
	 

 

 

 

 

 

Breath of the
Adamastor

 

Set against a historically accurate portrayal of Portugal during the Second Great War, Breath of the Adamastor is a sweeping tale of intrigue and unlikely friendships. The narrative paints a sympathetic portrait of humanity, its impossible choices, and its search for meaning and redemption in a world caught in the winds of war.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cover illustration by
Suzanne Paleczny

 

 

 

Breath of the Adamastor is the new title and second edition of A Life on Water (ISBN 978-1-7386433-2-5) released in March 2023

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Breath of the
Adamastor

 

 

 

 

 

A novel by

Timothy Paleczny

 

 

 

 

 

 

Cavalarico Books

 

 

Breath of the Adamastor 

Copyright © 2026 by Timothy Paleczny

All rights reserved.

 

Breath of the Adamastor is the new title and second edition of A Life on Water (ISBN 978-1-7386433-2-5) released in March 2023.

 

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner whatsoever without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in reviews.

 

This novel’s story and characters are fictitious. Names, characters, businesses, events, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination. Space and time have been rearranged to suit the convenience of the book. Except for public figures, any resemblance to people living or dead is coincidental. The opinions expressed are those of the characters and should not be confused with the author’s.

 

Published by Cavalarico Books Ltd. in Barrie, Ontario, Canada

Website: cavalarico.com or timpaleczny.com

Cavalarico Books intends to distribute printed books and e-books through: Amazon; Draft2Digital, which distributes to Apple Books, Kobo, Barnes & Noble, and OverDrive (to libraries); Ingram Spark (to bookstores and to libraries); and BookVault in the UK.

 

Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication

Title:  Breath of the Adamastor : a novel / Timothy Paleczny.

Names:  Paleczny, Timothy, 1955- author.

 

Canadian (ebook) ISBN 978-1-7386433-7-0

BISAC: FIC014000, FIC019000, FIC006000

BIC: FV, FA, FQ

THEMA: FV, FBA, DNF

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Dedicated to
 

 

Aidan & Olivia

 

 

 

 

 

Books by

Timothy Paleczny

 

 

A Bill to Pay (2024)

Theatre play

A Bill to Pay is a coming-of-age comedy about a young man, his grandfather, and friends who come to appreciate the price of life's little decisions. Harking back to a time of simpler values circa 1988 to 1990 when the U.S.-Canada Free Trade Agreement (FTA) of 1988 was in the news, A Bill to Pay calls to mind what was lost and the price Canadians continue to pay.

 

The Tale of Indigo (2022) 

Poetry

Explores our most-enduring myth—creation—and the great issues of our time: greed, our war with pathogens, and climate change.

 

 

 

Breath of the
Adamastor

 

Part One, 1941 and Earlier

Ardis

1.  She Ought to Have Fins

2.  The Perfect Cover

3.  The Farm

4.  A Canadian in Lisbon

Xisco

5.  The Wind Rose

6.  Visit with the Adamastor

7.  Rocks for Escudos

8.  Hunt for Wild Boar

Carlos

9.  Study of Lasting Impacts

10.  Anagni, Italy

11.  Clerical Conceptions

12.  Monseñhor on a Mission

Part Two, 1942

Lisbon

13.  Tartarugas, Santa Cruz

14.  At Rossio Square

15.  Commissioning the Water Dog

16.  Dinner at the Tivoli

 

Trás-os-Montes

17.  Festival of Nosso Señhor do Bonfim

18.  A Brutal Thieving

19.  Penchant for the Ride

20.  No Absolution for the Downtrodden
 

Lisbon

21.  Demands of Diplomacy

22.  A Chasing of the Wind

23.  The Aljube

24.  House of the Found

 

The Alentejo

25.  In Waters off the Coast of Portugal

26.  Time in its Wholeness

27.  Breath of the Adamastor

28.  Sagres

 

The Algarve

29.  Break Out the Riesling

30.  Lagos Ad Infinitum

31.  Arrival En Masse

32.  When Demons Leapt Out

Part Three, Fall 1942

The Intrepid Ever After

33.  The Current

34.  Above Her Love

35.  The Hatch

36.  Refugees of the Serpa Pinto, 1943

 

Epilogue

 

About the Author

 

Acknowledgments



 

 

 

Part One, 1941 and Earlier
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Ardis

 


		1. She Ought to Have Fins




A



rdis woke feeling she had slept too long. She jumped out of bed and checked the calendar on her desk. No entry. No assignment. Nothing. She went back to bed and curled up under her blanket, secure in her cocoon, yet restless. She threw off the covers and rolled onto her back. 

A breath of fresh air pushed the curtain, and it billowed like a spinnaker harnessing the wind. It was the same breath that had tickled her face the night before as she fell asleep too exhausted to pay attention to the banging of a shutter against the house and a flagpole pinging in the distance. Fragmented images of a nightmare flashed—teasing her. In her dream, she had a boat of her own and wanted to go out in it. On the spur of the moment, she dismissed a slight chop on the Salish Sea. It’s not so bad. I’ve seen worse. She ignored black clouds on the horizon. It will clear up in a minute. The wind rose up grinding all around her, stippling the surface of waves as it skittered away. Rain obliterated her surroundings. I don’t know where I am. Deep troughs between the waves quashed any hope of land coming into sight. At any moment, I am going to be tossed from my vessel and pulled to the bottom of the sea.

The curtain flapped in the currents whistling through the open crack of her window. Ardis shivered. No one knows where I am; no one will remember me. 

Not one to mope about, Ardis got up and closed the window. I’m never off course. Nor am I so cavalier, thank goodness. What bothered her was how naïve she had been to think—even in a dream—that she could just jump in the boat and sail into a squall. I don’t even own a boat. 

She pulled on a pair of slacks. In front of a mirror, she buttoned a blouse with a tiny flower print on a deep chocolate background and tucked it in. She didn’t brush her messy bed head. My life is up in the air, and that’s ok. The curls could fall where they wanted for now. She looked closely at the pores on her nose. At twenty-five, her complexion was clear. Ardis was lightly freckled, and her blue eyes shone like the ocean.

She skipped down the stairs. In the kitchen, she filled the kettle and plugged it in. She put two scoops of ground coffee in a carafe and looked out the window. Her mind wandered to the sunlight slanting through lofty conifers and brightening her yard. 

Traces of the dream lingered. Why would I even put myself in such a predicament? She knew the answer at once. 

Around this time four years earlier, she went with her parents to visit friends in New Jersey. They were all in the living room and a radio was on in the background. A confident man with a precise mid-Atlantic accent introduced a program that featured aquatic life and their underwater communities.

“Hey Dad, turn it up.”

Her father liked stations with big bands. That day, he happened to neglect the radio when Ardis, whose hearing was sharper than his, focused in on the conversation in the background. 

“Dad, it’s about to start.”

He adjusted the volume, and everyone ceased conversation to listen to the radio, an experience that was novel to them all.

“Welcome to Romance Under the Waters with Rachel Carson.” It was a radio program about a sea turtle growing up with her family in a lagoon filled with sea creatures and their challenges to survive despite increasing threats from humankind. 

Rachel Carson, the show’s creator, was a marine biologist.

She’s the one who got me interested in this.

That was four years ago, in 1935. Now, she had her own radio.

Ardis turned it on and poured boiling water over the coffee. “Good morning, Vancouver!” She lowered the volume and turned another dial, looking for music. There were three radio stations in Vancouver in 1939 and one of them would be playing music. She skipped past “Over the Rainbow,” the new hit song from The Wizard of Oz, which she had seen, and settled on “Moonlight Serenade,” the instrumental sensation from the Glenn Miller Orchestra. She turned up the volume.

She trapped the grounds with the wire mesh, filled her mug, added milk, and took it out to the garden. The kitchen screen door banged behind her, reminding her of her parent’s cottage on Lake Huron where she spent every summer of her childhood. She didn’t realize it when she rented the flat but now, she was convinced the screen door was the reason she fell in love with this place—the screen door and this garden.

Free time at last! For the first time in how long. Well, not entirely free.

Ardis placed her mug on the arm of the garden chair and slid back into the curves of the wood slats, cherishing the luxury of orchestral music floating out to her. She admired a flowering wisteria that commanded that corner of the garden. Instantly, she fell into a lazy stare with eyes focused yet unfocused. Thinking but not thinking.

It had been hard work to do well in the Master of Science program she would soon finish. Now a new problem was nattering at her every quiet moment. What will I do when I graduate?

“Moonlight Serenade” ended, and her question hung unanswered in the silence before a jazz number broke the dreamy spell she had fallen into. With a frown, she finished her coffee, returned indoors and went up to her room. She looked at the clothing strewn haphazardly around her.

Right, catch up with laundry and tidy up. In the afternoon, Pete.

 

How she met Pete was Caroline’s doing. It had begun on campus. Ardis was sitting at a long table in the library concourse, a cavernous hall beneath the wood trusses of its Gothic edifice. Light emanating from large, amber windows illuminated creamy-yellow walls of limestone that came from Caen, in northwest France.

“Ardis Lowney.”

Ardis looked up from the page. It was Caroline.

“Coming to the movies tonight?”

Ardis closed her book. “I wouldn’t miss a new release.”

“Who are you kidding?” Caroline took pleasure in provoking Ardis’s repartee. “I don’t know anyone in our class who is as devoted to studying as you are.”

“You’re right. I have priorities.” Ardis gave up nothing even when conceding. “What’s showing?”

“The boys”—Caroline’s boyfriend, Max, and his friend, Pete— “want to see Angels with Dirty Faces, starring James Cagney. It’s playing at the Hollywood.”

The Hollywood had been showing a string of film noir movies that tended to have serious plots dealing with the criminal underworld of America. There were lighter offerings at the Lux on West Hastings, the Capital on Granville, and the Allen on West Georgia. But being students at the university, they all lived within walking distance of the Hollywood on West Broadway—including Max, who occupied the top floor of the coach house at his parents’ oceanfront estate. So, they saw yet another gangster movie, which was fine with Ardis, who was fascinated with the bad guy’s smooth-talking lawyer played by Humphrey Bogart. She had noticed him in another movie in a similar supporting role.

“Bogart should have had the lead,” she said to the boys exiting the theatre. But they would have none of that. They were Cagney fans. 

Why, one would wonder.

They stopped at a soda bar for floats. Max talked about the Sandy DeSantis Orchestra, a swing band he had seen in the Commodore Ballroom at Georgia and Granville. The dance bands were small, he explained, with five to ten pieces: a cornet or trumpet, saxophone, violin, piano, tuba or stand-up string bass, and drums. Other bands led by Lafe Cassidy, Len Chamberlain, Les Crane, Harry Pryce and others fit this mold, he insisted, but the band at the Commodore was exceptional. “The bands are getting bigger,” Max crowed.

Even Caroline rolled her eyes.

Max went on about a show coming up—Stan Patton's reed and rhythm band on a cruise offered by Union Steamship Lines. “I want to hear them play ‘Moonlight Serenade.’ It will be romantic, if not serene.” He showed the flyer his father brought home from the yacht club.

“It will be a black-tie affair.” Caroline frowned.

“This event is not-to-miss.” Max was determined to secure a date.

Caroline dismissed the idea. She wanted to say, I don’t have a dress. 

Max smiled; he was intuitive and understood the issues. He would take Caroline shopping.

 

In the lull when Caroline and Max were talking about dresses, Pete asked Ardis how things were going.

She shrugged. “I have been buried in biology textbooks.”

“Good for you.” 

“Thanks,” Ardis nodded. “Caroline said you work for Max’s father.”

“That’s right. It’s a great place to learn about forestry management.”

Max’s father had a reputation for producing the most lumber and employing the most men. There had been issues with its clear-cutting practices blighting the landscape as far as the eye could see.

“Why would you even work for Max’s father?”

He didn’t hesitate. “I want to help my Squamish community.”

She imagined him applying sustainable forestry practices to maintain old growth forests on Squamish traditional lands.

“In just a couple of years I can learn all parts of the business: operations, equipment, land leasing, and labour management.”

All but Ardis was intending to work for Max’s father. It explained why Max and Caroline were not so concerned about their grades.

Ardis did not think highly of their attitude toward education, and she didn’t agree with this strategy, but she had no right to say anything. She imagined the Fraser River where it opened wide to meet the sea.

Pete looked at her. “What will you do?”

His angular nose and jaw, bright eyes, and white teeth assured her. “I want to make newsreels, like the kind we see at the movies,” Ardis revealed an idea she had not yet investigated, “about marine life.” She nodded as if to convince herself.

“There are lots of seals on Point Grey that you could film.”

“I know! I went there with my class. The waves on the rocks are amazing, too.”

Max, who had been listening, cut in. “You’re a mermaid, who grew legs to live among us. You just act like a student.”

Caroline seized the opening. “She’s a fish! She ought to have fins.”

“I’m sorry.” Ardis looked down at the menu she was rolling in her hands. “Helping marine life is what I want–”

“No!” Max jolted her from her reverie. “Not until you show us your gills.”

“Ahhhh!” She blushed deeply as she swatted him with the rolled-up menu, which made her friends laugh the more. 

“All in good fun, right boys?” Caroline chirped in, protecting her.

It was no wonder the boys enjoyed kidding her—she would have been a trophy catch. Beneath the lustre of her God-given features, Ardis was natural and modest. She wore calico dresses, and her blonde hair fell on her shoulders. She didn’t use make-up; most women didn’t. Other than going out to the movies, she wasn’t active socially. Going out among the islands was another matter. Scanning for sea life was what she did when she wasn’t writing papers and preparing for exams.

“What makes you think you can even do this?” Max scrunched his eyes and held his hands open in front of him.

Max could be so dramatic. “Do what?”

“How can you deliver the work required in a man’s job when you have babies and children to take care of?”

She ignored his thoughtless assumptions and stuck to the point. “Who said marine biology or anything for that matter is a man’s job?”

“Well, my dad told my sister no one would hire a woman anyway. Men need the jobs to support their families. A woman without a family shouldn’t take work from men with families.”

Hard times give some ideas a moral fortitude they don’t deserve. It would be senseless to debate the topic with Max. “Thank you, Max. I cannot tell you how helpful this conversation has been.”

“What can you do with a grad degree in Marine Biology?” Max inquired. “Will you work for a fishing company that doesn’t know where to drop its nets?”

The sarcasm didn’t bother her for a second. She was more concerned with preserving sea life, not harvesting it. She left that one alone, too. 

 

That interaction with Max struck a chord. Neither Max, his father, nor for that matter her own father was her concern at this point. She knew how proud her father was going to be of her accomplishment even though in the beginning he hadn’t been too pleased.

“It won’t be forever,” she tried to convince him. On boarding the train to Vancouver, she believed it wouldn’t be forever, too.

“Ardis Avalyn Lowney, you should stay home like other girls.” Home was Toronto.

In gentle terms, her father laid bare his feelings about not wanting to let go of his daughter. “It’s a great way to spread your wings,” he said, and that surprised her. She was happy he could voice gracious, good charm. When she applied to the University of Toronto for her undergraduate program, he surprised her then, too. “Education will be good for you.”

When Ardis was in high school, her mom cautioned her about people who would expect her to fulfil her duty as a woman by embracing the role of a loving wife and mother. “That might have been appropriate in the past; however, times are changing.” Instead, she nudged Ardis gently, directing her toward new ideas and opportunities.

“Ardis, look at this piece on aircraft engineering.” She handed her a copy of Chatelaine magazine. Elsie McGill was the author. “Remember her? She is the young woman—not much older than you—who graduated from the University of Toronto as an electrical engineer.”

Any mention of the local university grabbed Ardis’s attention. It was a possible destination for the most fortunate boys, and if her mother had her way, it was possible for Ardis, too. It was more common that women might take liberal arts degrees, but Elsie McGill proved that engineering was another option for women.

“Elsie McGill had polio and wrote these articles from her wheelchair.” Her mother patted the magazine. “Ardis Lowney,” she pointed directly at Ardis, “you can study sciences, technology, engineering, and mathematics, too—all areas in which you can really make a difference. You know girls are better book learners and can do whatever boys do, with very few physical exceptions.”

Her parents helped cobble together her resources, including gifts and Ardis’s savings from babysitting and summer jobs, to fund the undergraduate years. After Ardis left home, her mother gave her the brunt of the modest annuities she was receiving from a trust fund her parents had left for her. It was enough to set Ardis on her way.

 

After that night at the movies, Pete had asked Ardis to join him for a walk from Jericho Beach to see the seals at Point Grey. It was a date, really.

Ardis had been putting in long days and was tired, but that afternoon she went anyway, for the fresh air. There was no fuss; it was an informal walk at an easy pace. They were learning about each other. For this, Ardis mentally awarded Pete bonus points.

They walked on a forest trail to the university to view the seals, then back along the beach. On returning, they admired the view toward the city and across Burrard Inlet where the city met the mountains.

“It was unfortunate that Max attacked you for supposedly taking work from a man.” Pete looked to see her response.

“Yes, a lot of men think that, especially now.”

“These are bad times, for sure.” They approached a log that had blocked part of the trail. Pete stepped aside to let her pass through first. “They’re saying we are in an economic crisis, but I think women are not the cause of a global slowdown. Women are part of the solution.”

“I like that idea.” Ardis gave him a thoughtful nod. “It’s a good time to be in school. Get a good education.” In fact, enrolment had surged because young people could not find jobs.

“You said you want to make a movie about marine life.”

Pete had listened. “Yes, a short one, like the newsreels.”

“Don’t you have to be a filmmaker?”

“I don’t know. How hard can it be?” Ardis gestured to a knoll at the top of the sand where a large, weathered log offered a comfortable place to sit and rest.

“Or work for the government?”

“Maybe, I haven’t thought of it.” She pulled her legs in close, held by her arms. She rested her head on her knees. Her eyes stung. She closed them for a moment.

“You will just go ahead and do it.”

She opened one eye. “Sure, why not? Someone must.”

“How do you plan to get on a ship? You need film equipment and know how to use it.”

“That’s for sure.” She was still with her eyes closed.

The surf was not even slightly wild. The stories she told about this place now seemed exaggerated even to her. Perhaps she had been thinking of the Pacific Ocean at Half Moon Bay on Vancouver Island. What loomed large here was the breadth of Burrard Inlet against the distant mountains.

Their walk and the long days worked their magic on Ardis. She dozed off in the middle of their conversation.

Pete left her for a moment. He walked back down the path.

An object materialized in the surf. Initially, Ardis felt she imagined it. A wave crashed over the carapace and the sea dissembled itself at her feet in a parallax scrolling of foam, rushing forward then backward into the ocean. There on the sand approaching her was a sea turtle the size of a chesterfield.

The turtle lifted its long neck and tilted its craggy head to look directly at her. “What do you. On my beach?”

Her eyes bulged. It was as if she understood its truncated thoughts.

“Mystery of world. Revealed,” intoned the turtle, “to you. Who loves. Creatures of sea.”

Ardis caught her breath. Her jaw fell slack.

“Do not alarm. Why turtles. Not speak?” The turtle laughed. “Turtles. Made language.”

This is crazy.

The turtle’s smile disappeared. “Human predation. Is crazy. Human pollution. Is crazy. Know you why?”

Ardis nodded.

“When sea and all sea creatures die. Humans die. Yes, for humanity. Sea turtle extinction. Is crazy.”

The turtle crawled in a straight line to the top of the beach, picked a spot, and flung sand aside with its flippers, creating a basin in which it laid its eggs. The turtle spread a layer of sand over the eggs. It smoothed over the nest, rocked on it then turned to Ardis.

How old are you?

“Long. Time.” The turtle moved across the sand and slid into the sea.

Pete found Ardis with her arms wrapped around her knees, resting her head there. He shook her shoulder, but she wasn’t asleep. She murmured.

“Are you okay?” His palm cradled her cheek. Her eyes opened.

“I talked with a turtle.”

Pete pointed to the tracks in the sand. “You did this to trick me, didn’t you?”

“Oh, maybe I wasn’t dreaming.”

“What do you mean, Ardis?” He pointed to the fresh marks in the sand at the top of the beach near where she sat. “This will take some explaining.”

“Did you know turtles can talk?”

He playfully kicked sand. “Not a bad job, Ardis. It looks authentic.”

Ardis couldn’t argue. The tracks were fresh.

Pete walked to that spot and flicked some sand aside—like the turtle—and saw an egg. “Oh my God, it’s real.”

“So, turtles can talk.”

“Oh, stop playing.” He tousled her hair. “C’mon, there’s something you have to see.”

He led her to the water’s edge and pointed to a pod of orcas by the headland.

“Oh, nice,” she said.

“So, you had a vision.” Pete’s calm intensity let her know she would be safe sharing her dream.

“I did. Although I closed my eyes I didn’t sleep. I sensed the turtle’s presence. Then I heard its carapace scratching upon the sand as it slid toward me.”

“You are so fortunate.” He touched her arm. “The turtle is your spirit guide.”

“What does that mean?”

“A spirit guide usually comes in your dreams and gives you messages to help you see your life, understand your challenges, and find purpose. It is up to you to interpret your spirit guide’s messages and apply them to your life.”

“Oh great, a sea turtle has become my mentor.” Ardis laughed. “Is it possible all this marine biology is going to my head?”

“Not at all,” Pete looked into her eyes. “Turtles have existed on earth long before any people. They are survivors. Our folklore says that all people and animals live on the shell of a very large turtle.”

Ardis nodded. “I’ve heard of this. North America is Turtle Island.”

Since that day, her vision came back to her as she slipped in and out of consciousness just before falling asleep. Dreaming but not dreaming. Asleep but not sleeping. Like a holy oil dripping on water, the dream could not quite blend with reality and stubbornly would not come to life either in her sleep as it had that day on the beach with Pete. The images pooled together to hint of truth yet tainted every bit of clarity she had ever known before they broke apart and were carried off in the currents of life.

 

In her usual place at the long table in the library concourse, Ardis was writing her thesis on sea turtle nesting practices. She pushed the wireframe reading glasses back on her nose as she took stock of her progress. Her paper was coming together nicely. It was the last requirement she needed to graduate with a Master of Science degree at fall convocation.

Focused as she was, she did not see a truck stop in front of the building. A boy jumped out and tossed a bundle of newspapers onto the sidewalk. He cut it open and waved a paper in the air, shouting words Ardis did not hear. Men hurried from the library to see what was going on. A small crowd pressed around the boy, everyone wanting his two-penny copy.

Within moments, a set of footsteps re-entered the reading room. It was Caroline.

“Canada has declared war!”

“What?” Ardis turned to her friend, puzzled.

“That’s the headline of the paper. Canada declared war!”

“Oh my God, not now!” Ardis just blurted it out, an instinctual response.

“Yes!”

Born at the start of the Great War, Ardis learned in school that tens of millions of soldiers and civilians had died, which had happened in her lifetime. The horrible impacts on families had lingered; the prospect of another war was unimaginable.

Ardis went to the door and looked out on the crowd that had gathered. Caroline had accurately conveyed the crowd’s exuberance. The young men welcomed a war. They applauded valour; they were invincible.

“With Germany?” Ardis looked at Caroline.

“Yes, they’re saying they’ll give the Krauts what they deserve.”

The date was September 10, 1939. “Krauts” was a common nickname for German people, owing to their love of sauerkraut piled high on their sausages, a dish that Ardis happened to enjoy.

A week earlier, a German U-boat had sunk the SS Athenia. The passenger liner had been carrying students, families, and mostly immigrants. Several ships responded to the distress call. Unfortunately, nineteen members of the crew and ninety-eight passengers, including fifty-four Canadians and twenty-eight Americans died. Canadians saw the attack on civilians as a barbaric first move against England as well as Canada.

It infuriated the students.

“Come, join us.” Caroline beckoned. She was always trying to involve Ardis.

“Thank you, Caroline, but I must finish this paper now or my grad will be delayed.”

“Good. Then you can graduate with me.” At one time or another, Caroline had included her, covered for her, protected her, and saved her from embarrassing herself.

Ardis shook her head. At this moment, the thought of even more meaningless deaths sickened Ardis. She would be the bland, boring, and unworthy friend; her attention on this paper was what the situation demanded.

Caroline waved to her and joined the men on the mall.

If she wanted, later, Ardis knew where she could find her. The crowd would soon move to a pub on West Broadway, and Caroline would be with it. Ardis did not have a deadline; she had only about an hour of work to do and she was not going to stop now.

 

In the aftermath of her chance meeting with the turtle on the beach, Ardis discovered a surprising gusto in her new life on the west coast. That fall of 1939 and throughout the spring and summer of 1940, Ardis redoubled her focus on her chosen career path. Her advisors insisted she continue her studies, so they set her up in an MPhil, an intermediate step prior to a Doctor of Philosophy degree. She went out on the water with study groups, which to her was the best part of school. She quickly gained experience piloting boats and learning the ways of the watery world. Whenever she needed a break, she arranged to join a crew or rent a craft. The greatest benefit was the most obvious one: being on the water meant being outside in the fresh air, rain or shine.

She loved being on the water. She loved the low rumble of the engine as they slowly cruised by the docks. It reminded her of the Sauble Clipper with its engines reverberating as they snaked out of the river and beyond the river mouth where its engines opened and the vibrations quickened.

She took on a volunteer role in the university’s education program for British Columbia fishermen, where she gained experience dealing with fish, dolphin, sea turtles, and all kinds of sea life. Often, the issues she worked with were manmade. Fishing line and netting entangled turtles and seals. Human activities destroyed natural habitats and endangered species. She saw it with her own eyes, and she wanted to help in some way to save sea turtles. She needed to learn about their migrations, habitats, and food sources. Marine biologists needed to do more research of all kinds across the globe.

For example, Ardis participated in a research program led by Dean Ellert that focused on the endangered Kemp’s ridley that populated the waters of the Gulf of Mexico in Florida and Mexico and along the coastlines of Central America. The location of its nesting grounds had remained a mystery in the marine biology community since Floridian fisherman Richard Kemp discovered the species in 1880.

Did they migrate? Did they have a pedigree across the Atlantic Ocean? Dean Ellert encouraged Ardis to formulate and test her theories.

In her analysis of ocean currents, Ardis identified the mainland of Mexico on the Gulf of Mexico as the most probable location for a Kemp’s ridley nesting ground, and the west coast of Africa and the Bahia coast of Brazil among others. Ardis was not aware of any studies in any location. She told the Dean she had to go and see for herself. To Ardis, finding an answer was more important than teaching.

Caroline told her she was crazy. “Those waters are full of pirates—real-life pirates. You won’t get out alive.”

Around the same time, the Dean invited Ardis to apply for a new teaching position in the educational program for fishermen, which had been more successful than anticipated. She did, and he offered her a position she could not pass up. She could not believe her luck.

The intense excitement around the declaration of war continued. Only three months earlier, King George VI and Queen Elizabeth had visited Vancouver as part of a Royal visit. When the King called for troops, men eagerly enlisted to fight the Nazis. On campus, male students had to balance their academic priorities with mandatory training in the Canadian Officer Training Corps. Military camps and service buildings transformed the campus.

Women were signing on as well, not to join the ranks of fighting forces, but to serve as field nurses or in various support services in Canada or England. Caroline signed on, and her urgings for Ardis to join became frequent and urgent.

The call of duty seemed to be on everyone’s agenda but her own. Ardis loved her country. With her education, service as a field nurse seemed the most appropriate expectation. At the same time, her passion for helping sea life was a necessity. 

With sea life, I can make a difference.

 

Changes began happening fast. The day before, she had said goodbye to Caroline, who was on her way to England. Max had already gone over—the day after he and Caroline took the moonlight cruise, that black-tie affair with an orchestra on the Salish Sea.

Only Pete remained. Before he too departed, he gave Ardis a silver necklace with an art deco turtle pendant.

“Oh, my goodness, it’s so cute.” Burnished silver outlined the turtle’s carapace over a blue opal stone.

“May your life be long, prosperous, and full of adventure.” He closed the clasp.

With Pete’s departure, Ardis was on her own. All her dearest friends were in service overseas. They had agreed to meet in London. That was Caroline’s parting effort to hook Ardis into joining them at last.

 

In the garden with her coffee once again, Ardis welcomed a chance to sit in a patch of sunlight to warm herself. There was no wind; sunbeams were aglow with floating particles. She fell into the moment, and time stood still.

Stories from the Great War swirled before her. Ardis pictured herself in a large tent at the rear of the front line. Guns in battle boomed sporadically in the distance. Men all around, wounded and horribly bloodied, clung to life. They moaned throughout the day and night, every day, all the time. She felt she would be useless to respond to their cries for help.

Ardis relaxed. That was not what she would do. 

The beam of sunlight returned to real, then wavered again as the turtle beckoned her. At once, she slipped into the moment when time stood still. Her eyelids flickered and closed.

Charging through crystal-clear water with the lightning surge of a fork-tailed tuna . . . from the edge of tide pools in the sun to depths where light cannot penetrate . . . over deep troughs, ridges, and beds of thriving coral . . . through shafts of sunlight illuminating clouds of fish in every colour, shape, and size—an endless array of immaculate beings that were astonishing in their individual right to shimmer, quiver, and swim in the dazzling green and blue—

She dropped her head back against the chair and opened her eyes. Ardis looked beyond the treetops.

That green and blue was the sea.

She had had a glimpse of the fluid world beneath the surface. Its enormity exceeded what she had seen in books, and anything she could conjure in her wildest imagining.

She sprang out of the garden chair.

If I have but one more breath, I have no doubt what kind of life I want to lead: A life on water.

 

 

 


		2. The Perfect Cover




D



ean Ellert called Ardis into his office. “Ardis Avalyn, this research . . . you couldn’t do this in the Pacific Ocean off Central America?”

Other than Dad, he is the only one who calls me Ardis Avalyn.

“No, we do not see this species in the Pacific.”

Surely, he knows this.

“This may be difficult . . . with the war going on people won’t see the need to do research on sea turtles.”

“Then maybe I should enlist too, if that’s what everyone wants.” She did not anticipate playing this card. The sarcasm just slipped out in a moment of impatience.

“No, no. That won’t be necessary.” The Dean appeared uneasy. She could see he wanted to keep her. “I believe you will make a difference here in our department and in marine biology—war or no war, dammit!”

Her plans were working out better than expected. In all the excitement with the war, her news for the most part went unnoticed. Without fanfare, Ardis had commenced her teaching duties and now she would do some research.

Ardis’s parents were not happy that Ardis wanted to go to Africa. “If you go overseas, how will you communicate with us? Maybe you could get a radio,” her father wrote.

She humoured her father—a radio was a reasonable idea. She asked the department whether there might be money in the budget for a short-wave radio to communicate home.

Things were falling into place. Yet her good fortune weighed heavily on her. Her friends and colleagues had signed up and put their lives on the line, while she was fulfilling dreams. She could not take both opportunities. She would give up one. 

But she could not bring herself to do it.

The biology department arranged to provide Ardis with a radio. Her project was moving forward nicely.

 

In March, Dean Ellert told her the application for her radio had raised interest; there would be a meeting. In April, Ardis joined Dean Ellert to meet an officer of the Royal Canadian Navy, Captain John Grant.

The Dean introduced her as Professor Lowney.

Captain Grant was a clean-shaven, short-haired, Navy man. He was not quite as old as the Dean. He was direct, with a kind disposition. 

They sat in chairs opposite Ellert’s desk. Behind the Dean were books, wall-to-wall.

“Professor Lowney, we have an opportunity to work together.”

Ardis liked people who made their careers on the water. “Go on.”

“Normally, you wouldn’t hear from the Navy, but we’re in a war—”

Dean Ellert gently cut in. “Captain Grant has briefed me about the situation, Professor Lowney. What you are about to hear should not leave this room.” 

“Is there a complication that affects my project?”

Ellert cleared his throat. “There is a wrinkle.”

“Oh?”

“Your proposal identified your targeted area as the northwest coast of Africa. Today, I want to ask you whether you would consider changing your study area slightly north to concentrate on the waters off the coast of Portugal.”

“The preliminary data I have wouldn’t support that, sir, in my opinion.” Ardis paused. “And what does this have to do with the Navy?”

The Dean lifted a memo. “Professor Lowney, you may recall our university president released a memo to all departments, and I quote:

“From the day of the declaration of war, the University has been prepared to put at the disposal of the Government all possible assistance by way of laboratories, equipment and trained personnel, insofar as such action is consistent with the maintenance of reasonably efficient instructional standards. To do less would be unthinkable.”

Dean Ellert set the memo down. “When you are in the field conducting research funded by the university, you will remain on the payroll of the university. As such, it is our understanding that you and your services are at the disposal of the Government but in a limited sense. What Captain Grant asks of you goes well beyond what this memo intended. Go ahead, Captain Grant.”

“Thank you, sir.” He faced Ardis. “Our interests are mutual.”

Ardis nodded. He wants to offer me naval protection. Perfect.

“The war is not going well for us. Germany faced no resistance in France worth mentioning. The German army is fortifying its positions. We believe England is the next target. Now, the Canadian war effort is focused on supplying Britain with food to feed her people, and the supplies and weapons it needs to fight a long, difficult war.”

Ardis appreciated hearing this information. Although it was very general, it seemed more important than anything anyone could read in a newspaper because it was “Secret.”

“We join Britain in battle, and we support her in all areas, including gathering intelligence and supporting insurgents in espionage.” 

Ardis raised her eyebrows as if to say, what has this to do with me?

“Your research of sea turtle nesting grounds will take you primarily to beaches and involve you being on fishing wharfs or in the harbours.”

Ardis nodded, impressed that someone paid attention to her research plans, even if Captain Grant had gleaned the information from an application for a radio licence.

“I am here to ask you to consider an idea. We do not want to stop you from your research. We ask that you report any movements and affairs of our enemies that you might encounter in the region.”

“I see.” She didn’t see a thing. She stood and stepped over to the window. “But Portugal is neutral, is it not?” She turned away from the window to look at Captain Grant.

“Indeed, it is. That doesn’t mean we cannot go there. We do, and so do the Germans and Italians. We all have representatives in Portugal and we’re all watching one another.”

“And you want me to go into the middle of that?” Though terrified, she acted as if it were nothing. She paced from the window to the door at the opposite side of the room.

“Yes.” Captain Grant followed her with his gaze.

“You want me to report what I see?” She was afraid there was more. 

“Yes.”

“No one will know that I am reporting to you?” She turned to face Captain Grant and eyed the door.

“Actually, you would report to a Naval intelligence officer under British command.”

I see a torpedo coming right at me.

“My country is at war, and I want to help out in any way I can.” She was too afraid to say otherwise. “You want me to conduct surveillance of enemy vessels in international waters. How dangerous could it be?” Ardis folded her arms, not looking at Captain Grant or Dean Ellert.

“I’m glad you asked that. If our enemies find evidence that proved you were a spy, your life would be in danger, and if we know of a situation, we will pull you out immediately.”

Me, a spy? Nothing scares me more.

“I am a marine biologist. All I want is to follow sea turtles.”

“Exactly, it’s a perfect cover.”

Haha, like what could go wrong.

Her answer was a perfect cover, too. She was in a corner. What no one can see is how afraid I am to say no. She responded the only way she could. 

“Yes, I will do it,” and on impulse, she added, “on one condition.”

She was not able to set conditions. Naively, she jeopardized her chances of coming out of this meeting with anything. 

Captain Grant promised to pass on her request, and Dean Ellert promised to find money in his budget, too, if necessary, but he made it clear to Captain Grant this would be a Navy initiative.

Fulfilling her one condition would not be easy. Sourcing would be an issue, and timing could make it impossible. 

 

In July, Dean Ellert released Ardis from her classroom duties. 

“Ardis, you will remain on the payroll. Go home and visit your parents. An officer named Garcia will contact you about the radio training. If there is anything you need, let me know.”

No problem. She would focus on her research and act as instructed.

She told her parents about the new developments in her research. They were pleased to hear she had switched her focus to Portugal. 

“A man came to see you,” her mother’s eyes shone, “quite a handsome fellow, dear.”

“Did he leave a name?”

“Roberto Garcia. He left a number too. Oxford 3-1921.”

“That’s in the Beach.” Her father remembered these kinds of details.

“Garcia, yes. That’s for the training to operate the radio you want me to have, Dad.”

 

Ardis arrived at Fran’s on College. Roberto Garcia stood to greet her. Once she ordered tea and rice pudding, he got down to business.

“I have information for you.” His voice was low and hoarse.

“Yes, give it to me. I’ll take it home and read it.”

“No paper. From now on, nothing is in writing—to protect you.”

She leaned in. “May I sip my tea as you teach me how to be a spy?”

“You joke.”

“I never imagined doing this, Roberto. That’s all.”

“Yes, that’s the way it is for most of us.”

“I see.” She sipped her tea. “You are aware of my condition?”

“Yes, I am aware of it. We must talk. Film-making equipment is a big request.”

Ardis sat back. She was afraid they would balk.

“No one enlists with conditions; no officer would sign off on this, ever.” He held up his hand. There would be no discussion. “But there is interest here. Not because you want it, but because we do.”

The appetite for newsreels is insatiable. Ardis smiled widely.

“What is so funny?”

“One-minute news clips can help win the war; I can do this.”

“If we can get our hands on a camera and film in time.”

Garcia left. Ardis sipped her tea and savoured the pudding.

That night, Ardis pulled back the covers to crawl into bed and remembered the location of the Farm. East of Oshawa off Highway 2.

The feeling of dread returned. “Camp?” It was all she could muster.

Her look of horror made him laugh. “Don’t worry, you won’t be in a tent. There are barracks. It is a military facility. You will be the only woman in the group. You will be issued a uniform.”

Near the lake. “How long?”

“About two months.”

“This is much different than expected.” She had imagined a half-hour of radio training and maybe ten minutes of trying it out.

He shrugged his shoulders, which was a dismissal. “Yes, there is more to it than I have been able to tell you. You will be an officer in the Canadian Navy. You will operate under the cover of your marine research. One can’t operate in the field without proper training.”

“No, I suppose not.” 

Me a spy? Preposterous.

What else could she have said? She had no idea what was involved, either in the field or in the training. 

I did not sign up for this.

The idea of a training camp did not impress her. Summer camp was the kind of thing she participated in as a girl, although it did open her to possibilities like working outdoors as a marine biologist. Now, it was an unnecessary delay.

It might be dangerous. 

But the Navy will provide filming equipment. They have taken her engagement seriously. Yes, she would cooperate.

Those eyes. Were they grey or metallic blue?

She would catch the jitney to Oshawa in the morning. She crossed the street to Eaton’s and purchased a camisole and stockings.

If she was going to conduct marine research, she had to be a spy.

This will amount to nothing. Right? I will make newsreels.

Her recruitment had been clever on his part. How she came to be a spy was a slick manipulation; on her part, perhaps there had been a little sly manoeuvring as well.

 


		3. The Farm




T



he only marking by the road was a number on a sign. A few trees provided cover, but otherwise the facility was out in the open amid farmers’ fields. The gate to the camp was just off the road.

Canadian military authorities established Camp X to train Canadian operatives. It also happened to train American operatives, but that was hushed. The American military did not have authority to train or equip its operatives because the United States Congress had not declared war.

Officially, Camp X was the Special Training School 103 . . . for the British MI6. The Canadian military referred to it as Project J. And to keep all participants on their toes, the Royal Canadian Mounted Police called it S 25-1-1. 

“We call it the Farm.” Garcia looked sharp in his Navy uniform. 

There were three buildings. The main building was unique in that the windows were seven feet above ground so people could not casually peek in. Ardis saw training rooms. On the second floor, Garcia showed her Hydra’s radio room and introduced her to the operators she would interact with when she was in the field. Hydra received and sent all wartime radio communications with the European continent in veiled scripts via Morse code. A large window at the south end of the radio room provided a view of Lake Ontario.

The other two buildings housed the men’s and women’s barracks, a gym, showers, a canteen, mess hall, laundry, and equipment rooms.

Ardis lost track of time, meeting many people, including British operatives Ian Bromwell, Kim Philby, and Ian Fleming. By 20:00 hours, she was exhausted from taking in information and standing all day. Slipping between the sheets, she felt glorious. She fell asleep instantly.

 

Awakened by reveille, everyone’s day began with running on the road in front of the Farm. Ardis focused on Major Brooker, the officer in charge of training, who took pleasure in sharing his experiences from behind the lines in Europe even as he led their runs. 

“Keep up the pace, Missy. We’re not on vacation.”

Immediately following a fifteen-minute shower and change into dry clothes, she attended German language training that was mandatory for all and then Portuguese lessons for her and the British. 

Afternoons, Ardis focused on knowledge and skills training, starting with map reading and strategic interests. Garcia briefed her on theatres of war, from land to sea and air. And he peppered his lessons with reports from the field. “One of ours was captured here, yesterday.” He pointed to the map. “The Nazis gutted him and hung him in the town square as a warning to anyone who cooperates with us.”

Ardis told herself he was pointing to a village in France. That won’t happen in Portugal.

Another time, the Nazis imprisoned and tortured a handful of villagers of various ages, including “two of ours,” Garcia said, for weeks. The Nazis tied them to posts in front of a wall along a heavily used road. “Before we could rescue them, each one got a bullet in the head.”

Garcia did not embellish reports. He reported in as straightforward a manner as one could muster. The impact on Ardis was not anything one could see. Images of executions stood out in her memory as if she had been there herself and watched them happen.

Ardis received a handgun. Holding the gun in her hand for the first time, she understood the idea of what it could do, which turned her stomach into a sour pit. Firing it made her instantly aware of the power one gains by wielding a weapon. She learned how to unlock, aim, and fire a gun effectively, quickly, and instinctively.

Ardis was firing on the Nazi officers who executed her comrades. Brooker and Garcia had taught Ardis not only how to kill, but why. 

The prospect she might have to kill someone was no longer an abstract idea.

“When we first met, you didn’t tell me the truth about what I would be getting into.”

“Well, I couldn’t very well go around the country promoting a top-secret operation to everyone, could I?” His voice was low and smooth.

“Omitting key information is misleading.”

“I’m sorry, Ardis. That’s war. No one likes the nasty bits.”

“Fair enough.” She respected him for this answer. It was honest. But it didn’t address her concern. She was becoming a killer.

That reminded her of “Secret Agent,” an Alfred Hitchcock movie about two British agents in the First Great War who had cold feet on an assignment to assassinate a German spy.

Then, of course, when it came to film, Ardis admired Humphrey Bogart above all others. Bogie is what a spy should be like—a tough-minded, straight shooter.

 

At first, Ardis found the endurance training unbearable. “You’re killing me,” she complained to the Major.

“Good,” Brooker responded. “Better me than Jerry.”

He was right, but she resented him just the same.

Week two was Morse code, including training on short-wave radio operations, the piece that Ardis expected to learn in an hour. It would have been easy to just introduce the Morse code and tell them to learn it. Instead, Ardis learned how short-wave radios worked, how to take apart and reassemble a radio, and how to make one out of an assortment of parts and materials. She learned why radio transmissions were easy to intercept at sea, making coding messages as ordinary text in plain sight an absolute imperative.

Garcia showed her how to create systems of code that could be “hidden-in-plain-sight.”

Jerry was another nickname for Germans, like Krauts and several more, including Hun, Fritz, Heini, Boche, Schwab, and Square Head; Garcia warned against using any of them. “They would know.” Instead, he advised her to choose a colour and a specific bird to denote the enemy. He set up scenarios using “white” and “albatross” to convey German activities and run exercises to make her efficient in coding.

 

Garcia focused on strategic interests. He went through a list of naval movements, such as the direction and frequency of ships of all kinds and the pattern of their movements. He taught her to watch out for a sudden increase in traffic, a buildup of forces, or other patterns that indicate imminent enemy actions.

He briefed her on economic issues the enemy had to contend with, from feeding their armies and civilians to securing the natural resources needed to fight a war. 

Major Brooker likewise brought strategic issues into focus. He touched on manufacturing, oil and aluminum refining, and strategic materials such as iron ore, cobalt, copper, manganese, and tungsten.

“Germany was in dire need of wolfram to strengthen steel for large-barreled artillery, tanks, and ships. Portugal supplies wolfram to the Nazis. This situation is a delicate diplomatic matter between our leadership and Portugal’s Prime Minister. It is also our chief concern,” her brows went up, “but not yours,” he quickly added. He looked directly at her. “You’re on water patrol.”

Brooker cleared his throat. “To be clear, disrupting their supply chain is something we have been trying to accomplish for some time, and we don’t want to mess it up.”

What he made clear more than anything was his disdain for her and her mission; she wasn’t part of his team of saboteurs.

 

Around the fourth week, a transformation occurred in Ardis that was nothing short of miraculous. Her body responded to the training, and the workouts became even more intense. She enjoyed running. Her runs gave her a lift of a kind she had never experienced.

To her surprise, Ardis also enjoyed the focus on self-defence. She was mentally and physically ready to learn moves to escape tight situations. She learned where and how to strike an assailant to weaken them or render them unconscious; how to break arms, legs and necks—that is, how to kill an assailant, if needed—all in the name of self-defence, of course. 

Naturally, this led to knife handling.

Ardis received a double-edged knife. She learned how to conceal and use it discreetly. Everything was fine until Major Brooker introduced a skillset for operatives who needed to take an enemy by surprise. 

“Silent killing?” Ardis was aghast. “There’s been a mistake. I didn’t sign on for this.”

“It’s not that difficult.” Brooker mimed the motion of a knife slicing a throat. “A trained hand and a sharp knife make it easier than you might think.”

“No, I can’t do that. I understood I am to monitor shipping. Provide eyes and ears on the ocean.”

“Look, young lady. Here’s the way it is.” Brooker towered over her, cornering her. “You think you can waltz in here and use this as a free ticket to visit beaches? Oh no. Your life depends on this. The lives of your fellow agents depend on this. Either learn this or go home. No one wants a flake guarding his back.”

Ardis recoiled, confused, which only egged him on.

“So why don’t you just go home and bake cookies with your mother?” He taunted her.

As if this is just his war. This is my war, too.

She faced him with a hand on her hip and the other in the air. “Why don’t you pick on someone who is actually afraid of you?”

Brooker opened his mouth to dish it back—but Garcia cut in. “I’ll take care of this, sir.” Garcia turned to Ardis. “Come.” He pulled her aside to an office where they could talk. 

Before he could say a word, she lashed out at him. “Every time we talk, this training becomes more than I signed on for.” She was livid. “Enough is enough.” 

“Let’s sit down.”

Ardis saw it was a non-threatening approach. She readied herself to repel his argument. She would not be involved with killing anyone. Period.

“Brooker is not the enemy, Ardis. He is trying to save you.” He spoke quietly.

“I am not being trained as a regular operative. You said this yourself.”

“You will be on your own. Lives—including your own—may be in harm’s way.”

“No one will bother me.” 

“You cannot be certain of that.” Garcia cleared his raspy throat. “Think of it. Any defensive skills you learn are excellent capabilities to have. You never know when you need them.”

Ardis was becoming weary of the stress building inside. “Alright, alright, I get it.” She waved her hand and held it up like a stop sign in front of her face.

Both immediately fell quiet. Once again, she had stepped beyond her boundaries.

“This isn’t about the war, or Brooker, or you, Roberto. This is about me.”

 

Brooker told Garcia that minimum training was nine weeks and individuals typically needed more. Anything less could put that operative and others at risk.

Born in Paris, Major Bill Brooker was a weapons and hand combat expert who trained operatives for MI6 in Scotland.

“The situation in Portugal is considerably different than in France, sir.” Garcia laid down the one important fact that was incontrovertible.

Brooker agreed Ardis did not require training to work with partisans and parachuting; he was in favour of more training in explosives and demolition, but he insisted she learn the basics of silent killing.

Garcia proposed a compromise. Ardis would complete the training—including silent killing—and in the field, Garcia could provide further training as needed. “I just need to assure her that she will not be engaged in assassinations.”

Brooker agreed with this arrangement. Whether Garcia would be able to hold up his end of the bargain was another matter.

Ardis took the training.

And Brooker made certain she was aware of how bloody messy a killing could be.

“The best way to kill someone silently is to slip up behind them, yank their head back, and slice. Like this.” Brooker demonstrated the technique. “Quick, hard pressure with your knife will sever the carotid artery. Your target’s blood pressure will send his blood gushing, and it might even jet out about a foot, so try to stay out of the way. Your target will pass out in five to fifteen seconds. Beware of what happens in those first five seconds. A counterstrike is not likely but pulling the trigger on a gun could happen; that’s what I watch for.”

“If you can’t get behind them, you need to be fast, from the side like this.” Once again, he demonstrated. “Distract your target. Do not project what you are about to do, or you could end up in man-to-man combat. Use the element of surprise to your advantage.”

Brooker had the trainees practice on each other. He watched each person and gave pointers, except with Ardis.

What’s up with that? Is he sulking?

As they were leaving, he finally spoke to her. “That wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“A waste of my time,” she shot back.

 

Garcia sent her home to spend the weekend with her family and ordered her to report to the Farm on Tuesday to depart for Lisbon. 

“And there is one more thing.”

Garcia handed her over to Elizabeth, a non-commissioned officer, for further debriefing, but of a different kind.

Garcia left the room. Elizabeth winked at her. "He's sweet on you." 

This irritated Ardis, but she set it aside. 

“How are you set for clothes, Ardis?”

“Good, thanks. I have all my usual stuff—sweaters, slacks, windbreaker, and shorts.”

“Darling, you need to be prepared for every kind of occasion.”

Elizabeth took her into Toronto to shop on Bloor Street. Ardis looked in the windows. “I can’t afford to shop here.”

“Don’t worry, Ardis, this will be taken care of. If your country expects you to risk your life, it had better make you look good.”

Elizabeth insisted she get a black dress and a hat, nice shoes and several pairs of stockings. Two more dresses. A jacket, slacks, skirts and blouses, tops, more shoes, scarves and even half-decent jewellery.

“It’s the 40s, honey. A woman cannot go anywhere in the evening dressed for adventure in the field. You’re going under cover.”

Modelling a jacket, Ardis playfully fingered her turtle pendant. Elizabeth frowned, a subtle message to tuck her childish pendant in her pocket.

“In Lisbon, you need to blend with the international crowd. There’s the British, who are formal, of course; the Americans, who are casual; plenty of sporty Spanish and suave French, as well as sophisticated Italians and, well, Germans, who prefer to keep fashion sleek, if not uniform—literally. There are even some Russians, I am told, and plenty of European royalty who are escaping the war. You are going to have a grand time. But only if you dress the part.”

Ardis did not have a clue how to behave in such settings and sincerely did not believe she would ever have to. 

Elizabeth took the purchases to the Farm, removed the tags, and packed them for Ardis.

Ardis rescued her turtle pendant from her jacket and put it back on where it belonged.

 

Her mother took one look at Ardis and nodded knowingly. "You've been working out." Indeed, Ardis was trim, firm, and fit. Her body was aching from the hard workouts she had completed that morning. 

The weekend she spent with her family went by fast, although at times it felt like an eternity. Like so many other young people, she would serve in the war, yet she could not talk about it. She wanted so badly to say "Look Mom, Dad, the truth is—" but she was not allowed to say a word to anyone. In effect, she had to lie to her parents. It made her feel confused and emotional. As she briefed her parents about her research plans and her travel arrangements, she watched them listen and respond to her as if she were seeing them for the first time, when in fact, it could be the last. That night, she said good night to her parents as she had done every night of her childhood. She lay down and her emotions came flooding out. She was letting go.

When she settled down, another feeling arose from deep within. She felt a buzzing, tingly feeling in her legs, arms, and back. She lay awake trying to understand what this feeling was. There could be only one answer. She was in good shape. She was fit and ready for activity, not sleep. She was wide-awake, anticipating what was ahead of her. 

Not so long ago she had been awkward about her role and did not want to contribute to the war effort. She certainly hadn’t felt compelled to join. Now, she was going to war. She was confident, emotionally alert, and physically fit, yet unconvinced. What really could she hope to accomplish as a spy?

In two days, she would fly to the Azores. She was bound for Lisbon as a commissioned officer in the Canadian Navy. She wished she could tell Caroline about her training and her assignment, but Caroline was already in England. 

To Ardis, Lisbon was an international centre of influence, where men and women were sophisticated and stylish. She was leaving behind her academic life to join a circle of potentially erudite men and women. Life in Lisbon would be fantastic—of this, she was certain.

She played out what she was about to experience in unending simulations, before falling off to sleep with her turtle pendant between her finger and thumb.

 

 


		4. A Canadian in Lisbon




U



nbelievable. The roar of the engines, a ferocious race down a dead-end straightaway, and a lift-off that made me feel like I was floating on air. Fantastic. Flew over Toronto and Montreal; refuelled at Gander.

It was the first time Ardis travelled on an airplane. She had to scrounge in her bag for bits of paper to write on.

I saw planets and stars, but the ocean was a void until the moon appeared and shed light onto the black surface. The engines are a constant drone. Could not directly see the sunrise but everything brightened so, peeking through clouds, dazzling on the wing and the ocean. Which is the greater miracle—flying or the endless sea?

Not that flying would ever engage her in the way that oceans did. For her, oceans were a vast reservoir of the infinite wonders of marine life, whereas flying was a novelty; like most people, she had only travelled by train or car. And, as can be expected, novelties do wear off. On the final leg, from the Azores Islands to Lisbon, a plain blue sky put her to sleep. She awoke as the plane was descending, and she had a peek of the city below. She marveled again at the experience—the squeal of tires as the plane bounced then made contact—and the friction of wheels spinning madly on the tarmac for brief seconds as the plane came to a heavy rest once again on terra firma.

Ardis had arrived in Lisbon. She had pictured herself stepping off the plane at night into shadows and intrigue, as she had seen in Humphrey Bogart movies. No such luck, honey. The morning was bright and hot. Where the heck was Garcia? There were no suave dreamboats on hand, either, to deliver cynical ripostes to her wisecracks. Swell, just swell. She surveyed the field; heat waves danced on a single strip of tarmac. Lisbon’s passenger terminal at Portela Airport was mired in construction. In a café on the terrace, she found a table beneath a life-saving umbrella. Praise—be—to—God.
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