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Chapter 1

The car that pulled up at Number Eight Tristam was British and looked government, but the man who jumped out was an American. He wore an Ivy League suit that did not make him look British but rather like a style-conscious college man, and this in spite of the balding head and the body with too much soft flesh.

There was a bobby at the arched entrance to the building. He nodded at the American but did not get a reply. The American went straight into the building, holding onto his briefcase tightly with both hands. He did not do this from fear of losing the briefcase but because the gesture made clear that things were important.

It did not keep the girl in the hall from holding the man at her desk for a while, checking that he was Curtis Ellis, that he was the new liaison from the American State Department, that he was expected. And that Major Pitt would see him now.

A very old elevator with rattling grillwork took Curtis Ellis to the third floor. Passing the first floor he heard teletypes chattering; passing the second floor he heard conversation that seemed to be in Chinese. On the third floor — once the elevator stopped rattling — he heard steam thumping in the hall radiator.

There was one blank wall painted green, and there were dark, ornate doors in the other. Ellis found no directory posted, no numbers on any doors.

“Hello there. Mister Ellis?”

Ellis turned and saw a slight man lean out of one of the doors. “I’m looking for Major Pitt. Can you tell me….”

“Certainly. I’m Major Pitt.”

“Oh,” said Ellis and went down the corridor. He looked at Major Pitt and could see where the Englishman’s light hair was thin on the top and how the shoulders of his jacket sagged down.

“Sorry you had to come looking,” said Ellis, “but there’s no directory. That’s carrying your secrecy a little far, isn’t it?” Ellis laughed, but only to cover his bad temper.

“That’s not secrecy, I’m afraid.” Major Pitt stepped aside to let Ellis come in. “Just oversight. Find a seat, won’t you?”

There was a large table in the room and Major Pitt pulled out one of the chairs. “Coffee, Mister Ellis?”

“No, thank you. I’ve had breakfast.”

Major Pitt smiled but said nothing. There was a teapot and a hotplate on the table, and after swilling the pot around for a moment, Major Pitt poured himself a cup of black coffee. When he put his cup down on the table he pushed papers and folders aside. They covered all of the table and the size of this clutter commanded the room. The ceiling was low, which added to the crowded impression, and the windows started close to the floor and were curved on top so that the window shades cut the arch in half. The whole room, like the Major’s jacket, reflected the same man to Ellis and the impression was bad.

Ellis lit a cigarette and started to open his briefcase. Major Pitt, he noticed, had made no effort to cover any of the papers on top of the table. One folder read Ankara, Running Report; another said Bosporus, Vessel Counts; and a typed sheet was headed Von Horn, Missile Data, Interim. Then there were columns of figures.

By the time Ellis had his papers out of the briefcase, he had lost all confidence in Major Pitt. He coughed, waited till Pitt had shaken sugar into his cup from a paper bag, then looked up with his face an official blank.

“Major Pitt, we would like to know what’s been done.”

“Done?”

“This hinterland business in Tunisia — ”

“What?”

“Kaden. That’s the name of the area.”

Major Pitt remained mild.

“Yes. Of course, I’ve been briefed.”

Curtis Ellis sighed. “I don’t pretend that I understand.” He looked very official now “After all, this is a French territorial — ”

“Precisely why the French are not concerned. Their preoccupation is territorial. Ours is pan-Arabic. Besides,” Major Pitt smiled because he enjoyed the ironic, “nothing has happened in Kaden.”

“Nothing?” Curtis Ellis rattled his papers. “One. This El Habed refused questioning by our team sent to his court by special appropriation of Congress. He….”

“If your government is still wondering whether he is a Communist,” Major Pitt said to his cup, “I can only repeat that El Habed is the head of a dynastic family whose feudal leadership in this area has remained unchanged for the last five hundred years.”

“Two,” said Curtis Ellis. He did not like to be instructed. “Gaman, that other chieftain up there, you know — ”

“I know whom you mean.”

“Well, he refused to accept our foreign aid loan! And if that isn’t fishy….”

“Quite,” said Major Pitt, because none of this was new to him.

“Three. The other one there — ”

“Mohammed Hassan.”

“Yes. Mohammed Hassan. He sent back the arms we were going to give him. A free gift!”

“A rare experience,” said Major Pitt.

“Rare? They’re getting uppity, is what I call it!"

Major Pitt did not understand the idiom. He understood that Curtis Ellis was outraged and wondered why the U.S. State Department had sent a young man who took personal affront at the complications of international power play. Major Pitt looked around for his pipe but then decided against it. It would take too long. It would delay Curtis Ellis. He said, “Those things you mentioned — ” those insults, he wanted to say — “add to the picture, of course, but the important event, in fact the one that drew our attention, Mister Ellis, is the sudden harmony in Kaden."

“Harmony? We love harmony, Major Pitt!"

“Of course. Uh — I think I see my pipe over there. Would you hand me my pipe?"

Ellis handed over the pipe. Pitt lit up and sighed out a thin cloud. “I too love harmony,” he said, keeping his eyes closed. Then he opened them and talked more like before. “We need to know why there is harmony, why the Berber chiefs in Kaden have stopped quarreling."

“Have you asked the French? They’re supposed to be running…."

“Mister Ellis. They know nothing. They have their hands full with bloodshed. Their territorial labors are not concerned with Kaden. We are. Your country and mine. We are concerned with a power imbalance, whose causes are not national, Mister Ellis, but international.” Then Pitt tried to smile again. “Why else would you be here?"

It felt like a reprimand to Curtis Ellis. “Well, Sir, I’m here because we want results. Now we don’t pretend to have an espionage service as, uh, venerable as yours, so we let you carry the ball. Of course, we want to know why they didn’t take our loan and the arms, because that’s likely to mean only one thing. Communism."

“Mister Ellis. One moment.” Major Pitt took the pipe out of his mouth and rubbed his hand over his face twice, hard. “The Berbers in the Kaden area — you mentioned three of their more powerful chieftains — are an unknown weight. They’ve had their internal preoccupations, but it seems not any longer. They can now become, in the balance of the pan-Arabic movement, that unknown weight. Their swing of allegiance to the East or West can mean oil or no oil, can mean bases or no bases for your country, can mean NATO forces committed or not committed. Why? They can make or break peace in the Near East and so enhance Arab nationalism, and so make diplomacy possible or impossible. That’s how delicate matters are. A few Berber chiefs!"

“Well? What are they going to do?"

Major Pitt had thought he had made that clear. He had thought that the young man would see that it was sometimes necessary to live without certainty of simple facts. Major Pitt did not feel responsible for the young man’s education but would instead mention something concrete.

“Well, I’ll tell you what we’ve got,” said Major Pitt. “We found Wheeler.”

It sounded simple and it meant nothing to Ellis.

“Your predecessor didn’t tell you about Wheeler?” said Major Pitt.

“I’ve been briefed, of course, in regard to the full details….”

“Jacques Trellard,” said Pitt. “Did he mention Trellard?”

“Oh yes. That agent. You were looking for him.”

“Trellard and Wheeler are the same man.”

“Same man? Two names?”

“Mister Ellis,” said Pitt. “He is an agent.” Then Major Pitt inhaled the smoke from his pipe, something he did rarely.

“All right,” said Ellis. “So you found your own agent.” Ellis lit a cigarette, showing with casual gestures that he could hold up his end of the conversation without really trying.

“Anthony Wheeler is not really our agent,” said Pitt. “He has worked for us in the past, and we would like him on the Kaden assignment. Very good man. Remarkable talents and contacts.”

“Not your steady agent? Whom else does he work for? I mean, I don’t want to tell you your business, Major, but how do you know he isn’t a turncoat, for instance?”

“Actually he is an American,” said Major Pitt.

Curtis Ellis, the youngest member of the Ellis family, which had rendered government service to their country for five generations, shut his mind to further suspicions. At least for the moment, in front of the Englishman. He just said, “He’s a citizen?”

Major Pitt had to laugh and he did it as kindly as possible. He had the rash thought to tell Ellis that Anthony Wheeler could prove citizenship in at least six different countries, spoke as many languages, had an assortment of fitting names, and disliked baseball.

“Have you seen yesterday’s Times?“ said Major Pitt. He pulled it out from under the hot plate and showed Ellis a column. “I show you this to reassure you that we have an excellent man.”

Ellis looked at the column where Major Pitt had his finger. The headline read, Pakistan Rice Production up 55 per cent.

“You want me to read this?”

“No. You needn’t. What I should like you to know is that this production increase kept Pakistan from accepting a loan together with the usual commitments from the USSR. A decided advantage for your country and mine, and that the production increase was possible because of radical reduction in agricultural sabotage, the direct consequence of Mister Wheeler’s sub rosa activity in our behalf. Now will you step to this wall, please.”

There was a large chart on the wall indicating an uninterrupted production output of certain jet engines.

“The man who is responsible for this work is employed in one of the Rolls-Royce plants in this country,” said Major Pitt. “Two years ago he was in a train in Hungary, on his way to Siberia. Mister Wheeler is responsible for his presence with us.”

Curtis Ellis nodded and tried to go back to his briefcase.

“One more item, Mister Ellis.” Pitt sounded dry now and unperturbed. “You know the Nautilus, your atomic submarine.”

“Of course.”

“Perhaps you also know that aspects of that ship’s power plant are already outmoded.”

“What?”

“You have better power plants at this time. And the reason your country has them instead of the Russians, Mister Ellis, is because of counterespionage involving, once more, Anthony Wheeler.”

“All right,” said Ellis. “Okay.” He went to the table where he picked up his papers. He started to put them back into his briefcase.

“You say he’s an American?”

“Born in Akron, Ohio.”

“Akron?“

“You don’t like the town?”

Ellis looked elsewhere, shrugged his shoulders. He had never been in Akron, Ohio. He said, “Where did he go to school?”

“University of Zurich. Most of his youth, though, was spent in Germany.”

“Nazi Germany?”

There was a knock on the door and Major Pitt didn’t answer. He opened the door and a young man came in with a folded message sheet. “Geneva,” said the young man, and after handing the paper over he left immediately.

Major Pitt opened the sheet, looked at the typed sentence, stuck the paper into his pocket. “If you mean was he a Nazi,” he said as if he had not been interrupted, “no. He was not. His father represented an American firm in Berlin and never left. He was well connected. At first he stayed for business reasons, then he was interned, and later he died there. During the raids. Perhaps his father had been a Nazi, or rather, he was one of the businessmen to whom the term Nazi meant nothing. At any rate, young Wheeler escaped to Switzerland. That’s when we met him.” Major Pitt had stayed by the door and now folded his hands behind his back. “He has stayed in the business ever since.”

Curtis Ellis snapped shut his briefcase — he did know when an interview was over. He walked to the door and said, “So, he’s going to straighten out those natives — ”

“No, Mister Ellis. That’s not our function. We are going to find out what goes on in Kaden, and the best man is looking into it.”

Curtis Ellis left after that.

Major Pitt took the message sheet out of his pocket and looked at the code sentence, which was in German. Rad dreht sich nicht. It meant that Anthony Wheeler didn’t want the assignment.





Chapter 2

Geneva has many exchange centers for high-priced information on international matters. It is strange that the Swiss, tight-laced and small-townish, should be host to the most actively international pursuit of all, espionage. But the good reasons for this have remained the same. A central European location, a neutrality favoring international finance, colorless politics, and a leniency toward foreign elements that comes from a wish to remain uncommitted.

But none of this shows. There is a famous restaurant with big, arched windows framing the lake and mountains. The table tops are white marble, the walls are mahogany brown with much ornamental woodwork, and when weather permits the wide glass doors are open so that the tables outside, under the awning, make the restaurant look larger than it actually is.

Who goes there in the afternoon? Anyone. A couple with rucksacks and alpenstocks, each eating bean soup with sausage. A bürger with stiff collar and vest who is reading his paper and keeps running his hand along the gold chain that is strung from one vest pocket to the other. A man who has draped his loden cape over a chair and sits with his chin in one hand, staring out of the door at the view The saucers in front of him show that he has had five apéritifs. A group of young Germans are reading their Baedeker and some of them are addressing their picture postcards. At a table under the awning a grey-haired man wearing tweeds and steel-rimmed spectacles is eating a cherry torte. When he is done the waiter brings him another one, together with coffee this time, because this happens in exactly that order each afternoon.

In the group are three regular agents: one of the young Germans, who works for the Russians; the bespectacled man, who is a Russian but does not know the young German in lederhosen; and the waiter, who works for the French.

Anthony Wheeler is the man with the five apéritifs, but he isn’t currently employed.

“Another?” said the waiter.

Wheeler nodded and then looked at the clock. Three-thirty. There would be no mail until four-fifteen and the post office where he rented a box was only a few minutes away.

The waiter brought the apéritif and Wheeler sipped at it It tasted less and less strong now; perhaps he should stop. But why? A fine vagueness was taking over, an absence of thought, leaving only uncomplicated realities, like the light on the lake, the grain of the table top, and the squeak of the wire chair when Wheeler moved.

The Germans left after a while, and once the Russian looked up and waved at Wheeler. Anthony Wheeler smiled back, then read his paper. Wheeler knew Kossov, the Russian, the way two men who are in the same business but not with the same firm know of each other.

Anthony Wheeler closed the paper, stretched, and sighed at the ceiling. It would be nice, he thought, if he really had nothing to do but sit here.

A man came in from the street. Wheeler saw him against the light and paid no attention. He watched the couple who were eating their soup with the sausage.

“Are you drunk?"

The question annoyed Wheeler because he was not drunk and because he disliked a voice coming unexpectedly from over his shoulder. He turned around and when he saw who it was he grunted and had an impulse to look away, as if that would make the man disappear.

“May I sit down?” said Major Pitt.

“Of course. I’m sorry,” said Wheeler. He got up, shook hands with the Major and even smiled. The surprising thing was not Wheeler’s sudden politeness, but the fact that he had not been polite from the beginning.

“Apéritif?” asked Wheeler but then, without waiting, “you’ll have coffee.”

“As a matter of fact,” said Major Pitt and scraped his chair around to improve his view of the lake, “since this is much like a vacation for me, I will have an apéritif.”

“I bet you’re on a vacation,” said Wheeler.

Major Pitt laughed but said nothing else and only asked, “What’s your apéritif?”

“Sweet vermouth.”

“Very good. Very good,” said Major Pitt and then he signaled the waiter to bring him what Wheeler was drinking.

The two men sat at the round table and smiled at each other. Major Pitt smiled because he thought Wheeler was about to say something, and Wheeler smiled because it was the easiest way of saying nothing. Then he said, “You’re not on vacation. You hate sweet wine. Why don’t you order coffee? I wish you would at least enjoy that.”

“I wish,” said Major Pitt, “you would not try so hard to be helpful in these unimportant respects. You could be most helpful, you know, and in a decidedly consequential way….”

“If I went to Kaden.”

“Why did you say no when I had you contacted?”

“I’m on a vacation.”

“In Geneva?” said Major Pitt.

Wheeler did not want to say that he was working, because he was not, and he could not insist to Major Pitt that he was on a vacation in Geneva because that would be ridiculous.

“And Kossov over there,” said Pitt, “he is on a vacation too, eh?”

“It does sound ridiculous,” said Wheeler.

Major Pitt saw that Wheeler had been quite serious, if only because he had made no attempt to explain. Major Pitt took his glass and sipped a little vermouth. “If this is personal, Anthony, let me apologize for questioning you.”

“You needn’t, Major. Thank you.”

“But I am rather anxious for a good man in Kaden. You’ve been in North Africa several times. That’s my only reason for prodding you.”

He stopped talking because Kossov was walking toward their table. Kossov smiled at the Major, bowed a little, and walked past to the newspaper rack. He said, “Excusez-moi,” and the three men all nodded and wore friendly smiles. They could hear Kossov flapping the papers around when Wheeler said, “Why don’t you ask Fairchild? He knows North Africa better than I do.”

“Fairchild,” said Major Pitt and shrugged his shoulder.

It was a delicate matter to discuss with Wheeler, but Fairchild, as far as Major Pitt was concerned, was not acceptable.

“As a matter of fact,” said Wheeler, “he worked for the Deuxième Bureau in Algeria for almost two years.”

“I know Fairchild’s qualifications,” said Major Pitt.

They had to stop talking again because Kossov was coming back very slowly with his head behind an open copy of Figaro.

“You are going to bump into the table,” said Wheeler.

“Oh — ah — excusez-moi — mille fois — ” said Kossov, laughing and rattling his paper and then, “Major Pitt, comment cela va-t-il — ” but he had to keep walking at the last minute because Major Pitt only smiled back.

They watched the old Russian walk to his table where he leafed back and forth through his paper as if he couldn’t find something in particular.

“It looks like he will be back,” said Major Pitt. “The paper does not satisfy him.”

“Thirty years a professional spy,” said Wheeler, “and still an eavesdropper.”

They watched the Russian come back. He looked very preoccupied now and missed the table by several feet.

“I have it here,” said Wheeler. “Monsieur Kossov?” and he held up the paper he had on the table, a week-old copy of Pravda.

But Kossov did not want it. He protested in French, then switched to English out of respect for Major Pitt. He could not repeat his return maneuver because both men at the table were watching him. He walked by, smiling with a show of achievement, holding his paper so they would not miss that it was the Wall Street Journal.

“Is he still relay man here in Geneva?” asked Pitt.

“Thirty years. I sometimes wonder how he survived.”

“Because he is harmless,” said Pitt. Then he coughed and looked in his glass. “The reason I don’t want Fairchild, Anthony, is that it’s been quite a while since he has worked for us.”

“You needn’t be kind,” said Wheeler and looked up at the clock.

“If you like,” said Pitt, “because he is too rich.”

“Now if Kossov had said that….” but Wheeler looked at the clock again, no longer interested in the small cleverness he had meant to make.

Major Pitt saw that Wheeler wanted to leave, but he waited a moment. Then he said, “Are you by any chance here in Geneva because of Fairchild?”

It had been a very good guess. Anthony Wheeler, who affected as much as possible an air of friendly indifference, a manner that came close to vagueness, was sensitive about only one thing — his friendship with Fairchild. He had mentioned Fairchild because the man had been on his mind, and then he had switched to discussing Kossov.

“I haven’t seen him in about four years,” said Wheeler.

“He was in Argentina for a while.”

“Not now” Wheeler drank the rest of his apéritif. “And Geneva is as good a place to check on his whereabouts as any.”

“If he has not been in touch with you for four years, Anthony, then perhaps your friendship is somewhat one-sided.”

Wheeler looked at Major Pitt and then at the Major’s tie. “You have your loyalties,” he said, “and I have hardly any.”

Major Pitt tried to smile, but he suddenly felt compelled to put his hand to his tie and straighten it. He had not felt annoyed until then.

“You’ll admit, Anthony, that his conduct on his last assignment with us was most questionable. The entire Mossadegh crisis was amplified by his behavior. He made money from the Arabs, from the Russians, and from the American interests. And presumably he was working for us.”

“But you’ve solved that problem,” said Wheeler. “You’re not using him anymore.”

“And your problem,” said Major Pitt, “is that you feel obligated to an irresponsible opportunist who happened to be the one who got you out of Nazi Germany.”

It was, thought Major Pitt, an oversimplification, but it was true as far as it went. Fairchild had been one of the few British agents who had still some mobility in Berlin when England declared war on the Reich. He had known Anthony Wheeler’s father and he had known a few German industrialists. There had been, as a matter of fact, private transactions between Fairchild and old Wheeler, the kind of thing that made Major Pitt suspect Fairchild.

When the Wheelers were interned they were separated, and Anthony never learned where his father was. But Fairchild knew.

Fairchild got Anthony Wheeler out, across the border to Basel.

Anthony Wheeler’s feelings toward Fairchild had started as gratitude, but when he had found out the older man’s real profession he became fascinated. Young Wheeler met Major Pitt through Fairchild, and Major Pitt had been interested in a few things that Wheeler knew from his times in Berlin. And since Wheeler knew several languages and a lot of Europe, Major Pitt had helped the young man even after he joined the American Army. Wheeler had spent the war in CIC and often worked in liaison with Pitt’s organization.

But Wheeler’s real attachment had been to Fairchild. Fairchild not only moved in a world beyond the usual laws, but his personal conduct had easy laws of its own. He could show warmth with overpowering immediacy, when he felt like it, and at all times he created an innocent impression, because he never felt guilt. He once gave a fine demonstration of this, and it was the thing that filled Anthony Wheeler with admiration.

After the war, when Wheeler went back to Europe, he joined Major Pitt’s organization now and then for a small job. Between jobs he was broke. Ten thousand dollars belonging to him had been lost in transfer to the States, because the transfer had gone through a Paris bank when the Germans had suddenly swung on the city and a lot of things had been lost.

“You’re broke?” Fairchild had said when they met in London.

“I’m working for Pitt,” said Wheeler, “but not steady.”

“Me neither,” said Fairchild and laughed. He was tanned from a stay in Saudi Arabia, or perhaps Syria, because he mentioned both. “Been working for the international set,” he explained. “Mark my word, Tony, it’s the new wave of the future,” and he had laughed, which seemed enough of an explanation.

“I’m meeting an American through Major Pitt,” said Anthony Wheeler, “from what used to be OSS. It’s a job, if my Spanish is good enough.” This showed, he felt, that he was not hopeless and that he meant to stay in the work that Fairchild was doing so well in.

“Checking on immigrants through Mexico?”

“How did you know?”

“I just told you,” Fairchild laughed. “I’m with the international set.”

It was no explanation but Wheeler laughed too. He said, “If my Spanish is good enough, I think I’ll get the job.”

“Is it?”

“Good enough?”

“Yes.”

“I’m not sure.”

Fairchild looked at Wheeler and then he sighed a deep sigh. “Now I feel worried,” he said, and there was no question that he seemed really concerned. “Honestly, Tony, when you worry I get a real feeling, a depressed feeling.”

“Hell,” said Wheeler, becoming embarrassed.

“I mean it, Tony. I’m not as old as your father would be but not far from it, and I feel as though I had taken over for him.”

Anthony Wheeler said nothing because this was in a way true for him, and he felt really embarrassed now.

“Have you had dinner?” said Fairchild. It seemed a switch, and Wheeler felt relieved.

“Tell you what,” said Wheeler. “Let’s go to my place. I’ve got a room and a gas stove in it, and I can buy….”

“I don’t want to see your room, Tony. It’s in Soho probably and depressing. Gas stove!” he said, and sighed again. But before Wheeler could decide whether he was hurt or offended Fairchild smiled again and took his arm. “Claridge’s. My treat. Come on, Tony.”

They went to Claridge’s and first had Martinis that were dry and astringent and better than any in London, according to Fairchild. Then he turned serious. “Tony, before we eat, there’s this.”

Anthony Wheeler put his glass down and frowned at Fairchild.

“Drink your drink, Tony.”

“You look so damned upset,” said Wheeler, “I can’t figure you.”

“I am upset, dammit. That’s why I’m talking to you. Drink your drink.”

Wheeler picked up his Martini and drank because Fairchild seemed to be begging him and would not talk unless Wheeler did as he said. Then Fairchild talked and never looked away from the younger man. His look was open and truly concerned.

“Now look, Tony, I had no idea you were scraping this badly. Room with a gas stove, hunting a job, that shirt — look at your shirt — look at that miserable, cheap shirt — and me off somewhere and not looking after you.” Fairchild just paused for a quick tilt at his glass and then, “I’m going to give you twenty thousand dollars.”

“What?“

“Twenty thousand dollars. American.”

“Listen — maybe you’re a little bit out of your mind, Fairchild. Maybe the Arabian sun or the Arabian nights….”

“Shut up a minute, Tony. Your father paid me to get you to Switzerland that time during the war, and there was thirty thousand of his in the Basel Bank. For you. I kept twenty because I wanted it and now I’m giving it to you. Your money.”

“… completely nuts — ” Wheeler said a few times. It wasn’t clear whether he meant Fairchild was nuts or whether he himself was going nuts. But Fairchild meant what he said, and after a while Wheeler understood that. He understood that Fairchild wanted to help and this to the tune of twenty thousand. And with no regard for his own self-exposure.

It was the most striking thing about Fairchild and — very important — Wheeler and Fairchild were friends.

Out of embarrassed gratitude Anthony Wheeler insisted on taking only half the money Fairchild offered, and the fact is that Fairchild agreed. But this did not mean anything to young Wheeler because the important thing was that he and Fairchild were friends.

“You’ve looked at the clock twice now, Anthony,” said Major Pitt. “While I don’t want to keep you, I would very much like to….”

“I don’t want the assignment,” said Wheeler, “sorry.” And he got up.

“If you don’t mind, I’ll walk with you.”

Wheeler shrugged. They could walk and perhaps get rid of the small tension between them. Wheeler hoped that Major Pitt was not angry, and he wished that Major Pitt had not said those things about Fairchild. In a life carefully managed to be without any attachments, there was just that one exception for Wheeler, something he did not expect Major Pitt to understand. Pitt’s life was orderly with position, with family, with safe steps from parental estate, through traditional schools, to preordained government service.

“I’m going to the post office,” said Wheeler. “Just one block.”

“Word on Fairchild?”

“That’s why I’m here.”

They passed Kossov’s table and Kossov looked up with a start, then furtively reached for his hat.

“How he loves his work,” said Major Pitt.

Wheeler smiled. He suddenly stopped, turned back to the table, catching Kossov half off his chair.

“Dear Kossov,” said Wheeler in a low voice. “Please don’t follow us. We are being shadowed already.”

“Eh? Ma foi — “

“By a Trotskyite. Please consider your safety — ” and Wheeler walked out to the street.

He and Major Pitt turned in a while and saw Kossov running off in the opposite direction. But the amusement of this did not clear the air, because Major Pitt did not want the distraction.

“If you hear from him, then what?” he asked.

“Who, Fairchild?” But Major Pitt didn’t answer. It left the matter with Wheeler. “I just want to know where he is. Or what’s up.”

“After four years you expect word from him? Today?”

“I had a lead,” said Wheeler, trying to kill his irritation. “Argentina. A contact I know is following it up. His letter is due.”

Major Pitt stopped and put a hand on Wheeler’s arm. “Look, Anthony. You haven’t heard from Fairchild, or about him, and I will tell you that we haven’t either. His last job was with the French, and when it was over he left Simple as that. Now think for a moment. Why haven’t you heard about him and why haven’t we heard about him?”

Wheeler just waited.

“You and I would hear about him for one reason only, Anthony. Because he works in the same field as you and I. Espionage. You understand?”

“No.”

“My office, without trying, knows of this agent and that simply because this agent or that works in the same field. There is only one plausible reason why nobody hears of your Fairchild, Anthony. He is no longer in espionage. Simple as that.”

Wheeler had not considered this.

“Let’s walk,” said Major Pitt. They walked. “If your letter tells you nothing,” said Major Pitt, “I would like you to consider this: You take the Kaden assignment, and we will look for your friend for you, leaving you free to do your job for us.”

“Yes,” said Wheeler. “I guess you could find him sooner than I can.”

“Of course. He is undoubtedly in some kind of business, possibly in the Middle East We will start looking there. As I mentioned to you, he acquired financial interest there when the Mossadegh affair….”

“You told me,” said Wheeler. “I know he isn’t all ethics and school tie and that stuff.”

“Agreed?”

No reason not to. Pitt’s office could do more in one day of regular messages than he, Wheeler, could do in months. “All right,” he said. “Here’s the post office.”

Major Pitt said nothing. He had seen the change in Wheeler. The tension was going and so was the embarrassment of having to talk about Fairchild. He was almost smiling. This was more the usual Wheeler.

At the post office box Wheeler pulled one letter out. He tore open the envelope and read the few paragraphs. Then he tore up the sheet and walked to the wastepaper basket where he dropped the pieces without looking down. Major Pitt could see nothing in Wheeler’s face until Wheeler allowed it Even then there was no show of decision.

“All right,” he said, “tell me about it. Would you like to sit by the lake?” and he took Major Pitt’s arm. “It’s a nice view. And you can give me the details.”





Chapter 3

There hadn’t been any details. The assignment had been as vague as Wheeler himself. Three chieftains in Kaden had stopped quarreling, and maybe it meant something and maybe not. Try and find out.

“Any deadline on this?” Wheeler had asked.

“I hope not. Just so they don’t know we are looking.”

“How sensitive are they?”

“A few polite no’s to the American overtures, and of course they suspect us from the start.”

“You deserve it,” Wheeler had said and smiled politely. Major Pitt had only cleared his throat.

“Am I the only one on this?” Wheeler had asked next.

“I’m counting on it,” Major Pitt had said, thinking of Curtis Ellis.

“Any liaison with the Americans on this? In case I need their legation, or help from their bases.”

“No, no. You’ll leave that to me,” Major Pitt had said thoughtfully. “Just try and find out about this calm in Kaden. Try and find out, that’s all.”

“Find out what?” Wheeler had asked.

“What it means, for heaven’s sake!”

“No,” Wheeler had said. He was at his calmest when the other man showed exasperation. “I’ll find out for you what they’re doing, Major. You figure out what it means.” And then he had smiled again. It covered the importance of what he had said.

He’s aping that Fairchild friend of his, Major Pitt had thought. Thank God he isn’t as unprincipled yet, only aimless.

What Major Pitt thought of as aimless in Wheeler had other facets. On one hand it showed in the man’s surface gentleness, which gave him an air of charm. On the other, it was the root of his success in his work. Even Wheeler himself knew why espionage absorbed him. He liked the anonymity, the step-by-step research until there was sudden meaning under the many disguises. The very nature of what he did meant he had no identity of his own. It meant that he was never committed.

When Major Pitt chose to think of Wheeler as aimless, it had nothing to do with the way Wheeler handled the details of his craft. Wheeler checked out of his Geneva hotel as Anthony Wheeler, picked up his Luft Hansa reservation to Dortmund, Germany, and passenger Anthony Wheeler took that flight, debarked at Dortmund, took a TWA plane to London, and that man with that name disappeared there. Standard procedure. Any agent on Major Pitt’s staff could perform this, as long as he had Wheeler’s black hair, affected his slouch, and was seen from a distance. The passport picture required some work, but Major Pitt had people for that kind of work. Anthony Wheeler had slanting eyes and a nose that had once been broken. The man who arrived in London did not.

Before the Luft Hansa reservation was picked up in Geneva, Marcel Belmont crossed into France via train with neither his eyes — which slanted — nor his nose — which had once been broken — attracting the slightest attention. Belmont got off the train in Lyon where the telephone book listed sixteen parties with the same name. That evening Anthony Wheeler deplaned in Tunis, where he had arrived in a two-engine plane belonging to the Canadian Development and Mining Company. Wheeler’s passport was Canadian, and his papers showed that he was in transit to a site not far from Kaden, where Canadian Development and Mining was doing oil exploration. Anthony Wheeler was the company’s language man.

He checked into a place called Schumann’s Hotel, unpronounceable to most Tunisians, but Mister Schumann had used his name on the hotel for twenty years, causing everyone in the city to speak of it as The hotel, and that was all right with Mister Schumann.

Anthony Wheeler went to his room where a large ceiling fan paddled slowly in a circle. He switched on the lamp, which turned out to be a metal and glass affair in the “Moorish” style because Mister Schumann knew what a tourist would expect by way of local color. There were bead tassels on the lamp, and because of the glass the light came through rose. Wheeler turned down the bed, pulled the sheet off, looked in the seams of the mattress, found the bed vermin-free. Then he took a shower, which was barely lukewarm but produced hammer-blow noises in several pipes. Next he dressed in a seersucker suit and beret and went out. He looked like a hundred Europeans in the city, but not like a tourist. He took a taxi in front of the hotel and told the driver, “I’d like to see a café. You know, something with Tunis nightlife. Something typical."
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