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  The following tale includes stories of true people, true events. Much of what occurs in these pages, however, is a product of the author’s imagination.


  But then … what is imagination?


  And how can we know?


  TAKE MY BREATH AWAY


  CHAPTER 1


  I don’t know when I first began to see that he was watching me. Perhaps it was in Hecock’s, the open-air bar and restaurant in Lahaina. I was sitting at a window watching as much as I could of the Old Lahaina Luau. I was within spitting distance of the people dining, and there were local men and women in grass skirts, with torches, winding through the tables down to the beach. Someone was chanting in Hawaiian on the stage, but since the stage was up against Hecock’s wall, I couldn’t actually see much, only the occasional hula dancers who’d come out to the edge of it. Now and then I’d look around at the other diners and think they must be locals, as they didn’t seem awed by this wonderful sight, as I certainly was. Beyond the beach the waves lapped softly, the air was balmy and clean. I was drinking a Blue Hawaiian, my own body swaying slightly to the strains of Hawaiian music, and nothing could have been better. My dream—to have a month in Maui to both relax and write—had come true.


  Except for the man who kept meeting my eyes. He wasn’t smiling, not obviously coming on to me. Simply staring. He was broad-shouldered and had dark curly hair, a look about him of the islands, yet not, I thought, purebred Hawaiian.


  Although that, of course, is a misnomer. The “purebreds” were said to have come from the Marquesas Islands in 500 A.D. Many years later the Tahitians arrived, and then good old Captain Cook with his hearty crew of libidinous whalers. They got so out of hand that when the missionaries forbade the willing young Hawaiian women to board the boats for nights of party, party, the sailors stormed the town and waged war. The missionaries built a fort to protect themselves, and some gave their lives—all in defense of a tiny island that would one day be home to seafood restaurants, bikini shops, a Hard Rock Cafe, and even a Planet Hollywood.


  So what does this say? I don’t know, except, maybe, that sex will out.


  When I saw this man look my way the first time I smiled slightly, then glanced away, as one will do. The second, third, and fourth times it felt a bit awkward. It might have been different if he’d smiled back. But that stare made me uneasy. I kept wondering: Do I know him from somewhere?


  After a while I left Hecock’s and walked around Lahaina, stopping at the activities booth in The Market Place to ask about a sunset cruise. The woman there, who wore a flowered sarong and had long blond hair pulled up in a sun-bleached ponytail, told me I could get a huge discount on activities by simply attending a timeshare presentation. I’d done that on a trip to the Caribbean and knew there wasn’t anything simple about it. It was far easier to come up with the full fare than put up with the high-pressure tactics that arose the minute the finance manager made his appearance.


  The activities woman, Betty, was friendly, though. She asked if I was visiting Maui alone, and when I said I was, she made a sad little grimace. “Maui is no place to be alone. There are too many romantic things to do. Gazing at stars from Haleakala, making love on the beach …”


  “Well, I’m here to work,” I said, smiling, “so maybe it’s just as well I’m not distracted that way. Besides, in the month I’ve been here, I’ve met a lot of nice people.”


  She nodded. “Just be careful. There are a few sharks around Maui, and they aren’t all the deep-sea kind.”


  I smiled, but her green eyes narrowed. “There are plenty of handsome young men looking for well-to-do females traveling alone. They’re in every tourist town.”


  Laughing, I said, “Well, I’m certainly not well-to-do, so I guess I’m safe.”


  She leaned forward, palms on the counter, and said confidentially, “Listen, if you’re on a budget, you can save so much just by doing a timeshare. You don’t have to commit to anything. Just show up, let them feed you pastry and coffee, and listen to their spiel. It won’t take more than an hour or so, and when it’s over you say ‘no, thank you,’ get your discounts for whatever you want to do—luau, dinner cruise, helicopter ride—and leave.”


  “I can’t believe you’re telling me this,” I said. “You mean I should go there intending not to buy? Isn’t that ripping them off?”


  “It’s not a rip-off, it’s a game. You play your part, they play theirs.”


  “I don’t know … it sounds like this role is too much work for me.”


  We chatted a few minutes longer and I repeated my “thanks, but no thanks” on the timeshare, walked down to the harbor and booked a cruise at the Kaulana dock for the following night. The price was a little higher here, but not much. Then I drove my rusty blue “Maui cruiser,” a rented ‘86 Chevy Sprint, back to Kihei. Along the way I stopped at a lookout point, as I often did, to catch a glimpse of the stars. There were thousands visible, the kind of tented sky poets write about: huge, bright, glimmering points of light stretching from one horizon to the other. And there, to the south, the Southern Cross. It never fails to thrill me that I can see that from here. I imagine the old sea captains charting their way with it, out on that great wide sea with no land in sight, nothing to guide them but the heavens.


  Parked beside me this night were trucks with camper shells and a few passenger cars. No sign of life in any of them. Either the occupants were sleeping here for the night or down at the beach. Anywhere on the mainland I’d have been more cautious than to stop along an isolated road like this at night alone. But I’d learned that in Maui, there are few crimes of bodily injury. The big problem here is the theft of items from cars or hotel and condo units. Even on the Visitor Channel they tell you to lock everything up tight, and for that matter, to take all valuables with you and not leave them in your car. One must therefore build up suitable muscles and aerobic strength before coming to Maui, as one is likely to end up hiking down trail-heads and through shopping malls burdened with fifty-pound totes that are filled to the brim with cameras, jewelry, money, and the like.


  For most writers, of course, that’s hardly a problem, as we tend to have little money and our jewelry often comes from Target. A camera is my one big pleasure, and burden. I never go anywhere without mine.


  On this particular night I’d slung my purse over my shoulder, but left my camera on the back seat of the Sprint, as I’d intended to stand for only a moment, nearby. But I kept wandering farther out on the bluff, just to get the feel of being alone and not surrounded by other cars. I was scanning the northern sky for Cassiopeia’s Chair when an unusually brisk wind came up, giving me a chill. Almost simultaneously I heard a click of metal and the crunch of a shoe against gravel. I looked quickly behind me and saw no one. My gaze darted automatically to the Sprint, but there was only a quarter moon; it was too dark to make much out. I started back that way and, remembering suddenly the man at Hecock’s, I didn’t feel as safe as I had.


  I was relieved, therefore, to reach the Sprint and find no one there. Relieved, as well, to glance inside and see my camera still on the seat in back. I slid behind the wheel, reached into the pocket of my shorts for the key, and started the engine, pulling back out onto the highway. I was surprised to find that my hands were shaking.


  The next morning I sat on my lanai at the Hale Pau Hana, working on my latest novel, tentatively titled At Risk. It was supposed to be a rather hard-driving story of murder and mayhem in Chicago, but was rapidly turning into romantic suspense, the locale—no surprise—being Maui. In it, a young author, much more lovely and successful than I, marries a handsome older man of royal Hawaiian descent who whisks her away to his absolutely gorgeous pineapple plantation where they live happily ever after. One important perk is that she never has to write books anymore for a living and gets to simply sit and watch the clouds go by.


  But back to reality. My apartment at Hale Pau Hana was on the second floor, and looking down I saw three women in the pool doing aquacizes. I liked it that there were a lot of older people there, with plenty of wrinkles, lumps, and cellulite, which they seemed to happily ignore. Though I’m in my thirties and not particularly lumpy, I’m also not a bikini babe, nor do I have any incentive to be one, as it all seems pretty silly at this point.


  Surrounding the pool was a grassy area with palm, papaya, and banana trees, and beyond that, perhaps a hundred feet off, the beach and the surf. At night I liked to sit on the beach and think, as it was always empty, with only the pounding of the waves for company.


  This was the first year my income had allowed me to have this kind of vacation, and of course I wasn’t used to it yet, the gearing down. So even though Hale Pau Hana means House of No Work, I’d brought my notebook computer and spent at least a couple of hours on my lanai every morning, till the battery ran down, working. I’d decided after a week that there couldn’t be a better place to work, not on heaven or earth. With all those people around, I didn’t feel lonely. On the other hand, they could see I was working, so I didn’t have to sit around and chat about their golf scores all day. There were, at last count, 7,399 golf courses on Maui. (An exaggeration, but not much.)


  Sometime around two o’clock I went inside and took a shower to get ready for the sunset cruise. While I combed out my thick brown hair I talked to the gecko on the ceiling above my head, as a friend of mine, who happens to be a psychic advisor, once advised. “You don’t really belong here, little gecko,” I wheedled. “Wouldn’t you rather be out on the nice sunny grass eating bugs?”


  Geckos are supposed to be good luck, but personally, I think that’s something a Chamber of Commerce publicity person made up so we won’t be horrified at having lizards in the house. “You’ll learn to love them,” they say, but I hadn’t, yet, and since there was seemingly no way to get rid of them, my friend advised the reasoning approach.


  This particular gecko didn’t buy my plea. So I finished up with him hovering, and hoped his little legs wouldn’t tire, sending him plopping down on my head.


  Five minutes after my shower I was dripping with sweat again. I pulled on a tank top and shorts, then it was into the Sprint, and this time up South Kihei Road to Longs Drugs, to drop off film for developing. I told the clerk I wanted the twenty-four-hour service, digging into my purse and bringing out one of the two rolls I’d used up the day before. Then I took my camera from its carrying case on my shoulder and opened it up for the other roll.


  The camera was empty.


  I have what might almost be called a fetish for photos. Especially sunsets. I’ll use entire rolls just hoping to catch one perfect shot of a sunset, which is just what I’d done the evening before. I’d been down in front of the Old Lahaina Cafe, on the beach, before I’d gone to Hecock’s. From there I’d caught a glimpse of the America II, which was docked at Maui for a few days, and I’d gotten some great shots of it with the sun behind its white sails, making them glow with pink and red against the horizon. At times people had walked in front of my lens, so I’d taken another shot, and another. But I knew there were some great ones in the bunch, and I’d been excited about seeing them. I would absolutely not have been careless with that film, if only because of that rare opportunity with the America II. If I’d removed it from the camera earlier, I’d have remembered.


  So I stood there at the film counter in Longs that morning feeling like someone who’d pulled into her driveway only to find her house had gone. Just to be sure, I dumped the contents of my purse out on the counter. The film wasn’t there.


  My first reaction was a sense of loss. The next was irritation.


  And finally, a tremor of fear.


  The man at Hecock’s. He took it last night. At the lookout.


  I can’t explain why I thought that. It was some instinctual thing, and I didn’t know whether to trust it or laugh it off as silly and paranoid. The noise I heard was him—taking the film from my camera.


  Easy does it, a saner voice said. So what if he did? This may have nothing to do with you. There were other people in those photos. You might have caught something that could be incriminating, if it fell into the wrong hands. A cheating husband?


  Of course. That was it. The man in Hecock’s was married, and he was here on Maui with another woman. I’d unwittingly snapped a photo of them together. Earlier, say, on the beach.


  But what did he think I’d do with it? Sell it to the Enquirer, for heaven’s sake? Was he someone well-known—though not to me?


  The explanation somehow didn’t satisfy me. Leaving Longs a few minutes later I found myself looking around the parking lot, even checking the doorway of the T-Shirt Factory for anyone lurking there. It was empty. In the lot itself I saw plenty of tourists, and some surfer types in cars that were even more beat-up than mine. No one seemed particularly interested in me. Getting into the Sprint I checked the backseat for villains, the way my grandmother, who raised me, had tried her best to teach me to do. “Always look in back,” she’d say, “before you get in the car. A kidnapper could be hiding there.” That she told me this, when I was five, or ten, made a bit of sense. Continuing to warn me of it when I was twenty, however, seemed a reach. My wonderful Irish grandmother dedicated many hours to implanting her own fears, suspicions, and superstitions in my mind while I was growing up, thinking only to prepare me for the kind of tough life she’d always had. I find it nearly impossible, therefore, to live the sort of carefree, no-worry way that some do—even on Maui, where the official Maui motto is Hang Loose.


  On the other hand, I supposed I shouldn’t complain. That same suspicious mind served me well as a suspense writer. I was always looking around metaphorical and mystical corners, delving into people’s minds, searching for unworthy motives and clues.


  It is not at all surprising, therefore, that my next thought was: He’ll turn up again. After all, I still had a second roll of film. And if indeed the man from Hecock’s had taken the first, he probably knew about it. And wanted it.


  The other thing almost everyone around here knows is that Longs in Kihei will absolutely not hand over developed photos to anyone other than the person whose name is on the package. One must have ID if one doesn’t have a receipt.


  So to get that other roll of photos, the man from Hecock’s would have to go through me.


  CHAPTER 2


  I’d done a cruise before, but not the cocktail kind. I’d done the dinner thing, packed with tourists elbow-to-elbow at cafeteria-style tables. There was a canopy overhead, or whatever they call it on boats, so you couldn’t really see the sky. There was also a singer at one end with a guitar. As the sun was going down they brought on the hula dancer, and not to be impolite, everyone watched her instead of the sun. It was awful.


  This boat, the Kaulana, was like a smallish ferry, a catamaran, wide-open on the upper deck and with bench-type seating along the sides. I helped myself to a free mai-tai on the way up, and found a spot facing west, near the prow. Sipping my drink, I slouched down in my seat, propped my feet on the rail, and relished the breeze as we left the dock and motored out into the calm Pacific Ocean. There was live music on board, a two-man group with guitar and keyboard. Loudspeakers carried their music to the upper deck, and it was far too loud for my taste, but otherwise lent itself nicely to the party atmosphere. The Kaulana wasn’t crowded, mostly honeymoon types and some older couples who may have been in Hawaii to celebrate their anniversaries. The sun was warm on my face, the catamaran riding the waves up and down, up and down, the gentle movement soothing and relaxing.


  This was what I’d come for … not the hors d’oeuvres, not even the drinks, though the mai-tai tasted great, but the feel of the water beneath me, lifting and swaying—carrying me out to places unknown, uncharted territory where anything can happen. A dashing, romantic pirate, for instance, might appeal and whisk me off to his ship, where he’d ravish me and declare undying love, just like on the covers of the romance novels. Or there might be a giant sea turtle rising out of the deep to gobble us up … or perhaps we’d sail off to faraway ports and end on an undiscovered isle where we’d be killed off one by one, as in Christie’s Ten Little Indians …


  See, that’s the trouble. Even the romantic fantasies end in mayhem for me.


  For the moment, however, all was peaceful on the Kaulana. Captain Kim, as I’d heard him called, was guiding the catamaran from the wheelhouse up here, and he had loaned his binoculars to a couple who must have just arrived on the island, as they wore leis. At one point I looked back to see the place where the mountains of Maui parted, between the supposedly “desirable destination” of the west end, with its Ritz-Carlton, Hyatt, Marriott, et al, and—to the south—the dormant volcano, Haleakala. For the most part in clouds, the ten-thousand-foot volcano broods above the lava fields and desertlike beach areas of Makena, Wailea, and Kihei. The west-end mountains are softer, greener. In between is the Iao Needle, that majestic green phallic symbol nestled between the other, higher mountains in the Iao Valley. The view was so awesome I got up with my drink and walked around the wheelhouse toward the other side to watch the changing colors on the mountains as the sun dipped lower and lower into the west.


  Rounding the wheelhouse, I stopped to glance down to the lower deck, which was longer than this one. Below were the musicians, both in ponytails and Aloha shirts, blasting away. I paused for a moment to watch them. Something made the back of my neck prickle, and I thought at first it was the brisk sea air. But then I felt compelled to look back around the upper deck. And there he was, leaning lazily against the back of the wheelhouse, hands in the pockets of his denim shorts, staring at me.


  I hadn’t deliberately been thinking of the man from Hecock’s, though the puzzle of the missing film had been ever-present in the background of my mind, nattering away: Was it he who took it? And if so, why?


  Our eyes met. Mine flickered away, then fastened on his. Other passengers were by now mingling and talking casually to each other, so it seemed almost natural when he took the few steps toward me and said, “Hello. Do I know you from somewhere?”


  I shook my head. “I don’t think so.”


  He smiled. “No, of course not. I’m sure I’d remember you if we’d met.” He stuck out his hand. “I’m Dan. Dan Kala.”


  I took the hand. “Kate,” I said.


  “Kate…?” He let it hang, clearly asking for a surname, which I ignored.


  He smiled again, but less assuredly. “Are you enjoying the cruise, Kate?”


  “Yes. Are you?”


  “I am now.”


  Under other circumstances I’d have felt relieved to know where we stood. He‘s flirting with me, I’d have told myself. And that’s what it was all about in Hecock’s too. Well, things could be worse. I could have gone the whole month without anyone even giving me a tumble, spending most of my time on my lanai with a computer, making up romance and mayhem in my head.


  But my grandmother also taught me, along with all those fears, to know trouble when I saw it and to meet it head-on. So instead, I planted my hands firmly on my hips and said, “Listen, Dan Kala, I’ll tell you what. Why don’t we cut to the chase? I’d like my film back. Let me have it and I won’t tell anyone you took it, or what’s on it. Okay?”


  CHAPTER 3


  A look crossed his eyes that could have been either confusion or a pretense at confusion. “I’m sorry. Film? What film?”


  “A roll of film is missing from my camera. Are you saying you didn’t take it at the lookout last night? You didn’t follow me there?”


  He shook his head, still apparently bewildered. “Absolutely not. I was in my hotel room last night. In Ka‘anapali.”


  “Not for dinner, you weren’t. Try Hecock’s.”


  He smiled then. “That’s where I’ve seen you before! You were staring at me. I remember now.”


  I flushed. “I was not staring at you, it was the other way around.”


  He laughed. “Hardly. But have it your way.”


  “It’s not ‘my way.’ It’s the way it was. You were staring at me all evening, and a short while later a roll of film was stolen from my camera.”


  “Well, I’m sorry about your film, but—”


  “The only thing is, you blew it. There’s another roll, one you weren’t able to find. And now here we are on the same boat, at the same time. I don’t much believe in coincidence—do you?”


  “Actually, no …” he said thoughtfully. “But I do believe in synchronicity.”


  “Synchronicity. As in?”


  A slight pause while he seemed to be searching for the right words. “As in my finding you here. To be honest, when I saw you there at the rail a few minutes ago, I did remember you from last night. I was too embarrassed to admit it.”


  “Embarrassed?”


  “Well, I wanted to come over and introduce myself in Hecock’s, ask you if you’d like to join me for a drink. I chickened out. And ever since then I’ve been thinking, Maybe I’ll see her again. We’ll pass on the street, or she’ll be shopping and I’ll round the end of an aisle and there she’ll be …” He shrugged and grinned. “And now—voilà—here you are.”


  Now I was the one to hesitate. He was right about synchronicity; it was something I’d experienced many times myself, especially of late. That strange, inexplicable business of thinking of someone and there they are. Or needing something and suddenly it appears.


  Was that all this actually was, then? If it hadn’t been for the missing film, I probably never would have questioned running into this man again. After all, Lahaina’s a small town; one runs into the same people all the time. And there was certainly no logical reason to think this man had taken my film. If I hadn’t had such a suspicious mind—if I’d done anything other than write suspense for a living, or if I hadn’t been plagued by my grandmother’s fears—I never would have jumped to such a conclusion in the first place.


  The man from Hecock’s began to move away. “Look, I’m sorry I bothered you. It’s been … well, interesting, talking to you. I hope you enjoy the rest of the cruise.”


  “Wait.”


  He paused and turned back.


  For some reason I didn’t fully understand, I decided to throw caution to the wind. “I’m sorry too,” I said. “I’ve been on edge.”


  He came back to stand at my side against the rail. “It seems as if you’ve been having a bad experience of Maui.”


  “Not really. I love it here. It’s just that on my way home last night I stopped at a lookout to watch the stars, and I thought I heard someone at my car. This morning, a roll of film was missing from my camera. Since you’d been staring at me … or at least, it seemed you were staring at me … I thought it might have been you at the lookout.” I smiled and shrugged. “I’m a writer. My imagination sometimes runs wild. I thought you were following me.”


  His brow furrowed. “Well, I can tell you as a certainty that I wasn’t at your car. And I didn’t take your film. But your conclusion doesn’t seem all that wild to me, given that you honestly thought you were being stared at—possibly even followed—by a stranger. Just what lookout are we talking about here?”


  “I’m not sure it has a name. It’s just off the highway, about halfway down the road toward Kihei.”


  “And you stopped there at night, alone? Is that safe?”


  “It has been. So far.”


  “Still …”


  I was beginning to feel a fool. “Let’s forget it, okay?”


  But Dan Kala looked thoughtful.


  “Maybe it was the menehune.”


  I lifted a brow. “Menehune? You mean the little people? The spirits?”


  “They’re said to take things sometimes. It’s a possibility … don’t you think?”


  He didn’t smile, and I felt a chill.


  “I somehow don’t like the idea of invisible little mischief-makers poking through my things,” I said.


  “Still, they seldom keep the things they take. You’ll probably find your film again, right where it was supposed to be.”


  “Even though it wasn’t there this morning?” I smiled. “Like with a key, or a lipstick, you mean. I’ll empty out my purse or drawer and swear what I’m looking for isn’t there. Then, later, it is.” I turned to him. “The problem with the menehune theory is, what about when this happens in New York, or San Francisco, or in some cornfield in Iowa?”


  He smiled. “Well, now, if you want to know what I personally believe, I think the menehune were the ancient Hawaiians’ explanation for certain mysterious disappearances that occur everywhere, all the time. Just as the Irish believed in leprechauns.”


  “While the true explanation is …”


  “That these things slip into another dimension, a rip or tear in time, and then sometimes—not always—they slip back.”


  “Of their own accord, you mean?”


  “Or with the help of the little people, who are said to live everywhere throughout the world.” He grinned. “Who knows?” I was intrigued by now. This was the sort of discussion I enjoyed. I often wrote in my books about such things, as they fit hand-in-glove with the old stories and legends I’d studied in college.


  “On the other hand,” Dan Kala said, “your film may have been swiped by any one of the ordinary car thieves that abound in Maui.”


  “Right. Because a roll of Kodak is so valuable in exchange for drugs these days.” I looked at him askance.


  “You’re probably right,” he admitted “It does seem odd.”


  I took a sip of my mai-tai, ready to let the subject go for now. But I seemed to have caught my shipmate’s curiosity.


  “What were you taking photos of?” he asked.


  “Oh … the sunset, the boats … people on the beach.”


  “Sounds innocent enough. Unless, of course, your lens happened to catch a well-known married man with a traveling companion other than his wife. A politician, say? He might have thought you were paparazzi.”


  I gave a small start. Warning flags went up. “You know, it’s downright amazing you thought of that. It’s just what I’d been thinking.”


  “Really? Well … did you?”


  “Catch someone with his mistress instead of his wife? I’m not sure. How would I know?”


  I was hoping to get him to say something that would tell me he knew precisely whom I’d taken a photo of. Then I’d know, one way or another, about him. But Dan Kala laughed and shrugged.


  “Speaking theoretically, there’s only one way I can think of,” he said. “Most married people don’t talk to each other in restaurants. Couples who talk to each other in restaurants are usually either single, or very good friends. And if the man happened to be wearing a wedding ring …”


  “And extremely attentive to his dinner date?”


  “A dead giveaway.”


  “Except that he wouldn’t wear a ring, would he?” I pondered.


  “Perhaps not. Some do, however, if only to flaunt the fact they’ve a wife as well as a mistress.”


  I glanced involuntarily at his ring finger. It was bare—signifying, perhaps, nothing.


  “You know,” I said, “you sound like quite an expert at these things. Are you a detective? Or do you speak from experience?”


  “You mean, am I married? No. Never have been. You?”


  “No”


  “Ever come close?”


  I hesitated. “Once.” Turning away, I stared across the water at the mountains behind Lahaina.


  “Sorry. Guess I hit a sore spot.”


  “No. It’s just that it’s an old story, and not a very pleasant one. Why don’t we talk about you? What are you doing in Maui? Do you live here?”


  “In San Francisco. I’m on business here for a client.”


  “Really? I live there too. What do you do?”


  “Consulting. Which, come to think of it, is a bit like being a detective.”


  “In what way?”


  He met my curious gaze head-on. “You really want to know this?”


  “Sure.”


  “All right, then. Why don’t we go down and get you another drink first? It looks like yours is just about dry.”


  On the deck below, we loaded up a couple of plates with celery, carrot sticks, crackers, and dip. People were dancing, now, in the area just in front of the band. We found seats away from there, near the prow. The sun was sinking low toward the island of Lanai, which was capped by the usual clouds. On either side the sky stretched from horizon to horizon in brilliant ribbons of pink. A dinner cruise boat went by, and people on the top deck waved. We waved back.


  My new shipmate piled cheese onto a cracker and popped it into his mouth. When he’d finished chewing he washed the rest down with a deep swallow of his drink, which was plain guava juice. I’d been studying his profile in a subtle way, pretending to look first fore, then aft, and on one of my excursions fore I noted a crook in the nose, as if it had been broken at some time. Certainly not football or boxing, I thought, as he had a tall, lean body that tended toward lankiness rather than pugnacity. The dark hair was close-cropped but longish in the back, halfway down to the collar of his white shirt. Damp curls in front came forward but did not quite fall over the forehead. The hand holding his glass was slender, though the knuckles were coarse, as if accustomed to manual labor of some sort.


  “Tell me about you,” Dan Kala said, turning slightly to me. “Your first trip to Hawaii?”


  “Yes.”


  “Any particular reason you chose Maui?”


  “Well, my mother was a native Hawaiian. She was born here on Maui, though she moved with her parents, I’m told, to Honolulu when she was seven. She died when I was three.”


  “What about your father?”


  “He was in the Navy. Apparently he settled in Honolulu after Vietnam. He met my mother, they fell in love, and he married her. Just before I was born, he brought her home to California.”


  “Is he still alive?”


  “I don’t know. He ran off when my mother died, leaving me with my grandmother—my father’s mother. We never heard from him again.”


  Dan Kala frowned. “I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t be. It turned out all right. My grandmother was a good person. She was much older, and it was tough for her to raise me alone, but she managed. We were very close.”


  “You talk as if she’s gone.”


  “She is.”


  “So you haven’t anyone left in your family? You’re alone?”


  Alone. Odd, I’d never precisely thought of it that way. My head was so peopled most of the time by fictitious characters, all of whom populated my life at various times, it was difficult to ever feel truly lonely.


  Except when a book was done. That, I’ve often thought, is why writers fall into depressions that often last for weeks, when they’ve finished a book. All those wonderful, vital, fascinating people—gone, just like that. Gone with one stroke of a pen and two words: THE END.


  “I guess I am pretty much alone,” I said. “At least as far as family’s concerned.”


  “So is this a kind of homecoming for you? To explore your roots?”


  “Actually, I’m not sure I’d know where to begin. I was told my mother’s parents were both Hawaiian. Beyond that, my grandmother McKenna didn’t know. She thought there would be plenty of time to learn those things, so she never got around to asking my mother about them.”


  “I’m surprised …” he began, then hesitated.


  “Surprised? At what?”


  “The, uh … the color of your eyes. They’re the bluest I’ve ever seen. Almost turquoise … ” He paused again. “Unless those are tinted contacts.”


  I smiled at him. “No. They’re real. But why would that surprise you?”


  “It’s just that you look … No, never mind.”


  “Tell me.”


  He shook his head and smiled. “It isn’t important. So you’re actually just here on vacation?”


  I was beginning to feel a bit strained by all the questions—as well as an undercurrent I didn’t fully understand.


  “Partly,” I answered to be polite. “I’m working a bit.”


  “Does your book take place on Maui?”


  I started to answer, then stopped, looking at him. “How did you know I was writing a book?”


  He had been about to take another sip of juice. His hand paused midway to his mouth. “You said you were a writer, didn’t you? Upstairs? Earlier?”


  “But I could be writing for magazines.”


  He smiled. “You mentioned something about a wild imagination. I assumed you must be writing fiction.”


  I wasn’t completely satisfied. “Just what is this consulting work you do?” I asked. “You said it was much like detecting.”


  The smile widened to a grin.” So … she still doesn’t trust me. Okay, I’ll tell you. I have clients from around the world who need certain information about an area before they invest their money there. I find these things out for them … or, at least I do as much as I can. It’s a bit of an esoteric science.”


  “In what way?”


  He drank the last of his juice and put the empty plastic cup beside him on the seat, to keep it from blowing away. As the sun fell lower into the west, the breeze became stronger. It wasn’t by any means cool, but stiff. The Kaulana had turned, and we were on our way back to land, now, as were the other cruise boats.


  “My clients,” Dan Kala said, propping his feet on the rail alongside mine, “want to know which areas around the world are relatively safe, or will be, when the kinds of earth changes they’re expecting take place.”


  “Earth changes. Such as…?”


  “Earthquakes, floods, volcanic eruptions. There’s already been an enormous and highly unusual increase in these, in the past couple of years. One has only to read the daily paper to know this. My clients, however, are hooked into information you don’t hear about through the ordinary media. And they expect things to get much worse.”


  “Such as California breaking off and falling into the sea, you mean? Hasn’t that been predicted for a long time now? Sorry to tell you this, but we’re still waiting.”


  I was only half scoffing; I knew better than to laugh too loud in the face of Mother Nature.


  “Actually, my clients believe there will be several waves of geological changes, each one wiping out more and more of the western half of the United States. If they’re right, we should all be moving to Indiana. Or better—another planet.”


  I looked at him. “Do you believe this too?”


  He shrugged. “When I first got into this work, I didn’t. But the more I learn about … Let’s just say I’m fast becoming a believer.”


  “And just who are these clients of yours?”


  He smiled. “I can’t tell you their names, of course. Part of what they pay me for is confidentiality. But they’re people whose names or faces you might know. Government leaders. CEOs of major corporations. Highly renowned scientists.”


  “You’re kidding.”


  Laughing, he said, “You thought they’d be like that guy who ran into the police station—I think it was on Barney Miller—and swore the telephone company was trying to take over his mind?”


  “Something like that.”


  “As I remember, he wore tinfoil on his head to protect himself from magnetic waves, or something,” Dan said. He sobered, folding his arms on the railing and staring out over the sea. “And to think we laughed.”


  I was silent a few moments. Finally I said, “To be honest, I think about these things sometimes. I studied, astronomy at Berkeley, and my teacher was half in this world, half from some other mysterious place, it seemed. He’d come to class with what sounded like far-out ideas … electromagnetic frequencies controlling us from other planets, our government keeping information from us about ancient monuments On Mars, that sort of thing. We all kind of figured he’d had some good dope that weekend. But then I’d sit and think about it later, and some things would make sense. If you separate the wheat from the chaff …”


  “And with all the earth changes going on right now, the increase in volcanic eruptions, the extremes in weather, the oceans rising, there’s been a renewed interest in these things. A lot of people think we’re on very short time now.”


  “I don’t know about that,” I said. “I do think we need to address the issues that are facing us at the moment. For instance, I read that Maui is losing beaches at the rate of two or three feet a year, because of the ocean warming and rising.”


  “True. But it may be a moot point. There’s a guy over on Kilauea, the active volcano on the Big Island, who lives a quarter mile from the rim. He works part-time with geologists up there, and he claims he’s not worried. He thinks Hawaii, at least at the higher levels, will be the safest place when things start to come down. As for coastline, it could be twenty-five percent gone.”


  “And what exactly does ‘come down’ mean? The end of the world?”


  “Not necessarily. A speeding up of natural disasters, certainly. In the last year there have been somewhere around twelve million earthquakes recorded. Some quite low on the Richter scale, of course, but this is more than at any time in recent history. My clients are particularly concerned right now about beachfront. property and the threat of tsunamis from earthquakes from Japan to the Indian Ocean.”


  “And what do you do to reassure them?”


  “Actually, reassurance isn’t the point. I gather information, and they decide what it means. I might have my own ideas about that, but it’s not my job to decipher information—only to pass it along.”


  “And where do you get this information?”


  “From everywhere around the globe. I ferret out people whose life work it is to research the newer discoveries in science, and who are willing to talk about what’s going on. My clients believe that the older, mainstream scientists know there are monumental changes coming, but are afraid to come out of their boxes and say what they really think, for fear of sounding like alarmists. The great fear is in losing credibility—and, of course, funding.”


  “Are these people you ferret out, as you say, ‘End of the World’ doomsayers?”


  “Doomsayers …” He smiled. “So far as I can see from talking to hundreds of them over the years, that might be a matter of semantics. A Christian might say the Rapture’s coming, and God is punishing the world for our many transgressions. Of course, in the strictly born-again Christian belief, only they will be saved—no Catholics, Jews, or Buddhists need apply. At the same time, many scholars agree that the end of the world is upon us. They simply call it something else.”


  “I have a friend,” I said, “who writes science fiction, and we talk sometimes about these things. She honestly believes there’s an intergalactic war taking place, and beings from other planets are already fighting over Earth. She thinks some of us will be picked up by friendly spacecraft and saved, but that billions of others will die.”


  He smiled. “Not so different from the Rapture story, is it? Substitute the word ‘angels’ for ‘space beings
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