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      Maui wedding planner Pali Moon signs up one last client before taking a few months off. This one’s not going to be easy, though. The couple insists the nuptials take place on Moloka’i—a place Pali hasn’t been in over 25 years. But Pali figures, why not? After all, the island is part of Maui County, so it’s well within bounds of her “Let’s Get Maui’d” business zone.

Getting vendors and top-quality supplies to the remote location may prove a bit tricky, but Pali’s never shirked from a challenge. The logistics prove difficult, but the bride’s downright insufferable. Pali relishes everything Moloka’i has to offer—the mule ride, the hot bread, the solitude—but by the time it’s over, a man is dead and Pali’s left wishing she’d never agreed to this “one for the road” wedding in the first place.
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   This one’s for Emily K, a ray of sunshine in an often rainy world. 
 
   Thanks for taking such good care of the boys: Tom and Jack.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
    
 
   Just looking at her, you wouldn’t peg her as a liar. No averted gaze, no twitchy smile. And I never once saw her twist the many-carat diamond solitaire around her ring finger as she spoke. But as twenty-something Amanda Ward prattled on in my Maui wedding planning shop that Monday morning in early April, I had a hunch I wouldn’t be doing a “do you take this woman; do you take this man” sunset beach special. Nope, this girl was gonna make me work for it.
 
   I’m usually pretty gung-ho about putting on lavish, or even outlandish, affairs. After all, people who come all the way to Hawaii to get married aren’t likely to scrimp on the niceties. And, since I charge a fifteen-percent commission on everything, the bigger the bash, the fatter my wallet. But this time I was only weeks away from getting married myself, and quite frankly, if there were any outstanding vendors to line up, or gorgeous flowers to nab, I was selfishly coveting them for myself.
 
    Before I get into the sad details of how neither of us laid claim to any of it, allow me to introduce myself. My name is Pali Moon. It’s actually a chosen name. Nothing about my name is familial, or probably even legal, but I figured it’d all get ironed out when my fiancé and I went to the Department of Health to apply for our wedding license.
 
   I own and operate “Let’s Get Maui’d,” a boutique wedding coordination business in Pa’ia, Maui. I like to use the word “boutique” rather than “one-woman” or “small-time” for obvious reasons. I’ve been doing this for almost five years now, and I pride myself on being good at my job, even if I’m not franchise-worthy. 
 
   “Your fiancé couldn’t come with you today?” I said. 
 
   I like to get the lay of the land with my brides even before we sign a contract. If it’s going to be a “bride’s way or the highway” affair, where all the groom’s required to do is show up at the right place and time, that’s fine with me. I get a lot of those. But if it’s going to be an “I need to run this by my fiancé, because he’s got the final word, but he’s way too important to bother coming to the wedding planning sessions,” then that’s another story. 
 
   “No,” she said. “But he’s really excited about the wedding. He promised he’ll come next time.”
 
   Huh. So, the jury was still out on where I should place the phantom groom on the wedding organization chart. I was willing to wait until our next meeting, since the bride might just be interviewing planners and not ready to commit. Not too many guys are willing to sit through more than one sales pitch, and I can hardly blame them. 
 
   “So, what kind of ceremony are you looking for?”
 
   Her eyes locked on mine in a blank stare. Then she said, “Duh. A wedding ceremony.” 
 
   Okay. So, that’s how she wanted to play it. I figured my friend, Farrah, the queen of everything woo-woo, might size her up as a typical über-literal Capricorn, or maybe a bossy Aries. I sized her up as a beautiful, but somewhat dim-witted, diva.
 
   And beautiful she was. Long, dark auburn hair, bright topaz-blue eyes, and a luscious figure that undoubtedly took discipline at both the dinner table and the gym to keep from getting pudgy. She was wearing very high-cut white shorts and a tight yellow tank top with a plunging V-neckline that left me wondering if she ever got cookie crumbs stuck down there. But then, she probably never ate cookies.
 
   “What I’m asking is: are you hoping for a formal wedding ceremony, or a somewhat more casual affair?”
 
   Her eyes narrowed, and for a second I was left wondering if she’d misunderstood my use of the phrase “casual affair.” Thankfully, she didn’t leave me twisting in the wind for long.
 
   “Oh, we want something casual,” she said. “Because we won’t be in a church or anything. We’re getting married at Moloka’i. I hope you can do that.”
 
   “Moloka’i?” I said. “You mean, the island of Moloka’i?”
 
   “Yeah. I think it’s an island. Or, maybe it’s part of this island? You know, like Hana?”
 
   “It’s a completely different island. And how do you know about Hana?” 
 
   “’Cuz that’s where we stayed when we first got here. Now we’re in Waylay, or something like that.”
 
   “Wailea?” 
 
   “Yeah, that’s it. But when we get married, we’re going to be staying at Moloka’i.”
 
   I hadn’t done a wedding on Moloka’i before. To be truthful, I’d only been over there once. Moloka’i isn’t on a lot of people’s radar because it’s kind of a locals-only place, far afield from the tourist hot spots of Waikiki and Ka’anapali. But, along with the island of Lana’i, Moloka’i is part of Maui County, so technically it’s within bounds of my “Let’s Get Maui’d” business zone.
 
   “Certainly we can do your wedding on Moloka’i,” I said. “No worries.”
 
   But I was worried. Getting topnotch vendors to agree to take the two hour rock-and-roll ferry ride across the rough waters between Maui and Moloka’i, or to plop down some serious coin for a plane ride over there wasn’t going to be easy. Not only that, an off-Maui wedding would require me to do at least one reconnaissance mission myself before the actual event.
 
   If I wrote up the contract with Amanda, it would be my final job before my planned time off from my business. I’d scheduled three idyllic months, May through July. Plenty of time to have my own wedding, go on a two-week honeymoon, and then consolidate my fiancé’s and my households into one. So, I figured, what the heck? Why not take on this off-island wedding and go out with a bang?
 
   ***
 
   That night my fiancé, Hatch Decker, came to my house up in Hali’imaile for dinner. He’d been doing that a lot lately. I think he was trying to make the point that he’d be expecting us to sit down to dinner together every night after we were married. Thankfully, he wasn’t as old-school as it sounds. First, he’s only home two nights out of three since he’s a firefighter and his shifts run twenty-four hours every third day. And second, we’d both agreed—along with everyone else who knows me—that I’m a pretty lousy cook, so for now, my roommate prepares the bulk of the meals. Hatch’s contribution is he pays for groceries. I’m pretty competent with throwing together a green salad or warming a loaf of French bread, but beyond that, if you expect me to cook, you’d better have ready access to an ample supply of Pepto.
 
   “How was your day?” Hatch said as I came through the back door to the kitchen. He’d beaten me home, which was not uncommon. 
 
   “It was good. Are you here by yourself?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah, Steve left you a note.” He handed me a message scribbled on the back of a piece of junk mail. It read, “350 for 30. Save some for moi. Merci!”
 
   Sure enough, my housemate, Steve, had prepared a casserole. It looked like tuna noodle, but you never know with Steve. He was always trolling the Internet for new recipes. 
 
   “I signed up my final client today,” I said. “So maybe I should say my day was great.” 
 
   While we waited for the oven timer to ring, we each took a glass of wine out to the wide wrap-around porch, commonly called a lanai in the islands. Unlike Hatch’s secluded almost-beachside bungalow, my house is in an upcountry working-class neighborhood. Sitting out front before dinner always requires interrupting our conversation to offer “Hey, bruddah’s” and thumb and pinkie shaka signs to homecoming neighbors. But I didn’t mind. After I finished doing Amanda Ward’s wedding, I’d have Hatch Decker all to myself for three whole months. And, if everything went as planned, we’d be spending the rest of our lives together striving to be the best couple, and maybe even the best family, we could.
 
   As I sat on the lanai, sipping my wine and admiring my soon-to-be-husband’s tanned, well-muscled arms, it never once dawned on me that the edgy feeling I’d had when I’d first met Amanda Ward wasn’t about her making me sweat blood to earn my fee. That was obvious. What wasn’t so obvious was the complicated relationship I was about to make legal, and the deceit and scheming nature of the parties involved. 
 
   In fact, this “one for the road” wedding I’d just agreed to do on Moloka’i was about to turn what I’d imagined would be a blissful stroll through my final weeks of singlehood into a teeth-clenching journey to some very dark places.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   When I told Hatch I needed to make a quick trip to Moloka’i that weekend, he immediately offered to go with me. If this was what married life was like—a pal alongside when facing the unknown—then sign me up. It wasn’t as if I was afraid to go over there by myself. After all, I’d faced way scarier things than stink eye from “no trespassing” locals. But having Hatch along allowed me to turn a mere scouting trip into an adventure. 
 
   Maybe we’d ride the mules down to Kalaupapa, the site of the infamous colony where victims of leprosy (now correctly referred to as “Hansen’s Disease”) were cast off to die in intolerable conditions. Maybe we’d lighten it up a bit and discover a totally deserted beach. How great would it be to strip off our bathing suits and go commando until we’d completely fried our “naughty bits?” Yeah, having Hatch by my side was bound to make my quick jaunt to “The Friendly Island” feel a whole lot more friendly.
 
   I had only three more work days until I left for the weekend, so I needed to get crackin.’ There was more going on in my life than just a couple of upcoming weddings.
 
   On Tuesday morning, I stopped in at La Gadda da Vida, the grocery store next to my shop in Pa’ia. My best friend, Farrah Kingston (née Milton), was stocking shelves when I came in. I should mention she was very slowly stocking shelves because the woman was about eleven months’ pregnant. I didn’t know a person’s lower half could stretch that far without bursting, but then again, I’d seen some of the beer bellies on Ka’anapali Beach, so she still had a ways to go. 
 
   “How’s it hangin’?” Farrah said.
 
   “That’s what I should be asking you. How are you?”
 
   “We’re good.” Farrah had taken to using the royal “we” ever since she’d seen the ultrasound of her twins. The babies were so entwined it had been impossible to determine gender, but Farrah had a history of not keeping gender straight, so no biggie.
 
   “Any developments?” I gestured toward her midsection. Farrah was due in late May, about three weeks after my wedding date. Multiple births often come early, but she’d promised to pack the twins along—inside or out—and had insisted on still honoring her pledge to do all the preparations for my wedding as her wedding gift. 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” she said. “Lots of groovy stuff. I got your invites from the printer and they’re the bomb. You want Ono and me to send them out, or do you want to do it?”
 
   “The bride and groom usually do that,” I said.
 
   “Cool. And I also got—” She winced and gripped her bulging middle as if she’d been zapped with a cattle prod. “Sorry about that. Seems the kids are shooting hoops in there, and one of ‘em just missed.”
 
   “C’mon, let’s sit down for a minute,” I said. I took her by the elbow and steered her toward the two stools behind the front counter. 
 
   “We have a tough time sitting down when we’re here all alone,” she said. “We sometimes miss.” 
 
   I piloted her behind the counter and jockeyed a stool into place. “Okay, sit straight down.”
 
   “Ahh,” she said, as she expelled a long breath. “That feels good. Can we hang out here all day?”
 
   “I don’t know why you’re still working. Didn’t the doctor say you were supposed to take it easy?”
 
   “We are taking it easy. Dude, have you ever seen us take two hours to stock the cereal aisle? We’re totally chill here at the store. If we go upstairs, we think of a zillion things that need doing, and then we haul back down the stairs. Those stairs will be the Grim Reaper of us, big-time.”
 
   She had a point. The rickety wooden stairs in the back alley that led from the grocery store up to Farrah and Ono’s illegal attic apartment were challenging even for an ordinary person. For a woman who hadn’t seen her feet for the past two months, they were beyond treacherous.
 
   “I think I should take over the wedding planning,” I said. “You’ve got way too much going on.”
 
   “No way, José,” she said. “You promised.”
 
   “Okay, then how about door number two? I’ll agree to let you finish getting everything set up for the wedding if you and Ono agree to come live up at my place until the babies are born. Steve can cook for us, and Hatch can check your vitals every night to make sure everything’s okay.”
 
   “Steve will cook?”
 
   “Sure. He’d love to.”
 
   “He’s a bad-ass good cook,” she said. “And we’ve got the munchies, like, twenty-four seven.”  
 
   “What do you say?” I stuck out my hand. “Deal?” 
 
   “Deal.”
 
   We shook on it and then hugged. I left the store wondering what it was going to cost me to get Steve to agree to sign on as chef for five—no, make that seven with the twins—hungry mouths.
 
   ***
 
   Steve Rathburn is my housemate, at least for the short term. He’s been with me, through thick and thin, for almost three years now. He’s my muse, my friend, and my guiding star in all aspects of style and fashion. If Steve sniffs at a wedding idea of mine, it means it didn’t pass his “oh, honey, puh-leeze” test. I trust myself to get things done, on time and on-budget. I trust Steve to make sure I keep the style faux pas to a minimum.
 
   Steve is my wedding photographer, my back-up bridal hair stylist, and the only one in our household who can cook anything worth eating. Hatch is slowly rising to the occasion by apprenticing with a guy down at the fire station who won “Best in the Firehouse” for his four-alarm chili at last year’s Maui firefighters’ chili cook-off. But Hatch pretty much has the palate of a five-year-old. For him, the blue-plate special is always hot dogs, mac ‘n cheese, and white bread. At least he drinks good wine with his chili-cheese fries. But when he’s cooking, if I want anything healthy to eat I’m pretty much on my own. 
 
   That night I got home at around five and went in through the back door. Steve was in the kitchen, apron-clad, standing at the stove. The aroma of caramelizing onions greeted me like a welcome-home kiss.
 
   “Boy, that smells good,” I said. “What’re you making?”
 
   “Ratatouille. It’s a new recipe I found online. With Japanese eggplant, Maui sweet onions, and heirloom tomatoes.” 
 
   I wondered what Hatch was going to eat.
 
    “Oh, and I’m thinking of making a lovely gruyere and prosciutto soufflé for Hatch,” he said. Steve was like that, both in reading my mind and being solicitous of Hatch’s epicurean proclivities. “I’m gonna tell him it’s scrambled eggs and ham.”
 
   “Good idea.”
 
   I got to work cleaning up the kitchen. As I bagged the garbage and arranged a new bag in the empty wastebasket—Steve was fussy about the new bag being carefully “collared” around the top of the receptacle—I dove into my plea.
 
   “Have you seen Farrah lately?” I said.
 
   “Not for a couple of weeks. I bet she’s ginormous by now.”
 
   “She is. In fact, she’s so big, it’s pretty dicey for her to be going up and down those back alley stairs.”
 
   “Are they planning to move down to the boat?” he said. Ono Kingston, Farrah’s husband, captained a catamaran moored in Lahaina Harbor. The boat had skimpy, but adequate, living quarters below-decks, and Ono had lived aboard prior to marrying Farrah.
 
   “No, Farrah can’t live down there. Remember, she doesn’t drive, and she’s got to get to the store every morning.”
 
   “Why doesn’t Ono bring her up?”
 
   “Because he’s got snorkel trips pretty much every day now. It’s Spring Break for two more weeks,” I said.
 
   “Huh. Well, why don’t you let them stay here? We’ve got room,” he said. “Seems to me you should offer to move upstairs and let the two of them have your room. After all, she’s your best friend. She’ll probably name one of those kids after you; even if they’re both boys.”
 
   I stepped over to hug him, but he put up his hand in a “halt” signal. 
 
   “No PDA until you’ve washed those paws,” he said. “I run a certifiably clean kitchen.”
 
   “How can I ever thank you?” I said.
 
   “Well, you can start by getting your fiancé to try my ratatouille,” he said. “I’m tired of having to come up with a kid’s meal menu every night.”
 
   “I’m afraid you’re going to have even more challenges with Farrah,” I said. “She’s gone vegan.” 
 
   “Vegan? I thought she was vegetarian.”
 
   “Vegan, vegetarian—what’s the difference?” I said.
 
   “Well, vegetarian means you don’t make animals die on your behalf. With vegan, you don’t even want them to make an effort. You know, no milk, no eggs, no animal products, dead or alive.” 
 
   “Do you think cows mind being milked?” 
 
   “I doubt it. What else do they have to look forward to every day?” he said. “So, how is Farrah getting enough protein in her diet?”
 
   I started to answer, but he threw up his hands in revulsion before I could get it out.
 
   “OMG, don’t even say it. The four-letter-word of the culinary world?”
 
   “’Fraid so,” I said.
 
   “I won’t have that item in my kitchen. I’m not willing to look at those sad white bricks of gastronomic horror every time I open the refrigerator.”
 
   “So, how about you and I make a deal? If I can get Hatch to eat the ratatouille—”
 
   Steve interrupted. “Not just eat it, rave about it.”
 
   “Okay, rave about it,” I said. “If I do that, would you be willing to try your hand at working with tofu?”
 
   “I shudder at the thought, but yes. For our dear procreatingly-challenged friend I would walk over hot coals.”
 
   “And maybe grill some tofu on them while you’re at it?”
 
   “Ha, ha. Don’t push it, sweetie.”
 
   Hatch knocked twice on the front door; then walked in. We were in that twilight period of our engagement where we still felt the need to acknowledge each other’s space, but we’d moved from waiting for each other to answer the door to just announcing our arrival.
 
   “We’re trying something new tonight,” I said, after giving Hatch an especially lingering kiss. “It’s called ‘ratatouille.’”
 
   “Wasn’t that a cartoon movie?” he said. “About a French rat?”
 
   “Yeah, but it was just a play on words. Ratatouille is actually a very yummy casserole.”
 
   “With noodles?”
 
   “No noodles.”
 
   “How about meat? Does it have meatballs or sausage or something?”
 
   “No.”
 
   He twisted his mouth from side to side. “There’s something in play here, isn’t there?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Is it a bet? Are you betting Steve I won’t eat it, or is he betting you?”
 
   “No bet. It’s bigger than that. I need you to put on your everyday hero face and eat Steve’s casserole. It’s for Farrah. She’s coming to live here and Steve won’t cook tofu for her unless I can get you to ooh and awe over his vegetable casserole.”
 
   “You two are nuts, you know,” he said.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “But you also know I’d do anything for Farrah.”
 
   “I was banking on that,” I said.
 
   “Okay, then,” he said. “Bring on the French rat.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   
 
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   On Wednesday, Amanda arrived right on time for her ten o’clock appointment. I glanced up from my desk and noticed that, once again, she’d come alone. I must’ve looked irritated, because she launched into an explanation before even saying, “Hello.”
 
   “Okay, I can see this town is pretty old and rundown,” she said. “But haven’t you ever heard of the ADA law?” 
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “The Americans with Disabilities Act?” she said in a bored holier-than-thou voice, as if she’d just trumped the other two contestants on Final Jeopardy! 
 
   “Do you have a disability?” I said. I looked her up and down, and she appeared healthy as a horse to me. An especially high maintenance, overly-indulged derby winner, I might add.
 
   “Not for me, silly,” she said. She gestured toward the open door, and I got up and looked out. A somewhat frail-looking older man was slumped in an electric wheelchair outside on Baldwin Avenue. Blocking his forward motion was the raised wooden sidewalk, and beyond that, the six-inch step up to the doorway of my shop. 
 
   “Do you have a ramp around back?” she said.
 
   “No, sorry. I can help lift the chair, though,” I said. “I’m pretty strong.” 
 
   I flexed my bicep as if proving the point, then felt pretty silly for doing it. 
 
   “Go ahead, knock yourself out,” she said. “But don’t expect me to chip my polish over it. You’re the one breaking the law.” 
 
   She inspected her perfect manicure while I hustled outside.
 
   Why would a bride bring her father—no, he looked more like her grandfather—to her wedding planning appointment? Maybe he suffered from dementia and she couldn’t leave him alone by himself. 
 
   I turned the heavy chair around and heaved it, backside first, up onto the wooden walkway. Then, I did it again to hoist it up into the shop. As I blew out a breath from the exertion, Amanda made the introductions.
 
   “Pali, this is my fiancé, and the love of my life, Richard Atkinson.”
 
   I had to forcibly keep my eyes from bulging in astonishment. 
 
   “And, Richard, this is Pali Moon, our wedding planner. She’s promised to make our fairy tale Moloka’i wedding everything we’ve dreamed of.”
 
   I wanted to point out I hadn’t promised anything the least bit fairy tale, but then I stopped myself. Wasn’t there a fairy tale that reminded me of this very situation? Oh yeah, “Beauty and the Beast.”
 
   ***
 
   Richard turned out to be much more robust in personality than he was in physique. The guy was charming, funny, and had a sharp wit. It didn’t appear as if he was unable to walk as much as he was simply old and frail and he liked the notion of having someone fussing around him, doing his bidding. Especially if that someone was young and pretty and a tad bit ditzy.
 
   “So, why Moloka’i?” I asked after I’d provided each of them with a glass of fizzy water and a place to sit. Of course, Richard had brought his own seat, so it was just a matter of moving a guest chair out of the way.
 
   “I’m a very private man,” said Richard. “I don’t like crowds. To be honest, I don’t generally like people much at all.” 
 
   He glanced over at Amanda and she took one of his gnarled hands in hers. “But I sure do love this little gal. You know, I’ve been alone most of my life. I’ve made a lot of money doing a career I love, and I just couldn’t believe my good fortune when Amanda came into my life.”
 
   “How did you two meet?” I’d been dying to ask that since I’d hefted his chair into the shop. I shot him a big smile to thank him for setting up the opportunity.
 
   “Oh, you know, like folks do nowadays,” he said. “We met online.”
 
   I couldn’t help but wonder if his profile picture looked a lot more like George Clooney than Kirk Douglas, but then figured maybe instead of a selfie he’d just used a photo of a big ol’ pile of cash.
 
   “Yeah,” Amanda chimed in. “Richard’s Match dot com story was so funny and sweet. Just like him.”
 
   “So, do you have a venue in mind for Moloka’i?” I said. “Or would you like me to locate one for you?”
 
   “We’ll be getting married at a friend of mine’s place,” Richard said. “It’s on the west side of the island, on Papohaku Beach. Are you familiar with the area?”
 
   “To be truthful, I’m not much of an expert on Moloka’i,” I said. Yeah, I thought. Like, I’ve been there exactly once in my entire life. “But, as you may know, it’s part of Maui County. I’m sure I’ll be able to line up everything we need to make your wedding a perfect day.”
 
   “Like a fairy tale,” said Amanda.
 
   “Yeah, like that,” I said.
 
   We went through my floral books and the couple selected flower colors and arrangements. Then we moved on to the cake books. An hour later, we were discussing wedding dinner arrangements and the bar set-up. They told me they were thinking of inviting about fifteen guests, but the number could go as high as twenty. 
 
   The entire time they were fussing over details, I was praying I’d be able to find what they wanted on Moloka’i. Or, at least I’d be able to get what they wanted shipped over there. The apparent need for a reconnaissance mission was becoming more and more evident. I had no idea what I’d encounter on Moloka’i. No idea at all.
 
   ***
 
   Farrah and Ono moved in to my house that night. I’d already hauled my clothes, bathroom necessities, and favorite pillow upstairs to the guest room. I’d be sleeping on the sofa bed until the babies were born, or until Hatch and I got married—whichever came first. I prayed it would be the babies, since Hatch and I still hadn’t hashed out our living arrangements. We both had good arguments for advocating our current residences. Maybe it would come down to a coin toss.
 
   “It’s totally bitchin’ not to have to battle those stairs anymore,” Farrah said. “But it sucks to banish you from your own crib. We’re sort of bummed you got deported upstairs, ya know? And that sofa bed. We’ve been on that, remember? It’s no Posturepedic, that’s for sure. It’s more like the solitary cell at Halawa Prison.”
 
   “Don’t worry about me. I’m going to enjoy being upstairs. A nice change of perspective.”
 
   “Yeah,” Ono said. “If you’re idea of a nice change is putting the toilet seat down every time you need the john. I don’t feel as bad kicking you out of your room as I do making you share a bathroom with a guy.”
 
   “I heard that,” Steve yelled from the kitchen. He came through the swinging door into the living room where we’d all gathered. “And I’ll have you know I always, but always, return both toilet seat and the hygienic lid to their properly stowed position. My toilette isn’t some latrine in a grubby Cub Scout camp or, worse yet, a nasty ‘head’ on a for-hire sailboat.”
 
   The last part was a dig at Ono’s living conditions. The guys in Ono’s world fell into two groups: rough harbor rats looking for a quick day job so they can replenish their stash of pakalolo, or well-heeled mainlanders who leave the boat a mess and expect Ono and the crew to clean up after them.
 
   “Point taken,” Ono said. “I just want to make sure you treat your landlady with respect.”
 
   “Oh, I treat her with respect, all right,” Steve said. “It starts with a little ritual I perform at the beginning of every month called paying rent.”
 
   Ono turned to me, and I was pretty sure he was about to offer some sort of compensation for staying at the house. It was out of the question. With two babies coming, there’d be barely enough cash for the four of them to live on as it was. Farrah’s store was more a public service than a profit center, and Ono’s salary and tips from running the catamaran business brought in just enough to keep him off food stamps. No way I’d play Snidely Whiplash, twirling the ends of a skinny black mustache and demanding rent money.
 
   But I also knew Ono was a proud guy. And Steve had thrown down a glove. I racked my brain to come up with something that would clang the bell and send them back to their respective corners of the ring: no harm, no foul.
 
   Hatch’s low rumbling voice broke the silence. 
 
   “I’m not much of a car guy,” he said. “And there’s no Mini dealer here on Maui. Ono, I was wondering if it would be asking too much to have you change the oil in Pali’s car and make sure it’s running right? It’s way over the recommended mileage. I already bought the fancy filter, but I’ll be damned if I can figure out that engine. At work, no guy would be caught dead driving a foreign car like that. Isn’t it British or something?”
 
   “The Mini body was made in England, but engine in Pali’s car was made by Peugeot-Citroen,” Ono said. “I had a Beemer when I lived in Seattle—loved that car—and I did all my own work on it. I’d be happy to change the oil and make sure everything’s shipshape.”
 
   “Mahalo,” I said. “I’d appreciate it, Ono. Having my car taken care of is one less thing for me to worry about. I’m sure glad you guys are staying here.”  
 
   I looked over at Hatch and mahalo’d him, too, with a wink for stepping in and defusing the situation. The wink held an unspoken promise of more mahalo later that night. That is, if the sofa bed could handle it.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   I woke up before dawn Thursday morning. I hadn’t slept well. And it wasn’t because I’d been up late making good on the mahalo time I’d promised Hatch. In fact, he’d taken one look at the fold-out sofa bed and vanished like a rainbow when the sun ducks behind a cloud. 
 
   “No way,” he said. “My feet would hang over the end of that thing. From now on, any premarital high-jinks will be down at my place. Agreed?”
 
   I couldn’t argue with that. Not only was the sofa bed undersized, it had a weird horizontal bar about halfway down that dug into my back at about the eighth vertebra. No doubt the thing had been designed by a furniture engineer with a hovering mother-in-law he’d ingeniously managed to insure wouldn’t overstay her welcome. 
 
   I got up and trudged into the spotless bathroom. Truth was: Steve kept his rooms hospital-clean, while my personal areas of the house were more like movie theater-clean. When I scowled in the mirror above the bathroom sink, I couldn’t miss the bruised-colored smudges below each eye. 
 
   I performed what my auntie Mana called a “spit shower” at the sink; then went back to my room and got dressed. As I made my way downstairs, I prayed Steve was already up and he’d made a pot of coffee. 
 
   He was, and he had. 
 
   “You look positively awful,” he said.
 
   “And aloha to you, too,” I said.
 
   He grabbed a small red duffel and headed for the back door. 
 
   “Great surf this morning at Ho’okipa,” he said. “Then, this afternoon I’m shooting a family in Wailuku.”
 
   No matter how many times I’ve heard it, I still wince when Steve refers to “shooting” people.
 
   “I should be back by five,” he went on. “Any ideas for dinner?” 
 
   “Since there are so many of us, why don’t you let me pick up some take-out in town? How about pizza? I’ll get a big one with just veggies, and then a meaty one for Hatch and Ono. If Farrah won’t eat the pizza, we can always throw a salad together for her.”
 
   “So, answer me this,” he said. “Why is it that at six in the morning we’re already worrying about what to make for dinner, and we’re the only ones who aren’t picky eaters?” 
 
   “Good point. Since we’re running a refugee camp here, we should probably make the exiles pitch in.”
 
   “Do you mean have them cook?” he said. His face had the horrified look of a mother who looks down and sees her precious toddler gnawing on a cigarette butt he’s picked up off the beach.
 
   “Yeah, cook. Or, at least do what I do and get some take-out,” I said.
 
   “I don’t know, Pali. Are you willing to eat what they come up with? I mean, we all know what Farrah will foist on us: tofu soup, fake tofu meat, tofu salad—”
 
   “I get the picture,” I said.
 
   “—and, no doubt, some kind of tofu ice cream.”
 
   “You’re right. We’ve got six more weeks ‘til her due date, which could mean eating a heckuva lot of tofu.”
 
   “I gotta get going,” Steve said. “But let’s think this over and talk later.”
 
   He went out the back, carefully pulling the door closed to avoid waking the rest of the house. I followed him out five minutes later, travel coffee mug in hand. The sun was just peeking over the horizon as I barreled down Baldwin Avenue, ready to kick and scream my way back to a sense of control and equilibrium.
 
   I pulled into the alley behind the Palace of Pain, the place where I work out most mornings. The name is a bit misleading. I’m not into medieval self-flogging rituals, or anything remotely S and M. In fact, even hardcore mani-pedis, with all that cuticle clipping and callous scraping, give me the willies. 
 
   PoP is a martial arts training facility, called a guan in kung fu terminology. I’ve been training there since I came back to Maui after graduating from the University of Hawaii, and the head instructor, or sifu, is a good friend of mine.
 
   The building was locked up, but I let myself in using the key I’d been given when I’d achieved black belt status. Early morning is my favorite time. The shadowy training room is deathly quiet; the mats cool underneath my bare feet. A trace scent of bleach hung in the air from my instructor’s attempt to sanitize the place enough to rid it of a lingering odor of grimy feet and dried sweat.
 
   I went into the back and changed into my black cotton work-out uniform. The pants legs were frayed at the bottom. One of the frog loops on the jacket had broken so I’d resorted to using a safety pin. The whole outfit had been washed so many times it was more gray than black. My sifu, Doug, had tsk, tsk’d me more than a few times about how I should put forth a more professional appearance, but I didn’t care. That uniform had taken me from orange belt to black, so I felt a certain loyalty. I wasn’t willing to toss it on a fire until it leapt there on its own.
 
   I’d worked out for nearly an hour before Sifu Doug showed up. He came through the door and immediately snapped on the overhead fluorescent lights.
 
   “Hey, Pali,” he said. “I paid the light bill this month. No need to stumble around in the dark.”
 
   I laughed. We’d had this discussion at least a dozen times before. 
 
   “Good morning, Sifu,” I said, bowing. 
 
   He returned the bow. “You on your way out?”
 
   “Yep,” I said. “I’ve got clients coming in at nine.”
 
   “It’s not yet seven-thirty,” he said. “Join me for a cup of tea?”
 
   It was an honor to be asked to spend time with Sifu Doug. Anyway, it was for me. I suppose for naughty kids who were summoned to his office for messing around in class, it was anything but an honor, but as far as I was concerned, time with Doug was always well-spent.
 
   “What’s happening at your shop?” he said. 
 
   He had an electric hot pot that could boil water in less than a minute, and he busied himself pulling out mugs and tea paraphernalia from his desk drawer. I was a bit skeptical about the cleanliness of the mugs and spoons, but there was no way I’d insult my sifu by getting up and rinsing them off. Instead, when his back was turned, I quickly wiped the rims of the mugs with the shirt-tail of my uniform.
 
   “I saw that,” he said, turning back around.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You wiped my perfectly clean mugs with your grungy uniform.”
 
   “How’d you see that? Your back was turned.”
 
   He nodded toward a shelf behind his desk. A tiny round mirror was wedged between a book about famous martial arts fighters and one of Doug’s many tournament trophies.
 
   “I like the kids to think I got eyes in the back of my head,” he said. “Keeps ‘em guessing.”
 
   I apologized to Doug for the dis, and then told him I’d signed up my last client before my three months off. 
 
   “You must be getting excited about your wedding,” he said. “Lani’s got the kids folding cranes for you.” 
 
   It’s an old Japanese custom for the bride-to-be to fold one-thousand origami paper cranes to present to the groom’s family on their wedding day. The custom migrated from Japan to Hawaii, and now many Hawaiian brides also opt for a “one-thousand crane picture” made using the tiny cranes to form the design.
 
   “But the bride’s supposed to fold the cranes,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, I know. But Lani’s convinced the kids it’s their duty to help their auntie Pali. It’s been great. They’ve been at it for hours, and there’s been a lot less bickering than usual. A busy house is a quiet house.”
 
   “Speaking of busy, this last wedding I’m doing is going to keep me plenty busy. It’s being held over on Moloka’i.”
 
   “Seriously? Why?” 
 
   By now the tea and steeped, and Sifu Doug handed me a mug of his famous green tea. I’m not a big fan of green tea, but his always tastes fabulous and it’s very relaxing. I have a hunch he spikes it with something that may alert the beagles at the airport, so I’m reluctant to inquire about the specific ingredients.
 
   “It’s a May-December marriage,” I said. “And the groom—”
 
   “A what kind of marriage?”
 
   “A May-December marriage. That’s when the man is older than the woman.”
 
   “Isn’t the guy often a little older than the woman?” he said.
 
   “Yeah, but in this case we’re talking way older. Like capital “O” older. I’d say she’s in her mid- to late twenties and he’s gotta be, like, almost eighty or so.”
 
   “Fifty years difference?” He let out a low whistle. 
 
   “Anyway, it seems he’s pretty well-off, financially, and he’s got a friend who’s got a place over on the west side of Moloka’i. They’re getting married there.”
 
   “When was the last time you were over there?”
 
   “It’s been years. Auntie Mana took us one time to visit some friends of hers. I’ll bet it’s been twenty, maybe even twenty-five, years ago.”
 
   “Well,” he said. “I go over a couple times a year to help with a local kids’ tournament they do over there. And I can pretty much guarantee the place hasn’t changed one bit since you were there.”
 
   “Huh,” I said. “So, is that a bad thing, or a good thing?” 
 
   He put a hand on his jaw and rubbed his clean-shaven chin as if checking for stray whiskers. 
 
   “I guess that depends on what you call ‘good,’” he said. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   Richard and Amanda were late for our nine o’clock meeting. I’m not a big stickler for punctuality, ‘cuz after all, I’m island-born and raised. But by nine-forty-five I was getting a little concerned. Richard didn’t strike me as the type of guy who’d play power trips by making people wait, and Amanda seemed so eager to become Mrs. Atkinson I was pretty sure she wasn’t the laggard.
 
   At ten o’clock, my phone chimed.
 
   “Pali, it’s me,” said the caller. 
 
   I consider it presumptuous to say “it’s me” when my only clue from caller ID is a mainland phone number. But Amanda was my only client, and I’d noticed she used a cutesy babyish voice whenever Richard was around, so it didn’t take great powers of deduction to figure out who was on the other end of the call.
 
   “Aloha, Amanda.”
 
   “Oh yeah, aloha. I forgot.” She giggled as if she’d just remembered to use the secret password. “Anyway, we’re gonna need to come in later today. Richard’s had something come up at work.”
 
   Work? The guy worked? If anyone looked like they’d qualify to be a card-carrying member of the American Association of Retired Persons, it’d be Richard.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “When would you like to come in? We’ve still got to finalize the guest list and decide the menu for the wedding dinner. I’m sorry to push, but we’ve got to get these things handled so I can line up people on Moloka’i, or arrange to bring in people from Maui. Either way, it’s going to take some scheduling and coordination to make it all happen.” 
 
   I hoped I hadn’t sounded as annoyed as I felt. But in my gusto to sign up my final client, I’d failed to adhere to one of my own tried-and-true wedding planning principles: sell them what works, and avoid what doesn’t. 
 
   If a cowgirl bride wants to get married on horseback, but the only horses available are smelly nags that are prone to bite, I’ll work hard to convince her she’ll have much more pleasant wedding memories if she opts for a stand-up ceremony in a lovely green pasture and then leaves on horseback after the reception. After all, when the wedding festivities are over, my job is done.
 
   I should’ve at least tried to talk Amanda and Richard into honeymooning on Moloka’i after getting properly “I do’d” in some posh resort in Wailea. 
 
   “We can be there by two or two-thirty, right, dearest one?” she said. 
 
   I assumed she was cooing at Richard and not me. At least I hoped so.
 
   “Great,” I said. “I’ll see you then. And please remember to bring your guest list.”
 
   “We may have to add some more people later.”
 
   “That’s fine. But we only have a little over two weeks, so we need to get things moving.” I started to hang up, but then added, “Oh, and by the way. Do you have your Hawaii wedding license, or do you want me to help you with that?”
 
   “Uh, I’m not sure,” Amanda said. “Can we talk about it this afternoon?”
 
   “Sure.” 
 
   I hung up, wondering what there was to talk about. Either you have the license or you don’t. But then, Amanda didn’t seem like a woman who saw things in black or white—unless, of course, she was selecting the color of a three-thousand dollar Chanel handbag she’d sweet-talked Richard into buying for her.
 
   ***
 
   When they finally showed up at two-thirty, Richard looked even older and more infirm than he had on Tuesday. I pretended to be on a phone call when Amanda came through the door solo, which forced her to step up and maneuver Richard’s wheelchair into the shop on her own. It was that or risk having her golden oldie fiancé mowed down by the traffic on Baldwin Avenue.
 
   Once they both were inside, I hung up on my fake phone call and greeted them with offers of coffee or fizzy water.
 
   “Richard needs water,” Amanda said, panting. “No ice. And not too cold, either.” 
 
   I wondered if she was going to shake a few drops on her inner wrist like a mother checking her baby’s formula.
 
   We all settled down after rearranging the furniture to accommodate Richard’s chair, and I inquired again about the marriage license.
 
   “Richard says we don’t have one. He wants you to get it for us,” Amanda said.
 
   “I can help you get a license. I can even go with you to the Department of Health,” I said. “But you have to appear, in person, to show your ID and take the oath.” 
 
   “What ‘oath’?” she said.
 
   “It’s nothing. You just state that you are who you say you are, and you’re in good standing to get married. No big deal.”
 
   Richard hadn’t uttered a word since arriving. I tried to read his face to see what was bothering him, but his expression was blank. His eyes had that thousand-yard stare people get when they’re completely oblivious to the here and now.
 
   “Richard,” I said, looking directly at him.
 
   He slowly turned his gaze to me. “Ah, yes.”
 
   “Are you okay?”
 
   “Sure, never better. Why do you ask?”
 
   “You seem kind of preoccupied. I was wondering if something was bothering you.”
 
   “He’s fine,” Amanda broke in. “He’s gotten some, well, I guess you’d say, bad news about his business. That’s all.” She’d hooked her fingers into air-quotes when she’d said, bad news.
 
   “If I may ask, what is the nature of your business, Richard?” I said. 
 
   “He’s an art dealer,” Amanda said. “He has galleries in Los Angeles, New York, London, Paris. All over the world, really.”
 
   “Not for long, my dear,” Richard whispered, just loud enough to hear. “Not for long.”
 
   ***
 
   I offered to lead the way down to the Department of Health to get the marriage license, but I told Amanda and Richard they’d have to follow in their van. There was no way I’d be able to accommodate the two of them, along with Richard’s wheelchair in my Mini Cooper. 
 
   I also explained the usual procedure is for the bridal couple to get their license three to four weeks before the wedding, so we were cutting it close with being only a couple of weeks out.
 
   When we got to the office, the line wasn’t long. A young couple ahead of us asked Richard if he’d like to go ahead of them. They must’ve thought the waiting was stressful for an old guy like him. I had to admit he looked so pale it looked as if he might pass out.
 
   Amanda filled out the form, and then the two of them showed their ID and took the quick oath. Then it was time to pay. The Hawaii DOH only takes cash, so Amanda had to wrangle the money out of Richard’s pants pocket. He was belted into his wheelchair, and the buckle on the seat belt was one of those plastic things that requires squeezing both sides of the buckle while releasing the clip. I would’ve thought that by now she’d have talked him into allowing her to carry his cash in her purse, but no, he kept it in a back pocket of his pants.
 
   The roll of money was so bulky, Richard had wound a thick yellow rubber band around it to keep it in place. I couldn’t imagine it was comfortable sitting on a wad that size all day, but after they’d paid, Richard was adamant about her replacing the rubber band and returning it to his pants pocket.
 
   Amanda seemed relieved when we finally headed back out to the parking lot. 
 
   “Whew. I hate things like that,” she said. “I’d rather go to the dentist.”
 
   Her brilliant white smile signaled she’d probably spent more time in dentist and orthodontist offices than I’d spent getting a college degree. As for me, I brush and floss and go in for my twice-yearly check-up and consider myself a martyr. No way I’d spend any more time, or money, on what my auntie Mana referred to as my “mouth bones.”
 
   As we bade our farewells, I asked if we could meet again the next morning.
 
   “I’m heading to Moloka’i this weekend to see what’s available over there,” I said. “So, I’d like to get information on your venue and go over a couple of things we haven’t discussed, like what kind of music you want, and who you’d like to officiate.”
 
   Richard looked up at me with an annoyed expression. 
 
   “I’ll let Amanda handle that,” he said. “I’m kind of busy putting out fires at work. It looks like I’ll need to go to LA tomorrow afternoon.”
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that. Will Amanda be going with you?” 
 
   Previously, we’d discussed we might all get together in Moloka’i on Monday after Hatch had gone back to work. I’d told them I’d be willing to stay one more day to iron out any last minute particulars or to deal with any problems I saw once I got over there.
 
   “I’d love to have her come along, but you girls are busy with the wedding, so I’ll go alone this time.”
 
   “But you promise you’ll be back by Tuesday. Right, Snookums?” Amanda said. 
 
   “That’s right, Sweet-pea. I’ll meet up with you at George’s.” 
 
   Amanda bent over and kissed the top of his head where his thinning hair had been combed over the bald spot.
 
   I held it together all the way back to my car, but once I’d slammed the door shut, I allowed myself a full-body shudder. Then I felt guilty. To paraphrase the Pope, Who am I to judge?
 
   ***
 
   That night after dinner, Steve called a “family meeting.” Actually, he’d used the Hawaiian word for family, ‘ohana, which I thought was cute. But I’d never say so. He’d strike me mute with his death-ray glare.
 
   We assembled in the living room: rotund Farrah taking up two-thirds of the sofa; her husband, Ono, wedged in alongside her; and me taking the scarcely fanny-width space on the other end. Hatch sat in the only other seat. It was an old wicker armchair that had done hard time on the front lanai and looked as if it was poised for the perfect moment to collapse in a heap of brittle straw. Steve remained standing, arms crossed.
 
   Steve spoke first. “I called this meeting to discuss something of great importance to this household,” he said. “Mainly, food.”
 
   “You need me to go to the store before we take off this weekend?” Hatch said. “If so, I need to go tonight. I’m on duty in the morning.”
 
   “Thanks for the offer, but that’s not what I want to talk about,” Steve said.
 
   Ono looked worried. I figured he was calculating his and Farrah’s share of the food costs and coming up with a number he didn’t like—or more honestly, one he couldn’t afford.
 
   “If you need us to pitch in some money…” Ono said.
 
   “No, it’s not that, either,” Steve said. 
 
   We all waited. The weird little wall clock I’d gotten from my auntie Mana’s estate ticked loudly in the silence.
 
   “It’s about the division of labor,” Steve said. “Or, more importantly, the amount of labor required to satisfy everyone’s finicky eating habits.”
 
   “We’re not finicky,” said Farrah. “We’re mindful. We respect the creatures of the universe by not chowing down on them.”
 
   Steve slowly shook his head. “C’mon, people; work with me. I’ve got a full-time job, just like the rest of you. I don’t have the time, or the inclination, to buy and cook hot dogs for this one and extruded soy product for that one. I say, we all agree that each of us will fix dinner one day a week. And we’ll all promise to eat whatever’s put in front of us. If you don’t want to eat it, then you’re free to fend for yourself.”
 
   “But there’s only five of us,” said Ono. “And there’s seven days in a week.”
 
   “No, there’s seven of us,” Farrah said, tapping her belly.
 
   “No way,” said Hatch. “No offense, Farrah, but I’d like to put forth a motion that you have to be an air-breather to make dinner. I can’t face the thought of quinoa and tofu three nights a week.”
 
   “Huh. You want to share with everyone here what your cholesterol count was at your last firefighter physical?” I said, only half-kidding.
 
    “Let’s not make this a health thing,” Steve said. “Of course healthy food is important, but this is about fairness. And it’s just not fair to ask me to be everyone’s personal chef.”
 
   Farrah raised her hand.
 
   “Yes, Farrah?” Steve said.
 
   “Okay, so if everybody’s gonna do grinds one day each week,” she said. “Does that include Pali? I mean, she’s my bestest-best, and all, but…” 
 
   She didn’t finish. All eyes shifted to me, as if I’d been fingered as a potential witch in colonial Salem.
 
   “You know, there’s such a thing as take-out,” I said. 
 
   They all expelled a collective sigh of relief, and I got up and went upstairs. About fifteen minutes later, Steve tapped on the guest room door.
 
   “Why’d you leave the ‘ohana meeting?” he said.
 
   “You know darn well why.”
 
   “Yeah, well, we got it all figured out. Your day will be Thursday.”
 
   “And what about the two extra days?” I said.
 
   “Hey, you left the meeting. Why should I catch you up on what you missed?”
 
   I shot him my own death-ray glare.
 
   “Okay, here’s the plan,” he said. “Hatch on Monday, or if he’s on-duty he’ll trade with someone else. Then me on Tuesday, Farrah on Wednesday, you on Thursday, and Ono on Friday. We all have the weekend off. We can eat out, or make something in, but we don’t cook for each other.”
 
   “Huh. You put me on Thursday because it’s dollar taco night at the Ball and Chain, didn’t you?” I said. “You never eat here on Thursdays.”
 
   “It just worked out that way,” he said with a grin.
 
   “You’ll probably have all the others joining you down there, you know. It’ll really cramp your style.”
 
   “No worries,” he said. “Nothing more entertaining than watching a butch fireman and a cocky boat captain fend off unwanted advances at a gay bar. And Farrah? She’ll clear the room in fifteen seconds with her breeder belly. Come to think of it, I can hardly wait!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   Amanda was coming to my shop on Friday morning to clear up final details before I went to Moloka’i the next day. I’d forgotten to ask Richard the address of his friend’s place on the west side and I’d need it since I wanted to check out the venue. I’m one of those people who generally likes to avoid wandering into things blind. If Richard’s friend was an old Army buddy who’d tuned in, turned on, and dropped out in the 1960’s and now owned a squatter’s shack on a public beach, I wanted to know. It’d be a whole different ball game if the guy was a dot com millionaire with a flashy condo in a gated beach resort. 
 
   Personally, I was hoping the place would turn out to be something in the middle. Not a hovel, but not so pretentious that I’d have to get every guest vetted by an unsmiling, rules-quoting, security dude at a guard shack.  
 
   Amanda arrived right at nine o’clock. Again, she was wearing tight short-shorts, but this time she had on an almost see-thru white top with no discernable bra. I had to force myself to keep my eyes on her face. 
 
   I always find it amusing when women dress provocatively and then scowl and say, “My eyes are up here,” when you happen to cast your glance down to check out what they’re selling. Not that I’m buying, mind you. It’s just that I’ve been well-trained to always size up the physical attributes of the opposition. 
 
   “Have you ever met Richard’s friend?” I said to Amanda. “You know, George, the one who has the place on Moloka’i?” 
 
   “Of course.” She shook her head as if I’d asked a particularly lame question.
 
   I didn’t take offense. I figured a lot of life’s questions were tough for Amanda. She was probably secretly relieved I’d tossed her a softball.
 
   “Can you tell me a little about him?”
 
   “Why? I’m not marrying him. Although I probably could’ve if I’d wanted to. But he’s kind of mean, so I think I’m better off with Richard.”
 
   Okay. This was going down a road I wasn’t willing to take.
 
   “Do you know how long Richard and George have known each other?”
 
   “Like, forever,” she said.
 
   “And what does George do? I mean, what kind of work?”
 
   “He does the same thing as Richard. Art stuff.”
 
   “Oh. Does he work for Richard?”
 
   “Sort of.” 
 
   Getting information from Amanda was like pulling teeth—my own teeth, without Novocain. I chose to take a different tack. 
 
   “Have you ever been to George’s place on Moloka’i?” I said.
 
   “No. This is my first time to Hawaii. Richard and I mostly live in LA.”
 
   “Can you give me George’s address?” I said.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I’m going to Moloka’i tomorrow and I’d like to go by and get a sense of the place. You know, do reconnaissance.”
 
   She bit her lower lip, which left me wondering whether I’d stumped her with the word “reconnaissance,” or if she was merely unsure of the address. 
 
   “Let me call Richard,” she said. 
 
   Ah, the infamous “lifeline.” But before I allowed myself to get too smug about it, I remembered she was on the verge of scoring more dough than any winner of “Who Wants to Be a Millionaire?” 
 
   She took out her phone and made the call while I pretended to be occupied with a file in my lower desk drawer. 
 
   “Gimme a pen,” she said, wagging her fingers in a “hand it over” gesture.
 
   I rummaged through my pencil cup, which was closer to her than me, and fought back the urge to roll my eyes. After all, half of the pens in there were dried out. Just my luck she would’ve selected a dud.
 
   She made the “gimme” gesture again; this time saying “Paper?” in an annoyed tone.
 
   I used one finger to slide a yellow Post-It pad across the desk.
 
   She painstakingly wrote down the address, digit-by-digit and letter-by-letter, as Richard spelled it out over the phone. I had to wonder if maybe half the reason this relationship worked was they both moved at a snail’s pace.
 
   ***
 
   Hatch had worked on Friday, so we’d be heading over to Moloka’i as soon as he got off duty at eight o’clock on Saturday morning. He’d be coming back on Sunday in order to be back at work Monday morning. He’d tried to trade shifts, but hadn’t found a taker. That was strange, because the guys did it all the time. In fact, Hatch had a go-to guy on C-shift who already owed him more than a few switcheroos, but the guy claimed he couldn’t rearrange his second job.
 
   Unlike large city departments, Maui Fire and Rescue doesn’t pay their firefighters the big bucks. Most of the guys have second jobs. Some have jock jobs like teaching surfing or taking tourists out on deep-sea fishing trips. Jobs like those can often be rescheduled as circumstances dictate. But other guys have more-or-less “real” second jobs, like delivering for UPS or working construction. Those gigs aren’t as forgiving.
 
    Hatch doesn’t have a second job because a few years ago he lucked into the proverbial “deal you can’t refuse.” He manages a vacation estate for an Australian film director in return for a rent-free bungalow. Our housing situation is something we’ve talked about—ad nauseam. 
 
   After we’re married we definitely want to live together, but neither of us wants to give up our current digs. I contend I have the stronger argument since my house is my own, free and clear. I don’t pay rent and I don’t have a mortgage. Besides, it’s roomy: three bedrooms, two baths, with a free-standing garage and a charming, albeit somewhat scruffy, private yard.
 
   Hatch likes my house, but he complains it’s too far from the fire station where he’s currently assigned. And, he argues, with his free ride in the bungalow on rent, taxes, and a gratis blazing-fast Internet connection, he gets to stash most of what he makes in the bank. But my ace in the whole is my house is mine. Nobody can take it away from me. Ever.
 
   ***
 
   On Saturday morning I drove down to Kahului to pick Hatch up from work because his fire station is only minutes away from the airport. I waited in the station parking lot because if I’d gone in, it would’ve tacked on at least another fifteen minutes of hugs, wise cracks, advice, and farewells. 
 
   Hatch came out and threw a big duffel bag into the back of the Mini. I started the engine as he ducked his head and slid into the passenger seat. I love my car, but I have to admit it feels pretty cramped when my six foot-four fiancé’s filling up the passenger seat. 
 
   “How was your shift?” I said. I started to put the car in gear, but Hatch reached over and laid a hand on my arm.
 
    “Oh, come on, we’re not that jaded with each other yet. Are we?” 
 
   He leaned in and turned my chin so I faced him, and then kissed me. Ah, yeah. Another perk of marriage. Coffee-tinged kisses from a guy who was Mr. August in last year’s Maui firefighter calendar. He smelled like shave cream and Ivory soap. Sign me up for that, too.
 
   When we got to the Kahului airport it was surprisingly empty. Seems the jumbo jets heading back to the mainland don’t normally start loading until afternoon. Fine with me. The TSA workers always seem a lot more “aloha” when they’re processing kama’aina—that’s the word for locals—heading out to the neighbor islands, than when they’re herding throngs of grumpy tourists homeward bound after their annual trip to paradise.
 
   But we weren’t going to be flying out of the jumbo jet terminal that morning. We’d be using the inter-island terminal, which is about a block away. We got to the open-air building and parked. Walking up to the counter, I was surprised to see no TSA presence.
 
   “Aloha,” said the agent at check-in. “Name?”
 
   We gave our names and she asked us how many bags we had. I pointed to my small roller-bag and Hatch hoisted his duffel. 
 
   “Just carry-ons,” said Hatch.
 
   “No room for carry-ons on these planes,” she said, smiling. “Everything gets checked. Please step up on the scale with your bags.”
 
   We each got on the scale and she typed our weight into her computer.  
 
   “You’ll be in row one,” she said.
 
   “Wow, first class,” said Hatch. “Does that mean we get free drinks?” 
 
   The clerk gave him a weak smile signifying she’d heard that one, and a hundred other lame attempts at humor, many times before.
 
   “Wait over by the chain-link fence,” she said. “Your flight will be called in a few minutes.”
 
   We waited by the tall fence, watching for our aircraft. Soon, the air trembled with the thrum of what sounded like a million bees. A half-minute later, a tiny single-engine plane dropped down onto the tarmac and taxied to a stop. A door opened at the back of the plane and a spindly metal ladder unfolded from the open space.
 
   “You ready for this?” Hatch said.
 
   “You bet,” I said. “I love flying.” 
 
   Actually, I don’t really love flying. What I love is looking down on the islands from a bird’s-eye view. The sight takes my breath away. Trusting my life to the skills of a mechanic who had to pull an extra shift ‘cuz he’s behind on his rent, or to the good judgment of a pilot who probably would rather be home watching college football, was merely a regrettable means to the end. 
 
   We trudged out to the waiting aircraft and the pilot, who looked like he’d started shaving a week and a half ago, greeted us. He offered me a hand as I stepped up onto the impossibly tiny metal steps. 
 
   We got aboard and took our seats. Row one was directly behind the cockpit. There was no door to the cockpit, only two fake wood panels on either side that served as bulkheads. Since I could see everything—the instrument panel, the flight controls, and even out through the cockpit windshield—it was going to take some heavy duty self-discipline on my part to avoid back-seat driving.
 
   We took off and the plane took its time gaining altitude. We seemed to graze the tops of the palms at Ma’alaea Harbor before heading out over a rippling expanse of lapis blue. I often get an uneasy feeling when I see Maui disappearing from view, and this was no exception. For almost ten minutes we were out over water with no land in sight. I felt a sense of limbo: with nothing solid below, we had merely the thrust of a solitary engine between us and twelve fathoms of deep blue sea. 
 
   It was odd for me to recall that for more than four months I’d spent most of my waking hours in that same ocean-sky limbo. Maybe that’s why I self-destructed as a federal air marshal. My conscious mind wouldn’t acknowledge my fear, so my unconscious mind took control. 
 
   I developed what was later diagnosed as narcolepsy: a strange malady that causes perfectly well-rested folks to suddenly drop off to sleep for no discernable reason. In my case, being in flight over water brought it on. I’d get about an hour or two into a twelve-hour flight from Honolulu to Taipei and boom! it was lights out for me. 
 
   Needless to say, the Department of Homeland Security wasn’t amused. After two warnings, I got caught catching z’s by a dead-heading pilot (but I was the true “dead-head” in this case) and my glorious one-hundred-and-thirty day career as a federal employee came to an abrupt and inglorious end.  
 
   ***
 
   We approached Moloka’i from the east, dipping low over the steep sea cliffs of the Kalaupapa Peninsula. As we cleared the cliffs and began flying over land, I was struck by how different this island looked from the air than Maui. First, its topography is unique. On Maui, the mountain ranges were formed by two central volcanic zones: the southern mass topped by Mount Haleakala, and the northern mass crowned by Pu’u Kukui, in the West Maui Mountains. But on Moloka’i, the highest peaks are at the north edge of the island. This is because, millions of years ago, the volcano that created Moloka’i collapsed and half of it fell off into the sea. This created the steep sea cliffs along the north side.
 
   Once we passed over the cliffs, we swooped over miles of a flat plain divided into tidy square patches of green, brown, and yellow. I wanted to ask Hatch what he thought was growing down there, but the drone of the engine was too loud to talk over.
 
   We made a sharp turn to the left and dropped down quickly to approach the runway. Although the landing strip was tiny, with only one main runway with a second smaller runway dissecting it at an odd angle, the airport was hard to miss. Its red-roofed building was the sole visible outpost in a seemingly never-ending landscape of open fields punctuated by groves of trees. 
 
   We bumped to a landing and the co-pilot came on the intercom and gave instructions on how we would de-plane. It was impossible for most of the eight passengers onboard to stand upright in the tight quarters. From our front row seat, Hatch and I watched as the others made their way to the back of the plane, hunched over like a small band of Neanderthals filing out of their cave. 
 
   Once outside, we grabbed our luggage from the cart and walked across the tarmac to the terminal. It was a low, tan building with a couple of check-in counters and a small waiting area sporting a single low wooden bench. No frills, no amenities. I was reminded of the expression, “Just the facts, ma’am.” 
 
   Landing in Moloka’i is a completely different experience than landing on Maui. First off, the Maui Airport at Kahului makes no apology about being a visitor destination. The shops, the décor, the airport workers, the signage—everything is targeted to the tourist industry. The whole vibe is vacation friendly, and visitor-oriented. That’s not to say there’s not a down-home locals’ scene on Maui, because there is. It’s just that a huge chunk of the economic pie comes from tourist-related activities, so it’s essential to dazzle and cater to travelers from the get-go. 
 
   We wandered out to the small airport parking lot to locate the car Sifu Doug had arranged for us to use. He’d called in a favor and asked the guy who owns the local kung fu academy to rustle up some wheels for us. I’d fallen all over myself in gratitude, since rental cars on Maui County’s smaller neighbor islands are scarce and expensive.
 
   We spotted the car parked just where the guy said it would be: at the back, three spaces down from the end. I glanced over at Hatch to see if he was thinking what I was thinking, but it looked like I was alone in my nostalgia. The car waiting for us must’ve come off the same assembly line as my former ride, and longtime shame, a mid-nineties Geo Metro. 
 
   “Look,” I said. “It’s the Phlegm-mobile. Only this one’s blue.” 
 
   By now we were twenty feet from the car.
 
   Hatch still didn’t seem to be making the connection.
 
   “You know, my old car. This car looks just like the Mean Green Machine.”
 
   “Your car never looked this bad,” he said. “Looks like this thing’s been in a demolition derby.”
 
   He pointed out a two-foot dent in the right front fender. At the center of the folded metal, the paint had chipped away and rust had settled in for the long haul.
 
   “Looks like they hit something pretty big,” I said.
 
   “Not necessarily. I bet I could bend this cheap metal with my bare hands.” He put a hand on the fender as if he was about to prove it.
 
   “C’mon,” I said. “It’s fine. At least it’s free.” 
 
   I was used to making excuses for my wheels. I’d done it for years.
 
   We looked around at the other vehicles parked in the lot. Most were foreign pick-ups, like Toyota Tacomas and Nissan Frontiers. And, most sported a light to heavy dusting of red dirt; with assorted dents and dings being the rule, rather than the exception. 
 
   “See?” I said. “We’ll fit right in.”
 
   Hatch cocked his head. “Hear that?” he said.
 
   “What? I don’t hear anything.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s the thing. When was the last time you were at an airport this quiet?”
 
   I pricked my ears and listened as wind softly stirred the branches of the Norfolk Pines lining the airport access road.
 
   “It’s almost spooky,” I said.
 
   The doors to the Geo were unlocked, so we stashed our stuff in the back and began a search for the keys. We checked the tops of the front tires and under the mats in the back seat.  We even rummaged through the trunk. No luck. 
 
   Hatch climbed into the driver seat and there they were—dangling from the ignition switch. The keychain was a single ring, decorated with a thumb-size Hawaiian warrior helmet made from the tough outer shell of a kukui nut. 
 
   “I guess they weren’t worried about someone stealing the car,” I said. 
 
   We both laughed. 
 
   “The guys at the station told me that’s how they roll over here,” Hatch said. “Welcome to the land of ‘no worries’.”
 
   We drove out of the lot and I felt a flutter in my stomach. The last time I’d been to one of Maui County’s remote islands—Lana’i—I’d been alone and running for my life. Now I was with Hatch, leisurely checking out a part of my home state that I’d inadvertently ignored. I felt at peace, and secretly grateful to Amanda and Richard for giving me a reason to explore Moloka’i, the “most Hawaiian” island.
 
   I was pretty sure the wedding venue was going to turn out to be beautiful, and Hatch and I were getting along better than ever. Everything was falling neatly into place. After three years of shocking news and unforeseen tragedies, it was about time I got cut a break. 
 
   Finally. I felt as if the black cloud of calamity was moving on, leaving me with nothing but blue skies ahead. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   In my discussion with Sifu Doug I’d learned there was only one town on the island: the small town of Kaunakakai, on the south side. It was about a twenty-minute drive from the airport. Since my primary objective of this initial visit was to line up as many local vendors as possible, Hatch and I had agreed it would be best for us to get a place in town for our short stay. 
 
   The drive from the airport into town was downhill and uneventful. There were few cars on the road, and the passing scenery was mostly open fields or stands of trees: kiawe, and Cook and Norfolk Pine, along with a smattering of towering ironwoods. Once we got down to the coastal road, we passed a few modest houses with spacious yards, but even near the beach, there was nary a shopping mall or high rise in sight. 
 
   We drove by a thick grove of coconut palms. They were some of the tallest I’d ever seen, but a few looked pretty scraggly. Toward the west end of the grove, some of trees were missing their crowns, making them look like sway-back telephone poles. They’d apparently taken a hit, either by time or high winds. 
 
   I squinted at a brown wooden sign as we drove by. It said, “Kapuaiwa Coconut Grove.” 
 
   “Wow,” I said. “Have you ever seen so many palms in one place?”
 
   “This grove was planted in the 1860’s, by order of King Kamehameha the Fifth,” said Hatch. “Apparently they planted a thousand trees here.”
 
   “Where did you hear that?” I said. 
 
   “I read it on a website back at the station.  I was looking to see if there were any good surf beaches over here.”
 
   “And are there?”
 
   “Yeah, but they’re mostly on the west side. In the winter the waves are huge.”
 
   We took a left at a gas station and went into town. I was surprised to see Kaunakakai was much smaller, and a lot less hectic, than Pa’ia.
 
   We drove four short blocks past worn wooden buildings with false fronts and small, dark windows. There was a stucco government-style building with cop cars in the parking lot at the far end of town, across from a school with a well-maintained ball field. Beyond that, the town dwindled to a few blocks of small homes with tidy yards.  
 
   “Was that the whole town?” Hatch said.
 
   “I guess so,” I said.
 
   “Where is everybody?”
 
   “There are only about seven thousand people on the whole island,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, but I only saw about ten of them on the street back there. Where is everybody?”
 
   We turned around and went back through town. At the intersection of the King Kamahameha V highway and Kaunakakai Street was a mile post marked, “Mile 0.” A tidy white building with “Molokai Burger” in big red letters on the rooftop occupied the corner lot.
 
   “Is it too early for lunch?” I said. 
 
   The clock on the Geo’s dash read 4:30, but it was clearly wrong. I guessed the time was probably more like eleven. The clock in my old green car had stopped working the first time the car battery died, and after that it was prone to flights of fancy. It would start up again—sometimes ticking away for weeks on end—but it gave up entirely near the end of its life. 
 
   I’d never worn a watch, except during my short stint with the feds, but I was pretty good at guessing time based on the position of the sun, my stomach rumblings, and, when I was in my shop, the sounds coming through the walls from Farrah’s grocery store next door.
 
   Hatch always wore a watch. “It’s ten-fifty,” he said. “Perfect time for a burger.”
 
   We parked and went inside. The menu board featured a “ramen burger,” a hamburger wrapped in a ramen noodle “bun.” The picture looked like a greasy mess to me, but the ingredients were right up Hatch’s alley. I opted for the more pedestrian mushroom burger. 
 
   The smiling girl who took our order told us they had free wi-fi. I thought it was odd she’d mentioned that, until I realized that although this was a burger place, it wasn’t by any stretch of the imagination, “fast food.” We sat at our table checking emails and just generally fiddling around with our phones. In due time, the burgers were up.
 
    “Where are we staying?” said Hatch.
 
   “In a condo at Moloka’i Shores. It’s just down the road.”
 
   We ate our burgers in record time, and then drove down the King Kam Highway to the condo. We checked in, and then realized we’d forgotten to pick up any supplies in town. The woman at the check-in desk recommended Friendly’s Market, so we drove back into town. 
 
   Friendly’s turned out to be only about half the size of the Gadda da Vida, but it had an amazing collection of merchandise. Not too much of anything, but a little of everything. We bumped and “excuse me’d” down the narrow aisles until we had a hundred dollars-worth of provisions. It sounds like a lot, but at Moloka’i prices, it all fit quite comfortably into our two re-usable grocery bags. Plastic bags had gone the way of the dinosaur throughout Maui County years ago, so everyone was used to bringing cloth bags to the store. 
 
   We returned to the condo and put the food and drink away in the tiny kitchen. The condo was on the second floor. It had one bedroom and a bath, with a lana’i sporting a peek-a-boo view of the ocean. Even though the water view was limited, the place was so quiet we could hear the waves crashing ashore.  
 
   “I forgot how wonderful it is to be at the beach,” I said.
 
   “Yeah. Sometimes I can hear the ocean from my place, but I can’t see it at all,” said Hatch. “This is great.”
 
   I wanted to just plop down on an outside lounge chair and let the ocean lull me to sleep, but I had work to do.
 
    “I need to drive to the west side and find the address Amanda gave me,” I said. “But if you’d rather stay here and nap, that’s okay.” Hatch often needed a nap after getting off work since he’d usually been up all night going out on calls.
 
   He screwed up his face. “Hmm, drive a trasher car across the island to eyeball a wedding place, or hit the bed with my girl? Hard to choose.”
 
     “Okay, funny man, I wasn’t offering you company. I was just wondering if you wanted to drive over there with me. I want to check out the venue before I try to arrange anything else.”
 
   “If it’s okay with you, I think I’ll let you go it alone this time. I’d like to stick around here and see if there’s any place to do a little body surfing. When you get back, let’s see about that nap.”
 
   “Sounds good. But you know you don’t have to just bodysurf. There’s a surfboard in the bedroom.”
 
   “Seriously? Where?”
 
   “Under the bed. I’m sure it’s okay to use it. Why else would they keep it there?”
 
   Hatch dashed into the bedroom and dropped to his knees to check under the bed.
 
   “How’d you know this was here?”
 
   “I found it when I was checking out the place. You know me: I always look under the bed, in the back of the closets, behind the toilet, and—”
 
   “Geez, I was the cop, not you.” Before switching to firefighting, Hatch had been a Honolulu cop. He’d so fully embraced his fireman persona I sometimes forgot he’d ever walked the thin blue line.
 
   “Yeah, but you weren’t trained by the feds to always expect the unexpected.”
 
   “Oh, babe. When I was on the force I busted more than my share of transvestite working ‘girls’ in Waikiki. And, the first week I was at Maui Fire we stumbled across a little kid hiding in a closet during a house fire. Believe me, I’m always expecting the unexpected.”
 
   “Well, it’s just something I do when I stay anywhere new. I check out everything.”
 
   “Glad to hear it,” he said, taking me in his arms. “But hurry back from wherever you’re going, ‘cuz I got something in the bedroom I really need you to check out.”
 
   We kissed good-bye and I hustled out to the car. I only had the rest of the afternoon to get up to speed on what I’d be facing to coordinate a wedding on Moloka’i. Hatch would want to relax on Sunday before going back home, and Amanda was scheduled to arrive bright and early Monday morning. I’d managed to dupe her into thinking I knew what I was doing, but if I didn’t get busy, even a dim bulb like Amanda was bound to catch on that I was flying blind. 
 
   ***
 
   The ride across Moloka’i was like a flashback to my childhood in upcountry Maui. In the thirty-five minute drive, no more than ten cars passed by going the other way. The few farms and homes along the way were generally tidy, but not upscale. Although it was greener, the island reminded me a little of Lana’i: not many people, not much going on.
 
   My cell phone GPS instructed me to turn off Highway 460 at Kaluakoi Road. I took the winding downhill road makai—toward the beach. I passed by Papohaku Beach Park, and the GPS kept nagging me that I’d “arrived at my destination.” I looked around and didn’t see a house; or even a driveway. Maybe Richard’s business partner would turn out to be a starving artist who lived in a campsite at the park. 
 
   I made a U-turn and pulled into the parking lot. The immense park was eerily empty, but I did see a woman striding toward the public restroom with two little kids in tow. I approached her and she eyed me warily, as if encountering another person was reason for concern. I asked if she was a local and she guardedly answered she was. I smiled and told her my name, adding that I was also kama’aina, from Maui, just visiting for a few days. At that she seemed to relax a bit. But when I showed her the address Amanda had given me, she shook her head and said she didn’t recognize the street name.
 
   I went back to my car and drove on a bit further, but didn’t come across a single house that looked occupied, much less a gas station or convenience store where I could stop and ask directions. How did people live in such isolated conditions? 
 
   Finally, I turned back and went up to the main road and drove into an area marked “Maunaloa,” a small community at the end of the road. The place looked pretty deserted, but there were a few storefronts with lights on inside. I went into a one-room art gallery and a chime sounded. After looking around for a few minutes, I wondered why no one had come out to greet me.  
 
   The walls were covered with paintings sporting price tags of thousands of dollars each. They were beautiful paintings, some featuring island people, some of local landscapes and tropical plants. One that really stood out was a gorgeous portrait of a woman sitting cross-legged with a wide basket of ripe papayas in her lap. The painting was priced at thirty-two hundred dollars. Where was the proprietor? Not that I was criminally inclined, mind you, but it seemed to me that even the most inept thief could simply lift the painting off the wall, sell it on eBay, and live quite comfortably for a couple of months—even with the high prices on Moloka’i. 
 
   As I stood contemplating how easy it would be to commit grand larceny, a short, smiling woman popped her head around a bamboo screen that separated the main gallery from a back room.
 
   “Aloha, I thought I heard someone come in,” she said. “Can I help you?”
 
   I wanted to tell her I thought I could help her. I mean, who leaves valuable artwork—almost fifty thousand dollars’ worth, by my estimation—completely unsupervised? Granted, this gallery was off the beaten path, but thieves tend to be opportunists. They don’t care if it’s downtown Honolulu or the back of beyond. I wanted to point out that art galleries on Front Street in Lahaina employ full-time security guards, although they’re dressed like tourists to avoid taking anything away from the aloha atmosphere. I thought she should get a surveillance camera, or at least a sign warning that she had one.
 
   But I didn’t scold her for her naiveté. Instead, I asked, “By any chance are you familiar with the area around Papohaku Beach Park?”
 
   “Yes, I live down there.”
 
   “Great. Well, I have a friend who has a house there and I’ve been unable to locate it. The address is 31 Papapa Place.”
 
   She eyed me as warily as the woman at the park. 
 
   “And what is your friend’s name?” she said.
 
   “George. George Bustamante. He’s in the art business, too.”
 
   She laughed. “Ha, I suppose you could say that. But unlike me, Mr. Bustamante is a big kahuna in the art scene. I’m simply a starving artist. My name’s Kapi’i, by the way.” She offered her hand.
 
   “I’m Pali,” I said, giving her a quick handshake. “These are your paintings?”
 
   “Yes. Except for the jewelry in the case over there, everything in here is mine.”
 
   “They’re beautiful,” I said.
 
   “Mahalo,” she said. “That’s our Hawaiian word for ‘thank you.’” 
 
   It wasn’t the first time, or likely the last, that a local would mistake me for a tourist. With my light hazel eyes and hair the color of a coconut husk, I hardly resemble most people’s notion of a Hawaii-born kama’aina. I started to set her straight, then paused. Perhaps on Moloka’i I was technically a tourist. After all, I’d only been there once. 
 
   She interrupted my reverie to add, “I can direct you to Mr. Bustamante’s place. When you get to the turnoff for the park, keep going. Stay on that road for about a half a mile or so. Not as far as Kaupoa Beach, but just before. Mr. Bustamante’s place is called ‘Hale Kahakai.’ I don’t think he’s got the address posted outside, just a little brass sign with the house name on it.”
 
   “I see. So George named his beach house, ‘Beach House’ in Hawaiian,” I said. “Not very original of him.”
 
   “You speak our language?” she said. 
 
   “I’m island-born and raised.” 
 
   “Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t realize. Your name: Polly. It sounded to me like an English name.” She looked downright mortified. As if mistaking a local for a tourist was an unpardonable sin.
 
   “It’s spelled P-A-L-I. But, no worries,” I said. “I appreciate your kokua.” 
 
   She smiled. “My pleasure. You have a good day, eh?” 
 
   “You too,” I said, as I waved good-bye with a shaka.
 
   ***
 
   I pushed the little Geo to its maximum speed, forty-eight, making it down the winding road to Hale Kahakai in about ten minutes. The place was hidden behind a fortress-like lava rock wall at least eight feet high. There was a formidable metal gate across the entrance to the driveway, so I parked on the street and approached on foot. At the mauka, or inland, corner of the wall was a three-foot gap opening to a sidewalk that allowed pedestrian access, probably for the hired help or perhaps the occasional UPS delivery guy.
 
   Once I’d gotten past the wall I could see why Bustamante had sealed off his property. The place was incredible. It was more of a compound than simply a house, with two or three ohana, or guest houses, and at least three large outbuildings that looked like either garages or barns. At the far end of the property was an enormous swimming pool with views to the beach below.
 
   I made my way toward a majestic main residence with a soaring pitched roof and what appeared to be an entire wall of glass facing the sea. It sat up high, like a mighty ship’s bow, with a wraparound lanai. From where I was standing, I could count more furniture on the lanai than I had in my entire house.
 
   The sidewalk was festooned on each side with lush ferns interspersed with orchids of all shapes, sizes and colors. I’m kind of a nut for orchids, so I took a minute to really inspect an especially interesting one with stalks of yellow blooms. The blooms had dark purple markings that made them look like tiny human faces. I didn’t know what the horticultural name might be, but I dubbed it the “smiley face” orchid and vowed to keep an eye out for one at my local nursery. 
 
   I knocked on the door. No answer. I looked for a doorbell, but didn’t see one, so I knocked again. Louder. Still, no answer.
 
   I backtracked, taking the sidewalk in the other direction, down toward the beach. As I got closer to the swimming pool I could see it’d been lined in crystalline blue tiles that rivaled the lapis blue of the sky above. Everything was clean, tidy, and perfectly manicured. And silent. Unnervingly silent. Even the low-tide waves washing ashore seemed hushed and hesitant. 
 
   When I got to the wall on the property line, I looked back at the magnificent house looming above me. I’d never seen anything like it. I’d once done a wedding for the spoiled daughter of a mainland “garbage king” who’d built a beachfront house in Olu’olu, a very exclusive area of West Maui. His home was beautiful. This one was spectacular.
 
   I surveyed the length of the wall and calculated how much beach frontage the property was sitting on. Although no one in Hawaii can ever technically own the beach from the water line to the highest water mark on the shore, it’s still pretty darn private when you’ve erected a behemoth house that looks down on the beach below. 
 
   I wondered if Amanda and Richard were planning on getting married on the beach, but then I remembered the wheelchair. If my hunch was right, and he wasn’t totally dependent on the wheelchair, maybe he’d be willing to forego it for a few minutes so he could look into her eyes when they took their vows. One more detail I’d need to clarify. 
 
   I headed back toward the house, glancing left and right in hope of finding at least one member of the apparent army of landscapers, pool cleaners, and window washers it must take to keep a huge property like Hale Kahakai in such top notch condition. I wanted to introduce myself and hopefully gain access to the house so I could get an idea of the space I’d be working with.
 
   I’d gone back up the sidewalk and had nearly made it back to the gap in the wall when I heard rustling. I looked around, but the lush foliage was so thick I couldn’t see anything—in front or behind me.  
 
   “Stop!” said a voice. 
 
   I halted, delighted I’d finally found someone to talk to.
 
   A scowling guy stepped out of the greenery no more than five feet behind me. He definitely looked like a local. Dark skin, bare-chested, with formidable musculature and a face streaming with sweat. 
 
   It was surprising I noticed the sweat, because by now my attention was focused elsewhere. Mainly, on the thick blade of the three-foot long machete he held gripped in his massive brown hands. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   Machete Man growled, “This is private property. You got no business being here.” His pronunciation of the word business made it sound more like bidness, but I was in no position to offer an elocution lesson. I raised my open palms to shoulder height in an effort to appear cooperative. 
 
   “Aloha,” I said. My voice quavered. Even though I’d offered no resistance, he still hadn’t relaxed his grasp on the menacing blade. “I’ve come from Maui to check out Mr. Bustamante’s property. A business associate of his is getting married here in a couple of weeks.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes. “I didn’ hear nuthin’ about no wedding.”
 
   I wanted to point out that I doubted if the wealthy property owner felt obliged to disclose the social happenings on his private estate to his gardener, or security guy, or whatever this guy’s job was. But, once again, I took the high road and kept my mouth shut. 
 
   “It’s true. Mr. Bustamante’s colleague, Mr. Richard Atkinson, is getting married here on the twenty-seventh. It won’t be a large affair, maybe fifteen to twenty people, tops. They’re keeping it casual, you know, buffet dinner, open bar—”
 
   “Stop,” the guy roared. “I tol’ you I never heard nuthin’ about it.”
 
   Well, I thought, I’m not surprised. You’re not an easy guy to talk to.
 
   We stood there, facing each other, him flexing his fingers on the machete handle, me wondering if I was wearing Emergency Room-worthy underwear. Wouldn’t you know, at that moment my cell phone went off.
 
   “That’s my phone,” I said. “Can I answer it?”
 
   He glared at me as if accusing me of telepathically arranging to receive a phone call just to complicate things for him. 
 
   “It’s probably just my fiancé calling to check up on me. He’ll get worried if I don’t answer. And then he’ll come looking for me, or call the police or something.” I didn’t think it wise to mention that my fiancé didn’t have a car, and had no real knowledge of where I was. I hoped the thought of a worried guy calling the cops might give Machete Man something to think about.
 
   And, apparently, he was thinking. He stayed silent while the phone continued to chime. Then it stopped. About ten seconds later, the phone chirped a bright ping, indicating the caller had left a message.
 
   “How’d you get back here?” Machete Man finally said.
 
   “I walked through the opening in the wall over there in the corner. I thought that’s what it was there for: people coming in on foot.” I turned and nodded toward the wall behind me. “Look, I appreciate you being so attentive to private property rights and all. But seriously, I’m simply here to see where the wedding will take place and to get a few ideas on how we can set things up. I’m the wedding planner.”
 
   “You’re a wedding planner?” he said in a perky voice that was light years removed from his previous growl. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t already mentioned the wedding at least twice before. Maybe the guy was slow on the uptake.
 
   “Yes,” I said. “From Maui. And I’m here to check out the venue.”
 
   “Why didn’ you tell me that before?” he said. Now, he was all smiles. He transferred the machete to one hand, bringing the point down and shoving it into the dirt like a conquistador claiming territory. 
 
   “Ya know, my mom does weddings, birthday parties, stuff like that. She’s good at it, too. You should call her. She can pro’bly hook you up with everyt’ing  you need.”
 
   I slowly lowered my hands, sticking my right paw out for a handshake. 
 
   “Pali Moon,” I said. “From ‘Let’s Get Maui’d.”
 
   He allowed that to roll around in his cavernous skull for a few seconds, and then said, “Oh, I get it. Yeah. I’m Lono. I work here. I live here, too, but mostly I’m here working.”
 
   “Nice to meet you, Lono.”
 
   “You come wit’ me,” he said. “I’ll get you my mom’s numba. Right now she’s over at my sista’s place on O’ahu, but she’ll be back by Monday.”
 
   I followed him to his caretaker bungalow. I had a hunch that after talking to Lono’s mother, my anxiety about being able to get what I needed on Moloka’i was either gonna get a whole lot better or a whole lot worse.
 
   ***
 
   His mother’s name was Malama. I never did get her full name, but I had her phone number so that was enough. I jogged back to the car while listening to Hatch’s voicemail message on my phone.
 
   “Pali, it’s me,” he said. “I’m starting to get a little worried about you. Call when you get this.”
 
   I called and offered a thumbnail version of the events of the last hour. I promised I’d be back within a half-hour, and so, once again I pushed the decades-old Geo to its limits all the way back to the condo. 
 
   Hatch met me at the door.
 
   “Are you okay?” he said. “You looked spooked.”
 
   I filled him in on my encounter with Lono, aka Machete Man, but told him it had ended amicably. 
 
   “I had a great time surfing,” he said. “Empty beaches and nobody in my way on the good waves. We should come over here more often.”
 
   That night, Hatch grilled the fish we’d picked up at the market, and I made a salad. Afterwards, we sat outside watching the moon edge its way across a star-flecked sky.
 
   “It sure is quiet here,” Hatch said.
 
   “Yeah. Almost too quiet.”
 
   “So, the place where they’re having the wedding is nice?”
 
   “It’s fantastic. It’s even more la-di-dah than your Australian movie maker’s spread in Sprecklesville.”
 
   “Oh yeah? How so?” He sounded a little put off; as if I’d dissed him personally by saying his landlord’s fancy compound on Maui had been one-upped by George Bustamante’s swanky beach house.
 
   “Well, first of all, it’s directly on the beach. I bet there’s at least a football field of totally secluded beach right in front of the property. The house itself is huge, along with ohana cottages, and barns, and three or four huge garages. I’d say the estate takes up a good four or five acres.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll tell you what: I know you want to go to Kaulapapa tomorrow, but let’s leave a little early and I’ll take you by there. You can’t imagine how beautiful it is.”
 
   Hatch folded his arms across his chest and leaned back in his chair. His facial expression was almost brooding in the gathering darkness. 
 
   “Are you okay?” I said.
 
   “Yeah, I was just thinking. Do you ever regret saying, ‘yes’?” 
 
   “What are you talking about?
 
   “I had to practically hog-tie you to get you to say ‘yes’ to marrying me,” he said in a low voice. “I’m just wondering if on days like this—you know, when you see how the one-percenters live—if you have second thoughts about hooking up with a humble smoke-eater like me.”
 
   I went over and sat in his lap. I leaned in and gave him a kiss. “You know,” I said. “I was a one-percenter for a little while, remember? It didn’t suit me, so I got rid of it. You suit me. I never want to get rid of you.”
 
   “You promise?” he said.
 
   “Isn’t that what marriage is? A promise.”
 
   ***
 
   The next morning we asked about going to the Kaluapapa Settlement, but the woman who ran the condo office said it was closed on Sundays. 
 
   “You know, there are still Hansen’s Disease patients living there,” she said.  “They’re cured now, but they still have the scars. Tours go down there every day, so Sunday’s the only day the residents have the place to themselves.” 
 
   “Mahalo,” I said. “I guess we’ll have to check out Kalaupapa another time.” 
 
   We walked out to the Geo and I offered to drive. The car was stifling inside. Hatch cranked on the A/C, but all the little blower could do was simply move the hot stale air around, no sign of cooling. 
 
   “Since we can’t go down to Kalaupapa, what would you like to do today?” I said. I felt a trickle of sweat creeping down my spine.
 
   “Why don’t we go to the beach out by your swanky wedding place?” said Hatch. “When I was surfing yesterday I ran into a guy who told me Papohaku Beach is over three miles long and three-hundred feet wide. The locals claim it’s the biggest white sand beach in Hawaii.”
 
   “I thought Waikiki was the biggest,” I said.
 
   “Nope. The dude said the Hawaii PR machine likes the tourists to think that, so they can keep them corralled on O’ahu. But he swore this one’s bigger. And it’s no doubt cleaner. Did I ever tell you about what a tourist brought in to the station when I was still with HPD? He claimed he’d found it on Waikiki Beach.”
 
   “I have a hunch it’s gonna be something disgusting.”
 
   “You got that right. It was a finger. A human pinkie finger. Cut cleanly at the first joint. We ran the print but didn’t get a match.”
 
   “Mahalo for that visual, Hatch.”
 
   “Oh, come on. You’ve seen way worse stuff than that.”
 
   “True.” 
 
   As we drove past the verdant green fields of rural Moloka’i under a wide sapphire-blue sky dotted with towering white clouds, it was hard to imagine the pain and misery people inflicted on each other. I’d certainly seen my share. But I felt a sea change coming, and things were looking up. I’d spent quite enough of the past few years immersed in the sticky drama of other people’s lives. It felt good to be finally coming up for air.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   One innate talent I’m especially grateful for is my built-in navigation system. Like a human homing pigeon, I can always find my way back to anywhere I’ve been before. I have no idea how I do it. It’s just there, in the back of my head, like a GPS that doesn’t require an external power source. 
 
   I deftly made the trip to George Bustamante’s beach house with no false turns, no consulting the map.
 
   “That’s quite a wall,” said Hatch. We’d pulled up and parked on the street outside of the formidable lava rock barricade that kept the public from viewing the jaw-dropping property on the other side.
 
   “Wait ‘til you see the rest of the place,” I said. 
 
   We walked through the opening in the wall and I shouted for Lono, hoping to avoid another scene with the machete. 
 
   He didn’t answer.
 
   “Let’s try the house,” I said. We went up to the double doors and I knocked. Again, no answer.
 
   From the landing outside the front entrance, the view of the ocean was as good as it gets. The blue-black water sparkled as if thousands of brilliant-cut diamonds had been tossed across its velvet surface; and above, the clear blue sky remained unmarred by even a single cloud or stray jet contrail.
 
   “Is that O’ahu?” said Hatch, pointing to a low dark form at the far end of the horizon.
 
   “I think so. We’re facing west, so that would be the next island over.”
 
   After knocking again and still failing to raise anyone inside, we began to make our way back down to the sidewalk. Suddenly, the front door flew open and a florid-faced older man stepped out onto the landing. 
 
   “Who goes there?” he boomed. His face was haloed by a mane of yellowish, limp gray hair with lengthy strands that nearly brushed his shoulders. His hands were gnarled into fists. 
 
   I stepped up and offered my hand. “Aloha,” I said. “My name is Pali Moon. I’m the wedding planner Richard and Amanda hired to do their wedding.”
 
   He didn’t shake my hand, which was okay with me as I wasn’t sure if he was able to unclench his fists.
 
   “Ha!” he barked. “Bad idea, that one.” 
 
   I wasn’t exactly sure if he was referring to them hiring me, or the marriage in general, so I didn’t let on.
 
   “May we take a look inside the house?” I said. “I’d like to get an idea of how we’ll set up for the different venues—you know, the ceremony, the dinner, and so on.”
 
   “I told them they had to keep it outside,” he said. “No one allowed in my house.”
 
   “Oh. But we’ll need access to the kitchen,” I said.
 
   “There are full kitchens in both of those ohanas,” he said, gesturing to the guesthouses down by the pool. “I’ll allow you to use them, as long as you clean up after yourself.”
 
   “May I see them?”
 
   “What’s to see? They’re kitchens. Stove, refrigerator, microwave; each one is fully stocked.”
 
   “Mind if we look around a little at the grounds? I suppose we could do the ceremony by the pool and then have the dinner on the lanai.”
 
   “The lanai is part of the house,” he countered.
 
   “Yeah, but it’s outside.”
 
   We stared each other down like two cats who’d come to use the lone litter box at the same time; neither willing to give way to the other.
 
   “I suppose I can allow you to eat up there,” he said. “But the sliding doors will be locked. If people need to use the john, they’ll have to use the ones in the ohanas.” He paused. “How many people are we talking about here?”
 
   “Fifteen. Maybe a few more.”
 
   “Ah.” He shook his head but his ratty hair stayed put. The shaggy locks made him look a lot like that guy in the old Beetlejuice movie.
 
   Throughout the negotiation, Hatch had discreetly remained at the far end of the sidewalk. George Bustamante turned and went back into the house, slamming the door as a final coda to what he must have considered a less than agreeable duet.
 
   “That was the groom’s friend?” Hatch said as we walked back to the car. “I didn’t catch it all, but he didn’t sound happy. Maybe he’s pissed your guy didn’t ask him to be ‘best man.’”
 
   “No, that’s not it. The two are in business together, and this week something bad happened at work. George must be having second thoughts about offering his place for the wedding.”
 
   “Can you move it somewhere else?” Hatch said.
 
   “I don’t know. I’ll ask Lono’s mother when I talk to her.”
 
   I drove us back to Papohaku Beach  Park, where I’d been yesterday, and parked the car. 
 
   “Here we are,” I said. “The biggest beach in Hawaii.”
 
   “According to the locals,” said Hatch. “Let’s check it out for ourselves.”
 
   We walked through a wide grassy area shaded by a thick grove of kiawe trees. When we topped the small dune that blocked the view to the beach beyond it was like being in an airplane and coming out of thick cloud cover into bright sunshine.
 
   The beach stretched wide on either side of us for as far as I could see. The soft sand sloped down to the water, unblemished by even a single footprint. The effect made me gasp. I’d never seen such an unspoiled, pristine beach.
 
   “Wow,” said Hatch. “Can you believe this?”
 
   “No. And people think Hana is secluded? This is like ‘land on Mars and find a beach’ secluded.”
 
   “Do you want to walk the whole three miles?” he said. “There’s got to be somebody else out here.”
 
   But there wasn’t. We walked the entire length of Papohaku Beach and only encountered one other person: a woman coming through the park as we were going back to the car. 
 
   I felt a little sorry for her. She’d have to put up with seeing our footprints until the waves obliged and wiped them away.
 
   “I can’t believe we never heard of this place,” said Hatch.
 
   “Seems there’s a lot about this island we’ve never heard of,” I said.
 
   After our long slog through the soft sand, we were famished. 
 
   “Do you think there’s a restaurant on this end of the island?” Hatch said.
 
   We drove back toward town, slowing at every wide spot in the road, but we didn’t find a single eating establishment.
 
   “Not even a huli-huli chicken stand,” Hatch said. “I guess that’s what you get for having a beach all to yourself. But, seriously, how tough could it be to throw some chicken parts over a fire in a sawed-off oil drum? There’s no competition. A guy could make a fortune.”
 
   “You thinking of looking into Moloka’i real estate?” I said. 
 
   “Don’t tempt me,” he said. “You know me, always thinking about the next big adventure. But this place may be a little too rural for us.”
 
   The word “us” seemed to hang in the air like the scent of a plumeria tree in full bloom. I’d never been part of an “us” relationship before I met Hatch. Oh, I’d had boyfriends now and then. I even had an embarrassing crush on an instructor at air marshal training in New Jersey. But I’d never been inextricably linked with a guy enough to use the word “us” to describe my future.
 
   We had to drive all the way back to Kaunakakai before finding a place to grab lunch. 
 
   ***
 
   After lunch, we spent a leisurely afternoon doing what my auntie Mana had euphemistically referred to as “reading the newspaper.” She and her long-time boyfriend used to disappear into her bedroom on lazy Sunday afternoons, telling us kids to go outside and play and don’t come back in unless someone was bleeding or unconscious. I now realize how precious that alone time was for her and Paka. With sometimes up to eight kids in the house, and most of us not even related to her by blood or marriage, her nights were often interrupted with bad dreams, requests for drinks of water, or sleepwalking.
 
   Later that afternoon, Hatch packed up his things to get ready to leave. I was surprised by how sad I felt about seeing him go. We were finally communicating better than we had for months, and I’d allowed myself to get over my skittishness about “’til death do us part.”
 
   Hatch had stuck by me as I’d slogged through the minefield of self-doubt and trust issues brought about by losing both of my parents before I was six. And, although I used to prefer sleeping alone, now when I wake in the night and hear his soft snuffly breathing, it soothes me back to sleep. I’m still not the poster child of “let it be” but I’m working on it. 
 
   I was envious of Farrah and Ono: two people who’d probably never even considered, let alone talked about, trust issues in their marriage. Ono’s cheerful disposition was hard-fought after losing his first wife to cancer and then spiraling into a morass of grief, fueled by out-of-control alcoholism. But thanks to his employer who’d introduced him to Bill W, he’d come out the other side stronger, more resilient, and with a sunny-side up attitude that had become even more so since meeting Farrah. 
 
   That night, we went into town for an early dinner at the Paddler’s Inn. The name comes from the grueling Moloka’i to O’ahu World Paddleboard Contest that’s held each summer. Competitors come from all over the world to paddle over thirty-two miles across some of the roughest water on the planet. Didn’t sound like a good time to me, but I could see the envy in Hatch’s eyes as he gazed at the photos of the winners. 
 
   “Wow, wouldn’t that be awesome?” he said.
 
   “To do it; or to win it?”
 
   “To survive it,” he said with a laugh.
 
   The restaurant was a large open room, with a long bar along the back wall, tables and chairs in the middle, and a low stage at right angles to the bar. The casual ambiance was reinforced by an almost tent-like feel, since the side walls were just wooden lattice: open to the evening breeze. 
 
   Hatch ordered a beer and I had white wine. While we waited for our food to arrive, the entertainment for the evening started setting up. The band was made up of four locals—three men and a sixty-something woman—who played a wide repertoire of songs, from old Hawaiian favorites to the Beatles.
 
   We had to hurry dinner a bit, since Hatch was catching the last flight to Kahului at seven-thirty. 
 
   Our waitress came to pick up our plates. “You guys want to see the dessert menu?” she said.
 
   “Mahalo, but no. I’ve got to get to the airport,” Hatch said.
 
   “You going, too?” she said to me.
 
   “No, I’m sticking around for another day or so,” I said. “I’m doing a job over here.”
 
   She looked like she was eager to hear what the job entailed, but I just shot her a smile.
 
   “You going for hot bread tonight?” she said. “I think the cream cheese is back.”
 
   “Huh?” I said.
 
   “You know, hot bread. From the Kanemitsu Bakery.”
 
   I continued to look confused, so she explained, “It starts at eighty-thirty, maybe nine. They open the back door to the bakery and you get fresh bread, right out of the oven. It comes with toppings. They ran out of cream cheese a few nights ago, but I heard they got more.”
 
   “Why would people go to a bakery at nine o’clock at night?” I said.
 
   She shrugged. “What else you gonna do around here? Besides, people get the munchies, you know? Or drunks gotta eat somethin’ to sober ‘em up before the drive home. It’s like what they call a public service, eh?”
 
   I decided I’d run by the Kanemitsu Bakery on my way back from dropping off Hatch. I ordered strawberry and cream cheese. The bread was warm and fragrant. The red gooey strawberry topping dripped down my hand and onto my shirt. I was a sticky mess, but the sugar rush made me feel a little better after watching Hatch’s plane disappear into the dark.
 
   Back at the condo, I looked in the mirror, and it looked like I’d been shot. I didn’t care; I agreed with our waitress. Hot bread on Moloka’i was definitely a public service.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 10
 
 
   Monday was April 15, income tax day in America. I’d done my taxes weeks before, since I was self-employed and I paid quarterly taxes throughout the year. It wasn’t something I enjoyed doing, so getting it off my desk and off my mind was always a relief.
 
   I called Lono’s mother, Malama, at ten in the morning. 
 
   “Aloha, Malama,” I said. “My name is Pali Moon, and I’m a wedding—”
 
   “Ah, yes. I’ve been hoping you’d call,” she said. “Leonard told me you were putting on a wedding out at Mr. Bustamante’s place.”
 
   “Leonard?”
 
   “Yes, my son. He probably called himself ‘Lono’ when he talked to you. He’s named after my favorite uncle, but Leonard never liked the name. I guess that happens sometimes, you know?”
 
   “Oh, yes. I know,” I said.
 
   “Anyway, tell me how I can help.”
 
   “I guess Leonard told you I’m from Maui,” I said. “I have a wedding planning business over there, and I have a bride who wants to do her wedding here on Moloka’i. To tell you the truth, I’m kind of a fish out of water over here. I’d really like to meet with you and see if we could work together on this.”
 
   “I’d be happy to get together with you,” she said. “Where and when? You pick.” 
 
   “I’m in Kaunakakai,” I said. “And I’m free all this morning.”
 
   “Good. I’m out in Maunaloa, but I need to go to town today, anyway. You want to meet somewhere closer to you?”
 
   “I don’t know the area. Do you have a suggestion?”
 
   “How about Moloka’i Burger?” she said. “You know where that is?”
 
   “I know exactly where it is.” 
 
   “Fine. I’ll see you there in an hour.” She hung up, leaving me with a good feeling that if her brevity and efficiency in rounding up vendors and putting on a wedding was even half as good as her ability to schedule an impromptu meeting, I was home free.
 
   I got to the burger place a half hour later and Malama was already there. She waved me over, which was a good thing, since I’d forgotten to ask how I’d recognize her. She bore a striking resemblance to Lono—brown-skinned, broad-shouldered, with thick black hair that fell to her shoulders—but then so did most of the other people in the restaurant. She had her hair combed straight back and secured with a bright pink headband.
 
   “I knew it was you,” she said. She stood and reached a hand across the small table. “Since yours is the only face I’ve never seen in here before.”
 
   We shook hands and she got right down to business.
 
   “How many guests are you expecting?” she said. 
 
   I told her at least fifteen but no more than twenty, but I added that George Bustamante had made it clear everyone had to stay outside.
 
   She smiled and shrugged. “No worries. Mr. Bustamante can be a little demanding, but he’s good people. Leonard tells me he’s something of a hermit. I’m surprised he offered up his place.”
 
   I explained that the groom was his business partner. “He may have felt obligated. Maybe he hoped his partner wouldn’t take him up on it.”
 
   “Ah. Well, tell me what you’ve got lined up so far,” she said.
 
   “I brought their file with me,” I said. I pulled out Richard and Amanda’s consultation folder and we went over their choices of flowers, music, food, and so on.
 
   “Looks good,” said Malama. “What can I do?”
 
   “You can help me find all this stuff; I have no idea where to begin. I could get everything sent over from Maui, but it seems like a waste. Especially if there might be people here on Moloka’i who could use the work.”
 
   Malama smiled. “There are many people around here who need work. As you can see, we don’t have the booming tourist business you have over there.”
 
   “From what I’ve heard, people on Moloka’i like it that way.”
 
   “We do, and we don’t. We don’t want to be overrun with mainland visitors. But we’re kind of tired of being thought of as the poor relations in the ‘ohana, you know? I’ve been doing my party business since back in the days when the Moloka’i Ranch was still open. Since it closed, it’s been tough to get visitors to Moloka’i. Especially to get married.”
 
   “So, do you have local vendors you can recommend?” I said.
 
   “Everything but the cake. I always order my cakes from Honolulu or Maui.”
 
   “Great. I’ll get the cake, but I’ll hand everything else over to you if we can agree on a price.”
 
   “How about you split your fee with me?” she said. “I’ll give you the invoices and you pay the vendors. You can pay me when it’s all over.”
 
   “Great. I charge clients fifteen percent, so how about we split it down the middle—seven and a half for each of us?”
 
   We shook on it. I left the meeting feeling I had lots to think about but, thanks to Malama, nothing to worry about.
 
   ***
 
   Hatch called while I was waiting at the airport for Amanda to arrive.
 
   “Hi, babe,” he said. “How’s it going?” He sounded edgy.
 
   “I’m good. How about you? Are you okay?”
 
   “Not much going on today. But I’m a little concerned about a situation up at your place.”
 
   “At my shop?”
 
   “No, your house. It’s Farrah. I went up there last night and her BP’s creeping up. It’s got me worried. High blood pressure is an early indicator of pre-eclampsia.”
 
   “Pre- what?”
 
   “Pre-eclampsia. It’s a condition in late pregnancy where BP spikes and there’s protein in the urine. I’d really like to get it checked out.”
 
   “Did you talk to Farrah about it?” I said.
 
   “Lot of good that did,” he said. “I told Ono, and he wants her to go to the hospital and let them take a look at her. But Farrah won’t go. She’s hell-bent on having her kids at home, and she’s afraid if she goes in, they won’t release her. She did let Ono call the midwife, though. I’m still at work, so I’m not sure if she’s shown up yet.”
 
   “Do you want me to come home?” I said. “I’m at the airport picking up the bride, but after I take her to George’s I could get on the next flight back to Maui.”
 
   “Let’s see what the midwife says first,” he said. “I know you want to get everything set up over there before coming back.”
 
   “I do. But I met with a local wedding planner this morning and she’s going to help a lot. Let me get the bride settled in and then let’s talk again later.”
 
    “Sounds good. I didn’t want to bother you with this, but I thought you’d want to know.”
 
   “I’m glad you called. Call me after the midwife leaves, okay? I’ll come back tonight if Farrah wants me to.”
 
   ***
 
   Amanda’s plane landed shortly afterward. I watched as the passengers came down the outside stairway and crossed the tarmac. Amanda was one of the last people off the plane.
 
   “Ugh,” she said as she came clip-clopping over in four-inch wedge heels. She’d picked up a small leopard-print suitcase at the cart and was wheeling it behind her. When she got over to me she thrust the handle my way without so much as a “Would you mind?”
 
    “That was awful,” she said. “I forgot how nasty it is to fly commercial. But Richard took his jet back to LA, so how else was I supposed to get here?”
 
   “You could’ve taken the ferry,” I said.
 
   “Really? There’s a boat?”
 
   “Yeah. But if you didn’t like the plane ride, you would’ve hated the ferry ride. It takes two hours and it’s often pretty rough going.”
 
   “How do you stand living here?” she said. “People told me Hawaii was nice, but so far everything’s been horrible.”
 
    “What don’t you like?” I said. I probably sounded defensive, but I was curious to learn what she found so awful. 
 
   “Everyone’s so phony with their big smiles and ‘aloha.’ And the weather’s terrible. It’s hot and sticky, and it’s been windy every day since we got here. It totally messes up my hair.”
 
   She ran a hand through her lustrous, perfectly-cut and coifed hair. 
 
   “I think your hair looks great,” I said.
 
   “Well,” she said. “That’s only because you have to look at yours’ every day.”
 
   “Look, Amanda, I’ll help you get settled in and then I may need to go back to Maui.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Later this afternoon.”
 
   “What? You can’t leave! Richard won’t be here until tomorrow night.”
 
   “I’m sorry. But my best friend is very pregnant and she’s having complications. I may need to get back there and help.”
 
   “You’re not a doctor,” she said. “What does she expect you to do?”
 
   I sucked in a breath and centered myself using a technique I’d learned from Sifu Doug. Then I smiled through clenched teeth. 
 
   “My car’s right over here,” I said. “Did you check any other bags?”
 
   She raised an eyebrow as if I’d asked if she’d brought along a clean change of underwear. 
 
   “Of course,” she said. “I’m getting married here, remember?”
 
   “Well, then let’s go get it,” I said.
 
   When we got to baggage claim I couldn’t help but wonder how much she’d paid in luggage fees. Four large suitcases and two smaller ones, all in the same matching leopard print, had been stacked on the floor. 
 
   “These are all yours?” I said.
 
   “Yeah. I had to leave a bunch of stuff back on Maui,” she said. “The guy at the airport said the plane was overweight.” 
 
   She sniffed and went on. “As if my luggage was the problem. Did you see some of the fatties on that flight? I didn’t see any of them paying extra.” 
 
   I wrestled the seven suitcases onto a creaky luggage cart and we headed out to the parking lot. When Amanda saw the blue Geo she gasped. “You don’t seriously expect me to ride in that.”
 
   “It’s got four wheels and an engine. That’s all we need to get from here to there.”
 
   “But, it’s filthy dirty,” she said. “And look at that dent. Did you hit a pedestrian or something? If you did, I hope you reported it. I had some serious crap come down on me one time…” Her voice trailed off.
 
   “No, the dent was there when I got the car. Look around, Amanda. We’re on Moloka’i. They don’t stand on ceremony here.”
 
   “What’s that mean?” she said, looking stricken. “Aren’t we supposed to have the wedding ceremony here?”
 
   I closed my eyes and brought to mind the ever-patient, soothing voice Hatch uses when he deals with panicked car crash victims. I’d witnessed it first-hand one night when we’d come across a three-car pile-up on the Haleakala Highway. While I called 9-1-1, Hatch sprang into action.
 
   “Amanda, you’ll love it out at George Bustamante’s place. It’s a beautiful beachfront home, right on the ocean.”
 
   “I’m sick of the beach. It’s windy and sandy and…” She paused, as if trying to come up with the third leg of the stool. “And wet. The ocean is totally wet. And if you get in it, it makes you wet, too.” She shot me a triumphant look, as if she’d done herself proud in succinctly describing the key features of seventy-percent of the earth’s surface.
 
   I heaved two of her smaller bags in the trunk, and then wedged the other bags into the back seat while Amanda sullenly got herself into the passenger seat. 
 
   I slammed the driver door, started the engine, and pulled out of the parking lot, sending up a prayer of thanks to Malama for offering to take over the bulk of the wedding chores. 
 
   I had a feeling that once Malama met Amanda Ward she might want to renegotiate our fee arrangement. That’d be okay with me. I’d already decided if she’d be willing to take this whiny gold-digger off my hands I’d be more than willing to give her the whole darn commission. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
    When we arrived at the house, George came out to greet Amanda. He ordered Lono to retrieve her luggage from the car and take it to the poolside ohana. I excused myself and joined Lono as he walked the car. Even though he was a big guy, I was pretty sure he wouldn’t be able to wrangle it all in one trip. 
 
   “Mr. Bustamante said you might be staying here,” Lono said.
 
   “Oh? I hadn’t heard.”
 
   “Yeah, he said you could have the maid’s quarters. She’s gone to visit her sister on Kaua'i for a week or so. It’s a pretty nice room, and it’s right next to my place.”
 
   I helped him lug Amanda’s luggage out of the car. He didn’t comment on the ridiculous number of suitcases, so I assumed George Bustamante wasn’t one to travel light, either.
 
   “Yeah,” he went on. “My mom says you’re gonna let her do a bunch of stuff for the wedding. Mahalo for calling her.”
 
   “Don’t ‘mahalo’ me too soon,” I said. “Amanda can be a handful.”
 
   He smiled. “One of those ‘bride-zillas’ my mom talks about?” 
 
   “I have a hunch that in Amanda’s case it’s not just the wedding that’s bringing out the worst in her. She’s a pretty demanding young woman.”
 
   “But, we’re used to that with mainland girls, eh?” It seemed that since I’d brought his mom onboard, Lono now considered me a friend and confidant. Fine with me; I’d never turn down an offer of friendship. 
 
   I bid him good-bye and went up to the house to see if Lono had been correct in saying George had extended an offer for me to stay in the maid’s quarters. I knocked. It took almost a full minute for someone to come to the door. The door opened and Amanda came barreling out, nearly knocking me down as she blew past. I stepped back and watched her march down the walkway, arms pumping and chin lifted.
 
   I peeked into the foyer past the still-open door. 
 
   “Aloha,” I said. “Anybody here?”
 
   George stepped into the foyer. His narrowed eyes smoldered and he had a distinct red blotch blazing across one cheek.
 
   “That bitch slapped me,” he said.
 
   “Oh my,” I said. I tried to come up with a more sympathetic follow-up, but words failed me. What does one say? “Sorry?” The only thing that came to mind was what my auntie Mana would’ve said, “Did you deserve it?”
 
   He seemed to gather his wits and stepped back, gesturing for me to enter.
 
   “I’m really sorry to intrude,” I said.
 
   “Not at all. Please, come in.”
 
   I stood in the foyer, my eyes adjusting to the light. The ten-foot tall walls were covered from floor to ceiling with paintings. The canvasses were so closely spaced it was hard to determine the color of the walls.
 
    “Wow,” I said. “Your artwork is beautiful.”
 
   “Thank you. It’s all genuine, you know. No prints or tacky giclées in the bunch.”
 
   “Oh.” I had no idea what a giclée was, tacky or not.
 
   “You’ve probably heard by now what Richard has done,” he said.
 
   “I understand there’s been a problem.” 
 
   “Oh my dear girl, it’s more than a mere ‘problem.’ It’s a disaster. I was attempting to explain the magnitude to that silly, stupid child when she hauled off and abruptly ended the conversation.”
 
   “I see.” After five years in the wedding planning business I’ve learned that if you want someone to give you details, it’s best not to ask.
 
   “Poor, dear deluded Richard. Have you ever heard that old saw, ‘If it seems too good to be true, it probably is?’ Obviously my business partner hasn’t.” 
 
   George slowly shook his head. I thought he was referring to Richard’s choice of a wife, but he cleared it up as he went on.
 
   “A Matisse for fifty thousand? A Degás for thirty? Even an idiot who doesn’t know the first thing about art would smell a foul odor coming off a deal like that.”
 
   Being unversed in the finer points of fine art, I probably fell into George’s “idiot” category. But I’d taken an Art History class in college, so even I recognized the names “Matisse” and “Degás.”
 
   “Hmm.” I murmured sympathetically.
 
   “And long lost originals? Come on. That old ruse, ‘we found this in a barn on the family farm’ is as trite as they come. Why on earth would Richard fall for something like that?”
 
   I gave a slight shrug, as if it were a mystery to me, too.
 
   “So, here we are. Our reputation is smeared; our business is ruined. Who will ever provide provenance documents to anything we sell?  It won’t happen. It’s tough enough to get skittish art experts to authenticate anything as it is. But with Richard getting caught trying to pass forgeries? We might as well set up a booth at a swap meet and sell velvet paintings of dogs playing poker.”
 
   ***
 
   Hatch called at three that afternoon. He said he’d just talked to Ono, and he’d told him the midwife agreed Farrah’s blood pressure was a bit high, but she said that happens sometimes with multiple births. She ordered Farrah to bed rest and told Ono to take her blood pressure every hour. She said to call again if it rose more than ten points.
 
   “You can imagine how Farrah reacted to being told she had to stay in bed,” he said.
 
   “Is Beatrice going to be able to run the store by herself?” I said.
 
   “Probably not for long. But Ono’s lined up some guys to take over his catamaran trips, so he’ll be able to help out some.”
 
   “I need to get back there,” I said. “George offered me the maid’s quarters, but I’d like to come back home tonight. Malama’s coming over in an hour and I’m hoping she and Amanda hit it off. If they do, I’ll leave and just come back for the wedding day. That reminds me, I need to order a cake from Keahou.”
 
   Hatch ignored my comment about the cake and said. “I’d like it if you could come home. And not just for Farrah. I miss you. A lot.”
 
   His sentiment choked me up a little. We weren’t generally corny romantics, but I liked hearing I was loved and missed. Who wouldn’t?
 
   “I miss you, too. Wish me luck with this hand-off to Malama. If all goes well, I’ll be on the next thing smokin’.”
 
   Lono escorted me to the pool area where I was to wait for Malama. George had allowed me to move into the maid’s quarters, but he’d made it clear I wasn’t to “receive visitors” there. A smiling woman, probably one of the kitchen staff, provided me with a glass of iced tea and a tiny bamboo bowl of taro chips. 
 
   Sitting under a green canvas market umbrella, with my tea, my chips and a five-million- dollar ocean view, I reflected on Hatch’s remark about me marrying a “humble smoke-eater.” I’d inherited a huge sum of money from my guilt-ridden father, and I’d invested it to provide my previously-unknown siblings with a trust-fund income. They’d grown up with money; I hadn’t. I think money is like beauty. If you had it as a child, it’s difficult to live without. If you’ve never had it, then it throws a wrench in things to acquire it later. I wasn’t willing to spend the rest of my life trying to prove I deserved to be filthy rich. 
 
   Malama arrived at ten minutes after four. She was late, but well within the bounds of “island time.”
 
   “Aloha,” she said. I stood and she pulled me in for a tight hug, which was fine with me. She was about the same size and shape as my much-loved Auntie Mana who’d raised me. I appreciate any chance to be hugged by a woman who can stand in for my auntie. 
 
   “It’s going well,” Malama said. “I’ve talked to many people, and, so far, everyone says, ‘yes.’ We have music—a slack-key guitar player, best on the island—and flowers, food, everyt’ing. I think it’s all good.”
 
   “Great,” I said. “And I’ll order the cake from my usual cake artist on Maui. I’ll pick it up the day before and bring it over on the ferry.”
 
   Lono showed up, machete in hand, and came over to greet his mother. He carefully laid the lethal knife on the ground before going in for a hug. I watched as Malama swayed side to side, squeezing her son with the kind of affection that makes childless women, like me, rethink our priorities.
 
   “Good to see you, Mom,” Lono said.
 
   “The whole place looks wonderful, Leonard,” Malama said, eying the tidy landscaping. “But don’t you think that hedge is a little short?” She pointed to a line of colorful croton bushes that had been scalped to knee-high. The top branches of the hedge were bare, like thick brown fingers reaching up, begging for leaves to cover their nakedness. 
 
   “I know. I didn’t want to cut it down that much, but Mr. Bustamante said it blocked his view to the water.”
 
   “Ah, I see. Well, you’ve done good work here, son. I’m so proud of you.”
 
   The comment seemed a bit effusive for weed pulling and leaf blowing, but I had a hunch there was a story there. The unemployment rate on Moloka’i is the highest in the islands, so maybe Mom was just darn happy her kid had a steady job and a decent place to live. 
 
   Lono picked up his machete and went back to work.
 
   Malama said, “I was hoping to meet the bride. Is she around?” 
 
   “Yes, she’s in her room. I’ll go get her.”
 
   “No, you stay and finish your tea. I’ll go to the house and give my aloha to Mr. Bustamante, and ask Leonard to tell the bride we’re here. I’m sure he knows where she’s staying.”
 
   I drained my tea while Malama was gone, and made short work of the taro chips, too. I hadn’t eaten lunch and my stomach was rumbling. Hopefully, the meet and greet with Amanda and Malama would go quickly and I’d have time to grab something to eat before my flight home.
 
   Lono and Amanda arrived a few minutes later.  Malama was still up at the house. Amanda looked like she’d been roused from a nap and she wasn’t too happy about it.
 
   “What’s this guy talking about?” she said, thrusting a thumb toward Lono. She plopped down in the chair opposite me.
 
   I looked up at Lono, who seemed just as annoyed as having to play butler as Amanda was at being awakened from her nap.
 
   “Mahalo, Lono,” I said. “I appreciate you bringing Amanda out here.”
 
   He mumbled something like, “No problem.” Then he ambled off, thunking the dull side of the machete blade against his palm as if signaling a strong urge to whack something. 
 
   “What did he mean when he said his mother was doing my wedding?” Amanda said to me. “Is that guy your son? I mean, if he is, I want the name of your plastic surgeon.”
 
   “No, he’s not my son. Let me explain.”
 
   I explained that I’d been fortunate to find Malama because she was a local and she knew how to get all the things we’d need. 
 
   “She’s even lined up a first-rate slack-key guitar player,” I said. “I had no idea how I was going to find a good musician who’d come over here. I was worried I’d have to either hire somebody mediocre from Maui, or line up some local guys to audition. Musicians are notorious for not showing up—for either the audition or the wedding.”
 
   Amanda stared at me, lip curled, as if I’d spit on her and refused to apologize.
 
   “So, what are you saying?” she said. “Are you telling me you’ve handed off my fairy tale wedding to a…a…” She floundered to come up with a politically correct way to say something that was anything but politically correct.
 
   “To a local?” I said, helping her out.
 
   “Yeah, whatever. If I’d wanted some kind of Hawaiian hoe-down, I wouldn’t have come to you in the first place,” she said. “I don’t want to serve pig meat and raw fish, or whatever passes for party food for those kind of people. I want elegance. Like George Clooney and Amal Alamuddin in Venice, or even Kim Kardashian and Kanye West in Paris.”
 
   It was all I could do to keep from slapping her, but there’d already been enough slapping for one day. Instead I said, “Malama is a highly regarded wedding planner who’s knocking herself out to make your wedding as wonderful as you always hoped it would be. She’s a local, which means she has the contacts and the clout to get things done and to get the people we need to actually show up. On Maui, I have that kind of clout. But here on Moloka’i, your chances of a glitch-free wedding are going to be much better if we work with a local resident.”
 
   Amanda was still sulking when Malama came down to join us.
 
   “Oh, is this pretty girl the bride?” Malama said. She went around to Amanda’s side of the table and stood, waiting for Amanda to get up and greet her. Amanda stayed seated, head down, arms tightly crossed. 
 
   Malama dealt with the awkward moment by tossing me a smile and taking a seat in the chair next to Amanda. Once again, the urge to slap the girl silly flashed across my mind but I held it at bay, reminding myself that stooping to her level was the last thing I wanted.
 
   “Amanda,” I said in a school-marmish voice I save for occasions like this, “this is Malama. She’ll be taking over the local coordination of your wedding. I’ll be paying Malama her fee, so our original contract still stands.”
 
   “When?” Amanda said.
 
   “When is your wedding?” I said, confused by the one-word question.
 
   “No,” she said in her now-familiar, holier-than-thou voice. “When is she taking over?”
 
   Malama’s forehead wrinkled, but she kept the smile going.
 
   “Right now, I guess,” I said. “I told you, I need to get back to Maui. Remember? My pregnant friend is having complications, and I need to go home.”
 
   “Need or want?” Amanda spat out.
 
   I shot her a quizzical look.
 
   “Richard says people always mix those two things up. He says that you really need some things: like air and stuff. But most of the time, when you say you need something—like a new pair of Manolo Blahniks, or emerald earrings, or whatever—you actually just want them. So, you should use the word, ‘want,’ not ‘need.’”
 
   It was hard to be lectured on the finer points of English grammar by a girl who probably thought a noun was a French hair clip, and no doubt confused “verb” with “herb” when talking about what she ate the night before, but I sucked it up.
 
   “Well then,” I said. “I should say I want to go home. I’m worried about my friend, and I think she’ll feel better if I was there with her.”
 
   “Fine, but you can’t leave until Richard gets back tomorrow night.”
 
   I glanced over to check out Malama’s response to Amanda’s rude tirade. Her face appeared unconcerned. Probably she was glad she’d managed to score a twenty-four hour reprieve on putting herself in the line of fire.
 
   Amanda went on. “Besides, Richard’s already booked us on a sight-seeing trip tomorrow, and we have to go.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Yeah. Richard wants me to see some of the stuff over here. He said he felt bad I had to hang out in this boring place while he’s working, so he arranged for you and me to go on a sight-seeing trip.”
 
   “What kind of sight-seeing trip?” I said.
 
   She shrugged. “The usual, I s’pose. Richard hired a guy to take us around to the important sights. He said we had to meet him at the airport at seven-thirty tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Amanda, I’m not a hired companion. I’m your wedding planner.”
 
   “No, you said she was my wedding planner now,” she said, pointing to Malama. “So since you didn’t even bother to ask me if that would be okay, you have to do what I want. And what I want is for you to go with me on this tour. Besides, Richard has already paid for it.”
 
   Malama screwed up her mouth and nodded, as if agreeing with Amanda’s logic. I, of course, didn’t.
 
   “Okay, I’ll go with you for a few hours tomorrow, but I’m going to need to catch an afternoon flight back to Maui. And that’s a need, not a want. I’ll do the tour tomorrow, but then Malama will take over. Agreed?”
 
   Amanda sat back in her chair and smirked. I was really sorry she’d beaten me to the punch by smacking George earlier in the day, ‘cuz there was nothing I wanted more than to wipe that stupid grin off her face.
 
   ***
 
   I walked Malama out to the road where she’d parked her car. Like most of the cars I’d seen on the island, hers was an older model, with dents that had been allowed to rust and tires that were as bald as Howie Mandel. 
 
   “I’d like to apologize for Amanda’s behavior,” I said. 
 
   “You’re not her mother, so no apology necessary,” Malama said with a wave of her hand. “I’ve worked with girls like her many times. She’s probably just nervous. Girls think they gotta get all riled up to show their boy they got it all together. You know, like proving what great wives and moms they’re gonna be.” 
 
   I’d completely forgotten to clue Malama in on Richard and Amanda’s age disparity.
 
   “Uh, about that,” I said, not sure how to tactfully phrase it.
 
   My cell phone went off and I held up a finger while I checked the caller ID.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ve got to take this. As you probably heard, my best friend is pregnant with twins and she’s developed complications.”
 
   I clicked on the call. It was Hatch.
 
   “Hey, babe, it’s me. No emergency. I just wanted to check and see if you’d been able to book a flight.”
 
   I looked at Malama, feeling guilty about taking the call after she’d been so rudely disrespected by Amanda.
 
   “Hang on a minute, okay?” I said to Hatch.
 
   “Mahalo nui loa for helping me out with this wedding,” I said. “Can we get together and go over everything before I leave tomorrow?”
 
   “Of course. No worries. I hope your friend gets better and her babies are fine and healthy. Call me when you’re able to meet.”
 
   Malama got in her car and drove off. The roar of the engine was remarkably loud for the size of the vehicle.
 
   “Sorry about that,” I said to Hatch. “Are you at work?”
 
   “Yeah, so I can’t talk long. Who was that?”
 
   “Oh, that’s Malama. She’s the one I told you about who’s taking over most of this wedding.” I quickly filled him in on what had transpired in the past hour.
 
   “So, you’re not coming home until tomorrow?” he said.
 
   “Yeah, it looks that way. But then, I’ll be able to stay home until the twenty-sixth—that’s a Friday, the day before the wedding. The way I see it, it’s short term pain for long term gain.”
 
   “Okay, but I’m gonna need you to stay in touch. Farrah’s BP is still high, and if it spikes, she’s gonna be asking for you.”
 
   “I’ll have my phone with me the whole time.”
 
   “One more day, huh?” he said.
 
   “Yeah, but then I’m off for three whole months.”
 
   “I wasn’t gonna say anything until later, but I’m taking some time off myself,” he said.
 
   “Really? How long?”
 
   “Long as I want.”
 
   “What’s that mean?”
 
   “I put in my notice,” he said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Yeah, I had a long talk with the chief a couple of weeks ago. The way things are going around here, budget-wise, it’s gonna be a cold day at the beach before they can promote anyone to officer.”
 
   “So?”
 
   “So, I’m not getting any younger,” he said. “And soon, I’m gonna have a wife to support. I don’t want to still be pulling hose when I’m fifty years old, and I told the chief that. I turned in my notice today.”
 
   “What are you saying? You quit your job?” I said. I let the wife to support nonsense slide by unanswered, because the possibility that he’d quit being a firefighter had my full attention.
 
   “Not quit, exactly,” he said. 
 
   “Then, what would you call it?”
 
   “Look, I probably shouldn’t have said anything. This isn’t a conversation we should have on the phone. Let’s talk about it when you get back here tomorrow.”
 
   “Yeah, let’s,” I said.
 
   “Are you mad at me?”
 
   “No, I’m just kind of shocked. I thought this was the kind of stuff married people discussed before they just went off and did it.”
 
   “It is. That’s why we’re gonna talk tomorrow,” he said. “Uh, the bell’s just started up. Gotta run. Love you.”
 
   Funny. I didn’t hear any damn fire bell going off.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   Tuesday morning I got up before daybreak. The maid’s apartment at George Bustamante’s had teak floors, marble counters, and stainless steel appliances in the small kitchenette. The bed was outfitted with a plush mattress and covered with a hand-crocheted bedspread. The entire digs were definitely several notches above the condo Hatch and I had rented in Kaunakakai. 
 
   Noting the contrast got me thinking. Did Hatch have something up his sleeve about working full-time for the Australian guy who owned the fancy place where he lived? If not, why on earth would he quit his job? He loved being a firefighter and an EMT, or so he’d said. Granted, Maui firefighters didn’t make the kind of money he would’ve made if he’d stayed in Los Angeles, but… no, I wasn’t even willing to think about it. No way he’d try to pull something like that on me.
 
   I’d made a cup of fancy coffee in the Keurig and brought it outside so I could sit by the pool, but by six-thirty Amanda still hadn’t stirred from her ohana. I was beginning to get worried about making it to the airport on time when Lono showed up.
 
   “My mom said to tell you she can come by any time after you get back,” he said. “Just give her a call and she’ll come right over.”
 
   “Your mom’s a saint,” I said. I eyeballed the door to Amanda’s ohana, to make sure she wasn’t eavesdropping. “Our bride, however, is something else.”
 
   “My mom’s a saint, bride or no bride,” he said. “She’s always stuck by me, no matter what.”
 
   I waited for him to fill in the blanks. I’ve learned that a steady gaze and a closed mouth usually prompts people to keep going.
 
   He shrugged. “Yeah. I got myself in some trouble back when I first got out of high school,” he said. “Grabbed a car one night and took off. Like there’s anywhere to go on this island.” He shot me a smile, but I could tell the memory wasn’t a good one.
 
   I continued to hold eye contact.
 
   “Anyhow, I was hot-doggin’ and showin’ off for my friends. You know, acting cool.”
 
   I didn’t know. I’d only had one good friend in high school—Farrah. And she and I were much more likely to have been caught hunched over her Ouija board hoping to learn if a guy she liked also liked her than out with bad boys in stolen cars. We were what could best be described as island-girl geeks. We weren’t computer whizzes or even marginally talented at math; our geekness sprang from an abundance of interest in Magic cards and forays into the realm of the paranormal. Our obsession with “The Hobbit” and Lisa Frank rainbow and unicorn stickers totally sealed the deal. 
 
   “So, anyway,” he said. “This little kid just pops up outta nowhere. No way I could stop in time.” 
 
   He lowered his head.
 
   “Oh,” I said.
 
   “Yeah. They took him to the hospital in Kaunakakai, but he didn’t make it.”
 
   “Wow. That must’ve been tough.”
 
   He nodded. “I did two years in Halawa for vehicular manslaughter. Just got out eighteen months ago.”
 
   “You still on probation?”
 
   “Yeah. How’d you know?”
 
   “I studied criminology at U of H. We had to learn the mandatory sentences for common crimes.”
 
   “Yeah. Anyhow, Mr. Bustamante took me on. No doubt my mom did some major arm-twisting, and that woman’s fierce.” He smiled, and this time it was genuine.
 
   Once again, I checked out Amanda’s ohana door before speaking. “Well, she’s gonna need to be fierce with that one.”
 
   “Don’ worry. My mom’s like a momma whale,” he said. “Big and strong, and she don’ sweat the small stuff. She’ll push right through anything that gets in her way.”
 
   Amanda came out of her quarters at a few minutes before seven. She was done up as if she was going shopping on Rodeo Drive, not about to go sightseeing in an open four-wheel drive vehicle.  
 
   “How do we get breakfast around here?” she asked.
 
   “I don’t know. When I came out earlier, this coffee carafe was on the table. But no one’s come down here since.” I didn’t want to give her the satisfaction of knowing I’d been banned from the main house. But then, maybe after the slapping incident she had been, too.
 
   “Don’t they have a bell or something?” she said. “How’re you supposed to call the help?”
 
   Since I was the help, I thought it best not to weigh in.
 
   Lono was trimming a bush on the other side of the pool.
 
   “Yoo-hoo,” Amanda trilled to him. “I need you to come over here.”
 
   I pondered pointing out to her that she’d used the word, need rather than want, but then thought better of it. I’d be spending a good part of the day with the woman, and I certainly didn’t need to start off on a bad foot.
 
   Lono ambled over. “Yeah?”
 
   “I’d like a poached egg, medium. With rye toast, no butter. Oh, and chamomile tea. And it needs to be quick, ‘cuz we need to leave.”
 
   Lono stared at her as if she’d spoken in a foreign tongue.
 
   “What’d you say?” he said.
 
   She repeated her breakfast order in a slower, louder voice.
 
   He continued to stare, and I broke in. “Lono, would you do me a favor and ask someone from the kitchen to come out here? Amanda would like to have breakfast before we leave.”
 
   He slowly shook his head, but then he turned and went up the walkway to the house.
 
   “Lono’s the caretaker,” I said. “He doesn’t work in the kitchen.”
 
   “He’s the caretaker? Well, he sure isn’t taking very good care of me.”
 
   ***
 
   Amanda played with her food for almost twenty minutes before I could convince her we absolutely had to leave for the airport to meet the tour guide. I was a bit concerned about being late, but we were in Hawaii. A half-hour here or there isn’t usually cause for a hissy fit.
 
   Amanda told me our tour guide was named “Tim.” I asked at the airport information desk if the guy knew “Tim,” and was answered with a squint.
 
   “We got no ‘Tim’ around here,” he said. “Sorry.” 
 
   The information guy was tiny and bald, with oddly-shaped ears and a nut-brown complexion. He could’ve worked as a body double for Yoda in the Star Wars movies.
 
   I went back over to where Amanda was standing to see if she had any paperwork from the tour company. She rummaged in her voluminous Hermés handbag and came out with a colored flyer.
 
   “I got this brochure at the airport in Maui,” she said. She’d pronounced the word “bro-chure,” with a hard “ch,” like in “teacher.” Locals are often accused of mangling the Queen’s English, but I’ve heard just as many malapropisms and twisted pronunciations out of the mouths of visitors as local people.
 
   I scanned the brochure and found the proprietor’s name: Timo.
 
   I walked back over to the Yoda guy. “We’re looking for Timo,” I said. “From Friendly Isle Excursions.”
 
   “Oh, sure,” he said. “He right over there, eh?” He pointed to a guy who could’ve been Lono’s twin standing near the arrival doors. He was on his cell phone.
 
   “That’s him?” Amanda muttered to me, as we crossed the linoleum floor. “See why I made you come along? That guy’s scary. Like he’d love nothing better than to take me out in the woods somewhere and—”
 
   I didn’t let her finish. 
 
   “Let’s get going,” I said. “We’re late.”
 
   Judging from Timo’s forlorn expression as we made our way toward him, he was not looking forward to taking Amanda anywhere. He narrowed his eyes as we got closer, apparently pondering the prospect of taking two young haole women—one of them in strappy four-inch heels—out sightseeing all day. He’d probably hoped to score a middle-aged couple from Nebraska, in sensible sneakers and L.L. Bean sunhats. He’d looked forward to spending the day with people who’d ask intelligent questions about the flora and fauna of Moloka’i, and who would, at the end of the day, grace him with a generous tip and then gush about his tour company on TripAdvisor.
 
   We, on the other hand, probably looked like two squabbling step-sisters—one high-maintenance, the other barely able to pay her rent. He no doubt figured we’d signed up for a tour of the island to keep from scratching each other’s eyes out over who’d be the first to bitch on Facebook about how bored we both were on Moloka’i.
 
   I decided to clear things up right away.
 
   “Aloha, I’m Pali Moon,” I said. I stuck out my hand. “I’m a wedding planner from Maui. I have a client here who’s getting married on your beautiful island, and she’s excited to see all the wonderful sights. I’ll be coming along to keep her company since her fiancé had to make a quick trip back to the mainland.”
 
   His face relaxed a bit. “Aloha. I’m Timo.”
 
   “Great,” I said. “Timo, this is Amanda. Amanda, Timo.” I hoped she might extend her hand or at least give a nod of greeting, but Amanda appeared to have strict rules regarding acknowledgment of subordinates.
 
   “Okay, then,” I said. “What do you have planned for us today?”
 
   “Well, the first part of your tour—the mule ride—leaves in twenty minutes, so we gotta haul ass,” he said. He smiled as if hoping we’d appreciate the pun. 
 
   “The what?” said Amanda. 
 
   “The mule ride to the Kaulapapa Settlement. You’re signed up for it. We need to leave right now to make it to the mule barn by—” 
 
   Amanda broke in again. “Uh, wait a second. I need to make one thing perfectly clear. There will be no mule, there will be no barn. This must be my fiancé’s idea of a joke. Let me take a selfie with you to prove to Richard I showed up, but then I’m gonna call and tell him I’m going shopping instead.”
 
   She proceeded to hold up her phone and click off a couple of shots of the three of us.
 
   “Okay,” she said. “You two stay here while I make the call.” She flounced over to a wooden bench and plopped down, phone up to her ear.
 
    When she was out of earshot, Timo turned to me. “And people wonder why we’re not falling all over ourselves to get more tourists over here.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “Visitors. They’re kinda like cockroaches: once they take over, they’re tough to get rid of.” 
 
   As soon as it was out of my mouth I regretted it. My business depended on visitors. It was my job to make sure they had a good time and left with a smile on their face and aloha in their hearts. And nearly all of the mainland clients I’d worked with were great people. Some had even become friends. 
 
   But, every now and then, I run into someone who seriously makes me doubt why I chose to make my living dealing with people who view Hawaii as a kind of Disneyland, where they’re the guests and we’re simply “cast members.” I mean, there’s got to be a limit to the amount of rudeness and bad behavior one should have to put up with in their own back yard. 
 
   Ironically, by the end of the day I’d bear witness to the story of a unique group of visitors who were not only decent and kind, but literally put their lives on the line for our island people. In some of the darkest years of Hawaii history, it was outsiders who came forward to practice the purest form of aloha. 


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   Amanda tossed her phone in her purse and trotted back to where Timo and I were waiting. She raised her shoulders in an exaggerated shrug and said, “Looks like I’ll be going after all.”
 
   Timo checked his watch. “Then we gotta make tracks. They need to leave on time in order to keep to the schedule. You guys were lucky to get on the ride today. It was St. Damien Day yesterday, so they were overbooked.”
 
   He helped each of us into the cab of his Toyota truck and got into the driver’s seat. “Sorry, but the A/C’s out. If you get too hot, you gotta roll down the window.”
 
   We pulled into the parking area of the mule barn just as the first riders were getting settled on their mules. Timo ran into the office and checked us in while one of the mule skinners sidled over to Amanda.
 
   “You going down the trail with us today?” he said, eying her from plunging neckline to stiletto heels. He was holding the reins of a brown, doe-eyed mule.
 
   “I guess,” she said. She lifted a nostril. “These horses sure stink, don’t they?”
 
   He sniffed and then looked off into the middle distance. “They’re mules. And to my way of thinking, they smell fine. At least they’re wearing sensible shoes.”
 
   Amanda narrowed her eyes. “Look, this wasn’t my idea. I don’t even want to be here.” 
 
   I broke in. “I’m sorry we’re late. Do you have our mules ready? We had a little mix-up on the time.”
 
   “Yeah,” he said. “You’ll be on Ilikea.” He pointed to a rather scraggly ash-white mule standing at the far side of the corral. 
 
   He nodded to Amanda and said, “And you’ll be going on Friendly here.” He patted the flank of the mule by his side. 
 
   “Maybe the name will rub off,” he muttered.
 
   He instructed Amanda to climb the stairs to a wooden platform to mount Friendly. She did, and when the head mule skinner saw her shoes, he told her to hang on, he’d be right back. He returned with a pair of mud-crusted sneakers that appeared a few sizes too large, but workable.
 
   “You must be joking,” Amanda said.
 
   “Nope. Can’t have you riding in those,” he said, pointing to her strappy sandals.
 
   She reluctantly swapped shoes, and climbed onto Friendly.
 
   While Amanda got situated, the lone female mule skinner led my mule over. Friendly had looked a lot more friendly than Ilikea. My mule had a twitchy-eyed bearing that gave me pause. 
 
   “What does Ilikea mean?” I said.
 
   “It means ‘fair skinned.’ She looks kinda worse for wear, but she knows the trail like the back of your hand. She’s our lead mule. Doesn’t like to follow.”
 
   We saddled up, and sure enough, Ilikea pushed her way past all the others to stand by the gate that opened to the road. The head mule skinner bellowed out the basics: stay forward in your saddle to distribute your weight, don’t lean away from the turns, and trust your mule. He explained we’d encounter twenty-six hairpin turns and each was marked so we’d be able to keep track of our progress.
 
   “Don’t worry. You’re perfectly safe. We’re descending a seventeen-hundred foot elevation drop in about three miles, so it gets pretty steep in places, but these mules aren’t suicidal. They do this every day. We’ve got twelve of you going down with us this morning and we promise we’ll make sure an even dozen of you comes back up this afternoon.”
 
   I looked back over my shoulder and tried to locate Friendly and Amanda. They were toward the back. Amanda’s mouth was set in a tight line. Even under her full-blown make-up, I could see her complexion had paled. 
 
   “You okay, Amanda?” I called.
 
   She didn’t answer.
 
   “Amanda?”
 
   “Shut up,” she said. “Richard is so gonna pay for making me do this. I’ll make him regret every step this mule takes.”
 
   We headed off, the mules slowly clopping down a dirt trail that paralleled the road for a while before turning onto a wooded path. A metal guard gate blocked access to a narrow dirt road that led into dense foliage. I figured my mule would stop and wait for one of the skinners to open the gate, but Ilikea kept going, squeezing around to the right side. I had to grip the saddle horn to keep from getting knocked off by the tree branches hanging over the gate.
 
   “Is this okay?” I yelled to the closest mule skinner who was three mules back.
 
   “No problem,” he said. “She knows the way.”
 
   The trail was muddy from an earlier shower and, now and then, Ilikea slipped on the slick rocks embedded in the path. At the first turn, she stopped. I thought maybe she was waiting for instructions from me, so once again, I called back to the mule skinner.
 
   “Give her a kick,” he said. “She’s just messin’ with you. You need to show her who’s boss.”
 
   “Kick? You expect me to kick an animal who’s got my life in her hands? Or her hooves, or whatever.”
 
   He laughed. “Yeah. Like I said, they’re not suicidal. She’s not gonna jump off the trail or nuthin.’”
 
   “I’m not worried about suicide; I’m worried about murder. If I kick her, what’s to keep her from throwing me over the cliff?”
 
   Just then, a strangled scream echoed from somewhere far down the mule line.
 
   I turned to see what was going on. Ilikea snorted in derision and lurched forward. Once again, I had to grab the saddle horn to keep from tumbling off. 
 
    “Keep going,” said the skinner behind me. “It’s okay; somebody just got a little spooked. Everything’s okay.”
 
   Ilikea made it to the third turn before halting again. The mule behind me also stopped, but after half a minute the second mule began nudging its way forward, pushing us closer to the cliff edge. We were poised at a turn that offered a breathtaking view of not only the entire Kalaupapa Peninsula, but also the sheer seventeen-hundred foot drop between here and there. As the second mule’s nose got about even with my stirrup, Ilikea stepped back, blocking the second mule’s head between her flank and the muddy hillside.
 
   “What should I do?” I said in a shaky voice. The mules were locked in a game of chicken, and I had a bad feeling neither of them was about to back down. 
 
   “Show her who’s boss,” said the mule skinner. “She’s testing you to see what you’ll do.”
 
   “Okay, Ilikea,” I said using the most I’m-in-charge tone I could muster. “Let’s go. Now.” I gave her a half-hearted giddy-up kick. 
 
   Nothing. The stand-off continued. The rider on the second mule joined me in attempting to “show the mule who’s boss,” but, as I’d suspected, her mule also stood firm. I could feel Mule #2 deliberately shifting its weight, nudging Ilikea’s sweaty midsection ever closer to the edge.
 
   After half a minute, the mule skinner whistled and yelled, “Ilikea, don’t make me come up there.”
 
   Ilikea twitched her ears. Then she took a step. Then another. The second mule dropped back and once again we were off down the trail.
 
   “No worries,” the skinner chortled after we’d gone a few steps. “Just a little mule drama. These animals are no different than snotty high school girls.”
 
   It went on like that for most of the ride down. Every third or fourth turn, Ilikea would halt to a dead stop; the mule behind us would nudge forward and try to pass, and the skinner would admonish me to get tough. But no matter what I said or did, Ilikea stood still as stone. Each time, the skinner would wait half-a-minute and then whistle and threaten, ending the stand-off. 
 
   “This is really getting annoying,” I said as Ilikea halted at turn number fifteen.
 
   “You ever hear the saying, ‘stubborn as a mule?’” the skinner said. “Well, that girl you’re on wrote the book!” 
 
   After three hours of gripping the reins and forcing myself to lean into turns with hundreds of feet of open air below, I wondered how Amanda was doing. Since that initial screech at the beginning of the ride, the other riders had been generally quiet, with only a smattering of low conversation now and then. It’d been impossible on the twisting, narrow path for me to look back far enough to see Amanda, and I’d been so preoccupied with keeping my own mule moving forward I’d almost forgotten she was back there.
 
   We reached switchback marker twenty-six and the trail abruptly switched from a steep, muddy trail to a wide sandy path along a pristine white sand beach. I blew out a breath. I felt like I’d worked almost as hard as the mule to get down the precipitous trail. 
 
   Now that the trail had widened, I could turn and see the other riders behind me. But I couldn’t spot Amanda in the line. I began counting mules. With twelve riders and three skinners there should’ve been fifteen mules. I counted thirteen. Had she fallen back and hadn’t caught up? Was she okay?
 
   I called to the skinner. “I don’t see my friend. Did she fall behind?”
 
   He laughed. “She freaked. Tonya took her back topside right after we cleared the gate.”
 
   “She went back?” I said. My voice was so loud Ilikea twitched her ears and picked up her pace. “Is she okay?”
 
   “She’s fine. It happens sometimes. No biggie.” Apparently he didn’t want to discuss the trip’s washout in front of the other riders.
 
   We pulled into a beachside mule pen and I climbed down from Ilikea. I immediately pulled out my phone and called Amanda, but nothing happened. Then I looked at my phone. No bars whatsoever.
 
    “My phone isn’t working,” I said to one of the mule skinners.
 
   “Yeah, there’s no service down here,” he said. “If we have an emergency we need to use the satellite phone at the hospital.”
 
   “My friend turned back,” I said. “Can I go back up and find her?”
 
   “No can do,” said the skinner. “Unless you want to hike it. None of these mules will go without the others.”
 
   There was no way I’d be able to scramble up the steep three-mile cliff face on foot. I could only hope that Amanda had made it back to George’s safely and was lolling by the pool by now.
 
   After everyone had dismounted, we were told how we’d spend our time at the Kalaupapa Settlement. First, we’d have a bus tour of Kalaupapa and pay our respects at the grave of St. Marianne Cope. Then, we’d visit the small local Catholic Church and hear from the current priest about the history of Father Damien and the former leper colony. Finally, we’d take a short bus ride to the other side of the peninsula to see St. Damien’s grave and have a sack lunch. After lunch we’d come back, and get saddled up for the ride back to the top.
 
   “The ride up is easier than coming down,” said the skinner. I looked around at the other weary travelers and noticed I wasn’t the only one envying Amanda for bailing out. It’d already been a long day and it wasn’t even half over. 
 
   ***
 
   Although the mule ride down the cliff face was challenging, it was nothing compared to the lives of the unfortunates who’d been exiled to Kalaupapa in the mid-1800’s. The first case of what was then called “leprosy” was documented in Hawaii in 1848. It was an incurable disease that ravaged the skin, muscles, and nervous system of its sufferers as they died a slow, painful death. There was no cure or treatment, and although it was known to be contagious, no one was sure how the disease was transmitted. By 1866, the Kingdom of Hawaii was in a panic. Week after week, new cases were reported and the need to do something became painfully apparent. But what?
 
   Separating the sick from the healthy seemed the only way. With a heavy heart, King Kamehameha V banished those suffering from leprosy to the most isolated place within a one-day sail from Honolulu—the Kalaupapa Peninsula on the island of Moloka’i. In the early years, the ships brought people to the Kalawao, or windward, side. When seas were high, which was most of the time, the sick people were dumped into the bay and left to make their way to shore on their own. If they made it to shore, things didn’t get much better. There was no housing, little food, and no functioning government. It was a traumatic experience for all, but even more harrowing for the women and young children who’d contracted the disease and were sent to Moloka’i to fend for themselves. 
 
   In 1873, after seven years of horrific conditions at the colony, the eight-hundred exiles were joined by a young Catholic priest from Belgium, Father Damien. Father Damien brought help and hope to the people, improving conditions and encouraging the Church and the government of Hawaii to do more to ease the suffering at Kalaupapa. 
 
   Of Father Damien’s many accomplishments, one of the most important was convincing a group of Catholic nuns working as nurses in Honolulu to come over in 1888 to assist at the leprosy hospital in Kalaupapa. One of the nuns, Mother Marianne, was the perfect counterpoint to Father Damien. Whereas Father Damien worked tirelessly on behalf of his flock, he was not especially talented in interpersonal skills, and he had little patience with bureaucracy. Mother Marianne, however, had the knack. It’s said that when it came to getting the help they needed from Honolulu, Mother Marianne accomplished in six months what Father Damien had failed to achieve in six years.
 
   Father Damien contracted Hansen’s Disease and died in 1889 at the age of forty-nine. Mother Marianne, and the nurses who came with her, never contracted the disease. In fact, Mother Marianne died in 1918 at eighty-years-old, a ripe old age for those times. 
 
   In the 1940’s, with the advent of sulfa drugs, the disease was finally able to be treated and cured. People were no longer taken from their families and sent to the settlement against their will. But those who’d come to the settlement were allowed to stay, since many of them had no memory of living anywhere else. By the time the exclusion order was lifted in 1969, over eight thousand people had been buried in the cemetery at Kalaupapa.
 
   Father Damien was canonized a saint in 2009, and Mother Marianne was sainted in 2012. 
 
   As we gazed on the final resting place for Father Damien in Kalawao, our guide added one more disturbing footnote. When he was nominated for sainthood, St. Damien’s native country of Belgium requested his remains be removed and sent back to his homeland for reburial. 
 
   The few people remaining at Kalaupapa were upset and made every effort to convince the Church to not allow it, but in the end, they lost. As a concession, the Church allowed one of St. Damien’s hands to remain buried in Hawaii. So, all that is buried in the grave of Hawaii’s first saint is the bones of a single hand. A hand that built houses and churches, comforted the dying, and finally succumbed to the wretched disease he battled, both as a warrior and a casualty. 
 
   We ate our sack lunches in silence, and after a bumpy bus ride back to the corral, mounted our mules to make the three mile trek back up the cliff to the stables. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   Once back “topside,” I happily dismounted Ilikea and went to the stables office to pick up my “I’d Rather Be Riding a Mule on Moloka’i” bumper sticker. I wasn’t sure I’d put it on my car, since I wouldn’t rather be playing chicken on a mule than driving my Mini, but it was good fodder for bragging rights. I walked out to the parking area, wondering how I was supposed to get back to the airport to pick up my car. As I scanned the lot, Timo hopped out of his truck and waved me over.
 
   “You have a good ride?” he said, flashing me a grin. “How ‘bout Amanda? I was kinda worried about her in those shoes.” 
 
   “She turned back,” I said. 
 
   “What?” The grin faded.
 
   “Yeah. Right after we cleared the gate, she freaked out and they brought her back. I thought she’d called you to pick her up.”
 
   He pulled out his cell and fingered the screen. “Never got a call.”
 
   “Well, where do you suppose she is?” I said. It was a silly question since, until a few seconds ago, he’d assumed she had been with me.
 
   “No clue. What do you think we should do?”
 
   I found the “we” interesting. Amanda’s whereabouts weren’t technically my responsibility, but I imagined Richard might assign equal blame.
 
   “I’ll call her,” I said. “I tried to call from Kalaupapa, but there wasn’t any service down there.”
 
   I tapped in her number, but it went directly to voicemail. I left a quick message, asking her to call as soon as she got the message.
 
   “Now what?” said Timo.
 
   “Take me to the airport to get my car. Maybe she’ll call back before we get there.”
 
   “Okay,” he said. “Jump in.” I noticed he didn’t offer me a hand up like he had when Amanda was around. 
 
   We got to the airport and she still hadn’t called.
 
   “We gotta find her,” he said. 
 
   “She probably went back out to the Papohaku Beach house. I’ll go down there and give you a call when I figure out what’s what.”
 
   “No,” he said. “I’ll drive. Leave your car here and I’ll bring you back after. I’m gonna be so screwed if we don’t find her.”
 
   He roared out of the airport and onto the Maunaloa Highway. We tried to make small talk as he pushed the little truck to fifty, then up to sixty, but the roar of the engine and the wind whipping through the open windows turned our conversation into a series of “what was that?” and “sorry, can’t hear you’s” so we gave up. 
 
   The upper speed limit on all of Moloka’i is only forty-five. We flew by a big handmade sign featuring a profile of a Hawaiian warrior with carefully hand-painted red and blue letters that said, “Aloha. Slow down, this is Moloka’i,” but we were moving so fast Timo didn’t seem to take notice. 
 
   He made a shuddering right turn onto Papohaku Beach Road and the tires on the driver’s side nearly lifted off the pavement.
 
   “You know, a few minutes here or there isn’t going to make that much difference,” I yelled. “She’s been gone for hours.”
 
   “I know,” he hollered back. “But my ass is gonna fry if I don’t find that girl. Her man promised me a hundred-dollar tip if she tells him I did a good job.”
 
   “I’m sure she’ll say you did. Lying around by the pool is more her speed anyway.”
 
   We got to George’s place and Timo skidded to a halt in front of the gate. 
 
   “Stay here,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”
 
   I hopped out and hustled down the carefully manicured path to the pool area. No Amanda. I went to her ohana and knocked. No answer. 
 
   I ran back out to Timo’s truck.
 
   “No sign of her,” I said.
 
   “Great,” Timo said. “Now I’ve gone and lost some rich chick. I’m dead meat.”
 
   I thought his response was a bit overblown. “She’s not lost. She’s just pouting. Trust me, it’s how she rolls.”
 
   He shook his head. “That guy of hers made me promise I wouldn’t let her out of my sight,” he said. “I thought the mule ride was the best way to go. They keep tabs, you know? Those mule skinners really let me down.”
 
   “But you’re the one who promised you’d stay with her.”
 
   “Yeah. But some buddies called me to go fishing. I figured I’d kill two birds, eh? She’d be taken care of for most of the day, and I just had to get back in time to pick her up. How was I to know they’d mess up?”
 
   I wanted to point out who’d actually done the “messing up,” but figured it wasn’t worth arguing about.
 
   “There’s nothing to do but wait,” I said. I looked at the time on my cell. “It’s already four-thirty. Take me back to the airport to get my car. I’ll call as soon as she shows up, or you call me if you hear anything.”
 
   We made another mad dash back to the airport and I hopped out next to the Geo. As Timo roared away, my cell peeped signaling I had a new voicemail.  
 
   I looked at the voicemail icon and saw I actually had six messages. Seems I’d gotten a few calls while I was out of cell range.
 
   The first message was from Hatch. He asked me to call back as soon as possible. By the fifth message, his voice was tight with anger.
 
   “Look, Pali, didn’t you agree to keep your phone with you over there? I don’t know why you’re not picking up, but this is the last time I’m gonna call. It’s about Farrah. Please call, babe. We need to talk.”
 
   I called him. 
 
   “Thank God it’s you,” he said.
 
   “What’s going on?” I said. “I had my phone on, but I was at the Kalaupapa Settlement most of the day, and they don’t have cell reception down there. I’m really sorry, I—”
 
   “Farrah’s had a seizure,” he said. “She’s been taken to Maui Memorial, but they want to airlift her to Honolulu.”
 
   “Oh, no.”
 
   “She won’t go. Ono’s totally freaking out.” He blew out a breath and it sounded as if Ono wasn’t the only one freaking out.
 
   “I’ll grab the next plane out of here,” I said. “I might have to fly through Honolulu and then on to Maui, but I’ll get there as fast as I can.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   There was a pause, and he went on. “I’m worried, babe. I’ve never seen this first-hand, but we studied stuff like this in EMT training, and I think Farrah’s got full-blown eclampsia. It’s dangerous.”
 
   “I’m on my way,” I said. “In the meantime, is there anything I can do?”
 
   “Pray,” he said, and the line went dead.
 
   ***
 
   There was a direct flight into Kahului at five-thirty, and I was able to book the last seat. While I waited, I kept calling Amanda. The eighth time I called, she picked up.
 
   “What do you want?” she spat into the phone. “I was taking a nap.”
 
   “Amanda, I was worried about you. I didn’t realize you’d left the mule ride until after we got to the bottom. Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine. Bored out of my skull, but fine. Can you imagine Richard making me go on that? I’ve never been on a horse in my life.”
 
   “Does Richard know you didn’t go?”
 
   “No, and he’s not going to. Before he gets back tonight, you’ll have to tell me what it was like. He’ll probably bug me for details.”
 
   “I need to talk to you about that. It seems—”
 
   She cut me off. “Oh, I’ve got an idea. Why don’t you come over to the house for dinner? George is hosting a little dinner party. I wouldn’t have agreed to go, but the gardener told me they don’t even have a McDonald’s here. Isn’t that sad?”
 
    “Amanda, listen. I’m calling because I’m leaving the island in just a few minutes. I’ve got an emergency back home and I need to go deal with it.”
 
   “What? You can’t go. You’re supposed to be helping me with my wedding!”
 
   “We’ve still got more than a week and a half to go, and everything’s under control. If you have any questions, call Malama. I need to order your cake in Maui anyway, so I’ll do it while I’m there.”
 
   “What am I going to tell Richard?”
 
   “Tell him I had an emergency,” I said.
 
   “No, not about that. What am I going to tell him about the mule ride? I need you to tell me stuff or he won’t believe that I went.”
 
   “Forget about that. Tell him the truth. You didn’t go because it was too scary.”
 
   “He’ll be furious. I already texted him and told him I went.”
 
   “Amanda. I can’t help you. They’re calling my flight. I’ve gotta go.” I hung up.
 
   They weren’t really calling my flight. I still had twenty minutes before we’d even begin lining up to board. Seems as high and mighty as I’d gotten with Amanda, she wasn’t the only one telling little white lies.
 
   ***
 
   The flight only took thirty minutes, but as is often the case in stressful situations, it seemed to take hours.
 
   We landed, and as I sprinted through the airport I realized I’d left my overnight bag in the maid’s quarters at George’s. No biggie. I had a hunch I’d be going to Honolulu soon, but I’d borrow a duffel bag from Steve and pick up a few essentials.
 
   Hatch met me at the bottom of the escalator. He looked like he’d been up all night: pale skin, bloodshot eyes, and a deep crease between his eyebrows. Under normal circumstances I would’ve attributed his wretched appearance to a tough night shift. But he hadn’t been on shift the night before, so Farrah’s turn for the worse must’ve happened much earlier than I’d thought.
 
   We hugged, and he gave me a quick kiss. 
 
   “You’re sure a sight for sore eyes,” he said. 
 
   Since I was only carrying my beach bag purse, he followed up with, “Did you check your bag?”
 
   “Nope. I was at the airport when you called. I didn’t bother to go back and get it.”
 
   He draped an arm over my shoulder and we leaned into each other as we made our way out to the parking lot. I couldn’t tell who was holding up whom, but I had a hunch it was pretty much fifty-fifty. Although Farrah had been my friend for decades and Hatch had only known her a couple of years, they had a special bond. Farrah had taken a beating on my behalf while I was away, and Hatch had been the one to protect her while she healed both physically and emotionally. After that, they’d been brother-sister close. 
 
   There’d been people who’d raised an eyebrow and whispered about how cozy the two of them had become, but I didn’t care. I knew them both. Before coming to Maui, Hatch had been unable to save his then-fiancé’s life, and it haunted him. He’d never throw away an opportunity to step up and play the hero for a damsel in distress. And, he’d never tarnish it by succumbing to a tawdry fling with his girlfriend’s best friend. 
 
   Farrah had come through her ordeal with a mixture of grit, denial, and faked cheerfulness. For months she’d been mentally vacant. She got up each day and went through the motions of her former life, but she was emotionally gray. Thankfully, she met Ono, the love of her life, just as the last of her physical scars had healed and the edges of her fear had scabbed over.   
 
   ***
 
   We got to Maui Memorial Hospital in record time. Hatch had a firefighter’s Maltese Cross bumper sticker on his truck, which I’m sure accounted for the fact that although he usually drove fifteen to twenty miles an hour over the speed limit, he’d never once been stopped by the Maui police.
 
   As we speed-walked through the hospital’s front doors, I slowed and turned toward the Information Desk, but Hatch grabbed my hand, nodding toward the elevators. 
 
   “I know exactly where she is,” he said.
 
   We took the elevator to the second floor ICU. It was hard to keep up with Hatch’s long strides as he hustled down the corridor to Room 2-23, but I managed to get to the room only seconds behind him.
 
   Farrah was propped up in bed. Her eyes were closed and her facial expression slack. I’d been in enough hospital rooms in the past couple of years to not freak out when I saw all of the beeping machines, creepy I-V poles, and tubes snaking in and out of her body. Still, it was a shock to see my vibrant, usually smiling, best friend with her mouth turned down and her face as pallid as a death mask.
 
   “Is she in a coma?” I whispered.
 
   “No, she’s sedated,” Hatch said. “Let’s go out in the hall to talk. You never know what they can hear.”
 
   We went out, but I stood close to the large glass window so I could keep an eye on her.
 
   “If they think she’d have a better chance in Honolulu,” I said. “Why don’t they just airlift her over there?”
 
   “She’s refused to go. When she got here last night she was conscious. They told her they’d like to put her on a helicopter and she about decked the ER doc.”
 
   “But now she’s knocked out,” I said. “Why don’t they just do it?”
 
   “They can’t. Even an unconscious patient has rights.”
 
   “The right to die?”
 
   “She’s in a hospital, Pali. They’re not gonna let her die.”
 
   “Then why do they want to send her to Honolulu?”
 
   “The only treatment for eclampsia is to deliver the babies. And, right now, Farrah’s only about thirty-four weeks along. That’s past the age of viability, but the babies are still really small. If she delivers, the kids would have a much better shot at a state-of-the-art neonatal facility like Queen’s Medical Center.”
 
   “But people have babies on Maui all the time,” I said.
 
   “Sure. And, chances are, Farrah’s babies would be okay here. But, if they develop complications, they’d be a lot better off at Queen’s where they have state-of-the-art everything.”
 
   I thought about what Lono had said about the little boy he’d hit with the stolen car. They took him to the hospital in Kauanakakai, but he didn’t make it. Would he have had a better shot if he’d been airlifted to Queen’s? 
 
   “Farrah’s got to go to Honolulu,” I said. 
 
   “Believe me, we’ve all tried to convince her. First the doctor, then Ono, and then me. She knows what’s at stake,” he said. “But you know she’s terrified of flying. She says she just can’t do it.” 
 
   “Give me five minutes with her,” I said. “I’ll get Farrah on that helicopter.” 
 
   “Fifty bucks says you’re wrong.”
 
    “I take cash, check or American Express,” I said. Then, I gave him a kiss on the cheek for luck.
 
   ***
 
   We talked to Farrah’s doctor and he agreed to reduce her sedation level to allow her to regain consciousness. 
 
   “But only long enough for you to try to convince her to go,” he said. “The last time anyone mentioned flying, her blood pressure spiked through the roof. And it’s tricky business sedating a woman in her third trimester.”
 
   “I only need three minutes,” I promised.
 
   “I’d like to remain in the room while you talk to her,” he said. 
 
   “Fine with me,” I said. “But would you mind staying in the background? I don’t want her feeling bullied.”
 
   “Agreed.”
 
   We didn’t have to wait long for the sedative to wear off. Farrah lifted one eyelid, then the other. When she saw me, she moaned, but she also smiled.
 
   “Hey,” she said in a creaky-door voice.
 
   “Hey, yourself.”
 
   “I think I’m in the hospital,” she said, looking around. Then her smile grew brighter and she said, “I mean we’re in the hospital.” 
 
   “Yeah, you are. And we need to talk about that.”
 
   She bit her lower lip, but didn’t say anything.
 
   “You love your babies, don’t you?”
 
   “Yeah. I’ve loved them forever.”
 
   “Then you’re going to have to ‘mom-up’ to protect them. Like a mother whale protects her calf from sharks, or a mother i’iwi bird protects her babies in the nest.”
 
   Her face crumpled. I had a hunch she knew where this was going.
 
   “You need to go to Honolulu,” I said.
 
   “We can’t,” she said in a whisper.
 
   “Yes, you can. You can, and you will. Because love is stronger than fear. I know it, and you know it. I’ve seen you toss fear aside like a rotten mango. You can do it again.”
 
   She turned her head away. 
 
   The doctor came up and touched my elbow. “I’m sorry, but her BP’s climbing. I’m going to have to put an end to this.”
 
   Farrah turned toward me and said, “Okay. We’ll go. Take me where my babies will be safe.”
 
   The doctor signaled a nurse to adjust Farrah’s IV drip.
 
   I bent over and kissed her cheek. “You’re the bravest woman in the whole world,” I said.
 
   Farrah mumbled something, but I couldn’t make out the words.
 
   “What’s that?” I said.
 
   “The whole universe…” she said in a slurry voice. “I’m the bravest woman in the whole universe.” 
 
   Then her head slumped and she was out cold.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Ono asked Farrah’s doctor if he’d be going with her in the air ambulance to Honolulu. The doc lifted his shoulder in a shrug.
 
   “I’d be willing to go if the crew’s okay with it, but it’s a Honolulu-based helicopter so I wouldn’t have a way to get back.”
 
   “That’s no problem,” Ono said. “I’ll come over in my own chopper and bring you back. I can get you here before the end of your shift.”
 
   “My shift ended ten minutes ago,” said the doc. “But think about it: since you’re the patient’s husband, you’re cleared to go with her. If I go, I’ll be taking your seat.”
 
   “I know. And it’s a hard decision for me, but if she starts having our kids while she’s in the air...” 
 
   “That won’t happen,” Hatch broke in. “No way.”
 
   I was waiting for Ono to turn on Hatch and demand how he could be so sure about that, but Ono stayed quiet. He probably hoped as much as I did that Hatch knew what he was talking about.
 
   Hatch turned to Ono. “Can Pali and I ride over with you?”
 
   “Of course, man. But we’ll need to leave right away.”
 
   As we jogged out to Hatch’s truck in the parking lot, Ono got on his phone. A minute later he said, “I got us a chopper, and they’re warming it up now.”
 
   “I thought you said the bird was yours,” said Hatch.
 
   “In a manner of speaking,” said Ono. 
 
   I’d ridden with Ono in his friend’s helicopter once before, back when Ono and I were figuring out if we were destined to be friends or something more. It wasn’t something either of us had shared with our current partners.
 
    Although Hatch’s firefighter sticker gave him leeway, this time he really pushed the limits. I saw the speedometer hit eighty-five. After that, I stopped looking. We tore into the Kahului airport general aviation parking lot and Hatch brought the truck to a bouncy stop, brakes screeching and gravel flying.
 
   We made our way across a brightly-lit tarmac. As we approached the waiting helicopter, the rotors were already turning. I made a dash to the open cabin door and instinctively ducked my head.
 
   The take-off was flawless. Once again, I was thrilled by the seeming weightlessness of the aircraft as it lifted in a whoosh that left my stomach somewhere north of where it had been a few minutes earlier.
 
   “Wow,” said Hatch, gripping my hand. “This is great.”
 
   We’d opted for the seats behind Ono so he could stay fully focused on getting the helicopter safely to its destination. Honolulu airspace was crowded enough without a distraught father-to-be distracted by the people riding shotgun.  
 
   The flight took us over the west side of Moloka’i. It was eerie, because unlike Maui, I couldn’t see a single light showing below. Maui had glowed, from Wailea to Ma’alaea Harbor, in a long swath of golden, shimmering light. But Moloka’i was as black as the ocean. Somewhere down there, Amanda was probably still pouting. But Richard was due to arrive at any time, so she’d have to put on her big-girl panties and get ready to spin tales about how she’d spent her day in Kalaupapa. 
 
   I didn’t expect her to call me that night. In fact, I figured I’d never cross her mind again until I showed up with her wedding cake. 
 
   Ah, the cake. In the uproar over Farrah, I’d completely forgotten to order Amanda and Richard’s wedding cake.
 
   ***
 
   Unlike Moloka’i, Honolulu was impossible to miss from the air. The lights of homes and hotels outlined the coastline, while streams of red taillights along the H-1 highway guided us straight to the heart of the city.
 
   Ono called for clearance from the Queen’s Hospital helipad, but he was denied.
 
   “We’ve got a flight on the ground and one incoming,” said the guy over the squawky mics on our headsets. “You got an emergency? ‘Cuz this is a private heliport.”
 
   “I’m ‘ohana of an incoming patient,” said Ono. “We’re with the high risk pregnancy sent over from Maui Memorial.”
 
   “Kingston? Is that you?” said the guy on the radio.
 
   “Schneider?” said Ono. “Yeah, it’s me. And my wife is on the Medevac you dispatched to Maui. ”
 
   “Hey dude, long time, no see.” 
 
   “Does that guy know you?” Hatch said over the internal mic. 
 
   “We were in the Army together,” said Ono. “Iraq, early on.”
 
   Schneider, the radio operator, came back on. “Kingston, if you’re the guy manning the cyclic, that makes it an emergency,” he said with a laugh. “Bring ‘er on in. I’ll deal with the higher-ups later.”
 
   “Roger that,” Ono said. 
 
   The radio crackled and Schneider said in a more serious voice, “Bell Alpha Eight-Niner, you’re cleared to land at QMC helipad.” He gave Ono the flight coordinates and AGL, or altitude above ground level, for the helipad. Ono hunched over and adjusted some controls.
 
   “Hold on,” Ono said into our headsets. “We’re gonna whack-a-mole.” 
 
   We descended quickly, almost like an elevator in freefall. I willed my stomach to stay put, and hoped Farrah had been totally out of it when she’d come in for the landing. 
 
   Once on the ground, Ono flipped switches and adjusted controls until the sound of the rotors changed from a steady thrumming to more of a whomp, whomp, whomp as the blades slowed.
 
   He turned and told us we could get out, but to leave our headsets on the seats.
 
   “Aren’t you coming in?” said Hatch.
 
   “I gotta get the doc back to Maui,” said Ono.
 
   “I assume the babies didn’t make an appearance on the trip over?” I said.
 
   “I made the doc promise to get word to me if they did,” Ono said. “So far, so good.”
 
   “How will you get back here?” said Hatch. 
 
   “I’m not thinking that far ahead,” said Ono. “But tell Farrah I will definitely be here for the birth.”
 
   “Will do,” said Hatch. “Take it easy, man. She’s in good hands.”
 
   Ono nodded and we climbed out of the helicopter. As we ran across the rooftop heliport, Farrah’s doctor passed us coming the other way. He gave a thumbs-up and I let go of the breath I felt like I’d been holding since we’d left Maui airspace.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   We weren’t allowed to see Farrah. She’d been taken somewhere in the bowels of the building and we couldn’t find anyone who knew much of anything about how things were going. At the information desk, the computer listed her as “in surgery.” Finally, after three hours of waiting, and more bad hospital coffee than any sane person should drink, we were visited by a doctor wearing pale green scrubs and a brightly-colored surgical cap printed with whimsical cartoon cats. There was a six-inch blood smear on the front of his smock.
 
   “Are you ‘ohana?” he said, his dark eyes flashing from Hatch to me.
 
   Hatch didn’t miss a beat. “This is Pali. She’s Farrah’s sister. And I’m her soon-to-be brother-in-law.” He must’ve been mentally practicing that for hours. It rattled me to hear what a good liar he was.
 
   “Okay,” said the doc. “Well, your sister’s pretty much out of the woods. The babies have some issues, but we’re working on that.”
 
   “What issues?” I said.
 
   “Expected complications for a multiple birth with early-term babies. Respiratory insufficiency, body heat regulation, that sort of thing.” He said it like the problems were no big deal. But even a non-medical person like me knew they were.
 
   “It’s okay to give me the bad news,” said Hatch. “I’m an EMT.” 
 
   “Good for you,” said the doc. “But if I have anything to say about it, there won’t be any bad news.”
 
   We nodded, as if taking him at his word.
 
   “I’ll keep you apprised,” said the doc.
 
   “Can we see her?” I said.
 
   “Not yet,” the doc said. “Your sister’s in recovery. I’ll have a nurse come get you when she’s moved to a patient room.”
 
   Then he made an about-face and left, taking long strides as if to thwart any possible attempts to engage him further.
 
   “Well, he’s got a pretty un-aloha bedside manner,” I muttered.
 
   Hatch smiled. “Yeah, but ya know, I see a lot of docs in my job. And the surly ones are usually the best. I think it’s ‘cuz they’re competitive. They don’t like to lose.”
 
   ***
 
   Ono showed up at around five in the morning. He looked as rotten as I felt. He made his way to the corner where Hatch and I were splayed out in the barely-padded waiting room chairs, pretending to sleep. It dawned on me we’d failed to ask the doctor if the twins were boys or girls. But maybe it was for the best. We’d all find out together.
 
   “Hey,” Ono said. 
 
   Hatch stood and the two of them did a complicated “man-shake,” with lots of fist-bumping, forearm-grabbing, Macarena-like moves that I was glad I wasn’t expected to take part in after a sleepless night.
 
   “Hey, yourself,” I said. “The doc came out last night and told us the babies were born at around three a.m.” 
 
   “Yeah, I know,” he said. “I was there.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “I was in the operating room,” he said. “It was amazing.”
 
   “How’d you make it back so fast?” said Hatch.
 
   “A buddy met me at Kahului and flew the chopper back over. We had to land at HNL and then I tipped a cabbie big time to run all the red lights. I promised Farrah I’d be here for the birth, so there was no way I was gonna let her down.”
 
   It wasn’t the first time I’d realized what a prince Ono was and how much he adored his wife. Did I have a twinge of envy? Maybe even regret? Sure. But Ono’s lifestyle was much too “make it up as we go along” for me. Hatch was much more solid, more predictable. Then I remembered he’d recently quit his job without telling me.
 
   “How’s Farrah doing?” I said, pushing that last thought out of my mind.
 
   “She’s great. But she’s still pretty out of it.”
 
   “So, man, what’ve you got?” said Hatch.
 
   Ono and I both looked at him, puzzled.
 
   “Boys or girls?” Hatch went on. “The doc didn’t say.”
 
   “One of each,” said Ono. “But the boy’s struggling.” He sounded as if he was struggling, as well.
 
   “They’ll both be fine,” said Hatch in his “firefighter-to-accident victim” voice. “They’ve got ikaika parents.” I was surprised to hear Hatch use the Hawaiian word for “strong.” I had no idea he even knew it. A prickly feeling shot down my arms. What else didn’t I know? First, he quits his job without even talking to me about it; then he lies to the doctor like a pro; and then he starts spouting kama‘aina words I’d never heard him use before. Who was this guy, anyway?
 
   “Can we see her?” I said. “The doctor said they’d tell us when she was moved to a room, but obviously they didn’t.”
 
   “I don’t think they want people in there until she’s had a chance to rest,” said Ono. “It was a pretty rushed Caesarean.” 
 
   He looked at his fancy diver’s watch. “Oh, and it’s not nine o’clock yet. Visiting hours don’t start until nine.”
 
   I’d spent more than a week at Queen’s Medical Center when my half-brother had fallen into the Ala Wai Canal, and I still didn’t know as much as Ono apparently did about the rules. But then, it’d been a trying time. I guess, when you think about it, any time spent hanging around a hospital could be deemed, “a trying time.”
 
   We took the elevator downstairs to the cafeteria. I’d spent so much time in that very same cafeteria I could practically recite the menu by heart. I opted for my usual morning concoction of yogurt, vanilla-almond granola, and some previously-frozen strawberries. Farrah would’ve dubbed it “astronaut food” and she’d be right. It tasted like it’d been months since any of the ingredients had been in the ground, in a cow, or on a tree. 
 
   “How did the babies look when you saw them?” I said to Ono.
 
   We found an open table and I mopped off the previous diner’s dribblings with a wad of paper napkins. You’d think in a hospital they’d be more concerned about hygiene, but most of the empty tables were piled high with dirty dishes, wadded-up napkins, and half-full coffee cups. They should consider buying a sign like the one Steve tacked to the kitchen wall soon after he’d moved in with me: The maid’s run off with the pool boy, so from now on clean up after yourself.
 
   “They’re really little.  Their skin is kinda red, and they’ve got all kinds of tubes comin’ out of ‘em. To me, they looked sorta pissed off.”
 
   “You’d be pissed off too if you were yanked out of a nice warm place in the middle of the night and you ended up in a hospital,” said Hatch.
 
   “That kinda describes us all, don’t ya think?” said Ono.
 
   “Point taken.”
 
   The guys ate huge breakfasts of eggs, toast, rice and Portuguese sausage, while I stirred my yogurt and licked the spoon. I couldn’t imagine stuffing my face while my stomach was clenched in a Gordian knot of worry, but I guess everyone has different ways of dealing with stress.
 
   “You done with that?” said Hatch, pointing to my nearly full yogurt cup as he bussed his dishes onto a cafeteria tray. 
 
   “Yeah, mahalo.”
 
   He added the yogurt cup to the tray and then he crossed the wide expanse of tables and chairs to a trash receptacle near the door. 
 
   When he was out of earshot, Ono said, “What’s this I hear about Hatch quitting his job?”
 
   “Who told you?”
 
   “Farrah said he mentioned it a week ago, and then yesterday, he told me he’d done it.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I only found out yesterday,” I said. “After it was a done deal.”
 
   “Ouch.”
 
   “I know. We haven’t had time to talk about it. Did he give you a reason?”
 
   “A reason why he quit? Only that he needed to make more money,” said Ono.
 
   “Why is it that suddenly everything’s about money with him?” I said.
 
   “He’s getting married,” said Ono. “You know, a man’s gotta provide for the wife and kids, and all that.”
 
   “Seriously? If I’m not mistaken, this is the twenty-first century,” I said. “Between the two of us we make plenty of money.”
 
   “Maybe. But we men still feel the need to be the main providers.”
 
   Hatch returned to the table. “What’re you guys talking about?” he said. “Looks serious.”
 
   “It is serious,” I said. “I was just asking Ono if he knew why you’d decided to join the ranks of the unemployed.”
 
   Hatch’s brow wrinkled. “Seems like you’re talking to the wrong guy about that.”
 
   Ono got up from the table and made a big show of checking his watch. “Wow, it’s nearly eight-thirty,” he said. “I think I’ll go on up and see if I can work my charm on the maternity nurses to let me go in and see Farrah a little early.”
 
   I was pretty sure fathers didn’t have to stick with the normal visiting hours, but I kept quiet. Hatch and I needed time alone. 
 
   Ono gave us a wave and left.
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t have a chance to talk with you about it sooner,” Hatch said. “But I wanted to wait until I was sure.”
 
   “Sure about what? Sure you were going to quit? Or sure about something else?”
 
   “Sure I was doing the right thing in handing in my notice. I didn’t want to worry you.”
 
   “Ah,” I said. I waited for him to fill in the many blanks in the conversation, but he just smiled.
 
   “Hatch, why are you being so secretive about this? Married people aren’t supposed to keep secrets from each other.”
 
   “Because it’s kind of a surprise.”
 
   “You know how I feel about surprises,” I said. “Not a big fan.”
 
   “I know, but this is different.”
 
   Ono burst through the cafeteria door, face flushed, eyes wild. “Guys, I need you to come.”
 
   “What’s going on?” I said. Hatch and I both jumped up from the table. “Is it Farrah?”
 
   “No, it’s the kids. My boy stopped breathing. They’ve put him on life support.”
 
   And with that, all thoughts about jobs, secrets, and surprises vanished like a soap bubble popping in the breeze.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   We stared through the glass enclosure at Ono and Farrah’s tiny keiki. They looked like they’d been dragged behind a pickup down a rutted gravel road. Their skin was rough and red, and their arms and legs were so skinny they seemed barely big enough to have bones in them. They wore white knit caps, and both had a round white patches stuck to their chests. A small tube protruded from the little girl’s nose, but the baby boy’s face was nearly obscured by a bulky blue contraption with a grey flexible hose coming out of the middle. The kid looked like the little stuffed elephant Farrah had been given at her baby shower. 
 
   “Oh, Ono,” I said, taking Ono’s hand. “I’m so sorry about your boy.”
 
   “But he’s a fighter,” he said. “I can tell.”
 
   Since it was impossible to see much of the little guy’s face, it was hard for me to agree.
 
   “No, really,” he went on. “Check it out. Look at those fists. And, he’s suckin’ air through that thing like there’s no tomorrow.”
 
   It probably wasn’t the best choice of words under the circumstances, but still, we all smiled. We watched the little guy’s chest heave up and down, as if he was psyching himself up for a grudge match. You gotta love a kid who doesn’t give up. Definitely my kind of kid.
 
   “Have you named them yet?” I said.
 
   “No. We talked about names, and Farrah definitely has strong feelings about it, but we agreed to wait until we have a chance to get to know them a little before making a final decision.”
 
   “Can we see Farrah now?” I said.
 
   Ono checked his watch. “Yeah, it’s visiting hours, so you can go in. I’d rather you didn’t say anything about all this,” he said, gesturing to the mass of equipment in the neonatal ICU. “She thinks they’re in the regular nursery.”
 
   “She’ll find out soon enough,” said Hatch. “I mean, won’t she wonder why they haven’t brought the babies in to her?”
 
   “She doesn’t know the drill,” said Ono. “And until she’s stronger, I don’t want to worry her.”
 
   Huh. So, maybe keeping secrets was some kind of “man thing.” Personally, I think if my kid was fighting for his life, I’d want to know. Farrah was Ono’s wife now, so it was technically none of my business. But she was still my best friend.
 
   We went down the hall to Farrah’s room. It was a private room, done up ultra-feminine, with pink floral wallpaper and a cozy ivory-colored loveseat with ruffled pink throw pillows tossed artfully across the back of the seat. I had to suck back a grin. Farrah, no doubt, hated it.
 
   Farrah was awake. She looked wiped out. They’d combed her cloud of espresso brown hair into a messy ponytail on top of her head, making her appear somewhat volcanic. From the waist down she was covered by a blanket, but it was hard to miss the dark spots blooming through the thin hospital gown. Her milk had come in, but her babies had not. I wondered how long Ono would be able to keep up the ruse that everything was normal.
 
   “Aloha,” she said in a thin voice. “Mahalo for coming. I guess our babies decided to make an early appearance.”
 
   For a second, I didn’t know what to say. Did she know she was in Honolulu? Did she remember having the seizure? Or getting rushed to the hospital on Maui, and then later being loaded on a helicopter and flown to Queen’s in the middle of the night to have a Caesarean section?
 
   “Aloha, yourself, Momma,” I said. “You look great. How do you like this girly-girl room?” I gestured toward the frilly curtains in the window like Vanna White beaming at a completed puzzle on Wheel of Fortune.
 
   She smiled. “It’s cool. I guess having babies is about as ‘girly-girl’ as it gets.”
 
   I wanted to pounce on that statement and remind her that even though her so-called “male” dog had had a litter of pups she still stubbornly refused to refer to it as female, but this wasn’t the time. I stashed it away for future reference, though.
 
   “How’re you doing, ku’uipo?” said Ono, leaning in to give her a kiss. “I’m so proud of you.”
 
   “I’m proud of me, too,” said Farrah. “I think we should name these kids Heli and Copter. That was pretty far out for me to fly over here, don’t ya think?” 
 
   Ah, so she did remember. 
 
   “You can name them anything you want,” Ono said. “I love you so much. After what you’ve been through, letting you name them is the least I can offer.”
 
   So far, Hatch hadn’t said anything. I looked at him, and he appeared uncomfortable, averting his gaze and clenching his fists.
 
   I turned back to Farrah. “Can I get you anything?” I said. “A drink of water or something?”
 
   “No, mahalo, I’m cool. But if I could have a few minutes alone with my husband…” 
 
   “Oh,” I said. “No worries. We’ll wait right outside.”
 
   I grabbed Hatch’s hand and pulled him toward the door. He’d been staring at the machines over Farrah’s bed with a tiki-god scowl on his face. 
 
   “What’s going on with you?” I said.
 
   “Did you see those monitors?” he said in a low voice. 
 
   “What? No. What’s the problem?”
 
   “Her BP’s still high, and her temp’s up a bit, too,” he said. 
 
   “Maybe that’s normal in situations like this,” I said.
 
   “I don’t think so,” he said. “Delivering the babies should’ve fixed the BP. And the elevated temp means she could be getting an infection. I need to talk to the doctor.”
 
   “Maybe you should tell Ono, and have him to talk to the doctor,” I said. I would’ve thought Hatch, who’d been both a cop and a firefighter, would understand the need for observing proper hierarchy and protocol, not to mention boundaries. 
 
   “Ono won’t have a clue what the doc is saying,” said Hatch. I thought he sounded arrogant, but after two sleepless nights, I figured his social skills were probably running a bit thin.
 
   “True, but don’t you think Farrah’s husband should be the first to know if anything’s wrong?”
 
   He seemed to consider it. “How about I take him with me to talk to the doc?”
 
   “Sounds like a plan, but—”
 
   My phone chimed, and Hatch shot me a look. “You’re not supposed to have that thing on in here,” he said. 
 
   There were signs throughout the hallways demanding that visitors turn off their cellphones. I had no idea what the big deal was, except maybe with all the beeping and pinging from the machines, the medical staff felt they shouldn’t have to put up with any more electronic chatter than necessary.
 
   I didn’t recognize the number, but it was an “808” number: the area code for Hawaii.
 
   “Hello, Pali?” 
 
   “Yes. And you are…?”
 
   “I’m sorry; it’s Malama. I didn’t want to bother you, but I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “What is it? Has Amanda gone missing again?”
 
   “Amanda went missing?” she said. “When?”
 
   “Yesterday we were supposed to go down to Kalaupapa on the mules, but Amanda turned back and then didn’t answer her phone for the rest of the day. I heard from her last night, but I’d already left Moloka’i.”
 
   “You’re not here?”
 
   “No. I’m in Honolulu. Is Amanda okay?” I said.
 
   “She’s fine. In fact, she’s the problem. Last night there was an accident, and she’s trying to blame my son.”
 
   “What? What kind of accident?”
 
   “It’s Mr. Atkinson. He fell, and they took him to the hospital.”
 
   “Is he all right?”
 
   “I don’t know. No one’s saying much. But Amanda’s making it sound like it was Leonard’s fault. And it wasn’t; it was hers. ”
 
   I waited for her to fill in more details, but instead she said, “Could you come back over today? I don’t know what to do.”
 
   “I’m at Queen’s Hospital,” I said. “I can—”
 
   Malama gasped. “You’re in the hospital? Oh my, I’m so sorry to bother you. Are you okay?”
 
   “No, it’s not me; it’s my best friend. She just had twins.”
 
   “Congratulations! That’s wonderful to hear.” Her voice didn’t match her words, however. Her tone sounded as if I’d just told her she shouldn’t expect any help from me now, or anytime soon. 
 
   “The babies are premature,” I said. “They’ll probably be here for a while. I’ll see what I can do about catching a flight to Moloka’i this afternoon. Since Amanda’s my client as well as yours, I want to help get to the bottom of this.”
 
    “Mahalo, Pali. Call me when you get here. I’ll see if Leonard can pick you up at the airport. That is, if they haven’t already thrown him in jail.”
 
   “I won’t need a ride,” I said. “I have a loaner car. Tell me where you live and I’ll come over there as soon as I get in.” 
 
   She gave me directions to her house in Maunaloa and we hung up.
 
   “What was that about?” said Hatch.
 
    “My Moloka’i wedding. It seems there’s been an accident and the groom’s been taken to the hospital.”
 
   “The old guy?”
 
   “Yeah. And the bride’s blaming it on the caretaker at the house where they’re staying.”
 
   “Okay. So, where do you fit in?”
 
   “The caretaker’s mother is the local woman who’s helping me with the wedding.”
 
   “Ah, so she’s dragging you into it.”
 
   “I have to go, Hatch. I’m the one who dragged her into this mess in the first place. I can’t just abandon her.”
 
   He pulled me to him, enveloping me in a tight hug. “You know, you’re too nice.”
 
   “I’ll remind you of that when we finally get a chance to talk about you quitting your job.”
 
   “I’ve got it under control, babe. Really.”
 
    This wasn’t the time, or the place, to discuss it. 
 
   He dropped his arms and checked his watch. “When are you going?” 
 
   “As soon as I can get a flight. Hopefully, by the time I get back, we’ll know more about what’s going on with Farrah.”
 
   “That reminds me,” he said. “I’ve got to go find that doctor.”
 
   My phone rang again.
 
   “You need to shut that thing off,” he said.
 
   “It’s probably Malama again,” I said. 
 
   “Hurry back,” he said. He leaned down and kissed me lightly on the lips. Then he headed down the hall. 
 
   I picked up the call just as it was about to go to voicemail.  
 
   “Pali?” said the caller. “It’s me.”
 
   It didn’t sound like Malama. “Amanda?”
 
   “Yeah. I already told you it was me.”
 
   As I waited for her to tell me what was going on, I walked down the hallway toward the elevator and pressed the call button. 
 
   “I heard there was a mishap over there,” I said. “How’s Richard doing?”
 
   “This is all your fault,” she said. “You and that, uh, …that peon who works for George.”
 
   The elevator pinged and the doors slid open. I was ten floors up. If I stepped in, I’d probably have to call Amanda back, since reception can be nonexistent in an elevator. But I was eager to get to Moloka’i and straighten things out.
 
   “Amanda, I’m just about to get into an elevator. Can I call you right back?”
 
   “Oh, sure. I’m in the middle of a freakin’ crisis here, and you’re blowing me off. That’s just great.”
 
   “I’m not blowing you off,” I said. The elevator doors closed. Fortunately, I was the only person in there. “It’s just that cell phones sometimes don’t work too well in elevators.”
 
   Amanda said nothing.
 
   “Amanda? Are you there?”
 
   The only sound I heard was the whoosh of hydraulics as the elevator began its ponderous journey a hundred feet down the shaft.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   The elevator gave a cheery ping as it reached the lobby level. The doors opened and I clipped across the lobby to the main entrance. Once outside, the cacophony and humidity of downtown Honolulu hit me like a slap in the face. I’ve never been much of a city dweller. During the four years I was on O’ahu for college I always knew exactly how many days I had before my next trip home to Maui.
 
   I called Amanda back.
 
   “It’s about time,” she said. “I was wondering if you’d totally thrown me under the bus.” 
 
   “I’m on my way over there,” I said. “I’m at Queen’s Medical Center in Honolulu. My best friend had a seizure and was airlifted here last night.” I hated sounding as if I was going for the pity vote, but I felt I owed her an explanation. Or maybe I was just trying to get her to back off a little.
 
   “So?” she said. “What’s that got to do with me?”
 
   “Probably nothing. Please tell me what’s happened.”
 
   “Richard got in late last night and him and George got in a big fight. And then, that stupid gardener guy pushed him in the pool.”
 
   “Lono pushed Richard in the pool?” I said. “Why?”
 
   “Who knows? Probably George put him up to it.”
 
   “Are you sure Lono pushed Richard in the pool? Maybe he fell in; you know, accidentally.”
 
   “Uh-uh, nothing accidental about it,” she said. “I saw the whole thing.”
 
   “I’m on my way over there,” I said. “We can talk then.”
 
   ***
 
   I grabbed a cab outside the hospital entrance and made it to the inter-island terminal in less than half an hour. I paid the driver, but in my haste to get out, I grabbed my beach bag purse by the wrong end and dumped the entire contents on the floor of the back seat.
 
   “Sorry,” I said. I scrabbled around the sandy floorboard scooping up my phone, my wedding planner emergency supplies pouch, a ratty hairbrush, and a wad of receipts from various fast food places. 
 
   “Take all the time you need, lady,” said the driver. “It’s not like time is money for me, or nothin’.” 
 
   When I’d retrieved everything I could find, I brushed off my hands and zipped up the bag.
 
    “I think I got it all,” I said. I hopped out and shut the door.
 
   “Have a nice day,” said the cabbie through the open front window. Then he screeched away from the curb.
 
   I sprinted to the counter and said I was booked on the next flight to Moloka’i. The young woman behind the counter looked like the Malibu Barbie doll I’d had as a kid: shiny long blond hair, perfectly even tan, and slanted blue eyes rimmed with thick black liner. Her name tag read, “Candee.” 
 
   “Do you have any bags to check?” she said. She peered around the suitcase scale as if hoping to see me dragging a bag in my wake so she could charge me the additional fifteen bucks.
 
   “No, I’m just going for a short visit. Is that the plane out there?” I pointed to a tiny single-prop plane sitting at the gate. It had “Mokulele Airlines” written on the tail. 
 
   “Yes, it’s leaving in a few minutes. You going round-trip?”
 
   “No, I’ll buy the return ticket later.”
 
   Candee mashed her lips into a tight line. 
 
   “And how will you be paying?” she said.
 
   “Cash,” I said. I rummaged through my bag looking for my wallet. I couldn’t find it. I pulled out my phone and kept digging, but there was no wallet in sight. 
 
   Candee drummed a hot-pink fingernail against her computer keyboard.
 
   “Uh, on second thought, do you accept payment by phone or Paypal?” I said. “I’ve set up direct pay from my checking account to both of those.”
 
   “I’ll need to see some photo ID,” she said.
 
   “Of course.” I continued to dig through the bag. “It seems I can’t find my wallet right this second,” I said. “How about a business card? I have a business card with my name on it.”
 
   “Look, we don’t do TSA checks for inter-island,” she said. “But you still won’t be able to get on the plane without photo ID.” 
 
   “I think I left my wallet in the cab coming out here,” I said. “But here’s the deal: I’m a local. I live on Maui and my friend had to be airlifted over here because she had pregnancy complications. Anyway, as you can see from my business card, I’m a wedding planner and I’m doing a wedding on Moloka’i, so I need to get to Moloka’i right away. Stuff fell out of my purse on the ride out here, and my ID was in my wallet. This will just be a quick trip, and—”
 
   “Stop,” she said. “You’re gonna need to tell it to my boss.”
 
   She raised her hand and waved it around like a student waiting to be called on in class, and a pinch-faced deeply tanned woman with a wiry build and severely short salt and pepper hair zipped over to the counter. She had the beady-eyed countenance of a mynah bird.
 
   “My supervisor will handle your reservation,” said Candee, as she stepped back to make way for bird-woman.
 
   “Aloha,” I said, squinting to make out the supervisor’s name on her badge. “Madge, is it?”
 
   “Aloha. How can I help you today?” said Madge.
 
   I reiterated my flight plans and my inability to photographically prove my identity. Madge nodded sympathetically, then smiled. It wasn’t an “I understand” smile; it was a “gotcha” look. As if she was finally going to have the opportunity to put all that boring Homeland Security training into action. She could just see it now: her name on the front page of the Honolulu Advertiser for thwarting a devious plot to take down a nine-seater island hopper on its way to Moloka’i. 
 
   “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to step over here,” she said. She led me to the end of the counter, and pulled out a bulky hand-held radio.
 
   The prop on the plane outside began turning.
 
   Two minutes later, a fleshy guy in a blue TSA uniform lumbered over. He chatted quietly with Madge before turning to me. 
 
   “Where you headed today?” he said.
 
   I told him my story. Then, I followed it up with, “I’m a former air marshal with Homeland Security. My name is Pali Moon. Although I’m no longer on the job, you can check it out with your boss. I used to fly through HNL on flights to Taipei.”
 
   He grunted. “What was your badge number?”
 
   I told him.
 
   “Who was your supervisor?”
 
   I told him.
 
   “How long does it take to get from here to Taipai if you got no delays?”
 
   “A little over ten and a half hours at five hundred miles an hour,” I said. “But a commercial flight usually takes longer because of airspace congestion at Songshan airport. So, it’s usually about thirteen hours, wheels up to wheels down.”
 
   “Mind if I take your picture?” He held up his cellphone.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I gotta check some things out.” 
 
   I didn’t smile for the photo. 
 
   Candee announced the plane was ready for departure, and I figured I’d missed it. I plopped down in an orange plastic chair and pulled out my phone to text Hatch and ask him to call the cab company. Then a shadow fell over me. The rotund TSA officer was looming above, blocking the light from the floor-to-ceiling windows. 
 
   “Okay,” he said. “You checked out. Better get out there. They’re ready for take off.” 
 
   He waddled away in a gait unique to guys who’ve eaten more than their share of plate lunch washed down with too much beer. I wondered how a guy like that passed his yearly physical, but as is the case with most of my musings, it was none of my business.
 
   Feeling vastly relieved that the good folks at the HNL inter-island terminal were doing their part in fighting the “Global War against Terror,” I speed-walked across the tarmac.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   It was way past lunchtime when I landed at Ho’olehua Airport, and my stomach was putting up a racket loud enough to draw attention. I hadn’t eaten since my few bites of yogurt that morning, and the diet soda I’d drunk while waiting for the cab to show up wasn’t helping.
 
   Luck was with me because Sifu Doug’s friend’s blue Geo was still in the airport parking lot, just where I’d left it. I was anxious to find out what had happened at George’s last night, but if I wanted anything to eat, I’d need to go to Kaunakakai first. I got a kid’s meal from the drive-thru at Molokai Burger and then headed west on Highway 460. By going just a tad over the forty-five mph speed limit, I managed to get to Malama’s house in Maunaloa in less than half an hour. 
 
   I pulled up at Malama’s and my phone chimed.
 
   It was Amanda. As usual, she didn’t identify herself but I was beginning to recognize the LA phone number.
 
   “Don’t bother coming over,” she said. “”Cuz I won’t be here. I’m leaving this horrible place and going back to LA.
 
   “How’s Richard doing?”
 
   “Didn’t you hear? They flew him to a hospital in Honolulu, but then they called this morning and said he’d had a heart attack.” Her voice was calm. Like she was telling me her fiancé had dribbled gravy on a silk shirt and the stain probably wasn’t going to come out.
 
   “Is he going to be okay?” 
 
   “Not hardly,” she said. “He died.”
 
   “At the hospital?”
 
   “I guess so,” she said.
 
   “I’m so sorry. And you weren’t there. Wouldn’t they let you go with him?” I said.
 
   “I didn’t ask. When the ambulance got here last night they said they were just taking him in for observation. Then they left. It wasn’t like I had time to get myself ready or anything.”
 
   I was so stunned by her lack of emotion I wondered if she grasped the gravity of the situation. Maybe she was in shock. I hate talking about emotional things on the telephone. It’s tough to guess how another person is feeling without seeing their reaction.
 
   “Amanda, Richard’s gone,” I said in a low voice. “Forever. Is there anything I can do for you?” 
 
   “Nah, I’m fine. But there’s no reason for me to hang around here any longer.”
 
   It took me a beat to think of something appropriate to say, but my thoughts were interrupted by a loud banging on Amanda’s side of the call.
 
   Amanda muttered an unladylike expletive, and then said, “Creepy George is at the door. I’m outta here.” 
 
   The line went dead. 
 
   I thumbed the “end call” button and got out of the car. Malama hadn’t come out of her house, but I knew I was at the right place because Lono’s distinctive red truck was parked in the driveway. 
 
   As I approached the house, I felt a pang. How much did I owe any of these people—Amanda, Richard, Malama or Lono? I’d only met Amanda nine days earlier. My best friend was ill in a Honolulu hospital, and I’d left before finding out just how sick she was. I chastised myself for getting sucked into yet another family drama simply because I’d agreed to plan a wedding. If I was smart, I’d get back in the car and call Malama and advise her to hire an attorney. Then, I’d drive back to the airport and catch the next flight back to Honolulu. 
 
   But I didn’t go back to the car. I couldn’t. It simply isn’t in my nature to walk away from someone in need. I hadn’t known Richard well, but I felt a twinge of responsibility for him. His gold-digger fiancée may have written him off, but I hadn’t. And what about Malama? I’d pulled her and Lono into this quicksand; wasn’t it my obligation to help them find their way out? 
 
   I went up the three wooden steps to the door and knocked. 
 
   ***
 
   Malama came to the door. Her eyes were red; her face sagged. I realized I’d never seen her when she wasn’t smiling and, without her smile, she looked a decade older.
 
   “I see Leonard’s here,” I said, pointing to the truck.
 
   She gestured for me to come in and take a seat. Her house was sparsely furnished, but spotless. I saw a worn path leading from the front door to the kitchen in the old plank floor and wondered how many times Lono had come in and made a beeline for something to eat at his mom’s house.
 
   “He’s not here,” she said. “He came over last night and asked if he could borrow my car.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Everybody knows his truck. He said he needed some time to think before he talked to the cops.” 
 
   “But won’t the police recognize your car?”
 
   “I drive a little silver Toyota. We got lots of those on this island,” she said. “And, guess what? The police called a few minutes ago. They want me to come down to Kaunakakai.”
 
   “To the police station? Why?”
 
   “I s’pose they’re looking for Leonard and they think I know where he is. Or, maybe they want to ask me about Amanda and Richard. Everybody in town knows I was helping with that wedding.”
 
   “You heard Richard died this morning?” I said.
 
    “Yeah,” she said, nodding. “That’s even more bad news for my boy.”
 
   “Amanda called. She’s going back to the mainland,” I said.
 
   “She’s taking Mr. Atkinson home to be buried?” Malama said.
 
   Since I hadn’t asked, I decided to give Amanda the benefit of the doubt. “I suppose so.”
 
   “She told the police my Leonard pushed him in.”
 
   “I know. That’s what she told me, too. But you don’t think so?” I said.
 
   “Of course not. Why’d he do somet’ing like that? Last night I asked him what happened and he said he didn’t have nothin’ to do with it. He said Mr. Atkinson just fell in by accident.” 
 
   “And you believe him?”
 
   “I’m his momma; of course I believe him.”
 
   “Are you going to drive the truck down to the police station?” She’d need a stepladder to get into the cab of Lono’s truck. 
 
   “No, I’m gonna have to call a cab. I can’t drive a stick.” Her face crumpled and she swiped tears from the corners of each eye. “Why would that girl say that about my boy? What’s gonna happen to him now?”
 
   I offered to take her to the police station. I told her I’d bring her back home after she was finished. I warned her to eat something before we went because I’d done my share of police interviews and it usually takes hours.
 
   “What you gonna do while I’m in there?” she said.
 
   “Don’t worry. I’ll keep myself busy.” I had no idea how I’d pass the time. 
 
   We got in my car and she directed me to the main police station in Kaunakakai. It was in the Mitchell Pauole Center on Ainoa Street. The one-story building was painted yellow-brown; a color reminiscent of Dijon mustard that’s used on many State of Hawaii government buildings. Only a color-blind person would pay good money for paint like that, but I had a hunch the taxpayers of Hawaii had paid plenty. 
 
   I went to fill up the Geo at one of the two gas stations in town. It amazed me that on an island of some two hundred sixty square miles, with more than seven thousand people, there are only two gas stations—and they’re two blocks apart. Consequently, there isn’t much competition and regular gas goes for over five bucks a gallon. I went inside to see if I could pay using my phone. My cash and credit cards were in my wallet, which if I was lucky, was still joy-riding around O’ahu in the back of a taxicab. 
 
   “We don’t got that phone pay thing here,” said the clerk behind the counter of the gas station.
 
   What was I going to do? The Geo’s gas gauge needle had slid onto “E” yesterday. I hadn’t had time to fill up before Hatch called about Farrah’s seizure. I’d left the car at the airport, promising myself I’d send a check to Sifu Doug’s friend to pay for gas and thank him for the loan of the car.
 
   I walked back outside to move the Geo out of the way of other people who’d pulled in and were waiting to fill up. At the next pump over, on the opposite side, I glimpsed a crown of yellowish-white hair sticking out at all angles. The guy had his back to me and was opening the door of a black Range Rover when I called out.
 
   “George? Is that you?”
 
   The guy peered through the gap between the pumps, his eyes wary.
 
   “Ah, hello there,” George said. He nodded and kept moving, like when you don’t want to appear rude, but you don’t want to engender further conversation, either.
 
   I dashed through the gap and tapped him on the arm. He jerked back, as if my mere touch might soil his clothing.
 
   “Excuse me,” he said. “But I must be going.”
 
   “George, remember me? I’m Pali Moon. I’m the wedding planner who was coordinating Richard and Amanda’s wedding at your house. I’m so sorry to hear about the loss of your friend.”
 
   “Of course I remember you,” he said. “And thank you for the condolences. It was quite a shock.” He gave me a wan smile and took a step back, as if to prevent future bodily contact.  
 
   “I’m so sorry to bother you, but I have a bit of a problem,” I said.
 
   He eyed me like a Waikiki tourist glaring at a panhandler blocking the sidewalk, but he said nothing.
 
   I went on. “You see, I lost my wallet in Honolulu, in a cab. I’ll be going back there today, but I’ve promised to give a friend here a ride back to Maunaloa, so I really need to get some gas in this car.”
 
   “You’re hitting me up for gas money?” he said. “What a novel request.”
 
   I wasn’t sure if that boded well or ill for me, so I decided to play it straight. “Yes, I’d really appreciate even a gallon or two. I’ll reimburse you when I get back to Honolulu.”
 
   “I don’t want your money,” he said. “Where’s your car?”
 
   I pointed through the gap at the Geo.
 
   He cringed. “That is your personal automobile?” 
 
   “No, it’s a loaner. As you may recall, I live on Maui.”
 
   “Ah, yes. I’d forgotten.” 
 
   He extracted a credit card from a black eel-skin wallet. “Go ahead and fill it,” he said. “When you’re finished, the contents of the gas tank will no doubt be worth more than the car.” He chuckled at his witty observation. 
 
   The pump stopped at a tad over fifty bucks. The Geo tank only held ten gallons, so it appeared I’d been running on fumes even longer than I’d thought. 
 
   “Mahalo nui,” I said, then I translated, “Thank you so much. I’ll send you the fifty-two dollars. I’m not a mooch.”
 
   George smiled. “I haven’t heard anyone use that word for years. Can I buy you a cup of coffee?”
 
   I was taken aback by his offer, but I agreed. After all, I had at least another hour to kill before Malama would be finished at the police station.
 
   “That’d be great,” I said. 
 
   “Do you mind taking a walk while we drink it? My doctor tells me I don’t get enough exercise.”
 
   I wasn’t sure what his motives were, but one great thing about holding a black belt in martial arts is I’m never too worried about being overpowered by a man. Especially a paunchy crazy-haired guy in his seventies.
 
   We parked our cars on the street, and I followed him back over to the gas station. I was skeptical of drinking gas station coffee since Auntie Mana always told us, “Don’t eat where your car does,” but it turned out to be surprisingly good.
 
   “Let’s walk down the dock,” he said, gesturing to the long Kaunakakai pier extending out into the bay. The pier was so wide cars and trucks could drive on it, but there was also a dedicated sidewalk.
 
   “Sounds good,” I said. I still wasn’t clear on his motives, but what harm could come to me in the middle of the afternoon on a bustling wharf? Even if he threw me in the water, it was a short swim back to shore.
 
   We walked in silence, passing two old guys fishing and a kid toting a bucket of ice. Finally, George spoke.
 
   “I didn’t tell the police this, but I feel somewhat responsible for Richard’s death.”
 
   “How so?” I said.
 
   “Well, as you’ve probably heard, he and I had a bit of a row, and he was angry when he left the house.” He glanced at me as if judging my reaction. “But in my defense, he left me with one hell of a mess.”
 
   I murmured a little sound in my throat that stands for, “Please, go on.”
 
   “After all these years, I thought I knew Richard. I figured we were, as they say, ‘birds of a feather,’” he said. “But it seems he got the last laugh.”
 
   I could hardly imagine that dying of a heart attack constituted any kind of laughing matter, but I didn’t respond. Instead, I took a sip of coffee.
 
   “And that horrible young woman,” George went on. “What kind of rock did he turn over to find that one? Imagine, her still being married, but trying to get her hooks into Richard anyway.”
 
   “What?” I spun around to face him and nearly dropped my coffee. Was he kidding? 
 
   “Watch it,” he snapped. “This shirt is a Reyn Spooner classic. Cost me nearly thrice as much as that gas I put in your car.”
 
   “She’s already married to someone else?” I said. I did my best to avoid spitting coffee on his fancy shirt, but I was flat-out sputtering.
 
   “Yes, she is,” George said. “When this whole thing with Richard and the art forgeries came to light, I decided to do a little digging. I hired a private investigator. And what do you know? It turns out his sexy little plaything has been married twice before to doddering old fools. The first died in his sleep only a few months after their nuptials. The second is still on life-support. Seems she spent the greater portion of his money and then high-tailed once she’d latched onto Richard.”
 
   Ah, so maybe that’s why Amanda was so skittish about getting the marriage license. Perhaps she was afraid her current marital status would pop up on the computer.
 
   “What’s the story on the forgeries?” I said.
 
   “Ah, that. As you probably know, we’re art dealers,” he said. “We’ve got galleries in major art markets around the world: Tokyo, Paris, New York, Los Angeles, and so on. We built the business from nothing.” 
 
   His voice softened. “It was tough going, in the beginning. We put up everything we had to buy a few paintings from middle-of-the road artists. Richard was great at promotion. The guy could crash an A-list party and work the room like he owned the place.”
 
   He chuckled, ostensibly remembering happier times.
 
   “Anyway,” he went on. “After about ten years, we hit it big with an unknown artist. You ever hear of Ivan Raminsky? A Russian, but still a decent enough guy. His work took off in the mid-seventies when the Cold War was raging. Bobby Fisher had just beat the Ruskies at chess, and everyone wanted a shot at the commies. Ivan defected as a political refugee and became the darling of the Western art world. Our gallery in New York suddenly became the ‘it’ place because we represented him. Our events and openings were like red carpet affairs. It was heady stuff.”
 
   By now, we’d reached a wide metal gate near the end of the pier. From that point on, Homeland Security took over since cargo barges and ships from around the world docked there. Outside the gate, a wide parking area had been built for the dock workers’ cars, and to allow space for fisherman. 
 
   We sat on a bench and looked back at Kaunakakai. The four-block town appeared to be no more than a wide spot in the road; the hills behind looming like a furrowed brow. The green mounds were dappled by sun and shadow from passing clouds, creating an ever-changing scene of peace and serenity. From this perspective, the island appeared to be a living, breathing being. It wasn’t hard to imagine why the people of Moloka’i hold fast to the literal meaning of the Hawaiian term for a native-born person: kama’aina.  Kama means “child” and ‘aina is “land.” As children of the land, those born and raised here are obliged to respect the environment with the same reverence we extend to our elders.  
 
    “So, anyway,” George continued, “Richard and I opened new galleries, and built up a rather impressive reputation. For the next thirty years, we handled all the major names. We have well-connected clients who will only buy from us. That’s why Richard’s lapse is so unforgivable.”
 
   “What’d he do?” I said.
 
   “It’s what he didn’t do. He was so smitten with this tramp—this bigamist tramp, I might add—that he failed to perform the proper due diligence on six works he acquired. These weren’t silly works by unknown nobodies, mind you. These were major acquisitions.”
 
   “And they turned out to be forgeries?”
 
   “Precisely. Rather clumsy forgeries, to my way of thinking. But he’d already sold and shipped them before I had a chance to weigh in.”
 
   “He must’ve been really embarrassed when it came to light,” I said.
 
   “That’s the strange nut of it,” he said. “He didn’t seem all that concerned. He told me to ‘get a grip’ and ‘calm down’ and such twaddle. In the fifty-odd years we’ve been in business together I thought I’d seen all sides of the man: charming, high-spirited, vigilant, but I’d never seen him lackadaisical. Quite frankly, it shocked me.”
 
   “So, the fight you and Richard had last night was about the forgeries?”
 
   “Yes, and other things as well. He said he’d make things right on that account, but when I brought up what I’d learned from the private investigator about his so-called fiancée, he became livid—claimed it was all rubbish. I countered if he didn’t want to believe me, that was his right. But I was unwilling to host a charade wedding in my own home. I told him they’d have to leave.” 
 
   “And that was the last time you spoke with him?”
 
   “I’m afraid so. He flew out of the house and down the walkway like a man possessed. It’s black as sin out there at night. He must’ve gotten himself turned around.”
 
   “Where was Amanda while all this was going on?”
 
   “I assume she was in the ohana. I didn’t see hide nor hair of her until she started screaming that Richard had toppled into the pool.”
 
   “She was the one who found him?”
 
   “It appears so. She must’ve heard the splash. You know, the ohana is right next to the pool area.”
 
   “Was Richard in his wheelchair when he went in?”
 
   “Oh, that,” he said, batting the question away with a wave of his hand. “The whole wheelchair thing was an affectation. Richard wasn’t paralyzed. He could walk as well as you or I. He’d slowed a bit in the past few years, but haven’t we all? It was as though he thought the chair gave him a bit of cachet. Like he was pulling something over on people.”
 
   “Seems he wasn’t the only one,” I said. “I can’t believe Amanda was already married.”
 
   “Indeed,” he said. “Twice.”
 
   By now our coffees had gone cold and the wind was picking up. We made our way back down the pier.
 
   “I appreciate you letting me get that off my chest,” George said. “I don’t know why I felt the need to tell you all that, but I trust you’ll keep it to yourself.”
 
   “I understand,” I said. “You know the police are looking for Lono. I guess Amanda told them she saw him push Richard in the pool.”
 
   George shook his head. “That’s rubbish. That tramp fingered that poor boy for no good reason whatsoever. It just goes to show what a strumpet she is.”
 
   “Maybe she thought there might be an insurance pay-out for her if Richard’s death was due to unnatural causes,” I said.
 
   “But she’s already married to someone else,” he said in a strident voice. “She’d have no claim.”
 
   “Ah, that’s right,” I said. “Seems I can’t get my head wrapped around that.”
 
   “Take heart, my dear. It appears neither can she.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   George and I got back to the gas station just as the sun dipped behind the western hills. He walked me over to the Geo and pulled a twenty-dollar bill from his wallet.
 
   “Here,” he said. “You’ll need to get something to eat.”
 
   “I’ll be fine.”
 
   “I’ll not have a guest of mine walking around town like a vagrant,” he said. “Take it.”
 
    I said my good-byes, once again promising to reimburse him, and then I got in the car and called Hatch. It’d been over five hours since I’d left for the Honolulu airport. Surely they’d know something about Farrah’s condition by now.
 
    “Are you on your way back?” he said when he picked up.
 
   “Not yet. I’ve still got a few things to do, but I’ll catch a flight later tonight. How’s Farrah?”
 
   “She’s good. Her BP’s down, and her temp’s stabilized at ninety-nine. But Ono had to finally come clean with her about the babies being in the neonatal ICU.”
 
   “How’d she take it?”
 
   “Better than expected. They took her to see them and I think it helped.”
 
   I filled him in on Richard having a heart attack and dying, and Amanda leaving for the mainland. I explained that I was waiting for Malama to finish up at the police station, but since the wedding was off, there wasn’t much reason for me to hang around any longer.
 
   “I’ll get back as soon as I can,” I said. “Oh, by the way, did you get a chance to call about my wallet?” 
 
   “Yeah. The dispatcher called the cab driver, and he said he’d found it under the seat. He was taking a fare to the North Shore, but he’d return it when he gets back in town. How’d you manage to get on a plane with no money and no ID?”
 
   “It’s a long story.”
 
   “Well, hopefully you’ll be able to do it again tonight.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said.
 
   There were a few beats of dead air.
 
   “Hatch? Is everything okay? I’m picking up a strange vibe here.”
 
   “Everything’s fine. We’ll talk tonight when you get back. Until then, don’t worry. We all miss you, but Farrah and the babies are doing well.”
 
   We signed off with our usual “Love you’s,” and I hung up. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I was pretty sure he was holding something back. I hoped Malama was finished at the police station, because more than anything, I wanted to be on a plane headed for Honolulu.
 
   ***
 
   The lobby in the Kaunakakai police station looked like the interior of every Hawaii police department I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen my share. It had beige flooring, beige walls, and a long, low counter separating the public area from the private offices and interview rooms in back.
 
   “Aloha,” I said to the guy manning the front counter. 
 
   “Aloha, how can I help you?” he said. I told him I’d brought Malama in about an hour ago and I was her ride home. It dawned on me I didn’t know her last name, but it didn’t seem to faze him.
 
   “Malama? She’s still back there. If you want, you can take a seat while I check and see how much longer.”
 
   I thanked him and he disappeared down the hall.
 
   He came back and shot me a contrite smile. “Sorry. Seems they’re not done yet. You can wait here or, if you leave your number, I’ll call when she’s ready.”
 
   I gave him one of my business cards and left. I headed down the main street of town, peeking into the windows of an art gallery and an eight-table restaurant before crossing a near-empty parking lot with a small bar nestled at the far end. I noticed that, of the seven cars in the lot, four were small silver Toyotas.
 
   I went inside, hoping to discreetly use their facilities without having to buy anything. The interior was dimly lit, which made the place feel kind of ominous, even though only a few people were in there. Once my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I spotted a sign with the word, Wāhine, the Hawaiian word for “Women,” along with the universal sign showing a stick figure wearing a skirt. I made my way alongside the bar, and I was ten feet from the women’s room door when I spotted Lono. He was hunched over an oversize beer mug at the far end of the bar. 
 
   I slipped up behind him. “You know they’re looking for you. The police are questioning your mom right now about your whereabouts.”
 
   He swiveled his head toward me; bloodshot eyes narrowing defensively. “So? She doesn’t know nuthin.’ And by the time you tell ‘em, I’ll be long gone.”
 
   “I’m not telling anybody anything.” I nodded toward the beer in front of him. “How many of those have you had? You know, if you’ve been drinking you shouldn’t be driving.”
 
   “Who do you think you are? My mother?”
 
   “Look,” I said. “I’m curious about what happened last night. There are always at least two sides to a story; I’d like to hear yours.”
 
   I figured it could go one of two ways: either he’d feign ignorance, or he’d want to get something off his chest.
 
   He snorted. “Like you’d ever believe me instead of her.”
 
   “Amanda’s gone,” I said. “She went back to the mainland. And from what I’ve heard, I’d be surprised if the police still consider her a reliable witness.”
 
   He eyed me warily, as if contemplating whether I was friend or foe, but he stayed silent.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “Here’s the deal: yes, she was my client, but I’ve found out she was a total liar. She hired me to do her wedding, but I’ve since learned she’s already married to someone else. Can you believe that?”
 
   He shot me a thin smile. “I know.”
 
   “You know?”
 
   “Yeah, she told me she was still legally married, but she said the dude wasn’t going to last long enough for anyone to find out.”
 
   My face must’ve reflected my confusion. By now, the coffee I’d drunk with George was becoming ever more insistent to leave my body, but there was no way I was going to head off to the john before I’d heard the rest of what Lono had to say.
 
   “When did you talk with her?”
 
   “Yesterday. She called me to pick her up at the stable after she’d bagged out on the mule ride. We spent the rest of the day together.”
 
   “Together? Like in, together-together?” I felt my eyes squint up like they do when the dentist says, “This is going to pinch a little.”
 
   “You got it. She put the moves on me as soon as she got in my truck. We went back to my place, and, well…you know.”
 
   “That’s why I couldn’t find her,” I said, thinking out loud.
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Her old man called around six and said he was on his way in from the airport. She blasted out of bed like he was already knockin’ on my door or somethin’. Told me if I said anything to anybody she’d make me sorry I’d ever been born.”
 
   “So, what happened when Richard got there? I heard he and George got into an argument.”
 
   “Yeah. Mr. Bustamante and him were really going at it. You could hear the yelling all the way outside.”
 
   “What happened after that?”
 
   “The yelling stopped and Mandy’s old man comes tearing out of the house. A minute or so later, he’s in the pool. I was outside fixing a busted light on the walkway and I see him come by. Next thing I know, I hear a scream and then a splash. I ran over to see what was going on, and there’s Mandy standing by the pool and the old guy’s thrashing around in the deep end. I had to fish his ass out.”
 
   “So, you didn’t push him in?”
 
   “No way. I was nowhere near the pool when that dude went in. And I was the one who pulled him out and called nine-one-one.”
 
   “Why would Amanda tell the police she saw you shove him in the pool?’
 
   “Who knows?” he said. “Maybe because she did it.”
 
   “How come you took off instead of telling this to the police?”
 
   He grunted and looked away.
 
   “Ah, that’s right, ‘cuz you’re still on parole,” I said. 
 
   He slid his eyes over to me. 
 
   After a few beats he said, “Yeah. BS like this will put me right back inside. The guy died, you know? That means they could get me for manslaughter. I can’t go back there. I’m used to being outside all day, ya know?”
 
   “You can’t hide forever,” I said. “I found you. And sooner or later, so will the police.”
 
   “I know. I jus’ need a little time to think.”  
 
   The bartender came over and wiped the bar with a bleach-y smelling rag. He nodded at Lono, “You want another beer?” 
 
   Lono and I both answered at the same time.  
 
   “No,” I said.
 
   “Yeah,” he said.
 
   The bartender took Lono’s empty mug and refilled it. 
 
   When he came back, he put the mug down and said, “Your tab’s up to nineteen bucks.”
 
   “You know I’m good for it, brah,” said Lono.
 
   “The owner don’t like me to let tabs get over twenty.” 
 
   They locked eyes for a few seconds, and then Lono ducked his head. The bartender retreated.
 
   My cell went off just as my bladder was screaming for a “time-out.” I told Lono I’d be right back. I answered the incoming call as I pushed through the swinging door to the ladies’ room. 
 
   “Ms. Moon?” said the caller. “This is Officer Kenaka at the police station. Miz Malama is ready to go now.”
 
   I thanked him, and then did what I’d come in there for. I washed my hands, but had to wipe them on my pants since there weren’t any paper towels in the dispenser. When I walked back out to the bar, Lono’s stool was empty. So was the beer mug.
 
   ***
 
   I parked and went inside the police station to get Malama. She was sitting on a backless wooden bench, her head bowed as if she was praying. I came up to her and she didn’t look up. Maybe she was praying. I waited a few seconds and then touched her arm. She jumped the way people do when they’ve been caught dozing in church.
 
   “Were you sleeping?” I said.
 
   “No, no. Just resting my eyes. These lights are too bright.”
 
   She was right. Outside, the sky was inky black, with a new moon barely making its mark against a blanket of stars. But inside the police station lobby, the bluish-white glare of fluorescent tubes blazed on in an unrelenting frenzy of daytime luminescence. 
 
   “Mahalo nui loa for waiting for me,” she said.
 
   “My pleasure. I had a chance to chat with George a little.” I said. 
 
   I decided I wouldn’t mention my conversation with Lono. After all, I’d told him I wouldn’t rat him out to the police, and I figured Malama would be heartbroken to learn her son was out drinking and driving.
 
   “I’m happy to spend a little more time with you.”
 
   She looked up at me, her eyes glistening with unshed tears.
 
   “Are you okay?” I said. “Did everything go all right?”
 
   “They kept trying to get me to say something different, and I kept getting mixed up.”
 
   “I know. They ask you the same questions over and over. But that’s only because they’re trying to see if your story holds up.”
 
   “Do they think I’m lying?”
 
   “Not exactly lying. Maybe just not telling them everything.”
 
   She put a hand flat on the bench beside her and heaved herself upright. Once again, I was surprised to see how much older she seemed than she’d appeared a week ago. 
 
   “Can you take me home now?” she said.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   We walked out into the silky darkness and I opened the passenger door for her. She shot me an imploring look, hesitating before sliding onto the passenger seat.
 
   I got inside but didn’t turn on the engine. 
 
   “Malama,” I said. “Whatever’s going on, you can tell me. I promise to keep it to myself. I doubt if the police would ever want to talk to me. I wasn’t even on the island when all this happened.” 
 
   “Oh, Pali,” she said in a weary voice. “It looks bad for my boy.”
 
   “What looks bad?”
 
   “I gotta show you something.”
 
   She dug around in her red vinyl handbag and pulled out an object about the size of a child’s fist, wrapped in a purple shop rag. 
 
   “What is that?” I said.
 
   She unwrapped the object and held it out. In the gloom of the sodium parking lot lights, at first I couldn’t make out what it was. Then, I recognized it. Cradled in the rough purple cloth was a roll of cash. An unfortunately familiar-looking roll, with a thick yellow rubber band around it. Just as it had been when I’d accompanied Amanda and Richard to the marriage license bureau on Maui.
 
   “Oh, Malama.” 
 
   “Yeah,” she murmured. “Like I said, it doesn’t look good for my boy.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
   My mind was buzzing. Had Lono robbed Richard and then pushed him in the pool to cover it up? It seemed so outrageously callous: him sleeping with Richard’s then- fiancée, then robbing the old guy and trying to drown him in the pool. I’d promised Malama I wouldn’t snitch about what she’d confided in me, but I was well aware of the possible consequences if it ever came to light that I’d withheld material evidence—especially in a manslaughter investigation. 
 
   “When did Leonard give you this?” I said.
 
   “Last night. He was afraid the police would find it in his room and blame him for what happened,” she said. “He told me Mr. Atkinson gave him the money. But then, when that poor man fell in the pool, my boy knew it would be hard to explain.”
 
   “Leonard told you Richard gave him that money? There must be at least a thousand dollars there.”
 
   “Leonard said it’s fourteen hundred and fifty.”
 
   “Yikes.”
 
   “But don’t forget, my boy is the one who jumped in to save him. Why would he do that if he stole the money?”
 
   Good question.
 
   “So, Leonard’s saying Richard just handed him almost fifteen hundred dollars cash? Why?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. “Last night Leonard gave it to me and left. We didn’t have a chance to talk about it.”
 
   “And you didn’t share any of this with the police.”
 
   “Uh-uh. I didn’t say nuthin’ about it. And you promised you wouldn’t either.”
 
   I tried a different tack. “That’s a lot of money, Malama. Surely you’ve got some thoughts on why a rich guy like Richard Atkinson would give so much money to a young man he hardly knew.”
 
   “Maybe Mr. Bustamante told him about how Leonard made a mistake and had to go to prison, but he’d given him a job and was helping him out. So, Mr. Atkinson wanted to help too. You know, life hasn’t been easy on Leonard.”
 
   I turned the key in the ignition, but kept quiet. 
 
   Malama hung her head and said in an almost inaudible voice. “I know what you’re thinking; but I’m doing what any mother would do for her child.” 
 
   I pulled out onto the street. We didn’t talk much on the way back to Maunaloa. I kept rolling things over in my mind: Richard and George had argued over the forgeries, but so far no one had mentioned seeing George by the pool when Richard went in. Amanda claimed she’d seen Lono push Richard in the pool, but Lono said he’d been nowhere near the pool. Lono had a wad of cash he claimed Richard had given him, but I’d personally witnessed Richard unwilling to entrust it to Amanda for even a few minutes. 
 
   I took the left turn onto Malama’s street and we both saw it at the same time: Lono’s showy red truck had been replaced by Malama’s modest silver Toyota sedan.
 
   “It’s too late to go back to Honolulu tonight,” Malama said. “The last plane left at seven-thirty. You’re welcome to stay here with me. I’ve got a nice little ohana out back.” 
 
   “Mahalo, but I think I’ll stay down in George’s maid’s room. Lono may want to come back here tonight, and I think my being here might scare him off.”
 
   “Why?” Malama said.
 
   “Uh, I don’t know, just a hunch. Besides, my overnight bag’s still at George’s, so I might as well just stay there.”  
 
   I looked over at her and she seemed distressed.
 
   “Would you like me to stick around until you hear from Leonard?” I said. I hoped she’d say “no” since I was exhausted and eager to get some sleep. 
 
   “Mahalo, but I’m okay. Hopefully, he’s gone into town to turn himself in.”
 
   I got out and gave her a hug.
 
   “If you see him, please ask Leonard about the money,” I said. “These things have a way of coming out, no matter how careful you are.”
 
   “You won’t tell, though,” she said. “You promised.”
 
   “I won’t. But I think you’ll feel better once he gives you the whole story.”
 
   ***
 
   I called Hatch and explained the situation. I told him there was a flight the next morning at nine o’clock and I’d booked a seat online. 
 
   “But where are you gonna stay tonight?” he said.
 
   “I’ll go back to George’s. I’m sure he’ll let me stay one more night in the maid’s quarters.”
 
   “I was really hoping to see you,” Hatch said. 
 
   “Me too. Give Farrah my love and tell her I’ll be there in time to hear her complain about the lousy hospital-food breakfast.”
 
   We said our good-byes and I went back out to the Geo. Good thing George had allowed me to fill up, since I’d be putting another forty miles on the odometer before I’d be getting out of there.
 
   ***
 
   I headed out to George Bustamante’s and parked. I made my way down the leafy sidewalk, dimly lit by ankle-high low-voltage lights every ten feet or so. I glanced over at the pool. The underwater pool lights transformed the water into a dazzling turquoise jewel against the backdrop of the inky indigo sky above.
 
   The place was deathly quiet; no lights showed in any of the windows of the house. It was only about eight-thirty. George was old, but it didn’t seem likely that even a seventy-something-year-old would turn in that early. 
 
   I went up to the front door and knocked. No response. 
 
   I knocked again, but still no sound came from inside the house or anywhere else on the property.
 
   I stepped back and looked down toward the ohanas and the maid and caretaker houses. No lights showed there, either.
 
   All of a sudden, I felt exhausted. My legs trembled and my head felt so heavy I could hardly hold it up. The emotional toll of the past two days and my sleepless night in the hospital had finally caught up with me.
 
   I went to the maid’s quarters, but it was locked tight and I didn’t have a key. I desperately needed to lie down and close my eyes. The lounge chairs on the pool deck were beckoning, but the wind had come up and in an hour or so I’d probably regret that decision. 
 
   I dragged myself back to the car and called Malama.
 
   “Where you at?” she said.
 
   I told her about finding George’s place deserted.
 
   “Come back up here,” she said. “It’s late. Leonard isn’t going to come home tonight.” 
 
   I thanked her and said I’d be there in a few minutes.
 
   She met me at the door. I must’ve looked as lousy as I felt, because she hustled me through the house and out the back to the ohana. 
 
   “It’s probably not as fancy as Mr. Bustamante’s,” she said. “But I think you’ll be comfortable enough.” She patted the bed, which was covered in an intricately-stitched green and white Hawaiian quilt.
 
   I wanted to dive onto that bed fully clothed and not get up for days, but when she left, I carefully folded the quilt and draped it at the foot of the bed. I’d been eying a quilt like that for my own bed in Hali’imaile, but they went for a thousand dollars or more. I hoped maybe if I dropped enough hints maybe my friends would get together and get us one for a wedding present. 
 
   The next morning, I awoke just after dawn but felt surprisingly well-rested. I went outside and sat in the small courtyard between the ohana and the main house. There was no coffeemaker in the ohana, so I sipped a glass of water. 
 
   My body was demanding caffeine, but my mind was already racing. Where had George been last night? It wasn’t as if there was much night life on Moloka’i: there isn’t even a movie theater on the entire island. And I certainly couldn’t picture George bellying up to a local bar. And what about Lono? He’d reclaimed his truck from his mother’s house, but if he’d gone back to George’s, I should’ve seen lights in his caretaker quarters behind the house. 
 
   I felt a pang of guilt I hadn’t told Malama about running into Lono in town. Maybe I could’ve finessed it a bit and left out the part about him drinking. More than anything, I wished she hadn’t shown me the money. Things were piling up against Lono’s claim that he’d had nothing to do with Richard’s accident. He’d slept with the guy’s fiancée; then he’d handed off the guy’s cash roll with almost fifteen hundred dollars in it to his mother; then, he’d been accused of pushing him in the pool. Maybe Lono’s conscience had got to him and that’s why he’d pulled Richard out. 
 
   Malama came outside balancing a tray holding a coffee carafe, two mugs, and a plate of coconut cookies.
 
   “Aloha. Good morning,” she trilled. She seemed pretty chipper for a woman whose son was still missing, but I wasn’t going to ask if she’d heard anything.
 
   “Aloha,” I said. “Mahalo for the coffee.”
 
   “Aloha. My pleasure. Did you sleep well?”
 
   I assured her I had.
 
   “I’m feeling better, too,” she said. “I got a call from my pastor. He’s gonna get a prayer chain started to help find Leonard. You know what that is?”
 
   “I do. My auntie who raised me used to be a prayer chain member. You pray for someone and then call on others to ask them to also pray.”
 
   “That’s right. Everyone on this island is so kind with aloha. We help each other whenever we can.” 
 
   I recalled how much comfort Auntie Mana had gotten from her church, and I felt a twinge that since her death I’d fallen away. I wasn’t even planning on getting married in a church. 
 
   “I’m sorry all I have is these little cookies,” Malama said. “I usually make a pineapple coffee cake for guests, but I didn’t have the ingredients. You got to get stuff like that down in town.” 
 
   I took a sip of the coffee. It was exquisite: dark, thick, and scalding hot. 
 
   There was a knock at the door and Malama excused herself to answer it.
 
   I sipped my coffee and listened to the birds chirping in the trees. It was incredibly peaceful, with cows meandering by on the other side of the fence, and vast green rolling hills of pasture as far as the eye could see. I felt as if I’d been transported to Middle America, or maybe even Middle Earth. 
 
   I checked my cell phone for the time. I only had a little over an hour before I had to get to the airport to check in for the nine o’clock flight, and I wanted to stop by George’s to pick up my bag. 
 
   Time to get moving.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   I went into the house to say my good-byes and found Malama deep in conversation with another woman of approximately the same age. The woman wore a mu’u mu’u much like the ones Malama wore, and I wondered if the ladies ever swapped clothes like high school girls. They looked about the same height and weight.
 
   “Pali,” said Malama. “This is Tika, my neighbor. She says she heard on the radio there’s been some kind of trouble down at Papohaku Beach.”
 
   “Oh? What kind of trouble?”
 
   Tika took my hand, and held it. She scrutinized my face as if she were memorizing it for future reference.  
 
   “Nobody knows,” she said. Her brown eyes were as cool and flat as old pennies. 
 
   Malama touched Tika’s shoulder, and she released my hand. 
 
   “You’re going down that way before you go out to the airport, eh?” said Malama. “Would you call and let me know what’s going on? I’m worried the police may have arrested Leonard.”
 
   When I arrived at George’s, it looked like the circus had come to town. There were two police cruisers parked in front of the gate with their lights going, along with a bright yellow medical van, and a white plain-clothes police car. 
 
   I find it amusing that Hawaii cops think they’re fooling anyone with their so-called “unmarked cars,” since they’re as recognizable as Lamborghinis. They’re all pretty much the same: plain vanilla Crown Vics, about three or four years old, with plastic wheel covers and a spotlight above the side mirror. Crown Vics have been out of production for a few years, so I’m stumped as to why there seem to be so many of them around. Maybe a large mainland police department shipped its cast-offs to Hawaii when they replaced them. We’re used to hand-me-downs and last season’s this and that. Who needs brand-spankin’ new when we’ve got the best weather in the nation?
 
   I parked and walked over to a female cop who was blocking the entrance to the walkway.
 
   “Can I go in?” I asked.
 
   “Are you ‘ohana—family?” she said.
 
   “Sort of. I’m the wedding planner who was hired to do a wedding here.”
 
   She squinted at me as if trying to figure out how that constituted “family.” 
 
   “What’s going on in there?” I said.
 
   “I’m not at liberty to say.”
 
   “My name’s Pali Moon. I’m staying here. My stuff’s in George Bustamante’s maid’s quarters, and I need to go in and get it. I’ve got a plane to catch.”
 
   She continued with the squint, making no effort whatsoever to mask her skepticism.
 
   I pulled out my cellphone. “Call him and ask, if you want. His number’s in my contacts.” 
 
   She made no move to take the phone.
 
   “You’ll have to get your things later,” she said. “We’re conducting a police investigation in there. We can’t have people contaminating the scene.” 
 
   “A police investigation? Are they investigating Richard Atkinson’s death?”
 
   “Like I said, I’m not at liberty to talk about it.”
 
   “And you can’t let me in.”
 
   “Not until the detectives clear the scene.”
 
   I called Malama, and she answered right away. 
 
   “Pali? What’s happening? What did you find out?”
 
   “I don’t know. The police are here, but they won’t let me in. Have you heard from Leonard?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “I have to get to the airport,” I said. “Please call me if you hear anything.”
 
   I got to the airport and was surprised to see it bustling. It looked like a family reunion, with people from at least three generations milling about, hugging and taking pictures like they hadn’t seen each other for years.
 
   I went to the ticket counter. “I’ve never seen so many people out here.” 
 
   “Yeah,” said the agent. “We got our girls’ volleyball team going over to Honolulu for the semi-finals.” The agent, a local woman of about forty, had a plastic yellow hibiscus blossom above her left ear, and a big green and white, “Go Farmers!” button pinned to the yoke of her mu’u mu’u. 
 
   I pointed to the button. “The kids at the high school here are called the ‘Farmers’?”
 
   “Yeah. The Moloka’i High Farmers.” She raised a clenched fist. “Go Farmers, eh?”
 
   “I’m checking in for the nine a.m. to Honolulu.”
 
   “Oh, I’m afraid that one’s oversold.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I said. “I made an online reservation yesterday.”
 
   “Yeah, it happens. But we got too many people and not enough seats. We already checked in all the people gonna make it on that flight.”
 
   “But I’ve got to get to Honolulu,” I said. 
 
   She shook her head. “Look around here, eh? We got tutus and aunties cryin’ ‘cuz they can’t get on the flight with their girls. The plane only got nine seats, you know.”
 
   “When’s the next flight?”
 
   “The next flight with seats available…” She tapped on her computer. “Looks like two-ten this afternoon.”
 
   “Aren’t there any flights between now and then?”
 
   “Yeah, but they’re all oversold, too.”
 
   “But I have a reservation, and I got bumped. Shouldn’t I get a seat on the next flight out?”
 
   “Look,” she said in a conspiratorial tone. “I don’ dare give you no seat when these aunties are here carrying on like this. It could get ugly, eh?”
 
   I left, and called Hatch and told him the situation. He wasn’t happy, but he relayed that Farrah and the babies were still doing well, so I shouldn’t risk “’ohana rage” by trying to arm-wrestle a volleyball mom out of her seat.
 
   “I’ll get there as soon as I can. Give Farrah a kiss for me,” I said.
 
   “You really want me to do that?” he said.
 
   “It’s a figure of speech, Hatch.”
 
   “Okay. Love you.”
 
   I drove out of the airport parking lot and took a right turn at the highway to go back to Malama’s. The car in front of me was a police car. I kept hoping he’d turn off every time we crossed an intersection so I could speed up a little, but he stayed the course. When I finally got to the turn-off for the tiny community of Maunaloa, he turned as well. 
 
   The police car pulled in front of Malama’s house and parked. I parked across the street.  As I watched, the lone cop got out and went next door to Tika’s. He knocked on the door, and a few seconds later, she came outside.
 
   I kept up surveillance as the cop and Tika walked over to Malama’s. They both looked stern, and I wondered if Tika had called the cops after hearing something about Lono from her earlier conversation with Malama. 
 
   I rolled the window down halfway so I could hear, but kept my face hidden, hoping Tika wouldn’t recognize me and drag me into whatever snitch-fest she’d brought down on Malama. Once they were at the door, I ducked down and peered over the edge of the car window. I saw Tika walk right in to her neighbor’s house without knocking; the cop trailing behind her.
 
   I was contemplating whether I should stay put or go to Malama’s defense, when a blood-curdling scream shattered the morning calm. 
 
   I bolted out of the Geo and sprinted up the walkway. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
   I skidded to a stop at the open door like a cartoon character, eyes bulging and arms windmilling. Malama was on the sofa, sobbing; head down, her hands covering her face. Tika was seated next to her with a sturdy arm around Malama’s shoulders. 
 
   Whatever had transpired in the past few moments wasn’t about snitching. It seemed a lot worse. It dawned on me that, in an act of compassion, the police officer must’ve asked Tika to accompany him in an attempt to soften the blow of whatever it was he’d been sent there to say. The male cop was standing just inside the door, and his face looked like he’d rather be scraping road-kill from the middle of the highway than delivering bad news to a nice lady up in Maunaloa. 
 
   I explained to him who I was, and how I knew Malama. Tika concurred that I’d been a guest there that morning. 
 
   “Aloha, again, Pali,” she said in a whispery voice. “Why don’t we go outside for a minute?”
 
   We went out front, leaving the officer inside with Malama. As we passed by, he shot me a look that said “hurry back.” I’m sure he was praying for his radio to go off so he’d have an excuse to get out of there, but so far, his shoulder mic stayed silent.
 
   “What happened?” I said. 
 
   “They found Malama’s boy, Leonard,” she said. “You know, the one who goes by Lono.” The way she said it, I was pretty sure there was more, and what she was about to tell me wouldn’t have a happy ending. 
 
   She went on. “Unfortunately, he’s dead.”
 
   Alarms went off in my head. “Where’d they find him?”
 
   “Down where he worked; at a house on Papohaku Beach. It seems he took his own life sometime in the night.” Her soft, soothing voice made the grisly news seem somehow easier to bear.
 
   A thousand questions crowded my mind, but none seemed appropriate except one. “Is there anything I can do?” I said.
 
   “Mahalo, but no.” She sounded hesitant.
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “Well, Malama isn’t taking it well. She’s hoping maybe they’ve made a mistake.” Tika sighed and went on, “The policeman says Leonard’s body was taken to Kaunakakai, and if she wants to go down there to confirm the identity before the autopsy, that’s her right. But I don’t think she’s strong enough to do it. I’d go for her, but my husband’s had a stroke and I can’t leave him alone for such a long time.”
 
   “I’ll do it for her,” I said. 
 
   “Are you sure? It’s a lot to ask, but I know she won’t be able to accept it until she’s gotten confirmation.”
 
   We went inside, and Tika whispered to the police officer. He nodded and the two of them went outside. I sat down on the sofa next to Malama. By now, she’d folded her hands in her lap, revealing a tear-streaked face. 
 
   “I am so sorry,” I said.
 
   “It looks like maybe the prayer chain worked,” she said. She choked out a sob. “They’re telling me they found my boy.”
 
   Tika came back to the doorway and waved me over. “Officer Peala would like a word with you out here.”
 
   Outside, the police officer was leaning against his police car, staring at the soft curve of the hills beyond. His blue and white cruiser said “Maui Police” on the side, and I couldn’t help but wonder how the locals felt about always being under the thumb of their bigger, more prosperous neighbor island. 
 
   “You ever meet Lono?” he said.
 
   “Yes. He was the caretaker at George Bustamante’s. I’m the wedding planner who was hired to do a wedding there, and Malama and I were working on it together. The wedding got cancelled, so I’m just waiting to catch a flight out of here. Like I told Tika, I’d be willing to confirm Lono’s identity for Malama.”
 
   “Ah,” he said. “When’s your flight?”
 
   “Not until after two this afternoon.”
 
   “So, you think you’ve got the stomach to ID a dead body?” he said. He wore mirrored sunglasses, which made it hard to tell if his gruff comment was the result of him overcompensating for his own sorrow over the suicide of a guy he probably knew well, or was simply an attempt to appear macho.
 
   “Yeah, I can do it. I’m a former Homeland Security agent with a degree in Criminology from UH, so not much rattles me. And, I knew Lono pretty well.” It dawned on me I hadn’t known Lono well enough to know his last name, but I wasn’t about to blow my credentials by mentioning that.
 
   He nodded. “Okay. Tika tells me you’re over here from Maui. You know where the hospital is in Kaunakakai?”
 
   “No, but I’m sure I can find it.” 
 
   I started to go back in the house, but then I turned to the cop and said, “Do they know the cause of death?” 
 
   “Yeah, it was asphyxiation. Seems he hung himself.”
 
   I’d seen autopsy photos of hanging victims, so I sent up a prayer of my own to thank the Almighty for making my flight to Honolulu oversold that morning. No parent should witness their child’s body after a death like that.
 
   ***
 
   As I drove down the highway to Kaunakakai, the turn-off to Papohaku Beach came in sight and I slowed. I wouldn’t be coming back this way anytime soon, and I still hadn’t retrieved my things from the maid’s quarters. Even more pressing, before I left Moloka’i I’d like to put to rest at least a few of the dozens of questions I had stacked along the walls of my brain.
 
   I turned onto the road to George’s beach house. The two police cars and the unmarked car were still there, but the medical van had left. Seems Lono’s poor decision was tying up a good portion of the vehicular resources of Moloka’i’s finest for the day. 
 
   “I’m back,” I said to the same female officer I’d spoken with earlier. “I know what happened here, and I’m on my way to ID the body for the mother’s peace of mind. But, before I go, I really need to get in there and get my stuff.”
 
   “Sorry, we’ve still got detectives working in there,” she said. “They don’t want anyone in or out.”
 
   I wondered if George was there, and if so, if he’d be willing to bring me my bag. I called the house. He answered on the fourth ring.
 
   “I told you; I have no comment,” he said by way of greeting.
 
   “George, it’s me—Pali Moon.”
 
   “Oh, I saw the local number and figured it was some media ghoul,” he said. “I’ve been getting calls all morning.”
 
   “I’m out by your entrance, but the police won’t let me come in.” I glanced over at the cop and saw she was trying awfully hard to pretend she wasn’t eavesdropping.
 
    “I was very sorry to hear about Lono,” I said. “It’s a terrible loss.”
 
   “And totally unnecessary,” he said.
 
   “I hate to impose at a time like this—”
 
   “Then maybe you shouldn’t,” he snapped.
 
   “I know, and I’m sorry, but I’m leaving and I need to get my overnight bag from the maid’s quarters. Would you mind getting it for me? They won’t let me come in.”
 
   “I guess no good deed goes unpunished,” he said. 
 
   I wasn’t sure if that was a “yes” or a “no,” so I waited for clarification.
 
   Finally, he spoke again. “I’ll bring it around front. I’ll leave it a few feet from the entrance. You can tell the lady constable to come in and fetch it for you.”
 
   “Mahalo, George. And, again, I’m sorry for your loss.”
 
   “My biggest loss is to my privacy!” he said. 
 
   But I heard the crack in his voice.
 
   ***
 
   I stood around until my suitcase arrived, and once I had it in hand, I got in the car and called Hatch. He answered on the first ring. 
 
   “Everything all right?” he said.
 
   “I wish. I’m afraid there’s been an accident.” As soon as it was out of my mouth I knew it was the wrong thing to say.
 
   “An accident? Are you okay?”
 
   “Yeah, I shouldn’t have said ‘accident.’ Actually, it wasn’t an accident at all. It seems Malama’s son has committed suicide.”
 
    “What?” he said. “That’s terrible.”
 
   “Yeah, but it gets worse. He hung himself, and his mother isn’t taking it well. She wants someone to ID the body. I guess she holding out hope there’s been some kind of mistake. I said I’d do it.”
 
   “Are you sure you’re up for that? I mean, that’s pretty tough duty.”
 
   “I know. But I ran into him in town yesterday, and I can’t get it out of my mind that I should’ve seen how bad off he was. I can’t help thinking that if maybe I’d I said something, or done something differently. I don’t know; I feel just awful.”
 
   “Babe, what you’re feeling is understandable, but I seriously doubt you could’ve made any difference. Are you still going to be able to come back this afternoon? I hate not being there when you’re going through stuff like this.”
 
   “I’m booked on the two-ten. I’m on my way to the hospital to do the ID, and then I should have plenty of time to make the plane.”
 
   “Call me when you’re done,” he said.
 
   “Will do. Love you.”
 
   “Love you, too, babe. Good luck, and see you soon.”
 
   ***
 
   The hospital on Moloka’i sits atop a small hill on the east side of Kaunakakai. It’s a low, single-story structure that resembles the mid-century elementary school I attended on Maui.   
 
   I parked and went into a door marked, “Emergency.” The small waiting room was empty. A nurse sat behind a glassed-in partition at the back of the room. I crossed the room and tapped on the glass and she slid the window open. 
 
   “Aloha, can I help you?” she said. Her eyes scoped me from head to toe as if she was trying to guess my emergency, and she frowned when she came up short. 
 
   “I’m looking for the morgue,” I said.
 
   She narrowed her eyes, and the look on her face told me she wasn’t going to be the least bit happy if it turned out I’d be requiring psychiatric care.
 
   “You need the morgue?”
 
   “Yes, the son of a friend of mine was brought here this morning. I offered to be the family’s representative to ID his body.”
 
   “Ah, are you referring to Leonard A’amakualenalena?” she said.
 
   No wonder I’d never heard anyone use Malama and Lono’s last name.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “We don’t actually have a morgue,” she said. “We’ve put him in one of our patient rooms until the medical examiner can get here from O’ahu. We’ve turned the A/C way up in there. Please take a seat while I call the doctor.”
 
   I waited almost twenty minutes for the doctor to arrive. She was a small-statured Asian woman of about forty. She had a kind face, and a perfectly-cut bob of coal-black hair.
 
   “I’m so sorry for your loss,” she said. “Are you ‘ohana?”
 
   I explained the situation, and she led me down a wide hallway with doors on either side. I couldn’t help but note the vast difference between this small hospital and Queen’s Medical Center. It was as if I’d traveled back in time fifty years. But everything was clean and freshly painted, and there were vases of fresh tropical flowers in small niches along the hallway.
 
   She opened the door to a room at the end of the hall, and gestured for me to go in before her. The overhead lights were off, and the shades had been drawn. The room was chilly to the point of feeling downright cold. She crossed the room and flipped the switch on a fluorescent lamp over the bed. The light flickered a few times before staying on.
 
   Lono had been placed on a bed covered with thick plastic. A white cotton sheet had been draped over him. When she pulled back the sheet, I saw they’d tucked a folded white towel beneath his chin, probably to conceal the trauma to his neck. His mouth and eyes were closed. I’d steeled myself to witness something worthy of nightmares, like a black protruding tongue or bulging bloodshot eyes, but the reality was much less gruesome. His color was bad and his face swollen, but other than that, he looked like he was sleeping.
 
   “We understand the mother wouldn’t allow an autopsy until she’d been provided with a positive ID,” said the doctor. “So, this is only for her sake. Mr. A’amakualenalena is well-known on the island, but we like to honor the wishes of the ‘ohana as much as possible.”
 
   “That’s Lono,” I said. 
 
   “You’re positively identifying this man as Leonard A’amakualenalena?” 
 
   “Yes, that’s him.”
 
   “Mahalo for coming in. Would you like a few moments alone with him?”
 
   I nodded, and she retreated. She stood by the doorway, ostensibly checking cell phone messages.
 
   I leaned in toward Lono’s lifeless face. 
 
   “You’ve broken your mother’s heart, you know,” I said in a whisper. “No matter what you did: fooling around with Amanda, taking Richard’s cash, even pushing him in the pool. None of any of that is half as bad as what you’ve done to your momma.”
 
   “Is everything okay?” said the doctor. She’d stopped fingering her phone and was now eying me somewhat suspiciously. 
 
   “Yes, I’m ready to go now. Mahalo.”
 
   I walked outside to a brilliant blue sky and the sparkling azure water of Kaunakakai Harbor below. But no matter how beautiful the setting, nothing could lift the melancholy I felt at witnessing a life cut short by its own hand.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
   I drove to the Moloka’i airport with the pedal to the floor, hoping the police were still tied up down at Papohaku and wouldn’t be around to hand out speeding tickets. I parked and then dashed to the ticket counter just in time to see the two-ten to Honolulu taxiing down the runway.
 
   “I guess I missed it,” I said, cocking my head toward the window facing the tarmac. 
 
   “That’s the two-ten,” said the agent. “Next one’s going out at four, but it’s full. We’ve still got a couple of seats on the six-thirty.”
 
   I felt deflated. I had nothing against Moloka’i, or its people, but it was going to take a while for all the bad memories I’d created there to fade, and I desperately wanted to get back to Farrah, her babies, and Hatch.
 
   “Can I use my ticket for the two-ten on that flight?” I said. 
 
   The agent glanced around, as if checking for the hard stare of an airline superior. 
 
   “I’m supposed to charge you a change fee,” she said. “But I remember you. You got booted off the volleyball flight this morning, eh?”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “Well then, you’ll be glad to hear our Farmer girls won. They’re going on to the state championship in Hilo. They whipped those Maui High girls bad. Sent ‘em howlin’ like babies back to their high-rise condos on the beach.”
 
   I’d gone to Maui High, so I wasn’t feeling the love, but this wasn’t the best time to point that out. 
 
   “Good for them,” I said. “You said you could get me on the six-thirty?”
 
   “Sure can. But be back here by six. Wouldn’t want you to get bumped again.”
 
   I called Hatch to tell him about my change of plans, and he got quiet. 
 
   After a few seconds, I checked to make sure he was still on the call. He answered by saying, “What’s going on over there? You’re not missing these planes on purpose, are you?”
 
   That set me off.
 
   “How can you say such a thing? I just got back from identifying the corpse of a young guy who hung himself. Not a fun job, believe me. And now you’re insinuating I’m lying about missing planes?”
 
   “I didn’t say you were lying. I’m just anxious to see you. We haven’t had a chance to talk for days.”
 
   “So? Talk to me now,” I said. “I’ve got four hours to kill.”
 
   “No, I’ll wait ‘til you get here. I don’t like talking on the phone.”
 
   “How’s Farrah?” I said. 
 
   “She’s good. Everybody’s getting better all the time. Oh, and I have more good news: the cab driver brought your wallet here to the hospital.”
 
   “Great. Did you tip him?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “How much?” I said. 
 
   “Seriously?” he said. “Now, you want to micromanage my tipping skills?”
 
   I apologized, and we said perfunctory “love you’s” and hung up.
 
   ***
 
   I didn’t want to go back to Malama’s and witness her grief. I do better with happy occasions, not sad. That’s why I’m a wedding planner and not a funeral director, even though funeral work is quite lucrative. Besides, I felt I’d done my duty to Malama by identifying her son’s body, and heaven help me if any of her friends who’d shown up to console her asked me for gory details.
 
   Instead, I drove back down to Kaunakakai and bought myself yet another burger and fries at Moloka’i Burger. I was starving and wolfed it down, even though I had nothing to do for the next four hours.
 
   When I’d finished, I turned right out of the parking lot and drove down the King Kam V highway. I went out past the condos where I’d stayed with Hatch, and on past a huge open park named, One Alii Beach Park. I went through the tiny hamlets of Kawela and Kamalo and kept driving. I didn’t know how far the road went, but I knew the entire island was only thirty miles long, so I wasn’t worried about making it back in time.
 
    The road became narrower, and the houses alongside grew more rustic. In one yard, the owner had constructed dozens of knee-high triangular structures spaced about three feet apart. As I whizzed by, I couldn’t imagine what the odd little structures were for. Were they yard art? Or maybe some type of obstacle course for training dogs?
 
   Life in rural Moloka’i was worlds apart from the glitz and glamour of Waikiki Beach or Maui’s posh Wailea area. The locals claimed this island was “the most Hawaiian,” and I think they nailed it. 
 
   Finally, after driving for about half an hour, I came to the tiny settlement of Kalua’aha.  A tiny steepled church painted white with red trim caught my eye. I pulled into the small driveway and parked on the grass since there didn’t seem to be a parking lot. The church sign said it was “Our Lady of Seven Sorrows Catholic Church.” The sign was decorated with grape leaves, and included a rendition of Father Damien’s famous silhouette, with his long coat and flat hat, along with the date “1874.” 
 
   I got out and walked up to the church to see if I could go inside. The church door was unlocked and I peered in. Could this small church really have been built by Hawaii’s famous first saint? The stark interior was painted white, with four tall windows on each side, and dark hardwood pews. 
 
   I closed the door and looked at the view from the slightly sloping hill down to the massive fishpond across the highway. The fishponds were marvels of ancient engineering, built seven to eight hundred years ago to provide the Hawaiian royal family with fresh fish. The ponds were constructed to allow sea water to flow in and out, while trapping the fish inside. 
 
   I checked the time and went back to my car. I still had almost two hours to burn before my flight, but even if I had to sprout wings and go under my own power, I was determined to fly to Honolulu that night.
 
   ***
 
   The airport was deserted when I got there, but the ticket agent was still at her station.
 
   “I forgot to mention earlier that I’ve got a little problem,” I said.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “I don’t have my driver’s license with me. I lost my wallet in Honolulu a couple of days ago.”
 
   “Ah, that kinda stuff happens over there,” she said. “Lots of crime, eh? Do you have some other ID? A passport, or maybe a food stamp card, somethin’ like that?”
 
   “I’m afraid not. Actually, my wallet was returned, but there was no way for me to get it over here.”
 
   “You got a cell phone?” she said.
 
   “Yes.” I held it up to show her.
 
   “Maybe someone could send a photo of your license to your phone. That’d be good enough for me.”
 
   I called Hatch and he said he’d do it right away.
 
   He sounded like he’d gotten past his pique over the tip thing.
 
   “Thanks,” I said. 
 
   “We’re all looking forward to having you back. Farrah’s been asking about you. I think she’s getting antsy and she wants someone else to bitch to.”
 
   “Tell her I’m on the next flight.”
 
   “Love you,” he said.
 
   “Love you, too. See you soon.” 
 
   ***
 
   We landed on-time after a mercifully uneventful flight. As I made my way across the tarmac toward the inter-island terminal I realized I was going to have a tough time getting to Queen’s Medical Center. After paying for my burger in Kaunakakai, I had only eleven dollars left. A cab ride would be more like thirty, without tip, so I was going to have to figure out where I could catch a city bus. 
 
   I walked into the terminal and Hatch sprang from a chair in the waiting area.
 
   I ran over to him. “Boy, am I glad to see you,” I said.
 
   “Because I’m your ride, or because I’m your guy?” he said.
 
   “Both,” I said. We hugged and he gave me a long kiss.
 
   “I’m glad you feel that way,” he said. “Because I’ve got something we need to talk about before we get back to friends and babies and doctors and all that.”
 
   “Is everything okay?” I said. He seemed nervous, and I thought back to our earlier conversation when I’d clearly felt he was holding something back from me.
 
   “Yeah, it’s great. I just want to let you know what’s going on with work.”
 
   We flagged down a cab and climbed into the back seat. Hatch told the driver to take us to Queen’s Hospital. He instructed him to go via the H-1 and not Nimitz Highway. I was pretty sure the driver knew the way to the hospital, but figured Hatch was putting him on notice that we were locals and we weren’t interested in the scenic tour.
 
   “I want to hear all about what happened over on Moloka’i,” Hatch said. “But before we get into all that, I’ve got something I need to say.”
 
   “Okay.” I wasn’t eager to recount the sad details of my last couple of days, so it was fine with me to let Hatch go first.
 
   “As you know, I’ve given my notice at Maui Fire. Next Monday is my last day.”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “Well, next Friday I’m going for a final interview at LA City Fire Department.”
 
   “LA? Like, Los Angeles, California?” I said. 
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Next Friday?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “But our wedding’s the weekend after that,” I said. 
 
   “I know. I’ve told them that. If I get the job—and I probably will, since they told me I’m one of only three candidates, and they’re hiring for two spots—they said they’d give me a month to relocate. I won’t have to report for duty until the first of June.”
 
   “You’re thinking of moving to Los Angeles?” I was so stunned, my voice came out squeaky.
 
   “Not just me; you too.”
 
   “Why?” Of course I knew why; I just couldn’t think of anything else to say.
 
   “Because we’re in this together. Look, Pali, LA City is the third largest department in the country. My chances of making captain are a hundred times better over there. And with the wildland firefighter training I did last year, I’ll be able to write my own ticket. ”
 
   “But we’d have to live in Los Angeles,” I said. 
 
   “Yeah, but not forever. Once I make captain, we can move anywhere you want. I should be able to transfer my rank if there’s an opening.”
 
   “How long?” I felt as if I couldn’t get enough air in my lungs.
 
   “What? To make captain?”
 
   I nodded. It was unlike me to be so tongue-tied, but there it was.
 
   “Not long,” he said. “A couple years, maybe three. It all depends on how turnover goes in the department.”
 
   “But I can’t live on the mainland for two or three years. I was barely able to handle the four months I spent over there for air marshal training.” 
 
   “That was New Jersey,” he said. “This is Southern California. LA is pretty much the same as Hawaii: palm trees, beaches, sunshine every day.”
 
   “It’s nothing like Hawaii,” I said. I’d finally found my full voice, and it sounded like I was scolding a teenager who’d tried to cut ahead of me in line. 
 
   By now, the driver had entered the H-1 freeway and was zooming along, dodging in and out of slower traffic. It was hard to tell if this was his normal driving style or if he was anxious to get rid of the squabbling couple in the back seat of his cab.
 
    “Are you saying you won’t support me?” Hatch said. “This is my career we’re talking about. You’re going to benefit from it as much as me; maybe more. You know, survivor benefits for widows of fire officers are really good.”
 
   “Survivor benefits? Widows? Are you serious?”
 
   “I’m dead serious,” he said.
 
   And that’s the last thing either of us said until we got out of the cab at Queen’s Medical Center.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
   I was happy to see Farrah, but Hatch’s plans to move us from Hawaii to Los Angeles had rattled me into a sullen state of mind. In the previous couple of days, I’d had more than my share of shocking events, but nothing compared with the thought of leaving Maui for two or more years with no guarantee of returning.
 
   What was he thinking?
 
   Under normal circumstances, I’d have three confidants I could go to for advice: Sifu Doug, Steve, and Farrah. But I was in Honolulu, so unless I wanted to wallow in self-pity via cell phone, which I was unwilling to do, that knocked out Sifu Doug and Steve. And Farrah had troubles of her own. Her babies were getting stronger, but they were still in the neonatal ICU; and her blood pressure had only recently been brought under control. Two excellent reasons to keep my latest Hatch Decker drama to myself.
 
   It was hard to see her and hold back the torrent of emotion I was feeling. We’d been best friends since we were seven-year-old keiki. I didn’t always follow her guidance—after all, there’s only so much faith you should put in a Ouija board—but it always helped just to have her listen. 
 
   I leaned in and hugged her. She was propped up in bed and I commented on how much better she looked than she had on Tuesday.
 
   “You think?” she said. “Maybe it’s all the weight I’ve lost by not chowing down the gnarly hospital food.”
 
   “Are you hungry? Do you want me to go get you something?”
 
   “Mahalo, but I’m groovy. Ono brings me these bad-ass kale and wheat-grass shakes from a food cart called ‘Green Grinds’ down near the I’olani Palace. They’re delish.”
 
   I couldn’t stop the image of a cow chewing its cud from coming to mind.  
 
   “Good to hear,” I said. “I haven’t had a chance to check in on the babies yet. How’re they doing?”
 
   “They’re fab. Our boy is breathing on his own now.”
 
   “That’s wonderful.”
 
   “Yeah, and our girl’s such a little ipo—so sweet. She’s the spitting image of her daddy.” 
 
    “I guess you haven’t named them yet,” I said. 
 
    “No.” She ducked her head and looked back up at me through thick black lashes. “The deal is: we thought we’d chill on it until you and Hatch were both here. We wanted to tell you guys before we told anyone else, since you two are our bestest-best.”
 
   “Ah.” I wasn’t sure what to make of that. My shaky situation with Hatch made things a bit uncertain. But I stayed true to my vow to keep my issues to myself, so I didn’t let on.
 
   “You know there’s only about two weeks ‘til your wedding,” she said. “Are you getting freaked?”
 
   More than you know, I wanted to say. But instead I said, “It’s pretty exciting.”
 
   “I hope we’ll all be out of here next week, but the doc has the final say. The babies have to hit some milestones before they can go.”
 
   “Do you know what they are?”
 
   “You mean, the milestones?” she said. “I’m not exactly sure. There’s a list of stuff.”
 
   “Maybe he’s just waiting until you name these kids so he can fill out the birth certificates.”
 
   “Don’t sweat it. The naming thing’s pau—a done deal,” she said. “And the names are totally awesome.”
 
   “Can you give me a hint?” 
 
   “We sort of named them after you guys. But not like ‘junior’ or anything bogus like that.”
 
   I’d been plagued with a bizarre given name since birth. I could only hope that my many rants about it had made some impact on Farrah.
 
   She shot me a beaming smile. “Ono wanted to wait until both of you were here, but I want to tell you first. We’re calling them Hatshepsut and Plácido.” 
 
   “What?” I hadn’t meant to screech, but it seems I failed.
 
   “The girl we’re calling Hatshepsut, after the first and most powerful female pharaoh of Egypt. And the boy we’re naming Plácido: it’s the Spanish word for ‘calm.’ My parents’ favorite singer was the fab Spanish tenor: Plácido Domingo. Their nicknames will be Hatchi and Placi, get it?”
 
   “Seriously?” I said. “Don’t you remember how awful it’s been for me with my goofy first name?”
 
   “You like to whine about it, but I’ve secretly always thought your name was pretty far out,” Farrah said. “Really. I pretend to act like it’s bogus, to be a friend and all, but you’re the only one who thinks it’s a total bummer. Ask Hatch if you don’t believe me.”
 
   “You mean, ‘Hatchley?’” I said. “His given name is ‘Hatchley,’ you know.”
 
   “Cool; that’s even groovier.”
 
   I leaned back and crossed my arms. There was no arguing with the woman. I wondered what Ono really thought about naming his kids after an ancient Egyptian pharaoh and a modern Spanish tenor; but he cherished his wife. He’d probably think it was adorable if Farrah had dubbed them Frick and Frack.
 
   Was it wise to be so adored that your spouse never challenged you—even when you were dead wrong? Probably not. But then again, maybe it wasn’t the best idea to marry someone who was so bull-headed he wanted to drag you off to a place like LA just to further his career.
 
   ***
 
   It was getting late, and I asked Hatch if we should see about finding a place to stay for the night. He dangled a house key in front of me and said he’d been staying at the apartment of a guy he’d worked with when he was with HPD.
 
   “Do you think he’d mind if I joined you?” I said.
 
   He laughed. “Not hardly. He’s not there. He’s at a cop conference in Vegas until Monday.”
 
   He said the apartment was within walking distance of the hospital, so we said our good-night’s to Farrah and started out a few minutes after ten. The place turned out to be a mid-rise on King Street, near the downtown campus of Hawaii Pacific University. HPU is a private college with a large contingent of international students, so I wondered if the other tenants would be a bunch of rowdy college kids, but when we got there, the place was quiet. It had a tidy lobby and a reasonably quick elevator to the sixth floor.
 
   Hatch had slept on the futon in the living room for the past couple of nights, but he asked if I wanted to use the owner’s bed.
 
   “I’ll be fine out here with you,” I said.
 
   He glared at me. “I didn’t mean for you to sleep in there alone,” he said.
 
   It seemed we were communicating even less successfully than usual, and that was saying something.
 
    “Let me get us a glass of wine,” Hatch said. “I bought a bottle of your favorite.” 
 
   He went into the kitchen and came out holding a bottle of chardonnay. It really wasn’t my favorite, but one time I’d commented on how well it went with something Steve had made us for dinner, and Hatch took that to mean I loved it.
 
   “Look, let’s just take this LA thing one step at a time,” he said. He sat down, and held my left hand in his. Then, one by one, he kissed each of my knuckles. I found his knuckle kissing more annoying than endearing; but I kept my mouth shut.
 
   “First off,” he said. “I’m just going for an interview. I’m pretty sure I’m probably the most qualified candidate, but there are two other guys…”
 
   I didn’t realize I’d shot him a look, but I must’ve, because he amended his statement.
 
   “…well, two other people. The other candidates could be women; the HR guy didn’t say.” 
 
   I picked at a dry cuticle on my thumb, but still didn’t weigh in.
 
   “Anyway,” he went on. “Even if I don’t take this job, there are tons of other ones out there. There’s an opening for an EMT Two in Seattle; and they’re advertising for an entry-level inspector in the fire marshal’s office in New Orleans.”
 
   So far, nothing he’d said was the least bit encouraging.
 
   “Pali, I wish you’d get that scowl off your face. This is a great opportunity. We’ll be able to see different parts of the country before we settle down to raise a family. I know you want to come back here, and that’s fine by me. But don’t you want us to have nice things: a bigger house, new cars, maybe even private schools for our kids?”
 
   I didn’t care about any of that. I’d be thirty-six on my next birthday. If we didn’t start a family soon, his rolling-in-the-dough salary would be needed to pay for a surrogate mother for his kids. 
 
   “Look,” he said. “I love you, and I want to do right by you. Just promise to think about it. If you really don’t want to go, I’ll tell them I’ve changed my mind.” 
 
   He raised my hand to his lips, but I gently patted his cheek before he could start the knuckle smooching again. I think he got the message.
 
   We made up the futon and went to bed. I slept on my side, at the very edge of the thin mattress, all night long.
 
   ***
 
   Hatch had to leave on a six-thirty flight the next morning in order to make it to work by eight. Before he left, he handed me the key to the apartment and asked when I’d be coming home. 
 
   “We’ve got to get this hammered out,” he said. “If I’m not going to LA, I need to tell them. The interview’s a week from today.”
 
   “I know, and I promise I’ll think about it.”
 
   He kissed me, and held me tight. “I love you, Pali. I just want to make you happy.”
 
   I rode the elevator with him down to the lobby, and waited until his cab showed up.”
 
   “I’ll do my best to be home tomorrow morning after you get off work,” I said.
 
   “Thanks, babe.” 
 
   He got in, and I watched the cab turn the corner at Bishop Street. Then I walked to the hospital.
 
   ***
 
   At nine a.m. sharp I went to Farrah’s room. She was sitting up in bed with a plate of untouched pancakes, scrambled eggs and limp bacon congealing on the tray table beside her. I picked up her fork and, without asking, speared a triangle of pancake. The gummy pancake could have definitely benefited from a dousing of maple syrup, but that would’ve required me to break into the tiny plastic packet, and that was more work than I was willing to do for a dab of sticky corn syrup and artificially-flavored tree sap. 
 
   “The doctor was just here,” Farrah said. “He said the babies gotta chill here at the hospital for another week, maybe two, but I can boogie anytime I want. But that’s bogus. I’m not leaving my keiki in this scary place all by themselves.”
 
   “So, what are you going to do?” I said.
 
   “Ono’s gonna get the boat and bring it over,” Farrah said. “Tomika said we could live aboard until we can take the kids home.”
 
   Tomika Fujioka was Ono’s boss, more or less. She owned the sailing catamaran he used for taking Lahaina day-trippers out fishing or snorkeling. She was one of the kindest women I’d ever met; and also one of the wealthiest. 
 
   “Has Ono left yet?” I said.
 
   “Yeah,” Farrah said. She looked at the clock on the wall. “He booked on outta here right behind the doc. He wanted to get a seat on the next flight out.” 
 
   At the word “flight,” she closed her eyes and bowed her head. Then, she steepled her fingers and whispered, “Namaste,” before taking three deep cleansing breaths. The ritual was something of a reflexive action with her, sort of like Catholics crossing themselves in an appeal for mercy. 
 
   Once she’d opened her eyes again, she said, “So hey, what’re we gonna do about your wedding? No way I’m gonna let you get married without me.”
 
   I looked away, weighing just how much of my latest skirmish with Hatch I wanted to disclose.
 
   “Don’t worry,” I said. “We can wait until everyone’s home.”
 
   “But didn’t you already send out the invites?” she said. “Unless I messed up, big-time, there’s a date on them.”
 
   Hatch and I hadn’t mailed the invitations. In the swirl of activity over the Moloka’i wedding, and then Farrah’s life-threatening pregnancy complications, they’d never made it to the post office. More than anyone, Farrah could well appreciate the ill omen of such an oversight, but I didn’t want to let on.
 
   “Uh, no worries,” I said. “I’ve got the guest list. If necessary, I can send out ‘change of date’ cards.”
 
   A cold finger of guilt tickled my rib cage. I wasn’t used to keeping secrets from Farrah, and outright lying to her was definitely a new low. I felt my heart rate speed up, and I was glad I wasn’t the one hooked to the blood pressure monitor, or she’d be on me like a bruddah at an all-you-can-eat luau.
 
    “Oh, here’s something,” I said in the most casual voice I could muster, “Hatch is going to LA for a job interview next Friday.” 
 
   Farrah’s eyes bugged out, but she didn’t say anything.
 
   “He says if he gets the job, he’s got a shot at making captain in a couple of years. I guess he’s jealous of Ono,” I said. “Get it? Ono’s a captain, so Hatch’s gotta be one?”
 
   She didn’t laugh. She didn’t even smile.
 
   “Anyway,” I went on, “Hatch is worried he won’t get promoted if he stays over here. He says he doesn’t make enough money here in the islands to support a family.”
 
    “Yeah,” she finally said. “He told me he was worried about that. So, that means you guys may have to move to the mainland?”
 
   I took a step back, waiting for the fireworks to start.
 
   “Yeah. Probably for a couple of years or so,” I said.
 
   I watched as tears collected in Farrah’s eyes. One ran down her cheek. I wanted to rush in and tell her I’d never leave, but I was conflicted. Now that she and Ono were married, our relationship had changed, and I wasn’t entirely sure where I stood. I prayed she’d beg me to stay.
 
   “You know, you’re my bestest-best,” she said. “And I’ll miss you, big-time, every single day you’re gone. But you gotta do the righteous thing for your man and your keiki.”
 
   My hands turned cold. Who was this person? Certainly not the woman I’d been best friends with for almost thirty years.
 
   “Are you saying it’s fine with you if I move to Los Angeles for who knows how long?”
 
   “It’s not fine,” she said. “It’s a total bummer. But when you love someone as much as you guys love each other, you gotta suck it up sometimes.”
 
   I remembered how I’d strong-armed her into flying to Honolulu to protect her babies. And then it hit me. The truth I’d been unwilling to acknowledge smacked me like an opponent clipping my jaw with a well-placed roundhouse kick, and I was headed for the mat.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
   I returned to Maui on Saturday morning. I’d been gone for a week, if you didn’t count my quick trip to Maui Memorial to coerce Farrah into going to Honolulu. I’d only planned to be away for three days, so my clothes were getting downright fragrant, and I longed to sleep in my own bed. 
 
   When Hatch had come back on Friday, he’d retrieved my car from the airport parking lot and driven it to work. He offered to come pick me up after he got off work on Saturday, but I convinced him to go home and get some rest. I’d said Steve was already on his way. 
 
   I’d been in Steve’s car for all of thirty seconds when he said, “Okay, spill.” 
 
   “What? About Farrah? She’s doing great. Ono’s taking the catamaran to Honolulu so they can live aboard while they keep tabs on the babies. They’ll be gone for another week or two.”
 
   “Honey,” Steve said. “That’s the most pathetic tap dance I’ve heard since a skeezy guy I met at the bar tried to tell me he’d pinched my wallet because he couldn’t believe I was as old as everyone said and he wanted to check my driver’s license.”
 
   “As if you ever gave your true birth date to the DMV,” I said.
 
   “Well, as everyone knows, a little Wite-out is all you need to turn back the hands of time.” 
 
   A few beats of silence went by. Steve made the turn onto the Hana Highway. 
 
   “I’m still waiting,” he said.
 
   “Can you be more specific?” I said. “I’ve been gone for more than a week and a ton of stuff has happened.”
 
   “You know, of all the people I’ve ever known, you’ve always been the most upfront with me. Why are you making me wrench this out of you like an impacted molar?”
 
   “Maybe because I’m not so sure myself about what’s happened.”
 
   “Start at the beginning,” he said.
 
   And so I told him. I began with my uncertainty about ever getting married, after learning of my own parents’ sordid history. Then, I recounted tales of the many times Hatch and I had argued, or stonewalled each other, or viewed the world from such contrasting perspectives that it left me breathless. Finally, I brought up our most recent squabble.
 
   I said, “He wants to move to Los Angeles.” 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “To further his career. He says he’ll be promoted to officer a lot faster in a bigger department.”
 
   “Makes sense,” said Steve.
 
   “It makes no sense,” I moaned. “Who cares about stuff like that when it means we’d have to live in LA?”
 
   “Sweetie, think about who you’re talking to. If I hadn’t done my rainbow coalition flame-out on that bachelor reality show, I’d still be in LA. I loved living there.”
 
   “Well, I know I wouldn’t. When I had to go to the mainland for air marshal training I couldn’t wait to get back to Hawaii. I practically went blind studying so I could graduate at the top of the class. The top candidate got to pick their first assignment. If I’d been based in New York, or Chicago, or Miami, I’d have up and quit.”
 
   “Really?” He raised an eyebrow and shot me a sarcastic grin.
 
   “Keep your eyes on the road,” I said. “Okay, you’re right. I washed out after four months anyway.”
 
   “Precisely. If you think marriage is one big romp through fields of wildflowers, holding hands and warbling ‘The Hawaiian Wedding Song,’ then think again. It’s not; it’s hard work.”
 
   “When we get home I want to see your marriage counselor license,” I said. “I hardly think a social butterfly like you should be giving relationship advice.”
 
   “Look, Pali. We kid around a lot and we have fun. But now I’m being totally serious. I fought hard for gay marriage for different reasons than most of the other guys. For me, it wasn’t about equality as much as responsibility. I’d like to settle down and get married one day because I welcome the challenge. You gotta be willing to do the work.”
 
   “Are you saying I’m lazy?” 
 
   “Not necessarily,” he said.
 
   “Immature?”
 
   “You own your own home and run a successful business. I’d call that pretty mature.”
 
   “Then what?”
 
   “Maybe you haven’t found a relationship you think is worth the work. Did you ever think of that?”
 
   ***
 
   Steve’s challenge rattled me. I did a couple of loads of laundry and paid some bills. After lunch, one of the neighbors came over to ask how Farrah was doing in Honolulu. I made us tea and we talked for a bit, but by three o’clock I was getting anxious to go down to Pa’ia and check out things at my shop. 
 
   Because I’d be taking the next few months off, I didn’t have a lot going on at “Let’s Get Maui’d.” I had only two weddings scheduled for the next six months, so I’d need to think of ways to drum up new business once I got back from my honeymoon. 
 
   My honeymoon. Obviously, if I was still thinking in terms of a honeymoon, then some part of my heart must also still be considering getting married.  
 
   I drove down Baldwin Avenue at a leisurely pace. Usually I fly down the road; the passing landscape of trees, open spaces, and upcountry houses a mere flicker in my peripheral vision. But this trip I took my time and noticed everything with new eyes. 
 
   When I got to Holy Rosary Catholic Church on the outskirts of town, I pulled into the parking lot. I hadn’t been raised Catholic, but I’d always loved that particular church, with its poignant statue of St. Damien, its tall steeple, and the jewel-like colors of the stained glass windows. 
 
   To me, Holy Rosary looked like a church should look: solid and solemn. I didn’t go for modern mega-churches that looked like multiplex movie theaters, with electric guitars and surround-sound acoustics. I’d done some weddings in churches like that, and although they’re great for packing in hundreds of guests, I always felt that they while they had flawless secular complexions, they lacked spiritual muscle. 
 
     I parked and walked over to the white stone statue of St. Damien. He was depicted lifting up a desperately sick man at his feet. When I was younger, I’d seen this statue and thought Father Damien must’ve been able to raise the dead; or at least he could fix what ailed you. I assumed he’d been sent to Moloka’i to make all the people there well again: his mere touch a cure. I’d imagined everyone had gone on to live happy, healthy lives.
 
   Now that I’d learned the real story, the statue took on new meaning. A nearby plumeria tree was in bloom and I scavenged a handful of blooms that had fallen on the ground and laid them at St. Damien’s feet.  
 
   As I walked back to my car, a soft rain began to fall and I joined in. I wasn’t sure why I was crying. Was it for the cast-offs of Kalaupapa, who’d lived wretched lives and painful deaths? Or maybe I was crying for Richard, who’d tried to grab whatever joy and beauty he could while he was still able, only to be betrayed by the woman he loved. Perhaps I was thinking of Lono. While I understood his dread of going back to prison, I’d never understand his decision to hang himself rather than own up to his mistakes.  
 
   I got in the car and felt an ache in my soul. I felt sad for all those people, no doubt. But my tears weren’t for them. They were, pathetically, for me.
 
   In the past five years, my job had allowed me to witness the kind of love everyone longs for. It was like working in a bakery, every day inhaling the tantalizing aroma of baking bread, but never being able to sneak a taste. More than anything I wanted to feel excited about getting married and starting a family. I was nearly thirty-six years old. Not only was my biological clock ticking; the alarm was darn close to going off. Why was I unwilling to meet Hatch halfway and move to the mainland for a few years? Was it really that big a deal? Maybe, as Steve had hinted, I was lazy—or self-centered. Or maybe, I was finally willing to own up to my own mistake. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
    I parked in the alley behind my shop, happy to be back on familiar turf. I went in and looked around. Everything was as I’d left it, except for the pile of letters, flyers, and catalogs the mail carrier had pushed through the slot in the front door.
 
   I went next door to grab a sandwich for dinner from the Gadda da Vida since Steve had said he’d be going out that night. I had to brace myself to face the reality of Farrah’s absence. She’d been the one constant in my life since second grade. Not having her humming to herself back in the produce section, or staring at the tiny black and white TV under the front counter, seemed as disquieting as running my tongue along my gum line and finding I’d lost a tooth.
 
   Beatrice was minding the cash register. She was the ancient local woman who normally helped Farrah out at lunchtime or on the few occasions when Farrah was away. She was also “audibly-challenged,” which meant it was wise to keep conversation with her to the bare minimum.
 
   “Aloha, Bea,” I sang out as I came through the front door. 
 
   “Aloha,” she trilled back. Greetings were never a problem, since we locals were taught since we were knee-high to never ask a question or begin a conversation without first saying “Aloha.” 
 
   I went back to the refrigerated food case to rummage through the sandwiches and see if I could score a tuna on wheat. I found roast beef on rye, turkey on white, cheese on sourdough, but no tuna on anything.
 
   “Are all the tuna gone?” I said, before realizing I’d forgotten to bellow.
 
   “What’s that, ipo?” Bea said.
 
   “Do you have any tuna sandwiches in the back?” I said in my outdoor voice.
 
   “Mahalo, but I don’ need no help in back,” she said. “But I could use your help up front here for a few minutes. I gotta go to the kaikamahine room. Jus’ numba one, not the other.”
 
   Okay, that was way too much information, and I still didn’t know if I was going to get my tuna sandwich. 
 
   We switched places at the front counter and Bea took the women’s restroom key from a hook on the wall. The key was securely fastened to a long bamboo back scratcher to avoid someone trying to slip it into pocket or purse.
 
   No one was in the store at the moment, so I used the opportunity to race walk through the plastic strips hanging in the doorway to the back storage room. The bones of the building were ancient, but much of the flooring and walls of the back room had been replaced after a fire had gutted my shop next door.  
 
   The room smelled like overripe papayas and wet cardboard, with a slight top note of Pine-Sol. Farrah kept the cold items in a rumbling walk-in refrigerator that seemed nearly as big as a ship’s cargo container. I opened the door and went in. Sure enough, there was a cardboard box labeled “Gadda 4/21” from the deli where Farrah gets her pre-made sandwiches. Inside the box were half a dozen sandwiches, including a wrapped triangle-shaped tuna on wheat. It was flagged with a yellow Post-it note that said, “PALI.” 
 
   I don’t know why seeing that reserved sandwich affected me the way it did, but I started crying again. This was getting ridiculous. I’m not a crier; I’m a yeller, a kicker, a puncher. It just goes to show what happens when you slack off. It was high time I got myself back to the guan for a workout.
 
   ***
 
   I drove to the Palace of Pain, even though I could’ve walked the short distance in less than ten minutes. But it would be dark before I was finished, and more importantly, I didn’t want to risk running into anyone I knew and having them comment on my puffy face and red-rimmed eyes.
 
   When I went inside, Sifu Doug was conducting an evening beginner’s class for kids. The little white belts ranged in age from about five to twelve. All of them had that stunned look kids get when they’re used to being fussed over and coddled and they find themselves in a kung fu class led by Doug Kanekoa, former Army Ranger. With Sifu Doug, that first year is eighty-percent heavy discipline and twenty-percent skills instruction. 
 
   A few weeks earlier, Doug had said to me, “What’s with keiki these days? No self-control, no discipline. It takes weeks just to teach them to shut up when I walk in the room.”
 
   He looked over at me and I gave him a short bow. Then I went to the changing room to put on my workout uniform. Through the thin walls I could hear the class answering his staccato commands with weary responses of “Yes, Sifu,” and “No sir, Sifu.” They sounded like fatigued boot-camp recruits after an all-night bivouac.
 
   “What’s that?” Sifu Doug boomed. “I can’t hear you.”
 
   “Yes, sir, Sifu,” yelled the kids. 
 
   I remembered those days from my own early training. I’d hated it and loved it in equal measure. There was something appealing about learning an ancient Asian practice that was mysterious, even dangerous. The hope that one day a skinny light-skinned girl like me could kick butt on the much-bigger local boys was extremely motivating. In those days, I’d have walked over glowing coals to gain the strength and knowledge I craved, but I complained about demerits and what my sifu had called “justice laps” along with every other kid in the class.
 
   I waited in the changing room until I heard the kids shuffling out. I usually don’t mind finding an empty corner and practicing with my back to whatever class is going on, but after all the boo-hooing I’d done earlier, I wanted privacy.
 
   I came out and selected a long lance from the rack on the wall. Then I flicked off the overhead lights. Sifu Doug likes to conduct classes in a blazing glory of fluorescent lights; probably so he can pick out every eye roll or sideways smirk and deal with it accordingly. I like to practice in the gloom of just the light filtering in from the changing rooms or coming through the door of Doug’s office. 
 
   “Hey,” said Doug. “Long time, no see. How was Moloka’i?”
 
   I blew out a breath. “It was awful.”
 
   “That bad, eh?”
 
   “The worst.”
 
   “You wanna cup of tea?” he said.
 
   What I wanted was to grip that lance with both hands, snap it in two, and hurl it across the room while I screamed until I was hoarse. But it was disrespectful to turn down an offer to spend time with my sifu, so instead, I smiled.
 
   “That would be great,” I said.
 
   We went into his cramped office and, as usual, I had to remove a bunch of stuff from the folding chair before I could sit down. He brewed the tea in silence with his back to me.
 
   When he turned around, he handed me a tiny handle-less Japanese teacup and said, “So, tell me everything.”
 
   It took me a moment to decide where to begin. I stalled by asking if he’d heard about Farrah going to Honolulu, and he nodded.
 
   “How’s she doing?” he said. “Last thing I heard, she and the keiki were doing okay. Ono was taking the boat over there so they could stay until the babies are out of the hospital.”
 
   “That’s pretty much it,” I said.
 
   We sipped our tea.
 
   “Oh, come on,” Sifu Doug said. “Don’t make me drag it out of you. I just got done doing mortal combat with a bunch of smart-mouth grade school kids.”
 
   “Sorry, Sifu,” I said. “It’s just that it’s been such a horrible week, it’s kinda hard to talk about.” I was embarrassed to feel tears welling up, and my throat constricting.
 
   “Take your time,” he said. “I didn’t mean to push.” 
 
   That had to rank in the top three most un-Sifu Doug things he’d ever said to me.
 
   “It started with my bride sleeping with a guy who worked at the house where the wedding was supposed to take place. Then, the groom fell in the pool and had a heart attack and died. And then, the guy she’d slept with killed himself. I was the one who ID’d the body for his mother. She was a nice local lady who’d been helping me with the wedding. I feel responsible for all of it.”
 
   Doug shook his head. “How so?”
 
   “Because if I hadn’t asked the mother to help me with the wedding, none of this would have happened.”
 
   “How do you always manage to get messed up in stuff like this?”
 
   “Beats me,” I said.
 
   “So, that’s it? That’s what’s got you all down in the mouth?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “And…?” he said. 
 
   “And what?”
 
   “C’mon, girl, you know I’m not gonna let you hold out on me. And don’t try to go telling me it’s nuthin’ or I’ll make you run justice laps.”
 
   “I’m having second thoughts about getting married,” I said. My voice was barely audible, but in the stillness of the empty guan it seemed to ricochet off the walls like an echo.
 
   “Well, there it is,” he said. “You wanna talk about it?”
 
   I told him about Hatch wanting to move us to Los Angeles so he could further his career and he reacted in much the same way as Farrah and Steve. 
 
   “So? You move over there for a while and then you move back,” he said. “Happens all the time. I had to go in the damn Army in order to get myself set up for life. It’s tough to make a go of it here in the islands if you don’t pay your dues somewhere else.”
 
   I nodded, but I was pretty sure my face betrayed my irritation.
 
   “Look, you think maybe you’re just using the LA thing as an excuse to bail out?” he said.
 
   “I don’t know. In my heart I feel it’s all about leaving Hawaii. I just don’t want to do it. But in my head I think maybe I’m just not cut out for marriage. Maybe I’m not willing to do the work.”
 
   “The work?” Doug said. “My marriage isn’t work; it’s joy. It’s a joy for me to take care of Lani and the kids. It’s a joy for me to see Lani’s face when I wake up every morning and know that whatever I’m facing that day, we’ll be facing it together. It’s even a joy for me to help do the dishes or help the kids with their homework. Sure, there’s times when I think about what it’d be like to hang out ‘til three, drinking with my bruddahs like in the old days, but I wouldn’t trade being single again for a million bucks.”
 
   He lifted his cup in a gesture asking if I’d like a refill.
 
   I handed my cup over, and he went on, “Look, this is how I see it: every day I gotta put up with stuff. When I’m driving to work, I gotta deal with the guy who gives me the finger as he passes me going ninety miles an hour. Then, at work, I gotta deal with dozens of spoiled, undisciplined keiki who come from families who’ve got more money than God’s got dirt. You hear what I’m saying?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Okay, so then after work, Lani asks me to pick up something for her at the store, only they don’t got it, so I gotta drive all over hell trying to find it somewhere else. When I get home, I’m feeling kinda junked up, you know? It’s been a tough day. But here’s where it gets good. My wife meets me at the door, and kisses me, and she tells me how great I am and how much she appreciates me getting that thing for her. And you know what? It all melts away. All the worry, all the hassle; it just melts away.”
 
   I stared at him.
 
   “That’s what marriage is for me. For me, it’s not work. For me, my marriage is my refuge, my joy.”  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
   Doug’s words echoed as I drove back up Baldwin. It was almost eight o’clock, and Hatch would be at my house at nine. I’d wanted to stop by my shop and go through the mail before going back home, but that would have to wait until Sunday. 
 
   Hatch was there when I arrived.
 
   “I’ve got an idea,” he said. “Why don’t you come to LA with me next week? It’d be fun. We could even go to Disneyland if you want.”
 
   “Don’t you think we’re both a little old for Disneyland?”
 
   He let out a sigh.
 
   “Look,” he said. “There’s no use fighting over this. I might not even get the job. Let’s just not talk about it until after I get back.”
 
   We took our glasses of wine: mine white; his red, and went out to the front lanai. The wind rattled through the palm in the yard, and the moon was a bit bigger than the sliver it’d been on Moloka’i. I stared out at the warm velvet night and wondered how I’d ever be able to leave this place.
 
   Hatch stayed over on Saturday night, and I honored his wish to not discuss our situation until he returned the next weekend. Our stand-off over his wish to move to the mainland was the eight-hundred pound gorilla in the room, but I guess we’d both grown tired of feeding it. 
 
   ***
 
   On Sunday morning, Hatch talked me into going to the beach instead of going to work. It wasn’t a tough sell. I wasn’t eager to slog through a week’s worth of mail, and since I had no clients to keep track of, or vendors to nag, I couldn’t come up with a good reason to spend a beautiful day indoors.
 
   We went to Ho’okipa Beach and he surfed while I read my book and chatted with friends who came by. That night, we went to a saimin place in Wailuku that we both like. Nothing like a little Hawaiian comfort food to round out a perfect day.
 
   Monday was Hatch’s final day at Maui Fire. He’d been pretty sure they’d give him light duty that day to allow him time to say his good-bye’s and get his gear ready to turn in. He’d warned me there might be a farewell party, and he’d even grilled me about whether I knew if there was one planned. But no one had said anything to me.
 
   I went down to my shop at about ten. I’d skipped working out, since I wasn’t ready to face Sifu Doug and endure another lecture on the joys of marriage. Until I knew if Hatch would be taking the job in LA, and we’d had a chance to talk about it, I wanted to curtail all discussion of weddings and marriage with anyone. I felt like I was in a tug of war where I’d been unable, or unwilling, to choose a side.
 
   The first thing I did was to scoop the stack of mail from the floor. There was a lot of it to go through, so I decided I’d get a little exercise by cleaning the shop first. The dust on the window sills had built up, and my desk was so cluttered I couldn’t find a space large enough to dump the pile of mail. 
 
   I dusted, and then ran my old vacuum along the floors of both the office and the bridal fitting area. The interior of my shop had been totally rebuilt after the fire, but I’d opted to stick with the original décor: wide plank flooring in the office and a sisal carpet in the small room I used for dress fittings. And, even though the fire marshal had recommended I go with drywall because it was more fire-resistant, I’d stuck with just replacing the plain wood paneling on the walls with stuff similar to what I’d had before. Farrah’s store had been designated a “historical site” which had been both blessing and curse. She got a ridiculously favorable loan to rebuild after the fire, and she was assured the building wouldn’t be demolished or turned into condos, but she had to play “mother may I?” with the historical society at every turn. 
 
   My shop was part of the overall building, but it was mostly ignored by the historical types. And, since I hadn’t opted for the flashy chrome and glass look of the big bridal salons in Honolulu, the society had pretty much let me do as I pleased.
 
   I scrubbed out the tiny powder room sink and toilet, and was just about to sit down to sort through the accumulated mail, when my door opened and a stout female figure came bustling inside.
 
   “Ah, so you back, eh?” she said. “I been stickin’ it tru da door. You been gone long. What’s it? A week?” 
 
   Trudy had been the mail carrier in Pa’ia for as long as I could remember. The woman—and I’m using the word in its largest sense, since she’s one of those big local gals that require close scrutiny to determine gender—was also the biggest gossip around.
 
   As the cops say, “anything you say may be held against you,” so it was always wise to just stick to the simple 4-1-1 with Trudy.
 
   “Yeah, I had to do a wedding on Moloka’i,” I said.
 
   “No lie? My people come from there. What you t’ink?”
 
   “About Moloka’i? It’s beautiful. I really loved it.” True, and true. So far, so good.
 
   “I hear from my sista they got some trouble over there. Some local boy done hung himself dead.”
 
   Uh-oh.
 
   “Yeah, I heard that, too. Very sad.”
 
   She peered at me as if hoping I’d have more, but when I didn’t elaborate, she said, “You only got two pieces today.” She handed me a Hawaii Bride magazine and a first-class letter.
 
   “Mahalo,” I said.
 
   “How’s your best girl doing over in the city?” she said.
 
   “She’s good. She had twins.”
 
   “I know that. A boy and a girl,” she said. “You know what names they pick?”
 
   “Last I heard, they hadn’t put anything on the birth certificates.” It was like tiptoeing through a mine field.
 
   “Well, I bet she names that keiki girl after you,” she said with a toothy smile.
 
   I smiled back.
 
   “Well, gotta run. Always gots lots to deliver on Mondays,” she said.
 
   When she’d closed the door behind her, I looked down at the letter I was holding. The envelope was made from lovely thick ivory-colored paper, pre-printed with a return address in script font. The letter was addressed by hand to “Let’s Get Maui’d.” In the lower left-hand corner, the sender had written, “Attn: Polly Moon,” followed by the words “Personal and Confidential.” 
 
   I sliced the envelope open with my letter opener. Inside, was a hand-written note, and folded inside that was a check made out to Let’s Get Maui’d for $5,000. 
 
   Dear Polly:
 
   Forgive my quick exit, but I had no choice. I learned of Amanda’s previous marital history and knew I was next. I’m enclosing what I hope is sufficient to offset any expenses you may have incurred. 
 
   If anyone inquires, please tell them I willingly gave that young man my cash roll in payment for helping me escape. I hope he puts the money to good use. 
 
   Sincerely,
 
   R. Atkinson
 
    
 
   I reread the note twice, and then checked the postmark. It had been mailed from zip code 90292 on April 18th, last Wednesday. But hadn’t Richard had a heart attack and died the night before?
 
   Things weren’t adding up.
 
   I looked up the zip code online and found it was from a place called Marina del Rey, California, a waterfront suburb of Los Angeles. The pre-printed return address turned out to be an art gallery on Rodeo Drive in Beverly Hills.
 
    Looked like I might be tagging along with Hatch to Los Angeles, after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
   Hatch was thrilled when I told him I’d changed my mind about accompanying him to California. He even offered to buy my plane ticket. I demurred, thanking him but saying I’d get it myself, but he’d insisted. 
 
   “LA Fire is paying for my ticket,” he said. “Please let me get yours. After all, you’re doing this for me.”
 
   I came close to telling him my real reason for going, but then I balked. I didn’t know how I’d be able to come clean about my ulterior motives without it looking like I was being an opportunistic snoop. Which, of course, I was. 
 
   Worse, I didn’t want us to have another fight before we left and have him fretting over our situation when he went into his interview. If he wanted that LA job so badly, who was I to chum the waters of his self-confidence? 
 
   We left in mid-afternoon on Thursday. The flight to LA would take five and a half hours, with an expected arrival time of right around midnight, given the time change. Hatch’s interview wasn’t until ten the next morning, so even though we’d probably be getting to bed pretty late, he’d have a chance to sleep in and be well-rested for the interview. 
 
   When we got to Kahului Airport, Hatch flashed his firefighter credentials at the gate agent and she moved us to seats in an exit row. Normally those roomier seats go for a few extra bucks, but there’d been an unfortunate spate of airline mishaps in the news the previous week, so I think they were glad to have someone there who’d know what to do in the event of an emergency. 
 
    We didn’t drink on the flight over. Hatch wasn’t sure if they’d drug test him at the interview, and as he put it, “I don’t want to give them a dumb-ass reason for saying, ‘no thanks, buddy.’”
 
   The fire department was putting Hatch up in a decent, but not luxurious, airport hotel. We went to the car rental place and got a car for him to drive into the city the next day. I noted the whereabouts of the place, so I’d be able to get back there on my own, and I felt a twinge of guilt. I appeased it by vowing I’d fill Hatch in on what I’d been doing after he’d aced his interview.
 
    The airport hotel turned out to be relatively quiet even though it was directly under the flight path into LAX. I couldn’t believe how many take-offs and landings came overhead every hour: a dozen? a hundred? It was impossible to tell without sitting outside and using a clicker to count.
 
   We ate a light dinner at the hotel restaurant and went upstairs to turn in early. Neither of us said much at dinner. 
 
   “Thanks again for coming with me,” Hatch said. “I’m sorry I haven’t been better company, but I’m kinda nervous.”
 
   “They’d be lucky to have you,” I said.
 
   “Is that how you feel?”
 
   “You mean, lucky to have you?” 
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Any woman would be,” I said. Inwardly, I cringed at my weasel-ly response, but Hatch didn’t seem to notice.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning, Hatch left at 8:30. He’d gotten a car with GPS, but rush hour traffic in Los Angeles is legendary and he didn’t want to be late.
 
   Twenty minutes later, I was sliding my credit card and Hawaii driver’s license across the counter at the car rental desk.
 
   “Would you like to upgrade to a Cadillac Escalade, or maybe a new Mustang convertible?” said the rental agent.
 
   “No, the cheapest car you have with a nav system will be fine,” I said.
 
   “Where are you headed?”
 
   “Beverly Hills.”
 
   She grinned. “Sure you don’t want to re-think the Escalade? We’ve still got some black ones available.”
 
   I declined, and she handed me the keys to a Nissan Sentra. I found it parked alongside three other Sentras of the same color: car rental gray. I’m sure on the dealer sticker it listed the color as “silver frost” or maybe even “precious pewter,” but the car was gunmetal gray, pure and simple.
 
   I tapped in the return address from the letter Richard had sent, and after “acquiring satellites” and hemming and hawing for a minute, the breathy female voice of the GPS system told me to “drive to highlighted route.”
 
   I followed the purple path out of the car rental lot, onto West Century Boulevard, and then got onto the entrance to the San Diego Freeway heading north.
 
   I’d never seen such traffic. In Honolulu, the H-1 freeway can be a parking lot during rush hours, but this was twice, or maybe even three times, worse. Here, the traffic would come to a complete stand-still, and then, without warning, it’d start up again with everyone accelerating to sixty miles an hour before screeching to a halt a few minutes later. It was like a giant game of “Red Light/Green Light” with Mercedes and Porches and Bentleys instead of barefoot island kids.
 
   At Santa Monica Boulevard, the GPS lady told me to exit. I did exactly as she instructed, never missing a turn or forcing her to say, “Recalculating.” But still, she stuck to her assistant principal tone and insisted on telling me everything at least twice. She must’ve thought I was terrified of driving in LA traffic. Then again, maybe she was psychic.
 
   The gallery address was right in the heart of the posh Rodeo Drive shopping area. I wasn’t impressed by the upscale shops. I’d seen those names before, on Kalakaua Avenue in Waikiki: Gucci, Chanel, Tiffany. Of course, I’d never shopped in any of them. Even during my short flirtation with wealth, when my birth father had left me an obscenely large sum of money, I’d avoided places like that. Auntie Mana’s mantra had been, “Live simply so others can simply live,” and I’d embraced that concept for richer, for poorer.
 
   I parked the Sentra and went to the door. The place wasn’t like art galleries on Front Street in Lahaina, with wide open doors and valuable pieces displayed within a few feet of passersby. Here, you had to press a button and wait to be buzzed inside. 
 
   I pressed, and a voice came over a speaker. “Please state your name and your appointment time.” The electronic female voice sounded eerily like the GPS lady. I wondered if she hired out.
 
   “My name’s Pali Moon. I don’t have an appointment, but I have a letter from Richard Atkinson.” I waved the envelope at the glass door, even though the black glass was nearly opaque. I had a feeling the inside occupants could see out, but not the other way around.
 
   The buzzer sounded and the door clicked, as if someone had thrown open a bolt. I went inside.
 
   The spacious gallery had twenty-foot ceilings, but there was very little artwork in sight. A painting here, and a sculpture over there; to me it looked like the place had been robbed.  
 
   A young, blond woman was seated smack dab in the middle of the floor at a glass desk. Anyway, I guess you’d call it a desk. It was a two-inch thick piece of glass about the size of an interior door. It had no legs, but was held in a horizontal position by four thick silver cables at each corner, suspended from the high ceiling.
 
   “Good morning. How may I help?” she said. She had a Slavic accent. Probably Ukrainian, or perhaps Romanian or one of those other countries near the southern Russian border. I have a hard time keeping them straight. 
 
   “I received a letter from Richard Atkinson, and it’s important that I speak with him.”
 
   “When did you receive this letter?”
 
   “This week. The postmark says he mailed it on Wednesday, the 18th.”
 
   “This is impossible,” she said. “I’m afraid Mr. Atkinson is, as you say, passed away. He is gone since 17 April. He became ill while on vacation in Hawaii.”
 
   My antennae were up, telling me she wasn’t a person I should confide in.
 
   “I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. “I must be mistaken about the date. I’m sorry for your loss, but I need to get in touch with his family. Would you please tell them I’m visiting from Hawaii and I’m here in Los Angeles for the day? I’d like to extend my condolences in person. Tell them I have important information for them.”
 
    I dug out a “Let’s Get Maui’d” business card and handed it to her.
 
   “How do you say this name?” she said.
 
   “Pali Moon. The first name’s like the parrot, you know, ‘Polly want a cracker?’”
 
   She narrowed her eyes and gave a little shake of the head. “I do not know this.”
 
   “Ah, okay. How about ‘Pollyanna?’ The little girl who always looked on the bright side of things?”
 
   She still looked flummoxed. 
 
   “Just tell them Pali Moon would appreciate a few minutes of their time,” I said.
 
   She stood, and I half-expected her to click her heels before she sent me on my way.
 
   “I will tell him,” she said. “Ah, I mean ‘them.’ I will tell them. My English is not so good sometimes.”
 
   I walked out. I thought her English was just fine, thank you.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
   I was back on Santa Monica Boulevard heading toward the freeway when my phone chimed. I couldn’t possibly answer it. What with trying to listen and follow the GPS lady’s commands, keeping up with the frantic LA traffic, and avoiding getting sideswiped by a guy with a death wish driving a black low-rider Honda Civic, I had my hands full. I hoped whoever was on the line would understand.
 
   A few seconds later the phone pinged, alerting me I had a message. I pulled into a grocery store parking lot and called my voicemail.
 
   “Miss Moon,” said a muffled male voice. “I hear you’re in town. If my check wasn’t satisfactory you could’ve just called. But since you insist on tracking me down like a bounty hunter, why don’t we meet at the house?” He gave me the address: 44 Spindrift, in Marina del Rey.
 
   I punched the address into the nav system. After a few seconds, the exasperated-sounding GPS woman barked, “Drive to highlighted route,” and I took the next entrance to the San Diego Freeway south.
 
   Marina del Rey turned out to be, not surprisingly, a pricey upscale neighborhood. The streets were lined with late 20th century odes to conspicuous consumption that, no doubt, gave Architectural Digest plenty to chew on. The houses faced a marina, and most of the homes sported million-dollar yachts or sailboats parked within spitting distance of the front door.
 
   I pulled the Sentra a block away from Richard’s place to avoid being mistaken for the cleaning lady, and walked up. His house was a rather refined-looking glass and cedar-shake number, one of the least ostentatious of the lot.
 
   He answered the door himself, and he was not in his wheelchair.
 
   “You look downright hale and hearty for a dead man,” I said. I’d been practicing that line for the past few minutes.
 
   “Do come in, Miss Moon,” he said.
 
   He led me up a small flight of stairs to a living room with floor to ceiling windows that looked out on the sparkling waterway. A sailboat with a crisp white triangular sail glided by as if on cue. 
 
   “Beautiful view,” I said.
 
   “Yes,” he said. “I’m sure Amanda misses it.”
 
   “I don’t have much time,” I said.
 
   “Of course. I’ll get my checkbook.” He turned to leave.
 
   “That’s not why I’m here.”
 
   “Oh?” He cocked his head like a robin listening for a worm.
 
   “I’d like to hear what really happened at George’s that night.”
 
   “Isn’t it obvious?” he said.
 
   “Not really. Your note said you’d enlisted Lono’s help in your, as you say, ‘escape,’ but that doesn’t really add up.”
 
   “Are you acting on your own behalf, or at the behest of the authorities?”
 
   “On my own,” I said. “And, I want to be able to give a grieving friend of mine some answers.”
 
   “Amanda?” 
 
   “Hardly. After you left, Lono—you know, the guy you paid to help you escape—asked his mother to hold the money for him, and then he took off. A short time later, he committed suicide. He hung himself. His mother believes he killed himself out of shame because he’d stolen the money, and to avoid going back to prison.”
 
   By now, Richard’s face had become a mask of confusion.
 
   I went on. “Are you aware Amanda told the police that Lono pushed you in the pool?”
 
   “Well, good for her,” he said. “For once in her life, she told the truth.”
 
   “He threw you in?”
 
   “Well, it wasn’t as dramatic as all that,” he said. “It was more like he assisted me. It was dark, and I was concerned I might go into the shallow end and crack my head.”
 
   “What were you doing?”
 
   He let out an irritated sigh. “I needed to get out of there in a swift and discreet manner. Actually, I was quite pleased with my strategy: I’d fall in the pool, then they’d call an ambulance, and I’d bribe whomever necessary to file a false report of my death. Sometimes the best plans are the most simple.”
 
   “But why all the subterfuge? Why not just tell Amanda the engagement was off, and go on your way?”
 
   “Oh my dear, it wasn’t just Amanda I needed to elude.”
 
   Now it was my turn to look like I was straining to hear that worm.
 
   He went on. “I had to get away from George, and the feds he’d called in to hound me. After all these years, can you imagine? One little slip and he alerts the FBI.”
 
   “What’s the FBI got to do with it?”
 
   “You’ve never heard of the Art Crime Team of the FBI? They’re lunatic. I was facing decades in federal prison, along with losing everything I own to pay the fines.”
 
   “Why did you agree to see me today? I could report you.”
 
   “My dearest girl,” he said. “No disrespect, but I hardly think the federal authorities would take you seriously. I asked you here today because I thought I owed you money. I may be a crazy old man to go after a nubile young thing such as Amanda, but I am not a deadbeat.” 
 
   “What about Lono?” I said. “His death is on you. You set him up.” 
 
   “How so?”
 
   “You gave him all that cash he couldn’t account for. Then, you made sure Amanda witnessed him pushing you in the pool before you faked your death, making him liable for manslaughter. He’s already on parole for another manslaughter conviction, did you know that?”
 
   “Oh, my,” he said. “You make me sound so cunning. I may have heard some talk of him being on parole, but I certainly don’t feel responsible for his suicide.”
 
   “But if you knew he was on parole, you must have realized he’d be sent back to prison if he was charged with your death.”
 
   “Ah, good point. Perhaps he should’ve weighed that consequence before he had sex with my fiancé.” His lips drew up in a thin smile.
 
   So, he knew.
 
   I thanked him for his time and left. I sat in the Sentra for almost ten minutes before starting the car. I was not quite ready to go back and face my own consequences with Hatch. But then, I knew I never would be.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   CHAPTER 31
 
    
 
   Hatch was offered the job right on the spot. It seems they’d interviewed the other candidates earlier in the week, so they were in a position to make an immediate offer. He told me he openly discussed his desire to make captain ASAP with them, and they were impressed with his drive and his “healthy ambition.” They dazzled him with a sizable raise, moving expenses, and even relocation assistance in finding a house and shipping his truck to the mainland.
 
   “So, did you take it?” I said. 
 
   “I told them I had to talk it over with my fiancée,” he said. 
 
   “I really don’t want to move,” I said.
 
   “But babe, I’ll be making so much more money, we can live close to the water. Maybe Redondo Beach or even Seal Beach, if you want. I don’t mind commuting.”
 
   “I just drove in LA traffic and I wouldn’t wish that on anyone,” I said. I hadn’t slipped; it was time to come clean.
 
   “What? I thought you said you were gonna read your book by the pool while I was gone.”
 
   “Yeah. Well, I didn’t.”
 
   I told him the whole twisted story of Richard and Amanda and Lono, and how they’d betrayed each other in an intricate dance of lies and deceit.
 
   “Speaking of deceit,” he said in a steely voice that put the GPS lady to shame. “Is that the only reason you came with me to LA?”
 
   “What? You mean to talk to Richard?”
 
   He didn’t answer. He didn’t even nod.
 
   “Okay, maybe I was a little sneaky about it. But I didn’t want us to have a fight. When I learned Richard was probably still alive, I had to check it out.”
 
   “And you let me pay your way,” he said. “Even then, you didn’t tell me the truth.”
 
   “What’s the big deal? I offered to get my own ticket. You wouldn’t let me. See? This is the fight I didn’t want to have before you went in for your interview.”
 
    “Well, at least thanks for that,” he said.
 
   “What do you want to do?” I said.
 
   “I think you’ve already made your decision, Pali, and I’ve got to honor it. I still love you.”
 
   “I love you, too.”
 
   I started to twist the engagement ring off my finger, and he reached over and stopped me.
 
   “Keep it. I don’t want it back. You said you love me; and there’s no need to rush things. Maybe after I’m gone, you’ll change your mind. I hope to God you do.”
 
   I’d never loved him more than I did at that moment.
 
   ***
 
   I returned to Maui alone. Hatch had gone back to our room and called LA City Fire to tell them he’d accept their offer, and he’d like to start looking for houses right away. The next morning they sent a relocation specialist to take him around town and show him some homes. I met her in the lobby as I was on my way out to the airport. She was early thirties, blond, with a nice figure and a wide Crest-strip smile. It looked like the big city fire department knew exactly how to keep their new hires happy.
 
   As usual, Steve picked me up at the Kahului airport. He made a good show of hand patting and frown-face “Sorry’s”—so much so that I had to ask him to put a lid on it.
 
   “But it’s just a moratorium, right?” he said. “I mean, you didn’t totally throw him over.”
 
   “I might as well have,” I said. “He’s not gonna wait forever.”
 
   “So, what is it with you?” Steve said. “You’d think with your job, you’d be all chomping at the bit to get married.”
 
   “Yeah, you’d think so.”
 
   ***
 
   Steve said he needed to make a quick stop at the Gadda da Vida on the way back. When we went in, I was shocked to see Farrah behind the front counter.
 
   “What are you doing here?” I sputtered. 
 
   “I work here,” she said with a grin. “In fact, word on the street is I own this groovy joint.”
 
   I ran behind the counter and gave her a tight hug. She hugged me back, and kissed my cheek. 
 
    “Where are the keiki?” I said.
 
   “Down on the boat. They got sprung earlier than we thought. The doc said they’d both made awesome progress, and they were free to boogie. I’m going back down there now, but I wanted to be here when you got back.”
 
   Her eyes filled with tears. “Sorry about you and Hatch. Steve told me.”
 
   “It’s okay. We’re just taking some time to be sure.”
 
   “So, you’re not moving to LA?”
 
   “No,” I said.
 
   “Not ever?”
 
   “We both know I can’t promise that.”
 
   She checked the Fritz the Cat clock on the wall. 
 
   “Gotta boogie,” she said. “Have you heard? I’m the new poster girl for Dairy Queen.”
 
   She pointed to her breasts, which were well concealed by the soft folds of her mu’u mu’, but looked impressive nonetheless. 
 
   “Hey,” she went on. “Since I’m now doing cow-duty, do you think I’d be a deity in India? You know, they’re totally into cows there. They’re like, gods or something.”
 
   I assured her the people of India would love her, regardless.
 
   Steve had quietly slipped down one of the grocery aisles after the first mention of lactation, but when Farrah called to him he hustled back. He said he’d be happy to take her down to Lahaina and asked if I wanted to ride along. I declined, promising Farrah I’d come down later to visit.
 
   I went next door to my shop and got on the phone. I bought a ticket on the early flight to Moloka’i the next morning. I could’ve gone that afternoon, but I needed time to think.
 
   ***
 
   George picked me up at the Moloka’i airport. I thought he’d send a minion, but he came himself in his black Land Rover. On the way to Malama’s I told him I’d talked to Richard and he’d confessed to faking his death, to rid himself of Amanda and to beat the federal charges for art forgery.
 
   “Do you know where he is?” he said.
 
   “I’m not sure,” I lied. I’d wanted to put his mind at ease about his long-time partner and friend still being alive, but I’m not a snitch. 
 
   “You know,” he said. “If I told the feds I have good reason to believe he’s alive, they could probably locate him in pretty short order.” 
 
   “Why would you do that?”
 
   “Because he besmirched our company name. He’s a liar and a cheat.”
 
   “He made a mistake,” I said. “How about you? Haven’t you ever made a mistake?”
 
   “Plenty,” he said. “But I didn’t drag my friends down with me.”
 
   “He said he was sorry about that,” I said. I wasn’t sure if Richard really was sorry, but I was there to mend fences, so it didn’t seem that wrong to hammer in a few false nails.
 
    “You’re right,” he said with a sigh. “And turning him in won’t do much to restore my reputation.”
 
   “Yes. It’s probably best to just let it go.”
 
   He paused for a moment. “But I hold him completely responsible for Lono’s death. I’m afraid I’ll never be able to forgive him for that.”
 
   “Neither will I,” I said. 
 
   And that was the bitter truth.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   I wish I had a better gift for giving bad news, but afterward, George Bustamante told me I’d done a good job. Malama cried when I explained the events that led to her son’s death, even though I delicately left out the part about the unfortunate assignation between Leonard and Amanda. It was enough for her to know that Lono had been given the money freely, and that her son hadn’t harmed Richard in any way.
 
   I told a half-truth story at the Kaunakakai Police Station about talking by phone with Richard Atkinson. I asked that they clear the late Leonard A’amakualenalena’s name of any suspicion of manslaughter, given that Richard was still very much alive. I don’t know if they believed me or not, but the detectives I spoke to seemed fine with making life a bit easier for Malama by closing the case. Again, I erred on the side of discretion by not mentioning anything about the feds and the art forgeries. I figured I’d leave it to the FBI to track him down if they got wind of his faked death—not my circus, and certainly not my monkey.  
 
   I left Moloka’i that afternoon wishing I’d been able to experience that part of Maui County under happier circumstances. For me, the island has an authenticity and a sense of earthy realism that I find lacking in most of Hawaii today.
 
   As the tiny plane took off for Maui, I rubbed the dent on my left ring finger and marveled at the white mark that had bloomed there after only a few months. Before heading out over the ocean, the plane circled the vast fields of green and gold and I consoled myself by vowing to not wait another twenty-five years before coming back. Maybe I’d volunteer to help Sifu Doug at the Moloka’i kid’s tournament. After all, for the next three months, my calendar was pretty much empty.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   AUTHOR’S NOTE
 
    
 
   Originally, I wasn’t going to write a book set on Moloka’i. I’d heard all sorts of trash talk about the place, and I didn’t want to spend the necessary time on the island that it would take to write a story with “local color.” But local color is what readers have come to expect in the “Islands of Aloha Mystery Series.”
 
   My friend, Gail Ballantyne, set me straight. Moloka’i is her favorite island, and she’s been to them all. She encouraged me to at least give it a shot. So, I did. What I found there is a place of beauty, peace, and haunting memories.
 
   If you’re up for a little adventure, and you’re okay with things a little more “down-home” than “up-scale,” then I think you’d enjoy a visit. Go for a day, or two, or a week. You don’t have to ride the mules down to Kalaupapa—there’s a fifteen minute plane trip that ends up at the same place. 
 
   I’m glad I didn’t listen to the harpies, and I hope you’ll agree.
 
   By way of thanks, I’d like to start by thanking Gail Ballantyne, for nudging me forward. And I’d like to send a big mahalo nui to Darrell Duvauchelle, of the “Moloka’i Duvauchelles,” who spent many a bored teenager summer on Moloka’i, but still smiles when remembering the good family times (and enormous shower-house spiders) there. I’d also like to send a warm aloha to Tom and Karyl of Moloka’i Komohana Bed & Breakfast in Maunaloa. We truly enjoyed their “Friendly Island” hospitality and I appreciated hearing their stories of the island and its people. And many thanks to John, our tour guide at Damien Tours, for an incredible day on the Kalaupapa Peninsula. I’d also like to give a shout-out to the mule skinners of Moloka’i Mule Ride, for getting me up and back “topside” in one piece. I’m not going to send my mahalo to my mule, Ilikea, who really was the epitome of “stubborn as a mule,” but I’ll acknowledge that at least she gave me something to write about.
 
   I’d also like to thank my “beta” readers, who point out the typos, non-sequiturs, and all-around boo-boo’s: Diana Paul, Tom Haberer, and Francesca Moses Schelenski. 
 
   And where would I be without you, my readers? As Farrah would say, “bummed out.” So, mahalo to each and every one of you who’ve been with me as we’ve followed Pali Moon around the islands. 
 
   I especially want to thank the following readers who’ve offered encouragement, support, and reviews! I couldn’t do it without you: 
 
   Sandy Parkhill
 
   Marcie Grover
 
   Felice Brodsky
 
   Sandy Burke
 
   Melissa Perkins Simmons
 
   Robin Kelly
 
   Diane Tosney
 
   Montgomery County Gym
 
   Cindi Grey
 
   Sue Evans Miller
 
   Tamara Stark
 
   Mary Ann Alger
 
   Linda Lang
 
   Wendy Lester
 
   Sue Cook Goodwin
 
   Linda Mitchell 
 
   Kukana Kalewe 
 
   Sheryl Wetmore
 
    
 
   Now on to one final adventure: we’ll be going back to the Big Island for “Hilo, Good-bye.”
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