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      SEPTEMBER 1978

      This is the zany tale of Sammy Mohammed “Mo-Mo” Martine, a dime-store mobster as attractive as he was aggressive. How factual it really is, is anyone’s guess, but all gossip and hearsay, even that related to murder and mayhem, begin with some kernel of truth. And here, as I heard it, are a kernel or three …

      

      … It was a warm, breezy night off rue Jean-Talon in the north end of Montréal (that’s in Québec Canada, for those folks not familiar with that part of the world). Little Italy, or Petite Italie if you’re French, was a modest community consisting of family-owned restaurants and cafés, a sundry of small shops, numerous churches, a community center, the requisite bocci court, and the splendid decades-old Jean-Talon market.

      The odd person not still feasting on fresh pesce or homemade zuppa or sugary torta, listening to the news or sports, or watching the new prime-time soap, Dallas, was ambling along cracked, leaf-strewn sidewalks, enjoying the simplicity of being. Perhaps he or she was remembering the events of the day, considering the new government led by Giulio Andreotti that had been installed in Italy with the support of the Communist Party, or contemplating the Camp David peace agreement between Israel and Egypt, or mulling over the inevitable plight of disco.

      Parked on side streets lined with small but immaculate lawns and a few Madonnas (not of the singing variety), were typical cars of the period—a Ford Bronco, two Buick Skylarks, a Pacer, two Matadors, a GMC moving truck and, strangely enough, four Gremlins. Corvettes and Cadillacs were few and far between in the neighborhood, but certainly not unheard of, particularly if you enjoyed an affiliation with the Martine family.

      Strolling along one of those side streets were three men—one would be reluctant to call them gentlemen, for reasons that might become clear much later—who had just finished a two-hour stick-to-your-ribs meal at Reg’s Parmigiano, owned by gourmand-glutton Regulus Febrezia, a rotund and rapacious young proprietor. The dinner had consisted of crostini de fegato, quaglie, tortellini and tagliatelli, and osso buco, a favorite of Sammy Mo-Mo Martine’s, and three bottles of Regulus’ homemade red wine, an intriguing little red number that might not have made the top ten list in Wine Spectator, but received rave reviews from the locals because of the way it pricked the palate with salty-sweet astringency, not to mention the way it complemented any dish.

      As always, Regulus’ dishes were superb: fresh, rich, and plentiful. And the waitress,

      an equally intriguing little red number named Sonja, had been in usual fine form. The

      nineteen-year-old redhead might not have pricked your palate, but she could have knocked

      you on your butt—with a bawdy verse, limerick, or joke. And those 40C jugs were easy on the eyes as far as the male clientele and company were concerned.

      Twenty-eight-year-old Sammy Mohammed Martine, called Mo-Mo by friends and

      foes alike, was sauntering happily if not dreamily along, wedged between two burly fellows: Louie “The Lip” Walfisch and Isaiah “Dragonfly” Browne. The nicknames had been aptly granted. Louie had no upper lip, but a fat, ugly bratwurst-shaped and braunschweiger-sized bottom lip while Isaiah, whose father had a penchant for Hebrew prophet names, made an odd, buzzing sound when he spoke. It wasn’t a lisp but a drone or persistent hum and, like a dragonfly, he tended to hover—right on the tips of people’s toes.

      The fellows were joking about guy things (probably, alas, those jugs) as they headed

      toward a colleague’s house two streets over. It was unlikely they noticed what an astonishingly bright and starry night it was, how the burgeoning breeze was swirling subtle scents of vin du pays, smoked meats, and garlic around them, that someone had Tony Bennett cranked, perhaps to drown out Paul Anka, who was belting out what a lonely boy he was three doors down, or that a big fat black cat had crossed their path.

      Louie took it first, ironically, in the lip. A 9x19mm Parabellum, to be precise, whizzed across the narrow street and removed the bratwurst-shaped and braunschweiger-sized lip, sheared it off as easily and as quickly as if a gardener with an ephedrine buzz had gleefully taken electric clippers to an errant hedge. There’d be no opportunity to change the young man’s name to Louie “No Lip” Walfisch.

      The shot or shriek—witnesses couldn’t agree which—prompted Mo-Mo to hit the

      dirt. Or maybe it was Isaiah’s quick-thinking clout to the back. In any event, as Mo-Mo fell and Louie kissed the sidewalk, not an easy feat for someone no longer sporting lips, and while flesh bussed concrete, the left side of Isaiah’s leather-tough neck turned into striated red goo. He fumbled for his piece as Louie staggered to his feet.

      The lipless one received a bullet in the shoulder, which prompted him to perform an odd step-close-step-close pattern, somewhat like a samba, making him appear as if he were in heat, denial, or having a grand old time. Another bullet caught him in the vicinity of the liver.

      As the dance was taking place, Isaiah plowed into a natty rose bush, shouted “vengeance will be mine!” or “vermicelli with mushrooms!”—two witnesses claimed it was the former, two the latter—and remained still, slumped like a scarecrow that had collided with a rampaging combine.

      A glossy-green, four-door Lincoln Continental sedan careened to a stop before the immobilized trio and a tall man in black jumped out. Depending on who you wanted to believe, he resembled: Ernest Borgnine in a velveteen suit; Vincent Price in a jet cape and tux; Porky Peters in his plumber coveralls; or Meatballs Avila, Johnny “Baloney” Tino Vespuzzi’s left-hand man (technically, he couldn’t be a right-hand man because he’d lost it during a bowling lane free-for-all the preceding summer).

      Mo-Mo, stunned, stupefied and/or scared shitless, was thrown into the rear of the

      gas-guzzling submarine as if he were little more than a crushed cardboard pizza box and was never heard from or seen again … until today.

      His remains had been found, bizarrely enough, in a water storage drum not far from Bellows Field Beach Park. This had media eagerly dredging up history and theories. And had the three of us wondering which was the more pressing mystery.

      How/when had Mo-Mo gotten from the eastern region of Canada to Oahu, given the kidnapping happened so many years ago? Back then, his disappearance had made the news for months. Many had claimed fellow dime-store mobsters had wanted to take over Mo-Mo’s turf and enterprises, so the abduction came as no surprise.

      Who had killed him by pumping three 9x19mm cartridges into him? Two had been found still wedged in his skull and the third at the bottom of the drum. And how had the killer(s) managed to transport the dead body here?

      It was a head-scratcher … and one we gals from the Triple Threat Investigation Agency had just been hired to solve.
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      “So, that’s it, huh?” my cousin Rey asked, her strawberry-tinted lips pulling into a sucking-on-an-unripe-persimmon pucker.

      “That’s it,” Detective Ives, more commonly called Ald by the three of us, private investigators from the Triple Threat Investigation Agency.

      Dressed in a retro bowling shirt and jeans, and Converse runners, he was on his way to playing with the station team when Dr. Franklin Smithers called and said he had Sammy Mo-Mo Martine on a gurney … or rather what was left of him. Given our house was on the way to the bowling alley—"sorta, kinda” per Rey—he’d swung by.

      Seated in the kitchen, our most popular room, the handsome detective, reminiscent of Viggo Mortensen in Eastern Promises, reiterated what we’d already heard: Sammy Mo-Mo Martine’s shriveled, stooped mummified body, had been found in a water storage drum not far from Bellows Field Beach Park. This had those at the morgue placing under-the-table bets (gambling was illegal, after all, on the Islands) on how the mobster ended up on the other side of the world after having gone missing in Montreal a few decades ago.

      “Franklin’s got twenty,” Ald advised wryly, sipping Perrier from the bottle and watching Button, my rescue dog—a mix of Havanese, Schnoodle and Chacy Ranoir—pad over to her water bowl. Immediately behind was Piggaletto, Linda’s pot-bellied pig, and behind the porker hopped Bonzo, Rey’s Checkered Giant rabbit.

      “And you?” Linda asked with an amused smile.

      “Fifty.”

      “What’s your theory?” I asked, getting up to get “kiddie” treats from the far kitchen cupboard in our five-bedroom house.

      “A fellow mobster, vying for Sammy Mo-Mo Martine’s turf, ‘shipped’ the guy over here to make sure he’d never be found.”

      “They failed,” Rey noted flatly.

      “Given the timeframe, maybe yes, maybe no,” he said, tilting his head one way and then the other. “Four decades bury a lot of secrets.”

      “What does cutie-pie Franklin know so far?”

      Ald eyed my cousin’s flashy rhinestone-encrusted pineapple earrings (she’d developed a thing for them a few months back and, now, [frequent] sales expeditions resulted in purses and/or shoes and earrings). “Two 9x19mm Parabellums—courtesy of a Beretta 92—were parked in Mo-Mo’s skull, one in the drum, and a costly if not flashy gold cigarette lighter was tucked in what was left of—”

      “Maybe the murderer’s,” Rey interjected excitedly, then held up a hand. “No, can’t be. The dude was probably murdered back in Canada. Maybe it belongs to the body-stuffer.”

      “He’d have to have been pretty careless, letting it slip into the drum,” Linda pointed out, her expression skeptical.

      I had to agree. “Anything special about it?”

      The handsome detective nodded. “It had the initials JTV in diamonds on it.”

      “JTV?” Rey mused aloud, staring through the window into a cloudy day.

      “Johnny Tino Vespuzzi,” Ald stated.

      “Right. A fellow mobster back when.”

      He nodded again. “JTV could belong to a number of individuals, or have been an acronym, but a tubular meat design etched into the gold alongside the initials seems a certain giveaway.”

      We eyed him blankly.

      “Johnny’s nickname? Baloney? Remember?”

      Rey gave a thumb’s up, then her brow creased. “But how—wow. This is getting weird.”

      “It gets weirder, if you consider that Vespuzzi’s family lives here.”

      “Really?” Linda asked, stunned. “How come we never heard of any mob-related incidents—”

      “The sons, Johnny Junior and Tino Tony, have always stayed on the up-and-up. So have Johnny Baloney’s—uh, Vespuzzi’s—brothers, Domenic and Carmen. In fact, the two opened up Coco-Neesey’s in 1979 and have done pretty well since.”

      “Oh, I like those,” Rey stated breezily. “Who’d have thought cheeses and coconuts would work so well together?”

      Ald grimaced. “Evidently, they did.”

      “And the sons work there, as well?” I asked.

      “Tino Tony, known as TT, has worked there since he graduated high school. Johnny Junior—”

      “JJ, right?” Rey threw forth with a simper.

      “JoJu, actually.”

      She snorted and rolled her eyes.

      “He runs Johnny B’s with the brothers’ two cousins, Antoinetta Valentina and Pietro Liberace.” Noticing Rey’s you’re-pulling-our-legs expression, he nodded once. “That’s right. His folks were fans of the lavish performer.”

      Rey snorted again and he continued. “The place nearly went under after Vespuzzi’s death, but Domenic stepped in, reassigned the cousins with roles more befitting their skills and interests, and helped keep it going before he returned full-time to Coco-Neesey’s.”

      “Johnny B’s Bestacular Baloney,” Linda nodded. “I’m not much for processed meats, but the herb-infused and garlic-saturated ones are pretty good.”

      “Doesn’t he have an olive-speckled one?” Rey queried, bemused. “And a broccoli-brie one? I think I tried that. It was tasty.”

      I winced. “Didn’t Johnny die not long after establishing the factory?”

      Ald’s smile was grim. “Flattened by a frantic flock of feral goats. It was 1985, I believe.”

      “What a way to go,” Rey murmured.

      “That’s herd or tribe, by the by, not flock,” Linda pointed out. “They weren’t commercial or purebred.”

      “You say herd, I say flock. Either way, it wasn’t pretty.” He chuckled darkly. “But it made for some great late-night TV jokes.”

      Before we could respond, a mourning dove announced a call.

      Ald raised a shaped eyebrow.

      “She’s back into bird calls,” Linda told him, grabbing my cell phone from the windowsill and passing it over.

      “Better than those dog barks last month,” Rey said with a shake of the head.

      He grinned and got up.

      I held up a hand. “Yes … yes, we can meet with you. At six, for dinner, sure. Sven’s, okay. We’ll find it. See you then, Harry.”

      “Harry?” Linda asked when I disconnected.

      “Harry the Hoarse.”

      “Really?” my colleagues asked in unison, eyebrows arched.

      Ald appeared equally surprised. “What’s that bookie-slash-limb-breaker calling you for?”

      Harry the Hoarse was someone we’d met during our Coco’s Nuts case, so called because, when riled, Harry yelled and shouted to the point of hoarseness. The avid golfer and flashy dresser—and limb-breaker, bet-maker, among other things—lived on Oahu most of the time but also spent time in Vegas.

      “Besides being a cousin of Gail’s, he’s also related to the Vespuzzis; his sister, Ennis, is married to Domenic.”

      “Small world,” Ald said with a shrug. “I wonder why Gail never mentioned that.”

      “She doesn’t tend to mention Harry much, so why would she share that?” Rey asked saltily.

      Gail Murdock, who worked for Ald as HPD Administrative Specialist, had become a close friend and often helped us out when we were information gathering (or doing a bit of B&E).

      Ald snorted softly. “Guess I wouldn’t, either.”

      “What does he want?” Linda queried, taking a sip of iced herbal tea.

      “To talk to us about finding out what happened to Mo-Mo. He doesn’t want the Vespuzzi name being ‘sullied’ because of a stupid lighter.”

      “How’d he hear about that?”

      “The guy’s got ears in all the right places,” Ald grumbled.

      “Except for the initialed lighter,” Rey said with a frown, “nothing actually points to Vespuzzi.”

      “Anyone could have put it there. Or had one made to frame him.” I met Ald’s keen gaze. “You’ll let us know what they find out about Mo-Mo?”

      “If you keep me informed about Harry and this case you’ll likely become involved in,” he smirked. “No one says ‘no’ to Harry.”

      Didn’t we “no” it?
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        * * *

      

      Rey, Linda, and I had donned similar attire for our dinner meeting with Harry: black pants and white blouses. While Linda and I sported flats, Rey wore strappy sandals, adding 4” to her lanky 5’10” frame. Linda and I had also done our hair in wrapped high ponytails. Rey’s wheat-colored hair with sunshine-yellow streaks hair was now elbow-length; usually, she wore it loose or in braids (a very recent “new look”), but today it was pinned up with gold butterfly clips. Subtle and professional.

      We’d arrived at the small trattoria, simply called Sven’s, ten minutes early and had been ushered to a corner table with a floral-print tablecloth situated by a tall narrow window and large Etruscan-styled urn (one of four). The small zucchini-yellow room held two-dozen tables of varying sizes and shapes. All were empty except ours. A few watercolors of Italian landscapes painted by an amateur hand lined the walls. Despite the minimal adornment, the establishment held a degree of warmth and comfort, and the scents of herbs and garlic excited the palate.

      A tall attractive man of sixty strolled over and stopped before our table and bowed like a musketeer in a royal court. With his lustrous white hair and mustache, he reminded me of suave Cesar Romero. He introduced himself as Sven, the owner, and advised that Harry would arrive ten-fifteen minutes later than planned, courtesy of a flat tire. “Allow me to offer you lovely ladies a plate of stuzzichini. Negroni would be nice to start with, yes?”

      “Yes,” Rey murmured, unable to stop staring.

      He winked, bowed again, and left.

      “Negroni?” she asked the swinging kitchen door.

      “It’s an Italian cocktail,” Linda explained. “Gin, Campari, and Red Martini.”

      “With a twist of orange, if I’m not mistaken,” I added.

      “He’s really good looking for an old guy,” my cousin purred, staring at the kitchen door.

      “Down girl,” Linda chuckled.

      Rey drew a quick breath, tossed her head, and glanced past the window, onto the quiet dimly lit street. There was little foot traffic and very few cars. “This place is kinda in the middle of nowhere.”

      I glanced around the empty room. “I wonder how it manages to stay in business.”

      Sven re-entered, followed by a man dressed in cocoa-brown pants, a satiny brocaded vest and crisp white shirt, carrying a tray with three drinks. “This is Albano, my nephew.”

      The thirty-year-old nodded, placed the drinks before us, and returned to the kitchen.

      “I’m very fortunate to have you—and Harry—all to myself this evening.”

      Rey’s grass-green eyes widened. “Harry reserved the restaurant just for us?”

      “And his new assistant, Duke.” Sven motioned a round table in the east corner. “He and the chauffeur, Tom, will sit there.”

      “I’m impressed … I think.”

      Sven’s laughter was reminiscent of a conga drum being struck with a relaxed hand. Soft yet potent. “Enjoy—ah, perfect. My nephew has your stuzzichini.” With a wave, he left.

      We sipped the cocktails and found them delightful, as were the “bites”: Parma ham with fresh melon, walnuts and sliced pears, and Milanese-styled goat-cheese balls. The plate was empty by the time Harry waltzed in, followed by Duke and Tom.

      “Snazzy,” Rey said, gesturing the Sharkskin gray suit.

      “You like?” Harry asked as he took a seat and ran hands through his ash-gray, classic Joe-Penny styled coif.

      “Very.”

      “My new tailor, Kenny, is the best,” he singsonged. He jerked a thick manicured thumb (baby-pink nail polish this time) at the table Sven had gestured and Duke and Tom quickly ambled over. “I hope you don’t mind me ordering for us, but I know what Sven’s chef, Ticco, excels at.” He eyed the finished drinks and filliped Albano, standing by the kitchen like a sentry at his station. “Four more, please. And two sparkling waters for my guys.”

      Albano hastened to his bidding.

      “Let’s enjoy dinner first and get down to business after.”

      Linda smiled amiably. “I always took you for a business-first-and-foremost kind of guy.”

      “I make an exception for dinner at Sven’s.” He inhaled deeply and relaxed visibly.

      “We’ve waited forty years for Mo-Mo to be found, so what’s forty more minutes?”
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        * * *

      

      Once we finished dessert—a lovely, airy panna cotta—we moved on to the matter at hand. Harry told us nothing we didn’t already know about Mo-Mo and Baloney, er, Johnny B. He insisted the Vespuzzi family was an honest one. He loved his sister dearly. At the age of seventeen, she’d raised her eight-year-old brother when their parents had died while sailing off Molokai. He wasn’t sure how she’d managed it, but she had and for that he owed her everything. Yeah sure, maybe he hadn’t turned out the way she’d hoped, but he’d never been jailed and he donated regularly to her church (he’d stopped going once he turned sixteen) as well as sponsored two needy families a year. Preferred to be known as a tough guy, he requested we not share that side of him as it was only known by a select few.

      “Why come to us?” Linda asked, curious.

      “You’ve done some good work,” he said with a quick smile. “And you found Cousin Hilda’s yappy Yorkie last year.”

      I swallowed a smile. Rey eyed the ceiling sporting a couple of beams where flowerpots sporting fake orchids rested, and Linda simply nodded. We did have a high success rate in pinpointing the whereabouts of lost poochies, pursuing wayward (or weird) spouses, and locating stolen purses or jewelry (stolen often meaning “misplaced due to absentmindedness”).

      “So, you want us to—”

      “Ensure that nothing points to the Vespuzzis regarding Mo-Mo’s murder.”

      “But what if something does?” Linda asked, regarding him intently. “Like the lighter.”

      Perch-colored eyes scanned her face. “It’s just a lighter. Anyone could have put it there.”

      “So JJ said earlier. But can you be that sure it wasn’t Johnny B who dropped it?” she challenged.

      He blinked. Once. “Yeah.”

      “We should meet with the Vespuzzi family. Domenic and Carmen to start.” I regarded him closely. “What about the Martine family?”

      “They may be a little harder to ‘interview’, given most are back in Quebec or elsewhere on the Mainland. A couple moved to California a year or so after the disappearance and another couple are in Florida, I believe.”

      “You think one of them might have offed the guy?” Rey asked him.

      “Why not, given all the rivalry back then?” he asked stonily. “Maybe start with them.” He stood and motioned Albano for the bill. “And regarding the brothers, I’ve already arranged to have you meet with Domenic tomorrow at eleven at the office by the factory.”

      “We haven’t actually agreed to—”

      “I’ll pay your usual fee, plus all expenses. I’ll even throw in a month’s supply of treats from Coco-Neesey’s, whichever ones you like. And baloney, too—the pasta-packed one is my favorite.” He looked from me to Linda to Rey. “Is it a deal?”

      “Make it two months,” Rey said with a wry smile.

      Linda kicked her under the table or tried to; she kicked me instead. I swallowed the expletive.

      “A three months’ supply from both companies … ‘cause I’m a nice guy,” he beamed. “You’re officially on the case.”

      The three of us glanced at one another and nodded.

      “We’ll need a complete list of people associated with both families as soon as—”

      “Domenic will have one for you when you meet with him tomorrow.” With a wave and a nod, he ambled from the trattoria, Duke and Tom following behind like faithful puppy dogs.
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      Domenic Vespuzzi’s L-shaped office was located in a corner on the third floor of Coco-Neesey’s office building; the factory was situated a hundred yards behind. He sat behind an impressive desk—brass metal detailing with a marble base and walnut top—before a wide arched window. Behind the desk were several photos and certificates arranged around a brass-framed photo of the three brothers signing a document.

      With a huge aubergine of a nose perched in the middle of a face that could have belonged to a gnome or other magical or mythical creature, he was a bit of an eyesore. There was a softness around concrete-gray eyes lined by age, however, and the many toothy smiles we’d been presented upon the initial meet-and-greet were both genuine and amiable. Seated like rapt pupils on executive chairs with antique platinum finishes, we found ourselves drawn into his affable personality like oil-caressed strands of spaghettini into an eager eater’s mouth.

      At sixty-three and 6’2”, the successful businessman was agile and toned, thanks to a morning home-gym routine and decent diet. The wavy pewter-gray hair (“plugs” per Rey) looked as thick and lush as a shag rug. The Burberry suit was impeccably pressed, as was the white Givenchy shirt. A Burberry tie adorned the corner of the tidy desk.

      Domenic nodded to a young assistant, Gunther, as he placed a padded envelope on the corner. Bowing his basketball-round head, he left with a nod to us.

      He sipped espresso from a black- and gold-trimmed Versace cup and placed it on to the saucer, eyeing it for several seconds before passing Linda the envelope. “Inside is a list of everyone you might be interested in speaking with. As well, you’ll find a key for my brother’s Naniwa Gardens condo. We kept it over the years. Maria-Luisa, Johnny’s wife, left in 2002 and Johnny Junior—JoJu, as he’s preferred to be called since the age of ten—stayed to 2000. He really loved his mother, but she wanted him to stop worrying about her and focus on his own life. So, with great reluctance, he did as she requested. It’s cleaned once a month, but everything has remained the same. Maybe you’ll find something no one else ever has.” He sighed softly and swiveled to peer at the unspectacular view of industrial Kapolei. The exterior certainly contradicted the interior.

      Rey, Linda, and I glanced at one another. Were we being dismissed?

      Linda started to rise, and the sound of her shifting prompted him to swivel back, his expression one of sadness.

      “Johnny was said—rumored—to be many things but, to me, he was always a kindhearted kid.” He chuckled. “My brother had a good heart.” He nodded to the envelope in Linda’s hand. “I’m sure those you speak with will say the same … well, those not associated closely with Mo-Mo Martine.”

      “No doubt.” She smiled as she tucked it in her leather satchel.

      “If you uncover the truth, I’ll donate $25,000 to each of your favorite charities. Monk seal saving, an animal shelter, and a homeless shelter.” He gazed from one face to the next.

      He’d done his homework. “That’s very generous,” I stated.

      His smile held little cheer. “It’s more of an incentive.”

      “We don’t need any incentives,” Rey declared brusquely. “We’re good at what we do, and we give every case 150 percent.”

      Domenic’s grin was fleeting. “I do have a meeting in fifteen minutes that I must get ready for. Is there anything else I can tell you before we part ways?”

      Rey rose. As did he. With her incredibly high-heeled strappy sandals, she stood equally tall. And but an inch away. “Were you ever part of the mob scene?”

      “Would it matter if I were?” he asked coolly.

      She met his keen gaze and leaned so close her breath had to tickle his face. “Only if you murdered someone.”

      “I have never murdered anyone,” Domenic assured her, then laughed, the sound like a pocket full of change being jingled. His countenance radiated mirth and warmth.

      She smirked, and Linda and I got to our feet.

      “When will you start, ladies?”

      “This afternoon,” I answered. “We’ll start by looking through the condo.”

      He gave a thumb’s up, not something one would have expected from a man of his stature.
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        * * *

      

      Deciding to have a quick and early lunch, we drove to our favorite food truck—Terry Two Thumbs’ Tacos—and sat on a wooden bench overlooking Kuapā Pond, also known as Keahupuaomaunalua (“the shrine of the baby mullet at Managua”), once the largest lokao kuapā on Oahu. It had grown more overcast and, given the dark voluminous clouds on the horizon, rain—maybe even a storm—was on the way.

      Rey bit into her ahi taco and scanned the calm water. There was no breeze at the moment. “What do you think? Is the dude trustable?”

      Linda nodded, as did I.

      “Whatever he may have once been—and he never did answer your question, Rey—he seems on the up-and-up now,” Linda stated, taking a sip of an icy diet Coke.

      “More than,” I nodded. “Did you notice the awards and commendations on the far wall?”

      “Impressive. Like the office. No lack of money there.” Linda smirked and sank her teeth into her eggplant-sized, veggie-laden taco.

      Rey grinned. “He was certainly generous with the huge boxes of goodies he had Gunther—man, can you spell sourpuss?—pack on ice and place in the back of the Jeep.”

      We laughed and ate the rest of the meal in silence, enjoying the relative quiet, and happy we had a new case. Our last one had been a non-paying, challenging one. A clever and cunning serial killer known by a sundry of names—but we preferred GRP, a shortened form of GrimReaperPeeper, as he’d first introduced himself—had wanted us to play his game by his [ever-changing] rules.

      “Let’s slip into something comfortable before we head over,” Linda suggested.

      “You mean private-eye clothes.” Rey popped a fat ketchup-doused fry into her mouth and reminded us, “We have to walk the kids, too.”

      “Why don’t we call Eddy and have him stay at the house the rest of the day?” I proposed. “He’d love to spend time with the kids, and we can get him to tidy the storage room we’ve let go … among other things.”

      Eddy Galazie, sometimes called “Red Head” because of an amazing head of radish-red curls, worked at the agency three days a week, cleaning and organizing, and running errands. Dependable and always eager-to-help-and-please, the twenty-three-year-old also often pet-sat. The soft-hearted soul had suffered a head injury when he was eight that left him with some challenges.

      “We better pick up salt-water taffy,” Rey said.

      “He does so love it, doesn’t he?” Linda grinned. “Better make it a five-pound bag.”

      “I’m kinda fond of it myself.”

      We chuckled, got up, and as we walked over to the huge recycling and waste bins, the Village People announced Rey had a call. While I’d opted for bird calls, she’d gone for disco songs. She passed her stuffed paper bag to her best friend and stepped under a date palm to take it.

      “I haven’t told her I’m heading to the North Shore with Mink for the weekend yet,” Linda said quietly.

      Thirty-six-year-old Mink Ranch had an office upstairs from our Chinatown-based agency. The ever-energetic owner of Minky-Dinky Doggy-Dos (designer duds for discerning dogs) had become a relatively good friend of Linda’s in the last few months, an acquaintance of mine, and a stay-in-your-space “non-entity” for Rey.

      “You haven’t? Cutting it close, aren’t you?”

      She nodded. “She’s so sensitive when it comes to Mink.”

      “She’s jealous and scared that you and Mink will end up BFFs,” I said.

      “Rey and I will always be best friends, but I do like Mink. She’s positive and fun … and funny.”

      “You did say once that you were wondering if you might like her more than as a friend.” I eyed her closely. “Have you figured it out yet?”

      She shook her head and sighed. “I guess I’ll tell Rey about the trip later tonight.”

      I squeezed her hand reassuringly.

      “You’ll never guess who that was,” Rey announced as she slipped around Linda.

      We looked at her expectantly.

      “Domenic’s brother, Carmen. He wants to officially meet us and asked that we drop by his house for drinks around nine tonight.”

      Linda and I looked at each other, shrugged, and simultaneously said, “Sure, why not?”

      “We better make that a sleepover for Red-Head,” Rey advised and headed to the Jeep.
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        * * *

      

      Dressed in jeans, Converse runners, and hoodies (evidently, we had a telepathic let’s-dress-the-same thought going again), we headed over to Johnny B’s condo in my Jeep. The drive was quick, thanks to unusually light traffic.

      In addition to a putting green and pretty greenery, the large property held a heated pool and koi pond. We sat on rocks alongside it for several minutes, just to calm and chill, before putting on our official P.I. hats. It worked—for five minutes, until a fat and aggressive pigeon, annoyed by Rey’s “shoo, you, you dirty little thing, you” decided to demonstrate just how annoyed he was.

      “Oooh, yuck!”

      “They say it’s good luck when a bird poops on you,” Linda stated, trying unsuccessfully to keep a straight face.

      “No shit?” she huffed, grabbing a handful of tissues from her Coach tote bag and pressing them to her head.

      “Yes shit,” Linda and I affirmed in unison.

      “You are both shits!” she grunted and stomped towards the condo building entrance. “There’d better be shampoo!”

      Once inside Johnny’s large and smartly decorated condo, we all took different rooms to search—after Rey washed her hair, of course, with a bar of designer soap she located in a bathroom drawer. She had the three bedrooms (from which Il Volo sang at nearly full volume), Linda the kitchen, pantry, and dining room, and me the living room, office-den, and guestroom. We reconvened on the balcony an hour later.

      “I wonder why they never sold it,” Linda mused aloud as she sat on an armless rattan sofa that looked as if it had seen few sitters.

      Rey and I were parked on matching armchairs, regarding the gloomy gray sky. The rain hadn’t yet arrived, but it was close.

      “Probably wanting to keep the happy memories alive,” my cousin said with a yawn, stretching long slender legs onto an ottoman. “There must have been a lot of them. Decent family. Probably tons of gatherings, vacations, and parties.”

      Concurring, I rose and leaned along the metal railing and scanned the area below. Except for a tall elderly man walking his French bulldog, there were no signs of life. “Too bad there wasn’t anything out of the ordinary to be found.”

      “Did you really think we would find something of note—other than every Il Volo CD ever produced?” Linda simpered.

      “Nothing better than my boys singing in the background,” Rey grinned. “But considering the time lines, someone had bought those CDs here in recent months.” She sighed. “It’d have been cool if there’d be a note or card saying ‘I did it’, signed by the killer, with an address and telephone number.”

      I chuckled. “It would have been nice.”

      “The trophies and photos—family and business—suggest all was fine. The family members looked fairly happy, though the three brothers seemed a bit tense in that one pic, and Johnny B and his sons were certainly competitive in unicycling and croquet.” Linda smiled fleetingly. “Could there be two more odd sports to be champions at? Too bad, though, we really didn’t learn anything worthwhile.”

      “They had money,” I answered.

      “That goes without saying,” Rey said flatly.

      “They had reasonably good taste in furnishings and art,” I added. “I’m not a wallpaper fan, but the Moroccan tile designs are quite lovely.”

      “Did we do a thorough enough search?” Linda.

      I glanced past the open balcony door. “To be honest, I didn’t look for cubbyholes or check or test floorboards.”

      “Either did I.” Rey.

      “Ditto.” Linda stood and stretched her arms skyward. “Maybe we should take a few more minutes and do that?”

      “We don’t have to be at Carmen’s until nine, so there’s no need to rush home yet,” I advised. “Let’s take photos of the place for reference.”

      “You lookin’ for decorating ideas?” Rey asked wryly, raising a heavily penciled eyebrow.

      “Lookin’ for something, to be sure.”
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        * * *

      

      Fifteen minutes later, we were staring at a small safe, cleverly concealed behind art and decorating books in the base of one of two marble black-stained high-gloss veneer bookshelves. The back panel had been removed to enable the high-strength steel to rest within the wall. It was barely noticeable, even with the books removed.

      Linda and I turned to Rey, the B&E expert.

      “What? I’m no safecracker.”

      “Too bad.” I slapped her lightly on the arm.

      “Ya think anyone else knows about it?”

      I shrugged as Linda bent down to run her fingers across the 12-gauge steel door and single-key security cam lock. “What’s in it, you suppose?” she asked, curious.

      “Dark secrets?” Rey joked. “Illegal doings? Gangsters defined?”

      “Or Johnny B’s not-to-be-disclosed-at-any-cost baloney recipes,” Linda said with a dry smile.

      “Should we mention it to his brothers?” I asked.

      Linda glanced from me to Rey and back again. “What if they don’t know about it? It might contain something about them or other family members, something Johnny B didn’t want known. We should see what’s inside, if only to get better insight into Johnny B.”

      Rey tossed her head and marched into a corner and stood by a tall healthy rubber tree plant, her cell phone to her ear and her back to us.

      “She’s leaning toward melodramatic again,” Linda commented quietly, crossing her arms as she sat on the edge of an exquisite leather-top desk (with 24K gold accents, no less).

      I smiled and did the same on the opposite side.

      When Rey finished the call two minutes later, a self-satisfied smile on her pretty face, she strolled over. “Petey May’s on Oahu—meeting with a couple of bounty hunter friends—and will be able to meet with us late tonight.”

      “Great call.” I complimented her. “If anyone can figure out how to get in that safe, our fellow private eye can.”

      Crusty, fifty-something Petey May had become a good friend since we’d met him while solving our first official case, Can You Hula Like Hilo Hattie?, which had us endeavoring to find out the “secret” of an elderly millionaire’s pretty young wife. The beefy medium-build man, with his cigar smell and Old-Spice scent, and raspy voice that sounded like he smoked three packs a day, was reminiscent of a 50s hardcore TV gumshoe.

      “Seeing as we’re meeting with Carmen Vespuzzi later, I suggested we meet at our place around midnight and taxi it here.”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Linda began to slip books back in place.

      “Why bother doing that?” Rey questioned, leaning into the wall.

      “Because we’re professionals and we embrace the Girl Scout motto of ‘be prepared’,” Linda stated firmly. “You never know who may pay a surprise visit here or when.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER THREE


          

        

      

    

    
      Carmen’s meticulously maintained six-bedroom house was set back on a quiet dead-end street near Aina Haina Beach. Behind decorative iron fencing, the gated property was beautifully landscaped, with croton and koki’o kea shrubs. A large oval swimming pool, surrounded by a tiled deck and designer lanai furniture, was situated on the makai side.

      A middle-aged British butler named Smedley, sporting the traditional uniform, met us at the wide engraved oak door. He bowed a head of snow-white hair, wiggled his Imperial mustache, and escorted us into a magnificent high-ceilinged living room filled with handsome [expensive] furniture and a well-stocked corner bar Rey called “swanky” under her breath.

      We took seats on a stylish sofa that had a retro look about it and waited for our host to arrive.

      “Nice place,” Linda whispered, her gaze on the digital grand piano.

      “Impressive place,” Rey murmured, fingering the fine fabric of a handmade cushion.

      “Business is doing well,” I added, scanning the far wall where a half dozen floral watercolors hung. My eyes were drawn to the sleek black-walnut sideboard with four cabinet doors. On it were ten photos, all with fancy gold frames (Versace, if I wasn’t mistaken). Most seemed to be of family while one in the center was of the three brothers signing a document.

      Smedley led in Carmen Vespuzzi, a tall and handsome man in his early sixties. He had the same concrete-gray eyes as his brother but bore a heavyset frame (he liked his food, that was evident). His clothes: a Valentino floral $hort-$leeved shirt and cotton twill trou$ers. Wavy, sable-black hair (well maintained and dyed) framed a tanned face and a toothy [capped] smile greeted us.

      With a dismissive nod to the butler, he sauntered behind the bar and reached below. He displayed a bottle of Veuve Clicquot Demi Sac champagne and proceeded to open it.

      “Ladies, I had no idea you were so lovely.” He inclined his head. “And I’d certainly not have expected private investigators to have such a good sense of fashion, as well.”

      His easy-going air made us smile—beam—in response.

      “See, I told you wearing our best duds would be a good idea,” Rey murmured.

      The cork popped and Carmen poured champagne into four Baccarat flutes. “Would you like to sit on the lanai?”

      “Here’s fine,” Linda replied, holding a cushion to her chest and leaning back. “It’s pleasantly cozy.”

      “As you wish.” He smiled. “I’m sorry Steph, my wife, couldn’t join us. She’s on Kauai, visiting a cousin.”

      Bringing the bubbles on a silver tray, he passed the flutes and asked, “Where shall we start?”

      “Start with what you know about Mo-Mo and the murder,” Rey answered, taking a glass with a nod of thanks.

      And he did … for ten minutes straight … stopping only to take the teensiest of sips. Our drinks had been “sipped” eight minutes previous and our eyes had glazed over slightly, but not from the sweet, fruity alcohol. Finally, he finished reciting what he remembered and topped off glasses and we, gratefully, gulped back more champagne.

      “You didn’t mention who you think killed Mo-Mo,” Linda said to the long thin scar on his square chin.

      “Any number of joes he’d annoyed back in the day.” He eyed his flute as if staring back into the past. “And before you ask, no one in our family did it. We had no reason to kill him. All was good. All was fine.”

      Rey and I exchanged yeah-sure glances, but it was Linda who voiced what we were thinking. “Families tend to claim all is good and all is fine when they don’t want to share truths or secrets.”

      Carmen chuckled, but not with humor. “Fair enough. Okay, sure. We had our issues, but nothing so dreadful or dire that we’d kill …”

      Smedley entered softly and sauntered to his employer’s side and whispered in his ear.

      A deep frown pulled at his thin lips as he watched the butler depart.

      “Bad news?” Rey asked, setting down her empty glass.

      “Unwanted news,” he replied simply. “I’m afraid I will have to cut this short. If you require anything else, call me at the office and we’ll set up another meeting.”

      We collected our bags from the side tables and stood.

      “We’ll be seeing TT and John-Jo—”

      “JoJu,” he corrected Rey with a transient smile.

      “We’re seeing them tomorrow. We’ll be setting up times with the others, too, including the cousins—”

      “As an FYI, ladies, Pietro and Antoinetta are still in Italy, enjoying a long sought-after family vacation. But you can always contact them there, if absolutely necessary. They’ll most certainly return your call if you leave a message. As for the others, if anyone gives you a tough time, call me,” he said briskly. “I’ll ensure they make time to meet or talk with you.”

      With that, he hastened from the room and Smedley reappeared to escort us to the front door.

      An unproductive evening, but not an entirely unpleasant one.
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        * * *

      

      “Why are we whispering and have our flashlights on?” Linda asked over Petey May’s left shoulder. “We’re allowed to be here.”

      Rey peered over his right shoulder and I stood to her side as we watched his strong, thick fingers manipulate a triangle pick like a consummate safecracker. The fifty-some P.I. stopped to look at her, then at Rey, his expression bland. “Maybe because it’s after midnight and we don’t want to alert any nosy neighbors?”

      Rey swore softly. “Hang nosy neighbors.” Stepping before the curtained window, turned on one of two brass lamps on the marble desk with marble anchors. I flipped the light switch by the door. The room was bathed in lemon light.

      “Better.” Petey placed his rechargeable twist flashlight on a book-heavy shelf and, nodding with approval, returned to his task.

      Spicy man soap drifted around us, a pleasant and oddly reassuring smell, if scents could be that, reminiscent of our first meeting at his 1940s Big Island plantation house. I took a seat on the soft-pad exec chair behind the desk. Rey ambled over and sat playfully on my lap. Linda bah-ha-ha’d (a now seldom heard sound) and perched on the corner of one of two sturdy looking walnut-and-gilded-glass end tables, watching our friend work his magic.

      “Done,” he announced a minute later.

      “You’re good,” Rey said hopped to her sneakered feet.

      “I’m f’g damn good.”

      Crouching alongside him, Linda slapped his sturdy back and waited for him to open the recessed door and remove the contents.

      “You think the wife or brother know about this?” he asked.

      “We’d wondered the same earlier today, when we saw it for the first time,” I replied, strolling over.

      “But we don’t want to ask anyone,” Rey stated, giving a knowing look. “Just in case.”

      He nodded and carried several items to the desk. “Take a look-see in the safe, Linda. See if I missed some little something.”

      Linda did as instructed, and held up a key hanging from a silver birds-and-hearts-and-flowers keychain. Rey sighed, as did I.

      “We’ve had our share of those,” I murmured. “Mystery keys for mystery apertures.”

      “Is there anything that says what this mystery key opens?” Pâté-brown eyes peered up from the manilla envelope he was scanning.

      Linda shook her head. “No, but it looks like it opens a house or apartment door. Considering the cutesy keychain, it could be the key to a love nest.”

      “It doesn’t look like the key we have to open the door to this place.” Rey exhaled noisily. “It’s gonna be like looking for a needle in a haystack.”

      “But we’ve found needles before,” I reminded her with an encouraging smile.

      “We can research the type of key on-line and off,” Linda proposed. “Maybe we’ll luck in.”

      “In the meanwhile, why don’t we ‘research’ what we have here?” Petey began fingering the seal to the envelope.

      “Should we be opening that?” she asked worriedly.

      His answer was to stroll from the room. Grabbing the safe contents, we followed him into the misty-green kitchen with a seashell-heavy backsplash that looked like it belonged in a seaside house. He grabbed a fancy domed kettle from a corner marble counter, filled it with water, plugged it in, and leaned into a shiny-clean GE range. My cousin and her best friend slipped onto deep-seated leather stools by the window.

      Rey flipped through several invoices—major purchases—from years past while Linda perused bank statements. I stood by the fridge—interestingly enough, still on—and glanced over Johnny’s will, dated 1981. There was nothing out of the norm re payments of proceeds and beneficiaries. Family members and four charities—two children’s foundations, one animal welfare organization, and a woman’s shelter.

      When I looked up again, Petey May had steamed open the envelope and Rey and Linda were once again peering over his shoulders. “Anything of interest?”

      “A note to repay Johnny B $200K … with an illegible signature,” Linda answered.

      “A photo of a very lovely lady with a very lovely pair of, uh, eyes,” he said with a lascivious grin. “Probably taken a good thirty years ago, given the clothes and hair, and the impressive Acura NSX parked beside the fountain.” He turned it over. “No name. No date.”

      “Here’s a voided check payable to ‘cash’ for 50K,” Rey said, holding it up. “Dated the year he died.”

      “But never cashed,” Linda said, scanning it. “I wonder who it was intended for.”

      “To pay off a blackmailer?” I put forth.

      “Or buy someone’s silence,” my cousin suggested solemnly.
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        * * *

      

      At eight the next drab and dreary morning, we met Johnny Jr.—JoJu—at a popular Kahala coffee shop. Petey had planned to join us but received an urgent call from an associate that required him elsewhere; he’d join us for the afternoon meeting with TT.

      Sitting in a corner booth, caffeine and muffins ordered, we made small talk as we sipped and ate. Tito Puente, playing through six corner speakers, was barely audible amid the eager chatter from the thirty-some patrons. At 5’11”, JoJu was as handsome as his Uncle Carmen. He even had the same sable-black hair (natural in his case) and concrete-gray eyes, but there was a hint of anger or resentment in the hard lines around them. And like his uncle, he sported a tan—his, however, leaned toward mango-orange. Could you spell f-a-k-e?

      When the second round of a delightful Ka’u coffee arrived, we got down to business.

      JoJu was fairly easy-going and answered questions to the best of his knowledge, or so he frequently stated. We didn’t glean much, but Rey was certain he housed hostility towards his father; she claimed it was the way his bottom lip stiffened and his slightly narrowed eyes scanned the photos of early Hawaii on the rear wall when he spoke of the man.

      “Maybe father and son had had some sort of fall-out,” Linda submitted.

      “Yeah, but we’d learn about it one way or another,” Rey attested.

      “But not by confronting JoJu, at least not at this time,” I stated.

      We strolled along the busy, pedestrian-laden street after the meeting, sporting identical Via Spiga raincoats (strangely enough, we’d bought the same ones, but not at the same times).

      “Whadya think?” Rey asked, peering up and adjusting the hood so it lay low on her forehead.

      “What’s to think?” I asked. “He didn’t provide any new insight.”

      “It wasn’t anything we didn’t know,” Linda agreed.

      “I wonder if TT will have anything of interest to add.” Rey smiled brazenly at a tall young man who whistled as she passed on his left. “Still got it,” she whispered and winked.

      “The ego?” Linda jested, nudging her.

      We laughed and then squealed as the heavens opened up.

      “Over there!”

      Linda and I raced after Rey, into a Foodland, and rubbed away the rain running down cheeks and raincoats.

      “We-ell, while we’re here, how about picking up some groceries?” my cousin asked, eyeing the produce section.

      Linda and I looked at each other, shrugged, and grabbed baskets.
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        * * *

      

      Petey met the three of us in the lobby of Coco-Neesey’s, where TT’d agreed to meet us at three. A highly polished marbleized ceramic tile floor—a muted, matte gray-white glaze complemented with stormy gray veining—supported three ash-gray leather couches and a two-piece white concrete coffee table set. Watercolors of coconuts—sitting in bowls, laying on tables, hanging from trees, even tangoing and doing taps—lined the egg-white wall behind the reception desk. A young man dressed in a lapis-blue wrinkle-resistant slim-fit suit, sporting a gold box chain around his long neck, had thin hair the color of smoked ham. He looked up from his smartphone, his expression as flat as his tone. “Mr. Vespuzzi will be with you shortly.”

      TT came down the switchback stairs five minutes later. Dressed in a suit the color of cooked shrimp, he extended a strong hand and shook ours with a toothy, welcoming smile. He was as tall as his brother, but twenty pounds heavier, and had the same hair and eyes, though his were slightly rounder and perhaps more critical; they seemed to stare through you, measuring, determining.

      “We’ll have cappuccinos and finger sandwiches in my boardroom. We’re less likely to be disturbed there.” He led the way up the stairs to the second floor and down a long hallway laid with chestnut-brown interlocked carpet tiles to maple double doors.

      The 18’ X 10’ boardroom was more functional than anything else, with a long maple table that accommodated twelve thickly padded ergonomic chairs. A large screen was on one side, photos of the business throughout the years on the opposite side. The window, partially hidden by faux-wood blinds, was as long as the room, but only three feet high.

      Rey took a seat at the head before TT could. He chuckled and sat to her left, Linda to her right, and Petey and I sat alongside her.

      “I’ve seen you before,” the president of Coco-Neesey’s said as he scanned Rey’s face. “Movies, yes?”

      She nodded but didn’t expand.

      He chuckled again and looked from one face to the next. “I take it you want me to share all that I can about my father and family, and the death of Mo-Mo Martine?”

      Another nod from Rey.

      He launched into a five-minute summary, only to stop when two young men brought in trays, one with the cappuccinos served in large ceramic mugs, sugar and stevia, and finger sandwiches (cucumber and watercress, brie and chutney, no Bestacular Baloney).

      “Who do you think killed him?” Linda asked casually as she enjoyed her fourth finger sandwich, but who was counting?

      “Any one of a number of enemies.” He peered at her over the brim of his mug as he sipped. “Maybe even my father.”

      “You’re the first Vespuzzi to suggest that,” Petey pointed out, cramming a sandwich past eager lips.

      He shrugged soft shoulders. “My father hated the man. They’d always been rivals. Anything is … was … possible.”

      “You left home quite young,” Rey said, nodding to the young man who had entered with a fancy silver coffee pot and was standing beside her. He refilled her mug.

      TT waited for the man to leave before answering. “I had a desire to make it on my own, and the mid-teens seemed a perfect time to make an effort.”

      “Did you get along with your dad? Or was he the reason you left?”

      He regarded Rey intently. “No. Yes.”

      “Having been there with my mom, I totally get it, so you don’t have to say more—”

      “Right now,” he finished for her.

      Rey smiled prettily and began nibbling a sandwich.

      “The company’s been on the up and up since your father died,” Petey said casually.

      “It has been on the up and up since before he died.” He drew a long breath. “And to give credit where credit is due, my uncle and his cousins helped ensure it kept going.”

      “We left messages for the cousins earlier,” I told him nonchalantly.

      “They’ll call back,” he assured me, “but maybe not too quickly. This is the first vacation Uncle Pietro and Aunt Antoinetta—and their families—have taken in a decade. I believe my aunt is actually flying back tomorrow. Both are exceptionally hard workers. No matter what happens, those two can always be counted on.” He shook his head. “Even when Aunt Gina, Uncle Pietro’s wife, passed. So sad.”

      “Such a shame,” Linda said softly with genuine sorrow.

      “She was lovely, warm, and funny,” TT said with a sad smile. “Gina Polenta had caught my uncle’s heart when he was eighteen. He’d walked into a small, popular bakery, considered the delicious offerings at the counter, looked beyond it, and thump-thump-thump went his heart. He fell in love with Gina’s pignolis at first sight.” His chuckle was fleeting. “Regrettably, the bright light that illuminated his every waking moment from that day forward dimmed two years ago when the suffocating arms of pneumonia embraced Gina and carried her off.”

      “How tragic,” Rey murmured, and Linda and I concurred.

      The voided check sprang to mind. “Was anyone blackmailing your father?”

      “Not that I’m aware of, but he’s been gone a long time, so who knows?” TT leaned back and stretched long arms. “Do you really think you’ll be able to find who killed Mo-Mo Martine after all these years?”

      “We’re going to give it our best,” Rey answered confidently. “Talking to everyone who knew him will help paint a decent picture—”

      “That’ll lead us in the right direction, among other things,” Linda finished for her.

      “You have your work cut out for you,” he said casually.

      “We love a challenge,” I smiled.

      He stood. “Well, if you need anything else, just call.”

      “How about the Martine family? Do you have any ties there or know anyone we can contact up and above the few names your uncle gave us?” Rey asked as she, too, stood.

      He scanned her face. “I’ll see you get a list of names—with numbers, wherever possible—sometime tomorrow. It may be the same, given I don’t know what he provided. Or maybe there’ll be a few more people to contact. The more, the better, right?” With that, he strolled from the boardroom.
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      “You think it’s ever gonna be sunny again?” Rey grumbled, scanning the pewter-gray sky. With a scowl, she took a sip of club soda and sat back in the sturdy, padded chair.

      She, Linda, Petey, and I were sitting by a tall narrow window in a small bustling restaurant filled with scents of herbs, grilled foods, and fried saimin and rice. It smelled, in a word, scrumptious. We were enjoying grilled sea scallops and deep-fried green beans. It was five and many people finishing the workday were hastening along King Street, ready to jump into cars and buses.

      “Holy moley,” Rey all but shrieked, pointed, and laughed. “That dude’s super eager to start the party early.”

      We watched a young businessman in an egg-white suit wave a slim leather briefcase as he chased a bus that had just closed its doors and was pulling into traffic.

      “Shi-it,” Petey howled.

      “Oo-oh.” Linda’s eyes grew bubble-round.

      The man bounced off the doors, did an odd Funky Chicken dance, and flipflopped into the passenger seat of a Mazda MX-5 convertible.

      “Never a dull moment in the big city,” Petey grinned.

      Linda grinned in return and took a sip of mineral water. “So, how’s Barney Fife?”

      “Lolly, a neighbor, is keeping an eye on him. He’s in love with her and her homemade treats,” he chuckled. His old and deaf dog, Barney Fife—a cross between Irish Setter and English Springer Spaniel—had a uniquely long face and ears, and minimal teeth.

      “Here’s to Barney.” Rey lifted her glass in toast. “May he live many more years.”

      “To Barney,” we echoed.

      “So,” Linda asked after we’d enjoyed several mouthfuls of the luscious herb-infused mollusks. “I guess we continue—finish—with phone calls and/or visits.”

      “For those contacts we’ve collected so far, yeah,” Rey agreed. “From there, hopefully, we can branch out. Follow some serious leads.”

      “And I’ll follow up on that photo, see if I can determine who the lovely lady is or was,” Petey stated, pushing his empty plate aside. “I’ll take over the names on that list we found in the safe, too. I have to fly back Friday morning—client meeting at noon—but I’ll stay on top of it, whether I’m here or there. This promises to be a very challenging case.”

      “One we may not solve,” Linda said matter-of-factly.

      “We’ll solve it,” Rey affirmed, giving her best friend the evil eye.

      “Time’s not on our side. And a lot of people—including the main suspect—have passed.”

      “Why don’t we just take it one day at a time?” Petey advised with a dry smile as he peered outside.

      “This case’ll be so unlike the others,” Rey stated.

      “Why’s that?” the quinquagenarian asked.

      “The other cases always pretty much dealt with present day. We’d stumble over a body or three as we tracked down the killer in real time.”

      “Or killers,” Linda threw in.

      “Yeah, of the serious and/or serial variety,” Rey smiled grimly.
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        * * *

      

      Ten p.m. found us dressed for bed. The kids had been groomed, walked and fed, and the three of us had had mega cups of chamomile tea. All was quiet, save for the howling winds, which had arrived twenty minutes ago.
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