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Chapter 1
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Suzette stretched her arms over her head as she looked across the cocoa colored sand to the deep teal blue Atlantic Ocean. “It has been so good to have a few days to relax after my last case.” 

She smiled at her sister who was laying back against a bright flowered lounge chair, her pale-yellow swimsuit matching the flowers on the chair “It’s also been good to have some time to get to know my new found sister.”

Suzette’s parents’ car had been struck by a gas truck which had lost its brakes coming down a steep mountain road when she was six months old. Her car seat had, miraculously, come loose and she had been thrown from the car. Her parents hadn’t been so lucky. They had probably been killed instantly because both vehicles caught fire burning until the car frame had melted into the asphalt. 

Rebecca nodded. “With all the publicity and fanfare, we haven’t had much time together. Now you have to head back to San Francisco.” Her voice was tight, almost brittle sounding.

Suzette shrugged. “Unless we hole up in Cordelia’s home forever, we can’t have any time alone. If Cordelia didn’t have so much pull, we couldn’t even sit out here on the veranda and watch the ocean. If I go back to work now, I’ll be able to come back once the furor dies down.”

Rebecca shrugged as she bent forward to take the tension out of her back. “Some other crisis is bound to come up soon to deflect the media’s attention. I just hope it’s Miami Beach or Destin or someplace far away. I am tired of all the falderal.”

Suzette eyes were sad. “I just wish we didn’t have to wait so long. It seems like I have been looking for my family forever. Now I can’t even get to know them without a bunch of nosy reporters butting in.”

Rebecca’s voice was almost cold. “I know. It is sad.” She sat back with her arms crossed.

Cordelia, first a client of Suzette’s, then a friend, looked at Rebecca’s posture and position while she pondered her words and tone. The words seemed to be contradicted by her tone and posture. The words said yes, I want to get to know you better, but the posture and attitude said, “Bug off, dear sister.” There was a closed, faintly angry attitude about Rebecca that Suzette either didn’t see or was ignoring.

Cordelia set her mystery novel down, looking from Suzette to Rebecca. “Why don’t you go someplace where you aren’t known?”

“What did you have in mind? The moon?” Rebecca her voice was tight, tart.

“I was thinking more about Hawaii, but I could try for reservations on the next space shuttle. That would probably be private enough. Few reporters could afford the tickets.”

“I think I’d like Hawaii better.” Suzette sounded happy. “The temperature there would be better than on the moon. I know it would be better than San Francisco in late February–no cold, no fog, no sleet, no puddles.”

Rebecca pretended to sigh sadly. “I guess I agree, but I’ve always wanted to go to the moon.” She rolled her head from side to side. 

“Not that it matters since I can’t afford the moon or Hawaii. I’m not sure Suzette can either. I priced some of the hotels last year when I was so sick. All I could find at this time of year were rooms in so called ‘cheap’ hotels that went for $550 a night which is way out of my price range.”

Suzette nodded. “You are so right. I’m a partner in a small insurance consulting business. We don’t make that much on a case, even with big spenders like Cordelia and her nephew.”

“I do have a small house at Kona on the Big Island.” Cordelia looked smug.

“When you say small house, how small are you talking–smaller than The Palms?” Suzette looked back at the 40 room mansion that had been her home for the last three weeks.”

“It is smaller, but you don’t have to worry about being squashed. It has 8 principal bedroom suites so you’d have plenty of room.”

“But—” Rebecca began.

“I’m sure that my best friend, Ruth Arbuthnot would be delighted to take you with us on her private jet. That would take care of the cost of the plane tickets. You’d have to rent a car since I don’t drive well yet, but the rates are reasonable.”

“You drive very well for just getting your learners permit.” Suzette looked at her hostess suspiciously. “Are you by any chance inviting us to go with you on your vacation?”

“Better you than my darling sister, Dorothea.” Cordelia sat up straight. “She has been angling for an invitation ever since I kicked her out. This way I can tell her that the house is full. It won’t be, but she doesn’t have to know that.” 

She rubbed her temples. “I wish I weren’t so tactful so I could tell her to take a flying leap off a cliff, but I just wasn’t raised that way. You’d be really doing me a favor.” She paused. “If you don’t come, my feelings will be hurt because you’d leave me to suffer through a visit with my sister. That would not only be unfair, but downright cruel.” She sniffed forlornly.

“Cordelia, you are outrageous.” Suzette shook her. “I don’t know why anyone puts up with you.”

Cordelia looked outraged. “I know I am. That’s why everyone loves me.”

Rebecca said, “Cordelia, I agree with Suzette. You are completely and totally incorrigible.”

Cordelia hung her well-coiffed grey head. “I know, my dear, I know,” she said in mock despair. “But what’s a person to do when they have the relations I have. I mean you two wouldn’t know how I feel because you get along so well.”

Rebecca glared when she realized that Cordelia was being sarcastic. Obviously, she had picked up on Rebecca’s true feelings–feelings she had been trying to hide.

Suzette grinned. “I don’t know about Rebecca, but I would be delighted to accept your extremely generous offer. However, I’ll have to check with Randy. He might have a case for me that I don’t know about yet. When are you planning on leaving?”

“Ruth was going to pick me up day after tomorrow. We thought we’d spend a couple of days in Las Vegas. There are some shows we wanted to see, but you don’t have to worry about a place to stay because Ruth owns or rather, the company she owns, owns a penthouse suite there. It takes up the whole floor.”

Rebecca shook her head. “I read somewhere that money corrupts–well, I am dying to be corrupted. I’d love to know how the other half lives so I’d better let my bosses know that I will be taking my vacation. I think after my experiences with Suzette’s ex-husband, I can claim post-traumatic stress syndrome, wouldn’t you agree?”

—————-
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Singing softly to herself, Rebecca pulled several shopping bags from the back of her car. She adored shopping, but usually didn’t have the money. Cordelia had insisted on buying Rebecca a few things to make her vacation more enjoyable.

She thought back to the scene on the porch when she had gotten up to go home. Cordelia had walked her out to her car. As Rebecca had unlocked the door, Cordelia had handed her $500.00 in twenties. 

When Rebecca had tried to refuse, Cordelia said, “You deserve this. James put you through a horrible experience. Since new clothes make me feel better, I was hoping you felt the same. Please take it.”

She knew that Rebecca was helping to support the grandparents who had raised her. They were in their eighties and in poor health. 

Rebecca unlocked her door to her apartment and placed the bags on the sofa. As she turned to shut the door, she noticed a letter on the floor. Very, very slowly, she bent over and picked it up. Without opening it, Rebecca looked down at letter in her hand. It was another demand for money–money she didn’t have. Never in her life had she expected to be blackmailed for something she hadn’t done, to protect her beloved grandparents. The only family she still had, if (and it was a big IF) she didn’t count her newly found, practically perfect, upstart sister.

For years, she had believed that her parents had abandoned her when she was four, taking her infant sister and disappearing. Rebecca didn’t want to believe that they were sisters. 

After a DNA test showed that they were, Rebecca’s head had to accept that her parents hadn’t abandoned her, but her heart didn’t want to share her grandparents, the only people who had loved her all these years.

Rebecca shook her head angrily fighting back the tears. “What am I going to do. I don’t have the money to keep paying this creep, but I can’t let him tell my grandparents that my parents were criminals running from the law.” 

She wadded up the paper and threw it into the wastebasket. “I won’t pay it. I’ll kill him first.” 

She took the clothes she had purchased, the first clothes she had bought in over two years into the bedroom. Silently, she pulled an old suitcase from the back of the closet.   Almost automatically, she folded a dress and a pair of pants and stuck them in the suitcase. 

Uncomfortably, she looked over at the wastebasket, then turning, she grabbed her swimsuit and flip flops, tossing them into the suitcase. She stood still for a few minutes, fighting the urge to retrieve the letter. With a hasty movement, she pulled the letter out of the wastebasket, smoothing it out. 

“What am I going to do with this. I don’t have time to see the man. My flight leaves in a little over two hours. Maybe he’ll think that I haven’t gotten it yet when he finds out I’m gone. I just wish he’d die. That would make life so much easier.” 

There was a knock at the door. “Taxi,” a male voice said.

“I’m coming,” She stuck the letter in its envelope and stuck it in the inner pocket of her suitcase. 

With shaking hands, she zipped up the suitcase, grabbed her tote bag and pulled open the door. 

“It will be a long, cold day in hell, before I pay him,” she snarled to herself.

What looked like a shadow on the porch resolved itself into a man–a man who had hidden behind a thick clump of Magnolia bushes lining the porch. A man with hard cruel eyes, bushy eyebrows that met over his nose, and thick, heavy lips. “We’ll see about that,” he chucked as he watched the taxi make a right-hand turn.
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Five days later, Suzette and Rebecca were sitting on white wicker lounges looking out at the Pacific Ocean. 

Rebecca scanned the horizon. “I have to admit that I’m kind of disappointed. I thought the Pacific would be as blue as the Atlantic, but it’s not.”

“I know. The sky reminds me of San Francisco in the early Spring–dull, grey and miserable looking.” Suzette glanced sideways at Rebecca. Maybe that’s why she’s so unfriendly. Maybe she’s depressed because of all the grayness.

“It’s the volcano’s fault.” Cordelia stepped through the sliding glass doors with Ruth just behind her. They were both wearing colorful Hawaiian shifts. Cordelia’s was a frantic fuchsia. Ruth’s was an eye-stopping electric green. 

“It’s been doing a lot of erupting lately. The winds here blow from the east to the west. We’re on the west side of the island.” She looked up at the sky. “It’s called vog.”

She handed each one of them a long white cardboard box. Suzette opened hers pulling out a gorgeous Plumeria lei. Hers was a pinky purple that set off her white shirt and slacks. 

Rebecca’s was a pale pink to match her deep pink dress while Ruth’s and Cordelia’s were a pale cream. Suzette gave Cordelia a hug. “You are so thoughtful.”

Rebecca took a long sniff of the flowers. “They smell wonderful. Thank you.”

“I wish that Mr. Volcano would settle down. I’d love to see the real blue sky. I saw enough fog on the ‘Stalker’ case in San Francisco to last me a life-time.” Suzette looked at the sky.

Ruth nodded. “I really want to go to Kilauea while it is erupting. It should be incredible. 

Cordelia looked at her watch. “I think it would be great to drive around the island to Hilo, then down to the park. We’d be closer to the vent that is erupting. I’d like to see it at night. I’m told that the flares are gorgeous–like fireworks at night. You can sit out on the lava flows. It looks just like the 4th of July.

She looked at her watch again. “We’d better go. I’d rather be early than late. You can’t tell what the traffic will be like.” She was as eager to as a small child. 

“Suzette, are you sure you don’t mind driving? I can call for a taxi.”

Suzette laughed. “I know you are loaded, but you don’t need to pay for a taxi to take us to the Royal Hawaiian. It’s a good twenty miles. Besides I like to drive.”

“That’s great, but you won’t get to see much.”

“You might be surprised at what I will see. Remember, I’m trained to see and remember what I look at.”

Cordelia raised her eyebrow. “Let’s get going, Miss Sherlock Holmes.”

Suzette grinned. “Very funny.”

As they headed north past the airport, the road swung inland across the lava flows. All along the highway were signs made of white rocks piled on the black lava. 

“What’s all this?” Rebecca asked Cordelia.

“This is the Big Island’s form of graffiti. They use small white rocks–I think, it’s a form of coral, instead of spray paint.”

“Have you noticed. That the sky and the ocean are getting blue? We must be past the vog.” Suzette rolled down her window.

She pulled the car into a parking space at the Royal Hawaiian. She heard Rebecca give a startled gasp but when she turned her head, Rebecca looked calm and unflurried. She noticed that her hand was twisting her gold bracelet, round and round her wrist, a sure sign that she was nervous. Suzette looked around but couldn’t see anything or anyone that might have upset her sister.

After Cordelia had paid for their tickets, Ruth glanced to the south. “Now that we have purchased our tickets, we have a couple of hours before the luau starts. I’d really like to drive up to the Macadamia Nut Factory. Their candy is to die for, and,” she added, “They have free samples of everything.”

Suzette grinned. “I like the idea. I can eat free candy anytime.” 

Rebecca nodded. “It sounds great to me.”

“You can tour their factory, too,” Ruth added. “I thought it was interesting the first time I took it. It only takes about 15 minutes. You girls can take the tour while we shop.”

Rebecca pretended to glare at Ruth. “Hey, no fair. You aren’t going to send us off on a tour when there’s scrumptious candy available.”

After waiting for a break in the traffic, Suzette turned left. Following Ruth’s directions they began to climb a small mountain.

“This is Kohala. Big Island was started by this volcano. It’s the only truly dead volcano on the island.” Ruth looked out at the ocean.

The road curved east toward the sea. There were several tall, colorful sail boats moving toward the north. 

“That must be a regatta I was reading about in the paper. Aren’t they gorgeous?” Ruth smile was huge. 

“I just love sail boats. One of these days, I’m going to have to break down and purchase one. I understand they have an engine so that a person won’t be stranded if the wind quits.”

As they climbed up the ridge to Kohala, they could see a white sand beach below. After enjoying views of the gorgeous blue Pacific, Suzette pulled into a parking spot that overlooked the ocean. The building in front of them was a huge pale-yellow warehouse.

“If this place is full of candy, were all going to need to see the dentist before we get home. As she turned off the engine, Rebecca looked around and stiffened.

“Something wrong?” Suzette asked.

Rebecca shook her head as she opened the car door stepping on to the hot asphalt. They took a moment to breath the ocean air, untainted by the smell of Sulphur Dioxide, then the two older women headed into the store attached to the factory. 

They were greeted by a pretty Hawaiian girl who asked them if they wanted to go on the tour. “The tour is starting now. If you would like to join the group over by the first window.”

Rebecca turned toward the group at the window. She seemed to hesitate as she scanned the people waiting for the tour to start. Suzette hung back a little to watch her sister since Rebecca had been acting jittery all morning. Suzette noticed that one man seemed to be signaling to Rebecca, but trying not to be obvious about it. She noticed the Rebecca steadfastly refused to look at the man.

What’s going on here? It can’t be a love affair or Rebecca wouldn’t act like the guy is a cockroach. 

Rebecca moved to the other side of the group opposite the man whom Suzette dubbed Colonel Mustard because the pants he was wearing were a vile mustard yellow and bright green plaid with a violet-red stripe. His shirt was a rich mustard color just a shade or two different from his pants. He was wearing red suspenders and red flip flops. Suzette’s eyes began to water as she looked from his shirt to his pants. 

Definitely not a love affair unless Rebecca is color blind.

The tour was short, ending with each person trying to crack a Macadamia nut without crushing the nut. Most of them didn’t succeed.

As they walked back into the nut and candy store, Suzette couldn’t help laughing. Rebecca looked over at her, surprised. “What?” She asked.

“It’s a good thing Mrs. A. brought her private jet. It would cost them a small fortune to mail all that candy home.” 

Suzette nodded toward a counter where their two benefactors were piling boxes and packages and tubes of nut goodies. 

Rebecca grinned. “Thank heavens, we don’t have to mail ours home either. Let’s get tasting before they buy up everything in the store.”

She walked over to a narrow counter, filled with numerous chunks of candy and flavored nuts in small paper cups that they could sample. 

Suzette popped a pale green sample called ‘Pineapple Snow’ into her mouth and moaned. “This is heavenly.” 

Rebecca took a pale coral colored sample, savoring it for a moment. “This is to die for.”

They giggled like school girls as they each tried several more samples. Ruth looked at Cordelia. “It looks like your plan is working. They seem to be much more relaxed now.”

“I hope so. I owe Suzette so much. I know that she really wants to have a close family. Hopefully, Rebecca will relax and things will go more smoothly.”

“You know, though,” Ruth continued, “There is something about Rebecca that bothers me. She’s too uptight–too brittle, too–I don’t know–too phony. It’s like she’s trying to be something she’s not or maybe she’s hiding something. I really like Suzette. I’m afraid that she is going to be badly hurt by her sister.”

Cordelia frowned, “I’m not sure what you mean?”

Ruth snorted. “Come on, Cordelia. I know you’ve seen it. You are too astute not to have noticed how Rebecca acts when she’s around Suzette. You can see that she is forcing the feelings she shows to Suzette and to us when we are around them. And then—” 

She frowned. “Look at that horribly dressed man over there. He’s been trying to catch Rebecca’s eye for the past fifteen minutes. She glances at him, then glances down. When he approaches her, she turns away and finds Suzette. I’ve a mind to go tell him to buzz off.”

“It might be wise to watch what happens. He might just be attracted to her. She is very pretty.” Cordelia picked up a package of jalapeno flavored macadamia nuts, looking at it curiously.

“She is attractive, but I think there is more behind it than that. She is too nervous for it to be a romantic attraction. He’s definitely not her type. He looks to me like a cheap PI.”

“Why would she know a cheap private detective?” Cordelia asked. 

Ruth grabbed the box of jalapeno macadamia nuts out of her hand and walked over to stand next to the man who was checking out. Cordelia watched as Ruth looked over his shoulder, memorizing his name and probably his credit card number. After she put the box of nuts on the pile she wandered back to Cordelia.

Mrs. A looked at her platinum and diamond wrist watch. “It’s nearly five. We probably should head back to the Royal Hawaiian. I know we have our tickets, but getting there early is half the fun. I’m an addicted people watcher.” 

Cordelia motioned for Suzette and Rebecca to join them. “It’s time to go girls.” She turned to pick up several of the boxes of candy. “I hope we can get all of this in the trunk.”

Suzette looked at the pile of candy. “I think I’d be more worried about having all that delicious chocolate melt while we are at the luau. The thermometer outside the door says 80 degrees.”

A large man in a pale blue Hawaiian shirt decorated with palm trees came over. “If you will give me your address, I will have all of your packages delivered tomorrow when we go into Kona to pick up supplies. It will be free of charge to four lovely ladies who have spent so much money in our humble store.” 

He bowed, “Our trucks are refrigerated so we don’t have a spoilage problem.”

Cordelia took the pen and notebook from him, wrote down the address of her ‘small cottage’ on the volcano above Kona.

When they got back to the Royal Hawaiian, Ruth instructed Suzette to pull into the valet parking. “It’s easier if they park the car. We can enjoy the party. They do all the work.”

Mrs. A. handed the man a huge tip. “Please park it nearby.”

As they handed in their tickets, a gray-haired man, built like a sumo wrestler, hurried over to shake Ruth’s hand. “My dear, Mrs. Arbuthnot, I am delighted that you have chosen to favor us again with your presence. These charming ladies are your guests?”

“Maurice, it is so good to see you again. These ladies are my friends. I am hoping that you still have room at the head table?”

“For you and your guests, there is always room at the head table. He took them to a table which stood on a dais, giving them perfect seats. They could see the dancers over everyone’s heads. 

“Dear ladies, these will be your seats.” He placed a small reserved sign by each seat which said, ‘reserved for Mrs. Arbuthnot’s party’.

Cordelia looked at Ruth. “Maurice?”

“Believe me, you couldn’t pronounce his Hawaiian name. Maurice is as close as I can get to it. He is a full-blooded Hawaiian.”.

Suzette slid into one of the very comfortable armchairs that stood at the table. “Wow. The view of the stage is incredible. We will be able to see everything without looking around the people sitting opposite of us.”

Ruth sat down, “I always pay to sit at this table.” 

She signaled for a waiter. “I’d like to have a Pina Colada. Rebecca, what would you like?”

“I’ll wait if you don’t mind. I really want to walk along the beach. This is more like the beaches we have in Florida. The water is a gorgeous color. I like the way it shades from pale teal to that rich cobalt blue at the horizon.” 

She shivered a little in the sudden breeze as she looked across the water. Rubbing her arms, she said, “For a moment, I felt like someone was walking over my grave.”
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Desperately seeking relief from her feelings of doubt, Rebecca looked at Suzette. “Want to go with me?”

“Sure. That sand looks heavenly.” 

Cordelia laughed as she sat down next to Ruth, “You said that about the candy factory.”

Suzette stretched her arms over her head. “I think most of Hawaii is heavenly, or gorgeous or scrumptious or plain and simply wonderful. Thanks so much for inviting us.” 

They picked their way across the lava to the white sand beach. Suzette took off her sandals, splashing and kicking water into the air. “I love seeing the sunlight sparkle on the water. It turns everything to diamonds.” 

She looked sideways at her sister. “I enjoyed doing this in Florida. I guess I’m just a kid at heart.”

Rebecca smiled, pulled off her shoes and began to walk beside Suzette. Occasionally, she would stop to look at a shell. “Suzette, what was your life like when you were a kid?”

Suzette shrugged. “It probably wasn’t like yours. Because of the mystery of my parent’s death, my paternity was tied up in court for years. By the time it was settled and I was declared an orphan, I was too old to be easily adopted so I was placed in foster care.” 

She paused for a minute. “It wasn’t the greatest life. I was born feisty so I didn’t put up with the crap that a lot of children had to deal with.” 

Her eyes went dark, remembering. “The second or third family I was placed with had a really mean cat. I vaguely remember that the place wasn’t very clean, but I remember that cat as if it were yesterday. He was the ugliest cat I have ever seen. His fur was matted, his claws were overly long, even when they were retracted they stuck out past the pads on his feet. He must have had a rough life, too, but when you are four you don’t think about things like that.”

Her grin was sour. “He didn’t like me any more than I liked him. He was better fed than I was so I would try to sneak his food. But he seemed to know when I was hungry and would hide by his dish. When I’d go to grab something, he would swipe at my hand, leaving long, deep, bloody scratches. I soon learned not to cry about it to my foster mother. The first time I did, she locked me in a closet for what seemed like forever and didn’t give me any food for at least a day.”

Rebecca gasped. “You are kidding. Please tell me you’re kidding.”

Suzette raised an eyebrow. “No, I’m not kidding. I don’t kid about cruelty.” 

“What happened?” Rebecca sounded anxious.

“Being in the closet for that long made me stop and think. Most people think young children can’t think, but they can think and they can plan. At least, I did. Of course, I yelled and kicked at the door of the closet, but my foster mother threw cold water all over me so I stopped doing that. I sat in the corner of that filthy closet and moved the dust bunnies around with my bare toes. Finally, I so thirsty that I lapped the water off the floor of the closet. 

“Then I sat in the closet and plotted against the cat. I guess I knew deep down inside that if I got back at the cat, my foster mother would get rid of me. I don’t know for sure, but I was determined to get back at that cat. I think it was the only thing that helped me survive living with that woman.

Suzette looked out across the ocean. “When I got out of the closet, I started watching that cat. I learned that he would eat when I did then go groom himself on the window sill in the living room. I started eating the rest of his food, as soon as I finished what little food she gave me. I figured when I got hungry, he’d be watching. She would fill up his bowl as soon as it was empty.” 

After a while, I got careless and the cat got me again, but I didn’t show my foster mom the scratches. I hid them, but I lucked out because one day the cat scratched me badly right before the supervisor came for a visit. My foster mother spent several hours cleaning, which she only did before a visit. 

Right before the supervisor arrived, the cat and I had our final battle. I tried to take its food, it scratched me. I kicked it as hard as I could. I caught it in the ribs and it went flying, landing on the stove in the middle of a pot of watery soup. I can still remember my surprise when the cat went flying. I had no idea I could kick like that.”

“What did your foster mother do?”

“She grabbed a wooden broom, chasing me around the kitchen. She’d left the screen door unlatched. I managed to push it open before she caught me. I couldn’t get the fence gate open. 

She raised the broom to hit me across the face when a man stopped her. I didn’t know it at the time, but he had called Child Protective Services. That was why the supervisor was coming to visit. I was taken from that home the same day.”

Rebecca looked at a huge sail boat with a pink and blue striped sail that was slipping across the ocean and then at a trio of people–two men and a woman walking up the beach. There was a lone man a few hundred yards down the beach. “It sounds like you had it rough.” Her voice sounded like she really didn’t care.

Suzette shrugged, “Not as bad as some kids. It’s a tradeoff. I wouldn’t be who I am today, if I hadn’t had the experiences I had as a kid, but I guess that’s true for every person.”

Rebecca didn’t say anything, just plodded along, no longer dodging the waves or kicking in the surf.

Suzette looked over at her sister, wondering what she was thinking or worse what she was feeling. Finally she asked, “Is something bothering you?” 

Rebecca looked startled. “No. Should there be?”

“No. You seemed sad suddenly.”

Rebecca shrugged. “It makes me sad that you went through stuff like that. My grandparents were strict, but I had enough to eat. I thought I was picked on, but they encouraged me to go to school and to excel at things that interested me.” 

She looked down the beach. “Sorry, I really need to go to the bathroom.” 

She pointed to a grass roofed building. “I think that is just what I need.” She turned and hurried toward it. Puzzled, Suzette followed her.

When Suzette came out of the bathroom, Rebecca wasn’t standing there waiting for her.

Feeling frustrated, she walked down to the water’s edge, looking up and down, feeling cut off and slighted. 

Trying not to get angry, she said to herself, “Where did she go and why did she leave me? She asked me to come with her, so why dump me?” 

After standing in the surf for a minute, waiting for Rebecca to come back, she headed back to the luau, fighting the tears that insisted on coming.

Silently, she sat down next to Cordelia. “Where’s Rebecca?”

“I don’t know. She said she had to go to the bathroom. I followed her into the building. When I came out she was gone. She left me without a word. I tried to find her, but she had disappeared, so I came back.”

She looked so hurt, that Cordelia said, “Maybe she was still in the bathroom.”

“She wasn’t. Don’t you think I checked,” Suzette snapped. She shook her head. “I’m sorry, Cordelia. I shouldn’t be taking my frustrations out on you.”

Ruth gently patted Suzette’s hand. “Child, if I might give you a word of advice?”

Tearfully, Suzette nodded.

“Don’t try so hard. Don’t push your relationship. Let her come to you.”

“But—”

“I know she asked you to come with her. It’s good that you went, but Rebecca is carrying some heavy baggage. I get the feeling that she was so hurt about your parents leaving that she can’t trust anyone. I know it isn’t your fault. Rebecca knows in her head that it wasn’t your fault, but that doesn’t matter to her heart. I would draw back a little and not say much about her disappearing.”

Suzette nodded. “You are probably right. I just wish she would give me a chance.”

“Maybe something will happen to help her accept you for who you are, not the someone she’s been jealous of her entire life.” 

Ruth sighed. “Suzette, it may take years for her to accept you. You may have to face the fact that she won’t ever accept you.”

Suzette looked from Cordelia to Ruth, “So you’ve felt it, too.”

“Felt what, child?” Cordelia said softly.

“Felt that there is something seriously wrong with or about my sister.”
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Chapter 4
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Rebecca slipped out the restroom door as soon as she heard the lock click on Suzette’s stall. She hurried up the beach toward the next hotel. 

The man Suzette had dubbed Colonel Mustard stepped from behind a thatched wall. He grabbed her arm, yanking her toward him. She stumbled, crying out. He put his hand over her mouth.

“Shut up. Unless you want your rich friends to know all about your problems.”

Rebecca jerked her arm from under his hand. “Don’t touch me.”

“Easy baby. Keep your voice down. Where’s my money?” His voice angry.

“I told you I don’t have it. I’ve already paid over $2,000. You told me that was all I would have to pay. You lied to me.” 

He twisted her wrist. “Like I said, shut up”. He smirked at her. “I had a few things come up. Get over it!”

“Get over it? Listen you smart mouth jackass—pay them yourself. I don’t have it.”

He grabbed her bag, pulling out her wallet. She grabbed for it, but he stepped back, pulling out a few dollars. “This will do for now, but you’d better hit up your rich friends or your dear grandfather will be getting a call from me.”

He dumped the contents of her purse on the sand kicking them with his foot. The next time I come, you’d better have more than a few dollars.”

“The next time you come, I will kill you.” She dropped to her knees, picking up her belongings.

“Fat chance.” He turned toward the path that led to the road.

Rebecca took a couple of sobbing breathes. “What am I going to do?”

“Do you need some help?” The voice was gentle but deep.

She wiped her eyes on the back of her hand. The best looking man she had ever seen was standing there. He was tall, well-built, and dressed in expensive beige slacks and a brown and white Hawaiian shirt. 

He dropped to his knees and began picking up her belongings. Carefully, he dusted off the sand with a white handkerchief before he handed them to her. Casually, he reached for her wallet, flipped it open, glanced at her ID, then handed it to her. When everything was gathered up, he got to his feet in one smooth movement, then held out his hand to help her up.

“Thank you.” Her voice was quiet as she avoided his eyes.

“If you need help—” he began, but she said quickly, “I’m fine. My sister and her friends are at the luau.”

“Her friends are at the luau? Aren’t they your friends, too?” He asked.

She was really surprised that he was so quick to pick up on the way she had worded the sentence. Not knowing what to say, she didn’t answer him as she turned away. 

He tucked her arm in his. “I’ll walk you to your friends. A pretty woman shouldn’t be on the beach alone. There are some very undesirable people on the island right now.” 

I’d like to meet these ‘friends’ of your sister’s.

She choked back a sob. “I think you are right.”
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Chapter 5
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Bob Rawlins glared at Randy Watts. “Randy, you have to get Suzette to help me.” 

His hands gripped the arms of the old chair so violently that the rubbed maroon leather stretched and began to tear. His blue eyes were haunted. His voice ragged. His blond hair was mussed but it was because he hadn’t combed it, not because it was the style. He had the appearance of a man who hadn’t thought about this clothes in a week.

“Suzette is on vacation.” Randy’s voice was like ice. He didn’t like Bob Rawlins. He had cheated and lied and defrauded Suzette, his partner and the godmother to his infant son. 

“This vacation is vital to her happiness.”

Bob gripped Randy’s wrist. He took a deep breath letting it out slowly.  Emotion made his voice sound raw. “Randy, I know you don’t like me. You probably hate me because of what I did to Suzette.” 

He closed his eyes struggling to keep control. “I’m sorry about that. I’m sorry about what James did to her. I wouldn’t even ask for her help, if I wasn’t so terrified for my granddaughter.”

Randy gently pulled his hand away. “Tell me about it.”

Bob took a deep breath. “I’d better begin at the beginning or you will never understand.” When Randy nodded, he continued, “My daughter has always been strong willed even when she was an infant. My wife said she was a difficult child, but that was an understatement. She has always been too pretty for her own good.” 

His eyes filled with tears. “When Amy was fourteen, she got into the drug scene. She was wild to try everything. She met an older man who supplied her group with the drugs they used. He could have had any woman in her group. I guess he was quite a lover. All he had to do was look at a woman and she was all over him. To hear Amy tell it, though, he fell instantly in love with her. She was too far into the drugs to fall for him. He couldn’t bear her indifference so he ‘cured’ her.” 

Rawlins pulled out a pristine white handkerchief. He wiped his eyes and blew his nose. “The cure was brutal. Amy told me that he spread-eagled her to a bed in a rundown cabin at the top of some almost inaccessible mountain, leaving her for five days. I guess she screamed for those five days but there was no one to hear her. When the worst of it was over, he came back, cleaned her up and set about ‘rehabilitating’ her. Nine months later, she had his baby. By then, he’d already moved on to some other stupid broad.”

Randy winced at his choice of words.

“Don’t judge me.” Bob his hands twisted together. “I’ve been through hell and back. Believe me, they are stupid broads–drugs, sex, so called ‘love children’ and the man walks out on them, leaving them living in some run-down hovel so smacked out of their minds that the child dies unless someone rescues it.” 

He reached for the glass of water that Randy had set on the desk. 

“I rescued Amy. I hired a private detective to find her. It took six years of intensive therapy to get her mind back, but I did it. My wife and I raised our granddaughter, our little Katie.” 

His face was dark, angry. “Did you know she didn’t even have a name when I found my daughter? Katie was naked in her own filth and vomit. If the detective would have been one day slower in finding them, Katie would have been dead. All the talent and beauty she possesses would have died with her. She is supposed to play her first major concert at Juilliard on April.”

“Supposed to play?” Randy questioned curiously

“Her father kidnaped her three months ago. I paid three ransoms for her, but he never returned her. When I refused to pay the fourth ransom, he informed me that I would be receiving pieces of her fingers in the mail until I paid.” 

He looked at Randy with haunted eyes. “How could I refuse? I know what music means to Katie. It is her heart and soul. To lose even a knuckle would kill her.”

“So you want Suzette to find her? She isn’t skilled at that.”

“No! I know where she is. My detective found her father two months ago. We spent the last two months trying to get to her with no success. I want Suzette to get her away from that man.”

“What! How is she supposed to do that? It sounds like you need a SWAT team.” 

“I have one,” Bob’s teeth were gritted. 

He reached for his brief case. Setting it on the desk, he flipped the latches. 

He pulled out a thick file and tossed it on the desk. “That’s everything we know, everything we surmise, every brain storming idea. It’s all there.” 

His voice was rough. “I want Suzette and I want her now. I don’t care what it costs. I don’t care if she’s on vacation. Get her on the job, now.” 

“Hold it!” Randy flung up a hand. “You don’t own Suzette, nor do you have the right to make demands on her. Unless something changed overnight, this is still the USA not some terrorist nation. 

In two steps, Rawlins was around the desk, slamming Randy against the wall. “Don’t tell me no. I’m past that now.” His face was red, the veins bulged in his neck. His eyes were wild.

A man who had been sitting in the waiting room pushed open the door. It was obvious that he was military even though he was casually dressed in jeans, polo shirt and a windbreaker. 

He easily broke Bob’s hold on Randy. “Bob. That’s enough.” With a twist of his arm, Bob was back in his seat. 

Gently, the man eased Randy into his chair. “Maria. Better bring your boss some ice.”

When Randy had the ice against his throat, the man said, “I am Max DeWitt. I command the SWAT unit Rawlins has hired to retrieve his granddaughter. I will be Miss Bishop’s liaison if she accepts this assignment.”

Randy looked up at him. “Thanks for the rescue, but it will be a long cold day in hell before I tell you where Suzette is.” 

Max nodded, gravely. “Mr. Watts, you need to understand some things. We picked Miss Bishop because she has certain qualities that will appeal to Trent Nixon and to his current wife.”

Before he could continue, Randy held up his hand. He had been watching Max closely. “I was under the impression that SWAT teams were backed by the government, that they couldn’t be hired.”

DeWitt nodded. “True. Consider us the A-team without the military after us. All of us have SWAT or SEAL team training. My title when I was in the Army was colonial. I was invalided out when I took a bullet to the lungs. 

There are several things I could have done. To be honest, I tried a few of them but I like the danger and the adventure. I also like helping people. I decided that I wanted to help people who needed a group like mine so I found a few like-minded ex-SWAT and formed my team.” 

He looked Randy directly in the eye. “None of my men will go rogue. We stick to the law as far as possible, but if it means using guns or trespassing we are more than willing to do that.”

“You don’t shoot first, I take it,” Randy said slowly.

“No. But if they fire the first bullet, the bad guys are fair game. However, we like to make our extractions as quickly and quietly as possible. Less repercussions that way.”

“Why did you pick Suzette?”

Bob jumped to his feet. “We are wasting time. Just tell us where she is. We’ll go get her.”

DeWitt gently pushed Rawlins back into his chair. “Mr. Watts made a valid point a few minutes ago. This is the United States. We don’t just kidnap people and force them to work for us. That would make us the same as Trent Nixon. Besides, it will take time to get the team and our equipment to Honolulu. It will also take some time to get Miss Bishop trained.”

Bob gripped the chair arms hard, but didn’t get to his feet. “Katie doesn’t have time. He could start cutting her up tomorrow.”

DeWitt shook his head. “No, he won’t do that. You just paid him $100,000. He will ask for another ransom before he follows through on that threat. Unless he speeds up his demands, we will have 30 days before he makes his next threat. We will have her out of there before that with or without Miss Bishop’s help. It will just be easier on Katie if Miss Bishop will help us.”

“There must be others with Suzette’s qualifications.” Randy protested. “Why can’t you use one of them?”

“Because we don’t know who they are. It could take months to find someone with her unique talents coupled with her determination and ability to think on her feet.”

Randy looked from Dewitt to Rawlins. “What are the chances that Suzette could be injured or killed if she helps you?”

“There are always chances. You take your chances getting out of bed or crossing the street. From what I’ve heard, Suzette has taken chances on many of her cases.”

“Yeah,” Randy’s voice was sour. “But what you will be asking her to do, increases her chances of taking a bullet or worse.”

“True, although in these days of drive-by shootings, the risk isn’t much greater. Look, Mr. Watts, I can’t promise that she won’t be injured or even killed. We have never lost anyone in any of our assignments. We have been doing this for 5 years. Some of my people have been hurt, but only one seriously. If I think the risk is too high, I won’t let her go in, no matter what pressure Rawlins here tries to bring to bear.”

“But what about the pressure Suzette could bring to bear
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