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Praise for Surfing Detective Series

“Chip Hughes has captured the semi-hardboiled vernacular of the classic gumshoe novel, and given us an authentic Hawai‘i, believable surfing scenes, good pidgin, and realistic local characters. Like a session in smooth blue water.” Ka Palapala Po‘okela Excellence in Literature Award

Murder on Moloka‘i

“Hughes’s pastiche of hard-boiled noir and the zen goofiness of surfing bliss is effortless and entertaining.” Honolulu Star-Bulletin

Wipeout!

“Just right for the flight to the islands. Hughes's prose flows easily, slipping into Hawaiian pidgin when needed. His series remind[s] readers of a charming new Magnum, PI.” Library Journal

Kula

“Zips right along... pacing is first-rate... dialogue is snappy... strikes a nice balance between the Hawaii of today and the film noir memes of yesterday.” Honolulu Star-Advertiser

Murder at Volcano House

“Glides along at a satisfying clip. The landscape and characters are consistently colorful. Hughes effectively uses the native Hawaiian language throughout and provides vivid descriptions of the legendary island scenery. Entertaining Hawaiian whodunit.” Kirkus Review

Hanging Ten in Paris Trilogy

“What can be better than Paris and Hawaii? Three novellas working off of one another [in] a nuanced tapestry of layers [keep us guessing] right to the end. The whole trilogy [is] a page turner. Impossible not to enjoy!” amazon.com

Barking Sands

“Wonderful new addition to series! The island landscape, typography and landmarks make you feel like you are there. Well plotted. Keeps the reader guessing. I’ve enjoyed them all—but this was the best [for] backstory and interesting secondary characters.” amazon.com
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The Man with Elvis Eyes

I’m always ready to catch a plane to Maui, one of my favorite havens in the gorgeous Hawaiian archipelago. But this case didn’t start in that direction. It didn’t start with much direction at all. I was hired to trace another missing person who had left nary a trail. How I eventually found him on the Valley Isle involved a bit of luck. And the basic PI work that makes luck happen.

This case, like many before it, came to me with a phone call to my Maunakea Street office above Fujiyama’s Flower Leis in Chinatown. When my phone rings I never know where the call is coming from. This caller didn’t leave me in suspense long.

“Mr. Cooke?” said a woman with a low-pitched voice. “Attorney Jeanette Vinton with Hudson, Murray, and Schor in Cheyenne, Wyoming.”

“Aloha, Ms. Vinton,” I replied. “What can I do for you?”

“I need you to find an heir to a ten-million-dollar estate.”

“I’m all ears.” An estate of that size should mean I get paid, with little or no fuss about expenses.

We get on a first-name basis, and then Jeanette explains.

“Wylie McKlack’s family believes he boarded a plane to Honolulu nearly a dozen years ago, Kai. He has not been heard from since. Wylie is the youngest of four McKlack children who inherited the family business, McKlack Cattle Ranch near Cheyenne, two decades ago when their father and ranch founder Ivano McKlack died. But Wylie wanted out. He was a disaffected and troubled youngest child of barely twenty who had little love for the cattle business. And his older brothers, Preston and Mather, had little love for him. His brothers and his sister Gretchen eventually bought Wylie out. He hung around, living a life of extravagance on the proceeds. About the time his money ran out, he was named in a paternity suit. That’s when he left. And seemingly dropped off the face of the earth.”

“He’s not been in touch with family or friends?”

“With no one,” the attorney says. “Sometime after he slipped away, his older siblings sold the ranch and split the proceeds three ways. Nothing for Wylie because he had already cashed out when his dad died.”

“But now you say he’s an heir again?”

“Right. His sister Gretchen, the oldest sibling, has died, having bequeathed her estate not just to Preston and Mather but also to long-lost Wylie. Neither brother believes Wylie deserves a cent from the ranch he deserted, but they are bound by law to find him and inform him of his windfall. That’s where you come in.”

“Gretchen must have felt more warmly toward Wylie than his older brothers did.”

“She never blamed Wylie for his youthful indiscretions, including running afoul of the law. She viewed him as a lost soul whose parents had little time for him and whose brothers treated him cruelly. Gretchen had hoped to see her youngest brother one last time before she died. It didn’t happen. And Wylie missed her funeral, either because he didn’t know or he didn’t make the effort.”

“Or maybe he’s not alive?”

“That’s an unfortunate possibility. If he is still alive, Gretchen’s death may shock him, even though he hasn’t seen her in a dozen years.”

Jeanette Vinton tells me she will put a photo of Wylie and a retainer in the mail. She gives me phone numbers for Wylie’s two surviving brothers. Before she goes, I ask her the obvious questions about a missing person: birthdate, birthplace, social security number, and so on. I also ask if Wylie had any friends or contacts in the islands. She suggests I check with his brothers.

“They probably won’t tell you this,” she says, “but I will, confidentially. I’ve known the family for years. I was Ivano’s and Vera’s attorney when Wylie was young. He was always a quiet, sensitive boy. He didn’t fit the mold of a cattle rancher. And he felt he didn’t belong in his family. In fact, he looked different from his brothers. He was a late-in-life child, and speculation is that Ivano wasn’t his father, that Wylie was fathered by his sister Gretchen’s piano teacher, a dashing youth with flowing black hair named Franz. Nothing was ever said openly. But Wylie ended up with dark hair like Franz’s. And striking ice-blue eyes. Some people compared his eyes to Elvis Presley’s. And with Wylie’s abundant black hair he did in fact resemble the young Elvis. Anyway, his older brothers taunted Wylie. They called him a bastard. His mother tried to protect him, but I think the older boys’ taunts hit home. She died from breast cancer while Wylie was a teenager. Things went downhill for him after that.”

“What happened?”

“Wylie acted out. To spite his cattle-ranching family he became a vegetarian and participated in animal rights protests. He was arrested several times.”

“Was there principle behind his acting out?”

“Some. But, unfortunately, that wasn’t all. He got into recreational drugs. And the woman he was seeing filed that paternity suit I mentioned.”

“Do you have her name and contact information?” I ask.

“Sorry, I don’t. Try the brothers.”

“So Wylie had little money left when he came to Hawai‘i?”

“Enough to buy an airline ticket. Beyond that I don’t know.”

“Did he have any work history? I might be able to trace him here through his employment.”

“He did some small-scale gardening on the ranch. I think it was the one time he found peace there. And he worked at a nursery. I was told he enjoyed the job, and he did well.”

By the time I get off the phone with Jeanette Vinton it’s afternoon in Hawai‘i and evening in Wyoming. I wait to call the brothers. I have another case going this afternoon anyway.

After the call I drop by Ala Wai Yacht Services, an outfit near the boat harbor that specializes in cleaning, detailing, and repairing boats. I’m following up on a call from the owner, a sunburned old salt named Skipper, who’s been losing his cleaning supplies—a can or bottle at first, but lately the volume of slippage has increased. This stuff is designed exclusively for boats, and it’s expensive. Not your ordinary car shampoo. Skipper doesn’t want to accuse any of his dozen employees until he sees evidence one of them is responsible. I tell him what I can do: install a time-lapse camera focused on the cleaning supplies. Skipper agrees. I propose to come in after hours to install the camera.

Our business concluded, I step back to my car, strip to my board shorts, and tote my stick to a nearby spot called Rockpiles, named after the Ala Wai Harbor’s lava rock jetty. The jetty stretches about fifty yards into the surf and makes a sharp right toward the harbor channel. Inside the jetty is a haven for boats like Skipper details. Outside, the sea opens to a reef break, waves varying in size and shape depending on the swell and the season.

Rockpiles can be especially good during a big south swell. With traffic to match. Not today. Waves here, like elsewhere on the south shore, are small, and so are the crowds. The hollow peaks and occasional tubes during larger days give way to gentle curls that crest over the shallow coral. On big days or small days, waves here don’t lap a beach. They crash into the jetty. Even in pint-sized surf you don’t want to tangle with lava rock. Boards that wash against it, not to mention the surfers who ride them, get dinged.

I wax up, say my mantra, and paddle out. I have Rockpiles to myself today. Small surf has its advantages. Just me, the knee-high curls, and an occasional boat chugging out the channel. I spot a set rolling in, swing my board around, and catch the first wave. It breaks left, so I go left too, my back to the face like any regular-foot surfer. I plant a rail and stay well ahead of the curling lip, trimming my board into a smooth plane.

After this gentle ride I paddle back into the lineup. As I wait for another, the soothing sea puts me in the mood for thought.

Tomorrow I’ll get moving on the case of Wylie McKlack. Despite the young man’s—maybe not so young anymore—troubles, I find myself sympathizing with him. The mother who loved him died when he was young. And his father died before he was twenty. I know what it’s like to lose both parents. Wylie grew up in a family where he felt he didn’t belong. He was harassed by his brothers. So I can see how Wylie might have wandered, might have gotten into trouble. Jeanette Vinton has given me the starting points for a missing-person case. The search may be complicated by the fact that Wylie had little or no money and apparently no contacts in the islands. And he came here more than a dozen years ago.

The next morning, I’m back on Maunakea Street on the phone to Wylie’s two brothers in Cheyenne. I try the oldest brother first. Preston McKlack, at fifty according to Jeanette, would be more than a decade older than his youngest brother.

Preston doesn’t bother with small talk.

“Nobody liked Wylie.” Preston’s voice doesn’t match my image of a cattle rancher. He talks faster. And his pitch is higher. Was I expecting the Marlboro Man?

“Really? Nobody liked him?”

“He was disrespectful to Dad,” Preston goes on. “He did little or no work on the ranch. He joined an anti-cattle organization. He was always cutting up and embarrassing the family. When our father died, leaving the four of us—Gretchen, Mather, Wylie and me—to run the ranch, Wylie wanted out. So we scraped and borrowed to come up with a fair price. Wylie didn’t think it was. But he had no idea how the ranch operated. He just wanted to go on his merry way. I wasn’t surprised when he blew the proceeds within a few years. That’s when he took off to Hawai‘i. God knows why. Nobody cried when he disappeared. We all hoped we’d never see him again.”

“Your attorney mentioned a paternity suit against Wylie. Did that have anything to do with his leaving?”

“Yeah, he was running away from that, too.”

I ask the woman’s name. Preston can’t remember but says he’ll look into it. I also ask him about any friends or contacts Wylie might have in Hawai‘i. And those back at home who he might be in touch with. I get the same answer: Preston will look into it.

“So do you think your brother is still in Hawai‘i?”

“No, I’d bet his drinking and drugs and carousing have killed him by now.”

“And if I do find him alive?”

“We’ll deal with that when and if it happens.”

By the time the call ends, it’s clear Preston McKlack has no interest in seeing Wylie again and wouldn’t have bothered except for the legal requirements of their sister’s estate.

I get it. With Wylie out of the way, Gretchen’s estate would be split two ways instead of three. Preston and his brother Mather each would inherit five million instead of three. Three million is a lot. But five million seems almost twice as much. Preston doesn’t exactly say this. But he doesn’t seem anxious for his brother to be found, either. He also doesn’t mention his youngest brother’s parentage, maybe in deference to their departed mother and father. But I suspect the money is more important to Preston than his brother’s pedigree.

Mather McKlack, forty-eight according to Jeanette, is harder to get on the phone than Preston. I call several times and leave several messages. Not until the afternoon do I hear from him.

Mather begins by apologizing. He’s sorry he wasn’t available when I phoned multiple times. From the get-go he comes off as more cooperative than his older brother. He talks at a more relaxed pace and sounds more comfortable in his own skin.

As different as he seems from his older brother, Mather McKlack has the same take on their younger brother. Wylie wasn’t liked. He disappointed their father. He embarrassed the family. He always got into trouble. He did little work on the ranch. Yet he wanted to be paid off for walking away. I don’t sense the same animosity toward the black sheep of the family as came from Preston. But not much love either. Mather confirms that Wylie would now be thirty-nine if he’s alive. Mather doesn’t mention the younger brother’s likeness to Gretchen’s piano teacher. So I ask about their sister.

“Why did Gretchen include Wylie in her estate?”

“She had a soft spot for him. He doesn’t deserve a penny, in my opinion. But I don’t hate him. I feel sorry for him.”

“Preston seems to feel differently.”

“Preston isn’t the feeling type. And he can get pushy and physical. I know. As a kid I tried to keep my distance. I got smacked one too many times.”

“How about Wylie? Did he get smacked?”

“He was young enough to escape most of it. Not all. Gretchen protected him when she was around. Lucky for him.”

From the call with Mather I learn the two older brothers are not in lockstep in their feelings about Wylie. How that will play out if I find him, I don’t know.

That day, after closing time, I stop by Ala Wai Yacht Services and set up the hidden camera overlooking Skipper’s cleaning supplies. To cover the click of the shutter I plug in a radio tuned to Hawaiian music. I explain to Skipper that I will return periodically to develop the film. Shortly we will catch our thief.

The next day, the photo of Wylie McKlack arrives by mail, an image more than a dozen years old. Wylie is a young man in his mid-twenties with a mischievous grin and that abundant black hair and ice-blue eyes. Elvis eyes. I can see why comparisons to the King of Rock ’n’ Roll were made. And I can see why Wylie might attract the ladies.

Later that day I check if Wylie McKlack has been arrested or has outstanding warrants. Or complaints or court appearances. Or any credit card or bank trails. Nothing. There’s no evidence of Wylie on O‘ahu—either that he was once here or that he was ever here. If all else fails, I can apply for a letter of verification of his death from the State Department of Health.

Striking out so far, I take Wylie’s photo to a print shop and have his likeness planted on dozens of posters. Above his photo in large type appears the word “MISSING.” Under his photo appear his name, identifying features, my phone number, and the phrase “Reward for information leading to missing person.” I don’t specify an amount.

I post these where homeless gather. And I start right in my own backyard. I wander down Maunakea Street with a sheaf of posters in one hand and a roll of tape in the other. It’s not like I’m defacing property because posters and flyers and advertisements literally plaster Chinatown. I turn onto Hotel Street and tape up more. I post them right over people sleeping on the sidewalk. I chat up anyone who’s awake.

“Eva see dis guy?” I ask. “He maybe look older now. Dis photo twelve years old.”

They draw blanks. About what I expected.

Then I walk up Nu‘uanu Avenue back to my office, taping up posters on the way. I call it a day.

The next morning a gruff male voice is on the line: “How much fo’ da reward?”

“You have information about Wylie McKlack?”

“Maybe,” the man says coyly. “How much?”

“One hundred.” I come up with a figure I think may entice him.

“W’en I get da money?”

“If what you tell me leads to Wylie McKlack—you’ll get the money.”

“How I know you gonna pay?”

“Sorry, I missed your name.”

“Gerry,” he says.

“Gerry, I’m easy to find in Chinatown on the corner of Maunakea and Beretania, above Fujiyama’s Flower Leis. You know where that is?”

“Yeah, I know.”

“Give me a day or so to verify your information. If it checks out, you can come to my office to collect your reward.”

“I doan know,” he says.

“Up to you, Gerry. I can’t pay until I verify your information. And I can’t verify your information until you give it to me.”

He thinks for a moment. Then he says, “I saw da guy one time in Waimanalo.” Waimanalo is a Hawaiian beach town on the Windward side.

“Where in Waimanalo?”

“In one tent along da road, brah.”

“In a homeless encampment?”

“Yeah.”

“When did you see him? How long ago?”

“Maybe one year or two?”

“That’s a long time. You’re sure?”

“I remembah him, brah. How could I forget? He look jus’ li’ Elvis.”

“Okay, Gerry. I’ll drive over to Waimanalo and have a look for myself. But if you saw him one or two years ago, he may not be there anymore.”

“Ask around in da tents. Somebody dere seen ’em, fo’ sure.”

Before the call ends, Gerry says he will come by my office tomorrow to collect the hundred dollars. I hate to disappoint him. But on the sketchy information he’s given and the long period that has elapsed since he thinks he saw Wylie McKlack, it’s unlikely the missing man is still there. Or even someone who remembers him.

But I take the chance. I drive through East Honolulu to Hawai‘i Kai, then around Koko Head to Makapu‘u Point, and finally up the Windward side to the proud Hawaiian hamlet of Waimanalo. Along the edge of Waimanalo Beach Park sits a homeless encampment that has perpetually evaded government sweeps. It’s a neat row of about a dozen tents of various shapes, colors, and sizes in the shade of coconut palms on a grassy stretch along Kalaniana‘ole Highway. If a homeless encampment could ever be called bucolic—this is it.

I walk from tent to tent. As I move along, a few people I talk to tell me they recognize the man in the photo. And one theme keeps emerging. Someone who looked like Wylie stayed among the Waimanalo homeless for a time. But these people don’t know him by that name.

“You know dis Wylie McKlack?” I ask one kupuna, which means grandparent, ancestor, or honored elder even if he lives in a tent.

“Doan know no Wylie,” he replies, his dark Hawaiian eyes gleaming under silver brows.

“But you do recognize him?”

“Yeah, but dat not Wylie, dat Elvis.”

“Dat who?”

“Elvis, brah. Da spit’n image of da King.”

“So you call dis guy in da pitcher Elvis?”

“Dat’s his name, brah. Fo’ sure.”

Elvis Presley had a love for and a long association with the islands. It’s no surprise he is warmly remembered here. He visited the islands many times from the beginning of his celebrity to the last year of his life. The King of Rock ‘n’ Roll sang several Hawaiian-inspired songs, most famously “Blue Hawaii” and “The Hawaiian Wedding Song.” He performed multiple times in the Aloha State, including his benefit concert for the USS Arizona Memorial and his groundbreaking “Aloha from Hawaii by Satellite” broadcast around the world. Not to mention three movies filmed here. In short, Elvis loved Hawai‘i. And Hawai‘i loved Elvis. Still does.

But while Elvis may have been an affectionate name for this missing malihini, this haole man who otherwise might have been an outsider, it’s not ironclad that they are referring to Wylie McKlack. Nobody knew him by that name. They tell me he was a decent man. He was trusted. He looked out for others. But they don’t tell me his name was Wylie.

I ask the kupuna if he knows where Elvis went.

“I dunno,” he says.

Then an elderly woman in the tent, a kupuna wahine, whose silver hair suggests she’s about the same age, says, “I t’ink he wen’ to Maui. To one farm.”

“One farm on Maui?”

“Yeah, da kine Hawaiian farm. Near Lahaina.”

I talk to a few other tent dwellers and get a similar story.

Back on Maunakea Street, I call Jeanette Vinton. I explain the investigation is leading me to Maui. She tells me I don’t need to ask. I know why. She’s sitting on a ten-million-dollar estate.

The next day, I fly to Kahului. I slip into a rental car and head to the historic whaling port of old Lahaina Town, a quaint mix of Hawaiian-style village and tourist honkytonk that holds a special place in my heart. I finally reach the seaside hamlet before sundown. I drive along Front Street, Lahaina’s main drag, as the sun sinks to the horizon. Bars and restaurants are bustling on the seaside strip. And so is Lahaina Harbor, the primary port of West Maui. I check into the historic Pioneer Inn, the red-roofed wooden hotel perched on the harbor, where whalers once imbibed their grog and whale watchers still do today.

Once in my meagre digs I grab some posters with Wylie’s mug and stretch my legs after my flight and drive. Maybe somebody in this town will recognize him? Maybe direct me to a farm where he’s working? Across from the inn, I pause under the spreading boughs of Lahaina’s historic banyan, reputed to be the largest and oldest in the islands, and gaze up at fingers of fading light streaming through its enormous canopy.

When the sun finally slips into the sea, I wander Front Street in the afterglow, showing Wylie’s poster. Tourists shake their heads. Better I try shop owners and residents of this amazing town—this nineteenth-century capital of the Hawaiian Islands and a major whaling port and missionary center. The ample monuments to this past draw today’s visitors less than its shops, restaurants, and bars.

Strolling down Front Street I pass some of my favorites—Cheeseburger in Paradise, The Blue Max, Kimo’s, and Longhi’s. I stop more prospects on the sidewalk. More quizzical looks and head shakes. By now the light is fading, and I’m getting thirsty. I step into one of Lahaina’s oceanfront bars to take in the last glimmers of sunset. I slide onto a bar stool next to a brunette and a pageboy blonde sipping Mai Tais.

“Ever seen this guy?” I show Wylie’s poster.

“He’s cute,” the blonde responds. “He looks like Elvis.”

I shrug.

“Whoa! He sure does,” exclaims the brunette.

“The guy may work on a Hawaiian farm around Lahaina.”

“If you find him, send him our way.” The brunette winks. “This is Niki.” She points to the blonde. “And I’m Windsor.”

Niki looks athletic, masculine in build, but her pale blue eyes and fine features move the scale back toward feminine. The brunette is taller and darker, with smiling brown eyes, a touch foggy from the Mai Tais.

“We’re Los Angeles-based flight attendants,” Windsor explains. “We fly to Honolulu whenever we can. We popped over to Maui for the night before our flight back to LA tomorrow. We love Lahaina.”

“Me too. My name is Kai.”

The bartender approaches. Windsor and Niki order another round of Mai Tais. I order one, too. By the time our drinks arrive we’re chatting away. Between sips Niki turns to me with her pale blues.

“Are you a surfer?”

I nod.

“I surf too!” She looks me full in the eyes.

“Ever surf Waikīkī?” I ask.

“Not yet. But I’m on O‘ahu every week or so. I’d love to.”

“Let’s fit in a session together sometime.”

“Super!” Niki replies.

Windsor notices our intensifying conversation. She quiets.

Then she says, “Gotta go. See you in the morning, Niki. Remember, our flight to Honolulu departs at ten.” She hands Niki some cash for her drinks.

“Don’t rush off, Windsor,” I say.

“Cheers.” She heads for the door.

Niki and I order another round. One thing leads to another, and soon we’re stumbling back to the Pioneer Inn, where she and Windsor are also staying. I drag along my posters. Above the lights of Lahaina Town the sky is dark. Twilight fades quickly in the tropics.

Niki suddenly remembers something. “You know, Kai, I didn’t recognize your Elvis lookalike, but did you say he worked on a Hawaiian farm?”

“Right.”

“Windsor and I toured a Hawaiian farm near Lahaina on our last trip to Maui.”

“Where is it exactly?”

“I don’t remember
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