’s house fell somewhere in
the middle between the best and the worst on the block. It was painted light
beige with dark green trim around the windows. We got out of the car and I
could’ve sworn I saw a face disappear behind a pulled-aside shade.


“I’ll go first,” said Kate. 


 I followed her up the sidewalk.
Out of the corner of my eye I spied a Maui County police cruiser turning the
corner and slowly making its way down the street toward us.


“Kate, I’m sorry, but…” I nodded
toward the police car and Kate stepped aside. I hopped up onto the porch ahead
of her. 


“Are you okay?” she said as I
cowered behind a porch pillar. The cruiser slowly slid by the house. Kate
turned and shot the cops a smile and a wave.  


“You’re right, it looks like
they’re out looking for somebody,” she said. “But don’t they know your car? It
kind of stands out.”


“I borrowed it from a friend. I
don’t have a car.”


“Oh.” She knocked on the front
door and it was immediately opened by a short woman who looked a lot like the
two housekeepers I’d met earlier in the hallway.


“Hello, Stella. Nice to see you
again,” said Kate.


Stella shot Kate a tentative
smile and stepped back to allow us to enter her home.


“Do you mind if I speak to
Stella in Spanish?” Kate said to me. “Her native language is actually Tagalog
but I’m a little rusty. We get along pretty well in Spanish.”


“I took a couple semesters of
Spanish in high school but I doubt if I’ll be able to understand you,” I said.


“No worries. I’ll translate.”


Stella gestured for us to sit on
the sofa. She took off for the kitchen, which was in the same place as it was
in my rental house. It was odd to see the same house with totally different
furnishings. Even though Stella’s house was sparsely decorated, the hardwood
floors gleamed and there wasn’t a speck of dust to be seen. I’d have to spend three
hours getting my house that clean, maybe four.


Stella came back with a tea
tray. She set it down and silently served us each a cup of tea. I was anxious
to learn what I could about Deedee’s murder, but neither Kate nor Stella seemed
in any big hurry to get on with it.


We sipped our tea.


Finally, after what seemed like five
minutes, Kate posed a question to Stella in Spanish.


It must have been something
about the murder because Stella’s face went from placid to stricken in the few
seconds it took for Kate to finish the sentence.


 Kate turned to me. “I asked her
if she’s willing to answer some questions about the last night she worked at
the Lodge,” she said.


Stella regained her composure
and murmured her consent. 


Kate asked Stella a question
that seemed to confuse her and Stella asked for clarification. After a few
minutes of back and forth, Kate turned back to me.


“You wanted me to ask if she
remembers what time it was when she went into the room. Is that correct?”


“Yes,” I said.


“Well, she said she’s very
certain of the time because she had a housekeeping trainee with her and she was
trying to stay right on schedule.”


“And what time was it?” I asked.
My palms were sweaty and I feel my pulse begin thumping in my neck again.


Kate asked Stella the question.


Even with my very limited
exposure to Spanish I could clearly make out Stella’s answer: a las ocho.
Eight o’clock.


***


I left Stella’s house armed with
enough information that I felt ready to face the security guys from the Four
Seasons. Kate said she’d get me a uniform. I felt confident I’d be able to
convince them I was shell-shocked Stella, the maid who’d come upon the grisly
murder scene.


“Thank you for doing this,” Kate
said for about the tenth time as I emerged from her office wearing the beige
aloha tunic and brown pants. “I don’t know how I’ll ever be able to repay you.”


“No problem. You’ve already
repaid me by helping me get the information from Stella. Now when I tell the
cops that Tyler was with me at the time of the murders at least I’ll know I’m
helping an innocent man.”


Kate showed me to a small
conference room adjacent to the lobby. “Good luck,” she said before she opened
the door. “I hope you realize how much I appreciate this.”


The Four Seasons security
executives turned out to be two guys who looked like they’d just graduated from
cop school. Black suits, white shirts, dark blue ties and shiny black lace-up
shoes. They scowled as I entered. The duo didn’t appear to be at all thrilled
about catching a case in Hawaii.


“Paul Treehorne from Four
Seasons Asset Protection,” said the first guy as he stood up. He leaned across
the conference table and stuck out his hand. 


“And I’m Eric Latham. Also from
Asset Protection,” said the second guy standing to mimic his partner.


I hesitated before shaking their
hands. Normally, I would’ve grabbed their hands quickly and looked ‘em in the
eye, the way I’d been taught in Homeland Security training. But I was
impersonating a housekeeper. Grip and grin wouldn’t be her style. I kept my
gaze focused downward as I limply grasped each man’s hand in turn. 


“Pleased to meet you. I’m Stella
Marquez.” At the mention of my Hispanic-sounding name I noticed the two men
exchange a glance. “Uh, I was married to a local man.”


“How long have you been employed
here at the Four Seasons Lodge at Koele, Mrs. Marquez?” said Treehorne. He was
perusing a file as he asked the question, so I was pretty sure he already knew
the answer. He was checking if I did.


I took my time before answering
any of their questions. And when we got to the part about the murder, I trotted
out the little blinky-eye distress response I’d practiced for when people asked
me about my recent widowhood.


“So, in your own words,” said
Treehorne, “Can you give us a point-by-point account of what you saw and heard
when you first entered the victim’s room?”


Ah, now we were getting down to
it. I began to relay the story Stella relayed to Kate and me an hour earlier.


“I was with a new trainee, and
I—”


“And the name of that trainee?”
Latham interrupted. Treehorne shot him a peeved look, probably for breaking my
flow.


“Uh, her name is Marta. Marta,
um, Marquez.”


“But isn’t your last name
Marquez?” Latham said, shooting Treehorne a triumphant look. “Do you both have
the same surname?”


“Uh, no. I’m sorry. I’m kind of
nervous here. Could I have a glass of water?” I wasn’t really that nervous and
I didn’t need water, but I wanted to punish them for messing with me. I’d been
a federal air marshal. I hadn’t been on the job for long, but it was long
enough to know how to take control of an interview.


“Sure,” said Latham. He got up
and left the room.


“Something’s not jiving for me
here,” said Treehorne. “You’re working here at the Four Seasons as a maid but somehow
you don’t strike me as the maid type.”


“Are you questioning my choice
of livelihood?”


“I guess I am.”


“Is this a racial thing? I mean,
are you questioning me working in housekeeping because I’m Caucasian?
Because if you are, Mr. Treehorne, then I think we’re going to have to call in my
union rep before this interview can continue. I won’t allow you to racially
profile me without documenting your actions. And, I demand representation.”


Treehorne looked like he’d like
to smack me. Latham came through the door with a large glass of water. Before
he sat down, he quickly glanced from me to Treehorne and then back to me.


“Did I miss something?” Latham
said.


I didn’t respond.


“No. Ms. Marquez was just
waiting for you to return so she could get back to making her statement,” said
Treehorne in a take-no-prisoners voice. “Isn’t that right, Mrs. Marquez?”


I didn’t say anything while I
sipped from the glass of water. Then I got up and grabbed two tissues from a
box on a nearby credenza. I carefully folded the tissues into a square and
placed my water glass down on the improvised coaster.


“Water leaves rings on wood
surfaces,” I said. “They’re very difficult to rub out.” Treehorne still looked
like he was itching to do me bodily harm.


“Please continue, Ms. Marquez,”
said Latham in a quiet voice. It’d become apparent that the good cop/bad cop
thing was in play. And Latham had drawn the longer straw.


I looked at Latham, and only at
Latham, as I told my tale. “I knocked on the door and announced we were from
housekeeping. There was no answer, but that’s to be expected as it was around eight
o’clock and our guests are often at dinner at that hour. I used my pass key to
enter the suite. I went in first, and Marta followed me in. We didn’t see Miss
Diamonte right away since in the suites the bed is in a separate room from the
sitting area. We tidied up, and then I went into the bedroom to turn down the
bed and leave a chocolate. That’s when I saw her. She was on the bed. I think
she was wearing a Four Seasons bathrobe, but I’m not sure about that because
once I saw the knife, and realized she was dead, my mind went blank. We both ran
out into the hall and I pulled the fire alarm.”


“Why would you pull the fire
alarm? Did you think there was a fire?” said Latham. 


“No, I was in shock. I couldn’t
think of what else to do.”


“And then you and Marta left
before the police arrived.”


“Yes. I realize now that
probably wasn’t the best course of action. But we were both so stunned. We wanted
to get as far away from the poor woman as we could.”


By this point, Treehorne looked
like he’d eaten some bad fish. He scowled at me as if he was desperately trying
to come up with a question that would prove, beyond a shadow of a doubt, that I
was a lying sack of kukae.  


“How long would you estimate you
were in the room, Ms. Marquez?’ said Latham.


“Two, maybe three minutes. It
seemed like a lot longer afterwards, but that’s probably because I was so upset.”


“Have you been questioned by the
police since Tuesday night?” Treehorne said, apparently giving up on his quest
for the gotcha question.


“No, sir. I thought it would be best
to wait until after I’d spoken with you.”


“That was probably wise,” said
Latham. 


Treehorne shot him some stink
eye. “Well, sooner or later you’re going to have to talk to the
authorities,” he said. 


“I’m sure I will.”


The two guys exchanged a look.


“We’d like to thank you for
coming in today,” said Latham, standing up. He handed me his business card. “If
you think of anything else you think we should know, please call. It’s been our
experience that sometimes witnesses remember important things later on.”


They left, but Treehorne came
back a few seconds later and poked his head through the half-opened door. “Oh,
and one more thing Mrs. Marquez. We’ll need to speak with Marta, the other
housekeeper on duty with you that night. Seems no one’s seen her for the past
couple of days. If you talk with her, would you advise her to contact us? We
won’t be able to wrap up our investigation until we’ve met with her.”


He didn’t wait for me to answer
before he stepped back out into the hallway and closed the door with an
authoritative bam.
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As soon as the coast was clear I
made my way back to Kate’s office. I listened at the door before knocking to
see if I heard the security guys in there. It was quiet.


I knocked. “Come in, come in,”
said Kate. She looked pretty smiley for a woman who’d probably spent the past
hour pacing the tiny room. “How’d it go?”


“Well, like they say, there’s
good news and bad news,” I said.


“Yes?”


“The good news is I think they
totally bought my Stella Marquez act. I think one of the guys was a little
suspicious at first, but he gave up after he couldn’t trip me up.”


“And the bad news?” said Kate.


“The bad news is they’re
sticking around until they can talk with Marta. Oh, and for some reason I
completely spaced on Marta’s last name.”


“Don’t worry about it. Marta’s
long gone. From what I heard, she packed up and took the first ferry off the
island the morning after the incident.”


“But these guys—”


“Don’t give it a moment’s
thought, Penny. Marta was a new trainee. I hadn’t even had time to get her set
up in the payroll system. There’s no way they can track her down.”


“Okay, but there’s even more bad
news. Those security guys never once mentioned the dead guy under the balcony.
Do you think they were waiting for me to say something? But how could I? Stella
never said a word about him.”


“No, you did the right thing in
keeping quiet,” said Kate. “I didn’t hear this first-hand, but then most of
what I hear around here isn’t first-hand.  The clerk at the front desk said he
heard the O’ahu medical examiner has ruled Mr. Romano’s death as
‘inconclusive’.” 


“What? They haven’t concluded
he’s dead?”


“No,” she said. “He’s very dead,
but he died from a broken neck. He was found under Miss Diamonte’s balcony, but
there’s no evidence linking the two deaths.”


“But the cops are leaning on
Tyler Benson for both murders.”


“Maybe so. But according to the
desk clerk, no one’s sure he was ever in Miss Diamonte’s room.”


“But Marta may have seen him.”


“Or some other man in the room.”


“Kate, we really need to talk to
Marta.” 


***


It was getting toward
mid-afternoon and I needed to get Auntie Cora’s car back to her.  And, my hair
was starting to itch something fierce from the baby powder.  I revved up the
Shelby and headed for Auntie Cora’s. On my way there I took a short detour and pulled
into the only gas station on Lana’i to fill up. I was a good thing Darryl had
paid me because it took an absurd amount of money to nudge the gas gauge from E
to F. 


I carefully parked the Shelby in
the shed house and walked to Auntie Cora’s back door. I knocked. No response. I
knocked again, louder, and waited to hear her shuffling footsteps but no sound
came from inside. 


I tried the doorknob and it
turned. The house was still, as if it was holding its breath waiting for all
hell to break loose. I went to the guest bedroom and pulled out the few things
I’d brought with me when I’d fled from Wong. I stuffed them in my beach bag.
Then I took a shower and washed my hair. It felt great to scrub the powder out
of my hair and scalp. I rinsed and repeated until my hair squeaked. Then I dried
off and dressed in clean panties, my one clean tee-shirt, and the shorts I’d
been wearing for three days. I folded Auntie Cora’s scarf and went to her
bedroom to put it and her straw tutu hat on her bed.


Still no sign of Auntie Cora,
but I had to get going. I went to the kitchen to write her a note thanking her
for her kindness and alerting her that I’d left the island. 


While searching for a scrap of
paper to write the note, I found a pile of opened mail on auntie’s desk.
‘Notice of Foreclosure’ was emblazoned across the top letter in the stack. I
flipped through the mail, looking at the dates on each letter. The foreclosure
process had begun back in August. The letters from more recent months were
direct and chilling. The latest letter said Auntie Cora’s little house would be
sold at auction on the courthouse steps in Wailuku in mid-January unless all
past due amounts were paid immediately.


I used the back of an envelope to
write my note: 


Auntie Cora, I’ve gone to the
mainland. Mahalo for all your help. Willie’s car is parked out back and the
keys are by the door. I’ll call when I return. A big hug for you!—P


I started to walk toward the Lana’i
police station but stopped a block away. I couldn’t shake the unease I felt
over learning about Auntie Cora’s foreclosure. How could I leave for the
mainland knowing that sweet woman would be kicked out of her house in less than
a month?


***


The only public library on
Lana’i is in the only public school on the island, on Fraser Avenue. The
library is open for use by both the school kids and the general public. I went
in and sat down at one of the free computers. The librarian looked over and
shot me a look that seemed to say, You’re welcome to use the facilities, but
since I don’t recognize you I’m going to watch you like a hawk.


I clicked on an Internet browser
and entered ‘1968 Shelby GT 500’. The browser showed over nine-hundred-thousand
entries. I started at the top. There were photos of immaculately restored cars
that looked like Willie’s Shelby must have looked when it was brand-new. I
clicked on entry after entry and soon realized that completely original cars
were much more sought-after than those that had been refurbished or restored
using non-stock parts. Then I clicked on an entry that said, Original Shelby GT
500 For Sale. The seller had gone to the trouble of making an elaborate YouTube
video showing every aspect of the car. It was eerie watching it, since the car
was the same year and color as Willie’s, but it was sparkling clean. The guy on
the video seemed delighted to point out every feature. He emphasized how fantastic
it was that this ‘beauty’ still sported the original paint job, a bona fide owner’s
manual, authentic floor mats, and genuine Shelby decals and insignia. 


When I got down to the asking
price I said, “Wow.”  It came out louder than I’d intended. The librarian shot
me a scowl and I gave her my ‘sorry’ face. The guy on YouTube was asking one
hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars for the car! And even more amazing,
the word SOLD had been added next to the price.


Willie may not have wanted
Auntie Cora to sell the car, but I’d bet he’d want her to be a homeless bag
lady even less. I shut down the browser and got up to leave.


The librarian’s eyes followed me
all the way to the door. When I pulled the door open, I turned and gave her a
little ‘bye-bye’ wave. She nodded and smiled as if we’d struck a bargain and
she was pleased I’d kept up my end of it.


***


I trotted back to Auntie Cora’s
to give her the good news, but when I got there, there was still nobody home. I
crumpled up the note I’d left for her and tried to imagine where she might be.
Before I’d talked to her at the tai chi class I’d noticed her a few
times at the local convenience store ‘talking story’ with her tai chi
buddies, so I went there.


“Yes, she was in here about an
hour ago,” said the clerk as she straightened the magazines near the check-out.
“Poor thing. She was pretty upset. Had to go over to Maui. You know, she’s got
some troubles.”


“You mean her money problems?
Yeah, she told me all about that.” There I go lying again.


“Did she tell you she’s selling
the last of her jewelry? Even her little gold wedding band. She was pretty
broken up about it.”


“When did she leave?”


“Not sure. The next ferry’s at
four-thirty, though.”  She looked at the clock on the wall. “Less than half an
hour. I don’t think she had time to make the earlier one.”


“Mahalo,” I said. I
sprinted for the door.


***


I ran to the White Orchid to see
if Darryl could give me a ride to the ferry dock. As I turned the corner, I
halted. A cop cruiser was parked out front. I ran back the way I’d come and
went in through the back gate. How long could it take Darryl to tell the cops
he hadn’t seen me? A minute, maybe two?


I slipped into the greenhouse to
avoid being spotted in the yard. Mr. Ho was busy re-potting some orchids. He
looked up as I approached.


“Aloha, Mr. Ho,” I said.
I tried to act as if I was just hanging out—not a care in the world—but as I
walked toward him, Ho stepped back from the potting table and folded his arms
across his chest.


“You have worry,” he said. It
wasn’t a question.


“Yes, I do. I need to get to the
ferry dock in time to make the next boat, but it leaves in twenty minutes and
Darryl’s busy.”


“Policeman here.”


“Yeah, I noticed.”


“You got some problem with the police?”


“More or less,” I said. 


“You hurt somebody? Take
something? What?”


He’d already demonstrated his
powers of observation, so I figured it best to offer the vague truth. “No,
nothing like that. The police want to talk to me. But I can’t talk right now. I
need to stop a friend who’s about to make a big mistake.”


“Your friend is going on the
ferry?”


“Yes.”


“Okay, I’ll get my truck.”


We careened down Manele Road so
fast Ho’s rattletrap truck sounded like every nut, bolt and weld was about to
blow. When we skidded into the harbor area, the ferry was already at the dock. 


“Mahalo, Mr. Ho,” I said.
I leaned in to give him a peck on the cheek but he intercepted and patted my
shoulder.


“You go. You miss your friend if
you don’t go now.”


I slammed the truck door and
dashed down the wooden dock. A hefty ferry worker with a ponytail halfway down
his back was hauling the gangway onto the dock.


“Please,” I said. “I need to get
on.”


He released his grip on the
gangway and it dropped with a loud clank. “No worries. You got a
ticket?”


“How much for kama’aina?”


He looked me over. “You got some
ID?”


“C’mon, man. I can tell you who
coached Warrior football when Colt Brennan was quarterback. I know the three
foods you need for plate lunch. I graduated from Maui High School when the
sugar mill was still operating in Lahaina. Give me a break, brudda. I
forgot my wallet at home.”


“You got money?”


“At least enough for a kama’aina
ticket.”


“Okay, get aboard.” He shoved
the gangway back in place and I hopped on.


I found Auntie Cora on the
bottom deck huddled near a window. She was sitting so low in the seat I almost
missed her.


“Auntie!” I said in a loud
voice. Four older ladies turned around in their seats to see who’d called them.


I gave a little wave to the
others, then I went to sit next to Auntie Cora.


“Penny,” she said. “What are you
doing here? I thought you were in hiding.” She looked around the ferry cabin as
if trying to spot an al Qaeda death squad.


“I’m here to get you off this
boat.”
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I had to nearly carry a bewildered
Auntie Cora out of the ferry cabin. We made our way to the back just as the guy
was once again dragging the gangway onto the dock for departure.


“We need to get off this boat,”
I yelled above the roar of the revving engines.


“Sorry. It’s already underway,”
shouted the pony-tail guy from the dock. He shot me so much stink eye it
was a wonder my nostrils didn’t seize up. But he stopped hauling the gangway.


“No it’s not,” I said. The
engines were throbbing, but the ferry hadn’t moved an inch. “My auntie is
sick. She needs medical attention.”


He looked at Auntie Cora. “She
looks okay to me.”


“Well, she’s not.” I grabbed
Auntie’s arm. “What’s that? You’re having real bad chest pains?”


Auntie nodded, not looking very
convincing. I hoped pony-tail man would take her confused look to be the result
of the massive coronary going on in her chest.


“They got more doctors on Maui
than here,” the guy offered.


“Yeah, but she’s got medicine at
home. She needs to get it. And if she gets any worse we’ll take the airplane to
Kahului. No tellin’ what might happen on the bumpy ferry ride.”


He signaled to the captain in
the upper bridge. The captain got on the loudspeaker. “What’s goin’ on down
there? We need to get movin’.”


The pony-tail guy pointed to
Auntie Cora. He slashed his finger across his throat, like a director
signaling, ‘Cut’.  The engines throttled back and the pony-tail guy
hurriedly slid the gangway back into place. When it was secure, he unhooked the
little chain and gave us a ‘c’mon’ gesture.


“Mahalo. I’ll make sure
my auntie gets home safe and gets her medicine,” I said as I followed Auntie
Cora off the ferry.  


“Yeah, you do that,” the guy
shouted as he once again began hauling the heavy metal plate back onto the dock.
He signaled the bridge and the engines roared to full-throttle. The ferry pulled
away, leaving a wide trail of churning white foam in its wake.


“Why you come down here?” said
Auntie Cora once the ferry had moved far enough away we could hear ourselves
think. 


“I know about your house,” I
said. “I know they want to take it away from you. But you don’t need to worry
about it anymore.”


She looked deep into my eyes as
if she was waiting for me to whip out a winning lottery ticket, or maybe a
racing form showing my horse had come in at a hundred to one. Unfortunately,
the State of Hawaii frowns on ill-gotten gains so lotteries and horse-racing
aren’t legal in the islands.


“No, really,” I said. “I’ve got
fantastic news.”  


“You one of those Secret
Millionaires?” she said. She was referring to a reality TV show where big bucks
people pretend to be volunteers at local charities and then, after a week, come
clean to the poor folks that they’re actually comfortably well-heeled. They
hand out modest checks to the weeping recipients in a ‘feel-good’ moment at the
end of the show. 


“No, I’m not one of those guys.
But I know how you could come into some serious cash.”


Now she really looked confused.


“Let’s take a seat over there in
the shade,” I said. “The shuttle bus won’t be by for a while.”


I told her about going to the
library and looking up Willie’s car on the Internet. I explained that an
identical car, a little more cleaned up, had recently sold for more than a
hundred and twenty-five thousand dollars. Auntie Cora’s lips formed into an “O”
but she didn’t say anything.


When I finished, I shut up to
allow time for it to sink in.  


“But I promised Willie,” she
said finally breaking the silence.


“Yes, you did. And I’m sure
Willie loved that car.” I paused for dramatic effect. “But wherever he is,
don’t you think he loves you more?”


She started weeping, her hands
swiping tears from her wrinkled cheeks. She stared at her feet. I kept quiet.
The decision was so personal, so morally complicated, I vowed I’d respect
whatever choice she made.


The shuttle bus swung into view.
I stood and waved so the driver would stop for us. We got on and rode back to
Lana’i City in silence. 


***


I walked Auntie Cora back to her
house and then ran down to the White Orchid to hear what the cops had said. My
next stop would be the police station, but I wanted to be prepared when I made
my grand appearance. Coming out of hiding meant my time on Hawaii was down to
hours, maybe minutes. There was no way Wong would allow me to slip through his
fingers again.  


I took the three steps up to the
porch and looked through the screen. A lovely tableau of mother, baby and
doting papa was on display in the great room. All three were sprawled on the
tattered sofa, with Baby Ekana tucked in the crook of Darryl’s arm and Ewa
dozing alongside.


Ekana began whimpering when he
saw me. I swear that kid must’ve mistaken me for an archenemy from a former
life. When I stepped through the screen door he really went to town. Darryl
tried to shush him, but after a minute of full-tilt screaming, Ewa groggily
roused herself and took the baby back to the bedroom.


“Sorry to wake you,” I said when
things had settled down.


“No worries. You were right,
that cop came looking for you.”


“Yeah? How did it go?”


“Pretty much as planned,” he
said. “I told him you’d worked here before, but we’d been in Honolulu for the
past week and I hadn’t seen you since.”


“Did he believe you?” I said.


“Who knows? He was a tough dude.
Real hard to read.”


I nodded. 


“Oh, but he did say something
interesting,” said Darryl.


“What’s that?”


“He said if I saw you I should let
you know they found Tyler Benson’s prints on the knife.  He said—and this is
just how he said it—seems things aren’t always what they seem.”


That sounded like Wong, ever the
profound philosopher.


“Can I use your phone?” I said.


“Sure. I’m need to go check on
Ewa. Can you stay for dinner?”


“Mahalo, but no. I’ve got
one more thing to do before I get in touch with Wong. After that, I’m as good
as gone.”


“Well, take care, Penny. Come
back and see us when you can.”


We hugged briefly and he left me
alone in the great room. I dialed the main number for the Lodge at Koele and
asked to be connected to housekeeping.


Kate picked up on the second
ring.


“Penny,” she said once I’d
identified myself. “I’m glad to hear from you. I was just about to leave. Guess
what? I found Marta. She’s agreed to meet with me in the morning.”  


“She’s back?”


“No, she’s over on Maui. I’m
going to catch the first ferry over.” 


“Can I come with you?” I said.


“Sure, but it’ll be like last
time. She speaks even less English than Stella.”


“If you wouldn’t mind, I’d like
to go with you. I have two questions I’d love to have answered before I turn
myself in.” 


“I’m sure she’d be okay with you
coming. But she flatly refuses to talk to Four Seasons security,” she said. “Do
you have any ideas on that?”


“Not at the moment. I’ll see what
I can come up with by tomorrow morning.” I gave her Auntie Cora’s address and
she offered to swing by and pick me up on her way to the ferry. 


I hung up. Looked like I
wouldn’t be spending Friday night with Wong after all.


I speed-walked back to Auntie
Cora’s, keeping my head down and zig-zagging down side streets to avoid
crossing the park. I could practically feel Wong’s anger zinging through the
trees.  


Auntie Cora was sitting on her
porch. She smiled as I approached but it didn’t look genuine.


“How’re you doing, auntie?” 


She nodded.


“Looks like you’ve got a lot on
your mind,” I said.


“Yes. Willie used to say, ‘I
got a lot to think about, but nothing to worry about’. I miss him so much.”



I had a hunch that I wanted to
check out. “Was there someone here in Lana’i City who coveted Willie’s car?” I
said.


“What do you mean by ‘coveted’?”


 “You know, some guy who wished
that car had been his instead of Willie’s? Maybe a guy he worked with, or a
neighbor or maybe someone in his ohana? Was someone jealous of the car?”


She smiled, and this time the
smile was genuine. “Oh there were a bunch of jealous guys. One in particular.
It was a big thing around here when Willie bought that car. The first day he
drove it to work, his boss got mad. Told him he didn’t think it was right for a
little Filipino foreman to have a better car than him.”


“Was he was joking?” I said.


“Not joking. When the boss got a
higher-up job, he told the big boss that Willie was no good. Said to not give Willie
the better job. Willie knew it was because of the car.”


“Do you think maybe when Willie
asked you to not sell the car, he really meant don’t sell it to someone here on
Lana’i? Maybe he was afraid the boss man would buy it. Or maybe he thought if someone
else bought it they’d have the same trouble he’d had. ”


“I never thought of it that
way.”


“Auntie, would you mind if I
stayed here with you tonight? I need to check out something before I leave.”


“Ipo, you can stay with
me as long as you wish. I like having you here. You’re a smart girl.”


I went to bed that night feeling
pretty certain there was a good chance Auntie Cora wouldn’t get kicked out of
her house.


***


The first ferry to Maui was
scheduled to leave at eight o’clock. While I sat in the shadows of Auntie
Cora’s porch waiting for Kate, I pondered what I did and didn’t know about
Deedee Diamonte’s murder. She’d been killed sometime between six and nine in
the evening, and that matched up with Stella’s account of finding Deedee’s body
at eight o’clock. Tyler had been with me from about six-thirty until well after
eight, but now the police allege his prints were on the murder weapon. How was
that possible? And was there a link between Deedee’s death and the dead gossip
reporter found under her balcony? Could it be that the local gossip was right
and Tyler had found them together in Deedee’s room and killed them before
coming down to the White Orchid? If so, Tyler was a better actor than I’d
realized. He’d given an Oscar-winning performance of an innocent man.


I was deep in thought when a
silver Corolla pulled up. Kate rolled down her window and waved. I made a dash
from the safety of the porch to the passenger side door and jumped inside.


“You ever been to Maui?” she
said.


“A few times.”


“You know your way around
there?”


“Pretty much.”


“Well good, because all I’ve got
is an address in a town I’ve never heard of,” she said. “I looked it up on the
Internet and it’s somewhere in central Maui. We’ll probably have to rent a car.”


“What’s the name of the town?”


“I can’t remember. Here’s the
address.” She pulled a piece of paper from the console and handed it to me. The
town where Marta was hiding—Pukalani—was only a few miles north of my house in
Hali’imaile. 


Did I know my way around? Heck,
I could’ve found the place blindfolded.








 


CHAPTER
26


 


We bought our round-trip tickets
and had only a short wait before the ferry came churning into view. Even though
it was the first trip of the day it looked like the ferry would be filled to
capacity. But then, it was the last Saturday before Christmas. The gift-buying
procrastinators and people stocking up for a big Christmas Day dinner were
already lined up.   


As I looked at their faces, everyone
seemed to be trying awfully hard to appear jolly. But I’d been in the wedding
business long enough to spot the facial expression that appears to say, isn’t
this fun? but really means I can hardly wait ‘til this is over. The
holidays are like that. Lots of expectations, lots of anxiety, and a whole lot
of thinking that other people are enjoying it way more than we are.


We approached the gangway and
the same ponytail guy was checking off the embarking passengers against the
manifest.


“Not you again,” he said as he looked
up from his clipboard. “You gonna actually go this time?”


“Yeah, I’m really sorry about
yesterday.”


“Is your auntie doing better?”


“Mahalo, she’s much
better today.” 


Kate shot me a quizzical look
and I told her I’d fill her in later. We headed for the stairs to the top deck.


“You okay with sitting outside?”
Kate said. 


“Best ride on the boat.”


The crossing was a bit rough,
with sea spray crashing over the bridge and getting everyone sitting outside
wet, but no one made a move to go inside. The sun was shining against a perfect
cobalt-blue sky and the smell of the ocean was invigorating. I thought about
Ono and our sail around Lana’i two days earlier. I felt a stab when I
remembered him telling me about Farrah and Hatch living together. As eager as I
was to be home, I wasn’t at all eager to face that mess.


When Lahaina Harbor finally came
into view it was all I could do to keep myself from bawling like a baby. Shops
and boats and people—lots of people—could be seen out along the waterfront and
along Front Street.  The West Maui Mountains rose in the distance like immense
green sentinels welcoming me home.


We pulled up to the dock and
waited for the gangway to be lowered and locked in place. I looked over at the
marina hoping to spot Ono’s catamaran, the Maui Happy Returns. It was
there, at the far reaches of the harbor, gleaming bright white in the morning
sunshine.


We disembarked. The ferry
passengers made a beeline toward the line of waiting taxis and shuttle busses
parked along Harbor Street. Kate started walking quickly to join them, but I
put a hand on her arm.


“Come with me,” I said. “I know
someone here at the harbor. We may not need to rent a car after all.”


We trotted over to the furthest
area of boat slips where the Maui Happy Returns was docked. Ono wasn’t
visible on deck, but Chico, a young guy who sometimes crewed for him, was
scrubbing the “trampoline,” the netting at the front of the catamaran.


“Hey, Chico,” I called. I felt a
little alarmed at how politically incorrect that sounded, but hey, it was the
guy’s name. 


“Hey, Pali,” he called back. It
took me a second to realize he’d called me my real name.  Kate’s expression
registered confusion.


“Uh, some friends from way back
know me by my school nickname,” I said. I turned back to Chico. “Is Ono
around?” 


“Nah. He’s gone to the other
side,” he said. “Probably be back in a while.”


“You got his cell number handy?”


“Sure. You ready?”


“Uh, hang on a second. I don’t
have my phone with me,” I said.


“I have mine,” Kate chimed in.
She pulled a sleek black smart-phone from her bag and handed it to me.


Chico rattled off Ono’s number
and I punched it in. It rang until it went to voicemail and I left a message.


Kate and I left the dock and
went to sit on a bench in Banyan Tree Park. Kate said she needed to use the
restroom and she got up and started toward the public toilets by the dock. 


 “There’s a better ladies’ room
on the second floor in there.” I said. I pointed to the old courthouse building
that houses a visitor’s center and art gallery. “It’s open to the public.” 


“Looks like you really know your
way around here. I thought you’d only been to Maui a few times.”


“My auntie used to bring us over
here when we were kids,” I said. “Lahaina’s stayed pretty much the same.”


She nodded but looked
unconvinced.


While Kate was in the restroom I
looked around at the familiar sights and sounds of Maui. I was finally home.
Even though I was on the opposite side of the island from my house, everything
about the place felt normal to me in a way no other place on earth ever would.


Kate walked back to where I was
sitting; talking on her cell as she walked. She didn’t look happy as she hung
up and stashed the phone in her bag.


“I just talked to Marta’s
sister,” she said. “We’ve got to get going. Marta’s leaving for Manila at
twelve-twenty.”


I scanned the harbor looking for
Ono. Still no sign of him. We sat down and I outlined my plan for Kate. If Ono
didn’t show up in half an hour we’d call for a cab. We’d take the cab to the
airport and rent a car. From the airport, it was only a fifteen minute drive to
Pukalani.


“How do you know all this? I
mean, if you were a kid when you were here, how would you know how long it
takes to get to Pukalani from the airport?”


“I guess I was a precocious.” 


Less than twenty minutes later I
spotted Ono’s red and white VW bus making its way down Front Street. My heart
leapt as I watched the little hippie van inch its way toward us in the early
morning traffic.


“That’s him,” I said getting up.
I trotted over to Front Street to flag him down. 


***


Ono pulled to the side of the
road. “Hey, what are you doing over here?” He looked up and down the street as
if half-expecting a hail of gunfire. 


“Aloha, Ono. This is my
friend Kate. We’ve come over from Lana’i to talk to someone here. Any chance
you could give us a ride to Pukalani?” I stuck to the facts since I didn’t want
to have to explain any more than necessary to either Ono or Kate.


“Sorry, but I’ve got a big group
going out this afternoon. Bunch of insurance agents. We’ll be gone until six.
Can you wait until then?”


“No, we need to go right away.
The woman we’re meeting with is leaving for the Philippines in a few hours.”


He shot me a look that had a
million questions behind it but I didn’t bite. 


“Could we borrow the bus?” I
said.


Ono looked pained. I’d ridden
with him before in his classic 1964 Volkswagen van. When it was cruisin’ flat
out, the thing barely got up to forty-five. But Ono was as proud of his vintage
ride as Willie was of his Shelby.


“I promise to be gentle,” I
said. “No gunning the engine and no muddy feet.”


“Nah, it’s fine,” he said. He
looked over at Kate. “I’m not a jerk. I let people drive the love bus all the
time.” 


I leaned in the window,
sniffing. 


“What’re you doing?” he said.


“Checking for smoke. I’m waiting
for your pants to catch on fire.”


He got out and ceremoniously
handed me the keys. I kissed him on the cheek.


“We’ll be back by one o’clock,”
I said.


“Take your time. I’ll be gone by
then anyway. Park it over there, in the lot by the school. You can leave the
keys in the dock box.” He started walking away.


“Aye, aye, Captain,” I said. “Mahalo.
 I’ll gas it up before I bring it back.”


“She takes premium,” he said
over his shoulder.


“Of course she does.”


***


Kate and I didn’t talk much on
the ride up to Pukalani. Besides, it was hard to hear over the roar of the tiny
VW engine reverberating through the chassis. I took the Honoapi’ilani Highway
to the Kuihelani Highway into Kahului. Then I turned at the Hana Highway and
then again at the road to Haleakala. It was weird to be driving the same roads
I used to drive every day. And it was beyond weird to be only a few miles from
my house and not go there. When I saw the sign announcing we were entering the
town of Pukalani, I turned to Kate and asked for directions to the house.


“I’m not sure how to get there,”
she said. “Let me call Marta’s sister.”


She called. It turned out we
were only a few blocks away. We made a couple of turns and parked in front of a
small brown house.


The place looked deserted. The
shades were drawn and the driveway was empty. Usually in family neighborhoods you
see bikes or kids’ toys scattered around, but at that house the yard was completely
bare. “Are you sure this is the right address?” I said.


She checked her paper. “This is
it.”


We went to the front door and Kate
knocked. I noticed there were no flip-flops or shoes on the porch—very unusual
for a Hawaiian home.


We waited. And waited. Kate dug around
in her bag and pulled out her phone. But before she could punch in a number,
the front door opened a crack and a tiny brown face peered out.
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 The woman behind the door was
less than five feet tall. Kate spoke to her in Spanish and the woman opened the
door just wide enough to allow us to slip inside. Once we’d come in, she pushed
the door shut and locked it with a deadbolt.


Kate introduced me and I managed
to recall enough of my high school Spanish to say I was pleased to make her
acquaintance. Kate started talking in rapid-fire Spanish. I assumed she was
telling her I didn’t speak fluent Spanish so Kate would be translating. A few
moments later a second woman appeared in the hallway. To my untrained eye, the
two women looked like mirror images.


The first woman gestured for us
to sit in the living room and, once we’d sat down, she began speaking in
English. She said her name was Maria and she’d married an American ten years
ago and had moved from the Philippines to Hawaii. Her twin sister Marta stayed
behind to care for their elderly parents but now the parents were dead. Marta
had come to the U.S. four months ago to join her sister. She said Marta was
thrilled to find the housekeeping job at the Four Seasons Hotel on Lana’i even
though it meant sleeping in a workers’ crash pad during the work week and only coming
back to see her sister on her days off. Maria said Marta had hoped to stay in
the United States and become a citizen, but she’d overstayed her visa and now
she had to return to Manila. 


Maria said nothing about Marta witnessing
a murder victim or being sought by the police, even though the Lana’i murders
had been front and center on the Maui news for the past three days. 


Marta and Maria sat on chairs
opposite us and it was like looking cross-eyed and seeing double. They even
wore matching clothes—black pants and loud floral-print blouses. I looked at
Kate and she looked at me. Seemed we were thinking the same thing. 


I asked Kate to ask Marta what
happened that night. Marta bit her lip and began talking in a voice so soft I
was amazed Kate could keep up. After a couple of minutes, Kate held up her hand
in a “stop” gesture and turned to me with the translation.


“She says she and Stella were
going from room to room on the second floor doing turn-down service. They’d
been at it for about half an hour. They’d park their cart in front of each room
and knock. If someone answered, they’d go in when the guest opened the door. If
no one answered, Stella would use her pass key. Stella always entered first. When
they got to the ‘dead lady’s’ suite Stella told Marta to tidy up the sitting
area while she turned down the bed. Marta crossed the sitting room to pick up a
towel on the floor and when she looked up, she saw a man.” 


“Inside or outside?” I said.


She asked Marta and Marta
mumbled a couple of sentences.


“Outside. She said she could see
him through the window. He was outside on the balcony—the lanai.” 


“She’s positive she saw a
man?” I said.


Kate asked and Marta answered.


“Yes, she said she’s absolutely
positive because the man looked startled to see her.” 


Kate asked Marta to continue.
After a few more minutes of back-and-forth whispered Spanish, Kate translated
again.


“About the time Marta noticed the
man, she heard Stella scream. At the sound of the scream, the man tossed
something off the lanai. I asked her if she saw what he’d thrown and she said
she couldn’t tell, but it was small, like a wad of paper. Then the guy climbed up
on the railing. She said she left to see why Stella had screamed so she didn’t
see what the man did after that.”


“So while he was up on the
railing she went into the bedroom?” I said.


“I think so, but let me check.”


She asked Marta and Marta
nodded. Her face looked crestfallen as if she blamed herself for not talking
the guy down off the ledge. Of course, it would have been pretty difficult to
talk him down unless the guy knew Spanish—or Tagalog.


“So the guy tossed something and
then presumably took a header off a second-story lanai. Why would someone do
that?”


“I don’t think Marta can answer
that,” said Kate.


“Right. I was just thinking out
loud.”


We sat in silence for a few
moments while Marta relived the horror of that night. Maria reached over and
took her sister’s hand. I sat there wondering what could’ve led to the bizarre
events Marta had just described.


“Would you please ask her if she
went into the bedroom and saw Miss Diamonte?”


Kate asked and Marta answered in
the affirmative. She followed it up with a bit more hushed talk.


“She says yes, she saw her. And
she said she thought it was odd because there wasn’t much blood.”


“What?” I said, “I thought
Deedee Diamonte was stabbed to death. Ask her what she means by ‘not much
blood’.”


Kate asked. It took Marta a few
sentences to answer. Then Kate translated.


“She says the lady was face down
on the bed and there was a knife in her back. But the wound wasn’t bleeding
much. She said she knows about knives and bleeding because back home in the
Philippines they used to butcher hogs on her father’s farm. And when they’d stick
in the knife a lot of blood would spurt out.”


By now Marta was looking really
stricken and Maria looked anxious for us to leave. I turned to Kate.


“One last question,” I said.
“Can Marta describe the man on the lanai?”


Again, my public school Spanish
came through in a pinch. “Gordo,” said Marta—fat.


Things were starting to fall
into place. I recalled Wong’s comment to Darryl that ‘things aren’t always what
they seem.’ 


***


We drove Ono’s VW bus back to
Lahaina and I gassed it up. Kate insisted on paying for the gas, which I
appreciated, since I’d used the last of my White Orchid earnings for my ferry
ticket. I parked and took the keys back to the Maui Happy Returns boat
slip and hid them in the dock box marked with the slip number.


We got back to the ferry waiting
area with plenty of time to spare before the twelve-forty-five departure to
Lana’i. As we waited, Kate and I reviewed what we’d learned. 


“Okay, so Marta’s got a twin
sister here on Maui,” Kate said. “And she’s legal because she married an
American. How great is that?” 


Kate seemed way more concerned
about saving her job than solving a murder, but I couldn’t blame her. She’d
never met Deedee Diamonte or Tyler Benson. 


“So let me see if we’re thinking
alike,” I said. “You’re going to ask Maria to come to Lana’i and pretend she’s
Marta?” I said.


“No, I’m going to ask the security
guys to come over here to Maui. They already know Marta left Lana’i and she doesn’t
want to work for us anymore. We can meet at the Four Seasons in Wailea. They’ll
take Marta’s statement and leave. They’ll probably alert the police, but that’s
up to them. I’ll tell Maria if she’ll impersonate her sister for me I’ll make
sure Marta gets paid for the week she worked at the Lodge.”


“And, by coming forward, Maria
will also make it possible for her sister to come back to the U.S. for visits,”
I added. “But what if they ask Maria questions we didn’t ask Marta? What if
they try to trip her up?” 


“It doesn’t matter. Marta’s
already quit. It’s not as if she could get fired. And when Maria talks to the
police she can just say she doesn’t remember. What’re they going to do? She’s a
witness, not a suspect.” 


By now the ferry was pulling
into view. I was sad to be leaving Maui so soon, but I was anxious to get back
to Lana’i and find the last piece of the puzzle before Wong caught up with me. 



“Can I go back to the Lodge with
you?” I said. “I’d like to look around for whatever it was that George Romano
threw off that lanai,” I said.


“I think the police probably
searched the area pretty carefully,” Kate said.


“Yeah, I’m sure they did. But if
our chubby jumper had a pitcher’s arm, you never know. Whatever it was could’ve
landed outside the search grid.”


She didn’t say anything. Maybe
now that Kate had her own problem solved, she wasn’t that interested in delving
any further into mine.


I went on, “But you know what
really bugs me? How did Tyler Benson’s prints get on that knife?”


“Yes,” said Kate, sounding like
she was warming to the notion of playing Nancy Drew with me. “And why wasn’t
there much blood?” 


“Yeah. That doesn’t make sense.
Unless…” I tapped my finger against my chin to signal brain cells at work. “Are
you thinking what I’m thinking?”


“I am if you’re thinking maybe Ms.
Diamonte didn’t die from a knife wound,” she said.


***


It was tough for me to watch
Lahaina disappearing off the stern of the ferry. But at least I knew I’d be coming
back soon. Eluding Wong meant I hadn’t heard any updates on our trip to ‘Disney
World.’ But regardless, even waiting until the first of the year meant I only had
a couple more weeks to go. 


We docked at Manele Bay and Kate
and I walked to the parking area and climbed into her Corolla. On the ride up
to Lana’i City we formulated a plan. 


She drove past the Hotel Lana’i,
past Dole Park, and on up to the Lodge at Koele. Even though it was her day
off, she still parked in her marked spot in the employee parking lot.


“I don’t want to go past the front
desk,” she said. “Everyone knows me and they’ll ask why I’m here.”


We skirted the outside of the
building and came to a spot where the immaculate lawn had been trampled and
torn up. The police tape was gone, but the area under Deedee Diamonte’s lanai
was going to need a few more days of water and sunshine to erase the signs of a
police investigation.


“So that was her suite up
there?” I pointed to a lanai above the sloping roofline of the extended first
floor. “Seems like the first floor roof should’ve broken Romano’s fall.” 


“Yes, it’s pretty wide, but from
what I hear so was Mr. Romano,” said Kate.


“I guess a guy that big and out
of shape wouldn’t land on his feet like a cat.”


“Apparently not,” she said.


We started searching the bushes for
the ‘wad of paper.’ After about ten minutes I’d come across very little—a stray
golf ball, a yellow crayon, and a Tic-Tac box.


“How’re you doing?” I yelled to
Kate.


“I’m not sure,” she said. “But I
just found something you might want to see.”
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Kate was crouched down, pointing
to a knotted lump about the size of a hen’s egg. It was under a cluster of small
bushes at the base of a palm tree. 


“What is that?” I said.


“I’m not sure, but it looks like
gloves.”


“Gloves?”


“Yes, see? I think those are
fingers there. It looks like a pair of gloves tied together.” 


All I saw was a knot of dirty
rubber. I hated to think what it might be if it turned out to be something
other than a pair of gloves. I squatted down beside her to get a better look.
It could have been a trick of the light, since the knot was well-hidden in the shrubbery,
but I thought I detected dark brown smudges on the beige-colored rubber.


“We use latex gloves like these
in housekeeping,” she said. She reached in and turned the lump over using a pen
she’d taken from her purse. On the underside, a thumb and forefinger were
clearly apparent. 


“Those are gloves all right,” I
said. “We better leave them here, just as they are.” I’d learned the hard way
about messing with evidence. “The police will probably want to take pictures of
where they were found before they bag them and send ‘em to the lab.”


 “Now what do we do?” said Kate.


“Well, now I’m going to go
inside and make a quick call. I’ll tell the Four Seasons security guys that I just
remembered something. I’ll say Marta said she may have seen a man on the lanai toss
something over toward the palm tree.”


“But isn’t that risky? I’m sure
they’ll call in the police to investigate,” said Kate. “What if they demand that
you come in and talk to them again? Or they step up their search for Marta? And
what if Romano didn’t throw these gloves? What if they just turn out to be some
trash that fell off a housekeeping cart?”


“Where’s the risk? Marta’s on a
jet to Manila and these gloves will be checked out at the forensics lab. I
think the security guys and the cops will be way more interested in looking
into some possible new evidence than tracking down a couple of out-of-work
hotel maids.” I stood up to leave.


“I can’t believe how brave you
are,” said Kate. “First your husband’s military career makes you go into hiding,
and then you help me save my job and get to the bottom of this horrible murder.
When you can, please email me and let me know how you’re doing.” 


She handed me her Four Seasons
business card. It read, “Kate Abaya, Housekeeping Supervisor.” It had numbers
for the front desk, her extension, and her Four Seasons email address. “I’ll
never be able to thank you enough. I don’t know what I would’ve done if…” She
let it trail off, as if losing her job in the Four Seasons housekeeping
department was not only unthinkable but unspeakable. 


***


I went into the lobby and asked
the perky desk clerk if I could use their telephone. I flashed her Latham’s
card and she smiled and pointed to the concierge desk. “You’re welcome to use
that phone over there,” she said. “Just dial nine to get an outside line.”


I dialed the number on Latham’s
card.


“Eric Latham,” he said when he
answered.


“Mr. Latham? It’s me, Stella
Marquez from the housekeeping department at the Lodge at Koele. Do you remember
me?”


“Of course. Have you located
your co-worker yet?”


“Yes, it seems she went to Maui
to calm down after all the commotion. If you want to talk to her you’re going
to need to do it quickly because she’s planning an overseas trip to visit her
mother. She said she won’t be coming back for a while, maybe never.”


 “Is that why you’re calling,
Ms. Marquez? To tell me Marta’s leaving?”


“Yes. And, she remembered
something I think you should look into.”


“What’s that?”


“On the night of the incident
Marta said she saw a man in Miss Diamonte’s room throw something off the
lanai.”


“I thought you told us you
didn’t see a man.”


“I didn’t see him, but Marta
swears she did.”


“And now you say he threw
something?”


“What I’m saying is it might be
something you’ll want to look into. She said she thinks whatever he threw probably
landed around the palms trees.”


 “How would she know where it
landed? Look, we need to interview this Marta. The police are looking for her,
too. I’m obligated to give them all information we uncover during our internal
investigation. Where can we reach her?


“Kate Abaya is already making
plans for you to meet with Marta before she leaves. Oh, I’m sorry, but I need
to go. You told me to call if I thought of anything, and so I called. Aloha.”
I hung up and thanked the desk clerk on my way out. 


The doorman whisked the door
open as I approached. I went outside and saw the shuttle bus roaring up the
long driveway. The time had come to take my lumps from Detective Wong. 


***


While the shuttle made its way
down to the Hotel Lana’i, two cop cars screamed past. I couldn’t be sure, but I
figured chances were good they were on their way to the Lodge to beat the
bushes out near the palm trees. 


The sun was getting low in the
sky. I got off the bus and strolled through shadowy Dole Park on my way to the
police station. I mentally bid aloha to the kind people I’d met on
Lana’i. There was Mr. Ho in the greenhouse who’d dropped everything to take me
down to the ferry to get Auntie Cora. And the guy at the café who’d offered to
do the fancy pupu platters for Tyler and Deedee’s wedding. And Stella,
who’d given up a good job to protect a co-worker from getting deported. I
nodded toward the lights of Auntie Cora’s little yellow bungalow, and then I
slowed to a stop as I came to the corner of Kua’aina Street, the home of Darryl
and Ewa and now little Ekana. 


I approached the modern
one-story Lana’i Police Station. The lobby was ablaze with fluorescent lights
and Detective Wong was leaning on the reception desk. 


“I’ve been expecting you,” he
said, looking up. He didn’t look as furious as I’m sure he felt.


“Yeah. Sorry about that.” I
looked around. The room was beige on beige on beige. Funny how all government
buildings seem to use the same color-blind interior decorator. 


“Do I need to get out my cuffs?”
he said.


“No. What I needed to get done
got done,” I said.


“Excellent,” he said with more
than a hint of sarcasm. He led me past the front desk and into a tiny interview
room. After he closed the door, he said, “I guess you’re probably aware of what’s
going on up at the Lodge.”  


“Not really. What’s happening?”


He looked sorry he’d mentioned
it. “We got a tip on some possible new evidence,” he said. “Sounds promising.”


“That’s great.” I glanced toward
the door. “Is Tyler Benson still in custody?”


“He’s in Wailuku.”


“In jail?”


“In jail.”


“Have you charged him with the
murders?”


“I said he’s in jail,” said Wong.
“I’ll leave the rest up to your vivid imagination.”


“I have a theory about what
happened that night,” I said.


“Although I’m respectful of your
opinion, Ms. Moon, I really don’t want to discuss an on-going investigation
with you.”


“You called me by my real name.”


“There have been some
developments.” 


 “Really?” I said. “What’s going
on?”


“Way I see it, your little
disappearing act left me cooling my heels here. Why should I tell you
anything?” 


“Cooling your heels? Gimme a
break, Wong. You were called to Lana’i to work this murder investigation. My
taking off had nothing to do with you still being here.” I paused to allow him
time to silently agree with me. “So, tell me the news.”


He didn’t answer. Instead, he
shot me a smug look and shrugged. 


“C’mon, Detective Wong,” I said,
but truthfully I couldn’t blame him. I’d been the object of a police BOLO for
almost forty-eight hours. No doubt he’d lost a lot of face by not being able to
round up a haole-looking out-of-towner on an island with fewer people
than you could fit in the bleachers at Maui High School.  


“I’ve got to check on something,
Ms. Moon,” Wong said. “You sit tight and I’ll be right back.”
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No surprise, I was left staring
at the walls of that interview room for more than an hour before Wong returned.



Without a word of explanation
for his prolonged absence, he set a Diet Pepsi and a packaged sandwich on the
table. “Hungry?”


I nodded and ripped into the
tuna salad on wheat like a cheetah on a limping gazelle. When I finished, Wong gestured
for me to get up and follow him.


“May I ask where we’re going?” I
said.


“Sure, asking’s free.”


“But you’re not going to tell
me?”


He stood in the doorway. “Does
it really matter, Ms. Moon? You’re here at the behest of your government, for
your own safety and to maintain the security of a federal action against a high
level illegal drug operation. Where you go or how long it takes should be the
least of your concerns. What you should be focused on is what an honor it is
for you to be of service to your homeland in ridding our islands of the
criminal element that’s destroying our next generation with their meth, their crack
and their heroin.” 


What I thought was, Quite a
speech Detective Wong. You should consider running for political office.
What I said was: “I was just curious if we were leaving tonight or if you had
to stick around to finish up the Diamonte murder investigation.”


“There are no ferries or planes
out until morning,” he said. “We’ll be leaving first thing tomorrow. That’s all
I’m at liberty to say.”


“Well, are you at liberty to let
me know where I’ll be staying tonight? From what I hear, the jail here is barely
adequate.” 


“I’ll be staying at the Hotel
Lana’i,” he said. 


I waited.


“Okay, you did turn yourself in.
I guess it’s only fair to catch you up on a few things.”


And with that Detective Glen
Wong began filling me in on everything that had happened in the past couple of
days. Seems the grand jury members in Los Angeles had been notified they’d be
sworn in two days after Christmas. Subpoenas had already been issued and I
wasn’t on the list. Not being on the federal witness list meant I was no longer
eligible for witness protection. Which meant I was free to come and go as I
pleased. However, it also meant if the scumbag drug dealers on Maui hadn’t
gotten the memo, there was probably still a price on my head. 


“You’re welcome to stay here
tonight in a holding cell,” he said. “But, as you pointed out, the
accommodations are barely adequate.”


I didn’t want to impose on
Auntie Cora again, especially since now I was truly a safety risk. But I also
didn’t want to spend my last night on Lana’i on a two-inch mattress in a tiny outbuilding
with a dog run for an exercise yard.


“Or,” said Wong. “You could come
up to the hotel with me. I’m sure I can get the department to approve an
additional room for just one night.”


“Mahalo, detective. I’d
really appreciate that. I’ll reimburse you when we get back home.”


He shot me a thin smile. “Don’t
worry about it.” 


Wong said we’d have to walk to
the hotel since all the cop cars were still up at the Lodge.  


“Have they found anything?” I
said as we started out. “You mentioned something about additional evidence?”


Wong looked at me and shook his
head. “You never stop, do you? Why’d you leave your job at Homeland Security?
Seems someone as unrelenting as you would’ve risen right up the ranks.”


“Well, Detective Wong, as I’m
sure you know, things aren’t always what they seem.”


***


We checked in and I went down the
hall to my small guestroom at the back of the building. The bedroom window
looked out on a wide sloping lawn and an enormous Cook pine. After a month of
smelling the tang of pine every day I was getting used to it. Maybe in future
holiday seasons I’d remember my time on Lana’i and I’d wax nostalgic about the
scent of Christmas trees in the air. Or maybe not.


I got into bed but I couldn’t
sleep. I was finally going home. Home to my little clapboard house in
Hali’imaile, my newly-refurbished wedding shop in Pa’ia, and the kung fu
gym where I’d work out nearly every day. After over a month I’d be reunited
with my friends. For me, my friends were my ohana—my family. The only
“real” family I had was my half-brother, and I hadn’t laid eyes on him for more
than two years. 


I pictured each of my friends’
faces. My gay roommate, Steve; my ‘cake lady’ Keahou; and my kung fu
instructor, Sifu Doug. I thought of Ono Kingston, sleeping on his boat down in
Lahaina Harbor. 


But try as I might, I couldn’t
get to sleep. Maybe it was because I was trying to pull a fast one on myself.
Maybe it was because as much as I loved all the people I’d pictured, there were
two faces I kept pushing away—my boyfriend, Hatch, and my best friend, Farrah.


***


On Sunday, I awoke at six and
hopped out of bed. I went straight into the shower. I put the few belongings
I’d brought with me into my beach bag purse and went out to the lobby to find
Detective Wong.


He was in the dining room having
breakfast.


“Won’t you join me?” he said
when he looked up and noticed me loitering in the doorway.


“Uh, I’m afraid everything on
the menu here is a bit pricey for me,” I said. “I’m unemployed. I just lost a
great job as a government snitch, and gigs like that are hard to come by.”


He laughed, something he rarely
did. “C’mon and have a little something to eat,” he said. “You’re still a guest
of The County of Maui until I return you safely back to your domicile.” 


I ordered a light breakfast of
yogurt, fruit and coffee. I had a sneaking suspicion Wong wasn’t going to put
my tab on his expense report. He’d pick it up himself to avoid the appearance
of impropriety. I also ordered light because my stomach was in knots. 


“Sleep well?” Wong said.


I shrugged. “I’m pretty excited
to be going home.”


“You know there’s still some
danger.”


“I know. I’ll be careful. I’m
planning on keeping a low profile for a while.”


“Will you be conducting any
weddings in the near future?”


“I wish,” I said. “I’m hoping to
book a few after the first of the year.”


Wong stared at a spot just above
my shoulder for almost a minute before speaking again. “I’m probably out of
line here, but it seems only right to let you in on a few things that have come
to my attention,” he said.


I waited.


“Remember me mentioning new
evidence that was found up at Koele yesterday?” he said. “Well, it turned out
to be a pair of bloody latex gloves. The lab in Honolulu did a quick check for
fingerprints and blood-type last night and we’ve come up with a possible new
scenario.”


I gave him a hint of a nod.


“I’m only telling you this
because I know you’re acquainted with the accused and you’ve been asked to
provide a statement on his behalf. But from the looks of things, that might not
be necessary.”


Now he had my attention.


“Seems the current thinking has
shifted to Mr. Romano being the more likely perpetrator. We know he’d called
the news outfit he was working for and told them he’d gotten a scoop on the
Benson/Diamonte wedding. We also know he’d been promised a large sum of money
for the story. Then it seems Miss Diamonte called Mr. Romano’s editor and told
him she’d changed her mind. When Mr. Romano heard about her change of heart, it
appears he may have gone to Miss Diamonte’s room. He’d have known the room
number since he’d been there when they’d struck the original deal. We can’t
know what his intentions were at that point, but we’re assuming he went there
hoping to change her mind.”


Pieces were starting to fall
into place.


“Anyway, that’s the current mode
of thinking,” Wong said. “And so far, phone records and hotel surveillance
tapes seem to confirm it.”


I was flabbergasted Wong was
sharing this information with me. It wasn’t like we were friends. In fact, on
Wong’s one-to-ten scale of people he liked I’d probably rate about a zero. 


“Early forensic tests shows the
blood type on the exterior of the gloves matches that of Miss Diamonte,” he
said. “And interior prints are those of Mr. Romano’s.”


“But you said the fingerprints
on the knife matched Tyler Benson’s,” I said. 


“Where’d you hear that?” 


“From Darryl Fontaine at the
White Orchid Bed and Breakfast.”


“That’s odd.”  Wong’s eyes
narrowed. “When I spoke with Mr. Fontaine he told me he hadn’t spoken to you
since he left for Honolulu, and he promised he’d call me if you showed up.”


“Uh, well, maybe I heard it from
someone else,” I said.


“Anyway, you’re correct. Mr. Benson’s
prints were on the knife. But the knife was from a room service fruit tray
which had been delivered to Miss Diamonte’s suite earlier that afternoon.” 


Whoa. I was getting lost. I bit
my lower lip as I puzzled out what he was saying. Then I took a shot. “So, you
think Tyler used the knife earlier, but he didn’t use it to kill Deedee?”


“Hard to say, but at this point it
looks that way. The police were alerted by Four Seasons security about the gloves.
Those gloves were the missing piece.”


I kept my head down, really
scraping to get the last bit of yogurt in the dish.


“I don’t know the full extent of
your involvement in all of this, Ms. Moon, and frankly I find your pathological
need to dig into matters that are none of your business troubling. But in this
instance, I’m pretty sure whatever you did helped us get to the bottom of
this.”


Was Wong thanking me? Sounded
like it. But there was no way was I’d ask for clarification. As Auntie Mana
would say, Don’t wake up a sleeping dog.


He cleared his throat. “Okay,
now let’s finish up and catch that ferry. I’m sure you’re as eager as I am to
get home before Christmas.”
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Once again I was treated to the
magnificent view of sailing into Lahaina Harbor. This time, however, I wouldn’t
be staying for just a few hours. This time I was returning for good. We pulled
up to the dock and I looked over to see if the Maui Happy Returns was in
port. It wasn’t. Probably Ono had snagged a private snorkel cruise for the
morning, or perhaps he’d been called to O’ahu by the catamaran’s owner.


I slipped my bag onto my
shoulder and followed Wong to the back of the ferry to disembark. The ponytail
guy was standing at the gangway. He shook his head as I approached, but he
didn’t say anything.


Wong stepped aside and allowed
me to walk off the gangway ahead of him. 


“You want to make sure you’re
not in the way if they’ve come gunning for me?” I said with a laugh.


He didn’t look amused. “I’ve
ordered stepped-up patrols for your neighborhood,” he said. “There’s not much
more I can do.”


“I’ll be fine,” I said. “I may
go live somewhere else for a while, though. I’m not sure.”


“Do me a favor and let me know where
you are. We’ll move the patrols to wherever you are, unless of course you leave
the island.”


“Don’t worry about that, detective,
I’m home. And I’m not leaving again for a long time.” 


We made our way through the milling
crowd of people getting off the ferry and the people jostling to get on. Once
we crossed Harbor Avenue, Wong squinted and looked around. His face looked apprehensive,
which didn’t bode well for me. 


“Something wrong?” I said.


“No. Everything’s fine.”


“Can you give me a ride up to
Hali’imaile?”


“Uh, in a minute. I need to
check on something first.” He stepped away, ostensibly to allow himself some privacy
while he made a cell phone call. I looked back at the harbor, the ocean, and
the shadowy silhouette of the island of Lana’i in the distance.


***


Wong was still on his phone when
I heard a clear male voice start singing the first lines of “In Dis Life” by
the late Israel “Iz” Kamakawiwo’Ole. I turned around to see who was singing.
During his lifetime, Iz’s haunting rendition of “Over the Rainbow /Wonderful
World” was his most popular song, but my favorite has always been “In Dis
Life.” 


The guy who was singing was
crazy good-looking, with a Greek statue’s face, a Chippendale’s physique, and a
well-tended shock of blond hair. Soon, another guy joined in. He was also many
notches above the centerline on the hunky-looks scale. With each phrase of the
lyrics another and then another great-looking guy joined in. 


Within a minute, I was
surrounded by more than a dozen guys singing in three-part harmony. The circle
parted and my roommate, Steve, appeared. He grabbed me and hugged me with a
vengeance. I started crying.


“I’ve missed you so much,” he
said. He had to say it pretty loud to be heard over the singing. 


“Mahalo for coming down
to meet me,” I said. “How did you know I was coming home today?”


Steve turned and looked over at
Wong. “I’ve got my sources.” 


When the song was over, the
circle disassembled as quickly as it had come together. But no one left. They
all stood around as if they were waiting for the signal to leave.


“I’ve always wanted to do a
flash mob,” Steve said. “These guys have been rehearsing for weeks.”


“Are they friends of yours from
the B and C?” I said. The Ball and Chain was Steve’s favorite hang-out. It’s a gay
bar in Kehei that tolerates straight folks but definitely caters to a more
rainbow-hued clientele. 


 “Some of them. And some are just
way-cute guys I recruited down at the beach,” he said. “I’m always looking for
a good conversation starter. And believe me, asking a guy if he’d like to join
a flash mob to welcome home my roommate from federal witness protection was definitely
a first rate ice breaker.”  


“You’re the best,” I said. I
hugged him again and the guys in the group let out a collective, “Ahh.”


I thanked everyone for coming
and for their beautiful singing. As the singers began dispersing, I looked
across the street. Wong was still there, arms folded across his chest. No way
would he admit it, but he probably knew many, if not all, of the singers. But
unlike Steve, Wong’s gender preference remained a tightly-guarded secret. It
was like the recipe for Coca-Cola. Everyone, even Detective Glen Wong, knows
that someday the recipe for Coke will be posted on the Internet. But until
then, it will stay secret.


We crossed the street and Steve
spoke first. “Hey Glen, how’s it hanging?”


“I can’t complain,” said Wong.


“Mind if I take your former charge
back home with me to Hali’imaile?”


“It’s okay with me,” said Wong.
“The department will have any belongings she may have left behind sent over in
a day or two.”


“Mahalo, Detective,” I
said. “I appreciate that.”


Detective Wong gave me a
two-finger salute and turned and swiftly walked away, as if he was needed
elsewhere.


Steve put an arm around my
shoulders and we took our time making our way to his car. 


“Are you worried about blowback
from the druggies?” he said as we walked up Dickenson Street.


“A little. But I think with
every day that passes my chances get better. Most of those guys have smart
phones, and word will get out that the reward’s been rescinded.”


“Yeah,” Steve said. “But I hope
they don’t use the word ‘rescinded’ ‘cause those cranked-up losers wouldn’t
have a clue what that means.”


“True.”


We walked along in silence and
then Steve said, “Aren’t you gonna ask me about it?”


“Maybe we should wait until we
get home,” I said. “I’ve already used up my quota of crying in public today.”


***


The ride up the Honoap’ilani
Highway was magical, which was kind of ironic, since I’d driven that same route
the day before. But on Saturday I’d been totally focused on driving, not
wanting to look at anything but the car ahead of me. I’d needed to talk to
Marta, and then we’d gone right back to the ferry, so there was no time for nostalgia.
And besides, with Kate in the car the last thing I needed was to blow my cover by
giving in to homesickness. 


But this time I was going home.
Everything looked the same as it had when I’d left, but it all looked
different, too. The sugar cane fields along the Kuihelani Highway had been
brown and stubbly when I’d left. Now the canes were green and growing. The
traffic was as clogged as ever on Dairy Road, but everyone was smiling and
letting other cars in ahead of them. The whole atmosphere of Kahului was, you
better not shout, you better not pout. After all, Santa was coming in only
two days and he’d be checking who’d been naughty and who’d been nice.


“So, what do you know about the
situation?” I finally asked Steve.


“You’re talking about Hatch and
Farrah, right?”


“Of course I’m talking about
them. What else would I be talking about?” Uh-oh, sounded like I was slipping
into the naughty category.


“I just wanted to make sure we
were on the same page,” he said.


“Ono came over to Lana’i last
week and told me they’ve been living together.”


“I’m glad you know that much at
least. I didn’t want to be the bearer of bad news on your first day back.
You’ve been known to threaten the messenger over smaller stuff than this.”


“So what’s the deal?” I said.


“Who knows? About a week after
you left I guess some druggie supposedly showed up at Farrah’s apartment. Her
dog scared ‘em off, but next thing you know, she’s moved in with Hatch. They’ve
been kind of an item around town ever since.”


“What’s that mean, ‘kind of an
item’?”


“Means you never see one without
the other. At the store, at the movies, out to dinner, you name it.”


“But Hatch is still working at
the fire department?”


“Far as I know,” Steve said.


“And Farrah’s still running the
Gadda da Vida Store?”


“She’s got Beatrice holding down
the fort most of the time, but when Farrah does show up, Hatch is always there too.”


By then we’d almost made it to
the turn onto Hali’imaile Road. Steve seemed agitated, but I chalked it up to
talking to me about my best friend and my boyfriend getting it on while I was
holed up on an unfamiliar island trying to avoid getting shot in the head.


“I need to park over here,”
Steve said taking a turn on a street that paralleled our street.


 “Why?”


“They’re re-tarring our road or
something. They put flyers on everyone’s cars. Said the street would be closed
for a couple of days.”


“Oh great. I finally make it
home and I have to come in through the alley. It figures. First my best friend
screws my boyfriend and now I’m relegated to the back door.” Naughty,
naughty, naughty. Santa was going to need to make a major stop at a coal
mine before coming to my house.


We got out and I choked back
tears of gratitude when I saw the back of my little white house. 


“You happy to be home?” Steve
said.


“For sure. I’m over-the-moon
happy. Not only am I glad to be here, but I didn’t have to go to the mainland, or
lie for Tyler Benson—”


“Whoa, wait a minute,” Steve
said, interrupting me. “Are you talking about the Tyler Benson? The guy
who makes the ‘Stony Jackson’ flicks?”


“One and the same.”


“Okay, girl, let’s get inside.
We’ve got a bunch of catching up to do.”








CHAPTER
31


 


I should have known my friends
wouldn’t let me come home to an empty house. My first clue was the music
thumping through the thin clapboard walls. It abruptly stopped when Steve and I
came through the back gate. My next clue was the weird look on Steve’s face
when he insisted I go in first, even though he was about four steps ahead of
me.


“Surprise!” The cheer rocked me
back with its exuberance. Everyone sort of held their collective breath as I
passed through the kitchen and out to the front room. It seemed as if everybody
I’d known since high school was crammed into my tiny house. How had Steve
pulled this off?


Nearly everyone greeted me the
same way, Were you surprised? 


“Yes, I was totally surprised.”
I must have said it fifty times. I was hugged and kissed and draped in leis for
half an hour. But as thrilled as I was by the amazing turnout, there were only
two people I really wanted to see. 


They were standing in the far
corner of the living room, off to the side. Farrah looked radiant in a white
caftan. Her long brown curls had been tamed into a knot at the top of her head
with tendrils falling around her beautiful, olive-skin face. She wore way more
make-up than usual. It looked as if she’d shed her freshly-scrubbed flower
child look for a more sultry appearance. Hatch stood next to her looking
heart-breakingly handsome in his Maui Fire Department station uniform. The blue
shirt made his eyes appear electric. He’d allowed his dark hair to grow a
little longer and there were tiny curls forming behind his ears. Since he was
in uniform, I figured he must’ve been working and he’d asked someone to come in
for him while he attended my little shindig. 


Farrah came forward first, her
arms outstretched. I didn’t know what to do. Everyone was watching. I assumed
everyone knew what had transpired while I was gone and there were probably more
than a few folks who were itching to see a cat-fight. I vowed to not give them
the satisfaction.


“Ku’uipo,” Farrah said,
using the Hawaiian term for ‘my sweetheart’ or ‘darling.’ I wanted to snap that
she should save her endearments for her new boyfriend, but I stuck to my vow
and simply smiled. 


“You look great, Farrah.” I
leaned in to give her a quick shoulder hug but she grabbed me and pulled me in
tight. Her pillowy bosom felt more welcome than I’d imagined and it was all I
could do to not burst into tears and demand an explanation, there and then.
When I stepped back, I saw her wince. Probably hugging me was last thing she
wanted to do, but she felt she had to keep up appearances.


“Hey, babe,” said Hatch coming
up behind Farrah. He looked about as uncomfortable as the shortest boy at a
junior high school dance, but he soldiered on, draping a long arm around my
shoulders and planting a peck on my cheek.


I checked Farrah for her
reaction. She just stood there, smiling, which made the whole charade just that
much tougher to stomach.


Steve came out of the kitchen
bearing an overflowing champagne bottle and a plastic cup. “Everyone grab a
glass. I’m sorry they’re plastic, but our girl here has too many friends for me
to break out the Waterford crystal. Now get ready, ‘cause I’m going to make a
toast.”


People scurried to the kitchen
to grab cups and champagne bottles. When everyone was holding a cup of
champagne, Steve signaled for quiet. 


“Well, first of all,” he said,
“I want to say I’m so glad to have Pali back because it’s been pretty lonely
around here. After the first couple of weeks I started talking to the walls,
and I swear, last week they actually started to talk back.” There were a few
courtesy chuckles, but I sucked in a quick gasp. How was it he’d come up with
the same lame phrase I’d used on Wong only three weeks earlier? Had Steve and I
become so much alike after living together we’d started channeling each other’s
bad jokes?


“But seriously,” Steve went on.
“We’re all glad to have our Pali back safe and sound because we all love her,
and we all need her, and we were all stunned when she got whisked away from us last
month. Hopefully, she got paid a boat-load of dough for her work on that Las
Vegas wedding. And hopefully, she didn’t gamble it all away.” He raised his
glass. “Let’s hear it for Pali.” Everyone cheered and knocked back a gulp of
champagne.


It took me a couple of beats to
catch up with the storyline. Oh yeah, these people didn’t know about Mexican
drug cartels and hit men and the witness protection program. These people thought
I’d been working my butt off on a ridiculously-expensive wedding in Nevada.


“Speech, speech,” the crowd
chanted.


After everyone quieted down, I
said, “It was a really hard job, but now that it’s over, I realize how blessed
I am to live on this beautiful island with ohana like you. I’ll bet most
of you had planned to spend this afternoon speed-walking through Queen
Ka’ahumanu Mall buying last-minute stocking stuffers. But you came to welcome me
home instead. Big mahalos for that. I love you all.” I blew a kiss.


Everyone cheered and the serious
drinking got underway. 


***


Everyone left soon after it started
to get dark, but Farrah stayed behind. “Hatch and I wanted to talk to you
together,” she said. “But he had to go back to work. Hatch got Moses to fill in
so he could come to your party, but Moses had to be home by eight.”


It galled me that she already
knew the names of the guys who worked with Hatch. And it completely galled me
that she and Hatch had planned to double-team me when they owned up to their
betrayal. Farrah had been my best friend since grade school, but I felt like I
was staring into the face of a stranger.


“That’s fine. I’d rather talk to
you alone anyway,” I said.


“I know there have been rumors,”
she said. “Island people got four necessities: food, sleep, sex and rumors.”
She smiled as if she dared think I’d find it amusing that she’d managed to slip
‘sex and rumors’ into her little speech. And if she expected me to agree with
her, forget it. 


“I’ve been away,” I said in the
chilliest voice I’ve ever used with Farrah. “I haven’t heard a thing.”


“Oh well, I guess that’s good.
But you will—hear things, I mean. And here’s the truth: when you got tangled up
in that drug mess, the police took you away somewhere safe. But I was left
here. The bad guys figured I knew stuff because we were friends and I’d helped
you out. At first, it was just scary phone calls. Then one night a guy came to
my door. He said he had a message for me from you.”


She blinked her eyes a couple of
times and took a deep breath. I noticed she was unable to maintain eye contact
with me—a true sign of lying or guilt, or maybe both. “Anyway, I let him in. I
shouldn’t have. But I was worried about you.”


I was starting to feel a tiny
bit guilty, so I visualized her and Hatch going at it between the sheets and
the feeling passed.


“Anyhow, Lipton got really upset
and he bit the guy. The guy pulled out a gun and shot at Lipton. One of the bullets
actually nicked him.” 


I visualized Farrah’s little
Jack Russell terrier coming to her defense. It was a touching scene, but it
didn’t budge my opinion of her. 


“What’s wrong with you?” she
said. “You look totally spaced-out. I’m telling you about how some guy almost killed
Sir Lipton.”


“Look Farrah, I’ll bet you’ve
told your little sob story a million times. It may have worked on other people,
but frankly, I’m not buying it. You and Hatch were making goo-goo eyes at each
other long before I got shipped off.”


She looked stunned.


“Okay,” I said. “Let’s at least
be honest with each other. You hooked up with my boyfriend while my back was
turned and now you want me to tell you it’s okay because some low-life came to
your apartment and scared you. Well, it’s not okay. It’ll never be okay. Even
if Hatch and I had broken up—which we hadn’t—he’ll always be off-limits to you.
That’s one of the rules of friendship. But moving in with him while I was gone?
That was not only disrespectful, it was disgraceful. I guess I had way more
faith in you than you deserve.” 


I turned and marched out the
front door. I sat down in one of the ancient wicker chairs on the porch. It
felt kind of awkward sitting outside where everyone on the street could see me,
but being in the same room with Farrah made me want to smack her.


She opened the screen and came
outside. “Pali, would you please listen to me?”


“I’ve done all the listening I
care to do, Farrah. Please go now.”


Farrah didn’t have a car. She
didn’t even have a driver’s license. I knew that. After all, for years I’d been
the one who’d driven her everywhere. Well, too bad. She’d have to be smokin’
some pretty strong pakalolo if she expected me to grab my keys and ferry
her guy-stealing butt back to my former boyfriend’s house. 


She didn’t. Without another
word, she clattered down the porch steps. She marched down the shadowy street,
never looking back. After a few minutes, I pushed myself up from the wicker
chair and went inside.
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Even with the Farrah and Hatch
mess hanging over me, I still slept well in my own bed. I woke up on Christmas
Eve at seven and showered and got ready for the day. I briefly considered going
down to the Palace of Pain and reacquainting myself with Sifu Doug, but that
would require a bunch of horsing around and silly banter I wasn’t prepared to
handle.


At around eight the phone rang.
It thrilled me to once again hear my own phone ringing. I got up from the
kitchen table and checked the caller ID. It said, Decker, H.


I let it ring one more time.


“Hello?” I said, sounding like I
didn’t have a clue who was calling. I wasn’t sure why I was playing coy. Hatch
knew perfectly well I had caller ID.


“Hi Pali,” he said. Then he
stopped. As if he’d forgotten why he’d called.


“Are you going to give me some
song and dance about how Farrah’s damsel in distress act was so charming you
couldn’t help yourself? Because if you are, I’m hanging up.”


“No, I’m sitting outside your
house. I’m calling to ask if you’ll let me in.”


Great. They didn’t get a chance
to double-team me, so they went for the tag-team approach instead.


“Sure. But I’ve got a lot to do
today. Steve didn’t even get around to getting a Christmas tree.”


I went to open the door. When I
did, Hatch was sitting on my porch. 


“How long have you been out
here?” I said.


“About an hour or so.” 


I didn’t know what to make of
that.


“I feel terrible about what’s going
on between you and Farrah,” he said. “I was trying to do something nice for you
and it got all twisted up.”


“You think shacking up with my
best friend while my back was turned was something nice? Boy, have you
got a pupule notion of ‘something nice’.”


“Look, can I buy you a cup of
coffee or something? Or maybe we could go down to Lahaina and grab some
breakfast.”


Okay, I was furious with both of
them but the mere thought of the banana mac pancakes at Hargrove’s Restaurant
in Lahaina softened my heart. 


“Could we go to Hargrove’s?” I
said. “I’d like to see what’s happened to my shop while I’ve been away.”


My wedding planning business,
“Let’s Get Maui’d” had been temporarily relocated to Lahaina after my shop in
Pa’ia suffered a fire. When I got whisked into witness protection, I was only a
signature away from getting a new lease on my Pa’ia shop. But I’d had to leave everything
in Lahaina when I’d been taken to Lana’i.


“Sure,” he said. “Today’s my day
off so I’m all yours.”


“If only that were true,” I said
under my breath.


“Pali, give me a break here.
Farrah and I are as freaked out about this as you are.”


“Oh, I doubt that, Hatch. I
really doubt that.”


“Look, make me a promise, okay?
No more snide comments until you’ve heard me out. If after I’ve said my piece
you want to hit the ‘delete’ key on me, then have at it. But first, give me a
chance to tell my side.”


We drove to Lahaina in silence.
It was actually a pretty comfortable silence. It was the kind of silence I’d
imagine two old married people might share as they traveled a stretch of road
that’s not only scenic, but familiar. The road to Lahaina offers spectacular
ocean views, as well as a short tunnel and hairpin turns around a steep,
mountainous coastline. I’d missed it so much. I drank it in as if I were a
dehydrated camel at an oasis. 


We got to Lahaina Town and Hatch
parked his truck in a pay lot but he didn’t put any money in the slot. Most
locals often don’t pay, but police and firefighters never pay. There’s
not a judge in Hawaii who’d enforce a parking ticket on a cop or a
firefighter.  


We walked over to Hargrove’s and
I looked up at my shop above the restaurant. I still had the key on my ring,
but I had no idea if my stuff had been left as is or if the landlord had dumped
it all in a storage locker when I hadn’t paid the December rent.


“You want to go up and check it
out?” said Hatch.


“Half of me wants to go up there
and the other half doesn’t. I suppose I’d like to keep pretending all of this
has just been a really bad dream.” I think he knew I wasn’t just talking about
my shop.


“Tell you what. You go in the
restaurant and get us a table, and I’ll go upstairs and check out your place.
It might be easier for you to handle if you know what to expect.”


“Mahalo.” I handed him my
keys. When I’d taken my key ring out of the drawer that morning I’d clutched it
in my fist. I held the keys to my house, my car, and my shop. Tangible proof I
was really home. “It’s that big one there. The one marked ‘Schlage.’


I went to Hargrove’s. There was
a sign on the door reminding people the restaurant would be closing at two
o’clock so the staff could be home for Christmas Eve. I was seated at a table
by the open windows. It’s usually hard to get a window seat, but I was one of
only five customers. I ordered coffee and by the time it arrived, Hatch was
walking toward the table.


“Looks pretty good up there,” he
said. “You’ve got some way-dead plants and a couple of mega-size cockroach
carcasses, but other than that, it’s the same as I remember it.”


“How about the phone machine?” I
said. “Did you check to see if there were any messages?”


“Oh, I didn’t realize I was
supposed to get your business back up and running,” he said. “Get me a to-go coffee
and I’ll get crackin’.”


“No, no, I didn’t mean that,” I
said. “I was just wondering…”


The waitress came and took our
order. When she turned to go, I looked closely at Hatch for the first time that
morning. He was wearing a white polo shirt with a local golf course logo on the
pocket. The shirt was neatly tucked into a pair of tan shorts. Around his waist
was a braided brown leather belt. For Hatch, a collared shirt and belted shorts
were his usual off-duty attire. Even if he was just hanging around his house,
he always wore neatly pressed clothes. I flashed on Ono’s more casual approach
to life—the rumpled khaki shorts, his live-aboard lifestyle, and his checkered
past. Some women go for the ‘bad boy’ thing, but I realized my own world view more
closely lined up with buttoned-down Hatch Decker than endearing, but chaotic,
Ono Kingston. 


Which led me to my next point.
How did it figure that my tarot-card-reading, Ouija-board-consulting,
latter-day-hippie best friend Farrah Milton had hooked up with my knife-pleat
and spit-shine firefighter boyfriend? Talk about your odd couple.


“Okay,” said Hatch, breaking the
silence. “Do you want to go first or do you want me to?”


“Have at it,” I said. “You’re
the guy who’s got some ‘splainin’ to do.”


“Well, this is kind of hard for
me to talk about, but I gotta tell ya I was pretty cheesed when you didn’t
respond to my Christmas card.”


“How could I respond?” I said.
“Wong gave me the card and left. And anyway, it wasn’t like I had a phone or a
computer or anything. I was on lock-down. And I’d have gotten in major kukae
if I’d try to send you something in the mail.”


“Wong told me you didn’t even open
it. Did you ever read it?”


“Of course I read it.” 


“So?” he said.


“So, what?” I said. I was
beginning to get a little ‘cheesed’ myself. How dare he try to avoid the
conversation about what was going on with Farrah and him? “I don’t think a
stupid Christmas card is the eight-hundred pound gorilla at this table, do
you?”


“Stupid Christmas card? I
write and tell you I love you and I miss you, and you call it ‘stupid’?” 


I tried to remember the message
in Hatch’s card. Had he written, I love you? I couldn’t believe I’d
missed that part. Well, even if he had written it, wouldn’t that make them shacking
up just that much worse? 


“Who cares what you wrote in the
card?” I said. “From what I hear, you and Farrah were already sleeping together
by that point.”


“Says who?”


“Says Ono and Steve and most of
Pa’ia Town. You think I’m deaf or something? People talk, Hatch. And it gets
back, whether I’m over there or over here.”


“Well, ‘people’ don’t know
everything they think they know. Sometimes things aren’t what they look like.”


How strange that notion kept
cropping up.


“Well then, why don’t you clue
me in on how things really are? ‘Cause, you know, I’d really love to know where
I stand.”


He leaned in and lowered his
voice. “I’m only telling you this because I know sooner or later Farrah will
tell you herself, if you’ll listen. People think Farrah and I are lovers and I
let it stand because I’m protecting her. And I’m only protecting her because you
weren’t around to do it. And she’s in danger because of you. So if you
want to get all high and mighty, you go right ahead. But it’s only going to
make it that much harder to swallow the giant helping of crow you’re gonna be
eating when you get your facts straight.”


“I’m not following you. A scummy
guy came up to Farrah’s and Lipton ran him off. Isn’t that it?”


“Yeah. But that was after
the guy had beaten Farrah so bad you could hardly recognize her. And after Lipton
bit him, he ran. But before he left, he told Farrah if she called the cops he’d
come back and finish the job, for good.”


The waitress put a plate down in
front of me and I smelled the yummy pancakes but I had no desire to take a
bite. My eyes stayed on Hatch. 


“Here’s where it really gets ugly,”
he went on. “He beat her to make her tell him where you were. Farrah knew you
were on Lana’i, we all knew it. But she refused to talk, so he kept choking and
beating her until the dog managed to trip the latch on the bedroom door and go
after him. No one knows about it. I only found out because a guy at work said
it was weird the Pa’ia store had been closed for two days and nobody knew where
the owner was. I had a bad feeling so I went up to her place. When I found her,
she was a mess.”  


At this point my I’d scrunched
my forehead so tight I was getting a headache.


“She refused to let me take her
to the hospital because so was so scared. I stabilized her jaw and treated her
black eyes. One was completely swollen shut. She had a couple broken ribs. In
fact, she’s still taped up. She was terrified if anyone saw her they’d call the
police, so she had Beatrice work the store for more than two weeks. She moved
into my place and I’ve kept an eye on her ever since. You can’t tell anyone
about this, Pali. She’s sworn me to secrecy.” 


I laid my fork down and bowed my
head. I have a rule about crying in public. I don’t allow myself to do it.
Unless, of course, it’s unavoidable. And right then, it was unavoidable.
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It’s not the good times that
define your character, it’s the rotten times. My character was definitely on
the line when I learned Farrah had been brutally beaten by a skuzzy druggie
who’d come looking for me. And it was even further on the line since my
boyfriend had offered her refuge but the whole town was talking about how they’d
cheated on me behind my back. Throw in that I couldn’t straighten it out
because I was sworn to secrecy and you have a major character-building
opportunity. 


The thing about being attacked
in your own home is that it bruises your soul. It’s not like having your purse
snatched, where somebody grabs your handbag and takes off and it’s a hassle to
replace your credit cards and your ID but within a couple of weeks things get back
to normal. When someone invades your home and physically harms you, you no
longer feel safe anywhere. Every stranger becomes a potential assailant, and
every dark corner becomes a place where evil lurks. 


After Hatch told me about
Farrah’s assault, I wasn’t able to eat a bite. I asked Hatch to ask the
waitress for the check and just take me home. I didn’t even want to go up to my
shop and check it out. 


I sat in stunned silence on the
drive back to Hali’imaile. I thought about how I’d sent Farrah out into the dark
the night before. She must’ve found a ride home, because it’s miles and miles
from Haili’imaile to Sprecklesville, but even walking a couple of blocks must
have been terrifying. 


When we pulled up at my house,
Hatch leaned over and lightly kissed me. “I’ve been waiting to do that for six
weeks now,” he said. “I love you, Pali. Welcome home.”


“I love you too, Hatch.” I
wanted to say more, but my guilty lips wouldn’t work right.  


“Hey, so now we’re even, right?
I mean, you took me in when I got busted up, and I took in your friend when she
got busted up. I know people around town have been talking, but screw them. I
had to do what I had to do.”


“Mahalo for taking care
of her. Not everyone would’ve done that.”


“Hey, not everyone’s a proud
member of Maui County Fire and Rescue. It’s how we roll.”


I kissed him again and got out
of the car. 


Steve was in the kitchen. I went
in and he started chattering but I couldn’t make out what he was saying. I
looked at him and I started crying again. He’d known me long enough to know I wasn’t
crying about coming home, and I wasn’t crying because I was scared some drug-addled
moron was going to blow me away for a kilo of weed.


“What’s going on?” he said.


“I can’t tell you.”


“You can’t tell me, or you don’t
want to tell me?”


“I’m sworn to secrecy.” 


“Okay. Well, I don’t need to
know the particulars to still give you advice. You need to ask yourself, WWSDD.
You know, What Would Sifu Doug Do?  Whatever’s the problem, he’s your go-to guy,
right?” 


My problem was fear. I feared
Farrah would never forgive me. I’d put her in the situation that got her beaten
up, and then I’d accused her of stealing my boyfriend. And worst of all, I’d
doubted her. I’d listened to gossip rather than trusting her decency.  


But Steve was right, Sifu Doug
was my North Star, my Yoda, my great and powerful Oz. I’d heard Sifu Doug’s philosophy
on fear more than a few times. If you face your worst fears and survive,
then fear will lose its grip on you. Fear, in all its forms, will fall away
like red leaves falling from a tree in autumn. I was pretty sure he hadn’t
made it up, since we don’t have autumn leaves in Hawaii. But regardless of who
said it first, it was sound advice.


I drove my old green Geo down to
Sprecklesville where Hatch, and now Farrah, lived. The knot in my stomach was
so hot and gripping that every half-mile or so I felt like I might have to pull
over and vomit. But I made it without incident.


I pulled into the long driveway
that winds through the secure compound where Hatch lives. His home is the
caretaker’s cottage, the first building you come to on the opulent property.


As my car scrabbled over the
gravel parking area to the right of Hatch’s house, his dog, Wahine, came
bolting out of a hole in the screen door in a fury of barking. Not far behind
her came Sir Lipton, Farrah’s dog. Lipton is Wahine’s mother. The “sir” part of
Lipton’s name was a result of Farrah miscalculating the plumbing on her dog when
she named her. But even after the dog’s correct gender had been determined, Farrah
still referred to the dog as “he.” I’d tried to get her to change, but it was a
losing battle. While I opted for reality, Farrah preferred fairy tale. 


Farrah came out on the porch and
waved. From the look on her face, I guessed Hatch had told her about our
conversation at Hargrove’s. She wasn’t wearing make-up and I could see traces
of the bruises and cuts that were now nearly healed. 


I walked to the porch amid a
whirlwind of yipping and leaping dogs.


“Aloha,” I said as I
leaned in to hug her. I was careful to avoid squeezing her too tight. 


“Aloha ku’uipo,”
she said. “I’m so glad you came to see me.”


I started up with the waterworks
again.


We sat on the porch and talked
and talked. Hatch never once came outside. I didn’t know where he was but I was
thankful he’d allowed us this time to ourselves. 


“So what are you going to do?” I
said when we finally got around to acknowledging the reason for my visit. 


“I don’t know,” Farrah said. “For
now, Hatch has offered to let me stay in his back bedroom until I feel strong
enough to live alone again. I hope you’re okay with that.” 


I felt like crying again but
fortunately, I was cried out. I simply nodded.


“Do you have anywhere to go for
Christmas Eve dinner?” she said, changing the subject. 


“You know, it doesn’t even seem
like Christmas anymore,” I said. “So much has happened.”


“Well, it is Christmas,
Pali. And since you’ve got to be somewhere, it might as well be here. And bring
Steve. Tell him to make those killer pupus he makes with the little
shrimps on top.”


I told her I’d love to come and
I was pretty sure Steve would too. Then I got up to leave.


“There is absolutely nothing I
can say to tell you how ashamed I am,” I said. We stood and held hands. I
looked into her eyes and it felt like I hadn’t given her my full attention for
years. “I hope you’ll forgive me. Someday.”


“We’re ohana forever,
remember?” she said. “Nothing you’ve done needs forgiving. With ohana,
forgiveness is pau’ole—it’s a done deal.”


I kissed her on the cheek and
promised I’d be back later to help with the dinner. As I drove up Baldwin
Avenue it struck me how much Farrah, with her clear, trusting eyes, long wavy
hair and enigmatic smile looked a lot like the Virgin Mary in Renaissance
paintings. Another woman who’d suffered in silence.


I pulled into my driveway and
looked at my house. It was great to be home. Great to be back in the fold of
the people I love. And most of all, it was great to be spending Christmas with
my forever ohana. 








 


EPILOGUE


 


A bunch of things got resolved
after the first of the year. Auntie Cora sold Willie’s Shelby GT 500 for over a
hundred-fifty thousand dollars to a rich guy in Kalispell, Montana. The guy who
bought it promised to send her a picture of the car once he’d gotten it
restored. She said she was going to hang it on her wall and show it to Willie
if he ever came back to haunt her for selling it. She used half of the money to
pay off her mortgage and she tucked the other half away in a credit union on
Maui. Now she’ll be able to buy cookies for her tea any time she wants.


The Diamonte/Romano murder
investigation also got wrapped up in the first quarter of the year. When the
full forensics report was ready and the results of Deedee and Romano’s
autopsies became available, the police pieced together the likely scenario. 


George Romano had been
infuriated with Deedee Diamonte for reneging on her promise of exclusive
coverage of her wedding, so he went to her room to teach her a lesson. He
filched a pair of latex gloves off a Four Seasons housekeeping cart, presumably
so he wouldn’t leave any trace of being in the room. It’s unknown whether he’d
planned to kill her or merely scare her, but she died of asphyxiation by
strangulation so it really doesn’t matter what he had in mind when he snatched
those gloves. After he strangled her, he placed her face down on the bed. Then,
using the knife Tyler Benson had previously used to cut an apple, Romano stabbed
Deedee Diamonte in the back—a crude allegory for what he felt she’d done to
him. 


When the maids showed up for
turn-down service, Romano ran out to the lanai and tossed the gloves before
falling to his death. Again, it’ll never be known if he had illusions of
pulling a Superman and sailing off that lanai with nary a scratch or if he
jumped in desperation. But when three hundred pounds of human flesh crashes fifteen
feet to the ground below, it’s bound to take a toll. In this case, the toll was
on Mr. Romano’s cervical spine. The autopsy showed he died from severe trauma
to his third through fifth vertebrae.


Farrah’s back to tending the
Gadda da Vida Grocery full-time now. She still startles when the bell on the
door announces someone’s coming in, but she’s learned to mask it well. Hatch
and I have both tried to talk her into pressing charges, but she’s determined
to pretend it didn’t happen. She’s moved back into her apartment above the
store and the only noticeable changes are a ridiculously bright security light
that goes on when you hit the fourth stair, and a couple of heavy-duty
deadbolts. When I visit I have to endure the blinding light and I must wait
patiently while she fiddles with opening the locks, but you can bet I’ve never
complained. I wouldn’t dare. 


Hatch and I are closer than ever,
due in no small part to our shared love and concern for Farrah. But aside from that,
we’re working hard to build our relationship, brick by brick. We’ve spent the
last few months negotiating boundaries, laying down history, and enjoying the
physical intimacies that define a couple. I don’t want to jinx things by
assuming too much or predicting anything, but I think it’s safe to say that if
things keep going like they have been, I may be getting a new roommate soon.
And, speaking from experience, he isn’t gay.   


 








A few words of thanks…


I have the best writing gig in
the world—writing about Hawaii and the people who live there. It was my
pleasure to own a home in Maui for eight years, and when I’m writing, it’s
almost like I’m there. I hear the ocean crashing on the breakwater; I smell the
plumeria trees; and I feel the trade winds rattling the palms outside my
window.


 


For those of you who enjoy
reading these stories and imagining yourselves in Hawaii, mahalo. Good
times are always best shared with friends.


 


And speaking of friends, I’d
like to offer a big shout-out to friends who’ve helped me in the writing
process. In no particular order, I’d like to thank my early readers who pointed
out the obvious and not-so-obvious problems so I could address them. These kind
people include Diana Paul, Tom Haberer, Rebecca Dahlke, and Jackie Edwards. And
I’d like to thank my fellow writers at misterio press:  Kassandra Lamb, Shannon
Esposito and Kirsten Weiss who edit, tweet, blog and post—all in the name of ‘one
for all and all for one’. 


 


I’d like to thank my supporters,
both old and new, who read my books, write reviews (bless you!) and generally
make me feel as if this may be a worthwhile way to spend my days, after all.
Sue Cook-Goodwin, Wendy Lester, Linda Rosecrans Mitchell, Murphy Lieder, Connie
Bannerman Bruyere, Cindy Rivera and Kaye Haberer. It would be impossible to
thank all my website friends, but please know you are appreciated. You are the
umbrella in my mai tai and the pupu on my platter. 


 


If you enjoyed this book, please
consider reading the entire “Islands of Aloha Mystery Series” starring Pali
Moon. And don’t forget, there’s a special corner of heaven for readers who post
a review on Amazon.


 


Aloha and mahalo!


 


JoAnn


 


The
“Islands of Aloha Mystery Series”
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Widow Waltz
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