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1. Welcome to Lahaina
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I find that the simplest moments of life are often the happiest. Don’t you? For example, here I was, sitting un­der a sheltering, hundred-year-old banyan tree in the town of Lahaina on Maui, Hawaii, with the woman I loved most in the whole wide world, my Mom, Katrina Gigantes Flanagan. My head on her shoul­der, side by side on the wooden bench, we gazed peacefully upwards together through the won­drous tangle of the huge tree’s branches to where a flock of zebra doves cooed and burbled in the dappled sunlight.

“This place is just heaven, KC,” Trina sighed, stretch­ing her arms luxuriantly above her head, “Don’t you love Maui?” (Just in case you’re wondering, my older brother Rudy and I usually call our mother “Trina,” which is what she prefers. We also call her “Mother,” now and again, and “Mom” between ourselves.)

“Too true, Maui is great,” I agreed. “Thanks again for inviting us along on the trip.” When Trina and her fiancé Darrell Hughes had generously offered to bring my older brother, Rudy and me with them to the Hawaiian Islands; naturally we had jumped at the chance. Mom nodded and gave me a sidelong, contented smile. She is a brunette (like me!) and has the same green eyes. At that moment they were brimming with happiness.

“Well, angel, we thought you could use a break after all those awful things that happened to you in Mexico.”

“Yeah, that wasn’t much fun, that’s for sure.” I didn’t really want to think about my recent experiences in Mexico right then and spoil the exquisite moment. Just the thought of my Mexican adventures was enough to make my blood run cold.

But Mom wasn’t quite finished.

“I know it was rough on you, KC,” she added. “You had a terrible time in Mexico, but, believe me, when I say that nothing like that will happen here. You’re safe with me. You’re in paradise on Maui and I just want you to try to relax and enjoy yourself. All right?”

“All right, I’m relaxed. Can we talk about something else? Like, are you still looking forward to the gallery open­ing tomorrow night?” Phew! I changed the subject, getting onto Mom’s life, not mine. Trina nodded, flashing a grin which lit up her entire face.

“Yes and no. It’s going to be a great success. I feel that. And I still can’t believe I actually got Gerard to give me half of his art gallery for my sculpture exhibition. But you never know how the public will react. I just hope it goes well,” she added, getting ruminative, a small frown mar­ring her brow.

“It’ll be fine, Mom. Your stuff is way better than most of the work in the other galleries here, so you don’t need to worry about that. At all.” As I spoke, I gestured with my hand down the length of Front Street, the heart of Lahaina town. Lahaina is renowned for the prodigious number and quality of its art galleries and most of them were right in view, dotted along the waterfront.

Trina smiled at my lavish praise.

“You know, KC, it’s just a good thing you’re not biased. Speaking of galleries, would you mind if we drop in on Gerard for a bit? I promise we won’t stay long, I just want to make sure nothing was broken in shipping.”

“Sure! Why not? Let’s go.”

It was a beautifully breezy day. The sun shone bright and warm overhead and Front Street stretched in all its charm before us. Down the block, a local with nine rain­bow macaws had put up three giant paper lacquered um­brellas, under which his entourage of big red, blue and yellow birds sheltered from the heat of the day. For a price, passing tourists could have photos taken posing with the multi-colored macaws.

Our steps slowed as we approached and watched the birds’ trainer deftly deposit a macaw upside down into the arms of a young woman and her husband. Sniffing shyly at each other, the newlyweds locked lips for the camera, while the three other macaws, perched on their shoul­ders, literally saluted the photographer, wings raised in a well-rehearsed pose.

Gerard’s Gallery was on Front Street, sandwiched in between another gallery on its right side and an elegant restaurant on the left. Although the gallery seemed small from the outside, once Trina and I went in, I could see that it was actually quite spacious. Lofty ceilings soared high overhead and white walls with discrete brass track lighting made the big rooms seem even grander. They were designed to enhance the artwork on display rather than distract from it. Nice place for a show!

“Darling!” 

Gerard emerged from the back room to welcome us. I watched curiously as he warmly embraced Trina, who then turned to introduce me.

“Gerard, this is my daughter KC. KC, meet Gerard. He’s the owner of the gallery.”

Gerard didn’t offer to greet me with a hug but to be honest, I was a little relieved. We politely shook hands instead.

“A pleasure to meet you, Miss KC.” He winked at me in a friendly way and I smiled back. Gerard was wearing a black silk shirt and black linen pants with (I kid you not) blue suede shoes that exactly matched the color of his belt and the silk handkerchief peeking from his shirt pocket.

Just then there was a crash from the back of the gallery. Gerard and Trina’s faces whitened as they stared at each other in alarm.

“Archie?” Gerard’s voice was slightly shrill. “Tell me that wasn’t anything important! Archie?”

A grimacing man in a grey gabardine suit emerged from the back wiping his hands on a white silk handker­chief.

“Sorry, Get Didn’t mean to scare you. That vase of flowers Mrs. Cunningham sent the other day fell.”

“Oh, all right then. But let’s replace the flowers for the opening tomorrow. She’ll surely attend.”

Both Gerard and Trina relaxed visibly.

“Nothing serious, darling. Shall we discuss the setup of the show? Let’s look at what we’ve done here.” Gerard escorted Trina back to the front of the gallery as he spoke.

“I put your work over in the main room, at center stage where it belongs.” 

I watched as Archie glanced at his watch, then went to unbolt the massive front doors, open­ing the gallery for business.

From around the corner came a cry of delight from my Mom. “Gerard, it’s excellent! I love the play of the light in here!”

I left Archie to his work, hurrying to catch up with my mother and Gerard.

Trina circled the room, pausing to examine one of her hand-blown glass creations residing on a pedestal in the front window.

My mother originally gained recognition as a sculptress through her work with stone, but about a year ago, on a whim, she shifted from stone to the more fragile medium of glass. This was the first opportunity the public would have to get a look at her new pieces.

The room was filled with glowing glass in all differ­ent shapes and sizes. There were colorful urns, perfume bottles, drinking glasses and plates, and even a lamp shade in smoky violet glass flecked with what looked like drops of melted beads flung impressionistic-like across the surface.

I moved closer to the largest piece of all, an urn so massive it was nearly my height. Fasci­nated by the shift and play of color deep inside the thick glass, I studied in closely. Somehow Trina had managed to embed the glass through and through with flecks of what looked like gold leaf dust motes caught in a shaft of sunlight.

“This is absolutely gorgeous!” I said. Mom gave me a searching look.

“Do you really think so, KC?” For all her talent, Trina was remarkably insecure about her work, like most great artists. I knew from past experience that she wouldn’t be truly satisfied until the opening of the exhibition, where she would witness for herself the pleasure her work gave others. 

Gerard rubbed his hands together gleefully, includ­ing us both in a broad smile. “I anticipate a very successful opening night. The invitations went out weeks ago and simply everyone who is anyone is going to be here.” Trina smiled back at him and was opening her mouth to say something, when our attention was caught by a Japanese woman on the street outside who walked past the gallery window and paused, looking in at the urn.

She was beautiful in a doll-like fashion, stunningly dressed in a fuschia skirt and top, which were stretched skin-tight across her body. As we watched, she gave her skirt a quick, furtive tug downward, then turned to beckon someone to her side, pouting and pleading with him or her to come take a look at what she had spotted. Then she smiled sunnily, as a man stepped into view to join her.

He was Japanese, too, heavyset and wearing an elaborately tailored silk suit in a rather aggressive shade of green. The couple made an interesting picture, framed by the window. Gerard, Trina and I watched quietly as the woman pointed to Trina’s urn through the gallery win­dow.

We couldn’t hear what they were saying, but an obvi­ous argument ensued between them. She smiled and pleaded with him, gesturing toward the urn while he stood with his hands locked rigidly behind his back, giving no sign of agreement. She wore lots of bracelets and big hoop ear­rings—a veritable walking jewelry store—but I saw no en­gagement ring or wedding band and so I deduced that she was his girlfriend rather than his wife.  

Eventually, the Japanese woman put her hands on her hips, stomped one dainty foot and turned to march into the gallery, obviously intending to admire Trina’s work with or without her recalcitrant escort. Trina and Gerard had just the time to exchange one surprised glance before the woman was inside, her heels rapping smartly on the black marble tiles underfoot.

Without speaking a word, she headed straight for the urn and stood before it, her face lit with admiration. Trina’s smile took on an appreciative glow as she watched this reaction to her talent and Gerard stepped forward to officially greet the newcomer.

“It’s lovely, isn’t it?” He suggested, opening the conversation.

“Oh yes,” the woman replied, “I simply adore it!” She made a moue of delight with lipstick that matched her skirt, blouse, purse and red shoes.

“Omae!” Her gentleman friend had followed her in­side the gallery somewhat impatiently. At his sharp command, the woman snapped to attention.

“Yes, Hiroshi,” she answered, her eyes meekly downcast. “Now isn’t it even prettier up close? Don’t you think it’s pretty?”

Thus appeased, the man she had called Hiroshi strode forward, putting one foot before the other with self-con­scious deliberation. His face wore a bored, impatient look and I had the distinct impression that he felt he had better things to do with his time than bicker with his girlfriend over a big piece of glass. A noncommittal shrug was as far as he was willing to go in his praise for the urn.

“It’s all right. Now let’s go.”

“But Hiroshi-chan, I like this piece. I like it a lot. Darling, please?” There was a wheedling quality to her voice and as I watched she batted her eyes at him coyly. “For me?”

“The color is all wrong,” he pointed out, peevishly. “It wouldn’t match our carpeting at all. This vase is just too big and too red.”

My opinion, which no one was asking for at the moment, was that, considering the awful suit he was wearing, Mr. Hiroshi had no call to comment on color. But I kept this thought to myself. Gerard shot Trina an alarmed glance and stepped forward into the awkward pause that followed Hiroshi’s words.

“You’re in luck, Sir, Madam,” he said hastily. “The artist who has created this marvelous piece is right here.” Gerard pointed to Trina and Hiroshi turned and stare slowly up and down at her in a way I, for one, didn’t like.

“The exhibition is opening tomorrow night,” Trina told Hiroshi politely. “You’re welcome to come if you like.” The young woman nodded and smiled but before she could accept Hiroshi held up a hand with a frown.

“Jikan ga nai, yo. We don’t have time,” he muttered, curtly. The young woman’s smile became plaintive.

“But I want the vase,” she repeated, gesturing toward the urn.

“It’s an urn,” I put in. The man she had called Hiroshi cast me a sour look.

“Urn, vase, what’s the difference, it’s the wrong color anyway.” He turned to Trina with a calculating eye. “Un­less maybe you can fix it for us?”

“Fix it?” Trina repeated slowly, puzzled. “I don’t understand.”

“Make it better,” Hiroshi elaborated. “Put some, I don’t know, put some yellow on it here, and here and here.” As he spoke he wiped imaginary dabs of yellow across the glowing ruby red surface of the urn. I saw Trina shudder slightly as she grasped his meaning.

Gerard hastily jumped in, attempting to usher his contentious customers away from the urn toward a nearby bowl with a gold finish.

“Perhaps you’d be interested in another piece? This one maybe?”

“No,” The young woman refused to be dissuaded from her choice. “This is the biggest one here. It’s the one I want.” She gazed up at Hiroshi beguilingly, peeking up at him from under what must have been false eyelashes. “Ple-e-e-ase 'Roshi?” she said in a weird attempt at enchantment. He seemed to reconsider (Does this kind of stuff actually work on men, I asked myself?), turning to Trina with a leer.

“OK. I’ll buy the vase and throw in an extra, I don’t know, hundred dollars over the price. You take it back to the shop and add more yellow for us. What do you say?”

Trina licked her open lips, aghast at his offer.

“Actually, sir, I think it’s just fine the way it is,” she replied, with a forced politeness.

“All right then, two hundred over the list price and you fix it for us.” Hiroshi’s eyes were narrowed with antici­pation, clearly expecting Trina to jump at this “generous” offer.

“Perhaps if you look around you’ll find something else you like,” Gerard quickly put in. “Ms. Flanagan is a very talented artist.”

He waved at the room full of shimmering glass pieces but Hiroshi never took his eyes from my mother’s face.

“I don’t think so. Three hundred plus the asking price. That’s more than it’s worth.”

The young woman looked eagerly at Trina, clearly hoping for her to agree, but I saw the ghost of a smile flicker in Trina’s eyes as she waited a beat, and then shook her head. 

“Believe me, I do appreciate your interest in my work, but I cannot consider making any changes to this piece.”

She looked Hiroshi right in the eyes as she said this and his mouth opened in an embarrassed half-smile. His eyes, which were rather small to begin with nearly disap­peared into a taut grin and believe me, the effect was not at all appealing.

“Of course you can,” he insisted unctuously. Now I must say, I was finding his manners strange, edging to­ward the repulsive. He hadn’t even been interested in look­ing at the urn in the first place but now he was trying to bribe Trina to customize a work of art. I got the feeling that it wasn’t the urn he wanted so much as it was the sat­isfaction of buying it and the artist, if you know what I mean.

“Four hundred. My last offer:” Hiroshi folded his arms across the solid expanse of his waistline and rocked back on his heels, savoring the moment. Mom’s smile never faltered.

“Absolutely not. Perhaps you misunderstood. In fact, this piece is no longer for sale.” There was now just a hint of brittleness in her tone, as though she’d suddenly had enough of the situation. “Gerard, would you please show me the rest of the gallery?”

Gerard acquiesced immediately, all smiles as he and Trina swept out of the room. I lingered long enough to see a dark look of frustrated rage replace Hiroshi’s smile as he watched them go.

His girlfriend tugged nervously at her skirt and pro­tested angrily, “But Hiroshi, I-want-the-vase!”

“It’s too big and ugly anyway, Kimiko. And this was a stupid idea you had,” Hiroshi snapped and then turned on his heel, heading for the door. After a moment the woman he had called Kimiko went tripping unhappily after him, footsteps echoing on the marble tiles.

I walked to the window of the gallery and watched as Kimiko ran down Front Street after Hiroshi, obviously nat­tering on about the urn. He tolerated her reproaches for only a moment, then turned on her, jerking her arm roughly and snarling something in her ear as he pushed her ahead of him toward a long, red, town car parked by the curb three doors down.

Two men were standing by the limo, leaning over-casually against the hood and sporting dark sunglasses and matching dark blue suits with the jacket sleeves rolled up in a stab at jaunty fashion. One said something which made the other grin as they watched Hiroshi manhandle his girlfriend.

They stopped smiling and snapped to attention as Hiroshi and Kimiko reached the car. As the shorter one leaned forward to open the door, I noticed that Hiroshi got in first, without bothering to wait for Kimiko.

I watched until the town car sped off down Front Street and then, turning away from the window with a frown, went to find Trina and Gerard.

2. An Evening in Paradise

Gerard and Trina had reached the back of the gallery by the time I caught up with them.

Gerard smiled weakly at Trina. “Sorry about that lit­tle ...disturbance,” he was saying, raising his shoulders apologetically. She turned to give us both a long, intense look. At first, I was afraid Mom was still really mad about the way Kimiko and Hiroshi had insulted her work but then she started to smile.

“Well that was certainly different,” she murmured finally, her eyes crinkling into laughter as she shook her head. “Good Lord!”

She and Gerard stared at each other in mutual consternation.

“I thought I’d roll over and die when he asked you to ‘fix’ it for them! Can you imagine? What a moron,” Gerard chuckled, obviously relieved that Trina had taken the whole thing as a joke. 

“Yes, well,” she replied, her eyes narrowing ever so slightly, “That was amusing in a way, wasn’t it?”

I decided to offer my own opinion. “He was clearly a bonehead.”

“I assure you he isn’t a regular here,” Gerard told us quickly, “although I’m sure I’ve seen him and his lady friend around town before.”

“Hmmmmm,” Trina murmured, idly fingering a packing crate in one corner of the room as she watched Archie deftly unpack the last few pieces of her work. Then she sighed and squared her shoulders, switching gears men­tally.

“KC, we should be heading back to the house if we want to make it in time to meet the boys.” The “boys” Trina referred to were her fiancé, Darrell, and my older brother, Rudy. We had plans to meet them in time for dinner, Trina explained to Gerard as he accompanied us to the front door of the gallery.

“I’ll see you tomorrow night then, and be sure to get here a little early, if you can,” Gerard reminded my mother. “Don’t worry about a thing, Trina. I just know the exhibition is going to be a huge success!”

“Thanks, Ger.” Trina smiled and blew him a kiss, back to her normal cheerful self, now. My mother and I walked south along Front Street, past the banyan tree, the elemen­tary school and the Lahaina Shores condominiums to the small house we had rented on the beach.

I guess at this point I should say something about Darrell Hughes, Trina’s fiancé. He’s a pretty shrewd Texas businessman. In the course of his ventures, Darrell has made himself a literal fortune and was easily able to afford the steep rental ticket on our house on Maui for two weeks. 

The beach house itself was unassuming, nestled be­hind a tall, stone wall that separated it from the road and surrounded by fragrant, white and lavender Plumeria growing along the privacy yard fence. By­passing the front door, Trina and I went around to the back and prepared to enter the house through sliding glass pic­ture windows on the lanai.

“Hello? Darrell? Rudy? You guys home?”

There was no answer to Trina’s words, so apparently we had made it back to the house first.

“I guess they’re still out, KC.” 

Trina kicked off her shoes to step inside the house and I followed suit. The sliding doors opened onto the center of the house, which featured a wide living room with home theater television, a couch, and two wicker re­clining chairs. A smallish kitchen adjoined the living room and down the hall from that was a master bedroom for Mom and Darrell, and smaller rooms for Rudy and me.

Trina went to shower and change in her room. I loped out onto the beach with a book and a folding chair to sit in the shade of a mesquite tree near the water’s edge. I stretched my feet into the surf, letting the ocean gently wash sand across my toes and as I did, my eyes fell on the long scar disfiguring my right thigh.

The scar was a memento of my encounter with a corrupt former politician in Mexico and his nasty partners who had nearly been responsible for my death. It had been some months since I’d been instrumental in getting them all locked up in prison for good, but I was still getting used to the idea that I could sleep safely at night again.

In the weeks that had passed since my return from Mexico, I had done some serious soul-searching about my own natural compulsion to investigate things and had concluded that it wasn’t necessary for me to solve every single mystery I came across. Nor was it my job to catch every single villain in the world. After all, there must be a limit to how much one single person could do!

In fact, I had finally realized that it would be far bet­ter for everyone concerned if I simply retired from detec­tive work altogether. Here on vacation on Maui, I fully in­tended to practice this new philosophy, no matter what happened.

A flash of movement on the sand caught my eye. I glanced down in time to see a small sand crab pop out of its burrow and then cautiously and daintily pick its way across the beach. When I looked further, I noticed dozens of other sand crab burrows, ranging in size from tiny to fist-sized, peppering the sand of the beach along the shore­line.

I heard a shout and squinted at two men approaching. As one, the sand crabs all dashed for the safety of their burrows, leaving wispy tracks behind them as they fled from Darrell and Rudy.

“Hey, KC, is Trina back yet?” Darrell called.

I stood and picked up my folding chair, turning to greet the “menfolk.”

Darrell is about six feet tall and dark-haired, with a muscular build. His eyes are very blue and steely, but he has a slow, sweet smile which can charm the coldest heart. He was turning it on me then and I smiled back like I was in a tractor beam as I fell into step with them.

“Snorkeling, huh?” I eyed the equipment they were carrying, “How was it?”

Rudy flicked a lock of long, wet, reddish-brown (he takes after our Dad) hair out of his eyes and grinned at me. “Great! It’s shallow until a few hundred yards or so out from shore, then the bottom of the ocean floor just drops off and there are reefs and caves and stuff. We’re going diving on Thursday, want to come?”

“Sure, sounds like fun.” I followed Darrell and Rudy (their longer legs always give them a pace or two on me) as they entered the house through the sliding doors in the back.

“Where did you get the snorkeling equipment, any­way? One of the rental places?” I was curious because along Front Street, there were a seemingly endless numbers of places renting equipment for snorkeling and diving.

“Well, actually, KC, it was in the closet,” Darrell shrugged. “Came with the house.”

“Really?” A thought suddenly occurred to me. “What about the electric scooter in the garage?” I suggested casu­ally, “Could a person maybe borrow that sometime too?”

Darrell winked at me by way of a reply, catching my meaning instantly. “Why, of course, KC darlin’. Just say the word and it’s yours. Anything in the house. You know how to run a scooter?”

I grinned back at him. “No, but it looks pretty easy. Anyway, I already drove a golf cart in Mexico and—.”

Trina joined just then, coming from her room and hugging Darrell gently, while Rudy and I patiently waited out this display of affection. Darrell is a tall man and makes Trina look like a china doll by comparison. Yet they still make quite a handsome couple, for all the disparity of their physical appearance. Their personalities complement each other nicely, too. Trina is a little flighty sometimes but Darrell is as down-to-earth a person as I’ve ever known. He gives her rock-solid stability while she, in turn, shows him how to let go and have fun.

A few years ago I felt sorry when my parents split up, but now that I’m older I see it was for the best. I must say, both Dad and Linda (Linda is Dad’s significant other), and Trina and Darrell are as happy together as anyone could hope them to be.

“Hey fellas, welcome back. How was your afternoon?” Trina asked.

“-We went snorkeling,” Rudy replied happily. “Met a nice girl on the beach, too. What was her name?”

He glanced at Darrell who raised an eyebrow at my mother, drawling, “Now, which girl would that be, Rudy? The one who put sun block on your back, the one with the poodle or the one on the Jet Ski?”
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