Murder at
the Luau
Chapter Four: Lasting Bonds

tex gloves in easy reach, along with a second desk
along the wall perpendicular to the bookcase. The
desk held a high-powered microscope and slides,
along with a blank notepad and pencil, arranged as
if for a magazine shoot to the right of the equipment.Everything was neat as a pin, and the space
appeared to have seen very little hectic work over

The morgue was nothing like Kitty might have
anticipated. No sick green shade of paint on dismal
cinder block walls. No flickering fluorescent light
hanging from one broken chain in a suspended ceiling
missing two tiles. No dripping water in the background or floor-to-ceiling wall of creepy freezer doors
which surely held the undead in their bowels.
Instead, what Kitty saw was more like a quiet
office, with just a whisper of lab. It felt familiar and
inviting, and just as mellow as Noelani’s demeanor.
To Kitty’s right was a desk, tidily topped with a calendar blotter and an inbox tray sitting squarely against
the wall, very empty. A short bookshelf stood on
the far side, with a few reference books alongside a
Disney character clock in the shape of the chicken
from the film Moana, plus a lunchbox and coffee
mug. The lower shelves appeared empty. On the
plasterboard wall above the desk, which was painted
a cheerful ocean blue, hung a digital print of a turtle
on the beach, palm trees framing the water in the
background. Kitty saw that there was a box of laThe Murder Mystery Quilt: Murder at the Luau
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the years.
On the opposite wall hung a whiteboard with
columns for name, date, COD and “disposal.” Kitty
was fairly certain that COD stood for “cause of
death,” but seeing the word “disposal” in a morgue
reminded her of exactly where she was.
“I guess you must be pretty tidy,” Kitty told
her.
“We don’t see a lot of guests down here, if
you get me,” Noelani replied, shrugging that halfshrug that was was so common in the islands, the
one that conveyed a laconic resignation to circumstances. “Some drownings here and there, maybe a
tourist who falls off the lava cliff, but violent stuff?
Like, murders? Almost never. That’s not Maui.”
She shook her head slowly and conveyed both a
pride at the lack of assault and murder on her island
and a pity for the tourists who died accidentally
while visiting.
“Does that…disappoint you?” Kitty asked,
somewhat amused by the tone of voice Noelani was
using.
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“Nah,” she replied, smiling sadly. “I don’t

remains exhumed from Bedouin burials outside the

want to manage gunshot wounds and paperwork, Doc. combat zone of Qatar, but because Kitty knew what
You can handle this one. Under any circumstances,

top-of-the-line looked like, she also knew that what

but especially today: glad you’re here.”

Noelani was using in her morgue was a long sight

Nolani struck Kitty as someone who would
hand off this job regardless, but she had clearly cared

better than 90% of the university labs she’d worked
in, and would do the job very well indeed.

about this woman, and Kitty realized that the pathologist was only too happy to step back and pass over the

“You keep your equipment very clean,” she
complimented Noelani.

entire project to the tourist with a lab coat.
With carte blanche firmly in hand, Kitty
turned her attention to exam table. This table didn’t

The other woman smiled. “It does the job.
And when there’s no one on the table, the smudges
really show, you know.”

look fancy or extravagant, from where Kitty was

Kitty laughed lightly, knowing that she was

standing. She’d won a fellowship as a graduate stu-

probably discharging some of the discomfort she

dent to work with remains at the prestigious Qatar

felt at what had to come next. The body itself was

National Museum, where no expense was spared,

laid out on the pathology table, the kind specifically

quite literally—it was the museum equivalent of

designed to allow both examination and drainage,

Jurassic Park, but in real life. Top-of-the-line every-

as evidenced by the spout leading from the lower

thing, from centrifuges and sequencers to scanning

end of the angled sheet of stainless steel, which was

electron microscopes and mass spectrometers. With

grooved on both left and right with a shallow gut-

over three billion dollars invested in its construc-

ter, and into the bottom of the table to allow fluids

tion and an audacious new building showcasing the

to flow into the spout and down through the floor.

extensive history of the desert Arab nation that had

Kitty wasn’t a pathologist and had never particularly

been newly constructed at the time that Kitty was in

considered being one; the requirement to complete

residence, she had been surrounded by every shiny

all eight years of intensive medical training in order

gadget that scientific money could buy or that re-

to work with patients who would never recover

search could ever possibly require.

wasn’t a strong selling point, as far as she was con-

The table in front of her in this modest Maui

cerned.

hospital basement didn’t remotely compare to the
equipment Kitty had used examining the botanical
The Murder Mystery Quilt: Murder at the Luau
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Her years in the lab, though, had given her
a deep appreciation for good tools. She had a clear
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memory of a conversation with her grandfather, him

even hair or preserved textiles like shrouds, blankets

bending over the duck decoy he was carving, held

or clothing. But her work nearly never required her

snugly in a vise on his garage worktable: “Kather-

to handle someone who was still…

ine, always buy the best tools you can afford.”
He was very firm about this rule, and would

“Juicy,” she heard Noelani say over her
shoulder.

hear no argument about “new” this or “brand” that.
“When you buy cheap tools, Kitten, you’ll

Kitty jumped slightly at the sensation that
her mind was being read. She looked back to see

just end up buying them twice and spending double.

Noelani nodding knowingly, with a look of grand-

The wise carpenter buys the best he can afford the

motherly compassion on her face, the kind mixed

first time around. You save money in the long run,

with a matter-of-fact acceptance of a situation that

and you’ll enjoy using them more from the get-go.”

made forward the only direction allowed.

Kitty had never forgotten his advice. When

On one end of the steel table, next to where

it came time to invest in her first lab microscope,

the right leg lay covered with a blue paper hospital

she’d lobbied hard and long for a bigger budget

dressing, lay a stack of 8 x 10 photos from the crime

from the department, and even gave up a teaching

scene, digital prints taken by the technicians at the

assistant for two semesters to devote their salary to

luau. Kitty picked them up and flipped through

the purchase. Noelani seemed cut from the same

them one by one, laying them out on the tidy desk

“invest wisely” cloth, and it was going to make Kit-

so she could observe the whole as she gathered her

ty’s job that much easier in the next few hours.

thoughts.

As an archaebotanist, Kitty didn’t manage

Kitty began thinking out loud, sharing what

human remains frequently. She was often tasked

she already knew as she prepared to formulate a

with taking the botanical specimens recovered from

list of questions for what to explore next. Noelani

those remains, and then relating them back to the

received this placidly, as if she had expected it all

bodies from which they had come—and more spe-

along. Kitty was realizing she very much enjoyed

cifically, from the contexts, that very archaeolog-y

this woman’s vibe.

word which encompassed both the time and the

“After removing the body from the barbe-

place where an artifact settled into the earth before

cue pit, the forensic technicians transferred it to the

being uncovered. As a result, Kitty had extensive

morgue using the hospital’s ambulance,” she started,

experience with skeletal materials, with teeth, with

knowing she was stating the obvious but adhering to
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the scientific maxim that discovery is made by mov-

while speaking over her shoulder.

ing from the known to the unknown. “The body was
discovered in an awkward pose, the legs were twisted

“Dr. Kitty Campbell, this is Jonathan. He’s
my assistant, and he’s never on time.”

to the left side and the arms one on top of the other

Jonathan finished backing through the door

to the right side—indicating, like the employee at the

to the morgue, his arms filled with a large stain-

luau pointed out, that this individual didn’t fall into

less steel tray carrying surgical instruments which

the pit, but was dumped.”

appeared to have just come from being cleaned. He

“How can you know that? Wouldn’t it look
the same either way?” Noelani asked.
Kitty glanced up at her and Noelani said

was wearing scrubs and gloves, and had a smile that
spread widely from ear to ear. Noelani’s ribbing
was clearly old hat and received with affection.

shamelessly, “I’m a good pathologist, Doc, but this

“Can’t shake your hand, yo, but howzit,

lady was like royalty around here. Let’s just say I

Doc?” Jonathan didn’t look like a native islander,

want to be extra sure that an expert—NOT me—is the

despite his deep tan and sun-bleached hair, his every

one who made the call on hollering murder out the

inch screaming “surf dude,” but he spoke like one

window.”

and had the manner of a long-time resident on Maui.

Kitty tilted her head. “Understood. No, see,

“Good, thanks,” Kitty replied, unaccustomed

when we find bodies in mass graves, for example,

to the casual manner, both in the morgue and on

their attitude—the pose or arrangement of the extrem-

the island. After years in the ivory tower of cut-

ities—gives the most solid indication of how they

throat academia, Kitty had far more experience with

GOT into the burial.”

anxious administrators and high-strung post-docs

“Like the ones they just found in Mexico,
yeah?”

gunning for ambitious achievement than the camaraderie and chill here on Maui.

“Exactly,” Kitty agreed, trying not to let her
surprise show.

Which is to say, everything on Maui seemed
to lack drama compared to Kitty’s previous life.

“Wait, what happened in Mexico?”

Everything except the body in front of her.

The unexpected new voice caused Kitty to

“What were you saying about Mexico,

turn her attention to the door, but Noelani didn’t react.

now?” Jonathan repeated, putting the tray of tools

She continued to look over the photos of the luau pit

down on the lab counter.
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Kitty decided just to roll with it. “About five
years ago, a pizza maker in Mexico saw a dog dig-

have known that was going to happen. We found
their hyoid bones with knife marks as evidence,

ging some bones out of a vacant lot next to his restau- and their body position made it clear that they were
rant. He begged the authorities to come investigate,

surprised from behind, killed, and pushed in before

kept telling them that he’d found human remains, and

being buried with the last of the children.”

finally they took a look. Turns out he was right.”
“And llamas,” Noelani interjected.

“That’s an…awful, awful story,” Jonathan
said after a short pause.

Jonathan raised his eyebrows. “Llama graveyard?”

“It is a horrible story,” Kitty agreed. “And
we don’t really know why an entire culture would

Kitty shook her head. “Mass burial of sacrificed children.”

offer not just their children but their only domesticated animals in that way, basically ALL the trea-

“And llamas,” Noelani added.

sure of their people. But it demonstrates that we can

“And llamas,” Kitty conceded. “But also of

learn a great deal from how a body is lying or folded

the women they believe may have been responsible

or flexed in the grave, in order to determine how

for performing the last rites for the children—which

they got there to begin with.”

must have been a horrible and excruciating task. I

Jonathan gestured to the body on the lab

was telling Noelani that the way a body is found lying table.
in a grave tells us a lot about how it got there; in this

“And this one?” he asked.

case, the children were clearly killed sacrificially and

“You mean Mrs. Kelekolio,” Noelani told

then placed ceremonially in their graves, their arms

him in a voice of quiet respect.

crossed over their chests and their clothing carefully
arranged.”

Jonathan went white. His mouth worked
from flat line to round circle, but no voice came out.

“But not the women?” Jonathan asked, leaning Finally, he nodded sharply, swallowed hard, and
against the counter with his arms and ankles crossed

stood a little straighter.

but his eyes sharp and inquisitive.
Kitty shook her head again. “No, the women
were face-first, with their throats cut. It seems after

Kitty read the room and decided to continue without asking any questions. Whoever Angela
Kelekolio had been, she was adored.

they finished placing the children in their graves, the

So how did she end up on the steel table in

women were sacrificed, as well—but they must not
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the Maui morgue?

Noelani nodded.

“We have pretty good evidence to support the
idea that this individual—tentatively identified as An-

Softly, Jonathan said, “Mrs. Kelekolio was the
nicest lady I ever met, yo.”

gela Kelekolio until we can match fingerprints, even
though it’s pretty clear that she’s been positively rec-

Kitty could see him looking at his hands, tighly clenched in front of his body.

ognized by Noelani—was dumped into the pit. Her

“I came here, to Maui, when I was 16. I

knees and arms were pointed in opposite directions,

scrounged all the cash I could, and I got on a plane

and the feet were tucked beneath the torso, which is

going as far as I could get from home, you know?”

very difficult to do if one jumps or even is pushed. It

“Where was home?” Kitty asked him.

almost requires that the individual is either uncon-

“Milwaukee,” he told her, the surfer accent

scious or deceased when they enter the pit in order to

fading as he said the word.

achieve that attitude, that body position.”

Kitty nodded.

“So…not an accident?” Jonathan asked, his

“And I got here, and that was all my money,

face revealing the truth of Noelani’s earlier statement: right? I spent it all to get here but I was so dumb, I
violent crime was a wild anomaly on Maui. And the

didn’t think what I would do once I was here, just

locals liked it that way.

about getting away.”

“I don’t think so. I mean, it seems extremely
unlikely.”

Noelani looked at Jonathan as he spoke, and
Kitty got the feeling this was news to her, as well.

Kitty paused and looked from Noelani to Jonathan and back again.

“So I’m sleeping on the beach, and one morning, Mrs. Kelekolio is running. It’s right after sunrise,

“I’m really sorry,” she said.

and it was so perfect, but I was really hungry, and I

They both nodded gratefully but again without look up from under my hoodie, I had it all wrapped
drama. Jonathan looked physically ill, and Noelani

around me like a blanket? And there she is, and she’s

just looked sad.

holding her hand out to me, like she wants to give me

“She must have been really special?” Kitty

something, but I thought I was dreaming.”

said, her curiosity getting the better of her.
A short pause where no one spoke.

Kitty could tell how clear and strong the memory was to him. The room was utterly silent.

“It’s just…” she ventured, “you both seem
really affected by learning who...this is.”
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(c) Deborah Moebes, all rights reserved

“And she looks like an angel,” Jonathan continued, his voice choked with emotion. “And she’s not
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giving me something, she’s helping me up, and she

this...something she did other times?”

takes me to this fancy restaurant right on the beach.

Both of them nodded, and Jonathan said,

They had this huge buffet, all this nice food, and it

“All the dudes I live with, they were all rescues like

smelled so good.”

me. Mrs. Kelekolio looked out for us.”

He was weeping now.
“And she’s in her workout clothes? But she

“She and Mr. Kelekolio are good people,”
Noelani filled in. “And she was the best. She did a

doesn’t act like she cares, she just hugs the lady at

lot of fundraising? And charity events? But it never

the front and tells her let me have whatever I want.

felt like charity when she did it, you know, it’s hard

And I think, great, now I’m a charity case.”

to explain. It felt like we were part of the island in a

He shook his head firmly, and raised his chin
up as he looked Kitty in the eye.
“But you know what? She sat with me. I
was so dirty, yo, I was nasty. I had been sleeping

new way we hadn’t been before, like we were sharing what we had to make sure we all had enough,
not just giving something to someone less than us.
She raised people up.”

on the beach for weeks, hiding during the day so no
one would no how bad I’d screwed up when I came

“I’m haole, I know that,” Jonathan said with
sudden energy. “But not her. She was Maui.”

here, that I didn’t know how to get home. But she
sat with me and talked to me. And I ate and she

Noelani nodded once, firmly. “She was
Maui.”

paid and the next day, she came and looked for me.
Me, out sleeping on the beach.
“She kept coming to find me, even though
I was really mad that I needed someone to help.

Looking Kitty directly in the eye, Noelani
said, “It’s going to be very important to a lot of
people that we know how this happened to her. She
would never have let it happen to any of us.”

And she got me into classes to get my diploma, and

Kitty took a moment to let the importance of

she found me a place to live with some of the other

that statement sink in before she continued: “Then

guys. She checked on me every week.

the next step is to lay out any other facts we have

“She loved me,” he finished simply, and
lapsed into quiet tears.

to start and then move forward into what we don’t
know yet—by asking the right questions.”

“She was good,” Noelani said in the silence
that followed.

“What questions do you usually ask?” Noelani replied, with professional curiosity taking over

Kitty looked from one to the other. “Was
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for the sadness on her face.
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Kitty leaned her head back and forth, side to
side, in a see-saw motion. “It depends. Are there
any plant remains? I mean, that’s usually my go-to,
obviously.”
“Why obviously?” Jonathan asked her.
Noelani answered on Kitty’s behalf: “She’s,
like, this super old plant expert.”
Kitty pressed her lips together and looked up
at the ceiling.
Jonathan took it in stride and nodded as if
this were the most clear explanation he might have
expected. Maybe it was.
“So, let’s do that,” he said simply.
Kitty officially loved Maui.
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