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The Mary Dear Synopsis
It is 1951 and a storm is raging in Guayaquil when Edward Hannah boards a plane on its way to Peru’s capital, Lima and so begins a tale of pirates, treasure islands, looted Nazi gold, terrorists and KGB assassins.Hannah is Joseph Keating’s best friend who dies in Austria at the end of WWII as a result of a mysterious car accident leaving him with a treasure map and an enigmatic black notebook that belonged to a U-Boat commander. At the start of the New Millennium Elliott Shepherd, a journalist and adventurer, finds himself in possession of the map and the notebook and sets off to find the treasure. In London he meets Natalia, a beautiful Chechnyan art dealer who is involved with Esteban Blanco, a Colombian drugs baron. Elliott is dragged down into an underworld that he is not prepared for where the risks of death are high but where the pay-off is a king’s ransom.
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To:
Vicky, Viviana, Carlos and Lorenzo
and in memory of my dear brother
Jorge (1944-2004)
Guayaquil, Peru, 22nd December 1951
LANSA’s morning flight to Lima taxied to the end of the runway and turned into the wind. The low dark clouds blocked out the early morning sun. From the left seat of the Douglas C-47, his right hand resting on the throttle, Captain Morales surveyed the airstrip ahead. It was raining hard and thick drops like pellets washed down the plane’s windscreen like a curtain of water making the wipers struggle to clear the view before falling to the tarmac. The runway ahead glistened reflecting the lights on either side. He was clear for takeoff and turned to his co-pilot indicating he was ready to go, pushed on the throttles and revved the twin piston engines, noise and vibration in the cockpit increased. He released the brakes and the airplane sped along the runway, Morales eased back the control column, outside the runway shot past in a blur. Soon the tail came up and shortly after the tyres left the ground, the aircraft gaining height. The landing gear went up with a clunk; the terminal building looked like a toy as he banked away leaving Guayaquil behind.
Twenty minutes into the flight, Captain Morales handed over command to his first officer to begin his usual walkabout to the passenger cabin; his co-pilot barely nodded, he was used to his Captain’s habits and took control of the plane. Morales disappeared through the small door and came face to face with Luisa, the pretty twenty year old solitary cabin crew member, who greeted her Captain with the flirty smile she reserved for him and offered him coffee from the galley which he gratefully accepted. A brief glimpse at his passengers confirmed the information on his flight manifest, some local farmers, three missionary nurses from Ecuador on their way to Lima and a foreigner, Edward Hannah, an Englishman sitting towards the front who had smiled at him when he’d entered the cabin. Captain Morales sipped the hot coffee and leaned across an empty seat to glance out of the window. The sky had turned dark and now and then distant lightning flashes made the black clouds glow an angry red for an instance before returning to the same somber darkness. Heavy turbulence shook the aircraft and made him spill what was left of his coffee; they had hit a large air pocket and lost a lot of height in a split second. Passengers exchanged nervous glances; Morales told Luisa to make sure everyone was strapped-in and went back to the flight deck. That was the last time he saw her or his passengers. The plane crashed and was swallowed by the thick jungle canopy surrounding Chachapoyas, land of the Cloud People, an area dotted with villages and burial sites, bounded by rivers and tributaries winding down steep mountain ranges on their way to feed the formidable Amazon River.
The Gold Train
On December 15th 1944, a few minutes after midnight, the Deutsche Reichsbahn locomotive, pulled slowly out of Budapest’s main station sending clouds of steam billowing high into the cold night air. The wagons creaked and juddered and the wheels slipped and spun, struggling to grip the frozen rails. The train moved slowly at first but soon began to speed up; the compartments rattled when they crossed the points. A few minutes earlier the dimly lit platform had been a hive of activity crowded with passengers jostling each other, eager to board the train and head west to the safety of Berchtesgaden, the Eagles Nest mountain stronghold in the Alps where Hitler’s residence, the Berghof, was located. The passengers’ final destination was the Bahnhof they would be lodged at Berchtesgadener Hof Hotel where in times past, Eva Braun, Erwin Rommel and even Neville Chamberlain, had been guests.
On top of the train, one man to a carriage, the soldiers guarding it settled down for the long journey. Sitting cross-legged, a short plump soldier guarded the last carriage. He’d never wanted to be in the army, he was no hero and hated the war and his superiors in equal measure; unlike his comrades he’d even more reason to be frightened because he knew what was coming. The Russian army was close on their heels, a hundred miles or so from the city. The sound of distant guns a constant reminder of that fact. He was the proverbial small cog in the much larger wheel; his fate sealed by the Fuhrer himself who’s order to Karl Adolf Eichmann had set Operation Margarethe, the codename for the invasion of Hungary, in motion. He cursed his luck, Hitler and all his fucking Generals. Freezing cold and scared to death he hoped he’d make it through to their destination in one piece. Budapest was a mess and he was not sorry to be leaving it behind. The Jews were up in arms; it was all the talk in the cafes and shops since the government had forced them to deposit their gold, gems, ornaments and any other valuables with the authorities. At first he’d not believed it but soon it became clear as he saw long queues of men women and children handing over their precious possessions at various collection points in the city; the very treasures he had helped to load onto some of the train carriages that were now being taken away from Hungary along with the passengers fleeing the advancing Russian armies. The little man pulled the collar of his winter coat up as far as it would go and tried not to think.
It was a clear night and a full moon cast its eerie white glow on the steel tracks snaking their way out of Budapest. In the cold, crowded compartments, passengers huddled together to keep warm. Those sitting by a window wiped the glass with their hand clearing a gap in the condensation to gaze at the city’s buildings as they receded and disappeared from view, the barely visible faint light from the odd window here and there; the only outward sign of life in a nation gripped by fear. They steamed on passing through the outlying areas of the city, its austere grey apartment blocks lined by street lamps, their hazy yellow light catching the odd solitary pedestrian hurrying home. As Budapest slipped away it gave way to the smaller towns of the suburbs. The train had no scheduled stops until they reached their final destination. At the Austrian frontier the weather worsened and a steady snowfall grew gradually in intensity. Soon the wind too, whipped up blowing in gusts increasing the wind-chill factor making it feel even colder. Snow flurries caught in the light from the locomotive made the driver strain to see the way ahead, forcing him to drive slowly for fear of missing a signal and colliding with another train. The Hungarian guards sat crouched forward on the roof shielding their face from the wind and snow, their German MG 34 machine guns cradled in their arms; despite their warm uniforms they were cold and demoralized.
They had been travelling for ages, making slow progress. The guards had fought-off ten futile and badly planned attempts to rob the train, nine of them by breakaway members of the SS. Now time and hardship had reduced them to a pitiful state of tiredness but still they remained alert to the possibility of further attacks. They were about two kilometres from Boeckstein with the snow still falling hard when the train engineer saw a large dark shape across the tracks in front of him and braked hard. Fortunately he’d not been travelling fast or God knows what might have happened but still the wheels slipped and squealed for what seemed an eternity before the train began to slow down and stop. The shape he’d seen was a German Army Panzerwerfer, its tracks straddling the railway lines, its rocket launcher pointing ominously straight at his locomotive. The driver stared at the empty troop carrier standing not ten feet from where his train had come to a halt. The Eiserne Kreuz Black Cross on the side of the truck faintly visible to him. He wondered why the hell the German Army had stopped a train that had the highest level clearance? Despite this knowledge, the engineer felt decidedly nervous; could these be more rogue elements of the SS? Inside the carriages the passengers, unaware of any impending danger and unprepared for the emergency stop, flew into each other. There were cries of pain from the women as they tumbled to the floor, accompanied by loud cursing and shouting from the men, mingled with the cries of children screaming for their mother. No sooner were they able to stand than some of the passengers pressed their faces to the windows, anxious to see through the snowstorm what could have brought the train screeching to a halt.
Sitting on top of the carriages, the Hungarian guards had a good view of the troop carrier and of a staff car, with the distinctive Waffen-SS insignia on its door. Anticipating trouble, some of them started to stand ready to come down from the roof. The soldiers on the ground turned their machine guns towards them. With a wave of his hand, their Captain indicated to the guards on the roof to remain stationary. The soldiers accompanying the staff car were an elite unit of the Wehrmacht Heer, not like the ragged deserters they’d encountered previously so the guards decided to do as they were told but remained ready for action. The silence was unsettling, broken only by the wind whistling through the branches of nearby trees. The troops on the ground had fanned out into a wide semi-circle while their commanding officer turned and spoke to the train driver. He was tall and stood casually, hands on hips, his goggles hanging loosely around his neck, oblivious to the furious snowstorm that showed no signs of abating. From the last carriage the soldier guarding it couldn’t hear what was being said but the sight of the soldiers and those uniforms sent shivers down his spine, he could feel his heart pumping faster and his finger edged towards the trigger of his machine gun.
Inside the staff car and barely visible; a German officer in a white uniform sat back and waited.
After twenty minutes or so, the Captain who’d been speaking to the engineer said he could leave, turned around and ordered his men back into their truck and joined the driver. They sped off, followed by the staff-car and its occupant. Though they had only been stopped for a few minutes, to the passengers it seemed an eternity. The train’s unscheduled stop was put down to one more spot-check and everyone was relieved when they started to move again.
***
‘Hey Lieutenant! Over here!’ Kowalski’s shout made First Lieutenant Tony Santini turn around.
‘What’s up Kowalski?’
The gangly corporal with the US 3rd Infantry Division, was returning from a recce leading a Company Platoon and smiling ear to ear.
‘Well, you gonna tell me or what?’ but before the Corporal could answer the rest of his men came into view, their M1 carbines pointed at a line of soldiers who walked with their hands on their heads. Santini broke into a run in the direction of Kowalski.
‘Now what the hell have you brought me?’ A huge grin spread across his face.
‘Well Lieutenant, this is just for starters, you’ll not believe what we’ve got for you.’ He told Santini how they’d found a whole train hidden in the Tauern Tunnel just south of Werfen and, what was more, they’d taken it without firing a single shot.
Santini stood there with a goofy grin on his face watching the line of prisoners being marched to a holding compound.
‘I left a squad guarding the rest of the train’s passengers but that ain’t all Lieutenant! Wait till you see what we found in the train’
Santini listened to the Corporal’s account shaking his head in amazement
‘Kowalski, you son of a gun, keep this up and you might just make Sergeant someday’ he said grinning.
Kowalski gave him an account of what had happened and left saying he needed to talk to one of the prisoners who had some explaining to do.
Santini was looking at Kowalski talking to the soldier when someone spoke to him from behind.
‘What’s going on here Lieutenant?’ The gruff voice belonged to Major Frank S. Bright who was standing behind him and looking at the men Corporal Kowalski had just brought in.
Santini saluted ‘Yes sir Major. Kowalski’s just got back from a recce with his platoon; seems he’s captured a whole train sir.’
‘Who’s that he’s talking to?’ He was pointing to the Corporal who appeared to be interrogating a nervous looking soldier.
‘That little squirt was guarding the last carriage. There’s a bit of a discrepancy and Kowalski’s trying to get some answers.’
‘That right?’ he said, ‘I’m gonna go talk to him, mean time you’d better let the old man know’ he said walking away.
‘Yes sir, Major. He’s just gonna love this.’
As Santini had predicted General Daniel Waynright, the commanding officer of the 42nd Infantry Division, The Rainbow Division, was mighty pleased. They were sure going to love this at HQ.
Two days later Santini knocked on the General’s door with some more news.
‘How much?’
‘Fifty million, sir. Give or take a cent.’
‘Fifty million!’ He repeated ‘Well goddamnit Santini, that’s a shit load of money’ he was looking up at his Lieutenant, his face creased in a grin. He’d been sitting at his desk, a large cigar he’d yet to light stuck in his mouth, going through the usual load of Division crap. The news had brightened up his day no end. When Santini left, the General was smiling and had lit his cigar.
***
Two officers walked side by side, their steps echoing off the stone floor as they made their way along a narrow corridor deep in the bowels of Schloss Hohenwerfen. The fortress built in 1076 perched high on a rock 345 feet above the Salzach was an awesome structure that now housed the Headquarters of the American army holding the city of Werfen.
‘Where is he?’
‘We’re holding him in an interview room, it’s just around the next corner.’
‘Has he said anything?’ The voice was clipped and public school
‘Nothing, except that he’ll only speak to a British Officer, and by the way, this guy’s a German.’
‘Is that so? I thought you said the guards were all Hungarian.’
‘Well yes I did, I mean he’s wearing a Hungarian army uniform so naturally, when I went to interview him, I took an interpreter with me, but it turned out that he’s German.’
‘That’s very curious; I must say I can’t wait to meet him.’
The young American lieutenant wished him more luck than he’d had and stopped outside an imposing door flanked by a large MP standing guard.
‘Well, if he wants a British Officer I guess I fit the bill.’
The American smiled and saluted smartly. The British officer returned the salute.
‘Don’t worry Jim; I’ll keep you posted whatever I find out.’
Captain Joseph Keating VC gestured to the MP to open the door. The soldier knocked once and identified himself to his opposite number on the inside who promptly obliged. The MP standing guard over the prisoner was larger, if anything, than the one outside. As soon as he entered the room, he closed the door and stood at ease guarding the exit.
The first thing that struck Keating on entering was the smell, that and the cold. The smell was an unpleasant mixture of damp and male sweat. Keating took in the small, windowless, fifteen by twelve foot space; a single naked light bulb in the middle of a high-vaulted ceiling shone dimly, casting its faint light directly over a small table, empty but for a pitcher of water and a glass. Around the table were four straight-backed wooden chairs. A soldier in a Hungarian army uniform sat bolt upright in one of the chairs and glanced nervously towards the door when it opened to admit the new visitor. The next thing that struck Keating was that the prisoner was looking at the MP and not at him and from the look on the German’s face, he could see, that he was scared.
‘That will be all Sergeant.’ The MP looked startled.
‘Sorry Sir, but my orders are to guard the prisoner.’
‘And I’m giving you new orders; you can stand guard outside. Don’t worry Sergeant, I’ll call if I need you but I think I can handle the prisoner,’ he said with a smile.
The MP was surprised but the British Captain outranked him so who was he to argue and besides, he was sick of guarding the prisoner and staring at four blank walls, so he saluted and stepped out smartly shutting the door behind him and stationing himself next to his friend. The MP on the outside, surprised to be joined by his friend, looked at him with a puzzled expression on his face.
‘I guess the Captain wants be alone with the prisoner,’ he said with a shrug.
Captain Keating made his way to the opposite side of the table, took a chair and sat down. He set the notepad and pen he had brought with him on the table and observed the German for a moment. The prisoner was small and chubby, not at all a fine exponent of the Aryan race. He had black hair that he wore swept back and small green eyes that looked red and watery. Despite the cold room, he was sweating and looked scared
‘Sprechen sie Englisch?’
The soldier looked relieved to find himself without the MP in the room.
‘Ja… yes…s…sir, before the war I was a student in Brighton for a while’ he said, studying his hands and trying unsuccessfully to keep them from shaking.
Keating poured him a glass of water that the man drained before setting it back on the table. He took a pack of cigarettes from his breast pocket and lit one, drew a deep pull on it, savouring the taste and saw the pained look on the German’s face.
‘Cigarette?’
‘Yes, thank you,’ he accepted the cigarette and the light that Joseph offered.
The cigarettes and the matches he left on the table, tantalizingly near to the German who was busy taking in the smoke deep into his lungs and coughing, unaccustomed to the taste of British tobacco.
‘You asked to speak to a British Officer. Well here I am, let’s start with you giving me your name.’
The prisoner looked around the room as if making sure that no one else would hear him
‘They will kill me,’ he said in a shaky whisper.
‘Who? Who’s going to kill you?’ Keating could see that the man was frightened, his face was ashen; beads of perspiration pearled on his forehead, and he was shaking as if he had a fever. Bearing in mind how cold the room was; Joseph thought that he was either sick or scared witless and, if the latter, wondered who or what could have him so spooked.
‘Can you protect me sir? I’ll tell you what you want to know but I need to know you will protect me.’ The man’s eyes were red and watery and he seemed close to tears.
‘Protect you? From what exactly?’
‘The Americans…please don’t give me up to the Americans.’
Joseph sat back and considered his position. He had been seconded to a US department to help them identify looted works of art because of his civilian degree in Fine Art. He wondered just how much latitude he had and what his CO would say if he overstepped the mark, but he needed to know what was going on so he decided to chance it.
‘All right, but that will depend on what you tell me.’
The prisoner seemed to consider this.
‘I am sorry sir but you must promise me. I must be a British prisoner of war.’
A prisoner making demands, that’s a new one on me, thought Keating.
‘Look old chap; you’re not in a very strong bargaining position now are you?’ but seeing the look on his face he thought that a softly; softly approach would be better and, though he wasn’t sure how he’d pull it off, decided to take a chance.
‘All right I’ll make sure’ he promised, ‘we have a POW camp nearby; I’ll get you sent there. Now who are you and what’s all this about?’
The prisoner looked as if a large weight had been lifted off his shoulders.
‘I’m Unteroffizier Dieter Klein, he said in an unnecessary whisper ‘and it’s about the train sir…the one the Americans captured and brought here to Werfen’ he began.
‘I was one of the guards on the train.’
‘All right Corporal, that much I know, but what about the train? What’s so special about it?’
Dieter’s expression was one of astonishment.
‘But surely you know sir?’
Of course Joseph had heard about the capture of the train but did not know all the details; when the prisoners had been brought in he had been in a nearby town identifying looted works of art. Joseph’s curiosity had been pricked. What had our American cousins been up to?
‘Suppose you tell me?’
‘Well sir, it’s a long story’… he began.
‘I have the time. Why don’t you start at the beginning,’ he said opening the notepad and unscrewing the cap of his Parker pen.
Dieter took a moment to compose his thoughts ‘when we left Budapest, on our way to Berchtesgaden, our train was 44 coaches long, the last 24 were special, very special. We made an unexpected stop, unexpected but not for me… I knew it would happen.’
‘How did you know?’
‘Because it was the reason I was on the train and guarding the last carriage.’
Dieter’s eyes darted round the room; he reached for the glass but it was empty. Joseph filled it for him and waited for him to take a long drink.
‘I’m afraid you’re going to have to explain that.’
Dieter didn’t need more encouragement, ‘No one else knew what we were carrying you see; they thought it was military equipment but I knew. It was gold…diamonds, treasure and valuable paintings. My mission was to wait until the train was stopped and to uncouple the last carriage. It had to be left behind you see.’
Dieter paused for a moment, but realized that what he was saying was not making much sense.
‘Perhaps I should go further back…before Budapest.’
‘Perhaps you should.’
‘I’m sorry’ Dieter said, struggling to get his story across ‘but it’s all a bit complicated…I need you to know some things…so… so you can understand you see’ and again he paused as if waiting for approval. Joseph urged him to continue.
‘Before the war, my father was a successful business man but unfortunately someone…a business rival we think, though we never found out for sure, somehow found out our dreadful secret’
‘What secret?’
Dieter was quiet for a moment. How could he make this Englishman understand what even he could not understand? He had to try.
‘In another time or another country this would not have been considered a secret worth keeping but in today’s Germany, unfortunately for us, it’s like a death sentence. You see, this man…he knew that we…my family that is, are descended from Jews and he saw a way to get at us by giving us up to the Gestapo.’
Joseph could easily understand why that kind of information would be worth hiding, after all the Allies had known as early as ’41 about the existence of the death camps, there was even some intelligence from a Polish officer…what was his name? Pilecci no, Pilecki, that was it Witold Pilecki. He’d read the file and had been horrified. Joseph himself had many Jewish friends and thought he understood how the German was feeling but he could not understand what the hell a Jew was doing in the Wehrmacht wearing a Hungarian army uniform and guarding a train loaded with treasures? First things first, thought Joseph ‘But you’re here…how did you escape from the Gestapo and what happened to your family?’
‘Well sir, a good friend of our family heard a rumour that the Gestapo had been tipped off and he came to warn us to get away as fast as possible. We knew that would not work, I mean, where would we go? Well, as I said, my father…he was quite successful before the war and had made some money though that alone would not have helped us, but he has some influential friends and one of them is Göring’s half-brother Albert.’
That information came as a complete surprise to Joseph.
‘I was not aware that he has a brother…but how did that help?’
‘Albert is a good man. Hates the Nazis and all they stand for but despite their differences Hermann loves him. Albert has asked him for help on many occasions. The Gestapo has arrested him more than once but his brother’s always intervened and had him released.’
‘Are you saying that your father went to Albert and he got his brother to protect you before the Gestapo could get to you?’
‘Das ist recht…I mean that is right sir…we lost everything of course but at least we kept our lives. But I am jumping ahead. I should explain our escape was not easy. Albert told us about his meeting with his brother. He said his brother was not happy at all. Hermann said it would be dangerous, even for him, to get involved but, when Albert explained we were both in the armed forces fighting for Germany and my brother a decorated U-Boat captain in the Kriegsmarine, he agreed to see us.’
When Albert turned up on his doorstep with yet another request for his intercession, Göring had been annoyed. More than that, he’d been exasperated that Albert could not grasp the difficult position his constant demands put him in but, when he heard that a member of the family was a U-Boat commander, he agreed to see them. Maybe fate had put in front of him a solution to a problem he had been pondering long and hard. Göring knew that the war was all but lost but defeatist talk in Hitler’s Germany got you a firing squad, if you were lucky. He had a plan to secure his future but he needed help from people he could trust which meant people whose lives he held in his hand.
Albert and the Klein family arrived shortly before midnight. It was pitch dark and the blacked-out headlamps of the Mercedes barely gave out enough light to drive by. Albert was relieved when at last he stopped outside his brother’s impressive residence. It was bitterly cold. They emerged from the car, their breath freezing like smoke in the air. All the houses on the street had blackout curtains drawn tight as a precaution against the regular allied air raids. The small group followed Albert up to the front steps that led to the entrance. He knocked on the door and, after a few moments, the butler opened it. The hall was gloomy; a faint strip of light shone weakly at the bottom of a door at the end of a corridor. The butler led the way and ushered them into the library where Hermann was waiting. He had decided not to wear his uniform so as to present a less intimidating image and greeted them in a most friendly manner.
‘Come in Albert, come in everyone,’ he said, ‘you must be frozen.’
Albert could not believe the turnaround in his brother’s behaviour but hoped it meant that they would get the help they so desperately needed.
When they saw Göring, Wilhelm and his brother gave the customary Heil Hitler salute. Göring smiled and returned a half-hearted version.
The imposing library room was lined with leather-bound books, most of them on aerial combat tactics. In front of the window, with its curtains tightly drawn, stood a large desk on which were some silver frames displaying family photographs and a leather framed photograph of Air Chief Marshal Lord Dowding, Göring’s opposite number.
‘I think you’ll be more comfortable here,’ he said, showing Mr. Klein and his wife to a large sofa in the middle of the room.
‘Albert, you must introduce me to your friends.’
‘Forgive me Hermann, of course. This is Mr. Günter Klein and his wife Elsa. Their sons, Dieter and Wilhelm.’ He said indicating the young men who had elected to stand by the elegant fireplace that was lit and gave comforting warmth. Günter Klein stood up to shake hands with his host and Göring kissed the hand that Elsa had extended.
‘It’s a pleasure to meet you all,’ he said smiling, ‘I know it is late but is there something I can offer you. A small cognac perhaps to chase away the cold?’ They thanked him but declined the offer. Göring dismissed his butler and turned to them, ‘Albert has mentioned to me that you have a problem. How may I be of help?’
The moment had come for Albert to speak and he was wondering how best to begin. The others waited taking in their surroundings. Above the mantelpiece, an ornate gold frame displayed an oil portrait of the Führer in his grey uniform, a Swastika armband around his left forearm. The artist had captured a look of madness in his eyes that seemed to burn as he looked down imperiously on the unlikely gathering.
Albert shifted uncomfortably in his armchair while his brother surveyed his guests.
‘Well Hermann, my friends have been…’ he stopped and began again, ‘someone, it appears, has told the Gestapo that my friends are Jews. It’s preposterous. They are good Germans. Their sons are fighting for our glorious fatherland…Wilhelm has even been decorated by the Führer himself,’ he said pointing to where he stood, ‘how can anybody…’
‘Yes of course Albert; an obvious mistake,’ he said ‘these are difficult times and sometimes people can be, how shall I say, a little overzealous,’ his face expressed how regrettable he found the situation.
While Albert had been defending his friends, his brother had been studying the Klein’s. Günter was a smart looking grey haired man in his sixty’s and his wife a handsome woman, a few years younger than her husband, whose youthful beauty had followed her well into middle age. Their youngest son was clearly the runt of the family. Wilhelm, on the other hand, was something else. He stood before him in the smart uniform of a U-Boat captain of the Kriegsmarine, a six-foot two, lean, handsome man with ash-blond hair, rugged bronzed face and the coolest slate-grey eyes he had seen in a long time. A Knight’s Cross of the Iron Cross with Swords, Oak Leaves and diamonds hung loosely around the Captain’s neck and Göring thought ‘a regular little hero of The Fatherland, yes he’ll do nicely, very nicely indeed.’
This was something Joseph had not expected to hear but it explained a lot of what he’d learned before and, eager to find out what happened at that meeting, he asked Dieter to continue.
‘Well sir, you see Wilhelm was in charge of leading the wolf packs of the Kriegsmarine. His mission was to hunt convoys in the North Atlantic and he was under the direct orders of the Befehishaber der Unterseeboote, commanded by Karl Dönitz. Everyone knows Göring and Dönitz don’t see eye to eye, they don’t like each other much but I soon understood that Göring needed the use of a U-Boat, more precisely, one of the newer Type VIIC’s.’ Dieter paused to see if the British officer was following what he was saying and continued ‘He could ask Dönitz to put one his U-Boats under his command, that was not the problem, but he needed a captain he could trust and now here was my brother a Fregattenkapitan of one of these very special U-Boats and one that Göring could control due to this lucky encounter that his brother Albert had arranged.’
Joseph had been taking notes and could see where this was going.
‘So Göring offered you a way out…’
Dieter nodded. ‘Yes, he arranged safe passage for my father and mother to Switzerland in exchange for our services. The price we had to pay was to help him. I guess he wanted to escape to a new life somewhere after the war, maybe South America. So he commanded my brother to take a very special assignment.’
Joseph was starting to believe the story that was unfolding.
‘What was the assignment? Did your brother tell you?’
‘Yes sir, what Göring needed was for a very special cargo to be taken somewhere, I know that much, what I don’t know is where, because he said only my brother was to know and that this was a top secret mission…but my brother was troubled you see, he did not trust Göring. He told me not to worry, said he did not want to tell me all he knew, and that it was to protect me. He told me that he had taken some insurance; he repeated I was not to worry that all would go well.’
‘The carriage you had to uncouple, the one left behind. Did you think that the special cargo were the contents of the last carriage?’
‘Yes sir, I’m sure of it. No one knows about it; just me, you and of course, Göring himself.’
‘And your brother as well’ he reminded him, ‘what happened to him?’
‘On his return from his secret mission he came to see me. He was worried Göring would not want him around with all that he knew.’
Joseph could easily understand Wilhelm’s concerns.
‘Where is your brother now?’
‘He’s dead sir, I’m sad to say.’ Dieter’s face looked drawn and sad, ‘I heard that an American destroyer depth charged him in the North Atlantic. Wilhelm and his entire crew were killed.’
Joseph was thinking Göring must have been pleased the Americans had saved him the trouble of getting rid of Wilhelm. On meeting the prisoner his first instinct had been that the German might be mad or suffering from shellshock or some such condition but now he wasn’t so sure. Dieter seemed so plausible and his fear was the genuine article; Joseph had seen that look too many times not to recognize a fake when he saw it.
‘But how is what you’ve told me going to get you killed by the Americans?’
‘No, not all the Americans sir…just one particular American,’ he said.
‘Which particular American? What’s his name?’
Dieter hesitated as if uttering that name would be like signing his death sentence. Joseph noted his reticence but he needed proof, something tangible to convince him that Dieter was not Germany’s answer to Lawrence Olivier; maybe scaring it out of him would work, after all, he was pretty frightened already.
‘How do I know you are telling me the truth? You’re expecting me to put my neck on the line for you just on what you’ve told me. It’s an incredible story I grant you and I’d like to believe you but I’m sorry my friend, I need a lot more than what you’ve said so far or, I’m afraid, I will not be able to protect you.’
Dieter, who had begun to feel better, looked terrified
‘But sir…but you promised…you gave me your word.’
The look on Dieter’s face was pitiful and Joseph almost felt sorry for him. He was clearly at the end of his tether and in that moment must have decided he had nothing to lose. He reached into his jacket pocket and produced a little black leather notebook, its front cover embossed with an oval wreath, adorned by a fan of six oak leaves on both sides. A submarine lay in the middle of the wreath with a German eagle above it. He pushed it towards Joseph.
‘What’s this?’
‘My brother gave it to me when he returned from his mission. It’s what he’d called his insurance.’
‘How come you have it? Didn’t the Americans search you when they brought you here?’
‘No sir.’
Joseph couldn’t believe it but then again it was not the first time nor would it be the last that someone made such an elementary mistake. He opened the notebook. It was full of handwritten entries; an inventory of what, Joseph surmised, were the contents of the railway carriage that did not make it to Werfen but they were written in some sort of cryptic code. There must be a document that deciphers the code otherwise it would be impossible to know what the items referred to were. One thing was sure; they had to be of immense value. Now he looked at the German with renewed interest but he needed to know more…a lot more.
‘You have not told me how the carriage was removed from the train.’
At last Dieter seemed to relax. This British officer believed him, he was sure of it, he would allow him to tell his story and he would save his life, so he began.
‘It was part of the bargain with the Reichsmarshall. He needed someone else he could trust and, well…I had everything to lose and all to gain.’
He told Joseph the whole story, right up to when the troop carrier stopped them. Joseph was now sure that Dieter was telling the truth. He needed the rest of the story and asked Dieter to go on.
‘Göring had arranged for me to travel to Hungary and to be a guard on the last carriage of the train,’ Dieter paused for another drink of water and Joseph thought he saw a trace of colour coming back to his face.
‘I was so afraid, I’d never been so scared in my entire life, but what was I to do? My life and my brother’s were at stake. We were at Göring’s mercy; if I failed we were dead. I knew what I had to do; I just had to do it.’
Joseph had been talking to the prisoner the better part of two hours and was beginning to feel the room closing in on him. Dieter was sweating more than ever, the room had grown unbearably cold and Joseph’s feet resting on the stone floor were freezing. How he wished he could end the interrogation and leave the claustrophobic interview room, he could use the fresh air and warm fireplace in the officer’s mess but he feared if he didn’t get the whole story now he might never get it so he pressed Dieter to continue.
‘While we were stopped, one of the soldiers took advantage of the cover of night, I mean, it was easy, it was so dark and snowing hard, everyone was paying attention to what was happening at the front of the train.’ Dieter paused for a moment, ‘the soldier went round to the opposite side, away from where the Captain was speaking to the driver. No one noticed him come alongside my railway carriage except me but I was expecting him. I saw him running crouched down keeping close to the carriages. When he reached the end of the train he looked up and signalled me to be quiet; climbed onto my carriage and went forward towards the guard on the coach in front of mine. I saw him draw a bayonet from his belt, clamp a hand over the guard’s mouth and slit his throat. It was horrible. He pushed the dead soldier off the roof; he landed silently on the snow on the blind side of the carriage.’
Reliving the terrifying memory had been almost too much for Dieter.
‘The soldier turned towards me signalling for me to climb down while he took the place of the guard he’d just killed. He was taking a chance that the guard on the coach in front of him didn’t look back. At that distance he would have spotted the German uniform and God only knows what would have happened. I hurried up and uncoupled the last carriage. It was easier than I had thought it would be. When the train moved off I was still the guard on the last carriage. I turned back to see the one I’d been guarding disappear into the snowstorm.’
Joseph had listened to Dieter’s story with growing amazement; it was so detailed it had to be true. Besides, there was the matter of the black notebook not to mention the contents of the captured train.
‘All right,’ he said ‘I believe you but which American are you afraid of and why would he want to kill you?’
‘The Americans found the cargo manifest and saw there was a missing wagon. I was riding on the last carriage; I had to know what happened to it.’
Dieter had been talking fast, the words tumbling from his mouth but he still hadn’t said why anyone might want to harm him.
‘I remember there was a Lieutenant Santini when we were brought in, then a Major arrived and took charge. He was a large man, and intimidating. I am not a brave man; I don’t mind admitting I was very scared. I told him what happened but left out my part in it. I don’t think he believed me. I heard him order some soldiers to take a jeep and investigate where I told him we had been stopped.’
Joseph thought the story made sense and Dieter was eager to continue.
‘Our arrival at your barracks attracted a lot of attention. An American Colonel arrived to take over and I heard the Major tell him I should be held separately for further interrogation, so they sent me here but before that the Major said to me something like you and I are going to have a little talk. Just from the way he said it I knew what I could expect.’
‘What did you think was going on?’
‘Well sir, I thought the Major wanted the treasure and I knew what would happen when he got hold of me so I said I would only talk to a British officer.’
Joseph was still holding the notebook when there was a knock at the door. Dieter jumped from his chair and Joseph quickly pocketed the notebook at the same time saying ‘Enter’.
The MP held the door open for an American Major and, from the look on Dieter’s face; Joseph did not need Sherlock Holmes to tell him who he was.
On 18th November 1944, Fregattenkapitan Wilhelm Klein’s boat U-1977, a type VIIC of the Kriegsmarine left Kristiansand, on Norway’s south coast, with a complement of 54 men onboard at the start of its secret mission. Klein’s orders were to sail to Argentina. On arrival at Mar del Plata he would be met by Göring’s representative who would identify himself with a password that had been given to him and was only known to the three of them. This representative would receive the cargo and Wilhelm’s mission would be complete. He was then instructed to return to Norway for a short leave before resuming his duties. His instructions were to avoid enemy contact at all costs.
Now, leaving Kristiansand, Captain Klein was thinking about how to address his men. What would he say to them? They would do their duty yes, but the sinking of the Tirpitz by Lancaster bombers on 12th November, just six days previously, had badly affected the men and their morale was low. He was on the bridge with his Executive Officer and friend.
‘Well Heiny, we hunt again!’ he said. They were at the start of their mission but this time, he knew, would be different. There would be no hunting. Not if they could help it.
‘Yes Wilhelm and God help us.’
Oberleutnant zur See Heinrich Lehman, was his friend and second in command. They had an understanding. When they were alone they called each other by their Christian names, in front of the men it was back to normal. Should anything happen to him, if he got sick or was killed, Heiny would take charge of the boat. Wilhelm trusted him completely. A quiet man and devoted Christian, Heiny was the last man you’d imagine commanding a submarine but he had proved himself to be a cool and capable leader. Not for the first time Wilhelm thought how much he liked his friend. They were on the bridge smoking a cigarette, the familiar background clatter of the engines for company, just passing Bragdøya on the starboard. The smell of diesel and seawater reached their nostrils. Familiar smells, comforting smells. The North Sea was cold the sky grey.
‘How are the men?’
‘They’re fine,’ he said, ‘they’re a good bunch, they’ll not let us down,’ but he knew what Wilhelm was asking, that business with the Tirpitz had affected them badly.
‘This mission…will it be a long one? I believe Reichsmarschall Göring requested specially that you be assigned…’
‘Yes Heiny, I think my medals impressed him,’ he replied self-deprecatingly with a knowing look. The answer would satisfy his friend…for now, neither man liked Göring. As for Admiral Karl Doenitz, that was another matter, they both respected and admired their leader.
They felt cold, standing on the bridge but were enjoying this brief moment of peace before getting down to business. There would not be many moments like this and they both knew it.
‘And your wife, Heiny? How long since you last saw her?’
‘Oh…about three months ago…I think. We had a few days off on my last leave. Klara’s parents have a place in Bühl on the outskirts of the Black Forest. It’s very beautiful. Very peaceful; you can almost forget the war…’
‘This bloody war…I’ll not be sorry when it ends,’ he said giving his friend a sideways glance that conveyed what both men knew, the hunting trips for The Wolf Packs would soon be over.
With a final look at the receding coastline they flicked their cigarettes into the sea and went below.
It was a nervous time for everyone onboard. They travelled on the surface keeping an eye out for enemy ships and aircraft; it was the fastest and safest way by far as they were harder to spot by destroyers whose ASDIC was useless for searching surface vessels. Their type VIIC, one of the newest U-Boats in the fleet, was 220.1 feet long with a surfaced displacement of 761 tons and 865 tons submerged. On the surface it could travel 6,500 nautical miles at a speed of 17.2 knots but submerged that dropped to 80 nautical miles and its speed by half. In addition it was equipped with the Schnorchel. Put simply, the Schnorchel was a pipe with a valve on one end, which extended above sea level while the boat was submerged. The tube consisted of an intake and exhaust pipe, where outside air was drawn into the U-Boat, and exhaust gases expelled from the exhaust pipe. The shutoff valve prevented seawater from entering the intake if the mouth of the tube dipped below the surface. Wilhelm had had more than one occasion to be grateful for this piece of kit. Being able to run its diesels’ underwater gave him a tactical advantage, not only were they more powerful, faster, and had longer range, but more importantly, they eluded allied radar.
The boat was well armed too, with four 21-inch bow tubes one 21-inch stern tube and carried 14 torpedoes. Their deck armament consisted of one 88mm cannon and a 20mm Flak gun. It was a remarkable killing machine and one that The Allies had every reason to fear.
The crossing turned out to be long and arduous. Twice they’d to crash dive to avoid an attacking enemy plane and once an American destroyer had depth charged them after failing to ram them. Only Wilhelm’s experience and nerve had saved the day. After that he decided to do a Schnorchel run for the rest of the journey. They made the Iceland Passage on course 300º, a little North by Northwest, and sixty-six days later, exhausted; they reached Cape Verde where they stopped at Praia for a short swimming break.
It was in Cape Verde, while ashore, that Wilhelm decided to speak to his fellow officers. It was a risky decision but he thought he knew them well; sailing together the past eighteen months had resulted in a strong bond being formed between them, the kind that only war and suffering is able to engender. They were sitting together watching the men swimming, laughing, shouting and letting off steam like a bunch of kids on a seaside trip with their parents. They were good men. They deserved this break. Wilhelm turned to Heiny and the other officers, his friends for that’s what they were, his mind made up. He revealed to them the truth about the secret cargo they were carrying and who the beneficiary would be. Then came the bombshell. He’d promised himself he’d tell them before the end of the war if he were still alive. After all, he knew them well and there wasn’t a Nazi among them. There followed a stunned silence but it was short lived. First to speak was Heiny.
‘Herr Kapitan,’ then softly, almost to himself ‘Wilhelm, I owe you my life and not just once but several times I seem to recall,’ his eyes were fixed on his captain’s and they held nothing back. It was simply the look of a friend who understood his position and sympathised. ‘I don’t know what the others will say, though I can guess, for me it changes nothing.’
Then the others quickly joined in echoing Heiny’s feelings but all decided that, while the war lasted, what Wilhelm had told them should go no further. After a short discussion, they agreed that the war was all but lost and that risking their lives to give a man like Göring a comfortable lifestyle after the inevitable surrender would be a travesty. Wilhelm was telling them of a plan he’d formulated that, with their help, would provide a solution. The sudden chatter of the U-Boat’s guns echoing across the beach brought their conversation to an abrupt end. Everyone looked up to see an aircraft making straight for the sub and watched in stunned silence as a 2000lb torpedo dropped from the belly of the plane and splashed into the water. They held their breath as they followed its track and let it out with an audible sigh as it careered past the submarine, its wake clearly visible heading out to sea. The rattling sound of the plane’s wing mounted machineguns grew louder as it approached low over the water sending lines of splashes as the bullets hit the waves forming stitch lines either side of the sub and missing it completely. The plane was banking and climbing now, its engine sounding more distant as it went away, before turning in a tight circle coming back towards them as the pilot set himself up for a strafing run. The sailors in the water got ready to dive for cover as deep as possible and everyone on the beach scattered running for whatever shelter they could find. The aircraft, a US Navy Avenger TBM torpedo plane with a crew of three, had appeared out of nowhere. Fortunately the U-Boat’s crew were battle hardened and the gunners had been scouring the skies for just such a possibility. They saw it before they heard its engine and by then they were tracking it with their guns. When the second run begun Wilhelm and Heiny found a ditch and made themselves as small as possible. The plane came flying low heading for the beach, it must have been twenty feet above the water, its engine roaring, its two, wing-mounted, M2 Browning machineguns sparking with an insistent cackle spraying a hail of bullets, many finding their target. As the Avenger came nearer growing larger and louder, they caught sight of the three-man crew looking at them through their goggle-covered eyes, their faces curious, like innocent bystanders at the scene of a road accident. Wilhelm could see the US Navy markings on the fuselage and beneath the wings. The submarine’s guns that had not stopped pumping bullets found their mark and a plume of black smoke appeared from the front of the Avenger, followed almost instantly by a huge explosion that broke the plane in midair scattering debris in all directions causing the front of the aircraft with the cockpit and crew to plunge into the sea sending a column of water shooting high into the sky. The front of the stricken plane appeared to sit on top of the waves for a moment, its propeller bent; the crew, trapped in the cockpit, were slumped forward and did not appear to be moving; the sea surrounding it seemed to boil for a minute and then there was nothing, not even a ripple to mark the place where three men had lost their lives. The sub’s gunners had stopped firing and scanned the sky for signs of any more enemy planes. Silence. Then from the beach came the cries of the wounded. Wilhelm and Heiny had escaped unscathed and run towards the nearest of them to see what they could do but it was clear that they were going to need more help. An inflatable dinghy was already making its way to the beach with the medical officer onboard, sailing past the floating corpses of the poor devils that had been swimming and whose blood had turned the sea red. An idyllic island had turned to hell in an instant.
They tended the wounded and carried them and their dead comrades back to the submarine. They left Cape Verde behind and an hour later, having made sure that there were no more fighters around, stopped for a burial at sea. Fifteen men had lost their lives, not counting the plane’s crew. It was bad but they had been lucky. There could have been many more if the torpedo had hit. That thought made Wilhelm shudder. After a short service and words spoken by Heiny who had offered to say them, a sombre crew went about their chores, their minds on their lost comrades. Days and nights tend to melt into each other onboard a submarine, all the same, when evening came, the mood, if anything, had worsened.
Wilhelm got together with his senior officers and finished explaining the plan that he’d been telling them before the American plane launched its attack.
They accomplished their mission. The return journey took 90 days to complete and Göring was in Kristiansand to greet them.
Captain Klein informed him that they had been attacked and had had to improvise. Fifteen men had died and been buried at sea. Many others wounded but had survived. His cargo, however, was safe. Its location clearly marked and, moreover, in a place that no vessel was likely to find, even by chance. At first Göring had not been pleased but he had been hearing nasty rumours coming back from colleagues in Argentina that indicated that it might not be the best place to hide his loot. Perhaps this was better. It meant that he could go back at his leisure and retrieve it when the time was right. Yes, he felt that he could consider the mission a success and told Klein that he was delighted, there had been a problem but he had solved it and come up with an alternative that was acceptable. He had shown initiative and confirmed the faith he’d placed in him. Almost as an afterthought, Göring expressed regret at the loss of life saying that posthumous decorations would be awarded to the men and given to their next of kin. It seemed to Wilhelm that the Reichsmarshall considered the gesture would more than make up for the loss of their loved ones and his mind boggled at the inhumanity of the man. At that same meeting he told him that his parents were safe and that his brother Dieter was to set off to Budapest in one week but that there was still time for him to see him before he left. He was on top form and this was his way of showing his appreciation.
***
Joseph got back to his billet and studied the notebook. It was an inventory sure enough but nowhere could he find the all-important information that pinpointed the location of the looted goods or, indeed, what those goods were. He needed more information and that meant talking to Dieter. He had to speak to him before the US Major got his hands on him.
Major Frank S. Bright was a gorilla of a man and Joseph could easily understand why Dieter would fear him. He did not look like the sensitive type and he was sure he would stop at nothing to get what he wanted. Joseph decided to wait till morning, let Dieter sweat it out in his cell a little longer and maybe he would tell him everything he knew, Joseph suspected he hadn’t heard the whole story yet.
Early the following morning Joseph arrived at the guardroom where the prisoner was being held and found the place crawling with US army medics and all sorts of brass. He shot an enquiring look at the guardroom Sergeant wondering what the hell was going on. The Sergeant looked distinctly sick so when Joseph asked to see the prisoner he blurted out:
‘I’m very sorry sir but you can’t see him.’ The place was busier than Hyde Park on a hot summer day and the Sergeant’s eyes were darting from one side of the room to the other.
‘Why not?’
‘The prisoner’s dead sir, he hanged himself in his cell…with his belt sir.’
For a moment Joseph could not believe what he’d just heard. Surely they would have removed belt and shoelaces.
‘When did this happen?’
‘They found him this morning at 0800 sir. We raised the alarm and the doctor was called. He reckoned he’d been dead around four hours sir.’
‘Did he have any visitors last night?’
‘Just one sir, Major Bright saw him for twenty minutes or so but he was okay when he left him. I looked in on the prisoner at 2200 hours before I was relieved sir and he was just fine.’
Joseph left wondering how Dieter had managed to build up the courage to take his own life. He’d not struck him as the type but then, a visit from Major Bright might have been all the motivation he needed. Or maybe the Major had got what he needed and got rid of him. After all, he only had the desk sergeant’s word for it that Dieter was okay at 2200 and they might be in it together. He would have to check if the sergeant had been relieved at 2200, as he’d said or been on duty all night. The thing was; what had Dieter told Bright and how long would it be before he came looking for him?
As Joseph was leaving, the desk sergeant called out to him.
‘Excuse me Captain, Lieutenant Santini asked me who’d been the last persons to see the prisoner alive and, apart from Major Bright, and me you’re the only one who’s been near him. Lieutenant Santini told me to tell you if I saw you first that General Waynright has asked to see you but it will have to wait until tomorrow because he’s been called to a meeting at Division that will go on half the night, sir.’
Joseph was glad of the stay of execution and thought he would telephone his friend Edward to talk things over, but on second thoughts, why telephone when they could meet? He decided he would drive over instead. He went to the carpool and was told by the sergeant that he didn’t have a jeep he could have right away but to give him an hour and he’d see what he could do. When Joseph went back to the carpool an hour later, there was one waiting. He signed for it and headed in the direction of Scharten where his friend was billeted with the rest of his unit.
‘Joseph old chum what a nice surprise! Why didn’t you say you were coming, I could have laid something on?’ His friend was smiling and clearly delighted by the unexpected visit.
‘Spur of the moment thing, didn’t know myself till I was on the road heading your way’
Joseph couldn’t wait to have a word with his friend but not with so many people around.
‘Is there somewhere more private we could go?’
Edward detected a familiar look ‘Sure, come to my room, it’s not much but at least it’s private. What’s this all this about?’
But Joseph just said. ‘Lead the way then. I really need your opinion on something.’
‘Why the mystery?’ But when Joseph didn’t answer Edward gave up, figuring he’d know soon enough. ‘Okay,’ he said, ‘it’s right this way,’ and led the way to his quarters.
As soon as they were alone Joseph sat on a chair and Edward on the edge of his bed.
‘Well old chap, suppose you tell me now?’
When Joseph finished telling him everything he knew Edward stayed quietly thinking for a moment.
‘Have you told anyone else other than me about this?’
‘No. I wanted to hear what you thought before I went any further.’
‘That’s very flattering. I’m glad you haven’t though. I don’t think it would be a good idea, bad for your health if you know what I mean, and your prisoner’s suicide? I don’t buy it; too convenient if you ask me.’
‘I agree. I’m going to give you the notebook and my interrogation notes for safekeeping. No one knows I’m here and I want to keep it that way. They’ll be safer with you till I can figure out what to do.’
Joseph left his friend promising to get back in touch soon and assuring him that he would be careful and as Edward watched Joseph drive off into the distance, a feeling of dread and foreboding came over him. They went back a long way and he hated the thought that his best friend could be in danger.
***
Cambridge 1926
Edward had met Joseph in Cambridge; in fact it was he who had introduced Rebecca Aubrey to him in July of 1926 at a Bop, in Becky’s college, Magdalene, while they were both students there. Edward was so glad to have introduced them and happy that Joe had liked her immediately. She was beautiful, the perfect English rose, Joe had thought. Joseph was 25 years old and studying for an MA in Fine Art at Trinity College. Becky, just a year younger than him, found Joseph impossibly good looking. He was a six-footer with light blond hair that fell over his forehead. She liked the way he would brush it away with the back of his hand, she liked his freckles that lent him a boyish look and his pale blue eyes. He had the habit of looking at her when they were talking without so much as blinking that she found flattering yet disconcerting and when he smiled he showed some indecently perfect teeth that made him look like a matinee idol.
They chatted for hours forgetting the party going on around them and Becky told him she was doing a PhD in Classics but wasn’t sure what she was going to do once she left Cambridge. Joseph, on the other hand, had big plans and wanted to travel and see the world.
The summer of ‘26 was beautiful and they became inseparable, they studied together by the bank of the river Cam overlooking King’s College and some Saturdays, when the weather was good, they went to the Quayside to pick up a punt for the backs. Joe was the chauffeur standing at the stern holding the pole and Becky ate cucumber sandwiches and sipped her Pimm’s taken from a small hamper she’d prepared, that’s the way it should be she said and laughed but she always made sure there would be plenty left for him. When he tried to impress her she told him to be careful not to fall in the water but he always insisted punting was a breeze. It‘s just a question of pushing with the pole and, afterwards, using it like a rudder to steer the boat he’d say. He was quite adept and she really felt safe with him. Everyone in the college had gone punting at some time or the other, it’s great fun and, though one sits perilously close to the water, the flatness of the punt ensures that you won’t fall in. That, at least, is the theory, but many were the times that Joe and his friends had ended up in the river, only to come out drenched and howling with laughter.
In 1927 Joe proposed and Becky accepted joyfully. They got married in St Mary’s University Church, also known as St. Mary the Great, whose chimes are copied by Big Ben in Westminster. Their parents and friends were all present and it was the happiest day of their lives.
Becky and Joseph honeymooned in Venice, a joint present from Joe’s mum and dad and Becky’s parents. They stayed at the Gritti Palace. They were thrilled to be staying in a real Palace. During the 15th century the stylish hotel was the residence of the Doge of Venice, Andrea Gritti, and it had been lovingly restored to its former elegance and splendour. Their room looked onto the Grand Canal, giving them a grandstand view of the gondolas going to and fro and the imposing Palazzi on the opposite side. Joseph was in his element dragging Becky to all the museums and acting as her guide while she got her own back taking him on long shopping trips where he pretended to be bored. Afterwards they would head for Florian’s in Piazza San Marco, the famous café overlooking the Cathedral and the Campanile. They would order cakes and drink coffee while listening to the bands that played on the famous square. The honeymoon had to end sometime and they returned to England and Cambridge where they found digs in a pretty house in Rose Crescent.
When they finished their degrees in 1929 they went to live with Joseph’s mum and dad in West Harnham. In January 1934 their first child was born. Jane brought untold happiness to the Keating household but it was to be short lived because on April 1st 1934, Joseph’s parents died while holidaying in France. They had been travelling with their friends near Beauvais when the Air France Farman F300 they were flying in crashed killing all passengers and crew. Joseph was devastated; he had always been very close to his parents. Becky was pregnant and Joseph felt so sorry that they had not lived to see their second grandchild who arrived on time in June 1935.
***
As soon as Joseph left, Edward returned to his quarters and laid on his bed studying the mysterious notebook going over the interrogation notes that Joseph had left in his care. Taken at face value, it looked straightforward enough. The Field Marshall had got his hands on some loot and had arranged for it to be spirited away so he could recover it after the war. That in itself was not strange since Joseph had told him of the amount of looting that had taken place and the difficulty of reuniting the rightful owners with their property when they found it. What was sinister was the part being played by Major Bright. He thought it might be a good idea to ask some discreet questions about him without arousing suspicion. He had an idea of whom he might ask, and then he would be in a better position to advise Joseph on a course of action.
The following morning Edward heard the terrible news. Joseph had died as a result of a tragic accident, while travelling in a jeep, just outside Scharten on the road to Werfen. Edward Hannah was not a man who believed in coincidences. He could not believe that Joseph was gone, how would poor Becky and his children take it? He couldn’t imagine.
Edward lost no time going to Werfen to where Joseph had been stationed. He needed to see his friend’s body; not until then would he believe that he was dead, and he wanted to find out more about the accident, if that was indeed what it had been; Joseph’s CO would be able to provide that.
Driving into Werfen he met a GI and asked him where the mortuary was. He presented himself to the medical orderly and explained who he was and the reason for his visit. The orderly, a quiet sympathetic young man, asked Edward to follow him and led him to a room where there were a range of ten large, cabinet-style drawers. Edward held back steeling himself for what he knew was coming and waited while the orderly opened a drawer and stood aside to give him a chance to see his friend. Any soldier in a war zone becomes hardened to the sight of a dead person and Edward was no exception but when that person is your best friend, it is an entirely different matter. Edward gazed down on Joseph’s face; he seemed to be asleep and, though he was white and his lips had a purplish hue, he appeared to be unmarked. Edward stepped back unable to look any more and turned to the orderly.
‘Is there anything you can tell me about what happened?’
‘Very little sir, I’m afraid, but the CO will be able to tell you more. What I can tell you is that your friend was on his way back to camp and went off the road on a bend,’ the young man was sorry to see the effect that seeing his friend had had on Edward and wanted to comfort him, ‘The Captain must have been travelling quite fast because he lost control of the jeep, hit a tree and was thrown out; he must have died instantly. I don’t think he could have suffered.’
Edward had been listening to the orderly and wondering how Joseph could have lost control of the jeep, he knew he didn’t drive particularly fast and that he was a good driver. He thanked the orderly and left with a gut wrenching feeling at having to leave Joseph alone in a cold room and without a friend.
As soon as Edward was outside he felt relieved. It occurred to him that he should see the jeep that Joseph had used and asked a passing soldier to be directed to the carpool. When he got there he found several mechanics working on a variety of vehicles and asked to speak to the person in charge. A Sergeant appeared and, when Edward introduced himself.
‘I’m truly sorry about your friend,’ the American said, ‘I was here when he picked up the jeep, he was a really nice man.’
The Sergeant looked genuinely upset and suggested that Edward might like to see the vehicle. He took him to an area away from the main workshop floor where the jeep had been brought in for inspection.
‘Did you find anything wrong with the jeep? Anything that might have contributed to the accident?’
The Sergeant seemed an honest man but looked apprehensive as he considered that Edward might be thinking some defect for which he and his men were responsible could have caused his friend’s death.
‘Sir I can’t think what could have caused it. In fact I happened to mention to Major Bright that I’d had a request from Captain Keating for a vehicle and told him I didn’t have one available. The Major said he had a jeep he wasn’t using and that he’d bring it over in half an hour or so, as he still needed to run some errands. Well I figure if the Major had been using it he would have spotted a problem if there had been one, don’t you think so sir?’
At the mention of Major Bright, Edward’s ears had pricked up but he said nothing. He would have to investigate matters further before making any kind of an accusation.
As he was coming out of the carpool, an American Lieutenant approached him, introduced himself as Jim McCarthy. McCarthy knew Joseph and had last seen him when he had taken him to speak to a German prisoner.
‘I was very sorry to hear about Joseph’s death,’ he said ‘he was a fine man.’
‘Thank you. Did you know him well?’
‘As well as anyone else here, you know,’ he said, ‘this isn’t the sort of place you make many friends, but I liked him.’
‘Yes I know…about making friends in the middle of a war I mean. Have you any idea about how he might have had an accident? He was not a reckless person.’
‘Well…I might have. Care for a coffee in the canteen?’ he said giving Edward the impression that this invitation was one he should accept.
When they were seated and had a coffee in front of them and both had lit a cigarette, Jim leaned forward and looked Edward in the eyes.
‘Whatever I say to you stays between us. Agreed?’
‘Agreed,’ Edward wondered what on earth he was about to hear.
‘I saw you coming out of the carpool so I guess you know about the jeep and who was last to drive it?’
‘Yes. Yes I do,’ he said wondering what Jim might know that he didn’t.
‘One of my duties here is to investigate any wrongdoing by American servicemen and women.’
‘I see,’ Edward said thinking this conversation is turning out to be very interesting.
‘I’m glad to say that I am not kept very busy but there is a rumour going round about some pretty sharp practice and there’s someone I have been keeping an eye on for a while.’
Edward wondered how far to venture but felt he owed it to Joseph and to himself.
‘A certain Major?’
‘Yes. Now of course at present this is conjecture but I have quite a lot of information that sure as hell points in that direction.’
‘I think perhaps we should not be shy about mentioning names,’ Edward said, ‘Am I right in thinking we are both talking about Major Frank Bright?’
‘Well, as I said, it is conjecture but, yes.’
‘Jim. May I call you Jim?’ and the American nodded and said of course, ‘I know I am biased and I know that you must be thorough and impartial…I know I already said so but let me repeat it, anything you tell me goes no further than me until you tell me otherwise.’
‘Edward please leave this to me. I am close to reaching a conclusion and when I do, you will be the first to know. I promise you that.’
Becky had been informed of the death of her dear husband and requested that he be repatriated as soon as possible. She had contacted Edward saying that she would be grateful if he could arrange it for her and, if possible, fly back with him.
Naturally Edward said yes. He applied for compassionate leave and asked to be permitted to take Joseph’s body back to England for burial. This was not usually granted during a war but, after all, the war was nearly over, everyone knew that, and Joseph was a decorated hero holder of the VC so his CO granted the request and on 7th January 1945, Edward accompanied his friend on his journey home on board an RAF Lancaster from Bomber Command. He was glad to be leaving Austria but sad for the loss of his dear friend.
Joseph’s death was announced in the local paper and an article on the man and his achievements appeared in the obituary pages of the Sunday Times with a footnote mentioning the date, place and time of the service.
The day awoke to a leaden sky and a cold northerly wind that found a way to get through your clothes and into your very bones. A steady fine drizzle clung to ones face making it uncomfortable to breathe. It was as if the sky too was sad and wanted to weep and mourn the way that Joseph’s family and friends now wept and mourned his passing.
The service took place at St. George’s Church in West Harnham. The Reverend Matthew Clegg stood by the door waiting for the funeral cortege as it wound its way round the narrow country lane leading to the church. Joseph’s wife and her two teenage children were in the lead car followed by a long line of shiny black cars that stopped behind hers in front of his church. Becky was helped from the back seat of the sombre Humber Hawk by her ten-year-old son Colin and his sister Jane. Together they held her tight as they walked slowly up the path, their feet crunching the gravel beneath their shoes. They walked past old tombstones of the long forgotten faithful, silent witnesses to the sad procession filing past them, before finally arriving at the entrance to the church to be greeted by their friend and pastor. Once through the door they walked up the aisle, their steps echoed in the empty church as they made their way to the special place at the front of the church reserved for family and their closest friends.
The black coffin stood on trestles, flanked by four candelabra, like soldiers standing guard over a fallen comrade. The family church that had seen Joseph and both his children baptized now welcomed him and readied him for his final journey.
The service was well attended by family and friends. The Reverend Matthew Clegg read the popular poem - Ecclesiastes 3:1-8. To everything there is a season…. The organist played Jerusalem, that most joyful of hymns, and the voices from the choir and the congregation sung, filling the church and touching the heart of all those present.
Becky sobbed softly, the movement of her shoulders the only clue to what she was going through, and was comforted by her children. The door opened to admit a late arrival letting an unwelcome cold draft blow into the church making the congregation shiver, stirring the incense that filled the nave and making the candles flicker before settling down to their steady glow. The large man attracted a few curious glances from the mourners nearest the door. He looked awkward and self-conscious in his navy, single-breasted suit, as he found an empty seat at the back of the church. He rested his hat on his lap and read from the hymnbook he’d been given when he’d come into the church. The rain, stronger now and coming in waves beat against the stained glass windows sounding like the muffled drums of a funeral march.
Joseph was laid to rest in the family tomb next to his dear mother and father.
The Reverend Clegg read from The Book of Common Prayer:
‘Man that is born of a woman
hath but a short time to live,
and is full of misery.
He cometh up, and is cut down like a flow'r;
he flee'th as it were a shadow,
and ne'er continueth in one stay.’
Becky and her children looked on and listened huddled under black umbrellas set against the drizzle and the cold wind.
The service over, family, the Reverend Clegg and their closest friends were getting ready to go on to Becky’s house for refreshments prepared by caterers who had been brought in to help their cook. Edward stared at the dark wet gravel. The air, fresh from the rain carried the scent of flowers from the church garden. He lifted his eyes and looked over the gathering. Faces he’d not seen in years, some barely recognizable. A voice coming from behind made him turn; the American accent belonged to the large man speaking to Becky.
‘Mrs. Keating,’ he began, ‘please forgive this intrusion but’
Becky turned to face the tall man who’d addressed her, trying to place his face. ‘I’m sorry but I don’t believe we’ve met. You are an American, aren’t you? Were you a friend of Joseph’s?’
Edward looked at the powerful man. From Joseph’s description, in or out of uniform, there was no mistaking Major Frank S. Bright.
‘I was privileged to serve in his unit and we met often. I was very sorry to hear of his passing. Please accept my deepest condolences.’
‘Thank you,’ she said, ‘I’m sorry but I don’t know your name.’
‘Of course please forgive me; I’m Frank Bright,’ he drawled I’m a Major in the US military at present and my duties brought me to London on Army matters, I heard that your husband’s funeral was taking place today and that those who had known him were welcome to attend so I decided to pay my respects…’
‘Of course Major, you’re most welcome, any friend of Joseph’s,’ she said dubbing at her eyes with a lace handkerchief.
Edward had been listening to this exchange when Becky turned to him for support and to divert the conversation away from her, ‘Edward, I wonder if you know the Major, you were not far from his barracks?’
Hearing this, Major Bright turned to face him, ‘Captain Edward Hannah? Of course, Joseph mentioned you often. It’s a great pleasure to meet you, though I wish it were under happier circumstances. Your friend was a great man, very much liked and appreciated by all who came into contact with him; a real English gentleman.’
‘Thank you Major, that’s kind of you.’ Edward was trying to see if there was a hint of insincerity but he seemed genuinely sorry.
Becky’s daughter turned to her mother, ‘Mummy it’s time to go, our car is waiting.’
Becky smiled at her daughter and turned to the Major, ‘perhaps you would care to join us at the house?’
‘That’s most kind Ma'am but alas duty calls and I have to catch a plane back this evening. It has been a great pleasure to meet you and again, my sincere condolences to you and your family.’
Becky went with her children to the waiting car leaving Major Bright with Edward.
‘Tragic, real tragic,’ he was watching her leave and now he turned to Edward, ‘it must be devastating for you. I understand that you were very close and that he had been to visit you and was on his way to our barracks when this terrible accident happened?’
‘You’re quite right. We had arranged to meet and have a celebration of the anniversary of the day I introduced him to his wife many years ago, he’d told me he was missing his family you see; Edward was a bit of a romantic,’ it was a lie but there was no way he would know.
‘I see, so he was not worried about anything?’
‘Good Lord no. Not at all, just a bit homesick you know. This retched war’s been going on so long…’
‘Yes quite. We’re all sick of it. I’m glad that Joseph was not concerned about anything. He’d been involved in the interrogation of a German prisoner. He didn’t mention anything…?’
‘No. Not at all, we never discussed our work; just prattled on about our life back home and what we would do after the war you know?’
Bright considered this, there wasn’t much more he could ask without arousing suspicion.
‘Well Captain, it’s been a real pleasure to meet you but you know the Army, I must get back to my unit and that plane won’t wait,’ he checked his watch and cast a glance towards his parked US Army staff car and driver nearby.
He said goodbye and Edward watched him walk to his waiting transport, saw him stoop down to get his huge frame into the back of the car and moments later his driver was speeding away carrying his passenger and headed for the small airport at Biggin Hill. He was puzzled and amazed by the Major’s tenacity. You had to hand it to him; it had seemed to Edward the most extraordinary fishing expedition. Did Jim know the Major was in England? It was impossible to know and Edward determined to call him at the earliest opportunity to hear how his investigations were progressing.
Edward Hanna had been Joseph’s best friend for as long as anyone remembered and he could not imagine what life would be like without him. He stood in a corner of the large living room talking to his sister, feeling retched and utterly useless.
The fireplace was lit in the large living room bringing much needed cheer to the gloomy gathering. The servants passed amongst the guests offering sandwiches and refreshments. There was a subdued hubbub as friends and relatives conversed sharing stories of happier times.
Becky thanked the Reverend Matthew for his kind words, his support and his friendship. She excused herself and made her way over to where Edward was talking to his sister. She wore a smart black suit that she’d bought a year ago to attend a dear friend’s funeral. She never imagined she’d need it again so soon and never that her own dear Joe would be the reason. She greeted her friends with a pained smile but the strain showed on her face. Becky was exhausted; her red eyes a testimony to the tears she had shed during many sleepless nights following Joseph’s death.
‘Can I borrow Edward for a moment?’ Edwina smiled and said of course. Becky took him by the arm and led him into the conservatory leaving her alone cradling her cup of tea.
Becky looked drawn. She kept herself under control but beneath the surface she was a mass of nerves and on the verge of a nervous breakdown.
‘If there’s anything Edwina or I can do Becky, you know you just have to…’
‘Dear Edward, that’s thoughtful of you…’ she seemed lost and suddenly added, ‘he loved you, you know. Since Julian’s death well…you know how close he was to his brother, he told me he was so glad of your friendship, said he thought of you as family…another brother even.’
‘And I felt exactly the same, I hope Joe knew it too,’ he paused and gently asked her ‘what will you do now?’
‘I don’t know Edward…go on I suppose, what else is there to do? I have to for the sake of the children, though they’ll soon be grown up and gone. I still see them as children and so did Joe, it’s what happens to all parent’s, isn’t it? If Julian were alive at least he’d know what to do.’
‘I never knew Julian all that well. He was such a private person and then he went off on that expedition of his and that was that.’
‘That wretched expedition, if only we knew what the future holds. He was so full of it. Excited he was going to bring the treasure back, be rich. He had a childlike enthusiasm, which we all loved.’
‘So he found something then?’
‘Yes. He found something; just where the old family map said it would be. There’s a letter somewhere that he wrote to Joe before his second trip you know…the last one, where he drowned with all the others. I was expecting Colin, and Jane was just over a year old, and now… it all seems so long ago.’
Becky’s mind had drifted for a second re-living old times but now she’d come back to the present and looked so lost. Edward asked her what she’d wanted to say to him and she told him how alone she felt; that Joseph had always handled all their affairs and that she was a little out of her depth. She hoped she could count on him. Edward assured her she need not fear and that he would be there for her and the children whenever he was needed.
Edward thought he would have to stay close and make sure she was all right for as long as she needed him; it was the least he could do for his dear friend.
He and Edwina stayed until the last person had gone and only left when Becky mentioned she was tired and needed a rest. They made her promise to call if she needed anything. She thanked them and added that she had been so busy lately, what with the funeral and everything, and now she felt that she and the children needed to spend time alone together to grieve.
When they finally left Becky’s house, Edward gave his sister a lift home in his car, an MG TC in British Racing Green that he’d just bought, his pride and joy. The sky was cloudy but at least it had stopped raining, only the wind continued to blow buffeting the car and making Edward grip the wheel firmly forcing him to concentrate on his driving. They drove in silence, each with their own thoughts. By the time they got to Pinner and Edwina’s two-bedroom bungalow it was dark. Edward saw his sister safely inside before driving back to his rented garage in Porchester Square Mews where he left his car and walked the short distance to his flat in Porchester Terrace.
It had been one hell of a day. He still could not get used to the idea that Joseph was dead and he would never see him or talk to him again; it was a hard pill to swallow.
He came out of the kitchen and into the living room carrying a strong cup of tea, set the tea down on a small mahogany table and sat down in his worn, comfortable armchair. He reached into his jacket pocket and took out a tin of Old Holborn, his favourite tobacco, the same battered tin he’d carried throughout the war, rolled a cigarette and lit it with a match drawing the smoke deep into his lungs savouring its calming effect, before letting it escape slowly through his mouth and nose. Edward watched it drift to the ceiling helped by the gentle breeze coming in through the half-opened sash window of his third floor flat. He sat smoking for a while. Finally he stubbed his cigarette out and sunk into the armchair, closed his eyes and drifted into a blissful sleep.
When he awoke he realized he’d been dreaming of the last time he saw his friend and how worried about him he had been; sadly, his fears had been well founded. He could not help going over the war, a war he had tried to forget. It played in his mind like a film. He remembered the day it had started as if it had been yesterday; September 3, 1939, they had all been seated in Joseph’s front room waiting for the Prime Minister to speak. He could still see the Mullard wireless on the small rosewood table next to the fireplace, its dial glowing faintly and everyone staring at it as if hypnotized, waiting for the broadcast to begin. Edward remembered a sombre BBC broadcaster announce:
‘The Right Honourable Neville Chamberlain’
There had been the brief crackling sound of static and then they had heard the prime minister address his fellow countrymen and women in a firm and resolute voice:
‘I am speaking to you from the Cabinet Room at 10, Downing Street. This morning, the British Ambassador in Berlin handed the German Government a final note, stating that unless we heard from them by 11 O'clock that they were prepared at once to withdraw their troops from Poland a state of war would exist between us. I have to tell you now that no such undertaking has been received and that consequently this country is at war with Germany.’
The prime minister had continued speaking but they had stopped listening. Everyone chattering at once until Joseph hushed them down so that they could hear the rest of the broadcast and they caught the end as the prime minister was saying:
Now may God bless you all. May He defend the right. It is the evil things that we shall be fighting against – brute force, bad faith, injustice, oppression and persecution – and against them I am certain that the right will prevail.’
They had decided to join up at once of course and a week later he’d gone with Joe to the recruiting office for the 3rd British Commando Unit.
Edward remembered the Village Hall in West Harnham that had been taken over by the army. The long bench manned by four recruiting sergeants; the crowded Hall filled with eager young men ready to sign-up to defend and, if necessary, die for their country.
The queue went out the door and spilled into the street. There had been the veterans from the last war; young office workers in their tweed jackets and leather patched elbows, schoolboys and boys just out of school, the firm; the infirm and all shades in between.
The country had been in war fever mood and men laughed and joked about how they would soon have the Bosh on the run… Edward wondered how many young men who’d worried that the war would end before they got to see any action had survived to tell the tale.
For some reason he hadn’t considered the possibility that he might die. For his sister Edwina and all the other women it had been different. They had been so proud of their men but desperately afraid for their safety. Mums, wives, girlfriends and grandparents had hoped against hope that it would soon be over and their men would not need to fight. The oldest amongst them remembered the horrors of the Great War and could not bear to think that it was happening all over again. The look on his sister’s face as he boarded the train with Joseph by his side still haunted him.
Edward remembered the evening of 18th August 1942, as the naval forces of Operation Jubilee got under way from several ports on the south coast of England.
Everything had gone pretty much to plan it seemed; the different groups accomplished a trouble-free sea crossing until, several miles off the coast. He and Joseph were in the left wing flotilla, the 3rd British Commando unit, when, at 3.45 am they ran into a small German convoy sailing from Boulogne to Dieppe. The ensuing battle completely upset the planned attack on Berneval, and alerted part of the enemy defence.
That action had resulted in his friend being awarded the VC. Edward recalled the commendation that stated how a small group of commandos under Captain Joseph Keating had managed to neutralize the battery for an hour and a half and how, during the battle, Captain Keating had distinguished himself by his heroic action leading his men in the face of heavy fire from a vastly superior enemy force.
Edward had been so proud of his friend and on the first leave they got they had they celebrated in style.
In 1944 the US forces were engaged in the daunting task of identifying the vast works of art that the Nazis had looted and Joseph was a natural choice for the job. Edward remembered not being at all surprised when Joseph told him that he had been ordered by his CO to put his civilian degree in fine art to work helping our American friends. They’d travelled to Austria together; at least they would not be far apart as he was going to be billeted nearby.
How sad, he now thought, that this last assignment, the safest by far that he had had to discharge, would prove to be the deadliest and cost him his life.
Edward’s thoughts turned to Becky and about how alone she must feel now. What she’d told him was true. If Julian were still alive he would have been someone else for her to lean on but Julian had been an adventurer and so different to Joe; the family’s treasure map had been impossible to resist.
Ever since Edward had known Joe he had known about the map and the family story that accompanied it, as it had often been the subject of after dinner conversation in the Keating household. As far as Edward understood it, the map had come into the possession of Charles Keating, one of their ancestors who got it from a Captain Thompson, a pirate down on his luck and in need of funding to return to Cocos Island to retrieve the treasure he had buried there twenty years earlier.
The family story recounted how Thompson had tried hard to convince men of means to back his venture promising them untold riches but, unfortunately, tales of buried treasure abounded and he had been unsuccessful until he’d met Charles and a friendship had been struck. Keating was a wealthy businessman and agreed to provide the necessary funds. They set about putting together an expedition but, before they could leave, Thompson was overcome by a fever and died. The map became Charles’s property and five months later he set sail in search of the treasure. During the voyage the crew got wind of what he was after and on arrival they mutinied and threatened him with death unless he revealed the treasure’s location. He managed to elude them and hid in the dense forest for days until they tired of searching and left the island leaving him behind. Weeks later he was rescued by a whaler that had come from Terranova and eventually he returned to his native St. John and though he tried several times to return to the island he never did and died in 1873. The map was left to his nephew. From then on, it and the story of the treasure had been passed on from father to son and ended up in England with Julian Keating. A superstitious person might have thought the map and the treasure were cursed but not Julian and now he too was dead.
***
It had been a month since Joseph’s funeral and Edward was at home about to open his mail when the telephone rung. The operator told him that he had a call from Lieutenant Jim McCarthy and asked if it would be all right to connect him.
‘Hello, is that Edward Hannah?’
Edward recognized the familiar American accent, ‘Good morning Jim, it’s Edward, good to hear your voice.’
‘Likewise. I have some good news that I thought you would want to hear from me personally.’
‘Good news? Sure. What good news?’
‘Well, the day after you left with Joseph’s body I went with two MP’s to arrest Major Bright on various charges, including one of tampering with your friend’s jeep, but was told he had gone to London on Army business. As soon as he returned I arrested him and he is being held pending a Court Martial. I promised I would call you, what do you think about that?’
‘I think it’s wonderful news. Really great news; have you a date for the hearing?’
‘Not yet but I will let you know the moment it’s set and will keep you up to date on the proceedings.’
A few minutes later, after Edward thanked Jim for all his efforts and told him how much it all meant to him and Joseph’s family, they said goodbye.
After he hung up he stood in the hallway thinking about what he’d just heard and feeling very pleased when he realized that he had been about to open his mail. He was surprised by a letter from Joseph’s solicitors informing him that he was a beneficiary of his friend’s Will and asking him to attend the reading in two weeks time. On the appointed day Edward arrived at the offices of Stafford Giggs and Browne at 30 Lincoln’s Inn Fields on the north side of the square, just next door to Essex Court Chambers. The imposing square, the largest public square in London and supposed to be one of the inspirations for Central Park in New York, is also home to many other famous institutions, notably The Royal College of Surgeons.
Joseph’s solicitors occupied a fine building attributed to Inigo Jones that retained all its old world grandeur. Edward was ushered into the senior partner’s office, a large room with a high ceiling from which hung an elegant crystal chandelier. At the far end of the room, three tall windows framed by pale cream silk curtains, looked out onto the square. The walls were covered with large oil paintings of the firm’s founders. Sir John Stafford walked over to greet him. Edward noted that Becky and the children were already there plus a few of Joseph’s other relatives and friends that he knew well.
They were seated around a large sturdy mahogany oval table occupying one side of the room and away from Sir John’s Victorian pedestal desk. Sir John went back and took his place at the head of the table and Edward took the empty seat next to Becky.
He was amazed to hear that his friend had left him two thousand pounds and a letter that expressed, in his usual forthright manner, the genuine love and affection that he felt for him. Edward was even sorrier, if that were possible, to have lost such a great friend and determined that he would find out all he could about the circumstances surrounding his death, particularly in view of what Jim, his American friend had told him. The idea that Joseph had died in an accident had never sat well with him.
Edward left the solicitors office with Becky and her young children, Jane and Colin, who said they wanted to do some shopping in Harrods. When Becky mentioned that she wasn’t up to it Edward insisted she should have tea with him and they left without her. Edward promised to take her to Knightsbridge after they had finished with their shopping, called a cab and they set off towards Mayfair and tea at The Connaught in Carlos Place.
They were seated in the tearoom when the waiter arrived with their pot of tea, some traditional finger sandwiches and a cake chariot with a tempting display of traditional tarts and farmhouse cakes.
‘Dear Edward, you are kind. I am exhausted, I could not bear a shopping trip and this is exactly what I need to revive me,’ she smiled at him.
‘Shall I be mother?’ he said.
‘No, please let me, and she picked up the milk jug. She looked at Edward while she poured, ‘I'm a 'miffer,' milk in first… really because I'm lazy. This way I don't have to stir the tea. Did you know that in the old days the milk went in first to save the fine china from cracking with the heat of the tea alone?’ she was enjoying herself and Edward was happy to hear her sounding a little like her old self even if only for a moment.
They’d been sitting and chatting when she suddenly remembered something, reached into her handbag and brought out a letter.
She opened it, ‘here it is, I very nearly forgot and I brought it specially to give to you. It’s the letter I told you Julian sent to Joe,’ and she smiled amused at the surprised look on Edward’s face. ‘I found it when I was going through some of Joe’s papers and thought you might like to have it…something of Joe’s I’m sure he’d like you to have,’ Edward had taken the letter and was listening to her, ‘he once told me he wouldn’t have minded going off on an expedition of his own and taking you along with him saying wouldn’t it be great if the two of you were able to make Julian’s dreams come through at last even if he was no longer around to see it.’
Then Becky seemed to hesitate, ‘this is a copy of the map, it’s not brought us much luck and I’m not sure I should, but you might have more luck with it. I think it’s been in our family long enough.’
Edward took the map and thanked her. He did not know what else to say. They looked at each other and both smiled. That tender look and gentle smile conveyed more than any words could ever say.
They left The Connaught and caught a cab to Harrods.
September 1951
Edward was at home when the telephone rung. He picked it up and was astonished to hear a voice he had not heard since the end of the war.
‘Hello old man. I bet you don’t know who this is?’
‘Peregrine? Peregrine Beddows. Good Lord, where on earth have you been?’
Edward’s voice betrayed the genuine astonishment that he felt.
‘How’d you get my number?’
‘Well I took pot luck and thought I’d try your old place just in case you hadn’t moved and, as for your number, Bayswater 1939’s a bit of a hard one to forget old boy’ he said.
Edward was so glad to hear from his friend that he’d forgotten what he’d asked him.
‘As to where I’ve been well, not in Blighty or you’d have heard from me sooner but listen Teddy, I’m not going to be here much longer and I’d love to catch up if you can spare the time.’
‘No one’s called me that in years,’ he laughed, ‘of course I’d love to see you; where are you staying, as if I need to ask?’
‘You guessed it. Boodle’s as always, family tradition you know.’
They chatted on for five minutes and agreed to meet the next day at his club for a spot of lunch.
Edward set off early for his date with Peregrine. He wanted to drop into Liberty first to buy a present for his sister’s birthday. He headed off towards Oxford Street carrying a bag with the cashmere sweater he had bought for her and was passing the London Palladium remembering that, just last spring, he’d taken Becky to see Judi Garland’s debut, when a young man walked out of the theatre arm in arm with a beautiful woman and bumped right into him. It was only a moment but the man so resembled his old friend that he just stood there frozen while they excused themselves and went on their way. Funny how some things have a way of bringing back the past in an instant and make you relive a long lost memory. The experience was slightly unnerving and made him realize that Joseph had been gone six years and that Becky and her children had managed to come to terms with their loss and move on with their lives. It was only he who was still, somehow, stuck in the past. He determined that he really needed to rethink his life and come up with something a bit more exciting than his present job at the bank. He walked on to Oxford Street and hailed a cab. The cabbie dropped him off outside the club in St. James’s Street.
Peregrine was waiting for him in the smoking-room and got up the moment he saw Edward walk in.
‘Edward dear boy, you have not changed a bit,’ he greeted his old friend with an outstretched hand.
‘A bit older, a bit wiser I hope,’ he said, ‘and neither have you dear friend, I guess we’re just a pair of Peter Pans.’
Peregrine led Edward to a quiet corner and they settled into two comfortable armchairs. He looked well, tanned and fit as a fiddle.
‘So old friend, do tell; where have you been hiding?’
‘That’s a long story. The short answer is that I’ve been in Ecuador. Guayaquil, to be precise,’ he said leaving Edward completely bemused.
‘That’s most extraordinary; I didn’t have you pegged as the adventurous type. I’d rather thought you would have stayed in England and joined your father’s firm.’
Edward remembered his friend’s father as a rather successful businessman who was something or other in The City.
‘I might have,’ he said, ‘but I met this rather wonderful woman at a party in London you see and she happens to be Ecuadorian. She was visiting England with her family and I was quite smitten by her. I simply could not let her go so I followed her to her country and, to cut a long story short, we got married four years ago and have two children. One of each.’
Peregrine had always had a reputation as a man about town but still the thought of him married with children and living in a foreign country was quite something to take in.
‘Well, well. Congratulations. Why that’s wonderful it’s no wonder you’re looking so marvellous, she clearly looks after you too well.’
‘She does do that, but Teddy, what of you? What have you been up to?’
Peregrine had been in the secret service during the war and there was not much he did not know about what had gone on. He’d also known Joseph but had not been a close friend.
‘Me, well, what can I say? After the war I stayed with my sister in Pinner for a while and tried to find some work. There wasn’t much about you know. Then an old friend from my regiment got me a job in his bank and I’ve been with Coutts in The City ever since.’ His eyes looked around the room avoiding his friend’s inquisitive look.
Peregrine detected a slight air of dissatisfaction and thought he’d dig a little.
‘Banking eh! Well that sounds exciting, high finance and all that. So you’re set for life then?’ Edward hadn’t seen Peregrine in ages but he’d always been a good listener and now he thought he might use him as a sounding board.
‘Not really sure you know. I’m Assistant Manager now and I guess I could make Manager when Gooding retires but I’m not so sure that’s all there is to life. I mean, look at you, married with a young family and in far off lands, now that’s a bit more exciting if you ask me.’
Peregrine rubbed his chin considering what he was about to say.
‘Look here Teddy; I’ve got a damn good job in Guayaquil. I’m manager of the shipyard there and I’m looking for someone I can trust to be my assistant. That’s part of the reason I’m in London,’ he paused to let Edward take in what he’d just said before going on, ‘would you consider taking on the job? I know we’ve hardly seen each other since the war but I know I can trust you. What do you say Teddy, would you give it a go?’
Edward had not imagined that an offer like that would drop on his lap today of all days, just when he’d been re-evaluating his life and future prospects. Peregrine could see the effect that his offer had caused and pressed him.
‘Come on Teddy, it’s not so bad you know and I think you would love Guayaquil; chance to put the past behind and who knows, you might meet a lovely señorita and… good Lord, I didn’t think to ask. Are you married?’ Edward saw the embarrassed look on his friend’s face and said:
‘Dear me, no; I mean…I’ve not had much of a chance really…but Peregrine do you think I’d be up to the job? Shipyards are not really my thing you know.’
‘Absolute doddle old boy and remember I’ll be there to help you.’
Edward’s face suddenly brightened and his smile said it all. He had made a decision and one that he was sure would change his life for the better. At last he was stepping out of the dull life he’d made for himself and setting off on a great adventure. When Peregrine saw his friend’s happy face he said:
‘Do I take it that’s a yes?’
‘Absolutely.’
‘That’s wonderful Teddy. I know I haven’t mentioned salary, conditions or anything like that but you won’t regret it, I’ll make sure of that. This calls for a celebration,’ he said, and ordered a bottle of his favourite Champagne.
When Edward left Boodle’s it was with a distinct spring in his step and an altogether brighter outlook on life.
***
Edward had not stopped making plans since his meeting with Peregrine a month ago. First thing had been breaking the news to Edwina. His sister had not taken it well but he’d always had a way of getting around her and this time was no different.
A month later found Edward at home in the process of having a clear out. He’d gone to the storeroom cupboard in his flat and dug out his old suitcase with the bits and pieces he’d kept from the war. He took it into the bedroom, laid it on his bed and opened it. He found his recent past stretching before him in the form of his old Montague Burton demob suit. Searching amongst the stuff inside he found an old briefcase and some papers he’d kept, old bills, letters from Edwina and in amongst that lot something caught his eye that, though he’d not seen it in a long time, he recognized at once. It was Dieter’s little black notebook.
Well now, here was something from the past that brought all the sad memories of his friend’s death flooding back. Tucked in amongst its pages, as well as his friends interrogation notes, he found Julian’s letter to Joe and the treasure map that Becky had given him; yet another mystery, pirate plunder no less. But what of the Gold Train? Whatever became of it? Could it be that that treasure lay somewhere undiscovered all this time? Surely not…but then, he’d never heard or read anything about the missing carriage since the end of the war.
Edward had been studying Dieter’s little black notebook while enjoying his usual Gin & Tonic before lunch when he accidentally knocked the glass over spilling some of the contents over it. It was a stupid accident and he quickly mopped up the liquid with his handkerchief. No harm done he thought as he inspected the damage. The ink had run a bit that was all but then he saw something he had never noticed before and heaven knows he’d studied that book closely enough so many times, yet there it was, a faint outline on the inside front cover coming through the page. If he hadn’t got it wet he may never have seen it. What was written there? He needed a magnifying glass. When he looked more closely something else struck him. A page had been expertly folded back and stuck to form the inside front cover of the book but its real purpose was to hide what had been written there. A good hiding place thought Edward. He got his Swiss Army knife and selected the small blade. Carefully, so as not to damage anything that might be there, he proceeded to slice through the page so as to reveal the real inside front cover of the book. Finally he was done.
What he saw startled him. It was a set of coordinates. As he studied them it dawned on him that he was looking at the location of the items listed in the black notebook, the treasures looted from the Gold Train.
Edward sat back astonished. What had eluded him for so long, and baffled Joseph too, had been there all the time. It was a lot to take in at once. He wished he could share the moment with his friend. He started pacing around the room thinking and the more he thought the less he knew what to do. This was crazy. He forced himself to calm down and consider what was to be done. Step number one was to determine the position indicated by the coordinates. For that he needed a chart and he knew just where to get one. Lunch forgotten, Edward put his tweed jacket on and tucked the book in the inside coat pocket securing it in place with the tab and buttoning it down. He was taking no chances losing it now. He took the stairs two at a time, got to the bottom nearly knocking over his landlady who was coming in with some groceries from the corner shop. He bent down to pick up her ration book, said sorry and handed it back to her. Before she could reply, he went out the door. Edward stood looking around and spotted a cab that had just dropped a fare on the opposite side. He run across, gave the cabbie the address for Stanfords at 12 Long Acre in Covent Garden jumped in and settled back to think about what his next move would be. Pretty soon they were there. He leapt out of the cab, paid the fare and went into the imposing building. Stanfords went back to 1827 and was the brainchild of Edward Stanford who, having noticed the growth of foreign travel and the impact that British colonialism was bound to have on his fellow countrymen, decided to be the most prominent seller of maps in the country. His business, initially at 55 Charing Cross Road, grew, and forty-six years later moved to Long Acre where it has remained.
Once inside he looked around taking in the place which, as usual, was busy with shoppers looking at charts spread out on the many wooden plan chests to be found dotted around the ground floor. He found an assistant and gave him the coordinates to enable him to find the part of the world that they referred to. When he had narrowed it down he asked for the appropriate large-scale chart of that area and it was brought to him. The young clerk excused himself while Edward spread the chart on the plan chest and took a long hard look at the place indicated by the coordinates. He stood back smiling and thought that fate had contrived to make life easy for him this time round and he took this to be a good omen.
Edward’s job in Guayaquil awaited him and he decided that he would take up his position. It would not be fair on Peregrine if he didn’t turn up. As soon as he got there he would explain that something personal had come up that prevented him from continuing on in the job. He would thank him for his kindness in offering him the position and apologise for letting him down but he was sure he’d understand. Naturally he would give his friend enough time to find a replacement and, as soon as a suitable candidate was found to take his place, his adventure would begin.
Edward set off to visit Thomas Cook, a travel agent near Marble Arch. It was one of those rare cold, crisp, sunny mornings that he loved so much. He walked to Queensway, past Whiteleys with its windows displaying the latest fashions, noted that short dresses were back and smiled. He continued heading towards Bayswater Road, passing large gaping holes where buildings had once stood, grim reminders of the London Blitz. There was a newspaper stand in the corner by the entrance to the underground with the latest news on the General Election that was due to take place the following month. The Conservative party were tipped to win and, if they did, seventy-seven year old Winston Churchill would be the new prime minister. He liked Winnie and would be glad if he were the new PM. Edward bought a copy of the Daily Sketch, caught a number 88, made his way to the upper deck of the bus and sat at the front. From his vantage point he saw Hyde Park full of people. There were men walking their dogs, some women pushed prams while lovers, out for a stroll, walked holding hands enjoying the fresh morning air. He felt good and full of optimism. He got off in Oxford Street and went in search of the agency in Edgware Road. When he got there he entered the shop and was greeted by a pretty young blond seated at a desk nearest the door.
‘Good morning sir, how can I help you?’ She said smiling brightly.
‘Yes, I telephoned last week and spoke to Mrs. Soames, you wouldn’t be…?’ He started to say.
‘No, I’m not,’ she said smiling, ‘she’s our manager; I’ll just get her for you… Mr…?’
‘Hanna. Edward Hanna.’
Mrs. Soames turned out to be a charming; forty something, smartly dressed lady. She greeted Edward and asked him into her office. He followed her to the back of the shop, went into her office and sat down in front of her desk. Colourful picture posters of New York, Paris and Rome as well as framed black and white photographs of pilots and pretty air stewardesses pictured against the backdrop of the airlines latest airplanes, decorated the walls of her office. A lead-cast model of a Stratocruiser on a pedestal stood by the telephone on her desk.
‘You’ll be pleased to hear that I’ve managed to find you a ticket to New York on BOAC’s Monarch morning service on December 9th,’ she said, ‘it’s a very long flight you know, eleven and a half hours to New York’s La Guardia, gets in at 5.30pm local time, I have the itinerary here somewhere,’ she said, ‘it’s their newest Boeing 377 Stratocruiser with sleeping accommodation so you will be well rested on arrival.’
Mrs. Soames pointed to the model of the plane and continued to search amongst a pile of papers on her desk until she found the itinerary.
‘Yes here we are now, let me see…I’ve spoken to Pan Am,’ she said reading from her notes, ‘and they have you booked on a connecting flight to Mexico City where you will stay overnight. The following day you’ll leave Mexico with Taca on one of their DC3’s. I’m afraid they stop at every city from Guatemala to Costa Rica but that’s all there is. You’ll arrive there at 6.30pm and leave three days later as you requested. The airport in Costa Rica is La Savana, right in the heart of San Jose, which is most convenient for hotels and shops. From San Jose you’re booked on a LAV flight to Lima and from there on LANSA to Ecuador.’
Liz Soames sat back, pleased with herself. It was not every day that a gentleman walked into her shop and favoured her with such a complicated set of arrangements and she thought she’d done rather well. Edward thanked her and she promised to call him when she had the entire travel schedule confirmed, and the prices for the complete trip so that he could come in again to collect his travel documents and make the payment.
Mrs. Soames gave Edward her card and he thanked her for all her hard work. He left the shop and decided to return to his flat on foot. It was a lovely day and a walk through Hyde Park would do him the power of good.
***
The day of his departure finally arrived and Edwina accompanied him to the airport in a taxi. When they got there he got a porter to help with the luggage and went off in search of the BOAC desk, which they found on the ground floor.
This was Edward’s first flight out of London Airport and he was very excited by the prospect of a transatlantic trip though he’d read somewhere that over 700,000 passengers had travelled from London Airport last year and flying was now almost commonplace.
He was wearing a Panama hat that suited his face rather well, and had bought an elegant lightweight suit and some shirts in Austin Reed, anything else he would buy in Costa Rica as they were bound to be better value and would be more suitable for the temperature in the tropics.
The concourse was full of smartly dressed men and women in suits and hats. There was an air of exhilaration about the airport; air travel was so very new with its promise of a brighter future, bringing far off places closer to home. Edward was torn between the excitement at the prospect of his long voyage and the feeling that he was leaving his dear sister alone so soon after she had got him back from the war. He promised he would write and Edwina did her best not to cry but of course, when Edward’s flight was called, she broke down.
‘Well this is it I guess…Oh dear, dear now don’t you cry. You know how I hate to see you crying.’
‘I know but I can’t help it. You’re going off and I’m left here on my own.’
‘It’s not for ever you know, I promise I’ll write and, as soon as I can, I’ll place a trunk call and we’ll talk. When I’m settled you can come and visit for as long as you like. It’ll be all right you’ll see.’ But he could tell she wasn’t convinced. All Edwina could think of was her Edward going through the door marked Passengers Only and her never seeing him again. She knew it was silly but she just couldn’t help it and again she felt the sting of tears welling in her eyes and a horrible feeling of anguish in the pit of her stomach like what she’d felt when Edward went off to war.
‘You better go now you don’t want to miss your flight now do you?’ She said trying hard to stop herself crying. They hugged and held each other for a long time and finally he gave her a kiss on her cheek wet with tears.
‘Edwina, go to the observation deck, you can wave goodbye from there.’
He hated to let his sister go and followed her with his eyes for a moment, then turned away and made his way through to the departures lounge. Twenty minutes later his flight was ready for boarding. He joined the other passengers for the short walk along the tarmac to the huge double-decker aircraft. The airplane ladder bearing the BOAC logo was propped up to the entrance door and a slim stewardess, in the Corporation’s smart navy uniform, greeted the passengers before they climbed the stairs and entered the plane. When he got to the door at the top of the ladder Edward waved to Edwina who waved frantically back. Reluctantly he turned away and entered the plane.
The Monarch flight between London Airport and La Guardia in New York was a luxury service for the eighty-one passengers on board. On entering Edward was struck by its sheer size. Spacious seats either side of a six foot wide centre aisle and an eight foot ceiling height, meant that even six footers like him would be very comfortable during the long journey. He passed a circular staircase going down to the bar and made a mental note to go for a drink when it got dark. He found his place, sat down and looked through the large oblong window. He could still see his sister though she could not see him. He felt guilty living her behind but this was a chance of a lifetime. If he made his fortune she would not need to worry about money for the rest of her life, or him for that matter.
It was a beautiful bright, cloudless day as if to prove that England was not always engulfed in fog and rain. The cabin steward closed the door and the ground crew took the stairs away from the aircraft. All the passengers settled into their seats. A little later the calm voice of the captain came over the aircraft’s sound system introducing himself, his crew and the flight attendants. He announced the departure of the aircraft and left the passengers in the capable hands of the cabin crew.
Edward was sitting by the wing looking through the window at his sister who appeared rather sad standing alone waiting for his plane to depart and again he felt a guilty pang at leaving her behind. He was brought out of his daydream by a shrill metallic cough and saw a puff of white smoke coming from the engine cowling as the Stratocruiser’s captain started the four Pratt & Whitney Wasp Majors and run them to 1,100 revs for the initial warm up. The propeller blades on the port and starboard-side engines turned hesitantly at first and soon settled down to a steady purr that transmitted a gentle vibration to the cabin. Edward’s thoughts turned to the trip that was beginning now and remembered that the last time he’d been on a plane had been on a Lancaster bomber accompanying his friend’s coffin on his journey home. How different this was; maybe it was time to put the past behind.
The Captain and his crew finished all the checks. The tower cleared them and they taxied to the runway, the flight engineer set the cowl flaps, and the co-pilot depressed the flap to 25° for take-off. The Captain applied power gradually and the giant aircraft sped down the runway. At 90 mph he eased the control back to clear the nose wheel from the runway and when the speed reached 120 mph the giant aircraft left the ground climbing fast leaving London behind bathed in glorious sunshine.
Looking out of his window at the clear blue sky Edward felt a jumble of emotions, happy and sad, exhilarated and apprehensive. Was he doing the right thing? He had a treasure map, two in fact. So many people had died searching for Thompson’s treasure but still, there’s no such thing as curses, is there? And what of Dieter’s book? Had it not cost him his life and maybe Joseph’s too? Could it be, he wondered, that inadvertently he’d gotten hold of a poisoned chalice?
Edward had been anticipating his arrival at Guayaquil with a mixture of excitement and trepidation. He felt terrible about letting Peregrine down after he had placed his trust in him and offered him a chance of a new life. As he descended the steps from the plane and walked towards the terminal building he played the scene he’d rehearsed in his head but, whichever way he said it, he knew it would sound bad. He came through customs after about half an hour and found Peregrine waiting for him on the other side. He looked the picture of health, even better than when he’d last seen him in Boodles. He was smiling broadly and waving his Panama hat to attract his attention.
‘Hello old man,’ he said by way of a greeting and Edward felt a strange sensation that he identified as embarrassment. That was it, he was embarrassed and that was not a feeling he was used to.
‘Hello Peregrine it’s great to see you.’
The arrivals area was crowded and very hot; not a good place for a reunion. Peregrine had come with two men from the shipyard to help with Edward’s luggage and was giving instructions in Spanish and taking control of the situation. When he was satisfied with the arrangements he turned to Edward:
‘Sorry Teddy but it’s best to get out of here as soon as possible. My men will take your luggage to your accommodation and you and I can go back in my car and at a more leisurely pace, you must be very tired.’
‘That’s very kind. I should be tired but, somehow, I’m not; must be adrenaline and the sight of you and the new surroundings,’ he said looking around at the cars parked outside the airport and all the strange faces so different to the ones he’d seen in Heathrow.
‘Yes, I know what you mean. It was just like that for me when I first arrived but I had my lovely Leonor to look forward to of course, still, we may yet find you a pretty señorita,’ he said with a mischievous look in his eyes.
‘Quite the matchmaker you’ve turned out to be,’ Edward laughed, ‘I can see I’m going to have to be on my guard.’
‘You make it sound like purgatory Teddy, don’t let Leonor hear you say that, she’s the matchmaker not me.’
‘Very well, I’ll be on my best behaviour, I promise. Where are you taking me?’
They stopped next to a cream and grey Oldsmobile.
‘Your chariot awaits.’
‘Is this yours?’ The American car was new and very modern compared to the cars back home.
‘Yes Teddy, and soon I will have to fix you up with transport of your own. I hope you won’t mind driving in a country where there are no rules; it’s everyman for himself but you’ll soon get the hang of it, don’t you worry.’
It felt funny getting in on the wrong side of the car, just one more thing to get used to, he thought as Peregrine put the big automatic into drive and shot out of the airport area at an alarming speed.
Edward was wondering when would be the best time to broach the subject he needed to discuss with Peregrine, coming to the conclusion that the sooner the better; he wasn’t sure he could play dumb for much longer.
‘Fancy a nice cold drink after your long journey?’
‘I’m always ready for a drink,’ he said ‘I suppose you have a place in mind because, I’m afraid, I won’t be much help to you there.’
Edward was thinking that breaking it to his friend over a drink might be the easiest way.
‘Don’t you worry Teddy, I know my way around here pretty well, we’ll go the Country Club, it’s very nice and civilized, you’ll like it there.’
They arrived at the entrance to the large Country Club and were met by a valet who took the car keys and went off to park it while Edward and Peregrine made their way inside.
‘Buenos dias señor Peregrine,’ the young receptionist greeted him.
‘Buenos dias Margarita, vamos a tomarnos un traguito.’
‘Muy bien, que disfruten.’
‘What was all that about?’
‘I just told her we’re going to have a drink and she very kindly said she hoped we enjoyed it.’
‘Spanish. I guess I’m going to have to learn it and soon.’
‘Don’t you worry Teddy; we’ll have you talking like a native before you know it.’
They were seated outside in the shaded veranda looking over the gardens and the swimming pool when a waiter arrived.
‘What’s your poison?’ Peregrine said.
‘Gin & Tonic if that’s possible, thank you.’
‘Un Gin Tonic para el señor y un whisky para mi Javier por favor.’
The waiter left and Peregrine noticed that Edward looked distracted.
‘I’m a brute, I should have taken you straight back you must be shattered.’
‘Not at all, it…it’s not that I…well I’ve got something to tell you and don’t quite know how to get it off my chest.’
‘Just say it straight out Teddy, that’s what I always think. Don’t worry I won’t bite.’
Just then the drinks arrived and Edward was glad of the opportunity to get what he wanted to say straight in his head, the last thing he wanted to do was to hurt Peregrine’s feelings.
‘Well it’s like this,’ he began.
Edward told Peregrine the whole story and when he finished there was an awkward silence.
‘I’m really so sorry Peregrine after all you’ve done for me.’
‘Buried treasure, and Nazi gold’ Peregrine was saying to himself, ‘well who would believe it…most extraordinary.’
‘You’re not angry?’
‘Why ever would you think that? Envious is more like it, you’re off on an amazing adventure I only wish I could go with you.’
‘But the post…I mean I don’t want to leave you in the lurch.’
‘And you won’t Teddy, don’t worry, I’ve had a local chap after the job for ages but I really would have much preferred you. No don’t you worry just promise me one thing.’
‘Anything Peregrine, just name it.’
‘That you won’t forget me when you’re rich.’
‘Fat chance of that Peregrine, I’ll be back here before you can say…well whatever it is that doesn’t take too long to say it and besides, you promised me a beautiful señorita, or have you forgotten?’
‘I’m a man of my word, you bring the treasure and I’ll bring your señorita,’ he said and they both laughed. Edward felt a huge weight had been lifted off his shoulders and he thanked Peregrine for his kindness and understanding. Now he truly could make plans and he could not wait to get going.
London, March 2007
Elliott woke up to the sound of a loud bell ringing in his ear. He fumbled around blindly until he located and silenced the alarm clock knocking it off the bedside table, sending it crashing noisily to the floor. His head hurt every time he moved it and his eyes were stuck shut. He rubbed them and attempted opening one; a painful experience. Some light started to filter in and he tried again. Better this time but how he wished his head would stop swimming. The fog was starting to lift slowly and as his head began to clear he started to take account of where he was. Everything was as it should be: no surprises there. It was his usual room in The Sloane Club in Lower Sloane Street. He’d always liked the homely atmosphere of The Sloane, its well-stocked bar and the attentive, friendly service but the previous night was still a bit of a mystery to him. He tried again and willed himself to think. He was starting to recover his memory. He remembered setting off for a night out with his friends for a curry at Chutney Mary on the New Kings Road. He could still taste the chicken Madras he’d ordered, but the gallons of Cobra he’d consumed had done nothing to dissolve the curry. It sat in his stomach like a concrete slab. It was all coming back now, like some god-awful nightmare he could not run away from. They’d ended up at a favourite haunt of Elliott’s, a casino in Dean Street just off Soho Square called The Royal owned by Johnny Briggs, an east end hoodlum turned businessman. Unfortunately Elliott had followed the Cobras with whisky chasers and by then he’d lost his inhibitions; he’d kept on gambling when he should have stopped and had fallen into a losing streak. All he needed was one more roll of the dice that’s all, just one more roll and he’d be back on top; so he asked for credit. He couldn’t remember his friends trying to stop him. The dealer got the nod from a pit boss to accept Elliott’s marker and he went on to add to his not inconsiderable debt and left the casino completely plastered an hour later, helped by his friends who put him in a cab and gave the driver Elliott’s address as the Sloane Club.
He was a regular who always paid his debts so when he left without settling his account no one tried to stop him figuring he’d be there the following day as usual to sort things out.
Elliott rolled out of bed and sat on the edge cradling his head and then it hit him. He’d managed to lose twenty grand. How the fuck had he managed to do that? And as the enormity of his plight began to sink in, he crawled back into the safety of his warm bed.
When Elliott reawakened it was midday. His head had stopped thumping but his mouth was dry and tasted like shit. He got up slowly and was delighted to find that the room had stopped moving. He went to the bathroom and undressed, turned the shower full-on and stood under the warm spray letting the warmth soothe his body and wash away what remained of the previous night’s excesses. Finally he came out and towelled himself dry. Elliott opened the door to the bathroom and waited for the steam to clear before attempting to shave. He got a glass and filled it with a cupful of Listerine and topped it up with cold water. Swilled and gargled until he could hardly taste the curry. He was starving and decided to go across the road to one of his favourite Italian restaurants for lunch; Elliott called reception and got them to book him a table. A good lunch was the answer; things always look better on a full stomach. He remembered that the last time he’d had a bit of pasta at Caraffini had been a month ago when he’d come to London for a bit of R and R, my how time flies he thought, then coming back to the present Elliott decided that when he was fully restored he would come up with a plan as to how he would deal with his huge gambling debt.
Elliott came out of The Sloane Club, turned right and walked to the corner opposite the pub. He was looking for a gap in the traffic before crossing the road to the restaurant opposite. A car came up to the turning; the passenger wound down the window and called him over.
‘Excuse me, I’m looking for Eton Square, you wouldn’t happen to know where it is?’
Elliott stopped to think for a second and didn’t notice the big man that had appeared from nowhere, opened the back door, shoved him inside the car, sliding in beside him. Before Elliott knew what was happening the car was moving.
‘Hey, what’s going on?’
‘Shut up and I won’t have to shut you up. Mr Briggs wants to see you.’
No more explanations were offered and none were needed. Elliott knew he was in trouble. The man beside him was massive. His large hands rested on his legs and Elliott noticed that the fingers on his right hand were tattooed with the word Noko. He wondered if that was his name but wasn’t about to ask. He started searching his mind for what he knew of Briggs. Elliott had never met him personally and had only seen him a few times at the club. Briggs usually kept himself away from the tables, and spent most of his day in his office upstairs. Elliott had heard Briggs was tough, that he’d been tied in with Ronnie and Reggie Kray but what Elliott had heard was nothing compared to the truth. Briggs met the twins in 1960 and knew them most of that time. The decade people call the swinging sixties were, according to Reggie, the best years of his life. Briggs first met him at a club that Reggie had just opened called The Double R. At the time his brother Ron was inside doing time for GBH. By the time Ron left prison Briggs was working for Reggie as a bouncer at the Double R. Briggs progressed through The Firm and became an enforcer. There was talk that it had been him and not Reggie who had murdered Jack The Hat. In the end Reg was convicted of the murder after a long investigation by Leonard ‘Nipper’ Read and was sent to prison.
The car was now in Hyde Park Corner. There was no mistaking where they were headed, and it wouldn’t take long. They were outside the club and then he was pulled out of the car and marched inside by Noko. They went in through a side door and up a set of stairs to the first floor.
There was a bouncer outside the only door on the landing. Noko asked:
‘Is he in?’
‘He’s in, snake, go right in.’
Snake. This guy had more names than a telephone book thought Elliott but said nothing.
Snake opened the door, pushed Elliott inside and followed him in.
‘Hello Billy, who’s your friend,’ Briggs said, looking at Elliott like he didn’t know who he was.
‘It’s Mr Shepherd, Uncle Johnny. You asked to see him’
‘So I did.’ Briggs was sitting behind a large wooden desk, some sort of reproduction. Elliott though he looked like a cheap hoodlum in an expensive suit.
‘Come and sit down Mr. Shepherd,’ he said pointing to a chair in front of the desk.
Elliott sat down and Billy stood behind his chair, towering above him. It made him feel nervous as hell.
‘Now Mr. Shepherd, I’ve been told you visited my casino yesterday. Seems you had a bit of a bad night, lost a lot of money,’ he was studying Elliott with a humourless face that was making him feel even more anxious than he already was.
‘Mr. Briggs…yes I’m afraid your boys took me to the cleaners,’ Elliot began, trying to inject some humour into the situation but Briggs obviously wasn’t into comedy.
‘That’s as may be Mr. Shepherd but we don’t appear to have been paid and you haven’t called to explain…anyway, you’re here now so perhaps we can settle this hamicably.’
His East End accent, replete with dropped h’s and h’s which kept appearing in places they didn’t belong. Briggs was making an attempt at being civil. Elliott wondered how long that would last.
‘I ‘ope you brought your cheque book with you.’
‘Mr. Briggs, I’ve got a bit of a problem with making an immediate payment. It’s just temporary. A couple of things I’ve got to sort out and then I’ll pay you of course.’
‘Mr. Shepherd, you’re an educated man, I’m sure I don’t have to explain to you the difference between a casino and a bank. Banks give credit. We’re in the casino business.’
Briggs’s eyes were burning into Elliott and he could feel Billy’s presence weighing on him. When Briggs spoke again his tone had changed and his expression with it. Elliott had not had time to look at the room he was in, and now noticed a fish tank along one wall next to a coffee table, sofa and a couple of armchairs, obviously where Briggs sat for informal chats with his friends. There were framed black and white photos of Diana Dors, Sinatra, Judy Garland and one that he recognized of Ronnie and Reggie Kray taken by David Bailey; he’d seen it on a Channel 4 documentary. And there was something that had struck him as odd. A second look at the fish tank and he saw what it was. It had no water and it had a lid.
‘Do you like pets, Mr. Shepherd?’
The question took Elliott completely by surprise.
‘Pets?’
‘Yes, you know, animals and such like. My nephew ‘ere, he loves pets. One in particular he’s very fond of’.’
Elliott didn’t like the way the conversation was going but could not think what pets had to do with anything. Briggs’s nephew looked massive and evil, he couldn’t imagine what kind of pet he’d like but he was about to find out.
‘Billy, why don’t you bring Noko over here? I think Mr. Shepherd would like to meet him.’
Out of the corner of his eye he saw Billy move away and head to the fish tank. It was sitting on a heavy table that had two deep drawers. He saw Billy open one and pull out what looked like a big canvas glove with a long sleeve. Billy slid his right hand into the glove and pulled the sleeve up until it reached almost up to his shoulder. Elliott was following the proceedings with increased misgivings and what he saw next nearly made him choke. Billy opened the lid back on its hinges and rested it on the wall. He then put his gloved hand inside and scrabbled at something Elliott could not see in a dark corner of the tank. A few moments later and Billy had a colourful snake coiled around his hand and part of his forearm. Elliott felt a rush of adrenaline hit him as if a thousand small daggers had been stuck into him simultaneously.
‘Noko is a very special pet, it’s a coral snake that comes from Central America, very rare and very deadly, but my nephew seems to like it, don’t you Billy?’
‘Yes Uncle Johnny, he’s very friendly is Noko.’
Elliott stood and was making for the door.
‘I am so sorry Mr. Shepherd, I didn’t know you don’t like pets,’ he nodded to Billy to stay put.
‘Why don’t you sit down again and let’s discuss this cash flow problem of yours.’
Elliott was relieved to see that Billy didn’t look like coming over to introduce him to his pet.
‘Mr. Briggs, you’re right. I owe you the money. Why should you have to wait for it? It’s just that, this cash flow problem I have is real. You’re a businessman,’ he said hoping that what he was about to tell him would not get him killed, ‘I have a proposition to make to you if you are interested,’ Billy had not moved and Briggs appeared to be waiting to hear what he had to say, so Elliott told him the whole story leaving out just enough to give himself a slight edge.
‘Let me get this straight,’ Briggs said, you’re prepared to pay me the money you owe me plus 200 grand, that is 10 times your debt plus my stake back. In exchange for time?’
‘Yes. Ninety days. That’s all I need.’
‘And you don’t want anything from me?’
‘Nothing more.’
Briggs nodded in Billy’s direction. Billy looked almost disappointed as he headed back to the fish tank to return Noko to his home.
‘I’m sorry Mr. Shepherd, looks like you’re going to have to meet Noko another time, its way past his bedtime.’
Elliott could not believe his luck. Now all he had to do was make sure he found the treasure. Once he had it he would pay Briggs. It was a small price to have his life back but Briggs appeared to be considering the deal and Elliott prayed he wasn’t having second thoughts.
‘You are sure the money is there?’
‘Completely sure.’
‘And if it isn’t?’
‘It is, I’m positive,’ Elliott said as convincingly as he could, ‘but if I don’t have it before the ninety days are up, I’ll sell my house and pay you out of that. You cannot lose. If I could borrow more from my bank I’d pay you right now but I can’t, I just need the ninety days,’ he repeated.
Briggs thought it over. It was worth a punt and, besides, he knew where to find him anytime he wanted.
‘Very well,’ he said ‘we have a deal,’ and they shook hands on it.
When Elliott left Briggs’s office he was soaked in sweat as if he’d been for a swim with his clothes on. He couldn’t wait to get back to The Sloane Club for a long shower.
‘Do you trust him Uncle Johnny?’
‘Maybe. He’s scared enough to say anything but he may be on the level. It’s worth a punt. I’m sure he doesn’t want to meet Noko,’ he said, ‘Now Billy, this is what I want you to do.’
Elliott Shepherd was born in England in 1974, and missed Beatlemania by a good ten years. He was Educated at Hill House and Oxford where he took an M.Phil. in Latin American studies and in 1997, at the age of 23, joined the Latin American Desk at the BBC.
In November 1999, the BBC sent a senior reporter to do a tour of Latin America for a forthcoming radio broadcast. It was intended to usher in the new millennium, assessing how far human rights had come in that continent in the last 2000 years. Connor Henderson took Elliott as his assistant and to help him gain first-hand experience. They visited all the major cities from Mexico to Panama and on through South America stopping in Caracas, Buenos Aires and Lima.
Elliott was fascinated by Peru and vowed to return. Five years later he got his chance when the BBC sent him to cover a human-interest story that had captured the imagination of the local community and was causing a bit of a furore. A priest had been praying in his church late in the evening and was completely alone when something quite extraordinary is reported to have happened. The priest claimed that the Virgin Mary had appeared to him. That alone, and the fact that it was from his church that a life-size solid gold, gem encrusted statue of the Virgin Mary and Child had been stolen in the year 1821, had been enough for the Vatican to send a representative to look into the matter. Elliott had had the good fortune to interview the priest, Padre Ignacio Mora, and the Pope’s emissary Cardinal Quadrelli. He sent his report to his boss at The Beeb and it was used in one of the Corporation’s 9 o’clock nightly news broadcasts as a curiosity story to end the bulletin.
While covering the story Elliott had learned that the value of the statue, intrinsic and historical, was incalculable. There were the usual rumours that had grown over the centuries referring to pirate treasure taken in Lima, suggesting that the statue of the Virgin had probably been buried, along with the rest of the booty, in Cocos, an island belonging to Costa Rica. Elliott determined to investigate a little more. Who knows? he thought, It might prove an interesting follow up to my original story.
The more Elliott looked into it the more his fascination grew.
Back in England, he decided to learn as much as possible about Cocos Island and about the people who had visited its shores in search of the treasure.
In May 2004, on his return from Peru, Elliott approached his boss at the BBC and said that he wanted to work on a project that he thought the Corporation would be interested in and suggested he could do it better working as a freelance reporter instead, as that would give him greater freedom of movement. His employer liked him and had no difficulty changing his contract to accommodate him.
Elliott started his research and found out that Julian Keating, a respected English archaeologist, had led the last British expedition. He learnt that Keating was the brother of a war hero and holder of the VC who had died during the Second World War. Elliott went to the BBC’s own archives to see what, if anything, he might uncover. As it turned out, Joseph Keating was something of a celebrity and a decorated war hero to boot, so the story of his death in Austria had been big news in its day and had been covered by Richard Dimbleby for the BBC. In the archives he found the research notes and learned that Keating’s best friend, Edward Hannah, had accompanied him on his last journey home. The notes also mentioned the names of close family and friends who were present at his funeral. He hoped he might be able to find Julian Keating that way but, unfortunately, his research told him that he had died in a shipwreck near Cocos Island. The Keating’s children, Jane and Colin had moved to Australia after their mother’s death to start a new life but there was one, Edwina Hanna, sister of Keating’s best friend Edward, who was still alive and a resident in a private home of sheltered accommodation in Pinner. Elliott lost no time contacting the home and speaking to the supervisor. He explained that he was a reporter for the BBC researching an old story that the Corporation was interested in revisiting. He said that he needed to speak to one of the residents to get some background on an old friend of hers. The supervisor wasn’t sure she would want to speak to him but he would ask her.
Elliott met Edwina Hanna in a corner of the small living room that was reserved for the residents and their visitors. It was a pleasant environment and quite homely in an old fashioned sort of way. Edwina had very little money but her place there was paid for entirely by Rebecca Keating’s estate, Joseph’s widow, an old and dear friend of hers and her brother Edward. Mrs. Keating had passed away but she had made provision for her friend to see her through to the end of her life.
‘Mrs. Hanna, it’s very kind of you to see me’ he began.
She was a slight frail looking lady with white hair tied neatly in a bun. In her youth she had probably been very proper and a little plain. Elliott knew she was ninety-three, born at the start of the Great War, but despite her great age, she appeared to be well and looked quite presentable in her grey cotton skirt and white blouse.
‘Not at all,’ she said, ‘I get very few visitors nowadays, and it’s miss you know, I never did marry, but please do call me Edwina.’
She had a small, quiet voice and Elliott had to strain to hear her.
‘Thank you Miss Edwina,’ he said, ‘were you told what my being here is all about?’
‘No, young man,’ she said, ‘but I was rather hoping you would tell me.’
She spoke slowly and deliberately as if every word needed to be uttered just so and her advanced years did not appear to have impaired her faculties.
‘I’m with the BBC, researching Mr. Keating’s life and well…your brother, Edward, I understand that he was a good friend of Mr. Keating’s.’
At the mention of her brother’s name, Miss Edwina seemed to perk up.
‘Joseph and Edward were best friends. He was best man at his wedding to Becky, that was Joe’s wife you know, and they served in the same unit all through the war. Joseph thought of my Edward as a brother,’ she said and her face had become quite animated.
Her new look did not go unnoticed by Elliott who observed that talk of her friends and her brother in particular had even brought some colour to her cheeks.
‘I was hoping you might tell me a little about what happened, it’s all such a long time ago and my knowledge is sketchy to say the least.’
‘Well, you see, my Edward… he died in 1951…’ and she suddenly looked rather sad.
‘I’m so sorry; I did not mean to upset you.’
‘No, no, you’re not upsetting me…not now. Joseph, in a way, was the reason my Edward went away.’ The old lady wasn’t making much sense.
‘I’m not sure I understand what you mean. Went away, you say.’
‘Well, I don’t know if you know but dear Joseph died in a tragic road crash in Austria though my Edward had never believed it and suspected foul play all along. In the end he was proved right when the Americans caught and punished the culprit,’ and she went on, ‘as I was saying, during the war they were both stationed in Austria and, just before he died, Joseph gave a notebook to Edward for safe keeping. It changed his life and, for that matter, mine too.’
A notebook that could change people’s lives, Elliott wondered what on earth she was talking about.
‘Could you tell me something about the notebook?’ he asked and Miss Edwina became quite animated and told Elliott what she knew of the history of Dieter’s book.
‘What happened to the notebook?’
‘The notebook, oh that, why…I’ve got it. I’ve had it since he left. Edward copied it out and left the original with me. He said it was safer that way.’ Elliott couldn’t believe what he’d just heard.
‘You’ve got the book? I mean…here with you?’
‘Yes. Would you like to see it?’
Elliott could not believe his luck.
‘Yes Miss Edwina…if I may I would very much like to see it.’
She asked Elliott to call a nurse from the nurse’s station in the lobby. When the nurse came into the room Miss Edwina turned to her, ‘Ellie dear, there you are. Would you be kind and fetch me my papers box, you know, the one I keep on the dressing table?’
The nurse left the room and Elliott was again alone with Miss Edwina. He hoped his impatience did not show but he couldn’t wait for nurse Ellie to return with the box.
‘Thank you Ellie,’ she smiled, as the nurse came back into the room carrying a small, rose-coloured fabric box and placing it on the table next to Miss Edwina.
Elliott watched her open the box with her old fragile hands and thought it strange that such a small box could contain one person’s whole life but, then again, there could not be many people of her generation left to send her the odd letter, so maybe it was not so strange after all. She pulled out a black leather notebook and looked at it for a second or two as if seeing it for the first time and then she handed it to Elliott.
‘Thank you Miss Edwina,’ he said as he stared at the logo. It was a strange one that he had not come across before but similar in some ways to the ones he had seen in countless films and book covers. Now here he was holding the genuine article. It was weird. Elliott opened the book and found two folded foolscap pages of handwritten notes both sides. It was British Army notepaper and appeared to be interview notes referring to an interrogation of a prisoner. He needed more time with it, more time than he had to spend with her.
‘Miss Edwina, this book…it’s fascinating…it would be so useful to me if I could borrow it. I’d guard it well; I know how precious it must be for you.’
She looked vacant, as if her mind was somewhere else and Elliott wondered if she had not heard his question. Her answer astonished him.
‘You can keep it young man. I hate the thing. It’s what took my Edward away. I never felt I could just destroy it but I would really be so glad to be rid of it. I mean…that would not be disloyal to Edward’s memory. Would it?’
‘Of course not and I promise that I will tell you whatever I find out if you wish?’
Miss Edwina smiled for only the second time since Elliott’s arrival.
‘Well you’d better hurry up young man. I’m not sure I will be around much longer.’
Elliott was amazed to find that Miss Edwina still had a sense of humour and he gave her his best smile.
‘You’ll outlive us all Miss Edwina and thank you. Thank you for everything.’
Elliott thought that she looked almost relieved to be rid of the black notebook and asked her one last question.
‘Did your brother write to you before he died?’
‘Yes, he wrote me just one letter in which he told me he was finally free to go find what he had been looking for and that he was very excited. He promised he would write again but never got the chance. It was when he was on his way to Lima in search of it that God took him away. His plane crashed in Ecuador or Peru…I’m not sure which now…and all on board including my dear Edward were never heard of again.’
Edwina went quiet for a moment with a faraway look that spoke volumes to Elliott. He could see that bringing back old memories had upset her and he didn’t want to cause her more suffering. He stayed a little while longer letting her chat about old times, keeping her company really, and again he promised to tell her if he found out anything more about her brother’s death. She thanked him adding that just knowing a little more than she knew before she died would be a comfort to her. He left her sitting alone clutching the little letterbox to her chest, rocking gently to and fro and lost in a world of her own. Elliott hoped that, wherever that world was, she was with her Edward. He didn’t know quite why, but meeting Miss Edwina had moved him more than he thought was possible.
Elliott left the nursing home and headed for his car, got in and sat clutching the book in one hand and his mobile in the other. He knew the person he needed to speak to, one of his drinking pals who he’d last seen on his visit to The Royal. The thought of that place brought memories of his recent meeting flooding back. How had he got himself tangled up with a gangster like Briggs, and Billy and his fucking pet? It was all too much. He decided to put it out of his mind. Elliott phoned Charlie Woodruff’s mobile and found him at his local pub, the Australian in Milner Street. He told him he needed to see him and they agreed to meet there the following day at noon.
Elliott turned up on time on an unusually sunny morning. Though Wednesdays is not a particularly busy day, the pub was fairly crowded with office workers and tourists sitting outside making the most of the warm sunshine. As he approached he spotted Charlie waving at him and he waved back. A pint of Guinness was waiting for him so Charlie must have guessed he’d be on time.
‘Good morning, and how’s the high roller today?’
‘Don’t fucking go there. That’s a painful memory and I’m not out of the woods yet,’ he scowled pretending to be angry, ‘call yourselves friends. Why the hell didn’t you stop me?’
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