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Tuesday, 3:07 A.M. HST (Hawaii Standard Time)

––––––––
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The circumstances of my initial meeting with Buttaree Gudnis were, to put it mildly, highly unusual. For one thing, it happened at three o'clock on a Tuesday morning. The time actually wasn't so out of the ordinary for me – I work nights and ordinarily don't get home until after two. It was the second part of our meeting that put it into the category of 'highly unusual.' She was naked. Like, completely, totally, 100% without clothes of any kind. Oh, and she was also dripping wet.

Let me tell you what happened.

I was sitting on my living room couch, watching TV with the sound off, just relaxing with a beer after another boring night at my crap-ass job out by the airport, when my reverie was disturbed by a soft knocking at my apartment door. A quick look through the peephole revealed the previously-mentioned Buttaree Gudnis. Now, I'm a fairly cautious guy. I have a bit of an anxiety issue and am not known to be the trusting sort. And I normally wouldn't open my door to a stranger in the middle of the night, but this situation was, well, different – she was naked. I opened the door, ignoring that little voice in my head that was telling me to ...  Be careful.

“Hi. I'm Buttaree,” she said. “I just moved in across the hall a couple of days ago.” She glanced nervously across the hall at the open door to her apartment while she dripped water onto the hallway floor, creating a small puddle.

“Yeah, I saw you moving in,” I said, checking her out. Technically, I guess, she wasn't totally naked. She had a small – very small – blue towel in one hand and was using it to cover her pubic region, while her other arm was folded across her breasts, blocking my view of her nipples.

“I think someone's in my apartment – in my bedroom. Can I come in?”

Not wanting to appear unneighborly to an apparent damsel in distress, I held open my door and she came in, transferring her puddle-producing proclivities from the hallway to my living room carpet.

“Uh, let me get you a towel,” I said, and disappeared into my bedroom, emerging in short order with two towels, an old, long-sleeve dress shirt, and a pair of boxer shorts that hadn't fit me since I was a teenager. “Here, you can put these on.” I laid them all over the back of a chair and turned away.

“Thanks.”

Remembering my manners, I introduced myself while keeping my back to her. “I'm Archie. Archie Morris,” I told her, at the same time watching her reflection in my living room mirror as she dried herself off and got dressed. Maybe 24 or 25 years old, not too tall, medium-length blonde hair and a very attractive body. Nice looking girl, I decided.

When she'd finished dressing, she tapped me on the shoulder and I turned back around to face her. “Buttaree Gudnis,” she said, extending her hand for me to shake.

I shook her hand. “Buttery Goodness. That's an unusual name.”

She spelled it for me. “My father's little joke on his poor, helpless, newborn babies – giving them funny names. When I was a little girl, he told me that when I grew up I was going to marry a man named Mr. Gracious, and then I'd be Buttaree Gudnis Gracious. I also have a sister named Lemonee and a brother named Omai.” She spelled those for me, too.

Buttaree, Lemonee, and Omai Gudnis. Cute. “So, what's going on in your apartment?” I said.

“I think there's someone in my bedroom. I just got out of the shower and I heard noises in there.”

“Maybe it's someone you know. And they're just waiting for you to get out of the shower,” I suggested.

“In my bedroom? I don't think so. Besides, I don't really know anyone here in Honolulu. I just moved here last month.”

“Well, ...”

“You wanna go check?” she said. “The two of us, I mean. I'll go with you.”

“Uh, not really. They could have a gun or something.” As I mentioned earlier, I'm normally a fairly cautious guy. Plus, I have that little issue with anxiety. Here in my apartment, where I felt safe and secure, it was never much of a problem, but if I went snooping around, looking for a burglar, I'm pretty sure it would be. “How about I call the police and get them to check?”

“The police? Well ... yeah, okay, I guess.”

I turned off the TV, grabbed my phone and called 911. “Have a seat,” I said, motioning toward my couch.

Buttaree sat on my couch and watched as I explained our situation to the operator. When I was finished, she said, “And?”

“They're sending someone right over to check it out,” I said.

“Great,” she said in a less-than-enthusiastic voice, and then added, “I guess,” as an afterthought.

“You don't like cops?”

“They're okay, some of them.”

Talking about the police didn't seem to be Buttaree's favorite topic of conversation, so I changed the subject. “How about a beer?”

“Sure. I'd love one.”

I picked up my almost-empty beer from the coffee table and drained it as I went into the kitchen. “You want a glass?” I called, grabbing two Coronas from the fridge and heading back into the living room.

“No. Bottle's fine.”

“Good. I don't think I have any clean glasses,” I said as I handed her a Corona and sat down on the couch next to her.

She grinned, revealing nice, straight, Hollywood-white teeth, maybe her best feature. “Just like me,” she said. Then, still grinning, she raised her beer toward me and offered a toast. “Here's to meeting new people.”

“In unusual ways,” I added, clinking my bottle against hers.

“Yes.” She glanced over at my door, probably wondering what was going on over at her place. “In unusual ways.”

We sat in silence for a minute or so, drinking our beers, until finally Buttaree said, “So, what do you do, Archie? How come you're still up at this time of night?”

“Oh, I have a part-time job working nights out by the airport, packing up stuff Asian tourists buy. They ship it out to Asia on an early-morning flight.”

“Part time?”

“Yeah. I work from eight at night until two in the morning, four days a week.”

“And that's it? That's your only job?”

“Yeah.”

“How do you survive working just part time? Honolulu's gotta be one of the most expensive cities in the country to live in. Maybe in the entire world. Are you rich?”

“Yeah, I'm rich,” I said, laughing at the same time so she'd know I was kidding.

“I'm serious,” she said.

“Well, I thought I was rich, once upon a time. I own this apartment, for example. It's not much, but it's paid for – all I have to pay is the maintenance fee and taxes. I inherited it from a great-aunt I only met a few times in my life. She was from Boston and she used to come over here in the winter to escape the cold.”

“That was nice of her. To leave you the apartment, I mean.”

“Yeah, it was. I think it's because I was named after her – we have the same first name. And it's not Archie, by the way. She also left me a chunk of cash – over a hundred thousand dollars – and that old Chevy that's parked down in the garage.”

“Wow,” Buttaree said, taking a sip of her beer and looking suitably impressed. “So, if it's not Archie, what is your real first name?”

I paused. Revealing my first name was not something I took lightly. “Meredith,” I said. “My full name is Meredith Archibald Morris.”

Buttaree giggled. “That's kind of an odd name.”

“And this is coming from someone named Buttaree Gudnis?”

Her giggle relaxed into a smile. “Right. I see your point.”

“Her name was Meredith Belknap Tilton-Franklin,” I said.

“You know, you can tell she had money just from her name,” Buttaree observed.

“I guess. Anyway, I thought I was rich. I had wheels, my own apartment, and cash. I was 24 years old and ready to party. And I did, too. But that was then, three or four years ago, and this is now.”

“What's different now?”

“Most of the money's gone, for one thing.”

“Bummer.”

“I agree.” I took a long pull on my beer and checked my watch. Three-thirty. The police should be here pretty soon. “So I'm going to have to start looking for a real job. One that offers full-time hours and health insurance, you know.”

“That sucks. Job hunting, I mean.”

“Yeah, I'm not looking forward to it. But it's not something I have to do tomorrow. I'm still good for a couple of more months. Maybe even 'til the end of the year.”

“Well, good luck.”

“Thanks. So, what do you do, Buttaree? What brings you to Honolulu?”

“I'm a dancer.”

“A dancer?”

“Uh-huh. I got a job at Busteroo's.”

“You mean, uh ... that strip club down on Kapiolani Boulevard?”

“Yup, that's the one. I dance there six nights a week. Naked.”

“What?”

“Naked. I dance naked.” She said it without embarrassment, as if dancing naked was as normal as being a nurse or a secretary. Personally, I'd be a little reluctant to admit it if I were a naked dancer, but I suppose that's just me. Or maybe I'd feel different if I were in better shape, but I'm – what's a nice way to put this? – just a little on the pleasantly pudgy side. I really need to start getting some exercise.

“I hear you guys – exotic dancers, I mean – make a lot of money. Is that true?”

“Yup. It's ridiculous, really. I come out wearing nothing but high heels and a gold chain around my waist, and all the gynecologists lean forward and get real serious, you know. Then I wiggle around a little bit and show 'em my stuff and they throw money at me. Lots of money. It's great.” She chuckled, apparently at the thought of all that money being thrown at her.

“Gynecologists? What, is there a convention or something in town?”

Her chuckle turned into a laugh. “No. No convention. That's what we call those guys who sit right at the front of the stage and really, really, really concentrate on watching you dance. They specialize in watching a certain part of your anatomy, if you know what I mean. So, gynecologists is what we call 'em.”

I couldn't think of any good reply to that surprising piece of news so I took a sip of my beer and said, “Interesting. I never knew that.” Even more surprising, at least to me, was the subject matter we'd been discussing. Most of the time, when I meet a girl for the first time, we don't end up talking about her anatomy and what guys who stare at it are called.

“You should come see me dance, sometime,” she said.

Before I could respond to Buttaree's invitation, my doorbell rang. I hopped off the couch and crossed to the door, leaving the invite hanging in the air. A quick peek through the peephole confirmed what I suspected. “It's the cops,” I announced, and opened the door.
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There were two of them, each wearing the summertime Waikiki police uniform of shorts and white, short-sleeve shirts. Here in Waikiki they ride around on bicycles, reminding tourists not to jaywalk or litter. Although I'm not 100% sure, I suppose that in other, larger areas of Honolulu, they let them use cars and wear long pants.

“Mr. Morris?” said the taller of the two, a blonde, freckle-faced haole about my age.

“Yeah, that's me. C'mon in.” I held the door open wide and stepped aside to let them enter.

“I'm Officer Jenkins,” the haole cop said. “This is my partner, Officer Cabacungan.”

I shook hands with each of them, although I'm not certain you're required to do that. Officer Cabacungan was about the same age as his Caucasian partner, but a dark bronze color and much shorter. And even though Cabacungan is a Filipino name, he looked Japanese. That's the way it is in Hawaii these days – you can no longer tell people's ethnicity from their names or the way they look. There's been too much intermarriage among the various ethnic groups that make up the state, and the population has become a jumble of people who identify as Japanese-Chinese-Hawaiian or Korean-Haole-Samoan, or something similar. Even I fall into this group. Although I look 100% haole, what with my brown hair and light skin color, I'm actually 50% Japanese.

“So, what seems to be the problem?” Officer Jenkins said.

Buttaree popped up from the couch and joined us by the door. “It's actually my problem,” she told Officer Jenkins.

“Ma'am?” he said.

“I think someone is in my apartment – or was in my apartment. I live right across the hall.”

“You mean an intruder?” said Officer Cabacungan.

“Yeah. I was taking a shower, and I heard these noises in my bedroom. Like someone opening and closing dresser drawers, you know. So I came over here and we called you guys.”

“Right across the hall?” said Officer Jenkins. “All right. We'll go check it out for you. You wanna let us in?”

“The door's not locked – I don't think I even closed it tight.”

“Okay, we'll take a look and then come back and tell you what we found.”

I let the two cops out and left the door open. “It's that one. Right there,” Buttaree called after them, pointing at her apartment. Officer Jenkins gave us a little wave of his hand without looking back.

We sat back down on the couch to await the return of Officers Jenkins and Cabacungan. “You want another beer while we wait?” I said.

“No, I'm good.” She looked thoughtful, gazing off into the distance as if she had something important on her mind.

“Penny for your thoughts,” I said.

She turned toward me and smiled. “I think maybe I'm just being paranoid, you know. There's probably no one in my apartment at all. It's just ...” Her voice trailed off.

“Just what?”

“Just, ... there's this guy – this really creepy-looking old guy – and I think ... well, I don't know what I think. But I've been working at Busteroo's for about three weeks now, and before I found this apartment I was staying at an apartment-hotel down at the other end of Waikiki, you know. And there was this guy who used to hang out in front and look up at my place a lot. There's a bus stop there and he used to just sit on the bench, like he was waiting for the bus, but he never got on when the bus stopped.” She paused to finish her beer in one long gulp.

“Uh-huh,” I said. “So ... ?”

“I'm pretty sure I saw this same guy at the club a couple of times, and he was, like, watching me but trying to pretend he wasn't. You know?”

“Well, isn't that why guys go to clubs like Busteroo's – to see naked girls? It could be he's just shy,” I offered.

“Yeah. Or he could be a psycho killer.”

“Let's hope not.”

“But there's more. Tonight, when the taxi was bringing me home, I thought I saw him again, just down the street, on Kuhio, walking this way.”

“Are you sure it's the same guy? Maybe it's just a couple of different guys who look alike.”

“Maybe. But I don't think so.”

“What's he look like?”

“He's old. Gray hair and a big, bushy, gray mustache. And the reason I think it's the same guy is because he's always wearing the same clothes – shorts, a mostly-blue aloha shirt, and a blue baseball cap. Oh, and rubber zoris – no shoes. He's a white guy, I think, but he's really tan.”

“You should tell all this to the cops when they come back.”

“I don't think so,” Buttaree said, without further explanation.

“Well, if I see him hanging around, I'll ask him what he's doing. How's that?”

“That sounds great. Maybe threaten him a little,” she said with a little chuckle. “Tell him I've got a great big boyfriend who's part of the local mafia or something. There is a local mafia, I assume.”

“Yeah. Not the Mafia mafia, but local organized crime. We've got that. There's a rumor they own the club where you work.”

“Busteroo's?”

“Yeah.”

“I'm not surprised. You should see some of the creeps who work there. Guys, I mean – not the dancers. Definitely mob types.”

A light tapping on my open door announced the return of Officers Jenkins and Cabacungan from their inspection of Buttaree's apartment. “Come on in,” I called as she and I rose to greet them.

“Was anybody there?” Buttaree said.

“No, ma'am,” said Officer Cabacungan.

Officer Jenkins shot a slightly-peeved look in the direction of his partner, as if to imply that he should be the only one engaged in this conversation, and said, “We searched the place quite thoroughly and didn't find anyone or anything that would indicate someone was there. However,  ...”

“Yes?” said Buttaree.

“I, uh, don't want to embarrass you or anything – ”

“Don't worry about it. I'm not easily embarrassed.”

“The bedroom was pretty messy. Things were scattered about and we couldn't really tell if an intruder did that or if – ”

“That was me. I just moved in a couple of days ago and I was having trouble finding things. Clothes, I mean. So I was just, kinda, you know, tossing things around, looking for stuff.”

“I see. Well, anyway, it's safe for you to return to your apartment. If anyone was in there, he's gone now. Also, we closed your door but we didn't lock it.”

“That's good,” she said. “I don't have my keys.” She thanked the two officers and waved goodbye to them as they left.

“They were pretty nice,” I said as I closed my door.

“Yeah, not bad at all. For cops.”

I got the distinct impression Buttaree had experienced less-pleasant encounters with cops, somewhere along the way. But her history with the police was really none of my business, and I didn't pursue the subject. “So ... ?” I said.

“Yeah, I've gotta get going,” she said. “I really appreciate this, Archie – you helping me and all. I was like totally freaking out and you saved me.” She leaned over and kissed me on the cheek.

It was a friendly, thank you type of kiss – nothing romantic about it, but for a brief moment I had the idea that I should invite her to spend the rest of the night with me, where she'd be safe from anyone intending her harm. I decided against it, though, which was probably a good thing. Hitting on a neighbor in distress would have been just a little bit creepy. Instead, I opened the door to let her leave.

“I'll get your clothes back to you after I wash them,” she said.

“Sure. No hurry. They don't fit me anymore, anyway.”

I waited in my doorway as she crossed to her apartment, opened the door and went inside, giving me a smile and one of those little finger-waves as she closed her door. Then I closed and locked my own door and got ready for bed, thinking totally inappropriate thoughts about my new neighbor.
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Two nights later, at about the same time as when I'd first met her, Buttaree reappeared at my front door. This time, however, when I opened the door, she was dry, fully clothed, and carrying a bucket of fried chicken and a six-pack of beer. She smiled at me and said, “Hungry?”

“Always,” I said, letting her in.

“Just my way of saying thanks for the other night.” She held up the beer and chicken for me to see.

“Here, let me get that.” I put the chicken on the coffee table, along with two of the beers, and went into the kitchen, returning with two plates and a roll of paper towels.

“Let's eat,” Buttaree said, plopping herself down on my couch.

“So, tough night?” I said, taking a piece of chicken from the bucket and passing the bucket over to her.

“Nah.” She took a sip of her beer and grabbed a piece of chicken. “Good night, actually. The gynos were really generous tonight. One of them even threw a couple of twenties at me.”

“He must be rich. Maybe he wants to meet you.”

“Yeah, maybe. You know, I don't get it.”

“Get what?”

“These guys. Some of them are in the club almost every night, throwing money at the girls. I don't know why they don't just hire a hooker instead of wasting all that cash.”

“I guess some guys just like to look,” I said. “Or maybe they're afraid of prostitutes.”

“Yeah, I guess. How much do hookers charge, anyway, here in Hawaii?”

“I don't really know. I've never, uh, hired one.”

Buttaree gave me a Really? look and bit into a drumstick.

“But I've heard it's tourist prices,” I continued. “Like, several hundred dollars for one of those tall blondes you see walking up and down Kalakaua Avenue late at night.”

“Several hundred dollars? That's ridiculous!”

“I agree.”

“Down where I come from, hookers charge about $50 or $60. And you can get a quickie blowjob for a twenty-dollar bill.”

I almost choked on my chicken when Buttaree said that, and I didn't want to ask her how she knew so much about this subject, so instead I said, “Where is that, anyway? Where are you from?”

“Florida. Avon Park, Florida.”

“Never heard of it.”

“I'm not surprised. It's a little town in the central part of the state, just north of Sebring.”

“I've never been to Florida,” I said. “Actually, I've never even been to the mainland.”

“What? You've never been to the mainland?”

“That's right. Born and raised here, never been anywhere else except to a couple of the neighbor islands.”

“Wow, you're like a travel virgin. Since I left home, I've been all over.” She reeled off a list of about a dozen cities, ending with, “– and just before I came here, Los Angeles.”

“That's a pretty impressive list,” I said.

“It's the business. The clubs like to have a steady supply of new dancers, you know. So we're constantly moving from club to club, from city to city. Six months in one city, three or four months someplace else. Always moving.”

“I don't know if I'd like that or not. Always moving, I mean.”

“Yeah, it can be kinda tiring, trying to get settled in a new place every four or five months, finding a place to stay, all those kinds of minor hassles.”

“I suppose so.”

“But in some ways it's great. I've been dancing for about five years now, and I've been all over the country. Seen places I never would have seen, otherwise. Like Cheyenne, Wyoming – I spent four months there. That's a place I probably never would have visited if I wasn't a dancer.”

We continued eating in silence. After several minutes, Buttaree threw a half-eaten piece of chicken onto her plate, wiped her hands on a paper towel, drained her beer and said, “That's it for me. I've gotta go – I have an appointment at ten and I wanna get a little sleep, at least.”

“Well, thanks for the chow. And the company, too. I enjoyed both.”

She smiled. “Me, too. We can do it again, if you want.”

“Sure, anytime. I'm always around, this time of night.”

“Great.” She stood up and pointed at her plate. “Should I put this in the kitchen?”

“No, leave it. I'll get it.” I started to get up.

“Relax,” she said. “I can let myself out.”

“What about your beer? And the rest of this chicken?”

“Keep it.” She started
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