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   CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   In early January it fell to me to tell the bride she was dead. I wasn’t looking forward to it, especially since my diplomacy skills have been likened to those of Vladimir Putin. If there’s something that needs doing, I’ll get ‘er done. But my direct approach doesn’t serve me so well when I’m the bearer of bad tidings. 
 
   Aside from my lack of tact, however, the news made no sense. Just three days earlier the teen-aged girl had been flitting around my wedding planning shop, “Let’s Get Maui’d,” talking a mile a minute. She’d tried on every sample I owned—headpieces, veils and sequined thong footwear—and she’d flipped through my wedding cake album with eyes as wide as a twelve-year-old boy catching his first glimpse of an air-brushed centerfold.
 
   “Are you positive?” I said to the woman who’d called with the grim report. She was a friend of mine who worked at the Maui County Vital Records Office. Her kid took lessons at the Palace of Pain, the same kung fu academy where I train. We had an understanding: she’d bend the bureaucratic rules for me every now and then and in return I’d make sure her kid was well-prepped when he went up for promotion. I hold a black belt so I’m often asked to judge. I don’t condone cheating, so I’d never vote to promote a kid if he didn’t deserve it, but I wasn’t above passing on tips of what our sifu, or head instructor, was looking for.  
 
   “’Fraid so,” she said. “Seems the birth certificate number you gave me is linked to an infant death certificate dated four days later. The death certificate shows the little girl died from respiratory failure. I checked for other female births in the same area within a week of the date, but the search came up empty. Sorry.”
 
   The bride and groom were both a few months shy of eighteen, which meant the State of Hawaii required certified copies of their birth certificates to issue a marriage license. The would-be groom had produced his without a problem but all my bride could come up with was a crumpled Xeroxed copy. 
 
   Last week when she’d first come in, I’d told her the copy wasn’t sufficient. “I’m afraid this won’t do. It’s got to be certified,” I said. “From the Vital Records Office.”
 
   She’d stared at me as if I were speaking in tongues. 
 
   “Look,” I said. “It usually takes more than a month to get a certified copy from the state office in Honolulu, but I’ve got a friend in the local records office. She can pull strings and shake loose a copy in about a week.”
 
   The kids had requested a wedding date three weeks away. When I met them, I suspected the under-age bride might be, as my auntie Mana would’ve put it, “packing a little coconut” but the girl was stick-thin. In this day and age, the scandal of having a baby before bothering to have a wedding was so ho-hum I wondered why the big rush to the altar. 
 
   I also wondered what was going on with their families. The bride’s parents lived in the upscale neighborhood of Sprecklesville, only ten minutes from my shop, but both the bride’s mother and father had been conspicuously absent. The groom’s parents apparently lived on Hawaii Island, commonly referred to as “the Big Island,” but nary a word from them either. 
 
   Not only were members of the older generation nowhere in sight, the parental consent forms the kids had given me featured signatures with such childish handwriting I’d half-expected to see the “i”s dotted with little hearts or smiley faces. 
 
   Since the young bride and groom were locals—what we in Hawaii refer to as “kama’aina”— I’d given them the Hawaii resident discount. But they still couldn’t come up with the twenty-five percent retainer specified in my service contract. I asked if they might be able to borrow it from their families and they’d exchanged a furtive glance. I offered to waive the retainer but told them we’d have to keep things pretty basic. 
 
   So, it appeared the marriage didn’t have the blessing of either side of the aisle. I chalked it up to a “Romeo and Juliet” situation. I didn’t dare turn them away because we all know how the Romeo thing turned out. In the past couple of years I’ve dealt with more than my share of unfortunate events and I didn’t want to risk getting involved in another. 
 
   I hung up from Vital Records and called the bride.
 
   “Can you stop by the shop later today?” I said.
 
   “We can, but it’ll have to be right now. David has a two o’clock flight to go back home. His school started the new semester this week and he’s already missed a day.”
 
   “How about you?” I said. “Shouldn’t you be in school? I thought winter break ended yesterday.” 
 
   I don’t have any kids, but I keep up with the local school calendar. It’s important for me to know the dates of things like prom and graduation because it impacts my business. Tuxedo rentals, limo service, flowers—at some times of the year it takes everything short of hand-to-hand combat to get the goods I need to do my job. 
 
   “I quit school,” she said. “I’m gonna start studying for my GED. Anyway, we can be at your place in ten minutes.” 
 
   I met them at the door and got right to the point, “Lili, it seems we’re going to have a problem getting the wedding license.”
 
   “Problem? What kind of problem?”
 
   I gestured for the two of them to take the guest chairs across from my desk. The groom plopped down in the far chair as if his bones were connected by slack rubber bands. He sat slumped with his head lolled to one side. I recalled Auntie Mana barking at my little brother to “sit up straight” when he’d gone through the slouchy teenage years. Seems this kid hadn’t gotten the memo. 
 
   Lili spoke first. “You told David and me we had to bring in notes from our parents. Then you said we had to get our birth certificates. Now what do you want?” Her irate tone made her sound decades older.
 
   “Yes, so far you’ve done everything I asked. And I appreciate it. But when the State of Hawaii checked their records it seems…well, it seems there’s a problem with your birth certificate.”
 
   Her faced darkened; her eyes now mere slits. “What kind of problem? My mom has always been straight with me. I know I was born in Kona and raised hanai here on Maui. If they’re saying the last name on my birth certificate doesn’t match the name I have now, it’s no big deal.”
 
   Hanai is the traditional Hawaiian custom of open adoption. It involves no formal paperwork or court approval. For centuries the Hawaiians have recognized the “it takes a village” approach to child rearing. In earlier times, relinquishing a child was often a sign of respect to the receiving couple. Sometimes a child was given up so it could enjoy a better life with more prosperous relatives or to give a childless couple a chance to be parents. The word, hanai, literally translates into English as “to nourish.” Surrendering a son or daughter to be a hanai child of another family isn’t viewed as being uncaring or neglectful. In fact, quite the opposite. 
 
   “My mom said I was named Lili’uokalani for our last queen. Queen Lili’uokalani was a hanai kid too, you know.”
 
   “I know,” I said. No one born and raised in the islands got out of high school not knowing Hawaii state history. Mainland American history classes probably skip over the part about wealthy plantation owners plotting and scheming and ultimately convincing the United States government to back the overthrow of the monarchy of Hawaii, but it’d been drilled into us. And even though with my light hair and hazel eyes I look a lot more like the schemers than the vanquished, I still carry a grudge.  
 
   “So, what’s the problem?” she said. “Are you prejudiced against us because we’re Hawaiian? Maybe you only want to marry white kids.”
 
   I took a cleansing breath and centered myself. Martial arts training had been crucial in bringing me this far in the nearly five years I’d been coordinating weddings, and it looked like I’d be calling on a few tactical skills to get me through this conversation.
 
   “No, ethnicity isn’t a concern. What’s at issue is when they looked up your original birth certificate they found a discrepancy. The girl on your birth certificate died a few days after being born. There’s a death certificate on file. So, as far as the State of Hawaii is concerned, you’re dead.” Kind of harsh, but Putin probably wouldn’t have handled it any better.  
 
   She scrunched up her forehead. “That’s impossible. As you can see, I’m not even close to dead. In fact, I’m in better shape than most of the lard ass mainland girls you see around here. I do hula. That’s how I met David. And at school I was on the outrigger team. And I wasn’t the diva steersman, either. I was the stroker at the front of the boat.” 
 
   The groom’s mouth twitched into a lop-sided smile. “Yeah. In arm-wrestling she even beats me.”
 
   Lili flexed her bicep to reveal a well-defined upper arm. “No sh—. Uh, I mean, no lie.” She reached over and entwined her fingers in her fiancé’s. “David doesn’t like it when I cuss.” He leaned in and their lips met. It wasn’t the first time I’d noticed what an amazing couple they were, especially physically. They were both a beautiful shade of golden brown, with shiny black hair and taut lithe bodies. At thirty-five I had to work out nearly every day to keep myself in decent condition. These two could probably eat plate lunch with rice and double mac salad at every meal and still model for Honoloa Bay swimwear. Me? I’d be lucky to land a gig modeling his and hers aloha shirts for Hilo Hattie.  
 
   They were a great couple emotionally, as well. Both were languid and laid-back, and they seemed to communicate on a level that went way beyond mere talking and listening. I was hyper-aware of their tranquil rapport because recently I’d been aware of my own rather clumsy communication pattern with my boyfriend of almost two years. Why is it that some couples never seem to misunderstand each other while others spend way too much time explaining and apologizing? 
 
   I took a deep breath and leaned forward. “Yes, Lili, you’re very much alive. But according to Hawaii birth records, it seems you’re not who you think you are.”
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   My name is Pali Moon. I own and operate a wedding planning business in Pa’ia, Maui. Pa’ia is one of those quaint hippie-style surf towns everyone loves to visit but few people call home. I don’t even call it home. My home is up the road a bit, in Hali’imaile, the former site of a big pineapple plantation. The houses in my neighborhood were built by the pineapple company for their local workers, so that gives you an idea of how la-de-dah they are, which means “not much.” You won’t find a golf course, an ocean view, or a circular driveway anywhere in sight. What you will find is a cluster of clapboard bungalows housing hard-working folks who wait tables, work construction, or drive tourist buses. They raise their kids the way I was raised, in a bubble of love by parents and guardians trying to make ends meet in a perennially hyper-inflated economy. Those of us born and raised on Maui feel we’re “special” and we are. Perfect weather, smiling people, and over a hundred glorious beaches. Life doesn’t get much more “special” than that.
 
   Even though I’m fortunate enough to own my house outright, I still share it with a roommate. A guy roommate. When I posted the room for rent I was a bit apprehensive when a male called to inquire if it was still available. I wondered if we’d squabble over gal/guy things like whether the carpet needed vacuuming or which TV shows we’d record on the DVR. But my roommate, Steve, isn’t your typical mainland guy who came to Hawaii to surf, work as little as possible, and pick up giggling bikini-clad girls on the beach. Steve’s not much for beach pick-ups, but if he were, he’d be more likely to zero in on some guy whose naked chest could adorn the cover of a bodice-ripper romance novel than a cute girl with a Brazilian bikini wax. 
 
   Steve’s hard-working. He’s my go-to guy as a wedding photographer and, when things get dicey, he’s even been known to pitch in with styling a bride’s hair or doing her make-up. At one particularly dark moment he leapt to my rescue by stepping in to assist a stressed-out caterer whose sous chef got snapped up by a local Michelin star restaurant two days before a two-hundred guest wedding I was doing. Since Steve moved in I’ve learned the only roommate better than a “girlfriend-who-gets-you” is a “gay-friend-who-gets-you.” We’re more than just two people who share the same roof. We’re two people who share the same world view.  
 
   That night I was anxious to get Steve’s take on the birth certificate situation. I brought home a heat ‘n eat veggie pasta dish and a bag of salad from the Gadda da Vida Grocery next door to my shop. We sat down to eat and I let out a big sigh.
 
   “Uh-oh. That doesn’t sound good,” he said. “Is your spoiled little Hawaiian princess turning Hawaii Five-O kick ass on you? You know, Bridezillas are like Barbie dolls; they come in a rainbow of colors.”
 
   “No, it’s not that. I’m having a problem getting the marriage license,” I said. I told him how the bride’s birth certificate information had led to a literal dead end. “The girl on the birth certificate died four days after she was born. How weird is that?”
 
   “It sounds like maybe somebody pulled an ‘Obama born in Kenya’ with the birth certificate.”
 
   “Oh, please.” 
 
   “No, seriously. Maybe she’s illegitimate and her birth wasn’t recorded,” he said.
 
   “Why? It’s not as if out-of-wedlock births are shameful in the Hawaiian community. In fact, in ancient times, Polynesian women were supposed to pop out a kid before they got married—to prove they weren’t barren.”
 
   “Barren? Did you seriously just use the word, ‘barren?’ That’s it. I’m not letting you read any more of those ‘Outlander’ books.”
 
   “You know what I mean,” I said. “The women had to show they could make babies so the husband’s family line would continue.”
 
   “I thought Hawaiian families were matriarchal,” he said. “Wouldn’t that make it the mother’s family line?”
 
   “It’s complicated.”
 
   “So, now what?” he said.
 
   “I’m going to go to the Big Island to see what I can dig up.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I can.”
 
   Steve folded his arms across his chest. “Spare me the Zen rejoinders. Why are you really going?”
 
   “Okay. I’ve got two good reasons. One, I deserve a weekend off. I haven’t been anywhere since that crazy trip to O’ahu last fall. Hatch and I could use a romantic weekend off-island. And two, I want to help these kids. Ever since I inherited the money and paid off this house I don’t get a rush anymore just doing weddings. I think maybe tracking down what happened to this girl’s birth certificate will be fun; it’ll give me a rush.”
 
   “You want a rush? Try sky diving. Or bungee jumping.”
 
   “Too dangerous.”
 
   “Dangerous? You must be kidding,” he said. “Nothing’s more dangerous than poking your nose in family secrets. After the family mess you stepped in on Kaua'i last summer I’m amazed I have to remind you.”
 
   “Yeah, but this is different. It’s probably nothing more than a paperwork snafu. I’m guessing somebody misfiled something or made a typo and didn’t bother to correct it. I’ll get Lili’s birth record set straight and these kids will be able to get on with their lives. ”
 
   “You better hope that’s all it is,” he said.
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   The next morning I got a call from my best friend, Farrah Milton. No, make that Farrah Kingston. I have to keep reminding myself she’s married now. She and I go way back; all the way to grade school, what we call our “keiki times.” She’s more like a sister than a friend, and under normal circumstances I usually see her every day. She runs the Gadda da Vida Grocery next door to my shop, but for the past two months she’s been on her honeymoon sailing the South Seas with her new husband.
 
   “Hey, girl,” she said. “You still missin’ me?”
 
   “More with every passing day.” 
 
   The line crackled and I thought maybe we’d lost our connection.
 
   “Farrah? Are you there?”
 
   “Yep,” she said. “And I’m calling to tell you to dig out your party pants, ‘cuz we’re bookin’ for home.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Tonight. Ono says we’ll be docking in Lahaina around nightfall.”
 
   “I can’t wait to see you,” I said.
 
   “Me too. I’ll call when we’re in cell range.”
 
   Our normally long-winded conversations had been reduced to less-than-a-minute check-ins because Farrah had to use an expensive satellite phone rather than a cell phone. There’s not much chance of “Can you hear me now?” working when the caller’s surrounded by a thousand miles of open ocean.
 
   I called Steve. 
 
   “Farrah and Ono are coming home tonight,” I said.
 
   “Seriously? When?”
 
   “She said they’d be back by nightfall.”
 
   “I’m on it,” he said.
 
   Next, I called my boyfriend of almost two years, Hatch Decker. Hatch is a firefighter with Maui Fire and Rescue. He was on duty Tuesday and didn’t answer his cell. I left a message telling him Farrah and Ono were coming home and asked him to call back.
 
   I raced down to the Palace of Pain to get in a quick workout. I knew if I waited until the news of Farrah’s return sunk in, I’d find a thousand excuses to not go. My sifu, Doug, was teaching a tai chi class to five senior citizens. Two men and three women with salt-and-pepper hair, and faces scrunched in concentration, mimicked his deliberate stances and postures. To me, tai chi looks like a leisurely download on an ultra-sluggish Internet connection, but it’s a genuine form of martial arts. And, with its slower, more precise moves it’s a life-saver to folks with creaky knees and Medicare cards. The Ghost of Christmas Future, I said to myself as I caught my sifu’s eye. I gave him a quick bow of respect and headed for the locker room. 
 
   I changed into my workout clothes and took a spot facing a far corner. After twenty minutes of warm-up and thirty minutes of hard-charging effort with the long staff I’d gotten my heart rate up and silenced my head chatter.
 
   “You got a minute?” Doug said as he came up behind me. He’d stealthily approached, but instead of being spooked I simply turned to face him. One of the upsides of attaining black belt status was a physical self-confidence that kept the bogey-man in his place. Too bad my emotional self-confidence hadn’t followed suit.
 
   “Sure. Can it wait until I grab a fast rinse-off?”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   I took a quick shower and dressed in my business “uniform”—white cropped pants and a cheery pink tee-shirt sporting a sparkly palm tree. I’m not really a “pink” kind of gal, let alone sparkly, but it’s kind of expected in my line of work.
 
   I went into Sifu Doug’s bare-bones office. The Palace of Pain was doing quite well financially, but you’d never know it from looking at the tiny office. Doug still worked off a chipped Costco folding table and sat on a wheeled chair he’d picked up off the street. It’s a custom in Maui neighborhoods to place discarded but still usable items like lamps, chairs and even pillows next to a Dumpster or garbage can to signal the stuff is up for grabs. I’m pretty sure they don’t follow this custom in Sprecklesville or Wailea—tony areas that no doubt have strict rules against “public dumping”—but in more downscale places it’s common.
 
   He pointed to a white plastic chair and asked me to sit. I had to move an assortment of headgear, multi-colored fabric belts and something that appeared to be a greying stretched-out jock strap off the seat before I could sit down.
 
   “Sorry about that,” Doug said. “That’s my lost and found. I’ve got to remember to send an email to the parents to get down here and pick up their kids’ stuff.”
 
   “What’d you want to see me about?” I said. 
 
   “I’ve got a problem and I’m hoping you’ll be willing to help.”
 
   “Of course.” Martial arts teaches discipline. One of the first things you learn is to respect your sifu. There was no way I’d question whether I was the best person for the job, or offer excuses about why now wasn’t a good time. If Sifu Doug says, “Jump,” the only acceptable answer is “How high, Sifu?”
 
   “My niece is coming over from Honolulu for a visit and when I mentioned you and your wedding business she got very excited. I was wondering if you’d be willing to take on an unpaid assistant for the rest of the week.”
 
   “Unpaid? That seems kind of wrong. Don’t you think if this girl works for me she should get paid?”
 
   “Believe me, you’ll pay,” he said. “But not in the normal sense of the word.”
 
   Uh-oh.
 
   “Tell me a little about her,” I said. I tried to keep the panic out of my voice. I was used to working alone. While I had all the self-confidence in the world when it came to defending myself in an alley fight, I wasn’t so self-assured when it came to promoting teamwork or bossing around underlings.
 
   “Her name’s Kaili. She’s sixteen. Her mom is Lani’s sister but they couldn’t be more opposite. As you know, Lani’s pretty strict with our kids, but Kaili’s mom is—well, let me just say the word ‘n-o’ isn’t in her vocabulary. I think one of the reasons Lani’s pushing for this girl to work at your shop is to cut the time she’ll be at our house with our kids. My oldest is only twelve, you know. She thinks since Kaili’s from the big city everything she says or does is ‘cool.’ Last time Kaili was here it took Lani two weeks to get the kids back under control.”
 
   “Uh-huh. So, when will Kaili get here?”
 
   “She’s coming over tonight. We’re hoping she can start at your place tomorrow. What time do you open your shop?”
 
   I was silent for a moment. I believe in showing respect to my sifu, but I’m not stupid. This was my one chance to throw up a boundary. 
 
   “I usually get in kind of late since I check on vendors and run errands after I leave here every morning. How about you bring her in around ten-thirty?”
 
   Doug glared at me with his Army Ranger eyes. One look from those eyes could strip the paint from a car parked in his reserved spot.
 
   “Let’s make it ten. My kids are up at seven. That gives Kaili almost three hours. It’ll take Lani the rest of the day to undo the damage.”
 
   “C’mon, Sifu, she can’t be that bad.”
 
   He tossed his head like a guy who’d just slugged down a straight shot of tequila. “Nah, you’re right. I’m sure the two of you will hit it off just fine.”
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
    
 
   By four-thirty, Steve had called or emailed at least two dozen friends to storm the ramparts to welcome Farrah and Ono back from their honeymoon. The plan was to carpool down to Lahaina and wait for Ono’s catamaran, the “Maui Happy Returns,” to sail into the harbor. Then we’d board the vessel like a marauding band of pirates and relieve the happy couple of any remaining food or drink aboard.
 
   Unfortunately, Steve had failed to alert everyone that Ono is a chip-carrying member of Alcoholics Anonymous. Therefore, the boat wouldn’t be carrying any drink more ribald than Gatorade. And Farrah, my dear sweet friend born about forty years too late for her counter-culture lifestyle, had no doubt stocked the galley with fun foods like quinoa, dried kelp flakes, and carob-covered pomegranate seeds. There’d be nary a sign of the kettle chips, ranch dip, and beef jerky the ersatz pirates would be looking for.
 
   We arrived at ten to seven. The sun hovered at the horizon as we unloaded everyone and made our way down to the dock. I squinted at the far side of the harbor and saw a boat bobbing in the slip normally assigned to the “Maui Happy Returns.” Ono wouldn’t be pleased someone had poached his slip while he’d been away. Those tie-ups cost something close to a mortgage payment, and even though Ono didn’t actually pay it himself—the catamaran was owned by his boss, a very sweet, very rich, widow in Honolulu—he was fiercely protective of all things related to the boat.
 
   Steve and I led the small army of well-wishers down the splintery wooden dock. When we got within twenty yards of the slip, the truth came out. They’d already arrived. The gleaming white hull was not only familiar, there was a life ring emblazoned with “Maui Happy Returns” at the bow.
 
   The cat’s sails were buttoned down and no lights were showing. More importantly, I saw no one on deck.
 
   “They must’ve come in early,” Steve said.
 
   I shot him my “ya think?” look and he scowled.
 
   “You said nightfall,” he said. “Look, the sun’s still up.”
 
   We both looked to the east. And, blink, the sun slipped below the rolling hills of the island of Lana’i. 
 
   “It was there a second ago,” he said.
 
   I called Farrah’s cell. She answered on the second ring. “Did you forget we were coming home today?” she said.
 
   “We’re here. Where are you?”
 
   “No, you’re not here,” she said. “We’re at your house. We got in early so we thought we’d surprise you, but nobody’s home.”
 
   It was turning into one of those “Who’s on first?” moments.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “We’re down at the harbor. We brought a bunch of people to welcome you home.”
 
   “Wow, groovy. Hang on, okay?” I heard her tell Ono what was going on. Then she came back on. “Ono says it’s your call where we should meet up.” 
 
   “Stay there. We’re coming back. You know where the key is, right?”
 
   “Under the hibiscus?” she said.
 
   “You bet. Make yourselves comfortable. We’ll get there as fast as we can.”
 
   ***
 
   “I guess we botched this,” Steve said as I rounded the curves past Oluwalu. “But it’s technically not my fault. You said ‘nightfall’ and they came early. Now they’re up there thinking we snubbed ‘em. It’s gonna take at least forty-five minutes—”  
 
   “Look, I’m going as fast as I can,” I said. I had the Mini Cooper pushed to the limit. 
 
   Steve looked at the enormous speedometer on the dash. “The speed limit’s only forty-five through here. You’re doing almost eighty.”
 
   “No worries, I’ve got friends in the police department.”
 
   “Did you read in the paper about Maui police and fire being way over budget?” he said. 
 
   “I didn’t need to read it. Hatch has been whining about it for weeks.” 
 
   “I’m just saying maybe you should slow down,” he said. “What if the cops try to make up the shortfall by writing more tickets?” 
 
   “They’ll hit the tourists, not locals,” I said. “I’ve been stopped loads of times. I never get anything tougher than a warning.”
 
   “Well, you better hope your luck holds. Thirty-five over the limit’s no doubt a big chunk of change. And Maui’s Finest is in need of some pretty big chunks.”
 
   As if he’d summoned the public safety gods, blue lights began flashing in my rearview mirror. 
 
   Steve turned to look out the rear window. “And I’ve got a real bad feeling you’re about to find out exactly how big your chunk’s gonna be.”
 
   ***
 
   After the cop wrote me the speeding ticket I carefully pulled back out on the roadway. I used the Bluetooth to call Farrah. I said I’d been caught in a speed trap but I’d be there soon.
 
   After I hung up Steve said, “Eighty-one in a forty-five doesn’t technically qualify as a ‘speed trap,’ you know.”  
 
   “This hasn’t been my best day,” I said. “How about you pretend I’m a cute guy you’re trying to pick up at the Ball and Chain? Be nice to me. Maybe ask if you could buy me a drink or rub my neck or something. Do anything but rag on me all the way to Hali’imaile.”
 
   “Oh, sweetie,” he said. “You had me at ‘pretend.’ You nervous about seeing Farrah?”
 
   “Nervous? Why should I be nervous?”
 
   “Well, she did sort of up and marry your former boyfriend. That’s gotta be a little weird. And they’ve been gone for two months. Who knows what she’ll be like after sixty-some days of lolling around the South Pacific?”
 
   “I’d like to clarify a couple of things,” I said. “First of all, Ono Kingston was never my boyfriend. He was my friend, that’s all. And second, I doubt there was much in the way of ‘lolling’ going on while they were sailing. Ono’s a real Captain Bligh when it comes to that boat. I bet he had Farrah working like a scullery maid to keep things clean, stocked, and ship-shape tidy.” 
 
   “Aren’t you just the little Miss Cranky Pants? They were on their honeymoon. I can hardly imagine him tying her to the mast and whipping her for insubordination.” He laughed. “Although, who knows with Farrah? That girl could be totally into the tying and whipping scene.”
 
   I shivered at the mental image of my friends locked in flagrante dilecto in Ono’s cozy cabin below-decks so I ignored Steve’s final remark. “I’m not being cranky. I’m being realistic. It’s hard work sailing a catamaran for months on end.”
 
   We pulled up to the house and there were already six cars parked out front. The door was open and thumping music poured out across the porch and down to the quiet street below.
 
   “We should’ve invited the neighbors,” I said.
 
   Steve pointed to the houses on either side and the one across the street, “Done, done, and done.”
 
   “You’re a genius,” I said.
 
   “Good to see you’re finally admitting it.”
 
   I gave him a soft punch in the arm and he feigned injury. He looked around and said, “I wonder if anybody saw that? I could sue, you know. You, with the black belt, assaulting a member of a protected class.”
 
   We went up to the porch and, as I paused at the door, I realized Steve was right; I was nervous. I hadn’t been apart from my childhood friend for this long since I’d met her in the second grade. Even when I was going to college on O’ahu I managed to sneak in a visit to Maui every month or so. Farrah and Ono had been gone for nearly seven weeks as they plied the waters of Tahiti, Bora Bora, and a bunch of tiny South Pacific islands I’d never heard of.
 
   Farrah was terrified of flying and had barely made it back in one piece when she flew to Honolulu for my college graduation, but she seemed utterly at ease on Ono’s boat. For the past ten years I’d figured she was somewhat agoraphobic because she seldom left the confines of her grocery store and the illegal apartment she occupied above it. But when she met Ono she’d taken to sailing as if she’d been born to ply the oceans blue.
 
   “Well, it only makes sense I’d like sailing,” she’d told me. “I’m a Pisces, a water sign. Maybe if I was an air sign like you, I’d be cool with climbing inside a tin missile and hurtling through the air with only an engine built by the lowest bidder keeping it from crashing to the ground in a fiery blaze. But I’m the sign of the fish. And everyone knows fish take to water.”
 
    I took a deep breath and walked through the front door. People were standing shoulder-to-shoulder so it took a few moments to spot Farrah. She looked better than I’d ever seen her, all tanned skin and smiling white teeth. Her navy cotton shorts and form-fitting tank top showed off a body you’d expect to see on a marathon runner. Except for the boobs. Her impressive display of pulchritude hadn’t suffered a wit from her recent weight loss.
 
   Okay, I felt a small pang of jealousy. But it passed in the time it takes to blow out a candle.
 
   “Pali,” she squealed when our eyes met. “Get over here, girl.”
 
   We hugged like a couple of teenage girls who’d been reunited after a scary night of being lost in the jungle. I started to pull back but she held on.
 
   “Not yet,” she said. “I want to take in your scent.”
 
   Alarm shot through me. Had I remembered deodorant that morning? The room was stifling with dozens of people crammed in there. And the paltry overhead fan was no substitute for A/C. None of these old houses had either furnaces or air conditioners, so we were used to sucking it up on the occasional days when the temp dropped below sixty or soared above eighty-five. But the heat radiating off thirty bodies at ninety-eight-point-six degrees made the room feel stuffy and close.
 
   She sucked in a deep breath. “I love how you always smell like toast,” she said.
 
   Toast?
 
   “I’ve missed you so much,” I said.
 
   “Me too.” Tears pooled in the corners of her brown eyes.
 
   “Are you okay?” I said. “Are you enjoying married life?”
 
   “I love it. I love Ono nearly as much as I love you,” she said. 
 
   I glanced over at Ono, glad to see he was out of earshot. “What are you saying? Don’t you love Ono more?”
 
   “No way. I’ve only known him a few months. I’ve known you forever. We’re ‘ohana, remember?”
 
   “Of course. But Ono’s your ‘ohana now.” ‘Ohana is the Hawaiian word for family. Family is at the tippity-top of the social pyramid as far as island people are concerned. Your job, your school, your neighbors, your pets—they’re important. But they will always be relegated to a lesser status than family members. And in the case of Farrah and me, we’d become ‘ohana in fourth grade. We’d each picked a scab and pressed our bleeding knees together and became “blood sisters.” Nowadays such tribal rituals were no doubt frowned upon due to concern over blood-borne diseases, or even good hygiene, but back then it was a common schoolyard practice.
 
   “He’ll be ‘ohana in time,” she said. “But for now we’re just groovin’ on each other. We’re not quite there, but we’re working on it.”
 
   I gave her a kiss on the cheek and went to greet Ono. He gripped me in a tight one-armed hug since he was holding a gigantic tiki-shaped plastic cup in the other hand.
 
   “Hey, you,” he said. “We both missed you.”
 
   The meeting was bittersweet for me. I’d known Ono long before he’d ever met Farrah.  He and I had shared a fleeting glimpse of the boyfriend/girlfriend thing, but we hadn’t clicked. Ono is the poster boy for the laid-back boating lifestyle, but not in a Tommy Bahama way. He’s not “casual chic” as much as simply “casual.” He’s a transplanted mainlander with a checkered history of success, loss, despair, and redemption. Now and forever he’ll be an avid friend of Bill W and he takes his sobriety seriously. No doubt his tiki cup held pog—passion fruit, orange, and guava juice. It was his signature cocktail.
 
   “Did you have a great sail?” I said.
 
   “The best. I got to wake up every morning with the most beautiful girl on earth—uh, you being the second most beautiful, of course—and sail brilliant blue water to islands so green they make you squint.”
 
   “Wow,” I said.
 
   “Yeah. ‘Wow’ is the only way to describe it. I’ll never be able to thank you enough for bringing Farrah into my life. It’s wonderful to finally have my own ‘ohana.”
 
   “Farrah feels the same,” I said. I wasn’t a hundred-percent certain about that one, but I sure as heck wasn’t going to tell him Farrah was “working on it.” As the French say, “When two lovers meet there’s one who kisses and one who gets kissed.” Farrah was clearly the one getting kissed in their relationship.
 
   “Where’s Hatch?” Ono said.
 
   “He’s on shift today. I left him a message but I haven’t heard back. Some days are like that. A few weeks ago he told me their call-out rate had doubled over the past couple of years. I guess either people’s houses are burning down more than they used to or there are more car wrecks out there.”
 
   “I bet it’s both,” he said. “It’s on account of drugs and alcohol. The meth cookers burn down the place if the cops start closing in, or if they forget and leave the Bunsen burners on. And there are more wrecks because people are getting drunk or high and then getting behind the wheel.” 
 
   “You’re probably right,” I said. For Ono, nearly all forms of everyday evil could be attributed to substance abuse. I thought it was a rather simplistic way of looking at things, but if it helped him stay clean and sober who was I to argue?
 
   “You busy with weddings?” he said.
 
   I made a rocking gesture with my hand, to indicate “sort of.” “I had a dry spell there for a while after you left but I’m working on one now,” I said. “It’s kind of a weird situation, though.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s two teenagers. They’re both not quite eighteen. When I called about getting a certified copy of the girl’s birth certificate for the wedding license I found the name and date of birth she gave me was for a kid who’d died.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The birth certificate the bride brought to me is from a dead baby.”
 
   “And she’s been using it all these years?”
 
   “Yeah, that’s what’s strange. She goes to high school at Seabury Hall. I’d have thought they’d require a certified birth certificate to enroll there.”
 
   “You never know,” he said. “Fancy place like that, maybe they let things slide if her daddy flashed enough cash.”
 
   Seabury Hall is a stately private school in Makawao, a bit further up the road from my place in Hali’imaile. The price tag’s steep; more than tuition at the University of Hawaii. I went to Maui Public Schools so I can’t comment on whether it’s worth it or not, but from what I’ve heard, wealthy families will do whatever it takes to get their kids into Seabury Hall.
 
   Of course, for Hawaiian kids there’s another option: the Kamehameha Schools. You need to prove you have native Hawaiian ancestry to apply to Kamehameha Schools, but if you get in, it’s gold. Not only are you guaranteed a first-rate education, but you will forever be able to brag about being a Kamehameha alum. In the islands it’s right up there with being a Rhodes Scholar. 
 
   David Onakea, the teen-aged groom I was working with, was a student at the Kamehameha School in Hilo. Lili looked like she would qualify as having Hawaiian blood, but she still might not have gotten in. The Kamehameha Schools give preference to Hawaiian kids who are orphans or come from “indigent” families. Lili’s Sprecklesville address and enrollment at Seabury Hall led me to believe her hanai family was a far cry from indigent.
 
   That gave me an idea. Perhaps before I headed off to the Big Island to search for Lili’s past it’d be wise to learn a bit more about her present. There had to be a good reason why people who spent twenty-thousand dollars a year to send their daughter to a fancy prep school had failed to show even the slightest interest—pro or con—in her impending marriage. Then I recalled the loopy signatures on the parental consent form and it hit me. Maybe they didn’t know.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   After about an hour at the party, Farrah and Ono came over to me. They said they were sorry but they had to leave. 
 
   “We’ve been gone a long time,” Farrah said. “We need to run by Beatrice’s before it gets too late. I’ll be bummed if Sir Lipton doesn’t remember me.”
 
   “She will,” I said. “Dogs don’t forget.” 
 
   Sir Lipton was Farrah’s dog—half-Jack Russell, half-beagle. When Farrah first got the puppy she’d dubbed it “Sir Lipton.” Sometime later she learned the name should’ve been “Dame Lipton.” Even though the dog had more than established its gender by producing a litter of puppies, I’d been unable to convince Farrah to use the correct pronoun. In her mind the dog was a “he.” I’d learned long ago Farrah wasn’t inclined to admit a mistake no matter how compelling the evidence.
 
   “Maybe I should’ve taken him with us,” she said. “He would have liked Tahiti.”
 
   Ono chimed in. “It would’ve been a nightmare dealing with the quarantine laws for all the islands we visited.”
 
   “Yeah, but I still feel bad about leaving him. He likes sailing.”
 
   After another half-hour of hugs and kisses the last of the guests had left.
 
   “Mahalo for doing all that,” I said to Steve.
 
   “Doing all what? I picked up some pupus at the grocery store and arm-twisted a few friends to bring drinks. On the bell curve of parties, this one was two standard deviations to the left.” 
 
   “Well, it was still nice of you to get everyone together on such short notice.”
 
   “Oh, honey,” he said. “It was my pleasure. My people are always up for a party. By the way, don’t you think Farrah looks fabulous? Did you see how buff her arms are? Maybe I should take up sailing.” He preened in the hall mirror, flexing his biceps like a well-oiled gym rat at a body-building competition.
 
   “Let’s clean this mess up,” I said. “I’ve got a busy day tomorrow.” I told him about Sifu Doug bringing his niece to my shop. “He said I can call her an ‘intern’ so I don’t have to pay her.”
 
   “Huh. You’d think Doug and Lani would love having a free babysitter for a week,” he said. “They never get to go anywhere.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “The girl must be some kind of wonderful if they’re dumping her on you instead.”
 
   ***
 
   I skipped my workout the next morning. I slept in a half-hour later than usual and took my time getting ready. It was silly of me to care what a teenage-girl from Honolulu might think of me, but I couldn’t help it. I changed my clothes at least three times before going out to the kitchen.
 
   “Don’t you look spiffy,” said Steve. He was munching on Greek yogurt mixed with granola. Did I make that much noise when I ate granola? I hoped not.
 
   “I’ve got a busy day,” I said.
 
   “Yeah. More importantly, you’ve got Doug’s reject from the big city coming in to follow you around and drive you nuts. Are those chandelier earrings for her benefit or are you hooking up with Hatch at lunchtime? A little quickie over the lunch hour may be just what you need to get you through the rest of the day with the Honolulu hellion.”
 
   I never wear jewelry. Okay, I rarely wear it. Me sporting bling is a sure sign of distress—like flying the flag upside down or tapping S-O-S in Morse Code on the coffin lid as they’re about to bury you alive.
 
   “I thought these earrings looked kinda nice with this shirt,” I said.
 
   “They’re great. I’m just surprised to see you all dolled up for Doug’s cast-off.” He kept his head down, ostensibly concentrating on his yogurt, but I spotted the smirk.
 
   ***
 
   I pulled into the alley behind my shop and parked. As I locked the car doors with a peep, I remembered Farrah would be working at the Gadda for the first time in over two months. I hurried to her back door.
 
   The bell on the door jangled as I went in. Farrah had “belled” both the front and back doors of her store and her apartment to sound an alert whenever someone came in. She wasn’t one for fancy alarm systems or security cameras, but she’d become edgy after an intruder incident a couple of years back. I wasn’t a big fan of the annoying little bells, but I supported why they were there. 
 
   “Aloha,” I called out.
 
   “Aloha backatcha,” she said. She came out from behind the counter and we hugged. 
 
   “Toast, huh?” I said.
 
   “Yeah, toast. It’s a groovy smell. Like morning time in my mom’s kitchen.”
 
   Like me, Farrah was an orphan. Any reference to a fond memory of her parents was a heartfelt compliment.  
 
   “Are you glad to be back?” I said.
 
   “Exquisite.” 
 
   I think she meant to say “ecstatic,” but with Farrah, the English language was a liquid, not a solid. It was a fool’s errand to correct her grammar.
 
   “I want to hear all about it, but I’ve got a new girl coming to the shop in a few minutes.”
 
   “New client?”
 
   “I wish. No, it’s Sifu Doug’s niece. She’s here for a few days from Honolulu and he wants me to show her what I do. He made it sound like an internship or a ‘take your daughter to work’ thing, but I think the real reason is he doesn’t want her at his house. Lani’s worried she’ll be a bad influence on their kids.”
 
   “Whoa. That’s gnarly. Doug doesn’t come across like a dude who’d flame his own ‘ohana without good reason. What’s the four-one-one on this girl?”
 
   “I’m not sure.” I looked up at the Felix the Cat clock on the wall. “But I’ve got a feeling I’m gonna find out pretty soon.”
 
   I went next door, unlocked my back entrance and went inside. Less than a minute later someone began pounding on the front door. Bam! Bam! Bam! It was loud and urgent; like a Good Samaritan warning me the building was on fire.
 
   I ran to open the door and came face-to-face with something you’d find in the prop room of a horror movie. It looked like a shorter version of Gene Simmons from the band Kiss in full stage make-up. Or, upon closer inspection, it looked like a teenaged girl in black lipstick with bluish-white face paint and bright green hair molded into stiff six-inch spikes. It looked like a lot of effort had gone into trying to stand out—or embarrass her parents. 
 
   Sifu Doug stepped out from behind the girl and smiled. “Pali, I’d like you to meet my niece, Kaili. Kaili, this is Pali. You’ll be spending the rest of the day together.”
 
   My chandelier earrings had started to pinch as I stuck out my hand. Kaili ignored the gesture and shouldered past me into the shop.
 
   “Yeah. Well, I might stay,” she said. “Or, I might not. You got any coffee around here?”
 
   Sifu Doug gave me an apologetic shrug. “I’ll be by to pick her up at five.”
 
   “Make it four,” I said. “I’ve got to go to Lahaina and get some stuff.”
 
   “Ah—” Doug began.
 
   “I want to go to Lahaina,” Kaili interrupted. “In fact, I want to go anywhere besides this stupid Podunk town.”
 
   I shot stink eye at Doug.
 
   “Kaili’s not used to small-town life,” he said. “She was born and raised in Los Angeles. She’s only been in Honolulu the last six months.”
 
   “Yeah,” she said. “Welcome to the freakin’ middle of the ocean. Kids here are so lame. It’s like being in a damn time machine or somethin’. Like nobody here even knows what century it is.”
 
   “I’ll let you guys get acquainted,” Doug said. “And Pali, after you two get back from Lahaina why don’t you bring Kaili up to my place in Pukalani? I have to be home by five-thirty to help Lani get dinner started.”
 
   I’d stepped in my own mess. I didn’t need to go to Lahaina. And Doug knew it. Handing me the responsibility of hauling Kaili all the way up to Pukalani rather than allowing Doug to pick her up when he wanted to was, in effect, a counter-punch. Sifu Doug was a fourth-degree black belt with a trophy case crammed with glittery gold reminders of all the martial arts tournaments he’d not only won, but dominated. I should’ve known better than to try to outmaneuver him.
 
   I half-expected him to lift his arms in triumph. Instead, he flashed me a smile, winked, and walked out. 
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   Kaili fingered a showy rhinestone headpiece Lili had left out on the top of my glass sample case. “Who’d wear something this ugly?” she said. She held it up to her throat like a dog collar. 
 
   “That’s not a necklace,” I said. “It’s a headpiece. It goes like this.” I reached out to take the sparkly band from her so I could demonstrate how it should be worn, but she whipped it away, jabbing me with her elbow in the process. The jab triggered a reflexive response. My hand shot out and I grabbed her wrist and jerked her arm up behind her back. She dropped the headpiece to the floor and I released my grip.
 
   “Wow, you hurt me,” she said. She rubbed her wrist and scowled. But as we stood there, staring each other down, I saw something behind her smudged black Kohl-lined eyes. It didn’t come across as anger or pain; in fact, it looked a lot like respect.
 
   “You do martial arts with my uncle, don’t you?” she said.
 
   “Yeah. I started training in kung fu when I was a little kid. I think my auntie took us kids there to give her a few hours of peace and quiet. But I liked it. I kept practicing through college and I still go to the guan almost every day.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s what Uncle Doug said. He said you have a black belt and everything.”
 
   “I do.”
 
   “What’s it take? You know, to get a black belt?” she said.
 
   “Why are you asking me this stuff? Your uncle’s the master. Ask him.”
 
   “He’s a dick.”
 
   My hand flew out and gripped her wrist again. This time I didn’t pull her arm up behind her back, but I squeezed hard enough to cause pain. 
 
   “Okay, we need to get a few things straight here,” I said. “First of all, your uncle is my sifu, my teacher. The only reason you’re here today is because I respect him. That means I do what he asks me to do. I don’t argue, I don’t whine, and I sure as hell don’t call him names or give him lip. You said you wanted to come to my shop and work. That’s fine. But by extension, I am now your sifu. So, you’ll do what I say. You will not give me lip. And you will honor your uncle with the same respect I give him, or maybe even a bit more. You got it?”
 
   Her eyes remained downcast. “Let go of me.”
 
   “I asked you a question.”
 
   “I’m not going to talk until you let me go.”
 
   “Fine.” I yanked on her arm and began hauling her toward the door. “You’re leaving. Now.”
 
   “Okay,” she said, pulling back.
 
   “Okay, what?”
 
   “Okay, I won’t give you lip. But you need to quit hurting me.”
 
   “Oh, honey, you don’t know the first thing about hurt.” I pressed harder. I could feel her wrist bone yielding under the pressure.
 
   “Yow! This is child abuse. I’m gonna call the cops.”
 
   “Go right ahead.” 
 
   I grabbed the door knob and was about to jerk the door open when she said, “Can you teach me to do that?”
 
   “Do what?”
 
   “Get somebody to back off like that. I really want to know how.”
 
   I let go of her wrist. “Why?”
 
   She started to cry. Fat tears, tinted gray by the black eye make-up, snaked down her cheeks. In a matter of moments, deep furrows had divided her chalk-white face into something resembling a Picasso painting.
 
   I leaned in and put my arms around her. She didn’t pull away.
 
   “I hate it here,” she said. By now she was sobbing. I could only imagine what her melting make-up was doing to the front of my shirt. “Everything sucks.”
 
   “I know of at least four million people who would dispute that,” I said.
 
   “Four million?”
 
   “Yeah, at least four million people pay big money to come here on vacation every year. They’d say you’re one lucky girl—to be living in Hawaii full-time.”
 
   “Well, they don’t have to go to school with kids who hate them. Kids who call them a stupid haole and spit on them.”
 
   “Somebody spit on you?”
 
   “He spit on my backpack.”
 
   “Probably just a bad aim,” I said. “Surfers are big on hawking loogies after they’ve swallowed half the ocean. Sometimes they miss.”  
 
   She looked up and a thin smile emerged. Her face was still a mess, but she was starting to look more like a kid and less like a hate crime.
 
   “I grew up here,” I said. “I can help you learn what you need to know to get along. That is, if you want.”
 
   “You’ll teach me how to survive high school in Hawaii? It’s not like it was in L.A. I fit in there. They treat me like a freak here,” she said.
 
   “Yeah. Trust me, every place is different. I went to college on O’ahu after growing up here on Maui so I know what I’m talking about. Honolulu can be a tough town. You gotta be tougher. And you’ve gotta make a better effort at fitting in. I can help you with that.”
 
   She hugged me. “You’re the nicest person I’ve met since we moved here,” she said. She rubbed her wrist. “But you’re also the most dangerous.”
 
   “Oh, no. That distinction goes to your uncle. If you ever saw him fight in a tournament there’s no way you’d ever call him names. That dude’s put people in the hospital.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “What’d they do?”
 
   “They challenged him in a tournament. They even paid money for the privilege.”
 
   “That’s stupid,” she said. “Why would somebody do that?”
 
   I shrugged. “Who knows? But here’s an even bigger question: why would someone as cute as you dye her hair green?”
 
   ***
 
   I put Kaili to work sorting invoices into neat file folders while I made some phone calls. First I called Hatch.
 
   “Hey, what’re you up to?” I said.
 
   “Not much. Have you got time for lunch? How was Farrah and Ono’s party?”
 
   “It was great. They look so happy,” I said. “Sorry you couldn’t be there.”
 
   “Yeah, me too. So, how about lunch?”
 
   I walked out back so I could talk privately. I told him Sifu Doug’s teenaged niece was working in my shop with me.
 
   “So? She doesn’t need a babysitter, does she? Can’t you get away for a quick lunch? Or if you want, she could come too.”
 
   “Would you mind bringing lunch in? We could have an indoor picnic—just the three of us. I’m not quite ready to parade Kaili around town. ”
 
   “What gives, Pali? The girl got two heads or somethin’?”
 
   “You’ll see,” I said.
 
   Hatch arrived an hour later with fish and chips from the Pa’ia Fish Market. He spotted Kaili at the back of the shop and then looked at me. He tapped his head and then held up two fingers. 
 
   “I guess I was right,” he said in a whisper. I introduced them.
 
   “Pali says you’re a fireman,” she said.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “You like it?”
 
   “Love it. It doesn’t pay much, but it’s a great job.”
 
   “Do you sleep in your clothes?”
 
   He shot me a puzzled look. “Uh, no. But we keep our bunker gear ready to go. I can be ready to roll in less than a minute.”
 
   “Cool. So, like have you ever touched a dead body?”
 
   “A few.”
 
   “What’d it feel like?”
 
   Hatch’s eyes drifted to the left as if contemplating his answer. “Sad. Mostly, it felt sad.”
 
   She shrugged. “But some people are better off dead, don’t you think? Then it wouldn’t be sad at all.”
 
   “Enough about me,” he said. “What’s your story?” 
 
   Her eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?” 
 
   “You ever stab anybody with that hair style?”
 
   “Okay, you two,” I broke in. “Let’s eat.” 
 
   We ate in record time. Hatch and Kaili kept furtively eying each other like feral tomcats in adjoining cages at the pound. I was relieved when Hatch checked his watch and said he had to get going.
 
   I walked him out. “You want me to come down to your place tonight?” I said. 
 
   “If you’re still alive.” He nodded toward the closed door.
 
   “She’s not that bad. She’s had a rough go of it the past few months. Her mom moved them from Los Angeles to Honolulu and Kaili’s been having a hard time adjusting.”
 
   “Oh yeah? I can’t imagine why. The kid looks like ‘Nightmare on Elm Street.’ And she’s got an attitude to match.”
 
   “I know. I’m working on it.”
 
   We made plans to get together later and I gave him a quick kiss “good-bye.”
 
   ***
 
   I went back in the shop and called my bride-to-be Lili Kapahu. I told her I was planning to go to Kona that weekend and I’d be willing to look into what happened to her birth certificate. 
 
   “I want to check it out,” I said. “Because if we can’t get a certified copy of your birth record you’ll have to wait until you’re eighteen to get married.” Technically, her parents should be doing the checking, but I had a hunch that wouldn’t happen. 
 
   “You’d do that for me?” she said. “You’re so nice.” 
 
   That was the second time that morning I’d been called “nice” by a teen-aged girl. I felt positively ancient.
 
   “Yeah, well, thanks. I’m sure the mix-up was just a clerical error. I’ll let you know what I find.”
 
   “Can I come with you?” she said.
 
   Uh-oh, what should I say? I’d planned on asking Hatch to go with me. Since he’d returned from Montana last summer he’d been kind of antsy with island fever—the local version of cabin fever. I thought maybe getting away to a neighbor island might give him a lift. The Big Island of Hawaii is big—4,000 square miles—with acres of grassy pastures along with a few soaring mountains. I thought the scenery might remind him of western Montana and he’d realize he didn’t have to go all the way to the mainland for a change of scenery. 
 
   “Uh, I suppose you could come along if you like. But I’ll need to talk to your parents. They may not be keen on the idea of you going off-island with someone they’ve never met.”
 
   She blew out a breath. “Forget it. My mom’ll freak out.”
 
   “Tell you what,” I said. “Why don’t I go alone this time and see what I can find? Even if I’m successful, you or your parents will have to sign for your birth certificate since I’m not related to you. And chances are that will require a trip to the State Vital Records Office in Honolulu.”
 
   “Okay,” she said. “But call me when you find something.”
 
   I said I would.
 
   I was about to hang up when she said. “You know, I’m counting on you, Pali.” 
 
   “I’ll do my best.”
 
   “No, I mean it. I’m counting on you because David and me are holding off. You know, until we’re married. But if we can’t get married this month like we planned, I probably won’t be able to keep my promise to my dad.”
 
   “What’d you promise your dad?”
 
   “Me and my dad signed one of those purity agreements, you know? I swore I wouldn’t ‘do it’ until after I got married. My dad gave me a purity ring and everything. It’s a big deal to him.”
 
   I’d heard about purity rituals between fathers and daughters, and I was mildly curious of how the actual ceremony went, but I let it go. I had a feeling purity parties weren’t a market vertical “Let’s Get Maui’d” would be offering anytime soon. 
 
   “Like I said. I’ll do my best.”
 
   I hung up with a better understanding of why time was of the essence. There was no way I wanted to get in the way of raging teenage hormones.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 7
 
 
    Although it’d been my bright idea to use some of my weekend on the Big Island to track down Lili’s birth records, I started feeling uneasy about it. It was the same weird feeling I used to get when I’d ask Auntie Mana a question about my late mother and she’d deflect it. What if Lili’s birth history was a painful situation? They say you can’t unring a bell. How would I feel if, in my zeal to help these kids, I unearthed something that would’ve been better left buried?
 
   Since I’d fibbed to Sifu Doug and told him I had to go to Lahaina that afternoon I stuck with the ruse and drove Kaili down there with me. We hung out at Banyan Tree Park for about an hour and I bought us waffle cones at Lappert’s on the corner. The treats cost almost as much as if I’d bought dinner, but it was nice to just kick back and enjoy some empty calories for a change. 
 
   At five-fifteen I dropped her off at Sifu Doug’s house in Pukalani and headed back down to the Gadda. 
 
   “It’s just me,” I said, coming through the back door.
 
   “What you mean just you?” Farrah trotted over and crushed me in a tight hug. “Don’t you know how much I’ve missed you?”
 
   Ono peeked around a tower of boxes at the end of the cereal aisle. “Hey Pali, how’s it hangin’?”
 
   It felt weird not to have Farrah all to myself. I was used to sharing her with customers, and I often left or pitched in to help out when she got busy. But I felt a stab of loss when I realized from now on Ono would always be there. Gone were the days of girl talk and Farrah’s undivided attention.
 
   “I’m good. How’s it hangin’ with you?”
 
   “Good,” he said. There was an awkward beat of silence and he went on. “But nobody warned me my wife was such a slave driver. I haven’t had a break all day. Tell you what, ladies. I’m going across the street and sit down and order me some fries and ketchup. Gonna stay for a full twenty minute break—maybe even half an hour. You want me to bring you back somethin’?”
 
   We declined and he left.
 
   “You see why I love that dude?” Farrah said. “It’s like we’re total soul mates. Like we’ve been together in, like, a dozen past lives. Antony and Cleopatra, Romeo and Juliet, Bonnie and Clyde—”
 
   “You know things didn’t turn out so great for any of those couples,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, yeah. But you dig what I’m sayin’.”
 
   “Before somebody comes in, tell me about your trip.”
 
   “Oh, there was so much groovy stuff I don’t know where to start. Hey, I’ve got it. Why don’t you and Hatch come down here for dinner tomorrow? I could show you the pictures. Or will he be working?”
 
   I ran Hatch’s work schedule through my mind. He’d been on twenty-four hour duty Tuesday so that meant he’d be off Wednesday and Thursday. “Yeah, he’s off tomorrow. But your apartment’s kind of small for four people. Why don’t you and Ono come up to my house?”
 
   “You sure?” she said.
 
   “Absolutely.”
 
   “Do you think you might be able to get Steve to cook?” she said. It was an old joke. I have a few domestic talents, but cooking isn’t one of them. 
 
   “Tomorrow is Thursday, so Steve will probably go out. He doesn’t like to miss dollar-taco night at the Ball and Chain.”
 
   “Okay, see if you can dig this. How ‘bout you get us a couple bottles of decent wine and we’ll bring the eats? You always pick out really good wine.” 
 
   “Sounds great,” I said. “See you at seven?”
 
   “Yeah. I’ll ask Beatrice to stay until closing,” she said. “Seems she really dug working here while I was gone. She got kinda bummed when I told her from now on we’d go back to the way things were. You know, her just working at lunchtime.”
 
   I left and drove down to Sprecklesville to see Hatch. Unlike Lili’s parents, Hatch doesn’t own his digs in Sprecklesville. He rents from a rich Australian guy. Hatch gets a killer discount on his little cottage in return for watching over the owner’s sprawling oceanside estate. Day-to-day it’s not much of a job, but annually he has to oversee the massive effort it takes to get the place ready for the week or two the guy spends there every year.
 
   I parked outside the fence and walked in through a small entry gate. I was thirty feet from Hatch’s porch when a brown cyclone came hurtling through a two-foot high hole in the screen door. 
 
   “Heen, it’s me,” I said. I squatted down to allow Hatch’s dog, “Wahine” to give me a thorough licking. She’s a small dog, one of six pups from Sir Lipton’s one and only litter from a couple of years ago. She leapt up and promptly got to work.
 
   “Heen, get down,” Hatch ordered. 
 
   The licking continued. 
 
   “It’s okay,” I said. “I think she’s getting a few spots I may have missed in the shower.”
 
   “Wahine, you want to go to the room?” Hatch said in a menacing voice.
 
   At the word “room” Wahine jumped down and froze. Obviously, exile was something she didn’t want any part of. She looked up at me with worried brown eyes.
 
   “It’s okay,” I said. “I won’t let him do it.”
 
   I asked Hatch if he could come to dinner tomorrow. 
 
   “Is the zombie going to be there?”
 
   “You mean, Kaili? No. It’ll be you, me, Farrah and Ono. It’s at my house, but Farrah’s bringing the food.”
 
   “Whew, dodged a bullet there,” he said.
 
   “I hope you’re referring to Kaili not joining us and not something else.”
 
   “Yeah, for sure.” He pulled me in close and kissed the top of my head. “You’re an amazing woman, Pali. You run your own business and you gave up a huge inheritance to make your brothers and sisters financially secure. Not to mention you could kick my butt without breaking a sweat. But let’s face it, for all the things you can do, you can’t do Iron Chef.”
 
   “Hey, I know it. It’d be a stretch for me to even do ‘aluminum foil chef’,” I said. “That’s why I’m glad you’re learning to cook at the fire house.”
 
   “Well, don’t get too excited. So far, my repertoire only includes the smoke eaters’ holy trinity: spaghetti, chili and mac and cheese.”
 
   “That’s three more dishes than I can whip up,” I said.
 
   “Speaking of food,” Hatch said. “I’m hungry. How about I pull out some cheese and crackers and you get us a bottle wine from my stash? Pick something that goes with brie.”
 
   Okay, the verdict was in. Nobody was willing to eat my cooking, but I was gaining something of a reputation as a sommelier. Fine with me. After all, fruit’s always been my favorite food group.
 
   


 
   CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   When Kaili showed up the next morning she’d toned down the scary a few notches. She still had green hair, but she’d combed it straight back into a chubby ponytail at the nape of her neck. And she wore a wide black stretchy headband to keep the strays at bay. She’d lightened up on the Goth make-up a bit, too. Her face was still Casper-the-Ghost white, but the thick black eyeliner had been replaced by what modern brides refer to as “smoky eye,” and I could make out a thin sheen of gloss on her lips instead of the black tar-like substance she’d coated them with the day before.
 
   “Hi,” she said in a sprightly voice. “What do you think?” She twirled around like a bride showing off a six-foot lace train.
 
   “You look good.” I refused to say, “great” because she still had quite a ways to go.
 
   “Aunt Lani gave me some lip gloss.” She smacked her lips and made a “mmm-wah”’ sound.
 
   “Very good. The gloss makes your teeth look really white.” I was used to “finding the good” when dealing with brides who were, shall we say, “appearance-challenged.” An annoying spray of acne across the cheeks, a too-wide waistline due to a failed diet, or a so-called “lazy eye” that wouldn’t properly line up in the socket were artfully ignored as I commented on a girl’s lovely smile, glossy hair, or perfect manicure.
 
   “What’ll we be doing today?” Kaili said.
 
   “I’ve got a few things to clear up here in the shop and then we’re off to work with vendors. I think you’ll like it.”
 
   “Sounds great,” she said. Even her attitude seemed to have lightened up.
 
   We puttered around the shop until noon. I had her inventory a small box of sample bridesmaid gifts that had come in, and then the two of us tackled a more or less deep cleaning of the front of the shop—floors, wall smudges, and Windexing the glass cases inside and out.
 
   At lunchtime I ran next door to get quick sandwiches at the Gadda. We ate quickly and then went out to my car to make our rounds to the vendors. At each stop, the vendors hugged me and chatted about personal stuff—inquiring after my brother, Steve, Farrah, and Hatch before ever mentioning a word about business. In about an hour and a half we’d visited a print shop, an alterations lady and two florists.
 
   As Kaili got back in the car she said, “Whew. It sure takes time to get anything done around here. In LA we could’ve been in and out of those places like that.” She snapped her fingers. “But everybody here is like, ‘Oh, so happy to see you. Give me a hug. How’s your family? Sit down and tell me your life story.’ It’s a pretty slow way to do business.”
 
   “That’s why I’m taking you around like this. I want you to see how things work over here. I’ve seen most of these people within the past couple of weeks, but still they take time to be friendly. They aren’t just focused on whether I bring them any business; they care about me. That’s one of the important things you need to learn if you want to blend in.”
 
   “So, you’re saying if I want to get along at school I’ve got to act like you do? You know, suck up and pretend to care about all this stupid stuff? Like you really wanted to know if that printer guy’s kid got the job he was going for, or the seamstress lady’s granddaughter won that soccer game?”
 
   “Close, but no bull‘s-eye,” I said. “I don’t pretend to care. In Hawaii, people actually do care.”
 
   “But what if I don’t?”
 
   “There’s an old saying, ‘Fake it ‘til you make it.’ This is the time to act as if the kids at your school are important to you. As if you’re interested in their lives and what they’re feeling. Before you know it, you will be.”
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. “They’ll probably see right through it and call me a phony. Or, more likely, a phony bitch.” 
 
   Our last stop of the day was in Kula, further up the mountain beyond Doug’s house in Pukalani.
 
   “Where are we going?” Kaili said. 
 
   “To my cake maker’s place. She’s old-school Hawaiian. Nothing I can say will make the point any better than you meeting Keahou.”
 
   As I’d imagined, even though I’d failed to call ahead and alert Keahou we were coming, she greeted us at the door like we were long lost relatives.
 
   “Oh my sweet ku’uipo!” Keahou said. “So good to see my favorite girl! Whatcha been doin’?”
 
   “I brought a friend up to see you, Keahou,” I said. “This is Kaili. She’s Sifu Doug’s niece from Honolulu. She’s helping me out this week.”
 
   Keahou stepped forward and pulled Kaili into a hug. She tightly wrapped her to her bountiful breast and slightly swayed as she murmured Hawaiian words even I couldn’t understand.
 
   “That means, I’m so happy to meet you and welcome you to my home,” she said. “You are ‘ohana to our sifu. He must be so proud of you.”
 
   Kaili shot me a look as if questioning Keahou’s sincerity.
 
   “Oh, he is, Auntie,” I said. “Very proud.”
 
   “What a lani wahine. So very pretty. Don’t you think so, Pali?”
 
   I nodded. Seems the green hair and chalk-white face hadn’t dampened Keahou’s assessment of Kaili’s beauty. Or maybe she, too, was used to “finding the good.”
 
   We chatted and I explained to Keahou how Kaili was a recent transplant from the mainland and she’d been having some trouble adjusting.
 
   “Ah, Honolulu. It’s not easy there. Did Pali tell you stories about when she go over there? Lots of people there. Most are nice; some not so nice.”
 
   “It’s not so much the big city, Keahou,” I said, before I realized Kaili could probably speak for herself. “It’s the difference between Hawaiian ways and mainland ways.”
 
   “Ah. Well, not so much different. In both places, good is good. Here’s what you need to know: ‘ohana first. And, in Hawaii, everybody ‘ohana!” 
 
   She invited us in for cake and guava juice and we stayed another ten minutes. I checked the clock on the wall and said, unfortunately, we had to leave.
 
   “I told Sifu Doug I’d have her back home by five,” I said.
 
   “Okay. I let you go quick this time. But next time, you stay longer. Oh, before you go, I got some stuff for you to take.”
 
   Keahou loaded us up with a coffee cake, a jelly roll, a coconut cream, or haupia, pie with a tall pile of meringue, and six cupcakes. 
 
   “How many folks you got in your ‘ohana?” Keahou said to Kaili.
 
   Kaili looked puzzled.
 
   “There are five people at Doug’s now,” I said. “Kaili and her two keiki cousins, and her Uncle Doug and Auntie Lani.”
 
   “Okay. Then you need two more cupcakes.” She piled them on. “That makes eight. Five for Doug’s ‘ohana and one each for you, Steve, and Hatch.”
 
   We juggled the treats out to my Mini Cooper and I secured everything on the small ledge in the hatchback.
 
   “Who was that lady again?” said Kaili.
 
   “That was Keahou, my wedding cake maker.”
 
   “But she never talked about wedding cakes,” said Kaili.
 
   “Do you think I’d ever take my business elsewhere?” I said.
 
   “Probably not.” Then she nodded as if she’d just solved the riddle of the Sphinx.
 
   ***
 
   I dropped Kaili off at Doug’s right at five o’clock. That gave me just enough time to dash down to the Gadda and grab a couple bottles of wine before heading home. Farrah raised an eyebrow as she rang up my choices. I wasn’t sure if the eyebrow was because I’d spent too much or not enough, but I was in too much of a hurry to care.
 
   I roared up Baldwin Avenue toward home, pushing the Mini until the little engine whined in annoyance. I kept an eye out for Maui’s finest. Now that I knew being a local wasn’t going to necessarily grant me a “get out of jail free” card I’d need to be more observant. I made it home in twenty minutes flat.
 
   Steve was in the kitchen when I came through the back door.
 
   “I thought you’d be down at the Ball and Chain,” I said.
 
   “And good evening to you as well,” he said. He was tossing a salad with wooden salad servers that looked like hands. “I’m finishing up this salad for your party and then I’ll be heading out.”
 
   “How’d you know I was having a dinner party?”
 
   “I’ve got ears, don’t I? Don’t you realize anything that’s said at the Gadda might as well be broadcast over loudspeakers? Farrah can’t sneeze without half of Pa’ia yelling ‘gesundheit’.”
 
   “Mahalo for the salad,” I said. “So I suppose you know what she’s bringing for dinner?”
 
   “She’s picking up a couple of pizzas at ‘Pi R Squared.’ You can bet they’ll be vegetarian.”
 
   “Which Hatch hates.”
 
   “Yeah. That’s why you’ll find some pre-cooked turkey sausage—the Italian style—in the refrigerator. Throw some on his side of the pizza before you put it in the oven.”
 
   I gave Steve a quick peck on the cheek but he swiped it away. “Let’s not get sentimental over chopped lettuce and turkey scraps. I’m leaving now but I’ll be back by midnight.” 
 
   I took what Auntie Mana called a ‘spit shower,’ a quick wash-up at the bathroom sink. It hit the high points but didn’t get my hair wet. I slipped into a clean pair of crop pants and was buttoning my favorite teal-colored shirt when the doorbell rang.
 
   “Coming,” I said. I checked the kitchen clock as I hurried to the door. Ten minutes ‘til seven. Since when had it become fashionable in Hawaii to show up early?
 
   I opened the door. “Hey, you’re—”
 
   I stopped right there. The person glaring down at me from the other side of the door wasn’t anyone I was expecting for dinner. 
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   The guy looked about seven feet tall. In his lifetime he’d probably heard every variation of “How’s the weather up there” and “I bet you play basketball,” so I politely chose not to comment.
 
   “Can I help you?” I said.
 
   “I’ve come to get my daughter.”
 
   “And your daughter would be…?”
 
   “You know damn well who my daughter is. You’re helping her marry that hula dancer kid.”
 
   I was unclear about the hula reference, but it didn’t take a Sherlock to figure out his daughter was Lili.
 
   “You mean Lili Kapahu?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m here to take her home.”
 
   “And you’re…?”
 
   “Do you mind if I come in?” he said. “I feel like a fool standing out here entertaining your neighbors.”
 
   I looked around and, sure enough, we had an audience. Hali’imaile’s great because the people up here watch out for each other. It’s not so great when my house is center stage.
 
   “Of course, please come in.” I stepped back to let him pass. “I’m hosting a dinner party in a few minutes but it can wait.”
 
   “Sorry to barge in on you like this. But I need to bring her home. She’s only seventeen, you know.”
 
   “She isn’t here, Mr. Kapahu.”
 
   “That’s not my name. I’m Craig Anderson.” He stuck out his hand and we shook.
 
   “But Lili’s name is Kapahu, correct?”
 
   “Right. It’s my wife’s name. When we adopted Lili my wife insisted the baby have her last name. She said a Hawaiian family name was the most important thing we could give her. I didn’t agree, but it wasn’t a hill I was willing to die on.”    
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “So, where’s my daughter?”
 
   “I thought she was at home with you,” I said.
 
   He looked around the living room and we both fell silent. I figured he was checking out my story, hoping to hear a thump or a throat clearing or anything that would give him reason to call me a liar.
 
   “When do you expect to see her again?” he said.
 
   “Early next week, I’m sure. She comes in my shop every few days. Why don’t you call her on her cell?”
 
   “We’ve left at least a dozen messages,” he said. He dropped his head as if humiliated by his daughter’s lack of respect. “When you see her, will you ask her to call us? Or, better yet, will you call us? My wife’s out of her mind with worry.” 
 
   “I will,” I said.
 
   He handed me a Hawaiian Airlines business card. Under his name it read, “Captain.” 
 
   “You’re a pilot?” I said.
 
   “Yeah. My wife’s blaming me for all this. She says if I’d been home more Lili wouldn’t be doing what she’s doing.”
 
   “I don’t know. Lili’s pretty strong-willed. She met a guy and fell in love. It happens whether or not there’s a dad home to enforce a curfew.”
 
   “Lili and I are close,” he said. “It’s not like her to be rebellious like this.”
 
   “I’m sure she doesn’t see it as rebellion. She sees it as feeling ready to go out on her own.” 
 
   “But she’s not ready.”
 
   “She’ll be eighteen in a few months, Mr. Anderson. You still see her as a child, but at eighteen the State of Hawaii considers her an adult.”
 
   “Maybe you could talk her into at least waiting until then?” he said.
 
   I toyed with telling him about the birth certificate mix-up and how his wish might be granted, with or without my help, but I had dinner guests coming.
 
   “I’ll ask her to call you,” I said
 
   He gave me a short nod and left.
 
   ***
 
   Farrah and Ono arrived before Craig Anderson had a chance to get back to his car. Hatch showed up a couple of minutes later. I gave everyone the TV Guide version of events—I’d booked an underage couple with a bride with a muddled birth certificate. Now it seems the bride has run away from home. Everyone clucked their concern and then we got down to eating and drinking.
 
   “How was your trip?” Hatch said. He’d devoured his half of the pizza with the sausage and was eying the last vegetarian piece.
 
   “Go ahead and take it,” Farrah said. “I’m going to have more of Steve’s yummy salad. You want some, sailor?” She held the salad bowl out to Ono. He looked from the bowl to the last slice of pizza.
 
   “Sure,” Ono said. “Nothin’ better than a big ol’ pile of salad.” 
 
   “We had a totally rad time on our honeymoon,” Farrah said. “It was all, like, so pretty. Glittery, you know? Especially the sand. It was the whitest sand. It looked like snow.”
 
   I was pretty sure Farrah had never seen snow in her life. I couldn’t recall her ever even going up to Mount Haleakala to witness the occasional dusting we’d get up there. She didn’t drive and didn’t fly, so her spending almost six weeks on an ocean catamaran was still mind boggling to me. 
 
   “I haven’t been everywhere,” Ono said. “But I can’t imagine any place on earth being more beautiful than the South Pacific.”
 
   “It’s beautiful here,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, but this is home. Here we’ve got work and bills and traffic and tourists.”
 
   “You don’t think they’ve got all that in Tahiti?”
 
   He shrugged. “Probably. But down there I’m the tourist. I see only what tourists see—perfect white sand beaches, gorgeous green mountains, and a French-speaking maid coming in to make the bed every day.”
 
   “You stayed in a hotel?” said Hatch.
 
   “Sometimes,” said Farrah. “When we were in Pago Pago we stayed in one of those grass huts on a dock over the water. It was totally awesome.”
 
   “But wouldn’t that be like being on the catamaran?” I said. “I mean, you’re in a small room with water all around. You’ve even got water underneath you—like on the boat.”
 
   “No, it was totally different,” Farrah said. “Ono took a ton of pictures.”
 
   Ono went out to his car and brought in an iPad. He and Farrah fiddled with setting it up so the photos would play on the TV in the living room while Hatch and I cleaned up the kitchen.
 
   “You seem a little off,” he said. “You worried about your runaway bride?” 
 
   “Yeah, but I’m trying not to think about it. Isn’t it great Farrah and Ono seem so happy?” I said.
 
   “Yeah, I guess. I suppose marriage works for some people.”
 
   “But…?”
 
   “No ‘buts.’ I’m just saying it works for some people and not for others. Don’t you agree?”
 
   I wasn’t about to high-five him on that one. Since I make my living marrying people I tend to be a strong believer in marriage. I know half the marriages I do probably end in divorce, but I choose to not think about it. I don’t think the poor success rate is due to a flawed institution as much as it’s due to lousy choices of the people involved.
 
   We watched photo after photo of sapphire water, tall green mountains and blinding white beaches. After a while I wondered if they were recycling some of the same pictures since they all started to look the same.
 
   “Why didn’t you get any shots of people?” Hatch said. I put a hand on his arm as if to say “be nice.” 
 
   “Hey, excuse me,” Hatch went on. “But I think pictures are a lot more interesting with people in them.”
 
   “You want people?” Ono said. He fiddled with the iPad. The TV went dark for a moment and then a shot of a very naked, very tanned and smiling Farrah filled the screen. She was lounging au natural on the deck of the catamaran and she looked about as content and pleased with herself as I’d ever seen her. 
 
   It took some doing for me to avert my eyes from her remarkable bare bosom but I focused on her face. In the past couple of years she’d endured heartbreak, loss, and physical assault, but in her honeymoon photo she looked radiant. If I ever doubted the validity of good karma coming back around to those who deserved it, I realized I was gazing at living proof. 
 
   “Like I said,” said Hatch. “The very best pictures have people in them.” I nudged him and he draped an arm around my shoulder. 
 
   “Hey, here’s an idea,” he said, pulling me close. “Maybe I should get a boat.”
 
   ***
 
   Farrah and Ono left soon after the slide show. Hatch lingered at the door. “I’d like to stay, but I’m on duty in the morning.”
 
   “I understand.”
 
   “I can’t seem to get that picture of Farrah out of my head,” he said.
 
   “I’m sure it’s difficult.”
 
   “It’s not the naked thing; it’s that she looked so darn happy.”
 
   “Right,” I said. “And the guys at the fire house read Playboy for the articles.”
 
   He wrapped me in his arms. He smelled like oregano and pizza sauce with a hint of citrus aftershave. I longed to entice him to stay the night but it was hard for him to get to work on time when he stayed with me up in Hali’imaile. And since I had a full day of work ahead of me myself I wasn’t about to offer to go down to his place and sleep on his rock-hard mattress.
 
   “Love you,” he said.
 
   “Love you, too.”
 
   We stood like that for a minute and then I said, “Do you think I smell like toast?”
 
    
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   Friday morning I arrived at the Palace of Pain just before daybreak. I was surprised to see Sifu Doug’s car in the lot. Usually I was the first one there. As a black belt, I’d been given a key which was a huge endorsement of trust. I’d already decided if I ever get car-jacked I’ll swallow the key rather than let it fall into the wrong hands.
 
   “Aloha,” Doug said as I came inside. As usual, he was practicing in the dark. I’m not sure if his failure to turn on the lights was more about focusing his concentration or keeping down the electric bill, but it was fine with me. I love the shadowy peace of early morning. 
 
   We took to our respective corners and, for nearly an hour, we managed to ignore one another. I heard Doug pad across the mat and quietly close the door to his office a few minutes before I finished. When I slipped my lance back onto its hook on the wall, he called out to me.
 
   “Got a minute?”
 
   “Sure, Sifu. What’s up?” I walked over to the office. 
 
   “How about some coffee?” He pointed toward a coffee maker that was making an almost indecent groaning noise.  
 
   “Thanks, but I’ve already had two cups,” I said.
 
   “I want to show you something.” He picked up a shiny smart phone from his desk. “I got this yesterday. Latest model. What do you think?”
 
   The phone looked pretty much like every other smart phone I’d ever seen.
 
   “It’s got a great camera. Twenty megapixels.” He held the phone up and clicked it.  
 
   “Did you just take a picture of me?”
 
   “I’m not sure, let me check.” He smiled and turned the phone around so I could see it. In the photo my eyes were half-mast and my hair a sweaty tangle.
 
   “Sifu, I haven’t had a chance to shower yet. That looks downright scary.”
 
   “Yeah, well speaking of ‘scary,’ Lani and I can’t thank you enough for what you’ve done for Kaili. Her mom’s gonna have a cow when she sees her.”
 
   “I hope you’ll spare her the indignity of taking a picture of that.”
 
   He laughed. “According to Lani’s sister, Kaili’s been nothing but ugly since they moved here. I doubt she was much better in Los Angeles, though. That’s one reason she came to Hawaii; to get Kaili away from the bad influences.”
 
   “Don’t you think there are bad influences everywhere?” I said.
 
   “Sure,” he said. “I had an old sifu who used to say, ‘The pain outside is a mere shadow of the pain inside.’ Anyway, it’s great to see Kaili finally coming around. She’s even talking about taking up martial arts.”
 
   “Really? That’s great. Will you be training her?”
 
   “Nah,” he said. “Bad idea. I called a buddy of mine on O’ahu. She’s welcome to practice here when she comes over, but she needs to start her training over there first.”
 
   “Makes sense. Say, mind if I change the subject? I need some advice.”
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   “I’ve got an odd situation with a couple of underage kids who want to get married. Seems the girl was born on Hawaii Island but raised hanai over here. The birth certificate she’s got isn’t hers; it belongs to a baby who died. And, to make matters worse, it looks like neither set of parents is onboard with the marriage.”
 
   “Yeah? So where’s the question? I thought you couldn’t get married before age eighteen without parental approval. Seems like a non-starter.”
 
   “Maybe. But these kids are a perfect match. They love each other and the girl told me they’ve been holding off on sex until they get married. I feel like I should help them since they’re trying to do the right thing.”
 
   Sifu Doug shot me his “gimme a break” look. “You’ve been doing your job too long, Pali. You’re confusing romance with real life. Do either of these kids have a job? A place to live? An education? It’s not like you to get teary-eyed over puppy love.”
 
   “I know. You’re probably right. It’s just there’s something about these two that makes me want to help them. Silly as it sounds, I think this is a solid relationship. One that will last.”
 
   “If it’s real, they’ll be able to keep their shorts on a little longer. And if it isn’t, you’ll be saving them from a big mistake if you stay out of it.”
 
   ***
 
   At nine o’clock that morning a stranger showed up at my shop door. I looked out the window and saw a girl with short brown hair styled in a pixie cut, a bright smile, and a flawless complexion. Her brown eyes sparkled with anticipation. 
 
   I love that look. It’s the glow brides radiate from the first day of their engagement until about a week before their wedding. Around a week prior to the event most of them trade the glow for a deer-in-the-headlights look. Of course, I wouldn’t exactly know what a deer looks like as it faces down an on-coming car since we don’t have deer on Maui. In fact, we don’t have much of anything in the way of forest mammals except an occasional wild boar. But from what I’ve heard, deer are masters at looking terrified. And so are only-a-week-away brides.
 
   “Hi, Pali,” the girl said. “Open up; it’s me.” The voice was familiar. Kaili’s mainland accent. 
 
   “Wow, I hardly recognized you,” I said as I unlocked the door to let her in. Truth was, I hadn’t recognized her at all. But I wasn’t willing to cop to being so clueless.
 
   “Aunt Lani helped me with my hair. You like it?”
 
   “It looks great. And here’s another lesson in ‘blending.’ Here in Hawaii we refer to our aunts as our ‘aunties.’ It’s just the way we say it. In fact, we call any older woman we like ‘auntie’ as well.”
 
   “Should I call you ‘auntie’?”
 
   “Don’t push it, sweetie. I said an ‘older woman.’ I’m talking about someone you can tell is at least fifteen to twenty years older than you.”
 
   She raised her eyebrows as if to say, “and your point is…”
 
   “Anyway,” I went on. “Calling a woman ‘auntie’ shows you like her and you think of her as ‘ohana.”
 
   “What’s‘ohana? I remember your friend Keahou used that word.”
 
   “It means ‘family.’ You’ll see it everywhere. It’s a big deal in Hawaii. Nothing’s more important than family.”
 
   “Not at my house.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “My mom and dad got divorced and I don’t have any brothers or sisters—well, not any real ones anyway. My mom moved us over here so she wouldn’t have to deal with my dad and my dad’s new wife. So I guess my ‘ohana is kinda sad—just two people.”
 
   I chuckled. “You wish. Over here you don’t get off just counting your parents and siblings as family. In Hawaii all your relatives up to fourteen steps removed are blood‘ohana. That includes all your aunties and uncles, your grandparents and their grandparents, second- and third- and even fourth-cousins. Add in all the special people you choose to consider ‘ohana and before long, everywhere you turn you’re bumping into ‘ohana.”
 
   “And that’s a good thing?”
 
   “It’s a great thing. You ever see the movie, ‘Lilo and Stitch’?”
 
   “Is that the cartoon about the little Hawaiian girl and the blue animal from outer space with the big ears?”
 
   “That’s it. In the movie, Lilo tells Stitch that in Hawaii, “‘Ohana means family. And family means nobody gets left behind.’ I think that’s a good way of describing it.”
 
   “Yeah. It’s nice.” She slipped a small backpack off her shoulder and began rooting around in it. “That reminds me. I’ve got something for you. My aunt—I mean my ‘auntie’—Lani got it for you when we went to the store to get the stuff to color my hair.” She handed me a small package wrapped in sky blue paper.
 
   “Mahalo,” I said.
 
   “Wait, I know that one. It’s on the trash cans at McDonald’s. It means ‘thank you,’ right?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   I peeled the wrapping away. Inside was a piece of stained glass about six-inches square. It was a symmetrical pattern of sea-glass colors framed in koa wood. 
 
   “It’s called a ‘sun catcher’,” said Kaili. “See how the blues and greens look like the ocean? Auntie Lani said it’s a pattern from some famous guy who did stained glass. I can’t remember his name.”
 
   “Frank Lloyd Wright,” I said. “He designed the windows at the King Kamehameha Golf Club in Wailuku.” 
 
   “Yeah, I think that’s the guy.”
 
   “This is really pretty,” I said. “Mahalo.”
 
   “Is there a Hawaiian word for ‘you’re welcome’?”
 
   “You know, I don’t know a good Hawaiian word for ‘you’re welcome.’ In my ‘ohana when somebody gives you a gift you give them a hug. I figure that’s pretty much how you say ‘you’re welcome’.”
 
   I put out my arms and we hugged.
 
   “Okay, enough kumbaya,” I said. “We’ve got to get to work. I’m going out of town and I need to leave work a little early today.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “I’m heading over to the Big Island for a relaxing weekend and to track down a birth certificate for one of my brides.”
 
   “She doesn’t have one?”
 
   “I’m sure she does, but there was a mix-up when she was adopted.” 
 
   “She was adopted?”
 
   “Yeah.” I thought about telling Kaili about how Hawaiian hanai adoption worked but decided to let it go. I figured it’d be better to just stick to things she could use.
 
   I spent the morning catching up on my bookkeeping and I had Kaili clean up the back room. By lunchtime the entire shop gleamed and I could actually see the wood on the top of my desk. 
 
   “I don’t think this place has looked this good since the fire,” I said.
 
   “Fire?”
 
   As we walked to Café des Amis for lunch, I told her the story of how a disgruntled customer had set fire to my shop.
 
   “Wow,” she said. “That’s crazy. My mom says Maui’s boring—nothing ever happens. So even though Auntie Lani and Uncle Doug live here my mom wanted to live in Honolulu.” 
 
   “It’s true we don’t have big city life, but believe me, plenty of stuff happens.”
 
   ***
 
   On the way back from lunch I steered Kaili into the Gadda da Vida.
 
    “Farrah, I’d like you to meet Kaili, Sifu Doug’s niece. She’s been helping me out in the shop this week.”
 
   Farrah came around from behind the counter and enveloped Kaili in a hug. “That’s so far out. Your uncle’s such a righteous dude. And, well, this girl here’s my b/b/f/f. That stands for bestest best friend forever. So, I guess that makes you a friend of my bestest best friend forever. How would that go? Like f/o/m/b/b/f/f?” 
 
   Kaili glanced over at me and smiled. A couple of days earlier she probably would’ve thought Farrah was messing with her, but now she knew better.
 
   “That’s great,” said Kaili. Her tone was a tad condescending, but I figured she was just practicing her “fake it ‘til you make it” and I didn’t take offense. Farrah’s gushing was pretty over-the-top. 
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “Why don’t you go in the back and get us each a Popsicle? If there’s a pineapple one, I dibs it.”
 
   “No problem,” Kaili said. “I don’t like pineapple.”
 
   Once Kaili was out of earshot, Farrah said, “What kind of wahine doesn’t like pineapple?”
 
   “The kind that wishes she was back home in Los Angeles,” I said. I quietly explained how Sifu Doug had sort of foisted Kaili off on me. 
 
   That afternoon I told Kaili we’d be knocking off early. “I’ve got to pack for my trip.”
 
   “Do you think my mom would let me get a tattoo?” Kaili said. “Most girls my age have at least one tattoo.”
 
   “Why don’t you save up your money to get one in an inconspicuous place?” I said. “It’s probably best to start small since this is a ‘for life’ commitment.” I’d dealt with at least a couple of brides with hideous tattoos in prominent places, but now wasn’t the time for horror stories. Besides, it might give her ideas.
 
   “How about a little dolphin this big? I could put it right here.” She held her thumb and finger a few inches apart and tapped her shoulder.
 
   “Or maybe on your upper thigh.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess that’d be okay,” she said. “I want it where people will see it when I’m in my bikini.”
 
   “Tell you what,” I said. “I’d like to pay you for working with me this week.”
 
   “Oh, thanks. But Uncle Doug already told me I’d be working for free,” she said. “I don’t mind.”
 
   “No, I want to. You were a big help with cleaning this place up and getting my files in order. You can use the money to start your tattoo fund.”
 
   I pulled out my checkbook and wrote her a check for twenty hours of work at minimum wage. It wasn’t much, but hopefully it’d give her a nudge toward saving up for something she wanted. 
 
   “But let’s agree on three things,” I said. “First, you’ll get your mom’s permission; second, it will be small, two inches or less; and three, you’ll put it where no one will see it when you’re wearing school clothes.”
 
   She stuck out her hand. “You got it. Mahalo!”
 
   We shook and I handed her the check. 
 
   “But what if my mom won’t let me?” she said.
 
   “Never hurts to ask.”
 
   At two o’clock Doug’s wife, Lani, came to get Kaili. I thanked her for the pretty sun-catcher and she hugged me.
 
   “You have no idea how much we appreciate what you’ve done for our ‘ohana,” she whispered. 
 
   After they left I leaned back in my chair feeling quite pleased with myself. Maybe I should consider having a kid. From the looks of things, I had the ‘mom thing’ pretty much figured out.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   Since Hatch and I were only going to be gone for the weekend I packed light. A couple pairs of cropped pants, two shirts, the requisite undies, and a filmy short sky-blue nightie I thought looked sexier than nothing at all. Like everyone else I pretty much wear rubba slippas no matter what the occasion, so there was no need for extra shoes. I threw in a tiny bottle of shampoo I’d gotten at a hotel somewhere and my toothbrush and toothpaste. It all fit in my trusty black roll-aboard bag with the gimpy wheel. 
 
   I’d inherited a bunch of money right after my birthday last year but I hadn’t kept it long.  I paid off my house and bought a new car but the rest went into trust funds for my family members. I guess I could’ve kept it for myself and gone all “Lifestyles of the Rich and Famous,” but having glimpsed the work required to maintain that level of pretention I realized I wasn’t up to the task. I gave away the money and went back to being me. The gimpy-wheel suitcase had been a graduation present from Auntie Mana. She was gone now, so even if I’d kept every dime of my jaw-dropping windfall there was no way I would’ve parted with my bag.
 
   I ate dinner with Steve and headed down to Hatch’s place. He wouldn’t be home from work until eight-thirty the next morning, but I have a key to his cottage. Wahine likes the company and I like being there to greet Hatch when he gets home. And besides, he’s only five minutes from the airport.
 
   I read for a while and went to bed early. When Hatch isn’t around I usually get up at sunrise and walk the beach park before the weekend crowds show up. The first throng is usually surfers and kite-boarders. They leave and the joggers show up, along with groups of old people doing their open air tai chi. When the fitness freaks head home for their kale and brewer’s yeast smoothies, local families begin arriving in their banged-up minivans and pick-up trucks. From that point on the noise level rises as toddlers and elderly tutus are herded to the covered picnic tables. By lunchtime the parking lot is full and the grassy areas are a checkerboard of picnic blankets interspersed with guys throwing Frisbees and clutches of gossiping women camped out in lawn chairs. The air becomes scented with hibachi smoke and, although it’s not legal to drink in Hawaii public parks, the smoke is often enhanced with a familiar yeasty tang.
 
   ***
 
   Hatch got home at about eight-thirty on Saturday morning. He banged through the door, sending Wahine into a frenzy of barking, leaping and licking.
 
   “This dog is like a one-dude ticker tape parade,” Hatch said. “It doesn’t matter if I’ve been gone ten days or ten minutes, when I come through the door it’s always cause for celebration.”
 
   “A one-dude parade?” I said. “Don’t tell me you’ve fallen prey to Farrah’s bad habit.”
 
   “Nah, I know Wahine’s a ‘she’,” he said. “It’s just that a dude’s a dude, you know? I mean, like you’re a dude, even though I’m a hundred percent sure you’ve got the girl goods.”
 
   “Nice of you to notice.”
 
   “Darn right I noticed,” he said. “Get over here and let me show you how much I love coming home to you.”
 
   He took me in his arms and I wanted to forget we had less than half an hour to get to the airport.
 
   ***
 
   The flight to Kona is only forty minutes long but throughout the trip the views are spectacular. There’s a good reason why Hawaii Island is called “Big.” It has almost double the land mass of the other major islands, O’ahu, Maui, Kaua'i, Moloka’i and Lana’i, put together. The entire island, all four-thousand square miles, is Hawaii County. It’s the largest county—area-wise—in the entire United States but it has less than two-hundred thousand residents. That’s roughly fifty people per square mile, which leaves lots of open space. A good portion of the island is relatively new, geologically-speaking, covered not in dirt or trees but by freshly cooled lava.
 
   From the plane window I watched as we climbed over the top of Mauna Kea with its telescopes and observatories. Since it was winter the ground was splotched with large patches of snow. Winter often brings light dustings of snow to Mount Haleakala on Maui, but Mauna Kea gets so much people actually ski on its slopes. There are no lifts so you have to drive up and ski down. I don’t know anyone who’s done it, but Hatch said a few guys at his station brag about skiing Hawaii in the morning and then hitting the beach in the afternoon. 
 
   “So, what’s the plan?” Hatch said.
 
   “First thing, I’m going to check into what happened to Lili’s birth certificate.”
 
   “How long do you think it’ll take?”
 
   “Couple of hours.”
 
   “And then what?” he said.
 
   “And then we can do anything we want. We’ve got two full days.”
 
   “I’ve never been here before,” Hatch said. “I’d like to look around a little. And…” He took my hand and kissed my knuckles. “I’d also like to just spend time with you. No clocks, no agenda, no fire bells going off.”
 
   “Sounds great to me.”
 
   We landed and picked up our luggage from a cart they pulled up next to the plane. The airport was open-air, like Maui’s Kahului Airport used to be, with a fresh breeze blowing in from the ocean. 
 
   We went to the rental car counter and Hatch dug out his Hawaii driver’s license. “What’s the best kama’aina deal you got going?” he said. “Oh, and you’ll want to see this, too.” He flashed his keychain with a tag sporting the Maui Fire and Rescue emblem. The emblem had the fire service Maltese cross along with his last name and employee number.
 
   The clerk looked like she was still in high school. Her glossy black hair was pulled into a waist-length ponytail and she had dimples in her tawny cheeks. The dimples deepened as she looked up at Hatch and flashed him a smile.
 
   “You’re a fireman?” she said.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   She glanced over at me as if hoping I’d ask where the ladies’ room was and give her some “alone time” with her new-found hero.
 
   “I can give you a real good deal,” she said. “Will you be the only driver?”
 
   “No, my friend here will also be driving.”
 
   Friend? Seriously? And then I realized it would probably have been awkward for Hatch to call me his “girlfriend.” My gender was obvious, and to this kid, a couple of mid-thirty-somethings like us probably fell in the “senior citizen” category. At least he hadn’t referred to me as his “lady friend.” 
 
   “Okay,” she said. She pecked on her computer. “We’ve got a Jeep Wrangler I can let you have for fifty a day.”
 
   “Fifty bucks?” said Hatch. “That the best you can do?” He eyed the next counter down, where a strawberry-blond clerk at a competing rental agency was giving him a come-hither look.
 
   “It’s normally almost eighty,” said Dimples. 
 
   “Make it forty total and you’ve got a deal.”
 
   “But the taxes and airport fees are more than that,” she said.
 
   Hatch put his hands flat on the counter, as if about to push himself away. “Consider it a public service donation.”
 
   “I can’t do that with a Jeep. But I could probably give you a compact car.”
 
   Hatch looked at me. I nodded.
 
   “Fine,” he said. “But the forty’s gotta include everything. No add-ons.”
 
   The dot matrix printer behind her started chunking out a rental agreement. 
 
   “It’s an inclusive rate,” Dimples said. “But you’ll have to fill it up before bringing the car back. Get a receipt. Otherwise we’re gonna have to charge you eight-twenty a gallon.” 
 
   We went to the numbered parking space and found the car. Cars didn’t get any more non-descript than the car sitting there. A sliver-grey Ford Focus with a grey cloth interior and dozens of dings and scratches adorning the door panels, bumpers and hood. The windshield was so smeared it looked as if it’d been wiped off with a greasy hamburger wrapper.
 
   “Why do people beat on these cars so much?” Hatch said, fingering a particularly glaring door ding. 
 
   He documented every dent and mark on the rental agreement and handed it to the security guard as we drove out of the lot. 
 
   “So, here we are,” I said. There’s no mistaking Kona for Maui. The area around the Kona airport is about as bare as it gets. Red dirt, chunks of lava rock lining the road, and a horizon of flat ocean to the west that stretches for thousands of miles with no other islands in sight. People have likened the North Kona area to the moon, but it would have to be a moon with warm humid air, a well-maintained highway, and a spectacular rugged coastline.
 
   “Yeah. Where to first?” Hatch said.
 
   “Let’s drop our stuff at the B and B and then see what I can dig up on this birth certificate. The sooner I get that handled, the sooner we can start relaxing.”
 
   “Do you want me to go with you? Because I was hoping to start relaxing at about…” He checked his watch. “Eleven-thirty-two. Exactly twenty minutes from now.”
 
   “I’ll be fine on my own. Tell you what. Why don’t we check in and then I’ll drop you off at the beach? I’ll keep in touch and let you know when I’m done.”
 
   Our B & B was cozy, with seven rooms clustered around a large palm-studded courtyard. The room we were given was decorated in plantation style, featuring an enormous canopied bed with thick dark wood posts and yards and yards of sheer ivory fabric flowing from headboard to footboard and then cascading on down to the floor.
 
   “Whew,” said Hatch. “That bed looks like it came from ‘Little Shop of Horrors.’ I hope it isn’t hungry.”
 
   We unpacked and headed back outside. 
 
   “I’m going to ask around and see if I can locate the woman who’s listed as the mother on Lili’s current birth certificate,” I said. “The one whose baby died. Hopefully, after all this time, she’ll be willing to talk about it.”
 
   I slid into the driver’s seat. I had to adjust the seat forward about four clicks since I’m eight inches shorter than Hatch. “Which beach would you like to check out first?”
 
   The beaches in the area of Kailua-Kona turned out to be rocky and shallow. We saw nothing to compare to Maui’s Ka’anapali or Makena, just small sandy coves and long stretches of black surf-pounded lava.
 
   “I’ll probably have to go up north to surf,” said Hatch. “The conditions don’t look so good down here.”
 
   “This is where they start the big ‘Ironman’ triathlon,” I said. “They start the swim right here in Kona Bay. So, maybe you should just take a swim and then relax at a bar or something. I’ll be back as soon as I can.” We shared a quick kiss and as I pulled the car back onto the road I looked in the rearview mirror. Hatch was heading for the water looking as happy as I’d seem him in months.
 
   The first place I stopped was a small local grocery store. The Gadda da Vida is the pulse-point of Pa’ia. Nearly everyone comes through there at some point in the day, and gossip was a commodity almost as valuable as cash.
 
   The store I picked in Kailua-Kona was called the “Kona Korner Kash & Karry.” It took me a moment to figure out the name because the sign had one big “K” with each of the other words stacked on top sharing the “K.” Quaint, but definitely hard to read. But aside from the confusing sign, the place could’ve been a clone of the Gadda. It was two stories high, with clapboard siding and a small paned window in the front door. Both stores were painted the same color: a shade of unappetizing yellow-green. I had no idea what the color was called. I remembered how thrilled Farrah had been when she’d found five gallons marked half-price on the hardware store discount table. Maybe the name was “Paint-Mixer’s Error,” or perhaps just, “Oops.” It seemed to be a popular hue. 
 
   I went through the door and, instead of a tinkly bell like Farrah’s, a buzzer went off to alert the proprietor to my presence.  Farrah’s bell was annoying, but it was at least cheery. The buzzer had a grumpy “what do you want?” sound.
 
   “Can I help you?” said a tiny dark-skinned woman with thinning dark hair. She hustled over to check me out and I smiled. Farrah maintained it was important to immediately greet any customers who looked suspicious. She claimed it cut down on shoplifting if she put shifty people on notice she had them in her sights.
 
   “Mahalo, I’m here to pick up some beer and snacks,” I said. I suppose I should’ve said “buy” instead of “pick up” but I was pretty sure her beady-eyed glare wouldn’t fail to notice  if I tried to sneak out a six-pack under my shirt.
 
   The woman pointed to the refrigerator case in the back. I pulled out a six-pack of Longboard Lager. In the chips and candy aisle I loaded up on kettle chips, li hing mui-flavored peanuts and dried wasabi peas.
 
   “Will that be all?” the woman said as I unloaded it all on the counter.
 
   I took out my wallet and pulled out some cash. In the most casual tone I could muster I said, “Do you know if a woman named ‘Lokelani Kaula’ still lives here in Kailua-Kona? I’m from Maui and a friend of mine asked me to look her up.”
 
   “You mean Loke?” The woman eyed me as if I’d tried to slip her a counterfeit twenty.
 
   “Yeah, that’s right, Loke. She’d be, oh, about my age, I guess. Mid-thirties.”
 
   “Loke isn’t a Kaula no more,” said the woman. “She marry that guy, Ray Vick. You know Ray?”
 
   Since I’d already explained I was from Maui, I wondered why she’d think I’d know Loke’s husband but I figured it wasn’t necessary to point it out. After all, I was asking for her help.
 
   She went on. “You may a’ heard about him. He owns the big coffee farm down the road. The place called ‘Naturally Kona.’ Ray make a lotta money from that coffee…a lotta money.”  She shook her head as if the guy had unlocked the secret of spinning coffee beans into gold. But then, with organic Kona coffee selling at upwards of forty to fifty bucks a pound, it was darn close. 
 
   “He and Loke live there?”
 
   “Yeah. They got a nice place. A real nice place.”
 
   She rang me up and I hauled my stuff to the car. The beer was cold so I toyed with the notion of taking it back to the B & B before it got warm, but then reconsidered. We didn’t have a refrigerator in our room but there was bound to be one in the breakfast room. When I got back from the coffee farm I’d ask if they’d mind holding it for us.
 
   “Naturally Kona” turned out to be over ten miles away, in Kealakekua. I’d used the GPS on my phone, but still I missed the turnoff from the highway and had to double back. The place was marked with a discreet wooden sign about the size of a garbage can lid. It had been nailed to a fence post at the entrance to a rutted dirt road. The road ran ma kai, or toward the ocean, from the highway. I turned down the dirt road and bumped along, feathering the brakes on the steep incline. 
 
   A minute later I was passing row after tidy row of coffee trees. The trees weren’t tall, maybe eight or ten feet at the most. They’d been trimmed to nearly perfect spheres of shiny emerald green leaves. Beneath the trees the ground was grassy, but between the rows the earth had been recently tilled, revealing dark reddish brown soil. The orchard resembled an artist’s rendering of Eden; everything healthy, tidy and vibrant. There was nary a weed or bug in sight.
 
   I drove up and parked in the gravel lot. A hand-lettered sign that read, “Coffee Tours” pointed to a two-story building on the other side of the lot. It was a barn-like structure painted dark brown with white trim. They’d set up a covered area outside the barn with a sign designating it as the tasting room. The tasting area consisted of a corrugated roof over four long tables. The first table held four stainless-steel air pots alongside stacks of tiny white paper cups. The second table held a display of photos and artifacts showing the Kona coffee growing process. The back two tables were used to showcase a sampling of coffee-themed items for sale. No one was out there, which seemed pretty trusting to me. At the far end of the tasting area, a door marked, “Gift Shop,” led inside the barn. 
 
   I went inside. 
 
   “I’m looking for Loke Vick,” I said to a woman in back. She was putting price stickers on mugs featuring the “Naturally Kona” logo. I shot her a toothy smile. “Is she available?”
 
   The woman took my measure, as if deciding whether I was there to serve her a subpoena or to interview her for a feature story in Coffee Talk. Seems my cheeriness won out.
 
   “I’m Loke,” she said. “How can I help you?”
 
   “Is there somewhere we could talk, in private?”
 
   She glanced around the store. We were the only people in there.
 
   “This is about as private as it gets,” she said. “A tour just went out so I’m not expecting anyone for another fifteen minutes.”
 
   I dug Lili’s bogus birth certificate out of my beach bag purse. “I’m sorry to bring this up, but it seems you had a baby girl eighteen years ago. According to public records, she died shortly after birth. Is that correct?”
 
   Her eyes widened as if I had come in to serve her subpoena and she’d been accused of a particularly heinous crime. She turned away.
 
   “Again, I’m sorry,” I said. “But there’s been a development.”
 
   She turned back. Her cheeks had reddened and her eyes were now narrowed in fury. “How dare you come in here asking a question like that? I don’t even know your name.”
 
   Oops. Seems I’d forgotten the first rule of civility. At least introduce yourself before you go crashing into someone’s heartbreaking past.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   After I introduced myself and explained why I was there, Loke seemed to calm down a little. She led me to a back corner of the gift shop where they’d placed four cozy upholstered armchairs around an actual “coffee table” on which they’d placed an air pot of the “Coffee of the Day.” She picked up two beautiful green and blue hand-thrown stoneware mugs with “Naturally Kona” embedded in the clay and pumped coffee into them out of the pot.
 
   “I hope you’re a coffee drinker,” she said. “That’s pretty much all we have here.”
 
   “Mahalo,” I said. “I love coffee.” I didn’t ask for cream or sugar even though I never drink black coffee. I recalled a time when I’d requested ketchup at a fancy Honolulu steakhouse and the waiter had shot me a withering look while telling me they didn’t keep any on the premises. 
 
   “I hope it’s still hot,” she said. “I made this pot an hour ago.”
 
   I sipped the impossibly dark liquid, preparing for the bitterness. It was surprisingly smooth. “It’s great. I’m sorry about being so abrupt earlier. I apologize if I seemed insensitive.”
 
   “No offense taken. I just can’t believe after all this time the wound feels so fresh. You got kids?”
 
   I shook my head. “Maybe someday.”
 
   “Well, don’t wait too long,” she said. “Ray and I have been trying for twelve years now. Right after I lost Lili, I couldn’t imagine going through that again. But Ray was very persuasive. After a year I stopped using birth control, but it seems my body won’t cooperate. Every month that goes by it’s like losing her all over again.”
 
   I nodded. Anything I said would probably only cement her earlier assessment of me as a tactless jerk. 
 
   “So, what can I do to help?” she said.
 
   “I’m trying to figure out why my client has your daughter’s birth certificate,” I said. I explained the mix-up with Lili’s birth certificate and how she’d been using the wrong one all these years.
 
   “I have no idea. You said she’s hanai? That she was raised on Maui?” Loke said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Maybe there was a mix-up at the records office. You know, Lili was born at home but then they rushed her to the hospital as soon as the midwife determined she was having trouble breathing. I was pretty out of it, so I’m not too sure what happened after that. Maybe Lili’s paperwork got swapped with another baby born at the same time.”
 
   “That’s possible, but I had a friend at the Vital Records Office check on it and there’s no record of another baby girl born within a week of your daughter.”
 
   “And you’re sure the girl you’re talking about was born here in Kona?” she said.
 
   “According to my client, that’s what her hanai mom told her.” 
 
   “Then I can’t imagine what else could have happened.”
 
   We sat there, me sipping the amazingly good coffee, her glancing nervously around the shop. When she sneaked a peek at her watch, I stood up. “I really need to let you get back to work,” I said. “Mahalo for your time. If you think of anything else, would you mind giving me a call?” I gave her my “Let’s Get Maui’d” business card.
 
   She looked down at the card and her eyes got shiny. “A girl my daughter’s age is getting married? It seems impossible.”
 
   “It will be impossible if I can’t track down her birth certificate.”
 
   “Do you think it’s a good idea?” she said. “I mean, she’s awfully young.”
 
   “They both are. But in my line of work I see a lot of couples. David and Lili seem to be one of those one-in-a-hundred couples you hear about who find each other early in life and it just clicks. I’m no expert but I’m betting they’ll be married forever.”
 
   She stood. “I wish I could’ve been more help,” she said.
 
   “I wish I could’ve been more sensitive,” I said.
 
   She leaned in and gave me a quick hug. “No worries. You’re fine, Pali. It’s just that some things are forever. Losing a child is like a tattoo on your heart.”
 
   ***
 
   I drove back to Kailua-Kona and found Hatch at a beachside bar. As we drove to the B & B he rattled on about how he’d met a guy at the bar who was studying for the civil service test to become a firefighter and how he’d encouraged him to go for it.
 
   I nodded and made appropriate noises of approval, but my mind was back at “Naturally Kona.” I felt lousy about dragging up memories of Loke’s private hell in such a clumsy way.
 
   “Do you think I’m insensitive?” I said.
 
   “What? You?” Hatch’s brow creased. “Nah. You’re the nicest person I know. You want to see insensitive? Come down to the station some night when we’ve got a new rookie onboard. The guys spend days, weeks, coming up with stuff to torture them with. Did I ever tell you about the time the guys froze a probie’s car keys in a block of ice? When the dude’s shift was over, he couldn’t find his keys…”
 
   He went on but I wasn’t listening. I was thinking about how my entire adult life I’d managed to avoid getting a tattoo—on my heart or anywhere else.
 
   ***
 
   That night we went to dinner at Jackie Rey’s. The concierge at the B & B claimed it was a Kona institution, with a huge following and great food. We arrived during “aloha hour” which meant we got a few bucks off our mai tais as well as a plate of some of the freshest-tasting ahi poke I’d had in quite a while.
 
   As we headed back to our room something popped into my head. We got inside and I took out my cell phone.
 
   “Sorry,” I said to Hatch. “I’ll just be a minute.”
 
   He ripped off his T-shirt and started unbuttoning his shorts. I smiled and went on, “Okay, make that thirty seconds.” 
 
   “Aloha, Loke,” I said when the caller picked up. “Sorry to bother you again so soon, but I have a question about the midwife who signed your daughter’s birth certificate.”
 
   There was a pause and Loke said, “Now isn’t a good time for me. Can we talk about this tomorrow?”
 
   “I’m sorry, of course. Tomorrow will be fine.”
 
   “How about we meet at Lili’s gravesite?” she said. “I usually go there on Sunday mornings.”
 
   It was about the last place I ever wanted to go. But after my clumsy lack of aloha earlier that afternoon and then interrupting her evening, I felt obliged to agree.
 
   “Sure. Where’s the cemetery? And what time is good for you?”
 
   She gave me directions and told me she normally got there early. We made plans to meet at eight o’clock at Kona Memorial Park off the Mamalahoe Highway. Hatch was sanguine about getting up so early. He’d made tentative plans to go surfing with his wanna-be firefighter friend and he said the best swells and fewest people would be right after daybreak.
 
   As we were getting ready for bed—me in my naughty see-through nightie, Hatch in a pair of boxers featuring romping Dalmatians—he reached out and took my hand.
 
   “I’ve been thinking about something,” he said.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “You think Farrah and Ono are happier than they were before?”
 
   “Of course. Don’t you remember all that stuff Farrah went through last year?” I said.  “And Ono—well, Ono literally wound up face down in a ditch. I’d say they’re probably both a lot happier since they found each other.”
 
   “But how about the marriage thing? Do you think they’re glad they got married instead of just living together?”
 
   I had an inkling where this was headed.
 
   “I don’t know. Farrah seems over-the-moon, but that’s pretty typical of newlyweds.”
 
   “You ever think about it?” he said. “You know, about marriage?”
 
   We locked eyes. I loved Hatch and I knew he loved me. But for me, marriage was one of those “tattoo” things. It was for life. I wasn’t about to paint myself in a corner so I deflected the question. 
 
   “Are you kidding? I’m a wedding planner. Marriage is pretty much my life’s work.” 
 
   He sighed. “Yeah, I guess that makes sense.”
 
   We enjoyed each other’s company for the next hour or so and I fell asleep a few minutes after midnight. Six-thirty a.m. would roll around long before I wanted to get up. But then, I figured no matter how long I slept I’d never be ready to visit a baby’s grave.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 13
 
   Hatch leaned in and kissed me good morning. It was still dark inside the curtained room so I smelled the coffee before I realized he was holding a cup out in front of me. The room was warm and I’d kicked off all the covers.
 
   “Rise and shine, love,” he said. “I brought you sustenance. And it’s just the way you like it—jet fuel with lots of cream and a handful of raw sugar.”
 
   “You’re on my short-list for sainthood,” I said.
 
   “Not so fast. From what I hear, a saint would be obliged to avert his eyes from a get-up like that.” He pointed to my filmy nightie. “Personally, I’d rather die with a smile on my face than a halo around my head.”
 
   I pushed myself into a sitting position and took the cup. Then I remembered I’d promised Loke I’d meet her at eight. “What time is it?”
 
   Hatch checked his watch. “Seven-twenty-two.”
 
   I bounded out of bed, sloshing coffee onto the hardwood floor. “I need to go. Do you mind if I take the car? Oh, I forgot—you’re going surfing this morning.”
 
   “Already went and came back. It was great. Why don’t I drive you up there?”
 
   “I’m pretty sure Loke would rather not have an audience.”
 
   “No worries. I’ll drop you off and you can call when you want me to pick you up.”
 
   I swiped a wash cloth across the necessary areas and pulled a brush through my hair. One thing about spending most mornings at the Palace of Pain locker room is I’d perfected my fast track morning toilette. I could get “street legal” in less than five minutes.
 
   We drove the Hawaii Belt Road for about three miles and then turned south onto the Mamalahoa Highway. I don’t know what I was expecting, but I guess if the Road to Hana can call itself a “highway” then this road could too. It was twisting and steep, with thick foliage hiding the small houses and coffee farms on either side of the road. Occasionally, we’d come to a more open area and if I looked ma kai, I’d see the flat horizon beyond. We were so far up in the hills the ocean looked flat, gray, and endless. If we’d been able to go as the crow flies it probably would have taken us half the time, but this was the way the GPS lady insisted we go.
 
   The entrance to the cemetery was on the mauka, or mountain side, of the road. The terrain there was steep and the cemetery was actually on a series of terraces above the road. We drove up to the uppermost terrace and parked. The view from there was beautiful; green lush lawn sliding like an infinity pool into the backdrop of ocean and sky. If ever there was a peaceful final resting place, this was it.
 
   Loke was squatted down by a gravesite when we pulled up, but when she saw us she stood and started walking toward the car.
 
   I hopped out. “I’ll make this as quick as possible,” I said to Hatch. 
 
   “No rush. It’s beautiful up here. Maybe I’ll walk around a little. Check things out.”
 
   “It’s a cemetery, Hatch.”
 
   “I know. But if they didn’t want people to visit, don’t you think they’d lock it up or something?”
 
   I joined Loke and apologized for being a few minutes late. She shrugged it off. 
 
   “Sometimes I come up here just to get away,” she said. “It’s so peaceful.”
 
   She led the way and we made small talk on our way to the gravesite. When she stopped, we were standing in front of a tiny brass marker about the size of a brick. The marker was engraved “Lili’uokalani, Most Precious One.” Even though the thirty-two letters and spaces were written in tiny letters, it took up the entire marker. 
 
   “I love it here,” Loke said with a sigh. “See? I’m going to be buried right next to her.” She pointed to a small patch of unclaimed land to the right of the marker. It was a tiny plot, maybe two feet square. No way was it even big enough to hold Loke’s less-than-a-hundred-pound body.
 
   She seemed to sense my confusion. “I’m going to be cremated. Ray is, too.”
 
   She gestured to a stone bench at the edge of the lawn and we sat down. “So, what did you want to ask me?” she said.
 
   “Lili’s birth certificate is signed by a ‘Charlene Cooper.’ I’m assuming she’s the midwife who assisted at the birth.”
 
   “That’s right. Lili was born at home. But when Charlene saw she was having trouble breathing she called an ambulance to take her to the hospital.” Loke’s eyes wandered back to the baby’s gravesite. It felt macabre talking about her daughter’s birth in sight of her final resting place but Loke seemed to take it in stride.
 
   “What can you tell me about Charlene? Does she still live here in Kona?”
 
   “Oh, sure. Charlene was the only midwife on this side of the island for, I don’t know, ten years or so. She used to work at Kona Memorial, but she hasn’t been there for a while. Back in the day, almost every woman I know used Charlene to deliver their babies. Especially women who didn’t have fancy health insurance.” 
 
   “And her last name’s Cooper?” 
 
   Loke laughed. “Yeah, but that’s hardly important. Everyone ‘round here just calls her ‘Auntie Charlene.’ She lives right here in Kealakekua, in a little purple house on Kalele Road. She’s got a haole last name, but that’s on her dad’s side. Her mother’s people go all the way back to King Kamehameha. Anyway, that’s what she claims.”
 
   “From what I hear, Kamehameha had a bunch of wives. Seems reasonable he’d have a lot of offspring.”
 
   “I suppose. Anyway, why don’t you go by her place and see if she remembers anything about the birth certificate? She’s got an amazing memory even though she’s not in the baby business anymore.”
 
   “I hope she’ll talk to me. I don’t really have any legal standing here.”
 
   Loke laughed. “You don’t need to worry about that with Charlene. She’s uh, well, let’s just say she isn’t much for rules. But I’ll give her a call and tell her the situation. I’m sure she’ll do whatever she can to help you get this thing ironed out.”
 
   I thanked her and got up to go find Hatch. I’d seen him lurking around the edge of the cemetery taking pictures. I didn’t know if that was frowned on or not, but I was ready to get out of there and go back to being among the living.
 
   “How’d it go?” Hatch said as we climbed into the car.
 
   “Fine. Loke’s going to call the midwife who signed the birth certificate so I can go by and talk to her. She said she lives near here on Kalele Road.”
 
   “You want to go there now?”
 
   “If you wouldn’t mind.”
 
   He pulled out his phone. “What’s her address? I’ll plug it in.”
 
   “I didn’t get an address, but Loke said it’s a purple house. How many of those could there be?”
 
   He tapped “Kalele Road” into the GPS and the recorded voice said, “Drive the highlighted route.”
 
   “I’ve got an idea,” he said. “Why don’t we go by the midwife’s house and then we can go down to Pu’uhonua O Honaunau Park and check it out.”
 
   “Whew,” I said. “I’m impressed. You said that perfectly.”
 
   “Yeah well, I’ve been practicing all those vowels. The guys at the station said if I’m going to Kona for the first time I should go see the place of refuge. They said it’s an amazing place.”
 
   “Sounds like a plan.” 
 
   ***
 
   The house near the end of Kalele Road in Kealakekua turned out to be a riotous shade of purple. It was a small bungalow squatting in an overgrown yard cluttered with overgrown bushes interspersed with mirrored gazing balls and whimsical bird feeders. The porch beams sported a dozen tinkly wind chimes made of glass, metal, wood and bamboo. Near the front door was a wok-sized brass gong hanging on a bamboo stand. A striker was affixed to the stand.
 
   “Looks like maybe this midwife and Farrah were twins separated at birth,” Hatch said. 
 
   “Yeah, she’d probably love this place.”
 
   A black cat was curled in a crumbling wicker chair by the front door. It looked up, blinked at us, and then resumed its nap.
 
   There was no sign of a doorbell.
 
   “I think you’re supposed to use the gong,” Hatch said.
 
   “Like I’m gonna do anything that goofy,” I said. I knocked on the door and waited.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Hatch lifted the striker and whacked the gong. The deep bong reverberated through my skull, setting up an echo of remarkable clarity. The cat shot us the feline equivalent of stink eye then resumed its nap.
 
   Still, no one came to the door.
 
   “No one’s home,” Hatch said, stating the obvious.
 
   “Maybe she’s at church,” I said. “It is Sunday.”
 
   Hatch fingered a tiny red Chinese Communist flag hanging from a cord on one of the wind chimes. “Seriously?”
 
   “Well, in any case, she’s not here,” I said. “I’ll have to come back later.”
 
   We went back to the car and headed down Highway 11 to the Honaunau Post Office. At that point the GPS lady told us to turn ma kai onto Highway 160. Actually, she didn’t say “ma kai,” she said “make a right turn.” After a few miles of snaking down a rather steep incline bordered by brushy vegetation and not much else, we saw the park sign: Pu’uhonua O Honaunau National Historical Park.
 
   “What did the guys at the fire station tell you about this place?” I said. In school we’d learned about Hawaiian kapu laws and the function of pu’uhonua in ancient Hawaiian society, but I wanted to know what Hatch had been told.
 
   “Well, from what I gather, this was a place of refuge,” he said. “If somebody screwed up and pissed off the king or the chief poobah or whatever, if they could get to this place they’d get a pardon. No harm, no foul.”
 
   I nodded. That was pretty much it in a nutshell.
 
   We paid the entrance fee and parked. There weren’t many cars in the lot. The park had an eerie feeling to it—like a place out of time. Which, of course, it is. Other national parks in Hawaii seem energetic and vibrant. Haleakala National Park on Maui is alive with hikers, bikers and sight-seers. The large park on the other side of Hawaii Island, Volcanoes National Park, is a geologist’s dream with the footprint of the island changing with each eruption of mighty Kiluea. 
 
   But this park is different. There’s a hush in the air. Signs advise visitors the area is a culturally sensitive monument and to please show respect. It’s a place of religious significance to the Hawaiian culture no less significant than the Vatican is to Catholics or the Western Wall, sometimes called the “Wailing Wall,” is to Jews. From what I could see, visitors here didn’t need to be reminded. Everyone spoke in whispers. As people carefully made their way around the numbered exhibits, reading the placards and gazing at the treacherous rocky lava beach, it seemed we were all thinking the same thing. How did ancient kapu-breakers ever find this place? And even more puzzling, how did they manage to get ashore before being drowned or dashed on the rocks?
 
   The park has an entire forest of tall carved wooden statues, or ki’i. The ki’i have been bleached gray by sun and salt air and each displays a menacing face and ominous pose. Not exactly the type of welcoming committee you’d want to see if you were fleeing for your life. There are various sites depicting ancient houses of both the ali’i, or royalty, and the common people, and implements of everyday life during the time of Kamehameha. 
 
   One of the few amusing signs at the park is near a large rock dubbed the Queen Ka’ahumanu Rock. It tells the story of how King Kamehameha’s favorite wife, Ka’ahumanu, had to flee to the pu’uhonua after quarreling with the king. Apparently bickering with the chief, even if he is your husband, was unacceptable and she feared for her life. According to legend, she snatched up her little dog and walked the coastal trail to the northern part of Honaunau Bay. But once she got there she was unable to access the place of refuge across the bay. So, she started swimming. She and the dog swam to the pu’uhonua and then hid behind a big rock. Meanwhile, her husband and his band of merry warriors were in hot pursuit. When they got to the end of the trail the king figured she must’ve taken refuge in one of the local homes. He ordered his men to set fire to the grass houses in an effort to smoke her out. Luckily for the residents, one of Kamehameha’s men spotted Ka’ahumanu’s little white dog on the other side of the bay and the arson was halted.
 
   The king and his men doubled back inland and approached the place of refuge from the land side. As the queen hid behind the rock, her dog began barking and gave her away. She emerged and the king was forced to pardon her. Even kings answer to someone—the gods. And the gods commanded that forgiveness must be extended to all who reached the pu’uhonua. Like all good stories, this one has a happy ending. Within a short time the two reconciled and Ka’ahumanu resumed her place as Kamehameha’s favorite wife.
 
   “So,” I said, “It seems no matter how heinous the crime, you got a do-over if you could just get here before you were caught.”
 
   “Yeah,” said Hatch. “Kind of like, ‘What happens in Vegas stays in Vegas’.”
 
   We drove back to the B & B for our last night on the Big Island. We had dinner at a tiny spot in the Kona Banyan Court called the Rapanui Island Café. Hatch had chicken curry and I had the mac nut crusted prawns. The place may be small but the portions were huge—and tasty. 
 
   We slipped into bed early. Our flight wasn’t until late morning on Monday, since Hatch had traded shifts and didn’t need to be back to work until Tuesday. I suppose we could’ve spent our last night at a local watering hole, drinking mai tais and dancing, but nothing sounded as good as just being horizontal with the man I love. One more night of bliss. Then it was back to nagging slacker suppliers, cajoling demanding brides, and praying for clear weather.


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   On Monday morning we were on the B & B lanai enjoying our second cup of Kona coffee when my cell phone chimed. I checked the caller ID. It was Lili Kapahu, probably checking on my progress with her birth certificate. I considered letting it go to voicemail, but at the last second I picked up.
 
   “Aloha, Lili,” I said.
 
   A muffled noise, like someone gargling.
 
   “Lili? Can you hear me?”
 
   Again, the gargle. 
 
   “Lili, I think we have a bad connection. I’ll call you back.” I’d started to click off when I heard her say, “Pali?”
 
   “Yes, that’s better. I can hear you now.”
 
   “She’s dead,” said Lili in a strangled voice.
 
   “Who’s dead?”
 
   Lili resumed the gargling sound. I turned to Hatch. “I’ve got a real bad feeling things are about to get complicated.”
 
    
 
   By the time I calmed Lili down enough to give me the who, what, and where of what’d happened, Hatch had gone inside and showered. He came back out to the lanai, all manly smelling with his wet hair slicked back. He wore a teal colored golf shirt. My favorite.  
 
   “Okay,” I said. “Here’s what I know so far: David’s mother, Malia, was found slumped over in her car this morning and she was pronounced DOA at the hospital.”
 
   “Who’s David?”
 
   “Oh, sorry. David’s the groom in the teenager wedding I’m doing.” Up to that point I hadn’t filled Hatch in on the details of the wedding. We have an understanding: I listen to the high points of life at the fire station and he does the same for me with “Let’s Get Maui’d.” But we try to avoid boring each other with “shop talk” by skipping over the particulars. It makes for less yawning and furtive glances at our cell phones to check for incoming texts.
 
   “Do they have a C.O.D.?” Hatch is a paramedic so he’s prone to sliding into acronyms when anything medical comes up. It’s part of the culture.
 
   “Cause of death? I assume it was asphyxiation. I had a hard time getting much out of Lili, but she said when her future mother-in-law was found, her car was running and the garage door was down. I’m kind of winging it here, but I’m guessing they’ll find carbon monoxide poisoning.” 
 
   “Sounds about right.”
 
   “She’s on her way over here,” I said. 
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Lili. She asked me to stay here and pick her up at the airport. I asked if she’d gotten her parents’ permission to come over but she blew me off. I guess I’ll have to deal with that when I see her.”
 
   “Okay, wait a second,” Hatch said. “You say the groom’s mother died here? I thought they both lived on Maui.” Hatch looked irked, as if I was purposefully trying to confuse him.
 
   “No, Lili’s on Maui. Both kids were born on the Big Island but Lili was raised on Maui and she lives there. David and his parents still live here.” 
 
   Hatch shot me a “whatever” look which meant he’d heard enough. “I need to go,” he said. “I’ve already traded a shift so I need to be back on duty tomorrow.”
 
   “I know. How about you load up your stuff while I go check and see if I can keep the room for another night or two? I want to stay and help Lili. She’s just a kid. Although her parents are concerned about her, I doubt they’re going to be all supportive of her coming over here to be with David.”
 
   ***
 
   Lili’s plane landed and Hatch’s was scheduled to take off on the return flight. Since I couldn’t go through security I spent a few minutes outside waiting for Lili to appear. When she did, I hardly recognized her. Her hair was disheveled, her eyes as red as a fillet of ahi tuna. 
 
   “Pali,” she moaned. She fell into my arms. Luckily, after catching a glimpse of her I’d braced for impact. It felt like Sifu Doug had tossed me an eighty-pound medicine ball. 
 
   “Lili, let’s get your things and get out of here. Do you have a place to stay?”
 
   She slumped even further. “I thought I could stay with you.”
 
   Good thing I’d managed to keep the room.
 
   “Sure. There’s only one bed, but it’ll be fine.”
 
   She started crying. “I never even got to meet David’s mom. I only talked to her on the phone. How could this happen?”
 
   I practically carried Lili to baggage claim to pick up her bag. Her suitcase was enormous. When I hefted it off the luggage conveyor it weighed almost as much as she did.
 
   “What’ve you got in this thing?” I said.
 
   “I don’t know how long I’ll need to be here.” 
 
   “Speaking of that, have you called your folks yet? They’re really worried about you.”
 
   “I’ll do it later.” I shot her “the look” and she added, “I will, promise.”
 
   The owner of the B & B had said I could only stay two more nights. After that, she was booked solid for the rest of the week. Some kind of coffee convention.
 
   “Is David here already?” I said.
 
   “Yeah. He got a ride over from Hilo as soon as he heard.”
 
   “Do you want to go to the room to freshen up?”
 
   “No,” she said. “I need to be with David.”
 
   ***
 
   In the past couple of years I’ve spent a fair amount of time with grief-stricken people. And that’s not counting the distraught mothers-of-the-bride I’ve had to talk down from a ledge because they thought their daughter could’ve done better in the son-in-law department. I’ve learned in most instances it’s best to just listen. No fake smiles, no arm-patting or words of false comfort, and certainly no probing questions to extract the grisly details. 
 
   But that doesn’t mean I wasn’t curious as we stood outside David’s mother’s house. A small crowd had gathered in the driveway to witness the commotion. The body had been taken away hours ago, but the place was still crawling with police. A handful of TV reporters lurked at the edges, probably hoping to catch a loved one in the throes of anguish. Nothing screams “film at eleven” like unbridled grief. 
 
   “If you’re a reporter, get off my property,” said a plus-sized local woman of about thirty-five. She wore stretchy beige pants that strained to encompass her ample hips and a pastel-striped peasant blouse with puffy sleeves. The overall effect was like looking at a gigantic shave ice. 
 
   “I’m not. My name’s Pali Moon. I’m the wedding planner Lili and David hired to do their wedding. I brought Lili here from the airport.”
 
   “Oh, sorry. You looked like one of them,” she said. “I’m Shayna, David’s oldest sister,” She took my hand and squeezed it; then held it for a few moments longer. I’m not used to holding hands with strange women but I guess it was the order of the day because as I glanced around there was a lot of hand-holding going on.
 
   “Lili flew over from Maui when she heard. I guess David was devastated by the news.”
 
   We both looked over at Lili who was swooning in the arms of her fiancé. David’s expression was blank, as if posing for a mug shot. 
 
   “Typical,” said Shayna. “Everyone’s worried about David. It’s like the rest of us don’t even exist. And my mom? Don’t even get me started on that.” 
 
   I’d dealt with sudden death before, but never a suicide. From what I’d heard, friends and family members react differently when someone makes the choice to end their life. People aren’t  just saddened by the news, they’re angry. As if offing yourself was the ultimate rude gesture. “How could she do this to us?” hung in the air like a bad odor, even if no one had the guts to say it. 
 
   Shayna shot me a tight smile. “And speaking of David. It’ll be interesting to see what he and the diva decide about their wedding. Seems wrong to me to go ahead with a wedding right after you bury your mother, but knowing David, he’ll do it anyway. ”
 
   “I wouldn’t count on that,” I said. “There’s already been a snag. David and Lili probably wouldn’t be able to get married this month even if this hadn’t happened.”
 
   “Oh, really?” she said. I could feel her eyes on me, hoping I’d divulge whatever it was that might keep her baby brother from getting married, but I knew better than to go down that road. Client confidentiality and all that.
 
   We both stared at David and Lili, clinging to each other like the final scene in a Greek tragedy. What is it that compels people to rubber-neck car wrecks and replay YouTube videos of near-fatal misses? I wanted to take the high road and avert my eyes from their anguish, but it was nearly impossible to look away. 
 
   ***
 
   After the police left, Shayna invited me into Malia’s kitchen to talk. I was pretty sure she was hoping to soften me up so I’d blab about the “snag,” but I was on guard. I had my own reasons to want to see where David had grown up. 
 
   The interior of the house was a disaster. Some of it was probably due to the dozen or so emergency services people who’d shown up. They’d had to drag the gurney through the house since the garage was too narrow. But the sticky floor, unwashed dishes piled on the counters, and reeking cat box had been there long before any paramedics had been called. 
 
   “Sit wherever you can,” Shayna said. “My mom’s a pig.” 
 
   I did a double-take and she said, “My bad. I guess I should’ve said, ‘My mom was a pig’.”
 
   Shayna pulled a kitchen chair away from the table and pushed a sleeping cat onto the floor. I had to relocate a foot-tall stack of People magazines before I could sit down.
 
   “Jeez, look at that,” Shayna said, picking up one of the magazines. “She’s got gossip rags dating back to the days of Tom Cruise and Katie Holmes; maybe even Nicole Kidman. I swear the woman never tossed anything. You ever watch those ‘hoarder’ shows on TV? My mom could’ve been on there. But she was too bitchy. The TV people want nice freaks, not crabby ones.”
 
   I said nothing.
 
   “You probably think I’m horrible. But believe me, I have a million reasons. She treated us girls like lepo, like dirt. As far as she and my dad were concerned, David was the master and we were the slaves. It was always ‘Go help David’ or ‘You can’t have that because I need to get something for David.’ Behind her back us girls called him ‘King David’ because that’s how it was.”
 
   “You mentioned your dad,” I said. “Is he around?” It seemed odd to me no one had said anything about Malia’s husband up to that point.
 
   She barked a laugh. “I’m sure he’s probably celebrating at a bar somewhere. He and my mom fought like cats and dogs. They haven’t been together for years. He moved out when David was just a little keiki.”
 
   “They got divorced?”
 
   She leaned her pudgy body toward me and whispered, “Never married. But most people around here don’t know that.”
 
   “Oh. I see.” It probably sounded judgmental coming from a wedding planner so I went on. “Your parents had three daughters and a son? That’s a pretty big commitment right there.”
 
   “Four daughters. The joke in our family is my dad, Pono, stuck around long enough for mom to pop out a boy and then he took off. Go figure.”
 
   “And you’re the oldest?”
 
   “Yeah. I’m thirty-five. My twin sisters are thirty-two and my youngest sister is twenty-nine. The rest of them got smart and moved to O’ahu. I’m the only fool who stuck around.”
 
   “There’s a twelve year age gap between your youngest sister and David?” I said.
 
   “Right. Us girls think my mom may have had some miscarriages or whatever, but eventually my dad got his son.”
 
   “But he didn’t name him ‘Pono’ junior?”
 
   “Nah. Even though we’ve got a lot of Hawaiian blood, my mom was never into Hawaiian names. I’m Shayna and my sisters all have haole-sounding names too. They agreed to name my brother ‘David’ and that’s probably the last thing they ever agreed on.”
 
   We sat in silence for a few moments and then Shayna said, “I know I shouldn’t be saying this but nobody’s surprised my mom finally did it.”
 
   “Was your mom ill?”
 
   She blew out a pfft. “She was a sick, sick puppy. You name it, she had it: diabetes—and I’m not talking the pill-kind, I mean the shots kind—and fibromyalgia, and hypo-thyroid, high blood pressure, clinical depression, the list goes on and on. But what do you expect? She was at least eighty pounds overweight. She never stuck to her diet and then she’d have an episode and they’d rush her to the hospital. I’m an LPN, a licensed practical nurse, but I haven’t been able to hold down a full-time job in over two years. My mother was my full-time job.”
 
   There was a quick knock at the door and David and Lili came in the kitchen. 
 
   “Hey, Shay,” said David.
 
   “Hey,” said Shayna. 
 
   Lili flew across the room, dodging cats, spilled cereal, and stacks of newspapers. She threw herself at me, nearly dislodging me from my chair. But I’m pretty good at maintaining my balance when attacked so I managed to hold my ground. Lili ended up in my lap.
 
   “Take it easy,” said Shayna, pulling a tissue from her bra. She held it out to Lili, but when Lili didn’t take it, Shayna leaned over and proceeded to wipe the younger woman’s face like a mother spiffing up a snotty-nosed kid.
 
   “Can you stay here with me this week?” Lili sobbed into my shoulder. “I need to stay.”
 
   “I only have the room at the B & B for one more night,” I said. “Then I have to get back to Maui.”
 
   “You could stay with me,” said Shayna. “My house is nothin’ fancy, but you and David could sleep on the blow-up bed. My daughter would probably like having other kids to hang out with.” 
 
   Lili cried harder.
 
   Shayna looked annoyed. “Was it somethin’ I said?” 
 
   “There’s a chastity agreement in play here,” I said in a low voice.
 
   “A what?”
 
   “No cohabitating until the wedding,” I said.
 
   Confusion clouded Shayna’s face. I wasn’t sure if it was because she didn’t know what “cohabitating” meant or she thought the purity pact was bizarre.
 
   “They can’t sleep together until they’re married,” I said. “Or even stay under the same roof. Lili took a pledge with her dad.”
 
   “For real?” said Shayna.
 
   Lili kept crying.
 
   “So if she stays with me, where’s David supposed to stay?” Shayna said.
 
   David finally spoke up. “I’ll stay at Dad’s.”
 
   Shayna laughed. “Good luck with that. Talk around town is he’s hooked up with some skank from the mainland. None of us girls have seen or heard from him in weeks. But who knows? Since you’re King David he’ll probably make an exception.” 
 
   “Shay, gimme a break, okay?” David said. “My mom just died. I don’t need you ragging on me.”
 
   “She was my mom long before she was yours, bruddah. And if you’re feeling guilty because you think maybe you caused her to do this, well good. It’s high time you learned about consequences. All your life you’ve gotten away with being a spoiled brat. But sooner or later it catches up. There’s always payback and it’s a bitch. Payback for you will be that for as long as you live you’ll know your selfishness killed your own mother.”
 
   “What?” said David.
 
   “Yep. You as good as stabbed her. She didn’t die because she lost her job or was sick or whatever. She died because you broke her heart.”
 
   The venom in her voice practically puddled on the dirty linoleum floor.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   Ah, family values. I grew up in a big “family” that, aside from my half-brother, was mostly made up of people I wasn’t related to by way of biology. The “mom,” a woman we called Auntie Mana, was my mother’s best friend who took in my brother and me when our mom died suddenly. The “dad” was an assortment of Auntie Mana’s brothers and cousins who stepped in and stepped up to do the disciplinary heavy lifting when necessary. My siblings were three of Auntie Mana’s own kids from a husband who’d taken off, along with two or three other keiki she took in during our time with her.
 
   Over the past fifteen years, as I’ve watched conventional families interact, I’ve come to the conclusion that our strange conglomeration was actually more civil than most. We didn’t fight over who was “mom’s favorite” because there wasn’t any point. We all pretty much knew where we stood on the proverbial totem pole, and it was in everyone’s best interest to simply toe the line and keep a firm grip on their position. Upward mobility was never an option, but sliding downward and getting kicked out of the family and into “the system” was.
 
   Shayna left soon after her scathing attack on David. I offered the kids a ride, but David said his dad just lived down the road and he’d catch a ride with someone.  He helped me get a still-distraught Lili out to my car.
 
   I was about to leave when he said, “You probably wonder what my sister meant by me breaking my mom’s heart.”
 
   “Hey, if you want to talk, I’m here. But don’t feel obligated to explain anything to me.”
 
   “I want you to hear my side of it,” he said. “My sisters think my life was jake, but it wasn’t. I can’t remember a single day when my Dad lived with us. He left when I was a baby, and I didn’t see him except on the occasional weekend. My mom used to cuss and bitch about how horrible he was. But every time I’d visit, he was always nice to me. It was real confusing. One time I asked my dad why he and my mom didn’t live together. He said she was crazy and he couldn’t take it anymore.”
 
   “Was your mother a stay-at-home mom?” I said.
 
   “For a while, but when I got to grade school she went to work for the County Parks Department. She was there until just a few months ago. She liked that job a lot. Even though she’d complain, I knew her job was pretty much the most important thing in her life. Especially after I left for high school in Hilo.”
 
   “So, you live full-time in Hilo now?”
 
   “Yeah. That’s what my sister was getting at about me breaking my mom’s heart. I got a chance to go to the Kamehameha School over in Hilo and I took it. Who wouldn’t? A first rate education, and they don’t charge kids like me anything. I want to go to college. The only way that was gonna happen was if I moved to Hilo.”
 
   ‘But your mom didn’t want you to leave.”
 
   “Right. Well, I s’pose she did and she didn’t. I’ve been doing hula since I was little. And in Hilo I got in a really good halau—that’s a hula school. She was all proud of me and telling everyone how I was going to be in the Merrie Monarch Festival and all that. But every time I’d call her she’d boo-hoo and beg me to come home. It made me nuts. After a while, I pretty much stopped calling.”
 
   “And your sister thinks that’s what caused your mom to do what she did?”
 
   “Who knows what my sister thinks? She’s got her own stuff with my mom, trust me.”
 
   I drove back to the B & B and got Lili into the room. She said she didn’t want anything to eat, so I went to a fast food place and picked up a sandwich. Before I left, I reminded her she’d promised to call her parents and tell them she was okay.
 
   When I got back to the B & B, Lili was fast asleep in the middle of the bed. I grabbed a pillow and made myself as comfortable as I could on the sofa. I read for a while, then drifted off. As I was falling asleep, I wondered what kind of funeral they’d hold for Malia and how many people would show up. Judging from the number of people standing around in the driveway there were a lot of folks who were concerned about what had happened. But time would tell how many were actual friends as opposed to simply bored neighbors who’d trotted over to see what all the fuss was about.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning when Lili woke up she acted as if she’d put Malia’s suicide behind her. She popped out of the bathroom smiling and composed.
 
   “How about we see if we can get açai bowls for breakfast?” she said.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Oh, you’re gonna love ‘em. It’s mashed up berries with stuff piled on top. They’re the best.”
 
   We asked around and, sure enough, there was an açai place in Kailua-Kona called Basik Açai. It was off the highway at Kahakai Road, above a snorkel gear rental shop. When we pulled up, the place was buzzing with activity and had a line snaking down the wooden stairs to the parking lot below.
 
   “Wow, this is crazy,” I said.
 
   “Wait ‘til you try them,” Lili said. “You’ll get addicted.”
 
   I ordered a small bowl topped with granola, bananas and strawberries. It had chopped almonds on top, along with little carob nibs and a drizzle of honey. It looked like dessert instead of breakfast, but Lili was right. After one bite, I was hooked.
 
   “What is this stuff?” I said poking my spoon into the cool dark purple mash underneath the granola and fruit.
 
   “It’s açai berries. They come from South America. They’re good for you; like anti-oxidant and all that.”
 
   I shoveled the yummy concoction into my mouth as if I hadn’t eaten for a week. Soon, I was scraping the bottom of the bowl.
 
   “Shoulda got a big one?” Lili said.
 
   “Shoulda.”
 
   After breakfast I suggested we call Loke and see if she’d be willing to meet to talk about Lili’s phony birth certificate. I was purposefully avoiding any mention of David’s mother’s death. We’d have to deal with it sooner or later, but I was opting for later.
 
   “We should go pick up David first,” she said. “I need to be with him.”
 
   “Is he at his dad’s?”
 
   “I’m not sure. I’ll call.”
 
   “Speaking of calling,” I said. “Have you called your folks?”
 
   Lili rolled her eyes.
 
   “You promised,” I said.
 
   “I know, but I need a little more time.”
 
   “Do you want me to call for you? I promised your dad I’d let him know when I found you.”
 
   “I’ll text.”
 
   It was better than nothing, so I let it go.
 
   It turned out David had been allowed to spend the night at his dad’s house. Lili had never met David’s dad, so she was understandably nervous. As we drove over there she pulled out her phone, fiddled with it for a few minutes, then leaned over and started punching through the stations on the car radio. 
 
   “Why don’t you have any decent music on here?” she said.
 
   “It’s a rental.”
 
   “Still. The first thing I do when I get in my mom’s car is put on my music.”
 
   “Did you text your mom?”
 
   “Ugh. Would you stop bugging me about that? I’ll do it right now.” She punched a few buttons on her phone and then tossed it back in her purse.
 
   “Are you happy now?” she said.
 
   We drove south to the town of Captain Cook. It seemed odd they’d name a town after a haole explorer who’d been killed by the locals (there are at least three different stories of how he met his demise), but maybe it was a sort of mea culpa: Sorry to have clubbed and stabbed you. But it sure looked to us like you were trying to kidnap our king. So, hey! How about we name a town after you?
 
   Captain Cook is perched high above the ocean. Steep streets on either side of the highway allow many of the residents to have ocean views. David’s father lived in a ramshackle house on the mauka, or inland, side of the road. His house had no view. In fact, the place was so run-down it looked like a scowling kid in a family vacation photo.
 
   David and his dad, Pono, were in the yard peering under the hood of an ancient truck. When Pono ducked out to see who’d driven up, I could see he was a big guy—at least six foot four and two-seventy-five or so. Not a dude I’d mess with, black belt or no.
 
   “Hey,” said David. He took Lili’s hand and leaned in to kiss her.
 
   Pono flinched. It wasn’t a big movement, but it appeared his son’s PDA—public display of affection—clearly made him uncomfortable.
 
   “Dad, this is Lili Kapahu. I’m glad you finally get to meet her. Lili, this is my dad, Pono Onakea.”
 
   Lili stepped forward and held out her hand. Pono glared at her as if he had something to say, but then seemed to dismiss it. He languidly shook her hand. 
 
   Lili glanced nervously at David. “You’ve told your father we’re getting married, right?”
 
   “Of course. He’s real happy for us, aren’t you, Dad?”
 
   Pono grunted and tossed his head as if dislodging a fly. 
 
   “Are you worried we’re too young?” Lili said.
 
   “Nah, but it’s not a good time, you know? What with David’s mom killing herself and all.”
 
   “Yes, I know. I’m sorry for your loss,” said Lili. “I’m sure it was a shock.”
 
   “No shock. She was pupule. She been pupule for years.”
 
   Lili looked at me and whispered. “That means ‘crazy’.”
 
   I’m used to people translating common Hawaiian words for me. Even though I was born and raised in the islands and I know as many everyday Hawaiian words as anybody around, I’ve come to accept that I look a lot more like a divorcée from Little Rock than a kama’aina from Hali’imaile. 
 
   “David,” said Lili. “Pali’s taking me down to see that woman whose baby died. You know, the one whose birth certificate got mixed up with mine. You want to come?”
 
   Pono crossed his arms across his chest. “What you talkin’ about?”
 
   “There’s a problem with my birth certificate,” Lili said. “I need to get it fixed so we can get married.”
 
   “Huh. Well, my boy needs to stay here and help me get this truck goin’.”
 
   David seemed to be weighing his options—and the consequences of each.
 
   “I better stay with Dad,” he said.
 
   Lili narrowed her eyes. “Seriously?”
 
   “You don’t need me, babe,” he said. “Pali will be a lot more help than me.”
 
   “But I’m not marrying Pali,” Lili said.
 
   “Look, you go on without me. I need to help my dad get this truck running. He’s got to get to work today.”
 
   Lili turned on her heel and clomped down the packed dirt driveway like a kid who’d been voted off the playground.
 
   “You see that?” Pono said. “That one there is trouble.”
 
   I butted in. “Not really. She’s just awfully stressed. She’s got this birth certificate thing, and she’s really upset about what happened to your mom. Let me give you the address of the coffee farm. When you get the truck running, come on down.”
 
   David nodded.
 
   “You tol’ me you were gonna come to work with me today,” Pono said. “I need the help.”
 
   “Give me a break, Dad. I got a lot goin’ on too, you know.”
 
   “Son, you listen and you listen good. You let a spoiled pupule girl like dat push you around, you gonna be sorry ‘til the day you die. Tell her you’re not comin’.”
 
   “Mahalo for the advice Dad, but here’s the deal: I love Lili. And we’re getting married. Sorry I can’t help you out today, but she needs me.” 
 
   David wiped his hands on a stained purple shop rag and tossed it onto a fender. Then he skidded down the driveway to catch up with Lili.
 
   Pono shook his head. “Dumb-ass kid. He got no idea what he gettin’ hisself into.”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   I drove Lili and David down to Loke’s coffee farm. It wasn’t far from Pono’s, just a few miles south and on the other side of the highway. That part of the island was extremely hilly with lush vegetation covering the steep slopes.  
 
   An older man in a brown “Naturally Kona” T-shirt stood by the open-air tasting room as we approached. “You here for the tour?” he said.
 
   I started to decline when Lili jumped in and said, “Oh, can we? I’ve never seen a coffee farm before.”
 
   David smiled and draped an arm over her shoulder, “Face it, babe. You’ve never seen anything before.”
 
   It sounded like a put-down to me, but Lili seemed to find it endearing. “Silly. That’s why we’re saving up for our honeymoon.”
 
   I waited for her to go on, but David picked up the thread. “Yeah, we’ve got almost five hundred put away for Vegas. Lili really wants to see ‘Sin City’.”
 
   I could think of about a hundred places I’d recommend over Las Vegas, but one thing I’ve learned is to avoid weighing in on other peoples’ idea of a good time. Early in my wedding planning career I’d vehemently quashed a couple’s desire to get married jumping out of an airplane. So, they fired me and went to another planner. The wedding made the front page of the lifestyles section of the Maui News. Not only did I miss out on some great publicity, but the stunt spawned a whole sub-category of “weird places to get married” weddings. Who knew that taking vows underwater while wearing dive tanks or after a sweaty hike down Sliding Sands Trail in Haleakala Crater would become the next big thing? 
 
   I found Loke in the gift shop. 
 
   “Aloha,” I said in a low voice. She had her back turned to me and I didn’t want to startle her.
 
   She stayed where she was and I wondered if maybe she had a hearing problem. I was about to step forward and touch her arm when she wheeled around. Her face was scrunched up like a little kid trying hard not to cry after skinning her knee.
 
   “Are you okay?” I said.
 
   “I’m kind of having a hard time with this.”
 
   She’d been looking out a small window facing the coffee orchard. The window was smudged, the sill dusty, but it was still possible to see the visitors milling around waiting for the tour to begin.
 
   “That’s her, isn’t it?” she said.
 
   “Yes, that’s Lili. And her fiancé, David.”
 
   “She’s so beautiful.”
 
   “She is.”
 
   “You know, you never get over it,” she said.
 
   “I can only imagine how hard this must be. Would you like me to come back another time? Maybe alone?”
 
   “No, I appreciate you asking, but as hard as this is, it’s probably good for me to see life goes on. I’ve been wallowing for nearly eighteen years now.”
 
   I waited. I felt guilty for dredging her sorrow to the surface. 
 
   She cleared her throat. “So, how about a cup of coffee?”
 
   “Your coffee is fabulous. I’d love some.”
 
   She poured me a cup. Then she picked up a file folder from the coffee table and flipped it open so we could both see it. The top sheet was the original copy of her dead daughter’s birth certificate.
 
   “I made you a copy,” she said, pulling out the second sheet in the file. Sure enough, it was an exact match of the certificate Lili had brought to my shop.
 
   “And here’s a copy of her death certificate,” she said. The death certificate looked a lot like the birth certificate. Same size, same type-face, even the same signatures at the bottom. It struck me that these two pieces of insignificant white paper represented exceptionally significant events in Loke’s life. One of utter joy; one of deepest sorrow. It seemed they should be wildly different; maybe one on pink paper with a sprig of flowers at the top and the other on gray paper with a thick black border. But no, they were so much alike that just flipping through the file it was easy to mistake one for the other.
 
   I scrutinized the two documents. “So, Charlene Cooper signed both the birth and death certificates?” 
 
   “Yes. She knew when Lili was born that she had breathing issues. And so she came by and checked on her every day. On the day Lili passed, Charlene was here. She knew she’d died, but she called an ambulance anyway. At the hospital Charlene had a doctor certify the death certificate, but she’d already signed it. See, that’s her signature there.”
 
   “So, Charlene went to the hospital in the ambulance?”
 
   “Not in the ambulance; she followed in her car. Back then she was a not only a practicing midwife but also an RN at the hospital. About a year after Lili passed, Charlene and the hospital had some kind of falling out because she got fired. In fact, I heard she was banned from even stepping foot on hospital grounds. I think she still delivers babies but it’s kind of on the down-low now.”
 
   “Do you know what the falling out was about?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but it might’ve had something to do with Charlene’s rather unorthodox views. As you’ve no doubt noticed, Kona’s pretty tolerant of alternative lifestyles, but Charlene sort of pushes the limits. Since she lost her job she’s gone totally woo-woo. In fact, along with her midwifery I’ve heard she’s got a rather thriving beyond-the-grave healing practice.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Yeah, she claims she can heal people who’ve died of cancer or were mangled in a car wreck or what have you. She says it allows the dead person to have a happier experience in the afterlife.”
 
   “Yikes.”
 
   “My thoughts exactly.”
 
   The gift shop door opened and a chunky woman wearing a red “Go Huskers” T-shirt stepped in. She looked at us sitting at the table and then took a step back.
 
   “Excuse me,” she said. “I don’t mean to interrupt.”
 
   “No, we’re finished,” I said. “Please come on in,” As soon as it was out of my mouth I realized I was overstepping my bounds. I’d had my own shop for so long I was used to being the proprietor. I turned and gave Loke a quick hug and thanked her for the documents.
 
   Outside, the kids were sipping coffee from white paper cups.
 
   “It was so cool,” Lili said. “Did you know coffee trees produce beans eight times a year? That means they’re constantly picking them. And this area of the island has a special microclimate that’s perfect for coffee. Every day it clouds over at noon and rains at four o’clock. Every single day.”
 
   I glanced up at the sky and, sure enough, the clouds had rolled in and the humidity was building.
 
   “Did you find what you needed for Lili’s birth certificate?” David said.
 
   “Yes. How about you guys? Are you ready to go?”
 
   “I want to buy some coffee beans to take home to my folks,” Lili said. 
 
   David and I waited by the car while Lili made her purchase. The awkward silence was broken when David got an incoming call.
 
   “Yeah,” he said as he answered it. “Now?” He put the phone against his chest to muffle his voice. “Pali, would you mind taking us to over to my mom’s? Shayna’s called some kind of family meeting.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   We drove over to Malia’s. It seemed weird driving up there and knowing just a couple of days ago a sick, but very much alive, person had lived in the beige house with the peeling paint. On Sunday it was just another house on the street, but now it was Tuesday. And now, forever more, the little house would be the scene of a suicide.
 
   Lili and David piled out of the car, slipping their arms around each other’s waists. They were nearly the same height—David an inch or two taller. Lili rested her head on David’s shoulder as they went inside.
 
   I sat in the car for a few minutes, but even with the windows down it soon became stifling. I got out and stretched. The guy next door, who looked like a ham-fisted bounty hunter or maybe a bouncer at a nightclub, began looking me over. He was ostensibly washing a pick-up truck, but he’d stopped and was letting the hose squirt straight up as he stared. I smoothed my shirt down and shot him my, “I’m here on official business” look. Over the years I’ve perfected the look to not only keep gawkers at bay but also to bluff my way into places where I don’t belong. The con involves perfect posture, a steely glare, and a no-nonsense set of the jaw. I’ve actually practiced it in front of a mirror so I’m pretty good at slipping into it on a moment’s notice. 
 
   He nodded as if admitting he’d gotten caught staring, and went back to hosing the truck. Meanwhile, a lady from across the street came out on her front lanai and waved. I looked around to see who she might be waving at but there was only myself and the truck washer in sight.
 
   “Yoo-hoo,” she sang. “Can you come over?”
 
   I was just waiting around anyway. 
 
   “Alo-ha,” she said. “Sorry I couldn’t meet you halfway. But I got some bum knees and it hurts to walk.” She had a strange twang to her speech, like she was from the Deep South or maybe Oklahoma or Texas. She’d pulled her thin, yellowish-white hair into a sparse braid that reached to the middle of her back. She wore a red print mu’u mu’u dress with a blue and white bib-style cooking apron tied over it. The combo resulted in a strange fashion statement. Sort of Hilo Hattie meets Honey Boo-Boo. 
 
   “I saw you over at Malia’s yesterday,” she said. “Are you friends or kin?”
 
   Ah, the neighborhood snoop. Every close-knit community has one—or two. The cops have even given such people their own, more socially-acceptable designation as members of “neighborhood watch.” But whatever they’re called, they’re essentially the people who make it their business to know everyone and everything.
 
   “I’m Edie Sanders,” she said. “I’ve lived across from Malia Byers for near on twenty-five years now.” 
 
   “Malia Byers? I thought her last name was Onakea.”
 
   “No, that’s the name she used when her man Pono was livin’ there. After he left she went back to her maiden name, Byers.”
 
   I nodded. I didn’t want to get into the “were they or weren’t they” married conversation with the neighborhood gossip. And besides, since Malia was dead, it didn’t matter. Not that it’d mattered much before.
 
   “I called you over because I wondered if you’d heard anything,” she said.
 
   “Heard anything?”
 
   “Yeah. Yesterday everyone was goin’ on about how sad it was she killed herself. But I knew, sooner or later, people would figure it out.”
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “I’m saying Malia didn’t do it. There were times she talked about it. Lord knows she tol’ me over and over how she was so sick of being sick and how her kids treated her bad and all. But kill herself? Uh-uh. No way.”
 
   “Why are you so sure?”
 
   “Bunch of reasons. Yeah, she was mad about them laying her off at work. She loved that park job and she’d been there a long time. But they were good to her. She told me she got a good pension and was gonna be fine for money from then on out. They even gave her good benefits. Last thing she worked on was fixing up the kiddie playground at Higashihara Park—you know, the one just south of the Kam Three? She’d even been invited to the park blessing this Saturday. She said they were prob’bly gonna fuss over her. Maybe even put her name on a plaque or somethin’.”
 
   I digested all that. “Hmm. But what if she learned they weren’t going to fuss over her? Maybe they even uninvited her or something? You know, something like that could push her over the edge.”
 
   “Why would they do that? Nah, they liked her at her work. They only laid her off ‘cuz a all the budget cuts we been having.”
 
   “So, you don’t think she was depressed?”
 
   “Sure she was. I’m jus’ saying I’ve seen her worse. And there’s no way she’d a done this now. Her boy was getting married this month. Over on Maui. She said she was gonna buy a plane ticket and go to the wedding. And that wasn’t like her to do things like that.”
 
   “She told you all this?”
 
   “Sure. Back when she was workin’ we’d see each other every week or so. But ever since she got laid off we pretty much talked every day. Look, Malia was a complainer but she was straight up. If she said she was gonna do something, she did it. She tol’ me she’d never been on an airplane in her life but, by golly, she was goin’ to Maui.”  
 
   “Okay, but if it wasn’t suicide, what do you think happened?”
 
   “I don’t rightly know. Maybe it was an accident. Or an evil-minded person. You know, sometimes there’s like them serial killers and all. They just pick people at random.”
 
   “But she was found in her car with no signs of a struggle,” I said. “She apparently died of asphyxiation.”
 
   “You mean from sniffin’ the gas fumes?”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “Well, maybe she died from sniffin’ fumes, but that don’t make it suicide. I’m tellin’ you. That poor woman was bound and determined to see her baby boy get married on Maui. Come hell or high up water.”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   I left and had almost made it back to Malia’s house when Edie “yoo-hooed” me again. I stopped and turned around. She waved her hand in a “come closer” gesture so I retraced my steps back to her house.
 
   “I forgot to tell you somethin’ important,” she said in a whisper.
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “You believe me that she wouldn’t do this, right?”
 
   “I must admit it seems odd she’d end her life now,” I said. “But it’s hard to know what people are really thinking or feeling. And unless the authorities find something to the contrary, it’s probably going to be ruled a suicide. There’s just no evidence of foul play.”
 
   “But you’ve got to stop them. You could tell them to look harder. You know, tell them how she told me about going to the weddin’ and all.” 
 
   “Why don’t you tell them, Edie? She confided in you, not me.”
 
   “They won’t listen to me.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I got some so-called “history” with the police in this area.” She said the word “police” with a long “o” sound and a heavy accent on the first syllable. There was something about Edie’s demeanor that led me to believe she had good reason to assume they’d ignore her suspicions. She struck me as a woman who may’ve cried “wolf” a few too many times.
 
   “Are her people okay with thinkin’ she did this to herself?” she said. “Or are they thinkin’ like me?”
 
   “As far as I can tell they’ve accepted it. They all agree she was depressed and unhappy and she’d threatened suicide before.” 
 
   “Well, maybe so, but here’s somethin’ I forgot to tell you: someone should take a good hard look at her next-door neighbor, Gary.” She pointed to a plain green one-story house to the south of Malia’s. It was the home of the gawker who’d been hosing down his truck when I’d dropped off Lili and David. His house was in worse condition than Malia’s, with a big patch of roof shingles missing and a falling-down carport that sagged so low it would’ve been impossible to park even a little car like my Mini Cooper in there.
 
   “What’s the deal with him?” I said.
 
   “He and Malia never saw eye to eye on nuthin’. She called the cops on him more’n a few times. Finally, they wrote him up.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For being a darn fool. He used to keep dogs—you know, them fightin’ dogs. And sometimes one or a’tuther of those dogs would get loose and go to her place and mess with her kids. A few years ago one of ‘em bit her boy pretty bad. The cops called the animal control people and they came and took all the dogs. Far as I know, Gary and Malia haven’t spoke since.”
 
   “Huh. But Malia was found in her car. And from what I hear, she was a very large woman. How would Gary be able to get her out to the car and then keep her there until she suffocated?”
 
   “You ever get a good look at him? Believe me, that boy could hunt bear with nuthin’ but a piney stick.” 
 
   I thanked her for the information, but I wasn’t about to go snooping around the house of a beefy guy who’d been cited for raising out-of-control fighting dogs. From what I’d learned in my criminology classes at University of Hawaii, the kind of people who abuse animals are also pretty okay with hurting people. And, as Edie would put it, “they’re partial to weapons.” I can hold my own when it’s hand-to-hand, but hand-to-gun or hand-to-knife puts me at a serious disadvantage.
 
   But if Malia’s next-door neighbor hated her, and might have sought to seek revenge, how could I not take Edie seriously? The family deserved to know and I’m not good at leaving intriguing stones unturned. 
 
   I trotted up the short driveway to Gary’s house and knocked. The guy who answered filled the doorframe. He hadn’t looked that big washing his truck. He wore a stretched-out white “wife-beater” undershirt and red knit bike shorts that left way too little to the imagination. His arms and shoulders rippled with muscles and he had thighs as big around as my waist.
 
   “Huh. Seems you changed your mind after all,” he said. He reached up to scratch the back of his neck and the odor from his hairy pit nearly made my eyes water. 
 
   “Aloha,” I said. “As you probably know, your neighbor died yesterday.” 
 
   “Yeah? What’s it to me?”
 
   “I was hoping you could tell me—”
 
   “Look, far as I’m concerned, good riddance.” He shut the door in my face.
 
   I headed back down the driveway. As I passed the carport, I looked under the sagging roof and saw a black rubber contraption lying against a rotted support beam. I glanced back at the house. The door was still closed and the window blinds shut tight. 
 
   I poked at the rubber device with my foot. I knew what it was. I’d actually worn one when I was in training to become a federal air marshal. One day they’d trooped us down to what looked like a ship container and locked us inside. Then they opened a hatch on top and dropped in some pellets that hissed and smoked when they hit bottom. We’d practiced putting on our equipment a dozen times or more, but there’s nothing like sucking live tear gas into your lungs to see if you’ve been listening. 
 
   I bent down to take a good look at the gas mask. It wasn’t new; in fact, it appeared well-worn, with cracks along the strapping. Something about the mask was curious, however. Everything else in the carport was coated with dust. But the lens on the mask was shiny and clear, as if it’d been recently wiped off. 
 
   I looked back at Gary’s house one more time. Did I dare take the gas mask with me? Then I recalled another lesson from criminology class: chain of evidence. If evidence is touched or moved, it’s inadmissible. 
 
   I left the mask where it was and hurried back to Malia’s to see how the family meeting was coming along.
 
   ***
 
   David and Lili were out front. David leaned against a porch rail, arms crossed. Lili faced him. Every few seconds she dabbed her eyes with a tissue.
 
   “Everything okay?” I said.
 
   “Not hardly,” said David. “My sisters have ganged up on us. Shayna says everyone wants us to put off the wedding until—” 
 
   “Until never,” said Lili.
 
   “No, they didn’t say that,” said David. “They said that out of respect for Mom we shouldn’t get married for a while.”
 
   “I see,” I said.
 
   “I don’t,” said Lili. “You promised me we’d get married at the end of January. I quit school and everything.” 
 
   “But this kind of changes things, don’t you think?” said David. “I mean, we need to have the funeral and—”
 
   “I can’t believe this is happening,” Lili broke in. “Why would your mom do this to you—to us? You said she was so happy when you told her we were getting married.”
 
   “That’s why we need to honor her by putting it off for a while,” said David.
 
   “I really can’t believe you’re siding with them.” Lili made a pouty fft sound and scowled. 
 
   “David, what can you tell me about your mother’s neighbor, Gary?” I said. I nodded my head in the direction of Gary’s house.
 
   “He’s an ass-wipe.”
 
   “I sort of got that from talking to Edie across the street. She said Gary was holding a grudge against your mom. She even hinted he may have had something to do with what happened.”
 
   “Yeah, well, you gotta be careful with Edie. She’s a nice lady, but she’s kinda paranoid. When we had that earthquake a few years back she ran through the neighborhood screaming about radical terrorists. Said she saw some guys in turbans down on Ali’i Drive in town. She said they’d probably blown up the telescopes on Mauna Kea and that’s what caused the shaking.”
 
   “Still, your mom and Gary didn’t get along, right?”
 
   “He kept a bunch of mean dogs. Every time one of them escaped my mom would call the cops. When I was a kid, one got in our garage. I went in to take it back to Gary’s but it went after me.” He traced an ugly red scar on his lower leg. The scar ran from his knee to a few inches above his ankle.
 
   “Yikes, that looks serious,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, it was twenty-eight stitches serious. And my mom was seriously pissed. She’d just started at the parks department and wasn’t eligible for insurance for two more weeks. But they paid the bill anyway.”
 
   “Edie said your mom got laid off because of budget cuts,” I said.
 
   “Yeah. It bummed her out, but she understood. She was in charge of park renovations. But what with all the cut-backs they weren’t doing renovations anymore.”
 
   “Did you know your mom was invited to a park blessing at Higashihara Park? It’s supposed to take place this Saturday.”
 
   “No lie? That’s too bad. She loved park blessings. I don’t remember he saying anything about it, though.”
 
   “When was the last time you spoke with your mom?” I felt bad reminding him he’d never be talking to her again, but I wanted to check out Edie’s contention that Malia wouldn’t have missed the blessing. 
 
   “About a week ago. I think it was a Sunday.” He bit his lower lip.
 
   “The blessing would’ve already been scheduled by then, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “Oh yeah. They plan those things way in advance. They put it in the paper and everything. I can’t believe she didn’t mention it.”
 
   “Maybe she didn’t want to go since she didn’t work for the parks department anymore,” I said. “Maybe she thought it would make her feel sad, or even embarrassed, about losing her job.”
 
   “My mom? Hardly. She didn’t know the word ‘embarrassed.’ She’d overhear people on the street call her fat and she’d tell them to shut their face or she’d sit on ‘em.”
 
   “It’s getting late,” I said. “I’ve got the room for one more night but after that I need to get back to Maui. How about you, Lili? Do you want to go back home to Maui or stay at Shayna’s?”
 
   “I can’t go yet,” she said. “I want to stay for the funeral. You want me to be there, right David?”
 
   He pulled her close. “I don’t know how I’d get through it without you.”
 
   I took the two of them to dinner at Jackie Rey’s. I’d really enjoyed ‘aloha hour’ there with Hatch on Saturday and I wanted to try the full menu. It put a pretty big dent in my entertainment budget but at least I could write part of it off as a client business expense. I ordered the seafood trio. It featured four grilled jumbo shrimp, a buttery piece of mahi-mahi, and three large tender scallops. David and Lili both ordered the Black Angus cheddar burger with fries.
 
   “It’s funny,” Lili said. “No matter how big the menu is, we both always order the exact same thing.”
 
   “And if they’ve got a hamburger, it’s a no-brainer,” David said.
 
   After dinner, I dropped David at his dad’s and then drove Lili to Shayna’s. She wasn’t eager to share quarters with David’s crabby big sister, but I was leaving early the next morning and I wouldn’t have time to take her over there.
 
   “Would you come in for a minute?” Lili said, as we pulled up at the house. “I don’t know Shayna and I want to make sure she really meant it when she told me I could stay with her until the funeral.”
 
   In the dark we picked our way through broken plastic toys, knee-high weeds, and past a growling brown dog to get to the front door. Shayna’s house was the mirror-image of her mother’s, and once we got inside, it had the same general look of being recently tossed by a disgruntled burglar who’d failed to come across anything of value.
 
   “Oh, it’s you,” Shayna said, coming out from a back room. The door had been answered by a sullen teenager I assumed was the daughter Shayna had spoken of earlier. The girl didn’t appear to be much younger than Lili but she had the haunted look of a forty-year-old hooker. She had unkempt shoulder-length black hair, a pierced nose ring, and an angry black and red tattoo of a laughing skull on her upper arm. 
 
   “That’s Midge,” said Shayna. She nodded toward the girl who still hadn’t said a single word. 
 
   “Shut up, Mom. You know I don’t like that. My name’s Madeline, like the little girl in the picture books.”
 
   I smiled and mumbled a “nice to meet you” but my mind was reeling with reconciling the creature standing before me with the charming red-haired girl in the blue jumper and bobby sox in the children’s books, Madeline Goes to Paris, Madeline Goes to Tea, and so on. Madeline Gets a Scary Tramp Stamp just didn’t compute.
 
   “I hope it’s still all right if I stay here,” said Lili.
 
   “Sure, no worries. You can bunk with Midge. Right, sister?”
 
   Midge looked Lili up and down. “I found a cockroach in my room last night this big.” She held her thumb and forefinger apart about four inches. “I squished it, but at school they say they always travel in pairs. Sometimes in packs, like wolves.”
 
   Lili turned to me. “Can I talk with you a minute?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Her eyes darted from Shayna to Midge. “Outside?”
 
   We went out into the balmy black night. Shayna’s porch light was either burned out or she hadn’t bothered to turn it on.
 
   “I can’t stay here,” said Lili. 
 
   I was about to say “Why not?” just to mess with her, but then figured she’d been through enough the past couple of weeks.
 
   “I understand. Do you want to stay with me tonight? We’ll have to find you another place in the morning, though.”
 
   “There’s no way I’ll stay here,” she said.
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Lili turned and headed for the car. 
 
   “Hey,” I said. “We need to let Shayna know there’s been a change of plans.”
 
   “No worries,” she said not breaking stride. “Whatever you tell her is okay with me.”
 
   I bumbled my way through a pathetic excuse about Lili being allergic to dogs. Shayna countered that the dog never came in the house—which, from the clumps of dog hair on the sofa and in the corners of the room seemed as big a lie as the one I was spinning—but I held firm. I said Lili would see her at the funeral and bolted.
 
   We made our way back to the B & B for one final night. I checked the flights to Maui and the only flight with a reasonable fare was the first flight of the day—around nine a.m. 
 
   By the time I shut down the computer, Lili had slipped into an oversize T-shirt and was getting into bed. 
 
   I was tired but wired. Lying in bed staring at the ceiling wasn’t how I wanted to spend the next couple of hours. 
 
   “Will you be okay here for a while?” I said. “I have to go out.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “I need to run a quick errand before I leave tomorrow. I should be back in less than an hour.”
 
   “Okay, but don’t wake me up when you come in. I need my sleep.”
 
   I shook my head as I made my way to the car. How would it feel to believe the world revolved around you? To think your wishes, your needs, and your happiness were the most important things on earth and everyone else in your life was only there to make sure you were taken care of? Then I smiled. After all, hadn’t I once been naïve, pretty, and almost eighteen?
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   Charlene Cooper’s house didn’t look quite so purple at night. In fact, with the soft glow of lights in the windows and the scent of lavender wafting up from the riotous garden out front, the place looked downright cozy. I associate the fragrance of lavender with my mother. I don’t remember much about my life with her since she died when I was only six, but I can clearly recall nuzzling up to her at bedtime, safe in the bubble of her signature scent. 
 
   I knocked on the door and waited. No one answered. I knocked again.
 
   “This better be an emergency,” said a husky voice from the other side of the door. The door opened and a wiry woman of about fifty stared out at me with a fierce face. Her orange-colored hair burst from her scalp in a frizzle, circling her head like one of Farrah’s auras. She wore a dark purple shift with a white front panel. The panel was embroidered with a smiling yellow sun with red curlicue rays trailing out from it like petals on a daisy. No doubt Farrah would’ve described Charlene’s choice of attire as “bitchin’ cool.” 
 
   “Whaddaya want?” she said by way of greeting.
 
   “I’m sorry to stop by so late, but I’d appreciate a few minutes of your time. I’ve got a problem and I think you might be able to help.” In hostage negotiations class at air marshal school we’d learned a good way to approach a defiant suspect is to ask for their help.
 
   “What kind of problem? You look fine to me.”
 
   “It’s not a medical situation; it’s a paperwork problem.”
 
   She twisted her face into an even fiercer scowl. “Paperwork. The bane of my existence.”
 
   “I’m sure it is. But unfortunately, it’s the life’s blood of Hawaii bureaucracy.”
 
   She invited me in and I kicked off my sandals at the door. The house looked like something out of a Hobbit movie with oddly carved dark wood furniture, colorful rag rugs, and loudly ticking clocks on nearly every wall. And there were cats—too many to count.
 
   “Are we going to need to sit down for this?” she said.
 
   “No, mahalo. I won’t stay long.”
 
   She crossed her arms tightly and waited.
 
   “I’m a wedding planner from Maui,” I began. Her face nearly caved in on itself and her eyes rolled skyward, but I soldiered on. “I have a client who was born here on the Kona side and her birth certificate somehow got switched with another child’s.”
 
   She leaned back. “And just how do you suppose that happened?”
 
   “Well, I’m not sure. I assume whenever there’s a lot of stuff going on at one time, like when you deliver multiple babies on the same day, it probably gets pretty hectic. And, like you said, paperwork is not a high priority in medical work, and—” 
 
   “I didn’t say it wasn’t a priority. I said it’s the bane of my existence. I’m one of only two midwives over here. There’s always some lawyer lurking around trying to trip me up for incorrect dosing or negligence or worse. How’d you like it if your entire livelihood rested on whether you remembered to put a decimal point in front of a number?”
 
   I nodded my head. “I understand.”
 
   “I seriously doubt you do.”
 
   “Anyway, I wanted to talk to you about a birth certificate mix-up from seventeen years ago,” I said.
 
   “You’re joking, right?”
 
   “I’m afraid not. I think you might remember the situation. A baby girl was born to a woman named Lokelani Kaula Vick. From birth, the little girl suffered from breathing problems. She died four days later.”
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Why would you think I’d have knowledge of that case?”
 
   “Because you were present when she died. You even signed the death certificate,” I said. “It was back when you were still a nurse at the hospital. By the way, I’m curious what happened with that. With nurses in such short supply here on Hawaii, what could you possibly have done that was so awful you got banished?”
 
   Her eyes became mere slits. “Get out of my house. Now.” She gripped my elbow and shoved me toward the door. I wasn’t used to being pushed around like that outside of a kung fu fight and my instincts kicked in. I stepped back and stomped on her instep.
 
   “You bitch!” she screamed. She flayed her arms in an attempt to slap me but I easily ducked her blows.
 
   I thought she was being overly dramatic. I mean, we were both barefoot. How much could a little foot stomp hurt? And why so much rage over simply being asked why you’d gotten fired?
 
   I grabbed my rubba slippas at the door and hurried out to my car. I was beginning to think maybe I should invest in charm school. My lack of tact was definitely hampering my ability to get things done.
 
   ***
 
   I drove back to the B & B chastising myself for mishandling the meeting with Charlene.  In the time I’d been on the Big Island I’d failed to make much, if any, progress in reconciling the birth certificate error. I’d met the two women involved in the mix-up—Loke Vick and Charlene Cooper—but I was no closer to figuring out who had given birth to Lili Kapahu. And, that meant I was no closer to getting my hands on her real birth certificate. Without that, she not only couldn’t move forward with her wedding but her origin remained a mystery.  
 
   But maybe it didn’t matter. David and Lili seemed reconciled with honoring David’s mother by allowing time to grieve following the funeral. In four months they’d be old enough to use their driver’s licenses as I.D. for the marriage license. Maybe I should just leave well enough alone.
 
   I’d grown up with a murky past history so I knew it was possible to have a great life even with skeletons in your closet. But sooner or later, those skeletons come out. And when they do, you better have friends and family who have your back. From the looks of things, David was willing to step up. But did Lili have anyone else? It didn’t look like she did.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning I woke up before first light. I didn’t know where Lili would go after I left, but I hoped David could help her find a place to stay. My roommate, Steve, often chides me about getting too involved in my clients’ personal lives and he’s probably right. But isn’t getting married about as personal as it gets? I mean, every day I deal with pretty much all of the highly-charged elements of my clients’ lives: money, family, tradition, and, of course, sex. Not that I get that involved with the sex stuff. But believe me, I hear more about it than I’d like.
 
   I was brushing my teeth, trying to spit quietly so I wouldn’t wake Lili. All of a sudden, my cell phone began chiming. As I lunged for it, I checked the clock next to the bed. It said 5:38. Who’d be calling at that hour? And then I remembered. On the mainland, depending on where they were calling from, it was anywhere from 8:38 to 11:38 a.m. I used to pretend I was wide awake when I got crack-of-dawn calls; as if I was so hard-working and diligent that getting a full night’s sleep wasn’t a priority. But lately I’ve found myself offering mainland callers a pithy tutelage in American time zones.
 
   “Aloha,” I said.
 
   “Aloha, babe. Sorry to wake you.” 
 
   “Hatch?”
 
   “Yeah. Who else would be calling you this early?”
 
   I could’ve rattled off a few names and explained about the time zone situation, but Hatch had probably meant it as a rhetorical question.
 
   “I wanted to check in and see how things are going,” he said.
 
   “At five-thirty in the morning?”
 
   “Nah. I’m kidding. I’m really calling because I need to ask you a favor.” His voice sounded strained. As if he knew what he was about to say was going to irk me.
 
   “Okay,” I said, drawing out the word.
 
   “I need you to pick me up at the Kona airport this afternoon. I forgot something over there and I’m coming back over to get it.”
 
   “You don’t have to come all this way. Just tell me what it is and I’ll pick it up. I’m heading home this morning anyway.”
 
   “Thanks, but I need to handle this myself.” Again, his voice was edgy. “Do you mind staying one more day? I’ll get us a place to stay and I’ll pay for your ticket home if you’ll wait and come home with me.”
 
   “Are you okay?” I said. “If something’s wrong, please tell me.”
 
   “Nothing’s wrong. I’d just appreciate it if you’d agree to hang out there one more day.” 
 
   “But you won’t tell me what’s going on?”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   There was a pause while I waited for him to cave and tell me what was going on. The pause went on a beat too long.
 
   “Hatch, if there’s something up, I’d really like to know what it is. You know I’m not a big fan of guessing games.”
 
   “Nothing’s wrong. Just meet me at the airport, okay? I’m off duty in a couple of hours. I’ll go home to pack and then head out to the airport. My plane lands in Kona at around two-thirty.”
 
   “But if you’re getting here that early, why do we need to stay over? We could catch an evening flight back to Maui.”
 
   “Yeah, but I had a rough shift last night. Two car accidents, a near-drowning, and three medical calls. I didn’t get much sleep. If it’s okay with you, I’d rather relax tonight and come back in the morning.”
 
   “You’ll make the arrangements?”
 
   “Yep. I already have. Bed, breakfast, everything. All I need from you is a ride from the airport.”
 
   I couldn’t argue with his logic. When Hatch was on Maui he was always technically on call. If he was off-island he wouldn’t be called in unless there was an island-wide emergency like a tsunami. 
 
   At eight o’clock I woke up Lili. 
 
   “I thought you might be gone by now,” she said.
 
   “Nope, change of plans. My friend Hatch is coming over for the day and he asked me to pick him up at the airport. But, still, you need to call David and figure out where you’ll be staying for the next few days.”
 
   “He’ll make me stay at Shayna’s,” she whined.
 
   “Look, Lili. I’m afraid I see only two options: go back to Maui or stay at Shayna’s. What’ll it be?”
 
   She covered her eyes with her hands and made weeping sounds. It sounded pretty phony to me, but I gave in anyway.
 
   “What do you want me to do?” I said. “You can’t stay here. In fact, we need to be out of this room before noon.”
 
   “Please find me a place that isn’t so awful. I promise I’ll pay you back later.”
 
   I wanted to point out that if she was old enough to get married she ought to be old enough to find herself a place to stay. But then it hit me: who would rent a hotel room to an underage kid from a neighbor island? Everything about her spelled “runaway.” 
 
   “Okay. Tell you what. My friend won’t be here until after we have to check out. So, until then, I’ll do what I can to find you a place.”
 
   “Mahalo,” she said, giving me a hug. “I’ll never forget this.”
 
   “So get up and get ready. I don’t want to have to ask for a late check-out.”
 
   She saluted me. “Aye, aye, captain.” 
 
   I packed up my own meager belongings thinking about my success with Sifu Doug’s niece, Kaili, and how I’d considered the “mom job” pretty much a slam dunk. But in reality the day-in and day-out of parenting was no doubt a lot more perplexing than I’d imagined. 
 
   And, speaking of perplexing: what in the world could Hatch have forgotten that was worth taking a full-fare flight back to Kona and spending big bucks for a one-night stay at a bed and breakfast? Not to mention paying my way back home. Whatever it was, he was willing to open his wallet to get it back.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   I was fresh out of ideas of where to stash Lili. Obviously, Shayna’s place was available, but hardly suitable; and David’s father’s house was out of the question for more than a couple of reasons. I could check her in at a local hotel and lie and say I’d be staying with her. But I wasn’t in the mood to get dinged for an outlandish room-service bill if she ran amok. Even worse, what would I do if they got wind of her staying there alone and they kicked her to the curb? No, she was my responsibility and I needed to get creative.
 
   We’d cleared out the room and I was about to stash the last of the stuff in the car when my cell went off. I was rolling my roller-bag in one hand, carrying Lili’s enormous suitcase in the other, and I had my beach bag purse draped over one shoulder. I dug out the phone but couldn’t read the number in the bright sunlight. I figured it was Hatch calling since he had hours to kill before his flight.
 
   “Hi, sweetie,” I said clamping the phone between my chin and shoulder. 
 
   There was a pause. Then a female voice said, “I’m sorry, I’m trying to reach Pali Moon.”
 
   Why is it we get embarrassed when we make an honest mistake like that? Whatever the reason, I was.
 
   “Sorry. This is Pali. I was expecting a call from someone else.”
 
   “Ah, this is Loke. I just wanted to call and see if Charlene was able to help you. I hope you don’t think I’m being snoopy, but I—”
 
   I interrupted. “No, it’s not snoopy at all. I certainly understand.” How could I tactfully tell her I’d untactfully infuriated Charlene by mentioning her losing her job and we’d ended up in an embarrassing exchange that could best be described as a cat fight?
 
   “Uh, well, I’m afraid Charlene wasn’t in much of a mood to talk,” I said. “Or maybe she didn’t remember. Whatever the reason, I’m afraid I didn’t learn anything useful.”
 
   “Charlene can be prickly. You didn’t bring up anything about her losing her job, did you? She’s real touchy about that.”
 
   I wanted to say it might have been prudent of Loke to clue me in on that before I’d met with Charlene, but it was too late now.
 
   “Are you still on the island?” she said.
 
   “For one more day. I’ll be going back to Maui tomorrow.”
 
   She mumbled something like “sorry it didn’t work out” or whatever, but I cut her off. “Say, Loke. Do you know of someone who could take Lili in for a few nights? You probably heard Malia Byers passed away this week. She was Lili’s fiancé’s mother and Lili wants to stay until the funeral.”
 
   “Yes, I heard. Malia was well-known here in Kealakekua. In fact, our farm helped with funding the improvements at Higashihara Park. So sad she died before the blessing on Saturday. We’re planning to go.”
 
   “Yes, it’s sad.” I waited for her to answer my original question but she cut me off.
 
   “Oh, sorry Pali, but some visitors just showed up. I should run.” She hung up before I had a chance to say “good-bye.”
 
   I clicked off the call and when I turned around, Lili was standing right behind me. 
 
   “Were you talking to that lady whose daughter had my birth certificate?” she said. 
 
   “You’ve got it kind of backwards, but yes. She called to see if I’d been able to get any information about it. I asked her if she knew of someone who could put you up for a few days but she didn’t get a chance to answer.”
 
   “I don’t want to stay at some stranger’s place. What if they’re scary like David’s sister? Or worse?”
 
   “You know what they say—sometimes the devil you know is better than the devil you don’t know,” I said.
 
   “What? You’re gonna leave me here with devils?”
 
   I blew out a breath. Yep, the battery in my biological clock was definitely running out of juice. A tick every now and then, but certainly no alarms. The past couple of weeks had strained the little timepiece into permanent snooze mode. 
 
   “It’s just a saying, Lili. It means sometimes it’s better to go with something you’re familiar with, even if it’s not that great, than to take a chance on something that could be worse.”
 
   “What could be worse than Shayna’s? The place is a dump, Shayna’s mean, and her kid’s a skank. And I haven’t even met the rest of the family.”
 
   “Those are your future in-laws, you know.”
 
   “I’m marrying David, not them.”
 
   “Don’t be so sure of that. You know the number one reason why marriages fail?” I said.
 
   “Money,” said Lili. 
 
   That was true. Maybe she wasn’t as naïve as I thought.
 
   “That’s right, statistically. But when you marry someone, their life’s problems become your life’s problems. If they have a crazy family it becomes your crazy family.”
 
   “But David and me aren’t going to be living anywhere near here,” she said.
 
   “I know you left Seabury Hall, but I thought David was staying in school.”
 
   “He is. But it’s over in Hilo. That’s like a hundred miles from here.”
 
   “His family is still only a phone call away. And if they want to get in your face it’s less than four hours by car. If you think you can marry David and avoid contact with his family, you’re kidding yourself. Haven’t you noticed? He’s Hawaiian.”
 
   She shot me a load of stink eye. “I know that. So am I.”
 
   “Thanks to your hanai mom you have a Hawaiian name. But from what I’ve seen, your life experience has been nothing like David’s.”
 
   “Are you dissing me? Or my parents? Because even though my mom’s kinda mad at me right now, she’s gonna come around. She’ll see what a great husband David is, and she’ll be nagging me to have a baby. You just wait.”
 
   Luckily, my phone rang.
 
   “Aloha, Loke,” I said.
 
   “I’ve talked it over with Ray,” she said. “And we’ve agreed Lili should stay here, with us.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know—”
 
   “No really. It will be fine. We agree that bonding with Lili could give me a chance to get past my loss. I don’t think it’s a mere coincidence she came into my life. I need her. And it sounds like she could use some support right now. First this birth certificate thing, and now her fiancé’s mother dying? I think we could be good for each other.”
 
   “Would you mind if I called you back?” I said. “I’m kind of in the middle of something.”
 
   “Certainly. I keep my phone in my pocket so call when you’re free.”
 
   I asked Lili if she’d like to head over to the breakfast room and I’d join her in a few minutes. I said I needed to make a call but I’d be right over.
 
   As soon as she was out of earshot, I called Loke back. “It’s really kind of you to offer to take in Lili,” I said. “But to be fair, I must warn you she’s a handful. She’s an only child and her parents have pretty much catered to her every whim.”
 
   “Pali, perhaps you’re forgetting that if my own Lili had lived she would’ve been an only child, as well. We’ve got three little guest cottages and I’d love to offer one to Lili for as long as she needs it. Free of charge, of course.”
 
   “Mahalo. That’s very generous.”
 
   “I hope you won’t find it pathetic when I say I can’t wait to have her here with me.”
 
   “Please try to remember that when she demands cream and sugar in her coffee tomorrow morning,” I said.
 
   “Oh, I would expect her to! When I was her age I hated black coffee. I made my dear mother make me hot chocolate every morning.” She chuckled. I couldn’t help but wonder why it was that the spoiled always seem to find people who can’t wait to spoil them. Oh well, as Auntie Mana used to say, “Every pot has its lid.”
 
   After breakfast, I drove Lili down to the coffee farm. Loke must’ve been eyeballing the dirt road leading up to it like a Hatfield checking for McCoys, because as soon as I started down the steep incline she shot out of the door of the gift shop and began heading in our direction.
 
   Lili said, “So, her little girl who died was also named Lili?”
 
   “Yeah. That’s probably why your birth certificates got switched.”
 
   “That’s so sad. I’m gonna be extra nice to her so she’ll think her daughter would’ve been nice. Sometimes I don’t work so hard at being nice.”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “Oh yeah. You may not believe it, but it’s kinda hard to be nice all the time if you’re not seriously focused on it.”
 
   We parked and Lili got out and hugged Loke. I thought the older woman might cry, but her smile looked genuine.
 
   “It’s so wonderful to have you staying here with us,” Loke said.
 
   “Mahalo for having me. I hope I won’t be any trouble. I’d really like to help out wherever I can.”
 
   I stared at Lili, unable to comprehend how easily she could turn the charm on and off. It was like watching a magician’s sleight of hand.
 
   “I’ve set you up in the first guest cottage. It’s closest to the house, so you can come over whenever you’d like but you’ll also have your privacy.”
 
   “Mahalo. That’s great. I’d seriously like you to find something for me to do to help out. Pali probably told you I’ve recently lost my future mother-in-law and it would help to keep busy and not think about it. I’m a good worker.”
 
   I wanted to mumble “since when?” but I stifled my pique.
 
   Loke invited us to the house for coffee. I had almost two hours before I had to leave for the airport to pick up Hatch, so I agreed.
 
   Ray Vick was in the kitchen when we walked in. He was about my height, with intense dark eyes. His skin was the color of old pennies, and his black hair was pulled back into a stubby ponytail. “Naturally Kona” was embroidered above the breast pocket of his khaki shirt, and his jeans were held up by a length of hemp rope knotted above the fly. To me, he looked like the quintessential “man of the earth.” A textbook example of a long-time Kona coffee farmer.
 
   “Welcome to our home,” he said in a soft voice. He glanced over at his wife as if checking for signs of distress. She was still smiling, but her eyes darted from Lili to Ray as if trying to send him a signal.
 
   “How lucky for me to get another cup of your coffee before I have to leave,” I said trying to cut through the tension that hung in the air like thick morning fog. “It’s wonderful. Very full-bodied flavor without even a hint of bitterness.” I sounded like an ersatz sommelier describing the wine-of-the-month at Outback Steakhouse.
 
   Everyone shot me a pitying look. 
 
   “Sorry,” I said. “I’m afraid I’m not good at small talk.” 
 
   “Relax, Pali,” Ray said. “I know we’re all a little on edge. But Lili is very welcome here, and Loke and I are both looking forward to her visit. We only wish it were under more pleasant circumstances.”
 
   “I heard Malia took her own life,” said Loke. “It’s tragic for her family. But I’d also heard she had a lot of health problems. Sometimes it’s just too much to bear.”
 
   “I hope the autopsy comes back soon,” I said. “There are some people who think the circumstances look suspicious.”
 
   “David, for one,” said Lili. “He said his mother would never do something like that.”
 
   “It’s always hard to imagine a loved one in so much pain,” said Loke.
 
   “It’s not that,” said Lili. “David said his mother was actually doing better lately. His sisters told him the Parks Department might be naming a park for her.” 
 
   Now it was Lili’s turn to get the pitying look.
 
   “No, seriously,” Lili said. “He said there was supposed to be a blessing this Saturday and his mom was going to cut the ribbon and maybe even make a speech.”
 
   Loke busied herself with getting coffee cups down while Ray fussed with grinding the beans. I offered to help Lili unload her stuff from the car and get settled into the cottage.
 
   “Do you know who found David’s mom on Monday?” I said. We were making our way to the first of three guest houses on the property. This one was painted pale blue with white trim around the windows and a white Dutch door. Above the door was a sign that read, “Cloud Cottage.”
 
   “Why’s the door cut in half?” Lili said as we went inside.
 
   “It’s called a Dutch door.” I unlatched the top from the bottom and pulled the top half open. “See? It’s both a window and a door.”
 
   “Cool.” 
 
   We both took in the one-room cottage. It had a queen-sized bed made up with a fluffy blue comforter with appliqued white clouds, a tiny bathroom with sink, toilet and corner tiled shower, and a two-person wooden table with chairs sized to fit a six-year-old.
 
   “Really cute,” I said. I could only imagine what Hatch would think of a place like that. He’d probably call it a kiddy doll-house and ask to be moved to adult quarters, but it was perfect for Lili.
 
   “I wish I could stay here forever,” said Lili. She fell back on the bed and stared at the ceiling. “Maybe the birth certificate was right and the death certificate was wrong. Maybe Loke and Ray are my real parents, after all.”
 
   “Your ‘real’ parents are the people who raised you,” I said. 
 
   She snorted an edgy laugh. “Sure. But remember? My mom kicked me out when I got engaged to David. Maybe she’s decided to stop being my mom.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s an option,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, you’re probably right. That’s why David said he’s sure his mom didn’t kill herself. He said no matter how bad things got, she’d never leave him and his sisters. Never.”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
   I bid my farewells and drove out to the Kona Airport to pick up Hatch. It irked me a little he’d refused to tell me what he’d forgotten. I could’ve located it for him and been home a day sooner. It wasn’t like Hatch to be secretive with me, but ever since he’d gone off to wildland fire training in Montana last year I’d seen a change in him. He’d become quieter, moodier, and less enthusiastic about the perks of island life. It seemed as if he was itching to trade surfing and perfect weather for skiing and twenty-below. For me, any talk of a move to the mainland was a deal breaker. For Hatch, the push-pull of go or don’t go seemed to be taking a toll. 
 
   I entered the open-air airport. There wasn’t much of a waiting area since the bulk of the tiny airport was beyond the security screening, but it was already after two o’clock so I wouldn’t need to wait long.
 
   Fifteen minutes later, Hatch appeared. He carried a tiny duffle bag and looked deep in thought. He walked right past me, making me hustle alongside him to get his attention. I touched his arm.
 
   “Are you okay?” I said. 
 
   “Uh, yeah. Sorry. I thought you’d be waiting out by the curb.”
 
   I pointed to the miniscule duffle bag. It was barely bigger than my purse. “Have you got more luggage?”
 
   “I’m a firefighter. I prepare for the worst, and only take what I can carry.”
 
   I laughed. “So ‘the worst’ involves spending the night with me?”
 
   He scowled. Then he took me in his arms and kissed me. It was one of those “first base” kisses that seemed destined to quickly head for second, but I pulled back. 
 
   “Whoa, you want to get us busted for bringing fireworks to an airport?” I said.
 
   He scowled deeper. “What are you talking about?” Seems his touchiness was on full alert.
 
   “Nothing. It was a compliment.” 
 
   “Ah. Well, I don’t care. I missed you.”
 
   “What’s this thing you forgot?”
 
   “You’ll see. It’s a secret.”
 
   I blew out a breath. Why is it most of my good friends—Farrah, Hatch, and Ono, to name a few—think I like surprises? I hate them. In fact, I’m not even fond of good surprises. Some people take great pleasure in things like surprise birthday parties or financial windfalls, but for me, being knowingly kept in the dark is maddening.
 
   We walked back to the car in silence. It didn’t seem to bother Hatch, nor did he seem to realize I was irritated. 
 
   I went around to the driver’s side and Hatch spoke up. “I’ll drive.”
 
   “The car’s in my name,” I said.
 
   “This sure looks like the same car we had last weekend. It was, if you’ll remember, signed out to me.”
 
   “You win.” I threw him the keys. At that point I wished I’d told him to handle his own forgotten item and I’d gone home to Maui as planned.
 
   As if he’d finally picked up on my pique, he said, “Look, I appreciate you coming out and getting me like this,” he said. “And I’m not trying to rile you up. I just need to do what I came for in my own way.”
 
   I slid into the passenger seat and buckled up. 
 
   Ten minutes later we were turning off the highway at Palani Road.
 
   “This isn’t the way to the bed and breakfast,” I said.
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Isn’t that where you would’ve lost something? Or was it somewhere else?”
 
   “I didn’t say I lost anything,” he said. “I said I forgot something.” A beat passed and he said, “Are you hungry? I’m starving. Let’s find a place to have lunch.” 
 
   We parked in a lot off of Kuakini and then spent ten minutes looking for a way to get back down to Ali’i Drive where all the restaurants were.
 
   “This place is nuts,” said Hatch. “Why do they make it so hard to find a way through here?”
 
   From what I’d seen, the town of Kailua-Kona was a hodge-podge of old and new buildings cobbled together in a fashion that defied logic. Unlike Lahaina, this little seaside town seemed as if it thumbed its nose at commerce. Just try to park near a locally-owned store or restaurant you want to visit. If you want to shop at WalMart or eat at McDonald’s there’s no problem. But if you want to shop or eat local, the place will make you work hard to part with your money.
 
   Finally, we were seated at a beach-themed restaurant a few steps up from street level. The elevated seating allowed diners to see over the low sea wall along Ali’i Drive and gave the place a respite from the noise and exhaust of the traffic below.
 
   We ordered sandwiches and iced tea. Hatch seemed in no hurry to accomplish what he’d come for and even I had started to “mellow out” as Farrah would put it.
 
   “Why won’t you tell me what this is about?” I said. I tried going for a playful tone, but it still came out whiny.
 
   “It’s not something I want you to worry about,” he said. “Trust me, everything’s fine. And, like I said before, I appreciate you being a good sport about it.”
 
   I hadn’t been a good sport. In fact, I’d been a lousy sport. 
 
   We finished lunch and retraced the path to our car. Hatch drove a couple of blocks and pulled into the King Kamehameha Hotel and parked under the portico.
 
   “How could you forget something here?” I said. “We didn’t even go here.”
 
   “Correction—you didn’t go here. I came here while you were at the coffee farm on Saturday. This place has got a great little sandy beach out back.”
 
   “You forgot something at the beach?”
 
   “Could you give me a minute?” Hatch said. “I need to check in at the desk.”
 
   I wandered past the reception area into a spacious room filled with high-quality paintings and glass cases holding Hawaiian artifacts. The entire collection appeared to be a shrine devoted to King Kamehameha. There was an impressive mural showing Kamehameha wearing nothing but a kapa wrap flung across his shoulder like Gandhi. He seemed to be talking to a younger man wearing the fancy yellow and red feather cape of a Hawaiian chief, probably his son or brother. To the left was a tranquil scene of ancient daily life—a woman sitting on the ground in front of a grass house and three other women clustered nearby. Since Kamehameha was known to have multiple wives, I figured this was some sort of “family portrait” and the placement of each of the women probably held some significance in the pecking order.
 
   I moved on to the other items on display. There were at least a dozen portraits of Hawaiian royalty, including Queen Ka’ahumanu, who I remembered as the plucky wife of Kamehameha who’d dared to pick a fight with him and had to flee to the pu’uhonua. At one end of the room a brilliant yellow and red ahu’ula, or feather cape, was on display. I was stunned to see it appeared to be made of real bird feathers, unlike the faux fringe model on display at my high school. In ancient times, subjects of the king often paid their tributes, or taxes, in bird feathers. The yellow and red ones were considered the most valuable. The king wore a full-length cape of yellow and red feathers at ceremonial occasions or into battle. I figured it could go two ways. The bright colors would identify him to his own warriors to make sure they didn’t spear him by mistake. But they’d also alert the enemy of who the top dog was and give them a pretty conspicuous target if they were looking to end the battle quickly.  
 
   A lei nio palaoa was also on display. This is a pendant necklace made from the tooth of a sperm whale. The tooth is strung from a thick black rope of woven human hair. There’s no known history of whale hunting by ancient Hawaiians, so the theory is they got whale teeth only if a whale became beached. The beached whale became the property of the king. At the far end, near the exit doors, was a full-sized dug-out canoe like the ones we’d seen at the pu’uhonua. 
 
   I meandered through the exhibits wondering who owned all this stuff. Most of it was museum-quality, and the presentation was first class. It seemed strange that this impressive, and no doubt priceless, collection was housed in the lobby of a hotel. People staying at the hotel passed by on their way to the parking lot or the pool, seemingly oblivious to the treasure trove in their midst.
 
   After a few minutes, Hatch reappeared.
 
   “Pretty cool stuff,” he said. “Did you see the feather cape?”
 
   “How could I miss it?”
 
   “Yeah, when I came here before I couldn’t believe all this great stuff was here. But come outside. It gets even better.”
 
   He led me down a long sidewalk leading to a sandy beach. About a dozen outrigger canoes were parked parallel to each other along the shoreline, with small groups of people milling about as if getting ready to launch them. 
 
   “Looks like fun,” Hatch said.
 
   “Yeah. You know, I’ve lived in the islands all my life and I’ve never been in an outrigger canoe. My auntie wasn’t a big fan of water sports. But I think it was more about the cost than the fact that she wasn’t interested.”
 
   “You’ve never been in one of these?”
 
   “No, but as you know, I never learned to swim, either. We went to the beach for two reasons: huli-huli chicken and gossip. The other stuff, like sunbathing and surfing, was pretty much left to the tourists.”
 
   “That settles it. We’ve got to go out in a canoe today.” He headed for a red and white canoe on the far end of the small cove.
 
   I ran to keep up with him. “Hatch, didn’t you hear the part about ‘I can’t swim’? And besides, this looks like some kind of rowing club.”
 
   “No worries, they look like cool people.” He shouted to a knot of people standing by the red and white canoe. “Mind if we join you?”
 
   A guy who could pass as a clone for Farrah’s catamaran skipper husband, Ono, turned and faced us. He had the same unruly brown hair bleached blond at the crown, rumpled khaki board shorts, and a tan so deep his teeth seemed to glow when he smiled.
 
   “We’re giving a lesson. You two want to come along?” The guy pointed to the canoe.
 
   “Sounds great,” said Hatch.
 
   “What’s going on?” I whispered to Hatch. “I thought you came over here to get something you forgot. Shouldn’t we focus on that?”
 
   He ignored me, instead clapping the guy on the shoulder and saying, “Thanks, bruddah. Count us in.” 
 
   “Look,” I said to the outrigger guy. “We haven’t the first clue of how to do this. Maybe we should come back another time.” By now I was getting seriously annoyed with Hatch. Being a fireman makes him used to last-minute change-ups. The alarm bell goes off and he leaps into action. For me, a wedding planner, the job title pretty much sums it up. I like to plan.
 
   “No worries, hop on in,” said the guy. “By the way, the name’s Mike.”
 
   “I’m Hatch,” said Hatch, gripping Mike’s hand in a ‘cool guy’ handshake. “And this is Pali.”
 
   I leaned in and gave Mike a quick conventional handshake. I felt more than a bit apprehensive, but figured that, for once, I’d try going with the flow. I didn’t have anywhere to be and Hatch had promised to get us back to Maui tomorrow, so why not try a little boat ride?
 
   Mike threw Hatch two well-worn life vests. “I need you guys to put these on. Safety regs require guests to wear them.”
 
   Hatch blew out a breath. “I’m a firefighter. I’m trained in open water rescue.”
 
   “Good for you,” Mike said. “But in my canoe, you’re a guest.”
 
   Hatch helped me tighten the straps on my life vest. In air marshal training I’d had to jump into a pool and tread water while donning one of those yellow water-landing vests flight attendants demonstrate before take-off. I’d barely passed. There isn’t much that scares me, but drowning’s right up there with the Ebola virus.
 
   Mike placed us in the canoe according to some unspoken order. Hatch was told to go to the bow or very front of the canoe and Mike directed me to sit directly behind him. Hatch took my elbow and helped me balance as I climbed in. The canoe felt solid but we were still up on the sand. How tippy would it get when we pushed off into the waves?
 
   Mike ordered people into the rest of the seats and then he took the seat in the very back. 
 
   “Okay, first we’re gonna learn a little bit about the canoe and how to row,” said Mike in a no-nonsense voice. “If you don’t speak Hawaiian, no worries, but a lot of the vocabulary is in Hawaiian since this sport originated in Hawaii. Like most things, the guys who invent it get to call the shots.”
 
   He went on to explain the parts of the canoe: the hull, the ama (the outrigger part that floats off to the side) and the lakos, (which are the two pieces connecting the ama to the hull). He went on to explain the different seats of the canoe and what each seat is supposed to do. Hatch was in seat one. Mike explained seat one is the “stroker” or pace setter. All the other paddlers are supposed to follow his rhythm. I was in seat two. Seat two is the “caller.” That person is supposed call out if a change in pace or direction is needed. I flashed Mike a worried look and he said I’d get a pass on the calling since I was just learning.
 
   The next three seats were the “power seats.” Those positions are supposed to keep the canoe moving forward and watch that the ama doesn’t come out of the water. Mike said if the ama becomes airborne or unstable the entire canoe can huli or flip over.
 
   If I’d been Catholic I probably would’ve made the sign of the cross at that point, but as it was, I just winced.
 
   “I’m the ‘steersman’,” said Mike. “That’s the same as the captain. I’m the only person you should listen to. There are three ironclad rules: no shoes, no swearing, and absolutely no stepping over the hull. Stepping over a canoe is disrespectful. If you need to get to the other side, you go around. Understood?”
 
   Everyone nodded. I looked longingly at the crystal blue swimming pool only a few yards away. For me, pools aren’t about swimming; it’s the lounge chairs and umbrella drinks that come with the package.
 
   Since we were already seated, four guys came alongside to push us into the water. They waded up to their waists and gave a big shove. 
 
   Mike yelled, “Ma kau kau?”
 
   Each of us glanced around as if hoping someone else knew the answer.
 
   Mike said, “Ma kau kau means ‘Are you ready?’ You’re supposed to shout ‘Ai’ in response.
 
   We all feebly muttered, “Ai.”
 
   “Let’s try that again,” Mike said. “We need to at least start out strong. Okay, ma kau kau?”
 
   “Ai,” we yelled. It felt good. It filled me with the same kick-ass attitude I get at kung fu tournaments. Maybe if I could get past obsessing about my lungs collapsing as I went under for the third time, I might actually learn to enjoy this.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 21
 
   We paddled back to shore, weary but relaxed. My arms ached from pulling the paddle through the water, and my back was stiff from bending left for four strokes and then right for four strokes.
 
   “What’d you think?” said Hatch as we exited the canoe. I was careful to stay on my side, even though it meant getting my feet wet as I passed around the front of the hull. 
 
   “Loved it,” I said. “I was a little nervous at first, but it’s exhilarating to fly through the water like that.”
 
   I looked back as the last of the canoes was being hauled up on the beach. Mike appeared to be hitting on one of the women who’d been in our group. She was a curvy blond with an accent—Pennsylvania? Maybe New Jersey?—who he’d assigned to the seat directly in front of him. Seems inspecting her backside for more than an hour-long boat ride had stirred his interest.
 
   “But what about the thing you forgot?” I said. “Shouldn’t you be dealing with that?”
 
   “All in good time,” he said. He leaned over and gave me a peck on the mouth. 
 
   “Are we going to the room now?” I said.
 
   “Not yet. There’s something I want you to see first.”
 
   He led me around the beach and up onto a paved walkway. Earlier, when we’d paddled out of the cove, I’d noticed a thatched structure with a steep roof but I figured it was just a Disneyland-style mockup for a beach luau or a tourist photo op.
 
   “Where are we going?”
 
   “Here. Do you know where you’re standing?”
 
   I shook my head.
 
   “This is where King Kamehameha lived. He actually lived here, and this rock thing…” He pointed to a lava rock platform that every Hawaiian school kid would immediately recognize as a heiau, or sacred place. 
 
   “You mean the heiau?” I said.
 
   “Yeah. I’m afraid that word has way too many vowels for a mainland guy like me. Anyway, this is the actual place where Kamehameha came before battles to pray for victory. Isn’t that amazing?”
 
   “I love stuff like this,” I said.
 
   “I know you do. And I love you. That’s why I wanted you to see this.”
 
   He pulled me close and put his arm around my waist as we walked back to the room. Who says late afternoon “happy hour” is best spent tossing back discounted mai tais? 
 
    When we got up for dinner it was already dark outside. I put on the crop pants and shirt I’d worn earlier in the day and tried to smooth out the wrinkles.
 
   “I thought maybe we’d go someplace a little fancy,” Hatch said.
 
   “I didn’t bring anything fancy,” I said.
 
   “You look great. I just thought since it was our last night here you might want to haul out the bling.”
 
   I laughed. Like I had any bling—here or anywhere else.
 
   “Oh, I forgot. I brought along the dress you bought me last year,” I said. Until I’d met Hatch I had exactly one dress to my name. A little black shift that had faded to charcoal gray. For my birthday he’d bought me a fancy new dress to wear for a special event. As it turned out, I never got to wear it. It was lightweight and pretty sturdy so I’d rolled it up and tucked it in my roller bag just in case the mood struck me to get gussied up. 
 
   “Great. I’d love to finally see you in it.” It was a subtle slam. He’d been disappointed I’d chosen family drama over being with him on his special night. From my perspective, I hadn’t had a choice; from his, I’d simply made the wrong choice.
 
   I slipped into the bathroom to change. One of the downsides of sharing accommodations before a date is it pretty much squelches the “ta-dah” factor. But when I came out of the bathroom wearing the long sapphire-blue dress with the slit up to “there” Hatch let out a low whistle.
 
   “Now, that’s what I call gorgeous,” he said.
 
   “Me or the dress?”
 
   “Come here,” he said. He took me in his arms. “A minute ago that dress was in a pile on the bed looking like a beach towel. Now it looks like a million bucks. So, yeah, I’d say it was you.”
 
   “Mahalo,” I said. “Where are we going for dinner?”
 
   “One of your favorite places over here.”
 
   “Jackie Rey’s?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Rapanui Café?”
 
   “No.” He smiled. “Trust me, you’ll love it but you’ll never guess it.”
 
   He led me down to the beach and over to the area of the King Kamehameha heiau. “Close your eyes and imagine yourself here two hundred and fifty years ago,” he said.
 
   I closed my eyes. A cool breeze lifted my hair from the back of my neck and I shivered. Hatch grasped my fingers and I could feel him moving in front of me.
 
   “Okay, open your eyes.”
 
   About a dozen people were standing behind Hatch, but in the darkness of the moonless night I couldn’t even distinguish the men from the women. Tiki torches flickered, illuminating the faces and then casting them back in shadow. But among the people there was one face I’d recognize no matter how dark it was.
 
   “Farrah?”
 
   She came forward and hugged me. “I’m so excited for you.”
 
   Hatch got down on one knee and a flash went off, blinding me for a moment.
 
   “I can’t believe it’s taken me this long to do this,” he said. “Do you remember the first time we met at your house?”
 
   “I do,” I said.
 
   “Hey,” he said to the gathering behind him. “She’s already got that part down.”
 
   A cold chill skittered down my spine. I ran through the list of possible scenarios, eliminating all but one. I mean, after all, I’m in the business.
 
   Like pixelated images coming into focus I began to make out the faces looking on. Besides Farrah, there was her husband, Ono. Next to them was my roommate Steve and his latest flame, and next to them Sifu Doug and his wife Lani. In a tight knot on the far side of the group stood a handful of guys from Hatch’s fire station along with assorted wives and girlfriends. Even the dogs, Sir Lipton and Wahine, were on hand to bear witness.
 
   “How did you all come over here?” I said to Farrah. I wanted to say “why” instead of “how” but the question had pretty much already been answered.
 
   She pointed toward the water. “Everyone else flew. But Ono brought us in the cat. It’s tied up over there.” She gave me a quick hug and stepped back to join her husband.
 
   Hatch shifted slightly. He’d been down on the knee for a while and looked more than a little uncomfortable. 
 
   “Will you marry me?” he said. He popped open a square jeweler’s box. Light from a nearby tiki torch caught the ring nestled in black velvet and the diamond winked at me. 
 
   There was a hush. Everyone went still. Even the waves lapping on the shore seemed to tiptoe. I tried to smile but my face was frozen.
 
   The man I loved was kneeling in front of me looking up expectantly. Thirty-five years of little girl fantasies, teenaged daydreams, and womanly desires collided in a fog of distress.
 
   Why would he ambush me like this?
 
   I stayed silent.
 
   Hatch’s lips narrowed and a crease formed between his eyebrows. There wasn’t anything about the moment I found enjoyable. Not his discomfort, not my dismay, not the embarrassed silence of the people looking on. 
 
   After what felt like an hour and a half, but was probably closer to a minute, I found my voice. “This is such a surprise.”
 
   Hatch stood up. “Obviously.”
 
   I heard a small rustle of throat clearing and murmurs coming from the well-wishers. Ono came forward and whispered something to Hatch. He shielded his mouth with his hand so I couldn’t hear what he said, but when he finished, he shot me way more stink eye than I could ever possibly deserve. 
 
   “No, it’s cool,” said Hatch. He snapped the jeweler’s box closed as if signaling an end to the awkwardness. He pointed to the hotel bar less than two hundred feet away. It was bathed in the aquamarine glow of the underwater pool lights. “Well, since we’re all here, let’s check out this bartender’s chops. First round’s on me.”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
   Perhaps there are more miserable things in life than faking frivolity in the face of humiliation, but at the moment I couldn’t think of any. Farrah stuck by me like a conjoined twin, chattering on about the sail over from Maui and recounting recent gossip from back home. When she ran out of small talk, she started in on how she and Ono were planning to add a line of island-made organic baby food to the offerings at their store.
 
   “It’s totally rad,” she said. “When we get pregnant, I’m gonna be heavy into finding the best grinds I can get for my baby. No glop in little glass jars for my kid. No way.”
 
   The firefighters clustered around Hatch, entertaining each other in wave after wave of snarky put-downs of stupid mistakes made by the “brass.” Not only would the guys on the hoselines never make the ridiculous decisions they’d had to deal with from the higher ups, they would’ve spotted the ill-fated outcomes a mile away.
 
   After a hurried per capita intake of alcohol that put everyone except AA-member Ono smack into DUI-land, the party began breaking up. 
 
   “We really need to be heading out,” said Ono to no one in particular. 
 
   “You aren’t going to wait until morning?” Hatch said.
 
   “No, we’re good to go. Tomika had a state-of-the-art nav system put in so I can run at night now. I guess she got tired of me claiming I was late ‘cuz I got lost.”
 
   The group said their good-byes and, one-by-one, the guys came over to Hatch, clapped him on the back and muttered various versions of “buck up.” He gamely accepted their condolences, but even from across the room I could sense his resentment. Observing his gritty resolve was like watching a balloon being pumped up way past the popping point.
 
   When the last person faded into the darkness, Hatch came over to me.
 
   “I thought that’s what you wanted,” he said. His voice shook, whether from anger or hurt I wasn’t sure.
 
   “You know how I feel about surprises,” I said.
 
   “Yeah? Well imagine my surprise when you hung me out to dry like that.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to. It’s just…well, I think it was kind of presumptuous of you to waylay me like that. We’re in this together, you know.”
 
   “Oh? Are we? From where I’m sitting, it looks like you just shot ‘we’ all to hell. Don’t you see how phony you come off? You make your living planning romantic events but when someone tries to offer you a little romance you run like a scalded dog.”
 
   “It’s not that.”
 
   “Okay, then what?”
 
   “It’s not romance, Hatch. What you were asking was a commitment for life.”
 
   “Yeah, well thanks for the heads-up. I thought I wanted to spend my life with you and I thought you felt the same. My bad for reading it wrong.”
 
   He stalked out of the bar. I stayed behind to give him time to make his way back to the room. I’d had enough of trying to reason with him in front of an audience. Things like this were always better resolved one-on-one.
 
   Ten minutes later I clicked the card key in the door and it opened into a pitch-dark room. I flipped on a light and every trace of Hatch was gone. It figured. Firefighters are trained to get out fast when it gets so hot their face shields start melting.
 
   ***
 
   I didn’t sleep. I tried reading for a while, but I found I couldn’t follow the plot, much less remember the names of the characters. I turned on the TV and watched earnest young men and women try to sell me stuff I never knew I needed. The bullet blender? Who knew it could whip up “frothy, refreshing—and don’t forget healthful!—beverages” in less than the time it takes to fry an egg? And how about the ceiling fan duster that can capture all the “unseen but potentially harmful deposits” clinging to the blades of the fan whirling above you hour after hour? With only a flick of the wrist, your fan’s clean and your family’s safe from dust, mites, dead insects and heaven knows what else might be up there. Only nineteen-ninety-five—but wait! If you call right now…
 
   By first light, I was showered, packed, and ready to head out. I checked the flights. The Kona to Maui schedule was pretty thin. Only four flights a day and the first one didn’t leave until 9:10 a.m.
 
   I went back and stretched out on the bed. I must’ve dozed off because when I awoke it was nearly seven-thirty. I took the elevator to the lobby to check out. I told them Hatch had been called away on business so I was checking out for him. I looked over the bill and found a fourteen-dollar parking fee. 
 
   “Fourteen dollars for one night?”  I said.
 
   The clerk looked like she’d dealt with this before. “Yes,” she said with a practiced smile. “But unlike other hotels on the island we don’t charge a resort fee.”
 
   Imagine fourteen bucks to simply leave your car on their property. If I’d known at twenty-one what I know now, I’d have saved every penny and bought up bare land near airports and tourist stops. All it would take was some asphalt and a few of those “don’t back up or the metal teeth will shred your tires” thingies and I’d have been in business. No weepy brides with mascara trailing down their cheeks at the photo shoot, no strident m-o-t-b’s demanding filet mignon at stew meat prices, and certainly no teenaged brides who were technically never born.
 
   I asked the bell captain to call me a cab. While I waited I glanced out at the parking lot. There, parked under a nearby plumeria tree, was a white car that looked remarkably similar to the one I’d been driving all week. But how could it be? Hatch had no doubt taken it back to the airport. After all, he was the last to drive it and he had the keys.
 
   I walked over to the car and peeked inside. Crumpled rental car map of Hawaii Island, check. Brochure on the back seat from our trip to the pu’uhonua park, check. Half-empty water bottle in the front cup holder, check. This sure looked like my car, all right. But how could I drive it back to the airport? Hatch had the keys.
 
   I tried the driver’s door and it opened. I slid inside and felt around under the seat. There they were. Hatch must’ve stopped on his way out and moved the car to a place where I’d find it. 
 
   I lowered my head until it rested against the cool upper curve of the steering wheel. Then came the tears. 
 
   ***
 
   When I got over my crying jag it was too late to drive out to the airport to make the 9:10 flight. I trudged back to the hotel and saw a taxi waiting under the portico. Uh-oh. I’d forgotten to cancel my ride.
 
   “Are you waiting to take someone to the airport?” I said to the driver.
 
   “That’s me,” he said. He hopped out and reached to grab my roller bag. “That all the luggage you got?”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I already have a ride.”
 
   His eyes were bloodshot, as if he’d pulled the overnight shift and was hoping for just one more fare before hitting the sack.
 
   “You not going?” he said. 
 
   I pulled a twenty from my beach bag purse. “No. Sorry for the inconvenience.”
 
   He eyed the bill in my hand. I turned it over so he could see the denomination and he perked up.
 
   “Tha’s cool,” he said, slipping the bill into his shirt pocket. “Plans change. Have a good one.”
 
   He hopped in and took off, leaving me to wave away a cloud of exhaust.
 
   “Can I help you, miss?” said a valet standing by the door.
 
   For some reason, the word “miss” took me unawares and I had to stuff the urge to start up the waterworks again.
 
   “Mahalo, but I’m good,” I managed to say.
 
   “No you aren’t,” said my conscience. “You’re stupid and scared. And there’s nothing much good about that.”
 
   ***
 
   I drove out to the airport to see if I could get on the next thing smokin’ to Maui. I parked in short term parking and went inside. The ticket agent said the second flight of the day was already full, but there were seats on a later flight .
 
   “I’m afraid it doesn’t leave for a few more hours,” she said. “At two-twenty this afternoon.”
 
   I walked back out to the car. No use sitting around the tiny airport for more than three hours. I’d always thought the Maui airport was small until I saw the airports on neighbor islands. The terminal at the airport on Lana’i looks more like a boutique hotel than an airport facility. There’s only one short runway and a helipad. Although, to be fair, I’ve never flown out of Lana’i. When I was stashed over there in witness protection the government was paying my way. They weren’t about to pop for the steep inter-island airfare so they shuttled me off on the ferry from Lahaina. 
 
   The airport on Kaua'i is larger, but the amenities are still pretty meager. Maui’s airport at Kahului got a big-city makeover when it started hosting direct flights from the mainland. It was a boon for tourism since visitors from places like Chicago and Dallas want to get to the beach without an annoying lay-over at “the mother ship,” Honolulu International. 
 
   I pulled out of the parking lot and started driving north toward the Kohala Coast. That’s where the fancy resorts are. If you’re eager to play world-class golf courses, get ten different kinds of massages—some of which can be downright painful—and drop at least five hundred a night, not counting the thirteen-percent lodging tax, the Kohala Coast is the place for you.
 
   I rolled down the windows and turned on the radio. I sang along for a few tunes but when “Total Eclipse of the Heart” came on, I snapped it off. As if I wasn’t already two beats away from jerking the wheel to the left and heading out over the rocky embankment.  
 
   Glancing at the speedometer I saw I was going nearly seventy. If I couldn’t talk my way out of a ticket on Maui, how would I ever manage to do it here? And besides, after a sleepless night and a blubbering wallow, I looked way more like the scary woman on the “Don’t do meth” billboard than a tax-paying homeowner from a neighbor island.  
 
   I was almost down to the speed limit when my cell phone went off. I considered checking to see who it was, but decided to let it go to voicemail. Whoever it was, or whatever it was about, I was in no mood to chat.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
   Who among us can ignore a voicemail? Especially when it comes after a hideous lapse of judgment. Maybe it was masochism, or maybe I was hoping for a message of understanding and support. Whatever the reason, I pulled over to see who’d called.
 
   It was a local 808 number I didn’t recognize. I hesitated to hit “redial,” then realized I couldn’t lose. If it was someone trying to sell me something I’d have an opportunity to vent. If it was a friend of Hatch’s calling to hurl invectives, I’d see if I could one-up them in calling me names. If it was anyone else, it might help get my mind off my self-loathing. 
 
    “Aloha,” I said. I surprised myself by how normal I sounded.
 
   “Hi Pali,” said Lili. “Can you talk?”
 
   Obviously not well, I thought. I’d stayed mute when I’d been proposed to by the sweetest man on Earth. So, no, I’d say my talking abilities were extremely limited.
 
   “What’s up?” I said.
 
   “David’s dad kicked him out of the house.”
 
   I wanted to tell her I was starring in my own personal drama and wasn’t available for a bit part in hers, but years of catering to the whims of self-absorbed brides kicked in. 
 
   “Why?” I said.
 
   “Who knows? But the thing is, he’s probably gonna have to go stay at Shayna’s.” She said it as if he’d been sentenced to ten years of hard labor.
 
   “That sounds like a plan.”
 
   “It won’t work. Shayna has total attitude about David. She’s bossy and mean and, well, it’s just not good.”
 
   “Why are you telling me this?”
 
   “Because I knew you could help.”
 
   I took one of my go-to cleansing breaths. I tried to not blow it out into the phone because she’d probably take it as an affront, but from where I was sitting I’d already gone above and beyond. If David had to kiss up to Shayna for a couple of days until the funeral, what was the big deal?
 
   I measured my tone. “Look, Lili. Do you know how soon they’ll be having the funeral?”
 
   “David says it’s gonna be next week sometime. They’re doing an autopsy on his mom and they can’t bury her until it’s done.”
 
   “Are you going to the park blessing on Saturday?”
 
   “I think so. David said his mom would want him to go.”
 
   “I’m headed back to Maui today, but—”
 
   “No, you can’t go! I need you here. Please. You have to find David someplace to stay besides Shayna’s. And I really want you to go to the blessing with me.”
 
   There was no use in arguing with her on the phone.
 
   “Are you at Loke’s?”
 
   “Yeah. She and Ray have been real nice to me. Maybe you could see if they’d let David stay in one of the other cottages.”
 
   “I’m coming down there. I’m almost an hour away, but I’ll get there as fast as I can.”
 
   I hung up and got back on the road. If there was a law against DWA (driving while avoiding) I’d have been guilty-as-charged. Anyone else in my position would’ve sucked it up and gone back to Maui to repair the damage with Hatch. But I wasn’t ready. I didn’t know why I’d freaked out when he’d asked me to marry him. Had the audience spooked me? Was it I enjoyed my single life and didn’t want to give it up? Was it I couldn’t imagine Hatch at my side when I got my Medicare card in the mail thirty years from now?  
 
   Whatever it was, I was more than happy to avoid thinking about it for another day.
 
   ***
 
   I arrived at the coffee farm at about one o’clock. Loke was in the gift shop. I asked her if Lili was out in her cottage and Loke laughed.
 
   “No, she’s out leading a tour. She’s our new resident expert. She can spout more coffee facts after two days than I knew after two years. And she’s great with the visitors. Our after-tour sales are up almost fifty percent.”
 
   Lili, a people person? And a saleswoman? That I’d have to see.
 
   But instead of playing the skeptic, I changed the subject. “Have you heard about David getting thrown out of his dad’s house?”
 
   Loke nodded. “Poor kid. As if he doesn’t have enough on his plate already.”
 
   “Lili was hoping he might be able to stay here.”
 
   “I know, she mentioned it. I wish we could oblige, but we’ve only got the three cottages and the other two are booked solid. We’ve got a bunch of coffee buyers coming in from the mainland.”
 
   “Well, I guess he’ll have to stay at his sister’s,” I said.
 
   “Is it really as bad as Lili claims?” 
 
   “She’s a bad housekeeper and her daughter’s pretty scary, but he’ll be fine. Lili’s a tad spoiled.”
 
   Loke chuckled. “I suppose she is. Still, I’m having a good time keeping the spoiling thing going.”
 
   “So, you’re enjoying her being here with you?”
 
   “Yes, and Ray’s having fun with it too. He’s still sad we weren’t able to have any more. But he’s been so good about it. He’s my rock. Always has been.”
 
   I flashed on how Hatch had been my rock through the past couple of rough years. The image made me crack my neck to relieve the pressure. 
 
   “Are you okay?” she said. “I don’t normally comment, but you look tired.”
 
   “I am. Hard night last night.”
 
   “Anything you want to talk about? I mean, after all, you’ve certainly helped me with my emotional baggage.”
 
   “Mahalo, but it’s nothing.” I shot her a quick smile and once again changed the subject. “Are you still planning on going to the park blessing on Saturday?”
 
   “Yes. Ray and I have asked the couple next door to mind the farm while we’re gone. We gave a substantial donation to fix up the play area and we’d love to see the keiki try it out for the first time.”
 
   “Lili’s asked me to stick around for it,” I said.
 
   “Really? That’s not necessary. She’s more than welcome to come with us if you need to get back to Maui.”
 
   “That’s kind of you. But I don’t mind staying. I don’t have anything I need to get back to right away.” 
 
   “Maybe she’s hoping you’ll find out something about her birth parents,” Loke said. “She told me she and David have postponed their wedding, but I can understand why she’s still curious about her biological parents.”
 
   “Yeah, I’d like to know what happened there myself.” I stared out at the vivid green trees enveloping the hillside like a lumpy comforter. “I was raised hanai and found out about my biological father just last summer. It’s a strange thing, not knowing who you came from. For the longest time I felt like a fallen tree in the forest. I was the same as everyone around me but I had no roots.”
 
   Loke leaned in and gave me a hug. “So, you’re going to stay and help Lili?”
 
   “I’ll do what I can.”
 
   I waited for Lili to finish the tour she was conducting and asked if I could speak to her in private.
 
   “Sure,” she said. “By the way, mahalo for staying over. Loke and Ray are nice to me, but I feel kinda alone, you know? My mom and me used to do everything together. I know you’re not her, but having you here makes me feel better.”
 
   “That’s good, because that’s what I want to talk to you about. If I’m going to stick around, I need to find a place to stay. I was down in Kailua-Kona at a fancy hotel but I can’t afford it.”
 
   “Your boyfriend’s gone?” she said.
 
   That was an understatement.
 
   “Yeah, he had to go back to Maui.”
 
   “You could stay here with me. The bed’s kinda little, but we’re both small. I think it’ll work. That is, if you want.”
 
   “Loke said you’d like me to keep looking into what happened with your birth certificate.”
 
   “Yeah, I would. I feel kinda like you owe me, you know? I was fine with the one I had, but then you said it wasn’t any good. For my whole life I’ve been that girl and now I’m not. It makes me feel, like, kinda creepy or somethin’.”
 
   I knew exactly how it felt.
 
   “I’ll do what I can, but not because I owe you. I’ll do it because you deserve to know. Sooner or later, the truth will come out. It always does.”
 
   “Yeah. I s’pose. But I’d like to get this figured out before David and I get married. Our kids will want to know about both sides of their family.”
 
   “Right. So, how about we make a deal? I’ll stay for three more days to track down your real birth certificate if you’ll agree to call your parents and tell them where you are. I know you’re mad at them, but they’re worried sick about you.”
 
   “Yeah, right.”
 
   “They are. Your dad came to my house. They’re not happy about you getting married so young, but they love you. Can you imagine what you’re putting them through? Not knowing if you’re okay? I’ll bet they jump every time the phone rings.”
 
   She twisted her mouth to the side. “Okay. But let me use your phone. My dad’s got friends in the Maui Police Department. I wouldn’t put it past him to get them to track my phone.”
 
   I agreed. I wasn’t about to point out that since I was staying with her if they tracked my phone they’d find her sharing the same bed.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
   David grudgingly agreed to stay at Shayna’s. I pictured him stealthily slipping in and out of the messy house, sleeping on the smelly stained sofa and taking a wide arc around the ill-tempered dog guarding the chaos.  
 
   On Friday morning Lili said, “David hates it at his sister’s. She’s on him night and day about how he made their mom kill herself.”
 
   “He sticks around there? Why doesn’t he just leave during the day?”
 
   “Well, first off, he doesn’t have a car. And second, where would he go? When his dad kicked him out he called me a slimy skank. He even said David’s mom was totally against our getting married. He said maybe that’s why she killed herself.”
 
   “But you told me his mom had given her blessing,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, that’s what David told me before. But maybe his mom changed her mind or something. Anyway, I told David if he wanted to get un-engaged or whatever I’d understand, but that made him mad.”
 
   “Why would his father call you names?”
 
   “Who knows? He’s a horrible person. I tried to tell David he’d be better off without his dad in his life, and that really made him mad. We’ve started fighting a lot. I think he’s sad about his mom dying and he’s taking it out on me.”
 
   “Does David seriously believe he might be responsible for his mom’s suicide?” I said.
 
   “Who knows? He still says he thinks it was because she lost her job. But I’m starting to worry maybe Shayna and Pono are right. Maybe she did it because of David. The worst part is, we’ll never know.”
 
   “Well, there’s not much I can do about that but I can still work on locating your birth certificate,” I said. “I’ve only got today, since tomorrow’s Saturday and the state offices will be closed for the weekend.”
 
   “And tomorrow is David’s mom’s park blessing,” Lili said.
 
   “Oh, that’s what we’re calling it now, ‘David’s mom’s park’? I hope you guys won’t be too disappointed if they don’t mention her at the blessing. You know, folks are skittish about talking about people who’ve killed themselves. It’s kind of a bad kapu thing.”
 
   “I know. But David’s pretty sure they’re gonna be nice about it. He thinks since she did it because she got laid off they sort of owe her.”
 
   “What’s with this ‘owing’ thing? You think I owe you and now David thinks the Parks Department owes his mother. When will you realize that thinking people ‘owe’ you is the wrong way to look at life? President Kennedy, from the 1960’s said, ‘Ask not what your country can do for you; ask what you can do for your country’.” 
 
   “Seriously? The 1960s? That was, like, a million years ago.”
 
   “Maybe, but it’s still true,” I said. “You’re expecting me to do all the heavy lifting in figuring out this birth certificate mess. Why is it up to me? Why aren’t you doing anything?”
 
   Her eyes grew shiny and she looked away. I figured she was about to cry, but I didn’t care. I’d had it with people making demands. If Hatch wanted to talk about marriage, we should’ve discussed it in private. And if Lili wants to find her birth parents, then she needs to suck it up and be willing to confront the likes of Charlene Cooper.
 
   “What do you want me to do?” she said.
 
   “I want you to woman-up and take a drive with me.”
 
   ***
 
   We arrived at Charlene’s goofy purple house at about noon. Charlene hadn’t struck me as a “lady who lunched,” but since she’d hinted she still practiced midwifery and who knows what else, I figured there was a chance she’d be out measuring bellies or scrutinizing chi or whatever it was she did.
 
   I asked Lili to lead the way and told her I wanted her to do the talking. We got to the front door and she saw the gong. 
 
   “Hey, that’s cool. Can I bong it?”
 
   “Go ahead. I think that’s what it’s there for.”
 
   She gripped the striker and let loose with a whack. The initial sound was not appreciably louder than when Hatch had struck it, but the reverberation went on for what seemed like a ridiculously long time.
 
   A rheumy eye appeared in the tiny window in the door. Then the door opened and there stood Charlene. She looked even scarier than she had on Tuesday night, if that was possible. She’d draped a dark purple cape over a black sack dress, and her hair looked like an electrician’s apprentice who’d just learned, first-hand, why you should cut the power before poking around in a light socket.
 
   “Yes,” she said, taking in the full measure of Lili’s youthful innocence. If I believed in such things, I’d have said Charlene looked like a killer bee about to suck the spiritual nectar from an unsuspecting blossom.
 
   Then she saw me and glared. “It’s you. Whatever you want, I don’t have it. You need to leave.”
 
   “Look, I’m sorry about the way we left things the other night. I’ve come to apologize, but if you aren’t willing to accept my apology, at least please don’t take it out on her.”
 
   Charlene dismissed me with her eyes and turned her attention to Lili. “What’s your name, love?” 
 
   “Lili’uokalani. After our queen,” said Lili.
 
   “And your last name?” Charlene said.
 
   Lili sighed. “That’s what I’m here about.”
 
   Charlene glared at me. “I will welcome this lovely young woman into my home. You can wait out here.” She flicked a finger in the direction of an enormous orange tabby curled up on the only chair on the porch. “Don’t mess with Charlie,” she said. “He bites.”
 
   I waited outside for close to ten minutes before Lili reappeared.
 
   “Well,” I said. “How’d it go?”
 
   “She was really nice. She told me she thinks my mom was just given the wrong birth certificate when they came to get me.”
 
   “Okay, but did she give you any clue of where we might find the correct one?”
 
   “She said government paperwork doesn’t matter. She told me she’d like me to come in for a mystical session with her and she’d help me spiritually locate my birth parents. She said that’s what’s important. Also, she said since her name was on the old paperwork, she’d be happy to help. Free of charge.”
 
   “But no birth certificate?”
 
   “No, but who cares? Since we’ve already put the wedding off until after I’m eighteen I don’t need one. You said after I’m eighteen I could use my driver’s license. I don’t care about a piece of paper; I want to know who my birth parents are.”
 
   “But without a birth certificate you’ll never be able to get a passport. Or a top security clearance. Or be president.”
 
   She laughed. “Like anyone on the mainland thinks Hawaii birth certificates are for real anyway. And besides, why would I need a passport? I don’t want to go anyplace where I’d need one.”
 
   We got in the car and I could’ve sworn I saw creepy Charlene peering out at us as I pulled away. I wish Farrah would’ve been able to stick around for a while after the botched proposal. She was the queen of woo-woo. If she could get within five feet of Charlene Cooper, I was certain she’d be able to tell me exactly why the woman made me so uneasy. 
 
   ***
 
   I dropped Lili off at the coffee farm and drove back out to Malia Byer’s house. By now, the police tape had been taken down, but the place still exuded a disturbing air. As if Malia’s soul was lingering in the garage, waiting for someone to hear her side of the story. I wondered why David hadn’t chosen to stay there, but then figured the memories were probably too painful.
 
   I went across the street and tapped on Edie Sanders’ door. She appeared in seconds, as if monitoring in-coming gossip was her highest priority.
 
   “I knew you’d be back,” she said. “I saw you talkin’ to Gary. What’d that no-count loser have to say for himself?”
 
   “He wasn’t very chatty,” I said. “But I see what you mean about the animosity. He actually said, ‘good riddance.’ I was shocked, to say the least. I mean, if he was involved in Malia’s death, wouldn’t he realize how stupid that was?” 
 
   “Well, in Gary’s case, callin’ him stupid is a compliment,” she said. “That dude doesn’t have the brains of a rabid bat.”
 
   I told her about seeing the respirator. 
 
   “Oh, yeah. Well, when he’s of a mind to do a lick of work he restores old cars. I seen him wearing that thing while he paints ‘em. He looks like an alien from outer space.”
 
   “But he could’ve also used it in Malia’s garage,” I said. “To protect him from breathing in the carbon monoxide.”  
 
   “Huh. Well, I wouldn’t put it past him. You know, things got a lot worse between Malia and Gary after Pono moved out.”
 
   “Did Pono and Gary get along okay?” I said.
 
   “Oh, honey. Those two were like brothers in arms. I think it had more to do with Malia’s attitude toward Gary than Pono actually liking him. It was one of them triangle things, ya know? Three’s a crowd, so the two gang up on the other one. I believe Pono used to hang out at Gary’s just to spite her. He knew she’d rather set herself on fire than go past those dogs of his to get Pono to come home and do chores.”
 
   “Have you heard anything about the autopsy results?” I said. In any normal situation it would be ridiculous for me to ask a civilian if she had advance knowledge of information clearly protected by not only the federal HIPAA Privacy Rule, but also by local police protocols and plain common decency. But I had a feeling Edie didn’t pay no mind to such folderol. 
 
   “Not yet,” she said. “But I’ve got a girlfriend who works at the hospital. She works in the kitchen, but she’s got ears like a…I don’t know…maybe an elephant? They got real good ears, don’t they? They’re big anyway.” She stopped, seeming to ponder whether elephants were known for their acute hearing. 
 
   “I think you’re right. Elephants can hear for miles around,” I said. I had no idea if that was bogus or not, but I was eager for her to continue.
 
   “Anyway, she knows pretty much everything that goes on up there. And if she doesn’t, she’ll know someone who does.”
 
   “Could you call her?” I said. “It would really be interesting to know the facts, don’t you think?”
 
   She seemed to ponder my request. “I s’pose. But everyone knows how Malia died. I mean, all that smoke comin’ out of the tailpipe and her sitting in there with the door closed.”
 
   “But you also raised the possibility that Gary might have been involved. Maybe the autopsy shows she was drugged or tied up or something. Her memorial service is next week. Don’t you think her family deserves to know what the coroner found?”  
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe it would just rile ‘em up more.”
 
   “True,” I said. “But put yourself in their place. What’s worse, thinking your mother killed herself or that she was an innocent crime victim?”
 
   “Don’t neither one sound good to me,” she said.
 
   “No, but people agonize over a suicide. They feel guilty they didn’t see it coming and they’re angry at the dead person for what they’ve done. There’s a lot of blaming the victim with suicide.”
 
   “Maybe so,” she said. “If there was anything fishy, they should probably be told.”
 
   “And given how bureaucracy works, we both know the official results won’t be available for weeks.”
 
   “True.” She invited me in while she made the call. Her friend didn’t answer so she left a message to call back.
 
   “I don’t want to keep bugging you,” I said. “Would you mind giving me your friend’s name and address? I’d like to ask her a few questions in person.”
 
   Edie eyed me as if I’d requested her social security number and mother’s maiden name. For her, gossip was the currency she dealt in and insider information the gold standard that backed it up. There was no way she’d hand over the keys to her personal Fort Knox. 
 
   “Tell you what,” she said. “You give me your phone number and when Nancy calls back, we’ll both go talk to her. She’s kinda like what you’d call a ‘private person.’ She probably wouldn’t take kindly to a complete stranger showin’ up at her door.”
 
   Edie called me at nine-fifteen on Friday night. 
 
   “I got the call,” she said in a hushed voice. “I’m ten-four to go to Nancy’s at nine tomorrow morning. You still want to tag along?”
 
   I started to remind her I was the one with the questions, but then backed off.
 
   “Sure. If you don’t mind,” I said.
 
   “No problem. Pick me up at ten to nine. And don’t be late.”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
   Nancy Clevinger lived in a tidy plantation-style house up the hill from Edie’s. The yard consisted of two symmetrical squares of closely-cropped lawn dissected by a neatly painted sidewalk leading to the front porch. Along each edge of the sidewalk was a knee-high hedge of croton bushes, those shrubs with rubbery leaves in circus colors—green, yellow, red and orange. Edie had warned me I might have to wait outside if her friend expressed any concerns about spilling work secrets in my presence.
 
   “Like I told you,” Edie said as we came up the sidewalk. “She might not want to say much. She’s doesn’t know you like she knows me.”
 
   I nodded. 
 
   “Aloha,” said Nancy as she opened the door. She was a petite, smiling woman who looked at least seventy-five. I was surprised a woman her age was still working.
 
   The two women hugged. I extended my hand when Edie introduced me. 
 
   “Oh my,” Nancy said. “We don’t stand on formality here.” She gave me a quick hug and patted my hand. “Come on in. I’ve made us a fresh pot of coffee.”
 
   “You’re not working today?” I said.
 
   “It’s Saturday,” Edie said in a schoolmarm voice. She shot me a bit of stink eye as if to put me on notice she’d be the one asking the questions.
 
   “That’s right, it’s the weekend,” I said. “But hospitals run twenty-four seven. Isn’t that true, Nancy?” I wanted Edie to know I wasn’t about to be cowed by the neighborhood chinwag.
 
   “Well, I’m management,” said Nancy. “Took me nearly forty-four years, but once they figured out I wasn’t leaving until I got the good pension, they had to give it to me.”
 
   “You manage the hospital kitchen?” I said.
 
   Edie’s face had gone wooden, as if she was having serious second-thoughts about allowing me to come along with her on this mission.
 
   “Yes, it’s called the ‘Department of Nutrition Management’ but everything’s got a silly name up there. They call the janitors ‘Sanitation and Asepsis Engineers.’ Most of ‘em had to look up the word ‘asepsis’ when they first called them that. The powers-that-be thought they’d get away with giving everyone an important-sounding job title instead of a raise. Believe me, it didn’t work.” 
 
   She gestured for us to take a seat in the living room while she brought out the coffee. The room had polished hardwood floors, a small sofa, and two rattan arm-chairs with Hawaiian print cushions. A three-foot rattan coffee table with an orchid blossom floating in a glass bowl anchored the grouping, like a focal point we could all agree on. I had a moment of déjà vu as I looked around the interior. Then I remembered. This house had a nearly twin sister on Dole Park, in Lana’i City. I wondered how many of these five-room eight-hundred square foot bungalows had been built in Hawaii. Thousands? Maybe ten-thousand? You can find them on every major island in the state.
 
   Nancy came in balancing a tray with a hot-pot, three mugs, a sugar bowl, and a cream pitcher. She carefully laid out a napkin and spoon in front of us as if performing a Japanese tea ceremony. No one spoke.
 
   We each got busy doctoring up our coffee to our personal taste and then sat back. I waited for Nancy to take a sip before launching in.
 
   “Edie says you may be able to get information about the results of Malia Byers’ autopsy,” I said. “The family was told she committed suicide, but Edie thinks otherwise.”
 
   Edie gaped at me as if I’d just loudly passed wind and then pinned it on her. I smiled, seemingly oblivious to her annoyance.
 
   “Ah,” said Nancy. “Yes, I heard they brought in the coroner from O’ahu to work on that.” 
 
   “Do you know if they’ve finished?” I said.
 
   “I don’t, but I’m friends with someone who would know.”
 
   I took another sip of coffee, as if tacitly agreeing to let Nancy set the pace of how things would proceed from there.
 
   Edie’s eyes shifted from me to Nancy and then back again. After a few seconds of silence, Edie said, “Who?”
 
   “I’d rather not give the name. But it’s someone who has first-hand knowledge of what comes out of the pathology department.”
 
   Edie looked miffed, as if peeved Nancy had been forthcoming with me but had just stiff-armed her.
 
   “When can you talk to ‘this person’?” Edie said.
 
   “I can try to reach them right away. Do you mind if I make the call from another room? I’m serious about not wanting to put someone’s job in jeopardy.”
 
   Edie and I both nodded. Nancy got up and went into a back room and closed the door.
 
   “She’s only doing that ‘cuz you’re here,” Edie said. “Because I’m a-hundred percent sure I know who she’s calling.”
 
   Nancy came back into the living room a couple of minutes later. “My friend said it would be best if you gave me your questions and I’ll get you the answers. Again, I apologize for the subterfuge, but this is confidential information which hasn’t even been released to the family yet.”
 
   Nancy went to her kitchen and took a small notebook and pen out of a drawer.
 
   “Okay,” I said. “This is what I’d like to know: First, what was the cause of death? Second, did the coroner find anything unusual or questionable? And, third, were they able to positively rule the death a suicide?”
 
   Nancy scribbled in her notebook and then read back the three questions. “Anything else?” she said. “How about you, Edie?”
 
   Edie looked down and gave a quick shake of her head. 
 
   Nancy asked me for my phone number and I handed her one of my “Let’s Get Maui’d” business cards. 
 
   “I’ll call you when I get the information,” she said. 
 
   We stood, and I thanked Nancy for the coffee. As we headed out to the car I could tell something was bothering Edie.
 
   “Are you mad I jumped in first with my questions?” I said. “Because if there was something else you wanted to ask, you should’ve spoken up.” 
 
   “It’s not that,” she said.
 
   “Then what’s wrong? You seem upset.”
 
   She sniffed and looked out the side window. “I’ve known Nancy for going on thirty years now. I can understand why she didn’t want you to know who she was calling. She doesn’t know you or know if you’ll blab it all over. She should’ve asked you to wait outside.”
 
   “But you would’ve stayed inside?”
 
   She nodded. “She just fell all over herself playing the know-it-all. And then her saying she’d call you when she found out about the autopsy. I might just as well not been there. She even gave you your coffee first.”
 
   Funny, I hadn’t noticed. From my recollection, Nancy set the tray down and we each just grabbed the closest mug.
 
   Earlier, Edie had brought up tricky triangle relationships. “Three’s a crowd, so the two gang up on the other one.” In Edie’s world, Nancy and I had apparently “ganged up.” No greater wrath…
 
   ***
 
   I dropped Edie off at her house and was heading back to the coffee farm when my phone chimed. I glanced at the screen. Okay, I’ve seen the public service announcements and know it only takes seconds to go hurtling into on-coming traffic, so I looked only long enough to see it was an unfamiliar local number. If it had been Hatch, or anyone else who’d been at the proposal fiasco, I would’ve let it go to voicemail. I hadn’t allowed myself time to unravel why I’d reacted like I did, so I certainly wasn’t ready to explain it to anyone else. I pulled to the side of the road to take the call.
 
   “Aloha, this is Pali.”
 
   “Hello, dear, this is Nancy Clevinger. Am I catching you at a good time?”
 
   “I’m in my car, but it’s okay. I’ve pulled over.”
 
   “Good. I know you and Edie are anxious to hear what my friend found out. She called back soon after you left, so I thought I should call you right away.”
 
   “Mahalo. That’s very kind of you.”
 
   “Before you go thanking me I think you need to hear what she said. Unfortunately, the information is rather muddled.” 
 
   “You already have the answers?”
 
   “Yes. And they’re rather vague.”
 
   I waited. No use pushing. I’m not a fan of twenty questions or trying to wheedle stuff out of people who aren’t prepared to talk. She’d tell me what she had to say in good time.
 
   “Here are your answers: For question one, she said ‘undetermined.’ For number two, she said ‘yes.’ And for number three the answer was ‘no’.”
 
   “I don’t remember the order of the questions I gave you,” I said. “Would you mind reading them to me?”
 
   “Sure. You asked if they found a cause of death. My friend said the report shows Malia had a fatally low blood glucose level, less than twenty milligrams per deciliter, at the time of her death. But her eyes were bloodshot, and her blood levels also showed an excess of carbon dioxide. That points to asphyxiation.” 
 
   “So, they’re not sure what killed her?”
 
   “They ruled it ‘undetermined’.”
 
   “Malia was a type one diabetic, right?” I said.
 
   “I didn’t know her well. You’ll probably have to ask Edie about that.”
 
   “Okay. And question two?”
 
   “You wanted to know if the coroner found anything unusual, and the answer to that was ‘yes.’ The coroner’s report shows that along with the questionable cause of death, they found defensive wounds, perhaps signs of a struggle.”
 
   “Were the wounds described?” I said.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Again, I waited.
 
   She cleared her throat. “She had a developing bruise on her hip. And, they found skin and blood under her fingernails. Also, …” Nancy’s voice had become thick. “She had a cut lip.” 
 
   “She’d been assaulted?” I said.
 
   “I asked the same thing, and my friend said the coroner doesn’t like to make assumptions about cause.”
 
   “Yeah, that makes sense. They leave that up to the police,” I said. “So, that’s why the answer to question three—could it definitely be ruled a suicide—would be ‘no.’”
 
   “Correct.”
 
   “Mahalo again for helping with this, Nancy.”
 
   “You’re welcome. I wish I had better news.”
 
   We signed off and I wondered, given the circumstances, what she would have considered “better news.” 
 
   ***
 
   I did a three-point turn and headed back to Edie’s. Her peevishness at Nancy’s seeming disloyalty would no doubt be aggravated if I failed to immediately fill her in on the results of the autopsy. Besides, it was only fair. She’d been the only one willing to dig into what really happened to David’s mother. I knew first-hand what it was like to lose a mother under false pretenses…and how devastating it was when the ugly truth finally came out.
 
   Edie answered the door in her usual eager-beaver style.
 
   “You hear something?” she said. Her eyes gleamed like an eight-year-old waking up on her birthday. Cake, a party, maybe a new doll or a bike. In Edie’s world, pithy gossip—whether good news or bad—was cause for celebration.
 
   “Yes, I got a call.” I left out saying, “from your friend, Nancy,” because there was no use hauling out the salt shaker for that wound.
 
   “What’d she say?”
 
   I reiterated the autopsy findings, ending with me asking her if she was absolutely certain Malia had suffered from insulin-dependent diabetes. 
 
   She nodded. “Poor thing. She’s been taking those shots for years.”
 
   “Well, maybe she made a mistake and gave herself too much insulin,” I said. “Maybe when she realized her mistake, she tried to go for help. But she was dizzy and fell and cut her lip. Then she got in her car to drive to the hospital, but she passed out before she could back out of the garage.”
 
   Edie shot me a “nice try” look. “Nope. No way that’s how it happened.”
 
   I gave her a palms up. “Why?”
 
   “Because she hated givin’ herself those shots. Wouldn’t do it. For more’n a year now she made her daughter come over and do it. Twice a day, every day.”
 
   “Which daughter?”
 
   “The oldest one. That big gal, Shayna.”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
   Okay, so Shayna had come off as less than grief-stricken over her mother’s death. And she was quick to point the finger at David for aggravating his mother’s chronic depression. But imagining her as a ruthless mom-killer was quite a stretch. Why would she do it? The two women lived only a few blocks from each other so it wasn’t as if her twice-daily chore was an unreasonable burden. Scoot over to mom’s in five minutes. A couple minutes of talking story while she prepared the syringe and gave the injection, and then a five-minute walk home. From what I’d observed, Shayna’s daily to-do list would fit on a matchbook cover. No outside-the-home job, and from the looks of things, not much inside-the-home work going on either.
 
   But she’d mentioned she was an LPN who’d been unable to hold down a job thanks to her mom. Was that just a convenient excuse so she could lie around watching QVC while stuffing her queen-size maw with taro chips? Hard to know, but killing off Mom would also destroy her iron-clad excuse for long-term unemployment. And, try as I might, it was impossible for me to picture Shayna eagerly racing up the hill to the hospital to fill out a job application.  
 
   I hadn’t heard any talk of an estate, or life insurance proceeds, or any monetary reason why any of the kids would have benefited from her death. What was I missing?
 
   But I didn’t have time to ponder.  The park blessing was scheduled to start at two and it was already one-thirty. I headed back to the coffee farm to pick up Lili.  
 
   ***
 
   I’d never been to a park blessing, but I’d been to many Hawaiian house blessings so I was familiar with the drill. First, the kahu, or person presiding at the blessing, will offer prayers. Modern day blessings often incorporate spiritual elements of both ancient Hawaiian and Christian beliefs. It’s kind of tricky, balancing prayers to Ke Akua, the ancient Hawaiian creator, along with those to Jehovah of the Bible, but the ceremony manages to honor both belief systems in a way most locals find acceptable.  
 
   A traditional blessing is closely associated with the land. It’s a reminder the land is to be cherished. The land was here before us and it will be here long after everything living on it has disappeared. Blessings provide an opportunity to express gratitude for the land and all it gives us.
 
   After prayers, the kahu will call on those present to join in adding their mana, or spiritual essence, to the thing being blessed. The people are asked to agree to protect the land, the house, or the business being blessed. This isn’t taken lightly. It bonds those present at the blessing to future responsibility for what happens at that place. In Hawaii, paper documents, or palapala, aren’t what binds people to their property; it’s the kuleana, or responsibility for good stewardship that counts.
 
   Lili and I arrived a little bit late, but well within the bounds of “island time.” Higashihara Park is located in Honalo, along the Kuakini Highway. It’s kind of hard to find, because the park itself is on the downward slope of a hill on the ma kai side of the road. You can’t see the park from the highway, only the narrow road leading to it. We parked and joined a throng of smiling people milling around in the children’s play area. 
 
   Lili spotted David and ran to his side. I looked around and realized I was one of the few folks there without keiki, or kids. Everyone—grandparents, parents, school-teachers, you name it—was accompanied by a minor. 
 
   I sat on one of the newly varnished benches and contemplated the obvious irony of being thirty-five, single, and childless in a blessing for a keiki playground after I’d spoiled my one big chance to join the human family. Luckily, Loke and Ray showed up before I had a chance to wallow.
 
   Ray was wearing a long strand of maile leaves across the shoulders of his grey silk aloha shirt. Loke wore a long linen sheath and a white orchid lei. She carried three bright purple lei draped over her arm. She held one out for me and I bobbed my head so she could slip it over my head.
 
   “Mahalo,” I said.
 
   “I’m sorry I didn’t get a chance to give this to you when you came to pick up Lili,” she said. “I was giving my neighbor instructions on how to operate the credit card machine.”
 
   “Very detailed instructions,” said Ray. 
 
   “These lei are for Lili and David,” Loke said. “But I don’t see them. Do you know where they are?” She scanned the crowd. It had grown to twice the size in the past ten minutes.
 
   Ray checked his watch. “Wasn’t this blessing supposed to begin at two?” 
 
   Loke took his hand and gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. “You can take the malihini out of the mainland, but you can’t take the mainland out of the malihini,” she said.
 
   “Lili was over by the canoe last time I saw her,” I said. I pointed to a beautifully constructed wooden canoe modeled after the Hokule’a, the ancient Polynesian canoe which was built to recreate the voyage from Bora Bora to Hawaii. The canoe on the playground had a wide deck and a carefully crafted wooden sail. Little kids were scrambling over it like ants on a dropped jam sandwich.
 
   “Aren’t these wooden play structures beautiful?” Loke said. “Let’s look around a bit before the blessing starts.”
 
   “It’s already almost three,” said Ray, as he and Loke headed off. His voice had the exasperated quality of a punctual person stuck in a “whenever” world. 
 
   About ten minutes later, Lili and David waved at me to join them in the front row of seats reserved for special guests. I shook my head, but soon David was at my side.
 
   “Lili wants you up there with us,” he said. “They told me they’re gonna do something nice for my mom.”
 
   “But I’m not a part of this,” I said. “I’m just an on-looker.”
 
   He glanced back at Lili. “She’s already totally freaked out. I may need back-up.”
 
   “Okay,” I said. He started to lead me back toward the seats, but I put a hand on his arm to stop him. “Can I talk to you a minute before we go over there?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   I told him the high points of what I’d learned from the coroner’s report. I stuck to the facts: the precipitously low blood sugar and signs of asphyxiation, the minor injuries, and the “undetermined” cause of death. His eyes narrowed.
 
   “I apologize for bringing this up when we’re here to honor your mom,” I said. “But I’ll be leaving soon and I thought you should know. It may not have been suicide.”
 
   “How’d you find all this out? My sister called about the autopsy but they wouldn’t tell her anything.”
 
   I stumbled for an explanation. No way I wanted to delve into the details of how I’d come across the information, and under no circumstances would I even hint about Shayna’s possible involvement. 
 
   “Well, I can’t exactly say—”
 
   The kahu called everyone to order with the forlorn sound of blowing a conch shell. I told David we’d have to talk about it later and we scurried to take our seats. Talk about “saved by the shell.”
 
   ***
 
   They renamed the children’s play area in honor of Malia Byers. The head of the parks department read the inscription on the plaque. “Malia Byers—mother, friend and playful spirit. This play park reflects her love for the keiki of Kona. Ho’okipa na mea a pau hele mai a pa’ani. Welcome to all who come to play.” 
 
   Malia’s five children all stood behind the parks department guy as he read, but when he finished, he handed the plaque to David. Shayna flinched, but caught herself in time to smile for the cameras.
 
   Loke and Ray offered to take Lili back to the coffee farm and I let them. As David had predicted, Lili had cried through the entire blessing as if it’d been a funeral. By the time things broke up she was a mess—puffy eyes, zombie pale, and with the stooped shoulders of a person burdened with grief.
 
   I sidled up to David. “Why is Lili taking this so hard?” I said. 
 
   “See that wahine over there?” he said. He pointed to a woman in a flowing purple dress heading out of the park. Her back was to us but the cotton-candy fluff of orange hair was a dead giveaway.
 
   “Isn’t that Charlene Cooper?” 
 
   “Yeah. She told Lili something that got her real upset.”
 
   “What’d she say?” I said.
 
   “Who knows? Lili says she doesn’t want to talk about it.”
 
   I ran to catch up with Charlene. It was none of my business why she’d gotten fired, and there was nothing I could do about her being rude and uncooperative with me. But it was my business to protect my client. 
 
   I grabbed a handful of the silky folds of purple as she stopped to unlock her car door. She whipped her head around, her eyes mere slits.
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?” she said.
 
   “I’m here to teach you some manners,” I said. “And today’s lesson is: don’t pick on kids. If you got a beef with me, let’s keep it between us.”


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
   Charlene hauled off and punched me. A sucker punch to the left side of my jaw. It didn’t hurt as much as it startled me. I stepped behind her and hooked a forearm around her neck.
 
   “Are you sure you want to do this?” I said. “I’m obligated to tell you I hold a black belt in kung fu.” Her hair smelled like lavender. I’d never feel the same way about lavender again. 
 
   “Let me go,” she said in a strangled voice. I loosened my grip and she laughed. “You idiot. Think of how this will play to a jury. I hit you because I thought you were trying to carjack me. Then you choked me and threatened me with your kung fu.” She trilled the musical refrain from Carl Lewis’ song, “Everybody Was Kung Fu Fighting.”
 
   She went on. “What do you think I’ll get? I’m thinking a couple grand for assault and battery and maybe ten more for pain and suffering. Sounds reasonable, don’t you think?”
 
   I dropped my arm. She twisted around and then smacked me, open-handed, on my right cheek. Hard.
 
   “That’s to teach you a lesson,” she said. “And today’s lesson is: mess with me and you’ll live to regret it.” 
 
   She dropped into the driver’s seat and slammed the door. She started the car and jerked it into gear. I had to jump back to avoid getting whacked by the side mirror as she screeched away.
 
   I looked around to see if anyone had witnessed her assaulting me, but the few people left in the parking lot seemed intent on finding their cars and getting back to their Saturday afternoon. 
 
   I went to my car and considered where I should go from there. My adrenaline was pumping. Best to make good use of it.
 
   I flicked on my blinker and made the right turn toward Kealakekua. If Shayna was so anxious to hear the results of her mom’s autopsy, I was definitely in the mood to fill her in. 
 
   ***
 
   I pulled in front of the messy yard and got out. The family dog headed toward the fence, warning me with a nasty growl. 
 
   I pushed the gate open and growled right back, “Don’t even think about it. If you so much as drool on me, I’ll lay you out like a rug.” I guess that dog whisperer stuff works because the dog stopped growling and lowered its head, allowing me to pass. 
 
   I went to the door and knocked. Shayna’s teen-aged daughter peeked out the window but didn’t open up. I knocked again. I heard yelling inside, and pretty soon, Shayna opened the door.
 
   “David’s not here,” she said. “The girls took him to the coffee farm.” She turned and left me standing in the doorway.
 
   “I didn’t come to see David. I came to see you.”
 
   She stopped. 
 
   I waited for her to invite me in, but when that didn’t happen, I walked past her into the house.
 
   “It was a nice blessing, don’t you think?” I said. 
 
   “I s’pose. Up until the part where they handed my brother the plaque. You see what I mean about him being the king? I swear; it’s like the rest of us are invisible. I’m the oldest. They shoulda given me the damn plaque.”
 
   “Do you mind if I sit down?” I said.
 
   “Suit yourself.”
 
   I looked around. Sitting would’ve required major trash hauling, so I stayed where I was. 
 
   “The results from your mom’s autopsy are in,” I said. 
 
   “How do you know?”
 
   “Because they told me what was in the report.”
 
   She looked stunned. I couldn’t tell if she was shocked because I’d gotten the information before her, or because she knew the coroner would have, no doubt, found the lethal glucose level, and it wasn’t looking good for her.  
 
   “She died from the car exhaust, right?” she said.
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “As you know, your mom had a lot of medical problems. And she counted on your help. I’m sure it wasn’t easy being at her beck and call every single day.” I hoped sounding sympathetic might smooth the way for a confession. 
 
   “You’re right; it wasn’t easy. And it sure wasn’t fun. She never appreciated a single thing I did. If David called her, she’d talk about it for hours. I mean, a lousy phone call! But day-in and day-out, I’d fix her meals and go over there and tend to her meds. And did she ever once even thank me?”
 
   She barked a laugh. “No-o-o. In fact, the few times I forgot to pick up her insulin at the store, or I cooked something she didn’t like, she’d bitch about it for days. You know how they say, ‘no good deed goes unpunished’? Well, that was me and my mom all the way.” 
 
   I took a cleansing breath and centered myself. I had to be careful with what I said next. 
 
   “Shayna, sometimes a simple mistake can lead to a really bad outcome.”
 
   She squinted at me and shifted her weight. “I know that. After all, I’m a nurse. What are you getting at?”
 
   “When your mom died, her blood glucose level was about twenty milligrams per deciliter,” I said.
 
   “That’s ridiculous. That’s, like, off the charts.”
 
   “Yeah. And she had some cuts and bruises.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Do you want to talk about what happened when you gave your mom her shot that morning?” I said.
 
   Her mouth gaped open and her eyes widened as if she’d smelled smoke and suddenly remembered she’d left the iron on in the bedroom.
 
   “Oh, no,” she said. “I messed up.”
 
   Shayna’s wail started deep in her throat and rose to a high-pitched keening within seconds. Her daughter came flying out of a back room. “What’d you do to my mom?” she said. “Get out of here. Right now.”
 
   I hustled past the dog and back to my car. I could still hear Shayna’s wailing as I got inside and cranked the engine. She wasn’t a very likeable person, but it was hard not to feel sorry for her. Whether intentional or unintentional, she’d admitted to “messing up” and now her mother was dead. 
 
   ***
 
   When I got back to the coffee farm, Lili was lying down. She looked a tad better than she had at the blessing, but her face was still pale and puffy.
 
   “Where’s David?” I said.
 
   “His sisters came and got him a few minutes ago,” she said. “They’re all going to Shayna’s. I guess something bad must’ve happened. As if David and me need any more bad stuff.”
 
   I thought about telling her about the autopsy, then decided to leave that to David.  
 
   “Do you want to tell me what Charlene Cooper said to you?” I said. “I don’t mean to pry, but I feel kind of responsible since I introduced you to her.”
 
   Lili blinked as if trying to dislodge a stray eyelash. I worried she was about to launch into tears again, so I quickly back-tracked. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.” 
 
   “No, it’s okay. She told me my birth mom suffered when I was born. In fact, she died. Charlene said she was able to contact her last night and my ‘spirit mom’ told her to tell me she still loved me. Even though I killed her.” 
 
   “What a horrible thing to say.”
 
   “Yeah. It made me so sad, you know? I mean, my mom gave up her life for me.” Her voice quavered, and she looked like she was teetering on the edge of another crying jag. “I always thought she’d just dumped me. Like she didn’t want me. And now I find out she…” Lili pressed her lips together so tightly they disappeared. 
 
   “Listen, Lili. I’m not a mom yet, but in my job I get to talk to a lot of mothers—of both brides and grooms. And, in almost every case, their kids are their first priority. It may seem hard to believe, but I think if your birth mom had been given a choice to save you or save herself, she would’ve chosen you. Because she loved you.”
 
   “You think?”
 
   “I do.”
 
   There I go saying that again. Where did I get the nerve to expound on the complexities of love? As if I had even a nickel’s worth of expertise in the matter. How does that go? You know, “talk the talk but can’t walk the walk?” 
 
   I felt like a fraud. I’d talked enough. It was time for me to get on my feet and start walkin’.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
   Lili asked if I’d take her to Shayna’s and I readily agreed. It’d be nice to have the cabin to myself for a few hours, especially since I had a delicate matter to resolve. I decided to call Farrah before I called Hatch. She answered on the first ring. 
 
   “I’ve been thinking about you,” she said. “I was worried you’d jumped off a cliff.” 
 
   “Trust me, it crossed my mind,” I said.
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “I’m still on the Big Island. A lot has happened in the past couple of days. I’ll be coming home tomorrow morning, but I had to talk to you first.”
 
   “About?”
 
   “Don’t mess with me, Farrah. You know what about.”
 
   She laughed. “I was going for cool. You know, like in our keiki times when we both got scared when we slept outside on the lanai, but neither of us would be the first to admit it?” 
 
   “I really blew it, didn’t I?” I said.
 
   “You mean with Hatch?”
 
   I didn’t answer. Her attempt at “cool” had already been well established.
 
   “I don’t know,” she said. “I think he’s more bummed than mad. He’s come in the store every day since we got back asking about you. So, I take it you two haven’t talked?”
 
   “I don’t know what to say.”
 
   “How about starting with, ‘Sorry, my bad’? I mean, girl, his bruddahs were all there. He ended up with, like, a three-egg omelet on his face.”
 
   “I know. I feel terrible about it. I don’t know why I froze. I guess I never imagined he’d ask me in public like that.”
 
   “Well, he is a public servant,” she said.
 
   “Very funny. How did Ono propose to you?”
 
   “It was mega-romantic. A full moon was rising over Ala Wai Harbor. We were sitting on the deck of his boat and he looked over at me and said, ‘How would you like this to go on forever?’ And I said, ‘Yes.’ I knew what he meant ‘cuz we’re groovy like that. We don’t need to say much to know what the other one’s thinking.”
 
   “Maybe that’s our problem,” I said. “It seems like all Hatch and I do is talk.”
 
   “Well, you aren’t talking enough now. Are you gonna call him?”
 
   “I don’t think so. There’s no way I can do this over the phone. I’ll stop by his place when I get back tomorrow. If he’s kept to his work schedule, he should be off duty.”
 
   “When he comes in the store, do you want me to say anything?” she said.
 
   “No. I’d rather surprise him.”
 
   “You sure you want to do that? I mean, how’d the surprise thing work out for him on Wednesday night?”
 
   We said our good-byes, and I hung up wondering if I should text Hatch and alert him I’d be stopping by. But, before I could make up my mind, my phone chimed. I hurriedly answered it. No sense doing something hard when something easy was so close at hand.
 
   “Pali?” It was Lili.
 
   “Yeah, are you okay?” I said.
 
   “I’m fine, but everybody here is going nuts. Would you mind coming back here and getting me? David says he’d like to get out of here, too.”
 
   I told her I’d be right there. I walked to the car, toying with the idea of taking fifteen seconds to text Hatch. But it struck me as kind of a chicken’s way out. Email, texting, FaceBook. Instant communication was supposed to bring us closer together, but what it really does is give us a way to keep everyone a safe distance away. 
 
   I owed Hatch an explanation and an apology. Anything I had to say was going to have to be done the hard way. The scary way. Face to face. 
 
   ***
 
   It annoyed me that Lili and David weren’t waiting outside when I pulled up at Shayna’s. So far, I was batting a thousand with the cranky dog but it was only a matter of time before its puppy brain would realize I had way more bark than bite. And when that happened, I was pretty sure Fido wouldn’t hesitate to claim his pound of flesh.
 
   I beeped the horn and waited. Nothing. I shut off the car and went to the gate. The dog snarled. I wished I had a Milk Bone, or even an old tennis ball, to distract it. We locked eyes.
 
   “C’mon, give me a break,” I said. “I’m only here to pick up some people. It’ll take five minutes, tops.”
 
   The dog flattened its ears and snarled louder. 
 
   I put a hand on the gate latch and the dog flew at it like I was dangling a porterhouse just out of reach. I pulled my hand back.
 
   “Fine. We’ll play it your way.” I crossed my arms and waited. 
 
   About two minutes later, the front door opened and David and Lili came hurtling out onto the porch. The door slammed behind them. They stood toe-to-toe, apparently arguing about something. I was still standing by the gate; the dog still shooting me doggie stink eye. Finally, Lili looked out toward the street.
 
   “Why didn’t you come in and get us?” she said. “We’ve been waiting forever.”
 
   “My friend Fido here is playing TSA and I showed up without a boarding pass. There was no way I was going to take off my shoes and try to make it past his ‘meal’ detector.” 
 
   “Huh? What are you talking about?”
 
   “Never mind. Let’s go,” I said.
 
   “Could you take me to my dad’s?” said David.
 
   “Are you sure?” I said. “I thought he kicked you out.”
 
   “He did. But I need to talk to him,” he said.
 
   They both climbed in the back seat and I drove to Pono’s. No one said a word on the way over. I felt like a taxi driver hauling a feuding couple to Thanksgiving dinner with the in-laws. When I pulled up at the house I turned around and stared at them. The car had child safety locks so there was no way they could get out before I’d gotten some answers.
 
   “Okay, something’s going on, and I think I deserve to know what it is.”
 
   They flicked their eyes to each other to see who would get stuck answering. Lili lost.
 
   “David’s sister, Shayna, saw their dad’s truck parked in front of their mom’s house on the day she, uh, you know.” 
 
   “She’s sure about that?” I said.
 
   They both nodded.
 
   My mind went six directions at once. Pono and Gary were buddies, and I’d seen the respirator in Gary’s carport. The two of them could have easily overpowered Malia and wrestled her out to her car. But then, Shayna was the one who gave Malia her insulin. Had she gotten rattled by Pono showing up and overfilled the syringe? Or maybe Shayna had turned around and gone home when she saw her dad’s truck, thinking she’d come back later. After years of watching her parents bicker, maybe she wasn’t willing to referee another argument. Or, maybe Shayna had given Malia a normal injection, but after she left, Pono said something that pushed Malia over the edge and she’d overdosed herself. She might have had second thoughts and staggered out to her car and passed out with the car running. But, if so, what had Shayna meant by saying she’d “messed up”?
 
   My whirling thoughts were interrupted by Lili’s peevish voice. “Would you unlock the doors so we can get out?”
 
   “Oh, sorry.” I clicked the locks open and the two kids scrambled out. I watched as they gave each other a quick hug before slowly making their way up to the house. By now the sun had gone down and night was settling in, turning the tranquil neighborhood into a scene from a black and white photo from days gone by. There was no porch light on at Pono’s house, but a faint blue flicker danced across the sheer curtains in the front windows.
 
   I jumped out of the car. “Wait,” I said. “I’m going with you.” 
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
   Pono had been drinking. A lot. The odor of hops and malted barley hung in the air of the tiny living room like formaldehyde in a biology lab. David and Lili had found the front door unlocked and marched inside, but I’d hung back in the doorway in case I had to make a quick dash for back-up.
 
   “Whaddaya doin’ here?” Pono slurred. He was draped across the sofa, wearing only baggy plaid boxers and white socks so dirty that in the harsh glow of the TV they looked like they had black rubber soles. The television was tuned to professional wrestling or cage fighting, I couldn’t tell which. I try to avoid passing judgment on that form of entertainment. After all, I’d been kicking and grappling my way to self-actualization for most of my life. But to get paid to fake punches or seriously maim someone while blood-thirsty onlookers hooted for more? No thanks.
 
   “Dad, I need to talk to you about something,” David said.
 
   Pono grunted and reached for one of the many beer bottles lined up on the floor in front of him. He tipped it up, found it empty, and then heaved it across the room. The bottle hit the edge of a door frame but, surprisingly, didn’t break. 
 
   “How ‘bout that?” Pono said. “I can’t even bust a beer bottle no more.”
 
   David flicked on the overhead light and his dad put up a beefy arm to shield his eyes from the glare.
 
   “Shut that off! Damn kid. Come here makin’ trouble.”
 
   “Sit up, Dad,” David said. He grabbed a stretched-out knitted afghan from the back of the sofa and threw it over his father’s lap. “And make yourself presentable. You’ve got women visitors.”
 
   “What women vis’tors? I don’ see no women. All’s I see is a little girl and some cop-faced gal looks like she’s come to arrest me or sump’un. You here to arrest me?”
 
   David looked at Lili. “This isn’t gonna work. There’s no use trying to talk to him when he’s like this. My mom used to—”
 
   “Don’t you bring her into it,” Pono roared. “She had nuthin’ to do with it. I made a deal with the devil and it’s come back around.”
 
   Lili looked at David and I looked at both of them.
 
   “We should leave,” I said.
 
   The three of us backed out of the room, leaving Pono to his blood sports and overworked liver. Nobody said a word as we got in the car and drove off.
 
   A deal with the devil, huh? I had a hunch the devil in question wasn’t some beer-fueled figment of Pono’s imagination, but more likely a living, breathing citizen of the Kona community. But who? Gary, Shayna, or someone who had yet to cross my radar?
 
   ***
 
   When we got back to the coffee farm, Loke was outside waiting for us. She was wearing a shawl over her shoulders to ward off the chilly night air, and she pulled it tight as she walked over to the car.
 
   “Thank heaven you’re here,” she said. “Charlene just left. She asked where you’d gone, and when I told her you’d gone to Shayna’s to pick up the kids, she screeched out of here like I’d said her house was on fire. The woman looked positively out of her mind. I was worried for you. I was afraid maybe she’d flipped out or something.”
 
   “Actually, we just came from Pono Onakea’s. Do you know him? He’s David’s father.”
 
   “I know who Pono is,” Loke said. “He’s kind of a legend around South Kona.”
 
   I didn’t have time to delve into that before Charlene’s purple PT Cruiser came bouncing down the rutted dirt road into the parking area. The lot was lit by a white-hot pole light that cast stark otherworldly shadows across the area.  
 
   “She’s b-a-a-ck,” Loke said. “Do you want me to go get Ray?”
 
   “You probably should,” I said. “The more the merrier when it comes to dealing with crazy.”
 
   Charlene slammed out of her car and stomped across the lot to where we were standing. 
 
   “Just what do you think you’re doing?” she said. She’d put up a finger and was about to poke it into my sternum, but I blocked it. 
 
   “Calm down,” I said. “What’s the matter?”
 
   “I will not calm down. You come over here with your accusations and half-assed complaints. Whatever you’re thinking, you’re wrong. And Pono? Seriously? You’re gonna take his word over mine? I’m a medical professional, remember? I’ve delivered more than half the kids in South Kona. That makes me something of an expert in what’s good and not good for these kids.”  
 
   I looked around and was relieved to see everyone looked as confused as I was.
 
   “What are you talking about?” I said.
 
   “I know you talked to Pono, and I can only imagine what he said. Well, this was his idea, not mine. I was merely upholding my Hippocratic Oath.”
 
   I scrambled to try to remember the basics of the Hippocratic Oath. “Is that the vow to first do no harm?” I said.
 
   “Precisely. I did no harm; I tried to help. I did everything imaginable to keep this from happening.”
 
   “Keep what from happening?” I said.
 
   “This.” She pointed to Lili and David. They were standing at the end of the pool of light, holding hands. Their faces were immobile, their eyes dilated to nearly black. The effect was of two feral cats attempting to stay hidden from an animal control officer making his rounds with a burlap bag. 
 
   “What in the world are you talking about?” said Loke. She’d returned with Ray in tow. Ray was carrying a four-foot piece of wood, like those used to stake up drooping tree branches. His calm demeanor and steely stare reminded me of Roosevelt’s, “Speak softly but carry a big stick.” 
 
   Ray spoke up, his voice a serene bass in contrast to Charlene’s shrill soprano. “I think we’re all a bit confused here, Charlene. Why don’t you tell us what’s going on?”
 
   Charlene crumpled like a brown paper bag. “It’s not for me to tell. Ask Pono.”
 
   “My dad’s drunk,” said David from the shadows. “And it looks like he plans to stay that way. Please, tell us what you know.” 
 
   Charlene looked over at the couple and said, “I’m truly sorry. I was just trying to help. Let me get something out of my car first, okay?”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
   I saw the flash before I heard the sound. Anyway, that’s how I later recalled it. At the time, my brain was having a tough time comprehending any of what was happening. I remember seeing Charlene’s shadowy body slumped behind the wheel of her car, her head lolled against a shattered side window.
 
   “Everyone stay back,” said Ray. He held up his palm like a cop halting traffic. “Loke, go inside and call nine-one-one.”
 
   The rest of us—David, Lili, and I—stood stock-still, as if we’d been told we’d stumbled into a minefield. And, in a way, we had.
 
   Nothing made sense. How had Charlene gotten her hands on a gun? Unlike a lot of mainland states, gun laws in Hawaii are strict. In order to even buy a gun or ammunition, you first have to get a permit from the local chief of police. And police chiefs are notoriously stingy about sharing fire power with the locals. I mean, think about it. The last thing they want is a front page story about a police shoot-out with a formerly upright citizen who has a gun permit with the police chief’s signature on it.
 
   The police arrived about ten minutes later with an ambulance pulling up close behind. By then, we’d all made our way back to the house, each of us lost in the stunned silence of witnesses to a tragedy.
 
   The police asked us our names and our relationship to the victim. I wanted to say “nemesis” but held back. The police I’d dealt with before had never appreciated my attempts at humor, and from the looks of the two big cops standing in Loke’s kitchen, that wasn’t about to change.  
 
   “None of you are family to the victim?” the older cop said.
 
   “Not that we know of,” said Loke. Until she said that, I hadn’t given Charlene’s last words much thought. Had she hinted she knew more about Lili’s birth than we imagined? Could she possibly be related to her? Maybe an aunt, or cousin, or…heaven, forbid, her mother?
 
   Lili’s parentage was still up for grabs. Perhaps Charlene’s song and dance about Lili’s mother “suffering” was really her own suffering in having to give her up. I know it’s not kind to speak ill of the dead, so I kept my opinions to myself. But as I watched out the window as they loaded Charlene Cooper’s lifeless body for the quick trip to the morgue, I didn’t feel anything but loathing. In my heart and brain, I was calling her out for being selfish, vicious, and cold-hearted in taking the truth with her to the grave. 
 
   ***
 
   As hard as it is to believe, I’ve managed to spend a considerable amount of time in police stations on all of the Hawaiian Islands I’ve visited. The police departments of Maui, Lana’i, Kaua’i, and O’ahu have all graciously entertained me, and now it appeared I was about to enjoy the hospitality of Hawaii Island’s finest. 
 
   “We’ll need statements from each of you,” said the cop. “I know it’s late, but we’d like to take care of it while the events are still fresh in your mind.”
 
   “Are you implying we did anything to contribute to Charlene’s death?” said Loke. Ray touched her arm and gave her a tiny shake of the head.
 
   The cop saw it and said, “Your husband’s right. It’s best you not say anything until we get down to the station.”
 
   “Are you going to read us our rights?” Loke persisted.
 
   “No, ma’am. You’re not under arrest. We’re just gathering information.”
 
   “Because there are five people here and we all saw the same thing,” she went on. “Charlene was about to tell us something and she just snapped. She ran over to her car and the next thing we knew, she’d…she’d…” Loke began sobbing. 
 
   “As you can see, Officer, this has been extremely upsetting for my wife,” said Ray. “Is there any chance we could do this tomorrow?”
 
   The cop seemed to weigh which would be more difficult to explain to his superiors: trying to take a statement from a weeping distraught witness, or allowing her time to calm down but perhaps forgetting a few details. 
 
   “Okay, Mrs. Vick can give her statement first thing in the morning. But I’ll need the rest of you to come in tonight.”
 
   “How about me?” said Lili. “I’m a teenager. I’m not even eighteen yet. Are you gonna put me in juvie? Because, if you are, I know I’m allowed to make one phone call.”
 
   I was glad it was a warm evening because if it was a few degrees cooler we probably would’ve seen the steam coming out of the cop’s ears. “No, you’re not going to juvenile hall. You’ll be going to the precinct in Kailua-Kona with the rest of the witnesses. You’re all witnesses, nothing more. We appreciate your cooperation.”
 
   I drove Lili, David and Ray down to the station, happy we hadn’t been relegated to the back seat of a cop car. “Okay,” I said when all the car doors were shut and everyone had buckled up. “We’re only required to tell them what we saw. I’ve done this a few times before, so let me give you some advice: simply answer the questions they ask you. Don’t say anything more. They’ll probably ask you the same question a few different ways but don’t let it rattle you. Just give the same answer over and over.”
 
   A beat went by and I added, “Oh, and one more thing: use the bathroom whenever they ask if you need it. You’ll be glad you did.”
 
   We’d gone about two miles when Ray spoke up. “Tell me again what you do for a living?”
 
   “I’m a wedding planner.”
 
   “Ah,” he said. 
 
   “But, in the past couple of years, I’ve dealt with a few unfortunate situations. So, I’ve spent some time in police stations.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “But just as a witness. I’ve never actually been arrested.”
 
   We rode the rest of the way in silence.
 
   ***
 
   I was pleased to get out of the police station by one a.m., but the others seemed cranky.
 
   “I thought we’d never get out of there,” said David. 
 
   “Yeah,” said Lili, “Those cops must be really dumb. Either that or they don’t hear so good. They kept asking me the same stuff over and over and over. I wish I’d had a Q-Tip. I would’ve offered to clean out their ears.”
 
   “Remember when I told you they’d do that?” I said. “It’s how these things go. They’re checking to make sure you stick with your story.”
 
   “They think we’re liars?” said David.
 
   “No. They just need to be thorough. Sometimes, eye witness accounts can be a little shaky.”
 
   “I did it exactly as you told us to,” said Ray. “I answered only the question they asked and nothing more. If they asked it again, I stuck with my original answer.”
 
   I pulled into the coffee farm and then remembered David was with us. “Where would you like me to take you?”
 
   “I’ll sleep in the car,” he said in a weary voice. “No way I’m going back to my sister’s or my dad’s. I’ll stretch out back here and I’ll be fine.”
 
   “There’s a cot in the roasting barn,” said Ray. “It’s nothing fancy, but it’s got a half-decent mattress and a sink you can use. I’d put you up in one of the cabins, but we’re all booked up with the coffee buyers.”
 
   “The barn sounds good to me,” said David. “I love waking up to the smell of fresh coffee.”
 
   ***
 
   By the time I crawled into bed alongside Lili, it was nearly two a.m. There was no way I’d be making the first flight to Maui at nine. Good thing I hadn’t sent a text to Hatch to tell him when I was coming home. I’d disappointed him enough already. I started working out what I was going to say to him but caught myself dozing off before I came up with anything good.
 
   The last image I saw before I drifted off completely was the flash of the gun as Charlene took the coward’s way out. What could possibly have been so shameful she’d rather die than face the consequences? And why blow your brains out in full public view? Wasn’t suicide best left to a locked room with a good-bye note propped up on the table explaining the circumstances?
 
   I’d never considered myself an especially private person, but in the past week I’d found myself questioning why people seemed to want an audience for just about everything. Have a new baby? Post it on FaceBook. Rescue a puppy from the pound? Make a YouTube video of the puppy’s homecoming. Propose to your girlfriend? Rent the Jumbo-tron at a sports stadium.
 
   Was nothing sacred anymore? Had privacy gone out of style? 
 
   And then it dawned on me: if people didn’t want an audience for life’s big events, I’d be out of a job.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 31
 
    
 
   The sky outside the cabin was a brilliant cerulean blue; a perfect winter’s day in Hawaii. I’d slept well and I woke up refreshed, ready to take on the day. Then the memory of what I’d witnessed the night before caught up with me and I rolled over and stuffed my face in the pillow.
 
   “You want to go in the shower first?” said Lili. “Or you can sleep in. I’m going to call my dad and have him book me on a flight home today. I’ll come back later for David’s mom’s service.” Lili sounded strong, confident. A big change from the chirpy little-girl voice of when I’d first met her.
 
   “What time is it?” I said. I elbowed my way up on one arm and looked at the clock. It was almost eight-thirty. “Wow, I must’ve really needed the sleep.”
 
   “I didn’t sleep good at all,” she said. “You know what really bugs me?”
 
   I didn’t know if she expected an answer, but I could think of at least a dozen things Lili would find annoying: me hogging the covers, David postponing the wedding, her looming GED classes.
 
   “I can’t stop thinking Charlene killed herself just so she wouldn’t have to tell me who my mom was.”
 
   Ah, the narcissism of youth. Was I ever so self-centered? The answer was probably something I wasn’t willing to admit, let alone remember.
 
   When I finally made my way to the coffee farm kitchen, David and Lili were already there. The kids told me Ray had taken Loke to the police station, but she’d made banana bread for breakfast before she left.
 
   I filled a coffee cup and took a seat at the table. The scent of the warm banana bread reminded me I hadn’t eaten dinner. 
 
   “Everyone okay this morning?” I said.
 
   “I guess,” said David. “Lili’s leaving.”
 
   “So I heard,” I said.
 
   Lili reached over and squeezed David’s hand. “Just for a little bit. I’ll be back for the memorial service.”
 
   “If there ever is a memorial service,” said David. “My sisters will probably fight over it for weeks.”
 
   “But don’t they have to get back to their homes and jobs?”
 
   “You’d think. But, knowing my sisters, they’ll milk this ‘my mom died’ thing for as long as they can. Most of them will get, like, two weeks off for bereavement. And my guess is they’ll manage to stretch it beyond that.”
 
   I took a few sips of coffee and ate a piece of the banana bread in about three bites. There were four pieces left on the plate.
 
   “Does anyone want me to cook some eggs? I’m not much of a cook, but I do know how to scramble an egg.”
 
   “That’d be great,” said David. “I’m starving.”
 
   I scrambled the last four eggs from Loke’s refrigerator. David and Lili stared into space as if on hold, or in shock.
 
   “Are you two all right?” I said. “I know it’s not easy to talk about what happened last night, but maybe we should.”
 
   “Yeah,” said David. “I hope my dad’s sobered up by now, because I really need to talk to him about what he was rambling on about.”
 
   Lili and I exchanged a look. 
 
   “I was actually talking about what happened with Charlene,” I said.
 
   “I know,” said David. “That’s what I want to ask my dad about.”
 
   ***
 
   I called Farrah to explain why I wouldn’t be coming home as planned. The call went to voicemail, so I figured she was with a customer. The store was open fourteen hours a day, seven days a week, so even though it was Sunday, she’d be at work. As I hung up from leaving a message, I wondered if maybe now that she was married she’d cut back on her work schedule. After all, she had a life now. And a husband who wanted to spend time with her. 
 
   Thinking about that probably wasn’t a good thing for me right then. It only highlighted the fact that I didn’t. Worse yet, I’d been offered such a life and I’d refused. Well, not exactly refused; I’d flinched. Of all the ways you can lose a martial arts fight, flinching is about the worst. No, it is the worst. No question. 
 
   Farrah called back ten minutes later.
 
   “Are you here?” she said.
 
   “No, that’s why I’m calling. Some stuff happened last night and I wasn’t able to get out of here this morning.”
 
   “Uh-oh.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Are we talking major bummer or minor bummer?” she said.
 
   “Major.”
 
   “Like somebody killed somebody?” she said.
 
   “Like somebody killed herself.”
 
   “Wow, a woman ‘offed’ herself? That’s like a total bummer. Are you okay?”
 
   “I’m fine,” I said. “But, besides witnessing the suicide, I’m upset because the woman was just about to tell my bride, Lili, who her mother was. Now, we’ll never know.” 
 
   “Maybe the dead woman was the mom,” said Farrah.
 
   “Maybe. But, like I said, now we’ll never know. And Lili gets to spend the rest of her life wondering.”
 
   “Harsh,” she said. “But let’s talk about you. I don’t want you to be mad, but I told Hatch you’d be back today. I also told him you wanted to talk to him.”
 
   “What? I asked you not to say anything.”
 
   “I know, but you were wrong. You two don’t do ‘shock and awe’ very good. It always turns out to be way more shock than awe. I figured telling him might get him more ready for what you wanted to say.”
 
   “But, now that I’m not coming back this morning, he’s gonna think I’m avoiding him,” I said.
 
   “No, he won’t. He knows if there’s mayhem anywhere within fifty miles you’ll be smack dab in the middle of it. He’s used to it; in fact, we’re all used to it by now.”
 
   “Well, I’m not. I want to come home.”
 
   “Oops, hear that?” she said. “A customer just came in. I gotta run. Call me when you land, okay?”
 
   I hung up and went back to the cabin to pack. There wasn’t much reason for sticking around. I’d drop David off at his dad’s and take Lili with me out to the airport. Beyond that, my work in Kona was done.
 
   ***
 
   As usual, Lili and David climbed into the back seat for the ride to Pono’s. I’d come to accept my position as their chauffeur, but was glad my weird role as wedding planner/detective and stand-in parent was nearly over. Since I hadn’t taken a deposit on their wedding I probably wouldn’t see them again. When they turned eighteen, they’d probably just run down to the courthouse and keep their whacko families out of it. I sure wouldn’t blame them if they did. 
 
   I pulled in front of David’s dad’s place, but didn’t turn off the engine. “Lili, how about you sitting up front with me for the ride to the airport?” I said.
 
   She locked eyes with David.
 
   I went on. “You are still planning on going back to Maui today, right?”
 
   They kept the stare going.
 
   “David wants me to come inside for a few minutes,” she said.
 
   “You can come, too,” David said. “I just need to ask him a couple of things, and then I’m heading back to Hilo.” His face lit up as if a fantastic idea had just popped in his head. “Hey, how about we go in and see my dad and then all three of us go out to the airport? It’ll be easier for me to pick up a ride there.”
 
   “That’s great,” said Lili. “Then you and I can spend a little more time together.”
 
   Not how I saw this going, but it was doable. 
 
   We got out of the car. David and Lili practically skipped up to the house; I lagged behind. Pono hadn’t struck me as the kind of guy who entertained frequently, but I hoped he’d at least offer us a cup of coffee. I had a feeling after last night’s bender he’d be needing some for himself, as well.
 
   We kicked off our shoes at the door, and David walked in without knocking. Pono was right where we’d left him, sacked out on the sofa. The place smelled a bit less like beer and more like sweat than it had the night before, but other than that, everything was the same. The TV was still on and the tossed beer bottle was still in the doorway to the kitchen.
 
   “Dad, get up,” said David. He went over and rousted his dad by wiggling his shoulder. Pono tried to shake him off, but David persisted.
 
   Lili stood primly at the end of the sofa, seeming to take in the squalid surroundings for the first time. Was she finally putting two and two together and realizing the grumpy guy under the ratty afghan was her future children’s grandfather? When I contrasted beer-soaked Pono to Lili’s concerned pilot father showing up at my house to demand I help him find his daughter, it made me shudder. No doubt it did her, too.
 
   “Dad, we need to talk,” said David. “Just for a few minutes. Then I’ll get out of your hair and let you go back to sleep.”
 
   Pono writhed on the sofa. He was either trying to sit up or to get away from David’s insistent shaking. It was hard to tell. Finally, David gripped his dad’s shoulders and heaved him upright. Pono blinked in dismay, but seemed to accept his fate. 
 
   “Okay, Dad. I want you to tell us what you meant last night.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “About Mom. About making a ‘deal with the devil.’ What’d you mean by that?”
 
   Pono shook his head, as if dismissing the reference. “Nah, I was drunk. I don’ know nuthin’ about that.”
 
   “Do you remember a woman named Charlene Cooper?” I said. “She was the midwife who delivered David.” 
 
   Pono’s eyes grew so wide I could see white all the way around his brown irises. His hands trembled as he gripped the afghan tighter to his body. 
 
   “Yeah, what about her?” he said.
 
   “We were talking with her last night, and—”
 
   “She’s a liar,” he said. He dropped his head for a second and when he raised it he said, “The whole thing was her idea. Like I said, that woman is the devil. I didn’ want to do it, but she made me.”
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 32
 
    
 
   We all were speechless after Pono’s rant. If Charlene Cooper had been his “devil” then I assumed his “deal” had something to do with her.
 
   “What was her idea?” I said.
 
   “To switch the kids,” he said. He sounded exasperated, as if he’d already been perfectly clear and he was annoyed to have to explain it further.
 
   “Dad, you’re not making sense. What kids are you talking about?”
 
   Pono ran his hands down his face. “What’d she say about me?”
 
   I seized the opportunity. “She said you’d tell us everything. She said she was sorry and she’d take full responsibility. She doesn’t blame you at all.”
 
   “Really? Well, good. Because, at first, I wanted nothin’ to do with it. I told her I thought it was pupule—crazy. A real bad idea. But she kept saying how it was best. ‘Everybody wins’—that’s what she said, ‘Everybody wins.’”
 
   “Why don’t you tell us how it all went down?” I said. “From the beginning.”
 
   Pono sighed and hung his head. “I didn’t do right by Malia,” he said. “I know that now. But, back then, I was mad with her, ya know?”
 
   The air in the room seemed to heat up to near scorching as we waited for him to go on. 
 
   “She kept makin’ those girl babies, ya know? I mean, what could I do? I had that gardener job but I hardly made nothin’. What with paying the rent and puttin’ gas in my truck, there wasn’t much left for food and clothes and all the stuff you need for keiki. Especially girl keiki. After four girls, when she got herself pregnant again, I said, ‘That’s it. You give me a boy this time, or else.’ She thought it was funny, her making girls like that, but I wanted a boy and she knew it.”
 
   He looked down at the beer bottles still lined up in front of the sofa. He had a look on his face like he wished he’d saved a few swallows for a time like this.
 
   He went on. “The day Malia goes into her labor, I call the midwife. She comes over and tells me it’s gonna be quick, ya know? ‘Cuz Malia had all those other babies and she knows what she’s doin’. And sure enough, right away the baby came. Charlene comes out and she got her face all squished up, like she’s mad or somethin’. I ask her if I got my boy and she says, ‘Yeah.’ Then she says, ‘An’ don’t worry, ‘cuz  I’ll handle the other one.’ 
 
   “The other one?” I said. “What did she mean by that?”
 
   “Hold on, I’m gettin’ there,” he said. “So, she tells me Malia had two babies—one girl, one boy. Malia’s a big wahine, ya know? Nobody knew she was plannin’ on having two. Anyway, Miz Cooper tells me, don’t worry about havin’ another girl. I’ve got a family all picked out for her. They’ll give her a good home, and I’ll make sure you get your hanai money.”
 
   Pono’s eyes had been locked on David’s face, but at that point, he twisted his neck to face the wall as he finished his story.
 
   “So, that’s how it went down,” he said. “Charlene found a home for the baby girl, and Malia and me got a little extra money for our ‘ohana.”
 
   The pieces were falling into place and it wasn’t a pretty picture.
 
   “You sold your child?” I said in a whisper.
 
   “I didn’t sell nothin’. Charlene said it was—how’d she say?—oh, yeah, ‘customary.’ She said it was customary for people who got a hanai baby to give something to the parents. For mahalo.”
 
   “How much?” I said. I was aware David and Lili were hearing all this. It troubled me to imagine what must be going through their minds.
 
   “I don’ know. Few thousand, maybe five.”
 
   “Five thousand dollars?” I said.
 
   “Somethin’ like that.”
 
   “What did Malia think of this arrangement?” I said. “Was she onboard with handing over her baby in exchange for some new kitchen appliances?”
 
   Pono scrunched his face in confusion. “What you talkin’ about? I didn’t buy no kitchen ‘pliances. I had bills to pay.”
 
   “Answer the question, Pono,” I said. “How did Malia feel about giving up her daughter?”
 
   “She didn’ know,” he said. His voice was barely a whisper.
 
   “Oh, come on. The woman gave birth and didn’t know she had twins?”
 
   He shook his head. “Charlene gave her some kinda medicine to make her forget stuff. You know, to help with the pain.”
 
   “And then she took the baby girl away before Malia saw it?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   I was dumbstruck. I flicked my eyes to David and Lili. They looked like two kids fully engrossed in a video game. Blank faces, staring eyes.
 
   The whole sick scenario was starting to come into focus. The hanai baby girl, the unsuspecting wife, the scheming midwife, and the desperate baby daddy.
 
   “But last week, Malia figured it out, didn’t she?” I said.
 
   He shrugged.
 
   “I don’ know what she knew or didn’ know,” Pono said. “Charlene tol’ me not to worry. She said to meet her at the house and she’d handle it.”
 
   “So, Charlene Cooper asked you to meet her at Malia’s?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “When was that?” I said. I knew my questioning probably sounded like a police interrogation, but what the heck? Pono’s confession could definitely use a rehearsal.
 
   “You know, last week. On Monday.”
 
   “The day she died,” I said.
 
   “Yeah, but it wasn’t s’posed to go that way, you know?” he said. “Charlene tol’ me she was just gonna talk to her. Help her see it was for the best.”
 
   “But what happened instead?”
 
   “I don’ know. By the time I got there Malia was acting drunk. Charlene said to get her out to the car. She said she’d take her to the hospital and get her fixed up. She said Malia pro’bly had gotten too much medicine in her and they’d help her at the ER.”
 
   “So, you carried Malia out to the car?”
 
   “Well, more like dragged her. Like I said, that girl’s one big wahine. And she wasn’t so happy to go.” He started to chuckle, then glanced over and saw the horror on David and Lili’s faces and snatched it back.
 
   “What happened after you got her to the car?”
 
   “Charlene says to put her in the driver seat. I think that’s pupule ‘cuz there’s no way Malia can drive like she was. Charlene say, ‘Just do it.’ Then she tell me to leave. Just get outta there. So, I take off.”
 
   “C’mon, Pono. That doesn’t make sense,” I said. “You knew what might happen if you left.” 
 
   “No. I swear I didn’t. I thought Charlene was gonna help her get to the hospital. I didn’ know…” His voice trailed off. A sad ending to an even sadder tale.
 
   My mind scrambled to come up with what to do next. David and Lili hadn’t said a word.  In fact, they both looked like they were in shock. There was no use asking them for help, they needed help themselves. The first order of business was to make sure Pono told his story to someone with a badge before he began drinking again, or worse, recanted the whole thing.
 
   I took out my phone and punched in three numbers.
 
   “This is nine-one-one; what is the nature of your emergency: fire, police or medical?” The operator was a woman with a no-nonsense voice.
 
   “Police.”
 
   “What’s the situation?”
 
   “I have a man here with eye witness information regarding the death of Malia Byers last week in Kealakekua,” I said.
 
   This seemed to stump her. “Last week? I thought you said this was an emergency.”
 
   “It is. He says the victim was murdered, and he knows who did it. He wants to make a statement to the police. But time is of the essence, because the witness may change his mind.”
 
   “You’re calling from a cell phone, correct?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Give me your location, and I’ll dispatch a squad car.” 
 
   I didn’t want to leave Pono alone while we waited for the cruiser, but David and Lili looked as if they were both about to pass out. I took them by the arms and pulled them out to my car.
 
   “Are you taking us to the airport?” Lili said. She’d resumed the childlike tone she’d had when I first met her.
 
   “No, we’re going to wait here until the police arrive.”
 
   “Did my dad kill my mom?” said David in a hollow voice. “Is that what he said?”
 
   “The police will be here soon. We’ll let them handle it.”
 
   “No,” shouted David. “I want to know! Did he kill her or not?”
 
   I almost told him that was the least of his worries, but stopped myself. It would be cruel. And besides, he’d figure it all out for himself soon enough.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 33
 
    
 
   When the cruiser pulled up, I climbed out of my car to meet them. I led the two officers to the house, but when they knocked, Pono didn’t answer. A flashback of watching Charlene take the easy way out the night before shot a tingle of dread down my arms. I gripped the doorknob and barged in. The cops seemed to hesitate, but when we all saw Pono crashed out on the sofa, they followed me inside. 
 
   “Sir,” said the taller cop. “Sir, we need to talk with you.”
 
   Pono mumbled and rolled over. I blew out a breath of relief.
 
   “I need to leave,” I said. “I’ve got two kids in the car who need immediate medical attention.”
 
   The shorter cop crossed his arms and said, “It’d be best if you stayed.”
 
   “I can’t,” I said. “I need to get to the hospital. This man can tell you the whole story. But he probably should be taken to the station to give a formal statement.”
 
   The taller cop smirked. “You telling us how to do our job?”
 
   “No, sir. Just trying to save you some time.” I hustled back out to my car before the cops had a chance to stop me.
 
   The hospital was on a hill about a half-mile away but it took fifteen minutes to get there because there’s no way to go there directly. I dropped the kids at the emergency entrance and parked the car. I found the admitting nurse and gave her a quick overview of David and Lili’s situation. 
 
   “They witnessed a suicide last night, and this morning they heard the confession of a man involved in the murder of the young man’s mother.” I didn’t mention the murder victim was also the young woman’s mother because, even though I’d heard it with my own ears, I wasn’t quite ready to accept it. “I’m pretty sure they’re in shock. I think the doctor will want to prescribe a sedative and order mental health counseling,” I said.
 
   “Mahalo for the information, but let’s leave the diagnosis and treatment up to the doctor, okay?” she said.
 
   “Just trying to save you some time,” I said. 
 
   I helped David and Lili get out their insurance cards and answer basic questions. When they were called in, I told them I had to leave but I’d be back as soon as I could. 
 
   Next stop, Shayna’s. Shayna’s remark about “messing up” was still rattling around my brain. 
 
   Her scary dog was nowhere in sight, but her equally scary daughter answered the door.
 
   “Yeah?” she said. “What do you want? My mom’s not here.”
 
   “Where did she go?”
 
   “How should I know? She makes me tell her where I’m going every time I gotta take a pee, but when she goes out, she don’t tell me nuthin’.”
 
   I stared her down. Sometimes silence is more effective than asking twice.
 
   “I think she mighta gone to Edie’s. You know, the house across from my tutu’s.” I’d never thought of it, but Malia had been a grandmother. I wondered what she’d thought of her surly granddaughter with the piercings, tattoos, and toxic attitude.
 
   I left the car where it was and jogged the five blocks to Edie’s. I hadn’t been able to work out in what seemed like weeks and the feel of my legs hitting pavement and my arms pumping was exhilarating. The past hour had dumped enough adrenaline in my system to run a marathon. As I ran, I looked to the west. I couldn’t see the ocean—too many houses and trees—but Kona is the site of one of the world’s most respected triathlons. How ironic that in the time I’d spent there my fitness routine had taken a full-on nosedive.
 
   My cell phone chimed as I rounded the corner to Edie’s. I checked the caller ID. It was Farrah. I let it go to voicemail.
 
   Edie’s door was open. She and Shayna were standing in the living room. I rapped on the door sill and they both turned. Shayna’s face looked like she’d been non-stop crying since the last time I’d seen her.
 
   “Pali,” said Edie. “We were just talking about you and now here you are!” She had a big smile on her face; like the guest of honor had just shown up at the surprise party.
 
   “I need to talk to Shayna,” I said.
 
   “Sure, hon,” said Edie. “Why don’t we all just take a seat?”
 
   I considered asking for privacy, but in Edie’s world, shutting her out would be tantamount to a punch in the gut. That line from the movie, “Dirty Dancing” came to mind: “Nobody puts Baby in a corner.”
 
   Shayna lumbered over to the sofa and plopped herself square in the middle. Edie and I made do with the two uncomfortable wicker chairs opposite.
 
   “I know you’ve been upset about your mom,” I said. “And I’m sorry to keep asking you questions. But what did you mean about ‘messing up’ when you went to your mom’s house that last day?”
 
   Shayna’s face crumpled and, for a second, I felt a pang of guilt for picking the scab. But it was time for everything to come out. And, hard as it was, maybe I was doing her a favor. I had a hunch a lot of her anguish was the result of an incorrect assumption. 
 
   “I didn’t give her an insulin shot that morning,” she said. “I saw my dad’s truck there, so  I turned around and left. I knew they’d be fighting and yelling at each other, and I didn’t want to deal with it. I figured my dad would leave in a little while and I’d go back over. But when I did, I found my mom…” She wiped her nose on the back of her hand. I wanted to hand her a tissue, but I hadn’t brought my purse with me. 
 
   “Anyway,” she went on. “When Edie told me she OD’d on her insulin, I knew she’d tried to kill herself. All because I wasn’t willing to stand up for her with my father.” Her head was down and her voice so whimpery I probably wouldn’t have understood her if I didn’t already know what she was going to say.
 
   “Your mom didn’t kill herself,” I said. 
 
   Shayna’s head popped up like a marionette’s string being yanked.
 
   “What?” she said.
 
   “Yeah, what’re you sayin’?” said Edie.
 
   “I know for a fact your mom didn’t take her own life.”
 
   “Then how come she’s dead?” said Shayna.
 
   That was a question way above my pay grade. 
 
   ***
 
   I helped Shayna walk home. I said she’d be hearing from the police, and they’d tell her everything in due time.
 
   “Does David already know what happened?” she said.
 
   Since she was keeping score, I chose not to play. “I’m not sure what he knows. But the police will probably want to talk to the whole family at the same time.”
 
   “Are you telling me my mom was murdered?”
 
   “I’m not in a position to say. But from the looks of things, that’s a strong possibility.”
 
   “The looks of what things?” she said.
 
   Before answering, I considered how much I should divulge. “You know Charlene Cooper, right?”
 
   “You mean, Auntie Charlene? The midwife?”
 
   I nodded.
 
   “She killed my mom?”
 
   “The police are trying to unravel what happened. But, last night Charlene took her own life. Speculation is she did it to avoid dealing with her role in your mother’s death.” Whew. I could take the stage with that tap dance.
 
   I made sure Shayna was safely inside her house and then I drove back to the hospital. The woman at the information desk said both Lili and David had been admitted for observation. I asked if I could visit, but she shook her head.
 
   “The police were here a few minutes ago, but the doctor wouldn’t allow them in. Both patients’ rooms are posted ‘no visitors’.”
 
   I drove down to the coffee farm to see Loke one last time. I explained Charlene Cooper had used Loke’s daughter’s birth certificate to cover up the birth of a twin girl to Malia Byers.
 
   “Malia never knew?” she said.
 
   “That’s up for speculation. Charlene may or may not have told her, but the results were the same.”
 
   “So, that’s why Lili’s name was the same as my daughter’s?”
 
   “I assume so,” I said.
 
   Loke’s eyes drifted down, as if puzzling out a difficult math problem. “Wait, if this Lili is actually Malia’s daughter, then that makes David…” She didn’t finish.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “Oh, my God,” she said. “I can’t imagine what Lili must be going through. I’ll be praying for her. For both of them.”
 
   We hugged, and I went outside to make a phone call.
 
   Farrah answered right away. “Hey you, what’s going on? You on your way?”
 
   “No, I’m still here in Kona. You’re not gonna believe what I found out.”
 
   “You find out who the girl’s mother is?” she said.
 
   “Oh, yeah. And it’s a mess.”
 
   “You can tell me all about it when you get back. The reason I called earlier was to tell you Hatch is bugging out. He came in this morning and said he’s headed to the mainland.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Like, soon. He said he’s pretty much ready to go.”
 
   “That’s okay,” I said. “We could both use a little cooling off time. I wasn’t exactly sure what I was going to say anyway.”
 
   “Earth to Pali,” she said. “You’re not hearing what I’m saying.” She sucked in a breath; Farrah’s way of prefacing a dramatic tee-up. “He bought a one-way ticket.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “He’s moving. He asked if I knew the rules for taking a dog to the mainland. Like what shots they needed, or if they’d be quarantined or whatever. He’s taking Wahine and all his stuff and moving to Montana for good.”
 
   “Oh, no.”
 
   “Oh, yeah,” she said. “So, don’t bother bummin’ out over what you’re gonna say ‘cuz it looks like he’s done talkin’.” 
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 34
 
    
 
   Once again, Steve was right. He’d warned me about nosing into other people’s family secrets. The hunt for Lili’s birth certificate had turned out to be creepier than anything I could’ve imagined. Meanwhile, my own life was unraveling behind the scenes. Hatch moving to the mainland? He’d loved Montana when he’d been sent there for wildland fire training, but I’d hoped it was “vacation syndrome.” You know, what mainlanders get when they come to Hawaii. They see the beaches and the sunshine and the mai tais and the smiling tour guides and they think, It’s great here. We should move to Hawaii. What they don’t see are the astronomical housing prices, the “unique” political situation, the hefty grocery bills, and the hard-fought effort to keep traditional Hawaiian culture alive in an era of McDonald’s and WalMart.
 
   Hatch won’t like it on the mainland, I thought. It gets cold there. And everything’s far away. Mainlanders drive miles and miles just to get to work every day. And Montana doesn’t have beaches. Hatch might argue a river’s as good as an ocean, but he’d only be kidding himself.
 
    I drove to the Kona airport waging a heavy debate with myself over what to do next. Should I let Hatch go, hoping once he got to Montana he’d realize he made a mistake? Or should I beg him to stay? I hated the idea of begging. I’d been raised to be independent and resourceful. Begging wasn’t in my playbook. 
 
   ***
 
   When I landed, my first phone call wasn’t to Farrah. It was to Craig Anderson, Lili’s father. He didn’t sound thrilled to hear from me.
 
   “What’s going on over there?” he boomed. “We’ve been worried sick. Lili sent a text a week ago and we haven’t heard from her since.”
 
   So much for Lili’s promise to call.
 
   “I’m sorry I haven’t had the chance to keep you posted,” I said. “It’s been one thing after another.”
 
   “I’m waiting,” he said, as if he found my feeble excuse completely beyond inadequate.
 
   “Would you mind meeting with me in person?” I said. “It’s kind of a long story.” I really didn’t want to watch his face as I slogged through the details of his daughter’s complicated—and heart-breaking—history, but it wasn’t news that should be given over a cell phone.
 
   “I can’t,” he said. “I’m at the airport. I’ve got a flight in forty-five minutes.”
 
   “Can you reschedule?” I said.
 
   He laughed. Not a jolly laugh, more like a bitter chuckle. “Not hardly. I’m the pilot.”
 
   “Oh, sorry. I forgot.”
 
   “Which airport?” I said.
 
   “O-G-G. That’s Kahului.”
 
   “I’m here, too,” I said. “How about we meet for a quick cup of coffee?”
 
   We agreed to meet at Starbucks. When he came in I was sitting down and the guy looked even taller than he had standing on my porch. He looked around tentatively, like a guy scanning the place for a date he’d arranged on Match.com. But when he saw me he lifted his head in a quick nod of recognition.
 
   “Where’s Lili?” he said, not bothering with small talk.
 
   “She’s still on the Big Island,” I said. “That’s what I wanted to talk to you about. She’s in the hospital.”
 
   “The hospital?” he roared. “What the hell? Is she hurt? Was she in an accident? I’ll kill that kid. He’s the reason she—”
 
   I laid my hand on his arm. A risky gesture, since he looked like he was in the mood to break bones.
 
   “Mr. Anderson, I need you to hear me out. Lili’s fine. She’s not hurt physically at all. She’s had some distressing news and she’s in the hospital to allow her time to sort it all out.”
 
   He squinted his eyes. “Distressing news? What the hell does that mean?” 
 
   I remembered he only had a few minutes before he got in a cockpit and took an airplane carrying hundreds of people tens of thousands of feet in the air. The world didn’t need another airplane falling off the radar.
 
   “Okay, first, she was in the general vicinity when a woman committed suicide by shooting herself. As you can imagine, that was very upsetting for Lili. The good news is it was late at night and completely dark. So, she didn’t see the actual event. She just heard the noise and we all knew what happened.”
 
   “You were there too?”
 
   “Yes, I was.”
 
   “You took her to a place where a woman was about to commit suicide?”
 
   “No, we were at the farm where we were both staying.”
 
   “Lili stayed at a farm? Lili’s afraid of animals. She doesn’t even like petting zoos.”
 
   Oh, boy. This was going far afield of how I wanted it to go.
 
   “It was a coffee farm, okay? But let’s not concern ourselves with that. I’m trying to give you a quick run-down of why your daughter’s being treated at the hospital.”
 
   “Fine. Go on.”
 
   “Lili found out about her birth parents and why she was given up for adoption. It turned out to be very disturbing.”
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   Since the police had not formally charged anyone with anything, I didn’t feel obligated to go into the gory details. I laced up my tap shoes and did the best I could.
 
   “The birth certificate you have for Lili is fraudulent. It was switched with a baby girl who was born around the same time but died a few days later.”
 
   “Okay, so where’s Lili’s valid birth certificate?” he said.
 
   “There isn’t one. She was born a twin, and the parents only wanted to keep one of the babies. She was given up, and the switched birth certificate was used to hide the fact she’d ever been born.”
 
   He looked perplexed. After describing it that way, I was pretty perplexed myself. I’d left out the part about conning the birth mother and the midwife extorting money from Craig and his wife.
 
   “Did you pay adoption fees to get Lili?” I said.
 
   “Yeah, pretty hefty ones, in fact. The broker who handled it charged us something in the neighborhood of twenty-five thousand bucks.”
 
   “Do you remember the broker’s name?”
 
   He shook his head. “It’s been nearly eighteen years. My wife might remember. She was more involved with it than me.”
 
   “Does the name Charlene Cooper ring a bell?”
 
   “I don’t know. I’m pretty sure it was a woman, though.” He checked his watch. “Sorry, but I gotta go. I’ll call my wife and have her fly to Kona. She and Lili have been feuding ever since Lili quit school to marry that Hilo kid. Hopefully this news will put that notion on hold for a while.”
 
   Oh yeah, I thought. Like until they make incest legal. But I held my tongue.
 
   We shook good-bye and he hustled off to make his flight.
 
   ***
 
   I called Farrah, but it went to voicemail. Probably best. I was only five minutes away from Hatch’s anyway. 
 
   I pulled up in front of his cottage and parked. When I got out, Wahine didn’t fly through the hole in the screen door to greet me. In fact, the place seemed unnervingly vacant. Had Hatch managed to pack up and haul out of there in a single day? Impossible. He had more stuff crammed into his five-room cottage than Steve and I had in our two-story house.
 
   I walked up to the front door. The hole in the screen door had been repaired. In fact it looked like a whole new door. I knocked on the doorframe, since the screen was latched and there was no doorbell.
 
   


 
    
 
   CHAPTER 35
 
    
 
   Hatch opened the door and stared out at me as if I’d told him I was there to sell him magazines. No smile, no frown, no nothin’. He flipped up the latch on the screen and turned and walked back into the house.
 
   It was nearly seven o’clock and getting dark outside, but Hatch hadn’t turned on any lights. I stood outside on his porch marveling that, for once, I was aware of a “crossroads” moment in my life. I’d had a few. After all, I was an orphan, and I’d had some rather unconventional jobs and startling life events. But usually I hadn’t recognized any “forks in the road” until I’d already picked a path and stumbled down it a ways.
 
   “You coming in or not?” said Hatch. 
 
   I still hadn’t seen or heard anything from Wahine, and it troubled me. I opened the screen and stepped into the room. Once inside, I couldn’t see much because of the dark.
 
   “Where’s Heen?” I said. I was going for a conversational tone, but it came out sounding kind of dodgy.
 
   “She’s getting some work done,” he said. 
 
   “Work done?”
 
   “Yeah. She needed some shots and the vet wanted to clean her teeth. Seems Heen isn’t big on maintaining proper dental hygiene. She bit him while he was doing the exam, so they put her out for the cleaning. They’re keeping her overnight.”
 
   “Poor thing.”
 
   “She’ll be fine.” He plopped down in a chair. “You just here to check on my dog?” 
 
   I wasn’t used to Hatch being aloof. My visits to Hatch’s place follow a pattern: first, I get a raucous welcome and thorough licking from Wahine. Then, hugs and kisses from Hatch, along with a glass of wine and an offer to join him out on the lanai to watch the stars come out. None of that was happening.
 
   “I’m here to talk with you about what happened in Kona,” I said. I sat in a chair across from him.
 
   “You mean what happened with your little teenager couple, or what happened between you and me?”
 
   “The latter.”
 
   “Fire away,” he said.
 
   “I guess the best way to explain it is I consider myself a private person. When you showed up with all your friends and—”
 
   “Excuse me. I think you meant to say, ‘all our friends.’ Because it wasn’t just my friends you humiliated me in front of. It was your friends too.”
 
   It was beginning to look like nothing short of begging was going to make a difference.
 
   “Do you want me to say, ‘I’m sorry’?” I said.
 
   He stood up. “You’re a real piece of work, you know?”
 
   “I didn’t mean it like that. What I meant was, of course I’m sorry. I’m truly and completely sorry. It was rude of me not to respond to your proposal, but I just wasn’t prepared for it.” For a person with little or no practice at begging, I thought it sounded pretty good.
 
   “You know, life doesn’t come with rehearsals, Pali. It’s not staged like a wedding. You don’t get to invite who you want and leave the boozer uncle at home. Sometimes you gotta just go with what’s happening. Go with what you feel, not just what you planned.”
 
   “I know,” I said.
 
   “I don’t care what you know. I care how you feel. Trouble is, I’d be willing to bet you don’t even know how you feel. About me, about yourself, about anybody. You’re by the book, twenty-four seven. Well, this is one time there is no book. No rules, no right or wrong. And you can’t handle it.”
 
   I hate speeches. Especially ones about things I don’t want to think about. I don’t like speeches about sending money to save starving children in Africa or speeches about climate change and taking the bus instead of driving my car. So, I really hated Hatch’s speech labeling me as an unfeeling by-the-book loser who was out of touch with her feelings. As if getting emotional about anything had ever served me well. 
 
   “I’m sorry you find me so unfeeling,” I said. My voice had choked up a little. I pushed down the urge to clear my throat.
 
   “Look,” he said. “You don’t have to be afraid. Not of me, anyway. That’s what I was offering you in Kona—a safe harbor. For life. I was offering you love and support for the rest of your whole damn life.”
 
   Uh-oh. I felt a tremor building in my chest. It worked its way up my throat, then to my eyes. Then the dam broke.
 
   ***
 
   When I woke up the next morning, I was alone. I wasn’t at home, though. I was still at Hatch’s cottage. Hatch had gone to the vet’s to pick up Wahine. I got up and went to the kitchen to get coffee. Hatch had left a note, “Good morning to the future Mrs. Hatchley Allen Decker. I’ll be back by 8. Prepare to be attacked. Love, H.”
 
   Hatchley? It’d never occurred to me that his name was anything other than Hatch. I panicked for a moment as I thought about all the other things I probably didn’t know about him. Then I laughed. Hatch knew it would freak me out. That’s probably why he put it in the note. Safe harbor, indeed. I poured myself a cup of coffee and went into the bathroom to take a shower.
 
   ***
 
   Farrah squealed in delight at the news. “OMG, this is so totally groovy. It’s beyond cool. Totally bitchin’ bad rad cranked!” Only Farrah could mix slang from four or more decades and have it come out sounding endearing. 
 
   “Let me see the ring,” she said.
 
   I did the “fiancée salute,” the palm-up, fingers extended, display of the solitaire diamond on my left hand. It fiercely sparkled under the fluorescent lights in Farrah’s produce section. She’d been carefully stacking papayas in a display, moving the riper yellow-skinned ones to the front.
 
   “When’s the date?” she said.
 
   I caught myself smiling as I considered the number of times I’d asked that question in the past five years. The next question was supposed to be, And where will you be holding the ceremony? But Farrah threw me a curve ball.
 
   “Are you going to do it yourself?”
 
   Good question. Does a stylist cut her own hair? Does a chef cater her own rehearsal dinner? Does a surgeon take out his own appendix? 
 
   “I don’t think so,” I said.
 
   “Well, then, who’ll you hire to do it?” she said.
 
   Another good question. Maui wedding planners are competitive. It isn’t as if we’re bitter enemies or cut-throat rivals, but how could I hand over the reins when I think I’m the only one who can properly ride the horse?
 
   “I don’t know. Maybe you.”
 
   Another squeal. “Seriously? You’ll let me plan your wedding? Far out. I mean, that’s so bitchin’ cool, I want to die.”
 
   I hoped she’d forgo the death wish until Hatch and I had signed the marriage certificate. I left the store and went next door to my shop. After nine days away, the place smelled musty. I opened the windows and doors and allowed the breeze to sweep through. My glass-topped display of headpieces was dusty and I grabbed a rag from the back and started to clean.
 
   As I carefully wiped off each headpiece and returned it to the display, I recalled Lili trying them all on, twirling around the room in a flurry of girlish delight over her up-coming wedding ceremony. 
 
   Hatch was right. Life doesn’t come with rehearsals. You’ve got to just roll with whatever comes your way. I dropped my head and sent a healing prayer to the fraternal twins recovering in a Kona hospital. They’d vowed to love each other forever, and I was sure they would. 
 
   Just not in the way they expected.
 
   


 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   No one from Kona kept me in the loop regarding what happened to Pono after the cops showed up, but they didn’t need to. It was too juicy a story to not make state-wide headlines. Pono Onakea was charged with first-degree murder in the death of Malia Byers. His court-appointed lawyer argued he shouldn’t be charged with murder in the first degree, since his role in Malia’s death was not premeditated. But, unfortunately for Pono, the story about him giving up his daughter, Lili, leaked out. It was going to be pretty tough to empanel a jury that hadn’t heard about it. How much of a chance did he have of beating the charge when he’d already admitted to betraying the mother of his children, weasling out of supporting a daughter he’d created, and then greedily pocketing five thousand bucks in the process? Not a very good going-in position for a guy charged with murder.
 
   Meanwhile, Hatch and I are deep in the throes of wedding planning. We’re looking at a date sometime in May. But who knows? It may be sooner. Already I’m hearing grumblings from the locals about how Farrah’s so busy fussing over my wedding she’s getting lax in her civic duty—keeping the fine folks of Pa’ia nourished, entertained, and clean via her work at the Gadda da Vida Grocery. 
 
   So for now it’s May, but if anything changes I’ll be sure to let you know.
 
   


 
    
 
   FROM THE AUTHOR
 
    
 
   Okay, this is the place where I say mahalo to all the people who helped. Except, of course, that’s impossible. So I’ll do my best and hope that those who get slighted will feel free to let me know on my FaceBook page (JoAnn Bassett’s Author Page) and demand retribution. After all, it all counts as a ‘page visit.’ Zuckerberg and his colleagues insist ‘page visits’ and ‘likes’ are enormously significant. So, who am I to argue?
 
   First off, thanks to Ray Vick and Nancy Clevinger for allowing me to use their real names in the story. They entered a contest from my website (www.joannbassett.com) and became two ‘good guy’ characters.
 
   Mahalo to my beta readers, Tom Haberer, Diana Paul (bless her, she’s read every single one) and Francesca Moses (who will be soon traveling down the same aisle as Pali, so best wishes to her and her soon-to-be husband, Ted Schelenski ).
 
   And, a big thanks to Janell Parque and Deborah Lewis who did the ‘heavy lifting’ in getting the book ready to go. And to my daughter, Kirsten Haberer, mahalo for your help with ‘daubing’ the cover.
 
   And, finally, a mahalo nui loa to all the readers who keep this trip around the islands going. Without you, I’d be traveling alone. And as you all know, Hawaii on your own is like peanut butter without jelly, or plate lunch without mac salad. So, in a pupule (crazy) effort to show my thanks I’ve randomly selected a few names from my FaceBook page ‘likers’. See if your name is here. Thanks to: Sue Cook-Goodwin, Murphy Leider, Dena Holmes, Wendy Lester, Linda Mitchell, Connie Bruyere, Cindy Gee, Sherry Fundin ,Carolyn Ronald, Cindy Veneris, Robin Kelly, Becky McFadden, Janet Tatevosian, Heather Irwin, Deborah Brown, Erin Finigan, Mary Symonds, Kathy Wiser, Lois Connell, Linda Lang, Lois Wade, Amy Howard, Amy Roth, Gail Mason, Kathy Miller, Jackie Edwards, Marijo Clemons, Christine Deal, Ro Hart, Diane Kong, Bonnie Faherty and Yvette D’Souza.
 
   If you didn’t find your name and you’d like to be listed at the back of the next book, (which will be titled, “Moloka’i Lullaby’), send me a message via my website. I promise I’ll keep track. 
 
   And speaking of Moloka’i—yep, that’s the next island. Can’t wait to go there. Hope you’ll come along.
 
   


 
    
 
   Titles in the “Islands of Aloha Mystery Series”—in series order
 
   Maui Widow Waltz
 
   Livin’ Lahaina Loca
 
   Lana’i of the Tiger
 
   Kaua'i Me a River
 
   O’ahu Lonesome Tonight?
 
   I’m Kona Love You Forever 
 
   and coming soon…
 
   Moloka’i Lullaby
 
   Hilo, Good-bye
 
    
 
                                                           
 
   Other Books by JoAnn Bassett:
 
   Mai Tai Butterfly
 
   and coming soon…
 
   Lucky Beach
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