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Three things cannot be long hidden:

the sun, the moon, and the truth.

—Gautama Buddha
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The Big Boot

It amazed Rebecca Byrne, how she managed to hide her secrets, unseen in plain sight, under the big boot.

A landmark in the town of Waimea, on the Big Island of Hawai’i, the big boot stood eight feet tall atop a platform of lava rocks. Scenes of cowboys astride bucking broncos with palm trees against a background of blue sky, painted on the boot’s shaft, paid homage to Waimea’s historic ranching roots. On its toe, a green-and-white checkered pattern represented traditional palaka cloth, used in the old days to make shirts for the Hawaiian cowboys called paniolo. A gold spur jutted out behind the heel.

The whole thing—statue and base—sat next to the sidewalk in the middle of town. Tourists sometimes stopped and snapped pictures of the big boot while locals passed it by as they went about their daily business.

Not one of them, though, ever found the re-sealable sandwich bag Rebecca had hidden in the base, just a day or so ago.

A bag containing silica gel packs and an SD card.

She took a big risk, hiding the card there. Then again, she had few options; she felt certain they were on to her. But the fact no one discovered it, least of all the people she was most worried about, gave Rebecca permission to release a sigh of relief.

Rebecca peered at the black, star-studded sky. Then she scanned her surroundings. There was no one in sight. She had the town to herself.

She bent over, reached into a narrow crevice in the rocks, and extracted the bag from its nook. She folded it over twice and slipped it in an addressed, stamped cardboard envelope, along with a letter, seven pages long.

Rebecca sealed the envelope as she made her way down Waimea’s deserted main street.

For a moment, she heard footsteps behind her. But when she glanced over her shoulder, no one was there.

At this hour? They roll the streets up.

Within minutes, she crossed the street and approached the post office, a yellow-bricked building topped with a steep-pitched, plantation-style roof. Metal letters on the street-facing wall read KAMUELA HAWAII 96743. But this place is called Waimea, isn’t it? She looked it up one day and learned the Postal Service named the station Kamuela to avoid confusion with another town called Waimea, on the island of Kauai.

Non-problem solved.

She stepped up to the drive-up mailbox as if walking on air. She couldn’t wait for her friends to open the envelope and read her letter and download the SD card’s contents. She had considered taking the disc with her when she flew back. But she still had a few loose ends to tie up and she wanted it to get there before her, to give her friends ample time to examine and analyze her evidence before her triumphant return.

Besides—and not that she trusted the post office, but still—what if she lost it on the plane or in an airport? All she accomplished would be for naught.

Rebecca held her breath and dropped the envelope in the box. She heard it land at the bottom of the box, and exhaled.

Then she couldn’t breathe.

She scratched and clawed at something around her neck—a rope, it felt like—and tried to hook her thumbs under it, to pull it away from her throat. She couldn’t scream, couldn’t fight back against her attacker. Someone who must’ve been out there, waiting for the right opportunity to jump her.

But why?

The rope tightened, tightened, tightened, until Rebecca’s arms fell to her sides and her world went black as the night around her.
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The Charmer

Louie Le Charmeur did a double take when he spotted the woman in line at the security checkpoint in Terminal 5, LAX.

She was maybe five-foot-four, but her straight-legged white designer jeans and lime-green high heels gave the illusion she was much taller. She wore an unbuttoned linen shirt the same color as her shoes, with the long sleeves rolled up to her elbows, over a plain white lace camisole top. A gold-and-diamond tennis bracelet on her right wrist and a pair of gold hoop earrings gleamed against flawless skin, the color of the caffè mocha with two extra espresso shots Louie had guzzled a couple hours ago. Under a smart straw hat, her midnight-black hair hung in tight curls past her shoulders.

Even though she was a good thirty feet ahead of him, Louie swore he could smell her perfume. Something citrusy.

The woman presented her boarding pass and photo ID to a TSA agent with a high-and-tight haircut. The agent looked at the boarding pass, initialed it, and returned it and the ID to the woman with a smile. She then took an escalator up to the X-ray assembly line.

A few moments later, Louie handed over his driver’s license and boarding pass to the agent. “Good morning.”

The agent mumbled something, sounded like “guhmernin.”

“Beautiful day to fly, don’t you think?”

The TSA agent examined the driver’s license and looked at Louie. Then back at the license. Then at Louie. Then the license.

“Trust me, I’m still the same person.”

“Take your computer out of the case when you get upstairs.” The agent initialed the boarding pass and handed it to Louie, minus the pleasant smile.

After enduring the X-ray ordeal, Louie lost the woman. But he caught up with her beyond the security checkpoints. She walked with a relaxed pace past a newsstand and restrooms. He followed at what he hoped was a discreet distance until she stopped near a pizza vendor. Louie checked his watch: not quite noon. He thought about making his move, perhaps contrive small talk, ask whether she had time to share a couple slices. But as if she’d read his mind, she moved on. Louie waited a beat, and continued after her.

A few moments later, she stopped and checked her boarding pass. Then she looked at Gate 55.

Louie stopped too and looked at his boarding pass: Gate 55.

For a split second, she cast him a subtle glance. Then she approached a snack stand, ice cream and coffee, a few steps from the gate. Louie took it as an unsolicited offer he could not refuse.

He ambled up beside her as she ordered a non-fat cinnamon cappuccino. “Hello.”

She replied with a faint smile, paid for her drink, and went to the end of the serving line, where she waited for a young Latina to make her beverage.

“Can I help you?” Another woman, small and round, with a thick Eastern European accent, confronted Louie from behind the cash register.

He scanned the menu. “What’s an Ultra-Buzz Java Brain Freeze?”

“Is milkshake but we don’t use the milk. Instead we use the coffee and ice cream.”

“I’ll take a large.”

“What kind?”

“I’m sorry?”

“The ice cream. What kind?”

“Oh, uh, mint chocolate chip.”

“You want the whipped cream, too?”

Louie declined as he extracted a ten from his wallet. By the time he dropped the change in a tip jar and received his drink, the woman with the curly black hair and impeccable complexion had taken a seat near the gate. She flipped through a magazine as she sipped her coffee. Louie sat two seats to her left.

He opened his laptop. As he waited for it to boot up, he made brief eye contact. “Hello again.”

“Hi.” She spoke without looking at him.

“How are you today?”

“Fine.”

“You’re going to Hawaii.”

She looked up at the electronic reader board above the gate agent. “Yes, this certainly appears to be the case.”

“First time?”

She gave Louie a blank look. “Um, no.”

“Me, too, but it’s been awhile. I mean, I think the last time I was there was, oh, close to five years ago.”

The woman turned her attention back to her magazine.

“Going on vacation?”

“No.”

“Business?”

“Not sure.”

Louie slapped his forehead. “Oh geez, where are my manners? My name’s Louie. Louie Le Charmeur.”

She turned the page and skimmed an article about a twenty-something actor who ditched rehab and opted instead to go on a drug-fueled party rampage in South Beach. “Abigail.”

“Abigail. Do you have a last name?”

“Not yet.” She sighed and looked at him. “So you’re French. Or should I say, of French descent.”

Louie grinned, wide and sloppy. “Oui, madame.”

Abigail dropped the magazine on the empty seat between them. “Pourquoi est cela reçoivent le sentiment vous ne pouvez pas parler un mot de français?”

“Ummm...oui.”

She rolled her eyes. “Alors je suppose que je pourrais dire toutes les sortes de merde de vous et vous n’auriez aucune façon de savoir que j’ai dit. Ce n’est pas vrai, vous le crétin?”

“Fromage, chapeau, Brigitte Bardot. Crepe suzette, Champs-Élysées, Suzanne Pleshette. Jerry Lewis, Grey Poupon—”

Abigail held up a hand. “Louie ‘The Charmer.’ How many online translators did you try before you chose that one?”

“Well excuse me, Abigail, but I see you’ve started with the first ladies again.”

“Not started. I’m up to Fillmore.”

“Impressive. So, what else is new, Abigail Fillmore?”

She sipped her drink. “Shot a bit part a month or so ago. I’m credited as ‘woman with shopping bags.’ Jason Statham knocks me down while he’s chasing Yakuza through Little Japan. I yell, ‘Watch it, asshole,’ as he runs off screen.”

“Very cool. A speaking role. Is he a nice guy?”

“Who, Jason Statham?

“Yeah.”

“I have no idea. All I know is he knocked down ‘woman with shopping bags’ in four takes and that pretty much was that.”

“Interesting. What else have you been up to?”

“Lately? If you want details, I can refer you to the family of a retired film producer in Palm Springs. They’re not happy with me, and unfortunately, he passed away.”

“‘Film.’ I see you got taken in.”

“Meaning?”

“Totally Hollywood. In other words, what simpletons like me call ‘movies.’”

“‘Pictures.’”

He crossed his legs. “You lead a rich and rewarding life.”

“I hope yours is just as rewarding. And rich. Really. I do.”

“It has been of late,” Louie said. “Just ask a certain repressed horn dog in San Diego. Or a fortuitously vapid young couple in Riverside. Or that hick avocado farmer down there where they grow...avocadoes.”

“Let me guess,” Abigail said. “The Badger Game, the Landlord Scam, and the Rainmaker Scam.”

“Two out of three, not bad. The second one was the False Good Samaritan.”

“You actually got someone to help you.”

“An old college buddy who lives in Ontario.”

“And San Diego?”

“That one, I got a devout Baptist drunk. Big born-again community volunteer bleeding-heart do-gooder type. Guy blew a wad on lap dances and bottle service in a VIP room. Of course, for me not to tell anyone—”

She scoffed. “That’s pathetic.”

“What, that or Riverside? No, my college buddy, he’s a solid guy. He just needed a few extra bucks with these bills. When I pitched the idea to him, he jumped at it.”

“I mean, your little tricks. They’re all so pedestrian. I’m surprised you didn’t pull the Jamaican Switch somewhere along the line.”

“It almost worked in Long Beach.”

Abigail nodded toward his laptop. “All right, then, show me the fruits of your labor.”

“With pleasure, madame.” Louie pulled up a website, tapped in an account number and password. He turned the laptop to face Abigail.

She looked at the screen, and then at Louie. “We agree to split up for a year and this is the best you can do.”

“Not all of us hobnob with film producers or get trampled in pictures. There were expenses, and a man’s gotta eat, too.”

Abigail blinked at his coffee shake. “A well-rounded diet, I see. May I?”

Louie handed her the computer. Abigail typed in some numbers and turned the screen to face him. “Assez bon, huh, Louie?”

Louie tried to maintain his cool but failed. “Holy shit.”

Abigail closed the laptop and returned it to him. She traded seats with the discarded magazine and put her left hand on Louie’s right thigh. Then she kissed him, deep, as she slid her hand up his thigh. When she felt his breath get deeper, she moved her hand back down to his knee and unlocked her lips from his.

Louie shuddered. It had been a long year.

Abigail sat back and sipped her cappuccino. “Now with us going home, this means we don’t do any jobs again—probably forever.”

“Not even small ones?”

“Your father, if I need to remind you, not to mention your mother. And in case you forgot, he’s the one who requested our presence.”

“What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him. How do I say that in French?”

Abigail rolled her eyes. “I knew you wouldn’t be able to handle it. Man up and get some willpower already, before your father beats it into you.”

“Please—he won’t touch me. And I have more self-control than you give me credit for. It’s all mind over matter.”

“If your penny-ante days aren’t behind you, then your mind won’t matter if someone else beats you up first.”

“Hey, dude’s the first person I’m looking up. In the unlikely event he’s in town, well, I hang it up.”

“And if he’s not?”

“I’ll explore my options.”

“You’ll never learn.”

A moment passed. “You’re thinking the Big House, huh? For a little while?”

Abigail sipped her drink. “If he’ll let us.”

“Then maybe we can go on House Hunters.”

“You are insane.”

Louie put his arm around her and drew her close. She smelled like citrus. “Well, Dad always did like you best.”
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The One in Two Chance

Noelani B. Lee didn’t hear much of what the cop had to say because she couldn’t stop thinking, Who in their right mind steals a car on an island?

“Our statistics show, auto thefts are up fifty percent over this time last year.” The cop’s nametag read TORRES. “Thirty-eight—well, thirty-nine this month alone.”

He stood beside Noelani in the shade of her carport, at her home in Hilo, on the Big Island of Hawai’i, on a sunny Saturday morning.

Noelani blinked at the empty space where just last night, she parked her trusty 1997 Nissan Sentra. White with a gray interior. Had the oil changed and the tires rotated last week. She slipped her now-useless car keys into a pocket. “I suppose you’re going to tell me it’s in pieces by now.”

“Well, ma’am, some stolen vehicles do end up in chop shops, but some get shipped to the mainland. Then there are the ones who take them just to go on a joyride. Mostly Hondas or small pickups. Funny, Sentras usually don’t crack the top ten.”

“Yep, now I really feel special.”

“Ma’am, I realize you’re upset. But I have to ask, did you leave it unlocked?”

“No, I always lock it, and you don’t have to call me ‘ma’am,’” said Noelani, fast approaching forty. “What are the odds you’ll find it?”

Officer Torres, in his late twenties, said, “One in two. But we’re getting better at it.” He blinked. “Have we met before?”

“I don’t think so. I just have a common face.”

Noelani provided Officer Torres with a complete description of the car, its registration number, and the VIN, which she pulled from an insurance ID card in her wallet.

As he took the report, Officer Torres asked whether she heard anything unusual last night, seeing as she lived in a quiet neighborhood.

She said no.

He asked whether any of her neighbors saw or heard anything, as well.

She said she hadn’t asked them yet, because she called the police as soon as she discovered her car was gone.

He said he’d talk to them, and then asked whether she could recall what, if any, personal property was in the car.

“I had some wigs and a theatrical makeup kit in the trunk.”

Officer Torres studied her short, shaggy do. “Wigs and makeup.”

“It’s stuff I use for my job.”

“Are you an actress?”

“Not in the usual sense.”

His eyes widened. “Oh, yeah, now I get it. You’re the private eye.”

“Licensed private investigator.”

“Seems everyone in the division’s heard about you.” He grinned. “Don’t worry, ma’am. Most of it’s good.”

Noelani winced. “Ah, okay.”

“Well, hey, with you being a private detective, you might find your car before we do, huh?” He chuckled at his own joke.

Noelani rubbed her temple, a futile attempt to calm a fresh headache. “Well, I’m thinking there’s a one in two chance.”

After Officer Torres left, Noelani gave her insurance agent the bad news. When she finished sorting that out, she retreated to her kitchen and made a cup of green tea, and then went back to the living room and slouched on her sofa and waited for her cousin, Wanda Tess Fong, to give her a ride to pick up a rental car.

Then her phone rang—her landline. Caller ID displayed the number, with a 617 area code. Noelani made a point to avoid calls from strange area codes. But with nothing better to do, she answered, figuring she could mess with the caller’s head if it was a telemarketer.

“Aloha, this is N.B. Lee, can I help you?”

“Hi, Noe?”

A familiar voice. “Yes?”

“How are you, Oops?”

Oh, you’re kidding. It was her oldest sister, Okalani, the one person who ever called Noelani “Oops.” Because Noe, the youngest of three siblings, was nine years Okalani’s junior.

“Holy smokes, Okalani? Geez, when was the last time you called?”

Okalani long ago moved to Boston, where she opened a thriving tattoo parlor that catered to a lesbian clientele. “Yeah, it’s been awhile. But it’s not as if you call me much, either.”

“Yeah, right, you got me there.”

“Don’t worry, Oops. Mom already let me hear about it, too.”

Noelani laughed. “I bet she did. Well geez, sis, I’m so glad to hear from you. How’s life in Beantown?”

“Good. Work is going well and Athena and the baby are great.”

Athena was Okalani’s wife and the baby was an orphaned Russian child they adopted. “How cool is that. Wow, I can’t believe it. It sure is great to hear your voice again.”

“Yeah, you too.” She paused. “Um, Noe?”

“Yeah?”

Okalani lowered her voice to a near whisper. “I’m at the airport.”

“Let me guess, Mom laid a big old guilt trip on you and you’re on your way to Kauai to see her.”

“Well, no, not exactly.”

“Hey, if you have time, swing by and see me, too. And Wanda, did you know she moved back? A lot’s changed since you left. And a lot’s the same, too.”

“Noe, I’m not in Boston. I’m in Hilo.”

Noelani sat up. “You are?”

“I was wondering, can you come pick me up?”
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The Detective Thing

The woman who sat across from Noelani Lee was not the sister she remembered from her youth.

There in Noelani’s modest little house on Iwalani Street, Okalani Lee—who could pass for much younger than her actual forty-eight years—glowed in a white dress with big black polka dots. Her bright-red, retro-style, high-heeled pumps matched both her lipstick and her headband, adorned with a trio of silk roses. Colorful tattoo sleeves—flaming dice, skulls with red bows, more roses, cherries—ran wrist-to-shoulder up both arms. She sat with perfect posture, hands clasped in her lap, legs crossed at the ankles.

Noelani, in a faded green KISS ME I’M IRISH tee shirt and threadbare denim shorts, sat cross-legged on her sofa. “I remember when you were a kid, Mom couldn’t get you out of ripped-up jeans and David Bowie tank tops. Now look at you. When did you get into the rockabilly thing?”

“Not long after I met Athena and we opened the shop,” Okalani said. “We figured it would be a great way to show off some of our work.”

“Well, it’s big-time awesome stuff,” said their cousin, Wanda Tess Fong, seated beside Okalani on the sofa. “Dang, it really is good to see you again, cuz. It’s been way too long.”

“Yeah, it has.” 

But Okalani’s expression, a mask, convinced Noelani she was hiding something.

They made small talk, catching up on family business—middle sister Anela, still in a convent somewhere in Missouri, mother Coco living on Kauai, father Quan doing life in a federal pen in California on a racketeering conviction. Wanda’s move first to Southern California with her family, then to Las Vegas and her marriage to and divorce from a cheating husband and her eventual relocation to Hawaii. And Noelani’s own three-year residence in Vegas—brief mentions of life as a waitress and a keno runner on the Strip—and a subsequent move to Oahu, and her return to Hilo.

Okalani said, “So how did you get in the private detective business? I remember you studied to be a court stenographer, but this detective thing, when Mom told me, it blew me away.”

“I started with a law firm in Honolulu and then I began doing my own thing here. It’s a good job. Interesting sometimes.”

“Maybe interesting, but it’s not making her rich,” Wanda said. “God bless her, but Noe here, she takes way too many cases for free.”

Noelani shrugged. “Sometimes, there are people on this island who can’t always afford to pay me. It happens.”

Okalani said, “And Vegas? What was it like there?”

She doesn’t need to know everything. Not right now. “Oh, well, we can talk about it later.”

Wanda gave her a sideways look.

Okalani allowed a sly grin to creep across her lips. “You always were good with secrets, Oops. But, geez—how the heck did someone steal your car?”

Noelani rolled her eyes. “As long as I’ve lived here, nobody’s ever stolen anything from me, but when they do, they go big. I do miss my baby, though.”

“I’m sure you’ll get her back, hopefully in one piece.”

“Sure she will.” Wanda smiled. “Noe’s good at finding things, including people.”

“Speaking of secrets,” Noelani said, “you still haven’t explained the sudden visit. This is out of the blue, even for you.” She sat forward. “I don’t mean to pry, but is anything wrong with you and Athena?”

“No, not at all. We love each other madly. The fact is, she’s kind of pissed I came without her. She’s never been to Hawaii. But she agreed to stay behind and run the shop and take care of Andrei. We got married.”

“Mom told me, and the adoption.”

“Threw her for a loop, didn’t it?”

“I think she’s adjusted.”

Wanda said, “Did you get the card I sent?”

“Yes, we did and thank you, sweetie.”

“Sorry it was late. Hope you liked the gift card.”

“It was nice. We hadn’t been to Outback in ages.”

“Sis, you’re dodging the question.”

Okalani sighed and shifted her gaze to her sister, looked her in the eye. “Oops, do you remember five years ago, they found a body over near Waimea?”

Noelani rifled through her memory bank. “It sounds familiar. A woman, right?”

Wanda’s eye lit up. “Oh, yeah, in the newspaper, it said they found her somewhere on the big Carswell Ranch.”

“I do remember now. I don’t think the police ever solved it.” Noelani arched an eyebrow. “Why?”

Okalani sniffed. “Her name was Rebecca Byrne. She was kind of a friend.”

Wanda frowned. “Dang, I’m sorry, cuz.”

“She was a good person. And that’s why I’m here, Oops.”

“Um, sis, I can’t—”

“You need to figure out who killed Rebecca.”

“The cops have this thing about open cases and people like me—”

“Oops, before you say no, please listen to what I have to tell you.”
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The Sweet Kid

Okalani Lee fidgeted with a crumpled paper tissue. “Rebecca was such a sweet kid. Well, kid—she was thirty when she died. Athena knew her since she was little. She treated her like a little sister.”

Noelani Lee said, “What was she doing out here, all this way from Boston?”

“Rebecca wanted what was best for people. She genuinely cared.” Okalani dabbed the corners of her eyes with the tissue. “She came out here because she’d heard rumors about bad things going on at Carswell Ranch.”

“Things?”

“Strange things. Weird rumors about some kind of ‘super cattle.’”

Noelani traded puzzled looks with Wanda Tess Fong. “Cuz, this is starting to sound like a bad science fiction movie,” Wanda said.

“Let me back up. Rebecca worked for a group called Truth to Food. They advocate against genetically modified foods. You’ve heard of them. The crops they grow using chemicals that make them resistant to herbicides and insecticides.”

Wanda said, “They’re growing da kine all over the place. Here, Kauai, Maui. Didn’t they try to make them illegal?”

“I heard it got overturned in court.” Noelani said, “How are these crops related to Rebecca and the cattle?”

“See, for a while, Rebecca was a reporter with an alt-weekly in Boston. She wrote these exposés and got a reputation for bringing bad things to light. After she left the paper, she went to work for Truth to Food. One day she got an anonymous phone call, from someone who claimed they’d seen these steers. Apparently, they resembled muscle-bound weightlifters on four legs.”

“Beef on steroids.” Noelani considered the concept. “Interesting.”

Wanda said, “What’s the idea behind it?”

Okalani wadded the tissue. “You make the cattle bigger and beefier, they’re worth a ton at auction. What Rebecca told me and Athena just before she came out here, at Carswell Ranch, they were giving these cattle all kinds of feed with hormones and steroids in them. Maybe even injecting them, too.”

Wanda winced. “Dang. Needles.”

Noelani furrowed her brows. “All of this from an anonymous phone call?”

“According to Rebecca, the person—it was a man, he sounded local—he told her he’d seen these cattle and wondered what the Carswells were doing with them.”

“And Rebecca figured,” Noelani said, “if anyone found the cattle and could prove what was going on, it would make big trouble for Carswell Ranch.”

“Even if it wasn’t illegal, even back then, Rebecca hated the idea because it’s inhumane and unethical. And she hated the fact Carswell Ranch might have been doing it, what with their history and their reputation.”

Noelani knew the history; the ranch had been in the Carswell family for generations.

“For a while now, they’ve claimed their beef is all-natural, organic, with no hormones or those things.” Okalani sighed. “You can guess what would happen if word got out about them polluting their meat with chemicals.”

“Disaster. So, Rebecca took this anonymous tip seriously.”

“She hesitated at first, but then she came out here to investigate. Her cover was, she was researching a magazine article on Carswell Ranch. Her boss even gave her fake business cards for a ranching magazine in Oregon.”

Wanda said, “Then, you think someone killed her because she found what she was looking for.”

“Someone made sure she’d never tell anyone.”

Noelani asked her sister if Rebecca found any proof.

Okalani withdrew an envelope from her bag and handed it to her. Noelani opened it and removed several pages, folded into thirds. The document was a photocopy of a single-spaced and informal letter, with the salutation, Yo, Jonathan. “Who’s he?”

“Jonathan Wright. She worked with him at Truth to Food. He quit last year, and now he works for a charity that builds schools in Africa.”

“How did you get this?”

“Jonathan sent it to Athena. He told her it was postmarked in Kamuela on September 27, 2011. Go ahead, read it. She wrote down everything she saw. She also sent along an SD card, and in the letter, she wrote she had photos of these cattle on the card.”

“She had evidence, then.”

“Not exactly. See, Jonathan told Athena the disc was blank.”

“Blank?”

“Jonathan assumed maybe something magnetic or an X-ray deleted whatever was on it, when it went through the mail.”

Noelani skimmed the letter. A brief introduction—friendly, promising to bring back souvenirs, the usual I-can’t-wait-to-see-you-again material—preceded a series of dated, bulleted diary-like paragraphs of her observations:




September 16: Finally here after a long flight. Accommodations aren’t exactly the Ritz, but it’s quiet and no one bothers me.



September 20: The ranch is huge. So much land. I rode a horse today, accompanied by DSP, of course. But I couldn’t shake the feeling someone else was watching me the whole time.



September 22: DSP took me on an ATV ride. Showed me some old buildings and corrals. Played up the history. But got short with me when I asked about a big building behind some trees, and why there’s a security guy there. Truck with lights on the roof, looked like he had a gun! Hiding something, maybe?




Noelani looked at her sister. “A guy with a gun?”

Okalani shrugged. 

“Who or what is DSP?”

“I don’t know. Jonathan figured they’re initials but she never elaborates.”

“Did she mention anyone by name?”

“Nobody I could find. Jonathan assumed she had more detailed notes somewhere. Possibly on her laptop. With names and titles and such.”

Noelani turned her attention back to entries in the letter, which described pictures Rebecca took on the ranch:


Pic #9: Green pastures, black cattle, blue sky. Suitable for framing.




Pic #25: Cattle grazing. They don’t get out much, but you can see why.




Pic #38: Here’s a “normal” steer mixed in with the others. Note the huge difference. Freaky!



Noelani set the letter aside. “Tell me about Rebecca’s family.”

“Her parents died in a car accident when she was in college. She was an only child. Her aunt claimed the body.”

“Aside from this mysterious anonymous caller, was Rebecca in contact with anyone in Waimea before she came out?”

“I mentioned to Athena, who told Jonathan, I had an old friend I used to hang with. Mimosa Iokepa. I figured she could look after Rebecca.”

Noelani tossed the name around in her head. “I don’t remember a Mimosa from when we were growing up.”

“Oops, you were a kid. Me being the older sister, why would I include you in my life then?” Okalani smiled.

“Good point.” Noelani returned the smile. “How did you explain Rebecca’s visit to Mimosa? Since it seems to me you couldn’t very well tell her the truth.”

“We made up a totally different story from the magazine thing, to keep Rebecca covered. Rebecca told me to tell Mimosa she was checking out locations for a public TV documentary about mainlanders moving to the island.”

“And Mimosa bought it.”

“I think so. I told her Rebecca needed somewhere to stay since her expenses were tight. Mimosa mentioned she had a place for her as long as she needed it.”

“At Mimosa’s house?”

“All Mimosa told me was, she had a place where Rebecca would have plenty of privacy to work.”

“Are you still in touch with Mimosa?”

“I tried calling her when I landed but there was no answer. But Oops, I think there’s something I should tell you about Mimosa.”
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​Chapter Six: 
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The Unfair Situation

The brown metal stool bolted to the floor reminded Mimosa Iokepa of the benches when she played high school basketball. Not comfortable and not meant to be because you weren’t supposed to sit there for long.

Same thing at the Halawa Correctional Facility on the island of Oahu; the stool was there for visitors to spend a precious few minutes with friends and loved ones who happened to be doing time.

Under the fluorescent lights in the stark-white room, Mimosa looked over her shoulder at the empty chairs—real chairs—in the visitation stalls reserved for handicapped people. She thought of the unfairness of the situation, how much more comfortable her five-foot-eleven, two-forty frame would be on one of those chairs instead of the crappy stool.

She sat at Window #15. Partitions separated her from women on either side: one of them, young and talking crazy kine sexual stuff with her boyfriend, at #14; the aunty at #16, praying with a guy Mimosa guessed was the woman’s son, the way she talked to him.

Mimosa sighed and peered through the glass in front of her. The prisoners got to sit in real chairs, too.

Seconds later, a guard escorted a man to the inmates’ side of the glass. Lofa Gordon’s facial features and his impressive size—about as tall as Mimosa, a few pounds heavier—drew from his Samoan mother’s genes; his sort-of-light skin tone derived from his white father. Mimosa locked on Lofa’s graying black hair, styled in cornrows. New since her last visit.

Lofa sat and, through the round sound vent, said, “Eh, howzit?”

“I’m all right. I couldn’t get anyone to look after the gallery while I’m here, so I had to shut it down for the day.”

“In that case, please accept my sincerest apologies for the negative economic impact this trip has placed on you.”

Mimosa noted the collar of Lofa’s orange jumpsuit barely covered the black tattoo on his neck, a shark chasing a stick-figure swimmer. “It’s okay. It’s been slow anyway.”

“Then you have time on your hands. Were you able to do some work for me?”

“Yes.”

“And?”

“And?”

“How’d it turn out? Things go good?”

“Oh. Yes. Tony helped.”

“Glad to hear it. So this practice you had, it worked out for you. You didn’t have any troubles—otherwise, you wouldn’t be here.”

“Uh-huh. It went better than I expected.”

“It’s a good one?”

“I think so. It won’t stand out, like you asked for.”

“Makes me happy.” Lofa leaned in close to the glass. “But this big achievement in your life, it’s not the reason you’re here.”

Mimosa cast her eyes down to a quarter-sized mustard stain on her sky-blue mu’umu’u. “I’m pretty sure it’s not.”

“Here’s your surprise: I get out of here in a couple days. Good behavior.”

Mimosa sucked in a breath.

“Now, don’t get your Spanx in a wad. I’m not expecting no big ‘welcome home’ party, though if you were to throw one, I wouldn’t object.”

“Maybe I could make lasagna.”

“What I want you to do for me? You get a message to the old man.”

Mimosa bit her lower lip. “You promised me I’d never have to ever be anywhere near him again.”

“What can I say. Circumstances changed. And let me remind you, you agreed, in case I needed this, you’d do it.”

“But Lofa—”

“Tell him I get out of here, me and him are going to have a discussion. There’s this one matter’s recently come to my attention.”

“What is it?”

“And I expect him to have some single-malt Scotch waiting for me. The expensive stuff he gets flown in from wherever. If he does that, I might be amenable to a civilized negotiation. All right?”

“Okay. I will call him when I get back tonight.”

“’Kay den.” Lofa grinned. “Always could count on you. Back in school. Hoops. Yeah? The pick-and-roll. You’d set the pick—I’d roll to the hole. No one could knock you down.”

Mimosa felt herself flush. She fondled a pendant hanging from a gold chain around her neck. “We were good then, weren’t we?”

“No difference these days. You set this pick for me, and all I got to do is lay it in.” He pointed at her. “Plus the fact you walk in both worlds goes a long way.”

Mimosa opened her mouth, but nothing came out.

Lofa pointed toward the exit. “Okay, so get your big butt out of here. You got a plane to catch.”

In the hallway outside of the visitation room, Mimosa asked a guard for directions to the restroom.

He gave her the once-over. “Ladies’ toilet’s down and to your left.”

Mimosa thanked him. She followed his directions.

Then she ducked into the men’s room for a pee.

***
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Sitting at her kitchen table with a mug of green tea, Noelani Lee said, “You mean, Mimosa’s a māhū?”

“I knew her when he was Moses Iokepa.” Okalani Lee sipped a glass of passion-orange-guava juice. “Even back then, once we were out partying, he told me he was starting to identify more as a woman.”

With a fingernail, Wanda Tess Fong drew a smiley face in the condensation on her glass of ice water. “I knew a māhū once when I was in school, too. Coolest person I ever met, outside of family.”

“Moses didn’t become Mimosa until after high school,” Okalani said. “She thought if it happened before, she wasn’t sure how it would affect her playing basketball. But it turned out, none of her old teammates cared. They loved her anyway.”

“And this Mimosa, you trusted her enough to keep an eye out for Rebecca.” Noelani sipped tea.

“Absolutely. And when she found out Rebecca died, when they found her body, Mimosa called me right away. She was bent out of shape real bad because she thought she let me down.”

Noelani rubbed her forehead.

“Noe,” Wanda said, “what are you thinking?”

“I realize you just got here, sis, but, Wanda, can you give us a ride?”

Several minutes later, Wanda parked her blue Honda Accord in front of a grayish-green house at the end of Lanihau Place. A man in the front yard looked up, then killed the power to his lawn mower. “Cuz, are you sure this is a good idea?”

“Of course it is.”

“But it’s his day off. Don’t you think he’ll get all upset with you dropping in totally unexpected?”

“Um,” Okalani said from the backseat, “who is he?”

Noelani unfastened her seat belt. “He’s a cop. They don’t get days off.”
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