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Montreal:






MAY 16


Earlier that night, rain had fallen on Boulevard St. Laurent, and there were still triangular pools on the uneven sidewalk. The rain had passed, but it remained cool enough to justify CII operative Wormwood’s light tan raincoat. His taste ran more to trench coats, but he dared not wear one, knowing his fellow agents would scoff. Wormwood compromised by turning the collar of his raincoat up and plunging his hands deep into his pockets. One of these hands was clenched around a piece of bubble gum he had received only twenty minutes before from an evil-smelling gnome on the forbidding grounds of Ste. Justine hospital. The gnome had stepped out suddenly from the bushes, giving Wormwood a dreadful start, which he had tried to convert into a gesture of Oriental defense. The image of feline alertness might have been more effective if he had not had the misfortune to back into a rosebush.


Wormwood’s step was crisp along the emptying street. He felt uplifted by a sense—not of greatness, to be sure—but of adequacy. For once he had not muddled the job. His reflection rippled along a dark shop window, and he was not displeased with what he saw. The confident glance and determined stride more than compensated for the sloping shoulders and balding head. Wormwood twisted his palms outward to correct his shoulder slump because someone once told him that the best way to achieve manly posture was to walk with the palms forward. It was most uncomfortable, and it made him walk rather like a penguin, but he did it whenever he thought of it.


He was painfully reminded of his recent encounter with the rosebush, but he discovered that he could relieve his discomfort by nipping the seam of his pants between thumb and forefinger and tugging it away from his buttocks. And this he did from time to time, ignoring the open curiosity of passersby.


He was content. “It’s got to be a matter of confidence,” he told himself. “I knew I could pull this off, and I pulled it off!” He treasured a theory that one attracted bad luck by anticipating it, and the results of his last several assignments seemed to lend support to the concept. In general, theories did not hold up for Wormwood. To his problem of balding, he had applied the principle of Keep It Short and You’ll Keep It Long, and he always wore a crew cut that made him appear less significant than necessary, but his hair continued to fall. For a while, he had clung to the theory that early balding indicated uncommon virility, but personal experience eventually forced him to abandon this hypothesis.


“This time I’m home free, and no screw-up. Six o’clock tomorrow morning I’ll be back in the States!”


His fist tightened down on the bubble gum. He could not afford another failure. The men at home base were already referring to him as the “one-man Bay of Pigs.”


As he turned left into Lessage Lane, the street seemed empty of sound and people. He took note of this. By the time he had turned south again on St. Dominique, it was so silent that the sound of his footfalls seemed to clip back at him from the facades of unlit, dreary brick buildings. The silence did not disturb him; he whistled as a matter of choice.


“This think-positive bit really scores,” he thought jazzily. “Winners win, and that’s a fact.” Then his round boyish face contracted into concern as he wondered if it was also true that losers lose. He tried to remember his college logic course. “No,” he decided at length, “that doesn’t necessarily follow. Losers don’t always lose. But winners always win!” He felt better for having thought it out.


He was only one block from his third-rate hotel. He could see the damaged sign H TEL in vertical red neon down the street.


“Almost home free.”


He recalled CII Training Center instructions always to approach your destination from the opposite side of the street, so he crossed over. He had never fully understood the reason for this rule, beyond simple sneakiness, but it would no more occur to him to demand an explanation than it would to disobey.


St. Dominique’s wrought iron streetlamps had not yet fallen prey to urban uglification in the form of lip-blacking mercury lamps, so Wormwood was able to amuse himself by watching his shadow slip out from beneath his feet and grow long before him, until the next lamp assumed domination and projected his shadow, ever shortening, behind him. He was looking over his shoulder, admiring this photic phenomenon, when he ran into the lamppost. Upon recovery, he glanced angrily up and down the street, mentally daring anyone to have seen.


Someone had seen, but Wormwood did not know this, so he glared at the offending lamppost, straightened his shoulders by twisting his palms forward, and crossed to his hotel.


The hall was reassuringly redolent of that medley of mildew, Lysol, and urine characteristic of run-down hotels. According to subsequent reports, Wormwood must have entered the hotel between 11:55 and 11:57. Whatever the exact time, we may be sure he checked it, delighting as always in the luminosity of his watch’s dial. He had heard that the phosphorescent material used on watch dials could cause skin cancer, but he felt that he made up for the risk by not smoking. He had developed the habit of checking the time whenever he found himself in a dark place. Otherwise, what was the use of having a watch with a luminous dial? It was probably the time he spent considering this that made the difference between 11:55 and 11:57.


As he climbed the dimly lit staircase with its damp, scrofulous carpet, he reminded himself that “winners win.” His spirits sank, however, when he heard the sound of coughing from the room next to his. It was a racking, gagging, disease-laden cough that went on in spasms throughout the night. He had never seen the old man next door, but he hated the cough that kept him awake.


Standing outside his door, he took the bubble gum from his pocket and examined it. “Probably microfilm. And it’s probably between the gum and the paper. Where the funnies usually are.”


His key turned the slack lock. As he closed the door behind himself, he breathed with relief. “There’s no getting around it,” he admitted. “Winners—”


But the thought choked in mid-conception. He was not alone in the room.


With a reaction the Training Center would have applauded, he popped the bubble gum, wrapper and all, into his mouth and swallowed it just as the back of his skull was crushed in. The pain was very sharp indeed, but the sound was more terrible. It was akin to biting into crisp celery with your hands over your ears—but more intimate.


He heard the sound of the second blow quite clearly—a liquid crunch—but oddly it did not hurt.


Then something did hurt. He could not see, but he knew they were cutting open his throat. The image of it made him shudder, and he hoped he wouldn’t be sick. Then they began on his stomach. Something cold rippled in and out of his stomach. The old man next door coughed and gagged. Wormwood’s mind chased the thought that had been arrested by his first fright.


“Winners win,” he thought, then he died.



















New York:






JUNE 2


“…and, if nothing else, this semester should have taught you that there is no significant relationship between art and society—despite the ambitious pronunciamentos of the popular mass-culturists and mass-psychologists who are driven to spiteful inclusions when faced by important fields beyond their ken. The very concepts of ‘society’ and ‘art’ are mutually foreign, even antagonistic. The regulations and limitations of …”


Dr. Jonathan Hemlock, Professor of Art, spun out his closing lecture to the mass class in Art and Society—a course he abhorred to teach, but one which was the bread and butter of his department. His lecture style was broadly ironic, even insulting, but he was vastly popular with the students, each of whom imagined his neighbor was writhing under Dr. Hemlock’s superior disdain. They interpreted his cold acidity as an attractive bitterness in the face of the unfeeling bourgeois world, an epitome of that Weltschmerz so precious to the melodramatic soul of the undergraduate.


Hemlock’s popularity with students had several unrelated bases. For one, at thirty-seven he was the youngest full professor in the Art faculty. The students assumed therefore that he was a liberal. He was not a liberal, nor was he a conservative, a Tory, a wet, an isolationist, or a Fabian. He was interested only in art, and he was indifferent to and bored by such things as politics, student freedom, the war on poverty, the plight of the Negro, war in Indochina, and ecology. But he could not escape his reputation as a “student’s professor.” For example, when he met classes after an interruption caused by a student revolt, he openly ridiculed the administration for lacking the ability and courage to crush so petty a demonstration. The students read this as a criticism of the establishment, and they admired him more than ever.


“… after all, there are only Art and non-Art. There are no such things as Black Art, Social Art, Young Art, Pop Art, Mass Art. These are merely fictional rubrics designed to grace, through classification, the crap of inferior daubers who …”


Male students who had read of Hemlock’s international exploits as a mountain climber were impressed by the image of scholar/athlete, despite the fact that he had not climbed for several years. And young ladies were attracted by his arctic aloofness, which they assumed concealed a passionate and mysterious nature. But he was far from the physical idiom of the romantic type. Slim and of average height, only his precise and wiry movements and his veiled green-gray eyes recommended him to their sexual fantasies.


As one might suspect, Hemlock’s popularity did not extend to the faculty. They resented his academic reputation, his refusal to serve on committees, his indifference to their projects and proposals, and his much-publicized student charisma, which term they always inflected so as to make it sound like the opposite of scholarly integrity. His major protection against their snide bile was the rumor that he was independently wealthy and lived in a mansion on Long Island. Typical academic liberals, the faculty were stunned and awkward in the face of wealth, even rumored wealth. There was no way for them to disprove or substantiate these rumors because none of them had ever been invited to his home, nor were they likely to be.


“… the appreciation of art cannot be learned. It requires special gifts—gifts which you naturally assume you possess because you have been brought up on the belief that you were created equal. What you don’t realize is that this only means you are equal to one another …”


Speaking automatically, Hemlock allowed his eye to wander over the front row of his amphitheatre classroom. As usual, it was filled with smiling, nodding, mindless girls, their skirts hitched too high and their knees unconsciously apart. It occurred to him that, with their up-turned little smiles and round, empty eyes, they looked like a row of umlaut U’s. He never had anything to do with the female students: students, virgins, and drunks he held to be off limits. Opportunities were rife, and he was not enfeebled by free-floating morality; but he was a sporting man, and he ranked the making of these dazzled imbeciles with shining deer and dynamiting fish at the base of the dam.


As always, the bell coincided with the last word of his lecture, so he wrapped up the course by wishing the students a peaceful summer unsullied by creative thought. They applauded, as they always did on the last day, and he left quickly.


As he turned the corner of the hall, he encountered a miniskirted co-ed with long black hair and eyes made up like a ballerina’s. With excited catches of breath, she told him how much she had enjoyed the course and how she felt closer to Art than ever before.


“How nice.”


“The problem I have, Dr. Hemlock, is that I have to keep a B average, or I lose my scholarship.”


He fished in his pocket for his office keys.


“And I’m afraid I’m not going to do well enough in your final. I mean—I have gained a great feeling for Art—but you can’t always put feelings down on paper.” She looked up at him, gathered her courage, and tried hard to make her eyes terribly meaningful. “So, if there’s anything I can do to get a better grade—I mean, I’d be willing to do anything at all. Really.”


Hemlock spoke gravely. “You’ve considered all the implications of that offer?”


She nodded and swallowed, her eyes shining with anticipation.


He lowered his voice confidentially. “Do you have anything planned for tonight?”


She cleared her throat and said no, she didn’t.


Hemlock nodded. “Do you live alone?”


“My roommate’s gone for the week.”


“Good. Then I suggest you break out the books and study your ass off. That’s the surest way I know to ensure your grade.”


“But …”


“Yes?”


She crumpled. “Thank you.”


“A pleasure.”


She walked slowly down the hall as Hemlock entered his office, humming to himself. He liked the way he had done that. But his euphoria was transient. On his desk he found notes he had written to himself, reminders of bills soon due and past due. University rumors of private wealth were baseless; the truth was that Hemlock spent each year a little more than three times his income from teaching, books, and commissions for appraisal and evaluation. Most of his money—about forty thousand a year—he earned by moonlighting. Jonathan Hemlock worked for the Search and Sanction Division of CII. He was an assassin.


The telephone buzzed, and he pressed down the flashing button and lifted the receiver. “Yes?”


“Hemlock? Can you talk?” The voice belonged to Clement Pope, Mr. Dragon’s first assistant. It was impossible to miss the strained, hushed tone. Pope loved playing spy.


“What can I do for you, Pope?”


“Mr. Dragon wants to see you.”


“I assumed as much.”


“Can you get over here in twenty minutes?”


“No.” Actually, twenty minutes was ample time, but Jonathan loathed the personnel of Search and Sanction. “What about tomorrow?”


“This is top drawer. He wants to see you now.”


“In an hour, then.”


“Look, pal, if I were you I’d get my ass over here as soon as—” but Jonathan had hung up.


For the next half hour Jonathan puttered around his office. When he was sure he would arrive at Dragon’s in something over the predicted hour, he called a taxi and left the campus.


 


As the grimy, ancient elevator tugged him to the top floor of a nondescript Third Avenue office building, Jonathan automatically noted the familiar details: the scaly gray paint on the walls, the annual inspection stamps slapped haphazardly over one another, the Otis recommendation for load limit, twice scratched out and reduced in deference to the aging machinery. He anticipated everything he would see for the next hour, and the anticipation made him uneasy.


The elevator stopped and swayed slackly while the doors clattered open. He stepped out on the top floor of offices, turned left, and pushed open the heavy NO ADMITTANCE fire door leading to a stairwell. Sitting on the dank cement stairs, his toolbox beside him, was a huge Negro workman in coveralls. Jonathan nodded and stepped past him up the steps. One flight up, the stairs came to an end, and he pressed out through another fire door to what had been the loft of the building before CII had installed a suite of offices there. The smell of hospital, so sharply remembered, filled the hallway where an overblown cleaning woman slowly swung a mop back and forth over the same spot. On a bench to one side of a door bearing: “Yurasis Dragon: Consulting Service,” sat a beefy man in a business suit, his briefcase in his lap. The man rose to face Jonathan, who resented being touched by these people. All of them, the Negro worker, the cleaning woman, the businessman, were CII guards; and the toolbox, the mop handle, and the briefcase all contained weapons.


Jonathan stood with his legs apart, his hands against the wall, embarrassed and annoyed with himself for being embarrassed, while the businessman’s professional hands frisked part of his body and clothing.


“This is new,” the businessman said, taking a pen from Jonathan’s pocket. “You usually carry one of French make—dark green and gold.”


“I lost it.”


“I see. Does this have ink in it?”


“It’s a pen.”


“I’m sorry. I’ll either have to keep it for you until you come out, or I can check it out. If I check it out, you’ll lose the ink.”


“Why don’t you just keep it for me.”


The businessman stepped aside and allowed Jonathan to enter the office.


“You are eighteen minutes late, Hemlock,” Mrs. Cerberus accused as soon as he had closed the door behind him.


“Thereabouts.” Jonathan was assailed by the overwhelming hospital smell of the glistening outer office. Mrs. Cerberus was squat and muscular in her starched white nurse’s uniform, her coarse gray hair cropped short, her cold eyes pinched into slits by pouches of fat, her sandpaper skin appearing to have been scrubbed daily with sal soda and a currycomb, her thin upper lip aggressively mustachioed.


“You’re looking inviting today, Mrs. Cerberus.”


“Mr. Dragon does not like to be kept waiting,” she snarled.


“Who among us really does?”


“Are you healthy?” she asked without solicitude.


“Reasonably.”


“No cold? No known contact with infection?”


“Just the usual lot: pellagra, syphilis, elephantiasis.”


She glared at him. “All right, go in.” She pressed a button that unlocked the door behind her, then returned to the papers on her desk, not dealing with Jonathan further.


He stepped into the interlock chamber; the door clanged shut behind him; and he stood in the dim red light Mr. Dragon provided as a mezzo-phase from the glittering white of the outer office to the total dark of his own. Jonathan knew he would adapt to the dark more quickly if he closed his eyes. At the same time, he slipped out of his suit coat. The temperature in the interlock and in Mr. Dragon’s office was maintained at a constant 87°. The slightest chill, the briefest contact with cold or flu virus would incapacitate Mr. Dragon for months. He had almost no natural resistance to disease.


The door to Mr. Dragon’s office clicked and swung open automatically when the cooler air Jonathan had introduced into the interlock had been heated to 87°.


“Come in, Hemlock,” Mr. Dragon’s metallic voice invited from the darkness beyond.


Jonathan put out his hands and felt his way forward toward a large leather chair he knew to be opposite Mr. Dragon’s desk.


“A little to the left, Hemlock.”


As he sat, he could dimly make out the sleeve of his white shirt. His eyes were slowly becoming accustomed to the dark.


“Now then. How have you been these past months?”


“Rhetorical.”


Dragon laughed his three dry, precise ha’s. “True enough. We have been keeping a protective eye on you. I am informed that there is a painting on the black market that has taken your fancy.”


“Yes. A Pissarro.”


“And so you need money. Ten thousand dollars, if I am not misinformed. A bit dear for personal titillation.”


“The painting is priceless.”


“Nothing is priceless, Hemlock. The price of this painting will be the life of a man in Montreal. I have never understood your fascination with canvas and crusted pigment. You must instruct me one day.”


“It’s not a thing you can learn.”


“Either you have it or you haven’t, eh?”


“You either got it or you ain’t.”


Dragon sighed. “I guess one has to be born to the idiom.” No accent, only a certain exactitude of diction betrayed Dragon’s foreign birth. “Still, I must not deride your passion for collecting paintings. Without it, you would need money less often, and we would be deprived of your services.” Very slowly, like a photograph in the bottom of a developing tray, the image of Mr. Dragon began to emerge through the dark as Jonathan’s eyes dilated. He anticipated the revulsion he would experience.


“Don’t let me waste too much of your time, Mr. Dragon.”


“Meaning: let’s get to the matter at hand.” There was disappointment in Dragon’s voice. He had taken a perverse liking to Jonathan and would have enjoyed chatting with someone from outside the closed world of international assassination. “Very well, then. One of our men—code call: Wormwood—was killed in Montreal. There were two assailants. Search Division has located one of them. You will sanction this man.”


Jonathan smiled at the cryptic jargon of CII, in which “demote maximally” meant purge by killing, “biographic leverage” meant blackmail, “wet work” meant killing, and “sanction” meant counterassassination. His eyes adjusted to the dark, and Dragon’s face became dimly visible. The hair was white as silk thread, and kinky, like a sheep’s. The features, floating in the retreating gloom, were arid alabaster. Dragon was one of nature’s rarest genealogical phenomena: a total albino. This accounted for his sensitivity to light; his eyes and eyelids lacked protective pigment. He had also been born without the ability to produce white corpuscles in sufficient quantity. As a result, he had to be insulated from contact with people who might carry disease. It was also necessary that his blood be totally replaced by massive transfusions each six months. For the half century of his life, Dragon had lived in the dark, without people, and on the blood of others. This existence had not failed to affect his personality.


Jonathan looked at the face, awaiting the emergence of the most disgusting feature. “You say Search has located only one of the targets?”


“They are working on the second one. It is my hope that they will have identified him by the time you arrive in Montreal.”


“I won’t take them both. You know that.” Jonathan had made a moral bargain with himself to work for CII only when it was fiscally necessary. He had to be on his guard against sanction assignments being forced on him at other times.


“It may be necessary that you take both assignments, Hemlock.”


“Forget it.” Jonathan felt his hands grip the arms of his chair. Dragon’s eyes were becoming visible. Totally without coloration, they were rabbit pink in the iris and blood red in the pupil. Jonathan glanced away in involuntary disgust.


Dragon was hurt. “Well, well, we shall talk about the second sanction when the time comes.”


“Forget it. And I have some bad news for you.”


Dragon smiled thinly. “People seldom come to me with good news.”


“This sanction is going to cost you twenty thousand.”


“Twice your usual fee? Really, Hemlock!”


“I need ten thousand for the Pissarro. And ten for my house.”


“I am not interested in your domestic economy. You need twenty thousand dollars. We normally pay you ten thousand for a sanction. There are two sanctions involved here. It seems to work out well.”


“I told you I don’t intend to do both jobs. I want twenty thousand for one.”


“And I am telling you that twenty thousand is more than the job is worth.”


“Send someone else then!” For an instant, Jonathan’s voice lost its flat calm.


Dragon was instantly uneasy. Sanction personnel were particularly prone to emotional pressures from their work and dangers, and he was always alert for signs of what he called “tension rot.” In the past year, there had been some indications in Jonathan. “Be reasonable, Hemlock. We have no one else available just now. There has been some … attrition … in the Division.”


Jonathan smiled. “I see.” After a short silence, “But if you have no one else, you really have no choice. Twenty thousand.”


“You are completely without conscience, Hemlock.”


“But then, we always knew that.” He was alluding to the results of psychological tests taken while serving with Army Intelligence during the Korean War. After retesting to confirm the unique pattern of response, the chief army psychologist had summarized his findings in singularly unscientific prose:




… Considering that his childhood was marked by extreme poverty and violence (three juvenile convictions for assault, each precipitated by his being tormented by other youngsters who resented his extraordinary intelligence and the praise it received from his teachers), and considering the humiliations he underwent at the hands of indifferent relatives after the death of his mother (there is no father of record), certain of his antisocial, antagonistic, annoyingly superior behaviors are understandable, even predictable.


One pattern stands out saliently. The subject has extremely rigid views on the subject of friendship. There is, for him, no greater morality than loyalty, no greater sin than disloyalty. No punishment would be adequate to the task of repaying the person who took advantage of his friendship. And he holds that others are equally bound to his personal code. An educated guess would suggest that his pattern emerges as an overcompensation for feelings of having been abandoned by his parents.


There is a personality warp, unique to my experience and to that of my associates, that impels us to caution those responsible for the subject. The man lacks normal guilt feelings. He is totally without the nerve of conscience. We have failed to discover any vestige of negative response to sin, crime, sex, or violence. This is not to imply that he is unstable. On the contrary, he is, if anything, too stable—too controlled. Abnormally so.


Perhaps he will be viewed as ideal for the purposes of Army Intelligence, but I must report that the subject is, in my view, a personality somehow incomplete. And socially very dangerous.





“So you refuse to take the two sanctions, Hemlock, and you insist on twenty thousand for just one.”


“Correct.”


For a moment the pink-and-red eyes rested thoughtfully on Jonathan as Dragon rolled a pencil between his palms. Then he laughed his three dry, precise ha’s. “All right. You win for now.”


Jonathan rose. “I assume I make contact with Search in Montreal?”


“Yes. Search Section Mapleleaf is headed by a Miss Felicity Arce—I assume that is how it is pronounced. She will give you all instructions.”


Jonathan slipped on his coat.


“About this second assassin, Hemlock. When Search has located him—”


“I won’t need money for another six months.”


“But what if we should need you?”


Jonathan did not answer. He opened the door to the interlock, and Dragon winced at the dim red light.


Blinking back the brilliance of the outer office, Jonathan asked Mrs. Cerberus for the address of Search Section Mapleleaf.


“Here.” She thrust a small white card before his eyes and gave him only five seconds to memorize it before replacing it in her file. “Your contact will be Miss Felicity Arce.”


“So that really is how it’s pronounced. My, my.”



















Long Island:






JUNE 2


Now on CII expense account, Jonathan took a cab all the way from Dragon’s office to his home on the north shore of Long Island.


A sense of peace and protection descended on him as he closed behind him the heavy oaken door to the vestibule, which he had left unaltered when he converted the church into a dwelling. He passed up through a winding, Gothic-arched stair to the choir loft, now partitioned into a vast bedroom overlooking the body of the house, and a bathroom twenty feet square, in the center of which was a deep Roman pool he used as a bath. While four faucets roared hot water into the pool, filling the room with steam, he undressed, carefully brushed and folded his clothes, and packed his suitcase for Montreal. Then he lowered himself gingerly into the very hot water. He floated about, never allowing himself to think about Montreal. He was without conscience, but he was not without fear. These sanction assignments were accomplished, as difficult mountain climbs once had been, on the high-honed edge of nerve. The luxury of this Roman bath—which had absorbed the profits from a sanction—was more than a sybaritic reaction to the privations of his childhood, it was a necessary adjunct to his uncommon trade.


Dressed in a Japanese robe, he descended from the choir loft and entered through heavy double doors the body of his house. The church had been laid out in classic cruciform, and he had left all the nave as open living space. One arm of the transept had been converted to a greenhouse garden, its stained glass replaced by clear, and a stone pool with a fountain set in the midst of tropical foliage. The other arm of the cross was lined with bookshelves and did service as a library.


He padded barefoot through the stone-floored, high-vaulted nave. The light from clerestories above was adequate to his taste for dim cool interiors and vast unseen space. At night, a switch could be thrown to illuminate the stained glass from without, sketching collages of color on the walls. He was particularly fond of the effect when it rained and the colored light danced and rippled along the walls.


He opened the gate and mounted two steps to his bar, where he made himself a martini and sipped with relish as he rested his elbows back on the bar and surveyed his house with contented pride.


After a time, he had an urge to be with his paintings, so he descended a curving stone stairwell to the basement chamber where he kept them. He had labored evenings for half a year putting in the floor and walling the room with panels from a Renaissance Italian palace that had served interim duty in the grand hall of an oil baron’s North Shore mansion. He locked the door behind him and turned on the lights. Along the walls leaped out the color of Monet, Cézanne, Utrillo, Van Gogh, Manet, Seurat, Degas, Renoir, and Cassatt. He moved around the room slowly, greeting each of his beloved Impressionists, loving each for its particular charm and power, and remembering in each instance the difficulty—often danger—he had encountered in acquiring it.


The room contained little furniture for its size: a comfortable divan of no period, a leather pouf with strap handles so he could drag it along to sit before one picture or another, an open Franklin stove with a supply of dry cedar logs in an Italian chest beside it, and a Bartolomeo Cristofore pianoforte which he had had renovated and on which he played with great precision, if little soul. On the floor was a 1914 Kashan—the only truly perfect oriental. And in a corner, not far from the Franklin stove, was a small desk where he did most of his work. Above the desk and oddly out of keeping with the decor were a dozen photographs attached haphazardly to the wall. They were candid shots of mountain episodes capturing climbers with awkward or boyishly clowning expressions—brave men who could not face a lens without embarrassment, which they hid by ludicrous antics. Most of the photographs were of Jonathan and his lifelong climbing companion, Big Ben Bowman, who, before his accident, had bagged most of the major peaks of the world with characteristic lack of finesse. Ben simply battered them down with brute strength and unconquerable will. They had made an odd but effective team: Jonathan the wily tactician, and Big Ben the mountain-busting animal.


Only one of the photographs was of a lowland man. In memory of his sole friendship with a member of the international espionage clique, Jonathan kept a photo in which the late Henri Baq grinned wryly at the camera. Henri Baq, whose death Jonathan would one day avenge.


He sat at his desk and finished the martini. Then he took a small packet from the drawer and filled the bowl of an ornate hookah which he set up on the rug before his Cassatt. He hunched on the leather pouf and smoked, stroking the surface of the canvas with liberated eyes. Then, from nowhere, as it did from time to time, the thought strayed into his mind that he owed his whole style of life—academics, art, his house—to poor Miss Ophel.


Poor Miss Ophel. Sere, fluttering, fragile spinster. Miss Ophel of the sandpaper crotch. He had always thought of her that way, although he had had the good sense to play it shy and grateful when she had visited him in the juvenile home. Miss Ophel lived alone in a monument to Victorian poor taste on the outskirts of Albany. She was the last of the family that had founded its fortune on fertilizer brought down the Erie Canal. But there would be no more Ophels. Such modest maternity as she possessed was squandered on cats and birds and puppies with saccharine nicknames. One day it occurred to her that social work might be diverting—as well as being useful. But she lacked the temperament for visiting slums that stank of urine and for patting children’s heads that well might have had nits, so she asked her lawyer to keep an eye out for a needy case that had some refinement about it. And the lawyer found Jonathan.


Jonathan was in a detention home at the time, paying for attempting to decrease the surplus population of North Pearl Street by two bantering Irish boys who had assumed that, because Jonathan astounded the teachers of P.S. 5 with his knowledge and celerity of mind, he must be a queer. Jonathan was the smaller boy, but he struck while the others were still saying “Oh, yeah?” and he had not overlooked the ballistic advantage of an eighteen-inch lead pipe he had spied lying in the alley. Bystanders had intervened and saved the Irish boys to banter again, but they would never be handsome men.


When Miss Ophel visited Jonathan she found him to be mild and polite, well informed, and oddly attractive with his gentle eyes and delicate face, and definitely worthy. And when she discovered that he was as homeless as her puppies and birds, the thing was settled. Just after his fourteenth birthday, Jonathan took up residence in the Ophel home and, after a series of intelligence and aptitude tests, he faced a parade of tutors who groomed him for university.


Each summer, to broaden his education, she took him to Europe, where he discovered a natural aptitude for languages and, most importantly to him, a love for the Alps and for climbing. On the evening of his sixteenth birthday there was a little party, just the two of them and champagne and petits fours. Miss Ophel got a little tipsy, and a little tearful over her empty life, and very affectionate toward Jonathan. She hugged him and kissed him with her dusty lips. Then she hugged him tighter.


By the next morning, she had made up a cute little nickname for it, and almost every evening thereafter she would coyly ask him to do it to her.


The next year, after a battery of tests, Jonathan entered Harvard at the age of seventeen. Shortly before his graduation at nineteen, Miss Ophel died peacefully in her sleep. On the surprisingly small residue of her estate, Jonathan continued his education and took occasional summer trips to Switzerland, where he began to establish his reputation as a climber.


He had taken his undergraduate degree in comparative linguistics, cashing in on his logical bent and native gift for language. He might have gone on in that field, but for one of those coincidences that form our lives in spite of our plans.


As a caprice, he took a summer job assisting a professor of Art in the cataloging of artistic orts left over from the confiscation of Nazi troves after the war. The gratin of these rethefts had gone to an American newspaper baron, and the leavings had been given to the university as a sop to the national conscience—a healthy organ that had recently rebounded from the rape of Hiroshima with no apparent damage.


In the course of the cataloging, Jonathan listed one small oil as “unknown,” although the packing slip had assigned it to a minor Italian Renaissance painter. The professor had chided him for the mistake, but Jonathan said it was no error.


“How can you be so sure?” the professor asked, amused.


Jonathan was surprised at the question. He was young and still assumed that teachers knew their fields. “Well, it’s obvious. We saw a painting by the same man last week. And this was not painted by the same hand. Just look at it.”


The professor was uncomfortable. “How do you know that?”


“Just look at it! Of course, it’s possible that the other one was mislabeled. I have no way to know.”


An investigation was undertaken, and it developed that Jonathan was correct. One of the paintings had been done by a student of the minor master. The fact had been recorded and had been general knowledge for three hundred years, but it had slipped through the sieve of Art History’s memory.


The authorship of a relatively unimportant painting was of less interest to the professor than Jonathan’s uncanny ability to detect it. Not even Jonathan could explain the process by which, once he had studied the work of a man, he could recognize any other painting by the same hand. The steps were instant and instinctive, but absolutely sure. He always had trouble with Rubens and his painting factory, and he had to treat Van Gogh as two separate personalities—one before the breakdown and stay at St. Rémy, one after—but in the main his judgments were irrefutable, and before long he became indispensable to major museums and serious collectors.


After schooling, he took a post teaching in New York, and he began publishing. The articles rolled off, and the women rolled through his Twelfth Street apartment, and the months rolled by in a pleasant and pointless existence. Then, one week after his first book came off the press, his friends and fellow citizens decided he was particularly well suited to blocking bullets in Korea.


As it turned out, he was not often called upon to block bullets, and the few that came his way were dispatched by fellow Americans. Because he was intelligent, he was put into Army Intelligence: Sphinx Division. For four wasted years, he defended his nation from the aggressions of the leftist imperialism by uncovering attempts of enterprising American soldiers to flesh out their incomes by sharing Army wealth with the black markets of Japan and Germany. His work required that he travel, and he managed to squander a laudable amount of government time and money on climbing mountains and on collecting data to keep his academic reputation shiny with articles.


After the nation had handily taught the North Koreans their lesson, Jonathan was released to civilian activities, and he took up more or less where he had left off. His life was pleasant and directionless. Teaching was easy and automatic; articles seldom needed and never received the benefit of a second draft; and his social life consisted of lazing about his apartment and making the women he happened to meet, if the seduction could be accomplished with limited effort, as usually it could. But this good life was slowly undermined by the growth of his passion for collecting paintings. His Sphinx work in Europe had brought into his hands a half dozen stolen Impressionists. These first acquisitions kindled in him the unquenchable fire of the collector. Viewing and appreciating were not enough—he had to possess. Channels to underground and black market paintings were open to him through Sphinx contacts, and his unequaled eye prevented him from being cheated. But his income was insufficient to his needs.


For the first time in his life, money became important to him. And at that very juncture, another major need for money appeared. He discovered a magnificent abandoned church on Long Island that he instantly recognized as the ideal home for himself and his paintings.


His pressing need for money, his Sphinx training, and his peculiar psychological makeup, devoid of any sense of guilt—these things combined to make him ripe for Mr. Dragon.


 


Jonathan sat for a while, deciding where he would hang his Pissarro when he purchased it from the pay for the Montreal sanction. Then he rose lazily, cleaned and put away the hookah, sat at his pianoforte and played a little Handel, then he went to bed.
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The high-rise apartment complex was typical of middle-class democratic architecture. All of the dwellers could get a glimpse of La Fontaine Park, but none could see it well, and some only after acrobatic excesses from their cramped, cantilevered balconies. The lobby door was a heavy glass panel that hinged eight inches from the edge; there was red commercial wall-to-wall carpet, plastic ferns, a padded self-service elevator, and meaningless escutcheons scattered along the walls.


Jonathan stood in a sterile hallway, awaiting response to the buzzer and glancing with distaste at an embossed Swiss print of a Cézanne designed to lend luxury to the corridor. The door opened and he turned around.


She was physically competent, even lush; but she was hardly gift wrapped. In her tailored suit of tweed, she seemed wrapped for mailing. Thick blond bangs, cheekbones wide, lips full, bust resisting the constriction of the suit jacket, flat stomach, narrow waist, full hips, long legs, tapered ankles. She wore shoes, but he assumed her toes were adequate as well.


“Miss …?” He raised his eyebrows to force her to fill in the name because he was still unwilling to rely on the pronunciation.


“Felicity Arce,” she said, holding out her hand hospitably. “Do come in. I’ve looked forward to meeting you, Hemlock. You’re well thought of in the trade, you know.”


She stepped aside and he entered. The apartment was consonant with the building: expensive anticlass. When they shook hands, he noticed that her forearm glistened with an abundance of soft golden hair. He knew that to be a good sign.


“Sherry?” she offered.


“Not at this time of night.”


“Whiskey?”


“Please.”


“Scotch or bourbon.”


“Do you have Laphroaig?”


“I’m afraid not.”


“Then it doesn’t matter.”


“Why don’t you sit down while I pour it.” She walked away to a built-in bar of antiqued white under which lurked a suspicion of pine. Her movements were strong, but sufficiently liquid about the waist. He sat at one end of a sectional divan and turned toward the other, so that it would be downright impolite of her to sit anywhere else. “You know,” he commented, “this apartment is monumentally ugly. But my guess is that you are going to be very good.”


“Very good?” she asked over her shoulder, pouring whiskey generously.


“When we make love. A little more water, please.”


“Like so?”


“Close enough.”


She smiled and shook her head as she returned with the drink. “We have other things to do than make love, Hemlock.” But she sat on the divan as he directed her to with a wave of his hand.


He sipped. “We have time for both. But of course it’s up to you. Think about it for a while. And meanwhile, tell me what I have to know about this sanction.”


Miss Arce looked up at the ceiling and closed her eyes for a second, collecting her thoughts. “The man they killed was code call: Wormwood—not much of a record.”


“What was he doing in Canada?”


“I have no idea. Something for CII home base. It’s really none of our business anyway.”


“No, I suppose not.” Jonathan held out his hand and she took it with a slight greeting pressure of the fingers. “Go on.”


“Well, Wormwood was hit in a small hotel on Casgrain Avenue—hm-m-m, that’s nice. Do you know that part of town?”


“No.” He continued stroking the inside of her wrist.


“Fortunately, CII home base was covering him with a backup man. He was in the next room, and he overheard the hit. As soon as the two assassins left, he went into Wormwood’s room and made a standard strip of the body. Then he contacted Search and Sanction immediately. Mr. Dragon got me right on it.”


Jonathan kissed her gently. “You’re telling me that this backup man just sat next door and let this Wormwood get it?”


“Another whiskey?”


“No, thank you.” He stood up and drew her after him. “Where is it? Through there?”


“The bedroom? Yes.” She followed. “You must know how they work, Hemlock. The backup man’s assignment is to observe and report, not to interfere. Anyway, it seems they were testing a new device.”


“Oh? What kind of device? I’m sorry, dear. These little hooks always confuse me.”


“Here, I’ll do it. They’ve always had a problem covering the movements and sound of the backup man when they stake him out in the next room. Now they’ve hit on the idea of having him make noise, rather than trying to keep him quiet—”


“Good God! Do you keep these sheets in the refrigerator?”


“That’s silk for you. What they’re experimenting with is a tape recording of the sound of an old man’s coughing—playing it day and night, advertising the presence of someone in the next room, but someone no one would imagine is an agent. Oh! I’m very sensitive there. It tickles now, but it won’t later. Isn’t that clever?”


“The coughing old man? Oh, yes, clever.”


“Well, as soon as Mr. Dragon sent me the B-3611 form I got to work. It was pretty easy. The outside is particularly good for me.”


“Yes, I sensed that.”


“It seems this Wormwood wasn’t a total incompetent. He wounded one of the two men. The backup agent saw them leave the hotel, and even from the window he could tell that one of them was limping. The other one—the one who wasn’t hurt—must have been panicked. He ran—oh, that is beautiful!—he ran into a lamppost across from the hotel. When he stopped to recover, the backup man recognized him. The rest was—agh! Agha!—the rest was easy.”


“What’s the mark’s name?”


“Kruger. Garcia Kruger. A very bad type.”


“You’re kidding about the name.”


“I never kid about names. Oh-a-ar! Graggah!”


“What do you mean, he’s a bad type?”


“The way he got Wormwood. He—Oh, God! He … He …”


“Press down with the soles of your feet!”


“All right. Wormwood swallowed a pellet he was carrying. Kruger went after it with a knife. Throat and stomach. Oh! Adagrah! Oh, yes … yes … yes …”


“Read much Joyce?”


She forced words out through a tight jaw, small squeaks of air escaping from her contracted throat. “No—agh! Why do you ask?”


“Nothing important. What about the other man?”


“The one who limped? Don’t know yet. Not a professional, we’re sure of that.”


“How do you know he’s not a professional?”


“He got sick while Kruger was working on Wormwood. Threw up on the floor. Ogha? Ogah? Arah-ah-agh-ga-gahg!” She arched her strong back and lifted him off the bed. He joined her in release.


For a time there were soft caresses and gentle pelvic adjustments.


“You know, Hemlock”—her voice was soft, relaxed, and a little graveled from effort—“you really have magnificent eyes. They’re rather tragicomic eyes.”


He expected this. They always talked about his eyes afterwards.


Some time later, he sat on the edge of the tub, holding up a rubber sac in an unsuccessful attempt to allow water to seek its own level. Part of his charm lay in these little attentions.


“I’ve been thinking about your gun, Hemlock.”


“What about it?”


“The information sent up by Mr. Dragon indicated you used a large caliber.”


“True. I have to. I’m not much of a shot. Finished?”


“Uh-huh.”


They dressed and had another whiskey in the sterile living room. In detail, Miss Arce went over the daily habits and routine of Garcia Kruger, answering questions raised by Jonathan. She ended with: “It’s all in the tout we amassed. You should study it, then destroy it. And here’s your gun.” She gave him a bulky brown package. “Will I see you again?”


“Would that be wise?”


“I suppose not. May I tell you something? Just as I—well, at the top—can you imagine what ran through my mind?”


“No.”


“I remembered that you were a killer.”


“And that bothered you?”


“Oh, no! Quite the contrary. Isn’t that odd?”


“It’s rather common, actually.” He collected the tout and the gun and walked to the door. She followed him, anticipating a final kiss, insensitive to his postcoitus frost.


“Thank you,” she said softly, “for the advice about pushing down with the feet. It certainly helps.”


“I like to leave people a little richer for having known me.”


She held out her hand and he took it. “You really have magnificent eyes, Hemlock. I’m very glad you came.”


“Good of you to have me.”


In the hall, as he waited for the elevator, he felt pleased about the evening. It had been simple, uncomplicated, and temporarily satisfying: like urination. And that was the way he preferred his lovemaking to be.


In general, his sex life was no more heroic than, say, the day-dreams of the average bachelor. But romantic activity tended to peak when he was on sanction assignments. For one thing, opportunities abounded at such times. For another, his sexual appetite was whetted by the danger he faced, perhaps a microcosmic instance of that perverse force of nature that inflates birthrates during wartime.


Once in bed, he was really very good. His mechanical competence was not a matter of plumbing, in which respect he differed little from the mass of men. Nor, as we have seen, was it a result of wooing and careful preparation. It was, instead, a function of his remarkable staying powers and his rich experience.


Of the experience, it suffices to say that his control was seldom betrayed by the tickle of curiosity. After Ankara, and Osaka, and Naples, there were no postures, no ballistic nuances foreign to him. And there were only two kinds of women with whom he had never had experience: Australian Abos and Eskimos. And neither of these ethnic gaps was he eager to fill, for reasons of olfactory sensitivity.


But the more significant contribution to his epic endurance was tactile. Jonathan felt nothing when he made love. That is to say, he had never experienced that local physical ecstasy we associate with climax. To be sure, his biological factory produced semen regularly, and an overabundance disturbed him, interfered with his sleep, distracted him from work. So he knew great relief at the moment of discharge. But his relief was a termination of discomfort, not an achievement of pleasure.


So he was more to be pitied for the basis of his remarkable control than he was to be envied for the competence it granted him.
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He finished his smoke then flushed the contents of his ashtray down the toilet. He sat fully clothed on his bed and did a calming unit, breathing deeply and regularly, softening in turn every muscle in his body, his fingertips pressed lightly together and his concentration focused on his crossed thumbs. The dim of his hotel room was lacerated by lances of sunlight through the partially closed blinds. Motes of dust hovered in the shafts of light.


He had passed the morning rehearsing Garcia Kruger’s daily routine for a final time before he destroyed the Search tout. Then he had visited two art galleries, strolling with deliberate step, pressing his metabolic rate down to prepare himself for the task before him.


When his body and mind were completely ready, he rose slowly from bed and opened the top drawer of a chest to take out a brown bag folded over at the top like a lunch bag, but containing the silenced revolver Miss Arce had given him. He slipped an identical bag, empty and folded flat, into his coat pocket, then he left his room.




• • •





Kruger’s office was on a narrow, dirty street just off St. Jacques, near the Bonaventure Freight Station. “Cuban Import and Export—Garcia Kruger.” An ostentatious name for a company that received and sent no shipments, and a ludicrous name for the man, the product of some random sperm a German sailor had left for safekeeping in the womb of a Latin lady. Just in front of the building some children were playing cache-cache among the stoops. In fleeing from a pursuer, a ragged gamin with a hungry face and aerodynamic ears bumped into Jonathan, who held on to him to keep him from falling. The boy was surprised and embarrassed, so he scowled to conceal his discomfort.


“I’m afraid you’ve had it, kid,” Jonathan said in French. “Running into a Protestant citizen is an act of FLQ terrorism. What’s your name?”


The boy read game-playing in Jonathan’s mock-tough voice, and he went along with it. “Jacques,” he said, with the broad au diphthong of Quebec horsetalk.





OEBPS/title_logo_online.jpg
ONIHSITANd

o






OEBPS/9781910400005_cover_epub.jpg
TREVANIAN

und lan Fleming’
ooooooooooo

THE

“IGER

SANCTION






OEBPS/title_online.jpg





