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  “…the quality of the storytelling is exceptionally high.”
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  “Sparkling and utterly charming. Devilishly clever plot and deceitful finale.”




  Frances Fyfield – Mail on Sunday
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  “A skilful exercise, bizarre and dangerous in a lineage that includes Fowles’ The Magus.”
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  “This is an extraordinarily witty and assured novel.”
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  “…seriously good … technically brilliant … constantly suggestive … dreamy but sinister glamour.”
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  ‘Frederick the Great too sometimes felt that he must doubt his luck star, but, as generally happens in history, at the darkest hour a bright star arose and Prussia was saved when he had almost given up all hope. Why should not we also hope for a similar wonderful turn of fortune?’




  Dr Josef Goebbels, 23 March 1945




  





  





  ‘If you want to live and thrive




  Let a spider run alive.’




  Traditional English nursery rhyme




  




  
ONE




  At the age of seventy there is something intensely pleasurable in having a naked girl walk across the small of one’s back. At all events, that was the view of Norman Cavendish who, being seventy and having at that moment a young woman performing that function, felt he was in a position to know.




  ‘Gabrielle – a little more over the shoulders, please.’ A thin voice with a polished accent, a touch petulant.




  The girl laughed and hopped on to one foot, curling her toes into the towel she was standing on. She drew the other foot like a touch of breath up the old man’s spine until it nestled in the cavity between the shoulder blades, where her toes could play among the flaccid muscles.




  The old man sighed.




  ‘Is that all right?’




  ‘Marvellous, my dear.’




  The toes danced on the flesh. The old man thought to himself that the sensuous capacity of the skin of the back was underrated by physiologists. The girl gazed dreamily into the heat haze. She brushed a strand of hair from her eyes.




  The land stretched northwards, chalk hills rolling towards the Garonne, the air heavy with heat and dust, the sky an iridescent blue. Swallows caracoled after insects; silence except the throb of a tractor motor. Gabrielle watched the machine at work in the vineyard – a strange contraption raised on stilts so it could straddle the rows of vines like a giant crab.




  ‘Patience, my dear. I’m sure they’ll arrive. All in good time.’ The old man tapped her leg with a bony finger and she moved her foot. He rolled on to his back and gestured towards a glass. ‘Another drink – please.’ A wheedling note in the voice suggested she could refuse to obey and had to be coaxed. ‘Do let me have another one and I promise that it shall be my last – for the time being.’




  Gabrielle yawned, looked down at the old man and smiled.




  ‘Dr Bouchard says…’ She reached for the bottle and poured a stream of liquid into the glass.




  ‘Dr Bouchard is a fool.’




  ‘As you wish.’ She replaced the bottle on the wrought-iron table. ‘As for looking forward to your new – guests,’ she said, ‘not at all.’ She looked towards the horizon where a yellow motor-car crept along the distant road. ‘In fact I think they’re here already.’ She indicated the skyline. The old man didn’t bother to look up. He brushed a fly from his chest and rolled on to his belly.




  ‘In that case, wake me up when they arrive. If, indeed, it is them.’




  





  The deux-chevaux turned off the highway on to the unmetalled road leading to the chateau, creaking and swaying as the driver negotiated the ruts and bends along an avenue of poplars. At the top of the knoll the main house was visible through a fretwork of trees: an ochre-washed building with peeling shutters at the windows, a tiled roof and turrets at each of the corners. It was surrounded by a grassed ditch bordered by a hedge. A small chateau, typical of that part of France.




  ‘This looks like it,’ the driver said. He pulled the car to a halt as the man on the tractor, a peasant in black beret and faded shirt, jumped from his machine and ran into the roadway waving his arms and jabbering away in French.




  The driver stuck a head of shaggy, black hair out of the window and asked, ‘What do you want, sunshine? I don’t parlez the old français.’




  ‘I’ll deal with him, Arthur,’ the passenger said. He stood up so that he was above the roof of the car. A tall, fair-haired figure with long-headed, good looks. ‘What do you want?’ he asked in French. ‘We’re here to see Monsieur Cavendish.’




  The workman stopped and caught his breath. ‘You are … the two Englishmen … that are expected?’




  ‘I don’t imagine you’re expecting any more.’




  The Frenchman took off his beret and wiped his face with it. ‘No, no – you must be them. Please, follow me.’




  The one called Arthur tapped the door of the car. ‘What about this then?’




  The Frenchman recognized the gesture. He said in halting English, ‘Follow me. Bring the car.’




  The driver shrugged and turned on the engine. The car lurched forward at a crawl after the shambling figure. ‘This’ll ruin the bloody clutch,’ he muttered.




  The drive ended in a gravelled circle. A bridge, framed by limes, led over the dry moat. The two Englishmen got out of the car.




  ‘Vous avez des fusils?’ the Frenchman asked. He planted himself in front of the two men and looked them up and down.




  ‘What’s he after now, Frank?’ the driver asked.




  ‘He wants to know whether we have any guns.’




  ‘Guns?’ A laugh. ‘Ask him what the bloody hell we would be doing with guns. We’re invited guests, aren’t we?’




  ‘Nous n’avons pas de fusils,’ his companion said.




  The Frenchman nodded. He took a step forward, stared into the eyes of the driver and raised his hands to search the Englishman’s denim jacket. A hand swept up and grabbed the Frenchman’s wrist and a pair of cold, green eyes bore down his gaze.




  ‘Leave it, Arthur.’ The passenger tapped his companion’s hand. ‘Let him search you. We’ve got nothing to hide.’




  The grip on the Frenchman’s wrist relaxed. ‘Go on – search me then,’ the Englishman said softly and smiled. ‘Fuckin’ French git.’




  The other man ignored the insult. He ran his hands expertly over the Englishman’s clothing but found nothing. The fair-haired passenger stepped forward and allowed the process to be repeated. The Frenchman pronounced himself satisfied and beckoned them on. They followed him across the bridge. The path led to a large oak door between classical columns, but their guide turned away and led them by the side of the house across a border of turf.




  ‘Nice place,’ the fair-haired man said. He walked easily, casting his eyes to admire the surroundings. He wore a tweed sports jacket, open-necked shirt, silk cravat and twill trousers in a gentlemanly contrast to his companion.




  ‘Oh yeah. Bloody marvellous!’




  They turned the corner by one of the towers on to an expanse of lawn leading to a swimming pool. In the middle of the lawn, by a table, an old man lay naked on a towel. Next to him a bronzed female wearing nothing but a pair of briefs and an ankh talisman stood nursing a glass of wine. The hand holding the glass cast a shadow across her breasts.




  Their guide indicated that they were to wait. The two men paused while he ambled across the grass and whispered something into the ear of the reclining figure.




  ‘Show them over!’ the old man said and raised his hand in greeting. The Frenchman headed back.




  ‘It’s okay,’ the man called Arthur said. ‘That bit I understood.’ He walked towards the old man and smiled at the girl.




  ‘Now you will be…?’




  ‘Francis Lethbridge and Arthur Harrison,’ the fair-haired man said.




  ‘Francis and Arthur … I must try to remember the names from the start if we’re all to get on together.’ The old man got off the towel. He tied it dhoti fashion round his loins. ‘My name is Cavendish – Norman Cavendish – but then, I suppose you know that already.’ He shook hands in turn. ‘This’ – indicating the girl – ‘is Gabrielle … and that old fool is Henri. You’ll get to know them both better.’




  Henri wiped his hands on his trousers, forced his face into a grimace and offered his hand. The girl stayed where she was but inclined her head and gave them a smile of unconscious sexuality; the sort she gave every man without realizing it. Harrison looked at his friend and raised an eyebrow.




  ‘Is the body-search standard procedure?’ Lethbridge asked.




  ‘That? Well, I suppose it is – although it’s Henri’s doing, not mine, I assure you. He used to be in Algeria, so he sees Arab gunmen behind every stone. Foreign Legion – they won’t take you unless you’re paranoid. Would you like a drink?’ He nodded to the girl, who busied herself with the glasses. ‘Henri carries a gun too.’ He raised his glass and a pair of shrewd eyes peered over the rim at the newcomers.




  ‘Really?’ Lethbridge said.




  The old man turned to Henri and murmured something. The other man smiled, wiped his lips and helped himself to a drink.




  ‘I thought Henri might stay while we get to know each other,’ the old man said.




  The five of them squatted on the grass, Cavendish, with his spindly body and shock of white hair, looking like a California guru, and the girl his acolyte. They talked about the weather and the rigours of the visitors’ journey, in the manner of Englishmen meeting.




  The old man said, ‘People of our political persuasion tend to be of the older generation. When I was invited to accept you as guests, I confess I thought you would be nearer my own age.’




  ‘There are still young people who want to serve their country,’ Lethbridge said. Cavendish regarded him and recognized the echoes of English public-school sentiment.




  ‘Shall we be working with Henri?’ Lethbridge asked. Henri smiled and tilted his glass in the Englishman’s direction.




  ‘In the vineyard – in the house – wherever. This is a burdensome place to run. We rub along doing what we can.’




  Harrison sipped at his glass. ‘Is there anyone else apart from Henri and … Gabrielle?’




  ‘Casual labour from the village when we can get it – oh, and Ernestine, the cook. She’s a widow, so you must call her Madame Bresson.’ Cavendish sighed, repeating a lament, ‘There’s really no money in this end of the wine business. Not as far as Sauternes are concerned.’




  Lethbridge murmured sympathetically.




  ‘The yields are too small and the modern taste has rather turned away from dessert wines. Do you know how much we get per acre? Eight hundred bottles! It’s quite uneconomic. Still, one keeps the place up to do one’s duty and one lives off one’s investments.’ He stood up and tightened his loincloth. ‘Shall I show you around the house? I’ve asked Ernestine to prepare a couple of rooms.’




  ‘We’d love to see the house,’ Lethbridge said.




  Cavendish led them inside by a porch at the rear. Henri returned to the vineyard. The girl stayed by the pool. As they entered the house her radio was playing pop music.




  Madame Bresson was in the kitchen. A fat-faced woman in her sixties, with blackened teeth and grey hair scraped back into a bun, an old-fashioned country woman. She wore a coarse black dress, stockings to match and an apron made from a length of sacking.




  The kitchen was the rustic sort with paved floors, cast-iron stove, scrubbed table, and a dresser stacked with crockery.




  ‘This is Monsieur Lethbridge,’ the old man said. The cook wiped her hands on her apron. She shook hands with the visitor and grumbled something in a thick patois. Cavendish gave her a pat on the shoulder. ‘And this is Monsieur Harrison.’ The handshake was repeated. ‘Madame is a marvellous cook,’ Cavendish said. He cast a smile in her direction to indicate his comments were complimentary. ‘Of course there’s no ban on coming into the kitchen, but, if you’ll take my advice, you’ll treat this place as her temple and keep well clear.’




  He looked at Harrison who was running his fingers over an array of knives and skewers. The dark-haired man closed his eyes, put down a knife and dropped his hands by his side. ‘Whatever you say.’




  Cavendish ushered them out. ‘To tell you the truth, she’s a bit of a tartar,’ he said, ‘but I daren’t tell her that to her face.’ He led them into a white-washed corridor. ‘And now I imagine you’d like to see your rooms.’




  The old man kept up the small-talk as he showed the two men round. ‘What we produce here is Sauternes. Do you know anything about wine? No? Well, it’s like no other wine – if you discount some rubbish the Germans produce.’




  ‘How so?’ Lethbridge asked.




  ‘Pourriture noble!’




  ‘Noble rot?’




  ‘A fungus that attacks the grapes. It reduces the yield but increases the alcohol and sugar content of the finished wine – say eighteen per cent alcohol against ten or twelve.’ He raised his hands. ‘Of course, with the low yield the price has to be kept up to make the wine pay, but – well, I’m sure you understand.’ He opened a door to a bedroom bright with light from a narrow window. It contained a small bed, a table and a clothes-press. ‘One of you can have this.’ He closed the door and moved on. ‘As I was saying, the other problem is that, in waiting for the fungus to develop, you run the risk of a change in the weather and disaster – grey rot!’ He opened another door and showed them a bedroom similar to the first.




  ‘We used to have a great deal of good furniture,’ Cavendish apologised. ‘Only two or three years ago I might have offered you a First Empire bed, but one has to sell things.’




  ‘I’m sure,’ Lethbridge said.




  The old man tugged at his loincloth and gave a laugh. ‘I imagine you think I’m a terrible snob. No, it’s all right! So I am! Of course I’m not really English.’




  ‘No?’




  ‘French. English ancestors, naturally. There are quite a few of us in the wine business. It gives us a sort of colonial mentality – keeping up the standards against the natives and that sort of thing. Wrong empire though – Angevin – Henry the Second and all that.’ He moved the two men on and allowed his hand to drop and graze Harrison’s buttocks.




  Harrison stopped and pouted his lips. ‘You know what, Frank? I think our Norman here is a bit of an old fairy.’ He gave a hard laugh and the hooded eyes stared coldly above the smile.




  Cavendish opened his palms. ‘At my age, you know how it is: any port in a storm.’ He pushed at a third door. ‘Just so that you know where it is, this is my room.’




  Whatever Cavendish had been forced to sell, he had drawn the line here. It was a tall room, lit from a window opening on to a balcony. The centrepiece was a Consulate bed, a gilt and mahogany affair framed by a pair of sphinxes. On the opposing wall, dividing two tapestries, a pier-glass was mounted over a Louis Quinze table. A secretaire in the same style, a couple of smaller tables and a boulework cabinet. The effect was grandiose.




  ‘You like it?’ the old man asked, turning on his toes on the carpet and facing them.




  ‘Incredible,’ Lethbridge said.




  ‘It was all like this once – not so many years ago. But taxes, bad investments … you know how it is.’ The words were lightly spoken but wistful as the old man crossed the room and gazed out of the window. ‘Even now I’m sure that you’ll find the atmosphere most –’




  He moved back from the window and turned to face his visitors. He recoiled from Harrison’s green eyes. The Englishman pushed him on to the bed. Cavendish fell badly and groaned with pain. Harrison laughed.




  ‘Do you see this?’ The younger man’s hand held something against Cavendish’s nose but it was too close for the old man to focus. He tried to move back across the bed on his elbows but Harrison seized him by the feet and pulled him across the covers. The Englishman sat on the edge and leaned across, resting his weight on the old man’s stomach.




  ‘What do you want?’ The voice was frightened but didn’t hold the surprise of a man who expected nothing. There was recognition, like Faust meeting Mephistopheles.




  ‘Come on, old man, you know what we want.’ The hand moved away from Cavendish’s face and he saw it was holding a long kitchen skewer.




  ‘You are burglars?’




  ‘Hear that, Frank? What would your old headmaster have said if he’d heard you called a burglar?’




  ‘Rather working class,’ Lethbridge said.




  Harrison leaned over further so that his face almost touched the old man’s. The point of the skewer grazed an earlobe. ‘No, we’re not burglars. Care to guess again?’




  Cavendish’s eyes darted about their sockets, searching the room as if there could be help. He could see Lethbridge opening the drawers of the secretaire and scattering the papers. Lethbridge asked, ‘Do you have a study or is this it?’




  ‘There’s no study … all my money … all my papers … everything is in there.’




  A smile. ‘Most obliged.’




  The old man writhed. ‘What do you want?’




  Harrison’s lips opened slowly, his face so close that Cavendish’s eyes were fixed on the small irregularities of the teeth, on the individual pores of the other man’s skin. ‘Listen – carefully, mind. I’ve got one question and I want an honest answer.’ A little shake of the head, anticipating any reply. ‘No, before you say anything, let me tell you what I’m going to do.’ The old man lay still. ‘Good,’ Harrison said. Now then. In my hand here I’ve got a skewer what I took from the old lady downstairs. Understand?’ A nod. ‘Good, you’re not the stupid old git I thought you were. Well, first, I’m going to stick it in your ear – gently to begin with – and then, maybe, twist it round a bit. No prizes for guessing it will puncture your eardrum – not to mention causing you extreme pain – and driving you more than a bit crazy.’ Harrison paused, watching a tear form in the corner of the old man’s eyes. ‘For the time being I propose to leave you with one good ear to listen by, but, if you carry on being deaf to my little question, there’s the matter of your eyes. I could simply gouge them out with my thumb or I could give my little skewer a tap and drive it through the eyeball.’ He chuckled ‘Or I could do one of each – for the sake of research’. He breathed out, his warm breath flickering the old man’s eyelids. ‘Then, when we’ve entertained ourselves in that direction, we could turn to your nose. Underrated object, the nose. There’s a whole collection of lovely nerves in there we could cheer up a bit. And, with a knock from one of your handy brass ornaments, I dare say we could drive the skewer through the bone and into the brain. In fact I just know we could.’ He paused again. ‘All of this is calculated to bring me a bundle of laughs and you a lot of grief.’




  ‘Just tell me what you want to know,’ Cavendish groaned.




  Harrison sucked in his breath. ‘That’s better. I thought you’d appreciate an explanation.’ He shifted his weight to allow the old man to breathe. ‘One question then – where is Helsingstrup?’




  The old man writhed at the question. ‘Who are you? Who sent you?’




  Harrison said jauntily, ‘We were invited by your old friends, right enough, the ones who’ve kept you in style all these years. Remember the old rhyme? “If you want to live and thrive, let a spider run alive?’’ Well, now you’ve become an embarrassment to the Spider.’




  The old man gave a small exhalation. The pale eyes with their clouded whites stared up at the Englishman.




  Harrison returned the stare but the old man’s eyes had ceased to blink.




  Harrison got off the bed and slipped the skewer into his pocket.




  ‘What now?’ Lethbridge asked from the corner of the room where he was turning over the contents of a chest.




  Harrison said, ‘Would you believe it? The old sod’s died on me – and I never even touched him.’




  Lethbridge dropped a handful of papers and moved quickly to the bed. He took the old man’s wrist and felt for a pulse in the neck. He bent over, opened Cavendish’s mouth and breathed into it. He struck the body some sharp blows on the chest and listened for the heart.




  ‘Well?’ Harrison said.




  ‘He’s finished. And so are we unless we can turn something up.’




  ‘Found anything yet?’




  ‘Nothing.’




  ‘Shit!’




  ‘Take it easy. There may be a secret drawer in one of the pieces of furniture, or maybe a wall-safe.’




  ‘Maybe.’




  ‘Then let’s look for it!’




  They set about searching the room. Lethbridge tore down the tapestries from the walls and the hangings from the bed. Harrison used a candlestick to smash the backs from the cabinets and the bottoms out of drawers. A pair of Sèvres porcelain urns stood on the marble mantelshelf with a clock between them. Harrison broke them on the fireplace and rummaged among the shards.




  Five minutes later he asked, ‘Find anything?’




  ‘Nothing. And you?’




  ‘Just this.’ He held up a revolver. ‘Smith and Wesson thirty-eight. Kept it under the bed, suspicious old bleeder.’ He flicked open the chamber and spied down the barrel. ‘Still, it saves going back to the car for my piece,’ he said and pushed the gun into his jacket.




  Lethbridge picked up papers from the floor. ‘We’ll take what there is. Give me a pillowcase to stuff them in. Then we’d better finish off the business.’




  Madame Bresson was at the stove when the two Englishmen ambled into the kitchen, smiling and chatting to themselves. She gave them the scowl reserved for trespassers and placed her hands on her haunches. The dark-haired one, whose name she couldn’t remember, came up to her speaking reassuringly in English, though she didn’t understand a word. He placed his hand on her right shoulder with a familiarity which disconcerted her, and she looked past him at the fair-haired one carrying a pillowcase in one hand and a cushion in the other. She was about to say something when she felt a sharp pain under the breast bone. At first it felt like one of the pains she sometimes got after a good meal. She breathed in sharply. And then a wave of agony hit her.




  Harrison removed the bloody skewer as the elderly woman’s body fell forward and hit the floor with a dull thump.




  





  Gabrielle got out of the pool and picked up a towel from the grass. Water, falling from her long hair, streamed along the curves of her body. She stretched her limbs and admired her shadow on the grass.




  The two Englishmen came from the back of the house, walking towards her, laughing and talking. The taller, blond one with the attractive aloofness carried an odd-looking bag and the small, dark one with the unpleasant eyes and the suggestive manners was holding a cushion in front of him, which seemed rather strange.




  She shook back her hair and grinned at them. She liked to smile. It came to her naturally. They advanced towards her and smiled back.




  Her death wasn’t long and elaborate like the slowed-down action of a film. The bullet from the thirty-eight, fired through the cushion, tore through her and exploded fragments of vertebrae and viscera through the soft bronze skin of her back. Her body was flung in a parabola across the pool and landed in the water.




  





  The two men drove the deux-chevaux down the road towards the highway. Henri Dupuy, from his vantage point on the tractor, watched them approach. There was something wrong – he sensed it but couldn’t tell what. Maybe it was the speed the car was travelling or its unexpected appearance, but the sixth sense that had kept him alive in Algeria warned him something was amiss.




  The car pulled up sharply. Puffs of dust spat out from beneath the wheels. The repulsive little man with the black hair stuck his head out and called towards him. Henri put his foot on the accelerator and the tractor moved slowly forward. All the while he kept watch on the car.




  Harrison bit his lip and watched the other man approach. He could tell the sly-faced bastard was leery of something. Come closer, he muttered. He knew that at this range he could hit the Frenchman. But knowing it wasn’t the same as doing it. And if he missed….




  He raised the gun in a double-handed grip, keeping the barrel below the other man’s line of sight. Henri seemed to be hesitating. The Frenchman’s hand went into the blue shirt with its sweat stains and mismatched buttons and pulled at something held in his belt.




  Harrison moved quickly. He straightened his arms and took aim as the other man was clearing his shirt. ‘Jesus, that’s a fucking magnum he’s got!’ Harrison yelled. His finger tightened on the trigger as the Frenchman was raising his gun. He fired and fell back with the recoil. Henri took aim.




  The car was in gear. Harrison let slip the clutch and hit the accelerator. The car jumped forward and stalled but the distance was enough. The other man’s shot smashed through the bodywork and passed out the other side. Harrison fired again.




  The Frenchman threw up his arms and jerked as though an electric shock had touched him. His gun went spinning into the vines. Something was holding him in the tractor seat. The engine roared as the great machine lumbered forward. It crashed through the vines and was deflected. The engine stormed as the machine hit an invisible obstruction, then the whole works canted on to one side, rolled over and collapsed, the wheels spinning in the air.




  ‘Let’s get out of here,’ Lethbridge said.




  Harrison turned the engine on, got into gear, and the car sped forward in a shower of loose stones. Harrison was panting like a man who has just run a race.




  ‘Come on, Arthur, we’re out of it now,’ Lethbridge said and put his hand on that of the other man.




  Harrison stared ahead. ‘The bastard! He had a cannon down his pants – and I thought it was only his dick!’




  The car disappeared down the road. Behind them, flames flickered around the tractor. There was an explosion. And half a mile away the two men saw the yellow flame and the plume of oily smoke rise only to be blown away by the wind.




  
TWO




  12 November 1980




  If the world of publishing has a centre, it’s New York. More particularly, Sixth Avenue, if only because McGraw-Hill, the world’s largest book publishers, has its head office there.




  The day was autumnal, the transition from one of New York’s unbearable summers to one of its unbearable winters. A yellow cab cruised several blocks past the McGraw-Hill building and deposited its occupant outside a monolith of glass and steel which the architects had provided with an apron of paved ground to prove the civic-mindedness of the owners and earn the title of ‘plaza’.




  The passenger paid off the driver and walked past the bronze statue of a twisted figure, the benches where the hardier office workers were lunching off hotdogs and cans of 7Up, and went into the building.




  The lobby was clean and aseptic. A guard in shirt-sleeves leaned on a desk making small-talk with a talking doll receptionist. Men in business suits sat in armchairs reading copies of the Wall Street Journal. When the stranger came in, the guard didn’t bother to look up: the terrorists, when they arrived, would wear Che Guevara beards and fatigues.




  The visitor was a man, aged about thirty, athletic looking in the style of a runner and dressed in a lightweight suit. His face was sunlamp-bronze with regular features, a firm mouth and a pair of watery-blue eyes with an ironic look about them. He carried an attaché case.




  The identities of the tenants were on a column of stainless-steel plaques by a row of elevators. Listed on the thirtieth and thirty-first floors was the firm of Magruder-Hirsch & Co. The name was stencilled in lower-case letters without serifs, with the words A Division of the Rama Telecommunications Corporation underneath. There was a logo of intertwined letters spelling ‘Rama’ for the benefit of those who could read logos. The man read the logo and rang for the elevator.




  





  Barton Magruder, who lent his name to the firm of Magruder-Hirsch & Co, publishers, was sitting at his desk meditating on his lunch, which was scheduled to be with his partner, Nathan Hirsch, at a little French restaurant a couple of blocks away. The thought of lunch distracted him from his immediate problem, which lay on the desk in front of him in the form of a project outline from an English writer he’d been keeping on a string for a couple of months while he made up his mind.




  The writer was Jonathan Grant. He was an ex-journalist with an incisive style and a nose for a good story, but he had a jinx attached to him. Magruder had a cool head for business and an eye for a straight calculation, but he still allowed a lot of room for gut-feeling when it came to selecting books and writers, where all that mattered was getting under the skin of the great reading public. Grant had got under that skin with a vengeance. He’d written three books, all bestsellers, but with a twist in the tail: the public bought the books but hated the author.




  Grant’s field was history, particularly the Second World War. He had the industry and the nose to go through records buried in the archives of the victors, and string together the facts that cut the legs from under popular heroes or demolished favoured myths. For a publishing house tied to a major conglomerate with interests everywhere, including in government contracts, there were limits to the tails that could be twisted. The British and American governments were self-righteous about their role in the war, and a lot of the heroes turned out to have enough clout to embarrass publishers or the corporations that owned them. And so the message was to stay away from writers like Grant.




  Magruder liked Grant’s latest idea. It dealt with the involvement, and profiteering, of some of the biggest corporations in the war. It was well researched and the conclusions, if they were true, might make a few investors think twice about their money. But Magruder knew the last thing Rama needed was a wrangle with some of the major internationals and the Department of Defense. It was tough, and so he sighed and pushed an empty coffee cup to join a collection of others on the desk.




  Barton Magruder was in the habit of closing his eyes to punctuate his thoughts and conversation. The eyes in question were smoky-brown, almost invisible under a pair of heavy lids that sealed them like tombs with just enough of a crack for a vampire’s hand to creep out. His nose was long and fleshy with open pores and hair in the nostrils, and the ensemble was finished with a downturned mouth marked by long lines as though he hadn’t heard a good joke in years; which was more or less true, since he viewed life as the routine of a cheap, stand-up comedian.




  In publishing, the dour Midwesterner was an anomaly. His father was a meatpacker who starved himself to send his son with the aid of scholarships to Harvard, where Magruder majored in literature before the war with an eye on journalism. In the event, the war brought him into contact with Nathan Hirsch, an émigré German Jew. They found an incongruous sympathy and, after the war, started their own publishing firm.




  The two men made an odd pair. Magruder an abrasive businessman and Nathan Hirsch a gentle scholar. The relationship earned them the nickname of Laurel and Hardy, but the oddity didn’t bother either of them and they got along in an easy, lopsided harness for more than thirty years. Also, the business prospered. They didn’t become the biggest, but they acquired a solid reputation and a good foothold in the market. Then, in 1970, they were bought by a conglomerate which already held a film studio, a network of newspapers and interests in television, radio and telecommunications electronics. The two partners now ran the publishing division of Rama Telecommunications Corporation.




  Magruder was considering the publishing business with his habitual black misery when he was interrupted by his secretary. It was one of his jokes on life that he surrounded himself with pretty assistants and stayed faithful to his wife. Annette was one of the assistants, good looking, and dark haired with a lot of brains. She bossed the elderly misanthrope about and he allowed it with just enough complaints to avoid the suspicion that he had a soft heart.




  Annette stood in front of the desk waiting for Magruder to look at her and, while she waited, she arranged his papers and piled the empty coffee cups on to a tray.




  ‘Okay, what is it?’ Magruder snapped.




  The girl stared down the rebuke. ‘There’s someone outside to see you. He hasn’t got an appointment.’




  ‘You need to come in here to tell me that? Why didn’t you use the phone?’




  She scooped up another cup. ‘He was insistent and not the usual type. I didn’t want him to hear me.’




  A flicker of interest crossed Magruder’s face. He reached for one of the cups and looked into it to see if his luck was in. ‘So what does he want?’




  ‘Well…’ she hesitated. ‘I know it sounds dumb, but he says he wants to offer you the greatest publishing opportunity ever.’ She raised her eyebrows. ‘How dumb can you get? I tried to stonewall him and fix an appointment with someone else, but it’s kind of hard to reply to a statement like that.’




  The expression of interest vanished. Magruder had never known a new author who didn’t offer the greatest publishing opportunity ever. For that matter he’d never known one who did. The files were full of rejection slips for the daily delivery of unsolicited masterpieces.




  ‘Why are you bothering me? Tell him the usual thing: to leave the manuscript and we’ll let him know. Then ask George to take a look at it or farm it out to a reader.’




  Annette nodded. She knew what that meant. George was a burial ground for new writers, an ageing editor who was allowed to while away his days till retirement administering the gentle letdown by writing sympathetic letters of rejection. She persisted. ‘I know the drill, but I’m not sure that this is just routine. This guy doesn’t look like the ordinary characters we get in here. I wouldn’t put him down as a writer at all. More the business type: expensive suit and he cleans his shoes. He says if he doesn’t see you today, he’ll walk away and you’ll never hear from him again.’




  ‘That’s a promise I’d like in writing,’ Magruder said. Then, on reflection, he decided no one, if he wasn’t totally naive, would use that gambit unless he really had something. Besides, he had a sneaking respect for Annette’s character judgement and this one sounded as though he might be interesting. ‘Okay,’ Magruder sighed, ‘wheel him in.’




  





  Unlike the fictional characters that occasionally landed on his desk, Barton Magruder was unable to identify the styling of the major European tailors at a thousand yards over the open sights of a Kalashnikov, but he could tell the difference between tailor-made and ready-to-wear and put a price on both. The visitor in the tan suit came in the expensive class.




  Magruder looked the other man up and down and took in the good looks but wasn’t impressed: they applied to most of the gay guys Madison Avenue used to push vodka and fast cars. The truth was that Magruder had a prejudice against handsome men as Nature’s favourite children. They shook hands.




  ‘I didn’t give my name to your secretary, but it’s Simon Knights,’ the visitor said.




  ‘Take a seat, Mr Knights, and let me see what I can do for you.’ Magruder tried to identify the other man’s origins, but they were buried under the transatlantic English. Something North European, maybe even British: Magruder didn’t have an ear for accent.




  Knights pulled up a chair and sat down. He cast his eyes about the room, weighing up the publisher from the contents. They were off-the-peg executive style: a presidential desk in teak and leather, a drinks’ cabinet like an antique globe, a couple of Finnish-designed chairs with matching couch in oatmeal, and a lithograph Magruder described as ‘the sort hotels buy wholesale’.




  ‘My card.’ Knights took out a silver case, extracted a slip and passed it across the desk. Magruder scanned it quickly: gilt-edged with a parchment finish and a stylish typeface. It bore the legend Simon Knights – General Agent and an address in Zurich. Magruder considered it and dropped it into his pocket.




  ‘Are you a literary agent, Mr Knight? No offence, but I count on knowing most of them by name if not by sight.’




  ‘No. But neither am I based in the United States. I have an office in Zurich as you can see, and I travel extensively.’




  ‘As a whatchamacallit – general agent?’




  ‘Exactly. I put people in contact with each other when they have something to buy and sell.’




  Magruder nodded but felt no wiser. However, Annette was right when she said the stranger was out of the usual run. He began to feel curious.




  ‘Okay, I take it that you have something to sell. Why have you come to me?’




  ‘I have a manuscript,’ Knights said, ‘which needs to be handled by one of the leading publishing houses.’




  Magruder nodded, but the reply confirmed his dislike of the other man. It was too smooth, too obviously insincere. ‘Fine, so you have a manuscript. There’s no point in fencing with each other: what is it?’




  Knights answered with a question. ‘Tell me – would the diaries of Adolf Hitler be of any interest to you?’




  Magruder thought at first that he had misheard. He said, ‘I’m sorry, will you put that again?’




  ‘I asked if you would be interested in the diaries of Adolf Hitler.’




  ‘Fiction or fact?’




  ‘Fact.’




  ‘I thought that was what you meant.’ Magruder moved uncomfortably in his chair. He wasn’t used to being thrown, but on this occasion he was stumped for a response. If Knights had been a regular writer, he might have had a feel for what to do, but with a completely unknown quantity he couldn’t think whether to laugh or treat the idea seriously.’ Well, I could see it as being of some interest,’ he said.




  ‘Of some interest?’ Knights repeated. ‘I should think it would be more than that.’




  Magruder closed his eyes. He said, ‘Frankly, Mr Knights, I don’t know you. Every day this firm gets dozens of manuscripts from people we never heard of, and ninety-nine per cent of those manuscripts we sling into the trash can. Hitler’s diary, or whatever you call it, sounds like a cut above the average. But when a stranger walks in off the street and offers it to me, you’ll understand I’m not going to roll on my back and let him stroke my belly. So, like I said, it may be of some interest, nothing more.’




  Knights wasn’t fazed by the reply. ‘I can understand that the proposition may seem unusual.’




  ‘A little. But don’t let that stop you. I’m willing to listen.’




  Knights paused. ‘What do you know about Adolf Hitler?’




  ‘I take it that’s a rhetorical question? If you want an answer, I know about as much as the next man and maybe a bit more.’




  ‘What do you know about his writings?’




  ‘Mein Kampf?’




  Knights nodded. ‘Of course. Most people have heard of that particular work. But, tell me, have you ever heard of Hitler’s Secret Book?’




  ‘I can’t say I have. What is it?’




  ‘It was a second book. One that Hitler wrote after he had come to power. It set out in more detail what his goals were and how he proposed to set about them.’ Knights spoke without the excitement Magruder expected from a crank and he was interested.




  ‘What happened to it?’




  ‘It was suppressed – by Hitler. He decided it was too explicit. You understand: it was one thing to write Mein Kampf as an imprisoned revolutionary but another to put down the same ideas as a ruling head of state. So the book was never published while Hitler was alive. In fact its existence was never even suspected.’




  ‘From what you say, it’s been published since?’




  ‘Under the title I mentioned.’




  ‘So? What relevance does it have to any diaries there might be?’




  ‘As an illustration,’ Knights said. ‘It’s too easy to assume everything is known about Hitler, whereas the truth is that he was a highly secretive man. Today we know all about Eva Braun, but during the war her name was just a rumour and the German public knew nothing of her. Hitler wanted it that way. How much more secretive do you think he would be about keeping his diaries?’




  ‘Assuming they exist,’ Magruder said, but he didn’t emphasize the point.




  Annette came in with a tray of coffee. She left it on the table. Magruder picked up the pot and poured.




  ‘Cream? Sugar?’ The visitor shook his head. Magruder spooned sugar into his own cup and stirred it thoughtfully. ‘So you – or should I say your principals? – have a diary by Adolf Hitler to sell. What kind of diary?’




  ‘Not one – several. Hitler kept a set during the war which he intended to use as the basis for his memoirs.’




  ‘His memoirs? Of course – everyone writes his memoirs.’ The eyes closed. ‘Excuse me if I’m slow taking this in, but it isn’t every day that I get this kind of offer.’ The eyes flickered half open. ‘I imagine they would come quite expensive.’




  ‘Ten million dollars.’




  ‘Ten million dollars,’ Magruder repeated. He clicked his tongue. ‘Well, at least it’s a nice round sum.’




  If Knights sensed the irony behind the publisher’s impassive face he didn’t show it. ‘It’s a difficult idea to take in,’ he said.




  ‘No offence intended, but the notion does seem a little far-fetched.’ Magruder reached into the humidor on the desk and took a cigar. He threw another across the desk and pushed a lighter in Knights’ direction. ‘Smoke? No?’ He lit his own cigar, the deliberation hiding his thoughts. He didn’t know whether to laugh at the absurdity or not, but the strange, calm expression on the other man’s face persuaded him that whatever Knights had to say was worth listening to. ‘Well now,’ he went on, ‘don’t be too hasty to judge from my first reaction. Do you have the diaries with you?’ He looked at the attaché case. ‘I’m interested enough to take a look.’




  ‘I’m afraid I don’t have them with me.’




  ‘Why not?’




  ‘The contents are – shall I say – politically sensitive. At this stage I can only show you a sample. However, I’m sure that you’ll find it interesting.’




  ‘Whatever you say.’




  Knights looked at Magruder long and carefully, then reached for his case. He opened the clasp and took out a thin folder of papers which he handed across the desk. Magruder picked them up and cast his eyes down the first page.




  ‘This is in German.’




  ‘Naturally.’




  ‘How about a translation?’




  ‘I’m sure that your partner can do that for you. If I’m not mistaken, Mr Hirsch is German by birth.’




  Magruder nodded. He wondered how Nat would react when the diaries were mentioned to him. ‘I guess he could translate if need be,’ he said, but the idea didn’t appeal. It was a long time since Nat had considered himself a German. He didn’t care to be reminded of the fact.




  Knights stayed half an hour. He continued to be polite but uncommunicative beyond the bare bones of the diaries’ existence and he stonewalled any probes by Magruder, suggesting that first the publisher should read the sample; then, if he was interested, Knights would give him more details. In the end Magruder shrugged and they left it at that with a handshake and a promise from Knights to call.




  ‘But there is one condition attached to the transaction,’ Knights said as he was leaving.




  ‘Uh huh, and what’s that?’ Magruder asked. And the reply surprised him because as far as he could make out it made no rational sense at all.




  ‘There is a closing date for the sale. You must agree to our conditions and take delivery of the diaries by Tuesday 16 December,’ Knights said. ‘I trust you will remember that date.’




  





  When the other man was gone, Barton Magruder sat behind his desk digesting the conversation. Knights had taken him at a disadvantage and played him like a fish to screw up his interest in a proposition no sane man was going to believe. Well, two could play that game. He had the germ of an idea. After all, true or false, Hitler’s diaries were bound to be interesting.




  He wondered how McGraw-Hill had reacted when Clifford Irving told them he could deliver Howard Hughes’s autobiography. Magruder had met Irving once in Ibiza, where the writer used to hang out with a crowd of painters and artists who bullshitted to each other about their talents and lack of recognition. Irving was a handsome, plausible character but Magruder wouldn’t have let him take an old lady across the street. A different type from Knights, who was an icebox.




  Annette came into the room. ‘So?’ she said as she collected the cups on to the tray. ‘Was he a cuckoo or was he the real thing?’




  ‘What did you make of him?’ Magruder asked.




  ‘He gave me the creeps. But guys that good-looking do. They’re always bastards.’




  Magruder watched her. He guessed she always went out with guys that good-looking.




  ‘Well? Are you going to tell me what he wanted or do I have to peek at the files?’




  ‘Tell me first, when did I last fire you?’




  ‘Fire me and I’ll tell everyone you’re a soft touch.’ She paused and looked more serious. Like any good secretary she shared a mental symbiosis with her employer that went beyond the formal relationship.




  Magruder put out the stub of his cigar and said, ‘I guess it happens to everyone at least once in a lifetime.’




  ‘What does?’




  ‘I just met a man who wanted to sell me Howard Hughes’s autobiography.’




  ‘Oh, really?’ She cocked her head. ‘I thought that was a fake?’




  Magruder sighed. ‘Well, whaddaya know?’




  THREE




   Berchtesgaden: 29 June 1944




  





  Today I saw von Rundstedt and Rommel. The former is not the man he was in Poland and the latter has gone to pieces since leaving Africa. They came to me appealing for an end to the war, wailing like a couple of old Jews. It makes me wonder how far the rest of the Army is infected with defeatism. They are a spiritless bunch, the lot of them, with their Von und Zu’s: a crowd of filthy aristocrats not fit to shovel shit! The complete lack of insight on the part of the Army is nothing short of astonishing. Their ignorance of the world-historical currents of Fate is abysmal. They talk about numbers and equipment – how we have so much and the Americans so much and the British so much – utterly disregarding such matters as the spirit of men fired with National-Socialist enthusiasm or the refining hand of Destiny in its selection of leaders.




  Rommel I don’t mind so much. For one thing, he isn’t an aristocrat, and, for another, his health isn’t so good. It would be an easy matter to push him upstairs and have him lecture the troops on morale. On the other hand, it is intolerable that the Commander-in-Chief West should have an opportunity to spread defeatism. Clearly von Rundstedt will have to go. Perhaps von Kluge could put a light to the tails of those gentlemen who have been sitting on their backsides in France for four years.




  Here in Berchtesgaden it is scarcely possible to fail to see the hand of the Almighty touching the German people. The day has been brilliantly clear. The meadows are full of Alpine flowers and, when I take the trouble to listen, I can hear the cowbells tinkling and see the girls moving the cattle down for milking. This is really where my soldiers should be. In their lederhosen and handsome jackets. The Bavarians have always been one of my favourite people, though Munich is too cosmopolitan for my taste. Perhaps, when the war is over, I could build a new capital for Bavaria. Maybe Nuremberg. Some day I must discuss it with Speer. There’s no reason why he shouldn’t produce some plans now, while the war is on. That way we can get down to business as soon as the war is ended. He had a model of Berlin built – splendid! Really, one can see it now, if, like me, one has vision! A truly Germanic capital!




  Morell’s eyedrops are very effective, though the effect seems to be wearing off sooner than when he first prescribed them; then it was truly wonderful. At any rate, the strain wore off sufficiently well that I felt able to watch a film.




  It was a home movie. Eva has been pestering me to watch it. She had taken it while I was at Rastenburg, taking command in the East. She did it to while away the time, she says. I know what she does to while away the time. The place is cluttered with magazines and trashy novels. She really is quite obsessive about films. I suppose it must come from having been a photographer’s assistant.




  I invited everybody to come and watch, but she made a little moue and said that she intended it only for me and I was feeling so splendid with the weather and the clean air that I agreed. I should have known what to expect!




  She had had the film taken in the gardens. God alone knows who was there! It started off with her in her swim suit, grinning and laughing, rather embarrassed and altogether girlish. She cavorted about and did a little dance, one of those Bavarian country dances; but of course she didn’t have a partner. It was all quite charming.




  There was quite a bit of this sort of stuff, maybe five minutes or so. Of course it palls rather easily and I was dropping off, but she kept nudging me to keep me awake and saying things like, ‘Don’t you think the costume shows off my shape?’ and ‘After the war, couldn’t I go into films – I have fair hair and I’m every bit as good-looking as Garbo.’ All sorts of silly things.




  Then there was a cut and the next shot was of her still in the garden in a different swimming costume, and the light had changed a little. The camera was kept at a fixed angle, so I suppose she must have told the cameraman to leave it in one position and go away – at least I hope so. When this part started, she leaned over, nibbled my ear and said, ‘Now watch, Liebchen! This is special. All for you!’




  I wondered what she meant; but then I saw that the mood of the film had changed. She had a moonstruck expression on her face, which I suppose was meant to be passion, and she started drifting about making dramatic poses and looking moodily at the camera. I could see that the strap on her costume was starting to slip from her right shoulder.




  At first I thought it was an accident, but she seemed to jerk and it slipped down to her elbow and her right breast was exposed. She moved closer to the camera. I could see the erect nipple – touch it almost.




  ‘What is all this?’ I asked.




  ‘Don’t you like it, Liebchen? It’s Salome.’




  In the film, she turned and I could see that her back was naked and the costume had slipped down on to her hips and her hands were covering both of her breasts. She faced the camera and ran her hands through her hair. Her face had a languid expression. Her breasts were full and round. It’s funny how I had never really been aware of how big and firm they were. And I could see that she must have rouged the nipples.




  She began to caress her breasts and pout at the camera, running her tongue between her teeth. You could see the line of hair rising upward from the swell of her belly.




  I was so intent on watching that I hadn’t noticed her hand on my thigh, rubbing up and down. I was trying to keep my composure and ignore her.




  In the film, the costume had fallen to the ground and she had stepped out of it. She was gyrating her hips and sort of bending over and backwards from the camera, pushing her pubic mound forwards. It is difficult to describe how peculiar it seemed, there in the silence except for the whirring of the projector.




  Eva was writhing at my side, giggling and saying, ‘Isn’t it marvellous! Look how dramatic it is! You must watch the next part!’ And her hand was inside my trousers working at my penis.




  She had stopped the dancing part and reached for a towel which she took and used to rub herself down. I thought it was all over, but she must have had another thought because she laughed at the camera and put the towel between her legs and started working herself up on it. She lay on the ground and rolled over, all the time rubbing herself and moaning. You couldn’t hear it, but it was moaning.
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