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CHAPTER ONE


Monday, 1 October 1940


The barbed wire stretched for miles and eternity. Everything it contained, everyone who lived behind it, was finite, trapped, condemned to die, even the guards with their deaths-head uniforms and sub-machine guns, even the camp commandant with his expensive tastes and sophisticated vices, even the dogs with their sharp teeth and vigilant eyes.


Concentration camp. The name trapped them all as effectively as the electrified wire or the guard towers or the guns. There were prison camps, labour camps, transit camps, even camps for the euthanasia programme, but nothing quite resembled this place. It had its own stench, its own sounds, its own mingling of light and shadow.


Ten thousand inmates, and more arriving daily, all crammed into a few square miles. The death rate had trebled in the past year, from all causes. Today would see it climb again. Today the inmates were being gathered to witness a mass execution.


They had been waiting on the parade ground for five hours now, weak, exhausted, and cold. The last meal had been thin soup at lunch time. Dinner – some potatoes and cabbage – should have been served up three hours earlier, but there was no sign of it. It had grown dark, and everywhere lights had been put on: the perimeter lights in the distance, and arc lights that lit up the entire parade ground. A battery of spotlights shone on the platform where the executions were due to take place, as though it was a stage. Guards moved among the prisoners, some with whips, some with cudgels, all armed, watching for someone to fall or try to slip away. If they fell, they were beaten till senseless. If they tried to break from the ranks, they were gunned down.


Daniel Horowitz tried his best to ignore the hunger pangs in his stomach. He’d grown used to them in the three years he’d spent in the camp, they’d become part of him, he understood them better than any pain he’d ever known. Above all, they meant he was alive, and that was the important thing.


He strained to make out the figures of a party of women on the other side of the parade ground. The camp was divided into east and west sectors, men and male children to the east, women and girls to the west. They saw one another at times through the long dividing fence, men eager for a glimpse of their wives, women to see their husbands. But anyone caught within two yards of the fence would be shot, so the most anyone could hope for was a moment of recognition from a distance. And days or weeks of anxiety and fear until the next. If there was a next. No news passed between the two halves of the camp.


Except on execution days. If it was a multiple hanging, as today’s was going to be, they brought the women in to watch as well. As often as not there’d be women among the victims. They’d stand on the far side of the parade ground, patrolled by female guards, some of them more brutal than the men. Anyone caught trying to communicate would be hauled out and added to the roster for execution. There were no exceptions.


Daniel needed new glasses, but in the world of the camp such things were an unheard-of luxury. He took every possible care of the pair he wore, knowing they would not be replaced if stolen or broken. More than once he’d seen other men, their glasses smashed by a spiteful guard, stumbling half-blind through the ranks at roll-call. The half-blind did not last long in the camp, just like the infirm, the old, the emotionally weak.


It was seven weeks since he had last seen Rosa, her hair cropped and her body pitifully thin in its shapeless grey sack, herded with other women towards the line of laundry sheds at the north end of the western sector. She had not looked up or seen him, but he had known it was her. It was three years now since they had last spoken, three years since they had been split apart at the camp entrance and taken to their separate fates. He did not know how much longer she could survive. If she was among the women on parade tonight, he would not see her.


It was important to Daniel to know if Rosa was alive or not. As long as she was alive, he knew he could survive. And he needed to survive, because of the vow he had made, the vow to remember and record, the vow to stand up afterwards and testify to what had happened. Throughout his three years in the camp, he had memorized everything, however small, however trivial. Faces, names, dates, incidents. The names of victims and the names of guards, the faces of the dead and the faces of their killers, executions, casual beatings, random shootings, deliberate cruelty – and, as rare as hope, small acts of kindness, droplets of water in hell.


The door of the commandant’s office opened. Daniel watched him come to the front and ascend the steps to the platform. He took his place with the casual ease of someone who has done this before many times. At that moment, there was a movement at the front, and a guard detail dragged the condemned forward, pushing them one at a time to the steps and up to the gallows.


There had been a small rising in the camp two days earlier, and this was the consequence. The leaders had all been members of the resistance. About one hundred inmates had been shot, and fifteen ‘ringleaders’ caught. Now, here they were, their faces bloody and bruised, their eyes unfocused, limping, wheezing, and, in one case, dragged by the hair to the foot of the gallows. Twelve of them were Jews. Three were women. One was a boy of fifteen. Daniel knew all this, because he had made a point of asking. Their names were inscribed on the record he kept in his head. He’d taught himself how to remember, just as he’d taught himself how to survive.


The commandant watched in silence as the guards dragged their victims to the gallows and pulled the nooses over their heads. None of them resisted. In the crowd, a low murmuring had begun – the combined sound of male and female voices whispering prayers. ‘Hear, O Israel’ was repeated over and over. Suddenly, one man’s voice rose above the others, singing the Hatikvah, the Jewish anthem. Another voice joined in, then another. Defiantly, a woman’s voice rose in unison with the men’s, followed by others.


The commandant gestured at an officer standing beside him. Next minute, a burst of machine-gun fire rattled into the air across the parade ground. It lasted about three seconds, and when it stopped, the singing voices faltered. A terrible silence fell.


Seconds passed while the commandant allowed his gaze to travel over the shivering mass of humanity huddled before him, grey and shaven, the men in plain striped shirts and trousers, the women in sacklike dresses, divested of dignity, utterly exposed to his smallest whim. He stepped up to a microphone that had been set up at the front of the platform. When he spoke, his voice was relayed through the camp by a system of loudspeakers.


‘If there is another outbreak of singing,’ he bellowed, ‘the next shots will not be aimed into the air. You have my word.’


Daniel expected him to step back again and order the hangings to begin. He kept his eyes fixed on the condemned, imprinting their pale faces and emaciated limbs on his mind, sharing their despair, holding on to the little hope he had that one day there would come a reckoning.


But the commandant remained at the microphone, as though daring his victims to yet another act of defiance. Daniel had seen him supervise countless executions, had watched him more than once as he shot or strangled or bludgeoned to death a helpless inmate. In his mental record, the man’s face bore an expression of exultation. He shuddered as the speakers crackled into life again.


‘You all know why we’re out here tonight. Two days ago a group of your companions made a very stupid attempt to stage a break-out from this camp. They didn’t get very far, and I hope you’ll appreciate just how pointless it is even to think of escaping from here. Tonight, the leaders of the attempt will be hanged as punishment.


‘But I didn’t bring you all here just to watch them hang. I brought you here to learn a lesson. It is a simple lesson, and I intend you to learn it well. In the course of the rebellion, seven of my men were killed and eighteen injured. For each of those injured, one of you will die. For each one killed, four of you will die. Before they are hanged, those responsible for this plot will watch with their own eyes the consequences of their actions.


‘Since they chose to rebel, they may also enjoy the privilege of choosing who is to die with them. Each one will choose three others. I will choose the last.’


He gestured again to the officer beside him, a tall man known to Daniel only by his surname, Landau. Landau strode up to the first of the condemned men, removed his noose, and pushed him forward. The man, Zahar Kaplinsky, shook his head, refusing to cooperate. Landau slapped him hard on the face, but Kaplinsky still refused to select anyone. The commandant’s voice boomed out again.


‘I should have explained that any refusal to cooperate will simply result in unnecessary bloodshed. If you do not select three of your fellows, I shall have my men shoot ten for each man killed and five for each man injured. The choice is yours.’


Kaplinsky seemed to struggle for a moment, as though straining against invisible bonds, then slumped and let himself be led from the platform, down to the parade ground. Daniel remembered him as a happy man, always grinning, his spirits somehow rising above the camp and its torments. He had brought others through weeks and months of suffering, now he too had been brought low.


Two minutes later, Kaplinsky was brought back, leading three men from the ranks below, all from his own barracks, from whom he had been forced to make his choice. Kaplinsky was taken back to the gallows and again garlanded with the noose. The commandant had the three other men led before him. Taking a knife from his belt, he cut their throats while Kaplinsky watched. When it was done, he nodded, and the stool on which Kaplinsky stood was kicked away, leaving him dangling, choking to death slowly.


As Kaplinsky struggled to die, the man beside him was brought down and led into the crowd. The process of culling continued.


Daniel watched, recording everything. What he would have given to own a camera, to be able to put everything on film. Better on film, he thought, than in his thoughts, burning him day and night, awake and dreaming. But a camera was out of the question, so he watched and remembered.


They came to the first of the women. She was escorted to the female sector and set to work. Weeping, she selected three of her barracks companions, and they were taken together up the steps. Daniel felt his heart grow cold as he watched them, straining to see their faces. Rosa was not among them. He felt his chest relax, then tighten again as the commandant’s knife flashed.


The second woman was already being taken on to the parade ground. Minutes passed while she made her selection. On the gallows, her companion was writhing at the end of the rope. Daniel waited in agony. He looked up as the four women were led up to the platform, and his heart tumbled like an acrobat who slips in the last somersault. Rosa was the last to stumble up the steps, waiting in line like a lamb who knows at last it must face the butcher’s knife. He would have recognized her anywhere, without glasses, in darkness or in fog. She shivered, and he called her name aloud.


‘Rosa!’


He saw her turn, questing, desperate to find him. Again he called, and he tried to move, to signal to her, but his arms were pinned by the men on either side of him.


Jakub Rosenberg whispered to him, ‘Stay where you are, Danny. Let her go. There’s nothing you can do.’


He struggled, but Jakub had him hard by the arm on one side, Yankel Lob by the other.


‘Danny, I love you!’ Rosa’s voice echoed across the vast expanse of the parade ground, drowning all other sounds, all other loves. For a moment, there was silence. Then Daniel looked up and saw the commandant snatch Rosa by the hair and pull her head back to expose her throat. He closed his eyes, and when he looked again, they were hanging the woman who had chosen Rosa. And he whispered the Shema for her and for Rosa and for all the dead until he felt himself pulled from the parade ground, unresisting, without hope or heart. In the distance, as he stumbled back to his barracks, he heard a man’s voice raised again in song, the words of the Hatikvah thrown against the darkness.


That night he did not sleep. All through the dark hours, he remembered. He remembered Rosa’s face, and her voice, and her smile, things she had said to him, the shape of her naked body, the look in her eyes after lovemaking, the sweet smell of her breath, the softness of her skin. And he remembered her name and all the things pertaining to her, the things he would hold in record until the time for reckoning had come. Over and over again he repeated them: Rosa Shulman, born 3 February 1912, Baltimore, Maryland, the daughter of Hirsh and Havivah Shulman, died 1 October 1940, Howard County Concentration Camp, Florence, Maryland, the wife of Daniel Horowitz, the mother of Reuben and Hanna Horowitz, both deceased, killed by Major Jim Jackson, governor of the camp. Rosa Shulman, born 3 February 1912, Baltimore, Maryland . . .
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PART 2


The Refugee







CHAPTER TWO


Pamlico Sound


Off the North Carolina Coast


Monday, 22 October 1940


The conning tower of the Torque rose above the waterline like the keep of a small fortress, a thing of darkness set against a dark sea and a dark sky; from the shore it would have been invisible, but for the small red light that had been set to blink at intervals of thirty seconds. The pick-up position had been chosen carefully: the nearest coastguard station was several miles away, there were no large townships or holiday homes. Just a beach and a dirt road leading away from it.


They had slipped into Pamlico Sound under cover of darkness, creeping through the narrow Swash Inlet at periscope depth, running silently on electric motors grouped down. There was a storm out at sea, but here in the sound the waves were lower.


A man of medium height stood in the conning tower, listening to the waves as they broke against the hull of the submarine. He was already dressed in the clothes he would wear ashore, everyday clothes that did little to protect him against the weather; he shivered in a high wind coming off the sea. His small suitcase lay at his feet like the battered baggage of a refugee, and the sudden thought stabbed him that that was exactly what he’d become, for he carried no hope of return in him.


He could barely see over the parapet, nor did he need to. Wherever he looked was blackness. The night, like the position, had been well chosen. The moon was past full, and, as though the elements themselves worked at the Special Operations Executive’s bidding, it and the stars were covered by thick clouds. The shore was barely audible a mile away, unseen waves breaking against unseen rocks.


‘We dive in five minutes,’ said Peter Bosworth, the ship’s commander. He glanced at the luminous dial of his watch. ‘If your man isn’t here by then, we go back out to sea and return tomorrow night. You don’t have any choice in the matter.’


‘I’m not arguing.’ The agent shivered again. He knew Bosworth hated him, that he and every member of his crew regarded him as an albatross they longed to discard.


There’d been an incident two days earlier, when they were still due east of the Pan-American Neutrality Zone. The sub had picked up a mayday message from a British ship, the Hyperion, a merchantman out of Liverpool carrying seventy-four crew and twenty passengers. The message said the ship had been hit by torpedoes and was sinking fast.


Peter Bosworth had given orders to surface and make for the coordinates given by the sinking vessel. The agent, whose codename was Victor, had countermanded Bosworth’s orders, and the Torque had resumed its original course. The atmosphere on board the submarine after that had been terrible. But even Bosworth knew that Victor had the authority to override any decision made by him or his colleagues. Victor’s orders came from the very top. There’d been a private interview in an underground bunker beneath Whitehall, in the course of which it had been made abundantly clear that the submarine and its crew, indeed the entire British navy came a pretty poor second to Victor and his mission.


The Hyperion had gone down while the Torque’s Wireless Telegraph operator picked up its last signals. Seventy men, twenty-four women and children, and a single lifeboat that could not be launched. No-one had spoken to Victor after that. He’d carry it with him for the rest of his life, his own anguish and the knowledge that he might have saved ninety-four lives and in the process destroyed thousands more.


Up here, the roll of the boat was much more noticeable than it had been below. In spite of the fresh air, with its taste of salt and its queer, inexplicable scent of land, he wanted to be sick. He’d never made a particularly good sailor, had hated his father’s sailing parties, and had always loathed the transatlantic crossings his family’s way of life had imposed on him almost from birth. Basic navigation and sailing had been the only real terrors for him during his two months’ special training at 101 STS in Lochailort. The waves tonight were high, and the boat coming to meet him – if it ever came – would be little more than a dinghy.


‘He’ll be here,’ he said, gritting his teeth, though he’d no idea why he felt so confident. His contact could be dead for all he knew. Picked up by the FBIS, interrogated, and shot. If he’d talked before they put a revolver to his forehead, the entire crew of the Torque might be awaiting the same fate. He stood on tiptoe again and craned his neck to look down on the sea. It was in an angry mood tonight. He shuddered again at the thought of taking a small boat out in that.


Suddenly, a white light appeared ahead. Bosworth unfastened the catch on his side holster. The sailor next to him drew back the bolt on his Lee-Enfield rifle and aimed it in the direction of the light. Below, on the deck, another sailor swivelled the four-inch gun that was the submarine’s only surface weapon.


The light vanished, followed moments later, by the bump of oars being shipped, and a grating sound as a light boat grazed the hull of the submarine. Victor held his breath. Bosworth tossed a line from the tower. It lay slack against the hull for a few seconds, then grew taut as the man below made his vessel fast. A voice spun out of the darkness, a man’s voice, heavy above the plash of waves.


‘Hi, there! We’re ready for your consignment.’


It was an American voice, mid-Western, solid, with something implacable about it. Hearing it gave Victor the shivers, just the ordinariness of it. He knew where he was finally. The thing he’d been planning for all these weeks was suddenly stark reality. That wasn’t Scotland out there in the dark, that was America. And this wasn’t another training exercise, this was the real thing.


‘We need your code,’ shouted Bosworth. Victor noticed that his hand fidgeted with the butt of his gun. He was not at ease.


‘Gaspee,’ replied the boatman. Victor suppressed a smile. Someone in London was trying to be witty. The Gaspee had been a British revenue cutter burned in 1772 at Namquit Point by a band of men from Providence, one of the first acts of insurrection that had led to the American War of Independence.


‘Spell that.’


Obviously Bosworth had not gone to the sort of school where they taught American history as a regular part of the curriculum. The boatman spelled the name out letter by letter, and Bosworth looked it up in the Confidential Books that contained the signalling ciphers and codes for the mission. There were only two copies of the Books: one in a safe in the wardroom, kept by the Torque’s Navigating Officer, the other in a locked file at Special Operations Executive headquarters.


The codeword system was as watertight as the sub itself. The signal ‘Gaspee’ would have been transmitted from London earlier that night, heavily coded, chosen at random from two hundred possible codes, each linked to a second password. Bosworth was now running his fingers down twin columns of codewords, looking for ‘Gaspee’ and the word printed next to it.


Using a separate code, the second password had been transmitted shortly after the first to a resistance radio operator called Moshe Rosen in Washington. Rosen had then transmitted it to a second operator, one of five within a radius of fifty miles from the landing-site. It had been the task of this operator to rendezvous with the boatman on or near the beach, to make sure all was well, and to pass him the link-word just before he set off. The chances of the FBIS intercepting and decoding both transmissions were infinitesimal. The likelihood of their connecting the two messages as components in a single mission was negligible in the extreme.


‘Link-word?’ Bosworth barked his question, startling Victor from a reverie. He’d been back in school in Boston, listening with rapt attention to Mr Bradenton telling his fifth-grade class the story of Captain Abraham Whipple, leader of the party that had lured the Gaspee to its doom.


‘Thunderbolt,’ came the answer.


Bosworth nodded.


‘Get ready to receive some packages,’ he said. Ten boxes, narrow enough to pass up the conning tower ladder, were brought out one at a time and gently lowered into the boat, where the American stowed them carefully.


‘All secure,’ he shouted when the last box was lashed down. Bosworth turned to the man he’d travelled all this way to deliver.


‘You’re on your own now,’ he said.


The agent held out a hand and took Bosworth’s in a firm grip. This would be the last time he’d be called Victor. He’d taken the name from Old Possum’s Book of Practical Cats, which he’d bought for his niece Jessica the year before, just after its publication. ‘A cat must have THREE DIFFERENT NAMES,’ Eliot had written, and now he had his three: his real name, John Makepeace; his temporary codename, Victor; and the name he would inhabit the moment he stepped into the boat now waiting for him, John Ridgeforth. Up there in Scotland, they’d made damn sure he never forgot his new identity for a moment, not even in his sleep.


‘John Ridgeforth’ had taken a lot of inventing and even more stitching together. A rag doll was no use to the men behind John’s mission. He would have to stand up to close scrutiny without coming apart at the seams.


A team of back-room boys at Beaulieu had worked round the clock to forge papers to match his identity – not just the ones he would have to carry round with him, but dozens of others that would be smuggled across the Canadian border into America and later slipped by resistance agents into files in government offices, schools, and businesses. By now, John prayed, his ghostly alter ego had bodily substance in all the places he had never lived. He even had friends and relations ready to vouch for him. Some of them were people in high places.


He paused with his foot on the first rung of the ladder.


‘Captain,’ he began, ‘if it makes any difference, I’m sorry about . . .’


Bosworth cut him off.


‘We’re all sorry. Being sorry doesn’t help. Blame it on the war. By the time it’s over, we’ll have a lot more to be sorry about.’


He handed him the suitcase.


‘Good luck all the same,’ he said.


He only looked back once, about three minutes after they had cast off. There was a brief sound of engines above the surge of waves, but when he looked the Torque had already dived. It was as if it had never been there, as though the darkness to the east went on for ever, beyond Ireland, beyond England, beyond a war-blighted Europe, until it encompassed the globe.




CHAPTER THREE


He never learned the boatman’s name, not then, not later. In the short time they were together, they exchanged no personal information. The boatman had few instructions for him: most of what he needed to know he had been told in London. Maybe he should have mentioned the gas tank. It was a small mistake, but it was to cost lives.


They left the boat a few yards above the waterline. The tide was going out, and there was no need to anchor it. John saw the other man’s face briefly, as they made their way to where he’d left the pick-up vehicle, a Duesenberg, parked on a grassy slope above the beach. The boatman lit a flashlight, explaining that he just wanted to check what part of the beach they’d reached – coming in like that in pitch darkness, off a rolling sea – and John caught sight of him then, his ordinary face, his ordinary eyes; he’d have passed him in the street without a second glance. What made him different to all those other millions out there, that he was willing to take such a chance, that he’d risk his life to land an enemy agent on an open beach?


John climbed into the driving seat and wound down the window. The top was already up. The boatman shone the flashlight across the dashboard, and he saw his face again, dimly outlined. It seemed to him that, in spite of his seeming coolness, he was under great strain.


‘Know how to drive one of these?’ he asked.


‘My father had a Duesenberg,’ John answered. He saw the other man’s eyebrows lift a fraction, and guessed he was surprised by his accent, American, not English. ‘And I drove a roadster like this when I was at college.’


‘You’ve told me too much already. I don’t want to know nothing about you, mister. That way I can’t tell nobody nothing if they ask me.’ John thought he sounded like a farmer, but he’d handled the boat with real skill, brought it in on a heavy sea the way he’d seen canoeists navigate the rapids of the Housatonic. It occurred to him that he knew next to nothing of the people among whom he had done so much of his growing up.


The boatman paused. ‘Go on up this dirt track ‘bout a mile, mile and a half. Keep your lights off till you reach a road. Either way you turn, you’ll wind up on US 17. You can get most anywheres from there. Left turn’ll take you down to Wilmington, right’ll get you up to Portsmouth, Virginia. You’ll find a couple of route maps in the glove compartment. Don’t tell me where you’re headed, ‘cause I don’t need to know, and I don’t want to know. You could be making for Alabama or New York, hell, you could be heading right across to San Francisco or Seattle, makes no difference to me.’


John opened the glove compartment, and the boatman pointed the flashlight so he could see inside. There were several maps. He took out a brand-new Esso map of the middle-Atlantic states, one inch to eighteen miles, 50c, the sort you could buy anywhere. On the front cover, more prominent than the publisher’s name, was a flaming cross and the legend: ‘Approved for Publication by the National Klan Censorship Office.’


He put the map back. As he did so, the boatman reached across and pressed the side of the compartment. A flap fell down, revealing a shallow space. Inside lay a pistol.


‘It’s loaded,’ said the man. ‘A Colt automatic, just like I was asked to get. Come outa government stores. Can’t be traced. Got a new history attached, and been converted to full auto. Magazine takes ten rounds.’


John nodded and closed the flap, then the compartment.


‘Extra ammo’s further in. If you need more, don’t go to a store, get in touch with our people. Once you get on the highway, watch out for police patrols. They got checkpoints on all the main roads. Stopped me twice on my way here. Don’t worry, though – I changed the licence plates soon as I got off the road. Massachusetts plates.’


‘Why the patrols?’ John spoke nervously, thinking there might be an alert, that word of an agent’s arrival had somehow leaked out.


‘Hoover announced a new regulation yesterday. Has the full backing of the President and Klan headquarters. No Jews or coloureds on the road after sunset, not ‘less they’ve got a permit from a white man they’re workin’ for. Police are on the roads tonight, all looking out for any poor bastard ain’t got no permit. Jailhouses gonna be full to bustin’, you’ll see.’


‘What about Hoover’s own people? Are they on the roads tonight too?’


‘FBIS? Hell, no. They’ll stay at home tonight, leave all that stuff to the police. Themselves, they’re way beyond that now. Kickin’ some poor black boy’s head to putty ain’t their style. Lacks what some folks call finesse. Mr Hoover and his crowd ain’t ordinary flesh. Klan from birth, some of them. They don’t act like us, they don’t think like us, and they sure as hell don’t dream like us. They got through lynching niggers in seventh grade. What they want for themselves is high-class entertainment. Sort they’d get from folks like you’n me.’


John shuddered. J. Edgar Hoover’s grey-coated agents had long ago lodged themselves in his imagination as fallen angels of the darkest breed. The Klan, in its white robes and pointed hoods, was chilling enough, but it had become ubiquitous, and he knew that, beneath the bedsheets lurked nothing more truly sinister than ordinary citizens bent on mischief. The Klan hierarchy that now ran the country was something different again, far from innocent and far from ordinary. But the agents of the Federal Bureau of Internal Security, Hoover’s dark and unfettered creation, were the very elite of America’s undersoul. If John or the boatman had anything to fear, it was, above all, from them.


‘You’ll find a permit for the gun in there, too,’ the man said. ‘A flashlight and papers for the automobile. Better check ‘em ‘fore you go. I ain’t so much as looked at ‘em.’


John opened the compartment again, and the boatman handed him the flashlight. When he’d scrutinized all his papers and passed them as correct – meaning that they corresponded fully with the false identity set up for him in London – there seemed nothing else for it than to start the engine and head off. The man took back the flashlight and switched it off. Around them, the darkness was old and black, with a quality beyond that of ordinary night.


‘Can I give you a ride?’ he asked. ‘At least as far as the highway.’


‘It’s good of you to ask, but I’ve got to row the boat back to where it came from,’ the man said. ‘Ain’t much of a night for it, but I got no choice. Best nobody finds it here in the morning.’


John started the engine.


‘Remember, keep those headlights off till you hit the highway.’


‘I’ll remember.’


He reached a hand through the window. He took it and found it hard and rough to the touch, a hand made what it was by years of work. He thought of his father’s hands, soft and uncalloused, caressing his cheek as he bent to kiss him goodnight in a world that seemed not only long ago, but impossibly kind. But even then the kindness had been slipping away, almost unnoticed, all around them.


‘Watch out for yourself,’ the boatman said. Next thing, he was gone, swallowed up, like the Torque, in that infinite and terrible darkness.


He knew by heart the route he had to take, he’d rehearsed it often enough on mock-up roads near Beaulieu. But until tonight, it had always been a game, just like the weapons training and the explosives instruction and the radio lessons – something you learned to do, but told yourself you’d never need in real life.


They’d driven him hard, shouted at him when he made mistakes (about fifty times a day), pushed him when he thought he couldn’t run another inch or decipher another word or pump another round into the target; but it had remained at the level of a game. After all, they’d pushed him hard enough at school and college, and most of that had been pointless, or so it now seemed. It was how he got through it all. ‘This is just make-believe,’ he’d told himself, ‘it’ll never really happen.’ And now it was happening, and he was doing in cold blood what he’d been trained to do, and he was more scared than he could ever have imagined.


But the fear wasn’t the worst. None of his preparations had prepared him for the simply overwhelming sense of loneliness that poured over him as he sat hunched over the wheel, straining to see through the blackness.


He remembered what Sammy Bright had once said to him, while he put him through his paces one cold evening at Lochailort. He’d worn him out with questions, tricking him, trapping him, forcing him to understand just how hard this was going to be. He’d protested, and he hadn’t said anything at first, just sat and looked at him. Outside, a red sun had been slipping down into the Sound of Arisaig.


‘You’ll be on your own out there,’ he’d said at last. ‘Nobody’s going to bail you out. A single mistake could be fatal. You can’t afford to trust anyone, not even members of the resistance. Relations, old friends, teachers, anyone you ever had dealings with before – none of them can ever be contacted. John Makepeace doesn’t exist: never forget that. You’re John Ridgeforth now.’


They’d given him photographs of people he was supposed to have known in a former life he’d never actually lived, total strangers who would claim to have known him as a child.


‘Who’s this?’ Sammy had continued, turning over a shot John had never seen.


‘Abe Hines. We used to spend our holidays near his cabin outside Ashley Falls.’


‘Not your “holidays”. Your “vacations”. What was his wife called?’


‘Ann.’


‘With an “e” or without?’


They’d gone on like that into the small hours, and up again at dawn, day after day, night after night. He’d memorized their faces and names and habits until he could name them without any slip of the tongue. In reality he was an actor preparing to go on stage with a cast who’d been rehearsing without him.


No-one from his real life even knew he was here, or ever would. His parents, his sister Connie, his aunts and uncles, his best friends all thought he’d been posted to carry out sensitive work for an overseas unit of the Ministry for Economic Warfare in Palestine. Letters sent to him were re-routed to a basement office at Ministry of Economic Warfare headquarters in Berkeley Square, where a girl called Valerie typed banal replies on blank sheets bearing his signature. If he was killed or went missing, his parents would receive an official telegram. There’d be no explanation, no body, no funeral.


The darkness seemed immeasurable, as if God in a moment of anger had stripped His creation of landmark and sense. Suddenly he felt the tarmac slide beneath his tyres and knew he’d come to the highway. Braking hard, he turned left and switched on his headlights. Like a lightning rod in a storm, the sudden road pulsed into life ahead of him, and for another moment he was lost entirely, as if all roads he had ever known had coalesced abruptly into this one, inevitable road. He pressed down slowly on the gas pedal, and the Duesenberg gathered speed.




CHAPTER FOUR


Washington DC


The three men and one woman seated round the table in Moshe Rosen’s kitchen did not have the air of conspirators. A casual observer would have taken them for four friends playing poker, smoking cigarettes, and drinking whiskey and black coffee. Strictly speaking, the whiskey was illegal, but drinking it hardly constituted a federal offence. The worst you might get was a public whipping, same as for adultery or listening to black music. There was nothing here to attract the Federal Bureau of Internal Security. Unless . . .


Well, for one thing, the cards belonging to each player weren’t exactly moving. They sat face up on the table, in exactly the same positions they’d been in for over an hour. For another, none of the money had actually changed hands in all that time. To make matters worse, the whiskey in two of the glasses had not even been tasted. It was good quality bourbon – the real thing – taken from a stash in a shipment of jazz records from down south in Georgia; but only one of the players was a devoted drinker.


‘I still think London should tell us more. It’s enough we’ve agreed to help the man they’re sending, but what if his mission compromises our own operations?’


The speaker, Moshe Rosen, was the communications officer and radio operator for the cell, a violinist who had become a silversmith when Jews had been banned from playing in orchestras. He was a thin man of thirty or more, cautious, circumspect, a troubled soul whose life revolved around his wife Miriam and his daughter Anna.


‘London has promised us support, support we badly need. We can’t afford to turn them down at the present time. I’ll be in constant touch with their agent, and I’ll make sure he does nothing without keeping me informed. There has to be give and take. It’s too late for us to pull out now.’


Miles Vanderlyn was a law professor at Georgetown, spectacled, bow-tied, a little overweight. His tired gaze and slumped posture betrayed late nights, worry, a life cut in half by a regime that had turned its back on law and justice and the disappearance of a wife whom he’d loved beyond measure.


‘When does he arrive? Have they decided?’


Miles hesitated.


‘He could be here tonight. The submarine makes contact somewhere south of here. The plan is for him to drive to Washington and head straight to my rooms.’


‘This guy’s English or what?’ Charlie Benson was the cell’s political officer. The underground was a loosely connected amalgamation of discontents united solely by their opposition to the regime, with no one group or philosophy dominating. That called for some subtle coordination between potentially conflicting interests: Jewish groups, black resistance cells, Communist and Labour sections, and Catholic activists. It was Charlie’s role to liaise with each group in order to use its talents and manpower in the most efficient way possible. By day he taught English in a high school at Quantico, by night he plotted the overthrow of the Aryan Alliance and the government of the United States.


Vanderlyn shook his head.


‘I don’t think so. They won’t pass on any details about him, but they did say he’s half-American. He can carry it off.’


‘As your student?’


‘My former student. I think they’ve got somebody who really studied law; there’d be too much risk putting anybody else in. His front story is that he’s a lawyer from New England.’


‘I’m still uneasy. Does he have to get that close to the President?’ Mary Laverty drained the last of her whiskey and put the empty glass reluctantly back on the table. She was fifty years old, halfway through her third failed marriage, three-quarters of the way through her one and only liver, and one hundred percent in command of one of the sharpest brains in America. She was the group’s coordinator of women’s sections. Her office job was out at Washington Airport, where she worked as a flying instructor. Before that, she’d been a professor of philosophy at Harvard. Until philosophy had become a taboo subject, unless you were willing to teach the views of Klan thinkers like Nash and Holbrook, men who could scarcely write English, had never read Plato, and thought Kant was a county in England.


‘I can’t answer that,’ said Miles. ‘If they think that’s where he needs to be, I don’t see why we can’t just go along with them. They’re fighting a war, for God’s sake, same as we’re doing here. A lot of their people have died already. German planes are bombing London every day. We share the same objectives.’


‘We share some of the same objectives,’ interjected Mary. ‘Just as we share some of the same language and some of the same religion and some of the same history. Sometimes the sameness gets in the way.’


‘Who would you rather we were collaborating with, Mary? The British or the Germans?’


She shrugged.


‘You’re perfectly right. I just wish they trusted us more, that they let us in on what this is about. It’s like the whole thing’s being run from London and we’re just the junior partners.’


‘They’re supplying the agent.’


‘We’re supplying the back up, and we’re putting some of our own people at considerable risk. That earns us some respect. Why don’t you tell them that when you’re next in touch?’


‘I shall, don’t worry.’


‘Will he need weapons?’ Charlie asked.


‘Vernon’s taking care of that.’


‘Who’s arranging the pick-up from the submarine?’


‘Five or six groups are on standby. We won’t actually know where the sub’s expecting to rendezvous till an hour or two beforehand. Moshe, you’ll be expected to monitor their radio signals and relay the position to the appropriate group.’


‘What about the guns they said they’d deliver?’ Mary asked. Her eye wandered repeatedly to the whiskey bottle. Recently, she’d been seeking comfort in it a little too often. Life in the New Republic would have driven a nun to over-indulge. The thought sobered her. She’d known nuns driven to suicide by the brave new America of the Klan and the Aryan Alliance.


‘They’ll be unloaded from the submarine and taken ashore by whoever picks up their agent.’


‘Hell, we need guns here in the capital,’ exclaimed Charlie.


‘Don’t worry, we’ll get our share.’


‘Can’t this guy drive ours up?’


Vanderlyn shook his head.


‘Too risky. He has to get through the Hoover Checkpoint. The guns have to come in separately. Vernon’s taking care of that, don’t worry.’


‘What if he fucks up?’ Mary’s voice had grown harsh with the alcohol. ‘What if he threatens to put us all at risk?’


Vanderlyn fanned the cards on the table in front of him. A royal flush, a winning hand if they’d been playing a real game. He barely knew how to play poker, had never considered himself cool or self-contained enough for it. And here he was playing a much more deadly game for much higher stakes.


‘We won’t let that happen,’ he said. ‘He’ll meet with a fatal accident. It happens all the time.’


He turned over the next card in the pack. It was the ace of spades. He put it back face down like a man who, visiting a fortune teller, prefers not to know the future after all.






PART 3


The Road to Xanadu







CHAPTER FIVE


Monday, 22 October


He drove slowly, without lights, without thinking. Behind him, the coast was already a memory. The sound of waves crashing against the shore lingered in his brain, but it quickly dimmed and was replaced by the humming of his tyres. After the perpetual light of the submarine, the darkness beyond his windshield calmed and soothed him.


The darkness continued without apology for the half hour it took him to trace the dirt track back to the highway. US 17 as far north as Windsor, then across country to US 301. That would take him up into Virginia, to Petersburg, where he’d take US 1 the rest of the way to DC. Until tonight, it had always been a game, just like the weapons training and the explosives instruction and the radio lessons – something you learned to do, but told yourself you’d never need in real life.


The road stretched out in front like a long finger, beckoning him on. Without encouragement, the Duesenberg handled like a dream, and he almost imagined he was back in England, driving home late at night after a college ball in Cambridge. Or in Massachusetts, coming back from his first date.


It didn’t take much to disturb his reverie. As he left the coast behind, the world began to build itself around him. He passed his first car, a Ford V-8, just outside Askin. From then on, traffic was thin, but constant. His lights picked out signs of habitation everywhere: barns, fences, gates, road signs, and clusters of houses that rapidly became small towns. He kept a steady pace, well below the limit, but not too slow to attract attention. His original route would have to be altered. The boatman who’d picked him up from the submarine had warned him that police and FBIS patrols would be out on all the main highways tonight. As a result of the new curfew on blacks and Jews, John decided to travel on minor roads where possible.


His headlights picked out a straggling line of men ahead, shuffling in single file along the shoulder of the road. He thought it was a chain gang, then, as he swept past, realized they were slaves being walked home after a hard day in the fields. White overseers with bullwhips kept the line moving. As he passed, the white men glanced at his car, admiring it, but the blacks kept their eyes straight ahead where they’d been taught to keep them. He saw their faces, hollow and creased with pain, then he was past and there was nothing ahead but darkness again.


The first sign appeared about ten miles from Vanceboro, a long white gash in the darkness caught by his lights for a couple of seconds and seared into his brain for ever. ‘Black Curfew 7.00 p.m.’. The second came about a mile after that: ‘All Jews Must Register with their Local Board’. After that, he started to see them everywhere. ‘No Catholics Beyond Greenville’; ‘Craven County – Jew-Free since ’39’; ‘Commie Agitator – Get Out or Get Shot’.


Any lingering doubts he may have had that this was still make-believe vanished as he drove through the outskirts of a little place called Pinetops. A large billboard, lit by a single spotlight, proclaimed that ‘Klan Justice is God’s Justice’, and was followed by a second bearing a Biblical quotation: ‘Thou hast destroyed the wicked, thou hast put out their name for ever and ever’. He slowed down, seeing more lights ahead, then wished he’d kept on going.


The gallows had been erected on a four-foot high platform to one side of the road. It consisted of a beam maybe twenty-five feet long, supported at both ends and in the centre by high wooden struts. It had not been cobbled together hastily, but was skilfully made and built to last. Two lights with tin shades and naked bulbs stood atop the beam at either end. There were eight nooses in all, and six were in use.


He knew right away that this had not been the scene of a mob lynching. Nailed carefully to the beam was a hand-painted sign reading ‘Edgecombe County Sheriff’s Office’. The bodies hung in two orderly bunches, three on one side and three on the other. He counted four men and two women, all dressed in their everyday clothes. The wind was not strong enough to rock their bodies, but it lifted the edges of their clothing against itself like small, pitiful flags.


The women and two of the men were black. They wore placards round their necks, describing their crimes. The women had been hanged for ‘Stealing Bread’, the men for ‘Looking at White Women’. The third man was dressed in the garb of a Catholic priest; the sign round his neck read ‘Corrupter of Youth’. Next to him hung a young man of no more than twenty. On one arm he bore a Star of David with the letter ‘K’ inscribed in the centre, and on his chest a crudely-lettered and misspelled placard said: ‘Unrejistered Jew’.


He swallowed hard and drove on. In the town, men and women were walking up and down the high street. A little girl smiled at John as he drove past; in one hand she carried a red balloon, with the other she clung to her father, a tall man in farming clothes. A small cinema was showing Rebecca. Photographs of Laurence Olivier and Joan Fontaine glowed behind small panes of glass like phantoms. The coming attraction was a dubbed version of the new German film, Jew Süss, starring Ferdinand Marian.


The beauty of his roadster drew mocking glances from some of the younger passers-by. This was pick-up truck country, and the Duesenberg, chosen for Washington, was conspicuous. North Carolina had suffered badly during the Depression that had brought Charles Lindbergh and the Klan to power. There was still severe poverty here, as everywhere, and John had no wish to draw attention to himself.


Still distracted by the scene at the gallows, he took a wrong turning just south of the Virginia state line, and found himself on a back road that seemed ominously quiet. About to turn round in order to rejoin the main highway, he glanced in his driving mirror and caught sight of a blue light behind. The light drew rapidly closer, flashing rhythmically through the darkness. He held his breath. He knew he hadn’t been speeding. Maybe he shouldn’t be on this road, maybe it led somewhere he wasn’t supposed to be. The new America was full of secret places and signs warning citizens to keep out.


The cruiser drew level with the Duesenberg, slowing down as it did so, and John’s heart skipped several beats as someone in the passenger seat shone a powerful flashlight directly at him, forcing him to look away. Blinking hard, he slowed down. A moment later, the police car had picked up speed again and gone ahead. He saw its taillights flicker, then disappear round a bend.


When it had gone, he pulled in to the side of the road. He opened the glove compartment and took out a route map. Using the little flashlight, he traced the roads he had taken, and worked out which one he was now on. On reflection, it might not be so bad. If he stayed on this road, it would eventually rejoin a main highway on the northern side of the state line.


He eased the car back into gear and made ready to drive off. As he did so, a pick-up truck went past with a party of men in the back. He noticed that one or two of them were dressed in white. He drove another couple of miles without seeing anything. A couple of cars passed him, one of them at high speed, as though impatient. The road was flanked by tall trees, but every so often there would be a break through which he could see the edges of flat fields and row after row of tobacco plants. He wound down the window slightly, and at once there was a sharp scent on the air, a warm, heady smell that reminded him of roses past their time.


Suddenly, as he turned a bend, he saw the road ahead was lined on the left-hand side by cars and pick-up trucks, all pressed in hard against the bank. He went on past slowly, aiming to leave the scene behind and press on down to the main road, a mile or two further on; but as he reached the end of the long line of parked vehicles, a policeman appeared from nowhere and motioned him to one side, flagging him down to park in front of the end vehicle.


John wound down the window the rest of the way. His heart was fluttering. The policeman sauntered up to the car, lit from behind by the headlights of his own vehicle. The black uniform with its Klan flashes was an almost comical contrast to that of the London bobby John had seen on his way to the dock in Harwich. But as the man drew level with the window, he knew it wasn’t in the least bit comical.


‘Saw you coming backaways a piece,’ murmured the policeman. He was very young, maybe twenty-five, twenty-six, and he swaggered even when he was standing still, as though he needed to make an ongoing statement about himself. The gun on his hip seemed to have a swagger all of its own. He was chewing gum – very casual, but alert. His eyes flickered over everything: the Duesenberg, John, the leather seats. ‘Don’t see many cars like yours in these parts. You left it a bit late. Reckon they’ll soon be finished back there.’


John wondered what he’d driven in to. He felt instinctively that it would be better not to admit that he didn’t know what the hell was going on ‘back there’. And he had an idea that no-one would be driving down this road at this time of night who did not want to be involved in whatever it was. He smiled.
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