
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
DATHAN CHARLES

Belovéd Obsession

 


By

 


Dione M. Coumbe

 


 


SMASHWORDS EDITION

 


*****

 


Published by Dione M. Coumbe on
Smashwords

 


Dathan Charles

Belovéd Obsession

Copyright © 2010 by Dione M. Coumbe

 


Reviews and information about the author can
be found at

www.coumbebooks.co.uk

 


All rights reserved. Without limiting the
rights under copyright reserved

 


above, no part of this publication may be
reproduced, stored in or

 


introduced into a retrieval system, or
transmitted, in any form, or by any

 


means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying,
recordingn, or otherwise)

 


without the prior written permission of both
the copyright owner and the

 


above publisher of this book.

 


This is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
places, brands, media and

 


incidents are either the product of the
author’s imagination or are used

 


fictitiously. The author acknowledges the
trademarked status and

 


trademark owners of various products
referenced in this work of fiction,

 


which have been used without permission. The
publication/use of these

 


trademarks is not authorized, associated
with, or sponsored by the

 


trademark owners.

 


Smashwords Edition License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your persopnal
enjoyment only. This ebook may

 


not be resold or given away to other people.
If you would like to share this

 


book with another person, please purchase an
additional copy for each

 


person you share it with. If you are reading
this book and did not purchase

 


it, or it was not purchased for your use
only, then you should return to

 


Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy.
Thank you for respecting

 


the author’s work.

 


*****

 


To

 


Walter R. Lilley, John-Edward Coumbe-Lilley
and the man in the grey

 


suit. Thanks for the back up guys.

 


 


 


 


DATHAN CHARLES

 


Belovéd Obsession

 


 


Dathan Charles

 


Table of Contents

 


Prologue

Introduction

01 The Soirée, Berlin, November 1934

02 A Walk in the Black Forest

03 High Places

04 Awakening

05 The Dinner Party

06 Rudi’s Studio

07 The Invitation

08 Message

09 Catastrophe

10 Dulwich, December 1934

11 Sebastian’s Chambers

12 Swing Street, New York, January 1935

13 Giovanni’s Restaurant

14 Déjà Vu, February

15 Contracts

16 Pressure, October

17 The Madonna

18 Connections

19 Serrugio

20 Maison Vivienne

21 Rudi’s Request, December

22 Disagreements

23 The Cheshire Cheese, London, January
1936

24 Wine and Rivals

25 Before the Fall, February

26 Murder

27 Fashion on Fifth, March

28 Valentine and Stephen, London, June
1937

29 Confrontation, Berlin

30 Misjudgement

31 Confession, London, July



Belovéd Obsession

 


Prologue

Introduction

32 D.C.I.

33 Great Meadow, August

35 Protection

36 Deceptions

37 Letters November 1938 to January 1943

38 Final Straws, April

39 A Town Named Adam

40 Return, New York, July

41 Foundations, Europe, November 1945

42 Release, New York, December

43 Rome

44 Frustration, New York, January 1946

45 A Return to Faith, March

46 Braun, September

47 Memories, London, December

48 Family Christmas, New York

49 Col’s Report, January 1947

50 Alcantara, Jerez, Spain, February

51 Party at Piles, March

52 Plans at Adam

53 The Board Meeting, New York, June 30

54 Gregory’s Revenge

55 Concession

56 Symptoms, July

57 Jessica, January 1948

58 Retribution

59 Vultures

60 Recovery

61 Tamacora, April

62 Calvary, June

63 McKenzie’s Warning, July

64 Émile Zôla, August

65 Accountability

66 Reprisals

67 Quid pro quo

68 Truce, Naples, September

69 Balance, Scarsdale, December

70 Hans Stein

71 Roger, Canterbury, August 1994

72 David, Piles, July 1994

73 The Beneficiaries

74 The Chaucer Hotel, Canterbury, August
1994

75 The Legacy



 


 


Prologue

 


Now then, you will see men love

As in real life they love,

And you will see,

True hatred and its bitter fruit,

And you will hear

Shouts of both rage and grief

And cynic laughter.

Mark well, therefore our souls,

Rather than the poor players garb

We wear, for we are men

Of flesh and bone like you, breathing

The same air of this orphaned world.

 


From the Prologue to “I Pagliacci” by
Leoncavello



 



Introduction

 


David steadied himself as he entered the room
and stood in front of the vast canvas. Audibly, he caught his
breath. This was appalling, horrific, yet so appropriate. He broke
into uncontrollable laughter. “Who’s that?” he asked, a shaking
finger pointed at the smaller portrait. Roger bent his head and
looked at the title, “Edward Charles,” he said. David’s face was
instantly sober, “Looks like unfinished business. You two better
have dinner with me tonight. You’ll never hear this story from
anyone else.”

 


*****

 




1. The Soirée, Berlin, November 1934

 


Too ornate, Dathan decided, studying the
room’s reflection through an acre of mirror. All rococo and no
balls. She glanced at her chignon and tucked in a wisp of auburn
hair. A man on the opposite side of the salon caught her attention.
He was tall, striking and staring at her in amazement.

Dathan turned as he stepped onto the dais.
Who was he? She looked for her uncle and aunt. This was their
métier. As diplomats they knew everyone.

“Dathan!” Edward said behind her.

“Yes,” she started.

“You were miles away,” he accused, “finding
this a little boring?”

Dathan smiled, “Who’s the violinist?”

He glanced at the stage, a silver haired
patrician, “Heydrich.”

“Does he play that thing or is he a wood
grain fetishist?” She watched as the soloist gently stroked his
instrument with one finger.

Edward grinned, “He’s very good and far too
modest to admit it.”

“Really,” she said sceptically, S.S. officers
weren’t known for their shy, retiring qualities, “make you a bet he
plays Beethoven.”

“No chance,” Edward laughed, “and do try to
look appreciative.”

The strains of “Moonlight Sonata” drifted
towards them. Her thoughts began to wander. Himmler, who looked
anaemically bloodless and a chief of the S.S. stood below a
portrait of the recently installed Reichsfuhrer Hitler. Dathan’s
eyes glazed over. Two fruitcakes in search of a brain. Why hadn’t
the Germans noticed yet?

Heydrich drew out the last note expertly,
reluctant to relinquish the sensuality of the moment. Staccato
applause crackled across the salon and gratified, he bowed
gracefully. Placing his instrument carefully in its case he
acknowledged the French Attaché.

“Very moving,” the suave, little Frenchman
complimented accepting his hand, “your playing is so
interpretive.”

“You’re too kind, I wish I could be worthy of
Beethoven’s genius.”

“Indeed!” The Gaul’s eyebrows lifted
cynically as he sipped his drink.

Heydrich glanced around the salon. Very
attractive, Dathan thought, lots of animal magnetism. Could be a
little too overpowering maybe, like this room. She realised he was
coming towards them. So was her aunt, trailed by a waiter.

Adela, a gaunt, faded woman with perfect
cheekbones, carefully cultivated her rôle as a dignified matriarch.
She was supremely happy swimming in the gossipy, back biting
intrigue of diplomatic life. A sympathetic listener, many
confidences came to her ears for Edward’s benefit.

“Have you noticed that appalling young man is
joining us?” her smile was a parody.

Dathan glanced at her, “He looks fine to
me.”

“Does to most women, dear, that’s his
problem, and theirs,” she said then lowered her voice, “got his
fiancée pregnant then said anyone that easy was a slut not fit to
marry.”

Dathan choked down a laugh, sipped some
champagne, then said, “That’s very cavalier.”

“Admiral Räedar agreed with you and chucked
him out of the navy for bringing the honour of his officers into
disrepute.”

“Seems to have been a good career move,”
Dathan murmured as Heydrich drew closer.

“It certainly hasn’t done him any harm,”
Edward agreed.

Heydrich shook hands warmly with her uncle
then went through the motions of kissing Adela’s hand, she saying,
“It’s such a pleasure to hear you play, Herr Heydrich.”

“You’re too kind,” he answered gallantly.

“My niece Dathan Charles,” Edward introduced
them, she’s staying with us for a while.”

“I hope you’re enjoying your visit, have you
seen much of Germany?”

Dathan shook her head, “Very little, I’m
hoping to persuade Edward to lend me his car in the next few
days.”

He nodded, then said thoughtfully, “Perhaps
you would care to join me tomorrow after lunch? We could go to a
concert and drive into the countryside for an hour or two.”

Dathan noticed his use of the familiar “du”,
“I should like that very much.”

He bowed slightly then joined another little
knot of admirers. Dathan’s spine tingled and she lowered her head,
marvelling at the effect he seemed to have on her, she said, “A
real lounge lizard isn’t he.”

Edward stared at the Colonel’s retreating
back, “If he can survive their internecine feuds for a few years
and out manoeuvre Göring and Himmler, he’ll either succeed or
topple Hitler. He’s got a brain like a butcher’s knife and is a
much better friend than an enemy.”

Dathan shrugged, “Politics bore the pants off
me.”

“How vulgar, but you should live in
interesting times.”

Dathan smiled vaguely at the cliché, missing
nothing. Edward would welcome closer links with this Lothario. He
was looking far into the future. She rather liked the idea herself.
Just on a temporary basis, a light flirtatious dalliance to add
some spice to her holiday. Nothing too dangerous. She could manage
Heydrich if he wanted more than that.

 


2. A Walk in the Black Forest

 


It was warm for early November. The sunlight
streamed across the carved, wooden furniture, touching on the
autumnal table decorations trailing the length of the table.

Dathan and her relatives lingered after
lunch, savouring Turkish coffee and small tots of Cognac. Her uncle
sighed, “I really do have to go and report to the office last
night’s jollifications.” Stooping over Adela, he kissed her cheek,
“Don’t forget we have the Stein’s tonight.”

Dathan brightened, it would be good to see
Rudi, a friend since their early days at art school together.

“I’d forgotten,” Adela murmured, “damn, I’ll
have to give Frau Gerber fresh orders and she’s always difficult
when I alter her schedule. It’s like holy writ to her.”

“So read her the Bible, I’ve got to get ready
for the dashing Heydrich.”

“Watch yourself, the man’s a smooth
operator,” Adela said archly.

“Don’t worry about me, my darling aunt, my
moral fibre may take umbrage.”

“You’re an absolute bitch sometimes, dear,”
her aunt drawled.

Dathan grinned at her, “Imagine what I’ll be
like at your age!”

Promptly at two thirty, a sleek, black saloon
car glided to a halt outside the house. The uniformed chauffeur
knocked on the outer door.

Dathan, standing at the top of a long wooden
staircase watched as Frau Gerber opened a double set of doors and
let the man in. His height eclipsed the housekeeper.

“Herr Heydrich for Fraulein Charles,” the
voice was high-pitched, almost feminine, as though someone,
sometime had decided he should be a choirboy, permanently.

“Frau Gerber,” Dathan called, “I’m just
coming,” and began her descent.

The housekeeper acknowledged her nervously,
obviously relieved to be able to leave the foyer.

“Dathan Charles,” she said and the chauffeur
ushered her to the waiting limousine. She was guided into the rear
seat beside Heydrich. A faint, masculine perfume hung in the
air.

“It’s a good afternoon,” he smiled his
welcome.

“Glorious!”

“A romantic,” he said, lifting his arm to
place it along the back of the seat behind her shoulders.

“Not especially,” she answered, “I like the
sun.”

Heydrich removed his uniform cap with his
right hand and placed it on the small shelf in front of them. The
death’s head emblem faced outwards.

“Do you really want to go to a concert,” he
asked.

“Not particularly,” Dathan was warily
non-committal, “what else do you have in mind?”

He eyed her speculatively, “A drive in the
country?”

Dathan nodded, “I should like that very much,
all I’ve seen of Germany so far is railway stations and baroque
reception rooms. Not sure there’s much difference really, waiting
around doing nothing in both places.”

“That’s a penalty of diplomatic life.”

“My aunt and uncle enjoy themselves, it
really doesn’t appeal to me.”

“What does? What all women want I suppose. A
man, a home, children?” he patronised and doing so amused her.

“Good Lord no, domesticity wouldn’t suit me
at all?” Her large dark eyes glittered, she glanced away cautious
of revealing the hard edge of her ambitions.

“That sounds a little naïve! You have youth,
inexperience and your sex against you.”

“Is that kindly advice or just chauvinism?”
Dathan enquired blandly.

He ignored her question, “My name is
Reinhart, or you might say Richard, I’d like you to use it.” His
arm fell across her shoulders. She shrugged, unready for such
intimacy. To avoid embarrassment he was forced to remove it. Dathan
turned the conversation around to what she guessed was his
favourite topic-- him.

“What do you do, and where will it take
you?”

He eyed her warily. Was that question
genuinely innocent? “I’m a collector.”

“Of what?”

“Information.”

“What sort of information?”

He knew she was playing games, not taking his
answers seriously. It suited him, “Anything which could be useful
to the Party.”

“And where do you intend to go?” she asked,
teasingly.

“Is there any where else but the top?”

“I imagine you won’t have too much
difficulty.”

He swiftly brought his head down and kissed
her lips.

“I thought Italians were supposed to be the
uninhibited Romeos and Germans solid, dull, predictable types,” she
remarked.

“We’ve had a bad press,” he said, then urged,
“Do have some brandy, and forget the clichés.”

She turned towards the window, “Where’re we
going?”

“To a small hotel about twenty kilometres
from Berlin. It was a hunting lodge, belonging to the late Kaiser’s
family, but now it is used by Party members. It has a music room
which I like to use.”

“I’ll accompany you on piano,” Dathan
offered, “do you ever do your own arrangements?”

“I play around a little,” he said, “but not
in public,” he intended the double meaning Dathan thought.

“I like syncopated rhythms, you know,
ragtime, jazz.”

“American music! Some I like, but it isn’t
welcome here,” he said leaning across her to slowly wind down the
window. His arm pressed lightly against her breasts.

“You can smell the scent of the pines,” he
murmured, “so clean and fresh.” The tall trees lined either side of
the road absorbing all the light.

“Like a scene from Hansel and Gretel, so
where’s the gingerbread house?” her eyes twinkled.

“Only the lodge,” he replied gravely.

“They’re so impressive, can we stop for a
moment and walk?” and nullify the effects of the brandy, Dathan
thought.

“Certainly,” he tapped on the dividing
glass.

Dathan looked at her strappy, high-heeled
sandals and frowned. This could be messy. Heydrich caught her
glance.

“You’ll be alright,” he tucked her arm in
his, leading her into the woods as their car drove away.

“Where’s he going?”

“He’ll wait for us further on,” he reassured
her.

“Very considerate.”

“I try to be Fraulein Charles,” his nod to
her was ironic, “are you enjoying your holiday?”

“It’s the first time I’ve visited
Germany.”

“Do you like what you see?” he persisted.

“I told you, I’ve not seen much. The days
tend to be spent recovering from the previous night and preparing
for the one to come. This is a welcome alternative.”

“So you’re not aware of the great political
changes occurring?”

“I didn’t say that. I implied my knowledge is
insufficient to comment!” She was determined to be pedantic, even
if it was pompous.

“But your uncle and aunt?”

“Edward and Adela are diplomats, they’re paid
to live politics, I’m not.”

They’d walked some distance during their
conversation. Heydrich released her arm and now held her hand. It
felt warm and natural, protective. Then she stumbled.

“Shall we go back to the road?” he asked.

“Delightful though this is, it’d be a good
idea.” Dathan checked her heel.

As she straightened he pulled her against
him, brushing his lips against hers. She resisted briefly,
conventionally, then relaxed.

“Since I saw you playing with your hair last
night, I wanted to do this,” his tongue thrust rhythmically into
her mouth. Drawn into his masculinity, her response was immediate,
excited. It was a new experience and she forced herself to pull
away from him.

 


“You’ve a way of getting your feelings
across,” she said huskily. His attraction was too powerful. It was
provoking desires, which might become overwhelming, which she’d
always believed she could control. He threw his head back and
laughed, knowing his effect, her confusion, “Let’s find some
English tea.”

 


3. High Places

 


Some fifty metres away the chauffeur was
leaning idly against the car casually smoking a cheroot. He raised
his arm acknowledging them, climbed into the vehicle and swiftly
reversed it to where they stood waiting. Efficiently, he settled
them comfortably in the rear seat.

Within fifteen minutes they had arrived at
the boundary of the estate surrounding the lodge. There was no
change in the scenery, the perimeter being marked by a high wire
mesh fence concealed against the crowded density of the trees.

The gateway was marked by a small wooden hut,
against which the last dregs of life from the summer glory of
climbing clematis and honeysuckle clung sparsely.

As the car slowed to a halt in front of the
double white painted wooden gates spanning the roadway, two men
appeared from the forest dressed in traditional Bavarian costume.
They barely glanced at the familiar, gleaming limousine. One waved
his hand at the occupants and smiling genially assisted his
companion to open the gates.

Entering the grounds, Dathan was reminded of
Richard Tauber, the German tenor whom she’d seen recently
performing in London. The reason why he should come into her head
was elusive until she realised the past few moments had been like a
kitsch, theatrical performance. She wondered what would come next,
jolly dancing maidens with flaxen hair all named Brunhilde? Stop
being ridiculous she told herself, it wasn’t so unusual to find
traditional costumes in the countryside these days.

The road ended abruptly at a large stone
flagged courtyard, beyond which a long, white-stuccoed building
sprawled in comfortable complacency. Saccharinely picturesque,
Dathan pondered, or sweetly vulgar, looking at the green painted
wooden shutters. They were all open. Below the small hearts carved
in the top of these, stood pots of hothouse geraniums, brilliantly
scarlet, a blaze of contrasting colour.

The building seemed to be of two storeys. The
rooms above showed French windows opening onto a balcony which
extended along the whole of the building to meet solid, wooden
staircases leading down to the courtyard.

As she stepped from the car assisted by
Heydrich, Heydrich interrupted her thoughts explaining, “It’s been
added to inconsistently over the years, but is very comfortable
inside.”

They entered the lobby where a maid dressed
in traditional Austrian dress removed their coats then disappeared
behind the many doors leading from the lobby. Her footsteps were
soundless on the highly polished wooden floor, silenced by the
thick felt under soles on her ornamental slippers.

In similar silence, a grey haired woman
approached them from their left.

“Ah Herr Heydrich, you are later than we
expected,” she stood to one side allowing them to enter the room
behind her.

“Yes,” it was beneath him to explain why, “it
is Fraulein Charles’ first visit here, indeed to Germany
itself.”

The elderly woman gave a welcoming smile and
took Dathan’s hand saying, “Then you must certainly sign our
Visitor’s Book,” and led her to a heavy table, where a large volume
lay open near an inkstand equipped with various styles of pen.

Dathan looked at the previous signatures in
the book whilst the older women dipped a pen in preparation for her
signature. She noted, both surprised and impressed, the names of
prominent party members including Göring, Himmler and even Hitler
himself. The only other noticeable English name was that of Unity
Mitford. A very exalted roll call. Refusing to feel intimidated by
her own relatively humble status, Dathan took the pen offered and
signed her name with precise strokes.

Tea was served at a table overlooking the
rambling gardens at the rear of the building. Heydrich watched her
intently as she studied the gardens until a slight flush first
stained her throat then spread to the lower parts of her
cheeks.

“I didn’t mean to embarrass you,” he
apologised.

Dathan smiled back, her eyes sparking a
little, “I’m not used to such close and personal attention.”

“That is difficult to believe,” Heydrich said
gallantly, “you are a beautiful woman, I’m sure you’ve no lack of
admirers in London.”

Dathan was now very amused, “Until recently I
was a student, working with all kinds of people, none of which
showed more than a brotherly interest.”

“They must have been blind, or a little
strange,” Heydrich suggested.

“No, neither of those, they were mostly
artists and musicians, too poor or too busy with their work,”
Dathan explained.

“But you re no longer a student?”

“No, I work for my aunt designing
fashions.”

“Adela!” Heydrich’s voice lightened in
surprise. It would have been hard for anyone to envisage Adela as a
businesswoman. She enjoyed spending, not making, money.

“No, another aunt in the family,” Dathan
replied, enjoying his reactions, “she too, lives in London.”

Tea was served with economy of movement, fine
bone china, elaborate pastries and sachertorte. Heydrich took
advantage of the moment to speak with several other men in the room
accompanied by what, Dathan presumed, were the fashionable ladies
of Berlin. He made them noticeably nervous.

“You seem to have a peculiar effect on your
fellow officers,” Dathan commented drily when he returned.

“If I didn’t, I’d be worried,” he replied,
understanding her perfectly.

“The man who is going places,” she remarked,
both attracted and repelled by the menace just suggested.

“You would not be here, if I were not!”

“Now what should I deduce from that?” she
asked.

Heydrich leaned back in his chair and lit a
long thin cigar, “Women like you are attracted to men like me.
Power, even vicariously enjoyed, is a potent aphrodisiac.”

She shook her head, “I cannot conceive of any
reason why any human being wants to run anyone else’s life. Left to
themselves to make their own choices most people would lead a more
comfortable existence.”

“What, in controlled anarchy?”

“A contradiction in terms don’t you think?”
Dathan smiled.

“This conversation is getting too serious,
let’s go up to the music room?” Heydrich suggested.

He led her up the richly patterned, carpeted
stairs and along a gloomy corridor. Dark, grainy paintings hung
along the walls portraying hunting scenes. Stopping, he opened a
door to the right decorated in pastel blue, white and gold,
overlooking the house front.

Dominating the room was a grand piano on its
own dais. Piles of music were neatly stacked on a long narrow table
placed against one wall. Musical instruments of varying types
balanced on shelves opposite.

Dathan went directly to the piano. Raising
the lid she struck a chromatic chord then sat on the double music
stool. The tone of the instrument was perfect and after running her
hands along the keyboard in a series of arpeggios, she segued into
a haunting Chopin nocturne.

Recognising the first few bars, Heydrich
quickly opened a violin case, tested the resonance of the strings
softly with his fingers and began to play. At the finish, Dathan
switched abruptly to jazz. Heydrich listened for a moment and then
began to improvise.

She looked up at him, his enjoyment was
obvious. She concentrated on the keyboard and spun out the magic
they were making, bringing it to a close with brisk, staccato,
chords. They finished together and laughed.

“That was terrific. If you ever have the need
I’m sure you could get work in any club. Not that you ever will, I
know,” she said.

“If it gets around I like playing jazz, which
isn’t exactly popular with our government, I may end up having to
earn a living with music, but in another country.” He laughed and
put the violin away, “Let me show you some of the other rooms up
here.”

He opened a door at the far end of the
chamber, which led to a small anteroom, “Performers often prepare
in here before their recitals,” he explained. The next door opened
to reveal a sumptuous bedroom. “This is an historic room, since it
was Kaiser Wilhelm’s bedroom.”

“That sounds like our Queens Elizabeth and
Victoria, they slept everywhere,” Dathan said flippantly, wondering
if she’d just lost control of the situation.

 


4. Awakening

 


Heydrich put his hands lightly on her
shoulders and pulled her towards him, “It’d be tragic to waste such
a comfortable bed,” he said pressing his mouth onto hers.

She responded immediately, unable to suppress
the surge of desire he stimulated. She put her hands to his waist
as he pressed her against his priaprismic hardness. He released her
mouth, she leaned against his chest, panting lightly, thoughts in
turmoil. The pause was long enough to recover slightly and Dathan
struggled to free herself. He loosened his embrace, but still
gently held her.

“What’s the matter,” he asked mildly, “is it
the wrong time for you?”

“Any time is the wrong time, I’m a virgin,”
Dathan said bluntly. She spoke through gritted teeth, betraying her
nervousness.

Above her head, unseen, Heydrich smiled his
pleasure at this revelation. Such prizes were rare these days. He
stroked her hair saying, “That can be remedied very quickly and
pleasantly.”

“I’m not sure I want it to be,” she said with
a ragged laugh, suddenly conscious her opinion in the circumstances
was irrelevant.

“You think I’ll hurt you?” he asked
quietly.

“Yes! No! I don’t know,” Dathan
stuttered.

He lifted her chin, forcing her to look into
his eyes and asked gently, “You really believe I’d harm you?”

Mesmerized, her heartbeat jumping, Dathan’s
mouth was dry. She was unable to speak. Without releasing her, he
eased her stiffened figure backwards towards the bed. Dathan fell
across it still paralysed.

He kneeled before her, then unfastened the
buttons on the front of her dress and pulled it over her shoulders.
Dathan could feel herself tensing, becoming cold, beginning to
shiver, afraid of the physically unknown.

His lips burned as they brushed her neck and
he slid the petticoat from her shoulders, removing it with her
panties and shoes. He released her stockings down from their
suspenders, carefully rolling the silk down her legs, touching his
warm lips against her knees which were frigidly clamped
together

Putting his arms around her, he unhooked the
suspender belt, letting it slide to the floor as he kissed her
unresponsive lips. Lowering his head he pressed it against her
stomach pushing his tongue into her navel whilst caressing her
pubis with his hand. Dathan relaxed her legs a little, she could
feel the excitement fluttering in her stomach, she wanted to touch
his body, feel the strength in those powerful shoulders and
dreamily lifted her hands to stroke his smooth skin.

He licked at her nipples, then biting gently
teased them into hardness, making her feel the sharp tugs of need
from her womb. She lifted her head, wanting him to kiss her lips
again and he knew she was his.

Her fear now was he’d find her inadequate.
Sophistication is no substitute for inexperience. Sensing her
tension, he was gentle when he picked her up bodily then lay her
upon the bed, head resting on the voluminous, trapunza ivory satin
pillows. Dathan waited, wanting, yet not wanting him, holding her
breath, feeling the manic pounding of her heart.

Swiftly Heydrich undressed and climbed onto
the bed beside her. He pulled her tenderly against him and again
fondled her breasts, nibbling at them one moment then plunging his
tongue deep into her mouth during the next.

She was innocently unknowing of the practised
skill, the orchestrated manipulation being performed on her body.
He made her aware only of their mutually overwhelming sexual
attraction.

His hand stroked her vagina and involuntarily
she parted her legs allowing his finger to rub her clitoris.
Abandoning any attempt at rational thought Dathan surrendered
herself completely to the multitude of sensations, the ripples of
pure lust. Instinctively she caressed his penis wanting to feel him
inside, on her, happily adrift in a sea of carnality.

“You see, you do want me, you are ready,” he
whispered, eyes creased with a gentle smile.

She raised her lips to his greedy for the
taste of his sex. Why had she waited so long to enjoy this
pleasure? It was beyond anything she could have imagined.

He drew his legs up to kneel astride her
stomach, his fingers kneading and pulling at her nipples, offering
his penis to her mouth. She pulled his buttocks towards her and
touched her touch to his orifice. As her lips closed over him he
pulled away, wanting to prolong this play for as long as
possible.

His fingers sought her vagina again, she felt
her increasing lubrication and he suddenly withdrew. She gasped,
now so sensitised it was a physical shock.

Again and again he teased her, deep in
controlled passion himself until she violently pulled his hand away
and begged him to take her. Waiting no longer he thrust into her,
forcing a passage through the tightly embracing virginal flesh. Its
silken softness took him to an almost unbearable height of sensory
delight and as much as he was capable of feeling, he loved this
woman. When her hymen broke and scant, warm blood began to flow
Dathan gasped, frightened by the pain. He stifled her sounds with
his mouth, his tongue and his manhood. Rhythmically he prepared
himself for his climax quickly putting a pillow under her hips to
give him deeper penetration. His breath came in short panting gasps
until his final lunge ejaculating high into her womb.

Dathan clung to him as he lay on her, not
wanting to release the source of this overwhelming passion. She
wanted to feel the juices of him fill her belly again and again, to
submerge herself in this new experience.

For some moments they lay there together,
bodies slippery with perspiration, then he raised his head and
kissed her closed eyes, sat up and slowly withdrew. He glanced at
her thighs, “You are no longer a virgin.”

“No,” came the drowsy response. Dathan,
exhausted by the acute awakening of erotic desires she hadn’t known
she possessed was falling asleep.

Heydrich reached for his jacket and pulled
out a cigarette case. Snapping the lighter shut he lay back on the
bed, picked up the telephone and ordered a tray of drinks.

Minutes later a trolley arrived, the maid
leaving the room without casting one indiscreet glance towards the
couple on the bed.

He poured large whiskies and added a dash of
soda from the syphon. He took one across to Dathan and shook her
shoulder. She opened her eyes lazily, unwilling to allow him to see
the conflict of emotions engulfing her. She was filled with
self-disgust. What was she doing? Making love, no, fornicating with
a trusted accomplice of bigots and bullies.

She loathed the Nazi Party. How could she get
into bed with one of its most willing opportunists? She allowed
everyone to believe she had scant knowledge of politics, but the
reality was different. Dathan knew enough of recent German history
to detest the new regime.

In the second it took for these thoughts to
pass through her mind she decided she’d made a terrible mistake.
There was, had to be, a distinction between lust, love, honour and
respect. As he offered her the drink she sat up, “I feel as though
I’ve been in a brawl with a boa constrictor.”

“The first time,” he shrugged his shoulders,
“the next time will be better.”

She looked up at him coolly, “You seem very
sure there will be a next time.”

He laughed easily, “Of course there will be,
if not with me, then someone else. You enjoy sex, your responses
were completely natural,” he assured her.

“I imagine you’re an expert on that,” she
snapped, irritated by his clinical and patronising manner, “where’s
the bathroom?”

“Over there,” Heydrich waved his hand at a
corner of the bedroom. “You won’t be able to return to your
virginal ways after learning about yourself. You enjoyed it too
much!” He sat on the bed calmly enjoying his cigarette whilst she
collected her clothes.

 


“Spare me the psychology Richard, you know
nothing about me,” she said harshly.

He caught hold of her wrist as she passed,
gripping it hard, “Don’t fool yourself Dathan, you discovered a
weapon today. Use it!”

“Or a weakness,” she pulled away from him and
entered the bathroom.

As she washed and dressed, she could hear his
light tenor voice singing a folk tune. A few minutes later she sat
silently on the opposite side of the bed. Without further comment
he went to perform his own ablutions and she walked out of the
bedroom, along the dreary corridor, down the stairs and back to the
tearoom.

The evening had drawn in and the chandelier
shone dimly. Checking the time she discovered it was already six
o’clock. “Is it possible for me to use the telephone at all?” she
asked the grey haired woman.

“Certainly Fraulein if you would come this
way,” the housekeeper replied courteously.

Dathan was ushered into a small office where
the instrument sat upon a huge, walnut desk. She groped in her
handbag and found the number she wanted in a small directory.
Whilst the operator connected the call she titivated her hair in
front of a large mirror until Frau Gerber answered.

“Charles residence.”

“Frau Gerber?”

“Ja.”

“It’s Dathan Charles, what time are the
Steins expected tonight?”

“Frau Charles arranged for nine o’clock,” the
housekeeper answered in her customary, kindly manner to Dathan,
whom she liked, in contrast to the other members of the Charles
household.

“Thank heavens!” Dathan sighed with relief,
“I’m still with Herr Heydrich and am delayed, I’ll be back in time
to dress for dinner.”

“Ja Fraulein, I will pass your message
on.”

“Thanks Frau Gerber and goodbye.” As she
replaced the receiver the door swung open behind her and Heydrich
came into view, reflected by the mirror.

“I wondered where you were,” he seemed
slightly annoyed by the inconvenience of looking for her.

“I’m sorry I had to telephone my aunt,” she
replied evenly.

“Yes?” he enquired.

“We have guests for dinner and I promised to
be there.” Why was she explaining anything to him? There was no
need.

“We’d better leave at once,” his voice
softened, “do you feel alright?”

“Richard I’m fine. You’re very considerate
but I’m not a piece of Meissen,” she brushed him off.

He gripped her shoulders tightly, her
coldness provoking his temper giving his voice a grating edge, “My
consideration,” he hissed, “you were a very willing partner in your
seduction.”

Dathan’s eyes blazed at him with a black
intensity as his fingers dug into her flesh but she said quietly,
“Shall we go?”

Climbing into the limousine her thoughts
returned to the bedroom. Could she be mistaken, had their recent
copulation had anything to do with love?

The return journey was accomplished in
silence. She was evidently forgiven as he held one of her hands in
both of his. As they drew alongside the front door of her uncle’s
house, he lifted her chin and brushed his lips against hers.

“Thank you for a perfect afternoon, it is one
I’ll always remember,” it was a courteous farewell, “I’ll telephone
you tomorrow and we shall go out again.”

“I like to be asked not told,” Dathan said
and stepped away from the car.

 


5. The Dinner Party

 


“Was Heydrich entertaining?” Edward asked as
Dathan sauntered into the drawing room where he was sitting
alone.

“Very, we passed on the concert and went to
some woods south of Berlin.”

“I know where you mean. Wonderful smell from
the pines. I think there’s some of the tallest trees in Germany
there, makes one feel quite insignificant in their density. You
wonder if there’s anyone else left in the world.”

Edward sounded quite lyrical Dathan thought
as she poured herself some sherry, “We had tea at a hunting lodge
which’d been converted into an hotel. Would you like a drink?”

Her uncle’s eyes flickered with interest, “I
know of it but never visited.”

“Heydrich said it was used exclusively by
‘influential party members’,” she sounded slightly
contemptuous.

“I’ve heard that too.”

And what else Dathan wondered. She sat
carefully on the over upholstered couch allowing the blue silk
dress to drape elegantly from her shoulders, ululate across her
knees and flow to her ankles. “It was very pleasant,” she said
anticipating his next question. “We had tea and he showed me a
really impressive music room. I played piano and he accompanied me
on violin.” She paused, instinctively knowing Edward was hoping for
more and determined he shouldn’t get it.

“It sounds very cultural, very civilised, was
that all?” he raised his eyebrows quizzically, “weren’t you rather
bored?”

“No, the piano was a beauty, any musician
would’ve enjoyed it,” she deliberately misunderstood him. “It was a
Steinway in perfect condition, bit out of my usual range of
uprights and beat up pub pianos.” She wished he’d have a large
aperitif and take his time drinking it in silence.

“Did he ask any questions about the
Embassy?”

“Not directly, he pussy footed around
anything he was really interested in, like you’re doing now.”

Edward laughed, “Sorry! Can’t forget the day
job. Fact is, we know he’s the coming man and any scrap of
information about him is welcome.”

She nodded agreement and immediately decided
to keep her own counsel. “Anything which seems important, I’ll pass
on,” she lied.

Adela swept into the room dressed in a
plethora of drifting chiffon to hover over the drinks cabinet, “You
know Rudi Stein?” she asked helping herself to gin and ‘it’.

“Yes, we trained together at art school in
London. He stays with us when in England.” She saw no reason to
tell them Rudi was more a brother than friend to her and her
twin.

“He’ll be here with his parents so you won’t
be bored while we play bridge,” she swung around to speak to
Edward, “and please keep off politics if you can, the Steins have
enough to cope with.” She added as an aside to Dathan, “You know
they’re Jewish.”

“Hardly orthodox if Rudi’s an example,”
Dathan remarked.

“Germany’s masters are interested in
bloodlines, not faith,” Edward interjected tersely.

“Did you enjoy your afternoon,” Adela asked
Dathan, changing the subject

“Pleasant,” came the noncommittal reply.

“Sounds damning,” she gurgled, “maybe that
man is losing his touch!”

“Well he was interesting, flattering...what
else is there to say?”

“If that’s all the impact he made, he’s
definitely slipping.”

A picture of the Kaiser’s bedroom flew into
her mind, she rolled her eyes and said, “I’d think you’d know more
about that than me,” and hoped this remark would divert her
interrogation. It failed.

“Are you seeing him again?”

Exasperated, Dathan bit her tongue and said
casually, “I think not.”

“You’re not giving a thing away,” Adela
accused.

“Oh, come on Adela. Don’t you and your
friends have enough spicy gossip to digest without me as a
titillating ingredient, you’d all find my excursion very
disappointing.” Dathan’s blandly amused glance at her aunt was
deceptive.

“Careful darling, your claws are
showing.”

“I’ll sheath them carefully for the rest of
the evening.” They smiled without animus, each believing they
understood the other perfectly.

The drawing room door swung open and three
figures entered. Dr. Stein was a tall, well-proportioned man. His
dark features had mellowed into the soft folds of a lugubrious
basset hound. Slightly tinted lenses concealed deep-set friendly
eyes.

His wife, Lisotte, was small with a frailly
anaemic appearance. Her expressive mobile features were never still
and her hands fluttered like birds even as she removed her coat and
handed it to Frau Gerber.

Rudi was a little taller than his mother. He
had a permanent crease across his forehead and his father’s eyes.
As always his appearance was slightly shabby and he had ingrained
ridges of paint beneath his fingernails.

The women exchanged hugs and the men
handshakes. Rudi slouched across to Dathan and sat beside her on
the couch. He put his arm around her shoulder and hugged her whilst
kissing her cheek, “You look good, got quite a bloom.”

“You look pretty comfortable yourself,” she
said, “how’re things?”

“Dull, until now.”

“Flatterer,” she grinned, “come back with me
to England if you’re bored.”

“I’d like to, but I can’t right away.”

“As soon as then,” she said, “we’ve missed
you.”

For a few minutes they reminisced about the
bohemian life they’d enjoyed. So many parties, so much laughter,
endless characters floating in and out of their lives.

“Is Stephen doing well?” Rudi asked.

“Who knows, he looks happy enough in the wine
trade, but I can’t believe he isn’t looking for something
more.”

“Like what?”

“Don’t know, he strikes me as being bored
half the time. Like he can see his lifetime rolling away in front
of him on endless kegs of booze.”

“What does Sebastian think?”

“Oh God Rudi, you know my father. He’ll work
out in a second Stephen’s ripe for mischief and throw all sorts of
diversions his way. Sounds good, except Stephen’s got a mind of his
own. I think he may have something going with Pogo.”

“Do I know him?”

“Nah,” she shook her head, “he’s my father’s
older brother. Lives on the coast in Cornwall. Only comes to London
when he has to and then stays at their club. We see him
occasionally when we have the monthly dinner with Sebastian and
play partner billiards.”

“Do you like him?”

“Oh yes, very much. He seems like a typical
English upper class idiot and he lets everyone think he is. Truth
is he survived four years of war on the Western Front and was
demobbed with a chest full of medals. In 1919 he packed himself off
to Lansallos and he’s been there ever since.”

“Ah, a country squire,” Rudi smiled.

“Mmmm...not too sure about that. My guess is
he’s also bored out of his mind and he and Stephen could be an
explosive combination.”

“In Cornwall?” Rudi asked.

“I know. It doesn’t sound feasible until you
know our family supported itself by smuggling booze across the
English Channel for centuries and Lansallos Hall has a perfect set
up for the business.”

He laughed, “Won’t they get into serious
trouble if they’re caught?”

“Probably, but I doubt that’ll bother them.
Besides all the locals, including the magistrates have always kept
their cellars filled with duty frees. They’re hardly likely to toss
the source behind bars.” Dathan grinned and stood saying, “we’d
better join your parents.”

Their four elders were at the French windows
admiring the autumn garden. The Steins showed their pleasure in
meeting Dathan for the first time. They recognised her from
photographs and portraits Rudi brought home with him from time to
time.

“Our son also enjoys himself in England,”
Frau Stein said.

“He’s very popular,” she winked at Rudi, “I
can think of one or two who mourned his passing back to
Germany.”

“I see you have your aunt’s talent for
conversation Dathan,” Frau Stein admonished.

“I try but the competition’s fierce,” she
replied succinctly.”

Frau Gerber put her head around the dining
room door to announce dinner. The housekeeper had excelled. A
magnificent floral centrepiece on an epergne crowned glittering
crystal glasses, napery and silver cutlery. The scent of the
flowers hovered in the air.

As the meal progressed several remarks by the
doctor showed, unusually for him, politics would also be on the
menu. Recent events had been so unnerving they’d penetrated the
barrier of his unconcern.

“Have you heard anything about Heydrich’s
laws of citizenship?” he asked Edward, respecting his ‘inside’
knowledge.

“Some, but it’s difficult to get reliable
information. Times change, it’s not like the old days when everyone
had their own favoured informer.”

“I suppose the Roehm success has increased
his power,” interjected Rudi.

His father threw him a sharp glance as Rudi
continued, “Father,” he said wearily, “everyone knows he planned
the murders like they know he was responsible for the Reichstag
fire last year.”

“I don’t know, no one has told me,” his
father said staring at his empty dessert plate.

“Hans, your son is right, get your head out
the sand,” Edward said.

“Bad as it is, he could’ve been contained as
head of just the Berlin Gestapo,” Rudi said, “now he’s deputy head
of all the police forces, political and criminal. No one can be
safe.”

“Could you be laying on him more than he
deserves?” Dathan commented drily, “In England if you’re fifty
five, you’re a young, up and coming, politician. Heydrich’s only
thirty-four. It can’t be feasible he’d be trusted with huge
powers.”

“He has a Machiavellian mind,” Edward said,
“intrigues better than breathes and is brighter and more
intelligent than Himmler and Frick put together.”

Dathan for a moment silently speculated on
Edward’s previous reticence. She’d have thought an average uncle
would have been more forthcoming about his opinions to a niece
who’d attracted the attentions of such a man.

“So what do these laws mean?” Dr. Stein was
saying.

“I’ve heard, but it’s only rumour, they’ll be
used to exclude Jews from citizenship and then strip them
financially,” Edward explained.

“Legalised theft?” asked Rudi.

“Yes, a step on a logical path, I think.”
Edward handed cigars to Hans and Rudi.

“I don’t understand,” Dr. Stein said passing
his lighter to Edward.

“Come on Hans, wake up! They’re looking for a
fight. They need it! Herr Hitler intends to introduce full
employment by conscripting most of German youth into one uniform or
another. He must have plans to do something with them and that’ll
cost more money than’s being raised in taxation.” Edward sat back
in his chair and breathed hard.

“Surely the allies will intervene?” Hans
asked.

“If you think the Treaty of Versailles was
worth a damn why did the Allies move the last of their troops from
the Rhineland only two months ago?” Edward’s disgust at this
weakness overcame his usual discretion.

“You worry me, Edward.”

“My dear friend, if I were you, which thank
God I’m not, I’d start making plans to emigrate. There’s the
intriguing question of where, when they’ve no citizenship and no
cash, the Jewish people are going to go. Can you imagine what life
will be like for anyone trapped here?”

The doctor was shocked, “You really believe
all this is possible?”

“Definitely,” Edward said grimly, “you’ve
only to look at the double dealing and bloodshed the members of
this government have been involved in to see it as a very real,
personal danger.”

“But Edward, I’m a German first. I fought for
this country. What you suggest is impossible, I can’t accept
it.”

“Your privilege,” Edward said curtly,
offended by Steins rejection of his forecast.

“Darling,” Adela interrupted, “we’re getting
too serious, shall we play bridge?”

“Of course,” Edward smiled in an effort to
pass off the disagreement, “we can’t let that bunch of thugs ruin
our evening.”

Dathan had not appeared to be listening
particularly to Hans quarrel with Edward, but she was astonished at
Edward’s knowledge. Watching Sebastian play the stock markets for
years she knew knowledge was the hardest currency in the world, it
was the fuel that controlled power. How much did he really know?
Why hadn’t he warned her about Heydrich in stronger terms?

They returned to the lounge where Frau Gerber
had set up a card table. The two middle aged couples began their
opening rubber. Dathan and Rudi returned to the couch both holding
their brandy. She glanced at him, “Do you believe Edward?”

Rudi nodded, “When I do leave Germany it’ll
probably be for always.” He swilled the brandy around his glass, “I
never go to a bar alone now and even if there’s a group of us
trouble can start. A crowd of brownshirts could come in at any
time. They’ve got tacit official approval to do anything short of
killing and that we know’s just a matter of time. The old police
force try to help out but they’re looking at their backs now
they’ve been taken over by the S.S..”

“How can your father be so blind?”

“It’s beyond his comprehension Hitler’s
rabble who were the biggest joke in Germany a few years ago are
actually governing this country. The lunatics have taken over the
asylum,” Rudi sighed, “he’s so buried in his work he doesn’t notice
what’s happening. In hospitals sick Jew haters become needy people.
Bigotry disappears when their life’s on the line.”

“I’ve met Heydrich a couple of times. He’s
cultured, very sophisticated, hardly a barbarian. What you describe
is so crude.”

“He usually has that effect on women
apparently, he’s a well known philanderer,” Rudi grinned.

“So’s Sebastian,” she muttered, “oh what the
hell! Lets talk about something else?”

“Fine, was your invitation serious?” he
asked.

“Yes, you know you’re always welcome, you’re
our extra bit of family.”

Rudi was touched, he took her hand and
squeezed it, “It’ll give me time to arrange my emigration to New
York, it’ll be easier for me to leave from England. When are you
going?”

“About four days I’d guess. I’m tired of all
these diplomatic parties.”

“By train?”

“How else?”

“Not risking an aeroplane?”

“Too cramped, I like to spread.”

“I can imagine how much luggage you have, you
always empty your wardrobe when you visit anywhere.”

“I refuse to give up wearing hats,” Dathan
laughed.

“And each one needs it own box, I remember
very well,” Rudi’s rueful smile recalled the dozens he’d carried
home from exhausting shopping expeditions. “It’ll be good to see
Stephen again.”

“What’ll you do about your work here?” Dathan
asked.

“It’s over. I was sacked from the University
where I was teaching. I’ve spent the past few months trying to
create my own style. I’ve wasted hours trying to paint like
Picasso, Jawlensky and Gericault and a dozen others. Somehow I’ve
lost my way, I thought I was long past all the dithering.”

“You think you’ll be able to settle better in
New York?”

“Who knows, but it’ll be a fresh start and
I’ve got to move somewhere. I’ve a cousin there who’ll help me find
my way around.”

“Sounds tempting. I’m just about earning a
living through my aunt and godmother.”

“Isn’t that the florist?”

“Yes, I design the unusual pieces she gets
asked to make and sell bridal designs through her shop. They pay
well as original creations.”

“So you’ve given up painting?”

“No, I don’t think I could ever do that but
the work never comes easy. There’s so much prejudice against women
artists, men always think we’re useless.”

Rudi acknowledged that truth and said, “You
must get the odd commission, even from old friends?”

“Usually very odd commissions which no one
else’ll touch.”

He laughed, “Visit me tomorrow, I’ll show you
some of my work.”

They excused themselves and left the bridge
players to their game. As Rudi retrieved his coat and hat she
opened the twin sets of double doors onto the drive in front of the
house.

“What a beautiful evening,” she breathed,
“the air tastes like champagne. I can’t remember ever having such a
clear view of the moon and stars from a city before.” She jerked
nervously as a man passed by on the pavement.

“Another party goer,” Rudi suggested, “sure
to be, they’re all diplomatic homes around here.” He stepped onto
the drive, “Any time after lunch tomorrow?”

“Look forward to it Rudi,” she blew him a
kiss, “good night.”

Dathan listened to his footsteps
disappearing, it was too great a coincidence someone should
suddenly arrive outside the house exactly when Rudi decided to
leave. Closing the doors quietly she removed her shoes and crept up
the stairs and into the front bedroom overlooking the street.

The shutters had not been closed and through
the heavy lace curtain, by moonlight, she could see the bulky
figure of the pedestrian returning. Watching idly, she saw him
stop, lean against the fence opposite and light a cigarette. Dathan
stood still thinking for a moment. If he didn’t care if he was
seen, presumably he intended he should be, “Is he for Edward or
have I been promoted from obscurity to interesting via a perforated
hymen?” she muttered aloud.

 


6. Rudi’s Studio

 


The following day arrived wet, cold and
miserable. Dathan lazed in bed feeling physically uncomfortable
after her first experience of sex. There was no message from
Heydrich and she dressed in a grey tailored suit and red silk
blouse.

Edward was incommunicado working in his study
according to Adela who was nursing a hangover. The weather seemed
to have permeated the house.

“What are you doing on this ghastly day,” her
aunt asked irritably

“Visiting Rudi,” Dathan answered noting
Adela’s quarrelsome mood and keeping her voice even.

“We’re invited to another soirée this
evening.”

“Do you mind if I miss this one Adela. I’d
like to do some work this evening so I’ll have something ready to
sell when I get back to London.”

This seemed acceptable to her aunt, “The
invitation was open so the only person likely to miss you is
Heydrich,” she added bitchily, “assuming he’s there.”

Dathan smiled, ignored the remark and left
the house quickly. During a restless night she’d thought endlessly
about the dinner conversation of the previous evening. She knew,
moving in Sebastian’s circle of friends occasionally which included
national politicians of all persuasions, the political situation in
Germany was appreciated, at least by them. The rest of the United
Kingdom was not so well informed. English newspapers were very
insular, the Empire merited more space than Europe. Someone as
currently obscure, as Heydrich wouldn’t rate a column. She thought
that would appeal to the Colonel, it’d always suit him to operate
in shadows.

She was aware of being followed but felt
untroubled. It did confirm she was being watched which meant
Heydrich was still interested in her. She wasn’t sure if she was
pleased or not. Her ambivalence bothered her more knowing it was
caused by the pleasure they’d taken in each other. She’d never
realised the difference the act itself made to the way women
reacted to a man afterwards.

Dathan paused in front of a shop window. She
knew from her upbringing and reading, women’s status and the
expectations held of them were a social construction of reality.
Until yesterday afternoon she’d always felt she was immune to
society’s influence and perceptions. That society was emphatic
women’s sexuality was only respectable within the boundary of
marriage. There was no other category between Madonna and whore.
Worse, in marriage women were expected to be submissive and
submerge their ambition in a welter of household care and children.
Sebastian hadn’t raised her for that. He’d deliberately stoked the
fires of her ambitions. Dathan grinned, Heydrich had made losing
her virginity a joy and she was grateful to him, but their affair
had to end with that. She couldn’t get involved with a monstrous
carpetbagger, there was no time, too much else to do. In a few days
she’d be leaving and would never see him again. He’d be a pleasant
memory. If only she could resolve her confusion as to whether sex
meant love or just sex.

Dathan became gradually aware she was staring
at a plate of strudel with a gleaming golden honey glaze. It was
surrounded by elaborate chocolate and cream confections,
sachertorte and fruit tartlets. The display was compelling, an
artwork in pastry and sugar drawing the eye from one delicacy to
the next. In the shop she dithered between choices thinking of
Rudi’s sweet tooth. She asked the woman serving what to buy feeling
certain he’d never pass by without spending a few marks and was
taken aback by the expression of distaste on the shopkeeper’s
face.

Thoughtfully, Dathan left the shop, found
Rudi’s home and was ushered into his studio by the Stein’s
housekeeper. It was a large airy room with windows filling three
walls. A colourful muddle of artists’ materials, arranged sets and
clutter spilled across the room in riotous confusion. Rudi sat at
an easel, charcoal in hand.

“Welcome,” he grinned, “come in and have a
drink.”

“What?” Dathan asked handing him the cake box
then removing her Robin Hood style scarlet hat and matching kid
gloves.

“Beer or hock,” he answered looking at her
gift, “you’ve been to Königs. They stopped serving me a couple of
weeks ago and I’ve really missed their baking.”

“Christ! You must have been one of their best
customers,” Dathan said surprised.

“I was, but they’re National Socialists.”

“Now I know they’re all crazy, putting
politics before profit. I’ll have whatever you’re having,” she said
looking towards his easel. She scrutinised the sketch for a moment
or two then drank from the uncapped bottle of beer. “It’s good, who
is it?”

“Doesn’t he have a marvellous face?”

“Ageless!”

“Nature’s deception, he’s got terminal
cancer. I’ve spent a lot of time with him and watched his body
weaken and his will to live grow stronger and burn in his
face.”

“Your delineation is perfect.”

“It’s wonderful to be appreciated again, I’m
so glad you came.” He waved his hand toward the far end of the
room. A large number of canvasses lay against each other in no
apparent order, “All my work for the past fifteen years,” he
indicated, bottle in hand.

“You kept everything?” Dathan was
astonished.

“Not exactly. My father said if I insisted on
being a painter I’d better have the right tools for the job. No
matter how bad they were they’d be accomplished with real paint.
I’ve painted over most of the early stuff,” he said, “look, I’ll
show you what I was talking about last night.” He pulled out four
or five canvasses.

“Pissaro isn’t it? ‘Ille Lacrois,” she looked
at it with professional interest.

“Yes. What a mess I’ve made of it” He shook
his head, “I have the patience but maybe I don’t have the intellect
for this style.” He showed her another canvas, “A miserable
excursion into cubism.”

Dathan had to agree, “It’s not your best
Rudi, but every artist goes through a period like this. Maybe it’s
because you don’t care about the subjects, I mean like you do for
the man with cancer.”

“It’s such a waste of time,” Rudi was
exasperated with himself.

“Does that matter?” she asked gently, “is it
that important?”

“Yes, if I’m going to earn a living. I won’t
have the financial support of my parents once I move away.”

There was no argument to counter that
irrefutable truth. She was silent for a moment then asked, “What’re
you going to do with them all when you leave?”

“No idea. Crate them up I suppose and put
them in storage until my father can send them on to the
States.”

“Send them to Edward, he can use the
diplomatic bag to get them into England quickly. Stephen can
forward them on.”

“I’ll ring Edward now, where is he?”

“Should be at the embassy by now.”

Dathan waited whilst he made the call and
arranged with a gallery to collect and pack the paintings later
that afternoon. Rudi’s urgency to act immediately impressed her, he
obviously believed he was a likely target of the regime. She
browsed through the canvasses until he returned.

“When I look at your efforts I realise how
much more work I have to do,” she said, “one day you’ll have
exhibitions all over the world.”

“I’m never sure if you’re laughing at me,” he
said putting a fresh sheet of cartridge paper on his easel, “will
you sit for me, until the van arrives?”

Dathan took off her hat, let down her hair
and perched on a stool in front of him, “This do?”

“Turn your face to the window, I need the
light,” he frowned at her.

She turned her head.

The only noise came from the scratching of
charcoal as Rudi quickly sketched an outline. After the first
furious moments he slowed and asked, “Have you decided when you’re
leaving?”

“Yes, can you be ready in four more days?”
She turned to look at him.

“Don’t move, aren’t you cutting your holiday
rather short? Don’t you want to see more of Germany?”

“Yes, but I can’t keep crying off invitations
without offending Edward and Adela, I’ve already skipped out on one
tonight”

“Too formal for your taste isn’t it.”

“You got that right, “she answered, “I hate
the constant theatricality of it all as well. Salutes, heel
clicking, flags waving everywhere like a Ruritanian opera. It’s so
childish and yet sinister in some way.”

“Bread and circuses,” Rudi said scumbling
away with a rolled up piece of tissue paper, “who’s going to dig
beneath the gilt and gingerbread, see the horrors lurking
underneath?”

“Is that really it, d’ye think?”

“Definitely, it’s why I’m leaving. I can’t
get any other work here anyway, the magazines have blacklisted
me.”

Dathan gazed through the studio windows, his
situation was worse then she realised. Evidently the penetrating
acidic humour expressed in his political cartoons had hit the
regime’s nerve. She felt icy fingers brush along her spine and
shivered, “Do you know anything about a hunting lodge to the south
patronised by high ranking Nazis?”

“Keep still! If it’s the one in the pine
woods, I wouldn’t recommend a visit.”

“Why not?” Dathan asked, relieved she wasn’t
facing Rudi face on.

“Have you been propositioned?”

“A visit was suggested but I didn’t know it
was a proposition.”

“It’s used as a meeting place for the Nazi
Party hierarchy and doubles as an exclusive whorehouse,” he put
down his charcoal. “they take their women there for secluded
fun.”

“Really,” she murmured thoughtfully,
concealing a violent upsurge of pure rage. What an insult, now she
knew what Heydrich really thought of her. The bastard.

Rudi lifted his head from his sketch as the
sound of a diesel engine came from outside, then quietened to
rhythmic ticking over, “I’ll finish this later,” he said.

Still seething, Dathan went to his side,
“Why, it’s beautiful,” her breath caught in her throat and she
forgot her temper, “I don’t look that good, you’re doing me
favours.”

“I’m not,” he said indignantly, “it’s you as
I see you.”

“You make me look like an angel and Rudi my
friend, we both know that’s not true.”

“I left off the wings, you’d be less
interesting with them.”

“Yeah, with the halo tilted at a fashionable
angle, I know,” Dathan put on her hat and jacket and retrieved her
gloves, “Call me on Friday morning about nine, we can get the train
to Saarbruken then go onto Cologne.”

“I’ll bring the schnapps and strudel.”

 


7. The Invitation

 


Dusk was settling as she retraced her steps
to Edward’s residence. The night chill was insidious and she wished
she’d worn a warmer coat. Dathan glanced behind her to see if she
was now alone and smiled with satisfaction seeing an empty street.
Relegated to obscurity again she conjectured, either that or
they’re being more discreet. Not a happy thought. Briskly she
increased her pace to keep warm and thrust her gloved hands deep
into the front pockets of her jacket.

As she turned into the driveway of Edward’s
house a Mercedes limousine crunched over the gravel and stopped
ahead of her. The driver’s door opened and she waited shivering
whilst he walked around the car to speak to her.

“Excuse me Fraulein,” he saluted, “Herr
Heydrich asks if you would mind spending a few minutes with
him?”

Dathan shook her head, “No, thank him please,
I’m expected here and I want to get inside, I’m cold.”

“There’s a rug in the car Fraulein and Herr
Heydrich does not like to be kept waiting.”

Oh shit, she thought, not a request, an
order, “Very well I’ll come.”

“Thank you Fraulein,” he opened the rear door
of the vehicle which at that moment seemed like a hearse.

Fifteen minutes later the chauffeur stopped
outside an imposing whitestone hotel. Dathan climbed from the car
not waiting for the chauffeur and marched between the large heavy
double doors into the foyer. Ignoring the driver pursuing her she
crossed to the reception desk.

“Colonel Heydrich,” she said curtly, hunger
exacerbating her temper.

“Certainly Fraulein,” the receptionist
replied politely, “this man will take you to his suite.” he nodded
towards the chauffeur.

Dathan looked at the chauffeur then the
receptionist, she was trapped. She felt a hand beneath her elbow
propelling her into the ornate lift. Had Berlin cornered the world
market in gilt paint? Didn’t any of their architects know what a
clean, straight line was? Why am I bothering about this stuff
instead of planning how to get out of here?

The lift stopped at the fourth floor and she
was ushered along a wide beautifully appointed corridor. Hand
painted mirrors hung on walls above antique occasional tables
carrying fresh flowers. They arrived at a plain wooden door with no
number and the chauffeur knocked sharply. “Come!” could be heard
faintly through the thick door. It was opened and closed behind her
by her unwanted escort.

Heydrich stood in the centre of the room. He
wore black evening trousers and a crisply starched white evening
shirt. An unmade tie dangled around his neck. Dathan guessed with
relief he was on his way to the reception, this meeting would be
brief. He turned away from her, picked up a cufflink and began
fastening it through his shirt.

“Stay away from Rudi Stein,” he ordered
abruptly.

Arrogant bastard she thought and said calmly,
“Rudi’s an old friend.”

“A Jew!” he said harshly.

“I couldn’t give a damn,” Dathan said
irritated.

“You’re not a fool, you can’t have been in
Germany for the past few days with your eyes closed,” he
gesticulated.

“You don’t accept all this rubbish about the
economic devilry of the Jews, you’re too intelligent for that!”
Would he be diverted she wondered?

“Thanks for the compliment, it doesn’t matter
what I think or believe, it all serves its purpose,” he began
fastening the other cufflink.

“And being ambitious you intend to adopt it
as your cause,” Dathan suggested knowing instantly she should have
kept quiet. She wasn’t talking to Adela, a partly tamed sparring
partner.

“You’re too candid for your own good Dathan,”
he warned.

She ignored him, “Why are you having me
watched?”

“For your own protection,” he snapped back,
“the fact you’ve been to the house of a Jewish family proves you
need it.” He rounded on her, “Do you have any idea what could
happen if you met him publicly, in a bar or on the street?” His
voice had steadily increased in volume.

“You’re going to tell me anyway,” she said
placidly and shrugged knowing it’d get under his skin.

“You’re correct. One thing is certain, you’d
be very grateful to me for yesterday because you can expect very
little gentility at the hands of most of the moronic master race in
uniform.”

“And you lead them,” Dathan said shaking her
head.

“They’re useful idiots,” he began to fuss
with his tie.

“Are you watching Edward or me?” she
asked.

“Edward.” Heydrich was angry enough to forget
his usual reticence.

“Why?”

“He has many curious visitors and he’s aware
he’s observed, it amuses him.”

“I thought you and he were friends.”

“Your uncle has only sources of information,
no friends.”

“That’s unwarranted,” she felt obliged to
defend her relative even if she agreed with Heydrich.

“It’s a fact. Do you really think he could
run his household with Adela’s tastes on an income from the
Embassy?” He laughed contemptuously, “he’s a correspondent for a
daily London newspaper, anonymously of course.”

“Ah, now we come to it,” Dathan said, “you
want me to keep my mouth shut about yesterday?”

“Crudely put, but yes,” he agreed.

“I’d every intention of doing so,” she
drawled, “do you imagine I’d ruin my reputation by admitting I
spent an afternoon fornicating in a National Socialist
whorehouse?”

Heydrich’s face flushed then faded to stark
pallor as he swung across the room and gripped her under the chin,
“I won’t accept that from you. I have more feeling than you give me
credit for. Why do you insult me?”

Dathan lifted his hands away from her and
held them, “I’m returning to London in ten days,” she heard herself
saying.

“And I leave for Munich tonight, but I’ll be
back in Berlin before you return to England, we’ll discuss the
future then.”

Dathan gulped. What future! She stood,
released his hands and backed towards the door, “I’ll look forward
to it Richard.”

He walked towards her, “Why are you afraid of
me?” he was bewildered, “what’s changed since yesterday?”

“I’m not,” she raised both of her hands,
palms facing towards him, “you have a reception to attend and I
have to leave.” She dropped her hands and reached for the door
handle behind her.

“Not without saying goodbye,” his hand was on
her breast.

“Don’t do that,” she snapped and saw anger
flash into his eyes.

He pulled her towards him, “I’ll do whatever
I want,” he hissed twisting her arm behind her back. She kicked out
behind her and he laughed and grabbed her wrist, crushing it to the
other and holding them both with one hand. He released his tie with
a tug and tied her hands together tightly, pushing her face wards
against the door to stifle her struggles. He was so quick and
overpoweringly large.

Dathan’s thoughts were chaotic as he spun her
around. What was he going to do? She nearly panicked then fell into
a clinical detachment. This was happening to someone else.

Without effort he pulled her backwards and
turned her to face him and Dathan’s hat fell to the floor.
Imprisoned by his arms he kissed her suffocatingly as his tongue
stretched to her throat. Dathan wrenched her head away and he swung
her off her feet, crossed the room and threw her on the bed in the
next room. She swung to the other side and put her legs down, he
grabbed her shoulders and forced her face down onto the bed.

She saw he was gripped by an ungovernable
rage. She rolled from side to side trying to avoid him. He stopped
this by putting one knee on her back and methodically began to
unbutton his trousers. Dathan gasped for breath against the bed’s
counterpane and felt him kneel astride her. He freed her hands but
before she could use them against him he was stripping off her
jacket and blouse. She wriggled and kicked back with her legs and
heard him laugh at her efforts. Her shoes flew across the room.
Holding her head down by her neck he pulled off her skirt removing
it with her petticoat. Her panties were ripped away, the flimsy
fabric burning her flesh.

“It will be better than yesterday, I
promise,” he said kissing her shoulders then rolling her over. Her
hair came free of its pins and fell in a tangled mass over her
face. She brought her hands up to claw him but he leaned back,
grabbed them and held them either side of her head.

“Get off me,” she spluttered, her rage now as
great as his.

“No, you asked for this!” He brought his
mouth down on hers to silence her and forced her legs apart with
his knee bruising her thighs.

The balmy gentleness of yesterday was gone.
This was punishment for contempt and sexual rejection. Without
finesse he rammed his penis into her and Dathan gasped in pain. He
withdrew and thrust again.

“You don’t like that,” he snarled at her,
“think how’ll it’ll be if I gave you to my pet pigs!”

He put his hands under her buttocks forcing
her into his favoured position whilst she flailed helplessly
against his back. His eyes flashed amusement as he pounded against
her. Dathan was losing consciousness in a haze of nauseating pain.
She thought she heard him shout at her, “You’re mine, you’ll always
be mine, you belong to me.”

She rolled her head from side to side to
stave off the blackness and he trapped her mouth with his forcing
her to be still. Dathan bit him drawing blood from his tongue. He
sat back in furious surprise and withdrew from her. Grabbing her
shoulders he twisted her over. Dathan screamed as he sodomised her
and lost consciousness. It was a momentary respite.

When she came to a few moments later she was
on her back again and he was pushing hard into her womb to reach a
shuddering climax which seem to last an eternity. He stared down,
“That should give you something to remind you, perhaps forever, you
belong to me and I won’t be treated like a discarded servant.”

Dathan lay there weakly, praying now he’d got
what he wanted he’d leave. He still covered her and she could feel
semen trickling into her. Without any hope of success she tried to
disentangle her body from his, but he tightened his hold.

“Let me go,” she whispered unable to speak
normally.

“No, I want you again.”

With horror she realised he was speaking the
truth. Could he suffer from priapism?

“This time you’ll give yourself willingly,”
he said “and then you can go.”

Dathan stared at the ceiling, could she
believe him? Did it matter whether she did or not? He was stroking
her breasts, then licking her nipples. If she responded, in his
mind, he’d have won. I’ll make him believe it she reasoned
frantically, my body will betray me anyway. Already her reflexes
were acting independently of her mind. She held his head, enjoying
his pulsing maleness. Feeling her relax he again became a gentle
tender lover and when he’d achieved his satisfaction he left.

Dathan fell into a lethargic sleep caused by
shock, physical exertion and sheer emotional fatigue. She barely
heard him dress and return but felt a quilt being dragged from
under her and laid across her exhausted body.

He sat beside her on the bed, took her hand
and held it to his lips, “Stay here and sleep as long as you want.
When you’re ready to leave, ring the desk and my driver will take
you to Edward’s.”

“Thank you,” she murmured and turned to face
away from him, releasing her hand.

He stood, “I’ll see you in a few days,” he
said and she heard him leave the suite.

For an hour Dathan lay on the bed, bruised
and aching all over. Despite this she fell into a deep sleep. When
she awoke it was to feel ravenously hungry then remember where she
was and what’d happened. Involuntarily she shuddered. She had to
get away from him. His possessiveness would destroy her along with
her body. Idly she wondered how many bastards he’d fathered on
women like her. Wasn’t it supposed to be the duty of everyone in
the Gestapo to produce a litter?

She threw back the quilt and attempted to get
up then noticed she was still wearing her red kid gloves. Staring
at her hands she fell back on the bed and began to laugh
hysterically, holding them up in front of her. She hiccoughed and
shivered as great retching sobs choked from her throat and felt
chilled, unbearably cold.

Still weeping she ran a bath. Picking up
every available unguent she tipped them all into the water
releasing an incredible aroma of contrasting perfumes all battling
to overcome the other. It was a small revenge. As the sickly stench
permeated the suite she promised herself no man would ever again
make her cry.

The flaming heat of the bath water made her
toes throb. Ignoring the pain she lay in the water to ease the
terrible soreness and bruises Heydrich had inflicted. When it
cooled she ran the shower washing off every trace of her bath to
the sewers. She wallowed in the soft bath towels.

The receptionist at the desk was expecting
her call. Dathan went to the lobby. A different driver accompanied
her and he was just as uncommunicative as the last. He identified
himself and seemed glad when their journey was over and she stood
again outside her uncle’s home.

The same watcher as before leaned against a
wall opposite and he was still smoking.

Edward and Adela had long left for their
reception, presumably the same as Heydrich’s. Dathan looked for
Frau Gerber hoping she might have saved something from dinner. At
that moment the kitchen door opened with fragrant mouth watering
smalls drifting out. Frau Gerber appeared.

“Fraulein Dathan,” she said, “I’ve kept
dinner for you, will you eat with me or would you rather be in the
dining room?”

The friendliness of the woman was a welcome
balm to her jagged thoughts, “With you, Frau Gerber, I should like
that.”

The kitchen was plain and functional,
spotlessly clean and the scrubbed deal table was laden with
delicious pastries Frau Gerber had baked. They ate companionably in
silence enjoying the savoury soup and backed carp. Replete, the
housekeeper poured coffee into large cups, liberally adding
cream.

“Do you like our German food/”?

“I don’t know, I certainly like yours.”

The older women smiled, “You enjoyed meeting
your friend last night?”

“Very much Frau Gerber,” Dathan saw an
opening and took advantage, “I want to contact Rudi but I’m not
sure who’ll be listening to the telephone.”

The housekeeper stared at her then said,
“Write a letter, I’ll take it.”

“There’s more to it than that,” Dathan said
cautiously.

“Is it anything to do with that man
outside?”

“Yes,” she decided to chance being
candid.

“Who is he?”

“Heydrich’s watching me, he says for my own
protection.”

“He’s an evil man, like so many today,” Frau
Gerber said.

“If you’re seen going to the Steins with a
letter you could get involved, I don’t want that,” Dathan put her
hand on Frau Gerber’s arm.

She looked down at it and smiled, “I have a
friend whose garden nearly backs onto the Steins. She has a good
hearted boy who’ll take it over the garden fences and give it to
Rudi Stein personally.”

“Thanks,” Dathan said, “I’d have expected you
to ask me why?”

The housekeeper said, “It’s a small enough
service and you need help if Heydrich’s showing an interest in you.
I’ll get some stationary.”

Dathan leaned back in the chair gazing at the
woman’s departing back. She was astonished at Frau Gerber’s
reaction. No fuss, no questions, just a routine approach to a
tricky problem which might cause trouble for them all. Perhaps
‘routine’ was the key, who exactly was Frau Gerber besides being a
great cook? She sensed the murky waters of Edward's activities,
though why that should be when the housekeeper disliked, him she
couldn’t fathom. Her inner voice told her not to pursue the matter,
it wasn’t her business.

Frau Gerber returned to the kitchen and
handed her some paper and an envelope with a fountain pen. She
quickly wrote, ‘I’m being watched by Heydrich which has drawn
attention to you and your parents. Leave in the morning and don’t
wait for me. I’ll see you at Dulwich, -D’. She read it through and
underlined ‘don’t’ then put it in the envelope, sealing the back
with a cross. Primitive but it would tell Rudi if it’d been
tampered with.

The housekeeper took her coat from the rack
by the kitchen door. Although the note was written in English
Dathan had the impression Frau Gerber read it upside down, and
understood it.

“Don’t worry,” her grey hair bobbed above a
comforting smile, “I’ll get it there.”

Dathan raced up the stairs to watch the same
man waiting outside. As Frau Gerber left, so did he. Within minutes
another had taken his place. “Looks like I’m just a bonus to
Heydrich,” she said aloud leaving the room to have another
bath.

 


8. The Message

 


Rudi’s nose was buried in a book when he
heard light steady tapping on the window. It was a minute or two
before the sound registered as something more than the familiar
late evening noises, or trees creaking uneasily in the night winds.
He sat up from the couch he’d been sprawled on and put the open
book face down on the floor.

Bare footed he padded across the room to the
source of the noise, filled with trepidation. A covert night
visitor could only be a herald of some imminent disaster. He opened
the window and saw the boy whose blond, tousled hair and snub nose
barely reached the windowsill.

“It’s Günter, isn’t it?” Rudi’s voice was
high with surprise, Why are you here, is something wrong with your
family?”

The boy shook his head, “Oh no, thank you
Herr Stein, my mother asked me to bring you this.” He held up an
envelope in a grubby hand.

Rudi took it from him. He smiled at the boy
and said gravely, “Thank you for bringing it to me.”

Günter gave him a brief shy grin in return
then ran away across the flagstones, his rubber soles noiseless.
Rudi slit the envelope with a palette knife. He looked at the
hastily struck cross on the back then took the single sheet of
paper out. He read Dathan’s message feeling goose pimples creeping
along his arms. Shivering he stared motionless at the message then
returned it to the envelope covered with Günter’s childish
fingerprints.

His eye lighted on a bottle of schnapps his
father had left in his room earlier and he gratefully poured a
large measure and sat at his easel. One part of his mind critically
appraised his sketch of Dathan. Could she be panicking without
reason? He shook his head. Impossible! The Dathan he knew was
incapable of that emotion even if her skirt caught fire. What’d
happened? He remembered her defence of Heydrich and drank some of
the schnapps. Whatever it was, he reasoned, it was now unimportant.
His priority had to be to get away.

What would happen to his parents? Would they
suffer from his absence? Suspected of collusion perhaps? Could
being a doctor, an asset to the community, save his father?

Rudi finished the schnapps and went to his
adjacent bedroom to begin packing with swift movements. Some time
ago he’d made a mental inventory of his needs, expecting these
circumstances to occur one day. He folded his clothes considering
his options. He could not involve his gentle, impractical, artistic
mother and his father had returned as usual to the hospital for the
evening. He glanced at the clock. It was past midnight and too late
to board a train from the city. Heydrich was probably having the
house watched anyway. Why else had Günter come to the studio at the
back of the house?

He could hardly leave carrying suitcases
through the front door even if the house wasn’t being watched. The
people in the neighbouring streets all knew him, at least by sight.
He’d been born and raised amongst them and many had already shown
where their political sympathies lay and it wasn’t with him.

As always fear stimulated his appetite and he
went to the kitchen. It was a comfortable, old-fashioned room. Rudi
found in the well-stocked pantry, bread, cheese, pickles and the
remains of the strudel Dathan had bought. He put the food on a
table near the stove and began making substantial inroads into it.
Feeling comforted by his full stomach he heated coffee, lit a
cheroot and waited for his father’s return. The warmth from the
range lulled him into a pleasant drowsy stupor as his thoughts
drifted towards the extraordinary friends he had discovered in
Dathan and her brother Stephen.

They’d met years ago when Dathan and he had
arrived for their first term at art college. They’d taken a liking
to each other and he’d drifted into her life and met her twin.
Eventually he began to live with them whenever he was in
England.

At no time could they ever have been regarded
as unsophisticated, he reflected. That’d be an impossibility with a
father like Sebastian who didn’t appreciate gaucherie or naivety
within his own family.

He’d always been grateful they’d not
condemned him. Homosexuality was not a penchant to be worn like a
badge in polite society and the shelter of their friendship had
provided a confidence he often didn’t feel. There’d been no need to
voice sympathy for the wasted effort of trying to defeat his own
nature. Their acceptance meant he could put retreats into shame,
containing the writhing maggots of self-loathing, behind him.

Now the depth of contempt and hatred for his
kind was worse. He hadn’t realised how much so until four months
earlier when he’d been overwhelmed by a woman at an avant garde
meeting of writers and artists. She was a columnist working for one
of the journals he contributed to. When she began speaking he
thought her remarks were directed at him, then realised hardly
anyone knew him. After frequent absences abroad, he was the
outsider. They’d been talking about the Roehm Putsch in Munich
which had occurred three days previously on Friday the 30th. July.
Some were for and others against the action. No one was regretting
the demise of the homosexual brownshirts’ leader and his cronies.
It was more a debate about Hitler’s reasons, the method and finally
morality.

He even recalled her name, Waltraud, middle
aged and hard as the stone ashtray into which she ground her
endless cigarettes. Waltraud’s voice had been low pitched, harsh
and dogmatic. “Homosexuality is not a compliment to women, but an
insult. It’s the theft of identity, the ultimate humiliation of my
sex devised by man. It says we despise you. You are inequitable,
your contribution worthless. You have no presence, no meaning. It’s
derived from the myth of narcissistic male supremacy so admired by
Greek Classicists to justify the continuing degradation of the
modern female. The famed lyrical beauty of these liaisons are
corrupt illusions. They damage the unfortunate individuals who
already struggle to understand their abnormal psyche.

They’ll never understand they are the victims
of sexual indoctrination, devolved from those previously corrupted
by their predecessors in history. These same men believe females
are inferior, yet women have not allowed themselves to be deluded
and deceived by allusions to ancient romanticists. Their logic and
integrity is intact, if as yet unspoken. It’s no mystery why most
women through the ages have regarded their sons with tolerant
contempt! How else can you treat with those who accept
philosophical dishonesty as truth, be it Greek, Jew or German?”

This speech had been received with astonished
silence and a smattering of ironical applause. He’d never seen
Waltraud again, perhaps she’d lost her job. It was one of the few
parties he’d attended and he left thinking he intended no insult to
women or felt corrupt. Without all the complicated history Waltraud
espoused, he just happened to prefer the company of men in bed, to
women. The implications of the Roehm massacre he was forced to
accept stretched far beyond expedient political murder.

After the long casual lazy days of summer
picnics spent at the cricket ground in Canterbury, or idly punting
on the upper reaches of the Thames in England, it was easy to
regard the manic posturings of the National Socialist Party with
contempt.

The fear had come later. On his return to
Berlin he’d found the Nazis irresistible targets for the acid wit
of his cartoons and successfully contributed to several
publications. That source of income ended with this latest party
when he discovered the double danger of being a homosexual Jew.

The same day had been memorable for another
reason. Earlier in the afternoon he’d encountered Heydrich in the
flesh. The police chief had strolled into the small gallery where
Rudi had an arrangement with the owner and he’d been introduced
after Heydrich had made his purchase. He’d shifted uneasily when
asked who the subject was, had been noncommittal. A friend from
England, the work was a year old. They stood together looking at
it, Rudi listening to Heydrich’s appreciative comments. He’d
captured the free spirit and innocence of the sitter to contrast
with the penetrating dynamism of her visionary eyes. Rudi kept
silent. He believed he’d inadvertently painted a prophecy which he
couldn’t articulate verbally and didn’t himself consciously fully
understand.

Dathan had not been pleased. She found his
perception and intuition embarrassing and too revealing. It
sickened him Heydrich had read the portrait, comprehended all it’s
depths. He didn’t want to appreciate a connoisseur who was an enemy
of his people.

From the interest Heydrich showed in his
other exhibits Rudi knew he’d make enquiries about him. Not so
crass to enquire directly, he’d get the information within ten
minutes of arriving in his own office. From that day with reluctant
prudence Rudi spiritually interred his androgynous pseudonym
‘Druse’ and became a virtual recluse.

He should have told Dathan about the
incident. There’d been something in the Colonel’s expression, an
intensity, perhaps a yearning when he looked at her portrait. His
face had softened and despite the man’s reputation as a philanderer
Rudi would have sworn he’d never harm the women in the painting.
He’d been a man enchanted, obsessed.

The door opened, jerking him into a
disorientated wakefulness, “What’s the matter Rudi?” his father
asked equally startled at seeing him sitting there, “why do you
look so frightened?” Dr. Stein’s face was grey and sagging with
fatigue.

Rudi looked at his father, fear changing to
compassion, “Sit father, have some coffee.”

Hans removed his overcoat and hat and hung
them in the lobby with his customary care then returned to the
kitchen and a welcome bowl of scalding black coffee.

“I have to show you something,” Rudi said and
fetched Dathan’s note. He handed it to the doctor and sat opposite
waiting for his reaction.

Hans looked at the grubby envelope with some
distaste then slid out the paper, read the contents and laid it on
the table saying softly, Rudi, do you trust Dathan?”

His son shifted awkwardly in his chair, “As
much as I do you,” he replied with equal quietness, “she’s
unsentimental, pragmatic, a realist. If she says leave, I wouldn’t
argue.”

“I see.”

“I’ve packed some things, but I’m trapped in
the house.”

“You mean it’s being watched?” his father
asked in alarm.

“I think it must be,” Rudi replied
hesitantly.

Dr. Stein took a deep breath and exhaled it
slowly trying to draw clear thoughts through his fatigue. Like his
son he didn’t consider the reasons as to why any action is
necessary beyond a cursory curiosity. He was more interested in how
those actions might be achieved.

He coughed behind his hand and sipped some
coffee, “Getting you out of the house will be fairly easy. You can
lay on the floor of the car in the back.” Rudi looked relieved then
Hans said, “The problem is in explaining your conveniently sudden
absence, should it become necessary.” Dr. Stein crumpled the
envelope and note together and threw them into the open fire range.
“When was the last time you could’ve been seen from the
street?”

“When Dathan left this afternoon.”

“So you could have left immediately
afterwards.”

“It’s possible.”

“Then that’s what we’ll say,” Hans said.

“Why would I leave?”

His father looked at him, “To go to London to
discuss a possible exhibition of your work with a contact suggested
by Dathan at your meeting yesterday afternoon.”

“Why involve Dathan any further?” Rudi was
perturbed.

“You said you trusted her, is she quick
witted?”

“Yes I do, she is.”

“If she were suddenly questioned about your
disappearance, she’d confirm this convincingly?”

“The story would work. Today I packed up my
paintings from the studio. The gallery’s crating and sending them
to London through Edward and the diplomatic bag.”

Hans set his cup on the table and reached for
a piece of bread. He slowly broke it into pieces and began to eat.
When he’d finished it all he suddenly said, “The old man died
tonight,” and rubbed his red-rimmed eyes with his knuckles, “the
man you drew, it’s why I’m so late home.”

“I’m sorry,” Rudi said, “he was a fighter, a
brave man.”

“Yes,” the Doctor agreed quietly, “most give
into the pain and we struggle to help them, to keep them alive when
they’d be ecstatic to die without misery, with dignity.”

Rudi’s heart went out to the older man and he
reached out and placed his long fingers over his father’s broad
strong hand, “Perhaps you’re right, but could you forgive
yourself?” he asked gently.

“Perhaps not, but sometimes it’s too much to
see these people suffering day in and out,” he muttered breaking
off then continuing in a stronger voice. “We’re supposed to be
immured to it all, impersonal in our treatments, untouched by
either their courage or cowardice. How can anyone be a human being
and not be affected?”

“I’m glad I didn’t follow you into your
profession,” Rudi said quietly.

A sad smile flickered across his father’s
face, “So am I son, so am I.”

Rudi squeezed his hand slightly and asked,
“You know I’ll not be coming back to Germany?”

“Yes, Edward was right the other night, I’ve
closed my eyes for far too long.”

“Will you leave too?” Rudi asked, “join me in
America?”

Dr. Stein smiled at his son’s enthusiasm,
“Perhaps but I have your mother to consider and this is the only
life she knows.” He sighed, “Maybe it’ll all blow over. I can’t
believe the Allied powers if they have an inkling of the future
plans of the German government will stand by and do nothing.” he
glanced at his son’s face. So like his own but finer, more
aesthetic, “You have a duty to yourself to leave as mine is to
stay. It may change one day and if so, we’ll follow you.” Dr. Stein
shifted his glance to focus on an object over Rudi’s head and
clasped his son’s hand tightly. “If everything goes cataclysmically
wrong I want you know although I’ve not said this often enough I’ve
always loved you and so has your mother.” He lowered his eyes, “If
you’re ever in despair Rudi I hope you’ll remember this.” He
released Rudi’s hand and sat back in his chair, “The old man has
made me melancholy tonight, give me what’s left of the bread and
cheese, and my son,” he added gently, dry your tears.”



9. Catastrophe

 


The rain ceased as the chill dark dawn feebly
struggled to break through the lingering clouds when Rudi awoke. He
looked at the gloom and snuggled down under the thick eiderdown,
then rolled over to curl up like a large foetus. In doing so his
glance fell on the open suitcase on the floor. He scrambled from
the bed. His father was probably waiting for him to drive to the
safely anonymous railway station. He hastily cleaned his teeth with
salt, took a swift and bloody shave and hurriedly dressed. Blood
trickled from a small cut on his face and he dabbed at it brutally
with styptic, wincing as the crystals bit viciously.

Throwing his shaving kit into the suitcase he
snapped the locks shut and opened the door to the lobby. Angry
voices heard through the open door of his father’s study halted him
and he stepped backwards into his bedroom.

“Wait here,” he heard his father say, “I’ll
see if he’s in his studio, but I’m sure he left for London
yesterday evening.”

Hans emerged from the study closing the door
behind him and saw Rudi. He put one finger to his lips and waved
the other hand to indicate Rudi should hide. His father followed
him, “They’ve come to pick you up,” he whispered, “take your
suitcases and climb over the garden wall to next door.” Their
closest neighbours were visiting in Augsberg. “They’ll insist on
searching the house I think, and I’ll not be able to delay them for
long. You must go quickly.”

As Rudi bent to pick up his two suitcases he
saw his father swung out of the bedroom by a gloved hand and heard
him bounce off the far wall and slither to the floor.

The figure who now stood before him was
dressed head to toe in black. Rudi recoiled in horror but was
trapped against the wardrobe door. A fist wearing a heavy gold ring
lashed out, reopening the shaving cut. Rudi’s head jerked back
shattering the mirror.

Hans struggled to his feet and re-entered the
bedroom. He lifted his hands high and chopped them together either
side of the man’s neck, hitting the carotid nerves. The S. S.
Officer fell to the floor senseless. Rudi, blood spilling down his
face kneeled to examine his would be captor, “I’d forgotten that
trick,” he muttered still in shock.

“We must lift him into the study,” his father
said putting his hands under the man’s shoulders, “take his
feet.”

They struggled with the dead weight and
heaved him onto the day bed.

“What are we going to do, he’ll regain
consciousness in a moment?” Rudi asked desperately.

“What I should’ve done last night, except
this is a beast who causes misery, not a man who deserves to avoid
it.”

He unpacked a syringe from the wooden case in
which it nestled and steadily withdrew the plunger then placed it
to one side. Brusquely he opened the man's shirt, looked intently
at his chest then stabbed in the syringe, pushing down the
plunger.

“There’s nothing in the syringe,” Rudi
said.

“Right,” Hans confirmed wiping away the speck
of blood which followed the withdrawal of the needle. He refastened
the shirt buttons saying, “When the air bubble reaches his heart
and it’s close, it’ll kill him,” Hans glanced at Rudi, his lips
twisted, “he’ll die of a heart attack, but it mustn’t happen here
and now.”

“What if he wakes before?"

“He won’t when I’ve chloroformed him.”

“The smell?” Rudi asked, “they’ll notice
it.”

“Not if we light some of the salt petre
spills, it’ll disperse the odour.”

Where are they?”

“In the desk.”

Rudi opened the centre drawer, he had often
wondered how his father managed to smother the horrible odours of
the chemicals he sometimes worked with. Whilst he did this Hans
dropped some liquid onto a cotton wool pad which he placed on the
supine man’s nose and held, “Light the tapers, put them in that
vase on the desk then go,” Hans said without looking at him.

Rudi did as he suggested and left the room
running. Hans followed him but entered the kitchen striding quickly
past the housekeeper to the kitchen range where he threw the pad
onto the open fire. Returning to the study he picked up the vase
containing the now burned out spills and emptied it into the waste
paper basket.

He looked at the man sleeping peacefully on
his day bed then breathing deeply to calm his nerves, opened the
window overlooking the street. The chauffeur was leaning against
the bonnet of the car smoking, his disinterested gaze not moving
beyond the legs of a pretty woman passing by. The Doctor tapped on
the window to attract his attention and winced when the face turned
upwards with calculated arrogance. He swallowed nervously and said
in a conversational tone, “Your boss has had a seizure of some
sort. I’ve tried to treat him but he really should be in hospital.”
Hans said this last sentence authoritatively, praying this minion
would be unintelligent, would not think it a strange coincidence.
“Good thing it happened here and not in the street.”

The S. S. Corporal was astonished.

“Well shall I get an ambulance or not,” Hans
said aggressively, as though impatient with the man’s
stupidity.

“I must see him,” the Corporal said regaining
his senses.

“Very well, come in the front door is open.”
Hans slammed down the window and raced to see if the man was still
comatose. No odour lingered in the air, the open window had removed
the last vestiges.

The Corporal entered the study and looked
down at his superior without any emotion whatsoever, “I shall have
to telephone headquarters,” he said.

“Well do so, but shall I take him to the
hospital, he badly needs attention?” insisted Hans.

“Yes,” the Corporal agreed reluctantly, “but
hurry up I have to notify headquarters.”

Dr. Stein complied immediately knowing his
time was running out. The man on the bed was young, he would
recover soon from the effects of the chloroform. When the
switchboard answered Hans spoke quickly ordering the ambulance. He
replaced the receiver offering the telephone to the Corporal.
Accepting it negligently he sat on the desk scattering several
papers onto the floor, “Is your son here?” he said dialling his
number.

“No, he left for London last night.”

“Fine,” the man seemed relieved, “I’ll just
report what’s happened and I’ll be off, you can notify headquarters
which hospital he’s in.” He gestured to his unconscious colleague,
“Who knows I might get a promotion out of this.”

Hans nodded accommodatingly, hoping the
Corporal wouldn’t notice he was sweating in a cold room. All he
could think to do was to pump the officer full of sedatives before
he could cause any more trouble and those drugs were available in
his office at the hospital. Once there the man could die quietly
out of sight and mind, virtually unnoticed.

The Corporal finished his conversation and
left the room walking on the papers he’d displaced earlier. Hans
heard the car draw away and again prepared a chloroform pad and
held it over the man’s face hoping the ambulance would arrive
within the usual fifteen minutes it took for him to drive home. He
almost collapsed with relief when he heard the familiar diesel
engine stop outside the house.

Briskly, Dr. Stein supervised the attendants,
sat with the man during the drive to the hospital and booked him
into a private room. Seeing the patient comfortably settled and
suitably sedated he returned home in a taxi.

Checking his wife still slept and the
housekeeper had gone out he went into the garden and called Rudi.
His son’s suitcases appeared on the top of the communal wall, then
Rudi’s head and shivering body. An hour spent standing still on a
cold November day had chilled him to the marrow. Rudi picked up the
suitcases and they walked into the studio. Dr. Stein gave Rudi the
opened bottle of schnapps which he gratefully put to his lips then
passed it to his father.

Hans held it up saying, “Possibly this is the
last toast we’ll share together Rudi, let’s make it the best,” he
took a mouthful of the liquid then said, “to us, our family, to
love,” then had another drink. Rudi took the proffered bottle from
him, finished it off and dropped it on the floor, tears flowing
down his cheeks.

“My son, my son,” Hans said softly, stifling
his own tears taking him in his arms and holding him, stroking his
hair away from his face, “You must go,” he said, “we must clean up
your face, but you must go.”

Rudi collected his cases and preceded his
father into the study. He sat on the day bed as Hans worked on his
face cleaning the wound and trying to pull together the broken
skin, finally covering it with a dressing. They quickly agreed it
was too conspicuous and Rudi should wrap the lower part of his face
with a scarf which was not so unusual on these cold days.

Rudi went to his bedroom to find something
suitable and when he returned Hans was holding the wooden box which
contained the syringe he’d used on the S. S. Officer. He held it
out to his son, “Take this with you, you may have need of it
again.”

Rudi stretched out his hand reluctantly to
receive the box and Hans read his thoughts, “Don’t ever think I
have regrets because I don’t”. A doctor exists to prevent pollution
of the flesh, his enemies are the germs and infections which
assault our bodies. It’s a very short step for me to want a
termination of the cancer in our society.” His father’s voice was
tense, his expression hostile.

Rudi closed his eyes. He was filled with
bitterness his father, a man he’d always admired for his
compassion, had been driven into a hatred of the humanity he’d
served all his professional life, “What are you going to do?” he
asked.

“I’ll fight them any way I can until they
kill us all,” his father replied.

 


10. Dulwich, December 1934

 


The chill fingers of a descending winter
frost stroked the rooftops of the secluded row of suburban villas.
They spread across the leafless trees and onto the gravel which
formed the Crescent’s road surface. No street lamps marred this
residential area but between the metallic double gated entrances to
these dwellings, lights radiated from porches, highlighting the
glistening rime coating the wrought iron.

There were twenty villas in a curving line
close enough to one another to be neighbourly, but far enough apart
to ensure the genteel privacy the occupants desired. They were all
constructed in similar style, built on his own land after the First
World War by an aristocrat trying to recoup some financial
losses.

The first residents were carefully vetted by
his lordship and sale of the properties and land restricted to
retiring ex-colonials, members of the professions and fellow
officers from his regiment.

This was his lordship’s first and last
venture into the building industry, never again having the
necessity to raise cash in this manner. As a result, although the
road to his minuscule housing project was unmade, it was private
and wound its way around the rest of the estate which was largely a
bluebell wood.

Dathan’s parents had been the first occupants
of the newly built properties and had lived at the end house where
the gravel road petered out into a muddy quagmire which always
bordered the wood in winter.

As the years had gone by the memsahibs,
bankers and doctors had changed but a small number of the original
families remained, passing their property on through various
relatives.

It had suited her mother Dathan thought, this
claustrophobic gentility. Even if her life had been unfulfilled
she’d been happy here.

Dathan clutched at the hanging leather strap
in the taxi as it juddered and crunched over another pothole,
thankful this part of the journey was ending. The vehicle halted
and she and the grumbling taxi driver, leaving his engine running,
began to unload the multitude of suitcases, boxes and bags which
invariably arrived with Dathan after a trip away.

She looked up as her brother and Rudi
appeared in the driveway and gave a smile and a short wave. The
taxi driver muttered something intelligible but probably obscene
then said aloud, “That’s nearly a pound on the meter Miss,” as he
put the last box down on the wet grassy roadside.

Dathan fumbled in her handbag and gave him
two notes, “Thanks,” she said, “I know this is a rotten road and
it’s a long way back to the City.”

“That’s alright Miss, thanks for the tip,” he
waved a salute and climbed back into his car.

Rudi and Stephen reached her as the driver
began to negotiate a three-point turn to drive away from the
Crescent. They watched silently each thinking a single thought.
Would the taxi manage the turn without planting its back wheels in
the quagmire? They had a vast knowledge of the horrors of wading
into the sticky mud on dark cold nights. Shoving, straining and
occasionally slipping over on their faces before the vehicle
grinding away was released with obscene glopping, sucking noises. A
collective sigh of relief was expelled as the taxi driver completed
his manoeuvre without a catastrophe.

“Hello Sis,” her brother suddenly said and
Dathan laughed aloud, acknowledging their shared thoughts and black
face memories.

“Hello you, give us a hand with the luggage,”
she said.

“You must have been cramped in that taxi,”
Rudi gestured at the pile of baggage.

“It was, come on, it’s cold out here,” she
nagged.

Stephen picked up a suitcase in each hand and
began to walk up to the house, “Did you steal the Embassy silver?
How did you manage to lift these,” she heard him say.

Dathan picked up a couple of boxes and moved
to follow him when Rudi said, “I’m glad you’re back but we’ve both
been worried, what took you so long?”

She looked at him, “Tell you later, let’s get
warm.”

Clutching some of her belongings Rudi
acquiesced. A further trip by the three of them completed the heap
of luggage dumped unceremoniously inside the front door.

Stephen opened the door to the den in the
front of the house. Heat from a blazing fire burst into the
passageway causing Dathan’s nose to run. She groped for a
handkerchief as Stephen shouted, “Scotch?”

“Make it a large one, I’m freezing.”

Rudi helped her take off her coat and she
removed her hat and gloves putting them on the small ornately
carved hall stand and followed Rudi into the den. The room was in
its customary untidy state with no pretence or claim to elegance.
Stephen’s pile of wine trade periodicals staggered across the room
in unkempt heaps, whilst a clutter of Dathan’s fashion sketches and
Rudi’s cartoons were pinned haphazardly and unframed onto cork
boards fixed to the walls.

The suite of lounge furniture had seen far
better days, but they wouldn’t replace it. The Edwardian
upholsterers had known what they were doing and its comfortable
contours had given many a good sleep to friends who camped on them
occasionally.

Under the electric light of the den Dathan
saw Rudi’s face for the first time with the healing scar which now
disfigured it. She was shocked by his white, strained appearance
but said nothing, taking instead a generous mouthful of the drink
Stephen handed to her.

There was something different about Dathan,
Rudi thought, observing her with the practised perception of a
portrait painter. It was there in her posture, tenseness and a hint
of ruthless anger in the face which hadn’t been there a month ago.
He sensed she’d undergone a profound experience of some kind and
knew he’d never be told about it.

She was wearing a mask, deceptively acting
behind a facade of the blithe, merry woman she’d been, but beneath
it had become, what had she become? Rudi groped for the right word
and unbidden it leapt into his mind. ‘Dangerous’ he thought with
some surprise, but knew it was right.

Stephen too was not insensitive to the change
in his sister, but they had long ago tacitly agreed not to intrude
unless invited, into each other’s privacy. Her look told him this
was not the time to pry. He handed a drink to Rudi and lifted his
glass in a salute and said, “Welcome home,” and tossed it down his
throat.

Stephen was a rangy, loose limbed, athletic
looking man and Dathan’s twin. They resembled each other not at
all. Stephen was tall, blue eyed with blond wavy hair and a blunt
chin. Dathan barely reached five and a half feet wearing three-inch
heels. Her long dark auburn hair usually piled in a chignon to give
her height, crowned an oval face over hauntingly dark eyes.

At twenty-three years old they were a year
younger than Rudi, who regarded them both now, always fascinated by
the complete physical contrast between them.

For the past five years since their mother
died, brother and sister had shared the house alone, except for
their semi-permanent lodger Rudi and the frequent incursions of
other friends. They were happy to live without the supervision of
an elder relative, a suggestion wholeheartedly routed by them at
their mother’s funeral, and under the terms of her will, were able
to do so from strength. With the house she’d left them a small
trust fund from which they were able to pay the household expenses
and employ a daily lady, who looked after and occasionally out for
them. Her presence enabled them both to lead independent lives
untrammelled by domestic chains.

They both had a wide circle of friends,
Stephen’s from the wine trade and sport and Dathan’s from the young
world of art and music. Rudi’s presence added to the atmosphere
with his continental sophistication. It was impossible not to like
this slightly built figure, so self deprecating and often
outrageously funny. He’d a quiet contempt for hypocrites, pomp and
ceremony and the targets of his biting satire were always the
mighty, or those who believed they were.

Stephen sat folding his limbs into the
scuffed green velvet armchair to the right of the fireplace,
“What’s the latest news Sis?” he asked, “Rudi heard from his father
yesterday.”

“You did,” Dathan’s face lit up, “That’s
good, but the letter must have taken quite a while to get here, I
was with him when he wrote it.”

“Yes, but it doesn’t explain why he’s staying
in Paris, why they didn’t come onto London.”

“Pour me another drink Rudi, I’ll tell you as
much as I know,” she gave him her glass and sat on the long couch
facing the fire soaking up the warmth. He handed her the refill and
sat in the other armchair facing Dathan’s brother.

“How much have you told Stephen?” she
asked.

“Everything that happened.”

“Did you get into any trouble crossing
Germany?” Dathan asked curiously.

“No,” Rudi said, “I travelled with a scarf
around my face and a faint odour of oil of cloves. Everyone
sympathises with toothache.”

“Your face must have been a mess,” Dathan
said studying it and Rudi raised his hand and rubbed the pink scar
thoughtfully.

“It was, I didn’t dare remove the dressing
which would’ve started the bleeding again, but it was so
conspicuous, with or without.”

“You think enquiries will be made, even
though you got away?” Stephen asked.

“It’s possible, what happened to you that
night?”

Dathan stared into the fire without answering
for a moment then stood saying, “I’ll switch off the light, it’s
much cosier without it.” She didn’t wait for their agreement or
otherwise but went to the doorway and clicked off the brass
fitting. “What happened that night,” she repeated, sitting gazing
into the fire again and began to tell her story.

“When I left you and returned to the house my
shadow had gone,” Rudi started, “Yes, I’d known since the previous
night the house was being watched but not that I, myself, was under
surveillance. That I discovered the following afternoon but there
was no one with me when I walked back to Edward’s and I thought
Heydrich had lost interest. I was wrong. A Mercedes arrived as I
did on the doorstep and I was ordered to get in. It was all done
very politely but it was still a command.” She shrugged, “I’ve
never liked taking orders from anyone as you know, least of all one
I didn’t want to obey. I was driven to an hotel and taken to
Heydrich. We had a monumental row and he threatened Rudi and I. I
thought it’d be easier for him to move against Rudi than me,
sheltered as I was under Edward’s mantle of diplomatic privilege.
Heydrich was manic, in a towering rage and I believed he’d act very
quickly. So I warned Rudi.” Dathan closed her eyes for a moment and
thought about Frau Gerber, Edward’s strange housekeeper. She shook
her head still wondering who and what the woman really was.

“What’s the matter Sis?”

“Nothing, it’s not important,” Dathan
shrugged the mystery away.

“How did you come to be with my parents in
Paris?” Rudi demanded to know.

“After your father took you to the station he
returned to your house and did some thinking. He’d put himself into
an incredibly dangerous position by taking that S.S. officer to the
hospital, who would certainly be discovered dead in a short while.
He’d pumped him full of sedatives when he arrived. He knew nothing
could be proved, but he was worried evidence might be manufactured
against him.”

Dathan looked across at Rudi, “During that
morning I’d telephoned your house several times but got no reply.
Eventually your father answered and we arranged to meet in your
studio. I went over the walls like our young friend Günter. Your
father told me everything. He wasn’t concerned for himself but for
your mother. It was obvious they both had to leave pretty well
immediately. We only had as long as it took for the Corporal’s
report to filter up to Heydrich, which meant we could expect a
visit any time in the next four days. There seemed to me to be only
one possible solution which was to steal Edward’s car and drive out
on diplomatic plates.”

Stephen chuckled, “You didn’t, did you?” he
asked laughing.

“Yes,” Dathan grinned, “but he didn’t realise
it for a few days. Hans and I arranged to meet at a small beer
cellar on the way to Brandenburg. Whoever arrived first would stay
in their car then follow the other when they arrived until a
suitable spot could be found to stop and transfer them and their
luggage to Edward’s vehicle. We worked out a rough time to meet and
I went back to our dear uncle’s.

Lunch was difficult. Heydrich had telephoned
Edward from Munich inviting him, Adela and myself to dinner at his
favourite hotel two nights hence, which meant he was returning
sooner than expected. Edward had accepted, I don’t suppose he had
much choice, diplomacy being what it is. The lunch dragged on and I
was getting very short of time. I managed to end it by literally
jumping up from the table saying how late I was going to be
visiting my friend in Oranienburg, which is north of Berlin,”
Dathan added for Stephen’s benefit, “so could I borrow his car
please?”

“So that’s how you got it, hardly stealing
though was it?” Stephen said, “he agreed.”

“Not to a drive to Paris brother dear,” she
answered. “I tore upstairs to pack all the clothes and things
they’d not seen me wear and had a hell of a time avoiding Adela who
was drifting around whilst trying to get them into the car. I
thought if Edward believed, if only for a few days I’d driven off
somewhere else and would be returning, he might even convince
Heydrich, giving us more time to get away.

By leaving a few bits and pieces behind I
hoped it’d look as thought I gone further than Oranienburg on a
whim. It was a long shot with Rudi and his parents disappearing at
the same time but it was worth a try. Meeting up with Hans and
Lisotte was simple. They were there first and we transferred
everything in a lane outside Brandenburg. Your father led the way
into town and parked his car near a cinema among several others.
It’s probably still there unless it’s been traced.”

“How was my mother?” asked Rudi almost afraid
to hear the answer.

“Terrific, you and your father really
underestimated her. When your father explained the situation she
listened then said, ‘About time you woke up Hans, now help me
pack.’ Your father was flabbergasted. He’d expected tears, fears,
recriminations, instead it was like the years rolled off her. She
was really enjoying herself. God, she must have been bored living
in the suburbs. I’ve never seen anyone have so much fun shopping in
Paris. You never mentioned she was an actress before she
married.”

“I never thought it was important, she hardly
ever talked about that time in her life,” Rudi said.

“Perhaps she thought you and your father
wouldn’t be interested,” Dathan suggested, “she came up with a
great idea.” Dathan held her glass out for a refill and Stephen
obliged, topping up all three. “She’d obviously been mulling things
over all the way to Brandenburg and she’d decided she’d play ‘La
Grande Dame’ with me cast as her maid. That way we could both sit
in the back during the day whilst Hans played chauffeur and at
night when I wouldn’t be noticed I’d take the wheel. There aren’t
too many female chauffeurs about yet, are there! It took four days
and five nights to cross Germany to the Belgium frontier near
Aachen. You mother behaved like the Grand Duchess Anastasia. She
was magnificent, they couldn’t push us through the frontiers fast
enough. I can’t tell you what it felt like to have a meal at the
first decent restaurant in France. I’ll never ever go on a picnic
again.”

“Why did you go to Paris?” repeated Rudi.

“Your father knew he could easily get work
there either in a hospital or teaching and he wanted to stay on the
mainland to be at hand if your people needed him. I’ve got another
letter for you in one of my suitcases explaining it all. He did ask
me to say no matter what happens you are not to join them. He wants
you to go ahead with your own plans.”

“And my mother?”

“She shared his feelings so we drove to Paris
and went shopping.”

“We noticed,” Stephen said drily, “it’s a
hell of a story Sis but what did you do with Edward’s car?”

“I cabled him he could collect it on the Bois
de Boulogne and posted him the keys.”

“Good God, I presume you won’t be returning
to Germany for a while?”

“Unlikely,” she finished her drink and put
her feet up on the couch.

“Do you want your luggage taken up?” Rudi
asked, “I’ll take a couple of handfuls on my way to bed.”

“Oh thanks Rudi, I just want to relax here
for a while.”

As Rudi went up the stairs heavy footed
loaded with luggage, Stephen remarked, “What a tactful friend he
is.”

Dathan grinned, “Yes, is Sha’alazar still at
Lansallos?”

“Thinking of hitching a lift to the
States?”

“Yes.”

“She’s gone. It got a bit hot.”

“What happened?”

“We pretty much swamped the market with the
booze coming in from her partner Marcel in France and the Foreign
Office got fed up with her dragging her heels over signing that
treaty on behalf of Sheik Ahmet. You know she pulled a stunt for
months posing as a traditional arab woman hidden behind a veil, so
she could have one of the Brothers act for her in London while she
and we were bringing in the illicit booze?”

Dathan nodded.

“When the Foreign Office started shoving you
could say the gloves came off and they found out they’d got a tiger
by the tail. Next thing I heard was from Pogo saying Ahmet’s sent
her to the Amaran Embassy in New York to negotiate an oil deal with
Oramco. There was only about ten thousand cases left we couldn’t
shift and Sha’alazar reckoned she’d be able to off load them in
Manhattan.”

Dathan laid her head back and grinned. Out of
the blue a year or so ago Pogo, Sebastian’s elder brother had
decided to go on a quest to discover whether the daughter of the
eldest son of the Charles brothers was still alive in a desert
sheikdom. Deveril Charles had taken his wife, daughter and baby son
to Al-Adan to help set up a diplomatic mission in 1906 whilst
pursuing his hobby of anthropology and archeology. On a trek into
the desert the whole family had disappeared. Nothing more had been
heard of them until Pogo met up with a friend from his regiment who
worked for the whisky distilleries in Scotland. He’d yarned about
the deals he’d made shipping booze across to the States during
Prohibition. Many of his stories had been about a woman who
commanded a vessel which was run as a kind of collective with six
others she called her brothers. She’d been at sea most of her life
and was a legendary figure throughout the Indian and China Seas.
Her English was good but she spoke with an accent and was
definitely a European. Pogo’s friend had been in several poker
games with the Seven as they were known and one day had plucked up
the courage to ask her where she came from. She’d grinned at him
and told him she was English but all she remembered from her past
was her name had been Pen. She’d lived in the desert for the early
part of her life and had grown up with the six men who were her
business partners.

Pogo had been staggered. The woman could only
be Penhale Charles, his niece. He went to Amara but she wasn’t
there and returned to England. A few months later he received a
message Sha’alazar’s ship would be docking at King George V dock in
the Port of London. He met her and within a matter of weeks,
‘Hurriya 7' was moored off Lansallos, they’d renovated the lift
which went down to the underwater cave and set up the biggest
smuggling operation Cornwall had seen in centuries.

Being in the wine trade in London Pogo had
seen Stephen as the obvious choice to handle the City’s
distribution and Dathan had been co-opted to counterfeit the right
labels and tax stamps. She printed them off on the presses at her
former art college.

Throughout the summer of 1934 the two of them
had divided their time between London and Lansallos sailing
occasionally on “Hurriya 7" to collect cargo and getting to know
their cousin and her strange story. They’d become friends
immediately on recognising kindred spirits. Dathan wondered if
they’d ever meet again, Sha’alazar lived a dangerous life.

“You might see her in New York if you’re
going with Rudi,” Stephen said reading her mind.

“Did Sebastian ever find out what we were
doing?”

“No, I don’t think so. If he did he’s never
mentioned it.”

“Well he wouldn’t, would he! As a barrister
he’s an officer of the court.”

“He met Sha’alazar, she saw him to settle the
details of the estate, Kamal who used to be Dominic her blood
brother should really be Lord Charles in place of Pogo and have
Lansallos.”

“What did they decide?”

“Not sure. I think they’re leaving everything
the way it is and when Pogo dies the estate will revert to
Dominic/Kamal or me if he dies as well.”

“Good, Pogo likes clocking in to the House of
Lords occasionally, he’d miss it. How much was our cut in the
end?”

“How does £5000 each strike you?”

“Very favourably, pity we can’t spend
it.”

“I know, but it’ll be very obvious if we
suddenly get rid of our old car and buy a Roller. Sebastian would
definitely smell a rat.”

“What are you going to do with your share?”
Dathan asked him.

“I’ve got a few ideas, I’m looking at
importing, legit. Spanish sherry. How about you.”

“I’ll take it to the States, no problem then
about accounting for it.”

“Are you seeing Sebastian?”

“Tomorrow, I need his help with contacts in
America and I’ll have to square away the fuss over Edward’s car.
Last thing I need is a cut in my allowance as I’ve no idea what the
Stateside venture’s going to cost.”

“Sha’alazar would help you out.”

“I know that but I want to do this myself,
besides which from what she told me, I could be a liability if our
relationship became known. Sheik Ahmet could get at her through
me.”

 


11. Sebastian’s Chambers

 


The following morning Dathan dressed
carefully to drive into the City. Scorning a skirt she put on the
newly fashionable trousers and double-breasted jacket over a thick
sweater. Borrowing a pair of Stephen’s coarsely knitted rugby socks
she pulled over them a pair of highly polished riding boots tucking
in the trouser legs. A sombrero hat and a pair of lambswool lined
leather gloves completed the ensemble.

She struggled to crank the engine of their
definitely dated Morris Oxford. Despairingly, Dathan wished they
lived on a small slope which would bump start the reluctant engine
into life. She tried the ignition. Nothing, not a spark! Mouthing a
stream of silent profanities, she began cranking again.

Breath streamed away from her parted lips in
little steamy burst in the frosty air making her nose tingle with
damp. She pulled the starting handle out of its socket and kicked
one of the front tyres then heard a window open above her.

“Want some help?” it was Stephen.

“What’s the matter with it?” Dathan asked
thinking despairingly of the two-mile hike to the highway.

“No battery,” Stephen replied, “I put it on
charge yesterday.”

Dathan sagged against the side of the Morris,
“You might have told me,” she said, “I’ve just spent ten minutes
trying to start the old wreck!”

“You didn’t give me the chance,” Stephen
replied, “Wait a few minutes I’ll come with you, you can drop me at
the station.”

Dathan went back into the house and made tea.
She put two cups on a tray and took them upstairs for Rudi and
Stephen. Her brother was in the bathroom and Rudi deeply asleep. He
was curled up in a ball beneath a pile of crumpled sheets and
blankets. He seemed to have had a very disturbed night despite the
whisky.

She put a cup on his bedside table and
straightened the covers deciding not to wake him. Their daily help
would see if he needed anything when she arrived. Her glance fell
on the untidy dressing table and the framed sketch propped against
the mirror, recognising it immediately. She picked it up seeing
he’d completed it as a tone drawing. It was like a softly focussed
black and white photograph.

Stephen put his head around the door
whispering, “You ready Sis?”

Her brother had no trouble turning the engine
and she clambered into the bucket seat behind the wheel, “Where’re
you going,” she asked “anywhere special?”

“Nah, just to a warehouse a couple of stops
along the line to check out a consignment that’s just arrived.”

“Can’t I drop you,” Dathan said driving
between the gates to the estate.

“It’s in the opposite direction,” he said,
“assuming you’re going to see Sebastian.”

“That’s right.”

It was a matter of minutes to the railway
station. Stephen negotiated his lanky frame onto the street and put
his head back into the car, “Are you going to tell me the unedited
version of your games in Germany?”

Dathan grinned, still looking ahead, “One
day,” she said and let out the clutch.

The drive through the suburbs was as tortuous
as she expected. Trams, bicycles, shire horses dragging carts with
Whitbread Beer all conspired to frustrate her attempts to reach the
thirty-mile speed limit. Despite the miserable morning the streets
were awash with colour. Produce from the wholesale markets in
London was being unloaded into tiny shops. Great creels of fish,
baskets of fruit and vegetables competed for space on the pavements
with racks of meat. People on their way to work side stepped and
dodged, shouting humorous insults and sometimes real annoyance at
the proprietors of these small family businesses.

So much vitality Dathan thought, which can’t
be found anywhere else in the world. Or perhaps it could. Maybe New
York would be similar but different, more cosmopolitan and
larger.

She broke free of the traffic and turned left
over Blackfriar’s Bridge noticing in her huge wing mirrors the flap
wing indicators had stuck halfway. We must get another car she
decided, envying Sebastian’s Lanchester. All mod cons, luxuriously
so. One day I’ll have a motor fitted with every extra possible
included double heating if there is such a thing.

She turned left at the other side of the
bridge onto Victoria Embankment and stopped opposite the Temple
Gardens. Locking the doors behind her she strolled across the
pavement to look over the River Thames, now sludgily and pungently
at low tide.

A boat was being unloaded and she leaned over
the balustrade and watched as the cranes with their vast chains
clanked and heaved to lift the heavy wooden crates from the hold,
to thunderously deposit them on the wharf side. Three men released
the shackles and the whole process began all over again. Further
along the river she could see the nodding and swaying heads of
cranes working on other ships being unloaded, weaving up and down
and side to side like performers in a gigantic industrial ballet. A
barge passed in the middle of the river sending ripples of grey
water in its wake to lap at the muddy shale beneath her.

She stared down into the oily water thinking
about Sebastian. It’d been some weeks since she’d seen him last at
one of their monthly dinners. How similar to him Stephen was in
some ways. The same blond good looks, ambivalent attitude towards
women, the same sensuality. Dathan shook her head, she now knew
she’d inherited that too. For the first time she sympathised with
Sebastian’s sexual problems in being married to her mother. No
question he’d been wrong but how he must have struggled against his
own carnality knowing it was destroying their marriage. If only her
mother could’ve accepted the women Sebastian took to bed mattered
to him for their sex alone. He was incapable of a deep emotional
involvement with anyone else than his wife.

Dathan sighed, her mother had suffered badly
from Sebastian’s infidelity and had never spoken to him again after
the divorce. She’d lived in the house at Dulwich reverting to her
conventional upbringing, unsuccessfully trying to instil these
values into her children during their holidays from school.

But it was those with Sebastian she’d
treasured. At the old lodge in the Scottish Highlands, secluded
from the local village and isolated from unwanted company, she and
Stephen ran wild under the care of the game warden McGillivray, his
wife and her father. As a stubborn, wilful child of seven with her
more placid brother she’d arrived at the lodge to stay with the
newly divorced Sebastian. From the beginning she’d instinctively
known he’d no idea what to do with a small girl. It was years
before she learned he’d a much better appreciation of young women.
By then they understood each other.

The key to existence in the Highlands,
Sebastian drummed into them, was self-reliance. You want to eat,
catch your dinner. You want to travel, make damn sure your
transport’s always functional. At seven years old when he gifted
her first gun she’d understood she and her twin were going to be
treated alike. There would be no prissy disapproval or net curtains
twitching and life was going to be a lot more fun than ever
expected.

At ten years old Sebastian introduced them to
motor cycles. At thirteen he taught them to drive. Stephen managed
well being tall but Dathan had to sit on a pair of cushions to see
over the dashboard as Sebastian barked out peremptory and sometimes
manic orders. The foot pedals were lengthened with a portable steel
frame so her feet could reach them and three weeks of this “crash”
course produced reasonable results.

Their father was so delighted by the
successful holiday he had an elderly Ford delivered to Dulwich,
‘for the children to play with when they’re home.’ Her mother
thought he was crazy but when she realised the twins wouldn’t kill
themselves or anyone else allowed the freedom to play with their
new ‘toy’.

After three years Dathan and Stephen knew
every pot hole on the estate, cruising up and down and around the
private road until the petrol ran out, or for one reason or another
the engine stopped. O’Henry, Sebastian’s clerk came to the house
once a week during the holidays, arriving in a taxi, carrying
gallons of petrol in metal containers to funnel into the bowels of
the car. Then, if necessary, he’d arrange to have the car towed to
a garage, repaired and returned.

Throughout Sebastian insisted what they used,
they maintained. Guns had to be cleaned and oiled, machinery cared
for. Every vehicle he owned in Scotland he taught them to hot wire.
In an emergency it could be necessary if an idiot had wandered off
with the keys. Who had time to find the culprit over several acres
when someone might be dying from an accident? The cars were always
left unlocked. Maybe he didn’t know how to pick them Dathan mused,
or was it because he thought if he showed us we’d ‘borrow’ his cars
in London. He had enough publicity with his practice and girl
friends and didn’t need scandals arising from police chasing after
vehicles which hadn’t really been stolen.

There’s nothing quite like gathering your own
food whether animal or vegetable she thought. Or tasting trout
fresh caught from a river. Sometimes they’d be out all day
providing the necessities for themselves. Sebastian teaching,
encouraging, laughing at their mistakes and often himself. He hated
using traps, they were an ‘unclean kill’ causing so much pain to
the animals. For the same reason he disliked the Hunt. Allowing
dogs to tear another animal to pieces after chasing it to
exhaustion disgusted him. Foxes are wanton killers, they’ll bite
the heads off six chickens taking only one for food. Although
they’re stupid to earn hostility through excess, they’re also very
cunning. Sebastian studied the fox sympathetically understanding it
killed all the chickens because they were also stupid. They moved
and attracted attention. He used the tactics he’d observed to
advantage in his legal profession and taught his children.

As the years passed the three became close
friends. Although Sebastian always treated them equally, he, they
knew he’d equipped a woman with a man’s weapons in a man’s world.
Others might not understand as his refined genteel ex-wife did not.
Stephen would go his own way and because of his sex, unimpeded.
Dathan, if she’d had the education deemed suitable for a woman of
her class would wither away in stultified boredom and low
expectations. She was worth more than that and he’d been determined
her bright early promise should remain.

He encouraged his children to pick up any
book and read it whether it was the Kuma Sutra, Plato or Grimm’s
Fairy Tales. Then he’d expect an intelligent discussion about it.
Sometimes, Dathan remembered, holidays with Sebastian could be hard
work.

Now they appreciated him more than ever. He’d
backed Stephen when he abandoned university to go into the wine
trade instead of joining the family regiment as expected. Her
mother would have been horrified had she known of the break with
tradition.

She remembered her own battle to enrol in art
college. It was hard enough to get in the door without a penis but
without Sebastian’s financial support it would’ve been impossible.
With pride Dathan repaid every penny he’d given her, to his
surprise. He’d written it off the moment he’d signed the
cheques.

In retrospect she’d enjoyed a strange
childhood. Her mother insisting on music and deportment lessons
‘because every gel should know the social graces and be able to
display them elegantly’, and Sebastian’s idea of those same graces,
self sufficiency, accurate shooting, billiards, food, fine wines
and his one mistake, the iniquitous riding lessons.

Stephen loved them, Dathan baulked. She
positively loathed the discomfort and the animals. She liked the
boots and years later had a huge collection, hand dyed by herself
in various colours.

Well, it had all paid off Dathan thought with
satisfaction. Her mother might have regarded her recent behaviour
as scandalous and hoydenish but neither Dr. Stein nor Sebastian
would’ve agreed with her. Dathan turned away from the river, passed
Temple Gardens and into the narrow alley called Essex Court. She
heard the church of the Knights Templars strike the half hour
approaching her father’s office.

The illumination from the pallid electric
light, through the mullioned windows reflected on the toes of her
boots as she opened the door. A fug of cigar smoke, dusty papers
and oil heating fumes forcefully escaped past her ears. O’Henry and
Sebastian were leaning over some papers on a desk. Its scratched
and battered surface had borne service for at least a hundred
years. They looked at her, then each other. Dathan understood their
expressions. It was too early in the morning for their refuge to be
penetrated, by anyone.

“Coffee hot yet?” she asked, leaving the door
open to clear the air a little.

“Good morning Dathan,” her father said
defensively, “you look like a gaucho.”

She grinned at them, ignoring his remark,
“Good morning.”

“Shut the door O’Henry, it’s freezing out
there,” her father said looking back to the letter he’d been
reading on the desktop.

The clerk glanced at Sebastian then at
Dathan. Shrugging his shoulders he limped across the room to the
door and visibly shivering, thankfully closed it. Dathan smiled at
him under the sombrero and his eyes responded twinkling with Irish
glee.

“Why am I honoured with a visit this early in
the morning?” her father asked.

“Thought I’d ruin your day,” Dathan responded
dryly.

He looked up and grinned, “No chance, we’ll
talk next door.” He pushed the door open behind him.

Dathan followed him through and sat on an
uncomfortable wooden chair beside a vast desk smothered in briefs
and legal textbooks. The telephone perched precariously on the
howdah of a hideous carved elephant which Sebastian had brought
back from his service with his regiment in India. He removed his
overcoat and hung it on an ancient antlered coat rack and sat
opposite Dathan.

“About a week ago I received a letter from
Edward,” he began and held his hand up to prevent her interrupting.
Dathan closed her mouth. “How could you behave so stupidly, getting
involved with that brigand Heydrich?” Dathan regarded him steadily
wondering how much he knew and how much was true. He continued,
“Edward unlike you, isn’t an idiot, he’s certain you were
compromised when you went to ‘Kaiser’s’. Why else would that
gangster attack the Steins when he could pick them up any
time?”

Dathan stood ready to leave, her eyes
flashing, “Don’t I get a trial Sebastian?”

He flushed, then sat quietly, “Sit down, tell
me what happened.”

She paused for a moment hesitantly then
complied, “What happened between Heydrich and I is my business,”
she glared at him.

Sebastian leaned back in his chair lighting
his first cigar of the day while he waited for Dathan’s
explanation.

“It wasn’t only me,” she said, “Heydrich has
been watching Edward’s house for months and he knows it. If the
Steins hadn’t come to dinner with Rudi, he’d never have known we
were friends. Have you a cigarette Sebastian?”

He groped around the files on his desk,
lifted a small pile and produced a box. He opened it and offered
the contents. They were multi coloured Sobranie cocktails. She
stifled a grin and picked out pale pink guessing they’d been left
behind by one of his ‘ladies’ and screwed it into a tortoiseshell
holder. Lighting it she dragged her thoughts back to their
conversation, “Sebastian,” she said then stopped. He waited,
“Sebastian,” Dathan said again, “I know it sounds crazy and I can’t
prove it, but I think Edward set me up.”

“Where do you get these terrible American
expressions from?” he said blandly.

“You, probably,” she returned, “It doesn’t
make any sense. I’ve gone over what happened again and again but I
can’t see why he’d do it. Then there’s his housekeeper. Frau Gerber
is the strangest ‘servant’ I’ve ever met. In some weird way she’s a
part of what’s going on in Edward’s house.”

“Can’t help you there,” her father said, “you
know I swore never to set foot on German soil after 1918 so I’ve
never met her.”

“I can’t understand why Edward and Adela
didn’t warn me how dangerous Heydrich is. There was the usual
innuendos about romance in a lighthearted way but that’s all.
Wouldn’t you have thought Edward would’ve told me about his
political status? I didn’t even know he was the chief of the S.D.
until after we’d been out together.”

“S.D.?” Sebastian queried.

“Sicherheits Dienst, the intelligence branch
of the Gestapo. It’s like a jigsaw with half the pieces missing,”
she said thinking aloud, “did you know Edward’s moonlighting with a
London daily?”

“He wouldn’t tell me that, we never discuss
money. Incidentally, where’s his car?”

“Bois de Boulogne, I cabled him.”

Sebastian hooted with laughter, “Balls and
bang me arse Dathan, you can’t go around stealing Embassy
cars.”

“I thought it was his,” Dathan said
surprised.

“And that’s better?” he said still laughing,
“Why’d you take it?”

“I thought Edward had explained everything,”
she replied bewildered.

“There’s more?”

“Well yes. I needed it to get the Stein’s to
Paris, can you think of a safer way?”

“I see,” Sebastian’s mirth disappeared. He
did not admire the Hitler regime and had a healthy respect for
evil. “You’d better stay out of Germany for a while and steer clear
of Edward, he’s livid about the car.”

By God he’d been right about her all those
years ago. She hadn’t been born to be a submissive brood mare for
some effete aristocrat to provide an heir and a spare. Her
courageous initiative gave him a generous inner glow of pride. He
wished he were young again.

“I shall, I’m going to America.”

“Well my dear,” he drawled his eyes half
closing, concealing his thoughts, “you’re free, white and over
twenty one, so what’s to stop you?”

“Money!”

“You’re not planning any more capers with
Sha’alazar are you?” Sebastian said neutrally.

Dathan looked everywhere else but at him. As
usual he hadn’t missed a trick. She grinned, “No.”

“That’d be wise,” he said, “I can’t break
confidences as you know, but Sha’alazar knows she has a long, hard
and dangerous road ahead of her. The last thing she needs is to
feel responsible in any way for one of her blood family.”

“Sebastian, I know,” Dathan said, “I’ve no
intention of even letting her know I’m there. I’ve got my own
plans.”

“Which are?”

“Don’t want to go into detail yet because
until I see the territory I won’t know if they’re feasible. Why I
came today was to ask you if you had any legal associates in New
York I can rely on and to pay my allowance into a bank there after
I set up an account.”

“Yes, I can do that,” he said thoughtfully
and began to sort through a pile of folders which began a
disorderly descent to the floor. “I do have a man in New York,” he
opened a file and read a letter inside. “He’s not at all important
and seems solid,” Sebastian tore off a piece of paper from a legal
pad and scrawled a name and address, “He was recommended to me when
I was working on establishing some patents for a client in New York
State, he was very efficient.”

Dathan stood up preparing to leave. Sebastian
handed her the note and she’d reached the door when he called her
back whilst pulling a piece of paper from the centre draw in his
desk. He turned it over, scribbled his signature and handed it to
her. “You may as well put this in your account, I won’t have to
declare it on my income tax return then,” he said.

Dathan put it into her handbag without a
glance and blew him a kiss, “I’ll let you know how everything works
out,” she said waving to O’Henry pacifying a client whose
appointment had been delayed. It was when she was stuck behind an
overturned cart in the Old Kent Road she thought to look at the
cheque Sebastian had given her. She examined the signature of Lady
Kirkdale against the remarkably large sum of one thousand guineas.
It must’ve been one of the more expensive divorces of the year.

 


12. Swing Street, New York, January 1935

 


It’d had been inspired lunacy to travel to
the United States in the depths of winter, Dathan reflected. The
North Atlantic sea route had been just the right side of bearable
but nothing more and freezing conditions had brought snow. Hell, if
there was such a place, was certainly like the North Pole in
winter, but worse.

The driver of the taxi, which deposited her
outside the rooming house, took his money and tip and
disinterestedly drove away. Dathan ruefully looked at her boots
suffering in the stream of icy, oily water which flowed swiftly in
the gutter carrying desultory pieces of rubbish with its momentum.
A few more days of this she thought, with no success and I’m going
home. At least the cabins on board a liner are clean, warm and
comfortable, ideal for a three-week hibernation even if both the
sea and your stomach are heaving.

The rooming house on 52nd. Street was just
another grey building in a block which boasted a few small shops
and restaurants and a couple of nightclubs. Within a day of moving
in Dathan had learned the pseudonym for the area, appropriately
named ‘Swing Street’, being the home of New York jazz.

From the early hours of the evening until
just after dawn the clubs which ran sporadically the length of the
street vibrated with the intoxicating rhythms of ‘black’ music.
People of every colour and status thronged the sidewalks each
evening spellbound by the entertainment on offer.

By day the street was still busy but quieter,
the mornings taken up with women and children going about their
errands. During late afternoon the musicians arrived, those looking
for work and those lucky enough to be already established. They met
in the small bars and restaurants and talk would centre immediately
on which was the ‘hottest’ spot in town. Who had the finest
musicians and vocalists? Would Chuck Webb’s newest discovery, Ella
Fitzgerald, appear on ‘Swing Street’? Gradually the bars would
empty as they checked the time and drifted off for the night’s
work, or hope of one.

Dathan for the past two weeks, had in between
excursions, watched the eddying movement in the street from the
window of her room. It held much more interest than her immediate
surroundings which were dull, shabby and more than a little seedy.
Her luggage covered more then half the floor space and was still
unpacked. She didn’t care, whatever the outcome of her business
enquiries, her stay in this building would be short.

Dathan had regularly dragged a reluctant Rudi
to the Apollo Theatre then to Small’s Paradise Club to hear James
P. Johnson the pianist. They cheered with the audience and stamped
their feet when this amazing virtuoso ended his solos and grinned
when Rudi remarked he’d shake up the Berliners. She recalled the
rows of dour faces listening to a perpetual diet of Wagner and
Beethoven, Johnson, the Man would have caused an earthquake.

It was in the bar of the Apollo she first met
Joey Baker. The gigantic Negro with hands like frying pans gestured
to emphasise something in his conversation with the bartender
sending Dathan’s drink flying through the air like a missile.”

Dathan stared at the empty space blankly for
a moment then peeped out from under her wide brimmed hat wondering
whether that too was in danger. The top of her head barely reached
his shoulder. Joey Baker was acutely embarrassed and looked down to
see a pair of dark, intelligent but friendly eyes regarding him
with amusement, from a white face.

“Are you going to replace the drink or not?”
Dathan asked, sensing the man was mortified without knowing
why.

Joey gulped, “What’re you drinking?” he asked
with a southern accent.

Dathan shrugged, “I don’t know, it was some
kind of cocktail, you’ll have to ask the barman.”

Joey looked at the man behind the bar who had
discreetly mixed a new drink already and placed it in front of
Dathan.

“You’re not from New York?” he said picking
up his own drink carefully, one casualty being enough for the
evening.

She shook her head, “I arrived from England
about ten days ago.”

That explained a lot Joey conjectured.
Europeans had no conception of the social complications attached to
a black skin in the United States. They thought the War of
Independence had ended all the problems. He phrased his next
question carefully, “Are you on vacation or looking for work?”

“For work, I guess,” Dathan answered lifting
a bronze concoction off the bar which reminded her of diluted Lye
soap.



“Not a singer then, a musician?” which in
this company was the answer he expected to hear.

“Musician. Although I don’t think I could
earn a living here playing the piano against the competition I’ve
seen so far.” Dathan spoke truthfully. Who wants to compete with
genius!

For no reason he was ever able to identify
Joey decided to stick his neck out, “Would you like a job?” he
asked.

“Doing what?” Dathan asked, surprised.

“Copying out band parts from my
arrangements.”

She looked at him for a moment, scarcely
believing he was serious then said drily, “I thought jazz was
spontaneous!”

“We just help it along a little,” he grinned
raising his hands to gesticulate again then thinking better of
it.

“You have your own band?”

“Yes, we work in Freddie’s further along on
52nd.”

“I know it, my room’s quite close,” Dathan
was relieved. She hadn’t yet acclimatised to the compass
arrangement of the avenues and streets on Manhattan and frequently
found herself walking in the wrong direction.

“Don’t you want to know how much money you’ll
make?” he asked her.

Anything would be welcome to stop
encroachment of the comparatively small amount of capital she had
available. She stared at him, “I don’t know the market price here,
but you know what is fair.”

Joey drowned in the twin hypnotic pools
confronting him briefly and said, “I won’t cheat you.”

“I believe you,” she said softly, “when
should I come to your club?”

“About four tomorrow evening, the club opens
at eight.”

“Fine,” smiled Dathan, “I’ll see you
then.”

As Joey walked away from the bar to begin his
second gig of the night at Freddie’s he wondered what’d made him
behave so out of character. Born and raised in North Carolina
before moving to New Orleans he knew, from experience, white women
meant trouble. What a classy lady though!

The following afternoon he was waiting by the
small raised stage at the club when she arrived punctually. Dathan
crossed the room through the rows of tables neatly spread out
around the tiny dance floor and offered Joey her hand. Her eyebrows
lifted slightly when it disappeared in his warm grasp and she
abstractedly wondered how many notes on the keyboard it
spanned.

Spread across the top of the upright piano
were sheets of manuscript covered with the language of music. Joey
worked standing to write his alterations as he composed them. He
explained exactly what he needed and Dathan set to work. It was an
engrossing new world and her pen flew across the paper while she
tried to grasp and understand the complicated rhythms creating the
whole sound from the different instruments. It was like being in
music class again as she hummed to herself quietly or played a few
bars on the piano. She knew she’d never be able to compete with the
boldness and originality of Joey’s work.

From the first Dathan made a habit of leaving
when the club opened. Now, this evening she hurried to her lodgings
longing to be out of the cold. She and Rudi had rented separate
rooms on the same floor and since moving in regretted it was the
third. The elevator was permanently stuck by the entrance to the
street and seemed to be used as some kind of office. This irritated
Rudi intensely as he was often carrying heavy materials for his
work. They’d agreed the cousin who’d arranged the accommodation
should be thrown off the Brooklyn Bridge but neither could be
bothered to look for an immediate alternative, or the Brooklyn
Bridge.

Dathan began the steady climb up the stairs,
room keys jingling in her hand and caught up a frail, elderly man
who was leaning against the wall on one of the mezzanines. His
winter coat was perfectly tailored, set off by a hat set at a
jaunty angle beneath which his lips were tinged blue.

Dathan put out her hand and took a leather
shopping bag from his and supported him with her other. “It’s Mr.
Jablowski, isn’t it?” she asked hesitantly. The man nodded, unable
to speak. “Sit for a moment on the stairs and rest, I’ll help you
to your rooms.”

With Dathan taking some of his weight the old
man eased himself along the wall and sat with a sigh of relief on
the stairs. For several minutes he breathed deeply through his
nose, exhaling through his mouth. The sweat slowly dried on his
face. Dathan waited until he’d recovered then gently helped him up
the next two flights of stairs.

Mr Jablowski fumbled for a key fob and
brought it out attached to a silver chain. He opened the door
saying in accented English, “Let me thank you by offering you some
tea.”

“Why thank you,” Dathan said, “but there’s no
need.”

“Please,” he said, “one good turn deserves
another,” he obviously meant more than the tea. She followed him
into his rooms. “Sit there,” the old man pointed towards the centre
of the room.

She drew out one of the four chairs placed
neatly beneath a table covered with a green velveteen tasselled
cloth. Dathan could hear him pottering around in the room adjacent,
which she assumed was the kitchen, and glanced around.

The room was filled with dozens of framed
photographs. They filled the walls, the piano, every available flat
surface in a spotlessly clean room. Not a speck of dust marred the
tops of any of the treasured pictures or even the crevices of the
wooden panelled doors.

The rosewood piano softly gleamed with
polish. Brass fittings for the two candlesticks either side of the
music stand were worn to mellowness by the same careful treatment.
Dathan wanted a better look at the old instrument and opened the
lid to see yellowed ivory keys. She pulled out the stool and ran
her fingers lightly along them. It had a tinkling metallic sound
and she guessed some felts needed replacing, but Chopin would sound
good.

She experimented with a polonaise then segued
into a nocturne not noticing her host returning to the room with a
tray laden with thin bone china cups filled with lemon tea. He
seated himself in the chair she’d left and listened smiling. Dathan
dreamily wandered into a Strauss Waltz then a few bars from ‘Il
Trovatore’ then stopped. She swung around on the stool blushingly
apologetic, “I’m sorry,” she said, I couldn’t resist it. Piano’s
are personal aren’t they, I mean they are to a family,” she added
in confusion.

The old man was amused, and charmed he later
admitted to himself. He waved his hand at Dathan, “Come drink your
tea you can come play it any time you want.”

“Why thank you,” she said, “that’s very
kind.”

“My wife used to play but it hasn’t been
touched since she died four years ago,” he chuckled, “it sounds so
doesn’t it?”

“Could do with a little tuning,” she agreed,
“but not much more.”

“Ruth liked to play Chopin too, she said it
reminded her of home.”

“She was Polish?” Dathan asked.

“Yes and I’m from the Ukraine.” He paused
then pointed with the index finger of his right hand to a large
photographic portrait of a woman hanging above the piano, “she was
a beautiful woman, you see?”

Dathan looked at the yellowed, daguerreotype
of a young woman holding a sheaf of lilies, “Did you meet
here?”

“No,” the old man nodded, his eyes reflecting
his memories, “when I was a young man,” he began, “younger than you
I think, my father and I used to travel with a horse and cart to
sell the clothes which we made at home in our village. It was on
one of those journeys I met my wife. She was captivating, so
vivacious and full of life and within a year we’d only met three
times but I persuaded her to marry me and return to the Ukraine.”
His face clouded and he poked at the lemon slice in his cup with a
spoon. “The pogroms started like they will again soon. We gathered
up what remained of our families and came to New York.”

“Did it work out well for you?” Dathan asked
curiously.

“It was hard at first but within a few years
I began to get more and more tailoring work. We were able to move
away from the terrible poverty of the Lower East Side and come
here.” Dathan looked at him without saying a word, he read her
thoughts, “The building wasn’t always like this,” he said gently.
“At one time the elevator worked and the stairs were kept clean.
It’s only in the last ten years or so it’s got so bad.”

“Why do you stay here?”

The question surprised him, had obviously not
occurred to him before. “I suppose it’s familiarity. I’m too old to
learn about a new place, make new friends.”

“Have you any children?” Dathan asked
glancing at the multitude of photographs.

“No. Ruth was injured during the pogroms and
it wasn’t possible but we spoiled and shared our nephews and nieces
and they’re a great joy to me.”

“You’re a very contented man aren’t you,”
Dathan said softly.

“Life isn’t so bad,” the old man answered
smiling, “I have my friends and family where I’m welcomed. I play a
game or two of chess and catch up with family gossip, but you’ve
told me nothing about yourself,” he added, folding his hands
together on his lap.

“There isn’t much to tell. My friend Rudi
Stein and I arrived two weeks ago. He’s an artist and I’m not sure
how I’d describe myself.”

“You paint as well, I’ve seen your clothes
sometimes?”

“Yes, but I’m only competent, not genuinely
gifted like Rudi,” Dathan said prosaically.

“Has he exhibited?” Only Mr. Jablowski’s lips
moved. How did he achieve that placid serenity? Dathan captured her
wandering attention.

“In Germany, maybe here too in a while. His
works arrived from Europe two days ago, they’re on the quayside
now.” She fiddled with the handle of her cup, “I’d like to go on
painting but at the moment have other plans which aren’t working
out too well.”

“Won’t he marry you,” Mr. Jablowski asked
sympathetically.

“I’m sorry?” she asked. Had she misheard
him?

“Your friend?”

“Rudi!” Dathan’s laughter rang out, she shook
her head, “we’re friends, we spent four years working together at
art college, we’re like brother and sister!”

“That isn’t what the other ladies think in
this building,” he warned kindly.

“It’s none of their business,” Dathan’s eyes
blazed indignantly, “I don’t make judgements when I hear Mrs. Lucas
screaming at her child or Mahoney beating up his wife. If
anything’s immoral, that is!”

“I’m sorry, I’ve made you angry,” Reuben
Jablowski said soothingly, entertained by her reaction.

“Yes, you have,” Dathan agreed, “but I’m glad
you told me, I couldn’t understand why everyone was so unfriendly,
especially the women.”

“My nephew Victor’s a big man and knows a lot
of people,” Reuben said changing the subject, “perhaps he can help
you with your problem.”

Dathan explained her difficulty. “I’m looking
for premises but they must be at least 4,000 square feet, front
onto a street and be on a corner site.”

“You want to open a store?”

“A very special kind of shop. I have it all
here,” she tapped her head, “but I’m better at drawing things than
talking about them.”

Mr Jablowski nodded, “Victor will be here
later, shall I ask him to call on you?”

“Would you? It might be the break I’ve been
waiting for.” She stood, “I’ve spent hours in the past couple of
weeks looking at premises and none of them have been suitable.”

“Will you come and play piano for me again?”
he asked.

“You bet,” she said.

 




13. Giovanni’s Restaurant

 


Dathan quietly closed the door to Reuben
Jablowski’s rooms and leaned against it. The sooner she moved out
the building the better she’d like it. The claustrophobic
inquisitiveness of her neighbours was too reminiscent of the
insular Crescent in Dulwich. Damn them she thought rebelliously,
men never have to put up with all this moralising bullshit!

She walked along the decrepit brown painted
and stained corridor and knocked on Rudi’s door. He opened it and
pulled her inside excitedly, “A gallery is going to hang my work,”
he said almost dancing with enthusiasm, “I’ve been waiting to tell
you about it.”

Was that some kind of reproach she thought,
or am I becoming over sensitive, “That’s terrific Rudi, how’d it
happen?”

“When I was at Customs today going over the
importation paperwork with them they cleared one crate,” he took
her hand and pushed her onto the only chair in the room. “I took it
to the gallery we noticed the other day in Greenwich Village. The
owner said he’d show them and would like to see more. Isn’t it
wonderful?” he was beside himself with delighted glee.

“What’s the owner like?” Dathan asked, a
little suspicious.

“The kind who drinks from the fingerbowl,
what did you expect?” Rudi rejoined and Dathan laughed.

“Really?”

“No. He’s a little ostentatious, but he knows
about art,” Rudi said, “I liked him very much. We must
celebrate!”

“I’m sorry Rudi, I can’t right away. I have
to go back to Freddie’s to work on some arrangements, I promised
Joey,” she said beginning to walk to the door.

“They’re more important than this, I can’t
believe you,” Rudi looked hurt.

Dathan turned and faced him, “That’s not so
but I need the money and we can eat afterwards. Wouldn’t you rather
we had a meal comfortably without me worrying I’d let someone down.
I’ll only be half an hour or so.”

“I’m sorry, of course you’re right. How about
ten at the little Italian restaurant opposite. Is that alright?” he
asked.

It was a relief to get to work and from the
tension Rudi provoked. He seemed to think the intimacy they’d
shared, old friends and aliens in a foreign land gave him first
rights on her time. He was increasingly over protective and
suffocating her with his demands. If their friendship was going to
endure she had to leave ‘Swing Street’.

At Freddie’s time passed too quickly. The
club was open and she was working in Joey’s dressing room and for
once felt tempted to stay there and lie to Rudi about her absence.
She couldn’t do it, he’d never forgive her for ruining his
triumphant success and she really didn’t want to hurt him. He’d
achieved the first step on his path to glory and knew it.

When she walked through the entrance of the
little restaurant she saw Rudi waiting at a table for two almost
lost behind a gigantic menu. The unpretentious room was crowded and
the savoury aromas from the plates already served enticing, but she
had small appetite.

Dathan removed her overcoat which was briskly
taken by a waiter and carefully walked around the other diners to
their table. She’d dressed in a red wool suit with a white blouse
with the matching scarlet bowler hat she’d bought in Paris. The
severity of the style was mitigated by the riotous colour. Sitting
she tilted the bowler backwards and looked at the cover of Rudi’s
menu.

He hadn’t realised she was there. Dathan
looked around the restaurant whilst she wondered if Mr. Jablowski’s
nephew would be any help. Her glance passed unseeing over a group
of four men at the next table, two of whom were observing her with
interest.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t see you,” Rudi said
handing her the menu, “there’s so much choice, it’s hard to decide
what to have.”

She smiled at him and took the menu, “How
about some wine to toast your success?”

“What would you like?” he asked, “I don’t
know Italian wines.”


“Chianti, Bardolino, the house wine?” Dathan
suggested shrugging her shoulders, “ask the waiter.”

The problem was solved as a carafe of water
and one of wine with four glasses was placed on the table and the
waiter hovered waiting for their order. Rudi ordered traditional
minestrone soup, veal marengo and an assortment of vegetable dishes
and miniature tarts.

“Just bring me a plate, Dathan said
cheerfully, “I’ll finish what’s left.”

“You’re joking,” Rudi said flushing.

“Where’s your sense of humour gone?” Dathan
asked looking up at the waiter, “just a small shellfish salad
please.” She lifted her glass of wine and looked at Rudi pensively.
They’d always found his appetite amusing, what was wrong with him?
She’d know by the time she left the restaurant.

Rudi began to describe Janacek’s gallery,
Dathan asking him personal and professional questions. The cadence
of her English voice attracted some attention and others besides
the men at the next table were glancing at her animated face. She
began to tease Rudi lightly drawing him out of his testy mood
whilst inwardly resenting she felt obliged to make the effort at
all.

This she concealed extremely well, allowing
the wine to relax her taut nerves, telling him the jokes she’d
heard from the band members earlier. Her gaiety was infectious and
spilled over to the tables surrounding them. Vanity and coquetry
were not two of Dathan’s vices. With her brother and father they
couldn’t be. As she exhaustively paid exclusive attention to Rudi
and the meal before her she was unaware she had attracted
attention.

She noticed the clock over the entrance to
the kitchens and was reminded Victor Jablowski would be looking for
her. Rudi seemed mellow enough now not to be awkward. She joked
about waiting an hour for him to finish and said she’d see him
later. Rudi was compliant, mellow with the attention he’d received.
She kissed his cheek, congratulated him once again and left the
restaurant, clutching her overcoat in her arms.

When she crossed the busy sidewalks and road
the two men sitting in a saloon car observing her were unnoticed.
They drove away as she entered the double doors.

Having taken the point of her conversation
with Reuben, Dathan had no intention of inviting his nephew into
her room. She ran up the stairs and knocked on the old man’s door
and waited. A man about her own height answered the door, put his
finger to his lips and jerked his head indicating she should come
in. Reuben was sound asleep in an armchair and covered by a rug. A
small table lamp beside him provided the only light in the
room.

She looked at the nephew appraisingly. He was
stout and had square, muscular hands with fingers like spatulas,
“Shall we go for coffee somewhere?” Dathan whispered.

“No, it’s alright, Reuben will be chaperone,”
he smiled at his sleeping uncle, “we can talk in the kitchen.”

He led the way into the other room and
switched on the light then put out his hand, “Victor Jablowski,” he
said, “have a seat.”

She sat at the kitchen table as he measured
coffee into a percolator and set it on the stove, “My uncle tells
me you are looking for premises.”

“Yes,” Dathan agreed, “I know exactly what I
want but everything I’ve seen advertised hasn’t been suitable.

“What do you have in mind?”

“About 4000 square feet, on a corner with
windows along two sides maximising the light. I’m an artist and
although there’s not much strong natural light at ground floor
level I need what I can get. I don’t particularly care what
condition the premises are in or what they’ve been used for in the
past. If the structure’s sound and there’s likely to be no problems
with planning applications, I can alter them to suit myself”

Victor looked stunned, he’d been expecting a
request for a tiny store a woman could manage by herself. He looked
at her curiously in the yellow kitchen light. There was dynamism
about her, the kind which suggests a winner, but a woman! Who knows
about the English though, they’re all crazy! He mentally shrugged,
poured some thick black coffee into a pair of tiny cups passed her
the sugar and sat opposite.

“The total space is no problem but not all on
one floor. Does it make that much difference?”

“Maybe not, I’d have to see how it’s laid
out.”

“I’ve some premises in the Village on 10th.
Street, but they’re in terrible condition and’ll need a lot of
work.”

“I doubt they’re any worse than some I’ve
seen,” Dathan said. She pulled out a pack of cigarettes and offered
them and screwed one into a holder. Victor lit them both.

“They’ve been neglected, people have broken
in, smashed windows, that kind of thing.”

“Who had them before?” she was wondering
about the layout.

“A bootlegger who was put out of business.
They were used as a warehouse, I bought it as an investment.”

“Can I see them?”

“Sure, no problem. I’ll pick you up tomorrow
afternoon, that suit you?”

“Thanks,” she sat finishing her coffee and
standing, “I’d better go, it’s getting late.”

They shook hands and Dathan left hearing the
door behind her click shut. In contrast another crashed noisily
open as she stepped onto the passageway leading to her room.

“I want to talk to you,” Rudi said.

Dathan knew some of the tenants would be
voyeuristically listening in so said loudly, “Keep your voice down,
do you know the kind of reputation I’ve acquired since we moved
in?”

“Then a few minutes more in my room won’t
make a difference will they?” he suggested.

“Impeccable logic Rudi, I accept.” She
entered his room and again sat on the solitary chair opposite Rudi
on his narrow iron framed bed. “What do you want?” Dathan asked
yearning for her own bed.

“I want to move in with Marty Janacek?” he
began.

“Who?” Dathan asked bemused.

“The gallery owner. I would’ve told you at
dinner, but I didn’t get the chance.”

“Oh! Well, why don’t you?”

“I don’t want to leave you here alone,” he
said, “Marty has an extra room.”

“No,” Dathan said firmly, “thanks but no
thanks! I’m moving myself in a few days. Give me your new address,
I’ll keep in touch.”

Rudi stared at her for a moment then began
tentatively to speak, “Dathan.”

She smiled at him, “I know, you’ve fallen in
love.”

“How did you guess?”

Dathan stood and rested her hands on his
shoulders, “You’re family, remember, I hope you and Marty will be
very happy.”

 


14. Déjà Vu, February

 


The following morning Dathan rapidly dressed
in the chilly room acutely aware of Rudi sleeping beyond the thin
partition wall dividing the rooms. Involuntarily she shook her head
with affectionate exasperation, lips twitching with humour. She’d
have to distance herself from him and this seedy building infested
with inquisitive hypocrites as soon as possible.

Dathan jammed on a fur hat pulling it down
over her ears. She threw a small sketching block and soft lead
pencils into a large, unfashionable handbag. She put on a heavy
leather military coat lined with sheepskin, a souvenir of Germany
then Stephen’s rugby socks under high boots.

The room held no large mirrors, her breath
vaporous on the air, she drew back the curtains letting the dim
light filter through. A short, eccentrically dressed and dumpy
figure gazed back. She shrugged her shoulders and put on a pair of
fur-lined gauntlets. It was too cold for fashion.

With the least possible noise she crept out
of the building. She had no particular destination in mind as she
slung her bag over her shoulder and strolled along the wet street.
Gusts of icy wind picked up the litter and debris from the previous
night sweeping it into rivers of melting snow funnelling into
partially blocked drains. Later that day, as every day, the street
would be cleaned, the drains cleared and the cycle would begin
again.

It was too late for the night revellers, too
early for the daytime shoppers and too cold for those with no other
place to go. Alone in the street Dathan heard only the sound of her
own footsteps and allowed her mind to wander freely, savouring the
solitude.

She drifted into Central Park strolling to a
bench by the pond. The silent tranquillity was broken by the few
people walking dogs, submerged in layers of clothing and
introspective thought.

Removing the gauntlet on her right hand
Dathan pulled out her sketch block. Swiftly she drew the scene
before her with deepening absorption. The bleak austerity of the
winter landscape was aesthetically pleasing, the ordinary assuming
fantastic shapes as the snow formed icicles before dripping into
the sodden ground.

Dathan later thought her sense of déjà vu
coincided with the creeping awareness she was cold. She had sat for
forty-five minutes and the heat had left her body. Her garments
insulated her cold limbs within them. Her right hand was numb, the
fingernails opaquely ivoried over blue white tips.

She snapped the book shut, pulled on her
glove and began to walk slowly along the path feeling the blood
circulating to her toes. Was it a sound or smell which provoked her
uneasiness? Dathan stopped and looked behind, then to either side.
She couldn’t see anyone, but they could be hidden behind the many
trees. She moved on trying to identify this sensation which was so
obscurely familiar.

The answer when it came was so ridiculous she
stopped again. It was too improbable. A chill crept down her spine
and lodged in her stomach. In mind’s eye she could see the paving
slabs on the streets she walked between Edward’s and Dr. Stein’s.
Heydrich! It couldn’t be, but who else! She started walking again.
Who in New York could possibly have any interest in her? She didn’t
know anyone except Joey and the band at the club? Sha’alazar?
Unlikely! Her cousin would’ve found a way to contact her if she
wanted to, if she knew Dathan was in the City.

Why would anyone follow her here? Surely
Heydrich hadn’t chased her across the world because of the Stein’s
escape? What was the point?

Hands in pockets she left the park and began
walking towards 52nd. Street. With more people around she felt
safer although in retrospect her unwanted, unseen companion did not
feel malignant. Dathan considered Heydrich again. He was too
completely engrossed in his political intriguing and Gestapo duties
to bother about her. A ship which passed in the night, albeit
making a somewhat stormy passage. He wouldn’t waste time and
resources on what must be trivia to him. The war would come soon.
She could feel it in Berlin, could feel it now, even in this
country so far removed and isolated from the deadly ambitions of
the Third Reich. Then they’d be political as well as sexual
enemies. She expected him to harbour a grudge, the way she left
made it inevitable, but would he pursue revenge this far? It hardly
seemed credible.

The hell with it she thought and jumped on a
bus just before it pulled away from the stop. She spent the morning
wandering along Fifth Avenue taking in all the glitz, glamour and
tawdriness before hailing a taxi to take her back to the rooming
house on Swing Street. She now put her uneasiness down to an over
active imagination, but she wouldn’t walk alone in Central Park
again.

Hunger took her to Giovanni’s restaurant
where she and Rudi had eaten the previous evening. The heat was
almost visible inside and she was glad to remove her hat, coat and
gloves. Her rich dark hair cascaded down her back over the simple
woollen dress and she carelessly pushed it away from her face and
followed the waiter to a table.

He obligingly seated her in a booth then
plied her with bread rolls and grissini whilst she waited for soup.
When the minestrone arrived she knew it would have to be the only
course. Portions served in New York would serve three in England
and two in Germany. It was tasty, nourishing and very filling, just
right for the day outside. Replete, Dathan lit the cigarette in her
holder while finishing her coffee. It was lunchtime and the
restaurant was full and she was using a four seater alone. She
stood to leave and was offered a second coffee by the waiter. She
accepted and sat again thoroughly puzzled.

Every bar and restaurant she’d been in,
unless it was very expensive, couldn’t get their customers out the
doors fast enough once they’d finished eating or drinking. Plates
were whisked away with the speed of a conjurer. If they’d finished
eating it freed the seat for another client and if they had no cup
or glass it encouraged them to buy again, or leave. Yet she was
sitting on a solitary island, surrounded by fellow diners and a
queue at the bar waiting space to eat their lunch.

Her misgivings of the morning returned and
Dathan picked up the menu, calculated what she owed, left a tip and
paid at the bar. She flushed slightly under the stares she’d
attracted and hurriedly stuffed her hat and gauntlets in her bag
then flung her coat around her shoulders. She was about to leave
when the door to the street opened. The customer stopped when he
saw her, smiled slightly and seemed to be about to speak. Instead
he held the door open to let her pass. He was tall, very elegantly
dressed and wearing a Borsalino over well groomed hair. Dathan
noticed his Latin handsomeness, the artist in her regretting the
hat. She thanked him with a nod and slipped quickly into the
street.

Hurriedly, she went to her room then listened
at Rudi’s door. He was out Dathan thought gratefully and lay on the
bed covered by her coat waiting for Victor. An hour later she heard
a commotion in the street below and looked out of the window. He
was standing in the street with his hand on the horn looking up at
her. Dathan grinned hearing the other drivers curse him for the
obstruction and the noise and ran to get in his workmanlike Ford.
He smiled at her as they merged into the traffic, “Is it like this
in London?” he asked, turning his head to look at her.

“Sometimes,” she smiled weakly back, willing
him to look at the road ahead.

Victor’s route was direct enough but the
traffic kept everyone’s speed down. Dathan recognised Broadway but
little else. They turned right into 10th. Street entering Greenwich
Village. She was intrigued by the unexpected appearance of the
district. The buildings were smaller in scale, closer to human
proportions which lent it at least a superficial sense of
community. This was manifested in the flashes of colour from
brightly coloured flowers and plants glimpsed behind closed windows
against the chill.

Jewish delicatessens mixed and muddled with
Italian greengrocers, Irish bars and other small family businesses
with their origins from across the world. Being scrambled together
they’d forged a common identity and seemed to naturally belong
together unlike other areas clinging to towering edifices of
concrete.

Victor parked on a corner of 10th. Street and
nodded towards the building alongside. She got out and studied the
frontage. It was ideally situated being close to other traders. The
windows where they were whole didn’t run down the front and side of
the building, but that could be remedied. It looked vast.

“Can we go in?” she asked.

“Sure.” He fished in a pocket, pulled out an
old fashioned heavy key and opened a smaller door set in one of the
double doors fronting the entrance. He needed both hands, “lock
needs oiling,” he muttered stepping through the opening. Dathan
began to follow him but he turned saying, “It’s dark in here, wait
while I look over the ground with my flashlight.”

She listened to the sound of his footsteps
echoing back from a wooden floor then impatiently stepped through.
She walked to join him guided by the light. The stench of urine and
excreta was faintly discernible through the freezing air. Victor
flashed his torch around and she saw it was empty except for some
sacking, a few planks of wood, litter and empty bottles whole and
broken. He swung the light to the ceiling creating an eerie and
cavernous space below. Several brick pillars supported the floor
above in equidistant lines from each other. A flight of wooden
stairs led to the next floor beside a rope hoist.

The faint light from the street through
blackened windows couldn’t penetrate that far across the malodorous
space. Dathan swallowed, feeling disappointed. It was hard to
generate any enthusiasm for this place but what choice did she
have. It was this or give up and abandon her ambitions. “What’s
above us?” she asked.

“Nothing, just more of this. It’s all very
dirty,” Victor said depressingly.

“I’m interested,” Dathan admitted, “but I
need to know how much it’ll cost to open the doors.”

Victor thought she was insane to even
consider taking the place on but injected some warmth into his
voice, saying, “It does have water and electricity, it just needs
fixing up.”

“It could take months before these premises
are in order, would I get a rent free period?”

“I’ll even throw in the next floor,” Victor
replied, scarcely believing she was serious.

“What rent do you have in mind?”

When he told her Dathan was glad he couldn’t
see her expression in the darkness. She quickly converted the
amount to sterling, staggered it was so low and knowing he’d drop
it. No buyer settled for the asking price.

“What had you intended to do with it if I
hadn’t come along?” she asked.

“Let them go derelict, then redevelop. If you
take them I’ll get some cash back on my original deal.”

“So you’ll want me out sometime in the
future?”

“Yeah. This part of town is a little run down
right now but in a few years with what’s planned for the district
it’ll become a valuable piece of real estate.”

Dathan followed his reasoning but how would
it affect her, “How long a period can you give me?”

“Seven years,” Victor replied, wondering what
she intended to do with his building.

“Sounds good,” she said, “I’ll take it if
you’ll agree to two thirds of the rent you suggested and a signed
lease. I’d also like a written guarantee this deal won’t be
divulged to anyone else, whoever they are.”

“Well, sure!” he agreed, bewildered. What did
it matter to him?

“Thanks,” she shook hands with him, “is there
any way I can move in right away?”

Victor was horrified, “It’s a garbage dump,”
he said, “it’s probably infested with vermin on two and four
legs.”

“As soon as possible then,” Dathan
insisted.

Victor measured his words, “There are all the
utilities on the next floor but these windows’ll have to be covered
if you’re not going to be disturbed at night,” he advised, very
unhappy with her proposal.

“Can you recommend a builder to do that?”

“I can,” he said, “me!”

“You?” Why should Victor be so obliging?

“Sure, do mind if we get outa here, my eyes
are going funny.”

“Fine, she agreed, “can you really do the
windows for me?”

“Of course I can, I own a construction
company, it’s what I do.”

“Now you tell me,” Dathan said drily, her
unspoken question answered.

“How about a drink in the place across the
road, we can talk it over?”

The climbed through the entrance, Victor
carefully locking the door behind them, although as he said it
seemed pointless with the goddamn windows broken.

Maison Vivienne, the restaurant, was a
provincial style French café. Victor ordered a carafe of wine and
as the waiter poured asked her what she wanted to do with the
warehouse. Dathan pulled out her sketch block and pencil saying,
“It’s easier for me to draw than to tell you.” Having put it on the
table she said, “It’s too small, can we get something larger?”

Victor waved at the waiter to catch his
attention and passed on Dathan’s request with some amusement. She
really was a surprising lady.

A few minutes later a handful of large, out
of date menus were laid on the table in front of her. She turned
them over, stared thoughtfully at the blank sheets then picked up
her pencil. She drew an oblong and began filling it in. “This is
the frontage,” Dathan drew in fascia boards, “the windows will be
either side of the entrance door which must be double. I need a
minimum of four feet clearance with them both open.” She sketched
in the side of the building, “The windows’ll have to be extended
about twenty feet. Same depth as those at the front which’ll be
three quarters of the height from level ground to the fascia
boards,” she pencilled in the measurements against the sketch.
What’s left of the side of the building should have windows half
the depth of the others. Between the last of the larger and the
first of the smaller windows there’ll be a door. That’s it for the
exterior.”

Dathan placed another menu in front of her,
“The interior will be laid out like this.” She sketched the lines
of the partitions she wanted built and marked the doorways. “As you
can see, there’ll be four rooms. One should be fitted out as a
kitchen, another a bathroom and the other two left empty. They
shouldn’t extend more than fourteen feet from the back of the
property.” Dathan scratched her head and sipped at the wine, then
stared at the drawing, “I don’t know what the remaining space
comprises, but I noticed a fireplace. When the partitions are
built, I’d like shelving fourteen inches apart to go halfway up the
walls filling in the niches. I like the hoist, it could be
useful.”

Victor watched spellbound as she continued to
doodle her thoughts, he was astounded by the minutiae and accuracy
of her observations then he remembered she was an artist. “How did
you work it out so quick?” he asked.

“When I’d viewed about half a dozen premises
and they were all different I knew I’d need a very adaptable plan.
I made a list of what was needed and if anything I’d seen had
fitted, I’d have taken them. Are there any buildings backing onto
the warehouse?”

 


“An alley.”

“So it’d be possible to put windows in the
four rooms, excluding the one on the street side which’ll have
enough light.”

“Sure, but this is really going to cost
you.”

Dathan ignored him, “What about the second
floor?”

“Lets get the ground floor finished first,”
he suggested, overwhelmed.

She grinned, “How much?”

Victor sipped his drink, took her pencil and
began scribbling on another menu. When he gave her the price, again
the low amount surprised her. She couldn’t know the building
industry was cut throat. So far this deal was costing less than
half what she’d expected, “Reasonable,” she nodded.

“It’s fair,” Victor agreed.

“Call me Dathan, Mr. Jablowski.”

“I’m Victor, when d’ye want to start?”

“Tomorrow, but give me an idea of how long
this’ll take,” she said casually.

“Now!” he was startled, “it’ll take at least
three months.”

“A month,” she said, “I’ll double your
estimate.”

Victor held out his hand, “You have a
deal.”

 


15. Contracts

 


On Victor’s recommendation Dathan moved into
a rooming house near the warehouse. With no regrets she packed up
some of her precious belongings, left Rudi instructions to send the
rest on then promised Reuben she’d call once a week to play for
him. Finally, she stood in the street, clutching luggage in one
hand whilst scrambling around in her pocket with the other for the
address Victor had given her. She plunged deeper and brought it out
with a handful of change. This scattered across the sidewalk whilst
the business card lodged itself on the toe of her boot.

Frustrated she stared at it and decided to
forget the change. If she put her luggage down it’d probably walk
away in the hands of a passer by. A hand plucked it off her foot,
turned it over and handed it to her. Still legible in the rain. She
took the card raising her head. The man who looked down at her was
amused at her predicament, it showed in his darkly dancing eyes.
Her lips twitched in response, “Thank you,” she said recognising
the Latin in the Borsalino hat.

“My pleasure,” he replied about to say
something else but was cut short when Dathan walked to the kerb and
hailed a passing taxi.

She pulled open the rear door and threw her
luggage in, following behind. The door was shut for her and again
she looked up at the man who’d come to her assistance noticing he’d
changed hats. He was now wearing an exquisite pearl grey version.
She mouthed her thanks again through the streaming glass as the
taxi pulled away leaving him staring after the vehicle apparently
lost in thought.

Dathan paid off the driver at 10th. Street
and climbed a flight of stone stairs to a shabby, dilapidated
building. Beyond the front door the floor covering was threadbare,
patchily showing the underlayer of wood beneath. Redeemingly, it
was clean.

She looked at the board by the entrance, read
the legend and found the owner’s name and room number. It was on
the first floor at the back of the property. She knocked at the
paint flaked door and a dumpy woman, grey hair doubling for a
frazzled mop opened it with impersonal enquiry stamped on her
face.

“My name is Charles,” Dathan said, “did
Victor Jablowski telephone?”

“Yeah,” the small fat woman waddled out, “I
gotta room, it’s at the back here and kinda quiet.”

“That’s fine,” Dathan said looking down at
the top of the woman’s head feeling for once a giant, walking
tall.

“Follow me up these stairs.”

Her landlady took them slowly finding the
effort a struggle. Eventually they arrived at the room on the next
floor. It didn’t exude comfort but was spotlessly clean and the
amenities adequate. She’d only need it to sleep in.

“Can I have guests here?” she asked.

“I don’t allow no Irish and no Negroes,” she
said, then added querulously, “Victor didn’t say you were that
kinda girl, this ain’t no cat house!”

For a second Dathan was bewildered. What had
the woman’s feline preferences had to do with her? Cathouse! She
made an inspired guess, stifling a gurgle of laughter she didn’t
want her prospective landlady to hear. “I have to interview staff
for the business I’m opening,” she said and turned away in a
paroxysm of coughing.

“You should do something about that,” she was
advised, “you can use my front parlour at a dollar a day.”

“Thanks, that’s kind of you,” Dathan said
swallowing.

“Will you be alright now? If you’re hungry
there’s a diner across the road, I don’t allow no food cooked in
the rooms.”

Dathan smiled at the wall above the woman’s
head, “I’ll be fine, just fine.”

Morning found Dathan at the offices of the
district newspaper placing advertisements for a trained florist, a
young girl willing to work with flowers and sew and an errand boy.
She worded the advertisements carefully, giving no address and the
name ‘Charles’ to ask for. She had Margaret’s permission to use her
telephone number. It was a pay telephone on the landing along from
her room. Within a day of publication she had numerous enquiries.
She asked each person the same questions. Technical enquiries for
the seamstresses and florists, experience questions of the errand
boys whilst clutching a street map of the surrounding district. She
whittled down the applicants to six of each and interviewed
them.

By the weekend she’d made her choice.
Vincente Spezzito originally from Palermo, Sicily, Isabel, a Polish
Jew whose work samples were breathtaking and a boy called Salvatore
who’d been born in New York and whose family emigrated to America
from Naples.

For the next three weeks she was constantly
busy, overseeing the work at the warehouse, sketching wedding
dresses, bouquets and floral pieces. She cornered the carpenter at
work in her shop and asked him to frame the drawings neatly. He
acquired a small, but steady income for life. He passed her on to a
wood carver who she bullied into making miniature wooden cribs
which she decorated with lace and hand made fabric flowers.

In the middle of this frenzied activity she
contacted the lawyer her father had recommended. Dathan visited his
office which was so evocative of Sebastian’s she felt a wave of
homesickness and nostalgia for his cynical, secure company. It
would’ve been a relief to talk to someone like Sebastian. No need
to be diplomatic, to guard her tongue even during the verbal
sparring they both enjoyed.

Reuben Jablowski was a good, kind man but she
felt deprived of the vast store of knowledge and experience of
world affairs and business Sebastian provided. She missed the
verbal shorthand and communication even in silence which families
enjoy, especially with Stephen. Above all she felt the deficiency
of their warm, red-blooded buccaneering character.

Nathaniel Buchan was unlikely to fill the
gap. He was a tall spare man with no charisma but a charming,
diffident smile. He said he had a high regard for Sebastian who’d
written to expect her. Ushering Dathan to a chair he enquired how
he could help.

“I want you to draw up legally binding
contracts to be used between myself and my suppliers and myself and
sub-contractors,” she crossed her legs and pulled out a cigarette
and holder. Nat Buchan leaned across the desk with a cumbersome
table lighter of a peculiarly repulsive art deco design. Dathan’s
eyes alighted on it and she was unable to repress a faint shudder.
The lawyer grinned as she continued, “They’ve got to be watertight
so any commodity I design is exclusive. They can’t copy and sell it
without licence, permission or a royalty fee and everything has to
have my name on it.”

“How many do you want?”

“Presently six, 4 designs, 2 suppliers and
one tomorrow if you can do it for a sub contractor.”

Nat clasped his hands and stared at her over
the desk, “Is it practical to file patents on your work?” he
asked.

“I’ve no idea. If I showed you my designs
could you decide that? The laws of copyright and patent are
different in England so I have no way of knowing myself.”

“Perhaps you could bring them in tomorrow and
collect the first contract, eleven suit?”

Dathan stood and held out her hand, “I’ll be
here,” she said, “I’m glad to meet you at last.”

Buchan opened the door and watched her
retreating back, an unconcealed speculative look in his eyes. He’d
just enjoyed the briefest business discussion he’d had all
week.

Her next stop was in the Garment District at
a wholesalers recommended by Reuben where she carefully selected
fabric. In her room, on the floor, she cut out a design and began
to stitch it by hand. The next acquisition was a tailor’s dummy
again through Reuben. She enjoyed their weekly piano sessions and
had become very fond of the old man. He had an inverted and very
subtle sense of humour. She always took fresh fruit and wine with
her and after she’d played listened avidly to his advice about New
York.

 


He’d prepare a light supper and talk in his
idiosyncratic way about business and the old days until the wine
made him drowsy and he happily nodded into sleep. When she left his
building she always wore a hat concealing part of her face and
different clothing. Dathan was constantly mindful it was the only
place she could be found again, if anyone wanted to.

She learned from Reuben, Rudi had moved into
Greenwich Village too. He’d spoken with the old man at the time
leaving a message Dathan should contact him at Janacek’s gallery.
She decided to leave that until after she’d opened.

She’d inveigled the carpenter to fit out one
of the four rooms at the back of the building as a dressing room
and used the end corner room as her bedroom. The working area
between there and the floristry workrooms were furnished with a
couple of matching easy chairs and a table and a large second-hand
desk. The next buys were a gramophone, a pair of easels and a large
drawing board.

The sitter’s plinth was a cobbled up
arrangement of timber which was safe, adequate, inelegant and
adaptable. The reception room which the side door opened onto held
a smaller desk, visitor’s chair, filing cabinet and typewriter, all
slightly battered from pervious ownership. The new telephone shone
as a black incongruous, modern defiance.

Beneath the sorry mess it had been when
Dathan first viewed the premises, the floor was wood. She had
Victor strip off the filthy surface, coat it with varnish and
avoided the expense of covering it. The first twenty feet back from
the street was the shop. A counter held wrapping, containers,
racking for vases and display material. Behind this to the right
was the preparation room with good drainage, frames, wires and all
the accoutrements needed and most importantly good, strong, natural
light from the recently installed windows.

On the left she had created two small rooms
with doors opening onto the shop. One was named the Bridal Room,
the other, the Bereavement Parlour. These were both small enough to
be carpeted and have comfortable furniture. They were tastefully,
if discreetly decorated and framed sketches hung on the walls. On
low tables, folders of colour washed drawings lay to tempt
customers into parting with their cash.

The day before the shop was due to open she
invited Vincente, Isabel and Salvatore to eat at Maison Vivienne.
She’d quickly come to rely on the café for meals, a continuous
supply of coffee and the friendly welcome from the owner, his wife
and staff. She hoped this good will would carry over if business
got off to a slow start, because she might need to open an account.
She’d estimated she could carry trading for a month before cutting
staff and suffer the long distance humiliation of borrowing from
Sebastian. The alternative was to run home as the family
failure.

Although occupied by these thoughts
sporadically through their dinner she put them aside with desert.
It was enough to go from day to day, she’d worry about the end of
the month when it arrived. She asked Vincente to go with her to the
flower market early in the morning. They’d return to the shop in
time for Isabel to open up and set the flowers out. Dathan told
them she’d have to hold the reins tightly for the next month which
would be “make or break” but she hoped they’d be patient with her
and when business picked up, take more responsibility.

They listened and told her not to worry, they
were glad to be starting with her in a brand new business. They
offered toasts to its success and left her laughing. She returned
to her lodgings, collected the last of her possessions and moved
herself into the shop. There was nothing in the front windows
except the notices announcing the shop would open tomorrow.

Finishing the unpacking, Dathan manoeuvred
the heavy wooden dummy into the window. She dressed it in the
wedding gown she’d stitched, decorating the dress with a wedding
bouquet and coronet made from artificial flowers crafted from
fabric. She covered it carefully with sheets of tissue paper.

Large, lushly green potted plants were placed
to the best effect against the white painted walls. In the morning
when all the flowers and the remaining plants were displayed and
her model unveiled, the view from the street would be a riot of
colour and light surrounding her deliciously virginal bride. It
would blaze across the grey street.

Satisfied there was nothing else she could do
until morning, she retired to bed exhausted and slept.

 


16. Pressure, October

 


“Victor’s on the ‘phone Dathan,” Marie her
recently acquired secretary said watching her struggling
ineffectually to crate a painting.

“He wants to meet you at Jack Miller’s.”

“Damn,” Dathan muttered wiping her hands down
her shirt, “tell him yes but I’ll be late.”

Dathan had succeeded beyond anything she’d
thought possible in the few short months the shop had been open.
The capital invested in the building had already been returned as
the order books filled for her designs of wedding dresses and
floral art. When she’d contacted Rudi after a lapse of two months
he’d begun recommending her for portrait commissions he couldn’t
undertake himself. Through Joe she’d met other small bandleaders
who needed a music copyist.

She needed the money badly, any way she was
capable of earning it. Filling the orders meant a heavy investment
in stock. Not a few yards of material at time now, but whole bales
of cloth and industrial machines to sew the garments together and
the labour to turn her creations into the nuptial dreams her
clients expected.

Dathan had relinquished any thought of a
social life from the time the business opened. She’d known it would
be tough but she scarcely had time to sleep. She resented leaving
the building at all if it interfered with the relentless treadmill
of work.

She crossed the salon to Marie’s office. They
had to have a meeting to arrange better production control, the
volume of work was causing chaos. She wanted everyone’s opinion.
Marie said she’d check with the others and mark the engagement
book. Dathan now lived by this diary, the ‘Bible’ as it had become
known. Without it, she was lost. Her one relaxation was Reuben’s
piano which he’d given her saying, “It’s a loan, the repayments are
a weekly recital!”

It was left in the condition she received it.
She liked the tone although the felts still needed replacing, it
reminded her of pub pianos back home. Reuben called in at the same
time every week and she looked forward to his humour, witty
sagacity and acceptance of her as she was. For a man, even a wise
old man, she knew it wasn’t easy. Sebastian had seen to that with
his unconventional education. Dathan appreciated he neither
mistrusted nor derided her independence and respected her for
wanting success on her own terms and merit. Now she knew she could
trust herself. She’d instinctively chosen her staff and they were
proving to be a good, intelligent and loyal team. They looked on
her as not only an employer but a friend and would go to
extraordinary lengths to prevent her being harassed by bigotry or
enquiries they could handle themselves. In her personal loneliness,
Dathan saw them as part of her extended family.

Besides employing Marie, it’d been necessary
to find another errand boy. Salvatore had learned enough to work in
the shop. Vincente had needed an assistant and had taken on an
apprentice then Isabel had been released to exclusively work on the
cutting and fitting of wedding dresses. This entailed employing
another girl in the shop and two upstairs which Victor had rebuilt.
A bookkeeper came in daily to manage the accounts and Nat Buchan
seemed permanently on the pay roll.

A dozen of us she thought and we still need
more staff, and they need financing. There were times when she
wanted to crawl into her bed and sleep for a week. Only the fact
she’d volunteered herself into this position gave the stubbornness
to continue. Dathan discussed her personal trials and misgivings
with no one. These were very tough New Yorkers, if they thought she
could take it, they’d keep faith. They didn’t want to know about
cash flow problems, only success.

Marie called out to her, “Victor’s cancelled,
but Joe called and asked if he could collect his band parts
tonight.”

“Fine, tell Joe about four, I can’t be
interrupted later, I need to concentrate on what I’m doing.”

Marie shook her head about to say something
more, but left the room. She’d believed hard work never killed
anyone but was beginning to wonder. No matter what the business
problems were someone should get Dathan to slow down, to rest. Who
could do it? Not her!

Dathan pulled off her paint stained trousers
and dropped them in a heap by the piano in the centre of the room.
She began to play a few notes with her left hand thinking with the
keys. She was extemporising a blues number when Reuben arrived and
stood beside her. She grinned up at him and he winked
affectionately. If he’d had a daughter, he’d have liked her to be
like this Englishwoman he thought, then realised he wouldn’t. But
why not, he wondered, then unconsciously echoed Rudi’s thought of a
year ago with the same surprise, ‘Because she’s dangerous’. How he
didn’t know, he still didn’t think his fondness misplaced.

He’d often watched her playing like this,
man’s shirt hanging past her thighs over bare legs and feet. Dathan
suddenly shopped playing, “Reuben would you mind giving these parts
to Marie and ask her to keep Joe out of here,” she handed him music
from the stand, “I can’t go through the whole thing again now.”

“You’re overdoing it. Why don’t you go out
and have some fun?”

“It won’t pay the rent Reuben,” she said
breaking into ‘Top Hat and Tails’.

“Shall I pour some wine,” he said.

“Good idea,” she continued playing, stopping
to set the glass down on some newspaper on top of the piano, “It’s
not your kind of music,” she said reaching up to kiss his cheek,
“I’ll play something for you which you’ll like.”

Reuben stepped backwards from her. He
recognised her mood. She was exhausted and on these occasions her
music was a lifeline, all absorbing and giving strength.
Interesting to witness, if only the piano were better.

Dathan sat very still for a moment then began
to play the melody of the love duet from Verdi’s ‘Otello’. The
notes, the passion drawn then seemingly wrenched from her fingers
pierced Reuben and he turned away from the girl, his own memories
arousing an emotion he preferred to keep private. He wondered again
about her, so passionate yet spilling it all into a relentless
daily grind. Surely she wanted more from life? He’d never ask, but
was sure Dathan was driven by her past, whatever that was.

Deep in thought he was disconcerted to see
Vincente and a second man standing at the entrance to the salon.
Vincente beckoned and they went into the preparation room.

Oblivious to her surroundings Dathan played
on, unconsciously selecting the tenderest music evocative of love
then abruptly changing mood and tempo to a lively mazurka.
Finishing with a flourish she saw Reuben had gone. She drained the
wine and padded across to the kitchen to put the glass in the sink.
Mind still full of music she turned to see a man standing at the
far end of the salon, hat in hand.

“What are you doing here?” She was annoyed.
No one came into her salon without her permission.

“I’m sorry to disturb you Miss Charles, but I
had to see you urgently.” He stood against the light and she was
unable to see his face clearly. He began to walk towards her then
stopped as if he realised he might seem intimidating. Dathan took
in his tall figure, dark and saturnine face and the immaculate
double-breasted suit he wore. His hat was a pearl grey
Borsalino.

“I know you from somewhere,” she said trying
to recall his face.

“We’ve never been introduced,” he said
softly, trying to avoid looking at her legs.

“Your name?” she asked not moving from her
place besides the gramophone.

“Gregory Capeto.”

She shook her head, they’d not met, she
would’ve remembered, “Since you’re here, what can I do for you?”
she said ungraciously.

“I want some special flowers for my mother’s
funeral,” he said.

Dathan was embarrassed. She was seldom, if
ever rude, especially to a customer. It was a measure of her
fatigue she realised, “My condolences Mr. Capeto and apologies,”
she added quietly then gesticulated, “please come over here.”

He moved gracefully towards her. Several
inches taller than Dathan he was strikingly handsome with the
natural bronze of a Mediterranean complexion. The large, deep set
penetrating eyes which now examined her glinted beneath black curly
hair waving across his forehead. Nonplussed by his scrutiny she
swung on her heel to the security of her drawing board. She picked
up a piece of paper and placed it beside a larger clean sheet, “Do
you have anything in mind?” she asked him, now in control of her
mental gymnastics and resenting the powerful attraction he
exuded.

As Capeto watched her he felt a frisson of
electricity ripple along his spine, scattering his thoughts. He
felt drawn to this woman in a way he’d never previously
experienced. He was determined to possess her, more so now than the
first time he’d seen her. Outwardly composed he said, “I had
thought of a Madonna and Child, is it possible to do this?”

Dathan nodded and rolled the charcoal between
her fingers for a few seconds. Capeto had the impression she had
mentally, at least, left the room and coughed gently. She frowned
and bent over the smaller sheet of paper and with an economic style
sketched her impression of what a Madonna should comprise. Capeto
looked at the drawing with interest, “Yes, that’s good, exactly
right.”

She began drawing guidance angles on the
larger size of paper ruled with perspective cubes, “How large do
you want this?”

“Life size.”

Surprised, she glanced at him and saw he was
serious, “That’ll be very expensive Mr. Capeto,” she warned.

“It doesn’t signify,” he said, “she was my
mother,” as though anything else was unthinkable.

The angles were being elaborated, the drawing
filled out whilst he spoke. He read the scribbled notes as she
wrote them, ‘base by height, 1 x 3, cone frame (think Modigliani).
Calliper and standard model = dimensions - separate frame for
child. Tent stitch moss for garment folds + child/mother bind
twine. Base white xanth, mark shadows with cream (Vincente, I will
paint in the tones between them). Shawl cornflowers if possible or
layered iris petals if unavailable. Faces cowled, enhance outline
of mother and child with gold xanth buds.’

“When will it be required?” she asked still
adding to the sketch, working with pastels.

“Wednesday at St. Saviour’s at eleven.”

“Oh yes, we’re doing some other pieces, would
you like this sent with them to the funeral parlour?”

“That’s good,” Capeto agreed.

Dathan stood back from the drawing board,
“Mr. Capeto, do you like this?” she paused thoughtfully, “would you
prefer something else, perhaps a different shape or colouring?”

“Signorina, I think this will be perfect,” he
replied staring intently at the sketch.

“Good!” She turned and smiled shyly up at
him, suddenly very conscious of her bare legs and remembering the
last time they’d met. That’d also been embarrassing, “Forgive me, I
wasn’t expecting visitors,” she said wiping her hand and holding it
out to dismiss him.

He took it in his, “Certainly if you’ll have
dinner with me tonight.”

Dathan freed herself and walked to her desk
and pressed a bell push. She needed time to think. This man with
the hypnotic eyes confused her. She didn’t trust her judgement of
men after Heydrich.

Marie put her head around the door, Dathan
deliberately spoke to her in French, “Can you bring in some red
wine, I think this gentleman prefers it,” she said acidly, “and can
you bring the ‘Bible’ and tell me what I’m doing tonight?”

Her secretary glanced curiously at Capeto and
Dathan discovered he’d seated himself in one of the chairs near the
occasional table. He was completely at ease, poised and confident.
She perched on the arm of the chair opposite intrigued by his
cavalier manner which she found slightly unnerving. He did have a
fine head, she asked, “If you can spare the time, may I paint
you?”

He pensively stroked the side of his face
with one finger, a whimsical expression meeting his dancing eyes,
“You’re joking I think, Miss Charles.”

Marie opened the door and Salvatore brought
in a tray with glasses and wine. He placed the drinks on the table
and left whilst Marie hovered nearby with a notebook and the diary.
Dathan handed a glass of wine to Gregory Capeto who watched
patiently as Marie read from her notebook, “Joe’s been but you’ve
got Mrs. Japheta at six to discuss her daughter’s wedding dress.
Size problem for the usual reasons. You’re meeting Nat Buchan at
ten across the road. Vincente’s working all night and you’d said
you’d join him to help out at four in the morning, otherwise we’ll
be behind. The carpenter’s coming in half an hour to crate that
painting.”

“I don’t remember asking for a carpenter,”
Dathan said abstractedly.

“You didn’t, I did. You’ll tear your hands to
pieces fooling around with that timber.”

“Staff meeting?”

“Wednesday night at Vivienne’s in the back
room at six. We can all get there then.”

“That’s fine. Can you cancel Nat tonight and
fix another date?”

“When?”

“You’re the keeper of the holy writ, you
decide!” Marie grinned at her and went back to her office.

Dathan flicked her eyes over her uninvited
guest, “How about ten tonight?”

“Sure you can fit me in?” he asked
sardonically.

“I’d like to,” she smiled suddenly realising
it was true and she felt gauche. “It’ll be good to take a break
from chasing my tail. I can see you’re a businessman so you’ll
understand what it’s like. I’m a good floral designer, a reasonable
dressmaker, a fair artist and competent musician. I have to work at
them all to amass capital to reinvest in stock and pay my
employees. I’d love to cut my work to the things I do best and
enjoy the most.”

Gregory Capeto stared at her steadily for a
moment then said evening, “Are you asking me for a loan?”

She couldn’t stop the peal of laughter which
threw her head back and gurgled from her throat at his blunt,
amused question. “No,” she said, eyes sparkling, “I can get finance
anywhere on my trading figures but I want to capitalise myself
rather than pay interest charges to loan sharks.” then she added in
confusion, “Not that you’re one.” Embarrassed she looked into her
glass.

“No I’m not,” Capeto agreed, still
amused.

Dathan took his empty glass, “Please excuse
me now Mr. Capeto, Mrs Japheta will not appreciate my legs as much
as you.” Fumbling in a draw to the desk she pulled out a key and
gave it to him. “It fits the side entrance. If I’m busy I won’t
hear you knock.”

Capeto approached her and lifted her hand,
“Ten then, Miss Charles, “he brushed his lips lightly across her
knuckles and was gone.

A few minutes later Dathan wearing fresh
clothes called in Marie and Vincente, “How did Capeto get in here
without being announced?”

“I didn’t see him at all,” Marie answered and
went to her office.

“Well?” Dathan asked Vincente.

“He came through the shop Dathan. He asked
Miriam, the new girl, for you and she suggested he spoke to me.” He
carefully picked his next words, “He insisted on seeing you
personally. I was going to bring him in and explain.”

“You know who he is?”

“Oh yes, I opened the door and he saw you and
Mr. Jablowski. He told me to call Mr. Jablowski quietly, not to
disturb you, then told us to wait in the preparation room. I
wouldn’t have left him with you if I thought he’d bother you.”

Dathan looked down at the floor, “I’m sure of
that but it can’t happen again. I cannot have unscheduled
interruptions, I’ll never get any work done.” Did Vincente believe
she didn’t know who Gregory Capeto was, that she never read a
newspaper? As always she decided to keep her own counsel and waited
for Vincent’s unqualified reply, “It won’t happen again Signorina,
you have my word.”

 


17. The Madonna

 


During the next two hours Dathan met Mrs.
Japheta and daughter, condoled on their predicament and accepted a
down payment. She showered then dressed in a flowing blue silk
caftan she’d designed herself. It glowed iridescently, accenting
her auburn hair giving her height. The building was quiet, the only
light from a small lamp on the table in the salon. She sat in a
chair and put her head back closing her eyes to enjoy the
stillness. A pressure on her lips woke her. She tensed and her eyes
flew open instantly dismissing her fatigue.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you,” it
was the voice of Gregory Capeto.

Dathan stood, annoyed with the liberty he’d
taken. She threw her cloak around her shoulders biting back an
angry reply, “Good evening,” she said, “shall we go?”

“Your key,” he held it out to her. She took
it with cold fingers and returned it to the desk draw, shutting it
with a sharp snap.

He led the way from the building then onto
the street where a vehicle awaited. Opening the rear door he
settled her in, then himself, “Benny’s please Lou,” he ordered.

They travelled in silence through the streets
to a district Dathan later learned was Little Italy. After fifteen
minutes the car halted outside a darkly lit restaurant entrance.
Capeto helped her from the car and turned to the driver, “Take the
night off Lou, I’ll see you tomorrow.” Lou let in the clutch and
drove away with a lop sided grin stretched across his face.

Gregory opened the door for Dathan as she
walked into the plushly furnished restaurant. Removing her cloak
she handed it to a waiter and waited whilst Capeto shed his
overcoat. He shot the cuffs of his evening shirt back into place,
the points of his collar rising stiffly above the neatly dressed
bow tie. Two black shirt studs, encircled by diamonds, glowed from
the front of the crisply laundered white garment. In his black
evening suit, his face reminded her of renaissance portraits. What
was he, saint or devil? Dathan was wary of discovering either. The
waiter ushered them to a secluded area draped with dark red
curtains. They sat, each surreptitiously examining the other.

“You’re from England Dathan?”

“Yes.”

“How do you come to be in the States?” he was
frankly curious.

“I arrived on a visit and never left,” she
answered, “one thing led to another.”

“So what do you really do?” he gave her a
sidelong glance whilst looking for a waiter.

“You’ve seen my workshop!”

“Flowers, dress design, portraits, music
copyist, patents. It’s all there,” he picked up her hand.

“You didn’t hear about patents in my shop Mr
Capeto,” her reply was taciturn as she removed her hand and placed
it in her lap under the table out of reach.

“You’re right,” he smiled apparently
unbothered by her action. “I met a friend of mine and his wife this
evening and mentioned you’d be my guest tonight.”

“Do I know them?”

“David and Judith Lazarus.”

“Oh yes,” Dathan relaxed, “my lawyer’s
mentioned Mr. Lazarus and his wife has an account with us.”

“She says you’re an original.”

“You mean eccentric,” she smiled at him.

“Didn’t I say that, let’s eat.”

He ordered for both of them, Consommé, Sole
Veronique, salad verte with a dry Chablis. Dathan was disconcerted,
he’d ordered exactly what she ate on this particular night of the
week, regularly at Vivienne’s. They talked throughout the meal
touching lightly on politics, the theatre and similar subjects. In
between Dathan parried questions about herself and her business
interests. When the coffee was served she screwed a cigarette into
a holder which he ignited with a gold lighter, then leaned back to
relax in her chair, “That was very good,” she said, “I hope you
like my taste in food.”

He laughed, “It’s rare to meet someone who
appreciates subtlety.”

“As this is an Italian restaurant, I
appreciate the compliment, especially from the chef.” She gazed at
him steadily through the spiral of smoke from her cigarette, “I
don’t appreciate or welcome your intrusion of my privacy or being
investigated.”

Gregory stared equally steadily back at her,
“I won’t apologise, I wanted to know about you.”

“Should I be flattered or frightened?”

He ignored her question, “You have a growing
reputation as a personality and someone of talent. Such people are
always interesting.”

“I see,” Dathan was on her feet, “thanks for
the dinner Mr. Capeto, I should like to leave now.”

He was dismayed by her reaction but called a
taxi and within minutes they were speeding uptown.

“Tenth St.’s in the other direction,” Dathan
said.

“I wish you’d call me Gregory. I don’t want
the evening to end so early so would please be my guest a little
longer?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“I’m not forcing you Dathan, we can return
now if you really want to, but I hope you won’t.”

She sighed, how could she turn down such a
polite invitation?

The doorman at the club recognising Gregory
Capeto opened the entrance with a respectful smile. They stepped
into the foyer which led onto a huge room. Tiers of seats fanned
away from the stage. It was a symphony of lights and colour and
Dathan recognised it as Freddie’s new club.

She stood in the entrance leaning against the
wall waiting for Gregory as he greeted various people, oblivious of
the stir created by the style of her unusual dress. The women
looked at her enviously and the men wondered who she was whilst
they mentally undressed her.

Absorbing the club’s atmosphere she was
startled when an arm curled around her back moving her away from
the wall and a hand rested on her hip. She inclined her head
slightly to find herself facing one of Capeto’s diamond encrusted
shirt studs, “Do you have a table booked here?” she asked, the
place seemed full.

“We’ll join my friends if you don’t mind,” he
answered taking her arm to usher her around the tables.

I have a choice, she wondered, and allowed
herself to be guided to where two couples sat talking desultorily.
They all wore evening dress and the men stood politely, waiting to
be introduced.

“Judith Lazarus you already know, this is her
husband David and this is Richard Dooley and his wife Claire.” They
shook hands and reseated themselves, “Dathan Charles,” he
added.

A waiter passed cautiously perching two more
drinks on the over flowing table. Dathan lifted hers, examining the
concoction with suspicious interest. Floating on the top was a
sticky cherry attached to a small wooden cocktail stick. It was
like a red eye rolling out of its socket. Dathan put it in the
ashtray. She felt a warm hand on her shoulder and a familiar voice,
“Hey Dathan, who let you out for the night?”

She tipped her head backwards, “Hi Joe, Sorry
I missed you earlier.”

“So am I and I’m glad to see you here,” he
shook her hand as she stood, “you don’t poke your head outa your
door often enough to know what gets off!

“Joe,” she said lightly punching his arm,
“you know how it is.”

“Sure I do,” he said softly, “can you spare a
few minutes?”

She turned to Gregory Capeto, “Would you
mind?” she began, but he’d overheard their conversation.

“Go ahead, I’ll be right here,” he waved her
away.

She followed Joe down a sloping aisle to the
stage. They talked as they moved. “You could’ve picked a better
place to go for a night out than this Dathan,” she heard him
say.

“Not my choice, I’m just going along with the
game.”

“It can get rough babe, hardly your
style!”

“Protection doesn’t seem to be a problem,”
she said glancing back at Capeto’s table, “what d’ye want to talk
about?”

“That new arrangement! You asleep on the job
or somethin’, it’s messy?”

“Sorry Joe,” she stopped and put a hand on
his arm, “can’t you fix it and deduct something from the
cheque?”

“You wrote it, and our singer says it falls
outside her...” he snapped his fingers, “what d’you call it,
tessiture?”

Dathan grinned, “Tessitura, singing blues,
you have to be joking.”

“Take a look at it while you’re here and same
me some travellin’ time.”

“I don’t think Mr. Capeto will appreciate a
long absence Joe,” she warned.

“He and his friends use this place a lot,” he
said reassuringly, “he’ll hardly know you’re gone.”

“Right, where is it?”

“In my dressing room. I’ll take you there and
you can bring it me on stage. I’ve got to go to work myself
now.”

He showed her around a curtain backstage,
returning within minutes to sit at the piano on the narrow podium
erected for the band. Capeto had watched closely whilst talking and
laughing and now he lit a cigarette and relaxed.

“How did you get her to come out with you?”
Judith asked.

“Lay off will you, I’m not that bad a guy!”
the humour was mechanical.

“No,” she said irritated with him, “you don’t
understand. She never goes anywhere socially, ask Vincente, her
manager. All he’s ever seen her do is work.”

“Perhaps she thinks I’m good for business,”
he suggested laconically.

Richard’s wife joined the conversation,
“She’s right Gregory, the women’s a virtual hermit, strictly
business. She must think you can offer her something.”

Gregory smiled thinking of Dathan’s obvious
antagonism towards him, “You two trying to warn me?” He was
obviously amused. “I’ve been suspected and accused of a lot in my
life,” he continued shaking his head, “but never naivety.” He
flicked the ash from his cigarette, “so you think she’s a
shark?”

“Why not?” asked Judith, “what the hell does
anyone really know about her?”

Capeto’s eyes narrowed as he watched Dathan
approaching Joe then lay some manuscript paper on top of the piano.
From the hand gestures he guessed she’d be returning to their
table. Dathan stood by the stage for a moment looking up at the
crowded tables trying to recall which aisle they’d used, then
stepped in the wrong direction towards the minute dance floor.

As she reached its edge a figured obscured
her from Gregory’s view. The band began playing as he recognised a
frequent and violent enemy, Klaus Feder. Dathan fumed when he
blocked her way and put her arm around her shoulders.

“Shit!” Capeto stood and tossed his cigarette
into an ashtray. Ignoring the surprised faces of his friends he
tried to move swiftly through the people thronging the aisle. As
Feder swayed, obviously drunk, he could see the disgust on Dathan’s
face. Closing in on them he heard, “Who’re you with, dammit?” Feder
was demanding to know.

“Mr. Capeto,” she replied slowly weighing up
the situation.

“What’s that guinea bastard got I haven’t?”
he said aggressively.

“Manners,” Dathan answered and lifted her
hands to his shoulders and used her thumbs to jab viciously at his
carotid nerves either side, blessing Hans Stein.

Feder’s eyes popped as he crumpled at her
feet and Dathan looked up and saw Sha’alazar sitting with Ike, one
of the Brothers. Her wink at her cousin was almost imperceptible,
who grinned and looked away. As she turned to step off the dance
floor, Gregory stood in front of her.

“Dance?” she asked, “holding out her
hands”

He stepped over Feder and folded her in his
arms and they moved onto the dance floor among the other couples.
“You didn’t like him?” Gregory couldn’t think of anything else to
say other than the obvious, he could scarcely believe what he’d
seen.

“No.” The reply was brief even by Dathan’s
standards.

“That was some trick!” and where did you
learn it he thought, not at a Buckingham Palace garden party.

She looked up him faintly smiling and
suddenly the sounds around her seem muffled and distant. Dathan
stifled a gasp as the overwhelming impact of his sexuality and
desire hit her. It was like an electric shock. Her eyes dilated as
she stared into Capeto’s who reflected her own confusion. He shared
the moment and her feelings. Her face paled as she closed her eyes
and leaned against him. “You’re going to disrupt my life Gregory, I
can feel it,” she whispered.

He lifted her chin to look into her eyes
again, “I think you are my life,” his voice was as bewildered as
hers. He gripped her more tightly then relaxed as self-control
reasserted itself. “They’ve taken Feder away, I presume he’ll
recover?” he said from a dry throat, not particularly interested
but welcoming the normality of conversation.

“He won’t even realise what happened to him,
he was very drunk.”

The band finished the set and they
sidestepped between tables, he clasping her hand with a new sense
of possession. The reseated themselves and he noticed she was
trembling slightly. “Is that caused by Feder or me?” He took her
hand and kissed it. Dathan didn’t reply, her eyes were
unfathomable, opaque.

The two other couples watched their
engrossment, amazed at Capeto’s behaviour. They’d seen him seduce
plenty of beautiful women but never react to any of them this
way.

“Shall we leave now?” Gregory swallowed the
remains of his drink. His actions were slow, dreamy.

Dathan smiled her farewells at the others,
not really seeing them, uncaring of their opinion and they moved
towards the exit. Before entering the foyer she turned and waved to
Joe standing by the piano. He saluted her in return and as she
turned Gregory caught her in his arms and bent his head and kissed
her.

“Did you see that?” Judith asked.

“I never thought I’d see this day with
Gregory?” Claire laughed.

“So Lothario’s met his Armageddon,” David
Lazarus grinned, “is she that good a businesswomen Judith? How come
you never mentioned her before?”

“Why should I think you’d be interested,
she’s not involved with any of your interests?”

David looked pensive thinking of some of
Dathan’s patents and designs which he’d tried unsuccessfully to buy
out. He wondered whether Nat Buchan’s toughness was influenced by
Dathan or if it were the other way around. Perhaps she could be
manipulated if she was in love with Gregory, his oldest friend and
partner. He winked at Richard who was also a partner and sharing
his thoughts.

Gregory paid off the taxi outside the shop
and she opened the door quietly. Dathan switched on the nearest
light then realised, astonished, she was standing next to a grand
piano.

She stepped backwards, “How in the world did
this get here? What a fantastic instrument.” She opened the lid, “A
Steinway, I haven’t played one since Berlin.” In her excitement she
ignored Gregory and missed his surprised, but keen interest in her
remark.

A matching stool covered with dark green
velvet was placed beneath the keyboard. She launched into the
‘Brindisi’ from ‘La Traviata’ and sank into the glorious sound from
the perfect instrument. She stopped playing when Gregory leaned
over and waved a glass of wine in front of her eyes.

“You found the ‘fridge,” she said and
laughed, “I’m sorry but I can’t believe this, it’s so
beautiful.”

“It sounds better than your old one.”

“I can’t imagine where it’s come from,
there’s no letter with it, nothing!” Absently she began playing
bass chords with her left hand.

“Is there anything you don’t do good?” he
asked her.

“Plenty, ask Joe Baker,” she said continuing
with the music, “and I’m not much on conversation.”

He stood behind her and put his hands on her
shoulders. She could feel their heat through the thin fabric of her
gown and her muscles tensed, “Don’t be afraid,” he whispered, “I
won’t hurt you.”

Dathan dropped her hands from the keyboard
and twisted to face him then moved away from the piano and his
touch. She was half serious when she replied, “I’m trying not to
be.”

His arms encircled her as he pressed his lips
to hers. His tongue flicked into her mouth arousing her senses. She
could feel the heat generating between her thighs, seeking him. The
overwhelming compulsion to take this man into her body, her life,
seemed to drown out all other ambition. Abruptly she separated
herself and walked across the salon to her suite of rooms. Dathan
opened the door to the dressing room, switched on the light and
removed her clothes. Catching sight of her nakedness he followed
her and did the same. Not a word was spoken, none were needed.

She went to her bed and lay on it waiting,
arms raised above her head. He came to her leaving the door to the
dressing room open so the light filtered through. “Gregory Capeto,”
she whispered, learning and speaking a truth, “I want you.” He
kneeled over her, his penis erect. She touched it lightly as he
bent to kiss her lips then ran his tongue along her skin, sucking
gently at her nipples then past her belly. Dathan’s body tingled
with a mixture of sensations and a helplessness, a total surrender
to the inevitableness of the moment.

He bowed his head and pushed his tongue at
her clitoris, she shuddered but wanted to feel his lips on hers.
She pulled him to her almost overwhelmed with desire. But this was
more than the lust of her previous experience, it was a sensuality
created by an imperative need for this man and his love.

With tenderness he entered her. The
gentleness of his caresses, his mouth on hers, aroused Dathan to a
fever of excitement. It communicated her unfettered, unrestrained
desire to Capeto who responded equally with delight. She gasped as
he reached into her deeply, hands grasping his buttocks, straining
with back arched to offer all in a complete surrender of self.

Their rhythm was matched, the extraordinary
pulses of sensation shimmered and she became only aware of her
lover’s embrace. Unprepared for the sudden climax of their
vibrating emotions when it came she could only gasp and cling to
him as he too gave himself to her. They were drugged with passion,
negating selfishness and rendering them helpless. The fulfilled
effect of total unity lingered as they lay exhausted in each
other’s arms.

“I’ve taken many women Dathan, but now I know
I’ve loved only one,” he breathed in her ear, “I love you.”

She listened longing to say the same but
afraid of what such a commitment might mean, “I feel the same
Gregory, but it’s too soon.”

“We’ll talk about it tomorrow,” he said
stroking her cheek while the juice of his body still flowed into
hers.



18. Connections

 


“Signorina, signorina,” a voice whispered and
Dathan stirred uneasily laying in the arms of Gregory Capeto.
“Dathan!” The voice was louder and more insistent. She woke and
gently tried to extricate herself from her lover without waking
him. At her first movement, Gregory’s eyes opened and he pulled her
closer, “I have to go,” she said and his lips brushed her cheek and
he released her. Dathan slid from the bed.

Vincente heard the rustle of sheets and
returned to the preparation room. He’d been unable to resist
peeping at the sleeping Dathan and had retreated in consternation
unexpectedly seeing two people, instead of one. He recognised
Gregory Capeto and decided instantly, silence was the better part
of valour. Dathan heard him tiptoeing across the varnished wooden
floor.

Still drowsy she pulled a fresh shirt from a
hanger, found some clean slacks and underwear and wearily trudged
into the bathroom. Twisting the wrong tap on the shower she was
brutally awakened by a deluge of icy water. Profaning mutely she
let it run for a couple of minutes then numbly shivering quickly
dressed. Scragging her wet hair in a bun she stabbed in the pins to
prevent it flopping over her face as she worked. As she walked to
the front of the salon she wondered if Vincente had seen her in bed
with Capeto. Whilst she’d rather he hadn’t, her morals were her
business.

Vincente was rapidly basing up the Madonna
and Child. A large coffee pot bubbled on a burner and Dathan
gratefully grasped with both hands the large full cup he handed
her, “You’ve done well to get this far,” she said, “any problem
with the cream chrysanths?”

He shook his head while he wired flower heads
and screwed them into the moss, “I couldn’t find anything like the
colour, or a substitute, so I mixed up some dyes to your formula.
They’re over there,” he waved his hand towards another bench.

Dathan stirred the mixture in the glass jar
to dissolve more of the sediment. She held it to the light, “Too
much cadmium, but it’ll probably fade when it dries, pass me one of
those heads.”

Vincente threw one onto her bench and she
dipped it in the mixture and shook off the surplus and poked the
wires into a sponge leaving it to dry. “Once they’re wired in I can
always tone them up or down with a brush,” she said, “where’s the
spray, I’ll do the others?”

“Over there,” Vincente waved at a sink full
of cold water where an atomiser with a fine spray nozzle attached
to a rubber tube and bowl floated obscenely.

Dathan scowled at it, refilled their cups and
sat on the bench facing Vincente. “How’d the Steinway get in the
other room and who’s it from?”

Vincente’s round face coloured. It was one
thing to let a man in, quite another to allow a piano to slide by
him. A vast difference in size and it looked permanent, or perhaps
he was too? That was a dangerous thought.

“I’m not angry,” Dathan said, “who could be?
It’s gorgeous, but I do want some answers, before a whole damn
orchestra gets parked in the studio.”

Vincente laughed and perched on a stool,
“When Mr. Capeto left yesterday he asked for my ‘phone number
because he wanted to talk later about the Madonna.” He picked up
his coffee cup and filled half with sugar from a soggy brown paper
bag. “About nine the ‘phone rang and a guy said Mr Capeto wanted to
know what time I was coming in and he’d meet me.” He laughed, “When
I arrived there were four men waiting outside with the piano.” His
eyes twinkled, “At first I thought it was some kind of joke, or a
mistake. I mean who moves pianos around at eleven at night?”

Capeto! He’d said nothing last night, how
clever of him!

“There seemed no harm in it and it does sound
good, I heard you playing.”

“It does,” Dathan said, “but I should change
your telephone number,” she suggested.

Vincente grinned and shook his head, “It
doesn’t matter.”

“It’s certainly a flamboyant gesture,” Dathan
sighed.

“I guess Mr. Capeto didn’t think too much of
Mr. Jablowski’s model,” he said getting back to work.

“No, I guess not,” Dathan agreed drily, “what
should I start on?”

“Can you do the sprays on those pieces over
there, they’re due out first.”

She bent to her work, selecting blooms,
discarding dross then began cutting and wiring them into the based
frame. Between them they shared an amalgam of techniques. Dathan
had brought with her the skills she’d learned from her English
godmother and had invented a twist of her own. She’d discovered
from simple ingredients found in any kitchen, it was possible to
create a colour palette of dyes mixed with blocks sold in any
artist’s shop which would stick to petals and didn’t kill them. Its
potential in floral design was enormous and combined with her
talent for painting meant, for those able to pay, they’d buy a
unique work of art. It was a great selling point and couldn’t be
copied.

Vincente was schooled in the Italian
tradition, although he’d served his apprenticeship in America.
Their different abilities rubbed off on each other. Dathan knew she
could never produce a Della Robbia confection to Vincente’s high
standard, whilst he would never try to emulate her skills with
artworks. They experimented with form and colour constantly
learning from each other. Vincente was trained in frame making, in
both cane and wire, and there was nothing they couldn’t reproduce
after studying a project thoroughly. At least one of their
customers, after the flowers had faded, had taken the frames and
had the original form cast in clay.

The companionable silence they worked in was
broken when Vincente asked, “This Gregory Capeto, Signorina, do you
know who he is?”

“Yes,” Dathan replied absently concentrating
on what she was doing.

“He’s known to be a dangerous man.”

“Get to the point Vincente,” she invited.

“He’s a gangster,” Vincente whispered
dramatically, “He’s family.”

Dathan looked at him in surprise, stopping
work, “You’re related?”

Vincente put down his cutters and
laughed.

“What’s so funny?” she asked.

“Dathan there’s family and there’s family,”
he spluttered, “no, we’re not related.”

“What’s the joke, I could do with a good
laugh?”

Still grinning he said, Well it isn’t really
funny at all, he and his friends run this city.”

“I’ve read about the ‘criminal conspiracies’
but never seen them described as ‘families’.”

“You won’t, only by Italians.”

“Ah,” Dathan said, “I get it. Thanks for the
warning, but don’t worry about it.”

“What if he and his friends try to move in on
the business, how could you stop them?”

He had a point as she already knew with good
reason. Now she might have to cope with David Lazarus. A close
friend of Capeto’s he’d already made legal approaches to buy out
some of her designs and inventions, but would he always remain
within the law? What if he decided to use other means to pressure
her into selling? Dathan kept these thoughts herself and said, “
They can’t affect us, I am the business. If I stopped trading or
disappeared there’d be none. What would be left to move into?”

“You don’t know, do you?”

“What?”

“Have you never wondered why from the day we
opened people have poured in the doors?”

His implication sparked her anger, “I’d
assumed it was because we’re selling what people wanted at the
right price.”

“We are, but the clients had to know about us
and come here to find out. Look at the orders we get, they’re
hardly downtown New York, are they?”

Dathan stared at him for a moment. It’d never
occurred to her, but he was right. She’d never put out any
advertising and some of their clients came from the best addresses
in Manhattan, as well as the most notorious. A smile softened her
face.

“It’s not my business Dathan,” he said
quietly, “but are you in love with him?”

“I don’t know,” she said, “I think so.”

He shook his head, “I thought all women knew
about that stuff.”

“Not this one.”

At six they’d caught up and Dathan let in the
carpenter. They agreed on some standard frame sizes which meant
he’d be able to make crates in advance instead of working in the
salon for hours. Dathan was glad to get this hated chore off her
hands and blessed Marie.

When he left she looked in on Gregory who
still slept. He breathed easily, his black curly hair an untidy
halo against the pillow. His hand stretched across where she’d
lain. She stood silently thinking about him. Every other week his
name or photograph appeared in the newspapers. How much of what was
written was true or speculation, she couldn’t begin to guess. What
was a fact were the casualties of the gangland wars. In her
business they could hardly be overlooked.

She went to her desk to make inroads into the
bottomless pile of paperwork the business generated and worked
steadily until Marie punctually arrived at eight. The Frenchwoman
came into the room carrying coffee for two and her notebook. She
sat opposite Dathan.

“Any changes?” she asked the same question
every morning.

Dathan shook her head, “Not yet, you’ll be
pleased with me, I’ve finally gone through all the quotes.”

Marie laughed, “So, what’s to do.”

“You’ll find my notes scribbled on each one
but essentially all the fabric wholesalers need a rocket up their
collective asses. Put it tactfully but tell them we want definite
quotes on everything they supply and not a handful of numbers
pulled from the local telephone directory which insult my
intelligence. I’m not in a bazaar selling carpets and neither are
they.” She leaned back in her chair, “I even found that address of
the people who manufacture leather goods. Get some figures out of
them for high fashion accessories. ...What?”

Marie said incredulously, “For bridal
wear?”

“Nah, I’ve got another idea, we’ll talk about
it Wednesday night.”

Marie put her cup on the floor and picked up
a pencil, “Bun run?”

“Double usual for me,” Dathan said.

“Croissants, blackcurrant or strawberry
conservé, you must be hungry.”

“Uh, huh, both, I’ve got a guest.”

At that moment Gregory strolled into the
salon wearing his evening suit and morning shadow above his open
necked shirt. Dathan looked at the ceiling, her face
expressionless. Marie stood and muttered, “I’ll be back in a
while,” hastily picked up the papers from Dathan’s desk and
scuttled into the shop to get the rest of the orders. Gregory sat
in the chair she’d vacated.

“I’m sorry, it never occurred to me you’d
have someone with you,” he said.

Dathan looked at him and grinned, “None of my
staff will say anything, but I’d appreciate you getting straight
into a taxi from the side door.”

“I’ll do that,” he said, “you look busy?”

“Yeah, we’re looking at a lot of innovations
in the next few months.”

“You need any cash?”

“If I do, you’ll be the first one I’ll ask,”
she lied.

He walked to where she sat and pulled her to
her feet, holding her face gently between his hands, “I love you,”
he said then kissed her softly.

“This is so fast,” she said, “I need time...”
She took his right hand and kissed it as Marie knocked on the door
then quickly sat again at the desk. The door opened.

“Do you know someone called Serrugio?” Marie
asked.

Dathan nodded, “Never met him, but some of
his friends visited me after I opened.”

“Who?” Gregory asked.

She shook her head, “No idea. They never came
back, what’s he want.”

“His portrait painted! Do you know this man’s
reputation?” Marie had switched to French, a sure sign she didn’t
like Gregory overhearing their conversation and she wasn’t happy
about accepting the commission.

“Yes, so what’s the problem?” Dathan said in
English.

“Your schedule’s overloaded already.”

“He can wait! Tell him the terms and if he
agrees I’ll be there at four thirty and do some preliminary
sketches.”

Marie shrugged, “What about the letters?”

“Sign ‘em per pro, it’ll intimidate them,”
she grinned.

“Pouf!” Marie went to her room.

Gregory leaned against her desk. Serrugio
was, by a route littered with dead and mutilated rivals, his boss.
For a couple of years they’d danced around their mutual hatred
caused because Gregory wanted to break away and take care of his
own business. Lately Serrugio’s animosity towards his former
protégé was becoming seriously obvious.

Dathan looked up at him, “Is Serrugio a
friend of yours?”

He laughed, “No way! He’d kill me given the
chance.”

“Can I ask why?”

“I work for him sometimes,” he said, “we go
back a lot of years and I want to be free of people like him. How
much do you know about me Dathan?”

“Enough.”

“And it doesn’t bother you,” he asked
curiously.

“It’s not my business.”

“You are an extraordinary woman cara,” he
relaxed.

“Thanks, have you heard of the ‘bush
telegraph’?”

He shook his head, “New to me.”

“Someone saw us together last night and told
Serrugio. He’s now wondering if I can be used as some kind of
leverage against you...or he’s going to try and meddle in my
affairs in some way. This town!” she broke off.

“This town, what?” he asked.

“It’d collapse without organised crime to run
it. I knew sooner or later a Serrugio would come along.”

“You must have had an unusual education in
England,” he said smiling.

She thought of Sebastian, “Unconventional,”
she said.

“Serrugio’s called a meeting earlier in the
afternoon so I’ll be there, I’ll drive you back to the City.”

 


19. Serrugio

 


The car Gregory Capeto sent for her travelled
through the Bronx, Mount Vernon and north to Scarsdale. The traffic
made the journey lengthy and tedious. At Serrugio’s mansion she was
met at the door by a slightly built man of fastidious appearance
who politely took her case and ushered her through the baroque
decorations of the lengthy corridor to the back of the house. It’s
such bad taste you could almost love it Dathan thought as she
waited whilst the man knocked at a door. Who did Serrugio think he
was? A reincarnation of Napoleon?

Her escort opened the door allowing her to
enter first. A group of perhaps ten men sitting and standing all
turned to look at her. Gregory Capeto and Lou Bertassi leaned
laconically against a far wall which she saw, with surprise, was a
small conventional conference room. She’d been expecting to see at
least a throne. Capeto’s eyes caught hers and she acknowledged him
with a nod then watched with interest as her case was searched.

“Did all go well this morning?” she asked,
knowing he’d attended his mother’s funeral.

“Thank you, yes,” he answered, without
moving.

The other men looked on disinterestedly as
each item from her case was laid on the table. Sketch book, wrapper
of charcoal and other artistic clutter. The edges of her palette
knife were tested against a thumb and Dathan realised they had no
idea what they were looking at. Everything was replaced in the
reverse order of removal, the valise snapped shut and handed to
her.

“He’s waiting for you now,” her escort
gestured then opened a door to another room.

A corpulent man aged about 60 and sitting at
a desk rose to greet her. His hair was flecked with white over a
florid face which showed his fondness for wine. Like the men
outside he was immaculately tailored in the current fashion. “I’ve
heard good things about you,” he said warmly.

Dathan moved towards the centre of the room
where long, low couches formed three sides of a box formation in
front of a huge fireplace. Between them a highly polished long, low
table stretched over an Aubusson rug. “I’m delighted to hear that,”
Dathan smiled sitting, “I believe my secretary gave you the terms.
You do understand the earliest completion date will be a year
hence?”

“Why so long, Miss Charles?” Serrugio was a
man who expected immediate results in all his enterprises.

“Oil paintings aren’t photographs. The paint
needs time to dry out and then it needs to be varnished.”

“It doesn’t signify,” he said accepting her
explanation, “I’m sure it’ll be well worth waiting for.”

“Thanks,” she opened her case and lay it
beside her on the couch, “These preliminary sketches you heard
about this morning are to help you decide what pose you’d like,
what displays your best advantage.”

“My best advantage,” he repeated, his vanity
tickled.

“Can you stand closer to the window and try
to be as relaxed and natural as possible facing the light?”

Impressed by her professional attitude
Serrugio complied. Dathan exerted herself to make him feel at ease,
to deflect his customary vigilance, “Ignore me Mr. Serrugio as I
move around. I’ll be sketching you from different angles to find
your best profile, proportions and other detail. Think of yourself
as the sun around which the earth moves.” Dathan swallowed back a
laugh, had she gone too far with that last remark? Apparently not,
the man was visibly preening. He gestured and opened his mouth to
speak as she lifted her head from her sketch block. “Be still
please.” Serrugio acquiesced and she walked to the windows, stood
against the light and began a new drawing, “We’ll be finished very
quickly.”

“You were out with Gregory Capeto last night,
heh!”

“Yes, but I really think that’s my business,
Mr. Serrugio,” she said politely, glancing at him.

For once in his life he felt at a loss. Born
and bred in the poverty stricken Sicilian countryside, raised in
New York slums, his opportunities for meeting Englishwomen with
Dathan’s courteous inbred arrogance had been nil. “I apologise,” he
said, surprising himself. He was cunning enough to know he’d have
to reconsider his tactics to achieve his own peculiar purposes.

The sun streaming through the windows across
Dathan’s shoulders was uncomfortably warm. She took off her jacket
and rolled up her shirtsleeves putting Serrugio even more at ease.
She was entirely aware of his response, “Do you want to rest for a
moment, I won’t take up much more of your time.”

Serrugio, without speaking, lightly walked to
the seating enclave and arranged himself, he hoped, patrician like
on a couch. Dathan stood by the window scribbling nonsense. He
seemed quite an engaging man, if a bit of a mountebank. Very
deceptive. She had no doubt he’d attempt to kill Gregory and
probably herself as well after forcing himself into her business.
Despite what she’d said to Vincente, her demise would mean who took
over would have the patents which were registered, not to her
personally, but to her company. He wasn’t the only shark hovering.
Unbeknown to Gregory she’d contended with several men like Serrugio
and Klaus Feder. They arrived at appointments made as potential
clients then within a few minutes came the personal questions, the
prying into her business affairs. She told them nothing they didn’t
already know or couldn’t find out, but knew it was only a matter of
time before talk would turn to violence. All they knew was kill or
be killed. They didn’t know she was willing to play in their jungle
to protect herself.

She thought of all the funerals, the grief
which spilled over to be expunged in the elaborate tributes she
created for wives, children, parents, lovers. And innocent
bystanders. Caught up in an alien evil, their families were
devastated. Yes, she made a lot of money from the misery people
like Serrugio inflicted, but it exacted it’s own price. Another’s
agony is always harder to bear than one’s own. The weight of
anguish which entered her doors and the unguarded speech of the
bereaved reinforced her resolve as she walked to join this
unprincipled rat. She drew several deep breaths to steady her
nerves, forcing her rage inwards, drawing on the professional calm
which enabled her to deal with the bewildered, surviving victims of
‘men of respect’ like Serrugio.

She thought about Gregory. How much time
could he have left. Not long. They were both probably on the short
list. Dathan breathed out, swallowed then threw her jacket and
tools in a heap by her valise, “Can you hold that pose, but
straighten your back a little,” she smiled at him, “be imperious.”
He liked that. “Keep perfectly still and look ahead, I’ll move your
head to the angle I want.” He looked back at her and nodded, Dathan
frowned.

“Sorry,” he said abashed and resumed the
pose.

She leaned over, picked up her roll of
charcoal and balanced it on the back of the couch close to his left
ear. This had to be right, there wouldn’t be a second chance.
Serrugio listened to the crackle of brown paper as she unrolled the
charcoal and a stick being broken. He kept perfectly still and
quiet. From the corner of his eye he watched saw her hand place the
open packet on the valise. Using her left hand she lightly touched
his temple using her right to ram a long steel needle into his left
ear. She held it in place for a moment until Serrugio slumped away
from her, gurgling and gasping to death. Clinically detached, she
walked around the couch, propped him up then slowly withdrew the
spike. It came out clean but left a thin trail of blood behind it.
She grabbed a paint stained rag and cleaned his ear and threw it
back in the case then rolled the skewer and charcoal together and
put them away.

Reaction set in and her heart began to race.
She stood motionlessly, teeth clenched and waited until she felt
calm again. She shook her head. This was no time to fall apart.
There was a long way to go yet and at any time someone might enter
the room.

She arranged Serrugio with his head bowed,
leaning over his stomach and saw to her horror, black charcoal
finger marks on the right shoulder of his light grey suit. She
picked up a clean rag and began scumbling over them, blending them
into the fabric. Standing back she scanned the room to see if she’d
missed anything else, then allowing her defences to drop violently
threw the door open to the conference room. The men sitting, jumped
to their feet. They looked towards her with startled and dangerous
expressions.

“Mr. Serrugio,” she stuttered, genuinely
agitated, “he’s ill,” her eyes dilated with repressed panic.

She was pushed to one side as the men rushed
into the other room. Distantly she heard someone lift a telephone
receiver and ask for a ‘Doc Walsh’ to stand by. Pulling out a
handkerchief she sat, putting her head to her knees for a few
moments feeling thoroughly nauseated. She took a cigarette from a
discarded packet on the table and lit it with shaking fingers.
Dathan knew she’d remember the past thirty minutes for the rest of
her life.

She heard a vehicle stop outside and its
engine idling, then Serrugio being lifted and carried through the
French doors fronting his room. Finally there was a clatter of
footsteps as the men crossed the polished floor returning to the
conference room. Capeto carried her jacket and case. He, and the
others, seeing her white face and shaken appearance murmured
sympathetic noises. She rolled down her sleeves and slipped on her
coat.

“I have to get back to my shop,” she said
through bloodless lips drawing hard on her cigarette, then stubbing
it out.

“I’ll take you,” Gregory said taking her
arm.

They walked in silence along the too opulent
passage to the front of the house and Gregory’s car. He waited
until they’d left the grounds of the estate before asking, “Are you
alright?”

She nodded, laid her head back and closed her
eyes, “I’d rather not talk for a while.”

Gregory glanced sideways and briefly touched
her leg sympathetically, “Try to sleep a little, it’s good for
shock.”

The journey continued in silence until they
reached 10th. Street and arranged to meet later that evening. Marie
was waiting for her when she walked into her studio. “Still here?”
she said surprised.

“I’m trying to get the letters finished. A
Mr. Lazarus called while you were out.”

“What did he want?” Dathan looked and sounded
grim.

“A meet for dinner?”

“No surprise,” Dathan said sotto voce, then
to Marie, “Call him back and tell him ten tonight at Vivienne’s and
book a table for three.”

“Are you alright, you look sick?”

“I’m fine, just tired. I’m going to take a
bath and get some sleep. Can you rearrange the staff meeting and
tell Vincente, Capeto liked the Madonna?”

Marie smiled, “I gather it was quite a
challenge?”

Dathan suddenly realised she’d survived,
Serrugio was history and she was back in the life she loved. Her
business, her family. She grinned, “The worst was getting it on the
back of the truck without damaging it, it must’ve weighed a ton.
How’s the other job going?”

“Vincente says he can manage, you aren’t
needed.”

“Thank God for a good man,” she murmured,”
can whoever’s working call me at nine thirty?”

 


20. Maison Vivienne

 


Gregory Capeto arrived a few minutes before
ten and let himself in. “So you had my key copied?” she greeted
him.

“Yes,” he answered kissing her.

She felt herself responding and pulled away,
“Don’t do that, you make me feel less like going out than I do
already.” She threw on a wrap and they crossed the street.

Claude, the owner of Maison Vivienne ushered
them to the back of the restaurant to where tables were screened
for privacy.

“David!” Gregory exclaimed, surprised to see
his lifelong friend and partner.

Dathan looked at Lazarus curiously. Last
night she’d scarcely paid him any attention, her thoughts had been
centred on what was happening to her and Gregory. As he stood she
saw he was tall with powerful shoulders. His complexion was pitted
as though he’d suffered badly from adolescent acne. With his deeply
clefted chin, he was ruggedly handsome. His drooped eyelids
concealed amber eyes gleaming with intelligence.

“Hi,” he nodded to Gregory, “Dathan and I
have some business to discuss, I hope it won’t wreck your evening
together.”

“I won’t let it,” grinned Capeto.

Sitting, Dathan said, “Before dinner, can we
get to the point of this meeting?”

“Call me David,” Lazarus said, taken aback by
her bluntness.

“Very well, David.” It sounded like a
concession.

“I’ve heard you’re after quotes on large
amounts of cloth?”

“Yes,” Dathan said evenly.

“You asked one of my companies,” he said
offering her a cigarette from a gold case.

“And?”

“Would I be right in guessing you’re
branching out into mass production of at least one of your
designs?” David asked, awaiting her reaction. Dathan looked at him
without answering, smiling sardonically. “I can see you’re not very
trusting and here I am offering you a partnership.”

“Why should I need one David Lazarus?” she
asked, amused, “do you think I’m going to hand you my
business?”

“An equal partnership. Your designs, my
outlets,” he told her.

“My designs, my schedule and choice of
outlets,” she countered.

“So what would I get for my money?” he said
waving his hands in the air.

“You tell me,” she said cynically, “you’ve
come to me so you know I’m an excellent investment.”

Dathan’s pragmatism disconcerted Lazarus, she
didn’t waste time on niceties. Experience kept his expression
unchanged. He made another offer. “If I financed the factory
tooling up, what’d you put in besides your skills?”

“Nothing Mr Lazarus. Without my designs you
don’t have a production line.” She’s got me by the balls he thought
wryly, as Dathan said, “If we do reach any agreement, I’ll want
watertight contracts protecting any of my present and future ideas
and business activities.”

“That’s one sided, isn’t it,” he
protested.

“Mr. Lazarus you’ve come to me. The onus
isn’t on me to negotiate, but for you to persuade,” the same smile
remained on her lips but now reached her eyes, “shall we eat?”

The hovering waiters placed steaming bowls of
soup on the table.

“Do I get a piece of this?” Gregory
asked.

“You already do, it’s part of the ‘pool’,”
David replied.

“Can I ask you Mr. Lazarus, why you’ve come
to me with this proposition, and why now?” Dathan was genuinely
curious.

He put down his spoon, “You’re a newcomer to
business in New York. Eventually because of your talents, and
ambition, you’re going to own one of the largest stores in town. As
your company grows larger, so will your need for numerous
commodities which have to come from someone.” Lazarus had somehow
got ahead of her and she didn’t confirm or deny the accuracy of his
analysis. “Gregory’s told me you can be trusted and know the
situation we’re in. We must move into legitimate business now the
politicians are calling for blood to win votes. You’ve a clean
sheet and aren’t associated with anyone else like us. You’ll have
to trust us the privacy of any deals we make’ll be sacrosanct. We
have huge financial resources at our disposal and they could solve
many problems for you.”

Dathan considered what he said and asked,
“Have you ever read ‘Faust’, David?”

He was puzzled, “No, I guess I never had the
time.”

“It doesn’t matter,” she said hastily, “I
presume you’re looking for a facade?”

“Not entirely, I’m prepared to add my skills
to yours and my contacts, we’ll all make money.”

It was a tempting offer, “I’ll think it over
and get back to you in a few days.” She spooned some soup then
said, “Until we reorganise I can’t take on much more, although I
lost a job today.”

David gave Gregory a quizzical look, “How is
Serrugio, I heard he went to Doc Walsh’s on a stretcher.”

“D.O.A.”

“Useful for you,” Lazarus commented.

“Yes,” came Gregory’s terse reply.

“Natural causes too, there aren’t many go
that way.”

Capeto glanced at him, “Walsh said it was a
massive heart attack.”

“Didn’t know he was that sick,” Lazarus said
drily.

The next course arrived. Melting cubes of
lamb marinated in spices then grilled. Claude had spent time in
French Morocco.

“Feder’s looking for you again, this time
it’s over last night,” David said, spearing a piece of meat.

“For God’s sake,” Capeto showed his
irritation.

“That’s down to me, not Gregory,” Dathan
interjected.

“He’ll have to be warned off, he’s becoming a
real pain,” Lazarus advised.

“I guess,” came his friend’s taciturn
response. He looked at Dathan about to say something, changed his
mind, excused himself and walked away. A few minutes later he
returned and David’s expression did not change as he explained a
gambling game to Dathan although he knew Feder was history.

“The odds are too much in favour of the
house,” Dathan was saying.

“Why else would we own it?” he asked and
grinned.

The meal continued with similar small talk
until Lazarus stood and gave her an almost shy, charming smile,
“I’ll speak to you again soon, “ he said bowing slightly and left
them alone.

“Are you coming in for a drink Gregory?” she
asked crossing the road.

“For that, and you,” he answered pulling her
against him.

They reached the side door and she opened it
quietly unsure if anyone was still working then went to the
dressing room.

“Let me take off your clothes?” he asked
opening the fastening at the back of her neck, “I’ve thought of
doing nothing else all night.”

They were impatient, their passion mutual and
melting into each other. They lay drowsily together, still as
one.

“Gregory, would you come to England with
me?”

“His hand idly fondled her breast,
“When?”

“Soon.”

“You can’t,” he said forcefully, “not now.”
He withdrew from her.

“I must, I’ve business to attend to in
London.”

“If I leave the U.S., they’ll never let me
back in,” he said, “I can’t risk it.”

“I thought you were born here,” she said.

“Barely, I was born on the ship we came on.
Technically, it was Italian territory, before we were registered at
Ellis Island.”

“So you could also be deported,” she rapidly
deduced.

“If I’d stayed poor but honest, it wouldn’t
be a problem,” he smiled, “but given my notoriety can you see them
missing the chance to keep me out?”

“We have to talk more about this,” Dathan
said swinging her legs off the bed and running the shower. She
returned wearing a robe.

“Washing me off?” he asked lazily.

She smiled, “I’ll make some coffee.”

He looked at his flaccid penis and lifted
himself off the bed, “Can I take a bath?” he asked.

“Sure, be my guest,” she grinned at his
expression and went to the kitchen. She heard the water running,
strained the coffee then perched on the end of the tub. “David told
me when you were away from the table things were getting rough. He
said the D.A.’s office are out for blood.”

“He shouldn’t have told you that, but yes
it’s true and nothing I can’t handle.” He squeezed soap from a
sponge.

“How can you protect yourself?”

“There’re ways,” he answered placidly,
“nothing you need know about.”

“If you were deported, they’d send you back
to Italy?”

“Yes,” he looked at her.

“Then some of Lazarus’s legitimate business
should be based there.”

“Makes sense,” he agreed.

“Do you know you’re already in an open
prison, being unable to leave?” Dathan asked him caustically.

“It’s a very large continent, the biggest
jail in the world!”

“That’s not the point.”

He threw some water over her.

“Don’t do that,” she laughed, “I’ll be in
England for about six weeks,” she said dodging another drenching,
“anything can happen in that time.”

“You’re right and it’s why I can’t go
especially now Serrugio’s dead.”

“I’ll delay departure until I’ve reached
agreement with David,” she said.

He reached up and pulled her into the tub
with him, settling her on his erection. Laughing she entwined her
arms around his neck as the water poured onto the tiled floor. He
stripped off her floating robe and they began to move together.
Within seconds he’d ejaculated, surprising them both. She lay
against him while the water cooled, “You choose the damndest places
Gregory!”

“Any place is good with you.”

“I love you.”

“I love you,” he answered, his full lips
pressing on hers.

Dathan slid from his arms and climbed from
the tub. Reaching for a towel she rubbed herself down and handed
another to him. He stepped from the water and wound it around his
waist, “Do you need marriage?” he asked, putting his hands on her
shoulders, shaking them slightly.

“No just you.”

“I’ll marry you if you want that.”

She shook her, “It’s better the way it
is.”

“Too strong a commitment?”

“No my darling, not enough.”

 


21. Rudi’s Request, December

 


“Dathan, are you too involved with your
Sicilian gangster to see me?” Rudi’s voice lisped silkily from the
telephone receiver. His recently acquired sophistication echoed in
the smoothly cultivated accent.

“Are you petulant or joking?” Dathan felt he
deserved the sardonic reply. He irritated her, she preferred the
old Rudi, without artifice.

“Neither, I really do want to see you.”

“Ja, ja, ja,” Dathan said flatly,
unenthusiastic, “when?”

“Lunch?”

“Impossible, I can’t leave here today, dinner
tonight?” she replied leafing through the diary.

“Where?”

“Over the road, it’s easier, I’ll reserve a
table.”

Dathan replaced the receiver in the cradle
thoughtfully. Rudi wouldn’t make the effort to meet to discuss
business, that they did by ‘phone. So it was personal which
probably meant he wanted to talk about his parents, Hans and
Lisotte Stein, and that could be a serious problem. Since she’d
begun her affair with Gregory, she hadn’t paid as much attention to
events on the other side of the world. She opened a desk drawer and
searched for Sebastian’s last letter. He’d rambled on about his
latest mistress, castigated her for whoring with a gangster then
added he hoped she was enjoying herself. Typical of Sebastian’s lip
service to the status quo whilst appreciating neither of them
accepted a double standard. He’d seen a ‘New York Herald’ in Paris
recently in which she and Capeto had featured as ‘first nighters’
at ‘Waiting for Lefty’, a recent Broadway production. He’d gone on
to discuss what was happening in the City, gossip and rumours,
stocks and shares but it was the last paragraphs of the letter she
wanted to read again.

‘You’ll probably have seen some press
coverage of Hitler’s Rally at Nuremberg. The whole grisly team
showed up, Göring, Heydrich, Himmler at al. It was announced later
the Jews have no rights all at in Germany, they’re no longer
citizens, so stateless. Those who can afford to get out are already
travelling and the capitals of Europe are awash with refugees
seeking asylum. Our government’s dragging their feet, but you know
what politicians are! I’m wondering what’s happened to the Steins.
Edward never mentions them all.’

Dathan put the letter away and went to
Marie’s office, the girl looked up from her typewriter. “Can you
call Mr. Capeto at the Casimir and tell him I should get there
about one?”

“Of course,” Marie answered, hands poised
above the machine’s keys, staring at the door as it closed. This
was unusual. Dathan had ordered her work and habits to suit Capeto
for weeks. Faintly troubled, Marie dialled the Casimir’s number and
thought about her employer who was the same age as herself. In the
year they’d worked together Marie had grown to like and respect
Dathan. Intuitively she understood she was living before her time
and her mind often operated on levels inconceivable to most. It
wasn’t just the fine line between genius and insanity or immorality
and amorality, not even recklessness. Dathan set her own standards,
made her own laws and they disciplined her life rigorously. In
Marie’s view Dathan’s only self-indulgence was Gregory Capeto.

Their association was dangerous. His
notoriety was well established. Although he’d never appeared in
front of a judge, he was freely credited as a leader of criminal
conspiracies and the worst excesses of gangland. When he came to
the salon, Capeto was always courteous, but his very gracefulness
made her edgy. In the same way a tiger is a beautiful animal but
you wouldn’t want to meet it outside a cage. She felt he enjoyed
her reaction, it amused him, which made her more nervous. Now, for
the first time Dathan was going her own way. A trivial thing, the
altered time of an appointment, but could it be the beginning of an
avalanche? Capeto wouldn’t accept that, his pride wouldn’t allow
it. She wondered if he knew Dathan always fell in with other’s
plans until the moment they interfered with her own. Then you could
see her heels dig in as she became politely immoveable. Marie had
observed them closely together. That confident possessiveness,
warning off anyone who might even whimsically come between them.
Whilst Marie spoke with the Casimir, Dathan returned to her desk
and the planning of a fashion show.

There’d been many more meetings with David
Lazarus, often contentious, but they’d finally hammered out terms
and lawyers had drawn up the tightest possible contracts. Ninety
per cent were concerned with protecting them from each other. The
tangible result was a fashion show booked into the Waldorf Astoria
Hotel when the brand name Dathan Charles would be launched with a
summer collection.

Dathan capitulated to Lazarus’s demands he
handled the day-to-day administration of the business leaving
overall financial control, policy and artistic direction to her. He
was already heavily involved with the garment industry as a
moneylender and was excellently placed to negotiate good terms for
tooling up for mass-market production and cloth purchases. Gregory
Capeto had remained in the background. He was nearly always present
when she and David talked but only intervened when their
negotiations became acrimoniously heated or he had a practical
suggestion to offer. Dathan frequently had the impression he
regarded them both as a pair of squabbling kids.

Privately she welcomed his advice from the
wealth of his own experience in the streets and boardrooms of the
City. She’d never tell him but she rarely made a decision without
picking his brains first.

There were now a dozen carpenters,
wireworkers and florists working under her aegis with royalties
being paid on her designs. The floor above the shop was filled day
and night with staff busily putting together the various creations
she designed in fabrics. Inside a year she’d almost become a dollar
millionairess. The wealth had unostentatiously and gratifyingly
crept up on her but it was, in a way, unimportant. She was more
interested in creating her designs and inventions than in the money
they made.

Each month she met with Marie, Vincente,
Isabel and Salvatore to thrash out any problems. They were all
young and shared her enthusiasm for growth from innovation, rather
than relying on the old, tired and tested. More, they were prepared
to back their own talents and with small investments regularly paid
from their salaries and had become minor shareholders. They enjoyed
the no holds barred discussions, often the only time they’d meet
together during the month. Each being busy with their own
departments, there was seldom a minute to pass the time of day in
the easy way of the past. Absorbed utterly in her House, her
friends and Capeto, Dathan felt her new wealth was just another
satisfactory adjunct to her existence. She never had time, or any
real desire, to enjoy any material benefit.

She knew she’d lost sight of her original
ambitions to a certain extent and had settled into a comfortable
rut. This was one of the reasons she wanted to return to England.
Now she could afford to do it, without worrying whether the
business would collapse without her. It would give her a change of
scene and time to think without pressure.

As the light began to fade and street sounds
lessen, Dathan noticed the time. She’d been sitting at her desk for
hours, thankfully without interruptions and had completed much of
the final specifications. It had been a satisfactory days work. She
showered lathering perfumed soap over her body. Determined to
impress Rudi from the onset of the evening she chose a scoop neck,
straight black crepe de chine dress, with no back. The crevice of
her buttocks began the skirt which fell in a soft drape to the
floor.

Capeto had never seen the garment, she’d
finished it only a few days earlier. As always when Dathan created
a design for herself it was never marketed. To prevent copying
before wearing she made them alone. The gown having no sleeves,
long evening gloves dyed to match, completed the ensemble. She
waited impatiently.

The Rudi of old was unrecognisable. He had
gained weight which suited him and a goatee beard which didn’t. He
also learned how to clean his fingernails. He kissed her cheek.

“You’re late,” she said in his own language
picking up a cloak.

He whistled as she turned her back, “That one
of yours?”

“Yes, like it?”

“Love it and so will every man in town,” he
complimented.

They sat at her usual table in Vivienne’s,
Rudi telling her about his and Marty Janacek’s plans for the
gallery. Did she know he’d opened another exhibition? Would she
like some paintings for the fashion salon he’d heard she was
opening and so on? Dathan rather liked that idea, depending on what
they depicted.

“I’ve done some landscapes, mild erotica and
more traditional stuff,” he told her, “why don’t you come to the
gallery and choose some for yourself?”

“Fine, provided you won’t be offended if I
don’t take any.”

“Then you can commission me for a change to
paint what you do want.”

Dathan laughed, “I do owe you a few favours,”
she admitted, “Why did you really want to see me?”

The humour faded from Rudi’s eyes and his
plump face looked drawn, “When are you going to Europe, you said
you were thinking about it a few weeks ago?”

“I’m looking at January, right after the New
Year.” She guessed his next question.

“Are you going to Germany?”

She leaned back in her chair and stared
moodily at the ceiling, “We agreed that wouldn’t be a good
idea.”

He waited for her to look at him before
saying, “It’s my parents Dathan, they’ve disappeared and you know I
can’t go back to find them, I would if I could.”

“Are you sure they’re in Germany?” Dathan
asked lighting a cigarette.

“Yes, they returned to Berlin a few months
ago.”

“Surely they didn’t go back to your house?”
her eyes narrowed.

“No, they couldn’t anyway, it was given to a
party official.”

Dathan shared both his outrage and his
concern but she shook her head, “I don’t see what I can do. I doubt
Hans and Lisotte want to leave, they returned of their own accord.”
She shrugged, “Where would I start looking for them?”

“Heydrich will know.”

“No!” her head snapped back, “it’s out of the
question.”

“Why?” he asked, “is there something you’ve
not told me?”

“Because...,” her voice trailed off as she
realised Heydrich wouldn’t know about her escapade with the Steins.
Sebastian had told her Edward had kept quiet not from altruism but
because of his embarrassing, temporary loss of the Embassy car, “it
could be very awkward for me,” she finished.

“Why didn’t you say so before?” he demanded
to know.

Dathan answered waspishly, “With Edward
standing by to exploit the situation! You know what he’s like.” She
reigned in her temper, “Rudi I never want to quarrel with you ever,
but you’re putting me in a very difficult position.” She continued
speaking English, “Can’t someone else get this information?”

“I don’t know anyone else who can reach such
exalted circles. I wouldn’t ask you if there were.”

She sighed.

He leaned forward putting both hands on the
table, palms down, “Behind Hitler and Himmler, Heydrich’s the most
powerful man in the Reich and I don’t believe he’d ever harm
you.”

“What do you know I don’t?” she asked.

“He’s got a portrait of you....”

“Since when?”

“July 2nd. 1934, one of mine.”

“Why didn’t you tell me then,” she burst
out.

“I didn’t think it was important, then we
left Germany,” he explained.

“And it is now,” Dathan nodded, “you’d better
tell me all about it.”

 


22. Disagreements

 


Music was in the air as she alighted outside
the club entrance, the long cloak swinging about her ankles. She
blew Rudi an ironic kiss that’d shared her cab uptown and climbed
the steps to the waiting doorman.

“You look like a princess this evening
signorina,” Pepe the doorman whispered to her.

“I’d better beware of frogs then,” she said
and received a blank look. Dathan shook her head, “doesn’t matter,
where can I find the Don?”

“In the office signorina,” he said.

Still wearing her cloak she strolled past the
gaming tables acknowledging those who knew her but speaking to
none. She was aware of a hush as she ascended the ornately
decorated stairway to the offices above. They were, men and women
alike, calculating precisely what her relationship with Capeto was.
An enigmatic smile flickered across her lips as she reached the top
of the stairs and turned left. Rapping lightly on the door, Dathan
twisted the handle and entered the room.

Gregory sat at his desk surrounded by
paperwork. Wearing evening dress as usual, he was fastidiously
groomed. He courteously stood as she approached, “Darling you look
beautiful,” she said.

He laughed, “Shouldn’t I say that to you?”
and removed her cloak.

He ran his fingers down her naked spine,
rested them lightly on her neck beneath her upswept hair. He turned
her to face him. How he adored this woman, so complicated,
unpredictable and unconventional. He couldn’t imagine life without
her now. He kissed her lightly, then with passion feeling her equal
response. “That’s quite a welcome Gregory,” Dathan said
breathlessly.

He cupped her face in his hands, “Don’t ever
leave me,” he said, the depth of his emotions palpable in his
eyes.

“I won’t,” Dathan answered, “you’re stuck
with me.”

He released her and threw his head back
exhaling noisily, “I want to make love to you so much but if you’re
here for more than a few minutes everyone in the club will know
what we’ve been doing.”

“You care?” she was surprised.

“Not much, but it isn’t a way to retain
respect.”

She lifted his hand and kissed it, “Love’s
worth more than respect,” she teased.

His eyes softened but he said, “we must
go.”

“Do you really love me Gregory?” came the
whispered need for reassurance.

He grasped her shoulders almost angrily,
“More than you can imagine. Without you my life would be nothing.
You’re the only person who’s ever made me feel worthwhile, how can
you ask such a thing?”

She lowered her eyes then looked up at him,
“I have to go to England,” she put a finger to his lips, “please
listen. I told you I had some business to take care of.”

“I remember, but you said you wouldn’t go
just now.”

“That was weeks ago.”

“Why’s this trip so important?”

“It’s to do with my family, I can’t tell
you,” she said.

This he could accept. The weapons and
safeguards he used most to protect himself and his were silence and
discretion, “How long will you be away?”

“No more than eight weeks.”

“‘Phone me, write to me?” he demanded, “let
me know what you’re doing?”

Dathan felt herself basking in his warmth, “I
will,” she said.

David Lazarus glanced at his wife as he put
down some gambling chips, expecting her comment, “I guess I never
understood that word ‘besotted’ before.” Judith remarked, observing
their progress down the stairs.

“Don’t envy them. When two people love each
other as much as they do someone always gets hurt,” he said, hoping
to stymie Judith’s jealous disposition.

She clutched his arm, “What are you saying,
do you mean you’d hurt me?”

Why did she always take his remarks so
personally he thought, “Of course not but Gregory and Dathan mix
business and pleasure,” he said stepping forward as the couple
reached them, “Hey Dathan, how’s the collection going?”

“Better than expected, I’ll be finished at
the end of the week.”

“Can we get together then?”

“No, I’m sorry,” she replied shaking her
head, “I’m leaving for England in a couple of days, I’ll be away
about eight weeks.”

Lazarus threw a sidelong glance at Gregory
who was staring into space, his face expressionless, “How can we
complete?” he asked stunned.

“I’ve left notes, I’ll be back for the
opening.”

“I can foresee problems,” he warned.

“Doing well tonight,” Gregory suddenly said
seeing a favoured customer lose a thousand dollars.

“Yeah! Don’t you just love ‘em, you’d never
think there’s been a Depression would you?” the partners grinned at
each other.

They wandered into the restaurant where a
dance band was wandering aimlessly through a slow foxtrot, it was
too early for them to expend energy. Gregory’s possessive right
hand was on the small of her back as they followed David and
Judith, “Are you staying with me tonight?”

“Yes, the new machines have been installed
above my bedroom.”

Gregory smiled, “So you think you’ll have a
better night’s sleep with me. Why don’t you move in?”

“Yes, I know I could.”

“But you won’t?”

“No, not yet my darling.” She walked ahead of
him.

“Does that mean sometime?” he called after
her.

“Maybe,” she replied lightly, over her
shoulder.

This casual evasiveness was too much for
Capeto who was stung into asking, “When you’ve settled your
business with Rudi Stein?”

Dathan stopped dead, furious he knew of her
meeting with Rudi. How dare he have her watched? She stalked away
towards the bar in the casino.

“What’s the matter with her?” Lazarus was on
the way to the bar himself, having settled Judith at a table.

Capeto glared at him and muttered, “Private
joke!”

Lazarus saw his friend’s angry face, “She
doesn’t seem to be laughing.”

“She’s heading for trouble,” his voice was
menacing.

David said surprised, “With you?”

Gregory saw his astonished face and laughed,
the anger lost, “Me! Don’t be an idiot!”

“Well good,” David shrugged his shoulders,
“what should I say, I mean what in hell are you talkin’ about?”

“I’m not sure, I don’t know enough,” Capeto
admitted.

David put his hand on his friend’s arm, “Why
don’t you go somewhere and take a long rest,” he grinned, “you’re
making no sense at all.”

They’d automatically moved out of earshot of
the nearest tables bordering the dance floor. Now Gregory said
exasperated, “I wish I could figure her out!”

“Yeah,” David wished he could too, it’d make
his business dealings with her a lot easier.

“Sometimes I think...” his voice trailed
off.

“What?”

Gregory rubbed his cheek pensively, “I don’t
know. She’s different from any woman I’ve ever known. Everything
I’ve ever wanted but she allows me only so far into her life then
it’s like a steel shutter comes down. She’ll never talk about her
past and I know whatever’s the cause, is in that past.”

David was unimpressed, “You mean like she’s
been a hooker?”

Gregory’s eyes blazed then saw Lazarus was
serious. He shook his head, “Oh no David that’s much too simple,”
he grinned, “that’s one skill Dathan didn’t have, she was a
complete novice in bed.”

“Past tense noted,” Lazarus smiled, “why not
just accept she’s a phenomenon who marches to her own drum and
leave it alone?”

“I can’t, I’ve got a gut feeling she’s
heading for real trouble.”

David was joking when he asked, “If you feel
like that, why don’t you just drop the dame?”

Gregory shook his head, “Why should I?”

“Spiders devour their mates,” Lazarus said
still refusing to take him seriously.

“You know better than that, she’s like us,
has the same kind of loyalty. Look at the way she operates her
business with Vincente and the others.”

Lazarus beckoned over a waiter and handed a
drink to Capeto, “We go back over thirty years and she’s a
woman.”

“And not to be trusted?” Gregory laughed
cynically, “I’d keep that opinion to yourself David. If she knows
it, she’ll use that misconception against you as a weapon.”

David grinned at him, “So that’s the secret
of your affair, one Machiavelli meets another.”

“Perhaps, I wish I’d kept my mouth shut
tonight.”

“David said, “You know what you did,” wishing
Gregory would get to the point. Dathan had scrambled his brains
tonight.

“I wasn’t clever enough.”

Lazarus groped in the dark, hoping he was
saying the right thing, “What’ll she do?”

“Oh she’s going to England like she said,” he
said bitterly, “but I’d make a bet she’s also visiting
Germany.”

He was surprised, “Germany? Why?”

“I don’t know. I keep picking up hints,
something to do with Berlin and Rudi Stein. There’s nothing to get
hold of, but I’m sure it’s dangerous.”

“She’s not Jewish,” David’s reaction was
instinctive.

“I’ve no idea. She won’t tell me anything,
it’s behind that steel shutter.” There was anguish in Capeto’s
face, he was really suffering. David had never known him react this
way to any person or situation before.

“Can you stop her? If she disappears we could
take a bath over the Fashion House,” Lazarus said then added
hastily looking at Gregory’s face, “apart from your personal
loss.”

“I’ve tried, it’s a waste of breath. If I
pressure her any more she may leave me and if I don’t she’ll
probably find trouble. In Germany. Either way I lose.”

We lose, David left the thought unspoken. He
saw Dathan walking towards them, her anger now dissipated, “That’s
terrific,” David said, “is it part of the collection?”

She smiled at him, “Strictly for me.”

Lazarus shook his head, “That’s tough Dathan,
it could make a fortune.”

“In a couple of years, perhaps,” she said
slipping her hand into Capeto’s.

David finished his drink, “I’d better join
Judith, excuse me.”

“I’ll bring you the designs myself before
leaving.”

“Look forward to it,” he said.

Gregory saw an empty table, pulled out a
chair for her and sat beside her to be heard below the noise,
“Dathan what the hell are you up to?”

She put her finger to his lips, “Not your
business Gregory.”

He took her hand away, “Don’t do that, you’re
my business.”

“In some things.”

“In all things,” he said kissing her
fingers.

“That cannot be,” her face was
uncompromising.

“I won’t let you shut me out of any part of
your life.”

“Believe me,” she tried to reassure him, “I
have business to take care of.”

Capeto was quietly persistent, trying to wear
her down, “Then tell me what it is and what you’re going to do in
Europe?”

Dathan shrugged, “See a few old friends, pay
a debt and deal with some family business.”

“You’re lying!”

Dathan’s head went up and she snatched her
hand away, “Don’t you dare accuse me of that. I should have known
you were having me watched.” She was furious.

“I’m sorry,” he said quickly, “it’s for your
own protection.”

Dathan sighed, she’d heard that before but
now wasn’t the time or place to discuss it. She tried a diversion,
“Rudi Stein is an old friend of mine, surely you’re not
jealous?”

He was affronted as she knew he’d be, “I’m
not a child Dathan.”

“Then stop behaving like one,” she said.

Gregory stared at her, his anger gone,
“Dathan there are depths to what you do I can’t imagine, and that
bothers me.”

“You’ve the rest of your life to plumb them,”
she said smiling.

Gregory relaxed slightly, “You’re coming to
the Waldorf tonight?”

“Try keeping me away,” Dathan was flip.

Her manner exasperated him, “You are so
difficult to understand cara.”

“No Gregory I’m not. I’ve never loved anyone
the way I do you, but there are others in my life. I have
obligations to them too. You, of all people should understand that
the way you’ve lived. Like you I’ve duties and responsibilities,
welcome or otherwise, but unavoidable. I’d never try to interfere
with your business and I’d expect you to be angry if I did. Please
give me as much grace and respect!”

Gregory reflected this was the longest speech
he’d ever heard her make, “You don’t leave me much choice do
you?”

 


23. The Cheshire Cheese, London, January
1936

 


“Not a word is being said,” Sebastian lit his
cigar carefully savouring the taste and adding to the warm fug
permeating his office.

Dathan was incredulous, “The Germans have
troops spread all over the Rhineland in contravention of the Treaty
of Versailles, and there’s no protest?”

“None.” Her father retained his placid
countenance staring pleasurably at his cigar.

“The Americans handle their politicians a lot
better than we do,” Dathan said.

Sebastian’s eyes twinkled, “Possibly their
nation isn’t as old as ours.”

Dathan raised her eyebrows, then smiled,
“What about Churchill?”

“He’s an effective orator and he’s right to
warn of Hitler’s intentions.”

“I see a lot of the press call him a
warmonger, isn’t he believed?” It seemed incomprehensible to
her.

“It’s difficult for people of your age to
understand,” he waved his cigar in the air silencing her expected
protest, “I’m not being patronising, what I mean is none of you
have any experience of war, especially the carnage of the last
one.” Dathan nodded and waited for him to resume speaking, “The
survivors are unanimous in not wanting a second bungling bloodbath
and are divided into two camps. One side believes stockpiling arms
is a deterrent and the other, peace must be maintained without
weapons, with trade and conciliation. Either faction is equally
honourable in its intentions and aims.”

Dathan asked cynically, “Which camp are you
in Sebastian?”

It elicited a similar response, “I rather
feel there’ll be a lot of money to be made in the next few years,
but you have to like gambling.”

She grinned appreciating his summary,
“Why?”

Sebastian responded equally, “Winner takes
all, we just have to hope it’s our side.” He stood nonchalantly,
“Shall we eat?”

The January night was thick with fog,
mournful muffled horns of warning came from the river as they left
the cramped passageways of Lincoln’s Inn to stroll along Fleet
Street. They crossed the road to the ‘Cheshire Cheese’. Women were
not allowed in the bar so they clattered up the ancient, narrow
wooden staircase to the restaurant above.

The decor was seedy original Tudor. Years of
tobacco smoke from harassed reporters had long ago turned the
ceiling into a blotchy ochre hue. Many of these itinerants huddled
over their evening meal and greeted Sebastian on his arrival. They
eyed Dathan appreciatively hoping for good copy. Sebastian’s
practice was a fertile ground for gossip as was his well-known
penchant for young ladies. He was also a welcome, stalwart drinking
companion and spent many convivial evenings in the company of his
fellow diners.

Sebastian was well aware of their interest
and intended to leave no room for misconceptions. As they entered
the dining room, he bowed slightly and indicated with his left
hand, “Gentlemen, and scholars of course, this is my daughter.”

Someone put down a newspaper he was reading
and said, “Lucky bastard,” and they all laughed but left them
alone. They sat by the window overlooking Fleet Street but could
see little through the windows streaming with condensation and the
peasouper outside. Sebastian handed a menu to Dathan asking, “Do
you like America?”

She propped it in front of her against the
saltcellar, “I’ve only seen New York, I like it there.”

“How’s business?” he asked as she read the
cuisine on offer.

“Excellent and in good hands which is why I
was able to come to England Can you do some work for me?” She
passed him the menu.

Sebastian asked casually, “What’s it
worth?”

“Affection?” she laughed.

Sebastian shook his head wonderingly, “You do
try don’t you, business is business Dathan, don’t be so
unkind.”

“I agree Sebastian, so relax.”

“Your lawyer Nat Buchan tells me you’re very
financially secure now.”

Dathan answered his subtle enquiry, “Yes I’ll
be returning your thousand guineas with interest.”

He was pleased, America hadn’t corrupted her
ethics, “Don’t bother, invest it in one of your companies and pay
the interest into one of my accounts at Chase Manhattan.”

“I didn’t know you banked there,” Dathan was
surprised but then her father never did talk much about his
business.”

“Why should you?” he asked.

The waiter served the first course which
consisted of what was available, not what was on the menu. Dathan
shook her head, she’d forgotten the joys of dining out in England
in places like this. They all operated on the principle anyone
could afford to dine out must have attended public school and never
graduated from nursery style cooking. No matter what you ordered
you’d receive soup, usually Brown Windsor, meat and two, or
possibly three types of watery vegetables which was followed by a
stodgy pudding. It was indelibly stamped on the chef’s brain no one
could possibly want to order anything else, so there was nothing
else.

Accustomed now to the diversity of dishes
available from the different nationalities living in New York and
the service, she found it hard to credit a comparatively short
while ago she too would have thanked the waiter for bringing the
wrong dish whilst grovelling gratefully anything arrived at all.
Here everyone did it all the time and no one thought it strange.
Sebastian stirred his Brown Windsor soup with a spoon. It broke her
reverie. Dathan stared at the glutinous puddle in front of her
collecting her thoughts, “Like you, I believe there’s profit to be
made in domestic industries within the next few years with war
inevitable.”

“Ah!” Sebastian put down his spoon, “you want
me to invest on your behalf in armaments, steel and textiles?”

“Exactly,” she agreed.

Sebastian’s next question was brisk,
“Percentage?”

“No more than five per cent, and that depends
on the amount invested.” Her answer was quick and Sebastian knew
she’d thought it through.

“It’ll probably run into millions of
dollars.” That did surprise him, he looked at her curiously.

“I knew you were a dollar millionairess, but
not that wealthy.”

Dathan grinned, “I’m not.”

Sebastian’s considered that for a moment
before asking, “Is this ‘dirty money?”

It served no point to lie to her father,
“Some! Can we talk privately tomorrow in your chambers?”

“So how’s the clothing business?”

Damn his legal grasshopper mind Dathan
thought as she answered, “I’ll let you know in six months.”

They both managed to eat the roast beef
liberally doused in horseradish sauce. Dathan declined jam roly
poly pudding with custard and waited whilst Sebastian finished his.
She then ordered large scotch and sodas.

“Are you going to Germany,” Sebastian asked
suddenly.

“Yes.”

“Hedging your bets?” he suggested and Dathan
laughed out loud.

“No, looking for the Steins.”

“He said affably, “Sticking your neck out
rather aren’t you. I suppose Rudi asked you to you?”

“Yes.” Dathan finished her scotch and ordered
another.

“Don’t you think you’re carrying loyalty a
little too far?” Sebastian suggested.

“I owe him. Why do you always have to behave
as though you’re cross examining in court?”

“You’re very touchy, drawn blood have I?”
He’d ignored her question entirely.

“He helped me get started by passing on some
of his clients. Without the income from them I couldn’t have got
off the ground. Besides I promised Hans and Lisotte they could
count on my help whenever they needed it.”

Sebastian was amazed, “Why did you do
that?”

“Because I was largely responsible for what
happened to them. If I’d handled it differently none of it need
have occurred.”

“I’m missing something here or perhaps
there’s more to this than you’ve told me.”

Dathan looked at him candidly, “You haven’t
missed a thing.”

He stared at her, “It’s a hell of a risk,
Heydrich’s more powerful than ever.”

“So I’ve heard, but I won’t be in danger from
him personally,” Dathan picked up her holder and lit a cigarette,
“and I’m counting on the fact no one else will take the chance of a
diplomatic incident with a British national at this moment.”

“You may be right,” Sebastian agreed.

“I’m seeing Stephen tomorrow, are you backing
his Spanish venture?” Dathan asked wanting to change the
subject.

Sebastian pulled a cigar from his case and
rolled it between his fingers, “We’re still talking, I don’t much
like the political situation out there.”

Dathan was dismissive, “Same old, same old,
why can’t the politicians stop sabre rattling and let us all earn
some money.”

Sebastian laughed, “You’re a hypocrite.”

Dathan was affronted, “No, I’m not. It’s true
I make money from their egos but that’s survival. I take the risk
our side may lose and if they do, I do. If peace could be counted
on I’d make far more money.”

“Survival,” he was sceptical, “what are you
going to do with all this lucre when you get it.”

“Ah Sebastian, what d’ye think? Invest in the
future, there’s so much waiting to be discovered but I need to be
left alone to learn, to experiment, invent, create. I need space
for myself that’s untouchable, immune from interference by
politicians, by anyone.”

“You’re talking about power?”

“Yes, but you know what I’m up against. I can
never be visibly in control, but it suits me that way. It
safeguards my privacy.”

Sebastian stared at his daughter, “Dathan I
know you’re telling me part truths and even they worry me, but God
forbid your life is half as difficult and dangerous as
Sha’alazar’s. Have you seen her?”

“Yes and the Brothers a few times but we’ve
never spoken. I usually see them separately or together at
Gregory’s club and they’re very careful not to show we have
anything other than a passing acquaintance. She’s taking Manhattan
by storm, invited to all the society occasions. Have you heard from
her at all?”

“No, there’s no need. She’s written to Pogo
to reassure him there’ll be no difficulty with Kamal over the
succession. Pogo’s more worried about what that bastard Ahmet is
planning. Sha’alazar told him before she sailed the Oramco
negotiations were a trap but she hadn’t figured out yet how it was
going to be sprung.”

“He needn’t worry, from what I’ve seen and
heard Sha’alazar and the Brothers can take care of themselves. I
don’t think I can do anything that’d help them, but they know where
to find me if they want to.”

“Would you get involved?”

Dathan shrugged, “If I were asked. What else
could I do, she’s my cousin, we’re friends.”

“You know it’s only a matter of time before
the lid blows off in Amara and unless she executes some very fancy
footwork Sha’alazar and her friends will be wiped out. I’ve been
watching what’s happening with the Foreign Office very closely and
they’ll back Ahmet. It’s the only way the government can get
control of the oil.”

“Do you want me to see her?”

“No, I’ll write, it’ll get there quicker than
you.”

“Have you got the address of ‘Hurriya 7'?
She’s berthed on the East Side.”

“Yes.”

Dathan sighed, “That’s good. Ahmet’s brother
and son are staying at the Embassy, they’d intercept any mail sent
there.”

“How do you know?”

“About the mail, just a guess, but I know
about them because the Embassy is a client.”

“Have you met?”

“No and I don’t want to. I’m told they leave
a silver trail behind them.” Dathan looked at her watch.

Sebastian signalled for the bill, “You going
somewhere this evening?”

“I thought I’d catch Novello’s ‘Fresh
Fields’.”

“Think it’s come off,” he said putting some
change on the waiter’s tray.

“I’ll see something else then,” she
shrugged.

Her father said obligingly, “I’ll find you a
taxi, perhaps even share it.”

“Sebastian, give me a rest,” he looked pained
as she continued, “I want to be entertained not engaged in
conversational gymnastics.”

“Is that what you call them?”

She gave him a sardonic affectionate glance,
“Yes, but I know you call them tactics.”

 


24. Wine and Rivals

 


The contorted ghosts of leafless trees and
bedraggled evergreens loomed dankly as she travelled in a hired car
to Dulwich Village. Even in the suburbs the fog was a yellow smoke
laden morass lethally stained from the coal fires of icy London.
She paid off the driver and pulled a scarf over her mouth to
prevent the acrid mist from choking her.

Shivering in the clammy dampness she looked
towards the house to discover its appearance remained as
remembered. Swathes of writing mist couldn’t disguise Stephen’s
disinterest in the property except as a dormitory. She walked along
the short gravel drive and let herself in. A light escaped from
beneath the door of the den with the deafening sound of a Mahler
concert. She opened the door. Her brother lay back in one of the
old armchairs, eyes closed, bathing in the music. Dathan twisted
the dial on the radio.

Stephen stared at her for a moment, not quite
able to focus then mumbled, “Hell Sis, I’d forgotten you still had
a key.”

Dathan put her hands on her hips, “Yeah
brother, it’s good to see you too.” She glanced around the room,
“you haven’t changed it at all.”

“I’m hardly here,” he said, pouring her a
malt whisky from the tray beside him.

“You’re busy with the import business?”

He nodded, “It’s taking more time and a hell
of a lot more cash than I expected to set it up.”

She sat opposite him beside the fire, “I
gathered that from Sebastian, I had dinner with him last
night.”

“Surprised he found the time,” Stephen
grinned ruefully.

She looked at him enquiringly, “He didn’t
mention being particularly busy, what’s he putting his efforts
into?”

“An ex-girlfriend!” Stephen shrugged.

“Ex. As in Sebastian scooped the pool?”

“Right.”

Dathan was sympathetic, “I’m never sure
whether he’s an old roué or trying to recapture lost youth, does it
bother you?”

“Sis, you have to admit it’s a hell of a
thing to have your father as a rival. Did you know,” he leaned
forward, “the Chinese have a saying ‘You can’t teach your father
how to fuck’”

Dathan was jolted into laughter, “No, was the
lady important to you?”

Stephen grinned, “Not really, she was
beginning to make nesting noises which is what bothers me. I’d hate
for him to remarry someone I’d already been around the track
with.”

His sister’s eyes glinted, “Yes, I can see
that’d give you some problems.”

“How about you, you don’t say much in your
letters?”

“No time, doesn’t Rudi write at all?”

“Now and then, he’s upset about Capeto and
thinks you’re going to get badly hurt at best, killed or deported
at worst.”

Dathan snorted, “He’s exaggerating, he knows
nothing about me. He spends most of his time at the gallery with
Marty Janacek.”

“Well we’ve always known about Rudi’s
eccentricities, are you going to marry Capeto?”

“She shook her head, “No, I like my
independence too much.”

“You haven’t changed,” Stephen said, “Rudi
sent me some cuttings, isn’t it chancy being involved with a
mobster?”

Dathan relaxed as she warmed and felt the
scotch hit the spot, “I’ve nothing to do with his business, but
there might be trouble coming soon I admit.”

“You don’t seem bothered by it.”

“There’s nothing I can do so there’s no point
in worrying,” she said philosophically.

“From the little you do write, New York seems
full of characters. How did you manage to get involved with Capeto?
I’d have thought one gangster in your life was enough.”

Dathan was puzzled, “You’ve lost me!”

“Heydrich,” he said watching her
reaction.

“Oh,” Dathan put down her glass, “I see what
you mean. Information sired by Sebastian out of Edward I
suppose?”

Stephen grinned, “Holed in one.”

Her brother handed her the bottle of scotch
and Dathan poured a fresh drink, “Gregory’s affairs don’t affect
me, we’re in bed, not business together.” It was a relief, she
reflected, to be entirely candid with someone occasionally.

“How can you trust a man like that?”

“Easily,” Dathan said, “if you knew him you
would too.”

Stephen was astonished by his sister’s
frankness. Perhaps she’d changed, lost her former reticence, the
instinct to conceal her motives and emotions at any cost. “How long
are you planning to stay?”

“I’m going to Berlin tomorrow.”

Now he was openly surprised, “You have to be
crazy!”

Dathan grinned, “I promised Rudi, Hans and
Lisotte have disappeared.”

“Can’t Edward do something?” he asked,
alarmed.

Dathan shook her head, “Not really, he
doesn’t have the same kind of effective access to the right
man.”

“Heydrich?”

“Yes,” Dathan agreed cheerfully.

Stephen stared at his sister for a moment
with a mischievous smile, “You’ve obviously inherited the family
insouciance, can I come with you?”

They looked at each other with real affection
then Dathan said, “No, you’ll cramp my style and Sebastian would
explode if we took off together. He’d call it a dead cert for
disaster.”

“Yeah, well he doesn’t know the half does
he?”

“From something he said before I went to the
States and last night, I think he’s worked out who flooded the
south with illicit booze in ‘34.” She waved her right hand
outwards, “It wasn’t too difficult if you knew the people involved
and their histories. Sha’alazar with her expertise and contacts,
Pogo with the perfect landing place and us. You know we’re so lucky
to have Sebastian, who else do you know who can do a ‘Nelson’ as
well?”

“Right, but you’re making my point. Why
should you have a monopoly on mayhem, we’ve always shared in the
past?” he asked, “I’m at a loose end until I can raise some more
cash.”

“You’ve got it if you want it!”

“That’s an offer?” he leaned back in his
chair and waited.

“Sure, whatever you’ve invested to date, I’ll
match.”

“You’re serious?”

“I don’t make jokes about money,” Dathan
said, “those days have long gone.”

Stephen nodded, “I’ll have draft contracts
drawn up tomorrow.”

“Send them onto Nat Buchan in New York,” she
rummaged in her handbag then threw a business card to him, “here’s
his address.”

“You’re not coming back here after Berlin?”
Stephen asked.

“No, direct from Hamburg to New York on
‘Hurriya 5'.”

“When can we meet again, there’s a lot to
discuss.”

Dathan looked at him, “I’ll be a silent
partner, it’s your business, although you could try writing a few
letters yourself or visiting New York. You and Gregory would be an
interesting combination.”

“Uh, huh, no can do. I’ll be in the vineyards
in Spain, organising a supply.”

“You’re not worried about the political
situation then?”

“No. All those years with Major Sebastian
Charles retired and ex-colour Sergeant McGillivray must have made
us the best-trained amateur antagonists in England. I’ll just watch
my back.”

The twins smiled at each other. Stephen
wouldn’t go looking for trouble but if it arrived, he’d enjoy the
challenge. They were alike in that.

He revved up the battered old Morris Oxford
and drove them to Fleet Street, parking it at the entrance to Essex
Court. One day Stephen hoped, Sebastian was going to be so
embarrassed by the wreck, he’d pass on his latest Lanchester as a
hand me down.

O’Henry had left and Sebastian opened the
door, Stephen collecting an extra chair as they went to their
father’s office. Comfortably settled with brandy balloons in hand,
Sebastian scratched under his chin with one finger, “What do you
plan for this laundered cash, is Capeto printed on it
anywhere?”

“David Lazarus.”
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