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For
Kirsten and Jay Antobenedetto. 


Married
in O’ahu on May 10th. Here’s to never
being lonesome again.


Ho’omaika’i!







 


 


CHAPTER 1


 


My brother’s plane
was late. And not just a few minutes late; it was a whole lot late. Jeff was
coming in from SFO, a five-and-a-half hour flight. It could take longer if they
encountered stiff headwinds or bad turbulence. That would account for a
half-hour; maybe even forty-five minutes. But the scheduled arrival time was
ten-thirty and it was now five minutes to noon. Still no
sign. The arrivals board hadn’t budged in the past hour; it showed the
flight as ‘delayed.’ The blank-eyed gate agent at the Hawaiian Airlines podium
might as well have been a robot. “We have no information at this time” she
said. “As new information becomes available, it will be posted.”


Is this how it
went when a plane crashed? Did the airlines wait until their army of lawyers
showed up before they ‘fessed up to the bad news? 


I should have
seen it coming. This little vacation had come together too easily. We were
going to meet in Honolulu in mid-September—slow season in Hawaii—for a week of
sibling bonding. I’d be coming over from my home on Maui and he’d be flying in
from San Francisco. We’d both gotten killer airfares and our flight schedules
had synched up perfectly. Then my brother called to tell me we wouldn’t be
paying Waikiki hotel prices after all. A former frat brother of his owned a penthouse
apartment across the street from the Trump Hotel and he’d offered it to us for
just the cost of the cleaning fee, around a hundred bucks
total. 


I’m not good
when things go too easy like that.  It’s nothing new. I was an anxious kid
from the get-go; always glancing over my shoulder or peering around corners
expecting the worst. And recent history has only stoked my cynicism. The past
year has been one long string of unfortunate events. So, even though I live in
a place where hardly anybody wears shoes, I’m pretty much always waiting for
the other shoe to drop. But having my brother’s flight lost somewhere over the
Pacific was a heftier shoe than I’d expected. 


My name is Pali Moon, but maybe you already know that. You may also
know I own a wedding planning shop in Pa’ia, Maui
called “Let’s Get Maui’d.” I live upcountry, away
from the beach, in a little place called Hali’imaile. The area used to be sugar
cane and pineapple fields as far as the eye could see. A small army of
planters, pickers and millworkers used to live in my neighborhood. Now the
mills are shut down and machines do most of the field work. There’s
still some sugar cane fields around, but Big Pineapple got moved to countries
where ‘minimum wage’ has no local translation.


I trotted over
to Hawaiian Airlines’ Gate 52 for what must’ve been the tenth time in the past
hour and a half. I was only one of three people there since all the other
people waiting for this flight were out beyond the security area. Since Jeff’s
flight was a jumbo with three or four hundred people onboard I could only
imagine the bedlam happening outside the secure area. 


“Look,” I said
to a woman wearing a purple Hawaiian Airlines shirt, “I’m not trying to make
this anymore stressful for you than it is.”


She shot me a look
that said, then back off.


“But I’m
someone you can trust,” I went on. “I was a federal air marshal for a while,
and I know how these things go.”


She narrowed
her eyes. “I’ve told you everything there is to tell,” she said. 


“That’s the
official line, right? But I figure you know more than you’re saying. All I’m
asking for is an update. Is the plane lost? Or did it have engine trouble and
have to turn back or something?”


She picked up
the phone and made a call. She turned away so I couldn’t hear what she was
saying.  


When she hung
up, she put a sign on the counter that said, ‘This counter closed. Please use
other counter” with an arrow pointing to the empty podium at the next gate. She
plucked her purse from under the counter and strode away in a fast trot; like
she’d just robbed an ATM and was headed for the getaway car. 


“Wait,” I said.
I sprinted to catch up with her. “Hawaiian Airlines has a stellar safety
rating. And the best on-time arrival record in the business.”


She didn’t even
turn around to thank me for the suck-up.


I slowed and
then stopped. There was nothing I could do but sit and wait. 


***


A couple of
weeks earlier I’d left my shop on Baldwin Street and gone next door to the Gadda da Vida. The Gadda is like
that story about the blind men and the elephant—it’s different things to
different people. To the locals it’s a grocery store, with milk and eggs and
disposable diapers—for both babies and grandma. To tourists it’s a place to
grab a picnic lunch for the four-hour drive up the Hana Highway or to buy a
boogie board for playing in the waves at Baldwin Beach. For pot heads and
surfers the store stocks rolling papers and Sex Wax. But like most things in
Hawaii, it’s not for the budget-conscious. If you want cheap, go to the Walmart in Kahului; if you want handy, check out the Gadda in Pai’a.


My best friend,
Farrah Milton, runs the Gadda da Vida and she has for
nearly twenty years. That wouldn’t be surprising except the woman is the same
age as I am, thirty-five. She inherited the store when her hippie parents died
in a car accident while she was still in high school. 


“Hey, you
busy?” I said as I came in. The tinkly bell on the
door tried to drown me out but I was used to it and I adjusted my volume to
compensate.


“As a bee,”
Farrah said. “But I’m not making honey; I’m making money!”


“Really?” It was one of the few times I’d ever seen Farrah
excited about how her business was doing. She’d more or less adopted her
parent’s lifestyle along with the store and that included a counter-culture
disdain for all things capitalist.


“Yeah. I entered a contest from my magazine distributor and
I won.”


“What was the
contest?”


“Whoever
peddled the most Go Hawaii magazines in August would win a prize. And I
did it. I even beat out the ABC Stores and Walmart.”


“How’s that
possible?” I said. “You have way less customers than a Front Street ABC Store,
and probably only a tenth of what they get down at the Walmart.”


“Yeah, I know.
But I’ve got a secret weapon. Guess what it is?”


I waited for
her to go on. Farrah and I have this thing about guessing games. She loves ‘em; I hate ‘em. Every now and
then I go along, but this wasn’t one of those times.


She looked
hurt. “Don’t you want to know?”


I nodded. It
wasn’t a total surrender, but darn close.


“I give a free
copy to everybody who comes in.” She beamed as if she’d just cracked a safe
blindfolded.


“You give
them away?”


“Yeah. Think about it. Even if you only have like fifty
customers a day you can win if you give everyone a magazine. It worked.”


“But how much
did you have to pay for all those magazines?”


“Way less than
the cost of the prize,” she said.


Huh. I had to
hand it to her. It was starting to make sense, in a Farrah sort of way.


“What’s the
prize?”


“An all-expenses-paid weekend at the Royal Hawaiian Hotel in
Waikiki. I get an ocean view suite, and it includes Sunday brunch. I’ve
heard their brunch is bitchin’. You know the Royal Hawaiian’s the hotel they
call ‘The Pink Palace’.”


“Oh, I know.
Remember, I went to college over there. When the rich kids’ parents came to
town that’s where they stayed.”


“Well, now I’m
going to be staying there—in a big ol’ suite.”


“But how’re you
getting to Waikiki?”


“It comes with
a plane ticket.”


I shot her my ‘oh
yeah?’ look.


“I know. I’m gonna have to work on that.”


Farrah had only
used air transportation once—to come to my college graduation at the University
of Hawaii in Manoa, an area mauka,
or inland, from Waikiki. She’d been so traumatized by the experience I’d had to
liquor her up with four mai tais
at eight o’clock in the morning just to get her on the plane to come home. As
you can imagine, it didn’t end well. It’s only a half-hour flight. The entire
journey is like a dance step:  slow, quick, quick, slow. The slow parts
are the takeoff and landing, and the quicks are the
actual time in the air.


“Maybe you
could plan your weekend so you go with me when I meet up with Jeff. It’s kind
of short notice, though, only three weeks from now. You’ll need to check with
the hotel and see if you can get in.”


“I’ll call ‘em today. But I gotta think about
it. Maybe the flying thing’s not gonna work out after
all.”


***


At one o’clock,
the arrivals board at Gate 52 clicked over to show that Flight 38 from SFO
would arrive at one-thirty. The gate agent took her place back at the podium
and a clutch of attendants pushing a fleet of wheelchairs began lining up
outside the jetway door.


I felt my blood
pressure slide down a few notches, but I still wasn’t breathing normally. Until
a couple of months ago, Jeff was the only family member I had. Losing my
brother would be like losing a limb. I’d never stop feeling the pain. 


I trotted to
the counter and cleared my throat, loudly. When the agent looked up I said,
“So, now can you tell me the cause of the delay?” 


“Fog.”


“Here or
there?” 


She looked over
my shoulder at the floor to ceiling windows that looked out on the tarmac. “You
see any fog out there?” she said.


So much for aloha
spirit.







 


CHAPTER 2


 


A week before I
was supposed to meet up with my brother I had one more wedding to do. The
wedding was scheduled for early Friday afternoon, the seventh of September. It
was being held in the clubhouse of a private community on the south side of Lahaina. I’d coordinated events there before so I wouldn’t
have to do ‘recon’ on the venue. But I still had vendors to call and arms to
twist. One thing about living and working in America’s paradise is the
laid-back lifestyle is all well and good when you’re relaxing from your
stressful job back on the mainland. But it’s not so great when you’re putting
on the most important event in a young couple’s life and the limo driver takes
off to visit his new grandbaby on the Big Island or the caterer shows up with
Korean short ribs when the bridal couple clearly ordered prime rib. 


I’m blessed
that some of the more important wedding duties are shouldered by an understudy
of sorts, my roommate Steve. Steve is a professional photographer and I use him
for all my weddings. He’s meticulous, punctual, and he’s got a great eye.
 And, not only does he take fabulous photographs, but he’s also worked as
a Hollywood hair stylist and make-up artist. And, as if that wasn’t enough,
he’s a self-taught cook who can whip out meals comparable to the most
celebrated local chef. Even though it’s un-PC to
stereotype people, I’m thrilled my dear roommate fits central casting’s profile
of a twenty-first century urbane gay man to a “T”. 


I got home that
Monday night and Steve had dinner waiting.


“What did I ever
do to deserve you?” I said as we tucked into a crisp Caesar salad with homemade
croutons.


“Maybe in a
former life you were a nun,” he said. “Like a Mother Teresa-type nun. Not one
of those knuckle-busters like I had in grade school.”


“I didn’t think
Catholics believed in reincarnation.”


“They don’t. So
maybe you were a brave Hindu girl martyred in the fight for Indian independence
from Britain.”


“Well, whatever
I was, good for me. This salad is fabulous.”


“Speaking of
fabulous,” he said. Steve and I have a kind of code. He loves the word
‘fabulous.’ If I want him to dish, I simply use ‘fabulous’ in a sentence and
he’ll follow it up with something ‘fabulous’ of his own. “I got a callback from
Go Hawaii magazine.”


“A callback? For what?”


“They’re hiring
another staff photog. They want me to present my portfolio in person.”


“But isn’t Go
Hawaii based in Honolulu?” I said.


“It is,” he
said. “So I guess you won’t be the only one going over there next week.” 


“I’m already
not the only one.” I told him about Farrah winning the Royal Hawaiian weekend
from Go Hawaii. 


“Wow, kismet,
right?” he said. “Is she taking anyone with her?”


“I don’t think
so, but I’m sure she only gets one room.”


“But you said
it’s a suite at the Royal Hawaiian. I’d rather be relegated to the floor of a
suite at the Pink Palace than stretched out on a king-size Posturepedic
in some dumpy dive out by the airport.”


“You better
call and ask her. Last time we talked she was sounding a little ‘iffy’ about
flying.”


Steve called
Farrah right after dinner. After he hung up, he joined me in the living room.
As I’d feared, Farrah told him she’d decided she just couldn’t handle the plane
ride. But she was crushed she’d miss out on her weekend at the Royal Hawaiian. 


“Okay,” he said
to me. “I didn’t say anything to her, but what about that guy friend of yours?
You know, the hunk with the hull?” 


“Ono Kingston?
He’s got a catamaran, but it’s a tourist boat. And it’s not his. He can’t just
take a couple of days off and haul a friend of mine over to O’ahu.
He’s got to ask permission. And it’s a long ride.”


“So? Call and
see if he’ll do it. Offer him something.” In Steve’s world, everything’s up for
barter. He takes photos and gets paid in steaks. He does an emergency makeover
of a local bride’s hair and a year later she hires him to take baby pictures of
her newborn. I don’t know how he keeps track of it all, but he does.


“What should I
offer him?”


Steve wiggled
his eyebrows suggestively. 


“No. I already
gave him the heave-ho. No way I’m going to trick him into thinking I’ve changed
my mind.”


“Then tell him
the truth. Maybe Farrah could trade him her plane ticket for a ride over.
Everybody needs to fly to a neighbor island at one time or another.”


“Not Farrah,” I
said.


“Yeah, but
Farrah’s in a league of her own. That poor girl never steps foot outside that
funky store. Ever. It might be a little awkward with
Ono, but she’s your best friend. Do it for her.”


“Let me think
about it.”


“I know you,”
he said. “Let me think about it means you’re gonna
do it, right?”


I nodded. He
did know me. Unfortunately, he probably knew me a bit too well. But he was
right. Farrah deserved a break and I needed to make an effort to help her get
it.


 







 


CHAPTER 3


 


Early the next
morning I called Ono Kingston. “Talk about a blast from the past,” he said.
 “You probably won’t believe this, but I was just talking about you.” 


 “Oh?” I
didn’t want to inquire further. Things had been left sort of chilly between us
when I’d chosen my cop-turned-firefighter boyfriend, Hatch Decker, over Ono.


“Yeah. Tomika called and asked me
to bring the boat over to Honolulu next weekend. She asked how you were doing.
Anyway, seems she offered a day sail up to her place at Ko
Olina as a prize in some charity fund-raiser. The
person who bought it wants to do it next Sunday.”


Okay, as Steve
would say, ‘kismet.’ Tomika Fujioka owned the
catamaran Ono skippered. When she said jump, Ono didn’t even ask how
high? That’s not to say Tomika isn’t a nice lady.
She’s a very nice lady, and generous to a fault. But beyond being merely boss
and employee, Ono and Tomika have a bond forged by
overcoming a shared demon. There was nothing either of them wouldn’t do for the
other.


I told Ono
about Farrah’s dilemma and although he sounded a tad disappointed when I
explained I wouldn’t be making the trip with them, he agreed to meet her and
discuss it.


Farrah was more
wary.


“I don’t know.
Maybe the universe isn’t cool with me ditching work for four days,” she said.
“I mean, I can probably get Beatrice to come in and work. She’s got eight cats
now and she’s always needing more cat food. But I’ve
never dug boats. I mean, what if we end up like ‘Gilligan’s Island’ or
something?” Farrah lived in sort of a time warp of the sixties and seventies.
She’d been named for her dad’s favorite actress on the original ‘Charlie’s
Angels.’ And, since she worked until ten o’clock every night, the only TV she
watched was late night reruns of her parents’ favorite shows—things like ‘I
Dream of Jeannie,’ ‘Bewitched,’ and “The Addams Family.’ 


“I think if the
catamaran gets stuck anywhere between here and O’ahu
it’s going to be on Moloka’i,” I said. “And, last I heard, they have cell phone
service over there. So, as romantic as it sounds, you can forget about getting
washed up on a deserted island with Thurston Howell the Third or the professor.
Although, come to think of it, I’ll bet Ono could make a radio out of a coconut
if he needed to.”


“Is it safe?”


“The sail to O’ahu? Of course it’s
safe. I’ve done it.”


“That doesn’t
mean jack. You pay money to fight people. You, my dear girl, are not the best
judge of ‘safe’.”


“Farrah, I
haven’t been in a martial arts tournament in more than a year. Not because it’s
not safe, but because I’ve been kind of busy. But the federal government spent
a lot of money training me to keep people safe. I’d never try to convince you
to do something that would harm you.”


“But you want
me to fly in an airplane.”


“Flying is
extremely safe. Really. But if you don’t want to do
it, then try something else. Like sailing.”


It went on like
that for longer than I’d hoped, but in the end, Farrah agreed to let me take
her down to Lahaina Harbor to meet Ono and check out
his catamaran.


***


The next day we
started for Lahaina right after the noon rush at the
store. Farrah left the store in Beatrice’s capable hands. But although Bea’s
seventy-year-old hands are capable, her hearing is not-so-much.


“We’ll be back
around four,” I told Bea while I waited for Farrah to come downstairs.


“Huh? Something on the floor? I don’t see nothing,”
she said, scrutinizing the worn planks of the plantation-era flooring.


“Not the
floor,” I said. “Four. Like four o’clock.” I pointed to the Felix the
Cat clock on the wall. Bea and I both looked over at the clock. Its tail wagged
back and forth marking the seconds.


“Yeah,” I said
waving my hand to get her attention. I held up four fingers. “Four. We’ll be
back by four.”


Bea mimicked my
four-fingered wave. “Okay, dear. Fine by me to use the back
door.” 


 


***


“I love your new
car,” said Farrah as I whipped my new Mini Cooper through the swerves of
Highway 30 on our way to Lahaina. “But why don’t you
put the top down?”


“It’s too
windy. When we get closer to town I’ll put it down.” I love the open
convertible at speeds under fifty. But any faster than that makes me feel like
a rotisserie chicken in a convection oven. 


We pulled into
the Lahaina Harbor area and, wonder of wonders, I immediately found a parking spot. 


Farrah turned
to me. “So, are you cool with Ono?  I mean, if he’s gonna
go all harsh on you, I don’t think I want to—”


“Don’t worry.
He’s too much of a gentleman for trash talk. And besides, we’re good. Sometimes
it’s better to be long-time friends than short-time lovers. That’s how it is
with us.”


“So you guys
never did, uh, you know?”


“No, never.”


“Whew. That’s
cool. I was worried. Nothing more downer than a dude with
unrequired love.”


“I think the
word is ‘unrequited’.”


“Yeah, whatever. So, you think I’ll be chill riding on his
boat?”


“I’m not going
to lie to you, Farrah. It’s a full day’s sail to O’ahu,
and it can get kind of bumpy. But Ono’s an excellent captain.”


“Are you
disappointed in me?”


“Of course not. Why would you even ask that?”


“Because
compared to you I’m a total wuss. I mean, you’re like
Wonder Woman brave. You do your kung fu and you
worked for Homeland Security and all that. What do I do? I run a gnarly grocery
store. You don’t need to be Brave Heart to card pimply dudes for beer.”


I took her
hand. “Look, you’re the most courageous woman I know. I can’t count the number
of times you’ve stuck up for me and gotten knocked around for it. You’re a lot
of things, Farrah, but ‘wuss’ isn’t one of them. Now
let’s go see a man about a boat.”


We walked to
the far end of the boat slips where Ono’s catamaran, the Maui Happy Returns,
was tied up. I had mixed feelings about being back there. I’d loved it when Ono
had taken me out on my first sail out of there, but I’d also had a pretty close
call right there on that very same dock.


When we got up
alongside the gleaming white hull Ono was standing at attention on the gangway.


“Hey,
stranger,” he said giving me a big hug as I came aboard. He reached to take
Farrah’s hand. “And you must be my new crew member. Welcome aboard.”


Farrah shot me
a look and froze.


“Farrah’s a
little nervous about this,” I said. “She’s worried you’ll want her to do stuff
she doesn’t know how to do.”


“Oh, I was just
kidding about you being crew,” he said. “I have to report you as a member of
the crew or it messes with my insurance. I take tourists out so my liability’s
pretty steep. They keep tabs on me.”


 Farrah
shot him a tentative smile and climbed aboard.


“Wow, this
boat’s so groovy,” she said. “Beautiful wood.” She
trailed a hand across the highly-polished teak hand rails.


“It is. Pali must’ve already told you it’s not mine. That’s why
I’ve got to go to O’ahu next weekend. The owner wants
me to haul some people out on a day sail.”


“Mahalo for offering to take me.
I’ve got to warn you, though. I don’t get out much. I’ve never been on a boat
ride that lasted more than an hour. And that was a long time ago.”


“That’s cool.
The ride to O’ahu can get a little rough, but I’ll
have you stay down here in the salon if it gets really rockin’.
It’s the most stable place on the vessel. If you look out the windows you
shouldn’t get seasick.”


At the mention
of the word, seasick, I saw a flash of worry in Farrah’s eyes. 


“What if I get
sick anyway?” she said.


“No worries,”
said Ono. “We’ve all fed the fish one time or another.” 


Farrah asked if
she could explore the rest of the boat and Ono nodded. “Let me know if you have
any questions.” She started down the ladder to go below deck. Ono turned to me.
“Wow, you didn’t tell me your friend was so beautiful. She’s got gorgeous
skin.”


I doubted it
was her skin he was really taken with. Farrah’s figure boasted some eye-popping
elements that even an eighty-dollar bra could barely
keep in check.


“Yeah, she’s
very pretty. She’s also my best friend.” I said it to put him on notice that he
better not try anything. It seemed he took it wrong.


“You got a
little green monkey whispering in your ear, Pali? I
never figured you for jealous.”


“I’m not. I
just want you to remember she’s—” 


Farrah popped
up from surveying below decks. “You’ve got a really big bed down there! Way
cool. Do you live on this boat?”


“I do,” Ono
said. “I haven’t been a land-based life form for more than a year now.”


“Wow. That’s
bitchin’. I don’t know if Pali told you, but I live
where I work too. We’re like, the same.”


And then it
dawned on me. They were.







 


CHAPTER 4


 


I was leaving
for Honolulu in the morning but I still had to get through Friday’s wedding. I
arrived at the wedding site three hours early and everything was progressing
well. One-by-one the vendors showed up on time and everyone seemed to have
everything they needed. The bride and groom had opted to have their formal
photos taken the day before to avoid last-minute jitters. Now the ceremony was
about to begin and we’d encountered our first glitch: we had no best man. This
wasn’t the first time this had happened. Bachelor parties have a way of
incapacitating the most trustworthy of men, even grooms, but today the groom
was present and accounted for. It was the guy who’d agreed to stand up for the
groom, to hold the ring and sign the marriage certificate, who was missing.


“Would you like
to choose one of your groomsmen to stand in as best man?” I said to the groom,
Jake. Jake was a good-looking kid who normally sported a cocky grin, but he
wasn’t smiling now. We were in a back room of the community hall. In the main
room, four dozen guests were already seated. The low hum of whispers and
rustling alerted me that it was pretty certain everyone knew something was
amiss.


“No. Andy will
be here. He wouldn’t do this to me, or to Rebecca.”


We waited ten
more minutes and then I went to talk to the bride. She’d shooed her bridesmaids
out of the “bride’s room” and had asked them to wait outside in the vestibule. 


 “What do
you want to do?” I said. “After all, this is your wedding. Jake wants to
stall but I always tell brides they have the final say. This may be your last
opportunity to get your own way on things.” I gave her a smile but she didn’t
return it.


I went on.
“What I’m trying to say is, I’ll do whatever you want me to do.”


The bride was
stunning in a strapless ivory taffeta gown. She’d pulled her glossy auburn hair
into an ‘up do,’ and even with minimal make-up she looked like a Walt Disney
princess. Steve had come home from taking the formal photos and announced that
of all the couples he’d met since he’d been working with me, Rebecca was the
only bride who’d caused him to pause and take notice. He’d even offered to take
twice as many photos for the same price if the couple would allow him to use
some of them on his website.


“I don’t know
what to do,” she said. She stared out the window as if hoping she could conjure
up the missing best man by sheer will.


“We can’t wait
much longer,” I said in my ‘take charge’ voice. “It’s not fair to your guests.
This place has ceiling fans, but no A/C. It’s starting to get pretty sticky out
there.”


“I know.” Her
shoulders sagged. Then she did the unthinkable: she plopped down on the stiff
velvet sofa next to the window.


“Rebecca!” I barked
her name a little louder than necessary. But she was wearing taffeta, and
everyone knows unwrinkled taffeta and sitting are mutually exclusive.


“You know, I
guess I do know,” she said as she stood up. She fluffed out her skirt. “I’m
sorry to do this to you, but I need to go.”


At first I
thought she meant she had to go to the bathroom. Then I realized she didn’t.


“You’re
leaving?” I said.


“Yeah, sorry,
but I can’t do this. I know why Andy isn’t here.”


“Don’t tell me
you’re sorry. What about Jake?”


“Oh yeah, I’m
sorry about him too.” 


“Do you want me
to go get him so you two can talk?”


“No. I don’t
know what I’d say. Just tell him I’m really sorry but this is what’s best for
everybody.”


“Is this about
Andy?” I said. It was none of my business, but hey, it was about my
business. How had I not picked up on her hesitancy before?


“I’d rather not
say,” she said. Which, of course, said everything.


Rebecca
gathered up her things and bustled out so quickly I didn’t have time to round
up the bridesmaids to stage an intervention. I was left with an ugly to-do list
and no clue where to begin.


***


When I headed
home late that afternoon I was wiped out. I’d had jiltings
before, but thankfully I haven’t become so jaded I can simply shrug them off.
They’re painful and humiliating. The guests had made their way out of the
community center as though they’d just attended a funeral. Hardly anyone spoke
and those who did used hushed voices. There was a lot of head shaking and quick
hugs in the parking lot.


I’d stayed
behind to console the groom and the bride’s parents. The groom’s parents had
huffed out right behind the final guests. Maybe they figured their son had
dodged a bullet but they were wise enough to know this wasn’t the time to point
it out to him.


The groom was
nearly inconsolable. He kept saying things like, “Me and Andy have been friends
since first grade,” and “Rebecca told me she didn’t hardly like Andy.” Jake
didn’t look like he was crying; it was more like he was leaking. He kept
mopping his wet face with the sleeve of his coat and I hoped the fabric
wouldn’t pucker. I had no desire to explain the whole sad situation to the
folks at the tuxedo rental place.


The bride’s
parents were furious. They kept asking how much, given the circumstances, they
would owe and I kept dodging the question. Of course they owed all of it. There
was a seldom read, but quite legal, clause in my contract which stated that
charges would ensue for all vendor services unless the bride or groom fell sick
or were injured in such a manner that the wedding could not proceed as planned.
And even if that happened their only remedy would be to re-schedule.


I felt bad for
them, though. The mother was mortified and the father was angry. They argued
back and forth, each one blaming the other for their daughter’s shortcomings.
Phrases such as “spoiled brat,” “ungrateful bitch” and “she’s just like you”
were bandied about with little restraint.


I was glad this
was my last wedding for a few weeks. I needed a break from drama.


I got home and
collapsed at the kitchen table. Luckily for me, my wise and noble roommate
didn’t comment on the debacle; nor did he ask me if he’d be getting paid for
the zillion photos he’d taken the day before when the would-be bride and
soon-to-be groom were still making goo-goo eyes at each other.


“I made you
curried vegetables and brown rice,” he said. “Your favorite.”


“There’s a
special corner in heaven for you,” I said.


“Yeah, and a special corner of you-know-where for that gorgeous
girl who trashed that poor loser in front of all his family and friends.”


“She did what
she had to do,” I said. “I’m not happy with how she did it, but I respect that
she didn’t get up there and lie through her teeth while she took her vows.”


“I disagree,”
he said. “I think it would’ve shown a lot more class to go through with it and
then catch a plane to Reno and quietly undo it all.”


“Well, at least
it seems Farrah’s happy,” I said. “She and Ono left this morning.”


“You’d think a
fourteen-hour boat ride would be tougher than a half-hour flight,” he said.


“I know. I’ve
done that trip and it’s not for the faint-hearted.”


“I hope she
doesn’t freak out and want to turn back. I’m looking forward to crashing with
her at the Royal Hawaiian.”


“Yeah, I hope
she’ll be okay,” I said. “So when’s your appointment with Go Hawaii?”


“Monday
morning. That gives me the entire weekend to see what I can pick up in
Waikiki.” He rubbed his hands together and grinned.


“Well, whatever
you ‘pick up’, make sure it’s not something that requires penicillin to fix.”


 “Oh,
listen to you, Miss Mother Superior Mary Margaret. You know I’m careful. I’ve
never gotten more than a cold from a date. And that cold was way worth it.” He
sighed and looked off as if lost in the reverie of a very ‘worth it’ evening.


Time to change the subject. “I need to talk to Hatch before
I leave tomorrow,” I said. “He said he’s requesting extra shifts so we can have
time together when I get back. I hope he gets someone to trade with him.”


“Oh, I’m glad you
reminded me. Hatch left a voice mail while we were at the non-wedding. There’s
a note by the phone.”


“Why do you
always do this?”


“Do what?” he
said. 


“Forget to give
me my messages.”


“I don’t
forget. I write them down. Now you want me to write them down and tell
you? What am I, your butler?” he said.


“I like the
ring of that, my butler. From now on—”


“Don’t get
ahead of yourself, missy. If I score this gig with Go Hawaii I’ll be
making enough coin to hire my own butler.”


***


I called Hatch
and he was as giddy as a kid catching his first wave. “You aren’t gonna believe this,” he said. He stopped for a dramatic
pause. “I got called out as a Hot Head.”


I knew Hatch
had a temper, but I never thought he’d be pleased about being branded a ‘hot
head’.


“Who called you
a ‘hot head’?”


“The Hot Heads
are an elite wildland firefighting unit. My chief put
in a good word and I got picked to go to training in Montana. I leave on
Sunday.”


“That’s great.
So we’ll both be gone at the same time.”


“Yeah, except
my training lasts three weeks. And if something pops up while I’m over there I
may get sent out to fight a fire.”


“Huh. Wildland
firefighting. Why would they choose to train a guy from Hawaii to fight
forest fires? It’s not like we have redwoods over here.”


“Because wildland fires aren’t just in
forests. Some of the worst ones are fast-spreading brush fires. And
we’ve got tons of those. Remember when that fire shut down the Pali Highway for two days? It was a freakin’
mess. Nobody from the West Side could get to the airport.”


“Well, good for you. I’ll miss you but I’m glad you get to do
something you love.”


“Babe, if I was
doing something I love, it would be you.”


I let him have
the last word on that and promised I’d call when I landed in Honolulu the next
morning.


***


I tried to pack
for all possibilities. I didn’t know if Jeff wanted to spend time sightseeing,
going to the beach, hanging out in bars and clubs, or what. It had been his
idea to meet in Honolulu for his vacation week but neither one of us had talked
about what we wanted to do once we got there. I think he expected me to play
hostess since I still live in Hawaii, but it’d been nearly ten years since I’d
lived in the city. And, after a decade, both Honolulu and I had changed so much
we were back to being strangers. 


I got to bed
early but I didn’t sleep well. I often have trouble sleeping before a trip.
That’s one of the reasons my career as a federal air marshal was so
short-lived. I rarely slept well the night before a flight. So, I’d be already
tired when I boarded my mind-numbing thirteen hour flight to Taipei. An hour
after take-off I’d be pinching my arm trying to stay awake. Two hours later I’d
be deep in the zzz’s. Since the whole reason for
having an armed guard on an airplane is to keep an eye on things, it kind of
defeated the purpose if my eyes were closed. I’d been embarrassed and humbled
when I got fired for dereliction of duty, but I didn’t beg for another chance.
There was no point. For me, the hum of jet engines and the cushy leather seats
in first class—they usually seated us in first class to be closer to the
cockpit—just triggered my brain to go nighty-night.


But it wasn’t
just the next day’s flight that was keeping me awake. I was excited to see my
brother again. And, if possible, I might be meeting some new members of my
family, or ohana. Just recently I’d
learned I had a slew of brothers and sisters from my father’s side. I wasn’t
sure how I felt about seeing them after all these years, but I’d decided it
didn’t matter. I’d already lived without them for thirty-five years. If we
weren’t a ‘good fit’—that’s how the feds described my air marshal career, I
wasn’t a ‘good fit’—then more than likely this meeting would be a one-time
thing. Whatever the outcome with my new siblings, I was looking forward to
catching up with the brother I’d been raised with. And I was
also loving the idea of an entire week with nary a whiny diva bride,
clueless groom or Devil-Wears-Prada mother-of-the-bride in sight. 


Seven days of
nothing but rambling around a vast pulsing city without a care in the world. No
wonder I couldn’t sleep.


 







 


CHAPTER
5


 


On Saturday
morning I drove to the Kahului Airport ticking off the things I wanted to do in
Honolulu. I hoped Jeff was up for playing tourist at least some of the time. I
was looking forward to getting lost in the cheesy hustle of Waikiki’s
International Market. I wanted to hike to the top of Diamond Head and also pay
my respects at Pearl Harbor. I wanted to take a tour of ‘Iolani
Palace, the home of the last Hawaiian king and queen. No doubt during the
coming week I’d eat too much and probably end most days with a few too many
adult beverages, but I wanted to spend at least a portion of every day
reacquainting myself with my ‘made in Hawaii’ heritage. 


I parked the
Mini and took my suitcase out of the back seat. I would’ve used the trunk, but
have you seen a Mini trunk, or as the Brits who made it would say, ‘boot’? It’s
about the size of a microwave oven. Getting anything in through that narrow
hatch is like threading a needle. But I love my new car. For years I drove an
ancient phlegm-green Geo. I’d racked up more mileage on that sorry vehicle than
most mainland truckers. It was the butt of nonstop ridicule so I’d gotten used
to parking out of sight and slinking in through back doors. Now, with my new
car, I was slowly getting used to having complete strangers compliment me on my
cool ride. 


I looked back
at the Mini and smiled. Its perky grill smiled back. “See you in a week,” I
said. Then I looked over one aisle and saw a guy shoot me a weird look. I
attempted to salvage my dignity by waving ‘bye-bye’ to a complete stranger in a
passing car.


I landed at
Honolulu International Airport at nine-thirty in the morning. In most big
cities that would be long past rush hour. But Honolulu isn’t just famous for
its sky-high real estate prices. It also ranks as one of the top five most
traffic-congested cities in the world. Forget what you see on Hawaii-Five-O.
All those neck-snapping car chases and squealing tires are just wishful thinking.
It takes hours to get from one end of O’ahu to
the other. And if there’s an accident it will take mere minutes for the highway
through Honolulu to become a parking lot.


While I waited
for Jeff’s plane—or the worst news possible, whichever came first—I called
Hatch. 


“Hey, how’s it
going? I made it to Honolulu but I’m still waiting on Jeff’s plane.” I didn’t
let on about my worst fears. Hatch would tell me I was over-reacting, and I
didn’t want to quarrel. Especially when he was probably
right.


“Everything’s
going great,” he said. “I can’t talk long. I’m packing for tomorrow. Looks like
I don’t have much stuff here in Maui that will work in Montana. I’ll need to
buy some new things when I get there.”


“Don’t they
wear the same kind of gear you wear over here?”


“Gear, yeah.
But I’m talking off-duty clothes. I’ll probably need a cowboy hat.”


The image of
Hatch in a cowboy hat came to mind. “If you do, bring it home with you. I can
think of some fun times we could have with me, you, and the hat.”


“Hey, cut me
some slack here. I miss you enough already.”


We said our
‘love you’s’ and ‘miss you’s’
and then we hung up. A few minutes later the arrivals board clicked over to
show Jeff’s flight was finally on approach. I got up and had my little ‘moment’
with the gate agent and then they opened the jetway door.


I watched the
passengers disembark and it seemed as if the entire capacity of Aloha Stadium
was streaming through the door. How had so many people fit inside one plane?
Finally, I saw Jeff’s grin. He waved and I had to restrain myself from
trampling a few weary travelers in my haste to get to him.


“You’re late,”
I said.


“Believe me, I
know. It was like a clown car in there it was so tight. Everybody moaning and
groaning over the delay and me stuck in a middle seat. I may want to think
about hopping a freighter to go back.”


We hugged.


“So, look at
you,” he said. “You did something to your hair.”


“I washed it.”


“No, it’s
different. More blond.”


My light coloring
is a sore subject. I was born and raised in the islands but I always get
mistaken for a haole, a stranger. Hazel green
eyes and brown-to-blond hair are not what comes to mind when a person talks
about a kama’aina, the Hawaiian word for a
local person.


“If it’s
lighter than last time, it must’ve gotten sun-bleached,” I said. “You know me.
I’m not big on personal services.” It’s kind of funny. I’m known by most of the
stylists at the first-class hair and nail salons on Maui because month after
month I book dozens of brides and bridesmaids to get glammed up for their
wedding. But when my own hair gets to dragging in my eyes I stop in at the
ten-dollar chop shop in the mall. And my nails? Well,
let’s just say I’ve got a bad habit that keeps them plenty short.


“It’s great to
be back home,” Jeff said, looking around at all the
people wearing lei and aloha shirts.


“I’m sorry I
didn’t get you a lei,” I said. “I remembered it when I
was on the plane. But then I realized if I went outside to the lei stands I wouldn’t
be able to get back in through security. And, although I adore you beyond
words, I’m not willing to pay tourist prices at these airport shops.”


“Mahalo, but we don’t need no
stinkin’ lei,” he said.


We both
laughed. It was an inside joke with us. When Jeff graduated from high school,
everyone brought armfuls of lei (the plural is the same as the singular) to
drape over the graduates. One kid, a beefed-up wrestler from a hard-scrabble
family on Moloka’i, didn’t have family members attending so he wasn’t wearing
any lei. Jeff saw him hunched in a corner and went over to offer him a couple
of his lei. The wrestler uttered the now-famous line, followed by a toothy grin
and a fist-bump. The line became Jeff’s and my ‘go-to’ mantra when something
was no big deal.


“Do we need to
stop at baggage claim?” I said looking down at his tiny carry-on.


“Any baggage
I’ve got is purely psychological,” he said. “No, seriously, this is all I
brought.”


I marveled at
his ability to cram a week’s worth of everything into a bag that would fit
under an airline seat. 


“Then let’s
roll,” I said.


“So I hear you
bought a new car,” he said, starting off with an easy subject. 


“Yeah,” I said.
“It’s funny though. I had the Geo since college. It was the bane of my
existence, but every now and then I sort of miss it. You know, like you’d miss
a rheumy old dog who peed on the floor all the time
but now it’s gone to dog heaven.”


“Don’t talk to
me about dogs,” Jeff said. “Jack totally freaked when I took him to the kennel
last night.”


“He doesn’t
like the kennel?”


“It’s right
next to the vet’s. To Jack, anything within five miles of the place where he
lost his manhood is suspect.”


“I hope he’s
okay.”


“He’s fine. Get
this.” Jeff pulled out his cell phone and pointed to an app with an icon of a
grinning cartoon dog. “I can tap in to Doggie Cam anytime I want and see what
Jack’s up to.”


“Why?”


“To make me feel better.”


“But what if
he’s howling in distress? Or cowering in a corner?”


“Then he’ll
have to learn to man up.”


“But you said
you had his manhood snipped. And anyway, are you planning to spend your
vacation looking at your dog?” I said.


“Not a chance.
But I couldn’t let the people at the kennel think I was a bad pet parent, so I
went ahead and downloaded it. They were real proud of the technology.”


We walked out
of the terminal into the din of six lanes of traffic. It was dark and hot since
the lower level is covered by a concrete canopy that leads to the parking
structure.


“What kind of
rental car did you get?” Jeff said.


“I’m not sure. Something cheap.”


“Good.”


“I thought you
were big on cars,” I said. “Isn’t your new car a Beemer or a Lexus or
something?”


“Yeah, it’s a
Lexus. But that’s Livermore. I gotta make the lab
guys wonder if I’ve skipped a few pay grades. Keeps ‘em
guessing.” He smiled, then
turned on his serious face. “But in the city you should drive a plain car. You
don’t want to draw attention.”


“This isn’t
exactly Mogadishu,” I said.


“I know. But
those yellow Mustang convertibles just scream tourist onboard and who
needs the hassle?”


The car turned
out to be exactly what Jeff had hoped for: a white Ford Focus with four doors,
gray cloth interior and an automatic transmission. I let him drive. Not because
he was the guy, but because I’m used to a manual. It’d take me a week to stop
slamming my left foot to the floorboard looking for a clutch.


We didn’t get a
GPS. Something about claiming kama’aina status
wouldn’t allow me to admit I didn’t know my way around. Which I didn’t, but
that was for me to know and the rest of O’ahu to figure
out.


We drove down
Nimitz Highway toward Waikiki. Any fool can find Waikiki; you just follow the
shuttle buses. We turned off Kalakaua Avenue at Lewers. The Trump Tower loomed one block over on our right.
There was nowhere to park the car, but a smiling valet popped out of the main
entrance as soon as we pulled up.


“Are you
staying with us?” he said. 


Jeff and I both
nodded.


“Would you like
me to park your car?”


“Ask him how
much it costs,” I said under my breath.


Jeff turned to
me. “Who cares how much? We’re on vacation.”


I pinched his
arm. The last thing I was willing to cop to was being a Waikiki tourist. 


“We’re visiting
from Maui,” I said leaning over Jeff to flash a smile at the valet. The guy
gave me a shaka, the thumb and pinkie salute
we use instead of a wave. “Aloha. Ho’okipa to Waikiki.”


“Mahalo nui loa,” I replied. Tossing around the Hawaiian was like a
couple of dogs sniffing each other’s credentials.


“I’m s’posed to charge twenty bucks a day, but I’ll give you a kama’aina rate of ten,” he said. “That fair?”


“Very fair. Mahalo, man,”
said Jeff.


“No worries.”


We got out and
the guy handed Jeff a receipt. Then he whisked the Focus away to parts unknown.



We went inside,
hoping the frat brother had done okay for himself and his apartment reflected
it. 







 


CHAPTER 6


 


The hotel lobby
was plain, with a wide expanse of dark blue carpet and plain white walls.
They’d tacked up a smattering of now-faded prints of beach scenes and muscled
guys paddling outrigger canoes but it still didn’t have the ‘Aloha, Welcome to
Hawaii’ look that tourists would probably like to see. The registration desk
was along the right side wall. The two clerks working there were chatting. One
was a small-statured Asian guy with glasses; the other an ali’i-size
local gal with an enormous halo of fuzzy black hair. I thought about the horror
stories we used to tell when we were kids about spiders building nests in
people’s hair, but then I told myself to knock it off. 


Jeff stepped up
to the desk and the gal came over to talk to him.


“Aloha.
Welcome to the Waikiki Majestic,” she said. “Is this your first trip to the
islands?”


Jeff looked a
bit peeved. Since we both have our mom’s light coloring we’re used to being
mistaken for visitors, but it’s still annoying.


“No, I grew up
here.”


“In Honolulu?”


“No, Maui.”


“Ah. Everybody
loves Maui.” She smiled. “You here on business?”


Did the
employee manual direct them to pry into their guests personal affairs? I think
not.


“No, I’m here
on a visit with my sister.” Jeff pointed to me. “For a little
ohana time together.”


The clerk
widened her smile. “That’s good. And you’re checking in?”


I wanted to
step up and say something snotty, like, No, my brother and I have a bet you
could win in a smack-down with your co-worker here and we’re wondering if you’d
like to give it a shot. But I didn’t. 


Jeff nodded.
She asked his name and then pecked on her computer for a few seconds.


“Oh, you’re
staying in the penthouse. That’s Mr. Stanton’s place. Do you know Mr. Stanton
personally?”


I stepped out
of earshot to avoid saying something that would embarrass my brother. Instead,
I looked in at a tiny shop in the lobby that sold cheap aloha-wear and kukui nut lei. The clerk was rolling out racks of shirts
and tube dresses as if she’d just opened up for the day. 


“You looking
for something special?” she said, zooming over to me and hovering so close I
had the urge to take a step back. Her eyes were wide. 


“Mahalo, but I’m just browsing.”


Her eyebrows
knitted together as if she wasn’t sure if ‘browsing’ was another word for
‘shop-lifting.’ I don’t think English was her first language—or even Hawaiian,
for that matter.


“Just seeing
what you have,” I added. 


She seemed to
relax a bit. “You want to see matchy-matchy?”


Now it was my
turn to look confused.


“You know, for
you and your husband.” She nodded toward Jeff, still dealing with the check-in
process. “I got mu’u mu’u
and aloha shirt, matchy-matchy. Everybody like.”


“Oh, no thank
you. And, that guy over there is my brother. Not my husband.” Now who was
spilling personal information?


“All the betta. Family
matchy. Very nice.”


Jeff had turned
from the counter and was waving a folder at me. “I’ve got to run,” I said. “But
we’re staying here. I’ll be back if I need anything.”


“We got nice kukui nut. You buy one for your brother?”


What the heck?
I hadn’t gotten Jeff a lei at the airport. I could
kill two birds by presenting him with a kukui nut lei
and giving this nice lady her first sale of the day. It’s good luck to get a
sale soon after opening. 


“Yes. I’ll get a lei.”


“Five dolla. Or
three for ten.”


Why not? I was
on vacation. I picked out three kukui nut lei. One black, one brown, and one a mixture of white and brown nuts.


“You can get lannard for one dolla,” she said.


“A what?”


“A lannard. For
the pool.” She held up a pink rhinestone-crusted lanyard. “You put the
card on the lannard. Then you don’t forgot.”


“Oh. No, thank
you. I won’t need a lanyard.” 


I bought the
lei and joined Jeff. “Aloha kaikunane,”
I said as I slipped the black kukui lei over my
brother’s head. “Ho’okipa
o Waikiki.”


“Tossing around
the Hawaiian, are we? Well, I love you too, sister,” he said. “And I also
welcome you to Waikiki.”


We got in the
elevator and I punched the button for the top floor, number thirty. It seemed
to take forever to get there even though the elevator didn’t stop on any other
floors to get there.


“I’m not big on
elevators, you know,” I said as the number twenty-six flashed by on the digital
display.


“Wait ‘til you
see the view,” said Jeff.


We got out at a
small vestibule with a large carved mahogany door on the opposite side from the
elevator. There was a small brass plaque with ‘Penthouse’ engraved in script to
the left of the door. Jeff took a key card from the folder and slipped it into
the lock. A light flashed green and then the lock beeped.


“Moment of
truth,” Jeff said as he pushed the door open.


The penthouse
opened before us like a cave of buried treasure. The first thing my eyes landed
on was the view. A sweeping horizon of sapphire blue ocean
lay dead ahead. We were up so high it seemed we were seeing it from the
vantage point of a bird in flight.


“Wow.”


“Yeah, wow,”
Jeff said. “I knew Tom had hit it big with that app he created, but I had no
idea how big.”


“Well, I’d say
a full-on ocean view Waikiki penthouse means it was big with a capital “B”
big.”


We looked
around the spacious penthouse. The floors were some kind of ebony-colored
hardwood and every flat surface was either granite or marble. The bathrooms had
those sinks that look like big glass bowls sitting on the counter. The kitchen
was stainless steel everything with an enormous Sub-Zero refrigerator that was
paneled in the same expensive-looking wood as the cabinets. There were two
bedrooms. One looked down on the ocean and the other looked over the rooftops
of the city.


“I’ll flip you
for the water view,” Jeff said.


“No, you take
it. I’ve got vertigo enough just being up this high. I’ll feel a little more
grounded seeing other buildings around.” It wasn’t true, but I wanted Jeff to
get to see the ocean as much as possible while he was here. After all, I can go
to the beach any day of the week.


The lanai off
my bedroom looked out across the entire skyline of Waikiki and ended with the
green folds of the the Ko Olau Range mountains beyond Manoa.
I was glad I’d offered Jeff the other bedroom. I’d spent four years at UH and Manoa would always have a special place in my heart.


That night we
went out to find a restaurant we could both agree on. It turned out to be
sushi. Actually, I’m not a big fan of sushi.  It seems to come out of the
kitchen missing a key ingredient—cooking. But Jeff said he rarely has time at
home to savor a true sushi bar experience so I conceded. Even though I’d
probably just stick to ‘training wheels’ sushi like California roll, the sushi
bar vibe is usually a lot of fun.  


The restaurant
was on the second floor of an open-air shopping area a few blocks mauka, or inland, from the beach. The
entrance was window-less, with only a simple sign displaying the name, ‘Miyake
Sushi’ in both Japanese and English. When we got inside, it was quickly
apparent it was an authentic Japanese place, not a wanna-be place catering to American tourists. The
front entrance was feng shui’d
to the max—very dimly lit, with a small koi pool, bamboo plants, and pale
yellow walls. Farrah would’ve loved the décor, but she probably wouldn’t have
appreciated seeing the fish swimming in the huge aquarium. No doubt those very
fish were the ones referred to in the menu as ‘freshest fish in town’ and those
guys blithely doing their last laps were only an order away from being cleaved
into tiny morsels.   


The hostess
wore an authentic Japanese kimono. It was an exquisite silk wrapping of coral
pink, white and pale blue. Her hair was done up in a heavily-lacquered bun. She
took a look at us and her face displayed the tiniest flash of concern. She
bowed her head slightly. In a small voice she greeted us in Japanese and
gestured for us to follow her.


“I think this
is a Japanese restaurant,” I whispered to Jeff.


“Of course it’s
Japanese,” he said. “It’s sushi.”


“No, I mean I
think this is a restaurant for Japanese people. Not for us.”


“I don’t see a
sign saying we can’t eat here,” he said. By now four or five diners positioned
at the sushi counter along the back wall were staring at us, chopsticks poised
in mid-air.


“They probably
don’t speak English,” I said. I gripped Jeff’s elbow in an attempt to steer him
back outside.


“Well, I didn’t
come here for conversation,” he said. “I came for sushi. Don’t you think they
save the best stuff for the people who know what it’s supposed to taste like?”


By now we’d
arrived at the sushi counter. The hostess indicated two chairs at the end of
the bar and we sat down.


“I don’t know
if this is such a good idea,” I said. “We won’t know how to order.”


“Look Pali, back home I eat sushi whenever I can. I know the
words. And besides, look at the menu. It has pictures.”


I glanced at
the glossy menu and indeed there were rows of pictures of pink, white, red, and
gray seafood. Most things were shown wrapped in either green or black seaweed.
To me it looked more like a bait shop list than a menu. 


“Do you think
they have California roll?” I said to Jeff. “Or maybe something
with cooked shrimp?”


Jeff snorted.
“Let me order for you. I know the good stuff.”


“Can we get
some hot saké?” I said. I knew whatever fish
concoction he was going to foist on me would go down a lot easier after a few
gulps of piping hot rice wine. Besides, maybe the saké
would ‘cook’ the fish when it hit my stomach.


“Sure. Good
idea.” Jeff expertly ordered a large ginjo saké—in Japanese.


“Do you speak
Japanese?” I said.


“A little. I worked on a project with a team from Tokyo
University in Shinjuko. Their way of getting the job
done was to work for ten to twelve hours straight and then go to a kyabakura, or hostess bar, and get
falling-down drunk. You get up the next day and do it all over again. Those
dudes were relentless.”


The saké came in a thin white vase about ten-inches tall. The
hostess placed two tiny porcelain cups in front of us and poured the first
round. The warm saké went down like a cool flame—hot
yet numbing. After the first cup I was enjoying myself a lot more. By the
second cup I was up for taking a stab at things like raw eel and urchin. 


Everything
tasted like rubbery sea-water to me, but I didn’t care. We had a great time,
and the other diners seemed to get a kick out of Jeff’s tortured Japanese. They
must’ve figured me for his well-trained wife since I didn’t utter a word. Even
if everyone had been speaking English I still probably wouldn’t have said much.
The saké had seen to that.


We walked back
to our high-rise—Jeff expertly steering me up over curbs and away from light
poles. 


“You’re a cheap
drunk,” he said when we finally got into the elevator.


“Arigato,”
I said, saying ‘thank you,’ in Japanese. It was the only word that had stuck
with me.


He laughed.
“The good thing is we don’t have to get up tomorrow morning and design a propulsion
algorithm.”


“I can’t even spell
algorithm, let alone design one,” I said.


He draped an
arm around my shoulder as we walked the ten steps from the elevator to the
penthouse door. “I’ve missed you, sis.”


“I’ve missed
you, too, bruddah.”


“Let’s tear up O’ahu,” he said. “Let’s see it all, eat it all, and act
like a couple of obnoxious tourists for the whole week. I want to go home tired
and guilty.”


“Sounds good. Goal for the week: little sleep and lots of
remorse.” 







 


CHAPTER 7


 


Since Farrah
had left for Honolulu on Friday, I was a little concerned when I hadn’t heard
from her by Sunday morning. Ono was scheduled to take Tomika’s
guests out that day, so I figured it’d be a good time to call. 


“Aloha,”
she trilled as she took my call.


“Aloha, yourself. How was the trip over?”


“Groovy beyond words.”


“Really?”


“Really. It was bumpy, like you said, but fun bumpy. It
wasn’t ‘we’re all gonna die’ bumpy like on an
airplane.”


“I’m really
happy to hear that. So, what are you doing today? Do you want to hang out with
me and Jeff?”


“Sorry, but Ono
says we won’t be back until after dark,” she said.


“Oh. So are you
going with him to Ko Olina?”


“Yeah, Ono
calls me his ‘cabin girl.’ Isn’t that cute—cabin girl? I’m gonna
help him with the drinks and stuff.”


“You know Ono
doesn’t drink, right.”


“I know. He
told me. We pretty much haven’t stopped talking since we left Maui.”


“Are you guys
like—”


“Oops. Sorry
but I gotta go. Ono’s calling me. He wants me to
taste the mai tai he made and see if it’s good. He’s
so sweet. Let me call you when we get back, okay?”


I hung up and
felt a tickle in my ear. Green monkey? Maybe. But just a little one.


I made coffee
and Jeff stumbled into the kitchen a half-hour later. “Wow, you’d think with
the time change I’d have been awake at five,” he said. “But I was wiped out.”


“I know. I
think ginjo sake trumps jet lag any
day.”


“Especially lots
of ginjo saké,”
he said. “Do you remember if I paid the bill?”


I laughed. “Of
course you did. I thought I was the only sloppy drunk last night.”


“Any appearance
of sobriety on my part was purely for show. I didn’t want you to think I
couldn’t hold my liquor. It’s one of a half-dozen prized skills I learned from
my Japanese counterparts. Never let ‘em see you slobber.”


“Well, bravo.
You certainly fooled me. So, what do you want to do today?” I said. 


“I’m up for
anything that doesn’t involve damaging my liver.”


“Do you want to
go out to Pearl Harbor? I can order the tickets online.”


“Tickets? I thought it was a National Monument.”


“It is, but
it’s a very busy monument. If you don’t want to wait in line for hours it’s
best to get a reservation before you go out there.”


“Leave it to a
wedding planner to sweat the details,” he said.


I fired up my
laptop and found that the next available admission time was two o’clock. I
ordered two tickets and wrote down my reservation number.


“It’s going to
be hard to find a parking spot out there,” I said. “You
willing to take the bus?”


“Sure. I’m up
for anything.”


I looked up the
Honolulu bus schedule and found the Number 42 bus would take us in a pretty
direct route from Waikiki to the Pearl Harbor Memorial site. It would take more
than an hour to get there, but we didn’t have anything else to do anyway. 


We caught the
bus on Saratoga Road and found seats near the front. But when we pulled away
from the stop at the Ala Moana
Shopping Center the bus had filled up. We gave up our seats to two older
‘aunties’ who were wrestling large shopping bags along with their
suitcase-sized purses.


“I can’t
believe the bus is so crowded on a Sunday,” Jeff said.


“It’s crowded
every day. When I was in school here I used to take the bus down from Manoa to the beach. Sometimes the buses were so crowded
going back up I’d get out and walk. And it’s a long, hot climb after lying in
the sun.”


We arrived at
the memorial with less than an hour to go until our tour reservation. Jeff and
I ran through the exhibits showing the events that led to the war. Fifteen
minutes before the time on our tickets we got in line for the boat that takes
visitors to the USS Arizona’s final resting place. Everyone in line was somber.
Even after seventy years, the pain of that horrific day still stung. The park
ranger reminded everyone this was hallowed ground; a cemetery no less than the
Punchbowl Cemetery of the Pacific located inside the Puowaina
Crater up the hill from Honolulu. 


The ride out to
the over-water memorial only took a few minutes but it served to remind us of
how vulnerable the men on the ships that day were. They were not docked at a
pier so there was no way to escape to land, even if they’d had time. But of
course they didn’t have time. Nor would they have tried to flee. That’s why
their memory endures. And that’s why their sacrifice is still honored.


When we got out
to the memorial it was eerie to watch the “Black Tears of the Arizona” emerge
from the sunken wreckage. Drops of thick black oil still escape the ship’s fuel
tanks more than seven decades after she was sunk. The drops form shimmering
rainbow circles on the water’s surface as if to remind us to never forget. 


On the ride
back to shore everyone remained quiet. What can you say after seeing the watery
tomb of eleven hundred brave young men trapped for eternity? 


We got on the
bus and rode back to Waikiki. 


***


When we
returned to the penthouse we were still in a somber mood. After witnessing so
much heroism and sacrifice it was hard not to feel our lives were pretty petty
by comparison. 


“How about tonight?” I said. “Do you want to go out?” 


“I don’t know.
I think I’d like a quiet dinner. Then maybe turn in early.”


“You won’t get
an argument from me. But would you mind if I called Farrah to see if she’d like
to join us? We could have dinner over near the Royal Hawaiian and then go check
out her suite. She made me promise I’d bring you over so she could see you.
She’ll be heading home tomorrow so now’s our only chance.”


I called Farrah
but had to leave a message. She was probably still out on the day sail to Ko Olina. Cell phone reception on
the catamaran is often sketchy, especially if the boat’s in open water.


My phone rang
as Jeff and I were walking to dinner.  I snatched it out of my purse and
answered. “Hey Farrah, you back yet?” 


“Uh. I’m sorry. I must have the wrong number.” It was a male
voice. And not one I recognized. 


“Who are you
trying to call?” I said.


“I’m trying to
reach Pali Moon, from Maui. This is her brother,
Stuart Wilkerson.”


“Oh, Stuart. I’m sorry, I didn’t check my caller ID.”


“My mom said
you were going to be on O’ahu this week. Are you?”


“I am. In fact
I’m with my brother, Jeff, right now. We’re just heading out to dinner.”


“Mom said you
might be willing to meet me while you’re here.”


There it was.
It was a given that sooner or later I’d meet the half-siblings I’d learned
about back in July and I guess that time had come. It’d been sticky business to
finally learn the truth about the father who’d walked out of my life when I was
a baby and to find out I had seven half-siblings. No backing down now.


“I’d love to
meet you, Stuart. Are any of the others around?”


“Just my brother, Michael. But I don’t keep in touch with
everybody so I’m not sure who else might be in town.”


“Well, I’d love
to meet you and Michael,” I said. That was sort of a lie. What I’d ‘love’ was getting it over with.


“How about tomorrow? I can take the afternoon off. My wife
has been bugging me to take her to tea at the Moana Surfrider. You up for something like that?”


“Sounds interesting. What time?”


“I’m thinking
around two. They do it out on the back veranda, near the beach. The whole thing
is ‘veddy’ British.” He laughed. “Say, would your
brother Jeff like to come? I can make the reservation for five.”


“Hang on, I’ll
ask him.” I covered the phone and asked Jeff. He scowled and shook his head
‘no.’


“Thanks,
Stuart, but Jeff’s got a conflict. Maybe another time.”


“Okay, then I guess I’ll see you tomorrow. Two o’clock at the Moana. You know where it is, right? Down
on Kalakaua? It’s next to the Outrigger on the
Beach.”


As if I had any
clue as to where the Outrigger on the Beach was.


“Sure. No
problem. I’ll see you there.”


We hung up and
Jeff shot me a wry look. “Lucky you. Not everybody
gets invited to high tea with Satan’s spawn.”







 


CHAPTER 8


 


Phil Wilkerson
had been my biological father. I say ‘biological’ because other than his
contribution to my DNA he hadn’t been much of a father to me. He’d disappeared
when I was an infant only to reappear after he’d died and named me in his will.
The whole sordid affair involving my father was a sore subject with Jeff. Phil
wasn’t his father, but he’d figured prominently in messing up Jeff’s life.
After I’d explained it all to him, I’d promised to never utter my father’s name
in Jeff’s presence again.


We walked over
to the Royal Hawaiian Hotel and I called Farrah’s room on the house phone.
Steve answered.


“Hey, I was
wondering if I’d hear from you,” he said. “Did Jeff get in okay?”


“Yep, he’s here
with me now. We’re down in the lobby. Is Farrah around?”


“Haven’t seen her for two days.”


“What? She’s
not staying there?”


“Nope.”


“But she was so
excited about staying at the Pink Palace.”


“Yeah, well, it
seems she’s traded her pink palace for a snug harbor.”


“She’s staying
on Ono’s boat?” I said it louder than I’d meant to and a couple of matronly
aunties in matching peach and aqua polyester pants outfits looked over and shot
me some stink eye.


“Looks that
way,” he said. “Say, do you guys want to come up and see this place? It’s some
kind of gorgeous suite she’s wasting. Can you imagine,
trading chic for cramped? But then our Farrah has always been a fan of
the road less traveled. Anyway, come on up. We can raid the mini-bar. Farrah
told me all the room charges are being picked up by Go Hawaii.”  


“Mahalo, but we’re just heading out to dinner. Do you
want to join us?”


“I’d love to.
I’ve been obsessing over my portfolio for the past two hours. I’ll need a few
minutes to get decent, though.”  


“It’s
six-thirty at night and you’re still naked?” 


“Oh, honey. I’m
covered. But no way am I ‘go out’ ready. Come on up. It’s room
three-four-two in the main building.”


We found the
elevators for the main building and went up to the third floor. Even the halls
oozed vintage Hawaiian charm with intricately-carved wooden doors, dark
wainscoting and pale gold walls. The hustle and bustle of Waikiki felt a
million miles from the quiet serenity created by plush carpet and whispering
air conditioning. Whereas the exterior and lobby of the Royal Hawaiian really
pushed the Pepto pink; inside it was all dark wood
and neutral earth tones.  


Steve opened
the door wearing a Royal Hawaiian bathrobe. He had an enormous towel draped
over his head making him look like a sheik. 


“Did you just
get out of the shower?” I said.


“Nope. Been this way since noon.
I’ve been pretty much nocturnal since I got here.”


“Well, it’s
almost dark.”


“Good. Make
yourselves at home while I slip into something fetching.”


We waited in
the sitting area while Steve went into the bedroom to change. The view from the
wall of glass on the far side of the room looked down on a perfectly manicured
lawn and then out to a well-groomed beach dotted with pink umbrellas and
chaises lined up in precise rows. There was an ornate white arbor on the lawn
covered in tropical flowers in anticipation of tonight’s Royal Hawaiian
wedding. I could put on less than half the weddings I do and make twice as much money if I worked for a posh resort like the
Royal Hawaiian. But I’d have to keep regular hours and work with brides with
unlimited budgets and never-ending demands. It wasn’t a trade-off I was willing
to make.


Steve finally
appeared in the doorway to the bedroom, one arm stretched high against the door
sill in his ‘making an entrance’ pose.


“How do I look,
darlings?”


I’d made the
mistake of kidding him once and saying, ‘I’ve seen you look better.’ It was
something just short of a fatal error. He’d gone back and fussed over three or
four outfit changes and we’d been an hour late for dinner.


“Mah-ve-lous, as usual,” I said. 


I nudged Jeff.
“Yeah, you look dashing,” he said.


We went to
Roy’s. Roy Yamaguchi is a local celebrity chef who’s made it big and now has
restaurants all over the country, even in Las Vegas. His locations rarely have
great views. In fact, at his Waikiki location, the 
restaurant is on a busy street corner hemmed in by towering high rises.
But the ‘Hawaiian fusion’ cuisine is fresh and colorful as well as the
clientele. I once did a gay commitment ceremony for two mainland guys and after
they spent an evening at the Roy’s Ka’anapali they’d
made so many new friends they ended up doubling their guest list.


After dinner,
Jeff and I walked Steve back to the Royal Hawaiian. “You want to come up for a
night cap from the mini-bar?” Steve said.


“Mahalo, but no. You need
to get to bed,” I said. “What time is your interview at Go Hawaii?”


“Early. I think
it’s something crazy like eight o’clock or something. But I’ve got to take the
bus so I’ll get there when I get there.”


Jeff and I
looked at each other. I let him speak first. “Uh, I work in a lab and it’s the
polar opposite from the artsy kind of thing you do, but I think pretty much all
employers expect you to be on time for the initial job interview.”


“Yeah,
punctuality counts,” I said.


“This is
Hawaii,” said Steve. “Island time. I don’t think
anyone’s uttered the word ‘punctuality’ since the missionaries died off.
Anyhow, I’m not sweating it.”


“Being
self-employed and working for someone else is different,” I said. “Even if your
boss is lax about your working hours once you’ve got the job, you still have to
be on-time for the interview.”


Steve shook his
head. “I don’t know. Maybe I’m not cut out to pick up a regular paycheck.”


“But you’ll get
photo credits in a mainstream magazine. I thought that’s what you wanted.”


“True.”


“And, anyway,
this is just the interview. You said a lot of photogs
are applying. Maybe you won’t even get it.”


“Thanks for the
vote of confidence.”


“No, I think
you’re the best. What I mean is, if you get a job offer but you decide not to
take it they’ll have a bunch of other people they could hire instead. You won’t
have to feel guilty.” I mentally congratulated myself on my quick save.


“You really
think I have a chance?”


Jeff put a hand
on Steve’s shoulder. “It’s the other applicants who need to sweat this, not
you. I don’t know jack about photography but when Pali
posts your stuff on Facebook it always makes me homesick.”


“That’s good, I
guess,” said Steve.


“It’s true.
You’re the best.”


The
conversation was getting a little gushy for me so I leaned in and gave Steve a
good night hug.


“Uh, one more
thing,” Steve said. “I’m getting kicked out of here in the morning. Can I stay
with you guys tomorrow night? I’m gonna need a little
time to either drown my sorrows or celebrate my victory before I head home.”


I looked over
at Jeff. “Your call.”


“Fine by me,”
he said. “Just one thing: we’re not nocturnal.”


“Don’t worry.
Either way it goes I’ll probably start drinking at noon. I’ll be passed out
long before dark.”


“And we’re
talking sofa bed,” I said. “It’s just a two-bedroom place.”


“No problem.
I’ll even make you guys breakfast before I leave.”


“It’s a date,”
said Jeff. His eyes darted from Steve to me and back again. “I didn’t mean an
actual ‘date’ or whatever. You know, what I meant was—”


“Look. You’re
good-looking enough. But I don’t go for geeks. Your homophobia is safe with
me.”


“I’m sorry. I
didn’t mean to offend you. I just—”


Steve started
laughing and I flicked him on the back of his head, NCIS-style. “Knock it off.”
I turned to Jeff. “Steve loves to play the downtrodden gay card. Don’t fall for
it.”


After hugs and
parting wishes for good luck, Jeff and I headed back to the penthouse. My cell
rang as I went through the lobby door. It was Farrah. “Hey, Pali. Guess what?”


Here we go
again. “You’ve decided to fly home after all.”


“No way. Even if I was willing to try it—which I’m not—I’d
still want to keep Ono company on the trip home. What
I called to tell you is we’re staying another day.  Ono says the weather
report looks gnarly and he doesn’t want to take the chance. He says if it was
just him, he’d probably go for it, but since I’m with him he wants to be extra
careful. Isn’t that cool?”


“Very cool. But you can’t keep your room at the Royal
Hawaiian, can you?”


“No, but we’re
not staying there anyway.”


Since this was
old news, I let it slide.


“We’re comfy
cozy down here in the Ala Wai
Harbor,” she said, answering the question I hadn’t asked. 


“Good. Well,
let me know if you have time to see Jeff before he leaves. You said you wanted
to see him and he wants to see you, too. But if you and Ono are too busy, I’m
sure he’ll understand.” The guilt trip was the green monkey’s idea, not mine. 


“Oh, yeah. I so want to see him! Can we maybe have, like,
lunch tomorrow?”


“I’ve got to go
to tea at two with my half-sibs, but maybe you could have lunch with Jeff
without me.” 


I looked over
at Jeff and he nodded.


“Groovy. I’ll
tell Ono. He knows all the good places. Tell Jeff we’ll call him by ten to set
up a time and place.” I gave her Jeff’s cell number and we signed off.


“I can’t
believe those two,” I said. 


The elevator
dinged and we got in. I punched the button for the penthouse and Jeff sniffed
the air like a dog catching a whiff of kalua
pig. 


“What are you
doing?” I said.


“Thought I
smelled monkey,” he said. “Pretty strong, too.”


“Oh stop it.
But I wish she’d just be straight with me about what’s going on. I mean, the
old ‘can’t go home because of bad weather’ is completely lame. I checked before
we left and the weather’s going to be perfect for the rest of the week.”


“Yeah, well,
one thing I’ve learned from being a scientist is things change. No matter how
solid things seem or how many opinions say otherwise, it can all go south in a
heartbeat.” 


 







 


CHAPTER 9


 


As expected,
Monday morning dawned bright and clear, without a cloud in sight. At about
seven-thirty, Jeff and I drove up to Leonard’s Bakery on Kapalulu
Avenue for fresh malasadas. Malasadas are described as Portuguese doughnuts but
Leonard’s are about a million times better than any doughnut out there, and
that even includes fresh Krispy Kremes. Leonard’s
filled malasadas have a center of the creamiest custard and every two months
they offer a different flavor. The September flavor was lilikoi,
or passion fruit. My favorite. We got in line and Jeff
ordered a half-dozen, some with filling and some without. We got a couple of
coffees to go and went outside to sit on a bench out front. We averted our eyes
from the people in line who stared longingly as we stuffed still-hot malasadas
into our mouths and then licked our fingers clean.


“These are even
better than I remember,” Jeff said with his mouth full.


“I know. We
practically lived on these things when I was in college,” I said.


After we’d each
polished off a cream-filled malasada and had started on seconds, an unshaven,
rather pungent man with a banged-up shopping cart brimming with personal
belongings sidled up to us. “Aloha. You gonna
finish that?” he said, pointing to Jeff.


I looked down.
Jeff had placed his half-eaten malasada on the lid of the bakery box while he
took a sip of coffee.


“Uh, I don’t
know. Jeff?”


Jeff picked up
what was left of the malasada and looked at the guy. “You want this?”


“Yeah. I haven’t had much to eat today.”


“Well, it’s
still early,” said Jeff. He shot me a grin but I was too uncomfortable with the
situation to acknowledge it.


“You know,
we’re just about through here,” said Jeff. “Why don’t you take the rest of
these?” He handed the guy the pink box.


“Mahalo,” said the guy. “You got napkins in there? I
don’t like to get no sticky stuff on my hands.”


I ran into the store
and grabbed a wad of napkins. The guy took the box and left. 


“He’s worried
about sticky stuff on his hands?” Jeff said. 


We put our arms
around each other’s waist and walked back to the car. “Fun times in the big
city,” I said.


We headed down Kapahulu to Kalakaua Avenue to
connect with Diamond Head Road. We could’ve cut over at Monsarrat,
but we agreed we’d rather take the scenic route, along the beachfront.


“Sometimes I
forget how beautiful the beach is,” Jeff said as we drove along Queen’s Surf
Beach. “I like living on the mainland, but I gotta
say, sometimes I miss this so much.”


I looked over
at him. Even with his sunglasses on, I could see the furrow between his
eyebrows. 


“You can always
come back, you know. There are tons of engineering firms over here.”


“Not on Maui.”


“No, not on
Maui, but from O’ahu you can get to Maui in half an
hour.”


“I’m afraid the
kind of work I do is pretty specialized. Government stuff.”


“Yeah, well look
around. We’ve got government everything here. Army, Navy, Air Force, Interior,
Homeland Security, DOD, NASA, USGS, and about a dozen other acronyms I don’t
have the security clearance to even know exist.”


“True. But what
I’m working on is unique to Livermore.”


“Oh, so it’s
one of those jobs that if you told me about you’d have to kill me?”


“Probably not kill
you, but I’d be expected to mess you up pretty bad.”


“Fat chance of that. You make good money?”


“Ridiculously good.”


“Then spend a
little of it to come home more often.”


We drove up
Diamond Head Road and turned in at the marker for the park. There was a park in
the crater, but you had to climb to the crater rim if you wanted to catch the
view. Even though it was not yet eight-thirty on a Monday morning the parking
lot was nearly full. 


“Seems we’re
not the only nature lovers up this early,” I said. “You want to do the hike?” I
said, pointing to the trailhead.


Jeff shrugged.
“It’s a nice view, but I’m kind of sluggish from all the sugar in that malasada.
Why don’t we go as far as the tunnel and then come back?”


“Sounds like a
plan.”


We got out and
walked up the paved trail until we reached the two hundred foot long tunnel.
“You sure you don’t want to go all the way up?” I said.


“Nah. Been there, done that. I’d rather go to the beach.”


As we started
back down, the wind picked up. A thick bank of clouds was moving in from the
south.


“Looks like we
might get a little rain after all,” Jeff said.


By the time we
reached the parking lot the rain was really coming down. A stiff wind blew the
rain nearly sideways so by the time we got into the car and slammed the doors
we were pretty well soaked.


We sat panting
from the final dash. “You know, I’ve always wondered,” I said. “Do you get
wetter if you run in the rain since you’re quickly moving through all the
falling raindrops, or wetter if you walk, since you’re
out in it longer? It seems you get wetter if you run because you’re coming in
contact with more of it.”


Jeff looked at
me. “Seriously?”


“Yeah. It’s an interesting physics question, don’t you
think?”


“The amount of
rain that actually hits your body is directly proportional to the amount of
time you spend in the rain,” he said. “It’s a question of time, not velocity.”


“Oh,” I said. “Really?”


“Who knows? But
that’s the kind of BS we throw around the lab when we either don’t care about
the answer or we’re too lazy to do the research.”


“It’s really
coming down,” I said. “Look at the windshield. It’s like we’re going through a
car wash.”


We slowly made
our way back to the penthouse. Jeff called Farrah and they agreed to reschedule
their lunch date when the weather cleared. We slouched around the apartment
hoping the rain would let up in an hour or so but by two o’clock it was still
coming down. 


I plopped down
on the sofa and called Hatch. “So did you make it to Montana?”


“Yep. I’ve already stowed my gear and met my bunkmates.”


“Is that a
cowboy twang I’m picking up?”


“Yep. Gotta do what I can to fit
in. They’re already calling me ‘McGarrett’ since I
came in from Hawaii. God knows what name they’d give me if they knew I was born
and raised in LA.”


“Well, you stay
safe. Just ‘cuz they’re calling you McGarrett it doesn’t mean you need to go all Hawaii
Five-O out there.”


“What’s that
mean—‘going Hawaii Five-O’?”


“You know,
driving fast the wrong way down one-way streets. Rappelling
off high rise buildings with knotted bed sheets. That
kind of stuff.”


“Sweetheart,
there’s no such thing as a one-way street or a high rise building anywhere
within a hundred miles of this place. It’s pretty much all mountains and trees
with a river running through it.”


“Sounds nice.”


“It is. You
can’t believe how big everything is here. The sky, the
mountains, the endless forest. Being out here feels like going from a
one-room apartment to a mansion.”


“Well, enjoy
your mansion, but remember you’ve got someone waiting here at home in the
apartment.”


“Will do. I miss you.”


“I miss you,
too.”


We hung up and
I felt a pang. It’d been a long time since I’d been to the mainland. Island
life was homey and safe, but I never forgot the expansive feeling I’d had when
I’d gone to the mainland for Homeland Security training. To see another ocean
and fly over towering snowy mountain ranges felt like going to another planet. 


By one-thirty,
Jeff and I had grown tired of being cooped up together. We’d told and re-told
all the good stories, and we’d asked and answered every question we had for
each other. 


 


So even though
I was wary about meeting my two half-brothers from my father’s side, I was
eager to get out of the penthouse.


I gathered up
my purse and umbrella and paused at the door. “I thought we would’ve heard from
Steve by now. I hope his interview went well.”


“He probably
wheedled his way into a late check-out,” said Jeff. “I expect him any time
now.”


“Would you do
me a favor?”


“Sure.”


“Give me a call
at three. Or better yet, come down there and get me. I think an hour of
familial pretense is my limit.”


“Got it. But I’ll call, if you don’t mind. The thought of
breathing the same air as your father’s kids is more than I can stomach.”


“It’s not their
fault, you know.”


“I know. But
still. Anyway, I promise I’ll call at three.”


***


I arrived at
the Moana Surfrider Hotel
in plenty of time for our two o’clock reservation. I was hungry after having
only two malasadas for breakfast and then hiking partway up Diamond Head, and I
was wet from the jaunt down Kalakaua from the
penthouse. I would’ve taken the car, but in Waikiki parking is a much bigger
headache than a few raindrops.


The Moana is one of Waikiki’s old-school hotels. Built in 1901,
it was a technological marvel of its day with telephones and private bathrooms
in every room. It also had one of the first elevators on Hawaii. The style is
‘beaux-art,” with a massive pillared portico, brilliant white paint, and a
wrap-around lanai out front. The lanai has a dozen or so hardback rocking
chairs that allow the guests to ‘sit a spell’ while they rock and watch the
traffic on Kalakaua Avenue stream by. Out back on the
ocean side, the lanai (which the Moana staff refers
to as a “veranda”) is where they serve formal tea every afternoon. 


I went into the
lobby and marveled at the polished wood floors, blazing chandeliers and
Corinthian columns. Where did the architects think they were—Savannah? But as odd
as the place looks among the drab stucco and concrete hotels surrounding it, I
had to admire its adherence to the centuries-old vision of its creator. The
place was unique.


I looked
around. I’d seen Facebook photos of my half-siblings, but I wasn’t sure I’d
recognize them in person. The oldest brother, Stuart, was five years younger
than I, which made him around thirty. His brother Michael was a bit younger.
Stuart had mentioned he’d be bringing his wife. I’d never seen a photo of her.


We’d agreed to
meet out back in the makai bar, the one next
to beach, before going up to the veranda for tea. I went out back and saw a
mid-twenties guy sitting far from the action. He was hunched under the umbrella
at an empty table—no drink or even a napkin signaling he’d ordered a drink. He
looked a lot like my father, or anyway what I’d seen of my father from photos
and videos. Medium build, with light brown hair and sharp
features. He was tanned and cleanly shaven. My father had looked pretty
much like the Tommy Bahama ideal of a bon vivant haole dude living the tropical dream. And this guy
looked like the younger version.


“Excuse me,” I
said. I tapped him on the arm to break his absorbed stare at the shorts-clad
bar maid with a bum you could pound taro on. “Are you, by any chance, Stuart or
Michael?” 


“Huh? No.
Sorry, I’m just waiting for my girlfriend.”


I don’t know if
he thought I was some high-class hooker with a strange pick-up line, but I felt
compelled to explain.


“Oh, pardon me
for disturbing you. I’m meeting my brothers here.” Which, of
course, didn’t explain anything because at that point he looked even more
confused.


“Uh, you kind
of look like them,” I stammered. “I haven’t seen either of them for a long
time.” Like never, I thought, but he didn’t need to hear that sad story.


“Oh.” He
shifted in his chair as if to signal that our conversation was pau, or over.


“Again, sorry,”
I said backing away.


I looked
around, hoping to find another likely candidate, but there were none in sight.
Had my brothers changed their minds? Maybe the rain had chased them away. It
wasn’t the best day to be sitting out on an open veranda. Every now and a gust
of wind blew a wave of wet onto the starched white tablecloths and three-tiered
towers of scones and finger sandwiches. 


The irony of
being stood up by the offspring of the man who’d stood me up my whole life
wasn’t lost on me. 


 







 


CHAPTER 10


 


The guy who
showed up at the Moana veranda at a quarter past two
wore a neatly-pressed aloha short and white slacks. He was the spitting image
of a man I’d only seen on a video after he died—my father. 


“Sorry we
couldn’t get here any sooner,” he said. “The rain’s making everybody pupule. We nearly got clobbered by a fool in a
Mustang convertible going the wrong way through the park.” He grinned and stuck
out a hand. “Stu Wilkerson here. And you must be Pali.”


I shook his
hand. Stuart had the look and demeanor of a successful real estate broker but
I’d learned on Facebook that he worked at a boat yard that refurbished yachts.


“And this fine
gentleman is my brother, Michael,” said Stuart. “Or should I say, our brother
Michael.” He gestured toward a guy standing three feet behind him. Michael gave
me a shy wave. He wore a faded HiLife tee-shirt,
rumpled gray cargo shorts, and rubba slippas. He had at least forty pounds on Stuart and he
had longer hair and a dark tan, but his face still bore a striking resemblance
to our father. 


“I go by Moko,” he said as he stepped up to shake my hand. His hands
were calloused. He seemed ill at ease in the posh surroundings.


“It’s great to
meet you both,” I said. 


“We better get
seated,” said Stu. “These people don’t operate on ‘island time’.”


“You’ve been
here for high tea before?” I said.


“Oh, yeah. My wife’s a big fan. She likes to get all dolled
up and come down here. Thinks it’s a great time.”


“I thought your
wife would be joining us today,” I said.


“Yeah, that was
the plan. But she’s got a bun in the oven and she’s being real careful. She was
worried she might catch a cold or something if she came out in the rain.” 


There was an
awkward silence. 


“So, you’re
going to be a father?” I said, trying to keep the conversational ball rolling.
From the way things were going, it looked like it was going to be a long hour.


“Yep, first
time.”


“Congratulations,”
I said. I looked over at Moko. “Pretty great news,
don’t you think?”


“I already got
four,” said Moko. “So for me the last thing I want to
hear is, ‘Honey, guess what’?” He talked with a heavy local accent, dropping
final consonants and not bothering with diphthongs. It came out like, I
‘ready gah fo’.
So fo me, las’ ting I wanna hear is,
‘Honey, jess wha? It seemed odd that he and Stu
were from the same family, and only a year or two apart. They seemed like guys
from two different walks of life.


The maître d’
didn’t seem at all pleased with Stu’s tardiness. “Your reservation was for two
pm,” he sniffed. He glowered at his computer as if he was going to have to
rearrange a complicated seating arrangement to accommodate us. There were more
than a dozen tables on the veranda and less than half of them had someone
sitting at them. It was hard to believe fifteen minutes could create so much
angst.


“Wait here,” he
said. “I’ll see what I can do.” He blew out a sigh and left us standing there.


Once he was out
of earshot, I leaned over to Moko. “I guess we messed
up.”


“How dat?”


“For being late.”


“Like hardly,”
he said.


“Yeah. I’m kind of hoping this guy can’t find us a table.
I’d rather go down there,” I pointed to the beachside bar.


“Fo’ sho’ dat.”


The maître d’
returned. “Follow me,” he said. He grabbed three menus from a stack on the
podium and, with his chin up and modeling erect posture that would do a Marine
proud, he marched us to a table set for four.


“Can we sit out
there?” Stu said. He pointed to a table at the far end of the veranda
overlooking the beach.


The maître d’
shot him a look of utter contempt. 


“I mean,” said
Stu, tapping his watch. “This tea only goes for another forty-five minutes. You
expecting a last-minute rush or something?”


There was a
silent stand off as the maître d’ stared down Stu while Stu resolutely eyed the
beachfront table.


“Very well,”
said the maître d’. But as you noted, we conclude our formal high tea service
at three. Promptly at three. We need to get the
tables set up for dinner.”


“No worries,”
said Stu. “We won’t occupy your table one minute longer than necessary.”


Moko whispered in my ear, “Stu got attitude just like the ol’ man.” 


“And how about you?” I said.


He shrugged. “I
guess I mostly take after my mom.”


Once we got
seated I looked at the menu. At first I thought maybe there’d been a mistake.
Thirty-five bucks for a cup of tea and a couple of tiny finger sandwiches? 


“Whew,” I said.
“Look at these prices. Do they put real fingers in the sandwiches or
something?”


Moko smiled but Stu shot me a hard look. “Oh spare us, Pali. It’s not like you can’t afford it.”


When my father
died he’d left me in charge of his estate, much to the dismay of my newfound
half-siblings. I’d taken the high road and made sure everyone got taken care
of, but it obviously still rankled some.


 The
waiter sidled up to the table and we ordered. Moko
asked if he could have a beer instead of tea and the waiter shot him a pained
look.


“Look,” said Stu.
“Your establishment serves beer right down there.” He pointed to the beachside
bar. “How much trouble can it be to just bring a bottle of it up here?”


“This is our
high tea service,” said the waiter in a low voice. “White
glove.” He shot a look at the maître d’ stand and bit his lower lip.


“So, where are
your gloves?” Stu said. The waiter’s hands were bare.


“It’s a form of
expression, sir. It means this is a formal service. Silver pots, china serving
ware and scone towers. We serve clotted cream and jams, along with a delightful
array of finger sandwiches.”


“But it says
here we can have our tea iced.”


“Yes, you may.”


“So use the
same glass you’d put the ice tea in and make it a beer instead.”


“I’m not sure I
can—”


Moko broke in. “No worries, man. I’ll take the iced tea.”


“No you won’t,”
said Stu. “You want a beer, you get a beer. Do you know who we are?”


The waiter
looked around the table, ostensibly trying to put a name to any of our faces.


“No, sir, I’m
afraid I don’t recognize you.”


“Well, that’s
too bad. Because if you did, there’s no way you’d be hassling my brother about
his order. Make it three beers and that’s that. We don’t want any of that other
stuff.”


The waiter’s
face had paled to a shade just a tad darker than the crisp white tablecloth.


“Very well,
sir. I’ll bring your order right out.”


As the waiter
turned to leave, Moko leaned toward me and whispered.
“See what I mean?”


The beers came
and soon we were talking like old friends. “So you went to public school over
on Maui?” said Stu. “How was that?”


“It was good.
Things aren’t so hectic over there. The public schools are pretty decent. We
had our share of lowlifes and screw-offs, but mostly it was just a bunch of
regular kids from the neighborhood.”


“Huh. Well, Dad
insisted we all go to private school. Moko messed up
a little and ended up in a Catholic high school, right Moko?”


“Yeah. It was just boys. No girls.”


 “But it
didn’t slow him down. He got his girlfriend pregnant twice before he
graduated.” Stu laughed and clapped Moko on the back.


Moko shook his head. “Big mistake.
First time she got rid of it and I felt so bad. Still do. But the next time, I
do right by her. We got married right outta school.” He reached into a shorts
pocket and brought out a worn canvas wallet. “You wanna
see a picture? This one’s a little old, but it’s my favorite.”


Moko’s kids were darling, with big dark eyes and
mischievous grins. 


“Two boys, two
girls,” he said. “I got one extra of each.”


“Wow. So that
makes me an auntie,” I said.


“Yeah. These kids already got a bunch of aunties to spoil
them rotten but I’m sure they’ll be excited to find out they got a new one.”


The
conversation turned to Stu’s anticipation over the birth of his first child.
After that, things started to wind down. The dregs of our beer had grown warm
and the veranda had emptied out. The waiter had come back twice to inquire if
we needed anything else.


Stu had a
flashy watch strapped to his wrist so I asked him the time. He extended his arm
my way so I could read the time on it myself, as well as to show off his Rolex
Oyster.


“Whew. That’s
quite a timepiece you’ve got there.”


“Yeah. It was a present from my dad. When
I graduated from the U of Dub.”


“You went to
the University of Washington? My brother, Jeff, went there. You guys might have
been there at the same time.”


“When did he
graduate?”


I did the math.
“He’s three years younger than me and he got a five-year master’s, so it
would’ve been around 2004, maybe 2005.”


“Yeah. I got out in 2005.”


As if on cue,
my brother Jeff appeared at our table. He didn’t look pleased.


“Did you turn
off your phone?” he said in lieu of a greeting.


“Uh, no. I don’t think so.” I rummaged through my beach bag
purse. My phone wasn’t there. “I must’ve left it in the apartment.”


“Don’t you
think I would’ve heard it ringing if you left it there?” Jeff said in his
‘cranky’ voice. 


“I don’t know.
Maybe I set to ‘vibrate’ or something.” Then I remembered my manners. “Jeff,
these are my half-brothers, Stuart and Michael. And guys, this is my other
brother, Jeff Warner.”


At hearing my
brother’s last name both men seemed to wince ever so slightly. The sad
connection between the Warner and Wilkerson families was painful for both
sides. But the two men stood to shake Jeff’s hand.


“Hi, I’m Stu,”
said Stuart. 


“And I go by Moko,” said Michael.


“Good to meet
you,” said Stu. “Pali tells us you’re some kind of
rocket scientist. That true?”


“Something like that.”


“And you work
for the feds on some top-secret weapons project?”


“Not exactly.” By this point Jeff was shooting me major stink
eye.


“You have
anything to do with that drone stuff? You know, killing unarmed people from a
mile up or whatever.”


Jeff said
nothing but kept the stink eye going.


Moko spoke up. “So, you and Pali
are related through your mom’s ohana?”


“Yeah,” said
Jeff. Actually, Jeff was also related to Stu and Moko
via my father’s family but from the look on his face I knew better than to whip
out a genealogy chart and make the connection.


“It’s past
three,” Jeff said. “You said we had to leave at three.”


“Oh, that’s
right.” I turned and put a hand on Moko’s shoulder.
“I’m sorry, but I need to run.” 


Stu took the
leatherette folder containing the bill off the table and held it up. “You want
me to handle this?” 


“No, that’s
okay. I’ve got it. You guys leave the tip, okay?”


“I can give you
my part,” said Moko.


“No. It’s my
treat. I’m the big sister.” I smiled and Moko
returned it but Stu’s eyes narrowed. 


“That’s right,”
said Stu. “Dad put you in charge of all us ‘little’ kids, didn’t he?”


I let it slide
and gave Stu and Moko a hug good-bye.


It was still
raining when we left. When we got about a block away, Jeff said, “Did you set
it up so I’d have to come down and meet those two?”


“No. It was an
honest mistake and I’m sorry. But they’re actually nice guys. In fact, Stu was
at the U of W when you were. He graduated in 2005.”


“Huh. Well, I’m
not surprised. From all appearances, it looks like he’s made excellent use of
his BS degree.” 







 


CHAPTER 11


 


We headed to
the Shore Bird restaurant that night. I hoped grilling his own steak would
improve Jeff’s sour mood. At least it gave us something to do besides sitting
at the table staring each other down.


“You think this
thing is done?” said Jeff as he hoisted a thick slab of beefsteak off the hot
grill. He’d speared it on a long barbeque-style fork and it dangled from the
implement like caveman food.  


“I wouldn’t
know,” I said. “Ask the guy.”


There was a
“grill sergeant” stationed by the huge grill racks to help those who found
cooking their own dinner a challenge. Jeff flagged the guy and after a quick
probe with a thermometer, the steak was declared “medium-rare.”


I’d ordered the
fish. I was given a fat chunk of mahi-mahi that only required a few minutes on
each side. At home, Steve is the cook in our household. I’m an appreciative
diner, but the extent of my cooking prowess pretty much ends with soup (out of
a can) and salad (out of a bag).


I slid the
steaming fish onto my dinner plate and made my way back to our table. Luckily,
we’d arrived early enough to get a table out front, near the beach. The tables
in the back were like sitting in a smokehouse since the trade winds pushed the
rolling smoke from the six grills back that way and it got trapped by the rear
wall of the restaurant.


“Sheesh. Who’d want to sit there?” I said. 


“A ham, maybe?”
said Jeff. “Or maybe a side of bacon or beef jerky.
They smoke jerky, don’t they? Or is it just dehydrated?”


“How’s your
steak?” I said. I had no idea how meat was processed and I didn’t want to dwell
on thinking about it while I enjoyed my fish.


“Great. It’s
huge, though. I’ll probably need a doggie bag.”


We sat in
silence for a minute or two. 


“You want to
talk about it?” I said.


“Not
especially.”


“Well, let’s
talk about something. How about we discuss what we’re going to do
tomorrow?”


“If this rain
keeps up, it narrows our options.”


“Yeah,” I said.
“I hate to think we’ll be reduced to going to the movies or shopping, but that
may be the best we can do.”


We both looked
outside. The rain was still coming down hard. 


“I thought you
said the Channel Five weatherman predicted perfect weather,” said Jeff.


“He did. They
all did. I don’t know where this came from.”


“I guess your friend,
Ono, was right in not heading out today,” he said. “You thought he was wrong
but he wasn’t.” 


“Are you still
mad about having to come get me at the Moana?”


“No, I’m just
pointing out the obvious,” he said. “You think you’re always right, but you’re
not. And whether you’ll admit it or not, you’re not always a hundred percent in
control.”


I shot him a
little stink eye but didn’t argue. After
a few beats of both of us staring at our plates, I said, “You should probably
ask the waitress for a box.”


“I’m gonna pass on that,” he said. “My girlfriend’s a nurse. She
told me I should only eat red meat once a week.”


“Your girlfriend? We’ve been together three days and you’re
just now getting around to mentioning her?”


“It’s nothing
serious.”


I grabbed his
arm.


“No, really,”
he said. “It’s more of a ‘friends with benefits’ thing.”


“I don’t
believe you.”


“Well, let me
put it this way. If Melissa and I ever need a wedding planner I’ll give you a
call. But don’t sit by the phone. We’re talking decades, if ever.”


We paid our
check and made our way back to the penthouse. When we got inside, Steve was
stretched out on the sofa. 


“How’d you get
in here?” I said.


“Oh, ye of
little faith,” said Jeff. “I left a key for him at the front desk when I went
to rescue you from your ‘tea date’.”


“How’d your
interview go?”


“It went great.
In fact, they made me a job offer right on the spot.”


“A good one?”
said Jeff.


“A fabulous one.” Steve looked at me and winked.


“Just how ‘fabulous’ is ‘fabulous’?” I said.


“Fabulous
enough to live quite comfortably in a downtown high rise with an ocean view.”


“Huh,” said
Jeff. “That must be a pretty good offer.”


I stared at
Steve. “Are you telling me I need to look for a new roommate?” 


“I’m not
committing to anything. But I’ve got to give it some thought. In fact, if it’s
okay with you two I think I’ll stick around until Wednesday. I’d like to check
out some apartments. Maybe look up some people the Go Hawaii people
suggested I talk to.”


“It’s okay with
me if you stay here if it’s okay with Pali,” said
Jeff.


I nodded. I
felt as if I’d been dumped by a boyfriend who wanted to ‘still be friends.’ But
that was irrational. Right?


***


 


The next
morning was September 11th. Every American knows the date and what happened on that
day. But in Hawaii it was already an infamous day nine years before 2001. On
September 11, 1992, Hurricane Iniki slammed into Kaua'i’s south shore wreaking havoc of biblical
proportions. Trees were completely stripped of leaves and the storm surge sucked
tons of sand from the beaches, making old maps of the area obsolete. The 145
mile-an-hour winds caused almost two billion dollars in damage. For days,
people on Kaua'i were left glassy-eyed and speechless with shock.  


Originally the
storm was headed for O’ahu but at the last minute it
veered north. Kaua'i’s loss was O’ahu’s
gain as the amount of damage a big storm like that would’ve caused in a city
the size of Honolulu is beyond comprehension. 


So it seemed
almost fitting that on this September 11 it was still raining. The sky was
thick with clouds and raindrops trailed down the window panes like tears.


We sat at the
table hunched over our Hilo Hattie coffee cups like old men at a country store.
Finally Jeff spoke. “You decide yet if you’re going to take the job?”


“Still not
sure,” said Steve. “I’m weighing the pros and cons.” I felt him look over at me
but I didn’t look up. “I mean, professionally, this is where I should be. But
personally, I love my life on Maui. It would be hard to leave it for what’s
over here.”


“You mean
horrendous traffic and astronomical rents and a crime rate that’s pretty much
the main topic of every newscast?” I said. I thought I was simply pointing out
the obvious but both guys glared at me so I figured maybe it’d come out more
snarky than I intended.


“Yeah.” Steve didn’t sound like he wanted to discuss it. Which was a good thing, since I was about a breath away from
throwing a full-blown guilt trip at him.


I got up and
made a pile of toast. As we chomped on sweet bread toast with guava jelly,
Steve perked up. “Say, are you guys planning to use your car today?”


“I don’t know,”
I said. “Why?”


“I was hoping
to drive up to the North Shore. Maybe check out the surf. The news is saying
this storm’s brought in some killer waves.”


“Operative word
there is ‘killer’,” said Jeff. “You’re not planning on surfing, are you?”


“Not sure. I’ll
have to decide when I get there. But I’d love to see ‘em.
Word is all the surfing greats will be out there.” 


“Well, be
careful,” I said in my ‘mom’ voice. “You know the story of Eddie Aikau?”


“Is he the guy
on the ‘Eddie Would Go’ signs?”


“Yeah, that’s
him. He was a terrific surfer and a strong swimmer. In fact, he was one of the
first lifeguards up on the North Shore where the waves can get real hairy. He
got picked for the second Hokule’a expedition—the
Tahiti to Hawaii trip in a raft like the ancient Polynesians used to get to
Hawaii. Anyhow, the raft capsized south of Moloka’i and they were stranded.
Eddie offered to swim to Lana’i to get help. It was twelve miles away. The
channel between Moloka’i and Lana’i is one of the most treacherous straits in
the islands. He never made it. And they never found his body.”


“Did you tell
me that to scare me out of surfing today?” Steve said.


“No, I told you
so you’d realize even the toughest guy out there can get in over his head.”


“Got it.”


Steve left soon
after and Jeff and I headed out to catch a bus to ‘Iolani
Palace. Neither of us had been there since we’d toured it as school kids. In
the past decade the palace had been given a major facelift and we wanted to see
the changes. We got off at King Street and bought tickets for the tour. 


“You know,
coming here is as much an act of remembering as going to Pearl Harbor,” I said.
“The overthrow of the legitimate government of the Kingdom of Hawaii is also a
part of our Hawaiian heritage we should never forget.”


“Yeah, but in
this case, our ancestors were on the wrong side of things,” said Jeff.


“Still, it’s
our duty to pay our respects.”


We went on the
tour and were amazed at the spectacular rebirth of the palace. The work
included restoring the original colors as well as replacing much of the antique
furniture and accessories from the time of King Kalakaua.
The authentic furniture had been painstakingly tracked down.  Many palace
furnishings were sold following the overthrow and after a hundred years pieces
had been scattered far and wide. In some cases, when the ‘Iolani
Palace restoration team contacted the owners and explained where the item had
originated, the owners graciously donated a valuable family heirloom to the
restoration. In other cases, the owners balked and only relented after
receiving payment of the current value—which in most cases was a lot of money
due to the historical significance of the piece.


When we got
back on the bus we were in much the same somber frame of mind as when we’d
returned from Pearl Harbor.


“Let me see if
I’ve got this straight,” said Jeff. “The Queen abdicated to avoid a possible
bloody battle which she knew her loyal subjects would lose.”


“That’s right.
She only gave in to save lives.”


“But the
plantation owners and sons of the missionaries lied to the U.S. Government
about what was going on over here.”


“Yeah, and
those lies were the only reason Washington sided with the overthrow. By the
time the truth came out it was too late,” I said.


“Or they didn’t
care.”


“Hard to know.”


When we got
back to the penthouse it was nearly two o’clock but Steve still wasn’t back. I
called his cell and got bounced to voice mail.


“That’s odd,” I
said. “It’s still raining hard. How much fun can it be to surf in this lousy
weather?” 


“I guess wet is
wet,” said Jeff.


“Yeah, but he
never stays out on the water this long at home. I’m getting worried.”


We went
downstairs and grabbed a quick plate lunch but I didn’t eat much. The rain, the
sad history of ‘Iolani Palace,
and worrying about Steve had put a dent in my appetite. 


“I think I’ll
just hang out and read my book,” I said when we got back upstairs. “Feel free
to go out if you want.”


“No, I’m just gonna check my email,” Jeff said. “I told myself I wouldn’t
check it while I’m on vacation, but I’m finding it’s more stressful worrying
about it.”  


“And you can
sneak a peek at Jack’s ‘doggie cam’ while you’re at it.”


Jeff laughed.
“With him I’d rather not know.”


We went to our
respective bedrooms. When I looked up a few minutes later, the only sound in
the penthouse was the low whoosh of the A/C fan. But you know that old saying, the
calm before the storm?  


That afternoon,
things felt just too darn calm. 







 


CHAPTER 12


 


My phone rang
and I snatched it up. Was it Steve at last? No, my caller ID showed Farrah. 


“Hey Pali,” she said. “Guess what? We’re still here.” She
giggled and for a moment I was at a loss as to what to say.


I finally said,
“You mean you’re still in Honolulu?” 


“Yeah. Ono says we can’t go anywhere until this storm
clears, but the water’s getting bad here in Ala Wai Harbor. We’re gonna have to
leave the boat and stay at his friend’s place.”


“Tomika’s?”


“Yeah, her place.” 


I’d stayed at Tomika Fujioka’s lavish high rise condo when I first met
Ono. It’s at least ten floors higher than the Waikiki penthouse I was in and
the exterior walls of the condo are floor-to-ceiling glass. The twinkling
lights at night offer a postcard view of the Honolulu skyline. 


“Don’t freak
out when you get there,” I said. “It’s kind of high up.”


“I won’t.” She
giggled again. “Ono’s promised to stay by my side the whole time.”


“You haven’t heard
from Steve, have you?”


“No. But I hope
he checked out of the Royal Hawaiian yesterday. He promised me he’d handle it.”


“He did. He’s
staying here with us. But he went surfing this morning and he isn’t back yet.”


“He went
surfing? Total bummer. With this storm there’s gonna be some bad ass waves out there.” 


“Yeah,” I said.
“That’s why I’m worried.”


“Oh, gotta run. Ono sends his aloha. I just wanted to
call and let you know we’re okay.”


I hung up
feeling even more anxious. Where are you, Steve?


A half-hour
later my phone rang again. 


“Pali? It’s Stu. Say, have you got
plans for dinner?”


“Uh, I don’t
think so.” 


“Natalie would
like to have you out to the house. Jeff can come too, if he wants.”


I already knew
Jeff’s answer, but decided I wouldn’t say anything right away. I’d take the
time to come up with a plausible excuse.


“That sounds
nice. What time?”


“Say, cocktails
at six, dinner at seven? I have to be at work early tomorrow so we won’t make
it a late evening.” 


“Okay. Can you
give me directions?”


“You got a GPS?
I’ll give you the address.”


“No, we didn’t
get one.” I thought about explaining my irrational need to not be mistaken for
a tourist, then figured he probably didn’t care.


 “Funny. I
thought all decent rental cars came with ‘em
nowadays.”


“Just give me
the address, Stuart. I can figure it out.”


He gave me the
address. Nothing about it sounded familiar.


“It’s way out
beyond Diamond Head. You know the Kahala Resort by
the Waialae Country Club? We’re just a few blocks shy
of that.”


“Mahalo. I’ll find it. See
you at six.”


***


An hour later I
plugged in my phone to recharge it. By then I’d become nearly frantic about
Steve. It was after five o’clock and still no word.


I turned on the
TV. There was a ‘breaking news’ banner running across the bottom of the screen.
It said due to the storm the sewer system had failed in Waikiki and thousands
of gallons of untreated sewage had been diverted into the Ala
Wai Canal. It warned boaters and swimmers to stay out
of the canal until further notice.


I mindlessly flipped
through the channels until Jeff came out of his room. He looked stricken.


“Everything okay back home?” I said.


“No.”


“You want to
talk about it?”


“Not really.”


I changed the
subject. “Stuart and his wife Natalie have invited us to dinner at their place.”


“Won-der-ful,” he said, dragging out the word. “I can’t think of anything
I’d rather do right now.” 


“I thought as
much. But I need to go.”


“Why?”


“You know why.
It’s family. It’s kind of ironic, don’t you think? All my life I’ve been
bitching about not having any ohana and then
when I finally get some I inherit this bunch.”


“I’ll stick
around here and wait for Steve,” Jeff said.


“I’m really
worried about him,” I said.


“Yeah, me too.  By the way, how are you planning to get
to your brother’s place? Steve’s got our car, remember?”


I called Stuart
and explained the situation. 


“Your friend’s
still not back from surfing?” he said. “Haven’t you heard? A bunch of surfers
had to be rescued out at the North Shore. Maybe your guy is one of them.”


I didn’t say
anything.


“Sticking
around there waiting won’t help, you know,” Stuart said.


“I know, but
Jeff wants to stay, just in case.”


“Fair enough. But I’ll pick you up in twenty minutes. You
mind waiting outside? Parking’s a bitch in Waikiki.”


“No worries.
I’ll be downstairs.”


I hung up and
grabbed an umbrella. “Call me the minute you hear from Steve,” I said to Jeff.
I headed for the door and my phone started up. The caller ID showed STEVE’S
CELL. 


I answered
without saying ‘aloha,’ or even ‘hello. “We’ve been so worried about you! Where
are you? Are you okay?”


“Calm down. I’m
good. I had a little excitement, though.”


“We heard some
surfers had to be rescued up there. Is that what kept you?”


“Matter of fact, yes. Hang on, I’m
just getting off the freeway. I’ll be there in ten minutes and tell you the
whole story.”


“We’ll be
here.”


I clicked off
and Jeff said, “What about Stuart? Isn’t he already on his way?”


“Crap.” I
looked at the clock and then dialed Stu’s number. I got his voice mail. “Stu,
something’s come up. Can we make it six-thirty instead of six? Call me back,
okay?”


When I didn’t
get a call back I said to Jeff, “Maybe Stu doesn’t answer his phone in the car.
I’ll go downstairs and tell him what’s happening.”


A big tan
Mercedes sedan was idling in the portico when I got off the elevator.  I
went outside and the bellman rushed over. “Miss Moon, I was just about to call
your room,” he said. “There’s a gentleman here to pick you up.”


Stu grinned and
gave me a finger wave from the driver’s seat. He was wearing a silly-looking
blue baseball cap with the Mercedes emblem emblazoned on the front.


“Mahalo,” I said to the bellman. I started
rummaging in my purse for tip money. 


When I pulled
out my wallet the bellman said, “No worries. Mr. Wilkerson has already taken
care of me. Very generously.” He grinned as if Santa
had brought him a new bike. He opened the passenger door and I slid onto the
cool leather seat. 


I gave Stuart a
kiss on the cheek and then said, “I need to ask you a favor. Steve called and
he’s on his way. Can we wait a few minutes until he gets here?  He said
he’d had to be rescued up at the North Shore.”


“No can do. My
wife’s got dinner ready and waiting. I’m sure your friend’s harrowing story
will keep for a couple more hours.”


“But I told him
I’d be here.”


“When did you
talk to him?”


“A few minutes
ago, when he called.”


“Well, you told
me you’d come to my house for dinner two hours ago. So I win. Don’t
forget to buckle up.”


He shot out of
the portico as if someone had waved a checkered flag. I winced. The sidewalks
of Waikiki are filled with a constant stream of pedestrians and I was amazed
Stuart hadn’t mowed down a few people as he rocketed across the sidewalk and
out onto the street. 


We roared down Kalakaua, shooting through yellows about to be red, and
zigzagging around jaywalking tourists.


“Uh, is there a
reason you’re driving so fast?”


He laughed.
“This isn’t fast. You should’ve seen how Dad drove. He used to clock his time
from point to point and try to beat his record every time he got in the car.”


“Tell me about
Natalie.”


“What’s to
tell? You’ll meet her soon enough.”


We shot down
Diamond Head Road and then onto Kahala Avenue. Soon
we were in a neighborhood of stately houses on expansive lots. One house had
dozens of white Grecian-type statues in a yard festooned with
intricately-shaped topiary and severely-clipped hedges. It looked like a
tropical attempt at a formal English garden. Behind the elaborate garden was a
sprawling oceanfront home. 


“What’s going
on there?” I said pointing toward the place. 


“The Greek’s? Yeah, that guy’s something else. He owns a
bunch of souvlaki joints on O’ahu
and Maui. Who’d of thunk Japanese tourists would go
wild over gyros and ouzo?”


Another block
down, Stu slowed to take a speed bump. “I hate these things. Some a-hole had
the city put these in. Said he was worried about his kids. I say, ‘If you’re
kids are so stupid they walk in the street, then maybe
they shouldn’t grow up.’ You know what I’m saying? Darwin’s
survival of the fittest and all.”


We pulled into
the circular driveway of an ivory-colored, two-story home with a tile roof. The
place was a mini-mansion. It was across the street from the oceanfront homes,
but it was still a jaw-dropping residence.


“You live
here?”


“Since last February.”


“Wow, Stuart.
This is amazing.”


“It’s ‘Stu,’
okay? When you call me ‘Stuart’ I feel like I’m in trouble or something.”


The front doors
were inlaid with beveled glass and the foyer was tiled in shiny ivory-colored
granite. The floors beyond the foyer were some sort of reddish-colored wood. My
mind wandered to a documentary I’d seen about disappearing hardwood forests in
Southeast Asia, but I put it out of my mind. The walls were white—almost
blindingly white—and there were skylights in the foyer as well as the sitting
room beyond the dining area. The house had an open floor plan, which made it
seem to go on forever. 


A tall woman of
about thirty with Asian features and glossy shoulder-length dark hair stood at
the far end of the foyer. She was dressed in a silky red blouse over an
ankle-length slim black skirt. Stu had mentioned she was pregnant but from the
looks of things she was one of those women who doesn’t show it until the baby
is a few weeks from making an appearance. The outfit looked understated, but
two years of wedding planning had given me an eye for quality tailoring. I
figured her minimalist outfit probably cost more than everything I had in my
closet back on Maui.


She stepped
forward and extended her hands. On her left hand, an enormous diamond twinkled
in the bright light streaming through the skylight.


“Welcome to our
home,” she said. Her voice was low, with a slightly British accent. 


“Pali, this is my wife, Natalie. Nat, this is my
half-sister, Pali.” 


I reached out to
shake hands but instead she grasped my hand with both of hers and held it. Her
hands were cool and dry. There was something about the way she stared into my
eyes as she gripped my hand that sucked me in, as if she were hypnotizing me.
“Stuart tells me you’re staying in a penthouse in Waikiki. How
charmingly Bohemian. Are you enjoying your stay?”


“Very much so.”


“Excellent.
Well, since Stuart is a bit tardy bringing you out here, I think we should go
immediately to cocktails. Or do you insist on having a tour?”


“Thank you, but
the tour can wait,” I said. “Your home is gorgeous. Did you decorate it
yourself?”


Natalie uttered
a low chuckle. “Oh my, what a lovely compliment. No, I
had David, of David Peralta Interiors do the living
spaces and I engaged Ray Yashimoto of Island Paradise
Landscaping to design the garden. It was a huge undertaking, but Stu was kind
enough to indulge me.”


Stu beamed as
if his wife had just handed him the Oscar for Best Supporting Actor.


“Hey,” said
Stu. “I say, ‘if the wife’s happy, everybody’s happy,’ right?”


The rain had
stopped for a while so Stu ushered us to the back yard where an azure pool,
edged in the same creamy granite tiles as the floor in the foyer, glinted in
the late afternoon light. 


“Are you a
martini girl?” said Stu as he handed me a conical-shaped glass big enough for a
foot soak.


“I guess I am
now,” I said. My smile had begun to feel a bit tight but I kept it going.


“Stu makes the
driest martini in the Western Hemisphere,” said Natalie. “He’s very proud of
that accomplishment.”


I was used to
reading the unspoken language of couples, but this couple had me baffled. Was
Natalie’s wit as dry as Stu’s martini, or was she pissed off about something? Hard to tell.


“Of course
Nat’s not drinking,” Stu said. “She’s bearing her burden with grace.”


“Ah, well, a
stiff upper lip is in my blood,” said Natalie. “Keep calm and carry on and all
that.”


 I’d drunk
less than half of the high-octane beverage when a tinkling bell sounded from
the house.


“Seems we’re
being summoned,” said Stu.


“I’m not in
favor of that bell,” Natalie said. She turned to me. “Don’t you feel it’s
demeaning? I’ve repeatedly asked Stu to come up with a more appropriate means
of notification, but he seems to take pleasure in being beckoned to table like
a servant.”


Stu smiled and
put a hand on Natalie’s shoulder. She stiffened.


“After you,” he
said to me. 


We were served
dinner by a maid in an old-fashioned black uniform with a lace-edged white
apron. The uniform seemed out of place in the tropical setting, but there it
was. She was a thin Asian woman, probably in her mid-twenties, but it was hard
to tell due to the silly uniform and her refusal to make eye contact. She
whispered to Natalie in a foreign language but never spoke to either Stu or
myself. She kept her head down and moved around the room as if trying to remain
invisible.


The dinner
conversation mostly involved a blow-by-blow accounting of Natalie’s home
renovation projects. My mind wandered, since not only was I not one bit
interested in the pros and cons of travertine versus granite, but I was anxious
to learn what had happened to Steve up at the North Shore. I noted that
although she talked pretty much non-stop, Natalie never alluded to her
‘condition.’ In my experience, self-absorbed pregnant women rarely missed an
opportunity to lord it over the rest of us. So it struck me as odd that Natalie
never brought it up.


After a
luscious dessert of mango crème brulee with toasted
coconut topping, I tapped my wrist and asked Stu if he’d tell me the time. He leaned
forward as he’d done at the Moana and thrust his
gaudy Rolex under my nose. I was starting to wonder if he didn’t know how to
tell time.


“Oh, wow,” I
said. “It’s nearly eight. I should really be going.”


“I’ll get my
keys,” said Stu. 


“Mahalo, but that’s not necessary,” I said. “Jeff
said he’d pick me up at eight. And since the rain’s let up he’ll probably enjoy
getting out for a little drive.”


At that point,
the maid came in and started picking up dessert dishes. Stu shot her some stink
eye but she apparently didn’t notice because she kept working.


Stu leaned in
to Natalie. “Tell your sister to come back later,” he said.


Natalie spoke a
few words to the maid and she skittered from the room.


“I really don’t
mind driving you back. I’m going into Honolulu anyway. I’ve got a meeting in
thirty minutes.”


“A meeting? But it’s night-time.” I said.


“Oh, it’s
nothing,” Stuart said. “More of a ‘meet for a drink’ kind of
thing. Not an actual business meeting.”


“Well, thanks
for the offer,” I said. “But by now Jeff’s probably already on his way. He
should be here any minute.”


I hustled
toward the foyer, digging through my voluminous purse for my phone. With my
back to my hosts I set the land speed record for text messaging.


“Do you think
he’ll be able to find the house?” Stu said. “It’s dark out there.”


I spun around.
“He’s fine. He’s got the address.”


Natalie glided
into the foyer and stood beside Stu. “Ask her,” she hissed in his ear.


“Pali, I’d really appreciate an opportunity to see you again
before you leave O’ahu,” he said. “Maybe lunch, just
the two of us?”


“Oh my gosh, is that a Wyland?” I
said. I pointed to a three-foot high sculpture of a breaching whale in an
alcove off the foyer. 


“Good eye,”
said Stu. “We bought that at Wyland’s gallery in Lahaina. That’s before I knew you lived over there, of
course.” 


I thanked them
both for a lovely dinner and beat a hasty retreat for the front door. I
explained my quick departure by saying it was indeed pretty dark outside and I
should wait outside to flag Jeff down. 


I never
answered Stu’s question about lunch. I prayed Jeff would show up before Stu
remembered to ask me again.







 


CHAPTER 13


 


The white Ford
Focus came into view. Steve was driving.


“Where’s Jeff?”
I said as I slid into the passenger seat. 


“He’s on the
phone with some people from his work. From what I could hear, he didn’t sound
very happy.” 


I buckled up.


 “So,” he
went on, “Did you enjoy dinner with your brother and sister-in-law?”


“It was fine.
But I’ve reached my family fun limit.”


“I gotta hand it to you, Pali. After
all the weirdness with your father, you’re a trooper to spend time with these
people. Jeff said your brother Stuart’s a real jerk.”


“Well, Stu may
be a jerk, but the wife’s even worse.” 


“How worse?” I looked over and Steve was grinning. Nobody
loved snarky talk more than Steve. 


“I don’t even
know where to begin.” I said. “Well, actually, I do. Get this: she’s got her
own sister working as her personal maid. She even makes her wear a black
uniform. With a tidy little apron.”  


“OMG. A French maid get-up? Did she
have the little white cap? Because, you know, it’s the little white chapeau
that makes that outfit sing.”


I glared but he
kept his eyes on the road.


“But on the
other hand,” he went on, “maybe the maid thing was just for your benefit. Jeff
said when he met your brother he was slathering on the Mr. Big attitude real
thick.”


“True. But
compared to her he’s a rank amateur.”


“Is she a
local?” 


“I don’t think
so. She looks Asian, but she’s got a bit of a British accent. But it could be fake. Maybe she’s like Madonna—you know, born and raised in
Michigan but now trying to pass herself off as a London socialite.” 


“Is she
pretty?”


“I guess so.
She’s so annoying it’s hard for me see past that. But I’m sure most men would
find her attractive.”


“Maybe she’s
from Hong Kong. I knew a guy from there. To hear him talk, Hong Kong’s the
tippy-top of the social food chain. And they’d rather give up a kidney than let
go of their English accent. It was a dark day when the mainland Chinese came
marching into Hong Kong Harbor.”


“Can you march
into a harbor?” I said. “Wouldn’t you have to sail in?”


“You know what
I mean. When the Communist Chinese took over, lots of the Hong Kong elite
grabbed their money and ran.”


  Natalie’s
origins weren’t something I wished to discuss further. She was only related to
me by marriage. At most, I’d have to see her once or twice a year at family
gatherings. 


“So,” I said.
“What happened to you today? I was beside myself with worry.” 


“I thought
you’d never ask,” he said. “I got to the North Shore and the waves were
enormous. Twenty, maybe thirty feet high. I got to
talking with a couple of guys and they offered to loan me a board. On my first
ride in I wiped out so hard I got a bloody nose. But after a few tries, I
caught a monster and rode it all the way to shore. So, having proved my
manhood, I decided to call it a day.


“Meanwhile,
lifeguards were pulling people out left and right. Most of the brine-suckers
were surfer wannabes like me. That’s why I quit after one good ride. No sense
making a spectacle of myself.


“Anyhow, the
two guys I’d borrowed the board from had parked way on the other end of the
beach. I offered to help them haul their boards back and we started walking.
When we were pretty far down the beach I thought I saw someone way out. It
looked like he was waving. I pointed it out to the guys and they said that
whole area is one big rip current. I don’t know why, but next thing I knew I
was on a board heading out to get the guy.”


“You rescued
someone?” I said. 


“Let’s just say
it totally freaked me to think I might see someone drown. I had to do
something.”


“You’re a
hero.”


“Nah. I’m a good swimmer and I had a board. Anyhow, when we
got back to shore the paramedics showed up and we drew quite a crowd. The
lifeguards acted weird about it. They gave me beef about going out instead of
waiting for them, but they caved when the EMT’s said the dude was so done in he
probably wouldn’t have lasted more than a few more minutes.”


“Maybe you’ll
make the news,” I said.


“Who knows?
Like I said, there was a lot going on.”


I turned on the
TV as soon as we got back to the apartment. The news wasn’t on yet, but during
commercial break a promo said, “Three visitors were taken to local area
hospitals after near-drowning incidents on the North Shore. Film
at eleven.”


“You rescued three
people?” I said.


“Nah. Just one. The lifeguards
pulled out the other two.”


When the news
came on, Steve’s rescue was the lead story. He credited his new friends with
assisting him in pulling the victim from the shore surf. “I was totally wiped
by the time we got about thirty feet from shore,” he said. He stared into the
camera with his ‘just doing what any other red-blooded American would do’ eyes.
“Without these guys helping me, the outcome might’ve been different.”


Two burly blond
guys who could’ve modeled Quicksilver beach gear shot shaka
signs and beamed. “Steve’s the one who took the big chance,” said one.


The other chimed in. “Yeah. This dude’s a freakin’ hero.”


The next story
was about the continuing flow of raw sewage into the Ala
Wai Canal. A young female reporter was standing on
the bridge on Ala Wai
Boulevard. “This is Cindi Takeda reporting from
Waikiki. Millions of gallons of untreated sewage have been diverted into the Ala Wai Canal since Sunday.
Millions more will be dumped over the next few days while crews attempt to
repair the break in the main sewer line.”  


The story
shifted to a shot of a press conference. The mayor of Honolulu stood at a
podium behind a forest of microphones. “We’re doing our best to remedy this
situation as quickly as possible,” he said. “The continuing rainfall has
overwhelmed the pumps and burst the pipes. This won’t be an easy fix, but we
are working night and day to get things back to normal. In the meantime, be
assured we are monitoring the situation and we see no immediate danger to the
citizens of Honolulu.”


“I’m glad
Farrah and Ono moved out of the marina,” I said.


“I was just going
to ask if you’d heard from them,” said Steve.


It went to
commercial and Jeff snapped off the TV. “You know, Steve, I’ve been thinking,”
he said. “You should tell Go Hawaii they need to sweeten their offer.”


Steve shot him
a confused look.


“The hero bump. Think about it. They’re about to hire the dude
who pulled a tourist from the jaws of death. Gotta be worth a little extra coin
for those bragging rights.”


“I agree,” I
said. “And, since you’re the hero, you get to sleep in a bed tonight. 
I’ll sleep out here on the sofa.”


 “Mahalo, but I’m good with the sofa. I’m kind of
wound up,” said Steve. “I think I’ll go downstairs and grab a quick beer
someplace.”


“You hoping to
get recognized?” said Jeff. 


“Hey, it’s my
fifteen minutes of fame. I’m not going to waste it sleeping.”


***


The next
morning I wandered out to the kitchen for coffee. Jeff was already sitting at
the table. No sign of Steve.


“Did Steve come
in last night?” I said.


“I guess so. He
left a note.” Jeff handed me a take-out menu with scribbled writing on the
back.


Getting cab to airport. Got a
shoot this p.m. Thanx for everything. Steve.


“Looks like our
hero has left the building,” said Jeff.


Outside, the
rain was coming down in buckets. Jeff looked out and shook his head. “You know
if I wanted to hang out in weather like this I’d have invited you to come to
San Francisco. At least there we’ve got great sourdough bread.”


“So what? Over here you can get fresh malasadas and Hawaiian
sweet bread.”


“And we’ve got
tons of local wine, and fresh crab, and Ghirardelli chocolate, and…need I go
on?”


“Okay, so
California’s a great place to eat. But do they have loco moco?”


“Wow, I haven’t
thought about that in years. Do you think we can find some?”


We went
downstairs and asked the local guy manning the valet stand if there was a loco
moco joint anywhere near.


“They all over. Best one’s about three blocks mauka. Past Kuhio.
I think the name’s ‘Bubba’s’ or ‘Bruddah’s’. Like
that.”


 We walked
up Lewers to a place called ‘Buster’s Broiler.’ It
looked like the kind of place where mothers wipe the silverware with a paper
napkin before letting their kids use it. We sat at a sticky table near the
front and both ordered loco moco and coffee.


“You want hot sauce
with that?” said the waitress. I thought she meant hot sauce in our coffee, but
Jeff figured it out quickly and nodded. She brought over a carrier with crusty
half-filled bottles of ketchup, Cholla hot sauce and
Tabasco. 


Although loco
moco is an island favorite, everybody makes it
their own way. It’s usually some combination of rice, ground beef, fried eggs
and gravy. But it’s amazing how many variations you can get with those four
ingredients. This version had a mound of white rice layered with a well-done
hamburger patty and two over-easy fried eggs on top. The whole thing was
smothered in thick white gravy with sausage bits in it. No doubt ‘loco moco’ is the Hawaiian term for ‘heart attack on a plate,’
but it tastes great.


“Wonder how
much cholesterol is in this?” said Jeff, as if reading my mind. 


“You really
want to know?”


“Probably not.”


“You can’t get
a breakfast like this in San Francisco,” I said.


“Yeah. Maybe that’s why people live longer there.”


“Is that true?”
I said.


“Nah, actually
Hawaii tops the list for life expectancy,” he said. “Maybe someday
archeologists will find the long-lost fountain of youth and it will be spewing
sausage gravy.”


“Maybe we live
longer because we don’t stress. We live aloha.”


“That’s
probably more like it.” He put down his fork. “Speaking of stress, I’m afraid I
have to leave today.”


“Today? But it’s only Wednesday. You told me you’d be here
‘til Friday.”


“I know. And
I’m sorry. But I talked to some people last night. The lab’s in an uproar.”


“After only two
days?”


“We run 24/7 so
technically it’s been four days. Seems the gal I left in charge screwed up some
parameters and the readings are off the charts. I’ve got to get back there and
straighten it out.”


I stared down
at the wreckage of my moco loco but
couldn’t eat another bite. Jeff reached across the table and put a hand on
mine.


“I’m really
sorry,” he said. “I put off making this decision as long as I could.”


“Okay. But I’m
not buying your lab story. I bet you’ve been watching that stupid ‘doggie cam’
and you’re feeling guilty about leaving Jack in the kennel.”


Jeff smiled. “I
wish that was it. For sure Jack’s gonna be doing the
happy dance when he sees me. But seriously, it looks like my last six months of
work is about to go down the crapper. I need to get back and see if I can
salvage any of it.”


We walked back
to the penthouse and while Jeff packed I went online and found him a seat on
the afternoon flight. 


“It’s gonna cost you two hundred bucks to change,” I said.


“A small price to pay for half-a-year’s work.”


“You sure
there’s no one you can call to get those parameters, or whatever they’re
called, fixed?”


“Nope. And I can’t blame Sheila. I put her in charge but I
didn’t give her enough information to make adjustments if something like this
came up.” 


“You kept her
in the dark? Why?”


“The work is
way beyond top-secret. Point of fact: I didn’t trust her.”


“Let me see if
I’ve got this right: you didn’t trust your co-worker with the details of your
project, but you trust Honolulu taxi drivers, the TSA, and the airlines to get
you safely from here to there?”


“Getting me
home safe isn’t my job. My job is my job.”


“Spoken like a
true-blue federal contractor.”


Jeff asked me
if I’d mind driving him out to the airport. “If I can avoid Honolulu taxi drivers, that takes it down to two out of three. Better
odds. You want to keep the car until you leave, though, right?”


“No, I think
I’ll turn it in. I only need it to get out to the airport on Friday and I can
catch a shuttle for that.”


I took him to
the airport and as we hugged good-by we both promised to call more often. I
dropped the car at the rental place and took a hotel shuttle back to Waikiki. 


I figured I’d
enjoy a few days of blissful solitude before I getting back to work. Premium
cable movies, ‘plate lunch’ dinners from the Steak Shack, and maybe even a
couple of long hot baths in the penthouse’s two-person marble tub. I’d miss
Jeff, but I was going to do my best to enjoy my time off.  


I just wished
it would stop raining.







 


CHAPTER 14


 


Thursday morning
dawned gray with a thick cloud bank lingering on the horizon. I took a cup of
coffee and my cell phone out on the covered lanai and looked down on the city
below. Waikiki doesn’t wake up one eye at a time like Hali’imaile does back
home. It bounds into the day, with the peep-peep-peep of trucks backing
up and the metal-on-metal cacophony of Dumpsters being picked up and slammed
against garbage trucks. Buses idled at hotel entrances thirty stories below,
and rowers in outrigger canoes were already churning through the off-shore
swells. 


First I called
Hatch. It was late morning in Montana so I was surprised when he picked up.


“Hey, Babe,” he
said. “I was thinking about calling you but I didn’t know if you’d be up yet.”


“It’s eight
o’clock.”


“I know, but I
thought you and your brother may have had a late night.”


“Jeff’s gone.”
It surprised me when my voice cracked a little. I cleared my throat and went
on. “Something came up at his work and he had to go home early.”


“Are you okay?”


“Yeah, except it’s still raining. I can’t remember when we’ve ever had
this much rain in September. But enough about me.
How’re you doing?”


“I’m great. I
love it here. I didn’t know places like this still existed. It’s clean and
green and, well, big. Everything feels new. Sometimes I get out there and it’s
like there’s not another soul around for miles and miles. ”


“Because there isn’t.”


“Yeah. Gotta love it.”


I felt
something catch in my chest; a little pinch that made me aware of my breathing.


“You aren’t
thinking of staying, are you?”


The pause was a
beat too long. “Of course not. I’m just enjoying the
adventure. We should come back here someday. You know, together. I’d love to
show you around.”


We went through
the required ‘miss you’s’ and ‘love you’s’ and then hung up. But the catch in my chest was
still there.


Next I called
Farrah. “Hey, how’s it going?”


“We’re good,”
she said. “Ono’s a little worried about the boat. Did you hear about all the
nasty stuff they’re dumping in the water down there?”


“Yeah. Say, Farrah, Jeff had to go back to California today
and I was wondering if you and Ono might like to come over and keep me
company?”


The phone went
dead. At least I thought it went dead. After a bit, I said, “Farrah? You still there?”


“Yeah. I’m here. I’m just thinking.”


A few more
moments of silence and she said, “Mahalo for
the offer, but if you don’t mind I think we’ll take a rain check. Ono doesn’t
get to hang with Tomika very much and we’re having a
blast. But hey, why don’t you come here? I’m sure Tomika
would love to see you again.”


Now it was my
turn to scramble for an excuse.


“Uh, mahalo, but I’ve already turned in my car so I’d
have to take the bus. It’s kind of a hassle in the rain.”


“Tomika’s got a car and driver. He can come and pick you
up.”


“Thanks, but I
think I’ll just stick around here and relax. When are you and Ono planning on
heading back?”


“Who knows? The
harbor’s a total mess and Ono says this storm’s not over with. We might be
stuck here for a while. Remember when I said this might turn out like ‘Gilligan’s
Island’?”


“Tomika’s high rise condo is hardly a grass shack. And I bet
you’re not talking on a coconut-shell telephone.”


“Yeah, but
we’re still a bunch of people stuck on a freaky-strange island,” she said. “You
gotta admit this place is way weirder than Maui.
Yesterday I saw a guy hitchhiking out by Ala Moana Park and nobody picked him up. Not one single car
stopped. ”


Time to change the subject. “What’s happening with the Gadda?”


“Bea’s being
totally cool. She got some kids from the high school to help her. She says
having them around makes her feel ten years younger. They even showed her how
to text message.”


I started to
sign off, but Farrah interrupted. “Oh, before you go, Tomika
wants to say ‘aloha’.”


There was a
rustle as the phone changed hands. “Aloha, Pali,”
Tomika said in her distinctive sing-song voice. “Mahalo nui
loa for introducing our favorite boy to such a
nice girl. I’m so happy for them.”


I stuttered out
a ‘me too,’ before saying aloha and hanging up. Happy
for them? Had I missed something? In my line of work, ‘happy for
them’ has a more substantial ring to it than ‘happy they just met.’  


I watched as
the thick clouds moved in and then I went inside to read. About an hour later
my phone rang and I snatched it up, hoping Farrah had changed her mind about
dropping by. I checked the caller ID but it said, ‘Barb Pt
Btwks.’ Whatever that was. Probably a wrong number.


“Aloha.”



“Aloha. Pali?
Sorry to call when you’re prob’ly on your way out.
You okay to talk?” I recognized Moko’s island
cadence. Or at least that’s who I thought it was.


“It’s fine. Is
this Moko?”


“Yeah, sorry. Should’a told you
that. Anyways, you hear about Stu?”


“No, not since Tuesday night when I went to his house for dinner.”


“You didn’ talk to him or Natalie
yesterday? Or today?”


I didn’t know
how to tell Moko it was probably a safe bet I
wouldn’t be putting Stuart or Natalie Wilkerson in my cell phone contacts list.
“No, I haven’t heard from either of them. Is everything okay?”


“He had an
accident Tuesday night. Got taken to the hospital. He
was okay and they let him go, but then today he had to go back in.”  


“He got in a
car accident? What happened?”


“Nah. No car. He fell in the canal.” 


“What? Start
from the beginning, Moko.”


“Okay, so Stu was
at this meeting with his boss. And then the next thing you know, they’re
fishing Stu out of the Ala Wai
Canal.”


“He fell in?” I
said.


“Looks like
it.”


“And he
couldn’t get himself out?”


“Stu doesn’t
swim. He never learned.” He chuckled as if an island-born kid who couldn’t swim
was some kind of joke. Truth is, I can’t swim either.


“So they took
him to the hospital?” I said. 


“Yeah. They got him out and the ambulance took him in to
check him out. He was a little banged up, but they gave him a few stitches and
sent him home.”


“Why is he back
in there today?”


“The cuts got
infected or something. He was here at work and he started yelling and acting
all pupule. You know, crazy-like.”


“What hospital
is he in?”


“Queen’s. Up there on Punchbowl.
You gonna go see him?”


“Sure. Will you
be there?”


“I gotta finish up one thing here at work and then I’m heading
out.”


“Do you know
which room he’s in?”


“No clue. But
when the ambulance left here they had the sirens goin’
and all that. They probably took him to the ER.”


 







 


CHAPTER 15


 


Since Jeff and
I had taken the number 42 bus to get to ‘Iolani
Palace just a few days before, I was pretty sure that was the one I should take
to the hospital. But just to be sure I looked it up. I mentally high-fived
myself when my phone showed the 42 bus route from Waikiki to Ewa Beach by way of Beretania.
The same King Street stop we’d gotten off on before would get me within a block
and a half of Queen’s Medical Center on Punchbowl Street.


I made it to
the King Street stop in twenty minutes. I had to stand in the aisle the whole
way because it seemed everyone in Waikiki had decided to take the bus downtown.
When I got off, the rain had turned to mist so the short walk to Queen’s was
pleasant. The hospital grounds looked like a park, with neatly trimmed lawns,
big trees and beds of colorful flowers. 


The sliding
glass doors to the main lobby parted, and I walked up to a huge desk positioned
dead ahead. A sign on the desk said, ‘Information.’ A local woman of about
fifty was seated behind the desk wearing a bright blue mu’u
mu’u. She had a white plumeria
blossom pinned above her left ear.


“Aloha,”
she said as I approached. “Can I help you?”


“Aloha.
I’m here to see my brother, Stuart Wilkerson. Can you tell me what room he’s
in?”


“He must have a
big ohana,” she said with a smile. “You’re the
fourth person to ask for him this morning.” She typed on her computer. “Yes,
he’s in the ‘Iolani Tower. Room
412. Do you know the way?”


“No, I’m from
Maui.”


“You came here
all the way from Maui? You’re a good sista. Okay,
here are the directions.” She held out a small slip of paper. 


“Does the
computer say what his condition is? I’m not sure why he was brought in.”


“Sorry, I don’t
have that information. You can ask at the nurse’s station when you get to the
floor.”


“Mahalo,” I said. I took the little paper
square from her and made my way to a bank of elevators.


When I got off the
elevator I looked around. The place looked like a well-run hotel, with dark koa wood floors polished to a mirror shine and pale yellow
walls with wood wainscoting running the length of the long hall. There were
hardly any people around, giving the place an eerie end-of-the-world feeling.


A male orderly
came down the hall pushing an empty gurney. “Aloha,” I said. “Can you
direct me to Room 412?”


“I just came
from there,” the guy said. “The patient’s been transferred to Intensive Care.”


“And where is
that?”


“ICU’s in the
Queen Emma Tower.”


I looked down
at the slip of paper in my hand.


“It’s close
by,” said the guy. “You know the elevators you used to get up here?”


“Yeah.”


“Well, go back
to the same elevator you came up on and take it down to the ground floor. Then
take a left from there and go up the ramp. Look for the sign for the Queen Emma
elevators. Go up to the fourth floor. When you get off there’s a sign that will
show you where the ICU is. You can’t miss it.”


 I thanked
him and made my way through a maze of elevators, ramps, and halls until I
finally got to the ICU waiting room. Moko was already
there, his head down. He looked up when I said his name.


“Pali. Did you have any trouble
finding this place?”


“No trouble. Just a lot of twists and turns. Do you know why Stu’s in the
ICU?”


“Nobody’s
saying much. Natalie’s downstairs getting tea with the big boss. The nurses
said we’ll be able to go in and see Stu in a little while.”


“What
happened?”


“Good question.
Seems Stu’s got some kind of infection. They got all kinds of stuff for that
though, right? I mean, when he fell into the canal he only got a couple of
cuts.” 


“Then why did
he get put in Intensive Care?” I said. I didn’t mean to beat up on Moko, but it was one of those kick-the-dog kind of things.


“Maybe this is
where they got the good antibiotics and stuff,” he said.


I let it go at
that. 


After a few
beats I said. “How’s Natalie taking it?”


“Pretty good. She’s worried, like we all are. But she said
Stu’s a fighter and he’ll be okay. He won’t want to miss work. To tell you the
truth, things have been kinda tense.” 


“Tense between Stu and Natalie?”


“Nah, tense at work. The big boss is jammed up over somethin’. They don’t tell guys like me what’s goin’ on, but everybody knows the boat yard’s in some kinda trouble.”


At that point,
a ridiculously good-looking guy came out of the men’s restroom on the other
side of the waiting room. His tight dark blue polo shirt outlined well-defined pecs and his knee-length cargo shorts put his tanned
chiseled calves on full display. I tried to not stare, but he offered a
fascinating counterpoint to an otherwise dismal setting.


Mr. Universe
took a seat one row away. Moko caught my eye and
discreetly tipped his head toward the guy.


“You know him?”
I said in a low voice.


“Yeah. That’s Jason. He’s Stu’s best friend.” 


“Why’s he
sitting over there instead of with us?”


“He doesn’t
know you. Probably thinks you work here or something.”


“Are you two
friends?”


“Not really. He
and Stu are tight, though. The dude practically lives at their house. Stu even
got him his job.” 


“He works at
the boat yard?”


“Nah, he works
at Stu’s club.”


Natalie and a
man I assumed was the guy Moko had referred to as
‘the big boss’ showed up. The boss guy continued down the hall to the swinging
doors of the ICU but Natalie turned into the waiting room. She carried a large
lidded paper cup and teetered a bit on her sky-high platform heels. She wore a
fitted gray pantsuit with a pink V-neck shell that showed about as much
cleavage as one can get away with before being busted for soliciting. 


She
clip-clopped over to Jason and he looked up.  


“Thank you for
coming,” she said. “I hated to wake you up this early but I knew you’d want to
know.”


He dropped his
head and nodded.


She then came
over and took a seat across from Moko and me. “Here, Moko, I brought you some tea.” She handed him the cup. “I
made it just the way you like. One sugar, no milk.”


 He
mumbled ‘mahalo’ and set the tea on a side
table. 


“I’m sorry I
didn’t get any for you, Pali,” she said. “I didn’t
know you’d be here.”


“No worries.
I’ve already had a ton of coffee. What do you know about Stu’s condition?”


“Not much. I’m
waiting for someone to come out and tell me something. I’m not very comfortable
going in there. You know.” She put a hand on her still undefined baby bump.
 


“How’d Stu wind
up in the Ala Wai Canal?” I
said.


“It’s a
mystery,” she said. “Stu went to his meeting right after you left on Tuesday
night. He didn’t come home, but I wasn’t worried. Stu told me he’d probably
stay out at the boat yard. It happens a lot. Silent partners come in from the
mainland, or sometimes a celebrity brings in a yacht and they want privacy. Stu
works strange hours sometimes.”


I must’ve
looked skeptical, because she quickly went on.


“They’ve fixed
up a couple of rooms out there with beds and showers. Both Stu and Barry camp
out there if they have to.”


“And Barry
is…?”


“Barry Salazar
and Stu are business partners,” she said. Moko made a
little sound in his throat, but when I looked at him his face remained impassive.



Natalie went
on. “Anyway, Barry’s gone in to see what he can find out.” 


Moko spoke up as if he wanted to set the record straight.
“Barry’s dad built the Barber’s Point Boat Yard back in the fifties. Barry took
it over from him ten years ago. Stu started working there, what? Two years
ago?” He narrowed his eyes at Natalie as if daring her to dispute his timeline.


“That’s
correct,” she said. “Barry was good friends with Stuart’s father. Oh, I’m
sorry. I guess he was your father, too,” she shot me a tentative smile.
“Anyway, now Stu  and Barry are running the
business.” 


“But Barry’s
the main guy,” Moko insisted.


“Michael,” she
said, using Moko’s formal name like a reprimand.
“Just because you work there doesn’t make you privy to what goes on in the
upper echelons. Stuart and Barry share the executive role.”


Moko stood up and grabbed the paper cup of tea off the side
table. He stalked off; dropping the cup into a nearby waste can. It hit bottom
with a loud thunk. 







 


CHAPTER 16


 


Natalie shook her
head. “Don’t mind him; he’s just upset about Stuart.” 


“Do you know
why they moved Stu to the ICU?” I said, trying to get past the family drama.
“He was in a regular room before.” 


“The nurse told
me they’re concerned about infection. I guess one of his injuries has gotten
kind of ugly.” 


“Did Stu tell
you where he was having his meeting last night? It’s a long way from Barbers
Point to the Ala Wai
Canal.”  


“Oh, Stuart
never holds meetings at the yard. He usually has people come to the Waikiki
Yacht Club. We’re members. Stuart likes to do business on his own turf.”


“The yacht
club’s right on the canal, isn’t it?”


“Technically,
it’s in the harbor. But it’s by the bridge. Where the canal
goes into the harbor.”


Jason, aka Mr.
Universe, pushed himself up from his chair and came and stood by Natalie. “You wanna go outside and get some air, Nat?” he said. “It’s
getting kinda hard to breathe in here.”


She stood and
looked down at me. “Would you mind staying here in case there’s any news?”


“No problem,” I
said.


Natalie and
Jason headed down the hall. There was a shaded lanai right outside the ICU
waiting room but for some reason the glass doors leading out there were marked,
emergency exit only.


A minute later,
Moko reappeared. He didn’t ask where Natalie and Jason
were so I assumed he’d passed them in the hall. He sat down in the same chair
he’d been in before.


“Jason seems
like a nice guy,” I said.


“Yeah. He and Stu been friends
since keiki days. Back then, you’d never see
one without the other.”


We both stared at
the muted TV hanging from the ceiling. It was tuned to CNN. After a few minutes
I got tired of reading the subtitles and my neck was starting to get a crick.


“A friend of
mine was on the news last night,” I said.


“For sure? On CNN?”


“No, just the local news. He rescued a guy up at the North
Shore.”


“He a lifeguard?”


“No, just a bystander. He had to go back to Maui this
morning. He’s actually my roommate.”


“Roommate? No lie? You guys like…” he bumped his two fists
together and smiled.


“No, no. Not
that kind of roommate. Just friends.”


“Hey, no judgment. Jus’ wondering.
I don’ know much about you ‘cept that whole sorry
mess after Dad died.”


“Are you mad
about the will?”


“Me? Nah. I got ever’ting I need. My wife, my kids. And now, thanks to you, I got that trust
money comin’ in every month. No worries.”


“Would you mind
staying here in case someone comes out with any news?” I said. “I’m not used to
sitting this long. I’ll be back in five.”


“Take as long
as you need. I’ll see if I can get an update on Stu.”


I headed down
the hall and turned at the first set of glass doors leading outside. Natalie
and Jason were on a bench, his arms folded tight across his chest. I went
outside and waved. Jason uncrossed his arms and stood up to greet me while
Natalie busied herself stubbing the toe of her fancy shoe into the cement. The
unmistakable odor of burning cigarette hung in the humid air. 


“Are you
smoking?” I said when I got within earshot. “Aren’t you pregnant?”


“Since when is
anything I do any business of yours?”


“Hey, that’s my
niece or nephew in there. And besides, I’m pretty sure it’s against the rules
to be smoking so close to the building. Especially a hospital
building.” 


“Jason,” said
Natalie. “Have you met Stu’s half-sister, Pali? As
you can see, she’s quite the bossy big sister.”


Jason stood and
shook my hand. “Nat’s not been herself lately,” he said. “I mean, I’m pretty
freaked about what happened too, but at least I’m not pregnant.”


“Nice to meet you, Jason.” I shook his hand and took the
opportunity to get a really good look at him. The guy was as handsome at close
range as he was from across a room. His tanned skin offset a brilliant white
smile and dark brown eyes. His tight polo shirt had an understated logo with a
little red flag on it. Underneath the flag it read, ‘Waikiki Yacht Club.’


“Are you also a
member of the yacht club?” I said, pointing to his shirt.


“I wish,” he
said. “I’m a bartender there.”


“Yes, thanks to
Stu,” Natalie added. “Jason’s had a few scrapes with the law. If it wasn’t for Stu who knows where he’d be.” She shot
Jason a ‘don’t forget your place’ look. 


“She’s right.
Stu got me the job. He and I go way back.”


“So I’ve
heard,” I said. “Were you working the night Stu fell in the canal?” 


“I was. In
fact, I walked out with Stu when we closed. Last thing I saw he was heading to
his car. He even offered to take me home, but it’s in the opposite direction
from where he was going so I told him I’d take the bus.”


Natalie seemed
irritated at being ignored.


“Did the doctor
come out yet?” she said. 


“No. Moko’s going in to check, so hopefully we’ll find out
something. I guess Barry’s still in there.”


“That Barry,”
said Natalie. “If I find out he’s in there bothering Stuart about work stuff,
I’ll get his name taken off the visitor list.”


The three of us
lapsed into an uneasy silence. “I guess I’ll go back and see if Moko found out anything,” I said. “You want to walk back
with me, Natalie?”


“You go ahead.
I need to make a stop at the ladies’ room.”


She didn’t make
a move to get up. As I pushed through the glass doors I glanced back. Natalie
had an unlit cigarette clamped between her lips and she was digging through her
voluminous Fendi purse like a terrier after a
bone.   


***


Moko was sitting in the waiting room when I got back. He
was talking to Barry—‘the big boss.’ I walked over and they both stood.


“Pali, I’d like you to meet my boss, Barry Salazar.” 


I stuck out my hand
and gave him the ‘Homeland Security Special’—a handshake we practiced in air
marshal training: grip and grin while locking on the eyes searching for tells.
I threw in a mumbled, Nice to meet you, even
though it’s not technically part of the protocol.


Barry eyed me
like a guy in the market for horse flesh. “The pleasure’s all mine, I’m sure,”
he said. Barry was what my Auntie Mana, the woman who
raised me, would’ve called a ‘fancy man.’ He had a sort of Mediterranean flair:
 swarthy complexion, thick shock of salt and pepper hair, and gold jewelry
adorning fingers, neck and wrist, not to mention an oversize diamond ear stud.


“You were in
with Stu earlier,” I said. “How’s he doing?”


“Not so good,
I’m afraid,” said Barry. “Stu and I had a quick meeting at the club on Tuesday
and I guess after I left Stu got into a little scuffle. Somehow, he ended up in
the canal. They brought him here to the ER and patched him up and he was fine.
Now the docs are saying the leg’s gotten infected. Figures.
Guy shows up sound as a dollar and after a few hours in this place he turns
into a full-blown pus factory.” 


I held back a
wince. I didn’t want to encourage him. 


“Do they have a
prognosis?”


“They call it, guarded,
whatever the hell that means. His leg’s blown up like a damn balloon. Gunk
draining outta it looks like rotten mayo.”


I clenched my
hands then made myself release them. I practice martial arts. The first rule of
winning is to psych out the opponent. Don’t kid a kidder, I thought as I
shot Barry what I hoped passed for a pleasant smile. 


 “By the
way, where’s the little wife?” Barry looked around the waiting room.


“She’s outside.
She needed some air.”


“Poor thing,”
he said. “She’s been through a lot these past few months.”


“She’s tough,
though,” said Moko. “Her people are from China.
They’re used to disasters. Stu says when she was a little kid she was shipped
off to Hong Kong with some relatives. He said no matter what happens, he’s never seen her cry. He says she’s
probably gonna be one of those ‘tiger moms’ to their
kid.” 


“I need to get
back to work,” said Barry. “We’re in the middle of something big and with Stu
out of commission I’m going to be doing double duty. Can I give you a ride, Moko?”


The offer of a
ride seemed to be a not-so-subtle hint that Moko was
expected to take a page from Natalie’s book. Suck it up. Get back to work.


“I think I’ll
stick around a little longer,” Moko said. “Jus’ to be here when he turns the corner.”


“He’ll turn
that corner whether you’re here or not,” said Barry.


Moko bit his bottom lip and nodded. “You’re right. Maybe work’ll keep my mind off it. Pali,
you call me right away when you hear anything, okay?”


Barry and Moko left. A few minutes later Natalie showed up alone.


“You want to go
in with me to see him?” I said.


She shook her
head. “Like I said, I’m not good with hospitals. The smells,
the machines, the blood. I’m barely able to handle being here in the
waiting room.”


“You planning on a home delivery with that baby?” I said.


She scowled. 


“Look,” I said.
“I think it’ll help if we see him. Sometimes things sound a lot worse than they
really are.”


Boy, was I wrong.







 


CHAPTER 17


 


A metallic tang
hit my nose before my eyes had time to take in the visuals. The shades in Stu’s
room were drawn; it was dim except for the stripe of blue-tinged light from the
half-open door to the bathroom. The room was crammed with machines, humming,
beeping, and plinking. I half-expected to find a Star Wars robot in the bed
rather than a living, breathing person. The patient in the center of it all
appeared vaguely human, but he looked nothing like my brother Stuart. First
off, his face was swollen, his eyes closed. His hair had been shaved off the
right side of his head and his scalp swabbed with a yellow-brown liquid. A
cottony white bandage covered his ear. 


Stu’s arms were
on the outside of the waffle-weave blanket, neatly aligned alongside his rigid
body. Below his waist, the blanket had been tented above his body and a length
of clear tubing snaked from under the blanket to somewhere beneath the bed. God
knows what sort of outflow the tube carried. I had zero desire to peek beneath
the bed to check it out.


“Oh, no,” said
Natalie. 


I’d almost
forgotten she’d come in behind me. I turned and caught her eye. 


“Why are you
doing this to me?” she whispered.


I rolled a
padded stool from over by the door. “Here, take a seat,” I said. “I’m sorry. I
should have come in first and checked it out.” 


Natalie sank
down on the stool and grabbed at a near-by IV pole as if she was having a hard
time keeping her balance. The door opened and a nurse came in, squeaking toward
us on thick rubbery soles. Her hair was covered in a blue cap and she wore a
billowy blue paper gown and blue face mask. Her hands were sheathed in latex
gloves.


“How did you
get in here without gowning up?” she said from behind her mask.


“We just came
in,” I said. “No one told us about—”


“There’s a sign
on the door.” Even with her mouth covered I could make out her fierce frown.


I helped
Natalie to her feet and we left.


“I guess we
need to put all this stuff on,” I said as I lifted a blue paper gown and
disposable cap from a cart outside the door. 


“I can’t do
it,” she said. “I’ve got morning sickness. And this is not helping.
Besides, he’s not even awake.” 


“Stu may not
look awake, but I’ve heard that even people in comas know what’s going on
around them. They can recognize voices and they understand what people are
saying even if they can’t respond.”


“Well, Stuart
wouldn’t want to hear anything I have to say. I mean, he looks terrible, don’t
you think?”


“Yeah, he looks
pretty bad,” I said. “I thought he just fell in the canal. But Barry said
something about a bar fight before he got there. I wonder if that’s when he
injured his ear.” 


“Who knows? But
I’ve got to get out of here and get some air.”


“Natalie?”


“Yeah.”


“No smoking,
okay?”


She narrowed
her eyes but said nothing as she clip-clopped toward the swinging doors that
led out of the ICU.


 I slipped
on the required blue garb and went back into Stu’s room. Now that the initial
shock had worn off, he didn’t look so bad to me. His face was discolored and
puffy, but I could still make out Stu’s distinctive sharp nose and high
cheekbones. And, even in sleep, his mouth bore the same near-smirk as I’d seen
on my father’s face a few months earlier.


“Hey, Stu.” I leaned in to whisper in his good ear. “It’s
me, Pali. I see you had a little mishap, but you’re
going to be fine. I got bitch-slapped by the nurse for breaking the rules, so I
know they’re serious about taking good care of you.”


A doctor-type
bustled in followed by an entourage of four younger people I assumed were
‘almost-a-doctors’. Everyone was covered, head to toe,
in the blue sterile gear. They looked like a Smurf family.


“Are you his
wife?” the doctor-type said to me.


I considered my
options, but went with the truth. “No, I’m his sister, Pali.”



“Very well. Only family allowed in for the
next twenty-four hours.”


I nodded.


He turned to address
the wanna-bes. “What we have here is a male
Caucasian, approximately thirty years of age, brought in by paramedics two
nights ago after being pulled from the Ala Wai Canal. The patient presented with signs of mild trauma,
was treated in the Emergency Department, and released. This morning, he
experienced severe pain in the right leg and head wound.  He also began to
run a fever. He was transported once again to the ER and admitted to the
general surgical ward. But once we realized the possible cause of the patient’s
infection we brought him up here. The lab’s working up a full panel. He’s—”


From that point
on, the guy lapsed into doc-talk, a language I don’t speak. I heard words like
‘sepsis’ and ‘contusions’ and a few other words that have crept into normal
everyday language, but most of it was a jumble of Latin-sounding mumbo-jumbo
that I couldn’t decipher. 


The doc then
proceeded to bombard the mini-docs with a flurry of questions. One guy in
particular stood out as the Jeopardy winner. He was a good foot taller than the
rest, but since they were all well-hidden behind their matching blue gowns,
caps and masks, there’s no way I could’ve picked him out in a line-up.


There was a lot
of nodding heads and squinting eyes while the docs discussed Stu’s situation,
but I couldn’t make heads or tails of the discussion. Besides, it was hard to
make out who was saying what behind the blue paper masks.


 At the
conclusion of the teaching moment, the main doc came over to Stu’s side and
gently lifted one of my brother’s eyelids. He shined a penlight into the eye
and made a noncommittal sound like ‘hmm.’ He allowed the eye to shut and
then went around the bed and raised the blanket tent over Stu’s legs. He squinted his face into what I considered an unprofessional-looking
scowl, but he said nothing.


He gestured for
the others to leave and they turned and marched out.


After they’d
shut the door he turned to me. “Do you have any questions for me?” he said. 


“How’s he
doing?”


The doctor
looked at Stu and then back to me. In a gentle voice he said, “We’re doing
everything we can. But just in case, are you aware if your brother has his
affairs in order?”







 


CHAPTER 18


 


I was
unprepared for the charge of emotion that shot through me when the doctor
inquired about Stuart’s ‘affairs’. The room blurred and I felt a fist of pain
in my chest. A few deep breaths relieved most of it, but just in case, I eased
my fingertips down to the edge of Stu’s bed and steadied myself.  


“I’m sorry to
shock you,” said the doctor. “But false hope doesn’t serve anyone. We’re
prepared to go the distance to save your brother’s life, but I’m afraid it may
require some sacrifices. I’ve been a hospitalist here for over twelve years and
I’ve never observed a patient decline so quickly. I wish I had better news.”


His eyes looked
genuinely sympathetic.


“You think he
might die?” I said. A second after it was out of my mouth I remembered what I’d
said to Natalie about coma patients and I felt guilty. 


The doctor put
a hand on my shoulder and walked me to the door. In a low voice he said, “We’re
doing all we can to get him through this. But there are no guarantees. We’ve
got to get the upper hand on this infection. Once we do, I’ll be in a better
position to give you a prognosis.”


“Did he get
this infection here in the hospital?”


“I sincerely
think he didn’t. And the preliminary results from the lab bear that out. The
type of infection we’re treating here is most likely associated with fecal
contamination.”


“Like from
sewage?”


“Could be.”


“Like from the
millions of gallons of crap they’ve dumped in the Ala
Wai Canal since the rainstorm started?”


“I can’t
speculate on the source of the bacteria, but I can assure you this particular
strain is not consistent with any typical hospital contamination. As you can
see, we’ve gone to great measures to isolate and contain the situation.”


“Mahalo, Doctor. I appreciate everything you’re
doing.”


“Is there
anything we can do for you or your ohana?”


I shook my
head.


“Well, just in case,
I’ll have the nursing staff notify social services to
get in touch with you. They’re a good resource at times like this.”


He left and I
went back to Stu’s beside. “Hang in there, bruddah.
You’re going to get through this. And when you do, your big sista
is going to teach you how to tell time on your big fancy Rolex watch.”


I reached over
to squeeze his hand, but pulled my hand back at the last second. Instead, I
patted the blanket next to his arm and left the room. I tossed my disposable
blue gear in the ‘biohazard’ container outside his door. As I pushed through
the swinging doors to the hallway outside I rehearsed how I’d break the news to
Natalie. But no matter how I framed it, there was no easy way around the facts.
Stu had a steep road ahead of him.


***


Natalie wasn’t
in the waiting room. I collapsed in a chair and watched as a noisy group of ten
or twelve people came in and staked a claim to the far corner. While the
grown-ups talked, their boisterous keiki began
a game of follow-the-leader through an obstacle course—over and under chairs,
across tables and around lamps in the waiting room. After a few minutes, a
toddler-aged boy fell as he attempted to crawl across a side table in the wake
of an older, more nimble girl. I heard the little guy’s head crack on the edge
of the table as he went down. There was a half-second of stunned silence and
then the screaming started.


“Ahhh,” he yelled. “Keohi made me!
Ahhh.”


“Why you do
that?” barked an older woman from the group. “You keiki
stop that. This a hospital, not a playground.”


A younger woman
went over and scooped up the crying kid. “You’re okay. Come sit in mama’s lap,
okay?” 


The kid kept
yelling.


“Keohi, come get your brother,” she said. 


The little girl
crossed her arms and stood her ground. “Why I gotta
get him? I didn’t do nothing. Luka started it.”


For some
reason, observing the everyday push-pull of normal ohana
life brought back the pain in my chest. I got up and went down the hall to
see if I could find a cup of coffee.


As I passed the
glass doors leading outside, I glimpsed Natalie and Jason on a bench on the far
side of the courtyard.  I went outside to ask if they’d like to join me
for coffee, but before the door closed behind me, Natalie leapt to her feet.
“Don’t you see what’s going on?” she hissed at Jason.  “How can you be so
stupid?”


I stopped. I
was in that no man’s land between wanting to dash back inside before they saw
me, but realizing they probably already had. I sucked it up and kept going.


“Hey, you two. I thought I might find you out here.”


“Hi, Pali,” said Jason. “How’s our guy doing?”


“He’s hanging
in there,” I said.


“I wish I could
see him. But they say only family can go in.”


“You wuss,” said Natalie. “Barry went in. Tell them you’re his
brother. What do you think they’re going to do, demand a birth certificate?”


There was an
awkward moment of silence. Then Natalie grabbed her purse and stomped past me
on her way back inside.


“What was that
about?” I said.


“Beats me. I s’pose she’s gotta blame someone. But at least she’s just bitchin’ at
me. She’s got it in her head that Barry did it.”


“Did what?”


“Tossed Stu in the canal. She wants to go to the police, but
I’m trying to talk her out of it.”


“Why would
Barry do something like that?”


“Because Stu owes him a ton of money. Stu told me Barry’s
had a tough time of it lately and he wanted to sell the boat yard. He had a
buyer lined up and everything. But Stu talked him out of it. He said he’d loan
him a bunch of money after his dad died. Even talked Barry
into ordering a new crane and some new equipment. But I guess when it
came time to pony up, Stu gave him excuses instead of
the cash.”


“How do you
know all this?”


“Hey, I’m not
only Stu’s best friend, I’m a bartender at a private
club. Most guys would rather bend my ear and leave a big tip than pay a shrink
to listen to them. Anyway, Stu told me he was working on bringing in another
investor. But Barry said he was done with Stu’s promises. I never thought Barry
would go so far as to hurt Stu, but Nat seems to think he did.”


“Tell me about
the scuffle that took place at the bar on Tuesday,” I said.


“Oh that.
There’s this guy, Robert Torstrick. He’s kind of a
jerk. He owns two or three car dealerships around the islands. Mercedes, Lexus,
that sort of thing. Anyway, he gets up in Stu’s face. I didn’t hear what it was
about. Next thing I know, there’s some shoving going on. Stu got his leg caught
on one of the metal rungs of a bar stool and it tore his pants. I didn’t know
he’d gotten hurt until later. Anyway, I told Torstrick
to take a hike. We don’t allow that kind of stuff in the club.”


“So was Stu
okay when he left that night?”


“Totally. He wasn’t limping or anything.”


“Do think Stu
jumped in or did he get pushed?” I said.


Jason jerked
his head back as if I’d poked a finger in his eye. “No way he’d
jump. First off, the dude can’t swim and he hated water. If Stu Wilkerson was gonna do something stupid like that, he’d use a gun. And if
you’re asking if I pushed him, the answer’s not
just ‘no’ but ‘hell no.’ I had no reason to hurt him.”


He glared at
me; I glared back.


I changed the
subject. “But Natalie thinks Barry did have a reason: money.” 


“That’s what
she’s saying.”


The glass doors
opened and an early-thirties woman in dark slacks and a plain white blouse came
outside and started heading our way. She had a photo ID badge on a lanyard
around her neck. I pegged her for the hospital social worker Stu’s doctor had
mentioned. She looked vaguely familiar but I chalked it up to we’d probably
shared an elevator or passed in the hospital hallways.


“Excuse me,”
she said. “I’m looking for Stuart Wilkerson’s sister. Is that you?”


I stood. “Yes,
I’m Pali Moon.”


“Great. I’d
appreciate a few minutes of your time. Are you willing to talk to me?”


She seemed a
bit abrupt for a social worker sent to console the next-of-kin, but what did I
know? From what I’d heard about social workers, their job pretty much consisted
of juggling too many cases and making too little money. And in a hospital
setting, I suspected they rarely got to be the bearer of glad tidings.


“Sure.”


She flicked her
eyes down to Jason. “And you are…?”


His eyes
narrowed. “I’m Jason, Stu’s friend. Who are you?”


She hoisted a
black messenger-style bag off her shoulder and pulled out a white business
card. “Sorry,” she said, handing me the card. “I was so glad to find you I
must’ve forgotten my manners. I’m Wendi Takeda with the Honolulu
Journal-Dispatch. I’m investigating what happened to your brother.” She
looked at Jason. “And to your friend.”


“You’re a
reporter?” I said.


“That’s
correct. An investigative reporter.”


“And you work
for the newspaper?”


“That’s also
correct.”


“But didn’t I
see you on the news last night? I mean, the television
news?”


Wendi narrowed
her eyes. “That was my twin sister, Cindi. We’re both
reporters. Only I’m a journalist, and she’s a, well, you saw what she is.”


I checked her
hands to see if she’d been de-clawed.


“How did you
hear about my brother?”


“All the major news
organizations monitor the emergency channels. At first the call seemed like it
was just another drunk falling in the canal. But I had a hunch and followed it
up. Your brother’s infection is a much bigger story. We at the Journal believe
his condition was caused by the city’s woeful disregard for human life and
safety when they decided to pump untreated sewage directly into the canal.”


“Maybe, but his
doctor claims they’re not sure what caused Stuart’s infection.”


“Oh, please.
They’ve pumped fifty million gallons of raw sewage into our city’s main
waterway and they can’t do the math? They should’ve closed Waikiki Beach days
ago.” She pulled out a tiny tape recorder. “Would you mind? Just
a few questions.”







I took a seat
on the bench next to Jason, but Wendi remained standing. Actually, she paced.
Her twitchy demeanor reminded me of a guy I knew in college who used to chug
Red Bull and chase it with a shot of espresso before he’d go in to take a
final. I was pretty sure he never got a gold star for penmanship.


“Okay,” she
said. “Let’s start at the beginning. How much do you know about what happened
Tuesday night? I mean, do you know how your brother wound up in the canal?”


“We were just
talking about that,” I said. I looked over at Jason to see if he wanted to
weigh in, but he looked content with me doing the heavy lifting. “As near as we
can tell, he met with a business associate at the Waikiki Yacht Club and later
he fell in the water. The Yacht Club’s right at the mouth of the Ala Wai Canal, you know.”


“Yes, I know.
Was it accidental, or do the police suspect foul play?”


 “I don’t
even know if the police have weighed in on this.” I looked over at Jason. “Did
you hear anything?”


Jason rocked
back and forth, the heels of his hands digging into his thighs. After a long
moment of silence, he looked up. “You know, I need to get going. I start work
at four.”


Wendi checked
her watch. “That’s two hours from now.” 


“Yeah, but I
need to shower and everything.”


He got up and
sprinted toward the glass door like a kid being let out for recess.


“What’s his
story?” said Wendi.


“He’s Stu’s
best friend from way back. I think he’s worried about him and he doesn’t want
to talk about it.”


“Maybe,” she
said. “But I’ve been doing this a long time. It always seems that the ones who
have nothing to say are usually the ones with the most to hide.”







 


CHAPTER 19


 


Wendi Takeda
gave me her take on the situation. “I think your brother didn’t just fall into
that canal. I think he was pushed in. But that’s not why I’m here.”


“Are you thinking
Jason did it? Because I just asked him and he was pretty emphatic he didn’t.” 


“Like I said,
I’m not overly concerned with how your brother got in the canal,” she said.
“I’m more interested in what happened after that. How he ended up in Intensive
Care with a nasty infection no one will talk about.”


She took a seat
next to me on the bench and spoke in a conspiratorial voice. “Look, I know it’s
your brother, and I don’t mean to sound callous. But the big story here isn’t
what went down on Tuesday night. The story is what’s going on right now.”


“My brother
Stuart has an infection. The hospital is treating it. That’s news?” I said.
“People come to the hospital every day with different things wrong with them.
Why would you think Stu’s case is any more newsworthy than someone who came
here with a heart attack or a broken bone?”


“Because your brother’s infection isn’t normal. It wasn’t
caused by normal things. It was caused by negligence and a total disregard for
human life.”


“Yeah, by
whoever tossed him in the canal.”


“No! You don’t
get it, do you?” she said.


I slumped
against the back of the bench. Right then my cell phone went off. I checked the
caller ID. It was Natalie. I clicked it over to voice mail. I’d call her back
later.


“Look,” said Wendi.
“I’m not family so they won’t tell me anything. But they’ve got to tell you
everything. In return, I’ll help you find out what happened Tuesday night. What
do you say?”


“I don’t care
what happened. I only care about my brother getting well.” I got up and made my
way to the door.


“You will.” She
said, in a stern voice loud enough to reach me as I grabbed for the door
handle. 


I turned. “Will
what?”


“Will care what
happened. And when you do, give me a call. You’ve got
my numbers.”


I felt for the
business card I’d slipped in my pocket. Then I went back inside.


***


I went to the
hospital cafeteria and called my brother Jeff in California. “I’ve got to check
out of the penthouse tomorrow morning, but there’s been an accident and Stu’s
in the hospital.” There was no love lost between Jeff and Stuart so I wasn’t
surprised when Jeff didn’t ask if he was okay. 


“Do you need to
stay over?” he said.


“I’d like to,
if possible. But I don’t want to impose on your fraternity brother.”


“He’s cool. Let
me give him a call. How much time you need?”


“I don’t know.
I’m hoping it will just be a few days but it could be as long as a week. By the
way, how are things at the lab?”


“Crazy. In
fact, I’m in the middle of something right now. I’ll get back to you,” he said.


A few minutes
later my phone alerted me I had a text message.


‘1 wk. No more. Ppl arv nxt Sat. Lv
Jeff’


Moko came back to the hospital after work. I was reading a
months-old magazine in the waiting room when he showed up. 


“You still
here?” he said.


“Yeah. I was hoping for an update. I figured as soon as I
left the doctor would show up.”


“Where’s
Natalie?” 


“Who knows? She
left right after you went back to work and I haven’t seen her since. She said
she was having morning sickness and being here at the hospital wasn’t helping.”


“It’s not
morning no more,” Moko said. “What’s she got now,
‘night’ sickness?”


I let it drop.
I’d never been pregnant so I didn’t figure I had the right to judge.


“No word from
the doctor?” he said.


“Not since I
was in Stu’s room earlier this afternoon.”


“In all this
time, you didn’t go back in again?”


“No. You have
to put on all this stuff over your clothes. A gown, a cap and
a mask and gloves. Also, I didn’t want to get in the way. Stu’s got a
long hard fight ahead of him.”


 “You get
any dinner yet?” Moko said.


“No. But I’m
not really hungry. I haven’t done anything all day but sit here and watch CNN
and read magazines. Where do they get these magazines, anyway? Prevention? Men’s Health?
Living Well? Seems to me these magazines are kind of
sadistic for a hospital waiting room.”


“Sad—what?”


“Sadistic. Like putting salt in a wound. I mean, if you’d ‘lived well’
and used an ounce of ‘prevention’ you probably wouldn’t be here.”


“Yeah, I get
it.”


 “Do you
want to go in and see your brother?” I said.


“Yeah. But I’m kinda nervous about
it.”


“You want me to
go with you?”


He nodded. I’d
never been able to play big sister to Moko, and for a
moment, it struck me as sad. 


“Let’s go.”


We gowned up
and I helped Moko tuck his tangle of hair into the
blue paper cap. This time, I added a pair of blue shoe covers to my ensemble.
When we were as veiled as a couple of Iranian women at a Tehran fish market, we
went in.


Stu was in
exactly the same position he’d been in eight hours earlier. I didn’t really
expect him to be lying on his side or propped up watching TV, but seeing him in
suspended animation like that made it look like he hadn’t made much progress.


Moko gasped behind his paper mask and I reached over and
took his hand. It was weird holding hands with rubber gloves on, and I nearly
made a distasteful joke, but thankfully I kept it to myself.


“Why’s he all
puffed up like that?” Moko said.


I looked at
Stu’s face. I couldn’t be sure, but he did look a bit more swollen than he had
earlier.


“He’s got an
infection. From what the doctor said, they think it’s a pretty bad one and
they’re giving him a bunch of different antibiotics. See those bags hanging
there? They’re all IVs. So Stu’s got like a ton of fluids going into him. That
puffs you up,” I said. “You know, like when you put a dry sponge in water. It
puffs up.” It was a lame explanation, but to some degree even I believed it. 


A nurse bustled
in as we watched the machines beep and ping while Stu remained as motionless as
a hunk of driftwood. “Oh, hello,” she said. “I hope you’re all members of the
patient’s immediate family.”


“Yes,” I said.
I looked over at Moko, but he appeared to be
transfixed by the patient monitor machine. Stu’s heart rate, blood pressure,
temperature and pulse were illuminated along with various colored lines that
sketched out a moving graph of his condition.  


“I’m Pali, the patient’s older sister. And this is Moko, his younger brother.” No way was I going to go into a
lengthy discourse on the various ‘halfs’ and ‘steps’
involved in our relationship. When an ohana
member is fighting for their life, I figured family is family.


My cell phone
went off in my pocket. The nurse shook her head. “No cell phones in here,” she
said. “Please turn it off; or at least to vibrate.”


I pulled out
the phone. Natalie again. I clicked it to the vibrate
mode.


The nurse’s
paper gown rustled as went about checking Stu’s IV lines and changing empty
bags for full ones. When she finished, she put a gloved hand on my arm. “You
know, we have a chapel on this floor. It’s just down the hall, past the waiting
room and then on your right.” She gave my arm a little squeeze before she left
the room.


“What’d she
mean by that?” Moko said. “Chapel?
I got in enough chapel time in high school to last me a lifetime.”


“She was just
being nice. People in the ICU are pretty sick. She probably says that to
everyone.”


“You think?”


Our eyes met.
Like passengers on a sinking ship we each needed to think we were helping the
other hold out hope. Too bad it didn’t work inside our own heads.


***


Moko insisted I take a few hours off. “You go back to your
place and get a shower and some rest,” he said. “I’ll stay until midnight.”


“But what if
something happens?”


“Look, what good
is it for both of us to be sitting here?” he said. “And anyway, Stu’s got to
get all those drugs in him before he starts to get better. Did you see that
stuff? Drip-drip-drip? That’s gonna
take time.”


I was sick of
CNN and my back was stiff from the ergonomically-challenging chairs in the
waiting room so I agreed to leave. I took the bus back to Waikiki and
practically fell asleep in the elevator as it slowly rose to the thirtieth
floor.


Once inside the
apartment, I stripped off my clothes and left them lying in a pile on the
floor. I took a long shower and got out feeling marginally better. Time to return Natalie’s call. No doubt she wanted an update
on Stu. I could only imagine how stressful it must be for her to be unable to
stomach the hospital environment yet waiting for news that could change her
life forever.


“Hello,” she
said in a sleepy voice.


I checked the
clock on the stove. It wasn’t even eight o’clock. “Hi
Natalie. Were you sleeping?”


“Pali? Is that you? Oh my God. Are
you calling because—”


I didn’t want
to cause her any more distress than necessary so I broke in. “No, no,
everything’s going well. Stu’s resting comfortably, and they’ve got him on so
many drugs I think I should buy stock in Bristol-Myers.”


“Good.” She let
out a soft sigh. “I was worried, you know? I feel horrible I can’t be there. I want
to be there. But I want this baby to be okay. If I get really sick and stressed
out, I’m afraid…”


She didn’t need
to finish. I didn’t know my brother well, but I’d seen the look on his face when
he’d told me he was going to be a father. “You need to take care of your baby,
Natalie. Right now, that’s your number one priority.”


“Thanks, Pali. I’m glad you understand.”


I went to the
bedroom and pulled out a clean pair of cropped pants and a tee-shirt. Then I laid down on the bed. Two hours later I awoke with a start.
I got up and got dressed. The bed was giving me a ‘come hither’ look as
seductive as a siren’s song but I knew if I didn’t get back to the hospital
before midnight I’d feel crushing guilt that I’d let my brothers down. 


Maybe if I’d
known what awaited me at the hospital, I would’ve crawled into that bed and
called it a night. But playing ‘if I’d known then what I know now’ is a loser’s
game. And right then, I wasn’t feeling like a loser. I was feeling like a
caring big sister.







 


CHAPTER 20


 


The hospital
was only slightly less busy at midnight than it’d been in the middle of the
day. I guess that’s how it goes in places like that. Injury, disease, birth,
death: none of that stuff wears a watch.


Moko was slumped in a chair in the waiting room when I
showed up. I was pretty sure he was asleep, but when I touched his arm, he
jerked his head and said, “I’m awake. Just resting my eyes.”


“How’s he
doing?” I said. “Any news?”


“Nah. I went in there a couple of hours ago, but he looked
pretty much the same.”


“And no word from the doctor?”


“Nothin’. I hope there’s a survey
or somethin’ when this is over with, because I’m gonna tell ‘em the customer
service in this place sucks.” He smiled a thin smile. Deep bruised-looking
pockets hung beneath his bloodshot eyes.  


“You look
beat,” I said. “I don’t have to work tomorrow. You go home and get some sleep.”


“My wife called
a couple hours ago. She wanted to come, but she couldn’t find anybody to watch
the kids.” The thin smile was back. “My kids are a handful. When I used to take
‘em over to Dad’s, he used to threaten to tie ‘em up and leave ‘em out on the
lawn for the menehune to carry off.”


“Did Phil
believe in menehune?” I said. Hawaiian menehune are like Irish leprechauns. They’re a
popular way to get island kids to toe the mark. Nobody knows if the little
dudes would even want kids—especially ones that parents have left outside
because they’ve been bad—but no kid wants to take the chance. 


“I doubt Dad
believed in much ‘cept the almighty dollar,” said Moko. “But the menehune
thing worked on the kids. But when my oldest turned nine,
my dad switched from menehune to
bribing him with money. Never too early to teach our ‘family values’ I
guess.” 


“Wow. You have
a nine-year-old? How is that possible?”


“I got started
early. That’s why I never did college. Dad wasn’t happy about that.”


“Well, right
now you need to get home. Are you taking the bus? I think the last one comes at
twelve-thirty.”


“Nah, I got my
car here.” He pushed his wide body out of the cramped chair and stretched his
arms overhead. “Man, that chair’s like a strait-jacket.”


“When do you
have to be at work in the morning?” I said.


“S’posed to get there by eight.
But I might call in sick.”


“They’ll know
it’s because of Stu.”


“Yeah? Well, I am sick. Sick with
worry.” His face crumpled and he hung his head.


“Hey, it’s gonna be all right,” I said. “Stu’s in the best hospital on
the island. And they’re pumping enough medicine in him to bring down a water
buffalo. I have a good feeling we’ll see some progress tomorrow.”


He snuffled and
then wiped his hands down his face. “Okay. You really think that?”


“I do.” I gave
him a quick hug and then watched him lumber down the hall to the elevators.


***


When I awoke
there was a pillow under my head. My phone was vibrating in my purse, which I
held in a death-grip in my lap. It took me a couple of beats to come around and
figure out where I was and why I was there. Rows of blue
chairs; a TV on mute hanging in the corner; sunlight peeking through the trees
in an outside courtyard. When it all added up to ‘hospital waiting room’
and ‘my brother Stuart’s in the ICU’ I answered my phone.


“Hello?”


“Hey, Babe. Sorry to call so early,” said Hatch. “But it’s
getting late here and we haven’t talked in a while.”


“Yeah. I’m sorry I haven’t called. I’ve had a few things
come up here.”


“Oh?”


“Yeah. My brother Jeff had to go back early and my brother
Stuart’s in the hospital. In fact I’m there now.”


“You’re at the
hospital? What happened?”


“He fell into
the Ala Wai Canal.”


“Oh wow. Is he
okay?”


“Yeah. He got an infection, but I think he’ll be fine. I
haven’t had a chance to go in and see him this morning but he’s getting boat
loads of antibiotics. How are things in Montana?”


“Great. I know
why they call it ‘Big Sky Country.’ It really grows on you. We went out on a
little lightning-sparked fire just south of here, but we managed to knock it
down in a day. That’s why I couldn’t call yesterday.”


“Wow, your
first fire. Do you get a merit badge or something?”


“Nah. But the guys did buy me a few beers and I got to skip
being on watch last night. I actually got a full seven hours of sleep. First time since I got here.”


“Sounds like
we’re both sleep deprived,” I said. “Somebody brought me a pillow last night
but my body still feels like I’ve been on a long-haul flight to China.  I
got here at midnight so—” 


He cut me off.
“Sorry, Babe, gotta run.
Smoke break’s over. I’ll call again when I can. Tell your brother I’m thinking
of him.”


“Will do.” I hung up thinking how strange it was that
firefighters took a ‘smoke break.’ 


I went into the
ladies’ room and did my business. When I was washing my hands I kept my head
down for as long as I could before curiosity forced me to look in the mirror.
Not good.


My hair was
scrunched flat on one side and my cheek had a crease in it, like I’d been
folded and clamped in a vise. My eyes were as bloodshot as Moko’s
had been and I was wearing matching purple bags beneath my eyes along with a
scrim of mascara.


I dug through
my beach bag purse for reinforcements but only came up with a tube of lipstick
that was so used up I had to dig it out with a fingernail and dab it on my
lips. Maybe I’d check the gift shop for concealer and mascara. If they didn’t
stock stuff like that, they should.


I sprinkled
some water on a paper towel and tried to carefully remove the smudged mascara
beneath my eyes. The coolness felt so good I went whole hog and wet the entire
towel and ran it over my face. My brother would probably be alert and awake by
now. I hoped it wouldn’t send him back into delirium to get a good look at me au
naturel. 


I took the
pillow with me when I went into the ICU. Probably someone from the nurses’
station had taken pity on me. I needed to give it back, though. I could only
imagine what a hospital charged for pillow rent.


“I brought this
back,” I said. “Mahalo.
I appreciate it.”


The nurse stood
up and scrutinized the pillow as if I’d brought roadkill
into her sterile environment. “That’s not one of ours,” she said. “You’ll have
to take it back outside.”


“Really? It isn’t mine either.”


She looked at
me over the top of her reading glasses with a ‘don’t make Mommy say it twice’
glare.


“Okay. I’ll
take it back out to the waiting room.”


I tucked the
pillow into a corner behind a fake potted plant and returned to the ICU. When I
inquired about Stu’s condition, a trace of indecision crept into the nurse’s
eyes. 


“Uh. Wait here a minute,” she said. “I think the doctor
wants to talk to you. You’re the patient’s wife, right?”


“No, I’m his
sister. His wife can’t be here.” I tried to keep the judgment out of my voice,
but I don’t think I succeeded. I mean, if it had been Hatch lying in that
hospital bed there’s no way I’d be home slugging Pepto
and calling for updates. I’d be there front and center, toting a barf bag if
necessary. 


“I’ll get the
doctor,” she said.


The same doctor
I’d seen the day before showed up in record time. “Remember me? I’m Dr.
Malone.” He nodded instead of shaking hands, but that made sense to me under
the circumstances. “I’m treating your brother.”


“Yes, thank
you, doctor.” I’m not sure why I thanked him. It just seemed like the right
thing to say.


“Today we have
a guarded hope that we may be able to get this thing under control,” he said.
He smiled, but it was only one of those mouth smiles that doesn’t
extend to the eyes. “But, as I mentioned yesterday, it’s going to require some
sacrifice.”


“You mean like
money? Like you want to give him drugs that cost an arm and a leg?” I gave him
a mouth smile of my own. After all, there wasn’t much to smile about.


“Well, in a
manner of speaking, you’re correct.” He paused. “We don’t have drugs to deal
with what we’re facing here. We’re going to have to take the leg.”


It took me
longer than it probably should have to understand what he was saying.


“Take the leg?
You mean like amputate it?” I said.


“Yes.” He
puckered his lips into a weird little “o” and stared me down like he was trying
to hypnotize me. I broke eye contact.


“I don’t… I
mean, uh.” I hadn’t been prepared for that. I’d only met Stuart four days
earlier. And now they were asking me for permission to saw off his leg?







 


CHAPTER 21


 


Needless to say,
I begged off. No way was I going solo on a decision like that. I went out to
the courtyard and called Moko.


“Sorry to
bother you. Did you get any sleep?” I said.


“Some. I’m
still not going into work, though. I took the kids to school for my wife this morning
to make up for ditchin’ her with them last night.”


I thought about
the complicated negotiations one has to make with a spouse. I’d never had to do
that and I wasn’t sure I could ever get used to it.


“Anyhow,” he
went on, “I’m ready to come down and relieve you. How’s our guy doing this
morning?”


“Uh, I’m not
supposed to be talking on my cell. Why don’t you come down as soon as you can
and I’ll catch you up?”


“That doesn’t
sound good,” he said.


“I’ll see you
when you get here.” I hung up. What choice did I have? Lie to him and then
devastate him with the truth when he got there or tell him Stu’s leg was coming
off and have him worry himself sick while he dealt
with Honolulu rush hour traffic? It was a lose-lose
situation.


Next I called
Natalie. Once again she answered in a voice like sounded like I’d wakened her
from a sound sleep.


“Sorry to wake
you up, Natalie,” I said. “But something’s come up with Stuart. Do you think
you could come down here?”


She sighed.
“First off, I wasn’t sleeping. I’ve been up for hours worrying about Stu. How
is he doing?”


“He’s hanging
in there,” I said. “But something’s come up.”


“Oh? What?” 


“The
infection’s worse than they thought. The drugs aren’t going to be able to kick
it all by themselves.” I congratulated myself on my step-by-step build-up to
the grim reveal.


“What’s that
mean?”


“They’re going
to have to get rid of the source of the infection.”


“I’m not
following you.”


So much for my step-by-step. Apparently, I’d veered off the
path.


“Okay, there’s
no good way to say this, Natalie. Stuart’s leg is going to have to be
amputated.”


“What? Are you
joking? No way!”


“It’s that or
he may die. The doctor says this is the only way they can halt the spread of
the infection.”


There was a
pause. Then Natalie blew out a breath. “No way, Pali. I’ll be there in half-an-hour. Don’t let them
touch him.”


***


Moko showed up five minutes later so I had no time to
regroup after blowing it with Natalie.


He took it
well, but he understood why Natalie had freaked out.


“She’s all
about how things look, ya know? She always got the
make-up goin’, and perfect clothes and her car’s always clean and all that. Probably when you told her
that Stu was gonna have only one leg she thought,
‘Oh, no. He’s gonna look bad.’ But she’ll come
around. Maybe she needs to hear it from the doctor.”


“I sure as heck
didn’t want to be the messenger on that one,” I said. “But she’d said she
couldn’t stand it here at the hospital. I should’ve told her to come in; or maybe
offered to go out to her house. It wasn’t a good idea to tell somebody
something like that over the phone.”


“Hey, don’t
beat yourself up. Nobody knows what to do here. When Dad got sick, at least we
all had plenty of time to get used to what was happening. With this…” He let it
trail off. 


We sat in
silence for at least three minutes.


Finally, I
spoke up. “You want to go see him? I haven’t been in there yet this morning.”


“Shouldn’t we
wait for Natalie?” he said.


“I’m thinking
she may be able to handle the waiting room, but I don’t know if she’ll be able
to deal with seeing Stu. It sounds like the infection’s gotten worse. Who knows
how bad he looks.”


“Let’s do it
then.” He got up and offered me his hand. I took it and hauled myself up out of
the chair.


“Say, did you
come back last night and bring me a pillow?” I said as we walked down the hall.


“No.”


“I had a pillow
under my head when I woke up out there this morning.”


“Probably one
of the nurses brought it.”


“They said it
wasn’t one of theirs.”


By then we’d
come to Stu’s room. We both did the Smurf routine and covered ourselves from
head to toe in blue paper with rubbery hands. 


“Natalie
couldn’t do this,” Moko said. He was slipping the
string loops on the paper face mask behind his ears.


“Why?” I said.


“Can you
imagine what it would be like to barf while you’re wearing one of these mask
things?”


We went in
Stu’s room and I nearly found out.







 


CHAPTER 22


 


Whoever it was
in that bed wasn’t the man I’d met for tea at the Moana
Surfrider on Monday. I wanted to ask the nurse what
they’d done with my brother when they’d swapped him for the guy who looked like
a balloon from the Macy’s New Year’s parade in New York.


My gasp was
muffled by the mask. So was Moko’s, but neither of us
commented on it. Instead, I reached out my hand and Moko
grabbed it. He held on as if I was the only thing keeping him upright.


Stu’s body had
bloated to the point that I couldn’t help but wonder how his skin was able to
stretch over it. All sorts of gory images danced through my mind but I pushed
them down, unwilling to give credence to the horror I was witnessing.


“We’ve got to
get Natalie to let them take his leg,” I whispered.


“Yeah,” Moko said. “For sure.”


The machines
beeped and pinged but they were showing lower numbers now. His pulse had gone
up, but his blood pressure was lagging. The number that really got my attention
was his temperature. It showed one-oh-three. 


“Look at his
temp,” I said. “It’s way up there.”


“Yeah.”


“Let’s go see if
Natalie’s here,” I said. “I don’t want her seeing this and if we’re not out
there, she may try to come in.”


“Yeah.”


I had to pull Moko out of the room. His eyes looked watery and when he
pulled off his mask he used it to mop his face.


“I’ve never
seen anything like that,” he said. “Even when Dad was at the end, he didn’t
look nuthin’ like that.”


“Well, cancer’s
bad. But it’s a slow bad. This infection’s ripping through him really fast. I
think Natalie will have to agree to let them take the leg.”


We pushed our
used sterile gowns into the biohazard bin and walked past the nurses’ station.
The nurse sitting there dropped her eyes when she saw us coming. Maybe she
thought we were going to demand that she do something, or we were going to ask
a question she didn’t want to answer. Whatever the reason, she didn’t want to
acknowledge us and that was fine by me.


Natalie arrived
soon after we’d resumed sitting in the same chairs we’d occupied before going
into Stu’s room. She looked fresh and relaxed; as if she’d just showered and
donned a crisply-ironed sun dress. I felt envious, but then realized what was
happening inside the ICU affected her much more than it ever would me. I
wouldn’t trade places with her for anything.


Moko gave Natalie a quick brotherly hug but didn’t say
anything. Once again, it looked like I’d be expected to do the heavy lifting.


“So, what’s
this about someone wanting to do drastic surgery on Stuart?” she said. “Why
won’t they let him be? Don’t you think he’s already been through enough?”


Moko turned and caught my eye. I half-expected him to say
something like, ‘Oh look at the time; gotta run’
but he stayed put. But he didn’t say a word.


“Natalie, we
were just in Stu’s room,” I said. “And we both agree…” I looked at Moko to see if he was planning to chime in but all I got
back was a blank stare. “Anyhow, we both agree we should let the doctor do what
he thinks is best.”


“Well, I don’t
agree. That doctor doesn’t know Stuart. And you don’t know
Stuart. I’m the only person who really knows Stuart.” She paused. “And I can
tell you, without question, that Stuart does not want to spend the rest of his
life as a cripple.”


I was astounded
on so many levels I couldn’t even list them all. She was right about me not
knowing Stu; I’d only met him on Monday. But to say Moko
didn’t know him was a slap in the face. Moko had
known Stu since he was born. He’d never known a day of his life when Stu wasn’t
in it. From what I’d gathered, she’d only known Stu for two or three years.
And, to call Stu a ‘cripple’ was beyond indefensible. First of all, since the
Middle East wars, prosthetics had become as much art as science. There were
vets out there with two artificial legs who surfed and hiked and raised
their children while working at high-paying jobs. The word ‘cripple’ in and of
itself was an insult to humanity.


As if he was
privy to my brain tantrum, the doctor showed up. He introduced himself to Moko and Natalie, and once he’d determined the pecking
order, he addressed himself solely to Natalie.


“Mrs.
Wilkerson,” he said. “I want you to know we’re giving your husband’s case the
highest priority. Already we’ve brought in specialists from neighbor islands to
make sure we leave no stone unturned.”


She narrowed
her eyes. “And all these so-called specialists still can’t come up with
something better than amputating my husband’s leg? What is this, Humpty-Dumpty
time?”


I was so
astounded I collapsed in the nearest chair. Moko
remained standing. The look on his face turned dark.


The doctor
didn’t seem to take offense. “I understand how troubling this sounds. But I
assure you; this is our best course of action.”


“What if you
take no action? I mean, what if you allow Stuart to fight this infection on his
own, with the best medications and keeping him comfortable, of course.”


“Mrs.
Wilkerson, if that were a viable option, we would offer it. But, unfortunately,
it’s not.”


“Well, I’ll
have to think about this. I don’t want to be the one who scars Stuart forever
and then has to answer his hard questions about why I allowed you to do this.”


“Mrs.
Wilkerson, with all due respect, if you don’t allow us to do this—and soon—I’m
afraid there may not be anyone to answer to. Do you understand what I’m
saying?”


“I’m pregnant,
doctor, but I’m not stupid. I may be having a harder time than normal keeping
my meals down but my brain is working just fine. I need some time to consider
what you’re asking me to do.” She looped the shoulder strap of her purse over
her shoulder and turned and headed down the hall. 


The three of us
looked at each another as if checking to see if anyone had any idea of what had
just happened. Seemed no one did.


Moko apologized to the doctor and offered the explanation
that Natalie was pregnant and hadn’t been herself lately. The doctor once again
warned us that if he didn’t take the leg within the next few hours, Stu’s
chances would ‘deteriorate,’ whatever that meant. It looked to me like Stu was
in full-blown deterioration mode already.


I waited for a
few minutes, hoping Natalie would come to her senses and reappear, but she
didn’t. I was exhausted and told Moko I needed some
time away from the hospital. He offered to drive me back to Waikiki but I
declined. 


“Thanks, but
I’ll take the bus. Seeing normal people having a normal day will do me good,” I
said. 


I got back to the
penthouse and flopped down on the bed. I’m not the praying type, but I prayed
that Natalie would come to her senses before it was too late.


***


My cell phone
went off; vibrating next to me on the bed. It wasn’t that noisy, but it was
enough to wake me up. I sat up and looked at the clock on the bedside table:
three o’clock. Since it was sunny outside I quickly deduced it wasn’t 3 a.m.,
but what was I doing asleep in the middle of the afternoon?


I clicked over
to the call. It was Moko. “She finally said ‘yes’,”
he said.


“Thank God.”


“Yeah. They’re taking him in right now to do it.”


“I’ll come
down.”


“No, you stay
there. You get some rest and come relieve me in a few hours. They said he’ll be
in surgery for at least four hours, maybe five.”


“Wow. It takes that
long to chop off a leg?” As soon as I said it I regretted it. But trying to
explain myself would just make it worse.


He chuckled. “Ya know, I thought the same thing. But I couldn’t say that
to the doctor. I was afraid he’d think I was a jerk.” 


“I’ll be back
before seven,” I said. “Then you can go home and I’ll take the night shift.”


“Mahalo, Pali. I’m saying
prayers I haven’t said since high school. You believe in praying?”


“At this point,
I believe in everything.”


“Yeah, me too.”


“See you at
seven.”


“Love you, Pali,” he said. 


I got a catch
in my throat and gargled, “Love you, too, Moko,”
before hanging up.


I picked up the
bedside clock and tried to figure out how to turn on the alarm. I got it set
for six-thirty and flopped back on the bed. I was nearly asleep when my phone
went off again. Is this the life of a night shift worker? I thought.
Trying to sleep during the day was impossible.


I rolled over
and took the call. “Hey, it’s me, Lono,” said a male
voice.


Lono?
When I hesitated, the guy went on, “You know, about the car? You still want to
sell your car, man?”


“I’m afraid you
have the wrong number,” I said.


“You’re not Lono?” He sounded disappointed.


“No.”


Then he rattled
off a phone number that wasn’t even remotely similar to mine and said, “This
isn’t it?”


“No.”


“Sorry.” He
clicked off. 


I disconnected
and stared at the phone for a few seconds before noticing a little icon showing
that I’d missed an incoming call. I checked it. The call must’ve come in while I
was on the bus. It was a familiar number, so I called back immediately. 





CHAPTER 23


 


Farrah answered
on the second ring. A bolt of guilt shot through me when I realized I hadn’t
talked to her since she’d been stranded at Tomika’s
high rise waiting out the rain storm.


“Hey,” I said.
“I hope you’re back home.”


“I am. We got
back late last night. I would’ve called you when we got here, but it was way
past your bedtime.”


“My bedtime’s
not what it used to be,” I said.


“Huh?”


“I’ve been
keeping strange hours. Down at Queen’s Hospital.”


“What happened?
Are you okay?”


“I’m fine, but
my brother Stuart isn’t. Did you see the news? He was the guy who fell into the
Ala Wai Canal on Tuesday
night.”


“Oh, my gosh. That was him? Is he okay?”


“Not even. He
picked up an infection and he’s hanging on for dear life. In fact, they’re
amputating his leg today.”


“Oh no. That’s awful.” She paused. “I haven’t been keeping
up with the news much. Probably because I’ve been busy making my own news.” 


I didn’t know
what to say. Obviously, she expected me to say, ‘what’s going on?’ but I
knew whatever she had to tell me wasn’t going to dull the pain I felt over my
brother’s situation.


“Don’t you want
to know what it is?” she said. Her voice sounded bruised.  


She was my best
friend. I forced myself to rally. “Sure. I’m sorry to be so out of it. I spent
the whole night at the hospital and I’m kind of groggy.”


“Maybe I should
let you go,” she said. Now her voice had an edge. “You can call me when you’re
in the mood to talk.”


“No, I’m always
in the mood to talk to you. Just tell me your news. I’m sure it will cheer me
up.”


“Okay, are you
ready for this?”


Farrah was the
queen of tah-dah. If I wanted to stay
on her good side, I’d better get out my pom-poms and play cheerleader.


“Yeah. Really. Tell me; I can’t
wait!” 


That must’ve
done the trick because she said, “Ono asked me to marry him.”


“What!?” If Farrah wanted a big response to her tah-dah, she got it. I think whoever was on
the other side of my bedroom wall probably got it too.


“Hey, you don’t
need to yell in my ear. I’ll be the only bride in the world who has to get a
hearing aid that coordinates with her wedding colors.”  


“Seriously? You and Ono are seriously talking about
getting married? But you just met him.”


“You know how I
work. I don’t operate on the usual time/space continuum. My ‘knowing’ comes
from deeper sources.”


“Farrah, I
understand. And I respect your deeper sources. But please tell me you’re at
least considering a long engagement.”


She giggled. “Well,
sure. It’s not like we’re running down to the courthouse next week or whatever.
We want you to do our wedding for us. That is, if you can squeeze us in next
month.”


 “Next
month? Why so soon?”


“Because I always wanted to get married on Halloween. And if
we miss it next month we’ll have to wait a whole year. And we can’t wait that
long. We just can’t.”


A thick fog of
fatigue suddenly enveloped me. More than anything, I just wanted to lie back
down on the bed and sleep until I couldn’t sleep another minute. 


“I’m so happy
for both of you,” I said. “But today has been such a weird day. I’ll be home as
soon as Stu gets out of surgery and he’s on the mend. As soon as I get back,
you and I will have to hit the ground running. Dresses,
flowers, shoes, music, caterers—the whole nine yards.”


“Mahalo, Pali. And of
course I want you to be my maid of honor. Will you do it?”


“I’d be
honored.”


“Oh, I get it,”
she said. “That’s why they call it ‘maid of honor.’ Because
it’s an honor.”


I held back
saying I’d always questioned the ‘honor’ of buying a dress I’d probably never
wear again, hosting a bridal shower and a tacky bachelorette party, and running
interference on the big day so the bride could remain serene and composed. But
that was the wedding planner in me. The best friend in me thought, ‘Wow. My
best friend’s in love. With a great guy. And they’re
getting married.’ 


It would be
an honor to be part of such a happy event. 


***


The alarm went
off at six-thirty and I got up and slipped on my clothes. I ate a bowl of
cereal for dinner and checked the bus schedule on my phone. The next #42 came
in exactly ten minutes so I had to hustle. Even if I made it I wouldn’t make it
to the hospital before seven-thirty. I normally pride myself on punctuality,
but only when I have control over the situation.  Here I was away from
home, without a car, and my sleep cycle was all out of whack. So, like every
other local I’ve encountered in my lifetime, I cut myself some slack on being
tardy.


 Moko had a little kid with him in the waiting room. He
nudged the boy, who from his size I figured was the nine-year-old, and they
both stood to greet me.


“Pali, this is my son, Kiwini,” Moko said. Then he stage-whispered to the
boy, “Shake her hand, Kiwi. This is your Auntie Pali.”


The little guy
shot out his hand but kept his head down. I was so moved by being called
“auntie” that I gave up any urge to tell the kid he was supposed to look the
person in the eye when he shook hands.


“I’m happy to
meet, you Kiwini,” I said.


“Yeah. My friends say, ‘Kiwi’. Just
‘Kiwi’.” He was a more sullen version of Moko.
Built kind of square, with dark hair and eyes, he could’ve passed for a native
Hawaiian. 


“Got it. I know all about having two names. I’ve got another
name that I never go by. So as far as I’m concerned, your name is ‘Kiwi’. Nothing else.”


The kid looked
up and smiled. Then he flicked his eyes to his dad.


“Uh, Kiwi’s kinda hungry,” Moko said. “We
were waiting for you to get here.”


“Sorry I’m
late. The bus comes when it comes.”


“No worries.
But if you don’t mind, we’re gonna head out.”


“Any word from the doctor?” I said.


“Nah, Stu’s
still in surgery. The nurse came out a little after four and said they hadn’t
started yet. So it’ll be more like eight when they’re done.”


“You go home,”
I said. “I’ll call when I hear anything.”


We hugged
good-bye and I bent over to give Kiwi a hug. His eyes grew wide, like he was
bracing himself for a shot, so I just patted his shoulder. “I’m glad I got to
see you. I don’t know too many of my new ohana
and you’re the first nephew I’ve met. You’ll always be special to me.”


 He smiled
and nodded, and they left. I heard Kiwi questioning his dad about what I’d
meant by ‘new ohana’ as they made their way to
the elevator.


It left me
thinking about everything that had happened in the past six months. Finding my
long lost father; learning the truth behind my mother’s tragic death. For a
person who grew up an orphan, I’d certainly had my share of family tragedy.
Maybe that’s why it was so important to me that Stu pull through this. I was
starting to feel like a jinx. Like being related to me would
bring down a world of hurt on anyone who claimed me as ohana. 
But that was stupid. Right?







 


CHAPTER 24


 


The doctor
didn’t show up until after ten o’clock that night. I was half-heartedly reading
a book I’d gotten free on my Kindle and I couldn’t remember the plot or the
characters or even what kind of book it was supposed to be.


“Miss
Wilkerson?” the doctor said. Since I’d told him I was Stuart’s sister, it was a
reasonable mistake.


“Yes?” I stood
up to get the news.


“Your brother
came through it just fine. He’s in Recovery, but we expect to bring him back up
here to the ICU within the hour.”


He paused. I
guessed he was giving me time to ask a question, but what could I say? Is he
going to be all right? Is this going to stem the infection? Does he know you
sawed his leg off? Rather than ask questions no one could answer, I stayed
silent.


“You’re
probably wondering about his prognosis,” he said. “And I wish I could be more
optimistic. But only time will tell if this latest effort pans out.”


I thanked him
for his work and for coming to talk to me.


He looked
around the deserted waiting room. “Oh,” he said. “You may want to alert other
family members that these next few hours are critical.”


Talk about
cryptic. I wanted to ask him to explain what the heck that meant, but
then I figured it out for myself.


I looked behind
the potted plant and the pillow was still there. I scrunched it up and crammed
it in between two of the lightly padded armchairs. I said my second prayer in
less than a day and then curled up and drifted off to sleep.


***


I awoke to the
feeling of being watched. I opened on eye and saw Jason standing over me.


“I see you’re
using the pillow I brought,” he said.


I sat up. “You
brought me this? I really appreciate it. They design these waiting rooms to
make ‘waiting’ about as comfortable as ‘water-boarding’.”


“Yeah. I came by to see how Stu was doing but they still
wouldn’t let me see him so I left you the pillow. Hoped it
would help.”


“You walk
around carrying a pillow?”


He smiled.
“Nah, I had it because I thought Natalie might be here. Thought she might
appreciate a little comfort. She hasn’t been answering her phone so I thought
maybe she was here.”


“As far as I
know, she hasn’t been here since we talked with the doctor about taking Stu’s
leg. I guess her morning sickness has really kicked up and—”


“Yeah, so I
gathered. I’m not dissing her or nothin’ but if it
were me in there, I’d hope my wife would at least stick around and see
how I was doin’.” He squinted
his face in disapproval; then must’ve thought better of it. “Like I said, no diss. I’m just sayin’.”


I asked him if
he’d like to go get a cup of coffee and he accepted. As we walked toward the elevators
I wondered what it would be like for me if Farrah was in the hospital fighting
for her life and I wasn’t allowed to go in and see her.


“Do you have
any questions for me?” I said. “You heard they took off his leg last night,
right?”


He skidded to a
stop. “No.” The look on his face was pure horror. “How’d that happen? Stu is
going to freak out when he wakes up. Why did Natalie allow them to do that?”


I put a hand on
his arm. “There was no other way. The infection in that leg was getting worse
and worse and they couldn’t stop it. The only way to stop it was by amputating
the leg.”


“Oh my God. You don’t know Stu,” he said. I marveled at how
he was echoing Natalie. “Stu’s a man’s man. He’s gotta
always be the best. The top dog, ya know? This is gonna hit him hard.”


“Well, trust me
when I tell you nobody wanted to do it. But it had to be done. If they hadn’t,
he might’ve died.”


Jason pressed
his lips in a tight line and shook his head. “This is not what I
expected would happen.” 


***


Just before
noon, Wendi Takeda showed up. She wore what I assumed was her ‘journalist
uniform’ of white shirt and black slacks and her hair was pulled back in a
tight bun that made her look bald as she approached.


“Wendi Takeda,”
she said as she came into range. “Remember me?”


How could I
forget?


“Certainly. Are you here about my brother?”


“Yes. My
sources here in the hospital have kept me up on his progress. Or should I say, his lack of progress. Are you willing to answer a few
questions now?” She sat down beside me.


“Look, Wendi. I
haven’t been keeping up with the news. The only channel they’ve got in here is
CNN and all they’re talking about is that pervert in Utah who’s on the run.
I’ve been reading my Kindle.”


“Well your
brother’s situation is all over the local news.” She reached into her black
messenger bag and took out a folded copy of the Honolulu Journal-Dispatch.
She snapped it open and on the front page in big-as-my-thumb type it said, ‘Local
Man Fighting Bacterial Infection After Falling in Ala Wai Canal.’


“You know what’s
wrong with that headline?” she said.


“No.”


“I still don’t
think he fell.”


“What
difference does it make?” I said. “Regardless of how he got there he’s still
plenty sick. Did you hear they amputated his leg?”


“Yes. And I
also have the results of his lab tests. Have they told you exactly what kind of
infection he’s got?”


“No. But to be
fair, I didn’t ask. I figured whatever it was they were treating him for it and
that’s all that matters.”


“Wrong. They’re
treating him as best they can but he’s got three different strains of
bacteria. And any one of them is nasty enough to bring down a draft horse.”


“What are you
saying?” I said.


“I think you
know exactly what I’m saying. And I’m asking you to help me get this story
out.”


“There is no
story, Wendi. My brother is resting after a gruesome surgery that will
hopefully save his life. Happens every day in this hospital
and in hospitals around the world. It isn’t news.”


She folded the
newspaper back up and stood. Then she reached into a pocket and took out another
of her white business cards and held it out. “Here’s my card.” 


“I already have
one.”


“I know, but I
figured you may have tossed it. Call me when you’re ready to talk.”


“There’s
nothing to talk about.”


“I’m sorry,” she
said. But she didn’t look one bit sorry. “Sooner or later you’re going to
realize you’ve got a whole lot to talk about. And then I hope you’ll call.” 







 


CHAPTER 25


 


I went in to
see Stu as soon as Wendi left. I donned the sterile gear and slipped into his
room in record time. As if getting to my brother quickly was
the only way to purge Wendi Takeda’s mocking prediction from my brain.


He didn’t look
much different from the last time I’d seen him. Oh sure, his leg was gone; the
blanket several inches flatter on one side of his body than the other. But
overall he still looked the same: all puffed up, with tubes coming out of
various parts of his body, and machines marking the efforts of his heart and
lungs. 


“Stuart,” I
said. I knew he couldn’t hear me, but it made me feel better to talk to him
like a person instead of a body hooked up to an array of machines. “I’m here.
If there’s anything I can do, or if there’s anything you want—” 


His eyes
fluttered. He opened one eye until it was a thin slit. I could just make out
the contrast between his iris and the white part, but if I hadn’t known his
eyes were blue I wouldn’t have been able to tell.


“Are you
awake?” I said. 


He made a
little motion with his head like he was checking to see if he could.


“Can you tell
me what happened?” I knew it was a ludicrous question. But I had to ask.


“Na-nah.” He said in a whisper. There was no voice behind
it; only air escaping his lips.


“Water? Do you need water?” I reached over and grabbed the
lidded plastic cup on his hospital tray. I shook it and heard the rattle of ice
chips in a small amount of water. A straw stuck out of the cup and I angled it
toward Stu’s mouth.


He turned his
head away. Obviously I’d misjudged what he was trying to say.


“Na-na-nah,” he said, this time more urgently. It was still
just a stream of air, no vocal cords involved.


“Natalie! You
want to see Natalie?”


His face
contorted in pain but he managed to nod his head once.


Of course he
wanted to see Natalie. I wasn’t sure how I’d swing it, but if it would give my
brother something to live for, I’d bring that woman to him if I had to knock
her over the head and drag her in unconscious.


***


Taking the bus
was becoming a hassle. I’m all for being ‘of the people’ but it was looking
more and more like I’d be in Honolulu for at least a few more days so when I
got back to the apartment I called the bellman and asked if he could order a
car for me.


“No problem.
Would you like a standard size? Maybe a Jeep or something fun like a convertible?”


“Fun isn’t
necessary,” I said. Then I thought that sounded a little rude so I followed it
up with, “I just need a small, inexpensive car. My brother’s in the hospital,
at Queen’s. I just need something to get back and forth.”


“Oh, sorry to hear. You kama’ aina?


“Yeah, I’m from
Maui. My brother’s the guy who got fished out of the Ala
Wai Canal this week.”


“No! That’s
rough, man. I saw it on the news. Tell you what—my sista’s
over on the mainland for a couple of weeks. She left her car wit’ me so she don’t have to park it at the airport. You
can use it, no charge.”


“Oh, mahalo, but I couldn’t—”


“No, no, I mean
it. It’s nothin’ fancy. Just a
little car. Pretty old too.”


I didn’t say
anything for a couple of beats and he went on, “Oh, I gotta
ask: you know how to drive a stick? The thing’s got a stick.”


“I have a
manual transmission on my car at home.”


“See? How many wahines these days can drive a stick? This is the
least I can do. Please, take the car. For as long as you need.”


At seven that
night he called to say he’d brought over the car. I went downstairs and he
pointed to a red Nissan Sentra parked under the portico. He handed me the keys.
“You want to take it out now? Or have me park it for
you until tomorrow?”


“Mahalo, I’ll take it now. I need to get back to the
hospital.”


I didn’t tell
him I first had to go out to a fancy mansion at the end of Kahala
Road and convince a high-strung pregnant woman to come with me to visit her
gravely ill husband.


***


After the maid
opened the front door, Natalie strode into the foyer and gripped me in a tight
hug.


“Pali, I’m so glad you came to see me. You can’t believe how
horrible these past couple of days have been.”


“Oh, but I can.
It’s been rough for everybody.”


“How’s Stu?
Tell me everything.”


I couldn’t help
but wonder how weird it was that she was asking me—the long-lost sister—to give
her updates on her husband’s fight for life. 


“I’m sure Moko already told you that Stu’s leg surgery went well.
He’s resting, but they’re still blasting him with antibiotics.”


“And he’s still
unconscious?”


“Not totally.”


She looked
shocked. “He’s awake?”


“Yes, and
that’s why I’m here. He’s been asking for you.”


She clamped her
hand over her mouth, and then took it away. “Why didn’t you say so?”


“I think I just
did.”


We rushed out
and when she saw the faded red car I’d come in, she stopped. “We can take
mine.”


“No, get in. I
don’t want you driving. You’re probably going to need to rest after seeing Stu.
I have to tell you; it’s not pretty.” I thought I’d leave it at that. No sense
talking her out of what I’d come there to talk her into.


We made it to
Queen’s Medical Center in record time, especially considering there was a wreck
on the H-1. Natalie gowned up and went in with me to see Stu without so much as
a peep of protest, but when we got there Stu had lapsed back into
unconsciousness.


“Stuart,” she
said peering into his sleeping face. “It’s me, Natalie. Don’t you want to see
me? Open your eyes, Stuart. Please?”


Nothing.


Since with Stu
unresponsive there was no reason to subject Natalie to more than a couple
minutes of the horror that had befallen her husband, I touched her gowned arm
and whispered I thought we should leave.


We stripped off
our ICU attire and Natalie appeared to be in shock. “I shouldn’t have come,”
she said. “I need to stay positive. My unborn child and I need to imagine
Stuart in a bubble of white light, where he’s healing and happy and coming home
to us soon.” She began to sway and I was concerned she was going to pass out.


“Let’s go downstairs
and get some tea,” I said. “The doctor says he’s doing better than he looks.” I
don’t know why I lied to her. It just seemed like the kind thing to do.


When we were in
the elevator she broke down. “What am I going to do?” she wailed. “He’s my everything. We’re having a baby, and he needs to be here
for me. I want him to shake this thing off and get out of that bed right now.”


I had the urge
to slap her. To smack her hard across the cheek and say, ‘Snap out of it!’ or
‘Get a grip’ or whatever line seemed best at the moment. Instead, I put a hand
on her shoulder and said, “Natalie. He’s doing the best he can. We all are.”


“Easy for you
to say,” she hissed. “You’re not the one who’s working hard to stay positive.”


We got our tea
‘to go’ and I insisted on taking Natalie home. She remained silent the entire
journey, which was a blessing since I’d had enough of her so-called ‘positive
mental attitude.’ Maybe it was best she didn’t want to be at the hospital. For
my money, Moko’s outlook was a hundred times more
positive, and that made him a thousand times better company.


I dropped
Natalie off and headed right back to the hospital. My tea had grown cold but I
gulped it down anyway. I was hungry and two nights of sleeping in a waiting
room chair was taking a toll. 


When I got back
to the fourth floor waiting room, Moko was there. I
filled him in on Stu waking up and asking for Natalie and me bringing her in
only to find him out like a light. 


“You look
tired,” Moko said. “You want I take the night shift
tonight?”


“Don’t you have
work tomorrow?”


“Tomorrow’s
Sunday. No work on Sunday.”


I wanted to
object. As the big sister it seemed I should be the one to shoulder the tough
duty, but I didn’t have the strength to protest.


“Nah, I mean
it,” he said. “Go home, get some sleep. I promise I’ll call if I hear
anything.”


***


It was a
quarter after one on Sunday morning when my phone buzzed on the night table. I
thought about letting it just go to voicemail but then remembered where I was
and who might be calling.


“Hello.”


“Hey Pali,” said Moko’s voice. At
least I thought it was Moko’s voice. It sounded like
someone had a grip on his windpipe.


“Moko? What’s up?”


“Stu’s gone.”


“Gone?” For a
split second I nearly said ‘Where’d he go?’ but I managed to snatch it back
before it slipped out.


“I’ll be right
there.”







 


CHAPTER 26


 


Apparently
doctors take great offense if you die on their watch. They act as if it’s a
personal affront; as if the dead person scorned their expertise and went off
and blatantly disobeyed doctor’s orders and croaked.


The nurse in
the ICU was sympathetic. She quietly advised us of where Stu’s body had been
taken and what would happen next.


The doctor was
anything but sympathetic. “It was a miracle he lived as long as he did,” he
said. “We were fighting infection on three fronts. And no matter what we tried,
the patient remained unresponsive to even the most advanced drugs. But to be
fair, these were nasty bugs. Have you ever heard of necrotizing fasciitis? It’s
called ‘flesh-eating bacteria’ but that’s a misnomer. It doesn’t actually eat
the flesh, it merely renders the patient…” He went on
like that for what seemed like an obscenely long time but it was probably only
a minute or so. 


Moko stared blankly at the man; his face a veneer of
self-control I hoped I was successful at mimicking. Inside, a hot rage was
building in my gut.


“Thank you,
doctor,” I said. “We appreciate the explanation, but we’ve got work to do. Your
work is done.”


The doctor leaned
back as if offended, and then he turned and walked away.


“Snap that,”
said Moko when the doc was out of earshot.


“Yeah, I know.
But I didn’t want to hear any more of his lame excuses. What’s he think we’re gonna do—sue the hospital or something?”


Moko plopped down in a chair and covered his face with his
hands. His back shook as he allowed himself to absorb the full impact of Stu’s
death. I sat beside him and put my arm around his shoulders.


“Love you,” I
said.


***


As if we hadn’t
dealt with enough that night, Wendi Takeda showed up a half-hour later. 


“Sorry for your
loss,” she said. “I heard it was peaceful.”


I stared at her
the way you’d stare at a naked stranger at your wedding. “What are you doing
here?”


“Okay, so maybe
I’m jumping the gun a little. But you need to hear me out. And you need to act.
Now.”


Moko eased out of his chair. He stood over her as if his
sheer bulk might intimidate her enough to scurry back under whatever rock she’d
crawled out from. 


She didn’t
budge.


“Pali, Moko, you both need to
consider this. Don’t you think your brother would want you to look into what
happened? To seek justice for him?”


“What on earth
are you talking about?” I said.


“Your brother
didn’t die from an accident. Or from a normal infection.
Your brother was murdered, clear and simple. The City of Honolulu has been
pumping millions of gallons of untreated sewage into the Ala
Wai Canal with no regard for human life or property.
That sewage infected your brother with bacteria rarely seen in waterways in the
civilized world, let alone the United States of America.


“The guys at
City Hall are still claiming the sewage spill is safe. They’re saying the
currents are pulling it out into the ocean and it’s being absorbed and
neutralized by the greater ecosystem. They haven’t even closed Waikiki Beach,
for crying out loud. It’s only a matter of time before a tourist with an open
sore gets infected with the same scary stuff that killed your brother. Stuff
that modern medicine can’t treat.”


“Look, Wendi,”
I said. “I don’t care about tourists. Or sewage. Or the guys at City Hall. My brother is dead. And right now,
that’s the only thing I care about.”


“Fair enough. But tomorrow, or the next day, or whenever
it’s appropriate, I want to talk to you. Because like I said, your brother
didn’t die from natural causes. There was nothing ‘natural’ about it.”


She left and Moko and I let out a collective sigh. 


“You think
she’s right?” he said. “That we should look into what happened to Stu?”


“I don’t know.
And right now it doesn’t matter what happened. What matters is getting our ohana together and taking care of Stuart.”


“Do you think
the hospital has called Natalie?” Moko said. “Or do
we have to do it?”


Our eyes
locked.


“Poor Natalie,”
I said. “No way she can go on wishing it away now.”


“Yeah, I hope
she’ll be okay.”


“At least her
sister’s there with her,” I said.


Moko grunted. “Her sister can’t stand her.”


I was confused.


“That sister
who works in their house?” he said. “She’s like some kinda
slave, man. Natalie brought her here from Hong Kong and she works for her for nuthin’. That was their deal.”


“Like an indentured servant?”


“Whatever that is. Thing is, as far as I know, Natalie’s got
nobody. Her parents are dead; her sister hates her. And now that Stu’s gone the
sister will probably run away. She already tried it once but Stu got the cops
to bring her back. He said she woulda ended up on the
street. Like a prostitute or somethin’.”


“Some family.”


“Yeah. We Wilkersons are pretty
much the only ohana she’s got.”


“Then we need
to help her,” I said. “And I guess that starts with shattering her bubble of
denial.”


***


Natalie didn’t
answer her phone. There was no way I was going to leave a ‘detailed message’ as
she’d requested on her voice mail, so I just said, “It’s me, Pali. Call me as soon as you can.”


It was already
almost six a.m. in Montana. I figured Hatch would be awake. He’d always been an
early riser, and in Maui his shift started at eight. No telling when shifts
start when you’re out in the woods fighting wild fires.


“Hello?” he
said. “That you, Pali?”


“Yeah, it’s
me.” I sighed. 


“Hey, is it
some kind of chore to call me?” he said. He chuckled. Then,
as if we were in a cartoon and a little light bulb had gone off over his head,
he quickly followed up with, “Oh, no. Has something bad happened?”


“Yeah. My brother Stuart died.”


“Died? I
thought he was in the hospital. I thought he was getting the full Rolls Royce
treatment.”


“He was and he
did. But he had infections that the drugs couldn’t touch. Flesh-eating
bacteria.”


“Oh my God. That’s awful.”


“I’m just
feeling so alone. I know it’s stupid. I just met Stuart a week ago. But I feel
like ever since I found my family it’s been nothing but bad. Like
I’ve caused a whole raft of crap to come raining down on these people.”


“Don’t think
that way. That’s not true. Not true at all. Your brother would’ve fallen in
that canal with or without you. You just wouldn’t have known about it.”


“Well, I
actually would have known it happened. It’s been all over the news. It’s just
that I wouldn’t have known he was my brother.”


“Yeah, that’s
what I meant.”


There was a
little pause and the line made a swishing sound while we each waited for the
other one to pick up the conversation. The sound on the line reminded me that
Hatch was over three thousand miles away. In a different time
zone and a totally different part of the country.


“Are you gonna be okay?” he said. “Do you need me to come be with
you?”


“There’s
nothing I’d like better, but I’ll be fine. I just miss you. And it makes me worry
to think about how fragile life is. I mean, one minute Stu was at a meeting at
his private yacht club and the next minute they were fishing him out of a
cesspool.”


“What’s that
mean? I thought your brother fell into the Ala Wai Canal.”


“Yeah. Well, that canal is now contaminated with tons of raw
sewage. He got infected by the flesh-eating bacteria in that water.” I was
starting to sound like Wendi Takeda.


 “Seriously? Look Pali, I want you
outta there. I want you to go back to Maui ASAP.” 


“I’ll go home
as soon as I can,” I said. “But I’ve got to stick around to help with the
funeral.”


“I thought
you’d be the one nagging me to be careful. Now I’m the one nagging you.”


“That doesn’t
get you off the hook,” I said. “You stay safe out there, okay?”


“Will do.”


“It’s weird
isn’t it?” I said.


“What?”


“We’re battling
opposite problems: raging fire and filthy water. Seems
whichever way you turn, the world just isn’t a safe place to be anymore.”







 


  CHAPTER 27


 


By eight a.m. I
still hadn’t heard back from Natalie. I called again but didn’t leave another
message. Where could she have gone? Church? She didn’t
seem like the church-going type, but under the circumstances anything was
possible.


Moko’s wife called me and offered to handle the funeral
arrangements. I thanked her profusely and promised I’d help out any way I
could.


“You’ve already
done so much,” she said. “I don’t know what Moko
would’ve done without you.”


The funeral was
set for Wednesday. It creeped me out that we had a
funeral date before we’d even notified the widow, so I called the bell desk and
asked to have my car brought around. I decided I’d camp out at Natalie’s until
she showed up. Or maybe the sister/maid knew where she was. In any case, I
wasn’t going to rest until Natalie had been brought up to speed.


The maid
answered the door with a small smile playing across her face. She looked like
the proverbial ‘cat who ate the canary.’


“Is Natalie
here?” I said. I wanted to ask her what she found so amusing the morning of her
employer’s death, but I was pretty sure I already knew the answer.


“No. She out.” 


I remembered
I’d only heard the woman speak Chinese. Apparently her English was limited. I
tried to get more information out of her anyway.


“Do you know
where she is?”


The maid shook
her head ‘no.’ I wasn’t sure whether the head shake meant she didn’t understand
my question or she didn’t know where Natalie was, so I pressed on.


“When will she
be back?”


This time I got
a shoulder shrug. I took that to mean she understood my questions, but she
wasn’t in a chatty mood. Or maybe Natalie was in the habit of coming and going
without telling her anything.


“Mind if I wait
here?”


She stepped
back and allowed me to enter the foyer. The smile was back on her face. 


***


I waited until nearly
noon. The maid brought me coffee and some yummy pastries at about ten, so I was
pretty comfortable, but I was bored out of my skull. I couldn’t imagine where
Natalie could be.


I went into the
kitchen and for no reason that makes any sense whatsoever, I began telling the
maid the story of how Stu fell into the canal and contracted a massive
infection and that he’d died that morning. She shot me a tentative smile and
kept nodding as if I were regaling her with silly tales from my college days.
Even though I knew she couldn’t understand what I was saying, I couldn’t stop
talking.


Finally, when I
got to the part about Moko’s wife being kind and
offering to handle the funeral arrangements, she put up her hand. Like a cop
signaling ‘stop.’


“Kepola,” she said.


“Pardon me?”


“You’re
sister-in-law’s name is Kepola,” she said in English
with only a trace of accent.


“I’m sorry. I
didn’t realize you spoke English.”


“Then why have
you been talking to me for the past fifteen minutes?”


“Look. I’m so
tired and stressed I don’t know why I’m doing anything I’m doing. I probably
shouldn’t be allowed to operate dangerous machinery for the foreseeable
future.”


She smiled. “Yes, probably not.”


“Do you know
where Natalie is?”


“I’m not sure;
but I have a good idea.”


“Where?”


“With her boyfriend.” She said the last word with so much
disdain I wondered if Natalie had stolen the guy away from her.


“You know, I
just realized I don’t know your name. I’m Pali Moon,”
I reached my hand across the counter to shake hers.


“I’m Yvonne,”
she said. “I know. It’s not the right name for me. But my sister started
calling me that when she brought me here. Now I’m sort of stuck with it.”


“So, back to the boyfriend. Do you know who it is?”


“No idea. He
never calls; he just texts. I sneaked a peek at her phone once but she’s got
him in her contacts as just ‘BT’.”


I ran the
initials through my mental data bank but came up blank. 


It was barely
noon but already the day was shaping up to be more than I could handle. I
thanked her for putting up with me for the entire morning and I gave her my
cell number. 


“Please call
when Natalie comes back.”


“What will you
do if she doesn’t come back?” Yvonne said.


“Do you think
that’s a possibility?”


“I’m from
China. To us, anything is possible.”


***


I got back to
the apartment and flopped down on the bed. It seemed I was becoming nocturnal.
I normally never slept in the middle of the day but now all I wanted to do was
shut my eyes and hide from everything that had transpired in the past twelve
hours.


But I couldn’t sleep.
A parade of disturbing thoughts marched across my brain, thumping out any
effort I made to relax and drift off.


Natalie was
having an affair. Who was the mystery man? I considered Jason; he certainly
would be my first choice. But then I recalled seeing them in the courtyard
together. Natalie certainly didn’t treat him like a lover. She put him down at
every opportunity. Like he was an irksome employee she didn’t have the
authority to fire.


And what about Wendi Takeda? Was she right? Had Stu been the
victim of a public relations cover-up by the City of Honolulu? Did I have an
obligation to play the outraged family member and demand they own up to their
role in my brother’s death? Maybe a lawsuit was in my future after all.


I scrunched my
pillow under my neck and tried a new position but after a few minutes I knew it
was hopeless. I wasn’t going to get to sleep.  


I dug through
my purse and found Wendi’s card. When she answered, I apologized for calling
her on her day off.


“We just saw
each other ten hours ago,” she said. “And, for the record, I don’t have days
off. News happens twenty-four seven.”


I thought it
sounded like a TV news tagline but I knew better than to tell her that. After
all, she was a ‘journalist’, not a lowly TV reporter like her twin sister.


“My brother’s
funeral is Wednesday,” I said. “I don’t want this to blow up into a media
circus that overshadows our family’s grief.”


“Too late for
that, I’m afraid.”


“What do you
mean?”


“Haven’t you
seen this morning’s Journal-Dispatch? It’s the lead story. And it’s been
picked up by all the major news outlets: Reuters, Blumberg, the
AP.” She said it with the same pride as a mother pointing to a “My Kid Is An Honor Student” bumper sticker on her mini-van. 


“Oh no.”


“Pali, this is good. Your brother shall not have died in
vain.” Now she’d lapsed into preacher-speak. Oh joy.


She continued.
“I’ll meet you wherever you want. Your place, a coffee shop, you name it.”


It grinded on me that she sounded so chipper, but I wanted to learn
what information she had so I had to play along.


“How about
meeting at the Starbucks in Waikiki? The one down on Lewers. It’s a block makai
from Kalakaua.”


“Give me some
credit,” she said. “I know where the Starbucks is. I’ll see you there in
fifteen minutes.” She hung up.


Well, missy,
I thought. Give me some credit. There’s at least three Starbucks in
Waikiki. How would you know which one I was talking about?


I washed up and
put on a little lipstick. No sense in looking as bedraggled as I felt. I made
my way up to the Starbucks and ordered a large coffee. I thought about getting
espresso, but then I’d probably never get to sleep.


Wendi showed up
a few minutes later. One good thing about her was she was easy to spot in a
crowd. Everyone else in Waikiki wore bright colors and flowered prints so
Wendi’s black and white get-up really stood out. She looked like a bartender at
a bar too cool to acknowledge it was in Hawaii. Like it was
trying to channel a New York vibe for tourists who’d grown tired of mai tais and ukulele
music.


“Good,” she
said. “You’re here. I didn’t know if you’d keep me waiting.” She shot me a shaka sign. “You know,
island-time.”


“Let’s dispense
with the stereotypes, okay? I’m a wedding planner over on Maui. I own the
business as well as my own home. And, I’m trained in martial arts. You treat me
with respect and I’ll do the same for you.”


“Got it,” she
said. She pulled out a reporter’s notebook and pen and then laid a tiny black
machine about the size of a cell phone on the table. “Do you mind if I record
this? It helps later if I want to pull quotes.”


“Wendi, let’s
get one thing clear. I’m not here to further your career. I’m here to find out
what happened to my brother and see if there’s anything I should do about it.”


“Fair enough. But, let me also be clear. While I sympathize
with your loss—and I do—I want you to understand that I’m willing to help you
only if you help me. This isn’t going to be a one-way street.”


We stared at
each other for a few seconds. I picked up my coffee and took a big gulp.


“So,” she said.
“You okay with the recorder?”


I nodded and we
got down to business.







 


CHAPTER 28


 


Wendi and I
reviewed what each of us knew about my brother’s accident. I kept calling it an
‘accident’ while she referred to it as ‘the precipitating event.’ I stuck with ‘accident’
because it took less effort to say.


In the end, we
both added information to piece together a more-or-less complete scenario. My
brother had gone to the yacht club for a meeting with his business partner and
had ended up closing the place down. He’d driven to the meeting, but apparently
he hadn’t made it back to his car before he was either pushed or fell into the Ala Wai Canal at around midnight.
Wendi told me a passing Good Samaritan had heard the splash and a scream and
had called 9-1-1. There’s no record of whether the citizen had fished my
brother out of the drink or if he’d managed to get out on his own, but the
paramedics told the hospital staff that the witness had mentioned seeing a guy
in a dark-colored baseball cap running from the scene.


“Did the
paramedics get the name of the Good Samaritan?” I said.


“Seems they only got a first name. Anyway, that’s all there
is on the incident report.”


“How’d you see
the incident report? Isn’t that police business?”


“It is. And
it’s going to cost me some big-time payback. But any good investigative
reporter’s got eyes and ears at the police station and in the hospitals.”


I told her
about meeting Stu’s business partner and hearing from Moko
that the boat yard was in some kind of financial trouble.


“What’d you
think of the partner?” she said.


“He seems like
a guy who’d eat his young to make a buck,” I said. I immediately regretted it
and glanced down at the recorder.


“Don’t worry, I don’t want to get sued for libel. That’ll never
make the paper.”


“The guy was a
good friend of Stu’s dad. Actually, Stu’s dad and my dad were
the same guy, but I didn’t know it until after my father died. Seems when our
father got sick, Stu stepped in and got involved with the boat yard business.”


“Okay, let me
see if I’ve got this right. Your father was Phil Wilkerson?”


I nodded.


“Mr. ‘Got
Bucks’ Phil Wilkerson?” 


Again, I
nodded.


“But you didn’t
know it.”


I shook my
head. 


“Seems like you
don’t want to talk about it,” she said.


I let my
silence speak for itself before going on. “Anyway, Stu started working with
Barry Salazar—that’s the partner—when his father, that is, our father,
was diagnosed with terminal cancer. About two years ago.”


“And your other
brother, the one who was with you at the hospital—”


“Moko.”


“Yeah, Moko,” she said. “He told you the boat yard’s in financial
trouble.”


“Correct.”


“So, back to your brother, Stuart. Has the hospital
admitted, either verbally or in writing, that they’ve linked your brother’s
infection to the sewage in the canal?”


I thought back to
what the doctor had said. Nothing came to mind.


“Not really,” I
said.


“Well, we need
confirmation on that. We need to prove that the sewage caused your brother’s
death. That’s the nut of the story.”


“Not for me,” I
said.


She looked
skeptical. “What else is there?”


“We both know
Stu died from a bacterial infection. The doctor said the infection was probably
triggered by exposure to ‘fecal matter.’ So I think it’s safe to assume he got
sick from the crap they dumped in the canal. So, the
‘precipitating event’, as you like to call it, wasn’t the sewage in the canal.
It was who or what caused Stuart Wilkerson to be in the Ala
Wai Canal in the first place.”


“But if there
hadn’t been sewage in there he wouldn’t have gotten the infection,” she said.


“Yeah, but if
he hadn’t been pushed in, it wouldn’t matter what was floating in that water.
And according to my brother Moko, Stu couldn’t swim.
He could’ve drowned.”


“But he didn’t
drown. He died from fecal contamination. Look, Pali,
I think we need to agree to disagree,” she said. “The police are treating this
as an accident. The report says your brother had been drinking and he came out
of the bar and fell in the water.”


“I don’t
believe it.” 


“Believe what
you want. You’re not going to convince them otherwise unless you find evidence
to the contrary.”


“Okay. But
let’s agree on one thing.” I paused to check for her buy-in. She nodded. “We
won’t hold anything back. Whichever way this goes, we’ll help each other. I’ll
help you poke your finger in the eye of City Hall and you help me find whoever
it was who pushed my brother into that canal.”


“Fine,” she
said. “This feels like a ‘buddy promise’ from grade school. Say, you want to
pick and scab and become blood sisters or something?” 


“Nah,” I said.
“There’s already too much flesh-eating bacteria
floating around this city.”


She gave me a
hard stare as if contemplating whether I’d just dissed her. I told her I’d be
in touch and I got up and left.


***


Natalie finally
showed up late Sunday afternoon. Yvonne called me and whispered that when
Natalie came in she’d try to ask her where she’d been but Natalie told her to
mind her own business. Natalie didn’t tell her that Stu had died and she gave
Yvonne no hint of where she’d been for the past twelve hours.


“But that’s how
it is with my sister and me. She keeps me in the dark and I do the same with
her.”


“Does she know
you speak English?” 


“No. She talks
to me in Cantonese. It’s fine with me because it helps me keep up my skills.
But I can hardly wait to get out of here. I’ve only got six more months to go.”


“That was the
deal when you came over here?”


“Yeah, she
sponsored me; even paid my airfare and everything. Then she goes off and
marries your brother.”


“Was that a
problem?”


“I probably
could’ve talked Natalie into letting me go out on my own a little earlier. I
hoped maybe she’d even help me with trade school—you know, like paralegal or
court reporting. But Stuart was hard-core. He demanded I stick to the original
commitment.”


“Or what?”


“He threatened
to make things hard for me. He actually said, ‘I’ll make sure you never find
honest work in this town’ or something crazy like that.”


“Why would he
do that?”


“I guess I was
someone he could control. Since his father died things haven’t gone so well for
Stuart. He’s got to maintain appearances, you know.”


I wondered how
much Yvonne chaffed at being at her big sister’s beck and call. Was it enough
to try to get rid of the one person who stood between her and freedom? 


Before I could
say anything more, there was a small commotion on her end of the line. Yvonne
said, “Joigin,” and hung up. Seems I’d just
learned how to say ‘good bye’ in Chinese.


***


After so much
gloom and doom all day I was happy to see Farrah’s name pop up on my cell phone
later that night.


“Hey,” she
said. “How are you doing? I heard about your brother on the news. I’m so sorry.
I wish I could come over there and give you a hug, but I’d have to swim.”


“Mahalo for thinking of me, but I’m fine. How about you?”


“I’m totally
good. I’m psyched about getting started on the wedding planning.”


“Me too. I wish I could come home right now,” I said. “But
I’ve got to stay for the funeral, and then I’ve got to tie up a few loose
ends.”


I wanted to
tell her I’d vowed to track down the truth about what had happened to my
brother but she’d probably insist we consult her Ouija board. No way I was willing to go down that path.


“Well, just so
you know, I’m eye-balling the bridal magazines here in the store,” she said.
“So when you get back we can blast off like a rocket.”


“Sounds good.”


“I miss you, Pali.”


“I miss you,
too. I’ll be home as quick as I can.”


The clock was
ticking. I had only five more days in the apartment. By Friday, I needed to
come up with something. If I didn’t know any more by then what had happened to
Stu, I’d be forced to let it go. No way I’d disappoint
my best friend of twenty-five years chasing down ghosts for a dead half-brother
I’d only known for a week.







 


CHAPTER 29


 


Moko’s wife, Kepola, kept her
promise to handle all the arrangements for Stu’s funeral. Everyone kept
referring to it as a ‘memorial service’ and I think Stu would’ve liked that. It
sounded more upscale. From what I could gather, it promised to be a blow-out
event. I hadn’t known my dad when he died, but I guess the family had put on
quite the big show. Seems the Wilkersons prefer to
bury their dead like pharaohs.


With the
funeral plans underway, I had time to track down the people I wanted to talk
to. I went to the yacht club and asked for Jason but they said he didn’t come
in until six. 


“He called in
sick yesterday,” said the bartender. “You may have heard about the guy who fell
into the canal? Stu Wilkerson? He was Jason’s best friend.”


I didn’t let on
he was my brother. The less said the better. I didn’t want the guy tipping off
Jason that I was looking for him. Jason was front and center on my radar. After
all, I was pretty sure he was the last person to see Stu before he got fished
out of the canal. And Jason had been strangely absent from the ICU waiting room
during Stu’s last days.


From the yacht
club I took the Farrington Highway down to the Barbers Point boat yard. It
wasn’t the easiest place to find. It was at the end of a long road that wound
through an industrial area bristling with warehouses and trucking companies.
When I got to the boat yard I could see why Natalie was underwhelmed with the
whole operation. It was basically a smattering of corrugated steel buildings,
one or two stories high, hemmed in by an eight-foot chain link fence topped
with razor wire. Inside the yard, boats were lined up like cars at a used car
lot. Most of them looked like they’d been there awhile and were waiting to be
hauled off to a scrap yard. Even the signs at the entrance to the property
looked cheap and worn. “No Trespassing” and “Video Surveillance Cameras in
Use,” things like that. The only sign that looked somewhat encouraging was a
large wooden sign with ‘Barbers Point Boat Yard’ deeply carved in its surface.
The sign hung to the right of the front door of the largest building on the
property. Beneath it, a smaller sign warned ‘All visitors must check in at main
office.’


I drove in and
parked. No one seemed to be around. I wandered around looking for someone to
talk to, but all I found of interest was a giant steel crane straddling a
wooden dock where the land met the sea. The crane looked like it’d seen better
days. It had once been painted blue but now most of the paint was faded and
chipped and in more than a handful of places the crane had gaping holes where
either saltwater or rust had eaten away the metal.


I made my way
back to the main building. When I tried the door it was locked. I knocked. A
few seconds went by and then a female voice said, “Leave it at the door. I’m on
the phone.”


I waited
another minute and knocked again. A voice called, “Okay, okay. I’m coming.”


A very ‘large
statured’ woman with shoulder-length bleached hair that could’ve used an entire
bottle of conditioner pulled the door open with a grunt.


“What is it?”
she said. She looked me up and down as if deciding if she should shut the door
in my face, then said, “Who sent you?”


“No one. I’m here to talk to Barry Salazar.”


“He’s not
here.”


“When do you
expect him back?”


She laughed.
“You tell me, sista. Payday came and went last Friday
and no sign of him. No paycheck either.”


 “Is that
why no one’s out here working?” I said. I glanced back over my shoulder to see
if maybe someone had shown up in the past couple of minutes, but the place was
still deserted.


“No one’s
working because we got no work. And, besides, one of the owners died this
weekend. You see on the news about that guy who fell into the Ala Wai? He was one of the
owners.”


“I know. He was
my brother.”


Her face
softened a bit and she stepped back. “Oh, wow. I’m sorry. I didn’t know Mr.
Wilkerson had a sister. I only knew his brother Moko.
He used to work here.”


I caught the
‘used to’ but decided this wasn’t the time to pursue it.


“Come in,” she
said. “I didn’t mean to keep you standing out there. I thought you were a bill
collector. That’s pretty much the only people who come out here anymore.”


She held the
door open and I went inside. It’s always tricky to negotiate around a
‘full-figured’ woman but I managed to pass by her without touching things that
were better left untouched.


“Why do you
want to talk to Mr. Salazar?” she said.


“I’m looking
into what happened to my brother. I understand he was here at work when he had
to be rushed back to the hospital.”


“Yeah. It was so strange. He came in that morning looking a
little rough around the edges. You know, a bandage on
his head and limpin’ a little. Mr. Salazar hadn’t
come in yet and Mr. Wilkerson asked me to let him in his office.”


“Stu didn’t
have keys to his own office?”


“No, not to let
him in his office; he wanted me to let him in Mr. Salazar’s office.”


“Did you?”


“Well, yeah. I
mean, why not? They were working on some kind of big thing. They’d told us that
if they could make this thing happen the boat yard could get up and runnin’ again. We’ve been struggling ever since Mr. Wilkerson’s
father died.”


She squinted as
if her brain was working overtime. “So was old man Wilkerson your father too?
Or are you just from the mother’s side?”


“No, Phil
Wilkerson was my father.”


“Oh, sorry about that, too. I guess this hasn’t been a very
good year for you.”


“No.”


“Anyway, Mr.
Wilkerson goes into Mr. Salazar’s office and he’s in there digging around and I
say, ‘You need me to help you find something?’ and he says, ‘Where does he keep
his legal files?’ I thought it was real weird of him to ask that.”


“Why?”


“Because both of them have the same files. Everything the
lawyer sends over he sends in duplicate. There’d be no reason for Mr. Wilkerson
to think Mr. Salazar had something he didn’t have. The files are identical.”


“Unless they aren’t,”
I said. “Did you give my brother Salazar’s files?”


“Didn’t have time. I was unlocking the file cabinet when Mr.
Wilkerson started yelling that his leg had started hurting like ‘a son of a… you know.’ He actually said the whole thing but
I try to keep the cussing to a minimum. This place has got way too much rough
language flyin’ around. You know what I mean?”


I nodded and
stared at her to encourage her to get back on track.


“Anyhow, Mr.
Wilkerson sat down fast and pulled his pants leg up. He ripped off the bandage
on his head and I could see he had a bad wound. It was all swollen and really
red. I told him I’ll call 9-1-1. He said, ‘Please do’.”


She stopped and
took a deep breath.


“You know, that
was the last thing Mr. Wilkerson ever said to me, ‘Please do.’ Your brother was
a gentleman, you know? Polite ‘til the very end.”


She seemed to
be fighting back tears.


“Would you mind
pulling the legal files for me?” I said. “Both of them.
Stu’s and Barry’s.” I hoped her fond memories of Stu
would extend to me and she’d cut me some slack. 


“Why?”


“Because there might be something in there. Barry’s file was
the last thing my brother wanted to see. The police are calling his death
‘accidental’ but I’m not convinced it was.”


“You don’t
think Mr. Salazar had anything…” She covered her mouth with her dimpled hand
but her eyes betrayed her morbid curiosity.


“I’m not
accusing anybody of anything. I’d just like to re-trace my brother’s final
steps and see what I find.”


“I used to read
Nancy Drew books,” she said. “They were my mom’s. They were old but I still
liked them. You ever read any of them? They were all mysteries.”


“I know. Classics.”


“Yeah, they
were classy all right. That girl could figure stuff out that didn’t make any
sense at all to me. She’d spy on creepy people and go into caves with bats in
them and all kinds of scary stuff. But she always got her man. Or woman. Sometimes the bad guy was a woman.”


While she
rambled on, she made her way into Barry Salazar’s office and unlocked his file
cabinet. She pulled a large legal-size manila folder from the back of the top
drawer.


Then she led me
into Stu’s office and did the same.


“It would
probably be better if you worked in here,” she said. “Unless it creeps you out.”


I assured her
I’d be fine.


She plopped the
two thick files on the desk. “I can’t let you take these with you, but you’re
welcome to look through them.”


“What if Barry
comes in?” I said.


“Ha! Like
that’s gonna happen. Don’t worry about him. He’s gotta get past me to get back here and there’s no way I’m
letting him pass unless he hands me a signed check. If by some miracle he shows
up with my paycheck you’ll have plenty of time to hide the files. Just act like
you’re here to pick up Stu’s personal stuff.”


“Mahalo,” I said. I extended my hand. “I didn’t get
your name.”


“I’m Debbie,”
she said.


“And I’m Pali.”


We shook hands
and she left me alone with the last thing my brother wanted to see—besides
Natalie.







 


CHAPTER 30


 


I didn’t find anything
that jumped out at me until I got to the final pages of Barry’s file. There it
was: an insurance document with the words, “Key Person Life Policy” written at
the top. I skimmed the twelve-page document and found that the partners,
Barrington Lloyd Salazar and Stuart Philip Wilkerson, each had a four million
dollar life insurance policy with the boat yard business as the beneficiary.
The policy was two years old which meant it had been purchased about the time
Stu came to work at the boat yard. Oddly, there was no twin document in Stu’s
file. 


I went out to
the reception area and asked Debbie if I could use their copier.


“We don’t have
one,” she said. “Anymore.”


I must’ve
looked confused because she went on. “Yeah, we had one up until about a month ago.
Then we didn’t pay the lease on it and the Xerox guy came and hauled it away.
You can’t believe how hard it is to not have one. Every day I got something
that needs copying.”


I went back
into Salazar’s office and wrote down the essential information from the policy.
The name of the insurance company, the policy number, the date it had been
issued, and so on. I would’ve taken the policy with me but I had a feeling that
stealing from Barry Salazar wouldn’t be good for my continuing health and
happiness. 


I left the boat
yard and drove back into town. I called Moko and
wasn’t surprised when he picked up after one ring. After all, wherever he was,
he wasn’t at work.


“I guess you’re
not working today,” I said.


“No, I got
bereavement leave. I don’t need to go back for a while.”


“Or ever.”


He didn’t say
anything.


“Moko I know about the boat yard shutting down. I was just
out there.”


He hesitated
and then whispered, “I can’t talk right now. Can you meet me somewhere?”


“Sure. I’d like
to run something by you. I’ve found what I’d call a ‘motive with a capital M’
in Barry Salazar’s office.”


“Mr. Salazar’s office? What were you doing in there?” His
voice sounded troubled. Then he quickly changed to his local beach boy slang. “Wassup, Pali? You wanna meet up about what you gonna
say at the service? Okay, I meet with you.”


I figured
someone had come into the room and he was fabricating his alibi. 


“How about at the hospital cafeteria?” I said.


“Nah, I hate
that place. How about the L & L at Ward Center? We’ll get plate lunch, big
city-style.” He gave a brotherly chuckle and hung up.


The L & L
Drive In is a local favorite for ‘plate lunch,’ the quintessential Hawaiian
carbo-load consisting of a pile of meat alongside mayo-drenched macaroni salad
and a big mound of white rice. 


I made it to
Ward Avenue in Kaka’ako in less than twenty minutes. Moko was already there.


“So you know
what’s happened out at the boat yard?” he said as soon as I got within earshot.


“Yeah. I just came from there. I met Debbie.”


“She still out there? What’s she doing that for? It’s not
safe.”


“Why?” I said.


“It’s jus’ not.”


“Why do I get
the feeling you know more than you’re telling me? Do you have anything you want
to get off your chest about ‘the big boss’? Like, do you think maybe the big
boss had it in for the little boss?”


“What? No. I
didn’t say nuthin’ like that. I’m just saying that
area isn’t good for a woman to be out there by herself. Lots of bums out there,
you know? Like homeless guys. People who got nuthin’ to lose by stealing a purse or jackin’
your car.”


“Why didn’t you
tell me that Barry Salazar had closed the business?” I said.


“Look, let’s
get somethin’ to eat,” he said. “I’m starvin’.”


I considered
pointing out that his family would also be starving if he failed to bring home
a paycheck, but I figured there was no reason to embarrass the guy. Besides, he
was family.


“Let me buy,” I
said. “I insist.”


He ordered a
double everything and I ordered a small portion of vegetable curry. Even so, he
was scraping his Styrofoam container clean before I’d barely touched mine.
Maybe that was because I was doing all the talking.


“Okay, here’s
what I know. Stop me if you’ve got something to add or if you have a question.”
I told him about going out to Natalie’s and her not being there. I said I found
out Natalie’s sister spoke excellent English and she had a hunch Natalie may be
having an affair. Finally, I rattled off what I’d learned from Wendi. I told
him about the Good Samaritan seeing a guy in a baseball cap running away from
where Stu had gone in the canal. Finally I told him Wendi had seen the police
incident report and it listed Stu’s plunge in the canal as an accident due to
‘excessive consumption of alcohol.’ 


“Does that mean
the cops aren’t going to investigate?” he said.


“Looks that way. Since Stu was drinking at a bar right on
the canal, they think he simply made a wrong turn and took a header into the
water.”


“But Stu can’t
swim,” he said. “No matter how much he had to drink, Stu never got anywhere
close to water. He hated boats.”


“But he was a
member of the yacht club,” I said. 


“Yeah, we all
are. My dad got the whole family in when he joined. He paid for lifetime
memberships for all us kids.” It seemed to dawn on Moko
who he was talking to and he got flustered. “I mean,
all us kids here on O’ahu. I don’t know about his
kids on the other islands. It wouldn’t make sense to pay for them. You know,
they’d probably never go there.”


“It’s okay,” I
said. “I can’t exactly see myself swapping yarns and tossing back beers at the
Waikiki Yacht Club. It’s not my thing.”


“It’s not me
and my wife’s thing, either. I can’t remember the last time I was out there.”


“But you could
get in if you wanted,” I said.


“Sure.” He
smiled. “Like I said, I’m a lifetime member.”


“You want to go
there with me and wait for Jason? He’s coming in at six.”


When we got to
the yacht club Moko had to flash his membership card
to the ‘commander’ who managed the place. When the guy saw Moko’s
last name, he offered condolences and told Moko his
tab was on the house.


We both ordered
Cokes. 


“Want I should
put a little rum in there?” the bartender offered.


“No thanks,
man.”


“How ‘bout a wedge of lime?”


We went for the
lime. The guy was trying hard to earn a tip.


We took a table
in the corner and I continued the conversation from the L & L. I told him
about Stu coming in on Wednesday morning and asking Debbie to get him some
files from Barry’s office. Then I told Moko about
finding the key person life insurance policy and how Barry would profit from
Stu’s death.


He whistled. “Four million? Wow.”


“Yeah. That’s what I meant on the phone when I said Barry
Salazar had a motive. With Stu dead, he’d have plenty of money to keep the boat
yard going.”


Moko took a sip of Coke but didn’t say anything. 


I went on.
“What did Stu say when he came to work on Wednesday morning? He must’ve owned
up to falling in the canal the night before. Debbie said he had a big bandage
on his head.”


“The guys I
talked to said he told them he’d had an accident,” said Moko.
“We all figured he’d cracked up his car or something. He was a real crazy
driver so nobody thought too much about it. I went in to ask him what happened
but his office door was closed so I figured I’d talk to him later.”


“Debbie said
when Stu started having the bad pain and she called 9-1-1 she didn’t think
Barry had come in to work yet. Do you remember seeing Barry there when the
paramedics showed up?”  


Moko seemed to think about that for a moment. Then he said,
“Huh. Now that I think about it, Barry wasn’t there. I followed the ambulance
to the hospital so I don’t know when he heard about Stu. But he was at the
hospital with Natalie that morning, remember?”


I remembered.


***


Jason came in
to work at ten to six. When he spotted us in the corner he looked away, then
seemed to think better of it and came over.


“Hey, Moko. How’s it going, man?”


Moko stood and the two men did an odd kind of surfer
handshake. It involved fist bumps, wrist grabbing, and hand grips that would’ve
never cut it at Homeland Security; but then, Hawaii’s almost five thousand
miles from Washington DC, so who cares?


When their hand
jive was finished, Jason leaned in and put a hand on my shoulder. “Pali, how’re you doing? Good to see you again.” The guy
looked like he could use a good night’s sleep, but he was still ridiculously
handsome.


“I’m fine. It’s
been a tough week, but at least Stu’s out of pain now.”


Jason lowered
his eyes and nodded.


Moko got up and excused himself to go to the men’s room. I
asked Jason if he could sit with me for a minute. He glanced over at the bar
and said, “Sure, what’s up?”


“You spent a
lot of time at Stu and Natalie’s, right?” I said.


“He was my best
friend. And I’m sort of between girlfriends right now.” He smiled as though to
assure me he was hard at work resolving the situation.


“How many times
did you go out there? You know, in a typical week.”


“I don’t know.
Three, maybe four times a week.”


“And you and
Stuart sometimes would go out, just the two of you, right?”


“Yeah, but Stu
liked to be home. Have you ever seen his place? It’s like a mansion or
whatever. Really nice crib.”


“Yeah, actually
I was at his house for dinner the night he fell in the canal,” I said.


“Oh.”


“Since you were
over there a lot, did you ever notice Natalie leaving for long periods of time?
Or did she say stuff that didn’t make sense or act like she was hiding
something?” 


“I don’t know
what you’re getting at.”


“There’s been
some talk about Natalie having an affair. With a guy with the
initials ‘BT’.”


Jason eyes
widened as if he’d been gut-shot. “My best friend and his wife had the happiest
marriage I’ve ever seen. Whoever said that is a liar.” A muscle in his chiseled
jaw pumped like a piston. “I need to get back to work.” 


He got up and
abruptly turned and slammed into Moko who was making
his way back to the table.


Moko held up his hands as if to say, ‘whoa.’


Jason stomped
off toward the bar.


“What the hell
was that?” Moko said as he sat down.


“That was a guy
with a short fuse. And I think I just lit a match.”







 


CHAPTER 31


 


I went back to
the apartment and called Hatch. I caught him up on the events of the past day
and a half.


“You know,
Babe,” he said.  “I’m not crazy about you getting in the middle of all
this.” 


“I’m not too
crazy about it myself. But I feel I owe it to my new family. The cops aren’t
even looking into it because they think it was just a case of ‘wrong place,
wrong time.’ But I’ve got a pretty strong hunch it was no accident.”


“Well, be
careful,” he said. “You don’t want to end up in witness protection again.”


“You’re right
about that. I’m running out of islands.” I laughed but it wasn’t a ‘ha-ha’
laugh it was a ‘lord have mercy’ laugh.


“Would you ever
consider moving to the mainland?” he said.


“Whoa. I may be
running out of islands, but let’s not get drastic.”


“No, seriously. Don’t you think you owe it to yourself to
see more of this country?”


“I saw plenty
of it when I went to Homeland training.”


“That was New
Jersey, in the winter, with the feds calling all the shots,” he said. “Doesn’t count.”


“Can we talk
about this some other time? I’ve had a tough day.”


We went through
the ‘love you; love you too’ ritual and then I hung up. I only had three more
days. I wasn’t going to spend even ten minutes fretting about Hatch’s crazy
notion of moving to the mainland.


***


My cell rang
early Tuesday morning. “Are you up yet?” said Wendi Takeda. She didn’t wait for
me to answer before she said, “I think I’ve got a lead on the Good Samaritan.”


I looked at the
bedside clock. “Wendi, it’s five-thirty in the morning.”


“I know. But I
couldn’t sleep. This is the kind of story that jump-starts a career.”


“You realize
you’re talking about the death of my brother, right?”


“Sure. And I
sympathize. But with every day that passes we lose momentum. And witnesses
become less reliable. We need to find this guy.”


“I’ll meet you
at Starbucks at six,” I said.


“Which one?”
she said.


I wanted to get
snotty and remind her how she’d been so patronizing before, but it was just too
early for snotty.


“Same as last time.”


She hung up without
saying good-bye.


I caught her up
on events of the past two days but left out mentioning the insurance policy
until I could check it out. 


“Wait a
minute,” she said. “You think this ‘BT’ guy may have thrown your brother in the
canal over an affair with the wife?”


“Doesn’t seem reasonable. But I’m not ruling anything out.
What’d you find out about the Good Samaritan?”


“The reason the
EMTs only wrote down one name is because they know the guy. He’s a homeless man
who hangs out in Ala Wai
Park. His name’s ‘Norman’. Seems nobody knows if that’s his first name or his
last name, but everybody knows who he is.”


“Do you think
he’ll talk to us?”


“He saved your
brother’s life. Well, he tried to anyway. He’d probably like it if you came by to
say ‘thanks’, don’t you think?”


We found Norman
sifting through a garbage bin at the far end of the park near Magic Island. He
looked up as we approached, but when he determined we weren’t cops or bum
rollers he went back to digging through the trash. He pulled out a Jamba Juice
cup and shook it to see if there was any left.


“Norman?” Wendi
said. 


Norman looked
wary, but he nodded.


“There’s
someone here who’d like to talk to you,” she stepped back so I’d be front and
center. She made the introductions, pausing after Norman’s name to allow him to
fill in either the missing first or last name but he said nothing.


 I stuck
out my hand. Norman put down the juice cup and wiped his hands on his shorts.
Then he gently tapped a fingertip to the back of my outstretched hand. 


“I want to
thank you for getting my brother out of the canal last week,” I said.


“That was your
brother? I’m sorry. I heard what happened. Everybody out here’s talking about
how they’ve put all that dirty stuff in the canal.”


“Yeah. It isn’t good. But you were brave to fish him out of
there and I appreciate it.”


He eyed me as
if waiting for some tangible proof of appreciation.


Wendi broke in.
“Would you mind answering a couple of questions for us? Mr. Wilkerson’s
memorial service is tomorrow and the family would like to have closure.”


Norman shifted
his eyes from Wendi to me and then back again.


I spoke up.
“And our family would like to give you a small reward for your efforts. We
really appreciate how you tried to save him.”


Norman’s face
softened. “It wasn’t nothin’.”


“Well, thank
you anyway,” I said. “My brother didn’t know how to swim. So getting him out of
there was really kind of you.”


Wendi took
over. “It was around midnight when you heard the splash and the scream, right?”


Norman nodded. “I
guess. I don’t have no watch.”


“And then you
jumped in and pulled her brother out?”


He shook his
head. “No, it didn’t go like that. I saw two people near the wall. Next thing I
know, I hear a splash and I hear someone yellin’. I
went over and gave him a hand and he got his leg up on the side and crawled
over. Wasn’t no big rescue or nuthin’.”


“And you saw
the other person run away?”


“I seen a guy in a hat. I think it
was a baseball-type hat, but it was real dark so I couldn’t be sure. The guy
was skinny. Coulda even been a teenager, I ‘spose. We got lots of teenagers out here most nights.”


“Well,” I said.
“We appreciate what you did. My family would like to give you five-hundred
dollars to thank you. Do you have a cell phone? I’ll call so we can set up a time
to meet tomorrow.”


He laughed.
“Thanks for the money, but I don’t got no phone. Don’t
got nobody to call. But you can always find me here at
the park.”


“Great. I’ll
come by tomorrow morning.” 


We walked back to
Wendi’s car. “That wasn’t very helpful,” she said.


“Yeah,
actually, it was.”


She looked over
at me.


“No one on this
planet would describe Barry Salazar as ‘skinny.’ The guy’s
six-two, at least two hundred pounds. He may have hired someone, but it
wasn’t him. Also, Norman doesn’t have a cell phone.”


“Yeah, well
he’s homeless. That’s to be expected.”


“Then who do
you think called 9-1-1?” I said.







 


CHAPTER 32


 


Stuart’s
memorial service on Wednesday morning was the largest event I’ve attended since
my college graduation. It was held in the Honolulu Convention Center and there
were literally thousands of people there.


I was seated in
the family section, but aside from Moko, Kepola, and Natalie I didn’t recognize anyone else sitting
there. Moko’s son, Kiwi, and the other kids had been
granted a ‘bye’ on attending the big service. They’d be attending a smaller
family gathering later that week.


Various city
officials gave eulogies along with friends and family members recounting
poignant and sometimes funny stories about Stuart. Moko
had asked me if I wanted to offer a few words but I declined. I’d only known my
step-brother for a week; and for most of that time he’d been unconscious.


I kept going
back to Stu’s final words:  asking me to bring Natalie to see him. He’d
been so anguished about wanting to see her. It broke my heart I hadn’t been
able to grant his final wish.


After the
service I went down to the park and gave Norman five one-hundred dollar bills.
I’d had to go to the bank to get the money out of my account, and I hadn’t told
anyone in the family what I was doing. I had a bad feeling Stu had been killed
over money so explaining why I felt the need to make things right with the guy
who’d tried to save him wasn’t something I wanted to do.


I found Norman
at the beach end of the park this time. He was camped out under a tree, his
shopping cart parked companionably near-by.


“Hey, Norman,”
I said. 


“Aloha, Ms. Moon.” He struggled a
little to get up. It appeared Norman had been celebrating getting his reward money
even before he actually had it in hand. 


“Here’s your
five hundred,” I said. I counted out the hundred dollar bills as I laid them in
his palm.


Norman’s face
darkened.


“Something wrong?” I said.


“Nah. It’s okay, I guess.” His voice told me it definitely
wasn’t okay.


“What’s the
problem?”


“I don’t know
what to do with these,” he said. He tapped Benjamin Franklin’s face on the top
hundred dollar bill. 


“It’s money,
Norman. You spend it.”


“No, I mean,
it’s nice of you and all. But nobody’s gonna take a
big bill like that from the likes of me.”


“Oh. Would it
be better if I got these broken down into smaller denominations?”


His face lit
up. “That’d be nice. I can’t go walking into no bank or nothin’.
They’d throw me out; think I was wantin’
to use their wash room or somethin’.”


I nodded and
turned to go. “I’ll be back in half an hour.”


“Oh, and when you get back, I’ll tell you something I forgot
to say yesterday,” he said.


“What’s that?”


“You go get
that money changed and I’ll tell you about it then.”


I got the
feeling I was being played by a guy who drove a shopping cart and had a
hankering for Jamba Juice.


The teller
counted out ten twenty-dollar bills and thirty ten-dollar ones. She smiled but
still asked to see my ID. I didn’t understand why ID should be necessary to
change one form of cash into another, but maybe she thought my hundreds were
drug money or lap dancing tips and I was attempting to launder them into
something more respectable.


I headed back
to the park and Norman was right where I’d left him.


“You did that
real quick,” he said. He smiled and I saw he had an
incisor missing. I guess the homeless don’t go in for semi-annual dental
check-ups and cleaning.


I handed him
the thick envelope of cash. He thumbed through the bills, probably counting
them as he went.


“That’s mo’ better,” he said. “Much obliged.”


“Now, what was
it you were going to tell me?” I said.


“Oh, yeah, I
nearly forgot again.”


If the guy was
thinking he’d get another pay-off visit from me, he was out of luck. One’s my
limit.


He rubbed his
chin. “You ‘member me telling you about the skinny man I saw running away?”


I nodded.


“You ‘member me
saying he had a hat on?”


Again, I
nodded.


“I got a better
recollection of it this morning.”


“You can describe
the guy?”


“No, not so much that. But the hat.
It was one of them baseball hats. You know, with the brim only in the front? I
never cottoned to them myself. They don’t keep the sun off your neck.”


I waited. I’d
already figured it was a baseball cap.


“Anyways, the
dude had one of them on and when I yelled at him to come
help me, he turned around. Jus’ for a second. Not long
enough for me to make out a face or nuthin’.”


I was growing
impatient. The reward money wasn’t really about buying information. I’d already
decided to give it to Norman anyway. It was the right thing to do. But this was
my last day on O’ahu. I resented Norman taking my
time more than taking my money.


“Like I said,
when he turned around I saw the front of the hat, real clear.”


“Did it have
something on it? Like a logo or writing?”


“Yep. That’s what I ‘membered. It had a kind of star. Like a
three-pointed star.” Norman held up a fist. Then he spread his thumb and first
two fingers as far as they’d go. “Like that there.”


“A three-pointed star.”


“Yep. With a circle around it. It
was white. The hat was a dark color but the star with the circle was white.”


***


I trotted back
to my car and called Wendi Takeda. “Can you meet me at Starbucks?”


“I’m waiting on
my editor. He’s in the building, but not at his desk. Give me ten minutes.” She
paused as if she was about to hang up, then she said, “You got something for
me?”


“Yep.”


“Something big?”


“Yep.”


“See you there
in ten.”


When she got to
the table I’d already gotten us each a coffee. I was in a celebratory mood. 


“Mahalo for the coffee,” she said. “So, what’s your
news?”


“Our pal,
Norman, came through for us,” I said.


“How so?”


“He remembered
the baseball cap the guy was wearing.”


“The guy who
pushed your brother in the canal?” she said.


“Yeah. Who most probably was also the same guy Stu had a
run-in with earlier in the bar. Robert Torstrick, the
car dealer. Jason said Stu and Torstrick had gotten
into a shoving match earlier that night.”


“That’s
fantastic. What are you going to do now?”


“I’m going to
go out and see Natalie. I’m going to tell her everything we know and try to get
her to go to the police. The way I’m figuring it is that maybe Torstrick acted alone or maybe he was sent there by Barry.
Either way, the cops need to talk to him.”


“Why don’t you
go to the police yourself? Why do you need Natalie?”


“Because she’s the grieving widow who just buried her husband
yesterday. And she’s a Wilkerson and a Honolulu resident. They’ll be
more likely to listen to her.”


 “But you
know that’s only half the story,” she said. “Maybe not even
half. Maybe like a quarter.”


I took a sip of
coffee.


“The real story
is what ultimately killed your brother. The flesh-eating
bacteria. Now that you’ve solved the part about who shoved him in, it’s
my turn to rattle some cages about who’s responsible for his grisly death.”


I wasn’t
thrilled to hear her describe Stuart’s death as ‘grisly’ but there was no way
around it. It had been.


“What do you
need from me?” I said.


“I need you to
give me a heads-up when your sister-in-law goes to the police. I’d like to be
there. I’ll take a photog with me to get a shot of
the grief-stricken widow attempting to seek justice for the husband that all of
Honolulu turned out for yesterday. Your brother’s memorial service was page
one, above the fold. The timing on this couldn’t be better.”


Of course Wendi
was only doing her job, but her glee struck me as more than a bit callous. I
must’ve made a face because she jumped right in and continued. “You must think
I’m awful, chortling over your brother’s death. I’m sorry. It’s just that my
editor’s slapped my hand one too many times when I’ve tried to expose the kind
of crap the city gets away with. Well, this time, the crap’s on them.”


“Literally,” I
said.


She smiled. “Yeah. Sorry if I seem inappropriately delighted with the
situation, but I’ll be forever in your debt.”


“Actually, in my brother’s debt. He was the sacrificial
lamb.”


I took a sip of
coffee and pondered the unfairness of it all.


***


Ten minutes
later I was threading my way through the one-way streets of Queen Kapiolani Park on my way to Natalie’s house in Kahala.


I rehearsed the
speech I was going to give her. I probably should’ve stayed back at Starbucks
and sketched out a few notes so I wouldn’t forget something important, but I
was riding a wave of elation at finally fitting the last piece in the puzzle.
In that regard, I had no right to chastise Wendi for her delight in how things
had turned out.  


When I got to
the house there was a car in the driveway blocking my entrance to the portico
so I parked on the street.


I was still
rehearsing my speech as I rapped on the door. Natalie’s sister, Yvonne,
answered the door and stared at me like a guilty child. Like
I was going to rat her out or something.


“Excuse me,
miss,” I said. “Is Natalie Wilkerson at home?” I used my best never saw you
before voice.


She bobbed her
head in a short bow and stepped back to allow me to come in.


“Natalie,” I
cried out. “It’s me, Pali.”


There was a
shallow rattan basket in the foyer where Natalie had shucked off her shoes and
sandals as she’d come indoors over the past few days. There must’ve been a
half-dozen pairs in there, along with a pair of sunglasses.


I noticed it
because I wondered why Yvonne hadn’t returned Natalie’s shoes to her
closet.  


I bent down to
take off my own slippas and toss them in the
basket. I took off the first one and then I saw something that made my
rehearsed speech die in my throat. 







 


CHAPTER 33


 


When Natalie came
into the foyer I stepped forward and put my hand lightly on her shoulder. She
shrugged a bit as if to try to shake me off so I clamped down harder.


“First off, I
haven’t had a chance to tell you one-on-one how sorry I am for your loss,” I
said.


She glared at
me as if assessing my sincerity. “I’m fine. Actually, it’s probably for the
best. Stuart would’ve been mortified if he’d awakened and found his leg
missing. This way, at least he got spared that.”


I pointed at
the blue Mercedes cap in the rattan basket. “Isn’t that Stu’s hat?” I didn’t
wait for her to answer before I reached down and picked it up.


“I guess. We
each got one when we bought our cars. But I never wear mine. I don’t even know
where it is.”


“Do you know a
guy by the name of Robert Torstrick?”


“Isn’t he the
guy on the car commercials?”


“Was he
involved with Stuart in any business dealings? Beyond Stu buying a car from
him, I mean.”


She narrowed
her eyes. “What is this, twenty questions? What gives you the right to come to my
home the day after I put my husband in the ground and badger me like this?”


“Look, Natalie.
I’m not badgering you. I just got some information that may help us get to the
bottom of what happened to Stuart.”


“Oh.”


“There’s a
witness who saw a guy in a hat like this near the canal when Stu got pushed
in.”


“Pushed in?”
she said.  “I thought the police said he fell in.”


“Yeah, well I
don’t think he did. I think somebody knocked him in the water.”


“But what does
it matter?” she said. Her eyes flared in what could have been mistaken for
anger but I was pretty sure was her way of expressing grief. She’d held up at
the memorial service like a trooper. No tears, merely a stoic dignity that paid
homage to her upbringing. 


“I’m still a
widow, aren’t I? I’m still pregnant with a dead man’s baby.” She covered her
face with her hands in the first display of emotion I’d seen since that first
day in the hospital.


“I know. I’m
sorry. I’m not trying to upset you. But I promised myself that before I left
Honolulu I’d find out how Stuart ended up in that canal. Now I’m pretty sure I
know.”


“What
difference does it make?” she said. Her words came out flat, staccato—like
pennies being flipped into a pile of rocks. “Stuart’s dead. And he didn’t
drown. So, even if he got pushed, which the police say he didn’t, so what? He
died from the crap in the water. Everybody knows that.”


“True. But I’m
still going to the police. This is a chicken and egg situation, Natalie.”


“Huh?”


“If Stuart
hadn’t been pushed in the canal, he wouldn’t have come in contact with the
sewage. There are almost a million people in Honolulu and nobody else has died
from the sewage in the canal except Stuart. Don’t you see? The guy who injured
him and then shoved him in the water is responsible for his death, not the
city.”


“But the city
polluted the water! The city has to take responsibility for killing my
husband.”


I figured
Natalie had probably already gotten a dozen calls from ambulance-chasing
lawyers itching to take her case. Nothing I could say would change that.


“I realize this
isn’t a good time to talk about this. But would you agree to at least go with
me to the police station? It won’t affect your case against the city. In fact
it might help.”  


“If I agree to
go with you to the police will you go back to Maui and let me grieve in peace?”
she said.


“Absolutely.”


“Okay, then.
Let’s go.”


I drove her
down to the HPD precinct on Kalakaua Avenue. When we
got inside, I did the talking.


“We’re here to
speak to someone about the death of Stuart Wilkerson. He died this week after
he contracted—”


“Oh yes, I’m
aware of Mr. Wilkerson’s death,” said the desk clerk. She was attractive and
smiley. As if the HPD wanted to show Waikiki tourists that even the Honolulu
police oozed aloha. “Please have a seat. I’ll call a detective to come
out to speak with you.”


 We sat
down and within a minute a grizzled guy in a rumpled aloha shirt and high-water
beige slacks came out to greet us. Where were the guys from Hawaii Five-O?
I was hoping for Dan-O or McGarrett; instead we got
the old guy from Law & Order.


When the
introductions were over, Detective Webber took us into an interview room. I
smiled to myself as we walked down the hall to the windowless mirrored room.
How many interview rooms had I been in during the last year? Four?
Maybe five? I was probably the only wedding planner on
the planet who spent more time in police interview rooms than wedding gown
salons.


I brought both
Webber and Natalie up-to-date on what I’d found out. When I was finished making
my statement, I asked if I could be excused to make a phone call. 


Natalie looked
pained when I got up to leave.


“Can I go too?”
she said.


“Just a few
questions, Mrs. Wilkerson,” said the detective. “I’ll have you out of here in a
jiffy.”


I went outside to
make my call. I’d been in enough police stations to know it was considered bad
form to use a cell phone inside the building.


I called Jason.
It was almost three o’clock so hopefully he was up and getting ready for work. 


He answered and
I said, “Jason, guess what? I’m pretty sure I know what happened to Stu.”


“What?”


“I talked to a
homeless guy who saw everything. He remembered seeing someone in a Mercedes hat
talking to Stu over by the canal and then he heard the splash.”


“Oh my God.”


“Yeah. So it looks like I was right. Stu got pushed in. He
didn’t fall. The cops are talking to Natalie right now.”


“Cops? Where are you?”


“We’re at the
police station in Waikiki. The one on Kalakaua
by the Hyatt Regency.”


“Don’t leave.
I’ll be right down.”


***


Jason arrived
ten minutes later. He skidded to a stop in the lobby. I was still cooling my
heels waiting for the detective to finish up with Natalie. It had been almost
an hour. I couldn’t imagine that Natalie had that much to say, but I knew that
for some reason the police tend to ask the same questions over and over so I
knew how these things went.


“Where is she?”
he said. He glanced around the room sort of wild-eyed. Like
he’d dashed in there to get away from a relentless timeshare salesman in hot
pursuit.


“She’s still in
the interview room. It shouldn’t be long now.”


“Look, I gotta talk to somebody,” he said.


“Here?”


“Yeah. Ask if they’ll let me talk to someone.”


What was I, his
mother? “Ask them yourself, Jason. I’m sure the gal at the desk there would
love to hook you up.”


He strode over
to the desk clerk and waved his arms around as he talked. I couldn’t hear what
he was saying, but after a minute, the aloha
desk clerk nodded. She pointed to where I was sitting. 


“What’s going
on?” I said when he plopped down beside me. Jason was one of those guys who looks even hotter when he’s riled up; and at close range he
even smelled yummy.


“Natalie’s in
there filling them full of lies,” he said.


I thought I’d
misunderstood.


“What? No,
she’s clueless. She’s only here because I forced her. I found out about the guy
in the baseball cap. You know, the one you said had a run-in with Stu that
night at the yacht club? A homeless guy saw them out near the canal, and then
the next thing you know, Stu was treading water.”


“Wow. You don’t
seriously believe that, do you?”


That’s one of
those questions you ignore or you’ll find yourself in an argument.


“Look,” he
said. “Did your homeless guy tell you he called 9-1-1?”


“No. He said he
didn’t have a phone. I still don’t know who called.”


“Well, guess
what? It’s gonna take the cops about two seconds to
find out who did.”


“So…?”


“So it was me,
okay? It was me. And now Nat’s telling them God knows what to pin this whole
thing on me.”


“You ever watch
late night TV?” I said. “You know, old shows like ‘I
Love Lucy’?”


He shook his
head. He seemed peeved that I’d changed the subject.


I said,
“Because, Lucy, you got some ‘splainin’ to do.”







 


CHAPTER 34


 


Jason was
ushered back to an interview room before Natalie had come out of hers. I waited
for a few minutes and then I went back outside to make another phone call.


Wendi Takeda
picked up after the first ring. “What’ve you got for me?”


“You’re not
going to believe this.” I filled her in on the sketchy information I’d gotten
in the past couple of hours. It sounded ridiculous, even to me, but she managed
to cobble together a tentative scenario.


“Okay, so maybe
the guy in the bar was a set-up. Maybe Jason pushed your brother in and then
had second thoughts and called for help. He knew your brother couldn’t swim.”


“Yeah,” I said.
“But our guy Norman said the guy he saw by the canal was skinny. He said it
could’ve even been a teenager. Jason’s got the body of a beefed-up personal
trainer. No way he’d be mistaken for a kid.”


As soon as it
was out of my mouth, the other shoe dropped. “Natalie,” I said.


“Yep,” said
Wendi. “Looks like it.” 


I waited for
almost two hours for Natalie to be released. I figured if she was responsible
for killing my brother, the least I could do was stick around so I could spit
in her face.


Natalie came
out to the lobby smiling like she’d just had her nails done and was very
pleased with the results.


I stood and
waited for her to say something.


“Well, that
turned into a nightmare,” she said. “Thanks for nothing.”


“Do you want to
tell me what happened?” I left the question ambiguous. I’d have been happy to
hear about what she’d said to the cops as well as anything she wanted to share
about the night Stuart went into the canal.


“I feel sorry
for Jason,” she said. “He was just protecting me. The last thing I wanted to do
was snitch on him, but what could I do? He must realize he really let Stuart
down that night.”


On the drive
back to Natalie’s house, she told me what she’d told the police. She said Jason
had called her that night. He told her Stuart had been drinking a lot and he’d
gotten into a shoving match with the guy who owned the Mercedes dealership.
Jason demanded that Natalie come down right then and there and drive Stuart
home.


Natalie told
Jason she wouldn’t be able to come. After all, she was pregnant and she hadn’t
been feeling well. She asked Jason to handle it. She told the police what she’d
meant was for Jason to drive Stuart out to the boat yard so he could sleep off
the booze and be ready for work early the next morning. She’d explained to the
police that Stuart often stayed out there. But it seems Jason misunderstood
what she meant by ‘handling it’ and instead of helping Stuart get safely to
work, Jason threw the Mercedes guy out of the club. This made things even worse
for Stuart. She figured the Mercedes guy was so angry at being tossed out of
his private club that he stuck around and later pushed Stuart into the canal.


“But,” I said
to Natalie, “Jason said he’s the one who called 9-1-1.” 


“Well, that was
the least he could do,” she said. “He probably heard the commotion and realized
what he’d done.”


As much as I
hated to admit it, it made sense. Maybe I’d used my dislike for Natalie as a
springboard to leap to conclusions. She was snotty and most probably unfaithful,
but if that was a crime the jails would be full of trophy wives. 


***


Jason called me
on my cell as I was packing to go home. He asked if he could come over and I
agreed. I figured he probably wanted to apologize for his role in Stuart’s
death. I hadn’t expected to hear from him again, but it was kind of him to
offer.


When I answered
the door I almost didn’t recognize the guy standing there. He looked ten years
older and as pale as freshly grated coconut.


“Jason, come
in.”


He sat down on
the sofa with a heaviness that reeked of sorrow and guilt. 


“Can I get you
anything? Soda? Water? I can
go downstairs to the ABC and get some beer.”


“No, thanks. I’m okay.” 


Far be it for
me to point out he looked anything but okay.


“I’ve got to
talk to someone,” he said. 


“Didn’t you
just spend the past two and a half hours talking?”


He smiled a
rueful smile. “Let me re-phrase that. I’ve got to talk to someone who might
believe me.”


He launched
into his side of the story of how my brother wound up in the Ala Wai Canal.


“Natalie called
me about ten-thirty and asked me to let her know when Robert Torstrick got there. That was weird, because I didn’t know
she even knew Bob. Anyway, she said she was worried Bob and Stu might get in an
argument so would I give her a call so she could come down and get Stu if
things got ugly. Sure enough, when Bob comes in he’s got blood in his eye. He
goes over to Stu and starts giving him beef. I tried to break it up but the
whole thing got physical, like that.” Jason snapped his fingers.


“So, like I call Nat and tell her to get down there. When
Bob knocked Stu off the stool I told Bob to take a hike. We don’t allow that
kind of stuff at the club. It’s bad for business.”


He shifted in
his seat, as if getting more comfortable would make what he was about to say
any easier.


“Anyway,” he
went on. “Nat tells me she’ll get there as fast as she can. But then she never
shows. I kept the bar open past our eleven-thirty closing time
hoping she’d turn up but…nothing. Stu gets up to leave and I told him to wait;
I’d walk out with him. I asked if he was okay to drive and he said he was good.
He even offered to take me home but it was late and my place is in the opposite
direction from the boat yard so I said ‘no thanks.’ I’m on my way to the bus stop
when I hear a splash and then yelling. I run back and I see Nat charging across
the parking lot. I know it’s her ‘cuz even though
she’s got her hair covered by a baseball hat she runs right over to her own
car, you know, that red Mercedes convertible with the vanity plates.”


“Did she see
you?”


“I don’t think
so,” he said. “She was hauling ass and not looking anywhere but straight
ahead.”


He paused and
rubbed his hands down his face. He looked like he was gearing up to say
something either he didn’t or couldn’t believe.


“So I call
9-1-1 and run toward the canal. But before I get there I see some old guy
pulling Stu out of the water. Stu was coughing and swearing. I couldn’t believe
it. That crazy bitch must’ve pushed Stu in. She knows he can’t swim.”


“But you didn’t
go help him?”


“What more
could I do? I’d already called for help and Stu was okay. I had no way of
knowing if Nat was still hanging around. You don’t get it. She’s cold as ice. I
know for a fact she owns a gun. If she thought I’d seen what she did to Stu,
she’d go after me too. No doubt in my mind.”


“You told all
this to the police?” I said.


“Yeah. Just now.”


“Did they
believe you?”


“Probably not. But I’ve got an ace in the hole. I won’t play
it unless she makes me. But if she makes me, then all bets are off.”


“What is it?”


“I know the
truth about the baby.”


“Natalie and Stuart’s baby?”


He nodded.


“The kid isn’t
Stuart’s,” I said. It was a guess, but not a brilliant deduction or anything.


He nodded
again.


“How do you
know?”


“Because it’s
mine,” he said.


Now if I’d come
up with that it would’ve been a brilliant deduction.







 


CHAPTER 35


 


My mouth hung
open for a good half-minute. I’m sure it wasn’t a pretty sight, but I’d
forgotten how to make my jaw work.


“Okay, I’m
completely confused,” I said when I regained my faculties. “Natalie claims the
guy who had the fight with Stu—the car dealership guy—pushed him in but you’re
sure it was her?”


I’d already
secretly cast my vote for Natalie, but I could see how this was sizing up to be
a he said/she said.


“That’s the
stand-off,” he said. “She played Bob Torstrick just
like she played me.”


“So Bob Torstrick is ‘BT’ on her phone,” I said. I didn’t expect
Jason to know what I was talking about, but he chimed in.


“No, that’s
me.”


“But your
initials would be—”


“It’s not about
initials; it’s what she called me, ‘Boy Toy.’ Pretty sick, huh?”


“Were you with
Natalie on Sunday, the day Stuart died?” I said.


“Huh? No way. I
was home. I mean, my best friend died that morning. You think I was partying
with his sick-o wife? No way.”


“Look, you just
admitted fathering Natalie’s baby. It doesn’t sound to me like you were that
good a friend to Stuart.”


His expression
grew hard and he stood up. “It wasn’t like that.”


I looked at the
clock on the wall. It was after six. “Don’t you need to be getting to work?”


“Hardly. That job’s over, dude.
Nat’s probably down there right now spreading lies about me.”


“Well then, let
me buy you a drink and you tell me everything. Starting with how you came to
father Stuart’s child.”


***


We went
downstairs and got a table at a sushi place. I should have been hungry but I
wasn’t; I was too keyed up. I ordered a large hot saké.
Nothing loosens the tongue like hot alcohol on an empty stomach.


“Stu and Nat
had been trying to get pregnant from the get-go. Stu used to brag that he was
going to finally beat me at something—having a kid. But after months and months
nothing happened. Nat figured it was her so she went to the doctor and they
found she was fine. Stu used to laugh and say he was ‘having fun trying’ but I
could tell it bummed him that month after month she never got knocked up.


“Anyway, one
day she asks me to come over. She says she’s got a proposition for me. I go
because, although I was never a big fan of Nat, Stu was my bruddah.
I’d do anything for him. I go over there and she’s all nice and gooey and she
asks me how much do I love Stu and all that.”


Jason raked a
hand through his hair. “I can’t believe I fell for her bullshit.”


“She wanted you
to sleep with her?”


“I thought
that’s where she was headed, so I tell her, no way will I do that. She sends me
one of her famous looks and says—and I’m quoting her—You
think way too highly of yourself, Jason. I shoulda
shut down that bitch right there and then, ya know?”


I nodded.


“Anyway, she tells
me that with Stu’s dad dying she’d love to give Stu some good news. To cheer him up. She asks if I’m a good enough friend to do
that for him.”


“She wanted you
to donate sperm at a sperm bank?”


“Not exactly. Nat wanted no trace. No record. She said she’d
researched it on the internet and she knew how to do it at home.”


“A Mason jar and a turkey baster?”


“I only know
about the jar part. I wasn’t there for the actual conception,” he said. 


“So how does
this have anything to do with Stuart’s death?” I said.


“After she got
pregnant, she started blackmailing me. I realized what she’d done.”


“Blackmailing
you?”


“Yeah,” he
said.


“For money? No offense, but from what I’ve seen you don’t
have as much money as Stu.”


“Not for money.
For sex. She said if I didn’t do everything she
wanted, she’d tell Stu we were having an affair and the baby wasn’t his. She
said she’d prove it with DNA after the kid was born.”


“Oh wow. So how
is the baby being yours your ace in the hole? It looks more like a ticking bomb
to me.”


“Because in a
moment of passion—and believe me, with Nat those are few and far between—she
admitted to me that she was sick of Stu. She told me when she married him he’d
promised her the moon. He thought he’d be a very rich man when his dad died.
But when that didn’t happen, she started looking around. And she found somebody
else.”


“Why would she tell you all this?”


“She loved to
torture me. As if making me perform like a trained monkey wasn’t enough. She
got her jollies telling me cruel stuff to undermine my friendship with Stu. The
bitch really knew how to turn the screws.”


“Did she tell
you the name of the guy she was having an affair with?”


He laughed. “Oh
honey, get out a pad of paper. You’re gonna have
writer’s cramp before we get to the end.”


“And you believe
her?”


“I don’t care
enough to believe or not believe her. After all, she’s totally crazy. I just
shut most of it out.”


“Why didn’t you
tell Stuart? I mean, how long has this been going on?”


“Not long. Maybe a couple of months.”


I thought of something
but I rolled it around in my mind for a few seconds before saying it. “How do
you know she was actually pregnant with your baby?”


“Because she told me.”


I gave him a
look like a mother catching her kid with chocolate all over his face who claims
he never even knew there was a Hershey bar in the house.


“Oh, and she
showed me the stick,” he said.


“The at-home pregnancy test?”


“Yeah. She waved that thing around like a fairy godmother or
something. Stu even brought it to the club one night. It was disgusting.”


“But the stick
only shows she’s pregnant. Not who the father is.”


Jason stared at
the back wall without saying a word. 


I tossed down
the last of my saké and paid the bill. I was a
little tipsy but sober enough to realize the impact of what I’d just learned. I
went back upstairs and finished packing. I knew something had to be done, but I
didn’t know what.


And, to quote
Natalie, ‘What difference does it make?’







 


CHAPTER 36


 


My plane didn’t
leave until one o’clock in the afternoon but I was up and ready by seven. I’d
been trained both as a martial arts student and an air marshal to not let evil
stand. Although there wasn’t a thing I could do to bring my brother back, there
was no way I could allow Natalie Wilkerson to get away with this. It would require
me exposing Stuart’s failings—his sterility, his being cuckolded by a wife he
adored, his being too proud to finger his attacker while he had the chance. But
I had to do it. 


I dragged my
suitcase down to the lobby and asked the bellman to lock it up for me. “Oh, and
if it’s okay, could you please bring the car down one more time? Mahalo
again for loaning it to me. I’m leaving this afternoon so I won’t need
it again after this.”


“No worries.
I’m still sad to think about what happened to your bruddah.
I say a prayer for your ohana. Looks like your
sis-in-law’s gonna get some big bank from the city,
no?”


I wanted to
tell him if I have anything to say about it she won’t get a dime and hopefully
she’ll be doing hard time, but I just smiled and thanked him for thinking of
our ohana. 


I drove out to
Stuart’s house via surface streets. The H-1 would be backed up even going away
from the city, and anyway, I wanted to take in the view of the beach as I
prepared for how I’d deal with Natalie.


As a wedding
planner one thing I’m good at is putting first things first. I’d check out how
Natalie reacted to my knowing the truth before I’d tell Moko.
And I’d decided that Moko and the family deserved to
know what kind of scum-sucker Natalie was before I contacted Wendi Takeda and
allowed her to splash it all over the news.


I didn’t worry
about libel. Or slander. Or defamation of any kind.
That kind of stuff only applies if what you’re saying isn’t true. And after
hearing what Jason had to say, I was sure there’d be plenty of guys who’d back
up my allegations. After all, with Stuart dead, they had no reason to lie.
Maybe I’d find a way to sweeten the deal, like when Anna Nicole Smith died and
practically every guy on the planet claimed to be her daughter’s father. Funny how money brings out the paternal instincts in guys with
loose morals.


I pulled in the
driveway and there was a strange car parked in the portico. It was an enormous
Beemer. I figured it was kismet that I’d showed up to accuse Natalie of
cheating on Stuart while she was bedding her latest conquest.


Yvonne answered
the door. Once again, she appeared anxious.


“No worries,
Yvonne,” I said in a low voice. “After what I have to say to your sister you’ll
be free as a bird.”


Her facial expression
didn’t change. She stepped back and I came inside.


“Natalie?” I
said in my announcer voice. “It’s me, Pali.” I hoped
she wouldn’t choose to answer and I could stomp down the hall and wrench open
her bedroom door and catch her ‘coitus dilecti’ with
whoever drove the big Beemer.


But
disappointingly she called from the living room. “We’re in here, Pali.”


I crossed to
the living room and found Natalie and Barry Salazar sharing the sofa. He was
leaning back, with his hands clasped across his chest as if he’d just snatched
them back from groping her.


“Hello Barry,”
I said.


He started to
stand.


“No, please
don’t get up,” I said. “I can only stay a few minutes.”


 I hadn’t
thought about having an audience to my little intervention, but now that it
presented itself I realized it was better that way.


“I have a
couple of things I need to say to Natalie.”


Natalie picked
up a little brass bell from the coffee table and rang it. The tinkle sounded
like the bell in Farrah’s store reminding me that in just a few hours I’d be back home. I’d get this done and then I could head to the
airport.


Yvonne appeared
in the doorway. Natalie talked to her in Chinese and Yvonne nodded. Then
Natalie turned to Barry. “It was so nice of you to come over to console me. But
I should get back to dealing with everything I need to handle. And as Pali said, she only has a few minutes.” She got up and
started heading for the door.


“It’s okay with
me if Barry stays,” I said. 


He ignored me
and got up and followed Natalie to the foyer. 


When she came
back in the room, she didn’t sit down. She crossed her arms on her chest.
“Whatever you have to say, just say it. From the look on your face, I have a
feeling you’ve been listening to Jason.”


“I have. And
he’s told me everything.”


She snorted. “And
you believed him.”


“Why shouldn’t
I? It all makes sense. You guilting him into getting
you pregnant and then blackmailing him into keeping his mouth shut while you
hopped in bed with half of Honolulu.”


She shot me a
malevolent smile. “Oh sweetie. Your father thought you
were the smart one. But obviously the old man should’ve done his homework.”


“I’m not here
to talk about my father,” I said. “I’m here to accuse you of killing my
brother. You knew exactly what you were doing when you pushed him in that canal.
You were probably hoping he’d drown.”


“I have no idea
what you’re talking about. I’m not proud to have to say this, but the night my
husband fell into the Ala Wai
Canal I was unable to help him. I was right here. In my
house. With someone who can provide me with an
ironclad alibi.”


“Your sister?”


“Hardly. My sister doesn’t speak English.” She chuckled and
then said, “But I supposed the police are required to provide an interpreter.
So I guess that makes it two ironclad alibis. Better for me.”


“Who’s the
other person?”


“He just walked
out the door. But don’t bother chasing him down. We’ve got our stories
straight.”


Right then it
hit me. Stuart had been tossed overboard by the people he loved long before he
ended up in the Ala Wai
Canal. 


***


My flight back
to Maui seemed short. Maybe it was because I was running through ‘What ifs’ and
‘If I could haves’ that all resulted in dead ends. What was I missing? What bit
of evidence could I offer the police that would allow them to unhinge Natalie’s
so-called perfect crime?


Now that I was
pretty sure I had all the pieces I still didn’t have any proof. Even Wendi
Takeda acknowledged she was reluctant to print that Natalie had pushed Stuart
into the canal that night. 


“She’s the grieving
widow,” she said. “I’m not only inviting a libel charge but also a huge
backlash from the public. No way my editor would
approve it.”


When I got to
the Kahului airport I was thrilled to see Farrah and Ono waiting for me at the
bottom of the escalator.


“Aloha,”
said a beaming Farrah as she draped a double-strand orchid
lei around my neck. 


Ono stepped up
and placed a smaller, but more fragrant plumeria
lei on top of the orchid one. He gave me a peck on both cheeks.


“Glad to have
you back,” he said. 


“Great to be back.”


“We were so
sorry to hear about your brother. We sent flowers to the service. Did you get
them?”


It was odd to
hear him say ‘we’ and realize he and Farrah would be ‘we’ for a long time;
hopefully forever. “I’m sure they arrived. The memorial service was huge. I’m
afraid I didn’t get to see all the cards from all the flowers. But mahalo for thinking of me.”


“You look
fried,” said Farrah. “I’m sure this past week has been a total bummer.”


“You have no
idea,” I said. “Can I ask a big favor?”


“Sure,” they
said in unison.


I looked at
Ono. “Would you mind if Farrah comes with me back to Pa’ia?
I could really use the company.”


He smiled. “We
already planned she would. I’ve got to get back down to Lahaina.
I gotta get the cat ready for a sunset sail tonight.”


I hugged him
and then I went to get my car from the parking lot. While I waited for the
crosswalk light to change I turned and looked at them. They were kissing.
Farrah had her arms around his neck and he’d pulled her in close. Like loving couples
do.


I took a deep
breath and thought about my brother and Natalie. Then the light turned to
‘walk’ and I headed for my car.


***


As we drove up
to Pa’ia, I recounted to Farrah how I’d learned what
had happened to Stuart and how Barry and Natalie were poised to get away with
it. I finished with, “Barry Salazar’s backing her up one-hundred percent. After
all, with Stu dead he’s four million dollars richer. So not only is Natalie
literally getting away with murder; everyone feels sorry for her. The City of
Honolulu will probably fork over millions of dollars to settle her claim
against them.”


“Wow,” Farrah
said. “That’s like biblical, you know?” 


I looked over
at her. “I wish it were biblical. I’d turn her ass into a pillar of salt.”


“No, think
about it,” she said. “Remember about the sins of the father being visited upon
the children? Looks like it came true. Your dad never paid the piper so now his
son will never get justice.”


“Huh. That’s
true.”


“But don’t
worry, Pali. Remember karma?”


“Oh yeah, your
old pal, karma,” I said. “I figure if anyone’s entitled to good karma,
it’s you. You should’ve found a lamp with a genie in it who’ll
make all your wishes come true.”


“I did,” she
said.


“Did what?”


“Did find someone who makes all my wishes come true.” She smiled
and put her hand over mine on the gear knob.


“You’re so
sweet,” I said. “But I’m afraid karma’s a nice idea, but it’s not real.”


“No,” Farrah
said. “Karma’s righteously real. And even if it wasn’t, human nature’s
totally real. I watch people all day. I see how they tick. You let somebody
filch a pack of gum; next day they’ll be back for your cash box. Greed never
sleeps.”


I stared at her
until the wheels on the car hit the gravel. “You’re right! That’s it.”


I swerved and got
back on the road. 


“Are you okay?”
she said. “What’s ‘it’?”


“I need to go
back to Honolulu,” I said.


“Right now?”


“No, but soon. Maybe tomorrow.”


“Why?”


“Because you’ve
nailed it,” I said. “Greed never sleeps.”







 


CHAPTER 37


 


We spent the
rest of the ride up to Pa’ia talking about Farrah and
Ono’s plans for their Halloween wedding. The good news was they were both
laid-back people so the whole affair was going to be more beach than cathedral;
more barbeque than china-plate dinner.


“Remember the
little christening ceremony we had down at Baldwin Beach last summer?” she
said.


How could I
forget? What happened shortly after that was one of the most depressing times
in our long friendship. 


“Well,” she
went on. “I want my wedding to be like that. Halloween falls on a Wednesday
this year, so that’s kinda a bummer. But everyone
takes the day off anyway, so I’ll have the wedding during the day. We’ll do a
beachside ceremony and then have a party until dark. Nothing fancy but a good
time for everybody.”


“Do you want
people to wear costumes?” I said.


“If they want. Then they could go down to Lahaina and keep the party going.”


“Are you going
to wear a costume?” I said.


“Sure. And Ono too.”


“What are you
coming as?”


“Duh. A bride and groom.”


“Well then,
you’re gonna need a big ol’
bride dress.”


“I know. Where
can I get one in a month?”


I glanced at
Farrah’s Rubenesque  figure. “There’s not much to pick from here on Maui.
We’ll need to go to Honolulu. They have a much wider selection of styles and
sizes over there.”


She sighed. Loudly.


“Okay, I’ll
find you something in Honolulu. The shops over there will let me take a few
dresses on loan. I’ll bring them back and you can try them on and see which one
you like.”


She reached
over and patted my arm. “If you weren’t driving I’d give you a big ol’ hug.”


“Save the hug
for when I bring you the perfect wedding gown.”


***


I called Hatch
to tell him I’d made it back to Maui. It’d only been three days since we
talked, but it felt like weeks.


“Hey, it’s
great to hear your voice,” he said.


“The phone goes
both ways, you know.”


“I know. I’m
sorry. I had classes and then I got called out every day this week except
today.” He sounded disappointed to have a day off.


“But you’re
enjoying it?” I said.


“Best gig ever.
I’ve made almost as much in the past two weeks as I make in two months sitting
on my butt in the station.”


I didn’t want
to have the ‘mainland move’ conversation on the telephone so I changed the
subject. I told him the short version of Natalie’s plotting to kill Stu and
then getting the pity vote for being a young pregnant widow. I also mentioned
how she’d managed to talk Barry into alibiing her since he was about to come
into four million bucks. 


“So that’s it?
She’s getting away with it?” he said.


“Not if I can
help it. I’m going back tomorrow to look at wedding dresses for Farrah and
check out something I should’ve looked into when I was there. I’ll let you know
how it goes.”


We promised
each other to stay safe and then said our ‘I love you’s’
before hanging up.


***


Steve wasn’t at
home on Friday when I got there and he still hadn’t returned when I had to
leave to go back to the airport on Saturday morning. I wrote him a note saying
I’d been home but had to leave and I’d be back again on Sunday. I couldn’t help
but wonder if he’d already accepted the job in Honolulu. I doubted I’d be too
eager to fly over to Honolulu very often to visit him in his new digs, but I
hoped he’d come back to Maui now and then. The house felt hollow without him.


I couldn’t get
on the first few flights to HNL so it was nearly noon when I landed. I rented a
car since I’d be doing some driving. I called Moko
and told him I was back in town for the day looking at wedding gowns, but I
didn’t divulge my other reason for coming back so soon.


“By the way, do
you still have keys to the boat yard?” I asked.


“The boat
yard?” he said. “I was just a working stiff out there. But I got Stu’s keys.
They gave me his personal effects when he, you know.” He choked up, but cleared
his throat and went on. “Why you asking? You want to
go out there? I don’t want you going out there by yourself. It’s not a good
neighborhood.”


“I’m not
planning on going. I just wondered who had keys to the place.”


“Well, you call
me if you thinkin’ about going there.”


I spent two
hours at a pricey bridal salon up on Beretania
Street. Okay, the gowns were ridiculously overpriced. Okay, the place was like
something out of Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills with pinched-looking sales ladies
in black tailored suits and severe hair styles. And okay, they gave me the
once-over and ignored me, probably hoping I’d check one of the price tags and
hit the door.


But the dresses
were divine. And I don’t use words like ‘divine’ lightly. The fabrics, styles
and workmanship were beyond anything I could’ve found on Maui, even if I’d had
time to order a custom gown. The three dresses I picked out for Farrah averaged
over three-thousand dollars apiece. I’d never tell her that, of course. Her
gown would be a gift. But if she planned to schedule a ‘trash the dress’ photo shoot
I’d flash her that price tag faster than you could say, ‘No way, Missy.’


I asked the
sales clerk—or excuse me, bridal gown consultant—if she’d prepare the dresses
for shipment to a neighbor island. Gone are the days of dragging a wedding gown
through the airport and getting thumbs-ups and smiles from fellow passengers.
Now gowns are required to be boxed for shipment in the cargo hold.


I got into my
rental car and took a deep breath. This was my last shot. Knowing I’d been
fibbing when I told Moko I had no intention of doing
so, I drove out to the boat yard at Barbers Point.


The place was
locked up. As I expected it would be. After all, it was Saturday. And Moko had mentioned he still wasn’t working so the place was
probably just as locked up during the work week.


The eight-foot
chain link fence was forbidding; especially the last foot. It was concertina
razor wire.


I tried the
gate. It was secured with a cheap keyed padlock. Who runs hundreds of yards of
chain link topped by razor wire and then locks it up with a six-dollar lock? Oh
well. Their stupidity was my ‘get into jail free’ card. And yeah, I meant
‘into’. The signs warning that ‘trespassers will be prosecuted’; and ‘video
surveillance cameras in use’; and ‘guard dog on duty’ were all staring me in
the face. I knew that once I broke that lock and went inside I was shopping for
handcuffs.


I picked up a
softball-size chunk of concrete. The lock broke on the fifth try. 


I sprinted
across the parking lot and up to the front door of the main building. Just in
case, I tried the door. I’d heard funny stories from Hatch about firemen who
broke down a door to get in during a fire while the door had been unlocked the
whole time. Never hurts to expect the best.


I considered
calling Moko but dismissed it. I couldn’t drag him in
on this. If I got caught and went to jail, I’d have a criminal record but who’d
care? When was the last time a potential client asked me if I’d ever been
convicted of a felony?


 I took
out my own key ring and tried each of the keys. One brand actually slipped
easily into the lock but once it was in there it was as tight as a stepfather
ordering cheap booze for his snotty step-daughter’s wedding. It wouldn’t budge.


The windows
were low and single pane. I paused, but then thought, why not? I was already
trespassing. The upgrade to breaking and entering couldn’t tack on that much
more time.


I couldn’t
believe how easy it was to lift the sliding window out of the frame. It
reminded me I should seriously consider window locks on my home up in
Hali’imaile. Although I doubted anyone could fiddle around jimmying my windows
without my super-size nosy neighbor across the street calling the cops. 


I hoisted
myself up into the window frame and pushed the clattering blinds out of the
way. I was in the reception area. I still had to get through the doors of the
private offices.


The door to
Stu’s office was unlocked. I went in and pulled the legal file out of the metal
file cabinet in the corner. It was still missing the insurance documents for
the key person life insurance.


I had to break
the glass in Barry’s office to gain access to his files. But once in, I was
happy to see that Debbie had replaced the legal file where I’d found it before.
And the insurance document was safely tucked in the back, where it was supposed
to be.


I flipped
through the document but what I needed was actually spelled out on the first
page. I took the insurance document with me and retraced my steps to my car. 


It was show
time.







 


CHAPTER 38


 


I called
directory assistance and asked for two numbers: the office number for the
insurance agent who’d issued the policy and Barry Salazar’s home number. I
wasn’t surprised when the first number was rattled off without incident but the
second number came back as ‘unlisted.’ Barry had struck me as the kind of guy
who thought himself above answering calls from disgruntled clients, unpaid
employees, and guys conducting a ‘short survey’ that actually would go on for
fifteen minutes. 


No problem. I’d
jotted his home address off a magazine label from the boat yard office. Seems
he thought keeping a copy of Yachting in the waiting room classed up the
joint.


He lived in Ko Olina, an upscale community
north of Barbers Point. Ko Olina
is best known to mainlanders as the home of the ‘Mickey Mouse beach;’ a pricey
kid-friendly Disney resort where grandparents can bring the grandkids in hopes
of getting a ‘Best Grandpa in the World’ coffee mug for Christmas.


All the
different areas of Ko Olina
are gated, with bored guards who will let you in if you look even halfway
presentable or if you happen to be female. I fit both categories so it took
less than a minute for the guard to not only raise the entrance bar but to also
provide me with a map and directions to Barry’s front door.


I parked on the
street and walked up to the house. It was the same sort of mini-mansion that
Stuart had lived in, but the big difference was that all the houses here looked
nearly identical. It was a mystery to me why anyone would pay millions of
dollars for a home that looked exactly like the one right next to it, but hey,
I don’t live on O’ahu.


I rang the
bell. It was getting close to dinner time so I hoped either Mrs. Salazar (if
there was such a person) or the hired help would be at home getting dinner
ready. Sure enough, a minute or two later, a yoga-svelte blond woman answered
the door.


“Aloha,” she
said. Her face wore that wary look that people in gated communities get when a
total stranger comes to the door. It wasn’t an everyday event.


“Aloha,” I said
back. “Is Mr. Salazar at home? I’m Pali Moon, the
sister of Mr. Salazar’s partner, Stuart Wilkerson.” I wondered if maybe I
should’ve said ‘former partner’ but I didn’t want to delve into the details.


“He’s at work,”
she said. “He should be home within the hour. Do you want me to call him?”


“Is he at the
boat yard?” I said.


“Yes, he
doesn’t usually leave there until around seven.”


I thanked her
and went back out to my car. Seems Moko wasn’t the
only one keeping the wife out of the loop on his unemployment. 


I thought for a
minute and then hopped back into the car and back onto the Farrington Highway.
It was only a few miles back to the boat yard. Maybe Barry had been called away
when I’d shown up earlier.


Sure enough,
when I got to the boat yard the gate was open. Barry’s big Beemer was parked
right outside the office door. I parked and walked toward the office. I glanced
over at the window I’d jimmied earlier. It looked good. No doubt Barry had seen
the damage to the lock on the front gate but I figured he’d never think it was
me so I planned to keep my mouth shut about it.


The door to the
main office was unlocked and I went inside.


“I’m back here,
sweetheart,” Barry yelled from his private office.


I went back
there and poked my head through his door. “You expecting
someone, Barry?”


He looked
flustered but tamped it down quickly. “Yeah, I thought you were my wife.”


“Do you have a
minute?” I said.


He looked at
his watch. “I should be getting home. My wife’s making dinner.”


“I thought you
just said you were expecting her here.”


He glared but
said nothing.


I waited him
out.


“What do you
want?” he finally said.


I used to be a
lousy liar but the past year has provided me with a lot of practice. I launched
into my story. “I thought you may like to know that you won’t be getting the pay-out
from the key person insurance policy like you planned. I wouldn’t want you to
perjure yourself for nothing.”


“What’re you
talking about?” he said.


“The four mil insurance policy that you and Stuart had on each
other? You know, the so-called ‘key person life insurance’ that the
company gets when one of you dies? Well, that’s not gonna happen.”


“I can’t
believe I’m even talking to you about this, but humor me. How do you know about
the insurance?”


“Because my brother confided in me. He told me he felt bad
because he canceled the policy. He’s been pocketing the premiums for the past
year. He needed the extra cash to qualify for his loan on the Kahala house. He wanted me to tell you he hoped you’d
forgive him but he never dreamed you’d ever actually collect on the insurance.
I called your insurance agent, you know, Larry Plumlee
down in Pearl City? Anyway, he confirmed it. No policy in force.”


“That’s
impossible. Larry wouldn’t allow Stu to cancel that policy without my approval.
You’re lying.”


“Why would I?”
I said. “What’s in it for me? I just want you to know what’s at stake when you
lie to the police and tell them you were with Natalie the night Stuart went
into the canal. She’s probably pushing you to go to the police right away.
She’s counting on you going this weekend before you have a chance to talk to
Larry.


“Think about
it,” I went on. “If you’ve already given the police a statement and then you
try to retract it, they’ll start crawling all over this place. You’ll have
established yourself as a liar and four million bucks is plenty of motive to dump a partner who can’t swim into a large body of
water. They’ll no doubt think you and Natalie were in cahoots.”


“No! It was all
her. She came to me with this crazy plan to get out of her marriage and still
remain in good standing with the Wilkersons. That
name still opens a lot of doors around here, you know. She knew about the key
person insurance. She said if I—”


“If you what,
darling?” Natalie was now standing in the doorway to Barry’s office. She looked
completely serene, in spite of—or maybe because of—the Sig Sauer P938
semi-automatic she was pointing at Barry.


“What are you
doing?” he said.


She laughed.
“You ever hear the old saying, ‘it’s not hard for three people to keep a
secret as long as two of them are dead?’ Well, here we are—three people
with a secret. I’m taking bets on which two are going to end up dead.”


She pulled the
trigger without aiming. The report from the gun was deafening. Barry ducked and
narrowly missed getting winged in the shoulder. 


“Oh my,” she
said. “Stuart always wanted me to go with him to the shooting range. I guess
since I never did it’s probably going to take more bullets.” She shrugged.
“That’s okay, I’ve got lots.”


She lifted the gun
and aimed at Barry’s head. He held up a hand as if to block the bullet and she
shot right through it. He cried out in pain and clutched his injured hand to
his chest. In the blink of an eye his hand and his entire shirt front turned
red.


“That was pretty
fun,” she said. “Now while you bleed a little, I’m going to see about taking
down another Wilkerson.” She turned and aimed the gun at me. “You know, I’d
totally planned on Stuart drowning. I couldn’t have dreamed the city would kill
him with poop. And now they’re so, so sorry. Millions of
dollars sorry.”


She laughed and
popped a bullet into the wall. By now my ears were ringing so badly I could
barely make out what she was saying. But I’d heard enough. The room was small
and it wouldn’t take long for her to get more accurate with the gun. I took a
couple of deep breaths and centered myself. 


I’d get only
one chance to disarm her. I hated guns. They were so one-sided; so cowardly. If
I was successful, I looked forward to seeing how well she did up against someone
who was willing to get their hands dirty to take her down. If I was
unsuccessful, well the only consolation there was I wouldn’t be around to
second-guess myself.







 


CHAPTER
39


 


I vaulted from
the chair screaming my time-worn battle cry and twisted my body just enough to
plant my shoulder into her solar plexus. She went down hard, her eyes widening
before becoming two hot coals of fury. But through it all, she managed to keep
a grip on the gun.


I dug a knee
into her groin. Okay, it wasn’t a move I’d get away with in a tournament, but
this was no tournament. The room seemed oddly quiet except for the
deep-throated moaning coming from Barry. He was slumped over, as if passed out,
but the moaning told me he was still conscious.


I shoved my
hand over her mouth and nose. Again, not ladylike and certainly not a
sanctioned move, but she was a lot stronger than she looked and I was pretty
sure every drop of adrenaline available to her was coursing through her veins.


She bit my
hand. It hurt. A lot. But instead of taking my hand
away I pushed down harder. I felt her jaw relax and her eyes started to waver.
She was running out of air.


In one fluid
motion I took my hand off her face and grabbed the gun. She sputtered and
coughed and rolled onto her side.


***


The police
arrived less than ten minutes after I called 9-1-1; the paramedics came a couple of minutes later.


They bundled
Barry up onto a gurney and started an IV. They tried to talk me into a ride to
the hospital but I convinced them I was fine.


“You should go
get a tetanus shot,” said a male EMT with eyes so blue I’m sure they were
contacts. I wondered if Hatch looked that handsome to the women he rescued. 


I promised I
would. Then I called Moko.


“Hey, I got a
favor to ask,” I said. “Mind if I sleep on your sofa for a couple of nights? It
got late and I need to take some bride’s dresses back to Maui, but I can’t get
them from the shop until Monday morning.”


“Of course you
can stay wit’ us. But you won’t be sleeping on no sofa. Kiwi will give you his bed. He and his bruddah will love an excuse to camp out in the livin’ room.”


My next call
was to Wendi Takeda. “It’s a wrap,” I said. “We got Natalie. If you can meet me
at Starbucks I’ll tell you everything. You’ve probably got the Sunday edition
of the paper already put to bed. That’s a shame because I’ll bet Natalie’s
arrest makes tonight’s TV news. But you’re probably used to that, right? You gotta live with getting scooped when you’re totally old
school.” 


“How long ‘til
you can get to Starbucks?” she said. “’Cuz I got two
words for you: online buzzfeed. Nuthin’
old school about it.”


 







 


CHAPTER 40


 


Farrah’s
Halloween wedding was the best one I’ve ever put on. Okay, maybe I’m a little biased.
I’ve loved the bride like a sister since second grade. When she walked down the
aisle of beach created by well-wishers separating to allow her to pass, I
thought she looked like every guy’s dream of the perfect wife. She was sweet,
mellow, and completely uncomplicated. She exuded a regal beauty—not only on the
outside, but even more so like a glow from the inside. 


And her
incredible cleavage was nothing to sneeze at, either. It had taken three dress
alterations to get the sweetheart neckline just so. The first time it looked
like her boobs were exploding out of the top of the dress. The second time she
looked like someone had tucked a linen napkin under her chin. Finally, with the
third alteration it was perfect. There was no denying the ‘Earth Mother’
factor, but at least she didn’t appear to be auditioning for the Pamela
Anderson role in a new reality show called ‘Boob Watch.’


Ono appeared at
his captain-ly best. Of course there was a tiny bit
of green monkey when I saw him in his crisp white shirt with navy blazer and
khaki pants beaming at Farrah as she floated toward him and the flower-covered
altar. He wore a cute little captain’s cap that made his eyes look bluer than
the offshore waves and he’d even taken Tomika up on
her offer to have his hair cut by a ‘stylist’ and his usual scruff of beard
shaved by a barber at high-priced resort.


The day went by
so quickly I hardly remember most of it. But I definitely remember when Hatch
took me aside after the ceremony and said, “It’s gonna
be hard for us to top this one, isn’t it?”


***


Halloween night
I declined to join the others who were going down to Lahaina
for the once-a-year-debauchery that passes for a party. I was worn out and just
wanted to get my feet up and my blood pressure down so I opted for home.


Steve surprised
me by offering to take me home. As we made the twenty minute trek back to
Hali’imaile, I asked him something I’d been dying to ask for over a month.


“What made you
decide to pass on the Go Hawaii job in Honolulu?”


“It’s still
open so don’t get any ideas about raising my rent,” he said. “But remember that
night when the guys at the Ball and Chain were giving me the going away party?
I looked around and realized there was nothing in Honolulu that I wanted more
than what I already had. They asked me to make a speech and I got up there and
said I was re-naming the party the ‘Steve Isn’t Going Anywhere’ celebration. I
ended up picking up the entire tab because nobody would’ve considered it much
of a celebration if I’d stuck around and then stuck them with the check. But,
hey, I’ve never regretted not leaving.”


“But the job’s
still open?”


“Yeah. And they’re buying some of my stuff for the magazine
anyway. But since it’s published over there it tends heavy toward the O’ahu side of life. So, I guess if something happens to
mess things up for me here I’ll think about it. But not now.”


***


Two days later
on their ‘Announcements’ page, the Maui News ran a gorgeous photo Steve
had taken of Ono and Farrah. Underneath the photo was a description of their
wedding written by a local society reporter. I smiled when I read it. If the
piece hadn’t named names, I would’ve wondered if we attended the same wedding.
But hey, what do I know? 


‘Farrah Jill
Milton and Oliver “Ono” John Kingston were married on October 31 at Baldwin
Beach Park in Pa’ia. The bride wore an elegantly
tasteful lace and taffeta gown with sweetheart neckline. Her flowing hair was
crowned with a plumeria and orchid headpiece and she
chose plumeria lei for herself and her attendants.
The groom wore a simple raw silk shirt, khaki slacks and tailored navy blazer
topped by a clever nautical cap proclaiming his position as captain of a local
catamaran yacht. Both bride and groom were barefoot, to demonstrate their
connection to the ‘aina (or ‘land’) and also,
as Mr. Kingston noted, “because both my bride and I
love the feel of sand between our toes.” They are honeymooning for two months
on a sailing trip to Tahiti aboard the catamaran, Maui Happy Returns.
When they return to Maui they will split their time between homes in Pa’ia and Lahaina.’


So there it
was. Farrah would be gone for two months. I’d miss her, no doubt. But maybe
finally after a year of ‘unfortunate events’ I’d finally have a couple of
months where the most pressing thing on my calendar was finding dyed-to-match
shoes, sash ribbons and cummerbunds in the perfect shade of ‘sea breeze teal.’
 







 


EPILOGUE


 


Natalie
Wilkerson, my former sister-in-law, pleaded ‘not guilty’ to charges of
premeditated murder, attempted murder and assault. Not only was she charged for
her role in the death of her husband, Stuart, she was also charged for coming
way too close to killing the two people who knew how and why she’d done it.
Even after her arrest she bragged to reporters that she’d never be found guilty
because the evidence was all circumstantial and mostly based on the testimony
of people who’d conspired against her.


“I’m way less
guilty than Casey Anthony,” she said. “And look at Casey. She’s not only free
as a bird, she’s a celebrity. I’m getting a publicist. I’m going to need one to
help me handle all the offers that will come in for me to do a reality show.”


What Natalie
failed to factor into her less-than-tasteful remarks was that she’d been
accused of murdering the son of one of Honolulu’s foremost families. The Wilkersons were regarded with the same respect and devotion
the Kennedys enjoy in Massachusetts. After all, it was Phil Wilkerson who was
responsible for bringing cable TV and high-speed internet to the islands and
that made him something of a local hero.


In the months
leading up to the trial it also came out that Natalie wasn’t pregnant. She
never had been. When the cops went through Natalie’s computer they saw she’d
purchased the “pee stick” confirming her pregnancy from a woman who’d
advertised it on eBay. It seems thirty bucks can buy a ton of coercion. 


The jury took
just three hours to find Natalie guilty on all counts. The verdict meant there
would be no case brought by Natalie Wilkerson against the City of Honolulu for
the fouling of the Ala Wai
Canal and the subsequent wrongful death of her husband. 


In one fell
swoop the jury managed to not only shut up an annoying wannabe-reality star
who’d viciously put to death a member of the much-loved Wilkerson clan, but
they also saved the taxpayers of Honolulu millions of dollars in extortion
money. Who says a jury is made up of twelve men and women too stupid to get out
of jury duty? 


Certainly not me. 







 


 AUTHOR’S NOTE



 

It’s always fun
to finish another tale in the life of wedding planner Pali
Moon. And this one was especially fun since Honolulu presented many challenges.
To say the least, life in the big city is a world away from life on the
neighbor islands. It took time to research all the places Pali
would go to on O’ahu but I felt it was necessary. I even
went so far as to eat lunch at the Queen’s Medical Center cafeteria. I can
report the food was pretty good and the environment was as cheerful as one
could hope for in a hospital setting.


I want to send
out a special mahalo
to my early readers who helped me catch the ‘huh?’ moments. Every book suffers
from them, but they seem to hide rather cleverly from the author. So here’s a
shout out to Kathy Owen (aka novelist KB Owen) and Diana Paul. And, of course,
I’m indebted to my dear, long-suffering husband, Tom Haberer,
who not only reads the original draft but cheerfully puts up with frozen
skillet dinners while I’m doing final edits. 


And, as always,
I want to send a warm mahalo nui to you,
my readers. It’s wonderful to hear from you and read your reviews. Thank you for
your support.


Now it’s on to
Hawaii—the Big Island!



 

 








 


 

If you enjoyed,
“O’ahu Lonesone Tonight?”
please look for other titles in the “Islands of Aloha Mystery Series” by JoAnn
Bassett


“Maui Widow Waltz”


“Livin’ Lahaina
Loca”


“Lana’i of the Tiger”


“Kaua'i Me a River”


 


And if you like
love stories set in Maui, consider the “Escape to Maui” series by JoAnn Bassett


“Mai Tai Butterfly”


And coming soon:


“Lucky Beach”


 


Look for
updates on new titles on Facebook at “JoAnn Bassett’s Author Page”


And check out
her website: http://www.joannbassett.com[bookmark: website] 
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