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PROLOGUE



Washington, DC, 1958


Grace Feldman stood in her bright and airy kitchen, sipping coffee and bracing for the day. Outside the bay window, pink blossoms rioted, exuberant on the branches of the old cherry tree. Unlike her, they took joy in the advent of spring. The warming weather and the sunshine unnerved her, since it would only encourage Robert to take long drives on his own. And what she’d found in the back seat of the old Studebaker last August had made her hands tremble, her heart stutter and her brain freeze.


Robert wasn’t up yet. It was only her and Krypto. The German shepherd raised his nose, inhaling the scent of her toast with appreciation.


“I’ll give you some scrambled eggs,” she promised him.


While Grace didn’t expect him to say thank you, she also didn’t expect his hackles to rise. His low growl chilled her blood as he loped to the front door.


Outside, two unmarked government vehicles pulled up to the house. It was barely eight o’clock in the morning, and Grace was still in her robe. She’d slept in after a particularly difficult night. It was one of the benefits of working at home.


Five years ago, she would have dashed to her closet and jumped into a girdle and stockings, dress and low heels to greet these unexpected visitors. Not today. Grace was exhausted, hadn’t invited them, and was puzzled as to why they were here. They could damn well admire her old blue bathrobe and slippers.


The drivers got out, both clean-cut gentlemen in dark suits, crisp white shirts and unimaginative ties. They were indisputably federal agents of some kind. One wore black-framed glasses, the other a hat reminiscent of the late thirties. It was probably meant to lend him an air of authority, but instead it made him look absurdly young. She knew him. He was a new hire at the NSA.


Krypto growled again and then barked, bellowing his and Grace’s displeasure at the presence of the two agents. But they marched up the sidewalk to the front door anyway.


“Hush,” Grace said gently to Krypto. His barking subsided, but he emitted another low growl as she opened the door. “Stay,” she told him. Then she looked calmly at the two gentlemen. “Good morning. How may I help you?”


They took in her bathrobe, slippers and mussed hair without comment. “Mrs. Robert Feldman?”


“Yes?”


“I’m Agent Bart Sommers of the FBI. And this is Mr. Lawrence Thompson of the—”


“NSA,” Grace finished for him.


“Yes. Well.” Agent Sommers stood there awkwardly while Thompson’s color rose. “Would it be possible for us to come in?”


Krypto voiced his displeasure at this idea, but Grace repressed a sigh and stood aside. “Certainly.” She closed the door after them. “It’s all right, Krypto.”


“Krypto? Interesting name for a dog,” Sommers remarked.


Not for a family of codebreakers. “Would you like to sit down?” Grace asked.


“Is your husband home?” Sommers countered.


“He is. He’s… indisposed at the moment.”


Uncomfortable pause.


Grace folded her arms over her chest. “How can I help you gentlemen?”


They exchanged a glance.


She raised her eyebrows.


“Well, you see…”


I don’t.


“We’re here for the books, I’m afraid.”


“The books?”


“It’s come to the notice of both the FBI and NSA that Colonel Feldman has acquired quite a library on cryptanalysis and cryptology. A library that contains top secret materials that should not fall into the wrong hands.”


Come to the notice, indeed. What you mean is that it’s come to the attention of your boss, J. Edgar Hoover.


“Colonel Feldman and I have jointly assembled the library over the last several decades. And we wrote some of the books in it,” Grace said tartly. “You needn’t fear that they will fall into any hands but our own.”


Another awkward pause ensued. She didn’t bother to fill it with pleasantries.


At last Sommers asked again, “Ma’am, is Colonel Feldman available?”


“I’ve told you he is not.”


“Then will you show us to the library, please?”


“I will do no such thing. This is our private home, and you’re overstepping your bounds. I’d like you both to leave.”


“I’m afraid we can’t do that, Mrs. Feldman. Because of the… ah… circumstances, leaving the library in Colonel Feldman’s possession poses a national-security risk.”


Grace felt her blood pressure rising. “To what circumstances do you refer?”


The gentlemen exchanged another glance. Thompson answered. “We do understand that this is a matter of some delicacy, but it’s our understanding that your husband spent three months at Walter Reed in a state of—”


The acid of pure fury dissolved the toast in Grace’s stomach. “Exhaustion? Overwork? Heroism? Is that the state to which you refer, Mr. Thompson?”


“Mrs. Feldman, there’s no need to become agitated.”


“I’m not.” She eyed him fiercely.


He tried again. “Your husband was discharged from the Army’s Signal Intelligence Service because—”


“He was reinstated at full rank, and you know it.”


“He’s been in and out of treatment at least three times.”


“He’s sought help, received it and is fully healed.”


“Mrs. Feldman,” Sommers broke in, “there is concern that his mental illness makes him a security risk.”


She rounded on him. “How dare you? My husband is not mentally ill. He is suffering from years of exhaustion. He often worked twenty-hour days during the war and sometimes didn’t go to bed at all for seventy-two hours at a stretch. Have you ever in your life, Agent Sommers, worked for seventy-two hours without sleep? What about you, Mr. Thompson?”


Both men looked deeply uncomfortable.


“Have you ever saved thousands of men’s lives at a time? Have you ever been almost single-handedly responsible for preventing a foreign invasion of the United States? Have you ever successfully read the minds of multiple enemies and thus won a world war?”


Silence.


Dear Lord, am I talking about Robert, or about myself? And I’ve said far, far too much.


“I didn’t think so,” Grace snapped.


“Regardless, ma’am—”


“And now you dare question whether my husband could be a traitor?”


“We didn’t use that word.”


“No, but it’s certainly implied, isn’t it?” Grace narrowed her eyes upon Thompson. “You have implied that the man who essentially built the NSA from the ground up will now betray its secrets, and you’re using as an excuse the lie that he’s weak, damaged or feebleminded.”


“Again, not language that we employed—”


“Don’t insult my intelligence. The very fact that you two are here is an outrage and an utter disgrace. Hoover should be ashamed of himself, and you may tell him that I said so. Now get out of my house.”


“Mrs. Feldman, we have a search warrant.”


“I don’t care if you have a writ from God himself. Get. Out. Of. My. House.”


“Ma’am, because you’re overwrought, we will do as you ask. But this isn’t over.”


“Now! Or Krypto here is going to ensure that you have a very bad day.”


“We will be back, Mrs. Feldman.”


Grace slammed the door on them and leaned against it, then slid down to the floor. Krypto whined and licked her face. “Good boy,” she said absently. If only she could sit here in her bathrobe all day. But she had a man to raise from the dead.


“Robert, sweetheart?” Grace called as she opened the door to their bedroom. “It’s time to get up.”


He made no answer; simply stared up at the ceiling without seeing. His hair, once so dark and glossy, lay in gray, unkempt wisps against his pillow. He wore light blue pinstripe pajamas along with the same blank expression she encountered each morning.


“Bobby? Time to rise and shine. Carpe diem and all that.”


Nothing.


She braced herself for the struggle. She slipped her arm behind his neck, levered him forward, then slid her own body behind him so that she could push him up and into a sitting position. This was no easy feat since she weighed 112 pounds to his 206. She was five feet, three inches tall; he was six feet two.


Robert didn’t resist, as he sometimes did. But he didn’t help, either. She was Sisyphus, pushing the boulder up the mountain each morning. “Come on, my love.”


Now came the tricky part. Grace managed to keep his torso propped up with her weight while pulling one leg and then the other to the side and out of bed until his feet were on the floor. “Up,” she said firmly. “We are getting out of bed, Bobby. Now.”


He turned his head and looked at her, finally saw her. “Good morning, my darling,” said her husband of almost forty years. And he smiled.


Her relief was sharp and painful, before sheer gratitude washed it away. He was back. In his mind. No longer missing. “Hi, there. Sleep well?”


“I suppose.” He yawned. “Did I hear men’s voices downstairs, or did I dream that?”


Deep breath. “You did hear voices. We’ll talk about it over coffee, once you’ve had a shave and a bath, all right?”


“All right, my darling. Why are you lurking behind me?” He pulled her into his lap and kissed her.


“Because I’m a spy. And we spies love to lurk.” She kissed him back, and then slipped to the ground. “I’ll run your bath, sweetheart.”


She served him breakfast at the hand-hewn round oak table in the kitchen alcove, complete with flowered place mat and matching napkin. While she’d never been able to cook worth a damn, she could sew—mostly because she’d had to make her own clothes as a child, then had earned money during college working part-time as a seamstress. Dry pork chops, jerky-like bacon and soupy lasagnas tasted much better if presented with lovely, homemade table linens. That’s what she told herself, anyhow.


“Eggs, dear?”


Bobby made no reply. He was clean-shaven, hair neatly combed, in a starched shirt and tie. But he was still in his pajama pants, barefoot, as he stared vacantly at the headlines of the day’s Washington Post.


Horrifying to see him this way, this brilliant man, this beautiful soul.


“Aren’t your feet chilly, love?” she asked.


He looked up absently. “Hmm?”


She gestured toward his lower half.


He frowned. “Why, yes, now that I think about it.” He looked down at his pajamas and frigid toes. “Ah. We can fix that.”


“We certainly can, my darling. Why don’t you go back upstairs and put on your trousers and shoes. I’ll start your eggs. All right?”


He nodded, got up and headed for the stairs. “I had a breakthrough on the Mayan symbols last night,” he called as he went up.


“That’s wonderful! Tell me all about it when you come down.”


Grace cracked three eggs into a bowl and whisked them, wishing she didn’t feel like such a scrambled egg herself. Telltale creaks and the closet door opening and closing upstairs told her that Bobby had found and climbed into his pants and was fetching his socks and shoes. All good.


She heated butter in a pan, then poured in the eggs. Added salt and pepper.


The sounds of movement upstairs had stopped. Grace looked up, willing it to start again. Oh dear. She turned the heat down a bit, wiped her hands on a kitchen towel and went in pursuit.


Now fully clothed, Robert was seated on the bed, staring vacantly out the window.


“Sweetheart?”


No answer.


“Bobby.”


“Do you think Shakespeare,” he asked slowly, “had any views concerning the ethics of interception—the collection of secret intelligence? What may he have thought about its use in conducting the affairs of a democracy, a supposedly free and open society?”


“Well, Shakespeare was living under a monarchy, so it hardly applied.”


“For example, the Babington Plot that cost Mary, Queen of Scots her head. She wrote to her men in code, but the letters were intercepted and decrypted, then resealed and sent on their way.”


“She did conspire to steal Queen Elizabeth’s throne.”


Her husband turned to her. “But who was right? Technically, Elizabeth had been declared illegitimate.”


The smell of eggs beginning to burn wafted up the stairs. “Bobby, come back downstairs now that you’ve got pants on. Have some coffee.”


He remained seated like Rodin’s Thinker. “Doesn’t it ever bother you, Grace?”


“It was a tragic struggle for power,” she said carefully. She took his hand and tugged him to his feet.


“Aren’t they all tragic?”


“Depends on whether one is speaking to the victor or the defeated.” She half dragged him to the door. “Come on, darling, we’re in a hurry.”


“We are?”


“Yes.” She all but pushed him down the stairs and propelled him back to his chair at the kitchen table. But the process took far too long.


“What is that horrible smell, Grace?”


“My cooking,” she said wryly, though she’d gotten better over the years. The eggs were blackened and smoky, the pan probably ruined. She grabbed it, turned off the burner and ran out the back door with it, setting it on the stoop. Then she returned. “How would you like cereal today, Bobby?”


“Oh, that’d be fine. Just fine.”


She set a bowl of cereal and a spoon in front of him, then poured more coffee for herself and sat opposite him as he ate. She took a sip. “So do you remember the voices you heard earlier this morning?”


“Hmm?” His face was blank.


“The NSA sent some men to the house.” She didn’t mention the FBI. “They—” She took a deep breath. “They want to remove our collection.”


Robert’s hand, the one holding the spoon, began to tremble. Milk sloshed on the edges of the bowl. She guided his hand down, and gently unwrapped his fingers from the handle.


“The books? Why would they take our books, Grace?”


Because J. Edgar Hoover sees a chance to drown your star in a trough. Along with mine. But she couldn’t say that. Her battle with the Toad was private. “My darling, they’ve decided to… reclassify… some of the materials.”


“Why? Our collection exists to educate the next generation. Why would they want to hide any of it?”


“They don’t want to hide it, per se. They want to limit its circulation.” Dear God, but tact was a four-letter word.


“Those are our books. Nobody else’s,” Robert said. “Tell them to go to hell.” His anger sizzled and curled into the air, mingling with the black smoke and rank odor from the eggs.


“I did. But they have a warrant. They’re coming back.”


“Then perhaps I’ll shoot them.”


“Bobby!”


“The new top brass has been gunning for me—the general whose specialty is mules, for God’s sake—mules. How many mules does the United States currently have in the Army?”


Grace didn’t see the need to reply to this.


“Why would they put an ass-man—sorry—in charge of anything to do with intelligence? He couldn’t decode his way out of a paper bag.”


“Agreed.” Which makes him insecure, which makes him more receptive to Hoover’s innuendo and gossip…


“So why on earth—” Robert stopped. Peered at her. “What aren’t you telling me?”


Grace cracked her neck. “Nothing.”


“I’ve been married to you for close to forty years, sweetheart. I know damn well when you’re lying. So out with it.”


Grace’s eyes filled with sudden, unwelcome tears. She couldn’t formulate the words.


“Ahh.” Robert’s hands curled into fists. “Damaged goods, am I? Of ‘unsound mind’ and therefore suspect?”


“Something like that.”


“Bastards.”


Why, oh, why, had she ever been foolish enough to tangle with J. Edgar Hoover? He was ostensibly America’s supreme protector of Truth, Justice and the American way. He was also the pettiest, most vindictive man alive.


Grace gazed down into her coffee, which became a black hole of memory with a handle. And she’d thought that “Colonel” Garrett Farquhar at Riverbank was bad…













PART I


RIVERBANK, 1917




What the hell do you know?


—Garrett Farquhar


That, sir, remains for you to find out.


—Grace Smith

















CHAPTER ONE



“Who do you think you are?”


The scathing words ricocheted in Grace’s skull, dislodging more than a few emotions. Anger, of course. Discomfort. Embarrassment. Frustration with her own honesty. Something close to despair.


It was a question her own father had asked her more than once, and clearly the response expected was Nobody. She was supposed to meekly hang her head and allow shame to wash over her, dissolving her opinions and ideas, her hopes, her dreams.


But Grace’s neck remained stiff, as did her upper lip. She met the furious gaze of Mrs. Elizabeth Wells Gallup without flinching. “My apologies, ma’am, but I simply don’t believe that Sir Francis Bacon is the secret author of William Shakespeare’s works.”


The formidable Mrs. Gallup almost burst her corset. Her steel-gray head quivered with outrage, her jowls worked and her pale blue eyes darkened in the face of Grace’s effrontery. “What do your beliefs have to do with anything? There is proof. Proof I’ve put in front of your willful, silly nose.”


“Ma’am, I do not perceive the bilateral alphabet that you… seem to see. There are irregularities in the letters, to be sure, but—”


“You are relieved of your duties.”


There: the six words Grace had known were coming. They hung leadenly in the air for a moment, then crashed around her. She was fired. This was what honesty got you.


After scouring Chicago far and wide and fruitlessly for weeks, she’d been offered a job that was actually interesting, a job that employed her mind and not just her smile. One she’d been overjoyed to find—only to discover that it was, in reality, a con job.


Mrs. Gallup had a bosom like the prow of a ship, the voice of a grand duchess and a vested interest in her Bacon theory. It intrigued her boss. It kept her housed, clothed and feted. It funded her European lecture tours and fascinated her audiences. Sir Francis Bacon was her bread and butter. Add a cup of tea and he provided a complete breakfast—not to mention lunch and dinner.


“Did you not hear me?” Mrs. Gallup thundered.


Grace sighed. “Yes, ma’am. I heard you.”


“Then be off to pack your things.”


Grace nodded, turned and left the room. There weren’t many things to pack, other than her unruly thoughts, her dismaying integrity and her desperation not to return home to Indiana, where she’d be again under her father’s thumb—unless she got married and traded it to live under a husband’s. But she owed it to Garrett Farquhar, Riverbank’s mad and mercurial owner, to say goodbye. And she actually wanted to say goodbye to Mrs. Farquhar, who’d been nothing but kind. Motherly, even, in her eccentric way.


The thought of leaving made her heart ache. Why can’t you turn a blind eye, Grace?


The answer lay not only in her own character, but in the teachings of William Penn and the Quaker meeting house in which she’d spent too many Sundays of her life. Right is right, even if everyone is against it, and wrong is wrong, even if everyone is for it.


Grace retrieved her coat, hat and pocketbook from the stand near the door. The coat was too big, the hat too small, the pocketbook a castoff of her mother’s. She wound a muffler around her throat, slipped on her gloves to ward off the chilly October air and trudged toward the Villa, which was roughly a fifteen-minute walk through the magnificent estate at Riverbank and all of its oddities: the lighthouse on an island in the river, the Dutch windmill, the Japanese gardens, the swimming pool with its crumbling Roman columns, the airplane hangar, the laboratories. Not to mention the exotic animals that Farquhar had brought home with him from his travels. She could still hardly believe this place existed, much less that she’d been working here for three months. But Col. Farquhar had enough money to build a kingdom of his own if that’s what he wanted to do.


She ached to stay. Summer had faded into a spectacular autumn, and the leaves on the trees were gilded with gold and copper, rustling in the cool sunset of their lives. What would Riverbank look like in winter, blanketed in white and silver and holiday joy? She wouldn’t see it. She’d see the interior of her parents’ Indiana farmhouse. She’d see the stove, the laundry tub, the scrub brush, her mother’s querulous misery.


Before she’d unexpectedly landed at Riverbank, Grace had resigned her teaching job and run away from home. She’d spent two weeks in Chicago, marching in and out of every employment agency she could locate, waiting in lines, filling out applications and taking typing tests for speed and accuracy. She acquitted herself well in interviews. She kept her hands gloved and demurely folded in her lap; she pressed her knees firmly together and crossed her ankles underneath her chair; she wore her hair coiffed neatly under a sensible hat. Her lipstick was a muted rose and her nose was powdered. She smiled until her face ached.


Why no, none of the agencies knew of any research positions open to women at local colleges or universities. But they did have secretarial jobs. Filing clerk positions. Placement for nannies and housekeepers.


Grace managed to keep her chin up, reminded each little gray man at each little gray agency that she had a college degree in English Literature (she had to repay her father for tuition at 6 percent interest) had studied Latin and spoke fluent German.


She was offered two dead-end jobs answering telephones and replying to mail, but after quick calculation it was apparent that she could not afford rent, groceries, stockings and loan payments to her father on such miserable salaries unless she lived in a dog kennel or sold herself on a street corner at night.


The situation was growing desperate—the horror of taking the train back to Indiana, tail between her legs, didn’t bear contemplation. Grace redoubled her efforts, to no avail. Where was the eccentric elderly lady she’d dreamed of finding, the one with a giant Victorian mansion dripping with gingerbread trim, eight empty rooms and a passion for unearthing the secrets of George Sand… or translating T. S. Eliot into German?


She was a fool.


Her last interview was with a kindly, rotund gentleman who steepled his fingers upon his desk and gazed at her myopically through smudged spectacles. She was halfway through her qualifications and feeling a tiny bit optimistic—he nodded at her every word—when he interrupted her to say, “My dear. Whatever is your father thinking, to allow you to stray so far from home—alone and in a big city?”


Grace pressed her lips together. I didn’t ask his permission. But the words could not be permitted to escape during this meeting.


“The problem is that I will have just gotten you trained to our company’s specifications when you’ll blow in one morning waving a sparkly gewgaw on the fourth finger of your left hand. After your great song and dance about desiring a career, you’ll think nothing of leaving us in the lurch.”


Grace opened her mouth to protest, but he cut her off.


“Do spare me the profuse denials, Miss…” he looked down at her application, “Smith. My best advice to you is to try a church social or a harvest dance. You’re exactly like all the other girls I’ve interviewed today.”


“I’m not!” Grace flared at him. “But even with spectacles, you can’t seem to discern that. I’ve more or less despised every young man I’ve ever had the dubious pleasure of meeting, and I have no desire to ever get married, even with the consolation prize of a flashy gewgaw on my fourth finger to remind me that I once had my freedom.” Oh dear. Really, Grace?


“It seems you are indeed different: You’re impertinent and you have a strident and unbecoming attitude.” He stood, removed his spectacles again and gestured with them toward the door.


Grace wanted to remove her left shoe and throw it at his head, followed by the right one. Instead, she took his cue—what else was there to do? She marched out of his office with her head held high, feeling his gaze searing her bottom as she did so.


Men. Tall, short, lean, round, older, younger… every last one of them was impossible.


Grace’s frustration and sense of impending doom impelled her to go and see a few sights in Chicago before she trundled back to Indiana, her childhood bedroom, and her father’s stringent rules. To her inevitable fate as a broodmare like her faded, exhausted mother.


She bypassed the Museum of Natural History in favor of the grand Newberry Library, where the collection included an original folio of Shakespeare. The Bard was by far her favorite author—she especially loved his comedies—and the pull to see his words in handwritten script was too strong to resist. The idea that someone had painstakingly copied each letter, each word and line of dialogue so that the plays could be disseminated and shared… it was an awe-inspiring task. One performed by someone far more patient than she could ever hope to be.


The Newberry Library was an imposing Romanesque revival structure, with three massive stone arches at its entrance and three more above those, soaring straight for the sky.


Grace felt dwarfed by the building, puny in the face of its collected knowledge. How many books, folios, scrolls and letters did it contain? How many thoughts, dreams and ideas? But despite her intimidation, she climbed the steps and made her way through the polished brass doors, each of which weighed far more than she did.


The interior took her breath away. A red carpet in the vestibule gave way to marble floors and coffered ceilings that surely only God could be tall enough to construct. Carved wood banisters and library tables warmed the space. The sacred smell of old volumes and human curiosity permeated the air. It was like stepping into a cathedral of intellect.


She made her way to the room where the Folger Collection was housed and stepped up to the tall, polished wood counter where a librarian was making notes on a clipboard, nervously nodding as a pompous, nattily dressed young man gave the woman staccato instructions. He wore a name tag that pronounced him Mr. J. Edgar Hoover, from the Library of Congress.


“It’s called the Dewey Decimal System, Miss Langhorne. It’s not brain surgery, I assure you. It’s simply a method for categorizing and shelving the volumes in the library, all right? Now, once again, it’s based on relative location and relative index…”


The librarian nodded and scribbled down the terms while Grace waited patiently. The young man had broad, blunt features, the coldest and flattest stare she’d ever seen and a rigid, disapproving military bearing that extended even to his ears. Like an annoyed cat’s, they jutted toward the back of his neck.


The librarian glanced at Grace, as though she wished to be polite and help her but was afraid to interrupt the gentleman who held her attention.


Grace cleared her throat, raised her eyebrows quizzically, and offered a smile.


The young man turned and eyed her as though she were a dung beetle crawling on the counter.


“May I help you, ma’am?” ventured the librarian.


“Miss Langhorne, my time is valuable,” the young man rebuked her.


“I—I—” the librarian stammered. “My apologies…”


He turned back to Grace. “Perhaps you could return at a more opportune time, ma’am?”


Something about his self-importance got her dander up. “I wish I could, sir, but I leave Chicago very shortly, and it’s my dearest wish to—”


Mr. Hoity-Toity Hoover curled his lip at her and walked away without allowing her to finish. “Five minutes, Miss Langhorne,” he called over his shoulder. “I’ll return in five minutes.”


Grace blinked. The librarian stuttered an apology.


Without delay, Grace explained what she wanted, and within moments she was gasping at the sight of one of the First Folios of William Shakespeare.


“Is there a particular play you’re interested in?” the librarian asked.


Grace’s mouth twisted involuntarily. “Perhaps The Comedy of Errors?”


“A very funny one,” said the lady.


As long as one’s life isn’t going that way. But Grace smiled.


“We have a Shakespeare Devotees group,” the librarian told her. “Every Wednesday afternoon.”


“Oh, I don’t live in Chicago,” Grace said wistfully. “I wish I did. I’ve been searching for a job, but nothing’s worked out. If only I could spend my life studying Shakespeare!”


A peculiar expression crossed the librarian’s face. “Tell me about your background, dear. Oddly enough, I may be able to help…” She checked her watch wryly. “Yes, I just have time to make a quick call before Mr. Library of Congress returns.”


And that is how, precisely thirty-three minutes later, Grace found herself nose to sternum with an enormous gentleman who had whiskers like a walrus and a mad gleam in his eye. He surged out of a chauffeured motorcar, up the Newberry’s steps and into the grand hall.


“Miss Smith?” he roared, coming at her like an armored tank.


“Y-yes.” Grace fought the instinct to step backward.


“How do you do?” He was almost upon her.


“Quite well, thank—yaaaagh!”


For Colonel Garrett Farquhar had grabbed her under the armpits and yanked her up a foot off the floor. She hung there, astonished.


He poked his nose toward hers, stopping only a millimeter away from it.


“And what do you know, missy?” His voice reverberated around the library walls, his breath hot on her face.


After a lifetime of bullying by her father, after the several weeks of frustration, after the day she’d had, it was too much. Without breaking eye contact, she snapped, “I know that my feet must be planted firmly on the ground before I will agree to an interview.”


“Ha!” The colonel barked. With a great guffaw, he put her down. “She’s got spirit, I’ll give her that,” he remarked to no one in particular, while the entire library gaped at them. “Well, come along, then.”


“I beg your pardon?” said Grace.


“What, are you hard of hearing? Come. Along.” Colonel Farquhar grasped her by the elbow and towed her toward the front entrance of the library.


“Sir, I see no reason why we cannot conduct our conversation right here in the Newberry.”


“No, no, impossible—we’ll be late for dinner.”


“Dinner? I haven’t agreed to have a meal with you, sir—”


“Of course you’re having a meal with me.”


Somehow, they were at the big brass doors of the library, one of which Farquhar flicked open as if it were made of cardboard. “Ladies first.”


“No!” Grace said, hanging on to her hat as he ejected her bodily from the building. “No dinner, sir. I barely know your name… I don’t feel comfortable going anywhere with you. This is highly irregular!”


“Regular,” he snorted, placing a hand on her back and propelling her down the steps. “Regular is overrated. Regular is mediocrity disguised as something benign. Why on God’s green acre would anyone wish to be regular? Do try a little harder to make a good impression, Miss Smith.”


Grace goggled at him.


“I don’t hire mewling namby-pambies, you know.”


She thought about calling for help, but the implication that she was mediocre or had ever, at any time during her life, mewled… it stuck in her craw. And experience had taught her that the only way to deal with a bully was to stand firm—even if one weighed 112 pounds in the face of a Goliath who must easily weigh three hundred.


Grace straightened her spine and threw back her shoulders in the hopes that she’d appear an inch or so taller. “Before I take one farther step, sir, I need your assurance that the job you’ve mentioned does in fact involve the analysis of Shakespeare.”


The Colonel managed to look amused and exasperated at the same time. “Don’t be mutton-headed. Why else would the librarian have called me upon your behalf?”


Grace turned her head and looked back through the glass doors at Miss Langhorne the librarian, who now stood alone—no sign of Mr. Hoover—and raised a hand to say goodbye. The woman didn’t seem fazed in the slightest by her predicament. She even looked a bit amused. Surely a respectable employee of the Newberry wouldn’t set her up for a kidnapping.


Before she could process anything further, Grace found herself bundled unceremoniously into the large black motorcar purring at the curb, while the human walrus squeezed in beside her.


“Where—” Grace began again.


“Rail station, Digby! At once! At once! Call ahead and have them hold the train.”


Rail station? Call to hold the train? Who is this madman?


Farquhar settled back into the cushy leather seat of his motorcar and eyed her balefully. “Now, Miss Smith. I’ll ask you again: What the hell do you know?”


Two could play at being irregular. Despite her misgivings, Grace produced an enigmatic smile. “That, sir, remains for you to find out.”














CHAPTER TWO


“Now,” the colonel said, once he and Grace were ensconced in a plush, private first-class train carriage, “allow me to explain that you may be an aficionado of the so-called William Shakespeare, but this does you no credit at all.”


Grace raised her eyebrows. “Oh?”


“None.” Farquhar shook his head. “For you, like thousands upon thousands of other sheep, are missing the most critical elements of his texts.”


“Whatever do you mean, sir?”


Her kidnapper leaned forward and slammed a hand down on the white-clothed table between them. “For I have sworn thee fair, and thought thee bright, Who art as black as hell, as dark as night…”


Grace began to wonder if he was sober, though she hadn’t smelled any alcohol on his breath. Best not to argue with either the drunken or the insane. It never led anywhere logical, much less good.


“None of those plays, none of those sonnets, were written by Shakespeare! They were authored by Sir Francis Bacon, and my team at Riverbank is in the process of proving it. The greatest literary scandal in the Western world: we’re about to crack it wide open.” The colonel sat back in his seat, his breathing labored, his eyes gleaming with an unholy light. Just like that, his demeanor underwent a lightning shift, from outraged to celebratory. He snapped his fingers at a liveried attendant doing his best to disappear into the far corner of the carriage. “Champagne!”


Though she’d never tasted alcohol, she said nothing as the attendant set down a crystal flute of bubbly, pale-gold liquid in front of her so that she could toast the most outrageous lie she’d ever heard.


“Now,” Farquhar said, “the First Folio. Do you realize that hidden in the prose is a complex system of codes and symbols? Messages, in fact, from none other than Francis Bacon himself. He was Elizabeth I’s printer.”


Now he had her attention. “Really?”


“It’s an ingenious bilateral cipher—Bacon himself reaching out from the grave to pursue the acclaim that should have been his during his lifetime. Did you know that he was also the rightful heir to the throne? Son of Queen Elizabeth?”


Baloney. But Grace cocked her head at him as he kept spewing this outlandish tripe, his eyes alight with an evangelical fervor, the ginger hairs of his tufted eyebrows and walrus mustache bristling and quivering as he proselytized.


“My employee Mrs. Gallup has been breaking the codes embedded in the so-called Bard’s prose for a period of years now. She’s brilliant, dedicated to her craft—but her eyesight is fading and she needs a team of young people to help her crack the rest of the ciphers and reveal the full extent of Bacon’s messages. That, Miss Smith, is where you come in.”


Quite unconsciously, Grace picked up the flute of champagne again and brought it to her lips. The liquid tasted quite strange—dry but not bitter, effervescent and rather mercurial. “Tell me more, Colonel Farquhar.”


Grace was still trying to decide what ratio of mad to possible genius Farquhar was when the train at last slowed and pulled into the tidy, small-town station of Geneva, Illinois.


“Ah. Here we are,” said the colonel, surging up out of his seat and towing Grace toward the exit before they’d even come to a full stop. “Whiskeyville.”


She looked at him quizzically.


“Founded by a whiskey distiller; still runs on booze and always will—unless those damned Puritan prohibitionists have their way.”


Oh dear. He was now insulting her family… good Quakers and long-standing members of the Anti-Saloon League. Grace opened and then closed her mouth. To be offended by this man was clearly a lost cause.


He propelled her along the length of the platform, through the station and outside to yet another chauffeured limousine.


“Hallo, Jensen,” Farquhar said as the liveried driver popped out to open their doors. “Call ahead to Nellie, would you? And tell her we’ll be along in a quarter of an hour or thereabouts.”


“Yes, sir.” Jensen touched the bill of his smart black-and-gold cap, started the engine and followed orders.


“How does it work?” Grace couldn’t help asking. “The telephone? Without wiring?”


“Eh? Oh.” Farquhar raised a bushy eyebrow. “Works by radio signal. Fascinating stuff.”


“Nellie is your wife?”


“That she is,” confirmed the colonel. “Pansy is the monkey.”


“The—?”


“Chimpanzee. Kleptomaniac. Always running off with something or other. You just missed Teddy Roosevelt, by the by. You’d have met him if you’d gone to the Newberry on Tuesday instead of today.”


“Oh my.”


“Nellie has invited Mary Pickford for August, and Chaplin should be along for a visit in the next few weeks. We’ve had Edison, Ford, Einstein…”


Name-dropper. But the list of luminaries who’d visited Farquhar’s estate was impressive.


They drove down a paved road, the Lincoln Highway, until they approached a towering stone wall with a pair of giant wrought iron gates set into it. Jensen had just gotten out to open them when the air was rent by a series of explosions.


Jensen hit the ground. Grace shrieked and dove for the floorboards, losing her hat. Farquhar cursed, opened the car door and thundered, “Not so near to dinnertime, boys! And not so damned close to the Lodge!” He slammed the door, then called out to Jensen. “Get up. Get up, man.” To her, he explained, “It’s a military exercise. Experimenting in the trenches with a new kind of grenade.”


Grenade?! Grace, shaking, stayed down.


“Miss Smith, there’s absolutely no cause for alarm—here’s your hat—oh, bloody hell. The zebras have bolted. Jensen!”


Zebras? Curiosity got the better of her.


Grace cautiously poked her head up and accepted her hat from Farquhar, trying to pin it into place again as Jensen scrambled into the driver’s seat. He drove them through the gates, then leapt back out to close them before the panicked black-striped creatures streaking toward them could reach the exit. Wild-eyed, snorting, foam at their mouths, bucking and trembling, they looked like stockier versions of mules with comical broom-like tails.


Grace felt instant sympathy for them. But weren’t Zebras from Africa? What were these doing here in the Midwestern United States? “How—”


“Brought them back from a safari. Seemed safer than a lion.” Farquhar slid her an amused glance.


Jensen pulled the motorcar up to a two-story farmhouse. “This is the Lodge, miss.”


“You’ll be staying here overnight,” added the colonel. “There’s a housekeeper and a few other female guests.”


Grace tried not to exhibit her relief. She was still trembling from the unexpected explosions, still off-kilter from the whole “interview” and spontaneous journey and still unsure whether Farquhar was sane.


“So,” he said. “We’ll give you a brief driving tour of Riverbank before we lose the light. Then Jensen will bring you back here to the Lodge to change for dinner and drive you to the main house.”


“Sir, I don’t happen to have a dinner dress in my pocketbook.”


“I’m aware of that, Miss Smith,” Farquhar said dryly. “Mrs. Jensen will show you to your room. Simply look in the wardrobe. You should be able to find something suitable.”


So she was not the only woman to be snatched and interviewed at short notice. Grace nodded her thanks, and they began the tour of the estate.


Rolling green hills and a long curving drive stretched before them to the right, culminating in a huge, sprawling modern house with enormous picture windows.


“Designed by none other than Frank Lloyd Wright,” Farquhar informed her.


Tucked into a copse, some distance from the house, was a vast swimming pool fed by a nearby spring and surrounded by Roman columns. Grace had never seen anything like it.


They motored past a cluster of boxy buildings that Farquhar referred to as the laboratories. “We invent things—some more useful than others.” Then they came to something he called the hangar, which contained not only several airplanes, but also what looked like a prototype of the very first flying machine. Grace marveled at it. “Tried to hire those other Wright fellows,” the colonel grumbled, “but they refused to relocate.”


Last, they purred toward a large barracks full of soldiers with its own mess hall. “Brought ’em from DC,” the Colonel said. “Government contract. The estate, all 350 acres, is surrounded by trenches used in military drills. After today’s stunt,” he mused, “I should force them all to sleep in the trenches. It’d serve them right since they also roasted my peacocks.”


They drove on to see orchards, barns, paddocks, pastures dotted with cattle and horses and a bunkhouse for the ranch hands.


“We raise most of our own meat, grain, vegetables and fruit,” Farquhar informed her.


“Very impressive,” murmured Grace.


“All right. That’s enough—it’s almost fully dark. Let’s head back to the Lodge, Jensen.”


Grace raised her eyebrows as a windmill came into sight. And a lighthouse in the middle of the river. A series of flashes from it split the darkening sky, two white and then three red.


Farquhar chuckled. “Know what that means?”


Grace shook her head, mystified.


“Twenty-three skiddoo. It’s a code.”


“Meaning?” she asked.


“KEEP OUT. My guards are apt to shoot first and ask questions later.”


Grace swallowed. Keep out? Well. It was rather too late for that, wasn’t it?















CHAPTER THREE



Dinner at Riverbank was an elegant affair, hosted in a grand dining room at a table that seated no fewer than twenty-eight people. Above the table hung a glittering chandelier, and below it was spread the finest—and largest—Oriental rug Grace had ever beheld. The table was covered by a snow-white cloth and festooned with sterling silver and sparkling crystal goblets. Each place setting sported a dizzying array of flatware and fine porcelain.


Grace, in her borrowed evening dress and plain daytime pumps, was utterly out of her element, and of course the room was filled with people she’d never laid eyes upon. A server was circulating with small glasses of what she presumed to be sherry. When he extended his tray to her, she gratefully took one—to heck with her “damned prohibitionist” heritage. She could use a bit of liquid courage to get through this evening, and when the image of her father’s disapproving face came to mind, she determined to positively enjoy it. So Grace held the tiny glass to her lips and sipped.


It was nothing like the champagne she’d had earlier. This was sweet, tawny, and a bit smoky… with a sly burn at the finish. It was delicious. She was examining the florid F etched into the delicate crystal when a magnificent, continental female voice said, “How do you do? I am Mrs. Elizabeth Wells Gallup. And you are?”


Grace looked up and into a formidable cleavage, then into a cascade of sapphires, and finally into a haughty countenance topped by a steel-gray chignon. Her pale-blue eyes skimmed discreetly over Grace’s inappropriate shoes.


Grace introduced herself, wishing she could hide her footwear under the nearest table. At least it was evening, and in candlelight it was less conspicuous. “Mrs. Gallup?” She didn’t seem like a crackpot. “Colonel Farquhar has told me a bit about the work you do here. It sounds fascinating.”


“Oh, it is!” The lady launched into a soliloquy about Baconian messages being cleverly concealed in the serifs of the Folio’s individual letters, while Grace tried not to be dazzled and distracted by her avalanche of sapphires. Despite looking like a duchess at a ball, Mrs. Gallup was utterly serious and rather convincing. More so than their bombastic host.


In a voice like plum preserves, she relayed that she’d traveled all over Europe, staying as a guest in aristocrats’ “old piles” and palazzi, researching and lecturing on her theories.


Grace decided to put her doubts on ice until she could examine the text with her own eyes. “The Colonel brought me here today from Chicago—rather unexpectedly and forcefully—to meet you, I believe. He says you’re looking for an assistant?”


“Indeed, I am. Several. There’s a clock ticking on our research, and we need someone presentable who can give talks to visiting scholars—drum up national support. You might do—have you any talent for public speaking?”


“Yes,” Grace said. “I used to teach school.”


“Excellent. We’ll talk everything over later… do come and meet some of the other guests.”


Mrs. Gallup introduced her to at least ten people in short order. She met an incomprehensible Czech engaged in radio communications and another fellow who did acoustics research. She met Veronica Fuentes, a charming woman from Mexico who studied Mayan symbols. She met Utsidi “Ursula” Nashoba, a Choctaw girl—evidently Farquhar was interested in the language. Elma Fay Trent, unfortunately confined to a wheelchair, had a riot of untamed red curls, a sweet, dreamy smile and didn’t look a day over sixteen. Yet she had a degree in astronomy and a love of engineering. Alice Martenz was a tall, stunningly beautiful girl with ice-blue eyes and Teutonic features that might have been chiseled from granite. Alice was pursuing a PhD in mathematics.


At dinner, Grace was seated between a quiet, strikingly well-dressed gentleman and an electrical engineer who wasted no time claiming her attention. He lectured her on theories of electricity, particularly AC circuits (in between audible slurps of his soup) until her eyes glazed over.


When the coq au vin arrived, Grace was glad to turn to the quiet, handsome man on her other side. He was quite a Beau Brummell, impeccably dressed in a crisp white shirt, jacket and bow tie. On his feet were pristine white bucks.


He smiled at her, and her brief impression of him as a dandy vanished. For it was an extraordinary smile, one that offered a wealth of humor, generosity, understanding, empathy and intelligence—all in the simple curves of his mouth. It warmed his expressive hazel eyes, and when her gaze connected with his, Grace experienced a peculiar sense of recognition. As if they’d already met, though she’d never before encountered this man.


“Hello,” he said. “I’m Robert Feldman.” He had a very slight accent that she couldn’t place.


“Grace Smith. Lovely to meet you.”


“The pleasure is all mine, Miss Smith.” That smile again.


“Grace, please. I loathe my surname—it’s so dull and nondescript.”


“Why? It indicates that your ancestors may have been highly creative master craftsmen, forging delicate silver chalices or mighty steel swords. How is that dull?”


Grace laughed. “It’s far more likely that they pounded out iron skillets and stood cheek to hindquarters with draft horses while they shod them.”


He lifted a shoulder. “But you don’t know that for sure, Grace…”


She liked the sound of her name on his lips.


“So you may choose how to portray them.”


“While I am a lover of fiction, Mr. Feldman, I’m not one to embroider the truth. I have strong suspicions that my family’s smithy—if it ever existed—was fairly pedestrian.”


“As you wish. But call me Robert, please.”


“Thank you. So where are you from, Robert?”


His lips twitched. “Oh, me? I’m from the windmill.”


Grace paused. “Indeed? And do you tilt at it, like Don Quixote?”


“Every day,” he confirmed. “I only wish I had a Sancho Panza to keep me company.”


Grace laughed again. “I think I’ve been brought here to do the same. Tilt at windmills, that is.”


Robert looked amused. “Many of us here are—even Colonel Farquhar himself, on a grander scale than the rest of us. He collects people, scholars, imaginations, knowledge. But that said, Riverbank is a fascinating place to be—rather like a homegrown hodgepodge university campus. And some ingenious inventions have come out of it all.”


Grace nodded. “How long have you been here?”


“About a year. The colonel found me at a eugenics convention.” A shadow crossed his face. “He hired me on the spot to come here and crossbreed corn, wheat and various other grains.”


“So that’s what you do in the windmill.”


“Yes. Genetic experiments.”


“Where did you work before?”


“I had a job that I strongly disliked,” Feldman said. “But when one is the son of impoverished Russian immigrants, one cannot always be choosy. So I accepted a position at the Eugenics Record Office in Cold Spring Harbor, New York.” His extraordinary smile had vanished.


Grace pushed a couple of green beans around on her plate, poking them into her coq au vin. “I didn’t mean to pry. My apologies.”


“Not at all.” Robert took a sip of his wine and changed the subject. “And how did you come to Riverbank?”


“I’m from a small town in Indiana, where I was unhappily teaching school, but I left to search for a job in Chicago. Our host kidnapped me from the Newberry Library earlier today when he learned that I have an interest in Shakespeare.”


“That must have been unnerving.”


“Yes. Yes, it was. I feel a bit more at ease now, even in this ill-fitting borrowed evening dress and workaday shoes.”


“They’re not so bad. But the ensemble doesn’t do you justice,” Robert said gallantly.


She flushed. “Are you flirting with me?” Grace asked, and then immediately wished the floor would swallow her up. Hussy!


Robert cocked his head at her. “Only a little. Do you mind?”


She smiled and didn’t answer.


He changed the subject. “The colonel—who isn’t really a colonel, by the way; it’s an honorific—clearly intends for you to work with Mrs. Gallup. Have you met her? She’s the one dripping in sapphires.”


“Yes. She seems very nice. Truly enthusiastic about proving that Francis Bacon is the true author of Shakespeare’s works.”


Robert cleared his throat. “What do you think of the Bacon theory?” he asked.


Grace sighed. “Between the two of us? I think it’s extremely unlikely to be true, but I will approach it as objectively as possible.”


“And what will you do if you discover it to be false?”


“I’ll say so.”


Robert toyed with his wineglass. “That probably wouldn’t be wise, Grace.”


She stared at him. “But I can’t participate in some ongoing charade. I’ll tell the truth. It’s the right thing to do.”


“And you always do the right thing, Grace Smith?”


She nodded decisively. “Always.”


“I like that about you.” Robert straightened his bow tie—unnecessarily—and got to his feet just as the dessert course was brought out. “My apologies, but it’s time to get back to my windmill.”


She was ridiculously disappointed. “No crème brûlée for you?”


He shook his head. Oh, there was that smile of his again. “I’m off to collect virgins.”


Surely Grace hadn’t heard him correctly. “Virgins?”


He nodded.


She couldn’t help herself, though she could feel her color rising. “And do they flock to you?”


Robert threw back his head and laughed. “They do. Dozens and dozens of them.”


The sheer impropriety of the conversation had her blood humming. “You Casanova, you. And I thought you were such a lovely man.”


Robert chuckled. “Do forgive me for having a little fun at your expense, Miss Smith. My dozens of virgins are merely fruit flies in a genetic experiment. Au revoir.” And with that, he left the dining room and disappeared into the night.


Grace woke early, having slept in a pair of men’s pajamas provided by Farquhar. She bathed and dressed again in her clothes from the day before, then went downstairs in search of coffee. She found Mrs. Gallup waiting for her. Today she wore a high-necked Victorian blouse and simple pearl earrings. She was all business.


After breakfast, she led Grace to her office in the Lodge, where she handed her a piece of paper covered with an assortment of letters in groups of five.




TheWo      rkeso      fWill      iamSh      akesp      earec      ontai      
ninga      llhis      Comed      iesHi      stori      esand      Trage      
diesT      rulys      etfor…





“Can you make sense of this?” Mrs. Gallup asked.


Grace stared at the page, then took a pencil and wrote underneath it: The Works of William Shakespeare containing all his Comedies Histories and Tragedies Truly set for(th).


Mrs. Gallup nodded approvingly. “Good. You’re quick, too. Are you familiar with the Latin phrase ‘omnia per omnia?’”


“Anything for anything?”


“Exactly. It was a cipher invented by Francis Bacon himself, demonstrated in his book De Augmentis Scientiarum, which came out in the same year that Shakespeare’s First Folio was published. A strange coincidence, is it not?”


“Quite strange,” Grace agreed.


“So what Bacon meant is that to form a basic code, anything can be substituted for anything: say, an apple for an orange. To use the code, one simply has to know the key. So if I say to you, Miss Smith, that I shall deliver to you fifty apples, you understand that I actually mean I’ll send fifty oranges.”


“Makes sense.”


“It’s easy, it’s safe and it arouses no suspicion from anyone who’s not in on the secret. Those are the principles of a good cipher.”


Grace was intrigued.


“Francis Bacon, genius that he was, determined that all the letters of the alphabet can be represented by only two letters, if the letters are rearranged in blocks of five.”


“I’m afraid I don’t understand,” Grace said.


“Let’s make those two letters a and b,” Mrs. Gallup continued, “and take into account that during Bacon’s lifetime, i and j were interchangeable, as well as u and v.”


She wrote out some gibberish on another piece of paper, then handed it to Grace.






	A 
aaaaa

	B 
aaaab

	C 
aaaba

	D 
aaabb

	E 
aabaa

	F 
aabab






	G 
aabba

	H 
aabbb

	I / J 
abaaa

	K 
abaab

	L 
ababa

	M 
ababb






	N 
abbaa

	O 
abbab

	P 
abbba

	Q 
abbbb

	R 
baaaa

	S 
baaab






	T 
baaba

	U / V 
baabb

	W 
babaa

	X 
babab

	Y 
babba

	Z 
babbb







It made Grace’s brain hurt to look at it, though she had to agree it was logical. Each letter became five letters—and there were only two originals.


“Can you spell your first name using this cipher?” Mrs. Gallup asked.


Grace hesitated. Then she took the pencil and wrote, “aabba baaaa aaaaa aaaba aabaa.” She looked up at her interviewer. “It looks so complicated, but it’s the same concept as Morse code, with its dots and dashes, isn’t it?”


Mrs. Gallup smiled. “Something like that. Using a biform alphabet, Bacon left coded messages in the so-called Shakespearean texts to reveal his most explosive secrets: that he was, in fact, the author of them, as well as of Christopher Marlowe’s work…”


Marlowe, too? When had Bacon slept?


But Grace didn’t dare say it aloud. “Fascinating,” she murmured.


Mrs. Gallup looked at her approvingly. “You’re hired, Miss Smith. I’ll let you work out the details with Colonel Farquhar. He’s at the Villa. Jensen will walk you over there.”


And just like that, she had a job. Dazed, Grace floated through the grounds by Jensen’s side, noting all sorts of peculiar statues: a sphinx, a giant duck, a Mayan warrior. As they got closer to the Mediterranean villa, she glimpsed a large cage with iron bars. A rank odor emanated from a shed at the rear of it.


“What is that for?” Grace wrinkled her nose.


“Tom and Jerry. The bears.” Jensen couldn’t have been more matter-of-fact. “Grizzlies.”


“Bears?” Grace was aghast. “Why…?” Words failed her. “Whatever do they eat?”


Jensen grinned. “Employees who’ve displeased the colonel.”


She choked.


“Pulling your leg, miss. They eat meat. And scraps.”


“This is a most peculiar place.”


“Here we are, Miss.” Jensen escorted her inside. “If you’d like to wait in the drawing room, I’ll fetch the colonel.”


Grace entered a large sunlit room and stopped dead, nonplussed. It was dotted with colorful rugs and paintings, with well-tended plants and neat stacks of books. But every piece of furniture in the salon was suspended from the ceiling by chains. Even the tables were legless and swung gently to and fro at the slightest touch. It made her nervous for the Murano glass vase on one of them.


Heavy boot steps approached and Farquhar suddenly filled the doorway, pulling on his ginger mustache. “Hallo there, young lady! So you’re hired, are you?”


“I’ve been told so, sir, but I’ll need a few more details before I—”


“No need to worry your head about the details. It’s all very simple. Riverbank provides lodging, board, recreation and a small salary. You’ll have a cottage of your own and an automobile to drive as necessary.”


She couldn’t believe her ears. This was too good to be true. A cottage and a motorcar?! “That’s very generous of you, sir. All right, then. I’d be pleased to come and work with Mrs. Gallup.”














CHAPTER FOUR


And now, only three months later, she was fired. Riverbank had indeed been too good to be true. Grace approached the Villa with her feet dragging.


Jensen opened the door at her knock. “Come in, Miss Smith. What brings you to the Villa?”


“I—I must speak with Colonel Farquhar. Is he available?”


“Where the bloody hell have all my neckties gone?” This was bellowed from somewhere on the second floor. Neither Jensen nor Grace had any trouble identifying the voice. It was the colonel’s.


“Garrett! Must I remind you again?” called another voice, Mrs. Farquhar’s. “Don’t use foul language in the house, dear.” A plump, pretty blonde, she clumped into the hallway in an orchid silk dress and tall rubber boots, wielding a pair of garden shears. She was trailed by a large black-and-white potbellied pig in a pink floral silk scarf.


“Why, Miss Smith!” she exclaimed, with a sunny smile.


From the second floor: “That damned thief of a chimpanzee! If I catch it, I shall roast it on a spit!”


“You’ll do no such thing,” shouted Mrs. Farquhar. “You insisted upon bringing her here from her natural habitat! Now you must accept the consequences.” She turned to the pig. “Sit, Delphine.”


Delphine obediently sat down like a Labrador on the Oriental runner.


“What brings you up for a morning visit, dear?” Nellie Farquhar inquired.


“I… well, I wished to say goodbye.”


“Goodbye?” Nellie’s eyebrows rose. “But you’ve only just arrived.”


Grace felt her color rising. “I’ve been relieved of my duties, ma’am.”


Nellie eyed her sympathetically. “And why is that?”


“I don’t think Mrs. Gallup’s Bacon theory is valid—”


“What’s that?” thundered Farquhar from the second story.


“It’s not polite to eavesdrop, dear,” called his wife.


The colonel came lumbering down, red faced and sans necktie, and loomed over them. “Who the devil are you to question her research and results?”


Grace sighed. This again. “Sir, I am unable to reproduce her results, which seem to be arbitrary. I also must question why, if Bacon were the true author of Shakespeare’s works, his so-called hidden messages in the text are written so clumsily, so woodenly?”


“Ah, now you’re a literary critic!”


Nellie poked him again. “Listen to her, Garrett.”


“As for this supposed bilateral alphabet in the text, I find no evidence of it, only the natural variance of handwritten letters.”


Farquhar seethed. “Do you know how much time and money we’ve devoted to this project?”


“I’m sorry, sir. It’s truly a fascinating theory, one that deserved attention. But I cannot subscribe to it, and I told Mrs. Gallup so. So she has relieved me of my duties.”


“As well she should,” snapped the colonel. “Jensen will drive you to the train station.”


Nellie pursed her lips. “Garrett. She’s a bright young thing, she has convictions and she stands up for them. Why don’t you put her on the new government project?”


“Why don’t I boil my head?” Farquhar’s eyes had gone stormy.


Nellie’s twinkled back at him. “Because it’s not a good look, and you’ve got to meet with the War Department, dear.”


“So I do.”


Nellie raised her eyebrows at him. “You’ll need staff.” She inclined her head toward Grace, who held her breath.


“Fine,” the colonel muttered. “If she can locate and retrieve a single, solitary necktie from that thieving primate, then she’s rehired.” So saying, he stomped back up the stairs.


Nellie dimpled at Grace and tucked her arm through hers. “Excellent. Let’s be off on a treasure hunt—I know most of Pansy’s hidey-holes.”


“But you’ll have to see that she’s decently dressed for the job!” he called from the landing. “She looks like a bloody Pilgrim.”


Pansy had stashed the colonel’s ties in the dumbwaiter, an easy find. So, true to his word, Farquhar agreed to put Grace on the new and mysterious War Department project. She was to meet him to discuss it this morning, in a borrowed peach silk dress of Nellie’s.


“Ah, there you are.” The colonel lurched out of a green leather wing chair to greet her.


Grace had not set foot in Farquhar’s personal library before. It was a room with a crackling fire and soaring walnut shelves, packed with an exquisite collection of leather-bound volumes that spanned centuries of human thought, inquiry and expression: From Aristotle to airplanes, from Erasmus to electricity, from Cicero to ciphers. Grace wanted to climb the sliding walnut ladder to one of the higher shelves, crawl into a book and never come down.


She could imagine it: slipping between the pages, deep into a paragraph, reclining on a particularly elegant sentence, caressing its words… holding a single letter in the palm of her hand before carefully, respectfully replacing it exactly as she’d found it.


Grace was rudely jolted out of this fantasy by the appearance of—ugh.


“Miss Smith,” the colonel said, “may I introduce to you Mr. John Edgar Hoover. Mr. Hoover, Miss Grace Smith.”


They each nodded politely.


He had the same cold, soulless black eyes Grace remembered from their encounter at the Newberry in Chicago. The same blunt features and ruthless mouth.


“Hoover’s here to catalog my library at Riverbank,” explained Farquhar.


“I know you,” said Hoover, frowning. “The Newberry. Folger collection.”


“Yes.” Grace eyed him. He was stiff rumped and decked out in cream linen with a silk pocket square that matched his tie. Something about his clothing put her off. It wore him. He didn’t have the easy elegance of, say, Robert Feldman.


Oh, Grace, really. Who are you to judge, the “bloody Pilgrim” in another borrowed dress?


Farquhar turned at a knock on the library doors. “Come in!”


It was Robert. Grace flushed, since she’d just been thinking of him.


“Ah, there you are, Robert. Our guest is waiting.”


Guest?


Farquhar led the way to the reading room doors, which he closed behind them.


Waiting inside was a tall, rugged-looking man in an olive drab Army uniform.


“Miss Grace Smith and Mr. Robert Feldman, meet Colonel Parker Hitt,” Farquhar said. “Parker is an infantry commander with a reputation as a bit of a cowboy.” Farquhar winked at him. “He learned cryptanalysis by accident in the field while fighting in the Spanish–American War. You’ll meet his bride, Genevieve, at dinner. When he’s traveling for the Army, she often pinch-hits for him at Fort Sam Houston in San Antonio. The gal knows her way around secret writing.”


A female codebreaker? Fascinating.


“Colonel Hitt,” Farquhar continued, “is one of our foremost authorities on breaking military ciphers and codes. He’s written the go-to manual on that, and he’s here to give you two a crash course.”


“Military ciphers?” Grace wasn’t sure she’d heard correctly.


“Yes. There’s a war on, as I’m sure you’re aware.”


She gritted her teeth. Everyone knew there was a war on. The newspapers were full of terrifying updates.


“And, since the sinking of the Lusitania, the United States has been on the brink of joining it—”


Robert shook his head. “I don’t think President Wilson has any intention of doing that, sir. He’s got a hundred thousand troops on the southern Texas border; his hands are full with Carranza in Mexico. He’s made it clear—”


“Don’t interrupt me, Feldman.” Farquhar’s ginger mustach quivered with indignation. “I have highly placed friends in Washington. We’re going to war against Germany, and soon. I can feel it in my bones.”


“It’s a pleasure to meet you both,” Parker Hitt said diplomatically.


“Likewise,” Grace said, producing a demure smile.


Robert nodded, only his eyes giving away his irritation at Farquhar.


“Here’s the thing: while there’s some Yardley fellow chewing over foreign telegrams at the State Department, the US military currently has no formal codebreaking unit of any kind, and we can hardly rely on State or use decades-old Civil War stuff. It’s not secure. So I’ve offered to set up a unit right here at Riverbank. And, after Colonel Hitt gets you up to speed, you two will train the others and run it.”


Robert’s face was as blank as her own must be. “I beg your pardon? Apologies, Colonel Hitt. But sir, may we have a word with you in private?”


“No problem,” Hitt drawled. “I’ll step outside.”


Farquhar glowered at them before turning back to Hitt. “Apologies for the rudeness of my employees, Colonel.”


“What the devil?” barked Farquhar, as the door closed behind Hitt’s lanky figure.


Robert responded calmly. “I cannot have understood you correctly, sir. I’m a geneticist—”


“Not significant. You have a first-rate mind. Set your bloody fruit flies free to frolic. This is far more important than sowing oats by moonlight.”


“Sir,” Grace said, trying to tamp down desperation, “how does examining Shakespearean texts qualify me as a cryptanalyst? And for the US military during a war?”


The idea of the United States entering the war terrified her. So did the idea of the government relying on a twenty-three-year-old girl and… and… the Ringmaster of the Fruit Fly Circus… to solve crucial coded messages when there might be thousands of lives at stake.


“I’ve already made the pitch to the Army, and they’ve accepted,” their irascible boss said. “They need our assistance. It’s a patriotic duty.”


“But—”


“Miss Smith, that’s quite enough. What do we do here? We chase knowledge. Knowledge is power. Never forget that.”


She tried again to reason with his insanity. “My point, sir, is that neither Mr. Feldman nor I have any knowledge of cryptanalysis.”


“So acquire it! We’ve kept Colonel Hitt waiting far too long because of your recalcitrance. Learn what you can from him while he’s here for the next few days. After this evening, you’re excused from dinner for the week so that you can get to work right away, educating yourselves. Read my collection of volumes in here on the history of cryptography and cryptanalysis.” He pointed. “That shelf over there, second from the bottom. Make yourselves at home. This isn’t a request. It’s an order.”


Colonel Hitt aimed a genial smile at them as he came back into the library. “Y’all ready to start smashin’ some codes?”


Grace frowned at him. “Hardly.”


He grinned at her. “Sure, I felt the same way when I looked at my first set of jumbled letters. Didn’t know whether to sh—uh, crap or go blind, if you’ll excuse the sayin’. But there are different ciphers and codes, and different methods of breaking ’em. From what I hear, y’all have been analyzin’ a bilateral cipher, right? Alternatin’ alphabets, skinny letters versus wide ones.”


Robert nodded. “Well, Grace has,” he amended. “I only enlarged the letters with a camera so they were easier to examine.”


“All right. So you’ve been strainin’ your eyes to differentiate between letters. From here on out, we’re gonna be lookin’ in a whole other way. You know the sayin’ that you get judged by the company you keep?”


“Yes.”


“Well, words are the same way. Letters in words are the same way.”


Both Grace and Robert stared at him blankly.


“It’s like this: What are the most common letters in the alphabet?”


“I?” guessed Robert.


“Good. Others?” Hitt glanced at Grace.


“A? E?” she supplied.


“Bingo. Now, think on what the most common word is in the alphabet?”


“The?” asked Grace.


“And,” said Robert.


“Exactly. What letters can you string after the?”


“There, then, theory, thesis…”


Hitt nodded, his eyes sparking. “How ’bout before—and let’s try after—and?


“Band, candy, dandy, gander, hand.”


“Now we’re cookin’! So my point is, let’s say you solve correctly for the three letters that make up the in a cipher. You now have a piece of the puzzle, right? Then you can start plugging in guesses—some more educated than others—for other letters.”


Grace and Robert nodded.


“But it may be helpful for me to start with a little history of cryptography—the science of secret writing—first. When do you think it originated?”


“With the Greeks?” Robert ventured.


“Good guess. The Romans and Persians also used codes; the Chinese wrote messages on silk in invisible ink… Julius Caesar used a shift cipher. But hell, secret writing has existed since writing itself. It probably dates all the way back to Adam and Eve in the Garden of Eden. So let’s run with that. Let’s say Eve wants to tell Adam to eat the apple. Eve, bein’ a resourceful lady, thinks up a cipher. Like ole Julius, she shifts the alphabet over a smidge. Just by one letter.”


“Ah…” Robert frowned. “You mean, beginning the code alphabet with b and not a?


“Exactly.” Colonel Hitt looked around until he spotted some of Farquhar’s stationery and helped himself to a piece of it, along with a pen. He wrote out all twenty-six letters in order, and then shifted the alphabet beneath:




A B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T UV W X Y Z


B C D E F G H I J K L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z A





“See that? The first version of the alphabet is in regular order. But with the shift, it starts with B and ends with A.” His pupils nodded. “So Eve’s gonna tell Adam to chomp down on that forbidden fruit. How’s she gonna code that message?”


He handed the pen to Grace, who wrote:




CJUF UIF BQQMF.


BITE THE APPLE.





“Beautiful!” Hitt crowed. “Well done, Miss Smith.”


“It’s fun!” Grace said. A lot more fun than staring at those fake Bacon ciphers.


“It can be a lot of fun. It can also be frustrating and mind-bending and crazy making. Eve, in our example, only shifted her alphabet by one letter, and kept the following letters in order. But if you scramble the cipher alphabet randomly, you can get 400,000,000,000,000,000,000,000,000 different ciphers.”


Grace stared at Colonel Hitt with horror.


Robert’s face had fallen, too. “How is it remotely possible to solve such a problem? The odds against it are astronomical.”


“You’re going to have to guess, intuit or steal the key word used to encipher the message… or, like the ancient Arabs, you devise methods of codebreaking by other means. Now, I won’t get into a whole lot of detail here, because this is all new to y’all. But what we were doin’ earlier in the lesson is what we call ‘frequency analysis.’”


Hitt explained further. “There’s a study, just came out. A scholar analyzed a hundred thousand words of English text, and found that there were only ten thousand individual words outta all of them. Imagine! That cuts your possibilities down to roughly ten percent. Lot less intimidatin’, right?”


Grace felt faint with relief.


“Then outta those hundred thousand words, only eleven words made up about a quarter of the total! Know what those words were?”


“I and a,” Robert said. “The…”


“An, and, in, to,” Grace added.


“Of, that, it and is,” Hitt finished. “Anyway. When you have a page of gibberish in front of you, and you’re tryin’ to solve what it says in plain English, look for those combinations of letters. Plug in guesses and see if they work. It isn’t possible to write a coherent message in English without them. And from there, you riddle out the rest. What’s likely to be a verb? A noun? What’s the context?”


Grace and Robert looked at each other doubtfully.


“You’ll get the hang of it in no time,” Colonel Hitt said cheerfully. He checked his pocket watch. “Now I’ll need to change for dinner. Here’s some homework for y’all to look at later.” He handed them each a copy of a different scrambled message.


“Enjoy. Be here tomorrow at 0800 hours. We’ll talk about Edgar Allan Poe’s The Gold-Bug and Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s The Adventure of the Dancing Men. Sherlock Holmes will have nothin’ on you after you read ’em! Followin’ day will be Vigenére squares and some military lingo, and then you’ll be on your own. Read up. Your boss has some great books on that shelf. You’ll need ’em.”






OEBPS/images/publisher-logo.jpg
OO

FOREVER





OEBPS/images/9781538723678.jpg
~ FIRSTSHETOOK =777
~ ON AL CAPONE.
THEN CAME >
WORLD WAR II.






OEBPS/images/Art_tit.jpg
RRRRRRR

OOOOOOOOOOOOO





