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For Larraine, who led me to Paris and shared the adventures we found there.


Note

Certain realities are reflected in this book.

In 1968, across Paris and in other parts of France, a fierce student-worker uprising against, among other things, the rigidity of the French educational system nearly toppled the government of Charles de Gaulle. The leftist revolt was eventually crushed, but reforms demanded by the students were enacted. The center of the revolt was in the Latin Quarter of the 5th arrondissement (or district) of Paris, which is one of the oldest neighborhoods in the ancient city. It is the site of the Sorbonne.

In spring 1981, thirteen years after those revolts, the French elected François Mitterrand as the first leftish president of the Fifth Republic. In fact, the Mitterrand government was the first leftist regime to control France since the Popular Front of Leon Blum in 1936.

Certain war games and ‘scenarios’ developed by computer programs speculate on the question of what the French armed response would be to an invasion of Western Europe by ground and air forces of the Warsaw Pact countries. This question was fully described in A History of the Third World War by General Sir John Hackett of the British army. At the present time, the question has not been resolved.

Computers are utilized by all the intelligence agencies of the United States.

The National Security Agency, as one of the intelligence services, is the hardware and software supplier of specialized goods to the various other services in the intelligence network.

British Intelligence has abandoned the old section names of MI-5 and MI-6. The new nomenclature is ‘secret.’

The Frunze War College of the Soviet Union is located in the southwest district of Moscow.

Terror movements in Europe are many and widespread, operating chiefly in the Basque region of Spain, in Italy, in northern Ireland, and in principal cities such as Paris. It is supposed by US Intelligence authorities that some of these movements are controlled and/or supplied by the Soviet Union.

In spring 1982, terror threats were made against the life of François Mitterrand and acts of assassination and sabotage were performed in Paris and in the region south of Paris.

By late 1982, the military and economic alliance of the United States and Western Europe (called NATO) had become very unstable. While the US debated pulling its troops from the NATO line, Europeans from Germany and Sweden to Great Britain publicly protested the US decision to deploy new nuclear weapons. Further jeopardizing this economic alliance was Europe’s decision to participate in the building of a Soviet gas pipeline to the West, while, at the same time, the US initiated various trade wars designed to punish European steel firms who were dealing with the USSR.

Each spring, the students of the Sorbonne in the Latin Quarter commemorate ‘the events’ of 1968 with petty acts of vandalism and with marches in the narrow streets of the old district.

Finally, the agents portrayed in this book reveal that the Central Intelligence Agency faked certain reports to the American government during the Vietnam War. These charges have been publicly aired and debated.

Despite these realities, this book is a work of fiction.


The world has joked incessantly for over fifty centuries

And every joke that’s possible has long ago been made.

—W.S. GILBERT


PART ONE

MEMENTO

We passionately long that there may be another life in which we shall be similar to what we are here below. But we do pause to reflect that, even without waiting for that other life, in this life, after a few years we are unfaithful to what we have been, to what we wished to remain immortally.

—MARCEL PROUST


1

Washington, D.C.

Mrs Neumann did not knock at the door to Hanley’s bare office before she entered, and she did not speak to him until she was settled on the government-issue metal chair in front of his desk. The temperature in the office hovered just about sixty degrees Fahrenheit, as always, and Mrs Neumann, as always, wore the thick brown sweater she kept in her own office for her private meetings with the chief of operations of the R Section. It was just after nine-thirty in the morning on January 9, and Mrs Neumann and her staff had been struggling with the knot of the problem for the past six days.

‘Tinkertoy is puzzled,’ Mrs Neumann said in her raspy whisper. For emphasis, she struck one large hand on the computer printout sheets that filled her generous lap. After the meeting with Hanley, a meeting without notes written or recordings made, the printouts would be shredded in the large machine in the central corridor.

‘A computer cannot be puzzled. It is a machine.’ Hanley spoke precisely and waited for a reply, his clean, colorless fingers resting on the polished Formica top of the gun-metal-gray desk.

Mrs Neumann had unlimited access to him because she never wasted his time, no matter how odd her manner of conveying information. It was pointless to ask her questions at the beginning of these conversations because she never arrived at her point sooner than she intended.

She was a large woman with big bones and a thickening waist; her bones seemed to stretch her healthy, leathery skin. She had expansive gestures and wore old-fashioned cotton dresses, like a farm woman from another century. Her massive head was crowned by thick, black, spiky hair, cut short, and she had once told Marge in the computer analysis section that her husband cut it for her twice a month. Despite years of practice, he had never become an expert barber.

She spoke at last. ‘It’s in the raw data. The raw data we’ve been getting from the field in the past four months is the puzzler,’ she said. ‘Or rather …’

‘Or rather what?’

Mrs Neumann stared at Hanley for a moment, and Hanley tapped his fingers on the desk top. They both understood her look. She was about to bring up something he either would not understand or would not want to hear.

‘It has to do with those created indices,’ she said finally.

Hanley sighed. He hated the words. He hated the computer called Tinkertoy. And he hated the nagging edge of this problem that would not be solved and would not become worse and would not go away.

‘You’re talking about the … indices … in your job file or memory bank or whatever you call it?’

‘The additional ones, Hanley, the ones that weren’t there before.’

‘That you believe weren’t there before.’

‘Dammit, Hanley, the ones that make connections between entries that I know were never made.’

‘That you don’t remember making,’ Hanley said.

‘My memory is just fine,’ she said.

‘Of course.’

Three months ago, Mrs Neumann had slammed into his office with a loud complaint: Someone in Section had tampered with her work files. She had been storing complicated variables in a separate memory file of the computer in order to relate certain types of data – to make cross-checks of minor bits of information. And now someone had tapped into her files and built up these false indices.

Hanley had called in the National Security Agency – the policeman of the intelligence services – to make a careful and routine check of personnel in computer analysis. They had found nothing, and Hanley had not been surprised. He had assumed that Mrs Neumann had accidentally punched some incorrect entries into Tinkertoy and then gone back over them without remembering to erase them from the computer memory. Mrs Neumann had not been mollified; her suspicions remained. ‘The trouble with all of you is that you don’t know a damned thing about computers,’ she had said at the time. Everyone agreed with her on that.

‘What’s wrong now?’ Hanley asked.

‘All right. This new data – Tinkertoy has been given me a correlation coefficient that –’

He held up his hand. ‘You’ve lost me again, Mrs Neumann.’ He said it with a slight smile that was not pleasant, as though he were a teacher admonishing a child who skipped words in his reading.

‘It’s not that hard, Hanley. I wish you’d pay a little more attention to Tinkertoy.’

‘I am from another age, a noncomputer age …’

‘When spies were spies and men were men,’ she said. ‘Dammit, Hanley, I’m no older than you.’

‘Perhaps I am old-fashioned.’

‘Perhaps you can afford to be,’ she said in her raspy whisper.

‘In any event,’ he said, ‘you are in charge of computer analysis, not me. So give me an analysis. In an approximation of plain English.’

‘Do you remember on 9 December when we picked up that flutter out of British intelligence through our London station?’

‘From Auntie?’ He used the British operation’s slang term for itself. ‘That was about Auntie running a little operation at Mildenhall air force base?’

‘Right. Our base in East Anglia.’

‘Actually, it is their base, I believe. They allow us to use it.’

‘What the hell are the British going to fly out there? Spitfires? The British air force is paper.’

‘No political commentary please, Mrs Neumann.’

‘All right. We took all their garbage and fed it into Tinkertoy. All routine. Then on 14 December, Tinkertoy gets fed Quizon’s crapola from Paris about new government postings and we dump it in. Nothing special from Quizon, but that doesn’t surprise me – we never get anything but press clippings from the Paris papers from that old fool.’

‘Quizon has been with the Section for a long time.’

‘Too damned long.’ She paused and shifted her thoughts. ‘The point is that yesterday I was working from some of those indices. The ones that someone had put into my file when I complained before.’

Another sigh. Hanley realized he wished he were out of this room, strolling down Fourteenth Street, away from this woman and her problem, which Hanley could not quite comprehend.

‘So I entered one of those phony indices –’

‘I thought you had cleared them from memory.’

‘I want to know who’s been screwing around with my computer,’ Mrs Neumann said. ‘Well, do you know what Tinkertoy gave me? The numbers were fantastic.’ She glanced at the look on Hanley’s face and hurried ahead. ‘Anyway, I had this great idea right away. You know I was puzzled about the data those indices were throwing together because it didn’t seem to mean anything to me. There were things in there like troop movements, but also odd things like indication codes on some individuals. It was like a bowl of popcorn with apples in it – I mean, what the hell do the apples have to do with popcorn?’

‘Popcorn?’

‘So I asked Tinkertoy to print out all the separate data items that had gone into those indices. And I worked a couple of hours last night going through all the stuff Tinkertoy threw at me, and then it hit me –’

‘Overtime? Mrs Neuman, we need authorization for overtime now. You know that.’

‘Damn overtime, listen to me. That index selected out – you can say related, if you want – only three names of individuals. Three goddamn names, Hanley.’

Hanley stared at her.

‘Two were British agents, the two agents at Lakenheath-Mildenhall. And one other. A French woman, an official in the Mitterrand government. Madame Jeanne Clermont.’

‘But I don’t really understand any –’

‘Let me finish,’ she said sternly. ‘What do we have? We’ve got someone who thinks Madame Clermont and this Lakenheath business are linked in some way important enough to make them want to enter my files – enter my files, Hanley – and play around inside Tinkertoy to find out how they relate to troop-movement figures or –’

‘Troop movements, Mrs Neumann, we have been through all this before. We’ve had the NSA run checks on everyone at the highest level. I thought we had agreed there is no evidence to support your idea that a mythical someone has tampered with Tinkertoy. Mrs Neumann, we can’t keep going back and forth over the same ground. We all become a little paranoid, it goes with the business, but you agreed that those “created indices” you complained about must have been an accident.’

‘I said that you people didn’t understand anything about computers.’

‘Mrs Neumann, what is the importance of any of this, outside of your obviously firm-rooted paranoia?’

She made a face at him but continued: ‘Well, it struck me funny because you had talked to me about this Madame Clermont person. Before you sent Manning across. I don’t know. I don’t suppose it would have bothered me that much until we kept getting some other strange stuff coming out of Tinkertoy.’

‘Maybe it’s a mistake.’

‘Tinkertoy doesn’t make mistakes.’

‘Someone made a random entry sequence that coincidentally matched another entry sequence,’ Hanley said.

‘Yes. I thought of that.’

‘Well? Who was it, if it wasn’t you?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘You should know that.’

‘I know I should know that, but I don’t. I went back over the entries, and there isn’t any access code.’

‘Well, how did the stuff get into the machine?’

‘Magic.’

Hanley looked up with a sour expression pursing his lips.

Mrs Neumann flashed him a broad smile. ‘I was kidding.’

‘There isn’t anything funny.’

‘But there is. Someone can get into Tinkertoy. And now we’re getting more of this crazy stuff. Troop strengths along the Czech corridor, you know, the spring games of the Warsaw Pact countries? They’re doubled. I’m sure of it.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Hanley, I had a request from the Baltic desk for some figures on Polish armored strength in the northern sector, near Gdansk. So I punched it into Tinkertoy.’

‘Yes?’ Hanley asked hurriedly.

‘Well, when they came up with some of those troop strengths, something rang a bell up here.’ She touched her spiky hair.

‘What bell?’

‘About a year ago I had some reason to find out the strength of the Ninth Armored of the Polish army, and I remember distinctly the figure of two hundred forty-eight tank units.’

‘So?’

‘Now Tinkertoy flashed it out four hundred ninety-six. Exactly double. In one year.’

‘Is that possible?’

‘You tell me.’

‘Well, where did the new information come from?’

‘That’s it, Hanley.’ Her eyes were gleaming. ‘Tinkertoy said it was there all the time, made in the original report by Taurus in Krakow.’ Taurus was the Section R agent in Poland.

‘Well, then it must be right.’

‘But it isn’t, Hanley, I remember the number. It was two hundred forty-eight, not four hundred ninety-six. Exactly double.’

‘Your memory is fallible.’

‘Just as yours is, but I do remember some things, and I know I remembered that number, don’t ask me why. And the number is wrong now. Then I went through all the troop strengths in Warsaw Pact, and the figures were incredible. If Tinkertoy is right, the Opposition is putting together a war machine for a hell of a lot more than some troop maneuvers or war games.’

For the first time, Hanley felt a chill seeping through her words. He did not understand computers but he understood Mrs Neumann’s plain words: a war machine.

‘Tell me,’ he said. His voice was quiet.

‘Six hundred and fifty thousand troops,’ she said. ‘Two thousand six hundred and seventy-five tanks. Nineteen – that’s one nine – armored divisions alone composed of mixed elements of the Czech, Polish, Hungarian, and Bulgarian forces, and –’

‘Mrs Neumann, that’s impossible. There can’t be so many troops for a war game.’

‘Right, Hanley, now you’re getting it.’

‘But Tinkertoy can’t be right.’

‘Every piece of data in Tinkertoy supports itself. Tinkertoy analyses that the troop strengths indicate we should put NATO up on red alert status, code two. Now.’

‘But what do you think?’ He realized his voice had assumed a pleading tone.

‘Hanley, I’m in computers, you got other geniuses here to do the heavy thinking. I just give them the stuff to think with.’ She paused and looked across the government-issue desk at the middle-aged man with the pursed lips and dour expression. ‘I put in this name again, this Jeanne Clermont. I wanted all the readouts on her. Interesting woman, Hanley – a middle-class sort of background but she scored well in tests, went to the University of Paris at the Sorbonne. Became a revolutionary, of course – this was 1967. And in 1968, our William Manning uses her to get the stuff on the Reds there … And now she’s in the Mitterrand government.’

‘I know all this,’ Hanley said in his dry way.

‘I’m just saying, Hanley, that a person like that could be hooked up with all kinds of funny business.’

‘Funny business?’

‘She was with the Reds once, with those terror people, maybe she still loves them. The trouble with this business, I’ve told you before, is that you get people like that wandering in, making friends, and you never know what they’re going to get into.’

‘I don’t understand the point of this, Mrs Neumann. Will you be clear? What do you suspect about Tinkertoy?’

‘Garbage in, garbage out.’

‘Dammit, Mrs Neumann. We always have had troop strength estimates for the Eastern Bloc. That’s what we do.’ He let the sarcasm seep out. ‘We are in the business of intelligence.’

‘But what if it were changed?’

‘But what if it wasn’t changed?’

‘Exactly.’

‘You are driving me mad. You are telling me that if there are changes in the data in Tinkertoy, it has something to do with this other change, the one where somebody allegedly and supposedly and all that – somebody somehow called up the names of Jeanne Clermont and these two British agents for some reason that even you don’t understand.’

‘Now you’ve got it, Hanley,’ Mrs Neumann said, smiling with a mother’s pride written on her large face.

‘But what do I have exactly?’

‘I don’t know, man. That’s what the hell I’ve been trying to tell you and those idiots at NSA for the last four months – I just don’t know. You think there’s some answer in all this, that I should just pluck it out. Well, Dammit, Hanley, I don’t know any more.’

And then Hanley realized the chill he felt had nothing to do with the temperature in the little room inside R Section. Tinkertoy could not be fixed. Tinkertoy could not be tapped. It had been set up that way.

But could Tinkertoy ever be wrong?


2

Paris

William Manning put down Le Monde and dropped two ten-franc brass coins on the black tabletop to pay for the croissants and coffee. It was just after ten-thirty in the morning and business in the brasserie was slow. On the other side of the shop, two young men who might have been Sorbonne students were playing the electronic pinball machine with deadly seriousness.

The game involved an invasion of creatures from space who were destroyed systematically as the players fired rockets on a screen. Each ‘kill’ was marked by an electronic sound like an explosion; the explosions reverberated in the brasserie, but no one seemed to notice them.

Behind the zinc counter, the proprietor polished the copper finish of the espresso machine while engaged in a long, ragging argument with a fat woman at the cash register who might have been his wife – they argued with intimacy. In front of the counter, the sole waiter lounged, reading the tables in the morning racing sheet.

Manning had entered the place twenty minutes earlier and cataloged all these elements of life there. Then he had selected the table by the rain-spattered window, even though it was chilly outside and the cold could be felt through the thin layer of glass. From his window he could watch the entrance to the English-language bookshop across the way. He knew there was no other exit from the shop; in any case, the woman he had followed for three weeks had no reason to think he was watching her or that she needed a way to escape his surveillance. In a few minutes, when she left the shop, it would be over in any case. One way or another.

Thirty-one days before, Manning had arrived in Paris on the Concorde flight from Dulles airport outside Washington. Time for an assignment was never unlimited in the Section; but this was a delicate matter, and even Hanley could provide no guidelines. ‘Be careful,’ he had said at last, as Manning prepared to fly to Paris; ‘Be careful,’ as though that would prepare Manning for everything.

He had surveyed the newspaper records for mention of her; he had talked long into the night with Herbert Quizon, the free-lance agent who had immersed himself in the details of her life for the past fifteen years. But no matter how much preparation there had been, nothing readied him for the first sight of her, emerging from the Métro station at the St Michel entrance, bundled against the February cold in a black coat. None of it prepared him for the pain at the seeing her again.

Manning had not spoken of the pain, even to Quizon. He was a thorough agent, a bit wearied by the work of the last fifteen years, but a ‘good man’ in Hanley’s patronizing evaluation. He had followed her to mass on Sunday at Notre-Dame. He would not have guessed that she practised religion; he could not remember that she had taken part in Catholic rituals before. Not when he had first known her.

He had followed her with discretion, with a certain dogged skill that was noted in his records back in the Section. In fact, Manning had been code-named ‘Shadow’ by the whimsical clerk in processing who had charge of such matters. Shadow had once observed at close hand, for sixteen months, the staff and cabinet of Ian Smith of the former country of Rhodesia. He never knew what use had been made of his information; he had never wanted to know. He was a man in perpetual shade, always at the edge of events, always the watcher and never the man watched. Until now, until he had to act against Jeanne Clermont again.

It was not difficult to perform surveillance on her. She had settled into a premature middle age that was as predictable as the hour of sunrise. Her habits were the crabbed habits of a spinster, but he refused to think of her by that ugly English word. She was Jeanne Clermont, as she had been to him fifteen years before; as she was now.

Twice in the past month he had broken into her apartment on the fourth floor of the old building at Number 12, rue Mazarine. He had carefully combed through the scattering of books and private papers and photographs that completed Manning’s knowledge of her life in the past fifteen years. He had even found the little schoolgirl diary she still kept; the entries were without color, without use for him. Yet, slowly, with infinite care and patience, he broke into all the elements of her past life kept in the little apartment with the tall ceilings and the narrow windows. All her secrets were broken.

The second break-in had come less than three days before; it had shaken him, nearly to the point where Manning wanted to quit the assignment, to tell Hanley and Quizon that it was no use, to lie that she had a lover, that she knew he had once betrayed her, that the vague scheme would not work. The secret had been buried in an old schoolbook on the bottom shelf of the bookcase in her bedroom. It was a faded black-and-white photograph. Jeanne had forgotten it, no doubt, because the book was covered with dust. Manning had forgotten it as well, and it struck him like a blow.

In the photograph, she stood next to him as they had been fifteen years ago. Her hair was much longer than the way she wore it now. Her hands were in the pockets of her skirt. Her face was open and smiling, amused by the moment and by the chatter of the itinerant old photographer who had snared them at the entrance to the Tuileries that Saturday. It had been Saturday, he remembered it clearly. He remembered the photographer and his droll teasing of her: ‘Madame is too beautiful not to be photographed, even by someone like me.’ He had smiled, revealing yellow and broken teeth.

‘Then you may photograph me, monsieur.’

‘Only fifty francs.’

‘But consider the honor, monsieur, to photograph someone so beautiful.’

‘Of course, of course, the honor is great, but unfortunately, I have not been a man of honor for some years …’

How she had smiled, Manning thought again, holding the photograph in his hand in the dull afternoon light of her apartment. She had not only infected the moment with good feelings but she had somehow conveyed the warmth of it to memory, recalled again by the touch of the picture.

He had not wanted to be photographed, and in the picture he was shy and scowling. She had scolded him for his frown. ‘It could have been such a lovely picture, my keepsake,’ she had said.

‘But you have me,’ he had said.

‘How long, William?’

‘As long as you want.’

Of course, it had been a lie. Everything was a lie, everything he had said led to betrayal. He could not tell her that the agent who had recruited him had warned him, ‘You must not be photographed, that’s elementary, at the demonstrations or at school. Remember, you don’t know who’s taking your picture and what he intends to do with it.’

But Jeanne Clermont had twisted round him and had made him pay the fifty francs for the Polaroid photograph from the old photographer. What harm could there be in a Polaroid photograph?

‘Please, William, don’t be so sour, you are famous and wealthy, a correspondent from America, you have plenty of money.’

‘But the photograph won’t last …’

‘I swear, monsieur, on the grave of my mother, it will last forever.’

And so it had. Here, in a page of a dusty schoolbook at the bottom of a bookcase in a Paris apartment. They had stood in the sunlight, facing the gardens, their backs to the Louvre. She held his arm and smiled. What would the Section have said?

He had felt a moment of loss so great that he thought he would die, that he was already dead. Three days ago, sitting on the floor of her bedroom, holding the photograph, hearing the voices of the past – Jeanne, the photographer, Verdun and the others at the university … What had their expectations of life been on that rare day fifteen years ago? She had shared her bed with him and, after a time, her love. And he had responded in a charade that would end only with terror and betrayal.

‘I love you,’ he told Jeanne in the darkness of a spring night fifteen years ago. He had spoken the words over and over as they held each other in dreamlike embrace, sated by lovemaking, conscious of the feeling and the smells of the other commingled, breathing softly as one. He had loved her, in fact, which Hanley never knew, or Quizon, or anyone; he had loved her and betrayed her. Why hadn’t he saved her? She might have escaped the net closing around them; she might have gone with him. But he had known, even as he held her, that she would not accept his love and the betrayal of the others. And so he had said nothing to her but that he loved her and would love her forever.

‘Monsieur?’

Manning glanced up quickly at the waiter who suddenly hovered at his table.

The waiter had removed the cup of coffee and the plate that had contained the croissants and the ten-franc coins. In the rude way of brasserie waiters in Paris, he was unsubtly demanding further rent on the use of the table in the corner of the empty restaurant. Manning ordered a glass of beer. The waiter made a face that might have been disapproval or merely gas; he withdrew to the counter.

‘I think I should arrange the matter on Saturday morning,’ Manning had told Hanley laconically on the safe phone thirty-six hours ago.

‘Is it time?’ The voice, scrambled by complex connectors at each end and flung across an ocean, was curiously tinny.

‘I don’t know. I’ve done all I can.’

‘But what if she turns you down?’

‘Hanley, there are no certainties in the world.’

‘But it’s important.’

‘I don’t understand that; you’ve never explained that.’

‘We’re not certain.’ Despite the flat tone, the voice from Washington was suddenly withdrawn into secrets. ‘We can’t proceed on logical grounds.’

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘Be careful.’ So Hanley had repeated the inane advice, the same he had given at the start of the assignment. He had said it might not work, that he could not predict the human factor. And Manning had not understood a word of it except that they wanted him to confront Jeanne Clermont after fifteen years and lie his way back into her confidence and, if possible, into her bed.

As he followed her, the scenes of the old city had made him ache with nostalgia. He had not been in Paris since 1968, since the night he fled the capital after giving the Section her name and the names of the others and the proofs and the locations of the secret houses. Three years later, after a tour in Vietnam, he had learned what had happened to her. A trade had been arranged between R Section and the French espionage agency, the Deuxième Bureau. It was not made clear to him what the Section had obtained. The French, teetering on the brink of revolution, had obtained time. And the names of those most likely to effect the revolution. And proof enough for a secret court and a secret state trial. Jeanne Clermont had simply disappeared for sixteen months.

Manning could not have returned to Paris on his own.

And then, on the first of February, Tinkertoy had turned up his name in a routine scan of names of personnel changes in the French government. Jeanne Clermont had linked William Manning.

‘You might say that is a form of computer dating,’ Hanley had said flatly, unable to resist the joke but equally unable to make it funny.

‘But she would know I betrayed her. How do I explain the absence of fifteen years?’

‘You were a correspondent,’ Hanley said, consulting the file in front of him that day in February. ‘You told her you were pulling out for Saigon, that the war was heating up after Tet …’

‘And she was arrested three days later,’ Manning had argued.

‘She expected it,’ Hanley said.

‘And I never came back …’

‘You were wounded in Saigon,’ Hanley had persisted. ‘We can make it seem to make sense to her.’

But I had loved her, he thought then. I had made love to her, I had touched her, I had seen the hint of her soul behind her eyes.

‘We need leverage,’ Hanley had said. ‘Inside the Mitterrand government. These are uncertain times, I don’t need to tell you that –’

‘All times are uncertain.’

‘With the peace demonstrations and the Soviet disinformation program in West Germany – why, the West Germans are practically petrified, and –’

‘Don’t tell me politics. What do you want me to do?’

‘I don’t know,’ Hanley had said at last. And that was the way it had been left. Everything depended on Manning and Jeanne Clermont.

‘Reestablish the relationship,’ Hanley had said.

‘You’re crazy.’

‘It may not be possible. You see, it is a reasonable risk. To take the chance …’

Chance. Risk. Logic. None of it made any sense and they knew it, but they had to cloud the nonsense in words that would mask their own doubts.

Manning put down the glass of beer in the bistro. The students had left the machines and were at the front door. And across the street, the door of the English bookstore opened. For a moment Jeanne Clermont stood framed in the opening, the thin light from the shop behind her. She glanced up at the leaden sky and felt the mist on her pale face. She looked up the street and down and seemed to consider; then she started across the shimmering street.

Manning watched her through the mist and the streaked window glass as though he saw her in a dream, through memory.

He had taken the photograph from her room that day. He had replaced all the books and the diaries and the papers, and he had made certain that she would find no trace of the intruder in her rooms. But he had taken the photograph; it was absurd, it broke all the rules, but he could not have left it.

She crossed to the walk in front of the brasserie, the book purchase tucked under the sleeve of her raincoat, and opened the door as though it were not a momentous act.

Manning could only look up at her as though he had been startled. His eyes were wide, and he felt a little afraid; he could not imagine being so close to her again.

Jeanne Clermont stopped in the doorway and stared at him. The door was partially open behind her, blocked by the frozen gesture of her hand. Then she dropped the book on the tiles; it made a loud sound, and the proprietor stopped in midargument, frowned, and glared at her.

Manning could not speak.

Jeanne picked up the book and let the door swing shut behind her.

She stood still for a moment. Her eyes were unchanging, large and calm and so blue that they made her pale skin seem even more pale by contrast. Perhaps there were little lines of age at the edge of her eyes, but perhaps they had always been there. Her mouth was still wide and handsome in the frame of her face. She did not speak.

‘Jeanne.’ He half rose, pushing the chair screeching behind him.

Silence for a moment; they might have been the only people left alive in the city.

And then her eyes changed, her soul shifted behind the blue irises. Manning watched her eyes and thought he saw pain cross them. Or was it only a reflection of his own pain?

‘William,’ she said. Her voice was low, as he had remembered it, but not young and not soft; it had acquired a burden with the years.

‘I never expected, I never –’ He began the lies and then stopped; the words were not needed. He could only hope the deception of their meeting would be agreed by her. Words would not mask it.

‘No,’ Jeanne Clermont said. She stared at him the way one stares at an old photograph or recalls a memory. ‘Neither did I,’ she said.

And she took one hesitant step toward him.
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Lakenheath, England

All things bright and beautiful,

All creatures great and small,

All things wise and wonderful;

The Lord God made them all …

Pim seemed to bounce up and down in the pew as he sang the familiar words with earnest feeling but without a decent regard for pitch or harmony. It did not really matter: his voice was lost with the others in the small congregation huddled at the back of the damp old church, and seemed nothing more than a surging whisper in the tide of the others, as though each word he spoke – however keenly felt – had to be hidden.

Next to him, Gaunt did not sing, but waited with ill-conceived impatience for the evensong service to be concluded. It was bizarre; nothing that had happened since Pim phoned him in London at noon and urgently asked to meet him in this rural village in the fens seemed real. And now, without saying anything to him by way of explanation, Pim had hurried Gaunt along into this ancient pile of church architecture to take part in evensong.

Gaunt looked down at Pim as the hymn progressed and saw that tears glistened in the small, deep hazel eyes. Gaunt, not for the first time that day, felt uncomfortable, as though Pim were embarrassing himself and Gaunt was helpless to do anything about it; it was akin to the feeling he sometimes had in the theater during a bad performance. Gaunt fancied himself a man of rare sympathies.

Gaunt – he was aptly named, for his dark face was cadaverous and his limbs seemed to hang as limply as rumpled clothes from his trunk – turned his eyes away from Pim and his tears and fixed them on the young vicar enthusiastically leading the singing. White alb and purple stole. Something stirred memory: Purple was the color of Lent, wasn’t it? But it must be Lent, it was March; in any case, Easter would be late this year.

Not since childhood had Gaunt thought about matters such as Lent or the color of liturgical vestments in the Anglican Church. Why had Pim dragged him to this place on a dull, foggy Sunday afternoon?

‘But you must come,’ Pim had said. ‘Something has transpired.’

Gaunt, comfortable in his library in the elegant flat he owned off the Marylebone Road, had not wanted to respond to Pim’s telephone call. In the first place, he did not want to be connected to Pim’s strange little network at all, but circumstances and politics inside Auntie had conspired against him. There were always conspiracies in the intelligence branch, and Gaunt felt, with some justification, that he was often made the victim of them.

‘I’m sorry I had to call you,’ Pim had said at the remote Lakenheath railway station.

‘Had to change trains at Ely,’ Gaunt complained.

‘I know, I know. Back of beyond here, only sixty-five miles from London. Difficult to believe, isn’t it?’

‘What dreadful thing has transpired –’

‘Not now, wait till we get into the village.’ He had pushed the little Ford Escort down the narrow road to the winding high street of Lakenheath, two miles away. As he talked, his breath rose in steamy puffs from his thick red lips. Gaunt could almost read his words like the smoke signals of red Indians.

‘Is the heater broken?’

‘Yes, I’m afraid so, meant to have it repaired but there are too many –’

‘My God, I’m certain Auntie can come up with the necessary funds to finance it if –’

‘Not that,’ Pim had said. The words had tumbled out of the roly-poly mouth like clowns on a mat. ‘Actually, just have time to go up to the church in the village, got myself in a bit of a bind, I’m afraid, you see. I’ve been studying this particular church for weeks now, wanted to get around the vicar. The old vicar was a bit of a curmudgeon, this new one is much better. Really fascinating church, you see, I told the vicar I would attend evensong and he let me have an hour with the brasses.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Brasses. Brass of the De Lacey knight, really superb, though a bit small. Fourteenth-century, been closed for years and –’

‘Brass? Are you speaking of brass rubbings? Is that what this is all about?’

The irritation had startled Pim, and he had turned to his companion in the cold little car as it chugged into Lakenheath. Pim’s eyes had widened, and his mouth dropped. ‘Why, of course not. I wouldn’t have called you up here about brass rubbings, Gaunt. That’s just my little hobby, you might say. What do you think this is about, anyway?’

The response irritated Gaunt into temporary silence. The irritation had begun with the phone call and been compounded by the race across London to the train to East Anglia leaving from Liverpool Street Station, and heightened by the five-minute wait on Lakenheath platform.

The silence encouraged Pim:

‘London doesn’t understand the difficulties in this sort of operation. These people are worse than Russians when it comes to gossip and suspicion; in fact, they’re worse than the Irish … London gave me no methodology on this, only the target. I had to take Felker, for instance, I told you from the first that Med Section had fobbed off Felker onto us …’

On and on, a mosaic of words that made a crazy-quilt pattern. Until he mentioned Felker a second time, and Gaunt was compelled to interrupt.

‘This is about Felker then?’

For the second time, Pim turned in the little car and looked at his companion with something like astonishment pasted on the porcine features.

‘Of course, who do you suppose it would be about? I never wanted Felker, I want you to note that. Later, I mean, when we make the report.’

Felker. The weak link in the whole strange pattern of the operation that had gone on all that winter at Mildenhall, where the American air force maintained its strong operations.

‘Why can’t you tell me now?’ Gaunt had pleaded, following the little man into the churchyard and around the broken path to the side door of the Norman edifice, with its squat tower and bleak yet eloquent walls and windows.

‘I saw the vicar. In the high street, I had to agree … he remembered that I had promised … this is such a mess, but it will all be straightened out …’ The words had trailed off as Pim led Gaunt into the church and they were made silent by the presence of the others in the little congregation.

Something had gone terribly wrong. Gaunt knew Pim, and for all the little man’s distracted speech and fluttering ways, he was not a fool. Something had gone terribly wrong with the assignment.

‘And I must say what comfort there is to be found in the words of the Twenty-third Psalm. Because it is not only the boasting of David in the power and majesty of God and in David’s belief that God will uphold the faithful; it is in the certainty that God will surely comfort us in our moment of trouble, as we walk “through the valley of the shadow of death.” What shall we fear? Nothing but our fear of God. Comfort is what He brings us in that terrible hour. Such a cosy word, “comfort”; it conjures up the image of a friendly fire at the end of a long and damp day in the fields …’

Gaunt frowned at the words of the vicar, but none would have noticed the frown; his face had few emotional ranges that were not dominated by his thin lips and narrow eyes. If he were to smile, it might be mistaken for a frown. He had large teeth and they were bared – at smile or frown – by the thin layer of lips.

Rubbish, thought Gaunt. He felt the service would never end. He felt as he had as a child, trapped by the adult conventions of service and worship and meaningless rituals and words that lied. Shall I fear no evil? Of course I shall fear it; it cloaks every step I make in the service; it cloaks the silly chatter of Pim, who prattles about brass rubbings when all he means is that he cannot tell me yet about Felker. What is he waiting for?

Gaunt looked at Pim in the pew next to him and saw that the porcine features were in repose; the words of the vicar, however hoary, rolled over Pim like comforting waves of heat from that fire crackling in the metaphorical fireplace, waiting for him at the end of a gray, wet day in the fields.

A day like this Sunday, Gaunt thought.

‘And remember always that the Lord shall be with you, all of you, each in your secret hearts, all the days of your life, and let this comfort you …’

But there was no comfort, Gaunt would argue. Except that there is no comfort and the end of the long gray day in the fields is only darkness and the peace of oblivion.

Rain began to beat again at the windows, gently, like a stranger knocking at the back door. Cold, mist, rain, wind; there was no comfort in nature or in words or priests. Especially in thoughts of God.

They rose and sang another hymn, and Gaunt groaned another ‘My God, Pim’ under his breath, but the little man ignored him and sang the hymn in the same surging flat voice as before, rolling like the cold waters in the drainage ditches that cut through the fields in East Anglia. Gaunt had studied the countryside from the window of the first-class compartment of the train up from London. Flat and timeless and dismal, with the flat sky pressing down on the flat earth as though all things had lost a dimension. The fields were turned for spring planting and were black, held down by leaden unmoving clouds that stretched from the Wash down to London and beyond.

Pim touched his shoulder. He realized he had been daydreaming and the service was over. He moved out of the pew, holding his trilby in hand. The young vicar had moved down to the side door that faced the graveyard. Darkness had fallen. The vicar’s youthful face was bright with good-fellowship and a smile that bespoke gratitude to the congregation; at least they had come to be comforted.

‘Thank you for attending, thank you, Mr Pim.’

‘It was a wonderful service, Vicar.’

‘And for bringing your friend …’

The vicar wanted to talk, to pin them in conversation, but behind them a large woman in a gray coat shoved up to gush at the young minister. ‘What a beautiful sentiment,’ she began.

Pim escaped with Gaunt into the mist of the graveyard. They stood for a moment and felt the chill seep into their clothing.

‘What now, Pim? Tea at the vicarage?’

The little man huddled into his mackintosh; his piggish eyes darted up and showed a trace of annoyance. ‘Yes, Gaunt, that’s all very well. In fact, I met the vicar on the high street scarcely two hours ago, he reminded me about the service, and I had promised him. You don’t seem to appreciate the difficulties in operating – in running any decent sort of operation – in this country. Especially in Suffolk. My God, Gaunt, these people consider a stranger someone who has lived here less than thirty years. We have constrictions in this sort of society, you simply don’t understand, no one at Auntie understands –’

‘All right, all right, what now? What about Felker?’

‘Yes. What about Felker?’ The voice was solemn, dirge-like. The rain and darkness closed around them; they were beyond the pale of light coming from the church door, beyond the gaggle of women and elderly men gathered around the young priest.

‘Leave the car, let’s go up to the Half Moon for a warm pint.’

‘Pim …’

But the little man led the way without words. Again, Gaunt followed him around the bulk of the Norman spire and up the high street, which was merely an extension of the main road. At the end of the strip of shops squatted the Half Moon with its dark, flinty stone glistening in the damp. To the side of the structure were the outside toilet facilities. The stink of centuries was in the stones and in the damp wood. The green door beckoned with a single lamp above it and a wooden sign that said the proprietor had license to sell beverages on or off premises.

‘Saloon bar,’ Pim said, nodding toward the dark inner entrance. They climbed the steps and waited at the bar.

The proprietor was a middle-aged man with a round bald head and sly blue eyes. The public bar on the other side of the pub was bright and cosy; the saloon bar, albeit more elegant, was cold and empty and dark.

‘Evening,’ the publican said.

‘Two pints bitter,’ Pim ordered.

Gaunt interrupted with a stubborn tone. ‘Large Grant’s, I think, if you have it.’

‘We have it, sur,’ the publican said, immediately adopting an air of hostile subservience. His accent was pure Suffolk, the words uttered with a slurred reluctance, each sound born like a breech calf, half strangled through the clenched lips.

The publican drew the bitter and placed the pint on the bar and then measured a portion of smoky Scotch into the snifter glass.

‘Ice, sur?’ the publican said.

‘No thank you.’

‘Americans,’ he said.

Gaunt said, ‘I beg your pardon?’

‘The American base, sur. Not far from here. At Mildenhall? We get Americans sometimes, not often, they don’t patronize the village shops, have all their goods brought to them in the PX. Even flour. Don’t like our flour, they say. Everything has to be made with ice. And vodka. They don’t fancy whisky; everything must be vodka.’

‘Yes, isn’t it so?’ Pim said brightly. ‘Ah, well; we have to put up with them.’

‘I don’t mind the ones drink quiet and don’t make a fuss.’ The publican furrowed his brow. ‘The local girls. That’s what I can’t stand. They hitch up to the base every Saturday night, want to get themselves a rich American, I suppose. England isn’t good enough –’

‘Ah, well, just so,’ said Pim.

Gaunt withdrew from the circle of light at the bar. Why did Pim indulge these people? The conversations of rustics were endless, pointless, circles in circles.

‘Mind, I don’t have a prejudice against them. Except the blacks, I can’t abide them in my place.’

‘Yes, yes, feel just the same.’

‘Nothing I like less than to see a black one with one of the local girls. They have no shame.’

‘Who? The blacks?’ Gaunt could not resist it; the frustrations of the day were piled in his remark.

The publican gave him an angry look and turned away, back to the public bar on the far side of the old house. A game of darts was in progress there, and they could hear the steady thunk thunk as the darts embedded themselves in the board.

‘You didn’t have to say that.’

‘My God, sit down, Pim, and give a fill and stop this bucolic tour.’

‘This is my territory, Gaunt; this is my operation. You can’t come la-de-da from Auntie and queer it for me.’ The uninflected voice suddenly found its roots in the East End; it was rough, threatening. The little man who had seemed so ridiculous weeping at church seemed dangerous now.
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