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There were no pretty girls with leis to meet me at the Honolulu International Airport, but a greeter-type lady handed me a glass of pineapple juice when I got inside the terminal. I thought this was a comedown from the days when, according to what I’d read, a bushel of flowers and a brown-skinned beauty were just naturally bestowed on every male visitor to the Islands.


If anyone else had any interest in my arrival—and we’d tried to make sure someone would have—he didn’t come up and introduce himself. I didn’t really expect him to. Mac had made the local situation pretty clear to me after learning where I proposed to take my leave, although he’d stalled a little at first.


“Hawaii?” he’d said, sounding surprised. “Why Hawaii, Eric?”


My real name, if it matters, is Matthew Helm, but we use the code names around that office.


“Because I’ve never been there, sir,” I said. “Because it’s a long way off and nobody knows me out there, I hope. Because I feel like lying on a beach for a change, without wondering if the gorgeous creature under the next umbrella is a crafty international spy assigned to lure me to my doom. Any objections, sir? If I’m needed, it’s only some five hours by jet to the West Coast.”


“Oh, no,” he said quickly. “No, of course I have no objections. You have certainly earned a rest. Take it wherever you please.” He hesitated. “Will you be going alone?”


“Yes, sir,” I said. “You know damn well I’ll be going alone, sir. Just me and my conscience.”


“Yes, of course. I am very sorry about Claire.”


“Sure,” I said. “Sorry.”


He said, “These things happen, Eric. You did what was necessary.” He was silent briefly, and looked up. “I am relieved that you did, of course. I will not deny that I was concerned about your last mission, for a while. It is always unwise for two agents working together to get as emotionally involved with each other as you and Claire had obviously become. I won’t deny that I worried lest, influenced by the romantic Riviera background against which you were working, you might let yourself be swayed by sentimental considerations at the last moment.”


I said, “Never fear, sir. Within this manly chest beats a heart of pure stone. Sentiment, bah! Now can we stop talking about Claire? She was a nice kid and a good agent, and she did what she had to do, which was die. And I did what I had to do, which was set her up for it. And as a result of our efforts and sacrifices—particularly hers—the operation was a huge success and everybody’s happy, at least I hope you are. And now I’m going to Hawaii, formerly known as the Sandwich Islands, and I’m going to practice looking at a beach until I can look at a beach and see nothing but sand. We spent a lot of time on those Riviera beaches, you’ll recall, playing bride and groom according to instructions received.”


I guess I said that to needle him a little, but he just said calmly, “It worked, did it not, Eric? The opposition took the bait as planned.”


“Yes, sir,” I said. “It worked just fine. It was just a little hard on the bait, that’s all. But I guess that’s what bait is for.”


“Precisely,” he said, and dismissed the subject. “When do you leave for Hawaii?”


“At the end of the week. I couldn’t get reservations before then.”


Mac was regarding me in a thoughtful way. “You know, of course, that Monk is out there. He’s been our senior man in the Pacific area for quite a while.”


I grimaced. “I didn’t know. Curiosity about other agents’ assignments isn’t really encouraged, if you recall, sir, and the Pacific isn’t my beat. And I’m not that interested in the Monk. But if I’d known he was out there, I might have picked some other place to go.”


Mac said, “Well, it’s been a long time since the two of you went into Germany together. That was the Hofbaden job, wasn’t it? I seem to remember that you were pretty rough on him.”


“Rough, hell,” I said. “I’d have killed him if I hadn’t needed him, the murderous bastard. It was a perfectly simple job, but he wanted to make a wholesale massacre of it. Is he still getting his kicks from blowing up people in bunches instead of one at a time?”


“Monk’s been a good man for us,” Mac said evenly. “He has been very effective.”


Something in the careful way he put it caught my attention. “Has been?” I said. Then I said quickly, “To hell with it. I don’t want to know anything about it, sir. And to hell with the Monk, too. I’m not looking for any more trouble with him, but I’ve already got my reservations, and I’m damned if I’ll change them for him.”


“No, of course not,” Mac said. He was still studying me thoughtfully, rather like a cat with an interesting new mouse, but he often looks like that. “Well, have a good time, Eric. Don’t forget to stop by the recognition room on your way out.”


This was his customary form of dismissal. We’re all supposed to spend an hour or two studying the current dossiers whenever we’re in Washington, and it’s a dull chore, and he’s afraid we’ll try to dodge it. As I went down to the basement, where the recognition files and projector are located, I told myself that there was no more to the reminder than that, but the memory of his thoughtful expression—and his uncharacteristic curiosity about my vacation plans—stayed with me. I couldn’t help wondering if he’d had some cute idea that meant trouble for me. Well, time would tell. He’s not a man whose mental processes I try to anticipate.


I couldn’t help wondering, however, if he’d had some particular reason for telling me about the Monk. In any case, it wasn’t cheerful news, because Monk came under the heading of the kind of unfinished business we normally try not to leave behind us. I mean, it’s only on TV that you make bitter enemies in one installment and let them live to raise hell with you in the next. If Monk had been an enemy agent, I’d have shot him dead the instant I had no further use for him, as a simple act of self-preservation. As it was, I’d brought him back to base alive, knowing that I was probably making a mistake, and that it was a mistake the Monk himself would never have made.


Mac was perfectly right: in a technical sense, Monk was a very good man. He was a genius in the field of high explosives, where my own knowledge is less than adequate. The only trouble was, he just loved to see things blow, particularly if the things had people in them. Personally, if I’m assigned to get one man, I like to get that man. This business of demolishing a whole landscape with figures—even enemy figures—just to erase a single individual seems pretty damn inefficient to me. As the agent in charge, I’d had to lean on Monk pretty hard to make him do things my way. He wasn’t the man to forget it.


By this time I was sitting in the dark of the projection room, watching the lighted screen display the opposition faces I might come across where I was going. The telephone rang. Smitty, the crippled projectionist, turned his machine to automatic and hobbled off to answer—he’d once made a mistake in the field, so now he had charge down here, a reminder to the rest of us that mistakes can be pretty permanent in our line of work.


He was gone for a while, long enough for the automatic projector to run out of slides. When he returned, he fed it again, and suddenly Monk was looking at me from the screen, older than I remembered him, of course, but with the same hulking shoulders and oddly sensitive, handsome face. I’d never decided whether Mac had picked that code name for him because he was built like a gorilla or because he often wore the expression of a saint, and I’d never asked. There had been more important things to worry about at the time. I was shown several recent views of the man and a complete dossier, the works. Then I was given a rundown on the rest of our Pacific people, old and new.


I’d started to speak, surprised, when Monk’s face first flashed on the screen, but I’d checked myself. Smitty knew his business, and obviously he’d received his orders from upstairs. Of course, it was strictly irregular. Normally we’re not allowed to know anybody in the outfit we don’t absolutely have to know, nor are we given unnecessary information about the agents we do know. In all the years I’d worked for Mac, I’d never even got a clear idea of just how many other operatives he had reporting to him. The only ones I’d recognize were the ones I’d had occasion to work with, and I was supposed to do my best to forget those.


For me, a field man, to be briefed on our entire Pacific apparatus was, I suppose, a great compliment. It meant that Mac had real faith in me. It was undoubtedly very unappreciative of me to wish he’d found some other way to show it, and to wonder just what I’d have to do in return for this mark of confidence.


From the recognition room I went across the hall to Hardware and requisitioned a revolver to replace one that had gone astray over in Europe. I wasn’t going to need it on leave—at least I hoped I wasn’t—but the regulations say we must have one more or less available always, and I had an uneasy hunch this wasn’t the time to start breaking this particular rule.


The supply man was annoyed with me. “Nowadays you seem to lose a gun every time you go out, Eric,” he said. “Yet the record shows that when you were first with us you used the same .22 automatic for years.”


“That was a good gun,” I said. “Quiet and accurate. I liked that little gun. It took care of me, so I took care of it. But who can get fond of these lumpy, noisy, soulless damn .38 caliber blasters you people make us carry nowadays?”


He said stiffly, “Our ballistics experts have determined that a cartridge of less power than .38 Special is not suitable for our type of work.”


I said, “Who’s doing our type of work, me or your ballistics experts? Open up the target range, will you, and lend me a set of earplugs so I can check out this semiportable cannon without being deaf for two days.”


He reached into a drawer and brought out a small box, which he opened and held out to me. “Help yourself. Oh, and when you’re through here you’re supposed to report back upstairs. He wants to see you again before you leave.”


It didn’t really come as a great surprise. Mac had had time to consider how best to take advantage of my proposed trip. Now he was ready to break the news to me. Well, I’d already gathered that my visit to the paradise of the Pacific wasn’t likely to be nearly as restful as I’d planned.
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As I stood in the airport terminal in Honolulu, on the Island of Oahu, I wasn’t really thinking about all this. It was in the back of my mind, of course, but for some reason I was thinking about a girl who’d have enjoyed this trip, restful or not—a girl we’d called Claire, whose real name I’d never learned and probably never would learn now. She was buried in a French cemetery as Winifred Helm, beloved wife of Matthew Helm. On the record, she’d been the victim of an unfortunate traffic accident. With a little local cooperation, you can lose a lot of inconvenient deaths among the highway statistics.


Well, that was ancient history now, or would be as soon as I could make my mind accept it. I finished my fresh pineapple juice, a totally different drink from the sickly-sweet canned stuff you get on the Mainland, and I thanked the greeter-lady for the refreshing experience.


She wasn’t bad-looking, but except for the face it was impossible to judge her on points, since she was covered from neck to heels by a long, loose, brightly printed cotton garment with all the sex appeal of a potato sack. While obviously comfortable and indisputably modest, it seemed an odd sort of costume in which to appear in public.


She gave me no secret signs or coded passwords but fluttered off with her tray of juice cups to greet some other passengers from the plane. Nobody signaled me or shot at me as I retrieved my baggage. Nobody threw any knives or kisses my way as I located a taxi, got in, and gave the name of the Waikiki Beach hostelry that had been recommended to me as the kind of quiet, low-pressure place in which a weary man of violence could nurse a broken heart in peace.


After a few blocks, however, I decided that I hadn’t escaped entirely unnoticed: we were being followed by a small car of a make I didn’t recognize immediately. On the whole it was a relief. If nobody had made a move, I’d have had nothing to do but wait and wonder, but Mac had done his best to insure that my talents wouldn’t be wasted.


“I wasn’t going to use you on this, Eric,” he’d told me on my second visit to his office. “Aside from the fact that you’re entitled to a rest, it’s a job for which you’re poorly qualified. As you say, the Pacific is not your beat. You’re unfamiliar with the area, and Monk knows you by sight. However, maybe we can make your apparent disadvantages work for us. In any case, since Monk does know you, if he spots you arriving in Honolulu, as he probably will, he’s not likely to believe you’re there by chance, even if it’s the truth. So for your own protection, if you insist on spending your leave out there, you had better be aware of certain things…”


I couldn’t remember insisting on going to Hawaii. All I’d said was that I wouldn’t change my plans for one particular guy. I’d have changed them for Mac, but obviously he had no intention of asking me to. He preferred to take me at my word, which left me no out. Well, I should have known better than to make such a stupid, stiffnecked statement in that office, I reflected, listening to the things he was telling me about the Monk. They didn’t surprise me greatly. After all, I’d got to know the guy pretty well at one time—as well as you can get to know a guy you’ve risked your life with and beat hell out of.


“It is always disturbing when an agent goes bad,” Mac said. “Particularly if he’s as senior as Monk, he tends to feel himself superior to all rules and laws. After all, he’s been breaking them for years in the line of duty.”


“Do we know what he’s up to?” I asked.


Mac said, “We have conclusive evidence that he’s been in contact with Peking.”


I said, “That doesn’t really prove anything, sir. Hell, I’ve had contact with Moscow on occasion. There are times when you’ve got to pretend to be bought. He could have a legitimate explanation.”


Mac said dryly, “Your sense of fairness is exemplary, Eric, considering your recorded opinion of the man, which should perhaps have been given more weight than it was.”


I said, “I still think he’s a bastard, and a dangerous bastard. I’ll be happy to shoot him for you, or cut him into little pieces and feed him to the sharks, if they’ve got sharks out there. But I’m not going to call any man a traitor without proof.”


“This has been proved,” Mac said. “Monk has sold out. We have checked it carefully. The details don’t concern you, but you can take the fact as established.”


I don’t like facts I have to take as established or details that don’t concern me, but there was obviously nothing for me to say but, “Yes, sir.”


“As for your original question, no, we do not yet know exactly what he has in mind. Naturally, we must determine that before we take final action. Whatever he’s initiated out there under Red Chinese supervision must be stopped. That is as important as dealing with Monk himself. You understand?”


“Yes, sir. Who’s on it now?”


“We have one man doing what he can from outside, under the name of Bernard Naguki. If he has occasion to call on you, he will say that there are few seabirds on the Islands, to which you will reply, yes, but the landbirds are very numerous.”


I wondered what great brain had dreamed that one up, and how I was supposed to tell the agents from the ornithologists.


I said, “You say Naguki is working on it from outside, sir. Do we have an inside agent, too?”


Mac hesitated. “As a matter of fact, we do. Until we have enough information to act on, Naguki is mainly a distraction, a decoy, as you will be. We do not want Monk to suspect a leak in his own organization. But you will forget I told you this, Eric. It is a very precarious situation, as you can understand, and the agent in question has been promised a free hand and complete anonymity as far as everyone else is concerned. I have given my word on this; I could not have got cooperation otherwise.”


I made a wry face. “I love these informers who want to get on the winning side without taking any risks.”


Mac said calmly, “I have given my word, Eric.”


“Yes, sir.”


He showed me his thin, rare smile. “But you haven’t, have you? What you learn independently and what you do with what you learn are things for which I cannot be held responsible.”


We looked at each other across the desk. I said, straight-faced, “Yes, sir. That clarifies the situation somewhat.”


“In theory you will be approached only when you are needed. I will signal that you are coming as soon as I can make contact safely. The identification procedure will be the same.”


I nodded. “I gather from what you say that the Monk doesn’t know he’s been sold, but does he know we’re onto him even if he doesn’t know how?”


“I’m afraid he’s begun to suspect it. That is why I ordered Naguki to get over there and make himself conspicuous, to make it look as if he were the one who had turned up the incriminating evidence.”


“That could be rough on Naguki. The Monk can be pretty ruthless.”


“Precisely.” Mac’s voice was unruffled. “That is why I am briefing you, so that you can take Naguki’s place if anything should happen to him.”


I couldn’t help wondering if he had somebody lined up to take my place if anything should happen to me. “Yes, sir,” I said. “Thank you very much, sir.”


My sarcasm, if that’s what it was, was lost on him. He went on smoothly, “You understand, of course, that officially Monk is still a trusted senior operative to whom no breath of suspicion attaches. In fact, the more I think of it, the more I feel that the person under suspicion should be you.”


I was careful not to give him the satisfaction of seeing me look startled. “Suspicion of what, sir?”


“Of indiscreet remarks and unstable behavior, disturbing enough to warrant having you suspended and placed under precautionary surveillance. Yes, I think that will work out very well. Disliking you as he does, Monk will want to believe that you are really in disgrace. Very often even a clever man will wind up believing what he wants to believe.”


My month’s vacation seemed to be receding farther and farther into an unpredictable future. I asked, “Am I permitted to know what I’m supposed to’ve said indiscreetly?”


“Of course. You were heard to state, among other things, that turning our back on Russia to get involved in Asia is an idiotic error in world strategy, and any lousy second looie who pulled a boner like that on the battlefield would be courtmartialed. I am, of course, quoting you verbatim.”


“I see,” I said. “Am I also supposed to weep for poor little communist babies fried in dirty capitalist napalm?”


“Not unless you can do it very convincingly. As a cynical and experienced operative, I think you will appear more plausible, at least at first, if you base your arguments strictly on military considerations. Of course, if it becomes necessary to gain the confidence of some particular person, you can let your opinions become gradually more extreme. Or you can back off to safer ground if it seems indicated. It will depend on whom you are trying to impress. Research will provide you with some material that’ll give you an idea of the jargon that’s being used in discussing the subject.”


“Yes, sir,” I said. “As you describe them, my original statements don’t seem very reprehensible, hardly adequate grounds for suspension and surveillance. So I say that I think Russia is a more dangerous enemy than China, so what?”


Mac said sternly, “For a soldier to question the decisions of his superiors is always reprehensible, Eric. And for an agent to question the policies of his government where he can be overheard is, to say the least, an error in judgment that throws doubt on his professional qualifications.”


I said, “Yes, sir. I’m sorry I brought it up, sir.”


He wasn’t going to let me off that easily. He went on, quoting his own training materials: “An agent is not supposed to attract attention by voicing unpopular opinions, valid or invalid, except as required by a particular assignment. Off duty, an agent is supposed to remain politically inconspicuous, lest he impair his future usefulness. Violation of this principle is sufficient cause for disciplinary action.” Mac looked up and spoke in his normal voice again, “I might add that one of the things that first led us to suspect Monk was that some of his people were reported to be publicly taking sides in this debate without being checked or reprimanded in any way.”


“I guess I don’t have to ask what side they took. What about them in general? Apart from the inside guy we’re counting on, whoever he may be, what’s the personnel situation out there?”


Mac looked grim. “Unfortunately, because of the distances involved and the special language qualifications required, our Pacific operation has always been more or less autonomous, almost an independent unit within the organization. You will have to assume, in the absence of strong evidence to the contrary, that our Pacific operatives are all loyal primarily to Monk. Most of them were recruited by him, and all of them are accustomed to report to him or through him, rather than directly to me, as in other areas.” He moved his shoulders ruefully. “An administrative error, I suppose, but one that could hardly be avoided considering the geographical difficulties.”


“Yes, sir,” I said. “So he’s actually got a little undercover empire at his command. Very handy for a guy with ambitions.”


“Yes,” Mac said. “Of course, there is a basic flaw in the structure of an empire. Without an emperor it ceases to function.”


His voice was soft. I glanced at him and said, “Yes, sir.”


“Eric.”


“Yes, sir?”


“I have said that Monk is not officially under suspicion. For the sake of everybody concerned, it would be well if his reputation remained unblemished to the very end.”


“Yes, sir,” I said. “To the very end.”


We regarded each other bleakly for a moment. There didn’t seem to be any more to say. I turned and left the office.


* * *


And now I was riding down the Honolulu waterfront followed by what I’d finally identified as a Japanese Datsun sedan. It was driven by a moonfaced, moustached young man whom I recognized as one of ours—well, of Monk’s—code name Francis, currently operating under the alias of Bill Menander. As his crude tailing technique indicated, he was fairly young and inexperienced, or perhaps Monk had instructed him to let me know I was being watched. It would be like the Monk to want to rub it in.


Behind Francis, off and on, was a light-colored Ford a year or two old. I couldn’t make up my mind whether it was part of the parade or just somebody heading for Waikiki on perfectly innocent business.


Riding through Honolulu in the fading sunlight, I decided that except for some steep and spectacular mountains behind it, apparently of volcanic origin, the city could easily be mistaken for Los Angeles or Miami Beach. But you’d never mistake it for the gray German cities I’d seen with Monk on that long-ago assignment. We’d both come far since then, but I guess I’d always been aware that, knowing what I did about him, I’d made a serious, soft-headed error in bringing the guy back alive, and that I’d have to set it straight some day.
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I was pleased by the picturesque, South Seas appearance of the Halekulani Hotel. It was a random group of unpretentious, rather old-fashioned, cottage-type buildings with shingled roofs, surrounded by fantastically lush tropical gardens. I’d been grimly resigned to being filed away by number in a nylon-carpeted cubicle in one of the usual chrome-plated beach skyscrapers, but this place looked reassuringly as if it had been built to accommodate people rather than credit cards.


The cheerful boys in blue-and-white sport shirts who unloaded my gear from the taxi looked as if they’d just stepped off the nearest surfboard, as did the stocky brown Hawaiian gent behind the desk who signed me in, gave me the compass bearings of the beach, bar, and dining room, and then turned to shuffle through some mail he produced from a pigeonhole behind him.


“Ah, here we are,” he said, handing me an airmail letter. “I hope you enjoy your stay with us, Mr. Helm. Aloha, as we say here in Hawaii.”


I said, “I thought aloha meant goodbye.”


He grinned. “It means hello or goodbye, or just about anything else you like, as long as it’s friendly, Mr. Helm. It is a very useful word.”


He passed the key to the bellboy. Following the kid upstairs—apparently I was to be domiciled in the main building—I glanced warily at the envelope I’d been given. I’m not used to getting much private mail. In the business, we don’t accumulate many letter-writing friends. We don’t even run up many bills under our own names, and I’d arranged to have mine taken care of.


Generally, mail means trouble in code or cipher, but this letter didn’t seem to come from an official source. At least I knew of no potential contact masquerading as a firm of San Francisco attorneys. I stuffed it into my pocket as the boy unlocked the door and let me into my room, actually a good-sized suite. Making my arrangements at the last minute, I’d had to take what was available regardless of expense—not a serious financial hardship since, as it turned out, Uncle Sam would be paying the bills.


It was an impressive layout consisting of a bathroom, a small dressing room, and a big bedroom with twin beds, connecting with a smaller sitting room that was actually a screened sunporch with a view of the gardens below. “Lanai” was the local word for this breezy architectural feature, the bellboy informed me. There was a bouquet of unreal-looking, waxy, bright-red flowers on the lanai table, courtesy of the management. Everything looked pleasantly luxurious without being shriekingly new or modern. I thought that with a little effort I might manage to be comfortable here, as long as the Monk let me.


I tipped the bellboy, and when the door had closed behind him I pulled off my jacket and tie, got a flask from my suitcase, found ice and glasses ready on the dresser, and made myself a drink so as not to lose the pleasant edge of what I’d been served on the plane. Crossing the Pacific by air is a rather alcoholic experience unless you’re strong enough to fight off the pretty stewardesses, who outnumber you two or three to one. I’m not quite that strong.


I sat down on the edge of the bed to read my letter. It was from a lawyer named Wilson D. Pratt, of the firm of Prescott, Haverford, and Pratt.


My dear Mr. Helm:


As executors of the estate of the late Philip Grant Marner, we have been advised of the tragic death in France of Mrs. Helm, the former Winifred Philippa Marner who, as you are doubtless aware, was one of the two principal legatees under Mr. Marner’s will. Please accept our sincere condolences.


We would appreciate your contacting us at your earliest convenience.


Sincerely,


W. D. Pratt


I took a drink from my glass, but it didn’t help much. The message still made no sense to me. What confused me, I guess, was the fact that I’d used the matrimonial cover several times in my career as an agent; I’d even had a real wife once. Her maiden name had not been Marner, and we’d been divorced years ago, but it took a second reading of the letter with its reference to France before I realized that this communication did not refer to her, but to my latest pseudo-bride, the one I’d known by the code name Claire.


Winifred Philippa Marner, I thought. Philippa, for God’s sake! No wonder she’d never told me her real name, although she’d used the Winifred in playing her honeymoon role. And now some San Francisco legal brains wanted to make me rich, maybe, just because we’d signed a few European hotel registers as man and wife. I thought this was a careless assumption for trained lawyers to make, but then, maybe the estate involved didn’t amount to enough to make them careful.


If it did, I reflected, it was a pity they hadn’t picked on a man with more larceny in his soul, a man who’d have given them a run for their money—well, for Mr. Philip Grant Marner’s money. All kinds of interesting possibilities went through my mind. A little fraud wouldn’t be difficult for a man with my training and experience.


I sighed regretfully and, being fundamentally honest, at least where money is concerned, I stuck the letter into a hotel envelope with a note addressed to Mac, through channels, asking him to get these people off my neck. Then I sat for a moment debating with myself whether or not, if the letter were intercepted, this action would seem consistent with my cover as an agent being disciplined for shooting off his mouth irresponsibly.


I decided that such an agent would indeed be careful to appear scrupulously honest, and I went downstairs to buy an airmail stamp and find a mailbox. When I got back to my room, the phone was ringing. I picked it up. There was no sound for a moment except the sound of the wires. Then I heard a man groan with sudden, unbearable pain.


“Hello,” I said. “Hello, who’s there?”


A rich baritone voice I recognized from years ago said, “Helm? Your friend Naguki wants to speak to you… Speak to the man, Bernard!”


I heard another quick gasp of pain. I said irritably, “Go peddle your practical jokes somewhere else, wise guy. I don’t know anybody named Naguki. Goodbye!”


I slammed down the receiver. The flask of bourbon was still standing on the dresser. It seemed like a good idea, and then it didn’t. I mean, I like a drink when I want to relax, but these were hardly the circumstances for quiet relaxation. The phone rang again, as I’d expected it to. I gave it a little time to jangle before I picked it up.


“Eric?” It was the same voice.


I said, “All right, funny fellow, now tell me who you are and where you got hold of that name.”


“This is Monk, Eric. Remember the Monk? Remember Hofbaden?”


I said, “For God’s sake! Good old Monk! I thought you’d bit yourself and died of rabies years ago. What the hell are you doing on this Pacific rock?”


“Watching you, Eric. Orders. You’ve been a bad boy, it seems. You always did talk too much.”


I said, “Well, I’ll tell you, I thought I was in a democracy, Monk. Free speech and all that jazz. My mistake. I won’t make it again, so don’t get your hopes up.” He didn’t speak, and after a moment I went on, “So Washington’s ordered you to keep an eye on me? Come to think of it, I did notice an incompetent jerk in a motorized roller skate tailing me from the airport. So what else is new?”


“You’re sure you don’t know anybody named Naguki, Eric?”


Obviously I didn’t know anybody named Naguki. I couldn’t know anybody named Naguki. If I did know somebody named Naguki—if I had any interest whatever in a man by that name—my flimsy cover story was destroyed, and I was no longer just a suspended agent killing time in Hawaii. This was, of course, exactly what Monk was trying to force me to admit.


I said, “Go to hell. I don’t know anybody in Honolulu but that ex-Olympic character, Duke Kahanamoku—at least I saw his picture once, somewhere. Don’t try to frame anything on me, amigo. All I did was talk out of turn. Don’t try to build it into something big. I’ll stand for the surveillance bit because you’re doing it under orders, but don’t dream up any frills of your own, like persuading some lousy little enemy errand boy to swear I sold him state secrets. I know you, Monk, and you know me, so don’t try it. Don’t even think it. Now, what’s this Naguki routine?”


“If you don’t know him, what do you care?”


I said, “For Christ’s sake, if you’ve got something to say, say it. If you don’t, get off the damn line and let me go to bed. It’s been a long day and airplanes make me tired.”


Monk’s voice said heavily, “If you don’t know Naguki, I guess you don’t mind if we kill him a little.”


I said, “Hell, draw and quarter him if you like. He’s all yours. I give you Naguki, whoever he may be. No charge. Now can I go to sleep?”


Monk said nothing. He just cut the connection. I replaced the phone gently in its cradle and looked at myself in the mirror of the dresser across the room, but that was a mistake. The guy in the glass looked like a cold-blooded sonofabitch, the kind of callous louse who’d sacrifice a man’s life without turning a hair. I told myself that nothing I could have said would have helped Naguki once the Monk decided to grab him. It was probably the truth but it didn’t make me feel any better.


I went to bed. After a while I even went to sleep, to awaken suddenly at the sound of somebody nearby crying out a shrill warning. I went into the standard surprised-in-bed routine without stopping to think—if you think about it you often don’t survive to do it—and wound up on the rug six feet away, gun in hand, facing in the direction from which the noise had come. I was surprised to discover that it was morning. There was nobody in sight.


I had closed the lanai shutters before turning in, since I don’t like sleeping in full view of the outdoors. Why make it easy for a guy with a rifle and telescopic sight? Nothing moved, inside or out. Nobody spoke or screamed. I rose cautiously and backed away and inspected the bathroom and dressing room. Having made sure no danger lurked behind me, I returned to the bedroom and stood there, frowning. Everything was very quiet; then the sharp, hysterical cry that had awakened me came again.


I strode across the porch and yanked back the shutters and looked out from my second-story vantage at a couple of birds about the size of starlings on the shingled roof of the bungalow across the way. They were having a hell of an argument. I grimaced, wondering if perhaps I really needed the vacation I wasn’t going to get. I went back to the bedroom dresser and leafed through a pamphlet I’d brought with me and identified the little feathered squabblers as mynah birds. While I was at it, waiting for my circulatory and nervous systems to return to normal, I looked up the unlikely-looking red flower on the table: anthurium.
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