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      FOR MY WIFE, LINDA, AND MY SONS,
      

      
      STEPHEN AND SHANE.
      

      
      SEMPER FIDELIS.

   
      
      AUTHOR’S NOTE

      
      Hitler invaded Yugoslavia in April 1940. Shortly afterwards, the Croat fascists were allowed to declare an independent Croatia
         under Ante Paveliç. Paveliç’s group, the Ustashe (from ‘ustati’, to rise up) had resisted the Kingdom of Yugoslavia after
         the first World War and, under Mussolini’s protection, Paveliç had planned the assassination of King Alexander of Yugoslavia.
      

      
      The historical background to the setting up of the NDH (Nezavisna Drzava Hrvatska) or Independent State of Croatia was a combination
         of ancient loyalties to the papacy, going back thirteen hundred years, and the fact that both Serbs and Croats equated ethnicity
         and religious identity – Orthodox Serb versus Catholic Croat.
      

      
      This was also the background to the campaign of terror the Ustashe carried out against Serb Orthodox Christians, Jews, gypsies
         and Communists between 1941 and 1945. It was an attempt to create a ‘pure’ Catholic Croatia by enforced conversion, deportation
         and extermination.
      

      
      Pope Pius XII warmly endorsed Croat nationalism. When a national pilgrimage came to Rome, in 1939, the pope used a phrase
         first applied to the Croats by Pope Leo X, referring to them as ‘the last outpost of Christianity’. ‘The hope of a better
         future seems to be smiling on you,’ Pius said. ‘A future in which the relations between Church and State in your country will
         be regulated in harmonious action to the advantage of both.’
      

      
      In April 1941, the first Jews were transported from Zagreb to a concentration camp at Danica.

      
      Details of the the massacre of Serbs and the elimination of the Jews and gypsies were known by the Croatian Catholic priests
         and bishops. Indeed, as tribunals discovered, after the war, clergy often took a leading role in the atrocities.
      

      
      By the most recent reliable reckoning, 487,000 Orthodox Serbs and 27,000 gypsies were massacred between 1941 and 1945 in the
         Independent State of Croatia. In addition, approximately 30,000 out of a population of 45,000 Jews were killed; 20,000 to
         25,000 as a result of Ustashe death camps and another 7,000 deported to the gas chambers.
      

   
      
      DRAMATIS PERSONAE

      
      Cardinal Eugène Tisserant
      

      
      A French cardinal of the Roman Catholic Church who participated in the conclave of 1939 that elected Eugenio Pacelli as Pope
         Pius XII.
      

      
      Francis D’Arcy Osborne (1884-1964)

      
      The British ambassador to the Vatican during the papacy of Pope Pius XII.

      
      Doctor Carl-Ludwig Diego von Bergen (1872-1944)

      
      Baron von Bergen was announced as German ambassador to the Vatican in 1920, however, he was not regarded as sufficiently pro-Nazi
         and was recalled to Berlin in 1943.
      

      
      Ante Paveliç; (1889-1959)

      
      A Croatian fascist leader who ruled as Poglavnik, or head, of the independent state of Croatia, which was created as a puppet-state
         of Nazi Germany in occupied Yugoslavia. He was also the leader of the Croatian fascist militia, the Ustashe, who were responsible
         for atrocities against Orthodox Serbs, Jews and others during the war years. After the war, he fled to Rome and then Argentina.
         A Serb shot Paveliç near Buenos Aires in 1957 and he died of his injuries in 1959.
      

      
      Father Ludwig Kaas (1881-1952)

      
      A German Roman Catholic priest and politician during the Weimar Republic. Kaas was an advisor to Eugenio Pacelli when he served
         as a papal nuncio to Bavaria. During the war, he became the close confidant of Pope Pius XII.
      

      
      Father Robert Leiber, SJ (1887-1967)

      
      A German Jesuit who became the private secretary and close advisor of Pope Pius XII.

      
      Cardinal Luigi Maglione (1877-1944)

      
      An Italian cardinal who served as the Vatican Secretary of State under Pope Pius XII.

      
      Pope Pius XII (1859-1958)

      
      He was born Eugenio Pacelli, in Rome, and served as a papal nuncio and later as Cardinal Secretary of State under Pius XI.
         As Secretary of State, he signed a concordat between Germany and the Vatican in 1938. Elected Pope in 1939, he was leader
         of the Roman Catholic Church throughout the war and until his death in 1958. Pope Pius XII was criticised for failing to speak
         out against the Nazi extermination of the Jews in Europe, and the massacre of the Orthodox Serbs and others by the Independent
         State of Croatia under its leader Ante Paveliç. Immediately after his death, Pope Paul VI began the process for his canonisation.
         In 2009, Pope Pius XII was declared Venerable by Pope Benedict XVI.
      

      
      Friedrich Werner von der Schulenburg (1875–1944)

      
      A German diplomat and the last German ambassador to the Soviet Union before Operation Barbarossa. After the failed plot against
         Hitler in 1944, von der Schulenburg was hanged.
      

      
      Vyacheslav Mikhailovich Molotov (1890–1986)

      
      Molotov served as Minister for Foreign Affairs in the Soviet government from 1939 to 1947. He signed the Nazi–Soviet non-aggression
         pact with von Ribbentrop in 1939.
      

      
      General Semyon Timoshenko (1895–1970)

      
      A Soviet military commander of the Red Army at the beginning of Operation Barbarossa in 1941.

      
      Lavrentiy Beria (1899–1953)

      
      Chief of the Soviet security and police apparatus (NKVD) under Stalin.

      
      General Georgy Zhukov (1896–1974)

      
      A Soviet general who played a pivotal role in defending Moscow during Operation Barbarossa.

      
      Joseph Stalin (Iosif Vissaryonovich) (1878–1953)

      
      A Georgian-born Soviet politician and Bolshevik revolutionary. He was First General Secretary of the Communist Party of the
         Soviet Union from 1922 until his death. In August 1939, Stalin’s USSR signed a non-aggression pact with Nazi Germany. In June
         1941, Germany invaded the USSR under the codename Operation Barbarossa.
      

      
      Lazar Kaganovich ( 1893–1991)

      
      A Soviet politician and administrator. He was one of the main associates of Stalin. For his ruthlessness in carrying out Stalin’s
         orders, he was known as ‘Iron Lazar’.
      

      
      Anastas Mikoyan (1895–1978)

      
      A Soviet politician and close ally of Stalin. He served as Minister for Trade throughout the Second World War and was placed
         in charge of food and supplies when Germany invaded the Soviet Union in 1941.
      

      
      Waffen SS

      
      In the early days of Operation Barbarossa, the Waffen SS fought Soviet partisans behind the German lines. Later, they were
         removed from the control of the regular army and took part in the murder of Soviet prisoners and the liquidation of Jews in
         the Soviet Union.
      

      
      General Gunther Adolf Ferdinand ‘Hans’ von Kluge (1892-1944)

      
      Commander of the Fourth Army Central at the beginning of Operation Barbarossa, he was promoted later in the campaign after
         the dismissal of General Fedor von Bock. General von Kluge was implicated in the assassination attempt on Hitler and died
         by suicide in 1944.
      

      
      General Franz Halder (1884-1972)

      
      Chief of the General Staff. Halder’s opposition to Operation Barbarossa and to Hitler’s strategy led to his demotion in 1942.
         While he did not actively participate in the assassination attempt on Hitler, he was arrested and sent to a concentration
         camp where he remained until the war was over.
      

      
      Bishop Alojzije Miscic (1859-1942)

      
      The Catholic bishop of Mostar in Croatia. He was an enthusiastic supporter to Ante Paveliç and the Ustashe and advocated the
         mass conversion of Orthodox Serbs to Roman Catholicism.
      

      
      Archbishop Aloysius Stepinac (1898-1960)

      
      Became Archbishop of Zagreb in 1937. After the German invasion of Yugoslavia, Stepinac issued proclamations celebrating the
         new Croatian state and welcomed the Ustashe leadership of Ante Paveliç. In 1943, he objected to the Nazi laws, the persecution
         of Jews and was critical of Ustashe atrocities. Stepinac was convicted of collaboration by the Yugoslav communist government
         in 1946 and imprisoned. Later, he was released  and kept under house arrest. Pope Pius XII made him a cardinal in 1953 and he died, probably as a result of poisoning, in
         1960. Aloysius Stepinac was declared a martyr and was beatified by Pope John Paul II in 1998.
      

      
      Fra Miroslav Filipovic (1915-46)

      
      A Croatian nationalist and Roman Catholic priest, he was convicted of war crimes by a German military court and a Yugoslav
         civil court and hanged in Belgrade.
      

      
      Ustashe

      
      A Croatian, fascist, anti-Yugoslav, separatist movement. The Ustashe promoted persecution and genocide against Serbs, Jews
         and Roma people during the war. It was responsible for atrocities against various communities and in concentration camps throughout
         Croatia. It is estimated that almost 300,000 people were murdered by the Ustashe before the German surrender in 1945.
      

      
      General Fedor von Bock (1880-1945)

      
      Von Bock is best known for commanding Operation Typhoon, the failed attempt to capture Moscow during the winter of 1941. After
         the Soviet counter-offensive, he recommended a withdrawal and was relieved of his command by Hitler. He personally despised
         Nazism but did not sympathise with plots to overthrow Hitler. Von Bock, along with his wife and daughter, were killed by a
         strafing British fighter-bomber on 4 May 1945 as they travelled by car to Hamburg.
      

      
       General Erich von Manstein (1887-1993)

      
      During Operation Barbarossa, von Manstein served under General Hoepner. In September 1941, von Manstein was appointed commander
         of the Eleventh Army tasked with invading the Crimea. He was dismissed by Hitler in 1944 because of their disagreements over
         military strategy. In 1949, he was tried in Hamburg for war crimes and sentenced to eighteen years in prison. He was released
         after four years and became a military advisor to the West German government.
      

      
      General Maximilian von Weichs (1881-1954)

      
      Von Weichs led the Second Army, as part of von Bock’s Army Group Centre at the Battle of Smolensk and later at Bryansk.

      
      General Erich Hoepner (1886-1944)

      
      Commander of the Fourth Panzer Group during Operation Barbarossa, Hoepner was arrested and executed for his part in the failed assassination attempt on Hitler in 1944.
      

      
      General Konstantin Rokossovsky (1896-1968)

      
      Rokossovsky played a key role in the defence of Moscow. He went on to even greater success during the counter-offensive and
         became a marshal of the Soviet Union.
      

      
      General Leonid Govorov (1897-1955)

      
      An artillery commander, Govorov commanded an army during the Battle of Moscow in November 1941. From 1942 to the end of the
         war, he commanded the Leningrad Front and reached the rank of Marshal of the Soviet Union in 1944.
      

      
      Doctor Rusinovic

      
      A Croatian medical doctor, Rusinovic represented the new Croatian state at the Vatican.

      
      Father Krunoslav Dragonovic (1903-83)

      
      A Croatian Roman Catholic priest, Dragonovic was accused of being one of the main organisers of the ‘ratlines’ which helped
         war criminals escape from Europe after the Second World War. His centre of operations for the Croat ratline was the monastery
         of San Girolamo in Rome, from where he is believed to have helped Ante Paveliç and Klaus Barbie escape to South America.
      

      
      Albert von Kesselring (1885-1960)

      
      A German Luftwaffe General during the Second World War, von Kesselring defended Italy against the Allied invasion until he
         was injured in an accident. He was tried for war crimes and sentenced to death, though his sentence was commuted to life imprisonment
         and he was released in 1952 on health grounds.
      

      
      Pè re Marie-Benoît (1895-1990)

      
      A Capuchin Franciscan friar, Marie-Benoît helped smuggle approximately 4,000 Jews to safety from Nazi-occupied southern France.
         While in Rome, he set up a unit in the International College to forge identity papers and travel documents for refugees. In
         1966, he was honoured with the Medal of Righteousness among the Nations for his courage. His actions on behalf of Jews during
         the Holocaust earned him the epithet ‘Father of the Jews’.
      

   
      
BOOK ONE


      
       

      HALLSTATT, AUSTRIA, 1940

      
      Simon Tauber wiped the blackboard clean, folded the cloth carefully, and placed it on his desk. Tiny flecks of white danced
         in the beam of light from the classroom window and he inhaled their smell. It was a good smell, he thought, a smell that permeated
         his clothes which, during the long evenings, reminded him of the classroom. He would store it in his memory, along with the
         smell of the fresh ink he poured into the tiny ceramic cups at the top-right corner of the desks every morning; the smell
         of weathered desks, pencil shavings and the ashes still warm in the stove. Every morning, he turned the key in the lock and
         stepped into this space. His students came at eight thirty, some dewy-eyed, fresh from sleep, smelling of carbolic soap. Others
         smelled of the cows they had milked earlier. Karl, the carpenter’s boy, had a piny whiff of wood-shavings from his father’s
         workshop. Even with his back turned, the teacher could identify them by their smell; his students, the boys and girls who
         shuffled into desks, flipped the flaps of their satchels, set their books and copybooks in neat piles and looked expectantly
         at him.
      

      
      ‘Good morning,’ he said.

      
      ‘Good morning, sir,’ they chorused.

      
      His eyes ranged across their faces. Karl was bright-eyed and attentive as ever, his books sorted, his pens aligned; a workman
         standing ready with his tools for the day. What a solid student he would make, in time and with the right teacher. Elsa, the
         miner’s daughter who sat beside him, was chaos to his calm. Already, she was digging in a shapeless bag for the things that
         eluded and frustrated her. He had no doubt that the brilliant and undisciplined Elsa would plough a significant academic furrow,
         if she could be brought to focus. And Max? Ah, Max, the policeman’s son; the third member of the bright triumvirate. No, triumvirate
         was the wrong word – it implied three men. Trio then? Yes, accurate and gender neutral, but it didn’t really do them justice. They
         did reign over the others, in terms of intellectual ability. Max could even qualify as their pole-star. The boy was a polymath
         – excelling across a range of subjects, but he was such an arrogant shit. Simon Tauber closed his eyes and asked God’s forgiveness
         for his uncharacteristic cruelty. ‘I am not myself, today, Lord,’ he reminded his Maker. ‘I know a good teacher would never
         put such a label on a child – but…?’ And there, his prayer ended. He knew that a man who was truly penitent could never ‘but’
         before God. But his rational mind insisted there was something in Max that tainted his brilliance and when Karl and Elsa conferred
         on a task, there was something in his face. Perhaps it was just a longing to be part of their unconscious closeness. But?
      

      
      To distract himself, the teacher let his attention move among the others. Apart from Elsa, he surmised, most of the girls
         would leave school at the earliest possible opportunity to work on the family farm or in the village, until they married.
         Why not? he argued with himself; it will be a good life for them, here in Hallstatt. And yet his heart protested against the
         inevitability of it. His heart sank further as he assessed the boys. How they hankered after war, he despaired. Have their
         fathers no memories? Who could remember the Somme or Passchendaele and not bar the recruiting sergeant from the door? Why
         do the young insist on drawing Death’s attention, like children edging to the centre of the frozen lake where the ice is thinnest?
         Suddenly, a burst of sunlight defied his mood, and the dusty classroom window, to flood their faces. As one, they turned to
         it, like sunflowers. Only he could see their shadows stretching long and black behind them. ‘Carpe diem,’ seize the day, his
         heart urged but his tongue caught and swallowed it. Small children inhabit and are possessed by the present, he knew.
      

      
      These young men and women existed only in the present moment, but it was the future that occupied them. It is only the old
         who appreciate the preciousness of each passing moment and, by then, it is too late. He had read somewhere that if mothers
         truly remembered the pains of childbirth, they would never give birth to another child. Amnesia, he concluded, is the real recruiting sergeant. It dulls the agony of the man-boy blown to bits
         or crucified on the wire. And so, it urges us to put up monuments; huge slabs of stone to suppress the real memories. We cast
         the dead in heroic bronze to transform the terrible into something more palatable in the short term, and more seductive to
         the next generation. Let’s not forget the shame, he prompted himself. What happens to those who lose a war; those who barter
         a generation of golden sons for the dross of defeat? Shame, he thought, is the anger that sours and eats the soul. It is such
         a small step from ‘shame’ to ‘blame’ and then a nation and every house within it divides against itself, and those whose words
         fall like sparks on that dry tinder blaze to prominence and power. And what of those whose faces do not fit – whose faith
         has made them, even marginally, separate and therefore suspect and …? He was surprised at the sheen of sweat on his forehead.
         I am afraid, he thought and let that shuddering realisation run through him. I have fallen under the shadow of the Chinese
         curse and have ‘come to the attention of the authorities’.
      

      
      The policeman had come before dawn. The teacher had asked him inside because invitation lessens the sting of intrusion and
         he had treated him with all the courtesy he would have extended to any neighbour. The policeman had been his neighbour before
         his duty brought him in another guise. They had sat across the kitchen table from each other, Tauber in his dressing gown
         and slippers, trying to ignore the feeling of nakedness that chilled his bare ankles. The policeman had asked for his papers
         in a formal language that marked and measured the distance between them. With trembling hands, he had unearthed his papers
         from the drawer in the kitchen table; tugging them free of the bric-a-brac that seemed to protest their leaving. The policeman’s
         lips moved as he read and the teacher wondered if he was aware of that.
      

      
      ‘Everything in order?’

      
      He asked the question to relieve the tension that was becoming an ache in his belly.

      
      ‘I’m afraid not, Herr Tauber. Your wife … your late wife … was a Roman Catholic, according to her papers.’

      
      ‘Yes, yes, of course, she was baptised here in Hallstatt.’
      

      
      The policeman nodded. ‘But you, Herr Tauber …’ He paused and picked up a page as if to re-read something, but his lips did
         not move.
      

      
      ‘I was born Jewish, in Vienna. It’s all there; including my conversion and baptism into the Roman Catholic Church before our
         marriage.’
      

      
      ‘Ah,’ the policeman grunted.

      
      Simon Tauber knew he should let the silence stretch. Even a rural schoolteacher knew how filling silences revealed more than
         you intended, but his fear overrode his good sense.
      

      
      ‘This all happened some years ago, so, you see, the new laws concerning Jews converting to Christianity do not apply to me.’

      
      The policeman brought the page a little closer to his eyes.

      
      ‘Herr Steiger, the current laws apply only to those who have recently converted,’ he said, as if explaining some crystal clear
         fact to a particularly dense student.
      

      
      ‘And why do you think that is so, Herr Tauber?’

      
      ‘Why? I suppose … of course, I am not a legal person but, I surm— … imagine it is to prevent Jews from evading the law in
         some way … by converting, that is.’
      

      
      ‘But, the motive, Herr Tauber,’ the policeman said, placing the page on the table before him, ‘the motive, then or now, could
         be the same.’
      

      
      ‘If you will check with Father Kyril—’

      
      ‘I have spoken to Father Kyril. He cannot, in conscience, vouch for your motives. There is room for doubt, Herr Tauber,’ he
         concluded, tapping the side of his nose with his forefinger as if considering a complex legal problem.
      

      
      For a moment, Tauber was at a loss. His papers were in order. This nit-picking over motives was … Ah! He leaned back in his
         chair as he realised his error. He had forgotten the rules of the game. It was a simple game played in every walk of life.
         It had other names, of course, like ‘observing the proprieties’, but it all boiled down to the same game. According to the
         rules of the game, the shopper greeted the butcher, formally and respectfully, before they both proceeded to the transaction.
         The priest was asked if he could provide a baptism certificate, as a favour, even though it was a right and he had a duty to provide it.
         Herr Steiger, according to bierkeller gossip, was a man of small ability and enormous self-importance. Tauber had heard him
         referred to as ‘the little corporal’, and he idly wondered, in his teacher’s way, if the reference was to Napoleon or Hitler.
         In his innocence, he had asked his wife and, he remembered, she’d looked at him with a mixture of exasperation and affection.
         ‘Not Hitler,’ she’d said definitively. ‘Herr Steiger has Hitler at home.’ When she was sure he had digested this, she had
         continued to warn him of the importance of ‘staying out of his way’. This most Christian of women was wiser in the ways of
         the real world than the learned Simon Tauber. Essentially, she had cautioned him to observe the rules of the game. He leaned
         forward and bowed his head. When he spoke, his voice was deferential and subdued.
      

      
      ‘Surely,’ he began, ‘a man in your position is empowered to exercise a degree of … discretion in such matters?’

      
      He watched the muscles of the policeman’s jaw relax. The game had begun.

      
      ‘Of course, of course,’ he huffed. ‘My superiors in Vienna leave many matters to my discretion, but …’

      
      The teacher dropped his voice to little above a whisper.

      
      ‘Of course’, he concurred. ‘They rely on you to do what is best for the community under your protection. I’m sure this is
         yet another burden you carry, along with all your other duties. I hope the community appreciates that.’
      

      
      The policeman pursed his lips and nodded solemnly. ‘Some do,’ he granted.

      
      ‘I would like to consider myself among them,’ Simon Tauber said. ‘I am sure you and I can come to an accommodation that would
         satisfy the law and all parties concerned.’
      

      
      The policeman nodded again, stretched his legs and stood. ‘Perhaps, you’re right, Herr Tauber,’ he said. ‘Such things are
         best kept local; between people who know and understand each other. Yes, leave it with me. I’m sure we can arrive at an accommodation.’
         He scooped the papers from the table. ‘Until tonight, Herr Tauber.’
      

      
      Simon Tauber broke from his reverie and looked through the schoolhouse window at the lake. He had scraped together every schilling
         he could find and hoped it would be enough of an accommodation for the policeman, who was coming again that evening. And perhaps
         some night next week, Tauber mused bitterly, as ‘complications’ arose. This was a game he could not win. At best, he could
         only hope to limit his losses.
      

      
      ‘Herr Tauber?’

      
      ‘What?’

      
      He realised his students had been waiting.

      
      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid I … I was somewhere else. No doubt you would also like to be somewhere else as well.’ They
         smiled dutifully. ‘I’ve been looking out over the lake and thinking how lucky I’ve been. I came here to Hallstatt as a substitute
         teacher and found my wife. She knew more about the history of Hallstatt than any historian. We walked a lot; I was younger
         then. Naturally, we explored the mines, as I’m sure you have.’ He looked at them and added mischievously, ‘We didn’t need
         our parents’ permission.’
      

      
      Some of the students smiled while a few dropped their eyes selfconsciously.

      
      ‘And we walked in the Dachstein Mountains,’ he continued, ‘but our walks always ended at the lake. She told me how our Celtic
         ancestors threw offerings in the water because they thought God lived there. Sometimes, I allowed myself to become distracted
         by … by really important things like correcting essays.’
      

      
      They laughed at this while he strolled to the window.

      
      ‘When you’re young, it’s so easy to become distracted from what matters,’ he said quietly. He lifted his eyes to the white
         crests of the mountains. ‘Whatever happiness I have known since … I have known here with you and I thank you.’
      

      
      He turned and looked at them.

      
      ‘It is much too nice a day for you to sit here listening to me ramble. Go, go for a walk,’ he said, flapping his hand at them.
         ‘Adam and Eve did not know they lived in Paradise until it was lost to them.’
      

      
      *

      
      Simon Tauber stood in the centre of his kitchen and concluded that it was as clean as a man could make it. He padded into
         the bathroom and shaved, carefully, avoiding his eyes in the mirror. He dressed in his best, dark suit and tied a cravat under
         his stiff, white collar. When he left, he simply pulled the door behind him. The streets lay deserted as twilight blurred
         towards true night under the looming shadow of the mountains. A little light leaked from the window shutters of the tall houses
         so that he didn’t have to watch his step and could look around him. Simon Tauber imprinted the topography on his mind as he
         walked through the silent village. His eyes travelled over the canted roofs and the stark silhouette of the church until they
         lifted to the houses that straggled up the slopes and vanished in the darkness. His eyes swung back to the church and to the
         little light that identified the priest’s house sheltering in its shadow. Perhaps if I spoke to Father Kyril, he thought.
         He remembered knocking on the door of that house when he had gone for instruction, prior to baptism. The priest had not made
         any eye contact and had gone through the motions, like a man whose mind and heart were elsewhere. Tauber remembered the contorted
         cross behind the priest’s shoulder as they had sat at the table and he had wondered if it had been strategically placed so
         that a penitent or, as in his case, a supplicant would reflect upon his part in that agony. His baptism had occurred before
         dawn in the cold and echoing church; ‘to avoid scandal,’ the priest had muttered. After breakfast, Clara had encouraged him
         to go for a walk. In her wisdom, she’d invented some excuse to stay at home so that he could have time alone with his thoughts.
         He’d followed the same route he took now, letting the memories of his bar mitzvah and many happy Seder meals wash over him.
         Three days later, a final letter from his sister informed him that his father had recited Kaddish for him – the Jewish prayer
         for the dead.
      

      
      The road edged the lake and he followed it to a fringe of beach that jutted into the water. His boots crunched on the shingle,
         keeping time with the rhythmic slapping of the small waves. Their walks always ended here. All along the route, Clara would
         stride forward, lured by the next object of interest, while he would trail behind, slowed by his own thoughts, until she was
         almost out of sight. Then he would call to her, ‘Wait, darling, I don’t want to lose you.’ She would retrace her steps and link his arm. Even in
         the gathering dark, he’d known she was smiling. He stepped into the lake and shuddered as the water lapped his knees and then
         higher until he found it hard to hold his footing. ‘Wait, darling,’ he gasped before the water filled his mouth.
      

      
      HALLSTATT: THE BIERKELLER, THREE NIGHTS LATER

      
      The occasional pop of wood burning in the hearth was the loudest sound in the bierkeller. Gert finished wiping the bar top
         and started to polish the glasses. He knew it was a futile exercise. During the night, the downdraught from the chimney would
         coat both bar and glasses with a fine ash. His solitary customer sat swaying on a stool, trying to stay in synch with his
         glass on the bar. The one-armed boatman was alone tonight, Gert noted; no Erich to shadow and steer him home when the drink
         inevitably took his land legs. He hoped the boatman’s son was at home with his mother and sisters. No boy should see what
         had come up on his father’s grappling hook that morning, Gert grimaced. The women would know how to handle him. The beer would
         dull the reality for Johann, as it had done since he’d left his arm in Ypres.
      

      
      ‘Hard work,’ he muttered sympathetically, and leaned forward to refill the glass. Johann showed no sign of having heard him
         and the barkeeper returned to his meaningless chores.
      

      
      The carpenter came in at about nine. Gert saw him scan the room and read the boatman’s back. He wasn’t surprised when he took
         the stool beside Johann. Rudi was like that; tough as seasoned teak on the outside and soft as balsa when there was trouble.
         Rudi crooked a finger and watched the foam rise in his glass. They were on their third glass when Tomas, the miner, arrived.
         He ducked inside the door as if he had made the journey from home in a thunderstorm. The salt mines took some of them that
         way, Gert knew. Most miners raised their heads when coming up in the cage, like divers coming up for air. He’d see them in the village at the weekends ambling tippy-toed and looking up as if they could
         inhale the sky before submerging again. Not Tomas though. Tomas loved the closed spaces. His workmates said he became almost
         jolly as the cage went down; straightened up and became a different man; different to the man who hunkered into the inn the
         odd night and burrowed into whatever shadowy nook was available. Gert watched the big man pause inside the door, shake himself,
         like a wet dog, edge towards the shadow-side of the chimney breast and stop. His eyes found Johann and Tomas and, with slow
         steps, he approached the bar, hoisting himself on a stool so that the boatman was flanked by himself and Rudi. His eyes never
         left the bar top as Gert poured.
      

      
      ‘Never saw him without a book,’ the boatman said to no one in particular. ‘’Specially after his wife died.’ He made an effort
         at crossing himself but abandoned it. ‘Always a book. Sitting there with his face to the fire.’
      

      
      ‘Wasn’t too fond of company, then?’ Rudi prompted gently. It was a ploy, the barkeeper knew, to keep Johann talking. They
         all knew it for what it was – except Johann.
      

      
      ‘No,’ he protested, backhanding the foam from his mouth, ‘not like that at all. Not an ignorant bone in his body. Sat more
         side on, like, so you’d know he didn’t mind being spoken to.’
      

      
      ‘Did he?’

      
      ‘Did he what?’

      
      ‘Mind being spoken to,’ Rudi said patiently.

      
      ‘No, never. Someone’d always say “Evening, Herr Tauber”, and he’d always answer, like he’d like to say more but didn’t know
         how. Shy kind of a man, he was.’ He took another long swallow and angled his elbows for ballast on the bar. ‘Lively enough
         when she was alive, though.’
      

      
      ‘The wife?’

      
      ‘Yes. Always saw them walking around. Knew the pair of them from the boat. See everything from the boat. She’d be tacking
         over and back and him lagging back, but they always ended up together at the lake.’
      

      
      ‘Is that where she—?’

      
      Johann’s stare froze the barkeeper before he could finish his question.
      

      
      ‘Clara Tauber was a good Christian woman,’ he growled. ‘She died in her bed.’

      
      The three men nodded at this and addressed their drinks. The barkeeper sighed and drew a glass for himself. ‘Maybe it was
         because he was …’ He angled the glass beneath the spigot and watched the foam rise.
      

      
      ‘Was what?’ Johann asked.

      
      ‘Well, you know, not of the faith,’ the barman said, raising the glass to the vertical and setting it to stand.

      
      ‘Not of the faith,’ Johann mimicked.

      
      ‘It’s common knowledge he converted to marry her.’

      
      ‘Common knowledge,’ Johann said derisively. ‘Everything around here is fucking common knowledge.’

      
      Rudi stepped into the role of peacemaker.

      
      ‘I think what Gert means is—’

      
      ‘I know what he means,’ Johann said harshly. ‘He means Tauber was a Jew. There, I’ve said it. Did the fucking roof fall in?
         What he was never mattered a damn to anyone – well to anyone who mattered around here. Live and let live was always our way.
         What those other bastards think is—’
      

      
      ‘I heard tell he had a visitor,’ the barkeeper said hastily.

      
      ‘What?’

      
      ‘You know how it is around here – someone always sees.’

      
      ‘What visitor?’

      
      ‘As I heard it, the little corporal.’

      
      ‘What! Jesus Christ, don’t say there’s a law against reading books.’

      
      ‘Well, as a matter of fact …’

      
      ‘Ah, for pity’s sake, what will they think of next? Herr Tauber was an educated man. Books to a man like that were like food
         to folk like us.’
      

      
      ‘Still …’

      
      ‘Still my arse. That little prick in a uniform always makes more of himself by watching his neighbours.’

      
      ‘He’s not a little prick.’

      
      The others sat stunned into silence; not by what the miner had said but that he had spoken at all.
      

      
      ‘Why not?’ Johann asked cautiously.

      
      ‘I was in school with him,’ the miner answered. ‘He was a little prick then. He’s a bigger prick now.’

      
      And then they were laughing. Johann beat his fist on the top of the bar while the others leaned back and howled. After a while,
         they came back to their glasses.
      

      
      ‘No backbone in a prick,’ the miner added, ‘she has enough for both of them.’

      
      A geyser of beer jetted across the bar, and Rudi beat Johann on the back. When he could get his breath back, the boatman swivelled
         on his stool to confront the miner.
      

      
      ‘This fucker doesn’t talk for twenty years,’ he declared, ‘and then says it all in the one night.’

      
      Rudi raised four fingers and the miner smiled self-consciously as Johann pounded his shoulder.

      
      ‘You’re a dark one,’ Johann grunted approvingly. ‘Folk do say it’s her, not him. Not from around these parts, of course. Somewhere
         in Yugoslavia, or such.’
      

      
      ‘They have a boy,’ the barkeeper said.

      
      ‘She has,’ Johann said, after a pause.

      
      ‘Max is a fine lad,’ Rudi said quietly.

      
      ‘Aye,’Johann pounced, ‘if she’d let him be. Poor lad has Church and state for parents what with him trying to walk like Adolf
         and her haunting the Church.’
      

      
      ‘The priest …?’ the barkeeper prompted.

      
      ‘Off limits,’ Johann said, suddenly sober. ‘We don’t talk about the priest. He pours the water, hitches man and wife, and buries
         the dead. Minds his business. Suits us fine, that way. One policeman is plenty.’
      

      
      ‘But Tauber …’

      
      ‘Dead man,’ Johann said fiercely. ‘Walked into the lake. Three days and he came up on the hook, where I knew he would.’

      
      ‘Maybe he slipped or fell,’ Rudi suggested quietly.

      
      ‘Maybe Frau Steiger sleeps with her husband,’ Johann snapped. He emptied his glass and set it on the bar with a thud. ‘He
         had stones,’ he muttered.
      

      
      ‘Stones?’
      

      
      ‘In his pockets.’ The anger was gone from Johann, leaving his face creased and haggard. ‘There’s things can twist a man out
         of true,’ he added. ‘Rest in peace.’
      

      
      ‘Not in our cemetery,’ the barkeeper blurted, and paled as the three men glared at him.

      
      ‘As I hear it,’ he added weakly.

      
      ‘Haggling over a corpse,’ Johann shook his head wearily. ‘Soon enough, they’ll be burying more outside the cemetery than in
         it. Like the last time.’
      

      
      LATER, THE POLICEMAN’S HOUSE

      
      Something in the pattern of their conversation drew him from his book. Reluctantly, Max slotted a bookmark between the pages
         and closed the covers. He moved to the bookshelf, sliding noiselessly in his stockinged feet across the timbered floor of
         the attic bedroom. The book slotted precisely into the space where he had found it. He spun on the balls of his feet, slid
         back to the chair and listened. He had taught himself to listen. Most people his age, he’d concluded, merely heard. They opened
         their ears with their eyes, every morning, and let the torrent of competing sounds wash through their brains. Only the most
         strident sounds seemed to snag on their attention and then only momentarily replaced immediately by the next loud sound. He
         had taught himself to listen – to close his ears to a sharp focus so that he could sieve the occasional kernel from the general
         chaff. Over time, he had developed an ear for speech patterns; the way his mother talked to the butcher, for example. She
         would enquire about quality and price in a disinterested tone and make non-committal sounds as the man enthused about the
         joint in question. She would interrupt and ask about something else and that abrupt shift would catch him off-balance; make
         him hesitate, scrambling to redirect his flow. Before he could gain a new momentum, she would switch the conversation again, gradually taking control of the interaction from the flushed and gabbling man until he was reduced to
         silence and only one voice prevailed – hers. She never paid the asking price; never haggled in an apologetic, half-hearted
         tone. She declared – yes, that was the correct word – declared what she would spend and let him play the supplicant. How did
         she do this, he’d wondered, when other mothers moved instinctively towards compliance? Why would the only butcher in the village
         permit this woman to dictate when he could have refused and moved on to serve someone more willing? He knew that part of the
         answer lay in who she was and that led him to consider her sense of identity. Although she couched something in the language
         of ‘ask’, her tone left no doubt that she ‘expected’. Of course, the other part of the answer lay in the fact that she was
         the policeman’s wife and everyone knew that. They also knew, as Max did, that Steiger wore the uniform but it was his wife
         who exercised the real authority. Over time, he had mastered the range of non-verbal messages she could convey with a raised
         eyebrow, the twitch of her mouth or the slow turn of her head. There was still much to learn about wielding power, but his
         mother was the master and he was her apprentice.
      

      
      Max Steiger knew that he was adored by his mother. He accepted that totally; never applying the analysis he brought to all
         other matters. The boy saw his perfection reflected in her gaze and had no room for doubt or need for self-reflection.
      

      
      ‘She never touches you,’ a voice whispered in his head. ‘When has she ever brushed your hair out of your eyes, like Frau Hamner
         does with Karl? She—’
      

      
      ‘My mother loves me,’ he muttered savagely and stilled himself to listen. The buzz of his mother’s voice continued unabated
         through the floorboards and he relaxed.
      

      
      ‘Elsa never looks at you the way she looks at Karl,’ the voice said.

      
      He stood and began to pace the floor, shaking his head as if he had a wasp inside.

      
      ‘Elsa is nothing to me,’ he said fiercely. ‘Bloody troll’s daughter. I could have any girl. Eloïse watches me all the time
         and—’
      

      
      ‘But you ignore her.’

      
      ‘Of course I do,’ he said. ‘Mother does it to the women who try to make friends with her and the silly bitches just try harder.’
      

      
      ‘She does the same to your father.’

      
      ‘My father is nothing,’ he growled.

      
      Again, he tilted his head to the side to listen but the only voice in the Steiger household was his mother’s, kneading away
         at the clay that was his father.
      

      
      ‘Your father loves you.’

      
      He clenched his teeth on the rage that boiled up like bile from his belly so that his throat swelled and the veins stood out
         on his neck.
      

      
      ‘No,’ he gasped, ‘I don’t want his stupid love. I loathe his praise. When I see him smile like a beaten dog, I want to puke.’

      
      His eyes opened and he saw his hand hovering before his face, twisted into a claw. With a huge effort, he clasped it with
         his other hand and forced both into his lap as he slumped on the bed. He took deep breaths into his stomach and forced himself
         to relax. After a time, he rolled upright and palmed sweat from his forehead. His father, he accepted, was peripheral to his
         life. Herr Steiger had long ago given up the unequal contest for his son’s affection and compensated for his invisibility
         at home by trying to expand his importance in the community.
      

      
      The pattern of their conversations was usually made up of longer statements from her interspersed with shorter offerings from
         him. Tonight, the pattern was wrong. Their voices bounced through the wooden house, reflected on and upwards by the hard surfaces
         to the conical ear of the attic. Where Max sat listening. Where he heard the details of Simon Tauber’s death and the subtext
         of his father’s clumsy attempts at blackmail. It could have worked, Max reasoned. It would have worked if the policeman had
         presented the lure of a big bribe up front and … Better if he had … what? He thought it through for a few minutes, sitting
         immobile on his bed, his eyes open but out of focus. Abruptly, he sat forward. His father should have made an appointment
         with Herr Tauber and apologised for taking up his valuable time. His father … no, he, Max, would have given the papers a cursory
         glance and dismissed the whole thing as bureaucratic pen-pushers being over-zealous. In Vienna, of course. He would accept
         a glass of schnapps as a symbol of … of what? Friendship? No. Complicity? No. As a sign of an understanding between two professionals; men of standing within the community. He would have left the papers as a token of
         trust and assured the teacher that the matter was ended … as far as he was concerned. Why? Unconsciously, he ticked off the
         reasons on his fingers. Tauber would have been relieved and grateful – and beholden to the policeman. Vienna would have filed
         the policeman’s letter recommending that no further action be taken on the matter, thus avoiding crushing a very small grape
         in the enormous bureaucratic wine press, with nothing to show at the end of it all but a stain of juice-blood on the policeman’s
         hands. But a drowned teacher … the rumours that would run rife in Hallstatt. Max tuned into his mother’s monologue, just long
         enough to hear her confirm his analysis.
      

      
      So, Max mused, Tauber is dead. The man had been an adequate teacher, if a little prone to moralising and embarrassing flights
         of reminiscence. He hoped the replacement teacher would have more to offer. Education, his mother repeated often, was Max’s
         passport to possibilities beyond Hallstatt. The world was changing, she said, and a young man should seize every chance to
         better himself. Seize the day, the teacher had liked to say, and then, under pressure from a petty official, he had simply
         let go. Tauber, he concluded, had been a weak man and the world didn’t tolerate weakness.
      

      
      He took the book from the shelf again, found his place and blanked out the world beyond the page.

      
      THE MINER’S HOUSE

      
      ‘That you, Elsa?’

      
      ‘No, it’s Baba Yaga, the witch, your mother.’

      
      She hefted the basket to the table and unbuttoned her coat, reflecting on how strange it was that sometimes she opened her
         mouth and her mother spoke. It had been ten years now but the thought of her mother still brought her pain. She remembered
         her as being as broad across the shoulders as her father, but that was impossible. No one could be that broad. But her last memory of the stick woman with the huge eyes who seemed to be drowning in white pillows
         was crystal clear. Only her mother’s sharp tongue had remained unimpaired, she remembered, smiling. She was always chivvying
         her husband, always prodding him with sharp remarks while he pretended to be shocked and frightened. And then she’d died.
         And him? He began to … shamble. He began to favour small spaces – places where he could burrow away from the pain. She worried
         about him. She was worried now that he hadn’t responded with some witty reply.
      

      
      ‘Are you deaf as well?’ she challenged.

      
      ‘Elsa,’ he called, and her heart chilled. When she opened the door, he was sitting at the corpse of the fire, his stockinged
         feet curled like sleeping pups in the hearth.
      

      
      ‘Sit down,’ he said, ‘I have something to tell you.’

      
      She was not a girl who cried easily but the tears burned her cheeks, dripping sharp drops on her hands.

      
      ‘Oh, the stupid, stupid man,’ she said raggedly.

      
      ‘No, Liebchen,’ he said softly. Such a gentle voice from such a big man, she thought, through her tears. ‘Up,’ he said and
         she climbed into his lap as she had not done since childhood.
      

      
      ‘Up’ was sometimes for swinging her, almost as high as the rafters, while her mother shouted, ‘You’ll knock her brains out.’

      
      ‘Couldn’t happen you,’ he’d say, swinging his daughter happily. ‘Can you see the stars?’ he’d laugh.

      
      Other times, ‘Up’ was for wrapping her in his massive arms while he crooned away some fright or pain.

      
      ‘He was a good man,’ he whispered. ‘It’s only right that you should cry for him.’

      
      He anticipated and stilled her protest with a gentle squeeze. ‘You are angry at the waste of a good man,’ he continued. ‘Rest
         awhile and think of him.’
      

      
      She did as he’d asked and her tears felt softer.

      
      ‘What will happen in school now?’ she sniffed.

      
      ‘They’ll find someone else,’ he said practically. ‘He will never be Herr Tauber but he will be a teacher and you’ll respect
         that.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, Papa.’

      
      ‘Good. In the meantime, maybe you and Karl can study together – if it wouldn’t be too much of an affliction.’
      

      
      ‘What?’

      
      Immediately she was on the defensive. ‘You can’t think I … I mean …’

      
      ‘No, Liebchen,’ he said seriously, ‘of course not.’ But she could feel the laughter rumbling in his chest.

      
      ‘Karl is my friend, Papa,’ she said tartly but she knew her father was a lost cause.

      
      ‘And a good one,’ he said. ‘I am happy for you.’

      
      She stared into his eyes for a moment. ‘You know your eyebrows are like caterpillars?’ she said, smiling, but her voice shook.

      
      He closed his arms around her and she laid her face against his warmth.

      
      ‘Can you see the stars?’ he whispered.

      
      ‘Yes, Papa,’ she said, although she knew it was just the light of the lantern distorted by her tears.

      
      THE CARPENTER’S HOUSE, THE FOLLOWING MORNING

      
      The light woke him. Karl lay still for a minute, letting the familiarity of his bedroom dispel the weird landscape of his
         dream. In the dream, a small man had been hurrying through the shadows of looming houses. He had moved faster and faster and
         finally escaped the mazy streets that tried to confound him. Lying in the secure warmth of his bed, Karl wondered why he couldn’t
         remember the man’s identity or what he had done next or why his mother hadn’t called him.
      

      
      He knew, the minute he entered the kitchen, that something was amiss. His mother leaned from the stove for her morning hug,
         as she always did. His father sat at the table, his chair, as always, angled sideways so that he could see the forested slopes
         of the mountains through the kitchen window. His father cradled his coffee mug in both hands, letting the warmth ease his
         fingers before he went to the workshop. Karl was an only child. ‘Only is lonely,’ he’d heard other mothers chide his mother. Without
         the distraction of siblings, his attention had always been focused on his parents; like the blinding white sunspot he created
         with a magnifying glass when he burned his name on timber off-cuts.
      

      
      ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.

      
      Even their surprise looked feigned and his anxiety tightened another notch.

      
      ‘Sit down, Karl,’ his father said, hooking the chair beside him from the table. He sat. His father looked expectantly at his
         mother and sighed.
      

      
      ‘It’s Herr Tauber, isn’t it?’ Karl blurted. He stared at his father for a moment and swung his head to his mother, who continued
         to prod whatever she was cooking. He knew from the set of her shoulders that she was crying.
      

      
      ‘Where?’ he asked.

      
      ‘In the lake,’ his father said softly.

      
      Karl dropped his eyes to the table and concentrated on following the patterns of whorls and grain lines that rippled in the
         polished timber. He felt a swelling in his chest and a hot pressure behind his eyes.
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, son,’ his father said and reached across to touch his head.

      
      Karl wanted to lean into his father’s strong, warm hand. He sensed his mother was waiting to come and wrap him in her arms
         but he was sixteen years old; longing for and resisting the comfort in equal measure.
      

      
      ‘He was a good teacher,’ his father offered.

      
      ‘Yes,’ he heard himself say, and once his tongue had shaped the single word, its companions followed in hard clumps that hurt
         his throat. ‘Yesterday … yesterday he talked … he told us about walking with his wife. It was funny … and sad. He said it
         was too nice a day for class and sent us away.’ He was silent for a long time, even though his throat moved as if words were
         welling up from inside. ‘Elsa and I walked to the lake. She said he’d sounded … troubled.’ The word warbled in his mouth and
         he turned his head away.
      

      
      ‘She’s a bright girl, Elsa.’
      

      
      ‘Yes … yes, she is very intelligent.’ He blushed. Rudi saw the colour rise from the hollow in his son’s throat and climb his
         cheeks to the roots of his hair. He stood, took his mug to the sink and rested his hand on his wife’s shoulder.
      

      
      ‘I’m working on a table for Heinze,’ he said sadly and walked out to the workshop.

      
      ‘Mutti?’

      
      ‘Yes, my son.’

      
      ‘Why … why would a man choose to die?’

      
      Oh my boy, she thought, wrestling to control her tears. Questions, always questions from the time when you were old enough
         to ask. And always the ‘why’ questions; the hardest ones to answer. She pressed her apron to her face and came to stand behind
         him, resting her palms on his shoulders. She could feel the warmth of him and measure the spread of his shoulders through
         his shirt.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Sometimes … sometimes I think people don’t choose to die unless they feel that have no chance of
         living well.’
      

      
      He turned his head and looked at her and she was cut by the expression of incomprehension on his face.

      
      ‘But he was a teacher, Mother,’ he said. ‘He knew so many things and I …’

      
      ‘I know, son,’ she said wrapping him in her arms and resting her chin on the crown of his head so he’d know she couldn’t see
         him cry. She hoped he wouldn’t ask any more questions.
      

      
      THE OFFICE OF CARDINAL TISSERANT, THE VATICAN

      
      The cardinal squeezed his eyes shut and snagged a fistful of his beard in a white-knuckled fist. Those who knew the cardinal
         would have smiled at his familiar pose of intense concentration. His secretary knew him well enough to remain immobile and
         silent. Eugène Tisserant was a Prince of the Roman Catholic Church – he was also a man with a volcanic temper. His white-knuckled left hand, which closed around a letter, trembled slightly.


      ‘When?’ he growled.
      

      
      ‘Two, perhaps three weeks ago,’ the secretary said softly. ‘It has been in Leiber’s desk-tray since then.’

      
      The cardinal opened his eyes and held the letter more closely, as if he could stare it into denying its message.

      
      ‘Roncalli,’ he said, dropping his eyes to the signature.

      
      ‘Cardinal Angelo Roncalli is our nuncio in Turkey and Greece,’ the secretary replied promptly. ‘He—’

      
      ‘I know who Roncalli is,’ Tisserant interrupted. ‘Born near Bergamo; a little sheep-shit village in northern Italy. Big brain,
         big belly; a career diplomat watching his promotion like all the other Italians elbowing at the trough in this …’ He gestured
         with the hand holding the letter to encompass … what? Saint Peter’s Basilica, across the piazza three floors below them, was
         just waking to the early light. He saw a solitary pilgrim push through the great bronze door. In his more cynical moments,
         he thought of the basilica as a religious tourist attraction; a semi-sacred souvenir stall, joined at the hip to the Vatican
         Palace. Oh yes, it held out its colonnaded arms to the world but the offices of powerful men crowded its back and sides; the
         private power base behind the public face.
      

      
      ‘I should have gone to war,’ he said wearily, tucking the letter in his cassock pocket. ‘I did, the first time. Tisserant
         of the French intelligence corps.’ He coughed a sharp laugh. ‘If ever there was an oxymoron.’ He slumped in the comfortless
         chair, turning his face to the window. ‘He refused me permission this time,’ he continued, as if to himself, ‘he said the
         Church was already at war with the Bolsheviks.’
      

      
      ‘Surely the Holy Father meant the Nazis?’

      
      ‘Don’t come all snide with me, Emil,’ the cardinal snorted, in mock reproof. ‘You know very well that Pacelli the Pope cannot
         wage war against the people with whom Pacelli the Secretary of State signed a concordat. The little corporal guaranteed our
         schools and property, and the quid pro quo was the conscience of the Catholic Church in the Reich. And now the shepherd is
         silent as the lambs are led to the slaughter.’ He tapped the pocket containing the letter. ‘Especially when the lambs are not of
         our flock. Roncalli is a diplomat to the pin of his size eighteen collar,’ he continued. ‘As you would expect, his letter
         is carefully crafted. The sources of his information are not named. He presents this information without recommendation. All
         the more reason to believe that what he says is true.’ He snagged his beard in his fist again and gave it a firm tug before
         continuing. ‘The Jews are being culled, Emil. We have eyes and ears throughout Europe. Mon Dieu, we have people in the Reichstag.
         Every time Hitler farts, someone in the Vatican rushes to open a window. And what does the pope do? I advised him in 1939
         to write an encyclical telling Catholics that it was their duty to resist the unjust laws of an authoritarian state. He said
         he didn’t want advisors; he wanted people who would do what he told them. And now, he receives the Nazi Ribbentrop in the
         audience chamber where they have coffee and argue theology in fluent German. He sends bloodless letters to Der Führer spending
         hours picking and choosing his words in case they upset that lunatic. Merde, I’m beginning to ramble just like my father.’
      

      
      ‘Does your father have an appointment with his Holiness in five minutes’?

      
      ‘What? Oh!’

      
      Cardinal Tisserant barrelled down a walkway, latticed by the columns of Bernini’s colonnade. Saint Peter’s Square yawned to
         his left, the Egyptian Obelisk silhouetted against a brightening sky. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the ever-present
         truck parked at the mouth of the Via della Concillazione, just beyond the boundary of the square, and a single black-clad
         figure watching the pigeons strut to and fro.
      

      
      ‘Benito keeps a beady eye on his prisoners,’ he growled, before hunching his shoulders and stepping through the bronze door.
         He nodded to the Swiss Guards flanking the entrance, speculating on how these sons of the cantons would fare with ceremonial
         lances against carbines, and pounded up the Scala Regia, Bernini’s ornate staircase. Slightly out of breath, he passed through
         the Sala Regia, ignoring the works of Sagallo, slowing only to admire Michelangelo’s Crucifixion of Saint Peter in the Cappella Paolina. ‘That could be prophetic,’ he muttered, as he braced himself to climb yet more stairs to the Sala
         Clementina, the anteroom to the pope’s study. Even at this early hour, it was crowded. Tisserant stepped inside the door and
         waited.
      

      
      Gradually, the hubbub died away as they became aware of the Secretary of the Congregation for the Oriental Churches. Slowly,
         he made his way down the aisle that appeared as the diplomats ebbed to either side of the room. Tisserant nodded sympathetically
         at the British ambassador to the Holy See and presented a stony face to the German, von Bergen. It was an effort to keep his
         face expressionless as he noticed Paveliç, the Croat fascist leader, hovering at the back, trying to hide behind the broad
         shoulders of men who looked uncomfortable in formal morning suits. ‘Wolves in sheep’s clothing’ he said to himself, ‘waiting
         for an audience with the shepherd. That’s an anomaly to consider later.’
      

      
      The papal secretaries rose from their desks flanking the door to the inner sanctum. Leiber and Kaas, he knew, were ‘souvenirs’
         Pacelli had brought back from his spell in Germany. Oleaginous, he thought as they adjusted their identical, obsequious smiles.
         From the Latin, ‘oleaginous’ and the French ‘oleagineux’, he knew. The root word was ‘oleum’, meaning oil, and Tisserant could
         have ransacked the twelve other languages he spoke fluently and not found enough words to describe the unctuous pair.
      

      
      ‘His Holiness has been expecting you, Eminence,’ Leiber wheezed, with just a taint of reproof in his voice.

      
      ‘And something from Roncalli, I imagine,’ Tisserant said, and took sinful pleasure as the colour drained from the secretary’s
         face. As if choreographed, the secretaries spun as one and preceded him through the door. When they had closed it behind him,
         they sank to their knees with downcast eyes.
      

      
      The only other person present, apart from the Supreme Pontiff, was Cardinal Maglione, the Secretary of State. Tisserant knew
         the Romans liked to pun on his name which meant ‘sweater’ in Italian. ‘When the Pope goes out without his sweater, he catches
         cold,’ the local mantra ran. Pius XII was not close to Maglione.
      

      
      Tisserant had heard Pius say, on more than one occasion, that he preferred to insult his friends rather than his enemies because
         his friends were more likely to forgive him. Tisserant also knew he himself didn’t number among the papal friends. How much
         of an enemy the pope considered him to be, he didn’t know.
      

      
      Tisserant inclined his head to Maglione, who returned the gesture of recognition without changing his expression, and took
         a moment to examine the office of the Successor to Saint Peter. If ‘the apparel oft proclaims the man’ as Shakespeare contended,
         then, the cardinal concluded, this room reflected the austerity that characterised Pius XII. After the ornamental excesses
         of the rooms he had just come through, this one was almost studiously bare. There was nothing here of colour or warmth. The
         desk was as spare and functional as the man who sat behind it. The pope continued to scan the document before him, a fountain
         pen poised in his right hand, like a harpoon, the cardinal mused, ready to strike at the slightest error. A document containing
         the most innocent mistake or one that failed the rigid double-spacing rule would be returned to the writer … once. Pius was
         a thin man, made even more wraith-like by his blinding-white cassock and skull cap. The ensemble seemed to bleach his already
         pale face. Some thought it made him appear angelic. Yes, like a Bernini angel, Tisserant thought, bloodless and cold as only
         marble can be.
      

      
      He watched the pope perform the rituals that marked the conclusion of any work he did on documents. First, there was the careful
         examination of the nib of his fountain pen for any foreign bodies that might impede its flow. Then, he dipped it fastidiously
         in the inkwell, like a heron plucking a fish from a pond. Carefully, he scraped off the excess ink on the rim of the inkwell
         before signing the document. Next, he wiped the nib clean with a cloth and laid the pen aside so that it was perfectly aligned
         with the edge of the blotter. Finally, he blotted the document and held it out before him. Leiber rose from his knees, took
         the document with due reverence and subsided to his knees again.
      

      
      ‘Procedamus in pace,’ the pope said tonelessly. ‘Let us proceed in peace.’
      

      
      On cue, Kaas cleared his throat and began to speak.

      
      ‘Holiness, we have been informed by the nuncio in Berlin that Major General Erich Marcks has completed his plan for the invasion
         of the Soviet Union. Our sources in the Berchtesgaden say the Führer will authorise the operation in May to avail of the mild
         weather.’
      

      
      The pope inclined his head fractionally in Maglione’s direction.

      
      ‘He will strike north to Leningrad to secure a port and south to the Baku oilfields,’ Maglione said, confidently. ‘But the
         armies at the centre will strike directly for Moscow. It is Hitler’s belief that the Soviet Union will disintegrate when Moscow
         is taken.’
      

      
      ‘His belief and our hope,’ the pontiff murmured.

      
      ‘It won’t happen.’

      
      Tisserant sensed the secretaries stiffen from their reverential crouch. In his peripheral vision, he watched Maglione fold
         his hands in a pious pose and bow his head. For the first time since he’d entered the room, the pope looked at him directly.
      

      
      ‘His Eminence doesn’t believe Hitler will take Moscow?’

      
      ‘That’s not what I said, Holiness,’ Tisserant answered evenly. ‘Hitler may very well take Moscow, if he can supply his forces
         and outrun the winter, but the Soviet Union will not fragment if he does.’
      

      
      ‘If you cut the head from a bear, does it not die?’ the pope asked dryly.

      
      ‘Russia is more a hydra than a bear, Holiness. Cut a hydra’s head and it grows another; perhaps two more heads. Wherever Stalin
         is will become the capital, and there is a lot of Russia stretching from Moscow to the Siberian border.’
      

      
      ‘So, Stalin will run. But surely even he cannot outrun General Guderian’s Tiger tanks?’

      
      Kaas and Leiber sniggered dutifully, and Pius allowed himself the ghost of a smile. Tisserant knew the pope liked to collect
         esoteric information. He kept a vast library of reference books on a huge range of topics and had minions to devil for him
         night and day. So, he thought, the Supreme Pontiff of the Holy Roman Catholic Church wants to play at war.
      

      
      ‘Tiger tanks have a fuel capacity of four hundred and seventy litres which allows them an operational range of just two hundred
         kilometres, Holiness. That fuel will have to be transported by road – a road that will become longer and longer as the blitzkrieg
         succeeds. They may well be running on fumes before they get to Moscow. As for Stalin running, history tells us the Russians
         retreated before Napoleon, whose Grand Armée was reduced to attacking their rear, but, when they were ready, the Russians
         turned. Half a million Frenchmen marched into Russia – just over a quarter survived to escape across the Berezina river.’
      

      
      There was a long silence before the pope spoke again.

      
      ‘Such matters rest in the hands of God, Eminence. It is easy to become distracted from our purpose by the affairs of nations.’
         He leaned back in his chair.
      

      
      Cardinal Tisserant felt he might explode. In just two short sentences, Pius had summed up his papal style. Firstly, he had
         steered a discussion he found unpalatable into the ‘God cul-de-sac’. To his supporters, it sounded like the response of a
         deeply spiritual man. To those inured to his platitudes, and Tisserant knew a growing number of churchmen and diplomats who
         were beginning to despair of this pope, it was just another example of avoidance. Among the Vatican civil service, placing
         something ‘in God’s hands’ was a euphemism for sitting on your own. ‘It is easy to become distracted from our purpose by the
         affairs of nations,’ reflected the duality that split the pope. Like the Manichean heretics, he saw the world as an arena
         in which absolute light contended with absolute darkness. His world was bisected between the affairs of God and the affairs
         of men, and there was more than a mild reproof to Tisserant in the suggestion that churchmen shouldn’t become immersed in
         or distracted by the latter.
      

      
      ‘Your Eminence would favour us with a brief on your plan for the evangelisation of the Slavs,’ the pope said.

      
      Finally, and this is what made the French cardinal remember his doctor’s mantra to ‘breathe not blow’, he was being asked
         to spell out a secret plan before a brother cardinal, who was not privy to it, and two German monsignori he did not trust.
      

      
      ‘I would be happy to brief the Holy Father on that matter,’ he said softly.

      
      Tisserant had to admire Pius the diplomat. The mask did not move. Perhaps the flick of his left hand was more peremptory than usual. Kaas and Leiber jerked as if on strings and stumbled upright,
         reversing out of the office. Maglione simply bowed as deeply as his arthritis would allow and shot Tisserant a look that was
         half-sympathetic and wholly cautionary when his back was turned to the pontiff. It was some moments before the pope spoke
         again.
      

      
      ‘You do not trust my Secretary of State in this matter.’

      
      It was a statement delivered without inflection.

      
      ‘Cardinal Maglione has been my friend for many years, Holiness. But it is well known within these walls that his office is
         a war room complete with maps detailing the deployment of armies; a map which is changed each day according to reports from
         our nuncios. I imagine it mirrors the maps in the London war office, the Berchtesgaden and the Kremlin. Unlike theirs, his
         office leaks like a colander.’
      

      
      ‘And my secretaries?’

      
      ‘I have no hard evidence against either man, Holiness. But, to put it bluntly, prudence demands that we limit access to this
         information. What they don’t know, they can’t divulge, either accidentally or by design.’
      

      
      ‘So be it. You may proceed.’

      
      Tisserant detailed the various seminaries throughout Rome that housed priests who were preparing to enter the Soviet Union
         through Romania and make contact with the Latin Rite Church. The Latin Rite was loyal to Rome and the thrust of his plan was
         that the infiltrated priests would use the contacts made to reach out to the larger and more influential Russian Orthodox
         Church. Tisserant was a man who respected words and now chose them carefully and sparingly to impart the essentials. When
         he had stopped speaking, the pope looked at a point over the cardinal’s head.
      

      
      ‘Perhaps this is the time ordained by God when the East will return to Rome,’ he said fervently.

      
      ‘The East will never return to Rome, Holiness.’

      
      Pius blinked.

      
      ‘And why not?’

      
      ‘There are a number of reasons. Among them, we must consider the fact that we excommunicated them. There is also the fact that they have managed quite well without us for centuries. In
         that time, they have developed a theology, liturgy and spirituality that is of their culture. As I understand it, our mission
         is to establish friendly relations with a sister church to our mutual benefit, not for them to bow to our authority.’
      

      
      The pope reached for a document on his desk and picked up his pen.

      
      ‘Thank you, your Eminence,’ he said. ‘Please keep me abreast of developments.’

      
      Tisserant bowed stiffly and moved to the door.

      
      ‘You didn’t support my papacy, did you, Eminence?’

      
      Tisserant paused with his hand on the door handle. He turned and looked at the pope, who continued to work on a document as
         if nothing had been said. The cardinal waited until the movement of the pen slowed and stilled and the pope looked up.
      

      
      ‘I would like to sit,’ the cardinal said.

      
      He watched the other man’s face as he wrestled with this concept, a concept so alien to him that he put his pen on the desk
         without any of the usual nonsense.
      

      
      ‘I would like to sit,’ Tisserant repeated. ‘As a Prince of the Church, it offends my vanity to stand before your desk like
         a student before his headmaster. Vanity is unbecoming in a cardinal, I know, but I am not as young as I once was and so I
         would like to sit.’
      

      
      Seemingly at a loss for words, the pope waved vaguely at a chair beside the door. Tisserant lifted the chair and paced forward
         to place it before the desk. He sat. ‘You were saying?’ he prompted.
      

      
      ‘I … I said you didn’t support my papacy.’

      
      ‘If you’re asking if I voted for you in conclave, then you know I can’t answer that question. We are both bound by the same
         oath of silence, never to divulge how we or any other voted. However, it is no great secret that I was opposed to your candidacy.’
      

      
      ‘And do you now support and serve me as pope?’

      
      ‘No, I do not. I support the gospels and serve the Church that tries to promote them. Whoever happens to be pope at this or
         any time should have no bearing on my primary commitment. Many have sat on the throne of Peter who were selected by the patrician families of Rome and not elected by the College of Cardinals.
         We have had the mad and the bad, murderers and fornicators as popes, and the Church has managed to survive them all.’
      

      
      ‘You think I am an unworthy pope?’

      
      ‘No one is worthy to be pope, Holiness. No one deserves it of right and I wouldn’t wish the burden of it on an enemy. But,
         as a member of the College of Cardinals, I do owe you the truth, as I see it. I did not support you because I felt you had
         been chosen by others long before the conclave and had been groomed accordingly. I felt you would be focused on the survival
         of the Church and the primacy of the papacy, to the detriment of both.’
      

      
      He looked at the still, frail figure opposite and paused. Inside every role, there is a man, he reminded himself. And that
         man was once a boy. While other boys had kicked a rag-ball on the streets of Rome, Eugenio Pacelli had been cosseted by a
         pious mother who had provided him with a piece of damask as a vestment and had helped him set up an altar complete with candles
         in tinfoil so that he could play at saying mass. While other young seminarians studied in institutions noted for their severe
         discipline and poor rations, Eugenio had been granted a special dispensation to live at home so that Signora Pacelli could
         cook the special meals demanded by his weak constitution; a condition that would have precluded any other seminarian from
         the priesthood. Eugenio Pacelli had never been just another boy or just any seminarian. He had been the intellectually gifted
         son of a lawyer in the service of the papacy; marked at an early age by his family and parish priest as suitable for priesthood.
         The boy Eugenio had been in training to this destiny from his earliest years, carrying the dreams of others on his frail shoulders.
         While other young Roman men searched for work and sought out the company of young women, his only female friendship had been
         with a young cousin whose father had considered it inappropriate and forbade it. Friendships among seminarians were carefully
         monitored to ensure they did not develop into ‘special friendships’, and life in the Vatican after ordination was not conducive
         to forming the easy relationships a man might develop with business colleagues in the world beyond the wall. For fifty-nine years, a succession of popes had opted
         to be prisoners of the Vatican to protest the confiscation of the Papal Territories until the concordat with Mussolini had
         granted autonomy to the tiny Vatican State. Pius XII, he realised, was not a political prisoner but a prisoner of the role
         of the papacy, a role he had been prepared for from childhood.
      

      
      He wondered what it was like to be Pacelli the Pope – to be ring-fenced by powerful cabals and courtiers, who decided whom
         he should meet and what he should hear. Even in what passed for his private life, this inner circle was mediated by Kaas and
         Leiber and manipulated by Pascalina, the German nun who had been his housekeeper in Munich and who had turned up, uninvited,
         in Rome after his election to take control of his household. It had been Pascalina who famously had interrupted a meeting
         with a foreign ambassador to announce that the pope’s hot milk was growing cold. It was Pascalina who choreographed his Christmas
         Day meetings with his family; formal, stilted affairs which ended when La Popessa, as the Romans dubbed her, decided they
         should end. Pius XII, he concluded, the Supreme Pontiff and Ruler of the Universal Catholic Church, had to be the loneliest
         man in the world.
      

      
      He remembered the Hebrew proverb, ‘What is spoken from the heart speaks to the heart,’ and decided it would be worth the risk.

      
      ‘Holiness,’ he began carefully, ‘Tu es Petrus … you are Peter. You are the supreme leader of the Church and I am one of its princes. You cannot attain any higher office,
         and I have no wish to. At heart, I believe, we are both priests and I would like to speak to you from my heart as a brother
         priest. Do you understand?’
      

      
      The pope nodded warily.

      
      Cardinal Tisserant suddenly realised that he had been holding his breath and now released it in a shuddering sigh.

      
      ‘I would also like to use the title one priest confers on another. Do you agree?’

      
      He could almost hear the gears grinding as the absolute ruler of the Church contemplated his question.

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Don Eugenio,’ the cardinal began carefully, ‘you were chosen for the Church at an early age. Your father and your brother
         both served the Vatican with devotion and distinction. From your ordination as a priest, you have been here. This has been
         your world. Yes, I know you have travelled widely as a diplomat and nuncio. You went to North America where you were received
         like royalty. America never really forgave the Founding Fathers for the presidency. In South America, they fired cannons on
         your arrival and priests pulled your carriage through the streets. I am not suggesting that you were seduced by such pomp.
         I am saying that you were seen in such places, not as yourself, Don Eugenio the priest, but as the voice and presence of your
         predecessor. And so, you met rulers and diplomats and powerful people and were housed in state cabins, palaces and mansions.
         A man who moves in such circles rarely sees beyond the circle. He rarely encounters those outside … the poor, the disenchanted,
         the unbeliever. It is part of the burden of all Vatican diplomats that they carry the Vatican like a carapace wherever they
         go in the world.’
      

      
      He paused and took a deep breath before continuing.

      
      ‘And when a crisis arose, you were sent by your predecessor to Germany. And there, for the sake of the Church you served,
         you signed an agreement with Adolf Hitler. It was an error, Don Eugenio. I believe a grievous one. As priests, the Church
         can never be our first concern. The Church is simply an institution that serves the people of God. You put Church before people.’
      

      
      Tisserant realised the enormity of what he was saying and paused to anchor his trembling hands to his knees. The man across
         the desk had bowed his head so that his eyes were hidden behind his steel-rimmed spectacles. When he spoke, his throat contorted
         with the effort.
      

      
      ‘They put a pistol to my head, Eugène,’ he whispered.

      
      Somewhere outside, a great bell rang once. The sound was muffled as if whoever was pulling the rope was reluctant to intrude
         on their conversation. The cardinal allowed the silence to stretch as the other man struggled with his emotions.
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ Tisserant continued, even more gently than before, ‘they threatened to take our schools, appoint their own bishops
         and take control over the Church. They might have. But they would not have taken the faith and hope of the Catholic people … the real
         church in Germany. The gospels promise us that the gates of Hell would not prevail against that Church but you, and those
         who sent you, didn’t trust the gospels. You agreed to silence the moral voice of German Catholics in exchange for a pact with
         Hitler. I fear it was a pact made with the devil and now the Church and the world will pay a fearful price.’
      

      
      He took the letter from his cassock pocket and slid it across the desk. The pope started from his reverie and slid his finger
         to the bottom of the single page.
      

      
      ‘Roncalli,’ he whispered.

      
      ‘Yes, Roncalli. He is our nuncio in Istanbul; listening over the Bosphorous to East and West. We both know him as a cautious
         man and, yet, he sends this urgent message to the Vatican. Why? Because he hears what is happening and realises we can never
         say we didn’t know. We do know, Don Eugenio. We could paper the Sistine Chapel ceiling with reports of pogroms, forced exile
         and arbitrary arrests. We even know what Hitler plans to do. He has told us himself in Mein Kampf. He will create a master race in Europe and nothing and no one will be allowed to stand in his way. He will sterilise and
         euthanase those he considers Untermenschen … lesser humans. The Slavs, the Russians, the gypsies, and all who are deemed unworthy of Hitler’s Reich, will be eliminated.
         He has said publicly that the Jews will disappear from Europe for a thousand years.’
      

      
      ‘Propaganda,’ the pope breathed. ‘Rhetoric! He tells the Germans what they want to hear, to compensate for the shame of Versailles.’

      
      ‘This,’ Tisserant said, leaning forward to tap the letter with a forefinger, ‘is not rhetoric or propaganda or anything else
         but fact.’
      

      
      For a moment, they locked eyes over the flimsy page between them. Tisserant saw the agony of indecision bunch the muscles
         in the pope’s face and then ripple away to be replaced by the mask.
      

      
      ‘Where did you get this letter, Eminence?’ the pope asked stonily, and Tisserant knew he had lost him.

      
      ‘It has been in Monsignor Leiber’s desk drawer for over two weeks.’ He sighed, leaning back in his chair.
      

      
      ‘And why is it in your possession?’

      
      ‘Because,’ Tisserant replied irritably, ‘if I hadn’t taken it, you’d never have received it.’

      
      ‘This is highly irregular,’ the pope continued, as if he hadn’t heard. ‘There is, of course, so much correspondence. I’m sure
         my secretary would have placed it on my desk … at the appropriate time.’
      

      
      ‘Who decides when is the appropriate time for the pope to receive a letter from his nuncio concerning the murder of innocents?
         Leiber? Kaas? The appropriate time has passed, Holiness,’ Tisserant growled, rising from his chair. ‘You should ask why this
         letter was hidden from you. Why the Nazis would fear your response. Obviously, they consider that the moral leader of half
         a billion Catholics possesses formidable power … if he chooses to use it.’
      

      
      Tisserant bowed stiffly and turned away.

      
      ‘I did not dismiss you, Eminence,’ the pope snapped.

      
      ‘That, Holy Father, is not within your power,’ he replied and left the office. He didn’t realise that he had slammed the door
         until he raised his eyes to a tableau of frozen faces.
      

      
      VIENNA, 1940
      

      
      Franz Steiner checked over his shoulder, again. The Judenplatz was as empty as the last time he’d looked … and the time before
         that. He raised his coat collar, even though the sun was shining. He felt as if the gaping doorways and broken windows were
         inhaling the warmth from his body. It had been a place bright with shops and raucous with people before the night of the broken
         glass … Kristallnacht.
      

      
      ‘Six thousand Jews arrested in one night,’ Klaus, the Professor of Mathematics, had confided to him over coffee.

      
      ‘Where did they take them?’

      
      Klaus had looked annoyed. ‘No one knows,’ he’d said irritably, draining his coffee and slamming out of the coffee shop. Franz
         had sipped at his einen braunen, a strong coffee with just a dash of milk. A mistake to drink it then, he thought, a mistake to remember it now as the bitter
         phantom taste of the coffee erupted at the back of his throat.
      

      
      ‘You are looking for something?’

      
      The voice rooted him to the pavement. He sensed it came from the doorway he had just passed but he didn’t turn.

      
      ‘I’m … I’m looking for Professor Eli Baruch,’ he whispered. ‘My name is Franz Steiner. I am a friend.’

      
      ‘Step inside the next doorway and wait,’ the voice commanded.

      
      Standing in the shadows, Franz smelled the sour reek of burned timbers and damp plaster. The skeleton of the house loomed
         over him. Shafts of sunlight pierced through holes in the walls that had once been windows; back-lighting fractured floorboards
         like a giant x-ray. He clutched the large envelope tighter and tried to breathe through his mouth.
      

      
      ‘Come.’

      
      He followed a trail of small sounds as his invisible guide led him through a labyrinth of ruin until he stood before a door
         that seemed miraculously intact. The man who opened the door to his knock was a stranger. The Eli Baruch he’d known had been
         a liberal Jew; a patron of the opera, a member of the board charged with the upkeep of the Figarohaus, where Mozart had lived.
         He had also been a man who favoured tailored, dark suits and blinding white shirts. This man before him was a caricature of
         an Old Testament prophet. Wispy white hair haloed a gaunt face. He wore a collarless open-necked dress shirt that had faded
         to a weary grey. That grey extended to the trousers that had once been black. In contrast, the hand extended to him was spotless;
         scrubbed a shocking pink. And the eyes … the eyes hadn’t changed. They were still shining with much of the intensity and humour
         Steiner remembered. He took the hand and held it as if he would never let it go.
      

      
      Eli Baruch squinted his eyes into slits as he held the x-rays against the light of a window that was largely intact. When
         he finished, he slipped them carefully back in the envelope and dropped it on a chair. A chair, Franz noted, that needed three
         large medical textbooks to compensate for one short leg. With the ease of long practice, the professor plucked a stethoscope
         from a drawer and motioned Franz to remove his coat and shirt. He was tapped and prodded for what felt like a lifetime, coughing
         on command until the professor bade him to get dressed.
      

      
      Franz Steiner shot his shirt cuffs just a fraction proud of his jacket sleeves and checked himself in the frameless mirror
         that leaned against the wall. Flakes of the backing silver had succumbed to age and gravity so that pieces of his reflection
         were erased. He was not a vain man and he looked dispassionately at the figure in the glass. A little more salt in the hair,
         he thought, a lot less flesh in the face. He moved his head to the side and the smudges under his eyes moved with them. The
         dark suit enhanced his pallor and hung from the straight rack of his shoulders. The man in the mirror smiled back at him.
         He remembered being fitted for his first formal suit. The tailor had tugged and tweaked and said, ‘It hangs well on you, sir.’
         When the man had excused himself to attend to another customer, his father had laughed. ‘You look as if you could spin right
         around and the suit wouldn’t move,’ he’d said.
      

      
      Franz walked from behind the screen and lowered himself gingerly into an overstuffed chair. It wheezed under his weight and
         his nose wrinkled against the dry smell of mortar dust.
      

      
      Professor Baruch was washing his hands methodically in a porcelain basin. He soaped the back of one hand, moving the other
         hand in a clockwise motion until he extended the motion to the tip of each finger. He then turned the hand over and carefully
         massaged the palm and the heel of his hand before starting on the other. The triangle of sunlight from the window turned the
         droplets to silver as he sluiced his hands. Franz looked around at the bare walls. He shifted his feet and heard the gritty
         rasp under his shoes. A small, oval carpet stretched between him and the desk. He thought it emphasised the desolation of
         the room. There had been a waiting room, he remembered, cluttered with antique furniture. And a receptionist, was it Rachel?
         Rebecca? He couldn’t recall her name. Why would he? She had been a person, like so many others, whose life had glanced against that of the Herr Chancellor of the
         University in the interlude between one important appointment and the next. They had stuck faithfully to the script that marked
         the boundaries of their roles and social station.
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