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Dedication


Still to the crazies

the wild and weird

the fun-loving

those with never-grow up mind set

those who still chase rainbows

to those who enjoy watching

the Pu’u ‘Ō’ō lava flow at midnight

 

Pamela

Abbas

					Tiki Shark Parker

 

	also to those fun-crazies

				         those Cre8tives

					who play with Shellfish

					in the celluloid sand

				

					   Hunter Hopewell

					   James Hopewell
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Hopewell came to believe that when he saw these shadow-mist devil sharks swirling around someone’s head that person would in the future die a violent death.

 

 


 




Part One
Hunter Hopewell
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November, 1943
Choiseul Island, the South Pacific, held by the Imperial
Japanese Army

Once again his gaze is fixed upon the hideous face of the blood spattered statue falling towards him. As if trying to ward off some diabolical creature, he raises his hands in a futile gesture. Too late: embracing the crush of stone he experiences the terror of his death, as he has so many times before in this recurring nightmare.

He hears shouting. Corpsman! Corpsman! Over here!

In another unsettling dream — perhaps the same — in a swirling fog atop a mountain precipice, he is caught in an invisible tug of war between the statue, moving with plodding steps, no longer stone of reddish-brown but dark as a bottomless pit. The statue pulls at his arm as to his opposite side does a beautiful woman with black flowing hair, her bronze face haloed in orange fi re. Be strong, my warrior, he hears the whisper of a female’s lullaby voice, calming his mind, bringing him back to vague consciousness.

Tinny sounds he hears, odd in their mixing, intensified into the pounding of waves. In the background, muffled explosions, whistling screams followed by quaking, ground-jarring thumps; the pop, pop, pop of small arms fire, the staccato rat-tat-tat of a spitting machine gun. Dazed, he finds himself jerking his limbs on a field stretcher, then an awkward lifting. He guessed they had tied him down on the deck of that torpedo boat, the one designated for the rendezvous to bring them off the island.

His next sensation, like a rough thrown skipping rock, was the war craft bouncing to the rolling of the ocean and the vibration of the high-octane motor, easing him back into his unconscious stupor, from which he wakes to a fog when the shaking and roaring falls off .

He tries to move but cannot. His head hurts.

The war’s over for you, says a man’s gentle voice. Strange. In his misty vision, through slits of swollen eyes, swirls a shadow, so much like a small dark-gray shark, circling around the head of the man who spoke.

Another voice. — My God, Mister Kennedy, is he still alive? Are those his brains?

— That young marine died in my bunk this morning. This guy’s still breathing; he deserves our best.

Soon he feels himself rising, lifted by many hands. And then… what do I feel?

In and out of a dark landscape of memories, real or not, he senses the vibrations of airplane engines. A quieting descends upon his soul; all around him and within, an infinite silent blackness. No, not quite true. He could sense a pinprick of light, at first far distant, growing as it moves towards him into a broiling fire wherein swirls the visions of that bloody statue from the pagan cemetery. The woman now stands to the statue’s side beckoning him. She is so lovely, so desirable, so real, he tries to reach out his hand to touch her. The statue lurches between them, keeping them apart; an icy touch from the stone, he knows not how, it burns. He sees in the empty eyes of that crimson face — unholy violence. How can I see this if I’m dead? Can the dead dream?

Excerpt from Major General R. Geiger’s after-action report — 

Set up by the upper command the diversion by the United States Marines, 2nd Parachute Battalion, was to convince the Japanese in believing the upcoming invasion of Bougainville would take place on the island’s east side. The raid seemed to be successful, up until the ambush. Forty marines accompanied by a French-speaking coast watcher and his administrative U.S. Navy liaison were trapped and forced to make a stand in an ancient native cemetery and religious meeting ground. Three marines and the advisor liaison, Naval Commander Hunter Hopewell, were seriously injured, with one marine later succumbing to his wounds.
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December, 1943. One month later

Dirt had been his last taste.

My mouth feels like it’s stuffed with cotton.

His crusted eyelids opened to an antiseptic room and the feeling of being cocooned, swaddled tight within a metal bed, everything pale alabaster in color. A nurse had been tucking in his sheets, and her movement must have brought him conscious.

So, he was not dead.

His dry tongue slurred out his question: “Where am I?”

“Aiea Naval Hospital, Honolulu,” she replied, startled.

“Don’t move. I’ll find your doctor.”

He could not move, though he tried. What happened to me?

Two men entered both doctor-looking in their white garb and stethoscopes, followed by several nurses rushing in to stare with expressions of… wonderment... disbelief?

“Commander Hopewell, welcome back from the dead,” said the older of the two medical men.

The Commander — that’s who I am — replied in a low raspy wheeze, “Yes, I was dead,” to him the truth as he had dreamed. His comment elicited titters and laughter from the medical audience surrounding his bed. They thought he had made a joke.

Both doctors began probing, first delicately at his head, and he felt tingle sensations above his eyebrows as they unwrapped bandages, murmuring ‘hmm-mm’ and ‘yes, yes.’

Nurses assisted in the turning and adjusting of his body as he felt pokes to his arms and legs. Wait!

“I can’t feel my left arm.” With a fearful glance he discovered his arm lay there, though unmoving despite any effort. He pushed out a deep sigh. Thank God, I have not lost my arm.

“Yes, your arm sustained some injury,” offered the younger physician, a bit cavalier, as if any answer would be solace. “The surgeons here did major reconstructive. It should be responding, and still might. Nerve damage, you know. We know little about nerve connections.” If that was an apology for the profession’s failure to bring him whole again, the doc would gain no absolution from this patient.

“Commander, do you remember how you were injured?”

Searching disjointed memories, he did recall and his eyes widened. All in the room saw a man facing a relived terror.

“The ambush.”

He said no more to a disappointed audience and would not do so until he made his formal report to the proper authorities, to his O.S.S. superiors. Commander Hunter Hopewell harbored secrets that still might fall into enemy hands.

Without warning, a stabbing sensation seared through his mind, flinging pain like a hundred ice pick stabs into the head wound and forcing out a yelp of agony.

A nurse rushed out, returning with an injection of morphine.

Very shortly, and like a tidal flow surging through his blood, he felt the opiate relax all tension and he drifted off on a soothing cloud. But behind the cloud lurked a nightmare of the ambush, first of the many subconscious haunting visions which would plague him in the months to come as the need for pain relief led to a drug dependency. This night, in unsettling slumber, he saw a monster tiki destroying Honolulu, and he felt weak and helpless to protect the beautiful and mysterious woman standing next to him. Hunter learned too late that morphine was named after the Greek god Morpheus, the deity of dreams.
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In his nightmare, as the giant tiki destroyed Honolulu, he felt weak and helpless to protect the beautiful and mysterious woman and screamed awake, sweating, praying for any chance to save her and the city.
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Three years later, early July, 1946
Red Tiki Lounge and Bar, Honolulu, Hawai’i.

Crashing cymbal music and a cannon-fire drum beat woke Hunter Hopewell from his dark reverie. He pulled his far-away stare out of the deep depths of the glass of liquor and downed the last of this liquid medicine. Waving for a refill, he took in the chaotic scene through glazed eyes.

Laughter came easy to this night’s crowd in the Red Tiki Lounge and Bar. Only eight months previously the Japanese Empire, decimated by Allied revenge, had capitulated aboard the battleship U.S.S. Missouri in Tokyo Bay. The U.S. military already had begun mothballing their war fleets and downsizing their armed forces. Honolulu, the largest city in the Hawaiian Island chain, situated on O’ahu, offered the last port of escapism before departure to the States and the return to civilian life and uncertain responsibilities.

With all evil now forgotten, those who had partied like there was no tomorrow now celebrated even more ardently since they had their tomorrows and were going home alive. Tonight, the Red Tiki patrons, lubricated with shots and beer or sweet cocktails and entranced by the pounding of the tom-toms, the snarl of slack-key guitar and the flash-strumming of ukuleles, believed that morality could be postponed, however briefly.

Over on the dance floor several couples were jump jiving to the five piece band K and the Dogg Men. Its members were stylish zoot suiter Hawaiians who, as they bounced out fast jungle rhythms or big band melodies, began removing perspiration drenched layers of clothes, so that by the early morning hours they jammed bare chested which, in turn, brought in the night ladies to seek respite from their horizontal trade. As such, by talent and reputation, the musicians never greeted the morning sun alone nor went to bed without companionship, if they so chose.

The Red Tiki consisted of three semi-open rooms, all dedicated and named within the last few years. On the wall of the bar, paneled in dark wood, its floor strewn with peanut shells, a posted sign declared, the ‘Pyle One On’ Bar, in memory to roving newspaperman Ernie Pyle, friend to foxhole dwellers from Normandy beaches to the Pacific where he took a bullet on Ie Shima island, off Okinawa, in April of 1945. The dance floor was appropriately dubbed the ‘In the Mood’ Room after the song composed by officer-band leader Glen Miller, missing in action, 1944, somewhere over the English Channel. Here, up to twenty-five couples could hug-glide or turn the floor over to the gyrating ambidextrous when a swing tune brought out the jitterbug crazies. K and the Dogg Men seemed unworldly in offering a musical catalogue repertoire, which usually won any Stump the Band challenges, from Nu’a O Ka Palai [The Ground is Strewn] to Donald Duck in Nutzi Land.

If someone were to define the Red Tiki’s decor there would be several apt descriptions, such as ‘beach bum simplistic’ or ‘tsunami trash’. Definitely, Hawaiian yard sale came to mind, for hung from walls and various parts of the cluttered ceiling were fish nets adorned with glass ball net floats interlaced with dried out starfish and puffer fish puffed. A mounted swordfish graced the entrance to the dance floor, its spear point impaling a dozen discarded or purloined nurses’ brassieres and one girdle.

Near one wall in the bar, patrons stood reading thumb tacked bar napkins or writing their own missives for posting to the unofficial Red Tiki jungle message board, a mid-ocean way station for those seeking lost buddies or misplaced girlfriends.

Elsewhere displayed, a framed pre-war travel poster of a winging Pan Am Clipper, captioned: Enjoy the Orient. Tongue-in-cheek during the war years, now left intact, perhaps in hopes that the message might soon be back in vogue to capture tourist dollars.

And no lounge tour would be complete without noticing above the bar a reef-broken longboard from friend Duke Kahanamoku, Olympic medal swimmer and pioneer surfing enthusiast, prominently situated there to the bar’s betterment and political goodwill, for at this time, Duke was the Sheriff of Honolulu.

So, out on the town, those in the know grabbed beach sun at the Royal Hawaiian and maybe caught Ray Kinney vocalizing with Don McDarmid’s Orchestra who were this month performing at the Kewalo Inn, but invariably, in quest of lust or love, flirting or heat dancing in an inebriated fog, later to be called unforgettable memories, one closed the night out at the Red Tiki Lounge and Bar, town of Honolulu, islands of Hawai’i,

American Territory.

No wonder, Matson Ship Lines had written in an early 1941 travel brochure: 

 

Everyone passing through the islands must pat the ‘Red Tiki’ statue for the luck of good fortune, and while you’re there an island beverage inside the famous Red Tiki Lounge and Bar wouldn’t hurt either.
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Tiki Shark’s view of the Red Tiki bar regulars
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Over at the main bar, where serious drinkers were knocking back the half-priced rum specials, fifty cents a glass, Hunter Hopewell hunched on his elbows lost in the drink before him. He was not your usual alkie, dependent on a haze to make it through the days. He required stimulant to rid himself of the pain and nightmares of his combat wound. The doctors could boast of their repair job but were yet unable to find the cause of the headaches.

With such tribulation, women at first glance found the outer casing attractive, a young man in his late twenties with tousled unkempt hair, a war-matured face, even distinguished, narrow and rectangular, rugged with two day old beard growth. It was when one looked close and saw the sea-blue eyes surrounded by redness, saw in his expression that goofy smile of the bar fly, that women steered clear and sought out more receptive conquests. Hunter, in his self-numbness, paid the opposite sex little attention except for two women who tormented him, one in his unsettled dreams and the other, somewhere in the bar this night.

Hunter slung his groggy view around the crowd. Above his head the heavy fog of cigarette smoke wafted upwards to the teak rafters before being pushed around in swirling clouds by the chain-cranked, squeaking ceiling palm fans. The smoke and spilt beer odors mingled with the perfumed sweat of the working girls, the fragrance of hair pomade of the mulatto dockworkers, and the cologne aftershave of the sailors, airmen, and army soldiers, the majority sporting Hawaiian Aloha shirts and enjoying their first or last hours of leave.

Such partying generated brisk business to the bathrooms, where Kane and Wahine, their slatted bamboo doors swinging back and forth like rushing turnstiles at an amusement park, effused from the stalls their own smell mix of urine and vomit. This final, suffocating concoction inhaled, by all who entered, hit the newcomers hard like a typhoon gust, but they quickly tolerated it as their senses adapted, for visitors knew by word-of-mouth and marquee billing that they were privileged to be entering one of mankind’s great social watering holes, boasting a Pacific Rim reputation for its strutting and rutting.

It was one of these mating rituals that finally caught Hunter’s attention. The drunken leering, pawing attitude of several sailors had moved from rough flirtation to hit the wall of the woman’s firm response, “I said, ‘no thanks’ several times, fellows. Please take the hint.”

More physical pressing against her had escalated into a shouting match with the woman finger pointing, her tongue spewing less common curses, more rapier thrust exclamations of ‘I don’t think so, shit toad’ and ‘go grab your own ankles, bum fucker.’ Hunter knew the woman well. They had a relationship, nothing sexual, more an estranged business partnership. Secrets were held between them. The young lady being harassed was Judith ‘Tommi’ Chen, the Honolulu businesswoman, bookkeeper for Lyle Sheftel, owner of the Red Tiki.

“Come on, girlie, let’s go dance,” said one of the drunk sailors, more demand than request, as he tried to grab at her arm, and missed.

“Well, Heggen’s ugly, but I’m more the wild man lover,” another sailor pushed in.

She did not diffuse the situation, more egged it up a notch.

“Go have your fun somewhere else. Or are you out to prove you won the war, one last conquest?”

Their boisterous teasing quickly then turned ugly.

“You Japs did lose. We’re more men than you’d ever deserve.”

“Sometimes I wonder, if you didn’t have the bomb, if the outcome would be much different.” Hunter, hearing this barb, gave his own crooked smile. Yep, that’s Tommi, feisty, in your face.

“Slant eyes,” mumbled a third sailor, and the sailors closed as a pack, dark anger fomenting in their minds some sexual punishment against the young woman.

Another ‘slant eye’, more menacing, stepped into the tension. Before them stood Mister Manaa, the Māori doorman and bouncer of the Red Tiki.

“I think you gentlemen have had enough. I think you should pay your tab and call it a night.” His voice bore steady menace, as he turned in such a way that his shoulders and girth formed a muscle barricade between the rowdies and Tommi Chen.

The sailors coalesced into a fighting unit but then the band stopped playing, and though wasted by drink, they were not so stupid drunk as to fail to notice that the odds of battle in the bar had shifted against them.

They grumbled, puffed their chests, pushed chairs around roughly, and departed, the last of them, the sailor called ‘Heggen’, cursing out the best parting shot he could muster, “You’ll be sorry.”

The band struck up the calypso tune “Rum and Coca Cola”, stressing the lyrics, ‘workin’ for the Yankee dolla’. The levity and dancing resumed.

Tommi hovering, half way between contemptuous and smug, paused to reconnoiter her surroundings, not wanting to stand out by this tussle, wishing to again be low key, for unobtrusive had served her well these last years of war, first year of peace.

She spotted Hunter Hopewell at his regular bar spot staring back at her in his own stupor, and she thought, ‘Good, right where I want him.’

Hunter returned to his drinking, throwing off his own silent comment: ‘It was those sailors who needed protection, not her. Damn woman is the most dangerous Jap in the entire islands. Even with this fucked up war over.’
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Honolulu, Hawai'i 3 a.m.

Having been deftly ejected from the Red Tiki Lounge, the befuddled sailors believed they had been rudely mistreated. The incident festered. Angered still by the young woman’s emasculating tongue and forced to exit with hustled shoves by the no-nonsense bouncer they did not see themselves in the wrong by not taking her no as a firm ‘no’.

Reinforced with more liquor, they decided to resort to petty revenge. The Red Tiki Lounge and Bar must suffer, and that is why they returned, with a last minute plan for vandalism.

Their attempt at silence was broken by drunken coughs and suppressed chortles, hands over their mouths, at this late night lark. They were going to steal the tiki of the Red Tiki, the bar’s tourist landmark, the good luck totem for all who entered. It would not be an easy task; the statue was massive, near eight feet tall.

Two of the sailors, experienced stevedores, motioned the crane truck backing up to come just so far. Already, two other sailors had swaddled the massive statue in a canvas tarp tied with rope. The hook clasp tightened as the crane grunted at the load and the statue broke free of its concrete pedestal.

“Look at that,” came a whispered shout from one of the sloshed culprits. It was sailor Heggen, the most drunk of them all.

“What?” asked one of the co-conspirators as his hand signals motioned the hefted load over to the flatbed truck where two other enlisted men were waiting to tie down their prize.

“I could have sworn the damn ghoul’s face moved.”

“Have another slug at the bottle, Heggen, maybe our new good luck charm will start singing ‘Anchor’s Away’.”

“And it wasn’t a smile; it kinda sneered at me.”

“Get in the truck and don’t throw up.”

Loaded with their cargo, the two trucks moved off quietly from the Red Tiki heading toward one of the dry docks where their ship had just been flushed out with a clean bill of health for its final sea voyage.

Several blocks away, the convoy turned toward the docks of Pearl, passing the Honolulu Star-Bulletin newspaper truck off -loading the early morning edition at Sammy Nimoro’s newsstand. The streets at this before dawn hour might bear produce trucks delivering fruit and vegetables for the daily markets, but Sammy thought it unusual to see military trucks loaded with sailors waving and laughing and having a binge party good time. Sammy cut the strings to the bundle of newspapers with the July 2 headlines: “Operation Crossroads — Success at Bikini Atoll” — “Chiang Kai-shek launches new attacks on Communist Chinese forces of Mao Zedong” — “Boxer Jack Johnson Killed in Auto Accident.”

“MP’s gonna git you,” said Sammy aloud but to himself as the trucks rushed past.

At Pier Gate 3, the sentry waved them through after receiving a bottle of good bourbon to look the other way. Close by, civilian custodian Quan Lee, on his night shift of dumping trash from the maintenance sheds, watched the bottle transaction and the trucks moving past.

After two hours of crane work and dolly shoving and sliding, they could be satisfied with their work. Their sacrificial totem stood near the bow of the de-commissioned destroyer minesweeper, the USS Southard. The stone figurehead would remain hidden under the canvas tarp and would not be displayed until their vessel had cleared port for the open ocean.

As the final covering was tied down securely, Sailor Heggen, posted to the Southard’s last cruise, said aloud to no one in particular, “This stone feels real warm.”

“Jeez, why not, asshole, summer nights around here drip heat.”

“Doesn’t feel right, you know, when they say ‘stone-cold’ — .”

“If you want a hot rock, just wait; our tin can is going to get the best fireworks send-off in the world, and have this buddy boy along to kiss Davy Jones’s ass.”

“Just saying; didn’t feel burning to the touch back at the Red Tiki.”

“God, Heggen, we’re finished here, go sleep it off!”

They paid little attention to the tiki statue thereafter, and when late in the morning the ship eased out of Pearl Harbor with its unusual cargo, the salvage transport crew working under the heat of the summer sun never did discover that the thrumming vibrations coming from USS Southard’s oil burning engines were not the same as those coming from the stone tiki god. When the ship sailed away from the shores and reefs of Hawai'i, there was a brief shimmering, mirage-like, when an invisible boundary was breached; releasing an ethereal message, a cry upon the wind, climbing towards the sky, and higher still to the reach of the heavens, a warning, that on this day all was not right with the world.

From the frivolity of drunks amazing events, beyond all normal understanding, were put into motion, so…

Do not discredit or curse those things that you know nothing of.

Against the pyrotechnics display of fire and brimstone, amid the geysers of explosive lava in a massive new eruption of the volcano known as Kīlauea, she walked naked from the magma caldera, awakened from a long, slumbering repose, to take human form again, in the likeness of the young native woman, so long ago sacrificed to appease her wrath. The fearful worshipers had acted in ignorance for they did not really know her temperament, or the source of her immortality. Yes, such deity spirits do exist beyond the pale. She was earth-eater, the creator of new soil… the birth mother of what is called Earth.

And in the miasma of those unseen forces that released her and brought her forth a woman …she held desires.

Pele the goddess.

The night the stolen stone statue began its journey across the sea, an angry tremor rose from the bowels of the earth and sought release. The sailors of the USS Southard, by their petty theft, had initiated a collision course with disastrous consequences. The balance of harmony between the spirit world and the earthly world of mankind had been broken.

Pele had been sent to repair the damage, regain the balance, before it was too late.

Around the goddess swirled the frothy mantle of wind and lightening that heightened her power while she walked the surface, an unworldly storm that vainly tried to hold in check the fire of her soul.

Before her rose a wraith, a spirit, a shape shifter to do her will.

“Kama Pua’a,” she invoked.

From sparking lava came substance, and with snorting squeals a large pig appeared and ran down the slope to escape the heat and cooling pahoehoe lava. Long ago, this spirit creature was once her lover transformed, from man to ash and thence into the cursed form of a swine when he made Pele angry. She was not a goddess to toy with.

“Go. Find my warrior.”

Kama Pua’a obeyed with squeals and snorts and disappeared into a racing swirl of black dust.
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Lyle Sheftel, the owner of the Red Tiki Lounge and Bar, was taking his ritual morning walk on the wet sands of Waikiki Beach. He fit the part of a bar owner: in his early forties, not tall, but not short either as his stature showed off a wrestler’s triangle girth of muscles, his mop of greased black wavy hair, topping a face pock-marked from childhood scarlet fever. His Chicago twang came out gravelly after years of cigars and backroom smoke from too many all-night poker games. He seemed out of place for the islands, but these days everything was out of place, everyone disconnected from their roots.

Today, he took his time watching the early morning swimmers and surfers, eyeing the incoming waves, ever the opportunist, for the odd cast-off salvage debris, more certain to find dead fish or water-logged coconuts, smelling the salt air, before turning inland to let the fresh aromas of dew on the plumeria and orchids clean his senses. Before long, such fresh perfumed air would be overwhelmed by the morning-after bar smells when he opened the front door and began the hosing clean-up.

He stopped with a lurch.

“Holy Mother!”

The owner of the Red Tiki stood looking at the empty pedestal, stricken first by shock, then curses, and finally grief. His lucky totem, stolen. His head shook with anger and frustration. With a weak hand he tapped the empty spot where the tiki once stood, and found no relief, no comfort, a man violated by theft.

How would his business now fare? In that regard, he should not have been worried, yet… Lyle Sheftel ran a great hooch and hoofer joint. Everyone said so. But he was indeed worried; what action to take? He furled his brow with intent. Good business owners are decision makers. His mind settled on those people who might have the talents to discover the thieves and recover his giant amulet: His bookkeeper, Tommi Chen, with fingers in a myriad of lucrative pies. The hepster artist, Tiki Shark, who had the gossip pulse of the street people.

And he would enlist Hunter Hopewell, the Red Tiki’s number one barfly, the ex-Navy Commander, the wounded warrior sidelined to be an investigator for the Judge Advocate’s Honolulu office, now beached. Although as a newly minted civilian the man was barely making ends meet in his one-man private investigations office. Sheftel had heard, from Tommi Chen, that Hunter had once been a highly efficient navy investigator. That was good enough for him.

Yes, before he called the police and risked the bad publicity, even ridicule from his competitors, he would launch his own search. This might be a kidnapping, the statue being held for ransom. Above all, he wanted first to recover the tiki and next exact revenge, Chicago-style, with crowbar or baseball bat.

Sheftel knew how to find Hunter Hopewell: just pound on the ceiling of the bar with a broom handle, for Hopewell slept in a two room apartment-office right above the Red Tiki. Up side stairs against the outside building, a badly scrawled sign above the door announced: Hopewell Investigations. Not the best location, as a fledgling private eye for hire, for attracting clients or inspiring the confidence by decor. The bedroom consisted of a discarded metal frame hospital bed, a small dresser, and a wash basin. For his physical bathroom needs he had to go downstairs and use the bar’s facilities. His office, again minimal, held a battered army surplus desk with two chairs and one filing cabinet, missing the lower drawer. He worked, when he had a client, outside of his office. If he required a telephone, the bar phone became his answering service.
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Thump. Thump. Thump.

Hunter sensed his downstairs alarm clock banging on his floor. He struggled out of one of those dreams that seemed to come and go, like a haunting. His headache seemed worse, more so than his usual hangover. He laid in bed, going back in his mind to when he woke up in the hospital and the nearly eight months of treatment, and of course, the doctors. His one eye finally opened, blood-shot, as he re-lived the terror of medicine’s attempt at healing.

The day after he had regained consciousness, he was propped up, his body infused with a haze of I.V. dripping drugs. He had been slurping lukewarm beef broth when the two doctors, this time without their following of acolytes, returned for another examination.

The older of the two spoke first. “I’m Dr. Gerald Lundell, and this is Doctor Henry Heimlich. He’s traveling back to the States from a stint in the China Theatre. I’m lucky to have him help even for a short duration. I can assure you that you are in good hands.”

Hunter saw a kindly, grey-haired practitioner who resembled actor Lionel Barrymore playing wisdom spouting Dr. Gillespie in the Dr. Kildare movies, his voice a soft baritone one might hear on a day time radio soap opera, sponsored by Colgate.

Hunter’s memory, from the damage lost due to his wound, he supposed, had improved; he had begun to recall snippets of past events, before being transferred to the war zone. When was that? Back in 1942, I think. There was the last time he had been in a movie theater: Washington, D.C., with two weeks at liberty before he shipped out. Funny, I can’t put a name to the face of the woman I invited out that night. Barely, did he see her face; did they laugh? They must have. That first-run movie was the Hope-Crosby Road to Zanzibar.

Hunter dismissed, in his humble opinion, the other doctor as a fledgling associate, too eager, lacking a clinical bedside style, and prayed that ‘the kid’ in the white smock had not swung a scalpel anywhere near him.

“We do need to know how your injuries occurred,” said Dr.

Lundell, his tone cautious, “to make sure we have not missed a symptom, physically or even, as they call it now, psychological, from possible brain damage. The nurses have been hearing you shout in your sleep. I’m guessing there are deeper issues we surgeons may not have the ability to heal.”

The doctor let Hunter absorb the broad perspective and its suggestion: if he wanted to heal, a confession as to how he got here and what was bothering him would be welcomed in the diagnosis.

Doctor Lundell, offering a weak smile, continued to espouse his prepared speech.

“Let me start first on what our response was when you arrived at the hospital. Maybe, back up earlier, even to those on first response who saw you in the mobile medical tent in the Solomons before your airlift evacuation.” Doctor Lundell pointed to the top of Hunter’s bandaged head.

“I’m the chief neurosurgeon here at Aiea. Never had I seen a soldier — pardon me, or navy, brought in with their skull cracked open, a big chunk missing, and the outer neural dura tissue layer peeled back to where we could visibly see the frontal and parietal lobes. And, I might add, have the patient live, or better yet be cognitive and alert.” Hunter felt his stomach juices sour. Maybe he had been dead.

“You were gravely wounded,” Doctor Heimlich gave his observation. “Under any other circumstances, you would have died on the battlefield.” The doctor failed miserably at bedside manner. He tried to recover with a quick diagnosis.

“Must have started with the field corpsman who reached you first. He dumped Sulfanilamide directly into the open wound, found the skull bone, washed it off, and wrapped it in bandage and placed it on your stretcher. What he did not do was try to put the bone back on, cover your brain and bandage it.”

“You know, son,” said Doctor Lundell, reasserting himself into the conversation, “since Doctor Harvey Cushing pioneered brain surgery and even with his work in World War I, our medical responses to combat head injuries have still been primitive. Sadly, it takes a new bloody world war and too many patient sufferers to advance medicine. You are not only a test case; you certainly will be in a future edition of JAMA.” Hunter gave the doctor a blank look.

“The Journal of the American Medical Association.”

“And don’t forget this penicillin?” added Doctor Heimlich, looking pleased with the story so far, and Hunter wondering if this young doc might be positioning himself to gain a co-authorship byline to any such research paper published.

“Penicillin, what’s that?”

“That’s an odd thing in the telling,” said Doctor Lundell,

“When injected, it definitely does seem to ward off jungle infections at the critical time. I’ve seen little field study data on this medicine; it is a type of germ-killing bacteria, developed from mold called Penicillium. A bacteriologist by the name of Fleming discovered the spores in the 1920’s but it’s not been commercialized until recently by the drug manufacturer Pfizer.

“They only started a fermentation process two years ago, 1941. I read somewhere that any supplies they made in mass quantities were allocated towards the European Theater for the Second Front, whenever that’s going to happen.”

Doctor Heimlich rushed into conversation as an eager novice physician with a researcher’s curiosity, tinged with suspicion or was it jealousy? The doctor talk was tiring Hunter.

“There’s no penicillin in this hospital,” explained Doctor Heimlich. “None in the entire Pacific Theater, but somehow you received two injections of this mold juice when you were put on the P.T. boat for extraction to Bougainville. And two more doses on the flight here to Honolulu. How and why these sailors got their hands on this ‘wonder drug’ is just baffling.”

“Most assuredly,” affirmed Doctor Lundell, “through channels we have made our own demands for supplies of this Penicillum medicine. Squeaky wheel and all that. If, as with your case, the results against battlefield infection are quantifiable, the patient mortality might be significantly reduced.”

Commander Hunter Hopewell knew he wanted only one answer.

“So, how did you put my head back together?”

The doctors exchanged glances of awkward guilt.

“We really haven’t finished buttoning you up,” said Doctor Heimlich, matter-of-factly.

“You still have,” Doctor Lundell wandered far afield from the clinical approach, “if I can use the word properly, you still have ‘debris’ scattered on your brain. In fact, one might say your brain has been coated with a fine layer of dust and smatterings of this debris. We have been letting it breathe, frankly, trying to figure out the best way to ‘vacuum up’ before rebuilding the skull.”

Hopewell’s heart beat out anxiety like a bass drum.

“You mean my skull is open for all to see inside! Goddam that! Sew me up and get me out of here!”

“Calm down,” Doctor Lundell, patted Hunter’s sheet covered leg. “Here’s what we need to do. First, finish the cleaning up of this ‘debris’. Second, put in a metal plate, and then we will put on your broken skull pieces around the plate, and then add in some other living skull bone, that we believe will in time grow over and adhere to your existing bone. Basically, a reverse craniotomy. You may merely have a bump after healing, perhaps micro bald spots you could comb over.”

Hunter felt a constriction in his chest, a tightening in breathing.

“You are going to put a steel plate in my head like patching a battleship?”

“In such a severe wound, there are risks of course, we won’t candy coat your situation. We are using the latest techniques. I believe the skull bones will fuse together, and you will heal, and be once again a productive member of society.”

“Except for a useless left arm.” Hunter could move his fingers, but not his upper arm. Strangely, though, the muscles didn’t seem to have atrophied; rather, they were hard as rock.

Their Hippocratic Oath, or its fudged variations, required the doctor prior to surgery to be upbeat even in regard to Hunter’s new found handicap.

“There’s a baseball player,” said the senior physician, “named Pete Gray, lost his right arm. Heard he is a record bunter.”

“Yeah, and I heard he can’t hit a curve ball. Besides, I play scratch golf. You know of any one-armed Bobby Jones players on the course?”

“Lord Nelson,” chimed in Heimlich. “He had only one arm and won sea battles.”

“Yeah, but too many medals got him sniped dead. Me, at least, I will start with one medal, The Purple Heart. Maybe I’ll be lucky on my next tour of duty.” Hunter was not humored as he tried to raise his left arm. Little movement. “Wait a minute; you said other bones would go on my head. Where’s that coming from? Somewhere else? My left arm? You aren’t going to experiment on me like a Frankenstein?”

“No, no. We will take live tissue and bone from cadavers.”

“Dead people?”

“It’s a new technique of transplanting. Published studies seem to say it works in most cases.”

“Most cases? Am I in a hospital under your care, or am I lab rat in a teaching school?”

“By your chart and background file,” said Doctor Lundell, wondering if being too upfront and technical might not have been the best approach, “it says we are dealing with a bright young man, product of East Coast Ivy League college, a naval officer, field assigned as an intelligence officer from one of those thrown together military alphabets, something called the Office of Strategic Services. I’d expect you can handle cold hard facts, blunt truths. Being a military man, that’s correct, isn’t it?”

Fearing the worst, Hunter could only mutter.

“Yeah, we Navy boys can take the shit. Alive but a one arm spastic.”

“No, perhaps not. You have been under constant observation. We’ve seen none of this. But you were, are, severely injured. When they brought you in, you were unconscious with definite brain trauma. That is why your awakening was both a surprise and some sort of miracle.”

Hunter tried to recall a distant dream but only the lilting voice whispered in his mind. “Be strong, my warrior.”

Doctor Lundell was still speaking. “Here is the crux of the matter. We must perform one last operation to clear this ‘debris’ and I must understand its source, it’s composition. You see, you were wounded in that raid on Choiseul Island. I have been told where your battle took place, this ambush, was all sand composition, and yet what we found in our first inspection inside your skull were microscopic strands of silica, long strands, less than 0.5 millimeters round, but with several of the strands six inches long.

“Isn’t sand made of silica?”

“Yes, but not the type to be found on that island; it’s truly a quest mystery for the forensic scientist. I sent some samples over to the Geology Department at the Bishop Museum. They laughed, saying the stuff can be found all over the Hawaiian Islands, but not in the Solomon Islands chain where ancient volcanic rock has been worn down. This silicate was created by molten volcanic material windblown into these fine glass strands. I need to know where and how you picked it up.”

“Picked up what?”

“What the locals here in the islands call ‘Pele’s Hair’.”

Thump. Thump. Thump.

“I hear you, Sheftel! I’m up!” Three years later as Hunter swung his feet to the cold wood floor in his small garret apartment, he removed from the forefront of thoughts of this remembered conversation with his doctors, but the continuing fear remained. And this day brought it harshly home. His headache was of pin-prick pains, as if the debris, those Pele’s hairs, were still poking his brain; and worse, if that could be the case, he felt his side, under his armpit where his skin was hard, just like his left arm. Whatever he had, whatever residual damage from his war injury, it seemed to be spreading, like a cancer.
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Former Naval Commander Hunter Hopewell, a man troubled, facing his own personal internal demons stared at Tiki Shark’s drawing and wondered at the meaning. What prophecy is this to unfold?
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Mid-afternoon, after the lunch crowd eased off , Sheftel held his strategy meeting in the lounge’s third room, the small restaurant with its six booths and ten tables covered in red checkerboard table cloths, real cotton. The kitchen operated with a four burner propane gas stove, and to save money, two other cooking elements were fully used: an electrical hot plate, and a grill that Sheftel had received in trade for a marine sergeant’s bar tab. The marine had hoped to take it home to the States as a war souvenir, but it had failed rules and regs for being too unconventional. Like a BBQ only smaller, table top size, something called a hibachi, had been picked up in a cave on Okinawa. It worked well enough for the little spam/pineapple finger food appetizers called pupus by locals, grilled for Happy Hour. Though the Red Tiki might have a dive hangout feel, their menu could match any top hotel restaurant along the Waikiki beach with delectable offerings like Blue Pacific Mahimahi in Ti Leaves — cooked in coconut milk ($3.75) or a Nui Nui Cut of Parker Ranch Prime Rib ($4.75).

Off in a corner of the restaurant in one of the red vinyl booths sat Sheftel and the three members of his problem solving team, each with secrets, each with a black cloud of depression hovering, muted anger carved into their faces, each for a different reason.

Sheftel groused and banged the table top and set the meeting’s agenda.

“They stole my damn Tiki. How’d they do it? I know the thing must weigh over 400 pounds.” Known to all island citizens, the missing tiki statue, daubed red and gigantic at nine feet tall, was the logo and mascot for the establishment, standing at the entrance as official mute greeter to incoming patrons. Sheftel’s rant continued, “Thieves in the night… brazen crooks. They should be shot. Where did it go? Who could have taken it?”

Lyle Sheftel up till this morning had thought the world would continue to spin his way. The Red Tiki drinking and entertainment emporium had become a must-see tourist haunt and military hang-out during the war years. Everyone entering who was someone, and all those wannabes, had passed by the tiki, patting the stone sentinel for good luck, for there were those who believed ardently in such voodoo and mumbo jumbo of fate and chance, Sheftel being one of them. Religiously and daily he gave his customary pat to secure fortuitous blessings as he opened the doors for business. He had his reasons. His dream of a comfortable livelihood was under threat. In this postwar economy revenues looked uncertain. The ‘Last Party’ boom of departing military was sloughing off due to downsizing of the armed forces. The bar also faced new competition as patrons might gravitate toward a fresh and spruced up knock-off of the Red Tiki. To mollify his ulceric distress, he lambasted to the three, his lucky totem must be found and returned, the good karma re-asserted.

Another morose voice at the table spoke out: “I know my creative spirit is flushed down the crapper.” The young man speaking, known as ‘Tiki Shark’, sported a scraggly fuzzed beard and paint stained fingers. Nervously, he grabbed his Coke bottle, slurped through a straw and wailed in lamentation like a keening mourner. “The Mighty Red Tiki was my friend, more important, my muse. Its spirit watched over me.” Around seventeen years of age, the boy was a vagabond street artist who sat evenings at an open-air booth — a rickety chair and a small table — on the sidewalk towards the front of the Red Tiki, where he sold his garish, cartoonish paintings. For the bar owner the mobile art gallery was an unexpected blessing as it kept the waiting customers amused and distracted from boredom and grumbles when on the busy nights crowds lined the crushed coral sidewalk. They stood impatiently under an arc of lighted torches, queuing up to the door, waiting to be granted entry by the ex-New Zealand military policeman who flavored the place as the bar’s Māori bouncer. Manaakitanga, known in the bar as Mister Manaa like a Mister Moto, held the power to select those so favored and accept them into the inner sanctum of earthy pleasures. And, any who caused trouble he’d dispatch with a swift kick or shove out the door those undesirables who wore out their welcome. The most recent incident, just last night, unbeknownst to them all, had been the catalyst towards the large tiki’s theft.

Sheftel, seeing the kid outside each night, formed a loose bond with this wayward free spirit, accepting him not as the usual homeless bum, but in the bar owner’s mind, the kid hustler had the makings of a gutsy entrepreneur, fighting for survival, like Sheftel himself in his earlier days as a numbers runner and scrapper from the streets of Chicago. Those sitting at the table only knew the kid as ‘Tiki Shark’, from his scrawled art work signature. No one ever asked his real name. His creations of bright swatches of colors splashed on canvas or driftwood, usually featured some version of a Tiki god. Occasionally, when he was zapped out from unknown substances, mostly reefer smoke, out from his distorted imagination sprang mysterious Polynesian-styled creatures: lagoon monsters, erotic maidens dancing with Menehune dwarfs and more sinister, black demon sharks that swam in the air far from the sea, circling the heads of the accursed. Tiki Shark’s creations were strange and unusual, rainbow splashes of exaggerated art like Disney’s Fantasia when stoned on the good stuff .

And, embedded in most of his conversations about any subject, whether upbeat or down, fitting with his look and character, Tiki Shark interjected his trademark expression, “Wowie.”

“What am I going to do?” In dramatic defeat, the artist dropped his sketch book onto the table top. “Wowie,” he said with deflated spirit. “This is probably my last drawing. Like Van Gogh should I sacrifice a body part to regain my creativity?”

Two of those at the table, Tommi and Lyle, knew that Tiki Shark was harmless and of good nature, the other, Hunter Hopewell, was a naval commander recently discharged from the service, a good paying Red Tiki customer. He thought he knew a secret about Tiki Shark. It usually took several drinks under Hunter’s belt, but whether true or not, when snockered, Hopewell believed the boy when high as a kite, unknown to himself, was some kind of artistic fortune teller — a seer, a prophet, that what his paint brush dabbed and stroked on canvas must be guided by the spirit world. For, to Hunter, it seemed that after Tiki Shark’s completed a new artwork, not all the time but often, it followed that something coincidental happened. That his art suggested future acts; and when interpreted and reviewed by said officer through the lens of his cocktail glass, such incidents did not necessarily bode well. Former Naval Commander Hunter Hopewell, a man troubled, facing his own personal internal demons stared at Tiki Shark’s drawing and wondered at the meaning. What prophecy is this to unfold?

Next to Hopewell, a delicate hand picked up the artwork and Tommi Chen asked, “What are these? I can tell one creature is a ten-story tiki god fighting this other creature which seems to be a giant lizard spouting fire, or is that a dragon?”

“I don’t even remember painting this — must have been in the middle of the night last night, like I was sleep walking, but at my easel. Wasn’t it a dark and stormy night? I thought I heard thunder but didn’t smell any rain.”

“No bad weather last night; it was starry, a very starry night,” said the woman. “And in the midst of this battle of monster giants, you have a woman casually sunbathing on a beach, playing a ukulele, oblivious to it all.”

“Perhaps she signifies apathy of the coming disaster,” mulled Hopewell, downing his liquor and motioning to the waitress for another round.

“Hell with your giant tiki fighting imaginary lizard monsters, I want my property back, and in one piece.” Sheftel set imploring eyes on the woman. “You’re good at this, Tommi, you know, the scrounging, the finding of needful things. No questions asked.”

Judith ‘Tommi’ Chen actually did believe she might know who stole tiki god.

“Last night, you might remember, there was a work gang of sailors in here, drinking near the dance floor ogling the talent. Heavy drinkers, boasting they were going to tow off some ship and let it be blown up. Their last cruise. Muscled up Navy, just the type to know where to find a crane truck and a flatbed for heavy lifting.”

“I think I remember them. Didn’t they get kicked out?”

“Miss Chen, with her usual finesse, had them deep-sixed.”

Hunter displayed a slight sarcastic smile.

“They were making asses of themselves.” Tommi did not let on to Lyle that she had set them up after they tried to force her to join them for a ‘private’ party, and when she declined, they resorted to racist swearing. So, she baited them, got them riled up, and Bouncer Manaa assisted in their departure. If that were the cause and effect, she smiled that she might have just created a business opportunity for some quick cash.

“By God, that’s great news,” beamed Sheftel. “Think you can track it down?”

“Well…” Her trademark response was crafted to leave the unsaid hanging. She would wait out the bar owner’s deliberation and mental math calculations. How much was that hunk of stone really worth to him?

Last night, she did remember the incident well. She could not help going on the verbal offensive when those plastered lunkheads came up empty-handed in their bid for her affections and called her ‘a loser piece of ass like her yellow slant eye brothers’. This sloppy harangue had happened occasionally over the last four years, depending on the social environment in which she placed herself. Most times she avoided confrontation she with a well-rehearsed response, beginning with a fake, singsong Asian dialect.

‘I’m Judy Chen, I’m Chinese. I am citizen of one of America’s allied partners. God Bless President Harry S. Truman and Generalissimo Chiang Kai-shek. I lost my parents when the Japs bombed Shanghai. Please have some respect.’ Even the blind drunks usually slunk away ashamed and, yes, stupid. They knew she was Asian but could never figure out the ‘oriental’ eyes angle, even after there was a full spread in Life Magazine, early in the war, on how to identify the enemy: the ability to define Korean, Chinese, and those ‘slant-eyes’ in her own home country, Japan.

She had begun daydreaming about the past when Hopewell nudged her back to reality. He knew many of her tradecraft secrets and, when alone together, called her ‘Tommi’, not with affection but, from her viewpoint, a taunting disgust, perhaps still racially motivated from those days of Japs vs. Yankees. She could accept his smoldering; she held her own resentments and inward anger, not so much against people in general but definitely hatred against American foreign policy. Her parents had been killed at Nagasaki by one single American bomb, an atomic bomb.

“Did you hear what Lyle was offering?”

“What?” Her dreams of the embittered past fled, and the noise of the Red Tiki Lounge returned.

“I am willing to give you,” said Sheftel, still dickering in his cash-register brain, “$300 for the location of the statue, and $400 for its safe return.”

Without hesitation, one of her quirks, she countered.

“$500. I point you in the right direction. Another $500 when it’s back in front of your door.”

The bar owner mulled it over. $1,000 out of his pocket equaled two hours of good bar business on a Friday or Saturday night, and for what, the purported mystical totem of good fortune? Yes. Having good luck was worth a thousand bucks.

“Okay, deal. I presume it goes into your accounting book?”

“Always.” Tommi pulled a small black book from her inside jacket pocket and made a notation.

Just then, a naval officer, the uniform baggy on his thin frame, approached them, his wire rim glasses, his central facial feature, peering out from under his military cap, with his head balanced by ears sticking straight out. To those at the table, he came across more like a timid office bookkeeper than a Navy man with a combat ribbon. But then, the war made unsure boys into callous men. He saluted.

“Commander Hopewell?”

“At ease,” responded Hunter, slightly buzzed. “I’ve been out of the service since the first of the year. Just a civvie looking for a way home.” Not true. In his fragmented mind, Hopewell had no sudden urge to re-enter the unknown world back wherever, back in what would be the new American normalcy. To himself he thought, Thank you, but no, the Red Tiki, and its ingredients provide a better comfort zone.
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