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Treasure Island

San Francisco Bay, California

Tuesday

July 22, 1941


Grey curtains of mist trailed across the Golden Gate as we climbed into the cockpit of the “Southern Cross” ...the conditions ahead were kind, and we faced the first long hop of the flight with a quiet confidence.

—Kingsford-Smith and Ulm, Flight of the Southern Cross



John Smith was dressed for invisibility: grey suit, muted tie, black shoes. But that didn’t stop people from noticing the briefcase handcuffed to his wrist. He left the ticket counter and walked outside, curious to see the massive seaplane taking him to Manila. It was floating serenely at the pier, its polished metal skin reflecting the afternoon sky. Several men were loading it with baggage, mail, and catering supplies, while the flight crew boarded through a doorway under the wing.

Pan American’s Flying Clippers were famous for their luxury and speed: it took a ship three weeks to reach the Philippines, whereas a Clipper needed only five days. With relations between the United States and Japan rapidly deteriorating, Smith’s time was precious.

A voice echoed from several loudspeakers:


"Clipper Flight 803, serving Honolulu, Manila and Singapore, is ready for passenger boarding.”



Smith joined the other passengers walking to the airplane. All were military officers and civilian businessmen, with two exceptions: a young woman wearing a tailored suit; and a movie star wrapped in a black dress, lavishly embroidered with golden dragons. Flashbulbs popped and cameras clicked, as the actress paused to speak with several local reporters. Smith slipped past, hat tilted to conceal his face. After a final glance at the San Francisco skyline, he tossed his cigarette into the water and boarded the plane.

Half an hour later, its propellers flashing in the California sunshine, Honolulu Clipper skimmed over the Golden Gate Bridge, then set a course for the Hawaiian Islands.
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Hawaiian Airlines Hōkūlea

Present Day


If we were to open an airline that would ever be of commercial advantage to America or Australia, it had to be a defined airline, as certain as the route of a steamship...

—Kingsford-Smith and Ulm, Flight of the Southern Cross



Sally gazed at the ocean, seven miles below. Most of the other passengers had closed their window shades, preferring e-books and videos to the scenery; few looked outside anymore. Her husband, Todd, was quietly snoring next to her; she didn’t recall him snoring back in college.

After graduating from the Punahou School in Honolulu, Sally had studied biomedical engineering at University of California-San Diego. Todd had been a year ahead of her, majoring in political science. They had quickly become inseparable. Thus, when Todd was accepted into a PhD program, in Washington DC, Sally had joined him.

It had been a homecoming for Todd, having grown up in Northern Virginia, where both of his parents had worked for the CIA. He had followed in their footsteps, more or less: now an associate professor at Georgetown University, he occasionally moonlighted as a political analyst.

His work for the Agency had thrust Sally into a deadly espionage incident, resulting in a nervous breakdown. Her recovery had taken months. Which begged the question: why was she digging into her grandfather’s secret past, possibly risking a relapse?

Sally’s grandfather had died at ninety-three, a year after his beloved wife. They had been together for sixty-nine years. Cheerful and funny, both had been open books... except about his intelligence work. Their coy evasions hadn’t bothered Sally, at the time. But her recent involvement with spies had cast her grandfather, Kekai Kahiau, in a new light: she wanted to know who he’d really been, the things he’d done.

Ron Kahiau, Sally’s father, had inherited the family home and business. He and his wife, Astrid, had discovered dozens of storage boxes stacked in the garage, most filled with business records dating back to the 1930’s. After working through probate, repairing termite damage, and overseeing kitchen and bathroom renovations, they had put off looking through the boxes. That had been years ago. When Sally started asking questions about her grandfather’s intelligence work, they invited her to inventory the old boxes: who knew what treasures she would find?
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“Something to drink?” asked the flight attendant, working her way down the aisle.

“I wouldn’t mind some Kona coffee,” mumbled Todd, waking from his nap. He looked at the electronic map in front of him: they were nearing the Hawaiian Islands. Craning his neck to see out a window, he spotted Maui in the distance, its profile dominated by Haleakalā volcano. It looked unearthly.


“This is Captain Power from the cockpit. We are currently fifty-four miles from Honolulu and the computers estimate arrival at 10:15, local time. Myself and First Officer Donahou hope you enjoyed today’s six-hour hop from San Francisco. Flight attendants, prepare the cabin for landing.”



Prompted by the flight attendants, the passengers began stowing tray tables, bringing their seatbacks to the upright position, and opening window shades. Sally ignored the commotion around her and watched, spellbound, as O’ahu’s windward coast came into focus: turquoise water lapping against glistening beaches; lush tropical vegetation mingling with urban development; the green, near-vertical slopes of the Koʻolau mountain range, laced in wispy clouds. Even after all these years, seeing her home island still gave her a thrill.

The jet leveled-off for its pass down O’ahu’s south shore, home to Honolulu and the famous Waikīkī Beach. Captain Power talked with air traffic control while copilot Donahoe monitored the airplane’s computer systems. Abeam Eva Beach, the Airbus automatically aligned itself with Honolulu International Airport and, less than a minute later, was on final approach to the runway.

“Gear down,” called Donahoe.

“Gear down... three green,” responded the captain. Over the runway threshold, Donahoe eased back his sidestick controller and greased the massive jet onto the runway. Automated engine-thrust reversers, wing spoilers, and wheel brakes efficiently slowed the jet to taxi speed.

The passengers and cabin crew sprang into action the moment the ‘Fasten Seatbelt’ signs were extinguished: flight attendants disarmed the emergency escape slides; passengers snatched belongings from overhead bins, some precariously dangling suitcases over their neighbors’ heads. After waiting interminably to deplane, Todd and Sally were suddenly racing down the aisle, swept along by a human tsunami. Sally was appalled by the state of the business-class cabin: a bomb filled with blankets, headphones, and litter had apparently exploded. She sighed to herself: the romance of air travel was long gone.
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Sally’s parents meet them in the baggage claim area. After a round of hugs, Astrid draped a flower lei over Sally’s shoulders. Todd received a lei as well, followed by a hearty handshake from Ron. It was a short walk to the car. Traffic on Interstate H1 was surprisingly light, thanks to it being late morning. Todd caught glimpses of downtown Honolulu, as the car climbed Pacific Heights Road to his in-law’s house. Built in the 1920’s, it was grandiose and had a spectacular view of the city. After a leisurely lunch, the two men drove to Oahu Country Club for a round of golf; Astrid retreated to the home office to check her docket; Sally, anxious to get started, headed to the garage.
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Stacks of boxes loomed over her, a towering wall of cardboard. Although there was little evident water or termite damage, a few boxes had partially collapsed under the weight of those stacked above. Sally decided to start with the ones along the top, but was too short to reach them. She found a step ladder and wrestled the first box to the garage floor.

Slicing it open released a puff of stale dust. Nestled inside were bundles of cancelled First Hawaiian Bank checks, held together by gooey rubber bands; ancient household ledgers; a collection of ballpoint pens and mechanical pencils; a lone coffee cup with ‘Moanalua Golf Club: The Oldest Course West of the Mississippi River’ written on it. She found no photos or personal letters, nothing hinting at her grandfather’s WW-II service. 

Sally powered-up her laptop and typed item descriptions into a spreadsheet. She’d proposed repacking the boxes based on content, but her parents had demurred; armed with the spreadsheet, they would tackle that job later. Sally doubts that will ever happen.

Finished with the first box, she pushed it aside and opened a second. Its contents were much the same as the first, save for a newspaper clipping of her grandparent’s wedding announcement. The image is small and blurry and, were it not for the caption, the newlyweds in the photo could be anyone. Sally added the clipping to the spreadsheet and continued to the rest of the items. Several boxes later, she needed a break.
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Sally found her mother upstairs, fussing in the guest bathroom. She helped with the towels and other miscellanea, then unpacked her cosmetics and placed them on a shelf over the sink. Her mother asked how it was going in the garage.

“I’ve found a lot of interesting old stuff, including a grainy wedding picture, but nothing related to grandpa’s intelligence work. I don’t understand why they were so tight-lipped about the war years.”

Astrid had given up, long ago, trying to pry war stories from her in-laws. And now they were both gone. Perhaps she could temper Sally’s expectations, before she got frustrated and sank into a funk.

“Men of that era didn’t talk about their real war experiences. They came home, were celebrated as heroes, and moved on. Your grandfather was no different: after the war, he rejoined the family business and never looked back. But I agree, it’s annoying how your grandparents papered over their early years. Then again, I didn’t meet them until 1985, when I started dating your father: by then they were already in their sixties, the war ancient history.”

“I hear what you’re saying, but I suspect there was a reason they didn’t talk about the war. I mean, grandpa was always brushing off my questions about how he met grandma, their courtship, where they worked. He’d just say he met her at the port - whatever that means - and did counterintelligence work for the navy. Grandma would just smile and say that she met Grandpa at a hotel. Nothing but vague platitudes. Still, I can easily imagine his spy work affecting their relationship.”

Astrid felt her blood pressure rising. “Sally, after what the CIA put you through, perhaps it’s time you left all this spy business behind.”

“I’m sure you’re right. But isn’t that what grandpa did, leaving behind a mystery?”

“Perhaps, like yourself, the government swore him to secrecy.”

“I hadn’t thought of that... anyway, although there’s probably nothing exciting in the rest of the boxes, I should finish the inventory. Let me know if you want help with dinner.” Sally pecked her mother on her cheek, smiled, and returned to the garage.
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As she inventoried yet another box jammed with old business records, she began to feel foolish: perhaps she was searching for things that had never existed? But where else could she look? The Hawaii State Archives, on King Street, might have some useful documents. And NCIS may have records from when it was called the Office of Naval Intelligence. Her mind catalogued these possibilities as she opened the next box. Inside was an empty beer bottle. Why did they keep that? Her knuckles scraped against something hard: an attaché case. 

Her neck tingled.

The case was locked, so she carried it to her father’s workbench, plucked a screwdriver from the wall, and pried it open. Inside was a neatly folded shirt with lipstick on the collar. Sally grinned. Underneath the shirt were stubs from used traveler’s checks, old luggage tags, expense receipts, and a Pan American Airways ticket folder. On the cover was a large propeller airplane flying past a stylized globe of the earth. Tucked inside was a boarding pass. Slipping it free, the first thing she noticed was the signature: ‘Kekai Kahiau.’ The next line was stamped ‘From Honolulu to Manila.’ It was dated July 24, 1941. Rifling deeper into the case, she found a small leather book: a diary! Barely breathing, she settled onto the garage floor and began reading.

1 September 1941


My name is Kekai “Kai” Kahiau. I’m writing this on a merchant ship somewhere between Manila and Honolulu.




This is my confession




After graduating from the Punahou preparatory school, I attended college at University of Hawaiʻi, majoring in Oriental Studies. I was also on the collegiate swim team: I love surfing and am a big fan of Duke Kahanamoku, the Olympic swimming champion. I toyed with the idea of becoming a professional athlete, but my father had other ideas.



A successful businessman, he had taken me on trips to Manila, Singapore, and Hong Kong during school breaks. With much of the world at war, he believed that I had a duty to serve my country, as he had during the Great War. I couldn’t argue that playing sports was more important than fighting fascism, or that my language skills wouldn’t be useful to Uncle Sam, so I relented.



My father golfs with a naval officer. He agreed to interview me for a civilian job. The interview went well and I was immediately hired by the Office of Naval Intelligence (ONI). My first assignment was to perform espionage investigations. I found it boring and generally fruitless: we identified no Japanese spies, despite Honolulu’s large Issei and Nisei populations.



Happily, ONI agreed that my language skills (Japanese and Cantonese), business travel experience, and physical appearance (I’m half native Hawaiian), made me suitable for undercover work at naval bases across the Pacific. Thus, on 22 July 1941, my dream of getting some real action came true... and I fell in love with a possible enemy spy.



“Did you find something?”

Todd had come into the garage, back from golfing with his father-in-law.

“I’ve found grandpa’s war diary!”

“No way!”

“Way.”

“Let me see. Wow... he had good handwriting.” Todd read the first couple of pages, pausing occasionally to glance at Sally.

“What do you think?” she asked.

“Sally, what does he mean by ‘This is my confession’? Let’s skip to the back...”

“No! I’ve waited forever for this story and don’t want it spoiled.”

“OK, I get that.” Todd scratched the stubble on his cheek. “Why don’t you read it to us after dinner? That way everyone gets to hear it at the same time.”

“But what if there’s something embarrassing to my parents? Skeletons in the closet?”

“Well, if there are, we’ll talk through them. Your dad was just saying how much he hopes you’ll discover something, and you have: Sally, it’s time we learned if your grandparents had anything to hide.”

****
[image: ]


They gathered in the living room a few minutes before seven-o’clock. The sun had dropped below a nearby ridge and the city lights were shimmering. Ron opened the glass doors to the lanai and a soft breeze wafted in. Sally and Todd, after helping with the dishes, had settled onto a large sofa, one of two facing each other. Sally clutched the diary to her chest, anxious to begin. 

After discussing the diary with Todd, Sally had announced the news to her parents. Ron had been pleased as punch, Astrid more circumspect; like Sally, she worried about embarrassing revelations. Nevertheless, when Sally proposed reading it after dinner, everyone had agreed.

Sally was surprised by how nervous she felt. But as purple, orange, and yellow bands of light shot across the sky, marking the end of sunset, she started reading in a strong, clear voice.
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Honolulu, Hawaii

Tuesday

July 22, 1941

––––––––
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Kai Kahiau was sitting on a park bench, reading Agatha Christie’s latest mystery, N or M? Tall, fit, and bronzed by the sun, he was wearing a pair of Ray-Ban sunglasses. One needed to look the part. Exactly what part, he was still figuring out. Today’s assignment was to observe men frequenting the Daijingu Shinto temple, noting any who looked suspicious. In Kai's opinion, the only person who looked suspicious was himself.

Still, Japan had invaded China and was now threatening the rest of the Pacific, raising the question: how loyal were the Japanese-Americans living in Hawaii? Kai’s job was to identify anyone who might be taking orders from Tokyo. The Office of Naval Intelligence, his secret employer, was conducting similar operations across the Hawaiian Islands. Bored stiff, Kai would rather be surfing.

Thankfully, his shift was almost over. 

He planned to stop at Sekiya’s for lunch, before heading to the Alexander Young Hotel, where ONI had established its headquarters. With any luck, he’d finish work in time to catch some waves at Wāwāmalu Beach: he always kept a longboard lashed to the roof of his ’36 Ford wagon.

A man was leaving the temple. He looked familiar; it was the father of one of his college friends.

“Hey Kai! What brings you to this neck of the woods?” How embarrassing. “I’m researching some texts at the Summer Palace.”

“Ever the student, eh? See ya later!”

Kai waved goodbye, feeling pathetic.
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Lani was working Sekiya’s deli counter and making eyes at him. She was a gorgeous local girl. “Do you see anything you like, Kai?”

“Yes,” he said, looking her up and down. “But I think I’ll stick with a plate lunch.”

She rolled her eyes and laughed. “Coke?”

“Ya, sure, that would be swell.” 

He always ordered the same thing, always made the same stupid joke. No wonder he was getting nowhere with her. The cook came out from the kitchen and slid Kai’s plate down the countertop.

“Here ya go, Kai.” He dropped his voice. “Lani’s new boyfriend practically lives in the gym; better keep on your toes.”

Kai nodded, unhappily.

The doorbell tinkled and a monster walked into the deli. Lani gave it a smack on the lips. Kai pretended not to notice.

“Lani, can I get this to go?”

She took his plate into the kitchen. Moments later, she returned with his lunch in a paper Bento box. “Can I do anything else for you?” she flirted. The monster was watching them. 

“No, thanks. I’m late for a meeting at the Alexander Young Hotel.”

She raised an eyebrow, impressed, as he walked out the door. Kai couldn’t understand why girls were so flirty and frivolous. Maybe what he needed was an older woman.
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Running late, Kai raced to the office and got to work on his daily surveillance report. He was scribbling furiously - he really wanted to get to the beach - when Marianne, one of the girls in the secretarial pool, tapped him on the shoulder. Smart and pretty, she was the whole package.

“He wants you in his office.”

“Roberts?”

“No, Dr. Coggins. Didn’t say what for, only that it’s important.”

“Uh-oh, sounds bad. I may need the comfort of a beautiful woman.”

“Dream on lover boy. Now stop fooling around and get in there.” Someone down the hall called her name. “I’ve got to go.”

“See you later?”

“Maybe.”

He watched her walk away. Although she swung her hips alluringly, Kai knew he would never get lucky with Marianne: she was saving herself for Mr. Right. He’d better see what Coggins wanted.
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Dr. Cecil H. Coggins was nominally a physician assigned to the 14th Naval District. His real job, however, was leading ONI’s counterespionage program in Hawaii. Kai approached Coggins’ office with trepidation: what does he want with me, a lowly watcher?

“You asked to see me, sir?”

“Yes, Kahiau. Have a seat.” 

Kai dropped onto one of the grey, metal chairs crowding the small office. A whisp of smoke curled from an ashtray. Kai had never smoked.

“From now on you report directly to me.”

Kai suddenly wished he did smoke; might need one after this. Why was he being reassigned to Coggins?

“You’ve proven to be a competent surveillance agent, despite wasting time flirting with Marianne.”

Kai’s face turned red.

“Your first assignment, starting today, is to covertly escort a courier to Manila. In short, you’ll be his second set of eyes and ears, on the lookout for anything suspicious. The hand-off is six days from now. 

“Will I be armed?”

“Only with your wits; carrying a weapon could blow your cover. Although there is an element of danger, the likelihood is low.”

“I understand. Why is the package being sent by courier, rather than encrypted wire?”

“They didn’t say, but I suspect the package is too large. Instead, you’re flying it to Manila on a Pan American Clipper.”

“Not on a military aircraft?”

“I’m told none is available.”

Kai’s head was spinning; this was exciting!

“Sir, did you say my assignment starts today?”

“Correct. In this folder are profiles of your fellow travelers. We don’t believe any of them poses a threat, but your job is to keep an eye on them. Return the dossiers to my secretary when you’re done.”

“When do I join the courier?” 

“John Smith - not his real name, obviously - arrives tomorrow morning. He and the other passengers will overnight in Waikiki. You’ll join them at the hotel and board the Clipper the next morning. 

“Sir, can you tell me what’s in the package?”

“I can tell you this much: Washington has updated a document called War Plan Orange. It details the military strategy for defending the Philippines against Japanese attack. This hasn’t been publicly announced, but General Douglas
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