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  Who showed me a Paris I’d never seen before

  and will never see again.
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  Preface


  


  The idea behind Hanging Ten in Paris geminated when I was in that city during the autumn of 2009, after the recent passing of my mother. Though the occasion for this sojourn was to celebrate in grand style the birthday of a dear friend, my mood was understandably somber and I could not shake the dark omnipresence of death. In this atmosphere of sadness and gloom, one evening in a restaurant in the Latin Quarter near the Pantheon I observed a table of a dozen diners—all, except one, American students. The one exception was also an American, a man of at least twice their age. The man could only have been their professor, and their dining together a celebratory event during a study abroad term in Paris.


  I knew this scene well because the year before I had taken such a group to study in London. My students all had come from University of Hawai‘i, where I taught at the time, some having never before left the islands. As might be expected, a few had problems adjusting to a new culture and a very different climate—it was January when we arrived and spitting snow. My job was to help them through these adjustments and to ensure that each returned to Hawai‘i alive and well. All did, thankfully. But I had heard horror stories from previous terms.


  Glancing at the dozen students dining together that evening in Paris, my perceptions still clouded by gloom, I began to imagine the worst: What if one of them turned up dead in some tragic and shocking way?


  This bleak question followed me through my last days in Paris, until I finally tried to answer it in the form of a Surfing Detective mystery. Then I encountered a problem. Why would Kai Cooke investigate a death in Paris? He didn’t speak French. He’d never been to France. And his normal sphere of operations was the six inhabited Hawaiian Islands. My PI was therefore an unlikely detective to take the case.


  I was stuck. Until I saw two connections between him and the proposed victim: Ryan Song, like Kai, would be from Hawai‘i and he would be a surfer. Then I pieced together a scenario in which Kai would investigate Ryan’s death some months later, upon the request of his parents. And due to the Songs’ limited means, Kai would conduct his inquiry without ever leaving the islands. No trip to Paris. That meant a challenging case. How would the PI reconstruct a sequence of events that occurred months earlier and seven thousand miles away?


  Another, lesser, problem was the matter of length. From the beginning I had conceived the case of Ryan Song as a short story rather than a novel. This would mark, in fact, the first time I had attempted a Surfing Detective mystery in this compact form. When I began to write, the case kept growing and growing—beyond the bounds of the short story, but not reaching the length of the novel, or even the novella. So what did I have—a long story? I was pleased to rediscover the term novelette, whose length is midway between the short story and novella.


  Novelette describes well Hanging Ten in Paris. The advantages of this form are three: it invites us to see Kai Cooke working a case in more depth than we could in a short story; it has the focus and brevity that allows us to read from beginning to end at one sitting; and, finally, it offers those unfamiliar with the series the opportunity to become acquainted, with little time or expense.


  


  


  
    

  


  


  one


  


  “What the hell did you do?”


  “Get out of my room!” he shouted.


  They struggled, knocking over a small table, anger raging as they fell and he landed hard on the floor.


  “I told you, we all told you to shut your fat face!”


  He didn’t answer. He didn’t even move. No use talking anymore.


  “Oh,my God! Is he dead?”


  


  * * *


  


  “It’s Kai Cooke, the Surfing Detective.” My arrival was announced by an assistant to Serena Wright, Director of International Studies at Paradise College in Honolulu.


  “Quite sad about Ryan,” Serena said as I took her hand. I stood almost a foot over her, but what she lacked in stature, she made up in intelligence. She was fortyish, British, and very bright. “I only wish we could put this behind us, Kai.”


  “The Songs are no doubt grieving,” I said as I sat down across from her.


  “That’s not the problem,” she said. “They don’t believe Ryan killed himself. And they think that you—a surfer, like Ryan, and a private detective—can somehow prove he didn’t. I tried the dissuade them, but it was no use.”


  “Thanks for the gig,” I said.


  “Your broad shoulders and sun-bleached hair should convince them you’re the genuine article.”


  I almost said, And the shark bite on my chest? But replied: “You’re too kind.”


  She stood, opened a file drawer, and handed me a sheet with color headshots of Ryan and his fellow students from the Paris program—four girls and three guys—seven in all. There was a name under each photo and contact information. Serena pointed to a handsome boy of about twenty with luminous eyes, short spiky hair, and a shy smile. His face was open and sunny.


  “That’s Ryan,” she said.


  “Looks like a nice, happy kid,” I said.


  “He was quiet,” she said. “I think that’s why he fell for Marie. She’s the life of the party.” Serena pointed to an attractive island girl with bobbed hair, grey eyes, intelligent brow, and a playful smirk. She looked full of fun.


  “Opposites attract,” I said.


  “Ryan was clever too. His French was the best in the group, next to Marie’s, and he played the guitar and had a gorgeous voice. The girls adored him. They took his death very hard. Marie was devastated.”


  “And the guys?”


  “I doubt it was much easier for them. Or for Russ . . . uh, Professor Van.”


  “What a shame,” I said.


  “If only Marie hadn’t met that fellow Pierre in Paris . . . .” Serena filled me in, then opened her file drawer again and removed a folder labeled Ryan Song. “Brace yourself, Kai.” She handed me a photo.


  It was Ryan hanging. He had on a pair of board shorts. No shirt. No shoes. His ten toes appeared to dangle over the floor. His face was almost blue and his head turned at an unnatural angle. Beneath him lay a note and a snapshot of the girl I assumed was Marie. A small table was tipped nearby on its side. The rope around his neck was tied to a chandelier connected to the ceiling by a chain. The photo was stamped: Prefecture de Police.


  “Sad,” I said. But something else was bothering me. Ryan’s attire. He looked like any surfer walking down Kalākaua Avenue in Waikīkī. But he was in Paris. In winter. Board shorts? No shirt or shoes? I didn’t say anything about it, just asked, “How did Ryan get on with the other students?”


  “Well,” she said, “with everyone.” She shook her head. “Here’s a copy of the suicide note.” It was computer-printed in bold caps: AU REVOIR, MARIE.


  “I don’t speak French,” I admitted. “I’ve never even been to France.”


  “Au revoir means goodbye,” Serena said. “You won’t have to know any French. And on the Songs’ budget, no way you’re going to Paris.”


  “Okay, then why did Ryan print the note? Why not write it by hand?


  “Printed in bold caps to make a bold statement?” Serena said.


  “Seems kind of impersonal,” I said. “Where did you get the note?”


  “The college requested Ryan’s case file from the Paris police,” Serena said. “What was passed on to me is in this folder: The photo, the note, and the police report—translated into English. And here’s a DVD about our Paris program and a tourist map.” She unfolded on her desk the map displaying major historical sites and buildings.


  “So this is Paris?” I gazed at the dizzying maze of streets, each called Rue this or that, and the River Seine that wound through them.


  “Our program is at the University of Paris—the Sorbonne—in the Latin Quarter. It’s here.” She put her finger on a spot just below the river. “On the Left Bank in the Fifth Arrondissement—she pronounced it ah-rhone-dees-mo—near the Pantheon, that grand domed building.”


  “I see it.” It was in a square called Place du Panthéon.


  “Marie moved into Pierre’s apartment on that square,” Serena said.


  “Is she there now?” I asked.


  “No, she’s traveling around Europe with him,” Serena said. “Anyway, we house our students nearby in a glorious old townhouse divided into flats at forty-four Rue des Écoles.”


  “Rue des what?”


  “Des Écoles”—she pronounced it days-eh-coal—“means, roughly, the street of the schools, because the major centers of learning are there. We rent the third and fourth floors. There is a small lift . . . uh, an elevator . . . that stops only on those two floors. Nobody can ride the lift without an ID card—for the safety and security of our students.”


  “Only your students had cards?”


  “Right. And Russ—Professor Van. And the custodial staff.”


  “So you had seven students on two floors, which only they had access to?”


  “Correct. The floors were also connected by a stairway, but only these two floors. Ryan and Marie both started in single rooms on the third. Until she left, of course.”


  “Convenient,” I said.


  Serena shrugged. “Two other students, Kim and Heather, close friends and English majors from O‘ahu, shared a double on the third floor.”


  “And on the fourth?”


  “Three more: Meighan, a French major on scholarship from Michigan, in a single room and Brad and Scooter, business majors and football mates from California, in a double. The two mates weren’t stellar students, but did well in Russ’s French history course, and have since graduated. Actually, all the students did well. I wasn’t surprised. We’ve found studying abroad motivates even less-than-stellar students, and the program tends to draw serious students to begin with. I have Russ’s grade records if you’d like to see for yourself.”


  “Maybe later,” I said. “For now, I’d just like to talk to the professor.”


  “He’s beastly busy right at present, but I’m sure he’ll oblige,” she said. “He’s applying for the Hilo Hattie Chair. It means more money and less teaching. He’s competing against his bitter rival, Professor Blunt from American Studies.” She raised her brows. “High stakes.”


  “I’ll wish Professor Van luck,” I said, but wondered about a teacher who didn’t want to teach.


  “Do me a favor, Kai. When you talk to Russ and the students—and especially to Ryan’s parents—tread lightly. We’ve had enough sadness already.”


  I repeated her admonition: “Tread lightly.”


  We talked about Ryan for a few more minutes. Then I walked back to my car in the blazing summer sun.
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  From Serena’s office I drove through Waikīkī and saw some nice sets rolling in. Before long I had my board in the water and I was paddling to Pops, or Populars, about a quarter mile offshore from the Sheraton. Pops was cranking—typical of a summer swell. The right-breaking curls seemed to sweep from here to eternity. You can tuck into those curls and ride your cares away.


  Suicide wasn’t my favorite kind of case, especially when the deceased was so young. I didn’t relish the prospect of meeting Ryan’s parents later that afternoon. That’s why I couldn’t pass by Waikīkī. Besides, Serena had mentioned that Pops was Ryan’s favorite spot in town. Could surfing here give me insights into his character? And into the case? I hoped so. The facts I’d been given so far made me doubt I could tell the Songs much more than they already knew.


  A wave on the horizon caught my eye. I stroked into position and took it—a nice one about shoulder high. I tucked into the curl and screamed along.


  Paddling back to the lineup, I thought about Ryan. Serena told me he’d been sweet on Marie since high school and apparently hoped their friendship would blossom into romance in Paris. But a few weeks after they arrived for the spring term, Marie met a student at the University of Paris. In what seemed to her friends like a very short time, she and Pierre were living together. Ryan was stung. Far from home and family—Hawai‘i was half way around the world—he succumbed to his despair.


  The night he died was February 29, Marie’s twenty-first birthday. She was a leap-year baby. And it turned out she and Pierre had been far from Paris when it happened, celebrating at his parents’ home in Lyons. That was the official version of the story, anyway.


  I wondered about Ryan killing himself by hanging. No surfer I knew of had ever done that. Surfers who die before their time usually get swallowed by a wave or a shark, or by the drugs that have invaded surfing culture. Wave riders go down doing what they love. Or they just go down. A surfer hanging himself would be rare. But Ryan was in Paris when he died and had no waves to chase his blues away. Would a landlocked surfer in despair take his own life?


  As many waves as I rode at Pops that morning, none gave me an answer.
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  I showered at Queen’s Surf Beach, toted my board back to my car in the Honolulu Zoo lot, put on my street clothes, and headed up Kapahulu Avenue to St Louis Heights. The Songs’ home was near the top of the sloping ridge overlooking Waikīkī’s skyline. The air up there was cooler. And the sky bluer. I pulled up in front of their island-style bungalow, squeezed between two McMansions that made their place look like servants’ quarters. Neat and tidy, but not fancy. In front stood a mango tree that Ryan no doubt climbed as a boy, and a dusty pickup with signs that said SONG MASONRY CONTRACTING.


  I stepped across the close-clipped grass to a covered lānai and knocked on the door. A handsome part-Hawaiian woman greeted me. She had the same luminous eyes and shy smile as her son. But the smile could not mask the sadness in her face.


  “Come in,” she said, looking too young to be the mother of a twenty-year-old.


  The living room continued the neat and tidy theme: rattan couch and chairs and coffee table, a few lamps, and an area rug. Except for a surfboard mounted like a trophy on one wall, which I took to be Ryan’s, that was it. And a guitar leaning against another wall. Also his?


  “Lono!” she called into a bedroom. A deeply-tanned local man ambled into the living room. He was wiry—all muscle and bone.


  “Sorry about your son.” I shook Mr. Song’s hand. It was warm but callused hard like concrete.


  “My son nevah wen’ kill himself,” he said in Pidgin. “Nevah!”


  “Lono . . .” His wife tried to calm him.


  “My family name been ruin by dis lie!” Mr. Song’s face reddened.


  “Why don’t we sit down,” Ryan’s mother said, her shy smile fading.


  We sat and Mrs. Song said, “Ryan was a serious boy, Mr. Cooke. He didn’t always put himself forward, but he was not weak. I know my own boy. I know he would never do this to his father and me.”


  “Was no coward!” Mr. Song cried. “My son nevah—” He buried his face in his hands.


  “I’m sorry, sir,” I said again. I’m sure he didn’t hear me.


  Mrs. Song kept her composure. “Ryan was sad when Marie went off with that French boy, but he didn’t take it so hard as everyone thinks.”


  “How do you know?” I asked.


  “He sent me emails,” she said. “He said, ‘I’m OK, Mom. Paris is cool.’ He said he was seeing the sights with a girl named Meighan who lived on the next floor.”


  “Do you still have the emails?”


  “Yes. And we have Ryan’s laptop. The college mailed it along with his things. Do you want to take it?”


  “Sure.” I had no idea what use the laptop might be, but with so little to go on I couldn’t afford to pass.


  “I’ll get it for you before you leave,” she said.


  We talked at length about Ryan’s relations with friends, family, and other students, and his frame of mind before he left for France. Then I asked, “Could Ryan have said he was okay just so you wouldn’t worry?”


  “We tell da truth in dis family.” Mr. Song uncovered his tear-streamed face. “Jus’ prove he nevah do ‘em.”


  “Honey . . . .” His wife put her hand on his shoulder.


  “Are you sure you want me to investigate?” I looked into his pained eyes.


  They both nodded.


  “Okay, I’ll need a retainer to get started,” I said. “Five hundred should do for now.” That was half my usual.


  Mrs. Song disappeared and then returned with a rusty Spam can. She pulled out a wad of crumpled bills, flattening them one by one on the coffee table. She counted to five hundred.


  I took the bills, but didn’t feel good about it.


  “One last thing.” I suddenly remembered something that was bothering me. “Why did Ryan take board shorts to France?”


  “He planned to surf at a place called Biarritz,” Mrs. Song said.


  “Sure, maybe that explains it,” I replied.


  We exchanged goodbyes, Mrs. Song gave me Ryan’s laptop, and I left.


  Walking to my car I realized that while Ryan’s intending to surf Biarritz explained why he brought board shorts to France, it didn’t explain why he had them on when he died. So I still had a problem.
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  Returning to my Waikīkī Edgewater studio that night I unfolded the map of Paris Serena had given me and studied the dizzying array of streets and the river that wove through them. Why Parisians called one bank of the Seine right and the other left didn’t make sense to me. The orientation looked more north and south. But eventually I found the Left Bank and the Latin Quarter. A 5E was printed smack in the middle. That meant nothing to me, so I Googled it.


  


  5ème – Fifth Arrondissement –This neighborhood, the fabled Latin Quarter, takes its name from the Sorbonne, where Latin was the common tongue for all students during the Middle Ages. The neighborhood has the feel of a small village and students mix freely with professionals in its winding streets. Ernest Hemingway and James Joyce lived here, and many other writers, artists, and philosophers . . . .


  


  Not a bad start. Next I located the domed Pantheon and remembered Serena saying Ryan and his fellow students lived nearby on Rue des Écoles. I found it and also the cross street she had mentioned as an afterthought: Rue Thénard. I drew a circle around the intersection.


  So I had it. The very spot where Ryan Song had died. Hoping to see the actual building, I slipped the disk Serena gave me into my DVD player. The program began with a brassy version of the French national anthem—same as the horn opening to the Beatles’ “All You Need is Love.” The major monuments and tourist attractions of Paris flashed by on the screen. And in case I might miss any of them, a sonorous voiceover identified each. Then the pitch began:


  


  Paradise College, International Studies Division, welcomes you to Paris. Imagine living and studying in this world famous city most people only dream of visiting. Paris, the city of lights. Paris, the city of love. That’s you atop the Eiffel Tower! That’s you admiring the Mona Lisa at the Louvre. That’s you in a sidewalk café watching the glamour of Parisian life stroll by. It’s a once-in- a-lifetime opportunity, and it can be yours!


  


  Sign me up—I was sold already. Soon the narrator got to student accommodations.


  


  You will live in an historic Eighteenth-Century town home, apportioned into single and double rooms expressly for Paradise College students, at the illustrious address: 44 Rue des Écoles . . . .


  


  I froze the image. It was an elegant building—six stories, by my count—with a Mansard roof, brick chimneys, tall windows, wrought iron balconies, and blooming planters. On the ground floor was a florist called L’ile aux Fleur that reminded me of the flower lei shop beneath my office. Only more chic.


  I pressed Play and the video continued with course options, excursions, and the school calendar, concluding with another round of Paris images. I kept waiting for the price tag. But it never came. The sonorous voice merely said, “A semester in Paris is more affordable than you might imagine . . .” And that was it.


  I ejected the DVD and turned to the police report. Paris Police had a more elegant way of saying a young man had hung himself than Honolulu Police did. The English translation, sprinkled with French phrases, said the American student had taken his own life as a result of feelings of dejection and despair over his spurned love for a beautiful young woman. And he had done so fittingly and symbolically on the evening of her birthday. The suicide note—Au revoir, Marie—and her photo seemed to provide evidence irréfutable. A summary of statements by Ryan’s professor and fellow students corroborated this. The fact that Ryan had apparently taken the rope impulsivement—impulsively, I guessed—from a maintenance room in the building further suggested his desperation. He was pronounced dead at the scene at four minutes after nine on Wednesday morning, March first. It was estimated that death occurred the night before, on February twenty-ninth, no later than ten o’clock. Considering the absence of other motives, and after interviews with persons who might shed light on the incident regrettable, the case was closed.
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  The next morning I drove to the Kaka‘ako campus of Paradise College to interview Professor Russell Van, whose cramped office smelled of pipe tobacco and musty books. He extended a cool pink palm with the grip of a gummy bear, so unlike the warm firm hand of Ryan’s father. The professor pointed to a chair and I sat.


  “You’re here about Ryan?” he said with a hint of nervousness in his voice. His double chin and aloha shirt blousing around his belly revealed a plumpness I’d thought was no longer in fashion in the academy. But Professor Van was obviously an old-timer.


  I nodded. “I read the summary of your statement to the Paris police and hoped your wouldn’t mind telling me what happened in your own words.”


  “So his parents don’t think he did it?” the professor said. “Let me tell you, I saw him hanging there over the snapshot of her. How can there be any doubt?”


  I shrugged. “Did you talk with him before it happened?”


  “When Marie moved in with that French student, it bothered Ryan. He just wasn’t himself. I emailed Serena and she said to call him in.”


  “Did you?”


  “I did. Ryan said little. Just that he’d be okay. He really didn’t want to talk about it.”


  “Did you talk with him again?”


  “No—” Van hesitated. “Well, he did come to see me a few days later. But not about Marie. About something else.”


  “What?”


  “It was unrelated. So I didn’t even mention it to the police.” Van rocked back uneasily in his chair. “He said he wanted to discuss the next exam.”


  “Was he worried about his grade?”


  “I doubt it. He was carrying an A-minus. Anyway, I’ll never know. I was on my way to a lecture on the medieval French ballade when he came in. I told Ryan I’d be back in an hour, but he didn’t return. The next time I saw him was on that awful morning.”


  “Would you mind telling me what you saw?”


  “When I got there all the students—except Marie, of course—were standing outside Ryan’s door. He was hanging very still.”


  “How did the students react?”


  “Meighan was crying. But the others just looked dumbstruck.”


  “Is that what you expected?”


  “When you take these island kids to a place like Paris, you don’t know what to expect.” He arched his woolly brows. “For many, it’s their first time away from Hawai‘i. Some handle it, others don’t.”


  “Did they handle it?”


  “For the most part. All seven took my French history course, which included excursions to the Bastille, Versailles, et cetera. So I got to know them fairly well. I usually teach the course as a large lecture with standardized exams. But this was a small, intimate group. To keep the course on par I used the same exams, but otherwise I ran it like a seminar.”


  “Did Ryan spend time with anybody besides Marie?”


  “Sometimes with Meighan. Sometimes with Kim and Heather.”


  “What about Brad and Scooter?”


  “I was told the guys went to the Folies Bergère together. But Brad and Scooter’s appetite—and budget—for cabarets apparently exceeded Ryan’s. Not to mention Brad’s appetite for the dancers.”


  “The two guys partied and got good grades?”


  “When you’re twenty you can do things us older folks can’t.” Van rocked forward in his chair.


  “And Marie—what was she like?”


  “One of my best students ever. An A-plus. I rarely give those.”


  “I never saw one,” I said. “But, if I care to see hers, Serena said I could look at your grade records.”


  “Don’t bother. They won’t tell you anything about Ryan you don’t already know.” The professor frowned. “I’ll never teach in Paris again. What happened there ruined it for me. I haven’t slept well since, even with the little pills my doctor gave me. Best to stay here and finish my book, anyway.”


  “To help your chances for the Hilo Hattie Chair? To help you defeat your bitter rival, Professor Blunt?”


  Van looked surprised. “How did you know?”


  “Serena told me.” I stood and thanked him. “Good luck winning that Chair, sir.”


  He let out a breath as I left his office, seeming relieved the interview was over. Why? Whatever could make the professor anxious if he were so sure Ryan had taken his own life?
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  From Paradise College I stopped by the Waikīkī Edgewater and sent identical emails to the five students I planned to interview on O‘ahu. I sent a different email to Marie, who Serena had said was traveling in Europe. The email to Marie contained questions; the emails to the others contained a request to meet.


  Moments later, a reply arrived from meighan616@pc.edu: “I’m still very sad about Ryan but will try to talk with you. Call me. Meighan McMannis.”


  She had been first to find Ryan hanging, according to Serena, so it seemed apropos to interview her first.


  I called Meighan and arranged to meet her at a Starbucks near Ward Centre. She said she was taking a summer course in French and would stop by after class.


  I was sipping a decaf when the green-eyed Michigan blonde stepped in, toting her French textbook. She was no frail flower, but a solid, sturdy young woman who looked as if she could endure those frigid Midwestern winters. She ordered a large latte and joined me. The animated conversations going on around us assured me we wouldn’t be overheard.


  “Ryan was a sweet guy.” Meighan fixed her green eyes on me and sipped her latte. “I loved him.”


  I said nothing. Just waited.


  “I mean, it’s not like that.” She seemed surprised at what she had said. “He was just a good, gentle soul.”


  “You said in your statement that you were the first to find Ryan. Can you tell me how that happened?”


  “Sure. Heather called and asked me to check on Ryan. She hadn’t seen him and was worried. So I went down to his room. The door was unlocked.”


  “You lived on the fourth floor, right? And Heather and Kim lived on the third, same as Ryan?”


  She nodded.


  “Why didn’t Heather check on him herself?”


  “I don’t know. She just asked if I’d mind and I didn’t. So I went.”


  “What time?”


  “About eight on Wednesday morning. I knocked on his door. There was no answer. I knocked again and then tried the knob. The door opened. I saw him.”


  “Did you go into the room?”


  “Not really.” She gripped her coffee. Her hands trembled. “It was kind of . . . uh, a shock. And I didn’t want to disturb anything.”


  “So you did or didn’t go into his room?”


  “I didn’t.” Her eyes glistened. “Look, I’m only trying to help Ryan’s mom and dad. But I feel like you’re accusing me.”


  “Sorry,” I said, then pressed on. “What did you do after you saw Ryan?”


  “I banged on Heather and Kim’s door. I was crying. They knew right away something was wrong. All three of us walked back to Ryan’s room and I opened the door again.”


  “How did Heather and Kim react?”


  “Heather gasped and said, ‘Oh, my God!’ or something like that. Kim asked, ‘What should we do?’”


  “I said we should call the police. Heather said we should call Professor Van first. And that’s what we did.”


  “Why call the professor before the police?”


  “I don’t know. It wasn’t my idea. But Heather insisted.”


  “Where were Brad and Scooter when all this was happening?”


  “I was coming to that. They sometimes partied all night and then slept in the next day. We didn’t know if we should wake them. But Heather said—‘Let’s get ‘em.’ So she and I walked upstairs and knocked on their door. I was surprised when it opened right away.”


  “They weren’t hung over—sleeping it off?”


  “Brad looked better than Scooter, who’d obviously been drinking. But Brad said they both had a test that morning and had stayed up studying. We took them down to Ryan’s room.”


  “And how did Brad and Scooter react?”


  “Brad covered his face. Scooter just stared with a kind of wonder in his eyes. Then Professor Van showed up and walked into Ryan’s room, looked around, and called the police. When they came, we had to leave the building and wait down on the sidewalk. An officer who spoke English came down and interviewed each of us separately. By the time they let us back upstairs, Ryan had been taken away.”


  “And you didn’t go back into his room after that?”


  “No, not after they took him away.”


  Meighan had contradicted herself. First she said she hadn’t gone into Ryan’s room, and then she implied she had. Either she was confused or withholding information.


  I asked her more questions about what happened that night, what led up to it, and what followed. Before long nearly an hour had passed. I finished my decaf and said, “Can I give you a ride back to campus?”


  “Nah, I’ll just stay here and study my French.”


  I stood and said the only French I knew. “Au revoir.”


  She sat bolt upright.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “The note,” she said. “Ryan’s suicide note.”


  


  


  
    

  


  


  seven


  


  I drove to my office on the corner of Maunakea and Beretania Streets in Chinatown. I’m on the second floor above Fujiyama’s Lei Shop. The sweet aroma of fresh plumeria lei being strung inside the shop followed me up the stairs—assuaging, in some way, the sad business I’d gotten myself into. Unlocking my door, I glanced at the longboard rider and SURFING DETECTIVE: CONFIDENTIAL INVESTIGATIONS—ALL ISLANDS airbrushed there and wondered again why I was investigating a suicide in Paris. Ryan was a surfer. That was the best I could do.


  I checked my emails: I had new ones from Heather and Scooter. Heather said I could meet her and her friend Kimberly at Magic Island that afternoon. Scooter said he could see me at the Outback Steakhouse in Hawai‘i Kai the next day. I confirmed both interviews, then later headed to Magic Island.


  


  Heather and Kimberly were sitting on a bench by the seawater lagoon when I pulled up. Magic Island is not really an island, but a grassy peninsula on the Diamond Head end of Ala Moana Beach Park with the lagoon at the point. Beyond that is a sea wall and crashing surf.


  The two twenty-something island girls were in running gear—tank tops, shorts, and trainers. Heather had long black hair, soft curves, and a fuller, more luxuriant figure than her friend’s. Kimberly, by contrast, was lean and small-breasted and pony-tailed. They told me they both worked at a boutique at Ala Moana Shopping Center, not far from their apartment on Pi‘ikoi Street.


  After a few pleasantries, I asked Heather: “Why did you ask Meighan to look in on Ryan? Why not just walk across the hall yourselves?”


  There was silence for a moment. Kim swung her ponytail around and gave Heather a look that said, Say something!


  “I did,” Heather leaned toward me, her gaping top revealing more of her ample breasts than a newly-met man ought to see. “Kim and I both did,” she said. “But Ryan didn’t answer. So we went back to our room and called Meighan.”


  “Why not just open Ryan’s door? Hadn’t you done that before?”


  “Yeah, but this time it didn’t feel right.” Heather again. “We thought Ryan was with someone.”


  “Who? Not Marie. She was miles away.”


  “Meighan.” Kim finally chimed in.


  “Meighan?” I must have sounded surprised. Kim covered her mouth.


  Heather gave her a look and then to me said, “It’s no secret Meighan liked Ryan. When Marie left, Meighan kind of . . . well, made her move.”


  As my interview with the two friends progressed, I compared what they said with their statements in the police report, and also with the version of events already supplied by Professor Van and Meighan. It quickly became clear that Kim was the sidekick and Heather called the shots. All the time the latter was talking, something was bugging me. I’d gotten the same feeling listening to Meighan and the professor. While their statements were all uncannily consistent, something was being left out. What?


  I asked several more questions—with the same results. Finally, I said: “You can speak freely to me. I’m not the police. I’m just trying to help out Ryan’s mom and dad. And I’m not suggesting either of you did anything wrong.”


  Kim looked pale. Heather piped up: “We are speaking freely. We’ve told you everything.”


  “Mahalo,” I said. But my reply was hardly more sincere than hers. Heather and Kim had told me almost nothing. But from their evasions and omissions came a clearer message than they intended. “If you happen to think of anything else,” I handed both of them my card, “would you please call or email?”


  They nodded.


  I stood and turned toward my car, then turned back again and said, “Oh, one last thing. Do either of you know any reason why someone might want to harm Ryan?”


  The two friends looked startled. Predictably it was Heather who spoke. “Why would you ask such a question?”


  “Sorry, I have to.”


  “Then all I can say,” Heather responded, “is not really. Ryan was a super nice guy.”


  “So I’ve heard.”


  I walked back to my car wondering what these Paradise College students and their professor weren’t telling me.


  


  


  
    

  


  


  eight


  


  The next day I got an email from Marie. She said in a P.S. she was in Stuttgart, Germany, and heading for Heidelberg.


  


  Dear Kai,


  


  It’s so sad about Ryan. I really miss him.


  Yes, the police report was correct. I was away from Paris when Ryan died. An officer interviewed me after I returned. I’m afraid I wasn’t very helpful because I hadn’t really talked much with Ryan since early February.


  I sent him an email then trying to explain about Pierre. I told Ryan he would always be a dear friend. And that I hoped he would understand. We didn’t talk much after that.


  I still feel terrible about what happened. He was such a sweet guy. Everybody liked him. I can’t think of anyone who didn’t.


  Please send my condolences to Ryan’s parents and let me know if you have more questions.


  


  Aloha, Marie


  


  I didn’t see the need, at that point, to question Marie further. A girl who’s broken a guy’s heart has little reason to wish him further harm. If she has a conscience, as Marie apparently had, she feels badly enough already. So unless Marie was an accomplished liar and unless the others were covering for her—highly unlikely—there wasn’t much reason to suspect her of anything other than the bad timing of Ryan turning up dead on her twenty-first birthday.


  


  


  
    

  


  


  nine


  


  That afternoon I drove to the Outback Steakhouse in Hawai‘i Kai to interview Scooter. The restaurant was perched on Kalaniana‘ole Highway across from Maunalua Bay and flanked by the twin volcanic mounds of Koko Head and Koko Crater. Walking to the restaurant from my car I watched a windsurfer etch a frothy white trail across the bay and remembered that I hadn’t heard from Scooter’s buddy, Brad. I would ask about that.


  A big guy with curls framing his baby-boy face smiled when I asked for Scooter. I should have looked at his nametag. He had fifty pounds on me, easy. I recalled Serena saying Scooter and his pal Brad had played high school football together. We sat in the empty waiting room during the lull between lunch and dinner.


  Scooter removed his server apron with meaty paws and said, “Too bad about Ryan.” His voice was soft for such a large man. And he sounded almost sincere.


  “Too bad,” I said.


  He then gave me a version of the same story I’d heard before. It was consistent with his earlier statement, but like the other students, he sounded rehearsed. Somewhere near the end of his spiel he said he hadn’t gone into Ryan’s room on the night he died.


  “But you did go into Ryan’s room at other times?” I asked.


  “Yeah, hanging out. We hung out in each other’s rooms.”


  Hanging? Hung? Scooter seemed oblivious to his inappropriate choice of words. But I said nothing and pressed on.


  “Professor Van said you and Brad hit some clubs with Ryan,” I carried on, “but you didn’t do much with him after that. How come?”


  “We were into different stuff—that’s all.”


  “I’m curious, Scooter”—I shifted gears—“why does a business major with no background in French go to Paris and study French history?”


  “I dunno.” He looked bewildered. “A buddy of ours took Professor Van’s course and liked it, so Brad and I decided—why not go to Paris?”


  “Just like that?”


  “Yeah . . . well, we had to apply and get financial aid, but—”


  “You didn’t have trouble with the language?”


  “Not really. They spoke English in the courses we took.”


  “Serena said you did well in Professor Van’s course.”


  “Uh . . . ‘cause I liked it, I guess.”


  “No doubt,” I said. “Say, do you know how I can get in touch with Brad? He didn’t answer my email.”


  “Yeah, he’s working in Waikīkī at the Moana Surfrider— front desk.” Scooter rattled off Brad’s number.


  Finally I asked if Scooter knew of anyone who might want to hurt Ryan, and got the same response I had from the others—a startled look and the professed disbelief that such a fine person could be harmed by another.


  Leaving the restaurant, I turned back and saw Scooter pulling out his cell phone. He was calling Brad to tip him off that I was coming. So I waited.


  By the time I got back to my car, I tried Brad. He didn’t sound surprised to hear from me. And he didn’t sound enthusiastic when he agreed to meet at the Surfrider.


  


  


  
    

  


  


  ten


  


  I parked at the foot of Diamond Head and walked down oceanfront Kalākaua Avenue into Waikīkī. The Surfrider was the first hotel on the beach. A balmy breeze wafted through the open-air lobby. Beyond it, tourists glistened on the white sand and bobbed in the turquoise sea. Two clerks were working the desk—a redheaded girl and a tall guy with ice-blue eyes. Brad had the looks of a TV anchorman and the physique of an NFL all-star. Even in his hotel uniform he looked powerful. A tight end to Scooter’s lineman.


  We shook hands and Brad said: “I can talk until we get traffic at the desk.” He turned to the redhead. “Uh, this is Amber.”


  Amber said, “Hi.”


  So we got the formalities out of the way and moved beyond her earshot.


  “Really too bad about Ryan,” Brad said, sounding like his buddy.


  “Too bad,” I said again. It was becoming my automatic response.


  “His death hit us all hard,” Brad continued, “and kind of pulled us together.”


  “How’s that?”


  Just then a twenty-something in a dripping bikini glided up to the desk. His eyes locked on her. I remembered Van’s commenting on Brad’s appetite for cabaret dancers. But the bikini went to Amber. A shadow crossed his face.


  “Look, I shouldn’t tell you,” he bent toward me and lowered his voice, “but you’ll probably find out anyway.”


  “Tell me what?” I asked.


  “About Heather and me. We started up a kind of thing in Paris.”


  “And?”


  “Well . . . man, she’s pregnant!”


  I tried to keep a straight face. Then I remembered the extra flesh Heather was carrying. Could be.


  “Her roommate doesn’t even know,” he said. “It wasn’t exactly planned.”


  “Why are you telling me this?” I was curious. “Does it have anything to do with Ryan?”


  “No, but you’re a detective. You’d find out about Heather and me anyway. I’m telling you the truth about us so you’ll know I’m telling the truth about Ryan.”


  I shrugged. “Okay, so tell me.”


  Then he started in on the same story Scooter and the others had told. And, like them, he sounded canned. He stuck almost precisely to his statement in the police report. Often people alter something, if ever so slightly, in the retelling. But Brad’s reprise was dead on. I just let him talk. The more he thought I believed him, the better my chances to gain his cooperation later, if necessary.


  When I asked if he knew anyone who might want to hurt Ryan, Brad said the only person he could think of was Marie.


  “I meant bodily harm,” I said. “Do you think Marie was capable of that?”


  Brad shrugged. “She sure could have thought more about Ryan’s feelings.”


  “I suppose.”


  I asked Brad several more questions, he answered them halfheartedly, and then I walked back to my car, sorting out what he had said. Why had he told me Heather was pregnant? And why had he pointed suspicion at Marie? Brad seemed smart enough not to simply blurt these things out—unless he had a reason.


  


  


  
    

  


  


  eleven


  


  I drove to Starbucks, ordered a decaf, and waited. It was about the same time I had interviewed Meighan the previous day. If she was a creature of habit, like most people, she’d show up before long.


  No sooner had I sat down with my coffee than the Michigan blonde pushed open the door, walked to the counter, and ordered a latte. When it was ready she turned to look for a table. I stood and waved.


  “What a surprise,” I said. “Do you come here often?”


  “Funny,” Meighan said, “I didn’t think you were much of a coffee drinker.”


  “I’m not,” I said.


  She gave me a look.


  “As long you’re here, what do you say we talk a bit more about Ryan? You know, just to clear up loose ends.”


  “Fine.” She glanced down at her latte; the aroma made me wish I’d ordered one.


  “You said Heather asked you to check on Ryan. Right?”


  “That’s right.” She sipped her latte.


  “Then you went down to his room, the door was open, and you walked in.”


  She nodded and took another sip.


  “Then what?”


  “I saw Ryan hanging and then I ran and got Heather and Kim.”


  “But what did you do inside his room?”


  “I didn’t go in.”


  “But you just said you did.”


  She turned away. “I don’t want to talk about it.”


  “Look, Meighan, if Paradise College finds out you withheld information about Ryan’s death, you don’t want to know the consequences.” It was an empty threat, but the best I could come up with.


  She sat in silence, sipping her latte and apparently weighing what I had said. I had no idea which way she’d go. The defiance in her eyes suggested I’d lost the battle. But suddenly her look softened and she said, “Okay, I did find Ryan hanging in his room, but not like everybody thinks. He was naked.”


  “Naked—as in nude?” She nodded.


  “No board shorts?” My instincts about his attire were apparently right.


  “He had nothing on.” Meighan gripped her cup. “I didn’t want him to be found that way, so I slipped on the shorts.”


  “You weren’t embarrassed seeing him naked, or squeamish touching his skin?”


  “Well, no”—she blushed—“I’d, uh, seen him before.”


  “You had?” If Meighan had been intimate with Ryan after Marie left, maybe he wasn’t as brokenhearted as everybody but his own mother was saying? I kept that thought to myself.


  “I’d rather not go into it.” Meighan looked away. “Okay, then what happened?”


  She faced me again. “I left the room. And when I came back with the others, I didn’t say anything about the board shorts.”


  “Did Heather or Kim say anything beyond what you already told me?”


  “Not much. Well . . . Kim whispered to Heather. And then Heather put her finger to her lips.”


  “And what did you make of that?” I knew the answer but I wanted to hear it from her.


  “That they already knew Ryan had hung himself?” I left my decaf on the table on my way out.


  


  


  
    

  


  


  twelve


  


  A crack had opened in the wall of deceit. Concerned that Meighan might talk to Heather and Kim, I drove immediately to their apartment. I parked in view of their second-floor flat at the Pi‘ikoi Arms, a faded, low-rise slab building near Ala Moana Center. I called their number. No answer. It was around the time they’d come home from their jobs. I trusted my stake-out wouldn’t last long.


  I was wrong. I waited a half hour. Then another. I was about to pack it in when Heather strolled by and climbed the stairs. I let her go. I didn’t want her—I wanted her sidekick. I waited. Kim eventually walked by and I popped out of my car.


  “What are you doing here?” She looked curious, even cracked a smile.


  “I was in the neighborhood and was worried about you.”


  “Worried about me? Why?”


  “Because you don’t deserve to go down for Ryan’s death. I doubt you had anything to do with it. But you’re putting yourself at risk by sticking with your friends who did.”


  “What do you mean? Ryan committed suicide.”


  “Take a deep breath, Kim, and please listen to reason.”


  She stood silently.


  “You and Heather knew Ryan was dead that morning before you asked Meighan to check on him.”


  Her smile faded. “It wasn’t my idea.”


  “I know, but why pretend to have Meighan find him?”


  “Heather knocked and Ryan didn’t answer,” Kimberly explained. “But we figured he was there because I’d heard noise in his room at about nine the night before.”


  “What kind of noise?”


  “Like furniture moving.”


  “Heather didn’t hear it?”


  “She wasn’t there. Heather had a stomachache that night and went to the pharmacy.”


  It wasn’t a stomachache, I thought. But Kim didn’t need to know her roommate was pregnant until Heather was ready to tell her.


  “So what really happened the next morning?” I asked.


  “When Ryan didn’t answer we opened the door and saw him hanging. And I guess we just got scared.”


  “Scared of what?”


  “Of finding him like that.” She shrugged.


  “C’mon, Kim, I’m trying to keep you out of trouble—but you have to cooperate and tell me the truth.”


  “Believe me,” she said, “I had nothing to do with it. I liked Ryan. I would never dream of hurting him.”


  “I know you wouldn’t hurt Ryan. But somebody did. I need to know who and why.”


  “I told you, I don’t know.”


  “I think you do. You can tell me or you can tell HPD.” Another empty threat, but she thought it over.


  “Kim?” I coaxed her. “What’s it going to be?”


  She hesitated, then finally opened her mouth and the words tumbled out: “I think Ryan’s death might have had something to do with cheating.”


  “Cheating on who?”


  “Not cheating on a person. Cheating on exams.”


  “Whose exams?”


  “Professor Van’s.”


  “Ryan cheated?” That didn’t sound like him.


  “Not Ryan. He caught someone with the answers to all the exams. I don’t want to say who . . . .” She hesitated. “Ryan didn’t think it was fair for this person to party while the rest of us worked.”


  Most college students party. The seven who went to Paris would be no exception. But only two of them were reputed party animals. It would most likely be one or the other, or both. I didn’t press Kim. I didn’t need to. But I did ask: “Why do you think Ryan’s death had to do with this cheating?”


  “He told the person to stop or he’d go to Professor Van.”


  “Did the person stop?”


  “No.”


  “Then why didn’t Ryan go to the professor?” I recalled that Van had said nothing to me about cheating.


  ”Ryan did go to Professor Van.”


  “He did?” Was Van involved too?


  “Yeah, Ryan told me the Prof. would speak to us about it.”


  “Did Professor Van speak to you?”


  “Not to me or Heather.”


  “Did he speak to anyone? Did he do anything?”


  She shrugged. “I don’t know.”


  Before I could respond, she ran into the Pi‘ikoi Arms crying, “Shit! Heather’s going to kill me!”


  


  


  
    

  


  


  thirteen


  


  First thing the next morning I took up Serena on her offer to see the professor’s grade computations. I couldn’t help wondering about Van. Why had he apparently done nothing to stop the alleged cheating? Why had he withheld information from the college and the Paris police? And from me?


  I picked up a large brown envelope from Serena’s assistant and opened it as I stepped back into the morning sun. Inside was a single sheet with the names of the seven students and columns displaying exam scores, semester averages, and letter grades. What immediately stuck me as odd was that all seven— except Ryan, of course—finished the term with an A. There were a few minuses and one plus—for Marie, as Van had told me—but no grade less than A. Not one B. Not one C. How often does that happen in an undergraduate course?


  I checked the students’ individual exam scores and found, not to my surprise, that both Brad and Scooter—the business major-party animals—had the highest marks in French History next to Marie’s. From one exam to the next, a few points separated the two. But their scores, otherwise, followed a nearly identical pattern. Then I remembered two things: Van telling me he used the same exams in Paris as he had in Hawai‘i; and Scooter telling me a friend had taken Van’s course in a previous term. Bingo: Scooter got the exams from his friend and brought them to Paris.


  Then I noticed something else curious. Heather’s and Kim’s scores began in the 70s, but about mid-way through the term, when Ryan had died, their scores rose nearly twenty points into the 90s. Did they suddenly start studying? When I checked their grades for the later part of the term against Brad and Scooter’s, I found the same pattern. Mulling it over, Heather’s and Kim’s dramatic improvement made sense. If Heather and Brad were lovers, he would naturally share the exams with her. And Heather would share them with her friend Kim.


  But what I wasn’t prepared for were Meighan’s scores. Hers started higher than those of the other girls—fitting for a scholarship student—then shot up even further about mid- term, following the same pattern. Were they all cheating?


  Not the best and brightest of the bunch. Not Ryan’s unrequited love, Marie. Her A-plus clearly distinguished her from the others. But, just to be thorough, I checked her record. Marie’s scores began exceptionally high. On the first exam she hit 98 percent. On the second, a perfect 100. She stood head and shoulders above the pack. When I scanned her scores to mid-term, my jaw dropped. They continued high—but took on the same pattern as Brad’s, Scooter’s, and the others. Had she quit studying and started coasting? Why would a brilliant student, who could earn an A-plus on her own, cheat?


  Ryan knew the answer. But he was no longer alive to tell.


  


  


  
    

  


  


  fourteen


  


  Later that afternoon I paddled back out to Pops—Ryan’s favorite break. The waves were rolling in three to four feet. Traffic was light. It was a weekday and the regulars hadn’t gotten off work yet. I got a couple of rides. Then I waited between sets—and tried to put together the pieces I’d gathered on the case.


  Kim had told the truth about the cheating. But she had failed to mention that not just one person was cheating—the entire class was cheating. Herself included. If Professor Van couldn’t see it, he was blind. Or had he turned a blind eye?


  All seven students had lied. Their professor had, at minimum, withheld information and abdicated his responsibilities to them and to the college. Were they covering for each other—all of them involved in Ryan’s death?


  


  


  
    

  


  


  fifteen


  


  Back in my Waikīkī apartment that night I checked the mail program on Ryan’s laptop. Oddly, I found no personal messages from early February before he had died, only generic and junk emails. What puzzled me more was that I found not even the emails between Ryan and his mother that she had mentioned. These personal messages might have revealed Ryan’s state of mind—and also contributing factors to his death. In other words, they were essential.


  Then I realized that since Ryan had been a long way from home—in Paris, not in Honolulu—he would have used webmail rather than his laptop’s mail program, connected no doubt to a Honolulu server. With a little searching I found his webmail link. The inbox looked identical to the other. No personal emails. All had apparently been deleted. Then I remembered that deleting messages from webmail doesn’t necessarily remove them. Deleted emails go to a trash folder where they remain—unless or until they are expunged.


  


  I opened the trash folder. Bingo! The missing emails had been deleted but, fortunately, not expunged.


  The first was an email sent by Ryan to his mother after Marie had moved from Rue des Écoles—the email Mrs. Song had told me about.


  


  I’m OK, Mom. Paris is cool. I’m seeing the sights with a girl named Meighan . . .


  


  I had to agree with Mrs. Song that he didn’t sound too shook up about Marie. I scanned further until I found one sent to Scooter dated February 24th—five days before Ryan died.


  


  Scooter, I know you and Brad have the answers to Professor Van’s exams. That’s not fair to the rest of us. Do the right thing, brah.


  


  “Not fair to the rest of us” suggested that at this point only Scooter and Brad had the exams, which was corroborated by Van’s grade sheet. I checked Ryan’s inbox for an answer from Scooter. None. But I found one from Brad dated February 26th.


  


  If you know what’s good for you, Ryan, you’ll mind your own fucking business.


  


  I looked for more emails between Ryan and the two guys, but found none. If the battle of words had escalated, it must have been through verbal exchanges rather than emails.


  Next I checked Ryan’s laptop for documents. If the suicide note had been printed from his computer, the document still might be there. But I couldn’t find it, of course. Until I clicked the trash icon on his desktop. There it was: Au Revoir, Marie


  The document had been created on March 1st at 2:13 am, Paris time (to which the laptop was still set). That was several hours after Ryan reportedly died. He couldn’t have printed the note himself. And whoever had trashed it afterwards had neglected to empty the trash.


  No wonder the Paris police had failed to mention these documents in their report. They may have given Ryan’s laptop a cursory look, but found nothing.


  The emails and the suicide note provided circumstantial evidence that Ryan had been murdered because he threatened to expose cheating in Van’s history class. That the cheating had become more widespread, involving every student except Ryan, meant all had a motive to cover up. What I needed was specifics—who did what and when. What I needed was somebody to talk. I didn’t expect Brad or Scooter would implicate themselves. And I didn’t expect Heather would let Kim talk to me again. With Marie accessible only by email, that left Meighan.


  Serena had given me her address: the Marco Polo, a once swanky seventies-era condo on Kapiolani Boulevard overlooking the Ala Wai Canal and Waikīkī. I drove there hoping to find her at home.


  It was late. You can’t get into the Marco Polo at night without a pass card, so I followed a resident in. Meighan lived on the 27th floor, in a studio apartment facing the mountains, rather than the water. I knocked. The blonde opened and didn’t look surprised to see me.


  “Meighan, I know now Ryan was murdered,” I said. “I’m here to give you one last chance to clear yourself. Some of your classmates already have.”


  She didn’t even blink. “Come inside.”


  Meighan led me into her tiny studio apartment. We sat on the edge of her bed, which also served as a couch.


  “Tell me everything,” I said. “And don’t leave anything out this time.”


  “Okay, I was telling you the truth when I said I found Ryan hanging in his room naked. I couldn’t believe he’d do that.”


  “He didn’t.”


  “I know he didn’t, but I didn’t know it then.”


  “When did you find out?”


  “Later that morning. When Heather, Kim and I got Brad and Scooter, they all acted shocked, like I told you, but I could tell they were faking. They were saying phony stuff like, ‘Oh, it’s so sad.’ None of it seemed real.”


  “What happened next?”


  “I finally said ‘I don’t believe this. Ryan wouldn’t hang himself.’ Then Brad snarled, ‘You better shut your face. You’re involved as much as we are.’ Brad could get violent when he was angry. I’d already seen that.”


  “What did you see?”


  “About a week before, Heather came to class one day with a black eye. She said she fell on the stairs. We all knew she was sleeping with Brad and we all figured he just went off on her, for whatever reason.”


  “She didn’t confide in you or Kim about it?”


  “Not me. Maybe Kim,” Meighan said. “But Heather usually defended Brad—made excuses for him. You know how it goes.”


  “Unfortunately,” I said, “the cycle of domestic abuse.”


  “Anyway, that’s why I was scared of him,” Meighan confessed. “That’s why I went along when he said we all had to stick together. He said if Ryan’s death looked suspicious, the cheating might come out. If it did, Brad might not graduate and his rich dad would cut him off. Brad was freaked about that.”


  “Did you already have the exam answers when Ryan died?” She bowed her head and lowered her voice. “Yes. They gave them to me a few days before. But I didn’t use them—”


  “Until afterwards.” I completed her sentence.


  She nodded slowly. Her eyes moistened.


  “Why did you cheat? Aren’t you on scholarship?”


  “That’s just it. I have to maintain an A-minus average to keep my scholarship. I wanted to have fun in Paris and I thought— stupidly—that the answers would give me a little more time. I had no idea any harm would come to Ryan. Honest!”


  “How did harm come to him?”


  “When he found out Scooter and Brad had the exam answers and wouldn’t stop cheating, Ryan told the rest of us. Then Heather went straight to Brad.”


  “Brad wasn’t sharing the exams with her already?”


  “I don’t think so,” Meighan said. “But he gave them to her then. And to Kim and to everyone else.”


  “To Ryan?”


  “He tried, but Ryan wouldn’t take them.”


  “Who hanged him?”


  “I never asked. It was too horrible. And too stupid. Ryan was hanging there naked. So unlike him. That’s why I slipped the board shorts on him—before I knew what really happened. Later Heather put the photo of Marie under him. And Kim typed the suicide note on Ryan’s laptop. She didn’t know much French, but she did know au revoir.”


  “Was Marie involved?”


  “No. She still thinks Ryan hanged himself. And she still feels guilty. Like it was her fault—because she moved in with Pierre.”


  “Then why did Marie cheat?”


  Meighan looked surprised. “How’d you find out?”


  “We detectives have our ways,” I said. “Anyhow, wasn’t Marie a brilliant student?”


  “Yes, but when she moved in with Pierre she sort of flipped. She’d never been off the island before and she’d never had a lover. Suddenly she’s living in Paris with a French guy. All she wanted was to spend time with him. She let her coursework slip. Being with Pierre was more important to her than anything.”
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  The next day I called Professor Van and told him I knew Ryan Song had complained to him about cheating in his history course. And I knew that Van had concealed this information from the Paris Police, from Paradise College, and from me. I asked him why.


  “Are you going public with this?” he asked.


  “Depends,” I said.


  “Ryan is dead,” he replied. “That can’t be changed.”


  “But you might have saved his life. I guess you were more concerned about your reputation—about how it might look if so many of your students got caught cheating.”


  “Ryan brought me accusations, not proof.”


  “I saw your grade record, Professor,” I said. Van was quiet.


  “A scandal like this,” I said, “and you could kiss the Hilo Hattie Chair goodbye.”


  “Are you going public?” he asked again.


  


  


  
    

  


  


  seventeen


  


  I called Scooter’s cell phone after talking to Van and asked if I could see him one last time to wrap up my investigation. I could barely hear him over the blare of hip-hop music, but he said, “Didn’t find anything, eh?”


  “How’d you guess?” I replied.


  “Too bad, man!” He sounded pleased, rather than sorry. “I’m at the Z Lounge. Brad’s with me.”


  “Hang on,” I said. “I’ll be there in fifteen.”


  “Uh, we’ll hang on. We’re not going anywhere.”


  I hopped in my car and was there in less than ten. The Z Lounge was a hostess bar and strip joint on a seedy block of Kona Street. The odor of stale beer and cigarettes hit me as I stepped into the darkness. Hip-hop blared. You can’t smoke there anymore, but before the law was changed the dark paneled walls got saturated. The proprietor, a former Madame named Michi, knew how to keep customers coming with exotic dancers and happy hour specials. It was too early for either, so there weren’t any customers except Brad and Scooter who sat alone at the bar with their beers. Take that back—a young woman from the establishment had her arm around Brad and a drink in front of her.


  I took the stool next to Scooter and ordered a beer. He turned to me.


  “So you’re wrapping up, huh?” he asked.


  “You bet,” I replied.


  “Don’t tell Heather.” Brad gestured to the woman with her arm around him and winked.


  “My lips are sealed,” I said.


  “We feel really sorry for Ryan’s parents,” Brad continued, “but they should have saved their money. Oh well, at least you got a gig.”


  “That I did,” I said.


  “So what’s left to wrap up?” Scooter asked.


  “Oh, I just wondered who put the rope around his neck.” I sipped my beer. “Was it you or Brad?”


  “Huh?” Scooter clinked his bottled on the bar. “What are you talking about?”


  “Ryan,” I said, “which one of you handled the rope?’


  “Hey, man,” Brad said in a menacing tone, “can’t you see there’s a lady present?” She smiled. “Anyway,” he continued, “Ryan committed suicide.”


  “He didn’t,” I said.


  “He didn’t?” Scooter put on a dumb look.


  “You guys had it all planned. But what you didn’t plan on was somebody talking. Or somebody checking Ryan’s laptop.”


  “This is bullshit, man!” Brad fumed. “What do you think you’re doing, coming in here and saying this kind of crap to us? Do you think you’re funny? Or are you just a complete asshole?”


  “Point is, Brad, you and Scooter hung Ryan because he found out you had answers to Professor Van’s exams. First you tried to shut him up by threatening him and then by giving him the answers. But that didn’t work because Ryan wouldn’t take them. He refused to cheat. That pissed you off even more. And it put you in jeopardy—because if Ryan told Van, you two would flunk the course and not graduate. And if you didn’t graduate, Brad, your dad would cut you off. So you cooked up a scheme to make Ryan’s murder look like suicide. You coerced Kim and Heather and Meighan into helping and kept them quiet by threatening to implicate them if they talked. It was a halfway decent plan. And it worked—for a while.”


  Brad and Scooter glanced at each other. I put a five on the bar, stood, and turned toward the door.


  “So what happens now?” Scooter looked bewildered.


  “Did you guys like France?” I said.


  “Yeah,” he replied. “It was cool. Why?”


  “Because that’s where you’ll probably do your time.”


  I stepped from the reek and darkness into the afternoon sun.


  


  


  
    

  


  


  eighteen


  


  When I crossed Kona Street and walked to my car, I heard my name called from behind. It was Scooter, pushing opening the door of the Z Lounge and following me. He jogged across the street and came toward me. Instinctively I popped open the trunk and retrieved my Smith & Wesson—in case Scooter got nasty.


  “Kai, wait,” Scooter stopped a few feet from me. He didn’t look angry. Just kind of confused. “You’ve got it wrong.”


  “Got what wrong?” I stood by my open trunk, gripping the revolver. “You guys are going down for what you did.”


  “I didn’t do it,” he said. “It wasn’t me in Ryan’s room with Brad. It was Heather. She put the rope around his neck.”


  “Who are you trying to kid?” I said, dumbfounded at his stupidity. “Heather was at the pharmacy, complaining of a sore tummy. But actually she’s pregnant, if you don’t already know.”


  “I knew she was pregnant. We all knew. But she wasn’t at the pharmacy when Ryan died—like she told Kim and everyone else. The pharmacy on Rue des Écoles closes at eight. She was in Ryan’s room with Brad. She went to talk with Ryan and asked Brad to go with her, because she was scared about getting caught cheating. They didn’t intend to kill Ryan at first. Just to talk. But Brad got pissed off, like he always does, and knocked Ryan down. His head hit the floor really hard. They didn’t wait to find out if he was passed out or dead. They got a rope from the utility closet, stripped off his clothes, and strung him up. They hung him naked over a photo of Marie to make it look like he killed himself because of her.”


  “Where were you when all this was happening?” I asked, my question inadvertently lending credibility to his story.


  “Asleep in my room. I’d had a few too many already that night and was sleeping it off.”


  “Right,” I said.


  “It’s the truth, man!” Scooter insisted.


  I almost believed him, but said, “It will all get sorted out back in Paris. Better pack your bags.”


  He turned, looking dejected, and walked back to the Z Lounge. Before he got there, the door swung open again. It was Brad. He waited for his friend to reach the door and then punched him in the face. Scooter didn’t go down. He swung back. Before long it was a brawl. Michi came out and screamed. Then she flipped open her cell phone.


  No honor among thieves ...or murderers, I thought as I watched the brawl unfold. Then I heard sirens and saw two HPD cruisers pull up in front of the lounge. Before long the brawl was over and each man was inside a cruiser.


  I followed the cruisers to police headquarters on Beretania Street. When the officers unloaded Brad and Scooter, I would be there. And then I’d catch up with my old pal Fernandez in homicide.


  On the way to the station I remembered Meighan telling me Scooter looked like he’d been drinking the night Ryan died. Then I became more convinced Scooter was telling the truth. And I kicked myself for not checking out Kim’s story that Heather had gone to the pharmacy that night. An internet search could have easily pulled up addresses and hours of pharmacies near 44 Rue de Écoles.


  The case was not about the two buddies ganging up on Ryan. I had missed some subtle clues. But I’d put the big pieces of the puzzle together. Soon all the little pieces would fall into place too.


  


  


  
    

  


  


  epilogue


  


  I wish this case had a happier ending. My finding the killers of Ryan Song did not bring him back to his grieving parents. But the torment left their faces when I told them their son did not take his own life—that he had paid with his life for standing up for what he believed in. I assured them that his heartless killers would be brought to justice.


  I met with the Songs over a quiet dinner at their St. Louis Drive home. During the meal they thanked me.


  “When we heard about you from the college,” Mrs. Song said, “we knew that if anyone could prove Ryan didn’t take his own life, it was you.”


  I thanked them for their confidence in me.


  But what especially pleased me was the change in Mr. Song. When he rose from the table to say goodbye, he stood erect with a look of self-assurance in his eyes. He smiled through his pain with a smile that seemed to come from deep within his heart. Nothing could ever compensate for his loss, but he was no longer a broken man. His pride in his son, and himself and his family, had returned.


  Mrs. Song stood at his side when I bid them aloha. She too managed a faint smile as she waved goodbye.
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