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Chapter 1 

 

Three hours before his murder, Peter Roosevelt had been ecstatic. He’d just received 

notice that the Hawaii Supreme Court had upheld the injunction the circuit court had granted 

against a huge real estate development on Kauai, which Peter had alleged was in violation of a 

myriad of county, state, and federal permitting regulations. But as the hours passed, his elation 

had slowly devolved into an angry depression. 

Peter walked out onto his large lanai, which overlooked Diamond Head and Waikiki 

beyond. The early evening lights twinkled as the blues and oranges and pinks of the sky began to 

fade into dusk. He took a sip of his third Scotch on the rocks and then pulled his cell phone out 

of his left pocket and speed-dialed his mistress, Lei Takei. It went to voicemail, just as it had the 

five previous times he’d called. 

I should be celebrating with Lei, he told himself. 

Years of grueling work and his own money had gone into this lawsuit, and the 

“Supremes,” as most attorneys called the supreme court, had now given substantial validation to 

the case. 

But Lei was nowhere to be found. She’d moved out of her house next door a month ago, 

leaving Wayson Takei, her husband, in a perpetual rage. According to Lei, it wasn’t a rage born 

of love but of embarrassment. Mr. Takei was used to getting his way, and his wife walking out 

on him didn’t fit the narrative his ego demanded. A wealthy businessman, Mr. Takei had a 

reputation for being ruthless, petty, and vindictive. Many small businessmen in Honolulu had 

learned the hard way that it wasn’t wise to cross Wayson Takei. He swatted away lawsuits 

against him for nonpayment of services rendered as if they were little more than pesky flies. 
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Usually all it cost him were pennies on the dollar. 

Over the course of the past week or so, Peter had found it more and more difficult to 

contact Lei. When she’d finally left her marriage, Peter had thought they would be able to be 

together all the time, but now she seemed to be pulling away. 

Peter didn’t leave another voicemail. He didn’t want to seem more pathetic than he 

already did. He shoved the phone into his pocket and turned from the sunset, reentering the 

spacious living room through the open pocket doors. Several authentic Persian rugs softened the 

limestone floor’s off-white coolness. The light-gray leather sectional couch was oriented to face 

the multimillion-dollar view. Peter’s bare feet made subtle slapping sounds on the limestone, 

then went quiet on one of the rugs, then slapped again as he made his way to the guest bathroom, 

situated between the living room and kitchen. 

The sausage-and-pepperoni pizza he’d had delivered and eaten alone in a quiet fury had 

not set well with him. Stress and the multiple Scotches probably weren’t helping either. His 

stomach was in turmoil. His frustration was unabated. 

He put his drink on the sink and left the door open. There was no reason for privacy. His 

bowels exploded almost the moment he sat down. 

Peter was mopping the perspiration from his clammy forehead when he heard a noise. It 

sounded like a door opening and closing. He called out, but no one answered. 

Shit, he thought, no one but Lei would just walk in without knocking. But even she would 

call out. 

He wasn’t quite done, and the bathroom stunk to high heaven. It would be embarrassing 

if Lei were to walk in on him. He called out again. No response. He began to relax and assumed 

it was just the wind, but then he heard distinct footsteps on the French limestone floor as 
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someone approached. Whoever it was hadn’t taken off their shoes, as was the custom in Hawaii, 

and the heavy footsteps didn’t sound like they belonged to a woman. 

A silhouette appeared in the doorway. “Jesus, ugh! Smells like someone died in here.” 

The intruder was a man and spoke in a gruff voice. 

“What the . . .” 

“Oops. I guess someone did die in here,” the man said with an ugly laugh. 

Three shots rang out. Even with a silencer, they echoed loudly in the expensively tiled 

bathroom. The percussion caused the cocktail glass to fall from the edge of the sink and crash 

into the sink itself. The amber liquid spilled onto the white porcelain bowl of the sink while the 

red blood of Peter spilled onto the light-blue-tiled floor. 
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Chapter 2 

 

One of the few drawbacks of living in paradise was having to fly a minimum of five 

hours to get anywhere—that, and the ever-increasing traffic in Honolulu. Even though it was 

now only two-thirty in the afternoon as we finally landed, I was exhausted. My day had begun in 

Santa Fe, New Mexico, at four o’clock in the morning. My mother had driven me to the Sunport, 

Albuquerque’s airport just south of town, to catch a 6:00 a.m. flight to Los Angeles, which was 

followed by a two-and-a-half-hour layover before a connecting flight to Honolulu. 

It had all gone smoothly until we pulled away from the gate in LA. An obese T-shirt-and-

sweatpants-clad man in seat 2C suddenly began berating his female seatmate for wearing a hajib. 

He was clearly drunk, his voice rising in volume and his words becoming more hateful. I was 

sitting across the aisle and one row back and was just about to intervene when I spotted a male 

flight attendant heading toward the verbal altercation. 

When the abuser finally shut up for a moment, the hajib-wearing woman explained to the 

flight attendant—in words clearly meant for all around her to be heard—that she had been born 

and raised in Los Angeles, was a graduate of Stanford University Medical School, and was on 

her way to a new job at Queen’s Medical Center in Honolulu. 

The flight attendant, a man who looked to be in his midthirties, gave the abusive 

passenger an incredulous grin. “Seriously? This woman is as American as you and me—and 

obviously smarter than you and me. Are you going to leave her alone, or shall I call the captain?” 

I couldn’t quite hear the passenger’s retort, but he obviously chose the latter course of 

action. He said something in low tones to the flight attendant, who then turned to a female flight 

attendant standing nearby and told her to call the captain. Two hours later, the abuser had been 
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removed from the plane, we were finally airborne, and I was on my way back to my criminal law 

practice. 

I had gone to Santa Fe four days earlier after my mother had called to say my father had 

suffered a stroke. I could tell, even over the phone, that my usually strong mother was a mess. I 

had immediately rearranged my schedule and caught a red-eye flight that night. 

My parents had been together since their first year in college at the University of 

California at Santa Cruz. They had dropped out at the end of their second year and had moved to 

Taos, New Mexico, to join a commune, which was where I had been born two years later. 

Luckily, given the amount of drugs they had consumed, I had been born with all my body parts 

and at least a fairly sharp mind. The fact that my parents named me Pancho—apparently unaware 

that Pancho was just a nickname for Francisco—in a mostly Hispanic town was the only 

apparent drug-induced anomaly that affected me, the newborn hippie. It was hard for me to 

imagine how hard it was for either one of them to face the possible loss of the other. 

My current lover, Padma Dasari, the former medical examiner for the city and county of 

Honolulu and now a freelance expert witness, had offered to go to New Mexico with me, but I 

had declined. 

“I appreciate the offer,” I’d said, “but I think I’d rather deal with them alone for now. I 

don’t really know how bad Dad is yet, and I can tell Mother is barely holding it together.” 

Padma had nodded in understanding. In her career, she had seen grief manifested in 

almost every way imaginable, and she assured me she understood. “But you be sure to call me 

every night, especially if you have any medical questions the doctors aren’t answering to your 

satisfaction.” Her beautiful Indian face and huge dark eyes looked sad and concerned. 

I gave her a half smile. “Okay. I reckon it’d be in bad taste to call for phone sex.” 
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She swatted at me, hitting me lightly on my arm in mock disgust. Then, turning and 

walking away, she looked over her shoulder and said, “Only if you want kinky phone sex.” 

It turned out the stroke had been moderately severe, and by the time I felt ready to return 

to Honolulu, it was clear my father was going to have a long road toward rehabilitation. It was 

heartbreaking to see him in the hospital bed. The left side of his face was slack and lifeless. He 

could not speak. I could see the life in his eyes, but I also saw an overwhelming sense of despair. 

It was as if he was telling me that this was not how he wanted to live. 

All I could do was try to reassure him that he would improve and that he’d be up walking 

and talking soon enough. “Of course, you may sound like you’re drunk all the time,” I said, 

trying to lighten the mood, “and you may walk with a list, but other than that, you’ll be good as 

new.” 

I probably only imagined him mouthing the words, “Fuck you,” but I’m almost positive I 

saw a lopsided smile. That was my father. I got my dark sense of humor mostly from him. Mom 

had always been the serious one in the family. 

Once there was no longer a question as to whether Dad was going to live, Mom had 

pulled herself together and had once again become the take-charge person I’d always known. 

She knew I had a life to get back to and assured me over and over that she’d be fine—an 

assurance I knew was little more than hopeful thinking. 

Now, as the big jet finally eased up to the gate in Honolulu, I had a brief thought of going 

to the office. Then another wave of exhaustion hit me and I decided to head home. Maybe I’d go 

downstairs to the beach and take a nap in the sun. 
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Chapter 3 

 

I hadn’t bothered to turn on my cell phone after I landed, but once I’d tossed my bag on 

the bed in my Diamond Head condo, the guilt finally compelled me to power it up. There were 

ten new voicemails, four of which were from Elise, my relatively new secretary. My longtime 

secretary, Susan, had finally retired and now only came back to help out when we were 

swamped, which usually meant just before and during a major trial. 

There was one voicemail from Padma, two from my best friend and private investigator, 

Drew Tulafono, one from a Honolulu Star-Advertiser reporter who shouldn’t have had my cell 

number, one from Harry Chang at the prosecutor’s office, and one from a number I didn’t 

recognize and that only lasted two seconds, which I assumed was a robocall of some sort. 

After deciding to put off anything work-related, I listened to Padma’s first. 

“Hey, love, just checking in. I thought you would have landed by now. Hope everything’s 

fine. Call when you get in.” Her slight Indian accent was subtle, melodic, and pleasing. It would 

be good to see her again. Better to make love to her again. 

I called her cell and got voicemail. I let her know I was home and was beat and would see 

her tomorrow. Then I broke down and listened to Elise’s four voicemails. 

The first two were innocuous scheduling matters, but the last two were about a possible 

new client. “I don’t know if you’ve been following any news here,” she’d said, “but there’s been 

a high-profile murder of an attorney in town, Peter Roosevelt. Do you know him? Anyway, his 

next-door neighbor and husband of his lover has been arrested. He wants you to represent him. 

Call me when you get in.” Her second message was more of the same but stressed that the 

potential client was very anxious to talk with me. 
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I sighed heavily and walked to the lanai, opened the sliding glass door, and stepped 

outside. I lived on the sixth floor of an eight-story condo at the base of Diamond Head. The soft, 

subtropical warmth, the gentle trade winds, and the sound of the rolling surf soothed me. I 

breathed in the ocean air. I loved coming home to Hawaii. It was worth the hassles of air travel. 

I changed into some Quiksilver swim trunks, grabbed a beach towel, and headed 

downstairs. It wasn’t a great time to take on a new murder case, particularly an apparent high-

profile one, I thought as I lay down on the towel I’d spread across the sand. I didn’t know what 

was going to happen with Dad. I could be called back to New Mexico at any time. Yet just the 

thought of a big new case seemed to suck much of the fatigue out of me. This was what I lived 

for. I sometimes joked that trial work was my drug of choice. 

I sat up and stared out at the ocean as I punched the buttons on my cell to call up Drew’s 

voicemails. 

“Yo. You better get your ass back to work, Paunch. There’s a brand-new accused killer 

waiting for you to save him. Call me.” 

Drew Tulafono was a large Samoan who had played professional football for the San 

Diego Chargers until his knees had gone out. He’d let himself be talked into moving to Hawaii 

by another former Charger, this one a Honolulu native, and had opened a successful private 

investigation agency. Drew had found he had a knack for the work. When his football buddy and 

former boss finally retired a few months back after having been shot while working one of my 

cases, Drew had come to work for me full time. 

Drew’s second voicemail was short. “I see your flight got delayed, so I doubt you’ll be 

coming to the office. Elise is a little freaked out over how aggressive the new client is. Call me if 

you need me to do anything.” 
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I clicked off the phone and let the sounds of the late-afternoon surf wash over me. I could 

hear a volleyball game in progress at the Outrigger Canoe Club next door. 

I was about to lie down again when I decided I might as well hear what Harry Chang had 

to say. Harry was a career prosecutor. We had gone up against each other on many occasions and 

generally got along well, although I had to admit that Harry possessed a bit more equanimity 

than me. I sometimes let my passion get the better of me. 

“Pancho, Harry Chang here. Word is you’ll be representing Wayson Takei for the murder 

of Peter Roosevelt. True? Give me a call to discuss.” 

I blew out a big breath and, after a moment’s hesitation, decided I was too hyped up now 

to take a nap. So I got up, grabbed my towel, and returned to my condo. 

I went to the fridge and peered inside. There wasn’t much in the way of food, but there 

was a six-pack of Pacifico beer and a half-full container of V8 juice. I grabbed a Pacifico and 

then plopped myself down in my favorite chair on the lanai. The waning sun was turning the 

ocean a slate gray. I called Drew. As I waited for him to answer, I counted at least a dozen 

surfers out at the break the locals called Queens. 

“Glad you’re back safe and sound,” said the big man. “How’s your pops?” 

“As good as can be expected. His mind’s still good, we think. His left side is partially 

paralyzed, but the docs think he’ll get a lot of his function back.” 

“That’s good. You okay?” 

“I’m okay,” I said. “Tired and drained. So I hear we have a potential new case.” 

“Yeah. Guy named Wayson Takei supposedly offed his neighbor, an attorney named 

Peter Roosevelt. You know him?” 

“I feel like I’ve heard the name, but I don’t know him. When did this happen?” 
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“The murder or the arrest?” Drew continued without waiting for clarification. “The 

murder happened two nights ago. The arrest happened yesterday afternoon. From the scuttlebutt 

I’ve heard, Roosevelt was banging Mrs. Takei, and that didn’t go over well with her husband, 

who, I understand, has a world-class temper.” 

“How’d he get to me?” 

“Your stunning reputation, no doubt,” Drew said. 

Before I could respond with some sarcasm of my own, Drew continued. 

“Actually, his business attorney, Ryan Chu, referred him to you.” 

“Is Takei still in jail?” 

“Yeah. Bail’s been set at two million, but Mama Takei is balking at allowing him to put 

the house up as collateral.” 

“You mean his wife?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Nice.” 

“Anyway, the guy’s being kind of aggressive, and poor Elise is a little freaked out. So if 

you can at least call her and check in, that would help.” Drew paused for a beat. “Anything you 

want me to do? I assume you don’t want to do anything today.” 

“Nothing we really can do. If he can’t make the two-mil bail, we’ll have to file a motion 

for reduction. I’ll call Harry Chang and see if he’ll tell me whether they’re going for an 

indictment. If so, that’ll speed things along. Once we get to circuit court, we should be able to set 

a hearing on the motion. So long as we’re still at district court waiting for a preliminary hearing, 

the judges there will be too gun-shy to reduce bail on a murder charge.” I paused, thinking. 

“Besides, I still need to decide whether to take the case. It sounds kind of open and shut.” I hated 
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open-and-shut cases. 

“Yeah, and I hear the guy’s kind of an asshole,” Drew said. 

“Hmm. You mean like most of our clients? Are you at the office?” 

“No.” 

“Okay, I’ll call Elise now.” I disconnected. 

The beach below was almost deserted as sunset neared. Most of the surfers were heading 

in, lowering themselves to their boards once the wave broke so they could then ride the dying 

wave as close to shore as possible. Soon the scantily clad beachgoers would be replaced by the 

sunset watchers, most of whom would be dressed for cocktails and dinner— meaning shorts and 

aloha shirts. The volleyball game next door was over, and I could hear the music of the Hawaiian 

trio who played most afternoons at the Outrigger Canoe Club. 

I took a swig of beer and called Elise. After responding to her questions and condolences 

about my father, I told her to try to get a message to Takei that I’d meet him at the prison, Oahu 

Community Correctional Center, known as O-triple-C, tomorrow at nine. Then I called Harry 

Chang. 

“Hey, Pancho. Welcome back. I hear you had to go to New Mexico to deal with some 

parental health issues. I hope everything’s okay.” 

“Thanks, Harry. My dad had a stroke, but he’s coming along.” 

“Good to hear. So . . . word is that you’ll be representing Wayson Takei.” Harry 

hesitated, then chuckled. “I hope it’s true, so I can finally kick your okole again. It’s been too 

long.” 

It was my turn to chuckle. “What does ‘too long’ mean? I don’t remember you ever 

kicking my ass. Anyway, I just got back about an hour ago. I know he’s called the office—and 
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I’ll meet with him tomorrow—but so far he’s not my client.” 

“All right. Let me know when you know. We should be able to deal this one quickly. The 

guy shot his wife’s lover. Oldest motive in the book.” 

“Yeah, well, we’ll see,” I said. “In the meantime, just so I have a little information when I 

meet with the guy, can you tell me if you’re going to get an indictment, or are you going to wait 

for a preliminary hearing?” 

Harry was silent for a few moments. He usually played his cards close to the vest and was 

no doubt trying to decide whether to throw me a crumb. 

“Indictment,” he said at last. “We’ll probably have it ready to go right after the initial 

appearance, which is scheduled for the day after tomorrow.” 

“Mahalo, Harry. I’ll let you know if I’m on board for you to kick my okole sometime 

tomorrow.” 

I heard Harry chuckle again. We were still in the congenial stages of a case. 
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Chapter 4 

 

I awoke early after having fallen asleep around eight o’clock the night before. I could see 

from my bed that it was a calm morning. The ocean was a glassy gray in the early light. I decided 

to go for a short jog on the beach before heading to the office. I’d been sedentary for the past 

week and missed my regular surf sessions, usually with Drew. I knew that if I took on a murder 

case now, surfing for the foreseeable future would be anything but regular. 

Once I’d run and showered and fixed myself scrambled eggs with the only two eggs in 

the fridge, it was still only seven-thirty. The trade-off for not having gone straight to the office 

was that I would now have to deal with the morning rush-hour traffic. Honolulu was an early-to-

work town. Most attorneys and businesspeople were at their desks by eight or eight-thirty. 

Although it was only about five miles to the office, it took me more than twenty minutes 

to get there. “Damn traffic,” I mumbled to myself. 

Young Elise was at her desk when I walked through the front door, and she broke into a 

big smile. Her bright green eyes, set off by a mass of curly red hair, sparkled. I knew it was more 

than my winning personality that caused her to be so glad to see me. 

“Thank God you’re back, Pancho.” 

“Anything of import besides the potential new murder case?” I asked. 

She shook her head. “Things were pretty much under control until word got out that 

Wayson Takei was trying to hire you.” She paused. “He’s been pretty intense. I tried to explain 

that you were away dealing with a family emergency, but he didn’t seem to care.” 

“So he’s kind of an asshole—is that what you’re so delicately trying to tell me?” 

Elise smiled. “Yeah, I guess so.” 
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I walked toward my office. “Well, I reckon if he committed murder, he probably really is 

an asshole. Did you get word to him I’ll be at O-triple-C at nine?” 

“Yep.” Elise rose and followed me into the large office. 

My desk was situated so that my back was to the magnificent view of Honolulu Harbor 

and the airport. As it had been during my morning jog, the Pacific Ocean was glassy calm. The 

sun was rising in the eastern sky, turning the ocean a deep blue. 

“Your call slips are in three piles.” Elise pointed to each one as she described it. “This 

one is what looked urgent to me. These are routine. And these are nonclient-related.” Then she 

pointed to three stacks of papers. “This stack is pleadings. All the deadlines have been 

calendared. This stack is correspondence that probably requires immediate attention. And this 

stack is stuff that didn’t appear to have any urgency.” 

I nodded and sat in the old, creaky leather chair I’d bought the day I opened my own 

office. For some reason, I thought the old, cracked leather lent my office some semblance of 

gravitas. I pictured an old-time trial attorney with a full head of white hair sitting in that chair, 

doling out sage advice. Young attorneys pictured a lot of things when they were first starting out. 

The cynicism came later. 

“Good job,” I said. “Anything on the calendar for today, other than going to the prison?” 

“No.” Elise shook her head. “I wasn’t sure you’d be back today, so I didn’t schedule 

anything. Tomorrow you have the Carvalho motion in the morning and a potential new client 

right after lunch. Drugs, I think. I tried to keep it light for a few days so you could get caught 

up.” She turned and headed for the door. Over her shoulder, she said, “Let me know if you need 

anything before you leave for the prison.” 

I spun around in the chair and looked out the floor-to-ceiling window. It was a good view 
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to have handy. It usually had a calming effect on me, and it was not unusual for me to stare out 

the window for minutes at a time at least twice a day. Finally, I took a deep breath and then 

turned back to my desk and the stacks of paper. I decided to take the time before I had to leave 

for O-triple-C to call Mom in Santa Fe and then to call Padma. 

By the time I learned Dad was still doing well and was supposed to start a new 

rehabilitation regimen that afternoon—and learned Padma was working as a hired consultant on 

a new medical malpractice case—it was time to go. I packed a yellow legal pad, a couple of 

pens, and a retainer agreement in my old, well-worn leather-strap briefcase and headed out to 

meet the man accused of murdering his neighbor. 

I had planned on taking Nimitz Highway to Puuhale Road but saw immediately that 

Nimitz was a mess. Probably more construction, I figured. I turned right off Nimitz at 

Waiakamilo and then turned left onto Dillingham Boulevard. I always found the drive through 

the section of town known as Kalihi fairly depressing. It was a mix of light industrial, Korean 

bars, fast-food restaurants, and older apartment buildings and homes. Many of the houses were 

run-down wood-frame buildings. Most of the apartment buildings were two or three stories of 

hollow brick-tile construction with louvered windows. Colorful T-shirts and dresses hung from 

makeshift clotheslines. I’d never looked it up, but I figured Kalihi was one of the most ethnically 

diverse neighborhoods in America. 

The prison was drab and outdated. It was composed of an original section, which looked 

like an old-style prison with concrete walls topped with barbed wire, and newer modules that had 

been added over the years. The modules were painted an awful dirt-red color. The whole place 

was in need of a complete renovation or, better yet, demolition. But, as was true in most cities, 

the prisons wasn’t generally given a high priority in the budget. 
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Wayson Takei was housed in Module 5, the holding area for pretrial felons. I met him in 

one of the interview rooms. It was a small room with cement walls and no window. There was a 

scarred metal table and two chairs. It was a depressing, dehumanizing place, and I sometimes 

had to force myself not to rush an interview just to get out of there. 

Takei was a tall Japanese-American man who would have been described as dignified in 

most other settings. He looked to be in his midforties and had jet-black hair, cut so that it fell to 

the top of a dress shirt collar—had he been wearing a dress shirt instead of an orange prison 

jumpsuit. His eyes were dark and intense. His face was smooth and tanned to a light brown, and I 

took him to be either a golfer or tennis player. The only flaw I noticed at first blush was the 

man’s mouth. His lips were thin and downturned. 

“I need you to get me out of here,” he said, forgoing introductions. 

“Yes, nice meeting you too,” I said. 

Takei scowled. “Sorry,” he said in an abrupt tone. “I know who you are, and you know 

who I am. I need to get the fuck out of here, so excuse me if I don’t have time for niceties.” 

I gave the man a small nod and then smiled. It wasn’t a genuine smile. It was what I 

hoped looked to be a patronizingly indulgent smile. “Well, Mr. Takei, first I would need to take 

you on as a client, which I haven’t done yet. Second, I would need to make sure you understand 

and are willing to follow my rules, which include you not being a dick to me or especially to any 

of my staff. And third, we will need to determine whether you can post bail now or whether we 

will need to file and wait for a bail-reduction hearing.” I stopped and leaned back in the 

industrial metal chair. “Is there any one of those three things you don’t understand?” 

I usually didn’t come down so hard on new clients, but there was something about 

Takei—arrogance, perhaps—that needed to be addressed before I could consider taking the man 
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on as a client. I watched as he processed what I had said. It was obvious the man was someone 

used to being in control, someone who demanded obedience from his employees, of which he 

clearly considered me one—which was true only up to a certain point. There weren’t very many 

employees who held the lives of their employers in their hands. 

His thin lips seemed to grow even thinner, the downturn more pronounced. His intense 

dark eyes bore into me without blinking. I held the stare with a neutral expression. 

After a moment, he appeared to have made some kind of inner decision. He gave a 

shallow nod and relaxed his face. “Fair enough. I’ve heard you’re the best, and I’d appreciate 

your taking me on as a client. I’m not guilty, and I’d very much like to get out of this hellhole as 

soon as possible. I will accept and respect your rules.” 

I held the man’s gaze a moment longer, deciding whether to let the obvious obsequious 

tone pass. I let it go. Then I launched into what I referred to as my “standard rap” to new clients. 

I stressed the confidentiality of the attorney-client privilege and my need to know everything, 

good or bad. 

“I don’t particularly care if you’re guilty or not. My job is to provide you with the best 

defense possible. That’s the law. That’s your constitutional protection. If you’re guilty and we 

mutually decide we don’t have the ammunition to fight for reasonable doubt at trial, I will do my 

best to get you a good deal. In fact, the prosecutor has already broached the subject with me. If 

you’re not guilty, then we’ll need to figure out how to poke holes in what the prosecution 

believes is an airtight case.” I paused. “Better yet, we’ll try to prove you’re not guilty—which, of 

course, is best accomplished by proving who actually committed the murder.” 

Takei had been listening intently. Now he nodded his understanding. “I’m not guilty,” he 

repeated. 
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I gave the man a grim smile. “I meant to tell you not to tell me whether you’re guilty or 

not until later. I like to make sure you hear and understand my one hard-and-fast rule, which is 

that I won’t tolerate a client lying to me. You lie and I’m gone. Got that?” 

In point of fact, my rule wasn’t quite as hard and fast as I’d said. My clients lied to me 

more often than not. Most were criminals, after all. Sometimes I would dump them as clients, but 

in other situations I would acknowledge to myself whatever mitigating circumstances had caused 

my client to lie and then decide to keep the client on. 

“I understand,” Takei said. 

“Great. My fee is three hundred thousand. We can talk about the details of that later, but 

if that’s not going to be acceptable to you, we can stop now.” 

“That’s okay.” 

“All right. Why don’t you tell me what you know about Peter Roosevelt’s murder?” 
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Chapter 5 

 

“I don’t know shit,” Wayson Takei said. “I mean, I know the cops think I did it because 

the prick had been fucking my wife for months. But if I was going to kill over that, I’d have done 

it a long time ago.” 

“I understand your wife has filed for divorce,” I said. “When was that?” 

“About three weeks ago.” 

“So maybe you didn’t go ballistic until she filed.” 

Takei shook his head. “I was beyond caring at that point. The bitch was gone. Good 

riddance. I wasn’t about to kill someone and ruin my life over her.” 

“Okay. What about the gun? I understand from the papers that Roosevelt was shot. I’m 

assuming the cops think it was your gun. Was it?” 

“I’m guessing it was. They told me it was mine, but I was arrested before I got a chance 

to check to see whether my gun was in its proper place.” 

“Okay,” I said. “For now we’ll assume it was yours. Anyone else have access to it?” 

Takei moved his head from side to side. “No. It was in a lockbox with a four-digit code.” 

I thought about that for a couple seconds, made a few notes on my legal pad, and then 

looked up. “What was the combination?” 

“One zero seven two,” Takei said. 

“What’s your birth date?” 

Takei’s expression changed slightly. I couldn’t tell exactly what it meant, but if I had 

been forced to guess, I would have guessed embarrassment. 

“I was born in October,” he said, “in 1972.” 
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I smiled and nodded. “Ten seven two.” I didn’t blame him. If he needed his gun quickly 

while someone was breaking into his house, he’d need a code that was easily remembered. 

Neither one of us said anything for several seconds. Then I asked what he’d been doing 

the night of the murder. 

The accused murderer shrugged and ran a hand through his hair. “Nothing. I was home 

alone watching television. I didn’t see or hear anything.” 

In the end, I decided to take the case. Takei hadn’t balked at my three-hundred-thousand-

dollar fee, although he did explain that liquidating large assets right now was somewhat 

problematic because of the pending divorce. That was why, despite having the two hundred 

thousand to post a bond, he said he hadn’t been able to convince his wife to let him put the house 

up as collateral. 

“We’ll come back to that,” I said. “For now, you need to understand that the prosecutor 

told me the State would seek an indictment from a grand jury. That’s good and bad. It’s good 

because it will speed up the process. Tomorrow you’ll attend the initial appearance in district 

court. That just means the charge will be read. The judge will schedule a preliminary hearing, but 

since they’re going to indict you, that date will be irrelevant. The indictment will immediately 

bump the case to the circuit court, where you’ll be formally arraigned and plead not guilty. I’ll be 

able to file a motion to reduce bail once we get to circuit court.” 

Takei had been listening closely. “So there’s no chance of getting out of here until we go 

to a bail-reduction hearing?” 

I nodded. “Yep. Unless you can convince your wife to let the house—or some other 

asset—be put up as collateral.” I paused to make eye contact. “And you’re willing to spend the 

two hundred K for the bond. If we go to hearing and get the bail reduced to a million, for 
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example, you’ll only need to post a hundred grand, which saves you a hundred. Up to you. All I 

can say is we’ll file the motion immediately once you’re indicted and push the court to schedule 

the hearing as soon as possible.” 

Takei emitted some kind of deep growl, which I took as an acknowledgment. 

I pushed the retainer agreement across the scarred table. 

Takei picked it up and read it, then motioned for a pen to sign. “I’ll call my secretary and 

have her cut you a check for your hundred-fifty-thousand-dollar retainer. It’ll have to come from 

one of the business accounts.” 

I stuffed my legal pad and the signed retainer into my briefcase and stood. I turned to 

leave but held up a hand to signal the waiting corrections officer on the other side of the glass 

window to hold up. “One last question for today,” I said. “Do you have any idea who else might 

have had a motive to kill Peter Roosevelt?” 

For the first time, Takei laughed, which caused a dramatic change to his stern 

countenance. “The guy was an attorney. I’m sure there’s a line a mile long of people who won’t 

shed a tear over his demise. No offense.” He hesitated. “But at the top of the list, I’d put Barry 

Williamson, the neighbor on the other side of Peter’s house.” 

“Why? Who’s Barry Williamson?” 

Takei harrumphed. “I forgot you’ve been out of town. Barry used to be Peter’s friend. 

Hell, we were all friends at one time. But Peter sued Barry last year over the big development 

Barry was putting together on Kauai. The day Peter was killed, the state supreme court upheld an 

injunction against the development. If that were to become permanent, Barry stands to lose 

everything.” 
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Chapter 6 

 

Barry Williamson had been fielding calls from limited partners in the Kauai Aina Lani 

development for the past two days. All wanted to know what the ramifications of the supreme 

court decision were. Only a few had made the connection between the news reports of the 

murder of Peter Roosevelt and the lawsuit that had put their investments in jeopardy. 

Barry had just hung up with an investor when his private cell phone buzzed. He glanced 

at the caller ID and then answered. “Hello, Governor.” 

“Hi, Barry.” Even while merely saying hello, Governor Mona Babcock sounded as brash 

as ever. “Talk to me. What happens now that Peter Roosevelt is dead?” 

Barry leaned back in his soft leather executive chair and ran a hand over his closely 

cropped hair. He gave a small, involuntary shake of his head. “Governor, you’re the attorney, not 

me. You tell me. I’ve been trying to get through to our attorneys, but I haven’t heard back yet.” 

The governor was silent a moment. When she finally spoke, she did so in an 

exaggeratedly slow manner, as if speaking to a child she was on the verge of disciplining. “I 

didn’t do trial or appellate work, and I haven’t practiced any kind of law for almost a decade, so 

cut the crap and tell me this case will go away without Roosevelt to prosecute it.” 

Barry sighed heavily, holding the phone away from his face. “I can’t tell you that. Even 

though Roosevelt was on a single-minded mission, word is now that he experienced some 

success. A couple of Hawaiian rights groups are making noises about joining the suit. If that 

happens, I assume they’ll find someone to replace Roosevelt.” 

Once again, the second female governor in Hawaii’s history offered no immediate 

response. Finally, she spoke. “This suit needs to go away, Barry. It needs to go away now. Talk 
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to your attorneys. Tell them to file whatever they need to file to dismiss the suit.” She paused. 

“Whatever it takes to make it go away.” 

Barry started to answer but then realized that the governor had hung up. He stared at his 

phone for a moment. “Fuck you.” 

As the developer, Barry knew full well the governor wasn’t an investor in the project—

unless she had done so through a straw man. But she had been a vocal and ardent supporter. 

Even so, her call and her vehemence made him wonder what was going on. 
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Chapter 7 

 

Drew Tulafono was lying on my office couch when I got back from the prison. The big 

man’s frame was too long, so his wide, bare, brown feet hung in the air well beyond the arm of 

the couch. He wore his usual cargo shorts and silky aloha shirt. He was reading the newspaper. 

“Make yourself comfortable,” I said, walking to my desk. 

“Thanks, brah. I did.” Drew grinned, lowered the paper, and watched as I dropped my 

briefcase onto one of the client chairs and then skirted my desk on the way to my chair. 

I picked up and studied the pink while-you-were-out slips before sitting. Drew was still 

watching me, waiting for me to tell him what had happened at my meeting with Wayson Takei. I 

pretended not to notice. 

“So,” Drew finally said in an exasperated tone, “you taking the case?” 

I smiled and watched as he pulled in his huge legs and moved into a sitting position. 

Despite having had successful double knee replacements, he still grunted with the movement. I 

figured it had become a habit after having lived with pain for so many years. 

“Yeah,” I said after making a show of lingering over the missed-call slips and then 

putting them down. Neither one of us could help fucking with the other whenever the chance 

arose. Sometimes it was the small pleasures. “He claims he’s innocent, and he’s got the bucks to 

pay. I don’t particularly like the guy, but that’s never been much of a qualifying issue.” 

“From the little I’ve read, it sounds pretty open and shut,” Drew said. “I mean, he’s the 

jealous husband. He’s something of a hothead. His gun was apparently the murder weapon. And 

he claims to have been home alone all night. I know you hate open-and-shut cases. So you have a 

defense in mind?” 
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I gave Drew a wan smile and leaned back in my chair. “Not yet. But I asked Mr. Takei if 

he had any ideas about who might want Roosevelt dead, and he said that the list was probably 

long but that we should take a look at the other neighbor. He was the developer of that real estate 

deal Roosevelt was fighting.” 

“You mean the development the Supremes just halted?” 

“Well, it was halted temporarily by a circuit court judge on Kauai first. But the Supremes 

just continued the injunction pending further briefs and oral arguments. At least that’s my 

understanding. We need to do some research and see what the case was all about and whether we 

need to take a look at the other neighbor. Oh, and can you arrange to get proper clothes to Mr. 

Takei for the hearing? He was arrested in shorts and a T-shirt.” 

Drew stood, grunting as he did so. “I’m on it.” He nodded at the piles of paperwork on 

my desk. “Let me know when you’ve dug out enough to hit the surf. It’s been lonely out there 

without you.” 

I snorted an acknowledgment as Drew walked out of my office just as Elise was walking 

in. The twenty-eight-year-old redhead was stunning to look at, especially in the short, tight skirts 

and clingy blouses she tended to wear, and I couldn’t help a small smile when I saw Drew’s 

admiring look as he headed for the door. At first, I’d been a bit dubious as to whether Elise 

would be up to the challenge of dealing with my predominantly criminal clientele, who, by 

definition, tended to be assholes. But under Susan’s strict tutelage, she’d proven herself to be a 

fast learner. Susan hadn’t tolerated any form of abuse, and many a client had been put in his or 

her place in short order after a display of uncivil behavior. 

I’d witnessed Elise’s solo smackdown of an unruly client only days after Susan retired, 

and I’d been impressed. When I’d mentioned the incident to Susan over the phone a few days 
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later, she’d reminded me in her gravelly ex-smoker’s voice that she wouldn’t have retired unless 

she had deemed Elise ready to take over. 

“The press won’t stop calling,” Elise said. She was holding a new stack of pink slips. “So 

far, I’ve just said you were out and that I never make comments on your behalf.” She handed me 

the call slips. “If you took the case, I guess you’re going to need to address the hungry wolves 

pretty soon.” 

I nodded. “They’ll all be at the initial hearing tomorrow, so I’ll make the announcement 

then. Until then, just say I’m unavailable.” 

“You got it, bossman.” 

I smiled to myself. Susan had called me bossman despite being more of a friend, 

confidante, and mother figure. I would find it hard to think of Elise as a mother figure. 

As promised, I called Harry Chang to let him know I’d be representing Wayson Takei. 

“Can I assume the notoriously stubborn Pancho McMartin won’t be looking to bargain 

anytime soon?” Harry asked. 

“You wouldn’t want to deprive a fellow attorney of a hefty fee, would you?” 

“You do realize you’re just a whore, while I’m a devoted and underpaid public servant, 

don’t you?” 

“Aw, Harry. You’re getting more and more cynical in your old age.” 

“I’m younger than you.” 

“Well, you need to respect your elders,” I said. “Are you attending the initial appearance 

tomorrow, or are you sending a flunky?” 

“I’ll be there. You know how the cameras love me.” 

That made me laugh out loud. Harry Chang’s less-than-gracious nickname among the bar 
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was Pillsbury Doughboy. He was short, at about five feet, five inches tall, had a round, soft face 

and tar-black hair, and was overweight. I knew, however, that many an attorney in town had 

underestimated his trial skills. He was a low-key powerhouse in court. 

“Well, I’ll see you then,” I said. “In the meantime, if you have or get any evidence to 

make me doubt my client’s protestations of innocence, be sure to let me know.” 

It was Harry Chang’s turn to laugh. “Yeah, you’ll be the first to know.” 
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Chapter 8 

 

I didn’t get to Padma’s Kahala Beach condo until almost seven that evening. We 

immediately fell into each other’s arms and shared a long, sensuous kiss that sent shivers of 

emotion through me. 

“God, I missed you.” I stepped back and took her hands in mine while staring into her 

huge, dark eyes and her beautiful tan face. We had fallen in love well over a year ago, but so far 

the emotional and physical lust was as strong as ever. 

“And me you,” she said. 

Her lilting, slightly husky voice made me want to make love with her right there on the 

living room floor—which we proceeded to do after hurriedly pulling some blankets from the bed 

and pillows from the couch. 

It was a warm, late-summer evening, and the light was still fading. Her condo was on the 

top floor, which was the fourth floor, and faced directly out toward the small, rocky beach and 

the ocean beyond. The reef was about a quarter mile out, so the water was placid and the waves 

lapping the beach were subdued, providing a gentle background sound as we lay spent, still in 

each other’s embrace. Occasionally we heard voices as couples strolled by on the beach path 

below the condo. 

The emotions of dealing with my father, the long trip home the day before, and the 

immediate immersion into a new murder case had taken a toll on me. I felt raw, exposed, 

vulnerable. Coming home to this woman made me feel like crying—the good kind of crying, 

born of love and protection and a profound sense of belonging. 

“In hindsight, I wish you’d been there with me,” I said. “I didn’t know how hard, how 



Tropical Deception—Robinson  29 

 

 

 

intense it would be dealing with Mom when we still didn’t know how bad Dad was.” I closed my 

eyes and breathed in the aroma of Padma and our sex. “I could have used a little emotional 

support myself.” 

Padma said nothing. Her perfect answer was to pull me closer. 

~~~ 

“I know next to nothing about the case,” Padma said over a light dinner of seared ahi and 

angel-hair pasta with a garlic-and-olive-oil sauce. “Just what I read in the paper. And I didn’t 

even finish the article.” She paused. “Frankly, it sounded like a straightforward shooting by a 

jealous husband, so it wasn’t enough to get an old medical examiner like me interested.” 

“Yeah, you just like the juicy, hard-to-explain murders.” I slurped the last of the noodles 

and leaned back in my chair. 

Padma’s dining area was adjacent to the living room, so it, too, looked out over the 

ocean. A large cruise ship, well lit, was far out to sea. 

Padma’s eyes sparkled with humor. “So I guess there’s no job for me on this one.” 

During my last big murder case, I had hired the recently retired Padma as my medical 

consultant, and she had turned out to be instrumental in determining the true cause of death. She 

had also proved to be instrumental in my enjoying the best sex of my life. 

“Afraid not,” I said. “Besides, I thought you just took on a big new medical malpractice 

case.” 

Padma nodded. “Yup. Huge, in fact. A brilliant young woman, daughter of Cambodian 

immigrants, just accepted at Stanford, went in for what should have been a routine sinus surgery 

and ended up with brain damage.” 

“Jesus,” I murmured. 
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We fell silent, and I sipped my wine and watched as the cruise ship sailed from view. 

“So anyway,” Padma said, “it sounds like both of us will be pretty busy for a while. Shall 

we promise to make time for each other?” 

I was about to respond that I would always have time for her, that making a promise 

shouldn’t even be an issue. But then it occurred to me that I’d already lost a wife and a lover to 

the law, and I knew how easy it was to fall into the work-comes-first mode. So first I made a 

vow to myself, then to her. “I promise,” I said. “Now shall we make love in bed like proper 

people?” 

Padma looked from me to the living room floor, where the blankets and pillows still lay 

in disarray. “Hell no.” 
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Chapter 9 

 

Drew was sitting at the small conference table in my office when I got back from the 

initial hearing at district court the next morning. The table was filled with stacks of papers. 

“How’s your boy?” he asked. 

“He’s our boy,” I said. “He’s all right. I’m expecting Harry to get the indictment this 

afternoon, and we’ll file the motion to reduce bail tomorrow.” 

Drew leaned back in his chair, letting the paper he’d been reading drop to the table. 

“Yeah, well, he could be out right now if he wanted to.” 

I stopped walking to my desk and turned toward Drew. “Huh? I thought his soon-to-be 

ex-wife wouldn’t cooperate on the collateral.” 

Drew smiled and shook his head. “Bullshit. I called her this morning to set up a time to 

meet. She said she’d be happy to sign. But apparently Takei doesn’t want to drop the two 

hundred grand it would take to get him out now. He’s assuming you’ll be able to get the bail 

down to at least a million, which will save him a hundred grand.” 

I continued to my desk and sat. “Why didn’t he just say so? What a dick. I mean, I don’t 

necessarily blame him. A hundred grand is a hundred grand, especially when you’re getting a 

divorce and about to pay me several hundred grand. But even so . . .” 

Drew shrugged. “I’m just passing on what I heard.” 

I gave a small nod and flipped through my while-you-were-out slips. I glanced at Drew 

and gestured with my head toward the stack of paperwork on the conference table. “What’s all 

that?” 

“Research on the Kauai development. What a mess. It makes my head hurt.” 
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“Talk to me,” I said. 

Drew took a deep breath and slowly released it. “The development project on Kauai 

covers well over a thousand acres. It included about six hundred homesites, at a minimum of five 

acres each—plus a clubhouse and a Fazio golf course. A fair amount of the property is coastline. 

From what I read, the developers have already put more than two hundred million into the 

project, including roads and other infrastructure. The lots were already being sold, with prices 

ranging from a million to five million.” 

I whistled. “Lots of money at play. Do you know how many lots they’ve sold already?” 

“Best I can tell from talking to a realtor who was involved in the initial offering, 

somewhere in the range of two hundred.” 

My chair creaked as I leaned back and laced my fingers on top of my head. I was tempted 

to whistle a second time. “At those prices, I’d venture you can add those two hundred lot owners 

who can’t do anything with their lots now to the list of people with a motive to kill Roosevelt.” 

“So,” Drew continued, “the general partners in the Kauai Aina Lani project are BW 

Group, which is Barry Williamson, the other neighbor, and a corporation from Nevada called . . . 

let’s see . . . Pacific Paradise Partners.” 

“Catchy,” I said. “Nice alliteration. Who are they?” 

“Don’t know yet. I’m working on that. Plus, there are a slew of limited partners.” 

“Okay. So what went wrong?” 

Drew picked up a paper, looked at it for a moment, and then put it down. “Basically, 

what you already know. The property is zoned agriculture, Ag. So some farming component 

would be required in order to subdivide and sell residential lots. As best I can tell, it’s kind of a 

loophole to get around the State Land Use Commission. After there was some runoff from 
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moving dirt around during the building of the golf course, Roosevelt, through his own nonprofit 

corporation, filed suit to halt the project. He claimed that the requisite farming component was a 

sham, that this was a residential subdivision for the wealthy, and that there was no indication of 

actual or intended farming. The Kauai circuit judge agreed and issued an injunction, which 

halted everything. The Supremes just continued the injunction, pending briefs and oral 

arguments.” 

“So a couple hundred-million-dollar project, which presumably had all the requisite 

permits, has been stopped by one lawyer on a mission?” I asked. 

“Pretty much. Word on the street is that the lot owners who paid upward of a million for 

their lots are scared the general partners will go belly-up if the injunction lasts much longer. That 

would make their individual investments worthless.” 

I gave a slight nod, then brought my hands down from my head and leaned forward, 

elbows on the desk. “As I said, it makes for a pretty long list of people with motives. We’ll need 

to narrow that list down to those who might have had opportunity.” 

“I’m thinking the first thing I’ll do once I get the partnership agreements is to make a list 

of the mainland and foreign investors and then see if any of them were in Honolulu on the night 

of the murder. I’m betting that should rule out a fair number.” 

“Agreed. They probably marketed this project to non-Hawaii residents.” 

“Wealthy Japanese and Chinese, I bet,” Drew said. 

I sighed heavily. Drew was right: what a mess. “Okay. I’ve got to get some of this 

backlog taken care of. Why don’t you start working on that? But before you do, get me what you 

can dig up on Barry Williamson. Seems like he’d be the guy who stood to lose the most.” 

“Will do. But first I have a meeting with Mrs. Takei, the cuckoldress, this afternoon. I’ll 
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be in touch.” 

I was already reaching for the first file that needed immediate attention by the time Drew 

walked out the door. 

“Cuckoldress?” I murmured to myself. 
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Chapter 10 

 

Drew had arranged to meet Lei Takei at the Starbucks in Kahala Mall. It was the middle 

of the afternoon, so there were only a few people at tables with their computers and cups of 

whatever expensive latté or coffee they were nursing. They were all men, of varying ages, 

although mostly on the older side thanks to the large, upscale retirement development that was 

within walking distance of the mall. The only woman in the store was at the counter, paying for a 

cup of plain coffee. 

Drew approached her. “Mrs. Takei?” 

The woman turned to Drew. “Yes. You must be Mr. Tulafono.” 

For a moment Drew was speechless. The woman was stunning. She stood about five feet, 

seven inches tall and had a perfectly proportioned figure. Her features appeared to be part 

Hawaiian, part haole, or Caucasian, and part Japanese. She had prominent cheekbones and dark, 

mesmerizing eyes. Her coal-black hair was pulled back into an elegantly cavalier ponytail. 

“Call me Drew,” he finally said. He nodded toward her coffee. “Shall we sit?” 

She smiled and picked up the cup of coffee. Just walking the few yards to an empty table, 

Drew thought she looked like grace in motion. She moved like a dancer, and he would have bet 

money that she danced hula, probably in a halau, a hula troupe. 

“Call me Lei,” she said as they sat. “Don’t you want some coffee?” 

Drew shook his head. “Never touch the stuff. I’m shaky enough as it is.” 

Lei smiled, which, if possible, made her look even more beautiful. “I imagine you want 

to ask me about Wayson.” 

“If you don’t mind.” 
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She continued to smile. “I wouldn’t have agreed to meet if I minded.” 

“I appreciate that,” Drew said. “I might as well start at the end and work backward. Do 

you think your husband killed Peter Roosevelt?” 

Lei Takei glanced down at her coffee, then picked it up, blew on it, and took a sip. Once 

she had set it down again, she raised her eyes to Drew. “I honestly don’t know. I mean, I don’t 

think he killed Peter out of any jealousy.” She hesitated. “Unless you consider loss of pride to be 

jealousy. We hadn’t had much of a marriage for some time. I don’t think Wayson cared about me 

anymore, so it would have been ridiculous for him to be jealous. But Wayson’s a complicated 

man. His ego is such that he tends to lash out at people who disrespect him.” 

“Weren’t you and Mr. Takei friends with Peter Roosevelt?” Drew asked. 

“You mean before I began having an affair with Peter?” Lei went on without waiting for 

Drew to respond. “Yes. We were friends with Peter and his wife, Cecilia. When she died a few 

years ago, I could see Peter was having a hard time dealing with it. They’d been very close. They 

had moved to Hawaii after Peter retired from his law firm in Los Angeles. He was still young, 

and he was rich, and they’d envisioned a wonderful life for themselves in paradise. 

“But Cecilia suddenly took ill and was diagnosed with late-stage lung cancer. She died 

within four months of the diagnosis. Peter was devastated. I was alone during the day, so I began 

taking him things to eat, and we’d sit and talk. It was cathartic for him. Eventually our talks 

evolved away from his grief and into broader subjects. Both of us enjoyed our time together.” 

Lei paused and took another sip of coffee. “I know it’s a cliché, but I suppose it was inevitable 

that we eventually became lovers. We both needed the comfort of love.” 

“You loved him?” 

Lei looked off toward the flow of people passing by in the mall. When her gaze shifted 
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back to Drew, he saw a glisten in her eyes. 

“I thought I did. I’d been married to a tyrant for almost ten years. I hadn’t felt love from a 

man in a very long time, and Peter was so kind and gentle with me that I assumed my response 

was love. Who knows? Maybe it was. But after I decided to leave Wayson, Peter became more 

possessive.” Lei sniffed and dabbed at her eyes with a napkin. “I guess he thought I was leaving 

Wayson for him, but truth be told, I was leaving because I just couldn’t take it anymore. Wayson 

had become more and more verbally abusive. When he found out Peter and I were having an 

affair, he went ballistic—not because he cared about me as his wife but because he cared about 

me as his property. It was a major embarrassment to him that I would want to be with someone 

else.” 

“That sounds like it could be motivation to murder.” 

Lei tilted her head slightly to the right, then gave a slight shake. “I know it sounds that 

way, but I just don’t think so. That was months ago. Any heat-of-the-moment rage was long 

gone. Once I moved out, whatever damage to his ego was already inflicted. He made it a point to 

talk stink about me whenever he had the chance. He told friends and acquaintances that he had 

kicked me out, that I was mentally unstable and he was tired of making excuses for me.” 

Drew watched the graceful motion of her hand as she brushed a stray hair from her face, 

and he became more positive than ever that she danced hula. “When was the last time you saw 

Peter?” 

“A week or so ago. I’d decided to give myself some space. He’d gotten kind of clingy 

and dependent, as I said. I think he thought I was going to move in with him. I don’t know. 

Whatever. I needed time to myself. Maybe even time to date other guys. I needed to quit 

identifying myself as the wife or lover of some man.” Lei stopped and looked hard at Drew. 
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“Does that make any sense to you?” 

“Of course it does,” Drew said. “But how was Peter taking it?” 

Lei blew some air between her full lips. “Not well. He’d taken to calling me night and 

day. On the occasions I talked with him, he pleaded with me to move in with him. It made me 

want to avoid him all the more.” 

“Did you talk to him on the day of the murder?” 

Lei shook her head. Her eyes were hooded, and her mouth turned downward in a sad 

frown. “I didn’t take any of his calls. I think he called me at least five times that evening. He’d 

been excited about the ruling from the supreme court and wanted to celebrate.” She looked down 

at her now-empty cup. “I guess I was selfish. I’d planned a dinner with a lady friend in Waikiki. I 

just ignored him.” Her voice trailed off. 

Drew gave her a moment. “Did you know Mr. Takei kept a gun in the house?” 

Lei looked up and nodded. “Sure. It was in a lockbox in the bedroom.” 

“Did you know the combination?” 

Lei started to answer but then stopped and stared at Drew. “Are you asking if I killed 

Peter?” 

“Not really. I was just asking if you knew the combination. Maybe you told someone 

where the gun was—you know, as part of a conversation about protection from burglars or 

whatever.” Drew paused. “But since you brought it up, did you go to dinner with your lady 

friend in Waikiki?” 

Lei frowned and then relaxed her face. “Yes, I knew what the combination was, but I 

don’t remember ever telling anyone. And yes, I did go to dinner with my friend. We went to Il 

Lupino in the Royal Hawaiian Shopping Center. I met her for cocktails on the terrace of the 
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Royal at six, and we had dinner from seven to about eight-fifteen. Her name is Malia Gowan.” 

Drew showed a small smile. “Thank you for making that task easy for me.” 

Lei bowed her head slightly. 

“So you can’t think of anyone who might have known about Mr. Takei’s gun?” Drew 

asked. 

“I’m not sure. I seem to recall Wayson bringing it out on one or two occasions when we 

had people over. It was like what you said. When people were talking about home security. Stuff 

like that.” 

“Do you remember who was there when he brought it out?” 

Lei shook her head. “Not really. Probably neighbors, but I wouldn’t want to say. I really 

don’t remember. I never liked having a gun around and hated it when Wayson brought it out, so I 

think I probably left the room. Went to the kitchen to clean up or some such thing.” 

Drew nodded. While Lei fidgeted with her empty coffee cup, he went through his mental 

checklist of the questions he wanted to ask. “What about the neighbor on the other side of Peter? 

Barry Williamson. Were you friends with him as well?” 

“Sure,” she said. “We were all friends. Barry’s a real estate developer. I think he and 

Wayson did some stuff together at some point. Barry’s ex-wife used to play mah-jongg with me 

and a small group of ladies at the Waialae Country Club once a week. When they divorced last 

year, she moved to the mainland, so I haven’t seen her since.” 

“Did Barry and Peter get along?” Drew asked. 

Lei laughed out loud for the first time. “Sure, right up until Peter sued Barry’s company 

for the Kauai project he was working on. Barry has a ton of money tied up in that development, 

and Peter’s lawsuit put it all in jeopardy.” 
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“Why did Peter sue his friend?” 

“Peter was something of an idealist,” she said. “He’s an avowed environmentalist. I think 

he had something of a reputation on the mainland for his environmental litigation. After Cecilia 

died, Peter was at a loss for something to keep him occupied. When he heard about Barry’s 

project, the environmental implications struck him as something worth looking into. Needless to 

say, he decided his ideals were more important than his friendship.” 

“Barry obviously had a motive to kill Peter,” Drew said. “I’ve found jealousy and money 

are pretty much toss-ups when it comes to murder.” He paused. “Actually, with the kind of 

money we’re talking about here, I’d give it the edge.” 

“True, but I’d find it hard to believe Barry could murder someone in cold blood like 

that.” She hesitated, scrunching up her face. “He just doesn’t seem the violent type to me.” She 

shrugged. “But who knows about people.” 

“True that.” Drew stood and held out a card. “Thanks for taking the time to talk to me. 

I’d appreciate it if you let me know if you think of anything else.” 

Lei took the proffered card and dropped it in her purse without looking at it. She nodded 

and began to stand as well. 

“Oh, by the way,” Drew said as the two left the seating area, “do you have any problems 

with Mr. Takei putting some of the marital estate up as collateral for his bail? He seemed to think 

you wouldn’t sign off on that.” 

Lei smiled a grim smile. “As I told you over the phone, I don’t have a problem with it. I 

assume the percentage for the bond and all his attorney’s fees will come out of his share of the 

estate when we get divorced. I’m not worried about him skipping out on his bail. He may be a 

successful businessman, but he’s a typical born-live-die-in-Hawaii guy, if you know what I 
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mean.” 
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Chapter 11 

 

While Drew was meeting with Lei Takei, I drove out to O-triple-C to meet with our new 

client. My intention was to stay cool and collected. I tended to have lots of good intentions. 

“You know, Mr. Takei,” I said, my tone neutral, “even though I represent mostly 

criminals, I’ve learned over the years that there are two types of clients who are true assholes. 

One is the sociopath who enjoys brutality and who really doesn’t give a shit about anyone or 

anything, often including himself. The other is the rich businessman who, regardless of guilt or 

innocence, is outraged at the predicament he himself caused and who thinks he can lie with 

impunity.” 

Takei was watching me closely, a firm, fixed expression on his face. He said nothing. 

“You, sir, are the latter.” I held up a hand to stop him from replying. “Why in the world 

you would lie about your wife refusing to sign off on collateral for your bail is confounding to 

me. Was that lie just practice for more to come? Or can’t you help yourself?” 

Mr. Takei stared at me, perhaps wondering if there would be more to the rant. 

I said nothing further. 

“Sorry, Pancho,” he said at last. “I guess I assumed Lei wouldn’t want to help out.” There 

was no evidence of contrition in his voice. 

“Okay, if that’s the way you want to play it, fine,” I said. “But count this as strike one. A 

bigger lie and I’d be gone already, so don’t assume you’ll have all three strikes. All you needed 

to say was that you’d like to wait to see if I can get the bail reduced so your ten percent cost of 

the bond will be less. That’s perfectly reasonable, assuming you don’t mind hanging out in jail 

for a while.” 
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Takei looked away for a few beats. Then he turned back to me and nodded slightly. 

“Understood. Lesson learned. I guess I didn’t want you to think I couldn’t afford the bond.” 

I grunted, which was my tried-and-true way of acknowledging that I’d heard what he said 

without accepting the truthfulness of the statement. “Fine. Just so you understand the timing 

here, I’ll file the motion to reduce bail today or tomorrow, but it won’t be scheduled for a hearing 

until the intake service center at the prison prepares the pretrial bail report.” 

“How long does that take?” 

“Usually about two weeks to get the hearing. But I’ll file a motion to expedite.” 

Takei didn’t say anything for several long moments. “Shit,” he finally said. “Why didn’t 

you tell me it would take that long?” 

I felt my anger rise. I took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. “Because,” I said in a 

slow, deliberate manner, “you didn’t tell me you could actually make bail, so what difference did 

it make? If you hadn’t lied to me, I could have given you the choice and you could be out 

already—if you were willing to spring for the bond, that is.” 

“Hmm.” 

“Hmm, what?” I asked in a sharp tone. “Do you want me to arrange bail now, or do you 

want to see when we can get a hearing?” I hesitated. “The only other thing we can try is to see if 

the prosecutor is willing to stipulate to a lower bail.” 

“Like what?” 

I thought for a moment. “I don’t know. I’m thinking I might be able to talk Harry Chang 

into a million bucks. It’s a good number. Probably a bit higher than what we might get at a 

hearing, but it would save you a hundred grand.” 

“How fast could that happen?” 
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“Your arraignment in circuit court will be in two days. If I can get a stipulation from the 

prosecutor before that, we can maybe get the judge to agree to the bail reduction at that time.” 

Takei rubbed his hand over his head. “Okay, I’d agree to that, assuming my bitch whore 

wife is willing to sign off on the house as collateral.” 

I glared at my new client for a long moment. I wondered how anyone could like this man, 

let alone do business with him. “Okay, here’s the deal, Mr. Takei. You call your wife a bitch 

whore or any other offensive name one more time and I’m gone. I don’t care if she cheated on 

you or not. You’re the one in jail on a charge of murder. You’re the one who needs her help. 

You’re the one who needs my help. You disparage her or lie to me one more time, and I’m out of 

here with my hefty, nonrefundable retainer.” 

Takei glowered at me, which made it easy for me to deduce what he really wanted to say. 

But in the end, my new client just nodded. 

I stood from the small conference table. I wanted to get out of this place. I wanted to get 

away from Wayson Takei before I said something that would lose our hefty fee. I was quickly 

growing to detest him. “Whatever. Our motion to reduce bail is ready to file. In the meantime, 

I’ll try to talk with Harry Chang.” 
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Chapter 12 

 

I hadn’t been back in my office for more than a couple hours before I looked out the 

window at the endless blue ocean, sighed, and tossed my pen onto the desk. I called Drew. 

“Where you stay?” I asked in my best Pidgin impression. 

“Just got to my car on Richards Street. After interviewing Mrs. Takei, I went to the 

Department of Commerce and Consumer Affairs to see what I could find on Williamson. Why?” 

“Surf’s up, and my eyes are swimming from reading all this legal crap,” I said. “ Let’s go 

surf.” 

Drew snorted a laugh. “I’m impressed. It’s not like you to walk away from a pile of work 

with a new murder case pending. You’d still be married if you could have shown a little more of 

that irresponsibility back then.” 

“Fuck you. You on?” 

“I’m on my way.” 

~~~ 

It was the kind of perfect summer afternoon shown as stock shots of Hawaii on 

television. The water was a deep blue, set off by a cloudless sky that was only a few shades 

lighter blue. The hotels along the famed Waikiki Beach, about a mile from the surf spot directly 

out from my condo, glittered in the sun. The surf, which broke on the reef a couple hundred 

yards out, was a solid four feet. 

Drew and I straddled our surfboards, surrounded by half a dozen other longboard surfers. 

The younger bucks with the short boards were a little closer in to shore. They had to catch the 

waves at the last minute, while the longboards could become one with the wave even as the short 
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boarders were still deciding whether to try to catch it. Once Drew or I or any of the others were 

already on a wave, we had position, and a hotshot dropping in on our wave would face what 

Drew called “some serious, local kine scolding.” 

I nodded at a forming wave, and Drew signaled me to go for it. I smiled to myself, lay 

down on my ten-foot Velzy classic, and began to paddle. Within moments I felt the wave lift my 

board. I gave a couple more hard paddles and then felt the front of my board tilt forward, now a 

part of the force of nature. I stood in one fluid motion and reveled in the drop down the face of 

the wave. I saw a short boarder catch the wave to my right, but there was plenty of room. I 

worked my right foot at the back of the board to make the bottom turn, and I climbed back up the 

face of the wave, about halfway to the lip. I cut up and down two more times before riding the 

face all the way up, where I kicked out over the lip of the now-breaking wave. 

I was back on my belly, paddling out in seconds. It had been a good wave, and it felt 

good to feel the rush of the drop and the well-executed turns. I saw Drew drop down the face of a 

new wave just before I summited the wave and avoided being caught in the downdraft of the 

break. 

Four more rides, and I was exhausted. I let the white water push me ashore, where I slid 

off the board, unfastened the strap at my ankle, and dunked my head under the water, smoothing 

my long brown hair as I did so. Then I carried my board onto the beach and plopped down beside 

it. The sand felt warm. The sun felt good on my body. The surfers were far out, but Drew’s 

hulking frame was easily identifiable on a good wave. I always marveled at the big man’s 

elegant fluidity on a wave. I watched Drew kick out of the wave and then lowered myself to lie 

flat on the sand, my head resting on my board. The sound of the surf and the white noise of the 

beachgoers washed over me. It had been a good idea to sneak away and clear my head. 
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About ten minutes later, I sensed a shadow over me and opened my eyes to see Drew 

drop his board on the sand. 

“Good fun,” he said. 

“Yeah, I needed that.” 

We sat in silence for a minute before I asked Drew to fill me in on his interview with 

Mrs. Takei. 

“So,” I said as soon as he’d finished, “she’s more inclined to think her husband may have 

committed murder than the other neighbor, Williamson?” 

Drew, who was sitting up, let a fistful of sand run through his big hand. “I guess. She 

described our guy as a tyrant. However, she also said Takei was pretty much over her infidelity. 

He told friends and family that he was the one who kicked Lei out. No real point in murdering 

Roosevelt at that point, is there?” 

I thought about it, still lying flat, eyes still closed. After a moment I made an ambiguous-

sounding harrumph and sat up. “Something to work with, at least. Let’s keep focused on 

Williamson and the investors in the Kauai project. We’re talking mucho dinero.” 
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Chapter 13 

 

Joe Malen had been shooting the shit with his assistant, Tim Derricks, when his secretary 

buzzed to tell him Freddy Costanzo was on the line. Joe looked at Tim, shook his head, sighed, 

and in a tone that made it clear he’d rather not, told his secretary he’d take the call. He swiveled 

his chair so he could stare out at the Las Vegas Strip, a sight that never failed to lift his spirits. 

There was something about Vegas that seemed to energize him. 

“Shit,” he said out loud. 

For being a crime lord, Freddy Costanzo was, in Joe’s opinion, a big pussy. The mafioso 

seemed to worry over everything. Joe knew it had been a mistake to bring Costanzo and his 

people into the Hawaii deal, but they had done him a big favor a few years back and wanted—

demanded—to be part of the deal. Payback time. 

Oh well, Joe thought, sighing again. Maybe it would work out for the best. He swiveled 

back to his desk, gave Tim a shrug, and picked up the phone. “Hey, Freddy. What’s the word?” 

Joe’s tone was affable, almost to the point of obsequiousness. 

“Just checking in,” Freddy said. “Have they dismissed the case now that that asshole’s 

dead?” 

“Not yet,” Joe replied. “It’s too early for that. As I told you before, our attorneys are 

preparing a motion to dismiss the lawsuit, since both the plaintiff and the attorney are one and 

the same and no longer exist. Our concern is that some other environmental group comes along 

to substitute in.” 

“Can they do that?” 

Joe sighed. He’d already gone over this with Freddy—twice, in fact. “Sure. Or at least 



Tropical Deception—Robinson  49 

 

 

 

they can try. Our attorneys say they’ll have to show they have standing, but that’s pretty easy in 

environmental cases.” 

“Fuck,” Freddy muttered. 

Joe shook his head again and rolled his eyes for the benefit of Tim, but he kept his voice 

friendly. Freddy might be a dolt, but he was a dangerous dolt. “Tell your people we’re on it. Oh, 

and by the way, you might want to remind them they were the ones who insisted on being part of 

the deal.” 

Freddy fell silent, but Joe could hear his breathing. 

“Yeah,” Freddy finally said, his tone icy. “I’ll tell them you said to remind them of that. 

I’m sure that’ll ease their fucking minds. Keep me posted.” 

The line went dead, and Joe hung up. Freddy’s group had a hundred million invested. Joe 

had seventy million. That wasn’t chump change to either party, but Joe knew it was more 

important to Freddy. His ass was on the line. Joe wasn’t stupid. He had a pretty good idea where 

most of Freddy’s hundred million came from. 

But for Joe, this wasn’t only about the money. This was about the long game. 
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Chapter 14 

 

The indictment came in late that afternoon—too late for my messenger service to file the 

motion to reduce bail. I took the opportunity to call Harry Chang. 

“Miss me already?” Harry asked. We had done little more than shake hands at the initial 

hearing. 

“Desperately,” I said. 

“It seems kind of early for the great Pancho McMartin to be crawling to me on his hands 

and knees begging me to take a deal. What’s up?” 

“Bail,” I said. “How about you stipulate to five hundred thousand? My guy’s born and 

raised in Hawaii. He’s got several businesses. He’s not going anywhere.” 

“Until we ship his okole off to prison for the rest of his life, that is.” 

“Funny. Seriously though, Harry, that’s a fair offer. I’m thinking I can get the judge 

down to three-fifty or four.” 

Harry Chang chuckled loud enough for me to hear. “Brah, when’s the last time you got 

four-hundred-grand bail for murder?” 

“Kawika Williams,” I said. 

Harry laughed again. “Yeah. The kid was borderline autistic and killed his abusive father. 

Talk about not being a flight risk.” 

“Well, you asked. In any event, the five hundred is realistic. Pretty standard with these 

kinds of ties to the community and an alleged murder arising out of passion.” 

Harry was silent for several seconds. “I think I can do six hundred, but I have to clear it 

with George first.” George Kamaka was the newly elected city and county prosecutor, a post 
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Harry Chang had filled on a temporary basis when the previous prosecutor took ill. 

“Five-fifty? I’ve got to leave the guy with enough money to pay me.” I was only partially 

joking. 

“I’ll see what George wants to do and call you in the morning.” 

I hung up and allowed myself a small smile. Maybe Takei won’t be such a dick when he’s 

not sitting in jail, I thought. 

~~~ 

Harry Chang called first thing the next morning. His boss had approved bail at six 

hundred thousand. They would stipulate and ask the administrative criminal judge to reduce the 

bail at the arraignment, set for the next morning. 

I was able to get through to Takei and give him the good news. Although I would appear 

in court, Takei would enter his plea via a closed-circuit video link from the prison. I explained 

that it might actually help expedite his release, since the bail would have to be processed through 

the prison. 

“Good,” Takei said. “I assume you’ll get in touch with a bondsman and get my lovely 

wife to sign whatever is needed.” 

I ignored the sarcastic tone, bit my lip, and resisted the urge to say, “You’re welcome.” 

After all, it was my job to get my client out of jail, regardless of how big a prick he was. 
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Chapter 15 

 

The days turned into weeks, and the summer turned into fall, an event that never received 

much attention in Hawaii—unless the quality of the surfing was taken into account. Every local 

knew the good surf switched from the South Shore to the famed North Shore, a trek I rarely had 

time to undertake. 

Drew had been working to collect all the corporate and partnership documents pertaining 

to the Kauai Aina Lani project. He had also obtained copies of all the development applications 

and permits. 

“The paperwork is enormous,” he complained one day in November. “It seems like every 

time I get something new, I find I now need to get three more documents.” He paused for a beat, 

then offered a wry smile. “And we don’t even know if Roosevelt’s murder has anything to do 

with the real estate deal.” 

“Yeah, well,” I responded, “if our guy didn’t do it, the real estate deal is the best 

alternative motive. Let me know if you need help going through all the legal docs, particularly 

the real estate stuff. I may need to bring in an expert if we can’t figure it out.” 

“And I think I’m going to need to store some of this shit in your office,” Drew said. “My 

little condo’s getting crowded.” 

I’d been toying with the idea of getting bigger office space ever since Drew had come to 

work for me full time. But I was hesitant to add to an already significant overhead. Law firms 

were, in the end, small businesses with all the associated risks and headaches. Unlike doctors or 

dentists or corporate attorneys, criminal defense attorneys like me had to rely on getting new 

clients as existing client cases ended. Sure, I had plenty of repeat offenders, but the business side 
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of my law practice was a never-ending struggle and was one reason I was loathe to turn away 

from a three-hundred-grand fee. 

“Of course,” I answered Drew. “Why don’t you come in around noon with whatever you 

want to drop off, and we can have lunch and talk over what you know so far.” 

~~~ 

“The structure of the Hawaii entity is a limited partnership,” Drew said. 

We were having lunch at Murphy’s, a downtown landmark at the corner of Bethel and 

Queen Street. 

“Barry Williamson is a general partner through his holding company, BW Group, an 

LLC. The other general partner is a Nevada corporation called Pacific Paradise Partners. Its 

principals are not as easy to determine. As best I can ascertain, the main investor is a guy named 

Joe Malen, who owns his shares through his own corporation called Malen Enterprises, which is 

itself a Nevada corporation.” 

Drew took a bite of turkey and jalapeño sandwich, his favorite offering at Murphy’s. 

“But,” he continued, wiping his mouth with a napkin, “the other investors seem to prefer to 

remain invisible. A Bermuda corporation, called . . .” He paused to check a piece of paper. “FC3 

Corporation is the other partner in Pacific Paradise. I’m still waiting for the paperwork, but my 

source tells me there are three principals in FC3, and each one has his own holding company. So 

FC3 is made up of three corporations. I haven’t determined where those are incorporated yet.” 

I’d been listening while eating my tuna melt. I stopped to wipe my mouth. “Jesus. Is it 

possible that each of those holding companies represents more than just one investor?” 

Drew nodded. “Sure. I’ve kind of been assuming one each, though. Why else would they 

have different holding companies?” 
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“Shit if I know,” I said, glad I wasn’t a corporate attorney. “Can we tell who calls the 

shots?” 

Drew shrugged. “Just an assumption so far. With regard to Pacific Partners, I’m assuming 

Joe Malen calls the shots. He’s kind of a big-time business guy in Vegas. With regard to Kauai 

Aina Lani, the project itself, I’m assuming Barry Williamson calls the shots. He’s the front man 

and is the most knowledgeable about Hawaii developments.” 

“What do we know about Joe Malen?” I asked. 

“Not a whole lot. He’s been around the Vegas business scene for at least twelve years. 

From what I’ve learned, he got his start when he bought a small-time tool-and-dye plant. It’d 

been struggling, and he was able to turn it around pretty quickly. An infusion of cash and new 

contracts, and voilà—a profitable business. Malen’s company bought up a new business every 

year, almost like clockwork. Each one was larger than the previous, and each one became a 

success. The guy seems to have the Midas touch.” 

I put my napkin on my plate and pushed it to the side so I could make notes on my legal 

pad. “Do we know where he came from? Where his startup money came from?” 

Drew shook his head. “No. That first deal was so small it was below the radar. By the 

time Malen was playing in the big league, he had enough of a track record with turning around 

companies, mostly in manufacturing, that no one seems to have cared enough to look into his 

past.” 

“No bio? No Wikipedia page? Anything like that?” 

“I haven’t really tried to delve into his past, but my cursory check on the internet didn’t 

turn up anything pre-Vegas. He’s not on social media. I really haven’t spent much time on his 

background yet. I didn’t think it would be very important. But I can certainly do so.” Drew 
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paused to look at me. “Why? What are you thinking?” 

It was my turn to shrug. “Don’t know, really. I just get suspicious when I see such 

convoluted attempts to hide the players.” 

“Yeah, but Malen isn’t the one hiding. His corporation is pretty straightforward.” 

I nodded. “True, but we’ll want to know who’s who all the way down the line. It’s kind 

of interesting that Malen is so out front but the guys he brought in as his partners have gone to 

such lengths to stay anonymous.” 

The conversation stalled as Drew finished his lunch, which involved picking French fries 

off my discarded plate, and we each retreated to our own thoughts. 

Don Murphy, the affable owner, stopped by the table to ask how everything was and to 

shoot the shit, mostly about UH football. I didn’t say so, but I gave the Warriors about as much 

chance of making it to a bowl game this year as Wayson Takei had of being acquitted. 

“I presume you’re going to try to interview Barry Williamson?” I asked after Don had 

moved on and as I handed the server my credit card. 

Drew nodded. “Sure. I’ve been waiting until I have all the players mapped out so I can 

ask the right questions. I never like to assume I’ll get more than one shot at potential witnesses.” 

I grinned. “Particularly when we may be accusing one of them of murder.” 
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Chapter 16 

 

In downtown Honolulu, Barry Williamson sat at his expensive rosewood desk, doodling 

on a notepad as he explained to Joe Malen over the phone that supplemental supreme court briefs 

were due in the suit against Kauai Aina Lani on January 8. 

“There was a rumor that a Hawaiian environmental activist named Isaac Kamaole was 

going to substitute in as the plaintiff, with new lead counsel, but nothing’s happened.” 

“Isn’t there any way to fight it if someone tries to come into the case?” Joe asked. 

“We can ask them nicely not to get involved,” Barry said. 

Joe ignored the sarcasm. “Well, let me know if you hear anything. Even rumors. My 

sources already told me Kamaole was the main guy to worry about. Now that he’s out of the 

picture, we can deal with any other issues as they arise.” 

Barry wasn’t sure what Joe meant by that. He’d read that when reporters caught up to 

Kamaole on Molokai several days later, he had brusquely stated that he had “other things on my 

plate.” But Barry decided not to pursue it. 

~~~ 

Barry’s attorneys had their brief ready to go. Now they were holding their collective 

breath. If no one filed a brief on behalf of Roosevelt’s plaintiff, Barry and the Kauai Aina Lani 

lawyers had the motion to dismiss with prejudice ready to file on January 9. 

Barry had long ago come to rue the day he’d agreed to go into business with the mainland 

group. They were pushy, aggressive, and rude. It wasn’t the Hawaiian style Barry had grown 

used to. But he needed the money and connections to make the deal work. He believed in the 

deal. It was a potential gold mine. Hell, they already had around two hundred million in escrow 
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from lot sales. If only Roosevelt hadn’t decided he needed a hobby to keep himself busy. Why 

hadn’t he contented himself with his affair with Wayson Takei’s beautiful wife? 

Barry glanced at the calendar on his desk. It had become something of a habit as he 

counted down to January 8. He knew perfectly well what the date was—December 22. Every day 

that went by without someone substituting in or intervening in the lawsuit merited a huge sigh of 

relief. Every rumor of a new plaintiff coming forward merited a stomachache and a sleepless 

night. 

Barry had never met Joe Malen’s other investors. They were just money people, Joe had 

said. But judging from Joe’s behavior, Barry thought, they were money people who were 

pushing him hard. 

Barry expelled a large breath of air. He really couldn’t blame them. If their assets were as 

tied up in this deal as his were, they were clenching their ass-cheeks just as Barry had been doing 

ever since Roosevelt got his first temporary injunction. 

A month earlier, there had been a week or so of real optimism when Governor Babcock 

gave a press conference condemning the lawsuit against Kauai Aina Lani. It had taken Barry by 

surprise. 

“Hawaii has struggled for years with a reputation of being antagonistic to business,” 

she’d said. “This is a perfect example of litigation gone wrong. These people have invested 

hundreds of millions of dollars in their vision of a beautiful residential project on Kauai. They 

followed the regulations and got their permits. They did what they were supposed to do. They 

created jobs. Then along comes a rogue lawyer, a malihini who’s only lived in Hawaii for a few 

years, who decides he knows what’s best for Kauai and the state. He single-handedly stopped the 

development in its tracks, putting all of the investors’ and property buyers’ money at risk.” The 
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governor ignored the raised hand of one of the journalists in the front row. “I would like to see an 

emergency bill that would reclassify the property in question from Ag to rural. That simple act 

would cut the legs out of the underlying claim in the lawsuit.” 

When Governor Babcock paused, the journalist raised her hand again. This time she 

didn’t wait to be called upon. “But, Governor, didn’t you previously state on the record that the 

agriculture designation was fine for this project? Didn’t you say there was no need for these 

developers to go through the Land Use Commission? Didn’t you personally help push the 

approval process through? Have you changed your opinion?” 

Barry recalled the governor’s vehement response. “I have not changed my position at all. 

I believe the permitting was proper and there was no problem with the Ag designation. However, 

in light of the misguided circuit court’s ruling on Kauai and now the supreme court’s actions 

causing even further delay, I believe the most expedient solution would be to redesignate the 

zoning as I’ve laid out.” 

The next day, state senator Leslie Morimoto had submitted a bill precisely as proposed by 

the governor. But the optimism of Barry Williamson and his people was short-lived. The bill, 

while still alive, had been hung up in committee. Now the legislature was not in session and 

wouldn’t be until the third Wednesday in January. It was anybody’s guess what was going to 

happen on or before January 8. 

When Peter Roosevelt was murdered, Barry’s mainland investors had obviously assumed 

the lawsuit would simply disappear. Joe Malen didn’t take it well when Barry told him it wasn’t 

going to be that simple. Nonetheless, it was still a possibility, so long as no one stepped forward 

to fill Roosevelt’s shoes. Barry had been fairly sure Isaac Kamaole was going to do just that. In 

fact, he’d been contacted by an attorney representing Kamaole. So it was a huge surprise and a 
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bigger relief when Kamaole suddenly dropped out of the picture. Based on Joe’s comments, 

Barry couldn’t help wondering if Joe had anything to do with Kamaole’s change of heart. 

Barry hated the feeling of helplessness, but he knew all he could do now was wait. 
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Chapter 17 

 

“Our biggest problem is your gun.” I was addressing Wayson Takei, who was slouched, 

legs splayed out, in one of the client chairs. Drew sat in the other. “Did anyone else have 

knowledge of your gun and the password to open the lockbox?” 

Takei offered an indifferent shrug. “I’m not sure. Probably.” 

“What does that mean?” I asked. 

“It means I never made a big secret about having a gun in the house. So most of our 

friends probably knew I had one.” He paused. “I may have brought it out a few times.” 

I took in a deep breath, let it out, and ran a hand through my long hair. “Mr. Takei,” I 

said, slowly, deliberately, “you do know we’re trying to get you off a murder rap, don’t you? 

You do understand that the prosecution has motive, opportunity, and the murder weapon, which 

is yours? You do understand that, don’t you? Because I get the distinct impression that you think 

Drew and I are wasting your time.” 

Takei repositioned himself in his seat. He glanced at Drew and then faced me again. His 

eyes bore into mine. They were hard, mean-looking eyes, which made me want to look away. 

But I held the gaze. Not for the first time I had the feeling that this man could in fact commit 

murder. 

“Yeah, I understand everything perfectly,” he said. “What I need is for you guys to find 

the killer. I told you I didn’t do it.” 

I started to say something, but Drew cut me off. He turned slightly in his chair and leaned 

in close to Takei with a glare that would have made me want to get up and run away. “Look, 

man, let me say what my boss is being too polite to say. We’re having trouble with your attitude. 
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Yeah, you’re paying us a lot of money to represent you, but we’re neither lackeys nor magicians. 

We’re trying to find whoever murdered Peter Roosevelt, but right now all the evidence is 

pointing squarely at you, and unless you want to quit fucking around and help us out, our best 

efforts may come up short and you may end up in prison for the rest of your life.” Drew stopped 

and looked at me as he settled back in his chair. “Does that pretty much sum it up?” 

I grinned and nodded. “Couldn’t have said it better myself.” 

Takei looked from me to Drew and back to me. Then he straightened up in the chair, just 

a little, and gave a slight nod. “Okay. Sorry. I’m kind of stressed out.” He swallowed and rubbed 

the side of his face. “I remember at least two occasions when we had some people over, just a 

few couples, and after a few after-dinner drinks, someone asked if we had a gun in the house. 

When I said yes, they asked to see it. I brought the box out and opened it in front of everyone. So 

yes, I suppose anyone there could have seen the combination.” 

I gave him a quizzical look. “Are you saying the exact scenario happened at least twice? 

That’s weird.” 

“No. Well, kind of. On one occasion, I remember it was us three neighbors: the 

Roosevelts, before Peter’s wife died, the Williamsons, before Barry’s wife left him, and us, 

before Lei started fucking Peter. We were talking about home security. Waialae Iki is gated, but 

it’s not that hard to circumvent. The guards are not highly paid and probably couldn’t care less 

about who they let through. Most of our neighbors also have security systems. But even if the 

alarm is sounding because of an intruder, the burglar still has several minutes before any cops 

would get there. So the talk turned to guns. I mentioned I had one, and I think it was Peter’s wife 

who asked to see it.” 

“So you brought it out in the lockbox, punched in the code, and opened it?” Drew asked. 
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“Yeah.” 

“What about the other occasion?” I asked. “Who was there, and how did that play out?” 

Takei looked up at the ceiling. “I think it was all guys that time. It might have been one 

of our football nights. Barry was there. Peter wasn’t. It was after he’d filed suit to stop the Kauai 

project, so he and Barry weren’t talking. There was a friend of Barry’s, Joe, from the mainland. 

He’s Barry’s partner in the Kauai deal. There was another neighbor from down the block, Ken 

Otaki. And one other guy. I’m pretty sure it was Wally Zino, a longtime friend who came to 

most of our football parties.” 

“How’d the subject come up that time?” Drew asked. 

“One of the guys—I think it might have been Ken—was talking about going to the range 

out at Koko Head for target practice with his new gun. A Glock. So the conversation turned to 

guns, and types of guns, and shit like that. Once again, someone asked to see mine and I brought 

it out. Same deal. I wasn’t worried about any of them seeing my code.” 

Drew nodded absently. He was jotting down names. 

“The Joe guy,” I said. “Was that Joe Malen?” 

Takei nodded. 

“What was he doing at your house?” 

“He came with Barry. I think he was in town for a meeting on their development, and 

Barry asked if he could tag along for football night.” 

“Time frame?” Drew asked. 

Takei shook his head slightly from side to side. “I’m really not too sure. It had to be some 

time ago, since it was still football season. Maybe playoffs.” 

“Must have been about a year ago,” I said. 



Tropical Deception—Robinson  63 

 

 

 

“Yeah, about that.” Takei’s mouth tightened into a thin line. “You think Barry may have 

stolen my gun and killed Peter, who was screwing up his Kauai gig?” 

I cocked my head and shrugged. “It’s worth looking into. In the meantime, I think we’ll 

file a motion to suppress the gun as evidence. It’s a longshot, but they didn’t get a warrant to 

search the property.” 

Drew picked up the police report. “According to this, the gun had a suppresser attached 

to it. Did you have a silencer for your gun?” 

Takei shook his head. “No way. The gun was for protection. If I had to shoot someone 

who’d entered my house, I would’ve wanted the whole neighborhood to hear it.” 

I gave a slight nod. “Makes sense. But that means that whoever stole your gun had to 

have brought along a suppresser—one that fit. Some pretty serious planning if that’s the case. 

Drew, remember to ask Williamson if he saw the gun when Mr. Takei brought it out and, if so, 

whether he recalls seeing a silencer.” 

“I just told you I didn’t have a silencer,” Takei said. His tone was harsh, confrontational. 

“Relax. I just want to confirm what the other guys think they saw.” 

The three of us fell silent. I was considering the premeditation involved. I assumed Drew 

was doing the same. I had no idea what Takei was thinking. 

After a few moments, Drew picked up the police report again. “This also says the gun 

they found may have been on Roosevelt’s property. In any event, it was pretty close to the 

property line.” He put the report down. “Do we need a survey? Or would they need a search 

warrant regardless of whose property it was on?” 

I frowned. “Let’s file and argue that, regardless of where it was, a search warrant was 

needed. If we lose on the basis that they wouldn’t have needed a warrant if it was on the dead 
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man’s property, we can always revisit the issue with a survey if necessary. Agree?” 

Before either Takei or Drew could answer, my intercom buzzed. 

Elise’s young-sounding voice came through the speaker. “Pancho, sorry to bother you, 

but your mother’s on line one. She says it’s urgent.” 

I felt as if I’d been struck in the gut. Dad. Had he died? He’d been doing well, according 

to Mom, with whom I spoke every other day. 

I picked up the phone and punched a button. “Mom? Is Dad all right?” I could hear the 

tremble in my own voice. 

Mom told me Dad had had another stroke. A bad one. Her voice was filled with pain and 

fear and exhaustion. 

I was thinking furiously. The trial was a little more than a month away. We were about to 

enter into the busiest time before any trial. Pretrial motions were due. 

“Let me see if I can sneak away for a few days, Mom,” I said. “I’ll see what I can do and 

call you tomorrow.” 

Mom sniffled on the other end of the line. “I can’t lose him, Pancho. I don’t know what 

I’d do without him.” 

“He’ll be fine,” I said automatically. What else was there to say? I told Mom I loved her 

and hung up. After a moment, I realized Drew and Takei were still sitting across from me. “My 

father,” I explained. “He’s had another stroke. Worse this time. I’m going to need to go there for 

a few days.” 

No one said anything for a minute. 

“Sorry, man,” Drew said. 

“Fucked up,” I said. 
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“Anything I can do?” Takei asked. It was the most civil tone I’d heard from my client. 

I shook my head. “Nah. Thanks, though. I need to see what kind of flight arrangements I 

can make.” 
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Chapter 18 

 

An hour later, Elise and I were going over travel alternatives when Drew called. 

“Hey, man, have you booked your flights yet?” 

“Nope. We were just about to. Why?” 

“Because, buddy o’ mine, I just arranged for you to catch a ride on Bill Blumenstein’s 

private jet, a way cool Bombardier Challenger 300. He’ll take you all the way to Santa Fe and 

then hop back to Vegas.” 

Bill Blumenstein was a former client who owned several high-end restaurants in 

Honolulu and several more in Las Vegas. Drew and I had got the multimillionaire off a negligent 

homicide charge, and the man had been eternally grateful ever since. 

“How’d that come about?” I asked. 

“No biggie. I knew today was Bill’s regular golf day at Waialae Country Club whenever 

he’s in town, so I stopped by. Sure enough, he was in the grill with his buds. As fate would have 

it, he’s flying to Vegas tonight and said he’d be more than happy to give you a ride. Can you be 

at the private aviation terminal at eight-thirty?” 

“Hell yeah. Mahalo, dude. That’ll make life much easier. The connections were such that 

it was starting to look like I was going to have to go to LA and then Albuquerque and rent a car 

from there.” I paused as another thought took hold. “I don’t want to get greedy, but did Bill say 

when he’d be heading back to Honolulu?” 

I heard Drew chuckle. “Already on it, boss. I told him you needed to get back in a couple 

days to prepare for a big trial. He’s coming back on Saturday and can swing by Santa Fe to get 

you. That’ll give you three days with your mom and dad.” 



Tropical Deception—Robinson  67 

 

 

 

“Perfect. You da best, brah.” 

“Yeah, I know.” 

~~~ 

Bill Blumenstein was the most angular-looking man I’d ever seen. He was tall and thin, 

and his bones seemed to stick out at all the joints. How he had become a celebrity chef who now 

licensed his name and recipes to high-end restaurants while staying so thin had been a running 

joke among his many followers, although I was one of the few who knew the truth. Blumenstein 

had both diabetes and an eating disorder. The two conditions had contributed to a fast and 

unexpected drop in his blood sugar on the fateful day he’d crashed his Porsche and killed his 

fiancée. At Blumenstein’s request, I had waived a jury trial for the negligent homicide charge 

that followed and had convinced the judge to take the evidence of Blumenstein’s condition in 

camera so that it would not be part of the public record. Blumenstein was acquitted of the charge 

and survived with his culinary reputation intact. Hence, his eternal gratitude. 

It was windy and cloudy when I arrived at the diminutive Island Aviation office at 8:20 

with my small carry-on. A tired-looking black man with thinning gray hair sat on a stool behind 

a counter littered with brochures. He was looking down, either reading or playing a computer 

game—I couldn’t tell which. He barely looked up when I entered. 

“I’m meeting Bill Blumenstein,” I said. 

The man nodded toward the door leading out to the tarmac. “He’s expecting you,” he said 

in a whisper of a voice. How he knew it was me Blumenstein was expecting, I didn’t know. 

I stepped through the door just as a light rain began to fall and saw a sleek beige jet with 

a dark-brown stripe along the side. The stairs to the front door were down. The only person I saw 

was a lone figure fifty or more yards away rolling what I assumed was a gas hose onto a large 
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round wheel. I climbed the stairs and stepped into a luxuriously appointed salon. 

Bill Blumenstein was already there. “Great. Right on time, Pancho.” He half rose to 

shake my hand. “Sorry to hear about your father. Have a seat.” He gestured toward a large, 

extremely comfortable leather armchair. Then he told the pretty young attendant to let the pilot 

know we were ready to go. 

After takeoff, I sipped a Patrón on the rocks while I listened to Blumenstein rattle on 

about his latest Vegas restaurant, scheduled to open in the spring. 

When I sensed an opening, I changed the subject. “Bill, you’ve been a fixture in Vegas 

for a long time now, yes?” 

Blumenstein nodded. “Sure. Going on forty years. Why?” 

“I was wondering if you’ve heard of a guy named Malen. Joe Malen.” 

Blumenstein’s hawklike face seemed to narrow even more than usual. I saw an 

immediate change in the man’s generally kind-looking eyes. “Why?” 

I debated on how much to say. For all I knew, Malen and Blumenstein were friends, 

although his expression seemed to say otherwise. “He’s a partner in a big development project on 

Kauai. There may be ties to a new case I’m working on, so I’m trying to find out as much as I 

can about the various players.” 

Blumenstein let his gaze linger on me for several moments before responding. “I’d be 

careful if you or your client has any dealings with Joe Malen. I personally think he’s shady as 

hell. He tried to muscle in on one of my restaurant projects a few years back. He finally backed 

off after I told the principal partners I would withdraw from the licensing deal if Malen was let in 

as an investor.” 

“Why?” I asked. 
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Blumenstein offered a small shrug. “I didn’t like him. When I was approached to approve 

his involvement, I tried to do some research on the guy. I’d heard about him, about how he was 

such an up-and-comer in the Vegas business scene. But when I started digging, I just hit dead 

ends. It’s as if his personal history began in Vegas when he bought his first small manufacturing 

plant. That set off sirens in my head.” Blumenstein gave me a wan smile. “Believe me, I’ve dealt 

with some marginal characters over the years in Vegas, so my radar has become pretty good at 

spotting people who aren’t who they say they are.” 

I thought about what Blumenstein had said and took a sip of tequila, savoring the earthy 

taste. “But you never found out about his past before Vegas?” 

Blumenstein shook his head. “Nope. As soon as I began pressing the money people, 

Malen made a big show of saying, ‘Fuck it. If you guys don’t want my money, I’m out of here.’ 

A couple of the partners were kind of pissed at me. I think they wanted to mitigate some of their 

exposure. It was a big restaurant at one of the major casinos. But in their hearts I think they 

agreed with me that we didn’t want to let someone like Malen into our little henhouse.” 

“So once Malen withdrew,” I said, “you stopped trying to find out about him?” 

“Mostly, yeah. I kept my ear to the ground, but I didn’t go out of my way to investigate 

the guy. I mean, he intrigued me. Where did he come from, and why was he so unwilling to 

cooperate?” 

I nodded absently, then smiled. “Did you hear anything with your ear to the ground?” 

Blumenstein cocked his head slightly and smiled back. His smile was as angular as the 

rest of him. “Only a rumor that he was Russian. I noticed a slight accent on the few occasions I 

spoke with him. It sounded Eastern European to me, but I’m no judge, and it seemed as if he 

tried to stifle the accent whenever he became aware of it. The rumor I heard was that he made a 
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bunch of money in the privatization game over there and then changed his name and moved to 

the US.” He paused. The thin, crooked smile remained. “That’s all I would have needed—an ex-

Russian oligarch hiding from someone.” 

Now that, I thought, was worth investigating. I made a mental note to call Drew first 

thing in the morning and then finished off my Patrón. “I’d better get some shuteye,” I said as I 

rose to my feet. “If you’ll excuse me, Bill.” 

Blumenstein nodded. “There’re two beds back there. Both are made-up, but take the one 

on the right.” 

I headed to the aft cabin. I knew how emotionally draining tomorrow was going to be. 
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Chapter 19 

 

I walked directly from the jet to Mom’s waiting Jeep. It was frigid cold, but there was 

very little snow on the ground. One item of trivia I always enjoyed sharing about my home state 

was that, at seven thousand feet, Santa Fe was the highest capital city in America. Most people 

guessed Denver. 

I tossed my bag in the backseat and leaned over and kissed Mom. I could see she’d tried 

to make herself up for me, but she still looked terrible. There were dark circles under her green 

eyes. Her gray hair was pulled up into her usual bun, held in place with a turquoise comb, but it 

was off-kilter, as if she’d put it up with little more than cursory care. She appeared to have aged 

several years in the short time since I’d last seen her. 

“How is he?” I asked. 

Mom’s body seemed to shiver. Or maybe it was just a shrug. She pulled away from the 

loading zone before answering. “The same. Unresponsive. The doctors say he can hear and 

understand what’s going on, but he can’t communicate.” She sniffed. “I don’t know if I’ll get 

him back this time.” 

I reached over and squeezed Mom’s right arm. We rode the rest of the way to Christus St. 

Vincent Medical Center in silence. 

“He’s still in intensive care,” Mom said as we pulled into the parking lot. The sun was 

just beginning to brighten the sky. “We’re going to move him to Presbyterian in Albuquerque as 

soon as he’s able to be moved.” 

I helped Mom into her long winter coat and then took her elbow as we walked to the 

hospital entrance on the icy ground. “Why?” 
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“Because there aren’t any neuros around here I like,” Mom answered. 

My father, Terry McMartin, was hooked up to the usual array of life-monitoring 

equipment. The room was dark and smelled antiseptic. The previously vital man with brown eyes 

and salt-and-pepper hair worn long in a ponytail, looked shrunken. His eyes were open and 

stared vacantly at me. I fought back tears and took my father’s hand. It felt cold and dry. 

I sat on the edge of the bed, still holding his right hand. “I understand you can probably 

hear me, Dad. I hope you can. I want you to know I’m here. I’ll take care of Mom. Your job is to 

get well.” I stopped talking. I was having a hard time keeping my emotions in check. 

I felt Mom’s hand on my shoulder. The three of us stayed connected that way for a long 

minute. 

Finally, I cleared my throat and gave Dad’s hand a squeeze. “I love you, Pops.” 

~~~ 

Dad was stable enough to be transferred to the hospital in Albuquerque the very next day. 

Mom and I met with his new neurologist, Dr. Martinez, who explained the protocol, which 

involved starting the rehabilitation process as soon as possible. He warned that, given the 

severity of Dad’s second stroke, it would be a long, slow, draining process. 

“Shall we get you an apartment nearby?” I asked as we began the fifty-minute drive back 

to my parents’ house in Tesuque, just outside of Santa Fe. 

Mom shook her head. “No. I think the drive back and forth will be a good time to be 

quiet and think. If it gets too much, I can get something later.” 

“You can always jump on the Rail Runner if you don’t feel like driving,” I said and 

glanced at Mom in the passenger seat. 

She nodded but looked distracted. “Do you think he’ll be okay, Pancho?” 
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I resisted the temptation to give her my automatic response, which was that he’d be fine. 

Instead, I drove in silence for several moments. “He’s stable, and he’s strong. But I don’t think 

either one of you will ever be the same.” I hesitated. “You’re going to need to dig into that inner 

strength you’re known for. I know it’ll be as hard on you as it is for him.” 

My parents had become rich writing self-help books. It had started with Mom, who one 

day decided she’d had enough of the Taos hippie lifestyle that they’d sought out in the late 

sixties. I had described it to Padma like this: Mom drew upon all the mystical, philosophical, 

practical, and psycho-babble bullshit from their hippie days and came up with a formula that 

seemed to connect with a wide audience. After that initial success, Dad got on board and the two 

worked as a team. They’d been together, barely separated from each other for more than hours at 

a time, for more than fifty years. 

As I took the Santa Fe Bypass, I thought about how increasingly rare it had become for 

couples to be together for so many years. My own marriage hadn’t been able to withstand my 

grueling work schedule. Of the trio of neighbors involved in my new case, only the murder 

victim, Peter Roosevelt, appeared to have had a happy marriage, and that had been cut short by 

the untimely death of his wife. 

I knew that Mom and Dad’s years of happiness and mutual support was now the very 

thing that would cause the most pain. 
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Chapter 20 

 

I arranged for Bill Blumenstein’s jet to pick me up from Albuquerque on Saturday so I 

could drive Mom down and have one more visit with Dad. The only real change I’d noticed over 

the past couple of days was that Dad’s eyes seemed a little clearer, a little more focused. 

“He’s still in there, Mom. If anyone can get through to him, it’s you.” 

Mom allowed herself a thin, feeble smile. “I’ll be all right, Pancho. You know me. I 

really needed you here to help me get through this, but I’ll be fine now. I promise.” 

I kissed Mom and then leaned over the bed and kissed Dad on the forehead, which felt 

cold and dry. “Then let’s both go back to work.” 

The jet was waiting for me at the Sunport. A different flight attendant, albeit equally 

young and pretty, greeted me and said they’d be stopping in Vegas to pick up Blumenstein. We 

were airborne within minutes. 

Once at cruising altitude, I opened my laptop and reviewed my emails. I’d done very 

little work the past few days and now scrolled through my unopened emails. There was one from 

Drew with Malen as the subject line. 

 

Paunch—hope your father is doing better. After I got your email about 

your conversation with Bill re Malen, I started doing some digging of my own. 

The short story is that I agree with Bill that the guy is a shady character, although 

he’s done his best to blend in to the business scene and has made himself fairly 

high-profile in the Vegas charity scene. But two things struck me. First was a 

union conflict he had with a metal-works plant he bought about seven years ago. 
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That was right around the time he was becoming a major player. The plant had 

cost him a big chunk of his resources, and by all reports, if he didn’t resolve the 

union dispute quickly, he was going to be in deep shit. Word I got is that he 

turned to one of the surviving Kansas City mobsters who still held sway over parts 

of Vegas—Freddy Costanzo. Next thing you know, the union dispute is resolved. 

The second thing that struck me was the comment Bill made to you about 

the rumors that Malen might have been a former Russian oligarch. I have some 

pretty good connections in Vegas from my old football days, so I put out some 

discreet inquiries. The Russian mob is now pretty involved in Vegas, as are a 

couple of Asian crime families, but from everything I’ve been able to discern, 

Malen has avoided any known association with any of the crime families, 

including the Russians, since turning to the Costanzo family for help. My contact 

feels pretty confident that if Malen is Russian mafia, he would have had more 

contact with his brethren. We need to talk when you get back. Further research on 

these guys is going to cost some bucks. You may want to get approval from Takei 

before I proceed further. 

 

I scrolled quickly through the remaining emails. I had an assault trial scheduled for the 

following week, but there wasn’t much to prepare. My client was guilty as hell but had refused to 

plead guilty, and the best I could hope for was to punch some holes in the prosecution witnesses. 

I wouldn’t be presenting a case. My real work would come at sentencing. 

Other than that, apart from some routine motions and a few client interviews, the only 

thing of import was the motion to suppress scheduled for next Thursday. I had hired Jason 



Tropical Deception—Robinson  76 

 

 

 

Kahoopii, a young lawyer who was a good researcher and writer but too introverted and soft-

spoken to make a good trial attorney, to prepare the motion. Elise had done a great job of 

clearing the decks for the final push to trial. I’d probably bring Susan in to help out as we got 

closer. 

I shut the laptop and leaned back in the cool, welcoming leather chair. As I closed my 

eyes, I saw Dad’s face during my last visit. The left side of his face had morphed into a 

paralyzed sag. The joy and good humor with which he’d lived his strange life and which he’d 

worn on his face for all to appreciate was gone. 

I let out a long, loud, involuntary sigh. The flight attendant, who must have heard it, stuck 

her head out from the galley. I waved her off. I hadn’t thought about my parents’ mortality to any 

significant degree before now. They were still young, midsixties. My mother had always been 

the strong one—overpowering sometimes, if truth be told. But I shuddered to think what she 

would do if she lost Dad. He was her anchor. His steadiness had allowed her to be the risk-taking 

entrepreneur. He had also been the buffer between me and Mom, who was prone to being overly 

critical at times. 

I sighed again, more quietly this time, and tried to push the depressing ruminations from 

my mind. I needed to focus on the looming trial. Drew’s research was taking a long time, and for 

all I knew we were chasing a red herring. The problem with the murder weapon belonging to my 

client was that it pretty much kicked the reasonable doubt argument in the ass. Assuming I 

wouldn’t be able to win the motion to suppress, the only thing I could think to argue was that 

someone else—someone who had seen Takei open the lockbox—could have stolen the gun, 

although considering the guy had used his birth date as the combination, it wouldn’t have taken a 

genius to break the code. I could also argue that it would have been stupid for Takei to try to hide 
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the gun in a hole in his own backyard. It smacked of a setup—or at least that was what I would 

have to argue. I knew the counterargument would be that Takei needed a place to temporarily 

stash the gun until he could get rid of it properly. 

I felt the jet begin its descent to McCarran International Airport in Vegas. 

Maybe with Drew’s new information, Bill Blumenstein would have some ideas on who 

might help us get to the bottom of who Joe Malen really was and whether there was still a 

relationship between Malen and the Costanzo family. 
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Chapter 21 

 

Although it was still afternoon when I landed at Daniel K. Inouye International Airport, I 

was once again too tired and too emotionally spent to go to the office. I called Drew, and we 

agreed to go surfing. 

A little more than an hour later, we straddled our surfboards at Queen’s, the break 

straight out from my condo. The waves were small, most rolling in at two feet or less. Other than 

a few wispy clouds, the sky was blue, and the ocean felt cool and soothing. Every once in a 

while, a wave that appeared good enough to ride would come along and we would nod at each 

other, lie down on our boards, and start paddling. The waves were too small to worry about 

getting in each other’s way. The rides were straightforward and short, but it was just what I 

needed. 

When we decided we’d had enough, we rode the white water toward shore, dunking 

ourselves off the boards when we got to the shallows fronting the beach. Since it was Saturday, 

the beach was crowded, but we found a spot to lay our boards and then plopped down on the 

sand. 

“I needed that,” I said. “Thanks for humoring me.” 

Drew let out a large breath of air, then gestured toward two twenty-something young 

ladies in skimpy bikinis playing Frisbee. “Do you think the Hawaii Visitors Bureau pays them to 

do that?” 

I chuckled. “If they don’t, they should.” 

We lay side by side, our elbows on our surfboards, our feet buried in the warmth of the 

sand, and watched the beachgoers. As was generally the case, they formed a diverse group of 
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people, which made for great people-watching. 

“How was the weather in New Mexico?” Drew asked. 

“Cold and snowy. It’s good to be home, surfing and lying on the beach in the middle of 

winter.” 

“Well, enjoy it while you can, brah. I suspect we won’t see much of the great outdoors 

for the next month or so.” 

“Anything new?” I turned to Drew. 

He shook his head. “Not really. I’m tracking down a bunch of leads. I went ahead and 

called Takei after I sent you that email. He said it was okay to spend some bucks on mainland 

investigators if we thought it was necessary. So I hired a guy in Vegas, another ex-NFL dude 

who does a lot of work for the big casinos. He’s really tied into the power brokers. I’ll be 

surprised if he doesn’t find out who Joe Malen actually is.” 

“What about that Costanzo guy?” I asked. “The mafioso. You think he’s still working 

with Malen? A link to the mob could significantly extend our suspect list.” 

Drew shrugged. “Don’t know. But I tend to doubt it. Other than that one union dispute, 

Malen seems to have steered clear of the known organized crime dudes.” 

“Hmm. Any word on who the other principal investors are?” 

“Not yet. I’ve got a call in to a lawyer in New York who supposedly specializes in setting 

up these holding companies using foreign corporations and shit. It’s like those Russian nesting 

dolls. One corporation is owned by another corporation, which is owned by another and another 

and another. Each one has an attorney listed as president or whatever.” Drew swatted at a fly. 

“But eventually, there are no more dolls in the nest.” 

I shivered. The January sun was sinking fast, and my still-wet skin was causing a chill. I 
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stood. “Let’s go have a beer.” 
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Chapter 22 

 

The briefs in Peter Roosevelt’s case against Kauai Aina Lani were due Monday, January 

9, at the state supreme court. But by the time Monday morning arrived, I had forgotten all about 

the deadline and was thus caught off guard when Drew showed up at the office and announced 

that he’d just heard that the Supremes had dismissed the case. 

“I presume this means the development proceeds without further delay,” he said. 

I nodded. “Unless someone else files a new lawsuit, which I would doubt at this point. It 

would have been easier to just intervene.” 

“I heard the governor make a statement that she was pleased the project could now move 

forward and create jobs and growth opportunities for Kauai,” Drew said. “Or some such bullshit. 

Why do you think she’s been so involved in this deal? I mean, she supposedly helped push the 

approval process through, which probably gave ammunition to Roosevelt to argue that legalities 

were ignored. Then she excoriated the courts for issuing an injunction. Then she called for a 

legislative fix. And now she’s applauding the lawsuit’s dismissal.” 

I had been sitting at my desk, glassy-eyed, working my way through some of the limited 

partnership documents on the Kauai project. I wondered how attorneys who spent their lives 

drafting these kinds of things didn’t kill themselves. As Drew spoke, I looked up and gave him 

an inquiring look. “What are you saying? You think the fix was in or something?” 

Drew lowered himself into a client chair and ran a hand over his tight, curly hair. He 

shrugged. “Who knows? But don’t you agree it sounds a little weird?” 

I thought about it. It did seem a little beyond the call of duty. Granted, the governor had 

an interest in promoting a good business environment for the state, and this deal had made 
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everyone look bad. But the more I thought about it, the more I tended to agree with Drew. She 

seemed to have crossed a line somewhere. 

I leaned back in my chair, which creaked and groaned with what I took to be mock 

gravitas. “I do agree, but we have a lot on our plate right now. So unless you think the guv is a 

suspect or is otherwise involved in some conspiracy to silence the man who was prosecuting the 

case, I think we have to keep our eye on the ball.” 

Drew laughed. “Which ball?” 
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Chapter 23 

 

Governor Mona Babcock opened a top drawer of her enormous koa wood desk and 

pulled out a cell phone. She powered it up and punched in a number. “Mr. Malen? This is 

Governor Babcock.” 

“Hello, Governor. It’s a pleasure to hear from you.” 

“I assume you’ve heard the good news that the lawsuit against your project has been 

dismissed?” 

“I just got word. I want to thank you for all you’ve done for us.” 

“Yes, well, you’re welcome.” She paused, tapping a pen on a leather-bound writing pad. 

“But I also want you to know that we’re done. I don’t expect to hear from you again. I wish you 

and the project all the best.” 

There was silence on the line for several long seconds. 

“Mr. Malen, are you there?” 

“I’m here, Governor. But I must say you’ve caught me a little off guard.” 

Mona felt a small flutter in her heart. “What do you mean? Is there something about us 

being done you don’t understand? You don’t think I’ve done quite enough?” 

“Actually, I think it may be you who doesn’t understand. You do realize what you’ve 

done, don’t you?” 

Mona stopped tapping her pen. The small flutter in her chest had disappeared, replaced 

by pounding. She tried to keep her voice calm when she spoke again. “You made a campaign 

contribution for which I am grateful and for which I showed my appreciation—” 

“You took a bribe and then did our bidding,” Malen said, interrupting her. “I know you 
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understand that, and I think you understand the implications of that.” His tone turned soft. 

“Listen. With luck, we’ll never need to call on you again. With luck, you’ll go on to the US 

Senate and maybe even higher. We’ll be rooting for you all the way. But please, ma’am, please 

understand that if we do call on you sometime in the future, we will expect your cooperation.” 

Mona fell silent. Her mind raced as she felt a surge of panic. She took several deep 

breaths. “Well,” she said at last, “I’m not sure I understand who you mean by we, but all I can 

say is that I hope it never comes to that.” Mona disconnected the call and let the cell phone drop 

onto her desk. She sat still and closed her eyes, fighting back tears. What the hell have I done? 

She tried to focus on what Malen had meant by expecting her cooperation in the future. Was it 

some Godfather reference to calling in a favor at a later date? Malen’s mention of the Senate was 

worrisome as well. How did he know she had aspirations to run for Congress? 

Finally, she picked up the cell phone and punched in a Vegas number. 

“Yeah?” a man said on the other end in a voice almost as brusque as hers. 

“Can you talk?” she asked. 

There was a moment’s pause. “Hold on a sec.” 

Mona heard her stepbrother tell someone to give him some privacy, followed by some 

background laughter. 

“Hey, sis. What’s up?” 

She swallowed hard. “I fucked up, Ricky.” 

“How? What happened?” 

“I took money from Malen—a campaign contribution, but more than is legal. Now he 

thinks he owns me.” She filled him in on the exact conversation. 

Ricky said nothing for a long time, although she could hear him breathing through the 
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phone. 

“How much did you take?” he finally asked. 

“A hundred grand.” 

“Shit, sis. What the fuck? Why’d you have to go and do that? I told you we’d take care of 

you big-time if this project came through.” 

“I—” 

“Never mind. What’s done is done. Let me think on it and see what our options are. He 

doesn’t know about us, does he?” 

“Hell no.” 

“Well, I reckon he wouldn’t want to fuck with you if he knew who he was dealing with. 

So sit tight and don’t worry about it now. We’ll handle it sooner or later.” 

Mona released a gush of air in relief. “Thanks, Ricky. I can always count on you.” 

“Yeah, well, quit being stupid.” 

The line went dead. 
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Chapter 24 

 

Wayson Takei and I were already seated at the counsel table when Harry Chang charged 

into the courtroom. He was huffing and puffing with the exertion of getting to court with a 

minute to spare. He nodded to me as he put his large trial briefcase on his table. 

“Should have called Uber,” I said with a grin. The prosecutor’s office was on Bishop 

Street, close to the lesser district court, but a good mile or so from circuit court. 

“Fuck you,” Harry mouthed to me, smiling. He wiped his sweaty brow with his hand and 

sat down just as the door from the judge’s chamber opened and Judge Samantha Alvarez entered 

the court. 

Judge Alvarez was one of my favorite judges. I’d first met her when she’d been 

Samantha Baylor, an up-and-coming public defender. She’d been appointed to the district court 

by the chief justice as soon as she’d become eligible. She had paid her dues in the misdemeanor 

court for five years before the last governor, Governor Wong, appointed her to the circuit court 

eight years ago. Somewhere along the way, she’d married a corporate attorney named Rodrigo 

“Roddy” Alvarez, a third-generation Filipino whose grandparents had come to Hawaii to work in 

the sugarcane fields. Except for the pay, I thought it might have been a toss-up between grinding 

out endless corporate documents like the ones I was trying to decipher and working in the fields. 

Now in her midforties, Judge Alvarez was showing the stress of the job. Her dark hair 

was streaked with gray, and small but discernable bags showed under her eyes. 

After everyone was seated and the case was called, the judge nodded and smiled first at 

me and then Harry. “Gentlemen, I’ve read your briefs. Do you have anything more to present?” 

I stood, as it was my motion. “No, Your Honor. I think the simple fact of the police 
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digging around in a backyard without either permission or a search warrant speaks for itself.” 

Judge Alvarez gave me a slightly crooked grin and a nod. She and I had joked in the past 

that it was almost impossible for an attorney not to say something even while saying he had 

nothing further to say. 

She turned to Harry. “Mr. Chang?” 

Harry stood. “Thank you, Your Honor. And thank you for scheduling this matter on an 

expedited basis. The State’s position is clear. As the police officers at the scene of the murder 

walked the area in the back of the decedent’s house, one of the officers noticed what appeared to 

be a freshly dug hole in the ground near the border of the neighboring property, which turned out 

to be that of the defendant, Wayson Takei. The officer called the detective in charge, Leighton 

Kim, who, upon seeing the fresh dirt and its location, decided that it was on the decedent’s 

property and that there was therefore no one to ask permission to see what was in the hole. 

Detective Kim then ordered the officer to see if there was anything there. A handgun was found 

in a very shallow hole. Working under the assumption that the gun may have been the murder 

weapon, the detective feared the hiding spot may have been temporary. We therefore believe that 

even if all or part of the hole was on the defendant’s property, exigent circumstances provided 

the officers with sufficient basis to take the weapon into custody.” 

Judge Alvarez smiled again. “Yes, Mr. Chang, that is addressed in your brief. Mr. 

McMartin, any response?” 

I stood. “With all due respect to Mr. Chang, the State’s argument is kind of tautological. 

They thought it would be okay to dig in the dirt if it was on Mr. Roosevelt’s property, but once 

they found the gun, it turned out it wasn’t on Mr. Roosevelt’s property but on the defendant’s. 

Then, although they know very well they would need a warrant, the exigent circumstance 
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argument kicks in, because whoever murdered Mr. Roosevelt could come back and move the gun 

while the State is getting a warrant.” 

“Thank you, Counsel.” Judge Alvarez seemed to be suppressing a smile. “While I agree 

with Mr. McMartin that the State’s justification for the search may be reiterative in claiming that 

the search was justified under any of the existing scenarios, I must agree with the State that the 

investigation of the murder scene and its immediate surroundings for the murder weapon or other 

critical evidence was appropriate and that there was indeed a substantive risk that a delay in 

uncovering the freshly dug earth would serve no purpose other than to expose the State to the 

risk of losing whatever might have been buried thereunder.” Judge Alvarez looked at Harry 

Chang and then at me. “Motion denied.” 

“Shit,” Takei muttered as Judge Alvarez left the bench. 

“Quiet,” I whispered harshly. The judge’s bailiff and clerk were still in the courtroom, 

and I didn’t want anything negative getting back to the judge. As I bent to gather my papers off 

the counsel table, I spoke quietly to my client. “I told you it was a longshot. But it was worth a 

try. Other than motive, the gun is pretty much the entire case against you. To strike it would have 

been a death knell to the State’s case. It wasn’t going to happen, but we had to try.” 

I was about to say more when I saw from the corner of my eye that Harry Chang was 

approaching. I finished packing my papers into the soft leather briefcase and stood erect just as 

Harry neared. 

“Call me if you’re ready to talk,” he said and then glanced at Takei before turning to 

leave. 

“What does that mean?” Takei asked. 

“Means he wants to make a deal. You want me to try to get a plea bargain?” 
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Takei stared hard at me. I figured he’d make an okay poker player since his expression 

always seemed somewhere between angry and mean. It was hard to read a man without 

subtleties. 

“You mean plead guilty to a murder I didn’t commit?” Like his expression, his tone was 

aggressive and angry. 

“I’ll take that as a no,” I said. “Relax. I have to ask. If the prosecutor proposes a deal and 

I don’t run it by you, I’ve violated the code of ethics and may have committed malpractice. So 

chill out.” 

Takei sighed heavily. “Fine. Consider it run by me. No deal.” 

“Got it,” I said, thinking how much fun we were going to have at trial. 
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Chapter 25 

 

I strolled back to my office along Queen Street, nodding to a couple of attorney 

acquaintances along the way. Attorneys in Honolulu were easy to spot as they were, by and 

large, the only ones wearing jackets and ties. Even high-powered bankers wore the ubiquitous 

aloha shirts. My court “uniform” was blue jeans, cowboy boots, starched white or blue dress 

shirt, a colorful tie, and a linen sport coat, usually black, blue, beige, or gray. The jeans and 

cowboy boots was my trademark look, more or less. The all-white suit look had already been 

taken. 

My boots clicked on the uncrowded sidewalk as I pulled off my sport coat and slung it 

over my shoulder. It was a postcard kind of day. The trade winds were nothing more than a hint. 

The sky was a turquoise blue. I wondered whether there was any kind of South Shore swell. 

Wayson Takei’s trial was only a few weeks away, and I was still scrambling to come up 

with reasonable doubt. The argument—that an inebriated friend might have been able to spy the 

code to Takei’s gun lockbox and then sneak in and steal the gun in order to murder Peter 

Roosevelt and frame Takei—seemed farfetched, even to someone like me grasping for straws. In 

fact, I had to admit that I was far from sure that my client was innocent. In the end, my doubts 

about my own client wouldn’t change how I managed the case, although it would have certainly 

helped my personal outlook if I hadn’t thought he was such an asshole. 

I was thinking about grabbing some afternoon surf time as I walked into my reception 

area. It would give me time to think and clear my head, which was pretty much my usual 

justification for playing hooky from work to go surf. Besides, I had little else to do on this case 

but think. 
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Elise looked up from her computer and lifted her eyebrows. 

I shook my head. “We lost. The gun is in.” I took the while-you-were-out pink slips from 

her and continued to my office. 

“Drew’s in there,” Elise called after me. 

Drew was sitting on the floor by the couch, surrounded by papers. A banker’s box sat 

beside him. The big man’s silky aloha shirt today featured hula dancers and leis. He wore no 

shoes. He looked up and smiled. “Got something.” 

I tossed my briefcase to the floor by my desk and sat. “Talk to me.” 

Drew picked up a couple of papers. “Joe Malen is, in fact, Russian. I found documents 

from New York court records dated 2003 that show that a man named Josef Malenkov legally 

changed his name to Joe Malen.” 

My chair groaned as I leaned forward and put my elbows on the desk. “Jesus, how’d you 

find that?” 

Drew grinned. “I did some serious detecting shit.” 

“Do we know it’s the same guy?” I asked with a harrumph. 

“Pretty sure. I traced Josef Malenkov backward from the name change. He became a US 

citizen two years before that. He was born in St. Petersburg in 1954, two years after Putin was 

born, also in St. Petersburg.” Drew paused. “Of course, it was still Leningrad then. They both 

went to Leningrad State University. I’m speculating that the two men met at university, possibly 

in business law classes taught by Anatoly Sobchak. According to my Russian source, both men 

were influenced by Sobchak. Putin, of course, eventually became KGB, while Malenkov went 

into the business sector. Apparently, he worked his way up to second-in-command to one of the 

top oligarchs who made a deal to support Putin in late 2000. Those oligarchs saved Putin’s ass.” 
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I became more and more immersed in Drew’s recital of facts. My head was spinning. 

Was it possible that an old friend and ally of Vladimir Putin had given up the riches of Russian 

oligarchy to buy up businesses in Las Vegas? Why? And what could he possibly be doing in 

Hawaii? Was it as simple and innocuous as wanting to make money? 

“Did Malenkov have some kind of falling out with his boss or with Putin?” I asked. 

“Why would he give that up and move to the US?” 

The big man shrugged. “Don’t know. My source, who’s pretty well-connected himself, 

says Malenkov just disappeared. One day he was a real player among the most powerful people 

in Russia, and the next day he was simply gone. My source had no idea the guy had moved to the 

US and become an American citizen.” 

I sat back in the chair, interlocked my hands on top of my head, and let out a long exhale. 

“Wow.” I thought for a moment, then made a questioning face toward Drew. “Your source? You 

have a source in Russia?” 

Drew grinned again. “Two, actually.” He hesitated. “Well, one in Russia and one 

connected to Russia. I have a buddy I grew up with in Oceanside—Samoan like me. We played 

football together from Pop Warner all the way through high school. He went east to college, and 

I stayed in California. He played with Kansas City for fifteen years. Eventually, he went into the 

security business as a professional bodyguard and got hired to protect some big-time oligarch 

whose personal bodyguard was such a badass he couldn’t get a visa to go anywhere outside 

Russia. So my buddy, Toa, ended up being the Russian’s bodyguard every time the dude left 

Russia. We’ve stayed in touch. He’s heard a lot over the years. 

“In Russia itself, there’s a former associate of my agent. He left sports law to become a 

real estate tycoon and landed in Russia a few years back doing hotel deals. He’s pretty connected 
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to day-to-day Kremlin politics as it pertains to business.” 

I nodded and smiled. “I’m impressed. Who knew a bunch of big-ass dumb jocks had such 

a worldwide network?” I paused and ditched the smile. “All jokes aside, what’ve we got on this 

Malenkov, now Malen? Is he just a legitimate businessman looking to make a buck in Hawaii? 

Does he play by the rules, or would he knock off an attorney who was tying up a big project?” 

“I don’t have much on Malenkov after he came to the US and before he changed his 

name,” Drew said. “Apparently, he lived in New York, but that’s all I got. After the name 

change, Malen doesn’t have much of a footprint until he showed up in Vegas and bought his first 

small business.” 

Neither of us said anything for several minutes. I swiveled my chair so I could stare out 

the window at the perfect day. Drew leaned back against the base of the couch. 

I turned back to face him. “So we don’t know whether he’s on the run from his former 

associates in Russia or whether he’s still in contact with them or what his game is?” 

Drew nodded. “Yeah. Assuming there’s more to the game than simply wanting to start 

over in the good ol’ USA.” 

“What about his investors? Who’re the rest of the Vegas guys? Any Russians?” 

“Nope. As I said before, Malen appears to keep his distance from the other Russians 

operating in Vegas. No contact, no business affiliations.” 

I started to say something, but Drew held up his hand. 

“But Malen doesn’t seem to have been so selective when it comes to real American 

mobsters.” He shuffled through some other papers from the floor before picking up a handful. 

“So far, it looks like Freddy Costanzo, Nicky Langetto, and Richard ‘the Neck’ Garetti are the 

principals in the other investor corporations. All known to be affiliated with the Kansas City 
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mob, although all three are originally from the New York, New Jersey area.” 

“‘The Neck?’” 

Drew laughed. “Yeah, Richard ‘the Neck’ Garetti. From what I hear, the guy’s got a neck 

like a fucking giraffe.” 

“Costanzo’s the guy who helped Malen out on the union thing, right?” 

Drew nodded. “Yeah. We thought Malen had steered clear of all the foreign and domestic 

mob types after that, but now it looks like he’s in bed with Costanzo and his people.” 

I breathed in deeply, then let the air out slowly. A former Russian oligarch and partners 

who were known gangsters. Now we were getting somewhere. But where? “How’d these guys 

hook up with Barry Williamson? From everything I’ve heard, Williamson’s a pretty straight 

shooter.” I paused for a beat. “Or at least that’s his reputation.” 

Drew made a huffing noise as he rose from the floor and plopped himself onto the couch. 

“Yeah. I haven’t heard anything particularly bad about the guy. I mean, he is a developer, so 

you’re always going to get the guys who’re griping about a particular project—guys like Peter 

Roosevelt. But I haven’t seen or heard of anything smacking of scandal. Even this project 

seemed perfectly fine. Shoot, he even had the governor’s backing.” 

I leaned back again, rubbing my eyes. Drew’s work really was impressive, I thought. It 

wasn’t the first time Drew’s connections through his NFL playing days had paid off. But it made 

sense. A lot of the big men had gone into security work in the years after their playing days. It 

was a small fraternity, spread out throughout the US and, obviously, the world. We now had 

some great information, but in the end, what did it all mean? There were some bad actors 

involved in the Kauai development deal, and with the huge money at stake, it wouldn’t be 

farfetched that one or more of the gangsters had had Roosevelt killed to try to stop the lawsuit. 
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But who? And how? 

“Did the cops check on an alibi for Williamson?” I asked. 

Drew nodded and smiled a thin smile. “Yeah. Coincidentally, Malen was in town on the 

night of Roosevelt’s murder, and Malen and Williamson had a dinner meeting at 3660 on the 

Rise in Kaimuki. The cops interviewed the staff, who all say the two were together the whole 

time. They got there at about six-fifteen and left a little after eight. According to Williamson, he 

drove Malen back to the airport after dinner. Malen had come over in a private jet and returned 

to Vegas that night.” 

“So Roosevelt was already dead by the time Williamson got home?” I asked. 

Drew nodded. “Yep. And Malen never even went up to Waialae Iki. So as far as I can 

tell, the cops didn’t try to interview him.” 

I looked down at the desk, picked up a pen, and began doodling on a yellow legal pad. 

My mind was racing, playing with various scenarios. But there was only one I could think of. It 

was pretty fucking coincidental that Malen was in town the night of the murder. 

“It’s only a few minutes from the restaurant to Waialae Iki,” I said, looking up at Drew 

again. “I’m guessing someone could get up to Roosevelt’s house, shoot him, and be back at the 

restaurant inside of twenty minutes, maybe less. Did you ask the staff if either Malen or 

Williamson was gone from their table for more than a few minutes?” 

Drew was already shaking his head by the time I finished the question. “According to 

their waiter and the busboy, only Williamson left the table during the entire dinner, and that was 

for less than five minutes. He went out to the hall where the bathroom is and came back from the 

same direction.” 

“Shit,” I said. “We’re still stuck with Takei being the only one with motive anywhere 
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near the scene of the murder at the time of the murder.” 
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Chapter 26 

 

Padma and I sat on side-by-side rocks at the edge of the ocean below her Kahala Beach 

condo. Dusk was lingering as if, like other beachgoers, it was hesitant to leave. The air was 

warm and still. We each held a glass of red wine. 

“How’s your case going?” I asked. We hadn’t seen each other for the past three nights. 

“Slow.” She took a sip of wine. “You know, except for the case we worked on together, 

I’ve always just been an expert witness. I come in, give my opinion in writing and at a 

deposition, and then, if the case doesn’t settle at trial or arbitration, I testify at trial. But as a full-

time consultant, it’s interesting to see how much really goes into a case.” She paused. “And how 

hard it really is to prove medical malpractice, even when it’s obvious to us professionals.” 

I nodded in acknowledgement. “Not to mention expensive. It was sickeningly scary how 

much money I had to put into costs to litigate that case we did together. If we hadn’t won, I may 

very well have lost the condo.” 

“Mmm,” Padma agreed. “The risks are high, but so are the rewards if you win.” 

“Even so,” I said, “it ain’t for the faint of heart.” 

“Well, no one’s ever accused you of being faint of heart,” Padma said. 

I gave a brief, grim smile. I’d never told Padma about my anxiety attacks, which, 

thankfully, were now a thing of the past. When I’d first had them, it felt like I was having a heart 

attack. It affected my work. Hell, it affected almost everything I did, and my biggest fear was 

that I would have an attack in court and my days as a trial attorney would be over. Eventually 

they dissipated and then disappeared altogether, but I still lived in fear that the stress of my 

work—and now the stress of Dad’s stroke—would cause them to return. 
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“And how’s your case going?” Padma asked. 

I pushed from my consciousness the memories of my anxiety attacks and then took a sip 

of wine and stared at the half-full moon glistening on the ocean beyond the reef. “Well, we have 

a bunch of shady people with motives—the kind of people we’d normally point the finger at to 

show reasonable doubt—but they have alibis.” 

“Except your guy,” Padma said. 

“Yeah, except my guy.” 

“What about that mobster investor?” Padma asked. “Costanzo, or whatever his name is. 

Does he have an alibi? He certainly seems to have the creds to commit murder.” 

“According to the cops, he was in Vegas. There’s no evidence of his having traveled to 

Hawaii anytime in the last year, in fact. He came over once to check out the property, and that 

was it.” 

We listened to the small waves slap the shore below our bare feet. 

“Well,” Padma finally said, “maybe your guy’s actually guilty.” 

I stood, brushing sand off the backside of my shorts, and held out a hand to help Padma 

to her feet. “Wouldn’t surprise me,” I said, mostly to myself. 
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Chapter 27 

 

Drew, Wayson Takei, and I sat around my desk, which was covered with stacks of 

papers. 

I picked up a supplement to the police report. “According to the cops, you went through 

the Waialae Iki security gate at six twenty-eight on the night of the murder.” I looked up at 

Takei. “I thought you said you were home all night.” 

Takei reached for the report. “Let me see that. I was home all night.” 

I handed the supplement to Takei, who studied it for a few moments. Then he looked up 

and met my eyes. “Bullshit.” 

“According to the computer,” Drew said, “your fob was used to open the gate at that 

time. Did you loan yours out to anyone?” 

Takei shook his head, his face contorted in anger. “Someone’s fucking with me.” 

“How many key fobs do you have?” I asked. 

“Two.” 

“Did your wife take one?” Drew asked. “Is she able to go in and out without telling you?” 

Takei shook his head. “Hell no. I took that from her when she moved out. And no, I 

haven’t given or loaned the spare to anyone.” 

“Well, when you get home, check to see if the spare is still wherever you keep it.” 

“What difference does it make?” Takei asked. “Either I was already home at the time of 

the murder, or I was just getting home—which I wasn’t. So I don’t understand why this is so 

important.” 

I glanced at Drew, who gave Takei a wry smile. 
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“Because,” I said, “if someone else had your entry fob, it means whoever set you up 

drove in, killed Roosevelt, hid the gun in your backyard, and then boogied.” 

I watched Takei’s face as he considered this. 

He gave a slight nod. “Gotta be fucking Lei. She knows I never lock the back door, and 

she knows where I kept the extra fob.” 

Drew and I exchanged looks again. 

“Are you saying you think your wife killed Roosevelt?” Drew asked. 

Takei shrugged. “Maybe. But even if she didn’t do it, she could have stolen the key fob 

and the gun and given them to whoever did.” 

“Any ideas on why she would want to kill her boyfriend?” I asked. 

“Who the fuck knows? Didn’t you say she said Peter was getting too serious? Maybe she 

was tired of him.” 

Drew let out a low chuckle. “Not a real strong motive to kill when all she had to do was 

tell him to piss off.” 

Takei harrumphed and leaned back in the client chair, crossing his arms over his chest. 

“Whatever. All I know is that I didn’t do it. I didn’t leave and come home just before the murder. 

And she knew where everything was that could be used to set me up.” 

Drew looked from Takei to me. “Would the dynamics of the divorce division of proceeds 

change if Mr. Takei was convicted of murder? Maybe she had Roosevelt killed as a way to set up 

Takei and get more out of the divorce.” 

I brought a hand to my forehead. Then I slowly shook my head. “Doesn’t make a lot of 

sense. I’d have to check with some family law attorney, but I don’t think the marital division 

would be significantly affected. And anyway, if that was her goal, why not just kill our client 
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here? Then, assuming she gets away with it, the divorce is moot and she simply takes the marital 

estate.” 

“Yeah,” Drew said, “but then she’d be the main suspect, wouldn’t she?” 

I leaned back and thought about it. “I’ll call Billy Yoshino tomorrow morning. He’d 

know if a murder conviction would impact the divorce division of assets.” 

The room went silent again. 

I idly stared down at the police report Takei had handed back to me. Then I picked it up 

and studied it again. “I don’t see anything about cameras at the guard shack.” My gaze turned to 

Takei. “Are there cameras?” 

“I think so. I never really thought about it.” 

Drew leaned forward. “May I?” He reached out and took the report from me. “I know 

there are cameras. I saw them when I went to check out the scene. The guard I talked to said no 

one ever looks at the video feed unless there’s a problem—like a burglary or something.” 

“How about a murder?” My sarcasm was obvious. 

Drew nodded, still looking through the report. “The guard told me the cops did confiscate 

the disc that stores the video feed. So something’s missing here.” He leafed through the pages, 

then stopped. “Here it is. A one-line entry on page six. It says, ‘Video footage inconclusive.’ 

Seems wholly inadequate to me. What does inconclusive mean? What car was seen at the time 

Mr. Takei’s fob was used?” 

I was nodding while Drew spoke. I picked up the phone and punched in a number. “Harry 

Chang, please. Pancho McMartin calling.” 

I heard Harry’s voice a moment later. He sounded stressed. “You calling to finally make 

a deal?” 
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“You never give up, Harry. I like that about you. But no, that’s not why I’m calling. 

Drew and I were just reviewing the supplemental police report again and see that the guard 

shack’s computer shows Mr. Takei’s key fob was used to enter the development at about six-

thirty.” 

“Correct.” Harry sounded impatient. 

“But then buried in the report is a short statement that the video of the entry was 

inconclusive. There’s got to be more, Harry. What’s not in the report? I can’t believe the cops are 

that incompetent.” 

Harry was silent on the other end of the line. Finally, I heard him sigh into the phone. 

“Let me look into it, Pancho. If I recall correctly, the report is just a summary. Whoever 

was driving the car was in shadow and was turned away from the camera when he or she drove 

through the gate. So we have no way of saying one way or the other if it was your client, other 

than the fact that it was his key fob.” 

“What about the type of car?” I asked. 

“It was a black BMW sedan,” Harry said. “It looks just like your client’s car.” He 

hesitated a beat. “Although the lighting wasn’t good, and we can’t tell the license number.” 

“And the cops just left this information out of the report?” My tone was sharp. 

“What the hell, Pancho? It’s worthless information. All we know is that someone using 

your client’s entry fob went through the gate at that time.” 

I took a deep breath and shook my head in frustration. I resisted the urge to lay into 

Harry. It would do no good, and I was quickly reviewing the possibilities of how to use the 

information at trial. The fact that they couldn’t identify the driver as Wayson Takei meant that 

we could argue that someone else had come into the development using Takei’s fob with the 
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intent to set him up for murder. 

“Okay, fine. Thanks, Harry.” I hung up, filled them in on the conversation, and then 

addressed Takei. “Maybe we need to ask for a continuance. So far we have a lot of bad actors but 

no one other than you with no alibi.” I turned to Drew. “We need to see if any of those other 

gangsters were in Hawaii on the night of the murder.” I paused. “When are you scheduled to 

meet with Williamson?” 

“Tomorrow afternoon,” Drew said. “Want to come?” 

I nodded. “Yeah. We need to look at his and Malen’s mutual alibi more closely. I can’t 

stop thinking that it seems pretty damn coincidental that Malen, an apparent bad guy, was in 

town the night their big adversary gets murdered.” 
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Chapter 28 

 

Barry Williamson was a stocky, barrel-chested man in his early fifties. His face seemed 

set in a permanent scowl, and his large nose was riddled with red capillaries. I thought his eyes 

were his one good feature. They were dark, piercing, and intelligent-looking. His short salt-and-

pepper hair was parted on the right—an old-fashioned haircut that, to me, conveyed a rigid 

personality type. 

The three of us met at a small, dark restaurant on Queen Street a block from my office. It 

was early enough that Drew was able to secure a corner table that would afford maximum 

privacy. 

“What can I do for you guys?” Williamson asked. “The police have my full statement, 

which I assume they’ve turned over to you.” 

I looked to Drew to answer. It was his investigation, and whenever I accompanied him on 

witness interviews, I generally let him take the lead. 

Drew was just about to say something when the waiter appeared to take our drink orders. 

“We just need to confirm some things,” Drew said once the waiter was gone. “We 

appreciate your agreeing to meet.” 

Williamson nodded his head slightly but said nothing. 

“We’ve done some research,” Drew said, “and see that you’ve had quite a successful 

career doing real estate developments on the islands. As far as I can tell, you’ve had minimal 

problems, and you’re well respected.” 

Williamson’s lips formed into what I assumed passed for a smile. Again, he gave a slight 

nod of acknowledgment but said nothing. 



Tropical Deception—Robinson  105 

 

 

 

Drew forged ahead. “With the exception of two projects in which you partnered with 

another developer, Lionel Watanabe, you’ve always worked alone. So one of the first questions 

we have is why you brought in your mainland investors for the Kauai project.” 

The waiter appeared with the iced teas each of us had ordered. 

Williamson nodded to the waiter and then took a sip of his tea before answering. “This 

was . . . is . . . the biggest, most ambitious project I’ve ever done. There’s no way I could have 

done it alone. I went to Lionel first, but he had his money tied up in some deal on the mainland. 

So I started asking around. It was actually Governor Babcock who hooked me up with Joe 

Malen.” 

“How’d that come about?” Drew asked. “Did you have a relationship with the governor?” 

Williamson shook his head. “I’d met her once or twice at charity events, but no, I didn’t 

really know her at all. I got a call from her one day, and she said she’d heard I was looking for 

investors for the Kauai project and said she knew a wealthy businessman in Las Vegas who was 

looking for an investment in Hawaii. That turned out to be Joe Malen.” 

“Did she say how she knew him?” I asked. 

Williamson shook his head again. “No. And I didn’t ask. I figured she comes into contact 

with a lot of rich and powerful people, and it probably wasn’t any of my business how they’d 

become acquainted. All I wanted to know was whether the guy was on the up-and-up and 

whether he had the money to do the deal.” 

“But,” Drew said, “he didn’t have the money—or at least, all of it. He had to bring in 

other investors, yes?” 

“Yeah,” Williamson answered with a nod. “He said he felt confident he could raise close 

to two hundred million. We formed a general partnership, Kauai Aina Lani, consisting of two 
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corporations. My corporation, BW Group, has primary control over the project. The other 

corporation is Pacific Paradise Partners, which was free to bring in other investors to fund its 

side of the deal. Malen Enterprises, Joe’s corporation, had majority control over Pacific Paradise 

Partners, so whoever Joe brought in would have little or no say.” He paused. “And the 

partnership contracts specifically provided that Pacific Paradise Partners didn’t have the legal 

right to participate in the day-to-day affairs of the deal. Any bigger issues that arose would be 

dealt with between Joe and me, since he was in charge of Pacific Paradise Partners, so I didn’t 

really care who the other investors were so long as they put in their money and understood the 

risks.” 

After the waiter reappeared and took our lunch orders, I glanced around the room, which 

had filled to capacity. I saw several attorneys I knew, but no one was paying us any attention. 

The hum of conversation coming from the twenty or so tables gave us all the privacy we needed. 

“What kind of vetting did you do on Malen?” Drew asked. 

Williamson’s brow furrowed slightly as he tilted his head to the left. “Just the usual. I 

checked him out. He was a successful businessman in Vegas. It being Vegas and all, I did make 

sure he had no criminal record. He seemed to be well respected in the business community. He 

was said to have the Midas touch when it comes to turning around businesses that are 

floundering. Minimal litigation, nothing unusual.” Williamson showed his thin smile again. 

“Plus, he’d been recommended by the governor.” 

“You didn’t do any background checks on his partners?” I asked. 

“No. I already told you I wasn’t worried about them. They’re Joe’s problem.” 

“Why didn’t you make Malen and his guys limited partners?” I asked. “Isn’t that how it 

would ordinarily work?” 
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Williamson cocked his head and then sniffed. “Yeah, sometimes. But Malen wanted to be 

a general partner, even though he understood he wouldn’t be allowed to micromanage the deal. 

For bringing in that kind of money, I was game so long as we were able to clearly define our 

areas of responsibility. There was some hard negotiating, but in the end I pretty much had it my 

way.” He paused a moment. “Plus, with Joe and his people as generals, it spread around the 

potential liability.” 

When neither Drew nor I said anything right away, Williamson gave me a stony look. 

“Why? Is there something I should know?” 

Drew glanced at me, and I gave him a nod. 

“The owners of the three holding companies in Pacific Paradise Partners—other than 

Malen Enterprises—are known mobsters,” Drew said. “One of the fellows, Freddy Costanzo, 

helped Malen out with some union issues back when Malen was first starting out.” 

Williamson stared at Drew for a long minute. I could see from his face that the man had 

no idea he was in bed with gangsters. “Are you sure?” he asked at last. 

Drew nodded and handed Williamson a summary of the holding companies he’d put 

together. “It took a while for us to get to the end of the chain of holding companies, but there you 

are.” 

Williamson was silent as he reviewed the summary. 

“Which makes one wonder about Malen, yes?” I said. 

Williamson offered the paper back to Drew just as the food arrived. 

“Keep it,” Drew said. “That’s your copy.” 

The timing was perfect for us to eat in silence. I could see Williamson was in shock and 

was clearly trying to think out the ramifications. 
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After Williamson had eaten a few bites of his pastrami sandwich and pushed the plate 

away, he looked at Drew. “Is there something I need to know about Malen?” 

Drew chewed the last of his French dip, dropped his napkin on his plate to signal he was 

done, and offered an ambiguous shrug. “We don’t really know. It’s possible Malen let Costanzo 

and his crew in as payback for the help he got with the union years before. Other than that, like 

you, I didn’t find any obvious connection between Malen and organized crime. But we did find 

out a little about his past.” Drew proceeded to tell Williamson about Malen as Malenkov and his 

direct connections to Vladimir Putin, which seemed to have ended when Malen left Russia. “No 

one I could find is aware of any ongoing relationship between Malen and his old Russian 

cronies, including Putin.” 

“So Malen is probably just what he says he is?” Williamson asked. 

“I guess,” Drew said, “except for not telling you about his mobster partners.” 

“Or that he’d been a former Russian oligarch,” I added. 

There was an extended period of silence. I finished off my roast beef sandwich just as the 

waiter appeared to clear the table. We declined dessert. 

“So,” Drew said, “tell us about the night of the murder. We understand Malen came to 

town, and you two went out to dinner.” 

Williamson nodded. “Yeah. I knew the supreme court was going to issue a decision on 

whether to continue the injunction that day, so Joe suggested he fly over. We could either 

celebrate or plan on what to do next, depending on how the court ruled. He said he could use his 

friend’s private jet and would come for dinner but would have to leave right after. He said he had 

some kind of meeting in Vegas the next day. We met at 3660 on the Rise at six o’clock. He took 

an Uber in from the airport, but I’d promised to drive him back.” 
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“Did you go straight to 3660 from work,” I asked, “or had you gone home first?” 

“I went home, changed, and was at the restaurant a little before six,” Williamson said. 

“What time did Malen show up?” Drew asked. 

“Just a few minutes after me. We were finished eating at around seven-thirty, and I 

dropped him off at the general aviation side of the airport a little before eight.” 

“So you would have gotten home by around eight-thirty?” Drew asked. 

Williamson nodded. “Yeah. I went straight home. As best I recall, there were lights on in 

both Wayson’s and Peter’s houses. I didn’t see anything unusual.” 

The small restaurant was emptying out as the Honolulu lawyers and businessmen headed 

back to work. 

I nodded to the waiter to bring the check. “Okay, given that the supreme court had 

continued the injunction that day, you and Malen weren’t celebrating. What did you talk about in 

terms of strategy going forward?” 

Williamson frowned. “Not a whole lot. Joe was pretty quiet. Unusually so, I thought. Up 

until then, he didn’t pass up many chances to make it clear that he and his money people 

expected me to make the problems go away. I wanted Joe to be able to tell his people we were 

doing everything we could. Our lawyers would push for an expedited briefing and oral argument 

schedule, arguing irreparable damage would occur with further delays. In the meantime, once the 

legislature was back in session, the governor had a legislator who would try to push through a 

bill to make the Ag zoning argument moot.” 

“Did you ever try to talk Peter Roosevelt out of going ahead with the lawsuit?” Drew 

asked. 

Williamson chuckled, although his face did not show humor. “Early on, of course. We’d 
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been friends. I had a lot of money tied up in this deal. Lots of people did. He was going to cause 

a lot of pain if he stopped the project. But he didn’t seem to care. He said the environment was 

more important than a bunch of rich folks raping the land.” Williamson paused. “Arrogant 

bastard. I did everything right. I had all the permits.” His voice trailed off, as if he’d remembered 

that he no longer had reason to hate Peter Roosevelt. 

“But you did take some shortcuts, didn’t you? The governor herself helped you 

circumvent the Land Use Commission.” 

Williamson leaned back in his chair, stretching his back. “So what? When you do real 

estate development, you get help with the process whenever you can. I was pleasantly surprised 

when the governor offered to help, but since she’d been the one to hook me up with Joe Malen in 

the first place, I didn’t think that much of it.” 

No one spoke as I signed the charge slip. 

“When was the last time Malen was in Hawaii before the day of the murder?” Drew 

asked. 

Williamson’s forehead wrinkled in thought. “Just the week before. Tuesday, I think. I 

was hosting a delegation of lot owners for cocktails at my house, and I thought it would be a 

good idea for Joe to be there if he was able. He came for a couple days. I set him up to play golf 

at Waialae.” 

“Where’d he stay?” Drew asked. 

“With me. I have a guest wing with two bedrooms. Nothing but room now that I’m 

alone.” Williamson looked at his watch, a gold Rolex. “Sorry, gents, but I have to hele on. I have 

a meeting.” He stood and shook Drew’s hand and then mine. “Thanks for lunch.” 

As he moved from the table, he looked down at the paper he was holding: the summary 
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of investors he’d been given by Drew. He looked up and met my eyes. “And thanks for the 

heads-up about Joe’s partners. I’m not sure what I can do about it, but as they say, knowledge is 

power.” 

“Oh, one more thing,” I said as we walked out into the bright sunlight. “Would you be 

willing to give me a call if Malen comes back to Honolulu? I may want to try to meet with him, 

but I’d prefer not to give him a heads-up in advance.” 

Williamson pondered the request for a few seconds before nodding. “Sure, why not?” 
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Chapter 29 

 

“What’s your regular schedule during the week?” Drew asked. 

Wayson Takei frowned. “What does that have to do with anything?” 

“Not sure yet,” Drew said. “Do you have a regular schedule, at least during the days?” 

Takei slouched in the client chair in front of my desk. Drew was sitting on the couch. I 

was watching Takei’s face, which went through not-so-subtle contortions of thought. 

“I do,” he said. “I go to the office or to meetings pretty much every day.” 

“Pretty much?” Drew asked. 

Takei scowled. “Yeah, pretty much. Once in a while I’ll play tennis in the mornings.” 

“After tennis, do you go home or go to work?” Drew asked. 

Takei looked from Drew to me. “What the fuck?” 

“Just answer the question,” I said. “This could be important.” 

Takei let out a huff before answering. “I play at Waialae, so I change in the locker room 

and go straight to work. I’m almost never home during the day.” 

“And at night?” Drew asked. 

“I go out a lot. With Lei gone, I eat out a lot. I hate cooking by myself, and I’m too 

fucking cheap to hire a cook.” He glared at Drew and then at me. “You want to know when I 

take a shit?” 

“Maybe later,” I said. 

“I know this is asking a lot,” Drew said, “but are you able to specifically remember where 

you were on the Tuesday and Wednesday before the murder?” 

Takei shook his head in apparent disgust. “I can check my calendar, but I assume I was at 
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work all day both days. I’d have to see what I did at night, although I can pretty much guarantee 

I was out at least one of those nights. Why? Why the fuck do you care where I was the week 

before the murder?” 

“Because,” I said, “Barry Williamson’s partner, Joe Malen, was in town the Tuesday and 

Wednesday before Peter Roosevelt was shot. If we’re going to try to claim you were framed, we 

need to offer some kind of scenario whereby someone could have entered your house, taken your 

gun and the fob to the gate, and then used them days later to kill Peter.” 

Takei scratched his head. “But Barry could have done that any day of the week. He 

knows I never lock my back door. And he knew where both the fob and the gun were kept. Hell, 

he probably remembered the code to the lockbox.” 

“Yeah, but Williamson doesn’t strike us as the kind of guy who’d kill someone in cold 

blood,” Drew said. “Since we know Joe Malen came from a somewhat shadowy background, 

we’re thinking he would be the most likely suspect.” 

“The only problem with that scenario,” I said, “is that both Williamson and Malen have 

alibis for the night of the murder.” 

The room went silent except for the low whir of the air conditioner. 

“They hired someone to make the kill,” Takei said. 

Drew nodded. “That’s our working hypothesis. But even if it’s correct, it’ll be a bitch to 

prove.” 

Takei sat up in his chair and leaned forward, putting his arms on my desk. “Do you have 

to prove it? Can’t you just argue that’s what must have happened?” 

I showed a grim smile. “It’s pretty speculative. Obviously, I’ll push it as far as I can, but I 

doubt the judge would let me go that far.” 
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“So, what next?” Takei asked. “I’m not stupid. Without pointing the finger at someone 

else, I know they’re going to find me guilty.” 

“I want to go to Las Vegas,” Drew said. “I want to try to talk to Joe Malen.” 

Takei didn’t say anything for a long minute. He leaned back into the chair and crossed his 

arms over his chest. The scowl was back. “This is getting pretty fucking expensive. I mean, 

we’re hemorrhaging money chasing down leads in Russia and back East.” 

Drew let out a snort. “Yeah, but we’ve established that Malen is a former Russian 

oligarch and that his investors are mobsters. That’s pretty huge—at least for Hawaii. If we’re 

going to prove you didn’t kill Roosevelt, we have to get as close as we can to proving someone 

else did.” 

“And you think Malen is going to talk to you when you show up at his place in Vegas?” 

The derision in Takei’s voice was unmistakable. 

Drew stood, huffing as he did so. His large, intimidating frame towered over Takei. 

“Dunno,” he said, smiling. “But it’s worth a try.” 
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Chapter 30 

 

Khalid Armstrong, a tall, muscular black man with short-cropped hair and dark, 

penetrating eyes, met Drew at McCarran International Airport. Like Drew, Khalid was a former 

NFL player turned investigator. Together, Drew told himself, they made an imposing duo. 

“Been a long time,” Khalid said as he gave Drew a hug. 

“Pro Bowl 2001,” Drew replied. “Back in the day.” 

“Only time we were on the same side,” Khalid said. 

Drew snorted a laugh. “Yeah, and we kicked the NFC’s collective ass.” 

The dry Vegas heat hit Drew as they left the terminal and walked to Khalid’s car, a silver 

Mercedes sedan. Drew tossed his carry-on in the backseat and climbed into the passenger seat. 

When Khalid started the car, the air conditioner blasted cold air into Drew’s face. 

“You want to try to see Malen first?” Khalid asked. “His office is at the top of the Strip, 

in the Trump Tower.” 

“I thought the Trump Tower was a hotel.” 

Khalid pulled out onto Paradise and then took a left on Tropicana. “It is, but it also has 

luxury condos. Malen has his office and residence there.” 

“Okay, let’s head there first,” Drew said. “Were you able to track down Costanzo?” 

Khalid nodded. “Yeah. His digs aren’t quite as fancy. He’s got an office in an industrial 

neighborhood. Obviously he prefers being a little more low-key. From what I can tell, he and his 

cronies hang out at the office pretty much all day. I think it’s more like one of those old-

fashioned mob social clubs.” Khalid paused while he made a turn. “I’m not sure how excited 

they’ll be to have us walk in and start asking questions, but it’s worth a try.” 



Tropical Deception—Robinson  116 

 

 

 

Drew grinned. “What could go wrong?” 

~~~ 

The suite number Drew and Khalid had for Malen showed on two doors. A discreet gold 

plaque to the side of one door read Malen Enterprises. A similar plaque on the other door read 

Private Residence. 

“I’m not sure offices are technically allowed in the residential section,” Khalid said, “but 

obviously with the Trump organization, money talks.” 

The door to Malen Enterprises was unlocked, and the two big men walked into a plush, 

albeit small, reception area. A middle-aged Asian woman sat behind a modern chrome-and-glass 

desk that held nothing but a computer screen and telephone. 

Her head jerked up in surprise as the men entered the room. She was holding her 

smartphone, as if she’d been texting. “May I help you, gentlemen?” She placed her phone on the 

desk and graced the two men with a fine smile. 

“Yes,” Drew said. “We’d like a few minutes of Mr. Malen’s time, if possible. It’s about 

his big project on Kauai.” 

The receptionist studied Drew and Khalid for a moment before standing and walking into 

the back office. She closed the door behind her. 

Drew, amused, traded glances with Khalid. “Obviously she didn’t want to announce us 

over the phone.” 

Khalid smiled. “She’s in there saying, ‘Boss, there’s two huge black guys out there who 

say they want to talk to you about Kauai.’” 

Drew surveyed the small room. A soft leather couch to their right looked big enough to 

seat two people—one if the people were former NFL players. On the wall above the couch hung 
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an abstract painting featuring reds, blues, yellow, and black. Drew thought it looked like a Joan 

Miro. He was just about to make a move to inspect it more closely when the door to the inner 

office opened. 

“Mr. Malen can give you a few minutes.” The receptionist gestured for the men to enter 

the office. “Would either of you like coffee or a soft drink?” 

“I’m good,” Drew said. “Thanks.” 

“Me too,” Khalid said. 

Joe Malen’s office was several times larger than the reception area. Malen sat behind a 

polished wood desk. Behind him, a bay of windows looked out over the Las Vegas Strip. Two 

chairs faced the desk. A long couch, clearly a companion to the loveseat in the reception area, 

occupied the wall to the left as Drew and Khalid entered the room. Next to the couch was a wet 

bar. Drew immediately identified as a Wassily Kandinsky the huge, colorful abstract painting 

that hung above the couch. It looked to be an original. 

To the men’s right was a door which Drew figured connected to Malen’s living quarters. 

Next to the door was a round table and chairs. On the table were stacks of papers and rubber-

banded rolls of what Drew assumed were architectural plans. 

Malen stood and walked around from his desk to greet Drew and Khalid. The Russian did 

not look anything like what Drew had pictured. He was lean and athletic-looking. His blond hair 

was cut short and parted on the side. To Drew, he looked more Germanic than Russian. 

“What can I do for you, gentlemen?” Malen gestured for the two men to sit in the client 

chairs while he returned to his chair behind the desk. 

Drew took the lead. “We’re private investigators working for a man by the name of 

Wayson Takei. He’s accused of killing Peter Roosevelt, who I presume you know was the 



Tropical Deception—Robinson  118 

 

 

 

attorney attempting to stop the Kauai Aina Lani project, of which you are a major investor.” 

Drew had considered making up a less-threatening story, but in the end he had decided it would 

be too awkward to ask the questions he needed to ask without being up-front about who they 

were. 

Malen nodded. “Sure. I’m aware of what’s going on over there. In fact, I happened to be 

in Honolulu the night Roosevelt was murdered. I went over to meet my partner, Barry 

Williamson. But my visit was restricted to dinner at a restaurant and a return to the airport.” 

Drew nodded, wondering why Malen felt compelled to lead off with his alibi. “I 

understand that, but we have some background questions that might help with our own 

investigation into the murder.” He paused. “If you don’t mind.” 

Malen made a show of looking at the clock on his desk and then smiled. It was not, to 

Drew’s mind, a genuine smile. “I can give you ten minutes. Then I have to leave for a meeting.” 

“That should be plenty of time.” Drew pulled out the small notebook he always carried 

and opened it, pretending to study some notes before looking back up at Malen. “Have you ever 

met our client, Wayson Takei?” 

Malen pursed his lips. “I think so. If I recall correctly, Barry and I went to Takei’s house 

to watch some football game. That had to be about a year ago.” 

Drew nodded. “Yeah, that’s what Mr. Takei remembers. Do you remember who else was 

there?” 

Wrinkles spread across Malen’s forehead as he thought over the question. “There was at 

least one other guy there, but I don’t remember his name.” 

“Was Roosevelt there?” Drew asked. 

Malen shook his head. “No. I never met the prick. He’d already filed suit against the 
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project by that time.” 

“How did you travel to Honolulu on the night Roosevelt was murdered?” Drew asked. 

“Private jet,” Malen said. “It belongs to a buddy of mine here in Vegas. I reimburse him 

for gas and the crew’s wages for the flight. So long as my buddy isn’t using it, I’m free to use it 

whenever I need to.” 

“So the pilot and crew waited at the airport for you to have dinner with Williamson and 

then flew you back to Vegas that same night?” 

Malen nodded. “Yeah. It was a quickie. If I hadn’t been flying private, I wouldn’t have 

done it. But going over, I was able to do some work and relax, and going home, I slept.” 

“On the night you went to Mr. Takei’s to watch football, did he bring out his gun?” 

Malen’s eyes narrowed, and his thin lips pressed together. “Gun? I don’t know. I don’t 

remember anything about a gun. Why would he do that?” 

Drew shrugged. “Something about a discussion over home security.” 

“Don’t remember. I guess I wasn’t paying attention, since I didn’t live there and don’t 

have any concerns about home security.” 

“Was that night the only time you’d been to Williamson’s house?” Drew asked. 

“I might have been there once or twice before.” 

“Have you ever been to Peter Roosevelt’s house?” 

Malen shook his head. “No.” 

“How about Mr. Takei’s house other than the football night?” 

“No.” 

“Had you ever met Mr. Takei before or after that football night?” Drew asked. 

Malen pursed his lips again as he mulled over an answer. “Yeah, I think I saw him at an 
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investors’ meeting at Waialae Country Club one time.” 

Drew glanced at Khalid and then down at his notes. He was working hard to hide his 

surprise. “Wayson Takei was an investor in Kauai Aina Lani?” he finally asked. 

Malen nodded. “Sure. He did Barry a favor and bought out one of the limited partners 

who’d run into financial difficulties.” He chuckled. “Some favor. I think it was less than a month 

later that Roosevelt filed suit, putting all our investments in jeopardy.” 

“So when you went to Mr. Takei’s house for the football party, he had already invested in 

the Kauai project?” 

“Yeah. That was after Roosevelt filed suit, and Takei bought in before the suit was filed. 

So it had to be.” 

Drew took a deep breath. He knew this was a potential game changer. “On the night, or 

nights, you went to Williamson’s house, how did you get there? Did you drive yourself?” 

“I know on at least one occasion I drove my rental car. On the football night, Barry 

picked me up and drove me. I stayed over at his house.” 

“On the night you drove yourself, the gate attendant called Barry to get permission to let 

you through?” Drew asked. 

Malen nodded. “Yeah, I think so.” 

“And the time Barry drove, he used his fob to open the gate?” 

“I guess. I’m not sure. I wasn’t paying attention. For all I know, the security guard 

recognized the car or Barry and opened the gate.” 

Drew looked down at his notebook again. He was trying to figure out if there were any 

other innocuous-sounding questions he needed to ask before risking being thrown out of Malen’s 

office. When he looked up at Malen again, he adopted his most fearsome, intimidating lineman 
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look. “Why did you decide to leave Russia and emigrate to the United States? From what I can 

tell, you were very well-off and close to the center of power in Russia.” 

Malen’s demeanor changed as fast as Drew’s had. The blue eyes turned steely and hard. 

The thin lips pursed and seemed to get even thinner. “My past is my business. Who wouldn’t 

leave Russia to live in the US if they had a choice? I love it here.” 

“Do you still do business with any of your old chums in Russia?” Drew asked. 

“Fuck no. I have nothing to do with Russia or Russians anymore. That was in another 

life.” 

Drew looked at Khalid and gave a slight nod. 

“What’s your connection to Freddy Costanzo?” Khalid asked. 

Malen gave a theatrical-looking shrug. “Nothing more than this project. He helped me 

out on some business deal years ago, and when he came to me after hearing I was looking for 

investors for the Kauai project, he asked me to let him in. I didn’t think it would be diplomatic to 

say no.” 

“You do know he’s connected to the mob, don’t you?” Khalid asked. 

Malen made a dismissive gesture with his right hand. “I don’t know any such thing. 

Why?” 

Khalid leaned forward, his elbows resting on the front of Malen’s desk. “Because if the 

mob is invested in the Kauai project and they stood to lose tens of millions of dollars, they 

probably wouldn’t be very happy.” 

Malen let out a kind of chortle. “None of us were very fucking happy. But what could we 

do? We had lawyers on the case, and we were hoping for the best.” He made a gesture with both 

hands, palms up. “Who could have predicted that a husband with a cheating wife would save the 
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day?” 

“Did Costanzo ever go to Hawaii?” Drew asked. 

Malen shook his head. “I don’t know. If he did, he never told me about it.” He glanced at 

his clock and stood. “I’m sorry, but your time’s up. I need to get ready to go to my meeting.” 

Drew and Khalid stood. 

“One last question,” Drew said. “How do you know Governor Babcock?” 

“Who said I do?” Malen walked toward his outer door. 

Drew and Khalid had no choice but to follow. 

“I understand she was the one who recommended you to Williamson,” Drew said. 

“Mutual friends. I don’t really know her. Now I really do have to go.” Malen ushered the 

two men out of his office. “Where are you two off to next? Can I give you directions to 

anywhere?” 

Drew forced a smile. “We’re going straight to find something to eat. I’m starved.” He 

said nothing further, and Malen didn’t press. 

The Asian woman didn’t look up from her texting as they walked through the reception 

area and out the front door. 

~~~ 

Joe Malen returned to his desk and hit a button on his phone. “Get in here.” 

A moment later his assistant, Tim Derricks, entered through the door to the living 

quarters. Derricks was a supremely fit forty-two-year-old. He had a square face with small eyes 

and a crooked nose. He wore his dirty-brown hair short, military style. His upper lip was fatter 

than his lower lip. He rarely smiled. His default expression of emotion was a mean-looking 

smirk, and his default dress was a tight-fitting polo shirt and brown khakis. “What’s up, boss?” 
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Joe filled Derricks in on the two detectives’ visit. “They said they’re going to get 

something to eat now, but I assume they’re headed to Costanzo’s place after that.” 

Derricks scratched his nose and shrugged his shoulders. Then he nodded slightly, as if 

answering his own question. “So what? If they already know Costanzo’s a mobster, what more 

can they find out? They don’t know shit about the deal other than what we want them to know.” 

Joe took in a deep breath and then slowly exhaled. “In any event, you might want to give 

them a heads-up that there may be two big black guys knocking on their door in a few minutes.” 

Derricks nodded, stood, and was about to walk out of the office when he turned back. 

“Don’t worry. I’ll handle it.” He left without saying another word. 

Joe stared after Tim for several long moments. What the fuck was that supposed to mean? 

he wondered. 
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Chapter 31 

 

“Well, what was your impression?” Drew asked as Khalid brought the Mercedes to a 

smooth stop in traffic. They’d had a leisurely lunch in an old-fashioned diner and were now 

headed to the address they had for Freddy Costanzo. They’d talked about the old days in the NFL 

during lunch. 

“He seemed mostly straightforward to me, but then I don’t know much about the case 

other than there’s a shitload of money at stake. But I do know who Freddy Costanzo is, and I 

don’t believe for a second that Malen doesn’t know Costanzo is in the mob. How do you think 

Costanzo was able to solve Malen’s union problems?” Khalid glanced at Drew. “I take it you 

didn’t know your client was an investor in the Kauai project.” 

Drew shook his head. “Pancho’s going to shit a brick when he hears that. It gives our guy 

a double motive to off Roosevelt.” 

The men drove in silence for a minute. 

“How far to Costanzo’s place?” Drew asked. 

“It’s right around the—” 

“Oh shit!” Drew yelled a split second before a large black SUV T-boned the driver’s side 

of the Mercedes. 

Drew felt himself thrown into side and front airbags as he heard the deathly sound of 

metal against metal. He felt the Mercedes rock, and for a second he feared it was going to roll 

over, but the two vehicles must have been stuck together, for the big car maintained its 

precariously tilted position even as the two cars stopped moving. 

Drew, wrapped in the rough fabric of the airbags, couldn’t see much of anything. He 
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heard Khalid moaning. 

As the airbags deflated, Drew turned to look at Khalid, who was above him at an almost 

forty-five-degree angle, held in place by his seat belt. “Khalid, you okay?” 

There was no answer. Drew could see blood on Khalid’s face, but he couldn’t tell where 

the actual injury was. It looked as if the side-door airbag to Khalid’s left had been smashed with 

the impact, which meant Khalid had taken much of the brunt of the collision. If that was the case, 

the man was lucky to be alive. 

Drew heard voices outside the car. He pushed his deflated airbag away and saw a black 

man trying to open his door. The man peered in at Drew and pointed to the lock. Drew nodded 

and fumbled on the door panel to find the unlock button. He felt as if he was moving in slow 

motion. 

His door opened a moment later, and the man stuck his head in the car. “You okay?” 

Drew nodded. “I think so. But my partner is in bad shape.” 

The man looked toward Khalid and grunted. “Yeah, he looks bad. But we can’t get in on 

his side, so let’s get you out and then see what we can see. An ambulance is on the way.” 

As if on cue, Drew heard the distant sound of sirens. He felt around for his seat belt 

release, but a hand gently pushed his own hand away and then released the belt. Drew felt 

himself slide toward the door, but the man caught him and, despite Drew’s huge body, was able 

to guide him out of the car and onto the street. 

“You need to lie down?” the man asked. 

Drew shook his head. “Check on my friend, please.” 

The man let go of Drew’s arm and moved back to the passenger door of the Mercedes. 

Drew looked around at the small crowd of people who had gathered on the sidewalk. Only the 
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one man was doing anything to help. Drew moved toward the sidewalk, and almost as one, the 

crowd moved aside for him. He sat down on the curb. The sirens grew louder. Drew put his head 

in his hands. He’d been hit hard many times over the course of his football career, but that had 

been a long time ago. He knew from experience that the aches and pains he was beginning to feel 

were going to get much worse before they got better. The pavement at his feet went dark in 

shadow, and Drew looked up and saw the man who had helped him out of the car. 

“I don’t think we should move him. He’s in pretty bad shape. He’s still alive, but since 

the ambulance is almost here, I think we should leave him for them to deal with.” 

Drew nodded. The Good Samaritan was old, with gray hair and a well-lined face. His 

body was thin. His clothes were shabby. 

“Thanks for your help.” Drew held out his hand to shake. “I’m Drew. That’s Khalid.” He 

motioned with his chin toward the car, as if there might have been someone else he was talking 

about. 

The man shook Drew’s hand. “I’m Frank.” 

“What happened to the other driver?” Drew asked. “Is he okay?” 

Frank shook his head. “Weirdest thing. I was walking on the sidewalk over there and saw 

the whole thing. That SUV came at you guys full speed, as if he intended to ram you. The impact 

was awful. Then, literally seconds after the collision, this guy comes out of the SUV wearing full 

motorcycle gear, including padded leather clothes, and carrying a helmet. He walked away 

without any hesitation. He didn’t even try to see if you guys were hurt.” 

Drew tried to process what Frank was telling him. His head felt thick, his thinking dulled, 

but it was obvious this was no accident. Before he could ponder it further, an ambulance and a 

small fire rescue truck pulled up. Frank walked over to the responders and appeared to fill them 
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in on the situation. Drew saw him point toward where Khalid still hung in his seat belt. The 

firemen moved quickly toward the Mercedes just as Drew passed out. 
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Chapter 32 

 

Joe Malen slammed the phone back into its cradle and swore aloud. “Shit, fuck, piss!” 

Joe had just learned that the two investigators that had visited him had been the victims of 

a hit-and-run. He blamed himself. Had he never had Derricks call Freddy Costanzo to alert him 

that two private investigators were likely on their way to see him, none of this would have 

happened. Joe thought he’d handled the interview just fine, but this assault on the two 

investigators made it obvious the Las Vegas crew—or at least his mobster investors—had 

something to hide. 

“Shit,” he muttered again. He picked up the phone and called Freddy Costanzo. “I guess 

you know you don’t have to worry about those private dicks coming to question you,” he said 

without preamble. 

“What are you talking about?” Costanzo asked. 

“Don’t fuck with me, Freddy. Minutes after I had Derricks call and tell you about the 

investigators coming your way, someone rammed their car at full speed.” 

There was a pause on the other end of the line. “I didn’t talk to Derricks, and I didn’t 

order anyone to go after the investigators. How would I even know what car to have rammed?” 

There was another pause. “And Joe, I really don’t fucking appreciate you calling me up to accuse 

me of attempted murder—or whatever the fuck happened.” The line went dead. 

“Shit,” Joe said aloud again. He buzzed Derricks to come in. “Who’d you talk to in 

Costanzo’s crew?” 

“The Neck,” Derricks said. “Freddy wasn’t available when I called. The Neck said he’d 

pass the info on to Freddy.” 



Tropical Deception—Robinson  129 

 

 

 

“Who the fuck is the Neck?” Joe asked. “What kind of name is that?” 

Derricks snorted. “Sorry. I can’t help myself. I love that nickname. It’s one of Freddy’s 

lieutenants by the name of Richard Garetti.” 

Joe shook his head. “Jeez, these goons. I’m not even going to ask where he got that 

nickname. What’d you tell this Neck guy?” 

Derricks tilted his head in a dismissive gesture. “Just what you told me: that two black 

guys would be showing up to interview them about the murder in Hawaii.” 

“Did you tell him what kind of car they’d be driving?” 

Derricks squinted. “Maybe. Yeah, I think I did. I went downstairs after we talked and saw 

them driving out in a silver Mercedes, so I passed that intel on to the Neck so they could be on 

the lookout for them.” He paused, furrowing his brow. “Why?” 

“Because I think Costanzo’s crew tried to kill the two guys before they got to him.” 

“Why? How—” 

Joe waved him away and then picked up the phone. “I need to let Barry Williamson know 

what happened.” A moment later he had Barry Williamson in Honolulu on the line. “Barry, it’s 

Joe. I’m going to come over and meet with you—probably within the next day or two. You 

going to be around?” 

“Sure, Joe. I’ll be here. What’s up? Why the last-minute trip?” 

“I’ll explain when I see you,” Joe said. “I’ll text my arrival time when I know it. I’m 

assuming I’ll be able to fly private. I can get a rental car if picking me up will be a hassle.” 

“No hassle. Just let me know, and I’ll come get you.” 

Joe hung up and stared at the phone. He thought about setting up a meeting with 

Costanzo and his boys but decided there was no percentage in it. Costanzo had already sworn 
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he’d had nothing to do with the collision. Joe didn’t believe him for a second, but what was done 

was done. 

~~~ 

Back in his office with the door to Malen’s office closed, Tim Derricks speed-dialed Rick 

“the Neck” Garetti. 

“What’s up?” Garetti said in greeting. 

“Malen’s pissed at Costanzo. He thinks your crew rammed the black guys. From what 

Malen tells me, Costanzo’s pissed at him for falsely accusing him.” 

Garetti let out a kind of chuckle. “Does Malen know you called me?” 

“Yeah. I had to tell him. He told me to alert you guys, and I had to tell him I talked to 

someone. But it’s cool. Malen doesn’t want any of you guys going down any more than you 

want him going down. We’re in good shape whichever way things go.” 

“So who did ram those black guys?” 

“Fuck if I know,” Tim said. “It was probably just an accident.” 

Garetti didn’t say anything for a minute. “Okay, but if the cops think it wasn’t an 

accident, they probably think it was our crew. I need to protect my investment and my sister. 

Keep that in mind.” 

“Understood, bro. Understood.” 
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Chapter 33 

 

I leaned back against a palm tree at the edge of the beach. It was dinnertime, but I didn’t 

feel like eating. I heard the tinkle of dinnerware and the indistinct hum of conversation coming 

from Michel’s, the fine-dining restaurant that opened out onto the beach. Farther down the 

beach, I heard music from the Hawaiian trio at the Outrigger Canoe Club. There were a few 

couples strolling on the beach. Out at sea, a monolithic cruise ship, lights blazing, chugged 

slowly toward its berth at Honolulu Harbor. It would be part of my view from the office in the 

morning. 

I sighed and then breathed in the warm air. That morning I’d spent an hour on the phone 

with Mom, who had seemed to be on the verge of a breakdown. 

“He’s not getting any better, Paunch,” she had said. “I can see in his eyes that he’s still 

there. He’s telling me he wants to die.” 

I said nothing as I heard her begin to cry. I sat on my leather sofa and stared out at the 

ocean beyond. I listened to the sounds of the beach below, and I let her cry. I knew the stress of 

driving from Santa Fe to Albuquerque every day to watch the only man she’d ever loved waste 

away had become overwhelming, but I couldn’t believe she really thought Dad was telling her he 

wanted to die. 

“You don’t know that, Mom,” I finally said. 

“Like hell I don’t.” Her voice sounded angry, almost as if it was stupid of me to question 

her. “We’ve been together for most of our lives. Every day kind of together. Not the ‘I’ll see you 

tonight’ kind of together when spouses go off to work. We know what the other is thinking 

without having to talk. Reading his eyes is easy, and it’s breaking my heart.” 
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I didn’t know what to say to that, so I uttered stupid platitudes that I knew weren’t going 

to make Mom feel any better. But what could? The more I thought about it, the more I thought 

Mom was probably right. That was probably exactly what Dad had been trying to tell her. 

When we hung up, I felt an emptiness inside, a kind of impotent sadness. I dealt with 

murder and loss on a regular basis, but it was all compartmentalized. Even when I was reviewing 

autopsy reports and viewing photos of a murder victim, it was an arm’s-length abstraction. All 

the death and dying I’d been exposed to in my work had nothing to do with the death of my 

parents or of my own mortality. My internal coping mechanism simply wouldn’t allow for such 

thoughts. I figured I wasn’t unusual when it came to that. Even so, I had nothing but admiration 

for first responders, doctors and nurses, hospice workers, and others who dealt with death and 

dying on a daily basis. How did they not think about their own mortality? I thought of Padma 

cutting open corpses of men, women, and children. I shuddered. 

After the conversation with Mom, I went to the office to try to work on my opening 

statement for Takei’s trial, which was scheduled to start in two days. But there was a knot in my 

stomach and a dullness in my head. I couldn’t stop thinking about my parents. Every ten minutes 

or so, I’d swivel around and stare out the window at the harbor. 

Around two o’clock, Elise burst into my office, not bothering to knock first. I looked up 

from the slowly evolving draft of my opening and saw her face twisted in fear. Her pale cheeks 

seemed even paler than usual, if that was possible. It looked as if she was holding back tears. 

What now? I wondered. 

“There’s been an accident in Vegas,” she said. “Drew and the guy he hired to help him 

have been hurt.” 

I sat up, alert for the first time that day. I felt my pulse quicken. “What kind of accident? 
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How do you know? Is Drew okay?” 

Elise shook her head and made a helpless gesture with her hands. “I don’t know much. 

The company the local guy worked for called. They don’t know much either. It was a car 

accident. Both Drew and their guy were taken to the hospital. They were just calling to give us a 

heads-up.” 

The tears finally came, and I got up and gently guided her to one of my client chairs. 

“Did they say what hospital?” 

The phone rang before Elise could answer my question. I gestured toward the phone on 

my desk. 

She picked it up. “Law offices of Pancho McMartin.” She paused to listen for a few 

seconds, and her face visibly relaxed. “Oh, Drew! Thank God. You okay?” She listened for a 

moment more and then gave me a grim smile, wiped her eyes, and handed me the phone. “He’s 

okay,” she whispered. 

Drew gave me a full account of what had happened. He said he was mostly fine, but the 

doctors were insisting on keeping him in the hospital overnight. He could fly home tomorrow if 

everything checked out. 

“Khalid wasn’t so lucky.” Drew’s voice sounded groggy. “He has a bad concussion, 

along with multiple fractures of his left leg and left arm. The good news is that he’s expected to 

live.” 

I retreated to my chair and leaned back and breathed a sigh of relief. “Well, brah, I’m 

glad you’re okay and Khalid will be okay. Do you think the accident was intentional?” 

“Fuck yeah, man. No question in my mind. But I don’t really get it. Malen seemed 

cooperative and straightforward. His alibi looked to be airtight. But obviously Malen alerted 
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Freddy Costanzo that we were on the way to see him. We went to lunch after seeing Malen, so 

there was plenty of time to organize a hit, if that’s what it was. I don’t know if whoever it was 

wanted to scare us or kill us, but clearly, someone has something to hide.” 

“Agreed,” I said. “But for now, just rest. We’ll talk more when you get home.” 

I hung up the phone and tried to digest everything I’d just learned. What the fuck was 

going on? Had the “accident” really been intentional? If so, Drew was right about someone 

having something to hide. But what? I thought it was most likely someone on Costanzo’s side, 

since the accident or assault or whatever it was had happened when Drew and Khalid were on 

their way to interview them. It seemed like a pretty heavy-handed move under the circumstances. 

If anything, it ramped up suspicion of Costanzo’s crew. Then again, from the little I knew about 

the mob, they weren’t particularly known for subtleties when sending a message. And what 

could I do about it with trial about to begin? 

I didn’t feel like working, so I went home, taking my legal pad with me. I figured I could 

work on my opening statement later. 

~~~ 

Now, sitting against the palm tree, staring up at the blanket of stars, I rubbed my eyes and 

took another deep breath. God, I felt tired and down and helpless. I needed to get my act 

together—fast. I thought about calling Padma, but I’d already begged off dinner with her. I had 

blamed work instead of the dark depression I was fighting, although I knew the two were 

intricately intertwined. On top of that, I was already breaking my pact with her to make time for 

the two of us. 

I forced myself to go over the details of the case. How could Malen or Costanzo or any of 

Costanzo’s partners have been involved in Peter Roosevelt’s murder if Malen had an airtight 
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alibi and none of the other men was in Hawaii at the time of the murder? Murder for hire? 

“God knows there are plenty of thugs on Oahu who would take a murder contract,” I 

muttered. 

But the more I thought about it, the more I knew it would have been highly unlikely for a 

contract killer to pull off the murder of Roosevelt in his own home without a lot more planning 

than the time had allowed. The Supremes had only issued the injunction the day of the murder. 

Although it had been known in advance that they would issue a ruling that day, presumably no 

one had known what the ruling would be. There had been too many details for a hired gun to deal 

with on such short notice. 

I pulled my knees to my chest and wrapped my arms around my legs as the trio at the 

Outrigger Canoe Club began their rendition of “Beautiful Kauai.” I wryly wondered if it was 

some kind of omen. 

Then there was the small detail of Wayson Takei having lied to me about owning an 

interest in the Kauai project. That was a big-time lie by omission, but I knew there was no way 

the judge would let me out of the case this late in the game. I had a lying prick for a client—that 

much was a given. The question was, did I have a lying prick murderer for a client? 

I absentmindedly rubbed my chest, a vestige from my days of anxiety attacks. 
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Chapter 34 

 

I was no less stressed but not as depressed when I walked into the office the next 

morning. I was greeted by Susan, my longtime, now-retired secretary, who was sitting at Elise’s 

desk. She had a huge smile for me. 

“Hey, bossman,” she said, but her smile faded as she looked me over. “Jesus, you look 

like shit.” 

I smiled back at her. “Thanks, Mom. You should see me from the inside.” 

Susan stood and came out from behind her desk to give me a hug. 

“You look good,” I said. “Retirement must agree with you.” 

Susan self-consciously patted her hair bun, held in place, as always, by a black lacquer 

chopstick. Her face, well lined from years of smoking and too much sun, was tan. She gave a 

small chortle. “Well, I really can’t say I miss the steady stream of druggies and thieves and 

murderers, but I do miss you and Drew.” Her face turned serious. “I hear Drew is on his way 

home this morning. Elise said he called her cell early and said he should be in the office by two.” 

“That’s a relief,” I said. “Did he say whether he’s able to drive, or do we need to pick him 

up at the airport?” 

Susan resumed her seat. “He says he’s fine. He’s coming straight to the office.” 

“Even though you undoubtedly told him to go straight home and rest?” I grinned. 

Susan nodded. “Yup.” 

“By the way, where’s Elise?” 

Susan gestured with her head toward my office. “She’s in there putting together your 

exhibit list.” 
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“Great. Can you prepare a subpoena for Joseph Malen to appear for trial? I can’t imagine 

the State’s case won’t be done by Thursday, so make the appearance date next Thursday 

afternoon. Put his address care of the Kauai Aina Lani Limited Partnership address, which I 

think is their attorney’s law firm. Elise has the partnership agreement since it’s one of the 

exhibits. I heard from Barry Williamson this morning that Malen is flying to Honolulu today to 

have a dinner meeting with him tonight at Alan Wong’s. I want to have Malen personally 

served.” 

Susan made a note to herself and nodded. “Do you think the subpoena will be good even 

though he’s a Nevada resident?” 

I shrugged. “He does business in Hawaii, so I think it’ll pass muster. If he wants to 

contest it, he’ll have to hire counsel and make an argument as to why it’s not valid.” I was about 

to enter my office when I stopped. “Oh, and can you call our shithead of a client and tell him I’d 

like to see him as soon as he can get here?” 

Susan laughed her deep smoker’s laugh that I loved to hear. “You bet, bossman.” 

~~~ 

Wayson Takei’s usually arrogant demeanor was noticeably absent when he entered my 

office a little more than an hour later. Obviously, I wasn’t the only one feeling the stress. I 

reminded myself that the man was about to stand trial for murder and could very easily spend the 

rest of his life in prison. Although Takei had lied to me about not having an ownership interest in 

the Kauai project, I had decided that the assault on Drew and the local Vegas investigator was 

compelling evidence that someone other than Takei had murdered Peter Roosevelt. 

I gestured for Takei to sit in one of the client chairs. Then I looked over at Elise, who 

appeared to be collating some large exhibit. “Elise, can you give us a minute, please?” 
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I waited for the door to close, then looked at my client. “Soooo, Takei, want to tell me 

why you forgot to mention you have an ownership interest in Kauai Aina Lani?” I paused. 

“Which, by the way, adds another motive for murder.” 

Takei’s already tense expression didn’t change. “It’s not a big deal. Barry asked me to 

help him out by buying out one of the original limited partners, who’d run into some financial 

difficulties. So I bought the guy’s interest for a hundred grand. You think I’d kill some asshole 

for a hundred grand?” 

“Well, you were willing to sit in jail for an extra week for a hundred grand, so I don’t 

know. If it’s no big deal, why not tell me?” 

Takei’s mouth turned up into a kind of snarl. “I guess I should have. It just didn’t seem 

important. But I can see your point. Sorry.” He didn’t sound sorry. 

I said nothing. I stared at him for several long seconds. “There’s no way the judge would 

allow me to dump you at this stage of the game. But if I had found out about this tidbit earlier, I 

would have declared it strike three.” I took a deep breath. “And frankly, the only reason I’m not 

more pissed than I am is that somebody attacked Drew and our local Vegas investigator in Las 

Vegas yesterday as they were on their way to interview Freddy Costanzo. I’m taking that as 

evidence that the mob investors have something to hide, which, in my mind, makes you seem 

less guilty.” 

Takei’s expression showed interest for the first time. “You think the mob had Peter 

killed?” 

“I don’t know that, but they sure didn’t want to talk to Drew. The problem, of course, is 

that we have absolutely no evidence to support that. No one involved in the project other than 

Malen was in Hawaii when Roosevelt was killed, and there’s no evidence to support a theory of 
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a contract killing.” 

“What about other limited partners? Some of them have to be local.” 

“You just said it’d be stupid to kill someone for a measly hundred grand,” I said. 

“Yeah, but I’m rich. Some of those investors may not be so—” 

I cut him off. “It doesn’t matter. All the limited partners who live in Hawaii or were in 

Hawaii on the night of the murder have been checked out. All are alibied, just like Williamson 

and Malen.” 

“Okay, so what about the attack on Drew?” 

I shook my head. “Not admissible. We can’t even prove it was intentional at this point. 

They were T-boned by a Chevy Suburban, and the driver ran away. The Vegas police are 

investigating it as a hit-and-run.” 

Takei’s gaze moved to the windows beyond me. I didn’t turn to see what he was looking 

at. Probably nothing. I gave him time to digest the fact that we were still left with a seriously 

tenuous defense. Any betting person would have bet that Wayson Takei would be back in 

custody awaiting sentencing for murder in the second degree within the next week or so. 

~~~ 

Alan Wong’s on King Street was a small restaurant, one flight up from street level. It was 

crowded and noisy every night of the week. Barry Williamson and Joe Malen were lucky to have 

a corner table opposite the entrance and bar. A bottle of Chalk Hill Chardonnay sat on the table 

between them. Barry had just finished his appetizer of ahi tuna and avocado poke when he 

noticed an older woman with gray hair worn in a bun approaching their table. A huge Samoan 

man Barry recognized as Pancho McMartin’s private investigator lurked close behind her. 

The woman walked up to Joe Malen, whose back was to her. She tapped him on his 
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shoulder and waited for him to turn to her. “Mr. Joe Malen, you’ve been served.” She held out a 

piece of paper for him to take, but he made no move to do so. After about three seconds, she 

shrugged and placed the paper in his lap, on top of his napkin. “Have a great evening,” she said 

as she walked away, followed by the Samoan. 

Barry watched with interest as Malen stared down at the paper in his lap for a long 

moment before picking it up. He examined it briefly, then folded it and slipped it into his shirt 

pocket. He turned his attention to Barry. “What the fuck? I’ve been subpoenaed to testify at 

Takei’s murder trial? What the fuck?” 

Barry placed his chopsticks on the empty poke plate and held up his hands in a calming 

gesture. “Don’t worry about it, Joe. I’ve been subpoenaed as well. It’s only natural that those of 

us involved in Roosevelt’s lawsuit would be called to testify. I suppose Takei’s attorney will 

throw some mud around to try to make it look like someone from the Kauai project killed Peter. 

He’ll be looking to show reasonable doubt.” Barry paused and looked hard at Malen. “There’s 

nothing to worry about.” Another pause. “Is there?” 

Malen rubbed the side of his neck, the tension visible in his jaw. “What the fuck’s that 

supposed to mean?” 

Barry didn’t answer right away. Instead, he poured more wine into both of their glasses 

and took a sip of his. “I heard the other day that your partners in the deal are mobbed up. Is that 

true, Joe? Are you in bed with the mob?” 

Malen looked away, as if scouting the room to see if anyone was paying attention to 

them. Then he coughed and looked back at Barry. “I don’t know. Or at least I didn’t know. But I 

came over to tell you that that big Samoan guy who was just here came to my office in Vegas 

with another guy to interview me. They claimed Freddy Costanzo and his investors were in the 
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mob. I didn’t even know there was still a mob. But when they left, I had my assistant call Freddy 

to alert him they were on their way to see him. But the two guys never made it to Freddy’s. They 

got in a car accident on the way over. Freddy claims he had nothing to do with it, but I figured it 

looked bad enough that I should come over and let you know what happened and figure out how 

to deal with it if anything comes back to haunt us.” 

Barry stared at Malen and then took a sip of wine. This was turning into a major 

clusterfuck. He thought it was absurd that Malen wouldn’t know Costanzo was—or at least had 

been—in the mob. He knew Malen hadn’t killed Roosevelt, since they’d been together, but now 

it looked as if Costanzo’s people had tried to kill—or at least scare off—McMartin’s 

investigators. What a stupid move. What would that accomplish? The question was, Barry 

mused, whether Malen and his mob partners were working together or if Costanzo had taken 

things into his own hands. 
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Chapter 35 

 

Tim Derricks sat slumped in a client’s chair in front of Joe Malen’s desk. Malen had just 

returned from Honolulu and had been bringing Tim up to date. Tim thought Malen looked tired 

and worried—maybe even scared. 

“So now I’ve been subpoenaed to testify at the murder trial,” Malen said. “Williamson 

was pretty pissed about the attack on the private investigators, but I have to hand it to him: he 

took it like a man. I pointed out what you said: that we have no control over Costanzo’s people, 

and so long as there’s nothing other than the business relationship to connect them to us, we 

don’t have anything to worry about.” 

Tim nodded. “It’s obvious that if anyone involved in the deal attacked the investigators, it 

was Costanzo’s people. That takes the heat off us, and you can testify that you hardly know those 

guys. It’s not our problem if the mob guys took it upon themselves to kill Roosevelt.” 

Malen’s eyes narrowed. “You think Takei’s attorney will convince the jury that 

Costanzo’s people actually had Roosevelt killed?” 

Tim maintained a neutral expression as he shrugged noncommittally. “Not necessarily. 

But if the jury doesn’t believe Takei did it, who else would be the most likely suspect?” Tim 

allowed his boss a wan smile. “Takei’s conviction would certainly be the best-case scenario for 

us.” He paused, toyed with a button on his shirt, and adjusted his body in the chair. “My name’s 

never come up in any way, has it?” 

Malen shook his head. “No. I suppose if the investigators or the police ever interview that 

Neck guy you talked to, he’d give them your name as my administrative assistant, but that’s all.” 

Tim nodded absentmindedly. “We’re good.” 
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Chapter 36 

 

The morning was already hot and muggy, and I could smell the vog in the air, the 

pollution from Kilauea Volcano on the Big Island of Hawaii that made its way into the 

respiratory systems of everyone throughout the island chain when the winds shifted and came 

from the south—Kona winds. 

It was only a few minutes after eight o’clock when I got to the circuit court building, 

Ka’ahumanu Hale, on Punchbowl Street, yet I was already sweating. It was my custom to arrive 

at court early on the first morning of a major trial, and the court personnel accommodated me by 

unlocking the courtroom doors early. The air conditioner was already in freeze mode, and I could 

feel the wetness of my shirt turn cold. 

Judge Alvarez’s courtroom was virtually identical to all the other courtrooms in the 

circuit court. The waist-high paneling was koa, a reddish acacia wood endemic to Hawaii. No 

windows or pictures adorned the walls. An American flag flanked one side behind the bench, and 

a Hawaiian flag flanked the other. Tables for the bailiff and the court reporter sat in front of and 

below the judge’s bench. The koa-paneled jury box held fourteen seats, two for alternates. 

I passed through the spectator section, with its uncomfortable wood bench seats, and 

through the swinging gate, inside of which were two counsel tables. I put my trial briefcase on 

the floor next to the table on the left. The prosecutor, Harry Chang, would have the table closest 

to the jury box, on the right. I sat and surveyed the room, breathing in the icy air. Once satisfied 

with my surroundings, I closed my eyes. 

These minutes were my nod to the honor and tradition of my profession. In these few 

minutes while alone, I liked to reaffirm my small role in what I considered to be the finest 
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judicial system in the world. It wasn’t always perfect—many said it was flat-out broken. But as 

far as I was concerned, any imperfections or unfairness in the system were not due to the design 

of the system itself but to the failure to support it. Legislators and voters alike professed to want 

justice, which to most of them meant getting criminals off the streets, but few were willing to 

contribute the necessary funds to make the judicial system function as it was designed. Perfectly 

competent prosecutors and public defenders were so overworked that their ability to play their 

designated roles was seriously jeopardized, if not sabotaged outright. Prisons were full in many 

places across the country, including Hawaii, forcing judges and prosecutors to accept deals that 

put criminals back on the streets or, in Hawaii’s case, sent prisoners to privatized prisons on the 

mainland. The laws on the streets were all too often enforced against people of color more 

enthusiastically than against haoles, white people. 

And so it went. Honolulu was, in many ways, a microcosm of other big cities across 

America. But my niche in the system was directed toward those who could afford to take 

advantage of the judicial system at its finest. My clients paid well for my services, and I had no 

pressure from an unwieldy caseload to plea bargain clients’ lives away when it would be unjust 

to do so. My clients and I had the luxury of going to trial well prepared. For me and my clients, 

the American judicial system was as good as it got, subject only to the vagaries of individual 

personalities. 

I knew that as things stood, Wayson Takei might easily be convicted of murder, and if he 

was in fact innocent, then a case could be made that the system didn’t work. But I wouldn’t 

blame the system for such a failure. It would either be my fault or the perfect murder. In my 

career so far, however, I hadn’t come across the perfect murder. If Takei was innocent, then it 

was up to Drew and me to prove it. 
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I opened my eyes when I heard the door behind the judge’s bench open. Harriet, Judge 

Alvarez’s bailiff, entered the courtroom with a stack of files which she placed on the judge’s 

desk. She nodded hello to me, then retreated the way she’d come. 

I felt the familiar onset of nerves. The tightening in my stomach. The slight constriction 

of my chest. I forced myself to breathe deeply. Today would be spent picking a jury—my most 

disliked aspect of trial work. From the jury pool, individuals would be called to take a seat in the 

jury box as their names were pulled out of a box. When the jury box was filled, the process 

called voir dire would begin. The attorneys for each side posed questions to the jury as a whole 

or to individual jurors. The purpose was to determine whether the person would be a fair and 

impartial juror. Of course, “fair and impartial” to the prosecutor meant a juror that would be 

likely to convict. “Fair and impartial” to the defense meant a juror who was likely to acquit. 

After both sides had a shot at the jurors, the end result would be a group of twelve men and 

women, plus alternates, acceptable to both sides—or so went the theory. 

My thoughts drifted to my father, lying in a bed in a rehabilitation hospital in 

Albuquerque, his mind imprisoned in his body. I’d spoken with Mom late the night before. Her 

legendary strength now sounded forced, weakening with each passing day. I had promised to 

keep my cell phone on vibrate even while I was in trial. I made a mental note to mention the 

situation to the judge and Harry. 

I took a deep breath and then expelled it slowly. I needed to focus on the trial. My 

opening statement would have to be my standard “reasonable doubt” song and dance. It was all I 

had. 

I felt my phone vibrate in the left front pocket of my jeans. Oh shit, I thought. I extracted 

the phone and checked the caller ID, then breathed a sigh of relief when I saw it was Drew. 
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“How you feeling?” I asked without preamble. 

“I’m fine. I just called to let you know Susan and I served Joe Malen last night.” Drew 

paused to chuckle into the phone. “He seemed none too happy.” 

“Great. Now let’s see if he honors the subpoena or hires someone to fight it.” I was about 

to say more when I stopped short. 

“What’s up, man?” Drew asked. 

“I don’t know. It just seems kind of weird that he’d fly over to meet with Williamson 

right after the obvious attempt on your life. Do we need to reassess our judgment about 

Williamson?” 

The line was quiet for a moment. 

“I don’t know,” Drew finally said. “I think Malen flies private, so it’s really not a big deal 

to fly over and back. Easier than driving from LA to San Francisco when you think about it. But 

I’ve been thinking Malen didn’t know anything about the car attack. Maybe Malen just called 

Costanzo to give him a heads-up that we were on our way to see him, and Costanzo took it upon 

himself to scare us off.” 

“Hmm. Which would mean it may have been Costanzo’s crew who offed Roosevelt. But 

again, they were all accounted for in Vegas the night of the murder. Why don’t you see if the 

company Khalid worked for would be willing to dig a little more into Costanzo’s investors. 

Maybe we missed something.” 

I was about to say something more when the courtroom doors opened and Harry Chang 

entered, lugging his large trial briefcase as usual. 

“Gotta go. We’ll talk at lunch.” 

I hung up, nodded to Harry Chang, and looked at the wall clock. It was five minutes to 



Tropical Deception—Robinson  147 

 

 

 

nine. Where the hell is Takei? I wondered. 

I was just about to call him when he burst into the courtroom. He wore an expensive-

looking gray suit with a blue tie. There were dark circles under his eyes. He was sweating. He 

murmured a faint greeting and sat next to me at the counsel table. I could see that the normally 

arrogant asshole was scared to death. I’d watched many hardened, arrogant, seemingly fearless 

criminals turn into scared little boys when staring at a lifetime of prison. The rich and privileged 

fell harder than most. 

“Nothing much going to happen today,” I said. “We’ll pick a jury, and depending on how 

long it takes, the judge will probably have us wait until tomorrow for opening statements.” 

Takei heaved a sigh of relief, pulled out a handkerchief, and wiped the sweat from his 

face. 
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Chapter 37 

 

As the attorneys in Hawaii commenced voir dire to select a jury, Joe Malen had already 

landed at John Wayne Airport in Orange County, California. He’d arranged for a private driver 

to take him to the Meridian Hotel, although he’d left his carry-on bag on the borrowed jet. 

It was only 6:00 a.m. when he entered the swank, highly marbled Meridian lobby, which 

was virtually empty. He did not check in. Instead, he took a seat on a plush couch in the lobby 

with a view of the front door. 

He sat there for just less than thirty minutes. Only a handful of people had come and gone 

during that time. He rose and, walking with a sense of purpose, made his way to the parking 

garage. A dark-blue Chevy Malibu was parked where he’d been told it would be. The key was on 

the floor under the mat on the driver’s side. He started the car and punched in an address on the 

GPS. 

Fifteen minutes later, Joe entered a small coffee shop in a nondescript shopping mall in 

Irvine. Two men in construction work clothes sat at the long Formica counter. Joe saw the man 

he was looking for in a booth at the far end of the restaurant. As the lone waitress approached 

him with a menu, Joe nodded toward the booth, took the menu, and asked for a cup of coffee. 

Nearly five years had passed since Joe had last seen his old friend, Lev Patenkin. It 

looked to Joe like Patenkin had aged much more than five years. They were more or less the 

same age, having met at Leningrad State University, but Patenkin looked closer to an old seventy 

than someone in his early sixties. Deep lines creased his weathered face. Huge bags appeared 

beneath his sad-looking eyes. His bulbous nose was red with broken capillaries, his white hair 

thin and wispy. Tufts of dark hair protruded from his nostrils. His thick, stringy eyebrows 
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reminded Joe of Leonid Brezhnev. 

“You look good,” Patenkin said as Joe sat across from him. “Vegas must agree with 

you.” 

“Thanks,” Joe said. “I’ve been lucky to have my health. How are you?” 

Patenkin shrugged, almost theatrically. “Fucked. Seems like it’s one thing after another. I 

won’t bore you with my maladies.” 

The waitress brought Joe’s coffee and refilled Patenkin’s. “You gentlemen going to order 

breakfast?” 

“I’ll have a short-stack, two eggs, and crispy bacon,” Joe said. 

The waitress nodded and looked at Patenkin. 

“Nothing for me, thanks.” 

When the waitress was gone, Patenkin gave a slight nod to Joe. “What the fuck’s going 

on in Hawaii?” 

Joe filled Patenkin in on the status of the Kauai development, the murder trial of Wayson 

Takei, and the obvious intention of Takei’s attorney, Pancho McMartin, to try to point the finger 

at Joe or his partners. He saved the disastrous attempt on the two investigators’ lives by Costanzo 

until the end. 

Joe’s breakfast arrived before Patenkin could articulate a reaction to Joe’s recital of 

events. The two men sat in silence while Joe took his first bites and Patenkin drank his coffee. 

The ringer over the coffee shop’s door jingled, and Joe turned to see that the two construction 

workers were gone. 

“Not good,” Patenkin said at last. 

Joe responded with a slight sideways shrug of his head, his mouth full of pancakes. He 
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swallowed and said, “No, not good, but not the end of the world. I’ve been running the scenarios 

through my head the last couple days, and it seems to me that the worst thing that can happen is 

that Costanzo and his cronies’ involvement in the deal get dragged out by this McMartin 

attorney. He’ll use that to cast doubt on his client’s guilt, but he won’t be able to go any further 

than that. In the meantime, the development is going ahead, and everyone stands to make a shit-

bucketful of money. And,” he added, “we have the governor in our pocket.” He paused, took a 

sip of coffee, and smiled a grim, malicious-feeling smile. “In fact, she’ll be even more pliable if 

she’s afraid of being exposed for taking a bribe from Russians in bed with mobsters.” 

Patenkin snorted a half laugh. “What? Like just taking money from Russians isn’t bad 

enough? What are we, chopped liver?” 

Joe chuckled and tilted his head in a kind of acknowledgement. “Good point.” He felt 

Patenkin’s eyes on him as he finished his breakfast. 

“So,” Patenkin said after Joe pushed his plate away, “we do nothing about this asshole 

Costanzo?” 

“Can’t see what we can do,” Joe said. 

Patenkin said nothing for a beat. “Gde tonko—tam i rvyotsya.” 

Joe had been away from Russia for many years, but he recognized the old proverb, “It 

will snap where it’s the thinnest,” which meant the chain was no stronger than its weakest link. 

He presumed Patenkin was talking about Costanzo and his men. He frowned, picked up his 

napkin, and wiped his mouth. “Tell our friend things are under control. I don’t think there’s 

anything to worry about. We’d be stupid to make any move against Costanzo now. It’d just make 

matters worse.” 

Patenkin nodded. “Okay. Just remember, old friend, we have a lot of money riding on 
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you. This thing has gotten a lot of publicity, which isn’t good. I can’t say I approve of every 

move you’ve made, but I understand risks sometimes have to be taken.” He stood. “Thanks for 

the coffee.” 
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Chapter 38 

 

I felt exhausted and drained. The morning session of voir dire had seemed to drag on 

interminably. I glanced at the clock: 11:27. We had seated only four jurors so far. Many of the 

prospective jurors had heard of the case. The lurid nature of the murder, the soap-opera-like 

entanglements of the star players, and the big-money real estate venture—all gelled into one 

fascinating reality-TV show. 

“Mrs. Nakanishi, do you have any strong opinions on whether someone should have a 

legal weapon in their home?” I made eye contact and forced a smile for juror #7, a petite 

Japanese American with permed gray hair and what seemed to be a perpetually pleasant 

expression. My mind started to wander. and I had to force myself to listen to her response. 

Mrs. Nakanishi shook her head. “No, Mr. McMartin. So long as there aren’t any children 

around and the weapon is stored in a secure location, I have no problem.” 

“Do you or your husband own a gun?” I asked. 

“No, sir. We wouldn’t have a gun in our home. But it’s a personal decision, and I 

certainly wouldn’t think less of someone who feels the need for protection.” 

I was just about to pose a similar question to juror #8 when I felt the phone in my pocket 

vibrate. I assumed it was a text message and would stop until the follow-up notification came, 

but it kept vibrating, which meant it was a call. My heartbeat accelerated. The office wouldn’t be 

trying to call me. But Mom wouldn’t have known I was in court. I tried to ignore the buzzing and 

remember what question I intended to ask the next juror. 

“Mr. McMartin? Is everything okay?” Judge Alvarez was looking at me with a concerned 

expression. I hadn’t realized I’d been quiet so long. 



Tropical Deception—Robinson  153 

 

 

 

“May I approach the bench, Your Honor?” My voice cracked. I knew in my gut 

something was very seriously wrong. 

Judge Alvarez gestured for Harry Chang and me to come to the side of her bench farthest 

from the jury box. 

“Your Honor, I’m very sorry, but my father is in the hospital in Albuquerque in very 

serious condition. I left my phone on in case of an emergency. I meant to alert you and Mr. 

Chang about this before we began, but I forgot. No one in Honolulu who has my cell number 

would call while I’m in trial, so I’m worrying that it may be my mother. I wonder if we can take 

a short break while I find out.” 

Judge Alvarez glanced at Harry Chang but nodded without giving him a chance to 

respond. “Let’s adjourn for the day. Mr. McMartin, you’re excused now if you have no objection 

to my giving the jury the usual admonitions without you present. I’ll let the jury know your 

departure has nothing to do with the case.” 

“I’d appreciate that, Your Honor.” I returned to the counsel table and packed up my 

briefcase as Judge Alvarez began explaining the situation to the jurors. Then I leaned over to 

Takei and whispered, “I think I may need a continuance because of my father. I’ll let you know 

what’s up.” 

~~~ 

Once in the hall outside the courtroom, I dug out my cell and checked the recent call. It 

was as I had feared: Mom’s cell. I retrieved her voicemail. 

“Pancho, he’s gone.” I heard Mom begin to cry. She tried three times to choke out, “Call 

me,” before she hung up. 

I saw prospective jurors begin to file out of Judge Alvarez’s courtroom. I forced back the 
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tears I felt forming and hurried to the stairs. I didn’t want to get on an elevator with jurors. I ran 

down the steps two at a time and ignored an attorney acquaintance who looked like he wanted to 

talk. 

Drew was coming up the steps to the courthouse just as I stepped out into the bright 

sunlight. He was out of breath, and a sheen of perspiration glistened on his face. “You heard?” 

Without waiting for an answer, he took me into his arms and hugged me. “I’m sorry, man. Your 

mom called the office, and we tried to tell her not to call your cell, but she was pretty messed 

up.” 

I nodded into Drew’s big body and then remembered the jurors on their way out. I pulled 

away and began walking. “Can’t let the jurors see me.” 

“I already called Bill Blumenstein,” Drew said. “He and his jet are in town. He’s not 

going back to Vegas for almost a week, so he said the jet is yours to use. I asked him to let his 

pilot know you’ll want to leave tonight.” 

We walked at a fast pace down Queen Street. I didn’t want to call Mom back until I was 

alone in my office. I knew she would make me cry. I pulled out my cell and called the office. 

“Oh, Pancho, I’m so sorry,” Elise said as soon as she heard my voice. 

“Thanks, Elise. Can you please call Judge Alvarez and let her know my father died? I’ll 

need a continuance, so if she wants to set up a conference call with Harry Chang and me for later 

this afternoon, we can decide what to do.” 

“Of course. Are you on your way back here? Is Drew with you?” 

“Yes and yes. See you in a couple minutes.” 

We walked in silence the rest of the way to the office. 
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Chapter 39 

 

“I hope you don’t mind,” Elise said as I headed into my office, “but I called Padma to let 

her know what happened. She’s on her way over. And the judge will call back in a few minutes 

with a time for a conference call this afternoon.” 

“Thanks, Elise. I’m going to call Mother now, and then I’ll probably cry a little bit, so 

please don’t disturb me until I tell you it’s okay.” 

I sat in my creaky old chair and took a moment to stare out the window at Honolulu 

Harbor. It was a clear day, and there was a fair amount of boat traffic in the harbor. I watched a 

commercial fishing boat straggle in. Most of the fleet had been in hours ago. I took a few deep 

breaths. Dad was dead. I remembered Mom telling me that she thought Dad was trying to tell her 

he wanted to die. 

After a while, I exhaled and picked up my cell. 

“Pancho?” 

“Yes, Mom. You okay?” 

“Yes. No. I don’t really know. I just don’t know how to live without him. You know 

what I mean?” 

“Of course I do,” I said. “I’m catching a ride on a private jet tonight, so I’ll be there first 

thing in the morning. Where will you be?” 

“Oh, thank God, Pancho. I know you’re in trial. Will it be okay?” 

“I have a conference call with the judge and prosecutor this afternoon. They’re both 

friends and good people. I’ll get a continuance of some kind. I can’t promise how long I’ll be 

able to stay, but it will be as long as I can. So where will you be? Where do you want me to meet 
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you in the morning?” 

“I’ll be home. I had Terry moved to a mortuary in Santa Fe. I didn’t know if you wanted 

to see him before they cremate him or not.” I heard Mom blow her nose. “God, I can’t believe 

I’m talking about cremating Terry.” 

“I’d just as soon remember Dad as he was, so tell them to go ahead. I’ll be at your house 

tomorrow morning, probably sometime between eight and nine.” 

Mom didn’t say anything. I assumed she was crying. 

“Mom?” 

“I’m here. I’ll be okay. See you tomorrow.” 

“Is there someone who can stay with you tonight?” 

“No. I want to be alone.” She paused. “Thank you, Pancho. I love you.” 

“Love you too, Mom.” I hung up and stared dumbly at the cell phone in my hand. I felt 

the tears welling up and let them come. 

Given my profession, I was used to death and dying, but I’d never had to grieve over the 

death of a loved one. My parents had been estranged from their respective parents since they’d 

dropped out of college to become hippies, so I’d never met my grandparents. I was pretty sure 

Mom’s dad was still alive, but I wasn’t certain. The closest I’d come to grieving over someone 

was when a close family friend here in Hawaii had been turned into a vegetable by a doctor’s 

malpractice. But, of course, that was not the same as losing a parent. 

My tears now felt somehow ambiguous, as if I wasn’t really sure why I was crying. Dad 

had been rendered less than whole and had probably wanted to die. In any event, he wasn’t in 

pain, and he was no longer wishing death upon himself. I had lost a father I saw a few times a 

year. Yes, I loved him, and yes, I’d miss him, but I was living my life, the distractions and 
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demands of which I knew would temper my feelings of loss in an embarrassingly short period of 

time. 

It was Mom who would feel the loss in the core of her being every day—maybe for the 

rest of her life. It scared me to think about whether she’d be able to cope with the pain of her 

loss. It scared me to think about her being alone for the first time in her adult life. 

I gave myself ten minutes to get my act together before buzzing Elise to let her know I 

was back in business. 

“Okay, Pancho. The conference call is set up for one-thirty, which is fifteen minutes from 

now. I was going to buzz you in a couple minutes so you’d be ready. Drew and Padma are out 

here.” 

“Thanks, Elise. Tell them to come on in.” 

Padma walked straight into my arms and held me tight. I struggled not to start crying 

again. 

When we let go, there were tears in her large, dark eyes. She wiped them with the back of 

her hand. “We’re going with you.” 

I sat down. “We?” 

“Drew and me,” she said. “Your mother will need things done. I’m used to death and 

dealing with people who are grieving. I’ll be useful.” 

I allowed a grim smile. “Okay.” I turned to Drew. “And you, my friend? Of what use will 

you be?” 

Drew plopped himself onto the couch. “I’ll take a flight from Albuquerque to Vegas. 

Whatever answers we need have to be there, not in Honolulu.” 

I nodded. “Agreed. But I don’t want you getting killed. Is there a plan?” 
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Drew nodded and smiled. “Sort of. I talked to the detective in charge of our accident, and 

from what I’ve heard so far, we really can’t expect much out of the police. They see no reason to 

think it’s anything other than a basic hit-and-run. The SUV that hit us was stolen. I talked them 

into at least checking the whereabouts of Costanzo’s people, and all but Costanzo have mutual 

alibis. Costanzo himself was driving back from LA when the Suburban crashed into us.” 

I leaned back and interlocked my hands on top of my head—one of my favorite thinking 

positions. “Where does that leave us? The most likely culprits are Costanzo’s people.” 

“Well, first of all, do we really trust a bunch of mobsters alibiing each other? Second, do 

we think for a minute they don’t have guys they can call on to do a job like this?” 

“And,” Padma said, “if Drew can identify someone who works for Costanzo but isn’t one 

of the named investors, then we can see if that person was in Honolulu on the night of the 

murder.” 

I unlocked my hands and leaned forward. “I feel like an idiot. I know we considered 

murder for hire, but I never really considered that Costanzo—or Malen, for that matter—would 

trust anyone other than one of the main players to do the job. A hired gun leaves them exposed. 

Plus, the plan to off Roosevelt on the very day of the supreme court ruling would have had to 

come together too fast to be realistic. I just accepted the fact that Costanzo and his boys weren’t 

in Honolulu.” 

Drew chuckled. “Nothing to feel like an idiot about. What were we going to do: ask 

Costanzo for an organizational chart of his thugs? Besides, although I think you’re right about 

not trusting a hit man who would turn on them in a heartbeat, it’s pretty much all we got at this 

point. Maybe they had it planned out in advance as a contingency in case the Supremes ruled as 

they did.” 
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“We still need names if we’re going to try to find out who was in Honolulu murdering 

Peter Roosevelt.” 

Drew pushed himself up off the couch, grunting. “I’ll figure something out. I’m meeting 

with Khalid’s boss, and I think he’ll assign one of his guys to work with me. He says there’s one 

guy in particular who’s pretty knowledgeable about Costanzo and his people.” Drew looked at 

his watch. “Time for your conference call. I’m going home to pack a few things.” 

Padma had been sitting in one of the client chairs and stood as well. “Me too. You can 

swing by to pick me up on the way to the airport. What time?” 

“How about I get you at five and we grab a bite to eat. I want to be airborne by seven.” 

Elise buzzed just as Padma and Drew were walking out of the office. “Judge Alvarez and 

Harry Chang on line one.” 

I picked up the phone and placed a legal pad in front of me. “This is Pancho.” 

“Pancho, this is Samantha Alvarez. Harry Chang is on the line as well as Naomi, the 

court reporter, so we will be on the record. But first I want to say how very sorry I am for your 

loss.” 

“That goes for me too,” Harry said. 

“Thanks, I appreciate it.” 

“Okay, Naomi, we’re on the record now,” Judge Alvarez said. She referenced the case. 

“Mr. McMartin, given the tragic loss of your father today in New Mexico, I understand you wish 

a continuance of the trial in order to travel to New Mexico to be with your mother. Is that 

correct?” 

“It is, Your Honor.” 

“How much time are you looking for?” 
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“A week should be sufficient,” I said. 

“Mr. Chang, any comments?” the judge asked. 

“No, Your Honor. I’m good with whatever Paunch—er, Mr. McMartin—needs.” 

The line went silent for a moment, and I heard the rustling of papers. 

“Okay. Given that we haven’t impaneled a jury, jeopardy has not attached, so we are free 

to do whatever is best. I’m not inclined to keep this jury panel on the line for a week, so I think I 

will dismiss them and we can simply start fresh when we resume. Is that okay with everyone?” 

“Yes, Your Honor,” I said, “and thank you.” 

“I’m fine with it,” Harry said. 

“Good. We will pick a new jury one week from today and begin the trial immediately 

thereafter. That’s Monday, March fourteenth. Anything further?” 

Harry and I each responded in the negative. 

“We’re now off the record,” the judge said. “Pancho, have a safe trip, and I’m sure I 

speak for Harry when I say that our thoughts are with you and your mother in this awful time.” 
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Chapter 40 

 

As before, I passed through the private terminal with nary a glance from the older black 

man sitting behind the counter of Island Aviation. Padma and Drew followed me onto the tarmac 

and up the stairs of the Bombardier Challenger 300. I acted nonchalant as Padma and Drew took 

in the luxurious compartment and settled into the soft leather seats. A different attendant than I 

remembered greeted us and offered drinks. 

“This ain’t nothing like the charter flights we took when I was with the Chargers,” Drew 

said once he had been served Patron on the rocks. 

I gave a small, nasal laugh and sipped my own Patron. I closed my eyes and tried to shut 

out the mess of thoughts vying for attention. I must have dozed off, because the next thing I 

knew, Padma was gently nudging me. 

“Let’s get you to bed,” she said. 

We moved to the aft cabin and shut the door. Pajamas had been neatly folded and left on 

each single bed. Padma climbed into my bed with me. She put her arms around me and drew me 

close. I looked into her dark eyes, and they seemed to reflect the sadness I felt. I smelled her 

citrusy perfume and felt her breasts press against me. I was embarrassed when I felt myself 

become aroused. I thought I saw a small, fleeting smile on her face. I started to apologize. 

She placed a finger on my lips. “It’s quite common for someone to become sexually 

aroused while being physically comforted following a tragedy.” 

I pulled back a few inches so I could see her face better. “Is that true?” 

“I haven’t the slightest idea,” she said. “I just thought I’d make you feel better about 

getting a big boner while I’m trying to comfort you over the death of your father.” 
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I laughed out loud for the first time that day. “I love you.” Before she could respond, I 

closed my eyes. 

~~~ 

It was still dark in the early morning when we landed in Albuquerque. The weather 

hadn’t been good enough to land at the small airport in Santa Fe. Sometime after I’d fallen 

asleep, Padma had retreated to her own bed. The sound of the captain’s voice on the intercom 

had roused us from sleep when we were thirty minutes out. Padma had changed into jeans and a 

fitted blue shirt reminiscent of a man’s work shirt. She wore heavy leather shoes with rubber 

soles. I noticed a black tufted parka lying on the unmade bed. I dressed in my usual jeans, 

cowboy boots, and dress shirt, this one white. I’d pulled one of my parkas out of my storage 

closet. 

Drew had slept in the fully reclined seat up front. As we taxied to the terminal, we 

checked our texts and emails. 

“Good news from Blumenstein,” Drew said. “He’s going to have the jet drop me in 

Vegas this morning. I’ve also got an email from Winston Kappenberg, Khalid’s boss. He’s got a 

guy he’s assigning to me who has some kind of connections to some of Costanzo’s people. This 

guy says that Nicky Langetto, who’s one of the investors with Costanzo, has a brother in the 

Navy stationed in Hawaii. Apparently the kid’s a read badass.” 

“No further details? That could be what we’re looking for.” 

Drew shook his head. “I’ll call you as soon as I know. Will you have your phone on?” 

“Sure.” 

We hugged and patted each other on the back. Then Padma and I thanked the flight 

attendant and walked off the plane. 
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Chapter 41 

 

We said little on the hour drive from Albuquerque to Tesuque, just outside of Santa Fe. 

My nerves were on edge. The tightness in my chest scared me. I didn’t think I was having any 

kind of heart issues, but the thought of a resurgence of panic attacks weighed heavily on me. I 

needed to comfort and help Mom, grieve for Dad, and figure out how to defend Wayson Takei 

when the trial started next week. I couldn’t afford any personal weakness. I glanced at Padma in 

the passenger’s seat and saw she was staring out the window at the passing countryside: high-

desert plains covered in snow and tall, red-rock mesas that looked as if they had burst forth from 

the plains. 

Padma must have sensed me looking at her. She turned from the window to look at me. 

“You okay?” 

I nodded. “As good as can be expected, I guess.” I gave her a wry smile. “It’s hard to 

decide what to be more worried about.” 

Padma nodded her understanding. “Keep it all in perspective, darling. Your father just 

died, and you and your mother need to grieve. That’s an important part of living, and that’s what 

deserves your full attention for now.” 

I was silent while I thought about what Padma had just said. It wasn’t that I didn’t 

understand or agree with what she was saying, but by the same token, a man’s life was in my 

hands. Despite my dislike of Wayson Takei, I had come to believe in his innocence, and I didn’t 

think I could live with the thought of him being convicted and sent to prison for the rest of his 

life. 

But I didn’t say any of this to Padma. She was trying to be comforting and supportive. 
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Besides, I thought, she hadn’t invested herself in Takei’s innocence. 

The McMartin house in Tesuque was nestled in a grove of cottonwood trees, still bare 

despite the approaching spring. A few squat piñon trees dotted the front yard. The house, like 

most in the area, was adobe-style. Mom opened the front door wearing a terrycloth bathrobe. Her 

gray hair was not pinned up as usual but hung straight to her shoulders. Her face was lined and 

tired-looking. Her eyes were puffy from crying. 

She came into my arms even as we were still standing on the front stoop in the biting 

cold. Although her face was buried in my shoulder, I could feel her sobbing into the parka. 

I let her be for a bit before gently moving her away. “Let’s get you inside. It’s cold out 

here.” 

“I’m sorry.” Mom looked at Padma, took her hand, and led her into the house. Then she 

gave her a hug. 

The two had met a year earlier during the trial of one of my parents’ closest friends, 

Manny Delacruz. Manny’s wife had been in a permanent vegetative state since undergoing a 

routine surgery. Manny had been charged with murdering one of the doctors. Mom and Dad had 

come to Hawaii for the trial. I had gotten Manny off the murder charge, but I hadn’t told Mom 

and Dad that Manny had confessed some troubling details to me after he’d been acquitted. I’d 

had little communication with Manny since. 

Mom stepped away from Padma, wiped her nose on the arm of the terrycloth robe, and 

closed the front door behind us. The short entry hall led to a large, comfortable-looking living 

room full of Southwestern art. A kiva fireplace, fire blazing, took up a corner next to large 

windows facing the backyard and stand of cottonwoods. The yard was blanketed with snow. To 

the left was an open-plan kitchen. 
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I smelled coffee and moved to the kitchen. “Want some coffee, Padma?” I held up the 

pot. 

She nodded. 

“I made you two green-chili-and-sausage breakfast burritos,” Mom said. “They’re in the 

oven on low, so help yourselves when you feel like it. I’m going to go get dressed.” 

I knew within a half hour that Padma was going to be invaluable. Although the two 

women had met in Hawaii, there hadn’t been a lot of time during Manny’s trial for them to be 

alone together. Now there seemed to be an instant bond. Padma’s experience in dealing with 

grieving loved ones had given her a sense of what was needed in any given situation: a word 

here, a gentle touch there, silence when called for. 

Although I had given Mom permission to proceed with Dad’s cremation, she hadn’t yet 

done so. Padma took control and, just minutes after the mortuary in Santa Fe opened, had 

arranged for the cremation and pickup of the urn. Mom and Dad were atheists and had few 

friends other than each other. There would be no service, but as people called to convey their 

condolences, Padma took the calls and invited them to stop by that afternoon to pay their 

respects. 

“Don’t worry, Sandra,” she’d said to Mom. “I’ll handle everything. I’ll go to the store to 

get some provisions for pupus.” 

The only downside to Padma’s take-charge attitude was that I was left with virtually 

nothing to do until she instructed me to start clearing out Dad’s closet. 

She had taken Mom’s elbow and spoken to her in a soft and soothing tone. “I know it 

may seem rushed and cold, but I don’t want you to go through the ordeal of pulling out his 

clothes, and we’re only here for a short period of time. So let Pancho do it.” 
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Mom’s eyes had gone wide, and it had looked as if she would start crying again, but then 

she had taken a deep breath and nodded her assent. 

Drew checked in regularly. He’d put an investigator friend of his in Honolulu on the job 

of checking out Douglas Langetto, the Navy man. He was stationed at Pearl Harbor, a thirty-to 

forty-minute drive to Peter Roosevelt’s house on Waialae Iki. 

“I told my guy to be discreet for now,” Drew said. “I don’t want word getting back to 

Costanzo or Langetto’s brother what we’re up to unless there’s no other choice but to confront 

Douglas to determine if he has an alibi.” 

“What’s your plan for Vegas?” I asked. 

I could almost see my best friend’s goofy, crooked smile as he said, “Gonna play it by ear 

and see if we can talk to any of Costanzo’s people without getting killed.” 

“Sounds like a great plan. Keep me posted, and be fucking careful.” 

And so it went. As Padma, Mom, and I dealt with the mundane tasks imposed by death, 

the reality of Dad’s passing gradually became an accepted part of the daily regimen. There were 

bank accounts and insurance policies to deal with. Social Security needed to be notified, credit 

cards canceled or modified. Padma’s kindness and gentle pushes for Mom to be involved in the 

affairs of death seemed to accelerate Mom’s acceptance of Dad’s passing, and I began to glimpse 

a resurgence of Mom’s famous inner strength. 

On the second full day, the three of us drove to Taos, an hour up the road. Mom wanted 

to scatter Dad’s ashes on the site of the hippie commune where they’d moved after dropping out 

of college—and where I had been born. There was nothing on the land now. It was situated 

outside of town, toward the famous gorge bridge. The vast plain was private grazing land now. 

The owner had been one of the hippies, but as the commune dispersed, he had used his trust fund 
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to buy surrounding acreage and was now one of the largest ranchers in the area. 

We squeezed through the metal fence to the property and walked onto the open plain. The 

snow-covered Sangre de Cristo Mountains loomed in the distance. The mountains were sacred to 

the Pueblo tribes who had populated the area for centuries. They were spiritual to many of the 

hippies and artists who had populated the area for decades. I thought they were just plain 

beautiful. 

Mom walked down the dirt trail for about a quarter mile before stopping. “This is as good 

a place as any.” 

“It’s lovely,” Padma said. 

Mom took the urn from me and held it in her arms for a long minute. Then she kissed the 

urn, took off the lid, and poured out the ashes, most of which were taken by the wind. She said 

something to herself—or perhaps to Dad—that I couldn’t hear. Then she took a deep breath, 

looked to the mountains, and let the air out. “Let’s go.” 
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Chapter 42 

 

On Thursday morning I was sitting at Mom’s dining room table going over my trial notes 

when Padma poked her head out from the kitchen, where Mom had been teaching her how to 

make green chili stew, to say Drew was on the phone. We’d taken to talking on Mom’s landline, 

since the cell service at her house was sketchy. 

“I talked to the investigator in Honolulu we hired to interview the two guys who claimed 

they had dinner and drinks with Douglas Langetto the night Peter Roosevelt was murdered,” 

Drew said. “They’re both firm on their stories. My guy’s going to talk to the owner of the 

restaurant to check the timing, but he says so far it looks as if Langetto has an alibi. In the 

meantime, we’ve been trying to find out if any other of Costanzo’s people have Hawaii 

connections. Other than the rumor that one of them has a sister who lives in Hawaii, it’s a big 

zero so far.” 

“Have you been able to talk to Costanzo or any of his investors?” I asked. 

“Not yet. Vinny Battaglia—that’s the guy Kappenberg assigned to me—has been running 

around interviewing his contacts. Not a shitload of help. Apparently, Costanzo has gotten into 

money laundering in a big-time way. He’s kind of become the go-to guy for mobsters around the 

country to clean their dirty money in exchange for a nice percentage. Mostly real estate 

investments, according to Vinny’s source. That’s probably why he invested so heavily in the 

Kauai project. I’d bet the ranch that it was all dirty money.” 

“You don’t have a ranch,” I said. 

The smell of roasting chilis wafted from the kitchen. 

Drew chuckled. “I meant the proverbial ranch.” 
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“Ooh. Anyway, I’ve got to get home tomorrow. Blumenstein is sending the jet for me. 

Do you want us to stop by Vegas to get you?” 

“Hmm. Let’s touch bases tonight. If we can talk to Costanzo’s people today, then sure. If 

I can’t talk to anyone until tomorrow or the weekend, then I’ll get home on my own.” 

After I hung up, I walked into the kitchen to break the news to Mom that we had to leave 

the next morning. I stopped in the doorway. Mom and Padma had their backs to me as they 

hunched over their respective cutting boards while dicing onions and potatoes. There was a 

strange poignancy to the moment that caused me to smile. 

Padma must have sensed my presence, because she turned and looked at me, knife in 

hand. “What’s so funny?” 

“Nothing. I was just admiring the two beautiful women in my life cooking my favorite 

dish.” 

Padma gave me a good-natured harrumph and turned back to her cutting. I walked over to 

Mom, who hadn’t stopped working, and saw that tears were streaming down her face. I put my 

arm around her. “Maybe you should have Padma chop the onions. You’ve shed enough tears 

already.” 

Mom looked at me and allowed a small smile. She said nothing and turned back to her 

task. 

I talked to her back. “Mom, we have to leave in the morning. Trial starts Monday.” 

She turned back to face me, and I saw a fleeting expression of panic on her face before 

she composed herself and nodded. 

“Do you want to come back with us and stay for a while?” I asked. “I think Padma would 

let me stay with her so you can have my condo.” 
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“Or Sandra can have my condo,” Padma said, “and I’ll stay with you. Either way.” 

Mom picked up a dish towel and wiped the onion tears from her eyes, then shook her 

head. “No. I’ll be fine here. I may go to New York in a week or so to meet with our . . . my agent 

and publisher. If I get too depressed or lonely, I’ll take you up on it.” 

~~~ 

Drew left his room at the Hilton Garden Inn and drove the mile or so to Kappenberg 

Investigations, which was located in a strip mall next to an old-style Italian restaurant a few 

blocks from the Strip. The place was basically one large room with a glass-enclosed office at the 

far end. That was Winston Kappenberg’s office. The rest of the space was taken up with ten 

desks with privacy shields on three sides, a kitchenette, a large copy machine, and, at the entry, a 

reception desk and small couch. 

The buxom brunette receptionist was painting her nails when Drew walked in. She gave 

him a broad smile and then nodded for him to go back to Vincent Battaglia’s cubicle. 

Vinny was on the phone when Drew approached. A huge smile appeared on his gaunt 

face, and he pointed with his free hand to the lone client chair facing his desk. 

“You’re sure about this?” Vinny asked and then listened for a response. “Okay, then. 

Thanks for the info. I owe you.” He listened once more and then gave a short laugh. “Take care,” 

he said before hanging up. When he turned his attention to Drew, the smile was still there. 

“Remember I told you about the rumor that one of Costanzo’s guys has a sister in Hawaii?” 

Drew nodded. “Yeah.” 

“Well, it’s true.” 

Drew gave a grim smile. “You implying that some chick killed Roosevelt?” 

Vinny was shaking his head even before Drew had finished his question. “No, but it’s 
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definitely intriguing. The sister’s name is Mona Babcock.” 

Drew gaped at Vinny. Finally he said, “Are you telling me that the governor of Hawaii is 

the sister of a known mobster?” 

Vinny grinned and nodded. “Half sister, actually. And as of now, I’m not yet sure if the 

Mona Babcock we’re talking about and the governor are one and the same. But it seems pretty 

damn coincidental, don’t you think?” 

“How’d you find this out?” Drew asked. “What’s your source?” 

“I’ve been doing background checks on Costanzo, Leonetti, and Garetti and discovered 

that both Costanzo and Garetti had medical issues that required hospitalization in the past ten 

years. Both were treated at Spring Valley Hospital. So I called a buddy of mine who works in 

administration there, and he pulled the patient intake sheets for both. Turns out Richard Garetti 

listed one Mona Babcock as his first emergency contact. She’s listed as his half sister and has an 

808 area code.” 

Drew started to say something, but Vinny held up a thin finger. Then he picked up his 

phone and punched in some numbers. 

Drew heard what sounded like a recording at the other end. He did some quick 

calculations and determined that it was only six in the morning in Honolulu. 

Vinny listened for a moment and then hung up without leaving a message. “It’s her. 

Sounded like it must be her personal cell phone, but her recording referred callers to the 

governor’s office.” 

“Holy shit,” Drew said. 

Vinny Battaglia stood and stretched. He was a rail-thin man with a bowling-ball belly. 

His brownish hair—what was left of it—was stringy and unkempt. His eyes were small, almost 
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beady, but now they glowed with excitement. “How do you want to handle this?” 

Drew thought about it. What did the relationship mean? Babcock was supposedly the one 

who had introduced Joe Malen to Barry Williamson. Malen had then brought in Costanzo, 

Leonetti, and Garetti. No wonder she’d been such a proponent of the Kauai project. It would be 

interesting to know if she’d been promised anything if the deal went through. In any event, it was 

clear that the governor had a serious conflict of interest. 

“Do you have a private contact number for Garetti?” Drew asked. 

Vinny nodded. “I have his cell.” 

“Give it to me.” 

Vinny sat back down and opened a manila file that was sitting on his desk. He riffled 

through some papers. Then he retrieved a notepad and wrote down a number. He tore off the 

note and handed it to Drew. “Got a plan?” 

Drew smiled the same crooked smile he’d given a few days earlier when Pancho had 

asked the same question. “Formulating one.” Then he used his cell to call Richard “the Neck” 

Garetti. 

“Yeah, who’s this?” 

“Mr. Garetti, this is Drew Tulafono. I’m a private investigator from Honolulu working on 

a case that involves the large real estate project you’re an investor in. I’m wondering if you can 

give my colleague and me a few minutes of your time this morning.” 

“And why would I do that? I know all about the murder in Hawaii, and I already know 

you or your people have checked my alibi, which is airtight, and I don’t know shit about who 

offed the motherfucker, which is too bad, since I’d send whoever it was a nice thank-you note. 

So my short answer is fuck off.” 
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Drew looked at Vinny, winked, and then said into the phone, “Mona Babcock.” 

There was silence on the other end of the line, but Drew knew Garetti hadn’t hung up. 

“Who?” Garetti finally asked. 

“Mona Babcock, your half sister,” Drew answered. “I think it might be in everyone’s best 

interest for you to meet with us to try to sort out some things. We’re willing to meet you 

somewhere private if you don’t want your associates to know about her.” 

More silence. 

“Where are you?” Garetti asked. 

Drew gave him the address of Kappenberg Investigations. 

“Next to that Italian joint?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Okay, there’s a Starbucks around the corner. I’ll meet you there in twenty minutes.” 
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Chapter 43 

 

Drew recognized Rick “the Neck” Garetti the moment he entered Starbucks. The man’s 

neck really was exceptionally long. And thin. Except for that anomaly, thought Drew, Garetti 

was otherwise fairly normal looking. His face was on the narrow side, but not so anyone would 

notice if they hadn’t seen the long neck. His nose was slightly bent, as if it had been broken at 

some point in his life. His lips were full, almost feminine. His eyes were dark, like two sets of 

onyx stones. He wore his black hair, with slivers of gray, slicked back. He was dressed in 

sweatpants, gym shoes, and a T-shirt. 

The coffee shop wasn’t crowded, but Drew gave a small wave, forgetting for a moment 

that he was a huge Samoan man who stood out everywhere he went. 

Garetti nodded in acknowledgement but jerked his head toward the counter, indicating 

that he wanted to buy a cup of coffee before joining Drew. 

A couple minutes later, Garetti pulled out the chair next to Drew and sat, placing his 

steaming cup of coffee on the table. “Okay. You wanted to talk. Here I am.” His voice was 

deeper than it had sounded over the phone. 

“Thanks for coming. I’ll cut right to the chase,” Drew said. “I know you’re an investor 

along with Costanzo and Langetto and Malen in the real estate deal on Kauai. I know Governor 

Mona Babcock is your sister—” 

“Half sister,” Garetti interrupted. 

“Right, half sister. And you know I work for the attorney representing the man accused of 

murdering Peter Roosevelt, the attorney who was trying to stop the project. My boss and I don’t 

think our client is guilty. We think someone more intimately involved in the project is the guilty 



Tropical Deception—Robinson  175 

 

 

 

party.” Drew paused. He’d worked out most of what he intended to say before this meeting, but 

he hadn’t gotten much further than what he’d just said to Garetti. The big question was whether 

he was talking directly to the murderer or to an accomplice. Whoever had tried to kill Khalid and 

him would probably have no qualms about trying again. 

“Oookay,” Garetti said, drawing out the word. “And what? You think I know, and you 

want me to give that person up to you?” He took a sip of coffee. A thin smiled played at his full 

lips. “Are you fucking nuts? Yeah, Mona is my half sister. We have very little contact, but she’s 

still family. I wouldn’t do anything to fuck up her gig. That’s why we try to keep our relationship 

quiet. I’m a legitimate businessman, but I can’t hide the fact that I have a criminal record back 

East. It wouldn’t be good optics for her if it came out she had a former criminal for a half 

brother.” He paused to take another sip of coffee. 

Drew said nothing. 

“So to answer your unspoken question, no, I didn’t kill Roosevelt, and no, I don’t know 

who did. My guess is that it was your client, whose wife was boffing the guy. No one else would 

take the chance of fucking up the Kauai deal by killing the attorney attacking it. Makes no sense. 

My sis was trying to help. If Roosevelt hadn’t died, she’d have gotten legislation through that 

would have fixed the land designation, and the lawsuit would have been—What d’ya call it?—

moot.” 

Drew was impressed with the man’s knowledge of the deal. He clearly wasn’t some goon 

who’d thrown his money into a deal just because his boss said he should. “How’d you hear about 

the Kauai project in the first place?” 

Garetti looked off to the side, as if surveying the coffee shop. His jaw appeared clenched 

tight, and when he turned back to face Drew, his voice sounded just as tight. “My sis called and 
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told me she’d heard about a big project coming online in the islands. She said the developer, a 

guy named Barry Williamson, was a legit guy and was looking for some big-money investors. 

She knew we handle some big money and thought it would be a good way for me to make a 

killing and retire.” 

“Okay. But obviously she didn’t think you personally had that kind of money. What did 

she propose?” 

Garetti sighed, as if it was a waste of time to talk about this. “She knew I had connections 

in Vegas. Guys with big money to invest. She figured I could turn some people on to the deal, 

steer them to Williamson, and keep a piece of the action for myself.” 

“So you put Malen in contact with Williamson?” 

Drew thought he saw a slight change in Garetti’s face. It was almost as if his prior 

indignation was faked but was now turning real. 

“No. Not directly. I put the word out to friends, who had friends, who told Malen about 

the deal.” 

“Can you give me their names?” 

“No fucking way.” 

“Why not?” 

“Because that’s not the way I operate. I start spilling names of contacts who do favors or 

whatever, I’m fucking toast. They’re just guys. Guys who knew how to get to Malen. Let’s leave 

it at that.” 

“But you had specifically targeted Malen as a potential investor?” Drew asked. 

Garetti nodded. “Yeah. He’d become well known in town. Made a shitload of money. I 

know my boss had done him a favor some years ago, so I knew about him. I also figured that 
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their prior relationship would be a good way to finagle our way into the deal as well.” 

Drew nodded and sipped his coffee. It all made sense. It explained everyone’s 

involvement, but it didn’t explain who had killed Peter Roosevelt. Drew made a note to check 

the details about Governor Babcock’s legislative fix. Was it for real? If so, Garetti was right 

about it being stupid to kill Roosevelt when the whole thing could go away quietly. 

After a few moments of thought, Drew figured he’d gotten all he would get out of 

Garetti. The man had been more forthcoming than Drew had thought he would be. But then 

again, the threat of exposing the familial relationship with the governor was probably a strong 

motivating factor. He stood. “Thanks for your time.” 

Garetti stared up at him. “What are you going to do about me being Mona’s half 

brother?” 

“Whatever I have to.” Drew put up a hand when he saw Garetti begin to rise. “Which 

means nothing if there’s no reason to make the disclosure. In that case, I don’t think my boss will 

have any reason to bring it up. But if there’s more to this than you’ve told me and the governor is 

involved as more than a go-between . . .” Drew shrugged and rotated his hands so that the palms 

were facing upward. 

Garetti settled back into his chair. His face had turned red and angry, but it was clear he 

knew there was little he could do about it now. 

Drew turned to go but then hesitated. He turned back. “Did Malen call Costanzo after my 

associate and I interviewed him the other week?” 

Garetti shook his head. “No. Costanzo wasn’t in town. Malen’s assistant, Tim, called me 

and said you guys were on your way to interview us.” 

“Tim what?” Drew asked. 
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“Don’t know his last name.” 

“What did you do after the call?” 

Garetti gave Drew a hard stare. “Not a fucking thing, asshole. We waited for you to show 

up, but you never did. A little while later, Malen called Costanzo and gave him a raft of shit. But 

we hadn’t gone after you and your buddy.” 
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Chapter 44 

 

By Saturday morning we were all back in Honolulu. Padma and I had beaten Drew back 

because we’d flown private. Drew had been forced to catch a commercial flight out of Vegas 

later the same day. He’d filled me in on what he’d learned from Garetti the day before. 

Padma had gone to meet the attorney she was working for in the med-mal case while 

Drew and I met in the office to brainstorm the latest treasure trove of information. We were both 

dressed casually in shorts and aloha shirts. Elise had offered to come in, but since we’d already 

prepped the exhibits the week before, there was nothing for her to do—unless we came up with 

something new. I asked her to keep her cell by her side in case we needed her. 

I pulled a legal pad in front of me and looked at Drew, who was sprawled on the couch, 

his big feet hanging over the armrest. He looked more like he was a patient in a psychiatrist’s 

office than a high-powered private investigator. He claimed to think better lying down. 

“Let’s review,” I said. “On the one side of the equation, we have our client whose motive 

to kill Roosevelt was outdated jealousy—” 

“I’d classify it more as revenge,” Drew interrupted. 

“Okay, revenge, which never has an expiration date,” I agreed. “And whose gun was the 

murder weapon. He’s the only one of the players we know about who has no alibi.” 

“And on the other side of the equation,” Drew said, taking over, “we have Malen, Freddy 

Costanzo, Nick Langetto, and Rick Garetti, half brother to our esteemed governor.” 

“All of whom have serious money motives and shaky pasts,” I said, “but alibis. I’m not 

including the governor as a potential murderer.” 

“I think we need to break down the second side of the equation,” Drew said. “We’ve been 
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assuming a common motive, and that may be true, but we can’t assume that there was some kind 

of common agreement to murder Roosevelt. Malen might have had a stronger motive than 

Costanzo and his people. Or vice versa.” 

I nodded. “I reckon it’s even possible that not all of Costanzo’s people were on the same 

page. Could there have been some kind of individual motives at play? I mean, maybe Langetto 

panicked and decided he couldn’t afford to lose his investment and acted on his own. Same with 

Garetti.” 

Drew sat up, groaning as usual. “Possible. Before I came in this morning, I talked with 

two of my contacts at the legislature. They both said there was no way Babcock’s attempt to do 

an end run around the courts and modify the Ag designation of the property was going to pass. If 

Babcock knew that, which she’d be a dummy not to know, and she passed that on to either 

Malen or her brother, the option of doing nothing would have seemed very dangerous.” 

I rubbed my temples. Just thinking about this was giving me a headache. “Part of the 

problem, it seems to me, is that we don’t really know how deep the pockets of these players are. I 

mean, we’re talking a huge amount of dollars. Did Malen really have the kind of bucks to buy in 

for his share? Or is there one or more silent investor behind him? If so, it’s possible that Malen 

was feeling the heat from that investor and decided he had to do something drastic.” 

Drew had been nodding while I spoke. “I thought about that, but we really have no time 

or resources to dig deeper into the money trail. On the Costanzo side, it’s very likely that the 

money each of those investors is using is part of their money-laundering operation. Which would 

mean more mobsters behind them.” 

“Which would mean even hotter heat on them if they were to lose that kind of money,” I 

interjected. 
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“Shit,” Drew said. “We’re making it more and more complicated with every scenario.” 

I swiveled around to gaze out the window—just another perfect day in paradise while we 

sat around and beat out heads against the wall. 

Drew’s cell phone blared out a blues rift. I didn’t turn around. 

“Vinny? Hold on a minute while I put you on speaker. I’m here with my boss, Pancho.” 

I swiveled back toward my desk. 

Drew walked over to a client chair and set down the phone between us. “We’re here, 

Vinny. What’ve you got?” 

Vincent Battaglia’s voice sounded like a caricature of a New York mobster. “This Tim 

guy’s pretty interesting, Drew. His last name’s Derricks. Pretty WASPy sounding, but it ain’t his 

real name. He’s really Molinario. He’s from Jersey. He did time at the state prison in Trenton, 

which is the maximum-security prison. He was in on a murder rap, but it was thrown out three 

years later on some kind of technicality. When he got out, he moved away and changed his 

name.” 

“Jesus, Vinny, how’d you get all this?” 

Vinny laughed. “I got my connections. One thing leads to another.” 

“Does Malen know his assistant has been convicted of murder?” I asked. My excitement 

over having an actual murderer as a potential suspect was obvious. 

“Don’t know.” Vinny said. 

Drew and I glanced at each other, but no one said anything for several moments. 

Finally, Drew said what I’d been thinking. “Holy shit!” 
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Chapter 45 

 

Of course, having information and knowing what to do with it were two very different 

things. Especially on the eve of trial. I had put Drew and Vinny to work trying to find out if 

Derricks had been in Honolulu on the night of the murder. Then I went home, changed into swim 

trunks, and went to lie on the beach. I figured there was no better way to break the case wide 

open than to lie in the sun and watch scantily clad women frolic on the shoreline. 

When I got tired of watching women in thong bikinis, I eased myself all the way down on 

my towel and closed my eyes. Whether I’d been sleeping or just drifting, I wasn’t sure, but I 

somehow detected a shadow on my face and opened my eyes to see Padma staring down at me 

with a huge grin on her beautiful face. Either it was Padma or some Indian goddess—I wasn’t 

100 percent positive until she spoke. 

“Working hard today, I see,” she said in her musical voice. She spread her towel next to 

mine. “Want some company?” 

I feigned looking at my watch. “I can give you some time. But then I’ve got to get back 

to work.” 

“Which is?” 

“Ruminating. Serious ruminating.” I filled her in on the morning’s revelations. “So any 

and all ideas will be sincerely appreciated.” 

“You mean you want to drag me into your sick ruminations?” Padma asked in a mock-

coy voice. 

“Well, for you, then, we’ll call it cogitating.” 

“That I can do.” She leaned back onto her elbows and looked out to sea. 
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I couldn’t tell if she was deep in thought or was posing, trying to turn me on. But after a 

moment, I decided she was multitasking. Her tan skin glistened with a light coating of sunscreen 

she had applied. Her baby-blue bathing suit was almost as skimpy as the ones she would have 

caught me staring at had she arrived a little earlier. I watched the tops of her breasts heave 

slightly up and down as she breathed. I’d never realized that the simple act of breathing could be 

so erotic. 

I was just about to suggest we take our cogitative ruminations upstairs when Padma sat 

up. 

“I’m thinking Malen’s assistant, whatshisname, is the key,” she said. “It’s just a hunch, 

but it would be interesting to know if he and Rick Garetti were in contact with each other, and if 

so, why.” 

I sat up, paying attention. 

“Think about it,” she continued. “Babcock goes to her brother, Garetti, to steer a big-

money person to Williamson. Garetti admits to Drew that he had someone get word of the deal to 

Malen. Whoever it was must have told Malen he could talk to Governor Babcock to learn more. 

Maybe to vet Williamson. Didn’t Malen tell you guys that he got into the deal by way of 

Babcock? Anyway, when Drew and the Vegas investigator left Malen’s office, Malen apparently 

told Derricks to call Costanzo to say Drew was on his way over.” 

I interrupted, getting excited about where she was going with this. “But instead of calling 

Costanzo, Derricks called Garetti. Why? We just accepted it was because Costanzo was out of 

town, driving back from LA. But Malen—and thus Derricks—would have had Costanzo’s cell 

phone, who could have taken the call in his car.” 

“It would have been a hell of a lot more likely that Derricks had Costanzo’s cell number 



Tropical Deception—Robinson  184 

 

 

 

than some minion’s, like Garetti’s,” Padma said, “unless Derricks and Garetti had already been 

communicating.” 

We sat in silence, and the sound of the beach reasserted itself. Small waves lapping at the 

shore. A child’s cry of delight. The general murmur of voices. A crowded Saturday afternoon at 

Queen’s Beach. 
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Chapter 46 

 

I forewent my pretrial courtroom ritual Monday morning. It seemed silly to do it twice 

for the same case. Besides, I thought it was becoming more of a superstition than an homage to 

the law. By the time I settled into my spot at the defense counsel’s table, Wayson Takei was 

already sitting in his spot. We hadn’t talked much in the past week, but I’d filled him in on some 

of the highlights of what we’d discovered. In his usual ungracious way, he’d asked how any of 

that was going to help him beat the murder rap. I couldn’t say I blamed him for his skepticism. 

“Baby steps,” I’d answered, in lieu of having anything better to say. 

“Yeah, well, this baby’s in the fucking bathtub filled with water and is about to drown,” 

he’d growled. 

“Nice metaphor,” I’d said, in lieu of saying, “Fuck you.” 

Harry Chang and his second chair, a very young and innocent-looking Asian woman I’d 

never seen before, filed into the courtroom moments later. As usual, Harry was sweating and 

rumpled. I wondered if he looked that way rushing to the breakfast table every morning. He 

introduced me to his associate, Collette Wang, who graced me with a nervous smile and a meek 

hello. She had a long way to go if she wanted to become a trial lawyer. 

We had a new jury panel, and the morning was once again spent with voir dire—me 

looking for jurors who would hold Harry to the high standards required by law, and Harry 

looking for jurors who would be alive long enough to vote guilty on this slam-dunk case. It went 

fast, and we had a jury by lunch. Opening statements would begin at one-thirty. 

I told Takei to stay close in case something came up and we needed him. He nodded but 

said nothing. I could almost smell the fear emanating from his pores. Or maybe those were my 
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pores. 

~~~ 

I had called Drew on Saturday afternoon to share Padma’s theory about Derricks. Drew 

had been as impressed as I’d been. He’d then called Vinny Battaglia in Vegas and asked him to 

find out if there was any past or current connection between Derricks and Rick “the Neck” 

Garetti. 

Drew was sitting on my couch, talking on his cell phone, when I entered the office after 

voir dire. He said a few more words to whoever he’d been talking to and then punched off. 

“Anything?” I asked. 

“You mean besides the ham sandwich Elise put on your desk?” Drew asked. 

“Come on, man. I’m in a shitty mood here. I’ll be surprised if Harry takes more than two 

days to present his case. Maybe less. I’ve got nothing.” 

“Sorry. I thought you’d know I wouldn’t be so flippant unless I did indeed have 

something for you.” Drew got up off the couch and sat in one of the client chairs. “Turns out, 

Derricks and Garetti are old pals from Jersey. They went to high school together and even did 

some time together in juvie before Garetti was sent to Trenton. Vinny’s firm has hired a firm in 

Jersey to try to find common friends, but I’m not sure that will come to anything. Not enough 

time.” 

I toyed with the wrapper on the sandwich Elise had bought for me. “Let’s get subpoenas 

out for both Derricks and Garetti. Both are connected to corporations that do business in Hawaii. 

The subpoenas should be valid. Also Williamson. We’ll need him to lay the groundwork about 

the project.” 

Drew stood. “I’m on it.” Then he paused and looked at me. “What about the governor?” 
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“What about her?” 

“She’s deeper into this thing than just passing on a good business opportunity for 

Hawaii,” Drew said. “I can feel it in my bones.” 

I thought about that. Then I nodded and took a bite of my sandwich. 
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Chapter 47 

 

Opening statements were not meant to be arguments, although that was a line most of us 

walked with regularity, knowing that juries would often get irritated with an attorney who 

constantly interrupted opposing counsel right out of the gate. Opening statements were supposed 

to be a recital by the attorneys of the substance of the case and what the evidence would show. 

Many attorneys argued that cases could be won or lost in the opening statement. I felt certain that 

Wayson Takei’s case could not be won by any opening statement I could possibly deliver. 

I could easily predict Harry Chang’s opening, since he had all the evidence in his favor. 

My plan was to give my standard reasonable-doubt opening. “You must be convinced to a moral 

certainty of my client’s guilt,” “keep an open mind,” “evidence isn’t always what it seems at first 

blush”—that kind of crap we could only hope juries would take seriously. 

Harry’s opening went as expected. His style was “local boy” informal, the Hawaiian 

equivalent of a good ol’ Southern boy talking to a down-home jury. There was nothing 

particularly dramatic about the case—unless getting shot while taking a dump was considered 

dramatic—so Harry’s recital of the evidence was quick and straightforward. I could see the jury 

paying attention, but no one seemed emotional or outraged toward my client. That was about all I 

could have asked for at the moment. 

My opening was equally brief. I had considered deferring my opening statement until the 

close of the State’s case, which I had a right to do. I’d never done that before, but I’d thought 

about it in this case because I was still hoping to develop some favorable evidence to point to an 

alternative killer. In the end, I didn’t want the jury to think this was the Harry Chang Show. I 

needed them to see me in some kind of action and get at least a little feel for who I was. Besides, 
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I figured my lame reasonable-doubt opening would lull Harry into believing there was nothing 

out there to be concerned about. Not exactly the kind of winning strategy I preferred. 

It was only twenty after two when we were both finished with our openings, which left 

plenty of time for Harry to put on Detective Leighton Kim to describe the scene of the murder 

and the discovery of the poorly buried gun. The issue of whether the police needed a search 

warrant to dig in the yard, which ultimately yielded the gun, had already been litigated in the 

motion to suppress, so it would already be an appealable issue. I saw no reason to revisit the 

issue now and risk incurring the wrath of Judge Alvarez and looking weak to the jury. So I 

decided to tread lightly with the detective, for whom I had high regard. 

Detective Kim was a second-generation Korean who had an off-duty reputation as 

something of a ladies’ man, which, I had to admit, baffled me. He looked as if someone had 

created him with a protractor. In other words, he was round. Round head, round torso—even his 

lower body would have been round if the legs had been attached to each other. His black hair 

was cut short and combed forward in the front. A meaner person than I might have said he had 

bangs. An even meaner person might have compared him to the North Korean dictator Kim Jong 

Un. 

Harry’s final questions for Detective Kim involved authenticating the statement Takei 

had given to the police after his arrest. It wasn’t much more than his denial of guilt and his 

assertion that he’d been home alone on the night of the murder. In other words, Takei had no 

alibi. Then Harry turned the witness over to me. 

I nodded genially to Detective Kim before starting my cross-examination. “Detective, did 

you find my client’s fingerprints on the gun you have identified as the murder weapon?” 

“No.” 
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“Did you find any fingerprints on the gun?” 

“No.” 

“Did you find it at all strange that a gun legally owned by my client—and which would 

easily be traced to my client—had been wiped clean of fingerprints?” 

“Objection.” Harry Chang half stood. “Calls for speculation.” 

“Sustained.” 

I plowed ahead. “Detective, I assume you did confirm my client’s purchase of the 

weapon in question.” 

“Yes, we did so.” 

“And did the purchase include a suppressor, or what is commonly called a silencer?” 

“It did not.” 

“Did you find any evidence at all that my client had at any time prior to the night of the 

murder purchased a silencer?” 

“No, we did not.” 

“And, just for the record, I assume that when you say we instead of I, you are referring to 

your team. Kind of like the royal we?” 

Detective Kim allowed a small smile. “That’s correct. Some of the legwork, such as 

checking with gun dealers, was done by others in my department.” 

“Were there any fingerprints on the silencer?” 

“No.” 

“Okay. So we have a legally purchased handgun, owned by Wayson Takei, with no 

fingerprints, and a silencer for which there is no record of having been purchased by Wayson 

Takei, also with no fingerprints. Is that correct?” 
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Detective Kim had been doing a great job of not looking to Harry Chang before 

answering questions, but now he gave Harry a quick glance. “Yes, that’s correct.” 

“Were there any identifying features, such as a serial number on the silencer, that would 

have led you to where it had been purchased?” 

Kim shook his head. “No. That had been filed off.” 

I pretended to think for a moment. “Just so we’re clear, when criminals use guns in the 

commission of a crime, isn’t it common practice to use guns that have had the serial number filed 

or burned off with acid, thus making identification of the provenance of the gun impossible?” 

Once again, Kim shot Harry a look. “Yes, that’s often true.” 

“And the same would be true for suppressors?” 

“Yes.” 

“Yet in this case, we have a gun that was easily identifiable and a suppressor that 

someone had gone to pains to make anonymous. Correct?” 

Kim hesitated a moment before answering. “Yes, that’s correct.” 

I nodded and smiled, looking as if I had just cracked the case. Then I walked back to the 

counsel table and studied my legal pad. It was show. I knew what I wanted to ask next. 

“Detective Kim, what kind of floor is in the Peter Roosevelt house?” 

Kim looked as if he’d been caught off guard, but he recovered quickly and took a 

moment to check his notes. “Limestone tile and throw rugs in all the common rooms. Wall-to-

wall carpets in the bedrooms.” 

“Mr. Roosevelt was shot in the guest bathroom, just off the living room. Is that correct?” 

“Yes.” 

“That would be limestone tile and throw rugs, yes?” 
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“Yes.” 

“Did you or your team notice any shoe marks on the flooring?” 

Kim nodded. “Yes, there were a few scuff marks on some of the tiles. The marks could 

have been made by shoes. Probably made by shoes.” 

“Were you able to determine when the marks were made?” 

“According to Roosevelt’s maid, she was positive they weren’t there the day before the 

murder.” 

I glanced at the jury. 

They seemed interested. 

“Can we agree that the custom in Hawaii is that we all take our shoes off before entering 

a house?” I looked to the jury box as if asking for confirmation. There were more than a few 

smiles. 

Kim nodded. “Generally speaking, yes. But of course, that’s not always the case. 

Sometimes, visitors from the mainland don’t know the local customs.” He paused for a beat. 

“And sometimes malihinis, newcomers to Hawaii, ignore the local custom.” 

“Was Peter Roosevelt wearing shoes at the time he was murdered?” 

“No, he was not.” 

“You arrested Wayson Takei at his home. Did you not?” 

“Yes.” 

“Was he wearing shoes in his home?” 

“No, sir, he was not.” 

“Now, in your interview with my client, Wayson Takei, he told you he’d been home 

alone all evening. Is that correct?” 
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“Yes, it is.” 

“Did he give you a time frame?” 

Detective Kim looked down at his notes. “He said he got home after work, around five 

o’clock.” 

I made a show of frowning, as if confused. Then I returned to the counsel table and 

picked up a piece of paper, which I studied for a moment. “According to the police report, 

someone driving a black BMW and using Mr. Takei’s entry fob drove through the Waialae Iki 

security gate at six-thirty. Is that correct?” 

Detective Kim once again studied his notes. “Yes.” 

“But the security cameras don’t identify the driver as Wayson Takei and don’t even 

verify the license plate of the BMW as belonging to Mr. Takei, do they?” 

The detective shook his head. “No, they don’t.” 

“What did you make of that? It sounds like some unidentified person, possibly trying to 

act as if they were Mr. Takei, entered the residential area over an hour and a half later than Mr. 

Takei said he got home.” 

I heard Harry Chang’s chair scrape across the floor as he rose. “Objection. Calls for facts 

not in evidence. And speculative.” 

“I’ll allow it. The question, as I understand it, is asking for the detective’s opinion as to 

what he thought about the time discrepancy. Overruled.” Judge Alvarez looked down at the 

witness. “Please answer the question if you can.” 

Detective Kim gave me a small shrug. “We didn’t think too much of it other than the 

defendant was probably mistaken as to when he got home.” He paused for a beat. “Or he ran out 

to the store and returned at six-thirty.” 
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Good answer, I thought. At this point, I felt I had what I needed from Detective Kim, but 

I decided to press forward with another line of questioning. If nothing else, it would help lay the 

groundwork for what I hoped would be the thrust of my defense. “Detective Kim, I assume you 

were aware that Peter Roosevelt was the attorney fighting a big land development on Kauai. Is 

that correct?” 

“Yes, that’s correct.” 

“And just hours before the murder of Mr. Roosevelt, the Hawaii Supreme Court 

continued an injunction against the development going forward pending briefs and arguments. Is 

that correct?” 

Kim nodded. “That’s my understanding, but I don’t know all the legalities.” 

“Fair enough,” I said. “But my question is whether or not you considered the enormous 

monetary loss to some individuals if this project was not allowed to go forward as a potential 

motive for this murder.” 

“Yes, we did. We interviewed most of the principal investors. Those who were not in 

Honolulu on the day or night of the murder we did not interview. An immediate neighbor of Mr. 

Roosevelt, a Mr. Barry Williamson, was the primary developer of the project. It so happens that 

on the night of the murder, Mr. Williamson was having dinner with Mr. Joe Malen, another 

major investor, from Las Vegas. He was in town for a meeting with Mr. Williamson. Both have 

airtight alibis for the time of the murder.” 

“Just so the jury understands the situation, Detective, the development vehicle for this 

Kauai project was what we call a limited partnership. Is that right?” 

“That’s correct.” 

“And a limited partnership consists of general partners, who are the main money people 
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and risk takers, and limited partners, who buy in for specified shares and whose liability in the 

project is limited to the amount of money they pay in. Is that accurate?” 

“Again, I’m not an attorney, but I think that’s a good explanation.” 

“Okay.” I stepped over to the counsel table and picked up a document. “And according to 

Defense Exhibit 1, which is the Kauai Aina Lani Limited Partnership Agreement, the general 

partners are a corporation owned by Barry Williamson—and a corporation that is owned by four 

other corporations, one of which is Joe Malen’s, is that correct?” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Harry Chang rise. “Objection, Your Honor. What is 

the relevance of all this?” 

Judge Alvarez looked to me. “You going somewhere with this, Counsel?” 

I nodded. “Yes, Your Honor. I want to establish the most compelling motive for the 

murder of Mr. Roosevelt, which was money—huge amounts of money. To do that, I need to lay 

the appropriate foundation.” 

I glanced at Harry and could see he was pissed. I wasn’t sure if he was pissed at me or at 

himself. He no doubt knew he should have asked for a sidebar with the judge so the jury 

wouldn’t hear whatever speech I made in response to his objection. Now the jury had a good idea 

that there was a lot more at play in this case than mere marital jealousy. 

Judge Alvarez gave a slight nod. “I’ll allow it. Overruled.” 

I turned back to Detective Kim. “Detective, there are three other corporations in the 

umbrella corporation with Joe Malen, true?” 

“Yes, I think that’s correct.” 

“Do you know who the principals of those corporations are?” 

“Well . . . my office did determine that, but I have no recollection. We did check the 
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alibis for each of them, and none was in Honolulu on the night of the murder. So that ended that 

line of inquiry.” 

I thought about how long it had taken Drew and his subcontractors to find out the names 

behind the three corporations that made up the partners with Malen. Of course, Harry Chang had 

the power of a government agency behind him, so I figured they’d learned the names much 

faster. “Did you investigate the backgrounds of Mr. Malen and his coinvestors?” 

Kim glanced at Harry Chang, a quizzical look on his face. “No, sir. We had no need to do 

so since they were all alibied for the murder.” 

I nodded agreeably, although I found it hard to believe they hadn’t run the mobsters’ 

names through at least some kind of cursory check. But I decided I’d save the unsavory 

information about the investors for later in the case. “All right. So what about the limited 

partners? Did you check them out as well?” 

“Sure. The minimum share to buy in was a hundred thousand dollars, which is a lot of 

money, so we interviewed each and every one who was in Honolulu on the night of the murder. 

All of them had alibis.” 

“Very thorough,” I said. “I have no further questions of the detective at this time, Your 

Honor.” 

Both Detective Kim and Harry Chang looked to be visibly relieved. I’m sure they thought 

I was going to spring some surprise on them. I had some surprises in store, but sometimes it was 

best to hold them in reserve. 

“Let’s stop here for the day,” Judge Alvarez said. She gave the jury her usual 

admonishments not to watch or read the news and not to talk to anyone, including each other, 

about the case. We would reconvene at nine o’clock the next morning. 



Tropical Deception—Robinson  197 

 

 

 

Chapter 48 

 

Earlier that day, after meeting with Drew during the lunch break, I had called the 

governor’s office and, after some cajoling, had gotten Governor Babcock on the line. I was pretty 

sure I’d met her once at a charity function at Washington Place, the governor’s mansion across 

the street from the capitol on Beretania, but I didn’t remember her being so brusque. 

“Hello, Governor, this is Pancho McMar—” 

“I know who you are, Mr. McMartin. What do you want?” 

“I’d like a few minutes of your time after court today. Maybe four-thirty or a little 

thereafter? I assume you know I’m representing Wayson Takei in his murder trial.” 

“Yes, I know. Why would you want to meet with me? Don’t you have more important 

things to do in the middle of a trial? And frankly, I have more important things to do. Can you 

say what you need to say now?” 

“I’d rather not on the phone,” I said. “And I doubt you do either. It’s pertaining to a 

gentleman by the name of Rick Garetti.” 

I’d finally gotten her attention. I could tell by the deafening silence on the line. 

“I’ll see you at four-thirty,” she finally said and hung up. 

~~~ 

The timing of our adjournment for the day was perfect, although, admittedly, I had 

manipulated my cross-examination timing a bit to make it happen. I had twenty minutes to walk 

from Ka’ahumanu Hale, the circuit court building on Punchbowl Street, to the state capitol 

building—plenty of time. 

The afternoon was overcast and windy, which made for good walking weather. I tended 
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to work up a sweat walking around Honolulu in a suit and tie while carrying a trial briefcase. I 

should have asked Drew to swing by the court to grab my briefcase. I turned left on Queen Street 

and then cut through the alley between Ali’iolani Hale, which housed the supreme court and the 

law library, and the old Territorial Office Building. The alley dumped me out next to the iconic 

statue of King Kamehameha. Directly across the street was Iolani Palace and, behind it, the state 

capitol. I cut through the Iolani Palace grounds, almost always peaceful, always beautiful. 

The state capitol had been dedicated in 1969, well before I had relocated to Hawaii, but it 

had held up well. It was situated in a huge reflecting pond, which, I was fairly certain, was 

supposed to symbolize the formation of the islands out of the sea. The modernistic building sat 

on forty pillars, which were designed to resemble palm trees. There was a huge open rotunda on 

ground level at the base of the building, with elevators at all four corners. The capitol housed the 

two legislative chambers and the governor’s office. All of the legislators’ offices were located in 

the building as well. 

Governor Babcock’s office seemed to be about half the size of a football field. It was 

impressive in its scope as well as décor. The walls were paneled with koa wood. Her desk looked 

to be larger than my car. 

She wore a dark-blue dress suit, which looked as stern as the expression she gave me 

when I walked into her office. I had expected some semblance of politeness, but she didn’t offer 

to shake my hand and instead pointed at a beautiful but uncomfortable-looking koa chair. It was 

as uncomfortable as it looked. I reckoned she didn’t want people getting too comfortable. 

She sat behind her massive desk. “What’s all this about?” 

“I understand that you have a half brother by the name of Rick Garetti,” I said. 

“So?” 
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“So he’s an investor in the Kauai Aina Lani development, which you worked so hard to 

help come to fruition. He also stood to lose a lot of money if the project got derailed by the 

courts.” 

Governor Babcock waved her right hand as if swatting away a fly. “First, I didn’t work so 

hard to help the project come to fruition. I did what I would have done for any well-respected 

developer in town who could bring jobs and money to Hawaii. Second, the project is proceeding 

as scheduled, so I doubt that Rick or the other investors are going to lose money. End of story on 

my end.” 

“That’s great,” I said. “So perhaps you could humor me by answering a few questions.” 

The governor gave a theatrical sigh, looked up at the ceiling, and then returned her gaze 

to me. “Like what?” 

“Well, how did you hook Barry Williamson up with Joe Malen? Did you know Joe 

Malen?” 

“No, I didn’t. I heard Barry was looking for money for his huge project. It was a great 

deal for Kauai, and I wanted to help. There’s a lot of money in Vegas, so I placed a very rare call 

to my half brother and let him know that there’s a big-time project here and that the developer is 

looking for investors. A few days later, Rick called back and told me to have Williamson make 

contact with Joe Malen, who’s made a lot of money in businesses in Vegas. So that was that.” 

“Did you know your brother was going to invest?” 

“Not until later, after the fact. I had nothing to do with that.” She paused. “And I certainly 

wasn’t going to begrudge him making a few honest bucks. He’d had a hard life.” 

“You mean like having gone to jail?” I asked in a pleasant tone. 

The governor didn’t seem to take it as a pleasant question. She answered in a hard, almost 



Tropical Deception—Robinson  200 

 

 

 

angry tone. “Rick was a wild kid. He did some stupid stuff and ended up in juvie for a short time. 

But it was a tough experience for him, as I’m sure you can imagine.” 

I let it go. “Have you had communications with Mr. Malen or with your brother about the 

project since making the introductions?” 

She shook her head in disgust. “Not that I remember. I did talk to Barry a couple of times 

about the land use issues, but, as I said before, that was nothing I wouldn’t have done for any 

legit developer. And I knew Barry was legit.” 

I frowned in feigned confusion. “I was under the impression that your brother—” 

“Half brother.” 

“Sorry. Your half brother put Malen in contact with you first. Then, when you told him 

about Williamson, they hooked up.” 

The governor’s eyes narrowed, and she scrunched her lips together on one side of her 

mouth as if she was trying to recall the details. Finally, she gave a shake of her head. “I really 

don’t remember the order of things. I did have a conversation or two with Mr. Malen, and I do 

recall assuring him of Mr. Williamson’s bona fides, but I don’t remember whether Malen and 

Williamson had already made contact.” 

“Has your half brother been over to visit you any time in the past year?” I asked. 

“He’s never been to Hawaii.” She stood. “And I’m out of time. I hope I’ve answered your 

questions to your satisfaction. If you’re looking for Mr. Roosevelt’s killer among the investors of 

the Kauai project, I’m afraid you’re barking up the wrong tree. According to the police, they’re 

all alibied.” 

The fact that she seemed well-versed in the details of the case was interesting. Clearly she 

was getting information from either the police or the prosecutor’s office. 
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I stood, nodded, and walked out, wondering how in the world she’d gotten herself elected 

in a state that prides itself on kindness, graciousness, and the aloha spirit. Then again, I knew that 

as the property values and cost of living in Honolulu continued to soar, the demographics were 

changing. 
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Chapter 49 

 

“What the fuck, Ricky? That asshole attorney defending Roosevelt’s killer knows you’re 

my half brother.” 

Rick “the Neck” Garetti sighed heavily. He’d thought about calling his sis after the visit 

with Drew but instead had decided to hope it would all go away. He knew better than that, of 

course, but a few days of hope was better than hearing the fear and pain in his sister’s voice. He 

was supposed to protect her. She was a couple years younger than him, and Rick had taken on 

the role of her protector almost from the time their mutual birth mother had brought her home 

from the hospital. Perhaps they were only half brother and sister, but Rick was ready to do 

anything for her, which most of the time meant staying the fuck away from her. 

“Yeah, I know,” he answered. “The private investigators are working full time trying to 

check out all the potential suspects. Guys like me and my friends, just ’cause we had a troubled 

past—they assume that we’d run around killing guys who get in the way of making money. And, 

I guess, they think that just ’cause I have a record—and we’re related—you must be dirty too.” 

He paused. “Fuckers.” 

“So what do we do?” his sister asked. 

“What do you mean? We do nothing. There’s nothing these fuckers can do other than 

smear me and my partners with our past. We didn’t kill that guy Roosevelt. None of us were 

even anywhere near Hawaii when it happened.” 

“Well, it can sure screw up my reputation,” she said. “If nothing else, the conflict-of-

interest crap could bite me in the ass. Plus, I’ve got that asshole Malen to worry about. 

Remember, he threatened me.” 
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“Don’t worry, sis. Take it easy. Go about your business, and don’t say or do anything. 

I’ve got it under control.” 

“I sure hope so, Ricky. I’m counting on you.” She paused for a beat, and Rick heard real 

pain in his sister’s voice. “I’ve always counted on you.” 

Rick hung up and sat still. He glanced toward the back of the room, where Costanzo and 

the boys were playing poker. He’d gone to jail for his sister once. He’d beaten the shit out of a 

playground bully who was harassing Mona. He was lucky he had been too young to be tried as 

an adult. The bully had been pretty fucked up by the time Rick was through with him. 

He just hoped he wouldn’t have to go to a real prison for her. 
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Chapter 50 

 

As I strolled down Richards Street toward my office under a darkening sky, I replayed 

the meeting with the governor in my mind. My first impression was that I didn’t like her, and I 

didn’t believe she was being totally honest about her involvement. She reminded me of Trump 

whenever one of his people turned on him—“Well, I didn’t really know him well,” or “He only 

worked for me for a short time.” On the one hand, Babcock minimized her contact with her half 

brother, but on the other, she was close enough to ask him to search for investors for the Kauai 

project. Then she claimed not to know if he was also an investor while she was pimping for the 

project. 

But as was the case with all the rest of the information we were collecting on these 

people, the question remained the same: What could we do about it in the time I had left to 

present a defense? If everyone who was in Hawaii on the night of the murder was alibied and 

every other possible suspect was not in Hawaii on the night of the murder, who could I point to 

as a potential suspect? It was way too late to try to find an assassin-for-hire. 

The rain, which had been lingering over the Koolau Range, had finally slipped down 

from the mountains. I felt the first big drops just as I got to my building. By the time I got off the 

elevator and entered my office, I could see that it was pouring outside. 

Elise was still at her desk, despite the fact that it was half an hour past her quitting time. 

“I thought I’d hang around for a bit to see if you needed anything for tomorrow.” 

“Thanks, but I’m good. As long as those subpoenas went out, there’s not much more to 

do right now. Be careful driving home.” 

“Yessir, bossman.” She smiled and stood to leave as I entered my office. 
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Drew was reclining on the couch. Padma was staring out the window at the rain. Wayson 

Takei was sitting in one of the client chairs. 

“Wow,” I said. “I didn’t expect to see you all still hanging around.” I walked to my desk 

and dropped my briefcase on the floor. Then I kissed Padma. 

“I was in a deposition next door in the Dillingham Transportation Building,” Padma said, 

“so I thought I’d drop by and see how it went today.” She gave a nod of her head toward Takei. 

“Mr. Takei said it went pretty well, all things considered.” 

“High praise, indeed,” I said, only somewhat sarcastically. 

“Then Drew told us about you meeting with the governor,” Padma said, “and we all 

wanted to hang around and see how that went.” 

I sat. Padma walked over and sat next to Takei in the other client chair. 

“It was weird,” I said. “Obviously she couldn’t deny being the half sister of Rick Garetti, 

but she did try to minimize their contact. She said pretty much what it sounds like Garetti told 

Drew in terms of how she was looking for a money guy to hook up with Williamson. She 

claimed she didn’t know her bro had invested in the project himself until after she had helped 

Williamson with the ag-zoning issue.” I paused and exhaled a big breath. “All in all, I don’t like 

her, and I don’t trust her. But, like everything else, I don’t know where that leaves us.” 

The room was silent for several moments. 

“Well,” Takei said, “I was serious when I said I thought things went pretty well today. I 

mean, to me, it looked like you scored some pretty good points on the fingerprint and shoe mark 

issues.” 

“Thanks,” I said, surprised at the praise. I didn’t think the points I might have scored 

were all that great. Even if Takei had used his own gun, he probably would have wiped it free of 
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prints after shooting someone. And he could have bought the suppressor on the black market, 

already void of the serial number. As for the shoe prints, it could easily be argued that he hadn’t 

worried about the custom of removing his shoes out of courtesy, since he was there to murder 

someone. But I decided not to point any of this out. 

“What happens tomorrow?” Takei asked. 

“Well, I think Harry will put on the medical examiner to confirm the means and time of 

death. That should take a few minutes. Then he’ll probably put on your ex to confirm she was 

cheating on you with Roosevelt. There are a few other names on the witness list, but I don’t see 

how any of them would help his case. I think Harry will rest tomorrow.” 

No one said anything. 

I looked at Padma, who looked beautiful in a dark-blue, very clingy silk blouse, and 

decided that what I needed was some food and some loving. “Let’s get out of here. See you all 

tomorrow.” 

Padma must have seen the look in my eyes, because she stayed where she was while 

Drew and Takei filed out of the office. 
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Chapter 51 

 

I woke early in Padma’s condo in Kahala. I generally didn’t sleep anywhere but in my 

own place during trial, but we’d had dinner at Hoku’s in the Kahala Resort, which was next door 

to Padma’s condo, and I’d grown to enjoy making love on her living room floor, listening to the 

ocean just a few dozen yards away. 

Padma woke as I finished showering. I’d known few women in my life who looked as 

good waking up as they did going to bed. Padma was one of them. I was wearing just a towel as I 

bent over to kiss her. It was a lingering kiss, and when she teasingly pulled the sheets down to 

expose her breasts, I was already growing hard. 

“What’s that poking through your towel?” she asked. 

“Quit fucking around. I’ve got to go home and change and get to court. Justice doesn’t 

stop, even for a quickie.” 

“Is that an old judicial saying?” 

“Probably a quote from one of the old rascals on the high bench, back in the day,” I said, 

forcing myself away from the evil temptress. 

~~~ 

The morning went as I had predicted. Harry made quick work of the medical examiner. 

Not so long ago, it would have been Padma up there in the witness box, and even back then, 

when I was married or in a serious relationship, Padma and I would inevitably make brief eye 

contact. There had been an inexplicable electricity between us from the first moment we met. 

But now it was her successor, a droll little haole man originally from Texas. I had no questions. 

Peter Roosevelt had been shot while taking a dump, end of story. 
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“The State calls Lei Takei,” Harry Chang intoned as the medical examiner left the 

courtroom. 

A few moments passed as the bailiff moved into the corridor outside the courtroom and 

called for Mrs. Takei. 

All eyes were on her as she walked through the courtroom to the witness box. She was 

every bit as stunning as Drew had described. She moved with a dancer’s grace. She wore a 

modest gray dress, cinched with a blue belt at her waist. Her ponytail bounced as she walked to 

the stand. 

Harry did an admirable job of having Lei Takei describe her disintegrating marriage, her 

abusive husband, and her eventual gravitation toward an affair with Peter Roosevelt after months 

of consoling him over the death of his wife. 

“Was your husband angry about the affair?” Harry asked. 

“Yes. He has a mean temper, and the affair, once it had become known, embarrassed and 

angered him.” 

When it was my turn to cross-examine, I stood, staring down at my notes from Drew’s 

interview with her. I knew what I wanted to ask, but I wanted her to know I would be basing my 

questions on information she had already provided. 

“Mrs. Takei, do you remember being interviewed by my private investigator, Drew 

Tulafono?” 

She nodded, her expression neutral. “Yes, I do. It was at the Starbucks in the Kahala 

Mall.” 

“Right. And do you recall telling Mr. Tulafono that it had been months before the murder 

of Peter Roosevelt when Mr. Takei found out about you and Peter?” 
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“That’s right.” 

“And do you recall saying that Mr. Takei had gone ballistic when he first found out, but 

that over the intervening months the rage had dissipated?” 

“Yes, that’s also correct.” 

“And that Mr. Takei had exacted his revenge on you by telling all your mutual friends 

that you were mentally unstable?” 

“Yes.” 

“So, just to clarify, by the time of Peter’s murder, to your knowledge Mr. Takei was well 

past the heat-of-the-moment rage from finding out about your affair. Isn’t that correct?” 

“Yes, I think that’s right.” 

“And yet, as far as you know, according to the State, it was your affair with Peter 

Roosevelt that was Mr. Takei’s motive to kill Peter Roosevelt?” 

The moment I asked the question, I knew I had gone too far. I’d been in the groove of 

question-and-answer, and I’d honestly forgotten all about the other motive Mr. Takei might have 

had. My hope that Harry hadn’t discovered it was dashed when he didn’t object to my question, 

which called for speculation. 

“You don’t need to answer that, Mrs. Takei. I withdraw the question.” 

Harry Chang was on his feet before I got back to the counsel table. “Mrs. Takei, isn’t it 

true that your husband was also an investor in the Kauai real estate project Peter Roosevelt was 

seeking to dismantle?” 

“Yes, I believe so. I wasn’t privy to most of Wayson’s business interests, but I believe he 

had bought a share in the development as a favor to our friend, Barry Williamson, who was the 

developer. As I understand it, one of the limited partners ran into money problems and wanted 
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out.” 

“Do you know how much your husband invested?” Harry asked. 

“I think it was a hundred thousand,” she answered. 

I inwardly cursed myself. I thought about trying to get Lei Takei to say that a hundred 

grand was nothing to Takei in the overall scheme of things, but then again, he had let himself sit 

in jail just to save a hundred grand. I let it go. I’d made stupid mistakes in trial before, and I 

knew I would again. I was pretty sure fucking up was a maxim of law we had learned in law 

school. 

Harry Chang allowed himself a rare moment of theatricality. He didn’t say anything for 

several moments. Then he said, almost in a stage whisper, “A hundred thousand dollars.” 

Harry rested. 

It was a bit early for lunch break, but I asked Judge Alvarez if we could break early in 

order to make sure my witnesses were all available. She agreed. It was showtime, but I still 

didn’t have much of a script. 
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Chapter 52 

 

Barry Williamson was my first witness. I needed to lay some further foundation for my 

argument that it was more likely that Roosevelt’s murder had been committed by one of the low-

life investors in the Kauai project. I was betting on the fact that a jury would rather point the 

finger at a mobster or former Russian oligarch than a local businessman who had long ago gotten 

over his wife’s infidelity. 

Williamson was a good, cooperative witness as I took him through the convoluted limited 

partnership agreement with a large chart I had made and introduced into evidence. 

“How did you come to bring Joe Malen in as your co-general partner?” I asked. 

“Governor Babcock called me and said she’d heard about the Kauai project. She said she 

was excited about a project of that size, which would bring substantial amounts of jobs and 

revenue to the island. She’d heard that I was looking for investors, and she put the word out. She 

told me she’d heard about a gentleman in Las Vegas by the name of Joe Malen who might be 

interested. She gave me his number.” 

“Did the governor elaborate on how she knew Mr. Malen?” I asked. 

Williamson shook his head. “No. And I didn’t ask. I assumed she had a lot of contacts, 

including with other governors, so it didn’t surprise me that she would know potential investors.” 

“Did she say whether she personally knew Mr. Malen?” 

Williamson furrowed his brow in thought. “I’m not really sure. It was a while ago, and a 

lot has happened. I got the impression that she’d talked to him to tell him about me before he and 

I talked, but I’m not sure. I kind of got the idea that she’d heard of him more than knew him, but 

I could be wrong.” 
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“So, in any event, you called Joe Malen and asked if he’d be interested in the project?” 

“Or he called me. I can’t remember who initiated the first call, but yes, we talked, and he 

seemed interested.” 

“How much did you tell him you needed, in terms of capital investment?” 

“A total of two hundred million dollars,” Williamson answered. 

I repeated the amount, then let it sink in to the jury for a moment. I wanted the hundred 

grand Takei had invested to pale in comparison to what these guys had invested. 

“Did he say he was able to come up with that kind of money?” I asked. 

“No. He said he was interested but would need to bring in some other people as well. He 

apparently had some ideas, but he didn’t share them with me at the time.” 

“Okay, we’ll get to the other investors soon. For now, I’d like to ask about Mr. Malen. 

Did you have him checked out? Vetted, I think is the term to use?” 

“To an extent. I did some checking and found that he was a very successful businessman 

in Vegas. He’d buy companies and turn them around. Some he’d sell, and some he’d keep. I kept 

hearing the term ‘Midas touch’ when I asked about him.” Williamson chuckled. “Who knows, 

maybe that was his own PR. But beyond that, I didn’t do much. He’d been referred by the 

governor, after all.” 

“Okay. So you entered into a couple-hundred-million-dollar business deal with Joe Malen 

and, ultimately, others. Is that correct?” 

“Yes. We entered into a limited partnership agreement. My corporation and his 

corporation would be the general partners.” 

“Did you realize at the time that Joe Malen was Russian?” 

Williamson shook his head. “No, I had no idea.” 
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“Or that his original name was not Malen but Malenkov?” 

“No, I didn’t know that.” 

“Or that he’d been a high-level oligarch in Russia, close to Putin himself?” 

There was some murmuring in the spectator section. One bang of Judge Alvarez’s gavel 

brought that to an end. 

“No. I didn’t know any of those things.” 

Harry Chang stood. “Your Honor, I have to object to this line of questioning. What does 

any of this have to do with the murder of Peter Roosevelt? Is Mr. McMartin going to argue that 

Mr. Roosevelt was killed by Vladimir Putin?” 

There was a smattering of laughter in the courtroom. 

Judge Alvarez gave an indulgent smile and then looked at me. “Is this going anywhere, 

Mr. McMartin?” 

“I’m just getting started, Your Honor. I intend to show that there were far stronger 

motives for murdering Peter Roosevelt than a hundred grand and an affair he’d already gotten 

over.” 

The judge seemed to think about this for a moment before nodding. “Overruled. You may 

proceed, Mr. McMartin.” 

“Thank you, Your Honor.” I turned back to the witness. “Okay. You entered into a 

business relationship with a former Russian oligarch, who you didn’t know was a Russian 

oligarch. And that new partner of yours then brought in other investors. Is that correct?” 

“Yes, although I would like to say in my defense that Mr. Malen’s past as a Russian 

oligarch, as you phrase it, really doesn’t mean much. I mean, we have former Russian oligarchs 

here in the United States who own major league sports teams, for example.” 
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“Point taken. Let’s turn to the other investors Mr. Malen brought in. Did you know who 

they were?” 

Williamson shook his head. “No. Malen said he’d come up with a small consortium who 

could put up close to two hundred million. Malen himself was to put in seventy million. We 

formed a general partnership, Kauai Aina Lani, consisting of two corporations. My corporation, 

BW Group, has primary control over the project. Malen’s corporation is Pacific Paradise 

Partners, which was free to bring in other investors to fund his side of the deal. The main thing 

was that Malen Enterprises, Joe’s corp, had majority control over Pacific Paradise Partners.” He 

paused. “Any problems that arose would be dealt with between Joe and me. I didn’t know, and 

frankly didn’t care, who the other investors were. They would have no say in the business.” 

I introduced the Kauai Aina Lani Limited Partnership Agreement into evidence. Then I 

introduced the documents pertaining to Pacific Paradise Partners, which were Malen’s 

corporation, Malen Enterprises, and his investors under the umbrella of FC3 Corporation, a 

Bermuda corporation. Finally, I introduced a chart I had made that displayed all the partnerships 

and corporations. 

“Would it surprise you, Mr. Williamson,” I said after the documents had been marked as 

exhibits, “that FC3 is comprised of three more corporations?” 

Williamson gave a kind of shrug. “Not all that unusual.” 

“Or that the shareholder of each of those three corporations was yet another 

corporation?” I pointed to the chart again. 

It was obvious that Williamson knew where I was going with this, and he didn’t look 

happy. He shook his head rather emphatically. “No. As I said, I didn’t involve myself in Mr. 

Malen’s responsibility of putting together a consortium to fund his side of the project.” 
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“Fair enough. So let me ask you this. In your experience putting together deals, when you 

see investors that are corporations inside corporations inside corporations, is it pretty clear the 

actual people who own the corporations are trying to remain anonymous?” 

“Objection. Calls for speculation.” Harry was on his feet and, to me, possibly only 

because I knew him so well, sounded worried. As I’d suspected, Harry’s people had to know 

who Costanzo, Langetto, and Garetti were. Obviously, the cops had determined none of them 

were in Honolulu on the night of the murder and had left it at that. 

I turned to Judge Alvarez. “I’m simply asking Mr. Williamson what he thinks when he 

sees so many corporate entities in the place of an actual person. If he has no particular thoughts, 

he’s free to say.” 

“I’ll allow it.” She looked to her left and down at Barry Williamson. “Just your thoughts 

on the situation, if you have any.” 

Williamson nodded. “I guess I would have to say that if there were more than one 

corporation as a shareholder of a mother corporation, I would think whoever the principals were 

probably wanted some kind of anonymity.” He paused for a brief moment. “But I wouldn’t 

necessarily read too much into it.” 

“Thank you. Now, just to recap, besides the former Russian oligarch, Joe Malen, we have 

three other investors who used the multilevel corporate vehicles we’ve been discussing. 

Correct?” 

“Yes. That’s correct.” 

“But you didn’t know and didn’t care who the actual principals of those corporations 

were. Correct?” 

Williamson shifted in his seat. “Well, I wouldn’t say that I didn’t care. It’s just that I 
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didn’t think it necessary to question Mr. Malen’s choice of investors.” 

“If I were to tell you that the individuals in question are Freddy Costanzo, Nick Langetto, 

and Rick Garetti, would that sound familiar?” 

“Yes, but only because you and your investigator disclosed those names to me during a 

meeting a few weeks ago. And, to anticipate your next question, no, I did not know those three 

men are alleged to have mob ties.” 

There was an immediate but short-lived audible reaction in the courtroom. I glanced at 

the jury, who seemed to be listening intently. Good. I was afraid I’d lost them during the 

discussion about the corporate vehicles, but there was nothing like Russian oligarchs and 

mobsters to get a jury’s attention. At the very least, I hoped the jurors were beginning to believe 

this was anything but the run-of-the-mill murder by a husband who’d been cheated on. 

I nodded. “It’s my understanding you had dinner with Joe Malen here in Honolulu on the 

night of the murder, correct?” 

“Yes, that’s true. He flew in on a private jet and met me at 3660 on the Rise. We had 

dinner, and then I drove him to the airport.” 

“So you are each other’s alibi for the night of the murder?” 

Williamson looked a bit testy. “Yeah, but the police checked with the wait staff at 3660 

and confirmed the times we got there and the time we left and confirmed that we were not out of 

the staff’s sight for more than a brief bathroom break.” 

“Do you know if Mr. Malen called anyone here in Honolulu while he was in town?” 

Williamson shook his head. “I wouldn’t know. He could have called anyone from the car 

on the way to the restaurant. I didn’t see or hear him call anyone as I drove him to the airport 

after dinner. I suppose he could have called someone when I went to the bathroom. But I’m not 
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aware of any calls.” 

I walked to the counsel table and did a quick check of my notes. I then turned back to the 

witness. “Just one more question, Mr. Williamson. Once Mr. Roosevelt was dead and no one 

stepped in to take over the case against your project, the lawsuit was dismissed and the project is 

now moving forward. Is that correct?” 

Williamson frowned, clearly insulted. “Yes,” he said with a nod, “that’s correct.” 

“I have no further questions of this witness.” 
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Chapter 53 

 

Joe Malen slammed his phone down and yelled for his assistant, Tim Derricks. The door 

to Derricks’s small office in what would otherwise have been a tiny guest bedroom in the condo 

opened almost immediately. Joe heard rock music blaring from Derricks’s office. 

“What’s up?” Derricks asked. 

“Close the fucking door,” Joe said. “I hate rock ’n’ roll. It’s distracting me.” 

Joe watched as Derricks turned back and shut the door to his office. 

When Derricks was seated in front of Joe’s desk, Joe resumed. “That was a reporter from 

the Las Vegas Review-Journal. They’re running a story about the trial in Honolulu. Apparently, 

I’ve been named as a former Russian oligarch, and Costanzo and his people were said to be 

mobsters. What the fuck? How are they getting all this shit?” 

Derricks furrowed his brow and shrugged. “I don’t know. The investigator from Hawaii 

is pretty good. Plus he’s been using local talent when necessary.” 

“This is going to fuck me up big-time,” Joe muttered. He sniffed and turned away from 

Derricks, looking out at the Strip. 

“How?” Derricks asked. “You and all Costanzo’s people are alibied. They don’t know 

shit. They’re just throwing mud, that’s all.” 

Joe swiveled back around to face his assistant. “Yeah, well, mud’s dirty, and I don’t need 

this kind of shit. Plus we’ve both been subpoenaed. How’d they even get your name? What do 

they think you’ve got to say?” 

Derricks gave Joe a shrug as if he hadn’t a care in the world. “Who knows? I heard they 

subpoenaed Costanzo’s people too. They’re fishing.” 
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Joe looked hard at Derricks for several long beats. He wondered if Derricks was as 

confident as he sounded. Something seemed a little off. “Maybe we should call my attorney and 

see what he thinks. Maybe we should take the fifth.” 

Derricks sat forward in his chair. It was an aggressive posture, followed by an aggressive 

tone. “Are you kidding me? We do that and not only will Takei be acquitted, but the authorities 

will take a hard look at us. Right now, the only one looking at us is the attorney. The cops and 

prosecutor are convinced they have the right guy. We just have to gut it out.” 

Joe didn’t say anything for a long while. He toyed with an ornamental gold desk lighter 

his friend Donald Trump had given him. Then, finally, he nodded. “Well, I’d better arrange for 

the plane to fly us over.” 

~~~ 

Across town, Freddy Costanzo had received the same call from the reporter at the 

Review-Journal. “Motherfuckers,” he growled. 

He and Langetto and Garetti were sitting in the groups’ “office,” which was little more 

than an open space with a couple of tables, a bar, a pool table, and a back room for storage next 

to the john. A loop of the Three Tenors played quietly in the background. 

“Why we got all them corporations to give us cover for? They know everything. Our 

investors are going to be fucking pissed.” Freddy glared at Garetti. “You’re the smartass who got 

us into this mess. Now what?” 

“Now what what?” Garetti’s Adam’s apple bobbed in his long, thin neck. He took his 

time lighting a large cigar with a Cohiba wrapper. “We do nothing. We’re legitimate 

businessmen with prior records and Italian names. We’re being discriminated against because of 

that. Fuck ’em. We didn’t kill that shit-heel, and we’ve all got alibis. This’ll blow over as soon as 
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they convict that Takei guy.” 

Freddy snorted. “Yeah, and in the meantime we’re all over the papers. That we don’t 

need.” He glared at Garetti, then turned to Langetto. “Nicky, get me a fucking beer.” 

Nick Langetto rose and walked to the small refrigerator, pulled out a Pabst, and handed it 

to Freddy. 

Garetti said nothing until Freddy took a sip of beer. “Freddy, if this deal goes through, 

we’ll all be rich enough that we don’t need to worry about that kind of bullshit anymore.” 

Freddy grunted but didn’t respond. He hadn’t been all that keen on investing such a huge 

sum in a project over which he’d have no control. But Garetti had pushed all the right buttons. 

“We know Joe Malen’s track record,” Garetti had argued. “Everyone says he’s got the 

fucking Midas touch. You’ll have plenty of clout to push Malen if he gets into a pissing contest 

with the developer, Williamson. And, best of all, we got our secret weapon: my sister.” 

In the end, Freddy had been unable to resist the megadeal. Garetti was right. If the deal 

went through, they’d all have more money than they’d ever need. 

Freddy took another swig of beer. Who would have thought some prick who was 

supposed to be good friends with Williamson would try to fuck up their deal? 

“How come you were subpoenaed?” Langetto asked Garetti. 

“Because now they know I’m the contact Derricks talks to. Also, they know Governor 

Babcock is my half sister, so I presume they’ll ask me about her helping Williamson get 

investors. I’m not worried about it.” 

Freddy snorted a mean laugh. “Well, I’m glad someone’s not fucking worried about it. 

You flying over with Malen and Derricks?” he asked Garetti. 

“Nah. I don’t think that would look good. Let’s keep to ourselves.” He took a long drag 
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on his cigar. “You never know what those assholes may have been up to.” 
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Chapter 54 

 

“Who are you going to put on next?” Padma asked as she expertly picked up a piece of 

raw ahi with her chopsticks and dipped it in a wasabi, mustard, and soy sauce. We were having 

dinner at a small but crowded restaurant in Kaimuki. She was eating so fast I was having a hard 

time getting my share of the perfectly fresh and tender tuna. 

“Jeez, have you been on rations the past couple of days?” I asked. 

She looked up from her plate, finished chewing, and smiled. “God, I’m sorry. I’m acting 

like a pig. We were in depositions all day and only took a half hour for lunch, so I hardly ate 

anything. I’m starving. Plus, you know ahi sashimi is my favorite. And this sauce is perfect.” 

I laughed. “Shall I get another order?” 

She nodded as she stuffed another piece of fish in her mouth. The good news was that I 

loved to watch her eat. Actually, I loved to watch her do anything with her mouth. It was as if 

every movement of those full lips was a sensuous beckon to come hither and kiss. 

But I resisted, got the harried waiter’s attention, called for another order of sashimi, and 

answered her question. “Malen, I think. He’s the next logical step since he’s the one the governor 

hooked up with Williamson and then brought in the mob.” 

“But what do you think you can get out of him? I mean, do you expect him to say he 

hired a hit man to take out Roosevelt? Or that he knows Costanzo hired a hit man?” Padma 

stopped and smiled at the waiter as he put another order of the fish on the table. “What am I 

missing here?” 

I grabbed a slice of ahi before it disappeared, and chewed before answering. “You’re not 

missing anything. So far, all I can do is show how much these guys have invested in the deal. 
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Then show they have a shady past, at the least. Then show how much they benefited from 

Roosevelt’s murder.” 

“Will the judge let you do all that?” 

“Good question. I can only hope. Now, if you’re done trying to distract me so you can 

gobble up all the ahi, I’d like a shot at it.” 

~~~ 

Joe Malen took the stand looking like the successful businessman he was. He did not look 

like a former Russian oligarch—whatever a former Russian oligarch was supposed to look like. 

He came across as personable and cooperative. When I thanked him for traveling to Honolulu to 

testify, he waved it off. 

“Anything I can do to help,” he said. To my untrained ear, he had no discernable Eastern 

European accent. I figured he must have practiced getting rid of his accent for hours on end after 

moving to America. 

I took him through the call with Williamson at the behest of the governor and a shortened 

account of the corporate mechanics they had set up to handle the partnership. When I finally got 

around to asking about his past in Russia, I could sense the jury sitting a little straighter, paying a 

little more attention. But Malen handled the questioning like the pro I figured him to be. 

“Sure, I changed my name when I moved to America. I wanted to be as American as 

possible. I love this country.” 

“But you gave up an awful lot to come here, didn’t you?” I asked. “I mean, it’s my 

understanding that you were very well-off in Russia. You were a part of President Putin’s inner 

circle, were you not?” 

Malen waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “I was fairly well-off, and I was several 
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times removed from being in Mr. Putin’s inner circle. The times were still uncertain in Moscow, 

and when I had the opportunity to emigrate to America, I took it. I relished the idea of starting 

over. I worked on the East Coast for a while, made a little money. Then I changed my name to be 

more American and became a US citizen. It was the proudest day of my life.” 

It was a virtuoso performance, and who knew—maybe it was even true. I took a quick 

look at the jury. I might not have been buying it, but the jury was. Most were smiling as if they’d 

been part of Malen’s success story. In other words, this wasn’t going so well for me. I needed to 

tarnish the image a bit. 

“Let’s turn to the Kauai deal,” I said. “Once you had spoken with Mr. Williamson about 

investing in the deal, you knew you’d need to bring in some other investors. Is that correct?” 

Malen gave a big smile. “Sure is. I was prepared to kick in seventy million of my own 

money, but I didn’t exactly have another hundred million lying around.” 

I heard a few suppressed chortles in the audience. 

“No, I should think not,” I said. “So according to Mr. Williamson, you told him that you 

had someone in mind. Is that true?” 

“Yes. I contacted a fellow by the name of Fred Costanzo. He’d been a general contractor 

and was now an investment consultant for a couple of unions. So I gave him a call, and he 

seemed very interested. I told him I’d need a hundred and thirty mil, and he didn’t seem to think 

it would be a problem. A week or two later, we’d put together a deal.” Malen made like he was 

wiping his hands clean—done deal. 

“Did you know Freddy Costanzo before this deal?” I asked. I hadn’t missed the fact that 

Malen had referred to him as Fred Costanzo, but I thought Freddy sounded more mob-like—

probably from watching The Godfather too many times. 
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“He’d helped me out some years back in a union dispute. I’d heard he was the man to talk 

to, and I went to him. The issues were promptly resolved to everyone’s satisfaction. I was very 

impressed.” 

“So he’s the one you thought of when it came to needing big-money investors?” 

Malen sniffed and licked his lips. It looked like his mouth was dry. I saw a white glob at 

the corner of his lips. I thought about offering him some water but then decided that I liked the 

fact that his dry mouth made him look nervous. 

“Well,” he said after licking his lips again, “I talked to a couple of guys I knew. I think it 

was my assistant who reminded me that Costanzo managed several large portfolios of money. So 

I called him.” 

“Did you know he is alleged to be connected to the Marconi crime family out of Kansas 

City?” I asked. 

Malen made a face and shook his head. “No, why would I? And what was I gonna do: ask 

him if he was in the Mafia because he had an Italian name? This is America.” 

This time the chortles in the audience were a little more pronounced. This wasn’t going 

well for me. 

“And what about the two men he brought in—Nick Langetto and Rick Garetti? Same 

thing? You didn’t inquire as to their backgrounds?” 

“Nah. Who cares? I made sure they had no power. They put up their money, and 

everyone was happy.” 

“Do you know if the money Costanzo and his two associates put up was their own 

money?” 

Malen rolled his eyes. “You mean did I ask to see the bank records to verify that the 
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funds came from their personal accounts?” 

A few muffled twitters emanated from the spectator section. 

“What I mean is, do you know if the money they put up was their own, or was it their 

clients’ money?” 

Malen gave me an exaggerated shrug and smile. “It was money. What more did I need to 

know?” 

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Harry Chang rise. 

“Your Honor,” he said, “I’ve been patiently waiting for Mr. McMartin to get to some 

point here, but so far I have no idea what relevance this line of questioning has to the murder of 

Mr. Roosevelt.” 

Judge Alvarez nodded and turned from Harry Chang to me. “I haven’t heard a specific 

objection from Mr. Chang, but I do agree that you seem to be drifting into areas of questionable 

relevance. Why don’t you move on, Mr. McMartin?” 

“Thank you, Your Honor.” I turned my attention back to the witness box. “Mr. Malen, 

what was the mood among your partners when Peter Roosevelt was successful in obtaining an 

injunction to stop the project?” 

Malen snorted a laugh and answered before Harry Chang was able to object that the 

question called for speculation. “We were all pissed at the guy. Who wouldn’t be? I don’t know 

what that guy was thinking. I mean, the governor of Hawaii herself said this was a great deal that 

should go forward.” Malen shook his head. “And to think, Roosevelt had been friends with 

Williamson. Go figure.” 

In criminal law, as opposed to civil litigation, attorneys didn’t take the deposition of 

every possible witness in a case. So the old maxim of “don’t ask a question unless you know the 
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answer” was sometimes hard to live by. I was shooting mostly in the dark, trying to find 

something that would inflame the jury or create an illusion of guilt, but this guy was really good. 

I was making no headway at all. I thought about using the information about the governor and 

Rick Garetti, but my instinct told me to hold that in reserve. Plus, I’d made a half-assed promise 

to the governor not to use it unless I had no choice. 

I took Malen through his trip to Honolulu on the night of the murder and his dinner with 

Williamson. I asked if he’d made any calls to anyone in Honolulu after he’d landed. 

“You mean like to a hit man or something?” he asked, a big grin on his face. 

Once again, I heard a few twitters from the spectator section. 

“Yeah, like that,” I said without missing a beat. 

The grin faded. “No. I didn’t call anyone. You can check my cell records if you want.” 

I nodded like that was a great idea, but I knew that even if he had called someone to say 

the coast was clear to kill Roosevelt, he’d have been too smart to use his own cell. I tried not to 

let my voice sound defeated as I told the judge I had no further questions. Then, before she could 

react and before Malen even stood, I held up a hand. “Actually, I do have one further question. 

On the night of the murder, which was the night of your dinner with Mr. Williamson, how did 

you travel to Honolulu?” 

“I have the use of a friend’s private jet,” he said. “Pretty convenient, I’ve got to say.” 

“Now I have no further questions,” I said. 

While I was walking back to my counsel table, it hit me like a bolt of lightning. I couldn’t 

wait to get back to the office. Luckily, Harry had less than ten minutes of questions, and Judge 

Alvarez called for the lunch recess early. 
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Chapter 55 

 

“I know the police checked the official manifest of the private jet Malen took to Honolulu 

on the night of the murder, and he was the only passenger listed. But as I understand it, that 

manifest is filed in advance. What if he had someone meet him at the airport who he simply 

escorted onto the plane?” 

I was talking to Drew in my office during the lunch break. It had only just occurred to me 

how easy it had been for me to fly on Blumenstein’s private jet. On the times Padma and Drew 

had accompanied me, I never gave their names. The clerk in the general aviation office in 

Honolulu had barely looked up when I walked by him. 

“You’re saying that maybe Malen brought the hit man with him to Honolulu?” Drew 

asked. “Which would possibly undo some of the alibis for the mainland guys.” 

I nodded. “Pretty stupid of me not to have thought of it before. I mean, I remember being 

shocked at how lax it all was. Even in Vegas, if I recall correctly, there was nothing to prevent 

someone from walking from the parking lot directly onto a jet without going through the front 

office.” 

“But what about the pilots and the flight attendants?” Drew asked. 

I waved a hand dismissively. “What do they care, so long as whoever’s on board knows 

the guy who’s authorized? But hopefully they might remember something. See if you can find 

out whose jet it was and who the staff was on the night of Roosevelt’s death. Also, check with 

the terminal and see if they have CCTV.” 

“I’m on it,” Drew said. “And good thinking, by the way. Let’s just hope it’s not too late 

to track all this down.” 
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As I meandered back to court, eating a turkey sandwich on the way, I tried to run through 

the possible scenarios. Should I put Malen back on the stand and try to get him to acknowledge 

he’d given someone a ride to and from Honolulu on the night of the murder? I was pretty damn 

sure all I’d get was a denial, and unless I had something to impeach him with, I’d look pretty 

foolish. 

As to Tim Derricks and Rick Garetti, even if one of them had flown with Malen and 

murdered Peter Roosevelt, they were certainly not going to admit it. Again, I needed some kind 

of proof. And Drew needed time to find something I could use. I thought about asking Judge 

Alvarez for a continuance, but without my explaining that I needed it to pursue what may very 

well be a wild goose chase, I sincerely doubted she would grant one. 
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Chapter 56 

 

Tim Derricks saw Rick “the Neck” Garetti sitting on a bench outside of the courtroom. 

The two men had only met in person a few times since they’d discovered each other in Las 

Vegas. It had been a weird coincidence, considering they hadn’t been in contact with each other 

since they’d both been young bucks in Hackensack, New Jersey. Bad boys. Garetti had been 

running with the mob, trying to make his chops. Tim, whose name had been Molinario at the 

time, had been a mean loner, willing to do almost anything for a buck. The two had marginally 

known each other on the streets but had not hung out together until they each found themselves 

in Bergen County Juvenile Detention Center. They had stayed in touch once out on the streets 

again, but Garetti had moved to the Bronx, and Tim was pulling jobs on his own, still in New 

Jersey. The two lost track of each other once Tim was sent to Trenton for murder. 

So when Tim Molinario, now known as Tim Derricks, saw Rick Garetti at Costco in Las 

Vegas, it was a shock. Tim recognized Garetti immediately. That neck was hard to forget. For a 

moment Tim wondered whether he should slip away, down another aisle, but before he’d made a 

decision, the two men made eye contact and Tim could see the recognition in Garetti’s eyes. 

~~~ 

Tim and Garetti caught up over a Costco hotdog. 

“I heard you got sent to Trenton for murder,” Garetti said, talking with his mouth full. 

Tim didn’t answer right away. He was staring at the large gob of mustard on Garetti’s lip, 

waiting for it to drop into his old friend’s lap. At the last moment, Garetti’s tongue darted out, 

like a lizard catching a fly, and licked off the mustard. 

“Yeah,” Tim said, “that was a fuck-job. Some fuckhead saw me a block from a 
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convenience store that had just got robbed and told the cops he’d seen me run from the store. 

Whoever it was shot the clerk—some Indian guy. So once I got wrongly ID’d, because I had a 

record, the cops figured they had their man. They fuckin’ convicted my ass before a different 

eyewitness, who’d been in the store, finally found the balls to come forward, three long years 

later.” Tim chewed and listened to the buzz of noise around him. He wasn’t sure how much to 

tell Garetti about his new life. “You still doing mob work?” he finally asked. 

Garetti shrugged, seemingly unoffended by the question. “Not really. A couple of the 

boys and I moved out here and got a gig handling money for several families.” 

Tim snorted a laugh. “Handling money? You mean laundering?” 

“Call it what you like. We’re investment people now. Pretty legit.” 

“I like that: ‘pretty legit.’” Tim paused a beat. “Me too. I’m pretty legit too. I’m executive 

assistant to this rich dude who buys failing businesses and turns them around. He’s made a 

fucking fortune.” 

It was Garetti’s turn to laugh. “Executive assistant? What’s that—like a secretary?” 

Tim narrowed his gaze and treated Garetti to the old temper he’d been known for. 

Garetti registered it immediately. “Hey, just kidding, bud.” He raised both hands in a 

placating gesture. “Seriously, what do you do?” 

Tim calmed himself and shrugged. “Whatever. I’m kind of like his business partner, 

although I don’t put my own money in anything. I scout out businesses, make initial contact, do 

some of the negotiating—shit like that. I’ve learned a lot.” 

It wasn’t until the two had finished their dogs and were getting ready to wheel their carts 

laden with Costco goods to their respective cars that Tim disclosed his new last name. 

They exchanged business cards, which made Garetti laugh again. “Look at us. Business 
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cards and shit. Who’d ever have guessed?” 

Less than a year later, Tim had called on Garetti to see if his old friend and his cronies 

could help Malen out on a deal involving the union. 

~~~ 

Now, as Tim approached Garetti sitting outside of Judge Alvarez’s court on the third 

floor of Ka’ahumanu Hale, Garetti saw him coming and jumped up. Before Tim could say 

anything, Garetti gestured with his head to follow him. 

The restroom was empty when they entered, and Garetti wheeled around and got into 

Tim’s face. “What the fuck’s this about your boss being a fuckin’ Russian?” Garetti’s face was 

warped in anger. 

Tim wasn’t sure what was going on. Why was Garetti so angry? Shit, he and his boys 

were goddamn mobsters. Tim used both hands to push Garetti back. “What’s the matter with 

you? So what? I didn’t know anything about where Malen came from, but who the fuck cares? 

What’s that got to do with anything?” 

The look on Garetti’s face didn’t relax. “It fucking matters because your fucking boss is 

threatening my sister.” 

Tim blinked a few times. He was confused. “Calm the fuck down, Ricky. Tell me calmly 

what’s going on. You think Malen is threatening Governor Babcock? With what? Why?” 

“Are you saying you don’t know anything about it?” Garetti asked. 

“That’s what I’m saying. Now talk to me.” 

Garetti backed off a little and took a deep breath. He glanced at the restroom door. 

“Malen made an illegal campaign contribution to my sister. He knows she wants to run for the 

Senate. She thought it was to help out on this development, so she thought her relationship with 
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him was done once the project went ahead. But Malen made it clear in their last conversation that 

someday he or his people may come to her for a favor—that kind of thing. If he’s still in with his 

old Russian cronies, as I’ll bet anything he is, the fucker’s trying to turn my sister into a traitor.” 

Tim didn’t say anything. He was thinking fast. He truly hadn’t known about Malen’s 

Russian connections or his attempt to buy off the governor. But it explained a lot. The biggest 

concern—and Malen’s biggest miscalculation, Tim thought—was that Rick “the Neck” Garetti 

would do anything to protect his sister. 
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Chapter 57 

 

I called Derricks to the stand after lunch. I hadn’t heard back from Drew yet, and I’d been 

vacillating over who to put on the stand first: Derricks or Garetti. I didn’t have enough to nail 

either one, but assuming I didn’t get anything good soon, I reasoned that ending with Garetti and 

the disclosure that he was the governor’s half brother would get the jury’s attention. Of course, it 

would also ruin Babcock’s career. I didn’t really care much about that, but I had made a promise 

of sorts, and I didn’t want to break it unless I had no choice. As long as she was on the up-and-

up, what difference did it make if she happened to have a half brother with a checkered past? 

Derricks looked to be in his early forties. He was thin but solidly built and moved with a 

kind of arrogance I figured he’d picked up in prison. His face was square, and it looked to me 

like his nose had been broken a least twice. Despite that, he wore a well-tailored blue pinstripe 

suite and red tie. Evidently no one had told him he’d stand out like a sore thumb wearing that 

getup in Hawaii. He put out a hostile, tough-guy vibe. 

I took a deep breath and let it out as I rose from the counsel table. I intended to mess with 

him. “Do you prefer Mr. Derricks or Mr. Molinario?” 

There was a momentary look of confusion on his face, which quickly turned to poorly 

controlled anger. His fat upper lip and thin lower lip formed a tight line. He didn’t answer right 

away, but I didn’t speak into the silence. 

Finally, Judge Alvarez, who’d been watching me, leaned over the bench toward Derricks. 

“Sir? Do you understand the question?” 

Tim nodded. “I understand it, Your Honor. I resent it, but I understand it.” He looked 

from the judge back to me, still angry. “This guy’s trying to make me look bad because I 
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changed my name years ago after having had some trouble back East.” He set his jaw and then 

met my gaze. “I prefer my legal name: Tim Derricks.” 

“That’s fine, Mr. Derricks. For the record, when did you change your name?” 

“Objection.” Harry Chang was on his feet. “Relevance?” 

I was on thin evidentiary ice here. “I believe Mr. Derricks’s past, to some extent, will be 

relevant here, Your Honor. I’ll try to stay in my lane on this.” 

I could see a look of mild skepticism on Judge Alvarez’s face, but I was counting on the 

fact that most good judges gave the defense a great deal of leeway in a serious criminal case—

less chance of reversible error, which could lead to a successful appeal. She gave a slight nod. 

“I’ll allow it for now. Overruled.” 

All eyes turned back to Tim Derricks. 

“I changed my name about ten years ago,” he said. “Maybe eleven. I’d been sent to 

prison in New Jersey for a crime I didn’t commit, and when they figured it out and finally 

released me, I moved to Las Vegas and changed my name and my life. Does that answer your 

question, sir?” 

It was a good answer and a good strategy to come clean with his past, but his tone of 

voice and belligerent attitude wasn’t what I would have recommended for courtroom demeanor. 

“Great, thanks for sharing,” I said. “Now, while you were in New Jersey, did you know a 

gentleman by the name of Rick Garetti?” Before he could answer, I threw in, “I think his 

nickname was ‘the Neck.’” 

Tim nodded. “Yeah. I knew him from the neighborhood in Jersey.” 

“Were the two of you friends?” 

Tim gave a half shrug. “I guess. I mean, it’s not like we were best friends or nothing, but 
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we’d have a beer from time to time.” 

“Since moving to Las Vegas, have you had occasion to renew your acquaintance with 

Mr. Garetti?” 

“Yeah, kind of. We ran into each other by accident at Costco some years back, and we’ve 

kind of kept in touch since.” 

“So, Mr. Garetti knows your current last name?” 

“Yeah, he does.” 

“Where are you employed, Mr. Derricks?” 

“Malen Enterprises. I’m Mr. Malen’s executive assistant.” 

“Congratulations. I hear Mr. Malen is an excellent businessman.” 

“Yeah, he is. Thanks.” 

“Now Mr. Malen is one of the general partners in the Kauai Aina Lani project on Kauai. 

Is that correct?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Do you know how it was that he got involved in the project over here?” 

“Yeah. Rick Garetti reached out to me on behalf of his partners and said that my boss, 

Mr. Malen, might be interested in a project Rick had heard about in Hawaii. A big-money project 

that needed investors. I hooked Rick’s people up with Mr. Malen. That’s about it.” 

“Were you involved in any negotiations with Mr. Garetti’s people?” 

 “No, not really.” 

“But you knew who they were?” 

“You mean, did I know their names? Yeah, I did.” 

“What are their names?” 
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“Freddy Costanzo. He’s more or less the boss. Rick Garetti. And Nicky Langetto.” 

“Did you know Mr. Costanzo or Mr. Langetto before? Maybe from your days back 

East?” 

“No. Just Rick.” 

“Had you heard of either or both of them?” 

“Not really.” 

“What does ‘not really’ mean?” I asked. 

“It means I don’t think I heard of them guys before this deal.” 

“Were you aware that your friend Rick Garetti had also had some run-ins with the law 

back East?” 

“Yeah. We did some juvie time together. So what? We’re all entitled to a second chance, 

aren’t we?” 

I nodded agreeably. “Sure. I’m wondering if you advised Mr. Malen of Mr. Garetti’s past 

when you made the referral.” 

Derricks shook his head. “No way. I didn’t think it was any of his business. As far as I 

know, Rick and his friends are legitimate businessmen who make investment decisions for some 

unions and people with big bucks to invest.” 

“Okay. So, just so I understand, you made the referral to Mr. Malen, and he and Mr. 

Costanzo took it from there. Is that correct?” 

“More or less. I mean, obviously they had to make a deal with the developer in Hawaii. 

Mr. Williamson.” 

“Of course. And as far as you know, are there any other people involved on the Costanzo 

side of the partnership other than Garetti and Langetto?” 
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“Not as far as I know.” 

“Have you seen the original corporate documents for all the holding companies 

involved?” 

“No. Just the ones that are the direct partners of Pacific Paradise Partners, which is Mr. 

Malen’s corporation and a corporation called FC3. The stockholders of FC3 are three separate 

LLC corporations for each of the three guys on Costanzo’s side of the deal.” 

“For each of those three LLCs—if I understand it correctly—the stockholders are holding 

companies that don’t spell out the individual names. Is that correct?” 

Derricks gave a small shrug. “Yeah, I guess so. You’re kind of getting above my pay 

grade here.” 

“Fine, but the bottom line is that we don’t know how many investors there actually are 

behind the holding companies in FC3. Is that correct?” 

“Well, I don’t.” 

I glanced at the jury. I was afraid I was losing them and decided to change things up. 

“Until this trial, had you ever been to Hawaii, Mr. Derricks?” 

He shook his head and, for the first time, smiled. “I wish. No, I haven’t.” 

“And just for the record, on the night Mr. Roosevelt was murdered, you were in Las 

Vegas?” 

“Yeah, I was.” 

“May I ask where you were or who you were with?” 

The angry look returned. “The police checked this out already. I was at a gentlemen’s 

club a few blocks off the Strip. It’s earlier in Hawaii, so around the time of the murder, as I 

understand it, I was having a last cocktail, getting ready to head home. I knew Mr. Malen would 
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be back first thing in the morning, and I wanted to be in the office early in case he needed me for 

anything.” 

“Thank you.” I turned and walked back to the counsel table and picked up a piece of 

paper. I had no idea what it was; I just needed to look busy. I glanced at Takei, who was looking 

at me like I was the prosecutor. I knew I was flailing, but I didn’t know where to go with 

Derricks. I had read the police report of the interview with the owner of the strip club where 

Derricks claimed to have been on the night of the murder. The owner had personally seen 

Derricks at his usual spot at the bar, which was the potential problem. Obviously, Derricks was a 

regular, and obviously Derricks knew the owner. How well? Could the man have vouched for 

Derricks out of friendship? Or money? Or could Derricks have been such a regular that when 

asked months later about the night in question, the owner saw Derricks in his usual spot in his 

mind’s eye and affirmed his presence? 

“Mr. McMartin?” Judge Alvarez finally interrupted my panicked contemplation. 

I didn’t want to go after Derricks or his alibi unless I had a pretty solid basis for doing so. 

But without going after him now, I had nothing else to ask. I glanced at the judge, who was also 

giving me a strange look, like she was about to ask me if I was all right. 

“Yes, Your Honor. I’m sorry. I wonder if we could recess a bit early today so I can 

follow up on some evidence we’re tracking. For the moment I have no further questions for this 

witness, but I would request that he be subject to recall.” 

Out of my peripheral vision, I saw Harry stand. “The State would object, Your Honor. 

This line of questioning is obviously going nowhere and shows how desperate the defense is. 

Slinging mud at witnesses’ past lives is not a defense to murder. Furthermore, this witness is 

from out of state, and I’m sure it would be a serious inconvenience for him to hang around 
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waiting to see if he will be recalled.” 

Judge Alvarez turned to me. “Mr. McMartin? A response?” 

I took a deep breath. I’d dug a deep hole for myself without knowing what I might find at 

the bottom. I needed answers—answers I was hoping Drew would have by the time I got back to 

the office. “May we approach?” 

Judge Alvarez gestured for Harry Chang and me to come to the front of her bench. The 

court reporter moved close. This bench conversation would be out of the hearing of the jury. 

“Your Honor,” I said, “I realize this is a bit unusual, but if you will permit me this small 

recess until tomorrow, I promise I will tie everything together then. In the meantime, I 

understand Mr. Derricks’s boss, Mr. Malen, has the use of a private jet, so I don’t think there will 

be too much inconvenience—assuming Mr. Malen waits for him. And if he wishes, the defense 

will cover the cost of Mr. Derricks’s hotel room for tonight.” 

Judge Alvarez studied me. I could tell Harry Chang wanted another shot, but she held up 

her hand in a subtle gesture to chill out. After what seemed at least a minute, she gave an almost 

imperceptible nod. “Okay. I’ll go along with you, Mr. McMartin. Your client faces very serious 

charges, and I want to permit you every opportunity to present his complete defense. But when I 

say this, I mean within reason. So far, I’m tending to agree with Mr. Chang that you seem to be 

on little more than a fishing expedition, but then again, you’re not known for wasting the court’s 

time. Let’s hope that’s not going to be the case here.” She turned to the jury. “Court will be in 

recess until tomorrow morning at nine. Until then, you are not to talk to anyone about the case or 

look at any news coverage.” 

I sat in my chair while the courtroom emptied. 

Takei was still looking at me but thankfully had enough sense not to say anything until 
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we were almost alone. “What’s going on, Pancho? It looks like you’re making the prosecution’s 

case for them. You going to parade everyone in front of the jury to talk about their alibis?” 

I took a steadying breath. “I’m trying to defend you, Mr. Takei, but I don’t exactly have a 

lot to go on. I’m almost a hundred percent convinced that one of those Vegas guys killed 

Roosevelt, but I need to break one of their alibis to do so. And in case you haven’t noticed, 

despite working our okoles off to find something, we’re out of time.” 

“It just seemed like we were better off before you called this Derricks asshole to the 

stand,” Takei said. 
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Chapter 58 

 

When Tim Derricks exited the courtroom, he found his boss waiting for him in the court 

hallway. Joe Malen fell in beside Tim as they walked to the elevator. Neither said anything until 

they were outside facing Punchbowl Street. 

“How’d it go?” Malen asked. 

Tim made the thumbs-up sign. “I don’t know what the hell that guy was after, but he sure 

didn’t get it from me. It’s obvious McMartin doesn’t know shit. He’s fishing. I mean, he tried to 

smear me by bringing up my past and the fact that I changed my name, but I think I got the better 

of that exchange. Then he tried to go after my alibi, but he got nowhere with that either.” 

The late-afternoon sun beat down on them as the two turned onto Queen Street. 

Tim took off his suit jacket and loosened his tie. “Where’s the frigging car?” 

“Almost there,” Malen said, nodding to a pay lot up ahead. 

After they’d climbed in the rental BMW and pulled out onto the street, Tim told Joe 

Malen that he had to stay another night. “And we need to talk.” 

“What about?” Malen asked. 

“The governor.” 

Malen drove in silence for several seconds. “What about her?” 

“You’re fucking blackmailing her? Really? You working for the Russians?” 

Malen coughed. “That didn’t come up in court, did it?” 

Tim snorted in derision. “Well, the part about you being a Russian did. But nothing about 

you blackmailing the governor.” He watched his boss’s face relax and realized what Garetti had 

told him was true. Joe Malen was blackmailing the governor over some kind of bribe or illegal 
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campaign contribution. “What the fuck, Joe? Why didn’t you tell me about this? You know 

Garetti is the governor’s sister.” 

“Half sister,” Malen said. 

“Whatever. The two are much closer than you might think. Garetti is going shit ape nuts 

over this.” He stared hard at his boss. “We had a perfect fucking plan, Joe, and you’ve put it all 

at risk just so you could blackmail some two-bit governor?” 

Malen looked over at Tim. “So fucking what? Fuck ’em.” 

They were silent as they drove down a busy Ala Moana Boulevard toward Waikiki. They 

were staying at the Hilton Hawaiian Village, a c on the edge of Waikiki. 

“You do know who Costanzo and Garetti and those guys really work for, don’t you?” 

Tim didn’t bother to hide the frustration in his voice. 

“Yeah, so? And now you know who I fucking work for. Who’d you rather have on your 

side?” 

“What’ll I tell Garetti? He’s expecting me to talk to you and then get back to him.” 

“Tell him to mind his own fucking business.” 
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Chapter 59 

 

I was totally spent by the time I got back to the office. I needed a way to get out of the 

deep hole I’d dug. I was hoping Drew would have something for me. 

Elise spotted the look on my face as I entered the office and didn’t ask her usual, “How’d 

it go?” Instead, she told me Drew had arrived just ahead of me. 

The big man was in his usual spot, sprawled across the couch. He wore his uniform of 

cargo shorts, silky aloha shirt, and flip-flops. 

“I’m hoping you’ve got something to save my ass,” I said as I tossed my trial briefcase to 

the floor beside my desk and plopped myself down in my chair. I bent down and pulled out a 

bottle of Patron tequila and two glasses from the bottom right drawer. I glanced at Drew before 

pouring two healthy shots. 

Drew’s normally open face looked drawn and tense. “Sorry, brah. Not much. Everyone’s 

stonewalling. The owner of the jet Malen uses is some casino owner friend of Trump’s, and I 

can’t even get the names of the crew. The guy’s assistant told me to get a subpoena for the 

precise dates. So then I went to the office at general aviation, where we went through to board 

the jet. It was as laid-back as before. But when I asked to view any CCTV tapes for the night of 

the murder, the old black guy called someone, who apparently told him the digital records are 

erased after six months.” 

“Shit.” I got up and handed the big man his tequila. 

“My thoughts exactly,” Drew said as I returned to my desk to sip my own. “I’ve been 

racking my brain ever since I left the airport for some way to find out how many people were on 

board the jet that night. In the meantime, I called our guys in Las Vegas to see if they could find 



Tropical Deception—Robinson  245 

 

 

 

out if Derricks’s alibi is as airtight as the police thought it was. I haven’t heard back.” 

I didn’t respond. I didn’t need to. I knew my expression said it all. I drank my tequila in 

one shot and poured another. 

“I take it things didn’t go well in court?” Drew asked. 

“Couldn’t have gone much worse,” I said and explained how I’d gambled and put 

Derricks on the stand in hopes of having something to impeach him with by day’s end. “But 

instead, I just looked like I was desperately scrambling for ways to make him look bad. I brought 

up his past and his name change, but except for his arrogant, smirking look, he handled it pretty 

well.” 

“So what next? There’s no way we can get a subpoena for the flight personnel by 

tomorrow. Will the judge give you a continuance?” 

I shook my head. “No way. She knows we’re at the end and isn’t going to keep the jury 

hanging around while I keep fishing.” I leaned back and rubbed my face with both hands. “I’m 

thinking of putting Garetti on tomorrow morning and bringing up his relationship with Governor 

Babcock.” 

“What’ll that accomplish?” Drew asked. 

“Well, hopefully, I’ll be able to show that there’s enough seedy shit going on in this 

project to make the motive of jealousy kind of lame compared to what the other players had to 

lose. Then I argue the points I made about the gun and silencer and entry fob to show that it just 

doesn’t make sense that the murderer was Takei.” 

Drew blew out a big breath of air, which to me sounded like an expression of sympathy 

for the ass I was going to make of myself. “What’s Padma doing? You guys want to catch an 

early dinner somewhere while we continue to rack our feeble brains?” 
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I looked at my watch and then shook my head. “I’m going home. Maybe I’ll go for a 

short swim to clear my head. If I don’t drown myself and Padma wants to go out somewhere 

close, I’ll call you.” 
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Chapter 60 

 

The irritating tune on my iPhone woke me. I’d finally fallen asleep again after hours of 

tossing and turning. Most of my thinking seemed to center around feeling sorry for myself. I 

knew as well as anyone that the life of a trial attorney was rife with the potential for abject 

humiliation. This wouldn’t be the first time I’d embarrassed myself in court, but thankfully the 

incidents were few and far between. Then again, none of those prior situations had involved the 

kind of high-stakes outcome now on the line in the State of Hawaii v. Wayson Takei. 

I reached for the phone and pushed the button that would answer the call and shut off the 

damn music. “Yeah?” I glanced at the clock. It was 6:01 a.m. 

“Pancho, it’s Harry Chang. Sorry if I woke you, but I need to see you.” 

I glanced at Padma, who was somehow still sleeping. “Hang on,” I said to Harry and 

climbed out of the bed. I waited until I was in the living room before continuing the 

conversation. “What’s up? We’re going to see each other in a few hours.” 

“We need to talk. Now. How fast can you get to my office?” 

I had known Harry Chang for years. We’d gone head-to-head in major cases many times. 

We’d clashed, and we’d had harsh words for each other on occasion. But when all was said and 

done, I had nothing but the greatest respect for him, and I knew he felt the same way about me. I 

also knew that he wasn’t prone to unnecessary theatrics. If he wanted to see me at this time of the 

morning—on a trial day—something serious was in the air. 

Ordinarily, I could have reached Harry’s office inside of twenty minutes at such an early 

hour. But this morning I needed to shower and dress for court. “Give me thirty minutes. I’ll be 

there sooner if I can.” 
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~~~ 

My long hair was still wet when I entered Harry’s cramped and messy office twenty-six 

minutes later. Case files were stacked everywhere. His diplomas and bar admission certificates 

were cheaply framed in black plastic and hung at various angles on the wall behind his desk. The 

small window in his office didn’t open, and it was warm and stuffy. The building’s air 

conditioner probably hadn’t kicked in yet. 

“Thanks for coming,” he said as his secretary closed the door behind me. Harry’s face 

looked haggard and tired, and, if the rumples in his suit were any indication, he appeared to be 

wearing the same clothes he’d worn yesterday in court. 

“What’s going on?” I asked. 

Harry gave a small shake of his head, as if he couldn’t believe what he was about to tell 

me. “I got a call yesterday evening, just as I was about to head out of here. The caller refused to 

identify himself but claimed he had knowledge about the Roosevelt murder. He said Tim 

Derricks hitched a ride with Joe Malen on the private jet on the night of the murder. There’s no 

mention of Derricks on the manifest, but the caller said the flight crew could confirm the 

presence of an extra passenger. The crew had been paid off not to talk to anyone, but the caller 

claimed he could put me in touch with the flight attendant who would talk to me on condition of 

anonymity. She doesn’t want to lose her job. 

“Anyway, the caller claims that Derricks flew to Honolulu and rented a black BMW that 

resembled Takei’s BMW. He said Malen had stolen Takei’s gun and gate entry fob during a 

recent visit. He didn’t know where the suppressor came from. Derricks shot Takei while Malen 

and Williamson had dinner. Then Derricks met Malen back at the airport, and the two flew back 

to Vegas that night.” 



Tropical Deception—Robinson  249 

 

 

 

The scenario was pretty much as I had guessed after realizing how easy and anonymous it 

had been to fly private—something I’d have known nothing about had my dad not had a stroke 

and had Blumenstein not made his jet available. “But you don’t know who the caller is?” I asked. 

“No. I was kind of hoping you’d have an idea about who’d want to turn on Derricks and 

Malen like this.” 

I shook my head. “No idea. Did you talk to the flight attendant?” 

“Yeah. I woke her up in the middle of the night, Vegas time. She confirmed what the 

caller had said. I have her name, obviously, but I told her I wouldn’t be able to guarantee her 

anonymity if I needed her to testify. She balked, but I pointed out that I could get her under oath, 

and if she lied, she’d be facing a perjury charge. So she talked to me. She didn’t know the extra 

passenger’s name, but he fit the description I gave her of Derricks.” 

“You believe the caller?” I asked. 

Harry shrugged and rubbed his eyes. “Tentatively. It’s pretty specific. We’re getting car 

rental records for a black BMW on the night of the murder, but I’ve got to assume Derricks 

wouldn’t have used his real name.” 

“It all fits with what occurred to me,” I said. “After Malen testified and I was leaving 

court, I flashed on my private jet experiences going back and forth to New Mexico and realized 

how easy it would be for someone to hitch a ride. As I understand it, passenger manifests aren’t 

required for domestic flights, although the pilots obviously want weight information for fuel 

calculations. But the pilot could have been given that information but no specifics on the name of 

the passenger. Then he could have been paid off to keep quiet. So someone flies in under the 

radar, so to speak, offs Roosevelt, and is home on the mainland before you know it.” 

Harry nodded. “What about Derricks’s alibi?” 
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“We checked. His alibi was a strip club. He’s friends with the owner, who vouched for 

him. He’s there almost every night. Pretty easy to fake that. I’d suggest asking the Vegas police 

to put some pressure on the owner to see if he sticks to the story.” 

We fell silent. 

I felt like someone had dropped a big, fat present on my lap that I didn’t even need to 

untie. “What are you going to do about Takei?” I finally asked. 

“That’s what we’ve been kicking around for much of the night,” Harry said. “I don’t 

want to drop the charge without verifying the story, but I don’t want to go ahead with the trial 

and get your dumb client convicted if he’s innocent.” 

I smiled for the first time that morning. “What makes you think he’d be convicted?” 

Harry laughed out loud. “Have you watched yourself in court? I’ve never seen you 

flounder like you’ve done the last couple days. I’ve seen fish flop around less than you.” 

I gave a sheepish smile and tilt of my head in acknowledgement. “Yeah, but what I was 

doing—or trying to do—makes sense now, doesn’t it? I was hoping I’d come up with the 

information that fell into your lap last night.” I paused. “Of course, I’d have been fucked if I 

didn’t get it.” The question now was how to proceed. I thought over our options. “I could put 

Derricks back on the stand and confront him with this information. See if I could break him.” 

Harry shook his head. “I can’t see going forward with the trial at this juncture. Too many 

variables and potential pitfalls. No offense to your cross-examination skills.” 

“So ask for a continuance so you have time to confirm the caller’s story.” 

“Possibility, but I tend to doubt the judge will want to hang the jury up like that.” 

“Dismiss without prejudice?” I asked. That would mean that the prosecution would have 

the right to go after Takei if the caller’s story didn’t check out. I’d probably go along with it, but 
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it wouldn’t be dispositive and Takei would still have the murder charge hanging over his head 

until the dismissal was converted to one with prejudice. 

Harry nodded. “Either that or ask the judge to declare a mistrial. But I’m thinking she’d 

prefer the dismissal without prejudice. The only question is whether you will want to try to play 

hardball to get the dismissal with prejudice.” 

I heard the AC finally kick on and waited for the stuffy air to cool. I owed a duty to my 

client to try to get the case dismissed once and for all. But I was getting my ass kicked in court, 

and if we went ahead with trial, I could end up with a convicted client and would have to try to 

overturn the conviction at a later date if the new information about Derricks panned out. 

“I’d make a perfunctory objection to without prejudice,” I finally said. “Just for the 

record. The judge will know I’m good with dismissal without.” 
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Chapter 61 

 

I was in my office by 7:40. I felt like a weight had been lifted from me. I went straight to 

my desk and called Drew. 

“I’m still trying to figure out who would have done this,” I said after filling him in. “I 

mean, whoever it is has to have been intimately involved in either its planning or its execution. 

Which means that person could be subject to prosecution as well. If I’ve learned one thing as a 

criminal defense attorney, it’s that these guys will turn on each other at the drop of a hat.” 

“The only guy I can think of would be Garetti,” Drew said. “We know he and Derricks 

were buddies. So it would make sense that Garetti would know what Derricks and Malen 

planned to do. Maybe they had a falling out of some kind and Garetti turned on his old pal. 

Maybe something having to do with Garetti’s half sister.” 

I thought about this. “Could be. I’m also wondering how the assault on you and Khalid 

fits into this scenario. I’d been assuming it came from Costanzo’s side, but think about this: if 

Garetti and Derricks had planned the murder and Malen was in on it, it’s possible that Derricks 

was playing both sides. What if he arranged the hit to try to shift any suspicion to Costanzo’s 

people?” 

Drew grunted. “Whatever happened to honor among thieves? Oh yeah. You already 

answered that. Anything you want me to do? Seems like the cops are in a better position at this 

point to verify the story.” 

“Yeah. Let me go to court and get this thing dismissed for now. Then we can take the rest 

of the day off and go surfing and talk it over.” 

“I love a good plan,” Drew said. 
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~~~ 

Harry and I met with Judge Alvarez in her chambers before the jury was called in. I had 

already briefed Takei by phone earlier in the morning, and I had left him sitting in the courtroom 

with only the spectators behind him and one sheriff on duty near the side door. 

The judge’s inner chamber was well appointed. Her personal touch was almost 

everywhere. It felt cozy, although the room itself was quite large. Harry and I sat in chairs 

fronting her desk. For now, the court reporter loitered in the front office with the rest of the 

judge’s staff. 

Harry filled Judge Alvarez in on what had transpired. When he finished with the story, he 

asked to have the case dismissed without prejudice. 

The judge raised her eyebrows and then looked at me. “Pancho?” 

“As you may have guessed,” I began, “I will need to make an objection for the record and 

move that the case be dismissed with prejudice. But I have little doubt how you will rule, and I 

want to compliment Harry for being so forthright about what’s transpired and for wanting to do 

the right thing.” 

“Okay,” she said. “It sounds like Harry’s anonymous tip is convincing enough for him to 

believe it should be pursued before we go further with the prosecution of Mr. Takei. I’ll grant a 

motion to dismiss without prejudice with the understanding that if the State decides to proceed 

with prosecuting someone else for this murder, the dismissal against Mr. Takei will be converted 

to one with prejudice.” Her mouth stretched into a tight smile. “We can’t allow a buffet of 

defendants.” She turned to me again. “And Pancho will make his objection and motion for the 

record. Agreed?” 

Harry and I nodded. 
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“One more thing, Your Honor,” Harry said, as we started to rise. “I’m thinking it would 

be best if we go on record here in your chambers. Although I presume you’ll have to dismiss the 

jury publicly, I’d like as little information about why this is happening to be public as possible. 

We want to try to bring in Mr. Derricks and Mr. Malen today for questioning while they’re still 

in town.” 

Judge Alvarez thought about it for a moment and then nodded her agreement. “Okay. 

Let’s bring in Mr. Takei and the court reporter.” 

And with that, the murder case against Wayson Takei was over—at least for the time 

being. 
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Chapter 62 

 

Rick “the Neck” Garetti took the call from Tim Derricks that he’d been expecting for the 

past day. 

“What the fuck have you done?” Derricks yelled over the phone. “First the case against 

Takei is dropped, and then Joe and I are called in for questioning. The cops seemed to know 

everything. How we took Takei’s gun. How I got to and from Hawaii. The whole fucking thing.” 

He paused long enough for Rick to hear his heavy breathing on the other end of the line. “And 

the only motherfucker in the world besides Joe and I who knew any of that shit is you.” 

Rick let the silence build after Derricks had finished his rant. “And so?” he finally said, 

his tone hard. “What’s your point?” 

“My point? My fucking point is that if I go down, you’re going down with me. You’re a 

fucking coconspirator. Shit, you’re the one who planned the whole thing. You’re the one who 

talked Joe and me into the plan.” Derricks paused, still breathing hard. “Shit, you made a 

goddamn deal, didn’t you? You rolled on us and got yourself immunity.” 

“Wrong. I did no such thing,” Rick said. “What I did do was warn you and your Russian 

boss not to fuck with my sister. Do you remember that, Tim? Do you remember what you’re 

boss’s response was? Huh?” 

The line went silent. 

“So you put all three of us at risk out of spite because Malen threatened your sister? What 

the fuck, Rick?” 

“I assume you admitted nothing.” 

“Of course,” Derricks said. “But now that they know what they’re looking for, it won’t be 
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hard for them to build a case.” 

“We’ll see. You and Malen heading back? Have they released you for now?” 

“Yeah. We’re coming back. And you better be watching your back.” 

Rick smiled to himself as he pushed the button to end the call. 
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Chapter 63 

 

The morning after the dismissal, I disentangled myself from Padma’s embrace, rolled 

over, and looked out at the ocean. There was a nice three-to-four-foot swell. 

I got out of bed, grabbed my cell phone from the nightstand, padded into the living room, 

and called Drew. “Surf’s even better than yesterday,” I said as soon as he muttered an answer. 

“Let’s hit it before work.” 

“Be there in twenty,” Drew responded. 

I walked back into the bedroom and saw Padma’s big dark eyes watching me. A smile 

played on her lips. I climbed into bed and kissed her. “I have twenty minutes before Drew gets 

here to go surfing. We can have a cup of coffee together or try for a record quickie.” I let my 

right hand caress her shoulder and then follow the perfect curve of her body. 

She moaned softly as she rolled onto her back. She let the sheet slide down, exposing her 

breasts and her hardening nipples. “I love going for records,” she said in a husky voice. 

~~~ 

“So they let them go?” Drew asked. 

We were straddling our surfboards, letting the smaller sets pass under us as we waited for 

the bigger waves. I’d calculated that the decent sets came about every seven or eight waves. 

“Yeah. Harry called yesterday evening. They interrogated Derricks and Malen all day 

after court and got no admissions. Apparently, the strip club owner who is Derricks’s alibi is in 

Cancun until later this week. And other than the flight attendant who claims someone fitting 

Derricks’s description hitched a ride with Malen on the private jet, they haven’t been able to 

confirm anything. They got a photo of Derricks, which they’re trying to get to the attendant to 
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confirm it was him.” 

Drew made a guttural sound, then nodded at a building wave. “Go for it.” 

I grinned. It was going to be a good wave. I lay down on the board, straightened it so that 

it was facing the shore, and began paddling. I felt the wave begin to lift and push my board, and I 

paddled harder. Then I was moving fast, pointed down the face of the wave. I jumped to my feet 

and used my back foot to turn right. Glancing over my shoulder, I could see the wave behind me 

begin to peak. As I reached the bottom of the face, I turned the board to ride back up the face, 

staying ahead of the breaking water. Twice more I rode the wave up and down the face until I 

saw the wave was going to break on me, at which point I kicked out and let the wave continue on 

without me. It had been a good ride. As I began paddling back out, I saw Drew was already on 

the next wave. His huge smile as he worked the wave made me laugh. Then I put my head down 

on the board and dove under the oncoming wall of water. 

“So the cops are assuming these guys won’t run?” Drew asked, resuming the 

conversation once we were back in position and waiting for the next set. 

“I think they’ve got the cops in Vegas watching them. There may even be some federal 

involvement. In any event, Harry doesn’t think it will take too long to confirm some of the most 

important parts of the story.” 

“And Harry isn’t wondering who the anonymous source is? I mean, obviously, whoever 

it is must have been involved somehow. No one else would know all that shit.” 

I watched a wave building but decided it wasn’t the one for me. I shrugged. “I’m sure 

he’s wondering. But I’m also sure he thinks that once he arrests Derricks and Malen, they’ll turn 

on whoever the snitch is. Obviously, they’ll know who it had to be—unless there’s more than 

one other person with that kind of information.” 
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“Yeah.” Drew nodded. “That’s what has me confused. Wouldn’t the anonymous caller 

know all that? How would he think he—or she—could turn on these guys without it coming back 

on him?” 

“Or her.” I jerked my head toward a building wave. “Your turn to go first.” 
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Chapter 64 

 

I spent a mellow day at the office catching up with the inevitable backlog of work, calling 

back clients who seemed to think I should call them back immediately even when I was in a 

murder trial, and even calling my mother, who usually called me. She was slowly but surely 

coming to grips with life without Dad—not an easy thing to do when virtually every minute of 

her adult life had been spent with him. 

I was just finishing a meeting with my bookkeeper when Elise buzzed me. “Turn on the 

TV.” 

I switched on my wall-mounted flat-screen, which was tuned to CNN, and saw a photo of 

Joe Malen above a “Breaking News” caption. 

“ . . . private jet, which is owned by casino mogul Terrence James, disappeared about two 

hours into its flight from Honolulu to Las Vegas. According to a spokesperson for Mr. James, the 

jet had been loaned to his friend, Joseph Malen, a well-known businessman from Las Vegas.” 

The photo of Malen was replaced by a headshot of the news anchor, a handsome, thirty-

something man with perfect hair and gleaming white teeth. 

“Mr. Malen was a witness in a murder case in Hawaii, and in the course of his 

examination, it was disclosed that Malen was a former Russian oligarch with close ties to 

Vladimir Putin. The other passenger in the jet was Timothy Derricks, Malen’s executive 

assistant. Derricks had also been a witness in the trial, where it was discovered that he had once 

served time in prison for murder before being exonerated and released. Both Malen and Derricks 

had changed their names before moving to Las Vegas. It is unclear at this time how Malen and 

Derricks may have been involved in the murder, but in a stunning development yesterday, the 
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judge overseeing the murder trial against Wayson Takei dismissed the charges. Sources for CNN 

have told us that both Malen and Derricks were interrogated by the Honolulu police and the city 

prosecutor yesterday after the dismissal. 

“The jet is presumed to have crashed into the ocean, midway between Hawaii and the 

West Coast. There was no Mayday or other indication of trouble aboard the aircraft prior to its 

disappearance. The Coast Guard has begun a search. There is clearly a lot more to this bizarre 

story, and we will keep you apprised as more facts become known.” 

I turned off the TV as CNN cut to a commercial. What the fuck? I thought. My head was 

spinning. 

The intercom buzzed. “Drew’s on line one,” Elise said. “Do you think the plane’s 

disappearance is related to your case?” 

“Your guess is as good as mine,” I answered, “although it would be one of the greatest 

coincidences of all time if it wasn’t.” 

I punched line one, and Drew and I spent several minutes trying our best to figure out 

what had happened and what it meant for our client. 

“My bet is that the anonymous tipper somehow sabotaged the plane and killed off the 

only two people who could have identified him as their coconspirator,” I said. “Harry and the 

cops—and probably the feds—will go ahead with their investigation and prove Malen and 

Derricks were the bad guys. Our guy is off the hook. And it’s all nice and tidy.” 

“Yeah,” Drew said. “Assuming they’re unable to prove who brought down the plane.” 
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Epilogue 

 

Three years later 

Senator Mona Babcock was walking back to her office along the Capital Mall in 

Washington, DC, when her private cell phone rang. She pulled the phone out of her purse and 

saw there was no caller ID, although the number had a DC area code. 

“Hello?” 

“Senator Babcock?” 

“Who’s this? How did you get this number?” 

“You may call me Lev. I was a colleague of our late mutual friend, Joe Malen.” 

Mona felt her pulse quicken and blood rush to her face. She surveyed her surroundings 

and then walked to an unoccupied bench, where she took a seat. “Mr. Malen is long deceased. 

My limited interaction with him terminated long ago.” She pushed the end-call button. 

She was still sitting on the bench, trying to control her trembling and breathing, when the 

phone rang again. She couldn’t stop herself from answering. 

“Senator Babcock, just because our friend Malen is dead doesn’t mean his employers are 

dead. Once it was disclosed that Joe was Russian, I assume you figured out who he was working 

for.” 

Mona said nothing. 

“Anyway,” the man named Lev said after a moment, “we need a favor.” 

“What makes you think I’ll do anything for you people?” Mona asked, trying to hide the 

fear in her voice. 

“Well, there’s the money you took, for one thing. Then there’s the additional payoff you 
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got from the real estate project that you hadn’t disclosed an interest in. And finally, there’s your 

brother—” 

“Half brother.” 

“Fine. Half brother. We have a recording of your half brother—along with a now-

deceased young man by the name of Tim Derricks—planning the murder of an attorney named 

Peter Roosevelt.” 

Mona heard an involuntary gasp escape her lips. Rick had told her he’d taken care of 

everything, and until now it had looked like he had. She harbored no illusions about her brother’s 

involvement in the plane crash that had killed Derricks and Malen before they could return to the 

mainland. She knew her brother had done it to protect her. But now it looked like he wasn’t quite 

as smart as he thought he was. 

Lev, clearly unwilling to wait any longer for a response, spoke again. “You have a vote 

coming up in a few days. It involves the imposition of additional sanctions against Russia . . .” 


