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Chapter One
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The expectant faces on the crowd of artists gathered in the makeshift art gallery at a mall in Līhu‘e, Kaua‘i, Hawaii, had Shandra Higheagle Greer’s stomach churning. She’d rather be on the receiving side of the juror’s thoughts than be the juror. 

She’d bumped into a college classmate at an art show in California eight months ago. Leilani Brown had suggested Shandra be the judge for the Kaua‘i Art Society’s annual juried show. They paid for her flight, and her friend, Leilani, was housing she and Ryan for the week-and-a-half that it took to judge the entries, make decisions, and be at the grand opening this Saturday. 

Talking about the pieces that she’d passed to be in the exhibition had been easy. They all had unique techniques that showed passion and all things that good art should have. It was talking about the pieces that didn’t make it that had her stalling. 

Especially, one piece.

She’d met Patrick James the day he’d brought his abstract painting in to be dropped off. He’d told her about the story of the painting, but she hadn’t been able to see what he’d conveyed in words. She’d found the piece flat and void of emotion or sense of anything. How did she convey this without hurting the man’s ego and perhaps keeping him from working on his chosen art form?

“There is one piece left for you to tell us your thoughts,” Brendan Darnell, the president of the art society board, said, holding up Patrick’s large, garish painting in primary colors. 

Ryan stood at the back of the room. He’d told her she’d do a great job as a juror. Shandra shot a glance toward her husband who knew she’d dreaded this moment. He gave her a thumbs up. 

“I feel this work could have used a bit more movement and emotion. If you study the pieces I chose, you’ll see there is a fluidity and life to them. This piece is titled, ‘A Child’s World’, yet, other than the bold primary colors, which I liked, it showed nothing of the vitality of a child, or emotion.” She glanced at Patrick. 

The man’s face had become as red as the lackluster swipe of crimson paint on the canvas. 

She hastily added, “Keep painting with honesty and passion.” 

The man grabbed his painting and shoved through the crowd, stopping in front of Leilani. “This is your fault! You asked your friend here to make sure I didn’t get in the show!” He poked a finger at the woman.

Ryan stepped over to the confrontation. “You can either apologize or leave.”

Patrick glared at Ryan before he jabbed his finger around the room in several directions. “You’ll all be sorry I’m not in this show.” He strode to the glass doors, shoved them open, and stomped across the mall pavilion and out of sight. 

“I would venture to say he is the most temperamental artist in the area,” the board president said, and everyone laughed.

Everyone but Shandra. She had feared his anger when she’d found fault with his piece. So much so, she’d discussed putting it in the exhibition with both Ryan and Leilani. But they had told her she couldn’t compromise the exhibit’s excellence by pandering to a temperament. She’d agreed. 

Now she found herself being surrounded by the artists who were in the exhibition.

“Can you believe the tantrum Patrick threw?” Elijah Lee, an artist in the show, asked. His piece was an oil painting of a surfer and turtle riding a wave. The joy on both faces and movement of the water had struck Shandra with the young man’s talent.

“He’s been working hard to bring out his craft,” Jonas Nakamura, another artist, said. He was a seasoned artist who had two paintings in the exhibit. Both nature scenes. One in oil and one in water colors.

“He’s the most sensitive artist I’ve ever come across,” Celia Niau, a ceramic artist, said. “He is gifted. I don’t understand why he brought that piece to be juried.” This artist had created a delicate rendition of a coral reef. The creation had made Shandra feel as if she were swimming in the reef.

The woman’s statement caught Shandra’s attention. “He has better pieces?”

“Yes. At least a dozen that show emotion and movement. I don’t understand why he brought that one.” Celia clutched the shiny shell on her necklace.

Saul Southwell, a multi-media artist around the same age as Patrick, scoffed. “Everything he paints is dull and boring. We all know that.” 

Shandra studied the man. His tone wasn’t so much patronizing as wishful. Did the creator of an abstract scene of trash and oil on a beach think Patrick had more talent than him?

“He’s up and down all the time,” Mr. Darnell, the board president, said. “Last week he turned down a scholarship I offered him after he said he’d take it the week before.”

The slight raising of eyebrows and knowing gazes caught Shandra’s attention. What did the artistic community know about the board president’s scholarships?

“You’re all being mean talking about Patrick when he isn’t here to defend himself.” Billie Moon, a potter whose gourd shape vases played on Shandra’s weakness for the shapes, stood up for the artist who’d fled. “He has been going through a trying time.” She faced Shandra. “This exhibit meant everything to him. Having that painting on display...” Tears glinted in her eyes. She spun around and walked away.

Ryan joined Shandra. “Ready to go?”

“Can Leilani leave now?” She glanced over at her friend who was in a conversation with Billie. 

“She gave me the keys to her place and said she’d be there in a couple hours.” Ryan excused them from the group.

“See you Friday night at the Opening Reception,” Helen Ventura, a bark cloth weaver, said.

“Yes. I’ll be here. See you then.” Shandra couldn’t shake the effect Patrick’s disappointment had embedded in her. She knew all about trying to get recognition for months and sometimes years of work. 

“Come on. I thought we’d go for a walk on the beach before turning in.” Ryan led her out to the rental car, drove her through the tree tunnel road to Kōloa, and through the town to Po‘ipū Beach.

Shandra smiled. Growing up she’d never seen the ocean, but as an adult, once she’d experienced the muted thunder of the waves, the spray of the salt water, tang in the air, and had her feet cradled in the soft, crunching sand, she was hooked. A walk on the beach was what she needed after the confrontation with Patrick. 

“You know me so well,” she said, stepping out of the rental car and grasping Ryan’s hand. 

“After the way that guy treated everyone at the gallery, I figured you could use the calming effects of the ocean, sand,” he pointed upwards, “and moonlight.”

She leaned her head on his shoulder as they walked out onto the beach. “This is perfect.” A sigh escaped before she breathed in the damp air tinted with fish, salt, and Ryan’s aftershave. Nothing could have been better. 

They meandered along the beach at the water line. The soft warm sand cushioned her steps. The crashing of small waves punctuated the quietness of the near empty beach. Moonlight glistened on the water giving the feeling they walked under and beside the twinkling night sky. 

“We should go to the house. Leilani will think we got lost driving back.” Shandra stared out at the vastness of the ocean and up at the stars and moon, before leading Ryan to the parked car. 

Between the two of them, they found their way back to Leilani’s house. 

“She’s not home yet,” Shandra said, a bit surprised. Her friend had been the quintessential host. Keeping them fed, showing them the sights, and making sure Shandra was everywhere she needed to be on time. 

“She said she’d be a couple hours,” Ryan said, unlocking the door.

“There was nothing to do but turn off the lights and lock the doors. I doubt anyone stayed around, there weren’t any refreshments. Friday is when everyone will mingle.” She didn’t know why, but the same dread that had settled in her stomach before talking to Patrick had returned.
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Chapter Two
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Shandra couldn’t sleep. The Grandfather clock leaning up against the wall in Leilani’s formal dining room bonged midnight. Her friend had yet to come home. The event ended four hours ago. Where could she be? 

The light on the stairway went on, and Ryan lumbered down the stairs. His half-open eyes widened when his feet hit the floor.

She sat in the chair at the bottom of the stairs. 

“What are you doing sitting down here in the dark?” he asked. 

“Waiting for Leilani. I’m worried.” She stood and followed her husband into the kitchen.

He switched on the lights and rummaged in the refrigerator. “What are you worried about?”

“Patrick was so angry when he left...” She didn’t want to say her worry out loud. Fear for her friend had been swimming in her stomach all night.

“He was angry with nearly everyone there. He just aimed it at Leilani because she was near the door.” Ryan pulled out a bowl of fresh fruit, placing it on the counter. He grabbed two bowls and started dishing up the pineapple, mango, and bananas. 

Light flickered through the kitchen window.

“There she is. Now don’t go interrogating her. Us staying here as long as we have may have put a cramp in her love life,” Ryan said, wiggling his eyebrows.

Shandra smiled and shook her head. “Leave it to a man to think that way.”

“What?” He acted offended, and she laughed. 

The door from the garage into the kitchen opened. Leilani’s dress was torn. Her hair had fallen out of the soft braid that had cascaded down her front right side. Her hands and knees were scratched and bleeding. She was barefoot.

Shandra hurried over to her friend. “What happened?” 

The woman stared at Shandra. “I-I went to explain-to—He fell. I-I tried to...” Tears trickled down the sides of her face.

Ryan stepped up to the two of them. “Who fell? Where?”

Sorrow pinched Leilani’s face. “Patrick. At his studio.” 

“Did you call the police?” Ryan was all business now. 

“I-I...”

He grabbed Leilani by the shoulders and made her look at him. “Did you call the police?”

“I tried to climb down to him, but I realized I couldn’t get down that far.” She shoved her hair out of her face.

“Did you call anyone?” Shandra asked, more gently than her husband.

Leilani shook her head. “I got in my car and drove here. But there were lights at his studio.” 

“Call the police,” Ryan said. “I’m going to change and drive out there. You stay here with Leilani.” 

Shandra pulled Leilani’s phone out of her purse and dialed 9-1-1. “I’d like to report an accident. A man fell over a cliff.” She asked Leilani. “Where at?”

“Halekoa Point. But they’ll find him... Oh, I think I’m going to be sick.” Leilani ran into the bathroom off the entryway.

Shandra relayed the message. 

Ryan bounded down the stairs, dressed and dangling the car keys. “Where am I headed?”

“Halekoa Point. Be careful.” Shandra squeezed his arm as he reached for the door knob. 

“Always. Take care of Leilani. I’ll call as soon as I know something.” Ryan kissed her and disappeared out the door. 

Shandra stood outside the bathroom door listening to her friend cry. 

~*~
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Ryan put the point into his GPS and followed the directions across town to a dirt road until he came to a T. Here the GPS told him to stop. Seeing flashing lights to his right, he eased the rental car that direction and spotted a small building sitting in the middle of nowhere. The activity was to the right of the small building. 

Parking his vehicle out of the way of the official ones, he got out and walked over to where several people, including two in uniform, were staring down over the side of the cliff. 

“What happened?” he asked the closest person.

“Someone’s over the edge,” the reply came from a familiar voice.

Ryan peered into the dim backlight from the rescuer’s spotlights. Judging from the height and slender build, he thought it was one of the artists from the exhibition. What would he be doing out here this time of night?

Easing himself closer, Ryan had a better look at the man. It was the painter close to Patrick’s age who’d made a less than complimentary comment. 

“Who’s over the edge?” Ryan asked.

“Since this is Patrick James’ studio, I’d guess it would be him.” 

The smirk in the man’s tone caught Ryan’s attention. “How did anyone know he fell? Was he the only one here?” 

“Why are you asking so many questions,” a deep voice behind Ryan asked. 

He glanced over his shoulder and couldn’t miss the massive body standing behind him. “Curious.”

The man put a large hand on his shoulder, spinning him around. “Curiosity killed the cat. Did you help Patrick over the cliff?”

Ryan put up his hands. “Not me. I heard about it and came to see if it was true.” 

“Who did you hear about it from?” The man walked him over into the light. Which glinted off a badge sticking out of the man’s shirt pocket.

Slipping his hand into his pocket, Ryan pulled out his badge. Not to butt in, only to let the man know he was a policeman as well. 

“The woman my wife and I are staying with—”

“Leilani did this! Man, I thought there was something going on,” The voice of the artist grew closer as the man walked into the light. 

“Nothing’s going on—” Ryan started.

“Leilani who?” the man, obviously a detective asked.

“Sir, can we—”

“It’s Detective Ka-neh.” The man emphasized how to say his name. “Leilani who?” He crossed his arms and stared. 

“Leilani Brown.” The irritating artist said. 

“Where can I find her?” The detective continued to watch Ryan.

He rattled off the address. “My wife is there with her now. We’re the ones who called this in.”

The officer shook his head. “You may have called it in, but there were three calls.”

Men carrying a gurney basket appeared over the top of the cliff. 

Ryan stared at the tarped body, wondering who else had called. The person who did it? Someone who was watching and would say they saw Leilani here. And then there was his wife’s friend. It wasn’t looking good for the Exhibition chairperson. 

He scanned the area. A small building was lit up like a lighthouse. “Is that his studio?”

“Yeah. Maybe your wife will find something in there worthy of being in the art exhibition.” The artist walked away, laughing.

“What was that about?” Detective Kane asked. 

Ryan explained why he and Shandra were in Kaua‘i and how the victim, if it were Patrick James, had been upset when he left the gathering earlier in the evening.

“Leilani Brown. Was she upset with him?” The detective had his logbook out, writing in it.

Ryan shook his head. “I was standing beside her. She appeared sad, but not angry or upset.”

“Go back to her place. As soon as I get confirmation it is this Patrick, I’ll be over to see Ms. Brown and your wife.”
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Chapter Three
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This night was becoming longer and longer. Shandra sat in the living room, her feet curled up under her on the sofa. Ryan sat beside her. Leilani had showered and changed by the time Ryan returned and told them a Detective Kane would be coming by shortly. 

The doorbell rang. 

Leilani didn’t move. 

Ryan squeezed Shandra’s leg and went to the door. 

“Just tell the truth,” she said in a quiet voice to Leilani as the men’s voices grew closer. 

“This is my wife, Shandra,” Ryan said, motioning to her. 

She stood and shook the detective’s hand. He was a big man. Tall, broad, with large hands and feet. His round face under short-cropped black hair was as inquisitive as it was stern. 

Detective Kane’s gaze skipped over Shandra to study Leilani. He released her hand and pulled a chair up to the one where Leilani sat.

Shandra grasped Ryan’s hand, and they sat down on the sofa. She leaned to Ryan and whispered, “Was it Patrick?” She had hoped it wasn’t. If he’d jumped off the cliff because of her words... She held onto Ryan’s hand for stability.

He nodded.

“Ms. Brown. What were you doing at Halekoa Point tonight?” the detective asked.

Leilani didn’t look up from the pillow where her fingers picked at the fringe. “Was the man I saw fall over the cliff Patrick?” she asked.

“You saw him fall?” The detective yanked a logbook from his pocket.

She wiped at a tear trickling down the side of her face with the heel of one hand and nodded. “After I cleaned up from the event at the gallery, I drove to his studio. I wanted to make sure he didn’t ruin his other work.”

Shandra sat up. “What do you mean?”

Detective Kane frowned at her.

Leilani glanced up. “I learned after the fact, that about six months ago, when he’d not made it into a juried show, he’d gone to his studio and trashed the other pieces of art he had painted.” She hugged the pillow to her. “When Celia said he had better work at the studio than he’d brought to be in the exhibition, I didn’t want him ruining months of work.”

“Where were you when you saw the victim fall off the cliff?” Detective Kane asked. 

Her friend’s head snapped around. She stared at the detective as if she’d forgotten he was there. “What?”

“Where were you when the victim fell off the cliff?” 

“I had gone into his studio. I was relieved to see he hadn’t destroyed anything. But wondered where he could be. The light had been on when I walked in. His motorcycle was parked behind the building.” She closed her eyes. “It all feels like a dream.” 

“It wasn’t a dream Ms. Brown. How did you know it was the victim who fell?” The detective studied Leilani.

“I wasn’t sure. I thought I heard him call out to me. I flicked the light off so I could see in the dark better. I saw someone near the edge of the cliff and called out.” She continued, her eyes closed, hands twisted together. “When he started teetering, I ran, but he fell before I got there. I tried to climb down to him, but realized, he’d gone farther down than I could climb in the dark.” 

The detective didn’t move. “Why didn’t you call for help from there? Why drive all the way back here?”

Leilani stared at him. 

“I think she was in shock,” Shandra cut in. “She was incoherent and unseeing when she walked into the house.”

“I’ve seen many people use that ploy to avoid answering questions,” Detective Kane said. 

Shandra opened her mouth to object when Ryan’s hand rested on her leg to keep her quiet. She studied her friend. The collected woman who had run this event with such competence looked unable to write her own name. 

“Ms. Brown, why didn’t you call from the point? Why did you drive all the way back here?” Detective Kane asked.

Leilani didn’t look up. “My phone was in my car. In my purse. When I sat down in the seat, all I could think about was getting home. I forgot to call, I just wanted to be home. Where I was safe.”

Shandra studied her friend. Had she seen more than Patrick falling off the cliff?

“Safe?” The detective grabbed onto that phrase as well. “Didn’t you feel safe at the point?”

Her head moved back and forth slowly. “No. When I crawled back up the cliff, I felt as if someone was watching. Then I thought, what if it was whoever caused Patrick to fall.” She wrapped her arms tighter around the pillow.

Shandra’s gaze traveled to the detective. He wasn’t buying this. She could tell by his furrowed brow and pursed lips. “Did you see someone with Patrick when you first saw him?” 

Leilani peered at Shandra. She shook her head. “No. Not really. I mean it was dark. I’d just been inside the studio in the light and I’d looked outside.”

“You said you turned the lights off.” The detective placed the point of his pen on a section of the logbook page.

“I did. I remember doing that. But the lights were on when I went to my car.” Her eyes widened. “Someone else was there!”

“Or, you went to see the victim, he was still angry with you, you argued, and he went over the cliff.”

“But her dress was torn, her knees and hands are scratched—” As soon as the words came out, Shandra knew she’d said too much. She glanced at Ryan. He nodded. She should have known, if she hadn’t said anything, he would have. The police needed all the evidence.

Detective Kane slid to the edge of his seat. “Let me see your hands, ke ‘olu ‘olu.”

Leilani held her hands out, showing her palms and the backs. 

The detective pulled out his phone and took photos. “Your knees.”

She obediently pulled the legs of her sweatpants up above her knees. 

Detective Kane took photos of her knees and said, “What about the clothes?”

“I’ll get them,” Shandra said, standing.

“Don’t do anything stupid,” the detective said.
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Chapter Four
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Shandra left the room after throwing a scowl towards Detective Kane. Ryan knew his wife wouldn’t do anything stupid and it insulted him that this man would think such a thing.

“My wife knows not to tamper with evidence,” he said, glaring at the other man.

“It’s been my experience that even the most law-abiding will try to ‘help’ friends and family in a situation like this and it usually tends to muck up the water.” The detective shoved back in the chair, watching Leilani.

“Does this look like a suicide?” Ryan asked.

The woman shuddered, and the detective glanced at him sideways. 

“I’m not at liberty to discuss the preliminary findings.”

“Come on. As one police officer to another. You have to have some thoughts on this. Did you know the victim? Had he been in trouble with the law?” Ryan knew he was pushing, considering this was a long way from his jurisdiction.

“Here you go. I used a towel to put them in the garbage sack.” Shandra returned with a bulging fourteen-gallon wastebasket liner. 

“Mahalo.” Detective Kane stood, took the bag, and headed for the door.

“Any chance if I came to your police station tomorrow, I could learn a bit more about this incident?” Ryan followed the man to the door and out to the patrol car. He knew Shandra would be shoving her nose into the investigation because her friend was involved.

“This is for the Kaua‘i Police to take care of. Not an off-islander.”

“Kane, you don’t understand. My wife is going to want to help her friend. And if I don’t get the information from you, she is going to get in your way.” He didn’t want to come out and say his wife, a layman, had a pretty good conviction rate. 

“She’s your wahine, keep her out of it.” Kane opened the car door.

Ryan held onto the door. “You don’t understand. It’s not that easy. But since you aren’t willing to cooperate, I will let you know what she digs up.” He had no choice. Her grandmother would come to her in dreams, and they would both be neck deep in this. Shandra wouldn’t give up until she’d found the person who caused the victim to fall off the cliff.

“I said keep her out of it.” Kane levered his tall frame into the vehicle.

“It’s not that easy.” Ryan shut the door and watched the police vehicle back out of the drive.

In the house, Shandra sat on the stool in front of Leilani’s chair. “You need to get your sleep. You and the other board members will need to decide whether or not to continue with the Opening Reception on Friday night.”

Leilani sat up. “Oh no! Someone has to contact all the board members and call a meeting.”

“We’ll do that in the morning. Come on.” Shandra helped her friend to her feet and led her upstairs. 

Ryan couldn’t think of anything else they could do with what was left of the night. He followed them up the stairs, turning off the lights.

~*~
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After Shandra coerced Leilani into eating some breakfast, they phoned the board members and called an emergency meeting for one that afternoon. 

Shandra was pleased all the board members expected her to be at the meeting. She wanted to know more about Brendan Darnell’s scholarship that the victim accepted then declined. And she wanted to know who, besides the artists she’d met, was close to Patrick. 

“I think I’ll wander down to the police station and see if anyone will talk to me while you and Leilani attend the board meeting,” Ryan said, when their host went up to her room to get dressed. 

“I don’t think the detective who was here last night will let you snoop around in his investigation,” Shandra said, pouring fresh coffee into Ryan’s cup. 

“I’m pretty sure he won’t either. But I might be able to learn something anyway.” 

She kissed him. “You can be very persuasive when you want to.”

As soon as Ryan left, Shandra headed to the room they occupied, and dressed. When she returned to the kitchen, Leilani stood at the window staring out at the street.

“Patrick’s death isn’t your fault or mine,” Shandra said.

The woman jumped and spun around, facing her. “It is my fault. I knew how fragile his ego was. When he brought that hideous painting in, I should have suggested he go home and get one of his better works.” 

Shandra studied her friend. “You knew he had better paintings? How? Why did you let him enter the one he did?” 

Leilani wrung her hands and stared at the floor. “There was something about Patrick. Ask any of the women who were at the exhibition last night. When he wasn’t in his moods, he was charming, charismatic.” She flicked a glance up then back to the floor. “He made a woman feel beautiful and loved.”

“You and Patrick were lovers?” Shandra could see Detective Kane discovering this and thinking Leilani and Patrick had a lover’s spat. In the heat of the argument, she’d shoved him off the cliff. 

“Not in the sense of anything long term happening. He had his sights on someone else, and I didn’t want people thinking I was robbing the cradle.” Leilani shoved her dark hair behind an ear and peered at Shandra. “I didn’t kill him. I went there to make sure he didn’t do something stupid. When he got in his moods, it was like he was in a daze and afterwards wouldn’t remember what he’d done.” 

Shandra had another thought. “Which of the women at the event last night were also his lovers?” One of them could have gone to Patrick thinking the same thing as Leilani. 

Leilani smiled wanly. “Just about every woman there except Billie and you. He was a favorite in the art community. The women loved him and the men thought of him as a temperamental brother.”

“I heard some comments last night that didn’t sound like he was so well thought of.” Shandra remembered specifically, the multi-media artist. “Saul hadn’t anything flattering to say about Patrick.”

“They had a falling out over that damn scholarship Brendan offered Patrick.” She made a weird sound in her throat. “As if Patrick would take a scholarship from Brendan.” Leilani seemed to be shaking off her guilt as she talked about the artists in her community. “There are stipulations that go with Brendan’s scholarships. Some artists are willing to follow them in order to be able to work on their craft full time without having to also juggle a job, while others are smart enough to not accept. That was Patrick. Brendan had offered Patrick a scholarship every year for the last three years. That made Saul mad. He would have done anything Brendan asked if he had been offered the chance. Not Patrick. While he was temperamental, he was also very proud.”

Shandra was interested in the stipulations. “What did the artists have to do if they accepted Brendan’s scholarship?”

“Be at his beck and call. If it happened to be a female artist, she had to be ready to be his date at a moment’s notice. And I heard, he even had sex with some of them.” Leilani’s body shook in distaste. “As for the males. The same beck and call, but usually to fill in for card parties, sports, and other odd jobs Brendan came up with.” Her brow furrowed. “If you ask me it would be demeaning to have to do all of that for the man just to have the money to work on what you loved.” 

“I’m surprised anyone would want his scholarship, knowing all of that.” Shandra had felt unsettled around the board member from the first time she’d met him. Now she realized it was because he used people, much like her now deceased first lover. 
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