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HE WAS TWO INCHES, or three, taller than my six feet, and muscular. He advanced straight at me, shoulders squared, head forward. His gaze was fixed on me from beneath the visor of a chauffeur's cap. I stood beside the carousel in the baggage claim area of Honolulu International waiting for my suitcase to appear. I had the client's story, after a fashion. But as generally happens in such cases, the story would turn out to be different than the one told.

"Ms. O'Sullivan?" the man in the chauffeur's cap said.

"Yes, I'm T. J. O'Sullivan," I said. As I spoke to him, my suitcase came along, and I grabbed it from the rotating carousel.

"Come with me," the man said, "Mr. Shaw wishes to see you at once."

"Yeah, nah, mate," I said. "I want to check into my hotel first. I'm meant to meet Mr. Shaw at Duke's Waikiki at five."

"Things have changed," the man said. He pushed aside the front of the navy windbreaker he was wearing. I could see the butt of the large frame semi-automatic tucked into his waistband. "I must insist. Mr. Shaw isn't a patient man. He wants you at the house right away."

"All right," I said, "you can be quite persuasive."

The man reached out to take me by the upper arm. I took a step back and held my hand straight out in the universal stop sign position.

"I'm afraid I'm going to have to ask you to stop right now," I said. "If the circumstances have changed, fair enough, I'll go with you. But, if you put your hands on me, I'm going to become something of a mad bitch. I reckon you aren't going to enjoy that."

"I don't need some mainland lady PI causing me grief," the man said.

"Then don't bugger me around, and you won't get any grief," I said. "Lead the way to your car and let's go see Shaw."

Without another word the man turned. He walked toward the glass doors leading out of the terminal. He hadn't offered to take my bag. I reckoned chivalry must be dead. I hoped he wasn't expecting a tip.

I picked up my suitcase and followed him outside. He led me across the roadway in front of the terminal into the carpark beyond. He stopped beside a long, black limo that wasn't new but well cared for. He opened the rear passenger door and motioned with his head for me to get in. Too late, you're still not getting a tip. I tossed my suitcase onto the back seat and climbed in behind it. The man closed the door and got in the front seat, behind the wheel.

It had been a dramatic start to the case. I hadn't expected to arrive at gunpoint to meet the client. I also didn't appreciate it. I intended to have a word with Shaw about that.

After exiting the airport, we drove northeast on a wide motorway until we merged onto another. We then headed straight north along the windward coast. The sign said Kamehameha Highway. I'd looked up Shaw's address on the web. I knew the house was north of Honolulu on the eastern side of Oahu in the Ka'a'awa Valley. Satisfied the man was actually taking me to Shaw's home, I relaxed. I soaked up the stunning views outside the car window.

It was nice being on an island again, even if it wasn't home. I reckoned you could take the girl off the island, but you could never quite take the island out of the girl.

Once outside the urban sprawl and out in the wop-wops I could see the turquoise water of the Pacific. Waves were breaking along the sandy beaches. I couldn't wait to enjoy Waikiki Beach when I finally got to my hotel. I was in Hawaii on business, but that didn't mean I wasn't going to enjoy myself a bit. I had only been to Hawaii once before when my parents had taken me to Maui on holiday when I was a little girl.

The driver hadn't said a word since we'd left the airport terminal. After we had been driving for almost an hour, he turned the limo off the highway. We entered a long paved driveway lined with palm trees. We arrived at a pair of closed gates. A man dressed in black military-like fatigue pants and a black polo shirt approached the car.  He was wearing sunglasses. He had an earpiece like those worn by Secret Service agents. There was a black semi-automatic pistol in a low-slung tactical holster on his right thigh. The driver stopped the limo at the gates. He lowered my window from the front seat.

"Ms. O'Sullivan?" the guard said.

"Yes, I'm T. J. O'Sullivan," I said.

"Do you have identification?" the guard said.

"Yes," I said. I fished my California PI license out of my handbag and handed it to the guard.

"You don't sound like you're from Los Angeles," the guard said, as he studied my license.

"That's because I'm not from LA," I said. "I mean to say I live there now, but I'm from New Zealand."

The man nodded. "We were expecting an American," he said.

"You've got one," I said. "I'm a New Zealand citizen by birth. But, I'm a naturalized American citizen and hold passports from both countries."

"I see," the man said. Satisfied with my explanation, he handed back my license. "You can proceed," the guard said to the driver. He pressed a button on a remote he was holding and the black iron gates swung open.

The driver closed my window and drove through the gates. We rounded a long curve in the driveway. A rather palatial looking two-story house sitting on lush green lawns came into view. The house was of sturdy frame construction painted a light shade of tan with a metal painted roof. It had a wide covered wrap around porch. It was the kind of house you might expect to see on a cattle station in the Australian outback. Or on a plantation on some African savanna.

The driveway ended in a large paved carpark in front of the house. Another man dressed the same as the guard at the gate stepped off the porch. He strode toward the car. He stopped at my window. The driver once again lowered the glass.

"Ms. O'Sullivan?" he said.

"That's right," I said.

"Do you have identification?" he said.

My PI license was still in my hand. I held it out to him. We repeated the scene from a minute or two earlier at the gates. He also asked about my Kiwi accent. Once satisfied, the guard handed back my license.

"Are you armed, Ms. O'Sullivan?" the guard said.

"Not at the moment," I said. "I have a handgun in my baggage, but I don't have a weapon on my person."

"Very well," the guard said. "You can exit the vehicle, but leave your baggage inside. It will be safe until you return." He opened the door. I got out.

"Follow me please," he said.

I followed him up the steps onto the porch. We stopped at the front door. He pushed the button on an intercom and spoke into it. "Ms. O'Sullivan to see Mr. Shaw," he said.

The front door opened and a petite, middle-aged, Filipino woman appeared in the doorway. She had large brown eyes and wore a proper black and white maid's uniform. "This way please," she said.

The maid led me down a long wood-paneled corridor to a pair of closed French doors. She knocked and then turned the handle and opened the doors.

"Ms. O'Sullivan to see you, Mr. Shaw," she announced.

The maid stood aside so that I could enter the room. She then stepped back through the doorway, closing the doors behind her.
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A MAN WAS STANDING at a large window looking out. He turned to face me and smiled. "Ms. O'Sullivan," he said. It was more a statement than a question. He was athletic looking, with blue eyes, and a healthy tan that gave him an outdoorsy look. He extended his hand as he walked toward me.

"Douglas Shaw," he said.

"Pleased to meet you," I said.

He stood a little too close to me as we shook hands. He didn't exactly tower over me, but like his chauffeur, he was a bit taller than my six feet. I didn't step back. He didn't intimidate me, but even if he had, I would've stood my ground.

"I understand you're from New Zealand," Shaw said. "Wasn't expecting that. How did you come to be a PI in Los Angeles?"

"Long story," I said. "Love to tell you about it, another time. First, it wasn't necessary to have me threatened with a gun to get me here. If you wanted to move up our appointment, you could have phoned me. I do not respond well to threats."

He laughed as if I'd said something clever. "Well, aren't you the feisty one," Shaw said. "And, quite attractive too, if you don't mind me saying."

The way he said it let me know he didn't care whether I minded him saying it. He gave off the vibe of a man who was accustomed to saying whatever he wanted, not caring whether he gave offense to others or not.

"Won't you have a seat?" Shaw said, motioning me to a leather couch. While I was sitting, he walked over and sat down in a matching leather chair across from the couch. "Let's get to the reason you're here, he said.

I smiled trying to look encouraging.

"My daughter is missing," he said.

I nodded. "Has your daughter ever gone missing before?" I said.

Shaw frowned and nodded his head. "Yes, she has," Shaw said. "She has a habit of leaving and not coming home for several days without any word. Young girls you know. She is headstrong and stubborn."

"Where has she gone in the past," I said.

"Who knows," Shaw said. "She has never deigned to explain her past absences. She had always shown up back here when her money had run out."

"When did your daughter disappear?" I said.

"A week ago, this past Monday," Shaw said.

"Ten days ago?" I said.

"Yes," Shaw said. "I suppose it seems we waited a long while before looking into having her found, but we weren't worried at first. Like I said, she has been gone for days before without a word."

"How old is she?" I said.

"Allison, my daughter, is 24," Shaw said. He rose from the chair and walked to the desk. He returned with a framed photograph. "This is Allison," he said, holding the photograph out to me.

"She's an adult then," I said. "What am I meant to do if I find her? I can't very well drag her back here kicking and screaming if she doesn't want to return."

Shaw started to reply, but the door opened interrupting him. A woman walked in. She was the kind of woman I found annoying. Her hair was too blonde, her breasts enhanced by plastic surgery were too large and too perfect. Her tanned legs were too shapely. She could have passed for thirty, my age. But, the crows feet at the outer corners of her eyes betrayed that she was older than forty. She walked over and sat down on the opposite end of the couch with one perfect leg crossed over the other.

Shaw introduced us. She was the wife, Kathleen Shaw. Kathleen leaned over and offered her hand. Her handshake was firm but feminine. She smiled and said she was happy to meet me.

"Ms. O'Sullivan seems like the kind of person we need," Douglas Shaw said.

Kathleen glanced at me and smiled. "It would have surprised me if you didn't think so," she said.

"Her employer, Ben Malone, recommends her without reservation," Shaw said. "You remember Ben, dear. He has done work for me in Los Angeles many times in the past."

"Do you believe you can find Allison, Ms. O'Sullivan?" Kathleen said.

"It's quite likely," I said.

"Because?"

"Because I'm quite good at what I do," I said.

Kathleen gave me a patronizing smile. "Are you married?" 

"I'm not," I said. I didn't see any reason to explain to Shaw's wife that I was a widow.

"Boyfriend," Kathleen said.

"Not that it's germane to the reason I'm here, but I'm not on with anyone at the moment," I said.

"God, don't tell me you're a lesbian," Kathleen said. "Of course given that you're in a rather odd profession for a woman, I'm not sure why that would surprise me."

I felt the heat rising in my cheeks and paused a moment to choke back the rising anger. "Not that my sexual orientation is any of your concern, but no, I'm not," I said. My tone was a bit harsher than I intended.

"Don't forget that we are evaluating you for possible employment," Kathleen said. "You should be mindful of your manners."

"As far as remembering to mind one's manners, I could say the same to you," I said.

"That's rather insolent," Kathleen said.

"I'm only getting started, Mrs. Shaw," I said. "I can be a good bit more offensive than this if you wish to continue pushing my buttons."

Douglas Shaw laughed. "Wow, feisty, Ms. O'Sullivan."

He turned to Kathleen. "Kathleen why don't you go take a swim or read a book or something," Shaw said.

"I'm sorry, Douglas," Kathleen said. "But, she won't do. Hire someone else."

Douglas Shaw's friendly, happy-go-lucky demeanor changed like someone had flipped a switch. "Shut up, Kathleen, and I mean it." 

"What?" Kathleen said.

Shaw stood up and stepped over to stand in front of his wife. "I said shut up," he said, "close your mouth and stop talking," Shaw grabbed his wife roughly by the upper arm. "Now get up and go find something to do to occupy yourself. I'll handle this."

It seemed for a moment that Shaw was about to slap his wife. That would have put me in a rather awkward position. It would have forced me to defend an unpleasant woman that I couldn't even stand. But, the situation resolved itself. She rose without noticeable effort from the couch and left the room without another word. 

Douglas Shaw looked at me and smiled in a conspiratorial manner. "It was nothing personal Ms. O'Sullivan," he said, "she's a bitch to everyone."

Shaw walked over to a desk and picked up a manila envelope. He returned and sat back down in the chair. "As I was saying before the interruption, we weren't worried at first when Allison didn't come home," he said. "But things have changed."

"Changed how?" I said.

Shaw handed me the envelope. "This arrived at my office in Honolulu two days ago," Shaw said.

Someone had already opened the envelope. I lifted the flap and withdrew the single sheet of paper that was inside. I read the words printed on it.

We have your daughter Allison. If you want her back alive, it will cost you $750,000. You have three days to raise the cash. We will be in contact with instructions on where to deliver the money. No cops. We will be watching. If we see any cops, Allison is dead.

I returned the document to the envelope and handed it back to Shaw. "Sorry, I'm out," I said. "I can't help you with this. I could lose my license. I could lose my license for not making a phone call right now since you have told me someone abducted you daughter. You need to call the police."

"No cops," Shaw said. "You read the note. I have the money. I'm going to pay them. I need your help."

"You must know that paying the ransom is no guarantee that they will release Allison unharmed," I said. "Assuming that she is still alive at the moment, she is an adult. Kidnappers aren't keen on leaving an adult victim alive who can identify them."

"Still, I'm going to pay the ransom," Shaw said. "If I involve the police, or I don't pay these people, it seems certain they will kill Allison. If I pay them, at least there is a chance they will release her."

"Not to be cruel," I said, "But, there isn't much chance the people who took Allison will release her at all," I said.

"They might," Shaw said. "Unless they are new to the islands, they must know who I am, who they are dealing with. If they do, they should know that if they harm my daughter, I will have them hunted down and killed. And that is exactly what I'll do."

"Have you heard from them since the note?" I said.

"No," Shaw said. "But, today is the third day since the letter came. I expect them to contact me this evening or in the morning with the instructions for where I'm to deliver the money."

"What is it you expected me to do when you called Malone?" I said.

"I want you to deliver the money," Shaw said.

"You must have an employee who could do that," I said. "I can't imagine why you would pay someone to come here from the mainland to do it. You should get nothing more than simple instructions to make a drop somewhere."

"Sure, I have a lot of employees," Shaw said, "but none I trust with $750,000, not with my daughter's life on the line. But, I trust Malone, and because he sent you, I know I can trust you. I want you to deliver the money."

"If I agree to help you, you have to allow me to do things my way," I said.

"I need to know what I'll be agreeing to first," Shaw said.

"Like I said, there is little chance the people who took your daughter have any intention of releasing her," I said. "If Allison is still alive, paying the ransom and doing nothing more is only going to sign her death warrant. We have to arrange a means of following the money to where Allison is being held so we can get her back. That's her only chance."

"How are you going to do that?" Shaw said. "Follow the money, I mean."

"What's the motive for kidnapping someone and holding them for ransom?" I said.

"Greed, I suppose," Shaw said.

"Exactly," I said. "And we can use the greed of the kidnappers against them."

"How?" Shaw said.

"I haven't quite worked that out yet," I said, "but I'll suss it out. No worries, I'm quite reliable."

"Okay, it's a deal," Shaw said. "We will do it your way. Tell me what I can do to help."

"First, I want you to put together $1 million, not the $750,000 that the kidnappers have demanded," I said. "Then I want you to have the money arranged into four shrink-wrapped packages of $250,000 each."

"They only demanded $750,000," Shaw said. "Why do you want me to give them more than they asked for?"

"That's how we are going to use their greed against them," I said. "You're going to have to trust me for now. Once I've organized a plan, I'll tell you all the details."

"All right," Shaw said. "I'll do as you have asked. I'll get the million and package it the way you described."

"Awesome," I said. "And, call me as soon as you're contacted with instructions for where to deliver the money. I'm hopeful they will give us some advance notice. I'd like to have time to do a reconnaissance of the drop site in advance of making the actual drop."

"Anything else?" Shaw said.

"No, nothing to do but wait now," I said. "The next move is up to the kidnappers."

"Then I suppose you would like to return to Honolulu to your hotel," Shaw said.

"Yes, I would," I said. "It's been a long day, and the flight over is starting to take its toll."

"Very well," Shaw said. "I'll have Ken, the guy who picked you up at the airport, drive you back to Honolulu."

"Sweet, thank you," I said.
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I FOLLOWED SHAW OUT of the room and back up the corridor to the front door. He left me standing on the porch while he went to get the driver. Kathleen Shaw was sitting in a chair a few meters away with a blank look on her face, staring into the distance. She seemed to have been crying. I didn't care for the woman, but I felt compelled to walk over and speak with her.

Kathleen glanced in my direction as I approached her. "I suppose Douglas hired you," she said, "you're attractive enough."

It seemed strange, but the woman appeared jealous of me. "I'm only here to try to get your daughter back," I said.

"I'm certain Douglas has more in mind for you than that," Kathleen said. Her eyes started to fill with tears again.

"You all right, Mrs. Shaw?" I said.

"No, I'm not. If you want to hear about it, the first thing you'll want to know is what my lousy marriage is like. You'll want to know how my dear husband is too occupied with his own affairs to give me the time of day. But, if you want to know the truth, I don't feel like going into it."

I didn't know what to say to that, so I didn't say anything.

"Forgive me," Kathleen said. "I'm only feeling sorry for myself when my unhappy circumstances are for the most part of my own making. I suppose Douglas didn't mention to you that Allison isn't his daughter."

"What do you mean?" I said.

"Douglas and I married when I was 19," Kathleen said. "He was beginning his military career, and he was on deployment all the time. Not that it is an excuse, but I was young and lonely. On my twenty-first birthday, I went out to a club to celebrate, alone of course. A few days earlier, Douglas had left on another lengthy deployment. It was to some god-forsaken place in the Middle East. I met someone at the club. We ended up in a motel room. It was only a sordid little one night stand, but when Douglas returned a year later, Allison was three months old."

"Did you tell him about it before he returned?" I said.

"No," Kathleen said. "I planned to write him many times, but I was never able to do it. I knew he would be livid when he found out. Douglas has always had a temper, and his temper only worsened the longer he was in the army. So, it was quite a shock when he arrived home."

"What happened?" I said.

"He didn't throw me out, which is what I had expected," Kathleen said. "He called me some unflattering names, he beat me until I was black and blue, but he didn't leave me. He deserves some credit for that. And he has never told Allison that he isn't her father."

"How awful," I said.

"I tried to make amends, but Douglas has never been the forgiving type," Kathleen said. "We've lived as roommates since the day he returned from that deployment. He has never touched me since. He gets his sex from other women and flaunts his affairs to humiliate me, to punish me for my transgression."

"Why didn't you divorce?" I said.

"Douglas wouldn't allow that," Kathleen said. "He said if we divorced it might become known that I had Allison by another man. He said that he didn't want it to become common knowledge that he had married a whore. It would hurt his career. Instead, he insisted that we would remain married. He promised to make me regret what I'd done to him for the rest of my life."

"Still, it seems you could have left him," I said.

"No, I couldn't have," Kathleen said. "I had no education beyond a year at college after high school. I had never held a job. I had a child to support and no way to support her on my own. My mother died when I was a child, and my father had passed away before Allison was born. I had no siblings. I had no place to go. And, Douglas warned me that if I tried to leave him, he would have me declared unfit and take Allison away from me."

"It sounds as if you've had nothing but a living hell," I said.

"That's a fair assessment," Kathleen said. "But, as said, my circumstances are the consequences of my own foolish decision. And, Allison has been my saving grace. She can be difficult at times, but I love her more than anything."

"I can't begin to imagine how you've managed to live in such a way," I said.

"It hasn't been all bad," Kathleen said. "In fairness, Douglas has been an excellent provider both for Allison and me. We've never wanted for anything. I've had all the material things a woman could want, I've only not had happiness."

"I'm going to do everything I can to get Allison back, Mrs. Shaw," I said.

"Thank you, Ms. O'Sullivan," Kathleen said. "I apologize for my rude behavior earlier. I've had my fill of Douglas' affairs. When I saw the way he was ogling you, I knew he had more in mind for you than hiring you to find Allison."

"Mrs. Shaw, it doesn't matter one whit what your husband may have had in mind," I said. "I have no interest in sleeping with your husband or any married man for that matter."

"That may be true," Kathleen said. "But, Douglas can be quite charming and persuasive when he puts his mind to it. I've yet to see him not get something he wanted and it's quite clear to me that he intends to have you before this is over."

"Not even," I said. "What a sad guy. I've known heaps of men like your husband. I can't be bothered with pricks like that. I'm here for one reason, to get your daughter home safe."

Kathleen rubbed her upper arm mindlessly. I saw that the place where her husband had grabbed her arm earlier was starting to bruise.

"I trust that you will be discreet, Ms. O'Sullivan," Kathleen said. "If Douglas were to learn what I've shared with you, he would fly into a rage."

It seemed obvious that Kathleen was afraid of her husband. "No worries, Mrs. Shaw," I said. "I won't say a word. You can trust me."

I heard voices and turned to see Douglas Shaw and the driver, Ken, approaching the porch.

"Ken will drive you back to Honolulu now, Ms. O'Sullivan," Shaw said. He looked at Kathleen and me, curiosity written on his face. "Seems you two have mended fences," he said. "What have you two been talking about?"

"Nothing much," I said. "Just girl talk, you wouldn't find it of interest."

I walked down the steps and over to the car where Ken was holding the rear passenger door open. Shaw followed me to the car. I got in next to my luggage.

"You have my mobile number," I said to Shaw. "Call immediately when you hear something. I'll be ready to get on to it."

"Thank you, Ms. O'Sullivan," Shaw said. "I hope we can wrap this thing up without delay. Once it is over, I hope you will consider staying in Hawaii for a few days for something more entertaining."

I felt like punching Shaw in the throat but decided to behave demurely for the moment. "Perhaps," I said, "we'll see how it goes." I flashed him my best fake smile. What a prick.

Shaw smiled and closed the door as Ken got in the front seat and started the engine. We drove out of the carpark and headed back to Honolulu.
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AN HOUR LATER, KEN dropped me at my hotel. I had a room at the Sheraton on Kalakaua Avenue. It was a 4-star oceanfront hotel with three restaurants on property. Malone, my boss, would have insisted on more budget-conscious accommodations. But, Shaw had organized the flash lodging, so it was all good.

After checking in, I went up to my room and changed into my togs. I'd picked up a nice little yellow two-piece swimming costume from a shop in LA for the trip. I thought it went well with my ginger hair. 

It was a bit before four o'clock in the afternoon. There was still plenty of sunshine to allow me to work on my tan. I grabbed a beach towel, my sunnies, and my phone. I tossed them into my canvas beach bag along with a mint green sarong cover-up. After slipping on a pair of jandals, I headed downstairs to the beach.

The beach was amazing. I found a spot and spread the towel on the powdery sand. After making myself comfy, I decided to call and check in with Malone before taking a dip in the sea. I dialed his mobile, and he answered on the third ring.

"Hey, Malone, how's it going?" I said.

"Can't complain," he said. "How's it going with you?"

"Not too shabby actually," I said. "I've met with Shaw and his wife, and now I'm back in Honolulu relaxing on the beach."

"Terrific," Malone said. "What did you think of Shaw?"
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