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  § 1




  Berlin April 17th 1941




  It was an irrational moment. A surrender of logic to the perilous joy of common nonsense. When the train stopped between stations on the S-Bahn, Stahl felt exposed, fearful for

  his life in a way that made no sense. High on the creaking metal latticework, the train tortured the tracks and juddered to a halt. Then the lights went out and Stahl knew that there was an air

  raid on. Yet again the RAF had got through to a city that the Führer had told them would never see a British plane or hear the crash of a British bomb. Berlin the impregnable, some of whose

  citizens now trembled and wept in the darkness, packed into a swaying train, high above the streets.




  It was irrational. He was no more at risk here than on the ground. It just seemed that way – as though to be stuck on the elevated tracks like a bird on the wire made him into . . . a

  sitting duck. He recalled a phrase of his father’s from the last war, one every old Austrian soldier used occasionally – every old British soldier too, he was certain – ‘If

  it’s got your name on it . . .’ which meant that death was inevitable, and urged a grinning stoicism on those about to die.




  The raid distracted him. He had been pretending to read a newspaper. He always did when he waited for the word. Tonight he had been oddly confident that there would be word. So confident, he

  became worried that he would miss her. More than once he had carried the pretence into practice, and had been caught engrossed in some nonsense in the Völkischer Beobachter and all but

  oblivious when she had brushed past him and muttered a single sentence.




  The train moved off, the lights still out, sparks visible on the tracks below – hardly enough to make them the moving target his fellow-Berliners thought they were. At Warschauer

  Straße station passengers shoved and kicked till the doors banged open, a human tide surging for ground level and the shelters. The moment had passed, he was happier now in the open air

  and, as ever, curious about the men who dropped death on the city night after night. He stepped onto the platform, gazing into the clear, night sky hoping for a glimpse of a Blenheim or a Halifax.

  This was a reprisal raid. Last night – and into the small of hours of the morning – as the wireless had crowed all day, the Luftwaffe had blasted central London.




  She brushed his shoulder. So quick, so quiet he could have missed her. A dark woman in a belted, brown macintosh, almost as tall as he. He could scarcely describe her face – he

  didn’t think he’d ever seen her eyes.




  ‘You are in the gravest danger. Go now. Go tonight.’




  He heard his heart thump in his chest. He had expected this for so long that to hear the words uttered at last was like a body blow. The wind knocked from his lungs, his pulse doubled, a

  weakness in the knees that was so hackneyed a response he could scarcely believe it was happening to him.




  ‘Go now,’ she had said. ‘Go tonight.’




  ‘Leave Berlin,’ it meant, ‘leave Germany.’ And with that phrase, twelve wretched years of his life were stitched and wrapped and over.




  A uniformed corporal grabbed him by the arm with not so much as a ‘Heil Hitler’, and pulled him towards the staircase. His cap went flying, rolling onto the tracks, the little silver

  skull glinting back at him in the moonlight.




  ‘It’s a big one, sir. We have to take cover.’




  Stahl knew the man. That meant he was getting sloppy. He should have known the man was there. An Abwehr clerk – a privileged pen-pusher, the sort who’d never see the front line

  except as punishment. Stahl could not recall his name – odd that, that he should have a hole in his memory, a memory so precise for words heard, so precise for words seen – but he let

  himself be manhandled, clerkhandled, into a shelter: a concrete blockhouse beneath the S-Bahn station, hastily thrown up in the winter of 1939. Throughout the false start of Czechoslovakia and the

  easy victories over Poland and France, the Führer had made swift provision for bomb-shelters, whilst reminding them all that they weren’t going to be bombed. It was a brave man –

  in Stahl’s experience, a drunken man – who pointed out the anomaly.




  Stahl was surprised. He’d never been in a street shelter before. He’d half expected satanic darkness, piss in the corner, vomit on the floor. But it was clean and only faintly

  malodorous. It was warm, too – the combined heat of all those bodies and the pot-bellied French stove against the back wall, looted from the Maginot Line less than a year ago, into which an

  enthusiastic youth, with phosphorous buttons on his jacket, was stuffing the remains of a beer crate. He stripped off his raincoat and draped it over one arm. The concrete cell was dimly lit by a

  ring of bulkhead lights – light enough for people to see him for what he was.




  A middle-aged man in rimless spectacles had both arms wrapped around a whimpering woman. He stared at Stahl, patted his wife gently on the back. She too turned to look at Stahl and, finding

  herself looking up at an SD Brigadeführer in full uniform, less hat – all black and silver and lightning – she stopped whimpering. Stahl stood shoulder to shoulder with the

  corporal, sharing a small room with fifty-odd strangers, and heard the murmurs of fear and reassurance dwindle almost to nothing as though he himself had silenced them. It wasn’t him. It was

  the uniform. It possessed a power he had never thought he had. He wore it out of choice. His job permitted him civilian dress if he saw fit: Canaris wore plain clothes, Schellenberg wore them more

  often than not, but the dulled imaginations of the Geheime Staatspolizei – long since abbreviated to Gestapo – favoured a ‘civilian uniform’ of trilby hats and leather

  greatcoats. Stahl felt better in a real uniform. In a world where all identities were false it was a plain statement. The boldness of a barefaced lie. It seemed to him far less sinister than the

  ubiquitous leather coat. Why the Berliners should be more scared of him in a shelter than on a train needed no thought – they were showing treasonable fear in the presence of a man whose

  power over them might well be life and death – and he stood between them and the door.




  When the all-clear sounded, Stahl found himself in the street with the Abwehr corporal once more. This time the man saluted. The contrived formality of a barked ‘Heil Hitler’ –

  contrived, Stahl knew, since there was hardly a man in the Abwehr who didn’t secretly despise Hitler, the Party and the SS. Stahl returned the salute, scarcely whispering the Heil Hitler.

  Perhaps he’d said it for the last time?




  The man was right. It had been a heavy raid. They’d listened to the bombs explode, felt the earth shake, for well over an hour – wave after wave of bombers, so many he’d given

  up the focused monotony of counting. Now the air stank of cordite, and a haze of dust hung over the city in the moonlight.




  He walked home through blitzed streets of dust and debris, almost empty of traffic – cars were abandoned at the roadside, trams did not run, people scurried like ants in all directions,

  directionless. Stahl turned the corner into Kopernikusstraße ten minutes later. It was deserted, almost silent. His apartment block and the one next to it had collapsed like bellows,

  breathed their last and died. The main staircase clung precariously to the wall where the strength of the chimney-breast had resisted the blast. He could see the top floor as clearly as if someone

  had pulled away the front, like the hinged facade of a doll’s house. He could see his own apartment, the floor hanging skewed, his bed with one leg resting on nothing, four floors of nothing,

  his mahogany wardrobe, one door open, almost tilting into the void, and his overcoat flapping on the back of the bedroom door.




  There was no sign of rescue. In the distance he could hear sirens, but he’d had to climb over piles of rubble to get this far, and as far as he could see the other end of the street was no

  better. It would be an hour or more before anyone, any vehicle, got through.




  He stepped into the remains of the concierge’s sitting room. The old woman sat at her piano, her forehead resting on the upturned lid, symmetrically between the candlesticks, dead. There

  didn’t seem to be a mark on her. What had killed her? Had her heart simply stopped at the sound of the bomb? Had she hit middle C and died? She sat in a ring of rubble but, it seemed, all of

  it had missed her, falling around her as though some invisible shield had guarded her body even as her spirit fled. He had liked the old woman. He had played this piano many times at her request.

  She had let him play simply for the pleasure of it, not caring what he played, but Stahl had seen tears in her eyes when he played Mozart. Mozart – Mozart had been the first snare. He had

  used Mozart to snare Heydrich. He had attracted his attention by appealing to the man’s taste, by playing Mozart and by playing upon the man’s childhood memories. Heydrich had grown up

  with music – his father had taught music in Dresden – he played the violin well, not as well as Stahl played the piano, but well nonetheless. It was the weak link in a man not known to

  have weaknesses, and Stahl had used it to work his way into Heydrich’s confidence. Not his affection. He had never seen affection for anyone in Heydrich. All the Nazis were mad –

  Heydrich no more nor less mad than Hitler or Himmler, but he was, Stahl thought, cleverer, more self-contained. Whatever lurked in Heydrich was well battened down. He threw no tantrums. He had his

  emotional outlet – music.




  When, one day in 1934, after dozens of impromptu pootlings by Stahl, Heydrich had asked him if he knew a Mozart piece for violin and piano, the A major Mannheim Sonata, Stahl knew he had hooked

  him. They had played the piece at least fifty times over the year – many others besides, but Heydrich always came back to the Mannheim Sonatas as his starting point as though the duets, those

  sparse dialogues between the violin and the piano, held a significance for him that he would not utter and of which Stahl would not ask.




  It was a pity. Stahl liked them. He’d never play any of them again now. They would be for ever associated with Heydrich in his mind and he had no wish to see a mental image of

  Obergruppenführer Reinhard Heydrich again. He would, almost daily, but he’d try not to.




  In the back room Stahl found the body of Erwin Hölzel. At least he assumed it was Hölzel. There was a bloody fruit pulp where the face had been. The poor bugger had been blown through

  from the floor above.




  Stahl looked up, past the jagged edges of floorboards, through Hölzel’s apartment, through his own, into the night sky. Then it came to him. He could scarcely believe his luck.

  Perhaps there was a God after all?




  He climbed carefully up the staircase, testing each tread with one foot before putting his whole weight on it. From the top floor he looked out across the street. There were half a dozen people

  milling about – but distractedly, unfocused, bewailing their lot and crying for the dead and missing. If he was quick he would not be seen. They were all looking down, not up.




  He clung with one hand to the steel conduit that ran the electric cable to the light switch, and with his other hand reached into the wardrobe. He tried to grab a plain, black suit and missed by

  inches. He lowered his grip, clung as tightly as he could, braced one foot against the wall and thrust out with his right hand. It was too sharp a movement. The floor sagged, the wardrobe wobbled.

  His fingers locked onto the suit. He pulled it towards him to find the whole wardrobe tilting and the suit still attached by its hanger. He pulled again. The suit jerked free and the balance of the

  wardrobe shifted, tipping it into space to tumble four floors and splinter on the mound of rubble below.




  Stahl found himself clinging to the conduit, the suit flapping like a flag in his hand, all his bodyweight poised over the void. He pushed with his feet, pulled with his fingers, and regained

  the wall. He grabbed his coat from the door and ran down the stairs, not caring if they tumbled behind him step by step like a house of cards.




  It took a quarter of an hour or more to strip off Hölzel’s clothes and dress the corpse in his own SD uniform. Roughly, the two men were the same size. Hölzel was ten years

  older, but that would only have shown clearly in the face, and he had no face. With a little luck it would be days before anyone figured out that it wasn’t Stahl. He had no tattoos, no blood

  group written on the sole of his foot, no SS insignia on his arms. If they had any doubts when they found the body, they’d have to turn to dental records.




  He could not leave his Ausweis – or his Party membership card. They’d be the clinchers, but he’d need them to get wherever he was going. But if a body of his size and

  age were to be found in the remains of his apartment building, wearing an SD uniform, who wouldn’t draw the immediate, the wrong conclusion?




  Stahl stepped into the street, buttoned his overcoat. He had no hat. He wished he had a hat. A hat was an identity. He had lost one when his cap rolled on to the S-Bahn track. The black suit,

  the black coat, another damn disguise, seemed incomplete without a hat. Two doors down was a channel that led back towards the Frankfurter Allee. It wasn’t blocked, it was strewn with

  broken brick but it was passable. He picked his way along, clutching the rolled ball of Hölzel’s bloody suit, dropped the suit down an open coal chute, cut across the side streets and

  emerged into the Frankfurter Allee just in time to see a fire engine roar past.




  Some part of his mind, less clear than a voice, less formed or shaped than an idea, more resistible than an impulse, wanted to turn – to turn and look back. But he had promised himself

  when he had joined the Nationalsozialistiche deutsche Arbeiterpartei in 1929 that he never would. To look back was more than an indulgence, more than a parting whim – it was to die of

  pain and grief and irredeemable heartbreak.




  





  § 2




  It was going to be a blue day.




  Alexei Troy had spent a morning looking back. It was heartbreak, heartbreak of the sweetest kind.




  A cloud-puffed blue spring sky outside his window. Great bouncy billows of cumulo-nimbus. For the first time in weeks the skies over north London blissfully free of aircraft. Not so much as a

  training flight – all those young men, boys, boys, boys, those Poles and Czechs, the odd Canadian, the odder American – clocking up the hours on Hurricanes and Spitfires before they got

  into a real dogfight. Only the barrage balloons, hawsers taut, tethered as though to some giant hand, broke the skyline.




  And blue flowers in the window box that hung on the wall of his Hampstead home.




  And a blue uniform clothing his elder son. Flying Officer Rodyon Alexeyevitch Troy, RAF. Interned, released, enlisted, trained and promoted all in less than three months. The insignia of rank

  barely tacked onto his sleeve. If the next promotion were as swift as the first he’d be a Flight Lieutenant by the end of the month. This had baffled Rod. He had tried to explain it to his

  father some time ago.




  ‘I said the obvious thing. “Are you sure I’m ready for this?” Sort of expecting the genial “Of course, old chap” by way of answer – and they said

  “Ready? Of course you’re not ready. Ready’s got bugger all to do with it. You’re thirty-three, man, you’ve held a pilot’s licence for ten years. We need people

  who can fly, people who can command a bit of authority, people who might look as though they know what they’re doing even if they don’t. You couldn’t grow a moustache, could

  you?”’




  There were times when this seemed to Alexei Troy to be an apt summation of the precarious state of Great Britain a year or so after Dunkirk – a year in which the British had fought on

  alone. Finest hour stretched out to breaking point. All that stood between them and defeat was his son’s moustache (which he had never grown) – symbolic of the colossal bluff the nation

  and its leaders seemed to be perpetrating on the world stage.




  And blue-lined paper on the legal pad upon his desk.




  Alex had reached a natural hiatus in the writing of his Sunday Post editorial. It was known to working hacks as a ‘whip and top’, spinning the same words over and over again

  – getting nowhere.




  

    

      

        When I first came to these islands in the winter of 1910, I knew I had seen the last of my native Russia. [move this??] The prospect of England opened up to me

        when I watched M. Blériot take flight and I entered into an exchange of letters with Mr H.G. Wells on the subject of powered flight. [more about HG? will the old

        fart take umbrage?] . . . Mr Wells invited me to visit him in England. I came. I stayed. My wife, our son, our two daughters and I ended our years a-wandering. [hiatus here. what?] Perhaps the luxury I have allowed myself of speculating upon the fate of that tragic unhappy [?] land has been the whimsical [nostalgic?] indulgence of an exile – or a necessity. In their

        fate lie [or lies?] all our fates. [Can I say all this again?] Two years ago, I warned my

        readers that the Nazi-Soviet pact was not the act on which to condemn a country making itself anew. I was all but deluged in mail, none of it complimentary. [Zinoviev

        letter?] Well, I am going to badger hector you again upon that same matter. Russia . . .


      


    


  




  And on that word the axis of his thought, the top so whipped, spun to no conclusion. Time to read. When in doubt about your own prose, read someone else’s verse.




  As ever he had a volume of poetry on his desk, next to the lamp. A blue-bound book. He riffled the pages to see if they fell open at a blue poem. He read a line of Lawrence.




  

    Not every man has gentians in his house . . .


  




  The blue flowers in his window box were pansies. He could see them from where he sat. The first pansies of spring – a late spring, the first day of double summertime.

  Long, light nights to come. A deep, velvety royal blue, not the sky blue of the Bavarian gentians Lawrence was describing. It had been years since old Troy had been in Bavaria. England had

  gentians. He had vague memories of a pinkish plant with a Saxon-sounding name like blushwort or bladderwort – English was full of worts – but the ‘true’ gentian would not

  grow in this climate. His country home in Hertfordshire was a high plateau, but high in English terms meant a couple of hundred feet. Bavarian gentians were subalpine. He was seventy-nine.

  He’d probably never see one again. If the war ended tomorrow, he’d probably never see one again.




  

    Not every man has gentians in his house . . .


  




  He read on. Few poets were so long a-dying, few poets had dealt in death so long as D. H. Lawrence.




  ‘What are you working on, Dad?’




  His son Rod had come into the study. Doubtless sent by his wife to tell him lunch was ready. Old Troy looked up at his elder son, tore a page from his blue pad and balled it. Tossed it onto the

  growing pile in his wicker wastebasket.




  ‘The old, old story,’ he replied, not meaning to be cryptic.




  ‘Russia,’ said Rod, not inflecting the word as a question.




  ‘Russia,’ Alex muttered.




  ‘Tough going, is it?’




  Alex looked at the pile. He had balled twenty sheets or more already.




  ‘You could say that.’




  ‘What about Russia?’




  ‘I was thinking about when she would join us.’




  ‘Join us?’




  ‘Us. The war.’




  Odd to be spelling out the condition in which they all lived, so simply, so bluntly, to a man in uniform. The war was total – the war was, without exaggeration, England. History

  compressed. All history brought to fruition in this moment – this meaning. The meaning of England.




  ‘Sorry. I wasn’t being dense. I meant, isn’t it “if ” rather than “when”? Can we be at all sure they will join us?’




  ‘That’s the problem, my boy. I’m sure. Hardly anyone else is.’




  ‘I mean, one could pose the same question of the Americans, couldn’t one?’




  ‘Quite,’ said the old man. ‘When I get round to it.’




  Rod opened his mouth to speak, but his mother Maria Mikhailovna appeared in the doorway and cut him short and soundless.




  ‘Vite!Vite! Lunch has been upon the table these five minutes.’
 

  

  Alex rose, gathered his dressing gown about him, rubbed with one hand at the two-day stubble of his beard. His

  wife would give him hell if he were late for a meal; she would not dream of commenting on his appearance.




  As they followed her down the corridor, he turned to his son and asked, ‘Will Freddie be joining us?’




  Alex had two sons, Vienna-born Rodyon, and London-born Frederick. His ‘English child’, as he thought of him. Frederick was twenty-five, and had sloughed off his blue uniform, almost

  as Rod had donned his, when Scotland Yard had made him first a detective and then a sergeant.




  ‘God knows,’ Rod replied. ‘Am I my little brother’s keeper?’




  





  § 3




  Stahl had been lucky. The morning after his departure from Berlin a Heavy Rescue lorry had hit the house next door and demolished the party wall. Twenty tons of rubble had

  buried the late Herr Hölzel, and it was only on the day after that that a team of diggers finally recovered the body. Sergeant Gunther Bruhns, stuck with the task of reporting back to Heydrich

  at SD HQ on the Prinz Albrechtstraße, had not been lucky. Herr Obergruppenführer had a headache.




  ‘Read it to me,’ he said when Bruhns stuck the report on his desk.




  ‘Read it?’




  ‘Aloud.’ Heydrich put his fingertips against his high forehead and proceeded to knead the skin with both hands, eyes down, not looking at the man.




  The sergeant harrumphed and began.




  ‘Body found this morning in Kopernikusstraße. 9.53 a.m. Aryan male, approximately one metre nine, approximately seventy-seven kilos in weight. No recognisable physical

  features. Uniform of a Sicherheitsdienst Brigadeführer. Letters and notebook in inside jacket pocket are those of Brigadeführer Wolfgang Stahl. Body removed to city morgue. No time of

  death established, but the house had been all but destroyed by secondary blast on the night of the seventeenth. The local warden said the bomb hit a house on the other side of the street about 9

  p.m. I checked the duty log. Brigadeführer Stahl did leave here at seven fifty-eight. It is perfectly possible that he had arrived home before the air raid.’




  Heydrich had stopped kneading his skull and was staring at the back of his hands – long, long fingers outstretched.




  ‘No recognisable features? What about the blood group tattoo?’




  ‘Not everyone has them, sir.’




  ‘They’re compulsory.’




  ‘I checked. He broke two appointments to have it done – didn’t show up for either. He was booked in to have it done next week.’




  ‘The face?’




  ‘There is no face.’




  ‘The hands.’




  ‘The hands?’




  ‘Bring me his hands.’




  ‘Eh?’




  ‘Bring me his hands! Go to the morgue and chop off his hands! I want to see his hands!’




  Heydrich laid his own hands flat upon the desk, palms pressed, fingers fanned as wide as they would go. He called the sergeant back before he reached the door.




  ‘Bruhns, has the Führer been told?’




  ‘No, sir. Not yet.’




  Not yet. Somebody would have to tell him. It was perfectly possible to keep secrets from the Führer. Often the only way to deliver what he wanted was not to tell him the bad news. If he but

  knew it, the Führer was a man habitually lied to by every member of his entourage from his cook to the Chief of the General Staff – but this was unconcealable. Word would spread. If

  Stahl had died in the raid, then he was, to date, the highest-ranking Nazi officer to die on the Home Front. There was propaganda to be made. If Stahl was dead, Hitler would notice his absence. One

  day soon he would ask. But if Stahl was not dead . . . if Stahl was not dead. Heydrich found it hard to believe in such a coincidence. Stahl denounced to him as an enemy agent only hours after he

  died in an air raid? The denunciation explained one thing – why Stahl had chosen to live in the East, in a petty bourgeois block off the Frankfurter Allee, when the Party had offered

  him his own villa in Dahlem – one of those taken from the Jews. It was not fitting for an SD Brigadeführer – Heydrich had told him to move when they’d promoted him –

  but it put distance between Stahl and the rest of the Party.




  He spread his fingers that bit the more – it hurt.




  Late in the afternoon Bruhns returned with a silver tray, draped delicately with a large linen napkin. He set it down on Heydrich’s desk. Heydrich was staring out of the window. Bruhns

  whipped away the napkin. Whoever it was had done a neat job, a piece of surgery worthy of Baron Frankenstein. All the same Bruhns pulled a face behind Heydrich’s back, wincing more at the

  gruesome notion of hands on a platter than at the sight itself. It inevitably put him in mind of John the Baptist – but the silver tray was all he could find to put them on. It was the tray

  he used for the Obergruppenführer’s morning coffee. The pathologist had sent the hands over wrapped in brown paper like two bits of haddock fresh from the fishmonger’s slab.

  Heydrich was a stickler for neatness – you didn’t serve up anything to such a fastidious man on a bloody sheet of wrapping paper.




  ‘Got ’em,’ he said simply.




  Heydrich turned. One glance at the hands and then straight into Bruhns’ eyes.




  ‘What are you waiting for?’




  ‘Nothing sir.’




  ‘Then get out.’




  Heydrich waited for the door to close. The left hand was broken, the fingers splayed at unnatural angles, the flesh black and blue. He spread the right, free of rigor, as wide as it would go.

  Then he laid his own hand across it. Cold. Softer than one would imagine. Dead meat. Nothing more than dead meat. Like picking up a pig’s trotter at the butcher’s. His own spread by far

  the wider. He knew his capacity at a keyboard – a slightly better than average span at an octave and two. This man scarcely touched an octave. It was a fat stubby hand. Heydrich had watched

  Stahl’s hands glide across a keyboard countless times. His span was an octave and four. There was no piece in the repertory of the piano the man could not play for want of the span of a hand.

  These were not the hands of Wolfgang Stahl. Stahl was alive. Alive and with a forty-eight-hour start on him.




  ‘Bruhns!’




  Bruhns appeared at the door, blankly expressionless.




  ‘Call the Chancellery. Get me an appointment with the Führer. And arrange a funeral for Brigadeführer Stahl.’




  ‘Private, sir? Family and friends?’




  ‘What family? Stahl had no family. No man, public. Large, lavish and public. We are burying a hero.’




  





  § 4




  Ten days later Bruhns found himself flipping the lid on a couple of steins of wheat beer with his old pal Willi. He and Willi went back to the twenties together – to

  their schooldays. They’d hated their teachers then. Now they hated their officers and met every so often to drink beer – wheat beer was great for inducing that delicious, deliriously

  sodden feeling; a nice heavy, cloudy brew, heavier still since the Reich had seen fit to boost public morale by raising the alcohol level of beer to ten per cent – and to moan about their

  bosses. Willi was in the Abwehr, a corporal in Military Intelligence – it was something to write home about, but Bruhns’ job was the more interesting. Not everybody got to work for a

  flash bastard like Heydrich. At best Willi got to pass Admiral Canaris in a corridor – he’d never even spoken to the man. And not everybody got the afternoon off to go to a top-notch

  Nazi funeral. All that goose stepping and dreary music, but it had to be better than working. Another thing he and Willi had in common, they’d both volunteered to avoid the draft. Get their

  pick of regiments. Bruhns had even joined the party for appearances’ sake – the trouble he’d had learning the Horst Wessel song! Didn’t make either of them into loyal Nazis

  – as far as Bruhns was concerned they were just two blokes trying to get by, occasionally get laid, and more often get rat-arsed. His old man had been a paid-up Commie, but he had no politics

  one way or the other. Nothing against the Jews – well not much, anyway – and for all he cared they could bring back the Kaiser – silly little prick with his wonky arm and daft

  hats. He should care.




  ‘You get to see the body then, Gunther?’




  Bruhns was puzzled, but too pissed to want to argue – daft question all the same.




  ‘Nah. Mind, I saw his hands though.’




  ‘His hands?’




  ‘The boss had ’em cut off.’




  ‘Cut off? Why?’




  ‘Search me. One minute he’s quizzing me about tattoos and things – wants to know if that body was Wolfie Stahl – next thing he’s damn certain it is and rushes off

  to tell old ’Dolf.’




  ‘Keep your voice down! Do you want us both to end up in a camp?’




  ‘Wossitmatter? Nobody’s listening.’




  ‘Gunther – this is Germany. Everybody’s listening. It isn’t just walls have ears – the floor, the ceiling, the doorknob and the garden shed have ears.’




  ‘Well if they’re listening, let ’em ’ear this. If that body was Wolfie Stahl, then my name’s Fatso Goering! Now it’s your round. Get ’em in.’




  





  § 5




  Calvin M. Cormack III sat in his Zurich office, breathed on his glasses, wiped them on his handkerchief and hooked the wire ends over his ears. The M in Calvin M. Cormack III

  was something Calvin M. Cormack III would have preferred to forget entirely. The M in Calvin M. Cormack Sr and in Calvin M. Cormack Jr (his grandfather and father respectively) stood for Michael.

  The M in Calvin M. Cormack III stood for Manassas, the battle of the Civil War in which his grandfather had lost an arm, almost eighty years ago. The old man – still going at ninety-seven

  – always called it ‘the war’ (pronounced ‘wawer’), thereby ignoring the Spanish-American War, the World War and eighteen months of what the British were already

  calling World War II regardless of its global imprecision. He had served under General Jackson in Virginia, and had worn the arm, or rather the absence of an arm, more proudly than any medal.

  General Jackson had emerged from the battle with the nickname ‘Stonewall’; 2nd Lieutenant Cormack had been less lucky: ‘Catch’ – as in ‘One-handed

  Catch’ – Cormack. A one-armed hero, but a hero all the same. Years later, nearer the turn of the century, when he had been elected Senator for Virginia, he had been cheered into the Senate like a

  returning warrior – and he played the part to the hilt in a white linen suit, a frock coat, the empty sleeve pinned to the side, his frame spare to the skeletal, a shock of white hair combed

  back from his forehead, looking like the caricature of a circuit judge in some long-forgotten Twain story. A Southerner from tip to toe.




  ‘It’s crap,’ said Cal’s father. ‘He filled me up with all that rebel stuff when I was a boy. I love the old guy – and so should you – but take

  everything he says with a pinch of salt. All he wants to do is put back the clock. Can’t be done. We’re one nation. Don’t ever forget it.’




  ‘But why the name? Why Manassas?’ Cal had protested at about age twelve.




  ‘You’re a Southerner. Don’t ever forget it.’




  It was years before this struck Cal as anything other than a paradox, and paradox was not a word he knew at the age of twelve. His father had served the Democrat party machine in Virginia, but

  he’d also served it in Pennsylvania and New York. It had been convenient to send Cal to school in upstate New York. On the first day they had called the roll in full, and when they got to Cal

  the boys had sniggered at Manassas. The kid next to him had said, ‘Manassas? What kind of a name is that?’




  ‘Bull Run’ Cal had whispered back. ‘It means Bull Run, that’s all. That’s what it was called by the South.’




  ‘Bull Run? Who in hell’d name a kid Bull Run?’




  And so it had gone on. Five years or more. Manassas quickly became Molasses – he was stuck with it. ‘Molasses, molasses, skinny kid in glasses!’




  When Cal was fourteen his father won a congressional seat in his home state – and he’d done it by declaring his independence of the Senior Senator for Virginia – on everything

  from the Silver Standard to the Pershing Expeditionary Force. Calvin M. Cormack Jr was nobody’s boy. No one, to his face, ever called him son of Catch, or dared to air the notion that he was

  riding the political high road clutching onto his father’s frock coat. To his own son he said, ‘I had to do it. I couldn’t live that plantation-owner gimcrack. There’s not a

  Cormack so much as plucked a boll, let alone jumped down, turned around and picked a bale. I appeased the old man with your name. Let him know I’d never betray the South – whatever else

  I did. Freed us to get on with being Americans the rest of the time.’




  But then, by then, Cal had worked that out for himself. He’d heard too many of the rows between his father and his grandfather. Ante-Bellum man versus All-American man. And he had little

  faith in either.




  The letter on the top of his in-tray was an airmail from his father. He’d know that copperplate script anywhere: ‘Capt. Calvin M. Cormack III, United States Consulate, Zurich’,

  written with all the pride a man could put into his son’s rank and address. He eased his glasses forward a fraction on his nose. Held the letter, not wanting to rip it open. Light as a

  feather. He could all too easily guess its contents. His father had been ranting at him for years now. Like father like son. It was enough to make you want to break the cycle. Fuck your life away

  and never marry – never, never, have children. If his grandfather flew the tattered flag of the Confederacy and talked sentimentally of the Rebels, his father flew the near-invisible flag of

  Isolationism and talked contemptuously of Europe. What was World War II to a beleaguered little island was ‘a European skirmish’ to Representative Calvin M. Cormack Jr of Virginia,

  Chairman of the all-powerful House Ways and Means Committee, and ‘little or nothing to do with any right-thinking, God-fearing American’. Not that his father feared God. His father

  feared nothing, as far as Cal had ever been able to tell, and certainly not an entity in which he did not believe in the first place. At least they had that in common, all three generations of

  them. Not much, and not enough.




  He’d read it later. He just wasn’t in the mood right now. He dropped it in his in-tray and slipped a brown cardboard file out of the top drawer of his desk. In it was the decrypted

  message he’d received from Berlin a little over two weeks ago: ‘TIN MAN DEAD’. A simple, too simple, conclusion to a complicated life. His assistant had filled the file with

  clippings – more than twenty snipped pieces from the German press. A hero’s funeral. He looked at them every day. Not disbelieving. Wanting not to believe.




  His office door opened. Cal was still staring at the clippings. He looked up slowly and found himself panning up from a pair of stiletto heels – albeit in army colours – the length

  of two short, shapely legs, across a non-regulation, over-tight, over-tailored skirt, an olive green blouse thrust out by big breasts, two corporal’s stripes on the sleeve, to a pretty face,

  red lips, nut brown eyes, under the shortest haircut he’d ever seen on a woman. She was clutching a single sheet of paper to her bosom. He’d no idea who she was.




  ‘Have we met?’ he said simply.




  ‘Sure, day before yesterday. Can I help it if you got a memory like a spaghetti strainer?’




  ‘You’re new?’




  ‘Cypher clerk. Whole bunch of us got in Friday. I guess you were too busy to give us the twice-over. I settled for the once-over. Hurts to know how big an impression I made on

  you.’




  Cal was dumbfounded – no corporal in the United States Army had ever talked to him this way – but he was a slave to his upbringing. He’d been taught to stand in the presence of

  a lady – even a New York loudmouth like this one – so he stood and offered her his hand.




  ‘Calvin Cormack,’ he said.




  ‘Larissa Tosca,’ she replied. ‘But you can call me Lara. Now you wanna read what I got or you just wanna flirt with me? You could read it now and if it’s nothing we could

  flirt some more, or we could flirt all morning and let the war go hang.’




  ‘Er . . .’




  ‘OK. This is what it says. It says “Tell RG everything. Yrs Gelbroaster”.’




  ‘“Tell RG everything – Gelbroaster”? That’s all?’




  ‘Yep.’




  General Gelbroaster was the head of US Army Intelligence, London. There were plenty who thought him nuts, but in London his word was little short of law. Even when his word was as terse as

  this.




  ‘I was curious about the R and the G. I checked it every goddam which way for mistakes but that’s the way it comes out. RG. Every combination I tried I still get RG.’




  ‘That’s OK. I know who he means.’




  ‘Fine. Look me up when you’ve finished.’




  Corporal Tosca slapped the paper on Cal’s desk and walked out. Buttocks sashaying in the tight skirt. Quite the shortest, rudest woman he had ever met. He wondered if Gelbroaster was now

  recruiting people as nutty as he was himself. They’d sent him some wackos over the last two years, but this one took the prize.




  Cal called the British Consulate and asked for Lt. Col. Ruthven-Greene. He heard the mechanical, ratchet rattle of the switchboard and then an unsurprisingly hearty English voice.




  ‘Calvin – dear boy. Just the chap I was thinking of. Tell me, do you think you could fit in a spot of lunch today? Here at the Consulate. A bit of a chat over beer and sandwiches,

  eh?’




  





  § 6




  Cal knew Ruthven-Greene fairly well. He had met him on his last London trip in ’39, and on a dozen other occasions when the man had shown up in Zurich.




  Reggie was an affable man. Indeed, you might be fooled into thinking that affability was all there was to him. He cultivated the faintly raffish air of a man who knew where the good times were

  to be had, and all in all gave the impression of being a man who had just failed the audition for a Hollywood role that had gone to George Sanders instead. He was always in civilian clothes, and

  although Cal had heard members of the embassy staff address him as Colonel, it was pretty clear he was no regular kind of colonel. He was too young, at thirty-nine or forty, to have seen much of

  the last war – at best he’d’ve been a subaltern in the last weeks. It was possible he’d spent the long weekend between the wars on the reserve list, only to be called up at

  once when rain stopped play at Munich. It was possible he’d been promoted in the background. Much more possible, to the point of highly likely, was that Alistair Ruthven-Greene – known

  to his friends as Reggie – was a career spook. Nominally a serving soldier, but who’d not seen a parade ground in years, and wore his uniform only on occasions of state – whatever

  they were. The funerals of kings, Cal thought, and the British didn’t lose kings on anything like a regular basis. Still, who was he to quibble? There were states in the Deep South where

  colonels were dashed out as honours faster than the Pope created counts.




  Ruthven-Greene swept him into a large office – a partner’s desk, a low table framed by a couple of deep-cushioned sofas, made his own office look at best perfunctory. And on the low

  table sat a plate of roast beef sandwiches, a pot of strong English mustard and two tall bottles of pale ale. Ruthven-Greene was being literal, he had said beer and sandwiches so beer and

  sandwiches it was. Cal had learnt that when the British served beer with beef they meant to talk turkey.




  Ruthven-Greene flipped the top off a bottle and poured it into two half-pint tankards. Cal helped himself to a sandwich – minus the English mustard. What kind of a nation was it that could

  delight in so searing its taste buds?




  ‘What was it you wanted to talk to me about, Reggie?’




  ‘Codes, dear boy. Codes.’




  Codes? They didn’t share codes. We have ours and they have theirs. Never the twain . . .




  Ruthven-Greene took a small leather-bound diary from his inside pocket. A sheet of white paper larger than the book itself was sticking out. He extracted it and handed it to Cal.




  ‘I’m sure you’re familiar with this,’ he said.




  Cal took one look at it and hoped he had not turned white – or worse, blushed red. The note was preceded by several lines of numerical gobbledegook, but in the centre of the page, in

  capital letters, it read ‘TIN MAN DEAD’.




  ‘You’ve broken our code?’




  ‘Well. Yes and no.’




  ‘What’s the yes?’




  ‘We broke it last year. Best part of twelve months ago, in fact. We regularly monitor all your embassy transmissions from the Cape to Cairo, from Timbuktu to Tokyo. Sorry. But there you

  are. We’re not allies. Well, not yet at any rate.’




  ‘And the no?’




  ‘It isn’t taken from any communiqué of yours. We got it from a German radio transmission. We’ve cracked your code. And I’m rather afraid the Germans have

  too.’




  ‘Again?’ Cal thought, but said nothing. It was only a year since M15 had caught a cypher clerk at the US Embassy in London passing the code to the Germans. The British had tried him

  in camera – they weren’t going to make the Americans look like fools – locked him up and thrown away the key, for the duration at least. It was beyond embarrassment. There was

  scarcely a word strong enough to describe it. As a result the Americans had tightened up their security, changed all the codes – which, it now seemed, the British had cracked immediately

  – and suffered an on/off, hot/cold relationship with their M15 counterparts on the sharing of information. Sometimes it seemed they told you everything, at others as though they trusted you

  about as far as you could chuck a buffalo – and always they asked for more. Since the war began, and increasingly since Winston Churchill took over, the British had become a nation of Oliver

  Twists. There was nothing they wouldn’t ask for, whilst guarding and rationing anything you might reasonably expect from them. It was, he thought, a bit like being importuned by a beggar in

  top hat and tails. And – worse yet – it was only four months since an American magazine had printed the design specifications of the next generation of British warplanes, for no better

  reason than that it had not occurred to the War Department in Washington that they might be secret. Cal could readily see why the British might be touchy on the matter of secrets – and it

  required but a short leap of imagination to realise that of course they’d spy on the Americans. Why wouldn’t they? And if they spied upon the Germans as they in turn were spying upon

  the Americans to retrieve information third hand via two separate codes – well, scratch it if you can.




  Ruthven-Greene indulged himself in one of his teeth-sucking, airy pauses. ‘Now – about your man Stahl. They’re onto this bloke, I should think that’s pretty obvious by

  now. We must have him. Really we must. Sorry to insist and all that, but we really must.’




  Cal was startled, not by the juxtaposition of the names – if they knew his codename why would they not know his real name? But two and two were not making four.




  ‘Reggie – I think you’ve just crossed a wire. Stahl is the Tin Man. Stahl is dead. He’s dead, goddammit. They buried him ten days ago. Full military honours.

  Hitler was there. Heydrich was there. Half the papers in Germany carried the story on their front pages!’




  ‘No. That’s just my point. He isn’t dead.’




  It was not in Cal’s nature to seek confrontation – he did not enjoy confrontation – but it seemed inevitable that there would be one. Perhaps the best thing was to get it over

  with as soon as possible.




  ‘Reggie – are you going to talk in riddles all afternoon?’


  Ruthven-Greene dug around in his pockets as though searching for the last stick of gum or a book of matches. He

  handed Cal a typed sheet folded over several times. It was tight and grubby as though it had sat in his jacket pocket forgotten for days and could not possibly be of any importance. But, he knew,

  with the British that was often the way, the trivial stood on, perched upon with full blasting dignity, the world-shattering passed across as though it were an afterthought. Cal unwrapped the sheet

  of paper.




  ‘It’s a de-crypt of a message we received about a week after Stahl is supposed to have died. Very hush-hush,’ Ruthven-Greene explained.




  Cal read it – curiouser and curiouser.




  ‘This guy says he saw Stahl alive after the air raid. I don’t get it.’




  ‘He’s our man in Berlin. Well placed. Corporal in the Abwehr, as a matter of fact. If he says he saw Stahl alive after the air raid, then he did. You’ll note that he confirms

  from a source in Heydrich’s own office that Stahl didn’t die on the seventeenth. No two ways about it. I gather your sources, like ours initially, reported him as having died in the

  raid.’




  Cal let the paper fall. A web of loyalties and assumed alliances tearing themselves up and reforming in his mind even as he spoke.




  ‘Yes,’ he said softly.




  ‘Then I think we’ve reached the same point. Two questions. Why would Heydrich go to all this trouble to convince the Boche he’s dead?’




  ‘Perhaps because he thinks he is dead?’




  ‘Good Lord, no. Stahl was his deputy, well, one of his deputies, for seven years. I’d say he’s the one man Stahl could not fool. Whoever they buried, and I rather think they

  needed a body for that, it wasn’t Stahl; and, if there was a body, Heydrich would have torn it to pieces, and I do not mean that as a figure of speech, to be certain of his

  identity.’




  Cal looked around the room, as though seeking reassurance in the solidity of the furniture.




  ‘Two questions, you said. What’s the other?’




  ‘Much the same as the first really. Why would your Tin Man go to all this trouble to convince the Boche he’s dead?’




  ‘Reggie – I’ve been told to co-operate with you. Don’t play games with me. You haven’t come all the way to Zurich to have me tell you Stahl spied for us. You know

  that already or you wouldn’t be here.’




  ‘Quite. I saw General Gelbroaster the day I set off. He gave me the bare facts. Sort of wanted you to fill me in with the detail.’




  ‘Sort of?’




  ‘You know, first hand. You knew the blighter after all.’




  ‘Is this room secure?’




  ‘Secure?’




  ‘I mean,’ said Cal, ‘can we talk?’




  ‘My dear fellow, we are talking.’




  Reggie tucked into a sandwich. Cal found his appetite had vanished. He’d dreaded this moment ever since he got Gelbroaster’s ‘Tell RG everything.’




  ‘Stahl is Austrian. I’ve never been certain of his age but I’d think he was in his early thirties, say thirty-two or -three. He joined the Nazi Party in 1929, and a couple of

  months later he contacted the Polish Secret Service and offered to spy for them. You’ll recall, the Poles looked like bigger players in Europe at that time than they’ve done at any time

  since. It wasn’t such an odd move. They checked him out, and took the risk. They trained him. He’s not the kind of man you’d ever want to go up against without a tommy-gun in your

  hand. Stahl then joined the SS – must have been one of the pioneers, certainly in the first five hundred – and then moved sideways into the SD. Early on he met Heydrich and at some

  point in the mid-thirties Heydrich took him up, became, I guess, his patron in the party. At which point the quality of Stahl’s information became almost priceless. At least it would have

  been if there’d been the political will to evaluate it. He supplied the Poles with infrequent but accurate high-level information right up to the invasion of Poland.




  ‘About a year before this some bright spark in Polish Intelligence foresaw the outcome pretty clearly and offered Stahl to the British. If you’ve been honestly briefed by your own

  people, Reggie, you’ll know that your own side turned him down. There were plenty of people about that time, in the summer of thirty-eight, in any country you care to name, telling themselves

  the war was not going to happen. So the Poles offered him to us. We took Stahl. They flew me out about the time of the fall of Warsaw to run him from here. It’s pretty much what I’ve

  done ever since.




  ‘I met him half a dozen times, when he was part of some official delegation at our embassy in Berlin, the reciprocal visit in Zurich and at those dreadful Bierabends the Nazis used

  to organise for the foreign press and diplomats. I’ve heard him play duets with Heydrich, and I’ve seen him fend off questions from Ed Murrow and Bill Shirer, but I doubt I ever got

  more than fifteen minutes alone with him at any one time. Usually in the middle of Berlin. With Gestapo thugs all over the place. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so scared in my entire

  life. Everything else has come via couriers and codes. He rations what he tells us, and needless to say we ration what we pass on to you. We did nothing to draw attention to him as the source of

  our information. It worked well, until now. I don’t know what’s gone wrong. An air raid I could believe. Lousy luck, but believable. But if he’s faked his own death and vanished .

  . .’


  Cal had no idea how his sentence should end. Reggie finished it for him, half-eaten sandwich poised in the air, his voice not much above a whisper.




  ‘. . . And all he knows has vanished with him . . . We must have him. Really we must.’




  ‘I know. You already said that. What is it you think he knows?’




  ‘Anything or everything, it really doesn’t matter. That close to Heydrich for that long. Whatever he knows we must know too. I gather Heydrich is mad with frustration or grief

  – do these buggers feel grief? do they feel at all? – whatever, he has lost someone of immense value. That much is obvious. I rather think he’s up to something very clever in

  faking that funeral. He’ll have his men looking for Stahl. I pray to God we find him before they do.’




  ‘Find him? I don’t even know where to start looking.’




  ‘England, dear boy.’




  ‘England? Why England?’




  ‘Where else can he go? If he were coming to you he’d be here by now. He’s had more than a fortnight. He’d have been here in a couple of days, or so I should think. No,

  he’s heading for England. I know it in my bones. He’s heading for London. And so should we.’




  ‘We?’




  ‘You and me. You’re to accompany me to England. Gelbroaster’s orders. A spot of liaison.’




  Ruthven-Greene said ‘liaison’ as though it were lunch. A pleasant way to pass a little time, rather than a diplomatic quagmire.




  ‘I guess I don’t have a lot of choice, do I?’




  ‘No, you don’t. If I’m right and your Tin Man shows up in London, we’ll need you to identify him. Would you believe we don’t have a single clear photograph of the

  man?’




  Yes. Cal could easily believe that. He’d seen hundreds of shots of the Nazi hierarchy. He’d yet to see one in which Stahl had not managed to be in shadow or behind someone taller.

  Always the blur at the edge of the frame.




  Ruthven-Greene put a copy of the Deutsche Allgemeine Zeitung on the table. Last week’s big story. Stahl’s funeral. The photograph of Stahl had been blown up, magnified many

  times, from a crowd shot – so coarse was the grain it could have been anyone. Stahl’s own mother would not have known him. The 12-Uhr Blatt, the Beobachter and the

  Börsen Zeitung had all carried the same picture – it was probably all they had.




  ‘Is that all? Just identify the man? I was his control officer for two years.’




  ‘Quite. I meant . . . help us find him . . . help us . . .’




  Ruthven-Greene thrashed around for the right technical term.




  ‘. . . Help us . . . de-brief the bugger. That’s it. De-brief him.’


  He smiled with satisfaction at having mastered the term. Cal half liked, half loathed this about the English

  – the dreadful affectation that they were all amateurs, that precise and specific was the sort of thing you paid someone else to be rather than bother with yourself. War as cricket –

  gentlemen and players. They had to be kidding.




  Ruthven-Greene showed Cal out.




  ‘You know, I’m still a bit puzzled,’ he said.


  He could not be half as puzzled as Cal felt.




  ‘Tin Man. Don’t you think it was a bit . . . well . . . obvious? For a codename, I mean. A bit close. Stahl, steel, tin? Geddit?’




  ‘I didn’t choose it, Reggie. Stahl did.’




  ‘All the same he’s damn lucky no-one put two and two together.’




  ‘Perhaps he was overfond of The Wizard of Oz?’




  ‘Ah . . . perhaps so . . . if he only had a brain, eh?’




  ‘That was the Scarecrow. The Tin Man wanted a heart. You didn’t grow up reading Frank Baum, did you?’




  ‘Never heard of him. But then I don’t suppose you grew up reading E. Nesbit and The Railway Children, did you? Ah well. Toodle pip. See you in the morning.’




  Ruthven-Greene went away whistling the Tin Man’s song to himself. If he only had a heart. Blasé as ever. Toodle fucking pip.




  It was only in the staff car going back to the embassy that Cal pondered the truth of what Ruthven-Greene had said so casually, ‘We’re not allies, at least not yet.’ He had the

  feeling that he’d just given away his birthright. Ripped off the bloody bandage, thrown down the fife and drum. That in sharing with this not-yet-ally he had somehow diminished himself, wiped

  out his own raison d’être. There were times when he felt not that he was Stahl, exactly, but that without Stahl he was, not nothing, exactly – but something other,

  something lesser, not quite Calvin M. Cormack III. His identity was bound up in Stahl’s identity. On the other hand he’d walked into the meeting with Stahl dead and come out with Stahl

  alive.




  Then the other thing Reggie had let slip – did Reggie let anything slip? Wasn’t every word planted to a measure and a stick? The British had cracked the German code. Not any routine

  traffic code, but the codes used by Intelligence and Counter-Intelligence, by the very people who’d broken the US Embassy Traffic code. The British had broken the codebreakers’ own

  code. What, then, did they not know?




  





  § 7




  The outer office was empty when Cal got back. There was usually a cypher clerk stuck out front, nominally his assistant – his secretary if they’d both but been

  civilians. Janis – Sgt. Doyle – had reported sick two or three days ago, and he hadn’t seen her since. But the desk was neat, no mail unopened, no memo pad full of urgent

  messages. Somebody was doing the job.




  On his own desk, in his in-tray was the letter from his father. He tore it open. It was weeks old. The mail was taking longer as the war grew older.




  

    

      

        Dear son,




        Well – it’s done. The Lease and Lend is passed into law. It’s a bum’s charter – a licence for the English to come panhandling whenever they

        feel like it. I was not alone in this view, believe me, but such is democracy – or such is presidential arm-twisting. Not a day went by without one of us being summoned to the White

        House for an informal chat, and most of them came back shaking their heads and apologising. He sent for me last of all. All teeth and smiles. Told me he’d got the votes, didn’t

        need mine – made that perfectly clear – so why didn’t I roll with it and vote with the majority instead of looking like a ‘stubborn maverick’? I told the

        sonovabitch that if so much as a plugged nickel of that money got through to Communists in Russia I’d see him impeached. . .


      


    


  




  Cal skipped on – this kind of complaint usually went on aimlessly for paragraph after paragraph. Cal did not doubt the honesty of his father’s conviction – he’d fought

  the bill tooth and nail – nor the honesty of his actions – if he said he’d told FDR he’d see him impeached, then he’d done it. It had simply ceased to interest him

  long ago. He found the chat, what really mattered, the family news.




  

    

      

        Your Grandfather’s in a lot of pain from sciatica. I think he washes it away with bourbon . . . Your Mother’s worried about the house

        – we had a wet spring this year, the columns at the front are splitting open – cement and plaster over cast iron, would you believe, and the iron’s well rusted . . . Good

        God, is nothing what it seems?


      


    


  




  Cal loved the house – a modest mansion (if there were such a thing) on a hilltop in Fairfax County, looking out across the Potomac to Maryland, dating from the time of

  Andrew Jackson. It had stood a hundred years. In American terms it was old – and if it was splitting open it would not be the only thing in his native land to burst like rotten fruit before

  this war was over. It seemed all too symbolic to Cal. He knew this was no worry to his father. It was only a matter of money and they’d money aplenty – but it was change, and his mother

  hated change. He’d left home, for good as it turned out, when they sent him to a military school prior to West Point. His mother kept his room just as it had been in 1925. His childhood in

  aspic.




  A thump-thuddy-thump brought him back to the present world, the present continent. It was coming from his outer office. He pulled the door open and looked out. Corporal Tosca was bouncing a

  half-size basketball off the wall and occasionally dropping it into a half-size net tacked up above the President’s photograph. She bounced with it, breasts rising as she stood on tiptoe and

  pitched. It was all but impossible to balance well. Her next throw went wild, the ball roared back over her head and Cal caught it neatly. She turned to him. Snatched the ball back.




  ‘You can’t play,’ she said through a mouthful of gum. ‘You’re taller’n me.’




  Most people were, Cal thought.




  ‘Where’s Janis?’ he said.




  ‘Who’s Janis?’




  ‘My regular woman.’




  ‘You have a regular woman?’




  ‘I mean . . . I meant . . . my regular assistant.’




  ‘Oh. Her. She flew home. Pregnant. [Pause.] Wasn’t you, was it?’




  ‘No, it wasn’t!’




  ‘Guess not. You don’t look the type. Still, she’s gone now. I’m your regular woman.’




  ‘You are?’




  ‘You bet.’ She chewed vigorously and bounced the ball off the floor with the flat of her hand. She dribbled better than she threw. ‘Tell you what, you can play if you take a handicap.’




  ‘Handicap?’




  ‘You have to stand on one leg.’




  Cal was a lousy player, but even standing on one leg he beat her five times out of five. Every time he dropped the ball through the net she chewed furiously on her gum. At six out of six, he

  said, ‘I have to go to England.’




  ‘Lucky you.’




  ‘I hesitate to say this, but if you’re my clerk you’ll be in charge of the office while I’m gone.’




  ‘Okey-dokey. I’ll dust your spook files and darn your spy’s outfit, and knit little covers for your tommy guns.’




  ‘Jesus Christ,’ said Cal. ‘Is nothing serious?’




  Tosca stopped chewing, blew out a bubble of pink goo to the size of a cue ball and then burst it with her teeth.




  ‘Not much,’ she said.




  





  § 8




  It was a pity they could not run to a two-way mirror. Stilton had never seen a two-way mirror. The FBI had them in the flicks. A two-way mirror would really make him feel like

  a spy rather than just a policeman. Not that he was not utterly proud to be an officer of the Metropolitan Police Special Branch – it just lacked a whisper of romance, that dark hint of

  adventure.




  He sat in the next room with the lights out. Watching Thesiger and his quarry through the inch-open door. Thesiger was talking to a Dutchman – Jeroen Smulders. It was the third time

  he’d had him in since he was picked up in a dinghy off the coast of Essex. He was Dutch – Stilton was satisfied of that – and neither he nor Squadron Leader Thesiger had been able

  to find a codebook among his effects – a Dutch/English pocket dictionary, a Lutheran bible, a collection of half a dozen worn, well-thumbed love letters – but he was, beyond a shadow of

  a doubt, a German spy. Thesiger had had the man checked out by the M.O. ‘Just for your own sake – no communicable diseases, that sort of thing.’ And the M.O. had confirmed

  everything Stilton had suggested. Smulders was nearer thirty than the forty his papers claimed – his hair had been taken up at the roots over the frontal lobes to age him – his

  sideburns treated with peroxide – two teeth pulled recently – and fifteen pounds of flab added by stuffing himself over a matter of a few weeks to disguise a hard core of underlying

  muscle. He could take it off as easily as he had put it on with a dash of will-power. Smulders was young, fit and probably trained.




  ‘Trained what?’ was the question Stilton had put to himself. Your run-of-the-mill spy (was there such a thing?) didn’t need to have the physique of a Spartan warrior. Your

  run-of-the-mill spy more than likely was a forty-two year old Dutch printer, hotfoot from Delft, telling you he was fleeing the enemy. The Germans had gone to a lot of trouble with this man. But

  too quickly, the new body, the new persona, sat atop the old too loosely.




  Stilton saw the two men rise. Saw Thesiger shaking hands with Smulders, wishing him good luck. Smulders gathering up his papers, walking out into his new life, safe in Britain, an island haven

  in an occupied Europe.




  Thesiger lit up a fag. Stilton took his hat and his macintosh off the back of the door and pulled it wide. Thesiger perched on a corner of his desk, the epitome of calm. He was not one of those

  officers for whom ‘on duty’ required a stiff upper lip and a ramrod backbone, any more than it seemed to require a regulation uniform. Thesiger was frequently to be found in corduroy

  trousers or a rough woollen pullover or with a tatty old cravat tucked around his neck – the blue battledress with its insignia of rank the only concession he made. Most of the time he was to

  be found with his feet up – and on cold days this winter he’d sat with his feet in the bottom drawer of his desk for warmth, until the day a Wren came in without knocking and he’d

  stood too sharply in the presence of a lady and shot through the bottom of the drawer.
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