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FALSE REFUGE
US Army reservist Alex Swenson goes AWOL in Hawaii, only to find he must fight and escape from the very same secretive, corrupt organization that had promised to harbor him and give him a new life.
****
ONE
Alex Swenson swallowed down the coffee. It was cold and he wanted to spit it out into the lashing rain that sounded like gravel on metal. The wind hurled the rain around, and foaming white waves boomed, cracked and smashed down along Alii Drive, Kona Town’s coastline gut. The Big Island of Hawaii was currently no paradise, Alex could see. How could he have known rainstorms would attack Kona?
He was working the espresso machine at tiny Donkey Dick’s DaKine Coffee Shack, which was no more than 50 yards inland from Alii. Donkey Dick’s was barely a shack. It didn’t have a front door, only a roll-down bamboo shutter they had no choice but to keep open, and every few minutes the wind would whip rain in like someone lost control of a hose. On normal days Alex got a little spray of the ocean, which he liked. Best thing was, the open Shack gave him a good view of anything going down and yet it was secluded — just beyond the little town park that local kids used to score dope and tourists wandered into, hoping for restrooms. Not a bad setup for getting some extra bucks. He’d work here a few days more unless Dick decided he couldn’t keep paying him under the table. At some point Dick would need proper ID.
It was now into February, 2004. Alex had been AWOL less than a month. He was not stupid. He knew that every story like his — every American story — often ends with guns blazing. Inevitably, some decent guy will have to defend his convictions with bullets that kill. Alex had made up his mind. He would not let that happen. He was not going to the gun, not ever. Not any more. Way back when in Operation Desert Storm he’d seen the havoc that overwhelming force could wreak, and he’d seen enough of it. Besides, it was a bad move strategically. Going to the gun was what a standard goon AWOL did. The crackhead privates, the rapists, spies, murderers even. Letting himself get tagged as armed and dangerous only made the authorities’ job easier. No, if he was going to do this he had to be better than decent. Gunning others down only showed a lack of creativity and thought.
The weather made it tough to eye the local cops. It didn’t help that cop cars here were privately owned, Fords and Toyotas and SUVs with smoked windows and no markings except for, if you were lucky, a tiny blue slap-on roof light. A couple cop cars had cruised by this morning, one a Jeep Cherokee, the other a Mustang, and it had seemed to Alex they were slowing to steal a look up the path to Donkey Dick’s. Earlier he’d seen a couple of them standing out in the rain down on Alii, staring his way. Or at least it seemed that way. How many others were there? Surely they had dealt with an AWOL before. It was a perfect time to make their move because the storms were making the island even smaller by the day. Roads were washed out, the airport was closed, and boats were going nowhere. Alex was going nowhere.
He threw back the last of the coffee, thinking, wanting, to tell those cops — look, I’m practically one of you guys. Let’s grab a sixer of Kona Lager, shoot the shit. I’ll tell you the real story.
If only it was that easy.
He did still have a way out — his one shot. There was this place south of here called Krieger Estates. He only had to pick the moment and move on down the road, and the cops could go back to busting the shoplifting tourists, local cockfighters, the tropical fish pirates, or whoever was badass on a daily basis here.
More waves crashed over Alii’s mini seawall and splashed at the passing rental cars. It sent a gang of tourists scurrying up the path toward Donkey Dick’s. They were doing great business today with this weather — it was either coffee or booze in a storm. The tourists were the usual gaggle of mainland couples, their Aloha shirts dripping and their hiker hats sagging. “Incoming,” Alex said to Tom, the other guy on. Tom was from London, also working under-the-table. What a team they were — a Cockney world backpacker-on-hiatus and a thirty-eight year-old mystery barista straight out of the chilly, rainy Pacific Northwest.
“Right,” Tom grunted. Alex always let Tom take the register and handle the customers — and Tom never asked questions.
Tom stood to Alex’s right. A mini fridge, sink and tiny prep counter, espresso machine and register surrounded them behind the counter as the tourists lined up, sighing and mumbling as they huddled under the roof’s cover, six then eight of them, their ABC Store bags hanging low with sodden island wear and macadamia nuts, and Tom was barking out orders like a pro wrestling announcer on meth. Alex had two jumbo tall Lattes going at one hand, a mochachino and Italian soda at the other, and then it was three damn turkey sandwiches to make. He loaded grounds into the espresso portafilter with its thick iron handle, and thrust it up in and turned, each movement fluid and efficient as if he was cleaning his field weapon. Then lunging for more milk, mustard, and beans of their so-called 100 percent Kona Coffee, which in the fine print was a 100 percent “blend” with about three percent real Kona beans. No one cared to look at that. They got what they believed.
Up the path strolled that little waitress from that shitty sports bar down on Alii, Wade’s, where the only thing louder than the FM rock was the three TVs running ESPN channels and FOX News. God forbid you could hear the surf. Last time she was in she had told him how much she hated all that. It made him smile for the first time in days.
Seeing her now made his feet feel lighter, his shoulders looser. Her flip-flops slapping and tossing water, her low hips rocking, she flanked around the tourists and climbed onto the one stool at the tiny bar before the espresso counter. Alex called out the sandwiches, glancing at her. Dark skin with faint pockmarks on her cheeks, narrow oval brown eyes, long black hair swinging loose, and most important, that native got-nothing-to-lose dead stare that kept the tourist women from sizing her up too long. Just a little thing, but then so is a grenade. He was on the soy capps now. She leaned forward and, stretching her proportionally thick and yet somehow petite neck, could see the mess he was making.
“Howzit. Bodda you?”
“What?”
“Is it cool that I sit here?”
“You? Sure,” Alex said. “Plus you’re blocking the rain.”
“Okay den,” she said, twirling around and staring back out. “This weather no good. Is cold, man, like 65. Not this much bad luck since 9-11 take the tourists away. Okay, the tourists come back. But this one storm? It make no sense, brudda.” She added a bitter laugh.
“What would you like? Your regular?” Alex added under his breath, just for her.
“Yes, please.”
Tom called out two cherry mochas and more sandwiches — one ham, one sprout veggie. Alex put his head down, working away.
“I’ve heard you asking around — asking people about the estates,” she said, and before he could shake his head: “You know, the Krieger Estates.”
“The what? Oh.” Alex knocked the foam pitcher, which sent vanilla foam onto the sprouts. He closed the sandwich anyway, wrapped it up. “Sprout veggie!” he announced and handed it over to another customer, a drifter who’d come in twice that day. Alex didn’t like the looks of this guy. Back in the day they called it hinky. His eyes moved too slowly, too deliberately for a mentally disturbed man. His ragged burlap shirt showed scabs on his chest, which he scratched with his grimy long fingernails. A plastic sack hung from his hip, from a fraying shoelace tied around his waist. In a better world Alex might have been able to talk to this guy, get his story, send him to the right agency if it came to that.
“You listening, uh? Last night at Duggo’s I hear you; two days ago on this stool I hear you, asking one golfer haole. Krieger Estates dis, Krieger Estates dat.” No use denying it. He’d seen her at Duggo’s, too. And the golfer tourist? Didn’t have a clue; the guy looked scared like Alex wanted to sell him property. “Only one thing you talk about? But no one know anykine about you,” she said, adding a smile.
Alex steamed foam. “So I’m a new arrival. Hey, I’m not the only pasty white haole come here,” he added, keeping it light. Haole meaning white mainlander. He had decent features. The problem was, the more sun he got he only turned a brighter shade of pink, which only made his thin blond hair lighter and thinner. His days in the desert in that first Gulf War had proved that. Since he got here, more than one person had mistaken him for an albino, or British like Tom.
She glanced at the tourists. “Haoles and haoles all over da place — nuff already,” she said louder, for anyone listening. And then in a whisper: “You’re different. Your hair’s short, too, what you got left up there. Look like one jarhead haircut.”
Jarhead. Soldier. She was good. He had to assume she suspected something. He only smiled and muttered, “Gee, thanks.” He made her usual — almond latte extra sweet and hot, and handed it over. A couple in line shook their heads at them, snarling at the preferential treatment. Even the tourists were getting edgy. The storm sirens were horrifying the rest. More customers were coming in reeking like rum, and fights were breaking out all over. Just this morning a local Korean sicked his dog-fighting Doberman on a wiseass Midwesterner outside an ABC, and simply for pointing a camera his way. Last night a little old lesbian from Seattle kicked a drunk fisherman in the balls. Alex had seen both of those go down, and it was all he could do not to help out.
“Mahalo. Is good,” she said, dipping her straw and licking it.
“Great, I —”
Two cops were strolling up the path, young ones, a stocky Samoan showing all smiles and a butch female cop, a Portuguese-Hawaiian with spiky hair. They joined the end of the line, which was thinning out. Alex kept his head down, got the next coffees out, his heart thumping.
The girl stayed on her stool, sipping. Watching. Licking that straw.
She faced him and spoke lower. “So, why you ask about the estates?”
She needed something, anything. He spoke fast. “The place is in coffee country, right? I like coffee. Maybe there’s work there. You’re the one asking. Why you so interested?”
“Who says I am? People talk too much story about that place, that’s all, like it some kine Pu’uhonua — place of refuge my ass; I bet it’s more like a prison.”
“Oh? I thought that’s what this was?” He added a chuckle.
She smiled and took a sip, glanced over. Only the cops were left in line. They were at the register. Alex held a smile for her that he hoped said, stay right there. What I need is you to stay right there on that stool.
Tom called out a double Americano and dry cappuccino. Nice order — these cops here have taste, Alex thought. He got to the milk, drawing the press and making lots of noise, all gurgling and screeches so the cops wouldn’t talk to him.
The girl shifted her stool closer, to the opposite side of the machine from the cops. From here she could see him work. Her hair swung down on one side and cascaded over the counter, a silky black waterfall. A breeze blew in and he could smell her, clean and fresh like plumerias just plucked, the dew still on them. It calmed him.
The Samoan cop was still smiling but he was facing Alex’s way. The female cop had put on sunglasses, facing him.
The girl smiled and gave them the shaka sign — three inside fingers closed, pinkie and thumb out. The Samoan gave a modest shaka, down low. Female cop nodded.
“‘Mericano dry capp,” Alex said and, adding a smile, handed the drinks off to the cops, making brief eye contact because there was no way around it. He turned his back to them, crouched before the mini fridge and opened it, pretending to arrange the milk cartons by date. His heart booming now. His toes digging into the insoles of his running shoes.
He stood. The cops were heading back toward Alii Drive, shielding their coffees from the rain and chatting. No customers now. Tom lit a Camel and stood out before the counter, blowing smoke into the weather. Alex took a deep breath. “So. What were you saying?” he said to the girl, wiping his hands on his apron.
She wasn’t smiling. Her hair was back, out of her face, and she sat upright. “I wasn’t,” she said. “What’s your name?”
“Mine? What’s yours?”
“Kanani.” Her eyes had narrowed.
Nice name. He waited a beat, hoping she would tell him what it meant in Hawaiian but she only stared, not blinking, her round face hardening up. Give her something, Alex. He matched her hard face, narrowed his eyes, and said: “Mine name is Rico.”
Kanani nodded. Taking it straight. “You got a last name, uh?”
“Sure. It’s Bocanegra.”
The smile was back, a wide grin that showed all her white shiny teeth and pink tongue curling. “Rico Bocanegra?” Kanani flapped her hand like she’d burned it on something. “You no look like no Rico Bocanegra. Dat cute though.”
He shrugged. “What can I say?”
“What? I tell you what.” Kanani’s hair was coming back down on the side. She gathered it up in one hand and tossed it back over her shoulder. “You can start by giving me your story. Da scoops.”
If he could only tell her. Or, maybe he could? He was already sick of telling lies. What he wanted was to buy her a drink somewhere off Alii, where they could sit and talk. Kanani would know a place. He could smell those dewy plumerias again. Besides, she might know something more about this Krieger Estates place, something that wasn’t in the brochures and gossip. Something he could store and deploy later — something that could confirm the place was his last and only hope. He leaned over to her, smiling, and rested his elbows on the divider. Kanani leaned to him, grinning out one side of her mouth. “You want the scoop, huh?” he began.
“One lilibit,” Kanani cooed. Just a little bit.
They heard sloshing footsteps, and grunting. The hinky guy was back. Tom got back behind the counter. Hinky was showing a nasty snarl. He held the sprout sandwich bag out in front of him as if it was a bag he’d just shit in.
“Something wrong?” Tom said, lowering his cigarette.
Hinky flung the bag toward Alex. Alex ducked, the bag bounced off the espresso machine and the sandwich tumbled out across the prep counter in mangled scraps. Kanani jumped from her stool but Hinky pulled a revolver from the sack on his waist. He waved the gun around, aiming at all of them, jumping up and down so he could see Alex.
“You been here twice today,” Tom said, “You’d be stealing your own money.”
“Shut up.”
“Fucking nutter,” Tom grumbled.
Hinky lunged and swung at Tom. The butt of the gun caught Tom’s temple. He stumbled back and dropped to the floor.
Alex stood. Hinky aimed at him, shaking the gun. Kanani had raised her hands. Alex raised his hands, and in a glance took stock of his options. The rain was driving harder again, and no customers were coming up the path. He remembered — a dull old Colt .45 lay on the shelf below the register. Was it loaded? The safety off? He didn’t dare look that way.
“Look, I’ll make you a new sandwich, no problem,” he said.
“Fuck that,” Hinky said. “The register. Empty it.”
“The register, the register,” Alex mumbled and nodded, stalling. The register stood between him and Hinky. Tom was still down, holding his head up like his neck wouldn’t work. He sat within arm’s length of the Colt. His eyes rolled around and he saw the gun and he looked to Alex, who said to Hinky:
“Dude, that’s armed robbery. You don’t want that. It’s just the weather. You know? Everyone’s losing it a little —”
“Don’t call me dude. Do it!” Hinky moved closer, jumping up to steal a glance at Tom down on the floor.
“All right. It’s cool.” Alex stepped to the register. Hinky hugged the other side of it, the gun sitting right at Alex’s waist.
Tom reached out for the Colt. Alex pressed a knee into Tom’s wrist, pinning it to the shelf’s edge. Tom let out a yelp.
“Shut fuck up,” Hinky yelled at Tom.
“You hurt the guy, and now you got trouble,” Alex said. “What else did you expect? But we could let this end another way. What do you say?”
“Open it!”
“Okay, okay.” Alex scanned the register keys for the No Sale button. On the prep counter between the register and the espresso machine lay the espresso portafilter, which was more or less an iron mallet with prongs. Alex popped the register drawer open, dollars sprung up. Hinky glanced at the green. Alex grabbed the portafilter and came down hard across Hinky’s nose. Hinky lifted off the ground. His gun fired into the roof, bamboo shards flew. Hinky lay on his back, the blood streaming out his nostrils. He tried to get up. Alex rushed out through the counter pass-through, pushed him down flat and squatted on him. Alex raised the portafilter. He imagined it coming down hard, again and again on Hinky’s cheeks, clunking on bone. He imagined himself twice as large as he was, his arms ripped. He imagined Kanani’s lips parting in rapt wonder, her hands clasped at her chest in hope. Tom and the tourists gathering to cheer.
He let the images go, squeezing the handle tighter until his fingers ached and he could barely hold on.
He looked around, taking stock. The rain was hitting them hard, rolling down his arms and face. They were out in front of Donkey Dick’s, out on the path. The gun had rattled down the path. Kanani had scrambled for it but she halted. The two cops were coming up from Alii, their guns out, taking cover against benches and garbage cans along the way, yelling at unseen tourists to stay back, take cover. The cops were shouting at Alex but he couldn’t hear over the rain.
Kanani peered to Alex with, to his wonder, a calm look of understanding. She had been there before. In the shit.
“It’s all right,” Kanani said. “I was here, so was Tom. Saw everything. Rico! You did good. Just get your hands up.”
You did good, she’d said. What a girl — she knew he needed to hear that. But she wasn’t right in the shit now, not like he was. And there was no way to explain it to her, not now, no way to tell her why he was going to do what he was about to do.
“Yeah. Okay,” he said. He set the portafilter on Hinky’s steaming, bloody chest, and then he raised his arms. The cops’ guns lowered and one of them gave him a thumbs-up but still they crouched, their eyes full of white. Alex knew the look — they were taking no chances.
If he was going to make his move it would have to be now. He backed up behind the counter, checking out Tom on the way. Poor guy was bloodied down one side of his face and neck but breathing, his eyes alert. “Cheers,” he muttered.
Alex kept backing up.
“Rico where you going?” screamed Kanani.
Alex hurtled out the back door and into the rain and wind, the clouds black and racing fast along with him, it seemed, up toward Kona’s broad lava slope hills he ran, sprinting across streets and through yards and then jumping and climbing over rocks and lush and knotty bushes. After about ten minutes he dared look over his shoulder. Alii Drive was well below him, a blur of rain and low clouds.
He jogged up more back roads and across the new freeway, and then on through more backyards and he clambered over scrubby fields loaded with the black lava rock that smothered all, panting harder and his thighs burning, on and on, up and up, heading inland. He found an old banyan tree that gave him cover from the rain and a grand view of Kona Town with its one old church spire and modest bay, and he saw more storm clouds rolling in from the horizon. He wheezed to catch his breath, his lungs squeaking. He was soaked, he’d cut himself twice on the shin and ankle, and, he was realizing, Donkey Dick’s was sure to have been his last chance in Kona. At least from up here, he could see them coming.
****
TWO
Alex holed up under the banyan tree high above Kona Town and watched the storm clouds roll in, the rain pit-patting at the long twine-like branches and trickling down the craggy and curvy trunk that was, he realized after an hour or so, actually an interweaving of many lean trunks. He had only heard one siren down on Alii, and he told himself that was a good sign. He’d had no choice, he knew — he had to flee the scene. Avoiding exposure was critical. Sure, Donkey Dick may have given him a tiny raise, maybe kept him on another week. But what was that weighed against the upshot? What if local media had worked up a little hero story on him? The cops would have checked him out in any case, and if his Rico Bocanegra alias failed him? A positive ID would bring Army CID down on his ass. CID had a field office on Oahu. For all he knew, they could be in Kona already.
The fact was he’d done a good deed, period, and in doing so managed to avoid that trusty old Colt under the register — a make he’d fired far too many times to count. He’d even kept Tom from the deadly thing. Yes, some bloodshed had been necessary. A certain longing had even tugged at his heart, one last soft spot for those priceless fighting techniques he had vowed to let rot. An espresso portafilter, he had to admit, did make a decent weapon. Then there was Kanani. He’d loved the pure awe on her face as he was about to pummel the hinky guy.
Yet he’d held back, hadn’t he? Now he was fighting a new way, and no one said it was going to be easy, or crystal clear. The main thing right now was to survive. Day to day. Shelter to shelter. Meal to meal. Gutting it out. Only then could he start over. AWOL — Absent Without Leave, they called it. But he wasn’t just absent. He was to be no more. Vanished. Adios. A New Man.
Alex’s one hour under the tree turned into four. The rain stopped. The wind dwindled to a welcome breeze. Then the clouds dimmed, the sun went under the Pacific and darkness fell, a purple and gray haze that blackened the palm trees against the sky. Time to move out. He ventured back down the slope to the southern edge of Kona Town, to his crappy hotel room (paid up days in advance) that no one, not even Donkey Dick, knew about. His daypack was sitting ready on the bed, packed as always. A liter bottle of Gatorade (orange) stood on the dresser. He drank the whole thing down. He splashed water on his face, ate three strips of mahi jerky out of his pack, then he heaved on the pack and headed south along Alii Drive, making sure to blend into the bushes and yards when the few cars passed. He knew all the shoddy rentals along this stretch from the classifieds in West Hawaii Today or the web listings in Kona’s Internet cafes. Most were vacant because of the storms. He like the ones on the inland side of the road, so that his back was not to the sea, so that he could always flee to the interior — his very last resort.
About a mile south was a ramshackle clapboard rental with an overgrown backyard. A deserted chicken coop stood back in the corner. It smelled like dried chicken shit inside, and thick drops of water seeped through the half-ass balsa wood-and-tarp paper roof, but it would have to do. He spread his plastic ground cover (a large trash bag) over the chicken shit and out came his narrow sleeping pad. On this narrow island of coziness he sat to check his only belongings. On his wrist, a cheap compass watch, non-military issue. It now read eight p.m. A Washington State driver’s license bearing his picture and the name Rico Bocanegra that he always kept in his pocket, along with a Visa Card in that name (cancelled), and a few bucks. His real passport he kept in a belt wallet along with a couple small, crude island maps and two thousand dollars cash. This he kept in his pack, for now. His pack contained: a few changes of clothes (shorts and tees and hats, mostly); basic toiletries; a knife; a monocular field glass; mini camp stove; first aid kit; water purification drops; fire starter; fish hooks and line; candles; diarrhea tablets; needle and thread; chapstick; a sheet sack; a long sandy-blonde wig (if he had to); and a few days of food — if he stretched it — including mahi and beef jerky, power bars, and baggies of dried fruit he’d bought in bulk; and, lastly, his trusty old Palm Pilot. On it he had books and games (asteroids and blackjack he liked best), though he’d have to find an electrical socket now and then to recharge it. To justify such luxury, he’d downloaded the Army Survival Manual into the thing and erased all his addresses and calendar items.
Half a life of lives and loves erased, he thought. Was there anyone he could save from the world of shit he was leaving behind? Only a month ago he had believed there was someone to save — Jerry Bateman. Alex and Jerry had served together in Gulf War One, as spearhead infantry. After all they had been through, the shit they had seen, Alex was sure he could get through to Jerry. He had argued his case a little over a month ago in dingy old Futz Tavern, in a dark corner booth beyond the pool tables. This was back in Washington State, just blocks from Fort Clark. They’d both been reserves for a few years. Alex’s unit had been called up for Iraq, and it was only a matter of time for Jerry’s unit.
They had faced each other in the booth, Jerry sitting upright, his rounded shoulders pinned back to the cracking red vinyl. While Alex was fair and lanky, Jerry was dark and thick with plump purple lips (if his name ended in a vowel, Jerry had joked, he’d be mistaken for a mafia guy).
Jerry had waved his hand — let’s cut the small-talk bullshit, this meant. “I can tell something’s going down with you.”
“We did our part, in a just war,” Alex began. “But Iraq is no just war. And because it’s unjust, it can be refused. By us.” He laid it all out for Jerry. He wasn’t just speaking out of his ass, been following too much left-wing media. He’d read up on the tenets of military law — a soldier can reject service if he knows that service to be unlawful. The Iraq war was unlawful, if not criminal — a lie so big and told so many times and so rarely disputed that all America seemed to have fallen for it. On top of that the soldiers weren’t getting the armor and supplies they needed to survive in the shit.
“But I’m not just rejecting this war,” he said. “I’m leaving it. Going AWOL. And I think you should, too.”
Jerry’s green bottle of Henry’s Ale had stood to one side, full but for one sip taken on the way to the booth. As Alex spoke, Jerry had planted his stout elbows on the table and pressed his hands to his jaw. Alex continued, with one last kicker — Jerry’s wife Marci was sure to back Jerry in this, Alex argued. Marci always knew the score. Then Alex stopped, took a sip.
Jerry’s bushy black eyebrows had pressed down over his eye sockets, and the bags under his eyes had seemed to swell. He held out his hands, looked at them. He glared at them.
“I’m CID,” he said. CID was the army’s Criminal Investigations Division. His unit was attached to CID West, 6th MP Group. Alex was in the 322nd Military Intelligence Battalion. Both based out of Fort Clark. He was glaring at Alex now.
“This is far bigger than what unit you’re in. What unit I’m in. What branch even.”
Jerry rubbed at the top of his head as if his wiry black hair was a toupee that wouldn’t come off. He added that crazy little snort of a laugh that said, Alex, just what in the fuck are you trying to do to me here?
For Jerry, it was all about the duty. A contract he’d made. In the face of duty Jerry buckled like most guys did to hot chicks — didn’t matter if they were married or the girl was trouble or both, all it took was a sweet smile up close and twirl of the hair and their dicks were doing the thinking. For Jerry, the orders were more than a hard-on; they worked all the way to his heart. The mission was a sweet song to him. It removed all his fears, for a time.
“Duty’s important to you,” Alex said. “I know that. But this is about a bigger duty — a duty to the people. This is about all of us. We’re being conned here, Jere. Every American is.”
It was a decent line but it didn’t matter. Jerry was sucking at his beer and shaking his head like he did whenever he wouldn’t budge. When he did that back in the day, Alex recalled, not even their sergeant had pushed it.
Alex said he was going for two more beers. He went into the men’s and kicked at the stall door, the heat surging up his throat. What the fuck was he thinking? Jerry was CID — an army detective, and what Alex was proposing was a direct challenge to the CID’s mission. And that song of duty Jerry loved to sing was probably what had sent Jerry back into the reserves, even though he’d tell you it was the goddamn economy and he needed an extra paycheck. Even though they had been through so much.
Alex had returned with two more. Jerry was cool. “Don’t worry about it. This did not happen; I did not see you; so don’t worry,” Jerry had said and took two quick sips.
Screw worry. Alex had so much more to tell. He wasn’t just going AWOL like your standard tweaker grunt, on the lam and without a clue. He had a plan — or, he should say, he had been shown the plan that would give him the way out. On the Big Island of Hawaii was a place called Krieger Estates. The Estates was a safe haven — sort of an underground railroad for AWOLs. The people there were able to help. He couldn’t reveal his source, though, because the secret was passed one at a time, in a chain, on to someone you trusted. The one who’d told Alex was already AWOL.
But now he held back. “Okay, look, I understand,” he had said to Jerry, lifting his beer to Jerry’s. “This never happened. Thank you for that.”
They downed two more. Before those were down, Alex had proposed that Jerry think it over nevertheless. They would meet one more time before Alex left — in two days, right here in this booth at 4:30 p.m. Jerry had agreed to that, fine, it was the least he could do. And then Alex had taken one more gamble for his old comrade. He had said:
“Here’s the deal. Know you don’t want to know this but I’m telling you anyway. I’m heading to the Big Island of Hawaii, first to Kona, get my bearings. Quit shaking your head. Just listen. If you change your mind, you would at least know where to start.”
Two days later, Alex did not meet Jerry in the booth at 4:30. He had already jumped ship, riding away on a Greyhound bus for Portland that morning. Hawaiian Air flew direct from there. The sick truth was, he had feared that Jerry Bateman the CID agent would go and run him in. The thought had made him want to vomit. Jerry would have vomited, too, had he run Alex in. He would have been truly sorry. But that was the duty, he would have said, and duty was duty. Buddies were buddies and duty was duty.
That memory of Jerry Bateman ached in Alex’s gut now, a sting of regret that pulled down the corners of his mouth as if eight balls hung from them. In his dark Kona chicken coop, on his bedroll, he had curled up in a ball and squeezed his eyes shut. How stupid could he have been? He had only put his old friend on the spot.
The rain and wind returned that night, battering the chicken coop like a thousand kicks and slaps, and the storm would not let up. Alex changed backyards the next two nights, graduating to nicer shacks as it became clear no one would bother him. The afternoons saw sun now and then, and he allowed himself to sit outside, sometimes on a nice patio or porch, though always with a protected view of Alii Drive. He read from his Palm. In it he had dictionaries and The Man Who Would be King, The Count of Monte Cristo, Franz Kafka’s The Castle, and biographies of Napoleon, Thomas Paine, Martin Luther King. When the clouds broke the fresh air rushed warm over him, bringing aromas of fragrant island flowers, of salt water, or of locals smoking pot or lighting the fireworks they loved so much here. Someone was always grilling thick slabs of meat. When the sun came up on the next day, he lay and listened to the exotic birds squawk and sing and howl.
He ventured into a local mom-and-pop for more food, and the old Chinese lady behind the counter didn’t bat an eye. Just another island freak. After a week or so of living in yards he had something like a beard — a mangy red-blonde fuzz, but decent camouflage nevertheless. His next rental was a nicer white stucco job. Someone had forgotten to lock one of the windows, and he crawled right in. He slept on the floor, leaving the beds made. The place even had electricity but he didn’t dare use it at night.
The next morning, the storms were losing their force. He waited until the late afternoon to be sure. Then he left his pack in an outdoor crawlspace out back beneath the stucco house, slipped on his cheap blue reef shoes, and walked north along Alii Drive into town. He had one gin and tonic in a seedy bar, just to be around people, get the latest. The inter-island flights were back on full schedule, he heard. Someone had left a USA Today on a barstool, so he got another gin-tonic and took the front pages to a booth. It was March now. Two more GIs had been killed in Iraq the day before, and reservists at that. By now the postwar casualties had far surpassed those of the war that was won, Mission Accomplished. He closed his eyes a moment and, thinking of Jerry, chomped on a chunk of ice.
He tried other papers lying around. None had a thing on his AWOL, luckily. A part of him had been paranoid they’d try to pin something on him he hadn’t done. After all, his ex-wife was an Iraqi. He tried to read more but the lines of print blurred and he had to put the paper down — after eating jerky and power bars for days he had the buzz of five gin-tonics. He ventured out onto the Alii strip, mixing in with the drunken tourists and roving hustlers. He passed the bland, resort-like restaurants and shops and headed on, deep into the strip.
Crossing the street he saw that stand-up sign placed out before an alley passage that led, he knew, to a cluster of newly remodeled offices. The sign showed a coffee plantation house shining white in the sun, surrounded by lush ferns and banyan trees. Sunny bamboo-shaped letters read:
Krieger Estates
Your Place of Refuge
Alex had never been in the estates’ Kona offices and never would be; those were for legit tourists, he’d been told — possible property buyers. Up until the incident with hinky he had felt safe, which allowed him to adjust to the surroundings. Undue Haste Makes Waste — that was a cardinal rule of survival in the field. Size up before you move on. He had done that part. So what was he waiting for? The storm had waned, and it had been over a month. He should be heading south, along the coast.
Out on Alii, the crowds were thinning and his watch read almost midnight. He headed back south along the strip, jumped the short coastal wall, followed the narrow beach. Soon the sand gave way to slick and jagged formations of black lava rock and he tiptoed along the rocks in his reef shoes, keeping one eye on the high waves. Without reef shoes, he knew, his feet would be hamburger. Small black crabs jumped out of his way, hopping as high as his crotch.
The lava rock along the water led him to the south end of the strip. There stood Duggo’s bar, hovering above the rock-laden beach and churning surf. A balcony jutted out from a short breakwater. Grabbing at columns Alex scrambled under the balcony, crouching low in the dark, his feet and shins sopping. He waited, letting his eyes and ears adjust because the waves echoed under here. Ukulele music and laughter spilled out from above. He heard snippets of bland conversations about the price of flip-flops and suntan lotion at ABC. No one talked of the war in Iraq that was killing their children, and creating sworn enemies of their children’s children, or of their own scheming leaders who’d sold them out for corporate fealty, for tainted fortunes, for the revenge fantasies of the powerful. But who could blame the vacationers for living in denial? The reality was too horrendous.
When he could make out the shine on the black rocks and the bubbles in the surly water he felt eyes on him, coming from the darker, shallower end far under the balcony. He whirled around. Watching him from half behind a rock was a feral island cat, buff-colored with white patches and happy green eyes. Alex stared back, a smile rising up one side of this mouth. From Duggo’s he’d watched these cats sneak out onto the rocks and track the strange black crabs. They rarely got one but, man, did they try and try. The buff cat was sniffing the smells coming from Alex, rubbing at rock with his cheek and neck. Go on, he seemed to be saying. Your turn, Jack.
Standing on the tips of his toes, Alex could peer out from under the balcony. From this angle he saw right across Alii and on through to that shitty sports bar — Wade’s, read the cheap sign that was supposed to resemble a baseball scoreboard. He drew his monocular from the pocket of his surf shorts and scanned the scene.
There she was. Kanani. Her hair in cute but fraying pigtails. Picking up empty Coronas and half-drunken Mai Tais, bussing the tables, and giving the last customers big toothy white smiles, which, Alex told himself, were clear fakes compared to the ones she’d given him at Donkey Dick’s. They were cleaning up and shutting down and now it was the same above at Duggo’s; the music had stopped, the conversations were dying.
She too wanted free of something, he could tell that much about her.
He kept watching her. She was off at one end, by herself. She stopped at a roadside table and gazed out, out beyond Alii to the ocean that was black for the night, and he swore she was looking right at him, right into his monocular.
He yanked it down and hit the deck, scraping his palms on the rock.
He looked to the buff beach cat, but the happy little thing was gone.
What was he waiting for? This. Her. He could admit it. After all, it wasn’t the first time he had watched her from here. He waited another half hour, until they’d closed up. Kanani got on an old ten-speed bicycle with the handlebars turned upward and headed south on Alii. Duggo’s and the other bars were lights-out now, giving him good cover. He climbed out and over the seawall and onto Alii to follow her. A wind had picked up. It would keep her from outdistancing him. He kept to a light jog, feeling his lungs tighten, and his feet stung from the grating sand in his reef shoes. Alii started to rise uphill, and she slowed. But how long would she ride? What if she was heading miles south, past White Sands Beach even? Locals like her were fit despite smoking like chimneys and laughing at the tourists who jogged.
It began to rain, a light patter. She’d reached the crest and disappeared down the other side. The rain helped his lungs but his legs burned now, as if he was running through sand dunes. Reaching the top he slowed to a fast walk, panting. A car came up from behind and passed him, its headlights giving him a good look far down Alii. She was nowhere. She must have turned off. But there weren’t many turnoffs along this stretch of Alii; the inland side here was undeveloped lava rock and the ocean side mostly aging hotels and time-share condos. He took his time, strolling, catching his breath. He entered each turnoff, looking around, scouring the few bike racks he saw. About a half mile down he entered a tight driveway framed by two sickly palm trees. A small pink house stood before him. It was local-owned, he guessed, because they still had their Christmas decorations up, a manger scene. He skulked around the yard, tiptoeing in his reef shoes, looking for the glimmer of a bicycle. The palm leaves rustled above him. The rain came down harder, pinging at the house’s corrugated metal roof. It was dark here, like the inside of a garage with the lights out.
He headed back out to Alii. Something had filled the space between the two palm trees. It was her. Kanani was holding the bicycle up in front of her as a weapon.
“I’ll scream. I’ll fucking scream. I know these people living here. Oahu Koreans. You do not want to fuck with them. What they do to perverts you don’t wanna know.”
Alex’s hands went up. Kanani had a full-size maglite in one hand, he saw. He gave a little chuckle. “Then why don’t you shine that maglite on me? That should help.”
The bicycle lowered.
“Recognize the voice? It’s me. Rico.”
A sigh. “Step out onto the road,” Kanani said and did the same.
Alex followed. Keeping the bike between them Kanani held the maglite by its end, as if she’d gladly hammer him. He kept his hands up. She clicked the light on, once quick, and then a second time, longer. In the flash he saw her teeth — a smile?
“Nice beard you got,” she said. “Like one Kona boat captain gone hehena.”
“That’s the idea. Something like that, anyway —”
Kanani heaved the bicycle to the ground and kept coming. She pointed, stabbed at his chest. “Wait one minute. You know I had to spend half the day answering to those cops? Me and that poor Tom. I missed part of a shift. Almost got canned.”
“I’m sorry. I am. I’ll make it up to you.”
“Will you? Don’t see how you can.”
Alex got the bicycle, stood it up and straightened it out, and sat on the saddle. “Here, get on the handlebars. I’ll ride you home. Deal? We’ll start with that.”
****
THREE
“That was some ride,” Kanani said, chuckling and wiping the wet grass off her thighs. Alex’s handlebar ride had lasted less than a minute. Jogging after Kanani had already worn him down, and so his steering had wobbled and weaved and Kanani couldn’t stop laughing, which made him laugh, and then she’d fallen back, her hair brushing his lap and her face under his chin, framed inside his arms, laughing up at him upside down, her smile so open and her legs stretched out, and it was all too much. He’d careened off into the Bermuda grass shoulder and spilled them both. He was walking the bicycle now.
“Thanks. I didn’t hurt you?” he said.
“Hurt me? No way.”
The warm night rain softened to a mist, and then it ceased. Here Alii Drive ran along the water. Waves surged and crashed in the dark, only yards from them. As they walked they watched the stretched white explosions, searching for the right words that Alex hoped would keep this going. He wanted to tell Kanani how much he valued their time together, but, as he’d learned from being single again, guys didn’t talk like that. Not at first. Sincerity sounded cheesy. Everything had to be faux laid-back. Plus he didn’t want to freak her out. Who knew what she thought after what went down at Donkey Dick’s?
“So. How’s Tom?” he said.
“Good. Nasty gash on the head, but he good.” Her voice had a harder edge.
“I checked him on my way out.”
“Yeah, I saw you.” She had her head down, her little feet stabbing at their roadside shoulder path.
“He sounded coherent. So, he’s okay?”
Kanani stomped forward and swung around, her hands on her hips. Facing him. “Why you care so much now when you went cut and run before?”
Alex had stopped. He let the bicycle rest against his side. “I am sorry. I mean it. I never thought of it that way. I would think your boss would understand, considering ...”
“Ah,” Kanani said and wiped at the air with her hand. She yanked the bike from him and headed on. Alex caught up and they were walking step in step, even though his legs had to be twice as long.
“There weren’t badass Oahu Koreans living in that house back there, were there?”
Kanani laughed and walked a few steps, nodding. “Ah, you good, brudda.” She faced him again, walking backwards, her feet finding her way along the wet grass and rocks as if she was strolling forward. “Here’s my motto, Mr. Rico Bocanegra — trust no one. Go with what you got. Do what you gotta do. Whatever keeps that one other dog from eatin ya. You know?”
Isn’t that what he had done back at Donkey Dick’s? Not quite, he realized. He had acted according to a code — no guns, and no violence if he could help it. What about principles? he wanted to ask her. Without them we’re all just wily lone wolves. Cynical predators. Either that, or unwitting automatons taking orders. Dependant minions. And either way, doomed.
She had twirled back around mid-step and walked on forward. He let her gain a few steps on him.
“Kanani’s a lovely name,” he blurted. “Literally. Means the ‘pretty one.’”
She tilted her head back to him, her eyes shimmering. “Ho, that’s impressive for one haole. Is this your way of surviving?”
He could have told her about the Hawaiian dictionary in his Palm Pilot and how he’d looked up her name, but why spoil this with specifics? “Maybe. Maybe it is.”
They passed the unoccupied rental Alex was using. Alex, pretending to fidget with a reef shoe, knelt and gave the place a quick once-over. The place was still dark.
They walked on. Alii Drive turned inland again, and soon they were passing expensive walled villas with vast landscaped yards that faced the ocean. They walked in silence. The Donkey Dick’s incident was looming over them like the rain clouds, and these clouds were made with a dim, heavy, unyielding lead. Alex would rather not go there. His act had been haunting him. While holed up he’d had dreams he was thumping himself with that damn espresso portafilter instead of clobbering that hinky guy. Bashing in his own teeth. Cracking his kneecaps. Squirting blood and splintering bone and his nerves howling on fire. And yet he couldn’t stop. The shock and the trauma prevented him from running to freedom, even from being able to speak. His mouth had stretched open to scream. No sound came but a sickly throttled squeak from the back of his throat. This had finally woken him. The sweat was running cold off his face and arms and left his bedroll wringing wet.
“Tom wants to thank you, you know,” Kanani said. “You saved his English ass.”
The thanks would never happen, Alex thought. He could never go back. “Just doing my part. Donkey Dick’s the one who should be grateful. I went above and beyond his wages.”
“Right now he’s screwed. Till he finds a new guy he’s back on the line.”
“He’ll survive.”
“But I don’t know if I will. That Dick sure can’t make my usual like you can.”
“Oh? Thanks.”
Kanani was eyeing him now, as if waiting for him to elaborate.
He sighed. “So, I take it the guy will survive.”
“That hehena freak? Like he deserves to live. He’s not dead but you fucked him up good. Is his own fault. Turns out he’s wanted on the mainland and they’ve shipped him off. Dumb wanted fuckers like dat — why they always come here? —” Kanani tried to swallow away the end of that last sentence but was too late.
Why? They came because Paradise was also a refuge. A haven. But Alex wondered: didn’t others come for more than just escaping? Didn’t they want to remake themselves into better people? To spurn their demons and their oppressors? He wanted to believe others did. It’s why he himself had come.
Kanani was walking with her head down again. “I didn’t mean you — you’re not a dumb fucker,” she said. She’d left out the word ‘wanted.’
“Oh, I know,” he added quickly, to calm things. “The dumbest thing was that guy had a gun.”
“And that gun was fully loaded, know that? Had five more shots in the thing. Dumb fucker, sure doesn’t know when to pick his battles.” Kanani shook her head at the thought. “Anyway Donkey Dick’s going to frame the bullet that went off — he’s plucked it out of the bamboo.”
“Any news coverage?”
“Had a story in West Hawaii, that was it. Oahu TV don’t give a shit.”
A car was coming, its headlight beams all over the road. Alex moved Kanani and her bicycle to the farthest edge of the shoulder and they walked single file, the low hanging leaves brushing Alex’s head. The car slowed, flashing their backs with white light, and then gave them a wide berth as it sped on. A Ford Focus — only a rental car. Probably a drunk.
“He’d take you back, no questions asked — Donkey Dick, I mean.”
Alex shook his head. “Nah. I’m guessing he can’t afford to give me a raise.”
“Then screw him. There’s other joints. I could set you up at Wade’s.”
“Thanks, but ... no.”
She walked next to him, shoulder to shoulder, watching his face. “I didn’t say anything to the cops. They didn’t even ask me about you. They aren’t looking for you. They just wanted to thank you. No questions asked. Follow me? It’s safe in town, that’s all I’m saying.”
“I know, I know.” Alex walked a few steps, moving in front of her.
“It’s safe here. We’re safe here,” she added, but with a strain to her voice, as if trying to convince herself of it.
“We?” he said.
She smiled back. They walked on, in silence, listening to Alex’s reef shoes squeaking with water and sweat, to Kanani’s flip-flop slapping along, to the rustle of palm leaves stroking each other in the wind. They heard the cry-shriek of some unknown island animal, calling out for a partner.
“Check um out,” Kanani said, holding a hand to her ear. “That’s a coqui frog.”
“Cool,” Alex said, smiling. “You know what? I’m noticing something. It seems the longer I’m around you, the less of that island pidgin you speak. Yeah, definitely. It’s dropping off, bit by bit.”
A grin stretched across her face and she wagged a finger at him. “Ho, you one akamai bugga,” she said, mocking herself. Then she cleared her throat, all business. “No, you’re right. We don’t speak like that for long with haoles we get to know, because we sure as fuck don’t want them speaking like that with us. Embarrassing themselves. We use it to distance ourselves. But then again, we can use it to show other haoles that we’re tight with you. With you, in town, you needed someone to get your back. I knew something was up with you. So I wanted it to look like you knew what you were doing.”
“That’s why you were sitting there? I thought it was my barista skills.”
“That, too.”
Alex’s arm had reached out with a life of its own. His hand wrapped around her warm opposite shoulder. He gave her a little sideways squeeze of a hug and then pulled back. “I appreciate that. I do,” he said.
“I know.”
I’ll look out for you, he wanted to say, but then he remembered what she’d told him — it was dog-eat-dog out there, and she was her own army. He said: “It is brutal out there. But if there’s one thing I learned …” — in the army, in the shit with Jerry Bateman, he wanted to add but held off. “It’s always good to have a partner. You’re really naked without one. Exposed.” He let the words trail off.
She nodded at him, her mouth stretched out, and he hoped it wasn’t a frown.
They heard the low drone of an airplane, flying low along the ocean horizon.
“Hear that?” Kanani said. “The flights are coming back. That means the storms are ending.” She said it with a growl in her voice, as if the coming of spring and lovely Kona weather was a horrible thing. “Already into February. God, time’s flying.”
“Flying way too fast. That’s exactly what I need more of — time.”
“Me too, brudda. Me too,” Kanani said, and she spat out onto Alii Drive.
Alii Drive straightened out and stayed inland, entering a stretch of mismatched and overgrown lots that held cinder block huts and tar-papered sheds and decaying surfer rentals. Lights were dim and sparse. Kanani slowed her pace along here, watching and walking with a careful purpose. She steered Alex and her bicycle across Alii and through to an oversized lot, into which she flashed her maglite around. Random exposed light bulbs helped illuminate the scene. The lot held three bungalows, what looked like yet another chicken coop, three old cars sinking into the ground — including a Yugo, a Renault LeCar, and Volkswagen bus, a couple old refrigerators, a stone outdoor barbecue, and various chairs and tables that had been tossed about during the storms. Palm trees and high lush bushes leaned into the clearing, swaying and shimmying, the branches and leaves drooping and dripping and feeding, below them, the many giant ferns and shrubs of budding red flowers. It was more a dead-end clearing than a yard, and a place Alex normally wouldn’t have entered. Too much had to be checked out. With his flashlight he also made out a tree swing, and some children’s toys about. Or were those tools? The two bungalows farthest were black silhouettes, as if their windows were boarded up. The closest one showed light from inside, but just flickers that flashed through old wood shutter blinds, and Alex guessed these were candles.
Kanani had moved on in, halfway into the yard. She swung the bicycle around and peered for him. He’d stopped in the driveway, stooping next to a tree, his fingers clamping the wet bark. “Wait. Is someone home?” he whispered.
“No. Just us,” she whispered back.
He detached himself from the tree and tiptoed toward her.
A pink sandwich-board sign outside the bungalow read:
Miss Leilani Massage
However You Like It
Licensed
“That you? Miss Leilani?”
“Yep. Was, I guess. New business venture. Made a few bucks. But the storms went screwed it up. Had a bunch of flyers printed up and they all got wet. That sign right there was out on Alii but it kept blowing over.”
She leaned the bicycle up against the few front steps and climbed them, with tiptoes. One step creaked.
He stood down below, staring up at her.
“Okay. So, thanks again for the ride,” she said.
“Yes. You’re welcome. Okay.” He stepped back.
“Why are we whispering?” she said, adding a giggle.
“Hell if I know.”
She let her hands slap at her sides. “You got a place to stay, you said.”
“Sort of. My pack does, anyway. I’ll figure it out. There are other parts of the island. South Kona, Kohala Coast, Hilo Side, whatever,” he added, and not quite sure where he was going with that. “Figure it out,” he muttered.
“Rico,” she said. She stepped down one stair, her fingertips along the railing. She stood on the bottom step, eye to eye with him. “Who’s after you? What did you do?”
“It’s not so much what I did as, what I refuse to do now. That’s all I can say.”
She reached out and touched his beard, rubbing a few hairs between two fingers. He let her, watched her, his mouth open. He smiled. What a goof. Say something. She opened her mouth and her teeth glistened in the dark. It made him look down, at her brown shoulders, just a glance. She saw this, of course. And she whispered, from deep within her compact little chest:
“So, then. You coming, or you going?”
****
FOUR
Jerry Bateman stared at his feet, at his bare feet. Out in the Hawaiian sun, by his hotel pool. They glowed, bone white. Since when did he have such white-ass feet? He put on his government-issue aviator sunglasses and stared some more. He saw he had a mole on one arch, and another on an ankle. He saw the veins, some bluish, some grayish. Saw how the breeze from Kona Bay caressed the thick black hairs on his toe knuckles. Calluses marred his heels and big toes, and his toenails were dense slabs with ridges and blurry dark patches. His grandfather had toenails like that, he recalled — his grandfather the firebrand union leader, from another time and age. Go figure. Chuckling, he stretched out in his pool chair, listening to the pool waves lap and lap, shaking his head at this whole foot thing. Funny how much you realize when you start looking at things in different ways, under different conditions.
He took another sip of his Mai Tai, puckered as the blue juice clenched his tongue, and reminded himself never to order one of these damn syrupy things again. So he had pale feet. Screw it. It was only his second day on the Big Island and he had work to do. A pile of notes and photocopies rested on his lap and another pile lay on the plastic table next to him. He tugged on his damp aloha-print swim trunks bunching up at his flabby stomach, shifted his bare body in the sun, and lifted pages from his lap. Alex’s name was all over the pages — Army Reserve Sergeant First Class Alex Swenson of the 322nd Military Intelligence Battalion, a reserve unit out of Fort Clark, Washington. This much Jerry could assume — Alex was heading here, to the Big Island of Hawaii. Jerry had a couple weeks of vacation due at the police department, so as far as the PD or Jerry’s own Army Reserve unit knew, he was simply taking a long-overdue trip to Hawaii with his wife Marci. Marci didn’t know either. He didn’t have the heart to tell her about Alex.
He lifted his Mai Tai, set it back down. A foul taste was rising up his chest, and it wasn’t the blue juice. They could really nail Alex for this. For one, Alex was a reservist in military intelligence. Second, his ex-wife Zaira came from Iraq. And when 9/11 hit the fan Alex had stood up for Muslim soldiers when others were riding them pretty hard. The tough truth these days was, Alex could be tagged as guilty of just about anything. Despite what the Constitution said. This was military law they were talking about. This was Homeland Security. It was War and you’re either with us or against us, especially with the way things were going. Scapegoats were in high demand these days.
Jerry was a reserve, too. He had a duty to serve when they called on him. He also had a duty to Alex. So he had gone and met Alex that one last time at 4:30 p.m. in Futz Tavern just like Alex had proposed. He was going to talk Alex out of the AWOL. If anyone could do it, it was Jerry. They had been through too much together. And, if he had to, he would’ve played the hardass — would’ve threatened to run Alex in himself.
When Alex hadn’t showed, that had just busted Jerry’s heart. He had sat in that tavern booth and stared at his beer for two hours. Frozen. He couldn’t move. He had to pee and then shit and his sphincter had tightened up like a fucking boxer’s fist. But he couldn’t move. The kid bartender had finally come over and asked him if he was all right. Did he need him to call somebody? Wife? An ambulance? Jerry had charged out of the Futz, out into the bitter cold day that eased the sting and heat from his eyes. After a half hour of waiting in that booth he had known the truth — Alex was already AWOL, and probably because Alex had stopped trusting even him, his old soldier friend.
Jerry grabbed at the Mai Tai and drank, letting the blue sludge slide down the back of his throat. He closed his eyes and let the drink work on him. Numbing him. So Alex had gotten called up. It could happen to any of them, despite services already rendered in Desert Storm. It was duty. Plain and simple. Any of them would go if called. Jerry would. That was the goddamn deal and they’d all signed up for it.
He killed that dark thought with a grim smile, and then he checked his feet again, all warm and glowing down there. They were looking a little pink but he figured they could take it. His feet had always been bound inside some sort of sturdy shoe — combat boots, hard glistening dress shoes, rubber boots, work boots. Black cross-trainers for cops. He stretched his toes, curled them up, and giggled. Why the bittersweet shit? It wasn’t just the Mai Tai. It was only low 70s, but maybe he’d been out in this sun too long. He slid his feet into his new flip-flops that Marci had bought him, flimsy little black rubber things. They were like underwear for your feet, he’d joked — a thong between his big toe and first toe, but Marci had insisted. She couldn’t stand him wearing his beat-up white Rockports with socks any longer. Right now she was out hitting the ABC stores, which were like 7-Elevens for souvenirs and island gear. The ABCs were on every other corner, it seemed, and they obsessed her. She’d also reported that the ABC store had camo pattern flip-flops — the camo look being in, Marci had assured him, and Jerry wondered if he could wear those back on base without getting his balls busted. It wouldn’t happen until the weather was better, that was for sure. They were having a harsh winter in the Pacific Northwest. Fort Clark itself was iced right over.
That gave him a good chuckle. He had guessed he was going to like being here — but not this much. And he was lucky — most of the rainstorms had just passed, people kept telling him. The pool before him belonged to the King Kamehameha hotel, a massive and aging concrete 1970s goliath that reigned over Kona bay from the north end of Alii Drive, but still proud she was, the KK, like a creampuff Buick Riviera GS with good chrome and low miles. Jerry could respect that about the place. Thank god for this pool. He had sat out at pools before, sure, but they were always surrounded by concrete. Buildings, walls. In Saudi, in Turkey. In Germany the pool was indoors. Here it was open, so free. Behind him was a pool bar — the Billfish Bar. At night they had Hawaiian musicians playing, and if you had the right stool you could gaze out from under the fake straw roof toward the blue bay and setting sun, or you could watch the women saunter from jacuzzi to pool and back again. What a place, this Kona. The waitress passed bearing a plate of what smelled like grilled pork and deep-frying, and Jerry’s stomach rumbled. Maybe he and Marci would eat at Kona Brewing again tonight, he thought. That microbrewery sure had good beer. They could go early for a table, get a pizza. What he really should do was go deep-sea fishing. Take some pictures back for the guys. A marlin head for the mess bar on base, wouldn’t that be something?
The only problem was, Fort Clark’s soldiers would rather hang Alex’s head up there. A cloud passed over the sun. Jerry’s feet went dim, shadowed.
What was wrong with him, daydreaming like this? He only had so much time. Kona was his last chance to get through to Alex, and he was really going out on a limb. None of this was official. CID had its Hawaii Field Office on Oahu, at Schofield Barracks. CID HFO might have even had a tip or two for Jerry but he didn’t want to risk it.
A thought plagued him — was it because he wanted a first shot at Alex alone? Or, was it because deep down he didn’t want them to know he was here — in case he ever had second thoughts himself? In case Alex’s arguments started making more sense?
“Can I get you something, sir?” A waitress was standing over him, blocking the sun. “How about a water?” Her eyes were pinched and Jerry knew what that meant.
“Okay — a water,” he said, showing a big smile. The waitress must have gotten the word that he’d made trouble at the bar. The night before he’d met a newbie Marine at the bar, a kid who was heading over soon. Marci had gone up to bed. The civs around them were buying their drinks, to support the troops. Toasts all around. Jerry, for no good reason, was drinking mescal. The newbie couldn’t wait to get to Iraq, he told Jerry. He told everybody. They were fighting for freedom, fighting terrorism, the newbie boasted. Toasts all around. Dumbass kid, Jerry thought. Then the newbie was complaining about all the grunt work he had to do on base. By his third drink newbie was saying we should have made Iraq a “sheet of glass,” just start right over.
“You fucking idiot,” Jerry had barked, the mescal kicking in. “You want grunt work? Slog it out in the desert. Watch a buddy scream, cry, whimper for his mother, and that’s just from the hot sand in his wounds. You scout casualties and find out they’re charred children, the mothers all wailing at you that their sons will grow up to slay yours. Yeah, that’s right — get yourself ready, kid.”
The newbie Marine was glaring at Jerry as if Jerry had just slapped him across the jaw. Faces had stared into laps and drinks, silent. “Just don’t think that’s the way to support our troops,” someone whispered. Jerry had turned that person’s way, ready to lunge. Then the bartender had faced Jerry and suggested he call it a night.
Out by the pool the waitress dropped off Jerry’s water. On his lap Jerry was flipping through what he was able to get at the base from the active duty CID — from a young lieutenant who, knowing Jerry was a friend of Alex’s, had said he’d pass Jerry what info he could; he’d only do it, he’d said, because Jerry was a Desert Storm vet and you had to respect that. Jerry could guess what this frat boy-Lt. might have been thinking — here was another rusty vet returning to the reserves for the extra pay; just because the guy didn’t develop one of those freaky Gulf War nerve disorders didn’t mean he wasn’t left screwed up. Still, this one was for Alex, so Jerry had thanked the Lt. and slapped him on the back, even promised him favors. The info Jerry got came complete with typos, doodles (one of a rabbit wearing a helmet), and sloppy thoughts and they didn’t tell Jerry anything new. He also got photos of Alex. Headshots, snapshots. The photos glistened in the sun and Jerry bended them for a better look. There Alex was in Saudi during Desert Storm, then in a German beer hall during a rotation home, and outside Fort Clark. That fuzzy blond head. Those gangly limbs. Such a dependable guy. Always so good in the field. Alex went for the carrot every time — he always got it done with talking, with showing-by-example. Never lost the temper. Jerry did. Jerry, he carried a big stick, they said. That was his way. Although if he had a choice he would rather have some more of what Alex had. That was the way to do it.
Jerry’s cell phone rang. It was Marci. He let it ring. Thinking, Alex had split just after the New Year, 2004. Now it was February. Alex had told Jerry he was to start out in Kona, to get his bearings. That meant Alex could be anywhere or anyone. Yet Kona itself wasn’t that big. Fort Clark wasn’t much smaller in total area. The guy could be working in this very hotel, but under what name? If Alex was using false ID, that could make things worse for him. The last thing Alex needed was to get desperate.
Sighing, Jerry flipped through his other pile — the Kona pile. He had photocopies of local news stories, simple maps and regional info, anything he could print out from the Internet before coming over. In one news story, some distraught mofo had steered his SUV into a Kona airport terminal and torched the front seats with gasoline, saying he wanted to gain attention for his son who had died in Iraq. Jerry could only shake his head in pity at that — what had really driven that father to such desperation, he guessed, was all the things they hadn’t said, shared with one another. The other stories were about the standard crimes here. Theft. Crack. Assault. Of course Alex hadn’t gone AWOL to start committing crimes like these, but Jerry had to be thorough. If Alex was smart, and a part of Jerry — the same part that loved the wind in the hairs of his feet — was hoping Alex was smart, Alex would be renting a little out-of-the-way villa under an assumed name and taking the slow and careful baby steps of starting over. But what a way to start. On an island? Paradise is the greatest expression of freedom, sure, but not when you’re trapped there with no way out. Dumb move, Alex — a dim-witted civ move. But then again, Alex always was more of a civilian than the rest of them. He even made jokes about wearing a uniform, like it was some kind of Halloween costume. A lot of soldiers didn’t like that, but Jerry could handle it. He saw it as Alex’s way of showing respect. Duty was a powerful thing to live up to.
Duty. Marci. He heaved his pile onto the plastic table and chugged down his water. He picked up his cell phone and punched buttons until he got Marci’s message.
“Hi honey, just checking in,” her message began in that airy, sing-songy voice she got when she was out wandering. The rushing sounds in the background told him she was outside, all cars and surf and palms in the wind. She was going to be out shopping a while, she was saying. She thought they’d try somewhere else besides the Kona Brewery tonight. She didn’t love beer every night and the change would do them good. Jerry loved beer. He was about to hang up. Then he heard this:
“Oh, know what else I heard? Went for a latte and this guy working there had a bandage on his head. From London, of all places. Said some crazy guy tried to rob him with a gun a couple days ago. The robber even got a shot off and the hole’s in the ceiling, too, and I’m looking right at the bullet in a little jar on the counter. The place was called Donkey Dick’s. Know they say there’s live wild donkeys all over the island? On account of the army training here years ago. That true? And cats — wild cats all over. I don’t know if I can stand to see that. Maybe we can take one home? This place is weird. Oh, best part was that London fellow said was his co-worker saved him — first the co-worker tried to talk the crazy robber guy out of it, and then, when that didn’t work he beat the robber on the head with one of those heavy espresso filter thingamajigs. Uh, I hoped they washed it real good. But talk about a hero, huh? But then, get this, hero co-worker goes and splits once the robber’s done for, he just goes and takes off before the cops get there. No one’s seen him. Weird. Good coffee though. Nummy! Okay, so call me —”
****
FIVE
Jerry just about pitched his cell phone into the pool. He hung up and snorted “fuck,” grinding his teeth, and the waitress rushed on by even though his water was empty and he could have used another. A hero stops a robbery and then flees as if he himself was the robber — how did I miss that? Jerry thought. Thank god for his Marci, though. Murder She Wrote kicked his ass and she didn’t even know it. What a girl.
Time to boogie. He dumped his piles into the cloth ABC bag Marci had given him and pulled on his new Hang Ten t-shirt, but the shirt chafed at his shoulders and arms when it hadn’t before. Too much sun? So what; he had work to do. He signed for his drinks at the bar. The waitress said she thought Donkey Dick’s was at the other end of Alii Drive. He hoofed it in his flip-flops all the way, pushing past the tourists and working up a sweat. Donkey Dick’s was just inland from Alii, up a path from a sports bar. Marci wasn’t there but the bandaged Londoner was, standing out front having a smoke. Jerry marched up and pulled out his narrow reporter’s notebook, letting the Brit assume he was some sorry stringer from the mainland. The Brit tensed up at first. Said his name was Tom, just Tom, and Jerry didn’t push for a full name. Tom was okay after that. Told Jerry the whole story. His co-worker’s name was Rico, which Tom thought was a weird name for a tall pale white guy, but then again his own name was Tom and he was a small pale white guy. Jerry laughed at that. Tom then showed Jerry the small write-up from the West Hawaii Today on the failed robbery, from two days ago — from the very day Jerry was flying over (thus the gap in his research). Jerry read the story fast, acting like he’d seen it already. It had no photo. Rico Bocanegra was the hero’s full name. No one knew where he’d come from. “Tell you what,” Jerry said, holding his pad and pen ready. “I’m looking for some color, you know, set the scene. You said this Rico is a tall pale white guy. What does he look like, you know, in detail? ... Good, that’s good ... Now, he ever say anything to you that would give away his background?”
Jerry pretended to write, but his pulse was racing and in his mind his legs were already charging back up Alii, first to the hotel room for a piss and his Rockports and then he’d go straight to the local PD where, somehow, he would try for more.
By the time he got into his room at the King Kamehameha his skin was looking tight and red. He pulled off the t-shirt slowly, with fingertips, as if it had been glued to his own skin. His feet were raw, burning. Even the shag rug hurt the sides of his feet. Tender was not the word for this. He lay face up on the hotel bed, his feet dangling off the end and one arm out the side, the heat surging up and down his arms and chest and settling into the tips of his toes, throbbing. Pounding. As if his heart was beating in the tips of his toes. He touched his forehead but his skin singed as if he’d dabbed muriatic acid on it. At least his feet weren’t looking so white anymore, he joked to himself and wheezed out a chuckle, assessing the situation. He was done all over. He’d been out in the sun too long, and so close to the pool that the water was a reflector. How could he forget to apply sunscreen? His daydreaming had done it — letting himself wonder at the sun and sea and getting those tacky paradise itches that any common tourist gets. Gee, wonder if I really could live on an island? Just sell everything off back home and start over? Bullshit.
This much he knew. He would have to power through the burn. Best thing was to keep moving. He pushed himself up and began to pull on his socks but it was like peeling off his skin with a cheese grater. “Fu-uck,” he growled under his breath. The PD was only a few blocks away. Gritting his teeth, he slathered on sunscreen in dollops and streaks. He loosened the fit of his Seattle Mariners cap and placed it nice and easy on his head, so that it rode on his hair. In the elevator a Japanese couple stared in shock and then stared at the floor. He scrambled out the KK lobby in bare feet, the ABC bag held out wide so it wouldn’t brush his skin. Out on Alii Drive he put on his aviators and stumbled for the right inland side street, tiptoeing and flinching at the pebbles and rough concrete. A couple of teenage girls busted up at him. He directed his aviators at them and sneered a fuck-you.
Kona’s only PD was a district station, a tiny storefront between a tropical fish store and a hair salon. He pushed through the door, wincing at the suck of cool air that slapped his red skin. This was the PD? The place had one messy desk and a counter and if it wasn’t for a “Most Wanted” poster it might as well have been a failing tourist agency.
A lady cop approached the counter. She had blonde spiky hair. “Yes?” she said, in that way that meant either you’re nuts or need to report something — or both.
Jerry was tempted to continue the journalist dodge, since he did look like a behind-deadline stringer with the sun and booze all up on top of him. But his smarts kicked in — no reason to get desperate. He showed his military CID ID and the lady cop straightened. He offered her the ID but she waved it off, saying she wanted to support the troops in any way she could. She had a sign and a flag on her car but wanted to do more. Jerry assured her she could help. Did she know about the incident at Donkey Dick’s a couple days ago? The lady cop grinned. Did she ever. She was on the scene, which wasn’t much of a coincidence considering they only had a few cops at a time working out of Kona Town station. She told him all she knew. Donkey Dick had no info on this Rico Bocanegra hero, not even a Social Security number or food handler’s card, which meant Rico was probably under-the-table but they weren’t pursuing that considering what a fine deed Mr. Bocanegra had done. He’d taken out an armed man with an espresso filter — definitely some fine work.
“I’d say,” Jerry said, nodding. “So, why do you think this Bocanegra guy fled?”
The lady cop shrugged. “Mainland trouble? A girlfriend. Parole. Happens all the time here. But, since this Bocanegra was playing the hero, why pursue a ghost?”
Jerry shrugged, nodded.
The lady cop was eyeing him. “That’s some burn you got there. Gonna be okay?”
“Yeah. I’ll make it.”
“Good. Hey, wait a sec,” the lady cop added. She went in back and came out with a photo she handed to Jerry. “Donkey Dick gave us this.”
Jerry cradled the photo in both hands. It was a casual shot of Donkey’s Dick’s, from out in the path. A line was at the register, where Tom stood. At the espresso machine glared back the face of Alex Swenson, the only one looking at the camera. And man was Alex glaring. It was a look Jerry had rarely seen on Alex. He’d seen it in Desert Storm. He’d seen it when Alex carried wounded children who he knew wouldn’t make it. That forced up a sad smile in Jerry, but he pressed his tender and already chapping lips together to keep the smile down.
“So, is this a buddy I’m guessing?” the lady cop said.
Jerry shook his head, slowly. “No. I wish it was, but it doesn’t look like it to me.”
On the way back to the KK Jerry bought a fifth of Bacardi 151 at an ABC store. He never drank rum but then again he was never in the tropics and never in such pain. In his room he took a shot and it burned down his throat. He took a cold shower, the water pressure on low. This relieved the heat, the throbbing, but toweling off brought on the pain and left him shivering. He turned off the air conditioning and opened the patio blinds for the last of the sunlight. Chills rushed over his shoulders. He turned on the heat and pulled the covers up over him, but that scraped and itched, so he sprung back up and hauled the Bacardi over to the mini bar, where he set himself up with a guava juice and rum without ice. The drink was smooth, and had just the right amount of sweet. He went over to the glass patio doors and stared out at the sun setting over Kona bay, at the water rippling with gold glimmers. Sipping. Taking stock.
Alex Swenson was here on the big island, and time was on Jerry’s side. The Rico Bocanegra ID would do little good now. Alex might still make a move off this island, but a boat was the only way and another Hawaiian island wouldn’t help him much. They were in the middle of the Pacific. Alex couldn’t go back to a US territory. He couldn’t cross the Pacific either, because he’d need a valid passport wherever he ended up. Jerry doubted Alex had a fake passport. They were too hard to score these days. No, he’d bet on Alex seeking refuge right here. This was the biggest Hawaiian island (the rest could fit inside it, a stewardess had told him) with every sort of terrain imaginable, so Alex could lay low here a long time if he found the right place, preferably one where no one cared who he was or what he had done.
Another tough thought hit Jerry — didn’t all this mean that Alex was only running in circles? Freedom was often found at the end of a long dark tunnel, sure, but this tunnel here was a loop. He took another drink, this one bitter with rum. Finding Alex would be a slog, and he’d have to go it alone from here on out. It wasn’t as if he’d been lying to Marci. CID had embargoed the official word on Alex’s AWOL, hoping to get a leg up on Alex, so of course he couldn’t tell his wife. As for the info he had on Alex, she was used to him bringing along paperwork on their trips. Besides, Marci knew Alex. Her knowing beforehand would have spoiled their whole trip, and not only that — it would bring back the questions that he’d asked her only in his darkest moments. Questions Alex had not only asked, but also acted upon.
The horizon bit into the setting sun, bringing a jade flash, and the shoreline dimmed out. Sundown. The chills swelled in his underarms, shot down his butt cheeks. He lay back on the bed and stared at the white ceiling, thinning to a gray, dim, mass ...
He woke to Marci standing over him, a shopping bag at the end of each arm, held up high like she was going to toss them. She’d flipped on the lamp over by the desk. She had her mouth open, breathing with it.
“Hot in here, even for me,” she said. “Honey? You okay?”
Jerry was sweating, the drops running off the sides of his stomach. He let the sweat run, staring up at her. Her brown hair was tied back, straightened out. She never wore it like that. It was always fluffed and blow-dried and stiff with product. He liked it this way. It made her face look fuller, but in a healthy way. Her rosy cheekbones stood out, and he could see that she was getting freckles from the sun. What the hell would he ever have done without those freckles?
“I’m fine. Great. Just taking a nap,” he blurted. “You look tall from down here.”
“Funny.” Her eyes widened as she scanned his red skin. “And you don’t take naps. Look at you. Didn’t I tell you to wear number 15? Oh, god.” She lowered the shopping bags.
“I did. I was,” he said.
“Bullshit. I tried calling you.”
“I know. Got the message.” He heaved himself up. Sweat rolled off his nose, into the folds of his stomach. He mounted a smile on his face, stretched and leaden.
“God, Jere, you’re fried. You look like a crab.”
“The crabs here are black. They match the black lava rock.”
“I mean a crab in general. Honey, look at you.”
“I’ll live. Come here.” He held out his arms.
“No. It’ll only hurt your skin. I’ll get you a towel.”
“And another drink? Guava. Fridge in the mini bar. No ice for me.”
Marci left the shopping bags in the middle of the room, turned off the heat, cracked the patio door open, handed him a fresh towel from the bathroom, made two guava rums, commented that “you never drink rum” and sighed, brought the drinks over and sat on the bed next to him. “Black crabs,” she added. “Weird. I want to see one.”
“We will,” he muttered. He drank. She drank.
“Not bad,” she said, licking her lips. She stroked his red left arm, lightly, with the burgundy paint of her nails. She fingered some of the condensed water from her glass and trickled it along his fried toes.
“That’s nice,” he said.
They drank, staring out at where the sun had set. The storms would be rolling in again for the night. It had been like that since they got here. It would take half the next morning before the clouds broke, and again, and again.
“You don’t like it here, do you?” Jerry said.
“I don’t know. It’s not like Oahu. It’s greener there. Less of the lava rock. I like that. Like back home. Plus these rain storms. They keep coming back.”
“I know.”
“I know,” she said and drank again.
Jerry slept on his back, with the covers off. The sunburn kept him lying low the next day. He stayed in his room and Marci came back from shopping with various crèmes and gels. Aloe vera worked best. The sunburn turned from bright pinkish red to just red and, seeing that, Marci showed him a face that people give when they see a small dead animal. Another day passed. On the third morning, a Sunday, Jerry could rub his skin without it stinging too much. Marci was already down at the pool, waiting for the clouds to break.
When she came back up, Jerry would be ready.
****
SIX
Alex and Kanani lay in the dark, spooning on a double mattress in Kanani’s Alii Drive bungalow. Their bedding was a thin bottom sheet and a comforter over them. The mattress took up most of the sparse bedroom. Over the one window Kanani had hung a top sheet, creating an indigo rectangle of night in which shadows of branches bobbed and danced, an elegant puppetry that should be set to music, Alex thought, and the more he watched he saw that the movements seemed to recur, as if in a loop, as if the wind and the branches had struck up a dance routine for ever. For them. That made a heap of sense to him and he guessed it would to her, if he told her about it.
Kanani had led him to the bedroom and, dead tired, they had changed and slid under the comforter without speaking. It was if they’d known each other since childhood — as if they’d first met sharing a tree fort they had found and here they were again, safe in that fort someone (some god?) seemed to have built just for them.
The air was so fresh in the room it was as if they were outside — his pillow was still cool under his head. He had on boxers, a t-shirt. Kanani had on a little string tank top and matching short-shorts that read “Aloha” on the butt in vintage lettering. All the ABC stores carried these; he’d seen them on everyone from ten-year-old Midwest farm girls to Filipino she-males to sixty-year-old NYC matrons. Only they seemed to have been designed just for Kanani. He was spooning her. He felt the terry cloth along her hip, and his hard-on swelled. Yet he didn’t feel a rush to put the hard-on to work, which was a first. And even that made sense, somehow. He sighed a deep sigh of relief. She breathed a little moan in response. They slept on, clinging to each other. He woke once and dug his hard-on into the small of her back, and she rocked her hips, which had grown warmer. But they left it at that. Later he woke and they were spooning opposite, her breasts pressed to his shoulder blades, her top leg looped around his. Her petite leg made him smile. He pulled back the comforter and watched her dark little toes wiggle as she slept. What was wrong with him? He’d never been so happy about not getting any.
Later he woke and saw the darkness had weakened. Morning. The little bedroom didn’t even have a closet, he now noticed. Last night in the dark he’d thought the comforter was light blue — it was white. Kanani was snoring a modest rumble-growl, like a well-fed cat. He rolled off the mattress with care, heaved himself up, and walked about the bungalow to rediscover the place in the thin light. It had the most basic of furniture — foldout table with mismatched chairs, a futon sofa, cheap bamboo end table. The small kitchen had a kettle on the stove. In the nearly empty cupboard he found a mug and a jar of instant coffee that probably dated back to the Reagan administration.
She’s just like me — she’s prepared to bolt at any time, he thought as the kettle water began to rumble on the stove. That had been clear to him even last night. When they had entered the bungalow he’d seen that what had appeared to be candlelight from the outside was actually an electric fire log set against a white wall, to create a better illusion of someone being home. That and her one lamp were hooked up to a timer. She also had strips of folded paper in the front and back doors and dental floss hanging off the window latches, all to warn against intruders having entered while she was out. She had left him standing in the middle of the small living room so she could check those paper strips on the front and back doors and window latches.
That might be their main difference, Alex had thought, standing there. He wanted to trust somebody, something. Anything that was good. She trusted nothing, ever.
“Smart girl,” he had said while she passed through rooms as if she could see in the dark. “I didn’t know there was so much crime here.”
“Lot of things you don’t know about this place,” Kanani had said. She then locked the three front-door latches, and even after that she avoided turning on the overhead lights. She found him back in the living room, and stood so close that he imagined her sliding her hands up his chest. And she had said: “Check u’m out — farther down Alii, at about the mile five marker? There’s a little orange church. That will be our meeting place. Got it? In case we’re separated or lost.”
He was nodding. He was just about to propose a good meet-up spot himself.
Now the water began to sing and he whisked the kettle off the burner. As he poured the water in he counted the days in his head. Today was a Sunday. That meant another week he’d survived in Kona. He took his hot mug out the front door and sat on the top step of the bungalow, noticing that its paint was faded pink and peeling. Silly birds and frogs yelped from their perches. A tiny red-spotted gecko stared back at him from the side of the railing. The other two bungalows stood dark and vacant — rotting and infested with rats and wild mongoose, Kanani had told him. It was hard to imagine such a scene from where he sat. Clouds lingered from the night’s rain and yet the clearing sparkled, as if the branches and bushes were laced with garland and the furry moss on the yard debris was dotted with sequins. He chuckled at that and it made him wince. Don’t get too happy, he told himself. Then he sipped his coffee, and the gritty mix helped bring him down. This stuff was more like from the Ford administration. He’d had better in the field.
Soft footsteps, a yawn. Kanani wandered out wearing a short red kimono-style robe. She sat next to him, rubbing at his shoulder, and sipped from his coffee. She spat it out over the railing.
“What?” Alex said, adding a smile. “It’s your coffee.”
“Yeah, right,” she said, nodding. She smiled out at the clearing and let her hands hang off her knees. “So, I guess you’ll want a massage now.”
“Really?” He grinned. “With happy endee?” he added in a mock Chinese accent.
She pushed at him. His coffee splashed. He tossed the rest over the railing. They laughed at that and breathed in the fresh air. The moss on the railing smelled sweet. But it was still moss, he reminded himself, and moss was slippery.
Kanani bounded down the stairs and out into the clearing in her bare feet. Arms folded at her chest, she wandered among the car carcasses and the dead fridge, shaking her head at it all as if she’d never been here before. She rounded a palm tree, stroked the bark with her flat palm, and pretended to hide behind it. He smiled for her. She returned to him, her smile fading. She sat one step below, her knees pushed up to her chest, looking up to him. “I have to know — what did you do?”
“Do?” He never was a good liar. He looked out, straight ahead. He still had the empty mug in his hand. He set it on a step. Taking his time. “I’m an escaped con.”
She blinked her eyes. “I didn’t ask you that. I asked you what you did.”
He waited a beat, staring at her. “I was a bank robber.”
Her face went hard. Her forehead crinkled up. She was good. Only her shifting left eye showed that she didn’t buy it. “Do you want to tell me about it?”
He shook his head, swallowing hard.
“Are they coming for you?”
“Coming. You mean the authorities?” He wanted to slap himself. What kind of bank robber says “authorities”?
“Both. Either,” she said.
“I don’t know if they’re coming. But I need to expect them. And you?”
“Me?” She snorted a laugh.
“You’re not even licensed, are you?” he said, pointing at the massage sign.
“No. No, I’m not.” She held up her hands. She gazed at the bungalow and shook her head at it. “So, what next?” she said.
“First thing I have to do is get my pack from that rental,” Alex said. He shrugged. “From there? Taking this day by day. And you?”
She shrugged. “Same as you — day by day.”
Out on Alii Drive Alex strode a second time past the stucco rental, his hands tight as fists at his thighs. “Shit,” he growled, “what are the chances?”
A rental jeep sat in the driveway to the left side of the house. Someone was staying there. At least he had left Kanani back at the bungalow, he thought. And, getting his pack didn’t have to be a challenge, he told himself. The crawlspace was in back. He considered knocking on the door and simply asking permission, but he didn’t trust his luck. He walked on, back towards Kanani’s, trying to think. Whoever they were they must have just arrived, and surely would be heading out soon. If they caught him he could act like a crazy guy, but in a tender and pathetic way. He could talk with a stutter.
He reached the little market a quarter mile away and turned back. The jeep was still there. Once he’d passed the driveway he knelt to tie his shoe and then, when no cars were coming, he ducked into the tall bushes between the rental and the high wall of the house next door. He crawled through, taking his time, tiptoeing around feces and rotting fast-food scraps.
He heard voices in the driveway and squatted dead still, deep inside the bush. At the hood of the jeep, three clean-cut guys in their twenties stood in a triangle passing a joint and gesturing with bottles of Rolling Rock. Rich mainland boys over for the high waves, Alex thought. A surfboard and two boogie boards stood against the wall of the house, waiting for them, but they kept talking, smoking, drinking. Must be nice to have all day, Alex thought, feeling his right calf and foot tingle like they were going to sleep. He rubbed at the veins on his ankle, gritting his teeth. What were they waiting for? The surf was up. The sky was blue and the sun was well over the inland hills.
About ten minutes passed. One guy went inside, while the other two heaved the boards into the back of the jeep. The one came out jangling keys and all three hopped into the jeep, backed out, and tore off down Alii.
Alex stared at the house, listening. No sound. Dragging his sleeping foot he moved along the perimeter of the yard, sticking to the bushes and palm trunks, scouting the windows. They hadn’t even opened the blinds. His foot was pulsing back to life, a thousand pinpricks. He crossed the yard, knelt at the crawlspace, pulled the door open, and felt for his pack. He tugged on the strap.
A door flapped open, shut. The side door.
Alex drove his shoulder into the crawlspace, feeling it out for room to hide, but the space barely fit his pack. He edged his pack out of the crawl space. Flip-flops slapped at the driveway. What sounded like another surfboard thumped against the side of the house. A guy appeared at the corner of the house with his back to Alex, as if checking out the traffic out on Alii. He wore surf shorts, no shirt and a thin tight stocking cap (of all things) but this guy looked older, and more built and far less clean-cut. He turned. Facing the corner of the house, he ripped loose the velcro zipper of his shorts and peed against the house, leaning back, sucking down a bottle of Rolling Rock. He tossed the beer bottle over a shoulder. He shook and pressed the velcro shut. He looked over at Alex, still crouched at the crawlspace.
“Hey. Hey, man,” Alex said.
“What the fuck you doing?”
“Nothing. It’s cool. I just had a pack under here — I’d left it, just gonna get it and then I’ll be heading on —”
“A pack? Fuck dat. Fuck you doing under the house, bra?” The guy’s arms had bent up like a rapper’s, the back of his hands out flat. He was inching toward Alex.
Alex held up the pack. “See? Just getting my pack. That’s all. No big.”
“Else you got under there? Fucking bombs and shit, what?”
Alex had seen hundreds of these wannabes muster through with their fuzzy boy mustaches and their wigger talk and poses. Most curled up like babies in a firefight. But never when they had some poor bastard on the ropes — and Alex certainly looked that way with his beard and ragged t-shirt. Alex kept squatted, ready to spring, the pack out in front of him. He tried a smile. “It was just a place to stow my pack. That’s all.”
The guy snickered. He knelt to the beer bottle and picked it up by the neck.
Tires whirred out in the driveway. An engine revved to a halt. The jeep was back. “Hey! Dudes! Out back!” the guy yelled.
“Why don’t you just let me get on my way, huh? I was only getting my pack.”
“Fuck dat, bra.”
The other three strode around the corner laughing, more beers in their hands. Alex held out his arms, smiling. The laughs stopped. “What the fuck?” one said.
“Fuckin freak was under our house.” The guy slapped at his chest. “Believe that shit?”
“No, actually, I wasn’t under it —”
“Dude, what you doing under da house?”
Alex was standing. The guy had moved away from the house, to block Alex’s path. “Trevor — you call the cops.”
Nodding, one of the three pulled a cell phone from his surf shorts pocket.
Alex heaved the pack into the guy’s chest. The guy wheezed and his legs buckled but he swung the beer bottle. It busted on Alex’s shoulder. Alex lunged low, rammed the guy against the house, slid his arms up and around and he had the guy in a choke hold. The guy coughed, sputtered drool. The three stood back, all in a line, eyes wide in shock.
“I’d just like to go, all right?”
“All right,” the one with the cell phone said. “Yeah,” said another.
“It’s cool, dude chill,” panted the guy.
Alex let the guy drop. He grabbed the pack and pushed past the three for the side of the house. The four chased him.
He passed the jeep, saw keys in the ignition. If he ran down Alii they’d be right after him in the jeep. He kept running, around the front of the house. Glanced back. Two of them had cell phones to their ears, calling 911 no doubt. “Gonna waste you muthafucka,” the one guy was shouting but the four were keeping their distance in case Alex tried something. Alex led them around the far side of the house and, reaching the back again, saw that thick brush, lava rocks and the walls of the neighboring houses sealed off the backyard. His chest tightening with dread, he sprinted back around the jeep-side of the house.
He jumped into the jeep, started it up and backed out onto Alii. A sedan honked and kept going. He punched it south down Alii. The thing had a sixer and really moved.
He drove almost a mile, and then pulled off at a boarded-up surf shop that he parked behind. He changed his shirt and checked his shoulder — not a scratch. In the passenger seat stood a bag of groceries. What would fit and not spoil he crammed into the pack. Then he wiped down the steering wheel, shifter, and keys, and left the keys on the seat.
Kanani’s was another half mile, and Alii Drive the only way. He kept to the bushes, trees, and yards, keeping an eye out for those goddamned unmarked patrol cars.
At Kanani’s driveway his chest tightened again. A big sedan sat in the clearing — a black Crown Vic that was a little too shiny to be a rental. It had smoked windows. He stepped back, behind a palm tree, and peered in. Three tall and thick men in thin bulging leather jackets and slacks were circling the house with care, peeking in windows and communicating with hand signals. One white, one dark, one Asian. Their faces were jagged and their movements tense. He saw a flash of silver teeth. A couple of them had tattoos down both arms. One had a hole and a knobby white scar where an ear had been. Tourists looking for a massage did not use hand signals. No cop Alex knew had tattoos down both arms. There was only one reason to wear a jacket in Kona, and it wasn’t to block the wind.
He crouched in a bush across Alii until the men ducked into the Crown Vic and left. He rushed the bungalow. The back door was unlocked. Kanani was gone.
He pulled on his reef shoes, strapped on his pack and made his way south down the coast, using the shoreline as best as he could, navigating the black lava rock and taking the trails along Alii when the water was too rough.
The little orange church was exactly that — a quaint Catholic chapel little bigger than a shed, with white clapboard siding, a corrugated roof, and bright orange trim. It stood just off Alii, looking out over a small rocky inlet. St. Michael’s Church Alii, it read up on the small gable above the door. The doors were open and he circled the twelve orange pews inside, still panting. No one here. He went back outside. It was beautiful around the little church. Palms and delicate flower shrubs swayed in the wind, and sea birds landed to check him out. He sat out on the black rocks, sniffing at the brackish sea air. He would just have to take a chance and hole up here a while. He could always pretend to be praying — maybe he could score some help that way, he joked to himself.
Sighing, he picked himself up and walked back inside the church. He placed his pack on the last pew and sat next to it. The gloss white paint and altar window combined to make the light brighter than outside, and he had to squint.
He heard footsteps out on the path. He grasped at his pack, hit the floor.
“Hey,” Kanani whispered and showed her head in the doorway. They met at the first pew, scrambling on all fours like crabs. Sweat was rolling down her face and he could smell her breath was hot and metallic from fear.
“You okay? Followed?” he said.
“No. I was watching you outside, just to be sure you weren’t.”
Alex pulled her up to him, onto the pew. “Were they there for you?”
“I don’t know. I barely, barely got out of there.”
Her shins and hands were scratched and red and scraped. He held her by her shoulders and stroked her hair. “Jesus — you must have crawled all the way here.”
She looked away, wiping the sweat off her face. He held her chin and turned her face to him. “They were there for you,” he began but she slapped a hand over his mouth.
“I don’t like this game, Rico — or whatever your name is. You’re a bank robber I’m a fucking Southern Belle.”
He lowered her hand. “Okay. You first.”
She shook her head. She glared at her knees and squeezed her mouth shut, like a mad little girl who’s decided she’s never going to speak again. He didn’t know if he wanted to kiss her or slap her for that.
“Here’s the deal. I’m heading south, into coffee country.”
“To Krieger Estates,” she said to her knees.
He nodded. “I should have done it first thing.”
Her lower lip stuck out, defiant.
“Maybe they’ll take you, too,” he blurted. “You’ve been thinking about it, haven’t you? You know about the place.”
“Maybe,” she said. But she shook her head again.
“What? Do they know you there?”
“They shouldn’t. Not in a bad way. Maybe by a name. I ... just don’t know.”
They were holding hands tightly and with both arms out, as if they were about to part for a long time. Her eyes had welled up, and seeing that made his eyes burn.
“I was desperate,” he said. “I wanted freedom. Real freedom. It thought doing this might inspire someone, anyone. They, back on the mainland — they don’t know what that is anymore. Freedom. They toss around the word like it’s cheap candy.”
“I don’t. I ... I was going to go to the mainland.” She closed her eyes.
“Don’t go to the mainland,” Alex said.
“Don’t go to the estates,” she said.
Their legs had intertwined up on the pew seat. A cool breeze floated in through the doorway and danced in Kanani’s hair. She smiled at their legs intertwined and slid her toes against his shin. Alex began to harden. They had never even kissed, and here they were.
Kanani squeezed at his hands, pulled him to her. “Let’s make a deal. I’ll go with you, and you go with me. Wherever we go.”
Alex nodded. She nodded.
“I can’t get off the island,” Alex said. “No passport.”
“Oh.” Kanani looked away, toward the altar, thinking. He watched the light shine on her dark cheekbone. He could let her think like that all she wanted. Then her face opened wide, and she turned to him with big eyes. “So that settles it then. Doesn’t it, Rico?” Smiling, she wrapped her legs around his waist and pulled herself up onto his lap, and the next thing he knew he was clamping his mouth onto hers, his tongue sinking in and searching. He lowered her down, flat on the pew. It was so quiet here, on a bay without a surf, and they would hear anyone coming. She wrapped her hands around his neck and pulled him down to her, and they tugged at each other’s shorts, and her sweat came rolling back, and it tasted sweet.
****
SEVEN
Kanani lay napping in their hotel room, on top of the covers. Alex watched her from a wicker chair in the corner. She slept on a soft old featherbed with a majestic bamboo canopy she’d said she loved so much she couldn’t wait for nighttime. It was late afternoon. The room was dim from the drawn window shade. Alex’s chair was wobbly and creaky, the armrests were shiny from use, and some of the wickerwork cords had peeled away and poked out. He had been sitting there for a half hour, so still the chair had stopped creaking. Sizing things up. He’d already gone over the incident with the mainland surfers a thousand times. Good thing he didn’t have a gun, he assured himself. If they’d had a gun the silly encounter would have escalated into a bloodbath. He could be dead along with a couple of them at the least. And what about those heavies who had come for Kanani? Add guns and you got another tragedy. Fight fire with more fire and it’s an inferno. The very fact that he hadn’t gone to a gun, and used his smarts instead, might be the only reason they were able to make it this far.
He and Kanani had gone all the way in the little orange church, right there on the orange pew. It hadn’t taken him long to release into her. They had held each other a couple minutes, listening to the surf, and then they got a move on heading south. The journey would’ve only taken forty-five minutes from Kona by rental car, but they were on foot. Alii Drive narrowed and twisted until it reached a dead end just north of coffee country. Smaller old roads shot off into the night, made blacker by the lush landscape. Around midnight Kanani had led him into a tavern where she “talked story” (i.e. shot the shit) with local fishermen. It was all slang and dialect; Alex, his hat pulled down low, couldn’t even tell if she’d ever met them before. But this led her to a stash of old bicycles behind a boathouse, where they picked out two clunkers and pedaled uphill for South Kona, taking high back roads and trails that delivered them up onto the old Mamalahoa Highway, a two-lane secondary that passed through towns and junctions which, despite the night, Alex knew from his tightening lungs had to loom high over the coastal basin. They reached the small town of Captain Cook. The Manago Hotel stood along the road but the sun had not come up, so they had parked the bikes behind a shack (heeding the tavern locals’ instructions) and found a diner a couple blocks down that poured them coffee. When daylight came Kanani strolled down the road to the Manago and checked in, saying she wasn’t sure if her boyfriend was going to make it but she’d gladly pay the extra few bucks for a double. Then she had fetched Alex, who went straight to the room where he shaved and combed his hair back for a different look. The whole time, through the whole night, they had held back from asking more about each other. Why hadn’t he wanted more? Did he fear her story was as grim as his? Or did he fear losing her by pressing the issue?
She could have pressed him. She could also have bailed out a long time ago. But now? She slept curled up, her knees up to chin, her little brown toes nuzzling the toes of her other foot. Her glossy black hair spread out across her back. A purr of a snore. This lovely sight told him all he needed to know, for now.
“Kanani. Ka-na-ni,” Alex said. No response. He shifted around in the wicker chair, filling the room with the creaking and squeaking. “Kanani, wake up.”
Kanani moaned and exhaled, her mouth a little O. A hand flopped and felt behind her for him. She sat up, rubbing at her face, blinking. “What? What is it?”
He smiled, waiting until she was seeing him, over in the dim corner. Let her take a moment, remember where they were.
“My name is Alex,” he said. “Alex Swenson. That’s my real name.”
A grin spread across her face. She slapped at the bed. “Alex. It’s Alex?”
“Yes. It’s Scandinavian.”
“Alex Swenson,” she repeated. “And your alias was Rico.” She fell back to the bed, giggling. “Alex is more like it — real whiteass haole name. But I like it. It fits you.”
“Thanks. That Rico ID was all I could get at short notice. I paid a lot for it.”
“I’m sure you did.” Kanani rolled on her side, smiling from her pillow.
“It feels good to tell you,” he said.
“And it feels good to hear it. Really.” A grimace spread across her face, and she let out a little gasp. “I feel bad about the church, though. Making love in a church? St. Michael’s is a historic site. It’s desecration.”
Making love, she had said. They had made love in a church. They stared with creased brows, dead serious. They burst out laughing.
They went down for dinner. The Manago was a funky maze of an old hotel with battered linoleum floors, mismatched furniture, added-on wings, ramps and walkways, corrugated tin roofs and a front office out of the 1920s — a real kamaaina inn, Kanani had boasted. It was also cheap and the staff didn’t ask questions. The dining room was a vast rectangle with ceiling fans and clapboard walls adorned with paddles and native masks and pictures of old Hawaii. It could have been 1949. They sat in a corner, both facing the room. Kanani had a pork chop and he the mahi mahi, with sides of macaroni salad, rice and pickled seaweed. Alex sucked down two beers and wanted a third. Back up in the room they opened the window and lay on the bed, side by side. A light rain tapped away on the tin roof. The light evening traffic whooshed by out on the highway. And that was the extent of the entertainment. The room didn’t even have a radio.
Kanani held one arm straight up in the air. She let it flop on the bed. He sighed.
“Tell me about your wife,” Kanani said.
“How did you know I was married?”
Kanani laughed. “Oh, please. Who wouldn’t marry you?”
His marriage to Zaira had only lasted a few years. They had met in Iraq. She had come over as a refugee. Everyone assumed the marriage had failed because she was Iraqi. A foreigner. The truth was you don’t marry a country, a people, a foreign policy. Customs. You marry a person, and Zaira had changed. Within a year people thought Zaira had been in the US most of her life, a feat she managed by listening to the radio and TV all waking hours and mimicking the American voices. Soon, she and Alex realized that Alex had only fallen in love with the idea of helping Zaira the refugee. Of saving her. By then Zaira had fallen in love with 70-hour workweeks, Visa and Amex shopping sprees, a steady diet of entertainment news. He said she was putting on the blinders like any uninformed American. She said it made her feel good, and besides she had earned it. When the dot.com boom came they had worked on plans for startups. He hoped to create a web network for non-profit orgs. She wanted it to be online wine sales or gourmet kitchen gifts — the key was to establish a presence and make the money fast because the boom wasn’t going to last. They fought over it. The truth was, she had outgrown him. 9/11 was the final straw. He wanted to protect her again. People would target her. She said she didn’t need it. She became more American. Traded in her BMW for a Cadillac. Her friends got wealthier, more conservative. He wouldn’t be surprised to see her running for Congress one day. But, he couldn’t blame her. Survival was relative. At least she was humane enough not to demand alimony from him.
Alex gave Kanani a little chuckle, show her he was over it. “I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said. Adding a shrug. “Her name was Zaira — is Zaira, I should say. She was once an Iraqi. But now? She’s about as Iraqi as you are.”
“Ah, so that’s it? You like the swarthy gals?” Kanani was grinning.
“I wish that’s all it was. We haven’t spoken in two years — not out of hate, mind you. We’ve just drifted so far apart. Zaira probably doesn’t even know I was in the reserves. She never would’ve approved of this, what I’m doing here. And I don’t mean being with you.”
Kanani reached out for him. He held her hand, feeling her soft fingers. “You’re too forgiving,” she said. “You need to distrust more. It’s the only way to get by. But don’t worry — I can help you with that.”
“Like a mentor? Show me the way to pure cynicism. Sounds great.”
“I mean it. We’re only a few miles from Krieger Estates. It’s upslope. It overlooks all of this.”
“With a view? Sounds lovely,” Alex said.
Kanani was frowning at him. She shook his hand loose, went to the closet, and heaved her small duffel bag out onto the bed. She fingered around in the bag and pulled out a black nylon holster, from which extended the butt of a 9mm Glock pistol. She hadn’t looked up at him. She began to unsnap the holster, but couldn’t get it with her long fingernails.
Alex grabbed the holstered gun and set it in his lap. She let him.
“You know how to use that, I take it,” she said. Giving him the eye now.
“Yes. Where did you get it?”
A shrug. “Had it forever.”
“And, you want me to carry it. That what you’re saying?”
“Better you than me.” She was still frowning. “You’re not impressed.”
“You say I’m too trusting. So how do you know I can shoot a gun?”
“You did pretty good with that espresso filter,” she said, but pulling back a little. “Look, Alex, we don’t know what’s going to happen.”
“No, we don’t. But, do you really think we’re going to get a Glock 9mm into Krieger Estates?”
Kanani’s lower lip was hanging, in a pout. “We could try.”
“And then they would suspect our motives right off the bat.”
“It’s not just for when we get there. It’s for after. In case we have to get the fuck out of there.”
Alex placed the gun back in the duffel bag. He lowered the bag off the bed, onto the floor. He pulled Kanani to him, turned her around, and slung his arms around her. She let him, with her head down, like a child who knows it’s in trouble and the punishment is a lecture.
“I’m an AWOL, Kanani. That’s what I’ve done. I’ve gone AWOL. I’ve never robbed a bank and you know it.”
As he spoke, he felt her shoulders droop and shrink. He knew that would shake her up. With so much military on their islands, Hawaiians knew well the curse of going AWOL. She exhaled with a pop, as if she’d been holding her breath for minutes. “Ah, Alex,” she muttered. “What branch?”
“Army.”
She nodded. “Rank?”
“Sergeant — Sergeant First Class. I’m reserves now.”
“Knew you could use a gun. So, you’re a vet. From Desert Storm I’m guessing? Thus the wife.”
“Yes. You got it.”
She threw up her hands. “Okay, fine, so you’re AWOL — so all the more reason to be packing —”
“No. It’s more than that. My unit was ordered to Iraq. I’m refusing to go. Going into Afghanistan to defeat the Taliban, to nail Bin Laden, was one thing. The opposite thing. That was obvious, the good fight, like World War II. Iraq is a sham. What if, after Pearl Harbor, we had attacked Mexico instead of Japan, just because the president thought it would be a cakewalk and give his power a boost? That’s what we’re talking about here. Meanwhile the military is getting screwed in the field. Back home, half the country have let themselves become pawns. I won’t be a pawn. And I won’t kill for pawns either.” It felt good to be saying it all again, out loud. The last time had been with Jerry Bateman.
Unlike Jerry, Kanani had not frozen up. She was nodding to his words all along. It must have been making sense to her. He hoped. She opened her mouth to speak again, but didn’t. She turned to him, and held him by the shoulders.
“Alex, I think you made a, well, a heroic choice. That the right word?” Her tone had changed. He was the child getting the lecture now. “But, I’m not asking you to go to Iraq. I’m asking you to help us. Us. Now. Here.”
They were so close their foreheads met, and they were whispering into each other’s laps. “I know,” he said. “I know that. But I’ve made my choice. I’ve done a lot of thinking. It’s all or nothing. I’m changing the game. The real heroes, if you look at history, and revolutions, and resistance, the real heroes are the ones who don’t just kick ass or lead well. They help change the game. They stand up. They might not be up for long, but at least they can, in the end run, inspire others. They lead that way.”
Now Kanani had frozen, her hands spread open in her lap. She seemed scared to pull her forehead from his.
“And, I don’t want you to use that gun either,” he continued. “It will just lead to more problems. Look, I’m no anti-gun activist. I’m an anti-people activist. People can’t handle the power of a gun. One unjust attack only causes more.”
“I see,” she muttered.
“So, we’ll just have to outwit them. Convince them, if we can. Not that it will come to that —”
She pushed off his chest, crawling backward on the bed. She planted her back on the headboard and glared at him with wide and wild eyes, as if he was a sea turtle that had just flopped into the room. She sputtered a laugh. “You know what? I can’t believe this. What you think you are, brudda, fucking Gandhi?”
“No. Just an American who’s trying to do things differently. To think differently. Doing the right thing isn’t always the popular thing, or the so-called ‘patriotic’ thing. Look back at our forefathers. Adams and Washington and Jefferson. That’s all they were doing. Standing up. Leading by example. Even later, during World War II and the Cold War, we were leading like no other nation on earth. Sure we had our fuckups, but it inspired people. Now look at us. What are we? Ignorant. Reviled. Rotting. The opposite of everything the world has looked up to.”
“I don’t know that much about history, philosophy or whatever.”
“You don’t have to. Just look around —”
“You’re such a hero, why didn’t you flee to Canada? Or, or, why not turn yourself in? Go for the show trial. Convince people that way.” She had shouted it.
And she was right. She was getting to him. He wasn’t doing what he was preaching. He was refusing, yes, but he was also running. Anonymously. He wasn’t standing up. He was only preaching some ideal like a rambling professor. He simply wanted to start over. He wasn’t going to change what was happening in Iraq. The lessons of history proved that. The silver-spoon crooks in power would never change. So what was he lecturing her about? And not only that — he feared he was losing her quick.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I was just talking, you know, ideally. Don’t get the wrong idea. I really just want to find a way out. A new lease on life. I got word that Krieger Estates can provide a new identity — a new passport, I’m hoping, you know, like a witness protection program. They have a way. They had done it before, with other AWOLs.”
But for what price? That was the big unknown. Her arms were folded at her chest now as she studied him and she had to be thinking it too.
She huffed a laugh.
“Listen, don’t act like I’m crazy,” he said. “I’ve been thinking about this a long time. Fighting it. On 9/11 I cried, for the dead like everyone else, but also for what I feared America would lose — and become. And it’s all come true. And I want no part in it. Not anymore.”
“Okay. I guess, I just don’t know what to say.”
“I don’t expect you to come up with your own self-destructive worldview. Just know this — I didn’t find this. It found me. It’s all I’ve got now. That and you, I hope.”
She shrugged, pouting again. He crawled over to her and held her face, cradling it, staring into her eyes. She shook her head. But he kept staring and her eyes did twinkle for him, and she smiled. He kissed the smile, inhaling it. She leaned into him, sinking her tongue in.
“That’s the problem with finding out about people,” she groaned as he slid off her hot pants. “You just want to know more. It’s like passing a car wreck.”
Alex took his time, for her, despite what his hard-on was telling him. She came at the same time he did. As they caught their breath, holding each other, he kissed her face and tasted the tears that had been rolling down one side of her face.
Later they lay side-by-side again, both unable to sleep. It must have been the middle of the night.
“I guess you’ll want to know more about me,” Kanani said. “I didn’t own that bungalow. It was a rental. This was my last month anyway — paid in full ...” She sighed. “Actually, okay, that’s not true. It was a friend’s place — someone I thought was a friend, anyway.” Her mouth snapped shut.
“Look. Tell me when you’re ready to,” Alex said. “We got lots of time for that. Whenever you choose.”
For now, she chose more sleep. In the morning, just hours before they were to check out, Alex left her snoring and found his way out the hotel’s back steps. The hill clouds hovered, dark and swelling. The wind fluttered the trees and palms and thick drops of rain slapped at the road. The diner in Captain Cook — the CC Diner — had an Internet café and ice cream shop stuffed into a side room. That was closed. On the diner side a hefty Hawaiian woman in flip-flops poured Alex a coffee and gave him a nod, as if she’d recognized him despite his new hairdo. Women like this knew everything. And before he could think up a plea, she told him to go ahead and use the computer.
He passed through to the Internet ice cream shop. The lights were off, but the dim daylight showed him to the computer in the corner by the window. His chair was a child’s stool. He perched on it and clicked the screen alive. Where to first? Something generic. CNN. They had the usual. More GIs dead, more Iraqi children lost. Same with Yahoo! News and Google News.
He took a deep breath. He had been putting this off. But he had to know before he, with any luck, would disappear forever as Alex Swenson. He typed in the website for 6th Military Police Group, United States Army Criminal Investigation Command. CID. That was Jerry Bateman’s command, he remembered and chuckled nervously at that. He clicked over to CID West in Fort Clark, Washington, and then on “Wanted Posters and Reward Information.” They had a new listing, just posted this morning:
WANTED — REWARD - For information concerning Sergeant First Class Alex E. Swenson who went AWOL to elude criminal prosecution for passing information to possible terrorist cells as well as the distribution of crack cocaine to fund terrorist networks. Swenson should be considered Armed and Dangerous ...
A snort of a laugh shot out his mouth and he stared, incredulous. Passing information to terrorist cells? He wouldn’t know a terrorist cell if he was sharing an elevator with one. And crack cocaine? He didn’t even know crack was cocaine. He skimmed over the particulars and physical description, clicked on a headshot of him. The caption repeated “Armed and Dangerous.” Why hadn’t they just said that he’d strangled babies? His lungs emptied with a rush and he wheezed at the screen.
There was a link for the “FBI’s Ten Most Wanted.” His fingers clicked there. He wasn’t on that list — not yet.
His body had seized up inside, numb all over. It wasn’t enough to post him AWOL; they had to smear him with extreme prejudice. All he had done was leave Fort Clark and hop on a flight for Hawaii. They hadn’t even mentioned his fake ID. He’d only resisted what he knew was an unjust war. That was all he had done.
He stared at the screen until it went blurry. His fingers hit the keyboard. They typed in the website for Krieger Estates, clicked open the map and directions page, and he memorized the way there from Captain Cook. Still he needed more. Something familiar. Anything. His fingers typed him to the Army Times, and then the Stars and Stripes website. Nothing there about him. He clicked around. Did a search. The latest item about AWOLs was a letter to the editor from a World War II vet. The letter rambled. The vet expected today’s kids to serve like they had. The vet didn’t see the gray areas, only the fact that he had to fight and so should everyone else, no matter the circumstances. At the end, the vet quoted Thomas Paine, from the bleak early days of the Revolutionary War:
These are the times that try men’s souls. The summer soldier and the sunshine patriot will, in this crisis, shrink from the service of his country.
They had it all wrong. They had him all wrong. His hands had balled into fists, cramped tight. He squeezed his eyes shut. His bowels screwed up and his stomach rolled. He stood and bolted for the restroom, wherever it was, hurtling forward and stomping his feet and not sure if he was going to shit or vomit or both.
****
EIGHT
That afternoon Alex and Kanani walked the old Mamalahoa Highway south from Captain Cook, the clouds so near and dark they couldn’t see the South Kona coastline far down below. “Down at the water? I bet it’s sunny,” Kanani told Alex. “Kona weather’s weird like that.”
“I’ll try to imagine sunny,” Alex said, adding a smile for her. He was doing his best to recover from the morning’s shock. Back in that Internet café he had clicked off the computer and stumbled out the diner and, his head whirling, stopped to vomit at a dumpster, heaving again and again until it was only fumes coming up. Then he’d wandered the short sidewalks and tiny parking lots of Captain Cook, sizing things up again. It could all be a big mistake, but more likely was that the boys in CID, Homeland, and FBI found it convenient to pin the terrorist tag on him. The soundness of the scapegoat didn’t matter these days — all that mattered was nailing one. And the fact that he’d run was solid proof of motive. Had he really expected any less? This was a war — in more ways than one — and things usually went horribly wrong in a war. Misdirected fire hit innocents all the time.
All the more reason to start over, he had realized, passing the diner again, the hefty Hawaiian woman watching him from behind the counter because the shops were starting to open and the tourists’ rental cars were pulling in. He must have looked like a real nutjob roaming this highway junction talking to himself. He had headed back to the Manago. Kanani was still sleeping. He let her. When she woke she had come over to him on the wicker chair and sat on his lap. He had kissed her, and he had stroked her hair, saying:
“You know something? — if I hadn’t been such an idiot and gone AWOL, I never would have met you, would I?”
She smiled. She didn’t answer.
The highway left Captain Cook at their backs. About a half-mile south, they came to a road that ran east up into higher hills, still deeper within Kona coffee country. They stood along the road and Alex stuck his thumb out, just another pair of Big Island wanderers. A truck passed. A guy on a superbike. As they waited Alex told Kanani more about Zaira, about how they’d grown apart. It was so good just to talk. He talked about how the 1990s had disappointed him. Bored with being an IT guy and having lost three jobs (and stock options) in three different Internet startups, he had joined the Army Reserves. The extra pay helped. But the military was also doing good things in Bosnia and he thought he could make a difference, somehow. He put in for Civil Affairs, whose units worked directly with the local population, helping them govern and rebuild. The army put him in military intelligence instead, in the 322nd Military Intelligence Battalion. Sounded nice, sure, but it was only ever four or five guys with gear from the Vietnam era. None of them had been in a fight. Soon he was talking about Jerry (but taking care not to name Jerry this time, just in case Kanani got questioned once they were inside). He could admit that he missed his old friend. He and Jerry survived Desert Storm together, in the front-line infantry. They’d enlisted for the college money and got dragged through the shit. At the same time Alex thought he’d found paradise in the Internet economy, Jerry became a cop back home. But his PD made him a desk cop, and he languished there. Got bored. Alex could see it, even though they weren’t hanging out as much. Jerry’s eyes dulled and he gained weight, while Alex lost hair. They signed up for the reserves within the same six months, without even having consulted each other. (He didn’t tell Kanani his friend was now an army detective). Their wrinkles and flab and soft arms made them look like any other reserves, sure. But the unit commanders knew they were combat vets, and the other reserves found out soon enough. Out in the field they did not fuck around, play army. People got dead fucking around.
Kanani listened, offering nothing. Alex could guess what that meant. She didn’t believe her story was any better or offered him any hope. From what he’d seen, he could guess she owed people money. And when you owed people like those thugs at the bungalow instead of banks, the rest of her life couldn’t be good. But she was trying to change. That much was clear.
When Alex had run out of words the only thing Kanani said was: “Funny, isn’t it, that we’re together? Check ‘um out — you, you’re running from a life of service. Sacrifice. Me, I’m running from a life of self-service. Self-interest.” She added a chuckle. “Ah, but that was all in Honolulu,” she said, and she waved a hand at the air as if the nearby island of Oahu was a foreign country vanished a hundred years ago.
More cars passed. A pickup truck. Did they even see Alex with his thumb out? Kanani leaned into him, still sleepy, and he held her up. He wouldn’t tell her about his new status as a major criminal and possible traitor. Not yet. He should find out more about her. Then, she could believe him or not. It would be a good test, he told himself — because from here on out she would have to be fully committed.
A Saturn sedan slowed and pulled over. A little old lesbian couple gave them a ride. Farther along the lush greenery lined the road, so close the leaves and buds brushed the car mirror. Then the landscape opened a bit and they approached a side road, over which stood an arched front gate like the entrance to a ranch. A sign on the crest of the arch read:
Krieger Estates. Your Place of Refuge — for the New Century
The woman driving shook her head but Alex and Kanani kept quiet. Alex was busy scanning the grounds beyond, down the long entrance road. All was well groomed in there — like an upscale country club — with pruned shrubs and clipped grass and palm trees planted in patterns. How they even got lawn and trees to grow on top of lava rock he would probably never know. They drove on. After a half a mile Alex had the ladies drop them off at a bend in the road. He offered a few bucks but the ladies laughed at them and sped off.
Alex and Kanani stood on the shoulder, staring at each other, listening for more cars. None came. At the bend were also a trailhead and a garbage can.
“Can I see your bag?” Alex said. Kanani held it out, off her shoulder. He pulled her Glock pistol from the bag and hurled the gun into the garbage can.
“What the fuck?” Kanani dropped her bag and leaned into the garbage can and pushed back the wrappers and food scraps but flies swarmed up into her face and she jerked back from the stench. She stood back, grimacing at the garbage can as if it was a wounded and growling bear. “That’s some hardball,” she said.
“I know. Believe me, I know.”
He was facing her from the side. Her eyes had closed. Her little fists closed up, and she pulled the duffel bag tight under an arm.
“You can go. Another car will come along soon,” Alex said. “But if you’re with me, it’s the way we’ll have to do this.”
She squeezed her eyes shut like she wanted to stomp, and then her eyes popped open at him. “This is all moving too fast. Don’t you think?” And before he could answer: “What they got going on in there, you don’t want to know about it. That’s what I hear. We got no idea.”
“So you’ve warned me. So, all the more reason not to be packing.”
“You really think you’re going to get a break in that place? A new identity? Come on.” She sputtered a laugh.
“It depends. It depends on what we — I — have to do for it.”
“You can say that again. Ass, gas, or grass —”
“No one rides for free. I know. I know.”
He held out his hand for her. She took it.
They turned back for the entrance road. The shoulder was a gentle slope downwards, the clouds were breaking, and they could make out the sparkling coastline far down below. That was a storied area for Hawaiians, Kanani said. Down there was the real Place of Refuge, or Pu`uhonua, where Hawaiians who broke the ancient laws could avoid certain death by gaining entrance to the sacred place. You had to swim across a bay known as the shark’s den and if you made it, the kahuna — a “priest” to a haole — was required, under pain of death, to offer you sanctuary and absolve you of all wrongdoing. Nearby, at another small bay, Captain Cook himself got pummeled and dismembered by the natives for the mana the priests believed was in his bones. Mana, that was kind of like a guy’s mojo.
“Great. That all makes me feel better.”
Kanani laughed, squeezing his hand. “But the snorkeling down there is the best around.”
The gates came into view. She kept squeezing his hand. She said: “Krieger Estates is definitely up to some nasty shit. We should expect that. It could be worse than a front. Nasty ass shit. I wouldn’t believe anything they tell you.”
“I don’t expect to. How do you know —”
“I’ve been around nasty ass shit. As if you couldn’t guess. Illegal gambling rings. The gangs. Real estate scams. A lot of it was on Oahu, but it’s been spreading.”
“With a boyfriend?” Alex said, releasing her hand.
“Sure. I had a couple. But guys like that are in jail if they’re not dead. This was my last chance here, Alex. On the islands. Kona was.”
“And those enforcers back at your place? In the Crown Vic? They creditors? Old business partners?”
“Could be. Could be either. I wanted to start over. Now look at me. Heading into the belly.”
They fell silent as they approached the gate. Alex had been fighting the urge to sneak into the place first, do some decent recon. But they were going in like the wanderers they appeared to be. “Shoulders up. Act normal,” he said to Kanani, and she snapped to it. Good girl.
On the entrance road now. Their way was lined with palm and banyan trees like something out of the old south. There had to be cameras on them. He’d expected a jeep or ATV to come out and meet them. Probably had perimeter defenses that took you out before you knew what hit you. He was sweating now. Get a grip, Alex. Kanani reached up and wiped the sweat that had rolled down to his jaw. He squeezed her hand.
“Fuck, brudda. These guys are big time,” Kanani was muttering.
Halfway now. The clouds were swirling back around, swelling darker, and yet a half rainbow had shot up from the end of the entrance road. There, where the road ended, stood a plain but spotless two-story white house of recent construction, one of those mini mansions with high entry that filled every new mainland development.
“This is it? All they got? What the fuck?”
“This is just for entry. It’s like the gatehouse for a fortress.”
The front door did not open. No one came from around back, and no one had spread open the blinds for a look as far as Alex could tell. In the circular driveway before the house sat a brand-new Jaguar and a couple of Mercedes wagons. Still no one. He was scanning left and right as best as he could but the landscape was so lush it was all green beyond fifty yards. They were crossing the driveway, up the steps. A sign next to the door read: “Welcome. Please check in.” A buzzer. Alex rang it.
A nice young receptionist with a flower on her ear led them through to a back patio that was so clean it was either brand-new or just pressure-washed. The white columns at the corners of the patio’s metal awning were so bright that Alex had to squint. They sat in stiff rattan chairs with soft cushions facing two other chairs and, in the middle, a rattan table topped with brochures.
A man and a woman met them, the man dark like Kanani and the woman as white as an Iowa tourist. Alex and Kanani introduced themselves, gave their names. The white woman introduced herself as Mililani and Alex could feel Kanani wince inside, for that was as Hawaiian a name as Kanani. The two wore tropical print island wear, but it was nice and pressed as if for a church or a funeral. They showed tight smiles. Their eyes darted between Alex and Kanani.
“You saw our pamphlets in Kona town? Did you visit our office there?” the man said.
“Yes,” Alex said. “No, we didn’t bother.”
They were holding their smiles a little too long. Alex could see where this was going. They thought he and Kanani were freaks and didn’t have any money. The blowoff could come any second.
“And, you’re looking to stay here?”
“Yes,” Kanani said. “We would love to stay here.” Adding a sweeter smile.
“Okay. For how long?” The man had responded to Kanani, but he and the white Mililani were looking to Alex.
“We — we’re looking to stay a long time,” Alex said. “That’s the thing. We’ve come a long way to be here. I — we — want a new start.”
The two shared a glance. “Well, we do have a month-long option.”
“No. Longer.”
“Uh, well,” the woman said, and her mouth stayed open. The man sat up straight. “So, you are looking for work? But we don’t do work-for-rent, if that’s what you’re thinking —”
“I’m not,” Alex said, and his legs shot him up so he was standing over the two. “Look. Let’s cut the bullshit. Here’s the deal. I’m AWOL, and I want in. That’s right. We want in. The both of us.”
****
NINE
Jerry Bateman stood at his hotel room balcony glass and watched the long, dark and compact cloudbanks rolling in like logs falling off a log truck. He had told the boys back at the PD that he’d be going snorkeling for sure. Yeah, he was going snorkeling here — and a squadron of pigs would also be flying out his ass any second. Snorkeling in Kona would be fine. Someday. When the weather was better. When Marci would want to go. When there wasn’t a war on. When Alex Swenson wasn’t digging his own grave.
Marci would be back from the pool any minute. Jerry was ready. He had put on a KK Hotel robe and the matching slippers, which was a great step forward. It showed his sun-scorched skin and feet were ready, even though he still had hot flashes and what amounted to molting. His top layer of skin had been peeling off in vast blotchy flakes. Marci had joked that he looked like a spawning salmon.
The room door clicked and popped open with a clank and Marci marched in, flinging their key card onto the dresser. “No sun again,” she said, adding a sigh. She was wearing the same robe as Jerry, who was sitting on the bed, nodding at her, for her. She set her eyes on him. She lowered her ABC bag to the rug with slow care, as if it held TNT, and sat next to him on the bed. “Okay, what?” she said. Bring it.
Jerry lifted her hands, held them in his, and he gave her the score. Alex Swenson had gone AWOL. He was going to be shipped to Iraq and he thinks he’s standing up to what he called an unjust military action. That was the real reason Jerry had come here. To look for Alex. Talk him into coming back if he could. He’s somewhere near Kona. There might just be enough time. The AWOL announcement’s been embargoed for now and they probably have no idea Alex fled to Hawaii.
As he spoke Marci’s eyes narrowed, and then they closed, and she seemed to be holding her breath. Jerry could guess her thoughts. Alex and her husband had a special bond. She knew that. Yet she and Alex had also become good friends, and Jerry knew what she wanted to tell him now. Could you blame Alex? It was all because of this silly fucking war. We were in Iraq for the wrong reasons and were only causing the next wars for our children. “Support the troops” was only a cheap ploy to keep the people rooting — the people who weren’t paying attention, that was. People who wouldn’t be too happy to send their own kids over, would they? It had been like that since before Vietnam — a war for Us, fought by Them. She had said all this only once before, once in the middle of a windy and freezing night a couple months ago when another of Fort Clark’s reserve detachments was sent to Iraq — and two reserves were killed by mortar attack right off the bat. Jerry’s response had toed the line. It’s my job, he had told her. The duty is the whole point of the job. And every time he thought about that he felt a shiver. Had they felt that shiver in World War II? He didn’t think so.
Marci popped her eyes open. “I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. About any of it.”
“I owe it to the guy. He’s been there for me. Out in the field.”
A silence. Marci had never pretended to know what that was like. She turned her shoulders to him, facing him straight on. “Can you get dinged for this? By the Army?”
“Not that I know of. Not if I stumble on something, while on vacation.” Jerry added a wry smile. “I can’t help that, now can I?”
“No, you can’t. You can’t help any of it.” She looked away from him, at the wall.
“Look, honey, I just want you to know I’m not discounting our time together.” Discounting? That was what Wal-Mart did. What kind of a word was that for his dear wife? “Want you to know I’m loving our time here,” he added but she cut him off.
“I’m sure you’re not ... discounting it. So, I assume you want me to go — go home?” Marci said, but not pouting to the words. It was more matter-of-fact, as if she was confirming a dinner reservation. Jerry loved her for that. She could take it. This was about the best scenario he could’ve hoped for.
“Your call,” he said. “I’m going to be hitting the trail, see what I can sniff up the last few days I’m here. Got a couple leads. That’s no fun for you. You could always stay here if you want.”
She shrugged, shook her head. She took a shower and came out to report that she was going on to stay an extra couple days in Oahu, for the better shopping and sun, and then she would head home from there. She packed with silent efficiency, but she clung to him as they slept. She took the first morning flight over to Oahu.
The next day was a Monday. Jerry got to work checking the local news — the daily briefs in West Hawaii Today were best for that. He used the Internet Café around the corner. By the afternoon he’d scored a top-shelf police scanner in a pawnshop. He set it up on the hotel room dresser and couldn’t take his ears off the thing. Along with the standard auto accidents, petty thefts and drug dealings he heard about a naked man riding a Segway in the rain, a sighting of a life-sized gecko, and two reports of desecration of ancient Hawaiian artifacts — the first an ancient temple, the second a prize-winning longboard dating back to the 1950s. Every call the local police treated with the same professionalism as a murder. This made him smile. He stayed with the scanner into the night and the next day, ordering meals and coffee and rum and beers to his room.
This was costing him time. He needed a lead. Any lead.
In the afternoon he was just coming out of the shower, patting his wet and flaking skin, when he heard chatter about a drifter assaulting renters and stealing their jeep. The drifter had used a chokehold on one of the renters. The description fit Alex’s. Jerry heard an address, jotted it down. It was south, down Alii Drive. He slopped on sunscreen and headed out wearing, to protect his new layers of skin, a long sleeved shirt, panama hat, large sunglasses, long pants, and sandals over socks. He rented a scooter from across the street and rode the squealing thing all the way down Alii, and when the traffic picked up he had to share the side lane with the joggers and cyclists.
The rental was a nicer stucco place. Jerry knocked on the front door. No answer. He parked a couple driveways down and strolled back, checking out the bushes and hideaways for any sign of Alex. He waded through the bushes along the driveway and the backyard.
A jeep — the once-stolen jeep — turned into the driveway followed by a police car, one of those personal unmarked jobs with a blue strap-on siren like they had here. Jerry’s legs carried him back into the side bushes so that he was watching over the driveway. The cop car only slowed, honked, and sped northward toward Kona.
Jerry’s back was to the perimeter wall of the neighbor’s house. He caught the reek of rotting litter and hobo feces, and he wondered if Alex Swenson had been hunkered down in this very spot. Three guys jumped out of the jeep wearing bright surf shorts, flip-flops, flashy sunglasses. They were wannabe surfers, Jerry was guessing, probably in from the mainland. They shuffled into the house, slapping each other on the backs, one of them rocking his shoulders around, wanting to be more tough-ass than the others.
They had probably provoked Alex, Jerry thought. Wannabes did that.
He waited a few minutes. Let them settle in. Then he walked over to the front door and knocked. Tough-ass answered the door, a fresh bottle of beer in hand. Jerry could smell the pot loud and clear. Probably had bongs and bags of it on the fucking coffee table.
“Yeah,” said tough-ass.
What a smirk on that face. Jerry could show him a smirk. His molting skin didn’t freak them out either. “I hear you had some trouble today,” Jerry said.
“Trouble?” A couple others came to the door. One was coughing. Another had a cell phone, ready to dial. Tough-ass waited till they’d gathered around. “You friends with dat muthafucker?” tough-ass said to Jerry.
“No. Not the way you’re thinking. I’d like to ask you a few questions.”
“You a cop?” said cell-phone. “Shit, they just here, brah.”
“I’m not a cop in the way you’re used to. Let’s just say I’ve got more authority than you’re used to. And, well, truth be told, I wouldn’t want to pass the word about your smoking habits. So just answer the questions I give you.”
Meanwhile, tough-ass had gone white in the face. He pushed the coughing one away, snatched the cell phone from the other one’s hand and sent him off, too. He stood into the doorway, filling it.
Just as Jerry was betting on — tough-ass probably had a record; maybe he was even on parole. Jerry added:
“I’m guessing you don’t need the agro.” — as they called it.
Tough-ass glanced out, toward the big water rolling in on the other side of Alii, composing himself. He swallowed and said: “What do you want to know, sir?”
Jerry spent the rest of the day staring at maps and listening to the police scanner and browsing the papers and web sites for news. He’d be checking out of the King Kamehameha the next morning. Alex wasn’t looking too great, from the way tough-ass described him. He had abandoned the jeep only a ways down the road — heading south for sure. Heading south was really all Alex had. The big island was big, but it had a few simple and clear routes. The main one was a ring around the edges of the island, running along the coast. Another option was what they called Saddle Road, which ran through the middle of the island, right between the island’s two inland volcanoes, Mauna Kea and Mauna Loa, but the army had built that route fifty years ago through a hell zone of bare lava rock and little else. The rain forests were the other inland options but Alex wasn’t ready to hit the wilds, Jerry figured. Plenty little towns and junctions lay south of Kona.
By early evening Jerry was out on the patio waiting for sunset, another rum and guava in his lap, going over in his head just what he would say to Alex. And what would Alex do? What if he got that look? Jerry sighed, lifting his cool glass to his flaking lips.
His cell phone rang. Marci again? He’d just talked to her an hour ago. He answered.
“Jere? Can you hear me?” She was panting.
“What’s the matter? You outside? Are you walking?”
“Nothing. Yes. I was anyway. Oh, my god — you haven’t seen it, have you?”
He’d been so focused on the local police scanner that he hadn’t glanced at the TV in a while. It was on mute. “No,” he said and turned it up. CNN was on. They were doing another stupid story on low-carb diets. But the news ticker caught his eye:
AWOL Army Reserve A. Swenson wanted for drugs, terror links ...
He scanned the other channels, got the same. The Army was considering Sergeant Swenson armed and dangerous. FOX News had a headshot up now.
“Honey, you there? You saw it.”
“Yeah.” The ticker didn’t bother to add that Alex was refusing Iraq service. But Alex was lucky in a way. With Iraq falling apart daily Alex wasn’t getting the play he might have. Jerry started pulling on clothes to get down to the Internet café. The tickers said six more GIs killed today in Iraq. “Jesus,” he muttered.
“Honey? You okay?”
“Yeah. They have anything about leads — they know where he is? Not that they would say.”
“No. They’re not giving out much info.”
He could still be the only one who knew about Hawaii. He could hope. “Are you okay?” he said.
“I don’t know. I tried shopping, there’s the Ala Moana Center here, but … I talked to a couple of the wives back home. Janie. Kendra. Tough times back there. Another Fort Clark detachment is heading out — and it’s reserves again. And it’s freezing rain at the fort again.” Her voice was breaking up. She paused a moment. “Ah, fuck, Jere,” she blurted, “I should’ve just stayed there with you. We should have gone snorkeling, if only for an hour. I told you I wasn’t into that. Of course I am. If it’s with you.”
“I know. It’s okay.”
“Honey?”
“Yeah,” Jerry said.
“Did you know about all that? About what they’re saying?”
“No. I just thought he went AWOL.”
“Do you believe it? Do you believe all that about Alex?”
“I don’t know. Anyway, it doesn’t matter now.”
“It might. I know that’s what you’re thinking. You still have some time.”
Less than two weeks, Jerry thought. The feds could be all over here soon. He pulled on socks but they burned around his flaking ankles. “Fuck,” he muttered again.
“You could bring him back. He could fight it.”
“We’ll see.”
“Honey?” Marci said.
“Yeah.”
“I loved our time together. I did.”
“Me too.”
They said I love you at the same time and hung up and Jerry wandered back out to the balcony. The wind had picked up, and the sun was half down. He was missing the sunset. He dropped into the chair and sucked down the rest of his drink, wondering if Alex had known this was coming? Was that why he was on the run? Did Alex know the full extent of it? None of it made sense. The allegations just didn’t jibe. But had he really expected them to? Right before Jerry had left, he had learned what few knew — Alex had sought Conscientious Objector status, but they let his papers die. If Alex was so bent on all the rest, on the drugs and helping terrorists, why would he go and request CO status? Why didn’t they mention that part?
Because they didn’t have to. Because no one dared second guess them.
The sun dipped under, the sea went black. Jerry wandered back into the room for the mini bar. He lifted the bottle of rum to his glass. The bottle was empty. He pitched the bottle and it thumped at the rug, tumbling away, and then he leaned onto the bar and set his head against the wall, slamming his eyes shut.
****
TEN
Jerry Bateman rented the cheapest compact sedan — a little Chevy made in Asia — and worked his way south along the Kona coast, stopping often to ask questions and show photos of Alex Swenson. He stopped at corner stores, farmers’ markets, family picnics, and crowded beaches. He asked anyone from lifeguards to transients, elderly tourists to teenage surfers. He tried bars, Internet cafes, and diners, and soon Alii Drive gave way to the old Mamalahoa Highway, where South Kona began to rise over the coastline.
He and Marci talked on the cell phone. She was back home and sounding depressed. The weather was colder than when they’d left. All the rumors about increased deployments were turning true. Many on base were shocked about Alex Swenson, she said. They didn’t want to believe Alex could do those things, but why else was he wanted for them? Others said Alex got what he deserved for running out on his fellow soldiers.
“They have a point,” Jerry told her.
“Fuck that,” she snapped.
Jerry knew where Marci got that mouth. She was back with her friends, that small pack of reserves’ wives whom the majority of wives labeled the “Others” behind their backs. Marci’s friends read Salon.com and watched the Daily Show. Some even read The Nation or The Economist. Since 9/11 they kept informed, looking for facts for facts’ sake. That was Marci’s kind — don’t believe what they tell you. The majority of wives didn’t keep informed. Said they were too busy. The kids took up their time. They watched a few minutes of the local news or FOX News when they could find time, or they picked up a Newsweek in the doctor’s office. But it wasn’t about a money or education divide, Marci had assured Jerry. It was anger versus laziness, intelligence versus fear. All Jerry knew was, the majority of reserves’ wives looked a lot more scared of the world and you could see it in their faces. He didn’t know which kind was worse for him. Sometimes he’d wished they all talked about baby showers or even the size of the husbands’ penises rather than notorious neocons or Jessica Lynch.
“Fuck that?” he said. “You don’t just run out on each other. That’s the thing. These guys, even if they don’t believe in the war, the cause, the policy, they still must go where they’re sent, they must go back, and do you know why? The real reason? Because they’re fighting for their buddies. In their unit. You know that. When you’re sent abroad to fight it’s not for Rumsfeld or Bush or even to defend the Constitution. It’s for your buddies. Your team. That’s it. All there is. All we’re really fighting for — so we can all get back home in one piece. You might think it’s a cliché or whatever, but it isn’t —”
“I don’t. I know, Jere. I know that. But sometimes I think, if you really want to help your buddies, your fellow soldiers — and us citizens wanted to help you, we’d all be standing up and saying, shouting, we’re not going where it’s not justified. Just like Alex is doing.” A pause. A sigh. “Honey, I know what you mean about the unit being the reason. Alex being the reason you’re there now. I understand. I respect it. I just can’t help feeling the way I do.”
“I know. I just want you to remember it.”
“I will. And don’t think I don’t know they call us the ‘Others.’ They say I got time to question because we don’t have kids. Fuck them. The truth there is, I don’t give a shit what they think. I love you. So, look, just come home soon.”
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