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1: Invasive Species
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I stabbed a cherry tomato right in the center as a dribble of juice spurted out. Then I threaded a white button mushroom onto the skewer behind it, followed by a slice of limp green pepper. It felt good to get my frustrations out after a week on the homicide beat by annihilating these vegetables, then imagining the skewers charring on the backyard grill.

I realized I was getting too into kitchen violence, and shifted to forming a platter of roughly-rounded hamburger patties. I tried not to think of the way the raw meat resembled brain matter. But when you’re a cop, it’s hard to leave your work behind.

Fortunately my sweetheart came in then, and all thoughts of death and destruction flew out the window. I still believed Mike Riccardi was the handsomest man I knew. Six-four, with broad shoulders and wavy black hair and an oval face with dark eyes that shone.  He was an assistant chief in the Honolulu Fire Department, the kind of man who ran toward danger rather than away from it.

I was the same kind of guy, and though we had come to accept that about each other, I still worried every time I heard a fire siren. At least I was comfortable with him around a grill.

He picked up one of the cherry tomatoes and popped it into his mouth, and I was mesmerized for a moment by the movement of his mustache as he chewed. “I thought you started the grill already,” I said.

“I did. I want to get the coals nice and red.”

“Who’s watching it?”

“Dakota.”

I looked through the window at the yard behind our house. Under the umbrella of a monkeypod tree, our twenty-three-year-old foster son, Dakota Gianelli, was leaning against a tree facing the back of our yard, his phone to his ear. Then behind him, a giant ball of flame burst from the grill. “Oh, shit,” Mike said, and dashed back there. “Dakota!”

We had taken Dakota in when he was a teen, and he had grown into a solid young man, his Italian heritage evident in his Mediterranean skin, dark hair and Roman nose. Too bad he didn’t have enough sense to watch an open flame.

I carried the platter outside. Mike had turned the grill way down and stood at the ready with a fire extinguisher. “I said I’m sorry,” Dakota said.

“Sorry I didn’t burn the house down,” Mike said.

“At least we know we raised a lousy arsonist,” I said.

A flight of green parrots with bright red heads surprised us by zooming out of the tree cover and over our heads. Like the ironwood, they were an invasive species that had made a home in the Aloha State. The same was true for Dakota, born in New Jersey and brought to Honolulu by his mother when she was fleeing bad guys back home.

The same could even be true for Mike, whose father was Italian-American from New York, and his Korean-born mother. They had come to Hawai’i when Mike was a kid to escape prejudice against mixed marriages on Long Island.

The smell of grilled meat rose, and our golden retriever, Roby, positioned himself beside Mike, waiting for his first tidbit. Dakota’s phone rang, but he shut it off and stuck it in his pocket. When Mike handed him the first burger off the grill, he busied himself doctoring it with lettuce, tomato, mayonnaise and a large squirt of Korean hot sauce, a taste he’d acquired from Mike.

It was a lovely Sunday evening, and I didn’t even have to put on music because someone a few houses down was playing a concert by Kalani Pe’a, a young singer with the pipes of a belter, folded into soothing island rhythms.

Mike pulled burgers off the grill for the two of us, and I loaded up a platter of grilled vegetable skewers.

“How’s your work?” Dakota asked me as we ate.

“Must be something in the stars,” I said. “One weird case after another. A man attacked his neighbors with roach spray because their music was too loud. Another guy threatened to destroy the world with an army of turtles. We picked up a drunk who was eating spaghetti with his bare hands at an Italian restaurant on Waikiki. And another guy had this scam going where he held a lemonade packet in his hand and used that on the self-checkout at the Walmart each time he scanned a more expensive item.”

“That’s inventive,” Mike said. “And less violent than using a gun, right?”

Then Dakota said, “Um, speaking of criminals. My mom called me last week and asked if I would come to see her.” His normally handsome face was contorted.

Dakota knew we had a low opinion of his mother because of her history with drugs and crime, but I had to admit he was a sharp kid, leading the conversation in a way that let him drop his bombshell. I leaned forward in my lawn chair. “Did you?”

Mike put his hand on my arm, a warning not to get too angry too quickly. “Kimo,” he said. We were nearly the same age, though most people would say he was way more level-headed than I was. We both had eyes with a slight slant and favored aloha shirts when not at work, but he was a few inches taller than I was and broader in the chest.

I took a deep breath, and Dakota nodded.

“I drove up to Wahiawa on Thursday when I had the afternoon off.” Dakota’s tone was deliberately conversational, though the subject had all three of us on edge. His mom had been at The Women’s Community Correctional Center, in the center of the island, for as long as I’d known him.

“How’s she doing?” Mike asked.

Dakota looked up. “Better. They have her in a vocational rehab program preparing her to get out.”

I didn’t like the sound of that. “When would she be released?”

“As long as she behaves, right after the first of the year,” Dakota said. “She’s going to a halfway house in Kaneohe for a while until she gets her bearings.” He looked down again. “She wants us to get a place together.”

“In Kaneohe?” I asked.

He shook his head. “On the Leeward Coast, near where I work. She’s been learning customer service and cash management skills. She could get a service job at one of the hotels. Maybe even the Disney property.” 

“How do you feel about that, Dakota?” Mike asked.

I was glad he brought it up because my heart was racing with anger toward Angelina Gianelli and I couldn’t have made the question sound as casual as Mike did.

“I don’t know what to think,” he said, and I could hear the anguish in his voice. “I mean, what do I owe her? She was a lousy mom and she basically abandoned me when she started doing drugs. I was on my own long before she went to prison.”

I couldn’t argue with that.

“She says I’m a bad son because I haven’t been to see her enough, because I’m not out there working to get her released. As if I could. And now I need to make it up to her by helping her out.”

“It’s a tough situation,” Mike said. “You know you’re always welcome here. But your mom?” He shook his head. “I think the K-Man and I both agree that we don’t want anything to do with her.”

“But she doesn’t have anyone else!” Dakota said. “My grandparents are too old and they gave up on her years ago. She has a brother and a sister back in Jersey but neither of them will even accept a collect call from her.”

“There are lots of people who have to make their way in the world on their own,” I said, trying to stay calm. As a beat cop for years in Waikiki, and then a homicide detective in downtown Honolulu, I had met all kinds of people, victims and villains alike. “I see it all the time. You screw over everyone who cares about you and...” I took a breath. “At least she’s got the halfway house, and she’s getting some skills.”

I stood up and started pacing around the yard. “You need to tell her she has to prove herself to you. Let her get a job and a place to live, and be sober and employed for a year. Then think about moving in together if she still wants to.”

“We can’t tell you what to do,” Mike said, with a sharp glance at me. “You have a brain and a heart, and while it may take you a while to process everything, eventually you’ll make the decision that’s right for you.”

There was a lot more I wanted to say on the topic, but one look from Mike and I shut my mouth. The three of us ate quietly, as the music in the background changed from Kalani Pe’a to Paula Fuga’s smoky voice wondering if ever she could see someone again, and what would happen.

“We had some weird stuff of our own at the fire department this week,” Mike said after a while. Dakota and I both looked up from eating.

“Woman cleaning out her grandfather’s house on the North Shore found a World War II grenade and she brought it to the Sunset Beach station,” he continued. “Grenade still had a pin in it, so we had to evacuate the station and call in the bomb squad.”

“Was it still live after all these years?” Dakota asked.

“That’s what the technician said. And then the guys at Pearl City had to remove a man’s penis from a hole in his bowling ball where it got stuck.”

“Ouch,” I said. “And embarrassing, too.” I turned to Dakota. “See, there are some places you just shouldn’t stick your dick.”

He laughed. “I’ll remember that.”

When we finished eating, I carried the plates inside and loaded the dishwasher while Mike and Dakota scrubbed the grill. When I was back in my chair again, I asked Dakota, “How are you doing, kiddo?”

Dakota took a deep breath. “Better. I know you say I don’t listen to you enough, but I’m going to take your advice. Push my mom off for a while, see how things develop.”

I nodded. There was nothing more I could do to help Dakota, at least not until the State of Hawai’i’s plans for his mother were more definite.
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2: Guest Suite
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My cell phone rang, and I was surprised to see my old friend Ray Donne’s name on the display. He had been my detective partner for years until he and his wife returned to Philadelphia, and he was as much family to me as my brothers, my cousins, or Mike and Dakota. “Aloha, bud. Calling with early Christmas wishes?”

“Well, that too,” he said. “Wanted to give you the news as quick as I had it. We’re coming back to Honolulu.”

I was stunned. A pueo, or short-eared owl, swooped through the trees and I looked up, as if Ray was there. “Back here? Why?”

He laughed. “Don’t sound so excited.”

I watched as the owl swooped down to the ground and grabbed a mouse in its beak, then flapped its wings back up to the tree canopy and disappeared from sight. “I thought you and Julie wanted to be closer to your family.”

“So did we. But we underestimated a couple of things. The availability of her parents and mine to babysit, for one thing.” In the background I heard his son Vinnie, who was 10, arguing with his mother.

“And?”

“And we got spoiled by the weather out there, and Julie hates her job here, so she reached out to the guy at UH who mentored her, Joshua Kalani Walsh. Turns out he had a heart attack in August, just before the school year started. Decided to retire. They advertised for someone to replace him, and lucky for us, they didn’t get many qualified applicants.”

“Except Julie?”

“Except Julie. Walsh is in the middle of a big longitudinal study of Pacific Islanders, and Julie spent three years of her PhD as his assistant, so she knows the study backwards and forwards. And the last year or so, she’s been working in marketing research for a consulting firm, and one of her biggest clients was Hawaiian Airlines, analyzing data about why people come to the islands and what they do. Her work piggybacks onto his, so it’s a perfect addition for the department.”

I laughed. “You don’t have to sell her to me, Ray. She’s a star and I’ve always known it.” 

“She’s had a hell of a time getting a job teaching Asian and Pacific Islander studies since she is neither Asian nor a Pacific Islander, so the timing of this is a godsend. She had a couple of Zoom interviews and yesterday afternoon they called and said yes.”

“That’s great, bud. When do you get here?”

“We’re flying out tonight. That’s the thing I’m hoping you can help with. We’re only renting here—we stopped looking to buy when we realized Julie was so unhappy. Our landlord will let us out of the lease January 1. But I don’t know how we’re going to find something we can afford in Honolulu in the middle of tourist season.”

“Let me ask around,” I said. “I may know people who know people.”

It was true; O’ahu was one island, and my family, friends and Punahou classmates were spread all over it. Half of the time when I’m investigating a case, I know someone who knows someone I can talk to.

I told him I was excited to see him, Julie and Vinnie, and ended the call. The first people I thought to ask were Mike’s and my baby mamas.

I had known Sandra Guarino and her wife, Cathy Selkirk, for years before they approached Mike and me to donate sperm so they could have a child. Sandra was a prominent attorney in Honolulu, and though she didn’t often take criminal cases, our paths had crossed periodically.

A year before, Sandra had been asked by the governor to fill a seat in the US House of Representatives vacated by the unfortunate death of a woman who had made a lot of enemies. Sandra, who had spent her career making alliances across courtrooms and party lines, was a great choice. The previous fall, she had won election to her own two-year term.

A paddled ceiling fan in our living room swirled cool air, and even with the lights off I could find my way to our newest purchase, a leather sofa with a recliner at one end. I settled into the chair, raised my feet up, and checked my email for the weekly schedule Cathy sent out to family and friends, a coordination of the days the House was in session, the Punahou school schedule, and any trips they had planned.

Sandra was in DC, and five hours ahead of us. Good. I could catch her before she went to sleep. “Hey, little mama, how you doing?” I asked when she answered her phone, in a faux-Jersey accent I had learned from Dakota.

“You know I hate it when you call me that.”

“But secretly you love it. You love being the mother of those two adorable twins.”

“That I’ll agree with. What’s up?”

“You remember my ex-partner, Ray, and his wife Julie? Julie nabbed a teaching job at UH so they’re coming back. They need some short-term housing. You know anyone who’d rent out to a cop, a professor and a ten-year-old?”

“I’d have to verify with Cathy, but you know we have that guest suite out by the pool. It’s small, but there are two bedrooms and a living room with a galley kitchen.”

“I thought you were fixing that up so that Cathy’s parents could come and stay for a  while.”

“They’re happy in Oregon,” Sandra said. “They like it when we stop over there when we’re flying between DC and Honolulu.”

“In other words they love their grandchildren, but in small doses.”

“Can you blame them? Those babies came out of my uterus like a railroad train and I love them more than life itself, but every time I get on a plane to DC and leave them behind I feel this deep sigh of relief.”

“Hey, you’re talking about my kids there,” I said, though I knew what she was talking about. At nine years old Addie and Owen had developed their own personalities and yet retained a twinned connection that provided a formidable opponent when they didn’t get what they wanted.

“How is Julie and Ray’s son? Well-behaved?”

“Honestly, I haven’t asked. But he always wants books for birthday and Christmas gifts, so that’s a good sign.”

“I’ll call Cathy and talk it through with her and one of us will call you back.”

I thanked her and hung up. Then I sat back and closed my eyes. It would be great to have Ray back, hopefully as my partner once more. We had always been a great team, at HPD and then when we’d gone on special assignment to the FBI. It was when we were ready to return to regular policing that he and Julie had decided it was a good time to go back home.

Home, however, is not always what you think it will be.

Cathy’s cell number showed up on my phone a few minutes later. “They can move in whenever they want,” she said. “Just give us a day’s notice.”

“Better yet, I’ll give Julie your number and cut out the middleman.”

“Works for me.”

“Thanks, Cathy. I appreciate it. With luck, the kids will get along, and you’ll feel comfortable having a cop in the back yard when Sandra is away.”

“Is he going back to HPD?” she asked.

“That’s my next project.”

I called Ray back and gave him the good news. “For real?” he asked. “That quick?”

“Hey, you know me. Bull in a china shop. Never stop to consider the impact of my actions.”

“You won’t get any argument from me. I really appreciate it, Kimo. This makes everything so much easier.”

“What about you? You going to try for your old job back?”

“What’s it like these days?”

“Steve Hart is moving back to California,” I said. “Big going away party for him next week. If you get here in time, you should come.”

“Any news on who’s replacing him?”

“Mary Luo from the Chinatown substation,” I said. “But with budget cutbacks I don’t have a steady partner. We’d have to tackle Lieutenant Sampson, see what he can work out.”
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3: Death of a Legend
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While I was sleeping Sunday night, I got a text message from Ray that they were waiting for the rental car shuttle at Honolulu International Airport, a few minutes after midnight. He thanked me for the connection to Cathy and Sandra, and said he’d be in touch once they got some shuteye.

On Monday, I wanted to talk to my boss, Lieutenant Jim Sampson, about Ray, but I missed him by minutes. When I arrived at the Alapai Headquarters in downtown Honolulu at eight o’clock, Sampson had already been in and left for a meeting of the department’s top brass.

I spent the morning on paperwork but had to leave at noon for an appointment at the Medical Examiner’s Office. I was on my way out of the building, passing the lei-covered memorial to officers who died in the line of duty, when I spotted Sampson across the street, accompanied by a pair of other lieutenants. I tried to hail him but he was deep in conversation, and I had to get to the morgue.

The ME’s office was in a low-slung white building in an industrial neighborhood of Iwilei, behind the Salvation Army. Sadly anyone who came there for an autopsy was beyond salvation.

The receptionist, Alice Kanamura, had been behind the front desk for as long as I’d been going there, and despite the grimness of my visits she had always been a cheerful sunny presence. That day, though, she looked sad.

“What’s up Alice?” I asked. “You okay?”

“My mom passed away last week. Because she was home alone when she died, she had to have an autopsy. I know Doc was gentle with her, because that’s the way he is. But every time I think of her in there being cut open I get sad.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “My dad used to say that he wanted to die quietly in his sleep, not screaming like the passengers in the car with him.”

Alice’s eyes widened, and then she laughed.

“In the end, he went the way your mom did, in his sleep at home. I can’t imagine how hard that was for my mom, but she said she preferred to think of him in heaven, on a surfboard, where she knew he was happy.”

“My mom loved to quilt.” Alice showed me a shawl-sized piece of fabric made of quilted squares in a bird of paradise pattern. I saw the careful stitching of each leaf and flower. “I have this here when I get cold.”

“It’s beautiful,” I said. “Imagine her in heaven, quilting these for the angels. I’m sure that would make her very happy.”

“It would. She made baby quilts, you know, to give to poor women. When I get sad I think of all those babies sheltered in her love.”

She smiled. “Doc is waiting for you in his office. You can go on back.”

When I first met our Medical Examiner, Paul “Doc” Takayama, twelve or thirteen years before, he was only in his late twenties, a med school prodigy who looked impossibly young. He’d gone into pathology, he said, so that he wouldn’t have to keep justifying his age to patients.

Now, he looked more mature, though he still had a baby face. And some of the awkwardness of his youth had faded away, too. He didn’t conduct every autopsy himself, but he’d taken on this one, which had several contradicting problems. The case had come in from the North Shore, a surfer who had hit his head on rocks at Banzai Pipeline, a surf spot with one of the deadliest wave patterns in the world. 

The surf, often strong, broke over shallow water by a sharp reef, and it took an experienced surfer to manage it. Doc had called me in because of my surfing experience—in addition to a life spent on the water, I had tried to make it on the pro circuit for nearly a year before changing direction and heading to the police academy.

“What’s up, Doc?” I asked, as I walked into the autopsy suite. Immediately I was assailed by the odor, and pulled a tube of Vick’s Vapo-Rub from my pocket, a trick I had learned years before. A quick swipe beneath my nose helped with the smell.

“I want your opinion on these bruises,” he said. That was definitely a shift; usually I was asking Doc for medical advice.

He lifted a white sheet from the foot of a body on an examining table. The bottoms of both feet had been sliced up. “Looks like coral,” I said. “I’ve done that to myself a couple of times.”

I stared at the feet and thought. “Hold on, it doesn’t make sense that he’d hit the coral feet first,” I said. “The way Pipeline breaks, he’d be more likely to get knocked into the water and then bounced over the coral. Are there bruises on his side, too?”

He lifted the sheet further and I peered in. “Yeah, these are what I’d expect. I still have a wicked scar on my right side from a coral encounter when I was younger and stupider.”

I looked up at Doc. “But that doesn’t explain the bruises on his feet. He’d have to have fallen off his board and slid feet-first into the coral. Did anyone see him fall?”

Doc shook his head. “It was early in the morning, just after dawn, and not many surfers were out. A couple getting into their wetsuits spotted him on the sand and called the police.”

“Something made him fall,” I said. “You know anything about him? A good surfer?”

“Just his name and address, from ID found in his car. Frederic Corsetti. Haleiwa resident.”

“Freddy Corsetti?” I said. “He’s a legend, Doc. A dozen or more championships under his belt.” I pulled out my phone. “Let me check the surf report for Pipeline this morning.”

I read through it. “Nothing unusual, no rip current. Wave heights are hovering in the waist to stomach high range. Those should be a breeze for a surfer like Freddy. Did you run a blood test?”

“He exhibits some evidence of thallium poisoning, but there isn’t enough in his blood to kill him.”

“Doesn’t thallium leave the body quickly?”

“It does. So I did a microscopic analysis of a hair and its root. The results showed a tapered follicle with a black root, which is pathognomonic for thallium toxicity. I wanted to get your opinion before I get the North Shore CSI to confiscate everything in his kitchen and start that whole run of tests.”

I thought for a minute. “Isn’t thallium easily brought in through the skin?”

“It is. But you’d have to swim in it to get enough concentration.” Doc’s mouth dropped open. “Could there be something in the water? Illegal dumping?”

I shook my head. “He was wearing a wetsuit, right? And standing on a board? His body wouldn’t have that much exposure to the water, even when he was swimming out to catch a wave.”

We looked at each other, and at the same time, we both said, “Wetsuit.”

“If someone rubbed crushed thallium tablets on the inside of his wetsuit, the chemical ought to interact with his sweat and the water to knock him out, right? And that would be consistent with falling from his board and hitting the coral feet first.”

“I have some tests to run,” Doc said. “Thanks, Kimo.”

“You’ve done me a million favors,” I said. “Glad to do one for you.”

I was happy to be able to help Doc, but eager to get back to headquarters and catch Lieutenant Sampson. Unfortunately, I had to be in court to testify in a case from the previous year, and I had to wait hours to be called. By the time I returned to the office, Sampson had already left for the day.

I couldn’t blame him, but Steve Hart had stopped pulling his weight as his departure approached, and though Mary Luo was an experienced detective, she didn’t know our district well enough yet. As the holidays approached and tourists flooded O’ahu, the rate of crime increased, and the rest of us were working flat out. I hadn’t had a full-time partner since Ray left, because Sampson thought I was experienced enough to work on my own.

But I wanted that to change now that Ray was back in the picture.
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4: Missing Persons
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Tuesday morning I woke to a phone message, an alert for an all-hands meeting at eight, and even though I got there early, Sampson was on the phone and only came out of his office to address the squad room, filled with on and off-duty detectives and patrol officers.

“Thanks for coming in,” he began. He was a big, broad-shouldered haole, or white, who had played minor-league baseball in his youth and retained an athletic build. “We have a missing persons case, and the trail is already cold. I need every pair of eyes on the street looking for this mother and son.”

He hit a couple of buttons on his remote, and the room lights dimmed as the projector kicked in. “This is Karen D’Arcy Fontenot,” he said as a photo of a middle-aged woman with elegantly cut brown hair appeared on the screen. “Caucasian female, forty-nine years old. Five-nine, approximately one hundred forty pounds. No identifying tattoos though she does have a slight scar from a Caesarean birth.”

He clicked the screen, and a photo of a sullen young man appeared. “She is believed to be with her son, Charles D’Arcy Fontenot, age fourteen. Though you can’t tell from this shot, he has those clear braces on his teeth...”

“Invisalign,” Mary Luo said. When she set up her desk, I saw a photo of her with her husband and a teenaged daughter with braces. I could only imagine how much it would cost if both Addie and Owen needed them.

“Thank you,” Sampson said. “Approximately one hundred pounds. Surgical scars from a broken right wrist and elbow.” He took a breath. “Charles was diagnosed with Asperger’s Syndrome at age three. He is said to lack verbal skills and is easily moved to physical violence.”

“Great,” muttered someone in the room.

“Karen and Charles arrived in Honolulu on Thursday night, accompanied by six other members of their immediate family. They are staying in several suites at the Albergo d’Italia, a new luxury resort in Kahala.”

He flipped to the next slide, a property in the same chain as the one where Dakota was working on the Leeward Coast. “Karen took Charles on morning hikes starting on Friday, returning each day by noon to spend time with the rest of the family,” Sampson continued. “Yesterday morning, they left the hotel and did not return.”

Mary Luo raised her hand. “Why wasn’t this reported yesterday?”

“Good question. According to her brother Jules, who reported her missing, she is a very independent and high-strung individual who did not like to have her choices questioned, especially with regard to her son. When she didn’t return for lunch, Jules and the rest of the family assumed that Charles was acting up and Karen was keeping him somewhere until he calmed down.”

I began to get bad feelings about this case. A high-strung mother, an unruly son, unsupportive relatives. But I waited to say anything until I heard the full story.

“What about the father?” I asked. “Is he at the hotel, too?”

“According to Karen’s brother, the birth father is not in the picture,” Sampson said. He turned back to the screen, which showed a bar graph over time. “We all know the numbers. There are currently about 7,500 missing persons in Hawai‘i. Let’s do our best to rescue Karen and Charles from that list.”

Then he brought up a map of the Kahala area. “District 6 will be handling interviews of the hotel staff. Their personnel will search the hotel grounds and all the way down to Wai’alae Beach Park. They have asked for our assistance canvassing homes along Kahala Avenue as far as Black Point.”
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