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Part I

The Runner

I’ll kill you if you try me for my Air Max 95s.

 

~
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Late Lunch

The Bay Area

Northern California

January, 2014

The Golden State Warriors have not won a title since 1975. Barack Obama is president of the United States.

 

It wasn’t long before the bail bondsmen called. Once they heard I was hunting people they got after me to do their jobs. If you’ve done any chasing, you’re bound to get a call when they’re desperate, which is most of the time.

It was enough I’d worked with Mills Hopkins, helped the SFPD and touched bases with the Feds. These got me into their system. Call it a database. Radar. Call it whatever you like, it meant I was getting phone calls. Invitations. Even without having my license. They didn’t care. Dog the Bounty Hunter had people crazy, thinking anyone tough could do the job, and somehow in people’s minds I fit that bill. Thanks again to Shake ’Em Down.

When the bounty was high enough, or I needed the cash, I took a job.

This one was different. Sure, the money was right, that was part of it, but the bigger part was the mark. This runner, he was from Hawaii and headed home.

I was thinking hard on this, chewing a straw, listening on my end of the phone to Joe Leonardi. A club soda sat on my table next to a Shrimp Louie salad I hadn’t touched, all this at my favorite bar in Sausalito, looking out over the marina. The sun shone down on the bay, and I shivered a little in my coat as a mid-January breeze blew in.

Joe Leonardi was the bondsman who had the ticket for a million-dollar bond. And this mark was no idiot, according to Joe.

“He’s a real Fucking Genius. Certified F.G. That’s why I called you, Jack. This job needs your wits and particular set of capabilities.”

“You tell that to the other five guys you called first?”

“You know I did.” He laughed, ever the charmer. “But they aren’t my favorite action movie star, are they? You know what I’m talking about. Eh, Jack? Jackie boy.”

I grunted in the positive. I’d heard his flattery before; I was either great at what I did, somebody’s favorite actor, or the man-candy a guy’s wife lusted after. None of the possibilities added motivation. It was all about money. I cared how much I’d be paid and how badly I needed it.

Right then, I could use it pretty bad. Mortgage was up and the Mustang needed a new suspension.

Joe kept on about his guy, this mark called Meyer Mody.

“A real shyster,” he was saying. “Embezzled into eight figures from his firm. White-collar crime. Smartass goes down, he spends a few years in a flipping country club, but this dickhead runs. His people all in Hawaii. That make you want to help?”

It did. Truth was, this was the best thing Joe had said so far.

I knew I was soft to think of any month in the Bay Area as real winter, but anyone I knew had just gotten back from someplace—skiing or warm shores. Thoughts of escape were kicking around in my head. My old East Coast self would’ve vomited in shame at the thought of running from a winter as mild as the Bay Area’s—sixty degree days and hardly any rain in recent years—but there it was. Just a mention of Hawaii turned me on.

“So why not?” he said. “Or are you even still there, you fucking piece-of-shit has-been?”

“Whoa, big fella. Easy now.”

“He speaks. Thought I’d lost you.”

“Maybe you just did.”

“Let’s not break balls. You want this or don’t you? Pays an even fifty.”

“Seventy-five.”

“Sixty.”

That was all he had to say. I needed money and sixty large filled the hole. “Done. Email me the deets.”

I hung up, paying him back for his shot below the belt. Sure, I couldn’t get pissy about anyone using the truth of my long-lost acting career to get my attention, but I didn’t have to like it, either.
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Time Capsule

After lunch I read Joe’s email and saw the first thing to go my way: Mody’s details included an address in Tiburon, just across the water. Not more than a fifteen-minute drive. I looked across the water at the pretty houses, wondering which one was his.

I paid the tab, saving the receipt to bill Joe for later. It was now a business lunch. I walked out to the Fastback: my ’67 black beauty that had once been cherry-red but wasn’t anymore. I considered its new color a mirror on my soul. Since I’d started dealing with Ralphie and brokering drug deals, the car had taken three bullets and now had a brand-new matte-black paint job, not of my choosing. That’s what you get when an ex-black-ops cop with issues tries to do you a favor.

Still, it made me smile every time I saw her: the Fastback, my automotive portrait of Dorian Gray.

The engine roared when I started it, as sure as the weekly time I put in under her hood. Tiburon-bound, I pulled out of the parking lot and headed toward 101.

The guy’s address led me to a big house set into a hill along the coast. Sweet views, manicured gardens, windows everywhere. This was a place for a high roller, but just one on a street of many.

Nobody answered when I knocked. If the doorbell worked, I didn’t hear it.

I pushed my way through the shrubs and trees, cupping my hands around my eyes as I peered in the window. A brown sectional sofa dominated the living room, situated right in front of a sixty-inch flat screen on the wall. This was a man’s place with rented furniture if I’d ever seen one. Taste right out of the Rent-a-Center catalog. Something I knew more than a little about, myself.

It was what I saw below the flat screen, next to the fireplace, that made me smile: an Apple Time Capsule, the kind of wireless router that also acted as a memory storage and backup device.

If this guy had run, he’d taken his computer, but if he’d enabled this Time Capsule and left it behind, then maybe I had just gotten very lucky. It was a lot to ask, but if he’d left this thing with his storage on it, I’d have enough to take a big bite out of his head start.

I saw no security and no wires around the window. You wouldn’t exactly call Tiburon trusting, but there were far worse places to live, as far as break-ins went. I slipped the lock on the window using a pen-knife and slid it wide. The window was on a runner about three feet off the ground. Almost like a small sliding door, really. I stepped over the ledge and I was in.

I crossed the living room and crouched down, touched the Time Capsule’s cover and felt the warm rumble of little parts humming inside. Its green light was on, so ideally that meant all systems were go. He hadn’t even cut the Comcast yet.

I felt around the gadget for its cyber and electrical lifelines, then detached the little animal from its vital supplies. I picked it up and carried it with me as I made my rounds through the house.

There wasn’t a lot to be interested in, until I got to the bedroom closet.

This was where I found one of the most impressive sneaker collections I’d ever seen in person. Sure, a few guys in LA had a couple of sweet limited-edition pairs, but this walk-in was like something from Cribs. I walked right in, took a deep inhale of the clean leather. That smell, unlike anything else.

This guy Mody had to be crazy, heartbroken, or both—and in grave danger—to leave such a collection behind.

I crouched down, running my finger along the backs of some shoes, mostly Nikes, fingering the rough patterns on some of the soles. Many of these were new-in-box clean. I half wanted to sit and wait here to see what happened to this collection. Runner or not, no matter the bail, you did not construct a closet like this without a whole lot of love. It was not something you’d leave behind. Sooner or later, someone would be back to get this for Mody.

On the other hand, that might take days, so I put my money on the Time Capsule. If that didn’t pan out, I liked having a Plan B. I was in no hurry, though; I wanted a good look at these shoes.

What struck me first was the sheer quantity of sneakers. The space was about eight feet by ten feet, a closet made for a couple, but full of sneakers. Custom shelves lined the walls to shoulder height, each of them filled with shoes. They covered the floor and shelves, dominating the small space. Every pair looked brand-new; the whites white and the leather clean. As if he’d scrubbed them with a toothbrush after each wearing. That is, the ones that had even been worn.

I didn’t know a whole lot about the various styles, but I knew what I’d seen coming up: shoes that went with certain pro players in given years, memories attached to people I knew who’d worn them. A couple of pairs went with memorable teams: the Michigan Fab Five, Christian Laettner’s Duke team, a guy I’d played against in college. Among the few pairs I’d once owned, none was anything fancy.

I didn’t know a whole lot about sneakers other than some Adidas, Bird and Magic’s Converse Weapons, and Jordan’s Nikes. Jordans. There were a lot of Air Jordans on the shelves. Jordans from every model year, it seemed, in different patterns and colors. Some models had a whole shelf of variations.

One particular pair of Air Jordans struck me. These were the ones Allen Iverson had worn when he was at Georgetown, back when I was in college myself and couldn’t dream of spending that much money on these babies. They had black patent leather running around the base of the shoe and white uppers.

Next to these was the same model in Chicago Bulls colors—black and red—that was all Jordan. Vintage. It was always and would always be Jordan above everyone else. Above everything.

These sneakers had red rubber accent around the soles and the same black patent leather, but were all black from there on up. The logo, the famous silhouette of Jordan jumping, was in red on the side of the ankle. These were the ones. If I had to pick a sneaker, one design, one pair, then this was it. My Number One. Holy Grail. Something about their design and shape, their shiny patent leather, it was something no other sneaker ever had. Or could compete with.

I knew some sneakerheads called the Air Max 95 the most collectible sneaker ever, and I saw a pair of these on Mody’s shelf next to some other running shoes, as well as a pretty pair of vintage black Barkleys. But these Jordans, they were my top choice.

Mody had good taste.

In truth, I’d never been much of a collector, though I tried to build a shelf or two when I was making it big in LA. Problem was, at a size 14, not enough of the great sneakers were available in my size. If they’d ever been sold, nobody had them. Not to sell, not to wear, not ever. They just didn’t exist. Ghosts, some people called them.

I checked Mody’s pair of Jordans knowing they’d be too small. They were size 11.5, standard for collectors and normal-height guys. These would likely have a high resale value and look good on anybody’s shelf. Shit, even mine.

I had work to do—to get home and look at Mody’s computer files while the trail was still warm—but I couldn’t leave this whole collection behind.

I pulled a small duffle bag and stuffed it with the Jordans, the Barkleys and the Air Max 95s. When I walked out of that closet, I had the bag and the Time Capsule. Maybe if nothing else panned out, these three pairs would be enough of a ransom to get Mody to come find me. That, or I’d have a hell of a few old-school display items.

Beyond that, the sneaker closet told me more about Mody than Joe had known: in addition to being an embezzler and a runner, he was likely a pretty good guy on some level. He was a fan and knew a few things about basketball. He also had a real taste for kicks. This guy could definitely qualify as what most people would call a Sneakerhead. A “Sn’ead.” And I admired something about that.
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Ya Mo Be There

Outside Mody’s house, I loaded the sneakers into my trunk and headed back to the city, going home to see what the Time Capsule contained.

I was now subletting an apartment out by the beach, on Great Highway, with a view straight out into the Pacific. Nothing to see but horizon and occasionally the Farallons on the clearest of days. San Francisco was that rare coastal city where apartments by the beach were actually affordable. For one, you were way out by the zoo in a no-man’s-land, and for another, the fog was on top of you enough of the year that it became unattractive real estate to most. People moved to California to be warm, simple as that.

I had a spot where my kitchen table afforded me a view of the water, a second-floor two-bedroom with moldy rugs and real waves breaking outside my window at night, lulling me to sleep. I couldn’t have been happier with it.

When I got inside, I made coffee, laid the gym bag of sneakers gently down on my bed, and set up Mody’s Time Capsule on my table, ready to mount it to my laptop. I cracked my knuckles, sat down, and scooted the chair in. There was the ocean, my muse, and the fog was cold enough I still needed my jacket indoors. Compared to Tiburon, I was living low, but it suited me fine.

Turns out Mody’s machine, the one backed up on the Time Capsule, was a MacBook Air with a relatively small 64-gigabyte hard drive. For a password, he’d used “Jordans,” which was not only taped to the underside of his Time Capsule—a bad security move if there ever was one—but would have been in my top five guesses, regardless. From there I started browsing around as though I had Mody’s own computer in my hands.

I went to Safari first and found pay dirt right away in his browsing history. He had been searching for flights on Expedia: SFO to Lihue Airport on Kauai, which I’d been hearing a lot about from Hawaii-vacationing friends. It was supposed to be the nicest of the Hawaiian Islands, though as a native East Coaster, I wouldn’t know. I also found a trail of searches on rental car agencies particular to Kauai. This guy wasn’t looking at Hertz or Avis—he was checking out the prices on Island Rentals, and from the looks of it, trying to get himself something with real four-wheel muscle. Every listing I saw was a two-door Jeep Wrangler.

This was turning into my kind of manhunt, and Mody was looking more and more like my kind of guy. First the sneakers and now a Jeep. Sure, I preferred something sporty for the city streets, but on an island where you might end up driving on sand? You’d absolutely want four-wheel-drive capability. I would go with a Jeep Wrangler, Rubicon model, with two doors and a hardtop for ease of removal. Not that I spent a lot of time thinking about this sort of thing.

Really. I didn’t.

Now all I needed next was a name.

With a bond like his, there was no way Mody could fly out of California using his own credentials. Someone with this much money and a reason to run would have a few other identities at the ready. If he was crooked in one thing, he’d be crooked in many.

I kept poking around. Deep inside the Library folder, I found a special Keychain access with a list of aliases in it. These looked like more than computer names or logins. They looked like real-world identities. The most recent ones used were Doug Harper and Michael MacDonald.

I searched the computer’s files for “Doug Harper” and came up with gold: the PDF of a California driver’s license in Harper’s name but with Mody’s picture. I didn’t know how he was printing them, but apparently Mody was making his own fake licenses in Photoshop.

Other files in the same folder showed JPEGs of passport pictures taken with Mody’s face in a couple of disguises, not good ones. Ultimately, he’d used just his regular picture for the fake passport, which was smart. His fake mustache and wig would have drummed up some notice from any self-respecting TSA agent.

Not that I want to comment on TSA agents and their relative self-respect or lack of it.

I searched for MacDonald’s name, as well, and came up with a Canadian passport PDF, again with Mody’s picture. This time he had the mustache and a few gold highlights in his dark-brown hair. But as a Canadian, maybe he was just acting the part.

The Harper ID was better work, so I made a mental note to start there when I went looking. I opened his Contacts application to see what he’d last referenced. Sure, most people barely used Contacts on their computers—mostly they just called people from their phones—but I figured it would give me something. And the name it landed on was Mack. Just Mack. Below that was a phone and an email, then “Surf Shack.”

That was all I needed, a last nail in the coffin for Kauai. I was ready to hit it.

The next step was the most obvious: get myself to the airport and onto a plane for Kauai. Obvious and essential. Sure, Mody could have faked his searches to make it look like he was flying to Kauai and then didn’t, but what fun would that be—for him or for me?

If he was from Hawaii, had his family there, then he would run there when pressed. Other than the sneakers, it looked as if he had very little in the Bay Area to keep him around. Combine that with a fear of jail and handy fake IDs, and his running almost made sense.

I considered that Leonardi should do a better job of screening his bonds, but that would keep me out of business. Also, the bigger-risk bonds came with a higher premium and a higher payoff. So he kept it up, rolled with the business, and I did the same. All the way to the islands.
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Call Me Burt

I only packed a few things. What more did I need than a pair of shorts, underwear, and a shirt or two? My toothbrush. I’d buy flip-flops for the beach when I had to, wore a clean pair of size 14 running shoes in case I had to get into anything.

Finding a flight to Kauai on the web wasn’t hard, especially with Leonardi footing the bill. I spared him the cost of first class, but sprung for the extra legroom of an exit row. Who knows when they started charging extra for this, but it wasn’t a tall person’s ideal.

As soon as the receipt came up, I emailed a copy of it to Leonardi, complete with the note: “Bill’s on you, buddy. Mody gone to islands under the name Doug Harper. Off to follow.”

And just like that I was downstairs, bag in hand, and getting into a stranger’s Toyota Prius. Call it a uniquely San Francisco experience, call it techie nirvana, but these new apps got me to the airport with time to spare.

On the seven-and-a-half-hour flight, the dull action movies put me to sleep. As a guy who’d made an action movie, especially one as good as Shake ’em Down, I saw the budgets in Hollywood had shriveled up, the special effects were a lot shakier, and nobody did good stunts anymore. Maybe someday I’d get another crack at it, a chance to make good.

Not long after waking up, I stood outside Lihue Airport. I had not gone to baggage claim, had not declared any fruit or plants. I’d eaten my one mainland-bought apple on the plane, and that was all the fruit Hawaii needed to fear from my visit. I walked right out into the night air and inhaled a huge breath.

Even close to ten o’clock, I smelled summer on the island and felt the heat. A welcome change. I liked not needing a sweater or jacket, and even took off my long-sleeved shirt.

I found the waiting area for rental car shuttles, walked over, and set my bag down to stretch my legs. I held onto a sign post, got into my quads with the one-leg-balance pose. Not that I shied away from yoga, but most of my moves were personal ones I’d invented to loosen up my own self over the years.

Soon the shuttle came for Island Rentals, and I caught it. This was the car place I’d seen in Mody’s searches. On our way, I pulled a baseball hat out of my bag and readied my best Midwestern twang.

“Listen here now,” I said to the woman at the counter when it was my turn. She stared back through thin, tired eyes. This late, she’d have to be ending her shift soon. I smiled an impossibly friendly smile, holding it until she cracked first, letting down her guard a bit with a smile of her own.

The smile also helped my disguise. Jack Palms, movie actor, never smiled.

She said, “Mahalo. How can I help you?”

I started over. “Sure is a nice night here. Isn’t it?”

She nodded.

“Listen, I been following a friend of mine today out to his beach spot. Fellow by the name Doug Harper. Said this was the place to get my island Jeep rented, sure enough. You seen him come through today?” I turned to look over the small office, as if some sign of him could be left over. The customers waiting behind me scanned their phones, eager to be distracted from the act of waiting. Nobody recognized me.

Emily—at least this was what her name tag read—glanced around, following my gaze. “Do you see him?”

I turned back, laughing with extra vigor and smiling wide. “I do not, actually. Guess that don’t make no sense then because he landed hours ago. Likes to get the jump, he does. Know what I mean?” I winked. Maybe I was laying it on too thick, but now I was committed. “I was just wondering, trying to remember, if he said I should get the four-door or the two-door Wrangler?” I acted like this was the most important question of my day. “And if I’m supposed to get the hardtop or the soft?”

Emily tilted her head. “Sir?”

I pointed at her computer. “Don’t you have our reservations in there? Doug said made them for both of us last week. Can you look for me?”

“I—?” she started a protest and then gave up. Whether the hour, the bored patrons in line behind me or my bona fide Midwestern appeal got her to look didn’t matter. Just that she did. “You said Mr. Harper’s reservation?”

“Yes, ma’am. And my name is Anthony Albert Culpepper.” I put down a Culpepper driver’s license for Tennessee and matching credit card from my wallet. “But you can call me Burt.”

Yes, I actually had gone through the trouble of making up a credit card and driver’s license with this alias. On one hand, it had become a hobby to think up just-this-side-of-plausible aliases, ones I could get a kick out of using, and on the other, you tend to benefit from having a lot of fake IDs when your own name carries a level of Hollywood infamy and notoriety to anyone who came of age through the aughts.

“Culpepper,” she said. “No, no reservation.”

“And not linked at all to my friend Doug Harper?” I waved a finger at her terminal. “Like I mentioned, he said he made them for both of us.”

She typed and searched, looking over her records. I knew it was a long shot that she would tell me anything about Mody’s reservation—Harper’s—but crazier things have happened.

“He did check in earlier today. Picked up one car. But no reservation linked to your name, unfortunately.”

“Oh, that is unfortunate.” I looked outside at the parking lot full of cars, SUVs and certified off-road vehicles. “Those ones out there aren’t all spoken for, are they?”

“No, no,” she said. “We can get you started.”

“Can you see what he rented? I want to get just the same exact thing as him. Okay, miss? You know, I really have no idea what we’ll be getting into out here on this island. What with these beaches and all. The sand!”

Emily shot a glance over my shoulder. The length of our session was not going unnoticed by the other vacationers. Only one other counter was open at this time of night, and the agent there was a pimple-faced kid who looked slower than dial-up internet.

“Please just do your best to match us up, ma’am. I’m sure something went wrong on my reservation.” Then, fast as a magician—because this is something I actually practice—I slid a fifty under my driver’s license and credit card, and pushed both toward her. “I say, any help you can offer is greatly appreciated.”

At the sign of the cash she perked up. Tips aren’t usually part of renting a car, and this worked to my benefit. “Yes, sir, Mr. Culpepper.”

She turned to a board of car keys behind the counter. I saw plenty to choose from on the hooks. As she stepped away from the counter to check what was available, I leaned over to see her computer screen. It still held Doug Harper’s reservation, along with a local address on a street name composed mostly of vowels. All I could do was scrawl the letters down on a map she’s left on the counter. There was no way I could memorize that strange word.

When Emily turned back, she held up a set of keys. “One two-door Wrangler in silver, just like your friend ordered,” she said. “He requested a hardtop. Will that be all right for you?”

I smiled my biggest one yet. “As long as that top do come off, ya hear?”

She told me it did but didn’t take that concept any further. I had to be content with my own thoughts on the matter.

As she entered my details into her system, I looked up the strange street address on my phone’s navigation app. Luckily, one location on the island popped up, a place my phone could direct me to. As I zoomed out on the screen, I saw that it was on the south side of the island, right near the coast, not more than a half an hour’s drive. The street was in an area of resorts and hotels called Poipu.

When she finished up and I finally had the keys, I wasn’t sure what made me happier: that I had the car or could ditch my bad Culpepper accent. When I said goodbye, I resolved not to bring that one out again for a while.
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Free Pass

Kauai’s main road was a two-lane highway that took me south from the airport along the coast. Once I passed the first gas station and a couple of cheap restaurants, the road wove through lush trees and midnight greenery. Just having the windows open wasn’t enough; inspired by the moonlight and the abundance of stars, I pulled off into a scenic viewpoint area and removed the two front sections of the Jeep’s hardtop. I stuffed them into the back, and now I had headroom clear up to the stars. Above me and to the right, a series of mountains loomed from the center of the island. Even at night, it was all green and beautiful.

As I started back onto the road, I turned the heat on to keep my feet warm. Best of both worlds.

After a few more gas stations and a small outpost of civilization, the highway turned right and started along the South Shore, parallel to the ocean. Kauai looked every bit like a square on the map, more or less, and I followed along the outside.

Now I could see water, mountains, and stars all around. I felt like I was in a whole new part of the world. Not a city for miles, not anywhere on the island. Nothing like San Francisco, a world far behind me. I was glad Joe had called.

When I hit Poipu my iPhone’s navigation started talking a blue streak of vowels, telling me lefts and rights on streets it couldn’t come close to pronouncing the right way. Siri’s attempts gave me just enough time to recognize signs and choose what to do. Eventually, I came to the address Mody had used to rent his car.

It was a Starbucks in the middle of a small strip mall. Whether or not he knew I was on his tail, this guy was all for fucking with someone. In this case, the someones were Island Rentals and me. One of us had no idea, and one of us didn’t like it.

Still, I might have laughed it off and bought myself an iced Frappucino, but the Starbucks was long closed.

That last tidbit from Mody’s computer came to mind: the name from his Contacts application, a friend or acquaintance named Mack. I put “Surf Shack” into my phone’s navigation. A location close by popped right up: Mack’s Poipu Surf Shack. Just a few blocks away, but when I cruised the shop, it was dead closed. Time to call it a night and start again in the morning.

My phone showed me the Poipu Sheraton right on the water, just a few minutes away. I could make do with that, and so could my expense account for Leonardi.

∗          ∗          ∗

The Sheraton had no bar downstairs, but a busy restaurant on the back side of the building surrounded by torches stuck up on high poles. Whoever came up with the décor, fire was high on his list of favorite aesthetics. Maybe it was there to hypnotize babies and toddlers. From all the families I’d seen at the airport and Island Rentals, Poipu was a very kid-friendly vacation destination.

At close to midnight, the restaurant was open but near-empty. Most everyone in the hotel was tucked into bed. I sat at the bar and ordered a club soda.

The barkeep asked how I was, then looked at me twice, a quick second glance like he knew me but wasn’t sure from where. He didn’t place me from the movie, which was good. The less of that the better, as far as I was concerned.

“Better order fast,” he said. “Kitchen’s going to close.”

“What’s good?” I looked over the menu.

He waved a hand at the windows just a few tables away. “There’s the ocean. Right there. Pick anything in it. The boys’ll cook it up. Best seafood around.”

I turned around and sure enough there was the Pacific, big and dark beyond the torches.

I told him I’d take a burger.

“Good choice. All our beef is locally raised on the island. Pasture style. Best meat you can eat in the United States.”

I went out of my way to seem interested and grateful. Any info from a local about Mack’s Surf Rental was worth being nice for.

When I was ready to get down to it, I said, “Buddy of mine back on the mainland said I can get whatever I need from Mack’s Surf Shack. That so?”

“Mack’s got the goods. Snorkels, surfboards, whatever. You name it.”

He knew the Surf Shack well because Mack came in every now and then to bend his ear, watch the waves, and scout tourists. He’d recognize someone he’d rented to, and they’d buy him a drink or vice versa, and then he’d talk to people at other tables and offer them special deals if they came into his shop.

“Mack’s a staple of the local economy.” Then the barkeep leaned over the bar, raised his eyebrows. “Bud, you got no ring on your finger and don’t strike me as the type to have kids. What are you really here looking for?”

I didn’t crack wise about Mack or tell him I was after Mody, just waited to see what he’d offer. When he said nothing, I answered, “Whatever’s here. I’m just happy to be on the island.”

He smiled, went back to wiping glasses. “Clean living, man. Plenty of that all around.”

I waited, but he didn’t say anything else.

Soon, a pretty waitress brought my burger out on an open-faced bun next to a side of fries. It all looked good. Her included. She had short, straight, dark hair and a wicked smile, plus long legs sticking out of short, black shorts—the kind of legs I wanted to wrap around me. When she winked at me after setting it down, I started getting into the island vibe.

The barkeep nodded in the waitress’s wake. I guess he could tell I wasn’t just eyeing the burger.

I slid the plate closer and ate.

After the burger, my waitress came back and gave me my bill. She told the barman it was time for her to cash out and she’d have his tips in a few minutes.

“Have a drink with me?” I asked.

She ordered a martini, then took off her apron and said she’d be right back. I met the bartender’s dark eyes as she left. He smiled, but not like he was rooting for me. When he had finished making her drink, he set it on a napkin and then went down to the other end of the bar. She came back in a bit and took the stool next to me. I had my room key down on my bill, just in case she wondered.

Her uniform was all black: little shorts and a tight tee. I might have been checking out her legs a little too much because she said, “You staying here long?” as if to get my attention back up to her face.

“I might be.”

“And you always buy the girls drinks?”

“Anything you want.” I held her eye contact, not backing down. I was ready to pony up, whether her order was on the menu or off.

She just stared right back, not laughing, and finally smiled. I could see her teeth. She stuck her hand out and we shook. Formal-like.

“Gina,” she said.

“Jack.”

“Big movie stars don’t often happen in here. Not on my shift, anyway.”

“Call me lucky.”

The bartender had made her drink clear to the brim, so she had to go down over it like a hummingbird over a blossom. Two olives bumped gently at its base.

Suddenly the bartender was back to break my groove. He snapped his fingers. “That’s where I recognize you from. That movie. What was it called?”

Gina turned to me and said, “Been a while, though. Hasn’t it, Jack?”

The barkeep raised his eyebrows at me, still waiting for his answer.

I said, “Nothing new in a few years, but you know what they say about actors? We’re always as good as our next part.”

“You got one?”

“No. Not a chance.”

They both laughed, part with me and part at my expense. I could take it.

Gina said, “Don’t you mean as good as your last part?”

“That too.” I nodded. “However long ago that was.”

“Shake ’em Down,” she said. “That was my brother’s favorite movie when I was in tenth grade.”

I did the mental math. I wasn’t aged out of the ballgame.

The bartender wiped his hands on a towel and said, “Yeah. I remember that one. Pretty good, too.” He smiled, and I could guess he’d be about the same age as her brother. Right in my target demographic back then. He shook my hand, said it was nice to meet me, and acted like he didn’t want to take the selfie we both knew he wanted. I asked for his phone and leaned in to take it for him. When he had that, he rushed off to share it on his networks. That gave us some space.

“So what is the next project?” Gina asked.

“I’ll let you know when I get it.”

“That’s not what you’re doing here?”

I tapped the rim of my club soda. “You could say I’m here on a location scout.”

She nodded with a look that agreed to a certain level of Hollywood BS, as if no one in the movie industry was to be entirely trusted.

“What else you got going?” she asked.

“I’m keeping it together.”

Now she properly raised her martini and offered me a toast. We touched glasses. “To keeping it together,” she said.

She appraised me physically, looking me over up and down, and not like she was sizing me up for the chopping block, either. More like she was considering the whole buy. She didn’t look away, held my eye contact just a little too long, as if to tell me she was open to whatever I might say. When I didn’t say anything, she smiled.

“Where you from?” I asked.

She told me she landed in Hawaii a few months back, after she plain gave up on the winters in Minneapolis. Kauai was as good an answer as any other—until she arrived and found the locals discriminated against outsiders who wanted to make their visits permanent.

“Try finding an apartment here or getting a job.” She waved at the bar. “Unless you’re working for a big corporation like Sheraton, you’re all but shut out.”

The bartender walked down the bar, wiping a glass. If I had to guess, he was a local.

“So where you live?”

“I found a place. It’s okay. Sharing with another mainlander who bought here. She needed someone to stay in her in-law, keep an eye on the house when she’s not around, which is most of the time. She also has a place in LA.” Gina fingered her glass’s stem, then brought the martini up and took a long drink. Two olives bumped down the side as she did, and she snatched one of them with her teeth. When she finished chewing, she said, “Mostly it’s all mine. So that’s nice.”

I wanted to say something about heading there, asking if she was ready to ditch this bar. I touched my glass: nothing but ice. I wanted to come right out and say something, but that never went well for me sober. Curse of an addict, in some ways: I tried to stay away from booze or
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