Murder at
the Luau
Chapter Three: Climbing Vine

almost certainly through observation, and had developed techniques to mimic the effects, by removing
the most...juicy...body parts during the mummification process: the brain, the internal organs, the eyes.
This left behind a husk that was largely emptied
of moisture, and which would dessicate even more
quickly in the desert air.

The county coroner wasn’t in a hurry. Kitty
could tell that simply from the way the woman held
her clipboard as she supervised the removal of the
body from the pit. The remains were badly charred,
but from the distance at which Kitty was standing,
appeared more smoked than burned.
Gag, Kitty thought. But also, as an archaeologist, the preservation intrigued her. How many of
her colleagues would have gladly volunteered their
mothers for this fate if it meant better data for their
research? Or at least their mothers-in-law.
If the enemy of preservation was time and
exposure, then its best friend was dry heat. The caves
of Peru had done an exceptional job of preserving
burials from thousands of years before, because the
air inside was dry and warm, and created a naturally
arid climate in which even human remains would dessicate slowly, the moisture leaving cells and tissues
and body parts until a perfect mummy remained--but
all accomplished through the absence of water in
the air and the soil. The Egyptians had learned this,
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In the case of the individual before Kitty
now, the same effect had been achieved with smoke.
Buried in the pit, beneath the pork, the body would
have been exposed to heat and smoke, but protected
from charring because the banana leaves that lay
beneath the pork and on top of the coals encased the
remains in an envelope of greenery.
Kitty was guessing, but she didn’t think that
could make for an attractive sight, even for a coroner.
As Kitty watched, the woman in her black
uniform jacket marked “County Coroner” seemed
to review items on the page on her clipboard in an
unhurried fashion. Three men, not the same young
men who had handled the unveiling-turned-grisly-revelation earlier that evening, were photographing the pit and staging rulers and numbers to mark
evidence. This was being treated as a crime scene,
no question. But the coroner was taking her time.
Kitty moved toward the woman. She knew
the other woman was in charge of the operation, but
she also knew the look on her face: this woman was
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making things up as she went along, and wasn’t super

and Kitty heard the clicking of the camera shutter,

concerned what the results would be.

but no conversation. They seemed to be following

“Hey, how’s it going? I’m Dr. Kitty Camp-

orders, moving carefully and slowly through their

bell,” she said, walking across the lawn and standing

task, but there was no urgency, just an undercurrent

in front of the coroner. Kitty, who very rarely called

of tension that Kitty could sense where she stood.

herself “doctor” because she disliked PhDs who made

Could the coroner sense it? Was she wor-

themselves sound like medical professionals for the

ried at all, was she energized by a crime here on the

social bump they got out of it, figured in this case it

island that, realistically, only a coroner could solve?

might give her a little more weight. And maybe get

She continued to look steadily at Kitty, her

the coroner to trust her. Even if she wasn’t sure why

gaze even. Then she looked away, back to the pit,

she kept poking into things, or why she would WANT

and stood quietly, supervising the work.

the coroner’s trust. But this felt like something she
didn’t want to let go.

Kitty raised her eyebrows and tried again:
“You’re the county corner?”

The woman glanced at Kitty, like a swimmer

The woman nodded. “Yeah, howzit.”

floating in a pool who has just realized she’s bumping

This casual greeting was island slang, and

into a raft: a little surprised and unfocused, someone

used in both formal and informal occasions. On

musing deeply over a confusing problem. Kitty prob-

Maui, “dressing up” generally implied putting on

ably could have gotten away without the “doctor,”

shoes, so formalities here weren’t strict in the way

after all. She could have been a waitress at this point,

they were back on the mainland. In fact, Kitty’s

because the coroner had the dilatory nonchalance that

experience so far in Hawaii was that the luau was

was stereotypical of islanders: unruffled to the point

the most formal place she was likely to encounter

of somnolence, somehow blithe and placid in the face

outside of the conference itself. People were friend-

of even the most grisly scene.

ly and relaxed, for the most part, but an outsider was

Holding her clipboard casually with both
hands, the woman looked up at Kitty and nodded.

always an outsider, a haole. And Kitty was most
assuredly a haole, an off-islander.

And said nothing.

“I’m Noelani,” the woman said, casually

Kitty waited, expectantly. She was almost

mentioning it to Kitty as if it were an aside.

enjoying this very awkward moment.
The men in the pit shuffled as they moved
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“Nice to meet you,” Kitty replied, bemused
by the tone of this conversation. She would have
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expected...what? Drama, maybe? Everything that

about Noelani made Kitty feel calm. It was as if ev-

had happened tonight had seemed so melodramatic

ery question was from genuine curiosity and carried

that this was almost a let-down.

no expectations.

“So...you’re treating this like a crime
scene?” Kitty asked.

“Well, we deal with a lot of human remains
in archaeology, of course,” she began. “And my

Noelani nodded, “Yeah, guess so.”

specialty, which is human-plant interactions, has a

Kitty waited for her to continue, but she left

lot of crossover with nutrition and skeletal growth,

it at that.

things like that. You know, agriculture and diet. So

“And...is that because of the way the body
was positioned in the pit when it was uncovered?”

I’ve handled a wide range of bones and teeth over
the years.”

“Were you here for that?” Noelani asked, her

She hoped this explanation didn’t sound

face showing genuine interest. “Whoa, now, that

too pedantic to Noelani. Kitty herself didn’t love

must’ve been nuts, yeah?”

tooting her own horn, despite the fact that her col-

Kitty was a little taken aback at her enthusiasm.

leagues told her constantly it was the only real way
to get ahead in academia.

“I mean,” she said, choosing her words care-

“Cool,” was all Noelani said.

fully, “it was something, no doubt.”

Another expectant pause.

Noelani nodded, not really ghoulishly, but

Kitty waited. She resisted the urge to rock

with maybe a little more relish than strictly neces-

on the balls of her feet, but she wasn’t really sure

sary.

what to say next. What did she even want, anyway?
“What kind of medicine do you do?” she

To snoop? To help? To find answers?

asked.

“Hey, does that mean you know anything
Kitty shook her head. “Not medicine. I’m

about, like, weird body stuff?”

an archaeologist.”

Kitty wasn’t sure how to take this question,

Noelani raised her eyebrows and gave Kitty

so she simply looked at Noelani and waited for

a little bit of an up-down glance. “Yeah? If you’re

more. More details, more words. Anything, really.

not a doctor doctor, then why are you so interested

The woman was as unlike Kitty as it was possible to

in a body in a pit?”

be, slow-moving and relaxed, no hurry in the world.

She didn’t seem angry or judgy. Something
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Even as a dead body was coming out of the ground
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next to her.

ventured.

“Sorry,” she laughed, totally at ease. “It’s just
that Maui isn’t really a murdery place?”

“Oh, yeah,” Noelani picked up. “Just like,
we don’t have murders here, you know? I’m cor-

Kitty was even more confused than before.

oner but it’s an elected position, I mostly handle

“We get a lot of theft here, right? A LOT of

helping families as they prepare bodies for burial

property crime. It’s a tough place to make ends meet,

and mourning, that kind of thing. Like a mortician,

even though anyone on the island who wants a job

but for the county.”

has one, we’ve got 100% employment on Maui.”
This last fact she shared proudly.

“You don’t have to solve crime very often, is
what you’re saying,” Kitty filled in.

“And, no offense, but you’re haole,” she told

Noelani nodded. “Yeah, right. Like that.

Kitty flatly. Haole, off-islander. A stranger on Maui.

Most of the families here, the traditional ones,

Kitty knew that already.

anyway, they cremate but they still like some of the

“So normally,” Noelani continued, “one of us
wouldn’t be telling you this, I just thought that since

old customs. They wrap the body at home, and they
stay quiet until I come.”

you might know some weird body stuff that you could
help out?”

Kitty cocked her head to one side. “Stay
quiet?”

One of us. Islanders.
Weird body stuff? Kitty felt like she’d missed
a memo.

“For the spirit,” Noelani said, nodding again.
“When the wailing starts, it’s a sign for all the family and neighbors to come and mourn together, so

“Um,” she said.

when the body is fresh, the family who live in the

Noelani, far from being anxious or offended,

house dress it and clean it with seawater, and they

gave a little half-shrug and looked back to supervise

stay quiet. Then they call me, so that after the rest

the work being done on the body. Kitty could see that

of the family come to mourn, we can take the body

there were still banana leaves in place over the upper

to cremate.”

portion, but that the staff were gradually photographing and removing the debris covering the corpse,

Kitty was fascinated. She’d never known
this about Hawaiian burial customs.

starting at the feet and working their way up.
“When you say weird body stuff…” Kitty
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“But there aren’t many times I have to take
a body where they didn’t die because they were old.
4

Chapter 3: Climbing Vine

Or fat,” Noelani told her, matter-of-factly. “Say, may- body, but we didn’t get to the face yet,” he said. He
be once or twice a year? We had a gunshot last fall.”

seemed uncomfortable. He was in his mid-twenties

She nodded after this last statement, and left it and haole, like Kitty: not an islander. He wore the
to lie.

short-sleeved button-up shirt and shorts like the
Kitty loved this woman.

police uniform, but his was black cotton and marked

“Um, so yeah, I don’t know about weird body

with the embroidered patch of the coroner’s office.

stuff? But if that’s the rate of violent crime on the

“OK,” said Noelani simply.

island, it’s possible I’ve handled more than you?”

She turned to Kitty.

Kitty didn’t want to overstate her case, but it

“You ready?”

sounded as though Noelani was inexperienced, but

Kitty’s mouth opened slightly. “Ready?”

that she was also humble and willing to ask for help.

“Yeah, we should go find out who it is? If

And here she was, asking for Kitty’s help. Unprompt- we can?”
ed. It was like Christmas for Campbell.

Noelani started moving toward the pit.

“OK, great,” Noelani said. “Because there’s

“But...I mean, I think I can help once the

some menehune nonsense happening here, and I

body is back at your, you know, office or lab or

might need a hand.”

morgue, or whatever. But I don’t know anyone

Kitty paused in her internal celebration. “Me-

here, how could I help with this part?”

nehune?”

Noelani looked surprised. “Because we just

“Sprites,” Noelani told her. “Sorry, yeah, just

teamed up! Yeah?”

like, this isn’t normal stuff, right? No gunshot that we

Kitty, despite her confusion, felt her heart

can see, no giant knife sticking out of the body, and

warm. The scent of singed flesh undercut her

it’s in a pit, you know?”

moment of human connection, however, and she

“Weird body stuff?” Kitty asked.

quickly turned her attention to the pit.

“Exactly,” Noelani affirmed, nodding at Kitty
like she’d found a kindred spirit.

All three men were back in the hole that
had been dug in the ground just 36 hours previous,

“Ma’am?”

give or take. The edges showed wear from so many

Noelani and Kitty both looked up. One of the

booted feet climbing in and out--all of those would

techs was coming toward them from the pit.

be the techs from the coroner’s office, as the men

“We’ve finished photographing most of the
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who had unveiled the roast pig were barefoot and as

with an invitation from the coroner--with whom she

far as Kitty had seen, no one else had entered the pit

had apparently just “teamed up,”--but now she got to

that evening.

be the Howard Carter of the whole thing, uncovering

There was a pile of brown, dirty-looking
banana leaves on the side of the pit, each one labeled

the face of the victim the same way Carter scored the
very first look into King Tut’s tomb in 3000 years.

and bagged inside a massive plastic zipper bag, like

Gingerly, Kitty lowered herself into the pit. It

forgotten picnic sandwiches. The small yellow crime

wasn’t deep, but the walls were soft and crumbling,

scene numbered markers were removed and stacked

so she worked with care. Moving toward the head of

back up on the opposite rim of the pit. There were

the body, she noticed that it wasn’t just smoke-dam-

just two leaves left to remove, and none of the men

aged and dessicated, it was also littered with small

seemed all that interested in doing it.

dots that looked like plant remains.

Noelani looked at them expectantly. They
looked back, nervous. One even refused to meet her

Oh, how delicious! This was her best vacation
in years.

eyes.

With the sound of camera shutters clicking
“Yeah? Nobody?” Noelani said.

behind her, Kitty leaned forward toward the body and

They all three looked at their feet, and then

cast a final glance over her shoulder. Noelani was

the one who had come to fetch Noelani looked up at

beaming down at her like a mother hen, apparently

Kitty, his eyes almost pleading.

vastly contented with how Kitty was handling the

Noelani looked at her, too, then said, “Yeah,

situation.

so maybe you do it, then?”

Kitty reached to her right and gestured, word-

“Wait, me? Why?” Kitty asked in surprise.

lessly.

“Well, these guys don’t want to, so. And they
really should be taking photos the whole time, any-

When nothing happened, keeping her eyes on
the body, she snapped her fingers.

way.” This last she added on as an instruction to her

Still nothing.

staff, and they jumped at an alternate task with im-

Finally, she looked up at the nearest tech who

pressive alacrity.

was taking close-up photos of her face from fewer

Kitty couldn’t deny that the idea filled her

than twelve inches away and said, “Gloves?”

with a little excitement. Suddenly, she’d not only gotten the chance to nose her way into the investigation
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He jumped, dropped his camera on the neck
strap, and hustled to grab a pair of latex gloves for
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her.

ty asked sharply.
After pulling them on her hands, Kitty

Noelani nodded again.

leaned back in and carefully, slowly pulled back the
first banana leaf.

“But he said she was on the other side of the
island, that she would be joining us here late!”

It revealed long hair and a pair of earrings.
Female, then.

Noelani swallowed hard. “She’s not late.
This is her. She’s here.”

The color of the hair was indiscernible with
the damage from the heat and the exposure to the
wet banana leaves.
She pulled back the second banana leaf and
looked down at the face beneath her.
It was a woman. She was lovely. Even in
death, her face was quiet and composed. She had
a soft, kind mouth and a high forehead. She must
have been a beauty queen at some time, with cheekbones like those, Kitty thought.
Noelani worked her way around the upper
rim of the pit until she was standing on the other
side. The head of the body was tilted to Kitty’s
right, and Noelani wouldn’t have seen it from where
they’d been standing before.
Now, however, she looked into the pit and
dropped her clipboard. For the first time, Kitty saw
her ruffled and shaken.
Standing up straight, she looked at her ersatz
partner and said, “You know her?”
Noelani nodded, turning green.
“That’s Angela Kelekolio,” she whispered.
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