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Chapter One
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A warm, sunshiny, beautiful Hawaiian day, early morning.

––––––––
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Well, this is embarrassing. It appears I'm locked in the trunk of a car, traveling at high speed over bumpy terrain. My hands are tied behind my back, my feet are bound, and if I'm not mistaken, that large, dark lump next to me is my unconscious best friend, Kimo Lihikaiulani. Funny thing is, I can't remember how either of us ended up in this position.

“Kimo,” I said. 

No response.

“Kimo, wake up!”

Nothing.

I poked him with my knees and received a groan as a response. That was good. At least I knew he was still alive. In the small amount of light leaking into the trunk, that had been hard to tell.

“C'mon, Kimo. Wake up. I need some help here.” I kneed him again and this time got a grunt as a response.

Was a grunt better than a groan? More indicative that a person was waking up? I certainly hoped so. I've had a few problems with anxiety in my life and the situation in which I now found myself was certainly anxiety producing and not really one I wanted to face alone.

I struggled against the ropes that bound my wrists behind me. Or maybe it wasn't rope. It felt like that plastic stuff. What do they call that? Zip ties? Is that it?

Whatever. I couldn't get it to budge. I'd seen videos on YouTube that purported to tell you how to escape from zip ties – guess I should have watched them.

Kimo could bust his way out of zip ties – his and mine – I was pretty sure of that. At six feet, seven inches tall and a muscular 300 or so pounds, he was incredibly strong. Of course, that only applied when he was awake. Unconscious, as he was, he wasn't doing either of us much good.

I knee-nudged him again. “C'mon, dammit, wake up!”

The car hit a bump, bouncing both of us into the air and causing an extended “Uhhnnnn,” to escape from Kimo's lips. But he didn't wake up.

A panic attack began to organize itself somewhere off in the distance, with me as a target. I could sense it gathering strength out there, just waiting for the right time to pounce and turn me into a bowl of quivering jelly. I can't help it – it's a chemical imbalance in my brain.

If you've never had a panic attack – a true panic attack, not an anxiety attack – consider yourself lucky. Take my word for it – they're no fun. No fun at all. 

Deep breathing helps. Sometimes. I took several deep breaths and blew them out but all that did was make me cough and remind me that Kimo and I were in a situation most people would describe as not good. And also that the air quality inside this trunk was less than ideal – the stench of exhaust fumes and something rotten permeated the air. Actually, the entire trunk smelled like stinky feet. Really, really stinky feet!

Although I didn't know exactly what was going on, I knew a couple of things. First – finding yourself locked in the trunk of a car was not a good thing, and second – the two of us ending up in here was not an accident. Someone had put us in this trunk.

But who? And why? And how? And a whole bunch of other questions, as well. Like, what was I doing before I ended up in this position? And how come I couldn't remember . . . anything?

Well, that wasn't entirely true. I remembered just about everything except how Kimo and I ended up in here. And why. Although I guess the answer to that might be that we were getting kidnapped. But for what purpose, I had no idea.

The car slowed and eventually came to a stop. Doors opened and I could hear voices – more than one and not loud – but I couldn't understand what they were saying over the rumble of the engine, which was still running. Hopefully, whoever was doing the talking was not making plans to get rid of the two guys in the trunk. Kimo and me.

Strange noises began drifting back from the front of the car. A scraping sound, followed by pounding, more scraping and then a loud, “Ouch!” What the hell was going on? Were we having car trouble?

Evidently not. The engine, which had been idling smoothly, suddenly roared to life, as if someone had mashed the accelerator to the floor. Only we were, evidently, still in neutral. We weren't moving.

And then we were. The car leaped forward, accelerating rapidly and bouncing wildly about, sending both me and Kimo caroming around the trunk like billiard balls. I hit my head and started to utter a few choice cuss words but before I could get them out, the car lifted off and we were flying through the air.

So maybe I was wrong. Maybe we weren't in a car, after all. Perhaps it was an airplane.

Nope. That was wrong, too. It was a car. Because as soon as I had the thought that we were in a plane, our flight landed, having taken all of about two seconds. Not only that, but we landed on something soft and squishy. Like, . . . water.

And that's what it was. Water. I was certain of it because some of it was leaking into the trunk, getting me wet. Kimo, too, evidently, as he suddenly rolled over and said, “Ohhhhhh. What the . . .?”

“Hey, Kimo,” I said. “I'm sure glad you're back.”

“Archie?”

“Yup.”

“What's going on? Where the hell are we? And why am I tied up? And wet?”

“Good questions. I don't know about why, but evidently we're in the trunk of a car, floating in a large body of water.”

“The ocean?”

“That's my guess, the Pacific Ocean. And it's leaking into the trunk.”

“Great.”

“My sentiments, exactly.”

“What's that smell? Did you fart?” Kimo said.

“No. I thought it was you.”

“Wasn't me. Crap! My head hurts.”

“Yeah. Mine, too. I think someone drugged us.”

“Who?”

“I don't know. I can't remember what we were doing.”

“What are these restraints? Zip ties?”

“I think so.”

“Lemme see about . . . getting . . . out . . . of . . . these. There.” And just like that, Kimo was free. Shortly thereafter, I was, too.

“Thanks,” I said, rubbing my wrists to restore circulation and stop the itching.

The trunk was gradually filling with water – we were already half sitting, half lying in two or three inches of it. Obviously, someone had put us in here intending for the car to sink beneath the waves, taking us with it. The only questions were – who? And why?

“I'm thinking I don't want to be in here when we sink,” he said.

“Me, either.”

“So let's do something about getting our butts out of here.” He lay on his back, pulled his legs back, then just exploded them toward the trunk lid. He slammed against it once, then again, not getting the intended results. But as frequently happens, the third time was a charm – the trunk popped open and we were greeted by the warm Hawaiian sun, just rising in the east. The cloud of anxiety that had settled over my head began to drift away.

We were less than a hundred yards from shore, heading out to sea. Floating in the surf the way we were, gradually being washed out toward the open ocean – you didn't have to get too far out until you were over deep, deep water, so deep that a car with two bodies in the trunk would eventually sink and never be found.

“Ready for a little swim?” Kimo said.

“More than ready,” I told him. Actually, since Kimo was naked and I was wearing only underwear – boxer shorts – we were both more than ready. Something else to wonder about. What happened to our clothes?

“So let's go.” He started to clamber out of the trunk, into the ocean, then stopped. “What's that?” he said, nodding toward a back corner of the trunk.

I looked behind me. A blue leather bag, about a foot high and squarish, with two sturdy-looking canvas handles on the top, was wedged in the corner. “It's a bag,” I said, stating the obvious.

“It's locked,” he observed.

That was true. A padlock hung from the center of the bag's long, zippered top-closure. And it was locked. “Yeah, it is.”

“Grab it. Give it to me.”

I did as he asked and handed it to him. “What? You're gonna take it with us?”

“I am.”

“Why?”

“I wanna see what's in it. Why it's locked. And why it was in the trunk with us. Maybe whoever was trying to get rid of us wanted to get rid of it, too.”

Ooh! Good thinking, Kimo. You should be a detective. Oh, wait – you're already a detective. And so am I. At least . . . we're sort of like detectives. Just not very good ones, evidently, judging from recent experience.
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Eight days earlier.
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“You've gotta be kidding me?” I said to Kimo.

“Nope. This is the way.”

“You sure?”

“Pretty sure. Pops gave me good directions.”

I shook  my head. “I don't know why I let you talk me into things like this, Kimo.” 

It was eight o'clock on a Monday morning and we were deep in Makaha Valley, on the western shore of Oahu, bouncing along a rutted dirt road – more of a trail, actually – through an abandoned banana plantation, looking for a place called Pete's Pancake School. And, as frequently happens up here in the Waianae Mountains, it was raining.

“Aw, c'mon, Archie, it'll be fun. We'll get to swim and work on our tans and –”

“But a nudist camp?”

“It's not a nudist camp. It's clothing optional.”

“Pretty much the same thing, isn't it?”

He grinned. “Relax. You don't have to get naked. You can keep your clothes on if you want to.”

“That's exactly what I plan to do – run around Pete's Pancake School, fully clothed.”

Yeah, Pete's Pancake School. A very strange name for a hidden, clothing-optional retreat for the rich, smack dab in the middle of nowhere. Why anyone would choose to build a nudist resort out here, in a Makaha Valley banana patch, miles away from the comforts of civilization, was difficult to understand. As was the reasoning behind the name.

“Pops said that when this assignment is over, we'll probably consider this the best job of our lives,” Kimo said.

Pops was Kimo's dad, a retired police captain who runs a security firm consisting mostly of retired cops. But now, because of a shortage of available workers who were willing to spend time so far away from Honolulu and civilization, the assignment had fallen onto me and Kimo.

“So what are we supposed to do, anyway? Just watch her?”

“Yeah, pretty much. Try to see that she doesn't get into any trouble. And make sure no one tries to force her to go back to California.”

The her we were talking about was our assignment, 22-year-old Feather Felton, currently the newest, hottest young actress on the planet, based entirely on her one film, Captured, and the fact that she'd disappeared from Hollywood. No one – not her agent, nor her studio, nor the thousands of fans who were out looking for her – seemed to have any idea where she was. The internet was abuzz with rumors. She was in Cancun. No, several people claimed to have seen her in southern France, partying on the Riviera. No, that wasn't right, either. She'd met a Spanish bullfighter and had run away with him to, . . . to, . . . Spain, probably.

But of course, Feather was not in any of those places. She was here, at Pete's Pancake School, hiding out from the glitz, glamour and responsibilities that had suddenly come into her life and overwhelmed her. And our job  – more or less – was to keep her safe.

Feather had made only that one movie, Captured. It was made on a shoestring budget by an independent filmmaker and then was picked up by a big studio. It went on to become a huge international hit, grossing over a billion dollars on a film rumored to have been made for $155,000. The film's main selling point was Feather herself, a young woman whose main talents seemed to be a beautiful face, astoundingly large boobs, and a complete disdain for wearing clothes. For much of the film, she was totally naked and subjected to various sexual assaults.

In spite of being labeled pornographic by just about every church and religious group in the country, almost everyone had seen it, if only so they could shake their heads and say, “Yeah, I've seen it. Several times, in fact. I couldn't believe my eyes. It was . . . disgraceful! Hollywood should be ashamed of themselves.”

Feather had freaked out when the movie became such a big hit. Everyone was after her – the big studio wanted her to do a sequel, large management agencies wanted to steal her away from the small, independent agency that represented her, churches all over the world were condemning her, and the world of social media had erupted into a war between those who thought she should immediately go straight to Hell and get it over with and those who wanted to see more of her naked beauty.

So she'd come here, to Pete's Pancake School, perhaps the strangest name for a clothing-optional resort – or any resort, for that matter – ever! According to Pops, Helen – the owner-manager – had named the place after her late husband, Pete, who was inordinately fond of pancakes, and because she thought the name would help them stay relatively unnoticed and keep the merely curious away.

We went around a bend in the trail and found our path forward blocked by a large chain-link fence and a gate with a sign saying, Pete's Pancake School – No Trespassing. Next to the gate, just outside, was a small tent and, sitting on a blanket in front of the tent was a wet, middle-aged, bearded man. On the ground beside him was a hand-painted wooden sign that said, C.R.A.P.

“Is he the gate keeper or something?” I asked Kimo.

“I dunno. Let's ask him.” He pulled up next to the guy and lowered his window. The rain had stopped but he was still pretty wet. “Howzit,” Kimo said to him.

He got up off his blanket, shook some of the water off himself, then came over and leaned down, staring into the car at the two of us. “Have you seen the way, Brothers?” he said.

“Isn't this the way?” Kimo replied, pointing at the gate.

“Not that way. I'm talking about the way to salvation, the path to everlasting life in the arms of the Lord.”

“Oh,” Kimo said.

“You don't want to go in there,” the man said, indicating the gate.

“We don't? Why not?”

“It's a den of iniquity, the road to Hell. People running around naked, no shame at all. And that actress, that pornographer, Feather Felton, is staying here.”

Hmm, so at least one person other than us knew where Feather was hiding out.

“What's with the sign?” Kimo asked him.

“That's our group, Citizens Rebelling Against Pornography. I'm Brother Mike, the leader of the group. We're protesting against the camp and against the fact they're letting that actress hide out here.” He stuck his hand through the open window, offering Kimo a handshake and nodding at me, getting a “Howzit,” in return. 

“Nice acronym,” Kimo said, shaking his hand.

“Have you seen the film?” Brother Mike said.

“Film?”

“Captured. That's the name of it. It's about a young woman who gets kidnapped and becomes a sex slave. And she likes it!”

“No, I haven't seen it.”

Brother Mike looked at me, his face questioning. I shook my head.

“Well, I have,” he said. “Several times. For research, of course. I certainly didn't take any pleasure from it.”

“Of course not,” Kimo agreed.

“And it's horrific. Terrible. Full of nudity and perverted sex acts.”

“You don't say.”

“I do say. And that actress, that Feather Felton, she was the most perverted of them all. Running around wild, completely naked, and seemingly enjoying all these perverted things she was being made to do, acting like they were fun.” He lowered his voice. “And now, . . .”

“What?”

“She's here. Staying right here, at this sinful place, hiding out from people like me.”

“So you said.”

“And it's true. So be careful if you see her – she'll corrupt you. And don't go see her movie. It's corrupting, too. You'll see things you won't be able to forget.”

“Well, . . . thanks for the advice,” Kimo told him. “By the way, where's the rest of your group?”

“Oh. They, uh . . . left. The rain, you know. And there are mosquitos, too. Lots of mosquitos. Plus, because of the location, we're not getting the publicity we were expecting. Hardly anyone ever comes up here.”

“So how do you get into this place, anyway?”

“There's a buzzer on the gate. When you press it, someone comes to see what you want.”

“I guess that's what we have to do, then.” Kimo opened the door and started to get out.

“You really shouldn't,” he said. “You go in there, they'll steal your soul.” He backed up and stood between the fence and the car, perhaps thinking he was going to block us from going inside. However, as Kimo exited and Brother Mike saw how big he was, he had a change of heart and quickly moved aside.

“We have to go in,” Kimo told him. “We're not guests. We're here to do some work.” He walked up to the fence, found the buzzer and pressed it.

“Okay. But remember, the place is filled with evil, just waiting to corrupt anyone it comes in contact with. So be careful. Be very, very careful.”

“Yeah, we'll do that,” Kimo said, flashing me a grin. “You be careful, too.”

“Me? Why?”

“Banana snakes.”

“What?” The expression on Brother Mike's face became one of concern.

“Banana snakes,” Kimo repeated. “This place used to be a banana plantation. There are still tons of plants around and where there are banana plants, there are banana snakes. Lots of them.”

“I thought there were no snakes in Hawaii,” Brother Mike said.

Kimo opened the door and got back in the car. “Yeah, that's what lotsa people think. And it's kinda true. Except for banana snakes. Be careful one doesn't crawl into your tent at night, looking to get out of the rain and stay warm by cuddling up with you. They're poisonous, you know. So, take care.”

“I will,” Brother Mike said, his face now registering serious alarm. “I certainly will.”
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“Really? Banana snakes?” I could barely keep from laughing out loud.

“See? He doesn't know anything about Hawaii. Just another stupid mainland haole.”

“Hey! Watch what you say. I'm half haole, you know.”

Kimo grinned at me. “Yeah, but you local, bruddah. You one good kine haole.”

“You forgot smart,” I told him.

“Oh, yeah, right. One smart haole boy, how's that?”

“Better, but leave off the word, boy. That makes it sound like an insult.”

“It was an insult, dummy,” he said, laughing.

It took three or four minutes until a tall, dark, local-looking guy – not naked, wearing shorts – came trotting down the road on the other side of the fence. Kimo recognized him. “That's Alistair,” he said. “The guy we're replacing. He works for us. For my dad, I mean.”

“He's really tall,” I said. And he was, too. He looked to be at least as tall as Kimo.

“Yeah. He's got me beat by a couple of inches. Heck of a basketball player, too. He's a Maori from New Zealand. Lotta those guys are tall.”

“Maoris?”

“Yeah. He told me he's got a sister who's taller than he is.”

“I'd like to see that.”

“Me, too.”

Alistair evidently recognized Kimo, as well. He waved at us, unlocked the gate and rolled it open, glared at Brother Mike for a couple of seconds, then closed and locked the gate behind us after we drove through and stopped.

“Hey, Al. Howzit,” Kimo said when Alistair approached the car.

“Man, I sure am glad to see you guys,” he said. He leaned down and gave me a who-the-heck-is-the-haole-guy look, something I get a lot when I hang around with locals, even though I was born and raised right here in Hawaii. It's not my fault that I take after the Caucasian side of my family and not the Japanese side.

“This is my partner, Archie,” Kimo told him.

“Partner?”

“Yeah.” He chuckled, almost to himself. “He's the brains and I'm the muscle.”

“Really?” Al looked doubtful but he smiled, nodded at me, and said, “Howzit.”

“Hey, howzit,” I said back. That's what's known as an official introduction, here in Hawaii. One person says, “Howzit,” and then the other person responds with, “Howzit.” Simple and direct.

“So, get in and we'll give you a ride,” Kimo said.

“No need. It's just up the road here, around the bend. When you see the camp, take the road to the left – there's a sign with an arrow pointing the way. That leads to the parking lot, down behind a little hill. There's some stairs built into the hill. Climb up the stairs, look to your right, and you'll see the office. I'll meet you there.”

“Okay.” Kimo shifted into gear and we headed up the road to find the parking lot.

* * *
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Alistair had told us to take the stairs built into the side of the hill and that would lead us up to the camp. However, what he'd portrayed as a little hill was actually the side of a mountain – the steep side – and there must have been at least 50 steps in the staircase. By the time Kimo and I got to the top, I was huffing and puffing like an asthmatic mountain goat. Kimo, though, was relaxed and all smiles as he took in what Al had described as 'the camp.'

“Wow, this place is sick!” he said. “Look at it.”

I was looking. And Kimo was right – this place was sick. Much too nice to be called a camp. I wasn't sure what I expected to see when we crested the hill and actually got a look at Pete's Pancake School, but a very small town filled with tiny houses, each painted in a ridiculously bright color and sitting on a small plot of land fronted by a path, not a street, was definitely not it.

But that's what confronted us. All it would have taken was a few bluebirds flying around our heads, singing, to convince me we were in a Disney cartoon. “Holy shit!” I said. “This is unbelievable.” Down at the end of one path I could just catch a glimpse of a body of water, glimmering in the early morning sun beneath a wispy covering of fog. I knew there were no lakes up here in the mountains, so that had to be the swimming pool – pretty much the center of the camp's activities, according to Pops.

“Hey, guys!” Alistair called to us. He was standing in front of one of the tiny houses – this one a bright yellow with blue shutters – waiting for us. We went over and joined him, and after a brief period of catching up on old times with Kimo, he took us inside to meet Helen Harrigan, the owner-manager of Pete's Pancake School. 

Helen was sitting behind a huge desk that took up most of the room in the tiny office, which consisted of one room, perhaps 10 feet square. When we entered, she popped to her feet and stood there, grinning at us. To my relief, she was fully dressed, wearing an especially ugly blue and yellow mu'umu'u that looked as if someone had barfed up scrambled eggs onto the ocean. Better that than naked, though, in my humble opinion.

Actually – as I was later to find out – in the mornings, most of the camp's residents wore clothes. Mornings were cool up here in the Waianae Mountains, even down in the valleys like where the camp was located. Not exactly the best weather in which to be running around naked. But in the afternoons, after the sun had warmed things up to comfortable levels, naked and semi-naked people could be found everywhere. Especially around the swimming pool.

“Come in, come in,” she said, motioning us toward her with one hand as she came around the desk to greet us.

Since we were already in and there wasn't really room enough for three people to move forward, we stayed where we were, waiting for her to come to us.

Alistair introduced us but Helen already knew who we were – she'd talked to Pops. We shook hands and then she leaned back against her desk, sitting on it, while the three of us continued to stand. There were no chairs in the room, other than the one for her, behind the desk. Apparently, Helen wasn't that fond of visitors who wanted to linger, perhaps just to talk story when she had work to do, and the lack of chairs was a subtle way of discouraging them from staying too long.

She wasn't what I'd been expecting, even though I'm not sure what that was – all Pops had told us was that she owned the place and ran it. She was somewhere in her sixties, say, about 65, and, . . . and, . . . well, I can't think of any nice way to phrase this, so I'll be blunt. She was fat. Really, really fat. And short, too. Short and fat. She probably weighed as much as Kimo.

She also had red hair. Actually, it was more of an orange color than red and it was bright. Bright, bright orange, obviously dyed, so bright it made me wonder if it glowed in the dark. All she really needed was a big red nose and she'd be mistaken for a clown – a short, fat, poorly dressed clown.

“I am so happy to see you two,” she said. “Alistair can't wait to get out of here. Isn't that right, Al?”

“Yes, ma'am. I miss my girlfriend.”

She laughed. “What? With all the beautiful, naked women running around this place? I've seen some of them staring at you, you know, and I don't think there's any rule about having multiple girlfriends. As long as they don't, uh, know about each other.” She laughed again.

Alistair was slowing turning pink. Helen noticed it and commented, “That's a nice color on you, Al,” then laughed some more. Quite a jolly person, this Helen. She probably would make a good clown.

“Anyway, down to business,” she said, turning her attention first to Kimo, with a smile, and then to me, with what appeared to be disappointment. Judging by the way she was looking at me, she didn't seem to be too impressed. I suppose, wedged between the six-seven Kimo and the even taller Alistair, I appeared to be on the smallish side, even though I'm just about six feet tall. That makes me taller than average, especially since the half of me that isn't Caucasian, or haole, is Japanese, a people who tend to be short in stature. That's the bond – one of them, at least – that Kimo and I have, by the way. We're both half Japanese. No one can explain why Kimo is so big, though. None of his relatives – on either side of his family – are even close to being as tall as he is.

As Helen described them, our duties seemed to be pretty simple. We were to hang around with Feather, keep the other guests – especially the men – from bothering her, and make sure she didn't try to leave without letting anyone know. And that was pretty much it. The rest of her needs would be met by her sister, Joanna, who was staying with her in bungalow #1, one of two larger tiny houses on the property – it had three bedrooms.

“A couple of other things,” Helen said, wrapping up her instructions. “You need to be slightly concerned that people from Hollywood will sneak into the camp and try to kidnap Feather and take her back to California to fulfill the sequel clause in her contract.”

“People from Hollywood?” I said. “Kidnap her?”

“Yeah. Both her agent and representatives from the studio want her back in Hollywood, working on Captured Again, the sequel to her hit film. But she doesn't want to do it – says she doesn't want to be type-cast.” She put 'type-cast' in air quotes and chuckled. “That's the reason she's hiding out here, according to her. But if you ask me, she's just scared because everything happened so fast. Fame and all that stuff.”

“They know she's staying here?” Kimo said.

“I'm not sure. But I've heard they're actively looking for her. There's even an internet rumor that there's a hundred thousand dollar reward for anyone who can find her and convince her – or force her – to return.”

“Wow,” Kimo and I said at the same time.

“Yeah, big time wow. But it's just a rumor. The
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