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Epilogue

To my patient mom, Pat Turnbo who kept me accountable through the various platforms when I started writing this book. She was, and still is an avid reader. And I guess you could say she's the one who turned me on to the art of story as a kid. And to that, I can't thank you enough.

​

Part I - Missing
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​Anthony Carver stood over the kitchen counter; eyes shifting back and forth between the pool of blood and the knife in his hand. His disbelief, although clearly indescribable, seemed to leave him with an out-of-body experience. Like the kind someone has on the operating table as they needled that flatline during heart surgery. Never in his three plus decades of adulthood had he been this careless. The knife slid through the flesh easier than melted butter. Who in their right mind holds the bread with their finger in the path of the blade! An inch higher... with more (a lot more) pressure, and the single finger would’ve turned into a two-parter. Halfway past the first knuckle. No more trigger finger. He raised his hand, studying the oozing blood, now more annoyed than in pain. He rotated the brainless injury to get a better look when another drop added itself to the small circle of blood pooling on the counter. 

The chef’s knife was too big for the job. No doubt about it. He knew it, yet still plucked its long blade from the block. 

As with most of his life, he reached for convenience. The knife, no different. Isn’t that how the world operates these days?

Every Sunday evening, as cookie cutter as it gets – minus the lopping off his finger of course - he’d make a turkey sandwich on sourdough. As meticulous as a first-time home buyer scouring every word of a contract, he lined the two slices side-by-side. First went the mustard. Then the mayo on the opposite slice and gently set one medium-sized leaf of romaine overtop each condiment. Ten cold cut slices later (five on each side), he’d close the sandwich together like a floured clam shell. 

Carver always smiled. The fragrant aroma of freshly processed turkey wafted upward. He finished the job with a precision cut through the center, starting from one corner and finishing on the opposite end. With his plate and Cherry Coke in hand, he’d march off towards the recliner. 

The process had turned borderline ritualistic. Maybe more compulsive than anything – his OCD playing peekaboo. Often at the most inopportune times.  

Everything had to be perfect. Alani often reaffirmed his compulsive tendencies. How did she put it? “The irresistible urge for perfection coupled with the inability to...go with the flow,” he muttered. 

His answer was always the same, “Everything, my dear, has its place.” 

Tonight, was different. His finger throbbed as the message - this shit hurts! - reached his brain. 

From the living room he heard a voice, “Here’s what’s next on TBN.” 

The voice gave him a sense of purpose; a reason for this predicament. He reached for a paper towel and wrapped his finger. No reason to get blood everywhere. The last thing he needed – more like Alani wanted - was blood stains making the house resemble a crime scene. Not to mention the furniture. When Alani returned home, she’d expect answers. Answers to questions he didn’t want to own up to. 

“I was careless babe,” he’d say. 

She’d fire back her patented eye roll and shoot him that sideways grin making his heart melt. 

He smiled at that and clenched his fist holding the paper towel in place. The crimson stain grew bigger and brighter soaking through the cheap paper. He glanced back at the knife swearing he heard the damn thing say: I got you now asshole. 

Carver offered a nodding grunt in return. The blood seemed to flow as steady as maple syrup trickling down a tap. The off brand quicker picker upper was getting a run for its money, he thought and meandered towards the living room for the remote. 

“Hold up,” he said pressing the pause button. “C’mon already,” he grunted jamming his thumb down four times before the man on the TV finally froze, mouth ajar. 

On screen, a lone man wearing a red and black plaid checkered suit jacket (lapels wide enough to work as a children’s bib), a baby blue shirt, and a black silken pocket square (tucked haphazardly in the right pocket) stood in front of a digital backdrop frozen mid-sentence. If his white tie had red stripes, he could’ve passed as a creepy uncle dressed in Christmas plaid pajamas.  

However, there hid an ominousness in that face. His squinty eyes mirrored someone possessed. Of course the painted on (and parted from the left... you don’t want to miss that little factoid) hair kinda gave him a Shemp from the Stooges vibe. The sight sent a chill the length of Carver’s spine. He shuttered, tossed the remote in the chair and headed towards the bathroom. Gotta be sump’n in there to kill any chances of an infection. 

He gave one last look back over his shoulder if nothing else to see if the man moved.

The Band-Aids were in the pantry. He looked at the paper towel. The crimson stain didn’t look bigger, but the end of the soaked towel offered a different reality. He unwound the makeshift tourniquet when the question popped up like a jack-in-the-box. Will I need stitches? “Possibly,” he nodded. 

Somehow, someway the blade cut deep, bleeding as if he cut an artery. It began to sting. He wanted; no, he needed Alani right now. He thought back to the last time she stood behind him, warm breath on the back of his neck, watching him shave. But the business trips were more frequent, pressing him back to bachelorhood more than he liked. His detective mind kicked in when he considered how often she left. A flash thought of infidelity entered and left at the same speed: Guilty until proven innocent. He pushed the thought back in the depths of his mind glancing at the gaping wound, and back at the Band-Aide box. Not gonna work. He fumbled through the first aide box, shifting everything from sunburn spray to...

“Absolutely not,” he said lifting a needle and thread eye level. Mindlessly, he dropped them, paying little attention to where they landed. 

“Ah-ha. Come to daddy,” he said holding a mostly used roll of gauze and an unopened spool of tape. 

Carver wrapped the finger best he could as Alani’s words filled his head. “That’s a little excessive,” she would have surely noted. “What, this mummified finger the size of a small hammer? Naaa,” he’d volley. In that, he gave it a good try at a bend. At least it functioned, for the most part. 

He sat back in his chair and offered the TV a nose-wrinkling grin. The man continued to wait with that same ominous smile. 

Technology made his life easier. The remote’s pause button saved his ass more than once. Hell, even recording TV on his DVR made nighttime viewing more enjoyable. He never missed Sunday night TV. The sandwich, the Cherry Coke, and his chair made the evening. He’d watch TV until he passed out. Alani, the woman of his dreams, and his better half for twelve years, thought he was crazy. But she’s not here to tease him; no sarcastic commentary to deal with. Hell, I could even sit here naked if I wanted – bare ass to leather. He chuckled. 

Carver grew up in the typical twentieth-century American home. Both parents worked. They bought a ranch house with a white picket fence – even if their version may have been without a few pickets here and there. Well, if he were more truthful about it, more like a rusted chain-link fence. 

That fence, the one keeping little Tony Carver and Dammit the dog contained when the two stayed home alone growing up, worked even better when the adults blurted, “Outside and out of our hair.” 

Bottom line, Dammit was a fun dog. Yet, little Tony cringed whenever he called for Dammit around his parents. (At least within earshot.) His father, Anthony Carver Sr., had a sense of humor rivaling someone straight outta trailer park. He thought naming the family Rott, Dammit a real riot – although not a great idea when you find your house sandwiched between Protestant holy-roller-deacons on either side.

Talk about PB&J squeezed between two moldy pieces of bread!

“Dammit, get over here,” Anthony Sr. yelled from the front stoop. But the joke was on him, and everyone saw it except for his ole man. It made those within proximity uncomfortable, or prone to scowl. 

Guess where those scowls came from.

Yeah, they’d offer the uncomfortable courtesy laugh coupled with fake smiles and shifting eyes towards one another, but no one ever called the dog by name with as much vigor except for his dad. 

Funny how life works. 

His parents rarely attended church. Holidays and friendly invites made up the extent of their desire to fill themselves with the Holy Spirit. They never set out to hurt anyone’s feelings, playing nice during their invites. They’d go with gleaming smiles and half open ears. Neither of them liked a confrontation. Instead, they’d sit through the message and leave with empty promises of coming back. 

Carver was different. He learned early on his sanity depended on his faith. Later, life and law enforcement tested him. When the why do people act as they do questions popped up, his faith gave him the often-overlooked answers. The early years with his grandparents laid that foundation. One built brick-by-brick every Sunday during church service. 

He hated sitting still but managed with a forced reluctance only a parent appreciated – or in this case, a grandparent. 

Every Sunday they’d sing the traditional hymns from the ole tattered books tucked behind the wooden pews. Amazing Grace and Lift High The Cross were congregational favorites. He’d look up at granddad, singing at the top of his lungs, as granddad looked back down at little Tony Carver. It made him feel good inside. 

The worship leader sang plenty of songs, but these two were granddads most loved. He explored the idea of asking why he felt so passionate about them. But granddad offered a simple answer. ‘Sometimes things are better left to your imagination Tony.’

Later in life his imagination took an unexpected blow. (Although in hindsight he figured it wasn’t the type of imagination granddad spoke of.) 

At sixteen, his first girlfriend, Sally Singleton, had the biggest pair of knockers he’d ever seen (outside of a magazine, that is.) Like... two mountain peaks spilling over the top of a woman’s low-cut blouse. Clothed, they were firm and rigid. Later, the truth slapped him in the face. Quite literally.

One early evening, in her basement, the two had this great idea to play: I’ll show you mine if you show me yours. Eager, she went first. When the shirt came off, the truth stared back through perky A-cup breasts. 

“Sorry, it’s a water-filled bra,” Sally said blushing, and then slung the heavy braw at him like a sling shot. It took ten minutes for his eyes to stop watering. 

Talk about false advertisement! 

Before college, Carver tossed church to the backburner for no other reason than he couldn’t face the memories. When his granddad died, the desire for church died along with him. Now, his churchly serenity came from his recliner with a plate on the lap and a can of Coke (or Cherry Coke when the mood struck) within arm’s reach. 

He pulled hard on the recliner lever tucked between the cushion and the chair’s arm. The slow ascent brought a relaxing smile until the leg rest came to a smooth stop. Never gets old, he thought wiggling in his seat until he found that perfect spot. Pastor Bradley stared back from the TV until he hit the play button. In a flicker, the screen jumped and the man feeding his spiritual hollowness paraded into view from stage right. The cameraman kept the mega-pastor center screen; arms dangling at his sides opposite his steps. He tramped out looking more of a military type, but marching to his own cadence. 

Bradley waved and smiled as he strolled to the lectern. Of course, he was all smiles. I’d be all smiles too if I was worth more than forty million. The mega-pastor waved at the tens of thousands of people in the auditorium, and the hundreds of thousands, including Carver, watching on TV. 

“Thank you and may you always stay blessed,” the well-dressed pastor said to his congregation. His tailored suit shined the same – if not more - than his polished Stefano Ricci crocodile loafers. (He only knew about his favorite shoe after reading an article about the man in The Gamut about mega pastors and their expensive vices.)

From overhead, the lights reflected the gleam on his forehead.

“Make up,” Carver muttered. “Pastor Bradley back to make up please,” he chuckled this time.

Bradley smiled reaching under the lectern and blotted a white handkerchief just under his hairline. His straight and too white-to-be-normal teeth reflected the spotlight in front. The camera zoomed. Carver leaned in as if he and the camera were tied together by a tether. 

Twenty minutes into the broadcast the camera panned the auditorium. Carver thought the producers did this showing how drawn-in Bradley’s sheep were. Everyone in the audience looked the same: general types. Typical Americans coming together absorbing everything their pastor said. But wait. Someone... a woman, steals Carver’s attention. She looks familiar, he thinks. But from where? 

For the longest time, he couldn’t take his eyes off the screen as the camera lingered. Fumbling for the remote, he knocked over his Cherry Coke while losing the remote between the cushion and the arm.

“Gotcha,” he barked, grabbing the remote before it disappeared into that black hole where so much change had vanished to. He aimed towards the TV, jamming his thumb on the pause button while leaning forward and rewound the recording. 

There she was. Unlike the ominous devil figure left on the screen after his first pause button episode, she radiated elegance and a beauty only someone who spent their life in the limelight could. He stared, tried placing her. “Where have I seen you?” he mouthed. How often do you see a stunning blond on church TV? Gorgeous did little to describe her. Yet, he felt the who she was sat on the tip of his tongue. 

She has to be a celebrity? Not an A-list, but I’ve seen that face. 

Eventually, he shrugged a who really gives a shit and pressed play.

Carver watched the rest of the show through the credits. His mind wandered as it often does. ‘An idle mind can be trouble,’ granddad said – one of his many proverbs. Tonight, his mind kept drifting towards the job. It didn’t matter how hard he tried to fight it. Then it came to him. 

In a flash of detective insight, he remembered the reason why he tried to slice off his finger. A conversation. One he accidentally heard earlier that afternoon. Well, maybe not so much accidental. 

The Arch Café, his Sunday hangout and the only place to toss scrambled eggs, bacon, sausage, hashbrowns, and maple oatmeal into a sizzling skillet, became more of an addiction than a habit. The Caveman Bowl, his favorite concoction, arrived at his table a mere five minutes after sliding into his booth. 

There are two types in this world: The talkers – those who can hardly take a breath they talk so much - and the nod and smilers.

But if you got down to it, there’s a third type... the people watchers.

Carver, one to never make up a good story in his head, not only watched, but listened.

When out, and it didn’t matter where, he’d eavesdrop, leaning his head towards a neighboring conversation. When Alani spotted that particular look, the one where one eye narrowed seeming to look right through her, he’d sputter, “I’m sharpening my observation skills, babe.”

That morning, Carver scooted on his seat, positioning the plate and skillet two inches to the left. As he did so, two middle-aged women walked past and sat in the booth in front of him. Behind them, a TV mounted above the bar showed two forgetful teams from the mainland playing basketball. He pretended to watch as the two women gabbed as they took their respective seats. The ominous aroma from the crispy bacon made his stomach growl.   

The ball game offered him a place to rest his eyes while keeping the two women in his line of sight. 

They each gossiped (apparently both had a bit of talker and nod & smiler in them) over the monotony of their lives. “Johnny doesn’t take out the trash, and Bobby doesn’t mow the lawn enough,” the one facing him said. 

After several minutes of this god forbidden droning, his ears perked up. 

“My boa, Slithers is growing like crazy,” the woman sitting closest to him said, “and I don’t understand why.” Carver waited. Silence for several moments. Then she resumed. “I took him to the vet; do you know how hard it is to drive a snake that big anywhere without getting scared shitless looks? Anyway, I dropped this extra-large snake on the table. Then I explained my dilemma. The vet asked if he slept in bed with me. Of course I told him. Then I put it back in the cage before I leave the house.” 

Carver smiled while trying to imagine the look on her friend’s face. 

After more {stunned} silence, she continued. “The vet looked at me and said, ‘Well the snake is growing because it will eat you. This is what they do in the wild.’ My jaw hit the ground. Then I walked right out there and left Slithers on the table.” 

Whatever the two talked about from there was a mystery. Even he, the lead Detective on the Honolulu Criminal Investigation Division, sat speechless. At times there are things people say, so off-the-wall, so crazy that no matter how hard you try, you can’t get it out of your head. 

He leaned back in his recliner closing his eyes. He fancied the freedom of a night off. Sundays are typically the slowest day of the week, at least for homicide. “Even the bad guys need to take a breather,” he’d tell Alani. But she wasn’t there to tell. 

As a well-renowned Anthropologist, Alani Carver spent a couple weeks every year on the road at conferences. The first always lasted longer than the second, five days in total, spanning through the weekend with a return trip on Monday. Whatever, Anthony wondered, could they meet about for five days outdone even his detective mind. 

The two loved each other and made sure everyone knew it. Though he didn’t look forward to their separations, no matter how brief or how long, he enjoyed his time alone on the rare occasions it happened. If he had his way, he’d have her at his side, but the empty house and the night alone had been what he needed. 

His mind trailed off with thoughts of her beautiful smile until falling asleep in the recliner. He lingered in the land of happy thoughts and peaceful sleep until he woke himself up snoring. 

Carver looked around, slightly confused about where he was, then glanced at his watch. Eleven fifty. He looked at his finger, seeming to pulse under the – excessive now that he had time to realize it – bandage reminding him of a tiny baseball bat. Every heartbeat pounded pressure to his finger as if someone beat it with a hammer.

Off in front, the TV droned as his plate sat on his lap. A small corner of his sandwich sat alone in the middle of the plate. He reached to finish it off when his pant pocket vibrated.

Alani hadn’t called yet, he thought and leaned over onto his left butt cheek. It took a couple tries before he slid his hand into the pocket. “Fat ass,” he mouthed, fumbling in his pants like he was playing pocket pool. “Finally,” he said eyeing the home screen on his phone. “Alani,” he said with a smile. He pressed the green hand receiver icon and said, “Hey babe how are you doing?” The silence on the other end was worse than deafening. “Hello?” he repeated. This time more of a question. 

After another moment of silence, he heard someone clear their throat. “Anthony,” Alani said, “I won’t be coming home.” 

Click. 
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The room went quiet. The TV offered a subliminal diversion as the dancing shadows flickered in the background. Carver’s eyes locked on his phone screen. He watched the back-light fade from bright to dim, then to black. A face peered back from the blank phone screen. It looked confused, leaning towards distressed. The face; distorted from the lamp’s light over his shoulder, reflected a man who appeared to have taken a kick between the legs. Head cocked left, he gawked at the phone screen wanting to say something – anything. Then he did, as if spilling soup from a can: “What the crap!” he blurted.

He jammed the home button. The screen came to life. Any other time the picture brought an ear-wide smile. A constant reminder that, no matter how things were going, life outside of work was good. Better than good. The picture of the two of them on their honeymoon planted him right back in the moment every time he looked at his phone. Now however, the image took him somewhere different.

One swipe and four taps later, he navigated his way through the passcode and studied the red number one on the phone icon. He tapped it once and watched the screen switch to call history. Something caught his attention: the number of missed calls. A two in parentheses had been next to Alani’s name. How did I miss that first call? One missed, and the second lasted eleven seconds. He hammered her name once as the phone dialed the stored number. 

He swallowed down the nervous husband, making room for the instinctive enforcer that made him the Officer, and now the Detective he is. It surprised him how quick the switch came to. He was taking charge, as his years of Police training had taught him, but this was different – it hit closer to home. Not on his front porch close, but right in his lap close. 

His heartbeat thumped in his neck. The carotid artery pulsed with every racing heartbeat. A bead of sweat ran the length of his forehead coming to a stop on the tip of his nose. It balanced there as a high-wire walker trying to keep from falling. Another started at his hairline and traveled the length of his right cheek. His nerves fluttered. Butterflies danced their choppy zigging and zagging in his stomach. He hoped, no he prayed the dropped call was accidental. Anything to ease the pain and reality of what the call meant. But something in his gut told him otherwise. Police intuition sometimes lingered similar to a bad fart. It was the only part of the enforcer in him that bothered to put up a fight. 

His eyes rested on the TV as the phone rang in his ear. A thousand thoughts bounced around in his head in no specific order, like that old pong video game. Each thought came and went sounding nothing short of a thousand TV’s playing different shows simultaneously. Then he realized the sounds weren’t in his head. They came from somewhere in the house, but from a different room. Somewhere from behind and down the length of the hall. 

He lowered the phone, eyeing the screen. It rang. Even away from his ear he heard the drone of the electric echo. “No voicemail?” he said. Why wasn’t her phone going to voicemail? He tried counting the rings as each one drug out longer than they should have. 

“Ten,” he counted aloud. “Or eleven?” He glared at the screen. You should’ve picked up after the fourth ring, he thought.   

The hushed tones and lazy s’s that trailed off from the voices in the other room uprooted his attention like a chicken eating in an open field. The phone rang near his right ear, and the mumbled voices made their way into his left. Or maybe his focus switched making the voices seem louder. He tapped the red phone icon, ending the call after the twelfth ring. 

He noticed his wrapped finger, forgetting about it until now. The sight brought back the pulsing pain. 

He rocked forward. The extended recliner shoved him back. Under different circumstances, he’d consider the effort comical until his back slammed into the cushion behind him. Again, fat ass crossed his mind. 

He grabbed each of the chair’s arms, pinched the leather with his left, and tried to with the right. The over-sized wrapped finger, and phone gripped in it, wouldn’t cooperate. He checked the phone, then his finger, and muttered, “Stupid.”

Carver clenched his left fist, gathering strength and momentum while forcing his legs towards the floor. The unified effort closed the recliner as the springs creaked under him. At the same time the lever lurched forward beside him while the mechanism slammed shut. The sound echoed through the room as the leg rest locked and the spring caught. 

This was when the remote fell from his lap, landing between the cushion and the arm. He yanked it from the crack, pointed at the TV, and turned it off. The thousands of voices turned into one. 

Where did they come from? he wondered. 

He headed towards the hallway following the sounds coming from - My home office? His office sat halfway past the hall between the master and spare bedrooms, but on the opposite side. The closer he stepped the louder the voices. He couldn’t make out any words. They were no longer hushed tones with trailing s’s. The voices were loud and distorted; the sounds crackling the speakers. 

He paused outside the closed door, leaning his right ear an inch off the middle panel. The faint smell of oak seeped from the door. He listened, waiting for some type of movement: An opening door... a knocked over chair. For the life of him, he couldn’t remember how he left the office.

A breath hitched in his throat. Unnerved, he wondered if he left the TV on in there. 

Considering the thought, and everything leading to now, he felt calm... cooler than he should have. He knew this feeling, and sometimes welcomed it, but never under his own roof. Working the streets, both in uniform and as a detective, he’d kick in a few doors. The adrenaline dump was borderline addictive. He loved being on point; the first guy in the door. Call him stupid or an adrenaline junky. More of the latter than former, but it kept him sharp. And sharp cops stay alive. 

One...two... he mouthed silently. On three, he twisted the knob leading with his shoulder until the door hit the wall behind it. He scanned the room. Fists and jaw clenched. Nothing out of place, but the TV was on. His eyes fixed on the thirty-two-inch flat screen sitting opposite of his desk. He kept it for background noise when he worked, and for the occasional basketball game. Or whatever in-season sports were on when he worked at home. 

The TV screen appeared abnormal. White, black, and gray specks riddled the screen. Not on the screen, but in the screen. Growing up, he remembered asking mom and dad why the TV looked funny at night. They called it white noise. Back before those oversized satellite dishes took up half the yard, there was regular TV. Where rabbit ears and lightning-rod antennas riddled the neighborhoods. 

Carver realized the voices stopped before he entered the room. The static covered the screen. No faces and no picture. He walked towards the small single-level entertainment center and saw the remote sitting on top of the TV. After a moment’s hesitation, he reached out to grab it when the static shot up loud enough to make him jump back. Carver stopped, his eyes bouncing from the TV to the left and the right of the room. A faint voice came from somewhere. 

He knelt onto his knees and stared at the screen. “Is that a face?” he asked.  

Now, focused on the center of the TV, he nodded. “That’s a fucking face,” he added aggressively. 

He inched closer. Heartbeat thumping hard inside his ribs, then swiped at a bead of sweat stuck to his eyebrow. 

The static stopped. A pause. One second... two seconds. Then a voice, twice as loud as the static, shouted through the TV speakers. Carver gasped, rocked backward, and fell hard onto his backside.

“Detective Anthony Carver. Calling Detective Anthony Carver of the Criminal Investigations Division.” 

The face seemed to come to life on the screen. The white, black, and gray static moved to the rear as the face bobbled and rotated forward. It looked cartoonish, or more of a clown face, but the smile could’ve come straight from a horror movie. 

“Helloooow. Anthony, are you out there?” Then a momentary pause. “Oh, there you are.” 

Carver turned his head, never taking his eyes off the screen, attempting to check the room peripherally. The face moved forward now taking up the entire thirty-two inches. 

“You. Are. A. Fucking. Asssss. Hoooole! I. Have. Your. Wife. And. An old friend says...come and find her if you dare.” 

The eyes now darted from left to right as its smile widened. 

“But before you do, there will be a present for you a little later. And, by the way, don’t waste your wife’s precious and VERY limited time figuring out how I created all this...this amusement.” 

“Amusement,” Carver mouthed, “You think this is amusing?” 

“Because I covered my tracks very well DE...TECT...IVE, I will see you, and your wife, on the other side. 

“Toodles.” 

The head bobbed and danced getting smaller, laughing until it disappeared back into the static while the white noise returned to its previous level. Carver tried replaying every word of the verbal vomit the shit-bag psycho spewed from the clown face. But he couldn’t focus. His finger pulsed. This time each heartbeat pounded under the bandage.   

He looked towards his knuckles, now white and bloodless as his fingers dug into his palms. “Breathe dammit,” he muttered. 

His eyes tracked up towards the TV. They stopped at the DVD player’s power light. The red dot stood out against the black DVD box as the remote sat in front, upside down parallel to the player. The buttons lay faced down. He leaned in noticing something on the back of the remote. First his jaw dropped. Then his heart as the life drained from his body. Two simple words were drawn in a cartoonish script. He picked up the remote. In red, appearing like every bit of dried blood, were the words: 

DON’T BOTHER.
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Somewhere near the center of the North Pacific, five thousand miles East of China and three thousand miles West of Mexico, there’s an island thousands of people consider a vacationer's paradise. But to the residents of Honolulu, Hawaii, it’s home. 

Its weather hovers over perfection three hundred and sixty-five days a year. Add the prolific ocean views (not to mention the surrounding mountains), and it’s easy to see why people move there. At night, and during the winter months, the lows hover in the mid-sixties and the highs in the upper eighties. Occasionally a tropical storm keeps the residents on their toes - and not to mention a rare volcano eruption, but overall, the tropical weather means fewer clothes for the gorgeous island women. And Caleb “Stoney” Stonebridge loves the half-dressed woman of Hawaii. 

Talk to him long enough, if you can get a word in, and he’ll tell you leaving Los Angeles was the best thing he’d done. The personalities, the smog, the weather, the congestion, the speed, and the people, in general, resembled something from a sci-fi movie riddled with b-rated actors. He’s not shy, nor does he have a tactful bone in his body. And if you ask his opinion, you’d get it with nothing resembling a filter. 

For the last five years, it’s been the sun, beaches, mountains, islands, and the best-looking women on the planet. Each morsel of the islands’ seductive delicacies purges the memory of his past life. Add the hospitality, and it’s easy to forget the rest of the world. With that, few people who live on the Island are natural born natives. But the culture becomes a part of everyone after spending time there. Even the rudest folk by nature, (those from the East Coast with their biased superiority), become hospitable over time. Ask any of them, and they’ll refuse to admit it. The mere contemplation of domestication is nothing short of telling a Pittsburgher they’re from the Midwest. Those words brought a beatin’. 

Stoney, a detective by trade, but a moonlighting internet geek by desire thrives on little sleep. “I’ll sleep when I’m dead,” often comes from his lips. Well, to be more exact, “I’ll sleep when I’m dead Mutha Fuckaaaa.” You can take the man out of the ghetto, but you can’t take the ghetto out of the man. 

When the gadget talk started, you’d better find an escape plan. Bargaining your way out of the conversation had priority. Once you’re stuck, getting out was next to impossible, at least until Stoney finished. Or you had a good enough reason to beat feet outta there. 

The rookie detectives became the sacrificial lambs. They’d nod and pretend to be interested with their Oh shit what did I get into? smiles. But life revolved around technology when not playing detective, bringing the two together at every chance. 

“Hey Stoney, you ever consider miming as a career change?” one of the detectives bellowed from the crowd. “Go join the lab rats,” another joked. 

In college, he made academics his focus. Unlike the typical male college freshman who let his little head lead to getting laid, not to mention drunk, and not always in that order, his big head ran the show. He’d take every technology class he had time for. “I gots goals,” he’d say. 

It began the summer after his senior year of high school. Someone hacked his email and planted a Trojan Horse into his account. During those days’ viruses (and internet scams), were in their infancy. The email had a short link to a website. He thought about its sender - Steve from India - for several seconds and clicked on the link. 

A small box with a blue background and red lettering popped in the bottom right-hand corner asking, “Virus Protection, Is Your Computer At Risk?” 

Before he had time to close the window, or click “Check Now,” other windows followed. Ten, twelve new pop-ups opened in succession. As each new window freed itself from the grasps of the virus, Stoney watched in awe as his screen filled with pop-ups. When his computer froze, he panicked. Nothing moved. Keys stopped working no matter how hard he tapped them. 

Once reality set in, he sat there in a haze hovering over that narrow ravine between curiosity and anger. It didn’t take anger long to push past curiosity. He slammed the keys: Ctrl+Alt+Del, in that order. Nothing! As it usually did during stress, his vision narrowed as if looking down a dark hallway. He sat motionless, gawking at the screen in disbelief. 

Thoughts of what to do ran in one ear and out the other without stopping and collecting $200. This was now long, drawn out Monopoly game. Then an inkling surfaced. When all else fails, unplug the power cord. It was next on his troubleshooting list. He needed to free whatever electronic conundrum defending its death-grip on his machine. So, he pulled the plug and waited three minutes before inserting the male end into the back of the tower. Who came up with the three-minute rule? he thought, waiting.

He shoved the power cord back into the tower, took a deep breath and pressed the power button. Nothing – again. No metallic clicks, or chimes, or spinning fan associated with rebooting a computer. 

The Trojan Horse fried his hard drive. 

At the time, internet users had a hard time keeping up with internet trolls, those same ones planting chaos in unsuspecting lives. Looking back, this had been what drove him towards law enforcement. The fact remained they took something from him - a surprise attack. He glared; eyes pressed forward looking through the screen trying to picture the wrongdoer hard at work ruining people’s lives. In an afterthought, Stoney knew better. Open me but pay the consequences became a hard-learned lesson. 

Everything digital important to him: Games, term papers worthy of keeping – you never know when you’ll need them in college, and letters to his girlfriends... lost. He saved the good ones. I’d use them again, he thought. Of course, the names changed, but the steamy lines that all but undressed its reader stayed. 

That summer he took a job delivering pizzas. He needed money for a new computer. What better way to get fast cash as a teenager than delivering pizza pies? After three weeks of hustling, he earned enough to buy a new laptop, then quit, and locked himself in his room. Everything else in his life ceased. Girls, sports, movies, and hangin’ out stopped like a lifelong smoker quitting cold turkey. He had one goal: stay ahead of criminals using cyberspace to ruin people’s lives.
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Twenty-two feet behind and ten feet off to his right sits the one thing he should be focused on. But as he lay in bed, the dim light from the hallway gave off a gray hue of shadows that whispered, come to me. At the computer is where he felt at home – the most productive. The light beckoned him, as luring as a flirtatious smile from a beautiful woman. 

She’d wait, he thought. He glanced over his shoulder down the hall and replayed the movie in his mind. The one of how she looked after he got up, sprawled in the middle of the bed on her belly, both legs spread to a corner. The tan comforter covered the space between her low back to the middle of her calves. Her silky skin ran the length of her spine to her hairline. Tight curls, separated at the center of her head, draped over each shoulder as if someone placed them there. Stoney admired her, both hands folded and half tucked under the pillow. She looked safe and at peace. The site became a picture he’d save for later as a lazy smile extended the length of his lips. But only for a second. 

He turned back towards the screen letting his fingers do the walking, moving with the efficiency of a well-oiled machine. As with most of his time behind the screen, he’d look for hacks while avoiding the countless accompanying rabbit holes. 

The Worldwide Web is the information superhighway, but with it lurks everything a heart desires. Nothing short of a boogieman crouched in the shadows waiting for the perfect time to strike. A link here, a pop-up window there; all on the surface harmless, but malignant once it sinks its deadly claws in you. The minutes turn into an hour. It presents itself harmless at first, but an hour turns into several as time passes and another day is lost. 

“What are you doing in here Detective?” the voluptuous brunette whispered in Stoney’s ear. Then massaged both of his shoulders with her fingertips.

“A little this, a little that. Ya’ know, internet stuff.” 

“Some fun you are! You got a naked woman in your apartment and you’re out here typing away on your computer. Tap. Tap. Tap,” she said with half sarcasm and half remorse. “I should’ve stayed in that comfortable over-sized bed,” she whimpered standing up. “You have fun with your internet stuff.” 

“I’ll head back to bed in a minute. I had an idea and needed to check on a couple of things. No reason to chance losing it. Ya know, strike while the irons’ hot.” 

“You’re losing more than an idea if you don’t get back to bed,” she said with a hint of agitation. “I’m sure it’s good enough. Just come back to bed.” 

“Good enough doesn’t exist,” Stoney said. “You have to keep bangin’ out ideas... data... whatever. The harder you work the bigger the payoff. It’s the law of the universe,” he continues but waves his hands in the air. 

“Ideas are everywhere. All you have to do is pluck them like you’re picking an apple. That’s if you know how to make the magic happen.” His arms flailed in crazy and uneven circles never taking his eyes off the flat screen in front of him. 

The curvaceous brunette with the hour-glassed body leaned over his right shoulder and whispered in his ear. 

He paused and listened. “What makes a man tick?" Stoney repeated slightly confused. “Well, ask a hundred guys and they’ll give you a hundred different answers. I can tell you what makes me tick,” he said pecking at the keys. 

“Tell me,” she murmured in his ear. 

He paused. Her warm breath on his neck made him freeze. His cupped fingers hovered over the keyboard as a crooked smile pierced his lips. The faint odor of sex and Chloe perfume brought him back from his momentary bout of deep thought. He sat up and realized she set her enormous breasts on his upper back. The corners of his mouth raised into a full smile. 

“Wait! Hold on for a second,” he said pushing away from the desk and spun his chair a hundred and eighty degrees. He looked up at her and grabbed the back of her neck. “Maybe this can wait,” he said pulling her head towards his while taking in her hot breath on his face. 

The two kissed until both felt their loins pounding to separate drums. 

“You know, there are some ruthless internet hacks out...,” Stoney moaned. 

“Shut up,” she said back. 

“I could smell an Internet Hack a mile away!” 

“Shut up. I don’t like computers,” she said squeezing his cheeks kissing him harder. 

Their lips pressed together, locked in heated passion. She pushed him into the chair. Its wheels rolled back and slammed into the desk with a loud thump. The force surprised them both. 

Above the desk, a wooden shelf sat on metal frames fastened to the wall with long screws. Several books, most stacked-on end while others stacked on top of the ones on end, ran the length of the shelf. The first book fell on its side. Another fell along with the next three, starting a domino effect. 

Suddenly, in the middle of their groping and kissing, Stoney realized he didn’t save his work. The first book started the downward cascade of paper and binding as it slammed onto his keyboard, closing everything he had opened. A second book followed with a third teetering on the edge of the shelf until it followed along. Each of the three books hit different spots on the keyboard. After the third book hit, his monitor blipped, and then popped severing power somewhere within its circuitry. 

The voluptuous brunette with the hour-glass figure threaded her legs through each of the arms of his chair, straddled him, and kissed him hard enough to suck off his lips. 

Starting at her shoulders, his busy hands caressed the length of her back feeling each rib until he stopped just above her butt cheeks. He squeezed each of them. First individually, starting with the left, then the right, then both at the same time. She sat up, sensing the pressure from his hands. Stoney thought – maybe even hoped - she’d have marks from how hard he squeezed. They reminded him of two giant marshmallows.

He reached around the front of her wanting to set himself free. The sudden rush of blood made him uncomfortable the way they sat in the chair. Before little Stoney found daylight, the cell phone next to the keyboard behind him rang. 

The voluptuous brunette with the hour-glass figure grabbed his hand as he inched it toward the ringing phone. She tried everything she could to distract him, but the audible distraction severed his focus right down the middle. He broke his hand free and reached back for the phone. 

“Let it go to voicemail,” she whispered nibbling on his ear. 

He tucked his ear to his shoulder and slapped her bare butt, “You’re such a bad little vixen. Give me a second.” 

Stoney pulled the phone around and peaked at the home screen as she kissed him on the neck. Once the blood flow returned to the head on his shoulders, Stoney, shocked by the name on the display, tried pulling away from her. 

He pushed her away. “I’m taking this.” 

Stoney tapped the phone screen and placed his hand over it. “You need to get off! I have to take this call alone.” 

From the depths of the airwaves, from a voice in the phone, the two heard, “Get that shit in your pants and answer the fucking phone!”
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“Don’t say anything stupid Stoney. Just listen.” 

The growl from his phone resembled a wild animal. He pulled it away from his ear and looked at the screen. In big white letters, Carver’s name ran the length of the top of his phone, but the voice on the other end didn’t sound right. 

Stoney had grown accustomed to the Sunday evening calls, and at times he enjoyed them. Often the phone buzzed a little after eleven, which was why Stoney kept his phone close by. It became a Sunday ritual. Carver watched his favorite TV pastor and called ten minutes after the credits rolled. He’d ramble about that night’s sermon spreading the good news - in his own subtle way of course. 

Most nights they’d spend a couple minutes talking over the message. But as the uncomfortable silence weaved its way into the conversation, they’d switch back to police stuff. Most of their conversations were that way, eventually coming full circle back to the job. Call it an unspoken safety net; a means to the end of small talk. Lord knows dumb people will continue doing what they do opening the door for cop talk. But something was different this time. His gravelly and strained voice made his neck hair stand on end. 

Stoney waved his arm at the voluptuous brunette with the hour-glass figure shooing her into the hallway. She wiggled her way out of the chair and stood in front of him, arms folded across her chest with each breast perched on her forearms. Stoney had a flashback of his baseball days. His bench coach standing in the dugout with his arms on the fence; chin rested on his forearms focused on the game. But she didn’t look at him as a baseball coach. She had another ballgame in mind, but there were no more rounding the bases tonight. The look on her face made it a silent statement. 

He flicked the back of his hand at her. 

Motionless and scowling, she huffed and turned stomping the length of the hall. Even knowing she was mad, he couldn’t help but admire those two marshmallows as she walked away. Her naked body tipped an easy nine out of ten. Although, for a moment, Stoney considered bumping her to a nine point five. “I’m listening,” he said into the phone. 

“Is she out of the room?” 

“Yes.” How’d he know? Stoney thought.  

“Someone has Alani.” 

“What? What do you mean?” 

“Some shitbag said he has Alani.” 

“Wait, how? I thought she was at a-” 

“No details over the phone,” Carver said. “Just get here!” 

“Did you call it in?” 

“I told you, No Details Over The Phone.” 

Stoney paused. “Uh, okay. I’m out the door.” 

“How long?” 

The inflection in the “How long?” and the speed the words rolled off his tongue were both familiar and alarming. Carver was a calm man and always in control of his emotions, but more than he cared to admit, life and people tested his patience. His voice deepened, and he spoke faster. The man of few words transformed into a man with much to say. And he did before the other person said a word edgewise. When it surfaced, it appeared on the other end of an interrogation. Not tonight. Tonight, Stoney experienced it firsthand, on the receiving end. 

In the past, Carver sabotaged Stoney’s hook ups, but this sounded too real. Once, he’d gone as far as planting a remote-controlled fart machine in his apartment. Carver sat in his car watching for Stoney and his date to arrive. He’d give it five minutes before going upstairs and standing outside the door. At random, he’d hit the remote to let out a Silent But Deadly that’ll make Elizabeth Taylor roll in her grave. 

After the “You stink,” comments commenced, he’d hit the remote one last time and headed downstairs towards his car. Minutes later the clueless date was standing on the front stoop. Each of the three dates he sabotaged looked the same: hands on their hips shaking their heads waiting for a cab. Later he’d fess up to his shenanigans. A couple friendly shoulder punches later, they’d laugh it off. But if tonight wasn’t real, it would be the last time he’d believe anything his partner of five years said. 

Stoney glanced at the clock on the wall and said, “I can be there in fifteen minutes.” 

“Okay, I need you here in ten.” The rasp in Carver’s voice made him sound nothing short of a lifelong smoker with throat cancer and pissed about the whole situation. “Come around back and bring your secret agent shit too. I need to clear this house.” 

“You mean my bug-out bag?” 

“Whatever you call it, just bring it.” The unrest in his voice spoke louder than the words. 

Stoney had questions, but they’d have to wait. Carver broke the silence and disconnected the call. The last forty-five seconds may have been the most confusing lapse of time in Stoney’s adult life. They left him speechless for a moment. The woman in the other room no longer existed, and the realization everything he worked on for the last hour disappeared hadn’t occurred to him. Other thoughts occupied his mind. 

He set the phone down on the desk and stared at the picture in front of him... something he’d done hundreds – if not thousands – of times.

The picture brought a level of focus to whatever crisis came bearing down on him. He snapped the portrait while on a cross-country trip.

Thirty-five thousand feet in the air, and two rows behind the left wing, Stoney snapped the picture from the window seat.

The plane flew over snow-capped mountains as a family of sporadic cumulus clouds floated a good five thousand feet below the plane. It was a moment he wanted to remember and took out his phone. Never one to take a still, he used video to grab the best pictures. 

Stoney sat back in his chair and checked the twenty-second video. He knew which shot he wanted but ran through the recording several times in search of the spot with the best clarity. Once he found his picture, he tapped the screen removing the slide bar and took a screenshot. It was one of the many reasons why he loved his iPhone. 

He tapped the screen twice and sent the picture through cyberspace, where someone on the other end developed the picture. A day later he had a framed still from his vacation. 

Even today, seven years later, he used the picture to clear his mind and to focus. He tried looking at things from a thirty-thousand-foot view. There was no not seeing the forest for the trees using this approach. It helped clear his mind and see problems coming from every angle. 

Tonight, he gazed through the picture but couldn’t focus, nor find the clarity he needed. Instead, a black hole filled his mind and sat still for several seconds. The longer he stared, and the harder he tried, the darker his mind turned until his eyes saw nothing. 

He shuddered out from the mental haze and made a checklist of everything he’d grab. Carver needed him at his side, and more than ever right now. 

Stoney stood, legs wobbly until his strength returned walking towards his bedroom. The inevitable confrontation waiting for him lurked around the corner. 

Stoney was a geek and spent endless amounts of his free time cracking hard computer codes. But his real love was collecting anti-surveillance equipment. Specifically, anything related to spectrum analyzers. They made up a big part of his secret agent gear. Carver, he thought, must think someone bugged his house. 

“So what, now you’re leaving me?” the voluptuous brunette with the hour-glass figure said sitting on the edge of his bed. 

“No, you’re leaving. I don’t know when I’ll be back. And I’m sure as hell not leaving you here in my apartment, alone. We just met.” 

The woman, now wearing one of his button-down shirts, huffed as she stood. Again, her arms folded under her breasts. But his time they hid behind his shirt. Only her cleavage jumped out at him. 

She turned and walked towards the corner chair where her clothes lie in a pile. This got his attention. She is one hottie; he thought. Her hips swung from side to side as her cheeks played peek-a-boo under the bottom of his shirt. With each step her hips swayed to the left and to the right, back and forth putting him in a hypnotic trance. He couldn’t take his eyes off her. 

She unbuttoned his shirt, wiggling each shoulder out from under its cover. Almost as slow as a feather, it dropped to the floor and landed in a ball it at her ankles. I need to get more shirts like that, he thought.  

She looked over and said, “Go ahead and get an eyeful ‘cause you ain’t ever seeing this again.” She waved her arms up and down the length of her upper body as if to say, “All this.” 

“Damn!” He gathered his things and kept glancing up as she dressed. 

The three minutes it took for her to find and put on her clothes made it difficult for Stoney’s big head to stay in control. But he kept his cool and gathered what he needed and walked towards the bedroom door. The two raced and arrived at the same time. Stoney paused letting her walk through first. 

“I thought so,” she said, and tilted her head back in a See what you’re missing way. 

He said nothing while walking her to the front door and let her out of the apartment. Side-by-side and silent, they walked to the elevator. 

“You know this is pretty messed up. Getting a girl all hot and bothered, then kicking her out before finishing the job.” 

Stoney looked at her with what Carver called one of his patented tough shit, do you think I care smiles. But he cared. This one had potential for sure. 

He pressed the down elevator button as the two stood in uncomfortable silence. When the doors separated, Stoney extended an arm. “You first,” he said.  

She didn’t take her eyes off him. He could feel the heat from her stare, but it didn’t matter. She stepped onto the elevator and moved to the back. The two scowled at one other in a classic stare-down contest. Two gunslingers waiting for the other to draw. Within an inch of the doors closing, he waved and said, “I’m taking the stairs.”

“Asshole,” echoed from behind the doors as the elevator descended towards the lobby. 

He counted in his head, waiting at the doors long enough for her to travel the fourteen floors to the lobby. He looked at his watch, eleven nineteen p.m. it read. 

“Shit!”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

6.


[image: ]


Armstrong Street was a short stretch of road in the Manoa neighborhood nestled in the east suburbs of Honolulu. Anthony and Alani Carver were the only officer family on Armstrong. And they liked it that way. “Sometimes you need a break from cop life. Family life included,” Anthony said. The statement came up when he tired of the pointless nonsense associated with the job. Yet, they didn’t have a problem entertaining their closest friends: Cops or not. 

Stoney made his approach from the South on Liloa Rise. The street ended at Armstrong. The intersection sat far enough away, allowing him room to scout the landscape as he crept towards the house. Oahu Avenue was more of a direct route, but he’d get spotted for sure. Carver’s house was the second off the intersection. Not to mention two windows faced that direction increasing his chances of someone spotting the large black man lurking in the dark shadows. 

Liloa Rise got him there just the same. It allowed more time to think, which allowed more time to react. Things he needed to consider. 

Stoney turned off the lights fifty yards before stopping at the end of Liloa. The Carver home was four houses east and on the north side of the street. He made the right turn onto Armstrong and crept northeast, shifting his eyes back and forth from the speedometer towards the house. The car didn’t register a speed. At least not enough to move the needle though the car crept forward. His eyes jumped back towards the house and didn’t leave it until he found a parking spot. 

The neighborhood was more dark than lit. The twenty-five-foot poles, with metal cases at the top, and the two-hundred-watt bulbs recessed underneath, ran the length of the road between each house. Some were out. No, most were out; every other light was out. He considered this approach as the city's way of conserving energy in low crime areas. 

The outages left small pockets of darkness every fifty feet. While on the move, he realized how easily a criminal could hide in the shadows. His years in CID came to mind. Had I lost my touch - my cop instincts? My nose for the obvious? 

Great cops paid attention to every detail. It’s much different from detective work. Seeing the small things separated a good cop from the great ball-busting ones. And recognizing patterns, especially in dark pockets of a neighborhood was one of those small things. A smart criminal, if they existed, picked their victim hiding in the shadows until they found the ideal prey. A house, or a car unprotected under the beacon of a streetlight would make the best target. 

Stoney looked towards the center of the road. The crest of the hill lay past Carver’s house just before the peak. His car moved a steady pace resembling a slow walk. The more he crept, the more the house appeared. 

Unexpectedly, his heartrate bumped up as he spotted the window closest to the front peeking from behind a tree. For a moment everything felt like a Hollywood movie set. Similar to the ones from the fifties where a film crew parked a car in front of a screen as a video of outdoors played in the background. Everything looked fake as a figment of the viewer’s imagination. A trained eye knew something about it didn’t look right, but the actors dialogued away, pretending everything was real. Tonight, Stoney didn’t have anyone to dialogue with, or a passenger to run ideas past. 

This was for real. 

Stoney pulled up to Oahu Ave and pressed the brake. In the mirror, a red halo illuminated the road behind him. No pulling into the driveway, he thought. No reason to let anyone know I’m here. 

The next streetlight stood sixty feet in front with the closest behind him twenty feet away. He landed in the shadows. This won’t do much for me with the neighborhood watch folk, he thought. 

In that, he knew deep down someone was watching him. The sixth sense he’d picked up working the streets of L.A. rarely failed. Yet, operating here in Honolulu seemed to allow that sense soften. 

He tried visualizing a neighbor standing in their living room perched at the window with a pair of binoculars dangling around their neck. Then squinting as someone hid in the shadows threatening their very safety.

Crime here didn’t stay low because people got through life with tunnel vision. What he knew; what he knew without a doubt, someone always stayed on the lookout. He half-expected a marked car to roll up on him from around the corner, dispatched to a suspicious vehicle. And if they saw him casing a known Detective’s home, forget it. Game over. The street would get lit up like noon, but with red and blues strobes. 

Stoney pulled in behind the last car nearest the intersection. He jammed the shifter forward putting the car in park and turned off the ignition. The street was silent. Too silent, and too dark, he thought. He sat in the car looking for movement in the shadows. But none came. Outside the cooling click of the engine resonated inside the car. He searched through each window considering every possible hiding place. 

Am I walking into an ambush? 

Did the kidnappers plan on drawing me into this too? 

He looked at the cars on the street, then between the houses closest to him. 

Nothing. 

No one out. 

Sometimes too quiet is worse than the opposite. 

He concentrated on the cars parked in front, then behind. Nothing looked out of the ordinary. No shadows hiding in the driver’s seats looking inconspicuous. His eyes shifted back towards the house examining the windows from a distance. They were black. No curtains, and no blinds. 

The front porch light was off, either by choice or coincidence. Not even the dim shine from a distant night light, or the flickering lights of a TV deep within a room. 

He opened the door, heart skipping a beat, and froze for a second expecting the dome light to give up his position. Easy targets sit in the open, then remembered switching the dome light off before leaving the apartment. Might as well have a neon sign overhead flashing: LOOK AT ME.

He pushed the door open hard with his leg. The hinges moaned and fought back trying to recoil. Somewhere the sound of drums thumping through too small of speakers echoed through the night. He paused searching for the sound, eventually deciding it came from a block over, and reached towards the passenger seat grabbing his bag, draping the extra-long strap over his shoulder. He morphed out of the car resembling a liquid blob and stood on his feet. His eyes shifted in angles in front of him starting down the street, then towards the house, then down the opposite side of the street, and back to the house.

Nothing looked out of the ordinary, but he was sure the music came from the house he was going to. Except its faint rumble was impossible to know for sure. From above, a sliver of moon lit up the dark sky as the stars watched from behind through clear skies.
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