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Paula Evangelista’s weapon was her fabulous
arm speed. On this day, at Oahu's Dolphin Bay Resort, it was on
display. She leapt high in the air, swung her fist through the top
of the arc, and crushed the volleyball over the net. It exploded in
the sand, centimeters from the hands of a diving Karen Szymanski.
Another kill for “Vengelista.”

My weapon was a Colt .357 magnum with a two
inch barrel. It was not on display. I wore it holstered in the
small of my back beneath an oversized tank top. The gun was canted
so that the grip nestled against my left kidney. I could get to it
before you could say “Sarah Connor.”

As captain of Team Sandblasters, Paula was
the all-time kill leader on the beach, averaging twelve kills a
game in each of her four years before blowing out her knee. She had
a generous sponsor, an apparel contract, and a modeling portfolio.
She had the kind of career women athletes of my generation, not
that many years older, could only dream about.

Now, in her sixth and comeback year, she had
someone who wanted her dead.

My job was to see it didn’t happen. I had
spent two days before the tournament checking out hotel staff,
studying the layout and walking the beach. Now all I could do was
wait on the sidelines like a part of the team. Stay alert and hope
somebody in a powerboat offshore didn’t have a scope on her.

The first game went to Szymanski and Cooper
on Team Salon Style. The players returned to the shade of the
awnings on the sidelines. Paula’s body glistened with sweat except
for some dull ovals of sand on her knees and thighs. She paced back
and forth beneath the awning, furious, pausing only to swig from a
squeeze bottle, her carotids writhing like snakes.

“How many kills?” she
asked.

“Nine,” said the
coach.

“And Szymanski?”

With Paula out of competition the previous
season, the title of kill leader had gone to Szymanski, a rookie.
This was their first meeting.

“Eleven.”

Paula slammed her water bottle to the sand.
“Truck!” she yelled.

In the world of women’s volleyball,
profanity gets you a red card; crushing balls gets you acclaim.
Paula kicked her discarded bottle, sending it skittering into the
sun, and selected another bottle from her cooler.

“You have to set me higher,”
she said to Janet Abbott, the other half of Team
Sandblasters.

“Your knee,” said
Janet.

“I’ll worry about my knee.
You just do your job. You’re setting the ball like it’s made of
China.”

“Nothing wrong with my sets.
The problem is you. This sweatshop psycho is getting inside your
head.” Janet turned to me. “Can’t you do something?”

I said, “Paula, the psycho’s my problem.
I’ll deal with it.”

She wheeled on me. “Like you can. Psycho
calls anytime she wants and you don’t even know who she is. She
knows you though. She told me exactly what you’d be wearing today.
She even knows your gun’s under a yellow tank top.”

Shit! Another message and Paula had not told
me about it. Guarding Paula was one surprise after another.
Difficult client? Like doing public relations for Phil Spector. If
I didn’t admire Paula’s athletic skills, I’d quit her.

“When did she
call?”

“About an hour before the
match. You were out making puppy eyes with that security
guy.”

My face burned. “What exactly did the caller
say, Paula?”

“She said, quote, Don’t
count on Val Lyon to protect you, unquote.”

“She used my
name?”

“Yeah. She used your name.
So what’s that mean? She has inside information?”

“It means
nothing.”

“What if the psycho’s not
out there but in here? She could be Szymanski or Cooper. She could
even be Janet.”

I stared at her. “I didn’t mean it to sound
that way,” she said.

The ref whistled the start
of the second game. The four women trotted onto the court while I
puzzled out this latest piece of information. Paula had gotten five
calls, including the one I’d just learned about. The woman sounded
young, according to Paula, with no ethnic or linguistic nuances in
her voice. On the first call, the woman had said that “we” were
going to get her. Over the next three calls, she had revealed that
“we” were an international group whose aim was to rid the world of
child labor and sweat shop conditions; that the group had nothing
personal against Paula who was merely a corporate symbol. The
connection between Paula and sweatshops was obvious: A rash of
articles in the news magazines and a story on Sixty Minutes had exposed horrific
conditions in Sandblaster Sportswear’s overseas plants.
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