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 Chapter One 
 
    The woman known as Sandy-Sue “Fortune” Morrow pressed her phone to her ear and paced. Now and then she cast an anxious glance over the bayou that ran across the back of her lawn.    
 
    “So Ahmad’s men are back in New Orleans?” she asked.  
 
    “And that’s not all. We’re picking up on some chatter indicating one or possibly two of them might be headed to Sinful.”  
 
    “I can handle two. When can I expect them?” 
 
    “Don’t even think about it. We need to get you out of there.” 
 
    “But Harrison—” 
 
    “Don’t worry, it’s not a permanent relocation. We’ll just send you on vacation for a few days until we get a better handle on this.”  
 
    “Great. What forsaken backwater are you going to drop me into to this time?” 
 
    “Morrow wants to send you to Hawaii.” 
 
    “Hawaii? I’m listening.” 
 
    “We have a safe house, and someone there who can help you get settled in. You’re flying out of Lake Charles Regional Airport tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “Geez, Harrison, thanks for the advance notice. Tomorrow? What am I going to tell everyone?” 
 
    “Who do you have to tell? You’re not answerable to anyone.” 
 
    “Look, I’m doing my best to blend in. But that means I’ve become part of the community and I can’t just disappear.” 
 
    In fact, Fortune had done better than just blend in. After several weeks in Sinful, Louisiana, she was starting to feel she fit in. It was getting harder to maintain her emotional detachment. Maybe a few days away would be just what she needed to regain it.  
 
    “How about this?” Harrison suggested. “Tell whoever needs to know that your family wants you to take a look at some property out west for them. Don’t give any more details than that, and do not tell anyone you’re going to Hawaii. Keep it vague. Oh, and there’s something else. Ahmad’s guys will be looking for a young woman traveling alone, so you need to find someone to go with you.” 
 
    “Oh, that won’t be a problem—” 
 
    “Uh-uh. The Director will have an aneurism if you even think about getting those two geriatric loose cannons involved.” 
 
    “Are you saying I can’t bring Gertie and Ida Belle? They’re the only ones I don’t have to maintain cover with.” 
 
    “You should be keeping cover anyway. You have a ten-million-dollar bounty on your head, remember? Look, don’t you know any sweet, non-trigger-happy old ladies with nice manners?” 
 
    Fortune paused for a moment. She saw a ripple on the surface of the bayou that might have been an alligator. Or it could have been nothing more than a floating stick. It was hard to tell in the early-morning light.  
 
    “Actually, I might know one.” 
 
    “Great. One is all you need. Think you could talk her into coming to Hawaii with you tomorrow?” 
 
    “It’s not as easy as you’re making it sound. The locals aren’t exactly jet-setters. I’ve met people here who’ve lived their whole lives without leaving the parish. But look, I’ll try. I’ll ask her.” 
 
    “And you might want to think about changing your appearance a little. In case Ahmad’s men saw you in New Orleans.” 
 
    “Hey, does that mean I can get rid of these stupid hair extensions?” 
 
    “Knock yourself out. As long as you’re on that plane tomorrow morning.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    Mary-Alice Arceneaux had always held that if you can’t say anything nice, don’t say anything at all. Mary-Alice was sitting across from Sandy-Sue Morrow at Francine’s Diner, trying very hard to think of something nice to say about the young lady’s new hairdo. Mary-Alice felt it was particularly incumbent upon her to be gracious on the occasion of her birthday breakfast. 
 
    Sandy-Sue, or “Fortune,” as everyone called her, was the niece of the late Marge Boudreaux, come to Sinful for the summer to wrap up Miss Marge’s affairs. Word was, Fortune worked as a children’s librarian, and before that she had been a teenage pageant queen. 
 
    But to Mary-Alice’s eyes, young Fortune looked more like a drill sergeant than a beauty queen. Her long, golden hair was gone, and in its place was a dirty-blonde buzz cut. Mary-Alice hoped Ida Belle or Gertie would say something first, and then Mary-Alice could follow their lead.  
 
    “I love your hair,” Ida Belle said to Fortune. “You look just like Charlize Theron in Mad Max: Fury Road.”  
 
    “That’s exactly what I was thinking!” Gertie exclaimed. “I couldn’t think of where I’d seen the look.” 
 
    Fortune ran a hand over her fuzzy head. “I like it too. It’s so cool in the humidity.” 
 
    “It’s quite striking,” Mary-Alice agreed. 
 
    “Do you have the present?” Ida Belle asked Gertie. Gertie pulled out a small package.  
 
    Mary-Alice couldn’t help but smile. The gift looked about the size of a small book, and Mary-Alice loved books, especially mysteries. She reminded herself that making it to one’s 70th birthday in good health was a blessing. 
 
    “Well this is lovely,” Mary-Alice said, taking the package. “I believe I made the right choice moving from Mudbug to Sinful. I’m feeling quite thankful today.” 
 
    “No, we’re the ones who are thankful,” Ida Belle said. “You’ve been a thorn in Celia’s side ever since you got here, and we’re loving it.” 
 
    Fortune suppressed a smile, and quietly sipped her coffee. 
 
    Mary-Alice’s face fell. “Why, I never meant to be a thorn in anyone’s side.” 
 
    “What she means,” Gertie explained, “is that Ida Belle and I have this friendly rivalry with your cousin going way back to, well, forever. And since she was elected mayor she’s been—” 
 
    “Unbearable,” Ida Belle interrupted. “Mary-Alice, your cousin’s been spitting nails ever since you finished your kitchen remodel. Trying to tell everyone your décor isn’t in keeping with Sinful’s stately traditions. She’s one to talk, with her avocado shag carpet and her macramé owls hanging on the wall.” 
 
    “Open your present!” Gertie said. “It’s from the three of us.” 
 
    Mary-Alice undid the pale blue ribbon and flowered wrapping. But when she opened it, it wasn’t a book. It was a small, flat box. 
 
    “It’s an e-reader,” Fortune said. “It can hold hundreds of books.” 
 
    “And when your vision starts to go,” Ida Belle added, “like Gertie here, but you don’t want to wear the glasses you so obviously need, you can make the font as big as you want, and no one will be the wiser.” 
 
    Gertie didn’t respond to Ida Belle’s jab. She simply rested her chin in her hand and gazed at Ida Belle while scratching her cheek with her middle finger. 
 
    “My goodness,” Mary-Alice exclaimed. “This is lovely. Thank you all.” 
 
    Mary-Alice’s eyes shone, and one fat tear ran down the side of her nose, cutting a channel in her face powder. “I’m sorry. I suppose I’m simply overwhelmed. I’ve had so much going on lately, what with the move and the remodel and all, and now here I am turning seventy.” 
 
    “Seventy!” Gertie exclaimed. “Why, Mary-Alice, you’re a mere child. But I agree, birthdays do have a way of making you take stock of your life.” 
 
    “Well, I talked Francine into making a special batch of banana pudding just for the occasion,” Ida Belle said. “Shall we tell Ally to bring it out now?” 
 
    When they’d finished the banana pudding, Ida Belle and Gertie excused themselves to check on their batch of home-brewed cough syrup. Sinful Ladies’ Cough Syrup had a higher alcohol content than Wild Turkey 101, and was a popular cold remedy in the dry town. So popular that it sold out every year at the church bazaar. 
 
    Mary-Alice was about to leave as well but noticed that Fortune was still sitting at the table. She settled back in, as it would have been rude to leave Fortune by herself.  
 
    “Do you know, I’ve been thinking of getting one of these e-readers,” Mary-Alice said, by way of making conversation. “Thanks again to all of you. I can’t wait to get started using it.” 
 
    “We knew you liked murder mysteries so we pre-loaded the reader with a few,” Fortune said. 
 
    “It was terribly thoughtful of you. I must say I’m fortunate to have an honest-to-goodness librarian pick out my reading for me.” 
 
    “I’d like to take the credit, but Gertie’s the one who chose the books. You should thank her”  
 
    Ally came by with a coffee pot and a tea pitcher and refilled Fortune’s and Mary-Alice’s drinks, respectively.  
 
    “Thanks Ally,” Fortune said. “Your coffee’s awesome, as always.” 
 
    “And the banana pudding was absolutely lovely, darling,” Mary-Alice added. “What a treat!” 
 
    The young waitress smiled.  
 
    “And there’s a box of blueberry cheesecake squares up front for you, Aunt Mary-Alice. For when your dessert stomach has room again. Happy birthday.” 
 
    “Well now, wasn’t that thoughtful,” Mary-Alice said when Ally left.  
 
    Fortune pushed her coffee aside and leaned forward. 
 
    “Mary-Alice. Think you can handle one more birthday present?” 
 
    “My goodness, I should say not. All of these lovely gifts are making me feel quite spoiled.” 
 
    “What would you say to a trip to Hawaii?” 
 
    Mary-Alice lit up. “Oh, Fortune, you didn’t. The hibiscus-print stationery that Harriet’s just brought in? I have been rather coveting it, such a darling design. Goodness, y’all really are spoiling me today.”  
 
    Fortune became serious.  
 
    “Sorry. I did not buy you those Hawaiian print note cards. Although now I know what to get you for Christmas. What I’m saying is I’m actually going to Hawaii and I’d like you to come with me.” 
 
    Mary-Alice brought her hand to her throat, touching imaginary pearls.  
 
    “But Fortune, darlin’, I couldn’t possibly…” 
 
    “It’s not as generous an offer as it sounds. Here’s the deal. My family wants me to go check out some property for them, and they’re worried about me traveling alone. They told me to bring a respectable traveling companion to make sure I behave myself, and they insist on paying for everything.” 
 
    “Fortune, I’m so honored. But surely Gertie or Ida Belle would like to—” 
 
    “Yeah, no, they were pretty specific about the ‘respectable’ part. Besides, Mary-Alice, I think you’d be a great travel partner. You’d be a calming influence when I’m about to blow my top going through security.”  
 
    Mary-Alice looked puzzled.  
 
    “Security?” 
 
    “You know, when you’re holding your high heels in one hand, you have your boarding pass under your arm and your driver’s license between your teeth, and you’re trying to kick your stupid pink luggage along fast enough so the person behind you doesn’t start grumbling, and meanwhile your hair extensions are falling into your face and sticking in your lip gloss?” 
 
    Mary-Alice smiled at Fortune. 
 
    “I suppose you won’t need to be concerned with the hair extensions on this trip.” 
 
    Fortune ran her hand over her fuzzy head and grinned.  
 
    “Dam— I mean darn straight. So will you come? Honestly, you’d be doing me a huge favor.” 
 
    “Do you know, I’ve never flown in an airplane before?” 
 
    “Well then, what a perfect way to celebrate a milestone birthday. Can I take that as a yes?” 
 
    Mary-Alice’s fine features creased with concern. 
 
    “Will I need a passport?” 
 
    Fortune laughed, and then stopped herself. 
 
    “Hawaii became a state in 1959. You just need your driver’s license.” 
 
    “Oh dear, you’re right, of course. My goodness, where is my head today? When are we leaving?” 
 
    “Tomorrow morning. We’re flying out of Lake Charles Airport.” 
 
    “Tomorrow?” Mary-Alice faltered. 
 
    “That gives you a whole day to pack.” 
 
    Fortune stood up and gave Mary-Alice a chummy pat on the shoulder. “I’ll pick you up at three.” 
 
    “Three in the morning?” 
 
    “You okay with that, Mary-Alice?”  
 
    “Why yes, of course I am, darling. It’s just that I’m feeling so very overwhelmed by your generosity!” 
 
    “Great. See you then. Oh, one more thing. Please don’t mention Hawaii to anyone else. I don’t want any hurt feelings or jealousy. If anyone asks, just tell them we’re going out west.” 
 
    Mary-Alice watched Fortune stride out of Francine’s Diner. People glanced up as she passed. They were mildly curious at the sight of her buzz-cut hair, but not surprised. Everyone in Sinful knew Marge’s Yankee niece was a little odd.  
 
    Hawaii. Mary-Alice could scarcely believe it. After all these years.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    After breakfast, Mary-Alice rushed home to research Hawaii, where she’d be heading to in less than twenty-four hours. She opened her computer and began to search. Maybe she should re-watch the musical South Pacific, which she hadn’t seen in years. 
 
    But Mary-Alice quickly discovered to her surprise was that Hawaii was not in the south Pacific. Instead, it was located north of the equator, although not by much.  The entire state lay well south of Sinful, Louisiana. In fact, Hawaii was around the same latitude as Mexico City. 
 
    The second surprise was that it wasn’t clear where Hawaii was, precisely. Although there is a Hawaii Island, the state of Hawaii is a series of islands, of which Hawaii Island is just one. And the capital, Honolulu, is not on Hawaii Island (also known as the Big Island because it is, in fact, the biggest of the islands) but on another, smaller island, called Oahu.  
 
    This was turning out to be much more complicated than Mary-Alice had expected. As she continued her online research, she found the images of Hawaii drew her in. Blazing ocean sunsets, luaus illuminated by tiki torches, and the palm-lined Waikiki Beach Walk beckoned. Everything looked clean and vividly colorful. Unlike Sinful, which always seemed to be smothered under a greenish haze, Hawaii was sparkling-clean.  
 
    Mary-Alice picked up the phone and called her best friend from Mudbug, Beulah Monroe.  
 
    “Can we move up my birthday lunch to today?” Mary-Alice asked, although she was so full from breakfast she couldn’t imagine eating for a week. “I know we planned for tomorrow but something’s come up, and it would be ever so nice to see you.” 
 
    Mary-Alice hopped into her Oldsmobile and made the hour drive out to Mudbug to see Beulah. Mary-Alice had had many friends in Mudbug, or so she’d thought. But Beulah Monroe was the only one who’d stood by Mary-Alice after Mary-Alice’s grandson had gone to prison for arson. Mary-Alice came back to Mudbug now and then to attend Crafting Circle, but found she was surrounded by acquaintances there now, not friends. Except for Beulah.  
 
    They met at the café on Mudbug’s main street. Beulah ordered the fried oyster platter with boudin balls. Mary-Alice, still full from breakfast, got bread pudding with bourbon sauce. 
 
    Beulah caught Mary-Alice up on the latest gossip from the Office of Motor Vehicles, whose internal politics appeared to rival those of eleventh-century Byzantium. 
 
    “Why Beulah,” Mary-Alice exclaimed, “I thought you were fixin’ to retire.” 
 
    “Well, I did retire, sugar, you know I can’t stay on my feet all day. But I came back part-time. I didn’t care for sitting at home all day, and I do enjoy meeting folks. And how are you getting on in Sinful? Last I heard you were fixing up that old house.” 
 
    “Sinful is a lovely place,” Mary-Alice said. “Although I find I do miss Mudbug now and then.” 
 
    “How many folks you got living in Sinful?” Beulah asked.  
 
    “I believe the official population is 253.” 
 
    “Well there you go, Mary-Alice. Mudbug has nearly twice that. Five hundred and two, at last count. You’re just not accustomed to living in a small town, is all.” 
 
    “As a matter of fact, Beulah, I have been considering expanding my horizons a bit. It’s occurred to me that I might consider traveling to Hawaii.” 
 
    “Hawaii! Mary-Alice, you’re not serious.” 
 
    “Well, why ever not? I’m seventy years old today, and I don’t believe I’ve ever been outside the state of Louisiana.”  
 
    “Well my goodness, Mary-Alice,” Beulah exclaimed. “Aren’t you adventurous. So are you going to be getting yourself a passport?” 
 
    “No, it seems they don’t require a passport to travel to Hawaii,” Mary-Alice said, feeling a little worldly. “Just a driver’s license. Hawaii is a state, you see.” 
 
    “Well now, I suppose I should have known that.” Beulah laughed good-naturedly. 
 
    “Beulah, I’ve been doing a little of my own research, and I’ve learned ever so much. For example, did you know where Hawaii is located?” 
 
    “Well I believe I do,” Beulah said. “It’s right off the coast of California.” 
 
    “Well now, that’s just what I used to think, Beulah, right up until quite recently.” 
 
    “Now Mary-Alice, I certainly don’t want to contradict you, but I’m telling you, I’m as sure of that as I could be. We got a big map of the United States back in the break room at the OMV.” 
 
    “It’s nowhere near that close. The folks who draw the maps just put it there to save space. It’s actually right in the middle of the ocean, just as far away as it could be. As a matter of fact, come to find the distance from here to California is less than the distance from California to Hawaii.” 
 
    “You’re not seriously considering going that far.” Beulah gasped and placed a hand on her ample chest. “This isn’t all on account of that old postcard, is it?” 
 
    “Well, now that you mention it, Beulah, I’ll admit to it maybe being on my mind of late.” 
 
    “You just be careful now, Mary-Alice. Oh, of course you will. I mean, it’s not like you’re leaving for Hawaii tomorrow.” 
 
    “No, nothing like that,” Mary-Alice agreed.  
 
    After lunch with Beulah, Mary-Alice didn’t drive straight back to Sinful. Instead, she made a detour to Grand Coteau. She hadn’t been to the church for a good long while, but it was exactly as she remembered it, white and stately on a velvety carpet of lawn. Its chunky bell tower looked like a miniature townhouse stuck onto one end, with windows on each of its five floors. The top of the bell tower looked like a gazebo, with its graceful arches and hipped roof. Inside was the three thousand pound bell that one Mrs. Eleanor Millard had donated in honor of her late husband. 
 
    Had the hulking edifice with its gargantuan bell been anything but a Catholic church, Mary-Alice’s mother might have denounced it as tacky. But it was a Catholic church, and a well-established one at that. Mary-Alice’s mother had always attended faithfully, along with Mary-Alice. Mary-Alice’s father would come along now and then, usually on Christmas or Easter. 
 
    Mary-Alice made her way around the building back to the cemetery. There was a large flat-screen display at the entrance; this was new.  
 
    Welcome from the Catholic Cemeteries of the Archdiocese of St. Louis. No pets allowed. No firearms. 
 
    Mary-Alice’s mother certainly would have found this tacky, Catholic church or not. Mary-Alice made her way back to the Laval family plot. She found the one particular headstone she was seeking, and kneeled down in the grass in front of it. She paid no mind to her white capris. If the dirt and grass stains didn’t wash out, she could always purchase another pair. 
 
    “Well, I’ve reached my three score and ten today, Mama.” Mary-Alice said to the headstone. There was no one else in the cemetery on this bright afternoon, so Mary-Alice reckoned she could speak her mind. “It’s quite a milestone, I must say. It’s caused me to take stock of my life. Especially seeing as…well, I suppose I don’t have to explain it to you, mama.” 
 
    The date of death on Thelma Rose Laval’s tombstone marked her 70th birthday. 
 
    “Mama, I do hope you can forgive me for not visiting more often. But Lord forgive me, as much as I miss you, Mama, I must confess I can’t say the same for him.” 
 
    Mary-Alice glared at the adjacent headstone, the one with her father’s name on it. 
 
    “Ninety-two years old, mind you, and the day he had you declared dead, that very day, he had the everlasting gall to propose marriage to his personal attendant. I never told you this before, and far be it from me to spread gossip, but I mean to say, honestly. Young girl, she was, maybe thirty years old at most. Well, you’ll be pleased to know she turned him down, Mama, and you know what? He passed away on the spot. There were some who made light of it, said he died doing what he loved. Mind you, Mama, I thought it was terribly tacky of him. Anyway, I came by to let you know I’m fixin’ to travel to Hawaii. There’s this young lady Sandy-Sue Morrow, goes by the name of Fortune, invited me. She’s a Yankee, but she’s got a good heart, I’ll swear to that. And I must confess, I’m kind of excited about it. You know I’ve never gone in an airplane before. I’d like to think that you’d be proud of me for being so brave. Imagine, tomorrow I’ll be flying over the ocean! Okay, Mama, I have to go home and pack now. But I’ll come again soon. And I’ll tell you all about my trip, I promise you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Mary-Alice was in sitting in the aisle seat of a luxurious jumbo jet. She had been sitting a long time and supposed she might get up to walk around. Except when she stepped into the aisle, the floor was gone. She awoke with a start right before she splashed down into the Pacific Ocean, and was immensely relieved to find herself safe in her own bed. 
 
    The clock on her night table read one-thirty. There was no point in trying to go back to sleep; her alarm was going to ring in another half hour. Mary-Alice got up and got dressed, and then checked and double-checked the contents of her little travel bag. At exactly 2:59 am Mary-Alice heard a knock. She slipped her new e-reader into her purse and wheeled her bag to the front door. 
 
    “Miss Gertie!” Mary-Alice exclaimed. “My goodness, what are you doing here at such an hour?” 
 
    “I’m driving you to the airport,” Gertie said. “Fortune’s already in the car. Is that all you have?” 
 
    “Yes. I read online that there are two kinds of luggage, carry-on and lost. If I find I’m missing anything, I imagine I can purchase whatever I need right there.” Pinterest-fueled visions of Waikiki shopping were dancing in Mary-Alice’s head. “And of course my new e-reader has enough books on it to last me the whole trip. I must say, Miss Gertie, you do have excellent taste in literature. I thank you for the wonderful selection of murder mysteries.”  
 
    “It was fun to pick them out. Who doesn’t love a good murder?” 
 
    “Only the fictional kind, of course, Miss Gertie,” Mary-Alice laughed as she locked her door. 
 
    On the drive to Lake Charles Regional Airport, Fortune briefed Mary-Alice on airport security procedures. Mary-Alice listened carefully to every word. As soon as Gertie pulled up to the curb, Mary-Alice took out her driver’s license so she wouldn’t be caught fumbling for it when someone asked to see it. When they reached the stairs to the terminal level, Fortune grabbed Mary-Alice’s rolling bag and bounded up the steps two at a time.  
 
    Mary-Alice didn’t follow Fortune up the stairs. Instead, she stepped onto the adjacent escalator. Why take ordinary stairs when there are mechanical stairs right there? Fortune reached the top before Mary-Alice and waited for her there. 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry, darling,” Mary-Alice said. “I didn’t mean for you to have to wait for me. It’s a habit of mine never to miss a chance to take an escalator.” 
 
    “No problem,” Fortune said, as she scanned the terminal. “Funny, I never noticed until you mentioned it, but I guess there aren’t any escalators in Sinful, are there? We have some time. Let’s go wait in the Business Lounge. It’s right down there.” 
 
    The business lounge at St. Charles Regional Airport looked to Mary-Alice like the lobby of a cozy hotel. 
 
    “Let’s grab those two chairs,” Fortune said. “The ones against the wall. You go get comfortable, and I’ll go get us some coffee.” 
 
    Mary-Alice settled her tiny frame into one of the overstuffed armchairs. 
 
    “Fortune, I do thank you for taking me along on your travels,” Mary-Alice said when Fortune returned with two brimming china cups. “This is ever so lovely. I’m starting to believe that traveling suits me.” 
 
    Fortune sat in the armchair next to Mary-Alice’s. She used her long legs to scoot the chair back until it was braced against the wall. Then she turned around and knocked on the wall, and seemed to be reassured by its solidness. 
 
    “Yeah, this is pretty nice,” Fortune’s eyes darted around the half-empty lounge. “I like small airports. Easier to keep an eye on things.”  
 
    “You mean so we don’t miss our flight?” Mary-Alice asked. 
 
    “So we don’t miss our flight. Exactly.” 
 
    Fortune kept looking around the lounge as she sipped her coffee. Mary-Alice assumed Fortune must be an experienced traveler; hadn’t she spent her youth on the pageant circuit? Maybe Fortune was one of those people who never shook their fear of flying. Come to think of it, how would Mary-Alice herself feel once she was in the air?  
 
    I should never have read those flying phobia message boards late last night, she thought. Would she find herself seized by panic when she realized she was stuck in a metal tube thirty thousand feet off the ground, hurtling through the stratosphere at five hundred miles per hour? Mary-Alice certainly hoped not. She didn’t want to ruin Fortune’s trip. She decided that if she got too scared, she’d simply close her eyes and imagine she was back home in bed. 
 
    Fortune was clearly in no mood to chat. She got up several times to refill her coffee, and even when she was sitting, she kept leaning over to look out the window onto the tarmac. Rather than try to force conversation, Mary-Alice took the opportunity to set up her new e-reader. Soon she was absorbed in one of her new mysteries. It starred a lawyer-turned-restaurateur-turned-amateur sleuth, included a number of tempting Italian recipes, and had nothing to do with flying. 
 
    When Mary-Alice stepped onto the plane, she found it looked quite familiar; she had seen the interiors of airplanes so often on movies. What she hadn’t expected was the narrowness of the aisle and the crush of early-morning commuters on their way to Houston. 
 
    Fortune offered Mary-Alice the window seat. Mary-Alice felt some trepidation, but did not wish to turn down a kind offer. If the view got too scary she would simply squeeze her eyes shut and look away. She watched attentively as the flight attendant demonstrated how to buckle the seatbelt, even though she had already figured it out on her own. Finally the plane started to move, accelerated so quickly that Mary-Alice felt herself pressed back into her seat, and then lifted off the ground. Mary-Alice watched in wonder as the ground dropped away.  
 
    Now that they were airborne, Mary-Alice felt her worries drop away as well. They hadn’t missed their flight, lost their luggage, or shown up with the wrong tickets. And in less than 24 hours, they’d be landing in Hawaii! The ground beneath turned into a green patchwork as they gained altitude. As they flew westward, Mary-Alice watched the green fade to brown, wondering all the while what kinds of human dramas were taking place in the towns and truck stops below.  
 
    “Mary-Alice?” Fortune was saying. 
 
    “I’m sorry?” 
 
    A flight attendant stood, hand on a rolling stainless-steel cart, looking expectantly at Mary-Alice. 
 
    “Would you care for something to drink, ma’am?” the flight attendant asked. 
 
    “Certainly, darlin’. Might I trouble you for a Sazerac Cocktail?”  
 
    As soon as the words were out, Mary-Alice’s hand flew to her mouth. Sazerac Cocktail? Where did that come from? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    “I’m terribly sorry, ma’am,” The flight attendant told Mary-Alice. “We have coffee, water, or Coke.” 
 
    “A Coke would be lovely,” Mary-Alice said, thoroughly embarrassed. 
 
    “That sounds good,” Fortune said. “I’ll have one too. Can I get a Diet?” 
 
    “Just regular for me,” Mary-Alice said. “Thank you ever so much.” 
 
    Fortune turned to Mary-Alice when the flight attendant had moved on.  
 
    “What was that you asked her for?” 
 
    “A Sazerac cocktail.” 
 
    “What’s in it?” 
 
    “Do you know, I’m not quite certain. But I do recall my mama was awfully fond of her Sazerac cocktails. I suppose I’ve been thinking of her. Especially after riding the escalator.” 
 
    “The escalator reminds you of your mother?” Fortune asked. 
 
    “You see, the first time I rode an escalator was at the old Krauss Department Store in New Orleans. Well it’s long gone now, but my, what a treat it was to go out there. My mother had taken me into town to buy my confirmation dress, and they had what they called back then the ‘mechanical stairs.’ They were quite a sensation at the time. Well, I wanted to try them out, but when I got to them, there they were, coming out of the ground so fast, I thought I might never sum up the courage to go on. So mama took me by the hand and pulled me onto the stairs with her, and it went as smooth as you please. Well, she held my hand all the way up, and then when we were finished shopping for my outfit, she rode back down with me. Then we went next door and had our lunch at the St. Charles Hotel, which was terribly grand, and after that we stopped by Fuerst & Kraemer for chocolates and pralines to bring home for the neighbors and the help. Every time I set foot on an escalator, it brings me back.” 
 
    Fortune nodded. She was staring out the window at the pale sky. 
 
    “Fortune, I do hope you’ll excuse me for rambling on like a foolish old woman.” 
 
    “Nothing foolish about missing your mother.” Fortune took a sip from her little plastic cup. “I totally understand.” 
 
    The rest of the trip was a shiny, sleepless blur. After the short flight came a three-hour layover in Houston. Mary-Alice eagerly perused the shops. There was even a real bookstore, but as tempted as she was, Mary-Alice didn’t buy any books from them. She had dozens of books on her e-reader already, and besides, she didn’t want to be disloyal to Harriet’s Books back in Sinful.  
 
    The next airplane was much larger than the previous one, but even more crowded, if that were possible. This took them on a flight so long that Mary-Alice was able to finish two murder mysteries and start on a third. She stared in amazement as the plane began its descent toward Honolulu Airport. With its crashing surf, golden beaches, and stately hotels, it looked just like the opening credits of Hawaii 5-0! 
 
    “Fortune,” Mary-Alice said, “I’m not saying we need to stop there overnight or anything, but do you suppose we’ll have a chance to have a peek at that grand pink hotel?” 
 
    “That’s not a hotel, Mary-Alice. It’s Tripler Army Medical Center. Anyway, we’re not stopping here. We still have one more short flight to go.”  
 
    Fortune ignored the signs to the Wiki Wiki Shuttle. 
 
    “We don’t want to stand around on a crowded shuttle bus,” she explained to Mary-Alice. “It’ll be nice to walk after the long flight.” 
 
    Fortune strode down the broad, open-air walkway, and Mary-Alice hurried to keep up with her. They passed through sliding glass doors, and came to a convergence of covered walkways. At the center was a pretty tropical garden. But was no time to dilly-dally in Honolulu Airport as they had in Houston. Fortune led them on to a short moving walkway, then off the moving walkway, through another sliding doors to an indoor terminal. The cold indoor air was a shock after the soft heat outside. They passed gift shops, a food court, and a display of invasive plants and animals that were presumably intercepted as they tried to enter the state.  
 
    PROTECT HAWAII! The sign read. DON’T PACK A PEST! Mary-Alice was hurrying to keep up with Fortune, so she couldn’t make out what all the items were, but one of the objects was clearly a yellow snake, coiled up and floating in a jar.  
 
    “Is it true they’ve kept all the snakes out of Hawaii?” Mary-Alice panted, her short legs making two steps for every one of Fortune’s. 
 
    “That’s right,” Fortune called back to Mary-Alice without breaking her stride. “No rabies, no snakes. Not bad, huh?” 
 
    They reached the end of the terminal building, and Mary-Alice was certain they must be done walking.  
 
    “Is this our gate?” she asked hopefully. 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    Fortune blew past Gate 61 and disappeared down a stairway. Mary-Alice followed her into a makeshift tunnel constructed of plywood and opaque plastic sheeting. The tunnel led to a grim concrete waiting room, and Mary-Alice wondered whether they had made a wrong turn. But there were a few other people standing around with roller bags, which was reassuring. Fortune stood with her back pressed to the wall, giving each of the other passengers the up-and-down as if she were assessing them.  
 
    Mary-Alice sidled up to her.  
 
    “What are we waiting for?” she asked. 
 
    “Shuttle bus. It’s the only way out to the commuter terminal. If we’d chosen another airline we could’ve connected from the main interisland terminal but it looks like my family went for the discount airline.” 
 
    The shuttle bus arrived, and the passengers filed on glumly. After a short ride, they were dropped off in front of low building that looked to be from the airport’s earlier days. They disembarked from the shuttle and followed the walkway across the tarmac into a sort of Terminal of the Damned. 
 
    It was packed with families. Every seat was taken, and people were sitting on the floor. The gum-stained carpet looked as if it had spent a few seasons in a discount movie theater. Mary-Alice was relieved when it was time to board their final flight. Once again, she savored the exhilarating feeling of watching the ground fall away as they soared skyward, admiring the lapis-blue water frosted with whitecaps.  
 
    She noticed a dark shape, and was about to ask Fortune whether she’d spotted a whale. But just in time, she realized the whale seemed to be keeping pace with the plane. Either she had discovered a species of whale capable of traveling hundreds of miles per hour, or she had been watching their shadow.  
 
    As excited as she was, Mary-Alice was also tired after a full day of traveling. She dozed off, and awoke to the sensation of pressure in her ears.  
 
    “Here we are,” Fortune said. “Mary-Alice, welcome to Hawaii Island.” 
 
    Mary-Alice looked down to see a carpet of green jungle, studded by the occasional corrugated tin roof. The ocean foamed against a rim of black rocks. There wasn’t a golden beach in sight. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    The plane bumped gently down on the runway of Hilo Airport. Mary-Alice followed Fortune up the Jetway and out to a raised walkway open to the outdoors. Mary-Alice could see rain sweeping across the tarmac, but the air was warm and dense. Just past the security exit was an escalator down to ground level. This time, Fortune joined Mary-Alice on the escalator. 
 
    Fortune stepped aside at the bottom of the escalator, reached into her backpack, and pulled out a gray hoodie. She slipped it on, put on sunglasses, and then pulled up the hood. Mary-Alice thought it was too warm for a jacket, and wondered why Fortune needed sunglasses when it was so overcast and drizzly. 
 
    “Oh dear me,” Mary-Alice apologized. “I forgot to pack an umbrella. I suppose I expected Hawaii to be sunny. It surely was, in all of the photographs I saw.” 
 
    “I brought one.” Fortune pulled out a compact travel umbrella about the size of a corn cob, held it aloft, and pressed a button. It bloomed to the size of a golf umbrella, big enough to shelter both of them from the rain. Mary-Alice noticed as they hurried down to the taxi stand that she and Fortune were the only ones with an umbrella. Passengers stood around waiting to be picked up at the curb, and no one else seemed to care that they were getting rained on. 
 
    The taxi driver was a friendly middle-aged woman whose car smelled like old cigarettes. She started chatting as soon as she pulled away from the curb. She asked Mary-Alice and Fortune where they were from, and confessed she’d never been to Louisiana. She did go to Vegas a few times a year, though, she told them, and she’d flown to Nebraska when her niece graduated from Creighton University. 
 
    “My, Nebraska’s awfully far,” Mary-Alice said. “Why did she choose to go all that way, if you don’t mind my asking?” 
 
    “Lotta Hawaii kids like go Creighton. Never discriminate against the Japanese after Pearl Harbor, that’s why. Kept their doors open to everyone.” 
 
    “Are you Japanese?” Mary-Alice asked. 
 
    “Japanese, Hawaiian, Chinese, Podagee, Filipino, Scottish, German, an’ Irish.” 
 
    The rain thinned out as they drove out of town and up the coast. Fortune sat quietly in her hoodie and sunglasses while Mary-Alice marveled at the ocean view. 
 
    “It’s so unspoiled,” Mary-Alice exclaimed. 
 
    “Used to be all sugar plantations,” the driver said. “My parents both worked for C. Brewer. Back then, everyone worked the plantations. Get up at four, work by five. Lotta the old timers still talk about plantation days.” 
 
    “They used to have plantations too, where I’m from,” Mary-Alice offered. “Although I don’t believe folks recall them all that fondly.” 
 
    Mary-Alice had assumed that she and Fortune would be staying at a seaside resort. Her online research hadn’t turned up any other kind of accommodation. But the driver turned off the main highway and instead of heading down to the water’s edge, went inland and up a narrow, overgrown road. Mary-Alice almost felt like she was right back in the bayous. Kudzu climbed up fences and tree trunks. The only difference she could see was that the road was paved with blackish-gray dirt instead of crushed white oyster shells. 
 
    Fortune instructed the driver to drop them about a hundred yards past a cluster of cube-shaped, tin-roofed houses. She then handed the driver a fat stack of bills and stayed put until the taxi had disappeared back down the hill.  
 
    Mary-Alice thought the little houses looked nice and welcoming, with their broad front porches. She wondered which one they’d be staying in, and also why Fortune didn’t have them dropped off closer. 
 
    It turned out they wouldn’t be staying in any of them. 
 
    “Through here.” Fortune snatched Mary-Alice’s rolling bag and disappeared into the trees. Mary-Alice followed her onto a narrow hiking trail. 
 
    “My goodness,” Mary-Alice panted as she tried to keep up. “This is quite off the beaten path.”  
 
    Mary-Alice and Fortune emerged from the forest onto a road remarkably like the one they had left behind, with another cluster of little tin-roofed houses that looked slightly shabbier than the ones they’d left behind. 
 
    “Well now,” Mary-Alice exclaimed. “It certainly seems like we took the long way around. I do wonder why our taxi couldn’t have brought us directly here. If we need her again, I’m afraid she might not be able to find us.” 
 
    Fortune pulled her hood down, revealing her cropped hair, and pulled off her sunglasses.  
 
    “My family likes giving complicated directions,” she said matter-of-factly, as if picking through an overgrown jungle path were a perfectly normal part of traveling. She pulled out her phone and made a call, watching the houses. 
 
    “Will we be staying in one of these?” Mary-Alice asked. 
 
    “We’ll find out.” 
 
    The door of the dark-green house opened, and a vision in pale blue stepped out. 
 
    “Fortune?” the vision called from the porch. 
 
    “Nadia?” Fortune called back. 
 
    The woman made her way slowly down the front stairs. Her impossibly-glossy platinum hair hung like a curtain from under her powder-blue cowboy hat. She wore a matching blue western shirt, and bolo tie, skirt, and boots. 
 
    She looks to be in her mid-eighties, Mary-Alice thought. If my mother were still alive she’d be about that very same age. 
 
    But Nadia’s features did not look at all familiar, and when she spoke, it was with the clipped cadence of a Yankee. 
 
    “I’m Nadia Nygaard,” she said when she reached the bottom of the stairs. “You’re in the white house with the green roof. I’ll show you around. Make sure to take your shoes off before you go inside.” 
 
    The house looked small from the outside, but felt surprisingly roomy inside, thanks to the high ceilings and large windows. Nadia explained how the old plantation camp, as she called it, had been retrofitted with solar power and catchment water. Their community was “off the grid,” which was apparently a good thing. Mary-Alice was glad that Fortune seemed to understand what Nadia was telling them about maintaining the batteries and filtering the catchment water, and hoped they would never have to do those things.  
 
    Then Nadia led them over to the window, which had a view of a flourishing garden. In the corner was a white, wooden beehive, with a few honeybees circling nearby.  
 
    “Why, this looks lovely,” Mary-Alice exclaimed. “It’s like a victory garden.” 
 
    “We’re very proud of what we’ve done here, but it’s not a bed of roses, if you’ll pardon the pun. See that papaya tree over there?” 
 
    Nadia indicated a tree with a skinny trunk and bulbous green and yellow fruit clustered under a crown of leaves.  
 
    “I’ve never seen a papaya tree before,” Mary-Alice said.  
 
    “It’s a volunteer. Sprouted from our compost. Problem is, it’s a commercial engineered papaya, which means that the seeds probably came from one that someone bought at the supermarket. This has turned out to be quite a source of controversy. Some of our residents like ‘em just fine, others won’t so much as touch them. You ladies eat papaya?” 
 
    “I’ve never tried it,” Mary-Alice said. 
 
    “Tomorrow morning you can go out and help yourself,” Nadia said. Half of papaya with a squeeze of lime juice, it’s a nice way to start the day. And if you don’t have any plans for supper, we’re having a little neighborhood luau tonight. Come on out and join us when you’re up to it.” 
 
    A luau! Now that was more like it. 


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Mary-Alice had picked the smaller of the two bedrooms in an effort to be polite, but it was certainly large enough, and completely charming. The house had single-wall construction, so the walls were vertical white planks with a single horizontal belly band that gave the effect of wainscoting. The floor was a reddish-brown hardwood that Mary-Alice later learned was eucalyptus. She had packed light, just three pairs of white capris and five flowered t-shirts to hang in the wardrobe. Mary-Alice panicked for a moment when she couldn’t find her tennis shoes, and then recalled she had removed them on the front porch. 
 
    The smell of brewing coffee lured her back to the kitchen. It was by then nearly nightfall, but the long flight had gotten Mary-Alice’s internal clock all out of whack, and the coffee smelled tempting. The kitchen, like the bedroom, was neat and simple, with white walls and cabinets and pale yellow linoleum floors. 
 
    “Well, this is quite an adventure,” Mary-Alice said as she entered the kitchen. “And we’re going to have a luau! Do you suppose they’ll have those men who twirl the fire around? I imagine Gertie would enjoy that. Miss Nadia seems quite nice. What sort of name do you suppose Nygaard is?” 
 
    Fortune perched on the counter and took a thoughtful sip from her mug. It seemed to Mary-Alice that she was still tense.  
 
    “Nygaard means new homestead or new farm. The name’s a little on-the-nose, if you ask me. Hey, good news, though. The kitchen’s stocked, so we don’t have to go grocery shopping.” 
 
    Fortune took down a mug from the cabinet, filled it with coffee, and handed it to Mary-Alice. 
 
    “You don’t think Nadia Nygaard is…Nadia Nygaard’s real name?” Mary-Alice asked.  
 
    “I don’t think it’s the name on her birth certificate, if that’s what you’re asking. Have you ever had real Kona coffee before? Try it. Kind of mild for my taste, but not bad. You even have an authentic cup there.” 
 
    Mary-Alice examined the white mug. 46th Annual Kona Coffee Cultural Festival, read the blue printing. Hawaii’s Oldest Food Festival. Mary-Alice was more of an iced tea person, but the coffee smelled enticing, and the taste was pleasant. 
 
    “I think you can expect a lot of that here,” Fortune continued. “This is exactly the kind of place people come to re-invent themselves. They leave their old selves behind, and take on names like Phoenix or DesertSpring.” 
 
    “Why ever do they do that?”  
 
    Fortune shrugged.  
 
    “Looking for a fresh start. And if you’re gonna start over, you might as well do it where the weather’s nice. You see the same thing in some parts of California too. Or you used to, before real estate got so expensive.” 
 
    “Well, that’s just awful.” Mary-Alice set her mug down on the kitchen table. “Imagine being so at odds with your family that you feel the need to change who you are and pick an entirely new name.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Fortune drained her mug and then emptied the rest of the coffee into it. “If I had to pick a name for myself, it sure as hel--, uh, heck wouldn’t be Sandy-Sue. You hungry?” 
 
    “Now Fortune, you’ve been working as hard as you possibly could be, getting us through all those checkpoints and all. You just sit yourself down and I’ll fix us a little something to eat, to tide us over until the luau. Oh my, are those tropical birds I hear?” 
 
    A shrill whistling noise sounded outside. Peep-PEEP! Peep-PEEP!  
 
    “I think that’s the infamous coqui frog,” Fortune said. “The whistling noises are coming from the males looking for mates. It’s going to get louder as night falls. They’re little frogs, about the size of a quarter, but they can make a big noise.” 
 
    “My goodness, Fortune, you surely have done your homework.” 
 
    “Well, when you’re looking at buying land, you want to do your due diligence. Sellers have to disclose the presence of coquis. That’s how much of a pest they are. Hang on a sec, I’ve gotta call my family and let them know we arrived.” 
 
    Fortune left the kitchen—the young lady did value her privacy, Mary-Alice thought—and Mary-Alice opened the refrigerator. She was relieved to find it full of familiar-looking food, although she couldn’t say what she had expected. She assembled eggs, butter, a yellow onion, and a nice andouille sausage (which was labeled “Portuguese Sausage” for some reason). She cut a lump of butter into the pan and set it to warming up, found a knife and a cutting board, and started chopping the onion. 
 
    “Is everything okay with your family?” Mary-Alice asked when Fortune returned to the kitchen.  
 
    “Uh huh.” Fortune seemed more relaxed now. “Wow, whatever you’re cooking smells great, Mary-Alice. It seems like everyone I’ve met in Sinful knows how to cook. I’m almost inspired to learn myself. Oh, yeah, see what I mean about the frogs?”  
 
    Mary-Alice realized that while the sausage and onions had been sizzling in the pan, the individual peeps of the Coqui frogs had swelled to a clamor. 
 
    “Well now, isn’t that something. All those little gentleman frogs peeping their hearts out for a chance at love. Fortune, I thank you for bringing me along on your travels. I suppose it’s always been in the back of my mind to visit Hawaii one day, and now here we are. I can scarcely believe it.”  
 
    “Hey, no problem,” Fortune said from inside the refrigerator. “Thank you for keeping me company. I wonder if they left us any beer. They did. This day’s looking better and better. Big Swell IPA. Mary-Alice, you want a beer?” 
 
    “No thank you, I’m just fine.” 
 
    Fortune emerged from the fridge, closed the door, and popped the cap off the beer bottle.  
 
    “So is it what you expected?” 
 
    “Well now, I’m not sure I knew what to expect. But so far it’s lovely, and the folks we’ve met seem very kind. It’s a lovely birthday present, and I thank you.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” Fortune said. “I know birthdays can be kind of a downer.” 
 
    “The last memory I have of my mother was at her 70th birthday dinner.” Mary-Alice kept stirring the pan and didn’t turn around. 
 
    “What happened?” Fortune asked gently. 
 
    “Well, the men had already left the table. My husband, Joe Arceneaux, you know, Celia’s husband’s cousin, he’d had more than enough to drink and I believe he was taking a little nap under the oleander hedge. My father had taken his walker and gone off to pester one of the young ladies who was doing the catering. My mama, Miss Thelma Rose, called for a toast. She declared that she was grateful to have been given her three score and ten, thanked everyone for coming to celebrate with her, excused herself, and walked out. None of us ever saw her again.” 
 
    Mary-Alice cracked the eggs in to the pan, one at a time. 
 
    “It was thought that she had died by her own hand.” 
 
    “Oh, Mary-Alice. I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “But do you know, about a month after that, I got a postcard from Hawaii in the mail. No return address. And it’s the funniest thing, I don’t know anyone in Hawaii. I suppose it could’ve just been a mistake. But I believe I recognized my mama’s handwriting.”  
 
    “Did you keep the postcard?” 
 
    Mary-Alice turned off the stove, slid the eggs and sausage onto two paper plates, and brought the plates over to the kitchen table and set them down. Then she went back into her bedroom, and returned with the postcard. 
 
    It was a photo postcard, showing a mound of black lava rock with a jet of orange-red lava spurting from the top and running down the sides.  
 
    Kilauea Volcano was printed across the front. And on the back was written, Having a marvelous time.   
 
    “Kilauea Volcano is on this island,” Fortune said.  
 
    Mary-Alice nodded. “I know. It’s quite a coincidence, isn’t it? It was most likely a mistake that it ended up in my mailbox. But it always gave me hope. That instead of passing away in despair, my mama might’ve gotten away somehow and spent her last days in Hawaii. Oh, Fortune, I see there’s some activity outside. They must be setting up the luau already. Want to go have a look-see?” 
 
    Mary-Alice whisked away Fortune’s plate and placed it in the sink with her own. 
 
    “Well I’m not hungry anymore, thanks to that delicious eggs and sausage, but sure. Why not? Might as well mix a little pleasure with business.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    The evening’s luau seemed to be nothing more than a small potluck for the residents of the little plantation camp. Someone had set up a grill in the unpaved common area at the center of the cluster of houses, and people had brought out their own lawn chairs and blankets. Two large coolers held drinks and doubled as seating for people who didn’t have lawn chairs. Fortune and Mary-Alice were offered plates of grilled spam, rice, and potato-macaroni salad, but besides that no one spoke to them much. They sat side-by-side on one of the coolers (Fortune made sure to get a beer out first before they sat down on the lid).  
 
    “Fortune,” Mary-Alice whispered. “These folks all seem perfectly nice, but not a soul has come to introduce themselves or ask us our business.” 
 
    “I think this is just one of those places where people respect each other’s privacy,” Fortune answered. “I’m fine with it, to be honest. I barely have enough energy left to sit here without falling over, much less have friendly conversations with strangers.” 
 
    “Well it’s certainly a world of difference from Sinful,” Mary-Alice said. “Oh, it looks like we’re going to have music. How nice!” 
 
    A few of the older folks had brought out guitars or ukuleles, and someone had a sort of triangular thing that Fortune said was a “balalaika,” from Russia. How handy to have a librarian as a traveling companion! Mary-Alice didn’t know any of the songs except for “Over the Rainbow,” but she enjoyed the music all the same. Even when Mary-Alice didn’t understand the words. Next time she had to sit on a cooler, she thought, she’d bring a pillow. But despite the uncomfortable seating, she listened gratefully as the sweet harmonies blended with the chirping of the lovelorn coqui frogs.  
 
    Mary-Alice noticed a man sitting in a lawn chair on the other side of the dancer. She nudged Fortune. 
 
    “Do you see that man across the way?” she asked. “Wouldn’t you say he looks a little like your deputy sheriff Carter LeBlanc?”   
 
    “I don’t know. Maybe. I’m going to avoid men on this trip, though. Don’t forget what Ida Belle always says.” 
 
    “Being around men makes you muddle-headed. Well, I suppose I see your point. You want to be alert and clear headed if you’re going make a good choice about buying that property for your family.” 
 
    “Exactly.” Fortune glanced over at the man and took a swig from her beer bottle. Fortune and Mary-Alice listened to a few more songs, and all at once Mary-Alice felt her fatigue hit her. 
 
    “Fortune,” she said, “I believe all that traveling’s finally catching up with me.” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m pretty wrecked too. I’ll come back with you.” 
 
    But on the way back, they heard raised voices coming from behind their house. Fortune tiptoed around the back to see what the commotion was, and Mary-Alice followed her. Next to the papaya tree, a man with long gray hair and a rainbow headband was shouting. The handsome man that Mary-Alice had pointed out to Fortune stood with his arms folded.  
 
    “Looks like they just had too much to drink,” Fortune whispered to Mary-Alice.  
 
    “Your rights end where my plot begins,” the gray-haired man was yelling at the younger one. “That pollen’s airborne.” 
 
    “Come on, Mary-Alice,” Fortune whispered. “It’s none of our business,”  
 
    Then the older man lunged at the younger one. It seemed to Mary-Alice that she blinked, and there was Fortune, holding the older man in a hammerlock while the younger man was dusting himself off, looking utterly baffled.  
 
    “How are you doing this evening, sir?” Fortune said as she released the old hippie. He jerked himself away, glared at her, and stalked off into the night. 
 
    “Is everything okay here?” Fortune asked.  
 
    “I’m fine. Listen, I appreciate your rescuing me, but old Blaze is harmless. He’s just been on my case about this stupid tree. We can’t cut it down without putting it to a vote, and I’ve just discovered I like papayas. So I’m not voting to cut it down. If he doesn’t like it, tough.” 
 
    Mary-Alice smiled and offered her hand. 
 
    “I’m Mary-Alice,” said the always-polite Mary-Alice. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance. And this is—” 
 
    “Fortune,” the man interrupted with a mischievous grin. “Pleasure to meet you, Mary-Alice. And it’s nice to see you again, Fortune.” 
 
    Fortune squinted at him. 
 
    “Jeffrey?” she exclaimed. “Is that you?” 
 
    “Call me Jodie. Jodie Gordon. Like the upgrade?” He gestured to his face. 
 
    “It’s very…nice,” Fortune said. 
 
    “I told ‘em I wanted cheekbones. You don’t think they overdid it?” 
 
    “Well it was nice to see you, Jodie—” Fortune began. 
 
    “Hey, you ladies smoke?” 
 
    He pressed his thumb and forefinger together and put them to his lips.  
 
    “Listen, we just got in today, and it was a really long flight,” Fortune said. “I think I’m going to call it a night.” 
 
    “I believe I’ll be turning in as well,” Mary-Alice said. “It was ever so nice to meet you, Mister Gordon.”  
 
    “What a coincidence,” Mary-Alice said to Fortune when they were inside the house. “Why, you were just telling me how people move here, change their names, and start over. And here you’ve run into an old friend who’s done just that.” 
 
    “I’d say he’s more of an acquaintance than a friend,” Fortune said. “And he’s not doing a very good job at making a fresh start. Who gets into a fight over a papaya tree?” 
 
    “Well, this has already been about the most thrilling vacation I’ve ever had,” Mary-Alice. “I’m not certain I could take any more excitement.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    The next morning, Mary-Alice was awakened by a scream from the direction of the garden. She looked out her back window to see Fortune, in sweats and a tank top, bounding through the garden in the direction of the scream. Mary-Alice knew that the safest course of action would be to stay indoors, but she was worried about Fortune. What was that girl thinking, running out there like that?  
 
    Mary-Alice dressed and headed out in the direction she’d seen Fortune going. She found Fortune standing with Nadia and a few of the neighbors she recognized from the previous night’s luau. They were back behind the garden, at the edge of the jungle.  
 
    On the ground lay the handsome Jodie Gordon. A woman was kneeling next to him. 
 
    “Oh my goodness, is he okay?” Mary-Alice asked, and then felt silly. If he were okay, he wouldn’t be lying there, perfectly still, surrounded by his confused-looking neighbors.  
 
    “I can’t find a pulse,” The woman kneeling by him said.   
 
    “I already called 9-1-1,” Nadia said. “Although I don’t believe it’ll do him much good now, poor man.”  
 
    No one wanted to be the first to leave the dead man’s side, so the neighbors stood around awkwardly until they heard the whoop of a siren and a crunch of gravel. 
 
    “Let’s go inside,” Fortune was next to Mary-Alice. “Let the professionals handle it. We don’t need to mix in.” 
 
    “What happened?” Mary-Alice asked as she followed Fortune into the house. “He didn’t look injured at all.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Fortune said. “It’s strange, isn’t it?” 
 
    Fortune disappeared into her room and shut the door behind her.  
 
    Poor thing, Mary-Alice thought. She’s probably never seen a dead body before.  
 
    Mary-Alice repaired to her own room to get some reading done. She was absorbed in the doings of Inspector Ian Rutledge when a sharp rap on the door broke the spell.  
 
    “Come in,” Mary-Alice called out. 
 
    Fortune opened the door. 
 
    “Jodie Gordon was dead on arrival.” Fortune pulled the chair over from the window and sat down on it backwards.  
 
    “Oh dear. How did the poor man die?” 
 
    “They don’t know yet. But my family’s worried, and they want me—us—to move down to town. They’re afraid this place might not be safe.” 
 
    “So we need to pack up again?” 
 
    “Yeah. Sorry about that. The good news is, there’s an apartment right in Hilo town that’s ready for us to move in. Nadia’s driving down to the farmers’ market tomorrow morning, so she can give us a ride.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    The drive down to town was much less comfortable than the cab ride up had been. Nadia Nygaard reserved the front seat of her truck for her delicate potted seedlings. Which meant that Fortune and Mary-Alice had to ride in the back with boxes of cabbage and lettuce and basil, and the grouchy man who had tangled with Jodie Gordon the night before he died.  
 
    Mary-Alice gazed out at the gray light over the Pacific Ocean as they wound down the narrow, cliffside road. She tried to banish the mental image of the truck’s wheel hitting a bump and bouncing her out of the truck bed to tumble hundreds of feet down to the water. She turned to the gray-haired man. 
 
    “Permit me to introduce myself,” Mary-Alice shouted over the wind and road noise. “I’m Mary-Alice Arceneaux.” 
 
    The man nodded. 
 
    “I’m Blaze Ocean.” 
 
    “Hey there, Blaze,” Fortune said. “I’m Fortune.” 
 
    The man glared at her, obviously still holding a grudge about Fortune tackling him. 
 
    “How early does the farmers’ market open?” Mary-Alice asked the man. 
 
    “Six,” the man said. “But we wanna get there early so we can get the place by the sidewalk before Madam Jasmine does.” 
 
    “Who is Madam Jasmine?” Mary-Alice asked. 
 
    The man shrugged, as if Madam Jasmine wasn’t worth wasting any more breath on.  
 
    When the truck pulled up to the farmers’ market, only a few tables were already in place, but Madam Jasmine had already grabbed the coveted sidewalk spot by the time they arrived.   
 
    Her purple tablecloth was spangled with golden astrology symbols, crescent moons, and stars. On the table sat tarot cards, a row of little bottles, and a real crystal ball. Madame Jasmine herself wore a purple robe, and her face and hair were swathed in colorful veils. Mary-Alice noticed that her nails were painted purple with gold stars to match the tablecloth. Mary-Alice examined her own pale-peach manicure and wondered if it wasn’t time to try something a little more adventurous. Perhaps she’d ask Madame Jasmine where she got her nails done. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Fortune whispered to Mary-Alice. She hoisted her backpack over her shoulder, grabbed Mary-Alice’s rolling bag, and hopped out of the truck. Then she helped Mary-Alice down, waved to the gray-haired man and to Nadia, and led Mary-Alice down the quiet street.  
 
    Mary-Alice loved their new apartment. It was on the second floor, over a row of shops, right on the bay front road. The view of the swaying palm trees and waves crashing on the rocks was more like what Mary-Alice had been expecting. 
 
    “Let’s call Gertie and Ida Belle,” Fortune said. “What do you think?” 
 
    Fortune pulled out a laptop and set it up on the kitchen table, and invited Mary-Alice to pull up a chair. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Fortune said as she brought up the video chat software. “It’s secure.” 
 
    After a few tries, the image of Gertie and Ida Belle, side by side, came onto the screen. Mary-Alice noticed that the background looked like Fortune’s kitchen. 
 
    “Hey girls,” Gertie cried. “How’s Hawaii? Don’t worry, we won’t tell anyone where you are.” 
 
    “Well, that didn’t take you long,” Fortune said. “How’d you know?” 
 
    “It looks like it’s early morning,” Gertie said, “which gives us some idea of the time zone you’re in. And I can see palm trees outside your window.” 
 
    “Not to mention we can see your kitchen shelves behind you,” Ida Belle added. “Someone stocked them with doomsday-prepper amounts of Spam.” 
 
    “Well, please don’t tell anyone where we are,” Fortune said. “You know how secretive my family is. How are things in Sinful?” 
 
    “Deputy Sheriff Carter LeBlanc’s a little mopey without you around,” Gertie said. 
 
    “He’ll be fine,” Ida Belle said. “And we’re keeping an eye on your house.” 
 
    “So you two are okay out there?” Ida Belle asked. “No murders so far?” 
 
    Fortune became serious.  
 
    “Probably not, but we did have an incident. The original place we were staying was a little way up the coast, and yesterday morning one of the neighbors collapsed and died. You know how my family worries about me, so they moved us down to town.” 
 
    “Fortune, didn’t you know the man?” Mary-Alice blurted out. “I thought you called him Jeffrey.” 
 
    “Fortune!” Gertie and Ida Belle exclaimed at once. 
 
    “Someone you knew was killed?” Ida Belle demanded. “Right after you got there?” 
 
    “No wonder your family is worried!” Gertie added. 
 
    “Yeah,” Fortune mused. “It was weird.” 
 
    “How did he die?”  
 
    “They don’t know.” 
 
    They were interrupted by Fortune’s phone ringing. 
 
    “There’s my family now,” Fortune said. “I better get this.” 
 
    “It was ever so lovely to talk to you,” Mary-Alice called out to Ida Belle and Gertie as Fortune clicked off. Honestly, that young Yankee had a good heart, but her manners could use some work. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Fortune pulled the bedroom door shut behind her and sat on the bed. Her buzz-cut reflection in the dressing-table mirror caught her by surprise. She was still used to the hair extensions. 
 
    She pressed the phone to her cheek so she could speak quietly.  
 
    “Harrison. Any news about Jeff? Or I guess I should say Jodie? What killed him?” 
 
    “They still don’t know. We’re looking at anaphylaxis.” 
 
    “An allergy? Do they think it was an accident?” 
 
    “If it was an accident, it was an awfully lucky one. For you.” 
 
    “For me? What are you talking about?” 
 
    “Remember that flyer Ahmad’s guys were circulating around New Orleans?”  
 
    “Black and white photocopied picture of me, Arabic and English writing, announcing a reward for my capture. If I recall correctly, I was described as a ringworm-infested daughter of a shoe, may she burn in sixty thousand hells.” 
 
    “Daughter of a shoe?” 
 
    “It’s a serious insult. I guess it loses something in the translation.” 
 
    “We had one of our people go through Jodie Gordon’s things. He had a copy of that flyer, Fortune. It was an encrypted photo on his phone.”  
 
    Fortune’s shoulders slumped. 
 
    “I’m losing my edge, Harrison. Jeff—Jodie—was an annoying jerk, but I didn’t think for a minute he posed any danger. Seriously, he was going to hand me over to Ahmad?” 
 
    “Listen, I feel responsible. Morrow and I both thought you’d be safe there. But I guess a ten million dollar bounty can make people rethink their priorities.” 
 
    “Yeah, the phrase out of the frying pan and into the fire springs to mind. Maybe I should just come back to Sinful.” 
 
    “No, no, no. Let’s give it another couple days. Things haven’t quite settled down here. Anyway, it looks like your guardian angel was looking out for you this time.”  
 
    “Harrison, was Jodie Gordon working with anyone?” 
 
    “No indication of that so far, but we’re still looking into it But in the meantime, be careful.” 
 
    “Be careful? That’s real helpful, Harrison. It wouldn’t have occurred to me otherwise.”  
 
    “You’re being sarcastic, aren’t you?” 
 
    “You think?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Fortune emerged from her bedroom, went over to the sink, filled a glass of water, and gulped it down. The empathetic Mary-Alice perceived that Fortune’s nerves seemed to be back. 
 
    “Well, we have the whole day in front of us. What are we going to do?” Mary-Alice asked cheerfully. 
 
    “Actually, Mary-Alice, I’m feeling a little sick to my stomach. I think I’m going to lie down. Don’t let me spoil your vacation for you. Why don’t you go explore the town?” 
 
    Fortune retreated to her bedroom, looking positively greenish.  
 
    “I’ll see if I can find you some chamomile and ginger tea,” Mary-Alice called as she slung her purse over her shoulder. “It does absolute wonders for a tummy ache.” 
 
    Mary-Alice made her way back to the farmers’ market. She was curious about the nefarious Miss Jasmine, but her table had so many people crowding around, waiting to get their fortunes told, that Mary-Alice couldn’t get close. Instead she went over to where Nadia and Blaze had their booth. Although it was punishingly hot under the canopy, Nadia hadn’t removed her pink cowboy hat, nor rolled up the sleeves of her Western shirt.  
 
    Mary-Alice bought tomatoes, lettuce, and a bunch of skinny Japanese eggplants, figuring she could fry it up, no matter the shape. She dropped the groceries off at the apartment, careful not to disturb Fortune, whose bedroom door was closed. Then she went back downstairs and strolled up to the public library, where she passed a few hours in the lovely outdoor reading area. When it started to get dark she thought of calling Fortune, but decided not to, in case she was asleep. Cooking might disturb her too, if she was a light sleeper. Bringing dinner home would be the best option in this case.  
 
    When Mary-Alice returned to the apartment she found Fortune sitting at the kitchen table staring at her open laptop. Fortune snapped her laptop shut and gave Mary-Alice a rather forced-looking smile. 
 
    “Mary-Alice, is that a pizza box?”   
 
    “Yes it is. Oh, Fortune, I was afraid that the only sort of pizza available would be the ‘Hawaiian’ kind. You know, with the pineapple and ham?” Mary-Alice set the box on the table. “I mean to say, I suppose pineapple and ham would do in a pinch, but it’s certainly not my favorite. Imagine how relieved I was to see all the ordinary kinds of pizza toppings they had available. I don’t believe pineapple was even an option, can you imagine? Anyway, I got half pepperoni and half plain cheese.” 
 
    Mary-Alice and Fortune settled in to enjoy their pizza. Mary-Alice noticed Fortune kept glancing at the front door. She was every bit as on edge as she’d been in the business lounge at Lake Charles Airport.  
 
    And then a knock on the door caused Fortune’s pizza to stop halfway to her mouth.  
 
    “We’re not interested,” she called out.  
 
    Whoever it was knocked again, and suddenly Fortune was standing, both hands on a large pistol, aiming at the door.  
 
    “Fortune!” Mary-Alice whispered.  
 
    Fortune stood for a few moments and then stuck the firearm into the back of her waistband (where had she been keeping it? Mary-Alice wondered). She went to the door and peered out the peephole.  
 
    Then she rolled her eyes and opened the door.  
 
    “Good evening, officer,” Fortune said evenly.  
 
    “Sandy-Sue Redding?” the police officer asked. 
 
    “Unfortunately.” 
 
    “Do you know a man named Jodie Gordon?” 
 
    The officer sat at the kitchen table. Mary-Alice offered him pizza and he declined, so she resigned herself to not eating any pizza until he left. Fortune, on the other hand, casually munched a slice as the officer asked questions.  
 
    Neither Mary-Alice nor Fortune could enlighten the officer as to Jodie Gordon’s recent activities and whereabouts, but they did tell him about the fight over the papaya tree. The officer was not surprised to hear it. Judging from his suppressed eye roll, such conflicts were not unusual. 
 
    “What a terrible thing to have happen,” Mary-Alice said when the police officer had left. 
 
    “No big loss. Jodie Gordon was a jerk.” Fortune sat back down at the kitchen table and happily helped herself to a slice of pizza. Mary-Alice stared, shocked by Fortune’s lack of sentiment.  “Hey, you do anything interesting today?”  
 
    Mary-Alice collected herself. Fortune was clearly not a very good traveler. Every time they moved, Fortune seemed to get rattled. She most likely couldn’t help it, and it wouldn’t do to condemn her for it. Perhaps if she told Fortune about her day, it might be enough of a distraction to calm Fortune’s nerves.   
 
    “I went back and visited the farmers’ market first thing,” Mary-Alice said. “I made sure to buy some vegetables from Nadia and that man Blaze. She had these Japanese eggplants that she said were very sweet and tender, and don’t need to be salted before cooking, so I thought I’d try fixing us some eggplant fritters.”  
 
    Talking of food made Mary-Alice realize she was hungry. She helped herself to a slice of pizza. “And they didn’t only have food, which was a surprise to me. One of the booths had all sorts of lovely things carved out of koa wood. I’d never heard of it before, but it’s lovely. I bought this letter opener. Isn’t it the most gorgeous thing? So simple, but the grain’s just beautiful.”  
 
    Mary-Alice pulled the letter opener out of her purse to show Fortune.  
 
    Fortune laughed.  
 
    “They’ll never let you take it on the plane, Mary-Alice. You’ll have to mail it back if you don’t want it confiscated. It is very nice, though.” 
 
    “Confiscated? My goodness. Thank you ever so much for warning me, Fortune, I believe I will send it back. Oh, I also happened to find a real estate office downtown. It was at the end of the row of shops along the shore, just before the road turns into the bridge that crosses the river. It was a lovely pink building. Now Fortune, you might find this interesting. They had several nice looking lots for sale.” 
 
    “Are you looking to buy land?” 
 
    Mary-Alice was confused. 
 
    “Me? Buy land? Well no, darlin’, I was under the impression that you were fixing to purchase a parcel on behalf of your family.” 
 
    Fortune coughed and swallowed. 
 
    “Of course. That’s the whole reason we’re here in Hawaii, right? Sure, let’s go have a look tomorrow. You have the locations?” 
 
    Mary-Alice pulled a couple of brochures out of her purse and handed them to Fortune.   
 
    “Volcano, huh? Like your mysterious postcard. Sure, let’s do it. When do you want to go?” 
 
    “Well, the young lady who gave me these brochures informed me that they have a farmers’ market in Volcano on Sunday mornings. You missed the one today, and they had ever so many interesting vegetables and things that you don’t ever see back in Sinful.” 
 
    “Okay. We’ll go first thing tomorrow. I have the feeling we’ll be going home soon, so we might as well catch the sights while we can.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    The Volcano farmers’ market was smaller than its Hilo counterpart. It was also much, much colder. Mary-Alice noticed many of the same vendors that she had seen the previous day. Nadia was there in a mint-green cowboy hat. Blaze hovered around the table, putting things in bags for customers or refilling the display trays with eggplants or lettuces.  On the opposite side of the market was Madame Jasmine’s fortune-telling booth.  
 
    Mary-Alice wondered whether Blaze Ocean was one of those invented names that Fortune had been telling her about. Mary-Alice’s crafting circle back in Mudbug had a Candy Barr and a Mary Christmas, and you might think those were made up, but in fact they were their honest-to-goodness names.   
 
    “We should go over there and say hello to Miss Nadia when the crowd goes down a little,” Mary-Alice said.  
 
    “I hope it’s okay if we don’t buy anything,” Fortune said. “I have just enough cash for the cab back to town. I didn’t realize how far it was.” 
 
    Mary-Alice rubbed her arms to fight off the chill.  
 
    “What did you think of the lots we saw?” 
 
    Fortune shrugged.  
 
    “I don’t know. All I saw both times was an overgrown lot with a real estate sign. Hard to tell what you’re getting.” 
 
    “Fortune, do you suppose it’s possible that my mother was here in this town?” 
 
    “Oh, Mary-Alice. Anything’s possible. Hey, you could ask Madame Jasmine. She sees all and knows all.” 
 
    “Oh my goodness, a fortuneteller? I mean, I suppose I’d be curious to know what she has to say, but I do wonder what Father Michael would say. He seems to take a rather unfavorable view of divination and sorcery and the like.”  
 
    “How about this: I’ll be your fortune teller. Fortune Morrow, Fortune Teller.” 
 
    Fortune closed her eyes and pressed her fingertips to her temples. 
 
    “Your mother loved you very much. So do your friends. We all want you to be happy. And Boon St. Clair totally likes you.”  
 
    Fortune opened her eyes and grinned.  
 
    “How was that?” 
 
    “I’m sure Mister Boon St. Clair would be utterly mortified,” Mary-Alice tittered. “Fortune, I’ve seen most of these booths already, and I could do with some breakfast. What do you say? My treat.” 
 
    Mary-Alice and Fortune walked over to the local diner, a pink clapboard building with a green corrugated metal roof. When the waitress came over to take their order, Mary-Alice ordered sweet bread French toast and then asked whether she had heard of a lady from the South who might have lived in the area.  
 
    “She would have been from Arnaudville, Louisiana,” Mary-Alice explained. “But her final resting place would be Grand Coteau. St. Landry Parish.” 
 
     “Sorry, Aunty,” the young woman said. “Never met her. I can get your order, Miss?” 
 
    Fortune ordered the loco moco, a local specialty. It was a heap of rice with a burger patty on top, smothered with brown gravy and topped with a fried egg. Mary-Alice was glad to see Fortune’s appetite was back. 
 
    As they were finishing their breakfast, Fortune’s phone rang. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mary-Alice,” Fortune said. “It’s Ida Belle.” 
 
    “You go on and answer Ida Belle’s call,” Mary-Alice urged. “I’ll meet you outside.” 
 
    When she had finished paying (the price was surprisingly reasonable, only a little more expensive than Francine’s Diner), Mary-Alice found Fortune video-chatting on her phone with Ida Belle and Gertie.  
 
    “Oh, hey there, Mary-Alice,” Ida Belle said. 
 
    “You will not believe what happened,” Gertie added, breathlessly. “Is anyone there to hear us?” 
 
    “Only me,” Mary-Alice said. 
 
    Fortune started walking into the woods, and Mary-Alice tagged behind her.  
 
    “I think we’ll have some privacy here,” Fortune said to her phone screen. “So you were saying?” 
 
    “This doesn’t look like Hawaii,” Ida Belle exclaimed. “There’s kudzu everywhere! Did you even leave the parish?” 
 
    Mary-Alice looked around and saw a coating of the familiar trifoliate leaves covering the ground and trees. Goodness, that pesky vine was everywhere.  
 
    “Where are you really?” Gertie asked. 
 
    “Volcano,” Fortune said. “We came for the farmers’ market and had a nice breakfast.”  
 
    “Volcano?” Ida Belle challenged. “Where’s the lava?”   
 
    “It’s off the main road, kind of a hike. So what’s the big news?” 
 
    “Well, you know how Ida Belle and I are staying at your house while you’re gone to keep an eye on it?” Gertie asked.  
 
    “Sure,” Fortune said. 
 
    “You had intruders,” Ida Belle said. “Don’t worry. We shot ‘em.” 
 
    Fortune went a little pale. 
 
    “Intruders? How many?”  
 
    “Just two,” Ida Belle said, as if having to shoot only two intruders were no big deal. “Young guys, maybe late twenties, early thirties.” 
 
    “And wearing leather jackets,” Gertie exclaimed. “Can you imagine, in this heat?”  
 
    “What were they after?” Mary-Alice asked, genuinely curious. “I mean to say, Fortune, you do have a lovely house, but it doesn’t seem like the sort of place that would attract the attention of young miscreants in leather jackets.” 
 
    “Well, we could ask them,” Gertie said.  
 
    “Except they’re dead!” Ida Belle cried, and to Mary-Alice’s horror, Ida Belle and Gertie high-fived. 
 
    “Probably stalkers from Fortune’s beauty pageant days,” Ida Belle added, in a serious tone. 
 
    “Yes,” Fortune said. “Those beauty pageant stalkers can be persistent.” 
 
    “If you can find a copy of the Times-Picayune you’ll see the story,” Ida Belle said. “Oh, wait, we can show her.” 
 
    Fortune’s little phone screen was filled with a blurry newspaper page.  
 
    “I can’t read it,” Fortune said. “Oh, wait. Local woman defends home from burglars. Gertie, that’s you in the photo!” 
 
    “That’s right,” Gertie said. “So if any more beauty pageant stalkers are out there looking for you, they’ll see this story of mistaken identity and conclude you’re not in Sinful.”  
 
    “Good thinking,” Fortune said. “Thank you.” 
 
    “Now how about this Jodie fellow who died?” Gertie asked. “You two gonna look into that? Oh, wait, does Mary-Alice know?” 
 
    Fortune glanced at Mary-Alice.  
 
    “There’s some indication that the man who died meant me harm,” Fortune said. 
 
    “Oh my, how simply awful. And he seemed like such a nice man! Was he a beauty pageant stalker too?”  
 
    “Yes, something like that.” 
 
    “Why Fortune, you didn’t say!” Mary-Alice exclaimed. “If I had known, I daresay I would have been much less polite to him.” 
 
    A rustle in the bushes made Fortune turn her head, as alert as a pointer.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
    “You have company?” Ida Belle asked as Fortune turned to the rustling in the underbrush.  
 
    Fortune laughed and pointed her phone down. A black snout and the outline of two flaring ears poked out of the leaves.  
 
    “A wild pig?” Gertie exclaimed. “Fortune, I’ve changed my mind since yesterday. I don’t believe you’re in Hawaii at all.” 
 
    “Me neither,” Ida Belle added. “I believe you and Mary-Alice are camping out on Number Two Island and you’re just pulling our leg.”  
 
    Fortune and Mary-Alice headed back to the farmers’ market, which was wrapping up. Nadia Nygaard was packing up her truck. She looked up and waved, and Mary-Alice and Fortune headed over.  
 
    A few parking spaces down, Mary-Alice noticed Madame Jasmine loading her things into her own car—a powder-blue 1955 Cadillac with a spacious trunk. The woman had removed her veils for this quotidian task. From the back Mary-Alice saw shimmering blue-black hair. Although elderly, the woman moved with languid elegance. Mary-Alice watched admiringly, and wondered how she would look if she traded her own trademark red hair for blue-black. After all, her mother—who had been on her mind a lot lately—wasn’t there to scold her for making unsuitable fashion choices.  
 
    No, black hair would probably clash with her freckles, she thought sadly. Or I could go platinum, like Nadia. Of course that’s a wig, which makes it easier to switch. 
 
    “You two have a way back down to town?” Nadia asked as they approached.   
 
    “We were going to get a cab,” Fortune said.  
 
    “I saw a bus stop in front of the diner,” Mary-Alice said. “Would you recommend the bus?”  
 
    “Bus doesn’t run on Sunday. Why not ride with us? Sorry I can’t invite you to sit up front, but the seedlings are delicate and can’t ride in the back.” 
 
    Mary-Alice peered into the truck and saw the seats were covered with newspaper, on top of which sat cardboard trays full of seedlings in little green plastic pots.  
 
    Blaze Ocean was already sitting in the truck bed, glowering when Nadia opened the gate to let Mary-Alice and Fortune climb in. Mary-Alice smiled and said, “Good morning.” 
 
    The old hippie nodded and gazed into the distance. The truck jolted to a start and Blaze took hold of the closest object, a half-empty cardboard box of lettuce heads.  
 
    Nadia drove slowly down the highway, creeping along in the right lane as cars and trucks whizzed by on the left. The scenery was beautiful but monotonous; towering trees embedded in a thick carpet of greenery.  
 
    “Invasive species, all of ‘em,” Blaze said, glaring at the verdure. 
 
    “Invasive species?” Fortune asked. 
 
    “Albizia trees. Strawberry guava. Kudzu.” 
 
    Mary-Alice rubbed her bare arms, wishing she had brought a sweater. Sitting in the metal bed of a moving truck made the damp cold even worse. Mary-Alice wouldn’t have imagined that traveling to Hawaii in the middle of the summer would involve her freezing her bottom off. 
 
    “Would you say we human beings are an invasive species?” Mary-Alice asked, hoping conversation would take her mind off being so cold.  
 
    For the first time, the man cracked a grin.  
 
    “You can call me Blaze. And yes, I believe we’re one of the worst. As far as Mother Earth is concerned, we’re a skin infection. A parasite.” 
 
    For the rest of the drive down, Blaze Ocean expounded on this topic in off-putting detail.  
 
    Finally, they reached Hilo, and Nadia pulled the truck up in front of the apartment building. As Nadia and Blaze helped Mary-Alice down from the back of the truck, Nadia said, “Why don’t you two come up for dinner tonight? We feel so terrible that our tragic accident scared you away. I’ll be using the produce that didn’t sell today, so we can look forward to some lovely salad.”  
 
    “I hate to impose,” Fortune said. “We’ll probably just have a quiet evening here in town.” 
 
    “Oh, nonsense,” Nadia said. “What are you going to eat? All of the restaurants are closed Sunday night.” 
 
    “Oh. Sunday,” Fortune said. 
 
    “We have friends driving up from town,” Nadia said. “They can pick you up and bring you back.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Nadia’s friends, two friendly, gray-haired men in their seventies who looked alike enough to be brothers, stopped by as promised to drive Mary-Alice and Fortune to dinner. Their names were Fred and Frank. One was a real-estate agent and the other was a contractor, so the drive passed quickly with conversation about the merits of various subdivisions on the island, the fine points of fee simple versus leasehold property, and the new downtown building code that was so stringent that it had effectively brought new construction to a halt.  
 
    Nadia Nygaard had set a table for six: Herself and Blaze, Fortune and Mary-Alice, and Fred and Frank. When she had seated her guests, Nadia brought out a large, bristling bowl of salad, which Mary-Alice assumed would be the first course for the entire table. But she set the bowl in front of Fortune, and then went back into the kitchen and brought out an equally large salad bowl for Mary-Alice. This continued until everyone had a huge bowl of greens in front of them. This, it seemed, would be the entire meal. To Mary-Alice, this was by no means a proper supper. But the polite thing was to eat what was put in front of you, even if it was spiny greens with shredded beetroot and what appeared to be raw black-eyed peas. 
 
    Just as Mary-Alice took her first bite, the front door burst open.  
 
    There stood an elderly woman with blue-black hair, long purple nails, and impeccable posture.  
 
    “Madame Jasmine.” Nadia snarled. She braced herself on the table, and stood up slowly.  
 
    Mary-Alice stared at the woman in the doorway. 
 
    Two police officers, one man and one woman, stepped into the house from behind the fortuneteller.  
 
    As the female officer cuffed Nadia and Blaze, the male officer snapped on gloves and went around the table, dumping each serving of salad into a separate evidence bag. When he got to Mary-Alice’s salad, he peered closely at the bag. 
 
    “Has anyone consumed any of this salad?” he asked. Fortune, Fred, and Frank shook their heads. 
 
    “Oh dear,” Mary-Alice said. “I did take a few bites of mine. I didn’t want to be impolite, you see. Did I do something wrong?”


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Mary-Alice woke up in a bright room. Something was clamped on her finger, and a machine was beeping in the background. The woman with the blue-black hair was sitting by her bedside, watching her. The light slanted in from the window to highlight the woman’s elegant cheekbones and remarkably smooth skin. 
 
    Mary-Alice blinked at the fortuneteller. For a few minutes, she just stared. 
 
    “Mama?” Mary-Alice said, finally. 
 
    “Right here, darling,” said the woman. 
 
    “Mama, you’re not dead.” 
 
    “No, darling. Not in the least.” 
 
    The woman reached over and brushed a stray bit of red hair off Mary-Alice’s face.  
 
    “Mama, what’s going on? Why am I in the hospital?” 
 
    “It was that Nadia Nygaard. She put rosary peas in your salad. If I hadn’t alerted the police, you’d surely be dead by now.” 
 
    “Dead?” Mary-Alice exclaimed. “Gracious! How did you come to find all this out?” 
 
    “When I saw you were fixin’ to come to Hawaii after all these years, well, one thing I was sure of, and that was I was going to keep an eye out for my baby girl. So when I saw you getting mixed up with that Nadia Nygaard, I kept a close watch. This isn’t the first time I’ve seen that woman do something nefarious. Lord, someone should have put her away years ago.” 
 
    “But what on earth would Miss Nadia have against me?” 
 
    “I swear to you, I have racked my brains trying to find rhyme or reason in that woman’s actions. I’m just happy she’s finally come to justice.” 
 
    Mary-Alice squeezed her eyes shut and tried to get her bearings. 
 
    “How’d you know I was fixin’ to come to Hawaii, mama?” 
 
    “Darlin’, I’m a fortune-teller. And that’s just a fancy term for private detective.” 
 
    “You’re a private detective?” 
 
    “Yes indeed. Your mama has what I believe is called a day job. Imagine! It’s a mercy your father isn’t here to see it.” 
 
    “So you’ve been keeping an eye on me all these years?” 
 
    “That I have. I’ve been following everything you’ve been up to, sweetheart. I know you lost your home in Mudbug to a fire, and moved out to Sinful to be closer to Joe’s cousin’s Celia. And of course I recall the news about Joe Arceneaux. Never met a man who deserved getting eaten by a gator more than him.” 
 
    Thelma Rose smiled, and Mary-Alice squinted at her.  
 
    “Mama, whatever you’ve been doing here in Hawaii, it certainly agrees with you. I hope you don’t mind my saying, I believe you look younger than when I saw you last.” 
 
    Thelma Rose touched her flawless cheek.  
 
    “Well now, I do go in for a little touch-up now and then. That’s something else your father would never have permitted.”  
 
    “Mama, I’ve missed you.” Mary-Alice said. “Did you miss me at all?” 
 
    Mary-Alice’s mother touched the imaginary pearls at her throat and blinked, and Mary-Alice felt embarrassed that the moment had taken such an emotional turn. 
 
    Thelma Rose Laval reached over and gently squeezed her daughter’s hand.  
 
    “I’ve missed you every day, darling. Every day I’ve said a prayer for you.” 
 
    “Then why did you leave, Mama?” 
 
    Thelma-Rose sighed. “Seventy years of being a perfect lady was all I could manage. I simply couldn’t do it another day. And I suppose I wanted to leave you with that perfect memory. Of the lady I was. Not the woman I am now.” 
 
    “Mama, you saved my life. There’s absolutely nothing wrong with the woman you are now. Nothing could make me think less of you.” 
 
    Mary-Alice’s mother smiled sadly. 
 
    “Mary-Alice, I dress up in outrageous costumes and tell bogus fortunes for the entertainment of tourists.” 
 
    “Oh Mama, that’s just harmless fun.” 
 
    “I’m living in sin with a Chinaman young enough to be my son. Mind you, he’s still pretty old.” 
 
    “Oh. Well, Mama, you deserve to be happy. Although I don’t believe they’re called Chinamen nowadays. Anyway, you’re still going to confession, so that fixes it.” 
 
    Thelma Rose gently pulled her hand back and placed it on her lap. 
 
    “As a matter of fact, I’ve joined the Baptist church. I’ve not been to confession for twenty years.” 
 
    Mary-Alice was quiet for a few moments. The only sound was the speeded-up beeping of her heart monitor. 
 
    “So those prayers you were saying for me, Mama. Those were Baptist prayers?” 
 
    “Yes, Mary-Alice. Baptist prayers.” 
 
    Mary-Alice took a deep breath. The beeping slowed back down. 
 
    “Well you know something, Mama? When the fire started in my house, Celia and I were inside. It went up real fast, and it looked like we weren’t going to get out of the house in time. And you know who broke into the house and risked their own lives to save us? Fortune, Ida Belle, and Gertie. And every one of them attends the Baptist church. So if you’ve gone and decided to be a Baptist, I believe the Almighty will understand.” 
 
    They were quiet for a moment.  
 
    “Will you be able stay and visit for a while before you go back home?” Mary-Alice’s mother asked. “Your friend is welcome as well. We have two guest rooms. One looks out on the mountain, so you can see the snow at the top, and the other has a lovely view of the bay. We’d be honored to have you.” 
 
    “I believe I’d like that, Mama.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Fortune and Mary-Alice stayed on another week. They enjoyed the company of Thelma Rose Laval and her husband Anson Lee, a wiry, intense man who taught political science and Hawaiian history at the community college. (Thelma Rose and Anson were “living in sin” in the sense that they had been married in the Baptist church.) Mary-Alice briefly wondered whether Anson Lee’s surname indicated he was related to Sheriff Lee back in Sinful, but decided he probably was not.  
 
    Mary-Alice enjoyed all of the attractions of Hawaii Island, but she loved the planetarium most of all. She enjoyed lying back and gazing up at the stars. Only it was better than really gazing at the stars, because a professional astronomer was explaining all about the constellations, and she wasn’t getting bitten by mosquitos. 
 
    On the last day of their visit, Mary-Alice was sitting with her mother in the kitchen, enjoying a cold glass of iced tea and the view of the ocean. 
 
    “Mama,” Mary-Alice said, “I have to ask you something. Was this postcard from you? I’d been keeping it in my glove box, and it’s a good thing, too, because I lost everything inside my house when it went up…anyway, I still have it.” 
 
    Thelma Rose took the yellowed postcard from Mary-Alice, and turned it over. 
 
    “Well, if that doesn’t…Anson, darlin’!” 
 
    Anson came shuffling into the kitchen. 
 
    “You remember this, sugar?” She held it up. He shook his head. 
 
    “Anson and I were just settling in, weren’t we darling, and I was so happy here, I wanted to let you know. I sat down to write you a postcard. But after I began, I changed my mind. I figured hearing from me would upset you, and I didn’t want your father to find out and ruin everything. So I got up and went about my business and when I came back I didn’t see the card again and I assumed it got thrown away.” 
 
    Anson was staring at the card, frowning, and then the light came on. 
 
    “I mailed it, Thelma. I thought you’d just forgotten. I put a stamp on it and put it into the mailbox with the bills.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
    Fortune Morrow excused herself from the festive group gathered at Francine’s Diner. She didn’t answer her phone until she was sure she was alone, standing in the brutal bayou heat in Francine’s parking lot. 
 
    “Hey, Harrison. So whaddaya know. It looks like Gertie and Ida Belle cleaned up our mess for us.” 
 
    “Yeah, I have to admit it worked out pretty well. I don’t think Ahmad’s bounty hunters are gonna be visiting Sinful again any time soon. Word’s out that there’s nothing there but some ornery old ladies with shotguns.” 
 
    Fortune climbed into her Jeep and turned on the ignition. She had privacy here, and also air conditioning. 
 
    “Hey, just out of curiosity,” she asked, “what exactly happened in Hawaii? Because I seem to remember that our safe-house contact tried to poison us, and then some nice old fortune-teller with a Southern accent saved our lives and invited us to stay with her and her husband for a few days. Care to catch me up?” 
 
    “Look, we thought Nadia Nygaard was reliable. She’s been managing our safe house for decades. But a ten-million-dollar bounty can make people do strange things.” 
 
    “How did she know about the bounty?” 
 
    “By now everyone with any connection to intelligence knows about it. Ahmad’s doing whatever he can to get the word out. You killed his brother, Fortune. He’s not gonna let that go.”  
 
    “So Nadia Nygaard and Jodie Gordon were both planning to turn me over to Ahmad?” 
 
    “Nadia cooperated with Jodie long enough to get the contact info for Ahmad, and then she got rid of him.” 
 
    “Whoa. Ruthless. Poison salad?” 
 
    “No. Jodie Gordon was highly allergic to bee stings. All she had to do was stir up the hive and let nature take its course. So aside from the attempt on your life, how’d you like Hawaii?” 
 
    “It was nice. I’d actually like to go back some day. For a plain old vacation, though, not while I’m fleeing for my life. Listen, I’ve gotta get back inside. I had to duck out in the middle of breakfast. Everyone’s come out to hear about our real-estate-buying trip.” 
 
    “What are you going to tell them?” 
 
    “I’ll tell them I saw some interesting properties, but I’m not going to buy anything. We’re content with our current situation. No, better than content. I’d say we’re happy.” 
 
    Fortune slipped her phone into her pocket, and went back inside to join her friends. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Recipes 
 
    Blueberry Cheesecake Squares 
 
    1 (8 ounce) package cream cheese (softened) 
 
    1⁄2 cup white sugar 
 
    1 dash vanilla extract 
 
    1 dash lemon extract 
 
    1 cup heavy cream 
 
    1 ½ cups blueberry preserves or 1 can blueberry pie filling 
 
    For the crust:  
 
    1 ½ cups finely crushed graham crackers (24 squares) 
 
    1/3 cup butter, melted 
 
    3 tablespoons sugar 
 
    Heat oven to 350°F. In a medium bowl, stir the crushed crackers, melted butter, and 3 tablespoons of sugar until well mixed. Press the crust into a jelly roll pan or deep baking sheet. Bake for 10 minutes, remove from the oven, and let cool.  
 
    In a large bowl, combine the cream cheese, sugar, lemon and vanilla extracts. Mix well. 
 
    In a medium bowl, whip cream until stiff peaks form. 
 
    Fold 3/4 of the whipped cream into cream cheese mixture. 
 
    Spread onto the crust. 
 
    Dot with preserves or pie filling, and smooth with spatula to cover. 
 
    Chill in refrigerator at least 2 hours. 
 
    Garnish with remaining cream. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bread Pudding 
 
      
 
    1 loaf stale bread 
 
    2 tablespoons vanilla 
 
    1 quart milk 
 
    3 tablespoons melted butter or oleo (margarine) 
 
    3 eggs 
 
    1 cup raisins 
 
    2 cups sugar 
 
      
 
    Soak bread in milk; crush with hands till well mixed. Then add eggs, sugar, vanilla and raisins and stir well. Pour oleo in bottom of thick pan and bake at 350 degrees for 1 hour. 
 
      
 
    Let cool; then cube pudding and put in individual dessert dish. Serve with bourbon sauce. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Bourbon sauce 
 
      
 
    1 stick butter or oleo, room temperature  
 
    1 cup sugar 
 
    1 egg 
 
    Bourbon to taste 
 
      
 
    Mix the butter and sugar until creamy. Cook sugar and butter in double boiler till very hot and well dissolved. Then add well-beaten egg and whip real fast so egg doesn't curdle. Let cool and add bourbon to taste. 
 
   
  
 

 Sazerac Cocktail 
 
    1 cube sugar 
 
    1½ ounces (35ml) Sazerac Rye Whiskey 
 
    ¼ ounce Herbsaint or Absinthe 
 
    3 dashes Peychaud's Bitters 
 
    Lemon peel 
 
    Pack an Old-Fashioned glass with ice 
 
    In a second Old-Fashioned glass place the sugar cube and add the Peychaud's Bitters to it, then crush the sugar cube 
 
    Add the Sazerac Rye Whiskey to the second glass containing the Peychaud's Bitters and sugar 
 
    Empty the ice from the first glass and coat the glass with the Herbsaint, then discard the remaining Herbsaint 
 
    Empty the whiskey/bitters/sugar mixture from the second glass into the first glass and garnish with lemon peel 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 St. Charles Hotel Chicken Gumbo (original 1920 recipe) 
 
    For five gallons of Creole Gumbo use: Three gallons of chicken broth; two pounds of chicken giblets; two pounds knuckle of ham. Cut both in one inch pieces and fry them brown in some good lard. Add to them four or six large crabs, cut up; two dozen of lake shrimps, two dozen of Bayou Cook oysters. Cut ten dozen of fresh okra pods, half-dozen of Spanish onions, two dozen of green peppers, cut up in dices. Add one gallon of peeled tomatoes, one tablespoonful Creole file, salt and pepper to taste. Let simmer on slow fire for about one and one-half hours. Serve with Louisiana steamed rice.  
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Cajun Scrambled Eggs 
 
    2 teaspoons oil, bacon fat, or butter 
 
    1/2 teaspoon garlic - minced 
 
    2 Tablespoons onion - chopped 
 
    1/4 cup green pepper - chopped 
 
    1/4 cup tomatoes - chopped 
 
    1/4 teaspoon Cajun seasoning blend 
 
    1/4 pound Andouille sausage - cooked and diced 
 
    4 large eggs beaten with 2 teaspoons milk 
 
    1/4 cup grated Cheddar cheese - optional 
 
    Note: You can replace the Andouille sausage with Portuguese sausage or smoky breakfast sausage links. 
 
    In large, heavy skillet over medium-high heat, sauté the garlic, onions and green pepper in oil or butter. Stirring often, cook until the green peppers are softened and the onion starts to become translucent. Toss in the tomatoes and sausage and reduce heat to medium. Season with Cajun seasoning. 
 
    Add the beaten eggs. As soon as the eggs begin to set, start stirring (scrambling) all ingredients. Continue until eggs are completely set. Turn off heat. 
 
    If desired, sprinkle with grated cheddar cheese. Wait one minute for the cheese to start melting.  
 
    Serve and enjoy with hot sauce if desired. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Hawaii Style Potato Mac Salad 
 
    ½ lb. macaroni 
 
    8 hard-boiled eggs 
 
    3 red potatoes, cooked and cubed 
 
    1 Tbsp. salt 
 
    1 Tbsp. vinegar 
 
    2 cups mayonnaise 
 
    ½ tsp. ground allspice 
 
    ½ tsp. pepper 
 
    1 package frozen peas, thawed and drained (10 oz.) 
 
      
 
    Cook macaroni according to package directions; drain. Separate egg yolks from egg whites. In a small bowl, mash yolks and chill. Chop egg whites; put into a large bowl with macaroni and potatoes. Stir in salt and vinegar; chill overnight. 
 
    Add egg yolks and remaining ingredients; gently mix into macaroni mixture. Chill. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Spam Fried Rice 
 
    2 tablespoons vegetable oil, divided 
 
    2 large eggs, beaten 
 
    2 cloves garlic, minced 
 
    6 ounces Spam, diced 
 
    1/2 cup frozen corn 
 
    1/2 cup frozen peas 
 
    1/2 cup frozen diced carrots 
 
    3 cups cooked rice 
 
    1 1/2 tablespoons soy sauce 
 
    1/2 tablespoon fish sauce 
 
    1/4 teaspoon sesame oil 
 
    1/4 teaspoon white pepper 
 
    2 green onions, sliced  
 
      
 
    Heat 1 tablespoon vegetable oil in a large skillet over low heat. Add eggs and cook until cooked through, about 2-3 minutes per side, flipping only once. Let cool before dicing into small pieces. 
 
    Heat remaining 1 tablespoon vegetable oil in the skillet over medium high heat. Add garlic and Spam, and cook, stirring often, until light golden brown, about 3-4 minutes. 
 
    Add corn, peas and carrots. Cook, stirring constantly, until vegetables are tender, about 1-2 minutes. 
 
    Add rice and gently toss to combine. 
 
    Add soy sauce, fish sauce, sesame oil and white pepper. Cook, stirring constantly, until heated through, about 1-2 minutes. 
 
    Stir in green onions and eggs. 
 
   
  
 

 Eggplant Fritters  
 
    Aubergines en Beignets ou au Natural (From The Picayune's Creole Cook Book, published 1910) 
 
      
 
    2 Young Eggplants. 1/2 Pint of Milk.  
 
    Salt and Pepper. Flour.  
 
      
 
    Slice the eggplants nicely and thin. Roll them in milk in which you have put salt and pepper to taste. Pass the eggplant in flour, dusting lightly, and fry in boiling lard. The eggplant must float in the lard. Drain on brown paper in the mouth of the oven and serve hot.  
 
   
  
 

 Loco Moco 
 
    Per serving:  
 
    4 ounces ground beef 
 
    Salt and pepper to taste 
 
    1⁄2Cup brown gravy 
 
    1 large egg 
 
    2 cup steamed Calrose rice or your favorite fried rice 
 
      
 
    Press the ground beef into a patty, season with salt and pepper. Grill or fry to desired doneness. 
 
    Place rice in a bowl. Place the burger on the rice and keep warm. 
 
    Fry the egg sunny side up. Just before the egg is done, pour the warm gravy over the burger so it glazes both the burger and the rice. 
 
    Slide the sunny side up egg over the burger. Serve immediately. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 From the Author 
 
    Thank you for taking the time to read Aloha, Y’all. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Word of mouth is an author’s best friend and much appreciated.  
 
    Frankie Bow teaches at a public university and writes Miss Fortune Kindle Worlds novellas as well as The Professor Molly Mysteries. Unlike Professor Molly, Frankie is blessed with delightful students, sane colleagues, and a perfectly nice office chair.  
 
    Sign up for Frankie’s newsletter and get an exclusive short story.  
 
    Find more Miss Fortune and Mary-Alice Adventures on Kindle Worlds. 
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