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    CHAPTER ONE




    “DO YOU KNOW THE LINE ‘WHERE IGNORANCE IS BLISS, ’TIS FOLLY to be wise?’”




    “No. Dr. Johnson, I presume,” I said. I knew that Johnson was the source of many of Bunny’ s quotes.




    “Good guess, but no. It was a poet called Thomas Gray.”




    “Good to know. And?”




    “Do you see that distinguished-looking gentleman over there, standing by that stunning woman in the black dress?”




    “The old boy with a beard next to the femme fatale, half his age?”




    “Yes, if you want to put it that way.”




    “The lady is bliss, the old boy, ignorance?”




    “A tableau. Side by side. Almost an allegory.”




    “Allegory. Was it Mrs. Malaprop who said the Nile River was full of dangerous allegories?”




    “Yes, it was. Bravo, Riley, old boy. I’m glad to see that the navy has not interrupted your reading.”




    “Not for lack of trying. But actually it’s the Germans who keep interrupting.”




    We were at a cocktail party at the US Embassy in London. And from what I could tell, everyone was having a very good time. No one seemed the least depressed or worried. I guess the Brits were all used to the war by now. They’d been at it three years. And I was very happy to be there. The Germans had stopped bombing London for the time being; I and my ship, nicknamed the USS Nameless, had made it to England, if only just barely, and I was in one piece. What’s more, I had run into an old friend. In fact, two of them. Bunny was one. The other was Martha. So there were a few things to be grateful for.




    Bunny, also known as Dr. Dennis Finch-Hayden, was formerly professor of art history at UCLA. He was currently involved in the military intelligence business for the British government. He was a friend from the old days in California, which chronologically were not that long ago—only a couple of years, in fact—but now seemed as remote as the Gilded Age. In many ways, they were the gilded age, the Great Depression notwithstanding. In contrast to the present, in gloomy, shattered, blacked-out London, that faraway time of just a few years ago was Arcadia. Of course, it helped if you lived and worked in Hollywood, where really the only glimpse of the Depression was in a Steinbeck novel. The Skid Row bums who wandered the tucked-away slums of LA had always been there. There were just a few more of them. But by and large it was business as usual in Hollywood, regardless of what the newspapers and politicians said.




    “I take it the lady in black is attached to the old buffer in white whiskers,” I said, “and that you are somehow involved with her, and he is somehow oblivious.”




    “You have not lost your detective instincts. Yes. Hence the quote from Gray, although he didn’t mean it quite the way I do. He wrote it while he was wistfully admiring the playing fields of Eton and reflecting that the young gentlemen little knew what lay in store for them later in life.”




    “The happy days of innocence?”




    “Yes. But you understand, I apply it in a slightly different way.”




    “Sure. It reminds me of a favorite line of mine—what the eyes do not see, the heart does not feel.”




    “You are a romantic empiricist.”




    “If you say so.”




    “She is beautiful, isn’t she?” He said this in the tones of an art lover and critic, a connoisseur of beauty, which of course he was, personally and professionally. “And despite her husband’s elderly looks, he is very energetic and works late at his diplomatic chores. Well past seven in the evening.”




    “Convenient.”




    “Yes. Perfect for cinq à sept.”




    Cinq à sept, a French expression meaning literally “five to seven,” was, to Bunny’s way of thinking, among the highest expressions of French culture, on par with Impressionism or Flaubert, for it referred to the two hours a man could spend with his mistress, drinking champagne and making love, after which they both could go to their respective homes and families and face the evening with equanimity and perhaps a secret smile or two. Quite possibly, the spouse wasn’t really so ignorant and had some notion of what was going on, but didn’t much care, having outside interests of his own. Or her own. But that wasn’t a requirement. A clueless spouse was just as good as a complacent one. Bunny’s evenings après sept were especially agreeable, because when he went home, there was no one to ask where he’d been. He was a confirmed bachelor, and his housekeeper, Mrs. Keppel, was not the curious type. So Bunny’s smiles didn’t have to be discreet. He would go through his mail, change for dinner, and then go out with friends and practice being charming, although he didn’t really need the practice. He had mastered the elements, which is why the hours of five to seven were so varied and enjoyable for him. The rest of the time he was a spy.




    I once teasingly asked him if he ever intended to marry.




    “Marry? Have you ever heard of the former prime minister called David Lloyd George?”




    “Vaguely.”




    “He was once preparing for a conference in Paris and someone asked him if he intended to bring his wife along, and he said, ‘Would you take a sandwich to a banquet?’ I don’t think much of his politics, but you have to admire his sense of the fitness of things.”






    So the answer was no.




    “Of course, his ungallantry is mitigated because he was married to a woman who, when asked advice about conjugal matters, said, ‘Just close your eyes and think of England.’”




    “Really?”




    “It may be apocryphal.”




    “What does he do?” I asked, gesturing toward the old boy in the whiskers.




    “The husband, there? Free French. Works for de Gaulle. Helps him make an arrogant pest of himself, not that de Gaulle needs much help along those lines. It’s his greatest talent. Some think it’s his only talent. Other than being tall.”




    “What do you think?”




    “Oh, I couldn’t possibly comment.” He paused as he considered me for a few seconds. “I hear you had a rough time coming over.”




    “The U-boats were waiting, as usual. And the Luftwaffe. Half the ships in our convoy were sunk. We took a bomb on the fantail. Lost some very good men.” All of them were good men, actually, and I said so in each of the letters I had to write to their parents or wives.




    “Dreadful.”




    “Yes.”




    “What’s the status of your ship?”




    “It’ll be a while before the repairs are done. We need quite a bit of work, and the shipyards are full as it is. We’re in the queue on the Clyde. But there’s no telling how long we’ll be there. If we could make it back to the States, it’d be different. But we’d never make it there in our condition.” In fact, if we tried, we’d sink in the Irish Sea. We would have gone down on the way in, if we hadn’t been taken in tow by a British seagoing tug, bless ’em.




    “What are you going to do?”




    “Not much I can do. Learn to like warm beer and tea. And wait.”




    “But not alone, I hope. I see you have brought some company tonight.”




    “Yes.” He was gesturing toward Martha, the other friend I had run into.




    “She’s a journalist, I understand.”




    “Yes.”




    “Someone’s wife, too, I believe.”




    “More or less. We’re just friends. I met her in Cuba.”




    The business about being friends was only part of the truth, as Bunny knew very well. Bunny knew just about everything, it seemed. But he of all people was not going to judge a wartime affair. Or a peacetime affair, for that matter. Affairs were one of his many specialties. He was something of a specialist in specialties, and although that is a paradox, or something, it fit Bunny, who was himself something of a paradox and therefore perfectly suited for his current job. Besides, with the war on and so many men and women being sent here and there, so many wartime separations, London was rife with people looking for some temporary connection, some antidote to loneliness. Affairs were as common as the fog.




    “Very stylish woman,” he said, looking at Martha, admiringly. She was chatting with some American general, gathering material for an article, but now and then she glanced over and smiled. “Brings to mind the word ‘lissome.’”




    “Yes.”




    That wasn’t the word she brought to my mind, but I understood what he meant. She was tall and blonde and moved elegantly, like an athlete. She had lost her deep Cuban tan in the last few weeks and months, but even so she looked like her natural milieu was the out of doors, not a smoky cocktail party in a room filled with people in various uniforms, military and diplomatic. She had long blonde hair down to her shoulders, and she was the kind of woman people said was beautiful, even though she wasn’t, particularly—until you got to know her, that is, and especially if you got to know her, intimately. Then she was very beautiful. In Cuba she liked to sunbathe and swim naked, and that was when she looked the best of all. Or second best. The best was when she was lying in bed with her eyes half closed and a languid smile that suggested contentment. But not many people saw that.




    “So you’ll have company while you’re waiting for your ship to be put back together.”




    “For a while, at least. Until she goes off on her next assignment. Or has to go back to Cuba.”




    “Any interest in some temporary work?”




    “Me?”




    “Yes.”




    “Doing what?”




    “Oh, this and that. Here and there. I could arrange it, I think. It’d be better than sitting around waiting for the shipyard to put your ship to rights.”




    “It’s worth thinking about.”




    “Good. I’ll look into it.” Knowing Bunny, he had already looked into it, whatever it was, and had already made preliminary arrangements for whatever he had in mind.




    So that’s how I got into the espionage business.




  




  

    CHAPTER TWO




    “HOW BAD WAS IT, DARLING?”




    We were in Martha’s rooms at the Dorchester, on Park Lane. Of all the fancy London hotels, it was the drabbest on the outside, especially now, with the sandbags piled outside the main entrance and the windows taped or boarded. On its best day, it looked like a branch of the Bank of England or the Board of Trade. Now it didn’t look even that good. But the rooms were still luxurious, if just a bit worn. Across the street, Hyde Park was decked out in its summer green, but there were barrage balloons hovering above the nannies pushing prams and the little girls in pony clubs, riding on Rotten Row. You couldn’t forget the war, even on a sultry Saturday evening.




    “It was pretty bad,” I said.




    We were lying in bed without our clothes, which is how I realized that she had lost her dark Cuban tan. I hadn’t seen her in a while. The last time I had seen her like this was on a beach on the Caribbean side of Cuba. She was brown all over then. That had been a good day.




    “If you don’t want to talk about it, it’s okay,” she said.




    “You have enough material to write about, as it is?”




    “God, yes. There’s nothing but material.”




    “In that case, let’s skip it for the time being. Let’s talk about the next few days. I have a week’s leave.”




    “How lovely. Let’s go somewhere romantic.”




    “Paris is out, I’m afraid. But I’m open to suggestions.”




    “I know! We’ll go out to Stockbridge. It’s a little village in the country, not too far, so petrol shouldn’t be a problem. I can get a car. There’s a charming hotel there. Very cozy. Very eighteenth-century. We can fish during the day and make love at night and sleep late in the mornings and have breakfast in bed and dinners in the pub. Bangers and mash and pints of local beer. Yum.”




    “Fish?”




    “Yes. It’s brilliant fishing there. The Test River runs right through town. We’ll hire a gillie and catch some trout.”




    “That’ll be a new experience for me.”




    “Even better. I can teach you. We can rent tackle at the hotel. It will be fun. Ernest would be green with envy, not that I’ll tell him. The Test is a world-famous trout stream.” Ernest was her husband and a well-known aficionado of all things having to do with fishing.




    “It sounds perfect.”




    It didn’t really, not the fishing part, but I didn’t want to spoil her mood. And besides, she might be right. I might like it, too. The fishing part, I mean. I knew I would like all the rest of it, and, after all, wanting perfection is the best way to ruin your appreciation of the good things of life. I think Voltaire said something along those lines, and he was right about that, at least. A Bollinger ’41 might not be a Veuve Clicquot ’26, but it is still champagne. And if I’m entirely honest with myself, I can’t really tell much difference.




    “What do you want to do now, darling?” she whispered.




    “I have an idea.”




    “Oh. So I see. Encore? Well, you have been at sea for a long time, haven’t you?”




    “Yes. And away from you even longer.”




    “I’m glad. Not about the separation. But about the reunion. Do you still like me even though my tan has faded?”




    “Looking for a compliment?”




    “Yes, of course.”




    “Well, then—If ever any beauty I did see, which I desired, and got, ’twas but a dream of thee.”




    She looked at me for a moment, dropping all suggestion of flirtation.




    “Are you serious?”




    “Yes. In this case.”




    “That’s a line from John Donne, isn’t it? I think so.”




    “Yes.”




    “My God. I’d almost forgotten what a romantic you are.”




    “Someone has to be.”




    “You spoil me for the real world, you know.”




    “At your service, madame.”




    During this last Atlantic crossing, while we were shepherding the slow-moving convoy and when we were in the mid-Atlantic, and not yet into the danger zone of the Western Approaches, there was a lot of time to read, and I read most of John Donne. Not his sermons, but all the poems. He had a lot of good lines. That doesn’t mean I didn’t mean what I said to Martha. It just means Donne had a lot of good lines.




    He also wrote No man is an island. I couldn’t agree with him about that. No man is an island? Really? Once the Germans started their relentless attacks on our convoy, there were plenty of men left isolated and adrift, bobbing in the swells, pathetic specks we didn’t dare to stop and rescue because of the U-boats below and the Luftwaffe bombers overhead. The best we could do was try not to run them down as we zigzagged at flank speed to avoid the bombs and torpedoes and the burning oil and smoking cargos. Those men blown into the water when their vessels sank sure looked like little islands, some waving to us to come back, others exhausted, oil-soaked, helpless, and resigned. They were alone in their fate, as forlorn as any useless speck of coral in the midst of nothing.




    Of course, islands don’t sink and drown, so in that sense, men aren’t islands. But I don’t think that’s what Donne meant when he wrote that poem. I think he was talking about the brotherhood of man, or some such happy horseshit. Frankly, I couldn’t see it.




    And I remembered that Martha’s husband had borrowed that poem for the epigraph of a book. I wondered if he really believed it. I don’t think so. I knew him. Not that I wanted to think much about him—not while I was lying naked next to his naked wife.




    “Speaking of John Donne,” I said, “there’s another pretty line that seems appropriate. But I’ll save it for the morning.”




    “I’ll bet I know. And now good-morrow to our waking souls. Is that it?”




    “Nicely done. But you’ve ruined the surprise. I forgot that you went to Bryn Mawr.”




    “Only for three years. So you can tell me again in the morning. I promise I’ll forget it tonight, if you give me something to take my mind off it.”




    “As I said, I am at your service.”




    “And I, my darling, am at yours.”




    “Well, then, Where can we find two better hemispheres?”




    “God. I’m ruined. But, darling, let me ask you something. Are you sure I don’t need a pillow under my ass?”




    “I told you months ago in Cuba that that was nonsense.”




    “I was just wondering. I may have lost a few pounds, since I’ve been here. The food is bad for the figure.”




    “The only thing you’ve lost is your tan.”




    “I’m glad you think so. Now will you please do to me whatever you want to do?”




    “How about if I do whatever you’d like me to do?”




    “Mmm. I’ll bet they’re the same things.”




    I don’t know who told her that business about the pillow. I could guess, but I wasn’t sure. But whoever said it had hurt her, and it was unfair, because I wasn’t lying when I said she didn’t need one. She really didn’t. But even if she did, it wasn’t the kind of thing you’d say, if you cared about her. Or even if you didn’t.






  




  

    CHAPTER THREE




    IT WAS SATURDAY. IT WAS THE LAST DAY OF OUR WEEK IN THE COUNTRY, and it had turned out even better than expected. The weather cooperated. The days were sunny and mild and the evenings were cool in our rooms at the Grosvenor Hotel, a comfortable and venerable fishing hotel on the high street in the village of Stock-bridge. The hotel owned a stretch of the Test River and let us fish there under the watchful eye of the local gillie, or guide. He was named William Sutcliffe, better known as Sunny Bill, because of his perpetual scowl and all around disapproval of anything not having to do with angling specifically, or country life and pastimes, generally. Hip boots were his footwear of choice, and every day he wore the same shapeless tweed jacket, green shirt, and brown knit tie. A tweed hat completed the outfit. And of course he had a very red face. His black Labrador, Jim, went with him everywhere, including the pubs.




    “His full name is Lord Jim, after the book,” said Bill. “But he’s not a toff. Goes by plain old Jim.”




    “A dog of the people?”




    “Up to a point, missy. Up to a point.”




    Martha already knew many of the secrets of fly fishing, and between her and Sunny Bill, I learned well enough to have a good time and understand why people liked the sport. Although of course to Sunny Bill it was much more important than any mere sport, and I knew better than to use that word about it in his presence. We caught a few fish to have for dinner at the hotel, but most of the time we’d let them go back into the river, much to Sunny Bill’s disgust.




    “You’re teaching the buggers not to take the fly,” he said.




    “Come on, Bill, darling,” said Martha. “They’re not that smart.”




    “That’s as much as you know, missy.” But he said it with his version of a smile. He liked it when Martha called him “darling.”




    Bill also liked a pint or two after the day’s fishing, and he and Jim always joined us in the hotel bar afterwards. Sometimes we’d sit in the garden behind the hotel. It was a perfect little garden surrounded by an ancient brick wall that was festooned with ivy and hollyhocks. At least, I think they were hollyhocks.




    One late afternoon, while the three of us were sitting at a table there, we were joined by a young man with a friendly English face and pink complexion. He asked us, rather shyly, if he might join us. He knew Sunny Bill from before, so he assumed Martha and I must be all right, if Bill was willing to associate with us. He sat down and Martha asked his name, but he didn’t respond for a second. I thought he might be distracted by looking at her, for the week of sunshine had brought back some of the color in her face. And our nights together had erased the traces of tiny frown lines. Mine, too. But it wasn’t that.




    “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice raised. “I’ve gone a little deaf.”




    We must have seemed surprised that one so young had already lost his hearing.




    “The kites are terribly noisy,” he said, by way of explanation.




    “Allister is in the RAF,” said Bill, with a trace of pride. “Local lad makes good. Flies Spitfires, you know.”




    So here was one of Churchill’s Few, one of the pilots who won the Battle of Britain in the air. He barely looked old enough to drive. His shyness around Martha made him seem even younger than that.




    We exchanged stories for a while and then the boy pilot and Sunny Bill left for their homes, and Martha and I walked slowly down the village high street to the bridge over the river, and from there we walked along the riverbank until we came to a secluded spot we had found before while fishing, and we sat down in the grass.




    “Do you remember that time in Cuba when I said we should be careful not to fall in love?” she said, after we had sat there a while, not saying anything.




    “Yes, of course.”




    “And almost immediately afterwards I said I was in love with you?”




    “You don’t have to ask.”




    “No, I guess not. I’m sorry. And that’s when you told me you felt the same . . . that you were in love with me.”




    “Yes.”




    “Is it still true, do you think? For both us?”




    “I don’t have to think about it.”




    “No. That’s better. Better not to think. Not in this dreadful time. But it’s hard not to, being out here in the country, where everything seems so peaceful and the awful war seems so far away, and there’s just the two of us. You can almost start to believe that there’s a future. Oh, dear. Am I starting to think in clichés?”




    “No. I know what you mean.”




    I didn’t say anything else. There was really nothing to say. I knew what was coming next. We had played this scene before.




    “But it’s hopeless, isn’t it?” she said.




    “Pretty much.”




    It was not hopeless because she was married. That was not going to last much longer, regardless of what happened or didn’t happen between us. It was more the war and the long separations and the need to do the jobs we had asked for and still wanted to do. Yes, it was the war. And the fact of the war was too big to be a cliché.




    “How sad.”




    “When do you leave?” I said.




    “In another week or so. I’m not sure. But pretty soon.”






    “Where to this time?”




    “Home, I’m afraid. The Collier’s assignment is finished for the time being. There’s only so much expense money available, and I don’t want to wear out my welcome there. It’s going to be a long war. I’ll want more assignments. When do you go back to your ship?”




    “In a few days. I’m having lunch with Bunny on Monday. He’s got some sort of scheme up his sleeve. That may change things, somehow. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if there weren’t some new orders for me, waiting.”




    “Maybe they’ll send you back to Cuba. Or Key West.”




    “Would you like that?”




    “You know I would. Though it would complicate things, terribly.”




    “Well, I don’t think it’s likely. What are you going to do about the complications that are already there?”




    “You mean Ernest? I don’t know. I know it can’t go on much longer. He wants me there to play Lady of the Manor. That won’t work. I’m a writer, not a wife.”




    “I suppose it’s theoretically possible to be both.” Not in her case, though. I knew that.




    “That’s like saying that some animals mate for life, but when you look around to find some examples, all you can come up with is penguins and geese. Everyone and everything else is some version of Henry the Eighth or The Wife of Bath.”




    “And besides,” I said, “how do we really know that geese and penguins mate for life? They all look alike. They could be fooling around, and the silly scientists who’re watching them wouldn’t know the difference.”




    “That’s an old joke, darling.”




    “Yes. But a good one.”




    “You know, I think if I could get Ernest pried out of Cuba and over here to cover the real world and the war, we might be able to stand each other for a little while longer. But not much. And you know all about that.”




    “Not all. But I do know all I want to know.”




    “Yes. Much better that way. It’s my problem, and what’s happened between us is not the cause of it, in case you’re wondering.”




    “Just a symptom?”




    “Not that either. What you and I have is something apart from all that, something that lives and stays in our parallel world. Remember?”




    “Yes.”




    I didn’t really believe in what she called our parallel world. But if it made her feel better about things, I didn’t mind going along with it. It was completely inconsistent with our knowledge that things were hopeless, but it was a pleasant fiction of permanence, with no harm in it, that I could see. Besides, she knew it was a fiction, too. Nobody believed in permanence these days. Everyone knew Heraclitus was right about reality. The war had just made it more obvious. More impossible to ignore.




    “You know Eliot said mankind cannot stand too much reality,” she said. “Yet here it is, staring us in the face.”




    “Eliot, the doorman at the Dorchester?”




    “No. The other one. The make-believe Englishman. Shame on you . . . you who are such a fount of poetic quotes.”




    “My inventory is limited to poets who say beautiful things that I can repeat to beautiful women. I try to avoid dreariness.”




    “That I can believe, darling.”




    The crickets were starting to sing, and we could hear the gentle splashes of trout rising to take the mayflies off the smooth surface of the river. Now and then a pheasant would squawk, and we could hear the ever-present sound of the river gliding through the sedge on either bank. On the opposite bank we could see the willow branches moving gently as breeze passed through them.




    “The wind in the willows,” she said. “Do you know that book?”




    “Yes. Bunny recommended it to me.”




    “Talk about a world apart. Another reality. So sweet.”




    “Yes. That’s why I joined the navy—Believe me, my young friend, there is nothing—absolutely nothing—half so much worth doing as simply messing about in boats. Simply messing.”




    “Nicely done. Is that really why you joined?”




    “No. But it makes a good story.”




    She rolled on her side and looked at me.




    “It’s almost dark,” she said. “I love this time of day. Do you think it’s private enough here for us to make love? I’d like to have a memory of making love along this river. Then we’d always have it.”




    “It’s dark enough. Besides, if we get caught, what are they going to do? Send us home as undesirable aliens?”




    “I feel awfully passionate, just now. You can probably see the heat waves. I suppose by now you know me too well to be shocked. I didn’t used to get this way, you know. I didn’t used to like sex. It was just something you did to get it out of the way, so you could move on to things that matter. And I’m afraid when I leave, that old way of thinking is going to come back. But not tonight—not right now, God knows.”




    “If you’re giving me the credit, I accept.”




    “Well, you get some of it, that’s for sure. But you know, I’m also feeling pretty damned blue, even now, at this moment, even though things are so lovely. Maybe because they are.”




    “That’s natural. So do I. Aye, in the very temple of delight, veiled melancholy has her sovereign shrine.”




    “My God. You’re a walking Bartlett’s. Is that Donne, again?”




    “Keats. ‘Ode on Melancholy.’” I got through him, too, on the way over.




    She sighed, melodramatically, ironically, sincerely, and lovingly, all at the same time. That was the way she was, and if I was truly in love with her, and I pretty much was, then that was part of the reason—her combinations.




    “I’m a lost woman. You’ve spoiled me, you know.”




    “I don’t believe that for a second.”




    “No?” She grinned, lasciviously. “You’re right. I’m a woman who’s about to make passionate love in the soft grass along the river . Splendor in the grass. You see? You’re not the only one who can quote poetry.”




    “You must have gone to Bryn Mawr.”




    “Yes, for three whole years.” She stretched and sighed again. “Isn’t this lovely? Isn’t it romantic? Aren’t the meadow wildflowers beautiful? Doesn’t the evening air smell good? Won’t it feel good on our bare skin? And will you give me a hand with my buttons, please, darling? I could do it, but I like it when you do.”





    

  

OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_002.png
-
& \[cBooks

Brioss





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_003.png
3
&\ cBooks
Mrross





OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_001.jpg
A SPYIN
CASABLANCA






OEBPS/Images/frn_fig_004.png





