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PART ONE







CHAPTER ONE


Geneva. City of sunlight and bright reflections. Of billowing white sails on the lake - sturdy, irregular buildings above, their rippling images on the water below. Of myriad flowers surrounding blue-green pools of fountains - duets of exploding colors. Of small quaint bridges arching over the glassy surfaces of man-made ponds to tiny man-made islands, sanctuaries for lovers and friends and quiet negotiators. Reflections.


Geneva, the old and the new. City of high medieval walls and glistening tinted glass, of sacred cathedrals and less holy institutions. Of sidewalk cafés and lakeside concerts, of miniature piers and gaily painted boats that chug around the vast shoreline, the guides extolling the virtues - and the estimated value - of the lakefront estates that surely belong to another time.


Geneva. City of purpose, dedicated to the necessity of dedication, frivolity tolerated only when intrinsic to the agenda or the deal. Laughter is measured, controlled - glances conveying approval of sufficiency or admonishing excess. The canton by the lake knows its soul. Its beauty coexists with industry, the balance not only accepted but jealously guarded.


Geneva. City also of the unexpected, of predictability in conflict with sudden unwanted revelation, the violence of the mind struck by bolts of personal lightning.


Cracks of thunder follow; the skies grow dark and the rains come. A deluge, pounding the angry waters taken by surprise, distorting vision, crashing down on the giant spray, Geneva’s  trademark on the lake, the jet d’eau,that geyser designed by man to dazzle man. When sudden revelations come, the gigantic fountain dies. All the fountains die and without the sunlight the flowers wither. The bright reflections are gone and the mind is frozen.


Geneva. City of inconstancy.


 



Joel Converse, attorney-at-law, walked out of the hotel Richemond into the blinding morning sunlight on the Jardin Brunswick. Squinting, he turned left, shifting his attaché case to his right hand, conscious of the value of its contents but thinking primarily about the man he was to meet for coffee and croissants at Le Chat Botté, a sidewalk café across from the waterfront. ‘Re-meet’ was more accurate, thought Converse, if the man had not confused him with someone else.


A. Preston Halliday was Joel’s American adversary in the current negotiations, the finalizing of last-minute details for a Swiss-American merger that had brought both men to Geneva. Although the remaining work was minimal - formalities, really, research having established that the agreements were in accord with the laws of both countries and acceptable to the International Court in The Hague - Halliday was an odd choice. He had not been part of the American legal team fielded by the Swiss to keep tabs on Joel’s firm. That in itself would not have excluded him - fresh observation was frequently an asset - but to elevate him to the position of point, or chief spokesman, was, to say the least, unorthodox. It was also unsettling.


Halliday’s reputation - what little Converse knew of it - was as a troubleshooter, a legal mechanic from San Francisco who could spot a loose wire, rip it out and short an engine. Negotiations covering months and costing hundreds of thousands had been aborted by his presence, that much Converse recalled about A. Preston Halliday. But that was all he recalled. Yet Halliday said they knew each other.


‘It’s Press Halliday,’ the voice had announced over the hotel phone. ‘I’m pointing for Rosen in the Comm Tech-Bern merger.’


‘What happened?’ Joel had asked, a muted electric razor in  his left hand, his mind trying to locate the name; it had come to him by the time Halliday replied.


‘The poor bastard had a stroke, so his partners called me in.’ The lawyer had paused. ‘You must have been mean, counselor.’


‘We rarely argued, counselor. Christ, I’m sorry, I like Aaron. How is he?’


‘He’ll make it. They’ve got him in bed and on a dozen versions of chicken soup. He told me to tell you he’s going to check your finals for invisible ink.’


‘Which means you’re going to check because I don’t have any and neither did Aaron. This marriage is based on pure greed, and if you’ve studied the papers you know that as well as I do.’


‘The larceny of investment write-offs,’ agreed Halliday, ‘combined with a large chunk of a technological market. No invisible ink. But since I’m the new boy on the block, I’ve got a couple of questions. Let’s have breakfast.’


‘I was about to order room service.’


‘It’s a nice morning, why not get some air? I’m at the President, so let’s split the distance. Do you know the Chat Botté?’


‘American coffee and croissants. Quai du Mont Blanc.’


‘You know it. How about twenty minutes?’


‘Make it a half hour, okay?’


‘Sure.’ Halliday had paused again. ‘It’ll be good to see you again, Joel.’


‘Oh? Again?’


‘You may not remember. A lot’s happened since those days ... more to you than to me, I’m afraid.’


‘I’m not following you.’


‘Well, there was Vietnam and you were a prisoner for a pretty long time.’


‘That’s not what I meant, and it was years ago. How do we know each other? What case?’


‘No case, no business. We were classmates.’


‘Duke? It’s a large law school.’


‘Further back. Maybe you’ll remember when we see each other. If you don’t, I’ll remind you.’


‘You must like games ... Half an hour. Chat Botté.’


As Converse walked toward the Quai du Mont Blanc, the vibrant boulevard fronting the lake, he tried to fit Halliday’s name into a time frame, the years to a school, a forgotten face to match an unremembered classmate. None came, and Halliday was not a common name, the short form ‘Press’ even less so ... unique, actually. If he had known someone named Press Halliday, he could not imagine forgetting it. Yet the tone of voice had implied familiarity, even closeness.



It’ll be good to see you again, Joel. He had spoken the words warmly, as he had the gratuitous reference to Joel’s POW status. But then, those words were always spoken softly to imply sympathy if not to express it overtly. Too, Converse understood why under the circumstances Halliday felt he had to bring up the subject of Vietnam, even fleetingly. The uninitiated assumed that all men imprisoned in the North Vietnamese camps for any length of time had been mentally damaged, per se, that a part of their minds had been altered by the experience, their recollections muddled. To a degree, some of these assumptions were undeniable, but not with respect to memory. Memories were sharpened because they were searched compulsively, often mercilessly. The accumulated years, the layers of experience ... faces with eyes and voices, bodies of all sizes and shapes; scenes flashing across the inner screen, the sights and sounds, images and smells - touching and the desire to touch ... nothing of the past was too inconsequential to peel away and explore. Frequently it was all they had, especially at night – always at night, with the cold, penetrating dampness stiffening the body and the infinitely colder fear paralyzing the mind - memories were everything. They helped mute the sharp reports of small-arms fire, which were gratuitously explained in the mornings as necessary executions of the uncooperative and unrepentant. Or they blocked out the distant screams in the dark, of even more unfortunate prisoners forced to play games, too obscene to describe, demanded by their captors in search of amusement.


Like most men kept isolated for the greater part of their imprisonment, Converse had examined and reexamined every stage of his life, trying to understand ... to like ... the cohesive whole. There was much that he did not understand - or like — but he could live with the product of those intensive investigations. Die with it, if he had to; that was the peace he had to reach for himself. Without it the fear was intolerable.


And because these self-examinations went on night after night and required the discipline of accuracy, Converse found it easier than most men to remember whole segments of his life. Like a spinning disk attached to a computer that suddenly stops, his mind, given only basic information, could isolate a place or a person or a name. Repetition had simplified and accelerated the process, and that was what bewildered him now. Unless Halliday was referring to a time so far back as to have been only a brief, forgotten childhood acquaintance, no one of that name belonged to his past.



It’ll be good to see you again, Joel. Were the words a ruse, a lawyer’s trick?


Converse rounded the corner, the brass railing of Le Chat Botté glistening, hurling back tiny explosions of sunlight. The boulevard was alive with gleaming small cars and spotless buses; the pavements were washed clean, the strollers in various stages of hurried but orderly progress. Morning was a time for benign energy in Geneva. Even the newspapers above the tables in the sidewalk cafés were snapped with precision, not crushed or mutilated into legible positions. And vehicles and pedestrians were not at war; combat was supplanted by looks and nods, stops and gestures of acknowledgment. As Joel walked through the open brass gate of Le Chat Botté he wondered briefly if Geneva could export its mornings to New York. But then the City Council would vote the import down, he concluded - the citizens of New York could not stand the civility.


A newspaper was snapped directly below him on his left, and when it was lowered Converse saw a face he knew. It was a coordinated face, not unlike his own, the features compatible and in place. The hair was straight and dark, neatly parted and brushed, the nose sharp, above well-defined lips. The face belonged to his past, thought Joel, but the name he remembered did not belong to the face.


The familiar-looking man raised his head; their eyes met  and A. Preston Halliday rose, his short compact body obviously muscular under the expensive suit.


‘Joel, how are you?’ said the now familiar voice, a hand outstretched above the table.


‘Hello... Avery,’ replied Converse, staring, awkwardly shifting his attaché case to grip the hand. ‘It is Avery, isn’t it? Avery Fowler. Taft, early sixties. You never came back for the senior year, and no one knew why; we all talked about it. You were a wrestler.’


‘Twice All New England,’ said the attorney, laughing, gesturing at the chair across from his own. ‘Sit down and we’ll catch up. I guess it’s sort of a surprise for you. That’s why I wanted us to meet before the conference this morning. I mean, it’d be a hell of a note for you to get up and scream “Impostor!” when I walked in, wouldn’t it?’


‘I’m still not sure I won’t.’ Converse sat down, attaché case at his feet, studying his legal opponent. ‘What’s this Halliday routine? Why didn’t you say something on the phone?’


‘Oh, come on, what was I going to say? “By the way, old sport, you used to know me as Tinkerbell Jones.” You never would have showed up.’


‘Is Fowler in jail somewhere?’


‘He would have been if he hadn’t blown his head off,’ answered Halliday, not laughing.


‘You’re full of surprises. Are you a clone?’


‘No, the son.’


Converse paused. ‘Maybe I should apologize.’


‘No need to, you couldn’t have known. It’s why I never came back for the senior year ... and, goddamn it, I wanted that trophy. I would have been the only mat jock to win it three years in a row.’


‘I’m sorry. What happened ... or is it privileged information, counselor? I’ll accept that.’


‘Not for you, counselor. Remember when you and I broke out to New Haven and picked up those pigs at the bus station?’


‘We said we were Yalies — ’


‘And only got taken, never got laid.’


‘Our eyebrows were working overtime.’


‘Preppies,’ said Halliday. ‘They wrote a book about us. Are we really that emasculated?’


‘Reduced in stature, but we’ll come back. We’re the last minority, so we’ll end up getting sympathy ... What happened, Avery?’


A waiter approached; the moment was broken. Both men ordered American coffee and croissants, no deviation from the accepted norm. The waiter folded two red napkins into cones and placed one in front of each.


‘What happened?’ said Halliday quietly, rhetorically, after the waiter left. ‘The beautiful son of a bitch who was my father embezzled four hundred thousand from the Chase Manhattan while he was a trust officer, and when he was caught, went bang. Who was to know a respected, if transplanted, commuter from Greenwich, Connecticut, had two women in the city, one on the Upper East Side, the other on Bank Street? He was beautiful.’


‘He was busy. I still don’t understand the Halliday.’


‘After it happened - the suicide was covered up - Mother raced back to San Francisco with a vengeance. We were from California, you know ... but then, why would you? With even more vengeance she married my stepfather, John Halliday, and all traces of Fowler were assiduously removed during the next few months.’


‘Even to your first name?’


‘No, I was always “Press” back in San Francisco. We Californians come up with catchy names. Tab, Troy, Crotch - the 1950s’ Beverly Hills syndrome. At Taft, my student ID read “Avery Preston Fowler,” so you all just started calling me Avery or that awful “Ave.” Being a transfer student, I never bothered to say anything. When in Connecticut, follow the gospel according to Holden Caulfield.’


‘That’s all well and good,’ said Converse, ‘but what happens when you run into someone like me? It’s bound to happen.’


‘You’d be surprised how rarely. After all, it was a long time ago, and the people I grew up with in California understood. Kids out there have their names changed according to matrimonial whim, and I was in the East for only a couple of years,  just long enough for the fourth and fifth forms at school. I didn’t know anyone in Greenwich to speak of, and I was hardly part of the old Taft crowd.’


‘You had friends there. We were friends.’


‘I didn’t have many. Let’s face it, I was an outsider and you weren’t particular. I kept a pretty low profile.’


‘Not on the mats, you didn’t.’


Halliday laughed. ‘Not very many wrestlers become lawyers, something about mat bums on the brain. Anyway, to answer your question, only maybe five or six times over the past ten years has anyone said to me, “Hey, aren’t you so-and-so and not whatever you said your name was?” When somebody did, I told them the truth. “My mother remarried when I was sixteen.”’


The coffee and croissants arrived. Joel broke his pastry in half. ‘And you thought I’d ask the question at the wrong time, specifically when I saw you at the conference. Is that it?’


‘Professional courtesy. I didn’t want you dwelling on it - or me - when you should be thinking about your client. After all, we tried to lose our virginity together that night in New Haven.’


‘Speak for yourself.’ Joel smiled.


Halliday grinned. ‘We got pissed and both admitted it, don’t you remember? Incidentally, we swore each other to secrecy while throwing up in the can.’


‘Just testing you, counselor. I remember. So you left the gray-flannel crowd for orange shirts and gold medallions?’


‘All the way. Berkeley, then across the street to Stanford.’


‘Good school ... How come the international field?’


‘I liked traveling and figured it was the best way of paying for it. That’s how it started, really. How about you? I’d think you would have had all the traveling you ever wanted.’


‘I had delusions about the foreign service, diplomatic corps, legal section. That’s how it started.’


‘After all that traveling you did?’


Converse leveled his pale blue eyes at Halliday, conscious of the coldness in his look. It was unavoidable, if misplaced - as it usually was. ‘Yes, after all that traveling. There were too  many lies and no one told us about them until it was too late. We were conned and it shouldn’t have happened.’


Halliday leaned forward, his elbows on the table, hands clasped, his gaze returning Joel’s. ‘I couldn’t figure it,’ he began softly. ‘When I read your name in the papers, then saw you paraded on television, I felt awful. I didn’t really know you that well, but I liked you.’


‘It was a natural reaction. I’d have felt the same way if it had been you.’


‘I’m not sure you would. You see, I was one of the honchos of the protest movement.’


‘You burned your draft card while flaunting the Yippie label,’ said Converse gently, the ice gone from his eyes. ‘I wasn’t that brave.’


‘Neither was I. It was an out-of-state library card.’


‘I’m disappointed.’


‘So was I - in myself. But I was visible.’ Halliday leaned back in his chair and reached for his coffee. ‘How did you get so visible, Joel? I didn’t think you were the type.’


‘I wasn’t. I was squeezed.’


‘I thought you said “conned.”’


‘That came later.’ Converse raised his cup and sipped his black coffee, uncomfortable with the direction the conversation had taken. He did not like discussing those years, and all too frequently he was called upon to do so. They had made him out to be someone he was not. ‘I was a sophomore at Amherst and not much of a student ... Not much, hell, I was borderline-negative, and whatever deferment I had was about to go down the tube. But I’d been flying since I was fourteen.’


‘I didn’t know that,’ interrupted Halliday.


‘My father wasn’t beautiful and he didn’t have the benefit of concubines, but he was an airline pilot, later an executive for Pan Am. It was standard in the Converse household to fly a plane before you got your driver’s license.’


‘Brothers and sisters?’


‘A younger sister. She soloed before I did and she’s never let me forget it.’


‘I remember. She was interviewed on television.’


‘Only twice,’ Joel broke in, smiling. ‘She was on your turf and didn’t give a damn who knew it. The White House bunker put the word out to stay away from her. “Don’t tarnish the cause, and check her mail while you’re at it.”’


‘That’s why I remember her,’ said Halliday. ‘So a lousy student left college and the Navy gained a hot pilot.’


‘Not very hot, none of us was. There wasn’t that much to be hot against. Mostly we burned.’


‘Still, you must have hated people like me back in the States. Not your sister, of course.’


‘Her, too,’ corrected Converse. ‘Hated, loathed, despised - furious. But only when someone was killed, or went crazy in the camps. Not for what you were saying - we all knew Saigon - but because you said it without any real fear. You were safe, and you made us feel like assholes. Dumb, frightened assholes.’


‘I can understand that.’


‘So nice of you.’


‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it the way it sounded.’


‘How did it sound, counselor?’


Halliday frowned. ‘Condescending, I guess.’


‘No guess,’ said Joel. ‘Right on.’


‘You’re still angry.’


‘Not at you, only the dredging. I hate the subject and it keeps coming back up.’


‘Blame the Pentagon PR. For a while you were a bonafide hero on the nightly news. What was it, three escapes? On the first two you got caught and put on the racks, but on the last one you made it all by yourself, didn’t you? You crawled through a couple of hundred miles of enemy jungle before you reached the lines.’


‘It was barely a hundred and I was goddamned lucky. With the first two tries I was responsible for killing eight men. I’m not very proud of that. Can we get to the Comm Tech-Bern business?’


‘Give me a few minutes,’ said Halliday, shoving the croissant aside. ‘Please. I’m not trying to dredge. There’s a point in the back of my mind, if you’ll grant I’ve got a mind.’


‘Preston Halliday has one, his rep confirms it. You’re a  shark, if my colleagues are accurate. But I knew someone named Avery, not Press.’


‘Then it’s Fowler talking, you’re more comfortable with him.’


‘What’s the point?’


‘A couple of questions first. You see, I want to be accurate because you’ve got a reputation too. They say you’re one of the best on the international scene, but the people I’ve talked to can’t understand why Joel Converse stays with a relatively small if entrenched firm when he’s good enough to get flashier. Or even go out on his own.’


‘Are you hiring?’


‘Not me, I don’t take partners. Courtesy of John Halliday, attorney-at-law, San Francisco.’


Converse looked at the second half of the croissant and decided against it. ‘What was the question, counselor?’


‘Why are you where you’re at?’


‘I’m paid well and literally run the department; no one sits on my shoulder. Also I don’t care to take chances. There’s a little matter of alimony, amiable but demanding.’


‘Child support, too?’


‘None, thank heavens.’


‘What happened when you got out of the Navy? How did you feel?’ Halliday again leaned forward, his elbow on the table, chin cupped in his hand - the inquisitive student. Or something else.


‘Who are the people you’ve talked to?’ asked Converse.


‘Privileged information, for the moment, counselor. Will you accept that?’


Joel smiled. ‘You are a shark ... Okay, the gospel according to Converse. I came back from that disruption of my life wanting it all. Angry, to be sure, but wanting everything. The nonstudent became a scholar of sorts, and I’d be a liar if I didn’t admit to a fair amount of preferential treatment. I went back to Amherst and raced through two and a half years in three semesters and a summer. Then Duke offered me an accelerated program and I went there, followed by some specializations at Georgetown while I interned.’


‘You interned in Washington?’


Converse nodded. ‘Yes.’


‘For whom?’


‘Clifford’s firm.’


Halliday whistled softly, sitting back. ‘That’s golden territory, a passport to Blackstone’s heaven as well as the multinationals.’


‘I told you I had preferential treatment.’


‘Was that when you thought about the foreign service? While you were at Georgetown? In Washington?’


Again Joel nodded, squinting as a passing flash of sunlight bounced off a grille somewhere on the lakefront boulevard. ‘Yes,’ he replied quietly.


‘You could have had it,’ said Halliday.


‘They wanted me for the wrong reasons, all the wrong reasons. When they realized I had a different set of rules in mind, I couldn’t get a twenty-cent tour of the State Department.’


‘What about the Clifford firm? You were a hell of an image, even for them.’ The Californian raised his hands above the table, palms forward. ‘I know, I know. The wrong reasons.’


‘Wrong numbers,’ insisted Converse. ‘There were forty-plus lawyers on the masthead and another two hundred on the payroll. I’d have spent ten years trying to find the men’s room and another ten getting the key. That wasn’t what I was looking for.’


‘What were you looking for?’


‘Pretty much what I’ve got. I told you, the money’s good and I run the international division. The latter’s just as important to me.’


‘You couldn’t have known that when you joined,’ objected Halliday.


‘But I did. At least I had a fair indication. When Talbot, Brooks and Simon - as you put it, that small but entrenched firm I’m with - came to me, we reached understanding. If after four or five years I proved out, I’d take over for Brooks. He was the overseas man and was getting tired of adjusting to all those time zones.’ Again Converse paused. ‘Apparently I proved out.’


‘And just as apparently somewhere along the line you got married.’


Joel leaned back in the chair. ‘Is this necessary?’


‘It’s not even pertinent, but I’m intensely interested.’


‘Why?’


‘It’s a natural reaction,’ said Halliday, his eyes amused. ‘I think you’d feel the same way if you were me and I were you, and I’d gone through what you went through.’


‘Shark dead ahead,’ mumbled Converse.


‘You don’t have to respond, of course, counselor.’


‘I know, but oddly enough I don’t mind. She’s taken her share of abuse because of that what-I’ve-been-through business.’ Joel broke the croissant but made no effort to remove it from the plate. ‘Comfort, convenience, and a vague image of stability,’ he said.


‘I beg your pardon?’


‘Her words,’ continued Joel. ‘She said that I got married so I’d have a place to go and someone to fix the meals and do the laundry, and eliminate the irritating, time-consuming foolishness that goes with finding someone to sleep with. Also by legitimizing her, I projected the proper image ... “And, Christ, did I have to play the part” - also her words.’


‘Were they true?’


‘I told you, when I came back I wanted it all and she was part of it. Yes, they were true. Cook, maid, laundress, bed-mate, and an acceptable, attractive appendage. She told me she could never figure out the pecking order.’


‘She sounds like quite a girl.’


‘She was. She is.’


‘Do I discern a note of possible reconciliation?’


‘No way.’ Converse shook his head, a partial smile on his lips but only a trace of humor in his eyes. ‘She was also conned and it shouldn’t have happened. Anyway, I like my current status, I really do. Some of us just weren’t meant for a hearth and roast turkey, even if we sometimes wish we were.’


‘It’s not a bad life.’


‘Are you into it?’ asked Joel quickly so as to shift the emphasis.


‘Right up with orthodontists and SAT scores. Five kids and one wife. I wouldn’t have it any other way.’


‘But you travel a lot, don’t you?’


‘We have great homecomings.’ Halliday again leaned forward, as if studying a witness. ‘So you have no real attachments now, no one to run back to.’


‘Talbot, Brooks and Simon might find that offensive. Also my father. Since Mother died we have dinner once a week when he’s not flying all over the place, courtesy of a couple of lifetime passes.’


‘He still gets around a lot?’


‘One week he’s in Copenhagen, the next in Hong Kong. He enjoys himself; he keeps moving. He’s sixty-eight and spoiled rotten.’


‘I think I’d like him.’


Converse shrugged, again smiling. ‘You might not. He thinks all lawyers are piss ants, me included. He’s the last of the white-scarved flyboys.’


‘I’m sure I’d like him ... But outside of your employers and your father, there are no - shall we say - priority entanglements in your life.’


‘If you mean women, there are several and we’re good friends, and I think this conversation has gone about as far as it should go.’


‘I told you, I had a point,’ said Halliday.


‘Then why not get to it, counselor? Interrogatories are over.’


The Californian nodded. ‘All right, I will. The people I spoke with wanted to know how free you were to travel.’


‘The answer is that I’m not. I’ve got a job and a responsibility to the company I work for. Today’s Wednesday; we’ll have the merger tied up by Friday, I’ll take the weekend off and be back on Monday - when I’m expected.’


‘Suppose arrangements could be made that Talbot, Brooks and Simon found acceptable?’


‘That’s presumptuous.’


‘And you found very difficult to reject.’


‘That’s preposterous.’


‘Try me,’ said Halliday. ‘Five hundred thousand for  accepting on a best-efforts basis, one million if you pull it off.’


‘Now you’re insane.’ A second flash of light blinded Converse, this one remaining stationary longer than the first. He raised his left hand to block it from his eyes as he stared at the man he had once known as Avery Fowler. ‘Also, ethics notwithstanding because you haven’t a damn thing to win this morning, your timing smells. I don’t like getting offers - even crazy offers - from attorneys I’m about to meet across a table.’


‘Two separate entities, and you’re right, I don’t have a damn thing to win or lose. You and Aaron did it all, and I’m so ethical, I’m billing the Swiss only for my time - minimum basis - because no expertise was called for. My recommendation this morning will be to accept the package as it stands, not even a comma changed. Where’s the conflict?’


‘Where’s the sanity?’ asked Joel. ‘To say nothing of those arrangements Talbot, Brooks and Simon will find acceptable. You’re talking roughly about two and a half top years of salary and bonuses for nodding my head.’


‘Nod it,’ said Halliday. ‘We need you.’



‘We? That’s a new wrinkle, isn’t it? I thought it was they.  They being the people you spoke with. Spell it out, Press.’



A. Preston Halliday locked his eyes with Joel’s. ‘I’m part of them, and something is happening that shouldn’t be happening. We want you to put a company out of business. It’s bad news and it’s dangerous. We’ll give you all the tools we can.’


‘What company?’


‘The name wouldn’t mean anything, it’s not registered. Let’s call it a government-in-exile.’


‘A what?’


‘A group of like-minded men who are in the process of building a portfolio of resources so extensive it’ll guarantee them influence where they shouldn’t have it - authority where they shouldn’t have it.’


‘Where is that?’


‘In places this poor inept world can’t afford. They can do it because no one expects them to.’


‘You’re pretty cryptic.’


‘I’m frightened. I know them.’


‘But you have the tools to go after them,’ said Converse. ‘I presume that means they’re vulnerable.’


Haliday nodded. ‘We think they are. We have some leads, but it’ll take digging, piecing things together. There’s every reason to believe they’ve broken laws, engaged in activities and transactions prohibited by their respective governments.’


Joel was silent for a moment, studying the Californian. ‘Governments?’ he asked. ‘Plural?’


‘Yes.’ Halliday’s voice dropped. ‘They’re different nationalities.’


‘But one company?’ said Converse. ‘One corporation?’


‘In a manner of speaking, yes.’


‘How about a simple yes?’


‘It’s not that simple.’


‘I’ll tell you what is,’ interrupted Joel. ‘You’ve got leads, so you go after the big bad wolves. I’m currently and satisfactorily employed.’


Halliday paused, then spoke. ‘No, you’re not,’ he said softly.


Again there was silence, each man appraising the other. ‘What did you say?’ asked Converse, his eyes blue ice.


‘Your firm understands. You can have a leave of absence.’


‘You presumptuous son of a bitch! Who gave you the right even to approach — ’



‘General George Marcus Delavane,’ Halliday broke in. He delivered the name in a monotone.


It was as if a bolt of lightning had streaked down through the blinding sunlight burning Joel’s eyes, turning the ice into fire. Cracks of thunder followed, exploding in his head.


 



The pilots sat around the long rectangular table in the wardroom, sipping coffee and staring down into the brown liquid or up at the gray walls, no one caring to break the silence. An hour ago they had been sweeping over Pak Song, firing the earth, interdicting the advancing North Vietnamese battalions, giving vital time to the regrouping ARVN and American troops who soon would be under brutal siege. They had completed the strike and returned to the carrier - all but one. They had lost their commanding officer.  Lieutenant Senior Grade Gordon Ramsey had been hit by a fluke rocket that had winged out of its trajectory over the coastline and zeroed in on Ramsey’s fuselage; the explosion had filled the jet streams, death at six hundred miles an hour in the air, life erased in the blinking of an eye. A severe weather front had followed hard upon the squadron; there would be no more strikes, perhaps for several days. There would be time to think and that was not a pleasant thought.


‘Lieutenant Converse,’ said a sailor by the open wardroom door.


‘Yes?’


‘The captain requests your presence in his quarters, sir.’


The invitation was so nicely phrased, mused Joel, as he got out of his chair, acknowledging the somber looks of those around the table. The request was expected, but unwelcome. The promotion was an honor he would willingly forgo. It was not that he held longevity or seniority or even age over his fellow pilots; it was simply that he had been in the air longer than anyone else and with that time came the experience necessary for the leader of a squadron.


As he climbed the narrow steps up toward the bridge he saw the outlines of an immense army Cobra helicopter in the distant sky stuttering its way toward the carrier. In five minutes or so it would be hovering over the threshold and lower itself to the pad; someone from land was paying the Navy a visit.


‘It’s a terrible loss, Converse,’ said the captain, standing over his charts table, shaking his head sadly. ‘And a letter I hate like hell to write. God knows they’re never easy, but this one’s more painful than most.’


‘We all feel the same way, sir.’


‘I’m sure you do.’ The captain nodded. ‘I’m also sure you know why you’re here.’


‘Not specifically, sir.’


‘Ramsey said you were the best, and that means you’re taking over one of the crack squadrons in the South China Sea.’ The telephone rang, interrupting the carrier’s senior officer. He picked it up. ‘Yes?’


What followed was nothing Joel expected. The captain at first frowned, then tensed the muscles of his face, his eyes both alarmed and angry. ‘What?’ he exclaimed, raising his voice. ‘Was there any advance notice - anything in the radio room?’ There was a pause,  after which the captain slammed down the phone, shouting, ‘Jesus Christ!’ He looked at Converse. ‘It seems we have the dubious honor of an unannounced visitation by Command-Saigon, and I do mean visitation!’


‘I’ll return below, sir,’ said Joel, starting to salute.


‘Not just yet, Lieutenant,’ shot back the captain quietly but firmly. ‘You are receiving your orders, and as they affect the air operations of this ship, you’ll hear them through. At the least, we’ll let Mad Marcus know he’s interfering with Navy business.’


The next thirty seconds were taken up with the ritual of command assignment, a senior officer investing a subordinate with new responsibilities. Suddenly there was a sharp two-rap knock as the captain’s door opened and the tall, broad-shouldered general of the Army George Marcus Delavane intruded, dominating the room with the sheer force of his presence.


‘Captain?’ said Delavane, saluting the ship’s commander first despite the Navy man’s lesser rank. The somewhat high-pitched voice was courteous, but not the eyes; they were intensely hostile.


‘General,’ replied the captain, saluting back along with Converse. ‘Is this an unannounced inspection by Command-Saigon?’


‘No, it’s an urgently demanded conference between you and me - between Command-Saigon and one of its lesser forces.’


‘I see,’ said the four-striper, anger showing through his calm. ‘At the moment I’m delivering urgent orders to this man — ’


‘You saw fit to countermand mine!’ Delavane broke in vehemently.


‘General, this has been a sad and trying day,’ said the captain. ‘We lost one of our finest pilots barely an hour ago — ’


‘Running away?’ Again Delavane interrupted, the tastelessness of his remark compounded by the nasal pitch of his voice. ‘Was his goddamned tail shot off?’


‘For the record, I resent that!’ said Converse, unable to control himself. ‘I’m replacing that man and I resent what you just said – General!’


‘You? Who the hell are you?’


‘Easy, Lieutenant. You’re dismissed.’


‘I respectfully request to answer the general, sir!’ shouted Joel, in his anger refusing to move.


‘You what, prissy flyboy?’


‘My name is — ’



‘Forget it, I’m not interested!’ Delavane whipped his head back toward the captain. ‘What I want to know is why you think you can disobey my orders - the orders from Command-Saigon! I called a strike for fifteen hundred hours! You “respectfully declined” to implement that order!’



‘A weather front’s moved in and you should know it as well as I do.’


‘My meteorologists say it’s completely flyable!’


‘I suspect if you asked for that finding during a Burma monsoon they’d deliver it.’


‘That’s gross insubordination!’


‘Tbis is my ship and military regulations are quite clear as to who’s in command here.’


‘Do you want to connect me to your radio room? I’ll reach the Oval Office and we’ll see just how long you’ve got this ship!’


‘I’m sure you’ll want to speak privately - probably over a scrambler. I’ll have you escorted there.’


‘Goddamn you, I’ve got four thousand troops — maybe twenty percent seasoned - moving up into Sector Five! We need a low-altitude combined strike from land and sea and we’ll have it if I have to get your ass out of here within the hour! And I can do it, Captain! ... We’re over here to win, win, and win it all! We don’t need sugarcoated Nellies hedging their goddamned bets! Maybe you never heard it before, but all war is a risk! You don’t win if you don’t risk, Captain!’


‘I’ve been there, General. Common sense cuts losses, and if you cut enough losses you can win the next battle.’


‘I’m going to win this one, with or without you, Blue Boy!’


‘I respectfully advise you to temper your language, General.’


‘You what?’ Delavane’s face was contorted in fury, his eyes the eyes of a savage wild animal. ‘You advise me? You advise Command-Saigon! Well, you do whatever you like - Blue Boy in your satin pants - but the incursion up into the Tho Valley is on.’


‘The Tho,’ interrupted Converse.‘That’s the first leg of the Pak Song route. We’ve hit it four times. I know the terrain.’


‘You know it?’ shouted Delavane.


‘I do, but I take my orders from the commander of this ship — General.’


‘You prissy shit-kicker, you take orders from the President of the United States! He’s your commander in chief! And I’ll get those orders!’


Delavane’s face was inches from Joel‘s, the maniacal expression challenging every nerve ending in Joel’s body: hatred matched by loathing. Barely realizing the words were his, Converse spoke. ‘I, too, would advise the General to be careful of his language.’


‘Why, shit-kicker? Has Blue Boy got this place wired?’


‘Easy, Lieutenant! I said you were dismissed!’



‘You want me to watch my language, big fella with your little silver bar? No, sonny boy, you watch it, and you read it! If that squadron of yours isn’t in the air at fifteen hundred hours, I’ll label this carrier the biggest yellow streak in South-east Asia! You got  that, satin-pantsed Blue Boy, third class?’



Once more Joelreplied, wondering as he spoke where he found the audacity. ‘I don’t know where you come from, sir, but I sincerely hope we meet under different circumstances sometime. I think you’re a pig.’


‘Insubordination! Also, I’d break your back.’


‘Dismissed, Lieutenant!’


‘No, Captain, you’re wrong!’ shouted the general. ‘He may be the man to lead this strike,after all. Well, what’ll it be, Blue Boys? Airborne, or the President of the United States - or the label?’


 



At 1520 hours Converse led the squadron off the carrier deck. At 1538, as they headed at low altitude into the weather, the first two casualties occurred over the coastline; the wing planes were shot down — fiery deaths at six hundred miles an hour in the air. At 1546 Joel’s right engine exploded; his altitude made the direct hit easy. At 1546:30, unable to stabilize, Converse ejected into the downpour of the storm clouds, his parachute instantly swept into the vortex of the conflicting winds. As he swung violently down toward the earth, the straps digging into his flesh with each whipping buffet, one image kept repeating its presence within the darkness. The maniacal face of General George Marcus Delavane. He was about to begin an indeterminate stay in hell, courtesy of a madman. And as he later learned, the losses were infinitely greater on the ground.
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Delavane! The Butcher of Danang and Pleiku. Waster of thousands, throwing battalion after battalion into the jungles and the hills with neither adequate training nor sufficient fire-power. Wounded, frightened children had been marched into the camps, bewildered, trying not to weep and, finally understanding, weeping out of control. The stories they told were a thousand variations on the same sickening theme. Inexperienced, untried troops had been sent into battle within days after disembarkation; the weight of sheer numbers was expected to vanquish the often unseen enemy. And when the numbers did not work, more numbers were sent. For three years command headquarters listened to a maniac. Delavane!  The warlord of Saigon, fabricator of body counts, with no acknowledgment of blown-apart faces and severed limbs, liar and extoller of death without a cause! A man who had proved, finally, to be too lethal even for the Pentagon zealots - a zealot who had outdistanced his own, in the end revolting his own. He had been recalled and retired - only to write diatribes read by fanatics who fed their own personal furies.



Men like that can’t be allowed anymore, don’t you understand? He was the enemy, OUR enemy! Those had been Converse’s own words, shouted in a fever of outrage before a panel of uniformed questioners who had looked at each other, avoiding him, not wanting to respond to those words. They had thanked him perfunctorily, told him that the nation owed him and thousands like him a great debt, and with regard to his final comments he should try to understand that there were often many sides to an issue, and that the complex execution of command frequently was not what it appeared to be. In any event, the President had called upon the nation to bind its wounds; what good was served by fueling old controversies? And then the final kicker, the threat.


‘You yourself briefly assumed the terrible responsibility of leadership, Lieutenant,’ said a pale-faced Navy lawyer, barely glancing at Joel, his eyes scanning the pages of a file folder. ‘Before you made your final and successful escape - by yourself, from a pit in the ground away from the main camp - you led two previous attempts involving a total of seventeen prisoners of war. Fortunately you survived, but eight men did  not. I’m sure that you, as their leader, their tactician, never anticipated a casualty risk of nearly fifty percent. It’s been said often, but perhaps not often enough: command is awesome, Lieutenant.’


Translation: Don’t join the freaks, soldier. You survived, but eight were killed. Were there circumstances the military is not aware of, tactics that protected some more than others, one more than others? One man who managed to break out — by himself — eluding guards that shot on sight prisoners on the loose at night? Merely to raise the question by reopening a specific file will produce a stigma that will follow you for the rest of your life. Back off, soldier. We’ve got you by simply raising a question we all know should not be raised, but we’ll do it because we’ve taken enough flak. We’ll cut it off wherever we can. Be happy you survived and got out. Now, get out.



At that moment, Converse had been as close to consciously throwing away his life as he would ever have thought possible. Physically assaulting that panel of sanctimonious hypocrites had not been out of the question, until he studied the face of each man, his peripheral gaze taking in rows of tunic ribbons, battle stars on most. Then a strange thing had happened: disgust, revulsion - and compassion - swept over him. These were panicked men, a number having committed their lives to their country’s practice of war ... only to have been conned, as he had been conned. If to protect what was decent meant protecting the worst, who was to say they were wrong? Where were the saints? Or the sinners? Could there be any of either when all were victims?


Disgust, however, won out. Lieutenant Joel Converse, USNR, could not bring himself to give a final salute to that council of his superiors. In silence, he had turned, with no military bearing whatsoever, and walked out of the room as if he had pointedly spat on the floor.


 



A flash of light again from the boulevard, a blinding echo of the sun from the Quai du Mont Blanc. He was in Geneva, not in a North Vietnamese camp holding children who vomited while telling their stories, or in San Diego being separated from the United States Navy. He was in Geneva, and the man  sitting across the table knew everything he was thinking and feeling.


‘Why me?’ whispered Joel.


‘Because, as they say,’ said Halliday, ‘you could be motivated. That’s the simple answer. A story was told. The captain of your aircraft carrier refused to put his planes in the air for the strike that Delavane demanded. Several storms had moved in; he called it suicidal. But Delavane forced him to, threatened to call the macho White House and have the captain stripped of his command. You led that strike. It’s where you got it.’


‘I’m alive,’ said Converse flatly. ‘Twelve hundred kids never saw the next day and maybe a thousand more wished they never had.’


‘And you were in the captain’s quarters when Mad Marcus Delavane made his threats and called the shots.’


‘I was there,’ agreed Converse, no comment in his voice. Then he shook his head in bewilderment. ‘Everything I told you - about myself - you’ve heard it before.’


‘Read it before,’ corrected the lawyer from California. ‘Like you - and I think we’re the best in the business under fifty - I don’t put a hell of a lot of stock in the written word. I have to hear a voice, or see a face.’


‘I didn’t answer you.’


‘You didn’t have to.’


‘But you have to answer me — now. You’re not here for Comm Tech-Bern, are you?’


‘Yes, that part’s true,’ said Halliday. ‘Only the Swiss didn’t come to me, I went to them. I’ve been watching you, waiting for the moment. It had to be the right one, perfectly natural, geographically logical.’


‘Why? What do you mean?’


‘Because I’m being watched ... Rosen did have a stroke. I heard about it, contacted Bern, and made a plausible case for myself.’


‘Your reputation was enough.’


‘It helped, but I needed more. I said we knew each other, that we went way back - which God knows was true - and as much as I respected you, I implied that you were extremely  astute with finals, and that I was familiar with your methods. I also put my price high enough.’


‘An irresistible combination for the Swiss,’ said Converse.


‘I’m glad you approve.’


‘But I don’t,’ contradicted Joel. ‘I don’t approve of you at all, least of all your methods. You haven’t told me anything, just made cryptic remarks about an unidentified group of people you say are dangerous, and brought up the name of a man you knew would provoke a response. Maybe you’re just a freak, after all, still pushing that safe Yippie label.’


‘Calling someone a “freak” is subjectively prejudicial in the extreme, counselor, and would be stricken from the record.’


‘Still, the point’s been made with the jury, lawyer-man,’ said Converse quietly but with anger. ‘And I’m making it now.’


‘Don’t prejudge the safety,’ continued Halliday in a voice that was equally quiet. ‘I’m not safe, and outside of a proclivity for cowardice, there’s a wife and five children back in San Francisco I care deeply about.’


‘So you come to me because I have no such - what was it ? — priority entanglements?’


‘I came to you because you’re invisible, you’re not involved, and because you’re the best, and I can’t do it! I legally can’t do it, and it’s got to be done legally.’


‘Why don’t you say what you mean?’ demanded Converse. ‘Because if you don’t I’m getting up and we’ll see each other later across a table.’


‘I represented Delavane,’ said Halliday quickly. ‘God help me I didn’t know what I was doing, and very few people approved, but I made a point we used to make all the time. Unpopular causes and people also deserve representation.’


‘I can’t argue with that.’


‘You don’t know the cause. I do. I found out.’


‘What cause?’


Halliday leaned forward. ‘The generals,’ he said, his voice barely audible. ‘They’re coming back.’


Joel looked closely at the Californian. ‘From where? I didn’t know they’d been away.’


‘From the past,’ said Halliday. ‘From years ago.’


Converse sat back in the chair, now amused. ‘Good Lord, I thought your kind were extinct. Are you talking about the Pentagon menace, Press —  it is “Press,” isn’t it? The San Francisco short-form, or was it from Haight-Ashbury, or the Beverly Hills something or other? You’re a little behind the times; you already stormed the Presidio.’


‘Please, don’t make jokes. I’m not joking.’


‘Of course not. It’s Seven Days in May, or is it Five Days in August? It’s August now, so let’s call it The Old-Time Guns of August. Nice ring, I think.’


‘Stop it! There’s nothing remotely funny, and if there were, I’d find it before you did.’


‘That’s a comment, I suppose,’ said Joel.


‘You’re goddamned right it is, because I didn’t go through what you went through. I stayed out of it, I wasn’t conned, and that means I can laugh at fanatics because they never hurt me, and I still think it’s the best ammunition against them. But not now. There’s nothing to laugh at now!’


‘Permit me a small chuckle,’ said Converse without smiling. ‘Even in my most paranoid moments I never subscribed to the conspiracy theory that has the military running Washington. It couldn’t happen.’


‘It might be less apparent than in other countries, but that’s all I’ll grant you.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘It would undoubtedly be much more obvious in Israel, certainly in Johannesburg, quite possibly in France and Bonn, even the UK - none of them takes its pretenses that seriously. But I suppose you’ve got a point. Washington will drape the constitutional robes around itself until they become thread-bare and fall away - revealing a uniform, incidentally.’


Joel stared at the face in front of him. ‘You’re not joking, are you? And you’re too bright to try to snow me.’


‘Or con you,’ added Halliday. ‘Not after that label I wore while watching you in pajamas halfway across the world. I couldn’t do it.’


‘I think I believe you ... You mentioned several countries, specific countries. Some aren’t speaking, others barely; a few have bad blood and worse memories. On purpose?’


‘Yes,’ nodded the Californian. ‘It doesn’t make any difference because the group I’m talking about thinks it has a cause that will ultimately unite them all. And run them all — their way.’


‘The generals?’


‘And admirals, and brigadiers, and field marshals - old soldiers who pitched their tents in the right camp. So far right there’s been no label since the Reichstag.’


‘Come on, Avery!’ Converse shook his head in exasperation. ‘A bunch of tired old warhorses — ’


‘Recruiting and indoctrinating young, hard, capable new commanders,’ interrupted Halliday.


‘ — coughing their last bellows.’ Joel stopped. ‘Have you proof of that?’ he asked, each word spoken slowly.


‘Not enough ... but with some digging ... maybe enough.’


‘Goddamn it, stop being elliptical.’


‘Among the possible recruits, twenty or so names at the State Department and the Pentagon,’ said Halliday. ‘Men who clear export licenses and who spend millions upon millions because they’re allowed to spend it, all of which, naturally, widens any circle of friends.’


‘And influence,’ stated Converse. ‘What about London, Paris, and Bonn — Johannesburg and Tel Aviv?’


‘Again names.’


‘How firm?’


‘They were there, I saw them myself. It was an accident. How many have taken an oath I don’t know, but they were there, and their stripes fit the philosophical pattern.’


‘The Reichstag?’


‘More encompassing. A global Third Reich. All they need is a Hitler.’


‘Where does Delavane fit in?’


‘He may anoint one. He may designate the Führer.’


‘That’s ridiculous. Who’d take him seriously?’


‘He was taken seriously before. You saw the results.’


‘That was then, not now. You’re not answering the question.’


‘Men who thought he was right before, and don’t fool  yourself, they’re out there by the thousands. What’s mind-blowing is that there are a few dozen with enough seed money to finance his and their delusions - which, of course, they don’t see as delusions at all, only as the proper evolution of current history, all other ideologies having failed miserably.’


Joel started to speak, then stopped, his thoughts suddenly altered. ‘Why haven’t you gone to someone who can stop them? Stop him.’


‘Who?’


‘I shouldn’t have to tell you that. Any number of people in the government - elected and appointed - and more than a dozen departments. For starters, there’s Justice.’


‘I’d be laughed out of Washington,’ said Halliday. ‘Beyond the fact that we have no proof - as I told you, just names, suppositions - don’t forget that Yippie label I once wore. They’d pin it on me again and tell me to get lost.’


‘But you represented Delavane.’


‘Which only compounds the problem by introducing the legal aspects. I shouldn’t have to tell you that.’


‘The lawyer-client relationship.’ Converse nodded. ‘You’re in a morass before you can make a charge. Unless you’ve got hard evidence against your client, proof that he’s going to commit further crimes and that you’re aiding the commission of those crimes by keeping silent.’


‘Which proof I don’t have,’ interrupted the Californian.


‘Then no one will touch you,’ added Joel. ‘Especially ambitious lawyers at Justice; they don’t want their post-government avenues cut off. As you say, the Delavanes of this world have their constituencies.’


‘Exactly,’ agreed Halliday. ‘And when I began asking questions and tried to reach Delavane, he wouldn’t see me or talk to me. Instead, I got a letter telling me I was fired, that if he had known what I was he never would have retained me. “Smoking dope and screaming curses while brave young men answered their country’s call.”’


Converse whistled softly. ‘And you think you weren’t conned? You provide legal services for him, a structure he can use for all intents and purposes within the law, and if anything smells, you’re the last person who can blow the  whistle. He drapes the old soldier’s flag around himself and calls you a vindictive freak.’


Halliday nodded. ‘There was a lot more in that letter - nothing that could damage me except where he was concerned, but it was brutal.’


‘I’m certain of it.’ Converse took out a pack of cigarettes; he held it forward as Halliday shook his head. ‘How did you represent him?’ asked Joel.


‘I set up a corporation, a small consulting firm in Palo Alto specializing in imports and exports. What’s allowed, what isn’t, what the quotas are, and how to legitimately reach the people in DC who will listen to your case. Essentially it was a lobbying effort, trading in on a name, if anyone remembered. At the time, it struck me as kind of pathetic.’


‘I thought you said it wasn’t registered,’ remarked Converse, lighting a cigarette.


‘It’s not the one we’re after. It’d be a waste of time.’


‘But it’s where you first got your information, isn’t it? Your leads?’


‘That was the accident, and it won’t happen again. It’s so legitimate it’s legal Clorox.’


‘Still it’s a front,’ insisted Joel. ‘It has to be if everything — or anything - you’ve said is true.’


‘It’s true, and it is. But nothing’s written down. It’s an instrument for travel, an excuse for Delavane and the men around him to go from one place to another, carrying on legitimate business. But while they’re in a given area, they do their real thing.’


‘The gathering of the generals and the field marshals?’ said Converse.


‘We think it’s a spreading missionary operation. Very quiet and very intense.’


‘What’s the name of Delavane’s firm?’


‘Palo Alto International.’


Joel suddenly crushed out his cigarette. ‘Who’s we, Avery? Who’s putting up this kind of money when amounts like that mean they’re people who can reach anyone they want to in Washington?’


‘Are you interested?’


‘Not in working for someone I don’t know - or approve of. No, I’m not.’


‘Do you approve of the objectives as I’ve outlined them to you?’


‘If what you’ve told me is true, and I can’t think of any reason why you’d lie about it, of course I do. You knew I would. That still doesn’t answer my question.’


‘Suppose,’ went on Halliday rapidly, ‘I were to give you a letter stating that the sum of five hundred thousand dollars to be allocated to you from a blind account on the island of Mykonos was provided by a client of mine whose character and reputation are of the highest order. That his — ’


‘Wait a minute, Press,’ Converse broke in harshly.


‘Please don’t interrupt me, Please!’ Halliday’s eyes were riveted on Joel, a manic intensity in his stare. ‘There’s no other way, not now. I’ll put my name - my professional life on the line. You’ve been hired to do confidential work within your specialization by a man known to me to be an outstanding citizen who insists on anonymity. I endorse both the man and the work he’s asked you to do, and swear not only to the legality of the objectives but to the extraordinary benefits that would be derived by any success you might have. You’re covered, you’ve got five hundred thousand dollars, and I expect just as important to you, perhaps more so, you have the chance to stop a maniac — maniacs —  from carrying out an unthinkable plan. At the least, they’d create widespread unrest, political crises everywhere, enormous suffering. At the worst, they might change the course of history to the point where there wouldn’t be any history.’


Converse sat rigid in his chair, his gaze unbroken. ‘That’s quite a speech. Practice it long?’


‘No, you son of a bitch! It wasn’t necessary to practice. Any more than you rehearsed that little explosion of yours twelve years ago in San Diego. “Men like that can’t be allowed anymore, don’t you understand? He was the enemy, our  enemy?” ... Those were the words, weren’t they?’


‘You did your homework, counselor,’ said Joel, his anger controlled. ‘Why does your client insist on being anonymous? Why doesn’t he take his money, make a political  contribution, and talk to the director of the CIA, or the National Security Council, or the White House, any of which he could do easily? A half-million dollars isn’t chopped chicken liver even today.’


‘Because he can’t be involved officially in any way whatsoever.’ Halliday frowned as he expelled his breath. ‘I know it sounds crazy, but that’s the way it is. He is an outstanding man and I went to him because I was cornered. Frankly, I thought he’d pick up the phone and do what you just said. Call the White House, if it came to it, but he wanted to go this route.’


‘With me?’


‘Sorry, he didn’t know you. He said a strange thing to me. He told me to find someone to shoot down the bastards without giving them the dignity of the government’s concern, even its recognition. At first I couldn’t understand, but then I did. It fit in with my own theory that laughing at the Delavanes of this world renders them impotent more thoroughly than any other way.’


‘It also eliminates the specter of martyrdom,’ added Converse. ‘Why would this - outstanding citizen do what he’s doing? Why is it worth the money to him?’


‘If I told you, I’d be breaking the confidence.’


‘I didn’t ask you his name. I want to know why.’


‘By telling you,’ said the Californian, ‘you’d know who he is. I can’t do that. Take my word for it, you’d approve of him.’


‘Next question,’ said Joel, a sharp edge to his voice. ‘Just what the hell did you say to Talbot, Brooks and Simon that they found so acceptable?’



‘Resigned to finding it acceptable,’ corrected Halliday. ‘I had help. Do you know Judge Lucas Anstett?’


‘Second Circuit Court,’ said Converse, nodding. ‘He should have been tapped for the Supreme Court years ago.’


‘That seems to be the consensus. He’s also a friend of my client, and as I understand it, he met with John Talbot and Nathan Simon - Brooks was out of town - and without revealing my client’s name, told them there was a problem that might well erupt into a national crisis if immediate legal action wasn’t taken. Several US firms were involved, he  explained, but the problem basically lay in Europe and required the talents of an experienced international lawyer. If their junior partner, Joel Converse, was selected and he accepted, would they consent to a leave of absence so he could pursue the matter on a confidential basis? Naturally, the judge strongly endorsed the project.’


‘And naturally Talbot and Simon went along,’ said Joel. ‘You don’t refuse Anstett. He’s too damned reasonable, to say nothing of the power of his court.’


‘I don’t think he’d use that lever.’


‘It’s there.’


Halliday reached into his jacket pocket and took out a long white business envelope. ‘Here’s the letter. It spells out everything I said. There’s also a separate page defining the schedule in Mykonos. Once you make arrangements at the bank - how you want the money paid or where you want it transferred - you’ll be given the name of a man who lives on the island; he’s retired. Phone him; he’ll tell you when and where to meet. He has all the tools we can give you. The names, the connections as we think they are, and the activities they’re most likely engaged in that violate the laws of their respective governments - sending arms, equipment, and technological information where it shouldn’t be sent. Build just two or three cases that are tied to Delavane - even circumstantially – and it’ll be enough. We’ll turn it all into ridicule. It will be enough.’


‘Where the hell do you get your nerve?’ said Converse angrily. ‘I haven’t agreed to anything! You don’t make decisions for me, and neither does Talbot or Simon, nor the holy Judge Anstett, nor your goddamned client! What did you think you were doing? Appraising me like a piece of liorse-flesh, making arrangements about me behind my back! Who do you people think you are?’


‘Concerned people who think we’ve found the right man for the right job at the right time,’ said Halliday, dropping the envelope in front of Joel. ‘Only there’s not that much time left. You’ve been where they want to take us and you know what it’s like.’ Suddenly the Californian got up. ‘Think about it. We’ll talk later. By the way, the Swiss know we were  meeting this morning. If anyone asks what we talked about, tell them I agreed to the final disposition of the Class A stock. It’s in our favor even though you may think otherwise. Thanks for the coffee. I’ll be across the table in an hour. It’s good to see you again, Joel.’


The Californian walked swiftly into the aisle and out through the brass gate of the Chat Botté into the sunlight of the Quai du Mont Blanc.


 



The telephone console was built into the far end of a long, dark conference table. Its muted hum was in keeping with the dignified surroundings. The Swiss arbitre, the legal representative of the canton of Geneva, picked it up and spoke softly, nodding his head twice, then replaced the phone in its cradle. He looked around the table; seven of the eight attorneys were in their chairs talking quietly with one another. The eighth, Joel Converse, stood in front of an enormous window flanked by drapes and overlooking the Quai Gustave Ador. The giant jet d’eau erupted beyond, its pulsating spray cascading to the left under the force of a north wind. The sky was growing dark; a summer storm was on its way from the Alps.



‘Messieurs,’ said the arbitre. Conversations trailed off as faces were turned to the Swiss. ‘That was Monsieur Halliday. He has been detained, but urges you to proceed. His associate, Monsieur Rogeteau, has his recommendations, and it is understood that he met with Monsieur Converse earlier this morning to resolve one of the last details. Is that not so, Monsieur Converse?’


Heads turned again, now in the opposite direction toward the figure by the window. There was no response. Converse continued to stare down at the lake.


‘Monsieur Converse?’



‘I beg your pardon?’ Joel turned, a frown creasing his brow, his thoughts far away, nowhere near Geneva.


‘It is so, monsieur?’


‘What was the question?’


‘You met earlier with Monsieur Halliday?’


Converse paused. ‘It is so,’ he replied.


‘And?’


‘And — he agreed to the final disposition of the Class A stock.’


There was an audible expression of relief on the part of the Americans and a silent acceptance from the Bern contingent, their eyes noncommittal. Neither reaction was lost on Joel, and under different circumstances he might have tabled the item for additional consideration. Halliday’s judgment of Bern’s advantage notwithstanding, the acceptance was too easily achieved; he would have postponed it anyway, at least for an hour’s worth of analysis. Somehow it did not matter.  Goddamn him! thought Converse.


‘Then let us proceed as Monsieur Halliday suggested,’ said the arbitre, glancing at his watch.


 



An hour stretched into two, then three, the hum of voices mingling in counterpoint as pages were passed back and forth, points clarified, paragraphs initialed. And still Halliday did not appear. Lamps were turned on as darkness filled the midday sky outside the huge windows; there was talk of the approaching storm.


Then, suddenly, screams came from beyond the thick oak door of the conference room, swelling in volume until images of horror filled the minds of all who heard the prolonged terrible sounds. Some around the enormous table lunged under it, others got out of their chairs and stood in shock, and a few rushed to the door, among them Converse. The  arbitre twisted the knob and yanked it back with such force that the door crashed into the wall. What they saw was a sight none of them would ever forget. Joel lashed out, gripping, pulling, pushing away those in front of him as he raced into the anteroom.


He saw Avery Fowler, his white shirt covered with blood, his chest a mass of tiny, bleeding holes. As the wounded man fell, his upturned collar separated to reveal more blood on his throat. The expulsions of breath were too well known to Joel; he had held the heads of children in the camps as they had wept in anger and the ultimate fear. He held Avery Fowler’s head now, lowering him to the floor.


‘My God, what happened?’ cried Converse, cradling the dying man in his arms.


‘They’re ... back,’ coughed the classmate from long ago. ‘The elevator. They trapped me in the elevator! ... They said it was for Aquitaine, that was the name they used ...  Aquitaine. Oh, Christ! Meg ... the kids!’ Avery Fowler’s head twisted spastically into his right shoulder, then the final expulsion of air came from his bloodied throat.


 



Converse stood in the rain, his clothes drenched, staring at the unseen place on the water where only an hour ago the fountain had shot up to the sky proclaiming this was Geneva. The lake was angry, an infinity of whitecaps had replaced the graceful white sails. There were no reflections anywhere. But there was distant thunder from the north. From the Alps.


And Joel’s mind was frozen.







CHAPTER TWO


He walked past the long marble counter of the hotel Richemond’s front desk and headed for the winding staircase on the left. It was habit; his suite was on the second floor and the brass-grilled elevators with their wine-colored velvet interiors were things of beauty, but not of swiftness. Too, he enjoyed passing the casement displays of outrageously priced, brilliantly lit jewels that lined the walls of the elegant staircase - shimmering diamonds, blood-red rubies, webbed necklaces of spun gold. Somehow they reminded him of change, of extraordinary change. For him. For a life he had thought would end violently, thousands of miles away in a dozen different yet always the same rat-infested cells, with muted gunfire and the screams of children in the dark distance. Diamonds, rubies, and spun gold were symbols of the unattainable and unrealistic, but they were there, and he passed them, observed them, smiling at their existence ... and they seemed to acknowledge him, large shining eyes of infinite depth staring back, telling him they were there, he was there. Change.


But he did not see them now, nor did they acknowledge him. He saw nothing, felt nothing; every tentacle of his mind and body was numbed, suspended in airless space. A man he had known as a boy under one name had died in his arms years later under another, and the words he had whispered at the brutal moment of death were as incomprehensible as they were paralyzing. Aquitaine. They said it was for Aquitaine ...  Where was sanity, where was reason? What did the words mean and why had he been drawn into that elusive meaning?  He had been drawn in, he knew, and there was reason in that terrible manipulation. The magnet was a name, a man. George Marcus Delavane, warlord of Saigon.


‘Monsieur!’ The suppressed shout came from below; he turned on the stairs and saw the formally attired concierge rushing across the lobby and up the steps. The man’s name was Henri, and they had known each other for nearly five years. Their friendship went beyond that of hotel executive and hotel guest; they had gambled together frequently at Divonne-les-bains, across the French border.


‘Hello, Henri.’



‘Mon Dieu, are you all right, Joel? Your office in New York has been calling you repeatedly. I heard it on the radio, it is all over Geneva! La drogue! Drugs, crime, guns ... murder! It touches even us now!’


‘Is that what they say?’


‘They say small packages of cocaine were found under his shirt, a respected avocat international a suspected connection — ’


‘It’s a lie,’ Converse broke in.


‘It’s what they say, what can I tell you? Your name was mentioned; it was reported that he died as you reached him ... You were not implicated, of course; you were merely there with the others. I heard your name and I’ve been worried sick! Where have you been?’



‘Answering a lot of unanswerable questions down at police headquarters.’ Questions that were answerable, but not by him, not to the authorities in Geneva. Avery Fawler — Preston Halliday - deserved better than that. A trust had been given, and been accepted in death.



‘Christ, you’re drenched!’ cried Henri, intense concern in his eyes. ‘You’ve been walking in the rain, haven’t you? There were no taxis?’


‘I didn’t look, I wanted to walk.’


‘Of course, the shock, I understand. I’ll send up some brandy, some decent Armagnac. And dinner, perhaps I’ll release your table at the Gentilshommes.’


‘Thanks. Give me thirty minutes and have your switchboard get New York for me, will you? I never seem to dial it right.’


‘Joel?’


‘What?’


‘Can I help? Is there something you should tell me? We have won and lost together over too many grand cru bottles for you to go alone when you don’t have to. I know Geneva, my friend.’


Converse looked into the wide brown eyes, at the lined face, rigid in its concern. ‘Why do you say that?’


‘Because you so quickly denied the police reports of cocaine, what else? I watched you. There was more in what you said than what you said.’


Joel blinked, and for a moment shut his eyelids tight, the strain in the middle of his forehead acute. He took a deep breath and replied. ‘Do me a favor, Henri, and don’t speculate. Just get me an overseas line in a half-hour, okay?’



‘Entendu, monsieur,’ said the Frenchman. ‘Le concierge du Richemond is here only to serve her guests, special guests accorded special service, of course ... I’m here if you need me, my friend.’


‘I know that. If I turn a wrong card, I’ll let you know.’


‘If you have to turn any card in Switzerland, call me. The suits vary with the players.’


‘I’ll remember that. Thirty minutes? A line?’


‘Certainement,monsieur.’


 



The shower was as hot as his skin could tolerate, the steam filling his lungs, cutting short the breath in his throat. He then forced himself to endure an ice-cold spray until his head shivered. He reasoned that the shock of extremes might clear his mind, at least reduce the numbness. He had to think; he had to decide; he had to listen.


He came out of the bathroom, his white terrycloth robe blotting the residue of the shower, and shoved his feet into a pair of slippers on the floor beside the bed. He removed his cigarettes and lighter from the bureau top, and walked into the sitting room. The concerned Henri had been true to his word; on the coffee table a floor steward had placed a bottle of expensive Armagnac and two glasses for appearance, not function. He sat down on the soft, pillowed couch, poured  himself a drink, and lighted a cigarette. Outside, the heavy August rain pounded the casement windows, the tattoo harsh and unrelenting. He looked at his watch; it was a few minutes past six — shortly past noon in New York. Joel wondered if Henri had been able to get a clear transatlantic line. The lawyer in Converse wanted to hear the words spoken from New York, words that would either confirm or deny a dead man’s revelation. It had been twenty-five minutes since Henri had stopped him on the staircase; he would wait another five and call the switchboard.


The telephone rang, the blaring, vibrating European bell unnerving him. He reached for the phone on the table next to the couch; his breath was short and his hand trembled. ‘Yes? Hello?’


‘New York calling, monsieur,’ said the hotel operator. ‘It’s your office. Should I cancel the call listed for six-fifteen?’


‘Yes, please. And thank you.’


‘Mr Converse?’ The intense, high-pitched voice belonged to Lawrence Talbot’s secretary.


‘Hello, Jane.’


‘Good God, we’ve been trying to reach you since ten o’clock! Are you all right? We heard the news then, around ten. It’s all so horrible!’


‘I’m fine, Jane. Thanks for your concern.’


‘Mr Talbot’s beside himself. He can’t believe it!’


‘Don’t believe what they’re saying about Halliday. It’s not true. May I speak with Larry, please?’


‘If he knew you were on the phone talking to me, I’d be fired.’


‘No, you wouldn’t. Who’d write his letters?’


The secretary paused briefly, her voice calmer when she spoke. ‘Oh, God, Joel, you’re the end. After what you’ve been through, you still find something funny to say.’


‘It’s easier, Jane. Let me have Bubba, will you?’


‘You are the limit!’


Lawrence Talbot, senior partner of Talbot, Brooks and Simon, was a perfectly competent attorney, but his rise in law was as much due to his having been one of the few all-American football players from Yale as from any prowess in the courtroom. He was also a very decent human being, more of a coordinating coach than the driving force of a conservative yet highly competitive law firm. He was also eminently fair and fair-minded; he kept his word. He was one of the reasons Joel had joined the firm; another was Nathan Simon, a giant both of a man and of an attorney. Converse had learned more about the law from Nate Simon than from any other lawyer or professor he had ever met. He felt closest to Nathan, yet Simon was the most difficult to get close to; one approached this uniquely private man with equal parts of fondness and reserve.


Lawrence Talbot burst over the phone. ‘Good Lord, I’m appalled! What can I say? What can I do?’


‘To begin with, strike that horseshit about Halliday. He was no more a drug connection than Nate Simon.’


‘You haven’t heard, then? They’ve backed off on that. The story now is violent robbery; he resisted and the packets were stuffed under his shirt after they shot him. I think Jack Halliday must have burned the wires from San Francisco, threatened to beat the crap out of the whole Swiss government ... He played for Stanford, you know.’


‘You’re too much, Bubba.’


‘I never thought I’d enjoy hearing that from you, young man. I do now.’


‘Young man and not so young, Larry. Clear something up for me, will you?’


‘Whatever I can.’


‘Anstett. Lucas Anstett.’


‘We talked. Nathan and I listened, and he was most persuasive. We understand.’



‘Do you?’


‘Not the particulars certainly; he wouldn’t elaborate. But we think you’re the best in the field, and granting his request wasn’t difficult. T., B. and S. has the best, and when a judge like Anstett confirms it through such a conversation, we have to congratulate ourselves, don’t we?’


‘Are you doing it because of his bench?’


‘Christ, no. He even told us he’d be harder on us in Appeals  if we agreed. He’s one rough cookie when he wants something. He tells you you’d be worse off if you give it to him.’


‘Did you believe him?’


‘Well, Nathan said something about billy goats having certain identifiable markings that were not removed without a great deal of squealing, so we should go along. Nathan frequently obfuscates issues, but goddamnit, Joel, he’s usually right.’


‘If you can take three hours to hear a five-minute summation,’ said Converse.


‘He’s always thinking, young man.’


‘Young and not so young. Everything’s relative.’


‘Your wife called ... Sorry, your ex-wife.’


‘Oh?’


‘Your name came up on the radio or television or something, and she wanted to know what happened.’


‘What did you tell her?’


‘That we were trying to reach you. We didn’t know any more than she did. She sounded very upset.’


‘Call her and tell her I’m fine, will you, please? Do you have the number?’


‘Jane does.’


‘I’ll be leaving, then.’


‘On full pay,’ said Talbot from New York.


‘That’s not necessary, Larry. I’m being given a great deal of money, so save the bookkeeping. I’ll be back in three or four weeks.’


‘I could do that, but I won’t,’ said the senior partner. ‘I know when I’ve got the best and I intend to hold him. We’ll bank it for you.’ Talbot paused, then spoke quietly, urgently. ‘Joel, I have to ask you. Did this thing a few hours ago have anything to do with the Anstett business?’


Converse gripped the telephone with such force his wrist and fingers ached. ‘Nothing whatsoever, Larry,’ he said. ‘There’s no connection.’


 



Mykonos, the sun-drenched, whitewashed island of the Cyclades, neighboring worshiper of Delos. Since Barbarossa’s conquest it had been host to successive brigands of the sea who  sailed on the Meltemi winds — Turks, Russians, Cypriots, finally Greeks — placed and displaced over the centuries, a small landmass alternately honored and forgotten until the arrival of sleek yachts and shining aircraft, symbols of a different age. Low-slung automobiles — Porsches, Maseratis, Jaguars — now sped over the narrow roads past starch-white windmills and alabaster churches; a new type of inhabitant had joined the laconic, tradition-bound residents who made their livings from the sea and the shops. Free-spirited youths of all ages, with their open shirts and tight pants, their sunburned skins serving as foil for adornments of heavy gold, had found a new play-ground. And ancient Mykonos, once a major port to the proud Phoenicians, had become the Saint- Tropez of the Aegean.


Converse had taken the first Swissair flight out of Geneva to Athens, and from there a smaller Olympic plane to the island. Although he had lost an hour in the time zones, it was barely four o’clock in the afternoon when the airport taxi crawled through the streets of the hot, blinding-white harbor and pulled up in front of the smooth white entrance of the bank. It was on the waterfront, and the crowds of flowered shirts and wild print dresses, and the sight of launches chopping over the gentle waves toward the slips on the main pier, were proof that the giant cruise ships far out in the harbor were managed by knowledgeable men. Mykonos was a dazzling snare for tourists; money would be left on the whitewashed island; the tavernas and the shops would be full from early sunrise to burning twilight. The ouzo would flow and Greek fishermen’s caps would disappear from the shelves and appear on the swaying heads of suburbanites from Grosse Point and Short Hills. And when night came and the last  efharisto and paracalo had been awkwardly uttered by the visitors, other games would begin — the courtiers and courtesans, the beautiful, ageless, self-indulgent children of the blue Aegean, would start to play. Peals of laughter would be heard as drachmas were counted and spent in amounts that would stagger even those who had opulent suites on the highest decks of the most luxurious ships. Where Geneva was contrary, Mykonos was accommodating — in ways the long-ago Turks might have envied.


Joel had called the bank from the airport, not knowing its business hours, but knowing the name of the banker he was to contact. Kostas Laskaris greeted him cautiously over the phone, making it clear that he expected not only a passport that would clear a spectrograph but the original letter from A. Preston Halliday with his signature, said signature to be subjected to a scanner, matching the signature the bank had been provided by the deceased Mr A. Preston Halliday.


‘We hear he was killed in Geneva. It is most unfortunate,’ Laskaris had said.


‘I’ll tell his wife and children how your grief overwhelms me.’


Converse paid the taxi and climbed the short white steps of the entrance, carrying his suitcase and attaché case, grateful that the door was opened by a uniformed guard whose appearance brought to mind a long-forgotten photograph of a mad sultan who whipped his harem’s women in a courtyard when they failed to arouse him.


Kostas Laskaris was not at all what Joel had expected from the brief, disconcerting conversation over the phone. He was a balding, pleasant-faced man in his late fifties, with warm dark eyes, and relatively fluent in English but certainly not comfortable with the language. His first words upon rising from his desk and indicating a chair in front of it for Converse contradicted Joel’s previous impression.


‘I apologize for what might have appeared as a callous  statement on my part regarding Mr Halliday. However, it  was most unfortunate, and I don’t know how else to phrase it. And it is difficult, sir, to grieve for a man one never knew.’


‘I was out of line. Forget it, please.’


‘You are most kind, but I am afraid I cannot forget the arrangements — mandated by Mr Halliday and his associate here on Mykonos. I must have your passport and the letter, if you please?’


‘Who is he?’ asked Joel, reaching into his jacket pocket for his passport billfold; it contained the letter. ‘The associate, I mean.’


‘You are an attorney, sir, and surely you are aware that the information you desire cannot be given to you until the  barriers — have been leaped, as it were. At least, I think that’s right.’


‘It’ll do. I just thought I’d try.’ He took out his passport and the letter, handing them to the banker.


Laskaris picked up his telephone and pressed a button. He spoke in Greek and apparently asked for someone. Within seconds the door opened and a stunning bronzed, dark-haired woman entered and walked gracefully over to the desk. She raised her downcast eyes and glanced at Joel, who knew the banker was watching him closely. A sign from Converse, another glance — from him directed at Laskaris — and introductions would be forthcoming, accommodation tacitly promised, and a conceivably significant piece of information would be entered in a banker’s file. Joel offered no such sign; he wanted no such entry. A man did not pick up half a million dollars for nodding his head, and then look for a bonus. It did not signify stability; it signified something else.


Inconsequential banter about flights, customs and the general deterioration of travel covered the next ten minutes, at which time his passport and the letter were returned — not by the striking, dark-haired woman but by a young, balletic blond Adonis. The pleasant-faced Laskaris was not missing a trick; he was perfectly willing to supply one, whichever route his wealthy visitor required.


Converse looked into the Greek’s warm eyes, then smiled, the smile developing into quiet laughter. Laskaris smiled back and shrugged, dismissing the beachboy.


‘I am chief manager of this branch, sir,’ he said as the door closed, ‘but I do not set the policies for the entire bank. This is, after all, Mykonos.’


‘And a great deal of money passes through here,’ added Joel. ‘Which one did you bet on?’


‘Neither,’ replied Laskaris, shaking his head. ‘Only on exactly what you did. You’d be a fool otherwise, and I do not think you are a fool. In addition to being chief manager on the waterfront, I am also an excellent judge of character.’


‘Is that why you were chosen as the intermediary?’


‘No, that is not the reason. I am a friend of Mr Halliday’s  associate here on the island. His name is Beale, incidentally. Dr Edward Beale ... You see, everything is in order.’


‘A doctor?’ asked Converse, leaning forward and accepting his passport and the letter. ‘He’s a doctor?’


‘Not a medical man, however,’ clarified Laskaris. ‘He’s a scholar, a retired professor of history from the United States. He has an adequate pension and he moved here from Rhodes several months ago. A most interesting man, most knowledgeable. I handle his financial affairs — in which he is not very knowledgeable, but still interesting.’ The banker smiled again, shrugging.


‘I hope so,’ said Joel. ‘We have a great deal to discuss.’ ‘That is not my concern, sir. Shall we get to the disposition of the funds? How and where would you care to have them paid?’


‘A great deal in cash. I bought one of those sensorized money belts in Geneva — the batteries are guaranteed for a year. If it’s ripped off me, a tiny siren goes off that splits your eardrums. I’d like American currency for myself and the rest transferred.’


‘Those belts are effective, sir, but not if you are unconscious, or if there is no one around to hear them. Might I suggest traveler’s checks?’


‘You could and you’d probably be right, but I don’t think so. I may not care to write out a signature.’


‘As you wish. The denominations for yourself, please?’ said Laskaris, pencil in hand, pad below. ‘And where would you like the remainder to be sent?’


‘Is it possible,’ asked Converse slowly, ‘to have accounts set up not in my name but accessible to me?’


‘Of course, sir. Frankly, it is often standard in Mykonos — as well as in Crete, Rhodes, Athens, Istanbul, and also much of Europe. A description is wired, accompanied by words written out in your handwriting — another name, or numbers. One man I knew used nursery rhymes. And then they are matched. One must use a sophisticated bank, of course.’


‘Of course. Name a few.’


‘Where?’


‘In London, Paris, Bonn — maybe Tel Aviv,’ said Joel, trying to remember Halliday’s words.


‘Bonn is not easy; they are so inflexible. A wrong apostrophe and they summon whomever they consider their authorities ... Tel Aviv is simple; money is as freewheeling and as serpentine as the Knesset. London and Paris are standard and, of course, their greed is overwhelming. You will be heavily taxed for the transfers because they know you will not make an issue over covert funds. Very proper, very mercenary, and very much thievery.’


‘You know your banks, don’t you?’


‘I’ve had experience, sir. Now, as to the disbursements?’


‘I want a hundred thousand for myself — nothing larger than five-hundred-dollar bills. The rest you can split up and tell me how I can get it if I need it.’


‘It is not a difficult assignment, sir. Shall we start writing names, or numbers — or nursery rhymes?’


‘Numbers,’ said Converse. ‘I’m a lawyer. Names and nursery rhymes are in dimensions I don’t want to think about right now.’


‘As you wish,’ said the Greek, reaching for a pad. ‘And here is Dr Beale’s telephone number. When we have concluded our business, you may call him — or not, as you wish. It is not my concern.’


 



Dr Edward Beale, resident of Mykonos, spoke over the telephone in measured words and the slow, thoughtful cadence of a scholar. Nothing was rushed; everything was deliberate.


‘There is a beach — more rocks than beach, and not frequented at night — about seven kilometers from the waterfront. Walk to it. Take the west road along the coast until you see the lights of several buoys riding the waves. Come down to the water’s edge. I’ll find you.’


 



The night clouds sped by, propelled by high-altitude winds, letting the moonlight penetrate rapidly, sporadically, illuminating the desolate stretch of beach that was the meeting ground. Far out on the water, the red lamps of four buoys bobbed up and down. Joel climbed over the rocks and into  the soft sand, making his way to the water’s edge; he could both see and hear the small waves lapping forward and receding. He lit a cigarette, assuming the flame would announce his presence. It did; in moments a voice came out of the darkness behind him, but the greeting was hardly what he expected from an elderly, retired scholar.


‘Stay where you are and don’t move’ was the first command, spoken with quiet authority. ‘Put the cigarette in your mouth and inhale, then raise your arms and hold them straight out in front of you ... Good. Now smoke; I want to see the smoke.’


‘Christ, I’m choking!’ shouted Joel, coughing, as the smoke, blown back by the ocean breeze, stung his eyes. Then suddenly he felt the sharp, quick movements of a hand stabbing about his clothes, reaching across his chest and up and down his legs. ‘What are you doing?’ he cried, spitting the cigarette out of his mouth involuntarily.


‘You don’t have a weapon,’ said the voice.


‘Of course not!’


‘I do. You may lower your arms and turn around now.’


Converse spun, still coughing, and rubbed his watery eyes. ‘You crazy son of a bitch!’


‘It’s a dreadful habit, those cigarettes. I’d give them up if I were you. Outside of the terrible things they do to your body, now you see how they can be used against you in other ways.’


Joel blinked and stared in front of him. The pontificator was a slender, white-haired old man of medium height, standing very erect in what looked like a white canvas jacket and trousers. His face — what could be seen of it in the intermittent moonlight — was deeply lined, and there was a partial smile on his lips. There was also a gun in his hand, held in a firm grip, leveled at Converse’s head. ‘You’re Beale ?’ asked Joel. ‘Dr Edward Beale?’


‘Yes. Are you calmed down now?’


‘Considering the shock of your warm welcome, I guess so.’


‘Good. I’ll put this away, then.’ The scholar lowered the gun and knelt down on the sand next to a canvas satchel. He shoved the weapon inside and stood up again. ‘I’m sorry, but I had to be certain.’


‘Of what? Whether or not I was a commando?’


‘Halliday’s dead. Could a substitute have been sent in your place? Someone to deal with an old man in Mykonos? If so, that person would most certainly have had a gun.’


‘Why?’


‘Because he would have had no idea that I was an old man. I  might have been a commando.’


‘You know, it’s possible — just possible — that I could have had a gun. Would you have blown my goddamned head off?’


‘A respected attorney coming to the island for the first time, passing through Geneva’s airport security? Where would you get it? Whom would you know on Mykonos?’


‘Arrangements could have been made,’ protested Converse with little conviction.


‘I’ve had you followed since you arrived. You went directly to the bank, then to the Kouneni hotel, where you sat in the garden and had a drink before going to your room. Outside of the taxi driver, my friend Kostas, the desk clerk, and the waiters in the garden, you spoke to no one. As long as you  were Joel Converse I was safe.’


‘For a product of an ivory tower, you sound more like a hit man from Detroit.’


‘I wasn’t always in the academic world, but yes, I’ve been cautious. I think we must all be very cautious. With a George Marcus Delavane it’s the only sound strategy.’


‘Sound strategy?’


‘Approach, if you like.’ Beale reached between the widely separated buttons of his jacket and withdrew a folded sheet of paper. ‘Here are the names,’ he said, handing it to Joel. ‘There are five key figures in Delavane’s operation over here. One each from France, West Germany, Israel, South Africa, and England. We’ve identified four — the first four — but we can’t find the Englishman.’


‘How did you get these?’


‘Originally from notes found among Delavane’s papers by Halliday when the general was his client.’


‘That was the accident he mentioned, then? He said it was an accident that wouldn’t happen again.’


‘I don’t know what he told you, of course, but it certainly was an accident. A faulty memory on Delavane’s part, an affliction I can personally assure you touches the aging. The general simply forgot he had a meeting with Halliday, and when Preston arrived, his secretary let him into the office so he could prepare papers for Delavane, who was expected in a half hour or so. Preston saw a file folder on the general’s desk; he knew that folder, knew it contained material he could cross-check. Without thinking twice, he sat down and began working. He found the names, and knowing Delavane’s recent itinerary in Europe and Africa, everything suddenly began to fall into place — very ominously. For anyone politically aware, those four names are frightening — they dredge up frightening memories.’


‘Did Delavane ever learn that he’d found them?’


‘In my judgment, he could never be certain. Halliday wrote them down and left before the general returned. But then Geneva tells us something else, doesn’t it?’


‘That Delavane did find out,’ said Converse grimly.


‘Or he wasn’t going to take any further chances, especially if there was a schedule, and we’re convinced there is one. We’re in the countdown now.’


‘To what?’


‘From the pattern of their operations — what we’ve pieced together — a prolonged series of massive, orchestrated conflagrations designed to spin governments out of control and destabilize them.’


‘That’s a tall order. In what way?’


‘Guesswork,’ said the scholar, frowning. ‘Probably widespread, coordinated eruptions of violence led by terrorists everywhere — terrorists fueled by Delavane and his people. When the chaos becomes intolerable, it would be their excuse to march in with military units and assume the controls, initially with martial law.’


‘It’s been done before,’ said Joel. ‘Feed and arm a presumed enemy, then send out provocateurs — ’


‘With massive sums of money and material.’


‘And when they rise up,’ continued Converse, ‘pull out the rug, crush them, and take over. The citizens give thanks and  call the heroes saviors, as they start marching to their drums. But how could they do it?’


‘That’s the all-consuming question. What are the targets? Where are they, who are they? We have no idea. If we had an inkling, we might approach from that end, but we don’t, and we can’t waste time hunting for unknowns. We must go after what we do know.’


‘Again, time,’ Joel broke in. ‘Why are you so sure we’re in a countdown?’


‘Increased activity everywhere — in many cases frantic. Shipments originating in the States are funneled out of warehouses in England, Ireland, France, and Germany to groups of insurgents in all the troubled areas. There are rumors out of Munich, the Mediterranean and the Arab states. The talk is in terms of final preparations, but no one seems to know what exactly for — except that all of them must be ready. It’s as though such groups as Baader-Meinhof, the Brigate Rosse, the PLO, and the red legions of Paris and Madrid were all in a race with none knowing the course, only the moment when it begins.’


‘When is that?’


‘Our reports vary, but they’re all within the same time span. Within three to five weeks.’


‘Oh, my God.’ Joel suddenly remembered. ‘Avery — Halliday — whispered something to me just before he died. Words that were spoken by the men who shot him. Aquitaine ... “They said it was for Aquitaine.” Those were the words he whispered. What do they mean, Beale?’


The old scholar was silent, his eyes alive in the moonlight. He slowly turned his head and stared out at the water. ‘It’s  madness,’ he whispered.


‘That doesn’t tell me anything.’


‘No, of course not,’ said Beale apologetically, turning back to Converse. ‘It’s simply the magnitude of it all. It’s so incredible.’


‘I’m not reading you.’


‘Aquitaine — Aquitania, as Julius Caesar called it — was the name given to a region in southwestern France that at one time in the first centuries after Christ was said to have  extended from the Atlantic, across the Pyrenees to the Mediterranean, and as far north as the mouth of the Loire west of Paris on the coast — ’


‘I’m vaguely aware of that,’ Joel broke in, too impatient for an academic dissertation.


‘If you are, you’re to be commended. Most people are only aware of the later centuries — say, from the eighth on, when Charlemagne conquered the region, formed the kingdom of Aquitaine and bestowed it on his son Louis, and his sons Pepin One and Two. Actually, these and the following three hundred years are the most pertinent.’


‘To what?’


‘The legend of Aquitaine, Mr Converse. Like many ambitious generals, Delavane sees himself as a student of history — in the tradition of Caesar, Napoleon, Clausewitz ... even Patton. I was rightly or wrongly considered a scholar, but he remains a student, and that’s as it should be. Scholars can’t take liberties without substantive evidence — or they shouldn’t


— but students can and usually do.’


‘What’s your point?’


‘The legend of Aquitaine becomes convoluted, the what-if syndrome riding over the facts until theoretical assumptions are made that distort the evidence. You see, the story of Aquitaine is filled with sudden, massive expansions and abrupt contractions. To simplify, an imaginative student of history might say that had there not been political, marital and military miscalculations on the part of Charlemagne and his son, the two Pepins, and later Louis the Seventh of France and Henry the Second of England, both of whom were married to the extraordinary Eleanor, the kingdom of Aquitaine might have encompassed most if not all of Europe.’ Beale paused. ‘Do you begin to understand?’ he asked.


‘Yes,’ said Joel. ‘Christ, yes.’


‘That’s not all,’ continued the scholar. ‘Since Aquitaine was once considered a legitimate possession of England, it might in time have enveloped all of her foreign colonies, including the original thirteen across the Atlantic — later the United States of America ... Of course, miscalculations or not, it could never have happened because of a fundamental law of  Western civilization, valid since the deposition of Romulus Augustulus and the collapse of the Roman empire. You cannot crush, then unite by force and rule disparate peoples and their cultures — not for any length of time.’


‘Someone’s trying to now,’ said Converse. ‘George Marcus Delavane.’


‘Yes. In his mind he’s constructed the Aquitaine that never was, never could be. And it’s profoundly terrifying.’


‘Why? You just said it couldn’t happen.’


‘Not according to the old rules, not in any period since the fall of Rome. But you must remember, there’s never been a time in recorded history like this one. Never such weapons, such anxiety. Delavane and his people know that, and they will play upon those weapons, those anxieties. They are  playing upon them.’ The old man pointed to the sheet of paper in Joel’s hand. ‘You have matches. Strike one and look at the names.’


Converse unfolded the sheet, reached into his pocket and took out his lighter. He snapped it, and as the flame illuminated the paper he studied the names. ‘Jesus!’ he said, frowning. ‘They fit in with Delavane. It’s a gathering of warlords, if they’re the men I think they are.’ Joel extinguished the flame.


‘They are,’ replied Beale, ‘starting with General Jacques-Louis Bertholdier in Paris, a remarkable man, quite extraordinary. A Resistance fighter in the war, given the rank of major before he was twenty, but later an unreconstructed member of Salan’s OAS. He was behind an assassination attempt on De Gaulle in August of ’62, seeing himself as the true leader of the republic. He nearly made it. He believed then as he believes now that the Algerian generals were the salvation of an enfeebled France. He has survived not only because he’s a legend, but because his voice isn’t alone — only, he’s more persuasive than most. Especially with the elite crowd of promising commanders produced by Saint-Cyr. Quite simply, he’s a fascist, a fanatic hiding behind a screen of eminent respectability.’


‘And the one named Abrahms,’ said Converse. ‘He’s the Israeli strong man who struts around in a safari jacket and  boots, isn’t he? The screecher who holds rallies in front of the Knesset and in the stadiums, telling everyone there’ll be a bloodbath in Judea and Samaria if the children of Abraham are denied. Even the Israelis can’t shut him up.’


‘Many are afraid to; he’s become electrifying, like lightning, a symbol. Chaim Abrahms and his followers make the Begin regime seem like reticent, self-effacing pacifists. He’s a sabra tolerated by the European Jews because he’s a brilliant soldier, proven in two wars, and has enjoyed the respect — if not the affection — of every Minister of Defense since the early years of Golda Meir. They never know when they might need him in the field.’


‘And this one,’ said Joel, again using his lighter. ‘Van Headmer. South African, isn’t he? The “hangman in uniform” or something like that.’


‘Jan van Headmer, the “slayer of Soweto,” as the blacks call him. He executes “offenders” with alarming frequency and government tolerance. His family is old-line Afrikaner, all generals going back to the Boer War, and he sees no reason on earth to bring Pretoria into the twentieth century. Incidentally, he’s a close friend of Abrahms and makes frequent trips to Tel Aviv. He’s also one of the most erudite and charming general officers ever to attend a diplomatic conference. His presence denies his image and reputation.’


‘And Leifhelm,’ said Converse, coming to the last of the foreign names. ‘A mixed bag, if I’m accurate. Supposedly a great soldier who followed too many orders, but still respected. I’m weakest on him.’


‘Entirely understandable,’ said Beale, nodding. ‘In some ways his is the oddest story — the most monstrous, really, because the truth has been consistently covered up so as to use him and avoid embarrassment. Field Marshal Erich Leifhelm was the youngest general ever commissioned by Adolf Hitler. He foresaw Germany’s collapse and made a sudden about-face. From brutal killer and a fanatic super-Aryan to a contrite professional who abhorred the Nazis’ crimes as they were “revealed” to him. He fooled everyone and was absolved of all guilt; he never saw a Nuremberg courtroom. During the cold war the Allies used his services  extensively, granting him full security clearances, and later in the fifties when the new German divisions were mounted for the NATO forces, they made sure he was put in command.’


‘Weren’t there a couple of newspaper stories about him a few years ago? He had several run-ins with Helmut Schmidt, didn’t he?’


‘Exactly,’ agreed the scholar. ‘But those stories were soft and carried only half the story. Leifhelm was quoted as saying merely that the German people could not be expected to carry the burden of past guilt into future generations. It had to stop. Pride should once more be established in the nation’s heritage. There was some saber rattling aimed at the Soviets, but nothing substantively beyond that.’


‘What was the other half?’ asked Converse.


‘He wanted the Bundestag’s restrictions on the armed forces lifted completely, and fought for the expansion of the intelligence services, patterned after the Abwehr, including rehabilitation sentences for political troublemakers. He also sought extensive deletions in German textbooks throughout the school systems. “Pride has to be restored,” he kept saying, and everything he said was in the name of virulent anti-Communism.’


‘The Third Reich’s first strategy in everything when Hitler took over.’


‘You’re quite right. Schmidt saw through him and knew there’d be chaos if he had his way — and he was influential. Bonn could not afford the specter of painful memories. Schmidt forced Leifhelm to resign and literally removed his voice from all government affairs.’


‘But he keeps speaking.’


‘Not openly. However, he’s rich and retains his friends and contacts.’


‘Among them Delavane and his people.’


‘Foremost among them now.’


Joel once more snapped his lighter and scanned the lower part of the page. There were two lists of names, the row on the left under the heading State Department, the right under  Pentagon. There were perhaps twenty-five people in all. ‘Who are the Americans?’ He released the lever; the flame died and  he put the lighter back in his pocket. ‘The names don’t mean anything to me.’


‘Some should, but it doesn’t matter,’ said Beale elliptically. ‘The point is that among those men are disciples of George Delavane. They carry out his orders. How many of them is difficult to say, but at least several from each grouping. You see, these are the men who make the decisions — or conversely, do not oppose decisions — without which Delavane and his followers would be stopped in their tracks.’


‘Spell that out.’


‘Those on the left are key figures in the State Department’s Office of Munitions Control. They determine what gets cleared for export, who under the blanket of “national interest” can receive weapons and technology withheld from others. On the right are the senior officers at the Pentagon on whose word millions upon millions are spent for armament procurements. All are decision makers - and a number of those decisions have been questioned, a few openly, others quietly by diplomatic and military colleagues. We’ve learned that much — ’


‘Questioned? Why?’ interrupted Converse.


‘There were rumors — there always are rumors — of large shipments improperly licensed for export. Then there’s surplus military equipment — excess supplies — lost in transfers from temporary warehouses and out-of-the-way storage depots. Surplus equipment is easily unaccounted for; it’s an embarrassment in these days of enormous budgets and cost overruns. Get rid of it and don’t be too particular. How fortunate in these instances — and coincidental — if a member of this Aquitaine shows up, willing to buy and with all his papers in order. Whole depots and warehouses are sent where they shouldn’t be sent.’


‘A Libya connection?’


‘There’s no doubt of it. A great many connections.’


‘Halliday mentioned it and you said it a few moments ago. Laws broken — arms, equipment, technological information sent to people who shouldn’t have them. They break loose on cue and there’s disruption, terrorism — ’


‘Justifying military responses,’ old Beale broke in. ‘That’s  part of Delavane’s concept. Justifiable escalation of armed might, the commanders in charge, the civilians helpless, forced to listen to them, obey them.’


‘But you just said questions were raised.’


‘And answered with such worn-out phrases as “national security” and “adversarial disinformation” to stop or throw off the curious.’


‘That’s obstruction. Can’t they be caught at it?’


‘By whom? With what?’


‘Damn it, the questions themselves!’ replied Converse. ‘Those improper export licenses, the military transfers that got lost, merchandise that can’t be traced.’


‘By people without the clearances to go around security classifications, or lacking the expertise to understand the complexities of export licensing.’


‘That’s nonsense,’ insisted Joel. ‘You said some of those questions were asked by diplomatic personnel, military colleagues, men who certainly had the clearances and the expertise.’


‘And who suddenly, magically, didn’t ask them any longer. Of course, many may have been persuaded that the questions were, indeed, beyond their legitimate purviews; others may have been too frightened to penetrate for fear of involvement; others still, forced to back off — frankly threatened. Regardless, behind it all there are those who do the convincing, and they’re growing in numbers everywhere.’


‘Christ, it’s a — a network,’ said Converse softly.


The scholar looked hard at Joel, the night light on the water reflecting across the old man’s pale, lined face. ‘Yes, Mr Converse, a “network.” That word was whispered to me by a man who thought I was one of them. “The network,” he said. “The network will take care of you.” He meant Delavane and his people.’


‘Why did they think you were a part of them?’


The old man paused. He looked briefly away at the shimmering Aegean, then back at Converse. ‘Because that  man thought it was logical. Thirty years ago I took off a uniform, trading it for the Harris tweeds and unkempt hair of a university professor. Few of my colleagues could  understand, for, you see, I was one of the elite, perhaps a later, American version of Erich Leifhelm — a brigadier general at thirty-eight, and the Joint Chiefs were conceivably my next assignment. But where the collapse of Berlin and the  Götterdämmerung in the bunker had one effect on Leifhelm, the evacuation of Korea and the disembowelment of Panmunjom had another effect on me. I saw only the waste, not the cause I once saw — only the futility where once there’d been sound reasons. I saw death, Mr Converse, not heroic death against animalistic hordes, or on a Spanish afternoon with the crowds shouting “Olé,” but just plain death. Ugly death, shattering death. And I knew I could no longer be a part of those strategies that called for it ... Had I been qualified in belief, I might have become a priest.’


‘But your colleagues who couldn’t understand,’ said Joel, mesmerized by Beale’s words, words that brought back so much of his own past. ‘They thought it was something else?’


‘Of course they did. I’d been praised in evaluation reports by the holy MacArthur himself. I even had a label: the Red Fox of Inchon — my hair was red then. My commands were marked by decisive moves and countermoves, all reasonably well thought out and swiftly executed. And then one day, south of Chunchon, I was given an order to take three adjacent hills that comprised dead high ground — vantage points that served no strategic purpose — and I radioed back that it was useless real estate, that whatever casualties we sustained were not worth it. I asked for clarification, a field officer’s way of saying “You’re crazy, why should I?” The reply came in something less than fifteen minutes. “Because it’s there, General.” That was all. “Because it’s there.” A symbolic point was to be made for someone’s benefit or someone else’s macho news briefing in Seoul ... I took the hills, and I also wasted the lives of over three hundred men — and for my efforts I was awarded another cluster of the Distinguished Service Cross.’


‘Is that when you quit?’


‘Oh, Lord no, I was too confused, but inside, my head was boiling. The end came, and I watched Panmunjom, and was finally sent home, all manner of extraordinary expectations to  be considered my just rewards ... However, a minor advancement was denied me for a very good reason: I didn’t speak the language in a sensitive European post. By then my head had exploded; I used the rebuke and I took my cue. I resigned quietly and went my way.’


It was Joel’s turn to pause and study the old man in the night light. ‘I’ve never heard of you,’ he said finally. ‘Why haven’t I ever heard of you?’


‘You didn’t recognize the names on the two lower lists, either, did you? “Who are the Americans?” you said. “The names don’t mean anything to me.” Those were your words, Mr Converse.’


‘They weren’t young decorated generals — heroes — in a war.’


‘Oh, but several were,’ interrupted Beale swiftly, ‘in several wars. They had their fleeting moments in the sun, and then they were forgotten, the moments only remembered by them, relived by them. Constantly.’


‘That sounds like an apology for them.’


‘Of course it is! You think I have no feelings for them? For men like Chaim Abrahms, Bertholdier, even Leifhelm? We call upon these men when the barricades are down, we extol them for acts beyond our abilities ...’


‘You were capable. You performed those acts.’


‘You’re right and that’s why I understand them. When the barricades are rebuilt, we consign them to oblivion. Worse, we force them to watch inept civilians strip the gears of reason and, through oblique vocabularies, plant the explosives that will blow those barricades apart again. Then when they’re down once more, we summon our commanders.’


‘Jesus, whose side are you on?’


Beale closed his eyes tightly, reminding Joel of the way he used to shut his own when certain memories came back to him. ‘Yours, you idiot,’ said the scholar quietly. ‘Because I know what they can do when we ask them to do it. I meant what I said before. There’s never been a time in history like this one. Far better that inept, frightened civilians, still talking, still searching, than one of us — forgive me, one of them — ’


A gust of wind blew off the sea; the sand spiraled about their feet. ‘That man,’ said Converse, ‘the one who told you the network would take care of you. Why did he say it?’


‘He thought they could use me. He was one of the field commanders I knew in Korea, a kindred spirit then. He came to my island — for what reason I don’t know, perhaps a vacation, perhaps to find me, who knows — and found me on the waterfront. I was taking my boat out of the Plati Harbor when suddenly he appeared, tall, erect and very military in the morning sun. “We have to talk,” he said, with that same insistence we always used in the field. I asked him aboard and we slowly made our way out of the bay. Several miles out of the Plati he presented his case, their case. Delavane’s case.’


‘What happened then?’


The scholar paused for precisely two seconds, then answered simply, ‘I killed him. With a scaling knife. Then I dropped his body over a cluster of sharks beyond the shoals of the Stephanos.’


Stunned, Joel stared at the old man — the iridescent light of the moon heightened the force of the macabre revelation. ‘Just like that?’ he said in a monotone.


‘It’s what I was trained to do, Mr Converse. I was the Red Fox of Inchon. I never hesitated when the ground could be gained, or an adversarial advantage eliminated.’


‘You killed him?’


‘It was a necessary decision, not a wanton taking of life. He was a recruiter and my response was in my eyes, in my silent outrage. He saw it, and I understood. He could not permit me to live with what he’d told me. One of us had to die, and I simply reacted more swiftly than he did.’


‘That’s pretty cold reasoning.’


‘You’re a lawyer, you deal every day with options. Where was the alternative?’


Joel shook his head, not in reply but in astonishment. ‘How did Halliday find you?’


‘We found each other. We’ve never met, never talked, but we have a mutual friend.’


‘In San Francisco?’


‘He’s frequently there.’


‘Who is he?’


‘It’s a subject we won’t discuss. I’m sorry.’


‘Why not? Why the secrecy?’


‘It’s the way he prefers it. Under the circumstances, I believe it’s a logical request.’


‘Logic? Find me logic in any of this! Halliday reaches a man in San Francisco who just happens to know you, a former general thousands of miles away on a Greek island who just  happens to have been approached by one of Delavane’s people. Now, that’s coincidence, but damned little logic!’


‘Don’t dwell on it. Accept it.’


‘Would you?’


‘Under the circumstances, yes, I would. You see, there’s no alternative.’


‘Sure there is. I could walk away five hundred thousand dollars richer, paid by an anonymous stranger who could only come after me by revealing himself.’


‘You could but you won’t. You were chosen very carefully.’


‘Because I could be motivated? That’s what Halliday said.’


‘Frankly, yes.’


‘You’re off the wall, all of you!’


‘One of us is dead. You were the last person he spoke with.’


Joel felt the rush of anger again, the sight of a dying man’s eyes burned into his memory. ‘Aquitaine,’ he said softly. ‘Delavane ... All right, I was chosen carefully. Where do I begin?’


‘Where do you think you should begin? You’re the attorney; everything must be done legally.’


‘That’s just it. I’m an attorney, not the police, not a detective.’


‘No police in any of the countries where those four men live could do what you can do, even if they agreed to try, which, frankly, I doubt. More to the point, they would alert the Delavane network.’


‘All right, I’ll try,’ said Converse, folding the sheet with the list of names and putting it in his inside jacket pocket. ‘I’ll start at the top. In Paris. With this Bertholdier.’


‘Jacques-Louis Bertholdier,’ added the old man, reaching down into his canvas bag and taking out a thick manila  envelope. ‘This is the last thing we can give you. It’s everything we could learn about those four men; perhaps it can help you. Their addresses, the cars they drive, business associates, cafés and restaurants they frequent, sexual preferences where they constitute vulnerability ... anything that could give you an edge. Use it, use everything you can. Just bring us back briefs against men who have compromised themselves, broken laws - above all, evidence that shows they are not the solid, respectable citizens their life-styles would indicate. Embarrassment, Mr Converse, embarrassment . It leads to ridicule, and Preston Halliday was profoundly right about that. Ridicule is the first step.’


Joel started to reply, to agree, then stopped, his eyes riveted on Beale. ‘I never told you Halliday said anything about ridicule.’


‘Oh?’ The scholar blinked several times in the dim light, momentarily unsure of himself, caught by surprise. ‘But, naturally, we discussed — ’


‘You never met, you never talked!’ Converse broke in.


‘ — through our mutual friend the strategies we might employ,’ said the old man, his eyes now steady. ‘The aspect of ridicule is a keystone. Of course we discussed it.’


‘You just hesitated.’


‘You startled me with a meaningless statement. My reactions are not what they once were.’


‘They were pretty good in a boat beyond the Stephanos,’ corrected Joel.


‘An entirely different situation, Mr Converse. Only one of us could leave that boat. Both of us will leave this beach tonight.’


‘All right, I may be reaching. You would be, too, if you were me.’ Converse withdrew a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket, shook one up nervously to his lips and took out his lighter. ‘A man I knew as a kid under one name approaches me years later calling himself something else.’ Joel snapped his lighter and held the flame under the cigarette, inhaling. ‘He tells a wild story that’s just credible enough so I can’t dismiss it. The believable aspect is a maniac named Delavane. He says I can help stop him — stop them — and  there’s a great deal of money for nodding my head - provided by a man in San Francisco who won’t say who he is, expedited by a former general on a fashionably remote island in the Aegean. And for his efforts, this man I knew under two names is murdered in daylight, shot a dozen times in an elevator, dying in my arms whispering the name “Aquitaine.” And then this other man, this ex-soldier, this doctor, this scholar, tells me another story that ends with a “recruiter” from Delavane killed with a scaling knife, his body thrown overboard into a school of sharks beyond the Stephanos — whatever that is.’


‘The Aghios Stephanos,’ said the old man. ‘A lovely beach, far more popular than this one.’


‘Goddamn it, I am reaching, Mr Beale, or Professor Beale, or General Beale! It’s too much to absorb in two lousy days! Suddenly I don’t have much confidence. I feel way beyond my depth — let’s face it, overwhelmed and underqualified ... and damned frightened.’


‘Then don’t overcomplicate things,’ said Beale. ‘I used to say that to students of mine more often than I can remember. I would suggest they not look at the totality that faced them, but rather at each thread of progression, following each until it met and entwined with another thread, and then another, and if a pattern did not become clear, it was not their failure but mine. One step at a time, Mr Converse.’


‘You’re one hell of a Mr Chips. I would have dropped the course.’


‘I’m not saying it well. I used to say it better. When you teach history, threads are terribly important.’


‘When you practice law, they’re everything.’


‘Go after the threads, then, one at a time. I’m certainly no lawyer, but can’t you approach this as an attorney whose client is under attack by forces that would violate his rights, cripple his manner of living, deny his pursuit of peaceful existence — in essence, destroy him?’


‘Not likely,’ replied Joel. ‘I’ve got a client who won’t talk to me, won’t see me, won’t even tell me who he is.’


‘That’s not the client I had in mind.’


‘Who else? It’s his money.’


‘He’s only a link to your real client.’


‘Who’s that?’


‘What’s left of the civilized world, perhaps.’


Joel studied the old scholar in the shimmering light. ‘Did you just say something about not looking at totalities but at threads? You scare the hell out of me.’


Beale smiled. ‘I could accuse you of misplaced concretion, but I won’t.’


‘That’s an antiquated phrase. If you mean out-of-context, say it, and I’ll deny it. You’re securely in well-placed contradiction, Professor.’


‘Good heavens, you were chosen carefully. You won’t even let an old man get away with an academic bromide.’


Converse smiled back. ‘You’re a likable fellow, General — or Doctor. I’d hate to have met you across a table if you’d taken up law.’


‘That could truly be misplaced confidence,’ said Edward Beale, his smile gone. ‘You’re only about to begin.’


‘But now I know what to look for. One thread at a time — until the threads meet and entwine, and the pattern’s there for everyone to see. I’ll concentrate on export licenses, and whoever’s shuffling the controls, then connect three or four names with each other and trace them back to Delavane in Palo Alto. At which point we blow it apart legally. No martyrs, no causes, no military men of destiny crucified by traitors, just plain bloated, ugly profiteers who’ve professed to be super patriots, when all the while they were lining their unpatriotic pockets. Why else would they have done it? Is there another reason? That’s ridicule, Dr Beale. Because they  can’t answer.’



The old man shook his head, looking bewildered. ‘The professor becomes a student,’ he said hesitantly. ‘How can you do this?’


‘The way I’ve done it dozens of times in corporate negotiations. Only, I’ll take it a step further. In those sessions I’m like any other lawyer. I try to figure out what the fellow across the table is going to ask for and then why he wants it. Not just what my side wants, but what he wants. What’s going through his mind? You see, Doctor, I’m trying to think like him; I’m putting myself in his place, never for a second letting  him forget that I’m doing just that. It’s very unnerving, like making notes on margins whenever your opponent says anything, whether he’s saying anything or not. But this time it’s going to be different. I’m not looking for opponents. I’m looking for allies. In a cause, their cause. I’ll start in Paris, then on to Bonn, or Tel Aviv, then probably Johannesburg. Only, when I reach these men I won’t try to think like them, I’m going to be one of them.’


‘That’s a very bold strategy. I compliment you.’


‘Talking of options, it’s the only one open. Also, I’ve got a lot of money I can spread around, not lavishly but effectively, as befits my unnamed client. Very unnamed, very much in the background, but always there.’ Joel stopped, a thought striking him. ‘You know, Dr Beale, I take it back. I don’t want to know who my client is — the one in San Francisco, I mean. I’m going to create my own, and knowing him might distort the portrait I’ve got in mind. Incidentally, tell him he’ll get a full accounting of my expenses: the rest will be returned to him the same way I got it. Through your friend Laskaris at the bank here on Mykonos.’


‘But you’ve accepted the money,’ objected Beale. ‘There’s no reason — ’


‘I wanted to know if it was real. If he was real. He is, and he knows exactly what he’s doing. I’ll need a great deal of money because I’m going to have to become someone I’m not, and money is the most convincing way to do it. No, Doctor, I don’t want your friend’s money, I want Delavane. I want the warlord of Saigon. But I’ll use his money, just as I’m using him — the way I want him to be. To get inside that network.’


‘If Paris is your first stop and Bertholdier is going to be your initial contact, there’s a specific munitions transfer we think is directly related to him. It might be worth a try. If we’re right, it’s a microcosm of what they intend doing everywhere.’


‘Is it in here?’ asked Converse, tapping the manila envelope containing the dossiers.


‘No, it came to light only this morning — early this morning. I don’t imagine you listened to the news broadcasts.’


‘I don’t speak any language but English. If I heard a news program I wouldn’t know it. What happened?’


‘All Northern Ireland is on fire, the worst riots, the most savage killing in fifteen years. In Belfast and Ballyclare, Dromore and in the Mourne Mountains, outraged vigilantes — on both sides — are roaming the streets and the hills, firing indiscriminately, slaughtering in their anger everything that moves. It’s utter chaos. The Ulster government is in panic, the parliament tied down, emotionally disrupted, everyone trying to find a solution. That solution will be a massive infusion of troops and their commanders.’


‘What’s it got to do with Bertholdier?’


‘Listen to me carefully,’ said the scholar, taking a step forward. ‘Eight days ago a munitions shipment containing three hundred cases of cluster bombs and two thousand cartons of explosives was air-freighted out of Beloit, Wisconsin. Its destination was Tel Aviv by way of Montreal, Paris, and Marseilles. It never arrived, and an Israeli trace — employing the Mossad — showed that only the cargo’s paperwork reached Marseilles, nothing else. The shipment disappeared in either Montreal or Paris, and we’re convinced it was diverted to provisional extremists — again on both sides — in Northern Ireland.’


‘Why do you think so?’


‘The first casualties — over three hundred men, women, and children — were killed or severely wounded, ripped to shreds by cluster bombs. It’s not a pleasant way to die, but perhaps worse to be hurt — the bombs tear away whole sections of the body. The reactions have been fierce and the hysteria’s spreading. Ulster’s out of control, the government paralyzed. All in the space of one day, one single day, Mr Converse!’


‘They’re proving to themselves they can do it,’ said Joel quietly, the fear in his throat.


‘Precisely,’ agreed Beale. ‘It’s a test case, a microcosm of the full-scale horror they can bring about.’


Converse frowned. ‘Outside of the fact that Bertholdier lives in Paris, what ties him to the shipment?’


‘Once the plane crossed into France, the French insurers were a firm in which Bertholdier is a director. Who would be  less suspect than a company that had to pay for the loss - a company, incidentally, that has access to the merchandise it covers? The loss was upward of four million francs, not so immense as to create headlines, but entirely sufficient to throw off suspicion. And one more lethal delivery is made - mutilation, death, and chaos to follow.’


‘What’s the name of the insurance company?’


‘Compagnie Solidaire. It would be one of the operative words, I’d think. Solidaire, and perhaps Beloit and Belfast.’


‘Let’s hope I get to confront Bertholdier with them. But if I do, I’ve got to say them at the right time. I’ll catch the plane from Athens in the morning.’


‘Take the urgent good wishes of an old man with you, Mr Converse. And urgent is the appropriate word. Three to five weeks, that’s all you’ve got before everything blows apart. Whatever it is, wherever it is, it will be Northern Ireland ten thousand times more violent. It’s real and it’s coming.’


 



Valerie Charpentier woke up suddenly, her eyes wide, her face rigid, listening intently for sounds that might break the dark silence around her and the slap of the waves in the distance. Any second she expected to hear the shattering bell of the alarm system that was wired into every window and door of the house.


It did not come, yet there had been other sounds, intrusions on her sleep, penetrating enough to wake her. She pulled the covers back and got out of bed, walking slowly, apprehensively, to the glass doors that opened onto her balcony, which overlooked the rocky beach, the jetty, and the Atlantic Ocean beyond.


There it was again. The bobbing, dim lights were unmistakably the same, washing over the boat that was moored exactly where it had been moored before. It was the sloop that for two days had cruised up and down the coastline, always in sight, with no apparent destination other than this particular stretch of the Massachusetts shore. At twilight on the second evening it had dropped anchor no more than a quarter of a mile out in the water in front of her house. It was back. After three days it had returned.


Three nights ago she had called the police, who in turn reached the Cape Ann Coast Guard patrols, who came back with an explanation that was no more lucid than it was satisfactory. The sloop was a Maryland registry, the owner an officer in the United States Army, and there were no provocative or suspicious movements that warranted any official action.


‘I’d call it damned provocative and suspicious,’ Val had said firmly. ‘When a strange boat sails up and down the same stretch of beach for two days in a row, then parks in front of my house within shouting distance — shouting distance being swimming distance.’


‘The water rights of the property you leased don’t extend beyond two hundred feet, ma’am’ had been the official reply. ‘There’s nothing we can do.’


At the first light of the next morning, however, Valerie knew that something had to be done. She had focused her binoculars on the boat, only to gasp and move back away from the glass doors. Two men had been standing on the deck of the sloop, their own binoculars — far more powerful than hers — directed at the house, at the bedroom upstairs. At her.


A neighbor down the beachside cul-de-sac had recently installed an alarm system. She was a divorced woman too, but with a hostile ex-husband and three children; she needed the alarm. Two phone calls and Val was speaking to the owner of Watchguard Security. A temporary system had been hooked up that day while a permanent installation was being designed.


A bell — not shatteringly loud but soft and gentle. It was the quiet clanging of a ship’s bell out on the dark water, its clapper swinging with the waves. It was the sound that had awakened her, and she felt relieved yet strangely disturbed. Men out on the water at night who intended harm did not announce their presence. On the other hand, those same men had come back to her house, the boat being only several hundred yards offshore. They had returned in the darkness, the moon blocked by a sky thick with clouds, no moonlight to guide them. It was as if they wanted her to know they were there and they were watching. They were waiting.


For what? What was happening to her? A week ago her phone had gone dead for seven hours, and when she had called the telephone company from her friend’s house, a supervisor in the service department told her he could find no malfunctions. The line was operative.


‘Maybe for you, but not for me, and you’re not paying the bills.’


She had returned home; the line was still dead. A second, far angrier phone call brought the same response. No malfunctions. Then two hours later the dial tone was inexplicably there, the phone working. She had put the episode down to the rural telephone complex having less than the best equipment. She did not know what explanation there could be for the sloop now eerily bobbing in the water in front of her house.


Suddenly, in the boat’s dim light, she could see a figure crawl out of the cabin. For a moment or two it was hidden in the shadows, then there was a brief flare of intense light. A match. A cigarette. A man was standing motionless on the deck smoking a cigarette. He was facing her house, as if studying it. Waiting.


Val shivered as she dragged a heavy chair in front of the balcony door — but not too close, away from the glass. She pulled the light blanket off the bed and sat down, wrapping it around her, staring out at the water, at the boat, at the man. She knew that if that man or that boat made the slightest move toward shore she would press the buttons she had been instructed to press in the event of an emergency. When activated, the huge circular alarm bells — both inside and outside — would be ear-piercing, erupting in concert, drowning out the sound of the surf and the waves crashing on the jetty. They could be heard thousands of feet away — the only sound on the beach, frightening, overwhelming. She wondered if she would cause them to be heard tonight — this morning.


She would not panic. Joel had taught her not to panic, even when she thought a well-timed scream was called for on the dark streets of Manhattan. Every now and then the inevitable had happened. They had been confronted by drug addicts or  punks and Joel would remain calm — icily calm — moving them both back against a wall and offering a cheap, spare wallet he kept in his hip pocket with a few bills in it. God, he was ice! Maybe that was why no one had ever actually assaulted them, not knowing what was behind that cold, brooding look.


‘I should have screamed!’ she once had cried.


‘No,’ he had said. ‘Then you would have frightened him, panicked him. That’s when those bastards can be lethal.’


Was the man on the boat lethal — were the men on the boat deadly? Or were they simply novice sailors hugging the coastline, practicing tacks, anchoring near the shore for their own protection — curious, perhaps concerned, that the property owners might object? An Army officer was not likely to be able to afford a captain for his sloop, and there were marinas only miles away north and south — marinas without available berths but with men who could handle repairs.


Was the man out on the boat smoking a cigarette merely a landlocked young officer getting his sailing legs, comfortable with a familiar anchor away from deep water? It was possible, of course — anything was possible — and summer nights held a special kind of loneliness that gave rise to strange imaginings. One walked the beach alone and thought too much.


Joel would laugh at her and say it was all those demons racing around her artist’s head in search of logic. And he would undoubtedly be right. The men out on the boat were probably more up-tight than she was. In a way they were trespassers who had found a haven in sight of hostile natives; one inquiry of the Coast Guard proved it. And that clearance, as it were, was another reason why they had returned to the place where, if not welcome, at least they were not harassed. If Joel were with her, she knew exactly what he would do. He would go down to the beach and shout across the water to their temporary neighbors and ask them to come in for a drink.



Dear Joel, foolish Joel, ice-cold Joel. There were times you were comforting — when you were comfortable. And amusing, so terribly amusing — even when you weren’t comfortable. In some ways I miss you, darling. But not enough, thank you.



And yet why did the feeling — the instinct, perhaps - persist? The small boat out on the water was like a magnet, pulling her toward it, drawing her into its field, taking her where she knew she did not want to go.



Nonsense! Demons in search of logic! She was being foolish   — foolish Joel, ice-cold Joel — stop it, for God’s sake! Be reasonable!



Then the shiver passed through her again. Novice sailors did not navigate around strange coastlines at night.


The magnet held her until her eyes grew heavy and troubled sleep came.


She woke up again, startled by the intense sunlight streaming through the glass doors, its warmth enveloping her. She looked out at the water. The boat was gone — and she wondered for a moment whether it had really been there.


Yes, it had. But it was gone.







CHAPTER THREE


The 747 lifted off the runway at Athens’ Helikon Airport, soaring to the left in its rapid ascent. Below in clear view, adjacent to the huge field, was the US Naval Air Station, permitted by treaty although reduced in size and in the number of aircraft during the past several years. Nevertheless, far-reaching, jet-streamed American craft still roamed the Mediterranean, Ionian and Aegean seas, courtesy of a resentful yet nervous government all too aware of other eyes to the north. Staring out the window, Converse recognized the shapes of familiar equipment on the ground. There were two rows of Phantom F-4T’s and A-6E’s on opposite sides of the dual strip — updated versions of the F-4G’s and A-6A’s he had flown years ago.


It was so easy to slip back, thought Joel, as he watched three Phantoms break away from the ground formation; they would head for the top of the runway, and another patrol would be in the skies. Converse could feel his hands tense, in his mind he was manipulating the thick, perforated shaft, reaching for switches, his eyes roaming the dials, looking for right and wrong signals. Then the power would come, the surging force of pressurized tons beside him, behind him, himself encased in the center of a sleek, shining beast straining to break away and soar into its natural habitat. Final check, all in order; cleared for takeoff. Release the power of the beast, let it free. Roll! Faster, faster; the ground is a blur, the carrier deck a mass of passing gray, blue sea beyond, blue sky above. Let it free! Let me free!



He wondered if he could still do it, if the lessons and the  training of boy and man still held. After the Navy, during the academic years in Massachusetts and North Carolina, he had frequently gone to small airfields and taken up single-engined aircraft just to get away from the pressures, to find a few minutes of blue freedom, but there were no challenges, no taming of all-powerful beasts. Later still, it had all stopped — for a long, long time. There were no airfields to visit on weekends, no playing around with trim company planes; he had given his promise. His wife had been terrified of his flying. Valerie could not reconcile the hours he had flown — civilian and in combat — with her own evaluation of the averages. And in one of the few gestures of understanding in his marriage, he had given his word not to climb into a cockpit. It had not bothered him until he knew — they knew — the marriage had gone sour, at which point he had begun driving out to a field called Teterboro in New Jersey every chance he could find and flown whatever was available, anytime, any hour. Still, even then — especially then - there had been no challenges, no beasts — other than himself.


The ground below disappeared as the 747 stabilized and began the climb to its assigned altitude. Converse turned away from the window and settled back in his seat. The lights were abruptly extinguished on the NO SMOKING sign, and Joel took out a pack of cigarettes from his shirt pocket. Extracting one, he snapped his lighter, and the smoke diffused instantly in the rush of air from the vents above. He looked at his watch; it was 12:20. They were due at Orly Airport at 3:35, French time. Allowing for the zones, it was a three-hour flight, and during those three hours he would commit to memory everything he could about General Jacques-Louis Bertholdier — if Beale and the dead Halliday were right, the arm of Aquitaine in Paris.


At Helikon he had done something he had never done before, something that had never occurred to him, an indulgence that was generally attributed to romantic fiction or movie stars or rock idols. Fear and caution had joined with an excess of money, and he had paid for two adjoining seats in first class. He wanted no one’s eyes straying to the pages he would be reading. Old Beale had made it frighteningly clear  on the beach last night: if there was the remotest possibility that the materials he carried might fall into other hands — any  other hands — he was to destroy them at all costs. For they were in-depth dossiers on men who could order multiple executions by placing a single phone call.


He reached down for his attaché case, the leather handle still dark from the sweat of his grip since Mykonos early that morning. For the first time he understood the value of a device he had learned about from films and novels. Had he been able to chain the handle of his attaché case to his wrist, he would have breathed far more comfortably.
Jacques-Louis Bertholdier, age fifty-nine, only child of Alphonse and Marie-Thérèse Bertholdier, was born at the military hospital in Dakar. Father a career officer in the French Army, reputedly autocratic and a harsh disciplinarian. Little is known about the mother; it is perhaps significant that Bertholdier never speaks of her, as if dismissing her existence. He retired from the Army four years ago at the age of fifty-five, and is now a director of Juneau et Cie., a conservative firm on the Bourse des Valeurs, Paris’s stock exchange.


The early years appear to be typical of the life of a commanding officer’s son, moving from post to post, accorded the privileges of the father’s rank and influence. He was used to servants and fawning military personnel. If there was a difference from other officers’ sons, it was in the boy himself. It is said that he could execute the full-dress manual-of-arms by the time he was five and at ten could recite by rote the entire book of regulations.


In 1938 the Bertholdiers were back in Paris, the father a member of the General Staff. This was a chaotic time, as the war with Germany was imminent. The elder Bertholdier was one of the few commanders aware that the Maginot could not hold; his outspokenness so infuriated his fellow officers that he was transferred to the field, commanding the Fourth Army, stationed along the north-eastern border.


The war came and the father was killed in the fifth week  of combat. Young Bertholdier was then sixteen years old and going to school in Paris.


The fall of France in June of 1940 could be called the beginning of our subject’s adulthood. Joining the Resistance first as a courier, he fought for four years, rising in the underground’s ranks until he commanded the Calais-Paris sector. He made frequent undercover trips to England to coordinate espionage and sabotage operations with the Free French and British intelligence. In February of 1944, De Gaulle conferred on him the temporary rank of major. He was twenty years of age.


Several days prior to the Allied occupation of Paris, Bertholdier was severely wounded in a street skirmish between the Resistance fighters and the retreating German troops. Hospitalization relieved him of further activity for the remainder of the European war. Following the surrender he was appointed to the national military academy at Saint-Cyr, a compensation deemed proper by De Gaulle for the young hero of the underground. Upon graduation he was elevated to the permanent rank of captain. He was twenty-four and given successive commands in the Dra Hamada, French Morocco; Algiers; then across the world to the garrisons at Haiphong, and finally the Allied sectors in Vienna and West Berlin. (Note this last post with respect to the following information on Field Marshal Erich Leifhelm. It was where they first met and were friends, at first openly, but subsequently they denied the relationship after both had resigned from military service.)








Putting Erich Leiflielm aside for the moment, Converse thought about the young legend that was Jacques-Louis Bertholdier. Though Joel was as unmilitary as any civilian could be, in an odd way he could identify with the military phenomenon described in these pages. Although no hero, he had been accorded a hero’s return from a war in which very few were so acclaimed, these generally coming from the ranks of those who had endured capture more than they had fought. Nevertheless, the attention — the sheer attention —  that led  to privileges was a dangerous indulgence. Although initially embarrassed, one came to accept it all, and then to expect it all. The recognition could be heady, the privileges soon taken for granted. And when the attention began to dwindle away, a certain anger came into play; one wanted it all back.


These were the feelings of someone with no hunger for authority — success, yes; power, no. But what of a man whose whole being was shaped by the fabric of authority and power, whose earliest memories were of privilege and rank, and whose meteoric rise came at an incredibly young age? How does such a man react to recognition and the ever-increasing spectrum of his own ascendancy? One did not lightly take away much from such a man; his anger could turn into fury. Yet Bertholdier had walked away from it all at fifty-five, a reasonably young age for one so prominent. It was not consistent. Something was missing from the portrait of this latter-day Alexander. At least so far.Timing played a major part in Bertholdier’s expanding reputation. After posts in the Dra Hamada and pre-crisis Algiers, he was transferred to French Indochina, where the situation was deteriorating rapidly for the colonial forces, then engaged in violent guerrilla warfare. His exploits in the field were instantly the talk of Saigon and Paris. The troops under his command provided several rare but much needed victories, which although incapable of altering the course of the war convinced the hard-line militarists that the inferior Asian forces could be defeated by superior Gallic courage and strategy; they needed only the materials withheld by Paris. The surrender at Dienbienphu was bitter medicine for those men who claimed that traitors in the Quai d‘Orsay had brought about France’s humiliation. Although Colonel Bertholdier emerged from the defeat as one of the few heroic figures, he was wise enough or cautious enough to keep his own counsel, and did not, at least in appearance, join the ‘hawks.’ Many say that he was waiting for a signal that never came. Again he was transferred, serving tours in Vienna and West Berlin.
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