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Introduction


The odds were stacked against you on the Western Front but nowhere more than in the air above it. Much has been written about the pilots on both sides but little attention has been paid to those who undertook the most dangerous aerial task of all – the balloon observers.


Why were they needed? Because the grim cartography of war demanded accurate artillery, guided to the target by eyes in the sky. Because the flimsy aircraft of the time had limited endurance and poor communication with the ground.


Why was it dangerous? For so very many reasons. The only lifting gas available was hydrogen and hydrogen burns fiercely when hit by incendiary bullets or exploding shells. A balloon makes a fat target and when the balloons went up, the enemy did its best to knock them down again by every means available.


For that reason there are very few first-hand accounts of the hazardous life of the balloon observer. I have trawled the archives to find them and I owe a great debt of gratitude to those who were able to commit their experience to paper. For so many of them, their life ended in a greasy smear of smoke down a hostile sky.




PART ONE


Chapter 1


Monday, 29 June 1914. South-western Scotland.


The mourning had been brief and almost devoid of affection, stiff with Scottish formality, and Gilfillan minded that. They had hardly known the Colonel, not as he had once been before he was shredded by war, injustice and a dearth of love.


The motorcars left first, lurching down to the Raider’s Road before the clock struck three. A Rolls-Royce, a Napier and two foreign cars – modern things. Unpopular. The people of Galloway considered internal combustion to be a passing and poisonous fad. Most of the guests took another cup of tea and waited ten silent minutes before setting off in their carriages, hanging back long enough to make sure that backfiring motors would not frighten their horses on the slow way down to Newton Stewart.


Gilfillan watched the last of them go then he took the teacups to the scullery. Morag would be coming presently to wash them. He stacked the unused cups back in the cupboard, noting that they outnumbered the used ones, and he went in search of the new owner of Grannoch Castle.


There was no point in checking the ground floor because that was where the thin scattering of guests had briefly settled in their sombre knots of politeness and the boy had evaporated as soon as he had gone through the minimal motions with each of them. The boy? Gilligan corrected himself. He was no boy any more. Gilfillan was not at all sure he should approve but when he heard the local stories he smiled inwardly at most of them. Willy had gained a powerful reputation in the short years of his adulthood before he had left to join the cavalry.


Gilfillan sniffed the air as he trod softly through the rooms. He wondered yet again that a sixty-year-old house built on the slope of a windy hillside could manage to smell quite so sour. He considered the stags’ heads on the walls and wondered if the fault lay in their dead breath. The Colonel had given up all forms of killing after they came back together from the South African war, but he had left the heads there because he wasn’t one for too much change.


Willy was another matter. He was one for the chase. Gilfillan had never known a lad so skilled at dancing with danger in so many forms. That frightened child had transformed himself into a man who shied away from nothing. No one could match him in riding, in shooting and in the pursuit of life in all its forms. The great houses of the Galloway Forest and the women inside them were scattered over a hard terrain of crags and bog and burns and rock. It took a determined hunter to winkle them out. Gilfillan heard the stories. As he had served the tea he had watched the couples in the room. Even Lady Livermore allowed a softening in her painted granite face when she talked to Willy. Surely she was too old for that to have gone any further but he had seen the way that young Mrs McCann looked at the Colonel’s son and knew that story at least must be true. He had also seen from the way Mr McCann looked at both of them that the same rumours had clearly reached his ears.


Gilfillan might have worried. An accident with a shotgun or a hunting rifle out on the hills would leave only suspicion behind in place of proof, but there was something about the boy that had served as protective armour so far. Even the men smiled at the way he talked. Willy had a spellbinding way about him, a happy trick for relating every challenge and mishap with such humour driving through it that all those within earshot howled with laughter and the rest stepped in closer to find out what they were missing. You would think he had been born to be king of the world unless you were Gilfillan and had seen the hard path that brought him there.


Soaked in the painful knowledge that a predictable age had now ended, he unlocked the study door, not because the boy might be in there but because it was an excuse to spend a few more moments in his dead master’s inner sanctum.


The long sand-tray filling the bay window had been rearranged one last time. Gilfillan studied the Colonel’s final evolution of the Battle of Groenfontein. The emptied man had been fighting it one way or another for all of the dozen years since they had both come back from that ragged war. He studied the lead soldiers ranked along the line of the hot sand slope and nodded slowly. That would have done it. The Colonel had spent these past years looking in vain for the tactics he might have missed – anything for a better outcome. This time he had simply conjured a battery of field artillery out of nowhere to enfilade the Boer positions. Wishful thinking had perhaps been better than nothing but then Gilfillan thought of what the Colonel had done next after this false final victory and knew the desperate trick had not provided him with any real comfort.


The first-floor bedrooms were empty. The Victorian staircase of fine, turned oak ended there and he climbed the next, narrow shoddy flight to the attic storerooms and the long-deserted staff quarters at the top of the castle. Gilfillan breathed in as he looked around him, his eyes now searching more for problems in the fabric than for the boy. There was no longer any smell of damp up here for this was nearly July and the effects of the wet winter gales had finally been removed by a thin Scottish sun. He knew it would not last.


Gilfillan had come to believe that there is a place, a physical location, in everyone’s life where they can be most of the ages they have ever been and sometimes all of them at once. For him that was the solid cottage he had been born in and where he and Morag still lived. He was in no real doubt where Willy would be. For the boy, he knew that place lay behind the brown painted door at the corner of the second-floor landing. He eased it open, trod gently up the tower’s spiral staircase and as soon as he stepped out on to the roof, he saw the man sitting sideways between the fantasy Victorian battlements, staring down towards the River Dee lost in the depths of the valley. Once the boy had been able to sit in the battlements’ slots with his legs out straight in front of him but now he filled the gap with his knees drawn up tight to his chest.


‘They have all gone,’ said Gilfillan. ‘It is only the two of us.’


Willy turned his head sharply and stared at him. The eyes tricked Gilfillan for a moment – those same wide eyes, brown and shining with unshed tears so he saw the child’s smooth face and not the man’s. Then Willy blinked twice, allowing the present to replace that past, and Gilfillan saw how his hair had bleached from brown to sand while his skin had weathered to meet it, tightening over the cheekbones, the jaw so much stronger – something Nordic about him from his mother, but so unlike her in every other way. He was relieved to feel the strength of the man though he could not entirely stop himself fearing for the boy.


‘Tell me true, my old friend. Was it because of me, do you suppose?’ Willy said.


‘Because of you? Oh come, whatever makes you say that?’


‘I wrote him a letter. Did he not tell you? I am quite sure he did. He told you most things. I wrote that I had resigned my commission, that I had left the regiment. Six days later your telegram told me he was dead. That’s what makes me say it.’


Wedged, as Willy was, in the battlement space, Gilfillan could not take him into his arms as he had done many times during his childhood. Instead the steward of the house sank down on the stone slabs and leant back against the parapet so he was next to Willy but looking away.


‘It was not that,’ he said slowly, hoping he was right. ‘I believe he approved of your decision. I am sure he was proud of you for sticking to your guns. He had been through it himself, after all.’


‘I did not tell him why I left.’


‘He guessed you had too strong a spirit to tolerate a poor commander. As I say, he had been through that himself.’


‘But I had a choice. He was given none.’


‘Oh now, listen to me. He carried his sadness inside him for many years. You knew that. It swelled up inside until it left him no other way.’


‘And that was nothing to do with me?’


‘He had tried it before. You know that only too well.’


‘But why now, if it was not prompted by my letter?’


‘None of us can know,’ he said slowly. ‘I think perhaps he had enough of being alone but that was how he had chosen to live and he did what he did for his own reasons. You must not take on the burden of that. You were not the cause.’


There was no immediate answer and Gilfillan knew that Willy was staring out at the hills again, north-west towards the high and distant loom of the Merrick.


‘You used to draw your pictures up here,’ he said and Willy’s head turned sharply back to him.


‘Pictures?’


Gilfillan had sometimes watched him, unseen, from inside the doorway, making sure of how he was, perched high above the causes of his misery, checking that he was safe.


‘Oh, I am sure you must know what I mean.’


Willy looked at that kind face, only the eyes smiling, then he turned and stared down at the flagstone path bisecting the bleak garden. In his mind’s eye he could see his mother, beating at his father’s retreating back then hurling flower-pots and clods of earth as she howled her anger at him. He could feel a pencil in his hand, remembered his discovery of how to improve the scene, sketching his parents back towards love, putting them hand in hand, not hand against hand.


‘You saw that?’


‘I did. You always drew well but however good the artist may be, a picture does not change the way life runs its course. Even from the loftiest of viewpoints.’


‘Yes. I liked being up here, looking down.’ Not nearly high enough, Willy thought. I wanted to be as high as an eagle so that I could not hear what they were doing to each other down there.


‘Your mother would not agree, would she? She has no head for heights,’ and Gilfillan knew that was another reason the boy had chosen to spend so much time up here. It had been a safe refuge. That last steep staircase had been his protection against furious discovery.


‘I wish she had seen the view from here. It might have made her less willing to condemn Scotland,’ said Willy, ‘and I confess I am concerned about you and Morag. Grannoch will be hers now and I know you never found her easy. Will you stay?’


‘Stay?’ said Gilfillan, surprised. ‘Why would we leave? Oh, I see. No, that is not right. It will not be hers at all. Did you not know?’ and he saw Willy shake his head. ‘It is to be yours. That was your father’s decision. He knew she would not come back from America, nor did he want her to. That is her place if it is anywhere, back with her people. He has left all this to you.’


Willy was surprised to find he didn’t care one bit about his sudden inheritance. It felt no better than a burden, not a place he would ever choose to live. ‘How did you know that when I did not?’


‘Your father told me last year. I presumed he had told you the same.’


‘All mine? So you will stay, won’t you?’


‘I’m sorry to tell you there is no getting rid of me. He has left us the cottage. Your estate is smaller than it was. Do you mind?’


‘I am delighted, Mr Gilfillan. What could be better?’


‘Ceasing to call me Mr would be better, for a start. Now I work for you. You are my master and I must simply be Gilfillan to you, sir.’


‘I won’t call you Mr if you agree not to call me Sir. I am too young to feel like a Sir. Were they ever happy, do you suppose?’


‘Oh, I’m sure they were. For a while. When they first came here together.’


‘For how long a while?’


‘A month maybe.’


Willy gave out a short, shocked laugh and Gilfillan shrugged. ‘You did ask,’ he said. ‘She was beautiful and he was besotted with her, but . . .’


‘But?’


‘It is perhaps not her fault that she was as mad as she was beautiful, but that is the sorry truth of it. What will you do now? Will you stay?’


‘No.’


‘What then?’


‘You heard what they were all talking about when we got back from the burial?’


‘The two people shot, you mean? The Austrian duke?’


‘Seven separate stories in The Times.’ Willy shifted and pulled the creased and folded newspaper out from under his bottom. ‘He was an Archduke, whatever that may be. Grander than a mere duke. Why seven separate stories do you suppose?’


‘I know nothing of the place where it happened but I presume that means it must matter a great deal.’


‘One man and one revolver. Two bullets and seven stories all saying that his death might send Europe tottering. I think I will go and take a look for myself.’


‘Well, that does not surprise me,’ said Gilfillan. ‘You were always one for wanting to see everything that was going on. You will go there, to the Balkans? Will there be anything still to see?’


‘I have a fancy to take the pulse of all of Europe.’


‘You will be missed.’


‘By you?’


‘I meant by a young lady.’


Willy looked baffled. ‘Really? Which one?’


‘I do have eyes. Miss Wakeley is clearly very fond of you. Did you not notice that today?’


Willy laughed. ‘Lorna Wakeley? She is not much more than a schoolgirl.’


‘She is twenty-four years old. Near enough your own age.’


‘Oh Mr Gilfillan, she is far too young for me. I am fond of women who have had time to develop a character. Lorna only acts out what she thinks might be her part in life. She thinks of what she should and should not say. There is no red meat to be found in her.’


Gilfillan wished he had kept silent. He knew what Morag would say. ‘That poor boy has suffered from a dearth of love. You would not expect him to be normal now, would you? That is why he goes for the risky ones.’


‘Forget the Wakeley girl,’ said Willy. ‘She might grow up in another twenty years. If she misses me, I’m afraid I shall not miss her. Will you look after this place for me?’


‘Just as I have done until now. The place and the horses. Unless, that is, you would like me to come too?’


Willy looked at the man. ‘I know you would like to, but Morag would not like that at all. She suffered enough when you went to war to protect my father.’ The knowledge that Gilfillan had been a truer father to him rang in his head. ‘Anyway, you wouldn’t like it. I know you don’t approve of the way I travel now.’




Chapter 2


Friday, 17 July 1914. Namur, Belgium.


You grind magnesium powder mixed with potassium chlorate to make Blitzlicht but that is a dangerous business. Thierry Dardel’s father lost both his eyes in the process and a portrait photographer does need his eyes above all else. At twenty-two years old, Thierry had been obliged to take over the family business and he wielded the pestle and mortar much more gently. In consequence his flash powder was of very indifferent quality. The couple in front of him held their pose as the first tray sputtered and failed then they waited in silence while he replaced it with mixture from a different jar. The two of them stood in position, side-by-side between the aspidistra on its wooden stand and the half unfolded Japanese screen and they looked into the camera again. Thierry had seen love and sweet happiness in their newly married faces when they first came in and he envied them a little. He knew his father would have arranged things so that all of that would be kept fresh, captured on the plate and transmuted to the final print. His father would have known just the right words to say to keep their happiness alive for those vital seconds.


He didn’t.


They looked very different, these two. Thierry had already begun to realize that the average newly married couple displayed surprising similarities in subtle ways – in the proportions of their face, the shape of the jaw or the spacing of their eyes. Lieutenant Claude Tavernier and his bride Gabrielle were an exception. She could have passed for Dutch, with fair skin and fair hair pinned up in a bun, except that she had that more sculpted face. From northern France perhaps? The dark-eyed lieutenant looked almost Spanish, so lean and saturnine that, remembering him afterwards, Thierry thought him the shorter of the pair though the photograph proved them equal. They had talked non-stop, these two, until the serious business of photography reduced them both to silence. Thierry had listened to them, also with a touch of envy, because sharp and unexpected humour flashed between them and lit up the room as his flash powder so resolutely refused to do.


The apprentice Miko held the refilled tray up at full arm’s stretch but the powder failed to ignite for the next three or four seconds and by the time it finally did its job with a puff and a bright flash the couple were both holding onto only the tight skeletal remnants of that joyful expression. Thierry knew the whole event had slipped beyond the point of no return and that was the best he could hope to get. He assured them the photograph would be perfection itself and that he would rush it to their house by messenger as soon as it was ready. Later that day, as the prints slowly emerged, his worst fears were realized. The following day, when they had dried without any miraculous overnight improvement, he put two of them into a stiff envelope, sighing gently, and sent Miko off to the upper reaches of the Rue de la Dodane to deliver them.


The house stood at an angle to the narrow road, sheltered by a high brick wall and surrounded by a peaceful and generous garden. The street wound downhill to the bank of the River Sambre, on its way to merge in mid-town with the mightier Meuse. Claude was lying on the grass, his back propped against the wide trunk of a shady tree, utterly at peace. Gabrielle, his wife of three days, teased his lips with a small, ripe plum, bending down over him with her hair brushing his face. He nibbled at the plum with his eyes closed, reaching both arms around her to pull her close and that was when he heard the front gate creak open and footsteps on the gravel. The footsteps changed course and softened as the new arrival headed across the grass towards them.


‘The photographs,’ said Claude as he opened his eyes and let go of Gabrielle, but he stood up, alarmed, as he took in the approaching soldier – a young infantryman of the 4th Division, hot and bothered with his high shako hat firmly on his head and his blue jacket buttoned up tightly.


‘Lieutenant Tavernier?’ he asked, his eyes on Claude’s loose civilian shirt, stained by drips of plum juice, then wandering towards Gabrielle before he fought them back.


‘Lieutenant Tavernier on leave,’ said Claude, ‘feeling more of the Tavernier and less of the lieutenant. You’re looking for me?’ They had sent this poor boy across the bridge from the citadel, that was clear, and Claude glanced at the envelope the boy extended towards him hoping it might be late congratulations from some other officer – a curious misuse of a military messenger.


‘Urgent, sir – straight from old Ironchops . . . I mean from General Leman.’ The boy’s face paled at what he had just said.


Claude lifted an eyebrow and felt his heart sink. ‘Thank you. Have a glass of lemonade before you go. Cook is in the kitchen.’


He pulled his knife out of his pocket by its thin leather belt-lanyard and cut the envelope open. The paper was pale yellow, pasted with strips of typing from the military telegraph.


‘Please rejoin my staff with all possible speed,’ it said. ‘My personal apologies to your beautiful wife and my hopes that I may soon return you to her for the remainder of your wedding leave once this emergency has passed.’ It was signed ‘Leman’.


Gabrielle was reading it over his shoulder. ‘Is this a joke?’ she said. ‘Please say it is.’


‘Who would joke like that?’


‘Your strange friends in the regiment. The ones who tied the gun dogs to our carriage at the cathedral.’


‘Oh my dear. It is no joke. This is real. Leman must see trouble coming.’


‘What trouble? That is not possible. This is Belgium. We are a neutral country.’


‘And he is a wise and cautious general.’


She stepped back and watched him straightening, turning back into a soldier before her eyes, away from the Claude she had seen for the first time in a market place only months before, brought into collision by the world’s wondrous and random benevolence.


‘I am an officer in the army,’ he had said at that first unexpected meeting, then saw her surprise and immediately amplified it as if she might have mistaken him for a Frenchman. ‘The Belgian army.’ He had not realized that her surprise was not about his nationality but about his age. She had taken him for a college boy. Later he told her that was down to the blood of his Moroccan grandmother, a woman who still looked thirty when she was sixty. That was after she told him about her childhood in the Lorraine metal works but the point was the talking itself as much as the meaning because by that time both of them were dancing in the sound of each other’s words.


His duty in Brussels and her home in Namur had kept them apart too much in these few months but he laid siege to her with a ring of proposals and, though she knew he had some slightly indefinable growing-up still to do, she also knew that whatever crackled between them was undeniable.


When they had walked out of the Cathedral of St Aubin under an avenue of crossed sabres, he had sighed with happiness and said, ‘May this last forever.’


She had squeezed his hand and said, ‘Nothing lasts forever. That is not the point. Our task is to make the most of every second that it does last.’


‘I love that about you, Gabrielle Tavernier. You are half brave dreamer and half brutal realist. Oh, did you hear what I just said – Gabrielle Tavernier.’


‘That is my name, husband. Get used to it. I already have. I think it fits me quite well.’


They had three days of bliss in the old house, talking, talking and talking, and it was meant to last a week. Gabrielle’s parents had gone to stay elsewhere to give them space. He found proof of what he had already suspected: wisdom, bravery and humour running through and through her. She delighted in his joy, his keen interest in the world and wondered only at some lack of belief in himself. That, she thought, was something she could help put right but then the messenger arrived.


Nothing lasts forever.


The soldier went on his way, leaving the two of them in a numbed silence that was broken almost immediately by the arrival of Miko, the photographer’s apprentice, with another brown envelope – this one, briefly, more welcome than the first. It disgorged the shining prints and they studied them in silence.


‘Who are these two people?’ said Claude.


‘The one on the right is clearly your long-lost brother. He is quite like you but he looks younger and he’s just starting to think he might be about to vomit,’ said Gabrielle, ‘but I haven’t the first idea about the woman on the left. I don’t think I want to meet her. I would say she has strong religious opinions of a very puritanical nature and she would see a frying pan more as a weapon than the start of any culinary process.’


‘Don’t be so horrible about the woman I love,’ said Claude. ‘Do we have time to make him do it again?’


‘I don’t know. Do we?’


They both knew they hadn’t.


‘You look fine,’ they both said at exactly the same moment. ‘No,’ said Claude. ‘You do. It’s me I don’t like.’


‘Neither of us really looks like that,’ said Gabrielle, practical and accurate as always, ‘but it doesn’t matter at all. This photograph is no more than the hook on which I shall hang the beautiful hat which is my memory so just in case my memory does not last, make sure you hurry back to me when this fuss is over. I have hardly seen you. First Leman sent you off to England and now this. You tell your wonderful General that I have only lent you to him and, like a library book, there will be a fine for late return.’


‘What sort of book am I?’


‘A romance and an adventure story mixed together.’


‘Not a history book?’


‘A very short one,’ she said, regretting the words immediately and then reminding herself that she did not believe those who talked of tempting fate.


The message had said ‘with all possible speed’ and to Gabrielle that meant tomorrow but she saw that it meant today to Claude and knew that if she tried to hold on to him, she would be stretching him thin. She helped him pack his bag, tidied his uniform around his spare frame, offered to walk with him to the railway station, knew he was right when he said he could not bear that sort of parting and held him instead for a long silence at the gate which she had to bring to an end because he could not.




Chapter 3


Saturday, 1 August 1914. Berlin, Germany.


The afternoon sunlight of the Unter den Linden gleamed on a plate glass window flanked by tall Corinthian columns. Above the glass, gilded letters set into black slate spelt out WELTREISEBUREAU UNION but the real business of the office was contained in the name lettered across the precise centre of the window itself. It was the pride of Herr Direktor Maschmann, the largest one-piece shop window in the whole of Berlin when it had been installed six years earlier. The lettering proclaimed that the Union World Travel Bureau was the Berlin agency for the world famous company of Thos. Cook & Son. Herr Maschmann had fussed over the signwriter’s work, watching to ensure that the edges were sharp, the lines straight and the curves perfectly regular. For all the years since then, his bureau had been full of Thomas Cook’s customers, exchanging money, booking tickets or embarking in their Daimler-Benz charabancs for tours to the Tegeler See or up to Wandlitz. Herr Maschmann had been very proud of his English connection.


At tea-time on Saturday, the butt ends of three rifles shattered the plate glass.


Tomas, the trainee, was the front-of-house man that day – his first time on duty as greeter after a year’s training and it had been quite hard enough even before that brutal moment. Saturdays were always busy but this one was quite mad. The salon, as Herr Maschmann preferred to call it, was crowded as never before with nervous foreigners trying to leave Berlin. They had spilled over from the leather sofas onto the dark brown benches that ran along the walls and now twenty or more were having to stand and wait for the harassed agents at the tables to attend to them. Tomas’s head was full of lists and intelligent guesses. Café au lait for the French couple, certainly. Mineral water for the Italian lady with the white gloves and the giveaway ‘Bad Reichenhall’ spa sticker on her leather valise? Safe enough. Black coffee for the fat Yankee in the awful suit. He was confident of that one because the man had been in yesterday and rejected the offer of milk with abrupt American dismissal. They had all taken their drinks from his tray and he was quietly delighted that Herr Direktor Maschmann had noticed. Herr Maschmann set high standards. He believed that the best travel agents must be able to identify their customers’ countries of origin, take an informed guess from their demeanour as to the nature of their problem and be halfway to solving it before a single word had been spoken. The greeter was first in the firing line and offering the right refreshment without having to ask was the test to show that a trainee could grow to be an essential cog in the Weltreisebureau’s machine.


Then the street door opened again and Tomas was at a loss. He tried to mask his uncertainty, baffled by the latest arrival. The man was quite young, dressed curiously informally with a jacket of thin leather, chamois perhaps, over an open-necked plain cotton shirt and whipcord trousers cut a little like riding breeches. He was the tallest man in the whole room by a hand’s breadth, tanned in a working man’s way by regular exposure to the wind and sun but Tomas could see he was not a working man. The clothes were expensive despite their informality. They looked as if they could take a beating and still hang smooth. A man of action, he was confident and alert, cleanshaven in a city where moustaches were the universal badge of trust and dignity. His hair was short, wavy and the yellow side of brown and as his eyes searched the rooms whatever he saw there had brought a slight smile to his face. East Coast American, thought Tomas? Perhaps. Doesn’t give a pfennig for our old-world ways. English? Less likely. The English came dressed for city business and always seemed uncomfortable as if they might be made to look absurd by not understanding something. Scandinavian? A wild idea. He had never had to deal with one of those and had no clue what they preferred to drink. If it had been later in the afternoon, he would have poured a small glass of the Glenfarclas malt whisky but Herr Maschmann would not allow alcohol before six so instead he prepared a cup of Thomas Lipton’s Ceylon tea, added a slice of lemon on a saucer, another cup of Mocha Sidamo coffee and a small Meissen-copy jug of milk and went towards the man.


‘May I offer you refreshment?’ he asked in English and watched as the man took the cup of tea.


‘Thank you,’ he said. A friendly smile but nothing to help him tell for sure. Some strange burr in those two words.


‘How may we help you?’


‘I have a circular note to exchange.’


A circular note. Thos. Cook’s ingenious paper certificate, proof against thieves and exchangeable for whatever currency the holder desired.


‘Our Herr Wildberger at the far end table has three clients waiting but he will be with you as soon as possible, Mr . . . ?’


‘Fraser,’ said the man.


Not quite English, thought Tomas and saw Herr Maschmann frowning across the room at the insurance cup of coffee left on his tray, but the next moment that joined the mass of small irrelevancies which history constantly wipes from its memory because that was the moment the window came bursting in.


The glass split across its centre with a crack, held briefly together by the laminating layer that had doubled the already massive cost of the window, then sagged inwards as the customers nearest to it scattered in alarm, women inside screaming and men outside shouting. One heavy slab felled Herr Maschmann and Tomas stared through the space where the glass had been to see a crowd of grinning, cat-calling soldiers on the pavement outside. One of them, a beefy country lad who stank of beer, stepped in through the gap, holding his rifle in front of him.


‘Engländer!’ he shouted, ‘Komm sofort hier.’


The customers watched him warily. Two more of his fellows stepped inside after him. Tomas looked down at Herr Maschmann but he was inert on the floor. This is Berlin, he thought, not Montevideo or Shanghai. These things do not happen in Berlin. Our soldiers are disciplined people not beasts. Everyone in the room stayed silent. No one was admitting to being English.


‘You,’ said the soldier, grinning at the fat Yankee. ‘Papieren. Papers.’ He prodded the man in the lurid tweed suit. ‘English, no.’


‘Don’t do that to me,’ said the Yankee. ‘I’m an American.’


The soldier slung his rifle over his shoulder and tried to grab the man’s briefcase from him but the man hung on grimly, his face flushing. ‘Let go, you bastard,’ he said. ‘What the hell’s got into you guys?’


The outrageous and unexpected violence had frozen everyone else in the room. The other staff were gaping from behind their desks. Tomas’s moment came and he stepped forward, shaking with fury and the adrenalin of action. ‘He is our valued customer,’ he said firmly in German. ‘He is to be respected. You are drunk. This is a disgrace.’


The soldier ignored him and punched the American in the side of the head with his right fist while he tugged at the bag with the other. Tomas went for the soldier with his hands and feet, flailing away to no apparent effect, slapping him on the side of his face. The man had the look of a street brawler and began to laugh. Then a rifle butt hit Tomas from behind and he went down hard on the floor, face first, to the sound of a breaking nose. He lay still and a trickle of blood ran out from under his head.


That was when the new arrival, the mysterious Fraser with no tie and no moustache and no clear country of origin, stepped forward and ripped the rifle from the first soldier’s shoulder. He swung it round into the midriff of the boy’s attacker, lifting his knee sharply into the man’s face as he doubled up so that the soldier dived to the floor, then held it like a club. In a second, the rest of the drunken troop watching from the street outside came leaping through the window into the room. He held them off for a few moments, felled another one with a blow to the forehead then four of them grabbed him. The first soldier let go of the American’s bag, turned and punched the mystery man Fraser, now pinioned by the rest of the gang, in the stomach. The man lifted both feet and kicked him hard. He stumbled back and at that moment a voice barked a harsh command from the broken window. All eyes turned to a German officer who stepped through the broken glass into the room, looking around him, frowning. He was young and by himself but he was bursting with outraged authority and he grabbed the first soldier by the arm. The others fled.


‘Was ist hier passiert?’ he demanded. ‘What is going on?’


‘You speak English? These goddam hoodlums of yours are busting the place up,’ said the fat American. ‘See what they did?’


‘I do speak English,’ said the officer. ‘As well as you do and very possibly rather better. They are responsible for all this?’ He looked at the wreckage of the window. Tomas was getting to his knees, shaking his bloody head. Other men of the Weltreisebureau went to lift the heavy glass off their Direktor.


The officer was still gripping the ringleader by the arm. He barked a question at him, listened to the answer and gave a derisive snort. ‘He says they were arresting English spies,’ said the officer. ‘He believes this office is a meeting place for such people. Let me see now, are there any English spies here?’


‘Me, I’m a newsman from the US of A,’ said the fat man in the ugly suit, ‘Chester K. Hoffman, and you can bet your last dollar that the citizens of New York are going to be reading all about this.’


‘And you, sir?’ asked the officer, turning his head to the man who had stepped in. ‘You are surely English but are you a spy?’


‘I got my US papers right here,’ said the man, dusting down his jacket. ‘The name’s Fraser. Are you going to deal with these guys or do I need to make a formal complaint through the American authorities?’


‘I am truly sorry for what has happened here. It is completely unacceptable and I can assure you they will be dealt with under military law. I am arresting this man and it will be easy enough to trace his fellows. They will certainly all be in the same unit. This is not the way the German army normally behaves, that I can promise you.’


‘You sure of that?’ said the fat American. ‘This ain’t the first place they wrecked since I been here.’


‘There are always some who get over-excited,’ said the officer. ‘I expect your army is the same. Soldiers on their last day of leave. They hear the latest news and they respond badly. You have to understand that the mobilization is quite disturbing. Our men feel threatened by France, by England, by Italy, by Russia. They are told over and over again that enemies want our land and are massing at almost every frontier.’


‘You’re kidding me,’ said the American. ‘You believe that?’


‘Me? I am fortunate enough to see more than one side. I was educated in England, you know.’ He looked hard at the other man and something unexpected passed between them. ‘And you, Mr Fraser, you too are American?’ said the officer. ‘Really?’


Fraser nodded and the German officer smiled. ‘Wait here one moment,’ he said. ‘I will find a fellow officer to lock up this idiot then I will return. I will come back to make sure this mess is sorted out properly.’ He smiled. ‘Seventy-three not out if I remember correctly,’ he said. ‘Not bad for an American.’ Then he dragged the drunken man away. Fraser watched him go then turned to inspect the recovering Herr Maschmann. The newspaperman joined him. ‘What did he mean by that?’ he said.


‘I think you would have to ask him.’


‘He’s right. You’re no American.’


Fraser shrugged.


When Herr Maschmann and Tomas had been dealt with and the glass cleared out of the way, the staff by common consent attended to the circular note and the American’s cable first of all.


‘Let me buy you a drink,’ said Hoffman afterwards. ‘Guess I owe you that. It’s early but could you eat some supper? I’m at the Adlon. They do good food.’


‘I know, I’m staying there too,’ said Fraser but as they reached the pavement and turned towards the hotel, he glanced the other way. ‘Give me a few minutes,’ he said, ‘I have some business to conclude. I’ll join you there.’


The American walked off and Fraser stood there watching the approaching German officer. The German had a smile on his face. ‘I insulted you, didn’t I?’ he said when he came up. ‘It was seventy-four, not seventy-three.’


‘It was,’ said Fraser, offering his hand. ‘And as you know, these things do matter. I remember your first name is Otto and your bowling is terrifyingly rapid but I’m afraid the rest of your name is lost to me, save that it had a lot of syllables.’


‘It is a very German name,’ the other man said, ‘and anyway my pals at Oxford preferred to call me Freddy. A bowler and a batsman, they quickly find out what truly matters about each other so let us accept those two small lies, that I am really Freddy and you are really American. Are we friends?’


‘I think we may be, strange though that may be.’


‘Then as one friend to another may I make a suggestion?’


‘Please do.’


‘Leave Berlin. Leave Germany. Go back across the narrow Channel to that very pleasant island of yours, so pleasant that I wish it were still my own home. When you get there, close your ears to news from Europe.’


‘Why?’


‘Do you have to ask that? I don’t believe so. You did not come to drink our beer and eat our sausages and I hope your papers will stand up to close inspection because, believe me, they will soon need to.’


‘Can I get a night’s sleep first?’


‘One. Possibly even two, but not three.’ He frowned and took out a very English pocket watch on a very English chain. ‘I am on duty,’ he said. ‘I have no more time but please don’t take anything I have said as a pointless threat. It is an anxious and respectful warning from a terrifying bowler to a redoubtable batsman. Run fast and keep your wicket intact.’ He saluted, turned on his heel and walked rapidly away.


‘Let’s start over,’ said the American when they were sitting down in the Adlon’s restaurant. ‘Chester K. Hoffman, like I said. Special Correspondent for the New York Sentinel. The finest newspaper of that name anywhere in the whole world.’


‘K standing for what?’


‘K standing for the space between J and L.’


‘William Fraser,’ said the other, putting out his hand, ‘with nothing that need detain us between the W and the F. My friends call me Willy.’


‘Okay, Fraser. Come clean. You’re about as American as my wife’s piano.’


‘She has a half-American piano?’


‘No, it’s all Polish. You mean to say you’re half-American?’ He looked the other man up and down. ‘Which half?’


‘Bottom half. I have an American mother.’


‘English father?’


‘No, he’s . . . he was Scottish.’


The American did not seem to notice the hesitation. ‘Same thing.’


‘If you insist on saying such insulting things, you will have to eat by yourself.’


The American grinned and Willy began to relax. It was two weeks since he had last stopped moving and several more since he had sat down to talk to someone just for the sake of talking, especially someone who understood that wit and irony may be a good recourse in a tight corner. He looked at Hoffman and saw a worried, determined man dressed for a different continent, entirely out of place in this city at this critical time. ‘It’s good to meet you, Chester,’ he said and found he meant it.


‘So come clean. You really got US papers?’


‘I really have. It comes in handy when my English ones don’t work so well.’


‘Listen, pal, what are you doing here? Whole place is about to blow in our faces. You don’t sound like a citizen of the US of A and you don’t look like one either. There’s going to be a lot more crap like that flying in a week or two. Anyone with any sense already got out of town.’


‘People keep telling me that. You think war is coming?’


‘Hell yes. The red glutton is stirring.’


‘An unusual expression.’


‘Only wish I’d invented it. My pal Irvin S. Cobb of the Evening Post has a felicitous way with his words. Well, I tell a tiny lie, he ain’t my pal yet. Probably never will be. Guy like that, he’s the competition, see? Friendly when there ain’t nothing happening then liable to rat on you the minute the story gets going. You know why I’m staying in this goddam two dollars an hour hotel, which runs out at twice my daily limit so I’ll be paying back the Sentinel for ten years by the time I get home? Because that’s the only way I can keep my eye on Irvin S. Cobb, not to mention Walter Watling of the Tribune who is even more likely to get the best story. I’m happiest when I can see what they’re up to. Then I play catch-up.’


‘Have you been over here long?’


‘Me? I’m the new boy. One week. First time out of good old New York. My usual beat is the East Side murders. This is a whole new piece of wax and they don’t even speak my language here.’


‘Did they give you a choice?’


‘Kinda choice that goes “you ever want to get anywhere in this office, you shift your ass on to that boat tomorrow morning.” They don’t give a rat’s ass one way or the other.’


‘Difficult for you.’


‘So, give me something to go on. Who are you anyway, Mr Willy Fraser? Were they right back there? Are you maybe some kind of spy?’


For a moment Willy wondered if perhaps he was. He no longer knew quite what he was. ‘As I understand it,’ he said, ‘and of course you’re the authority on the use of the English language, you’re a spy if you’re uncovering secrets in one country on behalf of the government of a different country. Would that about cover it?’


‘I guess.’


‘Then, no. I’m not a spy. I’m finding out stuff entirely for myself. I’m seeing the sights.’


‘Makes no sense. I see a good-looking guy who looks like he might be a soldier risking getting his face mashed saving folk he never met before and here he is in a country that’s fixing to fight the whole neighbourhood and where you only have to know ten words of German to know they hate all Englishmen right now. You telling me that’s a holiday?’


‘I already told you, I’m a Scot. We hate the English too for at least five days a week. I’m travelling for the sake of it. That doesn’t make me interesting.’ He stared at Chester who was inspecting his plate of cold meats with even more suspicion than he had levelled at his companion.


‘Don’t they know about pastrami around here?’ he said. ‘What I’m saying is you interest me in a whole bunch of different ways. Makes me want to tell your tale. The hero who saved our correspondent – that kind of story – so why don’t you just come out with it and tell me why you’re here?’


‘Why would I? I live in a universe of one at the moment and that suits me.’


The American took a swig of lager and scowled at the glass. ‘Hey listen, Willy. You really don’t mind me calling you Willy? Fact of the matter is, I’m out of my depth. Put me in a Brooklyn courthouse and I can look at the guys in the dock and give you their life story word perfect. I can tell by their clothes and the shine on their nose and the way their shoulders hang even before they open their mouth. I’m never wrong – famous for it. Don’t even need to hear their names – I know if they’re Sicilian mob or Italian hoods or Corsican bandits or just plain old Irish boyos out for a light-fingered evening to help them buy their beer. I can spot the loan sharks and the numbers boys. I could write their family trees, every one of them going back two generations, maybe more. Over there, I look at people and I just know the truth of them. Here, I’m floating face down in the water – no idea what I’m staring at. Might as well be on the moon. The boys on the desk back home spiked every single goddam word I filed so far, so this afternoon’s little upset is the best story I got except it don’t work without you in it. Give me a break. There’s this word I rarely get to use. Hurts my lips just to say it.’


‘What word is that?’


‘Please?’


Willy laughed and sliced off a fine piece of leberwurst. He speared a gherkin and swallowed it down. He found himself liking the fat man for his honesty and the game might drive away the sour residue of the afternoon’s violence. ‘I’ll offer you a deal,’ he said. ‘Let’s see how good you really are, Chester. You can tell me ten things about me from what you’ve observed so far and every one you get right, you can ask me a question and I promise I will answer it truthfully.’


‘Done. One. You’re . . . let’s see now, you have to be around about thirty years of age. Am I right?’


‘That depends what you mean by “around about”. I could say you’re around about forty. Would that be right?’


‘Hell no. I’m thirty-seven next month.’ Chester sounded offended.


‘So three years out equals wrong? Then you’re wrong. Nine to go.’


‘You ain’t married.’


‘And you say that because?’


‘Because look at you. You’re not dressed right for the city. Look at me. I got a good suit on and a necktie that matches the suit. See that?’


‘You mean your wife chooses your clothes?’


‘Sure she does. My Ruthie, she walks past this shop window and she says, “Hey, Chez.” That’s what she calls me see, Chez. She says, “Hey, Chez, you’d look damned fine in that one. So I go in and I buy me this first-class tweed suit and you know what, it fits me like a glove straight off. She has a keen eye for colour, that girl. I picked a good one.’


Willy looked at the suit reflecting the glancing sunlight from the window with a faint sheen of metallic purple. His childhood had been spent in close contact with tweed. Shorts that chafed, jackets that hung heavy on his shoulders as they sucked in the mist on the slopes above the house. Gilfillan always had the best tweed, strong and soft and old, matching the colour of the mountain slopes.


‘That’s tweed, you say?’


‘Sure. You should know that. Scotch tweed cut by a master tailor in Brooklyn.’


‘Brooklyn’s your neighbourhood?’


‘Lived there like my father before me. Met Ruthie in school.’


‘In sight of the bridge?’


‘Only if you climb on the roof. West side of Vinegar Hill.’


‘Next?’


‘You’re in the military.’


‘Wrong.’


‘You kidding me? I watched you back there. You looked like a soldier to me.’


‘In what way?’


‘You watched what they were doing then you did what you had to do. Controlled. Straight to it. One against ten. That was brave.’


‘Chester, I have a strong sense of injustice. I have always found it hard to stand by at times like that.’


‘Ah, I get it. You were a soldier once.’


For a moment Willy felt like denying it but truth seemed more important than his personal feelings. Putting soldiering into a box marked ‘the past’ disconcerted him. It was a loss he did not yet want to acknowledge. ‘Correct,’ he said.


‘Until when?’


‘You only get to ask direct questions at the end. You have to earn them first.’


‘Your father was in the military.’


‘Also correct. Do sons usually follow their father’s trade in Brooklyn? Was your father a newspaperman?’


‘Hell no. My pop was in the rackets. That’s why I got my break with the Sentinel on the courts beat.’


‘Was?’


‘He got snuffed. Tried to quit. They didn’t like that. How many guesses I got so far?’


‘Three right. Five facts to go. Are your sons going to follow you into your trade?’


‘I got one kid and she’s a she. Only four years old so, no way. Listen, I know jack shit about Scotland so help me out. Which city do the rich folk live in?’


‘Edinburgh.’


‘So here’s number six. You live in some kind of fancy townhouse in Edinburgh.’


‘Wrong in all respects. Four more.’


‘All right, all right. You came here by train.’ Chester looked smug. He was sure that was an easy one.


‘Wrong.’


‘By automobile.’


‘Wrong again.’ He was quite sure the American would not guess this one.


‘Goddam. What else is there?’ Chester cast around for a more promising line of enquiry.


Willy glanced up and saw a woman sit down by herself at a table across the aisle, an unusual enough sight in the Adlon even without the Italian elegance of her long silk dress and the fierce, tanned beauty of her face.


Chester followed his gaze. ‘Jeez,’ he said, ‘that’s something.’


‘Back to work, Chester.’


‘All right, all right. You don’t have no brothers and sisters.’


‘Interesting. True if I ignore the double negative but I wonder how you knew?’


‘I told you, I’m good. Me, I got two older brothers, Louie and Isaac. They gave me a hard time but I kinda live more in the world than you do. I’m right there alongside my fellow men. You? You got an outsider feel about you, like you’ve always watched it all from somewhere else.’


That’s clever, thought Willy. This man I have only just met has seen something I know to be true but did not know to be obvious. He looked at Chester with renewed interest, reminding himself not to judge on first impressions.


‘Louie and Isaac? Are you on good terms with them now?’


‘Isaac, yeah, so far as it goes. Ruthie don’t like his wife. Louie? He’s in the rackets, down in Jersey City. He got no time for me and what I do.’


‘All right. Last one.’


Chester smiled. Willy knew he had been storing this one up.


‘Okay, this one counts double. The German officer back there at the Reisebureau. He knew who you were and you knew how he knew.’


Willy nodded slowly. ‘Yes, that’s true.’


‘Gonna tell me how?’


‘Only if you ask me as one of the, let me see, six bonus questions you have somehow managed to earn.’


‘Somehow? Hell, I’ve found out a whole bunch of stuff about you. I told you I got the skill. You should try that on me sometime. Know where you’d get? Nowhere. I’d be a mystery to you at the end just like I am right now. So answer it. That’s my first question. How do you know each other?’


‘Because we played on opposite sides in the Varsity Match of 1908.’


‘What in hell is the Varsity Match? Don’t count that as extra. You gotta give me full answers.’


‘Oxford versus Cambridge at Lord’s.’


‘What kind of sport is Lord’s? Is that like baseball?’


‘Lord’s is a place and the sport practised there is cricket, Chester, you vulgarian. The annual university match at Lord’s cricket ground. I had no idea he was German at the time. Then I saw on the scorecard he was listed as Otto followed by something horribly complicated. He took six wickets for Oxford in the first innings and got me caught behind for thirty. We almost had them in the second innings, but he wasn’t quite right. I was seventy-four not out.’


‘So were you some kind of professional cricket guy?’


Willy shuddered. ‘It’s an amateur match,’ he said patiently. ‘I was up at Cambridge – that means I was a student there. He was up at Oxford.’


‘And you say you remember him from that?’


‘Of course. When you’ve stared at a man hurling a hard leather ball at you at a hundred miles an hour, their face does tend to stick in your mind.’


‘And now he’s all dressed up in soldier gear and you’re on different sides?’


Willy considered that and it seemed bizarre.


‘There’ll be no tea in the pavilion afterwards,’ he said quietly but Chester looked blank.


‘Okay, okay. Next question. The military thing. What happened?’


‘I was an officer in the Hussars. That’s part of the cavalry. I had, shall we say, a misunderstanding with my Colonel and I resigned my commission.’


‘What kind of misunderstanding?’


‘It was to do with the way I hunted.’


‘You mean the red coat, tally-ho British thing?’


‘We call the colour “pink”, my dear chap. He wasn’t just my Colonel. He was my MFH, Master of Foxhounds of my hunt, the Galloway – much more important than a mere colonel. He didn’t like me much. He used to swear at me for riding too near the hounds.’


‘Ain’t that the whole idea?’


‘Not the way I did it. I prefer to see what’s coming up and where we’re going. I hate following the crowd. He was always complaining I got in the way.’ He could see the Colonel, bright red in the face, shouting at him in front of everybody just like a sergeant-major insulting a raw recruit on a parade ground. All of his friends in the hunt, watching him to see what he would do and what could he do? Military privilege being misused in the civilian world – a higher officer using his invulnerability to insult a junior – so Willy had to bite his lip.


‘That’s why you quit your regiment? Jeez, everything they say about the Brits is true.’


‘Well, not just that. It was a matter of what I was hunting.’


‘Not just foxes? You got wolves over there?’


‘No wolves.’


‘What then?’


Willy had a brief distracting memory of Marion under him in the thicket, of mud and scent and their horses panting. ‘Something he didn’t approve of,’ he said softly. ‘Let me ask you a question. Fair exchange. What were you doing at the Thomas Cook office?’


‘Sending a cable. I needed to wire a story. The guys here . . .’ he hunched forward and lowered his voice. ‘Our embassy guys, they say don’t trust the hotels. They copy the overseas wires to this Abteilung outfit.’


‘Abteilung?’


‘Yeah. Abteilung IIIb. Bad, bad people. They’re the ones who look for spies. Dungeons and nasty tricks. My guys said go to Thomas Cook, it’s safer. My turn. What’s the real reason you’re here in Berlin at this precise moment?’


‘No mystery. I told you. I’ve been touring around.’


When they finished the food, they moved to the leather sofas in the room beyond and talked amiably of not much in particular.


‘I saw this guy downtown,’ Chester said. ‘In a toy store. He was the proprietor, I guess. Made me think. He took this set of lead soldiers out of the window. What do you call those horsemen with the lances?’


‘Uhlans.’


‘It was a crying shame. They were bright red and gold and green and he was painting them grey. What was that about?’


‘Accuracy. You must have seen the new uniforms. They call it feldgrau and it’s not quite grey and it’s not quite green but you put a man dressed in that into a wood or a field and you’re going to have a lot of trouble seeing him.’


‘But these were for kids. You telling me they wouldn’t like the bright colours better?’


‘German kids? They want what they see marching past out there. I can explain about the bright colours.’


‘You mind if I take some notes?’


So Willy sipped his wine and told Chester about military days gone by, about old-fashioned black powder and swirling smoke and how bright uniforms were the only thing that could separate friend from foe in that lethal fog. All the time he was talking, half his mind was in Scotland, in his teens, with his father still interested enough to explain the smoke in the picture, telling him how they finally learnt the advantage of khaki when they had to fight the Boers in the drab and dusty veldt.


‘Smokeless propellant, you see,’ he said to Chester. ‘That’s what made the difference – the end of black powder. No more thick walls of smoke rolling across the battlefield. You don’t need bright colours any more. The duller the better.’


They drank more wine and at the end of the first bottle Chester started talking about Ruthie and the halfway point of the second bottle took him to his childhood, but perhaps both of them were thinking about toy soldiers because Chester suddenly said, ‘I was given one. Bronx Benny gave it me when the cops took my dad,’ and Willy knew he meant a soldier. ‘It was all made out of wood,’ said Chester. ‘Only toy I had. I guess you had soldiers?’


Willy shook his head. His father had soldiers. He didn’t. ‘I stopped playing when I was little,’ he said.


Chester went on with an interminable tale of Bronx Benny and some complex fraud and Willy drifted back again to the Highland silence. He had jigsaws, not soldiers, and he could remember them in the order of their arrival in his life. The first was a blurry landscape he hated because it was cheap and the pieces weren’t well cut. The second was that battle scene of cannon firing in some Napoleonic war, men peering fearfully into the dense smoke of the barrage and falling to their knees wounded by invisible musketeers hidden from their view. It had always disturbed him and he had turned it over, painted his own picture on the back of the view from his high bedroom, looking past the Victorian battlements and the park down to the river which marked the place where the rocks and heather rose to the sky beyond. The third jigsaw was his favourite, found loose in a bag in Aunt Rose’s cupboard when he went to visit and given to him when he reluctantly went back home.


He could see it now, an explorer in proper explorer’s clothes, pockets all over his jacket, strong boots, a good leather bag over one shoulder. The man was perched on a high pinnacle of rock staring across a great plain below him to a distant sea, pointing with a long outstretched arm to a place near the horizon where, of course, one piece was missing. It was the piece on the far-off coast that must have held the mystery to explain the delighted excitement on the explorer’s face. Later, when Willy had to live with Aunt Rose in Inverary, he had searched the cupboards for the missing piece with no success, so he had carefully cut one from card, glued together in layers to the right thickness. He had painted it to match the coast and tried to think of something good enough to paint on it, something to justify the man’s expression. He was still thinking.


‘You gone away somewhere?’ said Chester.


‘Sorry. What did you say?’


‘I asked where you live when you’re back home.’


‘Nowhere really.’


‘You don’t have a house?’


‘There’s a family place. It’s called Grannoch. I suppose it’s mine now but it doesn’t feel like it. I don’t plan to live there.’


‘Big house?’


‘No, no. Not really.’


Chester screwed up his eyes. ‘I had you figured for a rich guy,’ he said.


‘Oh I see. No, I mean it’s not really a house at all. I suppose it’s what you would call a castle.’


‘You got a castle and you don’t live there? Why the hell not?’


Willy was saved from answering by the appearance of the Head Waiter proffering an envelope.


‘From the lady over there,’ he breathed quietly into Willy’s ear.


Willy glanced across the room and there was the exotic stranger sitting in an armchair looking at him with a slight smile. ‘Freeze, Chester,’ he said. ‘Don’t look round.’ He opened it, drew out a note and glanced at it.


‘I have a fine bottle of Krug,’ it said in a bold, slanted hand. ‘I am not strong enough to open it by myself. Are you? Room 207 in one hour if so.’


‘What are you doing this evening?’ asked Chester. ‘I’m catching a late show. Want to come?’


‘I’m afraid I have a prior commitment,’ said Willy.




Chapter 4


Sunday, 2 August 1914.


‘Any messages?’ Chester K. Hoffman had checked at the desk three times already that morning and the clerk simply shook his head without even troubling himself to look at the pigeonholes. Chester had been trying to find Willy since soon after nine. There was no answer when he pounded on the door of room 315 but Willy had not left his key at the desk. Chester was in a state of profound unease. The news was all bad. He had no idea where Irwin S. Cobb had gone but there was no doubt at all about the movements of Walter Watling who had left Berlin in a big hurry. Chester had a sinking feeling that events were leaving him far, far behind. He was heading back to his room along the second-floor corridors when a door opened and Willy came out, looking back into the room, saying something. Chester stopped short and stared at him in surprise. The number on the door was 207. He walked up to Willy, looked past him into the room and saw a woman in a silk dressing gown, the woman from the restaurant.


Willy closed the door behind him and turned to see Chester watching him with raised eyebrows.


‘Something wrong?’ he said.


‘What were you doing in there?’ said Chester. ‘That ain’t your room.’


‘An acute observation but somewhat indiscreet. Perhaps I was advising a friend on her investments.’


‘Since last night? I been looking for you.’


‘Chester, there are some questions better left unasked. Her portfolio is complex.’


‘Jesus, Willy. I gotta talk to you. Not here. I need a beer.’


Chester turned away from the lifts and led Willy down the stairs. ‘You got no self-preservation about you?’ he said, stopping halfway down. ‘Can’t you see trouble when it’s staring at you? That lady spells set-up to me.’


‘You have very little confidence in my charms, Chester.’


‘I didn’t take you for an idiot. She has to be with the bad guys. I lay you fifty bucks they went through your room while you were busy advising.’


‘Of course they did. That was the whole point. There’s nothing in my room they would find remotely interesting so now perhaps they’ll leave me alone.’


‘The whole point?’


‘Well, most of it.’


‘Let’s get out of this place,’ said Chester. They walked through the foyer and the doorman stared at them as they approached. He came from Munich and he had seen every sort of mismatched pair pass through his hotel but rarely so mismatched as these. He suppressed a shudder of distaste at the sight of the fat American, sweaty and ill-dressed, scuttling along on fast-moving legs to keep up with the man next to him. The man’s eyes were too close together and his chin was a purplish blue that almost matched his suit. As for the companion, what was he doing with a schmuck like that? The doorman was a movie fan who found more pleasure in male leads than vapid females. This man made him think of John Barrymore in An American Citizen, with his aquiline face and wavy hair, but he was fairer than Barrymore and he had the wide eyes of Hoot Gibson. Hoot Gibson featured in the Shotgun Jones poster the doorman had filched from the cinema and pinned up on his bedroom wall. He opened the door and let them out on to Pariser Platz, appreciating the way the tall man loped along, one stride to the Yank’s two.


Excited crowds were milling around the Unter den Linden, waving flags and watching the cavalry squadrons clip-clopping through the side portals of the Brandenburg Gate, stiff Uhlans with their lances held perfectly at the vertical.


‘Do you see that?’ Chester said. ‘It’s a rule now. Only the Kaiser gets to use the middle arch.’


‘And do you see how they’re dressed?’ said Willy. ‘No more bright colours. That’s the new field uniform. Grey means business. Your toyshop man with the paintbrush was keeping up with the times.’


The breeze carried bursts of song wrapped round the smell of wurst and onions frying on coke braziers. A horse lifted its tail and the moment the shit slapped on to the road a youngster in a leather jerkin darted between the columns of lancers to shovel it into a bucket, still steaming.


‘These fellas think of everything,’ said Chester. ‘Now you see it. Now you don’t. That’s what I call organization.’ He put on a Homburg hat, the same colour as his suit.


Over two steins of beer in a side-street bar he said, ‘Something you need to know. It’s all on the move. The wires say they crossed the Moselle River into Luxembourg.’


‘Who did?’


‘These guys. The Germans. Who the hell do you think? Wouldn’t be much of a story if it was the Luxemburgers. It’s a big deal. Listen, I’m in trouble. Cobb and Watling have both left town. I got no idea where Cobb’s gone but I know exactly where Watling went and that’s worse cos I don’t have the slightest idea why.’


‘Where?’


‘I don’t know how you say it. I got the busboy to write it down for me.’ He opened a notebook and showed Willy.


‘Liège?’


‘Lee-age, is that it?’


‘Almost.’


‘So where is that?’


‘Belgium, near the German border.’


‘What the hell? This is how it happened, see? I booked to see the same show as Watling last night. First night of some musical cabaret thing with a long German name.’


‘A strange way to spend the evening with a war looming.’


‘Like I said, I’m playing “follow my leader” here. Watling went and that was good enough for me. Anyway, he don’t even wait for the end of the show. He gets up halfway through, runs back here, packs in a big hurry and goes off with his tame snapper, little Al, in a very expensively hired Benz automobile.’


‘To Liège?’


‘That’s what I said.’


‘You left the show when he did?’


‘Course I did. You got some kind of thinking look going on there. I need a second opinion on that show. Whatever Watling saw changed his mind. It’s the only hook I got. He saw something on that stage and he went.’


‘What sort of show was it?’


‘It’s got all kinds of army stuff in it, like it’s some kind of burlesque version of a military pageant. Willy – still okay if I call you Willy? You know about that kind of thing. You were a soldier just like Watling. I never did that stuff.’


‘Was, Chester. I was a cavalryman. I quit. There are many things I would much rather be doing.’


‘Like what?’


‘Like sticking ginger up all these horses’ arses.’


Willy looked at the little American and the sweat on his face and his anxious eyes. He tried to put himself in Chester’s garish shoes, thousands of miles from all that was familiar, missing his Ruthie, on the edge of flunking his first big opportunity to make his mark, and he felt that old familiar slide inside him towards helping an underdog. He tried to resist it. ‘Maybe Watling has a girl in Liège.’


‘He ain’t like you. Walter Watling got no time for girls. All he has time for is work and he’s been three steps ahead of me all the way so far. Famous for it. He was in Sarajevo, for Christ’s sake. How did he know to be in Sarajevo that day? Okay, he wasn’t on the corner where it all happened but he was only two blocks away. Claims he even heard the shots. If he’s spending the Tribune’s dollars on fast cars there’s a reason because, believe me, he will have to justify every cent to the guys in the back office when he gets back home.’


Chester was at least a brave underdog. He had taken this assignment and he wasn’t giving up on it. Willy began to analyse the situation. ‘And you think this was because of something he saw in a musical? Anyway, how can I go? It’s Sunday. The theatres are closed.’


‘Oh yes? So closed that I’m holding the ticket I already bought you right here. They’re making a special exception for reasons of patriotism. I need you to see the matinée. Curtain’s up in two hours. “Vo-ran-veer something or other.” Just do this for me, Willy. You can walk round there. It’s close by. You go down Glinkastrasse and Behrenstrasse runs right across it. You can’t miss the Metropol. It’s big. Take care. Merge in with the crowd. Don’t draw any attention.’


A group of women waving flags broke into lilting, mournful song, their faces rapt, ecstatic.




‘Lieb Vaterland kann ruhig sein


Fest steht und treu die Wacht


Die Wacht am Rhein!’





‘Attention? Me?’ said Willy. ‘Wouldn’t dream of it. Oh look, you remember you asked me how I was travelling? Excuse me, gentlemen.’ A mob of young soldiers was clustered around something just ahead of them by the kerb. They turned at the sound of his voice and revealed a very large white motorcycle. Chester stared at it. The shining paintwork of the frame cradled a big silver engine. A short mast was bolted to the handlebars.


‘Goddam,’ Chester said. ‘Please tell me that thing’s not yours.’


‘You should be proud. That thing is best quality American iron from Aurora, Illinois – that is a Thor motorcycle, the fastest thing on the road today. I bought it for that very reason. I had it shipped from America all the way to Scotland and I rode it here without it breaking down once. Bow down and worship.’


Chester shook his head so hard that his belly wobbled. ‘Are you mad?’


‘Engländer?’ asked the nearest soldier, his eyes suspicious above a walrus moustache.


‘English? Oh good heavens no,’ said Willy. ‘What an absurd idea. Nein, nein, nein.’ He reached into the bike’s leather pannier bag, pulled out a rolled-up flag and clipped it to the handlebar mast. The Stars and Stripes fluttered in the breeze.


‘Amerikanischer,’ said Chester loudly, then grabbed his sleeve and hissed at him. ‘Don’t mess with them. They got guns. You’re travelling on that? You want everybody to notice you?’


‘Yes I do,’ said Willy, ‘I want them to notice me in a very particular way. What’s the matter? It’s an American bike. I have American papers.’


‘And an English accent.’


‘Scottish. I told you.’


‘Try talking more like me and less like Lord Kitchener.’


‘Oder vielleicht wäre es besser, wenn ich so spreche?’ It felt a little like showing off but Willy was proud of his accent. His mother’s main contribution to his upbringing had been her insistence that the tutors who came to stay at the castle for the long summer holidays coached her son in all the skills he would need to be a citizen of the world. He had done well with the German and French but his course in Italian had been abruptly terminated by events. He didn’t like to listen to Italian.
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