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AUTHOR’S NOTE

The adventures of Riley Fitzgerald and the Nameless are fiction, but the stories of the merchant ship, Contessa, and the French Sebou River pilot, Rene Malevergne, are factual. Malevergne was awarded the Navy Cross for his service. Also factual are the overall context and strategy of Operation TORCH, as well as events depicted in the battle, including the role of the USS Dallas.
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CHAPTER ONE

“HAVE YOU EVER WANTED TO SAIL THE SEAS ON A TRAMP STEAMER?”

“No.”

He looked at me in mock disbelief.

“No? Never dreamed of a voyage through the steaming tropics? Exotic ports of call? Lusty, dark-eyed women in sarongs? Degenerate planters sweating in white linen suits? Gone-to-seed half-castes? Sinister Lascar crewmen? Something out of Lord Jim?”

“No. And if I remember correctly, things didn’t turn out so well for Lord Jim.”

“Well, no. But life does not have to imitate art.”

“Good to know.”

“Well, I must say, I’m surprised.”

“That’ll be the day.” As far as I could tell, Bunny had never been surprised about anything in his forty-some years. If he ever had been, he certainly wouldn’t have shown it.

We were sitting in the library of his club, Bellamy’s, on St James’s Street. Bunny was a British intelligence officer assigned as a liaison to the Americans’ OSS. His real name was Dennis Finch-Hayden, but he was nicknamed Bunny by an evil nanny, and it stuck. He liked the name, because he had a refined taste for irony. He was decidedly un-bunny-like—tall, angular, beaky, and elegant. Women thought he was devastatingly good-looking and charming. He reminded me of Ichabod Crane. I had known him back in Los Angeles when I was a PI and he was a professor of art at UCLA. We had worked on a couple of forgery cases together. Most recently, as in just the few last weeks, we had worked on a clandestine mission in Morocco. Or rather, I was in Morocco, while Bunny managed from London. So not exactly “together.” I’d been sent to gather intelligence that would be useful to the planners of Operation Torch, the upcoming Anglo-American invasion of North Africa. “Upcoming” as in next month.

“I was sure the idea of a tramp steamer would appeal to someone with your romantic nature,” he said.

“My romantic nature begins and ends with blondes.”

That wasn’t really true. I exclude no one on the basis of hair color. But it was a good B movie line.

“Really? What about Amanda Billingsgate?”

“She was platinum the last time I saw her.”

“Ah. She always was a chameleon, our Amanda.”

“That’s one word for her.” Amanda was our “mutual friend,” as Dickens put it. There are pedants around who complain that it’s an incorrect use of the word “mutual,” but most people understand what Dickens meant.

“Where is she, by the way?” I said.

“Amanda? Ah, who can say? She’s like the Scarlet Pimpernel—‘they seek her here, they seek her there, they seek her everywhere.’”

There were only a few things I really knew about Amanda. I knew she was a spy, but I wasn’t sure who for. Could be both sides. I also knew she was either a very good, or a very lucky, hand with a pistol. She had shot at least two men that I knew of—potted both of them just below their widow’s peak. One was her husband. She said it was an accident. There were people who believed her. I also knew she wasn’t a platinum blond. More of a butterscotch. And I knew you couldn’t trust her. But I didn’t care so much about that. Most of the time it didn’t matter. You knew everything about her was temporary. Well, tell me something that isn’t. Just enjoy the butterscotch while it lasts.

Amanda was along for the ride in Morocco when I was there. That was when she shot the second of her male victims. I saw her do it. It was an accident that way the Germans going into Poland was an accident.

“I suppose there’s a reason for your question about the tramp steamer,” I said. Bunny had a reason for everything.

“Well, yes. Something has come up, and when I heard of it, I thought of you immediately.”

“No, thanks. I’m expecting orders to return to my ship. They’re just about finished putting her back together.”

“Yes, I know. But you might change your mind after you’ve heard the offer I have for you,” he said. “It’s the chance you’ve never longed for.”

“Uh huh.”

I knew what all this meant. It meant I was still in the grip of the intelligence boys. I had been expecting to be released from my temporary OSS assignment and sent back to my ship, which was in Scotland undergoing extensive repairs from our last frightful convoy duty, when part of the superstructure was blown off by a bomb from a Heinkel 111. But apparently the Navy, and through them, the OSS, had other plans for me. And as for this “offer,” there was really no such thing in the service. There were “orders” and there were “volunteer missions,” and there was almost no difference between the two. One was like shooting a sitting duck, while the other was like yelling “SHOO!” a split second before pulling the trigger. There was a slight technical difference, maybe, but in either case the result was the same loss of feathers. And the odds were very good that Bunny had my “volunteer” orders in the inside breast pocket of his Savile Row suit, next to his blue and white Eton tie. He’d make his sales pitch, I’d agree, and he’d give me the orders. That was how it was supposed to work.

“Well, it’s an interesting situation,” he said. “You’ll be intrigued, I’m sure. Care for a drink before we get down to the exciting details? Or should I say opportunities?”

“Make it a double.”

Bunny called down to the bar and in a few moments, Job, the ancient waiter, came creeping into the library with a tray of drinks. Over in nearby Green Park a bomb went off and rattled the club’s windows, but neither Bunny nor Job seemed to notice—Job, because he was a little deaf, and Bunny because he was Bunny. The worst days of the Blitz were over, but now and then the Germans would send over reminders. I never could tell whether Bunny’s sangfroid was genuine or assumed. I asked him one time about that, and he merely quoted something about appearance being reality and after all, what did it matter? There were lots of things about Bunny that were never quite clear.

“How’s life treating you, Job?” he asked, pleasantly.

“Couldn’t be better, sir, thank you.”

“Good for you. How’s the wife?”

“I often wonder, sir.”

Job put down the tray and crept away.

“Job is our resident optimist. He and his wife have an understanding, based on mutual dislike. Very civilized.” Was this the proper use of “mutual,” I wondered? I thought so. “Well, cheerio.”

“Right,” I said, sourly.

“Relax, my friend. I promise that you will enjoy this next assignment, assuming you decide to volunteer for it. Of course, I have no doubts that you will, when you hear what I have to say.”

“Neither do I, somehow.”




CHAPTER TWO

IT INVOLVED OPERATION TORCH, AND A RETURN TO CASABLANCA.

Torch would be a three-pronged Anglo-American invasion of two French colonies in North Africa—Morocco and Algeria. The Brits would swoop down through the Straits of Gibraltar and hit two spots in Algeria. Morocco, and specifically the port city, Casablanca, would be an all-American show, involving a massively intricate and difficult transatlantic amphibious attack. Once captured, Casablanca would become a key supply port for subsequent Allied operations in North Africa, where the Germans were already running rampant in Libya and Egypt and needed to be evicted. North Africa, once secured, would then become a jumping-off point for an invasion of Europe, through what Churchill called its “soft underbelly.” Well, just how soft it was remained to be seen. But first things first.

The great unknown in all of this was whether the French military and colonial government, who were nominally loyal to the Vichy government, would put up any resistance. Maybe they’d welcome us as liberators. But maybe they wouldn’t. We did know that some of the French troops and their officers, in particular, gave more than lip service loyalty to Vichy. In fact, they were staunchly devoted to the French government that had surrendered to the Germans. The Vichy leader was old Marshall Petain, a hero of the First War and a man whose word was law to most of the professional French military. The Germans were now occupying half of France and letting Petain’s collaborationists run the southern half from the new capital at Vichy. Just how long that tricky relationship would last was anybody’s guess, but everyone knew it depended on Vichy toeing the line, not only in France, but also in their colonies, especially Morocco and Algeria. The French still had nominal control of the African colonies, but German Armistice Commissions, along with Gestapo agents, infested the colonies to keep an eye on their new French partners. The French naval officers in Africa were especially loyal to Vichy. They were still seething over the earlier British attack on the Algerian naval base at Mers El Kebir. That attack crippled the French fleet and killed thirteen hundred French sailors. After pleading with the French navy to sail away to the Americas and sit out the war, or at the very least scuttle their ships, Churchill had ordered the attack, because he was afraid the French ships would fall into German hands and render the British position in the Mediterranean untenable. The lifeline to Suez would be cut. It was a cold-blooded decision that understandably still rankled and made it impossible to know just how the French professional brass would react when we showed up in force. There was also good reason to believe that some French professional officers were not all that upset about the German takeover. True, they were embarrassed about the utter debacle and the humiliation of defeat, but they were now claiming it was largely the result of the softness of politicians and rottenness at the core of French political culture. As for the French navy, well, they could tell themselves that they weren’t the ones who lost. They hadn’t really been in it. Furthermore, they viewed the attack on Mers El Kebir as typical of “perfidious Albion.” They haven’t liked the British for the last few centuries, anyway, and that attack just confirmed their ancestral view that the British were not only a nation of shopkeepers, but a bunch of treacherous bastards, to boot. In short, there was plenty of reason to wonder how the French would greet us when we splashed ashore in their North African colonies. They liked us Yanks a little, certainly more than they liked the Brits, which was not at all. But we couldn’t expect to win their hearts and minds with Hershey Bars and Lucky Strikes. They might not like to shoot at us Yanks, but their sense of embarrassed national honor might require it. Did Burr really intend to kill Hamilton? Hard to say, but when it was over, Hamilton was just as dead.

One key to our Casablanca invasion plan was the Sebou River. The Sebou debouches into the Atlantic about fifty miles north of the coastal port city of Casablanca. The river is an oxbow shape and on the map the eastern half looks like Kilroy’s nose hanging over a fence. At the end of its twelve-mile navigable stretch sits the town of Port Lyautey and a French army base. The army’s there to protect the only concrete airstrip in North Africa. That means that it’s the only airfield that can accommodate heavy bombers. Part of the plan of attack on Casablanca involved capturing the airport at Port Lyautey, not only to neutralize potential French air force resistance, but also to provide a base for Allied fighter aircraft that would be brought in via a converted aircraft transport. Unlike an attack carrier, the transport could launch planes but not recover them, and so the airport would be needed as a landing spot and future base. Once ashore, the planes would need refueling and rearming, which meant a supply ship would somehow have to navigate the tricky waters of the Sebou to deliver supplies to refuel the planes that would be coming in. In addition to being shallow, the river was tidal and subject to shifting sands and shoals. Our Navy transports drew too much water to make the trip. Most merchant vessels of requisite capacity did, too.

So the Sebou River was an important piece of the invasion puzzle. As a result, I had been sent there to extract a river pilot with knowledge of the river’s idiosyncrasies. One way or another, when the time came, he would “volunteer” to pilot a merchant ship loaded with supplies and assault troops up the river to the airport. Unbeknownst to me, though, the Machiavellian planners in the OSS, to which my friend Bunny was assigned as liaison, used me as a decoy, while they spirited a real river pilot, a man named Rene Malevergne, out of Morocco. The Frenchman I was simultaneously shepherding out of Morocco was also a river pilot, but his specialty was not the Sebou River. In fact, he had come to North Africa only recently, where he had fallen on hard times and resorted to petty crime. He didn’t know the Sebou from the Seine. With the help of one treacherous platinum blonde, he “eluded” me in Tangier and was allowed to fall into the hands of the Germans, who would ask him politely why we had such an interest in him, and he, knowing no more about any of this than I did, would give them a Gallic shrug and reveal his history as a pilot on the Rhône River. He was utterly believable and could not be shaken, because he was simply telling the truth. The object was to let the Germans—and their Vichy stooges—deduce that we were planning an invasion up the Rhône River into the south of France, so that when we actually arrived in North Africa in force, Quelle bloody surprise! It was, I had to admit, a very neat plan, even though I was a decoy leading another decoy, and like all decoys we had no notion of what we were really doing or why.

“Your chaps call it ‘disinformation,’ old boy,” said Bunny, after I got back and learned what really happened. “Not a very elegant term. I prefer ‘subterfuge.’ But if it works, so much the better, whatever you call it. You know what Shakespeare said about roses. And I have no doubt you’ll get a medal for your derring-do.”

So I was being praised for doing something I did not know I was doing, while thinking all the while I was doing something else. If P.G. Wodehouse had written this script, I would have played the role of Bertie Wooster and the OSS, especially Bunny, would have been a collective Jeeves. Well, as Bertie would say, “Right-Ho.” It all worked out in the end. At least I didn’t get shot for my troubles, though there were some moments when it looked like I might.

“After all,” said Bunny, “how many heroes know what they’re doing at the time they’re doing it?”

“I doubt many were as completely clueless as I was.”

“I doubt it, too,” he said with a smile. “But you also got to spend some quality time with Amanda Billingsgate. Surely that compensates for any chagrin you might feel about being mildly duped.”

As a matter of fact, it did. Somewhat.

“What was it Mark Antony said about Cleopatra?” said Bunny. “‘Other women cloy the appetite they feed; she makes hungry where she most satisfies.’ Something like that. Amanda to a T, no?”

“Yes. Something like that. I suppose you speak from experience.” That wouldn’t surprise me, because Amanda liked a bit of variety, when choosing her love affairs.

“Oh, I couldn’t possibly comment,” said Bunny. “But whatever might have happened was in the dimmest past, and we’re really just pals. Or were before she went over to the Germans. Happily she took your Rhône River pilot with her, just as we hoped she would.”

“After slipping me what the Hollywood gangsters call a mickey.”

“Yes. Has the wound healed?”

“More or less. Since you brought that up, are we sure she really did? Go over to the Germans? It occurred to me that you clever boys in the spy business might have inserted her as a double agent.”

“Did it? Well, who can say? But are we ever sure of anything? You know what the philosopher Hume said about that kind of thing.”

“Not offhand.”

“I forget. Something very brainy, I’m sure. But we were talking about the Sebou River. The good news is that Rene Malevergne has graciously volunteered to pilot a cargo ship up the lazy river, to quote Hoagy Carmichael. And we’ve only just been able to locate a useful ship for him to drive. Rene, that is. It wasn’t that easy to find a merchant ship that had the right characteristics and was also available for the job.”

What was needed was a merchant steamer that had sufficient cargo capacity and yet had a shallow enough draft to make it up the river.

“You can’t seriously be telling me that the whole Casablanca plan depends on getting some merchant tub up a shallow river, so that we can fight our way onto an airfield to get air cover. Surely not.”

“No. Your people are going to send a proper attack carrier as part of the invasion fleet, so there should be plenty of combat air cover. This is just one piece of the puzzle, but we’d like it if it came off as planned. We absolutely do need to secure the airfield, undamaged if possible, both for this mission and beyond. If we can’t get a supply ship upriver, we’ll have to send troops and supply vehicles over land to get to the airfield. And there are some tricky marshes between the coast and the airfield. And some French troops in positions that will have to be taken. So the whole plan doesn’t rest on this particular mission. However—this is Plan A. It’s by far the best option. So it would be very good, if it comes off. Very good, indeed.”

“This is my cue for asking where I fit in—assuming I volunteer, of course.”

“Yes. Of course. It involves the ship itself. She’s the SS Carlota, and she’s owned by the United Fruit Company—a genuine banana boat. She has spent the last decade or so going back and forth between South American river plantations and the US. Hence the shallow draft. Some of those riverside plantations are pretty far inland and deep in the jungle. The rivers are tricky, much like the Sebou. Now and then Carlota would take passengers as well as fruit, so she’s not bereft of creature comforts. But she is an elderly civilian vessel manned by civilian crew—the usual ragbag of nationalities. Or at least she was. When we acquired her for this mission, most of the crew scattered and headed for the hills. No way of making them stay, obviously. A few did, but not enough. The ones who did are not the kind you’d want to take home to mother, I’m afraid. And your Navy personnel boys weren’t at all helpful in finding replacements, because they are stretched to the limit of resources for the Torch invasion fleet. There aren’t enough sailors to man the navy ships, let alone the Carlota. So, after a bit of wrangling and arm twisting, we were able to find some men—merchant seamen, who were available and willing to sign on.”

“Do I dare ask where you got them?”

“In the Norfolk, Virginia, jail.”

“I see. Jaywalkers? Ticket scofflaws?”

“Yes, something along those lines. Anyway, the good news is there’s enough of them to get underway and make the trip. The officers of the ship have volunteered, bless ’em, and the skipper is an old hand—an Aussie named Flynn. First name, Elmer.”

“Not Errol.”

“No. But don’t let that worry you. He is quite used to dicey situations. There were several incidents involving the usual revolutionaries in South American trying to capture the Carlota during one of her upriver jaunts to plantations. A shootout or two. But Flynn acquitted himself admirably. He potted at least one rebel. Knocked him off his burro with a Webley .45 at twenty-five yards. A very decent shot. Usually those things aren’t accurate much beyond ten feet. So you need have no qualms about his fitness.”

“And what am I to do about all this? What’s the job?”

“Well, this is a mission that requires a naval guard. What’s more, the Carlota is being fitted with a three-inch fifty gun. Manual aiming, of course. No time or money to install radar fire control.”

“Useless against aircraft.”

“Yes. I’m afraid so. But handy in case a U-boat surfaces and decides to use her deck gun, instead an expensive torpedo. The Carlota’s gun will need an experienced Navy crew to man it. And it will need an officer in command. It’s the kind of thing you’re familiar with.”

“I suppose so. But any gunnery officer could handle this job. Why me?”

“Ah. That is the question, to quote the Bard. We’re pretty sure about Rene and Flynn, the skipper, and the exec seems OK. A Brit. Down-at-the-heels, but apparently reliable. But we’re less sure about a few of the crew. Not that they’re foreign agents, but just that they might not be willing to play by the rules, once they’re released.”

“Or once they have a better idea of what they’ve signed on for.”

“Yes. So we’d like one of our own on scene to make sure that everyone is playing the game.”

“That could be done by any junior officer.”

“Yes. Well, it might surprise you to know that inter-service politics enters just a bit into this assignment.”

“What’s that French expression again?”

“Quelle surprise? Yes, I suppose so. So far the whole Sebou River and Carlota plan has been an OSS show. And we’re the new boys in the cloak and dagger business—regarded with more than a little suspicion by the other intelligence agencies. Which means it’s important for inter-service politics that our part of this comes off reasonably well.”

“What you really mean is it’s important for OSS credibility and future.”

“If you like. The idea of plucking a Sebou River pilot was ours, and we’ve done it, thanks in part to you. We want to finish the job.”

“And also to secure the credit the OSS feels it would deserve.”

“Well, yes. As usual there are wheels within wheels and issues of funding future ideas and operations. And success in this venture would be very valuable to the team. I know it sounds childish, but politics are childish, by definition. A fact of life, unfortunately. And since at the moment you are just waiting around for your own ship to be repaired, we thought you might like to take on this assignment. After all, you have nothing else to do . . . and . . . ” He paused and looked at me slyly, “You are still more or less part of our team.”

“Meaning there are no new orders for me to report back to my ship.”

“Not quite yet. But I think I can promise you that, by the time you make the crossing, your own ship will be ready and waiting to join in the Torch invasion. You can rejoin her off the coast of Casablanca.”

“Do I really have a choice?”

“Of course you do. I’m reminded of a scene in Mark Twain when an old west stagecoach traveler stops at a frontier outpost and asks for dinner, and the manager says ‘We have stewed coyote and mustard,’ and the traveler says ‘But I don’t like stewed coyote,’ and the manager says ‘Well, then, help yourself to the mustard.’”

“I see.”

“That might not be the exact quote, but you get the gist.”

“Yes. As a matter of interest, what’s the Carlota’s cargo?”

“Just what you’d expect. Bombs and aviation petrol. Gas, I should say.”

“Ah!”

“Best not to run into a torpedo.”

“Words to live by. When will that be loaded? Not before the crossing, I hope. In England, maybe? Or from an underway replenishment?”

“I think it’s being loaded as we speak. In Norfolk. Virginia, not England. That’s the plan, anyway.”

“So we’ll be hauling the stuff across the Atlantic. And you consider that story good salesmanship?” A ship loaded with that kind of cargo wouldn’t have time to sink when torpedoed. It would just disappear in a very large fireball followed by a dense cloud of smoke. “Missing, presumed dead” would be our epitaph. No need to worry about where to send the bodies; there wouldn’t be any. “No wonder the crew all scattered.”

“Not all of them. And besides, you’ll be in a convoy. A part of the whole fleet. Not much danger in that.”

“Out of curiosity, how big is the fleet?”

“A hundred, warships and transports. This is a gigantic operation. The biggest ever tried.”

“Complex.”

“You have no idea. But you will, assuming you volunteer, of course.”

“Of course.”

“The Casablanca part of Torch alone means getting over a hundred ships across the Atlantic and arriving at the same spot at the same time and putting 35,000 troops ashore, in Atlantic surf and possibly under fire. Such a thing has never been done. Most of your top brass wanted nothing to do with it. The order came from Roosevelt, himself. More politics. The Allies had to be seen to be doing something.”

“The Second Front Stalin’s been clamoring for.”

“Yes. Our people are afraid Uncle Joe might throw in the towel and make a separate peace. Lord knows he’s capable of anything. There’s no doubt Uncle Joe’s a dangerous madman. But he’s our dangerous madman—at least until we get rid of the one in Berlin.”

“Strange bedfellows we have.”

“Well, you know what the philosopher Hume said about that.”

“Not offhand.”

“Something or other. It’ll come to me. Anyway, the planning for Torch has been frantic, because it has to happen as soon as possible and certainly before winter weather makes the whole thing impossible. But you know the old adage—a plan usually only works until first contact with the enemy, then it all becomes a matter of adjustment and improvisation.”

“Or panic and chaos.”

“Possibly. Let’s hope our improvisation is like your New Orleans jazz—creative, but within a melody you can more or less recognize.” He paused for a moment and grinned. “Well, what do you say to our little proposition?”

“Just what you expect me to say.”

“Ah, good! Help yourself to the mustard.”




CHAPTER THREE

I HAD READ THAT MUSTARD ANECDOTE IN ROUGHING IT AND REMEMBERED that the actual dish being offered was mackerel, not stewed coyote. But I thought Bunny’s version was actually better. It’s not often anyone can improve on Mark Twain, but in this case I think Bunny did, so I didn’t say anything. Besides, even Twain said the story was an old and hoary one, so if he borrowed it, there was no reason not to borrow it again. And there was something of more immediate concern.

“You said I’d be in charge of a naval guard—regular Navy men. But you also said the whole Torch operation is shorthanded.”

“Yes, I’m afraid so. But I feel certain you’ll be able to deal with things when you get to Norfolk.”

“Well, suppose I wanted some of my men from the 475?” The 475 was the hull number of my patrol craft, nicknamed the “Nameless” by the crew, because she had no proper name. None of the PCs did. Just numbers.

“Not a bad thought.”

“I have a unit that has a little training in small arms, and we have actually been in a firefight and some interesting shore action against the enemy.”

“Yes. I read about that action in Cuba. That was well done.”

“Thank you. But I think our men would be much better than a collection of random sailors, and they’re just sitting around waiting while the civilian yardbirds do the work on Nameless. I know these guys, like them and can trust them. They call themselves Fitzy’s Fubars.”

“Meaning?”

“It’s a Yank acronym. What do you say? Could you make it happen? Throw the switch on your deus ex machina?”

“Give me a list of their names.”

And that’s how the Fubars temporarily joined the OSS.

I took the next available C54 transport heading for Prestwick, Scotland. From there it would be another transport to the States with overnight stops in Iceland and Labrador. I had thought about going to the Clyde River shipyards before I left and meeting with the Fubars and the skipper, one Tom aka “Model T” Ford. But the orders for the men hadn’t been cut yet, and frankly I didn’t really want to face the skipper. He wouldn’t be all that happy about my kidnapping six of his men, even with a firm OSS promise to return them once the Nameless got underway—presumably to join the Torch invasion. The men would have orders to show up in Norfolk, and I would meet them there and give them the glad tidings that we were going to take a floating bomb across the Atlantic with a crew of jailbirds. For now they could enjoy the mystery of being sent home, if only for a week or so.

Of course I had second thoughts about all of this. That’s only natural. But I did agree with Bunny’s comment that a ship in a massive convoy like Operation Torch would be pretty safe, regardless of her cargo. The transports would be screened by destroyers and other anti-submarine vessels, and the air would be covered by planes from the attack carrier. So it should be a well-protected passage. The success of the operation depended on it. I wouldn’t want to make it alone. But I wouldn’t have to. And there was just the sneaking suspicion that doing another favor of sorts for the OSS could turn out to be a good thing. I didn’t know how, but I felt sure it would be a useful marker to have in my pocket—if not immediately, then at some point. There would be life after the war, assuming we all made it through, and I had learned that the people in the OSS hierarchy were movers and shakers from all sorts of walks of life. They would be good to know.

Just before I left for Prestwick, Bunny called and said there was some mail for me at the US Embassy.

“One seems to be from your friend in Hollywood,” he said. “The other has no return address but smells very good. Dana’s Tabu, if I had to guess, although I’m not an expert in such things.” No. Of course he wasn’t.

I opened the letters on the flight to Prestwick. They were both on those flimsy onion skin sheets that people used for airmail. Hers was dated three weeks ago.

Darling,

Where are you? Can you say? I’m still in Cuba, for my sins, and trying to be thankful for the beautiful weather and not succeeding. I’ve been sending frantic letters and telegrams to Collier’s to try to get another assignment. I’m thinking of flying up to New York the end of this month. If I sit on the right editor’s lap, I may be able to arrange something. I can’t stay here in tropical paradise much longer without going bats. I know it’s not likely that you’ll be anywhere close by, but I thought I would mention it in case . . . Well, you know. I’ll be staying at the Waldorf. It would be lovely to see you. I’m feeling a little . . . complicated. Sort of Keats-ian, and I know you understand what I mean. I suppose it’s because it’s autumn—a time “to fill all fruit with ripeness to the core.” It’s warm down here, this autumn. So I’m sort of dreaming about “Autumn in New York”—do you know that song? “Lovers that bless the dark, on benches in Central Park, greet autumn in New York, it’s good to live it again.” Mmm.

Write to me when you can.

Love, M

Was there more than one meaning when she said “it’s warm down here”? Most likely. She loved double and triple entendres. But if her perfume was called Tabu, it was a joke she was making to herself, more than a provocative signal to me. She certainly wouldn’t expect me to identify the scent. She knew I wouldn’t know Tabu from Bay Rum. So it was more a sly, secret smile. Somerset Maugham once said the purist type of writer was the one who sits alone and laughs at his own jokes. Martha could do that with the best of them. She also knew that neither one of us really gave much thought to conventional taboos. She lived her life on multiple levels simultaneously, primarily the literal and the ironic. Her romantic imagination was well hidden, though, even from herself, now and then. But that, too, when aroused, was surprisingly intense. And I was the happy beneficiary. She used to say that she and I lived in a parallel reality. We didn’t, of course, and we both knew it. But the idea appealed to her when she was feeling poetic. She also had a well-developed sense of indignation, especially over the politics she reported on. She didn’t suffer fools at all, and that indignation could make her hard to live with now and then. But I didn’t have to live with her. That was her husband’s problem. Her complexity was a large part of her charm, I thought—that and the fact that she could be elegant and beautiful when she wanted to be. I thought the French word ravissante described her best, especially when she was lying in bed with her eyes half closed from pleasure and her blond hair tousled on the pillow. But she also looked pretty good in her foreign correspondent outfit, too—khaki shirt and pants and combat boots—although most would not call her beautiful, then. But they didn’t know her the way I did. I sometimes thought it was a shame she was married. But in another sense, I knew it was much better that way. Did I feel guilty about our affair? Now and then, maybe, but not much. I had met, and even kind of liked, her husband. Kind of. But if I felt a little guilty, I could live with it. Nothing’s perfect. Voltaire said, “The best is the enemy of the good.” And he got around some, if I’m not mistaken. Besides, it would never dawn on her husband that she was having any sort of romantic affair. It simply wouldn’t occur to him, and not just because the two of them were at the end of their trail together. So, as the old Spanish motto had it—“What the eyes to do not see, the heart does not feel.” More words to live by. Bunny says that makes me a romantic empiricist. Well, I could live with that, too. Whatever it was.

The other letter was from my friend Hobey Baker, once a famous writer of Jazz Age stories, but now a slightly gone-to-seed Hollywood script writer.

Dear Hornblower,

Ahoy and Shiver Me Timbers! How are you, Old Sport? Still afloat? I sincerely hope so. Things here in Never Never Land are pretty much the same, although I have struck a reasonably mighty blow for the local serfs (also known as writers). You know I have been writing those ten-minute travelogues they show between double features, and for a brief instant I was the fair-haired boy of the genre, because I suggested putting new narration and sound track behind footage from old movies, which would otherwise molder in the archives, like Theda Bara. Much cheaper than sending expensive camera crews around the world shooting natives and scenery. After all, a pig in a puddle could be anywhere, and an Indian is an Indian pretty much everywhere, and even if you need fill out a film with some new stuff, there are always lots of extras sitting around Hollywood doing nothing but complaining about their agents. Easy enough to film them cavorting in Laurel Canyon and say they’re in Patagonia or Greenland or wherever. So I pitched an idea for a new ten-minute epic called The Beaches of Bolivia, and it was approved and we produced it using only some old footage from a South Sea Islands movie starring Sabu or someone like that. Brown-ish fellow in a turban. Very impressive surf. But when we screened it for the powers-that-be, some snotty nephew of a big boss said that Bolivia was landlocked. Well, for a minute I was ill at ease. After all, who knew? But suddenly I remembered hearing about a lake down there somewhere called something like Tittykaka, and when I said this was of course what I had in mind, because it was well known for its beaches, the nephew shut up and went back to kissing Uncle’s ass. No one seemed to worry that pictures of crashing surf might seem a little out of place in a lake, so the meeting ended with smiles all around. Score one for the proles. “Writers of the world, unite! You have nothing to lose but your Jaguars!” I’ve also been working on two jobs that have an eerie geographical similarity. The first was a Crosby and Hope Road epic—Road to Morocco. There is a talking camel in it, and I rewrote a couple of lines for it. Sheer poetry. It was a two humper and I don’t know whether that’s a dromedary or a camel. The camel on a pack of cigarettes is a one humper, and the critter in the movie had two, so I guess they’re from two different species, like men and women. But I don’t suppose it matters. I don’t expect too much in the way of screen credit for this work, but I did get a check and free lunch at the commissary, so score one for the good guys. I’ve also been doing some script doctoring on the latest Bogart movie, tentatively called Casablanca. (You see the Morocco connection. These things run in twos.) It’s scheduled for release around the end of the year. Ingrid Bergman is the female lead, and one look at her eyes welling up with tears is enough to make you want to run away from home. They’re thinking that the last shot of the movie will show Bogie and his pal played by Claude Rains walking off into a fog bank, and the studio boys said the ending needed a punchy line. Something memorable. I submitted, “I wonder if there are any white women in Brazzaville.” I don’t know whether they’ll use it. Speaking of humps, Hedda sends you her regards and affection. Or she would if she thought about it. She’s in a little hot water, because one of the pathetic people who wrote to her for advice actually took it and committed suicide, even though any sane person would know that Hedda was being ironic when she suggested it. Some people are so literal minded. But this too shall pass. Her column’s too popular to can. The whole gang of degenerates here at the lovely Garden of Allah Hotel send you their best wishes. We have not yet run out of starlets. Fingers crossed. Some day they may become scarce—wartime rationing and all that. But so far so good. And there’s still plenty of gin for martinis. And speaking of martinis, stay dry!

Cheers, Hobey

Quite a lot of news, as usual. The Garden of Allah was a Hollywood frat house hotel and the semi-permanent home of writers and actors. I lived there, too, before the war. It was no place for your maiden aunt, but I liked it. Mostly for that reason. Well, it would be a long time before I saw it again. Hobey’s girlfriend, Hedda Gabler (real name “Betty Something”), lived there, too. She wrote the Miss Lonelyhearts advice column for a local LA paper. She had an almost unique lack of empathy and could read and answer pathetic, and even tragic letters from her readers and not ever give any of them a second thought. Her advice was useless and in this case actually harmful, but that wasn’t the point of her column; the point was to print the pathetic letters and so give readers of the paper a renewed sense that, although their lives might be dreary and meaningless, there were other people out there who were even worse off. As a result, it was a popular column. No surprise about that. The new Bogart movie sounded like it might be good. Ironically, there had been at least one beautiful woman like Bergman in the real Casablanca, when I was there. Amanda. But her eyes never filled with
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