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Chapter One             
 


 


Ghastly journey – so desperately
tired I can barely write. City in terrible state, everyone hungry and dirty,
but so good to see our dear friends again. More raids, spent all last night in
shelter, fires still burning this morning near the Tiergarten. Not sure we’re
doing the right thing but everyone says we must leave before it’s too late.


 


*


 


Berlin, April 1945


 


They had spent two
nights cooped up deep underground in the shelter beneath Tempelhof airport –
walls running with condensation and the air thick with the sour reek of fear. A
concrete tomb bathed in perpetual twilight from wire-covered bulbs that
flickered to the rhythm of the bombardment: an incessant pounding whose
drum-beat grew louder with each passing hour. An eternity of waiting, but at
last word had come and now they were heading for the surface.


Following the flickering glow-worm of
light from the elderly Volkssturm corporal’s torch, the group of men
shuffled towards another flight of concrete stairs. Georg Reiss heard a muffled
thump from the darkness somewhere ahead of him. ‘For Christ’s sake be careful
with those boxes,’ he shouted again. Bomb damage had cut the electricity to this
section of the tunnels and unseen pools of icy water splashed over their shoes
in the darkness. At the top of the stairs, they stepped over the raised sill of
a steel blast door and into a lighted stretch.


‘Stop here,’ said the corporal from
the head of the crocodile. ‘I want to make sure we haven’t lost anyone.’


Reiss elbowed his way forward through
the doorway to join him. ‘And I want to make sure those boxes don’t get jarred.
There’s three years of work in there. It’s irreplaceable.’


‘So you keep telling me, sir,’ said
the corporal, not even bothering to look at him. For the first few days of the
job – tour guide on the ghost train he called it – he had tried to be polite to
these people, but as the trickle turned to a flood he had come to despise them:
rats deserting a sinking ship, and now he made few attempts to hide his
feelings. He had made it to Etatmässige Feldwebel – regimental sergeant
major in the language of the hated Tommies – in the first war: wounded three
times, had refused four field commissions just to stay with his lads, and now
this was how it ended. None of these cowards would make so much as a decent
private soldier, he fumed to himself as he chivvied the last stragglers to
catch up.


Eichmann had been along the ghost
train the week before, then the Reichsmarschall himself: scores of the bastards,
some of whom he recognised from the newsreels and others not, but all spouting
the same crap: “the Reich must fight on”, “we are leaving to organise the final
victory”. In that case why haven’t you bought a return ticket? he always wanted
to ask, but it was too late now even for cynicism. Tour guide on a ghost train:
what a perfect job for a trainee ghost whose apprenticeship would soon be over.
A rat scuttled out of the darkness and he aimed a kick at it – hateful bloody
things, another reminder of the trenches. At least he could say what he liked
now – there wasn’t even an Eastern Front to be sent to any more: it was right
here on Berlin’s doorstep. He turned the yellow beam from his torch on the
group and continued the headcount. Then, satisfied that everyone was there, he motioned
them on.


After what seemed like hours of wet
and discomfort, they turned into a section of tunnel that was dry underfoot and
fully lit. Reiss’s colleague, Max Standfluss, came forward to join him and
looked in awe at the scene in front of them.


‘This was supposed to be where the
U-Bahn would come into the terminal,’ said the corporal, continuing the script
he used every time his charges reached this stop on their journey. ‘They never
got it finished before the war started, and, until a month or so ago it was
being used as an aircraft factory. Now look at the state of it.’ They walked on
in silence, past rows of half-completed FW-190 fighters – flightless creatures,
semi-clad metal skeletons without engines or wings.


Finally the group emerged, blinking,
into the cathedral-like vastness of the terminal itself. On one of the pillars
next to what had once been a Lufthansa desk, an anonymous humorist had scrawled,
“In the event of inclement weather, the war will be held indoors”. Even that
did no justice to the immensity of the place. With their footfalls echoing
around the deserted hall, the corporal led them to a door marked “VIP waiting
room 17”. The atmosphere inside was like that of the shelter they had recently
left – foul with the smell of fear, cigarette smoke and unwashed humanity.


The soldiers placed the heavy wooden
packing cases delicately on the ground and Reiss, a diminutive and
serious-looking man in his late twenties, fussed around them like an anxious
mother hen, checking once more that they were securely fastened and undamaged
after their latest move. Standfluss, fifteen years older than Reiss and out of
condition, slumped onto a rusty metal chair, head down, panting for breath.


‘I’ll leave you then, gentlemen,’
said the corporal. He turned to Reiss. ‘The lads will help you load your boxes,
sir. Have a safe trip and don’t forget to send us a postcard.’


They muttered their thanks and the corporal
closed the door behind him. Back to the ghost train.


Standfluss shifted his gaze to the
group of soldiers. Hungry, frightened and miserable; little more than
schoolboys dressed in men’s cast-offs, none of them much older than his own son
who was, he hoped, still safe with his mother in Munich. Thank God, it’ll soon
be over, he thought.


They waited another half an hour and
then the door swung open. A full colonel, the commanding officer of Tempelhof
airport, strode into the room with a cursory nod to Reiss and Standfluss. As if
to herald his arrival the air-raid sirens started wailing again and Standfluss
looked in pity at the row of terrified soldiers in their over-sized field grey
and steel helmets. All of them gazed up at the colonel in supplication. Standfluss
could almost hear what they were thinking: not again, this wasn’t what it was
supposed to be like, I want to go home, I want my mother. For these frightened
children, for everyone in the city with a pair of eyes in their head, with the
exception of hard cases like the colonel, the glory of serving the Fatherland had
long disappeared and in its place just terror, dirt, hunger and everywhere the
smell of decomposing bodies and broken drains.


Their thoughts were audible to the
colonel too and he glared at them in disgust. ‘Don’t just sit there. Get to
your posts,’ he shouted, his voice rising to a scream. ‘You shouldn’t need me
to remind you of your duty. Now move!’ They hurried away to man their anti-aircraft
battery. As the last of them scrambled out of the room, a series of muffled
explosions, uncomfortably close this time, caused the two scientists to shrink
down into their threadbare overcoats in the forlorn but instinctive hope that
it would make them smaller targets – “the Berlin twitch” the locals called it.


The colonel turned the same expression
of disgust on the two men and read the fear in their faces; a look he knew well
and to which he’d grown indifferent. ‘I’ve just been told that the aircraft are
holding off to the south and as soon as this raid’s gone through they’ll be
here, he said as though reading from a bus timetable. ‘Not long now. In thirty
minutes you’ll be away and gone.’ He peered out of the grimy window, scanning
the southern horizon. There they were: two black dots, probably about eight
kilometres away, following each other around a defensive oval pattern and
awaiting their turn to land. ‘But don’t you worry about us,’ he added with
undisguised contempt. ‘We’ll have plenty to keep us busy when you’ve gone.’


Then, without pleasantry or
leave-taking, he turned his back on them, closed the door and marched down the
corridor, his boots crunching over a carpet of broken window glass. Three doors
further along he stopped, knocked and waited for the command to enter. Inside
were two men; one in the uniform of a Luftwaffe major and the other, in
civilian clothes, who was much older: bearded, cadaverously thin and with tired,
sagging features. Next to him sat a shabbily dressed young woman with unwashed,
mousy hair who was nervously fiddling with a cheap linen handkerchief. The
colonel ignored her. ‘Gentlemen, the first aircraft has landed and the other
two have joined the circuit. Not long now.’


The all-clear sounded and shortly
afterwards an Me-110, twin-engined night fighter, shorn of its radar antennae,
its Schräge Musik upward-firing cannons and defensive rear armament,
taxied to a halt outside the northern end of the terminal building. From under
the cover of the building’s canopy three Luftwaffe groundcrew dragged a fuel
bowser into place and while two of them worked at the pump handles, the other
swung himself up onto the wing and slotted the refuelling nozzle into place.


The major excused himself and went
out to meet the pilot to whom he handed a map marked with the latest intelligence
estimates of the land battle to the south and west of the city. The pilot
spread it out on the trailing edge of the wing and the major began his
briefing, indicating the red and black lines drawn around Berlin as he spoke. ‘Ivan’s
58th Guards Division is already round to the south of us and neither
our IXth nor the XIIth Army have sent an intelligence update
in the last forty-eight hours so we have to assume the worst. The weather
forecast to the south isn’t great either, there’s a front dragging its heels
over us and if you stay at low-level it’ll force you further west the nearer
you get to Augsburg.’ His finger worked its way along the proposed track. ‘My
advice would be to play it safe and head west towards Magdeburg first and then
route via Nürnberg direct to Fürstenfeldbruck. Is that clear so far?’


Without looking up from his notes,
the pilot nodded and the major continued. ‘When you land, a bigwig, name of Köcher,
from the embassy in Bern will be there to meet you. You are not to hand over
the cargo to anyone other than him. Got that?’


‘What if this Köcher doesn’t turn
up?’ asked the pilot.


‘He’ll be there, don’t worry. A
convoy is coming down from Linz by road and they’ll meet you and Köcher at the
airfield. They’ve all got diplomatic credentials so they can cross the border
into Switzerland. Lucky bastards!’


‘So what is it then, this precious
cargo that I’m supposed to risk my neck for?’


The major gave a derisive laugh. ‘You
should know better than to ask questions like that. Just count yourself lucky
you’ve got the job. If you don’t like it, just say the word, I’ll fly the
aircraft and you can stay here and take your chances with the Ivans.’


The pilot snorted. ‘No thanks. But what
am I supposed to do once I’ve got to Fürsty and handed all this stuff over?’


Before replying, the major looked nervously
over his shoulder to make sure nobody else was within earshot. ‘Well,’ he said
quietly, ‘I reckon you’ve got two choices. Either you take on the entire American
and Russian air forces single-handed in a clapped-out aircraft with no
ammunition, no rear gunner and no radar or you park it quietly in a hangar at Fürsty
and take a one-way ticket to Switzerland with Köcher and his boys, and of
course with your precious cargo – just to make sure it gets delivered safely of
course.’


They watched in silence as the crew
chief closed the last of the fasteners on the drop-tanks that had been
converted into under-wing baggage pods. He filled in the details of the
additional weight and the amount of fuel that had been added to the aircraft
and then brought the paperwork to the pilot to sign.


‘All complete, sir,’ he said. ‘I’m
not happy with the port engine, though. You’ve got a nasty oil leak and you
really ought to snag it.’


The pilot signed the form on the
clipboard without looking at it. ‘And do you have engine spares here by any
chance, sergeant?’


‘No sir, we don’t, but I just thought
you ought to know.’


‘Think it’ll get me to Fürsty?’


‘It should do now the oil’s been topped
up.’


‘Well if it doesn’t, I’ll ask the
Ivans if they’ll let me come back and complain.’


‘Please don’t talk like that, sir. We
can still win, you’ll see. Our Führer said so.’


‘I wish I shared your optimism,
sergeant.’


He looked away. ‘I’ve no other choice,
sir. I’ve got a wife and family in Dresden and I haven’t heard from them since
February. If we don’t all stick together and see this through then we’ll none
of us see our families again.’


The pilot made no reply – he’d flown
over the city a week after the raids and had seen, and worse still, smelled,
the corpse-scented moonscape where Dresden had once stood. So he simply handed
the clipboard to the sergeant and climbed back into the cockpit. ‘Good luck,’
shouted the major, adding the stay-behinds’ stock valediction, ‘and make sure
you send us a postcard.’


The pilot of the Me-110 taxied out and
waited as the second of two battered-looking Ju-88s landed and cleared the
runway. Then, under a pall of grey-brown smoke drifting from the burning city,
he took off into the drizzle and set course towards Magdeburg.


The two Ju-88 pilots parked their
aircraft as close to the edge of the airport terminal as they could. The high
concrete awning, built in peacetime to shelter passengers from the rain, now
provided cover from a more lethal airborne threat.


Standfluss, Reiss and the precious
cargo of packing cases were squeezed into one aircraft and the two civilians were
escorted to the other. The older man walked with the aid of a stick and seemed
to have trouble grasping the rungs of the aluminium ladder to the cockpit of
the twin-engined bomber. As he reached up, the sleeve of his jacket slid back to
reveal a crudely tattooed row of numbers on his forearm.


Once airborne, the pilot of the lead
aircraft maintained a south-westerly track and then turned in a gentle arc to
the north-west so that his number two could cut the corner and slot into close
formation for the climb up through the low overcast. Once above cloud, the
number two slid out into a tactical formation, one thousand metres line
abreast, as they climbed towards their cruising altitude of three thousand
metres and set course for the airfield at Schleswig. Forty minutes later and thirty
kilometres east of Hamburg an allied mobile radar unit, callsign “Bandbox” detected
them.


‘Cool Milk leader, this is Bandbox. I
have trade for you. Vector one six zero, target range twenty miles heading
three one zero, many, speed medium, angels one zero. Identify, I say again,
identify.’


The two Hawker Typhoons from 245
Squadron, RAF, turned south east towards their target. ‘Roger, Bandbox. Cool
Milk formation steady one six zero, twelve thousand feet.’ The leader waggled
his wings and in response his number two widened to five hundred yards off his
leader’s port wing. The flow of information from the intercept controller at
Bandbox continued and the relative bearing between the two formations remained
unchanged. As the range reduced, the leader smoothly opened the throttle until
the two Typhoons reached almost 400 mph. At five miles the leader caught sight
of the two German aircraft two thousand feet beneath them, black specks against
the milky undercast. ‘Bandbox, this is Cool Milk leader, tally-ho, tally-ho.
Two bandits, left eleven o’clock low.’


‘Roger, Cool Milk leader, proceed as
briefed. Check switches safe.’


Leaving his number two above and
astern to watch his back, the leader rolled into a descending left hand turn
and, crossing behind the two Ju-88s, closed on the right hand aircraft with a
healthy 150 mph of overtake. When he was about half a mile behind it, a brief
warning passed between the two German pilots and they both waggled their aircrafts’
wings in recognition. As the pilot of the Typhoon pulled up into a steep
wing-over to hold station above them, he saw the right-hand aircraft fire a
white flare followed by two green ones. Moments later, the other let off a
white followed by two reds. ‘Bandbox from Cool Milk Leader, I confirm these are
our two friendlies. Am escorting them home.’ He closed the throttle and the Typhoon’s
Napier Sabre engine responded with its characteristic volley of pops and bangs
as the RPM reduced. The pilot re-applied a small handful of power and eased into
loose formation alongside the Ju-88. The German pilot could clearly make out
the battle letters MR-N on the side of the Typhoon and, in front of the cockpit
on the engine cowling, a painted image of the pilot’s mascot, a small white
terrier with the name “Binder” stencilled underneath it.


For the pilot of the Me-110, things
were not going so smoothly. Firstly, the aircraft had no radio direction-finding
or beacon navigation system so he was going to have to find his way to the base
at Fürstenfeldbruck near Munich by old-fashioned dead-reckoning: map, compass
and stopwatch. And that meant staying in visual contact with the ground. On his
preferred route the frontal system was hanging around longer than expected and
low cloud forced him increasingly further west of track and dangerously close
to the rapidly-approaching Allied armies.


The town of Magdeburg loomed up out
of the haze and he was about to turn left to skirt to the west of Leipzig, when, at a height of four thousand metres he came head-to-head with a formation of
three US P-47 Thunderbolts. He had no idea whether they’d seen him but he wasn’t
going to hang around to take any chances. Lowering the nose and applying full
power, he turned hard onto a south-westerly heading and tried to lose himself
in the murk before they came after him. His heart pounded and his mind went
back to the unpleasant sensation he’d felt so often during his early days of
flying training – he was alone, lost and without a clue what to do.


The weather to the south seemed even
worse and, climbing once more to clear the cloud tops at an altitude of two
thousand metres he turned right onto a westerly heading – this wasn’t getting
him any nearer Fürsty, just closer to the damned Americans: he had to turn
south.


He craned his neck to see if he was
being followed and started a series of short, sharp turns: left thirty degrees,
stop, check back over the right shoulder, nobody there, turn again. He’d just
rolled out on a southerly heading when he saw them: two black specks, about ten
kilometres away and highlighted against the cloudbase above, but definitely
getting closer. He pushed the throttle levers with his left hand but they were
already at the front stops and now that he was straight and level, his speed
was bleeding back through 500 kilometres per hour – about 300 mph in the language
of his fast-closing adversaries. They’d seen him all right and now he
recognised them as American P-51 Mustangs. There was nothing else for it, he
couldn’t out-run them nor out-turn them so his only hope was to hide in the
clouds below and hope to find one that didn’t have a hill inside it – cumulogranitus
they called it. He overbanked to the right and lowered the nose. As he did so,
he looked back over his shoulder once more and saw the black and white
chequer-board markings on the aircrafts’ noses. His altitude was one thousand
metres and just as he entered cloud he saw the first tracer rounds pass close
by over the cockpit. Transferring to instruments he stopped the descent and
rolled into a hard right-hand turn that he hoped would shake them off but which
only served to take him out of cloud once more. Beneath him was a small village
surrounded by pine forests and at his left seven o’clock and closing fast were
the two Mustangs. He lowered the nose once more and made for the welcoming
cover of the cloudbank to the north.


By the time he saw the hillside race
out of the murk towards him it was too late. Instinctively he pulled the stick
hard back but by the time the aircraft hit the first of the trees it was
already starting to break up under the effect of the massively excessive
g-loading that his snatch pull had inflicted on the airframe. The wreckage was
spread along a three-hundred metre swathe of broken trees and churned earth on
the southern slopes of the Harz Mountains, just to the east of the town of Bad Lauterberg. There was no fire.











Chapter Two             
 


 


Cold and frightened. Food
terrible but plentiful. Coffee even worse but unlimited sugar which is a treat.
Not sure whether the Americans can be trusted. At least they are keeping all
four of us together and we leave for Britain tomorrow. If R. doesn’t shut up
about his precious boxes I may kill him.


 


*


 


Washington DC,
April 1945


 


President Harry
Truman looked up from his desk as the two men were shown into the Oval Office.
‘Thank you, Miss Conway,’ he said as his secretary left the room, closing the
door behind her. Secretary of War, Henry Stimson’s long, moustachioed face
looked even more gloomy than usual which did not presage good news. By
Stimson’s side stood a tall, square-jawed army officer in his late forties,
although the effects of excess weight and lack of sleep made him look nearer
sixty. He put down his briefcase, came to attention and saluted. Stimson
introduced him as General Leslie Groves of the Army Corps of Engineers.


Truman peered over his glasses. ‘At
ease, General Groves. Well, Mr Secretary,’ he said, smiling at Stimson. ‘If
you’ve brought the Corps of Engineers along as reinforcements, then I must
really be in trouble. You’d both better come and tell me all about it.’ He
showed both men to a seat and then sat down to join them. ‘So who’s going to go
first?’ he asked.


‘I will, if you don’t mind, Mr
President,’ said Stimson. ‘I’m going to ask you to cast your mind all the way
back to a telephone conversation you and I had in June ’43 about a
manufacturing plant in Pasco, Washington.’


Truman smiled again and shook his
head, ‘Mr Secretary, so much has happened in the last couple of weeks that I’m
having trouble remembering my own name, let alone what happened almost two
years ago. You’re going to have to remind me.’


Stimson continued. ‘It was about the
nature of the work being done at the plant, sir. At the time, I told you that
it was most secret and only two or three people in the world knew of its true
nature. And in return you agreed that you would wait until I decided the time
was right to tell you: that time has now come.’


‘Very well.’


‘You recall that after the last
cabinet meeting I mentioned work on the development of a new explosive of
almost unbelievable destructive power?’


‘Yes, I do,’ said Truman. ‘Jimmy
Byrnes came to see me the day after and said pretty much the same thing as you,
but I’m still none the wiser. I guess you’d better fill me in.’


Stimson took a deep breath. ‘General
Groves is military director of the Manhattan Engineer District, a unit whose
work is now being carried out at sites across the entire country; work that is
known under the code-name of The Manhattan Project. A group of
scientists, based at Los Alamos, New Mexico, has perfected the design for a
uranium bomb that will use the effects of nuclear fission to create an
explosive effect equivalent to fifteen thousand tons of TNT from a warhead
weighing little more than 120 pounds.’


The president let out a low whistle.
‘But that could destroy an entire city. Byrnes talked about something that
could destroy the whole world, and I thought he was exaggerating. Guess he
wasn’t far off the mark.’


‘Precisely, sir. We also believe it
could shorten the Pacific war and, if it prevents our having to invade the
Japanese mainland, my department estimates it will save one million GI lives
that will otherwise be lost in combat. Also, if we end up fighting a land war
in Japan, there’s a very strong probability that Stalin will exploit the
situation to expand further into Europe. There’s another factor too, sir.’


‘Which is?’


‘We can probably beat the Japanese
without this weapon, but it will take longer. If by then the Soviets have
declared war on Japan, Stalin will probably claim belligerent’s rights to half
of the country. However, by using it against the Japanese as soon as it’s available,
not only do we forestall that eventuality, but we show Stalin what we’re
capable of if he tries to push us around.’


The president nodded gravely. ‘Well I
won’t pretend I understand how you can get an explosion that big out of 120
pounds of uranium, but I take your point about Stalin and if the weapon’s as
good as you say, I take it you’ve come to ask my authorisation to use it?’


Stimson’s mouth turned down at the
corners. ‘Well, yes and no, Mr President. You see, there’s a hitch. Dr
Oppenheimer – he’s the scientific director of the project – and his team have
proved beyond any doubt that the weapon will work, but there are two problems,
one of which is critical.’


‘Which is?’


‘I’ll let General Groves answer that,
sir.’


‘It’s all down to the speed at which
we can refine the uranium,’ said Groves. ‘The uranium that you dig up out of
the ground isn’t suitable for bomb-making: the scientists call it U238,
the number being the sum of the neutrons and protons in the nucleus of the
atom.’


‘Whoa, steady,’ said Truman. ‘I was
an artillery captain, don’t forget. You’ve got to speak slow and loud if you
want me to understand stuff like that.’


Groves permitted himself a brief
smile before continuing. ‘To make a weapon, sir, the U238 has to
undergo a very time-consuming process to refine it into what’s called oralloy,
which contains more than 90% U235, a slightly lighter isotope of
uranium. The other alternative, equally time-consuming, is to use the nuclear
piles at Hanford to transform uranium into an artificial element that’s been
named plutonium or Pu239 which is also suitable for bomb-making but
requires a different trigger mechanism, one that we can’t get to work reliably
– that’s our second problem.’


‘So when will you have enough of
these components to make a weapon?’


‘At the current rate of output from
the facility at Oak Ridge, Tennessee, we believe we’ll have enough U235
for a uranium bomb some time in 1947, sir.’


‘I see your problem,’ said the
president with a frown. ‘So how do we fix this? More manpower, more cash? We
need this bomb in months, not years. Tell me what you want and you’ve got it.’


Stimson took another deep breath.
‘Your predecessor was of the same opinion, sir. It’s not a matter of simply
adding more money or people and so he decided to cut some corners as you’ll
see.’ He nodded to Groves who opened his briefcase and handed Truman a folder
on which was written, “Operation Faustus – Most Secret”. Stimson continued. ‘To
put it as simply as possible, sir, at the end of last year, British intelligence
started decrypting signals traffic between Berlin and an atomic weapons
research unit in south western Germany near a town called Haigerloch. The good
news is that they won’t have a useable bomb before the end of this year, by
which time the war in Europe will be over. The bad news is that the Nazis have
caught up and overtaken us in their capabilities to refine uranium and they
have also successfully tested just the kind of implosion trigger that’s
required to detonate a plutonium device.’


Truman got to his feet. ‘Show me
where Haigerloch is, please.’


Groves joined him next to a map of Europe on to the wall, and pointed out the town.


Truman turned to Stimson who had
remained seated. ‘That’s close to the front line. So what’s stopping the army
making a push on a narrow front or a surprise raid on this Haigerloch place?’


‘We’ve already done so, Mr
President,’ said Groves. ‘A Sixth Army detachment under Colonel Pash have
succeeded in capturing a large stock of equipment, including a nuclear pile
that was being used to manufacture plutonium; and they’ve also rounded up some
of the Nazi research and production personnel who’ve been taken to England for
interrogation.’


‘I feel there’s a “but” coming. Am I
right, General?’


‘I’m afraid so, sir. The two key people
we needed had been removed to the Kaiser Wilhelm Physics Institute’s low
temperature research unit in Berlin.’


‘So Pash didn’t get them?’


‘No, sir.’


‘And when the Russians take Berlin, they’ll get them instead and Stalin will have a uranium bomb before we do.’


‘Precisely, sir, and that’s why
President Roosevelt ordered us to get these people out.’


‘So what did you do?’


Groves looked nervously across at
Stimson for reassurance and received an almost imperceptible nod in return. The
general continued. ‘If you take a brief look at page two in the file you’ll see
that we – your predecessor, I mean, Mr President – effectively cut a deal with
the Devil, hence the name of the operation. There’s no need for me to go into
all the details, sir. Everything’s there in the file.’


The president studied the dossier in
silence for about five minutes. Finally, looking over his glasses he spoke to
Stimson. ‘You do realise that if Stalin finds out about this then it’s war? How
in the name of all that’s holy did FDR get himself talked into this?’


‘It was Prime Minister Churchill, Mr
President,’ replied Stimson. ‘At the Yalta conference. President Roosevelt was
a sick man and Churchill took advantage of his weakness to convince him they’d
both made too many concessions to Stalin. Churchill was insistent that
possession of the uranium bomb was the only way we could stop the Soviets
taking even more territory. Their forces in the European theatre are three
times greater than the entire allied armies and I think that’s what convinced
FDR to listen to Churchill – ’


‘And to sign a pact with the Devil,’
said the President, snatching off his glasses in anger.


‘In fairness, sir, the name Faustus
was chosen by Churchill, so he was aware of what they’d both done.’


Truman slammed his hand down on the
table and glared at Stimson. ‘Stop arguing like a lawyer, Henry. This is no
court of law and that’s no damn excuse – you’re not Churchill’s attorney. FDR was
too sick to stand up to Stalin at Yalta and it sure looks to me like no one had
the gumption to help him out. I know Stalin’s a monster, something that
Ambassador Harriman never tires of reminding me of, but Churchill had no
business doing this. He lands us in this mess, he’s probably going to be Prime Minister
for the next five years and I’m sure as hell that he’s going to expect us to
pay for the rebuilding of his precious British Empire once this is over. Well
he can forget it. No more favours and I’ll make damn sure I tell him
personally.’


Stimson nodded gravely, the obedient
functionary to the last. His version of events had neatly sidestepped the
unpalatable truth that James F Byrnes – whom Truman went on to name US
Secretary of State in July 1945 – was almost entirely responsible for
persuading FDR to agree to Stalin’s proposals at Yalta. He cleared his throat
and continued. ‘There is another problem, Mr President…’


Truman stopped leafing through the
pages and, grim-faced, looked over his glasses at Groves. ‘Don’t tell me how,
but I knew you were going to say something about problems,’ he said.


‘The problem,’ said Groves, ‘is that
there’s been a leak of information and the two scientists that we’ve extracted
from Berlin, Reiss and Standfluss, are fully aware of the Faustus deal to the
last dot and comma, including the identities of the other two passengers.
Needless to say that wasn’t supposed to happen.’


‘So how the hell did it
happen?’ asked the President.


‘The plan was for the two groups to
be kept apart and for the two aircraft bringing them across our lines to take
off from different locations and then to rendezvous en route, prior to heading
towards the airbase at Schleswig. It looks like the Germans double-crossed us –
I’d guess they didn’t trust us to keep our side of the bargain, any more than
we’d have trusted them.’


Truman paused for a moment and
studied the names in the file intently. ‘The scientists we need, we just have
to make sure they’re made fully aware of what’ll happen to them if they so much
think about telling anyone else. As for the other two, I don’t like extra-judicial
killings, but I don’t see what choice we have. Get rid of them.’


Groves shook his head. ‘I’m afraid
that won’t work either, sir.’


‘Why not?’


‘They pre-empted us there too.
Letters of safe conduct, signed by the late President Roosevelt and Prime
Minister Churchill, for all four of the parties involved were flown from Berlin to an air base in southern Germany on the very same day and will be in Switzerland by now. If anything happens to these people, the information will be made
public. And if the Russians find out what we’ve done, then I believe war will
be inevitable.’


‘Remind me, Mr Secretary,’ said
Truman. ‘What’s the name of our OSS guy in Zurich?’


‘Allen Dulles, sir. We’ve already
contacted him and he’s tried all his sources. None of them knows anything about
the consignment. If it crossed the border into Switzerland, which we have to
assume it has, then it’s disappeared into thin air. He’s still trying, but it’s
not looking good.’


Truman threw the file down onto the
coffee table in annoyance. ‘Well, gentlemen, I guess we have no choice. Thanks
to Mr Winston goddam Churchill, if we want this bomb we’re going to have to
look after our four guests very carefully. Now is there anything else I need to
know about before I get any more surprises like this one?’


‘I don’t think so, sir,’ replied
Stimson.


‘So if I find out that Betty Grable
is really a man and the Marx Brothers are planning a Communist take-over,
you’re in deep trouble, Mr Secretary.’


Stimson smiled obligingly.


‘And I wasn’t joking,’ said the President.
‘You can both leave. I’ve got a lot of thinking to do.’


The same afternoon General Groves
attended another meeting, this time in a small, windowless office on the first
basement level of the Pentagon. He entered and nodded to the two US Marines who
came to attention and left the room, locking the steel door behind them. With Groves were three other men: the two German scientists, Standfluss and Reiss; and a tall,
painfully thin man in his early forties, with a large, aquiline nose and who
was toying nervously with the broad brim of his pork-pie hat. His name was J
Robert Oppenheimer, known to his friends as “Oppie”.


‘Gentlemen. If you please,’ said
Groves, interrupting the animated conversation that was taking place between
Oppenheimer and Standfluss. He knew enough German to notice that each addressed
the other using the familiar “du” form. ‘I would remind you that what
you are saying is being recorded and that it will save us all a lot of time if
we don’t have to go to the effort of getting it translated.’


‘Please forgive me,’ said Standfluss,
in accented but grammatically perfect English, ‘It’s just that we haven’t seen
each other since we were at Göttingen in…. when was it, Robert? Nineteen twenty
eight?’


‘Twenty seven I think, Max,’ said
Oppenheimer.


Groves cleared his throat.
‘Gentlemen, if I may?’ Silence fell once more. ‘Thank you. I take it you know
why you are here?’


‘Oh yes,’ said Standfluss, casually.
‘You need our help. Without Dr Reiss’s gas centrifuges you can’t refine uranium
quickly enough to make a bomb and you can’t yet generate an accurate enough
shock front to make a reliable implosion trigger for a plutonium weapon, which
is why I’m here. If the Soviets get their bomb ready first then they’ll walk
right across Europe and you won’t be able to stop them.’


Oppenheimer dropped his hat and Groves stood rooted to the spot, his mouth opening and closing soundlessly, like a
goldfish. Finally, as the first to gain something approaching composure, Groves spoke. ‘Interesting conjecture, Dr Standfluss, but whatever makes you think that?’


‘The Russians. Who else?’


Groves blinked in disbelief. ‘Sorry?’



‘The Russians seem remarkably
well-informed about what you’re doing, particularly at Oak Ridge and Los Alamos. But what they don’t know is that our Department of Applied Mathematics in Berlin has been breaking their ciphers for the last three years.’ He paused and looked
first at Oppenheimer and then at Groves. The look of stupefaction on both their
faces was plain for all to see. ‘Oh my God,’ said Standfluss. ‘You didn’t know,
did you?’


Groves made no reply but walked over
and pressed the buzzer next to the door. ‘Sir?’ a metallic voice answered
through the loudspeaker.


‘General Groves here. Escort our two
visitors back to their rooms.’ The two Marines reappeared and the scientists
were led away. Groves picked up the telephone and as he dialled he spoke to
Oppenheimer. ‘Robert, you’d better stay here. You need to listen to this.’ The
operator came on the line. ‘It’s General Groves. Put me through to the
President’s office: it’s urgent.’











Chapter Three      
 


 


To Britain – irony not lost on anybody. Food even worse than the Americans’. No coffee, just vile black
tea with milk – revolting. Accommodation dry, warm and have had first bath in
days but no clean clothes. Heavy rain.


Never want to see
another aircraft as long as I live. Interminable flight via Iceland to Newfoundland and then on to somewhere in America – they won’t tell us where we are and A.
suspects the worse. R. and S. still with us but have been told they’re moving
on tomorrow. Frustrating not to understand what anyone says and without R. and
S. to translate for us, things are going to be difficult. Bitterly cold but our
hut is over-heated. Clean clothes at last. Food marginally better. Homesick,
tired, frightened.


 


*


 


Maryland USA – the present day


 


New Horizons
Magazine journalist Lisa Greenberg looked nervously in the rear-view mirror
of her silver BMW. They were still there, four cars back, just like they’d been
on the way towards the town of Cunningham two hours earlier. Then, she’d
dismissed it as a coincidence. Now she was certain it wasn’t. The events of the
last couple of weeks had made her jumpy enough and this was all the
confirmation she needed. She slowed down, the black Lexus slowed down; she accelerated,
the black Lexus did the same. When she pulled into a gas station it went past
but the next time she checked her mirrors a few miles down the road, it was
back.


She had to do something – the
question was what. Approaching the outskirts of Frederick she turned left
across the traffic and headed towards Walkersville. For about half a mile her
mirrors were empty, but when she looked again, there they were. Panic rose in
her throat. As she scrabbled on the passenger seat for her handbag to try and
retrieve her cell-phone she took her eyes off the road and it was only the
hooting of the truck’s air-horns that averted a head-on collision. She dropped
the bag and fixed her eyes on the road once more. As she rounded the bend she
saw ahead the familiar bill-boards and garish neon of yet another shopping mall
spread across the landscape.


It wasn’t a particularly beautiful
stretch of countryside and the mall was no uglier than any other. Ironic,
really, she thought. It was just the kind of thing that poor Arnie Hillman and
his wife were fighting their hopeless rearguard action to keep out of their
back yard. She felt bad about misleading them. They’d been genuinely touched
that she’d driven all the way from DC to Cunningham just to interview them;
that a national magazine like New Horizons would be interested enough to
tell the story of a mom and pop store that was about to be put out of business
by a mall opening up on their doorstep – that’s what she had led them to
believe, anyway.


Lisa caught sight of the familiar
blue and white sign of a post office and pulled into the parking lot it shared
with three other shops and a diner. Behind her, the black Lexus cruised serenely
past and out of sight. Slowly, her breathing returned to normal and she wiped
her clammy palms on her skirt.


It was the fact she’d been able to
talk her way into the Hillmans’ confidence that made it worse. She’d recorded
what they’d said and had even taken notes. What she knew and they didn’t, was
that the recorder’s memory had already been purged, the notes were in the trash
of the gas station six miles south of Cunningham, the mall was going to get
built and by her reckoning their store would last no more than another eighteen
months. She’d duped them and then she’d stolen from them: well, not really
stealing, not anything that mattered, she reasoned, but it had to be done.
She’d asked to use the bathroom and, once there, had taken the head from
Arnie’s razor, dropped it into a plastic food bag which she’d sealed, and then
replaced it with a new one from the pack on the shelf above the sink. Not
really stealing.


With trembling hands she took out her
cell-phone and was about to dial but then stopped. Who was she going to call?
The police? They’d think she was crazy – maybe it was the police or even
the FBI who were following her. Then what? She hadn’t seen the Lexus’s licence
plate, no one had harmed her and now the car was long gone. Phone the magazine’s
office? And say what? She could hear the conversation. You’re being followed
– ok, so where are you, what the hell are you doing out there when you’re
supposed to be in DC talking to Senator Pauli about such trivial matters as
whether or not he’s going to run for the Democratic presidential nomination; and
anyway, what the hell are we supposed to do about it? If you think someone’s
stalking you, call the goddam police for chrissakes.


She put the phone back in her bag and
took out her notebook. She scribbled a note to her colleague, Cathy Stenmark,
got out of the car and went into the post office where she bought an envelope
and some stamps. She folded the plastic food bag as small as it would go and,
along with the note, stuffed it into the envelope, which she addressed to Cathy
at the New Horizons office and put it into the mail.


Nervously, she returned to the
parking lot. There was no sign of the Lexus so she started her car and ignoring
every speed limit in the county, headed back toward Interstate 270, DC and, she
hoped, safety. By the time she reached the Beltway the evening rush-hour traffic
had already started to back up and so she decided to head for home rather than
the office; after all, since Senator Pauli was in town for the rest of the week,
there was no rush. Every few seconds she checked her mirrors for any hint of
someone following, her heart leaping at the presence of any black sedan, but despite
the scares there was no sign of the Lexus.


Night was falling as Lisa turned onto
95 South and for the first time in several hours, she began to relax. Taking
the spur onto US1, she turned off the car radio and started to mull over the
delicate task that lay ahead. It wasn’t going to be easy and she’d have to
confront Senator Pauli with what she’d found eventually, but to do so she’d
need concrete proof, proof that she didn’t yet have but which was almost within
reach.


She hadn’t been sure about Pauli at
first – backing into the limelight was the expression that Time magazine
had used – but the more she learned about him, the more he had seemed as decent
and as straightforward as he made himself out to be. After all, his home state didn’t
exactly have a long history of returning Democrats to the Senate, so he must be
doing something right to have won a second term. And now, if the rumours were
correct, he was about to throw his hat into the electoral ring against a
one-term Republican presidential incumbent and potentially against a list of
heavyweight fellow Democrats who’d been waiting for just this chance since the
last round of primaries.


Lisa smiled as she thought about the
controversy her most recent article for New Horizons magazine had
sparked. By concentrating on his past life as a businessman and its possible
effects on tactical voting and fund raising, she had pushed Senator Pauli even
further into the limelight’s unforgiving glare. Because of his background in
banking, she had written, Senator Eric Pauli had not only the knowledge but
also the right connections to help fund a campaign, should he choose to stand. The
article quoted “unnamed sources” among the hedge fund and broker communities who
felt that if the GOP’s President Christina Lopez and her government really were
going to get kicked out of office after one term, as some of the polls
suggested, then it might be better to throw their weight behind a moderate
Democrat who at least understood banking and international finance. The
alternative might be a big-government liberal in the Oval Office, just itching
to use the financial sector as a bottomless pork-barrel. But for now, the hedgies
and Lisa alike would have to be patient: the senator was keeping them all
waiting.


From their first meeting at his rooms
in the Russell Senate Office Building in DC, Lisa had been aware of his desire
to keep her and the rest of the media at arm’s length. During subsequent
meetings and as she got to know him better, the rapport between them had grown
to the point where he had agreed to an exclusive – she would never have dared
to ask, but the idea had come from Pauli himself. But now, what she had found
meant everything had changed – his campaign might be dead before it had even
started.


A snake of glowing tail-lights: the
line of traffic came to another halt. How was she going to break it to him? How
would he react? Maybe the people in the Lexus were onto the same story. Then
what? Ahead, the traffic signals turned green and the impatient hooting from
the car behind snapped her back to reality. Nearly home now.


When she had bought an apartment in Woodbridge ten years earlier, her friends had questioned her sanity. So it had views over
the Occoquan River but it was a nose-to-tail grind of a commute into downtown DC
each day and the town had seen better times – a tired industrial sprawl
clinging to a muddy river would be the kindest thing anyone could’ve said about
it. But that was ten years ago. A combination of speculative development and
families looking for somewhere safer than DC to raise their kids had brought an
influx of new money, and Woodbridge had begun to move up-market: the low-rent
boat-yards were now expensive marinas, scrubland had been transformed into manicured
green and fairway. Real estate values in the area were now a one-way bet and
that suited Lisa Greenberg just fine.


She left the BMW in the underground
garage and took the elevator to the fourth floor of the apartment block, all
thoughts of being followed gone from her mind. As she unlocked the door she
noticed the lights were still on – wasn’t the first time she’d left the house
with an early-morning fuzzy head and either left the door unlocked or the
lights on so she thought nothing of it. However, as she went into the kitchen
to start rounding up some left-overs to transform into supper, a noise from the
hallway made her start. As she swung round, she saw the pistol levelled at her
face. ‘Don’t move, don’t say a word or I’ll blow your fuckin’ head off.’


Lisa dropped the plate she was
holding and it shattered on the kitchen floor. Rooted to the spot with fear she
slowly raised her hands.


‘Good,’ said the intruder. ‘Now
where’s the letter?’


The
Prince William County Police Marine Unit were first on the scene. ‘Where did
you find it?’ asked the Lieutenant.


The
fisherman jerked his thumb back downriver from the Woodbridge marina towards
the twin arches of the railroad bridge over the Occoquan River. ‘Down there: I’ve
been out all day, striped bass are running. So I’m coming back upstream an’ saw
something snagged against the centre pile of the bridge. Y’know how it is – in
the dark I thought it was just a yacht tender broken loose so I hooked it up,
got a line aboard and towed it back.’


‘Then
what?’


He
shrugged. ‘Y’know, just tied it to the dock. Didn’t seem to be a boat’s name or
anything on it and I was gonna go in the office an’ tell ’em when I saw what I
thought was a shoe or something. Well, I takes a closer look and there’s this
poor lady head down in the water with her foot caught in the grab rope. So I fetched
a couple of guys from the bar and we pulled her out … but she was long gone.
Then I called 911: that’s it.’


The
police surgeon held up a wallet in a gloved hand. ‘Driver’s licence belongs to one
Lisa Sarah Greenberg. Mean anything to you, Lieutenant?’


‘Nope.
I’ll go check.’ The Lieutenant went over to the car and picked up the radio. A
few moments later he returned. ‘We’ve got a missing persons for a woman of that
name – Woodbridge resident reported missing by a colleague on Wednesday: not
been coming to work, not answering her phone and lights on 24/7 in her
apartment. Single, white, aged thirty-nine.’


‘That
checks with her licence,’ said the surgeon. ‘There’s an Alcoholics Anonymous
card in here too. Guess she fell off more than the wagon.’











Chapter Four           
 


 


Allowed out for a walk but
A. having problems with bad back so came in after five minutes. Still cold and
wet so not as if we could get very far even if we did try to leave.
German-speaking officer came back with radio today. A. hates jazz so he kept
turning it off. Nothing to read but American newspapers. Don’t understand a
word and no idea who the pictures are of.


 


*


 


London, the present day


 


James Atkinson looked
up from his array of four computer screens and swore. The bottom right screen,
which displayed prices on his Bloomberg monitor, was the problem: the way
things were going, he was going to close the position out at a £30,000 loss.
One of his junior traders had taken the position, had miscalculated the hedge
and things were moving further offside with every minute. Owing to the
illiquid, volatile nature of the stocks and the fact that he was bored, James
had decided to trade out of it himself.


A few weeks ago, a loss of that size
would have hurt; conversations would have been had off the floor and desk head
and product manager would have had one of their usual heart-to-hearts about
bonus cuts and formal written warnings, but now none of it mattered. It was
Thursday of an interminable week: his last week on the proprietary trading
desk, the last week for all five “prop” traders, their three assistants, Sophie
the secretary, and the last week of the team’s contribution to a positive
cashflow of £25 million per year for the bank. But by one of those strange
anomalies whereby investment banks so effortlessly create chaos out of order,
the payroll budget came out of one pot, the profit went into another. So when
the divisional head who owned the payroll threw his teddy harder and further than
the owner of the positive cashflow, the board decided to close the desk and
fire its staff.


As is the way when a profitable unit
is shut down because of a clash of egos, the bank’s senior managers did their
poor best to put a positive spin on events by claiming in the press release
that the decision had been prompted by “a mature and considered desire to
reduce the bank’s exposure to activities which involve balance sheet risk and
to concentrate fully on servicing our clients”: no one inside the industry was
fooled for a moment, no one outside the industry even cared – they just carried
on hating bankers.


James had been head of the equity
proprietary trading desk for the last three years. He was thirty-five and knew
that his age and seniority were going to make it almost impossible to get a job
at a similar level unless market conditions suddenly changed for the better:
all their competitors in the City, Canary Wharf and even New York were letting
people go – at times the decisions as to who went and who stayed seemed to owe
more to teams of monkeys sticking pins in lists of names than any form of logic
known to anyone outside HR or the banks’ senior management. Even the hedge
funds were getting a mauling as volatile markets over-reacted to every rumour.
As James never tired of telling his team, “The markets can stay irrational
longer than you can stay solvent” and in the current climate it remained just
as true as on the day that Keynes had first said it.


Thursday afternoon: not long now, he
thought. Since the axe fell, they’d spent the last ten days closing out
positions, unwinding derivative hedges, eliminating pairs trades and discreetly
removing any trace of their passage, or even their very existence, from the
market. By the end of the day, James planned that all their stock and cash
positions should be flat and if there were any settlement issues in the
aftermath, well that was what operations and the equity finance desk were there
for. They’d all agreed to come in at ten on the following day in order to wrap
up any loose ends, collect all the relevant tax and end-of-employment forms
from HR, say their goodbyes, call their head-hunters again, listen to the pious
and entirely bogus best wishes of the head of the equity division and then go
out for lunch: a Friday lunch that if all went well should see them well into
Saturday morning.


James was still asleep, fully clothed
and with the lights on, when at half-past eleven on Saturday morning he was
woken by the phone. Miraculously, the beer scooter had delivered him home in
one piece – how, he had no idea. Of the previous evening, he remembered nothing
beyond the point at which the restaurant had closed and they’d gone on to a
club somewhere. Right now, all that mattered was finding the phone and
answering it without being sick. When he picked it up, a voice he didn’t
recognise was calling his name.


‘James, James. Is that you? Can you
hear me? Have I got the right number? Is that James?’


It was a man’s voice, one he didn’t
recognise, and he mumbled a reply.


‘It’s Bill,’ said the voice. If that
was supposed to clarify things, it didn’t. The caller sounded elderly – silly
old sod’s got the wrong number, he thought. The voice continued. ‘You know,
Bill. How are you? Haven’t spoken to you for ages.’


James racked his brains. ‘Sorry,’ he
said. ‘I think you’ve got the wrong number.’


‘That is James? James
Atkinson?’


‘It is, yes.’


‘It’s Bill. Bill Todd. Your uncle,
you clot.’


James’s head slowly cleared. ‘Bill,
I’m terribly sorry, I was expecting someone else that’s all. It’s been simply
ages – this is a lovely surprise,’ he lied. ‘How are you anyway?’


‘Bloody awful, that’s why I’m calling
you.’


James held the phone to his ear and
flopped his head back onto the pillow. The room was in a terrible state and his
head was splitting: the last thing he needed was a call from a relative he’d
not seen in five years and who’d chosen now of all times to treat him to a
detailed inventory of his ailments.


‘Sorry to hear that, Bill. Was there
anything else?’


‘Yes there was. The doc’s told me
that I’ve got about a couple of months at the most and I may have to go into a
hospice. The pain’s getting to be too much, even with the morphine pump. I’m
going to need someone to take care of my financial affairs till I pop off, and
then act as executor of my will when I do. Would it be an awful bind for you to
do that for me? You work in the City, so I suppose you know all about these
things.’


James hadn’t spoken to his mother’s
elder brother since her funeral five years ago. Like all families, with the
passage of time, funerals had taken over from weddings and christenings as the
event that drew them together under the same roof. He remembered a brisk and
hearty little fellow with a ramrod-straight back and a military moustache who
was forever taking charge and jollying people along – his late mother had
claimed her brother wore her out with his non-stop chatter.


And so now it was Bill’s turn to drop
off the end of the conveyor belt. James knew nothing about power of attorney,
nor about wills and probate but as his uncle’s sole surviving relative who
wasn’t already senile, there wasn’t much else he could do but accept. His
mother’s family tree had never been of much interest to him, but he knew Bill
was her only sibling and that his marriage to Auntie Pat, who’d pre-deceased
him, had been childless.


He got off the bed and gingerly made
his way through to the bathroom, taking the phone with him, listening all the
while to the travelogue of Bill’s cancer as he recounted in matter-of-fact
tones its scenic voyage from bowel to liver to bones. James stopped: in the
sink was a half-eaten, congealed offering from a Chinese take-away, still in
its tinfoil container. Unable to face such horrors in his current state, he
retracted his steps and sat back down on the end of the bed, listening to the
old man pragmatically outlining the likely stages of his coming demise. Duty
called. ‘Sure, Bill,’ he said. ‘Be glad to help, just tell me what I have to do.’


As Bill Todd dictated, James wrote
down the details. The address in south Devon sounded vaguely familiar from his
school days when his mother used to stand over him to ensure he wrote his
thank-you letters. ‘No, that’ll be fine, Bill. No worries on the work front and
I’ll stay as long as you like.’


He hung up and set about assessing
the damage to himself, his wallet and the flat. You’re getting too bloody old for
this, he told himself on catching a glimpse of the unshaven wreck whose
bloodshot eyes stared back at him from the mirror. Even his hair ached and he
knew from experience that it was one of those hangovers which would last until
the next day. So, moving as carefully and slowly as he could, he began the
rehabilitation process by taking a hot shower. Then, only after a fry-up would
he even consider getting the flat tidied up to a level that wouldn’t provoke
yet another terse note from his cleaning lady when she came in on Tuesday. With
any luck, he’d be in Devon by then and if it wasn’t tidy enough she could moan
all she wanted.


The more he thought about it, the
more the idea of getting away for a few days seemed better than hanging around
London and starting the dispiriting process of networking his contacts to try
and find another job.


As a proprietary trader he wasn’t
under any gardening leave restrictions and thus free, theoretically, to start
with a new employer as soon as he found a job, but the knowledge of the ritual
he faced made him shudder: he’d been on the receiving end himself. Maybe it was
because he reserved his aggression for trading rather than using it on his
colleagues, that he’d earned a reputation for being more approachable than most
desk-heads. Perhaps that was why he got more than his fair share of old
acquaintances ringing him up like a long-lost brother; just to keep in
touch, of course, wanted to find out what you’re up to, must be ages – he
knew the words by heart. Then the familiar script would begin: enough small
talk not to seem rude shortly followed by the pounce – having a spot of
difficulty, out of a job at the moment, wondered if you’d got anything going,
call any time you said. The wording varied slightly but the message
remained the same.


But whether as high-earning trader or
loss-making liability, there was always something – a whiff of failure perhaps?
Something malodorous, whatever it was – that clung to the supplicant in this
whole undignified process. The unthinkable had happened and now it was his
turn. His redundancy cheque had been generous, but almost half of it had
disappeared in tax and he knew that the longer you were out of the game, the
harder it was to get back in.


The telephone rang again. He
recognised his ex-wife’s mobile number, waited until the call went to voice
mail and, pulling on an old pair of jeans and a t-shirt, wandered through into
the kitchen.


Uncle Bill phoned back on Monday
giving details of a meeting on Wednesday with his solicitor in Kingsbridge and
so, early on Tuesday, James closed the garage door behind him and pointed the
Audi into the West London traffic. On such a fine spring morning the novelty of
not having to go to work dispelled all the brooding he’d done over the weekend:
job-hunting and fending off his ex’s increasingly frequent demands for cash
could wait till he got back.


He took his time over the journey;
turning off the main roads onto the Devon lanes had seemed like a good idea at
the time, but the single-track roads and the speed of the Devon motorists,
which was in inverse proportion to their age, meant that it took him over four
hours to find the place.


On the outskirts of Dartmouth he
turned right towards the village of Streete. Driving slowly down its narrow high
street he stopped at the crest of a rise a few hundred yards short of the house
to admire the view. This is amazing, he thought.


The setting was perfect, even better
than Bill had described it. “The Lodge” was perched high on a cliff-top,
looking out over the bay to Start Point lighthouse and across the long shingle
bar which separates the freshwater lagoon of Slapton Ley from the sea. Designed
by Voysey just before the First World War in the Arts and Crafts style, the
two-storey house was rendered with white roughcast and clad in Virginia
creeper. To James it seemed as though it had grown there by some mysterious
organic process rather than being the product of the hands of man.


The gates from the lane were already
open and he turned in to a short drive which led to the side of the house where
he found his uncle pottering about in the greenhouse. The old man looked up at
the sound of the car’s tyres on the gravel and James was appalled at the
transformation the cancer had wrought: bent over and shuffling, he looked all
of his eighty-eight years, maybe more. His trousers hung off him and over his
narrow, stooped shoulders was draped an over-sized cardigan which no doubt had
once fitted snugly, giving him the air of a poverty-stricken waif wearing an
older child’s cast-offs. Bill Todd had never been tall – five foot eight to
James’s six foot two – but had now shrunk to almost child-like proportions and most
of his once thick head of hair had gone. He put down his trowel and greeted
James warmly – the vice-like handshake was still there, noted James with a
slight wince: that at least hadn’t changed.


‘Come on in,’ said Todd, guiding
James towards the open kitchen door with a bony hand. ‘Very good of you to come
all this way and I’ll bet you’re dying for a cuppa.’


James would have preferred something
stronger but accepted the offer of tea. He could see straight away that the old
man needed company. Todd wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘Come on,
I’ll show you around – no, leave your bag in the car, I’ll get Mrs H to bring
it up later.’


With hesitant steps he led the way
into the cool interior of the house. ‘Before you settle in there are a few
things I need to show you. We’ll work our way up from bottom to top because I’d
like you to see my workshop first: I think you’ll find it very interesting.’
James couldn’t think of anything duller. Whatever makes you happy, Bill, he
thought.


Todd led the way down the brick steps
into his Aladdin’s cave. The walls were lined with metal shelving and from one
marked “Blackburn Prototypes” he took down an alloy tube which he handed to
James and beckoned to him to sit down. Pulling up a wooden stool he sat
opposite, gazing intently at his nephew, eyes burning with excitement. ‘Go on,
unscrew the cap, it won’t bite you.’


James hesitated once more then
removed the top of the tube. He peered inside. ‘It’s a rolled-up piece of
paper,’ he said.


‘If you’re going to take on my
affairs, you need to know what you’re letting yourself in for. Pull it out and
I’ll show you. Careful now.’


James removed the roll of paper and
together they spread it out on the workbench, weighting it down at either end.


‘I’m not very good with modern art.
What’s it supposed to be?’ James asked.


‘It’s called “Oriental Women at
Rest”.’


James put his head on one side,
screwed up his grey eyes and looked at the blue and yellow sweeping images on
the paper. ‘Well, I suppose if I’m charitable I can just about see that. But so
what?’


‘It’s by Matisse, that’s what.’


‘Christ,’ said James, jumping to his
feet and running a hand through his thinning fair hair. ‘Even I’ve heard of
him. It must be worth thousands.’


‘Millions actually,’ said his uncle.
He moved stiffly across the workshop and winced as he reached up to take
another tube from the same shelf. ‘Here, I’ll show you one of the others, but
be very careful, it’s oil on canvas and it’s been rolled up in there for years.
The last thing we want to do is crack it.’ He pulled on a pair of white cotton
gloves. Unscrewing the cap, he removed the canvas from the felt-lined container
and with a delicate touch, partially unrolled it.


James let out an appreciative
whistle. ‘Christ, that looks old,’ he said.


‘Mid-seventeenth century, to be precise.
It’s Vermeer’s “The Alchemist”. There are about twenty other tubes, nearly all
with more than one painting in them.’


James shook his head in disbelief.
‘Bill, I’m not happy about this. I know I said I’d help but what the hell are
you doing with a Vermeer? I presume it’s stolen?’


Bill Todd smiled grimly at his nephew
and gripped his arm. ‘Yes, they were all stolen, but a long time ago and not by
me.’


James tried to back away but Todd
kept hold of him. ‘But where did they come from? I don’t want anything to do
with this, Bill.’


‘All in good time and then you’ll
understand everything. Just come over here.’


Todd led his nephew to the opposite
corner of the sprawling workshop that formed the lower ground floor of the
house. Nearer the row of windows set high in the wall, there was more light and
James looked in amazement at the collection of machinery his uncle had amassed.


‘These are some of the lathes and
milling machines we used when I first started the business after the war,’ said
Todd. I got a contract with Blackburn to supply undercarriage mountings and
control surface actuators and most of the parts were cut on these from solid
billets. I’ve still got some of them in fact. Here, pass me one would you,’ he
said, indicating a stack of small, dark slabs about six inches long and with
rounded corners. James picked one up, turning the heavy block over in his
hands.


‘That’s a billet of high-tensile
steel. I’m sure they use all sorts of exotic alloys for undercarriage mountings
these days, but that’s what we used for the smaller parts. For the bigger
sections we had to use hoists to move the billets because they were so heavy.
Now come with me.’ Todd led him through a doorway and flicked on the light.
James saw that all four walls of the room were covered by stout metal shelving,
housing row upon row of billets of different size.


‘Go to that shelf there,’ said Todd.
‘No, not that one, the one marked “Duralloy”. Now reach to the back of the
stack and you’ll feel there are some smaller ones. Take one out and pass it to
me.’


It was only about six inches long and
covered in the same hard, tarry protective coating as the others. ‘God, that’s
heavy,’ said James. ‘What is it, lead or something?’


‘Patience. Patience. You’re worse
than your mother.’ Todd led the way back into the workshop and clamped the
block into a vice. ‘Only got a few of these left so I need to be careful not to
spoil it…’ He stopped, rooted to the spot and held his hand to his side,
grimacing in pain.


‘You OK?’ asked James.


‘I will be in a second. I told you,
didn’t I? The quack says I’ve got secondaries in my liver now and at times it
gets too bloody painful without a shot of morphine.’ He took a deep breath.
‘I’m all right now. Just pass me that hacksaw would you?’ With a few deft
strokes, he cut a slot through the protective coating and removed half of it in
a single piece.


‘Oh my Christ,’ said James in
amazement. ‘But that’s… that looks like gold.’


‘It is,’ said his uncle, in a way
that suggested nothing could be more normal. He removed the bar from the vice
and handed it over. ‘One kilogram of pure gold. Now take a closer look.’


James almost dropped the bar in
horror. Stamped into its surface was the Nazi eagle clutching a swastika. He
sat down in a canvas chair next to the workbench, still gripping the object.
‘Bill, you’ve got to tell me how you got all this stuff and then we’ve got to
call the police.’


‘What you do after I’m dead, and this
place belongs to you, is your business. All I’d ask is that you keep it quiet
until then. I’ve probably got no more than a few weeks to live and this stuff
has been down here for nearly sixty years, so I don’t think it’ll hurt to wait,
do you?’


James frowned. ‘I think you’d better
tell me how it got here first.’


‘All right, but if you could slide
the section of coating back on the bar and put it back where you found it then
we can go back upstairs.’ James did as he was asked and Todd led him out of the
workshop, turned off the lights and, holding the metal handrail for support,
made his way unsteadily up the brick-built steps to the main house.


From the living room, James stopped
to admire the view again. It still didn’t seem possible that a house could have
such a perfect setting. His uncle stood beside him. For a moment, neither
spoke. Then Todd broke the silence. ‘You really want to know?’


James nodded.


He eased himself painfully into an
armchair and James sat opposite. ‘It all started in early 1945. I’d just
finished flying training and was surplus to requirements – Bomber Command loss
rates had dropped to almost zero and as a semi-trained sprog pilot I was bugger
all use to anyone, so they had to find a home for me. You thought about joining
up at one stage, didn’t you?’


James nodded. ‘I wanted to be a pilot
but they said my eyesight wasn’t good enough so I never took it any further.’


‘I think you’d have been good at it.
Still, I got shunted around all over the place and in the end they posted me to
military intelligence of all things – don’t laugh – which is why I ended up in Germany as an ALO – that’s an Air Liaison Officer – with the US army. They gave me an RAF sergeant
and six American soldiers and I was supposed to be on call to dash off with my
team to grab anything that might be useful to the technical boffins back at
home: new German aircraft, radar systems, weapons and so on. Then I had to
decide whether my team could get it out in our trucks or whether we needed to
call in the experts. It was a race against time, you see, because the area
around Leipzig was going to be part of the Soviet occupied zone after the war,
not that we knew at the time of course.’


‘Sounds fun: very cloak and dagger.’


‘I suppose in hindsight you’re right.
I was young and stupid and thought I was indestructible – nearly got my little
team killed on several occasions, entirely due to my own stupidity I might add.
I’ll tell you all about it some time. Anyway, I’m rambling. One day we got
called out to a crash site near a place called Bad Lauterberg. At first sight
it didn’t seem very interesting. It was an Me-110 – a twin-engined night
fighter. The Yanks had looted what was left of the aircraft but luckily for us,
or more to the point, me, I should say, they’d missed a couple of very
interesting things – the underwing fuel tanks.’


‘Doesn’t sound terribly interesting
to me.’


‘Normally, you’d be right, but these
had been converted into baggage pods – that’s nothing unusual, the RAF did it
too – but it was what was inside them that was really interesting.’


‘Don’t tell me, twenty aluminium
tubes and a good helping of gold bars.’


‘Bright boy. We’d all spread out
looking for bits of wreckage and I was alone when I found them, so I covered
everything up as quickly as I could. Now, my sergeant was what they used to
call a spiv. Most of the stuff he shipped back was useless to the war effort
but very saleable on the black market – mainly things he looted from houses and
shops. I suppose I should’ve clamped down on him but I was twenty and he was
almost twice my age so I looked the other way. When his stuff got back to
Farnborough it was looked after by a chum of his who put it to one side,
pending the end of the war.’


‘I think I know where this is going,’
James said.


‘Quite. In return for my not
reporting him, the sergeant helped me out – he thought I was bonkers bringing
back a couple of battered old aluminium fuel tanks filled with what I told him
was ballast. Anyway, in May ’45, when the fighting stopped I was posted home.
With the help of the other spiv back at Farnborough, I managed to requisition a
three-tonner and hid my little finds, still safe in their baggage pods, in my
parents’ coal shed until I could start doing something with them. ’ Todd
chuckled to himself. ‘My poor old sergeant – if only he’d known.’


‘I’m sorry, Bill, but I’m not happy
about taking over a whole heap of stolen property whether it’s as attorney,
executor of your will or especially as its beneficiary. Don’t think I’m
ungrateful or unwilling to muck in, but I’m still not sure I can help you while
you’ve still got all this tucked away down there.’


‘Just hear me out, eh?’ said the old
man. ‘After the war I read engineering at Imperial. Then I set up my own
company – there were just the two of us at first and then it grew and grew: we
did all right but we needed cash to expand. The bank turned us down for a loan
so I took one of the bars and spent every penny I had plus a bit more I’d
borrowed from my parents – I think I may’ve even raided your mother’s piggy
bank – and got the thing to Switzerland. I had a few scares but in the end, I
found someone who’d give me a decent price for it. I know it probably doesn’t
make things any better in your eyes, but the man in Lausanne who handled it for
me said the markings showed that the bar was from the German Treasury and
probably not from looted gold – and we all now know what that would’ve meant.’


‘That’s the whole point,’ said James.
‘It’s the question of what happened to the rightful owners that worries me.’


His uncle looked down at the floor.
‘The rightful owner of the gold was probably the post-war German government and
to be honest, at the time I wasn’t feeling particularly well-disposed towards
the Germans: nobody was. Different story with the paintings of course – don’t
think I’m not ashamed about those,’ he said quietly, his voice starting to
quaver. ‘I’ve done a lot of research into them and every single one is on a
register somewhere, along with the name of the rightful owners. Promise me once
I’m dead that you’ll find them – probably their grandchildren by now – and give
them back.’


James leaned over and gently took his
uncle’s hand. ‘I promise,’ he said.


‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Then, for the
next twenty or so years, I made an annual trip to Lausanne with one or two
bars. Your Aunt Pat and I even had our honeymoon there. But over time, things
changed; my friend the goldsmith died, the Swiss authorities started getting a
bit more observant and when there was a big clampdown on numbered accounts, I
decided not to push my luck any further which is why there are five bars left.
The firm did well, we were able to buy this house and all because I stole what
someone else had stolen first –’


‘And you couldn’t give the paintings
back because it would’ve drawn too much attention to you.’


‘Selfish, wasn’t it? I suppose you
must hate me now, and you’d be right to,’ said the old man, almost on the verge
of tears. ‘But you had to know, I had to tell someone. At the end of the war we
started to hear things about the camps and what the Nazis had done, but none of
us even guessed at the scale: it was something beyond human imagination – it’s
still hard to comprehend even after all these years.’


A tear rolled down Todd’s cheek and
James gave his hand an affectionate squeeze. In an unsteady voice he continued.
‘And all this time I’ve been sitting here, leading my fat, comfortable life in
safety, but with millions of Pounds’ worth of art in the cellar that rightly
belongs to the families of all those murdered people. Don’t think I’m not aware
of what I’ve done, the moral cowardice. I looked the other way just like all
those oh-so-bloody-decent, God-fearing Germans during the war, who never laid a
finger on the Jews, but never once thought to ask where their neighbours had
gone and why all the freight trains were leaving for the east. I’m no better
than them; worse in fact because I know what happened. It’s been eating me away
for so long now and I had to tell someone.’


‘So you didn’t even tell Pat?’


Todd wiped away the tears with the
back of his hand. ‘About the paintings? No, not even Pat. And, by the way,
there are other things in those tubes that I didn’t show you. Four Red Cross
letters of transit with pictures of the bearers on them. I’ve no idea who they
are; the names don’t mean anything to me. They might even be the people who
stole all this stuff in the first place and were trying to get away with it. I wouldn’t
get too excited though. I’m pretty sure they’re forgeries because the
signatures on them are supposedly those of Churchill and Roosevelt.’


‘Doesn’t seem very plausible.’


‘No, that’s what I thought…’ His
voice trailed away to a mumble and eventually Uncle Bill fell silent, his head
drooping slowly onto his chest. James carefully released his grasp on the
wizened hand and sat upright, trying to make some sense of what he’d just heard.
A jumble of emotions cascaded through his mind: how to resolve his affection
for the man against the feelings of revulsion at what he’d done, a revulsion
tempered by an understanding of the all too human frailty that had led his
uncle to paint himself into such a corner. He stood up. ‘Shall I make another
cup of tea, Bill?’ The British answer to all life’s misfortunes.


His uncle awoke. ‘Would you? That
would be lovely, thanks.’ He managed a faint smile. The tears had stopped but
the voice was barely a whisper as though the effort of his revelations had
brought him to the point of exhaustion.











Chapter Five             
 


 


Aircraft noise all night
so feeling wretched this morning. R. and S. have gone, R. still fussing over
his boxes. Visit from German-speaking officer – says he studied chemistry at Leipzig University before the war. Very polite and correct. Gave him written list of things
we need. Promises to do his best. Says we’ll be allowed to write to R. and S.
which is something. Don’t know which is worse, the boredom or the fear.


 


*


 


Washington DC


 


She was used to New
Horizons sending her to cover political stories in some of the remoter
corners of the US, but twenty-nine-year-old Cathy Stenmark wasn’t happy. She
should have been home three hours ago and a long tiring day had run into an
even longer tiring evening. If I never have to fly again, it’ll be too soon,
she thought as she drove home from the airport through the deserted streets of north-west
DC. At last she turned into her road. It was well past midnight and the final
effort of putting the car in the garage was too much so she left it on the
short drive in front of the townhouse, built, like its neighbours, in imitation
of the bigger and grander row houses of Georgetown.


As she unlocked the front door she
noticed a light from one of the first-floor windows. This told her two things: one,
Steve was home and two, he’d probably fallen asleep in front of the TV again.
She closed the door behind her and deadlocked it: in the small kitchen to her
left a single glance was enough to tell her that he’d been there for a couple
of days and had probably completely emptied the fridge. Dumping her coat over
the banisters she made her way upstairs towards the tell-tale flickering light.
Sure enough, her boyfriend was asleep on the sofa in front of the TV, which for
some strange reason was showing children’s television at half past one in the
morning. For a moment she said nothing, did nothing, merely stood and looked at
what had been a pristine living room not seventy-two hours earlier. The smell
alone told her he’d been smoking in the house, something she’d rowed with him
about countless times before and which he’d promised not to do. On the sofa
were piled half a dozen empty pizza boxes and around his feet was a collection
of beer cans.


The first time it had happened and every
time since, she’d felt the anger rising and an almost overwhelming desire to
hit him with something, but this time was different. No emotion came and in its
place was a sense of resignation and indifference as though something, long sickening,
had finally died.


She walked over to the wall and
turned all the lights on. Steve sat up and stared at her as though trying to bring
the world into focus.


‘Hi, honey, I’m home,’ she said,
without the trace of a smile. ‘Did you have a good time while I was away
working? Did you go for that job interview? Did they tell you when you can
start?’


He sat up and rubbed the sleep from
his eyes. ‘There was a screw-up.’


Her pale blue eyes narrowed and she
remained standing, hands on hips. ‘What do you mean, “a screw up”?’


‘I went along at ten but they said
the interview was scheduled for nine. They said they’d told me, which was a
pile of crap, so I’m like “hey I’m here now and, you know, let’s do the
interview” kinda thing.’


‘And then?’


Steve blinked at her owlishly. ‘And
then, well, it kinda went downhill. They said if I couldn’t even get the time
right they weren’t sure I was right for the job. I said it was their screw-up
and it well, just like I said, kinda went downhill from there. I told them
where to stick it.’


‘So no interview and no job?’


‘Sorry, babe.’


‘So you decided to come back here and
trash my house.’


‘Our house, babe, ours.’ He stood up
and tried to kiss her. His breath stank of beer, cigarettes and garlic: she
pushed him away. ‘Hey, don’t be like that,’ he said. ‘I got some good news. We’ve
got three nights in LA.’


She looked at him disdainfully. ‘So
where are you playing, the Hollywood Bowl or the usual low-rent club?’


Standing up was obviously too much
effort and he flopped back down onto the sofa, toppling the pile of greasy
cardboard containers onto the fabric. She snatched them up and threw them onto
the floor at his feet.


‘No, actually. It is a club, I
grant you that but it’s a place where record companies go scouting for new
bands and the owner gave us a list of the ones who’ve been picked up there.
There’s some big names – this could be the break.’


Cathy rolled her eyes. ‘How many
times have you said that and how many times has it fallen flat? Most of the
places you play at can’t afford to pay you and in case you hadn’t noticed, probably
while you were asleep, but the world now has free music downloads and MP3
players. Record companies are losing money and the day they sign you and your
loser buddies is the day I get drafted as starting quarterback for the 49ers.’


He reached up to her but she remained
immobile, arms folded. ‘This time it’s different,’ he said. ‘You’ll see, and
when we get a recording contract I won’t need to go crawling on my hands and
knees to some bunch of uptight assholes, begging them to give me some lousy,
underpaid job.’


 ‘Well before you go anywhere, I want
you to clean this place up and restock the fridge. Those of us with jobs to go
to have an early start tomorrow and if I come home and find my house – ’


‘Our house – ’


Her patience snapped. ‘Until you
start contributing financially, it’s my house. Now shut the fuck up and listen
to me for once.’ Anger seemed to have the desired effect and he fell silent.
‘Good, now get this, Steve, and I am not joking. If you don’t clean this place
up so it’s just like you found it, replace all the food you’ve eaten and then
show me that you’re making a serious effort to find a job, I’m putting you and
your belongings out in the street: for good. Have you got that?’


‘Sure, babe, but if this gig comes
off…’


‘Screw your gig. I want my house back
how I left it. If you care for me, show it for once.’


‘C’mon, babe. I haven’t seen you for
three whole days, let’s go to bed.’ She’d experienced the pleading routine far
too often to be taken in by it.


‘When I said show you care for me that
didn’t mean show you want to screw me.’


‘Oh, come on, don’t be like that.’


‘I am going to be like that. Maybe
that’s the only way to get through to you – I should’ve thought of it ages ago
– you aren’t getting any until you clean up my… this house and show me
you’re serious about finding work.’


He sniffed at her disdainfully.
‘Well, if you insist, but it’s going to be your loss too.’


She rounded on him angrily. ‘Don’t
kid yourself, lover man. I’ll get myself a cat and a vibrator: the cat’ll be
more intelligent company and the vibrator will last a damn sight longer than
you do these days.’


The alarm went off at six am. From
several fathoms down Cathy couldn’t work out what the noise was – as she
struggled to the surface it sounded like her alarm but she’d only just closed
her eyes so it couldn’t be. She stared at the merciless green numbers in
disbelief; someone had stolen four hours from her life and she felt even worse
than when she’d crawled into bed what felt like thirty seconds ago. Steve lay
snoring by her side and didn’t even stir as she showered, dressed and got ready
for work. His snoring was still audible as she went out through the front door.


That evening, switch problems were
causing delays on the DC Metro’s red line and Cathy had to stand all the way as
the train stop-started its way out to Van Ness station. She walked the ten
minutes home and let herself into the house – a place where she seemed to be
spending very few of her waking hours. Flicking on the kitchen light, she
looked around in dismay and saw it was in the same state as when she’d left,
although not exactly the same because on the table was a note from Steve. He
was sorry that he hadn’t had time to clean up more – any cleaning up would’ve
done, she fumed – but he’d goofed over the flight times and had to dash to the
airport .See ya Monday, Babe, xxx.


It had been another long, tiring day
during which every press office on the Hill had joined in the conspiracy to
jerk her around while they panicked over their candidate’s crappy approval polls
or other such trivia. All she needed right now was to put her feet up in front
of the TV and watch something nice and unchallenging prior to having an early
night. But no, she was going to have to go out and buy food, then come back and
spend the next God knows how long cleaning the place up. She felt no anger,
none of the plate-throwing fury that his failings so often provoked in her,
just a cold, determined resolution that she was finally going to do what her
mother had been telling her to do for the last year. Maybe that was the reason
she’d held out for so long – anything but admit her mother was right.


By the time she got the place
straight it was almost midnight and she collapsed into bed, exhausted.


Even after having slept for ten hours
Cathy still felt oddly detached from reality when she awoke on Saturday morning,
but the anticipation of the task ahead just felt so good. Before starting, she
checked her e-mails – thirty-five unopened work-related messages since leaving
at 7 PM the previous evening. They can wait till tomorrow, she decided. Then
she logged into her bank account and what she saw left her sat staring at the monitor
in disbelief. She rubbed her eyes and refreshed the screen in the hope that the
numbers would look right, but no, the bottom line balance was still the same.
Picking up the phone, she dialled the bank’s call centre: no there was no
mistake, the credit card had been added to her account six weeks ago and yes,
it did require a signature and yes, the letter would be on file. To remove the
card, she’d have to write a letter or attend a branch office in person. She
thanked the operator and hung up. It was beyond belief: four round-trip flights
to LA and the hotel booking for Steve and his band had been charged to her
account. Not only that, but he’d forged her signature to do it.


It was late in the afternoon when she
taped shut the last of the cardboard boxes. His stuff almost filled the garage
and it would have to stay there until he came back to collect it. She’d thought
about cutting his laptop in half with a saw and had very nearly given in to the
temptation.


The locksmith charged triple time to
turn out on a weekend but at least there were only two external doors with
three locks to be changed between them: the garage lock could stay as it was
for now. That way she wouldn’t even have to see him.


Returning to her PC, she deleted
every one of his files and applications and then ran the shredder over them,
deleted his VOIP account and blocked him as a user on hers. His mobile phone
number got the same treatment and his POP3 e-mail address was removed and then
added to her “blocked senders” list. For good measure she changed the security
password on her wireless modem just in case he tried to help himself to her
bandwidth from out in the street. God, this felt good.


The call Cathy had been expecting
came on Monday afternoon just after she’d returned to the New Horizons
office from an interview with a member of the Senate Homeland Security
Committee.


Ice ran in her veins as she picked up
the phone from her desk. ‘Yes, I know you can’t get into the house,’ she said.
‘I changed the locks.’


‘Why? Because you moved out over the
weekend. If you take a look in the garage, you’ll find I’ve crated everything
up for you, including your collection of pizza boxes and empty beer cans – I
take it you wanted to keep them since you left them in the living room.’


Her colleague sitting opposite looked
at her and raised his eyebrows. Others in the office pricked up their ears. She
couldn’t have cared less who was listening; this just felt so damn wonderful.


‘How the hell should I know where
you’re going to sleep tonight? That’s your problem, as is the fact that forging
my signature to pay your credit card bills from my account is going to cost you
every last cent you stole.’


All eyes and ears in the office were
on her now, and in a funny sort of way, she was enjoying being the centre of
attention.


‘Well, that’s entirely up to you,’
she continued. ‘But I think you’ll find that taking money from other people
without their consent is what my lawyer friends call “stealing”, and the last
time I looked, I seem to recall that’s a felony. You can pay me back by the end
of the week and we’ll forget about it, or I can call the police. Your choice,
Steve. Oh, and by the way, have a nice life.’


No flourish, no histrionics. She gently
replaced the handset and tried to return to the piece she was writing on a
Republican Party spoiler aimed at Senator Pauli. It was the silence in the
usually noisy office that gave the game away. She looked up. All eyes in the
office were still on her and everyone was grinning. Dave Newman who sat
opposite her broke the spell.


‘Say, Cathy. Did you boil his rabbit
as well?’


Her efforts at keeping a straight
face fell apart and she joined in the laughter. One of her female colleagues
came over and hugged her. ‘Way to go, girl,’ she said. ‘You were wonderful. I
wouldn’t have missed that for the world.’











Chapter Six                  
 


 


No music on radio today.
Think something has happened, maybe war is over but A. says too soon. Found out
later that Roosevelt died yesterday afternoon. Seems no one knew how ill he was
and now they’ve gone into a state of national mourning.


 


*


 


It was a week to the
day since Cathy had entertained the team with the public sacking of her boyfriend.
The editor of New Horizons magazine yelled across the chaotic floor
space from his even more chaotic office. ‘Cathy, can you take line two? Pauli’s
chief of staff returning your call.’


‘Sure, send it over.’ She picked up
the phone – this wasn’t going to be easy.


‘Hi, Cathy, it’s Vince Novak from Senator
Pauli’s office. I picked up your message and passed it on to the Senator. He
was just boarding a flight, but insisted I call you right back to offer his
condolences to you and to all Lisa’s former colleagues. He’d also like to write
her family if you wouldn’t mind e-mailing me the address.’


‘Sure. Be glad to.’ Cathy sat with
the phone to her ear only half listening to Novak’s words. She nodded to no one
in particular as he spoke and then made a note of the date and time of what
would be her first meeting with the great man. As the litany of caring
platitudes rambled on she fiddled with the taped plastic food bag, turning it
over and over in her hands. Lisa’s note, scrawled in obvious haste, was still
attached to it. “V. IMPORTANT: PAULI. Pse keep safe and don’t open. Will
explain. Lisa xxx” it read. The true meaning of the message coming from the
other end of the phone line was much clearer – “bummer your colleague died and
here’s hoping you’ll mistake my obligatory few minutes of stock clichés for
genuine sympathy so we can get all this crap out of the way and move on to
stuff that matters. My senator needs good publicity, your magazine needs to
sell copies so let’s get back to business”.


Cathy mumbled her thanks and began
composing an e-mail to Novak as he dictated the address to her. They agreed a
date and a time for a meeting with the senator, and after another brief
exchange of platitudes, the call was over.


In New England, Vince Novak put down
the phone, got up from his chair and walked over to the glass wall of the
office building from where he gazed out over the river towards the leafless
trees beyond. Far from being on an aircraft, Senator Eric Pauli was in the same
room.


‘You were lucky, Eric, damn lucky,’
said Novak. ‘You do of course realise where Greenberg was the day when she blew
off that meeting with you?’


The senator shook his head. ‘No I
don’t. And I know it gets us out of a hole but I’d hesitate to describe the
death of a fellow human being as “lucky”.’


Novak ignored the reproach. ‘I found
out this morning. When I heard about the drowning I called in a few favours,
got a couple of questions answered. Get this: she went to Cunningham to talk to
a Mr and Mrs Hillman about some new mall putting their general store out of
business. Name ring any bells?’


‘Don’t be crass, of course it does.’


‘And doesn’t it strike you as odd
that a magazine like New Horizons would suddenly take interest in a
story that wouldn’t make the inside pages of the Tumbleweed Gazette? And
of all the mom and pop stores in the country, that particular one? Come on.’


‘Yeah, yeah, OK. Don’t labour the
point,’ said Pauli.


Novak paused, recognising the
mounting irritation in Pauli’s voice, telling him loud and clear to back off. He
continued, anyway. ‘I’m sorry, Eric, but you got careless and from now on we’ve
got to keep things tighter, you do know that?’


Pauli sighed. ‘Yeah, you’re right,’
he said. ‘I screwed up – I don’t need you to tell me. What worries me is how
she got on to the story.’


‘Me too,’ said Novak. ‘We need to find
out before it reaches someone who’s a stronger swimmer. By the way, what the
press release didn’t say is that when they found the body, she was three times
over the drink-drive limit, let alone the screwing-around-with-inflatable-boats-in-the-dark
limit. They say she was a recovering alcoholic and she’d been clean for five
years. We’re not going to get that lucky twice.’


Pauli ran a hand through his mane of
thick, unnaturally dark hair and ignored his chief of staff’s cynicism. ‘So who
are “they”, these people who just happen to be so remarkably well informed
about every goddam accidental death in Virginia?’


Novak shrugged the question off. ‘Like
I said, just contacts who owed me a couple. Anyway, I thought that’s what you
hired me for – details, details, details, you said. Listen, we need New
Horizons, Time, The Economist and the rest of the quality press on-side,
but from now on we need to make sure that Miss Stenmark and her buddies get the
information they need and nothing more. Oh, and one more thing. I nearly
forgot.’


‘What’s that?’


‘Make damn sure you turn off your
cell-phone for the next hour. You’re supposed to be on a plane.’


Vince Novak turned away to hide his
self-satisfied smile from the senator. Things were moving in just the direction
he’d nudged them. A creature of few convictions, political or otherwise, he
could almost taste the success that was so close. In his forties now, some
fifteen years younger than Pauli who’d hired him as a junior trader when he was
fresh out of grad school, Novak had a rare talent: he was good at recognising
his own shortcomings. He reasoned that however you defined the quality that
propelled people like Pauli to the top, he just didn’t have a big enough
helping of it to make it on his own. So, instead he used his finely-tuned
political antennae to detect those stimuli, normally beyond the range of human
perception, which told him whose star was in the ascendancy and whose was
bouncing off the glass ceiling or about to hit the floor. And once he’d
identified the star, then he’d hitch his wagon to it, but only for as long as
it continued to carry him in the right direction. So far as Novak could see,
Eric Pauli would take him all the way.


 


***


 


Eric Pauli – his first name was
Erich, but he’d anglicised it long ago – was born in 1950 to naturalised
American parents, Anton and Emma Pauli, a German couple of whom he knew
remarkably little, save the few facts he’d been able to prise out of his mother.
They’d been anti-Nazis, imprisoned in a series of camps before being liberated
by the allies in 1945 and fleeing to the US. Every time he tried to press her
for details she would shudder and change the subject, claiming their past was
too hideous to talk about, and she preferred to remember the Germany she’d once loved. His father, who was considerably older than Eric’s mother, died three
months after his only son was born and then, when she was killed at the age of
fifty-one, in a road accident during the snowy January of 1963, Eric was left
totally alone.


 


***


 


Pauli looked out at the winter
landscape beyond the office window. A family of ducks was squabbling noisily by
the water’s edge. The memory came unbidden as it always did. He had been only
twelve when it happened, but the events were etched on his mind as if it were
yesterday. The sound of a car slithering to a halt outside in the street. Footsteps
scrunching in the frozen snow and muffled voices on the porch. But instead of
Mr and Mrs Higgs dropping his mother off after the weekly shop, he opened the
door to four strangers; two policemen, one of their neighbours and an unknown
clergyman, all with the look on their faces that adults have when things are
badly wrong.


They tried to be kind. They told him
she hadn’t suffered – either Mr Higgs or the truck driver had lost control on
the ice, they couldn’t say for sure, but there’d been a head-on collision and
no one in the car had survived. He remembered thinking straight away that this
same conversation must be going on with his classmates, Johnny Higgs and his
sister just a few blocks away. He thought of them – probably sitting next to
their Christmas tree, just like he was, with the mocking lights winking merrily
away as though nothing had happened, and the pair of them trying to make sense
of what a group of embarrassed and awkward grown-ups was trying to tell them.


Straight after the accident came the
rush and panic. At the time he assumed such things were normal, but in years to
come he wondered whether the shock of his mother’s death had caused him to
remember things that hadn’t happened. But it was all so vivid, even down to the
grease stain on the fat policeman’s tie.


There were at least twenty of them, all
pretending to be his best friends, but to Eric they just sounded like policemen
even though most of them didn’t wear uniforms. And they asked him the same
questions time and again: about people he’d never heard of, whether his mother
ever dug in the back yard – one glance at the brown stems of the waist-high
weeds showing through the snow would’ve answered that for them – about his
mother’s friends and family, her pictures, the family keepsakes. Things that
normal families had in abundance and whose almost total absence he’d considered
completely normal until he grew older. As for friends, she spoke very little
English and apart from Mr and Mrs Higgs who persevered, even those who had once
made the effort to converse with her gradually lost interest and drifted away.


Then the strange people went through
his things too: his schoolbooks, his few meagre toys that he kept in a cheap,
plywood trunk, his cardboard boxes of outgrown clothes in the attic,
everything. Then he had to move out to stay with a family across town who
claimed to be friends of his mother but clearly were no such thing. And when he
was allowed back, the house looked totally different: it had been cleaned from
top to bottom. He noticed that some of the furniture had gone – only rented
they told him when he asked; the store wanted it back, they said – yet bizarrely,
some of it had been replaced with new items. The wallpaper had been stripped
off and replaced, and the yard had been cleared of weeds, dug over and raked
smooth. At the time, it made little sense to him, and for most of his adult
life it made none at all.


 


***


 


News of Emma Pauli’s accident was
heard in high places. It was early February 1963, and in the Residency of the
White House, the Attorney General who had personally ordered the search of the
Pauli home, was seated opposite the President. Between them on the low table
sat a thin buff file marked “Operation Faustus”: in faded red ink it was stamped
“Most Secret”. The two men were alone and sat in silence, deep in thought. Finally,
and as though reluctant to touch the object, Bobby Kennedy pushed it towards
his older brother. ‘So then there was one. Are you sure you want to go through
with this?’


JKF picked up the file and opened it
at the relevant page. Incongruously for the gravity of the moment, it was
bookmarked by a menu from some long-forgotten official White House dinner. ‘Who
else apart from Reiss knows?’ he asked.


Bobby ticked the names off on his
fingers. ‘Oppenheimer, Groves, Truman, Ike, Churchill. That’s it. The Pauli kid
definitely doesn’t know anything. If Reiss or any of the others had told anyone
it would’ve broken by now. If he does decide to say something, without that
file there’s not one scrap of evidence to back him up. Also, he knows what’ll
happen to him if he does.’


‘And you’re sure about Switzerland?’


‘The CIA are.’


The president snorted at this. ‘Yeah,
like they were sure Castro was going to fold.’


‘I think they’re right this time.
Shit, it’s been nearly twenty years. If anything was going to show up in Switzerland it would’ve happened by now.’


JFK scratched his chin, deep in
thought. ‘Reiss worries me. Oppenheimer too – he’s a commie bastard. I say we
lose the pair of them.’


‘Very bad idea,’ said Bobby, wagging
a finger at his brother. ‘Oppenheimer’s name stinks. After the AEC hearing,
nobody’s going to believe a word he says. If he comes out with a story like Faustus
he’s on a one-way ride to a padded cell.’


‘And there’s General Groves, don’t
forget. He’s a Republican. What if he decides to screw us over?’


‘He won’t. The man perjured himself
at Oppenheimer’s hearing just to save his own ass. Sonofabitch is too busy
getting rich these days – he’s not a threat. Without documentary evidence, none
of them are.’


The president picked up the Faustus
file from the table. ‘OK, then in that case we need to lose this. It’s just
that though… Do we have the right to destroy history? It doesn’t feel right,
morally, I mean.’


‘Screw morality, Jack, of course we
should. Truman and Groves aren’t going to make waves. They were part of the
cover-up. Eisenhower too. But next time there’s a Republican in the White
House, God forbid, d’you really think they’d be so scrupulous? Even if it is
under seal, they’d yell it from the damn rooftops if it suited them.’


JFK handed the file back to his
brother. ‘And what about Churchill?’ he asked.


‘Churchill’s dying. And according to
the notes on page twelve, we’re clear. Written by FDR. Listen.’ Bobby opened
the file and read aloud. ‘“Churchill confirms no documentary evidence of
Faustus to be kept”. And like Ike, he’s sat on it for eighteen years, why’s he
going to start making waves now? And imagine how Khrushchev would react if he
found out. I say we do it.’


The president nodded. At his signal
Bobby Kennedy began tearing the file into tiny pieces and feeding them onto the
logs that blazed in the grate of the sitting room. In ten minutes Faustus had
been consumed by fire.


 


***


 


After his mother’s death, Eric
Pauli’s upbringing was a series of moves and uncertainties. He was taken in and
then passed on by a series of well-meaning families of school friends, none
with any spare cash to lavish on their own children let alone a very intense,
solitary, dark-haired little orphan boy who didn’t like baseball, couldn’t
catch a football and was afraid of the water.


‘Eric’s got to go, we can’t keep
him.’


‘I told you it was a bad idea.’


‘No you didn’t.’


‘And he’s been here three whole
months.’


The pattern repeated itself time and
again. Money would get tight; the children would start by growing bored with
his company, then fighting with him and then quietly, persistently asking their
parents when he was leaving. And so Eric, who was supposed to be asleep on his
camp-bed in the box room, would listen late into the night as yet another set
of grown-ups rowed about him. How they should never have taken him on in the
first place, how he kept upsetting the kids and surely it was someone else’s
turn to look after him. He learned to see through the fake smiles, recognise
the joy and relief hidden behind the protestations of how sorry they were to
see him go as he loaded the small wooden trunk containing his few meagre
belongings into yet another car belonging to the next family who’d offered to
step in “just until something more permanent can be sorted out”.


They were good people, all of them,
and so every move served to confirm in his mind that there was something wrong
with him, something which made people want to turn their backs on him and shut
their doors against his presence.


As the years of high school went by,
the realisation dawned that he was his only resource. So after graduating, and through
hard work, long hours and taking any menial jobs that were going – sometimes
three at a time – he paid his way through college, doing well enough to obtain
a scholarship to law school. Along the way he made friends – not many, but his brooding
intellect had a magnetic charisma of its own – but not one of them did he
permit to come too close, just in case they should ever hurt him by leaving or
turning their back on him. Even the crippling shyness with girls which came as
part of the baggage train hitched to the locomotive of his self-hatred was
overcome. Thus, at the age of twenty-one – positively ancient, even by the
standard of the early 1970s – he lost his virginity at a party during a
drunken, fumbling encounter of which he remembered very little the next morning
other than it had all been over very quickly and he’d forgotten to ask her
name.


The long, bloody struggle in Vietnam barely touched his life beyond what he saw on TV or read in the papers. As a
full-time student he was given a Draft deferral and although he saw the war as
a waste of money and lives, equally he saw that throwing rocks at the National
Guard wasn’t going to bring his former high-school classmates home any quicker.
However, Vietnam reinforced his belief that the world was an unjust place and
that he would do what he could to assist in the struggle to give the little guy
a chance to help himself. If the guy wasn’t willing to grasp it firmly enough,
then that was tough luck. And gradually, as he became more politically aware,
he started to think of himself as one of his country’s natural Democrats. From
an early age, what people were now calling the hard right, particularly the
religious right, scared him to death.


And now he was sitting nervously at a
very expensive and equally exclusive table at a Democratic Party fundraising
dinner; waiting for his turn to speak, waiting to take the long walk up to the
lectern and to make the announcement everyone was hoping for – that he was
going to run for President of the United States.











Chapter Seven    
 


 


Roosevelt’s funeral broadcast on radio. Understood nothing so
tried to find music but same on all channels. Now that R. and S. have gone, A.
dejected and will hardly speak to me. Visit in afternoon from German-speaking
Captain. Brought news that we will be moving on to South Dakota next week,
wherever that may be.


 


*


 


Leaving his uncle in
the wood-panelled sitting room, James found his way through to the kitchen and
stood on a chair, searching the higher cupboards for the tea.


‘Can I help you?’


The woman’s voice made him jump and
he almost dropped the packet of tea on the floor. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, turning
unsteadily round to face her and almost falling. ‘I was looking for this.
Bill’s in a bit of a state and I thought a cup would do him good.’


Bill Todd’s housekeeper was in her
seventies and almost as wide as she was high. She stared suspiciously up at
James through small, boot-button eyes that gave her an air of Mrs Tiggywinkle.
‘So you must be his nephew, then?’ she said. The Devon accent was unmistakable.
‘He said you were coming. I saw the car outside.’


Under her gaze he felt like a small
boy caught with his hand in the biscuit jar. He blushed and said, ‘That’s
right. I’m James, James Atkinson. I only got here an hour or so ago.’


‘Very pleased to meet you, I’m sure,
Mr Atkinson.’ He climbed down from the chair and she shook his proffered hand
firmly. ‘I’m Mrs Hammond. I look after the house for Mr Todd and Hammond looks after the garden. I’ve made a room up for you, didn’t your uncle tell you?’


James looked surprised. ‘No. I didn’t
want to be a nuisance – Bill’s got enough on his plate as it is without me to
look after, so I’ve booked myself in at the B and B down the road: Sunnybrook
Farm.’


The eyes narrowed again and Mrs
Hammond gave a Tiggywinkle snort of derision. ‘Very nice if you like bedbugs
and cold food,’ she said. ‘I’ll give that Reece woman a call and tell her
you’re stopping here. Sunnybrook Farm indeed. I don’t know how she’s got the
nerve. I wouldn’t keep chickens in that place of hers.’


James took the tea through to his
uncle but he was dozing. He set the cup down on the table beside him and Mrs
Hammond showed the way upstairs to the guest bedroom. Tucked under the eaves at
the front of the house it offered a panoramic view over Start Bay and a décor straight from a 1950s edition of House and Gardens. ‘The doctor’s coming
again on Friday, you know that, don’t you?’ she said, bustling around, flicking
away imaginary specks of dust before turning down the bed.


‘Bill didn’t mention it.’


‘Hasn’t told you hardly anything, has
he?’


‘Oh, I wouldn’t say that,’ said
James.


Unaware of the irony she continued.
‘I shouldn’t grumble, he’s got a lot on his mind, poor man, and the pain
doesn’t make it any easier. The GP’s been trying to get him into St Catherine’s
Hospice for a month now but your uncle knows if he leaves the house, he’ll
never see it again. That’s why he puts up with the pain – that and the fact
that they bred them tough in those days.’


James understood perfectly that her
description specifically excluded London types who compounded their error of
birth by working in the City. ‘So what’ll happen to you and Mr Hammond?’ he
asked.


‘Your uncle will do right by us, I’m
sure,’ she said. ‘He has done these last forty years and more. Whether whoever
takes the house on will want to keep us with it is another story. We’re neither
of us in any hurry to retire. I’ve seen enough of what happens to a body when
you haven’t got enough to keep yourself busy and I’ll keep that at bay as long
as I can, thank you very much.’


‘You do realise it’ll probably be me?
We’re going to see the solicitor tomorrow but Bill’s already said that he’s
leaving The Lodge to me in his will.’


She gazed out of the window, over the
garden where her husband was guiding an ancient Ransomes motor mower across the
top lawn, leaving arrow-straight green stripes in his wake. ‘Yes, he told us
that years ago.’ Returning her gaze to James, she continued. ‘I don’t wish to
be rude, Mr Atkinson, or to stick my nose into your affairs, but it’s what
happens after you sell it that worries me.’


He shrugged. ‘Who says I’m going to
sell it? I’ve no idea what I’m going to do with the place. I might even move in
– that view is just wonderful and I’m going to have trouble tearing myself away
from it.’


‘Be a bit of a long commute to London every morning,’ she said, thawing slightly.


‘No need for that, Mrs Hammond,’ he
said, returning her smile. ‘Not any more. As of last week, I’m one of this
great nation’s unemployed.’


‘You too? I’m sorry to hear that, Mr
Atkinson, I really am. Happened to our eldest six months ago. He’s got a wife
and two little-’uns and in a place like Truro he can’t get a job for love nor
money.’


‘I think I’ll stick around,’ he said.
‘Bill’s going to need as much hand-holding as he can get over the next few
weeks.’


‘That’s very good of you,’ she said.
‘But haven’t you got family in London who need you at home?’


He stared past her out of the window.
Just below the horizon, a yacht on a broad reach, looking for all the world
like a child’s toy, was making its way up-Channel; a tiny white triangle of
sail, almost motionless on the vast canvas of the sea. ‘Not any more. I was
surplus to requirements there too,’ he said with a rueful smile. ‘My wife, my
ex-wife I should say, chucked me out and we got divorced eighteen months ago –
we didn’t have any children so that’s one consolation. No, all I’ve got waiting
for me in London is my flat and a heap of bills. But don’t worry, I’ll try not
to get under your feet and I am house-trained.’


The following morning, James held his
uncle’s arm as they made their way down the steps from the solicitor’s office
to Kingsbridge High Street. The new will was signed and witnessed, the power of
attorney activated and the solicitor considerably richer.


‘You can stay here and I’ll fetch the
car if you like,’ said James.


‘Not a bit of it,’ said Todd
fiercely. ‘I’m not dead yet, you know. Might take me a while but I’d prefer to
walk if you don’t mind.’


‘You take your time, Bill,’ said
James. ‘It’s not as if we’re in a rush.’ He knew better than to offend the old
man’s last vestiges of pride and so, with Bill Todd holding on to him for
support, they made their way down the hill towards the car-park by the little
harbour. James noted that with few exceptions, almost every other person he saw
was of a similar age to his uncle. So this is how it ends, he thought; not with
a bang but with Devon.


Despite his protestations, the walk proved
too much for Todd’s frail body and on their return, despite her scolding, he
only picked at the lunch that Mrs Hammond had prepared for them. In the
afternoon, he took to his bed.


After a brief consultation with his
patient, the doctor and James strolled around the lawns, admiring Hammond’s skill at conjuring life from the thin soil of the windswept cliff-top. ‘I think I
was wrong about the time he’s got left,’ said the doctor. ‘He’s getting very
wandery – couldn’t even remember who I was and I’ve been his GP for nearly
thirty years. Some of that’s down to the morphine, of course, but put it
together with some of the other symptoms he’s been getting and it’s probable
that the secondary growths are getting bigger.’


James thrust his hands deeper into
his pockets. ‘So how long’s he got?’


‘You can never tell. He could go
tonight but let’s put it this way, I’d be surprised if he was still with us in
three weeks. I think you should let the rest of the family know in case they
want to come and see him for the last time.’


‘There isn’t a family. Just me.’


‘How long can you stay with him?’


‘As long as it takes,’ said James.
‘I’ve nothing to rush back for and besides, our generation owes a hell of a lot
to the Bill Todds of this world, so it’s the least I can do.’


‘That’s very decent of you,’ said the
doctor. ‘Whatever happens, I don’t think you’ll have long to wait but it’ll
help him, just knowing you’re there. Now, he’s in a lot of pain and he’s
finally agreed to come in to the hospice, so I’ve arranged for an ambulance to
pick him up this evening: Mrs H is packing a case for him so there’s nothing for
you to do.’


‘Thanks.’


‘I’ve told him it’s just temporary so
we can get the pain under control, and that he doesn’t have to stay any longer
than he wants, but he’s not daft, he knows he won’t be coming back. Why don’t
you let him get settled in and then come and see him tomorrow morning?’ He
handed James a card. ‘Here’s the address – I’ve put my mobile phone number on
the back – it’s only about a fifteen minute drive from here. The staff at St
Catherine’s are lovely and you can come and visit any time you like. If you
need anything, just give me a call. Oh yes, there’s one more thing.’


‘What’s that?’


‘The Hammonds. They’ve been with your
uncle for over forty years and although Mrs H can be a bit abrupt at times,
they’re good people and very fond of him. Not that you’d ever know, but they’re
more upset than they let on. It’s not up to me to try and tell you what to do,
but if you could just, well, keep an eye out for them, I think it would help.’


‘Of course I will, it’ll be a
pleasure. And thanks for the advice.’


The doctor took his leave and James
walked down the slope to the stone wall which separated the gardens from the
public footpath that ran along the cliff-top. Not a man given to displays of
emotion, the day’s events had left him drained and without realising what was
happening to him, as he thought about his uncle and the simple kindness of the
doctor, he felt his eyes begin to prick with tears.











Chapter Eight        
 


 


At last. We leave tomorrow
for Washington and then to somewhere called South Dakota. With South in the
name, it must be warmer than here. Still no idea what will happen to us but at
least it seems for the moment that we’re to be kept alive. Can’t wait to get
away from the base – aircraft noise driving me mad.


 


*


 


‘Hi, I’m looking for
Cathy Stenmark.’


‘You’ve found her.’ She looked up,
caught his eye and took an instant dislike to the spotty creep, as she did to
all men who addressed conversations to her chest. Cathy bit back the sarcastic
comment because he held in his hand something that she wanted. The laptop was
still in its clear plastic evidence bag. He put it down on her desk. ‘Did you
find anything interesting on it?’ she asked. He did have a name but she’d
forgotten it. To Cathy and the rest of the editorial team he was just “the IT
guy”.


He shrugged and flipped open the
laptop, clicking an Ethernet cable into the socket in the back of the machine
and starting it up. ‘Nothing. If there’d been anything interesting on it, I
don’t s’pose the police would’ve given it back so quickly,’ he said.


‘What about her e-mails and files?’


‘I can’t let you see her e-mails, but
I can give you temporary access to her personal drive partition on the network.
There was nothing other than system files on the C: drive.’


Cathy raised her eyebrows. ‘Nothing
at all? Surely she must’ve created a few word processing files, spreadsheets
and so on when she was off-line.’


‘Well if she did, then I’m guessing
she moved them all onto the network and then deleted them from the local
drive,’ he said.


‘But you’d still be able to retrieve
them if she’d just done a normal delete, wouldn’t you?’ she asked.


‘Normally yes.’


Cathy glared at him. He was a
cocksure little punk, probably straight out of college and, as usual, making it
clear that he thought himself an intellectual notch above the technologically-challenged,
journalists whose PCs and laptops he supported. ‘So are you going to expand on
that statement?’ she asked.


‘If you like. She’d installed a trace
eliminator which makes it impossible to retrieve deleted files once it’s been
run across them. Kinda like a shredder.’


‘So how come she was able to install
programs like that on a company machine? And who was the rocket scientist from
IT who issued a laptop with the user set up as an administrator?’


If he was impressed, the IT guy didn’t
show it. ‘Hey, not me, none of the machines I issue have open admin rights.’


Cathy tried again. ‘So you didn’t see
anything unusual then?’


The IT guy smiled at her and ran a
hand through his long, greasy hair. Please, God, thought Cathy, please don’t
let him be hitting on me. I may be violently ill.


‘No, I didn’t say that. Like I told
the police, the last time she used the machine, she logged in remotely and
deleted a whole bunch of files at about 6pm.’


‘And what were those files?’ said
Cathy, trying to hide her growing desire to kill him.


‘Here, I’ll show you. This is from
the previous night’s back-up. It’s everything in a directory called “Paulie” –
think that was her boyfriend?’


‘I think you’ll find it’s “Pauli”
actually.’


‘So was that her boyfriend? Cool.
Maybe I should’ve taken a closer look. There might’ve been some good stuff in
there.’ He leered at her chest again and Cathy felt an overwhelming desire to
pick the laptop up and hit him with it.


‘It’s Senator Pauli, pronounced
“Pow-lee”.’ She flicked her shoulder-length blonde hair out of her eyes and put
her head slightly on one side, addressing him like a school teacher lecturing a
backward child. ‘You know, the guy who might be this country’s next president?
I presume you’ve heard of him?’


The sarcasm sailed over the IT guy’s
head and hit the wall several yards behind him. ‘So she was dating a guy who’s
going to be president? You mean like Bill Clinton and Monica?’ he said. ‘That is
cool.’


‘Just show me the files, eh?’ she
said coldly. ‘I’m sure you’ve got a lot to do and I’d hate to keep you here any
longer.’ Cathy’s pale, blue-grey eyes narrowed and the tone of her voice caused
the smart-aleck reply to die on his lips. He left without another word but she
was sure she heard him say “bitch” as he headed for the door.


If Cathy had been hoping to find any
more explanation about the package Lisa Greenberg had sent her in the mail,
then she was to be disappointed. She took a quick look through the
newly-restored Pauli directory but there was nothing beyond interview
transcripts, copies of features from other magazines and various other
documents that Lisa had clearly been planning to pull together for her
forthcoming article on him – just what Cathy would have expected.


After two hours she wasn’t even halfway
through reading the contents of the “Pauli” directory and the written words
were not getting any further than her retinas. She was about to take a coffee
break when the phone rang. The display showed the incoming call was on
auto-divert from Lisa’s former number.


‘New Horizons, Cathy Stenmark.’


‘Oh, I’m sorry, I must’ve come
through to the wrong extension,’ said a male voice. ‘Could you put me through
to Lisa Greenberg, please? My name’s Arnie Hillman and she asked me to call
back if I had any news about the lawsuit. You know, about the shopping mall.’


‘I’m sorry, sir, Lisa’s no longer
with us. She passed away three weeks ago.’


‘Oh my God, please excuse me, I’m so
terribly sorry. I had no idea – ’


‘Please don’t worry about it. She had
an accident. Nobody’s fault and please don’t blame yourself for not knowing. Is
there anything I can help you with?’


For a moment there was no reply. ‘I’m
not sure. Y’know, in the circumstances, I really don’t think I should bother
anybody about it.’


‘That’s a kind thought, Mr Hillman,
but if Lisa was working on a story I’m sure she’d expect us to see it through
for her. It’s the least we can do. Please.’


‘Thanks. Well, I assume you’re
familiar with the story. It’s about the shopping mall they want to build right
here in Cunningham. I’m the chairman of the local storekeepers’ defence
committee that we’ve formed to try and stop it and Miss Greenberg came out to
talk to my wife and me about three weeks ago. Must’ve been just before she
passed away. Explains why she never got back to me.’


Cathy frowned. What Hillman was
saying made no sense. At the time of her death, Lisa had been working eighteen
hour days on the Pauli story and hadn’t even had the time to think about
anything else, let alone small-time dross like this. The guy was either crazy
or had got the wrong magazine. ‘Where did you say your store was?’


‘Cunningham, Maryland. Couple of
hours outside DC. You must know it.’


Cathy pushed herself back in her
chair and kicked one of her shoes off in frustration. It wouldn’t be the first
time that some loser with an issue had tried to get publicity for their case by
pretending that a colleague was interested in the story. Usually they waited
till the holiday season. ‘I’m sorry, Mr Hillman, are you sure you’ve got the
right publication? With no disrespect, that doesn’t sound like the kind of
story New Horizons would cover.’


‘Sure I am.’ He read Cathy the
details of Lisa’s business card. They were correct.


‘And when did you say she came to see
you?’


‘That’s easy,’ he said. ‘Got it right
here: the fourteenth of last month.’


For a moment Cathy remained silent,
biting her bottom lip. ‘I do apologise, Mr Hillman, you’ll have to refresh my
memory. Could you remind me where Cunningham is exactly?’


‘Other side of Thurmont from DC –
almost into Pennsylvania. Like I said, ’bout a couple of hours by car.’


Cathy was wide awake now and sat bolt
upright in her seat. ‘If that’s OK, Mr Hillman, I think I’d like to come out
and see you. Are you free tomorrow?’


‘Free as a bird. Come any time you
like and we’ll look forward to seeing you.’


‘Ten o’clock?’


‘Ten it is.’ Hillman gave her the
directions and she scribbled them down as he spoke. She rang off and with
shaking hands looked up the town of Cunningham on the internet. She caught her
breath, excited and at the same time appalled that it was exactly as she’d
suspected. From the postmark, Lisa must’ve posted the letter with its strange
contents on her way back from seeing Hillman.


Much later that afternoon she looked
down again at the scribbled notes she’d made; the arrows, the crossings-out and
the names and places she’d ringed. It was all beginning to fall into place,
well some of it anyway.


A few days after her death, a DVD had
arrived for Lisa in the post. Slipping it into her bag, Cathy stood up to leave
for the day. For Lisa to have taken such an interest in him there must be more
to Mr Hillman than met the eye. Pauli’s lovechild? His secret gay lover? A
Jekyll and Hyde twin? As she headed for the door, the list of crazy theories
got longer, even though reality was likely to turn out much duller as it always
did. But scandal plus senators equals sales, so it was worth a shot.


The following morning she left early
to avoid the rush hour traffic, but going against the flow found herself
approaching the outskirts of Cunningham with twenty minutes to spare. The
countryside around the town was rolling and heavily wooded and at first glance
it seemed an idyllic setting: idyllic, provided the visitor didn’t look too
closely at the trailer parks that blighted the valley slopes either side of the
main road, and wasn’t too distracted by the potholes over which the suspension
of her car crashed at regular intervals.


She found the Hillmans’ store easily
and continued slowly along Main Street looking for the centre of the town, but
instead, the few commercial and office buildings suddenly gave way to tired
clapboard houses, all in need of a lick of paint and some looking deserted.
Then the houses petered out and from there, a few brown, frost-bitten fields
were all that stood between Cunningham and the continuation of the pinewoods.
It was while she was looking for somewhere to turn round that she saw the sign:
“Site acquired for the Cunningham Mall – last few lots still available”
followed by a phone number and a web address. Most of the billboard was taken
up by an artist’s impression showing well-heeled, white, nuclear families
beaming in straight-toothed joy at the wonders on sale in the mall’s shops. Not
a black face, not a John Deere baseball cap, not a fat person to be seen and no
suggestion that any of the families in the picture had ever so much as sat in a
pick-up truck with gun rails let alone spent time in a trailer park. Planet
Mars.


Cathy pulled the car over and got
out. Despite the sunshine it was bitterly cold and she pulled her woolly hat
down over her ears while she looked around the site. It was easy to see what
had happened to Cunningham and why the developers had chosen to build their
mall just here. Following the slope up what was now overgrown meadowland, her
eye was drawn to the top of the ridge where a line of traffic sped along the
interstate that now bypassed the town, filling the air with the distant
thrumming of the drivers’ indifference to Cunningham and all it had to offer.
Not only would the mall pick up passing trade, its back door would also be
accessible to the inhabitants of the town. The Hillmans and every other small
store owner would be put out of business by it, but straight away she could see
their fight against the inevitable was hopeless, as was the idea that their
story might make the pages of New Horizons.


She returned to the warmth of the
car, tossed the woolly hat onto the back seat and, with a quick glance in the
rear-view mirror to check that her hair wasn’t too flat, swung the car round to
head back into what passed for the town itself. Cathy shook her head; none of
this explained what Lisa had been doing here on the day she died.


Parking directly outside the
Hillmans’ store she made her in way through the double doors. For a moment she
thought she’d stepped back into a Spencer Tracy movie: the place seemed to sell
everything. Stacked on shelves or hanging from the ceiling were bicycles,
lawnmowers, clothes, packet food, seed, rolls of fencing, power tools –
everything a bustling market town could wish for. The trouble was, this was
rural Maryland: the few remaining farmers were too poor to generate trade, the
shoe factory on the outskirts of town had shut down nine years ago and the rest
of the population was either retired or subsisting on welfare. As soon as they
were able, most of the employable young left town. A few people scratched a
living from tourism in summer, but summer was a long way off. There were no
other customers.


Cathy walked up to the counter of
Hillman’s Stores and hit the plunger of the brass bell with the palm of her
hand. She stepped back in surprise as, like a jack-in-the-box, a small, balding
figure popped up from behind the counter right under her nose.


‘Sorry if I made you jump, ma’am,’
said the little man seeing the look of alarm on her face. ‘Just looking for
some invoices, that’s all.’


She smiled and held out a hand. ‘That’s
OK. I’m Cathy Stenmark. Are you Mr Hillman?’ From watching the DVD at home the
previous evening, she’d been expecting someone a lot bigger and a little
younger.


He laughed. ‘No ma’am, I’m just the
hired help. Arnie’s out back but he’s expecting you. Here, come with me.’


He led her behind the counter,
through a small office in which every surface was piled high with paper, and
across a small open courtyard to a door in the opposite wall. He pushed it open
and she followed him up a set of bare wooden steps to another door on which he knocked
before opening it. ‘Arnie, your visitor’s here,’ he said. Then, almost as
quickly as he’d appeared from behind the counter, the little man scuttled back down
the stairs like a rabbit returning to its burrow.


The office in which Hillman sat was
almost identical to the first: dusty, paper everywhere and the most modern
piece of equipment Cathy could see was a 1980s calculator on the desk next to
the telephone. As he stood to greet her, she recognised him straight away.
Tall, balding and running to fat, he’d put on a few pounds since the documentary
had been filmed, but it was definitely him. As he held out his hand, Cathy
immediately gained the impression of a man on whom the force of gravity acted
more strongly than on others, and every part of his being seemed to sag under
its influence. Even what little hair he had left looked as though it was being
dragged down with him.


‘Have a seat,’ he said. She declined
his offer of coffee and so he continued, speaking quickly as if from a
well-rehearsed script. ‘I was very sorry to hear about Miss Greenberg’s
accident and I’m very grateful that you’ve come all this way to see me. I
presume you know what she and I had been talking about so I’ll get straight to
the point. Our appeal’s been turned down by the Supreme Court of Maryland and
the mall’s going ahead – you’re our last chance.’


Cathy tucked a loose strand of blonde
hair behind her ear and took out her notebook. ‘So what exactly do you expect
me to do, Mr Hillman?’


He shrugged. ‘Carry on where she left
off, I guess.’


‘Which was where?’ asked Cathy.


Hillman put his head on one side and
looked at her intently, trying to size her up. ‘I won’t mess around,’ he said. ‘You
know dance steps, don’t you?’


‘What do you mean?’


His jowly features struggled upwards
into a wry half-smile. ‘That we were using each other to get what we both
wanted. That she was no more interested in my store than last year’s little
league results. She wanted to open up old wounds, go back over old ground that
I thought was dead and buried more than fifteen years ago. And in return, the
price I was making her pay for it was getting publicity via your prestigious
magazine to stop the mall being built.’ He spoke the word “prestigious” in the
same way other people might say “dog-shit”.


‘I’m not with you.’


The smile faded. ‘Course you are. I
take it you know about my TV documentary?’


‘I do. I watched it on DVD last
night. If you’re so uptight about the story, how come you let them make the
film?’


‘Same as with your magazine – we both
had something the other needed. They wanted a story and at the time my wife and
I needed the money. We needed it real bad and you know why?’


‘No.’


‘We needed it to fight a legal action
against a developer who wanted to build a mall right near our store. How ironic
is that?’


‘When was this?’


‘Started in 1994 when we were living
in Seattle. They were planning a whole bunch of TV documentaries to do with the
fiftieth anniversary of the end of the Second World War and they got on to that
whole gig about Hitler’s family in America. You remember: Hitler’s half brother
had a kid who ended up coming here and then joined the Navy during the war.’


‘Willy Hitler?’


‘That’s the feller. Well, it’s not a
story we shouted from the roof-tops, but on the other hand it wasn’t exactly a
state secret. As you’ll have seen on the film, I’m descended from Adolf’s
younger brother, Walter, who was born in 1903, three months after their father
died in the January. Poor Pop had a crappy life. His mother, my grandmother,
died when he was only four and he was put into an orphanage until he was eight.
After that he was brought up by his older sister, Paula. God knows how she
managed because she was only fifteen herself when she took him on. Anyway, Walter,
my pop, was too young for the First World War and he studied to be an English
teacher while he and Paula were living in Vienna.’


‘I don’t remember that from the
documentary.’


‘You wouldn’t. They cut it about so
much and put things together that weren’t shot together so that the entire
family looked like a cast of monsters – my father was a gentle, kind man;
nothing like his brother. By all accounts, Paula was a good person too. Anyway,
things were pretty bad in Austria in the twenties so Pop came to the US, did the usual round of bum jobs and eventually got himself a post as a German teacher at a high
school in Seattle. By the time the Second World War broke out he’d become an
American citizen and had changed his last name to Hillman for obvious reasons. Then
he married an American girl and I came along in 1948. After school I got a job
in a general store and in 1974 I opened my own.’


‘And that’s it?’


‘Yup. You can’t choose your parents,
let alone your father’s brother, so when they wanted to make the film and give
us a crazy amount of money for it, I didn’t see what harm it would do.’


‘You didn’t think anyone would hold
it against you?’


Hillman shook his head sadly. ‘No I
didn’t. I’ve done some dumb things in my life, but that has to be the dumbest.
I thought people would be curious, that’s all. And if anything I expected them
to sympathise. Jeez, I was dumb – no, I was worse than dumb, I was naïve and
greedy.’


‘So what happened?’


‘The day after the documentary was
shown we started getting rocks through our windows and then there was a big
press campaign to get folks to boycott the store. Now you’ll love this – a
whole bunch of the people behind the campaign were Jewish. I tried to talk to
them, to explain, but they wouldn’t even listen. I got so mad that I even
offered to sew a yellow swastika on my clothes so people would know who I was.’


‘I’ll bet that went down well.’


Hillman pulled a face of disgust. ‘Yeah,
you bet it did. We stuck it out for a couple of months but in the end we had no
choice. We sold up for half what the place was worth and moved to somewhere a
long way from Seattle where no one knew us and where we reckoned there’d be no
chance of anyone building a mall in our back yard. Couldn’t make it up, could
you?’


‘So did you approach Lisa or did she
find you?’


‘She found me. Said she’d seen
something about our campaign against the mall via one of the press agencies and
that it tied in with a story she was working on. I thought that was probably BS.
And after what’d happened the last time I got involved with the media you can
understand why I didn’t exactly jump at the idea, so I said I’d think about it
and call her back.’


‘And then what?’


‘My wife and I talked it over – for a
week we didn’t talk about anything else,’ he said. ‘In the end we decided to
chance it, so I called Lisa back and we kicked a couple of ideas around. I told
her what had happened after the TV show and that I didn’t want it all brought
up again.’


‘What did she say to that?’


‘Oh, she said our story would simply
be part of a series of articles about the things that were destroying
small-town America – you know, big corporations, globalisation, “made in China”,
that kind of thing.’


‘And so she came out here to see you?’


‘That’s right. In the end I decided
that she seemed genuine enough for a journalist so I took a chance.’ Cathy
ignored the barb and Hillman continued. ‘I asked her to come over and take a
look around, showed her the store, showed her the new road and where they’re
going to put the mall, and that was it really.’


Deep in concentration, Cathy frowned
and scribbled in her notebook. The brief pause gave her time to word the next
question without putting Hillman on his guard – get this one wrong and it’s all
over, she thought. ‘Did she ask you anything about politics?’ she asked
casually. ‘You know, local politicians who could help or who stood to gain?
Anything on a national or party level?’


Putting his head in his hands, he
looked down at the desk again. ‘I know this is a dumb, naïve question to ask a
journalist, but can I trust you?’


‘It is a dumb, naïve question,
but in this case the answer’s yes. You have my word.’


‘OK, it goes something like this,’ he
said. ‘You’re on the same track, aren’t you?’


Cathy frowned and shook her head.
‘I’m sorry, Mr Hillman, you’ve totally lost me.’


He studied her intently, tormented by
a despair born of the realisation that this pretty blonde woman with the high
cheekbones and the broad smile was not only his last hope, but potentially his
betrayer. ‘So are you really telling me you don’t know what her angle was?’


‘No idea,’ said Cathy. ‘I knew she’d
been out this way working on a story but when you called me that was the first
I knew about it.’


‘And the question about national
politics?’


She was back on thin ice now and she
knew it. ‘Just wanted to get the big picture, that’s all. Did she say something
that upset you?’


‘Not exactly. It meant nothing to me
at the time. It came up in conversation that I vote Democrat and from there we
got onto the subject of Senator Pauli. After that, she wouldn’t talk about
anything else: wanted to know if I’d contacted him, just a whole heap of
questions about Pauli.’


‘And have you?’


‘Have I what?’


‘Contacted him?’ She knew as soon as
she’d said it that she’d made a mistake.


‘Not you as well?’ he said angrily.


She tried the smile again but this
time its effect was partial at best. ‘Just curious, that’s all. He’d be a
useful ally if he did become president one day,’ she said, trying to sound as
offhand as possible.


Hillman snorted derisively. ‘I’ll be
bankrupt long before then,’ he said. ‘No, it was only after she’d gone that I
looked the guy up on the web. Sure I’d heard the name but I didn’t know the
first thing about him. And so imagine my surprise when it turns out that his
parents were Germans too. What a coincidence, eh? Now perhaps you understand
why I said we were using each other to get what we both wanted –’


Cathy interrupted him. ‘Well my grandfather
was Swedish. So what? – we didn’t all come over in the Mayflower. I don’t see the
German thing as anything more than a coincidence’


The jowls shook as he struggled to
find the right words. ‘You might not, but you haven’t been run out of town
because your uncle was Hitler, for Christ’s sake. Have you seen Pauli’s web
site?’


‘Of course I have, I’m a political
journalist.’


‘And you’ve seen all that stuff about
how his parents were sent to Auschwitz for opposing the Nazis? That he
remembers the tattoo on his mother’s arm; that he prides himself on fighting
the forces of oppression wherever he may find them and all that good crap?’


‘You thought Lisa was setting you up.
Good German versus Bad German.’


‘Damn right I did. And are you really
telling me you know nothing about this?’


‘Mr Hillman, like I told you, I knew
she’d been to interview someone in Maryland and until I got your phone call
that was all I knew. You have my word.’


He paused. ‘So what’s the deal then?’


‘I don’t follow you.’


‘You don’t? Then let me spell it out
for you, miss. How much detail about my family do I have to let you print in
return for your magazine running a story on the mall?’


Cathy closed her notebook. ‘Mr
Hillman, I don’t know how to put this, but I’m not going to run a story on the
mall and I’m certainly not going to write anything about you and your
ancestors.’


‘Nothing about my family?’


‘Nothing about you, nothing about the
mall. Don’t think I don’t sympathise, but I just don’t see either story as
something I’d want to cover. You do understand, don’t you?’


Hillman nodded sadly, ‘Guess I do,’
he said. ‘Even if you’d run a four-page spread on the bastards who are putting
all the family stores in the country out of business, I can’t see how it would
stop them. I just hoped it would… I dunno, slow them down a bit, trip them up
somehow.’ He managed a faint smile. ‘Dumb and naïve again, huh?’ Cathy wanted
to give him a hug but decided against it.


Five minutes later, she was back on
the road, headed for DC and home. As she drove she tried in vain to make some
sense of what she’d learned. So far as she could make out, if the German
connection really was just coincidence then the late Lisa Greenberg had led her
into the back of beyond on a wild goose chase. But the letter and its strange
contents wouldn’t go away – if Lisa had found some link between Hillman and
Pauli, then what the hell was it? Maybe I should try asking Pauli, she thought.











Chapter Nine           
 


 


End of three terrible days
in Washington. Non-stop questions and almost no sleep. Treated like common
criminals. A. says this wasn’t part of the agreement and is going to lodge
formal complaint but I think he’s wasting his time.


 


*


 


After a few days of
the same routine, James became used to the limitations of his new life;
institutionalised would’ve been a better word, he thought. Time flatlined, with
nothing to distinguish one day from the next as he sat by the bedside waiting
for his uncle to wake. St Catherine’s hospice was modern, clean and, as the
doctor had told him, the staff were kind to a degree that James found humbling.


 The old man was hooked up to a
morphine drip and even as he slept, James could see a look of serenity in his
tired features, something he’d not seen in the few days they’d spent together
at the Lodge.


Not far from dozing off himself in
the over-heated room, James sat staring aimlessly into space and watching the
specks of dust as they danced in a shaft of sunlight streaming through the
window. Time stood still.


‘Penny for your thoughts?’ He jolted
awake. The friendly nurse who’d already brought him several cups of tea had returned
to check on Uncle Bill. ‘Still asleep?’ she asked.


‘He did wake up for a bit about half
an hour ago, but I couldn’t get any sense out of him,’ said James. ‘Poor chap
was just rambling to himself.’


‘He’s been doing a lot of that,’ said
the nurse. ‘It’s not uncommon when they’re on morphine but he got himself into
quite a state last night.’


‘What was he saying?’ James asked.


‘Oh, nothing to worry about; I think
he must’ve been having a bad dream. Kept going on about having to send his gold
back to England.’ She laughed. ‘Your uncle wasn’t a pirate, was he?’


James did his best not to show the
alarm he felt and made a half-hearted attempt at a laugh. ‘Not that I know of,
unless it was a sideline – I suppose that would explain the parrot and the
eye-patch. But there is one favour I’d ask.’


‘What’s that?’


‘If he does say anything halfway
sensible, you’ll let me know?’


‘Of course.’


James stayed by Bill Todd’s bedside
until about five in the afternoon. He’d read all the newspapers from
cover-to-cover, finished his paperback and was going slowly crazy with the kind
of guilty boredom that only hospital visits can create. The two other men in
the room were in a similar state to his uncle and apart from a few cursory
hellos and goodbyes to their visitors, the only conversations he’d had were
with the nursing staff.


By the time he returned to the Lodge
that evening, the Hammonds had gone down the hill to their cottage and he had
the house to himself. Opening the door at the top of the steps, he turned on
the cellar lights and went down into his uncle’s workshop. After about fifteen
minutes he found what he was looking for: one of the alloy tubes held a series
of documents – an inventory of the paintings and the four letters, just as Bill
Todd had said. Each letter bore an identity photograph in the top right-hand
corner and multiple official-looking stamps, including one from the
International Red Cross. He emptied the tube and carried the contents up to the
study where he drew the curtains and turned on the lamp that stood on the
leather-topped desk.


The format of the letters was the
same, only the names, personal details and the photos were different. In
English, French and German the bearer was guaranteed safe conduct across allied
lines. The text went on to promise safety thereafter in the US, UK and allied nations and to demand that all possible assistance be given to the bearer, by the
order of the two governments.


None of the names or the individuals’
personal details meant anything to him: three men; one in his fifties, another
in his forties and one in his twenties; and a dark-haired, vacant-looking woman
of thirty-three. Each letter bore a small photo, presumably of the bearer, held
in place by two brass rivets to prevent the addition of substitute photos and
overlain with an embossed US government stamp, obviously for the same purpose.
James tried to remember where he’d seen the face of the oldest of the four – a
tired-looking man with thick-rimmed glasses who looked as though he had been in
a fight and lost. His balding pate and dense, straggly beard made him look far
older than the date of birth on the letter suggested – but no clues came to
mind. Finally, below each photograph was a fingerprint of the bearer.


James got up from the desk and
fetched himself a glass of whisky. Scrupulous to the last, with the exception
of tea and milk, he’d bought all his own provisions rather than using his
uncle’s. All around was silent and without Bill Todd’s presence, the house
seemed lifeless. Returning to the book-lined study, he set down the glass and
examined the four letters again. Taking a closer look at the names below the
signature block, he saw, just as Todd had described, that each letter bore the
signatures of both Winston Churchill and Franklin Roosevelt. He nodded in
admiration: if they were forgeries, as his uncle had suggested, they were
certainly good ones.


James then moved on to the inventory
of the paintings and their provenance. He sat open-mouthed, scarcely daring to
believe what was in front of him. The inventory, written in his uncle’s regular
hand, was arranged into three columns: artist, work and collection. He read:


 



 
  
   	
   Artist

   
   	
   Work

   
   	
   Collection

   
  

 
 
  	
  Monet

  
  	
  Street Scene (14 juillet)

  
  	
  Göring

  
 

 
  	
  Vermeer

  
  	
  The Alchemist

  
  	
  Hitler

  
 

 
  	
  Watteau

  
  	
  The Guitar Player

  
  	
  Hitler

  
 

 
  	
  Pissarro

  
  	
  Tuileries Gardens

  
  	
  Göring

  
 

 
  	
  ditto

  
  	
  Cows in a Stream

  
  	
  ditto

  
 

 
  	
  Snyder

  
  	
  The Hunt

  
  	
  Hitler

  
 

 
  	
  Boucher

  
  	
  Nymph at the Spring

  
  	
  Hitler

  
 




 


In all, the twenty alloy tubes held
over fifty paintings, in addition to the letters of safe conduct.


That night James lay awake into the
small hours, trying to work out the significance of the letters and most of all,
their link to the stolen artworks that had sat for nearly sixty years in his
uncle’s workshop. The most likely explanation seemed to be that the art and the
gold were somebody’s ticket to post-war prosperity, but that an aircraft
accident had prevented the hoard from reaching its intended destination. The
rest he knew: honest, straight-backed Bill Todd had stumbled across the loot
and kept it for himself.


But who were the thieves? Clearly the
paintings had originally been stolen by the Nazis for the collections of Hitler
and Göring if the inventory was anything to go by. So then what was the role of
the three men and the woman whose grainy, black-and-white features stared back
at him from the letters? And if they were the thieves, how had they spirited
away the paintings from the personal collections of the Reich’s two most
prominent Nazis?


He mulled the four names over in his
mind; sleep was a long way off. He’d have to research them when he got back to London. None of it made sense. Why had the individuals to whom the letters referred allowed
themselves to be separated from the one piece of paper that could keep them
alive? Unless they were all in the crashed aircraft and Todd had missed the
bodies. That seemed the most likely explanation until he remembered that his
uncle had described the crashed aircraft as an Me-110. He’d made a plastic kit
of one of those when he was little, and, from what he remembered, there were
only two or three crew and certainly no room for an additional four passengers.


So where were they? Three of them
would be dead for certain, given their dates of birth, and the fourth, if he
was still alive would be in his nineties, so that was no use. The more he
thought about it, the more he invented fantastic conspiracy theories with FDR
and Churchill in the role of art thieves, their dirty work having been done by
a gang of ill-assorted burglars on the run from a vengeful Nazi hierarchy: a
good plot for a thriller he decided, but highly unlikely.


The following morning, James returned
to St Catherine’s and waited patiently by his uncle’s bedside. He appeared to
be asleep or maybe unconscious, James didn’t know so, on the off-chance that
Todd could hear him, he started talking: a long rambling monologue about
nothing in particular; the weather, how the garden was doing, Hammond’s plans
for the summer bedding plants. Just as he was running out of inspiration he
became aware of a figure by his side: it was the doctor. He smiled at James and
held up his hand, ‘Do carry on. Please don’t stop on my account.’


James turned in his seat and looked
up at him. ‘I don’t suppose he can hear me, can he?’


‘We’ve no idea whether they can hear
and understand at this stage, but they say that the last of the senses to go is
hearing. There’s plenty of evidence from coma patients reporting they’ve heard
everything that was going on around them, but whether that applies in your
uncle’s case, only he could tell us and he’s way past that now.’


‘So he’s not going to wake up?’


The doctor put a comforting hand on
James’s shoulder. ‘Not now. His system is shutting down. The morphine will make
sure he’s in no pain and he’ll just drift away. It won’t be long.’


‘How long?’


‘I’d say no more than twenty-four
hours. The usual time for them to go is between two and four in the morning
when the body’s at its lowest ebb. If you want to stay, I’m sure the staff will
be happy to make a bed up for you.’


‘That’s ok, thanks. I’m happy to sit
with him for now. I’ll pop out for a bite to eat and a leg-stretch and then
I’ll come back later in the evening. I’d like to think he knows there’s
somebody holding his hand and that he’s not alone when the time comes.’


‘Would he like a priest?’


‘I don’t think so. We had a C of E
chap come round earlier: very decent sort and said all the right things, but I
don’t think my uncle was much of a church goer – just weddings, christenings
and funerals from what I can gather.’


At about five, James drove back to
the Lodge, somehow expecting things to look different under the circumstances,
but all was normal, with Hammond pottering about in the garden in the afternoon
sunshine, just as he’d done for most of his working life. James found the
gardener’s presence reassuring: a sign that things were the same as they had
ever been and that nothing would change. He walked along the gravel pathway,
bordered on each side by a neatly trimmed yew hedge, to where Hammond was tying
up the stems of the last of the year’s daffodils. At James’s approach he stood
up and touched the peak of his cap, ‘Afternoon, Mr Atkinson. Any news of Mr
Todd?’


James was temporarily disorientated
by the gesture of deference – he’d only seen people touch their caps in old
films or comedy shows – but here at The Lodge, it was still 1950, which clearly
suited everybody rather well. ‘Afraid it’s not good news, Mr Hammond. It’s
unlikely that he’ll still be with us this time tomorrow.’


Hammond stood in silence for a moment
then took off his cap and looked down. ‘I’ll tell Mrs H, sir. She’ll be as sad
as I am – see, we’re both very fond of Mr Todd, he’s been a very fair employer,
a good man, and there aren’t many left like him I don’t reckon.’


James nodded and leaving Hammond to his daffodils, wandered back to the house. After a shower and a change of
clothes, he was about to start making himself something to eat when the phone
rang. It was the hospice. Bill Todd had taken a turn for the worst and would he
come right away.


Twenty minutes later, at about eight
o’clock, he left the Audi in the hospice car park and ran up the front steps.
The receptionist greeted him as he signed his name in the visitors’ register
for the second time that day and made his way into Frobisher ward. The two other
elderly men in the ward were both asleep, but around his uncle’s bed was a set
of screens. As he approached, a nurse came out from behind them and approached
him, shaking her head. ‘I’m very sorry, Mr Atkinson, you’ve just missed him. He
went just after we phoned you. I am so very sorry. He was a brave man, you
should be proud of him.’


Not for the first time since he’d
left London, a demonstration of simple kindness was too much for him and he
felt his eyes pricking with tears.


The funeral was poorly attended. James,
the Hammonds, two people from the village and the GP stood in the rain at the
grave-side to pay their respects to Bill Todd. Only one of them knew that the
deceased had pulled off the most spectacular art heist in history.











Chapter Ten               
 


 


Flight to Rapid City Air Base. Landed in thunderstorm. Frightened. Then by car. Countryside
spectacular: mountains and forests made us think of home. Very remote. Saw one
small town – straight from a western, then kilometres of nothing but trees.
Can’t believe this: our new home is a shack in the woods by old mine-workings.
Called “Breakheart”. Well named. Dirty, cold. No electricity, well water. Told
us it is only temporary. Hope I can believe them.


 


*


 


Santa Fe, New Mexico. April 1945


 


To Max Standfluss,
the journey from Washington DC to Los Alamos seemed to be taking for ever. He’d
realised the importance that his old friend had assumed in the project when
Oppie casually let slip while on the train to Santa Fe that on Presidential
orders, he wasn’t allowed to fly anywhere unless there was no other means of
transport and that his road journeys were to be kept to a minimum.


At that moment however, Standfluss
had other more pressing concerns: memorising his cover story of how he’d been
kidnapped by US forces on his way home on leave from Haigerloch, taken to
England, interrogated at a country house called Farm Hall, near Cambridge and
then flown to the US in a long-range B-24. From the hundreds of photographs,
coloured drawings and floor plans he’d been forced to memorise, he could have
given a guided tour of Farm Hall, described the staff and their foibles, all
without ever having set foot in the place. Reiss had been given a similar
script to follow and both scientists were left in no doubt that any deviation
from their story would lead to their immediate disappearance.


From the Santa Fe railroad station a
US Army staff car took them downtown to a nondescript office in a long,
single-storey building at 109 East Palace for identity photographs and security
processing. Forty-five minutes later, Standfluss, weary, hot and thirsty, was
led back to the car and they set off once more.


Not far outside the town, the
metalled roadway gave way to unmade tracks and the car rattled and shook over
the uneven surface. With the windows wound up against the dust, the heat became
intolerable – a situation not improved by Oppenheimer’s chain smoking. After an
hour of this they neared their destination and the unpaved road gave way to a
ribbon of newly-laid blacktop. In front of them stood a row of towering cliffs
and the road snaked between them, winding its way up the rugged hillside to the
broad expanse of mesa on which stood their destination known simply as Site
Y.


At the east gate the car stopped at
the security post and Standfluss produced his newly-acquired pass. As they
drove through the site, Oppenheimer gave a running commentary of which building
housed which teams, but he was too tired to take any of it in. To their left
was the main technical site behind its coils of barbed wire and shortly after
passing it, the car turned right to run in front of a series of buildings
entirely constructed from logs in the pioneer style but on a scale he’d never
imagined possible.


Finally, they came to a halt outside
a log cabin: he’d only ever seen them in Westerns and its presence in the
middle of a scientific complex only served to increase his mounting feelings of
unreality. ‘There it is, Max, Bathtub Row,’ said Oppenheimer proudly. ‘VIP
accommodation.’


Standfluss looked perplexed, ‘Bathtub
Row? What does that mean?’


‘It means that the guys that you’ll
be working with will be very jealous. The houses along here are the only
quarters with their own bathrooms: everyone else has to share. I live just a
bit further up, on the corner of Peach Street. You see, we’re neighbours again
after all these years.’


The best Standfluss could manage in
reply was a weak smile. A cold drink, something to eat and then a lifetime’s
sleep were all he could think of right now.


Over twelve hundred miles away,
Standfluss’ former colleague, Georg Reiss, had already arrived at his new home,
the uranium enrichment plant at Oak Ridge Tennessee and had gone through the
same process of learning his cover story by heart. Despite Reiss’s concerns,
his delicate gas centrifuges had survived their journey intact and his first
working day was spent examining the building on the K-25 site that had been
prepared to receive them and the many others that would be manufactured to his
design.


He settled in to his new life and was
soon exchanging ideas on the blackboard with such luminaries as Lawrence, Urey
and Fermi. After only a few weeks’ work, an excited Oppenheimer sent an
encrypted message to General Groves. In it he stated that, thanks to Reiss’s
work, he estimated having enough weapons-grade uranium to create a gun-type
bomb by June and enough plutonium Pu239 to test an implosion weapon in
July, provided the race to develop a trigger mechanism was complete in time. Manhattan was back on course.


At Los Alamos, Standfluss soon
developed a profitable working relationship with his new boss, George
Kistiakowsky, the Ukrainian-American scientist who headed up the Implosion
Department. It was his team’s task to develop the reliable implosion trigger
that would allow the use of plutonium as a safe fission source. To do this they
would have to avoid the inherent dangers of the gun-type firing mechanism that was
planned for the first uranium bomb.


As Standfluss had worked out for
himself, the trouble with a uranium weapon using a gun-type trigger was that in
the event of an accident, there was a major risk of sending its two uranium U235
masses critical, thus causing detonation. Even dropping the bomb on the floor,
or allowing it to get wet could cause it to explode: if the aircraft carrying
the weapon were to crash or catch fire, that too would be likely to set it off.
If ever there was a case for a “handle with care” sticker, this was it.


Just like Reiss at Oak Ridge, Standfluss
was in his element at Los Alamos. Kistiakowsky’s Implosion Department came
under the Theoretical Division, headed by the brilliant German-American, Hans
Bethe; so not only was he working with the best scientific minds in the world, but
for most of the time he was able to do so in his own language. Even the
eccentric and grumpy Edward Teller, whose arrival was always announced by the
sound of his artificial foot crashing on the wooden floor of the hut, spoke his
mother tongue, as did the German-born Briton, Klaus Fuchs, whose shy and
self-effacing demeanour hid an analytical mind second to none.


However, there were two dark clouds
on his personal horizon. Firstly, from the day in March 1945 when he had been
taken from the lab at Haigerloch by the Gestapo and driven non-stop to Berlin, he had received no word from his family in Munich. The second was the inevitable
defeat and surrender of Germany in May, but he kept his feelings on this to
himself.


 


***


 


On 16 July 1945, both Reiss and
Standfluss were in “Baker” the “South 10,000” dug-out, about six miles from the
detonation site for the Trinity test: the world’s first nuclear
explosion. The atmosphere inside the earth-covered wood and concrete bunker,
was electric. Around twenty people were present, including the key figures on
the Manhattan Project and a handful of enlisted men from the Special Engineer
Detachment. Also present were representatives from Oak Ridge and from the
Hanford Site in Washington State where two vast nuclear piles worked day and
night to create plutonium, the fissile element in the Trinity weapon.


Oppenheimer fretted and paced,
checking and rechecking that everything was in place, asking over again for
circuit tests to be re-run. His nerves weren’t helped by the fact that he’d run
out of cigarettes. When his agitation began to affect the nerves of the others
in the shelter, General Groves led him outside for a stroll in the damp of the
desert night – the rain had stopped only an hour or so earlier at 04:00 hours.
At 05:10, twenty minutes before zero, the countdown began. Groves drove back to
the base camp sited seven thousand yards further back from the weapon – known
as “The Gadget” – obeying his orders that he and his deputy, Brigadier General
Farrell, were not to be in the same spot in case anything went wrong.


The time interval booming from the
loudspeaker changed from minutes to seconds and the tension became unbearable.
Oppenheimer held on to a post in the dug-out to steady himself. No one dared
breathe.


The physicist Sam Allison’s amplified
voice tolled relentlessly ‘…four, three, two, one, Now!’ The surrounding mountains
were lit up bright as day by an explosion equivalent to twenty thousand tons of
TNT. The blinding, all-consuming light was followed by a deep roaring that was
felt more than heard and almost simultaneously, a blast wave that knocked
several of the more unwary observers off their feet, and a pulse of heat, that
even at six miles, felt like the blast from a thousand oven doors. For a moment
no one spoke – words were inadequate in the presence of such power. Then George
Kistiakowsky broke the spell with an almighty whoop. ‘Oppie, you owe me ten
dollars,’ he shouted: Oppenheimer had bet him that the test would fail. Then, seizing
Oppenheimer in his arms he waltzed him around the dug-out; next he grabbed hold
of Max Standfluss and planted a smacking kiss on each of his cheeks.


At base camp, despite a disapproving
look from General Groves, the physicist Isidor Rabi produced a bottle of whisky
from his coat and started passing it around. Outside, the boiling maelstrom of
the fireball had been transformed into a towering mushroom cloud that looked as
though it would go on growing for ever. Oppenheimer spoke for all of them. ‘It
worked, but what the hell have we created?’ he said.


Later that morning, President Truman,
who was attending the Potsdam conference, received an encrypted telegram informing
him that the Trinity had been a total success. The risk had paid off: Operation
Faustus had surpassed the late FDR’s wildest expectations.











Chapter Eleven   


 


South Dakota,
8 May 1945. This place is worse than prison. Being kept alive like zoo animals
in a cage because one day it will amuse them to put us on display in front of
the gawping masses. Guarded day and night – fat, vulgar men with guns, worse
than the Russians. A. going out of his mind with worry. One post-card per week is
all we are allowed and they censor it. Forgot to use Pauli name last time. No
reply from either R. or S. – A. says that once the Americans have got what they
want then they will kill us all.


News: 9 May 1945. The war is over.
A. says the Americans are lying but suspect not. Reds in Berlin and our armies
have surrendered. Betrayed by the Jews again, just like 1918. Talked of suicide
but A. insists we fight on. That remains our oath - Meine Ehre heißt Treue.


 


*


 


With the war in the
Pacific over and the West’s new foe clear for all to see, work at Los Alamos
turned to the development of weapons relying on nuclear fusion to yield even
higher destructive power than those which had brought about Japan’s surrender. Edward Teller emerged from his year-long sulk at not being appointed head of the
Theoretical Division and Standfluss, along with the rest of his Implosion
Department colleagues, began work on what would come to be known as the
hydrogen bomb. Robert Oppenheimer returned to academic life in California and Norris Bradbury took over as director of Site Y.


The early hints of spring that March
1946 offered the inhabitants of Site Y were dashed by an intense cold
snap and several feet of snow. Max Standfluss opened the door in response to
the knock. His visitor kicked the snow off his boots and shook his hat to get
rid of the flakes that had settled in its brim. Standfluss showed Oppenheimer
into the living room where they both sat down by the fire.


Oppie had returned to give an update
on his attempts to create a United Nations Atomic Energy Commission and had
only planned to stay three days: now, like everybody else at Los Alamos, he was
snowed in. The look on the American’s face told Standfluss all he needed to
know, but he put the question just the same. ‘Still no news?’ he asked.


Oppenheimer shook his head and lit a
cigarette. ‘I’m afraid not. Believe me, Groves’s people have been turning Munich upside-down and there’s no trace of them. The house at the address you gave us is
still standing but it’s empty – they’ve vanished into thin air.’


Standfluss stood up and resumed his
nervous pacing. ‘I suppose they’ve done the obvious things like asking the
neighbours?’


‘I’m sure they have, but if it helps
put your mind at rest, I’ll check again with Groves. You’ve got to understand
that even southern Germany is one hell of a mess and there are literally
millions of DPs – displaced persons – trying to get home and to find their
families. I know it probably doesn’t help, Max, but you’re not alone.’


‘Thanks, Oppie, it’s a kind thought,’
he replied, gazing into the white, swirling landscape outside the cabin. ‘But
it doesn’t get me any nearer finding them.’


‘I’ll tell you what. If it stops
snowing tomorrow, why don’t we go skiing? You need some exercise and sitting in
here fretting won’t do anyone any good, least of all you.’


Standfluss shook his head. ‘I’m
sorry, I just don’t feel like it at the moment and besides I’ve got work to
do.’


‘But tomorrow’s Sunday. Come on, you
need a break – get some fresh air. And if you’re not there, who’s going to
teach me? How am I going to improve my turns?’


He gave a half-hearted smile. ‘Oppie,
you’re beyond teaching – you ski like an octopus falling out of a window. Even
I can’t help you.’


Oppenheimer threw his head back and
roared with laughter. ‘Fair enough,’ he said, still chuckling at the
description of himself. ‘Maybe Enrico will give me a lesson. But, hey, if you
change your mind, you will let me know, won’t you?’


‘Of course.’


As forecast, the following day dawned
bright and clear but Standfluss stuck to his resolve and at 10 am crunched his
way through knee-deep snow to the two-storey building on the technical site
which housed the implosion laboratory. So lost in thought was he that he failed
to notice the two sets of fresh tracks which led to the front door.


Unlocking the door to the team’s
office he hung his coat on the rack and was about to open the secure document
safe when he heard a sound from the adjoining room – a faint but distinctly
audible click. He opened the door in the partition and the sight that met his
eyes rooted him to the spot. The safe was open, the table strewn with documents
and, standing over them, camera in hand was Klaus Fuchs.


He addressed the young man in German.
‘What are you doing, Fuchs?’ he said. ‘Have you taken leave of your senses?’


Fuchs lowered the camera and swung
round to look at the intruder, his face red with anger. ‘This is none of your
business, Max. Get the hell out of here and I’ll tell you all about it on
Monday. I’m acting on Dr Bradbury’s orders.’


Standfluss strode towards the table
to look more closely at the documents that Fuchs had been photographing. He
turned to him in amazement and said, ‘But this is my work. If Bradbury had
wanted it copied he’d have come to me and had it done through the proper
channels.’


‘Just leave it, Max.’ Fuchs’ tone
became threatening and he took a pace towards him. ‘You’re sticking your nose
into things that don’t concern you. I told you I’ll explain everything on
Monday. Now leave.’


Standfluss looked him up and down and
gave a wry smile. ‘Are you trying to threaten me, boy? I’ll eat you for
breakfast, you – ’


Those were the last words Max
Standfluss ever uttered. From behind, and unseen to the German, Fuchs’
accomplice Theodore “Ted” Hall felled him with a single blow from a length of
steel tubing. To make sure he was dead, the two men then throttled him using
Hall’s tie before dragging the body behind the building and concealing it
hastily in a snowdrift.


The disappearance of Max Standfluss
caused pandemonium. During the forty-eight hours between his death and his
disappearance being noticed, a further two feet of snow fell on the high mesa
and the Los Alamos site remained cut off from the outside world. President
Truman treated Oppenheimer, Bradbury and Groves to long, one-sided phone calls,
making it clear what would happen to their careers if the scientist wasn’t
found.


Oppenheimer and Truman had met for
the first time in October 1945. First meetings with Oppie left no one
indifferent. Unfortunately for him, the concerns he voiced about military use
of nuclear weapons, particularly his comments about having blood on his hands,
infuriated the President who later spoke of him as a “cry-baby” and told
Undersecretary of State, Dean Acheson, “I don’t want to see that son of a bitch
in this office ever again”.


Coming so shortly after the meeting,
for Truman, the disappearance of Max Standfluss was the last straw. Despite
having no evidence, it only took a single phone call from the Oval Office to
FBI headquarters for J Edgar Hoover, the Bureau’s director, to order the
restarting the surveillance operation against Oppenheimer. The process grew and
festered over the years until enough carefully filtered and concocted evidence
could be passed to his political enemies who, nearly ten years later, would
engineer his downfall.


The following week a slight thaw
rendered the road to Santa Fe passable once more. It took the Military Police
ten days to find the body and General Leslie Groves was now faced with the
unwelcome prospect of launching a murder enquiry. The cast of suspects was
relatively small, but what worried him most was the motive.


Oppenheimer broke the news to Reiss
in person. The room in which they met at Oak Ridge was badly lit and glacially
cold. Both men wore their coats indoors and Oppenheimer’s breath condensed into
clouds of vapour as he spoke. ‘It’s not good news, Georg.’


‘I didn’t think it would be. Why are
there two armed sentries outside? What am I supposed to have done?’


Oppenheimer inhaled on his cigarette
and blew a cloud of smoke into the air, resting his arms on the bare wooden
table between them. ‘Nothing. It’s not you, it’s Max.’


‘He’s not been answering my letters,’
Reiss said.


‘I know. That’s why I’m here.’


Reiss shot Oppenheimer a look of
panic. Both German scientists had been briefed many times on the penalty for
loose talk. ‘But there’s been nothing in our letters that anyone could object
to. We both know they’re censored and we’ve always kept our side of the
bargain, you know that, Oppie. You have to believe me.’


Oppenheimer grimaced. ‘I’m sorry,
Georg. It’s not the letters. Max is dead.’


‘But that’s not… he can’t be. But
how?’


‘He was murdered. Someone hit him
over the head and then strangled him.’


Reiss stared at him in disbelief. ‘But
who would do a thing like that?’


Behind Oppenheimer’s head, the
condensation on the grimy window-panes had started to freeze. ‘We thought you
might be able to help us with that.’


Reiss fell silent, looking at
Oppenheimer intently as though trying to read his thoughts. ‘Why me?’


‘When did you last speak to him?’


His patience snapped. ‘Why are you
asking me all these stupid questions? Am I really a suspect in a murder that
happened over a thousand miles from here?’


‘It’s not that…’


‘A dear friend has been murdered, my life
could be in danger too for all I know and all you can do is ask me silly
questions. Why do you think that I of all people can help you, for God’s sake?’


Oppenheimer looked at him intently. ‘Listen,
Georg. We both know what’s at stake here. I’ve moved heaven and earth to be
allowed to talk to you first because the next set of people who come to
question you aren’t going to be particularly gentle about it and – ’ he paused,
trying to find the right words. ‘If there’s even the vaguest suspicion that the
circumstances of your arrival in this country could be revealed, you’ll die
too.’


The colour drained from Reiss’s face.
‘So are you telling me the American government killed Georg?’


‘No,’ said Oppenheimer, shaking his
head. ‘It’s exactly the opposite. The people I used to work for, Groves in particular, are worried that he was murdered by someone who knows about you two.’


‘That doesn’t make me feel any safer,
Oppie.’


‘It wasn’t supposed to. When you’re
questioned, all you have to do is to stick to the script you were given when
you came here. Answer the questions and no more: above all, do not volunteer
any information, particularly about your arrival.’


Reiss looked down at the ground. ‘Very
well.’ His voice was barely audible.


‘And if anyone, anything at work,
anything you see or hear gives you the slightest cause for concern, you must
contact Groves directly. Now do you understand?’


‘I think I do.’


 


***


 


General Leslie Groves slammed his fist
down on the desk in fury. ‘What do you mean, he’s disappeared?’


Reiss’s supervisor had never been on
the receiving end of one of Groves’ tirades before and was thankful it was
happening over the phone rather than face-to-face. ‘He asked to take a few days’
leave, General, but he hasn’t come back. We thought he might have missed his
train but he’s three days overdue.’


‘You let him go on leave?’


‘Sure. He was due some so why not?’


‘Did nobody tell you he was to be
confined to quarters?’


‘No, General, they didn’t.’ He heard
another crash as Groves brought his hand down on the desk again.


‘Jesus H Christ, do I have to do
everything myself? Right, now tell me where he went on leave. Moscow by any
chance?’


‘We issued him with a train ticket to
  Los Angeles. He’s crazy about westerns and he wanted to visit the film studios.’
The supervisor held the phone several inches away from his ear in preparation
for Groves’ next salvo. ‘We’ve got the address of the hotel where he was
staying.’


‘Have you checked with them that he
stayed there?’


‘We thought it best to let the police
handle the enquiries, General, given the circumstances.’


‘And?’


‘He checked out after three nights.’


‘So you’re telling me he’s
effectively been missing for ten days.’


‘Er, you could look at it that way I
suppose.’


‘Well, I damn well do look at it that
way. Search his accommodation, read all his mail, take the place apart if you
have to. I want to know where he’s gone. Find out whether he’s made any big
cash withdrawals. I want results, you got that?’


‘Yes, General.’


They were too late. At the very
moment the conversation was taking place, Georg Reiss was enjoying a German
beer in Argentina and looking forward to the next leg of his journey home. In
his pocket was a Swiss passport in the name of Wolfgang Schmidt, provided by
the German expat community of Buenos Aires: with it was a steamer ticket,
third-class, for Genoa. In his briefcase were his life savings – all in fifty
dollar notes. Most of the human traffic on this particular ratline flowed from
Europe to Latin America – but organising a passage in the opposite direction
was just as easy, given the sympathetic attitude of the Argentinean government,
particularly its vice president, Juan Perón.


Just before the sailing Reiss sent a
postcard to Robert Oppenheimer at his home in California:


 


Dear
Oppie,


Sorry
I couldn’t stay longer but have decided to leave Tennessee for health reasons.
Climate here more conducive to a long life. Don’t worry, I won’t mention our
gadgets or your other house guests to anyone! Hope to see you again some day.


All
best wishes


Georg


 


By the time it reached its
destination, the ship was passing through the straits of Gibraltar and Georg
Reiss was nearly home.











Chapter Twelve  


 


Weather improving but
wolves howling again. Horrible noise and closer than last night. Cooking on
wood stove not easy – keeping it alight has become an obsession. Shack
uncomfortable but habitable. Other buildings nearby being used by American
soldiers who guard us. Am trying to learn English from them. Visit from same
German-speaking Captain – says all the words they’ve taught me are rude ones.
Have asked for more bedding, curtains and other comforts. Not hopeful. Still no
news on how long we must stay here.


 


*


 


Washington DC. The
present day


 


The first man to
arrive checked to make sure he wasn’t being watched and sat down on the usual
bench in West Potomac Park. The trees were still bare, giving an uninterrupted
view over the Tidal Basin to the Jefferson memorial. The ice on which a handful
of ducks were miserably huddled, the grass, the whole landscape in fact, was
bleached into a monochrome steel-grey by the cold. In this weather and at this
time of year, tourists were few and far between. They’d have the place to
themselves.


Placing his black briefcase next to
his feet, he checked his watch and settled down to wait, stamping his feet to
keep warm. Five minutes later he was joined by a larger man, wearing a
Russian-style fur hat on his shaven head and sporting well-cut navy-blue
overcoat. Despite his bulk, he moved with a purposeful, athletic grace that
hinted at muscle rather than fat. The new arrival was also carrying a
briefcase. He set it down next to the other one and nodded a cursory greeting. The
first man nodded in return. ‘You’re late again, Ronnie,’ he said as the visitor
took a seat.


‘Yeah, sorry about that. Couldn’t
find a cab. Goddam weather.’


‘You did a good job I hear,’ he said,
not looking at Ronnie. ‘Take the case. It’s all there. You can count it if you
like.’


‘For Christ’s sake, you always say
that.’


‘Yeah, I know. Old habits I guess. I
know better than to ask if you’ve got what I want.’


‘It’s never stopped you before,’ said
Ronnie. ‘But yes, the letter and the netbook are both in there.’


The man who had arrived first put his
arm out straight along the back of the bench as though relaxing: in reality he
was checking for the approach of passers-by, hardly likely on a bitter day like
today, but best to be sure. ‘And the old man?’ he asked.


‘Fell down the cellar steps and broke
his neck,’ said Ronnie.


His companion nodded. ‘Guess it was
inevitable, living in a place like that all alone at his age.’


‘That’s what everyone said.’


‘Good. You got anyone attending the
funeral?’


‘No. Didn’t see the need. Why? Do you
think we need to send someone?’


‘Nope. Just curious.’


‘What about Hillman?’


He furrowed his brow. ‘I can’t make
my mind up. If the girl was from the magazine I think we need to check him
out.’


‘And the girl?’


‘Leave her alone for now.’ He got to
his feet and gestured to Ronnie. ‘C’mon, let’s walk, I’m freezing my ass off
sitting here.’


Each picked up a black briefcase – not
the one he’d arrived with – and continued down the footpath that winds along
the water’s edge and past the miniature Japanese pagoda.


Turning to Ronnie he said, ‘It’ll be
easier to check out Hillman than the girl.’


‘What is there to check that we haven’t
done already?’


‘We need to know if the blonde girl he
spoke to was from New Horizons.’


Ronnie looked at him accusingly. ‘I
thought you were sure that Greenberg was working on her own,’ he said.


‘I was. Still am. I just need to be more
than sure.’


At this Ronnie flapped his arms in
exasperation. ‘Jeez, I wish you’d make your goddam mind up.’


‘I just have.’


‘Thank Christ for that.’


They crossed the road and walked
beside the Potomac towards the Arlington Memorial Bridge. The smaller man made
to speak to Ronnie again but the arrival of a jogger coming up behind them made
him wait. Once she was safely out of earshot he continued.


‘Yeah, I’ve made my mind up. I want
you to send a couple of people to see Hillman.’


‘No fucking way,’ said Ronnie. ‘You’ve
got to be out of your mind.’


‘Just hear me out, will you?’


‘If you insist.’


‘It’s not a matter of insisting, it’s
whether you want to get paid or not – remember that.’ He paused and his voice
took on a more conciliatory tone. ‘Don’t worry, I’ve got it all figured out.
You send a couple of your guys – you’ll find two sets of business cards for
them in the case – and when they show up to see Hillman they’re from The
Washington Post, right? And they’re interested in his allegations of
corruption regarding the new mall. What’s more, they tell him that they’ll add
another fifty percent to whatever New Horizons have offered him.’


‘Then what?’ Ronnie’s tone made it
clear that he didn’t think much of the idea.


‘Depends on how he reacts.’ He
shrugged. ‘Shouldn’t be hard to tell whether he’s cut a deal with them or not.’


‘And if he has?’


‘You take care of the girl. Another
pay day, that’s all.’


Another shrug of the bear-like
shoulders. ‘Suits me,’ said Ronnie.


Three days later, Ronnie called him.
It was as he’d hoped. Hillman hadn’t cut a deal with anybody. According to Ronnie’s
sanitized version of the brief conversation between the store-keeper and the
two bogus reporters, all journalists were two-faced assholes and could go straight
to hell while simultaneously committing a series of physically impossible acts
upon themselves.


During Hillman’s tirade, which was
rapidly followed by the ejection of his two unwelcome visitors onto the street,
he was sufficiently distracted not to notice when one of them palmed a business
card from the cluttered desk. It bore the name of Catherine Stenmark.


He would make sure that another black
briefcase changed hands as reward for Ronnie’s efforts – less cash this time
but worth every dime – money well spent.


 


***


 


As usual and despite the freezing
weather, Vince Novak was in the DC office first. Timing was all: so long as he
was first in, even if it was only by a matter of minutes, that was what
counted. And he knew better than anyone that perception is reality. Since
before Christmas he’d been on the road with Pauli almost non-stop and if he
never saw another hotel in Iowa it would be too soon. Four hours’ sleep a night
was killing him and the next few months offered more of the same until the
nomination was sealed.


He took off his coat and began
working through the e-mails that had come in overnight: most of them he’d
previewed on his Blackberry, but on his desktop he could get a better look at
the attachments. The news was all good. Eric Pauli had walked the Iowa Caucus
and would never know, would never need to know, what strings Novak had pulled
to ensure maximum participation of his man’s supporters. The same went for what
deals and promises had been made, and how he’d managed the crucial last-minute
upswing in the number of registered Democrats, many of whom only signed on the
dotted line at the caucus venue. Novak had stopped just short of buying votes
and none of the accusations of bringing in out-of-state volunteers and
field-office staff had stuck, but his front wheels were well over the edge of
the drop. In electoral terms, Iowa is a small state with only forty delegates –
California has over four-hundred – but it was the media exposure that counted
and with it, the chance to implant the subliminal message in the public’s mind
that the Pauli juggernaut was on a roll.


He picked up the phone to talk to the
campaign media office. From the time it took her to answer, he guessed that
Pauli’s press secretary had just come through the door. That she sounded out of
breath only confirmed it. He smiled to himself. ‘Good morning, good morning,’
he said. The press secretary was not by nature an early riser and he knew his
jollity would annoy her.


‘Good morning, Vince,’ she replied,
still trying to get her breath after dashing for the phone.


‘Did you see the breakfast news this
morning?’ He asked.


‘Sure. Iowa’s wrapped up. I’m going
to be putting out a release this morning and Eric’s got a slot with CNN at
ten.’


‘So you haven’t seen the Republicans’
attempt at a spoiler?’


‘Sorry, must’ve been while I was on
my way in.’


More likely while you were still
getting your fat ass out of bed thought Novak. ‘Quite possibly,’ he said
tactfully. ‘They’re trying to pin the out-of-state voters scam on us and
they’ve done us the great favour of giving out names and places.’


‘And all those voters were legit?
Could we be that lucky?’


‘Yes we could. They’re all students
who spend most of the year in Iowa. And each one has a legitimate address
there.’


‘That’s fantastic,’ she said.


‘I’ll send you the details and you
can stick it to ‘em on camera.’


‘Thanks, Vince. Good job – you’re a
star.’


Novak put down the phone and smiled.
He knew the coup would make its way back to Pauli and he’d go up yet another
notch in the senator’s estimation as a result; all the more so given that the story
would come from someone else on the team. What only he knew was that the
out-of-state voters story had been deliberately leaked to a member of the
Republican team who’d swallowed it hook, line and sinker – Christ, they’d damn
nearly eaten the boat.


 


***


 


Pauli was still only in his late
thirties when he sold his law firm in Worcester, Massachusetts. He passed up
the opportunity to stay with the major Boston outfit that had hired him as an
associate straight out of law school. Then, when he hit thirty-two, and despite
his wife’s misgivings, he turned his back on the open door that led to the
secret garden of partnership. He took a risk, moved away from Boston and struck
out on his own.


At the beginning there were two other
associates and a spectacularly rude but highly efficient
secretary-cum-receptionist who knew more about securities law than most
attorneys, all four of them crammed into a set of badly-lit offices in a
decaying 1960s block on the outskirts of town. Then two more lawyers joined him
and in the second year of Pauli Associates’ existence a couple of high-profile
wins allowed him to hire two more, always pushing the cashflow to the absolute
limit, never borrowing and some months paying the salaries and the rent out of
his own pocket when times got tight.


Within five years Pauli Associates
was a money-making machine, spread across the top five floors of a gleaming,
brand-new glass and concrete tower in the centre of town. But as soon as he was
able to leave it on cruise-control and watch the cash roll in he found that the
fun and the challenge had disappeared, so he put the company up for sale and
started looking around for another turn-around project.











Chapter Thirteen                  
 


 


10 August 1945.
The Americans must be delighted with what R. and S. have done for them. Newspapers
reporting uranium bomb dropped on Japan Monday. If only we had been able to
produce it first. Thousands dead. A. inconsolable that we couldn’t do same to Moscow but hopes Truman will act soon. Americans don’t seem to understand the threat –
Stalin holds them mesmerised. One day they will find out the truth but it will
be too late for them.


 


*


 


Novak checked the
spreadsheets for the last time just to make sure the numbers weren’t lying to
him and then forwarded the mails to the Pauli campaign’s data team. The data
team had been Novak’s idea too, something he’d picked during the early days
when he’d first started working for Pauli. One of the most over-used clichés is
that you can’t manage what you can’t measure and every third-rate manager trots
it out at regular intervals. Novak had heard it more times than he cared to
remember and he’d also lost count of the times where he’d seen managers try and
achieve it by grabbing every single piece of badly-formatted data in sight and
jamming it into the same hopper which they then proudly christened their “data
warehouse”: “junk-in-the-basement” would’ve been a better name for most of
them.


On Novak’s watch, things were done
differently. In his previous job at Pinewood County Investments he’d worked
with some of the financial sector’s finest data analysts and a small group of
them had answered his call when he became head of the senator’s campaign team.
The ability to summon facts and figures from the ether and get them into the
candidate’s earpiece in a matter of seconds made the Pauli for President
rebuttal team a formidable weapon. None of their Democrat rivals had a similar
real-time capability and even the mighty electoral machine supporting the
Republican incumbent was trailing in the wake of the monster that Novak had
created.


Pinewood County Investments was
another Pauli success story and it was there that a young Vince Novak had met
the man who would take him way further than he could ever go were he to rely on
his own abilities.


Pinewood’s success brought Pauli the
same sense of achievement he got from starting up Pauli Associates and seeing
it grow into a feared and respected name – above all it brought him, at last,
the confidence and self-belief that his hand-me-down upbringing had beaten out
of him. Finally he was safe. It had taken a long time but the fear that had
haunted and driven him, a terror that he admitted to no one, not even himself
most of the time, was finally dispelled: he wasn’t going to be poor again.


By Pauli’s side was the ever-faithful
Vince Novak. What he didn’t know was that Novak’s fidelity to his master was
that of a hyena – just so long as Pauli remained the alpha male, and not a
second longer, Novak would fight to the death for him.


 


***


 


Cathy Stenmark’s public sacking of
the feckless Steve had drawn more than awed admiration from her colleagues. A
few days later while heading for the Metro at the end of another busy day, she
turned in response to someone calling her name. It was Dave Newman whose desk
faced hers. ‘Hey, Cathy, how’s things going with Pauli?’


‘Oh, you know, keeping me on my
toes.’


He nodded towards the briefcase in
her hand. ‘Still taking work home I see. They’re not paying you enough.’


She laughed. ‘No. For once this isn’t
work, just taking a bunch of personal stuff home – you know tax stuff and
payslips that were cluttering up the desk. Figured it was time for the annual
clear-out.’


Newman stopped and said casually,
‘Look, Cathy, if you’re not working tonight, I’ve got a couple of angles on
Pauli’s law and order policy I’d like to run past you. Fancy doing it over a
drink?’


‘Well, since you put it like that,
how can I refuse? Where d’you want to go?’


‘There’s a place I know a couple of
blocks away.’


‘OK,’ she said, pulling up her collar
against the cold. ‘But just one, I don’t want a late night.’


To keep warm they walked quickly,
chatting about Pauli and the campaign race. After about ten minutes, Newman led
her down the steps to the bar where they took a corner table, out of sight of
the main entrance. For a few minutes he continued his probing questions about
Pauli and his likely policy directions and then, putting down his glass,
stopped in mid-sentence.


‘What’s up, Dave?’ asked Cathy. ‘Seen
a ghost?’


‘No there’s something I’ve been wanting
to tell you for a long time,’ he said, the words coming out in a blurted rush.
‘I’m in love with you.’


Cathy nearly fell off her seat.
‘Dave, c’mon, don’t fool around like that,’ she said. And then her smile faded:
he wasn’t joking.


‘I don’t expect you to feel the same
straight away,’ he said, ‘Not right now, at least. But ever since I first met
you I’ve adored you and I know we’d be great together. I just never had the courage
to tell you.’


Her first reaction was to laugh, but she
checked herself in time. Stretching out across the table she took his hands in
hers. ‘Dave, I love you as a dear friend and a brilliant journalist, one of the
best there is, but I just can’t feel the same.’


‘Oh but you would in time.’


‘No Dave, it doesn’t work like that.
There has to be a spark.’


He looked to Cathy like a beaten
puppy. ‘And you mean there isn’t?’


‘I don’t want to hurt you by leading
you on. I have to be honest – no there isn’t.’


‘Maybe if we went out on a couple of
dates…’


‘It wouldn’t work, Dave. Please
believe me.’


‘Is it because I’m Jewish?’


She rolled her eyes. ‘No, it’s not.
I’ve dated Jewish guys before.’


He let go her hand and looked down,
blinking rapidly. She thought for one terrible moment he was going to cry.
‘I’ve behaved like a jerk, haven’t I?’ he said at last. ‘I’m so sorry, but I
had to tell you.’


Cathy smiled. ‘Dave, you’re not a
jerk and there’s nothing to be sorry for. What you did took a lot of guts. You
told me how you feel and I’m deeply flattered.’


‘And you won’t tell anybody and laugh
at me behind my back?’


‘No, silly, of course not. Now, this
time it’s my round.’


At work the following day and for
next couple of weeks, Cathy did her best to be friendly and chatty towards him
and eventually he seemed less nervous in her company with things returning
pretty much to normal between them. Often she would catch him casting longing
glances her way but their conversation in the bar was never mentioned.











Chapter Fourteen               
 


 


5 April 1946.
Worried. A’s health getting worse from living in this dreadful shack and says
doctor (Jew of course) is trying to poison him. Afternoon: terrible news.
Police or US Gestapo (not sure which – plain clothes) came with interpreter.
Hours of questioning for both A. and me. S. has been murdered and R. is
missing. Fully expected them to kill us both on the spot but A. jubilant when
they left – says while R. alive, they dare not harm us. Still no news from CH.
Very worried, am convinced everything stolen but A. says not


.


*


 


For the FBI, the
process was long and the investigation littered with blind alleys. None the less,
the net closed in on Standfluss’s killers. Fuchs claimed ill-health and fled to
  Britain in June 1946, three months after the murder. Hall was questioned at
length but there was never enough evidence to arrest him. He died of cancer,
also in England, at the age of 74.


In 1953, Robert Oppenheimer, always
careless in his choice of enemies, clashed with his former supporter, Lewis
Strauss. In a hearing organised under the auspices of the Atomic Energy
Commission, Oppie was subjected to an extra-judicial witch-trial that
out-McCarthyed McCarthy. The extent to which Edward Teller’s testimony was a
betrayal of his former boss would be a matter for debate for years to come, and
the outcome of the hearing was a body blow to the man who’d given America The
Bomb. In 1954 despite his innocence on all the charges cooked up against him,
his security clearance was removed, thus cutting him off from any meaningful
government work. It was never reinstated.


Unable to stay idle for more than
five minutes, Oppenheimer threw himself into lecturing, writing and research,
and when an opportunity for a paid lecture tour in Europe came up, he grabbed
it with both hands.


At the University of Vienna, he addressed a packed lecture hall. For two hours he spoke, without the aid of notes,
and in fluent German. The power and charisma of his words held the audience
spellbound as he wove the story of physics from its birth in medieval alchemy
to his personal speculations on what science in a nuclear age might hold for
future generations. The hall was set out in the shape of an amphitheatre, with
semi-circular rows of desks and fold-down seats, rising high above the lecture
stage. Its dark, wood-panelled walls were hung with oil paintings of the
eminent men whose learning had graced the ancient university since the
fourteenth century.


Two hours without a cigarette was a
lifetime for Oppie and by the time the hall had emptied and he’d shaken so many
hands that his own was sore and bruised, his craving for nicotine was reaching
crisis levels. He was about to light up when a familiar voice addressed him:
the lilting Austrian accent was unmistakable. ‘Grüß Gott, Oppie.
Wie geht’s?’


Oppenheimer spun round.
‘Georg. What on earth are you doing here? I thought you were living up a
tree in Brazil.’ Instantly forgetting his bruises, he shook his old friend by
the hand and the two embraced.


‘Argentina, actually,’ said Reiss,
beaming from ear-to-ear. ‘So you got my postcard then?’


‘I did indeed. Poor Leslie Groves
nearly had a fit.’


Reiss laughed. ‘If you see him,
please tell him I’m sorry.’


‘Don’t worry. He’s retired now, I’m
sure he’s got over it.’


Reiss became serious once more and
checked all around to see that no-one was listening. The last of the students
were leaving the hall: little knots of enthusiastic young people, chattering
like starlings, brimming over with excitement about Oppenheimer’s lecture. From
the upper door a janitor came in and began rearranging the dust between the
tiered rows of seats high above them. Busy with his broom, he was well out of
earshot and so Reiss continued. ‘I kept my promise you know. I never told a
soul, not even my wife.’


‘I never expected anything else.’ Oppenheimer
smiled and drew hard on his cigarette. ‘So you’re married now, when did that
happen?’


‘Oh, about three years ago. We’ve got
a little boy – eighteen months old.’


‘Fantastic. What’s he called?’


Reiss looked bashfully down at his
shoes. ‘We called him Robert. After you. I hope he’ll want to be a physicist
when he grows up.’


Oppenheimer snorted and the smile
faded. ‘Don’t wish that on him, Georg, whatever you do.’ He recounted the story
of how the US President himself had asked him to resign his position as an
advisor to the government; how he’d refused and then had made the fatal mistake
of submitting to the Atomic Energy Commission hearing that had given Teller the
chance to betray him.


Reiss listened aghast. ‘I can’t
believe they’d treat you that way,’ he said. ‘And after everything you did for
them.’


Oppenheimer raised his eyebrows and
shrugged. ‘If there’s one thing I’ve learned from physics, it’s that the
element with the shortest half-life known to man is gratitude. But I’m still
alive,’ he said, ‘still in one piece and enjoying being back in Europe. What I really want to know is when you got back here and how.’


‘Nothing to tell, really,’ said
Reiss. ‘After you came to see me at Oak Ridge I had a visit from the FBI asking
me all kinds of questions about Max and why someone would want to kill him. I’m
glad you warned me what to expect, because it wasn’t pleasant.’


‘Did they ask you anything about how
you came to America?’


‘No. I managed to keep them away from
that but at the time I was still convinced that poor Max had been killed for
talking about it. I naturally assumed that he was no longer of any use and as
soon as I fell into the same category then I’d be next on the list. And when
they said they’d be back, that was the final straw.’


‘So what did you do?’


‘I asked to take a few days’ leave to
visit Los Angeles – figured I had to see Hollywood before I died.’


‘Disappointing, isn’t it?’


‘I suppose I was expecting to meet
Clark Gable and Spencer Tracy in the street, but all I saw were lots of other
tourists like me. Anyway, I stayed for three days, checked out of the hotel and
told them I’d decided to go to San Francisco. Instead I went the other way; caught
the train to San Diego, crossed into Mexico at Tijuana and then took a bus all
the way to Mexico City – that was a dreadful journey I can tell you. From there
I went to Veracruz where I found some friendly Germans who helped find me a
passage to Buenos Aires.’


Oppenheimer nodded in appreciation.
‘Quite a trip.’


Reiss gave an involuntary shudder at
the memory. ‘Not something I’d care to repeat.’ They sat down, side-by-side, on
the edge of the stage and Reiss refused Oppenheimer’s offer of a cigarette. ‘I’ve
given up and if you’d seen the research on those things that I have, you would
too,’ he said.


‘Too late for me. I’m hooked.’


‘It’s never too late, Oppie. If you
don’t stop, at the rate you get through them you’ll be dead inside ten years.’


Oppenheimer blew a cloud of smoke
into the air. ‘Maybe I won’t live to be a hundred, but if I give up one of
life’s great pleasures, it’ll sure seem that long. Anyway, where are you
getting all this research from? Have you given up physics or something?’


‘No, I’m still at it. I’m a professor
here at the university.’


‘And nobody came looking for you here
after your “extended holiday”?’


‘Evidently not. I suppose they were
still looking for me in Argentina.’


‘You were lucky.’


‘Yes and no. When I first tried to
get a ship from Veracruz, things started getting difficult and I nearly got
myself arrested by the Mexican police. So when the offer of help came along I
didn’t ask too many questions.’


‘What do you mean?’ asked Oppenheimer.


‘Well, when I said that I met some
“friendly Germans” I found out that they were part of an organisation smuggling
wanted men and women out of Europe.’


Oppenheimer looked grave. ‘Nazis, you
mean?’


‘Nazis, yes. But what was I to do? I
told them I was a scientist, that I’d been kidnapped by the Americans – ’


‘Which is almost true.’


‘Exactly. The rest I changed
completely and told them that I was an aeronautical engineer trying to get home
to Austria. After that they put me in touch with their people in Argentina and the rest was easy. At the time they had a very efficient network for getting
people out and so sending a “parcel”, as they called their clients, in the
opposite direction, was easy.’


‘Amazing how easily we make deals
with the Devil when we’re desperate enough,’ said Oppenheimer.


Reiss stared into space. The janitor
was working his way slowly down towards them in his own little private cloud of
dust. ‘Do you know,’ said Reiss. ‘I never even gave it a second’s thought. I
knew who they were, what they represented and what their “parcels” had done,
all those people they’d killed. The worst thing was that for me it wasn’t even
a moral dilemma: I needed to get out, I had money, they had what I wanted and so
yes, I did a deal with the Devil. I suppose that makes me a monster,
particularly in your eyes.’


Oppenheimer thought for a moment.
‘No. Not a monster. Just human,’ he said, giving his friend a pat on the
shoulder.


‘And you don’t think they’re still
looking for me?’ asked Reiss.


‘I’d very much doubt it. And,
besides, even if you do reappear, you’re in the clear so far as the murder’s
concerned.’


‘Yes I saw that. I still think about
poor old Max, but at least they know who did it.’


‘I reckon you’re perfectly safe. Max
is dead, you’ve no idea where the other two “parcels” from Berlin are – they
may be dead too for all I know – and if you tried to tell the story, no one
would believe it. I certainly wouldn’t back you up. And where’s your proof?’


‘Switzerland, they said.’


Oppenheimer lit another cigarette.
‘If it’s there then it’ll be buried so deep under one of their mountains that no
one will ever find it,’ he said.


‘You think so?’


‘Positive. Look, Georg, I’ll tell you
how sure I am. I’m going to put a proposition to you. We’ve worked together in
the past so how would you feel about coming back to the States and starting
again?’


Reiss pulled a face. ‘Don’t make fun
of me, Oppie.’


‘I’m not. I’m deadly serious. Have
you ever heard of The Institute for Advanced Study?’


‘At Princeton, you mean?’


‘Yes. I’m the Director.’


‘I know that. Everyone knows that.’


‘Well how would you like to come and
work for me?’


Reiss beamed. ‘If you think it’s
safe, there’s nothing I’d like more in the world. I’d have to ask my wife of
course.’


Within three months, Georg Reiss was
nailing down the lid of his packing cases. This time they contained personal
effects rather than gas centrifuge components and what’s more, he knew where he
was headed.











Chapter Fifteen   


 


Cannot believe it –
am so happy. News has come that we are to move. The thought of spending another
winter in this place is too much to bear. A’s health suffering badly. Don’t
know where Virginia is but hope it’s warmer than here. A. frantic to find a way
of contacting friends in CH.


 


*


 


Finally, the legal
square-dance came to an end and, with a bow-to-your-partner and a cheque-to-your-lawyer,
James was declared rightful owner of The Lodge. Bill Todd’s will made provision
for the Hammonds who inherited the cottage where they had lived for the last
forty years.


When he set up a wireless network in
the old house and installed a computer in the study Mrs H showed her
disapproval by deliberately failing to dust the new equipment, but in the realm
of protests, it was something he could live with. Hammond looked at the machine
and asked whether it was a four-stroke or a two-stroke: James wasn’t sure
whether or not he was joking.


The following weeks were like an
extended holiday for James. Days were spent swimming in the sea and ignoring
his ex-wife’s increasingly urgent demands for cash: his suspicions that her
latest man had grown tired of her whining and spending and thrown her out had been
proved correct. With summer approaching, he realised that he’d probably missed
his chance to land another job this side of next year’s bonus round, and the only
possible ship on his personal horizon was an opening with a hedge fund that had
recently moved from London to Zug in Switzerland. He looked it up on the map:
it would do, he thought, but the only problem was that he didn’t speak a word
of German. Still, it was a decision that didn’t have to be taken now, if at all.


On the other hand, the decision that
wouldn’t stop tugging at his sleeve was what to do about the paintings. After
almost two weeks of uninterrupted sunshine it started pouring with rain and for
want of anything better to do, he summoned up the courage to phone the National
Gallery in London. After a morning of being put through to the wrong
department, cut off or treated as a practical joker, he eventually got through
to a woman who sounded very excited at what he’d found and asked him to
photograph some of the paintings and to e-mail them to her. She replied to his
e-mail within minutes and promised to send someone the very next day.


James wasn’t one for instant
dislikes, but in this case he was coming close to making an exception. The
wretched little man from London with his silly bow tie had been rude to him on
the phone and was now getting on his nerves within five minutes of arriving at
The Lodge.


‘I really do think you should’ve
brought them up to us. They’re not safe here, you know,’ he said.


James’s face was a picture of
indifference. ‘Look, there are twenty tubes and over fifty paintings. Firstly,
I couldn’t get them all in the car in one go and secondly, I’m not certain my
insurance would cover me if the car got nicked from a motorway service area. I
can just imagine what they’d say when I listed the contents of the car. I think
it’d be something along the lines of, “and do you have a receipt for that
Renoir, sir?”.’


The little man from The National
Gallery made a huffing noise. He was sweating profusely and kept mopping at his
brow with a spotty handkerchief in what James thought was an extremely affected
manner.


‘You do realise that it’s entirely
possible, if not probable, that they’re all fakes and I’ll have come all this
way for nothing?’ he said, poking the handkerchief back into the top pocket of
his blazer.


‘They look pretty real to me,’ said
James. ‘You said they looked real from the digital photos I sent your
colleague.’


‘Ah, but you can never really tell
from a photo, and to the non-expert eye, even a fairly amateur fake would pass
muster. That’s the whole point of the forger’s art.’ Condescension dripped from
every syllable and James resisted the temptation to ask him why he’d bothered
coming.


James led him down to the workshop.
The letters of transit had been transferred to stout cardboard tubes which bore
stickers in his uncle’s writing: “Blackburn NA 39 – Nosewheel Steering, 3 of
4”, their place taken in the now empty alloy tube by Corot’s Mother and
Child in Woods which in turn had spent the last sixty years snuggled up
with Rigaud’s Portrait of Mme Labrait.


After about five minutes, the little
man stripped off his cotton gloves. James noticed that his face had changed
from bright scarlet to the colour of putty and his hands were shaking. ‘You do
realise what you’ve got here, Mr Atkinson?’


James did his best to sound
nonchalant as though it were an everyday occurrence. ‘Ooh, I’d say that it was
probably the biggest haul of Nazi art that’s been discovered in the last fifty
or so years.’


His visitor was still shaking. ‘It’s
absolutely priceless, all of it. How did you come to find it?’


James gave him a quick potted history
of how he’d inherited the house and that he’d only recently found the tubes.
What he omitted was that both the tubes and the remaining gold bars had spent
the weeks since his uncle’s death safely hidden in the loft until the probate
valuation was complete.


‘I’ll have to make a few phone
calls,’ said the little man, dabbing nervously at his face with the spotted
handkerchief. ‘We’ve got to secure the collection. If anybody broke in and
stole any of these, it would be a tragedy.’


James felt an overwhelming urge to
stick something sharp into him to see if he would whizz around the workshop
like a deflating balloon. ‘At a guess they’ve been here since the war, so I
hardly think that’s likely, do you?’


‘Well, I’m not sure. You see, I have
a responsibility to the – ’


‘Truth is, you’re worried that now I
know they’re real, I’ll do a moonlight flit and clear off with them. That’s it,
isn’t it?’


The little man began to bluster, ‘No,
no, it’s not that at all – ’


‘Don’t worry,’ said James, cutting
him short again. ‘You’ve told me all I need to know and I promise they’ll be here
tomorrow when you come back.’


The following afternoon an entire
circus descended on the Lodge. Photographers, conservators, an armoured security
van and two bemused policemen completed the parade. Once she’d got over the
shock of what James had found in the workshop, Mrs Hammond bustled around
producing cups of tea – the conservators’ request for decaffeinated green tea
was met with a look of Tiggywinklish blank disbelief, much to James’s
amusement. A few curious locals stuck their noses around the gateposts to try
and see what was going on but were shooed away by the police.


It took the team from the National
Gallery three days to finish cataloguing and photographing the treasures and to
make sure they were in a fit state to be transported to London. A press release
was scheduled for the following Wednesday and James was invited along to face
the inevitable requests for TV and other interviews. The Gallery’s press
officer predicted that it would be a big story – nobody had any idea how big.
After yet another day of fielding requests to interview James, the press
officer phoned him. ‘James, have you got something to write with?’


‘Yes, why?’


‘This is too big for us to handle.
You need full-time help. Write this address and phone number down.’


James did as the press officer asked.
‘What do I need this for?’ he asked.


‘I’m out of my depth here and so will
you be if you don’t contact him.’


‘Who?’


‘Mick Cuthbertson.’


‘What the bloke who does the PR for
all those ghastly celebs? You must be joking.’


‘I’m not. Listen, I’m getting over
two hundred calls a day as it is and if you don’t contact Mick, I’ll give them
your mobile number.’


 


***


 


James crossed the Mall and made his
way through Green Park. The Tube would have been quicker but he wasn’t in a
rush and it was too nice a day to spend cooped up with the sweaty hordes
underground. He strolled along Piccadilly and at the Soho end, turned north
towards Brewer Street.


The address, hemmed in between a
fast-food outlet and a seedy pub, didn’t look particularly upmarket and when he
pressed the button next to the handwritten label saying “Cuthbertson Associates
– PR Consultants” and the automatic release failed to open three times in a
row, he began to wonder whether he’d made a wise choice. The stairway was
sticky underfoot and didn’t smell too good either. When he eventually reached
the reception area on the second floor, it was about the size of a broom
cupboard, with the receptionist, her desk and a consumptive rubber plant taking
up most of the available space. The carpet looked as though it had spent the
last twenty years on the floor of the pub next door. Fortunately for James, no
other clients were present or he would have been left standing outside on the
stairs. If these people are so good, he thought, how come they can’t afford a
decent office?


The receptionist glanced up from her
celebrity magazine and looked at him as though he were something she’d just
trodden in.


‘Can I help?’ Her voice sounded as
bored as she looked.


James searched for a suitably witty
remark but none came to mind. ‘I’m here to see Mr Cuthbertson. We have a
meeting at eleven,’ he said, as if anyone in their right mind would come into this
dump for any other reason than to see the man behind the over-painted door.


‘I’ll see if he’s available.’


James smiled to himself at the
unintentional irony. Then he watched as she turned and put her head round the
door: so small was the reception area that neither of these actions involved
her leaving her seat.


‘You’re in luck, he can see you now.’


James manoeuvred himself past the
desk and into the office where he was greeted by a bear-like figure in a shirt
several sizes too small for him and with a tie at half-mast. None of the
associates mentioned on the letterhead were in sight so James assumed that this
must be the man himself, the great Mick Cuthbertson. He moved a pile of
press-cuttings off the seat in front of the desk and invited James to sit down.


Recounting a bit about his own
background – how he’d just lost his job in the City, the story of the discovery
– only took James ten minutes. The letters of transit, the remaining gold bars
and the details of how Bill Todd had come by his finds were conveniently
overlooked.


‘The people at the British Museum warned me that this could become a big news story and I might need professional
help. What do you think?’ asked James.


‘I’m interested,’ said Cuthbertson.
‘Got anything to back it up?’


James passed him a copy of the
inventory created by the National Gallery’s team detailing the paintings, the
artists, the rightful owners before the war (where known) and the estimated
current market value of each work. He also gave him a CD containing the digital
photos of each work that he’d taken during the inventory and conservation
process.


Cuthbertson studied the list carefully
and then paused for a moment, deep in thought. ‘And your mates at the Gallery
think this might make a good media story?’ To James, Cuthbertson sounded and
looked more like a night-club bouncer than reputedly the best publicist in the
business.


‘Well, that’s what they seem to think
from the number of calls they’re getting,’ he replied, feeling even less sure
of himself than he sounded. ‘Given that looted art is back in the news and that
every single piece is from either Hitler or Göring’s collection, they said I
should chat to you just in case it does become a big story.’


Cuthbertson snorted and swung back on
his chair. ‘Big?’ James thought he was about to be laughed out of the office.
‘Big? You taking the piss?’ James shook his head in reply and Cuthbertson
smiled. ‘It’ll be bloody huge. Take time to set up of course, but handled
properly, you can make a fortune out of this.’


James opened and closed his mouth a
couple of times but for a moment no sound came out. ‘Gosh, well, I don’t know
what to say. I hadn’t thought about the money aspect.’


‘Why ever not?’ asked an incredulous
Cuthbertson, ‘It’s the only bloody reason people come to see me. Marketed
correctly and properly ring-fenced, the media will pay a fortune for access to
you and your story, especially the TV. Then we can get someone to ghost-write a
book for you and – ’


James stopped him. ‘I don’t know how
to put it, and I know this may sound odd, coming from a trader – sorry,
ex-trader – but I hadn’t even considered that anyone would pay me, I supposed
I’d, well – ’ he hesitated, ‘have to pay you or something to keep the media at
bay. You must think me terribly naïve?’


Cuthbertson considered James’s last
remark while leaning back in his chair and looking studiously up at the ceiling
as though scanning for low-flying pigs. ‘Nah. Not terribly naïve,’ he said.
‘More like massively and criminally naïve. But you’ll learn. Good job I’m
honest, isn’t it?’


James gave a crestfallen nod and
Cuthbertson continued. ‘The way it works is that I handle all the arrangements;
who you speak to, where, when and for how long. The clever bit is to get them
to bid against one another for the privilege of hearing your story. I also
handle the cash – and don’t worry, you’ll get a full break-down – from which I
take my commission and pass the rest on to you. What you do with it after that
is between you and the thieving bloody taxman.’


‘It’s just that I don’t feel
comfortable about profiting personally from any of this. If the paintings had
been in the family for centuries, then fine. But with these,’ he paused for
thought. ‘With these it’s different. The Nazis invaded these people’s countries,
stole their belongings, murdered or enslaved them and as a result, I stand to
make a fortune. Doesn’t seem right, does it?’


Cuthbertson’s face became serious.
‘Now you put it like that, I suppose it doesn’t play that well, but we can
always spin our way round the more unpleasant aspects of the story if it
bothers you. That’s all part of the service.’


James shook his head. ‘That’s a degree
of cynicism too far for me I’m afraid. But if there is money to be made
from this then I’d like it to go to the hospice that looked after my uncle.’


‘You’re the client, it’s entirely up
to you,’ said Cuthbertson, spreading his hands.


‘And so you think it’s worth doing,
that there really could be money in this?’


The mood lightened and Cuthbertson
put his head back and laughed laughed. ‘Yes, really,’ he said. ‘You’ve come to
the right place, old son. Like I told you, what you do with the money is up to
you. All I’ll say is that we can get you some extremely valuable exposure over
here, but where it’s going to be huge is in the States. Now, this is what you and
I are going to do…’ 


Under Cuthbertson’s guiding hand, the
focus shifted from the National Gallery and to the human story behind the
discovery of the paintings and James’s efforts to return them to their rightful
owners. In the hands of his publicist, he was portrayed as a hero for what he’d
merely thought of as a simple act of common decency. He was completely
unprepared for what came next.


With a little help from James and using
information from Todd’s RAF log-book, Cuthbertson set his team to work on
researching his wartime service record. Astute and true to his word, Cuthbertson
decided straight away that the young Bill Todd of 1945 had to be seen as an
innocent abroad, unaware of the significance of what he’d brought home in his metaphorical
knapsack. The next task was to transform his relatively unexciting exploits
into a heroic contribution to the war in Europe. Any thoughts of him as a
looter and opportunist were airbrushed from the public’s mind before they’d even
had chance to take root.


 


***


 


Trying not to squint into the studio
lights and wilting under their heat, James took a last swig of water in a vain
attempt to get rid of the dryness in his mouth. A young woman with a clipboard
counted down the seconds and as the red “LIVE” signs lit up, a Botoxed and
face-lifted presenter flashed his unnaturally white teeth and began his piece
to camera. The first few questions were sitters: Mick Cuthbertson had briefed
him well and, fighting the urge to get up and run out of the building, James
fielded them without difficulty, deftly turning the focus away from what he
called his late uncle’s folie de jeunesse to the sacrifice of that lost
generation and ending by praising Bill Todd’s conscience in finally confessing
to what he’d done.


The inevitable dig about his former
profession and bankers’ bonuses came at about question five, just as predicted.
Following Cuthbertson’s advice, he kept his feelings on the crisis to himself
and stuck to the populist view that all bankers were villains but then again,
as a humble equity trader he was as much a victim as anybody else.


Behind the sound-proof glass that
looked down over the studio audience and the TV stage beyond, Cuthbertson
watched the row of monitors in front of him with satisfaction. ‘Good lad,’ he
muttered under his breath.


‘You’ve prepped him well,’ said the
producer, taking off her headset. ‘Easy on the eye, too.’


‘He’s shit-scared but it doesn’t
show, does it?’


‘No. Quite a trooper your Mister
Atkinson. You’ll do all right out of him.’


Cuthbertson shook his head. ‘Silly
sod’s giving all his share to charity.’


‘Doesn’t affect your cut though, does
it, Mick?’


‘True.’


‘I reckon you could get him on to Newsnight
and Question Time. Do you want me to have a word?’


Cuthbertson gave her a cynical look.
‘How much you asking this time?’


The producer smiled back. ‘Oh, just
the usual. And before you start bitching, think how much more the US networks will pay after that. It’ll keep you in Scotch for the year and your man’s home
for lost puppies won’t go short of dog food.’


‘It’s a hospice actually. The one
that looked after his uncle.’


‘Whatever. How many paintings did you
say?’


‘Fifty-two.’


‘And how many from private
collections?’


‘About half.’


‘Well then,’ said the producer.
‘That’s at least twenty five paydays each time he gives one back. But you’d
better get moving. That’s a lot to cram in before his fifteen minutes runs out.’


Unaware that his future was being
weighed, priced and traded, James was now dealing with a question on the laws
of Treasure Trove and trying not to imagine the millions of people behind each
of the cameras that were pointed his way.


With James’s media profile suitably
enhanced and, just as the TV producer had predicted, in the USA the story caught the public imagination. Under Cuthbertson’s skilful guidance, it morphed into a
cross between Brideshead Revisited and an Indiana Jones tale. With all
thoughts of finding a new job now on hold, James was booked to fly to the US to appear in a series of interviews and also to be present at the handing over of some
of the paintings to the descendants of the original owners.


The media circus first pitched its
tent in New York, followed by trips to Boston, Chicago, LA and San Francisco,
ending in Washington DC. Before setting off, Cuthbertson’s people provided James
with a detailed itinerary and an information pack that went into minute detail
about the people he’d be meeting, their political affiliations and a long list
of things to say and not to say. Also in the pack was a US cell phone, pre-loaded with all the contact details he would need during his ten-day stay in the
country.


However, not everyone was happy. In
separate locations across the United States, three individuals watched the
story unfold with varying emotions. For two of them, the story had the
potential to destroy everything they had worked for and for the third, it meant
that his family’s hopes that the truth would soon come to light were still
unfulfilled.


 


*** 


 


James was met at Washington’s Dulles Airport by Cuthbertson’s US agent. A chauffeur-driven limo took him to a downtown hotel where
he was booked into a suite overlooking the Tidal Basin and the memorials.
Waiting for him on the desk was the usual welcome pack and a printed schedule,
telling him where he had to be and when.


He flicked through his engagements
for the following day: a CNN team from their head office in Atlanta at ten,
then it was a couple of follow-up stories with the New York agencies; Fox News
and Bloomberg. After lunch he was down for a series of press interviews with The
Washington Post, Time and New Horizons, followed by more TV
slots and then the handover ceremony and gala dinner later that evening. Not
much time for sight-seeing he thought.


He kicked off his shoes, grabbed a
cold beer from the minibar and, raising a toast to the memory of Bill Todd,
wandered out onto the balcony to enjoy the view.











Chapter Sixteen                      
 


 


Flight to Richmond Air Base. Roads, houses, people. Normal life again, can hardly believe it. Two
hours by car to new accommodation in town called Alexandra. Military escort.
House small and basic but electric light, running water and inside toilet. Even
has mail box with “Pauli” already painted on it. After South Dakota this is
heaven. Even A. seems more cheerful.


 


*


 


At the offices of New
Horizons magazine, Cathy Stenmark had spent most of the afternoon preparing for
her interview with James Atkinson scheduled for the following day: her research
was complete, she’d read the agency feeds twice over and her list of questions
was finalised and ready to go.


Also on her calendar, the day after
James, was her first interview with Senator Pauli and although she had only met
his chief of staff, Vince Novak, a few times she was fast developing a dislike for
him. Every other phone call seemed to be from Pauli’s diary secretary to say
that Novak had changed the Senator’s itinerary, Novak had arranged a photo
call, Novak had slotted the Senator in for an interview with Japanese TV. Novak
this, Novak that. She was sure that Cathy would understand. She did on the
first five occasions but now her patience was wearing thin. She locked her PC screen
and picked up her bag, ready to head for the door when the damn phone rang
again: the temptation to let it go to voicemail almost won but she relented and
picked it up.


This time it wasn’t the diary
secretary: for once, the voice on the other end was male, older, a name she
didn’t recognise and didn’t catch. Not for the first time in the last few weeks
the caller asked for Lisa Greenberg.


‘I’m afraid she’s no longer with us,
sir, I’m sorry to say that she passed away. My name’s Cathy Stenmark, I was a
colleague of Lisa’s. Is there anything I can do to help?’


‘Did you work closely with her?’ he
asked.


Cathy nearly asked him what the hell
it had to do with him, but curiosity got the upper hand. ‘Well, I’ve taken over
the stories she was running, so I guess that’s a yes, Mr – ? Sorry, I didn’t catch
your name earlier.’


‘Reiss. Robert Reiss.’ He waited as
though expecting Cathy to react. ‘She must have told you, surely?’


‘Er, yes, of course, Mr Reiss. Silly
of me to forget.’


‘And I take it she showed you the
actual letter my father sent her?’


‘Yes, but I must admit that I don’t
have it to hand right now.’ Shit! I’ve got to get myself out of this, she
thought. ‘Would you like me to call you back perhaps? During office hours
maybe?’


The caller’s tone showed distinct
signs of agitation. ‘You’re not telling me that his letter is just lying around
loose in a file somewhere for anyone to see?’


Oh Christ, what have I started?
thought Cathy. ‘Er, no, of course not, Mr Reiss. It’s under lock and key,
that’s why I suggested we ought to perhaps, you know, er, resume this call
tomorrow.’


The tone of Reiss’s voice changed,
agitation now replaced by anger. ‘I’m surprised and not a little disappointed
that you’re taking a story like this so lightly, particularly in the light of
what’s just turned up in England. And if it helps make your mind up, I believe
that my father’s death wasn’t an accident.’ He paused. ‘Not that the police
share my suspicions and if no one at New Horizons is interested in what
I have to say, then maybe the story would run better in the Enquirer. I
think I’ll ask them. After all, at least they take their job seriously.’


That stung. Cathy sat down and put
her car keys back in her bag. ‘Believe me, Mr Reiss, I do take this seriously.
In the light of what you’re alleging I think it’s probably better that we
meet.’


‘We could, but please remember, I’m
not dealing with allegations, this is hard fact. For example, every source on
my father states that he was at Farm Hall in 1945. In reality he never set foot
in the place. Then he’s supposed to have left Germany in June 1945 and I happen
to know it was in early April. There’s been a well-orchestrated conspiracy of
deception and I have all the details. That’s the kind of hard fact I’m talking
about.’


‘I see what you mean,’ said Cathy,
who didn’t see any such thing.


‘Now, I’m going to be in Princeton
for the next few weeks sorting out my late father’s affairs, so if you want to
come and see me I can give you the address and contact details.’


‘Sure. I can’t come over for the next
couple of days because I’m interviewing James Atkinson, the English guy who
found all those paintings and the next day it’s Senator Pauli – I’ve been
chasing him round DC for the last ten days.’


The line went silent for such a long
time that she thought Reiss had hung up. ‘Are you still there, Mr Reiss?’


‘Oh yes, I’m still here all right. I
was just pondering the wonderful irony of what you’ve just said.’


Cathy bit her lip and cursed herself.
The hole she’d dug with her initial bluff was getting deeper by the second.
‘Yeah, I guess you could say there’s a certain irony in all that.’


‘I think Senator Pauli will say it’s
much worse than irony when the news breaks. I’m assuming he doesn’t know, what
do you think?’


Cathy played for time. ‘Well, I
haven’t asked him outright.’


‘Then I think it’s high time you did.
And as for the Englishman, I think it’s only fair he should know exactly what
he’s found – that’s assuming he hasn’t worked it out already – and that his
life could be in danger. Pauli’s could be too, when you think about it. There’ll
be no shortage of people queuing up to harm him when the story breaks.’


‘You could be right,’ she said, her
mind thrashing vainly in all directions, trying to decipher what she was
hearing.


‘You seem remarkably calm about all
this, if you don’t mind my saying so, Miss Stenmark: seeing that it’s one of
the biggest revelations since Watergate, probably far bigger.’


This was too much: her brain shut
down and her mouth took over. ‘Oh, believe me, I’m not calm. I’m really all
butterflies about it. It’s just that I give good calm on the phone, Mr Reiss.’
She ended with a nervous giggle. The caller made no reply and in the silence
the crassness of her last statement made her want to shrivel up with shame.


At least he didn’t hang up on me, she
thought, and in the exchanges that followed she managed to claw back some
shreds of gravitas. The conversation ended with Cathy agreeing to call Reiss
back: all thoughts of packing up and going home vanished instantly. She had
research to do: then she’d have to try and create a coherent whole from a few
scraps of information held together by names and places that for the most part
meant nothing to her. It wasn’t going to be easy. She mentally kicked herself
for the tenth time: why on earth did I lie to him?


A quick internet search tracked down
the late Georg Reiss. Cathy had scanned over the announcement of his death in
the Washington Post but hadn’t made the connection. Now she read it again
on-line:


 


“Atom Scientist Dies. Georg Reiss,
94, and father of the A-bomb has died following a fall at his Princeton NJ
home. Austrian-born Professor Reiss who came to the USA in June 1945 was a key
member of J Robert Oppenheimer’s Manhattan Project team. Without Reiss’s
contribution, the Fat Man bomb dropped on Hiroshima would have taken many more years
to produce according to Oppenheimer. While working on the Nazi A-bomb project
in the closing days of the War, Reiss was snatched from Berlin by the US Army from under the noses of the Soviets, along with fellow scientist, Max Standfluss. Flown
to the UK for interrogation at MI5’s Farm Hall in June 1945, Reiss agreed to
work for the allies and was sent to the top-secret uranium refinement plant at Oak Ridge TN where he worked alongside such greats as Enrico Fermi, Ernest Lawrence and
Arthur Compton. In 1946 Reiss returned to his native Austria where he remained
until 1954, returning to this country to join his former mentor, J Robert
Oppenheimer, at Princeton University.”


 


Cathy printed out the article and
read it through once more. She took three sticky notes from a pad and wrote a
name on each: “Pauli”, “Hillman”, “Reiss”. She tried them in a row, one above
the other, left to right, right to left and even in a triangle, but none of the
arrangements made sense. What was it Robert Reiss had said? Never at Farm Hall;
left Germany in April and not June 1945. She scribbled a few notes beneath the
printed text. Yeah, but so what? Historical inaccuracies, that’s all. She did
another search: “Farm Hall”. That at least gave results which made sense and
she added them to the list – Operation Epsilon; country house near
Cambridge; used as collection centre for Nazi atom scientists; all rooms bugged;
transcripts sent to US – just the sort of place people like Reiss and his
colleague, Standfluss, would end up. So Oppenheimer and his gang pulled
a few strings and got these two a pass on Farm Hall. Cathy shook her head. All
perfectly logical: important during the war maybe, but not now. And if it was
murder, why wait till Reiss was in his 90s? And as for the motive… she threw
her pen down and thumped her elbows on the desk in frustration. Once more she
stared at the mystifying collage of names and notes. What the hell is the
connection? she thought. Why does any of this even matter? And now, if Reiss
junior was to be believed, a “conspiracy of deception” had happened, was
happening? Who knows. People’s lives are in danger, he had said. “Link to
paintings” she wrote, feeling embarrassed as she did so. Then she added a
fourth sticky note and wrote “Atkinson” on it. This was too much: she pushed
her chair away from the desk and stood up. Come on, be serious, Robert Reiss is
a fruitcake – he has to be.


 


***


 


The following day three men held a
meeting in a nondescript booth of a nondescript diner across town. Two men in
their forties and wearing heavy, dark blue overcoats sat across the stained
Formica-topped table from a younger man wearing a woollen beanie and a ski
jacket. They watched impassively as he gesticulated at them.


‘I’m not sure I want to go on with
this,’ he said, trying to sound more decisive than he felt.


‘I’m not sure you have any choice.
This is a Federal investigation and if you stop helping us, that’s withholding
evidence, assisting the commission of a felony and that’s just for starters. We
know who killed Lisa Greenberg but we need more proof before we can move.’


‘They said it was an accident.’


‘We don’t think it was. You owe it to
her to keep that information to yourself and to help us find her killer.’


‘But I’ve already helped you. Isn’t
that enough?’ The despair and fear in his voice were unmistakable. Next, the
wheedling started – the sound of a poor hand being played badly. ‘You said I’d
made a contribution to national security.’


‘Will you keep your goddam voice
down.’


‘Sorry, it’s just so unfair – ’


‘Just shut up and listen. Please.’ The
word was shoved into his face like a fist. ‘You’ve been very helpful to us and
as we’ve told you a dozen times, this is a matter directly affecting Homeland Security,
which is why we’ve been so generous to you for your time and effort – ’


‘Look, I’ve been thinking about the
money and I’m not so sure – ’


 ‘Course you’re sure. Here, take
this.’ The young man felt a paper package being pressed against his leg under
the table. ‘Use your common sense, carry on behaving like a good citizen and
there’ll be more of these and no dumb questions from the IRS, you have my word.’
He turned to look at his colleague sitting next to him on the bench who nodded
in confirmation. ‘However, if you screw with us, your shitty little existence
will become a living hell, shortly followed by it coming to an abrupt end: Agent
Wilson here and I will make personally sure of that. You understand?’


The conversation was interrupted by
the arrival of the waitress who stopped chewing her gum just long enough to
take their order and waddle off towards the kitchens.


‘So what have you got for us?’


‘What you asked for,’ said the young
man, sliding a thick buff envelope across the table. ‘It’s a complete system
dump. All the diary entries, travel and hotel bookings, expenses, planned
interviews, editorial meetings – stuff like that – for the next two weeks.’ The
despair returned to his voice. ‘I don’t know why you want me to take such a big
risk for this stuff; they change their schedules from one minute to the next. I
could get my ass fired for this if I’m caught.’


The two older men nodded in unison.
‘We know that and we’re very grateful. I hope we’ve shown you just how
grateful.’ In response he instinctively felt for the parcel of notes in the
pocket of his ski jacket as though afraid it might have evaporated. ‘And you’re
sure that there are no meetings or anything of the sort that doesn’t get put
into the system?’


‘Positive. It’s what they live by –
it acts as their time sheet, expenses calculator, you name it – if it’s not in
the system, they don’t get paid for it, can’t get it published, don’t get
credit for it, nothing.’ The young man looked from one to the other, his
natural cockiness returning after the earlier fright. ‘You still haven’t told
me what she’s done,’ he said. ‘You’re supposed to be the freakin’ FBI, why
don’t you just bug her phone or hack her internet connection? Isn’t that what
you do?’


‘How do you know we haven’t hacked
yours? How do you think we’ve got the details of all that weird shit you
download from the web?’


‘What weird shit?’ he brought his
palm down hard on the table and an elderly couple sat at the table opposite
turned to look at what was going on. ‘You’ve got no right to – ’


‘Calm down, will you.’ He turned to
his colleague and his face broke into what may have been a smile. ‘Jeez, it’s
like taking candy from a baby, isn’t it Agent Wilson?’


The elderly couple resumed eating and
the young man started to bluster again but was cut off short. ‘Just stick to
your side of the bargain and everything will come out fine. You’ll find out all
about it when you see the arrests on TV. Until then, just remember – screw with
us and we’ll make you wish you’d never been born. Got that?’











Chapter Seventeen        
 


 


Novelty of life
here wearing off. Houses either side occupied by military but they stay in
plain clothes. Still watching us constantly. Taken to big shop called
Supermarket under escort. Allowed to choose food but couldn’t understand
labels. Nothing fresh, everything in cans or packets. New mail box remains
empty.


 


*


 


After his rehearsals
in London, James’s first press conference in New York went smoothly. However,
the stage-fright and the fear of not being able to answer or of saying the
wrong thing wouldn’t go away: the butterflies before the event in Washington DC were just as big.


Even with the reassuring presence of
Cuthbertson by his side, he felt his legs shaking under the table and his palms
becoming clammy with apprehension. The air conditioning in the conference room
was losing its struggle with the heat given off by the TV lights and the press
of bodies.


As Cuthbertson pointed to the first
questioner, James took a deep breath and tried once more to remember what he’d
been told – stick to the generalities, keep the good stuff for the people who
are paying us most and for Christ’s sake, smile.


It felt the longest thirty minutes of
his life. Cuthbertson selected the journalists well and the first questions
were easy. In response, James did as he was told, speaking about himself in the
vaguest of terms. Happy childhood; minor public school; PPE at Oxford; gap year
as a ski instructor; graduate training scheme at a now-defunct investment bank;
married but divorced – amicably of course, no children; and now delighted to be
able to return the paintings to their rightful owners and, no, never for one
moment had he thought of trying to pass them off as his own or trying to sell
them on the black market. After all, he wouldn’t know where to start and to
prove the point, launched into a Bertie Wooster-ish impersonation of himself
trying to sell old masters to the geezers down at his local pub. The audience
warmed to the self-deprecation, unaware that the closest pub to his flat in London was the usual grim offering from a themed chain, frequented by vicious adolescents
and pram-faced slatterns from the nearby estate. The idea had been
Cuthbertson’s but he still found the deception painful to carry off.


As for the paintings, he had no idea
how his uncle had got hold of them. Another deception. At a guess, Bill Todd’s
interest in engineering may have attracted him to the find, probably salvaged
the alloy tubes from the cellar of a bombed-out house – always “salvaged”,
never “looted” – and maybe he brought them home in case they turned out to be
useful, put them in his workshop and forgot all about them. And no, in the
short time they spent together before his sad demise, Uncle Bill had never
mentioned what was in them – probably never got round to opening them.


As the performance went on, the
excitement of the attention and new-found celebrity was replaced by the sour aftertaste
left by the lies he was telling, even if it was to protect Bill Todd and
benefit the Hospice, and so, ignoring Cuthbertson’s advice to stay on-message James
moved the story away from the paintings. The PR man kicked him under the table
but he took no notice. None of the journalists in the room interrupted as James
detailed the kindness shown to Todd by his GP and the staff at the St
Catherine’s, ending with a simple statement. ‘I know you have hospices here
too,’ he said. ‘And I’m sure the staff are just as wonderful as the people at
St Catherine’s. They’re the real heroes of this story.’


Hands were still waving and more
questions coming in from the floor when Cuthbertson stood up to announce that
James had a very busy schedule in front of him and that, sadly, time was up. James
followed him through the curtains and via a side door to what served as the
green room.


James poured himself a large glass of
water: Cuthbertson mixed himself a gin and tonic, leading his charge away from
the little knot of media people who were all congratulating themselves on the
success of the conference. ‘Bloody good job,’ said Cuthbertson, clapping him on
the back and nearly causing James to drop his glass. ‘See, I told you there was
nothing to worry about.’


‘I still feel a bit of a fraud
though.’


Cuthbertson snorted. ‘Everyone in
this industry is a professional fraud. You’re just a bloody amateur. And
besides, what does it matter? They get their pictures back, your uncle comes
out of it as a hero and you look like God’s Englishman.’


James didn’t feel like smiling but
forced himself to do so. Cuthbertson continued. ‘Next up is a one-on-one with
New Horizons. Same brief: stick to the script, keep it simple and you’ll be fine.
You’re meeting a Cathy Stenmark – she’s bloody gorgeous but bloody sharp, so
don’t get distracted by thinking about how much you’d like to shag her. Now, if
you go over to Sarah there, she’ll get the makeup off for you.’


A short taxi ride later and James was
shown into the interview suite of New Horizons magazine. A slim,
attractive, blonde woman stood to greet him and introduced herself as Cathy
Stenmark. James suppressed a grin as he thought of what Cuthbertson had just
said. The magazine’s receptionist led the PR man away and they were left alone.


‘First of all, many thanks for
agreeing to see me,’ said Cathy, handing him her business card. They both knew
that large amounts of cash had changed hands, but civilities had to be observed
nonetheless. Now it was her turn to make an assessment of her subject. Not at
all what she’d expected: tall, straight teeth – and that was a rarity for a Brit
– seems in reasonable shape, not bad looking. Pity he used to work for a bank,
that’ll take some living down, she thought.


‘I’ll be recording what we say if
that’s ok with you. Firstly, it makes sure I don’t misquote anything, and
secondly, it saves me having to take so many notes.’


As soon as the questioning started, he
realised that Cuthbertson had been right: astute and professional. And, as for
the other thing, well… if she offered then…. no, concentrate, this is important,
he thought. I wish bloody Mick had never said that.


The initial questions were every bit
as gentle as those he’d handled at the start of the press conference and, as a
result, James made the mistake of letting his guard drop.


‘So how many of these tubes were
there?’ she asked.


‘Oh, about twenty or so.’


‘And so they must’ve been quite big?’


‘I never measured them precisely but
I’d say each one was about three feet long by about three and a half, maybe four
inches in diameter.’


‘So wherever your uncle stored them, they’d
take up quite a bit of real estate?’


James realised too late where she was
going and tried to deflect the question but Cathy continued undeterred.


‘So if a bunch of tubes, each with a
screw cap on the end, were lying around in a workshop as you said, even a big
one like your uncle’s, don’t you think he’d have bothered to open them?’


‘Well, I’m not sure – ’


‘So why bring them all the way back
from Germany? A consignment that size isn’t going to fit in a kit bag, is it?’


‘I suppose not,’ said James.


‘So he’s gone to all that trouble to
bring them home, at the end of the war when it can’t have been easy to move
stuff around, and then put them in his workshop where he spent the next
sixty-five years having to walk round them each day, but never wondered what was
in them?’


James feigned indifference.
Cuthbertson had anticipated this question and he was well briefed for it. ‘Now
you put it like that, I suppose it does seem odd. He never mentioned them to me
and it was only after he died that I noticed them.’


Cathy’s eyes narrowed and he began to
feel uncomfortable under her questioning, however affable its delivery. ‘How
long after your uncle died did you open the tubes?’


‘Not until after the funeral and all
the legal details had been wrapped up.’


Questions were batted back and forth
for about five minutes until Cathy reached across and switched off the
recording machine. ‘Let’s take a break here, Mr Atkinson – ’


‘James, please.’


‘OK, James. Now come on. Surely, you
must’ve had suspicions that your uncle knew damn fine what was down there.’


‘I’m not entirely stupid.’


‘I’m not suggesting you are. So why
d’you think he didn’t tell you?’


James shrugged. ‘Maybe he was too
busy dying of cancer.’ The reply seemed to throw her off balance.


‘Or that he was hiding something.’
She was back on her feet.


‘Well he was hiding something,’ said
James, smiling in an attempt to thaw the conversation out a little. ‘Fifty or
so priceless works of art. If you want an honest answer then, yes, I think he
probably did know, probably knew straight away what they were, but when he got
them home he realised they were too hot to handle, didn’t want to chuck them
out, couldn’t sell them, couldn’t tell anybody, so he just hid them in the
cellar and tried to forget all about it.’ He was straying away from the party
line and knew it.


‘Please don’t take this the wrong
way,’ said Cathy, ‘but I think there’s more to this than meets the eye.’


A look of incredulity came to James’s
face. ‘Just hold on. A massive hoard of art, stolen to order by Hitler and Göring,
turns up in a basement in Devon and you say there’s more to it,’ he said. ‘What
more do you want, Josef Mengele in the broom cupboard?’


‘It’s not that, James. I think there
may be other people out there who know more about the hoard than you or I.’


‘Such as who?’


She hesitated for a moment and he
could see that she was wrestling with a dilemma. Mick Cuthbertson had warned
him that at some stage during the media tour a crackpot conspiracy theory would
inevitably surface and that the worst thing he could do would be to pay it any
heed. As James looked up he could see Cuthbertson on the other side of the
glass partition frantically jabbing at his watch and making wind-up signs.
Cathy followed James’s gaze to the dumb-show. ‘Can you spare me five more
minutes?’ she asked. James hesitated but what she said made his mind up for
him. She spoke softly, almost inaudibly. ‘I have information that suggests your
life may be in danger.’


He looked at her aghast. This wasn’t
in the script. ‘Are you pulling my leg?’


‘No. I’m deadly serious. Can you
spare me a few more minutes to explain?’


‘Of course, hold on. Let me go and
talk to Mick. I think he’s about to burst something.’ He got up and opened the
door, steering Cuthbertson out of earshot. ‘She needs five more minutes, that’s
all.’


The PR man shook his head. ‘Can’t be
done. We’re running late as it is. If you need five more minutes to try and pull,
that’s your tough luck. Come on, we’re leaving.’ He waved goodbye to Cathy and
tried to guide James towards the exit, but he slipped away from under his arm.


‘Five minutes, Mick. I’ll be right with
you.’ Closing the door behind him, he sat back down next to Cathy.


‘Running late?’ she asked.


‘Yes but it doesn’t matter. You said
my life was in danger. I want to know why.’


‘I said it could be in danger.
I don’t have all the information yet and it’ll take too long to explain
properly. I need to talk to you again. Off the record.’


James frowned. ‘Off the record?’ he
said. ‘Call me cynical, but where journalists and policemen are concerned,
there’s no such thing as “off the record”, is there?’


‘Not normally, I admit, but I need
you to trust me.’ The gaze of her blue-grey eyes met his.


‘I’d like to,’ he said, and then
nodded towards Cuthbertson who was making ever more agitated gestures to hurry
up. ‘But the grown-ups have told me to be careful about talking to strangers.’


‘Do the names Pauli or Reiss mean
anything to you?’ The colour drained from James’s face and he looked at her
with his mouth agape. ‘I’ll take that as a yes,’ said Cathy. ‘Look, I’m busy
tomorrow and then I’ve got to go to New Jersey for the day. What are you doing
on Thursday?’


‘I’ll have to check but I think I’m
back here.’


‘Keep the evening free. There’s stuff
I need to tell you. We’ll have dinner, how’s that sound?’


‘Sounds great.’


‘Fantastic. I’ll call you.’ Cathy had
just finished writing down the number of his new mobile when Mick Cuthbertson
burst into the room.


‘James, you’re on live in twenty
seven minutes. If we don’t leave now – ’


‘OK, Mick, I’m coming.’


To James, who’d only seen such things
on TV, his arrival that evening at the ceremony to hand over the paintings felt
like something from a Hollywood première. A blinding volley of camera flashes
greeted him as he stepped from the limo, the door of which was held open by a man
in the hotel’s livery. He was met by a skeletally thin young woman in a spangly
dress who led him along an alleyway formed by two sets of velvet ropes, behind
which was a four-deep crowd. He remembered to look left and right and to smile
and wave, but all the while feeling terrified that someone would spot him as
the imposter he was.


She steered him into the hotel
reception area and brought him to a halt on a gaffer-tape cross in the centre
of a vast Persian rug. A TV camera was pointed at him and a boom mike swung
down from above. Had he not been warned that this was going to happen, the
temptation to turn and run would have been overwhelming.


Having answered a string of questions
and stated time and again how glad he was to be able to have played a small
part in returning the paintings to the heirs of the Goldschmidt family (true);
that he was looking forward to the gala dinner (untrue – up there with pins in the
eyes) and that he was enjoying his stay in Washington DC (partially true – all
he’d seen of the place so far was an airport, various limos, an hotel,
journalists and lots of cameras pointed his way); as quickly as it had
appeared, the TV apparatus was whisked out of sight and the shiny, underfed
woman led the way into another brightly lit room. Set upon a low stage were a
row of easels upon which sat four paintings that he recognised at once:
reframed and magnificent, looking none the worse for their stay in his uncle’s
workshop.


The fussy, round man from the
National Gallery was present too, bustling about and sweating for England. He nodded to James as one might to a servant who has inadvertently strayed too far
the wrong side of the green baize door. Silently, James’s wraith-like minder
reappeared at his elbow and guided him to a seat in the front row where he
waited as the room began to fill up. Last to arrive was the press corps and he
was surprised to see Cathy Stenmark among them. She gave him a friendly wave
and then disappeared to the back of the room with the rest of the media pack.


The evening’s entertainment kicked
off with a speech from the head curator of Washington’s National Gallery of Art.
Then came the turn of the little man from the London National Gallery and during
his allotted fifteen minutes he succeeded in almost completely anaesthetising
his audience, so that by the time James stood up heads were snapping forwards
as their owners jerked awake, hoping that no one had spotted that they’d been
dozing.


To everyone’s relief he kept it
brief: stressed how lucky and privileged he felt to have been put in this
situation by nothing more than blind fate; praised the efforts and sacrifices
of his uncle’s generation during the Second World War and added a few comments
on the evils of genocide and totalitarianism. He finished off by thanking the
National Gallery in London for their skill in conserving the paintings and for
their work with their American counterparts in tracking down the owners of the
paintings.


At a nod from the smiling ghost in
the shiny dress, an elegant, middle-aged woman, introduced as Esther
Goldschmidt, stood up from the front row, mounted the short flight of steps
onto the stage and shook James by the hand. The press photographers moved
forward and they stood shaking hands for what felt like forever, gazing
awkwardly at one another, each with a forced rictus grin that began to hurt
after a couple of minutes.


At last they were allowed to release
their grip and Ms Goldschmidt made a short speech, thanking everybody for their
kindness and praising James for his honesty and decency.


After the ceremony there was a
five-minute press and media call – more handshakes with Esther Goldschmidt,
smiles for the camera and more plugs for St Catherine’s hospice – before they
were allowed through to the adjoining room for pre-dinner drinks. James was
whisked from group to group by his new minder and despite doing his best, by
the third round of introductions, had completely forgotten the names of
everyone he’d met. He briefly caught sight of Cathy who was in conversation
with a small man in a well-cut suit. His efforts to work his way across the
crowd to join their group were thwarted by his sparkly escort and so he never
got a chance to speak to her.


Everyone else in the room was on
their third glass of champagne and when he was ushered through to the dining
room he was left still clutching the same glass of water.


James was seated at the top table and
watched as the paintings were brought into the dining room, delicately handled
by a team from the NGA, and placed in a row behind the guests of honour on a
raised dais. Knowing that he had to make another speech, James stuck to water,
but he could tell from the commotion coming from the far left hand table that
Cuthbertson and his new chums were under no such limitations. There was no sign
of Cathy and he felt a pang of disappointment.


The second round of speeches was over
mercifully quickly and the meal ended at about eleven o’clock. James couldn’t
remember the last time he’d attended an official dinner and still been capable
of speech this late in the evening, and it was while he was making his way
through to the main conference room in search of Cuthbertson that he was aware
of a small, sharp-featured man, a few years older than himself who had appeared
at his side.


‘Mr Atkinson, my name is Vince Novak,
very pleased to meet you.’ They shook hands. ‘Can you spare me a moment?’ he asked.


‘Certainly.’ James recognised him as
the man to whom Cathy had been talking during the pre-dinner drinks.


Novak led the way to a furnished
alcove off the main corridor. They sat and exchanged the usual pleasantries,
James remembering to say how much he was enjoying his stay in Washington.


This gave Novak the entrée he was
looking for. ‘Are you a follower of American politics, Mr Atkinson?’ he asked.


‘I try and keep up, but I must
confess that I find all this caucus, primary, delegate and superdelegate business
a bit confusing.’


‘Well, I think most Americans do
too,’ said Novak with a smile. ‘And as I’m sure you’re aware, this is a
Presidential election year. What you may not know is that I’m chief of staff
and campaign manager for Eric Pauli. It’s my job to ensure he becomes the
Democratic Party’s candidate and, of course, our nation’s next President.’


 ‘Yes, he seems to be doing rather
well.’ James’s face remained emotionless as he heard Pauli’s name for the
second time that day.


‘We’re cautiously optimistic, Mr
Atkinson. Mathematically, it’s still possible for him to lose the nomination if
he picks up next to no delegates in the remaining primaries in April through
June, but I don’t see that happening. There are just under seven hundred
delegates undeclared and he only needs one hundred and fifty more pledges. The
superdelegates are flooding his way too.’


James was exhausted after a long day
of smiling at people and trying not to let his guard down. If this is what
celebrity is like, you can keep it, he thought. But Novak seemed friendly
enough and the thought of getting dragged into an all-night drinking session
with Mick Cuthbertson didn’t appeal. He was happy to stay and talk to his new
acquaintance. ‘So what can I do for you, Mr Novak?’


‘Call me Vince, please. It’s very
simple really; I’d like to ask you a favour.’


‘Ask away, and by the way, my first
name’s James.’


‘Thanks, James. If it doesn’t
interfere with your schedule, Senator Pauli would like to know more about how
you came by the paintings. You see he’s from a European background – his
parents were among the lucky few who survived the concentration camps – so this
is something that’s personally very important to him.’


James took a sip from his glass of
water. On reflection, it was definitely time for something stronger. ‘Sure, I’d
be delighted. The only problem is that I don’t have my schedule on me and I
know my PR chap, Mick Cuthbertson, has organised things very tightly, so with
no offence to Senator Pauli, I may already be fully booked. I do hope he’ll
understand.’


‘Not a problem, Eric’s a regular guy.
He’ll understand one hundred percent. Now I know you’ll have to consult your
schedule, but if you’re free, he’d like to invite you for dinner on Thursday.’


James smiled. ‘Isn’t that always the
way? That’s the one evening I know I’m fully booked. On Thursday I’m having
dinner with a journalist from New Horizons magazine.’


Novak raised his eyebrows. ‘New
Horizons, eh? You’re obviously a popular guy,’ he said. ‘If it’s not
intruding, might I ask who you’re seeing? I know almost all the people who work
there – it’s my job to.’


‘No, not intruding at all, her name’s
Cathy Stenmark. Do you know her?’


‘Sure. I know Cathy real well, and
hey, do give her all my best. Say, here’s my business card. Eric would really
love to meet you and if you can spare him the time, even if it’s only a few
minutes, just give me a call.’


‘I’d be honoured,’ said James. ‘I’ve
never met a member of the Senate before.’


Novak stood up. ‘The pleasure will be
ours.’


James watched him depart towards the main
conference room and sat back down. Then he hailed a passing waiter to order
himself a scotch. For almost the first time since he’d got up that morning, he
had five blissful minutes to himself.











Chapter Eighteen               
 


 


At last, a
postcard has been forwarded from CH, addressed to us c/o the White House no
less! “Dear Anton and Emma, Herman sends best wishes from Bern. Bad news: Aunt
Hilda has not yet arrived. Worried something may have happened to her.” A.
inconsolable. Americans asked us over and again what it means. I’ve told them
that I have a cousin Herman and an aunt Hilda but they suspect it’s code. They
can go on suspecting for all the good it will do them. Imbeciles.


 


*


 


Cathy was on her way
out of the office to meet Pauli when her mobile phone rang. She sat in the driver’s
seat of her car with the door open and answered the call.


‘It’s Robert Reiss, Miss Stenmark.’


‘Oh, hi.’


‘I just wanted to confirm that you
have all the details on how to find me tomorrow.’


‘Sure, I just sent you an e-mail. I’m
getting an early flight from Washington National to Newark and I should be with
you sometime round eleven.’


‘I’ll look forward to it. There’s
just one thing that’s been bothering me: I need an answer to a question.’


‘Sure thing, go ahead.’


‘The letter my father sent to Miss
Greenberg.’


Cathy’s blood ran cold. ‘Yes, what
about it?’


Reiss paused to give his words more
impact. ‘You haven’t read it, have you?’


‘Not exactly, no,’ she said.


‘I thought as much from what you said
the other day. Why not?’


The right answer was just out of
reach as Cathy scrabbled for it. She said the first thing that came into her
head. ‘Because Lisa only mentioned what your father had written in the vaguest
of terms – ’


‘And now it’s gone missing.’


‘I’m afraid so. She probably took it
home and so it’ll be somewhere with her personal effects. I’d feel bad bugging
her parents about it – ’


‘Please don’t do that on my behalf.
I’m assuming your pretence was an attempt to check my bona fides, Miss
Stenmark.’


His words were well aimed. ‘Well,
that’s very kind of you to offer me a get-out like that,’ she said. ‘But no, I
plain and simple screwed up by trying to be too clever. Is it still ok for me
to come and see you tomorrow?’


Reiss gave a gentle laugh. ‘Of course
it is and thank you for your candour… this time.’


Cathy felt herself blushing. ‘In this
business, when somebody plays straight with us we immediately suspect they’re
up to something. I guess the cynicism gets kind of ingrained over the years.’


‘Ah, the thin line between realism
and cynicism. A favourite topic of mine. Now, before I leave you, I take it
you’ve researched what I said about my father and Farm Hall?’


‘I have, but I still don’t understand
what it’s got to do with those paintings, or Senator Pauli.’


‘Well, I’ll tell you all about it
tomorrow. But for now, just remember that the paintings, my late father,
another scientist called Max Standfluss and Senator Pauli’s parents all left
Berlin at the same time: in the first week of April 1945 and not at the end of
the month as the history books will tell you. Now, I mustn’t hold you up any
longer, I’m sure you’re a very busy woman –’


‘No, please. Don’t hang up, I need to
know more.’


Reiss chuckled. ‘I dare say you do,’
he said. ‘Well firstly, walls have ears and secondly, I’ve decided you’ll just
have to wait. It’s your penance for not telling the truth the other day.
Good-bye, Miss Stenmark, I’ll see you tomorrow.’


‘No, wait…’ But it was too late: the
line went dead.


She started the car and headed out
into the DC traffic, a thousand questions cascading through her mind, foremost
of which was how hard should she press Pauli on the topic of his parents?


Pauli’s staff had reserved Cathy a
parking slot at the Russell Senate Office Building and she arrived at the
reception area a few minutes early. Deep in concentration, she was rehearsing
for the last time the questions she already knew by heart when a voice jolted
her back to reality.


‘Hi, Cathy. I’m beginning to think
you’re stalking me.’


She looked up and then gave a sigh of
relief. It was Vince Novak. She’d seen quite a lot of him since she’d picked up
the Pauli assignment. ‘Do you know, I was so far away that I didn’t even hear
you come in.’


Novak smiled. ‘I had thought of
bursting a paper bag behind your head, but that would’ve been juvenile.’


‘When did that ever stop you?’


‘True, and when did I ever say that
juvenile was a bad thing? Oh, by the way, I got talking to a buddy of yours
last night.’


She raised her eyebrows. ‘Oh yeah,
who’s that?’


‘The English guy who found those
paintings, James Atkinson. I understand you’re having dinner with him on
Thursday.’


‘My, my, grandmother, what big ears
you have. Who told you that?’


‘He did. He turned down a dinner date
with Eric because he was seeing you.’


‘I’ve got better legs.’


‘I’ve only got your word for that, I
need a closer look.’


‘Behave. You’re a married man,
Vince.’


‘Yeah, so my wife keeps telling me.
Anyway, why d’you need another angle on him? He found a bunch of paintings his
uncle had been sitting on since 1945, he does the decent thing, he gets his
fifteen minutes and then he goes home. Big deal.’


‘I’m interested, that’s all.’ She
looked at him with her head cocked to one side. ‘Not jealous are you, Vince?’


Novak smiled. ‘Hey, wasn’t even my
dinner date. You’ll have to ask Eric that one.’


‘Ask Eric what one?’ Both heads
turned to the sound of the voice. Neither of them had heard Senator Eric Pauli
come into the room and he stood with his hands on his hips, watching them.


Cathy jumped to her feet and introduced
herself. ‘I’m sorry, Senator. Vince was just giving me a hard time for stealing
your dinner guest on Thursday.’


Pauli smiled. ‘Well, it wouldn’t be
politically correct to say that I’m out of my league against the competition,
but I guess I just said it. No offence meant.’


Cathy laughed. ‘None taken, Senator.’


Pauli showed her through to his
office. As she followed him in, the first thing she noticed was that he dyed
his hair. Someone ought to tell him that it’s obvious, she thought, or to make
a better job of it like Reagan did.


The office was furnished in late
Federal opulent and Pauli showed Cathy to an armchair. Next to it was a table
on which stood a photo of his wife and children.


‘Before we start,’ he said. ‘I’d like
to say how genuinely sorry I was to hear about your friend, Ms Greenberg. We’d
developed a pretty good mutual understanding – that’s rare with a journalist if
you don’t mind my saying so – and we miss her.’


‘Thanks,’ said Cathy. ‘We all do. And
even though I’ve got all her notes and recordings of the interviews she did
with you, I hope you won’t mind if I cover some of the same areas, just so I’m
100% sure of my facts.’


‘Not a problem. You just take your
time,’ replied Pauli.


She opened up on safe ground with
questions about his presidential campaign and what looked like a guaranteed win
in the race for the Democratic Party’s nomination. Then she switched to the
early days of his business career and he told her about the law firm, Pauli Associates.


‘And then you switched into banking?’
she asked.


‘Not exactly banking. At first, it
was just mutual funds. The other stuff came later. Pinewood County Investments was a perfect turnaround opportunity and I just happened to come along at
the right time.’


Cathy watched him carefully. Although
she lacked Lisa Greenberg’s years in the industry, she was well attuned to
politicians’ habits, particularly when they wanted to sing their own praises while
at the same time making it sound like down home self-deprecation. But for once,
this looked like the real thing. She was impressed.


She steered the conversation onto
campaign finance: always a hot topic and she laid out the facts as she saw them
and the criticisms that had been levelled at him. ‘So where do you sit, Senator.
Is buying political influence just another form of corruption? Or do you
believe that what people do with their own money is their affair and any
attempt to stop them is undemocratic?’


Pauli neatly sidestepped the issue,
repeating his pledge that he wouldn’t take public funding even if it meant
lending his own money to the campaign and so Cathy dug a little deeper into the
source of his wealth – usually a tricky subject for a Democrat holding himself up
as a man of the people.


‘So what prompted you to make the
jump from law to finance?’ she asked. ‘That can’t have been easy.’


‘A lot easier than it sounds,’ said
Pauli. ‘You see, Pauli Associates had always specialised in securities and tax
law, regulation and compliance; that kind of thing. So when it came to making
the move, I knew the industry from end-to-end – I may not have had the in-depth
knowledge, but that’s something you can always bolt on afterwards or buy in once
you understand the big picture.’


‘So how long ago was this?’


Pauli leant back in his chair and ran
his fingers through his hair while he thought. ‘Must’ve been twenty years ago,
now. Time flies huh?’ Cathy nodded and he continued. ‘Yeah, I was looking for a
turn-around opportunity, something with a good business model but lousy
management, so that’s how I found Pinewood County Investments. The mutual fund
business isn’t hard to understand, and if you stick to what you know and don’t
try to make millions overnight, you can do very well for your investors and in
the process, do well for yourself.’


Cathy let him take the conversation
wherever he wanted while he explained the story of the company that had taken
him from wealthy to near the top of the Forbes list. Next, she asked him
whether any of his staff had followed him into politics and he told her about a
junior trader he’d hired straight out of grad school. His name was Vince Novak
and the young man was capable, ambitious and hardworking. ‘That’s all I ask
from anybody,’ said Pauli.


She made notes while he filled in a
few gaps in her knowledge of securities and trading and how Pinewood had
succeeded when so many other companies had failed. At every turn he gave the
credit to his teams rather than claiming it for himself. ‘So I guess most
people would’ve left it there and spent the rest of their days on the golf
course,’ said Cathy.


‘Yeah, I thought about it,’ he
replied. ‘But a: I slice incurably and b: I have an incredibly bad temper. Every
time I hit a bad shot I turn green, tear my clothes, you know, that kind of
stuff.’


‘You don’t come across as naturally
bad-tempered.’


‘That’s because I’ve learned to hide
it. My late mother said I got it from my father.’


‘Perhaps this is a good time to talk
about your parents. Could you –’ 


‘Maybe later.’


The suddenness of his reply took her
by surprise. No hostility but the message was clear. ‘Sure, not a problem.’ She
dropped the subject. ‘Well, Senator, at least our readers will know you’re
human after all – you can make a fortune as a lawyer, a second in mutual funds
but you can’t play golf.’


Pauli smiled and the threatened squall
faded as quickly as it had blown up.


‘So then the move into politics,’
said Cathy. ‘The British politician, J Enoch Powell said that “all political
lives end in failure”, so why set yourself up for a fall? From what you said
earlier, you might as well have decided to become a golf pro.’


‘Yeah, I suppose you’re right. I
guess business taught me a lot about myself. I’ve got a lousy attention span
and I’m only really interested in changing and fixing things. Once they’re
fixed I get bored and want to go off and do something else.’


‘So you got bored with Pinewood?’


‘In a manner of speaking. Life was
pretty easy by then. No man is as driven at forty as he is when he’s twenty,
even if we try to kid ourselves by popping those little blue pills – for the
record, that’s a joke by the way – and I was looking for a challenge that would
take me through to when I was too old to do anything but play golf. My
wife Janet and I talked it over for months until we were sure it was what we
wanted and how it might affect the kids.’


‘And neither of you had any doubts?’


‘Sure we had doubts. Heaps of them.
What if I didn’t get elected? What if I turned out to be just as bad as all the
other politicians? What if I had to do business on the golf course? But the
whole point was that Pinewood meant that we’d never be poor.’


‘Hardly likely, surely?’


‘No, but since you asked me about my
childhood earlier, I’ll explain. As you may know, my father died when I was a
few months old, my mother never learned to speak English properly and we were
poor. We all carry around baggage from the past and poverty happens to be my very
own steamer trunk.’


She took another tentative step onto
thin ice. ‘I understand they were refugees from Nazi Germany. Did your mother
ever talk about why they were in the camps?’


No reaction this time, the ice
beneath her feet held. ‘Not really, I think it was all too much for her. When I
was a kid I remember asking her about the tattoo on her arm and she told me
they’d been imprisoned at Auschwitz, then Bergen-Belsen and that the British
saved them when the camp was liberated. But beyond the fact that they were
considered enemies of the regime – she never said why but I’m guessing they
were communists – I don’t know why they were there, don’t know much about them
at all. When the war finished they got out of Germany in the clothes they stood
up in – no pictures, no furniture, everything they had was destroyed – and the German
town she came from, which was called Breslau, is now Wroclaw, Poland.’


Cathy took a pace further onto the
ice. ‘And you don’t know exactly when they got out?’


Still it held: Pauli didn’t react.
‘No, she never put an exact date on it. Like I said – sometime after the end of
the war: summer 1945 at a guess.’


She decided not to push her luck. ‘And
she never talked about what life was like in the camps?’


‘I think it was too much for her. You
know, like soldiers who see terrible things on the battlefield, she just
blotted it out. She used to talk about the good old days before the war and
about her family, but they’re all gone too.’


‘Was her family Jewish?’


‘No, I don’t believe so. When the
Russians advanced, the civilian casualties in Germany were huge, so it’s
possible the rest of the family were killed then. She never said.’


Cathy weighed her next question
carefully. ‘And do you find it hard to talk about, even now?’


‘I guess the answer’s yes. The war
deprived me of a normal upbringing and then when my mother died in 1963 I was
on my own – there’s no point playing “what if” – but I could just as easily
have grown up as Erich Pauli, the German kid with a mom and pop as opposed to
Eric the American orphan.’


‘You’ve come out of it ok, though.’


‘Yes I have,’ said Pauli. ‘And I
don’t care if it sounds corny but that’s why I wanted to give something back to
the country that gave my parents shelter and gave me the opportunity to grab
life with both hands.’


‘Hence the political stance.’


‘Correct.’


Pauli continued the story of his move
into politics and how he decided that his next take-over-and-clean-up project
would need to be something bigger – like sorting out the finances of his
adopted home state.


He told her about the consensus
politics that allowed the state executive to duck hard choices and how the
presence of a weak governor had led to a series of tax cuts and spending
increases which combined to push the state’s finances to the point where its
bonds were rated at below junk. The garbage went uncollected, the dead went
unburied and in many cities, housing projects became no-go areas for
under-funded police forces.


‘And it’s happening again,’ he said.
‘California will go bankrupt if they don’t do something similar down there and Detroit is starting to look like Alabama before Civil Rights.’


He gave her an abbreviated version of
how he’d got himself into office. Campaign finance, publicity and establishing
his credentials as man capable of action and reform were all givens and he was
elected to the State Senate, unopposed, on a promise to sort out the mess or
quit. ‘What I learned from running Pinewood was invaluable,’ he said.


‘I’ve read your press briefing pack
and it mentions a “gap year.” What was that all about?’ asked Cathy.


‘That was when I was trying out to
see if I could cut it in the big league,’ he replied. ‘National politics is
much harder and far less forgiving than state level and if I was going to screw
up, I didn’t want it to be on someone else’s dime.’ He told her about an
exhausting year spent acting as unpaid CEO, CFO and Chief-everything-else for a
Political Action Committee called “The Democratic Economic Reform Group”, that
he set up to help support the Presidential campaign of the Democratic party’s
candidate, running against a Republican incumbent at the height of an economic
boom – a boom that the President had merely inherited and which turned out in
the end to be nothing more than an over-inflated bubble. But it was a boom none
the less and one that brought with it a feel-good factor for which he did his
best to take the credit.


‘And did you feel like quitting when
the Republicans won?’


Pauli waited a moment before
answering. ‘Well, I could tell you that it only strengthened my resolve, but
that would be lying. Sure I felt like quitting: guess I was too dumb to know
when I was beat so I just learned my lessons and stored them away for next
time. Anyway, somebody must’ve thought I did ok because when Senator Tomlinson
died, I got the Democratic nomination to succeed him.’


Cathy took a deep breath and edged
towards another delicate topic. Get this wrong and he’ll throw me out on my
ear, she thought. ‘If we could just backtrack a moment, senator,’ she said. ‘I
dare say you’ve seen the obituaries for Georg Reiss in the press. Did you or
your family ever have any contact with him?’


Pauli’s face clouded and for a moment
he seemed nonplussed by the question. ‘Er, well, no.’ He put his hand into his
jacket pocket and seemed to be fiddling nervously with something inside it. ‘We’ve
all heard about Dr Reiss’s scientific accomplishments. There were a huge number
of Germans and Austrians who came to work on scientific projects in America after the war – people like Werner von Braun – but I don’t think my parents met any
of them. Why do you ask?’


 Cathy was about to reply when they
were disturbed by a discreet tap at the door, followed by the appearance of
Vince Novak.


‘Sorry to interrupt, guys, but you’ve
got a five o’clock conference call, Eric, and if you want to prep for it we’re
running a bit tight.’


Cathy turned to Senator Pauli. ‘But
that went so quickly. And we’re not even up to the present day. I know this is
a big ask in the middle of a nomination campaign, but could you possibly spare
me more time?’


‘Sure I can. Vince will introduce you
to my diary secretary and she’ll sort something out. It’s been a pleasure
talking to you.’


‘Likewise,’ said Cathy, reaching down
to turn off her recording machine. Lisa was right, the man certainly looked as
though he was for real. If it was an act, then it was a damn good one. Trouble
was, she hadn’t even got close to asking some of the more difficult questions –
maybe she’d know more after the meeting with Reiss tomorrow.


Novak waited until Cathy had left the
office and was in the elevator headed down to the car park before he broached
the subject. Pauli sat with his elbows on the desk and his chin cupped in his
hands. Something, Novak noticed – maybe the stress of campaigning – seemed to
have aged the senator five years in the same number of days.


Pauli’s face was a picture of
dejection. ‘Amazing who and what you find when you start looking around for
junk in the attic,’ he said in a flat monotone.


‘Basement, actually,’ said Novak.


Pauli gave a snort of exasperation. ‘It’s
a metaphor, Vince. I take it you know what a metaphor is?’


‘Sure I do, it’s a half-man,
half-bull. Used to hang out underground in Crete.’


‘It isn’t a laughing matter,’ said
Pauli. ‘This is one damn coincidence too many.’


Novak gave a dismissive wave. ‘Then
don’t give her any more interviews. Freeze her out.’


‘And confirm every damn one of her
suspicions? Sheer genius. I thought you knew how to handle this shit.’


Novak shrugged. ‘Whatever works. I
stopped the interview for you, didn’t I?’


‘And don’t think I’m not grateful.’
Pauli stood up and began pacing up and down the office. ‘What if it was just a
coincidence?’


‘Then nothing happens.’


Pauli spun on his heel to face his
chief of staff. He glared at him accusingly. ‘And if it wasn’t?’


‘Then she’ll need proof, which she
won’t get because there isn’t any.’ Novak walked over to the credenza and took
out a bottle of Bourbon and two glasses. ‘I dunno about you, but I need one of
these.’


Pauli nodded his approval and Novak
poured. ‘It’s the question she asked about Reiss that worried me. Why him?’
Pauli asked, almost emptying the glass in one go.


‘Like you said; pure coincidence.
It’s the out-of-Germany thing. A guy in England finds a whole bunch of stolen
art. The Reiss story is famous – they even made a documentary about him for
chrissakes – and the guy’s just died, so of course they’re going to see a link
with your parents.’ Novak installed himself behind Pauli’s desk and used his PC
to search for Reiss on the web. He tapped on the screen, leaving a greasy
finger-print in the process, a habit that annoyed the fastidious Pauli
immensely. ‘And hey, the link’s pretty tenuous – according to his Wiki entry,
he didn’t even arrive in this country until late June 1945 – all the sources
give the same date.’


‘Does that help us any?’


Novak paused for a moment, scanning
the information on the screen. ‘Might do. Says here he was captured by the US
Army in southern Germany at a place called Haigerloch during Operation Alsos
– whatever that might be – taken to Britain with a whole bunch of other
scientists and then flown into a military base in Delaware. Just like I said,
no connection.’


Pauli held the glass in two hands, staring
into the amber fluid as he swilled it around the bottom. ‘Maybe you’re right,
Vince. Guess I’m jumping at shadows, but I’d be lying if I said she didn’t give
me a fright.’


‘Yeah, I can see where you’re coming
from. But either way, you’re going to have to get used to frights like that
from now on – it ain’t going away, that’s for sure. I’ll do some more research
on Reiss so if it does come up again, you’ll have the facts you need.’











Chapter Nineteen               
 


 


A. still terribly
depressed re postcard. Hasn’t spoken to me for nearly ten days. Going mad with
boredom. Thank God they let me go to the shop on my own now – no one pays me
any attention, just another Hausfrau. I see them following me but they think
I’m too stupid to notice. My English slowly improving – can read a little, say
a few words but understand almost nothing anyone says. Too fast.


 


*


 


The two men who’d met
in West Potomac Park a few weeks earlier were not happy. Ronnie’s phone call
brought bad news. ‘We’ve got a problem. A big one,’ he said.


‘What is it, Ronnie?’


‘The old guy in Princeton. The one
who had a fall.’


‘What about him?’


‘He’s got a son. Teaches math in Ontario.’


‘Shit, you’re kidding me. I thought
you said there were no living relatives.’


‘I did. But you didn’t tell me to
check for people born outside the US.’


‘But the old man was American.’


‘Yeah, I know that, but he didn’t
start out that way. He was born in Austria and so was the son.’


‘Does he know about the letter?’


‘Till the kid gave us the latest
print-out I’d have said no.’


‘What’s it say?’


‘That Cathy Stenmark is going up to Princeton to talk to him.’


‘Shit. Can you do anything in time?’


‘We’re on the case already.’


‘Good man. Keep me posted.’


 


***


 


Cathy groaned as she hauled herself
out of bed: it was still dark. She’d been up until two AM writing her piece on
Pauli and researching further into what Robert Reiss had told her. There was a
clear mismatch between the two men’s stories, but what she couldn’t get clear
was the question of whose version of the truth was the right one, if either.


The flight to Newark was delayed. No
reason, just delayed: “we never forget you have no choice”, fumed Cathy. Every
time a flight’s delayed, she thought, there ought to be a law forcing the
bastards to make an announcement giving the real reason – “we’ve got your
money, our competitors are just as bad: screw you”.


She called Reiss’s mobile and his
landline from Washington National but got no reply on either, so she left a
couple of voicemails.


On arrival, her fears that she was
caught up in a secret, world-wide conspiracy of the inept were confirmed: the
rental car company had no notice of her reservation and at times the employee
behind the counter moved so slowly that Cathy wasn’t sure whether he was still
alive. The bovine stupidity written across the man’s face and the way in which
his every gesture told her loud and clear that he couldn’t care less, that he
hated the job anyway, and that he’d bank the same pay-cheque whether she got
her stupid car or not, made her realise she was wasting her time. In a rage of
frustration she gave up, told him exactly where they could stick their
corporate rate and promised that if it was the last thing she did, their crappy
company would be all over the cover of the next issue of New Horizons
with the word “Assholes” next to it. The tirade didn’t shorten her journey, but
the feeling of release was enormous even if she had to wait half an hour more
to get a car via a competitor’s booth.


The traffic was heavy and roadworks
were backing up long sections of the New Jersey Turnpike, so it was forty-five
minutes after leaving the rental park when she finally turned south onto US1
for the final leg of a miserable journey. If there was one thing Cathy hated
more than being late it was being unable to let anyone know: every time she
tried to phone Reiss, the call just kept bouncing to voicemail. Perhaps he’s so
pissed off with me that he’s cancelled, she thought.


Following the nagging voice of the
car’s sat nav – it reminded her of her mother – she turned west off the Bayard Lane section of the gridlock that is 206. This brought her into an area of elegant
colonial houses just to the north west of the main university site. When she
got to the next junction she was surprised to see that the road was blocked
off. Behind a double strand of blue and white police tape, two Princeton
Borough police cars and a fire tender were parked across the street: an acrid
smell of burning filled the air. Water from a leaking fire hose ran down the
street.


Cathy left her car round the corner
and continued on foot. Because of the trees she couldn’t see exactly where the
fire had been, so she ducked under the tape and had only gone a few yards when
a policeman appeared from behind the fire tender and motioned her to stop.


‘Excuse me, ma’am, are you a resident
of this street?’


‘No, I’ve come to see Mr Reiss. He lives,
or rather his father lived, at number seventeen.’


At this the policeman looked alarmed.
‘Are you kin to Mr Reiss, ma’am?’


‘No, I’m not.’ She showed him her
press card. ‘I was supposed to be here a couple of hours ago but my flight from
DC got delayed.’


He started backing away from her
slightly. ‘And nobody called you?’


‘No,’ said Cathy. ‘I was trying to
call him.’


‘Er, just wait here, please, would
you?’


A few moments later he returned with
his lieutenant who asked Cathy to follow him. Stepping over hoses and doing
their best to avoid the puddles and charred remains from what had obviously
been a serious house fire, she followed him along the tree-lined street. A
group of firemen were standing drinking coffee that a neighbour had brought out
to them. As they made their way towards the site of the blaze she looked at the
colonial-style houses with a tinge of envy; anyone without a spare two million
dollars needn’t even bother asking.


The lieutenant brought them to a halt
in front of a scene of devastation. ‘This is number seventeen, Miss Stenmark.’
He paused. ‘This is where it was anyway.’


All that remained were the concrete
footings, part of the stairwell and a few blackened timbers. The rest was a
smouldering heap.


Cathy’s face turned pale. ‘Where’s
Robert Reiss?’


The lieutenant consulted his
clipboard. ‘Who? What name did you say?’


‘Robert Reiss. This was his late
father’s house. He was staying there while he sorted out his affairs.’


‘We have the house down as
unoccupied, ma’am. The owner recently passed away.’


‘I know that but where’s the son?’


‘That’s just what I’m worried about,’
said the lieutenant. ‘The guys from the fire department said they hadn’t found
anyone, so if he’s in there, there isn’t going to be much left. Things were bad
enough, but if what you say is true, looks like they just got a whole bunch
worse.’


‘Guess they did.’


‘No,’ said the lieutenant. ‘You don’t
understand. This was arson, now we’re looking at a murder.’


‘Arson?’


‘That’s why we’re here. The fire
chief said he knew almost straight away what it was. A couple of hours ago they
confirmed that an accelerant had been used; probably regular unleaded gas.’


Cathy stood motionless, trying to
take it all in. First Lisa, then Reiss senior, now his son. She tried to stay
focussed, not to make two and two equal five – until that moment she’d thought
this was nothing more than a series of tragic coincidences – but what was it
he’d said to her on the phone? Something about James Atkinson and Eric Pauli
being in danger? But not him, he sounded perfectly relaxed, so he never
suspected a thing. Try as she might, the doubts about the first two deaths came
crowding in causing her mind to shoot off at wild tangents, none of which led
anywhere. Then she snapped back to reality. Aware that the lieutenant was
staring at her, Cathy felt he was expecting her to say something. ‘When did
this happen?’ she asked. ‘It looks pretty recent.’


‘A neighbour raised the alarm about
four AM, but the place was well alight by then.’ He shrugged. ‘Old wooden houses
like these, they go up like a torch. Especially if they’re given a helping
hand. We’ll just have to hope we can find something from a private security
camera that’ll give us a lead.’


She stayed another fifteen minutes
explaining to the lieutenant why she was there; that she was doing a piece on
Pauli and was interested in the refugee family angle – particularly anyone like
Georg Reiss who’d fled Nazi Germany and found success in America. Her
suspicions kept nagging away like the voice from the GPS, but she kept them to
herself. They exchanged contact details and she promised to contact the police
if she came across anything suspicious. Where do I start? she thought as she
walked back to the car.


The traffic on the way back to Newark
was even worse than on the way down so by the time she’d dropped off the rental
car and headed for the terminal, the display board was showing that the next
flight to DC was due to leave in ten minutes: just time she thought. She ran to
the airline’s desk to be told that no, the flight was right on time, and yes,
she’d missed it. Another three hour wait.


To kill the time, she got out her
laptop and wrote up the story of Pauli, brought in the paintings, the late
Georg Reiss and his recently deceased son. It added another two thousand words
to the feature she was planning on the senator, and instead of sticking to the
bare bones of the story, she let the narrative take control, leaving her virtually
a passenger as it rambled first one way then another. She read it through and
thought about deleting it all and starting again, but getting everything down
in black and white had been a useful exercise: the harder she looked at each
event, the less each one looked like coincidence.


 


***


 


Another exhausting round of
interviews came to an end and James collapsed into the back of a cab outside
Washington National airport. ‘Do you know, Mick,’ he said, ‘if I have to smile
at anyone else, the top of my bloody head will fall off.’ He looked at his
schedule – another three sessions and that was it for the day – time no longer had
any meaning; his very existence was ruled by the dictates of Cuthbertson’s
merciless planning and not one second of the day was wasted. His head was
nodding as the cab neared the centre of town. As if from far away he heard a mobile
phone ringing and then suddenly realised that it was his. He answered: Cathy
Stenmark calling from Newark. For a moment he tried to work out what on earth
she was doing in Nottinghamshire until it dawned on him that she was stuck at
the airport.


She told him about the house in Princeton and that it was highly probable that somewhere under the embers was the body of
Robert Reiss.


‘But who’d want to do something like
that?’ he asked. ‘Did they say anything about his father?’


‘Nothing. Even if the police had
suspicions they wouldn’t tell the press until they’d run out of leads – we’re
always their last port of call. And anyway, before anyone goes creating
conspiracy theories, it’s possible that whoever torched the house didn’t know
he was in there – unlikely, I’ll admit but possible. Can you talk? There’s a
bunch of stuff I need to ask you.’


Cuthbertson was eying him
suspiciously. ‘No,’ said James. ‘Not really. I’ll call you later.’


He rang off and Cuthbertson dug him
in the ribs. ‘See, I said you’d want to shag her.’


James tried to laugh it off, but the
more he thought about their brief conversation, the more concerned he became.


The following morning, Senator Eric
Pauli’s diary secretary took a call from Cathy Stenmark. She checked the
on-line calendar and the hard-copy diary that never left her desk: against the
entry for the first interview was scribbled the word “priority” in Vince
Novak’s spidery handwriting. The follow-up meeting was duly entered in the
diary for two PM.


‘You did what?’ Vince Novak threw his
briefcase down in the middle of the floor and, not even stopping to take off
his coat, strode behind the desk. ‘Let me see that,’ he said, snatching the
diary from the desk. ‘He can’t do it. Call her now and cancel.’


The diary secretary looked at him in
disbelief. She’d seen him angry before, but never like this and never over
something so trivial. ‘But it’s your handwriting, Vince. You told me yourself
that we had to keep New Horizons sweet. What’s the matter with you? It’s
just another interview for Pete’s sake.’


Novak took a deep breath and for a
moment said nothing. ‘Yeah, sorry. I’m being a jerk.’ He passed the diary back
to her, making sure it was open at the right page. ‘Bad day I’m afraid – the
world association of idiots has been stalking me all week.’


She put her head on one side and
stared at him intently. ‘And am I a member of the association?’


Novak forced a laugh and the tension eased
a little. ‘No, of course not. Like I said, bad day.’


‘Well, next time, kick the cat, not
me,’ she replied. Novak took his coat off and glanced over at her as she busied
herself answering yet another e-mail. Maybe if she lost twenty pounds or so, he
thought… no, let’s not go there, look what happened to Bill Clinton.


When Cathy arrived for the interview,
Vince Novak stayed hidden in his office.


Cathy noticed at once that Eric Pauli
was on edge and looking tired. She’d have put it down to the rigours of months
on the campaign trail had his answers not been far more guarded than during
their previous meeting. The famous Pauli charm was nowhere in sight. They
recapped some of the topics they’d already discussed and then she steered the
conversation towards the choppier waters of his childhood. ‘We were talking
about your parents,’ she said, ‘What was it like to lose your mother when you
were so young?’


For a few seconds he made no reply
and Cathy was starting to wish she’d stuck to safer ground, but the reply when
it came was as touching as it was frank. ‘Same as for any kid of that age I
guess: the end of the world only ten times worse.’


‘Must have been terrible.’


‘It was. Like I told you, my mother
never really learned to speak English. She could just about read it but at home
we spoke German all the time. It was my first language and when I started school
I didn’t understand a thing – wet myself I don’t know how many times because I
didn’t know how to ask to be excused – and also I had this real heavy German
accent. Now don’t forget, this was the mid-fifties and most of the kids in my
class had fathers who’d fought in the war.’


‘Can’t have been easy. Didn’t they
make any allowance for the fact that your parents had been anti-Nazis?’


‘It didn’t make any difference to
them, they beat the shit out of me just the same – please don’t print that.
Lasted all the way into junior high. Even though I learned to sound like the
other kids, whenever my mom was around I had to translate for her so just in
case anyone had forgotten that I was a “lousy kraut” they’d get a reminder and
it would start again.’


‘So what did you do?’


Pauli laughed at the memory. ‘I
learned to get my retaliation in first. As soon as it looked like anyone was
going to start picking on me, I’d find the biggest kid in the group and hit him
as hard as I could. Used to work real well.’


Cathy noted with satisfaction that he
was starting to lighten up. Just as well, the next question wasn’t going to be
easy. ‘And then there was the accident.’


He paused again, deep in thought. ‘Yeah,
like I said, just the same as for any other seventh grader; the end of my
little world, which, however crappy it may’ve been, at least gave me a degree
of security. I guess you could say we were extremely close, not that that’s
anything unusual between mother and son.’


‘I assume you were all she had.’


‘I was – just me and her memories. She
had no real friends, I was bullied at school – although I did my best to spare
her the details – and so we relied on each other. Not that I really knew her if
I’m honest.’


‘And she never thought about going
back to Germany?’


‘She talked about it in a vague sort
of way but I never got the feeling it was serious. What she wanted to go back
to was the Germany she knew before the war. That’s the advantage of the past,
isn’t it? We know the results, good or bad, without the uncertainty of what
happens next. I don’t think she was unique in that respect, but what made it
worse for her is the part of Germany she grew up in is now part of Poland. It sounds self-pitying now, but there were times when I wished I’d been in the car
with her.’


‘Why was that?’


‘To put it bluntly, my life sucked. Short
of having red hair, I couldn’t have had much less going for me – again, for
Pete’s sake don’t print that or I’ll get sackfuls of hate mail. I’d become an
argumentative, aggressive little bastard and I didn’t like sports. So when I
was farmed out to other families while they tried to work out what to do with
me, I’d end up fighting with their kids.’


‘So they moved you on.’


‘Yup, like “pass the parcel”. No one
wanted to get stuck with me, and looking back I can’t say I blame them.’


Cathy changed tack. ‘When we last
spoke, Senator, we were talking about men like Georg Reiss.’


‘Yes, I remember.’ Pauli’s face
showed no sign of reaction to the name.


She watched him intently. ‘I take it
you heard about his son?’


‘No, what about him?’


‘He’s been murdered.’


If Eric Pauli felt any emotion his
face didn’t betray it. ‘But that’s terrible. What happened?’ he asked.


‘He was staying at his late father’s
house in Princeton and the night before last someone torched the place with him
in it.’


Pauli tutted. ‘Well, all I can say is
that I hope the Police catch whoever’s responsible as quickly as possible.’


She changed tack again, always
watching for a reaction. ‘So you don’t feel any connection with the German
diaspora? Nothing to link you with people like Reiss, Werner von Braun, Max
Standfluss?’


Still no reaction, Cathy noted. Pauli
shook his head and continued. ‘Not really. They were my parents’ generation and,
although I grew up speaking their language, I’ve always felt American.’


 


***


 


Once again, Vince Novak waited until
Cathy was on her way out of the building before making an appearance. He sat on
the corner of Pauli’s desk, drinking a coffee. ‘How’d it go?’ he asked.


‘Yeah, pretty good,’ said Pauli. ‘You
never told me Reiss had a son.’


Novak shrugged. ‘That’s because I
didn’t know.’


‘I thought you said you’d researched
the guy.’


‘I had. His wife died in 2005 but we
didn’t find any son.’


‘Well, it’s irrelevant now. He’s dead
too.’


Novak slid off the desk and walked to
the window. ‘So where’s your problem, Eric?’


‘I have two problems. One, it
happened the day before yesterday and two, Cathy Stenmark just told me it was
murder. Someone set fire to the house with him in it.’


Novak turned round to face him. ‘So
why’s that a problem for us? These things happen. Maybe he had enemies, who
knows?’


‘What was it you said the other day
when that journalist drowned?’


Novak made a gesture of indifference.
‘How should I know? That was ages ago.’


‘You said we got lucky.’


‘Yeah, OK, that was insensitive. I’m
sorry.’


‘That’s not the point, Vince. Just
look at what’s happened. Lisa Greenberg starts asking questions about Arnie
Hillman: she falls off the wagon and decides to go for a moonlight swim in the
middle of winter. Next, Cathy Stenmark trots off to see Hillman and then as
soon as this Atkinson guy turns up with the paintings she starts asking
questions about Reiss who very obligingly falls down stairs and breaks his
neck.’


‘Georg Reiss was ninety-four years
old for Christ’s sake. Shit like that happens when you’re his age.’


Pauli shook his head. ‘You know,
Vince, under normal circumstances I’d agree with you, but what’s just happened
to his son confirms it.’


‘Confirms what?’


‘That someone else knows.’


Novak slapped his hand angrily
against his leg. ‘How can they know? Are you suggesting that either your wife
or me has told somebody? Why the hell would either of us want to do that? If
you’re going to make accusations, Eric, then at least stop beating about the
bush. Just come out and do it.’


‘Calm down, Vince. Nobody’s accusing
you of anything,’ said Pauli, the tension in his features belying the calmness
in his voice. ‘We didn’t even know Reiss was alive until, ironically, right
before he died. And we only just found out he had a son.’


‘What’s that got to do with it?’


‘The old man was ninety-four. Maybe
he didn’t want the secret to go to the grave with him. Maybe he told someone.’


‘That’s a lot of maybes, Eric. And if
he’d told someone, they’d have sold the story for millions.’


‘Depends who he told, doesn’t it?’


Novak put his head on one side and
looked at his boss. ‘I’m sorry, you’ve lost me,’ he said.


‘OK, now if like you said somebody
had gone to the press, it would be all over the front pages by now, right?’


Novak nodded and Pauli continued.
‘But if he’d gone to someone who wants to keep a Republican in the White House
badly enough or somebody, anybody who’s serious about stopping me becoming President,
then what would they do?’


Novak looked at him in bewilderment.
‘They’d do the same thing. Splash it all over the media.’


‘Wrong. What if they did and the public
response was, “so what, poor guy, not his fault, give him a break”? Then what?
The whole thing’s just blown up their face.’


‘I’m still not with you,’ said Novak.


‘It’s simple,’ said Pauli. ‘What you
do is this. You drop in a few facts, hints, pointers, nudges, but nothing
concrete enough to build the whole story and then you watch to see who bites.
When you’ve got a big enough fish on the line – Lisa Greenberg, say – then you
take them out. Then you get rid of the source, which we’re assuming was Reiss
senior and for good measure you take out the son.’


‘But why not take out Hillman and
Stenmark as well?’


‘Way too unsubtle. For the first
time, they – whoever they are – haven’t tried to cover up one of their murders.
At the moment, all three deaths appear totally unconnected but that’s until the
story breaks. Now d’you see it?’


Novak looked at him blankly. ‘Sorry,
not a clue. You sure you haven’t already been drinking?’


‘Never been more sober. Just think for
a moment. When it does break, that’s when it becomes obvious that the murders
are linked because somebody – and the finger is going to point my way – has
obviously been bumping people off to keep them quiet. So even if there’s
nothing more than suspicion of my involvement in the murders, when the full story
comes out, no one’s going to give me the benefit of the doubt. Game over for
Eric Pauli. Now do you get it?’


Novak looked at his chief in
admiration. ‘Fuck, yeah. That’s genius – pure genius, but who’s trying to put
you in the frame?’


‘That’s what we’ve got to find out
before it’s too late,’ said Pauli.











Chapter Twenty                       
 


 


A. says he’s had
enough and that we should escape. We have no money – what I don’t spend in the
shops they take back from us – so how we would do it I don’t know. A. rambling
on about it all day. Each scheme madder than the next. They’ve already told us
many times what will happen if we don’t stick to our side of the bargain but A.
says he no longer cares.


 


*


 


Eric Pauli had been a
member of the US Senate for just over a year when it happened. It was during
the time, eight years before the presidential campaign, when he and his wife
Janet were renting a small apartment not far from Dupont Circle while they
looked for somewhere to buy in DC. After months of searching, they found a
place they loved. It was over budget but worth the wait: an elegant, red-brick
house from the early twentieth century, not far from Mitchell Park and with all
the space they needed. Good for entertaining too.


Although Janet was having the time of
her life, decorating and furnishing on a blank canvas for the first time in
twenty years, they decided to move some of their furniture and books down from
their constituency home and, as is often the way with house moves, items got
dropped during the unpacking. Pauli was in his new study, invisible behind a
pile of cardboard boxes when Janet broke the news to him. She stood in the
doorway for a moment, the evening sun catching the highlights in her hair. ‘Got
some bad news. We’ve had a breakage.’


Pauli’s head appeared from behind the
wall of boxes. The efforts of a day spent unpacking, arranging, drilling and
hammering had left the pair of them tired and dishevelled. His dark hair had
fallen over his face and he looked up from his unsuccessful hunt for the last
of a trilogy of books whose absence threatened his meticulous alphabetical
arrangement on the new shelves. ‘Anything valuable?’ he asked, wiping the sweat
from his forehead.


She smiled at the sight of her
tousled husband. ‘Not valuable, irreplaceable maybe, but definitely not
valuable.’


‘What is it?’


‘That old wooden box of yours. It had
some tools in it and one of the removal guys dropped it on the garage floor.’
She put her head on one side and looked at him affectionately. ‘And you’ve got
some explaining to do.’


‘What d’you mean?’


‘You never told me you kept a diary.
Or is it the great American novel? It’s all in German so the suspense is
killing me.’


Pauli stopped rummaging around for
the missing book and stood up, looking at his wife quizzically. ‘Sweetheart, I
really don’t know what you’re talking about. That box was only good for
firewood. I’d forgotten we still had it.’


‘Well it’s certainly only good for
firewood now. And you’re telling me you didn’t know it had a kind of false
bottom. It was full of notebooks, school exercise books, loose bits of paper:
no wonder it was so heavy. And you had no idea?’ The smile began to fade from
her face.


Pauli shook his head. ‘Nothing to do
with me. Must be something of Mom’s. Come on, let’s go take a look,’ he said,
leading the way down the stairs and out through the hall towards the garage.


‘Sorry about the box, Senator Pauli,’
said the leader of the removals team, handing him a piece of paper. ‘One of my
guys tripped and dropped it. If you just check the contents for damage and fill
in the details of what’s bust on this form, I’ll make sure the office processes
it straight away.’


Pauli looked at the heap of tools
that had been in the box: on top were two old hand drills, a plane with a rusty
blade and an assortment of screwdrivers – the usual accumulation of a
lifetime’s tinkering – and saw there was nothing of value. ‘Nah, don’t worry
about it, just stuff I should’ve thrown in the trash long ago. Tell your guys
it doesn’t matter.’


‘Appreciate that, Senator. I’ll let
them know.’


The removal man returned to the truck
and the Paulis were left alone amidst the clutter of their new garage. On the
workbench where Janet Pauli had left them were two neat piles of notebooks and
loose sheets of paper. He picked up what looked like a school exercise book and
started flicking through it, his face a mask of concentration. For several
minutes he read in silence until Janet’s curiosity got the better of her. ‘So
what is it, Eric? What’s it say?’


‘It’s not good. It’s my mother’s
diary.’


She rested her hand affectionately on
his shoulder and with the other, adjusted her glasses so that she could see the
spidery handwriting. ‘You still miss her, don’t you? You always pretend you don’t,
but you do.’


He closed the book and placed it down
on top of the pile. Janet noticed his right hand was shaking. ‘It’s not that.
It’s that what she says doesn’t make sense. Here, give me a hand, we’ll take it
up to the study and I’ll take a closer look.’


Easing their way past two removal men
who were struggling with a sofa, they made their way back up to the study and
its mountain of boxes. Pauli cleared a space for the diaries on his desk and
began sorting through them. He frowned. ‘They don’t seem to be in any kind of
order so I need to find out where they start and I’m out of practice at reading
her writing.’


Janet brushed the dust from the front
of her jeans and pulled up a chair to join her husband at the desk. ‘You still
haven’t told me what she said.’


‘Just hold on a second. The one I was
reading was from 1949, I want to see if there’s anything earlier.’ He worked
his way rapidly through the pile. ‘She always said she and Dad came out of Germany in the clothes they stood up in, but there’s a possibility these may go back to the
war or even before.’


‘You said she wouldn’t talk much
about your father,’ she said. ‘Maybe she saved it for her diary.’


He read on. ‘Yeah. She did. That’s
the trouble,’ his voice a flat monotone.


Janet looked at her husband with
concern. She knew the black dog of self-doubt was never far from his heels, and
now she sensed its approach. ‘What’s the matter, Eric?’


The colour drained from his face and
his voice became hoarse and barely audible. Janet had only seen him cry once
before and now it seemed about to happen again.


‘April 1945,’ he said. ‘She always
said they arrived in the June.’


She stroked his hair. ‘Come on,
sweetie,’ she said. ‘I know finding this stuff is a shock, but in the big
scheme of things that’s not exactly a betrayal. It’s not like she shot your
puppy, is it? I mean, I’ll bet she told you there was a Santa Claus, didn’t
she?’


The joke fell flat. ‘No, it’s not
that, it’s what she says about coming here.’ He flicked rapidly from one page
to another, trying to devour the essentials of this stranger’s story, the
stranger who’d given him life but about whom he knew so little. As he read on,
each new revelation drove the knife deeper still. ‘Listen to this,’ he said. ‘It’s
from April 1945. “I don’t understand why he ever agreed to this and I wish I
was dead, that we’d at least had the courage to stay in Berlin with the others
and fight to the end as they must be doing now. Instead, we face a living
death, thousands of kilometres from home in an enemy country that swarms with
Jews, negroes and other sub-human filth.” ….’ His voice trailed away.


Janet stared at her husband
open-mouthed. ‘My God,’ she said. ‘Those can’t be her diaries. You told me they
were locked up for being anti-Nazi, but that’s just vile – ’


Pauli’s eyes wouldn’t meet hers and he
continued staring at the handwritten pages, a look of horror on his face. ‘It’s
worse than vile but I’m afraid it is hers. There’s no doubt. It’s her writing
and there’s other personal stuff too.’


‘But the tattoos on their arms, that
proves they were in Auschwitz. She told you herself.’


He shook his head. ‘Half an hour with
a needle and a bottle of ink and anyone could have a concentration camp tattoo
– some of the guards at Auschwitz used that stunt to try and fool the Russians.
Now I guess I know why she didn’t want to talk about the war. It wasn’t because
they were locked up, it was because their side lost.’


Neither of them spoke. From somewhere
downstairs came the sounds of heaving and grunting as the movers shifted
another heavy box. The happiness and expectation with which they’d started
their day had melted away like snow in the warm sunshine of the cloudless DC
evening. It was too early in the day for ghosts.


Pauli held up one of the notebooks.
‘I guess this explains why they turned the place upside-down when my mother died.
I’d got it into my mind that it was because she was a communist. How wrong I
was.’


Janet rested her head on his
shoulder. ‘But none of it’s your fault, Eric. There’s nothing you can do about
it and nobody’s going to blame you for what your parents thought or did.’


He inclined his head towards hers and
silence fell in the warm room once again. Even the movers were quiet for the
moment. ‘Yeah, I know all that. It’s called logic but it’s a thousand miles
from how I feel right now,’ he said. ‘All those years wondering why she was so
odd and sometimes so cold. And now I know why. I can’t simply airbrush the fact
she was a monster, just like that.’ He snapped his fingers in the air. ‘And
there’s worse. Each page I’ve read is viler than the last.’


‘What about your father?’


‘That’s what I’m talking about – I’ve
got to find out how this happened.’


‘You’re talking in riddles, Eric.
What did he do?’


A look of despair settled on his
face. ‘I’m coming to that. Just give me time – this isn’t easy. But first, I
need to find out how they ended up in America rather than an Allied prison cell
in Germany. Perhaps the guys she mentions can tell us. “First chance in ages
to write so may have forgotten some details over last week. Spent our
last night in shelter at Tempelhof. Terrible stink of drains and raids bad
again. Awful man Colonel Böttger came in to say we
can leave at last. Standfluss and Reiss to fly with us – according to B. the
Allies can’t be trusted. In that case not sure why having Standfluss and Reiss with
us will help. According to B. our things are being flown to Fürstenfeldbruck to
be collected by Köcher and
Gisevius from the Bern consulate. Hope we can trust them because impossible to
get news from CH: being watched all the time”. Pauli looked at her over his
glasses. ‘So all we have to do is find Messrs Böttger,
Standfluss, Reiss, Köcher or Gisevius.’


Janet frowned. ‘That’s if any of them
are still alive. Even if they are and if they’ve kept quiet for all these
years, do you really think they’d so much as talk to you, let alone answer any
questions?’


Pauli’s face fell. ‘No, but at least
we’ve got somewhere to start.’


‘Well look on the bright side,’ said
Janet, getting up from her seat. ‘We know who two of them are.’


‘We do?’


‘Sure we do – those of us who didn’t
waste our time studying law.’ Janet knew that she’d get a bite and she wasn’t
disappointed.


‘Just hold on a minute. It was my law
practice that – ’


‘Teasing you, Eric. Just teasing,’
she said with a smile. ‘You need it. You were disappearing down your own
personal black hole again. There’s a big difference between gravitas and
gravity. Remember?.’


He smiled at her weakly. ‘Yeah, so
you keep saying, but it’s not every day that I find out that I’m the offspring
of two Nazis. So who are these other guys?’ He joined her at the window,
looking out on the overgrown garden that had taken advantage of the warm, wet
summer and was fast returning to nature.


‘You must’ve heard of them,’ she said.
‘It’s on the Discovery Channel every other week.’ Pauli shook his head and his
wife continued. ‘Georg Reiss: one of the scientists that the Allies rounded up
after the war, you know, like Werner von Braun and Werner Heisenberg?’


‘Is this a lead-in to some corny Werner
Brothers gag?’


Janet’s face lit up. ‘Welcome back,
Eric Pauli. Must’ve been real dark down there.’


‘Still is, but go on. Who were these
guys?’


‘I told you; Georg Reiss. The allies
captured him and a guy called….guess what?’


‘Somebody Standfulls or whatever his
name was.’


‘Standfluss: ten out of ten. And they
were the guys who helped Oppenheimer bring in the Manhattan Project in on
schedule. Standfluss was murdered at Los Alamos by a couple of the Rosenbergs’ people and Reiss escaped to Europe via South America. Now do you remember?’


‘Vaguely, but what’s this got to do
with my dear, jack-booted parents?’


‘Well, from what you’ve just read me they
all caught the same flight out of Berlin and that can’t be a coincidence.’


‘I’m sure it wasn’t.’ The sun moved
round and the room was suddenly dark. With the light, disappeared Pauli’s brief
moment of good humour. ‘I’ve got more reading to do before I’m sure,’ he said.
‘But if I’m right then we’ve got big problems and I may need to start looking
for a new job.’











Chapter Twenty-one   
 


 


Haven’t been able
to write for five days. House in turmoil after search – just lucky they never
found you, dear diary. They kept going on about what will happen if we try to escape.
The thought that they’ve been listening to everything we say and do is just too
appalling for words. I hate them and their damned country.


 


*


 


The evening after
Pauli’s interview with Cathy, Vince Novak worked late again. His wife had long
ago accepted the reality of his job and on the rare days when he wasn’t on the
campaign trail with Pauli, the maid no longer cooked anything that couldn’t
subsequently be frozen and reheated. Their home in Chevy Chase reflected his
financial success as did the holiday property in South Carolina, Novak’s home
State.


As he approached the Georgian-style
building he slowed, turning the car into the driveway, an automatic security
camera tracking his progress. He waited for the electric gates to open and the
silver Mercedes passed between the tall, white-painted pillars. At the touch of
another button, the garage door swung up and the sound of its mechanism told
Louise Novak that her husband was home. She checked her watch: eleven PM. In
bed by midnight if they were lucky and then he’d be up again at five to beat
the traffic on the way in. Then the day after, she knew that it was a three AM
start for the flight to Atlanta and a campaign breakfast with Pauli. As for
anything approaching a sex life, forget it.


‘Good day, darling?’ she asked as he
walked into the living room. It was the same question she always asked.


‘No worse than usual.’ The reply he
always gave. ‘No, actually, I lie,’ he said, flopping down into an armchair.
‘Eric’s got a bee in his bonnet about trivial shit again.’


‘Does that matter?’


‘Yeah, it does when it takes his
focus off getting himself nominated, especially with the money that’s going into
this campaign. If he worries this much now, he’s not going to have much fun
when he moves into the White House.’


She wrinkled her highly expensive
nose. The original hadn’t been quite the right shape. ‘I didn’t think it was
supposed to be fun. I’d sooner play golf, personally.’


Novak helped himself to three fingers
of Scotch. ‘Yeah, I’d noticed,’ the sneer in his voice unmistakable, but not to
her. ‘Trouble is, you start doing anything for a living, even golf, and it
stops being fun.’


‘If you say so, darling.’ The
untroubled mind’s response to the threat of thought.


Novak nodded almost imperceptibly but
said nothing. Barely awake, he felt himself slowly unwinding as the effects of
alcohol on an empty stomach kicked in. He’d long ago worked out that although
his lust for her body would fade – had faded if he was honest – her lust for
what his money could bring seemed to feed on itself and become ever more insatiable.
He couldn’t afford a divorce, and, as for her, at her age she couldn’t take the
risk of walking out – not if the courts upheld the terms of their pre-nup
anyway. They both knew all about relying on lawyers and the pitfalls that lay
along that road. Then there were the kids: two boys, aged thirteen and fifteen.
Novak always said that they had his looks and his wife’s brains: she’d learned
to laugh dutifully every time he said it, little knowing that he meant every
word. Neither were A students and the older boy was already starting to show
signs of the lack of drive so common among the children of the rich. Novak
feigned interest. ‘How’re the kids?’ he asked.


She made her “whatever” face. ‘Oh,
you know, OK I guess.’ In truth she hadn’t seen them for a couple of days. The
maid got them up and drove them to school, collected them, cooked their evening
meal them and did her best, with her limited English, to make them do their
homework. When Novak’s wife came in from the golf club or the gym, she rarely
bothered to check up on them. Novak knew but had long ago decided it wasn’t worth
the fight that any mention of her parenting skills always provoked. Besides, he
had a pretty good idea what the future probably held for them: mediocre SATs;
three years at an expensive liberal arts college majoring in something
pointless and then he’d be expected to pull strings to get them onto the bottom
rung of a suitably tall career ladder, jumping a queue of brighter but less
well-connected kids in the process. From then on, as far as he cared, they
could sink or swim: very probably the former.


Novak caught himself just in time to
avoid falling asleep in the armchair. Together, they wandered through to the
kitchen – downlighters, solid beech, brushed steel fittings and the latest in
range cookers – where he micro-waved the goulash the maid had left out. Then
bed, sleep, work. At weekends she golfed, he caught up on sleep and then
worked: perfunctory and choreographed sex on Saturday if he had the energy, and
then, on Monday morning, the carousel would start turning again and he’d jump
onto a passing horse. It’ll be worth it in the end when I get there, he
reasoned. But how will I know when I have? The question never got asked,
because he was already asleep, his wife propped up in bed next to him, reading
a magazine.











Chapter Twenty-two    
 


 


More frenzy from
our jailers – that’s all they are in reality. A. has received a postcard
forwarded from our old address. R. is in Argentina! Says he’ll do his best to
visit aunt Hilda next time he’s in the neighbourhood. A. and I very envious:
anywhere better than this (except South Dakota). More threats and now we’re not
allowed to send or receive any mail, not even postcards. Will need to use our
ingenuity in future but think I see a way.


 


*


 


James fobbed
Cuthbertson off with a story about getting an early night and met Cathy at an Italian
restaurant in Georgetown. It was tucked away down a back street between M
Street and the Chesapeake & Ohio Canal and he was having trouble finding
the place until, thanks to the smell of cooking, he was able literally to
follow his nose down the steep, cobbled street to the entrance. Inside, the
style of the décor had clearly made several trips back and forth across the Atlantic and the owners had finally settled on a pastiche of everyone’s idea of an Italian
restaurant. He looked from the chequered tablecloths to the raffia-covered
bottles of Chianti and woven tresses of garlic hanging from the beams. He
smiled: twenty-four carat kitsch, but it worked.


She was waiting at the bar and slid
elegantly down from her stool to greet him. He was struck once again by how
attractive she looked: not overdressed, but everything chosen with care, the
dark blue skirt and jacket setting off her pale complexion and blue-grey eyes
to great effect.


‘Fourth Estate treating you ok?’ she
asked after they were seated.


‘I think so,’ he replied. ‘I’m new at
this so I’ve got nothing to base it on. One or two have been a bit pushy and I’ve
had to field a couple of trick questions, but yeah, it’s been ok I suppose.’


‘Bet you’ll be glad when it’s over,’
she said, helping herself to a breadstick.


James laughed. ‘I never knew how much
hard work it was. Mick’s packed every single day and I haven’t had a moment to
myself. Still, it’s been worth it and it’s stopped me fretting about what you
said the other day.’


‘Must’ve made you a lot of money.
What you need to do now is follow it up with a book.’


James smiled at the idea. After the
waiter had handed them their menus he told her about Bill Todd, the hospice and
how he wanted the money to go to them instead.


‘Very noble of you,’ she said.


‘Not really. Like I told Mick, if I
was selling off family heirlooms it would be another matter, but making money
for myself out of this wouldn’t feel right. Anyway, last day tomorrow and then
I’m going to do some sightseeing.’


‘Who’ve you got tomorrow?’ she asked.


‘Some TV channel first thing and then
I’m having dinner with Senator Pauli. Vince Novak set it up for me.’


‘Yeah, Senator Pauli and friends:
that’s about where you and I left things, isn’t it?’ Her tone made it clear
that the brief interlude of small talk was over. ‘When we spoke last time, you
went a nice shade of lime green when I first mentioned Pauli and Reiss. Can I
ask why?’


James looked at her intently for a
moment, weighing up his options. ‘I’ve seen those names before that’s all.’


‘Where?’


‘I know this is a stupid question,
but why do you want to know?’


‘Because there’s more to what you’ve
found than meets the eye and I’m interested in finding out who’s trying to
cover it up.’


Two can play at your game, thought
James. ‘In a professional capacity or just curious?’ he said.


She looked at him warily. ‘Does it
matter?’


‘Yes it does. If I tell you what I
think and it turns out to be true, it could be huge. And if it is, I want the
hospice to benefit. I’m not giving it away for free.’


‘And if I tell you that I won’t
publish anything without your permission, would that influence your decision to
give me at least something?’


‘Mummy always told me never to trust
lawyers or journalists.’


She smiled and took a sip from her
drink. ‘Last time we met it was journalists and policemen. And do you always
take mummy’s advice?’


Their eyes met briefly. ‘Depends how
I feel. On occasions I’ve been known to get into cars with strange women.’


Her face became serious once more.
‘And if I told you that Senator Pauli’s life could be in danger? What then?’


‘It’s not something I’d want on my
conscience. You also said I could be in danger too.’


‘You could be.’


The conversation was interrupted by
the arrival of the waiter. Once he was out of earshot, James continued. ‘Look,
I know they say this in the movies, but if I tell you something off the record,
will you promise to keep it quiet.’


‘I’ve already given you that
assurance. Twice,’ she said, with a trace of annoyance. ‘And before you ask, I
also protect my sources.’


‘I don’t doubt it,’ said James.


‘OK, so now we know where we stand,
what do you know about Pauli and Reiss?’


It was still early and the restaurant
was only half full. The other couples were deep in their own conversations,
oblivious to the drama being played out at the corner table. He took a deep
breath. ‘It goes something like this. When I found the paintings there were
other documents too and those were two of the names on them.’


‘I guessed as much. What documents?’


‘Red Cross letters of safe conduct
for Pauli’s parents, Anton and Emma, and for two other guys; Standfluss and
Reiss.’


‘Interesting.’


‘Not as interesting as the names of
the two people who countersigned them.’


‘Go on.’


He checked again and no one in the
restaurant was paying them the slightest attention. James leaned forward and
spoke softly none the less. ‘Do the names Churchill and Roosevelt mean anything
to you?’


Cathy stared at him in blank
amazement. ‘This is for real, right?’ she asked.


‘Believe me, I’ve had all the
publicity I can handle for this and the next ten lifetimes. I don’t need to
make things up.’


‘I believe you,’ she said, regaining
her composure. ‘Can you remember any of the other details? This is important.’


‘Sure. Anton Pauli’s wife was born Emma
Richter in November 1912 in Breslau and then there’s a guy called Max
Standfluss, born in Kiel in March 1904. The others, Anton himself and Georg
Reiss you already know about.’


Cathy’s face hid the excitement she
felt at hearing the names and she pulled a small notepad from her handbag. ‘Do
you mind if I write this down? I need to research these guys some more.’


‘Go ahead. I seem to remember that
Reiss was born in Salzburg in 1917 and Pauli himself was also from Breslau, born in May 1889.’


‘Was there anything else?’


‘Just identity photos and each one has
a fingerprint underneath. That was about it.’


The first course arrived and they
both ate in silence for a moment, Cathy trying to work out how to break the
news to James and above all to decide how far she could trust him. She took
another sip of her wine. ‘OK, you’ve been straight with me,’ she said. ‘Now
it’s my turn. When I phoned you from Newark and I told you about the murders I
didn’t tell you about the second phone call I had from Robert Reiss.’


‘That was the son, the guy who died in
the fire, right?’


‘Right. He told me about his father
and another scientist called… guess what?’


‘Max Standfluss?’


‘Correct. Well, Reiss senior and
Standfluss left Germany in company with Pauli’s parents which makes sense given
what it said in the letters you found. He also said that the paintings left the
country at exactly the same time.’


‘Except they didn’t. My Uncle Bill
found them in Germany.’


James was aware of her eyes boring
into him and for the first time felt a sense of intimidation that was at the
same time incredibly attractive. ‘You know where he found them, don’t you,
James?’


‘You’re fishing.’


‘Maybe I am, but if you don’t tell
me, then we can’t work this out. And if we don’t and my theory’s correct, a
whole bunch of people – including Pauli, you and me – could end up getting
hurt.’


James considered for a moment. He was
the first to break eye-contact. ‘We could just walk away and forget about it.’


She shook her head and a strand of
blond hair fell across her face. She swept it away. ‘Too late. You’ve started
something you can’t walk away from. Not safely, anyway. So now are you going to
tell me where Bill Todd found those paintings?’


James took a deep breath. ‘In the
wreckage of an aircraft,’ he said.


‘Where?’


‘Near Bad Lauterberg, in the Harz mountains. It’s about a hundred and fifty miles south west of Berlin, not far from
Göttingen.’


Cathy thought for a moment. ‘Well
that at least tells us that the paintings and the people weren’t on the same
flight, or if they were, that they survived the accident.’


‘It definitely can’t have been the
same aircraft,’ said James. ‘Bill told me it was a two-seater and completely
wrecked. The crash wasn’t survivable.’


‘OK, so people go one way, paintings
go another. That’s possible. I take it you know who Reiss and Standfluss were?’


‘I’ve looked them up on the web and
it says they were scientists the Allies grabbed to work on the Manhattan
Project. There was a US Army raid on a place called Haigerloch and they shipped
them all to the UK: some of them stayed, some went home after the war and some
of them, including our two friends, went to America.’


‘But we know that’s not true,’ she
said, her voice betraying her excitement. ‘If they were picked up during Operation
Alsos and then taken to Farm Hall, they couldn’t have been in the US by early April. And they certainly wouldn’t have needed letters of safe passage signed
by Churchill and Roosevelt.’


James looked at her sceptically.
‘Hold on, let’s not get ahead of ourselves. Who says they arrived here in April?’


‘Reiss’s son. He also said his father
was never at Farm Hall with the others.’


James paused while he thought over
what she’d just told him. ‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘Your food’s getting cold. Eat
up.’


The restaurant began to fill up and
the presence of a couple at the next table put an end to their discussion and
the topic turned to lighter matters. She told him about her dead-beat boyfriend
who’d given up his IT job to play in a band and how she’d thrown him out. In
return, he gave her a sketchy overview of his life back in Britain – a life that now seemed to belong to somebody else. They both agreed on their hatred of
airline travel and that it would be an excellent idea to order another bottle
of wine, the first one having seemingly evaporated without their noticing. So by
the time they hit the fresh air and made their way down the street that led
down under the freeway to the Waterfront Park, both James and Cathy were
feeling light-headed.


‘I’ll grant you this,’ he said. ‘That’s
one hell of a conspiracy theory you’ve got there.’


‘You reckon?’ There was more than a
hint of sarcasm in her voice. ‘I don’t think we’ve even scratched the surface.
If nothing else, what the hell were two nuclear physicists and a couple of
escapees from a concentration camp doing with a priceless art collection that
just happened to have belonged to Hitler and Göring?’


They reached the path and followed
the river bank south east towards The Watergate. A chill wind blew in off the Potomac and under cloudless skies, the temperature was dropping quickly.


‘I’ve no idea’ he said.


‘And another thing,’ said Cathy. ‘Why
go to all the trouble of getting those letters of transit and why bring the
Paulis along for the ride? They weren’t scientists.’


James pulled his collar up against
the cold as they walked. ‘Trouble is, we don’t know what they were. Even Pauli
doesn’t seem to know much about them. Either that or he’s not letting on.’ He
laughed and turned to Cathy. ‘See, you’ve got me on the conspiracy kick now.’


She treated him to a withering look.
‘You didn’t let me finish earlier, did you?’ she said. ‘I know that a whole
bunch of people with very unpleasant pasts – people like Werner von Braun, who
used slave labour – were brought over here after the war because we needed them,
and their pasts got whitewashed. At the time the government kept it quiet, but
now it’s ancient history. This has to be different.’


‘Worth killing for, you mean?’


She turned to him and smiled grimly.
‘You’re not as dumb as you look.’


‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’


‘It’s as near as you’re going to get.
When Robert Reiss phoned me he said he didn’t think his father’s death was an
accident. Then when I go to see him, I find the house has been torched with him
in it.’


James raised his eyebrows. ‘A bit of
a coincidence, I admit.’


Deep in thought, they carried on in
silence, along the board-walk past the boats moored by the Washington Harbor complex, right to the point where the path rejoins the road and turns away
from the river by the Swedish Embassy. Cathy nodded towards a bench by the
water’s edge. ‘Let’s just sit here a moment. There’s one or two other things you
need to know,’ she said. ‘Before you got here, some weird stuff happened. Taken
in isolation it didn’t mean anything at the time, but after what Robert Reiss
told me I’m worried that other people have been murdered.’ As they sat looking
out over the river towards Roosevelt Island she told him about Lisa Greenberg
sending her the razor head in the post the day before she died, about the
cryptic note that came with it, her inconclusive trip to Arnie Hillman’s store
in Cunningham and Robert Reiss’s mention of the letter he’d sent Lisa that had
now disappeared. ‘And you know what I think?’ she said, standing up to stretch
the cold from her legs, ‘I think Lisa was murdered, Reiss was murdered and we
know his son was. And the one name that crops up at every turn is Pauli.’


James looked at her incredulously.
‘You’re not seriously suggesting that a US senator is going around killing
people, are you?’


‘No. All I’m saying is that he’s the
one common link to everything that’s happened. Now you’re having dinner with
him this week, right?’


‘Right… now hold on a minute,’ said
James. ‘You’re not seriously suggesting that I start grilling him about this
are you?’


Cathy pulled a face. ‘I take it back.
You are as dumb as you look. No of course not. Just find out what you can and
we’ll hook up the day after.’


‘OK. Do you fancy going on somewhere
for a night-cap?’


‘Normally I’d love to,’ she said.
‘But I’ve drunk too much already and I’ve got an early start tomorrow.’ She
leant over and gave him a chaste peck on the cheek. ‘You can walk me to the
Four Seasons and we can both get cabs from there.’











Chapter Twenty-three                     
 


 


Happiest I’ve seen
A. since we arrived. If R. can get out of the country, then so can we, or so he
says. Wish I shared his optimism. Garden coming along nicely – takes my mind
off the fact that this is still a prison and among the flowers is the only
place we can talk without being overheard. Have managed to hold a conversation
with one of the neighbours. Feeling very pleased with myself.


 


*


 


A different diner,
the same three men: one young, scruffily fashionable with a woollen beanie
jammed over his long greasy hair and the two others looking every inch like
plain-clothes law-enforcement officers.


‘So what have you got for us this
time?’


As before, the young man slid a large
buff envelope across the table, collecting the coffee spills the waitress had
missed. ‘It’s all there,’ he said. ‘Everything you asked for: diary entry
print-outs from her calendar and a memory stick with all the articles she’s
working on.’


‘Any chance there’s off-line stuff
you don’t know about?’


The young man made a gesture of
indifference. ‘Could be. She’ll have to sync it up eventually if she wants to
file copy.’


They both looked at him intently.
Finally one of them spoke. ‘It’s important. National security, a Federal
investigation. Remember that. Agent Wilson and I want you to find out what’s on
her home PC.’


‘How am I supposed to do that?’


‘Hey, you’re the freakin’ IT expert.
You tell us. That’s what we’re paying you for.’


‘Well, if she’s got wireless internet
then there’s a chance,’ said the young man sipping bitter, stewed coffee from
the cracked mug.


‘So what are you waiting for? You’ve
done well so far. A couple more jobs and then you don’t have to speak to us
ever again. D’you know where she lives?’


‘I’ve got an address, I’m just not
100% sure I’ll be able to hack the connection.’


‘Hey. Don’t go limp on us at the last
moment, tiger –’


‘It’s not that. Her boyfriend – ex-boyfriend
now – used to work in IT. Think he was a Java developer or something but now he
plays in some rock band. Anyway, if he’s changed the security settings on her
modem away from WEP to something like WPA2, then I could have problems.’


‘We know you won’t let us down,
bright kid like you.’ The hand that clapped him on the shoulder was just the
heavy side of friendly. Another hand pressed an envelope full of used notes into
his. ‘A token of this great nation’s appreciation and there’s more where that
came from.’


 


***


 


It took him a couple of goes round
the block to find the right address in the north-western suburbs of DC: a small
development of modern town-houses in a no-through-road with a turning circle at
the far end. He slowed to look at the numbers as he drove slowly towards the
end. He was in luck: the lights were on. She was in. No one around which was
lucky but he was aware that his pick-up looked out of place in a street like
this. If anyone asked, he could pretend to be lost or looking for someone. He stopped
between two streetlights and turned off the engine.


Firing up his laptop he waited while
it searched for available wireless networks in range: there were literally
dozens, but which once was hers? A-light DFD8, A-light 24-A67… could be any one
of them and he hadn’t got time…CathyS, that had to be it and it was only
WEP protected. He made a final check that he’d loaded the right applications
and that the right services were talking to his wireless card. Then he opened
the first app and waited until her wireless signal appeared on the screen: got
it. He selected it, double-clicked and after only a couple of seconds, the status
bar went green: he was in. Time was short so he worked his way through the
directory structure as quickly as he could: admin, personal, house, money,
work. That was the one: he selected the entire directory and copied across to
his machine: “8 minutes remaining” said the pop-up box and the green
caterpillar at the bottom of the screen began to creep agonisingly slowly from
left to right.


“Two minutes remaining” claimed the
dialog box, then for what seemed like an eternity it hung on “20 seconds
remaining”. At last: “files copied successfully” and as he breathed a sigh of
relief he was jolted back to reality by a sharp tap on the car’s side window,
accompanied by the beam of a torch shining on his face. Blue uniforms, peaked
caps, this wasn’t possible.


‘Step out of the car please, sir.’ A
second police officer stood further back and was unfastening the clip on his
holster.


He did as he was told, numb with
fright.


‘Turn away, please and put your hands
on top of the car. In response to their questions he confirmed that he wasn’t
carrying a concealed firearm, a knife or any sharp objects and the first
officer patted him down. They checked his licence, the car and his insurance. ‘We’ve
had a call about someone acting suspiciously in a parked car, so do you mind
telling us what you’re doing here, sir?’ asked the one who’d searched him.


 


***


 


‘Fuck! You told them what?’ From
adjoining tables heads spun round at the sound of raised voices.


‘Like I said, I told them it was a
Federal investigation,’ said the young man in the woolly hat.


‘You fucking idiot. Those are the
cops, the ordinary neighbourhood cops. Do you really think we’d bring them in
on a case like this? Do you have any idea of the level of shit you’ve just
caused? The months of work your stupidity has just blown.’


‘I thought all you people were on the
same side.’


‘Jesus Christ, you really are a
fucking liability. So what else did you tell them?’


The young man hesitated. He suddenly
felt very small and afraid. ‘Everything.’


‘What, you mean names, where we meet,
stuff like that?’


‘Yeah, sure. Of course I did. They
said I had to.’


He rolled his eyes in disgust. ‘Where
did they take you?’


The young man gave them the address
of the police station where he’d spent most of the previous evening.


‘And have they still got your laptop
with the files on it?’


A dejected ‘guess so’ was all he
could manage in response.


The two older men looked at one
another and then turned to glare at him once more. ‘In that case, we’d better
go and ask them to give it back. And you’re coming with us.’


The other customers in the diner had
lost interest by now and none of them took any notice of the two heavily-built men
in the dark blue overcoats who walked either side of the unkempt younger man as
they left the building.


 


***


 


James was determined to see as much
of Washington as he could in the short time he had left before heading back to
the UK. Mick Cuthbertson had already left and he was enjoying being on his own,
setting his own timetable and doing things at a leisurely pace rather than at a
mad scramble. The weather had stayed fine and the tour boat was passing the
Lincoln Memorial when his US cell phone rang. To his delight, it was Cathy
Stenmark.


‘This is a nice surprise,’ he said. I
thought you were supposed to be in North Carolina.’


‘I am and we’ve got a problem.’


‘Who’s we?’ he asked, moving towards
the stern of the boat to keep out of earshot of the other tourists.


‘You and me.’


‘I didn’t know you cared,’ said
James, leaning back in his seat and basking in the sunshine.


‘James, please. This is serious,
there’s been another murder.’


He sat bolt upright. ‘Who?’


‘Our IT support guy from work. Police
found him yesterday with the back of his head blown off.’


‘What’s that got to do with Pauli? I
thought that’s why you were there. Isn’t it the North Carolina Primary or
something?’


‘It is. Now listen. Three days ago
the police caught this IT guy in his car, outside my house hacking into my
wireless connection and downloading all the articles I’d written on my PC. I’d
no idea he was even there – one of the neighbourhood curtain-twitchers must’ve
spotted him and called the cops. I only found out what he’d done the day before
I came up here when they asked me if I wanted to press charges. And now I just
got a call to say he’s been shot.’


‘Shit. That’s serious,’ said James.


‘Yeah, tell me about it,’ she said. ‘This
is getting too close to home. I can’t think he hacked my connection just to
copy files he could’ve got from New Horizons’ network if he’d waited a
couple of days, so I’m wondering who put him up to it and why.’


‘At a guess, I’d say it was the same
people who killed him.’


‘That’s the conclusion I came to. The
police are going crazy that we’re sitting on a story and I’ve got to go see them
when I get back to DC.’


‘What are you going to tell them?’
asked James.


‘The truth. That I don’t know why he was
snooping on my wireless connection and that I don’t know who killed him.’


‘Nothing about Pauli?’


‘Are you kidding? I don’t want to sit
out the rest of my days in a padded cell. Look, I’m back the day after tomorrow.
I’ll call you. And for Christ’s sake, James, be careful.’











Chapter Twenty-four    


 


Have managed to
talk to the American woman again. Name is Marina Higgs and husband away on
business a lot. Think she’s lonely and not very intelligent – ideal
combination. Important not to make her suspicious by rushing things.


 


*


 


Two thousand
Democrats were crammed into the conference hall in Raleigh and Pauli took a
last drink of water before going out onto the stage. He’d ignored the campaign
media director’s offer of makeup to hide the lines on his face. ‘I’d need four
tons of it to hide these mothers,’ he said, his voice reduced to a hoarse croak
by another day of non-stop public speaking. ‘And I ain’t going out there
looking like fucking Liberace.’


As he came out of the wings and into
sight of the expectant crowd, the noise level went off the scale: stamping,
whistling, cheering. They loved him. His one remaining rival for the
nomination, Mike Murphy, Governor of Massachusetts, had won almost as many
states but not the big ones, and it was numbers of delegates that counted. The
superdelegates, the Brahmins of the party, were flocking Pauli’s way too and
even though she now knew enough about the man to see through all the ballyhoo,
Cathy Stenmark never ceased to be amazed by his ability to work a crowd. She
knew the speech as well as he did by now, having heard it four times that day
alone, but the themes were beautifully crafted and his audience loved him for
it.


The Republicans had failed ordinary
people, he thundered: the vast majority of folk who lived outside the Beltway
and who were at the mercy of big business rather than reaping its benefits. The
message was subtle but direct enough to hit home: President Lopez was a good
person and his criticisms of her were directed at her policies and her record
in government. That and nothing else. She had failed, the economy was spinning
its wheels and the banking sector was still, despite all her fine rhetoric,
thumbing its nose at the little guy.


He paused for breath, waiting for the
yelling and cheering that this line always provoked to die down enough for him
to be heard. Then the knock-out blow, the left-right combination aimed at the
jaws of both the President and of Pauli’s last remaining Democratic rival.
‘There are precious few, and I stress the word few, career politicians who’ve
ever done an ordinary job like those of us in this room – driven a combine,
worked in a store, run a business – and so however much they may try, they just
don’t know what it’s like: they don’t get it. That gnawing in your gut because
tomorrow your job may be on its way to China…’ Another pause to let the
cheering die down. ‘….and then you’re left wondering how much more of your
hard-earned cash the IRS is going to take while the Federal government gives
you nothing in return when you need it.’ Not just a tank on the GOP’s lawn, but
its gun-barrel through their living room window. ‘The Republicans always say
that “government doesn’t work” and every time they get into the White House
they prove just how right they are.’ The line was older than the hills but always
got a cheer. ‘Let me make this clear. What our party needs, what this great
country needs, is someone with the knowledge, the experience and the guts to
govern in the name of all of us and not be afraid to stand up to vested
interest; vested interest that stops hard-working people achieving their
potential…’


Cathy noticed that his voice had
almost completely gone, but such was his influence on the crowd that he
could’ve been reading them his laundry list and they would still have cheered
just as loudly. She also knew that following this meeting he had a fund-raising
dinner where he’d be expected to speak again: rather him than me she thought as
she slipped out of the back of the hall to get ready for her next interview.
This time it was with one of the State’s Congressmen who had recently announced
that, as a superdelegate, he’d ditched his long-time allegiance to Governor
Murphy and was now backing Pauli. The trickle was becoming a flood and it
looked set to wash Governor Murphy clean out of the race.


Happy but tired, the victorious Pauli
circus returned to DC. One more round of primaries to go and the result would
be beyond doubt.


Later that day, Cathy called James. Her
trip to Florida to cover the Murphy campaign’s last throw of the dice before
the final round of primaries had been cancelled. Instead, she’d spent almost
the entire day with the DC police homicide unit. ‘Where are you meeting Pauli?’
she asked.


‘At his place. They’re sending a
driver for me at seven fifteen this evening. I must admit I’m feeling a bit
nervous: not every day you get invited to dinner by the man who might be the
next President.’


‘Well just go easy on him, that’s
all.’


‘Go easy on him? Do you really think
I’m going to start finger-poking the guy?’


‘No, but he’s tired and cranky as
hell right now so just be careful what you say.’


‘Do you think he’ll grill me about
the paintings and the other stuff?’


‘He might do. Depends who else is
there.’


‘Just him and his wife.’


‘Then I don’t know. But either way, I
hope you enjoy it. He’s clearly worried otherwise he wouldn’t take a day out
from the campaign trail just to shoot the breeze with some Brit who’s at minute
fourteen of his fifteen minutes of fame.’


James chuckled to himself at her
directness. ‘You say the nicest things.’


‘Just jealous, that’s all. Anyway,
I’ll call you tomorrow.’


 


***


 


The car headed north-west from Dupont Circle. Turning off the main road, they purred slowly along a tree-lined avenue
bordered by high walls, behind which stood some of the capital’s most desirable
and expensive real estate. The driver braked to walking pace and James saw the wrought
iron gates swing open. As they did so, two plain-clothes protection officers appeared
from the shadows and nodded the car through the gate-posts and onto the
manicured gravel drive at the end of which stood a brick-built Georgian-style
mansion. The car did a half circuit of the turning circle in front of the house
and they stopped in front of a short flight of stone steps. As the driver came
round to open the door for him, James saw that the front door had already been
opened, not by the liveried servant that he had expected, but by Eric Pauli
himself, dressed in jeans and an open-necked shirt. James, who was wearing a
suit, felt over-dressed and gauche.


All good political operators are born
with a knack of putting people at their ease and making them feel like they’re
the most important, fascinating person that the politico has ever met. Eric
Pauli had it in abundance and James soon forgot his earlier pang of
embarrassment.


He steered James along the corridor
towards the kitchen. No stranger to opulence, James was left open-mouthed in
admiration at the subtly tasteful décor of the Pauli’s home: no ostentation, no
glitz, just quality and that indefinable air of solidity and confidence that
comes with old money. Eric Pauli had learned fast and spent his new money
wisely. Another pleasant surprise was his host’s lack of ostentation: when they
reached the kitchen Pauli opened the fridge and tossed him a cold beer. ‘That’s
the most important part of the evening out of the way, don’t you think? If you
only knew how long I’ve been dying for one of these mothers but my wife says
it’s rude to start before the guests. What d’you reckon to that?’


‘Depends who the guests are,’ said
James, quickly getting into the mood. ‘Some of the people I’ve had to entertain
I couldn’t have faced without having at least half a dozen.’


Pauli chuckled. ‘I know exactly what
you mean. Come on through, I’ll introduce you to Janet.’


As they came into the high-ceilinged
living room, Janet Pauli rose to meet him. Dressed in a simple white blouse and
dark-blue trousers, she was almost as tall as her husband. Her hair, once
blonde, was now streaked with silver and James saw at once the beauty she must
have been when younger. The smile was broad and genuine as she shook his hand.
‘It’s really good of you to take the time out to come and see us, James,’ she
said.


For a moment he was unsure how to
answer. ‘Well, that’s terribly kind of you,’ he said. ‘I’m honoured that you’ve
taken the time out from campaigning – I’d hate to think I’d cost you votes and
I can’t imagine what it must be like for you both living out of suitcases all
the time.’


At this, Janet Pauli looked across at
her husband and smiled. ‘You love every minute of it, don’t you, darling?’


‘Yeah, it’s terrific,’ he said. ‘Just
think what a great headstone I’m going to be able to afford once this is over.
You ever thought of going in to politics, James?’


‘Happy to leave it as a spectator
sport, thanks.’


‘Wise man,’ said Pauli. ‘Janet comes
out on the stump with me on some of the trips but since it’s me who’s running
for office, not her, the longer we can keep at least some of our private life
out of the public gaze the better.’


The conversation flowed easily and it
was just as they were about to go in for dinner that James realised that he was
doing most of the talking. Every time he asked the Paulis a question, they
somehow turned the topic around so that he ended up opining about it. These two
are different, he thought: the charm might just not be an act. Undeterred, he
swam hard against the tide and was at last able to pick up one or two facts
about them. Pauli himself was reticent about his early years and common
courtesy prevented James pushing any harder. Moving onto safer ground, he
steered the conversation towards politics.


‘There’s every possibility,’ said
Pauli, ‘that if I do become President then I’ll make so many enemies by doing
what needs to be done that I won’t get a second term. But I learned long ago
that if you compromise the things you know are right against popularity and
votes, and you do it once, then the next time it becomes easier and the time
after that it’s become a habit.’


Janet Pauli looked at her husband
indulgently and then turned to James. ‘I’ve lost count of the number of times
I’ve told Eric that isn’t possible. You just look at the number of US
Presidents, UK Prime Ministers and so on who’ve tried that approach and failed.’


‘So being popular is more important
than being right? Is that how it works here too?’


She nodded. ‘It works like that everywhere
except it’s not a straight either/or. I still don’t think what he’s suggesting
is possible, but if I had to pick anyone to give it their best shot, well,
you’re sitting here in the room with him.’


Pauli cut in. ‘And even if I get kicked
out after one term, I still believe there’s a ratchet effect in politics that
makes it impossible to move things backwards if progress has been made. So if I
spend four years moving things in the right direction then even a two-term
Republican in the White House won’t be able to wreck everything we’ve done.
That’s the idea anyway.’


‘Scorched earth, eh?’ said James.
‘What do your campaign team think about the idea?’


Pauli laughed. ‘They think it stinks:
sometimes I lie awake wondering whether they’re right. It’s a hand I don’t have
to play until I’m elected so for now I just stick to the line that I’m going to
do the right things and not necessarily the popular things. I think the
electorate get that.’


‘So long as they think it’s the other
guy who’s going to be worse off,’ said Janet.


James sat back and enjoyed the
back-and-forth being played out in front of him. He could tell that Janet Pauli’s
political intuition was every bit as sharp as her husband’s.


Pauli turned to James. ‘You can see
now that if I can’t get an idea past Janet then it ends up in the trash,’ he
said with a smile. ‘And you wouldn’t believe the number of media beatings
that’s saved me from.’


They moved through to the dining room,
which looked out over the stone terrace and the lawns beyond. Although the back
of the house was lit, James could only see about fifty yards down the garden
but what he saw would have put even Hammond’s meticulous handiwork to shame.


During the second course he suddenly
realised that neither of them had made anything more than passing reference to
the paintings: one joking aside from Pauli about James having pushed him off
the front pages when he desperately needed the publicity and that was it. The
comment barely had time to register before the conversation swept him along
into another of Janet Pauli’s anecdotes about her old job as a foreign
correspondent for NBC – another of her exploits that, fortunately for her
dignity, had never made it onto the nation’s TV screens.


Before James had time to notice, it
was after ten o’clock. Pauli had said something about an early start so he
thanked them profusely for a wonderful evening and began to take his leave of
his new friends. Savvy enough to realise that everyone from political foes to
visiting tin-pot dignitaries probably got the same treatment, he none the less
found himself drawn by their charm: a couple whose undisguised mutual affection
stood in sharp contrast to his own brief and rancorous marriage.


Pauli summoned the driver and, as
James stood up to go, said to him. ‘Look, I’ll tell you what, James, and don’t
feel you have to say yes, but how’d you fancy coming to West Virginia with me
tomorrow? It’s only a short hop to Charleston but it’ll mean an early start
from Dulles. You’ll have to fend for yourself with my staff, but if you’re
interested in hitching a ride and seeing a primary campaign at first hand, it’d
be fun to have you along. There’s a bunch of stuff I meant to ask you but
couldn’t get a word in edgeways.’ He winked at Janet.


‘Well, yes of course, I mean… well,
I’d love to, but wouldn’t I be in the way?’ said James once he had regained the
power of speech.


‘No, you won’t get in my way. I’ll
kick your ass out of it if you do.’ Another wink. ‘Don’t worry, my people will
look after you. Now you won’t need an overnight bag because we’re not stopping.
My driver will leave your hotel at five thirty tomorrow morning and if you want
to come along, just make sure you’re in the car with him.’


Feeling gritty-eyed and a little
hung-over, James stood in the cold outside his hotel. At five twenty-eight, the
same black Lincoln, but with a different driver, pulled up beside him. Cocooned
in the warmth, James dozed off straight away but woke up with a jolt as they
came to a halt outside the executive terminal at the airport. Before he even
had time to think, he was standing outside in the cool morning air and the
Pauli team’s transport manager was pumping his hand and introducing him to a
sea of faces, all of whose names he promptly forgot.


Inside the terminal he was greeted by
Pauli himself who led him up the stairs and along the jetway into the chartered
aircraft. James looked around in amazement – no security checks, no queues, no
ritual humiliation – air travel just wasn’t like this. Pauli settled him in a
seat in a small compartment at the front of the passenger cabin and then went
back to talk to his campaign staff who were now filing on to the aircraft, each
one treating James to a “hi” and a bright, straight-toothed smile as they
passed: he found the effect surreal.


The cabin staff shut the door and the
engines started as Pauli returned to the compartment and sat down beside him.
‘What do you think, James? Pretty good, eh?’


‘You’re not joking. I didn’t believe flying
could be this painless.’


‘Perks of the job – my old job I
should say. The use of this baby costs my campaign precisely zip and it’s all
legal.’


‘I thought you were supposed to pay
the full cost of transport and stuff like that,’ said James, perplexed.


‘Nope, our dear friends at the
Federal Election Commission wanted to change the law, but for now, aircraft
owned by companies in which the candidate or a family member has a controlling
interest – Pinewood Investments in our case – are exempt. Murphy bitches about
it, the Republicans bitch about it but that’s only because they can’t join in.
Screw ’em.’


After take-off they were joined by
Pauli’s media manager, but by the time they reached cruising altitude, the two
men were alone. James thanked him once again for his hospitality the night
before, but Pauli’s reply seemed a little odd. ‘Yeah, very interesting evening,
I learned a lot.’


‘How do you mean?’ asked James.


‘That you’ve been spinning a line
from the moment you set foot in this country and I’m interested to find out
why.’ The friendly, bantering Eric Pauli of the night before had gone and in
its place, James saw something far harder.


‘I’m still not with you,’ he said,
reeling from the sudden change.


‘OK, play dumb if you like. If you
want me to spell it out for you then I will.’


‘I think you better had, Eric,’ he
said with more confidence than he felt.


‘You know where your uncle found
those paintings, don’t you?’ said Pauli.


‘Sure. In Germany when he was serving
as an ALO with the US Army.’


‘Ah, but where in Germany?’


James began to bluster. ‘How should I
know? I only found the stuff after he died.’


Pauli rested his elbows on the table
in front of them and pushed his fingertips together, deep in thought. ‘OK,
that’s possible, I grant you. We’ll come on to how he got a haul of that size
back to the UK without anyone asking awkward questions in a bit. But before we
do, you need to understand that I know you’ve been sitting tight about the
other stuff he found. That’s what I meant when I said you were spinning a
line.’


James felt almost physically sick as
the realisation sank in. He tried one last line of defence. ‘Eric, I promise
you, that’s all there was.’


Pauli slowly shook his head. ‘OK, if
you want to lie to me, go ahead. I sure as hell can’t stop you, but let me tell
you something. What you found at your uncle’s place, as well as the paintings,
was twenty-five kilos of gold and four letters of transit, validated by the Red
Cross and signed in March 1945 by FDR and Churchill. Now, d’you want to modify
what you just said or shall I pick up the phone and have the police arrest you
when we land?’ Pauli paused for a moment to let his words take full effect. The
look on James’s face told him all he needed to know and he continued. ‘You know
as well as I do that even if you run away home, all it’ll take is a word in the
right quarters and your government will extradite you in a heartbeat. If you
want to spend the next fifty years in an orange jump-suit, well hey, it’s a
free country. Your call. Personally I don’t give a shit.’


James felt a bead of sweat trickle
down his spine. The man beside him had gone from hard-nosed to terrifying and
the glare that Pauli turned on him was one of undiluted malice. ‘Interesting
conjecture, Eric. So where’s your proof?’ The words rang hollow in his ears.


‘You think I need proof, boy?’ The
gruff voice became a snarl. ‘I know for a fact your uncle found letters of
transit for my father, Anton Pauli, born Breslau, September 5th
1889; my mother, Emma Pauli, née Richter, also born Breslau December 11th
1912; Max Standfluss, nuclear weapons trigger specialist, born Kiel, October 2nd
1904 and Georg Reiss, inventor of the Reiss gas centrifuge, born February 10th
1917. My parents, James, my goddam parents. Now do you understand how I know
what your uncle found?’


‘There were alloy tubes with
paintings in them. That’s all, Eric, I swear to you…’ He was interrupted by the
cabin crew bustling round and telling everybody to sit back down because it was
ten minutes to landing.


‘OK. Have it your own way. I can have
you put under lock and key the moment we land – I’m assuming the gold was also
stolen from Jewish families which, by the way, will do wonders for your
new-found popularity with the media – and then when the British police take
your place in England apart and they find it piled up next to the letters, then
what? You’ve got until the wheels hit the ground to make your mind up.’ He
folded his arms and looked straight ahead.


The nose of the aircraft pitched down
almost imperceptibly as the pilot lowered another fifteen degrees of flap and
at five miles on finals a mechanical clatter and aerodynamic buffet announced
that the undercarriage was on its way down. ‘OK,’ said James. ‘There were four
letters but they’re not at the house. They’re in my solicitor’s safe,’ he lied.


‘And the gold?’ asked Pauli, still
focussed straight ahead, a look of cold fury on his face.


‘Only a few bars left. My uncle sold
the rest over the years. And it wasn’t looted from individuals: according to
the markings it was stolen from the German Treasury.’ With a delicate squeeze
of right rudder and a small input of left aileron to keep the wings level, the
pilot took out the compensation for the cross-wind coming from the south and
the aircraft settled onto Yeager Airport’s runway 23.


‘Wise decision, James: orange isn’t
your colour. Now keep the fuck out of my way: we’ll talk on the flight back.’











Chapter Twenty-five    
 


 


Success! I can
barely believe our luck. The stupid Higgs woman believes I have a lover in Germany and has agreed to send and receive letters for me so that A. won’t know. A.
delighted. Says I am a genius. Now we can contact CH. Maybe get them to send us
money so we can escape this Jew-infested country.


 


*


 


James did as he was
told and kept out of Pauli’s way for the rest of the day in Charleston. Utterly
dejected, he sat in the back of the campaign bus, occasionally exchanging
pleasantries with Pauli’s team and doing his best to feign interest in what was
going on. First stop was a campaign breakfast at a downtown hotel and when the
senator emerged at nine o’clock, he cut James dead. By ten o’clock they were at
a fire station on the outskirts of town, with Pauli standing on a hydraulic
lift and addressing an enthusiastic crowd who were packed into the building to
keep out of the torrential rain. The speech was subtly crafted to appeal to the
fears and aspirations of small town West Virginia and received exactly the
response Pauli had hoped it would. Inside the Beltway it would’ve bombed.


James watched Pauli carefully and
after the third performance, he began to see the pattern. The skill with which the
man worked an audience was evident but what counted wasn’t just keeping his core
blue-collar supporters on board but keeping the press happy. The more he
watched, the more the mechanics of Pauli’s charm became clear. At the end of
each speech he’d announce five minutes for questions from the floor and then
after ten, he’d suddenly look at his watch and discover to his surprise that he
was running late: such was his pleasure at being in Hicksville (or wherever)
that time had just flown by. This, noted James, achieved two things. First it
drove home the message that unlike his rival, he loved being with these people,
his people, and secondly, it gave him a perfect lead-in to the next part of the
act. On the way out of the venue, the local press would inevitably corner him. He
would explain that he was running late but hey, what the hell, he would always
find time for the Hicksville Clarion, or whatever the local paper was called.
Then, after no more than two minutes, a staffer would appear at his shoulder to
remind him they were running late but Pauli would send him packing – couldn’t
he see that this was an important conversation? Then a minute later, the
charade would be repeated and at last, Pauli would be dragged away protesting,
leaving the local reporters feeling like the most important members of the
fourth estate. Whether he tried it with the national or the local media, they
all fell for it because he was careful never to repeat the same trick in front
of the same reporter. It was cynical, but the glowing coverage on the front
pages showed that it worked. James was impressed.


Next stop was a
school gymnasium, then a church hall, then another gymnasium or was it a
leisure centre? James was past caring, and hearing the same speech at each
venue became a torment: how the staffers put up with it, let alone manage to
keep smiling, he couldn’t imagine.


The rain had eased to a steady
downpour and shortly after midday, the bus eased to a halt. James wiped the
condensation from the window with his sleeve and saw they had parked outside a
fast-food joint. Right on cue, a team of adolescents, all dressed in identical green
and white uniforms dashed out through the rain bearing cardboard boxes full of
burgers and soft drinks. In a matter of seconds, everyone had been served and
the bus was on its way again. Even with the bus’s air-conditioning going flat
out, the smell of fast food, wet clothing and soggy humanity combined to make
James feel as though he was undergoing a strange and terrible form of
punishment, and hanging over his head was the prospect of having to share the
flight back with Pauli.


A wet, miserable afternoon ensued:
the same round of municipal architecture, the same whooping and cheering in
response to the same speech from Pauli. Finally they stopped outside another
downtown hotel where Pauli and a small group of insiders who would be on show
with him that evening went inside to take a shower and change their clothes.


James was left to his own devices
with the rest of the team and when they finally arrived at the fundraising
dinner, those not on duty were grouped around two tables as far away as
possible from the rostrum. The food was cold and bland, no alcohol was
available – James would have killed for a glass of wine to help him make his
way through the plate of tepid rubber chicken that was the only item on the
evening’s menu. Then the speeches started. He took a surreptitious peek at the
running order and saw to his dismay that there were five speakers lined up
before Pauli provided the finale, and the large, perspiring man at the rostrum who’d
already been going for twenty minutes was showing no signs of winding up, or
better still, dying, as James hoped uncharitably. He turned to the staffer next
to him who hadn’t taken his eyes off the speaker since he’d started: gazing at
the man with the look of a faithful acolyte in the presence of his deity.


‘Is it always like this?’ James asked
him.


‘No. You’ve been lucky. Today’s been
just great. Eric went down a storm.’ James noticed that even when speaking, his
eyes never left the rostrum.


‘So you enjoy it then?’


This time the young staffer did turn
away, but merely to stare at James incredulously. ‘Enjoy it? Are you kidding?
People will be talking and writing about this for years to come and I can tell
my grandchildren that I was part of it.’


Grandchildren? You’d have to start by
finding a girlfriend first, thought James but kept it to himself.


He continued. ‘You know, it doesn’t
get any better than this – how often do you get to see history being made, let
alone be part of it?’


‘True,’ said James. So far as
participating in history being made was concerned, he’d sooner have been on the
Titanic than sit through this.


He made his excuses and slipped out
through a back door which he propped open with a fire extinguisher. After a day
in the company of Pauli’s campaign clones, the need to talk to someone normal
was overwhelming so he stood under an awning to keep out of the rain and
dialled Cathy’s number. It bounced to voicemail and then he remembered that she
was covering a Republican Party event back in DC that evening. After leaving a
brief message, he hung up. The day he’d so looked forward to had become a
nightmare but his options for escape were limited. He considered getting a cab
to the airport and trying to get a flight to DC, or maybe he could check into a
hotel in Charleston and head back tomorrow. He was about to make his way to the
front of the building when the thought of Pauli’s likely reaction to his
disappearance brought him up short. He’d threatened him with the police and the
prospect of being held in an American jail while the Devon Police turned The
Lodge upside-down wasn’t appealing, nor was the likely aftermath.


He leant with his back against the
wall, gazing listlessly out over the glistening, wet car roofs in the parking
lot and wishing he was anywhere else but here. He looked at his watch: 8 PM: in
  England it would be 3 o’clock. Struck by a pang of homesickness, his thoughts
drifted to The Lodge: of Hammond pottering in the garden and Mrs H tutting and
dusting her way around the house. What he wouldn’t give just to sit in a
deckchair with a cup of tea, enjoying the view over Slapton Ley and Start Point.


For the first time, bitter regrets
that he had ever agreed to this junket crowded in on him. What were his real motives
for doing this? So that the hospice could have more money? Or was it simply a
means to justify his jumping feet-first into the limelight for all the wrong,
narcissistic reasons. Pauli wasn’t the only hypocrite at the event that evening,
he mused bitterly. His thoughts were interrupted by a sudden burst of whooping
and foot stamping. Evidently, superdelegate and good-ole-boy Bubba – or
whatever his name was – had run out of platitudes which meant that there were
only four more speakers to go.


Closing the door on the humid night
air, he replaced the fire extinguisher in the rack and returned to the table. His
dinner companions looked at him questioningly.


‘You missed a speech and a half
there, James.’


‘Oh really. Who was that anyway?’ he
said without even trying to hide his boredom.


More incredulous looks. ‘Are you
kidding? Billy Dorfmann was number one cheerleader for the Mike Murphy campaign
right up till the New Hampshire primary but now he’s backing us all the way. As
superdelegates go he’s one hell of a feather in Eric’s cap. They don’t come any
bigger than this.’ They all looked at him expectantly. Poor sod thinks I’m
supposed to be impressed, thought James, who dutifully mumbled what he hoped
were the right words. This seemed to have the desired effect and the Stepford
acolyte turned his adoring gaze once more towards the stage.


In his absence, James noticed that
the congealed rubber chicken had been removed and in its place was something, a
dessert he assumed, that appeared to be made entirely of artificial colourings.
He prodded it around disconsolately and tried to blot out the noise coming from
the rostrum. And to think he’d been looking forward to this.


It was after ten o’clock when the
campaign bus delivered them to the airport for the trip home. For James, the
relief at the prospect of getting back to Washington was tempered by the
worrying thought of having to share Pauli’s company on the short flight. He
wasn’t even sure whether he’d be banished to the back of the aircraft because
when he sat down, Pauli was nowhere in sight. Eventually, the man arrived
looking tired but happy as he waved goodbye to the group of local party
operatives who’d gathered at the foot of the steps to see him off. He slumped
down into the seat next to James without even acknowledging his presence. James
looked defiantly straight ahead, determined not to allow Pauli to intimidate
him this time.


Finally, Pauli broke the taut
silence. ‘Guess today’s given you a lot to think about, hasn’t it?’


James’s reply was noncommittal, ‘You
could put it that way. I’ve certainly learned a lot.’


For the first time since they had
been back together, Pauli turned to look at him. ‘Like what?’ he asked.


‘All kind of things, I suppose. That
I’m not cut out for a life in politics; that almost none of what I saw – or
even ate – today was real. Saccharin and colouring are fine if you like that
kind of thing, but not for me thanks.’


‘That isn’t what I was talking about,
James. Politics is like that. There’s stuff I want to change, stuff I will
change if I’m elected – even campaign finance laws to stop my future opponents
having the use of private jets like this one – but when it comes to what you
have to do out on the stump, that ain’t ever going to change.’


James pulled a face of distaste. ‘I
know this is politics, but it was all that fakery about pretending to be best
buddies with people you’ve never met before and will never meet again that gets
me. I know you all do it, but it still sticks in the throat.’


‘Politics is the art of the possible,
James. D’you know who said that?’


‘I always thought it was Rab Butler.’


‘Nope. Otto von Bismarck – can’t get
away from us goddam Germans, can you? Listen, if I took the time to try and
build a relationship with every local Democratic party official who sweats his
guts for me, I’d be dead long before I’d got half way, let alone getting to
know the individual voters.’


‘But it’s such a corny act.’


‘Of course it is, and some of those
people in the hall tonight who’re leading shitty, badly-paid lives are going to
carry on just the same whoever’s in the White House, but not all of them if I
have my way, that’s why I do it. Yes, it’s phony, yes I need them to like me
because if they don’t they won’t vote for me, and if they don’t do that, I can’t
make their lives any better. However big a crock today was, the ends justify
the means. If I doubted that I wouldn’t do it….’


 He was interrupted by the twin
Allison turbofans spooling up. On either side, blurred white lights sped past
the rain-streaked windows as the aircraft accelerated down the runway into the
darkness. James noticed that Pauli’s hand was shaking as he grasped the
arm-rest: if flying scares him that much, he thought, then he’s certainly got
guts to do it every day. The climb-out from Yeager Airport was bumpy until the
aircraft cleared the cloud-tops at 20,000 feet and at last, Pauli’s hand
unclenched from the armrest and he turned once more to James.


‘I’ve been doing some thinking about
our conversation earlier.’


‘Oh really?’ said James with an air
of studied indifference.


‘Yeah. Been thinking that maybe I was
a little harsh on you.’ Here we go; bad-cop, good-cop thought James. ‘Guess I’d
have done pretty much the same as you in the circumstances,’ said Pauli. ‘But I
wouldn’t have been so dumb as to sit tight on the gold.’


‘When I get home I’m going to drop it
in the ocean,’ said James. ‘If I’d let on that I had it, my uncle Bill would’ve
been seen as nothing better than a looter.’


Pauli gave a scornful laugh. ‘So
explain to me how what he did wasn’t looting.’


‘You’re right: it was. But it was
also a long time ago – it just seemed pointless to drag his name through the
mud.’


‘Don’t get me wrong,’ said Pauli. ‘I
know why you did it and I think I can help you.’


James was on the defensive once more.
‘And what makes you think I need your help?’


The snarl briefly returned to Pauli’s
voice. ‘You didn’t listen to what I told you this morning, did you? I can have
you arrested for what you’ve done, and if that happens, not only your uncle’s
but your name will be dragged through a lot worse than mud. I take it you’re
planning on looking for a new job when you get back to London?’


‘I am.’


Pauli shrugged. ‘Well, you know the
City of London better than me, but I don’t think a conviction for handling stolen
property is likely to play any better than it would on Wall Street. Now d’you
get my meaning?’


James nodded. ‘Oh yes, loud and
clear,’ he said. ‘You’re not offering to help me, are you, Eric? You’re
blackmailing me.’


‘Blackmail, help: what’s the difference?
Semantics, that’s all,’ said Pauli, ignoring the provocation. ‘Here’s my offer.
You do what the hell you like with the gold and in return you give me those
four letters of transit. Legally, I guess they’re yours just as much as they
are mine, but they’re part of my family history. I know next to nothing about
my parents; no pictures, no nothing, so anything tangible is precious to me. Do
we have a deal?’


‘Looks like we do,’ said James with a
shrug.


‘Splendid,’ said Pauli, clapping
James on the knee as though they were old friends. ‘I’ll get Vince Novak to
draw up something for you to sign just in case you were thinking of
double-crossing me.’ James opened his mouth to protest but Pauli spoke first.
‘Don’t take it personally; in the circumstances, I’d sure as hell double-cross you.’











Chapter Twenty-six       
 


 


Three months now
and still no news other than Köcher, who was ambassador to CH, not dead after
all but conflicting reports on where he is. Tantalisingly close – if anyone
knows what happened to the consignment, he will. A. almost like his old self
once more and spends all his time planning our escape.


 


*


 


James could hear from
the tone of Cathy’s voice that his call had woken her and she was not pleased. However,
as soon as he related his conversation with Pauli, she switched from drowsy to wide-awake
in an instant. They agreed to meet for breakfast the following morning at his
hotel and James, although desperate for sleep himself, started looking on-line
for the earliest flight out of Washington to the UK.


Cathy arrived on time at seven. She looked
gorgeous he thought as he rose to meet her. After five hours’ sleep, he felt
exhausted and frightened: it showed.


‘You look terrible,’ she said. ‘What
did Pauli do to you?’


Cathy sat in silence, nibbling at a
croissant and sipping a black coffee while James told her about his ordeal.


‘I’m worried,’ she said when he had
finished. ‘I hope I’m wrong, but I’m starting to see all kinds of scary
connections with the murders, and so are the police.’


‘You mean connections with Pauli?’


‘That’s what I’m seeing. I know we
kicked this around before, but I still can’t work out how he fits in. Trouble
is, the big connection the police see is with New Horizons magazine in
general and me in particular.’


‘But why?’


‘Just tick off the links: I take over
a story from Lisa Greenberg who’s just died – first they said it was an
accident, now it’s murder. Then, I’m contacted by the son of a recently
deceased scientist who just happens to have probable links to Pauli’s parents –
not that the police have figured that out – and surprise, surprise, the son’s
murdered a few hours before I’m supposed to meet him. Next it’s the creep from
our IT department – I know I shouldn’t call him that, but that’s what he was.’


‘Was? Not another one?’


 ‘Afraid so. Apparently, he’d been
downloading details from the magazine’s diary and activity system – it’s old
technology but everything has to go through it – and, get this, he was passing everything
on to a couple of bogus FBI agents who said they were investigating Lisa’s murder.
A murder that everyone else, including the cops, until now, thought was an
accident. Next, he turns up outside my house and is in the middle of trying to
hack my wireless connection when DC’s finest run him in. And the following day
he’s found with half his head missing. Now, that’s four dead bodies and if
you’re a cop, who’s the connection?’


‘You are.’


‘And that’s exactly what they said.’


James looked at her aghast. ‘So what
did you tell them?’


‘That I’m covering the nomination
stakes for both parties which means doing in-depth research on all the
candidates, their key donors, business contacts, campaign staff, voting
records, the works. I’m a political correspondent, it’s what I do. And if
that’s pissed someone off to the extent that they’re going round killing people
then I’m very sorry but it’s got nothing to do with me.’


‘Did they believe you?’ he asked.


‘Probably not but I’m trying not to
lose any sleep over it. I think the trail points Pauli’s way and assuming he’s
not the killer, then he’s in danger too. But until I’ve got proof of how he
fits in then there’s no point stirring up trouble.’


‘D’you think the proof’s out there?’


‘I’m sure it is. One thing’s for
sure: Pauli knows more about his parents than he’s letting on. He took a big risk
showing you that: if you’d called his bluff, you could’ve stranded him a long
way up the creek without a paddle.’


James shook his head. ‘I had no
choice. All he’s got to do is call the police and if they turn the house over
they’ll find the letters and the gold.’


Cathy stared at him intently. ‘And
then what? You haven’t thought it through any more than he has.’


A puzzled look spread across James’s
face. ‘I’m not with you.’


‘OK. He calls the British police;
they search your house and find the gold. You deny you even knew it was there.
No one but Pauli cares about the letters, maybe a museum might, but the police
sure as hell won’t.’


‘But I handled one of the bars,’ he
said. ‘It’ll have my fingerprints on it.’


‘The protective coating will. How
were you to know that of all the metal blocks in the workshop that you touched,
some of them were gold bars?’


‘It’ll still mean a whole load of bad
publicity for Bill Todd and for me, come to that,’ said James.


‘Typical man,’ said Cathy with a
smile. ‘You only think about yourself, don’t you? Your fifteen minutes is over,
James, you’re yesterday’s news. Pauli’s the one who needs to worry about bad
publicity if his sainted anti-Nazi parents turn out to be a couple of crooks.’


James stared into the distance, brow
furrowed in concentration. ‘I see your point but I still don’t want to get into
a pissing contest with someone like Pauli. I’ve already decided. I’m out of
here on tonight’s 19:55 flight to London.’


She shrugged. ‘Your call I guess, but
I’m not going to let this drop. When you get back, can I ask you a big favour?’
Would you be willing to send me scanned copies of those letters? To my home
e-mail?’


‘Sure, no problem. I’ve got a few
things to sort out – ’ James was interrupted by the ringing of his mobile
phone. Cathy watched and listened as he replied in a series of monosyllables
and non-committal grunts. ‘Yeah, sure, I know where that is,’ he said. ‘I’ll be
there, don’t worry.’


Cathy looked at him with her head
cocked on one side. ‘Who was that, your ex-wife?’


James gave an ironic snort. ‘Almost
as bad: Vince Novak.’


‘What did he want?’


‘Wants me to come to the Russell
Senate building at 3 o’clock tomorrow to sign that document Pauli was talking
about on the flight. The man himself is going to be off somewhere on the
campaign trail. Rather him than me.’


 


***


 


A short distance across town, Vince
Novak snapped shut his cell phone. ‘I still think this is one hell of a risk,
Eric.’


Pauli leant back in his chair as
though he hadn’t a care in the world. ‘Course it’s a risk. You don’t play
poker, do you?’


‘You know full well I don’t.’


‘Well I do and I can tell when a
guy’s playing a good hand badly. My guess is that our friend James Atkinson
doesn’t play poker either or he’d have called me out in a heartbeat. We’ve
nothing more to worry about.’


‘What if he’s told the girl?’ asked
Novak.


‘I’m sure he has. After all, why else
are they having breakfast together at his hotel this morning?’


‘True, I guess,’ Novak said. Pauli
could see from Novak’s expression that he wasn’t convinced.


‘Look, Vince, the girl’s got DC
Homicide breathing down her neck. Atkinson’s running scared: he’s on the seven
fifty-five flight tonight. When he gets home, he’s going to make damn sure
those letters stay under lock and key, and I’d put a bet on him dumping the gold
in the sea like he said. The time we need to start worrying is when he turns up
here tomorrow to sign some stupid document that doesn’t exist – which he won’t
because he’ll be back in London.’


Novak shook his head. ‘I still think
it’s one hell of a chance,’ he said. ‘The guy’s no idiot and I don’t buy the
Bertie Wooster act for one minute.’


Pauli thought for a moment. ‘So would
it make you happier if we leant on him a bit just to make sure?’


‘Yeah, it would. What did you have in
mind?’


‘Oh, nothing illegal – just a bit of
harmless fun,’ said Pauli. ‘He’s out of his comfort zone and scared shitless –
just want to make sure he stays that way.’


 


***


 


All the way to the airport, James kept
looking over his shoulder. The traffic was so dense that it was impossible to
tell whether the car was being followed and in the end, with a stiff neck, he
gave up. Once inside the terminal, he felt safer – just another face in the
crowd – and after clearing security and dropping his carry-on bags in the airline’s
business lounge he wandered back into the main terminal to kill time by strolling
around the shops. He was about to go into the Smithsonian Museum Store when he
heard someone say his name. Turning round, he saw a smartly dressed man of around
his own age and height but about twice as wide. ‘Sorry to see that you’re
leaving town in such a hurry, Mr Atkinson,’ said the stranger. ‘But don’t
worry, our counterparts from the Metropolitan Police will be in touch with you
shortly. Have a nice day, sir.’


James stood rooted to the spot. The
stranger turned away and melted into the crowd.


What little calm had settled over
James was instantly shattered by the stranger’s words and, as Pauli had
predicted, when combined with the events of the last few days, the meeting
threw him into a state of confusion verging on panic. With his mind racing and despite
utter exhaustion, he only managed to grab a couple of hours’ fitful sleep on
the aircraft.


For once, the flight was on time and he
stumbled his way home via the Heathrow Express and London Underground, crowded
and jostled by the morning rush hour, feeling detached from reality and
desperate to get into a proper bed. Tired and distracted, James failed to
notice the scruffily dressed man in the torn jeans and army-surplus jacket who followed
him all the way from High Street Kensington station to his front door and
barely broke stride as he glanced over from the other side of the road to note
the number.


James opened the door and was
delighted to see that there were only a few envelopes waiting for him on the
doormat. His relief was short-lived, however, as he noticed the pile of
envelopes that his cleaning lady had arranged for him on the hall table. He
dropped his bags on the floor and started checking through them: all bills and
junk mail and he was about to file them all under “later” when he spotted the
one he’d been waiting for. Postmarked four days ago, it was from his headhunter:
he was invited for an interview with Hérisson Capital, a French-owned hedge
fund based near Green Park, for the position of head trader. Things were
looking up and the fear that had been stalking him just a few hours earlier was
already fading to nothing more than a bad memory. Wandering through to the
bedroom, his attention was caught by the flashing red LED on the telephone. He
paged through the messages and saw from the numbers that most of them were from
his ex-wife, one was from Mick Cuthbertson and the rest were either number
withheld or ones he didn’t recognise. He listened to the first one – she was
moaning at him about something as usual – and so before the will to live
deserted him completely, he deleted it, stripped off, showered and was asleep
within minutes. It was good to be home.











Chapter Twenty-seven                 
 


 


The Higgs woman
brought me a letter today – she wants to know all about my “affair” but I
pretended not to understand. Word at last from Köcher who is now in Argentina,
living under an assumed name. Could barely open the envelope, hands shaking
with excitement – says many old friends there but also bad news. Says aircraft from
  Berlin never arrived Fürstenfeldbruck so they all returned to CH empty-handed.
A. spent the day in a terrible rage – says K. is lying – had to go out for a
walk just to keep out of his way. Will now try to contact Reinebeck who used to
work for Köcher but no idea where to start.


 


*


 


From somewhere far
away came the sound of a ringing telephone. James ignored it and went back to
sleep. Moments later, it started again. This time he woke up and fumbled on the
bedside table to try and locate the source of the noise that was disturbing his
precious sleep.


‘Is that you, Mr Atkinson?’ A voice
said. The Devon accent was unmistakeable: it was Mrs Hammond. ‘Are you all
right?’ she said in response to his mumbled reply. ‘You sound awful.’


‘No, sorry, Mrs H. I only got back
from the States yesterday and I’ve been catching up on some sleep.’ He turned
over and looked at his alarm: he couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept
through till 9:30 in the morning.


‘There’s been a break-in.’ James sat
bolt upright in bed, wide-awake. ‘Last night, Mr Atkinson. Up at The Lodge. I
still don’t know what’s missing because the place has been ransacked. It’s
terrible.’ She was close to tears.


He swore under his breath. ‘I take it
you’ve called the police?’


‘They’ve been here about half an
hour. They think it was a professional job because the alarm didn’t go off –
kept asking me Tom-fool questions about whether I’d given the code to anyone –
as if.’


‘OK, Mrs H, thanks for letting me
know. Could you please give the police my mobile number and tell them I’m on my
way. I’ll be leaving in about half an hour and I’ll call you when I pass Exeter to give you a better idea of when I’ll be there.’


He threw a change of clean clothes
and the pile of mail into a bag and, stopping only to send Cathy a brief e-mail
with the news of the break-in, he showered, dressed and set off in his car,
cursing all the way and imagining the medieval punishments he’d like to inflict
on the burglars.


The police and the insurance
company’s risk assessor had already been and gone by the time he arrived and
the ever-resourceful Hammond had arranged for a locksmith to come and change
all the locks. However, nothing prepared him for the scene of devastation that
greeted his eyes. Not a single room had been left untouched: drawers pulled
open, their contents scattered on the floor, furniture upturned and slit open,
floorboards prised up, ornaments shattered and paintings ripped off the wall
and tossed onto the heap. In the main drawing room, the wall safe stood open
but undamaged, its contents strewn on the floor in front of it.


In the company of the Hammonds, James walked from room to room, surveying the damage in silence: some items could
be saved but it was impossible to say how many – even the contents of the
kitchen cupboards and the freezer had been emptied and trampled underfoot. He
checked the basement workshop: shelves had been tipped over and their contents
strewn on the tiled floor: hand tools, metal billets, engineering drawings and
account books were mixed in with broken glass and machine oil. Making his way
through the low doorway to the side room, he saw that the contents of the
shelves were also on the floor. While Hammond busied himself trying to bring
some order to the chaos in the main workshop, James noted with relief that the
five remaining 1 kilogram bars that his uncle had retrieved from the wrecked
aircraft all those years ago were still there; to the casual observer they were
indistinguishable from the other metal forms in their protective coatings.


He went through to lend a hand with
the clearing up and saw that most of the cardboard tubes holding his uncle’s
drawings and blueprints had been thrown on the floor too. Heart in mouth he
searched for the one containing the letters. “Blackburn NA 39 – Nosewheel
Steering” 1, 2 and 4 were there, but there was no sign of tube 3. His blood ran
cold – if someone had taken it, that would be absolute proof of a link to
Pauli, but that just isn’t possible, he thought.


Picking up an armful of other cardboard
tubes, he dumped them on the shelving that Hammond had managed to get back
upright, and was about to make his way up to the main house when, just at the
foot of the stairs, and partially crushed under a heap of tools, he noticed two
other tubes. Quickly he picked them up. Battered but intact, there it was, the
missing number 3, and, with trembling hands he prised off the metal lid. To his
relief, the letters were still there and seemed none the worse for their
ordeal. He heaved a sigh and called out, ‘You can leave the workshop for now,
Mr Hammond. Let’s find out what’s missing from the house.’


Despite his demands that they go home
for the evening, the Hammonds insisted on working with him until late, with
only a short break while James went up to the village to fetch fish and chips
for them all. It had gone eleven by the time he finally managed to chase them
out of the house, but in all the hours they’d been working together, the
eagle-eyed Mrs Hammond had yet to find anything missing. Valuable antiques had
either been ignored or trodden underfoot and even his new computer was
untouched. Why go to all the trouble to break in, he wondered, and then not
take anything? And then his earlier doubts returned. Had the intruders been
disturbed before they could make off with anything or maybe they weren’t there
to steal but were looking for something? But in that case, what was it and had
they found it? Maybe there was something that Bill Todd had kept back,
something worth doing all this for.


It was now nearly midnight, just
before seven in the evening in Washington and James felt desperately tired. He
made his way upstairs to the least damaged of the guest bedrooms on which Mrs H
had worked her magic to make it seem almost untouched by the mayhem. He sat on
the edge of the bed, looking out through the darkness towards the probing beam
of Start Point lighthouse as it flashed its triple warning every ten seconds.
Somewhere out there, over three and a half thousand miles away to the west and
south, he could picture Cathy sat at her desk, fingers a blur across the
keyboard, writing yet another critique of the Beltway Mafia. He dialled her
mobile number.


‘Oh Christ, I’m glad you called,’ she
said on hearing his voice. ‘I’ve had the day from hell with the police. The
bastards Mirandized me, can you believe that?’


‘They did what to you?’


‘Mirandized me. Read me my rights –
you know, “You have the right to remain silent” and all that crap?’


‘Does that mean they arrested you?’


‘No. They did it to try and frighten
me, but it does mean they’re hoping to arrest someone, probably me, and they
want to use what I’ve said in court.’


‘So what have they got on you?’


‘They’re not saying. They just kept
on about “new information from a reliable source” that suggests I know more
than I’m letting on. And get this. They asked me a whole bunch of questions
about you and did you ever mention that you’d found more than the paintings in
your uncle’s house?’


‘Pauli?’


‘Can’t think of anyone else, can
you?’


‘But why? I thought he wanted the
press onside. You’re hardly likely to write a puff-piece on him after this,’
said James.


‘Unless it’s not Pauli and the police
source is somehow connected with the people who killed Reiss’s son and the IT
guy.’


‘And killed your colleague Lisa and Reiss
senior too for all we know,’ he said.


‘I don’t know what to think any more.
They said they may need to question me again and I jump ten feet in the air
every time the damn phone rings now. I can’t think straight, I can’t write
properly. I’m a fucking mess, James.’


He told her about his encounter at
Dulles airport and then, taking a deep breath, moved on to more pressing
matters. ‘Well, I’d hate this to sound like competitive suffering but it’s not
all beer and skittles over here either.’


‘What d’you mean?’


‘Last night, when I was in London, someone broke into The Lodge and trashed the place.’


‘Oh my God,’ said Cathy. ‘I’m so
sorry, I had no idea and here’s me whining on about a few silly questions from
the police. Shit. Is there much missing?’


‘No. And that’s the weirdest thing.
I’ve been through everything with my uncle’s housekeeper and if there’d been so
much as a spoon missing, she’d have known, but from what we can tell, nothing’s
been taken at all.’


‘Maybe they were disturbed.’


‘It’s possible but they had time to
ransack every room in the house, the workshop downstairs, open the wall safe
and even to pull up some of the floorboards.’


‘And yet they didn’t take anything?’


‘Looks that way.’


‘I know this is going to sound
stupid,’ she said. ‘But do you think what’s happened to each of us could be
connected?’


James’s first reaction was to laugh
out loud, but the more he thought about it, the more the doubts crowded in.
‘Are you still there?’ she asked.


‘Yes I’m still here. Just thinking,
that’s all. Under normal circumstances I’d say you were mad, but if the two
events aren’t connected then it’s one hell of a coincidence, I grant you. But
who? Pauli?’


‘On balance I’d say no,’ she said. ‘He’s
got too much to lose. So his parents turn out to be a couple of crooks. None of
us choose our parents and if what his mother told him about their past was
crap, well, that’s not his fault is it? On the other hand, it could be Pauli or
maybe there’s someone out there trying to dish the dirt on him – probably the
same someone who’s behind the murders.’


‘Anyone you have in mind?’


‘Not yet, but the more I think about
it the more I’m convinced that Pauli’s parents are at the heart of this. Let’s
assume they were crooks who got caught – art thieves for want of anything
better – and what if they were well-connected enough to be imprisoned rather
than shot. Maybe they were in the camps after all.’


‘Possible,’ said James.


‘OK, try this,’ said Cathy. ‘The
war’s coming to an end and maybe they escape. Who knows? Then it looks like
they’re going to end up in Allied hands and maybe they’re so well connected to
the Nazis that they’re worried about what might happen to them.’


‘There’s a lot of maybes and mights
in this, Cathy,’ said James, a tone of scepticism creeping into his voice.


‘OK, so humour me. Now they need a
Get out of Jail Card, some kind of bargaining chip and so they grab the most
valuable things they can lay their hands on...’


‘Like a stolen art collection, God
knows how many kilos of gold, and two scientists who obligingly trot along with
them like lambs. Not forgetting a quick stop-off to ask Churchill and FDR for
their signatures on four letters of transit, oh, and by the way, Mr Roosevelt,
would you mind getting them authorised by the Red Cross while you’re at it?
Come on, Cathy, that’s fantasy.’


‘I know there are parts of it that
don’t hang together,’ she said. ‘But I think the basics are there. Maybe the
Paulis were scientists too.’


‘There was a physicist called Wolfgang
Pauli.’


‘Yeah, I’ve checked him out. No
connection.’


‘So where to now, Sherlock?’ said
James, stifling a yawn.


‘Wroclaw if I have to.’


‘Where the hell’s that?’


‘Poland. It used to be called Breslau
when it was in Germany, but that was until Stalin moved Poland’s borders to the left. If I can find out more about Pauli’s parents, then we’ll have the
answer, and more importantly for me, I’ll have one hell of a story.’


‘Reckon they’ll let you go?’


‘Already cleared with my
editor-in-chief.’


‘Any chance of coming via London?’


‘Why? Who’s in London.’


James knew she was teasing. ‘I owe
you dinner. Thought it might be nice to catch up.’


‘Yeah, why not? There’s stuff I can
research at the Imperial War Museum so that’s the perfect excuse.’


The following morning, James was
awoken by sound of a discreet tap on the door. He mumbled as best he could in
reply and in bustled Mrs Hammond, bearing a cup of early-morning tea. ‘It’s
nine o’clock, Mr Atkinson. The police are here to see you.’


James rubbed the sleep from his eyes.
‘Thanks, Mrs H,’ he said, only half awake. ‘Nice of them to let me know they
were coming. Could you tell them I’ll be down in a bit, please?’


Mrs Hammond had managed to get the
sitting room into some semblance of order and awaiting him there were two
plain-clothes officers from the Devon Police. Introductions done and,
formalities out of the way, they expressed their sympathies over the break-in and
asked the standard questions. Where he was on the night of the break-in? Who
else knew the alarm code? Did he have any suspicions regarding the Hammonds? Was he sure nothing had been taken? Then, from a clear, blue sky came a bombshell.
‘Do you think the thieves may have been looking for looted items that you
haven’t reported to the authorities?’


James did his best not to let his
emotions show but was sure that his face must have betrayed his thoughts. ‘I’ve
no idea what they were looking for,’ he said as calmly as he could. ‘As I’ve
already told you, I don’t think anything’s been taken and as for not reporting
looted items, I think you’d better find some proof before making accusations
like that.’


‘I’m sorry if it sounded like an
accusation, sir,’ replied the sergeant. ‘But we’ve had information passed to us
that your uncle may have found other items in addition to the art-works that
you found and that they may still be in this house.’


James maintained what he hoped was
the right level of wounded innocence. ‘And does this so-called information
specify what I haven’t reported and where in the house it is?’


‘Well, if you don’t know, sir, I
don’t suppose it’ll hurt to tell you. We’ve had reports that your uncle was
also in possession of twenty-five kilograms of gold and a number of historic
documents that he found at the same time as the paintings.’ The way he
pronounced the word “found” left James in no doubt of where the policeman’s
sympathies lay. ‘Does that ring any bells, sir?’


James knew well enough not to make
any sarcastic remarks that, reported verbatim, would look bad in hindsight.
‘No. Nothing of that sort at all. Might I ask who’s been making these
allegations?’


‘I’m afraid we can’t tell you that,
Mr Atkinson. We have a duty to investigate any allegation that someone is in
receipt of stolen property, that’s all.’


Pompous twat, thought James. ‘Well,
until you’ve got something more to go on than malicious tittle-tattle,’ he
said. ‘I suggest we drop the subject and get back to what you’re planning to do
about catching the bastards who trashed my house –’


Suddenly, they were interrupted by a
breathless Mrs Hammond bursting into the room, clutching the telephone. ‘I’m
terribly sorry to interrupt, gentlemen, but I’ve got the Metropolitan Police on
the line for you, Mr Atkinson. They say it’s urgent.’


James excused himself and left the
room with Mrs H in his wake. The conversation was brief and to the point and
after a couple of minutes he hung up and returned to the two policemen, sitting
side-by-side on the sofa and looking very awkward. ‘That, gentlemen, as you no
doubt heard, was the Metropolitan Police,’ he said. ‘They were ringing to
inform me that my flat in London has been broken into and ransacked. My
cleaning lady found the mess this morning. I’m setting off to deal with it now,
but before I do, I thought you’d be interested to know that the Met wanted to
know if I had any looted items from my uncle’s collection that I hadn’t
reported or handed in. So tell me, which kind member of the Devon constabulary
leaked these allegations and to whom?’


The sergeant went red in the face. The
constable looked down at his feet. ‘I can assure you it wasn’t us, sir,’ said
the sergeant. ‘We take these things very seriously.’


‘So do I, sergeant. So do I. Now,
I’ll leave it to your imagination what’ll happen if I find out the break-in happened
because of a leak,’ said James. ‘Mrs Hammond will show you out.’


Once the police had left, James held
a council of war with the Hammonds around the kitchen table, each armed with a
mug of strong tea. ‘Mr Todd never said nothing ’bout no gold,’ said Mrs H. ‘I
know he kept all sorts of odds and ends in that workshop of his but we never
poked our noses in, see.’


‘You’ve nothing to worry about,’ said
James. ‘There were one or two things down there that by rights he shouldn’t
have had, but nothing like the paintings. And to make sure it doesn’t happen
again I’m going to dump them in the sea. Do either of you know anyone with a
boat who can be trusted not to ask silly questions?’


‘I know just the chap,’ said Hammond. ‘A bloke I help with his lobster pots from time-to-time and if you want to lose
something over the side, I know he won’t breathe a word. If you don’t mind my
asking, sir, is this something you want to lose for good or do you want me to
put a buoy over it so we can pull it up another day?’


James thought for a moment. ‘You
know, I’m half tempted to keep it,’ he said. ‘But it’s better off lost for good.
Hold on a tick, I’ll go and get it.’ He returned moments later with a battered holdall,
which he placed, on the flagstone floor. ‘There you go,’ he said. ‘All I’d ask
is don’t open the bag. Just dump it somewhere good and deep.’


‘You can rely on me, sir,’ said Hammond.


‘I’m sure I can, Mr H.’


Before leaving for London, James
pondered what to do with the letters of transit. In the end he decided that it
was best to leave them where they were on the basis that his unwelcome visitors
had ransacked the workshop once and were unlikely to look there again. So,
removing them briefly from their cardboard tube, he used his new printer, which
had survived being knocked off its table by the intruders, to scan them. He
printed two copies of each image, saved the four files to a memory stick and
erased them from the PC’s memory. Then, after returning the documents to their
hiding place he started packing for his return to London.


The sight that greeted him when he
opened the door was sickeningly familiar. There was no sign of forced entry
either to the outer door or to that of his flat, but every room had been turned
upside-down: soft furnishings slashed open, the contents of drawers in heaps on
the floor, his clothes strewn about the bedroom on top of an eviscerated mattress.
He called the police who gave him a crime reference number for the insurance
company – they’re going to be sick of me at this rate, he thought – and
promised to send someone round the following morning at ten o’clock. He called
the alarm company and it was the same story as at The Lodge: the alarm had been
deactivated using his personal code, no sign of tampering.


Trying not to disturb the crime scene
too much, he cleared a space for himself in the spare bedroom, where at least
the mattress was intact, sat down on the bed and phoned Cathy. Her mobile went straight
to voicemail so he left a message: ‘Hi, it’s me. Never guess what; it’s Groundhog
Day. Now my flat’s been trashed too. No forced entry, nothing taken and the Met
police want to ask me about hanging on to stuff Uncle Bill brought home from Germany. Isn’t that a spooky coincidence? Hope your new orange jump suit fits. Call me when
you can or when you make parole. Bye.’


The following morning the parallels
continued. Two officers from the Met showed up at ten and, contrary to James’s
expectations, showed remarkably little interest in the break-in the moment he
told them there was nothing missing. However, when it came to grilling him
about looted items that he’d failed to report, they were far more assiduous and
their tone carried more menace than that of their counterparts in Devon.


If the message hadn’t been clear
after the break-in at The Lodge, it certainly was now. The two questions that
he couldn’t answer were; who? and why?’











Chapter Twenty-eight                     
 


 


Mrs Higgs brings
more mail. Köcher has managed to find Meissner who worked for him in Bern – another dead man gets up and walks. How many more? Confirms story that the aircraft
never arrived at Fürstenfeldbruck. A. livid – convinced that K. and M. stole
the consignment and have double-crossed him. M. has promised to try and send
money from old friends so I don’t think A. is right. If it really has all gone
then we will have to start from scratch. Too depressing to consider so
retreated to garden away from A. and his moods.


 


*


 


James spent the next
couple of days getting the flat straight and fielding requests from Mrs H for permission
to spend money to do the same at The Lodge.


His interview with
Hérisson Capital went well – during a two hour grilling by the hedge fund’s French
owner and its American CEO, he wasn’t aware of a single slip-up, and over the liquid
lunch which followed they’d even asked him when he could start. By the time
that Cathy arrived in London, he felt as though things were slowly returning to
normal.


James had spent hours agonising over
whether or not to risk asking her and was relieved and surprised when she
accepted his offer to stay with him rather than at a hotel. Having made it
clear that her room had a lock on the door and that he was “safe in taxis”, an
Anglicism she grasped straight away, there was no hesitation on her part. No
stranger to London, for Cathy the trip was more a case of renewing old
friendships and he left her to her own devices while he busied himself sorting
out the remaining damage to the flat. The homicide unit in DC had seemingly
turned their attentions to other matters, and although she wasn’t yet in the
clear, they raised no objections to her travelling abroad.


By the evening of her first day in
the UK, the jet lag caught up with her and Cathy began to wilt. James prepared
supper, leaving her to sort through her e-mails on his PC. ‘Right,’ he said,
stripping off his apron and hanging it on the back of the kitchen door. ‘Forty-five
minutes in the oven and it’ll be ready.’


‘Certainly smells good,’ she replied.


‘Don’t let that fool you – probably
be tough as old boots. And when you’ve finished your e-mails, I’ve got
something to show you; four very interesting mug-shots.’


Cathy’s face lit up. ‘You mean the
letters? Let me see, I can’t wait.’ He spread the copies out on the desk in
front of her and she picked each one up in turn, examining it minutely but
without saying a word. The last one she looked at was that of Emma Pauli, née
Richter. ‘Have you got a magnifying glass?’ she asked.


James rummaged around in the desk
drawer until he found what he was looking for. ‘What’ve you seen?’ he asked.


‘I’m not sure. I need to take a
closer look.’ She studied the image intently and then nodded. ‘I thought as
much. That’s a wig.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Course I am. Here, look. First of
all it just doesn’t look right and second, if you focus on her right ear, just
above it there are a few strands of much lighter-coloured hair which I’d guess
was her natural colour.’


‘Perhaps she was going grey.’


‘Then there’d be more signs at the
temples. Nope, that’s a wig. What’s she trying to hide?’ 


James shrugged. ‘If these people were
crooks, Nazis or both and they were using borrowed identities, maybe they wanted
to make themselves look like the real owners of the names, that’s all.’


‘And as for this one,’ she said,
picking up Anton Pauli’s letter. ‘That’s a face that sank a thousand ships.’


James peered over her shoulder at the
picture of Senator Eric Pauli’s father. ‘No oil painting, is he?’


‘I’ll tell you one thing that I
reckon Pauli got wrong and that’s about his parents being Jewish.’ She picked
up the magnifying glass to study the photocopy more closely. The distorted face
that looked back at her through the lens was that of a man who appeared far
older than his date of birth suggested. His bald crown was surrounded by a
fringe of unkempt dark hair, long at the sides and shot through with grey. The
eyes were hard to make out, distorted by the thick lenses of his dark-rimmed
glasses and the outline of the face, as well as the man’s mouth, were hidden by
an unkempt beard. ‘And I tell you something else,’ said Cathy. ‘This guy’s been
knocked about.’


‘Let me see,’ said James, craning to
look through the magnifying glass.


‘See here, around his eyes, these
dark rings. That’s bruising. And his nose – it’s all lumpy, like it’s been
broken.’


‘Hmm, I see what you mean,’ he said.
‘Pity about the beard because you can’t make much else out, but the poor old
sod looks like he’s got a mouth full of marbles. You’re right though, he’s
definitely been roughed up.’


‘So presuming he was Jewish,
that kind of blows our theory about these guys having connections to the upper
rungs of the Nazi party.’


‘Maybe Pauli’s mother was telling the
truth about being in the camps after all.’


Cathy put down the magnifying glass
and held the document out in front of her. ‘Come on, Anton baby, talk to us,’
she said to it. ‘Tell us what you were doing with all those paintings and where
you found them. Please. I’ll be your best buddy.’


‘And how you survived,’ added James.


‘Yeah, that’s a good point,’ said
Cathy. ‘If they’d been sent to Auschwitz when the Breslau Jews were rounded up,
at his age he’d probably have been gassed straight away. And even if they were
used as slave labour, the chances of their both surviving have to be about
nil.’


‘There is another possibility,’ said
James. ‘There were Jews that the Nazis kept alive because they had special
skills – being able to forge documents is one I read about.’


Cathy snapped her fingers and jumped
up from the chair. ‘What about being able to forge paintings?’


James looked at her open-mouthed. For
a moment, neither of them spoke until at last he broke the silence. ‘Christ. I’d
better call the National Gallery tomorrow and warn them.’


‘It still doesn’t explain what they
were doing with Standfluss and Reiss, nor the signatures on the letters, but it
sure would explain how they survived.’


‘Anything new on those two jokers?’
he asked.


‘Nothing,’ said Cathy. ‘I’ve been
through the Farm Hall transcripts again and not only is there no trace of
either Standfluss or Reiss ever having been there, I found a couple of
instances where they’re both mentioned by Heisenberg himself.’


‘Anything of interest?’


‘No, just talk about physics and the
things they’d been working on. For me it just confirms what we thought – that
they both had their pasts whitewashed so they could work in the US. And by the time the transcripts were declassified it wasn’t worth continuing with the
cover-up.’


James poured her another drink. ‘So
what next?’ he asked.


‘I’m due at the Imperial War Museum at ten to see one of their archivists, and I’ll probably be there all day depending
on what I find.’


James changed the subject. ‘You finished
chasing Eric Pauli round DC?’ he asked.


She laughed. ‘For a while, yes. I’ve
got a bit of break before the presidential campaign kicks off. You saw that
Murphy conceded?’


‘He’s angling for VP, isn’t he?’


‘Angling, yes. Pauli won’t have him
as running mate; he thinks the man’s an idiot. He’ll make ambassador to Zimbabwe if he’s lucky.’


James stretched out on the sofa.
‘Reckon he’s got a chance against Lopez?’


‘All depends how Pauli plays his
cards. Her approval rating has fallen off a cliff and on everything from
healthcare reform to economic policy he can beat up on her performance, but
she’s an incredibly slippery target.’


‘Thought that was a pre-requisite,’
he said.


‘Yeah it is, but it’s the way she
plays her two big cards: race and sex. Sure, she’s third generation Hispanic –
she’s as Mexican as I am Swedish – and she’s a woman. And before you say it, big
deal, so was Maggie Thatcher. Where she’s clever is that it’s always someone
else who takes offence on her behalf when the insults start flying. Makes it
hard for anyone to lay a glove on her.’


‘Still, you don’t have to think about
any of that for a few days,’ said James, checking his watch. ‘I’ll go and get
the veg on and then we can eat.’


The following morning, James received
an anguished phone call from Cathy. ‘They’ve said what?’ he asked in amazement.


‘That I can’t see their documents
archive.’


‘Why ever not?’


‘They wouldn’t say precisely, but the
director of archives herself was there to meet me and she said it was because
of “certain allegations” that had been made. She bent over backwards not to
accuse me of anything and was oh-so-bloody British about it, but sorry, no, you
can’t come in.’


‘But that’s bullshit,’ said James.


Less than an hour later, he opened
the door to a disconsolate Cathy. She tried to laugh it off but he could see
the disappointment written all over her. ‘So now what do I do?’ she said. ‘A
week’s worth of research up in smoke. I might as well go back to DC. Whoever’s
trying to keep me off the trail is doing a damn good job.’


‘They’re well informed too,’ James
said. ‘I can’t imagine they’ve been round every museum in the country just on
the off-chance you might drop in.’


Cathy’s eyes narrowed. ‘Well, they’re
wasting their time if they think they can put me off that easily. Next time I
need to research something, I’ll make the arrangements myself and at the last
minute.’


‘What about Wroclaw?’ he asked.


‘That’s exactly what I mean. The staff
at the museum know I’m coming but I haven’t given them a date yet. I’ll call
the office and get them to postpone indefinitely. I’ve got to assume that
whoever’s doing this has already screwed things up for me in Poland too.’


‘While you were out I drew a blank
too,’ said James. ‘I don’t know whether you remember him from DC, but I spoke
to that little fat guy from the National Gallery and he’s insistent: there’s
still no way any of those paintings are fakes. Sorry. It was a great theory
though, but we’re back to square one.’ She leaned forward to put her coffee cup
down on the table and as she did so, the sunlight streaming through the window lit
up her hair and intensified the deep blue in her eyes. James knew that he
wanted to spend much more time with her. ‘When did you last have a holiday?’ he
asked.


‘Christ knows,’ she replied. ‘Couple
of years ago maybe. I can’t remember. Why d’you ask?’


‘Why don’t we go down to Devon for a week? You’ll love the house and the view is to die for.’


Cathy looked at him and smiled. ‘It’s
a nice idea,’ she said. ‘But I’m here to work, not goof off to the back of
beyond.’


‘So what’ll you do if you stay here?
You’re persona non grata at the IWM and I dare say the British Library too if
these people have done their homework.’


‘I can still get stuff done on line.’


‘You can do that from Devon. Modern technology took its time to get there, but I do have ADSL. What do you say?’


‘OK, you win.’


James pretended to be offended. ‘Do
try to keep your enthusiasm in check – I don’t want you getting carried away,’
he said.


‘I’m sorry, that sounded so
ungrateful.’ She reached over and put her hand on his knee by way of apology
and at that moment, he would have given anything to hold her. ‘I’m sure it’ll
be great,’ she said, getting to her feet. ‘And you’re right. I do need a
holiday, even if it’s a working one.’


After a quick call to Mrs H to let
her know they were on their way, James and Cathy set off through the early June
sunshine. All talk was now of Devon and what they would see and do; her earlier
disappointment at the museum was almost forgotten. For James, having company in
the car shortened the journey and by the time they turned off the main road to
head towards Dartmouth for the last leg, he could tell that she’d fallen in
love with the countryside. ‘That sign, where it says “A” in front of the
number, I thought “A” meant main road,’ said Cathy.


‘It does.’


‘But there’s only room for one car.
What if something comes the other way?’


James looked at her and smiled. ‘One
of us backs up or pulls in. Time runs at a different pace down here. This isn’t
the Beltway, you know.’


After Dartmouth, the road turned to
follow the dips and rises of the coastline and, being early in the season, there
was little traffic. As an added bonus, the weather had held. The countryside
looked freshly minted under a cloudless sky and the sea sparkled in the
afternoon sun. ‘I’m just so glad we came,’ she said as they passed the little
beach at Blackpool Sands. ‘I don’t think I ever want to leave this place.’


He laughed. ‘Just wait till you see
the house and the view; then we’ll never get you back to London.’


As they turned in through the gates and
into the short gravel drive, Cathy let out a gasp. ‘Is this it? Is all of this
yours?’


‘Yup. I love it to bits but it’s a
money-pit. Looks can be very deceptive.’


Mrs Hammond was waiting for them and
showed Cathy to her room, the same guest room that had taken James under its
spell when he came to stay with Bill Todd the previous year.


Despite his fears, the insurance
company hadn’t tried to cheat him any more than normal and, thanks to large
injections of his own cash and hours of hard work by the Hammonds, to anyone
who didn’t know the house, there was no trace of the damage done during the
break-in.


The bedroom door stood ajar and, at
his knock, Cathy turned round. He found her exactly where he’d expected: at the
open window, gazing out at the garden and the view of the Devon coastline. He
joined her, resting his elbows on the window ledge. ‘I thought you’d like it,’
he said with a smile.


‘It’s perfect,’ she said. ‘I’m not
moving from here. You can have my meals sent up.’


James laughed. ‘There’s a lot you’ll
miss if you do. You haven’t seen the garden yet, nor the beach – even in a week
we’re not going to be able to see everything but we’ll have a good go.’


As he’d predicted, the short holiday passed
all too quickly. A ridge of high pressure blocked the usual early June monsoon
and the afternoon temperatures reached the high twenties. The lanes,
restaurants and villages were quiet and he was able to show her his adopted
home county free of the crowds that blight it in July and August. There were no
more unwelcome intrusions from the police and the drama of the letters with its
four grainy, tantalisingly mute actors occupied less and less of their
conversation as the days went by.


It was the evening of their fourth
day and Cathy and James sat next to each other in silence drinking in the view
that she’d loved from the moment she’d arrived at The Lodge. The Hammonds had finished work and returned to their cottage, leaving them in the windless
twilight, sipping an excellent Chablis from his late uncle’s cellar. ‘This is
perfection,’ said Cathy. ‘I warned you I wouldn’t want to leave.’


‘You’d start to feel differently
about the place if you came here in winter after a week’s forty-knot fog and
rain, or in high summer when you can’t move for tourists. But you’re right, it
doesn’t really get much better than this.’ He paused. ‘It’s nice to have
someone to share it with too.’


‘I know what you mean,’ she said and,
turning to James, pulled him towards her and kissed him full on the mouth.


‘Wow,’ he said when she finally
released him. ‘That was a lovely surprise.’


She linked her hands behind his neck.
‘I was beginning to think you didn’t like me. One of us had to make the first
move.’


‘I’ve been dying to do that for ages,
since way before you got here in fact, but I just didn’t want to come on too
strong, that’s all.’


‘James, will you kindly shut the fuck
up and come here.’ She pulled him against her once more and as she did so, felt
his hand slide inside her blouse. ‘I think we’d better take the bottle and go
inside, don’t you?’ she said softly. ‘It’s not really warm enough to be naked
outdoors.’


The following morning they slept late
and even the bright sunshine streaming through the gap at the top of the
curtains didn’t wake them. From far distant, somewhere downstairs, James
drowsily made out the sound of Mrs H pottering about. Cathy was still asleep,
her blonde hair tousled and strewn across the pillow next to him. She stirred
as he got out of bed and put on his dressing gown. ‘What time is it?’ she
asked.


‘Half past eight.’


‘It’s early, come back to bed.’


‘I need a cup of tea to get my
strength back.’


She smiled and sat up, rubbing the
sleep from her eyes. ‘I knew you were a lightweight. OK, then: coffee, black,
no sugar if you’re going.’


That afternoon a Serpent arrived in
the Garden in the form of a phone call from James’s headhunter. James said very
little and the call was over in less than a minute. His face said far more.
‘Problems?’ asked Cathy.


‘You might put it that way. Hérisson
Capital have withdrawn the job offer. Apparently, something came up on the
background checks that they didn’t like. The headhunter’s trying to find out
what it is but my guess is it’s the gold and the letters again.’


‘They’re incredibly well informed,
whoever they are,’ said Cathy. ‘What worries me is that they probably know that
I’m going to Wroclaw and when.’


‘OK, how about this then?’ said
James. ‘Seeing that I’m not going to be starting work anytime soon, why don’t I
come with you? Get the magazine to cancel your original flight booking and make
another one to fly back to DC. If the US source is somewhere in your office,
then that’ll keep the heat off us for a bit. Then all we have to worry about is
the UK side of things.’


‘Would you really do that?’ she
asked.


‘What?’


‘Come with me to Poland?’


‘Course I would.’


‘I’d love that. That’s really kind of
you.’


The flights were expensive and the
LOT flight involved a change at Warsaw, the only direct ones were with a
low-cost operator. ‘So long as crawling to Wroclaw over broken glass remains an
option, I still won’t fly with them,’ he told her.


‘That bad, huh?’


‘Worse.’


Wroclaw airport was a surprise.
Clean, modern and efficient and their bags were already on the carousel by the
time they’d cleared immigration. More surprising still, unlike everywhere else
on the planet, there was no delay in getting their hire car. ‘I don’t like
this,’ joked James. ‘We’ve been transported to another dimension where things
work properly and nobody messes you around. Pretty sinister if you ask me.’


‘It won’t last, you’ll see,’ said
Cathy. She was right. Because of construction work for a new motorway, the
short drive into Wroclaw involved a detour around the minor roads to the west
of the old city. The wasted several minutes cursing and swearing as they tried
to find their way out of the village of Muchobor Wielki. Eventually, aided by
Cathy’s map-reading they found the right road and headed towards the city
centre. Just after the big roundabout by the factory outlet store, James was
concentrating on trying to read a road-sign when Cathy screamed. ‘Look out!
He’s on the wrong side of the road.’ He looked ahead to see the truck bearing
down on them. With no time to brake, he spun the wheel hard over to the right
and the car jolted off the paved surface onto a grassy ramp leading down
towards the dyke beside the river Sleza. They were both flung up out of their
seats, cracking their heads painfully on the car’s roof and James, his foot now
hard on the brake, managed to bring the car to a halt after a 270-degree spin,
with its front wheels inches from the edge of the dyke.


Both panting hard with fright, James
was the first to get his voice back. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked.


‘I think so,’ replied Cathy rubbing
her head. ‘I caught myself on the edge of the sunroof and it hurts like hell.
That dumbass bastard could’ve killed us.’


‘Did you get a number or anything?’
asked James.


‘No. Blue, large and coming our way
is the best I can do.’


‘I couldn’t even manage blue. And
nobody so much as stopped to help us.’


‘Maybe nobody saw.’


James got out to check the car for
damage. The underside of the front bumper was scraped and clogged with earth,
and one of the rear mud-flaps had come adrift. Tossing it in the boot, he got
back in and re-started the engine. With a good deal of wheelspin and with Cathy
outside pushing, they managed to get the car back up to the roadside to
continue the remaining few kilometres into the centre of Wroclaw. Neither of
them spoke much until they arrived at their hotel on Ostrów Tumski, an island
in the river Oder, just to the north of the town centre.


Once safely inside their room, James
and Cathy sat on the end of the bed looking at one another. Both were
ashen-faced. ‘Do you think that was a coincidence? she asked.


‘I hope so, but I’d still like to
know why he was on our side of the road.’


‘So what do we do now? Turn round and
go home?’


‘Not now we’ve come this far. If
someone was trying to frighten us or worse, doing it that way is taking a hell
of a risk. What if we’d hit head-on? If there’d been witnesses the police
would’ve questioned the driver and I reckon the chances are pretty high that
he’d have admitted he’d been paid, threatened or whatever.’


‘That’s why I think we should report
it to the police,’ said Cathy with a nervous tremor in her voice.


‘And say what? That we were forced
off the road by a blue truck. It’s a waste of time – how many of those are
there in Poland? He could be half-way to the German border by now. Come on,
let’s get unpacked and take a look round town: I need a drink to stop my hands
shaking.’


They strolled over the bridge and in less
than fifteen minutes were in the historic centre of the city. The fine weather
in England seemed to have followed them and they chose a table outside one of
the bars that line Rynek, Wroclaw’s old market square. James took a sip of his
beer and wiped the foam moustache from his top lip. He looked over at Cathy who
had been uncharacteristically silent since the incident: she wore her
sunglasses perched on top of her head and sat gazing into the middle distance.
‘Who do you think’s doing all this?’ she said at last, still not looking at
James.


‘I can only think of Pauli.’


‘You reckon he arranged for your
house to be broken into? And your flat? What could possibly be worth that
risk?’


James shook his head. ‘I could be
wrong. Maybe the break-ins had nothing to do with him. Perhaps it’s someone
working on the not unreasonable premise that I’d kept a few paintings back for
a rainy day.’


‘Possible,’ she said, turning her
blue eyes his way once more. ‘But the crap I got from the police in DC, your
buddy at Dulles airport, the police in Britain, even the brush-off I got from
the museum, that’s too much of a coincidence.’


James looked down into his glass.
‘Not forgetting the amazing disappearing job offer,’ he said.


Cathy pulled a face of exasperation.
‘But if it is him, why’s he doing it? Why does it matter so much? That’s
what I want to know.’


‘If it’s him then I think it’s a
mixture of things,’ James said. ‘He’s bent out of shape about my hanging on to
some of what Bill brought home and he wants those letters because they’ve got
pictures of his parents on them. That’s the innocent explanation but there is
another possibility.’


‘Which is?’


‘That his parents weren’t as
squeaky-clean as he wants us to believe and he’s worried it’s going to come
out.’


‘I don’t see that,’ she said. ‘All
we’ve got is a couple of names, dates and place of birth and two mug-shots.’


‘Precisely,’ replied James. ‘Which
means there’s information on those documents that we’re not seeing.’


‘Such as what?’ Cathy asked. ‘I’ve
researched every damn Nazi I can find and none of them fits the details of the
Paulis. The same goes for the scientists on the Manhattan project.’


‘What about the art-forger angle?
That’s still a possibility.’


‘But if they were just art-forgers why
go to all the trouble to get them out of Germany? Two more scientists, yes, but
artists? With letters of transit signed by Churchill and FDR.’ She shook her
head. ‘Doesn’t make sense. Unless of course we’re ignoring the elephant in the
room.’


‘What elephant’s that?’


‘Four murders,’ she said. ‘That surely
can’t be Pauli. Putting aside the fact that I actually like the guy and plan on
voting for him – so I guess I’m biased – can you really see the Democratic
Party’s presidential nominee paying for hits simply to get his hand on a couple
of lousy old documents?’


James shook his head. ‘I never
suggested Pauli was behind the murders, but however you dress it up, I still
think there’s a connection. I just don’t know what it is.’


‘Well if we’re going completely left-field,
maybe we’ve got competition.’


James frowned. ‘Competition? For
what?’ he asked.


‘For whatever Pauli’s hiding.
Assuming he is hiding something,’ she added hastily.


‘Taking us but one leap of logic away
from blaming little green men from the planet G.O.P.’


‘Not necessarily,’ she said. ‘If all
this stuff is connected and Pauli’s the common thread and it’s
worth killing four people for, then we’re seriously out of our depths and it’s
time to go talk to the police.’


They ate dinner at a restaurant on the
northern side of the Rynek and then made their way back to the hotel. The twin
spires of the Cathedral Church were lit up and the streets were still thronged
with people making the most of the early summer warmth. Couples were strolling
along the banks of the river, giving the city an air of normality that Cathy
and James couldn’t quite bring themselves to feel part of. When they got back
to the hotel, she practically tore his clothes off almost before the door was
shut.


The following morning dawned bright
and sunny and after breakfast, they set off on foot for their first meeting. ‘This
is rather grand,’ said James as they turned the corner into the courtyard. In
front of them rose the baroque splendour of Frederick the Great’s former royal
palace that now housed Wroclaw’s city museum. Behind them, the roar of the traffic
on the ring road faded to a distant hum.


The documentation curator, a woman in
her early thirties, smartly dressed and with short black hair, was already
waiting for them. She introduced herself in almost faultless English and led
them up the stairs to the archive on top floor. ‘I’ve prepared the information
you requested,’ she said. ‘And I’ve got some good news. I’ve found the people
you’re looking for.’


‘That’s fantastic,’ said Cathy.


‘And we are very honoured to have
family links with senator Pauli. He is highly regarded in Poland.’ Pulling on a pair of white cotton gloves the curator opened a weighty ledger marked Breslauer
Namensverzeichnis aller stimmfähigen Bürger 1890. ‘This is the electoral
register for Breslau as the town was called then. Here are Anton Pauli’s
parents, Walter and Sarah, living in Graupenstraße which we now call Krupnicza
– that’s one of the main roads into and out of the town. But at the time the
Paulis were living there, it was a mixture of residential and commercial
properties and we can see from this column, Beruf – that means
profession – that he was a goldsmith, see here where it says Goldschmied.’
She opened a smaller book, bound in red leather. ‘And here’s the record of
Anton’s birth: May 9th 1889.’


‘Is that road you mentioned far from
here?’ asked James.


‘Krupnicza? Oh, it’s about two
hundred metres up the road but the house itself no longer exists, Breslau suffered terrible damage during April and May 1945 and most of that area was
destroyed. However, the news is not all bad.’ She opened another book marked: Breslauer
Adressbuch für das Jahr 1931 in gothic script on its cover. ‘Here is the
city’s list of addresses and we find Anton Pauli living in the same house as
his late father, who the records show died in 1920. Just round the corner near
what is now St Antoniego Street was Goldene Radegasse which no
longer exists. What the Red Army started, our post-war planners finished and
there are only three of the original buildings left. What’s important for your
research is that Emma Richter was born there on November 12th 1912.
And then when we get to 1932 as you’ll see here…’ The curator opened yet
another battered ledger. ‘On the 14th of June, she marries Anton
Pauli.’


Cathy turned to James with a look of
triumph on her face. ‘Well that’s it, we’ve found Senator Pauli’s parents. This
is fantastic.’


‘I’m sorry to interrupt you,’ said
the curator. ‘They may be relations, but Anton and Emma can’t be Senator Pauli’s
parents.’


‘Why not?’ asked Cathy, astonished.
‘We’ve got copies of identity documents for them when they came to the US in 1945.’


‘Sorry, but again that isn’t
possible. You see, Anton and Emma Pauli died in 1944. I did more research on
them from other sources and they were deported from Breslau… ’


‘Did you say deported?’ Cathy asked.


‘Yes, that’s right. They were among
the first Jews forcibly removed from the city; first to Krzeszów – a town that
was called Grüssau in those days. From there they were taken to the
concentration camp at Theresienstadt and from there to Auschwitz where they
were murdered in June 1944. So although it’s possible Senator Pauli may be
related to them, he cannot be their son.’


‘And he’s not Jewish either. We’ve
come all this way for nothing,’ Cathy said to James and, turning again to the
curator, said, ‘I’m so terribly sorry that we’ve wasted your time.’


The curator smiled. ‘Research is
never wasted, Miss Stenmark. And it also means that Anton and Emma Pauli are
not forgotten: that’s important too.’


‘Is it possible that there were other
people with the same names in Breslau at the same time?’ asked Cathy.


‘There were,’ she replied. ‘But the
dates of birth are wrong and there’s no other record of an Anton Pauli marrying
an Emma Richter. Sorry.’


‘I know this is a long-shot,’ said
James. ‘But are there any photographs of the Paulis in your archives?’


‘No,’ said the curator. ‘I looked
before you came. It’s frustrating; we’ve got literally thousands of pre-war photographs
of the people of Breslau, but in most cases, we can’t put names to faces.’


After thanking the curator for her
time, James and Cathy were just leaving the building when she called them back.
‘Wait, please,’ she called. They stopped and the curator passed them a piece of
paper. ‘I nearly forgot. Go to this address,’ she said. ‘It’s the White Swan
Synagogue. If you’re interested, I can call my friend who runs their museum and
ask her if you can see their archives. They may have nothing, but you never
know and it’s only five minutes from here.’ She returned a few minutes later
with the news that not only would the curator of the little museum be glad to
see them, but she also spoke English.


After a few wrong turns, they
eventually found the synagogue, tucked in behind a modern cinema complex and
hemmed in on all sides by other buildings.


‘I thought we’d come to the wrong
place,’ Cathy said to the curator. ‘I never imagined a synagogue would’ve
survived let alone be in such fabulous condition.’


The curator smiled. ‘The White Swan
has had a hard life,’ she said. ‘It was looted and smashed up by the Nazis on Kristallnacht
– the only reason they didn’t burn it was because some of the nearby buildings
were owned by party members. Then it was blown up and partially burned by the
Red Army, vandalised and neglected under the communists and then, after three
failed restorations and two more fires, it was given back to the Jewish
community in 1996.’


‘I can see you’ve been busy,’ said
Cathy.


‘Most of the restoration was complete
by 2010 but there’s still work to do. If you follow me down to the basement,
I’ll show you our little collection. Magda from the City Museum said you’re
looking for pictures of the Paulis and I think I may be able to help you.’ The
museum, like the rest of the newly renovated building was brightly-lit and
welcoming and the curator showed them to a double row of document drawers where
the photographs were kept. ‘There are three photos that I think will interest
you. This is the Paulis’ jeweller’s shop. They lived and worked in the rooms
above it. The next one is of Walter and Sarah at a school prize-giving and this
one, I’m afraid it’s not a very clear image, is of the wedding of Anton Pauli
and Emma Richter on the 14th of June 1932. It was a Tuesday which is
the best day for marriages in our tradition.’ She looked at Cathy and James but
her expectant smile faded when she saw the look of disappointment on their
faces. ‘It’s not them,’ said James. ‘Even allowing for the time difference
between the two photographs, there’s no similarity at all.’


‘Do you have later pictures of them?’
asked the curator.


‘Yes, but they’re from identity
documents issued in 1945 and according to your colleague, the Paulis were
murdered in Auschwitz in 1944,’ replied James.


‘I’m afraid that’s correct,’ she
said. ‘They were killed in the June of that year, so the people in your
photographs can’t be them. Do you have them with you?’


‘They’re photocopies,’ said James,
unfolding two pieces of paper from his inside pocket. ‘I’ve cropped everything
except the identity photos, but they’re still very grainy.’


As the curator took them from him,
her mouth fell open and then, without warning, she roughly thrust the copies
back at James. ‘If you have come all this way to make bad jokes, then I must
ask you to leave,’ she shouted. ‘Go, go now. This is disgusting.’


James took a pace backwards and held
up both hands. ‘Hey, whoa, just stop a minute. Nobody’s making a joke and if
I’ve offended you in any way then I apologise.’


She glared at him disbelievingly.
‘You mean you don’t recognise those faces?’


James shrugged. ‘Until today I
thought they were Anton and Emma Pauli. Who do you think they are?’


Still visibly shaken, she snatched
them back from him and laid them out flat on the table. Then, she covered all
but the eyes of the man’s identity photograph. ‘Look again,’ she said. ‘Now
tell me you don’t recognise that face.’


Cathy joined James at the table and
stared at the grainy eyes peering at her from behind their thick distorting
lenses. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said to the curator. ‘I can’t see it either.’


The curator stared intently at each
of them in turn. ‘And you really don’t recognise this man?’ Both shook their
heads. ‘Well I do, despite the disguise.’ she said. ‘That is Adolf Hitler.’


Cathy and James stared at her,
open-mouthed with disbelief. ‘But it doesn’t look anything like him,’ said
James.


‘I promise you it’s him. Do you know
when this was taken?’


‘March or April 1945, we think,’ he
replied.


‘From the way he’s tried to change
his appearance I think you’ve found evidence that he was planning to escape
from Berlin. What disgusts me is that he stole the identity of a man he
murdered in order to do so.’ James could see that she was having trouble
controlling herself. ‘At least we have the consolation of knowing he didn’t
succeed. And as for that black wig, it would take more than that to make Eva
Braun look Jewish,’ she said.


Cathy caught James’s eye and gave him
an “I told you so” look. ‘It doesn’t look like any pictures of him that I’ve
ever seen,’ she said. ‘Could the photograph have been tampered with?’


‘It’s impossible to tell without
seeing the original but I would say 99% not. Listen, as a junior curator I
studied under John Szarkowski at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, so
believe me, I know what I’m talking about when it comes to photography. The
face may’ve been altered – a surgically altered nose was possible even in those
days – add a pair of glasses, a beard and a shaven head and that’s what you get.
I’m sure it’s him. Can you tell me where you got these pictures?’


James hesitated for a moment. ‘I’m
sorry, I can’t. They belonged to someone I knew. Before he died I promised I’d
find out more about them.’


The curator’s tone softened a little.
‘Well, if you have the originals then they’re documents of immense historical
significance. It’s not for me to tell you what to do with them, but I think
they belong in a museum.’


James smiled. ‘Thanks, I’ll bear that
in mind,’ he said. With peace once more restored and after several more minutes’
conversation with its curator, Cathy and James left the little museum,
promising to let her know the final resting place of the photographs. Both were
in a state of shock.


Still reeling from what they’d just
heard, they were walking up the narrow street towards the main road when the
sound of a car engine at high revs caused James to look back towards the
synagogue. With no time to speak, he grabbed Cathy and dragged her to the left,
pushing her to the ground behind the angle of a wall that jutted a little way
into the road. As he did so, the left hand corner of the bull-bars on the front
of the speeding SUV grazed the masonry inches from his head, causing a shower
of sparks and stone fragments to rain down on them. He looked up in time to see
the vehicle disappear from sight as it turned right into Kazimierza Wiekiego,
tyres squealing in protest.


‘You’re squashing me,’ said Cathy
from beneath his prostrate form. ‘What the hell was that all about?’ He pulled
her to her feet and with shaking hands they brushed the dust from their
clothes.


‘I think someone just tried to kill
us,’ he said, trying and failing to sound calm. ‘Are you all right?’


Her voice trembled. ‘I think so.’


 ‘Did you get the number?’ asked
James.


‘All I saw was a set of tyres go past
at eye-level. How about you?’


‘Silver SUV – think it was a Toyota but I’m not even sure of that. And it definitely wasn’t a coincidence this time.’


Cathy’s voice was almost breaking. ‘James,
I want to go home,’ she said. ‘I’m not cut out for this sort of thing.’


Taking great care as they crossed the
road and looking out all the time for the silver SUV that had nearly run them
down, they walked back to the Rynek and then on, past the university and over
the Piaskowy Bridge to the islands.


On reaching their hotel room, another
surprise awaited them. In the middle of the bed lay a piece of paper on which
was written “GO HOME. IT IS NOT SAFE FOR YOU HERE.” Thirty minutes later, they
were on their way back to the airport.











Chapter Twenty-nine  


 


Another delivery
from the faithful Marina Higgs. Letter from Meissner via Köcher confirming
aircraft never arrived. A. in another rage – now convinced they have stolen
everything. Don’t know what to believe. Cannot give up hope – only thing
keeping us alive – but whether aircraft lost or contents stolen, the result is the
same: we are stuck here with no money and no prospect of escape. Seriously
considering suicide.


 


*


 


When they returned to
the London flat late that night, nothing seemed to have changed other than the
pile of unopened bills and junk mail, which had got a little higher. Cathy had
remained edgy and monosyllabic throughout the journey and for both of them,
their brief and wonderfully happy time in Devon seemed a lifetime ago.


The following morning James fetched
Cathy breakfast in bed which helped cheer her up a little. He looked at her
fondly. She was sitting up in bed, wearing one of his t-shirts and even with no
makeup and her eyes full of sleep he was struck once again by her beauty and by
how much he enjoyed just being with her. ‘I’ve just been having a look on the
web,’ he said. ‘And I’ve downloaded heaps of stuff about facial proportions
that might be some use. I’ve also got more pictures of Hitler and Eva’s ugly
mugs than I ever want to see in a lifetime.’


They worked steadily throughout the
morning. Just after midday Cathy looked up from the heap of print-outs on the
desk in front of her: pictures of Hitler taken from every conceivable angle,
digital images of herself and James, random images of faces from magazines and
newspapers, all criss-crossed with ruled pencil lines and annotated in the
margins with calculations and ratios. ‘I’m going cross-eyed looking at this,’
she said.


‘Me too,’ James replied. ‘Let’s take
a break.’


‘Just five more minutes. I’m positive
we’re nearly there.’ Cathy held the photocopies of the identity photos up in
front of her. ‘I’m pretty sure about her,’ she said. ‘It’s him I’m worried
about. The bridge of his nose is wrong and the face shape’s all lumpy even
though the rest of the ratios are right.’


‘The woman at the White Swan seemed
to think he might have had a nose job. If his face was still bruised and he’d
stuck cotton wool or something in his mouth to pad out his cheeks, that could
explain the inconsistencies.’


Cathy brushed a strand of hair out of
her eyes and sighed in exasperation. ‘The trouble is though, none of this
constitutes proof that the people in the pictures are Pauli’s parents; nothing
we can slap in front of Pauli to get him to back off.’


James frowned. ‘That’s assuming he’s the
one behind it all. The more I think about it the less likely it seems. The
policeman at the airport, maybe; even a word in someone’s ear at Hérisson
Capital and the Imperial War Museum, but trying to get us killed? I can’t think
he’d take the risk.’


‘I’ll tell you one thing,’ said Cathy.
‘There’s still a good news story to be made out of this. If those pictures are
Hitler and Eva Braun, then the revelation that they were trying to get out of Berlin in disguise using forged documents is going to be one hell of a scoop. And as for
the letters themselves, they’ll be worth millions.’


‘So well worth killing for,’ he said.


‘But who else than Pauli knows they
exist?’


‘Nobody, so far as I know – I mean,
he’s hardly likely to tell anyone, is he?’


‘True.’


‘Which brings us back full-circle to
him being the only one with a vested interest in turning the house and the flat
upside-down and then having us run-over.’


‘Neatly contradicting what you said
two minutes ago about it being too big a risk for him,’ said Cathy with a sigh.


James shook his head. ‘I don’t know
what to believe,’ he said. ‘Maybe Pauli’s parents stole the paintings and the
letters at the same time and used them to get themselves out of Germany.’


‘Forget it,’ she said. ‘We could
still be having this conversation this time next year the way we’re going.
Until we get more information, then everything except the probable identity of
the people in the mugshots is pure speculation.’


Suddenly, James clapped his hand to
his forehead. ‘Unless…’


‘Unless what?’ she asked.


‘Unless we can get DNA samples,’ he
said, a look of triumph spreading across his face.


Cathy wrinkled her nose and looked at
him indulgently. ‘And then what, Einstein? If that’s really a picture of
Hitler, he died in April 1945 and the Russians destroyed the body so that kind
of rules him out by my reckoning. Pauli’s parents are dead too, so unless you
fancy a spot of grave-robbing, they’re not much use either. And his DNA? You
going to lie in wait for him armed with a cotton bud? And if you did get it,
what would you compare it with?’


‘Sorry. I think I was getting carried
away,’ he said.


It was Cathy’s last day in the UK so they decided that their detective work could wait and spent the afternoon in bed.
Their last few precious hours together rushed by and, as he stood at the end of
the road waving and watching her taxi disappear into the traffic, he felt an
unexpected pang of emotion, something that went way beyond the physical
attraction he felt for her.


James felt uncharacteristically
gloomy that evening and initially he put it down to Cathy’s departure. His head
ached, he felt vaguely nauseous and so, deciding he was coming down with
something, went to bed. At just after ten o’clock a shrieking, pulsing noise
intruded into his dream. Half awake now, he lay there trying to work out why it
wouldn’t go away. It sounded like a cross between a police siren and a smoke
alarm and it was so loud that he thought for a moment that it was coming from
inside the flat. He tried to sit up but his head span and he fell sideways,
aware now that his headache was ten times worse and that he was about to throw
up. He rolled off the bed and managed to grab the waste paper bin, which saved
him being sick on the carpet. The pain and nausea were now almost unbearable
and he staggered through to the kitchen, ricocheting off the walls, as he tried
to locate the source of the noise. Somehow, despite the throbbing in his head,
he managed to switch on the kitchen light. All the familiar units and furniture
were there but in blurry outline only; none of it would come into focus and
still the wailing continued. As he clutched at the doorway for support, the
realisation hit him – the noise, it was the carbon monoxide detector.


Stumbling as if in a dream, James
half fell, half staggered to the window and flung it open. Then, using the
kitchen worktops for support he levered himself along as far as the gas boiler,
opened the flap covering the controls at the second attempt and turned it off.
Dropping to his hands and knees, he crawled along the hallway and wrenched open
the door to the landing: by the time he reached the bedroom, his peripheral
vision was going and he took two tries to find the window catch. Gasping and
retching, with his head clamped in a vice of pain, he hung out of the window
above the street, gasping in lungfuls of air. How long he stayed like that, he
couldn’t subsequently remember, but gradually his breathing returned to normal,
his racing heart slowed and the pain in the front of his head subsided to a
dull ache. At some point, the level of toxic gas must have fallen to a more
tolerable level because he was aware that the noise from the detector had
stopped. Retracing his steps, his head throbbing at every footfall, he closed
the front door, opened every other window in the flat and returned to bed.


He awoke the following morning with
what felt like the worst hangover in the world. Not daring to touch the boiler,
he took a cold shower and then called the maintenance company. The repairman
arrived just after eleven and his diagnosis was chilling. ‘There’s your
culprit,’ he said, holding up a paint-covered rag. ‘Some joker stuffed this
into the flue. I’d call the police if I were you – you’re bloody lucky to be
alive.’


Later that evening, still feeling ill,
he phoned Cathy and told her what had happened. She let out a gasp. ‘Promise me
you’ll go to the police,’ she said.


‘What’s the point? Whoever did it is
long gone by now.’


‘James…’ her tone was severe. ‘Call
the police. Don’t be stupid. They need to know you’re in danger.’


‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s the only
incident we’ve got evidence for. They’ll take a statement, file it somewhere
and that’s that. I told you, there’s no point.’


What they’d both hoped would be a
tender conversation to remind them of the happy times they’d spent together
slowly degenerated into bickering, leaving both angry with the other and at the
same time feeling guilty for arguing.


Still feeling ill at ease, the
following afternoon James returned from the shops to find a voicemail from Mick
Cuthbertson asking him to ring back.


‘Have you seen the papers today?’ he
asked James when he called.


‘Only the FT and The Times. Why?’


‘Because you’re in the shit, mate,
that’s why. They’re saying that you kept back “valuable artefacts” from your
uncle’s little collection – although you can be sure they didn’t call it that –
and that you held on to cash that you said would go to the hospice.’


‘But that’s libellous,’ said James.
‘Where’s it all come from?’


‘It’s in all the red-tops and they’re
quoting “reliable sources”.’


‘Fuck. That’s all I bloody need.’


‘What you do need,’ said Cuthbertson,
‘is my help. If you pop round at half three we can have a chat.’


‘I’ll be there.’


The stairs up to Cuthbertson’s office
were still as sticky as kitchen lino the morning after a party, and the bad
smell that clung to the place was now overlain with a cloying odour of
air-freshener. In the tiny reception area, the same bored secretary sat reading
a celebrity magazine, and as he came in, she looked over the top of it and
gestured with her head towards the office. Cuthbertson rose to greet him and
showed him to a seat in front of his cluttered desk. ‘Not good, not good at
all,’ he said, passing him a pile of newspapers. A picture of James looking
smug, dating from his trip to the States, was captioned: “You can take the man
out of the City but you can’t take the City out of the man”. Another led with:
“Millionaire banker in inheritance tax scam” and the most wounding of the lot
said: “Cancer victims could be robbed of millions”. ‘Your bit of American
crumpet is in the guano as well.’


James’s jaw fell. ‘Cathy? What are
they saying about her?’


‘All the major US papers are saying that she’s breached confidentiality agreements by supplying the Republican
campaign with damaging information about Eric Pauli’s private life.’


‘But that’s rubbish. She’d never do
that: it’d be professional suicide.’


Cuthbertson spread his hands out in a
fatalistic gesture. ‘Throw enough mud, James. You know how it goes.’


‘It’s just so bloody unfair. Who’s doing
this and why?’


He shrugged. ‘I was rather hoping you’d
be able to tell me. I can always ask around the bazaars to see what I can pick
up, but I don’t hold out much hope. If I were you, I’d get out of town and let
me put out a statement that you deny all the allegations, that you’re considering
libel action and that all questions should come through me.’


James heaved a sigh. ‘All right.
Where do I sign?’


Half an hour later he was out in the
streets of west London once more. With a heavy heart he phoned Cathy to break
the news and to try and make his peace with her. When she answered, he could
hear she was close to tears. ‘I could lose my fucking job over this,’ she said.
‘It’s all so unfair.’


‘What does your editor think?’ he
asked.


‘He’s supporting me, thank God. I
gave him a brief outline of some of what we found about Pauli’s parents before
the smear story broke – you know, about them coming to the US under assumed names – but no mention of who’s in the mugshots. And I think he believed me.’


‘That’s one bit of good news. Any
word from Pauli himself?’


‘Oh, nothing major: just a whole
bunch of pompous crap from Vince Novak and Pauli’s press secretary about how
disappointed they are. And after that, radio silence. They won’t talk to me,
won’t answer my calls and if I stay locked out then I’m no use as a political
correspondent. Game over.’


Without going into the worst of the
details he told her about the smears in the UK press. ‘So who’s doing this to
us?’ he asked. ‘I know you like and respect the guy, but there’s only one
person with a motive and when it comes down to it, he’s a politician.’


‘I hate to say it, but I think you’re
right.’


‘And who else has motives for the
murders? You’re the one who needs to go to the police, Cathy, not me.’


‘But I’ve got no proof,’ she said. ‘I
can’t go to them with allegations like that. After what’s been said about me
they’ll think I’m being malicious.’ He could hear the desperation in her voice.
‘What can I do, James?’


‘I don’t know, but I’ll come to the
States if it helps.’


‘Would you? I know it’s one hell of a
big ask…’


‘You didn’t ask. I offered and I
meant it. Mick said to get out of town so I think DC would count, don’t you?
Dunno what use I’ll be, but I’ll come.’


‘James, just shut the fuck up and get
your gorgeous ass over here, OK? But before you do, please call the police.’


In the end he relented and did as
Cathy asked, an action he deeply regretted the moment they arrived at the flat.


After he’d finished recounting his
brush with death to the bored Metropolitan Police sergeant and an equally bored
constable, James showed them the rag that had been stuffed into the flue. The
sergeant shook his head and recoiled from it as though it were toxic. ‘Can’t
use that in evidence,’ he said.


‘Why ever not?’ asked James.


‘Because you’ve touched it and the
heating engineer you called has touched it. If it ever came to court, any
half-decent brief would argue that you could’ve put it there yourself, sir.’


‘And why would I want to do that?’


‘I’m strictly neutral, sir, but given
the bad publicity you’ve had, the argument that you did it to deflect the
criticism and go for the sympathy vote would be pretty compelling.’


‘You’re not suggesting – ’


‘‘The sergeant raised his hands in a
gesture of appeasement. ‘I’m not suggesting anything of the sort, sir, but I
know how the system works, that’s all.’


‘But this was attempted murder. If it
wasn’t for the carbon monoxide detector I’d be dead.’


The sergeant checked to make sure his
constable was out of earshot. ‘I agree with you, Mr Atkinson, it probably was
attempted murder but I think the chances of my superiors classifying it as such
are minimal.’


‘But that doesn’t make sense,’ said
James, aghast.


‘I’m afraid it does, sir. I’ll be
honest with you. We haven’t a cat’s chance in hell of catching whoever did
this. Now, if we classify it as wilful damage, then, when nobody’s caught it
goes against the minor crimes clean-up statistics along with all the broken windows
and dog-fouling – it won’t even nudge the numbers by a fraction. However, if we
don’t clean up an attempted murder, then that’s a far bigger black mark with a
statistically significant impact against our performance figures.’


James looked at him aghast. ‘But
that’s appallingly cynical,’ he said.


The sergeant shrugged. ‘I couldn’t
possibly comment, sir – out of my pay scale I’m afraid. But that’s how things
work.’


They took James’s statement, gave him
a crime number and within the hour they were gone, leaving him angry and bitter
at the institutionalised indifference of the process.


Wincing at the cost while typing in
his credit card details to the airline’s website, James managed to get a flight
for two days’ time. Next he phoned Mrs H and after a few false starts, caused
because she was unaware that such things existed, finally got her to contact a
courier firm to deliver the cardboard tube containing the letters to his flat.
When they arrived, he added all the printouts that they’d used in their DIY
facial geometry attempts and the used a different courier company to send them
to Cathy at the New Horizons office, marked “advertising copy artwork”,
figuring that was something no one in their right mind would want to steal.


The flight to Dulles was uneventful
but as he approached customs, he was surprised to be addressed by name even
before he’d handed in his blue and white declaration form. ‘Would you please
follow me, Mr Atkinson,’ said the customs officer and James was led away through
a frosted glass door marked “Search Area”. This doesn’t look good, he thought.


The process took almost an hour.
While they copied the contents of his laptop, every single item of baggage was
subjected to minute scrutiny. Some of it they x-rayed, other items were probed,
swabbed and tested for heaven knows what. James himself was faced with a
barrage of questions about the nature of his visit; who he was visiting, how
long he planned to stay, what he planned to do. Having been on the receiving
end of US bureaucracy before, he knew that if he didn’t keep his cool, his
tormentors would take the greatest delight in making the process as long and
unpleasant possible. At worst, he risked being put on the next flight back to
the UK. His requests for the return of his mobile phone so that he could call
Cathy to explain his absence were met with blank refusal. ‘That’s not
authorised under our procedures, sir,’ was the answer to that and every other
request that might have allowed him some shred of human dignity. At least they
haven’t got the latex gloves out yet, he thought.


Finally, he was released, having
signed a form to the effect that he’d been correctly treated and that his human
rights hadn’t been infringed. Who says the Americans can’t do irony? he thought
as he finally emerged into the departures hall. Cathy was almost the only
person there. Running towards him, she threw her arms around his neck. ‘I
thought you weren’t coming,’ she said breathlessly after they’d finished
kissing. ‘What happened to you?’


‘Pauli again,’ he said grimly. ‘I got
taken apart by customs. I’ll tell you about it in the car.’


While James and Cathy were making
their way through the DC traffic, Pauli and Novak were sitting in Pauli’s hotel
suite in Albany, New York, preparing for that evening’s Democratic fund-raiser
at the Hibernian Hall. ‘Calm down, Eric,’ said Novak. ‘There’s no point getting
bent out of shape about it. It’s done now.’


Pauli’s tie was at half-mast and his
top button undone. A week on the road seemed to have aged him ten years. ‘Yeah,
I know, but it’s not what I asked you to do, is it?’ he said, his words
dripping with sarcasm.


Novak shrugged. ‘You asked me to keep
them off your back, so I did.’


Pauli threw his hands in the air in
exasperation. ‘You took an elephant gun to kill a mouse – fucking genius,’ he
said. ‘Have you read The Post or The Times today?’


‘Aw to hell with them. That’s just
the Republicans bitching again – they’ll get over it.’


‘No they won’t, Vince. Lopez and her
people are all over me like a fucking rash and you’ve blown months of hard work
by making my campaign look like just another dirty-tricks outfit.’


‘OK, I’ll see what I can do to unwind
it.’


Pauli’s voice rose. ‘Unwind it? How
the fuck are you going to unwind it? You just carpet-bombed New
Horizons – who, in case you hadn’t noticed, were right in behind us until
this week – and you effectively accused the Lopez campaign of kerb-crawling for
dirt on me.’


‘Yeah, enough already: don’t yell at
me.’


‘I’ll yell at who the fuck I like,
Vince. Especially when they screw up a simple task. And now Atkinson’s come all
the way to DC to console Stenmark. We’re back where we started.’


‘Come all the way to fuck her more
likely.’


‘Console, fuck, whatever. Because of yet
another of your screw-ups he’s here rather than getting on with his life in London.’


‘I told you, Eric, relax. He’s not a
threat.’


‘Course he’s a goddam threat.’


‘I tell you he isn’t. Customs at
Dulles took him apart and he was clean.’


Pauli slammed his fist down on the
desk and walked angrily over to the window. He spun round to glare at Novak,
eyes blazing. ‘I don’t care how you do it but I want the allegations against
both of them pulled. You make your peace with Stenmark, we resume normal
hostilities with Lopez and from now on we deal with things my way. You got
that?’


‘Listen, Eric – ’


‘I said have you fucking got that?
Because if you haven’t, you can go find another job. Now get out, I need to
think how we deal with those two assholes properly.’


Novak slammed the door behind him and
marched down the hotel corridor, his fists balled in fury. After all I’ve done
for you, you bastard, he fumed. “Yet another of your screw-ups”. Right. You’ll
wish you’d never said that. Fuck you, Eric Pauli. Fuck you to hell.











Chapter Thirty      
 


 


One disaster
follows another. I am pregnant. The doctor says there is no doubt and when I
asked him about an abortion, he shouted at me. That wretched woman Higgs
refused to help me find somebody – says it’s illegal and against the will of
God. What has God got to do with anything? If he existed then this world would
be very different. Have not yet summoned up the courage to tell A. my news.


 


*


 


Now alone in his
hotel room, Pauli mused on how it had come to this. As he did so, his thoughts
drifted back to the day of the removals and the finding of his mother’s
diaries.


The decision to
continue in politics after finding the diaries had not been an easy one. At
that time, as a freshman senator he wasn’t too far enmeshed in the Beltway
machine to step out and return to his former life in the world of finance, but
on the other hand, ambition’s siren call beckoned him onwards and upwards
towards the prize he secretly coveted.


For an entire week after the discovery,
he and his wife Janet spoke about nothing else, and the arguments for and
against were equally compelling. They would go to bed determined that he’d
announce his resignation the following morning, but by the time breakfast was
finished, they’d decided to carry on.


He thought of how they’d sat on their
brand new living-room carpet sorting out the diaries into heaps arranged in
chronological order with him repeating over and over: ‘None of this was my
doing.’


He read aloud, “March 1945. News
bad on all fronts. Rumours that dear Heinrich has been in contact with the
British via Admiral Canaris. If true both will be shot.”


They lay on their stomachs, looking
at the diary entries for March and April 1945 with Pauli translating as he
went. He paused and then read on “News from Canaris. Allies willing to keep
A. and me alive in return for as-yet unspecified conditions. Consensus is that
they want Germany to surrender to them before the Reds advance any further. Are
we willing to talk? A. flew into terrible rage and threatened to shoot Canaris
on the spot but C. believes negotiations may buy us time. Fell asleep while
they were arguing and didn’t wake till later. A. seemed calmer.” 


Pauli nodded in admiration. ‘I’ll say
one thing for him, this Canaris guy had balls.’


‘What happened to him?’ asked Janet.


‘Hang on, I’m coming to that.’ “Canaris
has agreed to leave Berlin under safe conduct. Flies out this evening. He’s
taking a huge risk, enemy aircraft are everywhere. Later: C. has returned with proposal
from Allies – not sure I can bring myself to believe it. No mention of
surrender terms. All they want are two of Heisenberg’s ‘Uranium Club’ people,
Standfluss and Reiss. In return, A. and I can also leave and will be taken to USA under assumed identities – up to us to arrange. A. to undergo facial surgery to ensure
not recognised. Twenty-four hours to respond. The will to live and fight on is
strong.” 


Pauli read on and then continued. ‘OK,
now there’s no date on this entry but it must relate to the next day.’ “Canaris
has persuaded A. to accept. All agreed that the fight must go on and if the
enemy are foolish enough to help us, then we must take advantage of them. Radio
message broadcast in clear this morning – some nonsense about coming to a grove
near Athens – but that is the signal for our acceptance. All efforts now to
agree terms. A. has given C. a list of our requirements so that they cannot
trick us. He returns to enemy lines tonight – a dear, loyal and brave man. A.
to have surgery tomorrow.”


‘Right, there’s a gap here of almost
three weeks – I’m guessing this is when she returned to Munich,’ said Pauli.


‘So when does it pick up again?’


‘Hold on.’ He shuffled through the
jumble of papers and exercise books trying to work out the likely date from the
content of the diaries. ‘Ah, here we go. This must be the first week of April.’
“Everything is ready. The letters of transit have been signed by the two gangsters,
Roosevelt and Churchill. We are Anton and Emma Pauli, two Jews (the indignity
of it!) from Breslau. I refused to dye my hair and so will have to wear that
same horrible, scratchy black wig that I had my picture taken in. A’s face is
still bruised from the operation and he has grown a horrid beard – tickles when
he kisses me – and shaved the top of his head. Looks like some ghastly rabbi. C.
assures us that there is plenty of film footage and recordings that can be
released over the next week to make it look like we are still in Berlin. He has also arranged for “our bodies” to be found by the Russians. Our paintings,
those of the traitor Göring, 25kg of gold and the letters will be taken to
safety in Switzerland – not only will this give us the funds to start again and
continue the fight, but the letters cannot be taken from us. While the letters
exist and are in loyal hands, we are safe. The two arch-terrorists will be
livid!”


Pauli’s words trailed away as he
choked back the emotion. ‘I can’t live with what they did, what my father… that
man… all the millions who died because of him,’ he said, his voice trembling.


Janet put her arm around his
shoulder. ‘But whatever you do, whatever you say or do now, you can’t change
history. Think of the risks that FDR took in agreeing to this, and the lies he
had to tell to make it work,’ she said. ‘And look at him, he’s a national
hero.’


‘Because he didn’t get caught, that’s
all.’


‘No, Eric, that isn’t how it works.
It’s what you do that matters, not whether you get caught or not.
There’s no Eleventh Commandment, you know that.’


He shook his head and looked
downcast. ‘Politics isn’t life, Janet; the rules are different. How it plays in
public matters more than any standard of underlying morality – mob justice
never forgives.’


Pauli got to his feet and stretched –
knees and elbows sore from lying on his front for so long. ‘What worries me,’
he said, ‘is when this shit they sent to Switzerland turns up in a junk shop
one day, I’m going to have a lot of explaining to do.’


Janet stood up and put her arms
around his neck. ‘Eric, honey, if it was going to turn up it would’ve done so
by now. Same goes for anything FDR or Churchill may’ve committed to paper. No
one need ever know.’


He turned away from her and paced up
and down with his hands behind his back. ‘But I know. That’s the
problem.’


‘And what the hell could you have done
to stop it? We none of us choose our parents, Eric.’


He paused, deep in thought. ‘Before I
make any decisions, I need to talk it over with Vince.’


‘Vince?’ she shouted, recoiling from him,
glaring, hands on hips. ‘So my opinions count for so little that you have to
talk to precious Vince fucking Novak before you’ll decide? Thanks a bunch,
Eric, at least I know where I stand.’


He moved to hold her but she pushed
him away. ‘Janet, listen. You’re my rock, my life, everything that really
matters. Vince is politics and politics ultimately doesn’t matter – it’s a
freakshow disguised as a means to an end. But I owe it to him after all the
work he’s done to get me this far and the work he’s going to have to do if I
decide to go all the way.’


She put her head on one side and
looked at him accusingly. ‘Go all the way where?’


With a sheepish expression on his
face he said quietly, ‘The White House.’


Janet spat the words at him, each one
finding a painful mark. ‘Are you out of your fucking mind? Do you realise what
that would do to you, to me, to our marriage? No, no, no, I absolutely forbid
it. If you even think about running, I’ll be out of that door so fast you won’t
believe it.’


Pauli raised his hands in mock
surrender. ‘OK, you win,’ he said. ‘It’s a crazy idea and it’s a long way off
happening – there are plenty of good people ahead of me in the line anyway.
Sorry I brought it up.’


Her look of anger faded. ‘And I’m sorry
I shouted,’ she said, putting her arms round his neck and kissing him. ‘If you
want to tell Vince about this, it’s your decision, I just don’t think it’s the
right one, that’s all. And as for the White House, you’re too decent a person
to do the things it takes to get nominated, let alone win a general election.’


A half-smile crossed his lips. ‘Guess
I should learn from my old man.’


Janet frowned and wagged an
admonitory finger under his nose. ‘Eric, don’t even joke about things like
that. It’s not funny.’


On the Monday morning of the
following week, Pauli called Novak into his office. He remained grim-faced and
after his chief of staff had taken a seat, Pauli walked to the door and locked
it.


Novak turned round nervously in his
chair. ‘Christ, Eric. What have I done?’


For the moment, Pauli made no reply,
waiting until he was sitting down behind the desk, eye to eye with him. ‘Nothing.
It’s about me and I need to know you’ll never breathe a word of this to another
living soul.’


The relief on Novak’s face was
palpable. I know what’s coming next, he thought. You old dog, Eric. ‘Hey, what
goes in Vegas, stays in Vegas. I don’t have a problem with that,’ he said with
a smile.


‘It’s not a woman, Vince, it’s worse
than that.’


‘A man? Hey, whatever – ’


‘Vince, please, let me finish will
you. I’ve found something about my parents that could kill my political career
if it came out. Janet says it’s not my fault and I should carry on and I’m
kinda leaning that way too. First, I want your take on it and second, I need to
know whether you still want to work for me.’


The smile faded from Novak’s face. ‘Go
on, I’m listening.’


‘You know my parents were German and
that they got out of the country in a big hurry at the end of the war?’


‘Yeah, you told me they’d been in Auschwitz but you didn’t know why.’


‘Well a couple of weeks ago I found
my mother’s diaries: they weren’t in Auschwitz at all.’


‘Runaway Nazis, huh? Janet’s right,
it’s not your fault.’


Pauli drew a deep breath. ‘Adolf
Hitler and Eva Braun.’


A look of relief spread over Novak’s
face as he threw his head back and laughed. ‘You bastard,’ he chortled. ‘You
had me hook line and sinker – who says you can’t kid a kidder?’ The look on the
Senator’s face pulled him up short. ‘You are kidding, right…? Tell me you’re
kidding, Eric.’


Pauli shook his head. ‘I wish I
were.’


Novak stared at him aghast. ‘But they
committed suicide in the bunker, the Russians found the bodies…’


‘The Russians found two bodies that
were both burned beyond recognition, but it wasn’t them. Everything’s in the
diaries. It was all planned down to the last detail, even the news-reels of him
on his birthday, it was all pre-recorded, staged, they’d been out of the
country nearly two weeks by then.’


‘But the dental records…’


‘Simple,’ said Pauli. ‘They took the
dental records of the guy they shot in Hitler’s place and changed the name on
the top of the records. Same for Eva Braun. That’s in there too.’


Novak stood up and walked around the
room flapping his arms in agitation. Finally he stopped and turned towards
Pauli once more. ‘Eric, I know you don’t want to hear this about your own flesh
and blood, but it’s more likely your mother was mentally ill and made the whole
thing up.’


‘That’s what Janet and I thought at
first but there’s way too much detail – people, names, places – she wasn’t an
educated woman and wouldn’t have had access to that kind of information unless
she’d been there. Some of this information – particularly the stuff about Los Alamos – was only declassified in the 90s so there’s only one way she could’ve known.
It also explains other things.’


‘What other things?’ asked Novak.


‘Why there were no pictures of my
father in the house, no pictures of her come to that. It also explains why a
bunch of plain-clothes goons turned the house and the yard upside-down after
she died, and why they asked me a whole bunch of questions I didn’t understand.
I do now.’


‘So what’s the Los Alamos angle? You’ve
lost me there.’


Pauli put his head in his hands for a
moment and then looked up. ‘That’s the scary stuff. It’s clear she didn’t
really grasp what was going on, but it seems that by early 1945 the Manhattan
Project was in deep shit. The physics worked ok but they couldn’t refine
uranium fast enough to make a bomb. And although they could make plutonium,
they couldn’t get the trigger mechanism to work.’


‘I still don’t see where your
father…Hitler, I mean, comes in. He wasn’t a scientist – a fucking psychopath
but not a scientist. Sorry, no offence.’


‘None taken. Yes he was a
psychopath.’ Pauli smiled. To Novak it looked more like a grimace. ‘It’s almost
like some sick take on the Alcoholics Anonymous confessional thing, you know,
“my name is Eric Pauli and my father was a psychopath.” “Very good, Eric: your
turn now Mr Skywalker...”.’ He shook his head. ‘Sorry, where was I?’


‘Los Alamos.’


 ‘Right. So the Germans have these
two guys working on their A-bomb project: Georg Reiss had found a better way of
refining uranium and Max Standfluss had invented a working implosion trigger.
The only reason the Nazis didn’t make their bomb first was that they couldn’t
get their hands on enough uranium to build one. Without Oppenheimer and the two
Germans, the war in the Pacific could’ve dragged on for years.’


‘So your father cut a deal.’


‘Yep. Seems like the idea came from
FDR and Churchill. Guess they were desperate to get these guys out before the
Russians picked them up.’


‘So why didn’t they just whack him
and Eva as soon as they’d got their hands on the scientists?’


‘My father had already thought of
that. He asked for letters of safe transit for all four of them and then had
them flown out to Switzerland along with 25 kg of gold and a whole bunch of
looted art. That was their insurance policy.’


‘Can’t say I blame him in the
circumstances.’


‘Yeah, but here’s the twist,’ said
Pauli. ‘The guy who acted as intermediary and set everything up was a certain
Admiral Wilhelm Canaris. To make sure there were no leaks, on Hitler’s orders,
Himmler had him shot at Flossenburg concentration camp the day after they
skipped town. Nice way of repaying his loyalty, huh?’


‘And you want to know what I think
you should do?’


‘I was thinking of going public with
it and letting the voters decide.’


‘Are you kidding?’ said Novak,
aghast. ‘You mean to tell me you didn’t see the documentary about that poor guy
in Seattle? You know, Arnie Hillman, the poor bastard who’s Hitler’s nephew –
they damn near tore him a new asshole. You can’t choose your parents…’


‘That’s what Janet said.’


‘Well she’s right. Eric, if you want
my advice, you keep this quiet. If you go public, it’s not just your reputation
that’s at stake – think of all the other people who must’ve had a hand in this:
FDR, Churchill, Truman, Stimson, Ike, Oppenheimer, Fermi, Groves. Do you really
want to drag their names and our country through the shit?’


‘I hadn’t thought about that.’


Novak looked him in the eye. ‘No.
This is what you do. You carry on with the same line that you never knew your
father, which is true, and that your mother never spoke much about her past:
also true. Leave it at that and let ‘em dig – they sure as hell won’t find
anything.’


‘And you still want to work for me?’


Novak looked him straight in the eye.
‘Course I do,’ he said. ‘Nothing changes.’


 


***


 


Eight years ago: it seemed like
yesterday. And now, alone in an Albany hotel room, reality assailed him from
all sides. Nothing changes, he thought to himself. Eight years on from the
conversation with Novak and everything had changed. The White House was
touching distance away – Janet, who’d grown to like the idea of being First
Lady, was practically measuring up for curtains – and now he faced the same
dilemma all over again but with an expanded cast list containing two actors who
could potentially ruin everything. It was time to change tack.











Chapter Thirty-one          
 


 


Finally summoned
the courage to tell A. about the baby. Thought he would kill me but instead he
was delighted. Kept on for hours about founding a new dynasty, a new Reich, but
without any money, our friends either dead or scattered to the four winds,
difficult to know how he proposes to do it.


 


*


 


It was Sunday morning
and torrential rain lashed against the windows of Cathy’s townhouse. Thoughts
of an early start and a trip out of town were put on hold and replaced by a
lie-in, so it was well after ten by the time they surfaced. Dressed in
bathrobes, they sat drinking coffee at her small kitchen table. ‘I still don’t
think it looks anything like him,’ said Cathy, handing back the letter of
transit to James. ‘And it doesn’t get us any closer to proving whether the man
in this photograph is Eric Pauli’s father or not.’


Deep in thought, James made no reply
for a moment. Then he said, ‘You know you laughed at me the other day when I
mentioned DNA?’


‘Would you like me to do it again?’
she asked with a smile.


‘You can if you like, but what if
there was some way of extracting DNA from the fingerprint on the letter? I
don’t even know if it’s scientifically possible or whether DNA can survive that
long in paper and ink or even whether there’d be enough to analyse.’


She nodded appreciatively. ‘I stand
corrected, you’re not as dumb as you look,’ she said, dodging the playful swipe
he aimed at her in reply. ‘The only problem is, we’ve no proof that the
fingerprint, let alone the picture, is Hitler’s. So even if does turn out to be
Pauli’s father’s print, it doesn’t prove anything.’


‘There must be other members of the
Hitler family out there though.’


‘Oh there are, but they’re all very
cagey about their dear relative – understandably so – and most of them are
descended from his father’s half-brother which I think is too far removed to
prove a definite link…’ Now it was Cathy’s turn to slap her hand against her
forehead. ‘Hillman,’ she shouted. ‘Why on earth didn’t I think of him before?’
She pulled James roughly towards her across the table and gave him a smacking
kiss.


‘Who’s Hillman?’ James asked once
he’d recovered his breath.


‘Arnie Hillman. They made a TV
documentary about him a few years ago. His father was Walter Hitler, Adolf’s
younger brother, which makes him, if our theory is right, Eric Pauli’s first cousin
once removed. And that’s a much closer genetic match than Willy Hitler’s descendants.’


‘And where is this Arnie Hillman,
presuming he’s still alive?’


‘Oh he’s alive all right. I’ve met
him. He runs a hardware store in a place called Cunningham, about two hours’
drive from here and…’ she tailed off in mid-sentence, caught up in the realisation
of what she’d just said.


James put his head on one side and
looked at her quizzically. ‘And what?’ he said.


‘Hillman. I’ve just realised
something that’s been staring us in the face.’


‘Well it’s not been looking my way,’
James said, frowning with confusion.


‘Listen,’ she said. ‘We’ve been
looking so hard at Pauli that we haven’t thought about the other stuff that’s
gone on.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Remember I was supposed to go and
talk to Georg Reiss’s son, Robert?’


‘The guy who died in the fire.’


‘That’s the one. Well, if the letters
of transit are correct, Reiss senior came out of Germany with Hitler and Eva.
He was ninety-four years old and, according to his son, he sent a letter to Lisa
Greenberg shortly before he died. We don’t know exactly what was in it but I
think it’s safe to assume that at his age he didn’t want the truth to die with
him. When his son phoned me, the first thing he said was the old man’s death
wasn’t an accident. Then he said something about the letter revealing a
conspiracy of deception. He mentioned you specifically and said you didn’t
realise the significance of what you’d found and that Pauli’s life could be in
danger when the news broke. Now, what does that sound like to you?’


‘Just like you said, an old man
clearing his conscience by sending a letter to the press.’


‘Which he sends to Lisa, probably
because of the pieces she’d written in New Horizons about Pauli. So she does
her research and then goes hot-foot to see… guess who?’


‘Hillman?’


‘Ten out of ten. And that very
evening, just hours after talking to him she’s found face down in the river.
Coincidence? I don’t think so.’


‘So where’s the letter?’ asked James.


‘I think that whoever killed her took
it. Otherwise I wouldn’t be alive today.’


‘What makes you think that?’


‘Well, not long after Lisa’s death I
got a call out of the blue from Hillman. I didn’t know him from Adam. He said
she’d been to see him about a piece she was working on – corporate America versus the little guy kind of thing. Some developer’s building a mall on the edge
of Cunningham, which will put his store out of business. Now that’s not the
kind of story we’d even consider, and at first I thought it was a try on – we
get the, “oh, your colleague’s running a story on x,” line all the time from
single-issue fanatics, especially if said colleague happens to be out of the
office. And to think I nearly hung up on him.’


‘So what stopped you?’


‘Because of where Cunningham is. For
some reason, on her way back from seeing Hillman, Lisa stopped and posted me,
of all things, a plastic bag with a used razor-head in it. Inside was a note
saying something like “Pauli, urgent” and the envelope was postmarked Walkersville,
which is a town more or less on the road from Cunningham to DC. Anyway,
like I said, by ten o’clock that same evening, she was dead.’


James nodded. ‘Seems an odd thing to
send through the post, I’ll admit, but from what you’ve said it looks like your
friend Lisa beat us to the truth, paintings, letters and all.’


‘I think she did.’


James continued. ‘OK, let’s say
you’re right and the letter from Reiss senior was a tell-all and let’s say Lisa
did the sensible thing and started doing some background checking into Pauli
before going to see Hillman.’


‘Which she must’ve done.’


‘And let’s also say she asked enough
questions about the “Out of Germany” angle to arouse suspicions, to the extent
that Pauli or someone close to him started keeping an eye on her. Let’s also
make the reasonable assumption that Pauli’s mother told him the truth before
she died. Then the moment Lisa went within a country mile of Hillman, Pauli and
his people knew the story was about to break, and with a reasonable guess at
the only possible living source. And that’s why she ended up in the river.’


Cathy’s brow furrowed in
concentration. ‘And that’s why Reiss senior fell down stairs and his son was
killed too,’ she said. ‘And at a guess, Pauli’s source of information about Lisa’s
movements, and mine come to that, was the IT guy who got arrested trying to
hack my internet connection. Pauli and his people must’ve worried that he’d
blown the story to the police and so had him killed. Looks like the DC homicide
guys were right all along; they just didn’t know who the link was.’


‘It also explains why someone turned
The Lodge over and my flat too,’ James said. ‘They were looking for the
letters. Pauli himself accused me of having them during the flight back from Charleston. It could also explain what happened in Wroclaw and the blocked gas flue. I
think we should confront Pauli with what we’ve got.’


Cathy spluttered and almost dropped
her coffee cup. ‘James, please tell me you’re joking. Four people are dead
already and you and I have come close to making it six. You go near Pauli and
we’re both dead. No. We get proof and we go to the police.’


‘What proof?’


‘First of all, proof that Pauli and
Hillman are related in the male line. Without it, the letters and everything
else are just circumstantial. With it, there’s a motive and at a push, probable
cause.’


‘So now we’re back to cotton swabs at
dawn,’ said James. ‘Who do we go after first?’


Cathy thought for a moment. ‘I think
we should start with the most difficult one: Pauli. Once we’ve got something
he’s touched – a glass, a cup, knife, fork, anything, then we stay out of his
way, make it look like we’ve given up and gone home and then we can do the same
with Hillman but without putting him in danger. We have to assume we’re being
watched. If we go near Hillman now, even if we get a sample first time round,
they’ll kill him for sure and then us.’


‘OK, so Pauli first it is. That
sounds easier said that done,’ James said.


‘It’s a long-shot, but I’ve got an
idea.’


‘I thought you might,’ he said,
smiling.


 


***


 


On Monday, Cathy returned to work,
leaving James with the keys to her car. Carefully briefed, he was to follow
precise directions to tourist locations both within and outside DC with the
simple aim of trying to find out if the car was being followed.


On the third floor, the elevator door
slid open and she walked purposefully across the New Horizons office,
greeting each unhappy Monday morning face as she passed. Hanging her jacket on
the back of her seat she logged on to her PC and as she looked up her eyes met
the longing gaze of her admirer, Dave Newman. ‘Morning, Dave,’ said Cathy.
‘Good weekend?’


‘Yeah, not bad thanks. You know,
kinda quiet.’ She knew his words were loaded with meaning and longing, but as
she’d done almost every day since his sudden and unexpected declaration of
love, she affected not to notice and carried on being her usual self; not
unfriendly but taking great care never to give any encouragement. ‘How was
yours?’ asked Newman.


Resisting the temptation to say
something about non-stop wild sex, she replied in kind and swiftly changed the
subject to work matters. ‘Oh, didn’t get out much,’ she said. ‘Been working on
a piece about Lopez and her foreign policy towards Europe – the excitement
nearly killed me.’ He laughed, just a little too heartily she noticed, and then
continued, ‘I might need your help with something though, Dave.’


His large, puppy-dog eyes lit up.
‘Sure, be glad to,’ he said, practically wagging his tail with delight at this
scrap from his beloved’s table. ‘What do you need me to do?’


Cathy lowered her voice. ‘Now don’t
go getting ideas, but I’ll buy you lunch and we can talk about it then.’ He
almost squealed with delight.


While Cathy worked solidly throughout
the morning, every time she looked up she noticed that he could barely sit
still with excitement and by five minutes to midday was practically squirming
in his seat.


Even on a Monday, getting a lunchtime
table at La Lanterna was almost impossible. Newman was so thrilled at the
prospect of an hour alone with Cathy that he never thought to ask how she’d
managed to get a table at such short notice, not knowing that she’d booked it days
earlier with the intention of meeting James, until her flash of inspiration had
changed their plans.


She leant towards him and spoke
softly, her voice barely audible over the shouted conversations of their
neighbours in what is one of DC’s most popular Italian restaurants. ‘It’s about
Pauli and I need you to do me a favour.’


His eyes shone with excitement –
Cathy was sure that if she’d asked him to jump out of the window, he’d have
done it. ‘Sure, what is it?’ he panted.


‘OK, this is going to sound kinda
crazy,’ she said. ‘But bear with me. I’ve uncovered some information that I
need validated. It’s about Pauli’s parents and to put it bluntly, I don’t think
he’s telling the truth about them.’


‘I thought they both died when he was
young.’


‘They did but I don’t think they were
the “good Germans” he makes them out to have been.’


Newman sat upright with surprise
written all over his face. ‘Nazis, you mean?’


‘Shhh, Dave, not so loud. It’s
possible that’s all. I’ve got names but I can’t tell you whose for the moment.
I need you to trust me.’


‘Cathy, I’d trust you with my life –
’


‘OK, let’s not get carried away. The
people concerned are still alive but to prove Pauli’s connection with them I
need your help. I need something that Pauli and he alone has touched, or better
still a cup or a glass he’s drunk from.’


She watched as the understanding lit
up his features. ‘You want me to get a DNA sample, don’t you?’


Cathy leant closer still towards him.
‘I do. Now there’s a big Democratic fundraiser coming up and I want you to get
a job as a waiter, or anything that’ll get you close to Pauli. D’you reckon you
can do it?’


‘For you, Cathy, anything.’


She pointedly didn’t react to his
comment and slid him a piece of paper. ‘This is the name of the conference
venue and here are the names of the two agencies that the catering company hire
their staff from. I took a wander round on Sunday afternoon when it was quiet
and got talking to some of the staff who were prepping the place for another
function – those that could speak English that is. The staff turnover is huge
and they’ll jump at anyone halfway decent – no offence meant.’


‘But what about proof of identity,
stuff like that?’


‘Security is non-existent; most of
the staff at these big events are hired for the night and the majority are
illegals. In return for a hundred bucks cash the agency will get you a social
security number.’ She pushed an envelope containing the notes across the table
to him. ‘All clear so far?’ He nodded enthusiastically and Cathy continued. ‘If
you look again at the first piece of paper, you’ll see a list of the places
you’ve worked: they’re all West Coast and the chance of anyone bothering to
check is zero. Finally, you need to learn your new name, Ludis Ozols: Mr Ozols
is a Latvian illegal who jumped ship in, oh I dunno, Long Beach, say.’


For the first time during the conversation,
Newman’s expression turned from one of adoration to a look of real concern. ‘But
what if I meet a real Latvian?’


Cathy waved her hands dismissively.
‘Dave, you’re a journalist. Make something up, it’s what we do.’ He smiled and
to her consternation she saw the hypnotised look of adoration back on his face.
‘Like I said, if you can get a glass or a cup he’s used, that’ll be ideal. If
you can’t get that, then I’ll leave it up to your initiative to find something
else. Now I know this may be teaching granny, but try not to touch it with bare
hands otherwise your DNA will be on it too.’


He reached across the table and held
her hand tightly – just that little bit too tightly. ‘You know you can count on
me, Cathy. I’d do anything for you – ’


‘I know, Dave, you already said so.
Let’s not go there. I’m asking this favour because you’re a friend and I trust
you. There’s no quid pro quo.’


He released her hand and recoiled
from her. ‘You didn’t need to say that, Cathy.’


‘I’m sorry, Dave. I didn’t mean it to
come out like that – that’s not what I meant...’


‘You don’t need to explain,’ he said,
gazing at her from under lowered lids.


Oh Christ, thought Cathy
uncharitably, he’s going to start humping my leg in a minute if I’m not
careful.


On his return, James left the car at
Cathy’s house and, walking the few blocks to Connecticut Avenue, took the DC Metro
from Van Ness to downtown where they met in a bar after work. She was already
there when he arrived, fending off the unwanted attentions of an overweight man
in a Washington Redskins t-shirt who was trying to buy her a drink. ‘Ah,
there’s my husband,’ she said on catching sight of James. The tactic worked and
her suitor retreated, abashed, to the catcalls of his friends grouped round the
corner of the bar.


‘Nice place,’ said James after
greeting her with a kiss. ‘Maybe we should go upmarket and head for a bowling
alley.’


‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘It’s not usually
like this. Let’s go for a walk. There’s a place I know just off K Street we can
try, if you don’t mind drinking with a bunch of lobbyists.’


The sun was still warm on their backs
as they walked and the streets were crowded with people making the best of a
glorious evening. Cathy recounted her success with the ever- and over-faithful
Dave Newman and James in turn confirmed that despite driving her car in
circles, stopping, making random u-turns and generally making a nuisance of
himself on the roads of Maryland and Virginia, he hadn’t seen anyone following
him. ‘That’s good,’ said Cathy. ‘If we need to head out to Cunningham to see
Hillman in a hurry, then that’s one less thing to worry about.’


‘Something else happened too,’ said
James. ‘Something really weird. I got a call from Mick Cuthbertson, you know,
the PR guy in London who was out here with me?’


Cathy nodded. ‘What did he want?’


‘He told me the UK press have retracted all their allegations about hanging on to valuables my uncle found, and
they’ve published apologies without so much as a word from a lawyer. Mick said
he’s never seen anything like it.’


‘And I got a call from Pauli’s press
office saying that they’d had information that the story about my dishing
personal dirt about him to the Republicans was untrue and would I like to come
to their next “meet the press” day? That can’t be a coincidence.’


‘So what the hell is Pauli playing
at?’


‘I think the technical term is
“attempted headfuck”,’ said Cathy. They arrived at the entrance to the bar and
Cathy stopped rather than continue the conversation in front of strangers. ‘Whatever
he’s playing at, one thing’s for sure, I don’t trust the bastard.’











Chapter Thirty-two           
 


 


I cannot
understand why any woman would put herself through this, let alone twice or
more. The pain was unbearable and lasted for hours but eventually the baby
arrived: a healthy, lovely boy with jet black hair like A. We’ve decided to
call him Erich. A. delighted and is already making plans for him. Too tired to
write more.


 


*


 


They stayed longer in
the bar than they’d expected, after having got drawn in to a group of Cathy’s
friends. Then they headed for a Chinese restaurant, followed by another bar and
so it was almost midnight by the time they got back to her house. ‘That’s odd,’
said Cathy as she opened the front door. ‘The alarm warning didn’t go off.’ But
when she turned on the hall light she saw why. Before them was a scene of
chaos: the place had been ransacked. In the kitchen, cutlery, sugar, melting
ice-cubes from the fridge and the half-defrosted contents of the freezer were
strewn across the floor, mixed in with cans, broken bottles, pots and pans.
Upstairs it was no better: furniture had been smashed, cushions slashed open,
drawers and their contents thrown this way and that. She dashed into the
bedroom and took some consolation from the fact that her jewellery was still in
its wooden box, despite the fact that almost everything else was upside-down.
Clutching the box to her chest, she sat down on the burst mattress and began to
weep.


James returned from the second bedroom
that Cathy used as an office, his face a picture of dejection. ‘They’ve got
what they were looking for,’ he said.


‘You don’t mean the letters?’ she
said through her tears.


He nodded miserably, his eyes glazed
and focussed on nothing. ‘They’ve taken my laptop too.’


He sat down beside her and she put
her head on his shoulder. Cathy spoke for both of them. ‘All that work for
nothing,’ she said with a sniff. James passed her his hankie.


‘Not entirely,’ he said. ‘We may’ve
lost the originals and even though they’ve got my laptop, I use an online
backup service so we can retrieve the entire hard-drive. What we’ve got to do
now is call the police. Now, I know you like the guy, but we’re going to have
to tell them that Pauli’s behind this.’


The DC Metropolitan Police arrived
quickly – one of the advantages of the Cleveland Park area is its proximity to
the embassy quarter – and everything was going smoothly until Cathy broached
the subject of Pauli. ‘Are you under the influence of intoxicating liquor,
ma’am?’ asked the officer.


Why the fuck don’t you just ask me if
I’m drunk? she nearly said, but instead decided on, ‘Yes, but that doesn’t
change the fact that what I’ve told you is the truth.’ She was sober enough to
realise that her speech was slurred.


‘And you are making an allegation
that Senator Pauli is the perpetrator?’


‘No, I’m saying that whoever broke
into my house did so because of the work I’m doing about him and his campaign.’
James could see that she was getting flustered. Fizzing with adrenalin and fuelled
by more alcohol than was good for her, Cathy’s fuse had been ignited by the man’s
attitude and James could see something was about to blow, so he led her gently
away by the shoulder.


‘Just tell us where to go tomorrow,
officer,’ said James. ‘And we’ll drop in and give a statement once we’ve found
out exactly what’s missing.’


The police left and Cathy threw her
arms around James’s neck. ‘Thank you so, so much,’ she said. ‘I don’t know what
I’d have done if you hadn’t been here.’


‘Probably got yourself arrested the
way you were going,’ he replied, gently stroking her hair while holding her tight
to him. ‘I’ve had a lot of practice with burglaries of late. Let’s sort out the
bedroom. If we turn the mattress over we can at least get some sleep, then
we’ll call the insurance company in the morning and start getting the place
sorted out.’


As they’d suspected, the alarm
company’s records showed that the system had been disabled via the keypad and
the insurance assessor confirmed there was no sign of forced entry. Nothing had
been taken apart from the letters and his laptop. For James and Cathy all the
evidence pointed towards Pauli. However, in the cold light of the following day
and without any evidence to back up her story, a hung-over and angry Cathy
decided to keep her suspicions to herself when they went to the DC Second
District police station to make a formal report.


Phoning the office to explain what
had happened, she begged a few days off from her editor. It was only after hanging
up that she realised that one happy, unforeseen circumstance of the burglary
was that it would keep her away from Dave Newman, who was probably rolling
around on the ground with excitement by now. She’d wait until he’d completed
his little favour and the DNA results were confirmed before sticking it to the
Democratic nominee. You fuck with my house, Senator Pauli, and see what you
get. A dish best eaten cold, she repeated over to herself.


The day dawned cloudless with the
prospect of yet more hot, dry June weather. Dave Newman was raring to go. He’d
casually told the New Horizons editor that he’d be working from home
that day – something he did frequently – so everything was looking good. Since
his lunch with Cathy, he’d devoted almost every waking hour to researching his
new trade: how to set a table, which side to serve from, how to pour wine
without spillages, what to do if and when a clumsy diner ends up wearing their
meal – there was not a single contingency that would catch him unawares. As
Ludis Ozols and native of Latvia, he had studied his adopted homeland in minute
detail and had even mastered a few basic phrases in Lettish – as for the pronunciation;
he made that up as he went along.


So it was that just after four
o’clock, resplendent in the catering company’s livery of dark purple jacket and
black trousers finished off with one of his own white shirts and a pre-tied
bow-tie, he started work. Being one of very few members of his crew who spoke
fluent English – albeit with an accent that fluctuated between the Baltic and
Brooklyn – or who knew anything about waiting on tables, his supervisor had no
trouble in identifying him as the man least likely to tip soup over the VIPs.
As hoped, he was assigned to the top table. Then, when he asked his supervisor
whether the number of drinking glasses earmarked for the speakers’ rostrum had
been checked against the number of speakers, the poor man nearly fainted with
pleasure: another job for the peerless Ludis Ozols, né Newman, and one that
would give him the perfect opportunity to complete his sacred quest.


His baptism of fire came with the
pre-dinner drinks: Jeeves-like he shimmered through the crowd. At the merest hint
of a raised eyebrow, he would whisk away an empty glass or appear with a tray
full of reinforcements, and after about half an hour he chuckled to himself at
the realisation that he was actually enjoying it, gliding incognito amongst the
very people he would be writing about the following week. As it approached time
to head into the dining hall, his supervisor was once again delighted to see
that his new star hire had begun reminding guests of the time as he relieved
them of their empties or brought them a final sly one to fortify them for the trial
by oratory to come.


Pauli was easy to spot but Newman
affected not to recognise him, making a point of treating the senator as just another
guest on the top table. He made careful note that for the moment, the guest of
honour was sticking to water; a minor hindrance, but nothing that couldn’t be
overcome. At the end of the first course, a salmon mousse, he was casually gathering
up the white wine glasses and tried to include Pauli’s empty water glass in the
trawl, choosing his moment while the senator was deep in conversation. He saw
the hand stretch out and then felt it gently on his wrist, ‘That’s all right,
thanks,’ said Pauli. ‘I’ll hang on to my glass for now, if that’s ok.’


‘But of course, sir,’ said Newman,
lowering his gaze, every inch the deferential servitor.


Despite his outward appearance of
calm, Dave Newman’s heart was pounding. Everything had gone perfectly until now
but at the very moment of victory, success had been snatched from his grasp.
Not only had he missed his chance, but he’d drawn attention to himself and his
heart fell at the possibility that Pauli might now subconsciously defend his
glass to the end of the meal. Newman took a couple of deep breaths to calm
himself down; two more courses, coffee, innumerable speeches and Pauli’s turn
at the rostrum would give him plenty more chances. Just relax, he said to
himself.


The main course came and went without
a chance to lift the glass, Pauli steadfastly refusing all offers of wine or
anything other than mineral water; coffee too was refused, so that was goodbye
to grabbing his cup. Stay cool, he told himself, there’s his speech to come and
as soon as Pauli goes near the rostrum, I’ve got all the time in the world.


Time stood still in that mysterious
way that only happens when speeches are being given: Pauli was next up to bat,
but because the tempo of work for the waiting staff had died down, the
supervisor chose that moment to summon his blue-eyed-boy through to the
kitchen. He cursed under his breath but trotted dutifully over.


‘Hey, Ludo, you’ve done this before,
haven’t you?’


‘It’s Ludis, actually, sir. And yes I
have, many times. This is my first time in DC though.’ From the corner of his
eye, to his horror he could see through the half-closed kitchen door that
Pauli’s body language presaged the end of his speech. Newman gave the
supervisor the details he’d memorised so carefully: the address on Mt Olivet Road in the north-east quadrant of the city – in fact a boarded up convenience
store – and an equally bogus phone number. The supervisor was pressing him hard
on his availability for the following week when their conversation was drowned
out by the applause greeting the end of Pauli’s speech. ‘Excuse me a second,
sir,’ said the bogus Latvian. ‘I’ve just spotted something,’ leaving the
supervisor beaming with joy that at last he’d found someone who took a pride in
his work. It was now or never. Slipping on a pair of white cotton gloves and
with a steely gaze fixed upon Pauli’s glass, Newman strode behind the
still-applauding VIPs on the top table towards his target, but he was
fractionally too late. Pauli saw him coming and, flushed with success and
completely unsuspecting, simply picked up the glass to take a sip from it to
signal once again that he wanted to keep it. Undeterred, Newman moved in – this
was for Cathy, he mustn’t fail and so he lunged.


In the ensuing tug of war over the
glass, Janet Pauli received its contents, ice cubes and all, down the front of
her shot silk gown. She screamed and everyone turned to look at her. ‘What the
fuck is this?’ said Pauli in amazement and for an instant his grip slackened a
little. Newman had the glass – the quest for the grail was over. Shoving it
into his jacket pocket he ran back towards the kitchen under the startled gaze
of nearly five hundred people, sprinted past his thunderstruck supervisor and
out of sight. Without breaking stride he pulled down first one, then another
rack of dirty crockery to impede the inevitable pursuit – each crash
reverberating around the packed hall like thunder. Then he barged his way
through the fire door, setting off the alarm as he went, and running as hard as
he could, vaulted over the low fence surrounding the parking lot and was lost
to sight in the wooded grounds of the conference centre. By the time Pauli’s
Secret Service detail were on the scene, the fugitive was nowhere in sight.


Although Janet hadn’t yet seen the
funny side of it, Eric Pauli was more amused than angry. The appalled
supervisor rushed to their side, proffering apologies. ‘Well, I’ll say this for
your boys, when they want to clear away, they don’t take no for an answer,’ Pauli
said with a smile.


Vince Novak, whose view of events had
been partially obscured, arrived at his chief’s side. ‘Jeez, Eric, what was all
that about?’


‘Ah nothing, one of the waiters went
a bit postal that’s all. Sucker tried to take my glass after the fish course,
told him I wanted to hang on to it, but guess he wouldn’t take no for an
answer.’


The smile faded on Novak’s lips. ‘He
did what?’


Pauli shrugged. ‘Grabbed my glass
that’s all. We kinda ended up arm-wrestling over it and Janet got an early
shower. Good job it wasn’t wine.’ He paused. ‘You ok, Vince? You look like
you’ve just seen a ghost.’


Novak ignored him and grabbed the
supervisor who was still babbling apologies and frog-marched him out of earshot
towards the kitchens. ‘OK, who was that guy?’ he asked, still maintaining his
grip on the man’s arm.


‘Name’s Ludos something. Hold on a
minute I’ve got it here.’ Shaking himself free he retrieved the details from
his pocket. ‘There you go,’ he said, handing the slip of paper over.


Novak studied it intently. ‘Have you
worked with him before?’


‘Nope, we get these people from an
agency. If we see ’em twice we count ourselves lucky. That’s why we charge them
a deposit and a cleaning fee if we provide them with a uniform.’


‘And don’t tell, me, he paid the
deposit in cash?’


‘I don’t handle that side; you’d have
to ask the agency.’


‘And which agency’s that?’


The supervisor wrote the name of the
company on the back of a menu and handed it over, glad at last to be free of
the pint-sized ball of fury that had descended on him.


With a smile and apologies all round,
Novak extracted Pauli from the group that had formed around him and steered him
out of earshot. ‘We’ve got a problem, Eric: a big one.’











Chapter Thirty-three    
 


 


Little Erich
keeping me awake all night every night – am at death’s door and would do
anything just to sleep for more than three hours without being woken. Worried
about A. Doctor says it’s Parkinson’s disease but there’s no cure. Also
problems with blood pressure – has prescribed pills which A. refuses to take.
Says they are trying to poison him.


 


*


 


They unloaded the
last of the shopping from the car: cushions, pillows and sheets and lamps to
replace those damaged by the intruders. The light on the telephone cradle was
winking so Cathy picked it up and pressed the voicemail button. She recognised
the caller’s New York accent at once. “Hey, Cathy, guess who? I called round
earlier but you were out. Why don’t you go check your mailbox to see what Santa
brought you? Always be something in my sack for you, babe. See you soon.”
Without saying a word, Cathy dashed downstairs and out through the front door.
Moments later she returned, breathless, clutching a plastic food bag containing
a glass. Scrawled on the outside in indelible marker was one word: PAULI. ‘He
did it,’ she cried triumphantly. ‘Well done, Dave.’


‘So now what do we do?’ asked James.


‘We get it to the lab and then we go
pay Arnie Hillman a visit.’


‘Won’t they suspect something?’


‘Nope, DNA testing’s a huge growth
area and most of it’s coming from doubtful paternity cases. There’s a lab I
found just outside DC. I called them, spun them the “who’s your daddy?” yarn,
told them the samples would be staggered in time and they said it’s no problem
– they’ve got this new technique called Accelerated Short Tandem Repeat
Analysis, whatever that is, which means we should get the results in days
rather than weeks. They’ll even keep Eric on ice for us. Nice thought, huh?’


Within the hour, they were back at
the house, with the precious cargo safely delivered to the lab.


 


***


 


Vince Novak’s voice rose to a scream
and the cheap furniture in the employment agency’s office rattled in sympathy.
‘Do you mean to say you hire staff who are going to be within touching distance
of the next President of the United States and half his damn cabinet without
security checking them?’


The owner of the agency, a wiry
Hispanic man in his late forties, squirmed in his fake leather seat. ‘It’s not
that we don’t security check them, Mr Novak, we don’t hire anybody who doesn’t
have a social security number and a valid address.’


‘And do you check those details?’


‘I wasn’t on duty that day, sir, but when
it comes to security; criminal records checking, that kind of stuff, my staff
have clear instructions – ’


‘So if they follow your instructions,’
said Novak, glaring at him. ‘How come they didn’t find out our friend Ludis
fucking Ozols gave them an address belonging to a foreclosed convenience store
and a disconnected phone number? And why didn’t they validate the social
security number? Take a look on-line. There’s a dozen-and-one free validation
sites out there.’


‘I’ll ask them, sir, and get back to
you.’


‘Save the effort,’ said Novak,
leaning over the desk into the man’s face. ‘You’ve got three days to find this
sonofabitch or I will have the City, State and Federal authorities all over
this place so fast it’ll make your goddam eyes water. Then you will go to jail.
Got that?’ Without waiting for a reply, he stormed out of the office and half
ran, half walked back up the road, hoping his car was where he’d left it and
still in one piece, this far north and east into the badlands of DC.


‘I still think you’re over-reacting,’
said Pauli when Novak returned to the office suite in the Russell Senate
building. ‘So they hire illegals, so does every one else in the catering trade.
It’s no big deal. I’ll pretend to care when I’m President.’


‘But he could have killed you.’


Pauli offered up a nonchalant shrug.
‘But he didn’t, and anyway that’s what I have a Secret Service detail for.’


‘Great help they were.’


Pauli stood up from behind his desk.
‘Look, Vince, we’ve got more important things to worry about; like Denver tomorrow, for example. If I’m fit and well and someone’s running away from me, the
Secret Service know they’ve got nothing to worry about. It’s when someone’s
running towards me that they start worrying. Now tell me again what the fuck
I’m supposed to be doing in Denver.’


Dave Newman was already at his desk
when Cathy came in to the office the following morning. At the sight of her his
face shone and she treated him to a conspiratorial wink. By ten o’clock, she
could see he was practically bursting with impatience so she invited him to
come outside to grab a coffee. Neither of them spoke until they were clear of
the building. ‘Dave, you are a star,’ she said at last. ‘I got a text on my way
in from the lab confirming that they’ve got a good, strong sample and there’s
no cross contamination from anyone else’s DNA. So where do you want to go?’


‘How d’you mean?’


‘Dinner. You just name the venue. I
owe you one,’ she said with a smile. ‘Things are coming together.’


It would not have been her first
choice. Les Ecluses had once been universally
acknowledged as the finest restaurant in Washington but now it was living off
its reputation, only surviving from the patronage of wealthy tourists and those
keen to impress. Newman was already seated at the bar when Cathy walked in, and
as always happened when she wore that particular little black dress, her
arrival turned heads. He almost burst with pride at the envious looks that were
cast his way when he rose to greet her. Neatly dodging his attempt to kiss her
on the mouth, she gave him a quick peck on each cheek and took a seat next to
him, instantly detecting the unmistakeable chemical odour of hopeful male: a heady
cocktail of excess breath-freshener and aftershave.


The maître d’hôtel showed
them to a table with a view over the Potomac and the city beyond. I wish James
was here, she thought: still, mustn’t be uncharitable, he’s put himself out for
me so it’s the least I can do to be nice.


‘You not drinking tonight, Dave?’ she
asked him, sipping her glass of Kir.


‘Maybe I’ll have a glass or two
later,’ he said. ‘I’ve got the car here.’


‘Thought you’d have taken the Metro
or a taxi?’


‘Nah, didn’t feel like it.’ The conversation
moved on and the mood lightened. If nothing, Dave Newman was a great raconteur
and soon had Cathy laughing over the exploits of the deranged Latvian waiter,
Ludis Ozols. ‘You should’ve seen Pauli’s face,’ he said. ‘It was a picture.’


She smiled and patted his
outstretched hand. ‘You did a great job, Dave, I can’t thank you enough. All
I’ve got to do now is get DNA from the other family member and we’re home and
dry. This is going to be big when it breaks and what you’ve done goes way
beyond an assist. I am just so grateful.’ Cathy rambled on, vaguely aware that
he’d barely touched the excellent Corbières that he’d chosen, whereas her glass
was topped up the moment she took so much as a sip from it. What the hell, she
thought. I’ve every right to celebrate: we’re going to nail that two-faced
bastard – say goodbye to the White House, Eric.


She had to admit it, the food that
night was excellent – maybe Les Ecluses was on the comeback trail – so, buoyed
up by success and light-headed from the wine, she accepted his suggestion of a
glass of Armagnac for a digéstif. Cathy felt fine. Even when the bill arrived,
she barely flinched and by the time they left, she’d moved beyond fine and felt
great. However, as they left the restaurant, spirits high, Newman with Cathy on
his arm, the fresh air hit and she cannoned into him, legs buckling. Had he not
caught her she would have collapsed in a heap. ‘I’m terribly sorry,’ she said,
slurring her words as he helped her back to her feet. ‘Think I must’ve caught a
heel.’


He laughed off her apologies and
Cathy was in no position to refuse when he insisted on driving her home. ‘Can’t
have you going on the Metro on your own at this hour,’ he said.


She tried to argue. ‘But it’s in
completely the wrong direction for you. I’ll get a taxi, I’ll be fine.’


‘Absolutely not, I won’t hear of it.’
At that time of night there was very little traffic and it only took twenty
minutes to reach Cathy’s house in Cleveland Park.


‘Here’s absolutely fine thanks,’ she
said. ‘That’s the road just there on the left. Drop me at the end and I’ll
walk.’


‘Not a bit of it. I’ll see you to you
door. The least I can do.’ And so without further protest, Cathy pointed out
the house and Newman stopped the car right outside, springing out of the
driver’s seat to open the door for her. She tottered slightly as she fumbled in
her handbag for her keys and he reached out to steady her. They stopped at the
door.


‘Thank you so much for driving me
home, Dave, that was really sweet of you.’


‘And thank you for a wonderful
evening, Cathy, it was truly memorable.’ He leant forward to kiss her and she
offered a cheek, but suddenly he put his hands both side of her face and kissed
her full on the mouth, his tongue probing wildly for hers. Angrily, she pushed
him away and staggered back, wiping her arm across her mouth. ‘Dave, what the
hell do you think you’re doing? We’ve had a lovely evening, now don’t spoil
it.’ He lunged for her again, pulling her to him, his right hand squeezing her
left breast painfully hard. ‘For Christ’s sake, get away from me,’ she shouted.


‘C’mon, Cathy,’ he said, advancing on
her once more. ‘Let’s go inside, I’m sure a little coffee won’t hurt. Know what
I mean?’


Cathy scrabbled frantically, trying
to locate the key in the lock. ‘Leave me alone,’ she yelled and flung her arm
out, inadvertently catching him across the mouth.


He recoiled from her, clutching his
face. ‘You little bitch. You cock-teasing little slut. You lead me on all
evening and then won’t put out. Who the fuck do you think –’


The front door swung open. ‘What’s
going on?’ It was James. Cathy threw herself into his arms.


‘Tell him to go, tell him to get away
from me,’ she sobbed.


Cathy retreated up the hall leaving
Newman standing immobile on the path, illuminated by the porch light and
standing face to face with James. ‘Leave,’ he said. ‘Or I’ll break your
worthless fucking neck. Now go!’ He took a pace forward.


Newman scuttled back down the path to
his car then turned back towards the house. ‘You’ll regret this, you filthy
little whore,’ he shouted as he left. James took a pace towards him and Newman
fled. In moments, the car was lost to sight as it sped off round the corner
towards Connecticut Avenue.


Cathy kicked off her heels and
slumped back on the new sofa. James came to join her and she rested her head on
his shoulder. ‘I take it the evening didn’t go too well,’ he said.


‘It was going just fine right until
he dropped me off,’ she replied. ‘We had a great time, he told me all about how
he got the glass – that was real funny – but at no time did I lead him on. Sure
I drank more than I should’ve done but I never said or did anything to make him
think –’


‘Cathy, stop,’ he said quietly. ‘You
don’t have to explain yourself to me. I know you.’


‘Thanks. I appreciate that,’ she
said, her hand brushing his thigh. ‘It’s just that it was so unexpected. He
drove me home, walked me to the door, and then the next thing I know he’s got
his tongue down my throat and he’s pawing at my boobs. I didn’t lead him on,
James, honest I didn’t.’


‘Shhh, I know you didn’t, silly. Now
come here.’ He kissed her tenderly and she pressed herself against him,
savouring the security she felt in his arms.


 


***


 


‘Oh, Vince, there you are,’ said
Pauli’s secretary as he came through the door. ‘I’ve been looking for you everywhere.
Just had the weirdest guy on the line demanding to talk to Eric in person.’


Novak shrugged. ‘If that’s the first
crazy you’ve had to deal with, then you’re lucky.’


‘No it’s not that. It’s what he said
that was weird. He kept on about some glass at a dinner here in DC and a waiter
running away. He said Eric would understand. Does any of that make sense to
you?’


Novak was at her side in a flash,
eyes narrowed, peering over her shoulder. ‘Yes it does. Did you get a number?’


She gave him a sideways look and held
up a sticky note. ‘Yeah, sure I did. What is this, some kind of boy-scout code
or something?’


He snatched the piece of paper from
her hand and without another word, disappeared into his office, slamming the
door behind him. ‘Yeah, pleasure, Vince. Don’t mention it. Anytime, buddy.
You’re most welcome,’ she said aloud to the empty office.


Minutes later, he appeared looking
flustered and heading for the door. ‘Going out. Eric’s due back from Denver in half an hour. If I’m not back by then, tell him something came up,’ he said over
his shoulder. The secretary cupped her hand to her ear as though straining to
catch something he’d said.


‘Missing word, Vince, missing word… starts
with a “p”….’ She was talking to herself again.


Novak hurried out of the building’s
south-west entrance, crossed Constitution Avenue and headed down 1st Street. As instructed, he crossed the road to the Supreme Court building and went up the
steps to the northern fountain where he took out his mobile and dialled. No
sooner had he done so than a dark-haired man wearing chinos and an open-necked
shirt strolled over to him. ‘Vince Novak?’ he said.


Novak thought he detected an accent
that was more Brooklyn than Beltway. He nodded. ‘Ludis Ozols?’ he asked.


‘Sometimes,’ said his acquaintance.
‘But you can call me Dave. Let’s walk.’











Chapter Thirty-four         
 


 


A. is dead.
Couldn’t wake him yesterday morning. Panic. Doctor came, then ambulance. Mrs
Higgs took Erich for me. Understood very little of what was said other than
they couldn’t revive him. They wrote the word down and I looked it up later:
stroke. Numb. Cannot believe it. Still look for him everywhere. What am I to
do?


 


*


 


Cathy phoned James on
her mobile from outside the office. ‘How’s the head?’ he asked.


‘Hurting, but I’ll live. Dave’s not
come into work today. I hope he hasn’t done anything stupid.’


‘Topped himself you mean? Could you
be that lucky?’


‘James, that isn’t funny. The poor
guy was in a terrible state last night. I know I didn’t give him any
encouragement to behave like he did, but I just feel sort of, you know,
responsible somehow. Maybe I should’ve just sent him a case of wine or
something. Dinner was a bad idea.’


‘Look, it’s done now. More
importantly, did you get hold of Hillman?’


‘Yeah, that’s why I called. I was on
the phone to him for over an hour.’


‘And?’


‘He’s agreed to meet me again but
there are strings – same ones as last time more or less. There’s to be no
mention of his family, nothing about the documentary and he wants editorial
control.’


‘What did your editor say?’


‘He wasn’t happy, but he says if it’s
as big as I say it is, then he’ll trust me.’


‘When are you meeting him?’


‘Day after tomorrow. You can come
along for the ride if you like.’


‘Love to,’ said James. ‘Any more
thoughts about how you’re going to get a sample?’


‘Nope. You?’


‘Not a clue but I’m working on it.’


 


***


 


Hot, tired and sticky, Eric Pauli
wheeled his case into the outer office. ‘Hi, Eric, how was Denver?’ his
secretary asked.


‘A blur. The whole damn thing’s
becoming a blur, you know that? I’m getting too old for this shit… ’


‘Now don’t start that,’ she chided
gently.


‘Any disasters while I was away?’


‘Not that I recall. Vince ran out the
building with his hair on fire about forty-five minutes ago, but he said he’ll
be back so it can’t be that bad. Oh, and Tony said he wants to see you as soon
as you get in.’


Tony Mason was the campaign’s finance
director. ‘Don’t tell me,’ Pauli said with a tired smile. ‘We’ve run out of
money and I have to stay home with Janet until after the election.’


The secretary smiled. ‘In your
dreams, baby,’ she said. ‘Shall I fix you a drink?’


‘Iced tea would be perfect, thanks.’
said Pauli. ‘Please ask Tony to give me ten minutes and then to head on up.’


After what seemed to him like thirty
seconds, Pauli’s concentration was broken by a discreet tap at the half-open
door and a familiar face appeared around it. ‘Come in, Tony, and take a seat.’
Tony Mason was fifty years old: a tall African American, and another of the
team who’d followed Pauli from Pinewood Investments where he’d also served as
finance director. He and Pauli shared a close friendship and the senator could
see at once the concern in Mason’s face.


‘I think we’ve got a problem, Eric,’
he said. Pauli raised his eyebrows in question and Mason continued. ‘I hate to
say this, but I think someone’s had their sticky little fingers in the cookie
jar.’


‘Shit. You’re kidding me?’ Pauli sat
bolt upright, his tiredness gone in an instant. ‘Who is it?’


‘I’m not sure. The pattern’s hard to
follow but it’s there all right. Most of the payments have been signed off by
Vince –’


‘Well that’s a relief,’ said Pauli, slouching
back in his chair. ‘If Vince has signed them off then I’m sure there’s a
perfectly valid explanation.’


Mason shook his head and looked
intently at Pauli over the top of his half-moon glasses. ‘Well if there is, I
can’t see it. There are regular payments, large ones too, going out to a
political consultancy called Tag-Value Incorporated, based in Road Town: trouble is, there are no invoices and no receipts.’


‘Where the hell’s Road Town for
chrissakes?’


‘Tortola, British Virgin Islands.’


Pauli frowned in consternation. ‘And
why the hell would we use a political consultancy that wasn’t based here in DC,
let alone the BVI?’


‘I’m sorry, Eric. You’ll have to ask
Vince.’


‘But what I don’t understand,’ said
Pauli, getting to his feet and pacing around the office in the way that Mason
had seen him do countless times before. ‘Is why no one saw it earlier. Don’t
your people do simple bank reconciliations any more?’


Mason smiled. ‘Course they do or
you’d have fired my ass long ago. One of my guys got lucky: he transposed a
couple of figures on his spreadsheet and that kept throwing the reconciliation
out of line so he followed the audit trail right the way back – there were book
swings, movements to suspense accounts, contra entries, you name it, the works.
There was even money coming back in from these guys which almost made them look
like a contributor, but the more we dug, the more it didn’t smell right. Hate
to say it, Eric, but someone’s been screwing us over big time – it’s near the
three million mark.’


Pauli stopped his pacing for a
moment. ‘Thanks, Tony. Please thank your people for their good work,’ he said.
‘As for Vince, I’ll talk to him when he comes in, but what I need from you is a
full audit report on what you’ve found: dates, times, invoices, amounts, people
– you know the sort of crap I mean.’


Mason looked up at him with a world-weary
smile on his face. ‘Do you know, I was afraid you were going to say something
like that. Here it is,’ he said, handing Pauli a plastic-coated file. ‘All
tallies to the last cent.’


Mason had barely left the office and
the impact of his bombshell hadn’t even begun to sink in when his secretary’s
head appeared round the door. ‘MSNBC interview at six in room SR-235, Eric.
Prep meeting starts in ten, just letting you know.’


Pauli raised his tired eyes towards
her. ‘Yeah, got it. Thanks for reminding me.’ As she left, he swore under his
breath: for the first time in a long while, he felt events getting ahead of him.
He was water-skiing rather than driving the boat.


 


***


 


Vince Novak parted company with Dave
Newman and immediately got on his mobile phone. He made two calls and set off
through the sunshine towards Potomac Park, the usual meeting place. It would
take the two men a good half hour to get there, so making a quick call to his
own secretary telling her that his meeting had over-run, he set off on foot
along the Mall towards the Washington Monument. As he walked he basked in the
feeling that he could now truly call this place his home, his village, and he
loved every square foot of it, knew practically every stone, every shortcut –
physical as well as metaphorical – that made this the place he wanted to be
above all others: the place where everything began and everything ended. This
is real power: screw Wall Street, screw Pinewood Investments – how many
battalions, submarines and jet aircraft did they command? And as for the
current little setback; another bump in the road that’s all it is, he told
himself; nothing that can’t be taken care of, just like the others. I’m so
nearly there, I can practically smell it.


By the time he reached the park he
regretted not taking a cab. Tie and jacket had been discarded long ago and his
once pristine white shirt now clung to his back like a damp rag.


Sitting on a bench in the shade of a
cherry tree, he was lost in thought when someone called his name. ‘So, Vince,
where’s the fire all of a sudden?’ He turned round to see two familiar faces
grinning at him.


‘Ronnie, Pete. Thanks for turning out
at short notice, guys. We got problems.’


‘Anything bad?’ asked Ronnie, putting
down his briefcase next to Novak’s.


Just as he’d done the previous time
when the ice was thick upon the ground, Novak picked up the case, leaving his
own for Ronnie to collect. ‘Bad enough,’ he replied. ‘But nothing that the FBI’s
finest can’t handle. Now Federal Agents Wilson and…what the fuck’s your guy
called?’


‘Balshaw,’ answered the man whom
Novak had addressed as “Pete”.


Novak smiled. ‘Yeah, right. At ease,
Agents Wilson and Ballsack – ’


‘Balshaw, asshole,’ said Pete, aiming
a fake punch at the diminutive Novak.


‘Are those the Rhode Island
Balshaw-Assholes? I think I used to play polo with your uncle.’


‘So stop fucking around, Vince, what
is it you want us to do?’


‘Just sit down and keep smiling, you dickheads,’
said Novak through gritted teeth. ‘In the unlikely event that anyone’s watching
us, I want to make it look like three good buddies shooting the breeze in the
sunshine. Now listen. I need a minor obstacle removed – a couple of people
who’ve outlived their usefulness. Understand?’ The two men nodded in unison and
Novak briefed them in detail on what he wanted done. When he’d finished he
looked up. ‘Any questions? No? Good. Just like last time, you’ll find
everything you need in the briefcase. I’ll look forward to hearing from you and
good luck.’


The two men rose and left Novak
sitting on his own gazing over the Potomac as though he hadn’t a care in the
world.


 


***


 


Pauli was tired but happy. The
interview with MSNBC had gone well. His campaign media team had done an
excellent job of forecasting the questions that came his way. The rebuttal unit
had provided him with three killer economic statistics that not only flattened
the Republicans’ charges that his proposed reforms would be unaffordable but
showed the criticisms were based on selective reading of the existing Federal
budget. However much he hated it, Pauli knew that in the poker game of
politics, perception beats facts every time. Better still, the importance of
the points he’d put on the board against Lopez lay not in the fact that her
team had been caught trying to make two and two equal five, but in the
subliminal message of competence that he exuded. For the first time,
heavyweight media analysts were talking about him outright as the future
president, and none of the accusations of fostering socialism and big
government that were flung his way were sticking: a good day all round.


By the time Pauli returned to his
office suite on the third floor, it was nine o’clock and apart from the media
guys who’d sat behind camera during the interview, the rest of his team had
gone home. He phoned Janet to tell her that he was running a little later than
planned and then checked his diary for the following day. There was nothing
that could be moved or cancelled without causing problems, so it would have to
be an early start. He hit the speed-dial and Novak answered straight away. ‘Vince,
we need to talk,’ said Pauli. ‘Breakfast in my office at 6.45 tomorrow….no,
there’s nothing you need to prep and I’ll tell you all about it then. Have a
good evening. Next, he logged into the building’s facilities system and ordered
breakfast for two, and before turning off the light and calling for his driver
to take him home, picked up Mason’s report and slipped it into his briefcase.


When she heard the front door open, Janet
Pauli ran down the hallway to kiss her husband in greeting and they went
through to the living room together. ‘Well hail to the chief,’ she said with a
smile. ‘I watched every second and I thought you were great.’


‘No preaching? No rambling?’ he asked
warily. Janet was the fiercest and most honest critic of his TV appearances and
he knew he must have done something special to win her praise.


‘Nope. The boy done good. You’re on
your way…’ Janet could see from his expression that something was badly wrong
and her voice trailed off in mid-sentence. ‘What is it, Eric? You should be
turning cartwheels not pulling faces. C’mon, tell me, what’s up?’


Pauli loosened his tie, poured
himself a generous measure of Scotch and slumped into an armchair with his legs
stretched out in front of him. ‘Nothing. Just tired that’s all.’


She stood, hands on hips, looking at
him intently with her head cocked slightly to one side. ‘Eric Pauli, I haven’t
kept house with you all these years not to know the difference between tired
and worried. We share stuff, remember?’


Pauli closed his eyes and put his
head back in the chair. He sighed. ‘It’s Vince.’


The look of indulgent amusement faded
instantly from Janet’s face. ‘What’s he done?’


‘A bunch of stuff. If the allegations
are true I’m going to have to let him go.’


‘But that’ll kill your poll ratings.’


‘Yeah, I know all that,’ he said
wearily. ‘Poor judge of character, cronyism, lack of financial oversight, how
can we trust this guy to make the right decisions? Lopez’s people will have a
field-day.’


‘Whoa. You said lack of financial
oversight. What’s happened? Are we going to have to self-fund the campaign
after everything Tony Mason said last week?’


‘No, it was Tony who came to see me.
I hope I’m wrong about this,’ he said, retrieving the file from the briefcase
by his feet, ‘but it looks pretty damning. It’s a report into campaign
financial transactions with a political consultancy outfit based in the British
Virgin Islands.’


Janet’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Where?’
she asked in amazement.


‘Precisely. I had a first
read-through in the car on the way home and it looks bad. Vince has signed off
against what look like a whole slew of wash transactions: movements of cash
with no other purpose than to obscure the audit trail.’


‘But why would he do that?’


‘That’s what I’m going to ask him
tomorrow. The net payments we’ve made to these people run into millions and
once the cash hits the account out there, the trail stops dead. I hate to say
it, but my first guess is that it’s finding its way back to Vince.’


‘But how do you know he’s to blame?
Someone could’ve set him up. There could be an innocent explanation.’


Pauli sipped at his whisky and savoured
the instant hit. He knew the amount he got through was bad for him but it sure
as hell felt good. ‘Don’t worry, I’ll give him a fair hearing and if there’s an
innocent explanation as you say, then he stays. The trouble is, it walks and
quacks like an incredibly well-constructed attempt to hide the paper-trail, and
apart from Tony, Vince is the only one on my team with the financial know-how
to pull a stunt like this.’


‘But it’ll be a PR disaster if you
have to sack him.’


Pauli turned on her angrily. ‘Janet,
I know that. I also know that the consequences of trying to cover it up will be
even worse. No, if he’s guilty, he’s out and I throw him to the wolves.’


‘To hell with wolves, Eric, you’re
forgetting the elephant in the room.’


He slammed his glass down on the
table next to him, causing the amber liquid to slop over the side. ‘And now I
suppose you’re going to say “I told you so”.’


Janet perched on the arm of the chair
and stroked his head. She smiled once more at her irascible husband. ‘No need,’
she replied. ‘You just said it for me.’


He looked up into her eyes, suddenly
vulnerable. ‘My parents? Do you think he’d dare?’ he asked.


Her brow furrowed as she weighed the
options. ‘I honestly don’t know, darling. If he’s desperate enough, then yes he
might use it against you. You told me yourself how ambitious he is.’


Pauli sat up straight, animated and
bright-eyed once more. ‘I could always deny it,’ he said. ‘After all, he’s got
no proof, he’s never seen the diaries and without anything to back it up, it’s
one hell of a wild accusation.’


‘I don’t like having to lie any more
than you do,’ she said, getting to her feet. ‘But there’s the not-so-minor
problem of the people who’ve been killed: that poor journalist, then Robert Reiss
and the IT guy from New Horizons. Even the police think there’s a
connection to you. You talk about Lopez making five from two and two – throw
the murders in with the story about your parents and the media will make it ten.’


‘I could always pre-empt him.’


‘How so?’


‘If I have to sack him, then before I
do I come clean about my parents. I dunno, maybe say I only just found out.’


Janet shook her head. ‘And d’you
really think anyone would believe you? They’ll say you’ve known all along and
you’re fessing up now just to distract attention from the fact that your
trusted chief of staff is a crook. Oh, and you can kiss goodbye to the Jewish
vote too.’


Pauli sighed. ‘Guess I’ll just have
to play it by ear. I just hope to Christ Mason’s wrong about Vince.’











Chapter Thirty-five           
 


 


Funeral utterly
depressing. Instead of a pyre of Viking longships and an adoring nation
mourning its father and leader, there was me (Mrs Higgs kindly looked after
Erich), two plain-clothes policemen who spoke terrible German and an adenoidal
little runt of a Catholic priest, all standing in the rain round the open grave.
Later: two cars-full of policemen turned up at the house and searched it from
top to bottom. They’ve even been messing about in the garden. Tried to stop
them but they took all A’s clothes and other belongings, even his shaving
brush, and I’m left with not a single thing to remember him by other than
little Erich. At least they didn’t find you, dear diary. Will make a big bundle
of everything and give it to Erich on his twenty-first birthday. Hope he’ll be
pleased and honoured.


 


*


 


The combined effects
of not enough sleep and too much Scotch had done little for Eric Pauli’s mood:
up at 5:15, collected by his driver at 6:00 and in the office by 6:20. Let’s
hope to God it’s not like this when I’m President, he thought. He laughed to
himself at the idea as he logged on to his PC: when I’m President…yeah, got a
good ring to it.


The Russell Senate Building catering team were their usual efficient selves and a smell of fresh coffee and hot
pastries greeted Novak as he came into Pauli’s outer office. He tapped on the
door and Pauli called him in. ‘So what’s up, Eric?’ he asked, trying his best
to appear nonchalant. He knew from experience that unplanned meetings with no
chance to preview the agenda were rarely good news for the invitee in any organisation.


They sat opposite each other across
the table and Pauli got straight to the point: a left to the jaw. ‘Does the
name Tag-Value Inc mean anything to you?’ he asked.


Novak indeed felt as though he’d been
punched, but with much effort, managed not to let his features betray the
shock. ‘Rings a bell. Can’t say where from,’ he said.


He’d seen this look on Pauli’s face
before and knew it wasn’t good news. ‘I can tell you where from,’ continued the
senator. ‘The British Virgin Islands.’


‘Oh of course,’ said Novak, faking a
carefree, silly-me response. ‘They’re the guys who do the advanced
data-crunching for us.’


Pauli didn’t smile back. ‘And you
went all the way to the BVI to find someone to crunch numbers? You yanking my
chain, Vince?’


‘It’s not like they’re actually there
or anything,’ said Novak. ‘The data guys are based somewhere in Europe but they operate through a brass-plate BVI company for tax reasons. It was one of
the guys we let go after New Hampshire who brought them on board – can’t
remember the guy’s name. It’s really no big deal.’


Pauli’s features darkened. ‘No big
deal?’ he said, his voice rising to a shout. ‘You’ve signed off on practically
every one of these damn transactions and we’re pushing three million bucks of
spend with these suckers.’


Novak continued his charade of
indifference and helped himself to an almond croissant: anything to buy a
little thinking time. ‘Sure I signed off on them, he said. ‘I sign off on
practically everything. You remember? Two pairs of eyes – I do the first check:
if it looks ok I approve it and if there’s any problem downstream, then Mason
and his people pick it up.’


Pauli shook his head. ‘This report
came from Mason’s people,’ he said, sliding the folder across the table to
Novak. ‘First of all, you’d better be able to produce a valid IRS Form W-8BEN
for these guys or we’ve just spent the last six months colluding in tax
evasion, and second, the audit trail on this shit looks like money-laundering
one-o-one.’


Nervously, Novak opened the folder.
‘Now go to page five and read on to page eleven,’ said Pauli. ‘As an example of
what our books and records should look like, that’s a list of invoices and
payments for one of the other consultancies we use in DC: full break-down of
what they’ve charged us for, a total and when we paid them –’


Novak gave a nonchalant shrug. ‘Yeah,
sure, Eric, I know where this is going. The Tag-Value guys are good at what
they do but their financial control stinks – couldn’t find their own asses in a
well-lit room half of ’em. We’ve had overcharges, paid them back some, they send
us credit notes, all kinds of shit. Aw, come on, people put stuff in front of
me all the time and I sign it. Should I check it more closely? Course I should,
but I figured that winning the election was more important. I been kinda busy,
you know how it is.’


‘No I don’t know how it is, Vince.
There are no invoices on file from this company either in electronic or
hard-copy form, so how the hell do you expect me, Mason’s people or the Federal
Election Commission, come to that, to believe that this is anything else but
fraud?’


‘Eric, you’ve had a rough week – ’


Pauli’s fist hit the table, sending
coffee splashing into the saucers and rattling the plates. The words were spat
one by one and each found its mark. ‘Do not fucking patronise me, Vince. Never,
ever do that again,’ he shouted. He sprang up from the table and for one moment
Novak thought he was going to hit him, but instead, the senator marched across
the office and closed the door to make sure that any early-birds would not
overhear what came next.


Novak made to speak but Pauli held up
a hand to silence him. ‘I haven’t finished,’ he said. ‘You have twenty-four
hours. We will meet again, at the same time tomorrow when you will show me the
signed original contracts we have with these people, invoices to justify every
last cent of this expenditure and precise details of the work they’ve done for
us. Oh, and I want the name of the guy who brought them on board so that I can
talk to him about it. Have you got that?’


‘Yeah, sure, I hear you, Eric, but
it’s not that simple – ’


Pauli held up a hand and stopped him
in mid-sentence, no longer shouting, but with a look on his face the like of
which Novak had never seen in all their years together. ‘Vince, Vince, listen
to me please,’ he said quietly. ‘It is that simple. You return here
tomorrow with all the information I’ve asked you for and we can get on with the
job in hand. Alternatively, you can bring me your resignation: it’s one or the
other. Now kindly leave, I’m sure you’ve got a lot to do.’


 


***


 


The weather had turned humid and
James and Cathy were grateful for the car’s air conditioning as they made their
way against the southbound rush hour traffic. Leaving the town of Thurmont behind, the countryside grew more rugged as they approached Cunningham and Cathy
began to recognise landmarks from her last trip to see the Hillmans. Her plan
was to go down Main Street, past the store and show James the site intended for
the new mall, but to their surprise, in a town where two cars passing in
opposite directions counts as gridlock, they joined the rear end of a tailback more
than two hundred yards from what passed for the town centre. Nothing was moving
so she parked and they continued on foot.


After only a couple of minutes, they
saw the problem. Main Street was blocked by the police in both directions and a
crowd of onlookers was being held back from going any further by a row of
barriers. Cathy elbowed her way forward ‘Excuse me,’ she said to a man in a John
Deere baseball cap who was standing near the front of the group. ‘Could you
tell me what’s going on here please?’


‘Sure thing, miss,’ he said. ‘Been a
fire up on Main Street and half a block’s gone up in smoke.’


‘Do you know if there’s any way we
can get through? There’s someone I’m supposed to be meeting at ten.’


‘Not if they’re in Main Street. Police are treating it as murder and suicide – well that’s what I heard anyways
– and they got it locked down real tight.’


Cathy felt a dry, tight feeling at the
back of her throat, fearing she knew the answer to the next question. ‘Who was
it?’


‘Guy by the name of Arnie Hillman.
Folks are saying he killed his wife, set fire to his own store and then killed
his-self. That’s what I heard anyways. Can’t say I’m surprised what with the
upset over the new mall coming to town – he was cut up real bad about that.’


‘Poor guy,’ said Cathy. ‘But thanks
for telling me. Guess I’ll have to come back another time.’


James watched her threading her way
back through the crowd towards him. Her face said it all. ‘Don’t tell me,’ he
said. ‘Pauli’s people got there first.’


She nodded. ‘I’m frightened, James.
We’ve got to go to the police.’


He walked beside her, deep in thought
as they returned to the car. ‘What do we tell them though?’ he said. ‘They
won’t be interested in what happened in the UK or Poland and there’s nothing we
can tell them that they don’t already know. Even if they’ve worked out that
Pauli’s the link, the fact he was on TV last night kind of suggests they
haven’t arrested him. And anyway I don’t think his people will come after us
either, not now.’


Cathy turned to look at him. ‘Is that
wishful thinking or have you got a reason?’


‘They don’t need to. Pauli must’ve worked
out why your pervy friend Dave suddenly did the hundred metres hurdles the
moment he got hold of the glass and that explains why instead of going for us. After
all we could’ve told any number of people about our suspicions. They targeted
Hillman who was until today the only other person who could provide a DNA
match. They’ve got the letters, Hillman’s dead and if we go to the police
saying Pauli’s behind yet another murder because he’s hiding the truth about
his parents, they’ll laugh at us.’


Neither of them spoke much during the
journey back to DC and it was about ten minutes south of Thurmont that James
saw the road-sign. ‘Why do I know that name?’ he asked.


‘What name?’


‘Walkersville.’


‘It’s the place Lisa posted the
letter from. Why?’ replied Cathy.


‘Do you think it would help if we
went and took a look?’


‘At a post office? Don’t they have
them in England?’


‘There are a few left,’ said James.
‘I dunno, I just thought that if we retraced her steps it might give us some
idea of what she was doing that day and why.’


‘Well, there’s nothing to see,’ said Cathy.
‘But if you really want to, we can. It’s not like we’ve got anything better to
do.’ She slowed down and followed the signposts towards the town. The post
office with its three neighbouring shops and the diner came up on their right
and Cathy pulled into the car park. ‘OK, now what?’


‘Just humour me,’ said James. ‘You’re
Lisa now, you’re driving back from Cunningham and you suddenly decide to turn
off the main road like we’ve just done. Why?’


She gave an uninterested shrug.
‘Beats me.’


‘You stop to post a letter to your
colleague in DC. And in the letter is a the head off a razor – was it a man’s
razor or a woman’s?’


He could see that she was losing
interest, having accepted defeat several miles back. ‘No idea. What difference
does it make?’


‘I don’t know either, but more to the
point, what was she doing with the damn thing in the first place and why not
give it to you the next day in the office? And if she got it from Hillman’s
place, why write “Pauli” on it? Why make a detour? She must have had a good
reason.’


Cathy slammed both hands down hard on
the steering wheel rim and James thought she was about to tell him to shut up.
Instead, she slowly turned towards him, grabbed him with both hands and kissed
him. ‘I’ve got it,’ she cried. ‘Say that again.’


‘Say what again?’


‘What you just said about Hillman.’


This made no sense to James but he
complied none the less. ‘I said, if she’d just come from Hillman’s place, why
write “Pauli” on the note?’


‘But that’s it,’ she said,
practically shaking with excitement. ‘Lisa had seen the letter from old man
Reiss and in it he must’ve told her who Pauli’s father really was. When I went
to see Hillman it was at the store and I just naturally assumed that Lisa
would’ve done the same. But what if she went to the house?’


James’s face wore the same puzzled
frown. ‘What difference would that make?’ he asked.


‘All the difference in the world. They
meet at the Hillmans’ home, she asks to use the bathroom and steals one of his
razor heads and puts it in a plastic bag. She went to see Hillman to get his
DNA,’ said Cathy, a look of triumph written all over her.


Now it was James’s turn to grab her.
‘You are a bloody genius,’ he said, giving her an over-enthusiastic bear-hug.
‘All we need to do is get it to the lab and we’ve got the bastards on toast.’


‘Let’s not get too carried away,’
said Cathy. ‘As it stands, we’ve got no proof that the DNA on the razor head is
Hillman’s even if there’s a match with the sample from the glass. If he was in
the store, he’ll have been burnt to a crisp.’


‘I’d already thought of that. If we
do go to the police, all they’d need to do is take a DNA sample from the
Hillmans’ house – I dunno, his toothbrush, say – and it’d be a precise match
with what’s on the razor. Not even Pauli could weasel out of this one.’


Cathy frowned, a note of caution
creeping into her voice. ‘That’s if it counts as admissible evidence; and it
still doesn’t explain why she turned off the interstate and posted it to me
rather than hanging on to it herself.’


‘Perhaps she was frightened. If she’d
been researching Pauli, maybe asking one question too many, he could’ve
realised she was getting into stuff he wanted kept quiet. And if that was the
case, maybe his people started following her – maybe she had a head-to-head
with a Polish truck just outside Thurmont. Whatever it was, something scared
her enough to post that razor head to you as a precaution against meeting
someone who might’ve asked for it back.’


‘But we’re not being followed today,’
said Cathy.


‘Can you be 100% sure of that?’


‘You said you weren’t followed the
other day.’


‘I’m pretty sure I wasn’t, but what
do I know?’


Cathy gave an involuntary shudder.
‘Let’s not go there,’ she said. ‘We should head home. We’ve got work to do.’


 


***


 


Vince Novak waited patiently in the
outer office for the briefing to finish. California and Oregon were the next
stops on the Pauli campaign road-show, and for over two hours the senator had
been locked in heated conversation with the team who were travelling with him.
The last agenda item, the all important conference call with the local party
activists came to an end and Novak watched with cynical detachment as the
bright-eyed, enthusiastic young people trooped out of the office, chattering
excitedly like so many jackdaws. Pauli’s diary secretary looked up. ‘He can
give you five minutes, Vince. No more.’


‘More than I need, thanks,’ Novak
replied, getting to his feet and tapping politely on the frame of the open door
before letting himself in. Pauli was tieless, the sleeves of his now rumpled
blue shirt rolled up and his reading glasses were perched on the end of his
nose. He looked up quizzically at his chief of staff.


‘That was quick,’ said Pauli.


‘I’ll be honest with you, Eric. I got
most of it, but I’m going to need more time for the rest.’


Pauli fixed him with a unswerving
gaze. ‘What are you missing and how much time d’you need?’


‘I’ve been in touch with the guys at
Tag-Value and, like I said, their admin stinks. They’ve promised me copies of
all the invoices by Monday.’


‘OK, I’ll buy that. What else?’


‘I’ve got the contract, but the guy
who hired them is travelling somewhere in Europe and nobody seems to know where
he is.’


‘All right, forget him, but don’t
think you’re off the hook, Vince. Full audit trail by Monday or I’ll expect
your resignation.’


‘Oh, I’m sure it won’t come to that,
Eric,’ said Novak with a half-smile. ‘I’m not one of life’s quitters.’


 


***


 


James accompanied Cathy to the New
Horizons office to collect the envelope from her desk drawer. As they came in
through the main doors Dave Newman briefly glanced up and then rapidly looked
away again, pretending to be absorbed in his work, not even acknowledging their
presence. She unlocked the drawer, took out the envelope, peeked inside to check
its contents and slipped it into her handbag. Stopping briefly to say hi to a
couple of colleagues she then put her head round the editor’s door to give him
a quick update. Within less than five minutes they returned the way they’d come.


Newman checked his watch and then
waited until he was sure they’d gone. A few moments later he was outside in the
busy street with his mobile phone to his ear. ‘Yeah, about fifteen minutes ago,
with the English guy… took something out of her desk… no, didn’t see what it
was, just an ordinary white envelope. Yeah, tomorrow will be fine.’











Chapter Thirty-six              
 


 


Worried about
Erich. He’s been fighting at school and has taken to speaking to me in English.
Said this morning that he’s American and doesn’t want to speak German any more so
punished him severely. All efforts now on finding our belongings. Mrs Higgs has
been posting my letters to Meissner and Köcher but no answer for nearly six
months. Weather turning unbearably cold. Christmas soon – how I wish I could go
home.


 


*


 


‘Did you have
anywhere in mind?’ asked James who was looking over her shoulder at the PC
screen.


‘I was thinking of Virginia Beach.’


‘Sounds fine to me. Any particular
reason?’


She looked up at him and he caught
the twinkle in her clear, blue-grey eyes. ‘Anyone who knows me will tell you that
I think it’s a shithole.’


James laughed. ‘I like the logic,’ he
said. ‘So it’s the last place anyone would think of looking for you.’


‘Precisely. And it’s a holiday resort
so no one will look twice at a car with DC plates.’


‘But what if Pauli’s people are
following your car?’


‘Already thought of that. We get a
taxi to the airport. During the ride we talk about our flight to… I dunno,
Vegas say, and then we walk to the rental car desks in arrivals. It’s not
foolproof, but it’s the best I’ve got.’


Cathy’s plan worked and within a matter
of hours they were headed south on I-95 for a week of sea, sex and sun as she
put it with only a slight tinge of irony.


Their departure did not go unobserved.
Used one-hundred dollar bills changed hands and the taxi driver told the two
strongly-built gentlemen, one of whom he seemed to remember called his
colleague Mr Wilson, that as usual he hadn’t paid much attention to his
passengers’ conversation, but he was sure they said something about Las Vegas.


Discreet surveillance over a
forty-eight hour period confirmed that Cathy’s house was unoccupied. Just after
midnight, a light blue Ford with DC plates and looking uncannily like Cathy’s,
even down to the small dent in the driver’s door, pulled onto her drive and a
tall figure got out. A moment or two of fumbling in the dark and the garage
door swung upwards to reveal an identical light blue Ford. The door pivoted
shut and only a thin sliver of brightness coming from underneath showed that
the inside light was on. Dropping to his knees he inserted a screw jack to
raise the car’s bodywork off the ground just enough for him to wriggle
underneath and attach the two boxes, each weighing about half a pound, linked
by wires and held in place by a series of strong magnets taped into the top of
each one. The light went out, the door went back up and was immediately
re-locked. Nobody noticed the light blue Ford as it paused briefly at the
intersection before turning right towards downtown.


 


***


 


The results came back quicker than
they’d expected. Cathy and James stared incredulously at the e-mail attachment
from the lab. Much of it was highly technical but the results were unequivocal.
Senator Eric Pauli’s DNA from the glass showed a strong family match with the
sample from Arnie Hillman’s razor head that Lisa Greenberg had taken from his
house.


‘We knew it,’ she said, ‘But seeing
it in black and white like this gives me the shivers. They want me to come in
and discuss the results when we get back.’


James’s expression was grave.
Outside, they could hear the waves crashing on the beach and the sound of
excited small children, screaming and shouting in the swimming pool just below
their apartment: to him, it seemed incongruous to be getting notification of
something so earth-shaking in a setting like this. Finally, he broke the
silence that had fallen between them. ‘So what do we do now?’


‘We talk to Pauli and convince him
we’re holding a full house rather than a pair of twos,’ said Cathy.


He ran his fingers through his hair
and looked at her, not for the first time since they’d met, with a puzzled look
on his face. ‘Couldn’t you just run the story?’ he asked. ‘As a scoop this has
got to be bigger than the Pope’s secret love-child. You’re not really
suggesting we go and talk to him about how to spin it, are you?’


Cathy shook her head. ‘No, it’s like
we discussed in the car. Without any proof that the two samples came from
Hillman and Pauli, we’ve actually got a very weak hand right now. We can get
the proof but it’ll be easier and quicker just to go in there and snow the bastard.
After what that two-faced mother’s done to us and all the millions of people
he’s lied to I want him kicked out of the race, out of the Senate and straight
into prison. The story comes second.’


‘Since you put it like that, who am I
to argue?’ said James. In the short time they’d been together, he knew better
than to cross her when she was like this.


‘I can’t wait to see his face when we
hit him with it.’ Her voice was laden with undiluted loathing for the man she’d
once respected.


‘Can I come?’ asked James.


‘Don’t see why not. You’re just as
much part of it as I am – if you hadn’t turned up with the pictures, none of
this would’ve happened.’


Their return to DC that afternoon was
uneventful and a taxi from the airport dropped them at the door. With James
listening on the extension phone, Cathy dialled Pauli’s Senate office and his
secretary answered. ‘Senator Pauli’s not in DC for the next two days, Miss
Stenmark… oh, hold on a minute,’ she said. ‘Mr Novak’s here, do you know Mr
Novak?…just hold the line please…’ the line went muffled as the secretary put
her hand over the mouthpiece. Use the hold button, you stupid woman, thought
Cathy, but then she heard her name mentioned and a man’s voice came on the
phone.


‘Cathy, it’s Vince Novak, how are
you?’


‘Great, thanks, Vince, just been out
of town for a couple of days.’


‘Thought I hadn’t seen you around.
What’s up?’


Cathy hesitated. Refuse to speak to
anyone but the man and you’ll spook him, she thought, so, taking the plunge she
continued. ‘It’s Eric. There’s something I need to speak to him about. It’s
urgent.’


‘Can I help?’


Once again, she hesitated. ‘I dunno.
Guess so, I suppose. It’s just that I’ve been doing some checking into his
background – stuff from a long way back – and…I don’t know how to put this…but
he’s not been telling the truth about…’


Novak finished the sentence for her.
‘His parents, you mean?’


Cathy almost dropped the phone in
shock and James’s face went the colour of putty. Novak continued. ‘Yeah, I
started worrying that he was trying to put one across you and your friend James
when he had that cop lean on him at the airport. And then when I found out he
was leaking bad stuff about the pair of you that just wasn’t true, well I
started to have my doubts too. I hope you guys saw those stories got pulled as
soon as I found out.’


Cathy gave a sigh of relief. ‘We
guessed where they’d come from but we didn’t know it was you who’d pulled them.
Really appreciate that, Vince. Thanks.’


 ‘Always a pleasure. So after the
leaks, you know, like, I did a bit of digging in places where even folks from New
Horizons aren’t allowed, if you get my meaning. And you wouldn’t believe
what I came up with.’


Cathy punched the air and let out a
silent “Yes!” ‘Oh believe me, I would,’ she said. ‘And what’s more I’ve got DNA
evidence that’ll back it up. We’ve also got proof that he’s been running some
pretty heavy blocking.’


‘There’s no doubt then,’ said Novak.
‘I’ll call the police but you and I need to meet first. I know this may not be
what you want to hear, but I’ve got to start working on a damage-limitation
plan. Eric can’t go on, but I’m sure you don’t want to hand the White House
over to Lopez for another term any more than I do.’


‘So when do you suggest?’


‘Just hold on, let me check my
diary.’ She could hear the sound of his keyboard in the background. ‘Look, I
can’t do today but how’s tomorrow at ten AM? I’ll bring in what I’ve got and if
you could do the same, that’d be great.’


Cathy rang off and turned to James.
‘Looks like we had a friend at court all along and never knew. Finish your
coffee and we can go up to the lab.’ About ten feet below where they stood, a
timer was running down steadily and inexorably to the moment when it would
allow the mercury tilt switch, the nine volt battery and the two detonators – one
for each shaped charge – to communicate with one another.


As they left the house Cathy was
about to set the alarm when James remembered he didn’t have his wallet on him.
‘Nah, leave it,’ said Cathy. ‘We’re only going to the lab and back, you won’t
need money. I’ve got some anyway.’ He hesitated by the door but in the end
decided not to fetch it. Unusually, for a weekday, the traffic was light and
the journey took less time than they’d expected. She turned into the parking
lot as the last few seconds on the timer ran down and as she pulled on the
handbrake, a tiny click, inaudible to the human ear announced that the circuit
was live. Both got out of the car and shut their doors, the vibration sending
the mercury jiggling in its curved tube, but as the movement was confined to
the car’s lateral axis, by three millimetres, the contact failed to make.


The lab itself was part of the main
hospital complex and while James and Cathy were walking through the sunshine
towards the steps, two elderly sisters in a brand-new Honda drove in, selected
the parking space behind the light blue Ford and slowed to a halt. Peggy
Lester, more used to the foot-operated parking brake on her old Mercedes than
the electrical offering on her new Japanese car, reverted instinctively to what
she’d done for the last ten years and pressed what she thought was the correct
pedal. The Honda shot forward and slammed into the back of the Ford, sending
the mercury into the contact and simultaneously detonating both charges.


James and Cathy spun round in
response to the explosion. The entire front of the Ford had been wrecked by the
blast and flames shot up through two holes in its roof, created by twin jets of
white hot plasma from the pair of shaped charges, each aimed to fire up through
the front seats. Fragments of metal rained down around them and a section of gearbox
embedded itself in the tarmac a mere ten feet behind where they were standing.
Neither of the Lester sisters survived the blast.


 “Two slain in hospital car bomb
attack” screamed the headlines. All the TV news feeds ran the story too. The
victims weren’t named but unverified sources were claiming that the
booby-trapped car belonged to a well-known political journalist who was now
listed as missing.


 


***


 


Pauli leant over the back of the
left-hand seat and the aircraft captain slid off the right earphone of his
headset, tilting his head to hear what the senator was saying. ‘Have we got
enough gas to make it back to Washington National?’ he asked.


‘Yeah, should be ok. Why’s that, sir?’


‘Urgent shit. The quicker you can get
us there the better.’ Returning to the cabin he called his travel manager
forward to join him. The briefing was short and to the point.


Novak was waiting in his office when
he heard Pauli arrive. His retinue, protesting vociferously, were sent about
their business while the senator disappeared into his office, banging the door
shut behind him. The intercom on Novak’s desk buzzed as expected and he heard
Pauli’s voice. ‘Can you come through to my office please, Vince.’ Calmly, he
picked up his brief case and, passing through the outer office, tapped on
Pauli’s door and let himself in. The senator’s face was pallid and Novak saw
that his hands were shaking. ‘Sit down, Vince. You’ve got some explaining to
do.’


‘Sure, Eric. I told you I’ll have all
the stuff you asked for by Monday and I – ’


‘It’s not about that, Vince. This is
far more serious.’


‘Oh, I couldn’t agree more,’ said
Novak with an air of confidence that he could tell Pauli wasn’t expecting.


‘Arnie Hillman is dead.’


Novak didn’t even flicker. ‘Yeah, I
saw. Who said we couldn’t get lucky twice?’


Pauli ignored the bait and continued.
‘And Cathy Stenmark’s car was destroyed by a car bomb of a type used by the
IRA. Two elderly sisters are dead.’


He inspected his nails as though
bored with the entire conversation. ‘Yeah, I saw that. Guess Miss Stenmark
must’ve upset someone.’


‘Vince, the Police and the Feds are
all over me like a rash. I am about to become the prime suspect in this fucking
thing so I strongly suggest you quit screwing around and tell me what the hell
you think you’re doing.’


‘Simple. Doing what you hired me to
do. Making sure you get to be President. You got a problem with that?’


The senator shook his head in
disbelief. ‘So you’re not denying it? None of it? The car, Greenberg, Robert
Reiss, the IT guy – ’


‘You’re forgetting the Hillmans, Reiss
senior and the driving Miss Daisies, Eric.’


Pauli stared at him in disbelief, his
mouth agape. ‘You’re mad, you’re a fucking psychopath. Sorry, Vince, but I’m calling
the cops.’ As he stretched out his hand to the telephone, Novak gently
restrained him.


‘Not a great idea right now, Eric. If
you really want to, hey, fine, but there’s one or two things you need to
understand before you do.’ And with that he reached down to his briefcase which
he placed on his lap and opened the catches. ‘Here, take a look at these
suckers. The originals are under lock and key, but I think you’ve been
interested in seeing these for quite a while.’ Pauli snatched the manila
envelope from him and tore it open. Inside were photocopies of the four
identity documents and Novak sat patiently while he watched him gaze at them,
motionless, for several minutes. ‘These were with the pictures, just like your
dear mama said they’d be,’ said Novak. ‘Definitely worth killing for, I’d say.
Particularly if they’re part of what stands between you and the White House.’


‘You little bastard,’ said Pauli,
through gritted teeth.


‘Oh, don’t worry, Eric,’ he replied
with a smile. ‘There’s more – you never know, by the time we’ve finished, you
may even want to promote me from bastard to motherfucker. Oh, and keep the
copies, I’ve got plenty more.’


Novak opened the lid of the briefcase
once more and took out another envelope. ‘Now this baby was the one that started
the whole damn thing rolling,’ he said, waving it tantalisingly just out of
Pauli’s reach. ‘Patience, Eric. All in good time. This is a letter from Georg
Reiss. Good buddy of your old man’s by the look of things and saviour of the
Manhattan Project. Waited till he was ninety-four to spill his guts and you’re
very lucky that the person he sent it to was such a bad swimmer. Here, it’s a
photocopy but take a look – someone might even want to make a movie out of this
one day.’


With trembling hands, Pauli read.


 


“Dear Miss Greenberg,


My name is Georg Reiss. I
subscribe to New Horizons and find your articles on the Democratic nomination
contest most interesting. It is for that reason that I feel that you, your
readers and the nation should know the truth about Senator Eric Pauli. From
what I have read and from what I have seen on TV he seems a good man but the
truth about his parents, which I believe him to be hiding, must be known.


As you may know, along with many
others, I played a part in the development of the atomic bomb and worked at Oak Ridge, Tennessee, during 1945-6 on the production of fissile materials. Since 1954, I
have lived in Princeton, NJ.


I was born in Austria and from 1941 to March 1945 I worked on the German atomic weapons project under Dr Werner
Heisenberg. Later in the war, as the Red Armies approached our borders, the
team was dispersed to a number of sites centred on Haigerloch in the Swabian Mountains. In late March, I was taken back to Berlin under armed escort together with
a colleague, Dr Max Standfluss, inventor of the nuclear implosion trigger. We
were told that the war was going badly for Germany and that it was essential
that certain technologies and certain people did not fall into the hands of the
Russians.


Standfluss and I were told that
RHSA (intelligence corps) intercepts of Russian signals traffic from their
people within the Manhattan Project, showed that the Americans were unable to
enrich uranium quickly enough to produce a weapon, and that they had no means
of detonating a sub-critical mass of plutonium via implosion. At that time, Germany did not have enough uranium ore to make a bomb. The two of us were offered a
choice: we could be shot or we could agree to be “given” to the western allies
as a bargaining chip. Not a difficult decision as I am sure you can understand.


We were taken to Tempelhof airport
where we were kept in an underground shelter awaiting further instructions. I
took with me some of the centrifuge components I had developed to refine
uranium. When we were taken to the surface there were two other passengers waiting:
Adolf Hitler and his wife, Eva Braun. Had I not been told, I would not have
recognised Hitler – his appearance had been radically changed. We were briefed
by Böttger, the commandant of the airport that the
Führer, as he was known then, had tricked the allies into sparing his life
under an assumed identity, where he would wait until the time was right before
restarting the fight-back. Each one of us was given a Red Cross letter of safe
transit, signed by Churchill and Roosevelt. Hitler showed me theirs and joked
about it – he and Eva Braun were using the identity of a Jewish couple from
Breslau, Anton and Emma Pauli, who had been “sent over the border”. We and the
rest of the world now know what this phrase meant – at the time I did not. Both
of them showed us the tattoos on their arms. I later discovered that prisoners
at the Auschwitz-Birkenau camp were tattooed to make their corpses easier to
identify if one prisoner had taken another’s clothes.


The letters were then taken from
us and put aboard an aircraft that left just before ours did. Hitler said the
letters, along with other valuables, were being sent to Switzerland and if
anything was to happen to any of us, his friends there would reveal the
subterfuge, thus embarrassing the Allies and certainly causing a war between
them and the Russians.


It was made very clear to us
before we left that the Allies would kill both of us if word ever got out
concerning these events: the Americans confirmed this message repeatedly after
our arrival. This is why I have waited so long to reveal the truth of how I
first came to this country, but in the light of recent events I have decided
that it is time for the public to know what America was willing to do in order
to obtain the atomic bomb.


It is my firm belief that Senator
Eric Pauli is the son of Hitler and Eva Braun – his story, the dates, the names,
the places and his parents’ tattoos are too much of a coincidence. In addition,
I have seen him speaking German on the television and to this day, he has the
Bavarian accent of his mother, rather than the Silesian accent of someone from Breslau. As I told you at the beginning of this letter, I believe the senator knows about
his parents and that he is hiding the truth. If he is a decent man, he will
reveal their identity and trust the American people to judge him on his own
merits and not on what his father did.


 


Yours sincerely


Georg Reiss”


 


‘Now isn’t that a touching story,
Eric?’ Novak said with a sneer. ‘Still want to call the cops?’


Pauli treated him to a glare of
undiluted venom. ‘A senile old man’s ramblings and four documents that you’ve
had knocked up to look like the ones he mentioned in the letter? You’re going
to have to do better than that, Vince.’


‘Oh, don’t worry, I can. Our friend
the loony waiter. Remember, the one who was so keen to part you from your glass
the other night?’


‘What about him?’


‘I tracked him down. He’s a colleague
of Cathy Stenmark’s on New Horizons. She and the English guy, Atkinson,
have a sample of your DNA and they’ve got Hillman’s too. You and the late Mr
Hillman are first cousins once removed. Isn’t this fun, eh? Just like The
Boys From Brazil.’


‘You’re bluffing,’ said Pauli, beads
of sweat appearing on his forehead.


‘Yeah, I might be, I might not. Who
knows? But what I do know is that you got the cops to have a quiet word with
Atkinson at the airport. Put that together with the murders plus your motive
and I reckon you’re the prime suspect, not me.’


‘But –’


‘Let me finish, Eric. You asked me
where that money went – y’know, the money Mason was bitching about? Sure, it
went to the BVI but then it came straight back here to protect your sorry ass
from these people. Sure, couple of corners got cut and people got hurt –
curiosity killed the cat I guess.’ Pauli sat motionless, paralysed with shock,
looking up at Novak who had now got to his feet. He placed his hands on the
desk and leaned towards the Senator. ‘You do what you like, Eric. But remember,
there’s not one scrap of evidence against me and a whole heap against you. Your
call.’ With that, he snapped the briefcase shut and left the building.











Chapter Thirty-seven  


 


Bitter cold
continues and heating not coping. Having to wear hat and coat indoors. Erich
off school because of the snow. He at least seems happy. All thoughts of
escaping put aside for now – would not survive more than a few hours outdoors.
Asked “the jailers” if I could get a job, teaching German maybe, to supplement
my allowance. Still waiting to hear.


 


*


 


When Eric Pauli
returned home that evening, one look at his face told Janet that she didn’t
have to ask. They talked the problem round in circles until the clock stood at
1 AM and what had been an unopened bottle of Scotch stood at half-empty. For a
full minute, they sat staring at one another and then Pauli spoke. ‘Guess I’d
better do it then,’ he said. Taking out his cell phone he composed a text
message and sent it to Vince Novak. Short and simple it read, “You win. Talk when
I get back from Oregon.”


Tired and with a sense of foreboding,
the following morning Pauli climbed into his official car to head for the
airport and his delayed campaign trip to the western seaboard. Novak, on the
other hand, couldn’t believe his eyes. He’d been vaguely aware of the phone
bleeping in the night and had gone straight back to sleep without bothering to
look at it. But now, there it was in black and white on the screen: could it
really be that easy? he wondered. Just two more pieces to slot into place and
life could return to normal – maybe one day after Eric was President and he
was…what? He briefly flirted with the idea of Vice President, rejecting it as
too much work for too little recognition and practically zero influence. White
House Chief of Staff had a good ring to it, Yeah, the perfect role from which
to pull the strings that led to the Oval Office. After all, Pauli would have to
do as he was told from now on; take the difficult decisions; fend off the
criticism; schmooze all those tiresome third-world heads of state, while he,
Vince Novak, White House Chief of Staff and de facto Prime Minister, would
become the power behind the throne. It was a mouth-watering proposition.


 


***


 


When Cathy returned to the office
everyone clustered around to find out if she was ok, all of them itching to
hear all the gruesome details of the car bomb.


‘The police have asked me not to talk
to anyone about it,’ was all she would say. ‘And if anybody asks, please don’t
let on I’m here – particularly not to any of those bastards from the press.’
That got a laugh and broke the tension a little. Cathy permitted herself a
half-hearted smile.


The media were having a field day
with the story and thanks to some of the wilder pieces of speculation; the
spectre of 9/11 stalked the land once more. Cathy knew otherwise but continued
to say little, having done most of her talking to the police and FBI.


Later that afternoon, James drove the
rental car downtown to collect Cathy from the office but before setting off, he
scrupulously checked the underside for anything that looked out of place.
Following the instructions they’d been given, James drove slowly up Memorial Drive and turned left at the barriers into the parking lot.


‘OK, you ready for this?’ he asked.


Cathy nodded.


Retrieving the all-important envelope
from the back seat they set off on foot along Roosevelt Drive towards the
Arlington Cemetery Amphitheatre, terrified of what lay ahead, both fighting the
urge to turn and run. Novak had been quite explicit when he’d spoken to them:
Pauli had resumed his campaign programme and FBI agents were waiting to arrest
him in Portland, Oregon. The only thing that remained now was to get the final
proof of the senator’s motive for his crimes: all, according to Novak,
committed at Pauli’s behest and paid for with campaign funds diverted through
an offshore account in the British Virgin Islands.


When James suggested handing the
evidence direct to the police, Novak cautioned against it. There were concerns,
he told them, that Pauli’s influence even extended to the law enforcement
community and so it was safer to deliver the DNA results, the final piece in
the jigsaw, to him in person. And what could be more innocent than Cathy,
taking time off to recover from her recent shock, showing her boyfriend round
the tourist sights of DC. He knew Arlington well, he said; he’d show them
around and then buy lunch.


The upslope became steeper as they
approached the broad steps leading to the tombs of America’s unknown soldiers,
with the marble amphitheatre providing an elegant backdrop behind. A number of
tourists were around, some taking photographs, others standing in reverential
silence before the tombs. James caught sight of a familiar figure, strolling
nonchalantly along the terrace. He tugged nervously at the collar of his shirt.
‘I see him,’ he said. ‘He seems to be alone.’


Novak stood waiting for them at the
top of the steps. ‘Hi, Vince,’ said Cathy.


‘Nice to meet you again, Mr Novak,’
said James.


Novak smiled benevolently, ‘Please
call me Vince,’ he said. ‘Have you got what I asked for?’


‘Yes,’ said James. ‘You asked us for
the DNA results; Senator Pauli’s and Arnie Hillman’s. You said it was essential
that you have them. You also said that Pauli had undue influence with the
police and FBI.’ He became aware of Novak looking at him oddly. James knew the
phrase was stilted but it was for a reason. From the corner of his eye he saw
movement: a black-clad figure raising what looked uncomfortably like a weapon
to his shoulder.


A voice shouted, ‘FBI, stand still or
I fire!’


Novak turned on James. ‘Cocksucker!
You’re wearing a wire,’ he yelled and, taking a pistol from his pocket, grabbed
Cathy round the neck, holding the gun to her head and pulling her tight against
him. A woman screamed and the tourists scattered, leaving the three of them
alone on the broad marble terrace. ‘You keep close to me too,’ hissed Novak at
James. ‘Bad move, boy. Now turn to your left. That’s good, keep walking, we’re
right behind you. Try anything stupid and I promise this time you won’t get
lucky, either of you.’


Glancing left and right, James caught
occasional glimpses of shadowy figures as they darted in and out of cover, all
the while keeping pace with them. Novak, who continued to hold Cathy tight
against his chest, kept the pistol rammed hard against her temple and walked
backwards to make sure that there could be no chance of anyone firing on him
without hitting one of his prisoners. Painfully slowly, they inched their way
past the oblong marble tomb and down the steps towards a broad, grassy avenue,
about twenty-five yards wide and bordered on either side by a stand of mature
trees, trimmed into parallel hedges. As they neared the bottom, James looked
up, alerted by a sound. Coming towards them at high speed was a helicopter.
Thank Christ for that, he thought, the cavalry’s here, but for some reason the
aircraft swung away and came into a high hover about five hundred metres to the
east of the monument. ‘Right, stand still,’ Novak told James. ‘We’re all going
to get real cosy, real close, and remember, anything stupid, neither of you
makes the credits. Got that?’


James did as he was told and Novak
turned his attentions to the black figures who were following their progress,
remaining in the cover of the trees. ‘Listen to me,’ he shouted. ‘In a moment,
a helicopter is going to land here and if anyone tries to interfere with it or
to get in our way, I will kill them both. Now back off. You’ve got ten
seconds.’ In the silence that had fallen on the scene, James could make out the
crackle of radio conversations and then saw, to his dismay that the dark forms
were indeed pulling back.


Novak said something that James
didn’t catch, presumably into the microphone of a hands-free phone, and the
helicopter dipped towards them. Passing close over their heads and battering
them with its downwash, it pirouetted through 180 degrees to touch down facing
away from the amphitheatre. Speech was impossible owing to the noise and Novak
gestured to James to move towards the machine. He looked up and saw the pilot’s
face, white with fear, staring at the trio in disbelief, the cold steel of a
pistol barrel pressed hard into the nape of his neck. The side door of the
helicopter slid back and a burly figure beckoned to them. At first, James was
too paralysed with fear to move, but a kick from Novak sent him on his way. The
machine was only thirty feet away and James moved as slowly as he could in the forlorn
hope that it would buy time for a miracle to happen.


All his attention now was fixed on
the figure in the doorway. The man wore a headset and dark glasses, but what
worried James most of all was the semi-automatic pistol that was aimed straight
at him. Buffeted by the downwash from the main rotors and blasted with heat
from the helicopter’s twin turboshaft engines, James failed to notice its
starboard skid, half-buried in the grass, and pitched forward onto his face. He
got to his knees and the man inside the cabin stretched a hand out to him.


For an instant, James couldn’t work
out what had happened. The shockwave from the supersonic round passing just above
his head came as sharp crack that he felt rather than heard. Simultaneously,
the hand was whisked away as if by an invisible force, and with it, its owner.
When he next looked, the man now lay in a bloodied, motionless sprawl on the
other side of the cabin. James stopped, rooted to the spot, and spun round
towards Novak who was still facing away from the open door, keeping Cathy
between him and any potential marksman. James realised Novak had no idea of
what had just happened and so, edging forward, put his head through the open
door. Apart from the pilot and the lifeless figure in the aft cabin, there was
no one else on board. Seizing his chance, he leapt aboard. The noise was
deafening and any thought of a conversation with the pilot, even shouted, was out
of the question so he leant forward and tapped the man hard on the shoulder.
With a look of terror in his eyes, the pilot turned round, expecting to see the
muzzle of a 9mm pistol, but instead came face to face with a wildly
gesticulating James Atkinson, trying to draw his attention to something behind
him.


Novak didn’t make the same mistake as
James and backed carefully over the helicopter’s skid keeping Cathy between him
and the FBI team. As he did so, the pilot suddenly realised the significance of
what he’d seen, grabbed a handful of collective pitch and sent the machine
rocketing upwards, causing James to tumble backwards. As it lifted off, the
skid caught Novak’s right foot, knocking him off balance. The pilot shoved the
cyclic pitch control forward and the machine accelerated down the narrow alley
between the trees, gaining height all the time.


Through the open door, James could
see running black figures and muzzle flashes coming from the tree line. As they
climbed away, the aircraft turned in a wide arc to the right, finally rolling
out on a westerly heading. On the grassy avenue, side by side, lay the
motionless figures of Novak and Cathy.


James motioned
frantically at the pilot in an attempt to get him to land back at the
amphitheatre. He yelled and shouted but his words were inaudible. Cathy was
dead and all he wanted in the world was to be with her, even if it was too
late. All because of him, all because of those bloody pictures, he thought, his
nails digging into the palms of his hands in involuntary spasms of fear, rage
and grief. I wish I’d asked Hammond to put them on the bonfire. He grabbed the
pilot’s shoulder and pointed once more but the pilot shook his head, gesturing
towards a headset, slung over the back of the left-hand seat. James put it on
and adjusted the boom mike. At first he could hear but not speak but then found
the toggle switch. ‘Please. It’s Cathy,’ he said, his voice distorted by the
vibrations from the rotors. ‘We’ve got to go back and land.’


‘Hey buddy, I dunno who the fuck you
are but you can forget that,’ said the pilot. ‘Take a look to your left.’


James leant forward and cruising
slowly past them, at what seemed like an impossibly nose-up angle was an F-16
fighting falcon. ‘Now take a look to your right – you’ll probably get a better
view out of the door.’ On that side of the aircraft was a US Coastguard MH-60
Jayhawk helicopter, its six-barrelled minigun trained on them. ‘That’s why I’m
doing as I’m told,’ the pilot said. ‘Sorry ‘bout your friend, but I’m not
messing with these guys.’


‘Where are they taking us?’


‘Big loop round to the south of the
DC area so we don’t overfly Reagan National and then Andrews NAF.’


‘Where’s that?’


‘Just ahead, about ten miles. Used to
be called Andrews Air Force Base. Oh, and do me a favour. Check that the other
guy back there isn’t moving and grab a hold of his gun, would you?’


James inched nervously back towards
the immobile figure. The floor of the aft cabin was now slippery with blood and
the he froze at the prospect of going past the open door. The pistol had slid
to the back of the cabin and was wedged under a seat. ‘He’s dead as a doornail
and I can’t reach the gun,’ said James.


‘OK, leave it then. Find a seat and
strap yourself in. Dunno whether you heard what they just told me on the radio,
but when we land, sit still, and don’t move. We’ll have a reception committee.’


The pilot lined up with Andrews NAF
runway 10 Left and then, as instructed, banked away to the north of the
centreline, descending over the golf course and the tall floodlight stanchions
to land on the airfield’s hot cargo ramp just to the left of the runway
threshold. The area was ringed with armed vehicles and what looked to James
like hundreds of soldiers. The pilot’s voice crackled in his headset for the
last time. ‘Remember, what I said. Don’t move, don’t unstrap, just sit still
until someone tells you to do otherwise.’


The pilot shut down the engines and
applied the rotor brake but still nobody moved. James did as he was told and
remained motionless. He tried counting the number of rifles and assorted
weaponry that was pointed their way but soon lost count. After about five
minutes, three black-clad figures appeared at the helicopter’s open side door
and he thought for a moment they were going to shoot him. ‘What’s your name?’
shouted one of them. They seemed satisfied with the answer and he was told to
unstrap, keep his hands visible at all times and to get out of the aircraft. He
was then forced to lie face-down on the concrete while they searched him in
front of a crowd of onlookers. Fifty feet to his left, the pilot was undergoing
the same treatment.


A sea of combat uniforms swarmed
around the aircraft while James and the pilot were led away to separate cars
and driven to the base medical centre. Neither the driver nor the medic
accompanying him had even heard of Cathy, let alone whether she was still alive.
He tried calling her mobile phone but there was no reply.











Chapter Thirty-eight    
 


 


My request to try
and find a job has caused a major row. Will have to find another way of making
money. The weekly allowance for food and clothing helps but everything has to
be accounted for – lucky if I can pocket more than a few dollars per month. No
let up in the cold but at least the roads are now clear. Mrs Higgs and her
husband taking me shopping tomorrow: highlight of my week. Sic transit.


 


*


 


‘What took you so
long?’ she asked.


‘Oh, we decided to
go on a scenic tour of Virginia and Maryland. How’s the head?’


‘Sore, but I’ll
live. They’ve put a couple of stitches in and they’re keeping me till the
concussion’s gone, so with luck I should be out tomorrow.’


James smiled and
pausing to lay the flowers down on the bedside table, leant over and kissed
her. ‘You made all the papers and you’re wall-to-wall on the news channels,’ he
said.


‘Yeah, I know.
It’s kinda creepy seeing your own picture staring out of the TV at you all the
time,’ Cathy said.


‘I thought you
were dead.’


‘Yeah, so did I
for a minute when the helicopter took off. I don’t know whether it was the skid
or the back of Novak’s head that hit me, but it hurt like hell when I woke up.’


The hospital room
was bright, airy and clean. Cathy was propped up in bed against a pile of
pillows, her head swathed in bandages. A nurse came in and helped James arrange
the flowers in a vase.


‘You heard anything
from Pauli?’ he asked once the nurse had left.


‘Yeah, he phoned
to ask if I was ok.’


‘Did he say what
he’s going to do?’


Cathy shook her
head and then winced in pain. ‘Ow. Damn,’ she said. ‘I’ve got to remember not
to do that. No, but he asked to come and see me this afternoon and I said yes.
I can’t see him carrying on after all that’s happened.’


‘None of it was
his doing,’ said James.


‘It doesn’t work
like that, though. He suppressed information that was in the public interest
and as a result, people got killed. This happened on his watch and he didn’t
stop it. What’s more, he’s going to have to explain what was so all-fired
important that his chief of staff decided it was worth killing people for:
that’s the clincher as far as the campaign’s concerned.’


‘So I take it
you’re still going ahead with your Pulitzer-winning story?’


‘It’s a nice
thought but as a magazine writer I’m not eligible.’ Cathy hesitated for a
moment. ‘You know, there’s part of me that wants to write it – something like
this is every print journalist’s dream – and there’s another part that thinks I
ought to let sleeping dogs lie.’


‘But you said it
yourself, everyone’s going to want to know why Novak did it. The genie’s out of
the bottle. If you don’t write it, someone else will.’


‘That’s what I
want to talk to Pauli about. I feel awful about misjudging the man so badly and
I don’t want to kick him while he’s down.’


‘But he lied.’


‘Yeah, sure he
did. Everyone does – I mean I told you I liked that shirt, didn’t I?’ James saw
the blue-grey eyes crease as she smiled. Cathy continued. ‘Politicians do it
all the time – think of Watergate, and then what about Monica? Clinton got away with it – guess it depends what you lie about. I mean, you didn’t exactly
broadcast the fact that your uncle was a looter and used stolen bullion to fund
his business.’


‘Fair point.’


James was still in
Cathy’s hospital room when Pauli arrived, looking drawn and pale. ‘You have no
idea how glad I am you guys are ok,’ he said. ‘All this mess because of me.’


‘It’s funny,’ said
Cathy. ‘We were just talking about that. Oh, but don’t worry,’ she added
quickly, on catching sight of his hangdog expression, ‘I didn’t mean it like
that. And besides, none of us thought Novak was going to pull a gun. Not even
the FBI. We thought it was going to be a straight handover of the DNA
evidence.’


An anxious
expression spread across Pauli’s face. ‘Does it identify me by name?’ he asked.


‘No. We gave the
samples to the labs under John Doe names, but you and Hillman are related all
right, no doubt about that. What about the letters? I take it that was Novak
too?’


‘They’re under
lock and key in my office,’ said Pauli. ‘We found them in Vince’s briefcase.’


‘How are Novak’s
family?’ asked James. ‘Have you spoken to them?’


‘Not personally,
no,’ said Pauli. ‘I didn’t think it would be appropriate just yet. But I’ve
heard Louise and the boys have taken his death pretty bad.’


‘Can’t be easy
seeing a report about your dad getting shot every time you turn on the TV,’
said James.


‘True, but who am
I to criticise people’s dads?’ Pauli said.


James looked from
one to the other. ‘Look, I know you’ve got things to discuss. I’ll make myself
scarce,’ he said, standing up to leave.


‘I’d prefer it if
you stayed,’ said Pauli, placing a hand on his shoulder. ‘But there’s one thing
I’ve got to ask you, James. What happened to the gold?’


‘My uncle spent
most of it to fund his business. When he died there were only five bars left
and now they’re at the bottom of the sea off the south coast of Devon.’


Pauli nodded. ‘Probably
the best place for them. I just wish you’d levelled with me from the start; a
lot of what happened could’ve been avoided,’ he said.


‘Easy to say now,
but at the time everything pointed to you being behind the murders, the
break-ins, even the guy who scared the shit out of me at Dulles.’


Pauli looked down
at his feet. ‘Yeah, that last one was me. All it took was a couple of phone
calls – not really illegal but seems like it was pretty effective.’


James continued.
‘The trouble is, put that together with your getting heavy with me on the trip
to Charleston and everything that followed; like we told the FBI after the car
bomb, we were convinced it was you.’


‘You should have
gone to them earlier.’


‘Trouble was,
Eric, we had no evidence,’ said Cathy.


‘And you’re
telling me that pulling off the scoop of the century didn’t colour your
decision to hold off as long as you could?’ asked Pauli.


Now it was Cathy’s
turn to look sheepish. ‘Guess it might’ve done,’ she replied.


Pauli’s face
became serious once more. ‘After the car bomb, the FBI took me in.’ He held up
his thumb and forefinger close together. ‘I was that close to being arrested.’


‘Figures,’ said
Cathy. ‘We gave them the works about you.’


Pauli shook his
head. ‘I didn’t want to believe it could be him,’ he said. ‘But as soon as I
heard the full story, I knew it had to be Vince and when I challenged him he
tried to blackmail me.’ Pauli fell silent. Cathy was propped up against her
pillows and James, sitting on the bed, swinging his legs, watched him intently,
waiting for what he was going to say next. ‘I did the right thing,’ he said.


‘Course you did,’
said Cathy. ‘You had no choice; you had to tell the FBI.’ However, she could
see from Pauli’s face that there was something troubling him, something far deeper.


He looked down
once more, avoiding eye contact. ‘Yeah, in the end I did. But not straight
away. The official version is that as soon as Vince left my office I went
straight to the Feds.’ He paused again, the dilemma he was facing only too
clear in his expression. ‘The reality is that when I told Vince I’d go along
with him, I meant it: for a few hours at least I seriously considered doing a
deal with the Devil. Buy enough time, let things settle down and then after the
election, presuming I won, I’d be in a position to have my problems taken care
of.’


‘You mean have him
killed?’ said James, aghast.


‘No. Not just
Vince, you guys would’ve been on the list too.’


‘But that’s
appalling,’ said Cathy, the colour draining from her face.


Pauli made a
nonchalant gesture. ‘Yes it is, but I owe it to you to be honest – God knows
I’ve got to make a start somewhere – even if that involves telling you stuff
you don’t want to hear,’ he said. ‘We’re not talking about whether or not you
get the lead in your school play, we’re talking about what you’re prepared to
do to become President of the United States. And, if I’m honest, yes, I thought
about it for a moment. Truth isn’t always pleasant, is it?’


‘Guess not,’ said
Cathy warily.


‘I wasn’t thinking
straight. I went home, calmed down, talked it over with Janet and then called
the Feds.’


‘Did they tell you
they asked us to wear a wire?’ asked James.


Pauli stood up
from his chair and began to pace around the room. ‘No, they didn’t. But I can
see why they had to: every bit of evidence up till then was circumstantial. All
they had on him was misuse of campaign funds.’ He turned once more to Cathy.
‘If I’d known what was going to happen, I’d never have agreed to them bringing
you into this. And if anyone had known that he was going to pull a stunt like
that with the helicopter – ’


‘Yeah, what the
hell was that all about?’ asked Cathy.


‘Are you sure you really
want to know?’ said Pauli and in response to Cathy’s vigorous reply he
continued. ‘The FBI reckon that because the aircraft is operated by a local
company and is always flitting around DC, nobody gives it a second glance. They
think the plan was for Novak to take you guys away to a pick-up spot – not
right in front of the amphitheatre, they think that was a late change of plan –
put you in the back and then… well, I’ll leave the rest to your imagination. I
can’t think Novak’s people would have let the pilot survive either.’


James was
momentarily lost for words. ‘Christ. Talk about a lucky escape,’ he said at
last. ‘And who was the guy in the helicopter, the one who got shot?’


‘We know he was
the one who hijacked it, that much was on TV, but the Feds are sitting tight on
the full story,’ said Pauli. ‘I’ve still got one or two friends at court, so to
speak, and they’re saying he was probably one of Vince’s two bogus FBI agents
who were working the IT guy from your office, Cathy.’


‘There’s still one
thing I need to know,’ she said. ‘What was in the letter that Reiss sent to Lisa?’


Pauli’s features
darkened once more. ‘I was hoping you weren’t going to ask that. Amongst other
things it told the truth about who Anton and Emma Pauli really were.’


Cathy shot a
glance at James. ‘We’d worked that much out ourselves,’ she said. ‘But did it
explain why the Hitlers were on the same ticket out of Berlin as the two
scientists?’


Pauli looked at
her through narrowed eyes. ‘Can’t you guess?’ he asked.


‘Sure. The Hitlers
get to stay alive, the Manhattan Project gets two people it needs.’


Pauli nodded. ‘Close
enough,’ he said.


‘But it’s not even
scratching the surface,’ said Cathy. ‘Who put the deal together? Who signed off
on something like this? I mean, even today, what if the Russians find out the
two bodies they found outside the bunker weren’t the right ones?’


‘At a guess,’ said
Pauli, ‘even today there’d be a diplomatic shit-storm with the Kremlin and the
reputations of a whole bunch of people who thought they were acting for the
best would get flushed down the can.’


‘And?’


‘And I’ll leave
the rest to your imagination. When you’re up and about we’ll discuss it in more
detail.’


‘No dice, Eric.
Show me the letter and I promise not to mention the Hitler angle. You try and sit
on it and I’ll blow the lid off the whole story, Arnie Hillman, your parents
and all.’


Pauli smiled and
sat back down next to the bed. ‘OK, you win,’ he said with a faint smile. ‘And
I promise I won’t even think about putting a contract out on you.’


 


***


 


The following
morning, Cathy was discharged from hospital and at Janet Pauli’s invitation,
they spent the day with her, grateful for her husband’s Secret Service
detachment who kept the TV crews at bay.


At eight o’clock
that evening, they stood in the wings of the auditorium with Janet. Cathy
noticed a tear in her eye when her husband stepped up to the microphone,
greeted by thunderous applause and a volley of camera flashes. In contrast to
the tired, drawn figure that everyone was used to seeing on the campaign trail,
Pauli looked refreshed, confident and at ease. He spoke clearly and kept the
speech brief.


‘Ladies and
gentlemen, as you are no doubt aware, my former chief of staff was shot dead
three days ago while trying to take two members of the public hostage at
gunpoint. Unbeknown to me, Vince Novak had been misappropriating campaign contributions
and using the money to fund a series of murders and other crimes in the USA and in Europe. I can assure you I had no knowledge that he was engaged in any form of criminal
activity. What I do know is why he did it.’ Pauli stopped to take a sip of
water and an expectant hush fell on the packed auditorium. ‘He did it in the
mistaken belief that he was protecting me.’ A gasp of amazement went round the
room and Pauli held up his hand for silence. He continued. ‘About eight years
ago, during my first term as a senator, I came across my late mother’s diary.
Until that time I had good reason to believe that she and my father had been
imprisoned in Auschwitz by the Nazis. The diaries made it clear that not only
was this untrue, but my parents were in fact war criminals of the worst sort
and came to the USA under stolen identities. Rather than admit these facts
publicly, I chose to be dishonest and to conceal them in order to avoid the
possibility of public censure for crimes that I did not commit. I was wrong to
do so. Furthermore, I shared this information with a man, who at the time, was
my trusted friend and confidant, Vince Novak. I sought and heeded his advice
but the ultimate decision to hide the truth rests with me.


‘When recent
events threatened to bring the truth about my parents to light, he robbed,
murdered and cheated – did anything and everything he could – in order to prevent
the revelation of facts which would have been harmful to my candidacy. I do not
believe he acted out of loyalty, but rather out of ambition: had I been elected
and his crimes gone undetected, he was certain to achieve high office. But as
Harry Truman said, “The buck stops here.” These crimes were committed on my
watch and therefore the burden of vicarious responsibility is mine and mine
alone. It is for that reason that I hereby announce my resignation from the US
Senate, a fine institution that my behaviour has disgraced, and I wish to make
clear that I am standing down as the Democratic Party’s candidate for the Presidency.
I will not take questions, and all I would ask is that you respect my family’s
desire for privacy while we come to terms with these terrible events. Thank
you.’ Pauli turned and walked purposefully towards Janet, head held high. As he
disappeared from view into the wings, the sound of the standing ovation rang
through the hall.


Out of sight of
the crowd, the Paulis embraced. ‘That was great,’ said Janet, arms draped over
his shoulders and looking up into his face. Then she turned to Cathy whom she
also hugged. ‘I can’t begin to thank you enough,’ she said. ‘Eric’s told me
what the two of you have agreed. I know…well, I don’t know, but I can have a
good guess what a story like this would’ve meant to your career.


Cathy smiled,
‘Hey, even if I choose to leave a few bits out, it’s still one hell of a
story.’


‘And a lot of good
men’s reputations will be preserved – better men than me, that’s for sure,’
said Pauli.











Chapter Thirty-nine       
 


 


Cathy and James sat
on the terrace of the Lodge, gazing at the view they both loved so much. ‘OK,
hot shot,’ she said. ‘What do we do now?’


‘Oh, you know,
I’ve got one or two ideas,’ he replied.


She nestled closer
to him and put her arm around his shoulder. ‘And what do they involve, these
ideas of yours?’


‘What do they
involve? Well they involve total nudity on your part and a family-sized bottle
of baby-oil – ’


She slapped him
playfully on the leg. ‘You know that’s not what I meant…but now you mention it,
it does sound fun.’


‘So what did you
mean?’ asked James, gazing deeply into her eyes.


‘Us.’


‘Well, I start the
new job next week and – ’ he stopped and looked out over the darkening garden
to the headland of Start Point and the Channel beyond.


‘And what?’ Not a
breath of wind stirred the summer flowers and the afterglow of the heat of the
day radiated from the flagstones beneath their feet.


‘And I’d like it
if you’d stay.’


‘I’d like that
too,’ she murmured softly, leaning her head against his shoulder.


‘Wouldn’t you miss
  Washington?’


‘Yes, but it’s not
a million miles away when we want to take a trip back. If the traffic’s bad it
can take almost as long to drive down here from London.’ They sat in silence
for a few minutes, watching the bats hawking for insects. ‘I’m glad you want me
to stay,’ she said. ‘I wasn’t going to say anything until I was sure you did,
but I’ve been offered a job in London with Associated Press. D’you think I
should take it?’


‘Yes I do,’ said
James, pulling her tightly to him.


 


 


THE END
















Author’s
note


 


I wrote The Manhattan Deception in
2010 and the idea for the plot came from watching a US TV news bulletin on Obamacare.
Protestors were getting carried away and making ridiculous comparisons between
the President and Hitler: others were trotting out the tired old accusations
that Obama wasn’t really American. I was just about to change channels to be
rid of the shouty idiots when my brilliant wife, Wendy, took the remote control
from me.


‘There’s your next book,’ she said,
triumphantly. As usual, I was several steps behind and had to have it explained
to me. ‘Hitler in the White House,’ Wendy said. ‘Well maybe not Hitler, but his
son.’


‘Er, great idea,’ I replied. ‘But how
do we get him there?’


‘No idea. That’s up to you, you’re
the author.’


 


As anyone with a passing knowledge of
the period will have seen, I’ve taken historical events and given them a bit of
a twist. In truth, the Nazi atom bomb project was nowhere near producing a
viable weapon. Many of Germany’s best scientists had either fled the country or
been drafted into the army. However, at the time, the Allies believed the
prospect of a Nazi Bomb to be a reality, and, as the war in Europe drew to a
close, a race began between the Soviets and the western powers with each side trying
to grab scientists and nuclear technology from the wreckage of Hitler’s
thousand-year Reich. The Manhattan Deception mentions some of the
operations by the Alsos Mission (Alsos is ancient Greek for groves,
a pun on the US General’s name) which captured a number of German scientists,
including my two fictional characters, Standfluss and Reiss, who were interned
at Farm Hall in England, where listening devices were hidden in every room.


The Soviets had their successes too.
Not only did they capture German scientists, like Gernot Zippe, whose design
for an uranium-refining centrifuge bears an uncanny resemblance to that
developed by Georg Reiss, but they were aided by a spy ring at the heart of the
Manhattan Project. It may seem odd to modern eyes, but from the 1930s to the
early 1950s, Stalin’s brand of communism was seen by idealists in the west,
many of them old enough to know better, as the perfect antidote to the
capitalist nationalism that, in their eyes, had caused the two world wars. The
reality of the Gulag, the summary executions, the millions murdered or starved
to death was unknown or ignored by such ‘useful idiots’ as Fuchs and Hall, who
betrayed nuclear secrets to the Rosenberg spy ring, thus allowing Soviet Russia
to develop atomic weapons far sooner than the West had feared.


The real saviour of the Manhattan
Project was of course Robert Oppenheimer, a brilliant, but deeply flawed individual,
who acted as orchestra leader and ringmaster over some of the finest minds in
physics to rescue a project that had become mired in technical difficulty and
in-fighting. American fears of millions of GI losses in an invasion of the
Japanese mainland would have become reality without Oppenheimer and his team. 


For a wonderfully absorbing biography
of Oppenheimer, I can recommend Sherwin and Bird’s, American Prometheus.
The book paints its subject as a volatile mixture of genius, showman, inspirational
leader, idealist and egotist: a man whose liberal views and pre-war dalliance
with Communism (it seems certain he never inhaled) led to his persecution
during the McCarthy witch trials of the 1950s. After all he had done for his
country, he was trampled underfoot by the thundering charge of what today would
be called political correctness. If there’s one lesson to be learned from America’s treatment of Oppie, then to paraphrase JFK, it’s, “don’t ask what your country
can do for you, but worry about what your country can do to you.”


 


Simon Leighton-Porter


 


London, March 2013


 


***


 


If you’ve enjoyed The Manhattan
Deception, you might like to try The Seven Stars, a thriller
spanning two thousand years where a deadly secret from the first century Roman empire is still worth killing for today. Here’s the first chapter:


 


 


Chapter One


Patras, Greece. AD 60


Gasping for breath,
the Galilean dashed between the market stalls, pulling down awnings, lines of
washing and baskets of produce as he ran. Anything to buy time, anything to
slow them down. To the left a narrow opening between the mud-brick walls,
partially hidden by a curtain: he pulled it aside, moving from bright sunshine
into the cool depths of the passageway beyond. Now in his fifties and overweight,
he knew he couldn’t out-run them; he would just have to try and lose them in
the warren of lanes and alleys surrounding the port. As he ran, lungs bursting,
he heard once more the sound of pursuit closing in: they had seen him. A bend
in the passage hid him from sight and at the end, emerging into the sunlight
once more, he turned right and forced his unwilling legs uphill towards the
acropolis. It would take him away from the port, in completely the wrong
direction, but perhaps they might not expect him to head that way. Perhaps.


Glancing behind, he never saw the
outstretched arm which caught him across the throat like a rope, slamming him down
onto his back. Winded and in pain, he tried to ward off the kicks that seemed
to be coming from all directions: a vicious blow to the ribs and then rough
hands pulling him upright. ‘Not planning on leaving us so soon, Andreas?’ said a
short, wiry young man who had pushed himself to the front of the crowd. ‘Aegeas
would like a little word with you first.’ A fist caught him flush on the side
of the head.


He struggled but there were too many
of them; thirty or more, the usual band of dockside toughs, marshalled by five
Roman soldiers who looked on in contempt as more blows rained down.


The soldiers dragged him, bloodied
and groaning, into the presence of Aegeas. Tertiary syphilis had rendered the
Roman governor of Achaea’s face a hideous mask and had twisted his mouth into a
permanent rictus grin. He stood up from behind his desk and, using his cane for
support, hobbled round to Andreas. ‘Release him,’ he said.


The soldiers obeyed but the
Galilean’s feet went from under him and he slumped down onto the cold marble
floor. He looked up at Aegeas in supplication and through lips swollen from his
beating, tried to speak. ‘I can explain –’


The Roman moved closer and one of the
soldiers bent to pick Andreas up. ‘Leave him,’ said Aegeas, gesturing them away.
They stepped back at once: Obedience to Aegeas was instinctive; a
life-preserving reaction. For a moment he stood over Andreas, saying nothing
and then struck him across the face with the heavy cane, causing his victim’s
hands to come up in an effort to protect himself. After ten, maybe a dozen
blows he stopped, caught his breath and then spoke as though they were
discussing the price of olive oil.


‘If there’s one thing I cannot abide,
it’s disrespect, Andreas.’


‘Please sir, let me explain –’


‘No, please, kindly allow me.
Interrupt again, Andreas,’ he said without a trace of emotion, ‘and I’ll have
your tongue cut out. Now, talking of tongues, it’s your stupid tongue that’s
landed you in this mess, isn’t it? Answer me, man.’ As his voice rose, his
disfigurement caused the words to run into a menacing cobra’s hiss.


‘Yes, sir, it has.’ Andreas spoke as
though every word was an agony.


‘Yes.’ Another venom-laden hiss. ‘I
very politely asked you to stop preaching sedition. Nero himself has made it
clear that filling the plebeians’ heads with nonsense about your imaginary
Jewish god and about Christ and his stupid conjuring tricks, is punishable by
death. I’ve been lenient with you, Andreas, I could’ve had you crucified but I
gave you a chance, didn’t I?’


Andreas tried to shift position, but
the pain from a broken rib caused him to cry out. ‘But you don’t understand,
sir. I serve a higher authority –’


‘A loose tongue and a disrespectful
one. You disobeyed an order from the Emperor, you turned down a polite
invitation to come and speak to me and then had the discourtesy to try and
leave my province without permission. And then when you are brought before me,
you fail to remain standing in my presence.’ He gestured once more to the
guards. ‘Pick him up. I want to make sure he hears this.’ They heaved Andreas
to his feet and Aegeas hobbled towards him, so close that the Galilean could
almost taste the foul odour from the governor’s rotting gums. ‘Together with
your friends, the boatmen, you will be scourged and crucified tomorrow on the
beach. For you, however, we have a little treat. No nails, just ropes. And
before you thank me, understand that it will take you twice as long to die. Get
him out of my sight.’


Expressionless, Aegeas watched the
soldiers drag him away, his pleas for mercy echoing down the corridor. Once
they were out of sight he returned to his desk and picked up a folding bronze
frame no bigger than a man’s hand. On each interior face was a layer of
hardened beeswax. With a stylus he carved two simple figures: A.X. Pulling the
leather strap tight around the frame, he applied his wax seal and shouted for
his personal slave. ‘Tell the captain of the guard,’ said Aegeas, ‘that he is
to deliver this into the hand of the emperor himself. He will be expecting it.’


The slave disappeared at a trot down
the same corridor, closing the door at the end. A few moments later, Aegeas was
joined by the young man who had spoken to Andreas from the crowd. The governor
turned to greet the new arrival. ‘You did well, Josephus.’ he said. ‘The
emperor will be most grateful.’


‘A pleasure as always, sir.’ he
replied, his slightly accented Latin betraying his Judean origins.


Andreas’ fate was sealed and with his
execution, the newly-fledged Christian church would have its first martyr –
Saint Andrew. Few but Josephus knew the crimes of which Andreas was guilty: and
for Josephus this was personal.


 


More details about The Seven Stars
can be found at


 


http://www.amazon.co.uk/Simon-Leighton-Porter/e/B00974M0W6/ref=ntt_dp_epwbk_0
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