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        Truth is stranger than Fiction,

        but it is because Fiction is obliged to stick to possibilities;

        Truth isn’t.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Mark Twain

        Following the Equator

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Nick Thomas always trusted people too easily. It came from his belief that people are basically good, and doing the right thing was, well, the right way to live. It was a trait instilled in him by his parents.

      It had not always served him well.

      I’ll have to work on that, he thought as he gave the winch in front of him a small turn.

      He looked up in time to spot a man on the sailboat ahead tumble over the side.

      “Man overboard!” Nick shouted.

      “Where is he?” yelled the captain.

      “He’s at one o’clock, ten yards,” Nick called back to the helm. They were on Bad Latitude, a sailboat in the Honolulu Friday night yacht race. The boat headed downwind toward the H1 buoy marking the entrance to the Honolulu Harbor and their turning point in the race. Nick was in the cockpit, adjusting the sails. The boats flew spinnakers, brightly colored parachute-like sails used for running downwind.

      Racers on other sailboats echoed “Man overboard.” Boats scattered, making room for the closest boats to avoid the man in the water.

      “He’s ten yards out. If you head up and ease the main, we can pick him up on the port side,” Nick called, keeping an eye on the man in the water.

      The captain eased the line controlling the mainsail as they sped toward the man.

      “Five yards,” Nick called.

      Nick reached over the side, grabbed the out-stretched hand and hauled him in, catching the man’s t-shirt on a cleat and tearing it off on his way to the cockpit floor, landing him with a thud.

      A moment later, the captain yelled, “Prepare to drop the chute! We can still be first around the mark!” 

      There was a flurry of activity as the foredeck crew got ready to drop the spinnaker. The forward hatch popped open and a hand reached up, ready to haul the sail below deck.

      “Drop the chute!” yelled the captain. “Jibing! Trim, trim!”

      The boat turned. They hoisted the jib and dropped the spinnaker as they rounded the mark. The other boats were far behind them, trying to get back in the race and around the buoy without colliding with each other. Nick checked the jib and gave the winch a quarter turn. He glanced at the wet man lying on the floor of the cockpit, his head down, and curled in a ball, keeping out of the way.

      The man looked up and said, “Hey, Nick. I thought I would see you today. Thanks for the rescue.”

      “Willie. I was planning to call you this week. And here you are.”

      “You know this guy?” asked the captain.

      “Sure. He’s one of my better friends.”

      “You guys act like this is a common occurrence, rescuing a friend in the middle of a race.”

      Nick and Willie looked at each other and shrugged. “Small island,” they said in unison. 

      Nick turned to Willie. “Are we still sailing this Sunday?” Nick asked.

      “We’re sailing now,” Willie said.

      “What are you doing here? I thought you didn’t like to race.” Nick glanced up at the sail.

      “Yeah, there’s a reason for that. This is the first time I’ve been out on a race in years. It was a last-minute thing. I caught up with a friend in town and he invited me. I leaned back against the lifeline and it snapped. It was an awkward place for it to happen, right as we crowded in approaching the mark.” Willie shook his head and sprayed the cockpit and Nick with water. “This is a stupid sport.”
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        * * *

      

      Later that night at the Waikiki Yacht Club, they were joined by Nigel, an Englishman, and the one who pulled the spinnaker through the hatch on the foredeck. Willie, the center of attention, had a line of drinks in front of him bought for him by other sailors. He was the celebrity of the moment and enjoying himself. 

      Willie looked around the club. “So this is where all the haoles are.”

      Nick and Nigel let out a laugh. The club was packed with sailors.

      “I can’t believe you do the pau hana race every Friday night,” Willie said.

      “Some Fridays are more exciting than others,” Nick said. 

      “The driver of your boat—does he always yell orders like that?” Willie asked, sliding one of the drinks in front of him to Nick and another to Nigel.

      Nick took a whiff and then a sip. “Cuba Libre. I haven’t had one of these in years.”

      Nigel slid the drink back to Willie. “I’ll stick to whisky, thanks.”

      “Yes, the captain always yells. It took some getting used to. He’s highly competitive. We call him ‘Bligh,’” Nick said.

      Willie took a healthy swallow. “I noticed he didn’t let a thing like rescuing a man slow him down.”

      “We did win the race,” Nigel said, taking a sip of whisky.

      “It’s amazing what we will do for a cheap bottle of champagne,” Nick said.

      “And bragging rights, don’t forget bragging rights,” Nigel added.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The following Sunday, a muggy August morning, Nick sat in the shade under the dodger on the stern of Icarus, his sailboat and home. He was drinking from a flask of water, cooling off after an early morning run down Waikiki beach, past the hotels and the zoo, through Kapiolani Park, and back to his boat docked in the Ala Wai Harbor.

      Built in 1931, Icarus was a fifty-seven foot wooden yawl, designed by naval architect John G. Alden. Nick’s grandfather had won the boat in a spirited game of poker in Nick’s hometown of San Francisco shortly after World War II and christened her Icarus. The Greek myth of Icarus is one of the hubris of man. Nick’s grandfather thought it the perfect name for a boat won in a game of chance.

      He was that kind of man.
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        * * *

      

      Icarus was all Nick had left of his San Francisco old-money family fortune. A year and a half earlier, he had leveraged his personal assets to expand his company. It seemed like a sure thing at the time; he thought nothing could go wrong. Then at the final hour of the transaction, Lance Grabowski, Nick’s friend and business partner, emptied the company’s bank accounts and disappeared along with thirty-two million dollars. Nick lost his homes, his cars, his plane, and even Icarus. And Jody—his wife—Lance took Nick’s wife with him.

      Adding to the pain of losing everything, the FBI investigated Nick in excruciating detail. That they considered him a suspect in his own embezzlement made no sense to him—nor to John Mitchell, the agent investigating him. Lance and Jody had not been heard from or found, and neither had the money they had taken with them.

      What Nick had left were family heirlooms he and his friend Jim packed into inexpensive self-storage in a remote cattle town in far-northern California.

      Then Nick did what most men would not do. He took the rest of his cash—twelve hundred and seventy-five dollars and thirty-seven cents—and bought a plane ticket to Tahiti.

      The first night in Papeete, Nick played piano with a jazz combo. The band members befriended him and gave him shelter and food. He even became a judge of the Miss Tahiti Contest. It was a good life—except for the immigration officer, who informed Nick it was time to leave French Polynesia.

      Before Nick left Tahiti, he met James Dewey, a fellow judge at the contest. Dewey offered him a job in Honolulu preparing the start-up of an Australian airline beginning service to Hawaii.

      Why did Nick still have Icarus? Katherine, his college girlfriend, and Lance’s ex-wife, contacted Willie. Together, they bought Icarus from the creditors and had it sailed to Hawaii. Katherine came from an affluent family, but unlike Nick, she had kept her inheritance away from her spouse.

      The job with the airline compensated Nick well, and when it ended, he worked as a freelance business consultant. Against her protests, Nick paid back Katherine for Icarus and set aside a small pile of cash. He began paying Willie back with a low interest loan. Willie still owned a portion of Icarus as he had put his name in for a slip in the Ala Wai boat harbor many years ago. A live-aboard slip became available and the timing had been perfect.
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        * * *

      

      Nick glanced up at the dodger he had made from a shredded sail a boat owner threw away after a particularly raucous race. The high-tech, high-performance Kevlar sail made a beautiful ceiling that covered the entire cockpit and a good part of the boat. Nick had trimmed it to fit and hand-stitched a hem to keep it from fraying. It dropped the temperature below the deck and extended his outdoor living in all types of weather.

      As he sipped water, Nick surveyed the bizarre collection of boats on the live-aboard dock. There was a Chinese junk, a converted tugboat, and two houseboats, one with Adirondack chairs on the roof positioned under a red umbrella. Sailors added over-water decks at their slips with tables and chairs, awnings, and barbecues. One slip had an outdoor kitchen with a tile floor. The harbor was filled with the names of boats one sees in every harbor: Serenity, Island Time, Nauti and Nice, Day O, The Other Woman, Aquaholic, and of course a host of Hawaiian versions: Pau Hana (After Work), Kuuipo (Sweetheart), and Nalu (Wave).

      Nigel lived nearby on a boat named Awkward Lizard.

      As true of most yacht harbors, the Ala Wai had its own community, and people looked out for one another. Nick was happy to be part of it.

      It had been awhile since Nick lost nearly everything. He referred to it as his Flat Broke era. Lance destroyed his business, stole his money, and disappeared with his wife.

      But Lance didn’t get his boat.

      Nick loved his boat.
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        * * *

      

      Nick spent a half an hour unfastening the dodger and stowing it in the lazarette. He waited for Willie and the rest of the crew to show up for a late morning sail. Icarus had been in her slip for nearly a month and Nick was antsy to get her into blue water, raise the sails—blow the cobwebs out of the rigging. In a cold climate like San Francisco, where Icarus spent most of her life, he used a block heater to warm up the oil before attempting to start the diesel engine. In Hawaii, in the summer, it was unnecessary. He opened the hatch, checked the oil, and opened the intake valve. Back on deck, he made sure the transmission was in neutral, turned the key to ON, and pushed the starter button. The engine turned and caught. Over the side, water from the cooling system ejected overboard. He was taking the cover off the mainsail when he heard the noise. It started as a rattle and he rushed to turn off the engine. As he arrived at the console, he smelled oily smoke, and the rattle had turned into a series of loud clunks.

      Then there was a BANG followed by silence.

      “That didn’t sound good,” Willie said, standing at the dock. “In fact, that sounded really expensive.”

      “Hey, Willie. Come aboard,” Nick said.

      Willie and Nick headed to the cabin, and Nick turned on a fan to evacuate the smoke. Nick opened the panel to the engine compartment and took a flashlight from its cradle. They both got down on their knees and peered at the engine.

      “Uh, oh,” Willie said.

      Nick ran a finger down the side of the engine block, feeling the jagged break. “I’ve never seen that happen before.”

      “As I said, that sounded expensive. I didn’t think it would be that expensive. The block’s cracked. How does that even happen?”

      “The engine is a Detroit Diesel from the late 1950s. I figured it would last forever,” Nick said.

      “It’s a write-off now,” Willie said, shaking his head.

      Nick sat down on the cabin floor and looked up at the companionway hatch. “I’ll have to slide the engine from its compartment and hoist it out.”

      “I’ll let the crew know we’re not going out today,” Willie said, pulling his phone from his seabag.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The next day, Nick sat at the chart table working on his laptop, going over his accounts. Besides needing a new engine, Icarus was due for a haul-out, bottom scrape, and repaint. One doesn’t want to mess with the maintenance on a wooden boat. Nick got online and did his research, entering the numbers into a spreadsheet. He felt a pit in his stomach. The repairs would drain his reserves, leaving Icarus stuck in her berth, a dock queen, until he replaced the engine.

      It was clear to Nick he needed to get back to work and make some money.

      He spent the next couple of hours sending emails to potential clients, inquiring if anyone needed a business consultant.
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        * * *

      

      After lunch, Nick bicycled to San Souci Beach for a swim. Far enough away from the crowded beaches near the hotels of Waikiki, Sans Souci is often populated by residents. This day was no exception, and Nick nodded hello to a few faces he recognized. One fellow named Matt retired at twenty-eight after an industrial accident injured his back. He worked the stock market early in the morning and read investment information on the beach in the afternoon. There were lots of people like that at Sans Souci and one was likely to hear animated discussions of day-trading, commodity dealing, or currency trading.
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        * * *

      

      Nick didn’t know it, but he had a distant connection to Sans Souci Beach. George Lycurgus, a Greek citizen, made his way to Hawaii in the late 1800s where he leased a guest house on the beach not far from where Nick was sitting. Lycurgus increased the size of the place and renamed it Sans Souci. It has been called Sans Souci Beach ever since and became one of the first beach resorts in Waikiki, attracting such guests as author Robert Louis Stevenson.

      In 1914, George Lycurgus returned to Greece to visit his family. The outbreak of World War I delayed his return to Hawaii until 1920. Nick’s grandfather would meet Lycurgus on a ship sailing from Greece to New York, where they whiled away the hours onboard the Megali Hellas playing poker and smoking cigars. Nick had heard his grandfather talk of his friend George in Hawaii, but he never made the connection.

      Uncle George, as Lycurgus was later known in Hawaii, befriended Hawaiian royalty and bought the Volcano House, an inn on the edge of the Kīlauea Caldera, on the island of Hawaii. There, he rubbed elbows with the top brass of the military during World War II. Like Nick’s grandfather, Uncle George lived a long, full life. He passed on at his beloved Volcano House at the age of 101 or 102. History is murky on that point.
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        * * *

      

      It was a clear day, and the windsock on the reef was limp. There were a few cirrus clouds on the horizon. Box jellyfish make their arrival five to seven days after the full moon. The moon was a waxing crescent, and Nick felt safe to swim his customary four laps to the windsock and back.

      Showered and back in the shade, Nick picked up the Penguin History of the World by J. M. Roberts. He read for a while, then stopped to ponder what possessed ol’ J. M. to take on documenting the whole of history.

      Nick became aware of a group of people setting up camp directly behind his chair on the beach. He kept to his book until he could no longer concentrate, having read the same paragraph three times with none of it sinking in. The conversation behind him was distracting. The group was composed of ecdysiasts—they shed their clothing for money. Strippers. They were discussing in great detail their monetary earnings, club owners and corrupt police, the best single tip ($1000), breast enlargement and plastic surgery of all types imaginable, tattoos, and the pain of piercing certain portions of the anatomy. Nick gave up on reading and concentrated on eavesdropping. He scribbled notes in the book’s margin as he listened and pretended to read. Willie is going to love this, Nick thought. He wondered what J. M. Roberts would think of the additions to his opus.

      The crowd continued with a detailed and sophisticated investment discussion with an emphasis on long-term planning aimed at early retirement. That was followed by a discussion on the best countries to live when they retired.

      “How can you do that for a living?”

      Someone else was also eavesdropping. Nick glanced at the speaker to his left. She had a backpack open and books spread out on her beach towel. He assumed she was a college student.

      “Don’t you feel abused and exploited?” the student asked.

      A silence fell. Finally, one woman spoke. “I’m sure there are some in our business that do. It depends on the club and the owner. Where I work, I’m in total control.”

      “But can’t you find another way to make a living?”

      “I have regular customers who are respectful, I make fantastic money, and I like what I do. I get paid a lot to keep in shape, and I’ll be able to retire and do whatever I like in five years.”

      The student scoffed, “You could go back to school, get a college degree like me.”

      “I have an MBA from Columbia.”

      “That’s weird. I still think it’s creepy what you do.”

      The woman looked at her with a patient expression. “I’m sure you’ll be successful with your college degree.”

      She turned back to her companions.

      Forty-five minutes later, having fortified his gray matter and his curiosity a great deal, Nick set off to the gym. He glanced at the crowd as he packed up his gear. The tanned and toned women wore thong bikinis. One blonde with perfect teeth and in a neon pink bikini shot him a smile certain to collect big tips.
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      A couple of days later, Nick’s phone rang.

      “Are you still on the beach?” Willie asked. It was just after 10:00 a.m., Willie’s customary wake up time.

      “Yes, I am currently without gainful employment.” Nick was on Icarus, had already returned from a run, had breakfast, and was reading his email. He could hear Willie’s espresso machine running in the background. It was a commercial unit he had installed at home, and for years the pump had been making a loud unpleasant whirring noise. Willie came to enjoy the noise and resisted the requests of his female overnight guests to repair it.

      “There’s a guy in town looking for someone to write a business plan for him. I thought of you.”

      “Thanks, Willie. I appreciate it. Does he shoot straight or is he one of those entrepreneurial maniacs?”

      “If I recall, you are one of those entrepreneurial maniacs.”

      “True, but I like to think I am a straight shooter.”

      “You are a flippin’ Boy Scout. I haven’t met him; he lives next to a couple of my friends near the beach here on the Windward side.”

      “Please text me his number, and I’ll give him a call,” Nick said.

      “Will do. I’ve got to go. Tell me Sunday how it worked out.”
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        * * *

      

      William Kekoa Wo Lee, known to his friends as Willie, grew up in the Kalihi District of Honolulu on the island of Oahu. His grandfather was Chinese-Hawaiian, and his grandmother Puerto Rican-Sicilian. Willie embraced each of these ethnicities and spoke the four languages of his ancestors, and Japanese, and of course, English. After Willie graduated from the elite Punahou School in Honolulu, he headed to the mainland for college. In San Francisco, he took up residence with an aunt and uncle in the Chinatown District and started school across the Bay at the University of California at Berkeley. There, in a Monday morning English class, he met Nick Thomas during their first semester. Nick and Willie connected immediately and became fast friends. Willie was a fixture at the Thomas family home in the Marina District of San Francisco. In turn, Willie gave Nick an entrée into Chinatown rarely shown to an outsider.

      After graduating from Berkeley, Willie joined the family business of real estate investing. In real estate investing, timing is critical, and Willie’s timing had been excellent. To say he made a killing was an understatement. In less than five years after graduating from Berkeley, Willie moved back to Oahu and bought a waterfront home on the Windward side of the island. He didn’t need to work. He whiled away the tropical hours sailing on his boat, fishing, reading, going to the gym, and exploring a string of monogamous relationships.
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      For his meeting with the entrepreneur, Nick dressed in the uniform of Hawaii business attire—trousers and a pressed aloha shirt, the shirt printed in a subtle pattern of ukuleles and sailboats.

      He drove downtown and into Chinatown near the Honolulu waterfront. Some of the sidewalks were made from ballast stone of sailing ships that had moored in the harbor in the 1800s. With the only royal palace on American soil situated nearby, the territory has a distinctive flavor. Chinatown sits right on the fringe. It’s compact, intense, and dangerous due to the rampant drug dealing and prostitution. The city occasionally cleans it up, but the neighborhood cycles from bad to better to bad at a surprising rate. It is not a place to walk alone after dark. Nick found a parking spot for his vintage Triumph near the front door of Little Village Noodle House and made his way into the building. He stepped inside and surveyed the scene, taking in the scent of spices and ginger. It was crowded and noisy. A man at a table near the window waved him over and motioned him to a chair.
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        * * *

      

      Dressed in jeans, a black short-sleeve shirt, and cheap black flip-flops, or slippers, as they are called in the islands, Blaine Daniels was a large, round man of average height who had a soft feminine face with moist eyes and long eyelashes. He wore a turquoise and silver ring with a matching cuff. There were four platters of food on the table, still steaming. He had a plate piled high with food in front of him.

      Nick looked at his watch. “I’m sorry, I thought you said noon for lunch.”

      “You’re right on time. I went ahead and ordered,” Blaine said. “You’ve got to try the taro duck. It’s fabulous. I order it with extra sauce.”

      “All right.” Nick sat down.

      He served himself from the platters as Blaine continued eating, his silver and turquoise cuff clanking on the tabletop as he did. While they ate, they talked about living in Hawaii and the local business climate. Blaine told Nick he had been married four times and had lived in “lots of different places” without going into any detail. He then launched into an introduction to his business.

      “I’ve been working in and around the entertainment industry for most of my life. I have a lot of contacts I can leverage.”

      Nick took a tentative bite of taro duck.

      “So what’s the business you have planned—to leverage your contacts?” Nick asked.

      “Digital animation for motion picture and commercials. I’d also like to get into the medical billing business. I’ve come up with a cool way to automate it—to make it more efficient. There’s a lot of money in anything medical.”

      Blaine took a big bite of an egg roll, breaking it apart. Much of it slid down his shirt, resting on his gut.

      “I like the idea of multiple income streams,” Nick said. “Although those are fairly disparate.”

      “Not really. It’s software running on computers. The development teams have different skill sets, that’s all.”

      Blaine had a conspiratorial way of speaking, as if he were letting you in on a secret. Nick could understand how people could find it charismatic. He wondered if it was an affectation.
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        * * *

      

      Nick peppered Blaine with questions about his business model, the industry, the target markets, his short- and long-term goals for the business, how he would approach production, sales, marketing, and the exit strategy—those and other items that go into planning a business.

      It was clear to Nick that Blaine had given little thought to the process, but he had reasonable answers.

      Blaine didn’t ask Nick about his background or abilities. He didn’t appear interested. Nick figured Blaine had done due-diligence on him before the meeting. Nick had kept a low profile in Honolulu, working for the airline and traveling often. A quick search on the internet would reveal his trouble in San Francisco. After months of questioning, the FBI concluded he was no longer a suspect in embezzling his own money, or at least found no evidence to charge him with a crime. The case had been reported in the news and on-line for all the world to see—forever. He thought that might raise at least a few questions from someone wanting to hire him.

      Before their meeting, Nick had gone online and researched Blaine
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