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        Wednesday, October 20

      

      

      People said Kaua`i was the last of the Wild West, a jungle paradise of secretive people and strange spiritual forces. After two months, Detective Leilani Texeira just found Kaua`i slow and boring. She leaned on her hand and fiddled with the Bic ballpoints in a mug on her desk, looking for one that still worked as she contemplated a slim pile of case jackets in front of her.

      Lei shuffled the pile, closed her eyes, and pulled one out. The vacation-rental burglary case had now become the project of the day. She sighed and opened the file, scanning the incident reports filed by Paradise Realty, the company managing the rentals.

      “Excuse me.” Lei looked up into blinking brown eyes in a chubby-cheeked face. Long brunette hair curled over shoulders bisected by a bulky leather purse, a plastic shopping bag held in one hand. “The guy at the front sent me to you, and I’d like to—I’d like to report a missing person.”

      The girl’s round eyes blinked harder and tears seemed imminent. Lei felt familiar anxiety, a prickle along her arms that tightened her chest. She pushed the mug of pens away and pointed to the orange plastic chair alongside her desk.

      “Have a seat. I’m Detective Texeira.”

      “Um. Hi. Kelly Waterson.” Kelly clutched the bulging handbag on her lap like it held the crown jewels, setting the shopping bag at her feet.

      Lei shook one of the Bics and jotted the name on a yellow legal pad.

      “Name of the missing person?” Lei kept her voice brisk as blinking turned to sniffling. She pushed a box of tissues over without making eye contact.

      “Jay. Jay Bennett.” Kelly blew her nose and firmed her voice. “I mean, something’s very wrong. He’s not where he said he was.”

      Lei turned to her computer and her fingers rattled over the keys as she typed “Jay Bennett” into the local database. Nothing came up. No Hawaii driver’s license, no outstanding warrants. She typed in Kelly’s name—same result.

      “Your relationship to the missing person?”

      “Girlfriend.”

      “How long has he been gone?”

      “He was supposed to call me yesterday. He’s not picking up. So it’s been at least twenty-four hours. I decided to fly out and surprise him. He’s been camping in Hanalei.” A catch in the breathy voice.

      “So he has a cell phone?”

      “He has a cell, but he keeps it off. He’s on…a walkabout is what he’s calling it. He’s staying away from technology.” Kelly told Lei the number, and her voice rang with pride as she said, “He hitchhiked all over the States for six months, then came to Hawaii. He’s been exploring the island.”

      “Where are you two from?”

      “Clovis, California. Not much to it, just a flat stretch of Central California nowhere. Jay wanted to see more, do more, before he started working in his dad’s auto dealership.”

      “Any particular reason you think he’s not just on a long hike or something?” Lei pulled up the Missing Persons Report screen on her computer and began filling it in. She pushed her thick curly brown hair back impatiently, bundling it into a wad and spearing it with the Bic, returning her attention to the screen.

      “He thought someone was, you know, stalking him. He said he had a funny feeling about it. I decided to surprise him. I flew in from California today and drove out to where he was camping, at a park called Pine Trees. He wasn’t there.” She dug in the tote and brought out a man’s leather wallet, plunked it on the desk. “I looked in the trash and his stuff was there. I put his clothes in this bag here—but he’d never throw his wallet away.”

      Uh-oh.

      Lei snapped on a pair of latex gloves from a box beside the Kleenex and opened the wallet.

      A driver’s license: Jay Bennett, Clovis, California, age twenty-seven. A Visa credit card poked its silver edge up out of a slot, along with a Paradise Realty card with a phone number on the back. Fattening the cash area of the wallet were folded paper shapes.

      Lei upended the wallet, and a crane, a turtle, a fish, a diamond, and a jumble of other origami in cursive-covered lavender paper fell out onto the desk.

      “Something’s happened to him! Those are my letters to him all these months. He would never throw that wallet away.” Kelly stuffed a double-fisted handful of Kleenex against her mouth, shaking. Jack Jenkins, Lei’s partner, blew into their cubicle with his typical energy and flung a jacket over the back of his chair. He paused, assessing the situation with the wariness of a man unexpectedly confronted by female emotion.

      “Hi, Lei—I’m getting coffee.”

      Lei nodded and he disappeared. Lei took the real estate card out of the pile and clipped it onto the case jacket for the burglaries—there might be a connection to pursue.

      Kelly seemed to pull herself together and reached into the capacious purse to pull out a man’s rubber sandal, then set it on the desk.

      “This is Jay’s shoe. It was under the picnic table. These were on it, like this.” She took three stones out of her pocket and set them on the sandal in a triangle.

      Lei looked at the shoe and stones, frowned. It was creepy. They looked like they meant something, and together with the wallet, this case had just gone from odd to suspicious. She dug in the drawer of the desk for her little point-and-shoot and took a picture of the sandal with the stones on it. One was reddish, one green, and one a gray matrix with flecks of blue fire. She spread the origami shapes out and photographed them and each of the items in the wallet.

      “Pine Trees is not an official campground.” Lei’s camera clicked. She ran past the scenic park shaded by huge ironwood trees in Hanalei nearly every morning and made it a point to call in any illegal campers. In fact, she had called in a guy sleeping under a picnic table just yesterday. “Which part of the park was he in?”

      “I know it’s not a real camping area. He…likes to do things his own way. He was just crashing in his sleeping bag wherever. He said he liked the picnic table near the bathrooms.”

      “Hm. Okay.” Lei stowed the items in two evidence bags and turned back to her screen. She got a physical description: six foot two, curly blond hair, blue eyes, bearded, age twenty-seven. By the time she’d filled in the missing persons report, she was sure this was the guy she’d seen just yesterday.

      Kelly produced a photo from her wallet, and Lei took it to the back room and made an enlarged color photocopy of the young man’s square-cut, smiling face.

      “Kelly.” Returning, Lei roused the girl from a reverie as Kelly stared blankly at the fabric-covered divider, fingers wound tightly into the strap of the purse. “I wish you’d left this in the trash and called for a unit from out there. We may have blurred any prints that were on the wallet. Finding this is definitely concerning.”

      “Some of his stuff is still in the trash.” Kelly’s voice was muffled by the pile of Kleenex she pressed to her face.

      Jenkins slid into his seat in their cubicle. He set a mug of inky fluid beside Lei. “Sorry I’m late. Peace offering. How can I help?”

      “Ugh, if that’s break room coffee, I’ve already had my caffeine ration for the day. This is Kelly. Her boyfriend is missing.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, Kelly.” Jenkins’s fashionably spiked blond hair seemed to quiver with sympathy and his blue eyes were kind. Lei had no problem admitting he was better with people than she was.

      The girl gave a snuffle and extended her hand to shake his. “When can you start looking for Jay?”

      “Hopefully today,” Lei said. “Did he ever say anything about suicide?”

      Kelly’s eyes went wide. “No. Of course not.”

      “I have to ask. I mean, he’s alone, traveling. He may have been depressed, worse off than you knew. He could have thrown his stuff away and left the stones on his shoe as some kind of message.”

      Lei felt a squeeze in her chest as the girl considered the idea, taking it like an arrow to the heart. Kelly’s eyes, which at first seemed brown, had gone foresty green—tears welling from somewhere transformatively deep. Then she shook her head, so hard her curls bounced.

      “No. Jay wasn’t depressed. He would never do that. He said he was being stalked—maybe the shoe with the stones was a message from whoever took him.”

      Lei knew when to back off.

      “Well, then, I just need an idea of any people he might have hung with and known.” She picked up another Bic, scribbled on the pad to get the ink going.

      “He mostly hung out with other people who were living in the parks. There’s kind of a group of them. They move around to stay ahead of their permits, which expire every ten days. He got a little sick of them. That’s part of why he was crashing in Pine Trees. But he never told me any names.”

      “Thanks, Kelly. Give me some contact information so we can keep in touch, okay?”

      “Sure. I was supposed to go back in a few days, but I can’t until I know what happened to Jay… This was just supposed to be a surprise, to see if he was ready to come home.”

      Lei blinked at the volume of water the girl generated as Kelly’s eyes filled again. She got her number and hotel address, turned to Jenkins. “Can you sign these items into evidence? I’ll walk Kelly out.”

      “Hang in there, Kelly.” Jenkins patted the girl’s shoulder and took the two bags she’d packed Jay’s items into. Lei led Kelly through the beehive of modular units to the pneumatic front doors.

      “Please find him,” the girl said, green-brown eyes swimming again. She turned away and beeped open the doors of an electric-blue Ford Fiesta rental.

      “I’ll do my best.” Lei reached into her pocket to rub the black worry stone she always carried as she watched Kelly drive away. She got back to their cubicle just as Jenkins returned from signing the items into evidence. He grinned at her, blue eyes alight.

      “Well, this looks interesting.” He rubbed his hands together. “So tired of getting all the cases nobody wants.”

      Lei flung herself into her office chair, did a couple spins to discharge energy. “Poor kid. God.” She knocked back half of the mug of coffee and made a gagging noise. “I forget how bad this stuff is. Yeah, this case ought to be interesting, and now we get to take a drive out to the North Shore. We can also follow up on these two, J-Boy.” She held up the files on the vacation rental burglaries and a noise complaint against a group located on a papaya farm in the same area.

      “J-Boy? That my new handle?” Nicknames were a popular Kaua`i Police Department thing. “Fine, then. I’ll call you Hurricane Lei.”

      “That wasn’t even funny when it first came out on the Big Island.”

      Lei scooped up the backpack she carried in lieu of a purse. That morning she’d taken a moment to whisk mascara onto tilted dark eyes, run a wand of gloss over her wide mouth. She wished she didn’t have the sprinkle of cinnamon freckles across her nose—Portuguese, Hawaiian, and Japanese heritage made for a blend that was more interesting than pretty.

      Now that she’d made detective, she no longer had to wear a uniform and had come up with her own—black jeans, black running shoes, and tank tops—functional clothing that looked good on a slim, athletic frame. She shrugged into the loose cotton blazer she wore to hide the Glock .40 in its shoulder holster.

      “How about Sweet Leilani?” Jenkins referred to the famous Bing Crosby song. “Sweets for short.” He chuckled at his own wit.

      “No, dammit. Just Lei. My name is short enough.”

      “C’mon. It’s a Kaua`i thing. I like you as Sweets. Everyone’s going to crack up.”

      “You like cracks, I’ll crack you one.” She couldn’t help smiling. “I’ll get started on the missing person—take a run out and check the park, pick up his stuff from the rubbish.”

      “I’ll go by the alarm company the mansions used.”

      “On the way back I’ll check out the real estate agency that reported the burglaries. Jay Bennett’s wallet had one of their cards.” She tapped the item in question. “There’s a phone number on the back.”

      “Coincidence?”

      “Doubtful. C’mon—a series of robberies happen at houses managed by that company, and a missing guy leaves their card in his wallet? I’m trying the number now.” She flipped the card over, punched it in, and an automated message answered. “Disconnected.”

      “That is weird. Let’s meet for lunch at that noodle place and you can let me know how it goes. We’ll hit the papaya farm after.”

      “Sounds like a plan, J-Boy.”
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        * * *

      

      The Timekeeper set the jug of water down beside the Chosen. The man had curled instinctively into a ball on the floor of the cave, the collar padlocked on and tie-out cable secure. A chill from the surrounding rock must have penetrated his deeply unconscious state.

      One good knock to the head usually subdued the Chosen, and this latest was no exception. Usually they were malleable and confused for some days, or stayed unconscious until their Time.

      The Timekeeper tipped the man’s curly blond head back and poured water into his mouth. It was always a juggling act. If he waited too long, he ran the risk of being unable to find the next Chosen. If he took them too early, he had to keep them alive, and that could be tricky.

      He thought he could keep this one going long enough, but it was going to be close.
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      Young lovers torn apart—this case pulled at her already. Lei couldn’t stop her eyes from landing on her bare ring finger as it tapped the steering wheel. There was still a faint band of lighter skin marking where the engagement ring had been, and her hand tightened.

      It had been raining in Hilo the day she’d taken the ring off. She remembered the patter of drops on the window, the rain reflecting the blank shock in Stevens’s eyes as she put the ring in his hand and folded his fingers over it.

      “I’m sorry. I’m all wrong for you, and I just can’t do this.”

      They’d been through so much together, and even as she’d broken up with him she didn’t know, couldn’t say why she had to. He put the hand with the ring in his pocket, looked at her a long moment. Pain hardened his eyes into opaque blue china.

      “Maybe he was right about you. You are damaged.”

      Her mouth had dropped open in shock—that he could hit her so low and so hard by quoting Charlie Kwon, her childhood molester. Stevens had turned and left, the door of her little house slamming hard behind him. She looked at the bare finger again, regret pulling down her mouth. He hadn’t deserved how she’d ended it. She was damaged.

      So what.

      Everything was what it was.

      But maybe now she could help another couple, do a little something for someone else in love. She pinched her arm, anchoring herself in the present moment as she’d learned in therapy so long ago.

      The road, a narrow two-lane highway winding between lush banks of jungle growth, required some attention. Lei still wasn’t over the thrill of owning her new Toyota truck, and she stomped on the gas just to feel the surge of power that answered. It wasn’t long before she pulled into the sandy parking lot at Pine Trees Park in Hanalei.

      She got out of the pickup and walked over to a picnic table that overlooked the ocean, doing a slow scan of the park. Decrepit, graffitied bathrooms and an outdoor shower occupied an open area among the towering ironwoods, a fast-growing timber brought over from Australia. Long, swaying needles shushed in the light breeze, waving over the empty expanse of lawn and beach. Behind the park, deeply shadowed valleys rose, cleft by waterfalls—a tapestry in shades of green.

      No sign of anyone camping the length of the park. At midmorning on a weekday with no surf at the beach break, the area was deserted.

      Lei leaned over the edge of the table, examining the sandy dirt underneath. She could see a dented shape where someone had lain—the same spot she’d seen the park crasher the day before. That must have been Jay Bennett—and this had to be where Kelly had found the slipper.

      The hairs rose on the back of Lei’s neck.

      She scanned the ground all around but saw nothing more. She got out her little digital Nikon and photographed the area. Snapping on a pair of gloves, she peered into the nearby metal trash barrel, reaching in and pulling up a sleeping bag clearly in need of a wash. Underneath it was another slipper and a backpack. She photographed the items in the can, then hauled it all out and took it over to the picnic table, setting the items down on the tabletop and upending the backpack.

      Out fell a tin of hand-rolled joints, pepper spray, matches, a bathroom kit with toothbrush, soap, comb, and a wad of cash in an inside pocket, an old-fashioned journal with a hasp, a couple of pens, canteen, and flashlight. She photographed the items on the table and the trash barrel for reference.

      A chill passed over her as she zipped up the bag.

      Why would Jay Bennett throw away all his worldly possessions, including enough cash and pot for at least another week of homelessness in paradise, other than suicide? If he’d been taken, what kind of perp threw away cash? And what could that slipper with the stones mean?

      Lei rubbed the black stone in her pocket as she headed back to the truck.
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      Lei pulled into the parking lot of the Paradise Realty office in Kilauea—an old plantation home restored to better than its former glory. White paint gleamed against a traditional dark green background, and a new corrugated roof contrasted in brick red. Lei went up three stairs to a wide lanai, glancing down at the file with its clipped-on card before she pulled open a screened door and stepped into the teak-floored interior.

      A receptionist with a shiny tan and collagen lips looked up as Lei came in.

      “Can I help you?”

      “Yes. I’d like to speak with your manager regarding the break-ins at some of your rentals.” Lei pulled aside her jacket to show the badge clipped to her waistband.

      “Just a minute. I’ll contact the owner.” She pushed down an intercom button. “Ms. Wolcott, can you see a detective regarding the break-ins?”

      “Of course. Send him in.” The receptionist opened her mouth to correct her, and Lei shook her head, smiling. She was escorted into an interior office, decorated in what was being called the Tommy Bahama look—deep, comfortable aloha-print rattan chairs, woven mats, palmetto fans, and a gleaming desk with nothing but a Mac computer on it.

      Ms. Wolcott rose from behind the desk, a regal Hawaiian woman in a short, fitted muumuu, her black hair wound into a topknot and pierced with ivory chopsticks. She came around and extended her hand to Lei.

      “Oh, my mistake, Detective…?”

      “Texeira, ma’am. A pleasure to meet you, and I wish it were in happier circumstances.” Lei handed the woman her card.

      “Me too. Believe me, I’d rather be selling you a house!” Ms. Wolcott had a warm laugh. “Call me Lehua, please. We filled out the police reports and helped our owners with the insurance claims, but we never heard another word.”

      “Well, after three break-ins, the patrol officers bumped your burglaries to the detective division. Do you have any theories, anything to add to the reports?”

      Ms. Wolcott sat on one of the comfortable armchairs and gestured to Lei to sit as well. Lei took a notebook out of her jacket pocket.

      “I have an idea. I think it might have something to do with the cleaning service, but I hope I’m wrong.”

      “What do you mean?” Lei uncapped her Bic.

      “The service is called Island Cleaning.” She got up and read a number off the screen of the Mac. “They were great for years, but recently my friend who owned the company died of cancer. Now the company’s being run into the ground by her daughter, whom I’ve heard has a drug habit. I ended up firing Island Cleaning, and the burglaries happened right after. They still had access codes to all our houses. So now I’ve talked to the security company, and we’ve changed the locks and codes. So far, no more break-ins.”

      “Hmm,” Lei said. “I’ll give Island Cleaning a visit, see what they say. Why don’t you give me contact numbers for all the rental owners, and your new cleaning service as well? You have my number if you have any further thoughts.”

      “Certainly.” Lehua went back to her computer, printing up the list of contact information. “Now, can I sell you a house? Maybe a nice starter condo?”

      Lei laughed. “Not ready for that kind of commitment yet. I’ll keep you in mind if I’m ever looking.”

      The intercom buzzed. “Ms. Wolcott? Your son is here.”

      “Oh, send him in.” To Lei she said, “We’re having lunch.”

      The door opened and a tall man walked in. He glanced at Lei—and his eyes widened. “Sorry to interrupt, Mom.”

      “Meet Detective Texeira. She’s investigating our burglaries. Detective, my son, Alika.”

      Lei realized her mouth had fallen open and rectified the situation. He was almost too good-looking, a tall, muscular example of the best of what happens when haole (Caucasian) and Polynesian mix to make hapa (half). Winged brows raked back from golden-brown eyes; dark hair framed a high brow, and dimples flashed.

      It was all a little overwhelming.

      “Good, I wanted to talk to a detective.” Alika came toward her with his hand extended. “I’ve got some information I want to discuss.”

      “Hi.” Lei stood. Her voice was short, and she felt her scalp prickle with embarrassment as she yanked her hand away too quickly. Handsome men made her edgy. Buying time to regroup, Lei looked down at her file, pulled out a photocopy. The Wolcotts took the two armchairs facing hers across a glossy wood coffee table.

      “I was just going to show this to your mother. I wonder if you know anything about it.” Lei unclipped the card from the file she’d carried in with her, held it up. “This card was found with the possessions of a young man we’re looking for. Do you know him?” She slid the card and the photo of Jay across the table.

      “No. Never seen him before.” Alika Wolcott shook his head. His mother’s curved brows drew together. She flipped the card over.

      “What’s this number?” She tapped the card.

      “I was hoping you would know. I called it earlier and it’s disconnected.”

      “Not any of our office phones, or any of our agents. I would recognize it. Wait a minute.”

      She stood up, pulled a key out on a fob clipped to a narrow pocket on her dress, unlocked a file drawer in the desk. Looked through and drew out a file, flipping it open. “I knew that looked a little familiar. That number is the old code to the security systems. We had it changed after the burglaries.”

      “Interesting,” Lei said, her attention sharpened. She made a note on her pad—Jay Bennett was involved with the burglaries. She gathered the materials back into the folder.

      “Oh!” Lehua exclaimed. “Do you want something to drink? Ice tea? Water?”

      “Water would be great,” Lei said. Lehua sailed out.

      Lei glanced at Alika Wolcott. He’d sat back in the cushy chair, his ankle over his knee, relaxed. He wore immaculate chinos, a subdued aloha shirt, slip-on loafers—the Hawaii business-casual uniform. He inspected her equally, lively curiosity in his eyes.

      “You aren’t what I expected in a detective.”

      “Oh? Well, I didn’t expect you at all.” That sounded all wrong—she knew it as she said it.

      He shrugged. “Fair enough.”

      “So you had some information you wanted to discuss?”

      “Yes. It’s about Island Cleaning.”

      “Your mother told me she suspects they may have had something to do with the burglaries.”

      “I agree. Not only that, I’m concerned about Lisa Nakamoto, the owner.”

      “The druggie?”

      Something flashed in his eyes, quickly suppressed. “Where did you hear that?”

      “I’m a detective. We have sources.” She wasn’t about to tell him his mother had been that source.

      “Well, that’s not a fair statement. Lisa may be caught up in something. I’m worried about her.”

      “What kind of something?” Lei pretended to take a note.

      “Something related to drug production. But she wasn’t that kind of person.”

      “Addiction makes good people do bad things.”

      “It’s not that simple.” His eyes narrowed, defensive. Lei did a relaxation breath—in through the nose, out through the mouth. Then another.

      “Let’s start over,” she said. “What would you like me to do about your friend?”

      “Locate her. See what’s going on.”

      “I can try, since it relates to this investigation.”

      “Here’s her number.” He grabbed a Post-it off his mother’s desk, scrolled through the contacts on his phone, and jotted the number just as Lehua came back in, carrying a glass of ice water.

      “Thank you.” Lei took a sip of water. Alika handed her the Post-it, his fingers brushing hers, and an unexpected awareness rippled through her. Spooked, she set down the glass and stood up. Charlie Kwon had ruined her ability to respond normally to an attractive man, and knowing that didn’t seem to help.

      “I have a couple of leads to follow up on here. Anything else?”

      “Well, yeah,” said Alika. “I’ve had a break-in at my model home. I’d like you to add it to the investigation.”

      “Okay. Tell me more.” She decided not to sit back down and flipped open her notebook.

      He gave a phone number and address outside of Kapa`a.

      “I’ll give you a call and stop by to inventory what’s missing.”

      “It was great to meet you.” Lehua came around from behind her computer, pressed a small square of tapa cloth into Lei’s hand. “This is someone I think could be helpful.”

      Lei glanced down at the hand-printed card on native fiber cloth. Esther Ka`awai and a phone number was all that was written there.

      “Who’s this?”

      “A local resource. I think you might need her help.”

      Lei frowned. “Okay. I’m looking for any and all leads.”

      Lehua Wolcott just smiled, enigmatic, and gave a little wave as Lei headed for the door. Alika followed her out to the truck. She got in and rolled down the window.

      “Island Cleaning cleaned my house. Or I should say, ‘houses.’” He leaned against the vehicle so his arm bracketed the window.

      She nodded. “Go on.”

      “I’m a developer. Island Cleaning had the contract to do all my construction cleans after a house was finished, and periodic cleans while they were on the market. I noticed the same thing my mother did—the work wasn’t being kept up, they missed appointments, and so on. I called Lisa one day to tell her to get her crew to shape up; she seemed really upset, crying, like she was in trouble. She seemed to want to tell me something, but she wouldn’t.”

      “Probably thought she could get somewhere with you by playing the damsel in distress.”

      “Hmm. So you admit some women might find me interesting.”

      “No. She just knew a sucker when she saw one.”

      They stared at each other for a long moment. He smiled. The charm of it lit his face like lightning.

      “You’re not that into me, are you?”

      “That would be a yes. Or is it no? Now you’re trying to trip me up.” She smiled, because she couldn’t help it.

      “You have a dimple.” He touched a finger to her cheek. “Right here.”

      “Hey.” She jerked her face away and turned the key. The truck roared into life.

      He grew serious and spoke quickly. “I mean it. I’m worried about Lisa. I think she might be in danger, being forced to be involved with these break-ins somehow.”

      “Who do you think is behind it?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe her boyfriend, Darrell Hines. He’s an icehead time-share salesman, got her into using.”

      “Right now all I’m working on is the burglaries. You’d do better to call Detective Furukawa—he’s in charge of drug investigations—with this ‘tip,’ but I’ll pass it on.” Lei felt the frustration of the limitations put on her. Furukawa, aka, “Fury,” wanted any and all information on the drug trade routed through him.

      “You left your card with my mother, right? I might want to call you.” Alika’s golden-brown gaze was intent.

      “Okay. Bye then.”

      Lei cut her eyes away and kept her voice cool. She pulled out and drove sedately down the road, flicking a glance to the rearview mirror. He was still standing there, watching her, jingling something in his pocket like a man making a decision. She glanced at her phone on the seat as if it might ring, caught herself, and turned up the radio to blast her thoughts away. She headed for the nearby noodle house for lunch, speed-dialing Jenkins to join her.
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        * * *

      

      The Noodle Shack was another old plantation house, unrestored this time but surrounded by lush plumeria trees. The worn, pockmarked floor, sagging screens, and battered wooden counter belied the delicious Asian noodles the place specialized in. Lei climbed up onto one of the worn vinyl stools at the long counter and ordered a saimin, Jenkins joining her.

      She scooped the fragrant noodles out of the deep plastic bowl with her chopsticks and spoon. Jenkins gave up on the chopsticks, never having mastered them in his short year in Hawaii, and wrestled the noodles into a squared-off traditional spoon with a fork. When they’d both made some progress, Lei settled back a bit, wiped her mouth.

      “So interesting about the missing guy. I found his stuff. All his stuff.” She filled Jenkins in on her discovery. “And the real estate owner ID’d the number on the back of the card as the old code for the vacation rentals that were hit.”

      “So he was involved. Foul play or suicide?”

      “Don’t know. I’m going to read through the journal and letters, see what I can pick up about his state of mind. Weirdest thing about this was the shoe with the stones the girlfriend brought in. Can’t help thinking it was some sort of message, and I want to check the missing persons database when we get back to the station, see if there have been any other disappearances. How’s the alarm company on the burglary case?” Lei took a sip of Diet Coke.

      “Small-time outfit.” Jenkins chased a strip of egg around with his spoon, gave up and slurped the broth by picking up the bowl. He set it down. “They say they changed the codes on all the houses for Paradise Realty, and nothing’s happened since they did. The security systems were turned off by someone who had the codes at the time of the burglaries.”

      “Yeah. Lehua Wolcott at the realty company suspects Island Cleaning, who took care of the homes. She believes Lisa Nakamoto, the owner, has a drug problem. Alika Wolcott, her son, was worried about her too, said he can’t get ahold of her.” Lei pushed her notebook over to Jenkins as she took her last bite. “Now we have to see if there’s some sort of connection between Island Cleaning, Lisa Nakamoto, and Jay Bennett.”

      Jenkins perused her notes. “Hm. I wonder if the ‘ice’ investigation the Lihue detectives are working on is going to end up overlapping with this one. They’ve been saying there’s enough traffic to show we’ve got a major producer somewhere on island.”

      “Well, let’s drop in on Island Cleaning and see whether or not they’re really clean.”

      Jenkins rolled his eyes, but they hurried to settle the bill and get on the road. Lei, used to working with her older, more sedate partner, Pono, on the Big Island, was still sometimes surprised by Jenkins’s willingness to jump in with whatever her latest idea was. It gave her pause to realize she was the more seasoned of the two of them.

      They pulled their cars up twenty minutes later at a shabby false-fronted storefront on a side street of Kapa`a, in the area that hadn’t been face-lifted for tourist foot traffic. Lei got out of the truck and went to look in the locked glass door, but couldn’t see through the peeling, mirrored windows. The Island Cleaning sign above the building, of the plastic illuminated variety, was turned off.

      Jenkins knocked once, twice, three times, while Lei walked to the side of the building and looked down the narrow alley. Three aluminum trash cans sat on the cracked asphalt outside of what must have been the back entrance. She gestured, and he hurried after her. Weeds pushed up through the cracked cement around their feet as they listened for several long moments at the rusting metal back door.

      Jenkins shook his head. “No one here.”

      One of the old-fashioned galvanized lids had blown off. Several empty Sudafed boxes had her gesturing Jenkins over to where sealed black plastic bags bulged with bulky garbage. Lei ripped a bag open; it was filled with empty muriatic acid and yellow HEET gas-line antifreeze bottles. What would they need gas antifreeze for in Hawaii?

      Only one reason.

      She looked at Jenkins wordlessly, and they opened the rest of the trash cans. More empty blister packs and bottles of ammonia cleaning agent filled the other bags.

      Lei speed-dialed Fury Furukawa while Jenkins went to the opening of the alley to keep a lookout.

      “Island Cleaning in Kapa’a,” she said when Fury answered. “Possible meth lab. We have discarded production supplies. Come over and check it out.”

      She and her partner drove around the block to park where they could keep the building under surveillance until Furukawa and the senior detectives arrived. It didn’t take long. Fury drove a tricked-out GTO, black with a silver flake and a lightning bolt down the roof. Kenzo and Henriques came together in something only slightly less flashy, a yellow Camaro.

      Real subtle and low key, Jenkins observed sourly via text message. The Lihue detectives had been hazing Jenkins for months before Lei got to Kaua`i; now the rivalry continued as the more experienced detectives blocked them from interesting cases.

      The radio crackled into life. “Come in Ginger 4 and 5, this is Hilltop 2.” Fury’s call sign.

      “Ginger 4 here,” Lei answered.

      “Looks empty,” Fury said.

      “Check trash cans in alley—contents consistent with meth production.”

      “Copy that.”

      Arizumi, aka Flea, a very tall Japanese and Fury’s partner, got out of the Mustang and sauntered into the alley. He looked into the first can, prodded about. Looked back to the cars and nodded.

      The radio crackled again. “We’re going to surveil this building and put in for a warrant on the Drug Enforcement Agency fast track.” Fury referred to the quick warrant procedure used for suspected drug production. “I’m gonna leave the boys here, hope one of the iceheads comes back. Let’s debrief at the station.”

      “Copy that.” She hung up the radio and drove by the other vehicles, giving a little finger wave. It felt damn good to beat the arrogant veteran detectives to a major break, and it looked like she was going to get to work a real case. Finally.

      “Thanks, Jay Bennett,” she whispered. “I’m gonna find you no matter what.”
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      Jenkins stole a stale doughnut from the pink box on the conference table as short, muscular Detective Sergeant “Fury” Furukawa folded his arms and gave Lei a good stare out of hard brown eyes. Flea, his sidekick, collapsed his angular length into one of the chairs around the Formica table. The industrial-gray walls were lined with whiteboards on one side, citations on another, and inspirational posters touting connections and teamwork in between. Lei wasn’t feeling either from Furukawa.

      “I told you to bump any and all information relating to narcotics to me and my team.”

      “Obviously we didn’t know we were going to find a meth lab, Sergeant. We’re working our burglary case and went there to look for Lisa Nakamoto, the owner of the company.” Lei filled in the content of the interview with Alika and Lehua Wolcott. “They seemed to think the cleaning company was responsible and that Lisa is in the thick of it. Seems like we should find her, bring her in for an interview at least.”

      “Okay. We’ll take it from here.”

      “What about finding and interviewing Lisa?”

      “I said we’ll take it from here.”

      “But this relates to our burglaries. Let us look for her today.”

      “She’s now a suspect in a meth production lab. Don’t you think that’s bigger than a burglary job she probably pulled to get cash for her operation? Like I said, we’ll take it from here. Find another case to work on, and we’ll let you know when we bring Nakamoto in. I’ll let you question her.”

      Jenkins must have seen the fire in Lei’s eyes because he put his hand on her arm, squeezed.

      “You got it, Sergeant. We’re just glad we had a good lead.” He hustled Lei out and back to their cubicle. Lei flung herself into her office chair and did a few spins.

      “I can’t stand his attitude. I’m burnt on this whole thing. Just when a case gets interesting…”

      “Wasn’t it you who said we were paying dues?” Jenkins asked. “We just have to keep showing up and doing good work. They’ll trust us eventually.”

      “Yeah, well, at least we get to keep working the Jay Bennett thing, even if the case crosses with Fury’s. I think I’ll get started reviewing Bennett’s journal and letters.”

      “Want some company?”

      “No, thanks. I need to clear my head. I’m going to take them back to the evidence room and work on them there. Can you do some searches for missing persons? Maybe go back five years or so?”

      “Why? What’re you thinking?”

      “I don’t know. Just something my gut is telling me. I mean, Bennett could be a suicide or someone related to this burglary grabbed him, or it could be something else. I’ll do it if you don’t want to.”

      “Okay, Sweets, since you asked nice.”

      “Just Lei. Please.” She poked him in the shoulder. “And thanks for helping me keep quiet in there. I feel like Fury’s looking for an excuse to make trouble for me.”

      “He’s an ass. Besides, what are partners for?”
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        * * *

      

      Lei handed each item from Jay Bennett’s backpack over to Clarice, the evidence clerk. Clarice Okamoto took her job seriously, squinting through rhinestone cat’s-eye glasses at her computer screen as she listed the items Lei described on the inventory sheet and signed them in. Lei loaded everything but the journal, folded letters, stones, and slipper into the box Jenkins had started and carried it back into the climate-controlled little room.

      She put the box away on one of the shelves and switched on the overhead light to study the remaining items at the little steel table. She looked into the depths of the room stacked high with the debris of crime, and a sudden wave of claustrophobia had her putting her hand into her pocket, touching the smooth black stone and taking a deep breath in through her nose, out through her mouth, as she had learned in therapy. She still needed to use those tools, though the intensity of her posttraumatic stress symptoms had abated a good deal since the Big Island.

      Still, sometimes Lei really missed her shrink.

      She’d done therapy for a year with the unconventional Dr. Wilson, a psychologist who worked with the Big Island PD after the case she’d worked on activated suppressed memories from her childhood. Lei hadn’t had the time or the motivation to find anyone new on Kaua`i.

      It wasn’t protocol, but it couldn’t hurt to study the items somewhere comfortable. She shoved them into a plastic ziplock and pushed her way out of the close space.

      “Working at my desk,” she said to Clarice, and painstakingly signed out the items in question. She hustled out of the building and headed for home.

      Evening was turning Hanalei golden as Lei drove around the narrow curve of road descending into the valley. She never failed to catch her breath over the postcard-worthy view: a rugged green triptych of mountains bisected by waterfalls rising steeply above a lush green patchwork quilt of taro fields, the shiny dark snake of Hanalei River winding through it.

      Keiki, her big police-trained Rottweiler, greeted Lei ecstatically with much happy butt waggling and greeting woofs as she pulled up at the little cottage on the river toward the back of the valley. Lei unlatched the gate and climbed the sagging steps onto the painted porch of the square, tin-roofed cottage, a relic of a time when such cottages housed entire families. She patted the dog, giving her a chest rub.

      “Glad I’ve got you keeping an eye on things, girl.” Keiki pressed her broad forehead against Lei’s leg in reply. Lei jiggled the key in the lock. The cottage was so old it was difficult to secure. She’d put sturdy hasps on all the windows and double locks on the doors. Still, it was frighteningly easy to break into—the wood splintery and aged.

      Above all, Lei needed to feel safe in her home. Though isolated on the long one-lane road, the landlady’s family lived in an adjacent house and anyone trying to stake out her place would be obvious. The cottage had what she needed: a wire-fenced yard that went all the way around the house, so no one could approach without Keiki sounding the alarm.

      Unless, of course, Keiki was out of commission. She shuddered at the memory of her dog’s injuries last year in the course of a bizarre conspiracy centered around Lei’s family, a case that had broken open memories from her past.

      Lei fixed herself a glass of pale chardonnay and a bowl of carrot sticks, taking them out onto the back porch with the journal and letters from Jay’s backpack. She took a minute to enjoy the view: a lush flowering tree shaded the fenced yard, just big enough for Keiki to run around in. A thick lawn rolled down to the shiny green skin of the river, snaking between banks of buffalo grass. On the opposite bank, a raft of hau bush dropped bright yellow, cup-shaped blossoms into the water, spinning in invisible currents.

      Her landlady, an elderly widowed Filipino lady who lived nearby with her extended family, said it was a good thing the riverbank had that steep slant to it “cuz da river she flood plenny every year.”

      The metal hasp on the journal was locked, but it was a simple mechanism. Lei poked around with a paper clip until it gave. The pages were filled with flowing, elegant script, not quite what she’d expected.
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        * * *

      

      July 1

      The beginning of my voyage. I put here my hopes, my dreams, my discoveries. I’ve always wanted to do this, just shake the dust of that boring little town off my feet, the idea that success is wearing a suit and selling cars or houses, pimping that mythological American dream.
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        * * *

      

      It appeared that Jay Bennett had left Clovis with the clothes on his back, his sleeping bag, and a dream. He’d hitchhiked and panhandled across the state. The entries were spotty but cogent, revealing intelligence and a reflective nature. She flipped through the journal to where he’d arrived on Kaua`i, only six weeks ago. It was now near the end of October:

      September 16

      The air here is soft. It touches the skin like walking through a cloud. I can feel my pores opening. Everywhere is color, and if color were sound the world would be filled with music. People are generous. Most of them will tell me something helpful, like where the post office is, or what kind of food malasadas are (Portuguese). I rotate between the parks on the North Shore so the cops don’t kick me out for not having a camping permit…

      The last entry was from the day before yesterday, marked by a punch-holed Frequent Smoothie Shopper card from the Health Guardian, a natural foods store in Kapa`a.

      October 19

      I’m getting letters from Kelly through the general delivery. I hate it when they come; but I love it too. I can’t stop myself from reading them again and again. I’ve folded each one in a special way so I can remember which one it is. I have the time to do things like that.

      Her voice is like a foghorn echoing across the miles, calling my name and warning me away at the same time. I know if I listen to it I’ll go back to that stifling little town with its box stores and exhaust fumes, Mom and Dad trying to get me back into the dealership—everyone relieved Jay’s “hippie phase” is over.

      Sometimes, like tonight, when I’m lonely and all I have to eat is a can of cold beans and there’s no one to share the glory of Hanalei Bay with—the moon kissing the water full of stars—I think I’d better just go home.

      I could bring Kelly here for our honeymoon and stop looking for what I’m beginning to wonder if I’ll ever find.

      Lei found herself blinking back tears.

      She closed the journal, looked up and out toward the bay where Jay Bennett had last been seen. His writing was vivid and alive. She felt like she knew him already, and this last entry sure didn’t seem like a suicide note.

      She couldn’t get over the dread seeping into her, a profound conviction that he was in serious danger if not dead already. Sunset stained the sky behind the sculpted outline of Bali Hai Ridge in the far distance as a few hau bush blossoms spun lazily in the current of the river. A mosquito bit her, a surprising little sting, breaking the spell. She smacked it and went into the house.

      She called Jenkins while pulling a couple of burritos out of the freezer.

      “Yo.”

      “J-Boy, lose the mainland slang. Listen, did you pull anything together on the missing persons? I’m getting a really bad feeling about Jay Bennett.”

      She peeled the plastic off the burritos and plunked them into a glass dish, splashed salsa over them, and put the dish in the microwave for three minutes.

      “Yeah. I printed up a bunch of the reports, the last five years of disappearances. There’ve been a lot, when you consider our remote location and only sixty-five thousand year-round residents on the whole island.”

      “Well, I read the guy’s journal and I don’t think he’s a suicide.”

      Lei took a sip of her chardonnay and sat down at the little Formica table. Keiki padded in and flopped theatrically at her feet, exposing her belly for a rub. Lei used her toe to scratch the dog’s
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