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Vaughan

TWENTY-NINE PALMS, CALIFORNIA, THE PRESENT




HERE’S THE PROBLEM. I wrote this book once the way I was told to, as fiction, to a formula: sex by page such-and-such, with guns to follow. ‘Tell it like it was,’ my then editors urged. ‘Make the reader stand next to you.’ The thing is, nobody else’s description, or the movies, prepare you for what it’s like when it happens to you, and as for the one-liner that sold the story—My Trip to Genocide Hell—it belittles the facts and leaves me feeling ashamed. What they wanted was unimportant compared to the near invisible details which do the real damage.

The first time, I wrote it in the third person, cutting out the history and the shuttling between different characters. Unfortunately, it meant losing most of Hoover’s diary. Being both old and a messy organiser, Hoover was regarded as an embarrassment and worth no more than a cameo as a Deep Throat. Hoover sprawls: old man’s time. What they really objected to was that he is too cussed and remembers too much. He understands that life lacks narrative organisation, that it feels like something other than a story.

For my part, most of the time I felt as though I was in a rush of drowning. Also I have never read anything in fiction so chilling, or inadequate, as a transcript of a real torture interrogation, for its simultaneous ability and failure to convey what was going on. By what mental process does someone decide to write: Subject screams. Statement incomprehensible?

History misleads us, I have discovered, thanks to Hoover. We are taught that it is about things ending and beginning, that it is sequential, a progression of dates down the years, when in reality it is all about connections. The stuff that really scared me didn’t even make it as footnotes in the version they wanted me to write—like what was the real purpose of the sale of a large consignment of wooden huts by a construction company in neutral Switzerland to the Waffen SS in 1942? Or look at the word ‘neutral’: during the Second World War German goods trains were allowed to pass through Switzerland only so long as the contents were not armaments, which, of course, cattle trucks crammed with Italy’s Jews were not.

Which leaves the patient stitching together of multiple details: for example, how the death of an enemy agent in Lisbon in 1942 indirectly connects to the disappearance of a container-load of illegal immigrants sixty years later. I am reminded of the beginning of the old Robert Redford picture Three Days of the Condor, which asks why a book that hasn’t sold in its original market should be translated into half a dozen Middle Eastern languages. After which Redord goes to fetch breakfast and returns to find everyone in the office shot dead.

I also find myself thinking of that game about the film star Kevin Bacon and how many moves it takes to connect him to any other actor or actress in the history of Hollywood. It is frightening how few, (frightening because of the viral shadow that hangs over the game), frightening too when applied to other areas. How many moves from George W. Bush to Osama Bin Laden? One. Bin Laden’s brother Salem was a partner in George W’s oil firm which went belly-up. A wise American poet whom I met once, Ed Dorn, dead now, always maintained that the Gulf War was a Bush family affair about offshore oil leases; when it comes to politics always look for the vested interest. Also of relevance to the several secret histories which follow is Dorn’s remark: ‘Listen. Just because the record isn’t there doesn’t mean it’s lost.’

How many moves from face cream to ethnic cleansing? One, as it turns out, thanks to the pharmaceutical industry.

 

As it is Hoover’s story, I will begin with him. Without him I wouldn’t be here, so I owe him a formal thanks for that, as well as for permission to use his files, which form the spine of what follows. Further assistance was provided by documents previously belonging to Hoover’s former associate—Obersturmbahnführer Karl-Heinz Strasse of the SS—and papers generously provided by Beate von Heimendorf. ‘Begin’ is not a straightforward word in Hoover’s book. For him, past and present coexist: ‘They bleed into each other, nephew.’ Calling me ‘nephew’ was his condescending way of being affectionate. Or perhaps he meant something more calculated. I wonder if by giving me his files he intended an act of classic transference. Having wrestled with them for so long—as I sit here in the high desert, holed up in the Harmony Motel—I find my own writing starting to impersonate his.

Hoover told me that May 1945 was his obvious starting point, because it was then that he first realised how much was (and remains) invisible. But you can cut the pack anywhere—1942, 1945, 1999, this year, next year—it all links up in the end, not necessarily in the order that it happened. And thanks to the factor known as human error, there may be no closure, ever, maybe no resolution either. Just another cut of the pack, with death the only solution.









Hoover

WASHINGTON




IT IS HARD TO RECALL exactly how the end of the war had been, or what I felt in May of 1945, now nearly a lifetime ago. The justification of our cause was plain for all to see: in our equipment, in our rations, and in our sense of being a young country whose time was still ahead. We had no history to appeal to and, given the mess the Nazis had made of their Thousand Year Reich, most Americans were content with surface, and the idea of being able to lead lives unburdened by other people’s yesterdays.

Many of our troops arrived late enough in Europe to see only the exhaustion of defeat, and to take advantage of fraternisation and the barter of our superior rations. Everyone wanted what our soldiers had. Their lives had a shine to them, or so it had seemed. They were only there to finish a job before going home to America’s better lives, bigger skies, and more energetic, plain-speaking ways. That we might have been naive did not occur to us (in the face of so much exhausted irony). To most of us, anyway.

Now I am a first-generation American. In those days I was still in the process of becoming one. Part of me remains untouched by, and resists, this assimilation. In speech I retain some of my native accent. Not that I keep any other connection to my country of origin, which I left in 1940, with the desire never to return. In fact, that is not entirely true, and I must be careful to get this right. All my life has been bounded by a homesickness, and the paradox that I never made an effort to go back. Perhaps there was no home: Liège lies in my memory beyond a dream.

A night or two ago on a satellite channel, a German film director talked about being a small boy in 1945 watching the first American troops arrive in his village, and how he cried in fright at the strange and novel sight of a black GI eating a banana. I offer this story for two reasons. Because of the odd, roundabout way coincidence works, it is possible I was a witness to this scene, though this was a common fright for German children that spring. There were a lot of black men and enough bananas. The story also demonstrates that tensions among ourselves—the flaws in our own argument—were ignored. We were liberators. Our policies were not under scrutiny.

On matters of coincidence: the older I get, the more I discover unexpected connections. I have led a busy life, full of people and unusual conjunctions, so I should not be surprised, yet I am. This might be a fretful mind looking for meaning where there is none or censoring everything except what it registers as having an obscure significance. I am equally surprised by how often I see people I know on television and read in the papers of their deaths, the count getting closer. I am even starting to see the dead. I glimpsed Willi Schmidt on a TV news item, and he has been dead getting on sixty years. For a moment I was sure. The incident unsettled me. My war memories cut out Willi Schmidt. That’s what I mean about it being hard to recall how the end of the war had been. They were not straightforward times.

That May and June of 1945, Germany was a bewitched countryside, whole swathes untouched by war, picture-book villages with their half-timbered houses and blossoms, in which, of course, not a single Nazi could be found, not even the schoolteacher, with his upper lip pale from a shaved-off Hitler moustache. He and the rest claimed they had been awaiting liberation. All the paraphernalia of the Third Reich—swastikas, Nazi street names, pictures of the Führer—had miraculously vanished, taken down in the night, like the decorations from some festive season cut short, leaving everywhere looking strangely denuded. Like the local teacher’s shaven lip. After a dozen years of hierarchy, and all the propaganda, and what my daughter Naomi with her college education would call ‘iconography’, there was nothing.

Though the larger fear had vanished, our unease persisted. Behind the open friendliness of the normal greeting between soldiers who didn’t know each other—‘Hey, buddy, how ya doin?’—lay a real anxiety. Stay-behind units of crack Nazi troops, of wolflike savagery, were rumoured to be disguised as American soldiers and hiding in woods, ready to start a rear-guard action. Germany was still a haunted and untamed landscape, in which the improvised informality of American signs—‘Bring in your jeep, we never sleep’—took on the appearance of hastily assembled superstitious relics. There was the realisation, too, that what had been fought had been more than just a war. ‘Hey, Grabowski, those dirty Kraut bastards murdered a million Yids, what do you think of that?’ I remember what Grabowski answered. ‘Yeah, ain’t that a pisser,’ he said, as he whittled a piece of wood, sitting by the roadside, with the resigned air of a man who had just realised that no one would ever learn, least of all the victor.

I subscribed to the euphoria and simplicity of victory despite my own war which had been clandestine, grubby, and morally compromised: having done nothing to stop the screams of the tortured; having dined with ‘dirty Kraut bastards’ who had negotiated the deaths of millions. But I believed I had acted out of necessity, for a greater good, for security and stability. Now I suspect the joke was on me.

 

Since Mary died last November, I find myself thinking more about the time before her, since the raw scar of her absence is too painful. I feel blurred now she is gone. Florida, where we had lived and being a place where people go to die, is not conducive to mourning. I am not close to the children, and am reluctant to be parcelled out for them all to take turns to put me up (and put up with me). The grief I felt was very different from the one the children projected onto me. I no longer wanted or needed company. It was enough to get through the day that I had my conversations with Mary—sometimes aloud, sometimes in my head. The void left by her is more attractive than the life on offer without her. In these long, drawn-out days—time’s equivalent to dull tundra—I find myself eager to settle accounts. Secrets need airing in the end.

Like many men who have led dubious lives, I was sentimental about my marriage, and despite my lapses, told myself I should try to keep things straight in affairs of the heart. Another joke at my expense: Mary’s journals reveal that my marriage was more complicated than she had led me to believe.

The weeks after my wife died were full of watery November afternoons spent walking on an empty beach, entertaining thoughts of getting a dog, stalled by the morbid fear that the dog would one day find me dead. I could imagine the children worrying about me among themselves. I held out until falling and spraining my wrist, which resulted in strapping. Yes, I had been drinking. I had always been extra careful to give the glass table a wide berth—being mindful of how the actor William Holden had died, gashing his head in a fall and bleeding to death—but tripped over the chair leg. On the subject of actors, I have been told by my children that I look like a dead TV actor, Richard Boone.

Foolishly, I mentioned the sprain to Naomi on the phone. There followed immediate summonses from all the children. It took until Christmas to winkle me out of our home in Englewood, with invitations issued in the names of the grandchildren—Tom and Mickey, Dwight, Hannah, Mo (for Monica) and Joe Junior—the unspoken implication being that I wasn’t going to be around much longer to enjoy their company.

My PowerBook has become my lifeline. It lets me spend the mornings alone, writing or pretending to write. The family makes joking references to my memoirs, even though they have no idea what I did beyond something boring for the government. I have never discussed the real nature of my work, except once with Naomi, late one night when we had a bottle of red wine to finish. But Naomi simply shrugged: so what? So much for unburdening. Most children, I have noticed, remain incurious about their parents. Josh, my eldest—Mary had a penchant for biblical names; there’s David as well—jokes that my mornings consist of endlessly typing the same sentence: ‘All work and no play makes Dad a dull boy.’

Josh lives in Iowa, of all places. I managed three weeks there before pleading that it was too cold, and moved down to David in Phoenix. David’s wife is an insistent overpleaser, and within days I was plotting my escape. The stay lasted a month before I could extricate myself without appearing ungrateful.

The point of coming to Naomi was that I was supposed to look up old Washington contacts; except what do you say?

Naomi has always been my favourite, perhaps because of her late, unplanned conception and a wilfulness shown as a child, a propensity for disobedience, long since lost. I’d had hopes for Naomi, and I still like her the best, but she married a dope, and her children are spoiled. Her even good cheer and politeness are very different from how I remember, and both act as distancing devices; I wonder if she isn’t on Prozac. In the evident unspoken dissatisfaction of her life I see my own parenting mistakes. Our failure to talk, even when one of us makes the effort, is sad.

Naomi has a shed in the garden with an oil heater, where I work. The grass is lustreless and muddy after a late snowfall. My arrival in Washington had been greeted by raw February winds and one or two early spring flowers that were trying to push their way up: the high-suicide weeks, the ones that did for Sylvia Plath. The shed heater was efficient enough, but Naomi, on finding me at the desk wrapped in a blanket, always tried to persuade me to work in the house, where there is no room. The truth is, I have nothing to do, except brood, and wait. So I write.*

A couple of weeks ago, a TV programme about life changes invited the viewer to write an obituary as a form of self-assessment. I had snorted at the time, and argued with Naomi, who is increasingly susceptible to the panaceas of experts; yet I see that my log-on file for the next day contained the paltry offering:

Born Liège 1919. Army conscript, 1939. Nazi invasion, 1940. Captured. Escaped on bicycle, dressed as paysan, travelled through France, uneventfully, until chance meeting with Belgian fascist. His stolen papers used for passage from Brittany to French West Africa. There involved in an historical footnote following the Dakar Raid (Sept 1940), interpreting for German agents organising the retrieval of Belgian gold reserves, forwarded after the fall of Belgium and France.


I have just realised. This gold, in all likelihood, I saw again, five years later in Frankfurt, with Allen Dulles. I also note that I omitted to mention that I’d had to kill the Belgian fascist for his papers.

For a long time now I haven’t known where to begin. At the beginning? That boy, born Joseph van Hover in Liège in 1919, who exists now only in a solitary black-and-white photograph showing a lad in suspenders and short trousers, with a defiant gaze and a pudding-basin haircut, seems irrelevant to this. The children had the photograph enlarged recently and treated by computer to remove the creases and faults of age and fading development. In its newly smooth state the boy who was me has taken on a strangely ironed-out and lifeless appearance. At what point did Joseph van Hover turn into Joe Hoover? Perhaps that is my beginning.

As it is most days are spent avoiding the issue. It is as though—as though is a frequent and annoying phrase of mine, but in its combination of suspension and correlation (and wishful thinking) it is an accurate enough summary of my life—as if I could enter my past through the back door and, by coming at it from an unexpected angle, find the moment which illuminates everything before and after.

Kafka wrote that there are many places of refuge, only one of salvation. But the opportunities for salvation are as many as the places of refuge. I understand what he means, I think. Each line I take back into my own life leads to a dead end. Connections I expect to be made don’t happen.

Bad days are spent writing Mary painful letters she will never read, saying everything I should have said when she was alive. I took to writing her as a way of confronting my failures as a husband and a father, and those of my children. The letters were brutal in their assessments and I wasn’t sure why I was doing it.* The worst days are wasted playing Eric’s Solitaire on the computer.

 

I live among the dead more than the living, find myself in increasing acceptance of death. The grandchildren were channel-hopping—an irritating habit for anyone old enough to remember having to get up to switch stations—and jumping up and down on the settee, when that once familiar figure, taller than the rest, stooping now, pushed the camera aside, refusing an interview. TV as resurrection machine: dead Willi Schmidt come to life again.

It had to be coincidence, I told myself. The man looked too young. Nor am I comfortable with the notion that Willi might be alive. I am aware that in my writing I avoid mention of those who haunt me most—men like Willi and Karl-Heinz.

The kids changed channels again and lost the item. I yelled at them. They snitched on me, which resulted in Naomi working to contain her anger as she said, ‘Don’t you ever raise your voice to my children.’ I wanted to push her until her resentment came bursting out, to have the flat-out row that would let her show her bitterness at my indifference and put us in touch. But she backed off, because she knew I would have forced her to admit that she had married a dope.

 

What I am trying to record in these pages is what I once believed. I believed I was working for change. I deluded myself, that the system I supported was better than its alternative. I believed that enemies were there to be defeated, and once that was done, progress would be made. What I did not see, and see only dimly even now, is that there was and is a whole other set of connections, a whole other way of working, where these beliefs do not apply. (I delude myself still; I watched men working those connections throughout the war. Dulles. Himmler. Eichmann.)

Most of all I believed in a future, even though that future would be betrayed by those who inherited it. Which was their right. That was part of the belief, too. However, I didn’t believe that what had been fought for would be dismantled and discarded quite so unceremoniously, nor that such idiocy would prosper. Today I see purposelessness everywhere, in the frenetic activity of the aimless, and a world bereft of ideals. This is what we fought for: the right of those who followed to pursue lives of gratification and self-destruction.

*Hoover’s papers for this period consist of several formal and informal diaries, computer files of draft chapters of different parts of his ‘memoirs’, in no particular order, as well as other notebooks and files of thoughts and jottings. This chapter is an organisation of that material, much of it undated, and takes its cue from a note of Hoover’s: Start always with the past.

*Hoover, elsewhere, on the subject of his wife: Another story; another life, another book(!) Hoover’s letters to his wife have since been deleted.









Vaughan

FRANKFURT




THE KRAUTS DO BANTER. We drive around, bored, thrash-metal white supremacy on the tape deck, doing vigilante runs into the Turkish quarter. They talk tough-boy, kick shit out of the schwarzers. Pasty boys rule. Kraut pasty boys. Frankfurt pasty boys. Five men in a car, old enough to know better, on edge and off-guard from early cans of beer, gazing hungover at the morning street, looking for trouble.

When they find none they turn on you, because you’re not one of them and you’re sitting next to them and tolerance is running low, seeing how far they can go before they start sticking the knife in. Thin beery farts and giggles, then they ask: What are you doing in Frankfart, man? More farts, more laughs. The driver cracks the window, in a tiny gesture towards civilisation’s progress.

They speak invasive English, learned from music lyrics, and display an insatiable appetite for slang: dipstick, dog-fuck, dildo. Tomorrow we do the letter e. They call everyone wanker. Black wanker. Brown wanker. Yellow wanker. Cunt wanker. Jew-wank. They call each other Kraut-wank, fixing you with a look, daring you even to think it. It’s funny between themselves.

They teach you to see the way they do. Stupid shops. Stupid rich-clothes consumer shit. American shit everywhere: Coca-Cola and McDonald’s shit. Love-your-neighbour shit. Advertising shit. Stupid big company sign shit: the corporate asshole. Smug suits. It’s a dog’s world. The Krauts do barking. They have learned to call everything a ditch. Frankfurt’s a ditch. You start to wonder what the executive suits would look like on all fours, picking their teeth up off the pavement.

The line between acting and believing gets thinner. It would take a rash man to call the Neos’ bluff, jumpy as they are and afraid of penetration.

Some days they tolerate you. Others they’re suspicious. Today is one of those days. You hit them with your Nazi spiel, the one that goes Daddy got himself a Kraut bride in the 1960s: Mummy Kraut. Mummy Kraut’s dead Daddy was a big Nazi. Cool uniforms, attitude, good scrapbook. The Krauts want to believe me. Grandpappy an SS general, dead in the war.

But, hey, how do we know you’re not an undercover guy? Or a Jew? Let’s see if he’s got a Jewish dick. Come on, or why do you hang around with deadheads like us? Hey, cophead, you wanna suck some real dick? Hey, man, we’re just fooling around. German sense of humour.

So why would a nice English boy hang around with a bunch of Neos? Of course there is an ulterior motive—but it’s my business to show them there isn’t.

They tire eventually of the Grandpappy line and you own up—just kidding, boys—and tell them how you spent a long time in South Africa and your sister got gang-raped by Schwarzers with thirty-five-inch dicks. Eeeech! go the skinheads. But they’re not buying that, either. We want proof, man. So you tell them: look up the Tooled website. Tooled is a fanzine for racial invective. Let’s go check it out, man.

Internet café. Computer geeks go cold sweat when we walk in. I show the Krauts stuff I wrote three or four months ago, standard hate riffs dressed up as jokes.

They believe me now, but they still don’t like me. You’re a real funny guy about the Germans ha ha. We’re gonna make you eat Krautdick, teach you to be nice to us.

Trashing a Turkish grocery store, throwing tins on the floor, playing for laughs, pissing on the counter: See, boys, I am on your side.

To clarify: this is what I do for a living, pretending to be an unpleasant person, hanging out with unpleasant people, winning their trust. The problem is, hang around too long—we’re not even talking weeks here—you forget what nice is. You start to get off on that spurt of fear you see in people’s eyes when they realise you might hurt them. You start thinking Neo, applying their thinking back onto them. You end up thinking Neos are no better than animals: fascist cunts, all of them. Argue your way out of that.









Hoover

FLORIDA




I AM BACK IN FLORIDA, in disgrace, after falling out with Naomi, who told me I was no longer a welcome houseguest. I left straight away—with some relief—without waiting for the grandchildren to return from school. Naomi insisted on driving me to the airport, to give me the full benefit of her silent disapproval.

The strangest sight greeted my return. The outside walls of the house had grown black with what looked like a mould or fungus, until I noticed it squirming. Having watched The X-Files with the grandchildren—and been amused by their rampant paranoia and conspiracy; if ever there were a vehicle in search of a cold war—I thought I was witness to an alien invasion. Which in a way I was: millions of dark caterpillars were writhing over the concrete back wall of the house, but, for some reason, avoiding the wooden surfaces.

By now, Naomi has no doubt told her two brothers of my banishment. As they all take after their mother in their lack of forgiveness, we will soon be entering our own cold war, with massed ranks of grandchildren exercising along the family border.

The house feels lifeless after being shut up for so long. Walking in, I had the strongest premonition of its contents having used up nearly all their allotted time—the books, too many still unread, the sofa which I had always thought was in the wrong position, the sagging matrimonial bed we never got around to renewing. By Floridian standards the house is overdue for demolition. It stands on a key near Englewood, one of the less fashionable parts of the Gulf, another old people’s colony full of too many well-pensioned, bright-coloured, romper-suited senior citizens too old to jog and down to a shaky power walk by way of exercise. The house was built in the 1950s by an international architect of minor repute, mainly out of dark wood and glass. For all the window space it has always been gloomy inside. My neighbours consider my neglect of it disrespectful to the value of the area. In the weeks after Mary died I had contemplated selling, and one Realtor—a vivacious woman whose cheer was, I suspect, chemically enhanced—described it to me, without meaning offence, as ‘just a shack’.

As all the children experience money difficulties they are no doubt hoping I will sell and settle with them to avoid death duties. Which means that sooner or later they will make their peace with me and suggest I move somewhere more manageable and nearer one of them.

The problem was the bad stuff I wrote about them on my computer—David, shiftless; Josh, dull; Naomi, disappointingly conformist. The offending passage made reference to my adulteries, previously unknown to Naomi, who said, ‘It desecrates Mom’s memory.’

As for these infidelities, they happened a long time ago. The shadow lives of the war, the secrecy, the false identities, the fear—and excitement—of discovery had been hard to shake off, and had been replayed in the bedrooms of adultery.

It was Naomi’s kids who undid me. Deciding they wanted a preview of Grandpa’s memoirs, they printed a batch.* Computer-literate they may be, at a frighteningly young age, but their reading skills are limited, and they needed Mom for help. Naomi had at first told them not to go interfering with Grandpa’s private business, but once she had taken a look herself, she couldn’t stop, and had ended up screaming, red-faced, ‘How can you even think this stuff? I see now I don’t know you at all!’

 

My post was all mail shots and bills, apart from one package. In it was an old book with no indication of who had sent it or why, other than the book dealer’s receipt, which listed an address in Missouri I had never heard of and stated that the dealer, Richard W. Dean, traded in modern first editions and collectibles. The book’s title was Watcher in the Shadows, the author Geoffrey Household. The copy posted was the English first edition, published 1960.

I had no idea who had sent it, or why anyone should think I would be interested.

According to Richard W. Dean, whom I called, it was I who ordered the book, by post and paying with a credit card whose details matched mine.

The story summary on the book’s wrapper noted that the hero was, like me, foreign, that ‘it was so long since the war that [he] had forgotten his past and former nationality’. That he was pitted against ‘a ruthless and highly intelligent murderer whose motive is neither political nor criminal, but straight revenge’. The back cover, publicising new fiction by the same publisher, included Richard Condon’s mind-control thriller, The Manchurian Candidate: was that a clue? For the first time in as long as I could remember, I felt uncomfortable being alone.

On page 8 the postman knocks to deliver a package. Boom! He gets blown up and ‘On the path lay the upper and lower halves of the postman, joined together—if one could call it joined—by the local effects of the explosion.’ On page 16 the man for whom the bomb was intended receives a photograph of Buchenwald concentration camp with a small cross in the corner marking the officers’ mess, which he takes to mean, ‘You do not appear to be worried. That is a pity. I wish you to be worried.’

 

It was nine thirty-two a.m. when I saw the postman coming, carrying the packet. My bomb disposal skills are nil. Everything felt so normal—the day, the weather, the man’s uniform—that it seemed absurd to tell him to put down the parcel and run, so I was left holding it, wondering if I was the chump.

The label was neatly typed and correctly addressed, the packet almost snug in the hand. It seemed too late in life for any of this. I placed the packet carefully in a pail of water and phoned the local chief of police, who was more of an acquaintance than a friend. He did not sound convinced by my explanation, and I was messing up his day. The occasional case of geriatric jogger rage was about as tough as it got round here. The chief wasn’t sure of his procedure and said he would have to call back.

While waiting for him I dropped and smashed the glass jug for the coffee maker—thanks to what an old aunt of mine, who had been a governess in England, would have called ‘butterfly fingers’. (Mary’s things had taken to ambushing me whenever I stray into what she regarded as her domain—the garage where the washing machine and drier are, the kitchen.)

The local police were going to send down the FBI from Tampa until I persuaded the chief that it had been just a foolish old man’s fancy. By then I had decided I didn’t want the indignity of anyone discovering it was not a bomb and had opened the damned thing myself. Inside was shredded paper and no clues.

Rather than sit around making lists of those who might still want to kill me (my grandchildren), I went down to the local library and found the following on the microfiche:


Biographical Dictionary of Genre Fiction, ed. Pirie R/Rayner D. Household, Geoffrey, 1900–1982.

Author best known for classic manhunt thrillers, notably Rogue Male(1939) in which a sniper who has stalked, fired at, and missed Hitler is hunted by a German adversary across a detailed landscape that is a fine example of the author’s love of topography and romantic pantheism. Filmed by Fritz Lang as Man Hunt (1941), with Walter Pidgeon, Rogue Male was cited by the Warren Commission Report on the assassination of President John F. Kennedy in support of its ‘lone gunman’ theory. Household, although he never repeated the enormous success of Rogue Male, continued to publish into old age, alternating tight chase thrillers (Watcher in the Shadows) with picaresque adventure. His work forms part of a triangle with John Buchan and Frederick Forsyth.



Someone was playing a practical joke, I decided, another old retiree with too much time on his hands. (Nor is it out of the question that in my current preoccupied state I had ordered the book and forgotten about it.)

 

The rest of the day was spent making futile efforts to replace the broken jug, a quest met with general bafflement by local storekeepers who didn’t stock my brand, Bosch. They wanted to know what was wrong with the machines they had. When I located a stockist late in the afternoon, I had to drive nearly to Naples, where I found that my jug belonged to an obsolete model and a whole new machine cost less than twenty dollars. I understood the confusion of the earlier retailers.

I brooded on the incident and decided what troubled me, apart from my own obtuseness, was that part of me can never be American or understand America. As in Mary’s relationship with me, part of me has been withheld in my relationship with this country.

For the first time in as long as I can remember, I thought of going back to Europe. One last time. If only to escape the ghost of Mary.

 

Mary is not here. There’s nothing I care about. Nothing left to do.

 

The doctor’s hands felt unpleasant, his touch soapy. Doing up the buttons of my shirt, I recollected a similar moment of hopelessness seventy years ago, caused by what I no longer remember. I could, of course, use the sickness to ingratiate my way back into the children’s favour, to excuse my poor behaviour. In any case, I am probably exaggerating—always the hypochondriac. The doctor has referred me for further tests, which may be negative. It may, however, be the illness I always feared for myself: the defeat of the free radicals. Part of me feels skittishly alert at the thought, and prone to bad jokes. Nevertheless, staring at the squirming caterpillars, as I hosed them off the wall as part of my daily round, I did find myself asking how long was left, whether weeks and days, rather than the months and years I had always allowed myself.

When I got home there was a message on the answer machine, an echo of my thought of returning to Europe. A voice I had known for sixty years, sounding the same, but a lot older and a lot more slurred, like it was in the middle of a long day’s drinking. The message said: Hey Joe, old friend, this is Karl-Heinz in Frankfurt. How are things with you in the Florida sunshine? When are you coming over to grey old Germany? By the way, Kitty says thank you for your card.

Two things were odd about this. First, I hadn’t heard from Karl-Heinz in years and would not expect to. Second, there never had been any card to Kitty. In the old days ‘Kitty’ had always meant: We need to meet, something urgent has come up.

I presumed this was Karl-Heinz’s idea of a joke, like the book. We were men on the wrong side of eighty, after all.

*File subsequently deleted by Hoover or his self-righteous family. No record exists.









Vaughan

FRANKFURT




THE END OF THE GAME, Turkey nil, Germany nil. It was raining hard German rain, and everyone got wet leaving. The first sign of disturbance was an eddy in the crowd ahead. A low animal growl went up as the stampede began. Everyone ran or got pushed over. Spaces appeared as the charge broke up into skirmishes.

In the bar before the game, Siegfried, yuppie Neo: ‘Riot is the voice of the unheard.’

Two skinheads attacked a man on the ground. Everything sounded far away and close at the same time. The feathery noise of boots digging into soft flesh carried above the din. They started on his head, the dull crunch of steel toe-caps on bone, a dreamy look of concentration on their faces, like awkward boys dancing. Violence was the only thing that made sense. Everything else was just waiting.

‘Many voices go unheard in Germany today. Real German voices.’ Siegfried again, philosopher and expansionist. He said Germans have never felt comfortable with the constrictions of borders. He said Germans are never untroubled in their belief in themselves. He said nationhood is a matter of anxiety.

Siegfried and his muscle used mobiles to choreograph the violence. Word went out that the action was moving on.

There was an already sizeable crowd of hardcore support at the new location. The neighbourhood was a poor one, all sodium lamps and low box buildings. Siegfried seemed to have it in his power to keep the police away, and fire engines didn’t turn up until long after the building was alight.

The place was an immigrant hostel. The skinheads made grunting noises as the inmates ran out, about thirty of them, including kids, who soon made themselves scarce. A skinhead shouted: ‘Any Jews in there?’

The crowd applauded as the fire took hold. Someone pointed to the sky, then someone else, until there was a host of upraised arms doing the Nazi salute.

A woman in a headscarf was on the roof parapet, staring down, hand to her throat. The skinheads shouted at her to jump, expectation on their faces. This was the sort of grand finale they had been hoping for. Everyone shouted: Eins, zwei, drei! Someone told the woman to jump because there was no other way down. Someone else shouted out that he was wasting his time; the bitch didn’t speak German. The crowd took up a chant.

The woman ran along the parapet. For a moment she seemed to hang suspended, defying gravity, then fell, screamless, her outline blurring as she gathered velocity. The last noise she made was the crash of her body landing on metal. That shut the crowd up. Moments later we were gone, dispersed by the impact of her fall.

 

After the riot I was allowed to graduate to Siegfried, the yuppie Neo. Siegfried was bars and restaurants. Siegfried was cappuccino. Strong leadership was his special subject. He acknowledged the need for an understanding of new technologies, just as Goebbels had when he realised the possibilities of the microphone as a political tool. Siegfried’s idea of a joke was to say that Hitler had been the first rock-and-roll star.

I told him I represented certain interests that were researching the possibilities of political investment. My backers were impressed by his profile and the way he packaged his politics. They wanted him to act as their technical consultant, for a negotiable fee. Siegfried looked pleased. I also said I wanted an introduction to Karl-Heinz Strasse. Siegfried nodded. Strasse was a big bad old Nazi, former SS. My request seemed to convince the Neo of my authenticity.

•   •   •

Thanks to my association with Siegfried, the skinheads became as polite as chauffeurs, and I wasn’t made to sit in the middle anymore.

One night we drank beer in a bar with two off-duty cops, crew-cut blonds, one with hair so pale it was almost white. The cops and the skinheads fitted neatly, their camaraderie tight and narrow. The cops hinted that they did political work that made them important. They were told I was from England, looking at the scene. They seemed cool about that. They talked about the riot with relaxed familiarity. The woman who jumped off the roof had survived, the paler cop said. One of the skinheads mimicked her bicycling motion, and they all laughed, and I watched her again, fall through the night.

At ten we left the cops and drove to a Chinese takeaway where a load of food was waiting, enough to feed a small army. The skinheads laughed at my mystification. They bantered with the Chinese woman owner, imitating the way Japanese spoke German, and were all laughing away. The carryouts filled the boot. Whatever the arrangement, it didn’t involve paying over the counter.

We drove away from the city centre. The skinheads wanted to know other words for wank. Toss. Toss-off. Jerk-off. Jack-off. They recited the words obediently, polishing each one until it was as hard as a pebble.

Our destination was airport country, industrial zones full of anonymous big sheds. We turned down a side road, dotted with scabby litter and the first sign of a muddy green countryside. Railway lines ran alongside. We stopped in front of large security gates. The skinheads had a key. Inside was a big yard, stacked with house-high bales of pulped paper; at the far end a further set of gates and a Portakabin, with two cars parked outside, and beyond that a large windowless storage shed. The two men who came out of the Portakabin were from the Middle East or Turkey. They looked incongruously smart in their slacks and soft dog-shit yellow leather jackets. Their cars were smart, too, one a big 7-series BMW and a top-of-the-range Merc. The men looked like they could take care of themselves. The skinheads didn’t do banter with them. Everything was carefully polite.

The food was for the people in the shed. We drove the car right in and unloaded it on trestle tables, behind which were racks of bunkbeds. About a hundred people were milling around, not doing much, until they saw the car. The food produced a rush to the tables.

Apart from the chomp of eating, the only noise came from a couple of unwatched televisions in the background. The skinheads stood around drinking beer given them by the men from the Portakabin. No alcohol was served at the tables. Those eating looked like the united colours of Benetton. There were even some Chinese, sitting in a group.

The skinheads started kicking a football around. This developed into a game of five-a-side, in another smaller shed where two goals with nets were already set up, the skinheads making up one team, with me drafted in as the fifth, against the best of the rest. One of the men from the Portakabin refereed. Others stood around and cheered. The game felt like a regular fixture. The skinheads appeared concentrated, happy even. I found a substitute and wandered off in search of a toilet.

Outside, everything felt remote and mysterious. A plane cut through the sky on its way to landing. The sound of a goods train carried from the railway. The noise of the game sounded far away. A Chinese woman stepped out to bum a cigarette. She stood there, arms folded, staring at the moon, hugging herself, the pair of us wondering who on earth the other was and how the hell we had got there. She muttered what sounded like a prayer. I tried to talk to her. We had only scraps of language between us, and a lot of guesswork. She didn’t seem to have any idea where she was, not even which country; nor did she know how long she had been there. She had left China with travelling companions who weren’t with her now.

After a glance she was gone. One of the men from the Portakabin walked round the corner with an Alsatian straining at its leash. He spoke a language I didn’t understand, but his meaning was clear. No standing around outside.

Dog patrols—to stop the people inside from getting out or the other way round? I guessed the people were black-market labour, though how that fitted with the Neos’ supremacy theories I could not see.

One of the skinheads mooned the crowd before we left and announced in English that they were all foreign-wanks. The other skinheads guffawed. Nobody else paid him any attention. It felt like this had happened before. On the drive back I asked who the people in the shed were and was told ‘Shit.’









Hoover

FLORIDA TO FRANKFURT




WHY IS THE PROFESSIONAL smile considered an essential part of a cabin crew’s repertoire? Perhaps it is offered as a positive alternative to the rictus grin, and as a distraction from the crew’s other role as agents of death, ritualised in their bizarre performance called ‘cabin safety exercises’. Now they don’t even bother to do it themselves. They show a film.

 

The last and only time I had been to Frankfurt was in 1945, the day Hitler died. I wondered if I’d given any thought then to what the future would hold. Probably not. Most of us were trying to remember what peace felt like. Now, nearly everyone I knew then is dead, and those who aren’t are sick. Betty Monroe, who had recruited me in 1942, is in a Zurich clinic with Alzheimer’s. I had written to say I was coming to Europe, and got a reply from her daughter. Karl-Heinz had sounded depressed on the phone. He insisted everything was all right, but his speech was still slurred, and he took a while to recognise who I was and a lot longer to remember why he had contacted me. He was under the impression I was still his case officer and was going ‘to sort things out’. He would not say what these things were except they referred to his ‘immunity deal’, and he expected me to liaise with Langley. I told him I was ancient history there, my contacts long gone.

‘I had to blackmail that cocksucker Dulles for my deal!’ he shouted. He didn’t care that Allen Dulles had been dead over thirty years. Before he hung up he said, ‘Joe, it’s good to hear you again’, sounding halfhearted. It was a sad call: Karl-Heinz in a time warp when once he had been the sharpest. I had protected him for years, no questions asked. It was part of the deal. My silence and deference remained the cornerstones of our relationship.

As for that ‘cocksucker’ Allen Dulles, I had spent the war in awe of him. He had been in his forties then, a big shot already, running the U.S. Office of Strategic Services in Switzerland, and a future head of the CIA, from 1953 until the Cuban mess forced his resignation, a couple of years before they shot the president in 1963. Dulles had the sort of self-confidence promoted in Hollywood movies, that uniquely American harmony of individual ruggedness combined with a general willingness to conform while refusing to kow-tow. He came with the inherited fluency and confidence of privilege, not the exhausted mannerisms of European aristocracy but the energetic purpose of the elite of a nation big on achievement and short on memory. After his arrival in Bern in 1942, he did little to disguise his role as spymaster.

The first time we met he still dressed like a lawyer. Later he switched to well-tailored flannels and tweeds, worn with an old raincoat and a fedora, casually tilted back, reporter-style. He looked like a raffish academic, with his spectacles, moustache and pipe, but he was primarily a social creature, comfortable in smart hotels which he regarded as his prerogative. His espionage and social networks often overlapped. I was never his protégé, as such, more an awkward necessity when it came to the trickier stuff no one was supposed to know about (myself included). Hence his request that I drive him to Frankfurt that spring of 1945.

He needed a driver because of his gout and requested me specifically. Earlier in the year he had been responsible for my transfer into uniform. Official title: interpreter, Art Looting Investigation Unit, a division of the OSS. Freedom of movement was the key; we came and went as we pleased. Dulles the spymaster was able to incorporate many extracurricular activities under that title. During our drive to Frankfurt he told me it had taken a personal call to General George S. Patton to secure my release. Dulles enjoyed pulling strings, and his summons was a sign that he was up to mischief. I would be witness to something beyond my understanding and be relied upon to keep my mouth shut. Pretty much my usual role.

We drove from Switzerland, a journey made slow by roadblocks, footbound columns of refugees and convoys moving north. Dulles was uncharacteristically short-tempered. His gout was spoiling his enjoyment of the end of the war.

The first night we stayed in a schloss outside Munich where he held meetings to which I wasn’t privy. The place was some kind of headquarters, of what no one was saying. I ate in the kitchen and was given a billet in an outbuilding.

We arrived in Frankfurt on the evening of the second day as night fell. On a main road outside the city, we stopped at a checkpoint and were given a map.

The map was little more than a set of compass directions. It looked like a blank puzzle. It’s tempting to say that one flattened town looks much like another, but the ruins of Frankfurt felt very different from those of Munich or Berlin, as though the city had become a ghost of its previous incarnation. By moonlight its devastation took on the quality of a photographic negative and a heart-stopping beauty, for there is an enormous awe in mass destruction. Even Dulles was impressed.

Our only company that night was a distant rumble. Dulles, who had spent most of the war in Switzerland, seemed excited, and nervous. ‘What’s that noise?’ he asked.

It was tanks. We soon came up behind a convoy of covered trucks with an unusually heavy guard of several half-tracks as well as the tanks. It was easy enough to guess its destination as there was nowhere else to go.

In a city rendered completely dark by the destruction of its electricity services, we were confronted by a miracle of light, and the equally bizarre sight of an intact building, and an exceptionally large and official-looking one at that. Its survival I assumed was the result of carelessness or oversight. There was a checkpoint and a heavy guard. Barbed wire surrounded everything. Teams on scaffolds were mending windows while more shadowy figures on the roof carried out further repairs. The place looked like it had been a bank, and from the tight security I guessed it was now a prison for top Nazis.

Dulles smoked up the car with his pipe and grunted at the sight of a line of rats crossing the road while we waited for the checkpoint to clear the convoy. With his permission, I opened the window a crack and could hear the sound of generators. When I got out to stretch my legs, a guard ordered me back in the car. A checkpoint sign said it belonged to the 29th Infantry.

Regardless of Dulles’s senior status our papers were checked and rechecked. We were escorted from our car to the building where we were questioned again by a major at a large desk in a marbled lobby. His uniform looked indecently new in such fusty, stiff-collar surroundings. Standing wooden crates, over six feet tall, were in the process of being loaded on flatbed trolleys by teams of workers. The mood was quietly purposeful. The place wasn’t a prison. It was still a bank: a working bank in the middle of the night, in the middle of a non-city. The U.S. Army’s recent appropriation was evident in dozens of stencilled signs. One warned, in case of fire, to use the field telephone in front of the main vault which connected to the civilian fire department, with an added Footnote that no one spoke English.

When Dulles was ordered to hand over his briefcase, he refused, saying it was a matter of national security. He won, after letting the case be examined a second time, and passing over the revolver that was in it. ‘Do you think I am about to hold up your bank?’ he asked, and gave the major his most charming smile.

Our escort was a tall colonel from St Louis, accompanied by two junior officers. The colonel asked if Dulles knew what he was looking for. Dulles produced a typed sheet of paper which he gave to the colonel, who studied it with a frown. ‘This could be in one of several rooms,’ he said. ‘We’ve got a ton of stuff coming in every day, and nobody to catalogue it. We’ve got the Hungarian crown jewels if you want.’ (I knew. I had helped put them there. Dulles winked at me.)

The colonel proudly informed us that the internal security system was based on the one used in the U.S. Mint. Once we were locked inside the vaults, he insisted on a tour of the spoils, including a sealed chamber stacked floor to ceiling with gold bars. ‘Three deep, wall to wall,’ said the colonel. ‘Each bar weighs 25 pounds and is worth $15,000. How many of these are we going to earn in a lifetime?’ In Dulles’s case quite a few. He had been a successful Wall Street lawyer before the war and would return to his practice.

‘Next door in one of those cages is the biggest gold nugget anyone has ever seen,’ the colonel went on. ‘Size of a grapefruit.’

‘Any idea how much all this is worth?’ Dulles asked casually.

‘Upwards of five hundred million dollars.’

‘Take a good look, Joe,’ Dulles said. ‘You are witness here to one of history’s great failures.’

Vault after vault of stashed gold became overwhelming in its pointlessness, in contrast to the destruction outside. This was underlined by a room where even Dulles moved on quickly. It was filled with suitcases of gold pellets. Perhaps he knew their provenance, too. There were forged English bank notes, stockrooms of gems, sculpture, and art. A van Gogh self-portrait had been left carelessly on the floor, his expression one of apparent disbelief. One vault was devoted entirely to alarm clocks in cardboard boxes, confiscated by the SS. Another contained nothing but fur coats.

The colonel said, ‘We don’t have the security to carry out the valuations. We have teams working round the clock securing the old air raid shelters so they can be used for storage, and that take up all our guards. We caught a labourer yesterday trying to walk out with a bag of gold crowns, worth over six thousand dollars.’

It was past midnight before Dulles got down to the purpose of his visit. He acted as though he had mislaid nothing more urgent than a term paper. When the colonel offered a team to help, Dulles declined, saying he couldn’t describe what he was looking for but would recognise it when he found it.

He worked his way through several rooms of documents, mostly in filing cabinets, some lying unsorted on tables, while the rest of us stood around smoking. The colonel managed to order coffee from somewhere. One stack of memos was from I.G. Farben, the big German chemical company, manufacturer of the genocide gas used in concentration camps. According to the colonel, the Farben headquarters was the only other large building in Frankfurt to survive the bombing. ‘It makes you wonder. You would have thought the big bank and the big company headquarters would have been the first targets. Yet at the Farben place there was hardly a cracked pane of glass. What do you make of that?’

‘Beats me,’ I said, proud of this recently acquired Americanism.

‘Maybe they didn’t want to hit it. It’s now being used as Occupation Headquarters.’

A couple of times the generators shut down, and we had to use candles until they came back on. The soft light cast giant shadows. Whatever Dulles was looking for was proving elusive. I wondered what could be so important that he had to look for it himself. After several hours his tie was loose and his frustration showing. He said he found our presence disruptive and wanted to be left alone. The colonel stated that an escort had to remain in attendance. Later he relented, and we adjourned to a nearby chamber where suites of furniture were stashed among the filing cabinets.

I dozed, slumped on a well-upholstered sofa, until woken by an officer who came in to announce that Hitler was dead, by his own hand. When I told Dulles, he gave a sarcastic laugh and said, ‘That spares us the expense of a trial.’ Hitler was the least of his problems, he added. ‘Why do the Germans commit every minor detail to paper? At this rate I’ll be here a month.’

He produced a silver flask and took a pull. It was nearly empty, but he insisted I finish it, saying he would send out for more, like we were in a hotel. ‘There are dozens of crates of champagne in those rooms back there. Tell the colonel his news deserves celebration and that, one, it is entirely appropriate that the Führer’s death is toasted with Third Reich champagne; and, two, I will reimburse the FED. It won’t be chilled, but down here it won’t be warm, either.’

The colonel dithered before deciding not to be a party pooper. I took Dulles a bottle. Of his search he said, ‘Never has the expression needle in a haystack seemed more appropriate.’ I offered to help and was told to go away and celebrate. ‘You deserve it, Joe.’

We were all drunk by the time Dulles was done. ‘Colonel, I thank you for your time,’ he said, and handed him a wad of U.S. dollars. ‘That should cover the drinks.’

The colonel was so drunk he was barely able to count, but mumbled that it seemed too much even for vintage champagne.

‘The price of victory,’ said Dulles with a smirk. ‘Let’s go, Joe.’

Later he told me that the money he had used to pay for the champagne was cash he had found in the vaults. ‘Reichsführer Himmler’s counterfeits.’ He laughed, and I laughed, too, thinking how from now on life would be about the road ahead.

The daylight hurt my eyes, but Dulles looked as refreshed as if he had just stepped out of a cold morning shower. ‘Give me the keys,’ he said. ‘I’ll drive. You get some shut-eye in the back.’

I dipped in and out of sleep, glimpsing crazily tilted ruins as we left the city, then sky racing past as the car hammered down the autobahn.

At one point Dulles pulled over and got out, on an empty country road untouched by war. There were trees in blossom. The shimmering foliage, lit bright by early morning sun, felt more unreal than the broken brick and dust and stench of Frankfurt.

I thought Dulles had stopped for a leak until I saw he had his briefcase with him. He took out a manila folder. So slim and insignificant-looking, I remember thinking, compared with the bulk of everything else we had seen that night. I wondered again what could be so important that it required his personal intervention. Dulles got out his Zippo and put the flame to the file. He didn’t see me watching.
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FRANKFURT




SIEGFRIED WAS DOING A LATE night at his regular evening hangout, a middle-class joint avoided by the Neos, with a big window to show off its clientele. Siegfried was with a couple of women who looked like models. The place smelled expensive.

Siegfried said he had arranged for me to have dinner the following evening with the old Nazi, Strasse. He first-named Strasse relentlessly, then, over several schnapps, practised his strong leadership riffs. The model-like girls sat in obedient silence. Lipstick, perfume, shampoo-smelling hair—it felt like an age since I had been anywhere near a woman. I missed Dora—complicated, impossible Dora.

I told Siegfried about the interesting trip to the yard. It looked like an unusual operation, I said. We played euphemism pat-ball. It offered people a freedom of movement not normally available, he said. Reading between the lines, what he was suggesting was that the Neos were into people smuggling as a growth industry. The Neos were into commodity, and the black economy was an expanding market.

Siegfried showed a fan’s enthusiasm for his subject. Hungary was the main road route into Austria. Budapest was good for Chinese because of a large local community. Chinese tourists—‘tourists’ was what he called them—flew more now. I mentioned the woman who had lost her travelling companions. He was familiar with the problem. There were different transit points even when destinations were the same. The difficulty was supply in the final stages, by which I understood him to mean lorries.

One of the models had her jaw clamped in an effort not to yawn. Siegfried, oblivious, said that a problem in Rotterdam was causing a knock-back effect. Rotterdam was a major dispersal point in the final stage of the process but was temporarily closed because of ‘technical difficulties’. This had resulted in congestion further down the line, hence the location I visited that evening.

The women looked bored enough to fuck.

I was slow to appreciate why the Neos should want to get into trafficking racial inferiors into Germany. Siegfried shot me a sneaky look. The tourist business was not only profitable, he said, it was directional. Thanks to their involvement, Germany was not a destination. Germany was transit only. They made sure everyone got shipped on. To England mainly, Siegfried added with a joyless grin. The women were looking around for better company. Siegfried didn’t care. He was saving his wad for the political orgasm. I rather regretted their going.

After that, Siegfried withdrew into a mysterious silence and left alone. I drank several black coffees. It was half one, half midnight in London. I left a message for Dora saying I would catch the first flight and be home for the day. She and I lived on recorded messages—cryptic blips from undercover, Morse code of the heart, SOS and Maydays combined, the last gasp of a relationship, or whatever it was that we had had, past tense. We would, of course, remain friends, as we moved on, she to fuck my employer, Dominic Carswell.

I left a message for Carswell, too. Charismatic Dominic Carswell, former television correspondent—Dominic Carswell, News at Ten, reporting from Beirut/Belfast/West Berlin/Afghanistan—fencing champion, a youthful fifty, trademark lock flopping across his brow, making him a little less earnest, a little more boyish. Carswell to me: ‘I hear you’re the best at what you do.’ Sincere Carswell, so well informed. He’d got the voice, the smooth delivery that could do one-to-one.

I did undercover well enough to have worked on a couple of TV series. Sometimes I got recognised in Safeway. Usually they thought I was a friend of a friend. I had the face of a friend of a friend. The website stuff I had showed the Neos was for a programme I researched but never filmed on U.K. football hooligans/the far right/website racism.

Carswell had been willing to pay an absurd fee for a couple of weeks’ stealth in Germany. He would pay in cash, he said, which meant I wouldn’t have to declare it to the Revenue. He told me he was rich and bored. His company produced what he called ‘innocuous pap for the Middle East market’, wildlife documentaries that earned him a pot of money, and left him hankering to return to hard news.

Target One: Siegfried, the yuppie Neo, considered by some a future national leader, the acceptable face of the far right, repackaging extremism for the mainstream. Target Two: the old Nazi who, according to Chinese whispers, was contemplating going public. My job was to persuade Strasse that I was his sympathetic ear. As for Siegfried, Carswell would turn up later, and together with our hidden cameras and tape recorders we would get him off-record, foaming at the mouth about dirty foreigners and Jews and all the rest.

‘Sounds fun?’ Carswell had asked at our first meeting. I had nodded. I didn’t say that I was happiest when I wasn’t having to be me. Carswell, by contrast, was one of the super-confident, fluent in all areas of exchange, especially those of the heart, followed closely by a proper dress sense. Carswell was the man other men wanted to be, and he went out of his way to make himself attractive to both sexes, and, above all, to Dora. It wasn’t hard to see why she had fallen.

 

Several coffees after Siegfried’s departure I was not tired and could not face my hotel, which smelt of grime, saturated fat, and industrial-strength cleaner. I decided to go to the airport early and got a taxi to take me back to the paper yard on the way. The driver was young, with a depressing taste for early Pink Floyd. He agreed to wait twenty minutes for an extra twenty marks, not bad for sitting and listening to ‘Set the Controls for the Heart of the Sun.’

The gates to the yard were locked, but the perimeter fence was easy to crawl under. (The reason for the dogs, perhaps.) I heard the big diesel engines first, and had time to position myself behind a paper stack. Two big container lorries left, followed by the Merc and the BMW. The Alsatian was sitting in the front passenger seat of the Merc, lit up by the lights of the BMW behind.

Everyone was gone. The big shed door was unlocked. Everything had been stripped out. It was like no one had ever been there.

Frankfurt airport was the polar opposite to the paper yard, a regulated and authorised world of arrival and departure, of sponsored consumption, corporate politeness, and, above all, glass. Early morning and the first transatlantic flights were coming in.
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