
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


To Catch a Star

by

Dorothy Callahan


Being the apple of Hollywood’s eye is great for an action/adventure hero, but Rex Rockford knows he needs to break out of his typecast roles if he hopes to have any longevity on the silver screen. A fresh new role by a new director, filmed on the deserted Hawaiian Island of Koho’olawe, will grant Rex decades of acting opportunities and maybe even make him feel like a true hero, like his father. But a tropical storm strands him at sea, and when he makes land, Rex is saved by a woman running a wildlife preserve—on the very land Rex’s agent is turning into a mega-resort, one that will ensure Rex’s fame and fortune for the next hundred years. 

Taking care of living things is what Tori Jackson does best; after all, she knows what it’s like to be broken and discarded. A car accident has scarred her, both physically and emotionally, so living among nature and protecting everything on her reserve is all that matters to her. So when a scruffy, shipwrecked vagabond shows up on her doorstep, Tori has no compunction against helping him. The only problem is that her reserve didn’t get the land renewal in time, and now her beloved property is at risk of turning into a concrete tourist destination. With no money, no power, and a coalition intending to steal the land out from underneath her, Tori needs something extraordinary to save everything she holds dear. 

Rex craves fame and fortune, while Tori nurtures her flora and fauna. Was their shipwrecked encounter a disaster, or simply their destiny?
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“Cut! That was great acting, Mr. Rockford.”

Rex smiled at the eager film student and dug his fingers into his beard, made thick by the extensions from his makeup department. It was always acting. Never real. “Thanks, kid.” He hated that one lousy review made him reevaluate his acting performances, but filming with Robert, Arnold and Bruce had given him some serious competition for screen time, and that one review company had no intention of letting him forget it. Even six months later, that bad review dogged his heels, made him want to branch out into other roles. Hell, what actor didn’t? So, he’d shopped scripts until he found one to challenge him. Like this one, Atlantea.

It was only a fraction of his normal pay and directed by a newbie straight from college, but the writing was fresh, the acting deep, and it was the first time he’d ever been to Hawaii. What more could a guy want? 

Well, technically he was on Kaho’olawe, the deserted “Target Isle,” so named for the bombs and mines the Americans deployed on this barren space as target practice after the attack on Pearl Harbor. It was still only considered about eighty percent safe for people, as some explosives were believed to be present.

Didn’t matter; this was going to be Rex’s first foray as producer. He’d gain the respect of his peers if this movie succeeded. Rex had fought his way to this point and was not going to let anything hold him back. This was going to go perfectly.

Be damned. 

As Rex scanned the rocky dead terrain, he thought briefly of his father, a real hero. That man was a volunteer firefighter, a man who put his life on the line to save lives.

Rex did it for a paycheck. A substantial one, but for money, nonetheless. He’d never felt the desire to put his life on the line for strangers, to jeopardize his health and safety and multi-million-dollar smile for anyone. Knowing his father regarded a world of male actors wearing makeup as emasculating certainly didn’t help them bond as adults.

His father’s friend and subsequently Rex’s agent, Sam Weldt, had convinced him to build a resort on some acreage he found here—leased land that never got renewed and was therefore technically available for the next tenant. He wanted Rex to name it The Rockford Resort in his honor. It would be an easy way to make millions off his name alone, and Rex couldn’t think of a better long-term income after his action-hero career waned. After filming, he was going to go check it out, see if it resonated with him.

His new director cleared his throat, but he was so young and nervous the sound came out more like a question. “Okay, sir, I’d like to get in one or two more scenes before that storm moves in.” The kid pointed over the watery expanse, and Rex could see the gathering clouds churning in the distance, darkening and stirring the water. 

“Will we have time?”

“Yeah. I don’t think they move in that quickly.” The boy hefted his high-speed film camera on his shoulder and moved inland. He pointed to a ridge. “We’re going to CGI the city ruins over here, so I want you to look around and inspect the gateway pillars. They’re going to be fifteen feet high, covered in petroglyphs and multicolored vines, with little creatures moving all around them.”

“Still can’t believe you’re shooting with film.”

“It’s supposed to be historical. I want it to feel authentic.”

He gave the kid credit. He even had an antique film camera in his hotel on the Big Island, the manual crank kind, for a few scenes that would be his character’s flashback. The kid planned on going as far as developing those scenes in black and white. 

Rex scratched his obscene black beard again, so thick it traveled down his throat, and his mop of unkempt hair blended in it. It was way too hot for this much hair, let alone the linen button-up and cotton pants, but for this movie, Rex had been lost at sea for weeks in the early 1800s and had just made land, only to discover a lost civilization. Although the beat sheets for the script showed good CGI, what compelled Rex to take this role was that it was a character study. It would be deep, introspective, and so different from his shallow Hollywood life of curvy supermodels, glamour, and starring roles filled with action and destruction that seemed to light the critics’ asses and pens on fire that he couldn’t wait to see this reach the silver screen. He liked the script so much that he anted up half the cash, making him co-producer on the film. 

He saw the boy struggling with his giant canvas duffle bag, so Rex grabbed that to help and headed where he pointed. “Let’s get this show on the road, eh?”

The kid grinned and shook his head. “I can’t believe you were able to get us here.”

A matching grin crossed Rex’s face. “There’s a fund going to preserve this island, finish getting it cleaned up and safe. It was easy enough to ‘fund’ our way here.” He had the permits onboard allowing them to be on this half of the island, the safe half. 

“Do you speak any of the native tongue?”

Rex glanced over at him, a joke on his mind. “Only two words you need to know while you’re in Hawaii. One is aloha, and you should use it when you make eye contact with the most beautiful woman you’ve ever seen. All seduction starts with the eyes. You want to get into her pants, you let her know with your eyes. Remember that.”

The kid nodded like he was ready to take notes. “You would know, wouldn’t you? Didn’t they rate you in the top ten most eligible bachelors?”

“Number One,” he said with a satisfied nod.

The kid turned to face him. “What’s the second word?”

With a chuckle, Rex said, “Using your best Island accent, you say komon-I-wanna-laya.”

They burst out laughing, but after a moment the kid faltered. “I hope I don’t let you down, sir. I know you make tons more than we’ll pay, and then you paid for the Island rental?” He shook his head again, this time ruefully. “I really hope the movie does well for you.”

A soft chuckle, then Rex clapped him on the back as he checked the weather on his cell. “No worries. It’s tax deductible.”

They laughed again, but the skies darkened. The kid looked up. “We might only get in one scene.”

“Yeah, you’re right. No prob, we’ll come back.” Rex lowered the bag where the kid pointed and then maneuvered over the rocky terrain toward the imaginary city. For setting, this really was a unique place to film. The bulk of the island had turned red from fifty years of military bombings, the soil so devoid of nutrients they may as well have been standing on Mars.

The kid widened his stance, hefted the camera into place. “Got dark fast.”

Rex looked around. “What about over there? That ridge is still getting good light.”

He noticed the kid looking at the wooden stakes with the No Trespassing signs. “I... don’t think our permits cover that.”

Since they were running out of time, Rex fibbed, “Permit covers the entire island. Come on, before the rain hits.” He just wanted to get one scene done and get out of this scratchy outfit. Damn his makeup department for their authenticity; these clothes were murder. 

The kid vacillated for a moment before he hurried along beside him and stopped at the base of the ridge. “Cool. Yeah. Okay. This looks good. Cell. Shades.”

“Oh, yeah.” Rex handed the kid his cell and sunglasses, watched the kid pocket them.

He scanned Rex for other tech and nodded approval, then said, “So, in about ten feet, you need to move some bushes we’re going to CGI in, then look around in awe. I’m going to come from behind, then loop around in front of you to catch your expression.”

Rex nodded, rolled his shoulders as he got into character. Started panting and stumbling his way from utter dehydration... shoved his way through the non-existent bushes... wiped sweat from his eyes in sheer disbelief... and stared in awe at temple pillars that weren’t even there.

An explosion went off beside him—so powerful it blasted him into what would soon be CGI tangled undergrowth. His ears rang; the ground wavered and bucked. Agonizing seconds passed before his mind told him to breathe. His body rallied and he sucked in air, grabbed his chest and ribs. Un-crumpled his body from the sharp black volcanic rocks. Tottered his way to his feet. He grabbed his ears and saw blood, flailed to keep his balance. Turned to face the kid to see what the hell happened.

A giant smoking crater and a burning duffle bag was all that was left of him.

The clouds moved in overhead, the curtain of rain moving over the water and towards land with a vengeance. 

It took Rex a few seconds to process what had happened. A mine. A live mine from Pearl Harbor went off. Killed the kid. 

No.

His director was dead because of him. Violent waves crashed along the shore. He’d never operated a boat off-set before; he had staff for his yacht. He reached for his cell and discovered an empty pocket. He wore no tech for this filming. 

Rain blasted into his face, stinging his eyes, pelting his skin. 

He was stranded on a deserted island with nowhere to go and no way to call out.

Rex Rockford was Hollywood’s greatest action hero, yet he was completely immobilized with shock.

All he could think of was, Not again.
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Chapter 1
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It was not every day a half-naked castaway showed up at her door, Tori mused as she watched the shaggy mess stumble up her dirt pathway. Her old black Lab, KK, gave a soft woof and stared at the door, heavy tail slowly wagging. Grayness on his muzzle had progressed to his eyebrows over the last few months, but Tori knew his heart to be steadfast. She grabbed her sunhat and plopped it on her head and hid behind the curtains while she waited for the bum outside to draw nearer. 

Her computer pinged with an incoming message, but Tori hurried over and closed the internet instead of reading it, then shut down her tower. If the next storm was going to be bad, she didn’t want to fry her tentative connection to the outside world. 

The rain had started again; an unseasonable beast that began with a storm three days ago, punctuated with blazing sun for a few hours, only to repeat, leaving the air painfully thick and heavy and hard to breathe. 

The rain now pelted the man, leaving reddish stains on his sunburned shoulders. 

And then he collapsed. 

Straight into the mud.

Tori gasped and yanked open her door, her hat flinging to the rug as she raced to his side. Heavy raindrops blasted against her as she knelt beside him, tugging on his arm. She could see the salt where it had crusted on his skin, the dry patches on his lips, the tangled mats in his wild black hair and his unkempt mud-filled Neanderthal beard. He looked like he’d been lost at sea, something she’d been schooled on but never encountered. She frowned at the dried blood around his ear and wondered if he’d ruptured his eardrum. “Can you hear me?”

He sucked in his breath, his brown eyes wild. His hand clawed into her arm before he looked up at the sky. “No, storm shark, permit bad....”

“It’s okay. I’ve got you. You’re safe. Can you stand?”

Her words must have soothed him, because the man loosened his death grip on her arm and fumbled for help. She slung his arm over her shoulders and drew him close, surprised at his weight. He slumped against her as he stumbled drunkenly where she guided him. 

No, not drunk. Dehydrated. Lost at sea, no fresh water. Similar symptoms. “I’m going to get you inside, okay?”

“Dead storm. Movie bomb, killer set.”

She’d seen worse storms, but Tori couldn’t understand him and honestly didn’t think he knew what he was saying. He wore thick heavy boots, and his white linen shirt hung by the sleeves tied around his waist, a waist covered by pants so high they looked to be from a lost generation.

His skin burned under her palms, and she wondered if he had sun poisoning. A glance revealed giant blisters surging from his shoulders, and smaller ones erupted down his muscular arms. He shivered against her, but he felt and looked scorched. 

The rain drove into them, making her patient slippery to hold onto. She hefted him against her hip and managed to get him up the three stairs into her home. 

KK sniffed the man, having more sense than Tori about going out in the rain, and her dog followed them into the back bedroom, where Tori lowered her guest onto the nearest of the three cots. He groaned and rolled to his back and shivered. Then he made retching noises, and Tori snatched the nearest wastepaper basket to hand to him. 

He heaved into it, but nothing came out.

Which to her meant he hadn’t eaten in at least a day or two. 

She watched her guest collapse into the cot, and she eased down to sit beside him. “It’s okay, you’re safe here.”

“Where’s here?”

“Kapu Nahele Reserve.”

He promptly passed out.

––––––––
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After an hour of attempting to contact the police department, Tori gave up. With the storm raging directly overhead, her satellite phone couldn’t connect, and the way the rains battered the dirt roads, she doubted they would come out tonight, anyway.

It wasn’t the first time Tori had taken in strays—usually lost or injured hikers exploring the volcanic mountains—but she at least wanted to report him found, in case a missing-person report had been filed. 

Based on that beard, maybe even as long as ten years ago. 

The lights flickered, and Tori hung up the phone with a resigned sigh and turned on the weather radio. According to the report, the weather should clear up by the day after tomorrow. She decided it might be a good time to get the generator running, since her solar panels hadn’t had much sun these last three days and she still had a fridge running. She ducked out into the pelting rain, started the generator, and raced back inside. She turned on the fans to get the air moving and decided she should check on her guest. Tori grabbed her sunhat and pressed it over her head, pushing her sloppy blonde ponytail lower in the process. If he woke up, she didn’t want him to notice her scars.

His glassy eyes registered her entrance but didn’t seem to focus on her. She cleared her throat and asked, “Can you drink?”

“Water.” His hands raised to her in supplication. She went into the guest bathroom and filled a paper cup, the rain barrels probably near to bursting by now. She brought him the offering and helped him sit upright. He chugged it, the water spilling down his chest. He gasped and tried to tap out the last drop.

“I’ll get you more.”

“Water. Please.”

She filled another cup, then went into the kitchen and returned with her pitcher and a tall glass. She filled two, three glasses for him, watching him greedily accept her offering. More liquid raced down his bare chest, and Tori had a tough time not noticing his body now that he was awake.

She knew bodybuilders typically dehydrated themselves before competitions to define their muscles, and up close and personal like this she could understand why. Her guest was cut. Chiseled. Ripped. Total eye candy. She felt her cheeks heat and was glad she had donned her hat. She focused on his blisters and said, “I’m going to get you some ibuprofen.”

He flopped back onto the cot like drinking had overtaxed him, and when she returned with the medicine, she had to help him sit up again. He took the pills and drank another full glass, then eased back down, hissing in pain. She waited until he dozed off again, then slipped out into her tropical living room. Chlorophyll was welcome here, and every corner of her home was lush with vegetation. She plucked a few stalks from a few different aloe plants, along with assorted native herbs and leaves, to treat his skin. Then she grabbed a needle, rubbing alcohol, and antibiotic cream and headed back to his bedside. 

He looked like he worked out a lot—was probably even a good-looking guy—except for that wooly mammoth overtaking his head. His black stringy hair remained clumped and matted, and his beard was so thick it spanned from just below his sinus cavities practically all the way down to his clavicles. She poured some rubbing alcohol over the needle and gathered a few paper towels. She gently ruptured the giant blisters and cleaned them up, then applied the cream.

He started shivering again. 

Damn, it was most likely sun poisoning. First and foremost, she’d have to remove his clothes to get him dry. Although part of her was intrigued at the thought of seeing him naked, the logical part analyzed how to strip and dress an unconscious man. Granting only a few seconds to consider his state, Tori untied his linen shirt sleeves from his waist and tugged it out from under him. Boots. She eased them and his socks off his feet and carried them to the tub, where she tipped out cups of saltwater and left them there to drain. She grabbed her largest towel and headed towards his bedside. She opened it and draped it over her arms to shield him and undid all the buttons... a button fly? She gently tugged off his pants and underwear while ensuring his lap remained covered with the towel and next draped a lightweight blanket over him. Then she tossed all his clothes into her tiny washer and started the load. She returned with a bowl of cool water and a washcloth and wiped off his cheeks, his neck. Whiffs of algae and sea spray clung to his hair despite the storm that must have beat against him, and now, with the mud and rain plastering his skin, he smelled strongly of her Island, of belonging. She eased the towel lower and saw a ridge of salt where his pants hem had been, so she washed him off there, as well as his legs and then arms. 

With a smaller bowl and makeshift pestle, Tori squeezed out the fresh aloe and crushed the leaves to make a numbing balm for the burns. She rubbed it over his parched skin, her fingers gentle, almost exploratory. She slathered his red skin with every bit of the healing unguent in the bowl. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d touched a man like this... yes, she could. She brushed the scars on her right cheek with the back of her hand. Five years ago. And not missed.

She replaced the blanket and remained at his bedside for what seemed like an hour.

The man still shivered, and she realized the blanket wasn’t going to be enough. He needed body heat, ASAP. Tori made a snap decision and yanked off her shirt, knowing he was too delirious to note the multiple scars covering her torso. She lifted the cover and wrapped her body against his, tucking his arm gently around her. His Island scent mixed with fresh aloe overtook her senses; the light spattering of his chest hair tickled her nose. He still shivered, and Tori wrapped her arm around his muscular torso, mindful of his burns, and draped her leg over both of his. She felt a sigh slide between her lips and closed her eyes, knowing that no conscious man would ever want to willingly cuddle up with a monster like her. 
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Chapter 2
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Her guest slept until late afternoon the following day. Tori had taken advantage of the breaks of rain to harvest some fruit and veggies from her garden, as well as go fishing. She hated killing what she caught, so she tended to fish until they stopped biting, then cleaned and gutted enough to fill her freezer. Eventually, her guest was going to rouse, and he’d need to regain his strength. 

When she returned home, she found him sitting on her couch, admiring her plants as he scrubbed her dog’s neck, making KK moan in pleasure. 

Her dog liked him; that was a good thing. She automatically tipped her brim lower to shield her face. “You’re up.” She hoped he put on the shorts she left out for him, since his clean laundry seemed a little too hot for this weather. She noticed he had combed out his hair, but that beard... oh, that beard....

He smiled at her, both grateful and weary. “Thank you for helping me.”

“You’re welcome.” She crossed into her tiny kitchen and placed the cooler on the counter, glancing at him to see he was shirtless but wearing shorts. 

“It’s a jungle in here.”

She smiled tentatively at both him and her dog’s enthusiasm. “I love plants. People give them to me when they’re wilted and dying, and I revive them.” 

“I’m sure Mother Nature doesn’t like all this competition.”

His compliment struck her. She stared at him through her brim for a second before smiling. “I made you some kefir, thought it might jumpstart your digestion.”

“What’s kefir?”

She opened her fridge and put the fish inside, then removed the jar. “It’s like yogurt. I added a banana and some berries for flavor.” She brought him a full bowl and a spoon. He tore in and halted after a few bites. “You made this?”

She nodded.

“It’s incredible.” At least, that what she thought he said around mouthfuls, which made her smile. 

“There’s more.”

He nodded enthusiastically and kept shoveling. Tori had to admit, even though she hadn’t “cooked” for someone in years, it was still nice to be appreciated. He moved to get up when he scraped bottom, but Tori bade him sit and refilled his bowl. 

“I feel like an invalid.”

“More like parasite,” she joked, then braced, hoping he took it in good fun.

He laughed. “Fine. I’ll be a tick, but you’ll have to keep feeding me until I explode.” He caught his breath. “What about a king? You can be my servant wench.”

“I never wench in my own home,” she said with a smile, enjoying his reaction. Tori poured him a glass of fresh-squeezed orange juice and perched on a chair opposite him.

He downed half before asking, “This is fresh, isn’t it?”

She nodded. 

“Heaven,” he said as he flopped back. “I’ve died and gone to heaven.” He moved on the couch, then arched and hissed from his shoulder pain.

With a refuting noise she said, “Not heaven, but you can’t get much closer.”

“Oh, no? Where am I, anyway?”

She shrugged. “We’re in the Kapu Nahele Reserve. Paenapalaua is the nearest known gulch. We’re smack-dab in the middle of a big stretch of wilderness out here.”

He looked at her, and Tori reflexively dipped her head to hide her facial scars.

“Where’s here?”

“On Molokai, the middle of the eight Hawaiian Islands. This whole side is a reserve.” 

“How far are we from Kaho’olawe?”

She frowned. “I don’t know, maybe fifty miles? No one goes there.”

His lips twisted at her words; his voice dripped with regret. “I did.”

“What were you doing there?” She looked down; that came out wrong. 

He heaved a deep breath and didn’t answer. “May I use your phone?”

She got up and grabbed her satellite phone off the table and handed it to him. “Not the greatest reception out here when it’s raining. I’ve been trying to call out for you for two days. Try standing on the porch.”

His hand lowered. “You have?”

She nodded and watched his features soften. 

“Thank you. For everything you’ve done for me.” She saw the next tease in his eyes when he said, “Including stripping me. Did you take advantage?”

“No,” the word fired out of her. “I’d never do that to anyone.”

His simmering gaze scanned her. “Pity.” When his fingers brushed hers for the phone, Tori felt an electric jolt from the touch. Although it had been five years since a man had touched her intimately, she’d tended to many lost and wounded hikers in that time, but none had made her nipples stand in attention. The local villagers knew she chose to live in this hard-to-access reserve after the accident on the mainland. Her med-student boyfriend had cracked open her chest to save her after the truck had jackknifed her car in San Fran, and two months in the hospital recovering from multiple surgeries made him reevaluate their relationship.

Her facial scars, she was sure, helped solidify his decision. The one on her right forehead she could live with, even the one that lanced through her hairline and into her right ear and skimmed off the tip. It was the four-inch one that eviscerated her earlobe and tugged the right corner of her mouth that she really hated. It was long and raised and ugly and drew everyone’s attention as surely as if she had painted it on with mascara.

While her shaggy guest adjourned to the porch, Tori opened her fridge and pulled out the fresh fish, some bread and butter and her homemade sweet potato chips, wondering about her mystery man. Kaho’olawe? Really? He certainly wasn’t part of the cleanup crew, not in those clothes. She wondered if he was on an archaeological dig or something. These Islands had tons of sites that drew many for enlightenment. 

She preheated the oven and set the table as he paced and stretched to connect his call, stabbing at the buttons. She could hear his irritated growl through the windows between her kitchen and porch but couldn’t make out any words.

She grabbed some fresh fruit off her counter and chopped them into her blender and added milk. Mixed some flour in a bowl with her harvested herbs and coated the fish before popping them in the oven to bake. Cut up some veggies for a green salad as she eyed her frustrated guest, still trying to connect to the outside world.

Dinner was almost ready. She watched him, waiting cordially so she could serve him. After a few fruitless minutes he gave up, his back still to her, and she watched him brace his hands on the open windowsills facing the back yard and shake his head. He stayed there for a long minute, unmoving. Then the storm blasted through, the wind rippling through his long hair, the spray of the rain brushing along his upturned cheeks. 
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