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By
Elizabeth Gallagher
It was a Friday towards the end of July. I parked my green '51 Chevy in front of number twenty-three Mimosa Terrace. Stepping onto the veranda whose faded paint had the texture of age about it, I knocked loudly on the door. The air smelled of dry rot and failed fortunes. It was probably a waste of time but I had to start somewhere. Heat and silence engulfed me as I waited for a response.
"Mrs Mallory?"
"Yes."
"My name is Warren Marshall. I'm a special government agent assigned to look into Dr. Werner's death."
I flashed my badge in front of her before she could close the door. You have to be quick with these old dames.
"What do you want? The police have already been here. Who did you say you were?"
Her china blue eyes absorbed me while she rattled off the words in a clipped tone. Short on patience, I expect.
"I'd like to have a look at Dr. Werner’s things if I may. You know how it is when there is no will and the courts get involved, Ma’am."
This was a lie, but lies sound better when they are smothered in politeness. Anyway, I thought it sounded good enough to bamboozle Mrs Mallory into letting me have a nose around in his rooms.
A glance around Dr. Werner's rooms revealed a large comfortable sitting room crammed with overstuffed furniture and lined with bookshelves. Those shelves that weren’t empty were filled with paperbacks. A closer inspection confirmed they were mostly crime fiction. There was a small shelf of very old leather bound volumes, which turned out to be medical books written in German.
The bedroom was stark by comparison. There was a wardrobe by the window, a single bed against the wall and a chest of drawers next to the door. The bed was stripped of its linen.
Mrs Mallory caught my glance.
"There didn't seem any reason to make up the bed just yet. He was very particular Dr. Werner was. He liked clean sheets every day, you know."
She added this final comment in a conspiratorial tone, as though she was also contributing to the confidentiality of the visit.
I opened the wardrobe. It was one of those heavy walnut pieces. Carefully hung on padded hangers on the wooden rod were three expensive suits, quite new and a topcoat from the same tailor. The shelf above held several hats while half a dozen pairs of expensive looking Italian shoes were precisely arranged below.
Under her gaze I turned and pulled open the drawers. In turn, they revealed nothing more than the usual half dozen white shirts, underwear, handkerchiefs and shaving things. There didn’t seem to be any photographs or papers in any of the drawers.
"Did Dr. Werner have any pictures or unpaid bills or the like?"
"Only what the police took two weeks ago." A short, sharp, faintly disapproving reply.
That was what got the department involved in the first place along with the Mario Ginetti stash. The boys brought in five passports, an unused bus ticket to Denver and a laundry ticket. The laundry ticket netted three well-worn lab coats.
Since the old girl wasn't going to let me alone, there didn't seem to be much of interest in the room short of shaking down the books. I decided to move on.
"Thanks Mrs Mallory. We'll let you know when you can clear out the rooms. In the meantime don't touch anything. Call me right away if anyone else comes asking for Dr. Werner. Here's my number."
She glanced slowly at the card I handed her and without further comment she closed the front door on me.
Funny old bird. She didn't seem anxious to rent the room. A check in the county records office confirmed she owned the place. Bought it in '37, paid it off in 1948. I guess she got some money from somewhere. Maybe cashed in an insurance policy. I'd have to get my assistant, Joe Fenton, to check into that angle.
In the meantime, I decided to wheel the Chevy by the office and have another look at the files before going off to Werner's warehouse.
"Well Marshall, any leads on the Werner case yet?"
"Nothing much, Mr Billings. I'm just about to go off to the warehouse."
"Clean as a bone gnawed by a starving dog."
Billings sucked air through the gap in his teeth with the resigned but knowing attitude of someone who's been in the business a long time.
"I thought I'd just go and look for myself. Get a feel for the place. You know."
He shrugged.
We probably wouldn’t have stumbled across Werner's operation if a flat foot hadn't chanced upon some of Mario Ginetti's boys loading cardboard boxes filled with jars of white powder that turned out to be synthetic heroin and a bunch of lab equipment into a small van. They gave the impression they were too stupid to know what they were really moving. We apprehended them half an hour later as they drove out of the alley. We locked the stuff up but we had to let the thugs go for the moment. Then we took over the case from the local boys once the lab tests proved everyone's suspicions.
I prowled down the alley that runs off Third between Birch and Powell. For once I was glad it was a hot August day. Still my spine prickled as I disturbed a stray cat haunting a couple of metal garbage cans. Nervous, I made a lot of noise unlocking the door.
I had been expecting a huge room. Instead the dim light revealed a small rectangular space with a concrete floor, heavily stained workbenches built on three sides, an upturned chair and a window boarded up from the inside. Billings was right. Nothing here.
Back to the office for yet another look through the files. I liked these jigsaw puzzle cases and Billings liked to dump them on me ‘cause he wanted to 'see the college boy fail'.
I spent another week moving the pieces around trying to get the picture. I tracked Mario Ginetti but he seemed clean this time. Just buying up warehouse space and having his boys clear out the old rubbish. The bit about the rubbish was a lie and both of us knew it, but he really didn't seem to know a whole lot about Werner. Dead end there.
I tried Werner's doctor, a cantankerous old Scot with a couple of heavily stained fingers on his right hand. He told me what I already knew from the files. Werner died from induced heart failure in Brentwood General. Eyewitnesses say he collapsed outside the Coffee Cup Cafe around three-thirty in the afternoon. That was a little over two weeks ago now. Why had he sold the warehouse to Mario just a month before that? Did the sale include the jars of sodium diphosphate? I couldn’t read Mario’s face on that one when I interviewed him.
Next I tried the tailor. He turned out to be a little gnome of a man with a dirty yellow plastic tape measure hanging around his neck. His small workshop nestled above Dino's Furniture Store on Fifth Avenue. You had to know where it was. He said Werner always paid cash and never asked the price.
All these unanswered questions rumbled around like too much black coffee on an empty stomach. Heck, I was beginning to talk like Billings and I'd only been in the job just over two years.
I went back to Mrs Mallory. I tried to talk to her about Werner's work and the passports while a couple of boys on loan from the precinct shook down the books. She assured me he was a famous German scientist who came to the States to sit out the war. Well, not her words exactly but you know what I mean. While he was doing that he had been working on a cure for the common cold. Ya, I imagine a dusting of heroin would make you forget you had a cold. So, no dice there. And the books were clean.
Monday it was so hot the water cooler in the office was sweating and the fan kept clapping out. Billings was in a foul mood. Had one of his stomachs, which meant he was supremely hung over. I had to get a lead on the Werner case quick or he would make my life pure hell.
I went back to checking the passports and the other documents that had come from Werner's rooms. The original passports were German, French, Norwegian and Austrian. The current ones were U.S. The file said they were all authentic. No forgeries. Why had they been all together in Werner's possession? I'd drawn a real blank with Mrs Mallory on that one.
From what I could piece together all the passport holders were artistic except Werner. That could have brought them together but where did he and his lab fit into this puzzle? I wondered what the autopsy would say about the cause of death. No one had come forward to claim the body yet either. I’d have to get on to Billings soon to see what the procedure was for a case like this.
I decided to go through each passport again hoping for some new clue. We had put out an All Points Bulletin across the country but all five of them seemed to have gone to ground since Werner died. Why didn't they try to get their passports back? Of course they might not have heard that he had died. How did the group communicate? Where was Werner’s ‘little black book of numbers’? Who was in Denver? None of the names appeared in the Denver phone book. The local boys there weren’t any help either. Another dead end.
While I waited for the group to surface I decided to try a couple of European connections we had. I thought if I could get some background information on these people I might get some new clues.
I spent the rest of the week and most of the next cruising around town drinking coffee at Lil's Diner and the Coffee Cup, dropping names to old timers but getting no reaction. Mostly, I was staying out of Billings’s way until I got some response from the European enquiry. Luckily by the following Friday afternoon there were several telegrams on my desk.
It seemed that Vigo Sonder died the year before of something as simple as pneumonia. He'd been living in a small village on the Swiss-Italian border with his Norwegian wife Angelicka. As far as the agent knew she was still there. René Brun was in Paris, painting again. Marcel Dubrovsky was in Amsterdam working as a builder. A long way from 'architect' as it said on his passport. Sophie Dubrovsky was dead. Had died in November or December of 1938, rumoured to be suicide. She was supposed to be buried in Munich.
I couldn't believe what I was reading. These people were alive or dead but in Europe and I had their American passports in a safe in a mid-west office of the C.I.A. This was some puzzle all right!
I decided to take a break from the case on Sunday even though I had the sense that I was finally onto something. I dropped by my parents place. Dad and I changed the oil in his Buick. I mowed the lawn while he took a nap. Mom fussed as usual over lunch. I couldn't concentrate, which just made her worry more. I should’ve known better than to drop by.
I continued to push this new mountain of information around in my mind for the rest of the weekend. Reminded me of how I used to push the cold mashed potatoes around on my dinner plate when I was eight. Hated mashed potatoes all that year.
By Monday, all I had left were the questions. I needed to go and talk to these people and find out how they were involved with Werner. Why had Sophie Dubrovsky committed suicide just before Werner left for the US? Were they having an affair or something? And what about all those current passports. These days the government was really tough on European immigrants who might smell like they had connections. So where were these people and how were they using their passports. There were various entry and exit stamps in all of the passports. Some were only a couple of months old while others went back for almost five years and yet I couldn't find any patterns or connections no matter how much I tried to puzzle them out. The most perplexing aspect was that the Interpol agent had confirmed recent sightings of René Brun, Marcel Dubrovsky and Angelicka Sonder.
No use starting with Sophie Dubrovsky’s husband. He was bound to be cagey. Best to start with the guy in Paris or the widow. Easier to get a flight to Paris. I surprised myself at thinking so big. Our department was pretty local. We usually called in bigger guys from Washington to do this sort of out of state work. Though these days most of the real talent was working for Joe McCarthy.
"And so that's where it’s at Mr Billings. I need to go to Paris. Once I'm there I can track down the others."
"Where are we going to get the money and the manpower for a little jaunt like that, Marshall? No, we'll just have to let the European boys get on with it."
"But Mr Billings, they'll just scare those people off. Who would suspect an American tourist?"
I snapped on my whitest Pepsodent smile.
"Besides, the Europeans will send us a bill. Since the war they think we are all rich. How would you square something like that with 'upstairs'? At least I can carefully monitor the costs."
He loved sayings like 'monitor the costs'. I knew he would use it now for weeks until someone gave him another one.
"You may have a point there, Marshall."
I could see that cheapskate Billings going pale over the thought of bills for thousands of bucks. I was just about to make this even clearer when he said,
"The boss wants this case closed as soon as possible so we can deal with the stuff. I suppose if you can find some cheap way to do it."
As I turned to walk out of his office he seemed to be reconsidering something.
"Damn it Marshall, I want you to track these folks down. They're probably commies. The buggers are all over Europe. Arrest them. Then we'll see who's running the show."
"I've got a cousin who works for a travel bureau. Maybe he can get me a cheap flight out of New York."
"Then get on with it Marshall. Just keep me in the picture. Remember these commies are dangerous."
"Yes, Mr Billings."
Tuesday, September fifteenth found me on a plane to Paris. I was excited and my mom was worried. I had to promise to call her when I got there. But damn it, I had work to do. She should understand that.
A couple of days later, after I got my bearings and decided how I would conduct this investigation I started to hang around the Café Mon Frere near René Brun's apartment. The guy at the Chien Gallery had given me an address for René, which turned out to be different from the one the agent had given us. I said that I wanted to look at some of René's recent work. They all think that Americans have money and will buy anything. By late afternoon I had taken a whole roll of photographs and drunk more than enough coffee when my vigilance was rewarded. A man looking like an older version of René's original passport photo went into the café. I gave him a few minutes to settle, then I slipped into the chair next to him. Without any indication of interest, he continued to drink his coffee.
"René Brun?"
His eyelids flickered.
"My name is Warren Marshall. I'm from the Metropolitan Museum Gallery in New York. I'm very interested in your work. Monsieur Barré of the Chien Gallery showed me your 'Rouge et Noir' and several other pieces from the same period but I'd like to see something recent if that's possible.”
Thought this was a real stroke of genius on my part.
“Can we talk?"
He seemed to relax a little as though he had reconsidered his first instinct.
"I haven't done much since the war, Mr. Marshall. It is difficult to sell paintings when people are busy trying to find food and to rebuild their lives. Perhaps you are too young to know how it is."
His English was better than I expected. We sat a bit longer over food. I didn't say much, trying to work out the next couple of moves in my mind. He asked a few questions about where I was from, my family and so on. Those were easy; it was the ones about the art scene in America and my work in the gallery that nearly gave me away. I attempted to chatter on about the new 'Beat' poets and painters while frantically trying to recall the article and pictures about them in a recent issue of Life magazine.
Finally, I saw an opportunity to suggest we go back to his place for a drink and a look at his work. I paid the bill and got a bottle of wine from the café owner. We drifted into the sultry September night.
We stopped nearby, in front of a four storey building on the rue Francois Miron. I followed René past the old concierge and up three flights of badly lit stairs. He paused in front of a door.
"Do you want to go straight up to my studio or have some wine first?"
"Let's have some wine while we look at the paintings."
René continued up another flight of stairs, which ended in front of
a paint-splattered door. His key easily unlocked it. He motioned for me to enter. In the dimness of the light cast by the single overhead light bulb and the twilight filtering through a bank of windows at the far end of the room, I could see that the studio ran the full length of the floor below.
"This was a dance studio before the war. When I moved in here there was only the wonderful light from those windows."
He gestured towards the north side of the room.
"A friend of mine obtained the necessary pieces to install water and light to the studio from a building damaged in the war.”
Not knowing quite what to say, I just smiled.
He shrugged.
“There are many such places."
I continued to walk around the room waiting for my eyes to adjust to the early evening twilight. I turned to face him again.
For a moment his face closed me out completely.
"Much of that goes on now."
While he had been talking he had crossed over to the sink, fished out a corkscrew from the mess of painting material, rinsed two glasses and poured wine from the bottle I had given him.
"Please look at whatever you like."
My eyes gradually adapted to the declining light. He wandered restlessly about the room turning canvasses around. I tried to strike what I thought was the appropriate pose while my mind nervously raced through a list of possible questions to ask.
The air was filled with the aroma of melted cheese and turps. I noticed a plate of ageing bread and cheese near the sink when he was pouring the wine. René saw my attention stray to the spot where the plate of food mingled with jars of soaking paint brushes.
"When I'm really devoted to my painting I sometimes stay up here for days. All I need is some wine, bread and cheese."
Pointing to a particularly dark corner, he said.
"If I get too tired I lay down for a couple of hours on the divan."
He shrugged again as though remembering something private.
"Except in the worst part of winter of course."
Perhaps I mistook the shrug for a shiver. Towards the end of the first glass of wine I felt he was becoming suspicious of my interest in his paintings so I suggested that I return during the day to have a serious look when the light was better.
We retired to René's flat to finish the rest of the wine. I was surprised at his invitation to enter his private world but perhaps I had just viewed that.
The apartment consisted of a large room with a corner devoted to cooking activities and a handsome oak table under a window. Several casually dishevelled sofas lined the other walls. One appeared on second glance to make down into a bed. There was the usual wardrobe, chest of drawers and kitchen dresser that I had expected to find in a small European apartment but I was surprised to see how homey his space was considering he appeared to live alone. Books lay about the room in carefully arranged piles. They were in particular evidence around his easy chair. Not knowing the language, I had little idea what he read.
René busied himself with turning on several heavily shaded floor lamps, leaving me to settle myself on one of the sofas. Then he crossed the room to draw the curtains against the night and the noises of the street before settling into his chair. Despite the hominess of the furnishings and the piles of books, the apartment was spotlessly clean, smelling of strong soap.
We continued to drink in silence for awhile, each of us covertly sizing up the other, searching for the truth and deciding what our next move would be. To break the silence, I put down my glass and said it was time we talked.
René considered me over the rim of his glass, lit a Gaulois, inhaled, then slowly exhaled and waited for me to speak. The silence that had settled on the room felt even heavier than the smoke filled oppressive night air. Nothing moved. I was beginning to sweat profusely and tried not to. I heard myself swallow audibly. My adams apple rose and fell in my throat like an octave played note by note on the piano. God, how I hated those piano lessons. I drained the wine in my glass.
"How do you know Vigo and Angelicka Sonder and Marcel Dubrovsky?"
He seemed to consider both the question and me for an interminable length of time. Then I knew that he knew I wasn't looking for paintings at all.
"We were all part of an artist's colony before the war."
Silence. I took another stab at it.
"Were Vigo Sonder and Sophie Dubrovsky part of the colony too?"
I wished his eyes weren't looking through me as though my questions were as transparent as I felt. I was rattled and couldn't help the way in which I kept blurting out strands of words. Maybe he would just think all Americans were like that. I could only hope.
"Yes, why?"
Small, quiet, watchful words like the man himself.
"How did Sophie Dubrovsky die?"
He paled slightly and his left eye twitched perceptibly.
"She committed suicide."
He coughed and slowly lit another Gaulois.
"Why?"
"I don't know. Something to do with being Jewish, I expect. Hitler had really begun to close in by then."
"You say that you all lived and worked together in an artist's colony?"
"Yes."
“Where was that?”
“Zurich.”
"I would have thought that you would have been more aware of her state of mind just before her death."
"Not really, I don't remember. I don't know."
"Was she having an affair with Dr. Werner?"
He laughed with a hollow raucousness that grated on the trapped air.
"Good God, no. At least I don't think so. Anton was too German for that."
He exhaled slowly then lit another Gaulois, closing his eyes against the spiral of smoke. I took the opportunity to mop my face and temporarily relieve it from its sweaty covering.
"How do you know Anton Werner?"
René slowly opened his eyes.
"He was part of the colony."
"Did he paint or sculpt or something?"
"Not that I know of. He bought a few pieces when we were struggling. He just liked being around us. He was always organising things."
"Like what?"
"You know exhibitions, readings, plays. Things like that."
"Do you see Angelicka Sonder or Marcel Dubrovsky?"
"Haven't seen them in years."
"What about two years ago when Vigo Sonder died?"
He sipped his wine thoughtfully, letting his obvious irritation at my intrusive line of questioning slip away into the corners of the night to gather dust with the rest of the particles of life that already lay about the apartment.
Had he been testing my knowledge or had he just assumed I knew very little about the group and was hoping that he would tell me what I wanted to know? His face gave no clues to that. He was too much of a war survivor to directly confront me about my reasons for seeking him out and interrogating him like this.
"Yes, well I saw Angelicka but not Marcel. He had gone by the time I arrived. Angelicka knew I was coming later in the week."
"Have you seen Angelicka since?"
"No, we don't get on. Her sculpture is shit and she can't paint either. I only went for Vigo's sake."
Momentarily, his face became animated. I certainly hadn't expected to find that nerve.
"Is there more you want to tell me about that time?"
"Such as?"
"I just thought you might want to talk some more about those times that's all."
Just when I thought I was winning, I was losing. Didn't figure I'd get much out of him for a while. In fact, let him stew for a few days. I stood up to go.
"I must caution you not to leave this area of the city without first reporting to the local police."
The words sounded so pompous.
"Why?"
"You are a suspect in my investigation. By the way, how did Sophie kill herself?"
The twitch in his eyelid reappeared. A moustache of sweat beads had formed on his upper lip.
"I think she took an overdose of pills. No, she drove herself over a cliff. Broke her neck, I think."
Without thinking I said. "But the Sophie Dubrovsky in my files didn't have a driving licence."
His face went the shade of bleached bones and he quickly lit another cigarette.
Very slowly I raised myself out of my chair, collected my badge and replaced it in the inside pocket of my jacket. Earlier, I had quietly laid it on the table between us. I turned to go.
"I'll be seeing you, René. I have business in a couple of other places first."
Hitting the street I was aware that a thick drizzle had changed an oppressive autumn night into a miserable one. I turned up my collar and set out for my hotel. I wondered what information would eventually seep from the scabs I had so obviously picked.
I also wondered if he had enough old resistance contacts to have me followed or perhaps killed. Damn these foreigners. I couldn't understand a word most of them said or comprehend what they thought. I was glad that I had brought my gun.
René obviously hated Angelicka and didn’t mention Marcel but was visibly upset by Sophie’s death. My bet was that he would try to contact Marcel. I figured I couldn’t get there first but a trip to Amsterdam would prove whether or not he had alerted Marcel; whether Marcel had bolted. I couldn’t really be sure who was in contact with who these days. Sure was a puzzle all round. Make no mistake about that.
A nut-brown reflection of a man opened the street door and began his ascent of the stairs to the landing where I was leaning against the wall next to the door of Marcel Dubrovsky's apartment. On closer inspection I could see he was a medium sized man wearing brown woollen trousers and a brown jacket. He seemed huddled into himself even though it had been a beautiful autumn afternoon in Amsterdam. Only the brown colour of his skin suggested long summer days spent outdoors in the sun. Suddenly he was aware of my presence.
"Marcel Dubrovsky?" brought no visible sign of recognition.
"Hello, I'm Warren Marshall."
I flashed my badge in front of him, letting it linger long enough so he would be in no doubt as to who I was even if he wasn't sure why I was there.
"Can I come in?"
For an intensely prolonged moment he made no move at all. He just stood there on the landing sizing me up without letting the results of his assessment show anywhere on his face. It very nearly unnerved me.
“I’m investigating the death of a member of your pre-war artist’s colony in Zurich. I believe you and your wife were part of that group.”
In that moment I smelled the fear of a caged animal. I hadn't smelled that in years. Not since that hunting trip dad and I took the autumn I was in my last year at high school. Couldn't go deer hunting after that. They wouldn't understand at the office. I'm a real good target shooter though.
He fumbled in his pocket for his keys and then again with them while unlocking the door. We entered a small hallway with a bedroom at the end of it, a kitchen to the right and a living room to the left. Although there were many small touches that indicated a person of vision lived there it lacked the dramatic ideas I expected of an architect of his talent. He dropped his coat over a kitchen chair, walked to the kitchen dresser and got a bottle of whiskey and two glasses.
"Is this all right or would you rather have coffee?"
"Whiskey is fine."
I figured if I didn't join him he certainly wouldn't open up to me. We settled across from each other in the living room. I wondered where he got the whiskey. I suspected it was expensive and scarce in post war Amsterdam.
"How do you support yourself these days?"
"I write articles for international architecture journals and advise on some rebuilding of the city. My English is good enough now. I do some translations for a number of American clients. You wondered about the whiskey."
We both drank deeply, observing.
Although Marcel Dubrovsky's address hadn't been as difficult to find as I had expected, actually meeting him had proven more difficult. I tried unsuccessfully to catch up with him on a number of occasions during the preceding two days. Ever aware of Billings's shadow and the cost of each day I didn't come closer to the answer, I had reached the decision that afternoon that I would camp outside Marcel's front door for two more days. Then I would be sure René had alerted him. When I had checked on him his neighbours had not spoken English or wouldn’t admit to doing so. A call at Van Gaart & Sons had confirmed he was an employee but they were not more enlightening. They did not offer information on their employees to anyone not even American CIA agents. As is bound to happen when you make those sorts of decisions he turned up about an hour after I had begun my vigil.
"I thought you worked on building sites for Van Gaart and Sons?"
His mouth produced a smile etched in great pain. He drank deeply.
"Sometimes I have the urge to get some physical exercise."
He took the whiskey bottle and refilled both our glasses.
I eyed him carefully as I formed the next few questions in my mind. His eyes did not seek mine as René's had done. He gave off an air of sadness that was like deeply ingrained dirt. It hung around the room making the twilight seem more bruised than it was and the furniture more shabby.
"Can we talk about Sophie?"
"No."
Sharp, like a scalpel blade thrust across flesh. In the measured moments of silence that followed, he took out a tobacco pouch and a small pipe from his pocket. A beautiful rich red-gold briar sucked the last of the light to escape the early autumn twilight. For several moments the beauty of it distracted me.
"I've recently taken up pipe smoking. I'm really beginning to enjoy it. A very soothing past time. Have you ever tried it, Mr. Marshall?"
"About Sophie. How did she die?"
All expression left his face except for the deeply ingrained sadness. His eyes looked far away. He seemed lost in time. Several minutes passed. I was just about to break the silence again when he replied.
"She took an overdose. Pills. Probably got them from Anton."
"Anton? You mean Dr. Werner?"
"Yes."
"Go on."
"There's nothing more I want to say to you."
"Why did she die?"
He considered me for several minutes as though he were measuring the price to be paid for not being co-operative.
"Why?"
"I want to hear your version of the story."
"Why? What did the others say?"
He suddenly realised he might have said something he didn't mean to say.
I decided to let him off that hook in the hopes he would relax and tell me more later. But why did he assume I had spoken to anyone else?
"Back to Sophie. How did she die?"
His naturally soft voice sounded like a 78 rpm record that the record arm keeps sticking on.
"I don't know. Everything seemed fine. She was worried about her family getting safely out of Munich. Her father was a banker so they had money and connections. I heard they went to America shortly after her death. She was Jewish, you know. The family didn't approve of me because I wasn't and I had no money. Sophie and I talked about moving to England. She had a cousin there. Sophie wasn't very close to her family. They never approved of her theatre work. She was a fabulous choreographer and set designer. She had these visions. So wonderful. So much light. So beautiful.
Like the bursting of a badly infected wound the staccato sentences spurted into the room. Then nothing.
"So what took her over the edge?"
"I don't know."
"Was she having an affair with Werner?"
He laughed like some demented caged animal in a zoo.
"Hell no. Anton was too German to sleep with a Jewess. I don't think he did much of that anyway."
"What do you know about Dr. Werner?
"Not much. Just that he left for America not long after Sophie died."
His eyebrows rose in a questioning arch and immediately returned to a position of neutrality allowing his curiosity to show in the retraction of that movement.
"Just wondering. What happened to the rest of you?"
"I don't know. I was too lost and too angry. I blamed the Germans. Later I got involved with people who worked hard at defying them."
His laugh grated across my eardrum suddenly filling the gathering darkness. I saw then that he existed in his own private world. I suspected he came to the edge only when he needed to interact with the real world; only when he needed to appear sane to outsiders. I wondered how long he had walked this tightrope and more importantly which side of it he would eventually choose. Was he capable of having Dr. Werner killed given his motive and his current state of mind? For the moment I couldn’t decide.
Nothing prepared me for the suffering I glimpsed in people’s faces as I moved around Paris and Amsterdam. Perhaps in this he was little different from the inhabitants of the real world. I knew my judgement was clouded so I decided I needed more facts about the other players. I didn’t rule him out as a suspect though. Perhaps he was a man who would destroy his favourite possession rather than risk someone else taking it away from him.
He rose, crossed to the window to pull the faded velvet curtains, shutting out the night. With the turning on of a table lamp the room took on the half-lit quality of firelight. I felt the ghosts. He noticed me shiver.
"Cold?"
"No. So what happened to the others?"
"Werner went to America. Vigo and Angelicka stayed on, helping refugees to flee. René went to work for the underground and San Rios went back to Spain to see what had happened since the civil war was over."
"San Rios?”
I saw him note that I hadn't been aware of San Rios. In his eyes I also saw he had decided to give me that one.
"He used to play guitar at our exhibitions and readings. The image of an angst-ridden musician playing softly in the background at openings was all the rage in the late 30's. Alfredo San Rios had the perfect Spanish good looks for that role. He painted a bit and wrote poetry. I remember I liked his music and his poetry."
There was a measured thoughtfulness in the way Marcel continued to draw on his pipe. Somehow I felt he hadn't liked San Rios, the man, though.
"Where are they all now?"
"I don't know."
Even though he appeared to be lost in his musings, I sensed he was a survivor.
"Marcel, I know that you know."
"How?"
"I've spoken to René."
"What did he say?"
I smiled but I was far from feeling that I was winning. Still I knew I had rattled him in some way. I drained the last of my whiskey and rose to go.
"By the way Marcel, I must ask you not to leave the city without advising the local police of your movements."
Why?"
"I haven't finished with my enquiries. I expect I will need to call on you again. By the way are you sure you haven't seen or heard from Dr. Werner in the last few weeks?"
"No, should I have?"
I hoped this final question would catch him off guard but it didn't reach its mark. As I hit the street I remembered that I had forgotten to ask about Sophie's driving. There had been no driving licence amongst her papers. Maybe it had been lost but then René seemed to know that she didn't have a licence.
By the time I hit the bottom of the stairs in Marcel’s apartment building I also realised he hadn’t asked me anything about Dr. Werner’s death and why I was investigating it. Odd. Perhaps he knew already.
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