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Thank you, Dawn.


CHAPTER ONE

I stared down at the kneeling form of my boyfriend, Dex Kokoa. One knee up, one knee on the ground, in the perfect Prince Charming pose. Was this really happening? Was this really happening now?!

Of all the places to do this, why would he ever think that while volunteering to decorate one of the conference rooms at the Aloha Lagoon Resort would be the right time or place?

He lifted his head, his black shoulder length hair sliding back from his handsome tanned face as he looked up at me, his expression earnest and brown eyes questioning. His hands raised.

I held my breath.

"Kiki?" he said, but his voice sounded a million miles away. "Kiki. Can you take this?"

I searched his eyes before taking a deep breath and dropping my gaze to his hands to see what he held out to me. 

A stapler. 

A stapler?! 

"C'mon, Kiki, I need to retie my shoe. Can you take this or not?" Dex's tone held a hint of exasperation. 

I grabbed for the stapler, feeling the blood rush to my face. I quickly turned away and focused on the wall. A huge jellyfish we had created was mounted there, canted to the left with his tentacles hanging limp, like my spirits now. I took the stapler and began stapling the jellyfish's streamers out, so it looked like he was in motion. 

What exactly had I been expecting—and did I want that?

I physically and mentally shook myself. I didn't have time to ponder this now. We needed to get as much decorating done tonight as we could to transform this conference room into an underwater ballroom for the youth of the resort and town by tomorrow night. We'd only have access tonight and a few hours before the event tomorrow.

The Aloha Lagoon Resort manager, Charlotte Conner, had reluctantly agreed to the Aloha Lagoon Dive Shop doing the décor for the event. The theme was "Under the Sea," and who knew what that should look like better than diving guides who spent a lot of time literally under the sea?

The other sponsor was the Blue Jade Café, a new-ish café in our resort town. I hadn't been there yet but had heard their pastries were delicious, not to mention their beachside seating a draw to all of us who loved the sea. Several of the volunteer workers were café employees, and the rest of the volunteers were friends of theirs, ours, and a few coerced friends of my landlady-slash-roommate, Auntie Akamai. 

With her help, we "subcontracted" some of the décor creations to the members of the senior citizen's center. And while the jellyfish I was working with was pretty good, there were a few fish and things I could only define as "creatures" (and I had a marine biology degree) that would have to be put in very dark corners where the gently marbling green and blue lights didn't reach. 

I turned to look at the resort workers up on a ladder adjusting the colored lights. They timed blue, green, and white lights to slowly revolve, and the effect was perfect. 

Dex suddenly popped up in front of me and grinned. He leaned in for a kiss, and I accepted it graciously—it was not his fault I thought he'd been proposing to me. It would be silly to be angry about it. 

Encouraged, he slipped his strong arms around my waist and nuzzled my neck. "How much longer do we have to do this?"

I smiled but pushed him away. "Hey, this was your idea, you know. You're the one who offered up the shop to organize the décor."

Dex shrugged and pushed his hair back from his face. "I thought it would be good advertisement. And I thought of it before the resort activities office did." He pumped his fist in the air. "I just wish they were okay with Scooby coming dressed as a shark."

I couldn't help but laugh as I shook my head. "Not everyone likes giant dogs, Dex."

Scooby was his rescued Great Dane he adopted last November. The same time I adopted Doyle, my gray short-haired domestic cat. (Using the word domestic loosely.) 

Dex pouted, and I turned back to the crepe paper streamer tentacles. Behind me, he brushed my long hair aside and bent toward my neck. 

"Nope, buddy, come on. We've got plenty of time for that later. I need your tallness right now." I held the stapler out, and he sighed but came around and began attaching the higher tentacles to the fabric wall. 

I heard a squeal behind me and turned to see my friend Analise and my not-so-friend, Ruby Nakasoma, greeting each other. Analise spotted me and waved. Ruby turned to look at who she was waving at and glared at me. 

Geesh. Accuse a girl of murder and she holds a grudge.

After returning both the wave and the glare, I turned back to our jellyfish. Dex was nearly done, and it looked pretty cool if I dare say so myself. The jellyfish's body was puffed out, stuffed with paper, and painted with blue iridescent paint and a layer of glitter. It had been darn hard to attach to the wall, but the 3D effect couldn't be denied.

Dex had glanced over at Ruby's squeal, too. "We needed the help, Kiki. And Ruby sort of has to be here as a Blue Jade employee."

"I didn't say anything," I said sweetly. 

It was true we needed any hand that was willing to be lent. I just wished we had partnered with another café.

Loud voices interrupted any further words, and we both turned to see as a disagreement broke out between two men. Ruby clung to the arm of one of them as he was pushed by the other. She put her small frame between them and was inadvertently—I hope—pushed to the ground.

"Hey now," Dex shouted and sprinted over to the tussling men. I trotted along behind, helped Ruby up, and drew her back as Dex planted his six-foot-two frame between them. 

"Cool it, guys." Dex held them at arm's length from each other. 

The men were native Hawaiian, both fit and lean. The taller of the two had shoulder length hair like Dex while the other sported a crew cut. 

Ruby snatched her arm from my hand and latched on to the one with the crew cut. He looked down at her, his face contorted with anger, then pulled away and stormed out of the conference room. 

The man with the longer hair stared at Ruby as she started to reach a hand to his arm. He took several steps back, then turned, and sprinted away. 

"Zane," she cried out. "No, stop. Zane." She hurried after him.

"What was that all about?" I asked Dex. "Who is Zane?"

"I believe Zane is Ruby's boyfriend." Dex shook his head and gestured after the first man who left. "And that was her ex-boyfriend. Riley."

Ooo, ouch. She grabbed on to her ex first. "Ah." I shrugged. "Let's see what else can be put up." We started toward the table set up in the center of the room, where Auntie Akamai was organizing the décor. She looked up as I approached, her kind eyes crinkling with a smile. 

"Kiki! The jellyfish looks amazing!" She beamed at me. "We've got a dozen starfish, but they need to finish putting up the sand first." 

We all turned to watch a group who was lining the bottom section of the wall with tan paper. They were taking their sweet time and seemed to be more interested in making a love connection than a seascape.

"Mkay..." Auntie Akamai surveyed the table and crossed her arms over her formidable chest. "Maybe not seafloor-dwelling creatures yet." She glanced at the next table, where her friend Margaux was working on a Hawaiian green sea turtle. "Looks like the Honu is almost done." 

"I'll check." I went over to see how Margaux was doing, Dex trailing behind me.

Margaux LaRoux was one of Auntie Akamai's mahjong friends and a former bartender from New Orleans. She was close to Auntie Akamai's age, but while my Hawaiian "auntie" wore flowing flowered muumuus, Margaux wore tight-fitting ripped jeans and a stylish top. Her natural Black hair was accented by a colorful wrapped scarf that complimented her blouse. 

"Hey, Kiki, Dex. What do you think? I haven't seen one in person yet. Is it accurate?" She ran a hand down the "shell" of the turtle. 

"You should come diving with us someday." I too touched the paper turtle. "And yes, it looks great!"

"I'm more of a snorkeling kind of gal but thanks. Again." She winked at me. "Maybe if you ask enough, you'll wear me down."

"Where are we going to hang this?" Dex asked and turned in a circle to look around the room. "How about there?"

We agreed, and Dex hurried off to get a ladder while Margaux and I carried the turtle to the spot we decided on. 

I leaned closer to Margaux. "You'll never guess what Dex did." I told her about Dex's kneeling and freaking me out. Margaux had that "confide in me" feel a lot of bartenders had, and I knew she wouldn't say anything to Auntie Akamai. 

"Oh, he's messing with you for sure," Margaux said, laughing.

We both turned to watch Dex from across the room, and even from here, the sight of his six-something, lean body, his muscles, those tattoos... I shook myself and turned back to Margaux. "Do you think so?  I was hoping he was just being clueless."

"Well, that is a possibility too," Margaux said. "Watch the paint on the top of the shell, it's still wet."

Once Dex was back with the ladder, he climbed it then pulled the stapler out of the pocket of his cargo shorts. But before Margaux and I could lift and hold the Honu in place, Dex groaned. "It's out of staples. Do you know where more are?"

Margaux and I lowered the Honu and leaned it against the wall.

"Yes, the supply room." I gestured to him to follow me. Our supply area was in the concealed hallway between the conference rooms and the kitchens, with narrow tables holding a plethora of things we might need for the project.

As we drew closer, raised voices reached us. It was the two young men again, arguing. I heard snatches of the heated discussion before they noticed us. Zane shot us a dirty look and pushed his way past Riley, hitting him hard enough with his shoulder in passing that Riley staggered. 

"You're going to regret it, Zane!" Riley shouted after him. "You should've minded your own business!"

"You need to stay away from me!" Zane passed us on his way out, his eyes in slits, and his fists balled.

Dex hesitated a moment before nodding his chin at Riley. "What's up, man?"

Riley was still glaring at Zane's departing back. He seemed to shake himself before turning his attention to Dex. "Nothing, man, don't worry about it."


CHAPTER TWO

I gazed at a reef triggerfish, or humuhumunukunukuāpua'a, making sure my clients stayed a decent distance from it. The black and yellow state fish of Hawaii was known for its grouchy demeanor and sometimes aggressive behavior. Despite being told, our dive clients often wanted a picture so badly they were willing to risk an ankle nip or worse. Just buy a postcard, for goodness' sake!

I spotted a yellowmouth moray and quickly directed the divers' attention to some blue-green parrotfish. I learned in my first few dives with the Aloha Lagoon Dive Shop that if clients see moray eels, reactions varied, but most often it was justifiable terror. On one hand—my marine biologist hand—it was silly, but on my nonscientific hand, morays were pretty terrifying. 

Time was just about up anyway, so I gave the thumbs-up hand signal, telling the group to ascend, and we followed our shimmering bubbles to the surface. 

After helping the divers back onboard our dive boat, the Mahina, I shed my BCD vest—the vest we wear that inflates and deflates to allow us to ascend and descend, hence "Buoyancy Control Device,"—and joined Dex and Kahiau, his father and my boss, at the steering wheel of the boat. 

"I saw a puhi," I told them, using the Hawaiian name for the moray. "Managed to redirect the attention so no freakouts."

Dex chuckled, took off his hairband, and shook his head like a dog, his  hair flying. "One of mine saw a needlefish and..." He suddenly smiled, looking over my shoulder. "Hi! What can we do for you?"

"When is lunch?" a surly-looking woman asked. "I'm fixin' to get hangry."

"Oh goodness, thank you for the warning!" Kahiau flashed his perfectly straight and beautifully white teeth at her. "Let's get that started."

Dex and I hurried to the coolers and began handing our traditional lunch of Spam sandwiches (cheese for the vegetarian option) to the clients, who for the most part were more interested in swapping stories about what they saw. After everyone was busy chewing, we returned to Kahiau's side. 

"So, Kiki." Kahiau fixed his dark eyes onto my own blue ones. "Dex tells me you're worried about how my sister will take it if you move out."

"Well, yeah." I shot a look at Dex. Why'd you do that? He smirked back. "I don't want her to get lonely, and frankly, I do like living with her."

"She was alone for years before you moved in, you know," Kahiau said softly. "She'll be okay. Besides, she has Paulie."

I laughed. Yes, she definitely had the Amazon gray parrot to keep her company, with his talkative, foul-beaked chatter and cranky attitude. There was a mutual devotion that was interesting to see and nearly heartwarming. 

"I know," I said. "I just feel like I owe her the company. She's done so much for me."

Kahiau nodded. "But she understands young people want—and need—to strike out on their own to become adults. Her own children, for example."

One of the clients called to Kahiau by name, so he went down the length of the boat to see what the woman wanted. 

"What'd you do?" I hissed at Dex. "Ask him to talk to me about moving in with you?!"

Dex grinned at me and shrugged. "I thought you might listen to him. Talking to Auntie is the next tactic, you know."

I sighed and leveled my gaze at him. "Dex, has it ever occurred to you that maybe I am not sure I'm ready? Moving in is a big step!"

Immediately, I could see I'd said the wrong thing. Dex turned his face away and gazed out over the ocean. "Okay," he said, then turned, and walked away.

"Dex, wait!" I reached out a hand to grab his arm, but he moved it before I could get a grip. "Dang it," I muttered. 

The rest of the lunch break seemed to take hours, even though it was only fifteen minutes, then the second dive began. I was scheduled to stay on the boat for this one, so I didn't even get a dive to distract me from the worry of having hurt Dex. We stayed busy enough until we were back in the shop after all the clients had left. 

"Ready?" asked Dex as I finished up sweeping. "Assuming you want a ride from me, that is."

"Of course I do." I leaned the broom against the counter and went to him, slipping my arms around him. "I'm sorry if I upset you."

He hesitated a moment, then wrapped his strong arms around me. "You don't need to be sorry. I'm wrong for pressuring you to move in. But whenever you're ready, just know I am too." 

I turned my face to him and gave him a nice long kiss. We were so into making up from our little tiff that we didn't hear someone come in until they cleared their throat. 

"Sorry to, um, interrupt," said a male voice. "But I have a delivery from Blue Jade Café."

Sheepishly, Dex and I turned to see Riley standing in the doorway, a package about the size of a shoebox in his hand. He held it out. "Dex, can you accept it for the shop?" He gave me a friendly smile and nod.

Dex took the box from him and stared at it. "What exactly is this?" he asked Riley.

Riley shrugged. "One of your customers wanted to send some pastries, I guess. I deliver for the café."

I joined the two men. "I didn't know they delivered."

Riley smiled. "I started my own delivery business last year. It's been a hard sell to a lot of places, but I also work at the café, so..." He pulled out a card and handed it to me. It had a little cartoon of a bike with a rider holding a huge, oversized box. "You know, it's eco-friendly and all that. Bonus is I get a workout."

"Am I supposed to tip you?" asked Dex. "My tip is, don't spit into the wind."

The two men exchanged friendly punches, and Riley turned to leave. 

"Hold on," said Dex. "I was just kidding." He went to the counter and reached under for the petty cash pouch and grabbed some bills for Riley.

While Riley was waiting, I tried for small talk. "Hey Riley, what was up with you and the other guy last night?"

Riley turned to me, surprised. "Just a business disagreement. It's all good now." 

Dex handed Riley the tip, and Riley nodded and held up the bills from Dex as a gesture of thanks, then turned, and trotted down the steps and back to a bike leaned against our porch railing. 

Kahiau came around the edge of the building and watched Riley pedal away. Dex handed the box to his father and watched as he opened it. 

"Mmm. I think I'll take this home. Your mom loves these." Kahiau held the box at an angle so we could see the round puffs of pastry inside and then shooed us away with his hand. "You guys better get going to your decorating thing. The dance is tonight, right?"

I glanced up at the clock on the wall. "Oh, right!" I went behind the counter and hefted up a large, corrugated plastic sign advertising the dive shop. "We need to get this up before we run out of room on the wall!"

I carried the sign to Dex's Jeep as Dex and Kahiau locked the shop up. A few minutes later, we parked in the staff parking lot at the Aloha Lagoon Resort, tucking a temporary pass onto the dashboard before heading inside. 

When we got to our designated conference room masquerading as a ballroom, Auntie Akamai and Margaux were already there, along with some of the younger volunteers. I spotted Ruby and Analise in one corner, stringing crepe paper "seaweed" from the ceiling. I headed over to them, leaving Dex and Auntie Akamai to figure out where the dive shop sign should go.

"Hi!" I gave Analise a quick hug and waved up to Ruby on the ladder. She ignored me. "It looks great! And thank you again for helping out."

Analise smiled at me and ran a hand down her long black hair. "It's fun! And it's a good way to break the monotony of paradise, you know?"

I smiled to myself. It was true—but who would have thought paradise would ever get boring? It probably only felt that way to regular inhabitants. At that thought, a shiver went down my back. I was a regular inhabitant.

"So, what's going on with you and Dex? He pop the question yet?" Analise grinned at me. 

"Do you know something I don't know?" I leaned closer to her and raised my eyebrows. "Spill it!"

Ruby descended into our little cluster. "It's not like she's his first choice, Analise. He's been engaged before."

Analise snorted. "Nice, Ruby."

Ruby just readjusted the ladder a few feet to the right and pulled another streamer from the rung they hung on before climbing the ladder again. 

Analise looked at me and mouthed "sorry," but I just shrugged. I knew there had been a fiancée before I met Dex, so it was not a surprise. Just kind of a mean thing for Ruby to point out. And being engaged before didn't mean it had been right. Dex and I were right.

"Anyway," I said, rolling my eyes. I stepped closer to Analise and lowered my voice. "He did ask me to move in with him."

Analise grinned. "I knew he would, once he had that new apartment. Are you going to?"

I looked across the room at Dex. "I'm not sure."

Analise handed a streamer up to Ruby. "It is a good way to see if you can stand him enough in everyday life though, so if he does propose, you're not going in blind."

"True." 

Ruby came down the ladder again and moved it another few feet. Analise and I stayed quiet until she climbed back up, her sunflower-printed Vans shoes eye level with us, then Analise leaned over.

"What is her deal with you?" she whispered.

I shrugged. "Just doesn't like me, I guess." Ruby had always been cool toward me, especially after I considered her a murder suspect in her roommate's murder.

Analise looked up at her friend, who didn't seem to know we were talking about her. "She doesn't like outsiders."

What could I say to that? I shrugged. "I'd better go get to work," I said in a regular volume and hurried back to Dex and Auntie Akamai.

An hour later, we were out of tasks, and the timing couldn't have been better. We had just enough time for grabbing a quick bite of dinner and changing. 

I rode home with Auntie Akamai to her bungalow where I rented her spare room. As soon as we walked in the house, we were bombarded by the sad sound of Elvis Presley singing that he was so lonesome he could cry. 

"Oh Paulie, knock it off." Auntie Akamai pursed her lips when she looked at her parrot. "Don't you try to make me guilty for having a life outside of this house!"

Paulie turned his back and launched into his version of "Are You Lonesome Tonight."

Auntie Akamai huffed and stomped away to the kitchen. "Salad, Kiki?" she called over her shoulder. 

"Sure, thank you," I said. Doyle came to rub on my leg, so I scooped him up. "I'm so glad you can't talk like the chicken can!"

Paulie paused to scream, "Chicken!" at me before going back into his sad song.

I stepped into the kitchen and set Doyle down before going to the sink to wash up. 

"I really should stop playing that music. It's from Elvis's concert on Oahu." Auntie Akamai smiled to herself. "It was a wonderful concert."

"Were you there in person?" I asked. 

Auntie Akamai frowned at me. "Goodness, how old do you think I am? It was in 1973, so no." She blushed. "I was about fifteen. My mother would never have allowed me to go, though she had a big crush on Elvis."

She dished a pre-mixed salad into two bamboo bowls and carried them to the table. I grabbed forks for both of us and joined her. 

"Tonight should be nice," Auntie Akamai said between bites. "Something a little different than the normal."

"Yes, it should be fun." 

I had no idea how wrong I was.


CHAPTER THREE

After we finished eating, we both headed to get ready for the fancy night out. Forty minutes later (unheard of in my teen years), I was ready and waiting for my date to arrive. Auntie Akamai walked out in a navy-colored caftan, surprisingly sans bright flowers or leaves.

"Oh, wow, look at you!" I signaled with my hand for her to spin in a circle. "So chic!"

She laughed. "You must be rubbing off on me. You look lovely."

I looked down at my short, strapless, flowered spring dress with the little flair at the hem. It was cute and fit well, despite being off the rack. (My mother would so not approve.) To make up for it, I wore a pair of Louboutin ankle strap sandal heels that had been on my closet shelf so long I actually had to dust them off. There were few opportunities to wear them here, and honestly, I was fine with that. 

"Goodness, I hope you don't break your ankle in those." Auntie Akamai stared at my feet.

"I am out of practice, but I think I'll be fine." I grinned at her then noticed Doyle sitting like a statue on the coffee table. "What do you think, Doyle?"

He gave me a bored look, then started grooming.

Auntie Akamai and I laughed. 

"I'm not sure I want to ask Paulie. Where is he?" I asked.

"Pouting back in the bedroom," Auntie Akamai rolled her eyes. "How dare I have a non-Paulie life."

There was a knock at the door, and Dex poked his head in. "Hello!" His eyes traveled around the room until they fell on me, and his eyes widened. "Whoa."

"Come on in, keiki, and don't trip over your tongue." Auntie Akamai laughed, calling him the Hawaiian word for nephew. 

Dex grinned sheepishly at her. "You look lovely, Auntie!" He looked back at me. "And you, Kiki. Wow." He looked me up and down, then stepped forward, and took my hand, twirling me in a pirouette.

For once, being ogled wasn't uncomfortable. Partly because I was doing the same to him. "You clean up pretty well yourself, Mr. Kokoa." I put my hands on the lapels of his suit jacket. "And you're wearing actual shoes!" 

"I agree. Looking sharp, Dex." Auntie Akamai smiled and then discreetly left the room.

Once she stepped out, I gave Dex a more "friendly" hello that left us both breathless. Then I wiped the lip gloss off his lips as we giggled. 

Auntie Akamai reappeared, and after grabbing my tiny purse, we headed out. Dex drove us in Auntie Akamai's car since she was not a fan of trying to climb up into his Jeep. Once we got all situated, we were off.

Dex dropped us off in the front circle of the Aloha Lagoon Resort then drove away to park in the lot. Auntie Akamai was helping with the tickets, so she went inside, leaving me to wait for Dex in the spring-cool air. 

I felt unusually excited for the evening. I wasn't too fancy of a girl despite my wealthy upbringing—or maybe because of it—but it had been a long time since I had been to a nice function. Or at least a fun one. 

And I hadn't been dancing in so long that I wasn't sure I knew how anymore. The bars we hung out at here were more the tiki kind, less the dance club kind. Which was fine by me!

Dex came sauntering down the sidewalk toward me, tightening up a tie as he walked. 

"Wow, even a tie?" I gaped at him. "I didn't think it was quite that fancy of an event."

"Well, you've got the fancy shoes that have been in your closet since you got here." He looked at my feet and waggled his eyebrows. "I have to admit, Dexy likey."

I laughed. "I like them too and am really hoping I don't get blisters."

"I hear you," Dex said, lifting one of his feet. "Same. I haven't worn these since Thanksgiving dinner with your parents." He dusted off his arm before holding it out to me. "Same with the suit."

I nodded as I took his arm. "I recognize the tie." In a more mortifying move than usual, my mother bought Dex a tie since he'd "forgotten" one. He had been fine to run to what he called a "normal human" store, but before we could, she had shown up with a Valentino tie in hand. 

And this was just for a family Thanksgiving dinner. Though in the Barrington household, the level of a normal dinner was the same standard as a normal family's holiday dinner, at least if you believe the movies. That day, it was the four of us, plus my elderly grandmother and even more elderly great-aunt, who thought Dex was "that Aquaman guy" crashing the party.

But I digress. 

"Ready to boogie?" he asked and gave a little wiggle of his hips. 

I couldn't help but laugh. "Yes, I sure am!"

We turned to head inside as another car pulled up to the curb. We looked back and watched as Zane came around to open the passenger side door for Ruby. She looked nice in a slinky green dress with her black hair and black heels. 

"I guess I'm not the only one breaking out the heels tonight." I tipped my head toward the couple. 

Zane left Ruby on the sidewalk and went to park his car. 

"Ruby, do you want an arm to walk in on?" Dex asked. "It'll cement my stud reputation to have a beautiful woman on each arm."

Internally, I rolled my eyes. 

Ruby did the same, externally, but a smile did crack her usually stoic face. "It's okay, Dex, thanks. I'll wait for Zane."

Dex nodded, and we went inside. 

Right inside, looking out at Ruby, was Riley. He raised a hand to Ruby, and she returned the gesture before turning her body away. 

Riley's slightly rumpled suit looked like it hadn't been worn since prom, and it probably hadn't been. 

"Hey, Riley." Dex nodded to him.

"Hey, Dex." Riley barely glanced at us, his eyes still trained on Ruby.

When we were out of earshot, I leaned closer to Dex. "What's with him?"

Dex shrugged. "Looks like he's waiting for someone."

"It looks like he's waiting for Ruby."

We got to the sign-in table, where Auntie Akamai was sitting with a resort employee and friend. 

"Two tickets for my handsome nephew and his beautiful girlfriend." Auntie Akamai beamed. "And thank you for supporting the Aloha Lagoon Elementary Afterschool program!"

We grinned as they affixed our wristbands, and we headed inside. 

"I say, Miss Hepburn, look at this amazing décor!" Dex took my hand and spun me around again. "Some very talented visionaries thought up this amazing look!"

I laughed. "Pat yourself on the back much?" 

Dex swept me into a dip and kissed me. After the kiss, he kept me in the dip and gazed at me like a lovesick puppy. "Kiki?"

"Yes?" This was a pretty uncomfortable position to have a conversation in. 

Instead of answering, he just kept staring at me.

"Dex. Up, please." Once I was upright again, I rubbed my neck. "Did your system glitch?"

"No," he said, slipping his arms around my waist. "I was just stunned by your beauty." 

I laughed. "Stop buttering me up." I planted a nice warm kiss on him. "Let's get a drink."

"Okay." 

Arm in arm, we walked to the refreshment table, where Margaux LaRoux was keeping tabs on the punch bowls. 

"Wow, Miss Margaux, look at you!" Dex gave a low whistle.

I had to agree. In a tight sleeveless dress, Margaux was showing off her enviable curves. 

She gave a little swirl and a courtesy. "Thank you, thank you. Just here to make sure none of the underage kids act like fools and try spiking the punch."

Dex ladled some punch for me and then a paper cup for himself. No one was dancing yet, so we just circled the room, admiring our handiwork and eavesdropping on people commenting about it. The sea turtle and giant jellyfish had become favorite selfie backdrops, and we paused to take a couple of pictures for people.

Analise waved as she and her date headed for the dance floor to join Ruby and Zane. 

"Looks like people are dancing now." Dex stopped next to the recycle bin, and after he tossed his cup in, he bowed to me, holding out a hand. "May I have this dance?" he asked.

Following Dex's example, I drained my cup and threw it in the bin. Then I took his hand, and we headed for the dance floor too. 

*   *   *
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An hour later, we returned to a table where my heels and Dex's suit jacket and tie had been tossed for us to properly bust a move. I dropped onto a chair while Dex went to get us more punch. I watched the dancers as I waited and couldn't help but grin at the happy faces. 

I noticed a few faces were missing. There was Analise and her date, but where had Ruby gotten off to? I had seen both Zane and Riley dance with her at different points.

Dex came back with the drinks and sat down. I sipped mine, still watching the dancers, when Dex took my hand. 

"You look so pretty tonight," he shouted at me over the thumping music. "I mean, you always do. But extra pretty."

"Thank you," I hollered back at him then leaned in for a kiss. 

"I really love spending time with you," he shouted. "Every moment. And I love you!"

"I love you too, Dex," I yelled then started laughing. "Not a great place to talk!"

Dex abruptly stood, took my cup, and pulled me to a stand. "Let's go somewhere we can talk!" he said into my ear before wrapping his arms around me and lifting me into the air, throwing me over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. I playfully shrieked, and people turned to look. 

Then suddenly the music paused between songs, and my playful scream was answered by a terrified one. 

"Who was that?" I pulled myself around Dex's body to look ahead of him. 

The music remained off, and people were beginning to look around, confused as another scream pierced the sudden quiet.

Still holding me, Dex began jogging toward the scream—the opening at the back of the room that led to the back hallways where servers slipped in and out. It was also the spot we had used as the supply room during the decoration phase. As he hurried through the doorway, I struggled to make sense of what I was seeing upside down.

Ruby, kneeling over a body lying on the ground. 

"Ruby?" Dex's voice was incredulous. "What?!..."

I wriggled, and he slowly pulled me back over and set me on my feet. I clutched his arm to get my bearings. I was a little dizzy, but the scene remained the same. My stomach rolled. Dex had set me down onto a slippery, warm fluid.

Ruby rose to a stand, her hands and a humongous pair of silver scissors red with blood. Her eyes were wide, and she stared at us. She slowly looked down at her hands, and seeing the scissors there, cried out as she flung them down next to the still body. Then she rushed at Dex and grabbed bunches of his dress shirt in her bloody fists. 

"I didn't do this!" she cried inches from his face, then turned, and ran. 


CHAPTER FOUR

Detective Ray Kahoalani's gait as he entered the hallway could best be described as a mosey if he had been a cowboy dressed in boots and a hat, not his usual slacks and Hawaiian-print shirt.

Island Time. 

I had adjusted to the idea of Island Time pretty well, but in the case of murder, I would think he would have a bit more of a hustle.

Detective Ray's eyebrows raised when he saw me standing with Dex, our hands clasped tight. 

"Kiki Hepburn. I think it's been a whole six months since I laid eyes on you." He swiveled his head to look at the dead body. "And as usual, you've found me a dead body."

I ignored his comments and watched as he walked around the scene, squatted, tipped his head this way and that. A female officer came in and started taking pictures of Riley, and Detective Ray groaned as he stood and came back over to us, pulling out a small notebook.

"Do we know the victim?" Detective Ray looked at Dex and waited. 

I noticed his black hair had a few more grays since the last time I saw him and his belly perhaps a few more pastries. But his dark eyes were still kind, though the crinkles from smiling were not present at the moment.

"Should I step out while you talk to him?" I asked. I felt shaky, my feet were sticky, and truth be told, I very much wanted to get away from the metallic smell of the spilled blood. "I think I need to sit down." 

Detective Ray glanced around us and made a gesture to someone behind me. An officer came and gently took my arm and led me to a chair just outside the doorway, then after I sat, draped a coat around my shoulders. I was still close enough that I could hear what was being said inside.

The conference room had been cordoned off, with all occupants inside, and most were clustered in different groups. Auntie Akamai and Margaux stood together, frowning and looking worried. I gave her a hang loose hand sign and a grimace. 

On the other side of the doorway, Detective Ray resumed questioning Dex. I leaned back in the chair so I could hear better. 

"So...?" asked Detective Ray.

"It's Riley. Riley Simpson."

"And you know him?" Detective Ray's voice felt like a calming blanket to me.

"We went to school together." Dex paused. "Kiki and I heard a scream—I think everyone did. And since we were already walking in this direction, I hurried in here and set her down, and we saw him."

"Set her down?" Detective Ray asked. "Who? Kiki?"

I could see Dex in my mind's eye, shuffling his feet and looking embarrassed. "Yes, Kiki."

"Was it Kiki who screamed?"

"No. It, um. It was Ruby." Dex sighed after admitting it. "Well, both, but Kiki's was in fun, and Ruby's clearly wasn't."

"Ruby Nakasoma?" Detective Ray sounded confused. "So, she was here and screamed?"

"Yes," said Dex. "She was kneeling over him, right there. And stood as we came in. She, um... was holding those scissors and threw them down when she saw us."

I turned to peek into the room and saw Detective Ray squatting to look at the scissors, or maybe the body. He pointed with his pen to the ground next to the body. "She kneeled here, where those two round marks are?"

"Uh, yeah, I think so. She was in a short dress. I think her knees were there."

There was a short silence.

"Did she have bare feet?" Detective Ray asked. 

"Maybe? Kiki did. Or does. A lot of girls take their shoes off when they dance."

"Makes sense to me. Those heels." Detective Ray laughed. "Bet you wish you had yours off too."

"Honestly glad I have them on at the moment, but yeah, it crossed my mind," Dex answered.

"And the blood on your shirt?" Detective Ray asked. "Did you touch the body?"

"No, Ruby grabbed my shirt." Dex paused. "She grabbed my shirt and said, 'I didn't do this' then she ran away."

"Which way?"

Dex was silent for a long moment. "I don't remember."

"It's okay. Maybe Kiki will." Detective Ray passed by the door opening, and I turned forward again. "Any connection you are aware of between Ruby and Riley?"

Dex paused again, longer than he probably should. "They used to date. And there was a little fight yesterday between him and Zane Pua."

"Zane Pua," Detective Ray muttered. 

"Yeah, and Ruby got in the middle and was pushed down. Then I stepped in."

"And then?"

Dex shrugged. "I don't remember seeing them together again until tonight." He paused. "I mean, when Ruby and Zane showed up, Riley was waiting just inside the lobby door. But we left to come into the dance."

"Maybe they came in here to fight more?" Detective Ray asked. "Do you know what it was about?"

"When we saw Riley yesterday, he said it was business, but they cleared it up and everything was fine. But whatever it was about, it seemed like Ruby took Riley's side in the argument. I don't know."

"And Ruby? Did you see her again after the lobby?"

"Not until we walked in here," Dex said. "Look, I know Ruby, and she couldn't have done this."

"Thank you. Why don't you swap with Kiki now so I can talk to her?" Detective Ray dismissed Dex.

I waited until Dex appeared before I stood, so to not make it obvious I was listening in. I gave Dex's hand a quick squeeze before going back into the supply area. 

The officer that was outside the door with me had Dex sit in the chair now. 

I stood as close to the door as I could without looking weird. I hoped. I stared at Riley's face. It had a look of surprise, like he just somehow got petrified instead of stabbed to death with scissors. 

Detective Ray stepped up to me. "Are you okay?"

"I've never seen so much blood. And..." I waved my hand in front of my face and wrinkled my nose. "It smells." I fought a gag reflex.

He nodded and patted my shoulder through the borrowed coat. "You look really nice tonight."

"Thank you. My shoes were nice too." I lifted my bare foot to show him they were stained with blood. I felt a tremor go through me. "They're out at our table. I took them off a while ago."

Ray turned to the officer with a camera and pointed at my feet.

She came to photograph them, and I clung to the doorframe to keep from falling over or slipping. Strangest photo shoot ever!

Detective Ray continued to question me while the officer shot my feet. "Can you tell me what you saw?"

"Ruby was kneeling over him, holding those big scissors. She must've screamed." I took a deep breath and immediately regretted it. The scent of the blood was heavy in the air, and I gagged. "She saw us, threw the scissors down, and grabbed Dex. She said she didn't do it but then ran away."

"Which way?" 

I pointed left. "So, we were standing there, she stepped up to us, then turned, and went that way." I stared at the floor. "Those must be her footprints. Oh. There are shoeprints?" I leaned down to look at a honeycomb and diamond patterned sole that had a small yellow number tent next to them. "Those look like Vans prints."

Detective Ray bent to study them. "Vans?"

"A shoe brand, sir," said the young female officer. 

"Is that what those prints look like?" He glanced at her and gestured at her camera. "You got that already, right?"

The officer nodded. "Yes, sir. We'll have to verify the type of shoe."

Detective Ray looked back at me. "Any idea if Ruby wears those shoes?" 

I watched his eyes follow the footprints leading away to the left. 

"I don't know if she was wearing shoes or not, to be completely honest." 

Then Detective Ray's eyes went toward the right-side hallway. There were prints leading that way too. I hadn't noticed before. "Since you seem to be a shoe expert, any idea what made those other ones?" He pointed to more marks. 

The prints were too far away to see. "Can I go over there?" 

Detective Ray nodded, so I stepped carefully, avoiding stepping in anything that could possibly be blood again. I bent to look. "Lucky for you that it's linoleum in the hall and not carpet, huh?" Most of it was spread around like the wearer of the shoes had slipped, but I made out an unfamiliar print with two arches and dots, almost the shape of a fern. 

Detective Ray watched me closely. 

I straightened and tried my best not to smirk. "Well, I'm not familiar with the print, but the shoe brand name is right there in the center."

Detective Ray frowned and bent to look again. "Corc?" he read off the floor. "Oh." He closed his eyes in a mental facepalm. "It's transposed, of course. Croc." He made a face. "Who wears those?"

I lifted a shoulder in a shrug. 

"It does explain the slip marks. Those are plasticky, right?" Detective Ray asked.

"They're like stale marshmallows," the female officer interjected in a bored voice. She went over and put down another number and took photos. "I know they used to be popular and then not. Are they popular again with youth?" She looked at me.

My mother's spidey sense would tingle, and she'd have a heart attack if I ever wore Crocs. The unflappable Mrs. Barrington of the Manhattan Barringtons would certainly flap should those shoes ever grace my feet. She would somehow know it all the way in New York City, five thousand miles away. 

"I guess. I'm not sure. ..." I gestured at the footprints. I wasn't trying to be rude about brand names. I just had no idea. I had helped by providing a clue about a designer purse in a previous case. Point being designer purse. "And before you ask, no, I don't remember seeing anyone wearing them."

Detective Ray tipped his head. "Would you have noticed?"

I considered that a moment. "I'm not sure. They do kind of stand out since they can be loud colors. But I don't remember seeing any tonight."

"Okay. Moving on. Did you witness the fight between..." He glanced at his notebook. "Riley and Zane?"

I nodded. "Yes, but I don't know them and didn't hear what they were fighting about." I looked over my shoulder at the doorway, where Dex was sitting right outside, and lowered my voice. "But Ruby certainly has something to do with it. She got right into the mix, putting herself between them. And I saw her dance with both of them tonight. It had to have had something to do with her."

"The fight?" asked Detective Ray also in a lowered voice, "or this?" He gestured to the body. 

I looked down at Riley Simpson and wondered what his last thought was. Was it no, Ruby, no!?


CHAPTER FIVE

Dex and I were excused to leave shortly after that, but I wanted to wait for Auntie Akamai. We sat cuddled on a couch in the lobby to wait for her. I had swapped out the police jacket for Dex's suit coat.

"So, you don't know anyone who wore Crocs?" I asked him, after explaining the prints at the crime scene. 

Dex shook his head as he draped his arm around my shoulders. "Naw. We're a flip-flop town. Crocs are good for water activities though since they float." He crossed one of his long legs over his knee. "So, are you going to tell Mother Barrington about this?"

Dex had taken to calling my mother that, but just to me. Certainly not to her. When we spent time with my parents over the holidays, it was always Mrs. Barrington or ma'am. And she never corrected him.

I did think she liked him though. My parents invited Dex to come to New York for Thanksgiving, and we had a wonderful time despite his arm being in a sling from a car accident right before Halloween. I took him to Central Park, the Statue of Liberty, and Rockefeller Center to see the tree. We even watched the Thanksgiving Day Parade, albeit from our penthouse apartment balcony. 

I had expected Dex to be uncomfortable around the level of wealth my family had, but he was easygoing and comfortable. My parents were surprisingly comfortable with him too. Things went well enough that they came to Hawaii for a few days around Christmas, en route to Hong Kong. Their tradition traveling during Christmas was something I always begrudgingly went along with. I dreamed of a cozy Christmas around a fireplace, with a tree and homemade cookies, but spent it in yet another high-rise hotel penthouse in a city packed with people. 

I dropped my head into the curve of Dex's shoulder and groaned. "She will not be happy to hear of another murder here."

"You grew up in New York," Dex reminded me. "That city is not exactly crime-free."

"No, but I was sheltered from it. You know that. You saw how my family lives. Doormen and private drivers." I shivered. "Not trying to avoid stepping in blood or finding random dead bodies." I turned to look at him. "Dex, I had to have my feet photographed because I stepped in blood with my bare feet."

"Did they take your toe-fingerprints too?" Dex asked.

"No. I wonder if they do that." I had gone to the bathroom to wash my feet after they excused me. Luckily, Analise was there with me to help—and to keep my head together.

Auntie Akamai called out to us and waved as she hurried through the lobby. "Well, thank goodness that is over. I had nothing to contribute to the investigation." She frowned down at me. "Was it horrible?"

I nodded as I stood. "It was. I don't think I'll be able to sleep without seeing that scene for a while." I closed my eyes and sure enough, the image of Riley on the floor floated up behind my eyelids. "And I stepped in the blood in my bare feet." I felt my eyelids stinging, so I opened them and blinked several times.

Auntie Akamai put an arm around me. "Let's go get you some cocoa and cuddles from Doyle."

Dex laughed as he stood. "I guess I'm chopped liver."

Auntie Akamai turned back to him and pulled her nephew into a hug. "Oh, keiki. Come have a cocoa and cuddles from Doyle too."

Dex chuckled as he straightened out of the hug. "It's okay, Auntie. I think a beer and Scooby cuddles will do the trick for me but thank you."

Dex drove us home. Once we got to the comfy little bungalow, he left in his Jeep while Auntie Akamai coddled me onto the couch with a blanket and delivered my gray rescue cat, Doyle, to my lap. Then she hurried to the kitchen to put the kettle on. 

Paulie, Auntie Akamai's African Grey parrot flapped noisily into the room and perched himself on the back of Auntie Akamai's TV watching chair. He tipped his head to consider Doyle and I with his black eyes.

Paulie and Doyle got along remarkably well. In fact, Doyle was named by Paulie. When Doyle first showed up at the house, wet and muddy, Auntie Akamai's friend said he looked like a gargoyle. After that, the parrot would shriek gargoyle at him, but his pronunciation came out guh-doyle, and it stuck. They seemed to have struck an easy deal to tolerate each other or, in Doyle's case, completely ignore the other, which seemed to annoy Paulie more than if he were being chased around. 

I scratched Doyle's soft gray fur around his ears and chin, and he began to purr and softly knead his paws on my stomach. 

Paulie began to purr too.

"That's just weird, Paulie." I stared at the parrot, who swayed back and forth like the purring was music. 

Auntie Akamai came back to the living room carrying a tray with two mugs and a pile of shortbread cookies. After setting it on the coffee table and handing me a mug of cocoa and a cookie, she settled into her chair with her own mug of chamomile. "Oh, sweet-ums," she cooed at the parrot, "are you a kitty too?"

At that, Paulie let out a screech. Doyle's ears airplaned back, and he glared at the bird but continued to knead. 

"So, tell me." Auntie Akamai took a sesame cookie from the tray and offered it to Paulie. He politely took it in his claw and turned his back to us to eat it. 

"Well, we heard a scream and found Ruby kneeling over a dead body. She was holding these big scissors, and there was a lot of blood." I dipped my shortbread into the cocoa and nibbled on it. "Dex said the dead guy was Riley Simpson. Do you know his family?" I knew there was more of a chance that she would know the family than the young man.

"Oh. Yes. His poor family..." Auntie Akamai murmured. "I was hoping it wasn't someone from the community."

"What can you tell me about them?" I asked. 

"I know his aunt pretty well. Last she mentioned him, she said he was doing bicycle deliveries." She took a sip of her tea. "I thought that was more of a big city thing, but it does make sense here."

"Yes, we actually had him deliver to the dive shop this afternoon. Until then, I didn't know they were here." I was familiar with bike messengers from living in New York and Seattle, where I went to college. 

Auntie Akamai raised a shoulder. "I think he delivers just about anything he can carry on a bike. Food, packages, store purchases. I believe his aunt said he started his own company, but it might just be him." She frowned at her mug. "What about Ruby?" she asked. 

"What about Ruby?" Paulie repeated, turning around and fluffing his feathers. "What about Ruby?"

"Dex said Riley was her ex-boyfriend. She was holding what could have been the murder weapon, had blood all over her, but said she didn't do it before running away." I thought back to what I had learned about her during a previous investigation. "We know she's got quite a temper. Remember the stories of her pushing someone down a hill and being a bully in school?"

"Middle school," Auntie Akamai said, nodding. "That was a long time ago, almost ten years! But she certainly wasn't forthcoming about Tiny Anela's poor ex-girlfriend."

Tiny Anela's girlfriend had been murdered and as her college roommate, Ruby was shady about way too much. 

"And she was rude to you." I reached for another cookie. "That speaks volumes about her here, where everyone is so respectful of... aunties."

Auntie Akamai chuckled. "Nice save. But yes, she's got a rough edge to her."

I could never be rude to Auntie Akamai. She had done so much for me and been so welcoming, letting me live in a screened-in lanai (aka a shack) in her backyard, and not asking questions, though she probably had many.  Even after I came clean about my assumed name, she still trusted and liked me. And she helped me with that awkward conversation with my parents, which led to our truce about me living my own life on my own terms. Now I live inside the bungalow with her, but still don't pay the amount one would expect. My father was a real estate magnate and resort developer, so he knew the cost of living here. I highly suspect he slipped her a check to compensate her for her generosity, but I don't know if she accepted.

"But," Auntie Akamai had continued, "being rude doesn't make her a murderer." She tipped her head and studied me, unknowingly mirroring the parrot sitting on the back of her chair. "Do you plan to investigate?"

"Oh, heck no. I didn't know the victim and don't particularly like Ruby if she is a suspect." I didn't mind answering the questions Detective Ray had for me, but that was it. "I'm sure Detective Ray can do just fine without me."

"Are you sure?" Auntie Akamai's eyes sparkled with mischief. "We've had fun investigating in the past."

Fun?! I had scars that were a direct result of our investigations. And had people try to drown me—twice. "I am absolutely not investigating!"


CHAPTER SIX

"Are you sure you won't investigate?" Dex's chocolate brown eyes begged my own. He tugged gently at my fishtail braid that fell forward against my chest. My touch of  blonde highlights was almost completely grown out now, only about two inches remaining until my natural chestnut would be the sole color to my locks.

"Dex." I looked up at the cloudless blue sky and prayed for patience. "No."

The dive boat's motor shifted down as Kahiau brought it to a gentle halt. We bobbed on the waves with our eight divers clutching the benches, one in particular looking a bit green. 

Dex sighed and stood to let down the anchor. It was time to get to work, so the conversation was over—for now. I knew he would bring it up again later. 

But in the meantime, the joy of being part of the quiet and calm of the underwater world would soothe my soul. I still felt agitated by what I had seen, felt, and smelled the night before. While it was true that I had seen several dead bodies by now, none of them had met with such overt violence. The image burned into my mind was a hard one to bear. And I wasn't quite over the ick of having stood barefoot in another person's spilled blood. I'd already cleaned my feet and showered twice... Hopefully the sea would wash away the remnants that remained there—in my mind at least. This feeling must be what Lady MacBeth was going on about. 

I led my group of four down into and around the lava tubes, pointing out various sights to them so they wouldn't miss anything. They were a calm group, no thrashing or grunting, or—the worst—tugging on me to get my attention. They just followed me like docile little ducks, and when it was time to go back up, they ascended with me. 

I watched my silver bubbles tumble toward the surface as we rose, and I sighed. Being here underwater was exactly what I needed. Too bad it was over already—but we did have a second dive after lunch. 

"That was so amazing," one woman said to me after we surfaced. "I wish I could stay down there all day."

"I know," I said, smiling back at her. "I feel the same."

"You're so lucky to live here and have this as your job!" 

After the three other divers popped up, I led them back to the boat and waited while they clambered aboard, assisted by Kahiau. 

The Aloha Lagoon Dive Shop had started offering half-day dives, which required us to be a bit more organized and watch the clock closer. But it was perfect for the divers who only had a half day in their action-packed itineraries. We didn't offer lunch to our clients on those half-day dives, but Auntie Akamai still packed lunches for the dive shop staff. 

The three of us sat on the porch of the shop to eat between dive sessions when the topic of the murder came up again.

"I got a call from Mariana Simpson," Kahiau said, addressing his Spam sandwich.

Simpson. I glanced at Dex to read his face for some clue as to what was coming next, but his expression remained impassive. 

"She wanted to know if you knew anything that would help find Riley's killer." Kahiau then took a huge bite of his sandwich. 

I searched his handsome face—so like his son's—for further context clues. 

Dex leaned over to me and helpfully provided the big one. "Dad and Riley's mom dated in high school." He straightened and looked at his dad. "She's asking for us to investigate?"

Kahiau grimaced and, with mouth full, kept his answer to a nod.

"Look," I said. "I know you all knew Riley and apparently, his family, but I don't. I don't want to get involved." I reached for a banana, flipped it, and began peeling it from the bottom. I'd heard it was how primates did it and found it to be easier. 

Kahiau changed his tactic. "Any idea where Ruby Nakasoma is?"

Dex tipped his head. "What? She's missing?"

His dad nodded. "No one has seen her since it happened. They don't know if she's hiding or hurt too."

Dex looked at me. "That's not good."

I agreed. I remembered what happened last time a suspect went missing. But I still wasn't going to bite. "You two are welcome to investigate away—I'm sure Auntie Akamai would love to help. But I'm sitting this one out."

Kahiau and Dex exchanged doubtful looks, but before they could continue, the first of our afternoon clients began to arrive. 

Saved by the bell!

*   *   *
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Dex pulled the Jeep into a parking spot next to the cliff where we liked to go for sunset picnics. At least, that's what I would tell my mother if she ever asked.

Dex grabbed a blanket from the back of the Jeep and fanned it up and out to let it float to the ground as it spread out. I carried a small cooler bag with beverages and snacks, which I doled out once we were settled on the blanket.

Dex leaned back, propped up on his arms, while I snuggled into the notch of his shoulder to watch the sun dip into the ocean. I often felt a little jealous of the sun as it sank under the waves, though I knew it wasn't really going under water. I just wanted to be swimming around under the waves too!

As darkness fell and the stars began to twinkle above us, we lay back on the blanket to cuddle. 

"Kiki," Dex murmured. "I really love having you in my life... You've made it perfect."

Suddenly, a little itch in the back of my mind drew my attention away from Dex. We were not alone. 

I sat up and looked around. "Hello?" 

Only crickets answered me. 

Dex sat up and looked around too. "What's up? Did you hear something?"

"I thought I did. But I'm not sure now." I looked behind us at the bushes. "Hello?"

"Okay, don't scream," said a voice. 

So, naturally, I did. And then I scrambled to my feet and assumed a karate pose. 

"Oh, yeah, I'm terrified now, Kiki," deadpanned Ruby as she stepped out of the bushes. "You don't know karate, idiot." Her characteristic scowl was barely discernible in the semi-darkness, but I knew it was there. 

"How would you know?" I leaned forward and peered at her. "Ruby, where have you been? People are looking for you."

Dex scrambled to his feet. "People are worried about you."

Ruby's head was on a swivel. "Looking, worrying... wanting to arrest."

"No, not arrest. Your parents, Riley's mom, us. We're worried about you. Are you okay?" Dex reached out a hand toward Ruby, but she grunted and took a step back. 

"Right. Whatever." She crossed her arms. "Look, I know what you guys saw and what it looks like. And I know you didn't hesitate a moment to tell the cops that."

I shuffled my feet and crossed my arms too. I mean, yeah...

"But," Ruby continued, "I didn't do it. I found him like that."

"Then why are you hiding? Go to the police, tell them." I hugged my arms around my waist. "They'll listen."

Ruby ignored me, other than glaring.

Dex shoved his hands into his pockets. "Any idea who would want to hurt Riley?"

Ruby was silent for a moment. "Are you guys going to help me out?"

Dex looked at me, and I rolled my eyes at him. I sighed. "Who do you think might have done it?"

Ruby still remained quiet. 

"Zane?" asked Dex. "I mean, they were fighting the day before, and then Riley was dead. It's hard to imagine that not being the first assumption."

In the increasing darkness, I couldn't see Ruby's expression anymore, but I heard a sniffle.

"I don't know," she said in a tiny voice. "I just don't know what to think."

"Was there anyone else who might have been angry with him?" I asked as gently as I could manage. 

"I don't know," Ruby repeated. "I don't know who would be mad at him. I wasn't. And I don't know what he and Zane were arguing about, but it wasn't me." She sniffled again. "Neither care enough about me to be that angry." 

"Mm-hm." I shifted my weight to my other foot. "We need something more to go on." Or rather, anything to go on. "Is there anything with his work or another relationship?" 

"I. Don't. Know," Ruby said through gritted teeth, annunciating each word separately. "How many times do I have to say it?"

"Okay, look." Dex held his hands up like he was blocking us from getting into a physical fight. "Kiki has a point, Ruby. You ask us to help but give us nothing to work with."

Ruby huffed and puffed at that, but in the end, she seemed to see the light. "All right. Maybe there was some tension about the bike delivery business."

Dex and I stared at her, waiting for her to go on. Finally, she got the hint.

"So, Riley started a business, right? Delivering stuff on his bike, called it RFD for 'Riley-fueled deliveries,' made a point about being eco-friendly, and he delivers whatever people offer to pay him to. Documents, food, supplies. Anything he can carry on a bike. In the beginning, when people were scared to go out, he did really well and was raking in the money." She scratched her neck and looked away. "Then some other guys started doing it too, and he lost some business."

"And this upset him? Did he get into it with another guy?" Dex asked. 

"Yeah, it upset him a little, but it's a whole supply versus demand thing. There was plenty of demand and enough to go around." Ruby shrugged. "It doesn't make sense to kill Riley over it though, right? If anyone should be mad, it should be Riley." She rubbed her toe in the grass. "Should've been. But he wasn't. So maybe it has nothing to do with it."

I glanced at Dex. "That's not a lot to go on."

"You've figured out more with less." Dex slipped an arm around my waist and pulled me close. "You can do it. I know you can."

Ruby said something very softly. 

"What?" I asked. "I couldn't hear you."

"Please," she whispered slightly louder. "Please help me."

That's what I thought she said.


CHAPTER SEVEN

I scratched Doyle under the chin and waited for Auntie Akamai's reaction. When she didn't say anything, I finally looked up. 

Auntie Akamai stared at me, her mouth slightly ajar, her head tipped to one side. 

"Ding-dong, ding-dong," screeched Paulie. "Anyone there?" He bobbed his head rhythmically and sidestepped his way down the side of the chair to her arm. 

"Sorry," Auntie Akamai said, blinking. "I thought you said you were going to help Ruby."

I shrugged. "She said please. And it's not like I hate the girl. I just don't like her much." I looked at Doyle's little furry face and focused on stroking his whiskers the way he liked with the backs of my fingers. "And Dex wants to."

Auntie Akamai tipped her head the other way. "Not like he can figure it out on his own, eh?" She chuckled, then her face went serious. "But is it your opinion that Ruby didn't kill Riley?"

I raised a shoulder again. "I don't know why she would, but if we find a motive for her, then..." I looked at Doyle again. "Then we tell Detective Ray, don't we, Doyle?"

"Ah," said Auntie Akamai, raising a hand to stroke down Paulie's back. "So, it's not particularly to help Ruby, just to figure out what happened."

"Riley seemed like a pretty nice guy, and Dex and him were obviously friendly."

"So, what's our first step?" Auntie Akamai pulled a sesame cracker from the recesses of her voluminous pocket and handed it to Paulie. "Any ideas?"

"I was thinking maybe ordering a delivery through his business and seeing who shows up. That person may have wanted to get him out of the way to take over." I pulled out my phone, holding it above Doyle's head since if he had the chance he'd try to gnaw on it. "She said it was RFD. Let's see if he has a website."

"Oh! Really Fast Deliveries? I have a flier for that." Auntie Akamai pushed herself up and hurried to the kitchen. I could hear her shuffling in the junk drawer, and then she came back in. "Here it is."

I took the flier and looked at it. "Ruby said RFD was for 'Riley fueled deliveries.' Maybe that was a joke?" The paper had the same cartoon bicyclist with the oversized box as the card that Riley had given me, so it must be it despite the name differences. "Do you think this email address will work? The other option is to call the business directly. But who's going to answer the phone?"

Auntie Akamai shrugged. "Let's find out. What do you want to order?"

I looked at the ceiling for a moment. "Yesterday, he delivered some of those puffball pastry things from the Blue Jade café, like what was delivered to the shop."

"See if they have passion fruit and white chocolate. Or the dark chocolate with raspberry." Auntie Akamai licked her lips, naked desire in her eyes. "Or, you know, what you want. I'm game for whatever you are!"

I hesitated for the most split-est of split seconds. I mean, I literally go to work in a swimsuit. But those pastries looked so good... 

Auntie Akamai had been watching my face and now laughed. "I'll call the café and order one for delivery first thing in the morning." 

I smiled. "Tomorrow is an afternoon dive, so that will work!"

*   *   *
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Auntie Akamai wasn't kidding about calling first thing. When I got up, she was already dressed, coffee brewed, and her purse sitting by her on the chair. 

"He should be here soon." Auntie Akamai paused. "Whoever took over for Riley."

We had notified Dex of the plan, so he showed up to "help out," though his motive may have been more about helping to eat the pastries. He was sitting in the living room, waiting. "I wanted to go in and wake you, but she wouldn't let me." He stood and leaned in for a kiss, but I held a hand up to his face. 

"I haven't brushed yet. I'll be right back." I booped him on the nose then hurried to make myself presentable. By the time my teeth and hair were brushed, there was a knock at the door. I stood back as Auntie Akamai opened it up.

A mousy, deflated girl stood there with the box in her sweaty hands. "Delivery," she panted.

Startled, Auntie Akamai opened the door wider and relieved the girl of her box. "Please come in, sweetie. Have some water. You look... parched."

The young woman barely glanced at us as she came in and followed Auntie Akamai to the kitchen, Dex and I trailing behind. Collapsing into a chair at the small kitchen table, she leaned back, pulled off her bike helmet, and sighed. She made no move to unplaster her sweaty hair from her head, but when Auntie Akamai brought her a glass of water, she chugged it. 

"It's Jasmine, right? Jasmine Kealoha?" Auntie Akamai watched her with worried eyes. "I know your grandma."

Jasmine nodded. "Yes, Auntie."

"Do you usually do deliveries?" I asked her. 

Jasmine gave me a
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