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“Go closer to the steam. I can get a shot of the hot lava hitting the water with the steam rising toward the moon.”

“You’re crazy, man. The wind is shifting, and the volcanic laze is drifting this way.”

After unsuccessfully trying to twist in his seat to take a picture over his shoulder, the photographer unbuckled his seatbelt and leaned toward the helicopter’s open door. Framing his picture through the camera’s viewfinder he said, “Just one more shot, fifty feet lower and a hundred yards closer to the ocean.”

The pilot hesitated and said, “Are you crazy?” 

“C’mon, man. A shot with the lava flowing into the ocean and the full moon above the steam cloud will be a magazine cover.”

“My license is already in jeopardy for flying here. I can’t go any lower or closer to the steam.”

Continuing to snap photos, the male passenger said, “The pictures I took last month could end your flying career...if they got out. Get me closer!”

“You said you’d destroyed those pictures,” the pilot said over the intercom.

Before the photographer responded a gust of Kona wind buffeted the helicopter forcing the pilot to compensate with a violent jerk. Seated behind the pilot, the female passenger shrieked. “You idiot! Jocko fell out of the door!”

Checking the altimeter, the pilot drew a breath. “Jocko’s fall from this altitude isn’t survivable. We’re going back.”

“No!” the woman shouted into the intercom. Unbuckling her own seatbelt, she crawled on hands and knees to the open door. Hanging onto a seatbelt with one hand and the door’s frame with the other, she searched the surface of the black lava for the photographer. The helicopter’s downwash blew her hair wildly. “Land this thing, dammit! He’ll need first aid.”

Continuing to hover, the pilot uttered, “He’ll need a mortician more than he needs first aid.”

“Take us down. Now!”

Turning the helicopter toward the ocean, the plume of steam rose before them, a giant white cloud backlit by the full moon. “The wind is blowing the laze toward us. We have to go. Now!”

“We’ve got to pick up Jocko. Set this thing down!”

Glancing at the woman who was unstrapped and leaning out the door, the pilot knew an argument would be futile. The alternative, flying into the cloud of acid volcanic laze to pick up the injured, or dead, photographer, would be suicide. “No. We’re returning to the heliport.”

The woman turned her head and glared at the pilot. “If you don’t land and save him, I’ll report you to the FAA and you’ll never fly again.”

The cloud of volcanic laze billowed toward them, leaving no option except a quick turn toward the hills and a fast retreat. With adrenaline coursing through his system, the pilot started a gentle turn away from the ocean.

“No! You can’t leave him! Land now or I’ll have your license pulled and...”

Before the woman finished her threat, the pilot yanked the controls, tipping the helicopter on its right side, then banking hard to the left. He chose not to look back, envisioning the woman grabbing for something solid as gravity and momentum pulled her out of the open door.
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My ongoing search for National Park Service cold cases yielded a list of a dozen disappearances and unsolved assaults that piqued my interest. Reading through the scant and often personalized accounts of the events, I was disappointed by the rangers who’d written reports including nothing more than their incomplete impressions of the crime scenes. Having been a St. Paul cop and detective before becoming a Park Service investigator, I knew how important it was to state observations succinctly, without injecting bias into the report. It was apparent that most of them hadn’t been cross examined on the witness stand where they had to defend their statements to a skilled defense attorney.

I was contemplating the reported disappearance of a Glacier National Park camper when my cell phone buzzed. “Fletcher,” I said without looking at the caller ID.

“Hi, Doug. You and Jill just won an all-expense paid trip to Hawaii.”

Unaccustomed to my new boss’ voice, I quickly checked the caller ID which indicated that the call was from Jack Pardee. “What’s going on in Hawaii, Jack?”

“A ranger in Volcanoes National Park discovered the bodies of two hikers. Apparently, they’d wandered into a restricted area and died there.”

Thinking that a walk in Hawaii wouldn’t usually result in a person’s natural death, much less the death of two hikers, I asked, “What was their cause of death?”

“The report is in the database.”

Logging into the NPS incident reporting system, I found the ranger’s notes. “I’m looking at the report. It sounds like they wandered away from the trail after the gate was closed. I assume they were found a long way from the normal trails.”

Jack sighed. “They were only about a hundred yards from the main trail across a lava flow. No explanation was given for their bodies being overlooked by the park’s rangers and visitors for what appears to be several days.”

“Not that a trip to Hawaii would be unpleasant. I’m wondering why the local rangers and police aren’t investigating.”

“It’s complicated, Doug.”

“Of course, it is. Otherwise, you wouldn’t be offering to fly us from Texas to Hawaii.”

“The assigned law enforcement ranger works as a part-time cop for the county of Hawaii. His report states that the cause of death was inhalation of volcanic gas.”

“That seems reasonable.”

“Doug, he wrote the report and closed the incident the same day the bodies were found. That was before he had the autopsy results. He’s either really good, or he’s an idiot who jumps to conclusions.”

I sighed. “I’ve worked with a couple of cops who rushed to close cases. In that instance, it was because they were overwhelmed and were eager to close what appeared to be obvious cases.”

“I’d like to believe that the responding ranger was seasoned and closed the case because the cause of death was obvious.”

“You’re talking about spending a lot of your budget to send Jill and me to Hawaii because you’re not comfortable with the resident ranger’s investigation. He could be spot on.”

“I talked to Steve Langevin, the investigating ranger, yesterday. He’s closed the case and isn’t looking back.”

I reread Langevin’s brief report. “He might be one of those people who made up his mind and doesn’t want to be bothered by the facts. You can request that the local police investigate.”

“Langevin is also a part-time local cop, and maybe a good old boy. Hawaii County has also closed their investigation.”

“There must be an FBI office in Honolulu that can send an agent to investigate.”

“I spoke with the special agent in charge of the Honolulu FBI office. They’ve got everyone tied up in a human trafficking investigation and he’s not willing to pull someone off to investigate a couple of hikers who died after wandering off the trail.”

Turning away from the computer, I leaned back and stared at the ceiling. “Jack, my experience of jumping into jurisdictional disputes with close-minded locals hasn’t been pleasant.”

“That’s why I want you and Jill to step into this. My sense is that Jill could charm the skin off a snake.”

I tried to guess how Jill would react to the assignment. We’d just moved into a new house and the boxes weren’t even unpacked. “Snakes shed their skin naturally, Jack.”

Pardee laughed. “You know what I mean. Jill missed her calling when she wasn’t appointed the US ambassador to Canada or England.”

I took a deep breath and blew it out. “I’ll talk to her and get back to you.”

“Doug, this is a plush assignment and you two are the perfect team for this investigation. It’ll be a trip to paradise.”

“Jack, you and I both know jurisdictional disputes are more like stepping into a cowpie than like taking a vacation. Like I said, let me discuss it with Jill.”

Jack paused. “I’ve already booked your tickets for two weeks. Anything past the end of the investigation is paid leave that won’t count against your vacation time.”

Realizing that the polite phone call wasn’t an offered assignment, but a polite order, I replied, “The last time we had that vacation arrangement, we got dragged into a second investigation that nearly got us killed.”

“Hawaii is a peaceful place, Doug. Like I said, it’s paradise.”

“It’s July, Jack. I doubt that Hawaii holds the same charm in July that it has in January.”

“I heard the climate is the same year ‘round.”

I hung up the phone and thought, Yeah. Right.
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I found Jill, my wife and investigative partner, walking from the parking lot carrying a cardboard tray of Starbucks coffees. “Wow. I could use a Starbucks.”

Holding the tray out of my reach, she kept walking. “I’m trying to charm the interpretive rangers into letting me join them in looking for the last groups of Kemp’s ridley sea turtles coming in to lay their eggs.”

“Jack called with an assignment.”

Without losing a step Jill asked, “Where?”

“Hawaii,” I replied as I followed.

Jill chuckled. “Hawaiian parks have their own resources. Jack wouldn’t send us there.”

“Jack isn’t satisfied with the local ranger’s assessment of an incident. He wants us to review the case. Jack threw in an offer that he’ll let us stay for whatever time is left on our two-week assignment without it counting against our accrued vacation.”

Reaching the break room, Jill paused. “When does he want us to leave?”

“We didn’t discuss a specific day. The bodies were discovered two days ago, so I assume he wants us to leave before the trail goes cold.” My phone buzzed and I saw an email from our boss with an attachment. “Jack sent something more.”

“Crime scene pictures?”

I opened the email and the attachment. “We fly out of Corpus Christi tomorrow morning.”

Matt Mattson’s voice startled me. “Where are you flying tomorrow?”

“Hawaii. Two hikers died and it appears that the local ranger did an incomplete investigation.”

“Wow. You just moved into your new house. Have you even unpacked the boxes yet?”

I looked at Jill who smiled, apparently under the impression I was kidding. She walked into the break room with the coffee, leaving me in the hallway with Matt. “The timing stinks but that’s how investigations come up.”

Matt shook his head. “Jill didn’t believe you. Buy flowers.”

“We’re leaving tomorrow, Matt. The flowers will be dead by the time we return.”

“You are so clueless. Buy them. Let Jill enjoy them tonight. Mandy will collect them after you leave and will replace them with fresh ones before you return.”

I heard laughter inside the break room. Assuming that Jill had charmed the rangers into inviting her along to search for sea turtles, I handed Matt my VISA card. 

“What’s your price point?” he asked.

“Something less than redecorating the house.”

“You might want to lower that ceiling a bit. Mandy likes to go big.”

* * *
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I spent the afternoon looking for information about Volcanoes National Park deaths, and specifically the most recent deaths of the two hikers. I was surprised that visitor deaths were relatively rare in the Hawaiian park, most resulting from falls, followed by heart attacks, and heat stoke. Having spent the afternoon in the July Texas sun, the inside of Jill’s pickup was like an oven. We stood alongside the pickup with the doors open while we waited for the air conditioning to cool the seats. Jill had been quiet all afternoon, so I wondered where her head was in relation to the Hawaiian assignment.

“A penny for your thoughts.”

“I’m getting excited about going to Hawaii, but I’m surprised Jack is sending us instead of using local resources.”

“He asked for us specifically because of our skills. We’re special. He values our unique skills, and he wants to tap into our expertise as a cop and former park superintendent.” I paused, then added, “We should probably wear our uniforms there.”

“I thought Hawaii was casual. You know, ‘hang loose.’ I plan to wear shorts and Hawaiian shirts.”

“Bring your Florida swimsuit. We’ll have time to visit a beach after we close the case.”

“I’ll buy a swimsuit there. Maybe I’ll buy two. They dry so slowly in the tropical humidity. I’m sure the Hawaiian shops will have a great selection.” I must’ve grimaced when recalling our Florida bathing suit shopping experience. Jill’s eyes sparkled, realizing I’d left her an opening to needle me. “You’ll be able to find something to do while I’m checking out the selection.”

Reflecting on our Florida swimsuit shopping experience, I grimaced. Jill had difficulty finding a swimsuit to fit both her trim figure and her sense of modesty. As a woman in her fifties, she’d struggled to find a suit that ticked off both of those boxes. I’d spent more than an hour reading outdated magazines near the cash register while she’d tried on more than a dozen suits.

With the pickup’s interior cooling, Jill stepped into the cab. “What did Jack tell you about the case?”

I spent the half-hour drive down the length of Mustang Island filling her in on the few details I’d received, and a subsequent review of the scant report filed by the investigating ranger.

It was strange driving to a house we owned instead of the townhouse we’d rented for over a year. Our new house was small, with an equally small yard that featured a well-kept flower garden. The previous owner had nursed the garden back to health after Hurricane Harvey had ripped Port Aransas to pieces. I unlocked the door and held it open for Jill. Focusing on returning my keys to my pocket, I was surprised to bump into Jill who’d abruptly stopped just inside the door.

“Did you spray deodorizer before we left?”

“No, why?”

She tipped her head back and inhaled. “Sniff.”

The light scent of flowers filled the entryway. My discussion with Matt about flowers came to mind. “Check the dining room.”

A large vase sat in the middle of the dining room table. Aside from some poppies, I didn’t recognize most of the flowers, but the look on Jill’s face told me she was pleased. She walked to the table and removed the small envelope tucked among some tall stalks covered with yellow flowers.

Biting her lip, Jill tapped the card on the table. “The note says they’re from you, but the handwriting looks like Mandy’s.”

“It was a joint effort.”

Setting the card aside, Jill wrapped her arms around my neck. “I’m sad that we can’t stay here to enjoy the flowers and unpack.”

“The boxes will be waiting for us when we get back. I should take cargo pants, so I’ll open the ones we packed with clothes.”

I was confused when Jill laughed. “Mandy and I are continuously updating my clothes. If God is giving anyone a sign, it’s for you. When did you last buy a new pair of pants?”

“My old pants are comfortable.”

“You’ve still got olive drab boxers from the Minnesota National Guard. How many decades old are they?”

“When I mustered out, they told us we were part of the inactive reserves and needed to have a uniform ready in case we’re called up.”

“Like you could fit into a uniform that you wore when you were nineteen. Hell, you can barely button the uniform pants you bought when we lived in Arizona.” Anticipating my response, Jill shook her head. “No, those pants did NOT shrink in the dryer. All my uniforms fit just fine.”

“All right. I’ll find an outlet mall in Hawaii, and I’ll buy a couple of shirts and some shorts.”

“Cheapskate! We’ll go into a real store where normal people shop, and you’ll buy full price clothing that fit and are stylish.”

“Men’s clothing doesn’t go out of style.”

“Right. You didn’t notice the eight-inch-wide paisley necktie I threw away when we moved to Texas.”

“That was a classic!”

The smile left Jill’s face and she put her head on my shoulder. “The boxes will still be sitting here when we return, and the flowers will be dead.”

“I’m sure Mandy will take care of the flowers.”

The doorbell interrupted our discussion. Matt was there holding a huge aluminum pan and Mandy was behind him with a six-pack of beer and a bottle of pre-mixed margaritas. “We brought supper.”

Mandy pushed past me and herded Jill into the kitchen where they had a hushed conversation. “What’s in the pan?” I asked.

“Smoked brisket, corn on the cob, cornbread, and beans. If you move that oversized garden off the dining room table, I’ll set it down.”

“Thanks for the flower suggestion.”

Matt smiled as he returned my VISA card. “You made my wife happy. She loves spending other people’s money.”

Jill arrived with plates while Mandy took plastic margarita glasses out of the shopping bag. “What are the yellow stalks, Mandy? I’ve never seen a flower like them.”

Mandy handed Jill a margarita. “They’re foxtail lilies. Don’t they look nice with the red poppies and bluebells?”

“They’re lovely,” Jill replied as she sipped her drink.

In a stage whisper, I spoke to Matt. “You’ll notice that she didn’t ask me what the yellow flowers were.”

Mandy broke into laughter as she set paper plates on the table. “Men are so clueless when it comes to flowers. You would’ve bought roses.”

“Roses are nice,” I said as Matt opened the twist-top beer.

“Men buy roses because it’s the only flower they recognize,” Mandy explained as she peeled back the aluminum foil covering the food.

“I recognize carnations,” I replied.

“Oh, Jill. This one’s a keeper; he recognizes two varieties of flowers.”

We laughed through supper and a second round of drinks. Mandy insisted on helping with the cleanup, then she and Jill packed items from the refrigerator that wouldn’t be edible after our two weeks in Hawaii.

As they left with the perishable groceries, I hugged Mandy. “Thanks for buying the flowers.”

She kissed my cheek. “You’re welcome. I’m always available to spend your money.”

Mandy gently pushed me away and hugged Jill while Matt shook my hand. “I hope the trip goes well.”

“Investigations aren’t good or bad, they’re just a job.”

“Try not to get shot.”

“Why would I get shot investigating dead hikers?”

Matt shrugged, then asked rhetorically, “Why would you get shot looking for lost surveyors or trying to find a guy who dumped a body in an Arizona swamp?”

I cleared the table and took out the trash. With the doors locked, I took Jill’s hand. “I’m sorry we’re taking off for Hawaii with our new house still a mess.”

“Like you said, we don’t get to choose when assignments come up.” She paused and smiled while looking at the flowers backlit by moonlight. “The flowers were a nice touch. Did you come up with that idea all by yourself or did Mandy suggest them?”

“Matt made the suggestion. Mandy executed the plan.” I paused and looked at the piles of boxes. “Do you have any idea where my ‘go bag’ is?”

“It’s with mine in the trunk of your car, dear. I anticipated a rapid departure for somewhere.”

“You probably thought that trip would be to South Dakota after a call from one of our elderly parents.”

Jill sighed. “We’re at a point where any phone call could throw all our plans into disarray. If it hadn’t been Jack’s call, it would’ve been one of our mothers who needed us.”

“Mandy’s picking us up early,” I said over my shoulder as I walked to the bedroom. “We should get some sleep.”

Jill stepped in front of me as I surveyed the boxes and suitcases piled in the bedroom closet. She smiled as she unbuttoned my shirt. “We’re going to spend a lot of hours on planes tomorrow. I’ll sleep then.”

“You know I can’t sleep on a plane...”

Tugging out my shirttails, Jill smiled. “I guess you’ll be tired when we land in Hilo.”

I nuzzled Jill’s neck. “I should buy flowers more often.”

“You should.”
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Being a small satellite airport, Corpus Christi flights connect through Houston or Dallas. From Houston, we caught a flight to LA where we had a three-hour layover while awaiting our flight to Hilo. We ate an expensive meal in a chain restaurant near our gate. Jill poked at the chicken in her taco salad.

“I keep forgetting that it’s impossible to get real Mexican food when eating at a chain restaurant.”

Setting aside my pulled pork sandwich, I nodded. “And California barbecue isn’t like Rudy’s.”

That comment perked Jill up. “Remember when we went to Rudy’s before we were married and the guy at the counter kidded you because you didn’t know the difference between wet and dry smoked brisket?”

“Yeah, I think he was hitting on you.”

“Nah, he was just having a good time kidding the Yankees who hadn’t experienced Rudy’s ambiance.”

“I hope that we can find excellent seafood in Hawaii.”

Pushing aside her half-finished meal, Jill looked toward our gate where a dozen people were lined up awaiting their turn to speak to the harried gate agent. “What are the chances we’ll get upgraded to business class seats?”

“I expect we’ll be in the sardine can seats the government travel agency booked for us. It looks like the plane will be full.”

“Did you check your email this morning to see if there was any new information on the case?”

“Not before we left home,” I replied. “Federal rules prohibit us from accessing email or secure Park Service websites from public WiFi.”

A waiter appeared and dropped off a bill, then cleared our plates as Jill tapped information into her smartphone. Our meal cost as much as our weekly trip to the Port Aransas grocery store. I inserted my charge card into a small electronic box on the table and was amused that the options for payment included pre-calculated tip amounts ranging from ten to thirty percent. Considering that we’d placed our orders electronically, had our food delivered by someone from the kitchen, and had only seen our waiter when he delivered the bill, I chose the ten percent tip.

While I waited for the box to print the receipt, I commented, “This reminds me of using the self-checkout option at the grocery store.”

Jill glanced up from her phone. “Just be glad they didn’t expect us to prepare the meal ourselves.”

“For nearly a hundred dollars, you’d think they’d at least refill our drinks.” Jill’s focus on her cell phone was annoying me. “Are you playing games or texting with my mother?”

After touching a few keys, she looked up. “The Park Service forbids using the unsecured airport WiFi, but I can access their database from the 5G internet from my phone.” She handed me her phone. “I found the coroner’s report on the Hawaii PD database.”

“I think the point is to not open the NPS databases through unsecured WiFi. Using your phone is not...”

She cut off my lecture by saying, “I’m using 5G, which is not WiFi, and I’m not accessing any Park Service databases. Read the report.”

As the investigating NPS ranger had noted in his report, the hikers had died from inhalation of toxic volcanic gas, causing their lungs to fill with liquid. The coroner noted the cause of death as suffocation due to hydrogen chloride induced pneumonia. 

“I guess the ranger’s first assessment was right on target.” I held out the phone to Jill.

“Read on.”

Jill’s suggestion surprised me. Sensitive to the diners sitting near us, she’d seen something more that she couldn’t discuss in a crowded restaurant. Further down the report, I found the coroner’s general observations. “Although the bodies are badly decomposed, a closer analysis shows decomposition due to acidic gasses. The lack of cadaverine odor, indicative of enzymatic decomposition and bacterial attack, indicates that the bodies were found within 24 hours of death.”

Carefully composing my response to Jill, I said, “The discovery was fresh.”

She nodded. “The ranger didn’t mention that assessment.”

“The ranger may lack the expertise to make that analysis,” I replied. “Most rangers aren’t trained to make that kind of assessment.”

“Read on.”

Further down the report, the coroner added, “The femoral fractures with localized bleeding indicate trauma caused by a fall shortly before death.”

I slid the phone back to Jill. “We need to speak with the report’s author.”

After exiting the database and shutting down her phone, Jill picked up her carry-on bag. “Let’s find seats nearer the gate.” As we exited the restaurant, she leaned close. “I don’t understand the technical jargon, but I know that these weren’t two people who wandered off the trail and were overcome by volcanic gas.”

“Unless their bodies were found at the bottom of a cliff, something else was going on.”

The gate agent paged, “Fletcher, party of two, please approach the desk.”

As we approached, the gate agent stepped from behind the desk and met us. “Are you federal agents?”

Jill nodded. 

“The gentleman in the blue blazer would like to speak with you.” She nodded toward a man standing across the concourse from the gate. He smiled when we looked toward him.

“Why would he want to speak with us?” I asked the gate agent.

“You have the same employer,” she said before returning to the desk.

We carried our bags across the concourse and set them near the smiling stocky, white-haired man. 

“I’m Larry Hawes, your friendly air marshal. What are your names and which agency do you work for?”

“We’re Doug and Jill Fletcher, from the National Park Service,” I replied.

“I’ve never met an armed park ranger.”

“We’re with the Investigative Services Branch. All ISB employees carry firearms.”

“I’m happy to have backup, but please try not to punch a hole through the fuselage if you feel compelled to discharge your firearms. A rapid decompression event makes a mess.”

Jill smiled. “Thanks for your words of wisdom.”

Nodding, Larry surveyed the crowd gathering near the boarding gate. “Get in line when they make the pre-boarding announcement. Put your carry-on bags overhead, take your seats, but don’t buckle your seatbelts until they close the cabin door.”

Jill and I both surveyed the passengers. “Is there a specific threat?”

“Not an overt threat, but I don’t like the look of the college-aged kids who just came out of the bar. If I had to guess, they’re probably already drunk and are going to order more alcohol on the plane. People like that tend to make the flight attendants’ lives miserable.”

Jill covered her mouth while appearing to scratch her nose. “We had an...experience with a businessman who’d been overserved on a flight.”

I turned away from the crowd and adjusted the windbreaker that covered my badge and holster. “They’re an annoyance. Is there anyone or anything here that scares you?”

Larry chuckled. “The risk level is orange, but realistically, I’m more concerned about catching Covid here in the lobby than I am about a terrorist or hijacker.”

“That’s nice, but not entirely reassuring,” I replied.

“Hey, they still put air marshals on random flights just to keep an eye on things.”

“Do you at least get to spend a few days on the beach before you fly back to the mainland?”

“First of all, there’s no beach in Hilo. Secondly, I’ll be in a mauka-view room in the cheapest Hilo hotel. Thirdly, after two nights of crappy sleep, I’ll be on a red-eye flight to the mainland.”

“What’s mauka-view mean?” Jill asked.

“That’s Hawaiian for mountain-view. All federal employees get mauka-view rooms. The tourists pay big bucks for the makai-view rooms, the ocean view.” The gate agent made the pre-boarding announcement and Larry picked up his carry-on bag. “Like I said, try not to shoot a hole in the airplane.”

Reaching down for her bag, Jill said, “I’ll try, but we end up shooting someone on most every trip.”

Larry snorted. “I’ve never met a federal cop who’s discharged his weapon anywhere but on the firing range. It just doesn’t happen.” He walked to the lineup of handicapped travellers and people with children preparing to pre-board.

Jill looked at me. “You didn’t tell him about our experiences?”

“Nah, he’s better off not knowing.”

* * *
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Thankfully, the Hilo flight was uneventful. The college students were loud, but not obnoxious, and most of the passengers appeared to be looking forward to a vacation. There wasn’t a Park Service ranger to greet us as we deplaned, nor was there an escort at the luggage carousel. Since all the midsize cars were out, the rental clerk upgraded us to a pickup which suited our taste better than the other option, which was a minivan.

After carefully using a yellow highlighter to show us the best route to the government’s chosen hotel, the car rental woman looked at Jill. “Ma’am, I hope I’m not out of line, but I’d tell your boss that the motel lost your reservation, and I’d move to the Homestead B&B.”

“Is there some reason we’d prefer the B&B to that motel?” Jill asked as I studied the map.

The young clerk wrinkled her nose. “You’ve heard that Hawaiian cockroaches are the size of pecans?”

Getting the hint, Jill took the map from me. “I think we got lost on our way to the motel. Highlight the route to the B&B you suggested.”

The smiling clerk handed Jill a brochure for the B&B, then pulled out another map and highlighted a new route. “I think you’ll like this better. There’s nothing worse than having a two-inch cockroach flying into your mouth while you’re asleep.”

“They fly?” I asked.

“Oh, yes! And our ants are tiny specks that crawl everywhere.”

Jill took the map. “Got it. Your cockroaches are big, and the ants are small. Is there anything else we should know about this slice of paradise?”

“The banana bread and Kona coffee are heavenly.”

I tossed the keys to Jill as we walked to the only pickup in the parking lot. She clicked the remote, unlocking the truck. As I loaded our suitcases and carry-on bags into the back seat she said, “I doubt that the banana bread or Kona coffee are enough to overcome the taste of a cockroach in my mouth.”

“Maybe the cockroaches are tangy or sweet,” I said as I climbed into the passenger seat.

“Trust me. I’ve lived in enough seedy places across the South. Cockroaches have a distinctive, unpleasant odor. I assume they’re like antelope, whose meat tastes the same as their smell.”

“You’ve never mentioned eating antelope.”

“That’s because I didn’t want you to think it was something I’d ever repeat. Antelope steak is right up there on the never to be repeated list alongside fried liver and Rocky Mountain oysters.”

“You don’t like your liver fried?”

That comment got a glare. “Smartass. I don’t eat liver regardless of how it’s prepared.”

The Homestead B&B had a very small sign at the end of the driveway. After driving by it twice, Jill spotted it on the third pass. “Talk about understated advertising.”

“You’d almost think they were trying to avoid business.”

The driveway was two cars wide and barely longer than the pickup. Jill parked blocking a garage door. “I’ll park on the street after we check in.”

The door opened before we got to the steps, and a matronly Hawaiian woman with salt and pepper hair, and a broad smile greeted us. “Aloha!”

“I can move the pickup...”

The woman waved off Jill’s comment. “That garage stall is just for the lawnmower. You’re fine where you’re parked.”

The inside of the two-story house was filled with the scent of flowers and cinnamon. The living room furniture wasn’t new but was well cared for. Magazines on the coffee table were current, with lovely cover pictures of waterfalls and flowers.

“I’m Mary Johnson, the owner, cook, and maid. If you need anything, you’ll usually find me in the kitchen. If I’m not there, knock on the bedroom door under the stairs.”

“I’m Doug Fletcher and this is my wife, Jill. I hadn’t expected to meet any Johnsons in Hawaii.”

Mary’s smile widened. “I recognize your Minnesota accent. You come from the land of Johnsons and Carlsons.”

“My Minnesota accent?”

Mary laughed. “I half expected you to say, ‘you betcha,’ or ‘uff da.’”

“It’s the darned Fargo movie. Everyone thinks Minnesotans talk like that.”

“Doug, you’ve softened the accent a bit, but you still draw out the vowels when you speak. Where’s home for you, Jill?”

“South Dakota.”

Mary laughed. “I bet you met at a cross-border square dance.”

Jill smiled. “We actually met during an Arizona murder investigation.”

“I was going to ask about your pistols. You don’t see anyone but cops carrying a gun around here...well, except for the pig hunters.” Mary waved her hand. “Enough chit chat. You’ve been travelling all day. Let me show you to your room, and we can talk over breakfast. You’re at the top of the stairs.”

“Mary, don’t we have to sign in and give you our credit card?” I asked.
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