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CHAPTER ONE
“Boom! Boom! Boom!” The young man carrying the suitcase began to laugh. “Boom! Boom! Boom!” he repeated in a loud voice and scurried ahead of his companion, a tall, middle-aged man, who was walking at a deliberate, unhurried pace toward Grand Central Station.
“Shut up and slow down!” the older man snarled as he stepped from the curb. “How often must I tell you, Dieter?” he added under his breath. “You are only drawing attention to yourself with this foolishness, and there is no need to hurry. We have no train to catch and nothing will happen until one o’clock.”
It was late Saturday morning, March 16, 1940, and snow had been falling in the city for almost an hour when the two men started across Vanderbilt Avenue to enter the terminal. They were both wearing heavy topcoats with pale green carnations in their lapels, and the man addressed as “Dieter,” the smaller of the two, was carrying a cumbersome piece of luggage, a large, tan suitcase, with a leather strap around it. Grumbling to himself in German, he had waited reluctantly for his slow-moving partner to pass in front of him before he followed him across the street.
Once inside, the two men stopped at the top of the stairs overlooking the station’s cavernous main concourse. The taller man, a big, heavyset fellow with a ruddy complexion, wavy reddish-gray hair, and watery eyes, paused to catch his breath. Then he brushed the snow from his shoulders and hat before delicately pulling back the glove on his left hand to glance at his wristwatch. “Yes, Dieter,” he said, ”We have plenty of time.”
At these words, Dieter put down the suitcase with great care. Short and muscular, with fair, close-cropped hair, and a raw, red gash in his right earlobe that split it in half, he said nothing in response but began to methodically unwrap a stick of chewing gum that he had taken from his pocket.
The taller, heavyset man glanced over at Dieter for a moment before he turned to study the people milling about below. There was little activity except for a few individuals at the information desk in the center of the concourse. After a long pause he nodded. Without a word, he started down the stairs, and Dieter quickly descended a few steps behind him with the heavy bag. At the bottom of the stairs, they stopped again. Dieter did not release his grip on the suitcase, but stood waiting to one side, while his companion purchased a newspaper and checked his watch once more.
"Dieter, come," the tall man said finally, after carefully pulling his glove down over his watch. With his newspaper tucked under his arm, he led Dieter across the terminal concourse toward the entrance to Track 32. There, opposite the main level check room, they came to a halt, and from behind his newspaper the tall man stood furtively watching the activity at the check room with great interest. There were several pieces of luggage resting on one end of the counter, but there was no one in sight except for a young, uniformed attendant, who sat reading a comic book.
Dieter stood waiting just behind the tall man and after a few minutes he put down the suitcase once more. Then, when his companion lit a cigarette and began puffing away, Dieter pulled out a folded handkerchief, which he held to his face, coughing into it several times. Waving away the cigarette smoke, he took several steps back from the tall man.
“Tobacco smoke is no good for one’s health,” he said angrily. “I have told you before. You are short of breath because you smoke too much. You are putting poison into your body and mine as well.”
The tall man laughed. “That suitcase is bad for one’s health, too,” he said, quite amused with his own joke, and turned again to watch the check room from behind his newspaper.
With the announced arrival of several trains, there was a sudden flurry of activity on the terminal concourse, and the tall man looked up from his paper at the people hurrying through the station. His ruddy face seemed to be set in a permanent scowl as he stared at the passing stream of travelers and shoppers. Finally, after a few more minutes of cautious observation, he spotted a porter approaching the checkroom counter with a large load of luggage on a rolling cart. When the porter began to place the bags on the counter, the tall man quickly folded his paper and tucked it under his arm.
“Dieter, now,” he said under his breath as the porter began to place the bags on the counter. “Put the bag up there with the others.”
Placing it on the counter with the other luggage, Dieter responded with a grunt and lunged forward with the heavy suitcase. Then he slipped away and headed for the nearest exit. At the same time, the checkroom attendant finally put down his comic book and slowly rose to his feet. With a sullen look on his face, he reached for a handful of duplicate baggage tags.
‘’These all yours?” he asked the porter, methodically tying a tag on each bag’s handle and spreading out the numbered duplicates on the counter in front of him.
“Not that one,” the porter said, pointing to the tan bag. “Man left it and disappeared.”
The attendant shrugged. “Well, it will be here when the dumb bastard comes back,” he said, and without another word he began dragging the bags from the counter one at a time. He dropped each of them on a low shelf in the room behind him and then returned to his comic book.
A few feet away, across from the checkroom, the tall man was still standing, watching all this attentively. When the tan bag was removed from the counter and placed on the shelf, he smiled. Then he turned away and began to march calmly across the concourse.
Outside the terminal, Dieter was walking at a slow, deliberate pace, just as he had been instructed. After pausing to stuff another piece of chewing gum in his mouth, he headed toward the Lexington Avenue Subway. He was making his way eastward now in the wet, slushy snow, angrily pushing his way through the large throngs of holiday revelers moving in the opposite direction toward Fifth Avenue for the St. Patrick's Day parade. When he noticed the green carnations many of them were wearing, he plucked the identical green flower from his own lapel and threw it down on the sidewalk. Then he disappeared from view as he descended the stairs to the subway.
Over on Fifth Avenue, the parade route was lined with spectators. The tall man marched uptown through the large crowd, past vendors hawking clay pipes and bits of shamrock, and people huddled in store entrances, out of the snow. He worked his way up the avenue and crossed the street, striding at a leisurely pace toward a bookshop opposite Rockefeller Center. Above the door was a sign that read, “B. Westermann.” Several hand-colored Currier and Ives lithographs of farmyard scenes were displayed in the shop's front window, along with an array of current best sellers. Discreetly displayed to one side were several copies of a book entitled The Truth About England.
The tall man brushed the snow from his coat and entered. As the door closed behind him, a bell rattled, announcing his presence in the empty shop. He walked past neatly ordered shelves to the rear, where a glass partition enclosed a small office. Inside, a woman sat behind a desk, talking on the telephone. The tall man nodded to her, removed his topcoat and hung it on a coat hook. He then adjusted his vest, smoothed back his hair, and went out into the shop to greet a customer.
Outside, a light dusting of snow continued and the line of parade spectators on Fifth Avenue still was growing. Full of holiday gaiety and good cheer, they stood waiting patiently until almost one o'clock when the slow-moving holiday procession finally reached St. Patrick's Cathedral. Then, they began to cheer loudly when the Army’s Sixty-Ninth Infantry, the “Fighting Irish,” marched past at the head of the parade, led by a police escort and accompanied by a military band playing the familiar strains of “The Harp that Once Through Tara's Halls.”
At the same time, back in the main level checkroom at Grand Central Station, there was a loud, fizzing sound and a flash of light that caused the attendant on duty to drop his comic book and jump up with a start. He looked behind him and saw bright jets of flame shooting up from the tan suitcase with the leather strap and several other bags next to it on the same shelf. He rushed to pull a fire extinguisher off the wall and then he began to hose down the burning luggage, but the flames continued to leap up, out of control, and soon voluminous black smoke was filling the air, flowing out of the check room into the terminal’s main concourse.
“Fire!” the attendant shouted in a shrill voice. “Fire!” he cried out again and again as he emptied his fire canister and was forced back by a wave of dark gray smoke and the heat of the flames.
A passing redcap blew a silver whistle that hung on a cord around his neck, and two other redcaps came running over with fire extinguishers, which they also turned on the blaze. Still the fire kept growing, and while a few people near the checkroom rushed over to see what was happening, others in the station began to scurry for the exits as alarms sounded, sirens could be heard in the distance, and dark smoke continued to billow up, spreading throughout the building.
Already, police and firemen were rushing to the scene, and within minutes the city’s firefighters begun dragging long hoses across the main floor of the terminal to pump water on the blaze. More firemen raced into Grand Central from all sides, while police roped off the area, and soon the fire had been extinguished.
“More smoke than fire,” a weary but relieved fire captain said to the stationmaster who stood inside the cordoned off area conferring with several other officials while police and firemen began to poke at the charred debris of the fire.
Nearby, the redcaps who had attempted to put out the blaze watched with interest. They stood behind the police line in the midst of a growing throng of curious onlookers and suddenly, as several more officers and firemen were called over to examine the remains from the blaze, they found themselves being pushed back by the police much further from the scene.
Now, with the fire out, uniformed police were swarming through the terminal, and solemn, plain clothed detectives from the Bomb and Forgery Squad at the East 51st Street Police Station arrived to take charge of the investigation. Stomping through pools of water, they began a more thorough inspection of the burnt-out checkroom and carefully removed ten soggy sticks of dynamite, two watches, four dry-cell batteries, and some wire from the smoldering remnants of the luggage.
When they had finished, one of them shook his head. “Look at all that dynamite,” he said. “We were sure lucky that the wiring was bad, really lucky.”
This information was not shared with the young check room attendant, who was questioned first by the police, then by two serious young men in dark suits from the FBI, and finally by several reporters. He told all of them that he could not describe the man who left the tan suitcase, but that he thought he had seen some strange wires and a battery when the firemen had first poked at the remains of the fire. He was pleased to see his name spelled correctly in the Sunday papers the next day, but he was disappointed that the only photographs printed were those of the bomb squad detectives and the station master.
In Washington, D.C., the press accounts of the previous day's events at Grand Central Station were noted with more than passing interest by a cranky, gray-haired man propped up in bed with a thermometer stuck in his mouth. While a physician in a blue naval officer’s uniform stood by his bedside, he quickly scanned the front page story in the Sunday New York Times and continued through the paper. The man in bed was wearing an old blue sweater over his pajama top. His bedroom was sparsely furnished, like sleeping quarters in a school dormitory, but the room's southern exposure gave him a grand, panoramic view across the Potomac River toward Virginia. Beside him on the bed sat the remains of his breakfast on a tray. Newspapers from New York City, Washington, Chicago, and Baltimore were scattered all around him. Next to the bed sat a small, black wheelchair with no armrests.
The naval officer attending the man in bed glanced at his wristwatch, took the thermometer from his patient's mouth, and studied it. At the same time, a black-coated usher entered the room with a wire basket containing a stack of dispatches and an FBI report on the incident at Grand Central Station.
“Good morning, Mr. President. Good morning,” said the messenger, as he deposited the basket on the bed. “Miss LeHand says there is a call coming in from Ambassador Bullit.”
“Good morning,” Franklin Delano Roosevelt responded from the bed in a tired voice. “Please tell Missy that I will take that call right here. And ask General Watson and Mr. Early to get up here, too.” The President’s gray complexion seemed to color as he turned to the naval officer and smiled. “Well, Ross,” he said with more cheer, “how are we doing? This damn grippy cold of mine seems to be lingering on, and I keep thinking that, if I leave Washington and start writing for a magazine like Collier's, I could afford some decent medical care for a change. I could get my sinuses fixed, too, maybe even actually breathe again.”
Roosevelt’s uniformed companion laughed and then turned to reach into his open medical bag. “Mr. President,” he said, “your temperature is down and you're doing much better. I don’t think the dinner last night at the Willard was too much for you, after all.”
“Of course not,” Roosevelt declared.
“Still, with that cold of yours, you should continue to take it easy,” the physician went on, reaching for his stethoscope as he spoke. “I hope you have nothing scheduled today besides your anniversary celebration with Mrs. Roosevelt. Now please pull up your bedclothes, sir, and breathe deeply for me.”
Neither man spoke while the doctor listened to the President’s deep breathing. “Your lungs sound better,” the naval physician finally announced as he folded up his stethoscope.
“I must be better,” the President exclaimed, “because I can already smell Pa's aftershave.” Raising his voice, he turned to greet the two men who had just entered the room. “I've never known an army officer to smell so pretty in the morning,” he said, and then he paused. “Steve, Pa, join the party. Ross here thinks I'm going to live, but he tells me that I still have to take it easy if I am going to shake this heavy cold.”
“Pa” Watson, a florid, jovial man, who was the White House appointments secretary, laughed and pointed to the remains of some smoked salmon on the President’s tray. “What's for breakfast, Boss?” he asked.
“Oh, Rosenman brought me more fish from that cheese store on 42nd Street,” Roosevelt answered. “What's up?”
“Hull wants to see you this morning,” Watson responded, “and Mrs. Roosevelt will be back before noon from her Midwest tour.”
“And the boys downstairs want a statement about your 35th wedding anniversary,” interjected Steve Early, the President's press secretary.
The President nodded as he reached for a newspaper on the bed in front of him. “Look at this,” he said, shaking his head and pointing with amusement to the Washington Post. “Farley spoke to the Friendly Sons of St. Patrick yesterday at the Mayflower about the need for tolerance in the selection of a president. Tolerance. He still thinks he's a statesman, but he wants to run this country like a ward politician.”
The telephone next to the President's bed began to ring. “Pa,” he said, “tell Hull that I can see him in one hour up here in my study after I take this call from Bullitt.”
With that, everyone left, and Roosevelt turned to pick up the telephone. As he held the receiver to his ear, he quickly flipped through a stack of documents beside him on the bed, stopping to scan the first page of the FBI report on the Grand Central Station fire.
That same Sunday morning, the sun was shining brightly in Tampa, Florida, and the warm sunlight seeped through the drawn, wooden venetian blinds into a dark room at the Floridan Hotel, where five men sat with sleeves rolled up and ties undone, at a table cluttered with playing cards, beer bottles, glasses, and overfilled ashtrays.
“All right, dear friends,” said a solidly-built and distinguished looking man in his early fifties, “since Dame Fortune has blessed me once again with so much of your hard-earned income, the least I can do is offer you one last hand to redeem yourselves. Yes, we certainly have time for one last hand. We are only a few blocks from Plant Field and we have plenty of time to revitalize ourselves before play begins this afternoon in Hoover’s grand, all-star benefit game.”
The speaker’s voice had a deep resonance and faint traces of an English accent, what he, himself, liked to call “the received pronunciation of the English public school, worn down by years of abuse in the wilds of America.” His dark eyes flashed with amusement as he looked around the table. Then he coughed, ran his fingers through his thick brown hair, fringed with gray, and shuffled the deck in preparation for dealing the next hand. In front of him were several large piles of chips. An electric fan hummed faintly in the background, and for a moment no one responded.
They were all journalists, seasoned sportswriters from the wire services as well as several newspapers and periodicals, assembled in Tampa for the pre-season all-star baseball game that would begin later that day. Relaxed and comfortable with each other, they were old friends, too, men who had known each other for years, who had traveled together, and who enjoyed each other’s company both in the press box and at the poker table. But now, they were weary after playing all night, and when the dealer’s offer was declined, he did not appear surprised.
“Had enough, eh, gentlemen,” he said with a nod. Then, as the others began to count their chips and push back their chairs from the table, he stroked his neatly trimmed moustache and searched his pockets for a box of matches. When he found them, he lit a cigar and, after a few puffs, he poured himself a large glass of whiskey from a dark brown bottle labeled, “Old Overholt,” that sat on the table next to him. “At least join me for a shot of courage,” he urged his colleagues, ”before we go off to aid the hapless Finns.”
“Why not?” said the heavyset man to his left, yawning as he spoke. “If we can’t take your money, at least we can take some more of that damn rye whiskey you love so much.”
“Sure, I’ll take a shot,” said another.
“Me, too, Percy,” yelled a third man from across the room.
“Percy” was what everyone called the dealer, and he smiled now as he slid the whiskey bottle across the table.
“Not for me, Percy,” another of his colleagues said, scratching his beard as he stood up. “Hell, I’ve still got a side bar to write before the game. And let me tell ya, I’ve had enough of that whiskey for one night. I know there are people who say that it was Old Overholt that finally persuaded you to stay over here on this side of the Atlantic, but one taste of that stuff was enough to convince me that couldn’t be true.”
“Suit yourself,” Percy replied with a friendly grin. “But the restorative powers of this soothing elixir cannot be denied. It may not have led me from my native land but it has sustained me in my many years of exile.”
“And it sustains that flowery English tongue of yours, too,” the man sitting to Percy’s left added, and they all began to laugh. “Yeah,” he went on, as he reached for the whiskey bottle. “It sustains that flowery English tongue and ornate prose that makes Alfred Charles Percival Brown the lovable but long-winded pain in the ass we all know.”
“Alas, this blessed English tongue of mine is as much a burden as a gift,” Percy responded, shaking his head with mock solemnity, and there was more laughter before the room became quiet again. When the others had poured their drinks, Percy raised his glass. “My dear friends,” he began, “it is Palm Sunday and St. Patrick's Day. Permit me to wax sentimental, as I drink to you all and to Seabiscuit that grand horse who has sustained me in my early dotage. You have all been as good to me as the beloved Biscuit. I thank you for your moral and financial support, today and over the past few years, as well.”
With that declaration, Percy downed his drink in a single gulp before slamming his glass down on the table. Whistling a cheerful tune, he began stacking his chips in front of him. “Any wagers on today's game, gentlemen?” he asked. “As the friend of the underdog, I gladly will take the senior circuit against Joe McCarthy's American League all-stars.”
There was no response to this offer. After finishing their drinks, the other players finished counting their chips and settled up before slowly making their way to the door. Then Percy yawned and rose from the table. All alone now, he walked to the window, where he poked his finger through the blinds and squinted into the bright sunlight. It was a beautiful day for a baseball game, but he wanted a bath first and some sleep.
Suddenly he was very tired. Shuffling back to the table, he slumped down in his chair. Slowly raising his arms behind his head and arching his back, he turned and smiled wistfully. Then he pulled a gold pocket watch on a long chain out of his pocket. He held it at arm's length and studied its face with his head tilted back. It was already eight o’clock in the morning.
“Percy, you look beat.”
Lost in thought, Percy did not respond at first, and then turned slowly toward a woman who stood in the open doorway leading out to the hotel corridor.
”Percy....“
“My dear!” he exclaimed at last. It was as if he had seen a ghost. “What are you doing here?”
Percy was speaking to a tall, statuesque blonde, with fine, pale skin and bright blue eyes. She was wearing a simple sundress, white gloves and a straw hat. But while the gloves and hat almost gave her a demure air, her tight-fitting dress was anything but modest. It revealed a great deal of her ample form that Percy could not help but admire, and as she began to walk toward him the stale air in the room suddenly was replaced with the fresh, sweet scent of gardenias.
“Hey, handsome! Aren’t you glad to see me?” Her husky voice was hesitant but friendly. She was smiling at him now, beaming broadly.
“Elsa!” he said rising to his feet. “My goodness! Yes! Please come in, my dear. Please come in.” There had been worried frown on Percy’s face before he stood up but he could not resist her smile even when he thought of the risk she was taking.
“Sorry to barge in like this,” she added. “But I had a, ah, free moment. I hope it's not a bad time.”
“No, my dear,” he insisted, as he quickly crossed the room and closed the door behind her. “Not at all. It’s just that you know we shouldn’t be seen together and....”
“Don’t worry. Lover Boy is downstairs having a breakfast meeting with some of his cronies. I skipped out after I told him that I had to powder my nose.” Elsa laughed. “And the thing is, I persuaded him to accept tickets to today’s ball game. Yeah, don’t you love it! Karl and I are goin’ to the all-star game as the guests of some big-spending southern oilman with a refinery in Hamburg. Davis is his name, I think, and thanks to this fine friend of the Reich, we’ve got box seats behind home plate.”
CHAPTER TWO
“Come on, Joe. Put your arms around ’em.”
As the crowd at Tampa’s Plant Field began to grow, the three DiMaggio brothers, Joe, Vince, and Dominic, were posing for a group shot behind home plate, and the photographers huddled around them were insistent. Only Joe, however, was in uniform. His two brothers were wearing stylish, tan suits, with belts in the back. They laughed and joked with each other, while their brother in Yankee pinstripes patiently stood between them, with a somber, dignified look on his face, and an occasional, self-conscious smile.
Just behind the DiMaggio brothers, in the front row of the grandstand, an excited group of small boys begged for autographs as they sat, gawking and fidgeting under the watchful eyes of a rotund man from a local orphanage. A placard placed behind their seats read, “Guests of James A. Farley,” and although the game would not begin for over an hour, the seats around them were filling up quickly.
From his vantage point in the press box, high up in the grandstand, Percy also was watching the DiMaggio brothers and the seats behind them, as well. But Elsa had yet to appear, and he soon found himself looking out toward the center field backstop where the Stars and Stripes flew above the blue and white flag of Finland, against a clear, azure sky. It was a glorious day for a ball game, he told himself, particularly a spectacle like today’s contest involving the best players from both major leagues. Well rested now after his all-night poker game, he was full of anticipation, eager for the game to begin, and gazing down at the crowd filling the additional seats that had been constructed along the foul lines, he was reminded that more than thirteen thousand people were expected, the largest crowd ever to see a baseball game in Florida.
But pleased as he was to be at the ballpark, Percy’s excitement was tempered by his concern about Elsa. Returning his attention to the area behind home plate, he noted that there was still no sign of her. Was it possible that his meeting with Elsa that morning had been discovered? He knew that the man she was staying with was said to be violent and hot-tempered. Elsa always scoffed when he mentioned this, but it made Percy even more anxious about her failure to appear until he reminded himself that batting practice had not yet ended and the game would not begin for some time.
Of course, there really was no cause for alarm. Elsa had plenty of time to show up, Percy reassured himself, looking down on the swarm of reporters surrounding the ball players at the batting cage, and he decided to go down and join them. Moving quickly, he made his way down from the press box and as he crossed the field, he stood out from many of his fellow journalists, for he was wearing a well-tailored and freshly pressed white linen suit with a vest. Always well attired and at ease, Percy maintained an air of refined assurance and self-confidence wherever he went, and as usual, he appeared to be dressed more for the race track than the ball park. An antiquated pair of binoculars hung from his neck, and he was gripping the silver handle of a fine walking stick, a polished piece of what he called “English hazel wood.”
“Hey, Percy!” a few reporters shouted at him, as he passed, greeting him like an old friend, for he was a familiar sight at major sporting events like this, and he responded cordially with a quick wave of his cane.
“Great to see you here, Percy,” another reporter said, running over to shake his hand. “Thanks for the tip last week about the Yankees and Joe Kennedy. ‘A pernicious rumor,’ you called it, and you were right. Kennedy never made an offer for the team. Now if you could just pick a derby winner for me, I could retire down here instead of hauling my ass back to Cincinnati.” They both laughed, and Percy continued making his way across the diamond.
Nodding now to several more of his colleagues, he approached the batting cage, where he saw a large group of Yankees -- Keller, Dickey, Crosetti, Gordon, Rolfe, and DiMaggio, all standing together, relaxed and easy, as they waited to take their turn at bat. Gehrig was gone this year, but the 1940 Yankees still looked intimidating; that was certain, Percy reluctantly admitted to himself. Glancing occasionally at the seats near the boys from the orphanage, he drew closer and spotted Ted Williams, the lanky, young Red Sox outfielder, leaning against the cage in the company of several reporters. With his muscular teammate, Jimmy Foxx, at his side, Williams was intently studying DiMaggio’s swing as the Yankee outfielder took his turn at bat. Percy stopped to watch DiMaggio, too, but then he turned to join a large group of journalists nearby, clustered around the National League All-Stars’ manager, “Deacon” Bill McKechnie.
“The Cardinals can have it in March,” McKechnie was saying, perched on a railing in front of the National League dugout. “They’ve got some great players. But the Reds can take it again in September.” The soft-spoken leader of the Cincinnati team paused. He was cleaning his steel-rimmed glasses as he spoke. “Of course, we've got Walters and Derringer, who won fifty-two games for us last year, and we’ve still got a fine catcher in Ernie Lombardi. Like I say, the team is in good shape, real good shape.”
Percy was amused, thinking that he never had heard his old friend, McKechnie, talk so much. But he was paying more attention to the crowd in the stands than he was the activity on the field and when he finally spotted Elsa taking her seat behind home plate, he decided it was time to return to the press box.
Soon batting practice ended, and a short, wiry man, wearing a battered top hat and baggy baseball flannels, appeared at home plate. He was introduced as “Al Schacht, the Clown Prince of Baseball,” and he was greeted with loud applause that turned to laughter when he began a comic barroom pantomime. Many in the stands roared at the comedian's broad gestures, but this pre-game entertainment was studied in bemused silence by a pale, brown-haired man wearing dark glasses, who sat up erectly in a field box with Elsa, the beautiful woman who had visited Percy’s hotel room, at his side.
His name was Karl Friedrich Mueller, and he was a tall, well-groomed man in his late-thirties, whose distinguished good looks were marred only by the fleshiness of his lips and a small scar above his right eye. Although he was wearing a double-breasted tan suit and a Panama hat, he had the self-confident bearing of a military man. Without turning his head, he spoke occasionally in a low tone to Elsa, who touched his shoulder repeatedly as she tried to explain the scene on the field.
When the comedian ended his act, Mueller nodded to his female companion and joined the spectators around him in vigorous applause. He laughed and politely applauded again as the University of Tampa marching band appeared on the field in bright scarlet uniforms. Removing his hat, he sat back to smoke a cigarette and enjoy the warm sun on his face as the band began to play. But suddenly he sat up again and grimaced with annoyance at the harsh blare of the music.
“Karl, what is it?” Elsa asked with great concern.
“This loud, silly music is most irritating,” he said. “It reminds me of some kind of horrible Bavarian traveling circus. Make it stop.”
Elsa smiled. “Well, it isn’t Wagner,” she replied, leaning against him to speak in his ear. “That’s for sure. But it will be over soon, I promise you, and you must try to relax, Karl. Remember how cold and damp it was in New York? And what about all those burst pipes that you told me about back in Berlin, the rivers and canals frozen solid, the coal barges stuck in the thick ice? Look where we are now. Sit back and relax in the warm sun.”
Mueller nodded. “Yes,” he said. “The sun does feel good, too good for me to be upset by this ridiculous noise, particularly when I reminded of the coldest, most miserable winter the Fatherland has seen in many years.” He laughed. “I am reminded, too, that when I left Berlin for New York four weeks ago, I never imagined I would be coming down to someplace like this with someone like you.”
“You mean to Florida or to a baseball game?” Elsa asked.
“Yes, to a baseball game, too,” Mueller answered with a smile, “and what you call a benefit game for Finnish relief, no less.” Turning toward Elsa, he lowered his voice before he went on. “Our presence here is quite amusing, is it not? In Berlin the war has been almost forgotten except for the Russo-Finnish front, and now you and I celebrate the fact that our Soviet allies finally have managed to accomplish their goals. Yes, let these people around us pity the poor Finns while we celebrate their defeat and look forward to the day, sometime soon, you can be sure, when the Reich will move again to fulfill its own destiny in Scandinavia.”
Mueller sighed contentedly and started to sit back again but stopped suddenly when he realized that someone was standing next to him in the aisle, blocking the sun.
“Herr Mueller, good day.” The speaker, a slim, well-dressed young man, bent awkwardly from the waist to shake his hand. “Sir, my name is Wilfred Oaks,” he said with a slow, deliberate southern drawl. “I'm from the office of Mr. Davis, sir, and I am sorry that I could not be here sooner.” He waited for a response but when Mueller said nothing he continued. “As you know, sir, Mr. Davis could not be here today, himself, but he is very pleased that you have accepted his invitation.”
“An opportunity to observe your national pastime, yes?” Mueller's teeth glistened as he smiled. “Herr Oaks, I thank your Mr. Davis for his hospitality, and I look forward to meeting him. But if you would be so kind, I am curious about Doktor Hertslet. Is there any word yet as to when he will arrive in Tampa?” As he spoke, Mueller noted with amusement that the young man was staring at Elsa. “Ah, Herr Oaks,” the German added, “you must forgive me. This is Fraulein Hofmann. As you can see, she is a woman of many charms. She has a remarkable enthusiasm for baseball, as well.”
“Hi there, Wilfred Oaks,” Elsa said with a friendly smile. “You can call me, ‘Elsa.’”
“But now that we have all been acquainted, you can answer my question, yes?” Mueller continued. “Dr. Hertslet, have you heard when will he arrive in Tampa?”
“Dr. Hertslet? Oh, yes, sir. I’m sorry, sir,” Oaks stammered. “That’s the other reason I needed to talk to you. You see, we have just learned that he is scheduled to arrive in an hour or so and that he wants to see you right away to discuss important matters. I am on my way to the harbor to pick him up now. Do you want me to bring him back here?”
“Here? Why, yes, of course,” Mueller answered with a bitter laugh. “Dr. Hertslet is a great fan of baseball.”
Oaks nodded, uncertain what to make of this remark. “O.K., sir,” he said. “If you will excuse me, then, I’ll be going.” With renewed urgency, he tipped his hat, turned, and rushed up the stairs of the grandstand.
Once the earnest young man was out of sight, Elsa turned toward Mueller.
“Important matters,” she said in muted German. “Karl, forgive my curiosity, but who is this Doktor Hertslet you are meeting here, at the ballpark?”
“Hertslet?” Mueller replied with disdain. “Oh, it doesn’t concern you. He is merely an economic advisor for Reichsmarshall Goering, another ambitious and annoying young man in a hurry. He was scheduled to arrive here a few days ago, but luckily for us, his departure from Mexico City was delayed.”
Sensing how agitated he had become, Elsa immediately changed the subject. She noted that the band had departed and tried to explain the ceremony in front of them at home plate, where the managers of the two all-star teams were being introduced and presented with bouquets of carnations. Then the players were introduced, and Elsa pointed out several of her favorites, including Joe DiMaggio. As she spoke, Mueller studied the playing field in silence and shook his head.
“You know,” he said finally, after he had calmed down, “this is not the first American baseball game that I have attended.”
“You’re joking.”
“No, Elsa. It is true. It was many years ago, when I was sent to this country to attend a Jesuit school in Detroit. I lived there with my American uncle and I was forced to share a room with my fat, little cousin, Rudy, who talked constantly of his favorite team. ‘The Detroit Tigers,’ they were called. Yes, ‘the Tigers.’ Rudy talked of them all the time when he was not stuffing food in his mouth, and once my uncle took us both to watch one of their games.”
“What team did they play?” Elsa was interested now.
“This I remember. They played the Yankees. Yes, the Yankees of New York. ”
“And who won the game? Do you remember that?”
“Elsa, this was back in 1922. All I recall is that it was very dull, that my cousin ate many sausages, and that he was very excited by the presence of the famous Babe Ruth, who hit what you call a ‘home run.’”
Elsa laughed as Mueller settled back again in his seat and reached for another cigarette. Annoyed as he was by Hertslet’s impending arrival, he wanted to relax for at least a little while longer, and as the pre-game ceremonies continued he soon began to feel quite drowsy in the warm sunlight. He even closed his eyes for a few moments but sat up again and tried to listen attentively when the former American president, Herbert Hoover, was introduced as the chairman of the Finnish Relief Fund. Somber and serious, Hoover started speaking in a grave voice about the end of hostilities in Finland earlier in the week and the continued need of aid for the homeless. As he droned on, the German’s mind began to wander.
“Babe Ruth,” Mueller muttered to himself under his breath and he closed his eyes once more.
Up in the press box, Percy was struggling to follow Hoover's words, too. It was such a long way, he thought, from sunny Florida to Finland, a cold and snowy land that was like another world, a distant planet. He recalled all those photographs in Life magazine of Finnish ski troops dressed in white, valiantly threading their way behind the Soviet lines, and he wondered what had happened. Suddenly, however, he was distracted by the familiar figure of Judge Landis, lean and gaunt, standing for the photographers with a baseball in his hand. Percy was amused by the sight of the elderly baseball commissioner wearing a topcoat with the collar pulled up to his ears on such a warm day in Florida. He watched as Landis stiffly tossed out the ball and then the National League All-Stars took the field.
A loud partisan cheer went up from the stands, for Plant Field was the spring training home of the Cincinnati Reds, and one of the aces of their pitching staff, Paul Derringer, was striding out to the mound to pitch for the National League. As the noise subsided, Derringer stared in at the first batter, Joe Gordon of the Yankees, and Percy looked on from the back of the press box. He was ready for the action to begin, but he was still concerned about Elsa. Turning to gaze down at her, he was troubled as ever by the risks she was taking and particularly by her impulsive decision to visit his hotel room that morning, a decision that violated every rule that had been drummed into him by British Intelligence.
How much simpler his life had been before he had begun working with this beautiful but willful woman, Percy reflected as he sat watching Elsa. Everything had been so straightforward at the beginning of the year when he first had begun working as an undercover agent of the British Secret Intelligence Service, the SIS. Monitoring the activity of German visitors on the East Coast, his job had been relatively uncomplicated. But that was before he had been assigned five weeks ago to work with Elsa, a German-American double agent who had established a liaison with a Nazi spy in the German Trade Delegation, a former Luftwaffe test pilot named Karl Mueller. Percy had become her regular contact and intermediary with SIS headquarters, and a few days ago, after Mueller had invited her to Tampa with him, Percy had been given orders to follow them down from New York City, to stay out of sight, and to report any information Elsa could provide him about her companion’s activities.
And, of course, if he knew of their meeting this morning in his hotel room, Nigel would be furious, Percy thought, reminded of Nigel Dunderdale, the SIS operative who had recruited him in early January and who had made him Elsa’s contact. Percy reported regularly to Nigel, who regarded Elsa as one of the most important SIS operatives in the United States, an agent whose ties to British Intelligence were to be protected at all costs. Nigel had made this clear at the start with a long-winded lecture and a stern warning that came to mind again now for Percy, as he reflected on Elsa’s conduct.
“I don’t want any foul-ups here,” Nigel had told him.” You must be very careful to avoid any risk of exposing Elsa, because this fellow she’s sleeping with is our primary connection to one of the largest Nazi spy rings in this country. His name is Karl Mueller, and he’s a prize catch for us, a former test pilot, injured in a crash and afterwards transferred to the research department of the Reich Air Ministry, which is in actuality Reichsmarshall Goering's own personal intelligence service. Yes, and he’s quite a piece of work, our Karl is. You see, he has a reputation as an undisciplined and arrogant pilot, something of a ladies man, too, who has had a number of scrapes with the German authorities, both civil and military. But apparently he is a favorite of Goering, himself, and his English is quite good. In fact, he was Charles Lindbergh’s personal guide and interpreter when the bloody American hero toured a number of German air bases not too long ago, and now, thanks to Goering, he has been sent over here as a technical adviser to the German trade delegation in New York City.”
Puffing away on his ever-present pipe, Nigel had paused to relight it before continuing. “Technical adviser, I am sure you can grasp what that really means, Percy. Our boy makes a pretense of promoting trade with Nazi Germany after the war, all the while working to obtain for Goering and the Luftwaffe, by open and clandestine means, as much information as he can from American manufacturers of aircraft equipment. To accomplish his ends, Mueller works with a well-established network of Nazi spies in this country. He has used Elsa as a courier for this network, and from what she tells us, her lover is up to other mischief as well. And not just in bed, you can be sure of that.”
Then Nigel had ended with a description of Elsa and a warning that still stuck in Percy’s mind, a warning that had rankled him ever since.
“But thank goodness, we have our Elsa,” Nigel had declared, “our own splendid Delilah, on top of all this, or perhaps underneath it all, eh, Percy. You see, like so many women before her, Elsa Hofmann combines the world’s first and second oldest professions in one beautifully endowed package. Yes, her gifts are many and, thank god, she despises the Nazis. But you must exercise great care, for she is a cunning female, a stubborn creature, with little regard for our procedures and safeguards. She had the first man we gave her as a contact wrapped around her finger, and she refuses to work with a woman. So, don’t let her entice you, old boy. Just keep your distance, avoid direct contact, and you’ll do fine.”
“Fine, indeed,” Percy said to himself, still troubled by his most recent meeting with Elsa. But now he tried to return his attention to the game, for the first half inning had ended with no score and the National League All-Stars were coming up to bat. Outside the crowd was applauding as “Snooker” Arnovich of the Phillies, the National League's stocky leadoff hitter, stepped up to the plate, and a reporter seated in front of Percy commented that with Red Ruffing starting on the mound there were seven Yankees on the field for the American League; the only players from other teams were Williams in right field and Foxx at first base.
“Yes, lad,” Percy was quick to respond. “Seven Yankees, indeed. But, if your story is to be complete, you must not forget the Yankee batboy.”
The reporter smiled and started typing, while Percy began pacing back and forth behind him. Still trying to concentrate on the game, he pulled a fresh cigar from his pocket and began puffing away as Arnovich reached first base on a line-drive single.
While there was little noise in the press box, except for the clatter of typewriters and the wire ticker, outside there were loud cheers for Arnovich. However, the excitement in the grandstands did not last long, for the National League failed to score, and it was only in the second inning when Joe DiMaggio came up to bat for the American League that the crowd came back to life. Like many others around them, the boys from the orphanage sat up in the stands behind home plate and began yelling encouragement to the Yankee outfielder. Not far away, to their right, Karl Mueller’s female companion also was urging him on.
“Come on, Joe!” Elsa shouted, loudly clapping her hands, while DiMaggio took a few quick practice swings.
Seated next to her, Mueller sat in stony silence. Although he said nothing, he was irritated by her outburst and her continued shouts of encouragement when DiMaggio walked and then scored a run for the American league after successive hits by two of his teammates.
“Attaboy, Joe! Yankees one, National League nothin’,” she said with a laugh when DiMaggio reached home. But still Mueller did not respond, and it was not until the next inning when the Yankee star came up to bat once again that the German finally could control himself no longer. The score had not changed, but like many others in the stands, his companion was on the edge of her seat, for DiMaggio was gracefully striding toward the plate with two men on base and only one out.
“Come on, you can do it, Joe! You can do it!” Elsa was shouting but she stopped suddenly when Mueller reached for her forearm.
“Elsa,” he began, still looking out on the field as he spoke in a low voice, “must you make a spectacle of yourself over this DiMaggio?”
The woman looked down at the hand clutching her arm before she answered.” Forgive me, Karl,” she said, forcing a smile. “I guess I just get carried away sometimes, don’t I?”
“I did not know this oily Italian in the baggy uniform was your type, Elsa.”
“Oh, don’t be silly, Karl,” she replied, still smiling. “It’s just that DiMaggio’s a great ballplayer, last year’s league batting champion.”
Mueller studied her for a moment. “A great ballplayer,” he repeated finally. “You know, I have read that this DiMaggio does not use olive oil in his hair like so many of his brothers, but that he is shiftless and lazy, like Joe Louis, the Negro boxer.”
The German began to chuckle at his own remark, but Elsa said nothing. No longer smiling, she was watching intently as the Yankee centerfielder quickly grounded into a doubleplay that ended the inning.
Now groans could be heard in the stands. Disappointed by their hero's performance, the boys from the orphanage slid down in their seats. Nearby, Mueller snickered and then noted with annoyance that, while Elsa had become more subdued, her eyes still lingered on DiMaggio as he slowly trotted back to the dugout.
Up in the press box, Percy was ecstatic. “I say, well done!” he exclaimed, making no secret of his allegiance to the National League, and he watched with distaste as Bobo Newsom of the Detroit Tigers came in to pitch for the American League in the bottom of the third inning. As usual, Bobo was waving to his admirers, strutting across the field like a matador about to enter the bullring, and a reporter standing next to Percy explained that the Tiger pitcher was struggling still to lose weight.
“Lose weight?” Percy responded with a hearty laugh, always delighted to have an audience. “The blubbery and boastful Newsom is but a mere pygmy compared to some of the fellows I’ve seen swaddled in major league flannels. Why, there was the Giants’ Shanty Hogan, who brought his mother to cook for him in spring training. Ah, yes, and even now there is another Giant, Jumbo Brown, a gargantuan right hander, who tips the scales at close to 300 pounds....”
But soon he stopped his rambling monologue, for as always he was watching Elsa. She had removed the straw sun bonnet she had been wearing, and he lapsed into silence, struck once again by her beauty, and wondering how he had gotten into this strange, complicated situation, so different from the days when he had roamed the press box with nothing more important to consider than his next deadline.
What a surprising turn his life had taken, Percy noted to himself, thinking back now to how it all had begun on an evening just before Christmas, at Bleeck's, a favorite bar and hangout for him since the days he had worked next door at the New York Herald Tribune. There, seated at the long bar in the front room, he had been introduced to Nigel Dunderdale by a mutual friend from the Tribune, an assistant editor, who had, in fact, arranged this meeting at the SIS agent's request, presenting Nigel as merely “a melancholy Englishman from the British Passport Control Office, far from home during the holiday season.”
The Tribune editor quickly had excused himself, leaving Percy with his despondent fellow countryman. Undaunted, he had immediately taken pity on this short, trim, middle-aged man, who spoke with a polished Public School accent and seemed to him to be little more than a lonely but genial minor official, mild-mannered and slightly myopic, with an unusual interest in American sports and a commendable appreciation of rye whiskey. In an atmosphere of holiday cheer, they had spent an hour drinking at the bar before moving to a paneled booth in the back room. And when they finally stumbled out at closing, Nigel had insisted on setting a date after the holidays for Percy to come down to his office for lunch and “a more serious chat.”
And what a performance that first encounter had been, Percy thought now, recalling the change in Nigel's character when they met again in early January at the British Passport Control Office. Nigel had greeted him warmly, and his polished veneer of bonhomie and clubby pomposity remained, but his interest in sports was forgotten, and as soon as he sat down in front of Nigel’s desk, the SIS operative had begun a precise account of Percy's life before and after his arrival in the United States, revealing himself not to be the bumbling bureaucrat Percy had imagined.
“Percy, we’ve had our little social chit-chat, ” Nigel said at the start. “It’s time now to get down to business because I have a very important job to offer you, a job for which you seem to be eminently qualified.”
“A job?” Percy responded. “Qualified? What do you mean?”
“It’s quite simple, really,” Nigel began. “You see, we know all about you and your many years here, in the United States, as a resident alien. Yes, we have studied your personal life and career, going back as far as your Hertford College days at Oxford and the start of your work over here as a fledgling foreign correspondent for the London Daily Mail. We know about your jump to a New York City paper, as well, and your work as a reporter ‘chasing cops and robbers,’ as they say over here, before you went back to England to serve as an officer in the world war. Of course, we also know about your decoration for valor. An M.C., no less. Imagine that. Quite modest you’ve been about it all, I must say, old chap. Yes, indeed, and it makes me wonder why you ever came back here to become a turf reporter, of all things, before moving on to the New York Herald Tribune where you managed to win a series of journalistic honors for your efforts reporting on various aspects of American sporting life -- racing, boxing, and, of course, baseball, what they insist on calling their ‘national pastime.’”
“I won a Pulitzer.” Percy could not help but offer, although he was not sure where this was leading.
“Quite,” Nigel replied. “But there’s no denying that your career has been a bit on the decline for the last five years since you were asked to leave the Tribune.”
Already troubled by Nigel’s tone, Percy was stung by this.
“Oh, yes” Nigel went on. “We understand your personal loss, old boy, and how something like that can throw a man. We know about your occasional liaisons since then, too. Yes, women. We can’t live with them. We can’t live without them.”
Now Percy was angry, but he remained silent while Nigel chuckled to himself and then continued. “Of course, we know of your more recent journalistic efforts, too, infrequent as they have been.”
Percy had heard enough. “Dammit! This is all uncalled for,” he said, rising to his feet. “I don’t know what you want, or why you insist on probing into my work and my private life. I will not deign to respond to your comments about my personal relationships. But before I go, let me set the record straight for you as to my career and clarify that I am now honorably engaged in what is called ‘free-lance journalism.’ I am writing a book about the sporting scene, a memoir of my many years as a sports reporter, and I continue to sell feature stories to such national publications as Collier's and The Saturday Evening Post. In addition, I still carry press credentials from a magazine here in New York, The American Sportsman, for which I write a regular monthly column.”
“Yes, yes, old boy, ” Nigel responded, as Percy headed for the door. “Sorry to touch on such a sensitive point. We understand, and the point is that while you’ve had your ups and downs in your career, you’re still a common sight at most major sporting events in this country, like the American flag. Yes, you show up and no one questions your presence. And you do a fair amount of traveling, too, which makes you perfectly suited to serve as an agent for British Intelligence.”
“Don’t play games with me,” Percy said. “You must be joking.”
“It’s no joke, Percy. You know, Fleet Street has provided us with many agents over the years, and there is no reason not to follow that grand tradition here, particularly with some one like you, for your work as a journalist is the perfect cover for a job as an agent of the British Secret Intelligence Service, MI6, if you prefer, collecting information vital to the security and defense of England. And the simple truth is that we need you. So do sit down, and let me explain.”
This was the last thing that Percy had expected to hear, and when he did not respond immediately, Nigel continued. “Look,” he declared earnestly, “I don’t like making speeches. Over here, they call it ‘the phony war.’ But it is not phony; it is bloody horrible, a horrible storm that is going to sweep across all of Europe and this country as well. We are in a fight to the death against a monstrous tyranny that seeks total world domination. All of western civilization is threatened.”
Percy had never heard him talk since with such conviction, and even Nigel had seemed momentarily embarrassed by his own rhetoric. But still, he went on.
“Percy, I'm sorry. I know you did your bit in the first war, serving with honor in the trenches, and I certainly don't need to give you a pitch about duty to God and Country, but you can help us monitor Nazi operations here in the United States. It is a delicate situation. We must respect the sovereignty and neutrality of our ally. Yes, we must not offend the tender sensibility of this precocious young country, but we will do whatever we can to expose and undermine German activity here and to protect shipments of arms and supplies to England from the United States. We cannot wait for the American people to come to their senses. With its simplistic isolationism and short-sighted neutrality, this country is only playing into the hands of the Nazis.”
“Enough, enough,” Percy interrupted, finally taking his seat again. “You are preaching to the choir. I would be happy. I would be honored to do what I can.”
“Splendid,” Nigel said. “Splendid. Of course, it’s not all cloak and dagger. The rough work, what we call special means or heavy lifting will be left to others. But you will work undercover and report directly to me. Yes, you will work under my personal direction, and what we want you to do is to use your old newspaper contacts and cover as a sportswriter to travel from city to city collecting information on German visitors. You will also be doing occasional surveillance work. Much of it will be routine and mundane, but it will be of great value to us, I assure you.”
At the time, Percy had been flattered by this invitation to be part of the war effort and quite pleased with the notion of being a secret agent. But even then his distaste for the man who would be giving him orders had made him uncomfortable, and now as he looked down at Elsa, he reflected on how much more difficult it had become to deal with Nigel.
Of course, his love of England was still strong and true. In spite of his admiration for the United States, he always would be an Englishman, and he was eager to do whatever he could to defeat the Nazis. But after working with this beautiful woman for several weeks, his attitude had changed. Mindful of Nigel’s warning about Elsa, he still followed orders as best he could and tried to adhere to the strict rules of conduct that Nigel had laid out for both of them; however, he found his loyalty divided between this strange woman he still did not understand and a smug and cynical operative whom he always had found difficult to stomach.
As a result, he had no intention of telling Nigel about his encounter with Elsa in his hotel room that morning. Why should he? Percy asked himself. Although the risks she took troubled him, he wanted to believe that his friendship with Elsa and their trust in each other was far more important than Nigel’s rules. But he was uncertain now about the depth of his feelings for this beautiful but willful woman and about his role as her contact. Was it simply friendship? Or had he become too attached to Elsa? Had he allowed his emotions to get the best of him?
Certainly, he was drawn to her. Who wouldn’t be? Percy assured himself. He saw no problem in that until he gazed down at her again and noticed that Elsa’s German companion was casually stroking her leg. Suddenly, he felt pangs of jealousy that he did not want to acknowledge, and he attempted to focus instead on the reckless abandon with which Elsa had repeatedly violated their rules of conduct, for their meeting that morning in his hotel room had been only the most recent of several direct encounters. A number of times, back in New York City, she had surprised him at one of his favorite local haunts, the London Grill, where she had shared a drink and small talk with him, insisting that they discuss anything but the war, Mueller, or the SIS.
Yes, he told himself, she had broken the rules without regard to preserving the secrecy of their relationship. And, certainly, he had been a willing accomplice, happy to oblige her, flattered by her attention and her trust in him. But it was a dangerous game; he knew that. The threat of exposure remained, and as much as he cared for Elsa, as much as he valued their “friendship,” he had to admit that he was troubled by her casual, almost fatalistic disregard for the danger involved in their activities. She always was taking chances, and this was something he did not understand. When he asked her about it, she merely would shrug and tell him that there was no need to worry, that she could take care of herself and that she had no trouble handling men like Mueller.
“They’re all the same, ” she would say, “all the same.”
“All the same,” Percy repeated to himself now. Perhaps, he would never understand her, he decided, ready to leave it at that and concentrate again on the game, but it was not until the bottom half of the next inning, with Newsom returning to the mound again for the American League and Mel Ott of the Giants coming to bat, that he found himself engaged again in the activities on the field.
“Come on, Ott! Bark!” the veteran sportswriter exclaimed, for he was still loyal to the team he had covered for so many years, and Ott had been one of his favorites.
Several reporters groaned and shook their heads in disapproval at this cheering in the press box, but Percy merely laughed. “Ah,” he declared with a dramatic shake of his head, “who can be loyal and neutral in a moment? No man, my friends. No man.” For a moment Percy was quite pleased with himself; however, when he suddenly grasped the relevancy of his words to his own situation with Elsa, he lapsed again into a brooding silence. Lost in thought, he reached for the flask of Old Overholt that he always kept in the inside pocket of his jacket, and he did not utter a word even when Ott walked and then scored the tying run for the National League on a hit by another Giant teammate, Frank Demaree.
Outside, the National League fans had come to life when Ott crossed home plate, but soon the stands became almost as quiet as the press box, where Percy continued to pace back and forth, watching Elsa and her companion. The 1-1 game had become a pitching duel, and as the innings slowly went by with neither team scoring again, the crowd was growing restless. Down below, in the grandstand, Mueller had been sleeping fitfully in the warm sun while he waited with Elsa for Dr. Hertslet’s arrival. . But now, as the eighth inning began, his back was beginning to bother him, and he was finding it difficult to make himself comfortable.
“Karl,” Elsa said. “Is your back troubling you again?”
Mueller’s back injury, a result of the crash that ended his career as a test pilot, was something he did not like to talk about. With two crushed vertebrae in his lower back, a broken leg, and a mild concussion, he had barely managed to crawl out of his plane before it burst into flames. The leg had mended, leaving him only with a slight limp, and he had only a small scar above his right eye, but he still had to wear a back brace on occasion and, although he would not complain, he found it difficult to sit for long periods of time.
“Only when we make love,” he responded to Elsa’s question, leaning against her as he spoke in her ear. “Only when you....”
“Karl,” she interrupted, “Our polite southern friend has returned.”
Wiping his brow with a handkerchief, Oaks knelt down next to Mueller in the aisle. “Herr Mueller,” he said. “Please excuse me, sir. I have just returned with Dr. Hertslet, and I apologize, sir. I’m sorry to make you all leave now, before the game is over, but he’s waiting in the car and he’s rather impatient to get to Mr. Davis’s office.”
Mueller smiled and shook his head before straightening his hat. “Elsa, your amusement is over. We must go.”
Rising slowly to his feet, the German bowed stiffly to the woman and waited for her to step out past him into the aisle. Then he offered her his arm and swept her up the grandstand steps toward the exit. Oaks followed at their heels, and once outside, he took the lead, guiding them to a large black Packard sedan, parked near the main entrance to the grandstand. Scurrying ahead, he gently guided Elsa to the front seat. Then he opened the rear door for the German and waited for him to climb into the car before he leaned inside.
“Doctor Hertslet,” Oaks said. “I believe you know Herr Mueller.”
Hertslet nodded. He was a small, pale, unobtrusive looking young man, whose hair was closely cropped in a crew cut. He was wearing thick horn-rimmed spectacles and his eyes darted back and forth, taking in everything without focusing directly on any person or object. Ignoring Mueller's outstretched hand, he turned away and peered out the open window as he began to speak in a low, soft voice. “Get rid of the woman.”
Mueller shook his head and smiled. “Come, Joachim. You still think the FBI is everywhere, but you can relax down here.”
“Get rid of the woman,” Hertslet repeated, still gazing out the window.
“Ah, but Joachim, this is Fraulein Elsa Hofmann, a loyal friend of the Reich. At my request, she has accompanied me here, all the way from New York.”
At this Hertslet turned toward his fellow German. “How convenient,” he said. “But, of course, I am well aware of your reputation for insolence and self-indulgence.”
“Please, ” Mueller insisted. “Come into the stadium with us for a little while and relax in the sun. We can talk later.”
Hertslet was looking directly at him now. “Do you have any idea at all how difficult it has been for me to get back into this country? Do you understand how valuable my time is?”
“Ah,” Mueller replied. “Elsa, you see Doktor Hertslet is very serious for someone so young, but then he is Reichsmarschall Goering's special economic expert.”
Hertslet responded with a quick flow of German. “And that is something that you should not forget, Herr Mueller. You will do as I say, or I will be obligated to report your insubordination to Reichsmarschall Goering. There is a limit even to his patience, I assure you.”
At this outburst, the smile on Mueller's face hardened and he sat up straight.
If this fool only knew, he thought. Then he turned slowly to the two occupants of the front seat. “Elsa, my dear,” he said. “Perhaps it is better that my serious friend and I talk alone for a moment, while you wait outside with the young man, yes? I am sure he would enjoy your company, if only for a short while.”
Oaks immediately jumped up from the front seat and raced around to the other side of the car. Watching him open the door for her, Elsa smiled and gave Mueller a knowing glance before she slowly stepped from the car. “Auf Wiedersehen, Herr Doktor,” she said. “It’s been a real treat.”
Neither man said a word, but once she was gone, Hertslet sighed and began to speak again in German, rushing on in a clipped voice that was barely audible.
“Your orders were clear. You were to meet me here in Tampa at the dock when I arrived, and you were to be alone. Can it be that as an officer in the Luftwaffe you did not learn the meaning of obedience? Perhaps that is why your career as a test pilot at Rechlin ended as it did, and perhaps that is why you only managed to escape court martial with the aid of Reichsmarshall Goering, himself. He has indulged you, but I cannot. My time and my patience are limited.”
Mueller struggled to restrain himself. “Herr Doktor,” he began, “I had hoped that the game would be a welcome diversion after your difficult journey. And as for Fraulein Hofmann, I must explain that she has been of great assistance to me in my work on behalf of Reichsmarshall Goering. With her aid, I have obtained a great deal of significant information for the Luftwaffe since my arrival in the United States, classified information about such matters as production capacity, new fuels, bombsights, landing gear, and aircraft engine starters.”
Hertslet snickered. “Oh, I am sure she has provided valuable service to you,” he said. “I understand, too, the importance of the information you have collected, but if our planes are to fly they must have oil, and it is my duty to obtain the additional fuel that the Luftwaffe needs by breaking the English blockade of Latin-American oil shipped to the Fatherland. That is my responsibility, and you have been chosen to assist me in this task and any other undertaking I designate as important to Reichsmarshall Goering. Do you understand that? Or have you forgotten the written order you received from Goering, himself, to do whatever I ask of you?”
When Mueller did not respond, Hertslet continued. “You are fortunate to be here. Perhaps, you have forgotten that, too. Yes, you are very fortunate, particularly in light of the many difficulties you still face back in Berlin. Oh, yes, I have heard all about the underage daughter of the I.G. Farben director who has borne your child. Even now, her father insists that you return to Germany and marry her in order to legitimize his bastard grandson, but thanks to Reichsmarshall Goering’s fondness for his fellow pilot, you are living the life of a bachelor over here.”
“I will never marry a woman of such easy virtue,” Mueller declared.
Hertslet sighed. “Please spare me your rectitude. A forced marriage to the young mother of your child is the least of your worries, or do I have to remind you of the criminal assault charges brought against you earlier this year after you nearly beat to death that old man, a retired Wehrmacht general, no less, who had the misfortune of being the husband of your mistress.”
“It was self-defense.”
“The man was unarmed. But, self-defense or not, the point is that the Reichsmarshall interceded to make sure the charges were dropped. Of course, the general’s family remains outraged and if the old man does not survive there is no guarantee that new charges will not be brought against you, but for the time being you are safe, thanks again to Reichsmarshall Goering. That is why you now owe it to him, and to me, as well, to discipline yourself and to do precisely what you are told. Yes, it is quite simple. You are here, in this country, only because Reichsmarshall Goering has acted repeatedly on your behalf. You are here to serve me. That is the Reichsmarshall’s written command, and, if you wish to stay and avoid your many problems at home, you must follow my orders. Do you understand?”
This time Mueller nodded. Angry as he was, he saw no point in arguing for he recognized the undeniable truth of what had been said, distasteful as it was.
“Good,” Herslet said, turning at last to face his fellow German. “Now listen carefully. There is no more time to waste. We have reached a critical juncture in our negotiations and we must impose additional pressure on the Mexican government now in order to guarantee our oil supplies. As a consequence, I am on my way to Washington, D.C., where I intend to have a meeting with John L. Lewis.”
“Lewis again,” Mueller responded wearily, already anticipating the worst. “And this is why I have come all the way down here, yes? You are sending me to Mexico while you meet with this labor leader.”
“Yes,” Herstlet went on. “The time has come for Lewis to demonstrate his control of the Mexican labor unions, and I intend to make sure that he does so. Davis has indicated that he can schedule such a meeting, and I have taken him at his word. Through his young aide, Oaks, I have requested that he make the necessary arrangements as soon as possible.”
“Davis,” Mueller scoffed. “Of course, this Mexican oil means more profit for his Hamburg refinery. ”
“The oil is essential for the Third Reich to fulfill its destiny, and I am confident that Davis can help us in other ways as well.”
“Other ways?”
“Yes, he can help us pursue our interest in the November election.“
“The November election?”
“The American presidential election. It is no secret that Lewis hates Roosevelt, and Davis thinks he will oppose him if he runs for reelection. With financial support from Davis and others who share our distaste for Roosevelt, Lewis will be able to control ten million votes.”
“Ten million votes,” Mueller repeated. “This is rubbish. Unsinn. ”
“This is no laughing matter, Mueller. Reichsmarshall Goering is quite enthusiastic about this scheme.”
“And for this you are sending me to Mexico City? Instead of playing these political games, why not kill Roosevelt? It would be a simpler matter to assassinate him. You stay in Mexico and let me take care of it.”
Hertslet removed his glasses and began to rub his eyes. Then he turned to his fellow German. “Herr Mueller, I have heard enough. You are to go to Mexico City this evening to coordinate my directives with our local contacts among the refinery workers. Unfortunately, I cannot rely on the embassy. I have no alternative but to use you.”
“This evening,” Mueller repeated. As he spoke, he was watching Elsa talking to Oaks in front of the car. The young fool was lighting her cigarette. Was she flirting with him, too? Was it an accident that she had brushed up against him?
“You heard me,” Hertslet answered. “There is a steamer leaving early this evening and I have a room for you at the Hotel Reforma.”
“The Hotel Reforma,” Mueller said, still looking at Elsa. “But, of course, I will need a suite for myself and Frau Hofmann.”
Hertslet put his glasses on again and glanced at the woman outside the car as he spoke. “I said you are to leave on a steamer this evening. And you will go alone. Your holiday is over, Mueller, and I will not discuss it further. I have more important matters to go over with you, and I will not do it here, in the back of this automobile, while you continue to gratify yourself with this Hofmann woman.”
Mueller stared silently at Hertslet for a moment. “Important matters,“ he said in a voice filled with sarcasm,” most certainly. But I presume, Herr Doktor, that your lovely wife still will be there in Mexico City to greet me. She must be very lonely, yes? With such a busy and important man for a husband, how could it be otherwise, even for such a beauty?” Without waiting for a response, Mueller quickly opened the car door and stepped out to join Elsa and Oaks, who were still engaged in conversation.
“Elsa, my dear,” the German said as he approached, “I regret that I must interrupt your little chat with Herr Oaks, but our plans have changed. I depart this evening for Mexico City, and Doctor Hertslet insists that I leave with him now so that he can brief me in greater detail.”
“We are going to Mexico City?” With a look of surprise on her face, Elsa stepped away from Oaks.
“No, I must go without you,” Mueller snapped, “and you, you will return to New York, alone.” The German stared at the young man next to Elsa for a moment and then he gave him a tight-lipped smile. “Of course, Herr Oaks also must come with us now,” he said, his tone softening. “But you can go back to your baseball game, if you wish. Yes, Elsa, go back to your national pastime and then take a taxi back to the hotel. I will join you there later before my departure.”
“You are sending me back alone?” she asked.
Without responding, he grabbed her arm and led her away from Oaks. “Come,” he said, no longer able to control his anger. ”I am dealing with fools who talk of nothing but oil and politics. They want to stop Roosevelt, but it is all words, all political games. When I return, Elsa, I will show them all how to take care of the Jew-loving president. I promise you that.” Then he gave her a rough kiss and turned toward the car, this time waiting for Oaks to open the door for him.
“Good bye, Karl,” Elsa shouted out, as Oaks closed the door behind him.
From the back seat Mueller watched her slowly walk back toward the ballpark. For a moment she appeared to pause. He could see her reaching in her purse for her ticket stub, and then, as a loud cheer went up from the stands, she walked inside, past a solitary man in a white linen suit, who stood at the entrance gate, eating a hotdog.
“Relax, Percy,” she said as she beckoned him to follow her into a shadowy alcove under the grandstand. “Nobody can see us down here, and our pal said that I could go watch the end of the game. He’s gonna meet me later back at the hotel.”
“You’re alone?” Percy asked.
“Yes, Percy. You don’t have to worry. I’m alone.”
Another roar went up from the crowd. “Well, welcome back,” Percy said with a rueful smile. “I’m afraid, however, that the game has just ended. We’re in the bottom of the ninth inning, and from the sound of that, I believe the National League has just scored the winning run.”
Elsa shook her head and smiled back at him. “I’m sorry I missed it, pal. But I’ve got news for you. Mueller is meeting right now with Goering’s financial wiz kid, a fella named ‘Hertslet.’ And get this. They’re sending our boy down to Mexico City tonight without me. Yeah, he’s really steamed about that. Sweet, huh? He was so angry he said something to me about how his pals talk about nothing but oil and politics, that they want to stop Roosevelt....”
“Stop Roosevelt?”
“Yeah, I guess they want to defeat him in the November election. But Karl promised me that he would show them all how to take care of the president. I think he really wants to take things in his own hands, maybe even kill Roosevelt, all by himself, and I’m afraid the arrogant son of a bitch is just the guy to do it.”
CHAPTER THREE
When Percy spotted the large revolver pointing in his direction from across the street, he stopped abruptly. Then he checked traffic, stepped off the curb, and slowly limped towards the over-sized wooden gun that was suspended from a fire escape over a storefront. The gun was aimed directly across Centre Street at the headquarters of the New York City Police Department, and from its long, gray barrel hung a sign that read “Gunsmith, Revolvers Bought Sold & Repaired.”
It was March 30th, a mild Saturday afternoon in the city, with a hint of spring in the air, but it was still foggy and wet, and although Percy had been back in Manhattan for almost two weeks, he still missed the warm sunshine of Florida. He could feel the dampness in his bones as he stepped back up onto the sidewalk, and leaning on his walking stick, he paused for a moment before entering the shop. His right ankle was swollen, and the dry, sour remains of a hangover lingered in his mouth. He wondered whether it was time to move south permanently, but then he shook his head.
“Once more unto the breach,” he began, reciting the words to himself in a low, deep voice. “And when the blast of war blows in our ears, then imitate the action of the tiger. Stiffen the sinews, summon up the blood, and disguise fair nature with hard-favored rage.” He knitted his brow into a frown and rapped the pavement with his cane. “Yes,” he added, “and then lend the eye a terrible aspect.”
Percy prided himself on his recall of Shakespeare, and as he recited these words from Henry the Fifth, he pulled himself up to his full height and opened the door. Then, in an effort to conceal his limp, he stepped inside and walked through the shop with long, exaggerated strides. The wooden floor creaked as he slowly marched past a series of glass cases filled with handguns. The air smelled faintly of gunpowder and oil. Somewhere in the back of the store, a radio was playing; a tenor singing in German was being accompanied by a faint whine from an electric motor.
At the rear of the shop, Percy stopped and nodded to a solitary clerk, who sat facing him on a high stool behind a counter. Without a word, he pulled a receipt from his vest pocket and handed it to the clerk, who reluctantly put down the sandwich he was eating before reaching for the slip of paper. Then Percy carefully studied his own reflection in the glass case in front of him, while the clerk rummaged through a drawer filled with index cards. Not bad, he thought. Considering the events of the previous night, he did not look bad at all.
The clerk grunted when he found the card he was looking for and then lifted himself up slowly to shuffle behind a partition to his left. He was very short and fat and he breathed heavily as he moved. “A rush job,” he said in a nasal voice tinged with sarcasm, shaking his head at this interruption of his meal.
As the clerk disappeared from view, Percy recognized the music coming from the radio behind the partition. It was Wagner, and as an opera lover he immediately recognized the lines being sung by a shrill tenor: “Walse! Walse! Wo ist dein Schwert?”
“Splendid,” he said to himself. “Siegmund needs a weapon and so do I.”
It had been many years since Percy had carried a side arm as an officer in the British army, but his experience on Friday night had prompted him early this morning to rummage through his closet and pull out the old service revolver from his army days that he kept wrapped in an oily cloth in a shoebox. After his quick inspection revealed that the trigger mechanism was jammed, he had decided to take the gun to be repaired as soon as possible. This was only a prudent precaution, he had told himself, after the disturbing events of the night before.
Certainly, it had been a surprising end to an evening that had begun pleasantly enough for Percy with his attendance at the Joe Louis title bout in Madison Square Garden. Mueller and Elsa had not been forgotten, but the German had yet to return from Mexico City and Percy’s mind was at ease. He was looking forward to the fight, and had managed to obtain a seat in the press section, close to ringside, where he was happy to visit with old friends and enjoy the tawdry spectacle of a heavyweight championship crowd at the Garden. When the main bout finally began, he was delighted to get a good view of the young heavyweight champion in action, too, and he was not surprised or dismayed that Louis ended the fight quickly, knocking out his opponent, Johnny Paychek, in the second round.
Afterwards, Percy had stopped for a drink at Bleeck’s, where he was still welcomed as a regular, and celebrating the early Louis knockout with a double shot of Old Overholt, he began regaling the others at the long bar in the front room with a blow-by-blow description of the fight. Soon he moved on to reminisce about other championship bouts he had attended. Although many of those present had heard these well-worn stories before, Percy’s audience encouraged him to continue these tales with round after round of free whiskey, and he had stayed at the bar until closing, ending his performance with a dramatic description of how he had single-handedly pushed the great Jack Dempsey back into the ring to finish off Luis Firpo, the “Wild Bull of the Pampas,” in 1923.
When Percy finally left the bar, a light mist was falling, but it was a mild night and he decided to walk down Broadway to get some fresh air on the way back to his apartment in the Gramercy Park Hotel. The streets were quiet, and after a few blocks, Percy began to hear footsteps behind him keeping pace with his own. He sensed that he was being followed, but due to the large quantity of rye whiskey he had consumed, he was more curious than anxious about this and he chose to continue his walk.
Striding along at a steady pace, he told himself not to look back, but he noted with amusement that the figure tailing him seemed to be moving at the same speed, while carefully maintaining his distance. To confirm this, Percy stopped suddenly and the steps echoing behind him in the mist stopped, too. He took a few more steps and then stopped again with the same result. This made him laugh. Once more, he started up, and this time he began tapping his walking stick on the sidewalk. He was whistling a cheerful melody, too, and soon he found himself at the intersection of Broadway and Fifth Avenue, where he stopped to light a cigar and to look back up toward Herald Square. A low fog had begun to move into the city, and Percy could see little when he turned downtown again. Still, he thought he had glimpsed someone dodging into an entryway half a block down Fifth Avenue, to his right.
Percy continued on at the same pace until suddenly the reality of his present life as an SIS agent came back to him. Was he being followed by an enemy agent, someone who knew of his relationship with Elsa? As he considered this possibility, Percy tossed away his cigar and began to walk faster. Taking several deep breaths in an attempt to clear his head, he made his way quickly through small, dimly-lit Madison Square Park. There was no one in sight, but he could still hear footsteps somewhere behind him. He felt groggy. His thoughts were confused but he tried to calm himself with the knowledge that he was almost home.
This, however, gave him little comfort, for now he finally began to take seriously the possibility that his own connection with Elsa had been discovered. Was it their meeting in Tampa? Or could it have been here in New York, where she would join him from time to time for a drink at one of the bars he frequented? After all, she continued to willfully disregard the rules, and just a week ago she had met him at the London Grill, one of his favorite local bars. With Mueller still away, she had demanded that they get together, and he had reluctantly agreed after she teased him about his insistence on what she called “silly boys' games,” the precautions that were part of their clandestine work.
“Silly game, indeed,” he muttered to himself when he had reached the Madison Avenue side of the park. A simple thief would have stopped him by now, he was almost sure of that, and he decided that, if he was being followed because of his ties to Elsa, he had to find out who was pursuing him.
Trying to devise a plan, Percy cut over quickly to 23rd Street and headed east toward Lexington Avenue. As he moved along, however, he began to wonder if he still was being followed, because he could no longer hear footsteps and he had seen no one behind him when he glanced back while crossing the street. But just then, as he approached Lexington Avenue, he heard someone behind him.
After a moment of hesitation, he abruptly turned north on Lexington, instead of continuing down toward Gramercy Park, and once around the corner he began to run as fast as he could. For several blocks he lumbered along with a flatfooted gait on the empty sidewalk, tightly grasping his walking stick under his right arm. The loud sound of his footsteps filled the air, but when he stopped to catch his breath, he thought he could hear someone running behind him, too. On he went, frantic now as he looked for a hiding place, an alleyway, an alcove, anywhere he could hide.
There was no time to lose, he thought, and he rushed to his left into the first opening he saw. The only light was the faint glow coming from a solitary lamp post back across the street, but after a few seconds Percy could see that he was in a short alleyway between two buildings with a high wooden fence at the back that blocked any escape in that direction. It was a dead end, and there was no place to hide.
With increasing anxiety, Percy looked at the blank wall to his right and then at a raised fire escape ladder hanging vertically on the wall to his left, near the fence at the rear of the alley. The bottom of the ladder could not be reached from the pavement, but there was a large garbage can standing against the wall directly beneath it. He had no choice, he decided, and he rushed over to climb up on the trash container. Without thinking, he dropped his walking stick and then, balancing himself as best he could, he tried to stand up and reach for the bottom rung of the rusted ladder. He managed to do so, but he lost his balance and the can tipped over beneath him with a loud crash. The top of the can careened crazily, smashing against the wall with a clanging sound that echoed through the alley.
As the noise subsided, Percy found himself hanging by his arms from the bottom rung of the fire escape, four feet above the ground. He looked down and saw his cane lying in the debris beneath him. There was nothing he could do, he told himself. It was a silly affectation, and he would have to leave it. Struggling with all his might, he then began to pull himself up the ladder onto a landing several feet above his head. A button on the front of his shirt popped as he grunted and reached for the next rung. Soon his hands were sore. His arms and shoulders ached with pain. But he managed to pull himself up, rung by rung, until he finally had a foothold and could climb up to the landing.
Pausing only for an instant, he quickly went up the stairs to the next level of the fire escape and there, on the third floor landing, he finally stopped. Hidden in the shadows, he sprawled out on his stomach and looked down below. He already could hear the quick footsteps of someone running along the sidewalk and then he spotted a solitary figure peering into the alleyway. It was a thin man, who had stopped and was standing perfectly still, like a hunter stalking his prey. Percy tried to make out the man's face, but he was too far away and it was too dark.
Even in the dim light, however, Percy could see the man begin to move cautiously into the alley. Lowering his head, he tried to flatten himself against the fire escape grating as the figure came toward him. He listened to the steady cadence of the man’s footsteps as he approached and then suddenly he heard a metallic click. For an instant he saw the flash of a knife blade in the man’s hand and he was alarmed to see the man with the knife walk toward the garbage can that had been knocked over beneath the fire escape. Percy held his breath and tried to remain perfectly still, but his heart was pounding, for he knew that his hazelwood cane also was lying somewhere nearby.
With slow, deliberate steps, the man walked toward him. Peering down from above, with his face pressed against the grating, Percy watched his pursuer come to a stop in front of the trashcan and lift his head to look up at the fire escape. For a moment neither of them moved and then, all at once, the man with the knife kicked the trashcan in apparent frustration. Startled, Percy gasped loudly. He feared that he had given himself away, but when the man turned again to look upward at the fire escape he was suddenly distracted by the appearance of a frightened little dog that began whining as it ran out from a dark corner and approached him. While Percy looked on, the man cursed loudly in German and turned toward the animal. Then he heard a loud, plaintive whelp as the man kicked the dog and began chasing it out of the alley.
Still Percy dared not move, for the man had stopped again after taking a few steps toward the street. He heard another sharp click now, too, but this time he could see that the man was closing his knife and returning it to his pocket. Then as Percy’s pursuer exited the alley, he paused. For a brief moment before he strode away, a streetlight illuminated his face, but his head was turned away, and Percy could not see the large red gash that split the man’s right earlobe.
Alone at last, Percy continued to lie on his stomach without moving for several minutes. Then he finally rolled over slowly onto his back. He sat up, listening and watching the alley below for any sign that his pursuer had returned. After a few more minutes, he was satisfied. He crawled to the ladder and began to descend very slowly. When he reached the first landing he stopped and looked around. Then, after another pause to catch his breath, he unhooked the vertical ladder leading down to the ground and stiffly stepped onto it. The rusted ladder gave a little under his weight, but it would slide down only a short distance, and he still had to drop several feet to the pavement after he had climbed down as far as he could.
With a sigh, Percy let go of the ladder and fell to the ground. There was a loud crash, and as he collapsed on his side, surrounded by rubbish, he realized at once that he had twisted his right ankle on impact. The smell of the garbage around him was overwhelming and the pain from his ankle was intense. Groaning, he closed his eyes and curled up in a ball for several minutes. Then, when he finally looked up, he saw a large, dark figure approaching, but it was a familiar sight, a New York City policeman, carrying a nightstick and wearing a thick, serge, double-breasted uniform with the collar buttoned up at the neck. With squinting eyes and a throbbing headache, Percy gazed up at the ruddy-faced policeman, who was shaking his head and peering down at him with his hands on his knees.
“Good morning, officer,” Percy said, mustering as much composure as he could. “I happen to be my way to my residence at the Gramercy Park Hotel. If you would help me up, I would greatly appreciate it, for I seem to have lost my footing and injured my ankle.”
The policeman bent down again to look him over more carefully. When he was finished, he stood up and smiled. “Well, if you haven’t been roughed up back here by a mugger, you’ve certainly taken a nasty tumble,” he said, folding his arms across his chest. “That’s for sure. But it’s funny, ain’t it, how a man will take a fall like yours when the cologne he’s wearin’ smells like whiskey.”
“Whiskey?” Percy repeated incredulously, struggling to maintain his dignity.
“You heard me, pal. Whiskey. And now that we understand each other, would it be too much to ask you for some identification.”
Percy fumbled through his pockets for his wallet and press credentials. The officer studied them carefully and then regarded Percy for a moment before helping him to his feet.
“O.K., Mister Brown,” he declared with a friendly nod. ”Take it easy. Take it easy. I know who you are. You used to write for the Tribune, didn't you? Yeah! I remember you from them glory days, for sure. You were writing about the Giants, about Hubbell and Ott, too, back in l933, when we won the Series.”
At this, Percy beamed and became more animated. “Yes, how kind of you to remember.” As he spoke, he spotted his cane lying in the garbage nearby.
“Yeah, I remember when Ott started with the Giants, too,” the policeman said. “It was my first year on the force.”
“The year was l926,” Percy chimed in, still leaning on the policeman's shoulder.
“And he never played a day in the minors,” the officer went on. “No, sir! Not one day, because old McGraw did not want him spoiled by some minor league manager.”
“Indeed” was all that Percy could say as he tried to stand up on his own.
“Well, Mr. Brown,” the policeman continued, “you don’t look too good, but at least you haven’t been robbed and you're not far from home. My name's Monaghan. Let me give you a hand and, ah, let me suggest, too, sir, that you might try and leave the highballs for the ballpark.”
Percy made an effort to smile at Officer Monaghan’s joke, but his right ankle was swelling up and ached terribly each time he put any weight on it. He grimaced and pointed to his cane, which the officer finally retrieved for him, and then he began hobbling along, supported by the policeman, who slowly led him out of the alley. Once out on the street, Officer Monaghan helped him into a taxi, too, and as he settled into the backseat, Percy thanked him and promised to write a glowing account of his conduct for Police Commissioner Valentine, whom he claimed as an old friend. Then Percy collapsed, and when he arrived at his apartment in the Gramercy Park Hotel, he splashed some cold water on his face, downed the remains of his pocket flask and passed out, still fully dressed, on his bed.
It was only several hours later, after a fitful sleep and three doses of powdered aspirin, that Percy had remembered the service revolver in his closet. And now, as he stood at the counter in gun shop, waiting for the clerk to return, his shoulders and arms were still sore. His ankle throbbed painfully, and he thought about Elsa and the man who had pursued him. Then he was distracted again by the sound of the radio.
“Saturday,” he muttered to himself. “Of course. The Metropolitan broadcast.”
Just then, the clerk shuffled back toward Percy, carrying his sidearm. “Don't see many of these any more. That's a Webley Mark Six,” he said, placing the gun on the counter and slowly lowering himself down again on his perch like a fat, overfed canary.
Percy did not respond. Picking up the gun, he snapped open the hinged frame of the revolver and carefully examined it. Then he snapped it shut again and tried the trigger several times. “I’ll take a box of cartridges,” he said, satisfied with his inspection.
Again the clerk had to put down his sandwich, lift himself from his seat, and shuffle behind the partition. While he was gone, Percy stood listening to operatic strains of Wagner that once had been so much a part of his life, and then he watched with growing impatience when the clerk returned and slowly wrapped up the revolver and the box of cartridges with brown paper and string.
Finally, Percy left the shop with his package under his arm. Outside, he looked for a taxi, and while he waited, he glanced across the street again at the Police Headquarters, one of his old haunts from his early days as a reporter in the city. The design of the building always reminded him of the Old Bailey in London, and he shook his head. First the music his wife had loved so much and now this, he thought. Too many memories. He managed to hail a cab to take him uptown, but after several blocks he got out, as a precaution, and transferred to another cab heading down to the financial district.
“Silly games,” he mumbled to himself again, as he climbed into the second taxi, and told the driver to take him down to Trinity Church on Wall Street. Careful to keep his activity out of the cabby's sight, he then slowly unwrapped his package and loaded the gun on the floor of the taxi, before attempting to slide the revolver discreetly into the shoulder holster that he was wearing under his coat.
Earlier in the afternoon, on his way back to the gun shop, he had stopped to borrow this holster from a retired police detective, who was an old friend from Percy's early days as a crime reporter in New York City. The holster was not really large enough for his service revolver, but it would have to do, Percy decided, as he sat now in the back of the cab, moving his shoulder back and forth to adjust the bulky weapon under his coat. Then he jammed the box of cartridges in his pocket and struck up a conversation with the driver about the weather, but he ended it abruptly when he caught sight of Trinity Church. He ordered the taxi to pull over to the curb several blocks away and walked past the church to his real destination, the British Consulate-General, which was housed in cramped quarters in Exchange Place. The weight of the revolver under his coat made him feel awkward as he made his way along the sidewalk, but he still found himself quite relieved to be carrying a weapon.
Percy circled the block once before entering the consulate. Then he proceeded to an office marked "Passport Control,” where he was greeted by a tall, prim lady seated behind a battered wooden desk in a small, dreary room with a single metal filing cabinet and a worn couch. She was an attractive, middle-aged woman who spoke with a disarming hint of a rural Yorkshire accent, but wore a cashmere sweater and pearls that seemed out of place in her drab surroundings. Her elegant manner matched her attire and revealed itself even in the erect way she sat at the typewriter in front of her. A small vase filled with irises sat on her desk. On the wall behind her was a photograph of King George VI. To one side stood a Union Jack.
“You're late, again, love. Nigel has been waiting t’ see you.” She did not look up as she spoke, but continued typing.
“Gladys, my dear, how have you been?”
“Percy, save the small talk for later. If you mind your manners, I’ll let you take us out for a drink, when you’re finished.”
“Delighted, my dear, delighted,” he responded, mustering up as much energy as he could and concealing his limp, when he walked past her toward a solid wooden door marked “private.” He waited for the buzz and click of the lock before he opened the door and stepped into a long, well-lit corridor. To his immediate left was a door marked, “Domestic Liaison.” Percy knocked and entered without waiting for a response. Inside, Nigel Dunderdale stood with his back to him, looking out the window. He was puffing on his pipe and wearing a navy, double-breasted suit with a burgundy polka-dotted bow tie.
“So good to see you again, old boy,” he said turning to greet Percy with a manner that was brusque but jovial. “It's been several weeks, hasn't it, since you came in here with that splendid report from Tampa.” He smiled at Percy with a toothy grin, then gave him a shrewd glance and waved him into a chair. “But, I say, what happened to your suntan, old chum? You're looking a bit peaked, Percy. Sit down and give me the latest news from our charming lady friend. And, mind you, I use the term ‘lady’ quite loosely.”
Percy settled into an armchair surrounded by stacks of documents piled on the floor. After carefully unbuttoning his jacket, he looked up at his interrogator who remained standing behind his desk. In no hurry to answer, Percy crossed his legs and lit a cigar before he began to speak.
“Nigel, she says that she has been asked to be a courier on Monday taking funds from the German Consulate to an agent named Ludwig. She is to meet him at Child's Restaurant on 34th Street, at half past four in the afternoon.”
“‘Ludwig,’ you say?”
“Yes, that’s right, Kurt Frederick Ludwig. She says that he’s posing as a salesman of leather goods, but that he is a code and communications expert, using a shortwave radio somewhere out on Long Island.”
“We may have to inform the FBI about this. He's one of theirs, you know. But what about Mueller, our supermensch who boasts that he could kill Roosevelt single-handed?” Nigel began to laugh.
“I’m afraid I don’t see the humor in all this,” Percy said. “I’ve only reported to you what Elsa told me.”
“Oh, come, come, old boy. You are rather touchy today. Cheer up! Has Elsa heard anything from Mexico City?”
“No, there’s nothing new there. She still expects him to be back within the next week or so. She has heard nothing directly from him, although he has sent her flowers, chocolates, too.”
“How touching. But what about our young friend, Hertslet?”
“Not a word.”
Nigel nodded and puffed on his pipe. He moved around to the front of the desk and sat on the edge looking down at Percy. “Anything, else, old boy? Don't tell me that’s all you wanted to see me about. You seem to be out of sorts. You look rather tired. Or is it just too much of that American whiskey you are so fond of?”
Percy was irritated by Nigel's question and his condescending tone, but he tried to remain composed. Struggling to maintain a blank expression on his face, he bit down on his cigar. He wondered if Nigel remembered how many glasses of “American whiskey” he had shared with him at Bleeck’s, on the night a few days before Christmas when they first had met.
“Come, old boy! What is it?” Nigel asked impatiently after successfully relighting his pipe and returning to the chair behind his desk. “Another advance on your expense account?”
The man was only making it more difficult for him, Percy thought, bristling at Nigel's cynicism. Of course, he could not deny it; there was, indeed, a financial element to be considered in his intelligence work, for Nigel provided expense money that Percy had come to rely on, as his other sources of income dried up. But his primary motivation was still love of country, and he was proud of it. Maybe, he was just old fashioned, he told himself indignantly. He had fought for his country and survived the great war, but this modern post-war cynicism was something he did not understand and it was only making things more difficult for him. Nigel seemed to believe that everyone could be bought and sold, but Percy still rejected this notion, vehemently resenting the application of this view to his own conduct.
“I wanted to come in for this chat,” he said at last, swallowing his pride and choosing to ignore Nigel's comment, “because someone followed me home last night.”
“Is that why you have that enormous bulge under your arm?”
Once again, Nigel was laughing, and Percy's face reddened. He was angry now, but after pausing for a moment he continued as calmly as he could. “It was a rough looking fellow. He was carrying some sort of knife. But I managed to....” He found himself momentarily tongue-tied. “That is, I was able to elude him,” he added quickly. “Oh, I know. I failed to exercise enough precaution. It was poor judgment on my part. I had too much to drink and I accept the....”
“Accept the consequences? Do you know what this could mean?” Nigel tamped impatiently at the tobacco in his pipe. Suddenly, the rich, plummy timbre of his voice had disappeared. “You say you were drinking. No surprise there, and my first assumption must be that this was just a petty thief seeking to prey on a poor, besotted soul stumbling home. But if I’m wrong, it means that our entire operation may have been compromised. Do you understand that?”
“Yes.“
“Is that all you have to say? Why was he following you? Do you have any idea?”
Of course, Percy did have an idea. He feared the worst, that he had been seen together with Elsa and that somehow they had been linked to British Intelligence. But even today, with a clearer head, he could not be certain. Maybe Nigel was right. Certainly, he had had too much to drink, and it was possible that a petty thief had followed him to take advantage of his condition. Still, he was worried that someone was watching Elsa. This was something he needed to discuss with her, but he had not yet spoken to Elsa about last night’s events, and he suddenly decided that he would say nothing more to Nigel, at least not until he had talked it all over with her.
“Well?”
Nigel was staring at him now, and in response to his inquiry Percy merely shook his head. “I have no idea, I assure you,” he said. “Someone followed me but I slipped away from him. That’s all I can tell you, but as a precaution perhaps we should warn Elsa and do something about her safety.”
“Your concern is touching,” Nigel replied. “But don’t worry. We’ll will look into this and take whatever steps are necessary. Just leave the rough stuff to us and remember that, even with Mueller away in Mexico, you must be very careful about everything you do. That means you must cut back on the tippling, too, old boy, and keep your wits about you at all times.”
“But what about Elsa?” Percy protested. He was relieved that Nigel had focused on his drinking and had not questioned him further about his relationship with Elsa, but now he feared that the matter of her safety was not being taken seriously and he wanted some reassurance. “Shouldn’t we do something to protect her?”
“Ah, Elsa has cast her spell on you, too, hasn’t she? Just remember that she can bloody well take care of herself, and you are merely her contact, not her bodyguard.”
With that, Nigel looked at his wristwatch. Then he got up abruptly to show Percy to the door, and his manner became more jovial again. “Good bye, Percy,” he said, dismissing him with a quick pat on the back. “I promise you that as long as you stick to standard procedures, Elsa will be fine. And, don’t worry, old chap. Gladys will see to your expenses. Yes, and one final bit of advice. If you insist on carrying a gun about, for God's sake, get something smaller or go see your tailor. With that bulge under your jacket, you look like some sort of cheap American gangster.”
That same afternoon, a small man with a trim moustache, carefully dressed in a well-tailored, navy pinstripe suit, stood on the steps of the State Capital Building in Madison, Wisconsin. He was addressing an audience of seven or eight thousand people at a political rally, and he had a bandage around the third finger of his right hand, which was sore from all the handshaking he had done over the last few days.
“I am glad to be standing,” he said, “on the steps of one of the few public buildings in this country which has been paid for.” He paused for the crowd's roar of approval. “The people who will pay for the New Deal haven't been born yet, and their parents haven't even been married.”
After more applause, he smiled primly and held his hands up stiffly before continuing. “The primaries of Wisconsin,” he said, “are a clarion call to the people of this state to start the movement to elect a Republican administration that will give its whole attention to our difficult and distressing problems at home. I am convinced that the only way this country can remain genuinely neutral is for the government to give its full attention to procuring domestic recovery and to keep its hands wholly out of the European war and out of any negotiations that may take place between the warring nations now or at any other time.” Interrupted again by his enthusiastic audience, he added, “It is a great temptation for an administration which has achieved only domestic failures to turn its attention to European affairs. That's a principal reason why we must elect a Republican administration which will give its whole attention to restoring prosperity and keeping completely out of the affairs of Europe. And I ask for your support on Tuesday, so that I can lead such an administration.”
As the youthful speaker bade his audience farewell, the excited crowd responded by chanting, “We Want Dewey! We Want Dewey!”
A week later, on the Upper East Side of New York City, six men were gathered in an empty Yorkville establishment on East 86th Street, a cellar tavern called “The Hofbrauhaus.” It was late on Saturday evening, and the place was already closed. The staff was gone, but these men were still drinking beer and eating veal goulash in a booth at the rear while the owner sat upstairs in his office. They were speaking English and German in subdued tones, and most of the talking was being done by a tall, animated man with a fleshy nose and wavy reddish-gray hair, who squinted at his listeners with watery eyes. His name was Frederick Joubert Duquesne, and “Fritz” as he liked to be called, was a self-proclaimed expert saboteur, who had been born in South Africa, hated the English, and had worked as a German spy for many years.
“Yes,” Duquesne was saying. “The bomb Dieter and I left at Grand Central was no good. The wiring was wet, soaked through, I’m sure. And while the police have found the cache of dynamite we hid in New Jersey, they have no way to link it to us, no way at all.” Before he continued, he hesitated and looked across the table at a man who sat apart from the others and picked at his food. “Please, Herr Mueller,” he said, “I assure you that there is no problem. The dynamite is gone, but I have been in the secret service since the Boer war and I have learned many other ways to make bombs. I am confident that we still can begin a true reign of terror and sabotage in this country.”
Karl Mueller stared at the speaker. He had returned from Mexico City two days earlier and spent much of that time enjoying himself with Elsa at her apartment. But now it was time for business. He had called this meeting to discuss important matters and he was growing impatient with the long-winded speaker, who had not stopped talking.
“Dieter,” Duquesne was saying to the man seated next to him, “do you have more chewing gum?”
Dieter scratched at his split right earlobe before handing him a box of Chiclets.
“You see this?” Duquesne said to Mueller, after quickly shaking a piece of gum from the box into the palm of his hand. “If I chew the gum thoroughly, or have Dieter chew it, and then fold it around a phosphorus compound, I have a fantastic incendiary device which could be placed on the docks or in factories through a hole in the pocket of one's coat. It will not explode in temperatures under seventy two degrees and it could even be planted under a desk while speaking to one’s boss.” He laughed nervously at his own remark and slapped Dieter on the back, while Mueller sat in silence, gazing up at the ceiling.
“You know,” Duquesne added, “in the last war we utilized what we called 'fiery cigars' in American munitions plants. We used a small lead tube with a copper disc that separated sulfuric acid from potassium chlorate or picric acid. These cigars start to work when filled. The acid eats through the copper and there is a chemical reaction that results in a white, hot flame. Now we could remove the lead from pencils and replace it with such tubes.”
At this point, Mueller wiped his lips carefully with his napkin. “Enough, Duquesne,” he said.” Tell me about the man seen with Elsa at the bar. What was she doing with him?”
“Herr Mueller, I most humbly regret that we do not know what they were doing. But I assure you that they have not been seen together since they met at this London Grill. We are watching Elsa and we will locate this man with the moustache, too.” As he spoke, he glared at Dieter. “He will not slip through our fingers again.”
The room was silent. Inhaling deeply, Mueller lit a cigarette that he had taken from a small silver case on the table in front of him. He had not asked Elsa about this because he did not want her to know that she was being watched, but he was annoyed by the news, disturbed enough to raise the issue here. He did not really doubt her loyalty to their cause, but he was troubled, for she was a beautiful and flirtatious woman. Men were drawn to her like flies.
“Duquesne,” he said sternly, “you must listen to me very carefully. Fraulein Hofmann is a fine, healthy female, an attractive, mature woman, but women are weak creatures. They have no self-discipline, no self-control. We must look after them. That is why I must know who she sees, who she talks to. Our security depends on it, and that is why you were instructed to watch her while I was away.”
Duquesne nodded in eager agreement. “Of course, Herr Mueller. I understand and, if there is more you wish from me, you have only to ask.”
Mueller did not respond, but angrily put out his cigarette in his plate of goulash. Dissatisfied as he was with Duquesne’s answer, he knew he had to control his personal feelings, his jealousy and frustration, for now he had other matters to attend to with the men seated around him. Duquesne, Dieter, and the others already were part of a Nazi spy ring gathering intelligence for the Abwehr and Luftwaffe before his arrival in the United States, but he intended to make much more out of them. He had important plans for them, plans that would shock the likes of Goering and Hertslet, but first he would have to show them what it meant to fail him. He would have to teach them a lesson, and now it was time to begin.
“I have heard enough excuses and promises,” he said at last. “I have heard enough talk of explosives and chewing gum. Grand Central was an easy target, even for you, and it was to be the beginning of our great mission on behalf of the Reich. But you have all failed me in this important work and made me question my confidence in you. I must be able to trust you with my life, and now I must show you the meaning of failure.” Mueller pushed his chair back from the table. “You must follow me,” he said as he turned and walked to the backstairs leading up to the kitchen. “If we are to work together and succeed in our great cause, you must follow me now, all of you.”
Without saying another word, he led the others through the kitchen, out into an alley behind the restaurant, and then into the rear entrance of an apartment building next door. Once inside, he guided them down to a musty room in the basement. The room was lit by a single, bare bulb hanging from the ceiling. It appeared empty except for a solitary chair that sat in the center of the floor, but under the chair several coils of rope could be seen, along with a few rags and a large roll of tape.
While the others waited in silence for Mueller to speak, they shifted their weight and looked down uneasily at their feet. Standing apart from them in the doorway, he smiled at them all and then turned to address Claus, a frail looking young man, who was the youngest member of the group.
“Claus,” he said in a hushed voice, “please sit down.”
“What? Why me?” the young man asked. “What is happening? What have I done? Is it the wiring? I can explain.”
“Sit down,” Mueller repeated. “Now!”
In desperation, Claus tried to run out of the room but Mueller stepped in front of him and pushed him backwards, knocking him off balance. “Put him in the chair,” he said to the others. “Use the rope there to bind his hands behind him and tie his feet together.” Claus was struggling now, but the others easily subdued him. “Gag him, too,” Mueller instructed Dieter, pointing to the rags and tape. Poor little Claus, he thought as his commands were quickly carried out. The fool had done nothing. He could not really be blamed for the wiring of the bomb, but he was the most expendable member of the group, and the lesson would be well worth the cost.
Once the young man was bound and gagged, the others stood clustered nervously around him, not knowing what to expect. No one spoke, and then Mueller smiled once again, satisfied with their work. “I will be back in a moment,” he said. ”Stay here with young Claus. It would be rude to leave him all by himself, yes?”
No one spoke after Mueller left. Circling around Claus in the basement room, the other men avoided eye contact with him, and when Mueller returned, they looked at each other with surprise and disbelief, for he was holding another coiled rope in his hand, and this one had a large hangman’s noose at one end.
Without saying a word, Mueller calmly walked to the center of the room and looked down at Claus. He put the noose around the seated man’s neck, and Claus began to whimper softly as Mueller pulled him to his feet with a rough jerk and looped the free end of the rope over one of the large steam pipes running across the ceiling. Stepping aside, he ordered the others to carefully lift Claus to his feet on the seat of the chair and hold him there.
Once Claus was standing, Mueller tightened the noose around the man's neck and pulled on the loose end of the rope to remove all the slack before he looped it over the steam pipe again and secured the tag end to the noose with several quick knots. With a quick tug, he checked the knots. Then, satisfied that everything was in order, he stepped forward and placed his foot on the edge of the chair seat. Watching Claus’s eyes dart back and forth desperately, he waited until his crying became louder before he nodded at him and abruptly kicked way the chair.
No one spoke as the chair tumbled over and the man’s body hung from the pipe, with his legs twitching and his body twisting from side to side. One of Claus’s hands came out of the rope binding them, and his loose arm swung up wildly against one of the steam pipes, which left a large red, blistering burn on his wrist. But soon it was over. After one final muffled gasp, the room was once again quiet.
Mueller noted the look of horror on the faces of all the men. He almost began to laugh, for Duquesne had been silenced at last, and even the little brute, Dieter, seemed subdued after watching Claus twist and turn. Yes, he had taught them all a lesson they would not forget. He was confident now that they would live in fear and obey him without question as he pursued his quest for glory and honor on behalf of the Reich,
“I hope you understand now,” he said. “I hope you remember now what poor, little Claus forgot. You see, Claus was young. He was stupid and he did not take our work seriously. Not only did he fail in wiring the bomb, he talked too much. He forgot the sacred trust that I placed in all of you and the confidence that I shared with you when I revealed that I am not merely an agent of Reichsmarshall Goering’s Air Ministry, but a special operative of the SD, the Sicherheitsdienst, the highest and most secret intelligence service of the Nazi Party. Yes, and more than that, he forgot that I am a special emissary of SS-Obergruppenfuhrer Heydrich, the head of the SD, who sent me here to carry out a secret mission of historical significance for the Reich, a mission that has been approved at the very highest level by Reichsfuehrer-SS Himmler, himself. Yes, poor Claus forgot the importance of our work and, as you can see, he forgot that betrayal of this confidence, this sacred trust that I share with you, means death.”
Mueller had told them all this before, but now he was no longer worried that he had revealed too much to them about his ties to his friend, Reinhard Heydrich, and he paused once more, smiling broadly, as he reflected on the situation. Of course, he really would kill anyone who betrayed him; he had showed them that, and as for being an SD agent and special emissary of Heydrich, there was truth in that as well. Only the reference to Himmler had been an exaggeration, but there was no way these fools would ever find out. He could tell them anything. They would believe it and say nothing to anyone.
“But you should regard the confidence I share with you as a great honor and a great opportunity,” he added finally. “Yes, and so while you will continue gathering military intelligence for the Abwehr and the Air Ministry’s Forschungsamt, you will have the honor and privilege to do other, more important work for me, as well, work that will lead to the ultimate triumph of the Reich. Of course, you will not disclose our plans and activities to anyone, not to your wives or lovers, not even to an officer of the Wehrmacht. Yes, even our fellow Germans must think that I am nothing but an agent of Goering and the Luftwaffe. But I shall continue to provide you with all the financial and material support you need to help me carry out our sacred mission. You will have your bombs and chewing gum, too. All I ask in return is absolute obedience and secrecy.”
As Mueller uttered these words, he reached for a cigarette. “You see,” he declared, “there are those in the Fatherland who say we must wait and keep America out of the war as long as we can. But they are fools who ignore reality. Soon we shall be the masters of Western Europe. Even England will be ours. Then the final conflict with America will be inevitable, and it is our sacred mission to begin our attack now, to begin the destruction of our enemies while they sleep. Yes, we are the vanguard, and we shall begin our attack while this whole country is still like a ripe, plump fruit waiting to be plucked from the tree and devoured. And if we act now, there is no limit to what we can do. We can even destroy Roosevelt, the American president, himself.”
CHAPTER FOUR
In his dark, cluttered rooms at the Gramercy Park Hotel, Percy sat back in an overstuffed armchair and gazed up at the ceiling. A floor lamp next to his chair threw a small pool of light on several newspapers scattered on a worn, reddish brown Afghan rug at his feet. In the shadows around him piles of books rose from the floor. More volumes filled the low bookcases that lined the walls. Above the bookcases, faded photographs had been hung -- pictures of racehorses, jockeys, prizefighters, and baseball players, all in simple black frames. Many of these photos were autographed, and Percy, himself, appeared in a number of them, always with the same cheerful, self-confident smile as he posed for the camera.
This was the room Percy called his "inner sanctum." In one corner stood an old Victrola and a stack of records. Nearby was a large roll top desk with an ancient typewriter sitting on it. Next to the typewriter, several copies of the Daily Racing Form and Percy’s ancient binoculars rested on a stack of unopened mail. In one of the desk's many cubbyholes sat a drab baseball, yellowed with age and inscribed with the faint signatures of the members of the l922 New York Giants. Underneath it, stuck in a side pocket of the desk blotter, was a baseball scorecard. It was dated October 14, 1911, and it was a souvenir from the first major league baseball game Percy had ever seen.
Faded and tattered, this scorecard was a sentimental memento that he never had been able to throw away. He would never part with it, for it reminded him of that day when, as a new journalist in New York, he had been taken to the Polo Grounds for the first time. It was the opening game of the 1911 World Series, and when Percy first walked out into the stands of the Giants' new horseshoe-shaped ballpark, his senses had been overwhelmed. With surprise and delight, he had taken in what he would later call "a grand, pagan ritual," and it had been love at first sight.
It was a spectacular scene that he would never forget -- the magnificent scale of the modern concrete and steel stadium, the broad expanse of green grass and the simple white lines of the playing field sheltered within it, the noise of the partisan crowd, the brightly colored bunting everywhere, the flags, and the ornately painted coats of arms atop the grandstand, all somehow crystallized in the bright sunlight. The players, themselves, had seemed larger than life in this wonderful setting, particularly the Giants, in their striking black broadcloth uniforms. Caught up in the spectacle, Percy had watched with curiosity and then admiration, as Christy Mathewson, tall, blue-eyed, and fair-haired, stood like some classic American hero on the mound and pitched the New York team to victory over "Chief" Bender and Connie Mack's mighty Philadelphia Athletics.
But baseball was far from Percy’s thoughts now. Still slumped back in his chair, he was listening attentively to a large Zenith radio that sat atop a bookcase behind him, its dial glowing in the darkness. He had tuned in a special evening broadcast on the NBC Red Network, and the somber voice of H.V. Kaltenborn, speaking in precise, clipped phrases, filled the room with the latest news of the war in Europe.
Percy had been following events closely since the first disturbing stories had appeared in the morning papers, indicating that the so-called "phony war" was over -- that early that day, Tuesday, April 9, 1940, the Germans had attacked Denmark and Norway. The first reports had indicated only that before dawn motorized German infantry and tanks had charged north without resistance across the undefended border of Denmark. There had been confusing stories all day long, and Nigel had been no help at the "passport office.” By evening, however, Percy had learned the shocking truth, that the Germans had completely overrun Denmark, and that the Nazi swastika was now flying over the royal palace in Copenhagen, although Hitler had signed a ten-year non-aggression pact with this Scandinavian country only a year before.
The situation in Norway was more uncertain, but Percy had been stunned by the news of events there, as well. That same morning, a naval force of German battle cruisers, destroyers, submarines and transports had emerged off the coast of Norway and had begun landing thousands of troops that quickly occupied major coastal ports. Later in the day, Oslo had been taken, and an obscure officer in the Norwegian army, Major Vidkun Quisling, had announced from a local radio station that he was the prime minister of a new Nazi government. Quisling had told his countrymen that resistance to the Germans should cease because they had come to protect Norway.
All these reports initially had filled Percy with dismay and disgust. Now he felt only fatigue and sadness, but he had found it impossible to concentrate on work. He had spent the last few hours editing his draft of an article about the Kentucky Derby hopefuls, but he was still distracted by the events in Europe. Seeking more information, he had not been able to keep away from the radio, twisting the dial back and forth for more news from Edward R. Murrow and William Shirer of CBS, and then Kaltenborn on NBC.
He was listening to Kaltenborn again now with morose fascination as this radio commentator spoke live on the air with correspondents in London, Paris, Brussels, Amsterdam, and Berlin. Max Jordan in Berlin reported that the German people on the street were saying, "There isn't anything else we could do," and that "Germany had to take the initiative...the policy of the Western powers forced Germany's hand."
At that, Percy jumped up and turned off the radio in disgust. "Where was the Royal Navy?" he asked himself, unable to understand how the German navy had slipped past the British fleet to land troops on the Norwegian coast. And then, as he returned to his chair, his mind drifted to thoughts of Scapa Flow, headquarters of the Home Fleet in the North Sea, and the Orkney Islands, which he often had visited as a youth. He could still remember the beautiful, purple hills where he had hiked such a long time ago.
The world had changed so much for the worse, he thought, pouring himself another whiskey from the bottle on the table next to him. He quickly downed his drink and then he walked over to his desk, opened a drawer and pulled out a picture in a silver frame. It was a photograph of a beautiful young woman in a wedding gown. There was a warm, radiant smile on her face. Her features were soft and delicate. "Ah, Maggie," he muttered wistfully, as he studied her friendly, smiling face and the wisps of unruly hair falling against her cheek.
The thought of his late wife often brought tears to his eyes. In 1919, when Percy first met Margaret Ross, he was still at the New York Evening Sun and she had come from a newspaper job in Toronto to work at the Tribune. “Maggie,” as everyone called her, was a petite, auburn-haired woman, with striking blue eyes and a direct manner, who could hold her own in a man’s world, working as one of the few female reporters on a major newspaper in New York City. Born in Scotland, she still had a hint of her native Highlands in her voice, and she was not put off by Percy’s affected English mannerisms. She teased him mercilessly about his behavior, and to Percy’s great surprise and delight she had been his match in every way.
Six months after their first meeting, they had been married, and several years later, when Percy came over to the Tribune, Maggie had given up reporting to begin a successful career as the writer of mystery novels. Throughout their years together, he had been totally devoted to her, and she had spurred him on to success as a prize-winning journalist. When she died of breast cancer in 1935, Percy had been overcome with grief and he had begun drinking heavily. Soon he had lost his job at the Tribune, and his career had been in decline ever since.
Fighting back his tears now, Percy returned to his armchair, and suddenly his mind was filled with happy memories of his early days in this country and his life with Maggie. It seemed so long ago, he thought, recalling how he had first come to the United States thirty years earlier, back in 1910. The orphaned son of an impecunious country barrister, he had sought to make his fortune as a playwright after attending Oxford, but with no success and no family left in England, he had eagerly accepted an offer from a kindly editor, a distant relation, to seek his fortune in America as a fledgling correspondent for the London Daily Mail.
It had been a wonderful time for him. He loved life in New York City, and he quickly jumped to a better paying job as a copy editor for a local newspaper, the Evening Sun. Because of his skill and intelligence, he soon found himself out on the street as a full-time reporter, working the police beat and then city hall. He had become an established member of the staff and, to his surprise, he enjoyed this rough and tumble work, the excitement, the deadlines, and the colorful characters, the pols, the cops, the crooks, whom he described with dramatic, inflated prose.
And Percy recalled how this happy time had been interrupted by the World War and how he had managed to survive the horrors of that conflict to continue his career as a journalist in America, but with a most surprising turn, his development as a sportswriter. When the war began, Percy felt obliged to serve his native country and he became an officer in the British Expeditionary Force in France. But after he was gassed during the Battle of the Somme and given an early discharge in l916, he returned again as soon as he could to the United States. Although he could never bring himself to becoming an American citizen, he saw no future for himself in post-war England and he was determined to continue the exciting new life he had made for himself in his adopted home.
His old editor at the Evening Sun had made vague promises of holding a place for him, but there was no guarantee, and in July, 1917, when Percy arrived back in the States he found that there were no openings except in the sports department, where a reporter was needed on the very day of his inquiry to cover an important horse race at Aqueduct, the Brooklyn Derby. Percy knew little about the track, but he asked for a chance at it. In light of his past record with the paper, the sports editor gave him the assignment, and afterwards he was so pleased with Percy’s story that he hired him on the spot, insisting only that he put a hyphen in his name to play up his English background.
And so “Alfred Charles Percival-Brown” began his career as an American sportswriter. He was a quick study and he worked hard. After a time, the hyphen disappeared from his byline, as did an exaggerated English accent, but remnants of his more affected manners and flamboyant style stayed with him. They became a part of Percy's identity, his persona as a sportswriter, and his continuing success carried him naturally from the racetrack to the boxing ring, and then to the baseball diamond, where his primary assignment was to follow the New York Giants.
He had begun covering the Giants in l920, several years before he moved from the Evening Sun to Ogden Reid's new Tribune, and this change to baseball was a natural progression for him, because of his interest in the game since that day back in 1911 when Christy Mathewson and the Giants had made such a lasting impression on him. From the start he had admired the simple world of these American athletes, their self-confidence and gregarious spirit, untainted by European doubts or sophistication. Moreover, he already had become almost a regular at the Polo Grounds, due to his budding friendship with John McGraw, the Giants’ manager, whom he saw often at the track and at the Lambs’ Club.
As a frustrated actor, Percy took great pleasure in this new role he was shaping for himself, and this pleasure was only increased by his growing appreciation of the game, itself. He began by presenting himself as the possessor of a unique perspective on baseball, that of the educated Englishman who could appreciate what he called "the natural evolution of baseball from its ancient, almost mystical roots in cricket and rounders." The truth of the matter was that he had never been much of a cricket player as a boy and never had followed the sport in England, but as an aspiring commentator on baseball, he liked to tell people that he had been "a fair slow bowler as a youth," and soon he almost came to believe it, himself.
"You, Americans," he would say, "have been given two great gifts by England. One is the English language and the other is the sport of cricket. You have ruined one and perfected the other." Borrowing freely from George Bernard Shaw, he would note that "baseball has the great advantage over cricket of being ended sooner," but taking a more positive view he would then begin a discourse on baseball as "the perfection of cricket by American democracy." At first, this discussion was marked more by its rhetorical flourishes than by its insights. That changed, however, as the Giants took four straight National League pennants, and Percy learned much more about the game. The references to cricket disappeared altogether, and Percy won a series of professional awards for his reporting, culminating in a Pulitzer Prize for his coverage of the World Champion Giants in 1933.
And now, years later, as he sat gazing at the photograph of his late wife, Percy thought again of Maggie, the world war, and his friends on the great Giant teams of the past. What good times they had had. The tough and demanding McGraw had become a close friend, as had Christy Mathewson, himself, when he became a coach for the Giants. But McGraw, Mathewson and so many others were gone now, along with his dear wife. They all were gone, and Percy felt weary and very much alone in a world that seemed to be crumbling around him. After pouring another drink, he sat lost in his memories until he drifted off to sleep.
When Percy awoke, he did not know where he was. Coughing and rubbing his eyes, he glanced about for several seconds before he recognized his surroundings. Then he pulled out his pocket watch and studied it before getting up, drawn once more to the radio. As the receiver warmed up again, he impatiently turned the dial, trying to tune in any additional news broadcast he could find, but he stopped suddenly when he heard the sound of a rooster crowing, instead of the familiar rolling r's of Kaltenborn.
"Wake up America!" a stentorian voice announced. "It's time to try to stump our experts and to enjoy a refreshing glass of Canada Dry Ginger Ale."
Although he was not a regular listener to this weekly quiz show, Percy recognized that the program being broadcast was “Information Please.” He was familiar with the show because John Kieran, a sportswriter for the New York Times and an old friend, was a regular on the program, a member of its “board of experts.” In fact, Kieran had once tried to get him as a guest panelist, and now, braced against a bookcase, Percy paused for a moment and listened as the show's master of ceremonies, Clifton Fadiman, introduced the show's panel members, who were to answer questions sent in by listeners. Along with Kieran, another regular was announced, Franklin P. Adams of the New York Post. There were two guests, as well. The first guest presented was Christopher Morley, the author of the current bestseller, Kitty Foyle. Then Fadiman added, "And as our extra special guest, we are happy and just a little scared to welcome a real honest-to-goodness tycoon, an articulate businessman, the President of the Commonwealth and Southern Corporation, Wendell Lewis Willkie."
"Honest-to-goodness tycoon," Percy repeated with a snort as he returned to his armchair. He remembered meeting Willkie several years earlier at a large cocktail party given by another old acquaintance from his Tribune days, Irita Van Doren, who was the book editor of the paper and one of Maggie’s close friends. He recalled that Willkie was a big, friendly, broad-shouldered bear of a man, who was handsome but slightly overweight, with thick, dark, tousled hair and clothes that looked like he slept in them. He remembered, too, that Willkie had begun an extramarital affair with Van Doren, a handsome and witty divorcee who spoke with a soft southern accent.
"A real honest-to-goodness tycoon," Percy muttered again to himself, recalling that Willkie was an unannounced candidate for the Republican presidential nomination, and he listened with interest while the “tycoon” gamely answered a series of questions, for he was curious about this fellow Willkie, who was getting so much press lately. Trying to gauge the man's character, Percy noted to himself that Willkie spoke with a deep, slightly nasal voice that sounded friendly and confident.
But soon he had heard enough. Growing restless, he struggled to his feet and turned the radio dial again for more news of the war in Europe. He found Kaltenborn once more on NBC, speaking now of a large naval battle in heavy seas off the coast of Norway and then reporting that President Roosevelt had been informed of the German actions at his Hyde Park home and was on his way back to Washington by train.
"President Roosevelt believes that this crisis will make us think more about the war," the radio commentator stated. Then he paused and asked his listeners, "and less about the third term?"
Percy shook his head in response to this rhetorical question. Of course, not, he thought. A third term for Roosevelt in this time of crisis was very much on everyone’s mind. But this reference to a third term weighed heavily on him, for he wanted to see the President re-elected and he was reminded of what Elsa had told him about Mueller’s vague promise, back in Tampa, to “stop” Roosevelt. Although he knew that the man was capable of anything, he had regarded the German’s remark as an idle threat. Now, however, he wondered if he had been wrong. Thinking back to that night at the end of March when he had been followed home, he feared not only that he and Elsa had placed themselves in greater danger but also that they had jeopardized their chances of stopping Mueller if he really did attempt to carry out some violent and maniacal plan to kill the President.
Three days later, on April 12th, 1940, Karl Mueller arrived in Washington, D.C. It was a cruel, cold spring day in the city. The sky was gray and the wind blustering, with the damp scent of snow in the air, threatening the cherry blossoms at the tidal basin. Feeling the chill in the air, Mueller pulled up the collar of his topcoat as he walked out of Union Station to a waiting taxi. He had come down from New York on an early morning train to meet with Joachim Hertslet at the Mayflower Hotel. It was his first trip to Washington, and while a redcap put his bags in the cab, he turned to study the monumental dome of the Capitol rising in front of him, several blocks away.
He wanted to see more but there was no time for sightseeing now, he told himself as the taxi pulled out into traffic. He was late for his meeting with Hertslet. The sanctimonious young pup was expecting him, and he could not keep him waiting any longer. He had to maintain some self-control, some self-discipline, no matter how much he hated Goering and his little pet, no matter how much he detested being at their beck and call. Of course, things had gone well since his lesson with poor Claus, and one day soon he would take matters in his own hands. Soon, he would not longer be under anyone’s thumb, but in the interim he had to swallow his pride. He had to do as he was told, for now more than ever Goering expected him to gratefully and dutifully obey all his orders and those of Hertslet, as well.
Hertslet and Goering, what a pair, he thought. Hertslet was a self-righteous little prig, who did not seem to have time for anything but business, and who regarded the war as just numbers, figures on oil production, dollars, and Deutsch marks. But Goering was even worse. Yes, much worse, and to think that he had admired Hermann Goering once, as a fellow pilot and genuine war hero, the last commander of the famed Richtofen Fighter Squadron in the first world war, who had built up the post-war flying clubs into the Luftwaffe. But that was before Goering had become fat, weak, and corrupt. Now he had come to despise Goering even more than Hertslet because the Reichsmarshall had lost his commitment to anything but his own wealth and pleasure. If Germany was to fulfill its true destiny, it would depend not on the likes of Hertslet or Goering but on men of valor, dedication, and principle, like himself and his friend, Reinhard Heydrich, whose highest loyalty still was to the Fuehrer and the Reich.
Mueller paused and thought for a moment of his friend. Goering and Hertslet would be shocked if they knew of his allegiance to SS-Obergruppenfuhrer Heydrich. But it was Heydrich, who had opened his eyes to Goering's shortcomings and secretly led him into the higher echelons of the SS, the "Shutzstaffel"-- the elite imperial guard of the New Germany. It was Heydrich, Goering's hated enemy, the head of the Nazi Party's intelligence service, the Sicherheitsdienst, the feared SD, who had convinced him to become an SD agent, keeping track of Goering's activities and ambitions, and who had urged him to do much more, as well.
He had met Heydrich years before, when he had been his flight-training instructor. Others were put off, even frightened by the handsome, blond man, with his cold, aloof manner and his sinister, piercing glance that gave him the name “wolf eyes.” But they had become close friends, sharing a common bond in their love of flying and the pursuit of sexual pleasure. And, yes, he thought to himself, it was Heydrich, who had led him to a higher spiritual order and a sacred trust as a member of the SS, a trust symbolized by the death’s head emblem engraved on the silver dagger strapped to his leg. Yes, his dagger was a holy symbol of this trust and the oath he had taken in the presence of the Fuehrer outside the Feldherrnhalle in Munich. He had stood there with Heydrich at his side, and he would never forget that starry night, the flickering torchlights, the immaculate black uniforms of the SS, and the chorus of voices repeating the oath of loyalty and bravery for the Fuehrer and the new German Reich.
But now as he sat in slow moving traffic, Mueller stared out the window of his taxi at a group of pedestrians waiting on a crowded street corner for the light to change. The sight of a young, pregnant woman pushing a baby carriage across the street distracted him for a moment from his memories and he smiled. Although he was not a family man, he was reminded that just before he left Germany he had become the father of another son at a secret "Lebensborne" Himmler had set up for the SS. Yes, he thought, he had done his duty to preserve the purity of Aryan blood. He was pleased with himself and he would have to tell Elsa once again what Himmler had said, that it was "a high duty for German women and girls of good blood to become mothers outside the bonds of marriage, in the spirit of deep moral seriousness."
Outside the bonds of marriage, Mueller repeated to himself, reminded now of the young daughter of the I.G. Farben director, who also had borne another of his children. He chuckled and then Hertslet came to mind again. Was Goering’s infuriating young pup impotent, perhaps? That would explain a great deal, he decided, as he began to reminisce once more about his own sexual exploits, beginning with his loss of virginity at the age of twelve. His partner then had been a married friend of his mother, a beautiful brunette with a mole on her cheek, who had invited him up to her bedroom one day and insisted that he watch her undo her braid and comb her long black hair as she sat naked before her dressing table. There had been so many others since then, but that day he would never forget.
Nor could he forget the fat dumpling of a governess who became the mother of his first child -- but only because of his punishment. He had shocked his wealthy and conservative Bavarian family when it was discovered that the family governess was pregnant and that he, aged fifteen and the youngest of three sons, was responsible. How upset his younger sisters had been when their beloved governess was sent away without explanation, and how surprised he had been when he learned that he was being sent to the United States to stay with his Uncle Otto and to attend a Jesuit high school, noted for its discipline.
His first visit to America came back to him now, and he recalled the hot, dismal summer in 1922 when he arrived in Detroit and moved into his uncle’s musty, old house, where he had shared a room with his immature, slow-witted cousin, Rudy. What a long, horrible summer that had been. At least things had gotten better in the fall when school began. Although he had no patience for his Jesuit instructors and their methods of discipline, his English was quite good and he had little difficulty with his studies. He was not popular with the students, either; in fact, his classmates, whom he regarded as unsophisticated and boorish, despised him. But with his good looks and wealth, he soon found it easy to overcome these hardships and to make the most of his situation. Yes, he recalled with amusement, he soon found all the companionship he needed at school, where he discovered for the first time that his ever-increasing sexual appetite could be satisfied by young men as well as women.
But even then, women had been easy to find. In fact, by the middle of the school year, he had entered into a convenient liaison with the buxom wife of his uncle's next-door neighbor -- a liaison that had appealed to him more because of the risks involved than because of the woman's physical attraction. Her husband was a foreman at one of the automobile assembly plants, a big, surly man, who worked the night shift, but who came home early one evening and found his naked wife, crawling around the kitchen table on her hands and knees, with her little "Schatzie" as she insisted on calling Mueller, astride her bare back. Afterwards, his uncle told him he was lucky to get out alive, and he sent him back to Germany the next morning.
Mueller was still smiling now, as he thought of his return to Germany, his life at military school, his early years in the army, and then his flying days. In the army, he had developed an appetite for flying as great as his appetite for sex and after several years in various flying clubs he had managed to be accepted in the Luftwaffe. It had been a glorious time. He had a reputation for being undisciplined, but over the years, he had become a superb aviator and a skilled test pilot. As a favorite of Goering, he finally had reached the rank of hauptmann, too, although what others called his “brazen” conduct on the ground, including several affairs with officers' wives, had threatened to end his career several times and made promotion for him slow. Yes, he had had some close scrapes, and he had been forced to appear twice before Courts of Honor; yet, his skill and experience as an aviator had enabled him to avoid punishment, and he proudly recalled that his flying expertise combined with his mastery of the English language also had increased his value to the Luftwaffe as a guide and interpreter for such visiting dignitaries as Charles Lindbergh when the American aviator had toured a number of German air bases and was decorated with the Service Cross of the German Eagle by Goering, himself.
Lindbergh, he thought. At least there was one American who was sympathetic to the Reich, and a genuine hero, too. Yes, Lindbergh would be long remembered, but soon he would become a hero, as well. It was only a matter of time. Indeed, it was his destiny, he decided. Although he would have to do Hertslet’s bidding for now, he would not let anyone get in his way as he followed the course of heroic action that Heydrich had urged him to follow, a course of action that would change history and make him more celebrated than the likes of Lindbergh.
But now Mueller’s cab was pulling up in front of the Mayflower Hotel, and he realized that he had no more time for such reflections. After he paid the driver, he left his bags with the bell captain and marched inside. Disregarding his specific instructions, he went up to Hertslet’s suite without telephoning him from the lobby and knocked twice on the door. After a few seconds, he knocked again, and suddenly the door opened. Hertslet stood in front of him in his shirtsleeves. The two Germans sized each other up with a nod and did not shake hands.
“I expected you last night,” the younger man said, looking past Mueller down the empty hotel corridor as he spoke.
"It is most regrettable,” Mueller replied. “But I was delayed on a matter of great urgency. I had to take an early train this morning.”
Hertslet scowled with displeasure. He gestured for Mueller to follow him to his bedroom, where he was in the midst of packing several large leather suitcases. While he folded his clothing with brisk precision, Mueller decided to look around.
"So this is the grand suite provided by Mr. Davis," he declared as he wandered from room to room. "It is much better than my rooms at the Taft Hotel in New York."
Hertslet continued to pack in silence. Finally he called out, "Mueller, I am finished. Come, we will go for a walk. It is stuffy in here and I need some fresh air."
The younger man grabbed his coat and quickly strode out of the suite without waiting for Mueller, who caught up with him at the elevator. Together, they descended to the lobby without saying a word and walked out the Connecticut Avenue entrance of the hotel. On the street, Hertslet turned left and began walking slowly toward Lafayette Park. As they approached the park, he finally began to speak.
"The FBI is everywhere, ” he said. “I think they have a listening device in my rooms. So, we must take every precaution.” He turned to look behind them. "We are probably being followed by those fools right now. But there is nothing unusual about a meeting between two members of the German Trade Delegation, eh? And it is better to be seen in the open than to appear as if we are hiding something."
When Mueller did not answer, Hertslet went on. "We have little time. This evening I leave for Mexico City, where I must meet personally with several government officials to assure their assistance with the oil shipments. You see, we are at a critical juncture in our negotiations. The situation is quite delicate, and as an unfortunate consequence, I have an important assignment, which I must place in your hands while I am gone."
"Yes." Mueller was straining to be patient.
The two men entered the park and strolled along beneath the big horse chestnut trees. Because of the weather the place was almost deserted, except for flocks of pigeons and a few old men feeding them. Mueller bought some popcorn from a solitary vendor and offered it to his companion, but Hertslet refused it. Then they walked toward Pennsylvania Avenue and sat on a wooden bench facing south toward the White House.
"So, that is the White House," Mueller said, tossing popcorn to the birds at his feet. "It is smaller than I imagined. Shabbier, too. And where does the American President actually sleep and work?"
"The private residence is upstairs," Hertslet responded. "And the office of the President is there to the right, on the west side of the building. But, Mueller, I must insist. I have more important matters to discuss with you and little time. I must have your complete attention now, for I have much to tell you." He hesitated for a moment. "First of all, I have met together with Davis and Lewis, and we are in complete accord."
In spite of Hertslet's smug, self-satisfied tone, Mueller was suddenly curious to hear what he had to say and he turned attentively to his companion.
"Yes,” Hertslet went on, “I met with John L. Lewis at the private estate of Davis in Scarsdale. Lewis has personally guaranteed his opposition to Roosevelt in the election. As I have told you before, he controls ten million votes. Ten million."
Mueller shrugged, for he still had little confidence in either Davis or Lewis. He had met the smooth talking Davis at a trade reception in New York, and he recalled a ruddy-faced man, expensively dressed, with a slow Southern drawl and an overriding interest in money. As for Lewis, he did not trust him, either. He remembered the newspaper photographs he had seen of the labor leader, a man with small, squinty eyes, a big head, bushy eyebrows, and a pouting expression.
"Yes, yes," Hertslet insisted impatiently. " Davis is not completely reliable, but I have met Lewis now and I have confidence in him. Although he has no interest in our cause, he has proven his worth in Mexico. He has the labor votes and he is committed to opposing Roosevelt for his own reasons -- as an idealist, a genuine pacifist."
Mueller shook his head. This reasoning did not inspire his confidence.
"But there is more," Hertslet added.” We now have now a campaign fund of five million dollars. Goering has transferred the funds through Davis, who has scattered them at various domestic banks. These sums can be put to good use here in the United States to support Lewis and assure the defeat of Roosevelt."
"Five million dollars," Mueller repeated.Growing restless, he began to toss popcorn again to the pigeons. This would be interesting news for the SD, too, he thought, and as he looked across the street at the White House, he wondered how he could gain access to these funds for his own purposes. Of course, the war was going well, but Roosevelt would run again and he had to be stopped. Yes, the American President was doing everything he could to help the English, and with such funds there certainly was a better and simpler way to assure that Roosevelt would not be reelected.
But Hertslet was still talking. "When I returned from New York, I went to the Germany Embassy here to discuss our project. My official contact there, who will be yours now, is the Naval Attaché, Captain Robert Witthoeft-Emden. Witthoeft-Emden. Do you understand?"
Mueller had not been paying close attention, but he managed to turn and nod when he sensed that his companion's monologue had stopped.
Satisfied with this response, Hertslet went on. "I introduced myself as Goering's personal envoy, his plenipotentiary in regard to a `certain project.' The naval attaché was duly impressed with my credentials and presented me promptly to the chargé d'affaires, Dr. Thomsen."
Listening more carefully now, Mueller nodded again. Since l938, when the United States and Germany had recalled their ambassadors, the chargé d'affaires, Hans Thomsen, had been acting as the head of the embassy. Mueller had been told by Heydrich not to trust him, that he was a cautious, career diplomat, from a Hamburg banking family of partial Norwegian descent.
"I explained to him that I knew John L. Lewis quite well," Hertslet added, "and that he could exercise a great deal of political power. I told him that my influence with Lewis was strong, that with the help of the American labor leader we could defeat Roosevelt in the November election, and that we have a large source of funds to support this plan. I suggested to him that it would be a practical political idea if the embassy would join me in this effort.”
"And his response."
Hertslet spoke with a tinge of anger in his voice. "He told me that we are interloping on his own prerogatives. Then he suggested that his embassy were better organized to run such an operation, without or with Lewis. He spoke of an agent, Viereck, who is already deeply involved with a number of members of Congress, and he added finally that in any event he would have to consult with the foreign ministry in Berlin before making a decision."
This did not surprise Mueller, who was amused by his companion's indignation. He was familiar with the petty disputes of the foreign service and he had heard of Viereck, too, who was said to have a number of paid spies in senators' offices.
"And so," Hertslet added, "because it is imperative that I go back to Mexico City, you shall act as my agent. In my absence, you will stay here to receive Thomsen's answer to our proposal, which you will communicate to me in the usual manner. I do not expect a satisfactory response from the foreign ministry, but I do hope that this fellow Viereck can help us. Of course, with or without them, we shall pursue our plan. You can tell them that and that, unless there are additional difficulties with the oil shipments, I expect to be back in the United States by the end of June. At present, however....”
Mueller interrupted, interested in other matters. "I assume that I can make use of your accommodations at the Mayflower while I am here."
Hertslet shook his head, irritated by this interruption. "Yes, yes," he said, eager to return to his discussion of oil supplies. "You have not changed, Mueller, not in the least. But the Davis Suite is available to us, even in my absence, and I have no objection as long as you follow orders and do your job as I have instructed you.”
Mueller sat up stiffly. “I am here to serve you, Doktor,” he responded in a monotone and then he turned to stare across at the White House. Let the pompous young fool talk on of oil and politics, he thought to himself. Let him talk and then go back to Mexico City. As soon as this meeting ended, he would call Elsa and invite her to come down to stay with him in the Davis suite. He would follow orders, but enjoy himself at the same time.
While Hertslet rambled on, Mueller continued to study the residence of the American President. Someday, there would be a different flag flying above the President's shabby little mansion, but not if they had to rely on a greedy American financier and a pacifist labor leader. No, it would take, instead, an act of glorious heroism of the kind Heydrich had described to him. Roosevelt had to be killed, he was certain of that, and he felt that he could almost stroll through the open gates of the White House and take care of the matter, himself, that very afternoon.
CHAPTER FIVE
"If it's not raining by game time, we'll play."
Clark Griffith, the long-time owner of the Washington Senators, looked at his watch and then up at the overcast sky. It was Tuesday, April 16, the opening day of the l940 baseball season, and Griffith was speaking to a group of umpires and military officers on one side of the Senators’ dugout. In response, one of the military men nodded to an aide, who rushed over to the army band assembled at home plate. As the musicians struck up a tune and began to march in formation out to center field, the large and enthusiastic crowd at Griffith Stadium responded with a cheer. Despite the gloomy weather, the atmosphere was festive; the military band continued to play, and soon the grandstands, draped with red, white, and blue bunting, were filled to capacity.
The boisterous crowd was buzzing with excitement, and another loud cheer went up from the stands when a big, black touring car, with District of Columbia license plates numbered "101," rolled out onto the field. As the band struck up “Hail to the Chief,” the car, escorted by several Secret Service men, slowly drove along the first base line and came to a stop next to the Senators' dugout. President Roosevelt, in a gray topcoat and a soft gray felt hat, smiled and waved to the crowd as he was quickly assisted out of the car. With a Secret Service man at each elbow and a cane in his hand, he walked a short distance to his seat in the presidential box, just to the home plate side of the Washington dugout. He was accompanied by Jim Farley, a large, bald man who was wearing a dark suit and a derby hat.
Roosevelt stood up, bracing himself with his left hand on his cane. Then he began waving again to the crowd, while Farley, the postmaster general and national chairman of the Democratic Party, took a seat at the President's right. When Roosevelt did not sit down, Farley awkwardly rose to his feet.
“Well, Boss,” he said, turning toward the President. “This is a real treat. I never thought I would be attending the season opener until you surprised me at lunch today with your kind invitation.”
Still gazing out at the crowd, Roosevelt nodded. “It’s a grand occasion, Jim. A grand occasion, indeed.”
“Of course,” Farley went on, “now that I’ve formally announced my candidacy for President, I’m sure I’ll be attending more events like this as part of my own campaign, maybe even throw out a first pitch back at Yankee Stadium or the Polo Grounds.” He laughed, but when Roosevelt did not respond, he quickly spoke up again. “Still, I don’t want to step on any toes, Boss, and I’d appreciate any advice you might have. At lunch today, you said that you would not actively seek a third term, but if I could count on your help....”
“Look, Jim,” the President interrupted. “Let’s save all this political talk for another time. Griff is coming over to say hello.”
Farley forced himself to smile and began to wave lamely at the crowd, as the owner of the Senators walked toward them and reached over the railing in front of the field boxes to welcome Roosevelt and Farley with a handshake. Then, several members of the presidential entourage, including Farley and “Pa“ Watson, left the President's box to join Griffith near home plate for the formal flag raising ceremony. Already standing there was John Nance Garner, the Vice-President, who was wearing a broad-brimmed Stetson hat and chomping on a large cigar as he engaged in an animated conversation with Will Harridge, the president of the American League.
Led by Garner and Griffith, this group of dignitaries lined up in a loose procession and solemnly marched out to center field. They were followed by the team members of the Senators and their opening day opponents, the Boston Red Sox. Then, with heads bared, they all stood at attention, while the band played and the American flag was slowly raised on a pole mounted on the wall in center field.
With a firm grip on the railing in front of him, the President stood watching this ceremony and remained on his feet as the procession returned to the sidelines. He appeared to be relaxed and enjoying himself. But his smile left his face for an instant when he spotted the Vice-President returning to the Washington side of the field. Roosevelt studied the bushy eyebrows, ruddy face, and intense blue eyes of the elderly Texan, who did not return his gaze. Garner was a political enemy, another announced candidate for the presidency, and a man whom the President despised.
"Jack, It's a great day for baseball," Roosevelt remarked cheerfully to Garner as he approached, and the Vice-President looked up without speaking. He was wearing black rubber overshoes because of the prospect of rain and the expression on his face was glum. He chomped on his cigar and nodded to the President, who was still smiling gamely.
After the players and dignitaries had returned to the sidelines, the national anthem was played. Then, the managers of the two teams, Joe Cronin of the Red Sox and Bucky Harris of the Senators, came over to shake hands with Roosevelt, while reporters and press photographers gathered on the field in front of the presidential box. The President, who was to throw out the ceremonial first pitch of the game, stood posing for photographs with the two managers, while Secret Service agents positioned behind him stared up into the stands, and out on the field, beyond the press corps, the players from both teams stood waiting patiently, laughing and talking boisterously.
As flash bulbs began popping, Roosevelt wished both managers good luck and reminisced about managing his prep school baseball team at Groton. Then he was presented with a brand new American League baseball.
"My friends, here's the ball," he declared in a loud voice, grasping the baseball in his right hand and beaming for the cameras. He was firmly bracing himself again with his left hand on his cane, hidden from view behind the flag-draped railing of the box. As he spoke, he reached back with the ball, raising his right arm in front of Farley, who stood next to him with his derby in his hand.
"Mr. President, over here!" yelled Wes Ferrell, waving his catcher's mitt. The Senators' catcher, who stood in front of the other players, was waiting for the pitch.
"Now?" Roosevelt asked, and as he reared back again to throw, Farley leaned forward. The President was startled by this unexpected movement, and his toss was low and hard. "Oh, no!" he exclaimed angrily, but he began to laugh when he saw that the ball had caromed off a photographer’s camera, rolling out of reach of all the players on the field.
As Roosevelt looked on, there was a wild scramble, and the ball was finally picked up by a uniformed policeman who received loud boos from the stands for his efforts. Then, after the lucky policeman was photographed with his trophy, the Senators took the field before a cheering home crowd, and the President chose this moment to sit down. Grasping a Secret Service man’s arm for support, he quickly settled into his seat and turned to Clark Griffith, who sat to his left beside him.
"Ah, Griff, it's grand to be here again, really grand," Roosevelt declared, as Dutch Leonard trotted out to the mound to pitch for the Senators. "I just wish I could come out here more often. You know, I remember marching out for the flag ceremony back in l917, when I was an assistant secretary of the Navy, under old Josephus Daniels.”
“1917, Mr. President?”
“Yes. There was a salute to the war effort then and the players marched out to center field carrying baseball bats on their shoulders like rifles." Roosevelt laughed and went on, pushing his hat back on his head as he spoke. "No rifles or baseball bats today, but it certainly looks like a fine turnout, in spite of the weather."
Griffith nodded, and while the first two batters for the Red Sox quickly went down in order, Roosevelt continued his friendly banter with the Senators’ owner. “You know, I have been wondering, Griff. Isn't it about time that you installed some lights and started playing night baseball here? After all, it was almost five years ago when I pushed that button lighting up the ballpark in Cincinnati, and I don't think that baseball has suffered at all since then, not one bit."
Griffith grimaced. He had once declared that night baseball would never become popular, because "high class baseball could not be played under the lights," and the President never let him forget this.
"Yes, Mr. President," he responded, "maybe next year we will have to do it.”
With a self-satisfied smile, Roosevelt nodded and abruptly turned his attention back to Farley, who had been sitting silently to his right. "Jim, my friend, did you hear what Griff said about lighting up this park next year. It’s truly grand, isn't it.?”
As he spoke, Roosevelt had noticed a peanut vendor working his way down the next aisle. Pausing for a moment, the President leaned back to speak a few words in the ear of “Pa” Watson, who jumped up quickly and disappeared in the stands behind them. Then Roosevelt continued talking to Farley, and when Watson returned a few minutes later with a large bag of peanuts, the President did not stop his cheerful monologue even as he took the bag and ripped it open.
"You know, Jim,” he went on, stopping only to pop a peanut in his mouth, “I am very fond of roasted peanuts, and that's another reason that I love to come out here. If somebody wanted to send me a bag of peanuts at the White House, the Secret Service would have to x-ray it and then the Department of Agriculture would have to open every shell. Oh, yes. They would test every kernel for poison or high explosives. And, then, in the end, they would just throw the bag away and never tell me about it." Roosevelt laughed and offered the peanuts to Farley, who responded with a perfunctory nod and found himself holding the bag while the President reached in for another large handful.
In the crowded press box, Percy looked down from behind home plate at Roosevelt and his entourage. Since his arrival at Griffith Stadium, he had been carefully scrutinizing the field boxes directly to the left of the President for a glimpse of Elsa, who had surprised him with the news that she would be seated there with Mueller. There was no sight of her, however, and as the Red Sox took the field after failing to score in the top half of the first inning, he turned for a moment to study Lefty Grove, the veteran pitcher who was starting for Boston.
He had seen Grove pitch for Philadelphia as a rookie, back in l925, and he found it difficult to believe that the great lefthander was now in his fifteenth year in the majors. His hair was turning gray, and he no longer had an overpowering fastball; yet, Grove remained one of the leading pitchers in the American League, and to Percy the forty-year-old hurler still looked smooth and elegant out on the mound.
Fifteen years, Percy wondered, where had they gone? And as he watched Grove work, memories came back to him of his own earlier visits to Griffith Stadium. He recalled his last visit, back in 1937, when he had covered the All-Star game for the Sporting News. Roosevelt had been there, too, he remembered, and then he found himself thinking back to 1933, when Mel Ott hit the tenth-inning home run that won the World Series for the Giants, and even earlier, back to 1924, his first year on the Tribune, when his dear friend, John McGraw, was managing his last pennant-winning team, and the Giants lost to the Senators in a heartbreaker of a final game.
"Steady on, Percy," he mumbled to himself, as he looked down at the President and reminded himself that this was not time to indulge in such reminiscences. After all, there was a war going on, too, not just a baseball game. Yes, a war, and he had a duty to his country and to Elsa, although he was not quite sure what it was, because his orders from Nigel had been unusually vague. After Elsa had informed him of Mueller's unexpected invitation to come down in Washington, Percy had conferred with Nigel, who had instructed him to follow her to her destination and then simply to keep Elsa and Mueller under surveillance, while awaiting further orders.
"On such short notice, you'll have to do, old boy. Think you can handle it?" Nigel had asked without waiting for a reply. "We'll book you a room at their hotel, and you’ll just have to keep an eye on them in case something comes up. That should be easy enough, particularly since you will not have to watch over them twenty four hours a day. They do not need a chaperone, and the Americans most certainly will be watching the Davis suite, too. Just be alert and ready, in case Elsa comes up with something, and for god's sake, try not to stumble over Mr. Hoover's G-men. They're already snooping about enough as it is, and I don't want them to even suspect our involvement with Elsa. If they found out the truth about our splendid little Mata Hari, I'm sure they would only muck things up."
Percy had been alert and ready, just as Nigel ordered. But since his arrival, he had spent most of his time at the hotel and he had received no communication from Elsa until just a few hours before the game, when he was paged in the lobby of the Mayflower and directed to a house phone.
"I'm sorry, Percy," she had explained, "but I really haven't had a chance to contact you until now. I’m afraid I have been quite busy. Our friend hasn’t wanted to go out much, except for some quick sightseeing, and we have taken all our meals from room service. I want to make it up to you, though. I really do. So, I persuaded him to get us tickets to today's opener at Griffith Stadium. Isn't it great! Nigel would die."
"The baseball game?"
“That’s right, Percy. Of course, our friend hates baseball. The game drives him nuts. But if I can get him out of bed, we are going to be at the opener, sitting not far to the left of the President, himself, in a front row box. And don't worry," she rushed on, "you'll have no trouble spotting me. Just look for my new hat. I’m paying for it now at a shop here in a lobby. It's a knockout shade of yellow. And if you see me get up to go powder my nose without our pal, come down and see me. I'll be under the stands behind home plate waiting for you, honey. Yeah, I'll be waiting for you. So don't break my heart and disappoint me."
"Elsa, really. I don't know. I...." He was surprised and could not believe what she was saying to him. He had told her about being followed. He had warned her to be more careful, but she still was ignoring his advice. “What about our friend’s threat to kill the President?”
“Oh, Percy. Our pal may be crazy, but except when it comes to lovemaking he’s not a real spur of the moment kind of guy. I’ll be watching him, too, like a hawk, and because of our, ah, intimate relationship, I’ll know what he’s carrying, and I don’t mean just in his pants. So don’t worry, I can handle him. And remember, the President is gonna be surrounded by Secret Service men and police. They’ll be everywhere.”
Still Percy was worried and when he did not respond immediately, Elsa had continued. “Come on, Percy," she said. “It’s opening day, and I thought you would get a kick out of it. Relax and enjoy the game. All work and no play.... You know the rest.”
Laughing again, she had hung up before Percy could say anything else. But although he was troubled by her playful invitation to meet under the stands, he had been greatly relieved to hear from her and the prospect of attending the game pleased him. Moreover, he had been flattered once again by her attentive teasing, and so when he passed through the press gate at Griffith Stadium, there was a grin on his face and a new purposefulness to his stride. Even now he beamed with pleasure as he looked down at the presidential box and the seats nearby for some sign of Elsa and her new yellow hat. However bittersweet his memories of the past were, and however difficult the present, it was an unexpected treat to attend the season opener.
Down on the field, Grove quickly disposed of the first three Washington batters, and when Dutch Leonard returned to the mound in the second inning, the President leaned forward in his seat to study the Washington pitcher. Then he pulled a cigarette from a silver case in his inside coat pocket, inserted it in a lengthy holder, and lit it with an ordinary box of penny matches. Inhaling deeply, he turned to look back over his shoulder and converse in a subdued voice with a uniformed naval aide, who was seated directly behind him.
Engaged in this conversation, the President ignored the action on the field even as Boston managed to score a run. It was only after the inning ended and the naval aide left the presidential box that Roosevelt turned his attention back to the game. But he appeared withdrawn and lost in thought, as the Red Sox took the field and Grove continued to put the Senators down in order. Ignoring Farley and the others around him, he said nothing until his aide reappeared at the start of the third inning.
"Nothing new, sir, on the Home Fleet action in the North Sea," the naval adjutant reported discreetly in his ear, and Roosevelt solemnly nodded. Then, as if he suddenly had remembered where he was, the President smiled broadly and turned to Farley.
“Old Mose is as tough as ever, isn’t he?” Roosevelt said, once again the genial figure who had thrown out the first pitch, and he even began to chuckle when he caught sight of a striking blonde woman standing in the aisle, directly to his left. She was wearing a large hat shaped like an inverted saucepan. Dandelion yellow in color, it was balanced over her right eyebrow at a jaunty angle, and it was decorated with two long feathers, red and black, that her companion, a dark suited, sullen-looking man, had to dodge repeatedly as he waited for her to take her box seat in the first row of the grandstand.
"Well, look at that, boys!" Roosevelt declared. The others in the presidential box were not quite sure whether he was talking about the hat or the woman, but they all joined in laughter with him, as Elsa gazed back at them with a bemused smile.
“Here we are. Aren’t these seats are terrific?” she asked, turning her attention from the presidential box to the tickets in her hand, but Mueller said nothing as she finally took her seat. Eager as he was to get a good look at the President, he was annoyed with her for making such a spectacle of herself and still upset with her for insisting that they attend the game.
Baseball again, he thought, and now this hideous new hat with its feathers constantly in his face. It all made no sense to him. They had spent almost the entire weekend at the Mayflower before Elsa had announced that she wanted to go to the game and urged him to get tickets from Davis or through the embassy. He had refused at first, telling her that baseball bored him, that the weather was too dreary to be outdoors, and that the dampness bothered his back; however, in a moment of weakness he had finally allowed her to have her way after she complained that she needed some fresh air and added that the President, himself, most likely would be in attendance.
It was “an American tradition,” she had told him. “The President will be there, right up in front. You can bet on it.” And at least she had been right about that, Mueller noted, stealing a quick glance now at Roosevelt, who was seated across the aisle, not more than a dozen seats to his right, just as the man in Davis’s office had promised.
Mollified, Mueller sat down next to Elsa and turned to take a closer look at Roosevelt. He recognized the familiar profile that he had seen in photographs, the man with the jutting jaw, the pince-nez, and the cigarette holder. What surprised him, however, was the President’s apparent vitality and the lack of any visible sign of his handicap. In fact, Roosevelt appeared to be a vigorous, outgoing man, who was enjoying himself as he talked and smoked with his companions. By comparison, the bald man sitting next to him seemed very glum and withdrawn, as did the men in dark suits and dark fedoras who sat around him, looking up in the stands. Mueller concluded that they must be bodyguards. Except for their presence and that of the uniformed naval officer whispering in his ear, this great enemy of the Reich looked to him ordinary enough, like a businessman, a banker or a lawyer, taking the afternoon off for an outing with his cronies.
And what an easy target he would be for a determined assassin, Mueller noted to himself, amused, even excited by his proximity to the President. The possibilities that came to mind were many, and he was reminded of the promise he had made to Heydrich, on their last night together, a night that he would never forget. It had been on the eve of his departure for the United States, in one of his friend’s secret hideaways in Berlin. After an intimate candlelit dinner, Heydrich had played the violin for him and then they had sat together in their black SS uniforms, drinking far into the night. Of course, they had indulged themselves in other ways too, and finally, early the next morning, when the men and women they shared were gone, he had made his solemn promise to Heydrich. Yes, reciting his SS oath of loyalty and bravery, he had made his pledge to his friend and soul mate after Heydrich had spoken to him of his future in the United States and urged him to launch a campaign of sabotage and destruction, a campaign of heroic deeds that would be long remembered.
“We have shared much together, Karl,” Heydrich had begun. “Yes, we have shared so much, and I will miss you, for you have enormous appetites like mine and you have remained strong, in spite of your injuries. You enjoy taking risks, too, and I understand completely. Yes, we are alike in many ways, but you never seem able to stay out of trouble, and the result is that your present situation is quite difficult. You have many enemies, and there is no real future for you here now that you have been grounded. There is little I can offer you here, too. But thanks to Goering, you are going to the United States. Yes, you should be grateful to the Reichsmarshall for the opportunity he has given you.”
“Grateful to that swine?”
Heydrich laughed. “Oh, Goering may be a greedy fool, and he will not let you forget the debt you owe him, but you must take your new assignment seriously as an agent of the Forschungsamt. Of course, you will report back to me about Goering’s activities and interests, but do not give him a reason to send you home. Let him continue to believe you are his grateful servant, for not only has he given you an opportunity to escape your difficulties here but a grand opportunity to do much more.
“Much more?” Mueller had repeated.
“Yes,” Heydrich had told him, “You have a grand opportunity to strike our enemy while he is sleeping. And you will make the most of it, I am sure. You see, Karl, I have great confidence in you. I believe that you are perfectly suited for this sacred mission, that it is your predestined lot in life, your fate, to serve the Reich in this way. And your mission is really quite simple. You will pick your targets wisely and do as much damage as you can to American resources and morale. Yes, and do not concern yourself with the short-sighted diplomats who still worry about bringing the United States into the war. America is our ultimate enemy and the Reich will crush this enemy like all the others. Yes, war with America is inevitable. It is our historical destiny, and you can help to shape it.”
Historical destiny, was that what brought him to this baseball game? Mueller wondered now as he watched Roosevelt light a cigarette. How could it be otherwise, he decided as he reflected again on the words of his friend.
“We have enjoyed much together,” Heydrich had gone on,“ but now it is time for action. Of course, I cannot aid you openly and directly, but I can make sure you have the financial support you need and, when Goering turns against you, when he is finally bought off, I will do what I can to assure that you are allowed to stay over there, in spite of your enemies. In return, I expect heroic deeds from you, Karl, heroic deeds for the Fuehrer and the Fatherland that will be remembered long after we are all gone, heroic deeds that will shape the future of the Reich for a thousand years.”
“Heroic deeds,” Mueller had responded, reaching out to grasp Heydrich’s hands in his own. “As your brother in service to the Reich, as a loyal servant of the Fuehrer, I pledge my life to you and promise you heroic deeds that will shape the future of the Fatherland for a thousand years.” And he thought of his pledge again now, as he looked over at the President. Heroic deeds. Why not? Heydrich had never spoken to him about killing this great enemy of the Reich, but he had nothing to lose, and what could be more heroic? He was ready to sacrifice his own life, to die as a hero, rather than to continue as the lackey of Goering and Hertslet or go back to the Fatherland to face the difficulties and dismal life that awaited him there. Yes, it made perfect sense to him, and if this was his destiny, he was going to enjoy it.
He almost began to laugh. But now, as he continued to stare at Roosevelt, the German noticed that one of the men in dark hats seated behind the President was staring back at him, and he looked away, turning his attention to Elsa, who sat next to him studying her scorecard. He reached out and caressed her thigh, but she ignored him, abruptly sliding forward to watch the Senator’s centerfielder race back to the wall for a long fly ball hit by Jimmy Foxx of the Red Sox.
Elsa sighed with disappointment when the ball was caught, and Mueller shook his head. In good spirits now, he was willing to indulge her for at least a few more innings. He still did not know what to make of her interest in this ridiculous game. He regarded it as a strange abnormality for a woman of such charm to be as enthusiastic about baseball as she was about sex. Perhaps, he thought, the two are connected for her in some way. Certainly, it was natural for her to be attracted by male athletes, but so few of these baseball players seemed to have fine bodies, and they all looked silly to him in their baggy uniforms and schoolboy caps.
While the German pondered this question, Lefty Grove continued his mastery of the Senators, and as the inning came to an end, President Roosevelt turned to study Mueller's female companion. Flustered by her returned glance, a broad, inviting smile, the President directed his attention back to the action on the field. After a few minutes, he took another cigarette from his pocket, and carefully inserted it in the holder.
"You know, Jim," he said, "I wonder how much R.J. Reynolds would pay me to do an advertising endorsement for Camel cigarettes."
Farley laughed. "I don’t know, Boss. Maybe even enough to retire on or buy the Rhinebeck Gazette." He laughed again, but when he got no response he changed the subject. "Ah, by the way, Boss, when are you going down to Warm Springs?"
"What? Oh, later in the week, I think, Jim. Yes, I hope to leave on Thursday as long as Eleanor doesn’t have anything new planned for me and we don't have any more invasions.”
Farley started to speak once more, but the President ignored him, for he already had turned his gaze to his left, catching sight of Elsa as she adjusted her yellow hat, stood up, and slowly headed up the aisle.
Up in the press box, Elsa’s departure had been noted by Percy, as well. He had been relieved when she finally had shown up at the game. But now, as he watched her leave Mueller and climb up the stairs for the exit, he was alarmed by the chance she was taking, for he realized that she had not been joking about meeting with him under the stands. In spite of the risk, she expected him to be there.
Reaching for his flask of Old Overholt, Percy told himself that he could not begin to understand this beautiful, impulsive woman. Was she merely playing games or was there something important she really had to share with him? He could not be sure, but he knew that, important or not, he wanted to see her very much, and fortified by a shot of whiskey, he quickly convinced himself that he would have to do what she asked, even if it was contrary to their orders. It was a matter of trust, he decided. Their working relationship depended upon it, and there was no time to spare.
With his mind made up, Percy jumped to his feet and rushed toward the stairs. Waving his walking stick in front of him, he parted the crowd in his path and, as he approached the area under the stands where she had said she would be, he slowed down, peering anxiously in all directions, not sure what he would find. In the midst of a large throng of people, he was searching for the yellow hat and feathers that would indicate Elsa's presence, but he was fearful that he might even see Mueller, as well.
Percy stepped back next to a concession stand for a better view. But still there was no sign of the yellow hat. Was he too late? Had she merely been joking? After a few minutes, he concluded that he had made a stupid mistake and he decided to return to the press box. As he moved through the crowd again, however, he spotted her walking directly toward him with a broad smile on her face. Then, to his surprise, she winked at him before she stumbled and fell against him, grabbing his arm for support. At the same time, she dropped her purse, and the contents scattered at their feet.
"Oh, my goodness! Excuse me, sir," she said. "I am so clumsy sometimes. These shoes of mine have been giving me trouble all day."
"My dear, forgive me!” Percy exclaimed as she stepped back and then went down to her knees to gather up her things.
"Dammit! Get down here and help me," she uttered in a stern stage whisper.
"Yes, of course. Madam, let me help you." Now Percy could smell her rich perfume as he knelt next to her in the midst of the crowd, helping her collect the contents of her purse as quickly as he could.
"You know we have to stop meeting like this,” Elsa said under her breath, as she took her purse from him. She was giggling, and when they both stood back up, she smiled again at Percy and then readjusted her hat, which had slipped down on her forehead. "Why, thank you, sir," she declared, reaching out to grasp his right hand firmly in her own. "You are so kind. Thank you very much."
Percy closed his fingers around the note that she had slipped into his hand and quickly placed it in the side pocket of his jacket. "My dear, are you quite sure that you're all right?" he asked, smiling broadly. "Perhaps I can help you to your seat."
"That's more like it, Percy," she whispered before adding in a louder voice, "No. No, thank you, sir. I'll be just fine.” Then she patted him gently on the shoulder. “Some hat, huh?” she added before she disappeared in the crowd.
Still smiling, Percy began to make his way back upstairs, and when he reached the press box he stood in the rear and took a quick nip from his flask before looking down into the stands below to make sure that Elsa had returned to her seat. Instinctively, he also checked the scoreboard; it was the bottom of the fifth, and the score was still, 1-0. He was eager to read Elsa's note, but first he peered down at home plate, where the Senators' third baseman, Cecil Travis, had drawn three balls from Grove and had a chance of becoming the first Washington batter to reach base. On the next pitch, Travis hit a long fly ball to center field. A roar went up from the stands, and Percy waited until the ball was caught before he unfolded the note.
The message, handwritten on hotel stationary, was brief:
Dear Dad,
I thought I'd make this job a little more interesting for both of us. We've both spent too much time in hotel rooms and I thought we needed some fresh air. I've got a real scoop for you, too. John L. Lewis has definitely agreed to work with Hertslet to stop the reelection of FDR. Our Karl is to meet with Thomsen and someone named Viereck at the German embassy tomorrow morning at ten to discuss this election plan before returning to NYC. I go back tonight on the eight o'clock train. Thank god! I hope you enjoy the game.
Love from your dutiful daughter
"Daughter, indeed," he muttered to himself. Although he was unnerved by Elsa’s behavior and disturbed by the news that the powerful labor leader would aid the German plan to defeat Roosevelt, Percy found himself smiling again. With some embarrassment and consternation, he also found himself inhaling once again the scent of her perfume on the note he held in his hand, and he wondered what had come over him. He tried to convince himself that, although he was gratified by her attention and appreciated her physical allure, his feelings for Elsa were merely paternal or avuncular. But now he was confused, and all at once the smile disappeared from his face as he looked down and saw Mueller seated next to Elsa, leaning against her, apparently engaged in some kind of intimate conversation.
Until recently, he had had no difficulty accepting the nature of her relationship with the German. He had been uneasy about it, but he never passed judgment on others for he was not a prude or a moralist. In fact, he thought of himself as a sophisticated man of the world, for although he had not married again since his wife’s death, he never had had any difficulty attracting women and he had been involved in several affairs. But now he was troubled whenever he saw Elsa and Mueller together, and he tried to console himself with the view that his `dutiful daughter' was some wild, reckless, promiscuous creature beyond his understanding, who was doing what she could for a good cause.
Yes, it was a good cause, he told himself; however, he was still unsettled. Emotions he had not experienced in many years were stirring again inside him, and with a long sigh, he carefully folded up Elsa’s note and placed it back in his pocket. Then he reached for his flask and tried to put her out of his mind as the Red Sox came to bat in the sixth inning.
CHAPTER SIX
“Herr Mueller, I must be frank. SS Gruppenfuehrer Heydrich expected much from you. In his own discreet fashion, he continues to support you and he will do what he can to keep you in this country. But I must tell you that he has been disappointed, and there is a limit to what even he can accomplish. You see, we are no longer simply talking about a forced marriage here but a trial for murder. You have made many enemies, my friend, and there are influential people in Berlin who want you sent back for punishment. No charges have been brought yet. But now that the old man has died, his family wants your head, and there is little chance that Goering will be able to assist you. In fact, the chances are that your noble patron, the Reichsmarshall, has been bought off already by those who want you sent back to the Fatherland for trial.”
It was the evening of April 16th, and the man speaking to Karl Mueller was Baron Ulrich von Gienanth, a refined Prussian, who was the Second Secretary at the German Embassy in Washington, D.C. A tall, well-groomed man in a beautifully tailored suit, Gienanth was also a former SS storm trooper, who served as a secret agent of Heydrich’s SD and head of the Gestapo in the United States. In his capacity as an embassy official, the urbane “Baron” had invited Mueller to join him as his guest for dinner at Pierre’s, an elegant French restaurant on Connecticut Avenue, and now in the restaurant’s cavernous wine cellar, he was giving Mueller some disturbing news.
After the long ordeal of the baseball game earlier in the day at Griffith Stadium, Mueller had been looking forward to this evening with Gienanth, and the dinner had been a pleasant affair for him, even without Elsa, who had taken the train back to New York. The food and wine were excellent, and Gienanth was a cordial and entertaining host, who had been accompanied by another guest, an attractive actress, socialite, and aviatrix named Laura Ingalls, who was the first American woman to fly over the Andes Mountains, and who had set a number of other flight records for women, as well.
Mueller had particularly enjoyed dining with the female pilot, a lively and engaging woman, who had listened attentively as he shared with her the story of the crash that had ended his career as a test pilot in 1938. With the understanding of a fellow pilot, she had commiserated with him when he told her how he had been at Rechlin testing a modified version of the ME 110 “Zerstorer,” a twin-engine, long-range escort fighter that had stalled out in a dive and flipped on impact when he tried to land in an open field. And then, she had made Mueller laugh with a serious of colorful anecdotes about her own exploits, including a story describing how she had flown over the White House, “bombing” it with anti-war leaflets.
But now Miss Ingalls was gone, and Mueller was not laughing. The aviatrix had excused herself, leaving the two men at the table with their cigars and brandy, and then Gienanth had suggested that they visit the wine cellar where they could talk in private. Of course, Mueller knew that the Embassy Second Secretary was one of Heydrich’s agents, and he had anticipated some message from his friend, but the warning he was receiving now upset him greatly. Still holding his brandy snifter, Mueller stood in a corner of the dark, musty cellar, bristling with anger as he listened to Gienanth’s words.
“Yes,” the “Baron” was saying. ”The prospect of marriage is the least of your worries now. But Heydrich would like to help you. He has taken a personal interest in this matter, and he has asked me to tell you that he is prepared to intercede on your behalf at the highest level in an attempt to quash any new charges against you. However, he must have something to show for such involvement. You must demonstrate that your service to the Reich is, shall we say, indispensable, that you cannot be replaced. Otherwise, it is most likely that you will have to return to Berlin to stand trial for the death of the old man. Do you understand?”
“I understand, ” Mueller responded in a low voice, trying to remain calm, as he grasped the gravity of his situation. “Certainly, I have not yet accomplished a great deal. But you must remember that much of my time has been spent doing the bidding of Goering’s insufferable pet, Hertslet, who has sent me to Mexico City and back. He treats me as his lackey. I am at his beck and call. That is why I am here and why, as you surely must know, tomorrow I must go to the embassy on his behalf.”
“Yes, yes,” Gienanth said, puffing contentedly on a large cigar, “and we appreciate the information you are providing us about Goering and Hertslet, and their plan to defeat Roosevelt. You must continue this work, but it is not enough to provide us with intelligence. We have others who can do that. Yes, and, speaking of your time, I must note that you have also spent several days here indulging yourself in the Davis Suite with Miss Hofmann.” Gienanth smiled. “Certainly, she is an exquisite beauty. Your taste in women is excellent, but there is a time for everything, eh? And the point is that if you wish to stay in this country, you must discipline yourself.”
Angry as he was, Mueller chose to ignore the reference to Elsa. “I am doing the best I can with limited resources,” he said. ”I have punished those responsible for the failure at Grand Central. It will not happen again, and we are moving forward.”
“Herr Mueller, it is not enough to move forward. You failed. You have nothing to show for the support Heydrich has given you, and I must add that even your choice of a target was poor. Heydrich wants you to remember that there are many other significant targets to destroy, such as munitions plants, where explosives are found, where accidents happen and sabotage can be disguised easily as a ‘tragic accident.’ ”
“Tell Heydrich it shall be done.”
“When? We need results now, and we are still waiting for the frozen food formula you promised us from this Professor Allyn in Massachusetts. If you wish to stay in this country, you must prove yourself by pressuring him for the formula. It is that simple. And remember, in the end Goering will not help you. He is a corrupt weakling, and already he is being pressured to send you back. Your only true protector is Heydrich.“
“I will get the formula, even if I must kill the stubborn professor.”
Gienanth shrugged. “As long as you get the formula for us, it makes no difference what you do. Get the formula and make sure the blame goes elsewhere. Make it look like a suicide if you must, but do it.“
“It shall be done,” Mueller repeated, stepping out of the shadows to approach Gienanth. “You can tell Heydrich that, and tell him, too, that his confidence in me has not been wasted. I will take care of this Professor Allyn, and I shall do much more. Yes, I will begin a campaign of destruction and terror that will culminate in the assassination of Roosevelt, himself.”
“Heydrich wants results not empty bravado,” Gienanth responded, “and this is no time to make such grand promises, even in jest.”
“Tell Heydrich that this is not a joke,” Mueller said, realizing now that he would never go back to Germany, no matter what happened, and all at once he felt relieved, almost light-headed, for there was no doubt now in his mind that it really was his fate to kill Roosevelt.
“But you are smiling,” Gienanth said. “What am I to make of that?”
“It is but the confident smile of someone who knows his destiny, his true purpose in life,” Mueller answered, “and I do not make jokes about such matters. This afternoon, at the baseball game, Elsa and I sat near the American President. I could have killed him today, quite easily, and I swear to you that I will do it. Yes, I will.” He was excited now and quickly down his brandy. “After all, I am a pilot, like your Fraulein Ingalls, and perhaps I shall bomb the White House, too, only not with pieces of paper. There are many possibilities. I do not know how I will do it or how long it will take, but I swear by my sacred oath as a member of the Schutzstaffel, my solemn oath of bravery and loyalty to our Fuehrer and the New Reich, that Roosevelt will be dead before the November election.”
The next day, April 17th, Percy was up early in the nation’s capital. He had ordered a large breakfast from room service to fortify himself, and now that he had eaten, he was ready to go. He was prepared to set out from his hotel room to station himself near the German Embassy and await the arrival of Mueller for his meeting with the charge' d'affaires and Viereck at ten o'clock. Last night he had followed Mueller to the restaurant and now he was at it again. At least he had been able to sit and eat at the bar, unrecognized, but today he would not be so fortunate.
"The game's afoot," Percy muttered to himself as he grabbed his umbrella and marched out of his room. When he reached the lobby, he stopped to buy a newspaper and to check his watch. It was not yet nine o'clock, he noted. He still had plenty of time. Leaving the hotel, he paused to study the gray sky for a moment before he pulled up the collar of his coat and started off toward Massachusetts Avenue.
It was a long walk to the German Embassy, but Percy felt it would give him a chance to clear his head and to think up some kind of plan of action. He was still troubled by the implications of Elsa's note and he felt that Nigel had been much too calm about the whole thing, if not downright condescending, when he had contacted him the previous evening with the news. He recognized that little could be said on the telephone; however, Nigel had seemed more distant and reticent than usual. The only instructions he had given were to "keep an eye on our friend" until he returned to New York City and to find out what he could about Mueller's involvement with Viereck.
As he walked along, Percy continued to reflect on his vague instructions from Nigel and on the meaning of Elsa's note about the German plan to block the reelection of President Roosevelt with the aid of John L. Lewis. Before the war began, he never had paid much attention to American politics. Now, however, he knew the names of several of the politicians seeking the presidency and that Roosevelt was a popular Democrat who had served for two terms. He also shared, without reservation, Nigel's view that Roosevelt was a loyal ally and supporter of England. To be sure, he was another politician, but at least Roosevelt was astute enough to grasp the Nazi threat, while his opponents seeking the presidency were short-sighted isolationists, who were misleading the American people as to the great danger threatening them. Percy accepted, as well, Nigel's firm conviction that the President would run for a third term.
"The future of England depends on the man in the White House," Nigel had told him weeks earlier when he had first returned from Florida with news of the link between Lewis and the Germans. "And we must do what we can to make certain he is reelected for a third term," Nigel had added emphatically. "As for John Llewellyn Lewis, he's a radical pacifist, a communist sympathizer, who is no friend of England. He is a vain, power hungry individual who supports the Nazi-Soviet Pact, and who is trying to use his leadership of the labor movement to block the shipping of vital supplies to England. Unfortunately, he can influence the vote of millions of the workers in this country. It's tricky business. We have to be cautious. You see, the problem is how to undermine his authority without alienating the American worker."
Percy still wondered about the extent of the labor leader's political influence. He had seen newsreel films of the fiery Welshman, and recalled the image of a dark, stubborn man with a large head and bushy eyebrows that drooped down over his small, beady eyes. Percy had heard his deep, resonant voice on the radio many times, too. Lewis would have done well on the stage, he thought. He has a fine voice for Shakespeare; perhaps, he could play King Lear. Yes, acting and politics, not much difference there, Percy decided, as a line from Lear came to mind.
"Get thee glass eyes," he said aloud, "and like a scurvy politician, seem to see the things thou dost not." Yes, that certainly applied to Lewis and all those who opposed American intervention in the war. In fact, as far as he was concerned, there was little to be said for any politicians. "Scurvy glass-eyed politicians, indeed," he added as he turned onto Massachusetts Avenue. He was indignant now, and his pace seemed to pick up. He walked with a quicker step, swinging his umbrella in front of him.
He was not far from the embassy now, and he reviewed in his mind what he was to do when he got there. It made little sense to him to just stand outside and watch Mueller come and go, but that was what Nigel had ordered him to do. “Just stay out of sight and watch him,” Nigel had told him. That was his job, what Elsa called another of Nigel’s “little games,” and he was not looking forward to it. Last night had been bad enough, he thought, simply following Mueller to the restaurant and then back to the hotel. Still, he tried to be positive. At least he might get a glimpse of this Viereck fellow, he told himself, recalling Nigel’s animated discussion of this strange character.
"Oh, yes. We're onto that one," Nigel had noted cheerfully. "Even the bloody FBI is onto Sylvester Viereck. He's quite a fine specimen. Although he is a naturalized American citizen, Viereck has been a paid propagandist for the Germans since our first world war, when his fellow citizens called him the "venom-bloated toad of treason." Nigel had chuckled at that before going on. "Of course, this Nazi toad is registered as a correspondent for some Munich newspaper and spends a good deal of time in Washington, when he is not up here spewing forth propaganda for the German Library of Information. ‘Swastika’ Viereck, as some call him now, works out of a posh apartment over on Riverside Drive, and get this, the fellow also claims to be a descendent of the Hohenzollerns. He is quite proud to tell people that his father was an illegitimate son of Kaiser Wilhelm."
Nigel had laughed at this, but when Percy remained silent he went on. "Don't worry, old boy," he said. "You should have no trouble spotting him. This bloated toad of treason is actually a trim, blond man, in his late fifties, who wears horn-rimmed glasses. And, oh yes, Herr Viereck is something of a dandy, too, a fastidious dresser. I believe that he often wears a flower of some sort in his lapel. You see, he regards himself as something of an aesthete -- a poet, in fact, and his idol is Oscar Wilde."
Oscar Wilde. As he walked up the tree-lined street past Sheridan Circle, Percy started singing to himself: “You will rank as an apostle in the high aesthetic band, if you walk down Piccadilly with a poppy in your hand.” He snorted. He knew he did not have the words right and he was about to try again, but the sight of the swastika flying in front of the German embassy had a chilling effect on him. No longer amused, he studied the building, a grotesque, red brick mansion, and he found himself facing a new quandary. He had been instructed that whenever he engaged in surveillance work he was to keep on the same side of the street as the building he was watching.
"Stand in a doorway, old boy." That was the advice he had received early on from Nigel. "To all appearances you will be on your own doorstep."
"Doorstep, indeed," he exclaimed indignantly. The problem was that there was no doorway for him to claim as his own, just a row of large mansions, set back from the street, and these stately buildings housed various embassies. He could scarcely pretend to be standing on his own doorstep, here, and he decided that the best he could do was to stand at a bus stop across the street and pretend to read the Washington Post while he waited for his bus.
When a taxi pulled into the driveway of the embassy, Percy looked up and saw Mueller jump out. He watched him stride quickly into the building. Then he pulled out his pocket watch and noted that the German was a few minutes early. Shifting his weight back and forth, he wondered how long the meeting would take, because there was no place to sit down.
While Percy waited outside, Mueller marched quickly into the embassy and found himself in a quiet reception area at the foot of a large staircase. To one side, an elderly, heavyset woman with a gray complexion sat behind a large desk. He approached the woman with a forced smile and spoke to her in German, but she maintained a blank expression on her face, as she took his name and asked him to be seated on a couch against the wall opposite her desk.
Mueller turned and sat down. He watched the woman slowly pick up a telephone receiver, dial several numbers, and announce his arrival in a dull, emotionless voice. He did not like to be kept waiting, especially by government bureaucrats, and especially when he believed the meeting would be a waste of his time.
Half an hour later Mueller’s irritation had grown considerably. He was ready to leave, when he saw a uniformed figure approaching him. It was the embassy’s naval attaché, Captain Witthoeft-Emden, who introduced himself with a stiff handshake, and quickly led Mueller up the stairs and along a wide corridor. The two men did not speak as they walked toward a set of large, ornate, double doors at the end of the hallway, where they came to a halt.
"Please," the naval attaché said, opening the doors and then gesturing for Mueller to enter in front of him.
Once inside, Mueller was surprised when his companion stepped back into the corridor and closed the doors behind him. He turned around and found himself standing in the center of a large, wood-paneled room. He was facing a row of narrow casement windows looking out on Massachusetts Avenue, and it took a moment for his eyes to adjust to the bright light coming from these windows into the otherwise dark room. To his left, at one end of the room, there was a fireplace and above it was an enormous painting of Adolf Hitler. At the other end was a large, ornate desk, with several telephones on it. Next to it was a German flag set in a brass stand.
Mueller could see that there were two men rising from the desk to greet him. One was a tall, portly man, blond and distinguished looking, with a touch of gray at the temples. He was wearing the dark pin stripes of a diplomat or a banker. The other was shorter and much thinner, but also fair-haired. He was a thick-lipped man, wearing small, horn-rimmed glasses and dressed in a brown, double-breasted suit, with a pale green bow tie. There was a strange violet flower in his lapel.
"Heil Hitler," Mueller said, fully extending his right arm in a rigid salute.
"Heil Hitler,” the two men responded without much enthusiasm and slowly raised their right hands with the palms up.
Mueller lowered his arm and walked toward them. The tall blond had moved quickly from behind the desk and stepped around to the front to greet him.
"Good morning, Herr Mueller. I am Dr. Hans Thomsen. As chargé d'affaires of the German Embassy, I welcome you. Doktor Hertslet has asked that you be extended every courtesy, and I assure you that we shall do so."
They shook hands and Thomsen continued. "I would like you to meet Herr Viereck. We can speak freely in front of him. He is a true friend of the Third Reich, an American journalist, and a correspondent for the Münchner Neueste Nachrichten, who has extensive contacts here in Washington and who has worked with us for many years to present an accurate picture of Germany to the American people. With great skill, he has helped us to shape public opinion and to better relations between our two countries."
"Ah, you are too kind," Viereck interjected before turning toward Mueller and bowing from the waist. Then he shook Mueller's hand vigorously, pumping it several times. "George Sylvester Viereck, at your service, Herr Mueller. Or is it Hauptmann Mueller? In any case, it is, indeed, a pleasure to meet a great German aviator."
"Shall we sit down, gentlemen?" Thomsen led them over to a group of chairs in front of the fireplace. After they were seated, he turned to Mueller and began to speak slowly and deliberately, with the calm, dignified voice of a man who was accustomed to expressing his views without interruption. As he spoke, he sat with his back erect and his hands held together in front of him on his lap.
"I have asked you here this morning, Herr Mueller," he said, "to give you our response to Doktor Hertslet's proposal, and I must say that it is a most imaginative and intriguing idea. I have studied it and I have discussed it at length with my associates at the very highest levels of the foreign ministry in Berlin. The very highest levels."
While Thomsen continued speaking, Mueller turned to get a better look at Viereck. He already was weary of the chargé d'affaires and had no doubt what his response was going to be to Hertslet's plan. Thomsen was a cautious man, he thought to himself, a banker, too cautious and unwilling to take a risk. But Mueller was curious about his unusual associate, an effete man with pale gray eyes and spectacles, who sat smoking a cigarette in a short, ivory holder and clearly had, to his mind, the appearance of an artist or homosexual.
"I must say, as well," Thomsen droned on, "that we most certainly appreciate the support this proposal has been given by very important individuals, including Herr Davis and Reichsmarshall Goering, himself. We commend the Reichsmarshall for his usual acumen and vision. However, I must inform you that after careful deliberation, we have decided that it would be best for the embassy not to become involved with this plan." He paused for a moment to clear his throat and went on, without waiting for a response from Mueller. "With all due respect, we are developing our own scheme, which we believe is far more realistic than the plan proposed by Hertslet. Quite frankly, we regard any attempt to influence the American presidential election as a matter more appropriately within the scope of our authority. We have the experience and expertise essential for this important task. It is not a job for zealous amateurs.”
Mueller said nothing but continued to study Viereck, who was now carefully picking a piece of lint from his pant's leg.
"You see, Herr Mueller," the chargé d'affaires added, his hands still held tightly in front of him, "influencing the American presidential election is a very delicate matter that must be handled most carefully. We have had a great deal of experience in this area, and we are developing a comprehensive plan that does not aim exclusively at the defeat of the President and does not rely entirely on the animosity of this labor leader, Lewis. Certainly, the opposition of Lewis could be of critical importance in the election, but we think that we can defeat Roosevelt by appealing to the fundamental isolationism of the American people, not the hostility of a single individual."
At this point, Viereck could no longer contain himself. "If I may continue, Herr Doktor," he said and paused for a nod from Thomsen before he went on, speaking in a strange, excited blend of proper German and idiomatic English. "There is an American expression: `There are many ways to skin a cat.' And the point, Herr Mueller, is that we can defeat Roosevelt and his policy of intervention even without the aid of Lewis. We seek to oppose the President’s reelection, but more importantly we seek to promote isolationism in this country. This is the key to our campaign and it should be extremely effective because it touches on the overwhelming sentiments of the vast majority of the American people."
Viereck became more animated now as he spoke. "Herr Mueller, I have access to many prominent and influential Americans, opinion makers, and members of Congress, and even many of those who do not share our enthusiasm for the Fuehrer are able to overcome their distaste for National Socialism because of their opposition to United States involvement in Europe. We can work with them, behind the scenes, to arouse isolationist feelings, to brand Roosevelt as a warmonger and to assure his defeat."
After a dramatic pause, Viereck leaned forward in his chair and began speaking to Mueller in a more confidential tone. "Herr Mueller, I have lived in this country since I was a boy and I know these people. The majority of Americans look across two vast oceans at the rest of the world and they do not want to be bothered. Yes, because of the geography of this continent, isolationism here is `as American as apple pie.'" He laughed, obviously pleased with himself. "You know," he added, "what we politely call the cosmopolitan interests of the East Coast are only a thin veneer that covers this feeling. But we do not need to dwell in a heavy-handed manner on the obvious influence of the Jewish minority. Most Americans distrust foreigners. They came to the aid of the British and French in the last war and they were disillusioned by the outcome. Now, they are ready to let Europe stew in its own juices."
As Viereck continued to speak, Mueller observed that Thomsen was beginning to crack his knuckles and fidget restlessly in his chair.
"Today," Viereck declared, "the American mother does not want to see her boy fighting overseas again in another European conflict, and as for this fellow they call America's `Average Joe,' he has no concern about what happens in Europe. He thinks the depression is over and all he wants to do is sit back and enjoy life. He is preoccupied with his wages, his crops, his girl friend, the new model `Oldsmobile,' and the regularity of his bowel movements. The movies and `baseball' are much more important to him than Czechoslovakia, Poland, or Norway. And Roosevelt has been popular with these people because of his public works and welfare programs, not because of his foreign policy. In fact, he has been repeatedly checked by Congress in that area. The so-called neutrality laws...."
But now Thomsen had heard enough. "Thank you, Herr Viereck," he said, rising from his seat. He turned and stood behind his chair to address Mueller. "As you can see, our Viereck is quite an authority on this subject. But we must move on now. Our ultimate goal is simple; we seek to manipulate this country’s sentiment of isolationism not merely to defeat Roosevelt, but to prevent the United States from entering the war, and to obstruct the provision of additional American aid to Great Britain and France."
Thomsen placed his hands on the chair in front of him before continuing. "The presidential election is but one component of our plan," he said, "and we shall exert direct political influence on the outcome by use of special methods and disbursements. For these purposes, I have received a special fund from Berlin, and I have commissioned Herr Viereck to design a campaign, first to influence the upcoming political conventions, where the presidential candidates and their platforms will be shaped, and then to manipulate public opinion regarding the election, itself."
The chargé d'affaires paused for a moment, straightening his cuffs. "Of course, Herr Mueller," he declared, "this is highly confidential information, but I share it with you, because of the great respect we have for Reichsmarshall Goering and, ah, all those involved with Doktor Hertslet's plan. My hope is that you will convey to them what we have told you and persuade them that it would be best for you to support us and to leave this matter in our hands. Although, as I have noted, the foreign ministry has allocated funds for use in our effort to influence the election, we certainly could make great use of the large sums that are said to be available to Doktor Hertslet."
Hesitating again, Thomsen pursed his lips in a smile. "And so,” he said, “I thank you for coming here this morning, Herr Mueller. I am sure that you will give a full report to your superiors as to the substance of what I have explained to you. Before you do so, however, I would propose that you spend some time today with Herr Viereck. After you have seen how he functions here in Washington, you may be able to persuade them to change their minds. After all, we share a common goal, in spite of our differences as to the means."
"Yes, yes," Viereck uttered in enthusiastic agreement as he rose from his seat.
Barely concealing his impatience, Mueller looked up at the two of them. He noted that the chargé d'affaires was now holding his hands behind his back as he awaited his response, and he told himself he had to overcome his distaste for this stiff, long-winded bureaucrat. It was important to play the part of the simple, obedient messenger and to find out more about Viereck`s operation.
"Doktor Thomsen, I appreciate very much the time you have taken to explain your position," he said, speaking in a firm, but respectful voice. "I certainly will present a full report to my superiors, and I would be delighted to spend some time this morning with Herr Viereck. I have been instructed to inform you, however, that under no circumstances will the plan of Doktor Hertslet be put aside or placed under your direction. Commitments have been made already by those involved, and this plan to work with Lewis, the labor leader, has been supported and funded by Reichsmarshall Goering, himself."
Now there was a sad look on Mueller’s face. "Under these circumstances," he added, turning toward Thomsen's associate, "it is most regrettable that we can not work more closely, and that our funds cannot be used by someone so skillful, so articulate, and so experienced as Herr Viereck."
"Yes, Herr Mueller, it is very unfortunate, indeed,” Thomsen responded curtly. "But I see no reason to continue this discussion. I understand your position, and I hope that you understand the position of the foreign ministry and this embassy. I do not wish to take up more of your time, and I have other most urgent matters that I must attend to. And so, gentlemen, if you will excuse me now, good day." The charge´ bowed stiffly. He turned, walked across the room, and sat down behind his desk. "Herr Viereck will show you out,” he said, without looking up.
In the corridor outside, Mueller frowned, no longer able to disguise his displeasure. Viereck, however, only chuckled and smiled. "Our Doktor Thomsen is something of a cold fish, eh!" he said. "But come, my car is waiting. I will take you up to the Capitol and show you how we do business with the Congress of the United States of America."
Across the street, Percy saw the two men leave the embassy as a large, black sedan slowly pulled up to the entrance. While they stood waiting for this vehicle to come to a stop, Percy studied the appearance of the man with Mueller and noted that he was wearing horn-rimmed glasses and a flower in his lapel. It had to be Viereck, he concluded, as they climbed into the car, and he began looking for a taxi to follow them.
Anxiously glancing back at the embassy, Percy watched the car pull away and then sighed with relief when he spotted an unoccupied taxi approaching. His work might be merely a game to Nigel, but he still would do the best job he could. He hailed the cab by stepping off the curb into its path and waving his furled umbrella. He could see that the Germans’ car was slowly entering the flow of traffic on Massachusetts Avenue, and he lunged for the rear door of the taxi even before the vehicle had come to a complete stop.
"Whoa, pardner! Take it easy. I almost got you there," the driver exclaimed as Percy climbed into the back of the cab and leaned forward to speak.
"My good man," he said in an excited voice, pointing down the street. "I want you to follow the large automobile that just came out of that driveway there. Keep back a fair distance, but don't lose it, and I will make it worth your while."
Several cars ahead, Mueller sat back, listening in silence to his companion.
"You see," Viereck was explaining, "I come down here at least once a week from New York. As an author and journalist, I am registered as an agent of a foreign power, but I do much more, for I am also what they call a `Capitol Hill Lobbyist.' There are lobbyists for every cause, working to influence government decisions and particular legislative votes. Lobbying is a great tradition here in America, an important part of the democratic process. Oh, yes, indeed. The farmers have lobbyists, the bankers, the automobile manufacturers, the unions, even the military. Only the average American citizen does not, eh. And you know why? Because he can't afford one."
Viereck laughed, but got no response from Mueller.
"I have many friends here, who are senators and congressmen, members of both political parties, Republicans and Democrats," he added, unperturbed by his companion's silence. "Some of them are sympathetic to our cause. Others are simply isolationists, and some simply despise Roosevelt. I buy them lunch or dinner, send them bottles of wine and whiskey, find women for them, and, of course, I do their work for them, too. Yes, I write enlightened speeches on foreign relations and defense for these distinguished Members of Congress. I even draft them in their own words. I provide them with useful information about the Reich, and I make myself indispensable to them. If I do say, so I am quite...."
"How much?" Mueller interrupted suddenly.
"What?" Viereck replied.
"How much have you been given by Thomsen to work with?"
Viereck hesitated for a moment and then smiled at Mueller. "Well, if you must know, the figure is fifty thousand dollars.”
Mueller was shocked. He had little confidence in any of the plans to defeat Roosevelt, but he was surprised that the amount of money provided for the embassy's effort was so small. "Fifty thousand dollars?” he said. “That is all?"
"Fifty thousand dollars in cash, Herr Mueller. Please remember that," Viereck responded. "I know you are working with much larger sums, but it is not easy to bring such funds into this country unnoticed. Sometimes a small dose of medicine is all that is needed, too. `A bird in the hand,' as we say here, `is worth two in the bush.' And let me tell you, my friend. This money will go very far. You see, I am very good at my job. I can make sure this money is placed in the right pockets. It requires only a little oil to lubricate the machinery I already have in place."
Mueller shook his head in a combination of disbelief and disgust. He was tired of all this talking. "There are far simpler ways to deal with Roosevelt," he said, unable to control his frustration any longer.
Taken aback by this outburst, Viereck paused. “Perhaps, my friend,” he said at last. “Perhaps. Of course, you are obviously a man of action, but you must be patient. We will go visit my friend Senator Lundeen, and I will show you how I operate. You see, I use his office as my headquarters. He is a simple man, but most appreciative of my efforts.”
Noting Mueller’s glum silence, Viereck nodded. “Oh, I can appreciate your frustration. But, as we say here, sometimes the pen is mightier than the sword. ”
“Words,” Mueller muttered with contempt.
“Yes, words, ” Viereck repeated. “But words that influence hearts and minds. Let me explain to you how it works. Right now I am writing a speech for Senator Lundeen of Minnesota, a speech that promotes our common cause, and I will see to it that this speech is reprinted from the daily journal of their proceedings, their `Congressional Record,’ and mailed to thousands of the Senator’s constituents, thousands of American voters, and all at no expense to us. Yes, and that is the best part. You see, the members of the American Congress have special printing and mailing privileges. Their remarks in the Congressional Record can be reprinted and mailed to their constituents by means of what they call the `frank,' a facsimile of their signature on an envelope, which allows them to send thousands of items in the mail without paying for the postage. As a consequence, I can have these speeches I write for Senator Lundeen and others sent to Americans all across this country, and often published in local newspapers, at no cost to us."
As Viereck spoke, his car climbed up Constitution Avenue and he observed that Mueller had turned to look out the window at the Capitol Building rising above the trees on the hill to his right. "This is the Senate side of the Capitol," he informed his companion. "You see, the American Congress is divided into two legislative bodies, the Senate, here at this end of the Capitol, and the House of Representatives, down at the other end." Then he turned to the driver. "Heinrich, we will stop at the main entrance.”
Viereck's car turned left and pulled over to the curb next to the entrance of a large, four-storey marble building, across the street from the grounds of the Capitol. Following a block behind, the driver of Percy's cab looked at his passenger in his rearview mirror and began to speak. "Yep," he said. "What did I tell you, mister? They're goin' to see some bigwig at the Senate Office Building."
Percy watched Viereck and Mueller climb out of their car and walk toward the steps leading up to the building. When his cab came to a stop directly behind Viereck's vehicle, Percy handed the driver a five-dollar bill, jumped from the taxi, without asking about the fare, and rushed up the worn marble steps behind the two Germans. He was almost on their heels now, and Percy slowed his pace as they pushed their way through the revolving door in front of them. Then he followed them past a uniformed Capitol policeman who nodded at Viereck as he led Mueller into the building's crowded entrance hall and up a wide, winding staircase.
At the top, they started down a long, drab, and dimly-lit corridor with a high ceiling. Their footsteps echoed as they walked along the cavernous hallway, and Percy carefully kept his distance, shielded by a stately procession of elderly women. Overhearing their remarks, he soon learned that these ladies had come from South Carolina to visit their Senator, someone named "Jimmy Byrnes.”
Hidden behind them, Percy watched as Viereck stopped repeatedly to exchange familiar greetings with policemen, senators, and members of their staffs. He could hear Viereck's loud voice, repeating the same phrases again and again. "Hello!" Viereck would exclaim. "How are you? Good to see you!" Percy observed that he seemed to know almost everyone he encountered, but he never introduced Mueller and never waited for a reply after his greeting and a quick handshake.
Viereck and Mueller turned down another corridor, almost identical to the first, and Percy followed behind a scented trail of jasmine and magnolia. But suddenly, the women from South Carolina stopped outside an open set of ornate double doors. They began to pass through these doors, and Percy realized that he soon would be standing alone in the empty corridor with no place to conceal himself. Hesitating for a moment, he followed the last of the women and found himself in a small committee room with a dais at one end and several rows of tables and chairs set up in front of it.
The loud murmur of female voices subsided, as he discovered that he was the only male present. The women had been noisily taking their seats, but now they all turned to look at him with a friendly, but expectant gaze. Percy cleared his throat and smiled as broadly as he could. "Please excuse me, ladies," he said, surprised to find himself addressing the group with a hint of a southern drawl. "Senator Byrnes has asked me to inform you that he will be here shortly and that he apologizes for keepin’ you waiting."
Then Percy slowly backed out of the room, still smiling as best he could, and he caught sight of Mueller and Viereck standing before the entrance to an office several doors down the corridor to the left. Viereck was gesturing to Mueller as they disappeared inside. After they had entered, Percy approached cautiously and read the sign next to the open door, which indicated that this was the office of Senator Ernest Lundeen of the State of Minnesota. Standing out of sight, to one side of the entrance, Percy peered into the office and caught a glimpse of the two men standing with their backs to him in front of a desk. He also could hear one of them speaking.
"Phyllis, how are you, my dear? You are looking well. Is the Senator in?"
"Good morning, Mr. Viereck. I'm just fine, thank you. But I am afraid the Senator has not returned yet from the floor."
"Oh, well, my dear, we shall just wait in his office, eh?"
The two men disappeared from Percy's view, and he heard someone approaching rapidly from behind him. It was one of the women from South Carolina, and she seemed to be beckoning to him.
CHAPTER SEVEN
On the evening of Monday, May 6th, Percy sat by himself at the long, crowded bar in Bleeck's front room. He was settled in at his usual spot, finishing his third rye, and quite content to be left alone in this dark, noisy tavern that had become almost a second home for him. There had been a brief period of awkwardness and embarrassment five years earlier, at the time of his forced departure from the Tribune, next door, but he still felt at ease there among his former colleagues, and with the decline of his career, Percy had begun spending even more time than before at what he often called in jest his "club." In fact, he had become as much a fixture at Bleeck's as the suit of armor that someone had dragged in from the Metropolitan Opera House, around the corner, or the large striped bass mounted as a trophy on the wall nearby.
Perched now on a bar stool in this dark, noisy tavern, Percy turned to study his familiar surroundings. He often had joked about the mock English ambiance of the place, what he referred to as its "worn, slop house elegance," while he called attention to the false timbers running across the ceiling, the wrought iron chandeliers, a stuccoed glaze of deep oxblood on the walls above some dark, mahogany wainscoting, a fireplace that did not work, the bare wooden tables, the high-backed, paneled booths, and the fake armor “borrowed” from the Metropolitan Opera costume department.
"Please note the authentic decor," he would say. "I've always thought that Jack Bleeck’s so-called ‘Artist and Writers Restaurant’ is really nothing but a poor misguided American’s notion of an old English ale house. You know, the Boar's Head Tavern, that sort of thing. But you can be sure, lads, that I am the only thing that’s actually English in this sorry establishment, a true English patron, growing fat-witted with drinking of John Bleeck's old sack."
Many times Percy had enjoyed repeating these last lines to his colleagues at Bleeck’s bar. However, he was not in a joking mood this evening, and his mood was prompted in part by the rejection slip he had received that afternoon for a boxing feature that he had tried in vain to sell to three magazines. He had worked hard on the piece and he felt frustrated, but also contributing to his attitude was his concern about the war in Europe and his growing fear that even Nigel did not seem to have much use for him any more.
Was his work with Elsa coming to an end? Had Nigel learned of their public encounters? After following Mueller back to New York from Washington, Percy had reported to Nigel about Elsa’s note and the German’s meetings with Viereck and Senator Lundeen. As usual, Nigel had seemed neither surprised nor disturbed at all by the news. But what really troubled Percy was the way Nigel had casually dismissed him with an order limiting his activities with Elsa.
"I think you should take it easy for a bit, old boy," Nigel had told him as he ushered him out of his office. "Of course, we still need you, Percy. But the point is that we don’t want you to become a familiar face to Karl and his cronies, and we don’t want Elsa to become a creature of habit, either, always calling the same numbers. It raises suspicion, you see, and so while I explore alternatives, I’ve decided to let others handle your surveillance work with Elsa, and I've instructed her not to bother you unless something really important comes up. For the time being, while we work all this out, she is to maintain your scheduled contacts but to communicate with you otherwise only if the matter is truly urgent. After all, we don't need to be on top of every toss in the hay she has with our German friend, now, do we?"
This last remark, in particular, had upset Percy more than he wanted to admit. But troubled as he was by Nigel's remarks and his own feelings about Elsa, Percy tried not to sulk or feel sorry for himself for too long. He did not like maudlin drunks and he told himself that his melancholy was only a momentary lapse he would not allow to spoil his evening. Looking around, he reminded himself that he was comfortable here, and that the raucous company at the bar was preferable to the quiet solitude of his apartment.
Yes, he thought, it was far better to be here at Bleeck’s engaged in conversation with his fellow journalists than to be alone, sulking foolishly about a woman, back in the dark and dreary confines of his apartment. Indeed, Bleeck’s was the ideal place to be, he decided, for while the times seemed to be changing, this bar was still a male sanctuary, a safe haven from the likes of Elsa and other members of the opposite sex. Of course, Elsa had met him for a drink across the street at the London Grill, and he had given her Bleeck’s telephone number in case she needed to find him, but he had promised himself that he would never let Elsa meet him there, for the presence of women was discouraged by the management, and the last woman he could remember who had received a warm welcome had been Tallulah Bankhead.
“Ah, Tallulah,” Percy muttered to himself, smiling now, in spite of everything, as he recalled the night several years before, when the celebrated actress had come in after a stage performance. Making a glamorous entrance, she had flirted with him outrageously, downing many shot of Old Overholt, and then later standing on her head to sing "God Bless America" before an enthusiastic male audience.
But suddenly Percy noticed that the bartender was waving to him from the other end of the bar. "Hey, Percy," he yelled, "telephone."
The sportswriter got up slowly from his stool, wobbling a bit as he moved.
"It's some dame, Percy," the bartender said, holding his beefy hand over the receiver. "You want me to tell her you're not here?"
"No, no, my good man," he replied, thinking that it had to be Elsa and trying to conceal his concern with a broad smile. "When duty calls, we must rise to the occasion. I'll talk to her."
The barman put the phone down in front of Percy, who held the receiver with his back to the bar. He put his free hand over his other ear in order to hear the voice on the line over the din around him.
"Hello?" he said.
"Percy, you old goat, it's me." The husky voice was Elsa’s. "I'm sorry to bother you, but I couldn't wait. I had to reach you. You said to try this number if I couldn't get you at home and it was important."
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