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The Beginning



Punta del Este

RONNIE’S MOUTH WANDERED away from Luisa Isabel’s lips and found its way to one of her lollipop breasts, which he kissed. His hand moved to one of her thighs, softly, rubbing, probing ... well, teasing really. “Can we swim afterward?” he asked.

“Mmmm,” she said, sort of. Despite all the men she had teased in her life, she didn’t understand that, if only for a moment, Ronnie was doing that to her. But then, it was a natural enough question, for even above her heartbeat and the heavy breaths he took (for effect), they could both hear the Atlantic waves tumbling rhythmically, in threes, onto the shores below them. Probably, in fact, even if it had not been a time of such high ardor, probably the waves would have been enough by themselves to mute the sounds of the car pulling into the driveway, the door slamming shut, and the shoes of Luisa Isabel’s husband, Gianni, crunching the gravel beneath them as he moved toward the patio door.

On an elbow now, Ronnie drew back from her. “Qué pasa?” she asked, sort of.

“I just wanted to look at you,” he said. Now, the klieg-light school of love, desire under the mazdas, was not for Ronnie Ratajczak, but there was always the journalist in him that needed a certain amount of revelation—even in life’s most idyllic moments. And besides, all that aside, there was the specific: Ronnie adored women’s bodies. Well, don’t all men? No, no, no. That was his point. It amazed Ronnie how few men bothered to look anymore. A lifetime of stylized adult magazines—adult, for God’s sake—and, eventually, all the swelling breasts, all the tilted chins and tilted nipples, all the navels and dimples, and the rococo pink parts, left an adult man viewing it all as merely some arctic tundra of skin.

When Felicity Tantamount had stunned him by posing in the altogether in Playboy, Ronnie had studiously avoided even glancing at the pictures—and for a man so naturally curious, that was all the more difficult. But no, if ever he were going to win Felicity, if ever he were to take her and undress her and drink in her every inch, he was not going to have that sullied by the posed memories of what had been arranged and glossed and brushed and tinted for the lascivious millions.

But never mind Felicity. For goodness’ sake, he was in Luisa Isabel’s bed, in her embrace, and she was herself beautiful, certifiably so. “You’re absolutely beautiful,” Ronnie said, “certifiably so.” He ran a finger over her, down her. She was as dark as her name suggested, with silky raven hair, ebony eyes, and naturally tawny skin that had turned two shades to the chestnut under the January summer sun of the South Atlantic.

She sighed a special sigh back at him, and neither of them heard the door open downstairs, and Gianni, the big man—Gianni Grande, the cowboys at the ranch called him behind his back—enter the house and pad across the tile to the staircase. That was when he saw Ronnie’s jacket, thrown over the arm of a chair, his billfold peeking out the breast pocket like a taxicab flag thrown up on a meter.

What an irony. What a dopey development. For the fact was that this really wasn’t Ronnie’s scene. Oh, now, to be sure, there had, through the years, been the odd other man’s wife. For instance, these days he and Doreen, Mrs. Herbert Whitridge, the effusive executive director of IWOOTP, the International Women’s Organization of Tennis Professionals, got it on regularly at widely distant venues about the globe. But cuckolding dictated safe surroundings, and Ronnie had agreed to come with Luisa Isabel to Punta only because she had promised him that her husband would be far away, unbeknownst, at their ranch in the Pampas. So, all right; Ronnie agreed. Otherwise, since there were enough unattached women all over the world who, to coin a phrase, flung themselves at him, there simply was no percentage in risking life and limb with a Mrs., a Señora, a Madame, a Frau.

Through the years, then, almost all his dalliances with the married were more in the line of business. No, Ronnie never thought of himself as a gigolo, but there were these moonlight(ing) excursions into escort professionalism. Always, though, it was Ronnie’s own choice of company, and never anything so common as simple cash on the barrelhead. After all, there is nowadays a blurring of what exactly distinguishes paid personal services—something that Ronnie had learned all too well from the tennis players he wrote about.

It is, for example, against the rules to pay a tennis star any money to guarantee an appearance at a tournament. The player must show up and sing for supper, earning only on the court. However, if a promoter calls up a big star’s agent and works a deal whereby the star will agree to show up at a department store for two hours for $100,000, there autographing posters for a face lotion the star endorses, said star has not been paid appearance money, has she? People would wonder why Felicity Tantamount, say, would suddenly fly halfway around the world to Nagoya to compete in a $50,000 tournament, when she could slip into her little Mercedes convertible and pop down to the Royal Albert Hall for a $200,000 tournament. “For the good of the game,” Felicity would explain.

Same sort of thing with Ronnie’s appearances here and there. He had stories to write, a living to earn. And when he met Luisa Isabel at the United States–Argentina Davis Cup matches over in Buenos Aires, and she offered to lend him her car and driver and provide him with all sorts of contacts to help him write some travel stories about Punta del Este—now, that wasn’t just a gigolo’s guarantee, was it?

He lined up three stories right away. There was “Inside Punta del Este—The Malibu of South America,” for an American magazine. “Sexy Punta del Este—The Riviera of South America,” for a European magazine. And “The Punta del Este No One Knows,” for a South American airline magazine.

When Ronnie wrote about tennis, it was always under his own byline, but he used pen names for his travel pieces. Usually for American audiences he preferred the sophisticated Jean Louis Toulouse, while for British audiences he went with the casual Yankee moniker Randy Frazier. Now and again, if a British byline might add some requisite stuffiness (stories on old hotels, botanical gardens and/or estates and mansions), he turned to T. K. Forester Jr.; and occasionally the safe and bland Scandinavian Ian Lindstrom surfaced. When Ronnie thought that a travel story would be best served by a female appellation, he used either the all-business Audrey Levy-Tydings (if he had enough material left over, he was already considering “What the Single Woman Can Find in Punta del Este” for Audrey) or, for the racier audiences, Karen Winsome—which always included, in tandem with the byline, a portrait of the alleged Ms. Winsome, featuring a fetching blond with a bountiful bosom.

And so it was that Ronnie got his guarantee to come over from Buenos Aires to Punta: the transport, room and board, the company of a beautiful woman, all her contacts, and the clothes she bought him, including a whole new beach ensemble, a white linen suit to wear to the casino, and, as well, a tan one, just imported from Rome, that he might more properly wear when interviewing all the right and beautiful people of Punta. It never even occurred to Luisa Isabel, either, that she was financing Ronnie to do what ninety-nine percent of the men she knew in B.A. would leave their offices unattended all afternoon or their wives and children alone all night to do with her. “Don’t worry, Ronnie, I will not get in the way of your talent,” she promised him.

Was Ronnie Ratajczak that attractive, that handsome, that desirable?

Well, not that you could see. Certainly fair enough of face, but nothing out of the ordinary. He was (possibly) six feet tall, with all of his hair; for muscles he had posture. He could put on a bathing suit in public or undress in private without a worry ... or, also, without a second look. More than one woman had told Ronnie what a lovely neck he had—an odd thing, to be sure, but a nice thing unless it occurs to you that if you are complimented for a neck there may not be much encouragement to comment on other, more traditional parts. No, it was his wit and his wits that got him by. Of course, a lot of men have all these things, the whole basic package, save perhaps the neck, and then they probably own some alternative equal to that: outstanding hands, say, eyes, or calves; or an ability to cook omelets or play the piano.

But what set Ronnie apart was his elusiveness. He was a solid enough man, an enduring professional, but a wisp of a person. And, as they say in England, at the end of the day, that was what distinguished Ronnie, what made women want him and men cotton to him. Most elusive people frighten us a bit with their mystery, but Ronnie was mysterious and safe alike, and no one had ever to feel guarded in his presence.

Well, possibly excepting Felicity.

Ronnie Ratajczak was like a freebie walking through life, and you could draw out of him whatever you wanted a quick one of: a drink to pass the time; a nice competitive game of doubles; a civil argument; a bit of interesting information; the right phone numbers; a raucous night on the town, a light lunch, or a good screw. For example, it would have flattered Ronnie—but really not surprised him—had he known that Luisa Isabel had never been unfaithful before. Yet this woman had all but ravaged him when they met, back in B.A. It was at the Jockey Club, at the official Davis Cup party for the two teams. He had been standing out on the fringe of the polo field chatting with Tom Gorman, the American captain, and Young Zack Harvey, the number-two U.S. player, when she had wandered over. At first it was clear to Ronnie that she only cared for the players—the celebrities, the heroes—but by the time Gorman left to go meet the ambassador and Young Zack to grab a beer, Luisa Isabel had lost interest in them and was already asking Ronnie if he’d ever seen where the polo ponies were stabled.

Now, in Punta, she brought herself closer to him. There was not a great deal of room where they were, on the chaise, out on the balcony off the master bedroom. But so what? With the full Uruguayan moon and coursing waves, who cared that the premises were not so spacious as the beds the size of putting greens that could be found nowadays in condominiums and franchise motels the world over? If a man was to make love to a particularly beautiful woman for the first time on a midsummer’s night at Punta del Este, aesthetics were a damn sight more important than accommodations. A trio of the largest waves of the evening now rolled in, thumping upon the beach, so that neither of them could possibly hear the mere creaking of an upstairs floorboard.



Cozumel

AT THAT MOMENT, thousands of miles but just a handful of time zones away, Felicity Tantamount, who was really the only woman Ronnie had ever loved, except possibly for the teenage wife he had had briefly so long ago and far away, was in her suite high above the Caribbean. The curtains were drawn open, the view sweeping back to the Yucatán, but the man who was with Felicity had the more enviable vista of watching her put on and take off tennis outfits.

She held up another number and scrutinized it. “A bit too frilly, too twee perhaps,” she decided.

“I forget: what’s twee?” asked the man in a choppy American accent that clashed terribly with Felicity’s British carillon tongue. Among her many attainments—and there were, after all, a great number of people who considered Felicity to be positively the most beautiful woman in all the world—she was able always to speak clearly, yet to do so in a dulcet murmur. Indeed, in one of his more poetic moments, Ronnie had described her voice (first to Felicity herself, then to his readers—on this occasion, Paris Match) as “a flaxen melody.”

“Oh yes,” Felicity said to the man, whose name was Dale Fable. “I forget how circumscribed your limited backwater vocabulary is.” And she held up the dress again and examined it once more. “Well, I do like the back.”

“What back?”

“Aha: that’s why I like it, darling.” She took off her bra and beckoned him to hand her another one.

“You know,” Fable said, “there are worse things in life than being the man who sometimes holds Felicity Tantamount’s bras.”

“I should think you would rather say: there are worse things in life than being the man who is able sometimes to hold the things that Felicity Tantamount’s bras hold.” She winked at him and slipped into the little dress and examined herself in the mirror.

“Do you like it at all?”

“Well, it has possibilities. I like the direction they’re going. Whose is this?” Fable got up, bade her turn around, and checked the label in the back.

“Allmählich,” he told her.

“That’s surprising. They haven’t shown me anything near as nice so far. Still ...” She fluffed at the fringe around the bosom. “Even the bloody Germans want to trick everything out so. Just because we’re overrun with so bloody many dykes doesn’t mean they have to foo-foo me all up to prove my femininity.”

“I really don’t think that’s an issue with anybody.”

“Well, then, tell them, darling. Let them know straightaway that no matter how good a deal I’m offered, I’m not going to take it unless I like the design. I know all your bloody top-dollar American mentality, but I’m not going to agree to wear something I don’t like—and like a lot.”

“They’ve all been told that explicitly,” Fable said.

“Well, perhaps you should tell them again. What do we have next?”

Fable held up a racy two-piece outfit, which looked more like a bathing suit than tennis wear. Felicity immediately wrinkled her nose at this design. It told volumes about their relationship that even though Felicity Tantamount was standing there before him in nothing but her underwear, Fable still noticed that she had wrinkled her nose. “You don’t like it? You haven’t even tried it on.”

“Listen, my love, I know a major part of this is to find something new and different, something in tennis clothes that’s never been approached before. But, for God’s sake, I’m playing tennis, not swimming in some aquacade.”

“Won’t you at least try it on, sweetie?”

“No, dammit.” Felicity examined the top of the outfit more closely. There wasn’t much to it. “I’ll bet the Japanese did it, didn’t they?” Fable nodded. The Japanese company in the competition was Geisha, which dressed Felicity now, and would for another few months, through the final Saturday of Wimbledon, when their three-year contract ran out. “Yeah, I figured it was them,” Felicity went on. “Anything that features tits figures to be the Japanese. Nothing they like better than tall, fair Occidental women with big tits.”

“And that certainly describes you.”

“To a T. But I’ve done tits, Dale. I did Playboy and all that. Let the world know: I am through my tit phase.”

“All right, all right. I’ll tell Keiko what you’re saying. Let’s try another one,” Fable said. There were still five sporting-goods companies left in the running to dress Felicity—all the great rivals in the world, save those from the United States. Even though Felicity was determined to take design over price, the American companies couldn’t even get into the game—not without government subsidies. So that left Geisha, which hoped to get Felicity to renew their contract, and four new bidders: Allmählich from Germany, Triomphe from France, Grazia from Italy, and Banner Day from Korea. Each took turns submitting new designs and upping the bidding, making for a competition that had come to attract a great deal more interest than merely who won the tennis championships—which was inevitably Felicity, anyway.

With Dale Fable as her guide, Felicity was preparing to take the whole concept of celebrity endorsement to a new, high plain. She had leaked the details of their planning to Ronnie, and he had written them in The Economist, a revelation that may have peeved Fable—but not so much as the attention pleased him. He had been Felicity’s manager before he became her lover as well, and now he sought, with her, to be as much a champion in his field as she was in hers. For Fable it was no longer enough that she drew down millions of dollars a year with Felicity Tantamount shoes and sweaters and socks and underwear, that she endorsed (as a sampling): an airline and an automobile, the resort at Cozumel where they were staying now, rackets, tampons, hair spray, a hotel chain, a ladies’ razor, perfume, sweets, and the whole country of Grenada. No, with her new clothing contract he would have her move into a whole new realm. In a way, Felicity was so big that, effectively, she wouldn’t be endorsing the product; the product would be endorsing her.

Already, throughout the world, she was known by her first name only: Felicity. There was but one. (How many baby girls had been named for her? Felicitys in the kindergarten classes of the late 1980’s would elbow aside all the Jennifers and Sarahs, and maybe even the Marias in the Latin countries.) Her identity was universal, and at this one moment in history she was at the confluence of such beauty and athleticism that any appropriate sector of the market which did not ride the crest of her wave would be swept under it.

And now, as Fable watched, Felicity tried on the new Grazia creation. The possibility of landing her contract meant so much to the Italians that when the company had changed hands recently and a new top echelon of management was brought in, it was everywhere assumed that this had foremost to do with trying to win Felicity’s favor. But she was left pretty much unmoved by this latest Grazia offering that he handed her. “Try it on anyway,” Fable said. “I want to tell the new people exactly what you think.”

“All right,” she said, stepping into the skirt.

He examined it on Felicity, and he didn’t like it either. “You know, darling,” he said after a bit, “war is too important to be left to the generals.”

“Yes, I know: Clemenceau. But what of it?”

“I’ve just been thinking. Just maybe, dressing you may be more than the sporting-goods companies can bite off and chew. Where is it written that just because you play in a tennis dress, a tennis-dress manufacturer has to be the one to dress you?”

“What do you mean, Dale?” Felicity said, and she reached around and took the zipper halfway up the back with her right hand, then caught it from the top with her left, zipped it all the way, and posed there in the Grazia.

“I mean: I think we can change all the rules with you,” he said.

“Oh, that. I thought I’d already done that.” She shrugged her shoulders, and Fable couldn’t take it anymore, so he stepped forward to kiss her.



Punta del Este II

POOR GIANNI. Had he come directly to the bedroom now, as had been his intention, he would have caught his wife and her visitor in a most vulnerable way, most indiscreetly, but, as familiar, shall we say, as Luisa Isabel had been with Ronnie, they had not yet been intimate—not in the technical, clinical, consummated, adulterous sense. If Gianni had only barged in now, Luisa Isabel could have cried and apologized—and thanked her husband for saving her from the ultimate weakness of the flesh just in the nick of time—and Ronnie could have scrambled for his trousers, snatched up his gorgeous matching luggage that IWOOTP had given him for Christmas two years ago, scurried down the stairs, and made for the airport or the Brazilian line, whichever seemed fastest.

Unfortunately for all concerned, however, Gianni Grande did not do as he originally planned. Instead, as he paused at the top of the stairs, he considered this man Ratajczak, who was seducing his dear, chaste wife. Ratajczak, Gianni thought, must be an uncommon human of many strengths to convince poor Luisa Isabel to give up years of fidelity to award him one night of pleasure. The norteamericano must be as physically prepossessing as he was obviously sinister. So, taking all this into account, at the top of the stairs Gianni headed the other way from the master bedroom, into his study, and there he took out his pistol from his desk and began to load it.

At the same moment, Ronnie discovered that Luisa Isabel was a screamer. She cried, she sighed, she oohed and aahed and let loose a stream of Spanish ecstasies that seemed to rend the heavens. Certainly they reached her husband’s study, and since Gianni Grande was only too familiar with what brought forth these sounds, he lost all reason, and, clutching his loaded weapon, tore out of the room and down the hall, prepared to smash his bulk against the bedroom door should it be locked. In fact, it wasn’t even latched, and when he slammed into the door, he knocked it back against the wall, all but tearing it from its hinges, as well as rocking ashtrays and bric-a-brac and picture frames, sending some crashing to the floor.

Adding to the mayhem, Gianni Grande stumbled over Ronnie’s matching IWOOTP luggage, while Luisa Isabel screamed twice in quick succession: first in orgasmic delight, and then in abject fear when she realized who had joined her and Ronnie. As for Ronnie, he rolled off Luisa Isabel at the very height of his passion, and then could only stare at Gianni Grande as he came onto the balcony shaking his gun with anger.

Worse, neither Ronnie nor Luisa Isabel could cover themselves. There was no sheet, nothing on the chaise. Momentarily Ronnie thought about shielding the lady with his own self, but upon reflection, he decided that that was not likely to convey a proper image to the man with the gun. So he just lay there next to a sobbing Luisa Isabel, his own weapon standing straight, shining under the Uruguayan moon.

“Puta,” Gianni said, and he spit on the floor. Whore. And then, to Ronnie, somewhat solicitously: “Y usted: habla español?”

“No, not really,” Ronnie replied. “Not under these circumstances.”

“Then I tell you in English, you son of a bitch: first, I shoot your little thing off”—and he waved the pistol disdainfully at Ronnie’s slumping private parts—“and then I shoot you in the face, and then I shoot this trash you try to fuck. Okay?”

And slowly then, purposefully, Gianni Grande began to raise the pistol, aiming it square at Ronnie’s crotch.

Damn, Ronnie thought: if this were only journalism instead of the real world, I could offer a retraction. But that was out. So: Jump up and (naked as a jaybird) try to attack a far larger, enraged bull of a man with a gun? No, no, no. That was no more possible than escape, which would merely entail rolling off the chaise, dodging bullets, dashing a few steps to the balcony wall, catapulting over it ... and then crashing to a patio thirty feet below. Hmmmm.

Luckily, Luisa Isabel introduced a diversionary subject. “Please, Gianni,” she cried in Spanish. “Please, this is the only time in my life.”

“You promise me?”

“On our children.” He paused. God knows he wanted to believe her, and she picked up on that. “On our children. On my mother. On your mother.” Luisa Isabel was on a roll. “On the sweet Virgin.”

“Okay, then maybe I only shoot him,” Gianni declared. “I punish you forever, but I only shoot him. First his cock, then his brains.” He turned to Ronnie and back to English. “You understand me?”

“I told you: comprendo solamente pequeño.”

Right away, Gianni Grande roared. Ronnie should have said poco, not pequeño. He had said “I understand only small” instead of “I understand only a little.” Gianni Grande loved it. Gee, he seemed to have a sense of humor after all. “Pequeño, huh? Heh, heh. Pequeño? That’s the little.” And he pointed again at Ronnie’s dick, which had, at last, mercifully, stopped calling attention to itself and shrunk to near-invisibility.

“That’s gratuitous,” Ronnie said.

“What?”

“Hey, come on. You got the gun on me. You don’t have to insult me in the bargain.” Besides, in his own small journalist’s mind, he didn’t like the guy playing loose with the truth. From the various comparison shoppers who had shared his bed over the years, Ronnie understood that that part of him measured comfortably in the median range, rather like the rest of him.

But: enough chitchat. “Good-bye, you son of a bitch American.”

“Wait, wait,” Ronnie cried, even raising his hand in the stop-sign motion. “Don’t shoot me because I’m an American. That would be a tragic error. This is no time for irony. I’m not American.”

“You’re not?”

“Canadian.”

Unfortunately, Gianni Grande considered that for only a moment. “So, it was no passport fucked my wife. I still shoot you.” And with even more precision, he pointed the pistol, carefully aiming it—whether his head or his balls, Ronnie really didn’t care anymore.

“Good-bye,” Luisa Isabel said, sobbing all the more now.

“Good-bye?” Ronnie asked.

She nodded. “Yes, when he makes up his mind to something ...”

So, Ronnie thought, that’s it. I better at least try to get away, and if he doesn’t kill me in the process and I don’t break my legs in the fall, I’ll hobble off over the dune and hide in the waves. Or something like that. He closed his eyes, clutched his fists, and prepared to move in the next instant. But by that instant he was too late. The shot exploded in his ears, and he could only imagine that the process of death had begun.

Instead, the bullet sped by Ronnie, and, far out, fell harmlessly to the bottom of the Atlantic.

Stunned at finding himself yet alive, Ronnie opened his eyes, just as Luisa Isabel screamed and Gianni Grande went “oooof!” The big man had not even seen what hit him from the side, so intent was he on aiming at Ronnie’s private parts. The man who had slammed into Gianni Grande full-bore had knocked the pistol clear from his hand just as it went off, and then driven him against the side of the French door with such force that it shattered much of the glass and left it hanging by the bottom hinge.

Gianni Grande was caught completely unaware and now was left totally defenseless. The stranger, who was rather nattily dressed, save for tennis shoes, walked over—strolled, you might even say—and dropped the big man, first with a roundhouse blow to the stomach, and then, when Gianni buckled under that, with an uppercut to the chin. He fell to his knees then, gasping, retching, his eyes bulging as if even they too were searching for air.

At near-leisure, then, the dapper little fellow leaned down, picked up the pistol, and held it on Gianni Grande. Luisa Isabel screamed, and so he turned back to reassure her. “No reason to fear, madam,” he said gently in a straight British accent. “So long as he doesn’t move a bloody muscle.”

Gianni Grande gulped and gasped his acquiescence.

The Brit backed over to the balcony rail and called down, “All square up here, Rudy. Won’t need you, thanks. Meet you at the car in a jiff.”

“Righto,” came the reply from the dark.

“Would have been there to help break your fall if you’d jumped,” he said to Ronnie.

“Well, that’s comforting to know.”

Ronnie hadn’t noticed before, but yet another intruder now stood in the doorway. He was as slim as a man could be without being skinny, and from the fine cut of his shirt and slacks, Ronnie thought at first glance that he might be Continental—or Argentine Continental anyhow. But as soon as he opened his mouth, the slim man was revealed as no less English than the others. “I’m sorry, Ronnie,” he said. “We had no idea he had murder on his mind or we would never have cut it so close.” Then he picked up the nightgown that Luisa Isabel had left on the chair in the bedroom. “Forgive me, señora, but this has happened so fast.” Making sure to avert his eyes from her, he handed Luisa Isabel the gown. It was short and flimsy, the sort of thing a lady would choose for exciting a man, but it was better than nothing, and hastily she pulled it on, sat up, and drew up her knees.

The slim man then threw Ronnie his underpants and trousers, and turned back to Luisa Isabel. “Would you feel more comfortable coming with us?” he asked her. “I can have my man downstairs drive you, or we’ll escort you. We’ll offer you accommodations for the evening—quite safe and private—or choose your own hotel. Whatever.”

Luisa Isabel only stared back, trying to keep her eyes from her husband. “No, gracias,” she sighed at last in a pale little voice.

“All right,” the slim one said. “I’m sure your husband understands that if any harm were to come to you now ...” He shrugged, allowing the rest to be imagined. From the floor, Gianni Grande nodded.

Then, almost like a soldier making a left-face on parade, the slim one squared up crisply to Ronnie. “And now, Mr. Ratajczak, if you will come with us.” Ronnie grabbed up his shoes and shirt, even as the first intruder, the one who had saved his life, picked up his beautiful matching IWOOTP luggage and moved ahead as efficiently as any porter.

For just an instant, then, Ronnie paused. He wasn’t quite sure what etiquette was required, but he did manage to shrug while giving Luisa Isabel one of those open-eyed, closed-mouth expressions: That’s the way it goes. She studiously looked away, pondering her future as a wife and mother.

In the car, the slim one climbed into the back seat with Ronnie. He apologized for the automobile, which was an old rattletrap. “I’m afraid that the estimable Punta Rent-A-Car offers little in the way of choice,” he said. “The rich Argentines who come over usually keep one of their own cars here during the season, you see. So, for such a fancy place, there’s very little demand for a hire car.”

Ronnie agreed this must be so. Rudy was driving. The other man in the front seat, the one who had saved his life, turned around now.

“We didn’t forget these,” he said, and he handed Ronnie his wallet and passport, cash—even the next-to-worthless Argentine coins he had brought over from B.A. “The rest of your belongings are in the boot.”

“Thank you.”

“I quite liked that new white suit,” the man in the passenger seat up front said, and then he extended his hand. “I’m sorry. I’m John.”

“Rudy here,” said the driver, signaling in the rearview mirror.

“And I’m Colin,” the thin one said, shaking Ronnie’s hand.

“Yes, hello, Colin, and I’m ... Oh, you know who I am.”

“Yes, indeed we do, Mr. Ratajczak,” Colin said, even to pronouncing it the correct North American way. Sometimes the more nasal A is simply right. Ratajczak, Polish in origin, is such a word: Ratta-jack. To soften it up in the British manner—Rotta-jock—doesn’t have near the punch. Or the charm. As British as Felicity was, she always made sure to pronounce it the North American way whenever she introduced Ronnie.

“Never mind the ‘Mister,’” Ronnie said to Colin. “‘Ronnie’ will do fine.”

“You prefer that to ‘Ron,’ do you?”

“Amongst friends, yes. I do use ‘Ron’ on some bylines, even ‘Ronald K.’ on some others who prefer more formality—”

“Yes, I see you’re always that way in the Sunday Times magazine. I quite liked your piece there on the Dale Fable organization.”

They seemed to know everything, but Ronnie let it pass, and just said thank you.

“You see, I really wouldn’t know, myself. About names, I mean,” Colin said. “‘Colin’ isn’t the sort of name that lends itself to the diminutive. I was ‘Buster’ as a small lad, but I never cared for that.”

“No,” Ronnie agreed.

“Well, enough of that for now,” Colin decided. “As you might imagine, Ronnie, we have some business to discuss, but I suspect that after such an unsettling evening it would be better for all of us if we let you get a good night’s rest.”

Ronnie agreed.

“Of course, now, if you’d like a drink or two to wind down with, we’d be delighted to join you. We’re all tennis fans here, you know. Like very much to know a bit of the inside about McEnroe, Felicity, of course, and the little Russian girl.”

John turned around. “Always been a big admirer myself of young Wilander. Like Borg before him, so well-mannered.”

Ronnie nodded and shifted uneasily. He didn’t want to disagree with these fellows, whoever they might be, but, by the same token, after the events of the last incredible half-hour or so, he really wasn’t in the mood for small talk and tennis gossip. “Look, if I could take a rain check on that,” he said.

“Of course,” said Colin. “I don’t think I’d be up for a chat if I were you either.”

“Thanks for understanding. It’s been a very uneasy evening for me. I don’t know about you fellows, but I’ve never been almost killed before.”

They laughed, sort of chortled actually, in a way that suggested only one thing: they’d been almost killed all the time. And with that, as the old car banged along, Ronnie’s guard came up for the first time. He had only just arrived in Punta this morning, and he didn’t know much about the place, but he knew he was being driven away from it. The lights from the high-rises downtown, the casinos and hotels, were fading away.

Now, Punta del Este is simply enough named, the coastal point to the east of Montevideo, seventy-some miles away from the capital. North from Punta, it’s another hundred miles or so up the coast to Brazil. Uruguay is a tiny little country, and it exists, the Argentines joke, only at their tolerance—providing, as it does, a convenient safe haven for fleeing Argentine politicians. Punta itself became fashionable only in the last couple decades, as the wealthy of Buenos Aires came to decide that their own traditional Argentine resort, Mar del Playa, had become too overrun with hoi polloi. So in high season, like now, January and February, the wealthy women of B.A. would spend whole weeks sunning on the Punta beaches, with their husbands popping over for weekends.

Ronnie couldn’t help but be impressed with the architecture as they sped out of Punta. It was the most eclectic area he’d ever seen: a traditional European house next to a glassy modern, next to an adobe style, followed by some sort of Italian palazzo. But soon that was past, and they were driving through the northernmost part of Punta, from whence there was next to nothing, and then, Ronnie knew, nothing much at all—until finally there was Santa Vitoria do Palmar, in Brazil. He took a breath. It didn’t seem like a good place to be alone with some violent strangers, however polite they might be. At last Ronnie couldn’t wait any longer:

“If I can ask, where are you taking me?”

“Oh, not far,” Colin replied. “We were looking for something away from the hurly-burly, something a bit more secluded. Quaint.” Ronnie nodded, as if he had been consulted in these decisions.

“Here’s the turn-down now,” Rudy said, and he swung the car right, off the main road, down a rutted, rocky drive path. There seemed to be little inns scattered among the private cottages, but near the bottom of the hill, just before the beach, there was a somewhat larger place on the left, and Rudy piloted the old heap into one of the parking places there. The sign said “La Posta del Cangrejo.”

“The inn of the crab,” Colin translated. “But, I’m happy to say, a misnomer. Really quite nice, indigenous, modified American plan, reasonable, good access to the beach.” He handed Ronnie a key as they got out. “We’ve checked you in already. Just grab what you need, and we’ll get the balance of your luggage up to you tomorrow. You’re on the second floor in the back, overlooking the ocean. Perhaps not as luxurious as your accommodations with La Señora, but then, here you’ll be unmolested.”

Ronnie nodded as Colin chuckled at his little joke. Then they all wished him a good night’s sleep.

“Good night, Colin,” Ronnie said. “Good night, John. Good night, Rudy.” And he went up to his room, found it as agreeable as Colin had assured him, and fell fast asleep.

Ronnie awoke with the first rays of dawn streaming in on him, but fear and curiosity would have woken him early in any case. Danger was just not to Ronnie’s appetite. He sought nothing that might force a hitherto unknown courage to surface, and he firmly believed that discretion was the better part of everything. Ironically, there was a widespread rumor abroad in the tennis community that Ronnie must be a CIA agent—after all, didn’t he travel all over the world, always appear in comfort and the right company?—but anyone who knew Ronnie at all well appreciated that that was patently impossible. Ronnie Ratajczak a spy? The minimum perils attendant on writing about tennis and travel were quite enough for him.

Back in the early seventies he had worked for a time for Reuters in Africa, and he’d been obliged to write about some nasty skirmishes and massacres, but he was the follow-up fellow; he never assumed the intrepid role of the war correspondent at the front lines, dodging bullets for the sake of his readers and the honor of his profession. For Ronnie, camping out meant a Holiday Inn that didn’t leave you a free plastic shower cap, and it had not been any jeopardy—simple boredom mostly—that had driven him out of Africa and into more genteel journalistic pursuits.

Ronnie’s career had started on a small paper in a small town in Ontario, near where he grew up. One of the things he was assigned to cover was the town’s Junior A hockey team. It got beaten in the playoffs—a huge upset, by Oshawa—and that crushed the town. It crushed Ronnie, and it crushed his wife, who taught home economics in the high school. Only, after a while Ronnie said: “This is ridiculous. This is just a boys’ hockey team. We can’t be this way about a boys’ hockey team. We gotta go somewhere else, eh?” Like most Canadians, Ronnie finished many sentences with an eh in those days.

His wife didn’t have the foggiest idea why he would say such a thing, and so, finally, they agreed maybe he just better leave by himself. Eventually she married a carpenter and they had three wonderful children, which always proved, Ronnie said, that much good really could come out of a town’s team losing in Junior A.

Soon he had stopped saying eh and found himself in Lusaka, where he got lucky and landed a job with Reuters. Mostly there he wrote stories about the railroad the Chinese were building for the Zambians. Zambia was landlocked, and the railroad would help them get their copper out. Ronnie wrote all the time about the railroad, until one day he realized the railroad in Zambia was very much like the Junior A hockey team in Ontario. Luckily for him, Arthur Ashe came through at just about that point on a tennis tour that was sponsored by the United States government. He was going all over Africa playing Stan Smith. Ronnie asked if he couldn’t just hook onto the tour and write free-lance pieces, and everybody said fine, it wasn’t classified or anything.

In his resignation wire to Reuters in Nairobi, he wrote: “After a while, railroads are just like boys’ hockey teams and elections and highway scandals and, I imagine, tennis.” But, he thought, it would be interesting to find that out, and it rather had been, too, at least until he had almost got his balls and his brains shot away last night.

After lying there awhile sifting these reflections, Ronnie realized he was never going to drift back to sleep, and so he got up and strolled out on the balcony. The sun was already hot, but there was no one to be seen anywhere around La Posta del Cangrejo. There was a little dirt road that ran under his window, between the inn and the beach, but there was not a soul on it. Hmmm, must not be any Americans around, Ronnie thought to himself. Only in America or where The Dollar Was Strong and Americans abounded did he ever see any joggers, and this was clearly the ideal joggers’ path. Ergo: no Americans.

But at that point Ronnie did see one man come around the bend, walking. It was Colin, out on what used to be called a “constitutional,” and he had gone more native this morning—a sport shirt and shorts, sandals—but Ronnie recognized his thin British form right away and waved. Colin saluted him back, and, so as not to wake anyone, he pantomimed drinking coffee and beckoned Ronnie to meet him on the Posta patio.

After breakfast, John and Rudy joined them. They were in bathing suits and carried beach towels and little travel purses, and they all piled into the old rattletrap and headed back onto the road north again, going farther out of Punta. “Where exactly are we going?” Ronnie finally asked, trying unsuccessfully to be casual.

“Oh, now, don’t be afraid of us,” Colin said. “Surely we wouldn’t have gone to all that bother to save you last night if we wished to harm you in the morning.”

“Yes, but still, I can’t imagine why you bothered with me.”

“Don’t worry.”

“Yeah, I know, más o menos,” Ronnie said.

“What’s that mean?”

“The Argentines like to use it, which you might, too, if you’d been through the Perons, the generates, eight-hundred-percent inflation, and some disappearing loved ones. It means sort of ...” He shrugged and waggled his right hand. “It means más o menos.”

“Oh,” said John.

“Yes, Ronnie’s quite good with language,” Colin told the others. “He ordered breakfast for me this morning.”

“No, you only saw me at my best,” Ronnie said. “I can order breakfast and drinks and ask what time the airplane leaves in just about every language known to man. But otherwise: nothing. Más o menos.”

“Well, you certainly sounded awfully good,” Colin said.

“I can always sound good,” Ronnie explained. “I can read a newspaper and sound good, even if I don’t have the foggiest idea what I’m reading. But you see, I’m a journalist, and I have a good ear.”

“And they speak English everywhere.”

“Well, that’s a más o menos too,” Ronnie said. “True, someone speaks it. The airline clerks or the concierges. But I miss it when I don’t hear English around. Words are what I work with, and if I can’t deal with the ones around me, I’m never really content. It’s like beautiful women—”

“What is?” John asked, suddenly interested.

“Me and words. Beautiful women are dealing foremost in beauty. So they worry more about how they look, what they wear. Only rationally, it should be the plainer ones who would fuss about appearance. They’re the ones who need to. But it doesn’t work that way. We concentrate on what we have the most of or what we do the best with. Well, my words are my clothes, and I don’t ever dress sloppily.”

“Well said,” Colin piped in, as, just about then, Rudy pulled the old heap off the road. They were some miles out of Punta now, alongside a beach that appeared, from the road, to be utterly deserted. And, as they saw for sure when they came over the dunes, it was. “Unspoiled,” Ronnie remembered, was the standard word he always avoided using in such cases for his travel pieces—only to have the numbskulls who edited put “unspoiled” back, more prominently, into a headline or caption.

They all four tripped along the warm sand, but Rudy lugged a briefcase, and he separated from the rest of them. Then he set up some distance from where Colin and John bade Ronnie to sit down. After a time Ronnie noticed that Rudy had produced binoculars, and from the dune where he perched, he spied about—even if no form of life could be seen anywhere on a beach so ... unspoiled that even the waves seemed to take on a static aspect, as if they were part of a tableau.

“So what’s up?” Ronnie said when they settled down on the towels.

“You don’t have any idea what we want with you?” Colin asked.

“Well, an idea, yes.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, I’ll bet you want me to run cocaine. I travel a lot, I’m not suspected. I’m logical. I’m safe. But, sorry, I’m not inter—”

“A good guess,” Colin interrupted, and John nodded assent. “Has anyone on the tennis circuit ever performed that function before?”

“You’re asking me?”

“Strictly a professional question.”

“It’s just that most people only want to know who the lesbians in tennis are,” Ronnie said. “It’s nice to have a tennis question about drugs instead of homosexuality.”

“Well, is there a lot of drug use?”

“Probably not as much as you’d imagine, given a young, affluent international crowd. But you see, it’s an individual game, and the player who messes with drugs, loses—and quickly. In any team sport—football, basketball, whatever—you have a whole team to carry you for a while. Still, there was one player a couple years ago...”

“Top ten?” John asked.

“Uh-huh. Yeah. He got into cocaine heavy. His game went all to hell. All of a sudden, he couldn’t beat anybody. Girlfriend dropped him. Worse: his doubles partner dropped him. So then he started couriering the stuff. I don’t know if it was his original idea, but what he did was, he hollowed out one or two of his racket frames and carried the coke in there.”

“Anybody ever catch him?” Colin asked.

“Oh no. I don’t think he was ever suspected, much less searched. Nobody ever dares touch a player’s rackets, anyhow. So he went on carrying the stuff for a year or so, but pretty soon he simply couldn’t qualify to play, so eventually he had to drop off the tour. I think he has a teaching job somewhere down near Miami now.”

“And that’s the only case you know of?”

“Yeah, but I can’t vouch for the whole tennis community. There’s a lot of people traveling in this sport.” Ronnie stopped, and looked square at Colin. “But you won’t get me. I won’t do it.”

“No?”

“No way. I’m not foolish enough and money doesn’t drive me that much. Besides, while this may surprise you, despite all my faults, I’m pretty honest. In the things that matter.”

“Oh, how well we know that,” Colin said, picking up some sand now and sifting it through his thumb and fingers, down the palm.

“You do?”

“Oh yes. Nobody can buy your byline, can they?”

“No, they can’t.” It was a coup for some small tournament in some corner of the world to get Ronnie Ratajczak to cover it. Promoters vied to bring him to their site, because his presence—even if he wrote critically of the endeavor—signaled a certain credibility—and hence prestige—which could be translated into better players showing up the next year. In a world where hotel rooms and airplane tickets were traded promiscuously, Ronnie flew almost everywhere on the cuff—and often first curtain—and his accommodations were usually taken care of quite generously. He preferred suites. He was invited to all the best parties, and most promoters had their wits about them sufficient to arrange introductions to the loveliest of available local beauties. Even Ronnie joked loudest himself that he was called “The Globe’s Guest.”

But all that only bought his appearance; it never influenced what he might write. No, no, no. “I’m a scoundrel,” he said, rising up off his towel. “But I’m an honest scoundrel. And now, if you gentlemen will be so kind as to take me back to the Cangrejo, I’d like to pack and get out of Punta and set some distance between myself and a certain cuckolded husband.”

“Wait, we’re not through with you,” Colin said.

“No. There is no discussion. I won’t carry—”

“We haven’t asked you to.”

Ronnie said: “This isn’t about drugs? You’re not drugs?”

Colin shook his head. “All right, show him, John.” And the little man reached into his purse and brought out two wallets. He handed one to Colin, and then withdrew from his own a badge. Colin did likewise. Ronnie looked. They were identical, save the identification numbers, both reading “CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY,” the letters standing out above the eagle and the Great Seal and the other embellishments which signified the government of the United States of America.

Ronnie had to laugh out loud. “Why are you laughing?” Colin snapped, rather irritated.

“Oh, just laughing at myself. It never occurred to me. I guess especially since you’re all British.”

“Well, after all, you don’t need a social-security number to be a spy,” Colin said. “And what do you say?”

“Spy? Me? No way. I’d run drugs first.”

“Oh, come on now, we’re not that bad.”

“Nothing personal, Colin. But let me tell you, friend. If I were caught as a drug runner, people would say: that greedy bastard, Ratajczak. And that would be the end of it. It would only be my goose cooked. But as a spook ... that’s what you call it, isn’t it?”

“You may if you like. ‘Agent’ will quite do, though.”

“Okay: as a spy, a snoop, an agent, whatever. If I were caught then, then every international journalist in the world would be held in that much more suspicion. I told you I had scruples, and I won’t do that to me or my colleagues.”

“Very noble of you, Ronnie. But you don’t have to be a spy.”

“Yeah, well,” Ronnie went on, “all the noble bullshit aside, I’m just not brave. I don’t like ... risk. And if ever I had suffered a momentary delusion about that, it was removed forever from me last evening. The real Ronnie Ratajczak was revealed to be a consummate coward. Now, come on, get me to the airport.”

Colin literally tugged at Ronnie’s trunks. “If words mean so bloody much to you, then listen to me. I just said: you don’t have to be a spy.”

“Well, fine. I’m not a spy now.”

“Yes, but now you don’t get paid for not being a spy.”

“What are you talking about?” Ronnie asked.

“What I’m talking about is that we will pay you not to be a spy.”

“Oh. Does that mean I can get more money from the Russians for not being a counterspy?”

Colin laughed. “Go on. Sit down. At least hear me out.”

Curious now, Ronnie squatted back on his towel.

Colin took off his sunglasses and began: “Now, here’s the situation, lad. Very simple. We have a spy who is presently occupied with a very important mission. Now, it just so happens that, in the next few months, as this mission develops—and, we hope, happily concludes—this agent must be in several of the places where the tennis tour will take you. You’ll cross paths, even meet now and again ... possibly. Certainly you’ll deal with some of the same people.”

“So I’m to understand that the spy—the real spy—is also someone on the tennis tour?”

“You’re to understand nothing about our agent. Let’s call this person Dana. A nice androgynous name. You are not even to know the gender.”

“Why?”

“Because it does you no good to know. Rudy doesn’t even know.”

“Yeah, and if I’m caught, then they can’t torture it out of me.”

“Oh, come now, Ronnie. This isn’t the bloody Spanish Inquisition anymore. We’re in 1986, and there’s very little of that sort of dramatics that go on in modern world-class espionage.”

“Oh?”

“Listen, you’re the one that didn’t want to be a spy. Now, a moment later and you want to know who Dana is and what Dana’s up to.”

“I’m just naturally curious.”

“Well, don’t be. Just take the money and run.”

“What money?”

“The money we’re going to pay you not to be a spy.”

“So, all right: why?”

“Because, as I started to say: Dana will be operating in your orbit. Coincidence. But John here, who’s even more of a tennis buff than I am, put these coincidences together. And he’s a great admirer of your work. As I am. And he’d once heard the gossip that you must be a spy. People like to believe that sort of thing. And so he thought: Well, let’s take advantage of that and turn him into a spy.”

“Life follows rumor,” Ronnie said.

“It wouldn’t be the first time. Besides, where better to place a spy than on the international tennis circuit? It’s perfect. You can move over all the world without attracting notice. No one is inclined to suspect. You have access and a presumed innocence. And secrets are a damn sight easier to carry in a racket handle than cocaine.”

“That’s all true enough,” Ronnie said.

“Absolutely,” said Colin. “So if you agree, we’ll then put out the word, surreptitiously, erroneously, in all the right places, that Ronnie Ratajczak is indeed a spy, and a very important one. And then, if that bait is taken, the bad guys—”

“The Russians?”

“I leave that to your imagination. Let’s just say that it’s neither the Portuguese nor the Peruvians. But whoever, those bad guys will follow you. They will watch you and tail you and—”

“And kill me dead.”

“Oh heavens no. Why would they kill you, Ronnie? An agent is no good dead. The whole point is that they’ll think they’re onto us because they know you’re a spy, and they’ll keep watching you instead of Dana and waiting for you to do something, but of course, you won’t. You’ll just be writing stories and getting laid and whatnot—all the same things you do now.”

“And Dana is home-free,” John interjected.

“Absolutely,” Colin said.

“In other words, I’m a decoy, a wood duck in the water.”

“Oh, come on now, Ronnie, that’s a wee bit strong.”

He nodded. It was. It was just that he kept trying to talk himself out of this fool thing, and he couldn’t. “All right, then, I see. You just want me to be the guy playing the deuce court with a very strong partner.”

“How’s that now?” Colin asked, his eyebrows arching.

“It’s in doubles. I mean, invariably the stronger player, or in any event the more assertive one, plays the left court. That’s the advantage court, with almost all the decisive points—thirty-forty, forty-thirty, ad in, ad out. If you ever walk onto the court with someone you’ve just met for a game of doubles, if that person stations himself in the ad court, he’ll say: ‘You don’t mind if I play this side, do you?’ And of course he himself cares very much. He’s determined to play that side. He’s an ad-court player. Now, the typical deuce-court player is much more agreeable. He’ll sort of wander to the middle of the court and say, ‘Where do you want to play? I really don’t care what side I’m on.’ Although, in fact, he does. He wants the deuce court so the other fellow has to play the big points. Basically, you see, the deuce-court player sets up and the ad-court player finishes, for better or worse. It doesn’t make any difference, the level of competition, pro or rinky-dink. The principle’s the same, and you can tell a lot about anyone from what side he chooses to play in doubles.”

“And what about you, Ronnie?” Colin asked. “Which side are you?”

“Oh, it’s my nature that I’m one of those rare people who’s perfectly happy playing either. I can play the ad court if my partner isn’t comfortable there. Or the deuce. Maybe I could even be the spy in the deuce court for you.”

“I would hope so. It would be a most lucrative game for you, and one of short duration. And by the time the bad guys figure out that you’re not a spy, that they’ve just fallen for that same old tired rumor, Dana’s assignment will be completed, and, I can assure you, the people of the United States of America and its allies in the free world—most particularly including your own Canada—will be most grateful to you for services rendered.”

“How long?”

“These things are never precise. Missions don’t expire like American Express cards. But probably six months, give or take a bit. It’s almost February now. Possibly as early as June, but more likely July.”

“How much?”

“Five thousand U.S. dollars a month.”

“Not enough,” Ronnie said.

“Ten thousand,” said Colin.

“Not enough,” said Ronnie.

“Yes it is,” said Colin.

“Yes it is,” said Ronnie.

“So you’ll do it?”

“No. I just said a fair exchange is no robbery. But now that I know the price, I want to know what exactly I have to do.”

“Nothing at all, except—”

“Aha! I knew it: a catch.”

“A very nice catch, thank you. Once a month you must meet us at a convenient location to pick up your stipend.”

“Why?”

“What better corroborates the fact that you are indeed in our employ? For example, right now Rudy has a camera, and at a signal, he’ll snap our picture, which will eventually find its way into the right hands.”

“Which is to say, the wrong hands?”

“You’re catching on, Ronnie.”

“But he hasn’t shot yet? This could be incriminating.”

“Really, Mr. Ratajczak: if I wanted Rudy to take incriminating photographs, would I have revealed to you that he had a camera?”

“No, I guess not.”

“Sometimes,” John said, “I think you forget that we saved your bloody life last night.”

“I know. Excuse me. But things are moving quickly. Just as I’ve never been almost killed before, I’ve never been almost a spy before.”

“We understand,” Colin said. “It would have been easier if we could have caught up with you in Melbourne last month, or Tokyo, when things were less strained for you. But all this business had to be approved in Washington. I’m afraid there’s red tape in everything, even in espionage.”

“Okay. And when the assignment is over, what then?” Ronnie wanted to consider every possible reason not to say yes.

But Colin had every easy answer. “Whatever you choose,” he said, more agreeably than ever. “You’ve two choices. First, you can ask us to put out the news, through the same old channels, that you’re not a spy at all. They’ll quickly forget all about you.”

“Really?” Ronnie said. Could it be that easy? “You mean it’s like Andy Warhol might say, that everybody will be a spy for fifteen minutes?”

“Something like that, yes. Or if you don’t like that, the other alternative is that we can just let you lie fallow for a while, and then perhaps in time, if we need you again, we could do this all over.”

“It’s too easy,” Ronnie said.

“Yes. Yes, it is. For openers, there’s ten thousand dollars, cash, in Rudy’s briefcase.” Ronnie shook his head. “But you’re not any kind of pimp, Ronnie. You’re a bloody patriot.”

“You’ve got all the answers,” Ronnie said.

“Well, we knew about you. We knew you’d have all the questions,” Colin said. “But come in with us, help the free world, make a very nice piece of change—and all just for being yourself and keeping a secret.”

“And picking up your payment every month,” John added.

“Yes,” Colin said. “Sometimes, Ronnie, it’s just a sellers’ market in these things.”

Ronnie mused this over for another few seconds. “All right, gentlemen,” he said. “Bring Rudy over. I accept your generous offer not to be a spy.”
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