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And to all my old shipmates

aboard USS Juneau (LPD-10)




“Nothing is so boring as having to keep up a deception.”

– E. V. Lucas
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​​​Chapter One:
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The Snipe

Nicholas Price never dreamed this sort of crap would ever happen to him.

Funny, though, the most surprising thing about it was how it didn’t surprise him at all.

Because he’d long had his suspicions. He’d been warned, even, by people he trusted and who knew better.

I knew it. I should have fucking knew it.

Maybe they had a point, knowing what he knew now with perfect hindsight. But he blew them off.

No, you’re crazy. Shit like this only happens to other guys.

But here it was, handwritten in plain English on four-by-six rose-scented, cream-colored paper. Solid evidence to prove as fact the unsubtle warnings those people had given him.

It had arrived in an envelope with a string of cursive Xs and Os and cheery hearts drawn freehand in red marker along the seal.

I’m such a dumbass.

Shit like this was no longer the worst-case scenario he and his fellow married snipes contemplated while blowing off steam in damn near every go-go bar and nightclub in Olongapo. Conversations that grew livelier and diverted to other subjects the more Nicholas and his shipmates pounded undrinkable foreign beer, hoping they would have enough pesos left at last call to afford the bar fine for their favorite honey-ko.

No, this was a cold, hard, bitch-slap dose of reality. Evidence he somehow expected yet hoped never to see with his own eyes and making him both a sad cliché and a source of empathy. Because in a floating town with a rotating population of four hundred, one’s otherwise private affairs become a foundation for scuttlebutt with annoying rapidity.

And on the first mail call of WESTPAC, no less. One lousy month out from San Dog.

Yeah, this’ll keep them talking.

At least I can hope they’ll all be on my side.

He seethed and steamed and cursed under his breath with each of his three readings before he took the letter to his sympathetic chief, who forwarded it to the aloof division officer, who in turn consulted the uncommunicative chief engineer, who received an indifferent “permission granted” from the executive officer—an imperious, soulless man who was a total dick when it came to considering the emotional well-being of mere enlisted squids. The CHENG then relayed the XO’s magnanimous blessing to the DO, who in turn informed the chief as if it had been his idea all along. The chief at last passed it to Nicholas, adding a considerate but cynical “take care of your business ASAP and while you’re at it, do us all a favor and kick their asses.”

Nicholas responded with a curt “Fucking-A straight, Chief.”

Emergency leave papers in hand, Nicholas wasted no time changing from his dungarees to dress whites. He stuffed his seabag with personal items—the bare necessities—and some civvies. He made and triced his rack as his fellow snipes offered heartfelt words of empathy ranging from “Jesus, I’m glad it’s you and not me” to “that’s fucked up, man” to “hope you’re back before we get to Subic.”

Would’ve been better if they’d kept their mouths shut. But, oh well.

He said nothing in reply as he instead concentrated on his immediate task at hand. Like figuring out how to pay for a good lawyer. And how to avoid killing somebody.

At last, he adjusted the dog dish on his head and checked his reflection in the berthing compartment’s cracked mirror. A three-bladed propeller over a single chevron, a four-year service stripe on the left sleeve. Two things that did not complement one another.

He hauled his seabag up the ladder and crossed the mess decks. A hive of frenetic activity buzzed around him—squids doing what squids do, preparing to welcome six hundred Jarheads and their gear aboard before dumping them on a beach in the Philippines. Or were we supposed to haul them all to Hong Kong?

It didn’t matter. His focus was thousands of miles away. He saw nothing, not even the organized chaos reflected in his shiny Corfams as they beat a measured and determined pace.

Reaching the quarterdeck, he saluted the OOD and the flag with an expression combining anger, determination, and woe-is-me. The JOOD, a personnelman, single guy, gave him a sympathetic and wordless nod.

He took his time as he descended the gangway, the light-on-purpose seabag strapped to his back somehow still managing to weigh a ton. Because his mind was laser-locked on matters an ocean away, he ignored the picture-postcard around him: tan-inducing sunshine, an immaculate white sand beach, and clear, aquamarine waters.

Pretty, but it didn’t exist, as his thought processes churned with various scenarios, how all of this was going to play out in the near future.

So many questions, but all with one answer:

This sure as hell wasn’t going to end well for somebody.
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The Surveillance

Early on a Tuesday morning, in the town of Kea’au on the Big Island of Hawai’i, Noelani Lee’s phone buzzed with an incoming text message:

What r u doing down there?

The number...local, but unfamiliar. Neither her mother nor her father. Not her cousin nor her ex-fiancé, the family lawyer. Not any of her many sources. Nor the criminal defense attorney she’d just done some work for, and not the veteran police detective, an occasional collaborator with whom she needed to mend fences. She hadn’t told anyone she’d be here at this hour, and even if she had, why would they be tracking her?

She was halfway through a lengthy surveillance on a case she’d taken yesterday, when a man named Chuck Chung approached her with the ultimate ultimatum: “To avoid bloodshed, I suggest you find out who it is before I do.” Then he left for a carpet cleaning industry trade show in Phoenix, non-refundable reservations made and attendance fee paid months in advance.

Noelani gave her phone a double take, one eye on the screen and the other peering out her Nissan Sentra’s rear window. Across a rain-soaked shopping center parking lot, a pair of vehicles sat outside a vacant retail space. She looked through her DSLR’s viewfinder and maxed out her zoom lens but saw no activity inside. To give herself something to do, she snapped another picture of the cars. One of which was waiting here when she arrived. The other she had tailed from Hilo to Kea’au.

Noelani was sure nobody had followed her during the twenty-minute drive. Although the fact few other drivers were on the road, the lack of traffic enabled her to maintain eye contact on her target and allowed for a comfortable following distance. Which she varied by dropping back at times and moving closer at others. Even when she turned off Route 11, the person driving the red Hyundai coupe gave no indication they knew she’d been shadowing them. When she arrived at her destination, Noelani heaved a quiet sigh when the car parked beside a red SUV and its occupant opened the storefront’s unlocked glass door and walked right inside.

So far, so good.

She reread the anonymous text and racked her brain, trying to dislodge the incoming number from her subconscious, thinking she may have stashed it there long ago. But nothing shook loose. What bothered her, though, was the fact its anonymous sender knew her location. And how they knew bothered her, big-time.

There must be a tracker. Either software on her phone or hardware attached to her old but reliable Sentra. She again eyeballed the storefront and wondered whether she had time to search the car undetected. Few other vehicles were about this time of day. Other than a pair of young guys laughing as they filled up a car at the gas station across the street, the place was still, except for the coos from unseen spotted doves and the incessant chirps and screams of mynahs. But she decided to wait. With her camera waiting and ready, she unwrapped a chocolate-covered protein bar and took a tentative nibble of the disgusting thing.

Within moments, three people emerged from the storefront. Noelani pressed the shutter and recorded a string of photos of an older man, clean-shaven, pot-bellied, in jeans and an untucked long-sleeve dress shirt; a middle-aged woman wearing a knee-length blue skirt and a white-and-blue striped top; and a younger woman, mid to late thirties, her long hair tousled, a plumeria blossom behind her right ear. Dainty and curvaceous, in a form-flattering black dress more often seen on younger women down for some clubbing.

One of these things was not like the other.

She fired off more pics of the trio and continued documenting them as they conversed. Flirtatious smiles on all three faces, restrained touches. The younger woman tugged the hem of her micro-short dress, as if to pull it down as close to her knees as possible. Both women laughed as the man said something while he tucked in his errant shirttail. A bit more chitchat, then the older woman produced a key and locked the storefront’s door. The younger one kissed the man’s cheek. He hugged her in return as the older woman unlocked the SUV with a key fob. All three gave their goodbyes as the women drove off.

Noelani hunkered down in the back seat as they passed her. She popped up in time to see the man get behind the wheel of his coupe. He took the same path as the women but diverted to a drive-through coffee shop.

She clambered to her driver’s seat and turned over her Sentra’s ignition, as another text from UNKNOWN appeared on her phone:

u there?

She scowled. This time, she avoided her impulse to ignore the sender and instead fired off a reply:

Who are you?

She waited and watched as the man paid for a drink, then she resumed her tail as he left the shopping center. She maintained a three-car length distance as they merged onto Highway 11 and made their way north toward Hilo.

Then:

Working from home or office 2day?

She seethed as the Hyundai pulled away. A growing number of other vehicles had sandwiched themselves between them as the morning commute began to swell. Her quarry appeared and disappeared until Noelani caught it hanging a left onto Puainako Street. She sneaked through a yellow light and slipped behind him as he made another left turn, this time into the KTA supermarket’s lot.

The man parked near the entrance. Noelani pulled into a space behind him, facing the opposite direction. She killed her engine and watched via her rearview mirror as the man entered the store. She took another bite of her protein bar and swallowed it with some difficulty while she waited for her texting tormentor to contact her again. But the phone stayed silent.

She called Wanda Tess Fong.

“Hey, Noe, what’s up?”

Noelani heard a toilet flush. “Is this a bad time?”

“Nuh-uh, I’m just getting ready for work. And let me guess, it’s been what you’ve been doing all night, huh?”

“Yep.”

“How much sleep did you get?”

“An hour or two.”

“Dang, see, Noe, how many times do I have to remind you how unhealthy that is. A full night’s sleep, it never killed anyone.”

Noelani shrugged off the scolding. Wanda was her favorite cousin, more of a sister than her real sisters. Wanda worked as an office assistant for Franklin Ku, a name partner in a local family law firm who also happened to be Noelani’s former fiancé. Well, one of her former fiancés. Wanda also doubled as Noelani’s fastidious bookkeeper and occasional sounding board. “Listen, sweetie, can you do me a little favor?”

“What, you’re not asking him?”

Noelani paused. Him? “Who are you talking about?”

An audible hesitation. “Um, yeah. Never mind. What’s up, cuz?”

She read the phantom texter’s number aloud. “Sound familiar?”

“Lemme look through my contacts.” Several moments passed, then, “No, sorry. Why, you got one secret admirer? About time, is all I have to say.”

“I’ve been getting weird texts all morning. Whoever’s sending them makes it sound like they know me. It’s freaking me out.”

“Huh, I bet. Have you tried calling them?”

“I will. I’m a bit busy right now.”

“Cool. A paying client, I hope.”

“Yep, with a retainer and everything.”

“Nice. I mean I get you taking on da kine freebies for folks who can’t afford it, but sometimes, you gotta think about utilities and rent.”

The man exited the store, carrying a large pink box.

“Hey, I have to go.”

“All right. You want to get takeout tonight or are you gonna go see Auntie Coco and Uncle Quan?”

As usual when she brought up Noelani’s parents, Wanda’s voice gave away a hint of playful mischief.

“Let me get back to you. Gotta run.”

She disconnected the call as the man returned to his car. She waited for him to back out of his parking stall before she started the Sentra. She trailed him as he doubled back to Puainako Street and turned left onto Route 11. A short bit later, he made another left onto East Kawili Street, then an immediate left to Wiwoole Street, which fronted Route 11. He parked in a grassy area across from a garden supply store. Noelani continued for another hundred feet or so and parked next to a utility pole. She watched as the man strolled across the street, pink box in hand, unlocked the garden center’s entry, and went inside.

According to its website, Elijah Alapai established the original Deeply Rooted Garden Supply on windward Oahu in 1990 and expanded his mini landscaping and lawn-care empire to Hilo in 2002. Five-star reviewers on Yelp praised his encyclopedic knowledge of Hawaiian flora and his untiring devotion to customer service.

Noelani retrieved a reporter’s notebook from her tote bag. She updated her log of exact times and locations of all her observations throughout the previous evening and this morning, from the moment she began her surveillance at Elijah’s condo till now. As Deeply Rooted Garden Supply was scheduled to close at five o’clock, and assuming Elijah wouldn’t be leaving the store until then—she had it on good authority he always ate lunch in—she made a point to come back and pick up the pursuit later.

She linked her camera and her phone via Bluetooth and downloaded the photos she’d taken in Kea’au. Then she zipped the images in a file and emailed it to Chuck Chung. She included a note asking him to write back and with a convenient time to call.

When she finished, she again pulled up the unsolicited texts and called the number. She went straight to an automated voicemail message. With time on her hands, she disconnected and gave the car a thorough search. She popped the hood and scanned the motor but found nothing amiss. She opened the trunk and pushed aside a gym bag she called her “toolbox.” She burrowed through reusable shopping bags and examined the space under her spare tire and explored the contents of her emergency roadside kit, a Christmas present from her father. She then felt behind the bumpers and under the wheel wells and rummaged inside the glove box and under the seats. She crawled as far under the chassis as her five-eight, one-hundred-thirty-pound frame allowed, cursing herself as she did for having put on ten pounds over the holidays. But all she had to show for her efforts were dirt stains on her turquoise polo shirt and faded jeans.

At last, she slid in behind the wheel and checked herself in the rearview. The woman who looked back at her had pronounced bags under her eyes and too many forehead wrinkles for someone who’d turned forty a month ago. She scowled at her reflection and started the car.

After buying a green tea and an egg white breakfast burrito in a gluten-free wrap at Boom Shaka Latte in downtown Hilo—and tossing the protein bar’s stomach-churning remains in a trash bin—Noelani drove to her office, one of four professional spaces packed side-by-side into a one-story building on Kilauea Avenue.

Although a rear door offered easy access to a weedy parking lot in back, Noelani often bypassed this convenience and instead used the street entrance. This gave her an opportunity to check in with Mrs. Silva, the CPA next door. A widow, Mrs. Silva was as vigilant at tracking Noelani’s visitors as she was at spotting irregularities on balance sheets.

“Good morning, Noe, how’s your mother?” The short but stout Mrs. Silva had a cup of cream-infused coffee in one hand and a sugary malasada in the other.

“Aloha, Mrs. Silva. She’s doing good.”

“Let her know I picked a bag full of limes. I have plenty to spare. And your father?”

Quan Lee, two months into compassionate release from federal custody. A combination of early-onset Alzheimer’s and glioblastoma. A life sentence commuted to death. “He has his moments.” Noelani unlocked and opened her door, allowing the stuffy space to air out. “You’re in early today.”

“Getting ready for tax season. The fun never ends.” Mrs. Silva took a bite of the malasada, then used the index finger of the same hand to push her glasses up her nose. Morning sunlight flashed off the bronze cross pendant around her neck as she drank her coffee. “Hey, you should know, a man was waiting for you when I got here this morning.”

“Oh, who was he?”

“Not sure. I asked, though. He’ll try to contact you sometime today.”

“Oh, okay.” The texts. “What did he look like?”

“Goodness, he’s tall—close to your height—lots of hair—like those hunky men you see on the covers of romance books. He had a hat, like one of those wool ones you see men wearing in England or Ireland, where it has a button on top. His voice was nice, too, almost sexy. Like a movie star.”

“Did you see his car, if he had one?”

“Sorry, no. But what I can tell you is, he was wearing a black-and-gray striped shirt and jeans and leather slippahs. Oh, and a bunch of bracelets. Leather ones and beaded ones and gold-link ones and ones made of rope. Must have been fifteen of them.”

“Oh, Mrs. Silva.” Noelani laughed. “Wow. You must have talked with him for a while.”

“Only a few seconds...my phone was ringing. Why?”

“You’re in the wrong line of work.”

Mrs. Silva blushed and scoffed. “Oh, Noe, there’s no way I can do what you do. My head is all about numbers. Anything else clogs me up. Say, if you’re hungry, I have another dozen of these”—she held up the malasada—“if you want a couple. Pineapple, taro, lilikoi, and some strawberry- and apple-filled.”

Noelani displayed the paper bag containing her breakfast. “I appreciate the offer but I’m all set.”

“Eh, you’re skinny kine...one won’t kill you.”

“I’ll take your word for it, Mrs. Silva.”

The women wished each other a good day and went their separate ways: Mrs. Silva to crunch numbers, Noelani to ponder the unknown identity of a strange man who had paid her an unannounced visit and who she surmised had been texting her all morning.

Inside, her office was long and narrow, stark, furnished with two desks, one in an interior office separated from the main room by a glass wall. Beyond it, a restroom no bigger than a budget motel closet, just inside the rear entry with its steel security screen and interior fire-rated door. Except for her framed PI certificate, the walls were bare. The only other decoration was a plain white bowl-shaped planter filled with mini cactuses dying of thirst. Until a couple of months ago, she’d worked exclusively from her home in what had been her childhood bedroom she long ago converted to an office. Since she moved into the space on Kilauea Avenue, she had kept to herself the long story about how she came to have a true, professional office, complete with enviable rent and her name etched on the entry door.

Because her landlord was far from reputable.

She dropped her white tote on the floor beside the desk nearest the door and sat in the straight-backed rolling chair. A receptionist would have occupied it if she could have afforded one.

She leaned back and imagined a man with swoon-worthy hair and an armload of bracelets. She couldn’t recall any past clients who matched the description, nor any sleazy men she may have served or surveilled or otherwise may have alienated at some point and who may have been motivated by revenge.

He sent the texts. And he knew I was in Kea’au.

To avoid further unnecessary distractions, she pushed it all aside and tackled her real work. She took her laptop from her tote and began transcribing her surveillance notes when her phone buzzed:

Turn on KNKA.

A local public-access Internet-based radio station. Most of its programming consisted of loudmouthed bruddahs who vented about local politics and high school football, mild-mannered aunties who shared secret family recipes and whatever rumors were circulating on the coconut wireless, and upspeaking, voice-frying twenty-somethings who offered their invaluable opinions about the latest superhero movies and whatever rom-coms were streaming on Netflix. Other folks who accessed the station’s microphones decried plans for new telescopes atop Mauna Kea and called for tourists to leave and never come back. On an occasion when Noelani tuned in during a typical bout of insomnia, a guy named Ezra spent an hour ranting about the sorry state of modern pop music before he played Tupac Shakur’s All Eyez on Me in its entirety. Uninterrupted. Five times.

She said “nah” and continued transcribing her notes. After verifying the times of her observations and doing a quick spell-check, she attached the finished document to an email and sent it to Chuck Chung, asking him to call her whenever he had a break in his schedule.

Then:

R U listening? They’re on now.

Going against her own better judgment, Noelani sent a reply:

To what? Who?

A beat, then:

Your next clients.
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The Stalker

“For you folks just tuning in, this is Cousin Bobby with ‘Shootin’ Da Breeze with Cousin Bobby,’ the free radio juggernaut coming at you direct from the studios of KNKA in beautiful Hilo. Now my next guest is someone who’s hoping you’ll lend her your kokua with a really bad situation. First, can you tell the Bobbleheads your name?”

“Hi, thank you, I’m Gretchen Price.”

“Aloha, Gretchen Price. Where’re you from?”

“I’m from Chula Vista, California.”

“Chula Vista, it’s near San Diego, yeah?”

“Yes, it is.”

“Nice city. Expensive kine, though.”

“Yes, it can be.”

“’Cept there’s locals say it’s cheaper living there than Hawaii, but that’s a whole other matter for a whole other show. Now, Gretchen, what brings you here today to shoot da breeze with Cousin Bobby?”

“I’m trying to find out if anyone has any information about who killed my daddy.”

Noelani Lee sat back. Her brows furrowed at Cousin Bobby’s photo on her monitor—aviator sunglasses, a thousand-watt smile, and an avalanche of chins.

“Wow, so tell my Bobbleheads all about it.”

“Okay, my daddy—my stepfather, technically—his name was Nicholas Price. He died twenty years ago. They found him in like this remote area near here.”

“Oh man, that suuuuucks. And you say the cops didn’t catch who did it.”

“No. That’s why I’m here.”

“For Cousin Bobby to help spread the word to all his Bobbleheads.”

“Um, yes, plus there’s a nice man who’s helping me and he’s hooking me up with someone who he says can—”

Noelani slammed the laptop shut. She picked up her phone and called the texter. Again, she went straight to voicemail.

“Listen, whoever you are, leave me alone. Twenty years is twenty too many to solve a murder. Give your friend my condolences but I have plenty of other work to do. Now buzz off and stop bothering me.”

She disconnected the call. Her phone rang within a few seconds. She checked the incoming number and answered: “Who. Are. You?”

“You should listen to the whole thing.” The man had a smooth voice. Too smooth. “Otherwise, Cousin Bobby will be terribly disappointed.”

“Please, he calls his listeners ‘Bobbleheads.’”

“Moronic yet endearing idiosyncrasies aside, this is definitely something you can sink your teeth into.”

“The only thing I look forward to sinking my teeth into is last night’s leftovers because I refuse to take jobs from total strangers.”

“Ah, I suppose if I were the estranged wife of a deadbeat baby-daddy, or Franklin Ku or Cousin Wanda, I’d stand a better chance.”

Franklin Ku? Cousin Wanda? She clicked her tongue. “I’d appreciate it if you’d either explain who you are or you—”

“Spiff the place up, what there is of it. She’s on her way.”

Noelani replied with silence. She bent her ear, trying to pick up background noise—a passing car or a plane. But she heard nothing.

“Uh, you there?”

“Who’s on her way?”

“Gretchen Price. Is en route. To your office. To meet you. With her uncle.”

Noelani held back a growl. “Wait wait wait, hold on—they’re on the radio.”

“Recorded last night.” An obnoxious laugh. “Be real. Cousin Bobby doesn’t roll out of bed and fire up his first fatty till the rest of us have finished lunch.”

Noelani’s free hand clenched into a fist. “Once again, who are you?”

“I’m somebody you know even though you don’t know you know me. Yet.”

His verbal tap dancing was beginning to wear her out. “Why and how did you track me to Kea’au this morning?”

“Why and how, because I’m good.”

“Good at what?”

“Hang on, I have a present for you.”

Some quiet seconds passed, then her phone dinged with an incoming text. A video file was attached. She opened it and hit play. And she froze.

The footage was less than a week old. In it, Noelani and Miles Bettencourt—a renowned defense attorney for whom she’d helped clear a man of a murder charge—emerged from a convenience store. They both peered toward the airborne camera. It stayed stationary for a moment, before it pulled away at high speed. The video ended there.

“I have another one. From when you chucked the broom.”

Another night last week, when the same four-propped drone buzzed Noelani in her backyard. Her jaw muscles tensed but she said nothing.

“Lucky for me I have snap reflexes. Otherwise, you’d owe me a new bird. By the way, has anyone ever told you you’re cute when you’re feisty?”

The first indicators of a banger of a headache began to knock. “First, you could get into a world of trouble for flying your little...toy in an unsafe manner near an airport.”

“It’s not as much a toy as it is an invaluable tool of my trade. You should consider buying one yourself.”

“And two, leave me alone. Starting now.”

“Sorry, no can do. We need your help.”

“My help? After you’ve been harassing me?”

“You ought to be flattered, or at least moderately pleased. Your reputation precedes you. Put on your professional face because Gretchen and Fabian will be there soon.”

“Who’s Fabian? Listen, I—”

“Before I go, are you having dinner with Coco and Dad tonight?”

Ice water rolled down her spine.

Before she could respond, she heard him utter a profanity under his breath. “Gotta run. We’ll talk.”

The call ended.

Noelani glared at her phone. She pulled up the incoming call log with the intent of blocking the stranger. But an unseen force prevented her fingertip from pressing the screen. She withdrew her hand and sat back. Something the guy said, something offhand... Something she needed to resolve.

Her door opened. A petite woman and a not much taller man entered her office. “We hope this is the right place. Are you Noelani Lee, the private detective?”

Noelani stood. “Licensed private investigator. And you must be Gretchen and Fabian.”

“Yes, I’m Gretchen and he’s Fabian.”

Noelani bit her bottom lip and nodded. “Great. I’ve sort of been expecting you.”
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The Next of Kin

Because she considered the simple art of small talk pointless, Noelani Lee dove right in: “What can I do for you and who was it who referred you to me?”

Seated across from her, Gretchen Price said, “He calls himself ‘Mr. L.’ You don’t know him? He knows you.”

Noelani wished the air quotes had never happened. “Nope. Who is Mr. L?”

“He’s the man who said we should hire you to help us.”

“Oh. Some guy called and said you’d be here but he didn’t tell me his name.”

The older man, who had introduced himself as Fabian Rabanal, Gretchen’s uncle, sat in the other guest chair. “Mr. L’s got other stuff he’s doing today, so he said he’ll try to meet with you later to formally introduce himself.”

“He sent us to see you first so we can explain why we need your help.” Gretchen’s voice reminded Noelani of a former high school track teammate—attention-getting in its girlishness. “He’s told us good things about you.”

Before she continued, Noelani took a moment to assess her visitors. Gretchen Price was in her mid to late thirties and stood no taller than five feet. She wore her waist-length jet-black hair straight and parted on the right. She had tucked a white plumeria bloom behind her left ear. Her deep-red lipstick sparkled, and her cheeks glowed with too much blush. Her eyebrows were trimmed to perfect symmetry. Noelani spotted what she guessed was a mustard stain on the woman’s white shorts, while perspiration darkened the underarms of her vibrant pink top.

Fabian Rabanal was five five or six and in his early to mid-sixties. He sported a graying mustache and chin whiskers, and his unkempt hair left her with the impression he had something against gel or mousse. In contrast, his peach-hued linen guayabera and gray cotton slacks were ironed to a wrinkle-free perfection.

Noelani sat forward and clasped her hands. “I assume you’re here about your father’s murder.”

“My stepfather, actually. I called him Daddy. You heard me on Cousin Bobby’s show, huh?”

“Part of it.”

“Ah, okay, turn it on and we’ll listen to the rest of it together.”

Noelani shook her head. The prospect held no appeal. “Since you’re both here, why don’t you tell me your story directly? That way we can, um, save some time.”

Her guests exchanged a glance. The uncle nodded.

Gretchen sat up. “His name was Nicholas Price. They never found out who killed him. They never really tried. That’s why Cousin Bobby had us on his show and the newspaper reporter interviewed us in San Diego before we came here. Mr. L says it can help people remember if they saw or heard anything.”

Noelani went for it again: “Does this Mr. L have a first name?”

“He does, but he wants to tell you himself.”

“Okay, and who are ‘they’?”

“Your Hawaiian police.”

Noelani masked her reticence to take the job with a sigh of resignation. “I’ll need more details about your stepfather and what happened to him before I decide if I want to take your case. Then there’s the matter of my fee and my retainer, and I’ll have to write a contract if we get that far. But before any of that happens, I need to have a long discussion with this Mr. L.”

“Oh, he’s hoping you will,” Fabian said. “He warned us you might tell us to get lost.”

Apparently, Mr. L does know me. Whoever he is. Noelani took her notepad and pen from her tote. She wrote down the date and their names and turned to Gretchen. “Okay, go ahead. It happened twenty years ago—that would be in January of 1997, yeah?”

“Uh-huh, they found Daddy on the twenty-third.”

“It was a Thursday.” Fabina pointed at Noelani’s notebook. “If it helps.”

“I know it seems like forever ago,” Gretchen said, “but Mr. L guaranteed us you can help get the case reopened, since they messed it up so bad.”

Noelani wanted to tell Gretchen how wrong Mr. L was. Instead, she pressed on: “Where did this happen?”

“On a jungle trail. It’s the only way to get to this certain beach.”

Fabian cut in: “We’ve been told it’s called the Old Puna Trail.”

Noelani had hiked it as a teenager. About three miles long, the Old Puna Trail began at the Hawaiian Paradise Park subdivision southeast of Kea’au. It served as the sole route to and from Ha’ena Beach, an otherwise isolated patch of salt-and-pepper sand and cool, clear water where sea turtles and monk seals often gathered. She turned to Gretchen. “Was your family living here?”

“Oh, no, I’ve never lived in Hawaii. I’ve never been here until now. Me and Mommy used to live in National City. It’s near San Diego.”

“Then, your stepfather lived here.”

Gretchen responded with a slow headshake.

“Maybe I can explain.” Fabian sat up. “You see, when the navy came to tell us Nick was dead, it was the first we knew he was alive in close to fourteen years.”

Noelani’s brows popped. “The navy? How were they involved?”

“You see, Nick was a sailor. He was stationed aboard a ship homeported in San Diego, called the USS Bellingham.”

Noelani took several moments to digest this. These two well-meaning people were asking her to confront both the Hawai’i County Police Department and the entire United States Navy. “I, um... You’re saying his body was found in 1997, but nobody had seen him since...what, 1983?”

Fabian nodded. “Right.”

“Oh. So, where was he and what was he doing all that time?”

“We have no idea.” Fabian crossed his legs, made himself comfortable. “See, the navy lost track of him when he went UA in ’83.”

“UA?”

“‘Unauthorized absence,’ like how the army calls it AWOL.”

“I was only four when Daddy didn’t come home,” Gretchen said. “Mommy had him declared legally dead in 1990. Then he turned up dead for real. Weirder than weird.”

“And you don’t know where he went or what he did all that time.”

Fabian nodded. “Right.”

“Did he ever write to you or call or send you a postcard?”

“No.” Gretchen pushed her hair behind her ears. “Not with me or Mommy either.”

“If you wanna hear it,” Fabian said, “I can tell you all we know. It’s important and it can give you a place to start.”

Noelani motioned to him.

“Me and Nicholas met when we were shipmates aboard the Bellingham. The B-ham was a newer LPD homeported in San Diego, commissioned in the late seventies.” When Noelani gave him a questioning look, Fabian said, “An LPD is a landing platform dock, an amphibious assault ship. They’re the kind with this thing called a well deck. You flood it with sea water so landing craft can carry Marines to a beach, like D-day.

“We worked together—we were both machinists mates. MMs maintain the boiler rooms, the laundry equipment, the steam turbines, the air-conditioning and refrigeration systems, all sorts of mechanical stuff. MMs are one of these job ratings called ‘snipes,’ because they work deep down inside the ship.

“Okay, so my rotation was ending around when Nick transferred from another ship. I forget which one. I liked him from the start. Sometimes I had to light a fire under his ass to get him motivated, but mostly, he worked hard when he got down to it. I figured it was because he grew up on a dairy farm in Wisconsin. At any rate, we became good friends. Bright guy, funny as hell, too. He once told me I was the first Filipino he ever liked.” Fabian chuckled at the memory.

“One day, our chief invited the division to a barbecue at his place in Imperial Beach. I took my baby sister with me. Now, these parties, you normally don’t take a woman with you unless she’s your wife or girlfriend. Even then, the guys are watching every move she makes. Sailors are huge horn-dogs. My sister—her name’s Darling—she was bored and wanted something to do. So, I took her with me to meet my shipmates, but mostly just to get her out of her apartment. Gave our mother a chance to babysit Gretchen. Well, Nick asked me about Darling. I told him, forget it, she’s a mess. You can do better.”

Noelani fired a glance at Gretchen, who was absorbed with something on her phone. She appeared to either have not heard what her uncle said, or she’d let it pass. “What do you mean, she was a mess?”

“Her old boyfriend was a long-haul trucker. He left her after she got pregnant with Gretchen because he found out Darling was sleeping around when he was driving cross-country. What pissed him off was not knowing for certain if Gretchen was his. We never saw or heard from him again.”

Gretchen looked up from her phone. “Don’t worry, Mommy’s sexual history is no secret. It’s all ancient history and I will not repeat her mistakes. I’m very loyal.”

“Oh.” The plumeria above Gretchen’s left ear indicated she was spoken for. “Are you married now?”

“Not now, but I was once before, and it wasn’t my fault.”

Fabian pff’d. “Wasn’t his, either.”

Gretchen scowled. “Be nice. You don’t have much room to talk.”

“Um, Uncle”—Noelani raised her voice a notch to restore some semblance of order—“please go on.”

“Right.” Fabian cleared his throat. “It didn’t matter how much I warned him, Nick was really, really interested in Darling. The way he stared at her, it meant there was more to it than just wanting to get laid. Before long, he asked me for her phone number. I asked him if he was sure about that. She chews men up and spits them out. And she’s got some other guy’s kid. But Nick wasn’t having it. What I knew about Nick was he had girlfriends before and he’d been burnt awful bad by them. I thought about it long and hard because he was like my little white brother and I felt like I needed to protect him. When I talked it over with Darling, she said, ‘Hey, maybe he’s worth some laughs.’ Made it sound like she wouldn’t get serious, which was fine. She’d break up with him before she could hurt him. Well, they’d been going out for a while when I asked Darling if she was serious, and she said the most serious ever. Marrying serious, in looove. Never thought I’d ever hear her say those words. I said, don’t you do to him the same way you did the trucker. She reminded me, the trucker left her alone and pregnant even though she admitted she fooled around, too, because she knew he did. She promised to let Nick down easy if she couldn’t control herself. Within four months, Nick wanted to marry her and be a daddy for Gretchen.”

Noelani wrote Mother = huge sex drive and underlined it.

Fabian sniffed. “What could I do? They were grown adults. I told Nick all about Darling’s past. Like a warning, flashing red lights. It didn’t faze him. He promised me he’d love her like no man ever did before, she’d be faithful. They eloped and when they came home, he said I was his second favorite Filipino.”

Fabian rubbed his chin whiskers. “They got married and not long later, I got my honorable discharge. A Mexican guy I knew gave me a job with his air-conditioning repair company in El Cajon. I own it now, and Gretchen
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