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“War is a game old men play
with other people’s children.”

Anon.
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Prologue. Berlin, spring 1945.

 


The ruined city stank. Smoke was still
rising from mountains of masonry and the air smelt of a mixture of
explosives, burning wood, broken sewers and rotting meat, that
nauseous cocktail of smells that soldiers know only too well. The
stench of War.

The Jeep bumped past the Brandenburger
Tor, jolting and slamming through partly cleared rubble, and turned
down towards the Tiergarten. The young driver, bright eyed and mint
new, barely old enough to shave, glanced curiously at his
passenger, an American lieutenant-general. He looked young for the
rank, perhaps thirty, certainly not much more. The boy fancied
himself as a student of human nature and faces fascinated him. This
man might look young but his face was unusual. He was certainly a
handsome guy, the boy thought, lean, greying fair hair, massively
strong and with pale silvery blue eyes. There was a scar down the
right side of his face, a long pale slash from his ear to the
corner of his mouth, pale yellow on the tan of his skin. This,
along with a slight limp, suggested a violent past. He looked fit
and dangerous; there was a hard, used look about him too, a still,
cold look in his eyes. This was a man, perhaps a killer who, though
he had seen too much and had too many things to regret, was yet at
ease with himself. Sorrow, happiness and confidence all in one
face. Who was this guy?

The jeep bumped into an extra large
hole, jolting them both half out of their seats.

“Watch the road, soldier.
You’ll have us over.”

The ruined road was lined with what had once been houses.
The boy thought they must have been very beautiful houses, great
mansions surrounded by trees and lawns, homes of the rich and
mighty. Now they were like a row of rotted teeth, their roofless
walls blackened and scored as if some enormous dragon had attacked
them with his great claws and fiery breath. Scorched and broken
trees stood around like shocked witnesses to the frightful deeds
that had ravaged the great city.

“Stop here,” said the
general. He climbed down and stood looking at one of the ruined
mansions. For a strange moment he looked defeated, as if
remembering some great loss. Then he stumbled through the rubble
and found his way into the house. He picked his way towards the
back of the building, glancing through gaping doors as he passed,
remembering great rooms glowing with light and warmth, cheerful men
in bright uniforms and beautifully dressed women talking and
laughing. Three very lovely women. One he knew was dead, horribly
dead five years ago, one alive and lost to him. The third? She was
why he was here.

Part of the back wall had collapsed inward, blocking him.
He hesitated, wondering if he should turn back. There was no hope
here, the place was wrecked. Even the rats must have given up. For
a couple of minutes he stood looking around, undecided. His
memories were so painful that he wondered why he should compound
his years of guilt and suffering. Let be, the past is past, his
inner coward whispered to him. Let be!

Then he heard voices. Voices out there
in the yard beyond the wreckage. Women, two women. Suddenly frantic
to know, he fought his way into what once had been the kitchen. He
remembered it as a great warm, glowing cavern of a place, full of
mouth watering smells and cheerful bustling women.

Gradually, stumbling and clutching for
support he found his way to what had been a door. A door into the
back yard.

He had made a lot of noise and the
women had stopped talking. As he stumbled out they were looking
towards him, wide eyed and frightened. Two shapeless bundles
wrapped in filthy rags with ragged shawls over their heads. Two old
women. His shoulders sagged. It had been too much to hope
for.

There was a small boy playing on the
far side of the yard, a little, tanned scrap of about five or six,
his hair so fair it was nearly white. As he stared the little boy
stopped what he was doing and stood looking at him.

The general stared for a lifetime and
slowly sank to his knees.

“Hans Christian?” he said,
in little more than a whisper. “Hans Christian? Come to ……..
“

The boy ran to one of the women and hid behind her skirts.
She was staring at him. After a moment she said sharply
“Christopher? Oh my God, Christopher!”

He stood up and stared at her as she
came close and looked up into his face.

Her face was thin and lined with
weariness and hardship and it was dirty, grimed with the ingrained
dust and filth of war. Her breath smelt of endless hunger. Gently
he reached up and turned back the dirty shawl. Under the grime her
hair was a pure silvery gold. He remembered it well.

He put his arms round her. “Geli”, he
said. “Oh Geli, I never thought I’d find you.”

Gently he reached down and picked up
the little boy, who sat on his arm and studied him with clear light
blue eyes. His own eyes.

“And you, my son”, said the
General, “how are you?”

 


 


Co. Kerry. Southwest Ireland. Saturday the
Second of November 1996.

 


It was Christopher’s
birthday.

Ridiculous, he thought, standing in
front of her portrait over the fireplace in his study. I’m eighty
one years old and I feel about thirty. A bit stiff here and there
perhaps, but I’m still thirty in my head. He looked up at
her.

And you’re dead. Dead for three years,
dammit!

How can you be dead? How dare you? How dare God? I always
took it for granted that I would die before you and then you just
pushed off, just like that. Went to bed one night and woke up
dead.

End of my life, pointless without
you.

All I want to do now is die so that I can be with you, and
my wretched body just won’t do it. All this bounding good health, I
really could do without it, you know? Without you there’s nothing.
Nothing at all.

You really would think God could
understand a simple thing like that, now wouldn’t you?

He could hear her in his head. “Don’t be such an idiot,
darling,” she was saying softly. “Get on with it! Think of all the
things you’ve done. More important, think of the things you’re
afraid to think about. Get over it. All of it. Tell someone about
it. Write it all down. Just stop bottling it all up. What’s done is
done!”

“And do go for a walk,
darling. The fresh air will do you good!”

The phone rang just as he was trying
to imagine her smile.

Irritably he turned to his desk and
picked it up.

“Kilmore!” he
snapped.

“Oh my! Aren’t we the Happy
Bunny today? And there was I, thinking to wish you a happy
birthday.”

He dropped into his chair with a
sigh.

“Mary dear. I’m sorry. I
was just thinking about Ruth.”

“Well now, if that’s the
way she makes you feel, perhaps she’d rather not be thought about
at all, wouldn’t you say?”

Mary’s voice still had that soft Irish lilt. All the years
in America hadn’t spoiled her one bit. How old was she now? Seventy
six? Seventy seven? Where had all those years gone?

“How’s Paddy?” he
said.

“Oh no you don’t, you
wicked old wretch. Don’t you dare change the subject on me. This
one’s about you, about you and being eighty one and being nasty and
selfish and neglecting us all. It’s time to grow up, Boyo, so hold
your tongue and listen.”

With a sigh he sat back to listen.
Long experience told him this would be another attempt to manage
him, and he set his mind to be obstinate. For the last three years
he had kept to himself; sulked, if the truth be known. Nursed his
guilts and sorrows and sulked in his big old house overlooking the
grey Atlantic, with nobody but Tushin and Maddy, Siobhan O’Donnell
and the boy to care for him while he grieved for his beloved
Ruth.

This was going to be another attempt
to get him back into circulation, and he would have none of
it.

“Are you
listening?”

He grunted. No point in making it
easy.

“I’ll take that as a yes,
then. You’ll be getting some mail about now.”

“The mail’s late,” he said.
“It’s always late here. You should know, your Dad used to deliver
it.

“There’s never much of it
anyway,” he added with spiteful satisfaction.

As he said this, the door banged open
and the boy, Mickey Goggin, stomped in, dumped a huge pile of
letters on his desk and stomped out. A whiff of horse recalled his
presence. Christopher’s eyes widened.

“Hey!” he shouted,
“Mickey!” But the wretched boy was long gone and he was again alone
with the phone and Mary. And the mail.

“Mary, what is this?” he
said angrily. “Is it some kind of joke?”

“You’ve got your mail
then?”

“Will you stop playing
games with me? What’s going on?”

“Right. Now, you listen
good and hard, you hear? Your nasty selfish life is about to
change. It has to; it’s hurting the whole family. And it’s hurting
all those hundreds of others who think of you as family too. We’ve
all been patient, given you space, but it’s been three years for
Heaven’s sake. Enough already!

“Toby will be with you
shortly, I’ve just spoken to him on his car phone. He’ll be there
in twenty minutes or so. I know what your problem is and it’s time
you talked it out. You will find you have a lot to tell him. Tushin
and Maddy know what to do.”

“But …. !”

“Listen, will
you!

“There’s a party for you in Paris on Saturday, a week today.
A big one. A really huge one, if the truth be told. A celebration
of your life. An enormous outpouring of gratitude for all you have
done for us and for all those hundreds of people and their children
and their children’s children.

“We’re sending the Van
Cleef jet over for you on Tuesday. Be on it by Thursday at the
latest, if you please.”

“Now just a minute, it’s my
bloody jet and……. .”

“Be quiet and listen, will
you?

“Everyone’s coming to this
party. Hans Christian and Lucas and Rebecca will be there and all
the grandchildren are coming. All of them. Got that? All of them.
Aunt Geli of course. Sophie’s opening up her Dad’s place on the
Avenue Foch to make room for as many as possible and we’ve booked
half the hotels in Paris. And the other house, you know? That one
down the road? It’s already up and running for the Season. She says
you’re to stay there. With her. Your old room is
waiting.”

Christopher went cold all over. He
closed his eyes. After a while he said faintly, his voice coming
out in a sort of hoarse squeak,

“She …………..? You mean …. ?”
He pulled himself together.

“Mary dear, I know you’re all just trying to be kind, but
you’re courting disaster, you really are. You can’t put Hans
Christian and Lucas, all of them, in the same room; you can’t let
Hans Christian go to that house, meet her. You mustn’t. Don’t you
see? They don’t know ……!

“Dammit Mary, think of the children, my grandchildren. When
they all find out there’ll be the most horrible row, everyone will
hate me, and I’m getting too old for that, I really am.

“Now, listen carefully,
this is what you must do, quickly, before you do any more damage.
You must …….”

“Christopher my sweet, shut
up and calm down. They’ve all known about one another, been friends
indeed, for over three years now. Ruth told them. Not long before
she died actually, and only bits of it at that, just the bits she
knew. They understood. Indeed the young ones were rather impressed.
I seem to remember she told me that “Cool” was the prevailing
response. But when she died so suddenly just afterwards they
decided to keep quiet. They all longed to know the whole story but
everyone was scared of upsetting you even more by
asking.”

“Ruth? Don’t be ridiculous,
she didn’t know….. “

“She was your wife, stupid.
She knew everything. Well. Nearly everything. Wives do. It’s just
you men who are so dumb.”

She didn’t know all that much or she
would never have married me, he thought uneasily. How much does
Mary really know?

“But she never said
anything.”

“Of course not. She loved
you and she respected your need for privacy, for your little
secrets. And big ones. She used to say, “There are things in any
marriage that must always remain hidden.”

“Wives know things. Get
used to it, why don’t you? You’re old enough now for God’s
sake!

“However, not all of them
know the whole story, not all of it. I’m not even sure I do. Maddy
knows more than she says, a lot more. But you’ll get more out of an
oyster than you will from her, bless her. Tushin
likewise.

“Those others, the “kids”
or whatever you call a bunch of fifty year olds, have a vague idea
that they’re all family but they don’t know why and for your sake
and theirs it’s time they did. We’re sharing that job around a bit,
telling what we know. I’ll deal with Alathea and Chris, since
they’re over here. We thought you could tell Toby, so there you go,
that’s your job. Tell him everything, mind you; and I do mean
everything. That probably means he will know more than the others,
but you won’t know how much, so you have no alternative. The lot
mind. They can sort out the gaps later, talking among ourselves.
Get it all off your chest for God’s sake. All of it, right? That’s
what Ruth would have wanted, I promise you; you know that too, so
just stop being a bloody nuisance. Then you can have a happy old
age, they can have their Grandad back and we can have our beloved
Boss back.

Her voice suddenly softened.
“Christopher, my dear, we need you. Please come back to us. This is
your chance. Take it. You are very precious to us, really you are.
From now on just do what you’re told, there’s a good boy. It’s all
fixed and there’s nothing you can do to stop it. And be on that jet
on Thursday!

“Right now you could start
by reading your mail. It will fill in the blanks a bit and help you
to decide what to tell Toby and why.

“There’ll be one particular
letter. You’ll know the writing. Start with that.”

He sat for a moment staring at the
dead phone. Then he dropped it on its cradle and started scrabbling
among the letters, not quite believing what she had said. When he
saw it he pulled it from the pile and sat staring at it.

One of the things he had discovered at
an early age was that many of the truly life changing things that
happen to you look quite ordinary when you first come across them.
They give you no warning that the time after you come across them
is going to be quite different from the time before.

The handle of his bedroom door turning
gently in the middle of the night, a young woman’s voice calling
“Chreestophaire?....”.

A lovely girl seen across a summer
lawn at dusk.…..

Men fighting over two cars skewed across a country road in
Germany. A summer courtyard in Southern France, a little stone boy
peeing into a fountain …………..

Then, before you know what’s what, the
pistols are banging away and there’s blood all over the shop and.
………….

And now an expensive looking vellum
envelope with a French stamp and that painfully familiar small gold
coronet and spread eagle in one corner, addressed in the big loopy
handwriting he knew so well, so agonisingly well.

How long since he had seen her? He
counted in his head and then did it again, not believing the
answer. But it was. Fifty five years.

After that terrible day he’d had no
real news of her, apart from that one short note, shocking him with
her incomprehensible news. From then on, nothing. Not even after it
was all over and he had come home from the smoking, reeking desert
that had been defeated Germany, his desperate hunt for his little
son at last successful. Not a bloody word.

Then fifty five years of silence. He
had from time to time known where she was of course; the newspapers
had taken care of that. And he knew she was a widow. But he had
made no contact even then.

He had been too afraid.

Now this. Carefully he reached for it,
opened it neatly and unhurriedly with the jewelled SS dagger
Himmler had given him at some point and which he had long used as
paper knife. His hands shook a little as he took the letter out and
placed it flat on the desk in front of him. The writing blurred
before him and he blew his nose angrily and fished around for his
reading glasses. Then he took a deep breath and
focussed.

The same expensive vellum he
remembered from those magic days there, the family crest, a little
gold spread eagle under a coronet up in the top left
corner.

Dated three days ago.

 


“My Darling Old Bear,” he
read. His mouth tightened in protest at the jolting force of his
feelings, but it was too much. As he read he could hear her voice,
her nineteen year old voice, her enchanting, French accented voice,
reading it aloud; a great, hiccupping sob shook him.

 


“It is fifty five years
since I last saw you and those golden times we spent together so
long ago have never been out of my mind for one single
day.

“I have heard bits about
you through the years and it has always sounded as if you were
living a happy life with your beautiful and beloved Ruth and your
lovely family.

“Were you angry when you
knew I was married? Shocked? Maybe, but you must have known I was
right in the end, mustn’t you?

“Was I angry when you
married Ruth? Shocked? No. Sad, of course. You were once mine after
all. But I think I knew for a long time that I would lose you in
the end. Deep down, I suppose I knew when I saw you sailing those
silly little boats with her that day in the Tuileries Gardens. Not
consciously of course, but in my soul I knew. You, my darling old
blind Bear, cannot have known till years later, but that’s men for
you.

“But it was all a long time ago. I had my lovely memories
after all, and I too have lived a full life, so shall we let all
that go and concentrate on the future? “We have been apart for too
long.

“Your adorable Maddy says
you are in a great, towering sulk, grieving for Ruth, angry with
her perhaps, for leaving you so suddenly. Or are you angry with God
for taking her? You see? I know you still; you haven’t changed a
bit have you? I can feel you thinking still. You’re crying now
aren’t you? Well, so am I. These stains on the page are not tea. I
cry as I write.

“So tough luck, Bear, tough
luck. Cry on! Sometimes happiness costs a tear or two.

“Now. Mary, who is
organising all this, says you’ll try to cling on to your sulk, that
you won’t come and that you’re trying to tell yourself that your
life is over.

“Well it isn’t. We have
decided that, we, not you, WE. All your friends and all the
countless hundreds of people who owe their lives and happiness and
even their parents to you, we have decided. We have that right, you
are a part of OUR lives too and you have a duty to share yourself
with us because we all love you.

“So you have no part in
this, nothing whatever to say. All you have to do is step up to
your big responsibility to us all, a responsibility to behave
yourself, to be a good and loving Bear.

“Understand?

“But, just to make sure, I
have asked for the jet to call at Paris on its way over to you,
because am sending you someone to make sure you do
behave.

“Someone you will not even
consider resisting.

“Go figure.”

 


At the bottom of the page was her huge
squirly “A”.

 


He blew his nose violently and looked
up to see Tushin in front of him, a whisky clutched in his big
paw.

“Well, Boy? All catching up
with you, isn’t it? I thought you’d want this.”

He plonked the whiskey down and left
Christopher to think. To open Pandora’s Box. To think what he would
tell Toby, for he would have to tell him something, a lot in fact,
before that party. How much did he have to tell? All of
it?

ALL?

How could he? They would never forgive
him. He had never forgiven himself, so why should they? They were
as much affected by what he had done as he was. More so, when you
thought about it.

Maddy knew, of course. She knew all
his secrets. Tushin too. But did the others, Mary, the boys, did
they really know? How much did they know? Did they really know that
he...?

Of course Mary had figured all that
out, all his uncertainties. But there were those things she didn’t
know, could not know. That was why she was putting Toby into play
so soon; to force him to talk, to tell him literally everything,
just in case someone knew.

Would it help him lay his ever
present, screeching ghosts?

Scheming witch!

 


Setting her letter aside, he blew his
nose again, took a sip of whiskey, raising his eyebrows at its
strength, and picked up another at random.

Egon Feinberg? He raked around in his
memory. A small ragged child with a big flat leather cap too large
for his elfin head; ragged baggy shorts and thin legs descending
into a big pair of man’s work boots stuffed with newspaper to make
them fit. Huge, frightened dark eyes. Big dark tragic eyes,
reflecting light from the flames all around him; deafening
explosions.

Egon in Berlin, 1945. Oh God, Egon! He
read the letter intently, more tears streaming down his grinning
face. Egon! A banker? Of course! What else?

Egon, that little squeak of a boy ……….
.

He reached for another
letter.

Marya Lucic. Well now, who on earth
…….? Slowly a memory of a tiny blonde child sitting crying on his
lap, telling him a halting, heartbreaking story of murdered
parents. He had given her his handkerchief. The very first of
thousands he had given away in the end. She still had it! My God,
Marya! Astonishing she even remembered him. She can only have seen
him that once. And now? He read on. Gracious! That Marya! Marya
Goldschmidt. The Hostess with the Mostest, long married to Marvin L
Goldschmidt the Third, the Barbecue Sauce King of Texas, one of the
richest men in the States. Five children too!

Half sobbing, half laughing, he
reached for another letter.

And so Toby found him, half an hour
later, surrounded by torn envelopes and discarded letters, grinning
and crying and muttering to himself.

 


To Christopher, Toby was himself
reborn, a big, fair haired, powerfully built lad with ice blue eyes
and a ready smile, an uncomplicated and outgoing reincarnation of
himself. A hugely reassuring affirmation of the continuity of his
bloodline.

For a minute, he watched his
grandfather carefully, calculating his point of entry. Toby was
never casual.

He came round the desk and kissed him
on top of his head. Christopher growled, simulating irritation. It
was all part of their ritual. Ruth had always insisted on outward
displays of affection in the family, scorning traditional
Anglo-Saxon reserve; kissing and bear hugs, even between the men,
were, on her insistence, traditional. Somewhere in the past
Christopher and his grandson had managed to pretend they didn’t
care for it and had resorted to bogus displays of distaste. Ruth
had responded with equally bogus scorn. On such foolishness loving
families thrive.

 


“Grandad, I don’t have a
clue what on earth all this is about. Mary Fin has been very
devious, even for her. But I’m here, packed and loaded for bear and
I have my passport. I’m told the rest is up to you?”

Before Christopher could stop him, he
picked up the letter from France and started to read it.
Restraining an urge to cry out in protest, Christopher sat like a
stone.

To his surprise, when he had finished,
Toby just gave him and odd little smile and picked up the next
letter, then the next, and the next and …

“I get it, Grandad. This is
about the War isn’t it? Grandma told us things. Not long before she
died actually. She said that one day she’d find a way of getting
you to tell us the whole story.”

He felt an unfamiliar need to talk, to
explain himself to his beloved grandson; to be sure he would know
what he had tried to do with his life and the lives of others
during those savage, brilliant years so long ago and to beg for his
forgiveness for the terrible things he had done. Ghastly things he
had never intended.

The truth of the matter was that the
letter changed everything. It wasn’t any longer a question of
whether he wanted to talk or not, not now. He had to.

“It’ll take a while,” he
said, “it’s a long story, but you must know, I see that now. You
must all know because you are all involved and it will affect you.
I’m not sure what you’ll think of me when I’ve finished, mind you,
but it’s time.

“Go and tell Tushin then,
and we’ll have lunch.”

 


 



Chapter 1.
Europe. Summer 1938.

 


The Honourable Christopher Harland
left Trinity College Dublin in the early summer of 1938 with
several problems to solve, the main one being what on earth to do
with his life.

His father’s big old house on the
Irish west coast was in one of its periodic states of crisis. His
mother was on a private yacht somewhere in the Far East enjoying
fun and games with an amoral Italian Prince two thirds her age. His
father, Lord Kilmore, had retaliated by installing a very beautiful
and very spoilt Hungarian Countess in her early twenties to take
her place. Mrs. McCartney, the family housekeeper for years without
number had, as was her way in times of strife, decided to take a
Sabbatical, and the scullery maid’s efforts at cooking left much to
be desired. The flow of funds from his mother’s family trust in the
States had been cut off yet again and the roof was leaking. His
mother’s haphazard payments of his allowance seemed to have died
completely and had been replaced by a series of letters from places
like Tahiti and Bora Bora exhorting him to take his rightful place
in her homeland United States and help with the management of the
Trust founded by his great Grandfather, Howard Van
Cleef.

When after a few days the Countess began taking a predatory
interest in him, he took to locking his bedroom door at night and
began to consider his immediate future more urgently. For what they
were worth, he had certain assets. He was a powerfully built
twenty-two, just over six feet tall with fair hair and pale,
silvery blue eyes. He was a good rugby player and had a black belt
in Ju-jitsu. He was, thanks to the local foxhunt and to school
holidays spent among the horsy riff raff of south west Ireland,
accomplished in all aspects of horsemanship, respectable and
otherwise. Thanks to his father’s enthusiasm for killing the local
game he was a first rate sporting shot and enjoyed dry fly fishing
as a passion. If his Professor was to be believed he probably had a
First in European History and an academic career beckoned should he
wish it. He could speak passable German, slightly better French and
a tiny smattering of Italian. He had a beautiful open Lagonda motor
car which his mother, goaded he suspected by a rare spasm of guilt,
had given him on his twenty-first birthday. Thanks to an unexpected
cheque from his Godmother, who had mixed his birthday up with her
son’s, he had two hundred and fifty one pounds thirteen and
fourpence in the bank.

On the face of it, apart from the
money, it seemed quite a lot. But, when he tried to imagine a life
spent teaching history and riding to hounds, that Great World Out
There suddenly seemed enormously seductive.

Driven by an evil genius of titanic
stature and guided by a handful of abnormally incompetent
politicians, Europe was stumbling towards another “War to End all
Wars” a mere nineteen years after the last one had taken the lives
of some one and a half million young men. Spain was coming to the
end of a vicious Civil War which had been of international value as
a laboratory for the military of several countries and a happy
hunting ground for political airheads of both left and right
persuasions. As if that were not enough, there were beautiful girls
everywhere he looked and there were certain new experiences that he
felt should not be too long delayed.

As he lay sleeplessly turning the
problem over and over he saw the handle of his bedroom door turning
slowly and a soft voice called,

“Chreestophaire?
Chreestophaire?”

He shut his eyes firmly and sent forth
a loud, theatrical snore. He would speak to his father in the
morning. He would find his own girls. Sharing Magda was certainly
not an option.

 


At breakfast his father seemed
unusually thoughtful. A meal of congealing kedgeree and undercooked
kidneys washed down by tea strong enough to float a stone seemed
unlikely to be the cause since he had the digestion of a concrete
mixer. Christopher felt the reason was surely Magda’s changing
preference.

Not a moment to be lost, he decided,
taking a deep breath.

“Dad, I’m thinking of going
off for a while, “ he said.

“Where?” His father looked
at him with a sort of mournful gratitude.

“Europe,” he said, “I can see what’s coming as well as
anybody else and I have to make up my mind what to do. Part of me
feels it is just another one of these everlasting European messes
and that, as an Irish American, it’s none of my business, so I
might as well do what Ma wants and settle in the States. Another
part of me wants to do something to help the millions of wretched
victims the whole thing is going to create. What I do not want to
do is go into the services. I think that would be missing the
point, helping to kill people. I want to do the
opposite.”

Lord Kilmore raised his
eyebrows.

“If the worst does happen
and you stay out of the forces, some people might call you a
coward, have you thought of that?”

As Christopher thought about this his
father caught sight for a second of an expression he understood. He
had seen it in other men’s eyes in other times.

“Not relevant,” said
Christopher.

As his father digested what he had
seen the door was flung open with a bang to admit Maggie O’Donnelly
the scullery maid and Timmy Goggin the groom. Post was flung with a
thump on the table and, amid much quite unnecessary clatter, the
breakfast was removed. The door slammed behind them. A smell of
horse lingered.

Christopher and his father looked at
one another for a moment, their first tentative grins dissolving
into laughter.

“Oh God,” said his father
wiping his eyes, “I’m so sorry, Son. If you really want to stay,
I’ll send Magda away. It’s time I grew up anyway, isn’t
it?”

Hugely relieved, Christopher looked
fondly at him.

“Dad,” he said, “who am I
to spoil your fun? I really do have to go and look around. I meant
every word I said. If I can’t find a useful role to play in what’s
coming, I think I’ll have to go to the States, and I don’t really
want to do that, d’you see?”

They smiled at one another and began
to sort through the mail together. Most of it was for his father
but there was an uncharacteristically long letter for him from his
mother demanding news of his degree and apologising for forgetting
his allowance. She was asking the lawyers to pay it from now on.
And please would he get some sense into his thick head, stop
wasting his time in that dumb place and get his ass over to the
States. Chuck van Dryden had a job ready and waiting for him fer
Chrissake.

Christopher set this thoughtfully to
one side, reflecting on his mother’s tendency to revert to type and
use the Van Cleef family’s tough Railway Baron language when moved.
She obviously had some ulterior motive in wanting him in the US but
the Good Lord alone knew what it might be. Ma’s thought processes
were never too easy to follow.

There was a letter from his professor
saying that his First was definitely on its way and asking him if
he would consider researching for a doctorate as this, if he
continued to shine, would almost certainly lead to an offer of a
Fellowship and Tenure. Lastly there was a letter from the American
lawyers enclosing a cheque for the balance of his allowance to date
and asking for payment instructions for the future. His plans were
much more affordable now.

“I think I’ll head for
Germany first,” he said, “I want to try and understand what it
feels like to be a German my age. It should get me off to a good
start.”

Later in the morning, having answered
his letters, instructing the lawyers, telling his Prof. he would
think it over and his Mother the same, he packed most of his
worldly goods into the car and set off for the Queenstown ferry,
humming “A hunting we will go” under his breath.

 


He wandered for a week or so through
France, listening to the bar gossip and, as his French got rapidly
better, joining in and allowing himself to be tapped on the chest
and deluged in gusts of onion-scented volubility.

The mood seemed to be largely nihilistic, as French moods
often were. No-one wanted another war. Memories of the last
bloodbath were too fresh. The birth rate was still catastrophically
low, half that of the rest of Europe. The manpower losses of the
Verdun had not yet been made up and there was concern that further
losses on such a scale would leave their womenfolk at the mercy of
foreigners, Arabs and such. The French identity would be lost
forever, their bloodlines diluted by inferior stock, and decent
folk would be obliged to eat couscous and spaghetti. Zut alors!
Anyway the politicians were a miserable bunch of pederasts and Jews
who should all go to the Guillotine, were they not? And the
British? ………. …… Well, it was all very well for them to talk war,
but it would be the French who would fight and bleed wouldn’t it?
Just like the last time, eh?

Let the bloody Boche go off and screw
the Poles and Bolsheviks if they wanted to and leave poor France
alone, safe behind her precious Maginot Line!

Impressed by the logic of this he
headed at last for the German border.

 


He drove to Luxembourg. The frontier
was a few miles beyond at a little place called Wasserbillig, where
there was a bridge over the Sauer into Germany. At the French side
a rather listless looking guard with a stubby Gaulois suspended
from his lower lip waved him through. Across the bridge he handed
his passport to a smart German official, buttons gleaming and
uniform pressed to a razor’s edge. His passport was inspected,
stamped and handed briskly back to him.

“Going far, Herr
Harland?”

“ Just looking around. I’m
told the Moselle valley is very beautiful, so I thought I could
start there,” said Christopher.

The official saluted and raised the
barrier with a friendly smile.

“Gute reise Herr Harland,” he said.

Christopher drove into Nazi Germany
with a sense of cheerful surprise. If this was the Lair of the
Nibelungen he was off to a good start.

 


It was a wonderful sunny day. Every
where he looked he saw smiles.

As the Lagonda, its engine rumbling
contentedly, rolled gently along the Mosel valley in the bright
summer sun his spirits, earlier somewhat muted by nervous
expectations of Swastikas and Storm Troopers and such, began to
rise. The countryside was beautiful. There were rich rolling
fields, vineyards sprawling up sunny hillsides. Tanned, pigtailed
girls in bright Dirndl skirts raked hay and stacked it onto tripods
to dry in the steep green meadows and over all there was that rich
honey smell he had begun to associate with summer in Europe. The
whole scene was…. He looked for a word and then broke into a wide
grin as he found one that fitted. It sounded so corny, but it was
apt. It all looked so jolly.

 


Early in the evening he found a small village near
Marienburg. There was a little Gasthaus by the river, the Adlerhof,
with a biergarten running down to the water’s edge. As he sat out
there in the warm evening it filled up with young people. They all
seemed to know one another and sat and talked enthusiastically
about all manner of things as young folk do. Seeing that he was
alone they invited him to join them, welcoming him warmly, asking
him about himself, complimenting him encouragingly on his still
halting German and telling him of the wonderful future their great
leader had mapped out for them, of how they would spread the
National Socialist doctrine across Europe and sweep away the old
European cultures of aristocratic privilege and stuffy
provincialism. There would be a new Europe where all men (and girls
of course, interjected a merry blue eyed siren with long blonde
plaits) would be born equal and afforded equal opportunities in
life, a Europe where there would be no hole-in-the-wall
conspiracies to deprive good folk of the fruits of their labours.
They laughed and chattered away and told him that the future lay
with the people, with the young, with the pure in heart and blood.
Their happiness, their friendly ways and their obvious health were
infectious and he set aside his preconceptions about Germans and
enjoyed himself without reserve.

Later as he lay in his room looking
out at the full moon shining on the vineyards of the Mosel valley
he couldn’t help feeling the stirring of a new hope. It seemed
impossible that such attractive young folk could be led into
something as ugly and destructive as War.

“The pure in heart and
blood.” He smiled as he fell asleep thinking about long blonde
plaits.

The next morning he set out on the
road to Coblenz in high spirits, looking forward to whatever might
come to pass in this beautiful, lively country. As he drove out of
the village he passed the blue eyed siren on her bike and she
wobbled and waved cheerfully. It was good to be alive.

He crossed the Rhine at Coblenz and turned south along the
east bank of the river, eventually coming to a little village
called Lorch, where he checked into a Gasthaus with another large
garden running down to the water. The proprietor was a cheerful
sixty year old with a red nose and moustaches waxed into two sharp
points. Christopher felt that he must surely have a spiked helmet
hidden in a cupboard in his attic. After supper he sat out looking
across the Rhine in the warm moonlight.

 


Around him a few elderly guests
chatted quietly. In one corner of the garden a very beautiful girl
sat talking quietly to an older man. Surreptitiously he watched
her. Not German, he decided. He watched the man for a moment,
envying him his lovely companion. From the way he treated her he
decided he was most likely a relative. Not her father, he was too
young. An uncle, or a cousin perhaps. He looked back at the girl
and realised she was probably too young to be married anyway.
Jealously he looked for a ring as her left hand waved in emphasis
of some point she was making. No ring! The man said something and
she threw her head back in laughter. God she was beautiful. How
old? Very young actually, he decided. Seventeen? Nineteen? Not
more, a child really, but so beautiful. There was a lovely high
spirited innocence about her behaviour. As he lost himself in
imagining what it might be like to enjoy the company of such a
creature she turned suddenly and looked straight at him, her
expression seeming almost to reproach his stare. Hurriedly he
looked away, reflecting for the thousandth time on the
extraordinary sixth sense that told girls when a man was looking at
them. He took a cautious pull at his beer and looked at the moon,
big and bloated in the warm sky.

 


It began in a way that reminded him of
an opera he had once seen, with distant singing offstage, Verdi
perhaps? It sounded martial, assertive, stimulating and quite
theatrical. A large group of young men and boys in brown shirts and
black shorts marched into the garden. They had a huge swastika
flag, garish in its scarlet and white and black, which they draped
over a bush where it could be admired. The waiters and waitresses
scurried about as they shouted orders for beer and lemonade in
cheerful, confident voices and fell to talking loudly among
themselves. The girl and her companion and some of the older guests
got up quietly and went indoors. Christopher sat on.

It was not unlike the previous
evening, but he sensed subtle differences. The evening before had
been an unselfconscious display of happiness and patriotism, the
exuberance of healthy young people enjoying themselves. In these
young people there was something more assertive. When, as he had
half expected, one of them, a lad of about eighteen, came over and
asked him to join them he felt a slight hesitation, an intimation
of disappointment to come.

Christopher rose and looked at him.
They were, he saw, very similar physically. Both were tall and well
built; both had blue eyes and tow coloured hair. The other was more
tanned than he but they might otherwise have been brothers. He
recalled talk of the “Aryan Master Race.” He did look like one of
them, didn’t he?

The young man put out his
hand,

“Werner,” he said with a
slight formal bow.

“My name is Chris,” he
said.

They were a nice crowd after all.
Christopher decided that he had been put off by the uniforms and
the flag, but in the end they were not unlike the folk he had met
the night before, though he missed the girls. They were younger
than he was, some only boys, punctilious about drinking lemonade
and leaving beer to their elders whom they treated with respect.
They seemed to come from all walks of life. Most of them, perhaps,
from the industrial Ruhr, the marks of poverty and hardship clear
on their faces in spite of the tanned sheen of healthy living they
all shared, along with their blonde good looks. However it was
noticeable that there seemed no sense of division between them, no
awareness of class or any sense of rank or clique such as a similar
group of young English boys might have displayed, simply a cheerful
acceptance that they had come from different places to join the
same cause and that they were therefore comrades.

They were full of curiosity about
Britain, awed by her mighty navy and vast empire. They wanted to
know about all the things they had heard so much about; about
Public Schools and football and, oddly, fox hunting. On home ground
particularly with the latter Christopher regaled them with hunting
stories from Ireland, tales of the awful walls and ditches and the
catastrophic falls they engendered. He let loose the Irish blarney
in himself and kept them in fits of laughter over lost foxes,
horses misappropriated, rigged races and all the unpredictable and
illogical ways of the Irish country folk and of the scrapes his
overwhelming love of both the Irish and their horses had got him
into in boyhood days. They taught him some of their songs and as
the beer went round he sang to the moon with the best of
them.

As if at a signal the party broke up
and they said their polite goodnights with little clicks of the
heels and filed away, taking their flag with them. In the end only
Werner remained.

For a moment they sat in silence,
listening to the departing boys, to little scraps of song dwindling
into the distance. Then they started to talk, finding out about one
another.

Werner’s people were aristocrats. The
von Groenow family owned a huge spread of land on the east side of
the Polish Corridor in what was now East Prussia. They were members
of the old Prussian military élite who had since Bismarck’s time
called most of the shots in Germany. His father had been a General
in the last War and his brother was an aide-de-camp to another
General now. His brother-in-law was a Lieutenant-General. The
family was at odds with itself over the Nazis, the more
conservative older members seeing them as a bunch of vulgar and
dangerous upstarts and the younger ones, including his
brother-in-law, as a necessary evil if Germany was to reclaim the
prestige it had lost in 1918. Werner was unsure. He loved the
healthy life of the Hitler Jugend and the ideals of health and
brotherhood it represented and he was a stout believer in the ideal
of Aryan purity.

“But I am very unhappy about this Jewish business,” he said,
“It seems illogical. I understand the arguments about “breeding
down” in Mein Kampf. After all, it doesn’t take a genius, they’re
pretty crude, aren’t they? And I agree with them, but he refers to
what he sees as culturally uncreative races. There are plenty of
those but one can hardly apply that label to the Jews.”

He asked Christopher about himself.
“You are English,” he said, “How do the English feel about all
this? Not happy I think. Or is it just their stupid politicians
talking?”

Christopher stretched slowly. He was
getting tired and ready for bed, but this was what he had come to
Germany for.

“I’m not English,” he said,
“I’m Irish American, legally an American citizen, so any view I
express will be from that viewpoint.

“Which is,” he said after
pausing to collect his thoughts into a form which would not
alienate his new friend, “not unlike yours actually. There is one
thing though. I can’t imagine anything which would justify another
war. The last one ended over one and a half million lives, another
would be worse by far. No philosophy or ideology on earth could
justify that.”

Werner looked at him thoughtfully.
“There’ll be one though. What will you do? Will you fight? Will I
find myself looking down a gun barrel at you?”

“Not a chance. I will be
trying to save lives, not take them. This isn’t my fight, it’s a
European affair.”

Werner smiled sadly. “Such luxury,” he
said. “Such luxury, to be able to look at it that way with a clear
conscience.”

Then, almost as an afterthought, “My
lads liked you. Why don’t you spend a few days with us, seeing what
we do? Helping us.”

After a split second hesitation
Christopher smiled. “I can’t think of anything I’d rather do,” he
said. “I’d be a fool not to be impressed with what I have seen of
you all and not want to see more. How many days d’you think, four
or five?”

Werner smiled at him with sudden
warmth. “Make it a week,” he said, rising to shake hands. “Maybe we
can make a Hitler Youth of you yet.”

 


They picked him up the next morning
with a battered old truck, singing again.

He never forgot the week that
followed, remembering it always as the true spirit of National
Socialism and forever seeing what followed in the years ahead as a
perversion of the true intent.

All day they worked in the fields and
vineyards, hoeing, making hay, mending fences and irrigation
systems. In the evenings they ate and drank together and sang and
talked of the wonderful lives ahead of them, of how they would work
to promote the manly virtues of old times and banish all that was
underhand and impure from their country to make it a homeland where
all would be equal and equally cared for. At night he slept under
the stars to the song of the cicadas with the smell of freshly cut
hay and sweet white grapes all around him.

Two of the boys, Ernst and Hans, were big, rough, ugly
fellows who loved to show off their strength to the others,
wrestling together and offering to fight all comers, from time to
time somewhat marring the generally brotherly atmosphere with their
intimidating ways. On the second night Ernst came over to
Christopher.

“You have kept very quiet,
Yank,” he said, . “Why don’t I show you some wrestling? It might be
useful to you later, make more of a true German out of you, sweat
off your Yankee softness!”

There was a sudden uneasy silence
around him. He had been aware that Werner was perplexed about the
two, not liking the slight atmosphere of fear they were generating
among the smaller boys but not feeling strong enough to involve
himself in a struggle he must surely lose. Reluctantly Christopher
got to his feet.

“Wrestling?” he said.
“Alright.”

There was a murmur of unease among the
younger boys and Werner started to say something but Christopher
waved him down. “It’s OK,” he said softly, “we’ll wrestle. I think
I know how.”

A space was cleared for them and they
took their shirts off and stretched to flex muscles. Christopher
saw Ernst’s eyes widen a bit when he saw the condition he was in.
He knew he had to be careful. Ju-jitsu could hurt people and this
boy had a lot of strength and zero skill. It would be easy to get
it wrong. After all it was meant to be a friendly fight, though the
others seemed unsure.

As they went for one another he
decided that if he slowed his actions down a bit and avoided all
but the simplest moves it might work out without any
injuries.

In the end it was quick. Ernst’s
understanding of wrestling was crude and he was slow, so slow in
fact that it felt to Christopher rather like a slow motion film he
had seen somewhere. Carefully by his standards he put Ernst on his
back, turned him over and held him in an arm lock.

“OK?” he said
quietly.

“AAAAA-AAAA-AAAH!!” said
Ernst, “you’re hurting me!”

“Sorry,” said Christopher, and let him go.

Of course Hans had to have a try too
and suffered the same fate. Christopher, who hadn’t even broken
sweat, put his shirt back on, accepted Ernst’s proffered beer with
a smile and sat down.

Werner was watching him with an odd
expression on his face, but he said nothing as the others crowded
round him laughing and slapping him on the back, demanding to know
how he did it.

In the end of course he had to teach them all something and
from then on he spent a couple of hours each evening teaching them
the very early basics of what his instructor had taught him, the
simple leverages that applied an opponent’s strength to his own
downfall and the importance of speed and balance, of cadence. He
took most pleasure in teaching the smaller boys, who seemed to him
quicker and smarter than some of the big fellows, watching
contentedly as their confidence in themselves grew into an
attractive awareness of growing manhood.

Always he emphasised what had been
drummed mercilessly into him by his own instructor during many
exhausting hours of training.

“Try to remember that you
must only use this in self defence. The confidence that you can
defend yourself is a thing you must cherish as a freedom to turn
away anger without fear, not as a licence to make others afraid of
you.

“That would be a wicked
misuse of the skills I am teaching you.”

 


On his last night with them they
brought him back to his little hotel and treated him to an evening
of eating big meaty sausages, drinking beer, singing and laughing
that even the older guests watched with amusement. When they had
all gone he sat with Werner over a final drink under the stars.
Werner passed him a thin envelope.

“The address of my family home in Prussia,” he said. “If you
ever need me………. You’ve been very good for my boys, and I am truly
grateful for what you have taught them. Go with God, my friend.” He
turned and walked away without looking back.

The following morning as he was
checking out he said tentatively,

“There was a girl here a
few days ago, I couldn’t help noticing her. Has she
gone?”

The old innkeeper looked at him for a
long moment till Christopher began to feel a bit foolish. Whatever
must the old man think of him? But he had to know.

At last the old man smiled, a gentle,
fatherly sort of smile. “Beautiful, no? Such a lovely young lady,
and a gracious one too, the manners of a great lady in a young and
beautiful girl. Irresistible! She and her cousin left yesterday
morning. You just missed them.”

Careless of his embarrassment he
asked,

“May I know her name? I
know it sounds foolish, but she fascinated me. She was so lovely, I
can’t stop thinking about her.”

The old man said gently, “I was young
once, I understand.

“Alexandra Koutoussoff.” He
flipped the register round to show him. After the bold signature in
round girlish handwriting there was an address in France, clearly
written after her name. Chateau Mirande, Auch. The old man took the
register and put it away.

 


He drove off thoughtfully, south down
the Rhine, hardly aware of where he was going.

Why had he asked about that girl? It had been an impulse, a
powerful one admittedly, but it seemed irrational. After all, he
had only seen her from a distance for a matter of minutes. He tried
to recall what she looked like and found he couldn’t even remember
her face, only the way he had felt, that deep feeling of need as he
watched her laugh, the way she held her head. Love at first sight?
He grinned; hardly …… and yet ……. He remembered the first time he
had fallen in love, a scruffy twelve year old Irish girl with
bright red hair trying to stay on a furiously bucking colt one of
her cousins had “liberated” temporarily from some farmer’s field,
her hair flying, her grubby dress up round her waist, her hands
buried in its mane and her long thin white legs gripping
desperately. What was her name? Maggie? Mary? He couldn’t even
remember that, but she had guts and go and he could remember his
feelings, the hot nights when he had lain awake burning for her.
But at fifteen all one did was burn. He had never said a word to
her. Only imagined what it might be like to be in her company, how
he would save her from … from … Indians? Dragons? Something like
that. He used to tell himself stories about the wonderful things he
would do for her and how she would admire him and come to love him
and …. And …….. . But there imagination foundered. He knew the
theory but it had seemed such a grotesque thing to do with a girl,
such an unlikely part of his body to use to express the passion he
felt.

Later there had been a girl in Dublin,
a tanned, golden girl who played tennis. He had actually plucked up
the courage to ask her to a college dance. He had taken her home
and they had kissed on her front doorstep. He remembered that
alright, the smell of her hair, the feeling of her soft lips,
demurely closed, his shy clumsiness. But that had been all. She had
gone away to America, an aunt in New York they said. She hadn’t
even said goodbye.

After that he had always been too busy
or something. Or something. There had been the girls who watched
Rugby, sisters of the other players mostly, cheerful, noisy
creatures who drank Guinness with them after the matches. Nice, but
he had got terribly wrapped up in his degree, his passion for
history too strong ……. or something ……… he wasn’t sure what. There
had been fear as well, fear of commitment. There had been a look in
one girl’s eyes that had worried him, a sort of hungry,
uncontrolled look. Past that point there was something wild and
strong and unstoppable, fecund. Suddenly he had known he wasn’t at
all ready and had buried himself in his final year.

That evening he found himself another
little riverside hotel, this time on the Main, and sat with his
beer, missing Werner and the boys and thinking about the girl. ……
Auch ……. Auch. He got his maps out again and looked at them. It was
a hell of a long way, over seven hundred miles. Perhaps twenty to
twenty-five hours of driving, five days if he took it gently, two
if he went like a bat out of hell. Auch, Château Mirande. Château:
obviously somewhere of note in a rural district. It should be easy
to find it. And Koutoussoff wasn’t a French name. She must be
Russian. An émigré family? There had been a Russian Marshal. He had
seen Napoleon off. Maybe it was the same family? Interesting if it
was.

Alexandra. Alexandra. No doubt about
that being a Russian name. The last Empress had that name. What did
her family call her? Alex? Alexi? Alexia?

Fed up with his own silliness he went
to bed, only to toss and turn half the night remembering long
tanned legs, the smell of hair and soft lips. Alexia. Alex. Would
her hair smell like that?

 


He got up the next morning , his head fuzzy from lack of
sleep, and faced up to the fact that he might as well go to Auch as
anywhere else. He had friends in the South of France. If all else
failed he could go and look them up. Germany had taught him a lot
about some of the things he had come to learn, but there were
certain things he knew he had missed for too long, certain
experiences that were overdue………… It would be best to admit it, he
thought, as the Lagonda’s engine settled down to that deep base hum
he so enjoyed. He was going hunting!

 


 



Chapter 2.
France. Early summer 1938.

 


He decided to cross the border at
Strasbourg. That gave him around a hundred miles to go and he had
no reason to hurry so he kept the car down to a fairly steady forty
miles an hour, stopping for an early lunch in a village about half
way.

After lunch the road took him through
a long stretch of forest. He had kept away from the busier roads
and this seemed to be a quiet, rather deserted area. A bit spooky
really, he was thinking as the car rumbled along the cool
tree-shaded road, the echoes of its passage rustling in his ears. A
good place for highwaymen.

He heard the crack of a pistol as he
rounded a bend at his steady forty and had to step hard on his
brakes to avoid two cars slewed across the road. A huddled figure
was lying by the nearest car and a screaming, struggling girl was
being dragged from the passenger’s seat by a man in a hood. A
brutal blow in the face silenced her abruptly and she collapsed in
a heap. As the Lagonda came to a skidding, skewing handbrake halt
he leaped out at the run, but both the cars were off in a cloud of
dust, leaving two still bodies lying in the middle of the
road.

He got to the man first, felt for the
jugular and realised with a chill of disgust that he was looking at
the first corpse he had ever seen. Swallowing fright, he moved on
to the girl. She was lying prone, with her face inelegantly buried
in a muddy puddle. What he could see of her mouth was half open and
muddy water had seeped into one corner of it. Before he could touch
her he noticed her breath rippling the water and hesitated, trying
to think what to do. You weren’t supposed to touch injured people
before you could be reasonably sure it wouldn’t cause further hurt.
He examined what he could see of her face and head. It was all
covered in mud so it was hard to be sure but there was no doubt she
had been hit very hard, he had seen that for himself. He got water
from the car, wetted a handkerchief and mopped tentatively at the
mud on her cheek. Ah! There it was, a big red mark right on the
bone; the skin was split but it could have been a lot worse. Very
gently he felt the cheekbone. It was firm, sound. Nothing broken
then.

Lucky, he thought, but she was
certainly in for a bit of a bruise. For safety’s sake he felt her
head gently to make sure she had not hit it on the road as she fell
and then very carefully along her warm, slender neck. Deciding
there was no sign of real damage he picked her up and carried her
into the trees. Then he fetched a rug and his first-aid kit from
the car, turned her gently on her back and, with his wet
handkerchief, began carefully to wash off the mud which almost
covered her face.

With a jolt of shock he realised that
it was the girl. Alexandra Koutoussoff, the girl he had been going
to find. Suddenly feeling curiously calm he went on tenderly
cleaning her up, gently revealing the lovely face that had kept him
awake the night before. When he had her tolerably clean he dabbed
iodine on the split and returned to the corpse, which he now
realised was the man he had supposed to be her cousin. If another
car came along it would certainly stop and he would have awkward
questions to answer. Disinclined by nature to be confronted with a
situation he couldn’t control, he dragged the body into the trees,
well out of sight, and then carried the girl gently into a clearing
further into the forest before hiding the car as well, edging it
between trees and bushes till he was sure it could not be seen from
the road. Carefully he went over the ground and, with a small
branch, wiped away all the tracks he had left.

Now he was back in control. He went
back to look at the girl, arranging her as comfortably as he could.
He heard the sound of a stream nearby and went to look for it to
get more water. He found a lovely little rill flowing into a small
clear pool and then out again into a culvert which he guessed would
run under the road. He fetched his vacuum flask, filled the cup
with water and tried to dribble it into her mouth. It didn’t work
very well so he began to mop her forehead with cold water, stroking
her dark hair back and trying to tidy her up at the same time. He
was shocked by her appearance. He had never considered how violence
could reduce a normal looking human being to an undignified lump of
meat.

Following his thought he began again
to examine her, checking her breathing, which seemed steadier than
it had been and feeling, with several false starts, for her pulse.
When he eventually found it, it was pounding reassuringly away at a
steady seventy two. He knew his was normally about sixty five so he
guessed that would do.

Still trying to make sure he did
everything he should he felt in her pockets. No money. A
handkerchief, some lipstick and a passport. With relief he put this
back without opening it, feeling that to do so would somehow be an
intrusion on her privacy.

Rather helplessly he sat back on his heels and wondered
what else he should do. Now that he had tidied her up, she looked
very beautiful lying there, her face an alabaster mask of
perfection, like some lovely statue. But there was a bit of colour
perhaps. Yes definitely ……. Suddenly two big dark green eyes were
looking at him. She looked at him for a long time and then put her
hand up and felt her cheek.

“That hurts,” she said
softly. “That horrible man ……. Where’s Paul?” she added on a note
of rising alarm. She tried to sit up but Christopher pressed her
back. “I really wouldn’t do that if I were you Miss Koutoussoff.
That was a hell of a punch you took.”

She lay back and shut her eyes. After
a long silence she said quietly,

”Paul’s dead, isn’t he? I
remember the shot.”

“Yes, I’m afraid he is.” He
took her hand, trying to offer comfort.

She looked at him for a while with a
small frown and then said faintly,

“Who are you? What are you
doing here and how did you know my name? I need to know.” Her
English was perfect, spoken with a slight but enchanting French
accent.

“I was at the hotel you
were staying at, further up the Rhine. I saw you sitting on the
lawn with your…. er, cousin?

“My name is Christopher
Harland and I am an Irishman. I’ve just finished my degree at
Trinity College Dublin. I’m taking a holiday while I work out what
I’m going to do with my life.”

She looked at him for a long
time.

Then, “I remember, you were staring at
me.” She was still holding his hand. “But how did you know my
name?”

“I looked in your
passport,” he said. It wasn’t good, but seemed less undesirable
than telling her he had been prying into the hotel
register.

A slight frown now. “No, you didn’t,”
she said. She gripped his hand tightly,

“Listen,” she said, her
voice faint but urgent, “I badly need to trust you. I think I can,
I hope so because there is nothing else I can do. Please don’t lie
to me; I can’t afford to be lied to… Please?” She shook his hand as
if for emphasis. Her eyes were huge and dark with worry.

Shamed and enslaved he said, “I asked
Herr Huber, the innkeeper, and he showed me your signature in the
Register. And I promise on my honour that you can trust me with
your life.”

As he said it he looked deeply into
her eyes, squeezing her hand gently,

“You have my Oath on that,
Miss Koutoussoff, my Oath.”

She closed her eyes and sighed. After
a moment she said faintly,

“I need to sleep. Will you
do something for me? You need to trust me too, you see. I want you
to hide Paul’s body, bury it if you can. Go through his pockets and
remove everything that could identify him, labels on his clothes,
anything else you can think of. I don’t want him to be found till I
am home with Papa, preferably not at all, and if he must be found
it is better to make identification as difficult as possible. Can
you do that?”

He got another rug from the car and
gave her a drink and a couple of aspirins. As he tucked her up she
seemed to be asleep, but he noticed a big tear rolling down her
cheek.

Grief was private. He went to find the
corpse, thinking about her instructions. Rummaging through the
man’s pockets yielded a passport and a wallet stuffed with cash and
sundry papers, hotel bills, receipts and such. The clothes were
expensive and even if the labels were removed their origin might be
apparent to an expert. He came to the distasteful conclusion that
he must remove them and somehow destroy them.

 


It took him several hours. He managed to carry the corpse
deep into the forest, a gruelling uphill climb carrying a heavy
weight. Paul had been a lightly built man but his corpse was not at
all light. Having no spade, he looked round for inspiration and
eventually found the discarded lair of some animal, perhaps a
badger or even a small bear. Were there bears in this part of the
world? Whatever it was it was a Godsend.

Stripping the body was horrible. When
he had finished he forced it head first down the hole as far as it
would go and then stuffed bits of earth and rock after it before
covering the resulting mess with bits of vegetation. It still
looked a bit obvious but it was the best he could do and he thought
it would all grow over and look more natural before long. Then,
getting his knife out, he cut the man’s clothes to pieces and
buried little bits all over the place. No-one would be able to
identify him from that lot, he thought with satisfaction. The shoes
were a puzzle. They were stout brogues. His knife was not really up
to destroying them and they were clearly marked from Lobb of St.
James’. After puzzling over them for some time he realised they
were his size. He grinned guiltily and packed them in the car with
his own. He could throw them away later. In France.

The passport was a problem. He opened
it. Paul Lophukin. It meant nothing to him. Would she want it? Even
if she did it wouldn’t be easy to explain if someone found it. They
still had to cross the border after all. He dithered for a bit and
then he destroyed that just as carefully, along with the various
papers. The cash he put in his own pocket, deciding that it would
be easier for him to explain so much cash than for her.

By the time he had finished he was
sweating and exhausted and it was late in the evening. The girl was
sleeping peacefully now. He felt her forehead, checked her pulse
and decided to leave her. Guessing that he was in for a strenuous
few days when she woke he washed in the little pool, rolled himself
in his sleeping bag beside her and fell sound asleep.

He woke once in the night and turned to look at her. She
had turned on her side to face him but was sleeping peacefully, her
breathing quiet and even. Tentatively he reached over and felt her
forehead. It was cool and dry. No problems, he thought. She was
very young and, apart from a sore cheek, she would be fine in the
morning. For a while he lay facing her, thinking how lovely she
looked in the moonlight, bruise and all. There were a number of
questions he would like answers to though. How had she known he had
not looked at her passport? She had been absolutely certain. And
yet he had given her the name she had signed in the hotel register.
There was no chance of a mistake. Her writing was big and round and
girlish, absolutely readable. Was she travelling under a different
name? She must be, mustn’t she? But why? Also, why had she been so
insistent about hiding Paul so completely? What was he getting
himself into? As he looked at her sleeping face he decided that
whatever it was it didn’t matter. He would go through fire, kill
dragons or walk to the moon for this lovely girl. Slowly he drifted
off to sleep again.

When he woke in the morning she was
gone and he started up in a panic, but as he did so she emerged
from the trees round the little pool. Her feet were bare and she
was wrapped in one of his rugs, looking rosy and fresh. Her wet
hair hung in a long dark tangle down her back. She smiled at
him.

“I may seem a mess,” she
said, “but at least I am a clean mess now.” She dropped her bundle
of clothes on the ground and sat down beside him.

“It would be so nice if you
had a towel and a hair brush,“ she said.

He had and he fetched them from the
car. She rubbed vigorously at her hair before brushing it out
straight and catching it up with a ribbon. Startled into instant
imbecility by this flourish of white arms and shoulders he got
quickly up and rummaged about in the car.

“Nothing but chocolate for
breakfast, I’m afraid,” he said, his voice emerging in a sort of
squeaky croak. He coughed and cleared his throat before going on
more normally. “This flask has yesterday’s coffee in it. It just
might be drinkable. I’m going to try a cold water
shave.”

 


When he came back she was dressed,
looking surprisingly neat and self possessed.

“I suppose a mirror is too
much to hope for,” she said wistfully. “I want to look at my poor
face.”

Failing to mention the shaving mirror
in the bag beside him he made her kneel in front of him while he
inspected it. Apart from the split on her cheek, which looked as if
was healing cleanly, and a bluish bruise which, when he made to
touch it, she assured him very sincerely indeed was sore, she
seemed unharmed. He made a little show of inspecting it more
carefully, enjoying having her trusting face so close.

“You’re lucky,” he said
when he thought he had stretched the game to its limits. “It hardly
shows.” With a grin he produced his mirror. “See for
yourself!”

She shook her head gently and took it
from him. “Tch tch, méchant!” she said reprovingly.

When she handed it back he said, “What
now, Milady?”

“I need to get home,
quickly, and tell Papa what has happened. Can you drive me to
Belfort? Then, if you can lend me some money, I can get a train
home from there.”

He explained about the money in his
pocket. “But if you think I’m going to let you wander around France
on your own after what happened you are very badly mistaken,” he
said. “The honour of the Irish is at stake, and you can’t ignore
that Miss …… er ….. Whatever your name is!”

“It is Koutoussoff,” she
said helpfully, “Alexandra Koutoussoff. Friends call me
Alex.”

“But you said ………!” he said, and then shook his head.
Whatever it was it was her business.

“I suppose you know where I
live too?” she asked, with a funny, taunting little smile. “It’s a
very long way.”

“It’s about six hundred and
fifty miles, as far as I can make out,” he said, abandoning all
pretence. “If we stop for a short rest about tea time I can get you
there in the small hours of tomorrow morning. If we stop at an
hotel for a proper sleep then we’ll be there by lunchtime tomorrow.
Provided of course there are no holdups.”

“You know,” she said in
gentle mockery, “I’m beginning to wonder where you were going when
you found us. Wherever it was, I’m the lucky one.”

He wasn’t sure about that. As the car
settled into its deep throated song of the road with her riding
beside him he felt very lucky indeed.

At the next village she made him stop
at a little shop where she could get some ointment and makeup for
her cheek. Back in the car she covered it carefully until she
looked as normal as anyone so lovely could ever look.

“I don’t want to look too
terrible,” she said.

“That’s ridiculous,” said
Christopher.

“What?” she looked at him
sharply.

“You, looking terrible.
It’s a fantastic idea.”

As they drove out of the little
village they were both laughing. At least it has stopped her
brooding over Paul, he thought.

At the border he felt his nerves
tighten up. The whole name thing was a worry. The French guard
casually flipped through their passports. When he opened the girl’s
passport Christopher saw his eyebrows flick up for a second and he
tensed, his hands clutching the wheel tightly. But the guard merely
handed them back to him with a grave smile and a surprisingly smart
salute.

He said, “Highness, M’sieu ‘Arland,
bon jour et bon voyage, “and raised the barrier.

Alexandra was laughing as they drove
into France.

“Your face!” she said, “how I wish I had a
camera!”

When he stopped the car to mop his brow she handed him her
passport. The “Nom du Titulaire.” Was given as: - KOUTOUSSOFF
-Princesse Alexandra Tatiana.

“Not ‘Miss’, you see?
Serves you right for being so nosy,” she said, putting it back in
her pocket.

Later, as he was thinking of stopping
for breakfast, he saw that she was asleep, her cheeks wet with
tears. In the end, overcome by his own hunger, he stopped the car
in a small village with a little square surrounded by plane trees,
coming gently awake in the morning sunshine. They ordered café
complêt and munched fresh croissants.

Her face was wan and wretched and she
clearly didn’t want to talk, so he left her to herself and went in
search of a morning paper and something they could eat cold for
lunch. French lunches took too long. When he got back she was
sitting in the car, mopping her eyes. He drove on, leaving her to
her thoughts, and before long she slept again.

With a brief stop for lunch under a
tree somewhere in the Haute Marne, he managed to keep going till
they got to Limôges. By that time his eyes were gritty and his
shoulders ached with weariness. In the middle of the town he found
a comfortable looking hotel and parked.

Alexandra, who had slept or seemed to
sleep most of the time, stretched and looked around her. Then she
smiled rather wanly at him.

“Sorry to have been such a
misery, “she said. “Better now, I promise.” Surprisingly, she
leaned over and kissed him gently on the cheek.

“Thank you for being so patient. T’es très gentil, mon
Chreestophaire. Where are we?”

“Limôges. We’ll stop here
for the night. Auch is about another five hours. If we start early
I can get you home by lunchtime.”

 


And so he did. From Auch she directed
him south west towards the mountains, now showing purple in the
distance. After a while the sealed road ended. Great wagons piled
high with crops and pulled by teams of massive grey Percherons
toiled along in the hot sun. Their carters called down elaborate
curses involving Blood and Devils and other mayhem on the car as it
left them behind in its dusty wake.

When she told him to turn off the road
and into echoing woods he had a strange dreamy feeling that he had
left the world altogether and was passing through some kind of
fabled land where the very flowers and trees had spirit guardians
and where one might at any moment encounter a dragon, a Leprechaun
or perhaps a damsel in distress. Although, he thought with a secret
smile, I’ve got one of those already. After a mile or so the car
bumped slowly round a bend and crossed a little bridge built across
a brook which babbled cheerfully at the electric green and blue
dragonflies glimmering over it in the leaf-dappled sunshine. As he
looked in wonder about him he saw the Château Mirande. It was
moated, as he felt a château should be, but there was otherwise
nothing particularly martial about it. The moat was surrounded by
perhaps a hundred acres of green parkland studded with clumps of
oak and chestnut. The Château itself was on a slight rise and
appeared to be built largely of Roman brick, rose-coloured and
textured like a big wafer biscuit. It was partly covered with a
crumbling coat of rendering and overgrown by some abundantly
flowering creeper. There seemed to be a jumble of buildings,
sprawling in ad hoc confusion. The whole place had an air of
slumbering content, as if it had dozed in the warm southern sun for
a thousand years. As it probably has, he thought as the car bumped
over a drawbridge, under the gatehouse and entered the central
courtyard. Round them two storeys of creeper-covered windows looked
sleepily out at them and a choir of cicadas sang in the noon heat.
In the middle of the courtyard a small stone child urinated
endlessly into a large shell.

Almost before the car stopped
Alexandra jumped out without a word and ran up the steps into the
house. Christopher was left wondering what on earth he was supposed
to do. He switched off the engine and waited doubtfully. After a
waiting quite a while he began to wonder if perhaps that was it.
Maybe Princesses didn’t need to say thank you. Certainly she had
been very quiet and uncommunicative for most of the journey, since
they had crossed the border in fact. Even at dinner in Limôges she
had been quiet and withdrawn in spite of her earlier gesture in the
car. He had put it down to grief and had been relieved. Her seeming
lack of grief just after the killing had worried him and he had put
that down to shock. But perhaps he had been wrong. Perhaps he had
been used. Perhaps she had simply used his all too obvious
fascination with her to get herself out of a fix. After all he knew
nothing of her.

In a moment, he thought, some minion
will come down the steps and offer to pay for my petrol.

He had built his hopes on a fantasy,
an idea that just because a girl was beautiful she must be good.
She might be good of course, that was possible, but she was a
Russian, a Princess from a culture and a social group utterly alien
to his own raffish mixture of threadbare Irish aristocracy and
American Robber Baron, so how could they hope to have anything in
common?

Time to go before things got
embarrassing.

Sadly he reached for the ignition
switch and started the engine.

A small wizened little gnome of a man
in knee breeches and an embroidered waistcoat was hurrying
arthritically down the steps, clearly in pain and agitation.
Christopher hesitated. Here comes my petrol money, he thought. I
might as well play the game out. He stopped the engine
again.

The little man bowed, wheezing with
exertion, and said,

“Your Honour, his Highness
begs you to come in so that he may speak with you. He wishes me to
tell you that your service to her Highness his daughter in such
terrible circumstances is so far beyond reproach that he will feel
eternally in your debt. Please, Sir, do not drive away, we all wish
to thank you, every one of us, for we all love our Lady Alexia.
Please Sir, I beg you, for all our sakes.”

There were actually tears in the small
man’s eyes. He meant that, thought Christopher with relief. It’s
alright after all. He stepped stiffly out of the car. The old man
held out his hand just as a huge, solid looking young man in his
mid twenties came down the steps and bowed to him.

“If your Honour will kindly
give us his keys? Tushin here will care for your motor. She is much
stained after her long journey and requires grooming.”

 


The old man led him through the most
wonderful house he had ever seen. It had a sort of relaxed country
elegance. Lovely Persian rugs were worn and used, splendid,
slightly battered antique furniture glowed with the patina of
generations of polish and very old clocks ticked placidly, awaiting
their turn to strike. There was nothing at all studied about the
way they were arranged, indeed it looked as if each piece, secure
in the loving benevolence of its owners’ regard, had chosen its own
place to suit itself, so that every aspect was subtly and
effortlessly pleasing. Christopher realised he was seeing the blend
of very old money and very old culture where precious things were
loved for their beauty and taken for granted, as fellow members of
the family, for their absolute right to be where they
were.

He was led out onto a huge terrace. A
wide lawn led down through a great breach in the curtain wall to
the moat and in the distance purple mountains shimmered in the
midday heat. The old man gestured to a group of cane chairs in the
shade and said,

“His Highness asks for your
patience. You will realise that the Lady Alexia is somewhat
distressed and he wishes to see her settled before he greets
you.

“My name is Yéfime, I am
his Highness’ personal servant and I am, believe me Sir, very much
at your Excellency’s service.

“A drink while you wait?
Champagne perhaps? Refreshing in this heat?”

Thinking that he had been foolish not
to realise what was happening while he waited outside, Christopher
sat and took a deep draught from a silver tankard of icy champagne.
He flexed his aching shoulders and stretched his back. The endless
boom of the Lagonda’s exhaust, hour after hour, echoed in his head
and the after-image of those hundreds of miles of rushing road was
still in his eyes. That had been one hell of a drive. Thank God she
hadn’t accepted his offer to drive straight through. He refilled
his tankard from the bottle now resting in a silver ice bucket
before him took a further good pull at it thinking how comfortable
his chair was. But when he shut his eyes he heard again the crack
of the pistol that had killed Lophukin, had turned him in an
instant from a man into a lump of meat. Again he heard the girl’s
scream as she went down before that savage punch and his feeling of
sharp relief when he saw her breath on the muddy water and his
wonder when he realised who she was. He relived his revulsion as he
stripped the man’s corpse and fought its almost lifelike resistance
to being stuffed down that hole. He recalled again his disgust at
the last sight of the poor undignified muddy feet before the soil
hid them. Through a fog of weariness he realised that he was
finally suffering from reaction to what he had been through and as
a further wave of weariness swept over him he put his head back and
fell fast asleep.

Some time later Yéfime woke him
gently. “His Highness has realised how tired you must be after the
last few days and asks that you will be so gracious as to stay the
night so that he may meet you at dinner when you are feeling more
refreshed. We have taken the liberty of moving your things to your
room. If you will kindly follow me.”

Far from unwilling, Christopher
followed him sleepily upstairs to a huge bedroom with a stone
flagged floor and tall windows.

Yéfime told him dinner would be at
seven thirty and that if he would kindly come down to the Terrace
His Highness would await him there.

 


He stripped, climbed into bed and fell
into a dead sleep. At some point he was half aware of soft comings
and goings for a while and when he finally woke it was half past
six and he felt famished beyond measure.

Examination of his quarters disclosed
that they included a dressing room and a bathroom and that his
clothes had been cleaned and pressed and put away, apart from the
dinner jacket he had packed on impulse; this was now hanging
pointedly on the dumb valet in the dressing room along with a
freshly starched dress shirt and a black tie, silk socks and
shoes.

As he soaked himself gratefully in a
deep hot bath he wondered what the Prince would be like. Short and
fat with pebble spectacles on the end of his nose? Huge and
imperious with a monocle and a nose like an eagle’s beak? Tiny and
shrivelled like Yéfime and smelling of a mixture of snuff and
cologne? Would he be wearing a dazzling uniform covered in orders
and medals, or possibly an embroidered Kaftan with a red sash and a
high beaver lamb hat? Big twirly moustaches? A long beard down to
his waist?

On the dot of seven thirty he walked
onto the Terrace. The Prince, dressed disappointingly in a
perfectly ordinary quilted silk smoking jacket, was younger than he
had imagined, probably in his late fifties. He was tall and slim
with cropped iron grey hair, a long sensitive face and strange sea
green eyes. As they shook hands they studied one another curiously.
Finally the Prince smiled.

“It’s always odd meeting
someone of whom you have already been told so much,” he said. “My
daughter talked about you non-stop for nearly two hours before I
could get her to go to sleep. I had rather expected someone eight
feet high with big golden wings and a halo. You seem refreshingly
normal, if you don’t mind my saying so.”

Christopher felt instantly at
ease.

He said, “And I was expecting a Kaftan
and a high beaver-lamb hat Sir!”

Over dinner they just chatted of this
and that, as manners required, though the Prince did manage to find
out quite a lot in the process. Things such as what he was doing in
Europe, what he had thought of Hitler’s Germany, who his father was
and where he lived were all smoothly and painlessly elicited.
Afterwards they again moved onto the Terrace. The night was warm
and alive with the song of cicadas. Once, in a pause in the
conversation, a fox barked, wild and sad.

The Prince cleared his throat rather
nervously.

“I am quite at a loss as to
how I might thank you enough for what you did for my daughter. She
could not praise you enough.”

“Damsels in distress, Sir,”
said Christopher lightly. “That’s one thing all us chaps know
about, isn’t it? It was my privilege.”

“Damsel’s in distress these
days surely seldom repay their saviours by asking for the illegal
concealment of a cousin’s corpse,” the Prince said dryly, “She says
you didn’t even raise your eyebrows when she asked you. What did
you do with poor Paul?”

Christopher described it all in
reluctant detail. “I very much doubt if he’ll be found,” he said.
“It’s a lonely place. We neither saw nor heard anyone else the
whole time we were there.”

The Prince watched him thoughtfully
for a minute.

“Did you wonder why you
were asked to hide him?”

Christopher had wondered. He also had
a theory.

“Germany’s an interesting place,” he started slowly, “While
I was there I spent some time with a group of Hitler Youth, and I
was much taken with them.

“There is much to admire
about Nazi Germany, not least the vitality and idealism of chaps my
own age.” Girls too, he thought, remembering the blue eyed siren
and her plaits with a pang.

“The languid elitism of the
English, the Oxbridge crowd and their attitude to the “King and
Country” they would on no account fight for seem somehow a lot less
attractive than youthful German jingoism.

“But I’m a historian and I may be one of the few people who
have actually read the whole of “Mein Kampf.” I don’t think I’d
care to get entangled with their police. You simply wouldn’t know
what to expect. It would probably depend who the killers might be,
for instance, and I had no idea. It was obviously him, er, Paul
that they were after and I knew nothing about him. He might have
been a crook, a statesman, a political opponent of the Fuhrer’s or
a Patagonian Hottentot, for all I knew. The one available person
who did know was …… er … your daughter. And she didn’t
say.”

The Prince smiled faintly, “She likes
her friends to call her Alex. The servants and I call her Alexia
but she sees that as a baby name.”

Christopher nodded
gratefully.

“Well anyway,” he said,
“She knew, so I had to trust her judgement. Thank God they really
weren’t interested in her or they’d have killed her too. As it was
she was only hit because she was getting in the way. Trying to
scratch the killer’s eyes out I think,” he added with a tentative
grin. The subject was oppressive and needed lightening up a
bit.

The Prince nodded. “Typical,” he said, picking up on
Christopher’s need, “She was never a child to annoy if it could be
avoided.”

After a pause he said, “I wonder if
you would consider staying with us for a few days? Alexia should be
back on her feet sometime tomorrow and I know she very much wants
to thank you and spend time with you, show you round her home and
so on. Also there are things I want to talk to you about which need
time and leisure.”

 


Sleep seemed far away. He had left his curtains open and
the moon was bright enough to read by. After a while he abandoned
hope and knelt on the window seat looking out into the courtyard
and listening to the night noises. Somewhere a cow was lowing, her
distant foghorn cries of lust suggesting her need of the bull. Down
in the courtyard the little stone boy emptied his bladder endlessly
and the cicadas still sang of summer’s heat. He drifted into a
dream of Alexandra. Did she like him, or had she used him? She
apparently wished to spend time with him, to thank him. As she
should, that would merely be good manners, her father would insist
on it. He would spend time with her, which would be nice, and then,
in a few days, propelled by similar good manners, he would move on.
As he thought it through objectively his earlier obsession seemed
foolish. All he knew of this girl was that she was very beautiful
and that perhaps was not enough. Anyway she was a Russian Princess,
from a totally different world; she might as well have been from
the moon.

He went back to bed and lay looking at
the moon. There was nothing rational about his fascination with
this girl, however hard he tried to make it so. Slowly he fell
deeply asleep and dreamed of long sable hair and dark green eyes
and heard her voice softly saying “Chreestophaire.”.

The breakfast table was strewn with newspapers. The Prince
was eating an apple and doing the Times crossword. He pointed
wordlessly to a side board loaded with hot dishes and coffee pots
and returned to his reading. Breakfast was clearly not a talky
meal. There was no sign of Alexandra. Feeling very hungry and
surprisingly at home Christopher helped himself to a lot of food
and began on Le Figaro. Eating steadily, he read that the King and
Queen had received a tumultuous welcome in Paris and Monsieur
Chamberlain had placed an order for one thousand Spitfire fighters.
He turned over more pages. Mussolini had decided to be nastier to
the Jews and some Danish woman had swum the Baltic in a little
under thirty eight hours. Must have been cold, he thought, sitting
down with his final cup of coffee.

The Prince looked up.

“Better now?” he asked with
a smile. “Alexia will be down for lunch. Meanwhile, there are a
number of things I’d rather like to talk to you about. Shall we go
to my study?”

“You see,” he said when
they were settled, ”Paul’s death has left me with some problems.
When Alexia told me your name I realised who you were. Your father
is one of my dearest friends. We worked together for a while, till
the War in fact, when he joined the Army. And we have kept in touch
ever since.

“I telephoned him after you
had gone to bed. I hope you don’t mind but I wanted to find out
more about you.”

Christopher did mind, but he managed a
thin smile. Unruffled, the Prince continued.

“To start with, it would
help me if you were to go one more time through what happened,
everything you can remember. I really do need to try and work out
what it was about. Alexia has been through it all again this
morning, poor girl, and I need you to do the same.”

Carefully Christopher went through it
all, trying to leave nothing out, even the bits which he felt might
reveal the fact that he had been coming to Auch to look for
Alexandra anyway.

However, when he had finished the
Prince just said,

“Fine. Thank you. We are
all fortunate that you happened to be there. Well done.”

“Now, I rang your father
because I wanted to know what he thought of an idea I had over
dinner.“ He paused, trying, Christopher thought, to choose his
words carefully. As well he might, thought Christopher. Collusion
between this admittedly charming man and his father smacked of
parental intervention, and he was through with that.

“Before I go on,” said the
Prince at last, “I need you to tell me in your own words how you
see your future. And before you tell me to mind my own business,
this is not casual curiosity. I think we might be able to do
something for one another, but before I tell you about it I need to
be sure my idea matches your objectives.”

Christopher told him exactly what he
had told his father, summarising at the end.

“If there is a war, I would
rather stay in Europe and try to save lives than go to the States.
I can see no point in joining in the killing. There will be plenty
of people to do that, they won’t need me. If I can’t do what I want
I shall go to the States. Reluctantly, but I’ll go all the same.
There’s been enough industrialised killing in this
century.”

The Prince frowned. “Are you saying
you would never kill? That you are a Pacifist?”

“Certainly not. The one
does not follow on the other, in spite of what so many people try
to pretend. It is simply that I will not kill to order. In the last
war millions of young men killed millions of other young men
because they were ordered to do so, because they surrendered or
were forced to surrender their judgment and free will to that of a
bunch of evil old men. As far as I can see their lives were wasted.
Nothing changed and here we are heading for a re-run. I have better
things to do with my life.

“I will retain my right to
decide. I want, if war can’t be avoided, to try and rescue some of
the inevitable victims. No-one ever seems to think of them. The
history books hardly mention them at all. Thousands of people,
women and children mainly, were beaten, burned, hacked and starved
to death during the endless wars in the Middle Ages. Not a word in
the history books. It’s all about winning battles kingdoms and
dynastic marriages and things, never about the way helpless
innocents get trampled underfoot by the bestiality of men. Usually
young men urged on by older men.”

He stopped, sensing that he was
getting too vehement. The Prince was watching him
attentively.

“I agree, but if you find
that, for some unforeseeable reason, you yourself needed to kill to
survive? Or to protect someone, your father? Alexia? What
then?”

His father would have recognised the
curious expression that crossed Christopher face fleetingly as the
question was put. The Prince, who had seen that look in other men’s
eyes, barely paused; he simply said,

“I see.”

He reached for his cigar box and waved
it at Christopher who shook his head. He ordered coffee and
generally fussed about. Christopher, who could recognise
displacement activity when he saw it, sat patiently and waited. His
sixth sense told him that what was coming would change his life
forever and he had a sensation of something small and light with
about ten legs walking slowly up his spine.

“In order to continue,”
said the Prince, settling down again, “I have to assume that you
will treat this meeting as in confidence between us. That you will
never discuss it with anyone.”

Surprised, Christopher nodded, but
said nothing, feeling that the Prince must make his own decisions
unpersuaded.

The Prince lit up, filling the room
with Christopher’s favourite smell.

“I am thinking of inviting
you to work for me. Given my assurance that everything I would ask
you to do would fit in with what you have told me of your own
wishes, what would you feel about that in principle?”

Christopher had got there a split
second before he actually said it. He felt as if someone had just
lit a big warm fire in his soul. Somehow he managed to hide his
feelings behind a calm nod.

“Given those conditions, I
think I might like that, Sir,” he said.

The Prince looked at him curiously for
a minute. Then, apparently satisfied, he went on,

“I think I must tell you
the whole story behind what I want you to do for us right from the
beginning.

“My family has, for over a thousand years, been richer than
one can easily imagine in the world of today. At the height of our
power, late in the eighteenth century, we owned many hundreds of
square miles of southern Russia and several thousand people, serfs.
Towards the end of the nineteenth century there was a time of
famine; strikes, rioting and attempted revolution. My far sighted
father realised that the rate of change in Russia was becoming such
that it would eventually destroy the Koutoussoffs and all their
kind. The ideas which had fertilised the French Revolution a
hundred years earlier were spreading across Europe and there was no
stopping them.”

The Prince waved his cigar
dismissively, “We had to move on.

“Bit by bit he began moving the family’s wealth and
interests abroad. It was not easy. He didn’t want to attract
attention to his decision. The Ochrana, the Tsar’s secret police,
might have thought him disloyal to the Tsar. They had unpleasant
reactions to such conclusions. The millions in cash, specie and
jewellery were not too difficult. The land was much harder. We
couldn’t take it with us and there was so much of it. Bit by bit he
evolved subtleties, purchase of overseas assets, selling mining
rights (oil you know) and so on.

“By the early part of this
century I was old enough to help and a couple of very able young
friends of mine, chaps about your age, one of whom was your father,
who was very like you in many ways, helped us for a while, before
the War got in the way. With their help I became known quite openly
as one of a new wave of the Russian Aristocracy, modern men who had
discarded the ages-long isolationism of Holy Russia and joined the
world of twentieth century capitalism, up there with the
Vanderbilts, the Rothschilds and their ilk.”

Here the Prince grinned and added,
“And the Van Cleefs of course.

“We owned railways in South
America, banks in New York, oil wells in Texas, and our ships
sailed the seven seas.

“By the time my father died
in 1912, leaving me to carry on his work, the sole owner of huge
wealth and the bearer of equally huge responsibilities, there
wasn’t much left that we could do. The secret police were getting
suspicious but by then they had bigger problems. Revolution was in
the air.”

“Tatiana and I got married
in 1913. She was my cousin but we were so much in love it didn’t
seem to matter.”

Here the Prince paused and drew a deep
breath. He looked up at a picture on the wall, a large oil painting
of a very lovely woman, a slightly older version of his daughter.
Her dark hair was up and she was wearing a tiara sparkling with
diamonds. She was dressed in an ivory ball gown and the crimson
sash of some order was held with a huge sapphire and diamond star.
For a long time he said nothing. Then he said softly,

“She was the most beautiful
woman in Russia and she was the sunshine of my life. Alexia is so
like her that my heart is close to bursting sometimes when I look
upon my lovely daughter.”

For a long time he was silent, looking
at the picture, lost in the past. Eventually he said,

“When the revolution finally came upon us I was serving with
the Army and she was living on our estates in the South. I couldn’t
believe that the whole country could fall apart so quickly. Somehow
I made my way down to her, hundreds of miles through a country
tearing itself in pieces over a political theory founded on false
assumptions. Fortunately the troops I commanded were mostly my own
folk, whose families had served my family for generations, and a
little group of the more loyal ones helped me get to her,
concealing me in their midst as one of them.

“When we got there the whole place had been
devastated.

“Angelskoie, our home for a thousand years, had been gutted.
Its treasures had been wantonly destroyed, the priceless canvases
used for firelighters and the beautiful furniture sawn up for
winter fuel. A group of the local malcontents, as lazy a bunch of
drunken ruffians as you might find in a year’s march, had set
themselves up as a People’s Committee, a Commune, and were in the
process of mounting a trial, holding my beloved Tatiana to account
for the dismal lives their own idleness and improvidence had
visited upon them.

“Tatiana of all people! The
very one who had built hospitals, homes for the old and infirm and
schools for their children and who had herself begged for my mercy
toward these same useless villains who deserved no more than hard
and frequent floggings. The idiocy of such scum, worthless animals
who blame all others for the misfortune their own degenerate ways
produce, is beyond understanding.”

The Prince stopped talking suddenly
and blew his nose. After a while he began again in a calmer
voice.

“Anyway, we soon sorted
them out. A bit of flogging, a few hangings and it was all over.
Then I asked my folk what they wanted of me, making it clear that
my wife and I saw no place for ourselves in the New Order. After
much discussion they decided to form a Commune and under my
guidance they selected the best from among themselves to organise
it.

“My Steward, Yéfime, showed
one or two of the more literate among them how to work the accounts
and the basics of managing the estate, and so it was settled. A
handful of the very best, including Yéfime, came with us to seek a
saner life in France.

“Our escape from Russia was
an epic of hardship. The climate and the terrain punished my
beloved wife severely and she was never again to regain perfect
health, so that when two years later she became pregnant she had a
difficult time and the child’s birth was too much for her. She died
a year later, having had at least the consolation of getting to
know her daughter, Alexia.”

He sighed and again relapsed into a
long silence before saying,

“So you see, we lost our
beloved home and I lost my wife to the Revolution. The commune we
helped them to found was soon swept away by the new wave of
Bolshevik fashion and the only creatures who gained from this
supreme act of wasteful stupidity were the wild pigs that now root
for truffles in what’s left of our lovely estate. No-one lives
there and the rest of the land has gone back to the wilderness from
which we took it a thousand years ago. The survivors and
descendants of what was once a thriving community are now scattered
throughout the factories and mines of the “People’s Empire”, the
Soviet Union.”

After another brooding silence the
Prince went on,

“That was how it began.
Here I was, in France, all safe and sound, most of my servants and
retainers with me, and many of my poor friends and peers were still
in Russia, being slaughtered, humiliated and imprisoned by those
Bolshevik clods, and I had that very expertise needed to get some
of them out, and that’s how it started, our “Underground
Railway”.”

At last he smiled, his spirits
restored as suddenly as they had deserted him.

“To begin with it was just
fellow aristocrats, many of them friends or cousins, mainly helping
them to get money out, using the tricks we had evolved through the
years. It saved some, by no means all, from escape into the sort of
penury you can see sometimes in places like Paris.” He shuddered,
“Sleeping with old American ladies for money! So demeaning, how
could one bear it? “

He paused while they both thought
about sleeping with old ladies for money. Actually, Christopher
tried not to and just waited for the Prince to go on, which he
eventually did.

“Enormous amounts of money
were involved. Banks, in Switzerland, in Liechtenstein, in the
States. I bought into all sorts of businesses and retail outlets
for jewels and works of art. Always in hidden ways, using
“Nominees“, often using quite fictitious names and identities.
Through the years it has become a gigantic business, greatly
enriching my family and all connected with it but also saving
countless families and their fortunes from those dogs.

“Sometimes I would think that one day this will end and we
can all live in peace, but Stalin’s appetite for murder and
destruction seems limitless. By early last year so many people were
involved in helping, both inside and outside the Union, that the
thing more or less ran itself and there I was at the head of this
vast enterprise, controlling it from on high like the head of a
huge business corporation, which in fact is what I am.

“One great problem was the
need for security. We had to be completely invisible and had, as I
told you, made it virtually impossible to identify the family with
its real activities. So, once we were safely out of Russia, the
Koutoussoff family gradually dropped out of sight. For years now we
have been simple country folk, no more great Princes, though we
keep the titles. They’re ours after all, and have been since we
threw Napoleon out of Russia. No jumped up Bolshevik serf can take
those from us.

“From time to time we have
been aware that our anonymity was under threat from the Soviet
Secret Police, the GRU, but these things are quickly fixed as a
rule, for we have many friends on the inside and our sources are
impeccable.”

Here the Prince stopped for a minute,
as if wondering about what he was going to say next. Then he went
on.

“Then, a few years ago,
another monster stirred in the European jungle. Corporal
Hitler.

“Another gang of criminal
morons setting out to rule the world.

“To begin with I didn’t realise the impact it was going to
have on my work, but after the brute came to power, in 1933, the
Nazi Party very quickly tightened its grip on the country, like
squeezing juice from an orange. We began to get cries for help from
folk we had traded with, and it spread from there. Jews mainly to
begin with. Some of them were quick to realise what the Nazis
really intended and then found that extracting their wealth was not
going to be easy. It wasn’t that easy for us either to begin with.
Russia we understood. Nazi Germany was different. However, in the
end tyranny has limited options and we soon started to get
results.

“Before long the Nazis
realised that their system of state sponsored looting had sprung a
few leaks.”

The Prince got up and looked out of
the window for a while with his back to Christopher. When he sat
again he seemed to change the subject.

“Alexia was in school in
Paris till this spring. When she left she naturally came to live
down here.”

The Prince smiled gently. “Foolishly,
I had imagined she would settle happily to our simple country life,
that the winter seasons in Paris would be enough fun for her. I
should have known better of course. She is a high spirited young
lady, as you will discover if you are to live with us, and she got
bored.

“Our cousin Paul came to
work with us not long after we left Russia. Initially just as a go
between, carrying messages around. When we started work in Germany
I tended to leave a lot of it to him. His German was perfect and he
was careful and methodical. A bachelor, victim of an unhappy love
affair, he was a kindly and considerate member of the family, so
for awhile all seemed to go well.

“When Alexia asked if she
could go out on the odd mission with him I agreed. Any worries I
might have had I deflected with the thought that he never seemed to
take any risks or get into any scrapes. Alexia enjoyed the
travelling and took an intelligent interest in the work and it
seemed to me that I had much to gain and nothing to worry
about.

“Then, quite suddenly, he
is waylaid and shot by a gang of thugs. My precious daughter is
left lying unconscious in the mud by the road.”

Here the Prince smiled warmly.
“Mercifully,” he went on, “a knight in shining armour is at hand to
gallop to the rescue.

“And here we
are.”

Here the Prince stopped, looking
thoughtfully at Christopher for a while.

Then, “I don’t think those men wanted
Paul. He was just in the way. They wanted the car.

“You see, I’m as good as
certain that it was carrying about half a million dollars worth of
gold. Also, possibly worse, some papers which might give clues to
my organisation.

“What I now have to worry
about is whether our security has been breached. Were those men
just thieves, taking Paul for a thief, or have they worked out that
Paul was a part of my operation? If so, how much do they know about
my operation? Could they have some inkling of the sheer size of
what we do? Because if they do, we’re all in great danger. From
someone, but who? The Nazis or a freelance?

“So that’s the whole
story,” the Prince said. “An organisation that needs to be
secretive and might have been dangerously compromised. An
organisation that has just lost an important team member in very
worrying circumstances and needs a rather special
replacement.

“Will you help me? It will
be dangerous, much of it illegal, and you have a lot to learn
before you can do the full job.”

Christopher didn’t really have to
think at all. If it wasn’t exactly what he was looking for it was
certainly a close fit. He had no doubts.

“Yes,” he said, “I’ll do
it. “

“Alright,” said the Prince,
“this is what we’ll do. As from now you’ll be my Personal
Secretary. It sounds nice and harmless, as it’s meant to, but it
isn’t and it might get to be very dangerous indeed. For that reason
I am going to have to make absolutely sure you can look after
yourself, as the rest of us can, in very special ways the family
imported from somewhere in Central Asia long, long ago. To begin
with however Yéfime will teach you how to use a pistol. He will go
on and on till he can assure me that you are good enough. Good
enough will mean very good indeed. Yéfime is hard to please. Then
there will be those other things you must learn at the same time of
which Tushin is a master.

”I’ll pay you a monthly
allowance,” (here he named a surprisingly large sum). ”I shall also
from time to time pay various sums into an account we’ll open for
you in Switzerland. Call it profit sharing if you like. In exchange
you will give me your absolute loyalty in total confidence and you
will commit yourself without reservation to our aims. Whatever
familiarisation, training or retraining you need I shall decide and
arrange for you and you will undertake without question. I will not
send you unprepared into hazardous situations if I can avoid it or
without your knowledge and consent. None of this will be in
writing, either as notes you may make for yourself or in any
contractual form. Should you be hurt I shall provide for you as if
you were a member of my family. You will of course live as such in
any case.

“Agreed?”

Wanting to do more than just nod or
say yes Christopher stood to shake hands.

The rest of the morning was an odd
cross between huge fun and Hell on Earth.

Yéfime, beaming delightedly, took him
to a long barn-like building about a mile away that had been turned
into an indoor shooting range. Here he began by giving an
exhibition of pistol shooting that made Christopher understand that
the skills of which he had been modestly proud were
trivial.

“In a few weeks you will
shoot like this, Monsieur Christophe,” he said. “Better, if you
have real aptitude, for I am only a shaky old man.”

Christopher resolved on the spot never
to get shot at by shaky old men.

Yéfime was merciless. By the end of
the morning Christopher’s ears were ringing with pistol shots and
harsh criticism and his hands and wrists were aching from the kick
of the big revolver. (“Better than those fancy automatic things,”
said Yéfime, “they don’t jam.”) He was wondering if he should
perhaps blow his or maybe Yéfime’s brains out with his next shot,
for he was quite sure he hated the sight of the little man.
Nevertheless he was coldly determined to be a better shot without
delay.

As he walked wearily up the steps
Alexandra met him and put her arms gently round his
neck.

“My own shining knight,”
she said softly. “Papa has just told me. I’m so happy for us
all!”

Astonished, he kissed her tentatively on the cheek. She
smelled of warm skin and soap and he held her for a clandestine
moment, unable to resist the feeling of her slender body in his
arms. Gently she pulled clear, grinned at him and sniffed
theatrically,

“Ugh!” she said in mock
disgust, “You smell horrid. You’ve been playing with those beastly
pistols of Yéfime’s haven’t you? Go and wash at once you brute,
lunch is on the table. I was coming to tell you.”

 


 



Chapter 3.
France. Spring 1938.

 


For the rest of his life he would
remember those first weeks at the Chateau Mirande as the springtime
of his whole being. A time when everything which became his life
was fresh and new and intense. They were days of bright sunlight
and birdsong, of warm moonlit nights and continuously renewed joy
in the place and the people who lived there.

He quickly learned that, unlike his father’s chaotic Irish
household, the Chateau Mirande ran with relative precision, only
occasionally disturbed by slamming doors and loud outbreaks of
Russian temperament. He always knew exactly what he was to be doing
next.

Although this meant that he also knew what time was his
own, in practice Alexandra knew too and she tended to monopolise
his leisure, treating him like a cross between a baby brother and a
new puppy. He was uneasily aware that her fascination was perhaps
not exactly sisterly. His own feelings about her were confused,
edging uncomfortably between irritation and helpless adoration. His
experience with girls was limited to the odd dance, a goodnight
kiss, a game of tennis and occasional adoration from a distance of
some vision on the hunting field. He was only half aware that it
was all new to her too, that she also was trying to find her
balance in a new and unfamiliar situation. Daily, hourly
association with her, beautiful, moody, high spirited and demanding
as she was, he found something of a trial and he struggled to
behave towards her as if he was not, every minute of the day, torn
between bewilderment and longing. At some level of inner conflict
she knew this and her behaviour towards him veered unpredictably
between bossy and openly flirtatious, occasionally gaining him a
sympathetic smile from her father, whose indulgence surprised
him.

From the very first day he was worked
at a merciless pace. Before dawn each morning Tushin took him out
for a long run and, after a week of this, started to teach him some
very uncivilised modifications to his Jujitsu. After their usual
clubby breakfast over the newspapers he worked with the Prince,
gradually learning his way about his astonishingly complex
organisation.

The Prince’s grasp of the interior
workings of the Soviet Union was awesome. It was clear that, even
as the machinery of tyranny was being assembled by the Bolsheviks,
a kind of domestic Diaspora of associates loyal to the Koutoussoffs
had somehow built themselves into the middle ranks of the Communist
hierarchy and then systematically renewed and multiplied
themselves. Almost every aspect of the Soviet Union’s middle level
decision making process was transparent to the Prince and in
consequence his underground rescue operation had worked smoothly
for years with very little risk of penetration by the Cheka, the
secret police, many of whom knew only too well on which side their
bread was buttered.

The extraction of assets, money, gold,
jewels and works of art, was a commercial operation. A substantial
commission was charged based on the value of the property recovered
and for failures an equally substantial compensation was paid out,
so that anyone contracting for this service was guaranteed some
return. This of itself generated a growing pool of indebtedness
around the world on which the Prince was free to call. Nor, when
the opportunity arose, was he above helping himself to sizeable
chunks of the Soviet Government’s own assets from time to time and
redistributing them appropriately as rewards for services rendered,
a practice which greatly extended his pool of goodwill within the
Union.

Two subsidiary operations were the
forging of documents and somebody or something the Prince called
“Boris”. Documents were forged in a cellar by Hymie, a gnomic
creature with pebble spectacles who could create with magical
accuracy anything from a Chinese passport to a letter one would
swear blind was from an old friend or even from oneself. All
Christopher was told about “Boris” was that he wasn’t to be told
anything about it. Occasionally he would hear the Prince say on the
‘phone, “We’d better let Boris deal with that.” From the context of
these remarks he eventually drew his own conclusions. Once you met
Boris you wouldn’t get much older.

The German operation was clearly in
its infancy.

“In fact,” said the Prince,
“not a satisfactory infant at all. Sickly, you might say. I’m
afraid I made a mistake letting Paul deal with it all. That’s going
to be your job when you’re ready, sorting it out and making it work
safely. How’s your German?”

At this point the Housekeeper, Madame
Platova was brought into the act and for an hour every afternoon
worked to improve his German even further, with gratifying
results.

“Berlin accent,” she told
the Prince, ”but goot! Sehr goot!”

The evenings before dinner were given
over to pistol practice with Yéfime until the day came when the
little man beamed at him and told him there was nothing more he
could teach him.

“The young master’s a
natural; he should practice for half an hour every day. Once a
month we check. Never forget, real life, miss once, you’re
dead!”

 


After a month or so he was sent out on
simple missions, little more than carrying messages and cash. On
these occasions he was told to disguise himself. The bespectacled
gnome from the cellars spent a few days fussing over him, muttering
under his breath things like “So tall, what to do?” and “Oh dear,
that walk! Can’t you …?” and “Dear boy, you smellink so goot. Must
not smell goot.”

The whole subject intrigued him
deeply. He was surprised to discover how much grooming affected his
appearance. Such small things, a stoop, a failure to shave, scuffed
shoes and an old torn coat, perhaps a hat, (The gnome kept a ready
supply of all these things), rubbing mud and bits of straw into his
hair and discreet use of a complex decoction of onions and herbs
Hymie had invented to represent body odour. A combination of these
things could turn him in minutes into a typical specimen of urban
social wreckage. A chance encounter with Alexandra while
experimenting with these ideas led to an explosion which included
phrases such as “Disgusting Brute! Espèce de Cochon !” followed by
a string of Russian, slamming doors and a burst of laughter from
the Prince.

His missions gradually became less simple. Once he was
given ten thousand dollars in a packet and an automatic pistol to
hand to a man he would meet in the Parc Monçeau in Paris. For
several days the man ignored him and left him slumped malodorously
on a park bench, clutching a half empty bottle of what looked like
absinthe and muttering under his breath. This attracted nasty looks
from starched nannies and curious questions from their beribboned
five year old charges. “Nanny? What’s that funny man doing ……..
Nanny? …… Why, Nanny, why ……?”

Just when he was sure the Gendarme who
had suddenly appeared at the far gate was heading his way the man
flopped down beside him and the exchange was made. Christopher left
the Parc in some haste, only to discover that he had collected some
disciples. It took him three more days, a couple of Channel
crossings and several different hats before he was sure he was
clear and could go home.

One day in September the Prince told
him he was going away for several nights.

“I have been approached by
some people I don’t altogether trust”, he said. “I need to check up
on them. I shall be back on Thursday as that’s the day that
wretched Clausen fellow is coming.

Colonel Clausen was some kind of
official at the German Embassy in Paris who had asked to see him.
The Prince was wary of his motive but had chosen to treat him
amiably. “The better”, as he put it, “to keep an eye on the
bastard.”

The next morning was a Sunday, a
Tushin-free day when he was able to lie in till breakfast. He had
just opened one eye at his watch, smiled to himself and sunk into a
deep, luxurious doze when the door opened and shut quietly. He kept
his eyes firmly closed. Tushin wondering, as he sometimes did, if
he’d like a run after all? It was curious, wasn’t it, how one
literally felt the presence of someone in a room? A sort of
increase in the air pressure, a subtle change in the atmosphere. An
aroma. Carefully he inhaled. That sweet aura of lightly perfumed
skin he was beginning to know so well. His heart gave a minatory
bump. Wake up! It said. You’re in trouble.

He felt her breath on his cheek just
before she spoke.

“Come on you old beast,”
she said softly, “I know you’re awake. Move over.”

She scrambled into the bed beside him.
“Brrrr! Why do you always have all your windows open? It’s freezing
in here!”

Since it was a sunny early autumn
morning and the temperature was its usual bland seventy this seemed
unlikely.

“Oy!” he murmured,
pretending to be only half awake and determined to be matter of
fact, “Your feet are cold.”

She leaned over him and poked him in
the ribs and then gave him a gentle kiss that was a bit less than
sisterly.

“Grumpy old Bear! It’s
Sunday. I thought we might take a picnic somewhere.”

With a massive effort of self control
he stayed quite still. Looking up into her eyes, inches from his
own; he wondered at their beauty, the way they turned up at the
corners when she smiled, the dark green irises with little gold
flecks round the pupils, the long dark lashes. Then there was her
mouth, long and generous with a sweeping, sweetly curved bow. It
turned up slightly at the corners. And that dimple. A full stop
just there. He was surprised to see his finger reaching to touch
it. Changing direction he put his hand firmly on the back of her
neck and pulled her to him.

He kept the kiss going just until he
felt her stiffen slightly, as he had somehow guessed she would.
This was her tease, it was not real. Eighteen was too soon for her.
He let her go.

As she looked down on him in flushed
and tousled confusion he said gently,

“Be careful, my sweetest
one. I might just take you seriously. Then where would we
be?”

 


She was uncharacteristically quiet at
breakfast. She kept shooting little puzzled looks at him. Her
chastened departure from his bedroom had clearly left it’s
mark.

Me too, he thought. I have to be
careful here. She’s the boss’s daughter and she’s a rich Princess
with a pedigree well over thousand years long. I’m an impoverished
Irish American mongrel whose family tree is a mere twig by
comparison. The Prince would not be amused and I like this job.
But, oh Dear God, what a baggage. She’s adorable.

Keeping half an eye to track her mood
he read his paper. Trouble in Czechoslovakia, the army was
mobilising. He turned a page. Some maniac called Eyston had driven
a car at 350 miles an hour. He tried to imagine it and failed, his
mind recoiling from the idea. His Grandfather would have loved it
though. His mind drifted to his Grandfather. If only he were still
there to talk to. About all of it, the Nazis, the War, the Prince;
Alexandra even. He was falling painfully in love with her and
didn’t know what to do about it.

Oh, Grandad, he thought, where are you
now?

He looked up and caught her curious
smile.

“What were you thinking
about, old Bear?”

“You,” he said, regretting
the impulse before the words left his mouth. But her response
surprised and comforted him.

“Time, Bear, time.” she
said softly, laying a hand on his. “Nothing to worry
about.

“I thought we’d take a
picnic and drive down to the mountains. There are some gorgeous
walks I know.” She looked at him over her coffee cup with a smile
that was almost shy, “You can take Tushin if you want a
chaperone”.

They didn’t. They took the Lagonda,
polished to gleaming perfection by weeks of Tushin’s loving care.
As it settled down to its booming song of the road he snatched a
delighted grin at her, sitting there with her long dark hair
blowing in the wind. She reached out a hand and touched him. The
tension was over.

Pont d’Aulus was well up into the
Pyrenean foothills. They arrived over a high, narrow stone bridge
spanning a deep gorge cut by a river whose waters seemed in a
roaring hurry to get to the Garonne, so many miles away to the
northwest. Across the bridge the little stone village itself lay
peacefully waiting for the afternoon shadow of the great mountain
behind it to cast it into its post prandial snooze. There were a
few folks about; an old man laying Roman bricks into his garden
wall, a child beating a hoop along the little cobbled street and a
stately woman of about fifty striding along towards a little bistro
with a sunny terrace where men were enjoying a morning
apero.

As they all looked curiously at the
strange motor, one or two spotted Alexandra and waved to her. When
he stopped the car the woman came over.

“Alexandra! Not seen you
for some time, how are you? How’s your dear Papa?” For a few
moments they exchanged chat before the woman’s eyes settled on
Christopher in sudden sharp appraisal.

“My good friend Christopher
Harland, Madame de Massat. Papa’s away and we are having a day out.
We thought we’d walk up to your castle for lunch.”

Christopher followed her upward
gesture and saw a ruined castle perched in operatic splendour on a
crag high above them. The woman smiled,

“Go with God, my dears.
Watch the path, there are places where it needs mending and if you
slip the slopes are long and steep. If only I could get that lazy
Gaston to take his nose out of his cognac and do something about
it.” Here she gestured to a bearded giant gesticulating across a
table at an old man in faded blue denims, smoking his pipe upside
down.

“Men,” she said, with a
broad smile at Christopher, “You can’t take them too seriously can
you?”

 


The path led up through whispering,
sweet scented pines, taking them out of the real world into some
heraldic fairyland, a place where at any moment one might encounter
a strolling minstrel, a dragon or a Lady with a pointy hat upon a
neat white palfrey. He mentioned the subject to Alexandra who
flashed him a heart stopping smile.

“Peut-être une licorne?
Comment ça s’dit, licorne? A unicorn? She could lay her head in my
lap.”

Up here, out on its crag, the castle was bathed in
sunshine. Just beyond the broken curtain wall, commanding a
breathtaking view of the valley below, there was a little patch of
rabbit cropped greensward. Along one side of it a tiny waterfall
plunged down the hillside, chuckling as it ran.

“My favourite place in all
the world,” she said, spreading rugs close to sun warmed stone and
unpacking food. She handed him a bottle of wine, “Wedge this into
the rocks in the stream. That water’s melted snow; it’ll be cold in
no time.”

When they had eaten she packed a
cushion behind her and lay back against the warm stone. She looked
at him for a little while before she said with a shy
smile,

“No unicorn, so …….?” and
patted her lap.

He needed no encouragement to lie with
his head in her lap. She looked down at him, her eyes big and dark.
Above her the sky was a deep cobalt blue, sharpened and
complemented by the golden stone of the ruined keep towering over
them. Far above, two eagles circled on the air rising from the hot
stone.

“This castle …………….,” he
began, trying to lower the voltage.

“Cathars,” she murmured
tickling his nose with a feather of grass, “It’s a Cathar Castle.
Like Foix, you know? Or Montségur? A refuge from the Crusaders who
were murdering them. There were mass murderers then too, just like
now.”

He knew little about the Cathars and
he was afraid things would get too intense. Better to keep her
talking.

“Tell me,” he said,
touching her cheek, “Tell me about the Cathars.”

For quite a while she didn’t reply,
looking out over the wide lands spread below them in the afternoon
sun.

“I love this land. This is
my true home. The Languedoc, a separate place, a land of ancient
legends, magic and make believe. To those folk down in the village
this French we speak now is only a second language. Their language
is Occitan. They are Cathars too, you see. That monster de Montfort
didn’t get them all.”

She looked down at him tenderly and
began to stroke his hair as she took hold of her narrative, her
beautiful French lulling him into a dreamlike state, bringing her
magic world to life.

“For hundreds of years,
since the Crucifixion and before, this was a peaceful patchwork of
independent towns and small family holdings, many of those owned by
the descendents of Roman legionaries who were granted them as a
reward for their services to the Roman Empire. Many of those same
families are still here, on land they have farmed for two thousand
years. That old man mending the wall, you remember? He’s one of
them. Imagine!”

She bent down and kissed him gently on
the forehead before going on in a soft voice,

“Somehow the Languedoc
survived the chaos which followed the collapse of the Roman Empire
in the sixth century and by about nine hundred it had settled down
into a sort of dreamy pastoral backwater of rich husbandry,
troubadours and chivalry, its peace ruffled only by occasional
minor medieval tiffs about family and property. What made all this
possible was that there was a balance of power among the noble
families. The Counts of Toulouse failed chronically to take life
seriously; they were no threat to anyone but themselves and no-one
else bothered to challenge them. This left the peasants and the
merchants free to get on with life undisturbed by political
activity and consequently the region grew rich and
prosperous.

“Of course, through the
hundreds of years, folk thought, as men do, about the God who had
so blessed them. After all, they had been among the first to hear
the news of the coming of the Christ. Many of the Legionaries who
settled among them must have served in the Holy Land. Quite
possibly one or two of them were even present at the Crucifixion,
had even brought with them eyewitness accounts of the Resurrection
itself, who knows?

“There were even rumours
that the Christ had come down from the Cross and escaped, bringing
Mary of Magdala here as wife, that there were descendants of Our
Saviour living in their midst.

“Rumours only, for what
they were worth. What was certain was that as the Roman Empire
started to collapse refugees as well as legionaries came to the
region, attracted by its tranquility. From this stew of people a
very special understanding of God and how to worship Him
evolved.

“Such a wonder as Life must
have a purpose, this much was obvious. Anyone with eyes to see knew
about Good and Evil, the Light and the Dark of Life. They also knew
from within themselves that their instincts drew them upwards,
towards the Light, toward some kind of perfection, of
purification.

“At the same time they were
only human and could feel, and all too frequently succumb to, the
pull of the Dark Forces; Lust, Anger, Greed; all matters, as it
seemed to them, of the Flesh, of the material life and its easy
pleasures.

“Obviously, it followed
that there were two principles, The Two Principles of
Creation.

“Evil, the visible and
material world ruled, perhaps, by a Fallen Angel.

“Good, the Invisible, the
Essence, the Spirit Within, ruled by God himself.

“Perhaps Humanity was an
alien race, trapped within an evil material universe from which it
everlastingly sought to escape.”

She stopped for a while, looking at
him but seeing beyond, before saying in a softly affirmative
tone,

“Hell is here on
earth.”

“Life is a struggle to
escape from the Dark, a search for perfection, not to be
accomplished in one lifetime, even by the greatest of us. It takes
many lifetimes and every time we fail we fall back into the Pit,
here, and reincarnate for another try.

“In one life you might be a
great noble, in another a milkmaid.”

Somehow they had moved and she was in
his arms, looking up at him. Her eyes were big and serious but
there was a gentle smile on her lips. She put her arms round his
neck and pulled him to her.

“Or even an old Bear like
you,” she said softly.

Through the hot afternoon they basked
and dozed in drowsy content, serenaded by the cicadas in the trees
and bushes, watched over by the soaring eagles and checked from
time to time by fugitive deer. When Christopher finally rose to
reluctant awareness it was getting late.

“Come,” he said gently,
kissing her awake, “time to go back to the real world.”

As they came on to the path
Christopher looked uphill.

“Where does that go
to?”

“It’s an ancient Cathar escape route; it goes to Spain.” She
flashed him a smile, “it’s one of Papa’s rat runs too. You must
know about those? Special ways of getting from one country to
another? Your little friend Hymie, the one who makes you smell so
horrid, can give you a new identity, a passport and all sorts of
papers saying you are Monsieur Christophe Béar for instance. Papa
pops you over one of his special border crossings, up you bob
somewhere far from the border and Abracadabra! You’re a new
person!”

He knew this but laughed with her, she
was having fun.

“It must be a hard walk,”
he said, craning his neck to look up the mountain.

She nodded her head, “A climb even, so
I have heard. And horrid in the winter. Then there are special
dates when there’s someone at the top, in Spain. A guide to get you
down the other side, make it safer.”

On the way home in the autumn twilight
they held hands.

 


By Wednesday Christopher was counting
the minutes to the Prince’s return. Trouble had been brewing for
several weeks over the gold taken when Paul’s car had been
hijacked. Several of those who had been awaiting it had contacted
them and the payment of compensation was in hand. It was being
hampered by the fact that no records had been found and it began to
seem horribly likely that Paul had carried them in the car with
him. When questioned, Alexandra had confirmed that she had seen a
large black briefcase in his luggage.

“Espèce d’imbécile!” the
Prince had exclaimed when the truth became clear, “How could he be
so foolish?”

On the Monday morning Christopher got
the unwelcome news that one of the clients involved had been found
dead in a ditch in Bavaria bearing signs of prolonged torture.
Several of the others had become aware that they were being
followed and were complaining bitterly.

Christopher had decided that any
solution must involve Hymie or even at some point Boris. He had on
his own authority set guards on the threatened families and was
praying that no more would go wrong before the Prince returned. On
the Wednesday afternoon he tried going through the files to try and
guess what was missing. He was just beginning to come to some
rather interesting conclusions when Yéfime came to him with the
news that Colonel Clausen had arrived.

Christopher looked uncertainly at
Yéfime for a minute. Then he smiled.

“I tell you,” the old man
told Madame Platova later, “that boy’s dangerous. Such a look.
Those pale eyes. A smile to chill the very soul it was.”

“A day early,” said
Christopher softly. “Now that is interesting.

“Where is Princess
Alexia?”

“She went to her room as
soon as she saw the car, Sir. She begs you to attend her before you
see the Colonel.”

Up in her room Alexandra flung herself
into his arms.

“Darling!” She said, melodramatically, “What can we do? I’m
terrified of that brute; you should see the way he looks at me! His
lust! Like an animal.”

Oh God, he thought, setting her back
on her feet, just what I need, Russian histrionics!

“For Goodness’ sake calm
down. We’ll treat this like a perfectly normal mistake. We’ll be
polite, we’ll entertain him properly to dinner and I’ll telephone
your Papa to come home tomorrow.

“All you have to do is for
one night to play the Princess, the beautiful young hostess,
honouring the house in her Papa’s absence.”

For a moment she stood rock still.
Then came a small catlike smile.

“Princess?” She said. “Me
play the Princess? Just you wait!”

Christopher went downstairs wondering
what he had started.

Clausen stood when he entered the
room. He was a short stocky man of about forty with a round head,
cropped fair hair and protuberant pale blue eyes. He was wearing
deeply objectionable tweeds and sporting a monocle that Christopher
instinctively knew was decorative rather than functional. No
Prussian aristocrat this, but a creature of the Dark.

“My name is Harland,” he
said, offering his hand, “I’m his Highness’ Private Secretary. I’m
rather afraid there must have been some confusion about dates. His
Highness is not due back until tomorrow.

“However her Highness the
Princess begs that you will make yourself comfortable and looks
forward to seeing you at dinner.”

Clausen ignored his hand and sat down,
looking perplexed.

“Private Secretary you say?
Where is Lophukin?”

Christopher turned his back to leave
the room as Tushin appeared.

“Tushin here will show you
to your quarters.”

Back in the office he telephoned the
Prince and explained, adding his own thoughts.

“I’ll start back tonight,”
the Prince said. “I should be with you early tomorrow
morning.”

He locked the office carefully and
went to change.

An hour later Alexandra met him at the
top of the stairs. She was wearing a cream silk gown and the
scarlet watered silk ribbon her mother had worn for her portrait,
secured at the shoulder by its great diamond and sapphire star. Her
hair was up and topped with a tiny diamond tiara. The effect was
overwhelmingly Royal. Rather too Royal, as his expression must have
indicated.

“It’s alright Old Bear,”
she whispered, standing on tiptoe to give him a peck on the cheek.
”It’s all real, it’s all mine by right and it’s something Papa
taught me last season in Paris. You can never be too vulgar for a
Nazi. You just watch what it does to him!” Her eyes sparkled and he
felt a brief and insincere pang for the Colonel.

She swept down the stairs before him
and flashed a dazzling smile at Tushin, immaculate in his best
uniform, as the drawing room door was opened for her.

The Colonel was now in a dinner
jacket. As Alexandra entered he snapped to his feet as if jabbed a
by red hot pin, his blue eyes bulging. When held out her hand, palm
down, wrist up, he hesitated a second before taking her fingers
lightly, bowing over it and, clicking his heels as she clearly
required.

“Colonel, how delightful to
see you again.

“So soon too!” The last
words were added only after a pause just long enough to catch him
off balance and force him to apologize. Christopher suddenly
realised in terms of social skills she was rather more than the
lively half-child he was accustomed to. This one could play the
Princess too, to overwhelming effect. He reflected that he should
not perhaps be surprised as she was after all born to it. He began
to look forward to the evening.

The Colonel had given him only a
passing nod which assigned to him a subservient role, so he was
content to watch as she made him at home.

For a while they spoke of the last
winter’s season in Paris, the kind of shallow, sophisticated gossip
such matters generate. Christopher was intrigued to notice the way
in which she quickly captivated her guest, bewitching him with her
beauty and vivacity. His bulging eyes followed every movement,
focussing helplessly on her creamy bosom when she leaned forward to
tap him lightly on the arm to emphasise a point and watching her
long white-gloved hands as they gesticulated for meaning. A dainty
silk stockinged foot in a tiny scarlet slipper extended below the
hem of her gown held for a moment his rapt attention.

It just shows how helpless men are, he
thought; here is this lovely chit of barely eighteen making a
complete idiot of a man old enough to be her father. He looked
affectionately at her as she threw back her head to laugh at some
only moderately amusing remark, the Colonel positively gaping at
her lovely white throat, so well set off by a black velvet choker.
No wonder I’m falling in love, he thought. Whatever shall I
do?

He re-entered the real world to find
them both looking at him. He had missed something. What had they
said? He sat up.

“Christopher?” she was
saying. “Oh, I’m sure you must have met his father? Lord Kilmore?
No? He is a friend of Papa’s and he was in Paris for a while last
winter so I thought you would have met. Christopher’s helping Papa
now, helping him to write a history of our family. He’s a perfectly
brilliant history scholar so we’re very lucky to have him. He’s had
so many offers. He really ought to be a Professor at Harvard you
know.”

Christopher greeted this outrageous
confection of lies and exaggerations with a modest simper as the
Colonel turned a reappraising stare on him.

“Harland,” he said
thoughtfully. “Major Rupert Harland. Your father, no?”

“You knew my
father?”

“For a while,” said the
Colonel shortly. “Just before the War ended. I was captured. He
interrogated me. He was very good at it.”

It seemed fortunate that just then
Yéfime broke an uneasy silence by announcing that dinner was
served.

Alexandra made a great show of having
the Colonel help her to her feet and lead her in, her demure smiles
and deference to his masculine strength and supremacy obliterating
all memory of interrogation.

For some time the meal proceeded in
fits and starts, the hunt for common ground in conversation a
preoccupation with them all.

As the main course was removed the
Colonel fixed Christopher with his bulging blue stare.

“A historian you say? You
must find many things to interest you in these exciting times,
young man.”

“Indeed. In fact I have
only just returned from your country. I was deeply
impressed.

“I was fortunate too, as I
was invited to spend a week with a Hitler Youth group. Wonderful
young people.”

With relief he realised from the
gratified expression on the Colonel’s face that the rest of the
evening would be simple. No more scrabbling around for something to
talk about. Nazism would do fine. With a little encouragement here
and there he would do the talking. The fire of fanaticism burned in
this man.

He decided to give that fire a quick
poke to make sure it was properly alight.

“What I find hard to understand though, is your problem with
the Jews.

“The ones I know always
seem such decent chaps, you know? Murder on the Rugby field too,
some of them!”

As he put his question Christopher was
careful to look earnest and scholarly. Not for the first time he
reflected that a pair of horn rimmed spectacles with big round
lenses would have given him Gravitas. Perhaps Hymie could
…?

Reassured by the carefully rapt
expression in Alexandra’s big dark green eyes the Colonel mounted
his hobby horse with enthusiasm.

“This is perhaps
understandable. You have relatively few Jews in your country, so
the threat they pose is perhaps less obvious. For us, it is another
matter. In Germany we have many hundreds of thousands.”

Here he paused to collect his
thoughts.

“Perhaps one should begin
at the beginning,” he said. “You studied History.
Where?”

“At Trinity College Dublin.
European History.”

“Yes, I see. I studied
German Philosophy at Heidelberg from1908 until the War broke out in
1914. In fact I took a doctorate. Strictly speaking I should call
myself “Colonel Doctor”, but it sounds ridiculous does it not?” He
smiled genially at them both. “So I don’t.

“From a very early age I
was fascinated by the ideas of Nietzsche and the way they could be
related to those of your Charles Darwin.

“The concept of Man
aspiring to Superman seemed to me to be an obvious corollary to the
Theory of Natural Selection.”

Christopher was surprised. He had
written Clausen off as a common thug upon whom the trappings of
respectability were ill at ease. Instead he was confronted with
erudition. He began to listen with reluctant respect.

The Colonel was helping himself to
cheese.

Alexandra said,

“I do hope you will enjoy
this Claret. It’s one of Papa’s favourites.” At a gesture from her
Tushin filled the Colonel’s glass and set the bottle in front of
him.

“You see,” said the
Colonel, raising his glass to his hostess with a brief bow, “the
logic is clear. As Darwin tells us, heredity is significant in
determining behaviour. Selective breeding improves the stock.
Racehorse owners have known this for centuries. Thus, in a rational
society, improving racial hygiene by population management becomes
possible. It is called Eugenics.

“The relevance of this can
be extended from the positive to the negative. In a rational,
authoritarian society free of mushy moral relativism, poor blood
lines, chronic ill health, hereditary disease, congenital idiocy
and such, can be eliminated by compulsory sterilisation, even
selective euthanasia. Populations can be divided into “Valuable”
and “Worthless”, or “Minderwertig” as we call them. There is even a
respectable body of medical opinion that holds that such
determinations should best be made by the simple expedient of
having an expert eugenicist present at every birth.”

Feeling slightly sick, Christopher
glanced anxiously at Alexandra. She had gone very pale.

“Logically,” the Colonel
continued, too absorbed in his subject to notice, “if the
systematic elimination of these elements can improve the quality of
a population and make it more efficient, more productive, then by
extension the further improvement of the species by selective
breeding can achieve more still.

“Of course, it follows that
such a policy must have an ideal in mind, a concept of perfect
manhood.

“Successful response to his
environment must surely be the hallmark of the ideal man, let us
say of the ideal race of men. It follows that we can then turn to
history and ask if any one race has contributed disproportionately
to the development of civilisation, to the world as we know it.
Immediately the question is put, the record of the North European,
Anglo-Saxon, and Germanic, what we call the Aryan race, springs
forth. Its overwhelming predominance in every field of human
endeavour cannot be gainsaid. We have codified law and invented
mechanical miracles. Our science in all its aspects, chemistry,
physics mathematics, medicine and so on, has largely freed mankind
from the burden of superstition born of ignorance and of many
endemic illnesses. Furthermore, we have populated the New World and
liberated much of the rest from the Heathen. Need one say
more?”

Here he looked at each of them,
seeking agreement. Christopher found it a little too easy to agree.
He could think of a multitude of objections, but somehow the force
of the Colonel’s convictions, in this respect at least, made them
seem like quibbles.

Alexandra merely said,

“It’s a lovely warm night.
Shall we take our coffee on the terrace?”

Settled behind a very small brandy,
the decanter before him, the Colonel eventually
continued.

“Now, in Germany we have a
problem. We have a large population of Jews.”

He paused, gauging the level of
resistance in their faces.

“You may ask, why is the
Jew a problem?”

Here he helped himself to another very
small glass of brandy. Christopher had noticed that he had also
left more of the wine than one might have expected from his clear
enjoyment of it and realised that the man was a good deal more
sober than he seemed, that he was being careful.

“The Jews,” he went on, “are a Middle Eastern race of
merchants; materialists, a people quite alien to our own more
idealistic, outgoing Aryan bloodlines, a people who do not
integrate with the indigenous populations of their host countries.
They become creeping parasites, imbibing the wealth of their hosts
and subverting their economies and their politics to their own
ends. By the end of the last War they had also poisoned our
political processes and had engineered the collapse of our
Government and of our Monarchy, forcing us to surrender a victory
that we considered to be ours.

“We then spent years in the
pit of despond, reviled by the civilised world, our treasury looted
and our currency debased. Then a wonder, a miracle. A giant rose
from among us and has led us back into the central spotlight of the
world stage. God is indeed great!”

Christopher glanced quickly at
Alexandra and realised that her patience with this creature’s rant
was running out. But there was one more thing he wanted to
know.

“What we are all keen to
know is what your Fuhrer intends to do with this magnificent new
Germany you have all created.”

Clausen looked sharply at him sensing
ridicule. Christopher was deadly serious. An answer from a man who
was clearly the Nazi equivalent of a political theorist would have
real meaning. Seeing this Clausen took a deep breath.

“What we are trying to do
is to create a greater Germany. To do this we need to cleanse
ourselves racially. There is Living Room, Lebensraum, in the vast
hinterland to the East of us. We will relocate our alien
populations to these areas and restore our country to its former
strength and purity!”

Here Alexandra gave visibility to an
apparently furtive yawn. The Colonel sprang to his feet.

“Such good listeners you
both are, I have quite forgotten myself. Thank you so much for such
an enjoyable evening my dear, you have been very kind and your
beauty gives joy to an old man.”

He bowed and kissed her hand, holding
it for a few seconds too long. Then he clicked his heels at
Christopher and left them.

Alexandra took Christopher’s favourite
white silk handkerchief from his breast pocket, wiped her right
hand on it symbolically and dropped it disdainfully on a
chair.

“Quel homme épouvantable,”
she said sadly. She put her arms round his neck and gave him a
gentle kiss. Then, with a small shy smile,

“Shall I tell you
something? I will not sleep alone with that brute in the house. I
just wouldn’t feel safe. I’ll come to you, cold feet and all. You
can guard me like a good Bear. My lovely good Bear.”

 


He didn’t feel such a good Bear as she
lay disturbingly asleep beside him, her head on his chest, her arm
possessively across him and her scented hair tickling his chin. He
listened to her steady breathing and knew it might be a long time
before he could relax enough to join her. Too much to think about,
too much altogether.

Why had Clausen been so careful with
the drink? Need there be a reason? Why was he a day early anyway?
He had a purpose in coming early surely? Men like that didn’t make
mistakes. Could he be aware of or involved in the theft of
Lophukin’s car? Just in case, he had had Tushin hide the Lagonda so
that Clausen’s chauffeur didn’t spot it. Good move. But why was the
man here? What had he achieved this evening? Nothing. Suppose he
had been involved in or had known of the theft of the car, what
would his purpose be in coming early? He would have seen the papers
in the briefcase of course and might want to find more. He himself
had locked the office, but …….

He glanced at the luminous eye of his
watch. Three o’clock. The Hour of Death. Yes. Now.

Carefully he extracted himself from
Alexandra’s warm grasp. For a moment he lay still, listening to her
quiet breathing beside him. No change, she was sound
asleep.

Getting out of bed he reached in his
bedside table for his favourite automatic pistol. (“Now that you
are one of us,” the old man had said. “You never know when you’ll
need it. Get used to it.” He sniffed disapprovingly. “Even if it is
one of those fancy automatic things.”)

Carefully he clicked a round into the
chamber and took the safety off. Then he listened again to
Alexandra’s breathing. No change. Good, still asleep.

For a moment he stood at the top of
the stairs listening. Was there……? Had he………………?

Yes! A tiny click, metal on
metal.

Barefoot, Christopher stole down the
stairs like an unquiet spirit. He felt a strange cold exhilaration
invade him, a sharpening of nerve endings, a falling pulse rate, a
kind of icy joy.

The door of the office was slightly
open and a thin shaft of light came through the crack. I remember
locking it, he thought. Just before he got there, there was a
bright flash from inside the room and the click was repeated.
Someone was taking photographs. Careless, he thought calmly. If
they’d shut it I might not have known they were there at
all.

Gently he pushed the door open.
Inside, Clausen, a camera on a table beside him, was rummaging
through one of the filing cabinets.

Beside him his chauffeur swung round
to face the door, his pistol raised.

Christopher fired once, knocking the
weapon spinning across the room and sending the man moaning to the
floor, clutching a bloody hand.

Carefully, Clausen turned to face him,
his arms half raised. He was pale, slightly indignant.

“You had no need to shoot,”
he said crossly, “The stupid fellow would not have fired at
you.”

“Armed robbery makes me nervous,” said Christopher coldly.
Catching the look in his silvery eyes, Clausen went suddenly very
white. He had seen that look in the eyes of others. All at once he
was afraid. Very afraid. This was not the friendly young man at the
dinner table, this was a creature from his nightmares.

Abruptly, Christopher relaxed; the
tension and the cold feeling had left him. He was suddenly aware
that Tushin was beside him with a shotgun.

“Well, Colonel,” he said,
smiling brightly, “what shall we do with you now? This is not the
sort of behaviour Her Highness expects of her guests.”

Tushin cleared his throat. “We could
kill them, Your Honour,” he said helpfully, sensing Christopher’s
mood. “In Russia the Prince used to kill such creatures like
rabbits. We could bury them in the paddock.”

Christopher watched the cracks in the
Colonel’s composure widen. On the floor the injured chauffeur
looked up fearfully. He too had seen Christopher’s face as he
entered the room.

“Oh, I don’t know, too much
like hard work. What do you think Colonel? No need for any more
shooting, might wake her Highness up, d’you see? That would never
do. Bit of concrete here and there, stones from the curtain wall
perhaps, drop you in the moat; nice and quiet, hardly a splash.
Mercedes too; deep in places, you know, that moat. Never find you.
Lots of others down there too, I dare say, through the centuries.
Good company for you.

“What d’you say? A quick
drink before, all behave like gentlemen?”

He watched the perspiration running
down the Colonel’s sickly white face as he reached for the decanter
on the sideboard.

Behind him, Yéfime cleared his
throat.

“Perhaps a loose box might
serve, for the moment, your Honour? His Highness is on his way, he
will want to ask some questions.”

“Questions?” said
Christopher, now high on a flood tide of improvisation.

“Ah yes. All those things in the Dungeon, I’d forgotten
them. Red hot irons. Questions, yes. Good idea! Lock ‘em up then.
I’ll go and light the fire.

“Goodnight
gentlemen.”

Alexandra was sitting wide eyed at the
top of the stairs in her nightgown. She rose as he reached
her.

“Come on my girl, bed for
you. Don’t want your papa to get home and find you with rings under
your eyes. Bed. In your own room too. I’ll explain
there.”

He tucked her up like a child,
reassuring her, kissing her on the forehead and finding, with a
laugh, an old half-bald teddy bear which he tucked in beside
her.

“Pretend he’s me,” he said,
and then told her all about it. When she was warm and comfortable
and getting sleepy, he bent and kissed her gently and held her
hand.

After a while she murmured, “Goodnight, brave old Bear,”
and was asleep before he had even left the room.

 


He roused Hymie to develop the film in
the Colonel’s camera and when the Prince arrived a few hours later
he was hunting through the files and making notes, gradually
understanding a number of things.

After taking a quick report on the
previous night’s fun the Prince went out to the stables. Some time
later Christopher heard the Mercedes departing and the Prince came
in laughing.

“I don’t think they’ll do
that again.”

He looked curiously at Christopher for
a moment before adding, “They were obviously out of their wits with
fright about you for some reason, particularly when I threatened
them with the dungeons.

“However, just to be sure
our point was well made we made them leave their trousers, shoes
and underwear behind. Odd. They seemed quite relieved.”

“Yéfime will burn their
luggage later. Trousers and things too.

“Now, tell me what you’ve
found.”

Christopher picked up his
notes.

“I got Hymie up to develop
the film. I wanted to see what they wanted and now I
know.

“You use a code to label
these files. The codes represent the names of your customers and
record simple basic details.”

The Prince nodded and he went
on.

“We are fairly sure Paul
Lophukin was carrying a briefcase with papers in it when the car
was taken. I’ve been going through his filing system and in several
places numbers are missing. It is possible the missing files were
in that black briefcase. While you were away a chap called Egon
Rubin was found killed in a ditch in Bavaria. His was one of the
missing files. He had been tortured.

“Now, supposing that when
the mob that stole the car found the briefcase they were able, by
some fluke, or due to some kind of special knowledge, to identify
the subject of just one of the files in the case, then they’d have
a name and the code for his name. A good cryptologist might then be
able to use this information to break the code and identify others.
Then, by kidnapping each of them and torturing them they might be
able to get hold of all sorts of profitable information, possibly
some loot?”

Grey in the face, the Prince
nodded.

“Which,” Christopher went
on, “would explain why a number of Lophukin’s protégés, each of
whose names correspond with a missing file, have been contacting me
since you left to say they are under observation, and why I have
had to provide protection for them.

“Clausen was photographing
more files, finding more people he could squeeze. He’s not simply a
Nazi official, he’s a mobster looking to get rich. The reason he’s
been cultivating you is that he had somehow got wind of what you
do.”

After a pause he gave a short harsh
laugh. ” And you’ve sent him off with a bare backside. Carry a gun
when you go out, sir, and watch yourself!”

During the rest of the day the Prince
issued a stream of orders aimed at protecting the clients at risk.
When Christopher suggested that Boris might like to take a hand he
gave him an odd look and said there was no point. Clausen would not
be alone, he said, merely one head of the Hydra. At least he was
one they knew, so he would be more use alive than dead.

When finally Hymie’s people had been
given the job of changing all the codes, the Prince turned to
Christopher.

“Now, he said, “I’ve got
another job for you. You’re going to Berlin, and this time it may
be the start of something big.”

 


 



Chapter 4.
Paris. Autumn 1938.

 


Christopher watched the late October
rain driving horizontally down the Champs Elysées, propelled by the
autumn gale. Yellowing leaves blew in damp spirals among the
roaring traffic and there was nothing left of Parisian style in the
hunched, damp silhouettes hurrying past the steam-smeared window of
the little bistro.

The golden days at Chateau Mirande
seemed a far away fantasy, Alexandra an illusion. Alexandra. It was
strange that, in spite of his intense longing to see her again, he
found it difficult to remember what she looked like. Why had he not
made sure he had a photograph?

The answer was painfully simple. His
excitement over his new mission had been so great that he had
barely said goodbye to her, his last memory being a sad flutter of
her hand as he released the Lagonda’s handbrake and began his long
journey to Paris.

His orders from the Prince had been
very specific. Once you get to Paris, lose the car. Park it in the
garage under the family house in the Avenue Foch and forget it.
Then make yourself invisible and get on with your job. Don’t
reappear till you’ve finished.

He had found himself a couple of rooms
near the Gare du Nord. There was no bathroom and the loo (the very
French loo) was outside in the communal hall. It had a wonky bolt.
There was in the diminutive kitchen a temperamental gas boiler
which seemed chronically in danger of exploding and emitted
alternate clouds of rust and gouts of scalding water. To save him
from utter loneliness there was the odd rat. The slatternly
concierge was always too plastered to notice what he
did.

Perfect.

At first it had been fun. Fun creating
a completely fictitious version of himself as an impoverished
student of political history, Christian Béar, (his sad little
joke), with papers to prove it. Following his near farcical
experience as a social derelict in the Parc Monçeau Hymie had
emphasised that the best disguises should be as close to the true
person as possible. To stray too far out of character was to court
disaster, for in the end one’s reflexes would give one away. He
surprised Christopher by citing T.H. Lawrence as an example,
pointing out that his cover had been blown in the simplest way when
dressed in the long robes of an Arab in Dera. A suspicious
intelligence officer had tossed something into his lap.
Instinctively, as a habitual wearer of trousers, he had pulled his
knees together to catch it, whereas anyone accustomed to wearing
long robes of an Arab, or indeed a skirt, would have done the
opposite. The consequence for Lawrence had been the near
destruction of his entire personality by torture.

“Good disguise,” said
Hymie, pulling his shirt over his head, “no torture. Bad disguise,
torture.” He turned his back. There were long-healed purple weals
across it, criss crossing it in a hideous gnarled
lattice.

“Cheka,” he said grimly.
“Gestapo maybe worse. Disguise must be good. Think. Think
carefully.”

So he had given it a lot of thought,
starting with Paris. What was it known for, Paris?

Well, pretty girls. Not much hope
there.

Artists? He couldn’t paint.

Students? Yes, but it would have to be
something he could talk about, students talked.

History then. A history student. A
poor history student. A very poor history student. Hymie said yes
and set him up with exactly the right clothes. They did smell a bit
but he still felt perversely drawn to smells as disguise, so no
problems there. He put them on and presented himself.

Hymie shook his head, tut tutting
under his breath. “Too much good. See mirror, skin brown in sun,
bright eyes, good teeth.” He sniffed, “Breath smells good. Tushin
look after you too good. No good for student. Student poor, maybe
sick, bad eyes, red, too much reading in bad light. Bad food,
smelly breath.”

He grinned wickedly, “Und Lady Alexia
shoutink! Ver’ goot!” A cackle of laughter.

He gave him creams to put on his face,
a touch of rusty coloured stuff to rub round his eyes, some eye
drops to redden the whites and added a pair of horn rimmed glasses
that made him look like an owl. Lots of gravitas there he thought,
remembering the Colonel. Assorted battered hats and one pair of
cracked, trodden over black brogues, the only ones in Hymie’s store
Christopher found really comfortable.

“Student, no money, only
one pair anyway,” said Hymie, pleased with the final
result.

When he finally settled down to the
life of a poor student in Paris he knew he had a week or more to
watch the critical area before anything could possibly happen. Not
before the first of October, the Prince had said.

“And be very careful, we
are near to War and the whole place is crawling with agents and
racketeers of one kind and another, a number of whom probably work
for our “sans culotte” friend.” (He had shown a childish glee over
the matter of Clausen’s trousers. Christopher decided it must be a
Russian thing. In his opinion it had been unwise. Humiliating an
enemy was unnecessarily risky. Shooting his chauffeur was one
thing, a legitimate act of self defence. Taking his trousers away
another matter altogether.)

He began by watching the little bistro from outside in a
variety of hats until he was familiar with the general pattern of
comings and goings. Once or twice he thought he had spotted other
loiterers but then realised they were just passing traffic. One
persistent customer, who had for two whole days sat idly reading a
paper between ten and eleven in the morning, finally greeted a
rather plain girl with cries of joy and was never seen again. By
the end of the week he was sure it was as safe a rendezvous as any
in a city crawling with the ungodly. He bought himself a tattered
copy of Houston Stewart Chamberlain’s “Foundations of the
Nineteenth Century” in a student book shop and became a regular
customer between the assigned hours, covering his presence by
reading and writing studiously in a cheap notebook he had bought at
a street news stand.

After two weeks he was tired of being
isolated, scruffy and unshaven, fed up with his smelly clothes,
sick to death of Chamberlain’s turgid prose, missing Alexandra’s
unpredictable company badly, longing for a hot bath and bored
almost to tears. At night he would lie awake in his miserable,
malodorous apartment and try to recreate the days of that magical
summer. Over and over again he would relive that long hot afternoon
in the Pyrenees, the feel and fragrance of her lying with him in
the sun, the sound of her soft, drowsy voice telling of her private
fairyland all those hundreds of years before. Did he love her? The
thought brought instant confusion. He longed for her, but was that
love? He had never known anyone remotely like her. He had no basis
of comparison, no starting point for a sensible decision; assuming
such decisions could ever be sensible, which he doubted.

It all smacked of loss of control, an
unacceptable denial of rationality.

Then, all too often, animal feelings
would swamp him. Feelings and imaginings he refused to associate
with Alexandra’s joyous innocence. He would try to create new girls
in his mind and imagine …… imagine……… what would it really be like?
Sometimes in the evening he would watch the young prostitutes
parading across the street from where he lived. Soon he must
know.

And then, somehow, with a wrench of
will, he would put it all out of his mind and seek sleep as an
escape from his desperate, gnawing loneliness

Apart from that, he thought wryly,
things were fine. He ordered another café simple from the surly
waitress and cracked a silly joke with her when it arrived,
rejoicing in his now perfect idiomatic French. He was rewarded with
a sudden beautiful smile, like the sun coming out from behind a
cloud. He realised she was very pretty girl. Funny how mood can
miss these little details, he thought.

Gloom is voluntary, he reminded
himself firmly, feeling suddenly better as the caffeine hit him.
But he needed female company. Oh! How he needed it. It was like
toothache, an endless nagging pain that would not go away. He had
got so used to Alex, to the constant small challenges she posed.
Now, distant memories of tanned and leggy goddesses of tennis or
wild Irish country girls were no longer enough. He needed to move
on. After all, it was something he had promised himself when he
left Ireland.

A figure in shapeless wet clothes came
in, looked quickly round, huge dark eyes wide with alarm, and
headed for him. He stood and pulled out a chair for her, his heart
giving a welcoming bump.

“Angel! How nice to see
you!” he said and gave her a quick kiss on one damp cheek, her left
one.

“Chris!” she said, “I
thought I would never get here.” She reached for his right hand on
the table and gave it a quick double squeeze.

One of the side effects of his growing
expertise with disguise had been a tendency to look more closely at
other people, an ability to work out what they would look like if
……………. . More than once in the last few months this chance habit
had served him well. In this case it showed him that the damp
bundle sitting before him was in fact an outstandingly lovely girl
hidden in grubby and ill fitting clothes. She removed the dingy
scarf covering her head to reveal long sable hair growing down to a
sharp widow’s peak over a broad brow. She had a delicate triangular
face with big dark brown eyes and a short, slightly tip tilted nose
underlined by a long, humorous mouth which, in its good moments,
curved up into two small dimples. He thanked God in Heaven that it
had been one of his rare shaving mornings. If the colour of that
nose is anything to go by, he thought, she’s nursing a heavy cold.
Seeing that she was about to sneeze catastrophically he handed her
a handkerchief. She sneezed into it and gave him a surprised
smile.

For a while they sat over their coffee
and talked about mutual acquaintances while he checked to see if
they were being watched. Since they had never met before and had no
mutual acquaintances, the efforts of imagination involved began to
tax their ingenuity a bit and led to ever more outrageous
inventions. When Christopher mentioned his Uncle Frank’s desire to
see her again soon (“you remember Uncle Frank? The one with squint
and the orange wooden leg?”), she gave a small snort of laughter
and asked where they were going for lunch.

He had selected a noisy little café in a side street at the
far end of the Avenue de la Grande Armée. It was a good twenty
minutes walk and they could talk freely as there would be plenty of
open space and traffic noise all around them.

The rain had stopped and a watery sun
was loitering in hurrying clouds above them. Her story came out in
fits and starts as they dodged traffic and hopped over puddles, in
and out of patches of bright sunshine and waited till there was
no-one near to hear what they were saying.

“My real name is Ruth
Cohen, and my father is Dr. David Cohen. My mother died when I was
fourteen. We are English born but naturalised Germans. He is an
eminent physicist and is doing some research at a centre just
outside Berlin, collaborating with another man called Heisenberg.
Since we are Jewish it is becoming very likely that the Government
will shortly confiscate everything he has and send him to a
concentration camp, where he will be worked to death. He needs to
get out of Germany as soon as possible. They won’t let him go, of
course, because the work he has been doing would be very useful to
other countries. He also hopes a way can be found of getting some
of his money out with him so that we’re not absolutely destitute.”
She looked at him anxiously, “It’s not much, about ten thousand
dollars I think, but it’s all we have.”

Over lunch, which she ate like a
starving wolf, he asked her, “How did you get out?”

She dropped her eyes. “I had nothing, just my clothes. Not
even my own clothes actually.” She paused for a long time. He saw a
tear and reached out for her hand. Clutching him hard she said, “It
was awful. They called me a “Jew Bitch”. They made me take all my
clothes off………………………. and……..and……..touched me. Searched me.” The
last words were just a squeak. She clung to his hand with tears
streaming down her face. Then she took a deep breath, blew her nose
hard on his handkerchief and gave him a watery smile.

“They didn’t even give me
my own clothes back,” she said, “just these horrible old smelly
things you see now.”

“Have you any money?” He
asked.

She shook her head, “They took that too. And my makeup,
everything. Everything, all I had left was me and my ticket and my
passport.”

She gave him a bright, strained
smile.

“But those were the
important bits. All I need now is Daddy. Can you………?”

“How did you know how to
contact us?”

“Daddy has a Danish friend,
Niels something I think, a visiting scientist from Denmark. He was
over with Daddy two months ago and they talked. He said he knew
someone, an old friend of Mum’s I think, a Lord something. Kilgore?
Something like that. Sorry! I’m terrible at names. Someone he knew
from his time in the War anyway. Daddy told this Niels man he
wouldn’t do anything till he knew I was safe. Then someone Daddy
told me to meet in a park one day told me to apply to such and such
an office at such and such a time for an Exit Visa and if I got out
safely to come here and talk rubbish to a man I would find in that
café.

“Applying for the Exit Visa
was the worst bit. It sounded crazy; I thought I’d never get one. I
was terrified that they’d arrest me for even asking. But there it
was. Just like that. Magic!”

Christopher thought about all this for
a while. The whole story was full of holes. The Exit Visa bit was
awful. It could have happened just like that of course but if the
Gestapo had uncovered the scheme they could, if they had wanted,
gone ahead anyway and hung her out as bait. She could be quite
innocent but no less dangerous for it. If he had any sense he’d
lose her fast and give the Prince a thumbs down.

He realised she was watching him
anxiously, as if knowing her father’s life depended on the next few
minutes.

“How long do you think your
father has before they get him?” he asked, trying to give himself
time to think.

“God knows, things are
getting worse all the time. January, February. Who can
tell?”

It had all the ingredients of a setup. Pretty girl, awful
story of distress. A powerful appeal to male sentimentality, he
thought, looking at her big, anxious dark eyes. But, and it was a
big but, she had mentioned his father without realising it. If she
was bait, checking with his father would confirm it. The Prince had
been told by someone that getting her father out was very important
. His father might think so too, but could even he be sure the case
was genuine? But, above all he had been told that losing her father
could be a very bad move. He knew his thoughts were in a tangle
now. He needed time. He needed to do something which left all his
options open.

“Where are you staying?” he
asked.

“Nowhere. I have nothing, I
told you. I arrived yesterday and slept in a doorway near the Gare
du Nord. They wouldn’t let me sleep on the station.”

He booked her into a small hotel in
the Marais, gave her plenty of money and told her to shop for
clothes and wait till he got back.

Still feeling unsure, he spent two
days watching her, days spent hanging around in a variety of hats
in cold draughty streets and lurking behind banks of dresses in
department stores as she shopped for a modest wardrobe. He watched
in fascination as the shapeless bundle changed into a strikingly
lovely young woman who knew how to dress simply and inexpensively
and yet look like a million dollars. Through all this time she met
no-one else and he became sure no-one else was watching her. She
was, to all intents and purposes, simply a young girl alone in
Paris, passing the time waiting for something to happen.

He had a message from the Prince
asking him what the hell was going on and telling him to present
himself at the family’s Paris house on the Avenue Foch in three
days time, where he could explain himself. Things to do, time
passing and so on. Alexandra was already in Paris with some staff
opening the house up for the Winter Season.

Christopher spent a bad night thinking
about it all. It was all very well to be sure, but if he was wrong
the consequences were unthinkable. All the things she had done were
exactly those she would have done anyway if she were a real
professional plant.

She was a lovely girl, every bit as
lovely as Alex, though in a different, a more womanly way. She was,
he thought, a year or two older. She ….. . He remembered his
thoughts on watching Alex’s effect on Clausen, how helpless and
silly this very dangerous and professional man had suddenly seemed
……. .

Quite, he thought, quite so
……….

Decision time. Not yet certain that he
had been careful enough, he rang his father from a telegraph
office. The line was crackly and the volume variable with odd loud
hums. He knew he needed to be a bit careful about what he actually
said. One never knew these days who else was on the line

“Dad, you know what I’m
doing?”

“He told me. Something to
do with that girl, Angel is it?”

“I’ve got a problem. It’s
about, er…, well, is she who she says she is? How can I be sure?
Because we’ve had a bit of trouble and I don’t want any more. I’ve
got to be sure.”

“I understand, son. Let me
think.” Quite a long silence, thought Christopher,
waiting.

“Yes.” His father was back.
“You know I knew her mother?”

“I was told.”

“After she married, years
after, she had a little dog. Can you guess what it was
called?”

After a short incredulous pause,
Christopher started to laugh. “Oh Dad, you really are beyond hope.
Rupert? She was another Magda was she?”

“I am what I am, son,” said
his father, “And yes, Rupert. Ask her.”

He paused for a moment before adding,
“There was another thing you might try. I last saw young Angel when
she was a little girl, about six I suppose. The last time I saw her
mother actually, long after she had married, at their house in
Berkshire. She was in their swimming pool with a bunch of other
kids. She had brown mole, about the size of a penny. Just below and
a little to the left of her navel. That would be the best check of
all. Try it if you dare.”

He rang off laughing. Christopher sat
on for a moment, recalling his midnight longings. I wonder if I’ll
be like Dad one day, he thought, all those women; not such a bad
idea after all, could be fun.

When she left the hôtel the next
morning he fell into step beside her.

“How’s the cold?” he
asked.

“God you made me jump!
Better thanks. Where have you been? Can we have lunch? I’m
starving!”

“Your Mother,” he said,
walking beside her.

“Yes? What about my
Mother?”

“She had a dog.”

“Rupert,” she said
immediately, “Unruly brute with shaggy fur. She loved it, said it
reminded her of someone she knew. Why? Oh God!” She turned to face
him. “That was a test, wasn’t it? You’re not sure!”

He took her by the shoulders, watching
the strain on her white face, suddenly furiously happy to be able
to help her.

“I am now. I had to be
sure. The world is a dangerous place these days.” Without thinking
he pulled her to him and kissed he reassuringly on the forehead,
just below that widow’s peak.

“It’ll be OK now,” he said.
“We’ll take care of everything.”

To his horror she burst into a torrent
of tears and clung to him, sobbing. He held her gently, murmuring
helpless comfort while passers-by looked at him with expressions
ranging from sentimental to murderous. As the storm subsided he
produced the extra handkerchief which growing experience had put in
his pocket and handed it to her.

“Oh God I’m so sorry,” she
said shakily, blowing her nose, “I’m not normally a weeper, but I
could see the scepticism on your face the other day and I was
afraid you’d never come back or that you’d tell me you couldn’t do
anything for me. I do understand the risk you’re taking, believe
me, but where else can I go?”

She held him tight with her face in
his coat. After a long moment she sniffed and gave a small, almost
hysterical giggle.

“I do hope you won’t mind
my saying this, but your clothes do smell horrible. I do hope it’s
only a disguise?”

As they held hands and walked off down
the street they were both laughing. More than one smile followed
them. Paris loves lovers.

Over lunch, after a silence which
Christopher wrongly attributed to hunger, she said,

“How did you find out about
Rupert? You didn’t know the other day or you would have asked me
then, so you must have been talking to someone since.”

He poured her some more wine and
said,

“Eat up, this is
good!”

She put her knife and fork
down.

“No!” she said. “Tell me!
It was someone who knew Mum wasn’t it?”

They were sitting side by side on a
bench with their backs to the wall. She jabbed his side with her
fist so hard that he grunted.

“Go on, tell me!” She was
laughing now and holding a not very large clenched fist under his
nose.

“Tell me,” she said. “Go
on, I’m a Southpaw you know!”

Christopher decided to
retaliate.

“It was a chap who had seen
you without your clothes on,” he said, still eating.

She sat bolt upright,
outraged.

“Now that ….that ….!
That’s... Simply not true. No one has ever ……!”

She looked at him indignantly,
blushing furiously. He wondered if she could possibly know how
wonderful she looked.

“Now just a minute!” she
said, poised between fury and laughter.

“He told me that the best
way to identify you was by a brown mole just below and to the left
of your belly button.”

For a worrying moment he wondered if
he had gone too far, but, after staring at him speechlessly for a
second, she burst into a peal of laughter, attracting amused looks
from those around them.

As he put his hand on hers to calm her
down she said softly, frowning as she struggled to
remember,

“Oh! I see, it must have
been someone who saw me as a child.” She smiled, “Mum was a bit
ahead of her time, you know. She used to let us swim in the pool in
the garden with nothing on. Not at all the done thing.

“We loved it. Some of our
guests were shocked, some thought it was fun. Nice and healthy and
uninhibited, you know.

“Of course! I remember now.
Rupert! Uncle Rupert! That’s the connection isn’t it? Uncle Rupert.
He was some kind of soldier, he was in uniform that last time
we……….. He wasn’t really an Uncle, just an old friend of Mum’s who
used to come and see us from time to time. An old flame I think,
actually. Daddy never seemed particularly pleased to see him. Why,
that was years and years ago.

“Rupert-the-Dog came along
later and somehow I never made the connection. How
silly.”

“My Dad,” he said,
“Rupert-not-the-Dog. And it’s Kilmore, not Kilgore. Eat up; your
food’s getting cold.”

Over coffee she said,

“My Daddy. You really ought to have a picture of him,” she
said, “just to be sure. The trouble is I haven’t got one. I brought
one with me but they took it away when…….when….” Her voice faltered
for a minute before she went on, “But I had a bright idea. He wrote
a book, “A Short History of Particle Physics”, her face dimpled
into a smile, “I used some of your money to buy it for you for your
birthday, whenever that is. Or Christmas or something.” She
rummaged in a big bucket of a bag he had watched her buy the day
before.

“I’m sure you will love
every word. His photograph is on the dust cover. It’s a good
likeness.” She passed a gift wrapped parcel to him.

He smiled, “How very sweet of you,” he
said, “I shall treasure it.” For a moment they sat looking at one
another in something like surprise.

He decided that he had to buy her a
Christmas present in return for “A Short History of Particle
Physics”.

“Don’t be an idiot, you
don’t have to, that was business! And it was your money
anyway.”

“Of course I do. It’ll be
fun. You are due for a bit of spoiling.”

They had a silly, giggly afternoon,
inventing more improbable common acquaintances, sailing the little
boats on the pond in the Tuileries gardens and wandering hand in
hand down the Faubourg Saint Honoré goggling at all the shops in
their autumn finery. In one, ignoring her protests, he bought her a
small diamond brooch, just a little star, barely more than a
buttonhole of a thing, but the very best he felt he could sensibly
afford even with his fast improving bank balance. Finally they
found a little place on the Left Bank and had a quiet chatty dinner
together.

As he dropped her off at her hotel she
put her mouth up to be kissed. He held her tightly for a moment and
said,

”It’s just possible you may
not see me again if all goes well. But, if I have anything to do
with it, you will see your father, I promise. Take care.” He kissed
her again gently and walked firmly away. After a few steps he
looked back and saw in the light from the hotel her hand go up in a
little fluttering wave. He walked on feeling suddenly very lonely
indeed.

When he got back to his lodgings he
opened the parcel and looked at the photograph. A weasely,
disagreeable looking man with a wispy beard. She must take after
her mother, he thought. That’s a mercy!

On the first page of the book she had
written

“To Chris, with love
forever, from Ruth. Christmas 1938.”

Feeling rather shaken he put the book
in his bag.

Later, as he lay sleepless, he thought
about the next day. Alexandra was in Paris. The loneliness was
over. He tried for the hundredth time to recall her face, but every
time he got close he saw Ruth’s face very clearly.

Restlessly he got out of bed and
looked out of the window at the street below. A solitary prostitute
paced under the street lamp. He recognised her, one of his
favourites, young and fresh faced with clear blue eyes and
freckles. With that magical awareness all women have she looked up
and blew him a kiss. It would be so easy just to throw the window
open and call down to her, to use her to slake this obsession that
clawed at him.

Back in bed he reviled himself for his
desperate thoughts. Eventually his will triumphed and he
slept.

As he left his lodgings the next
morning she was walking to the market on the corner.

“You’re up early,” he
said.

She wrinkled her nose,

“Got to bed early,” she
said. “Not much trade last night.” She gave him a sly sidelong
grin,

“Saw you lookin’ though, up
there. Thought my luck was in for a moment.” She stopped and looked
up at him with a cheeky grin.

“You’re a mighty pretty
fellow, you know. I’ll give you a freebie any time.” She pecked him
on the cheek, “That’s a promise,” she said, and walked on, swinging
her hips at him and smiling over her shoulder.

As he walked up past the Louvre and through the Tuileries
Gardens the late autumn sun was shining and birds were singing. For
a moment he paused by the pond and thought of Ruth. He wondered if
he would ever see her again. Probably not, he thought. Once her
father was safe the Prince would lose no time in getting them both
over to the States, where a job was waiting. Ruth would become a
busy American wife, married to some beefy college footballer with
perfect teeth and a Harvard Law degree, and bring up a tribe of
children like his New England cousins, noisy, outspoken and
irrepressible. Shaking his head to dispel the thought he walked
on

 


The house on the Avenue Foch was a
great Second Empire mansion among other mansions, gazing
majestically over the wide greenery of the grandest residential
road in Paris. Along here Ancien Régime folk whose bloodlines
stretched back to the Merovingian Kings and beyond lived cheek by
jowl with corrupt politicians and sleekly polished robber barons
whose ancestors barely a century ago could no more have written
their own names than they could have said a convincing
prayer.

Tushin answered his ring and welcomed
him with a smile, showing no surprise at his shabby
appearance.

“Monsieur Christophe! Good
to see you sir. Her Highness has been waiting for you.”

Her Highness had indeed. She arrived
in the middle of Christopher’s chest at about thirty miles an
hour.

“Darling Bear! I have
missed you so!

“Ugh, you smell horrible.
You’ve been doing it again you beast. Look at you! Disgusting! Go
to your room at once! Horrid thing! Don’t come down till you’re
decent! It’s a good thing Papa is not here to see you like that!
Revolting creature! Ugh! Bad Bear!” Slamming door.

Tushin gave him a quick grin of
sympathy and took his bag up to a handsome suite of rooms on the
second floor, to a long hot bath and his own clothes.

After lunch she took him shopping. “I
know we brought all your things with us, but this is Paris and you
can’t go about in those awful old tweeds and that old green dinner
jacket and those terrible tails. Anyway you have quite grown out of
half your things.”

Christopher had to acknowledge that,
thanks in part to Tushin’s efforts, he had grown a lot beefier, but
he had intended to remedy the matter himself at a cost which took
due account of his growing but still not enormous bank
balance.

As Alexandra swept him from shop to
shop, accumulating a dazzling array of shirts, ties, cravats, shoes
for all occasions, hats, silk socks and even silk underwear, all of
it by the dozen, he realised it was not to be. Indeed it seemed
likely he might be in debt for many years to come. Even for the
rest of his life, he thought unhappily as more shirts, each
costing, as far as he could see, about as much as a small motor
car, were added to the pile.

When he tried to protest he was told,
“Oh pooh! Don’t be such a misery. You can’t possibly go about
looking like a tramp, now can you?”

It seemed impossible to regain any
semblance of control over the situation, especially since the staff
in every shop they went into greeted her with cries of joy and
responded to her every command and comment with ecstatic cries of
“Yes Highness, no Highness, Oh, your Highness!” and money was never
mentioned at all.

Finally she took him, feeling by this time like a rather
up-market gigolo, to a fusty looking English tailor, (“Papa goes
here.”) where she made a great to-do about half a dozen suits, new
evening wear, a couple of excellent overcoats and directed that
some at least were to be delivered by the end of the week. To
Christopher’s surprise no-one seemed to find this unreasonable. He
was asked to present himself for fittings the next day and they
retired exhausted to Fouquet’s for tea.

“Papa seems to think you
are doing quite well,” she said from behind an elaborate confection
of morello cherries, cream and meringue.

“He said you had gone to
meet some girl. How did it go?”

“Fine,” he said. “It was
quite a few days before she arrived, but in the end it all went off
as planned.”

“Strictly
business.”

A worm of unease stirred deep in his
soul.

“Strictly business,” he
said firmly.

She speared a cherry and popped it
into her mouth.

“I’ve got a friend with an
apartment near the Tuileries Gardens, Sophia de Bresson. We were at
school together and I often go and see her. I was there only
yesterday as a matter of fact. We walked through the gardens in the
sun. So lovely and peaceful with the birds singing and the children
playing, all sorts of people having fun, sailing little boats on
the pool and so on. We must go there sometime, you and
I.”

He was watching her rather as a rabbit
might watch an advancing snake.

She was laughing at him.

“Naughty old Bear,” she
said. “Come on, Papa should be home by now.”

After dinner the Prince took him into
his study for a chat.

“Good,” he said when
Christopher had finished telling him about Ruth.

“We’d better take her into
care straight away. I’ve got a safe place out near Versailles so
she can live there till we get her father sorted out. I’ll get her
moved tomorrow.

“I think recovering her
father is going to involve taking some risks. How do you feel about
that?”

“You needn’t
ask.”

“Good. By the way,” he
added smiling, “the next time you feel like sailing boats in the
Tuileries gardens let me know, will you? I’ll make sure Alexia’s
out of town. She seemed quite cross about it, the Lord knows
why.”

Finding himself in a comfortable bed
at last, Christopher slept like a log, freed from the gnawing
loneliness of the last few weeks.

Far into the night he woke to the
realisation that Alexandria was asleep beside him. Uneasily he
turned over towards her. She was lying with her back to him. All he
could see was one bare shoulder gleaming in the moonlight streaming
through the tall windows and a wild tangle of dark hair.

He poked her in the ribs.

“What are you doing
here?”

She groaned and sat up. “I came in
last night to talk to you. We never seem to have a chance to talk
these days. Anyway, there you were snoring like an old pig so I
thought I would wait. Boring! I waited for ever. I must have fallen
asleep.”

“So. Talk!”

“Don’t be horrid. You know
what I mean. We used to be together so much, now I never see you.
You’re always rushing about playing the Master Spy! And….and,” she
doodled with her forefinger on his chest, “I want to know about
that girl! Who is she? She’s very beautiful; don’t tell me you
didn’t notice!”

“Alex, if you want to know
about Ruth……”

“Ah, Ruth is it? Who is
she?” As he hesitated she kissed him on the lips and stayed there,
murmuring into his mouth, “Come on, be a good boy, tell your little
sister who she is. Tell…..tell……..tell?” She wriggled on top of
him, pushing him onto his back.

Desperately aroused, he pushed her off
and sat up. “Listen Alex, it was business. You know the rules.
Business comes from your papa. If he thinks you need to know he’ll
tell you. I can’t. You know that.”

“It didn’t look like business,” she said sadly, “It looked
more like love to me. You were laughing and having so much fun. It
made me feel,……………It made me feel sort of ………. left out. I felt so
jealous. You see, I love you. And I know you love me. You’re mine,
not hers.”

Christopher’s hopes of keeping things
simple began to evaporate.

“I’d only just met her,” he
said rather feebly. With a sigh he pulled her back down into his
arms. “Now listen,” he said, “We’ve got to get this right for our
own sakes. You said “little sister” just now, but you know quite
well it’s not like that.

“If you insist on being
told, I do love you, and I know you love me. But think about it.
You are the only girl I have ever known well. How many chaps my age
have you spent real time with? Like us I mean?”

When she didn’t answer he kissed her,
staying too long as she responded. It was some time before he was
able to go on, his heart still thundering.

“So I still don’t feel I
really know what love means and I don’t want to commit myself until
I’m certain I understand what I’m doing, that I can do honour to
you and to the true meaning of love.

“Just now love means taking
you, doing things like this.” He stroked her breast gently and felt
her quiver and rear up against him with a sudden intake of breath.
With difficulty he drew his hand back.

“Yes,” he breathed, looking
down at her helpless expression, “you feel the same, don’t you? But
that is only one bit of what it means to love someone and, d’you
see, I have this feeling that it’s the wrong bit to begin with. One
surprisingly small bit probably, when you think of loving one
another every day for, say, sixty years.

“Think about it. What we have now is fun, teasing and
playing with an idea that is in reality too big and unwieldy and …
and …grown up for us to take seriously just yet. If we do it, what
would it be then? It wouldn’t be the same afterwards, would it? Not
ever again. We would feel different about one another and about
ourselves. Others, your father, Yéfime, Tushin, all those we rely
on and who rely on us, would also feel different about us, perhaps
a little disappointed? They’d know you see. People always do. It
would not be light anymore, something we can all have fun laughing
at. It would be heavy and sooner or later it would be a burden. Are
you ready for a burden? I’m not sure I am.”

She wriggled in his arms, getting
closer and more comfortable. After a while she said
softly,

“But Bear darling, how can
we not….?”

For a moment of panic he wondered that
too, then she put a finger across his lips and said,

“Poor Bear. This isn’t fair is it?” She sighed. “Sometime,
……….. Sometime in the future it will be right. I know that. It will
be something we will both know. Till then, remember I love you and
that I know, whatever happens, whatever you do, that you love me.
Go away and play, my darling Bear. When you’re ready, I’ll be
waiting.”

With a whisper of silk she was
gone.

It was almost morning before he slept.
He knew she was right, they did love one another, it could be that
great love that everyone hoped for in their lives. But it was all
too new. There were so many things jiggling around inside him that
needed resolution. War was coming. In a year he could be dead. In a
month he could be having a very disagreeable encounter with the
Gestapo and finding, as poor Lawrence had, that he was only a
broken creature who could never again hold himself in regard. Not,
he realised, that this was actually what worried him most. That was
part of what he did, a risk he undertook voluntarily, of necessity,
not something to be dwelt on.

He got out of bed and sat by the
window, looking at the moon on the trees on the avenue below
him.

He drew a deep breath and faced his real monster. It wasn’t
fear of that, of pain or death. These were life’s companions. It
was fear of something much closer and much more elemental, a deep,
primordial dread of what women could do, of the huge power they
could exert on a man’s primitive nature.

Once more he saw in his mind the
Colonel, so obviously an arrogant and dangerous creature, reduced
to a helpless and absurd slave before Alexandra’s awful witchcraft.
He felt again the terrible chewing agony of longing that had torn
at his mind in the last few weeks and watched again as a laughing,
freckled girl cocked her hip and smiled cheekily over her shoulder
at him. Until he had somehow understood and conquered his raging
feelings about such things he knew he couldn’t trust himself with
someone as precious as Alexandra.

At lunch several days later she
announced that she was taking him to a cocktail party in the
evening. “Papa says you need to get into the social scene here.
This one is the Idle Rich at play.” She gave him a sly smile.
“Watch yourself, some of the sisterhood are a bit predatory.
They’ll run off with you in a flash given half a
chance!”

The Party was about three houses down
the Avenue, in another great mansion. “Ancien Régime,” said
Alexandra as they walked there. “These people have been Dukes for
eight hundred years.”

It was like a sort of brilliant, scented Babel. Golden
light splashed richly round the huge crowded rooms, on great
masterpieces of art and glowing colours of high couture alike, and
the smell of expensive perfumes was all pervading. Christopher
identified four languages in the first few minutes.

The Duc de Chartres was a solid grey haired figure with a
large red nose and a small, damp handshake. He smiled at
Christopher and said, “Ah young Harland. Alyosha mentioned you. He
said you were rather useful, family history and all that,
what?”

The Duchess, a tall angular woman who
looked like a very elegant horse, looked shrewdly at Christopher as
they shook hands.

“My my, Alexia darling”,
she said, “What have we here? You’d better keep an eye on some of
your friends, don’t you think?”

As they moved on into the room Alex
acknowledged various waves and smiles.

“Alexia Darling!” A very
handsome young man enveloped her in a bear hug and then held her at
arms length, looking at her fondly.

“So glad to see you back in
town. It seems ages. You really must hate us all so, living all
those miles and miles away in that dreadful desert of yours. All
those cows and things,” he shuddered theatrically, “so
smelly!”

“You are such an idiot,
Sigi. Cows don’t live in deserts and nor do I.

“May I introduce my good friend? The Honourable Christopher
Harland, Count Sigismond de la Galaizière. Sigi is a childhood
friend who never grew up. I once adored him. Little girls have no
sense.”

Christopher was surprised by a large
firm handshake. “Such a handsome fellow too!” said Sigi. “You are
growing up at last darling!”

“Sigi don’t be rude. Talk
to him properly or I shall take him away!”

Sigi grinned at him, “I’m sure you’ll
forgive us,” he said, “I first knew Alexia as a little fat bossy
thing in bangs and bows. As you see, she hasn’t changed
much!

“I take it you’re fairly
new to France?”

Christopher explained, seeing
Alexandra move on into the throng from the corner of his
eye.

“Well,” said Sigi, “I rather doubt if Alexia has warned you
about places like this, she’s so innocent, poor darling.” He waved
expansively at the surrounding opulence, “What you see around you,”
he said, “is a cross between a zoo and a jungle. Oh yes,” he waved
Christopher’s laughter aside, “I mean it, and you should remember
it in your own interests. Here you will see every species on the
planet represented, singly and in pairs, and feeding time can be
awfully bloody.”

He indicated a neat, erect old man with a great head of
grey hair whom Christopher had already recognised as Marshal
Pétain. “A lion you would say, no? Well you’d be wrong. This is a
genuine Dinosaur, early Triassic, no less. He wishes the Revolution
had never happened, indeed he may actually believe it never did
happen. He doesn’t believe in Liberty, Equality or Fraternity. Not
a bit of it. His creed is Blood, Church and Soil, back to the
heroic, heraldic France before all these untidy democratic ideas
began to rot our souls and allow Freemasons, Italians, Jews, Arabs
and other sub human species to infest the place, contaminate our
bloodlines and adulterate our cuisine. I should warn you that a
majority of my fellow citizens in this room feel the same. In these
circles the Revolution is generally seen as a colossal mistake and
most other races as deeply undesirable. The English are tolerated
because they are seen as minor cousins of the real French, cousins
who are to be pitied for their lack of culture and their inordinate
love of overcooked roast beef. The Germans are a source of
confusion, feared as dangerous and to be admired for their
industrial skills but not for their sausages.”

“Then”, he was now in full
flow, “you have the Lizard.” He scanned the room and pointed to a
youngish man in horn rimmed spectacles. His black hair was parted
centrally and brilliantined back into a sleek helmet. “A member of
the chameleon family. He is a product of the Ecole Nationale
d’Administration, crème de la crème of the beaurocracy and he will
do whatever he is told, however evil, with considerable skill and
efficiency, and will in the process rise to great but unseen
power.

“Last of all, and you will
have to seek these out for yourself dear boy, as I fear to bore
you, there are our leaders, mostly various kinds of invertebrate
and all very confused.”

“And you?” Said
Christopher, “what about you?”

Sigi’s smile was amiable but opaque.
“Ah,” he said, “I was born confused.”

“Shall you stay on if
there’s a War?” He was suddenly looking very intently at
Christopher.

“When,” corrected
Christopher, “and yes.”

Sigi sighed, “You may need to forgive
us. You’ll probably see us at our worst.”

To lighten his mood Christopher said,
“And the jungle?”

“Ah! I see I have omitted
one species from my little talk. The carnivorous cat. Here comes
one now, a Bengal Tiger, beautiful and very dangerous! See, she
smells blood. Your blood!”

The carnivorous cat in question turned
out to be an extraordinarily beautiful red haired girl of about
twenty five. A pair of sharply curious emerald green eyes was
looking acquisitively into Christopher’s soul.

“Sigi my dearest, how are
you?”

“I have managed to keep
quite well since the last time I saw you, darling one. Lunchtime
was it not? My memory you know.”

“Sigi, don’t be a bore,
introduce me to this beautiful young man, you know that’s what I
want. Then you can go!”

“The Honourable Christopher
Harland, the Countess Amélie de Bergerac.”

As he turned to go Sigi said, “And, Amélie, please behave,
he’s a very well brought up young man he belongs to Alexia. So be
good, there’s a dear.”

The Countess watched his departure
with feigned concern. “Such a tiresome boy, always talking about
trifles, didn’t you find?”

“Life is made of trifles,”
said Christopher blandly.

As she appraised him speculatively
Christopher returned the compliment.

She was quite tall, about five feet
seven in her heels he decided, probably weighed less than eight
stone and was wearing a black dress that only a girl with a perfect
body would have dared to wear. Her skin was lightly freckled and
glowing with health and her green eyes ………………

He cleared his throat, his straying
thoughts leaving him fishing rather desperately for an intelligent
opening. Somehow he felt as if he had two left feet and possibly a
tail. A hint of laughter now in her watchful green eyes told him
she was aware of all this, if only in principle. She was not going
to be any help at all.

To his disgust he heard himself say,
“And what activity do you fill your life with,
Countess?”

“Puppies. I train puppies.”
Her smile was distinctly catlike, her voice soft and
soothing.

This didn’t seem to be much help. Christopher wasn’t
terribly interested in dogs unless they were foxhounds or gun dogs.
However somehow he had to get this conversation moving. After all
she was very ……er………. He ploughed gallantly on. One never knew….
She was still watching him.

“Train them? You mean house
train?” God, what a subject!

There was a slight curl at one corner
of her mouth surely? He had a horrid feeling he was missing
something here.

“In a way. I teach them to
be better dogs. Wiser more considerate dogs, you know?”

Christopher didn’t know.
Anthropomorphizing dogs had always struck him as absurd. They were
good for chasing foxes and recovering dead birds but .
……….

“Amélie?”

A fair haired girl with dark blue eyes
joined them. He was now at a loss to know which was the more
beautiful. What was it with French women?

“Sophia de Bresson, meet
Christopher Harland. He’s Honourable and he is interested in puppy
training, Sophia darling. What d’you think?”

Christopher didn’t miss the bright
blue flash of mischief.

She looked at him with interest. “Ah,” she said, with a
smile that made him think of claws, “The Sunday boatman. Alexia was
speaking of you some days ago, when we were in the Tuileries
Gardens. She spoke with some warmth, not to say heat, as I recall.
Honour ………. no.. I’m sure that was not mentioned once, you know.”
Her smile was kindly and interested.

“It has been discussed,” he
said. “She was just a friend,” he added with deliberate
ambiguity.

Sophia turned to Amélie, “You know,”
she said, “he might benefit.”

Christopher felt a faint stirring of
understanding just as Sophia said,

“Alexia was looking for
you, hadn’t you better . ……?”

Working on a guess he said, “What fun about all those
puppies. I would definitely like to see your training
methods.”

“I think I might enjoy that
too,” she said with an odd little smile. “Ciao
Chreestophaire”.

As he turned away he heard Sophie
laugh, a crystal bell of pure amusement.

Arriving at the far end of the room where Sophie had
pointed, he came suddenly face to face with Colonel Clausen,
standing alone in a quiet corner. Taken aback, he did the first
thing that occurred to him. He smiled and held out his
hand.

“Good evening sir. No hard
feelings I hope?”

There was a quick flicker of surprise
and calculation in the Colonel’s eyes before he said, “Dear boy!
None at all. You were only doing your job.” The expression in his
eyes was reptilian, “Though perhaps with undue relish.” He added.
His hand was moist and limp.

As they exchanged artificial smiles
another man joined them.

“Heinrich,” said the Colonel, “may I introduce this
interesting young man? The Honourable Christopher Harland, General
von Breitenbach.”

Another rather nondescript man joined
them, “And this is Major Hauptmannn.” Hauptmannn ignored him, not
even bothering to shake hands. He was looking around the room with
cold disinterest, like a bored accountant at an exhibition of Old
Masters. There was something chilling about the man, a lack of
warmth so complete as to seem seriously unnatural. Christopher had
read somewhere of people who were born without the ability to feel
emotion. As children they unconsciously realised their lack and
learned to simulate emotions by copying others. Apparently as
adults such people could become terribly dangerous, free from
emotional ballast and unrestricted by moral taboos. But this man
was worse. He clearly was incapable even of simulated emotion. As
he talked he decided this was a man to remember, however much one
might prefer to forget him.

“Always pleased to meet an Englishman,” the General was
saying amiably.

“Irish-American actually,”
said Christopher.

The General raised his eyebrows
politely “Ah, so!”

Clausen hurried back into what was
rapidly becoming a stillborn conversation, “Mr. Harland is Aide to
my good friend Prince Koutoussoff,” he said, adding with a spiteful
smile, “He is also an outstanding shot.”

The General, a tall elegant Prussian
aristocrat, monocle and all, raised his eyebrows. “A good shot eh?
An outstanding shot? That is high praise, Clausen. High praise
indeed, coming from you.”

With a malicious smirk at Christopher,
Clausen turned to someone waiting to talk to him.

The General quickly found ways of getting Christopher
talking. Riding, fishing, shooting and hunting were all common
interests and he clearly knew and loved Ireland, commenting
graphically, with simulated shudders and unaffected bursts of
laughter, on the rough nature of the country, making Christopher
laugh over common memories of disastrous encounters with the Irish
and with the walls, banks and ditches of the Irish hunting country,
with particular reference to the curious and disconcerting ways in
which Irish horses jumped them. Christopher was in the middle of
describing where he lived when he spotted Alexandra over the
General’s shoulder trying to attract his attention without Clausen
seeing her. Mustering his full voltage of charm he made his
excuses.

Later, back at Fouquet’s for dinner
Alexandra said, “I saw you talking to that horrid Clausen. For a
moment I thought he had seen me so I grabbed that enormous Colonel
de Gaulle. Tall people have their uses but talking to them is such
a strain don’t you find? One’s neck aches so. I had quite a time
getting rid of him. I don’t know that he’s all that interested in
girls but he does love talking. Always in capital letters
too!

“However did you manage to
speak to Clausen? Why didn’t he kill you stone dead on the
spot?”

Christopher collected his thoughts.
“He’s odd. Not what he seems. When we spent that evening with him I
noticed that he doesn’t relate to people normally. It’s as if he
talks to images of you he has made up in his mind, sort of
stereotypes, maybe more bits of himself, what he expects you to be.
And you aren’t, you know? I mean, when I shot his Chauffeur he was
quite indignant, didn’t have any idea why on earth I should want to
do such a thing. Creepy really, but it makes him easy to deceive. I
was just friendly. It never occurred to him that there was anything
about him I could possibly dislike so he took it at face value.
There was another man, a really scary creature, completely cold. A
Major Hauptmannn. Perhaps it’s a Nazi thing, being odd.”

“Darling! You are getting
smart. I could never have worked all that out.”

“Tell me about Sigi,” he
said.

Her eyes went soft and thoughtful. “I know he seems funny
and silly,” she said, “but he’s so sweet and he’s not the ninny he
pretends to be. When I was small he was the “boy next door”.
Literally, his family live here just next to us. Terribly
distinguished and Ancien Régime. One of his ancestors nearly stole
Madame de Montespan from right under the King’s nose. Can you
imagine it?. Anyway, whenever we were in Paris he would come round,
partly because Papa was good to him and let him use our library and
play the piano, partly because he loved playing with me. He must
have been twelve or maybe thirteen when we met, and I was exactly
as he described, a small, fat, bossy six year old with bangs and
bows.

“He’s at the Quai d’Orsay
now, the Foreign Office. Everyone says he’s terribly clever and
will go far.” She sounded sad and Christopher wondered if he should
be jealous. Then he pulled himself together, remembering his
lecture to her the previous night. Actually he should feel
relieved, shouldn’t he? He wasn’t sure.

Later she said, “What did you make of
Amélie? I saw she found you.”

“She seemed a bit
dangerous.”

Alexandra laughed, a rich girlish peal that turned smiling
faces toward them around the busy restaurant. “She’s lethal. She’ll
eat you alive if you’re not careful. She’s notorious. Her husband’s
a politician and he works about twenty hours a day. A really dull
old thing, donkey’s years older than she is. A dynastic marriage,
both families terribly grand.

“ Of course she gets bored. So she collects young men. Her
puppies she calls them. She teaches them…… well, she
says…………she……..er………and then when they’re all trained up, d’you
see? Real grown up dogs, she throws them out. She says she’s doing
womankind a service. Training young men to do it properly, to make
their wives happy in bed when they get married. Isn’t that
fun?”

Christopher looked at her affectionately. She might be just
a kid but she was very lovely like this, her face flushed and happy
and her eyes sparkling with mischief. He knew that whatever
happened between them, Sigi or no Sigi, Ruth or no Ruth or whoever,
their lives would always be joined in some way.

“Sounds great,” he said,
relieved to have solved the mystery of the puppies. His inspired
parting shot had acquitted him well. He looked forward to seeing
Amélie again.

“Perhaps she might…….?”

He smiled tenderly into her slightly anxious eyes,
“Perhaps,” he said gently, “Who knows?”

 


The Prince was away for quite a while.
When he came back he told Christopher he had been researching Dr.
Cohen.

“It seems he’s a biggish
fish,” he said. “Apparently his speciality, Particle Physics,
whatever that is, is opening possibilities for a sort of doomsday
bomb. Something so frightful that it could end wars forever.
Whoever has it will find the world a fairly easy place to dominate.
Until somebody else gets it of course, and then God knows what will
happen.”

He stopped and lit a cigar, drawing on it long and gently,
his Russian green eyes dreamy and worried. Christopher fidgeted
impatiently. He was prepared to let the future of the planet take
care of itself. What he wanted to know was what was coming next for
him. Eventually he continued, “Anyway, however horrible this thing
is going to be it is important that we should get it first, even I
can see that. Niels Bohr wants to see him safe and sound in the
States and everyone agrees with Niels Bohr these days apparently.
So we must get him out.”

He paused here and looked at
Christopher, seeming reluctant to go on. After a while he said,
“This brings me to you Christopher.”

Christopher felt his nerves tighten up. Here it comes, he
thought.

“Everyone says it will be
very difficult to get Cohen out. Although he’s English by birth he
took German nationality for himself and his daughter years ago. Odd
really, but something to do with research grants for the work he
wanted to do. Britain, as usual was still locked into the
nineteenth century and couldn’t understand the value of his work.
It was reaching an expensive stage and the Government of the time
felt the money was better spent building battleships and biplanes
or something.

“So! The good Dr. Cohen is a German, a Jew, and there isn’t
a cat’s chance in hell they’ll let him go. The British (I have just
been over there by the way) tell me that their sources are saying
the Boche are furious about his daughter’s escape and they’re
turning Europe upside down for her. She was to be their lever to
keep him working, now she’s gone

He waved away Christopher’s growing
alarm, “Don’t worry, he said, “Your Ruth is safely hidden in
Versailles. No harm will come to her.”

“Now, this is a nasty,
dangerous little stew. At the moment Dr. Cohen is working steadily
and his masters are leaving him alone. But there’s a sense that his
time is running out now his daughter is safe. When it does he’ll be
sent to one of those filthy camp places, they’ll squeeze him dry by
means I do not care to dwell on and then kill him.

“While I was in London I
saw your father. You did a good job on that telephone call, by the
way. Anyway, he’s got contacts inside the Nazi party, dating back
to the work he did just after the war.

“They’re based on an East
Prussian family, Junkers, old military aristocracy from East
Prussia, the von Groenows.” Somehow Christopher kept quite still.
The coincidence was perhaps not so strange, the East Prussian
aristocracy was incestuously small.

“They have intermarried
recently with another family, the von Breitenbachs. One of the von
Breitenbachs is a General in the Wehrmacht.”

“Heinrich von Breitenbach,” said Christopher, beyond
surprise. “I met him at that party Alex took me to. He’s rather a
nice chap actually. How extraordinary.” For some reason he could
not explain to himself he did not mention Werner von
Groenow.

“Possibly that will turn out to be good luck,” said the
Prince, very pleased. ”Because what I want you to do is go to
Berlin and get to know them. One member of one of the two families,
I don’t know who or which, is willing to help get Cohen out. Indeed
whoever it is has already helped your lady friend to escape. This
time it will be more difficult and they have asked for help. Your
father and I have talked it over and we both think you are the best
choice because of the training we have given you and because of
your German.

“You can be yourself. You
are simply a well-to-do young man taking a look round Berlin and
getting to know people. The French, British and Irish Embassies
will all help you, I have arranged that. The contact word is as
before, “Angel.””












Chapter 5.
Berlin. November 1938.



He was driven and “looked after” by
Tushin. A nearly new black and cream Bentley sports saloon with a
big black leather trunk on the back had been produced by the Prince
like a rabbit out of a hat.

“A man I didn’t like much
owed me money he couldn’t pay,” he said with a twinkle in his eye,
“so I made him give me his car.

“Vulgar for me but just
right for a rich young whippersnapper like you.”

 


Within an hour of his checking in to
the Adlon in Berlin he had a message from the British Embassy.
Would he be good enough to call on the First Secretary (Political),
Mr. Mervyn Harte–Davies, at ten the following morning?

It was not really a
question.

Harte-Davies had a large, rather bleak
office on the ground floor of the Embassy. An equally large, bleak
secretary in flat shoes and shapeless tweeds showed him
in.

The First Secretary was a round, over-groomed young man
oozing self-satisfaction. Two bright blue eyes glowed behind small
rimless spectacles, his hair was parted in the middle and plastered
neatly down on his small, spherical head; the little finger of one
of his little fat hands sported a signet ring with some sort of
heraldic design deeply engraved into it.

While they settled to lukewarm grey
tea with no sugar they inspected one another and spoke of the
weather. Christopher found nothing about the man to disturb his
prejudices concerning the English. He stopped talking about the
weather and waited.

“As you no doubt know,”
Harte-Davies began, with the air of a butler having been told to
muck out the stables, “we have, along with your own countrymen and
the French, been asked to smooth your path into the highest
socio-political circles here. Between us it was decided that I
should meet you first to establish certain principles.” He waited
for Christopher’s nod.

” Do you speak any German?”
The question was hostile, clearly aimed at finding weakness.
Christopher opted, against his inclination, for calm.

“I do,” he said quietly,
“and French, a fair amount of Italian and fluent Russian, since you
ask.”

“Have you been to Germany
before?”

“Last spring. I toured the
Mosel Valley area. Talked to a lot of students. Spent time with a
Hitler Youth group; just trying to understand it all
really.”

Harte-Davies looked a little
nonplussed for a moment.

“How did you find the
Hitler Youth?” he asked cautiously. Christopher realised he was
wondering if he was a Nazi sympathizer.

“Very attractive in a way.
So idealistic. One hoped they were not being taken for a ride by
their masters. Good lads though, better than those louts at the
Oxford Union.”

Harte-Davies pursed his lips and
raised his eyebrows in unspoken disapproval and fiddled around on
his desk for a moment, laying a group of five perfectly sharpened
pencils in a row, exactly parallel to one another.

Eventually he said, “Very well. You
obviously know your way around to some extent, but this is Berlin,
not the Mosel Valley, so you must be prepared for some disagreeable
surprises.

“For our part, we would be
grateful if you would keep in mind that as diplomats our posture
toward the Third Reich is strictly non provocative and we would
expect you, our guest, as it were, to follow that line.” He raised
his eyebrows and Christopher nodded.

“It may sound presumptuous
to point this out so bluntly, but you will find this is a very
difficult place.

“The main problem you will
encounter,” he went on, “is not in the salons, but in the
streets.

“It is important to realise
that these people, the Nazis, rose to power by force. Much is made
of the fact that they were democratically elected, but please take
it from me that, since 1918, democracy has not been a popular word
in Germany. The vote which brought the Nazis to power was driven by
the thugs in the streets but the Dictatorship they now enjoy rules
by common consent and violence is part of the accepted way of doing
things. The Brown shirts, the SA, are a crowd of vicious bullies.
There are four hundred thousand of them and you must always
remember that they work for the Party, not, as the police do, for
the State, and they have unlimited license to intimidate any one
who offends them; they are offended by Jews, indigents, social or
racial misfits, the handicapped or crippled and by anyone else they
choose to be offended by.

“Should you yourself offend
them they would not hesitate at least to bully and harass you too,
though they do risk reprimand for actually assaulting
foreigners.

“I say all this because you
will, at one time or another, see some unpleasant behaviour. You do
not look to me to be exactly a wilting violet and may be tempted to
intervene. Don’t, I implore you. Walk on by, however reluctant you
may be.

“Lastly, the top Nazis are
on the whole a friendly lot, if a little conceited, but one or two
of them are real rough diamonds and may try your patience as they
do ours. However, be patient, you’ll find even they do have a
certain zoological charm.”

Here he smiled tentatively and
Christopher smiled back, realising that they had reached
equilibrium.

For another half hour he was briefed
on ways and means. It had been decided that diplomatic involvement
should be discreet. He would be quietly included on a number of
lists and a variety of officials and friends would see to it that
he was invited about and met a large and carefully selected range
of people. The rest would be up to him. There was a reception at
the American Embassy that evening and Harte-Davies would take
him.

Two weeks later he stood at the window
of his hotel room watching the early winter snow flurries hurrying
among the famous plane trees of the Unter den Linden. The wind was
from the East and it was grey and bitter outside. His room was a
stifling seventy-odd degrees. Germans evidently didn’t like the
cold any more than he did. Typically they over-reacted. The windows
were not made to be opened and even in shirtsleeves he was
uncomfortably hot.

He felt that he was getting nowhere. He was fed up with
endless parties. It seemed to him grotesque that, when he was
trying to rescue a fellow human being from destruction, his best
course of action was to attend a string of luxurious events at
which the élite of this murderous bunch of brutes that passed for
Nazi society preened themselves for one another’s
amusement.

The objective of “bringing him out”
had been successful. The programme the diplomats had put together
had been subtle and unobtrusive, their early reservations as
expressed by Harte-Davies had melted in the presence of his
immaculate German and easy manners and he was beginning to receive
invitations in his own right. He was ready for action.

German high society was only superficially similar to that
in Paris. The sumptuous clothes and the lovely rooms were similar,
though in some cases he felt the clothes lacked a certain
something. Everything else was very different. The manners lacked
the casual elegance of Parisian manners, being more punctilious and
very much stuffier and more rank conscious. Even wives carried
their husbands’ ranks, a general’s wife being addressed as “Frau
General……,” a professor’s as “Frau Professor” and so on, all of
which seemed to him faintly absurd but gave a certain cachet to his
courtesy title of “The Honourable Christopher….” (Not least as many
Germans could translate “Honourable” but did not understand its
utter insignificance in any British aristocratic hierarchy,
especially as his father was an Irish Peer and as such well below
the salt in any respectable company.)

There were also a great many more
uniforms. In fact the majority of the German men were in uniform
even on relatively informal occasions. Not only did the three
services have uniforms but also the various Paramilitary
organisations, such as the SA, the SD and the SS.

Gossip, as in Paris, was abundant, but here it had an edge
of spite, for which there was a far more subtle German word,
Schadenfreude, a sick, uneasy pleasure in the discomfiture of
others. It was quite unlike the exuberant catty wit of the French
and became ugly and oppressive after a while. This was a society
where no-one but a privileged minority of the Nazis were happy and
most of the rest were afraid, many with the best of
reasons.

He soon understood that there were a
number of interlocking strata. There were the “Old Nobility”, who
provided the backbone of the Army Command and indeed occupied some
of the higher places in the Nazi Party. These were mostly the
families of the great Prussian landowners; stiff necked, formal
people whose bloodlines stretched back to the forest warlords of
pre-Christian days. They were older people for the most part, their
snobbishness seeming crude and stuffy, particularly to the English,
among whom snobbery was regarded as rather common and was thus
raised to an art form which very few of those outside the magic
circle could hope to construe.

At the other end of the scale of
acceptability were the Nazi newcomers, many of them coarse arrogant
people who had even so to be tolerated due to the power they
exerted on the everyday lives of even the most
privileged.

The third group of major players were
the industrialists who had paid for it all and were now reaping a
rich harvest of Party patronage. Hard, cold eyed men, only a few of
whom might have cared to acknowledge that they had, by supporting
the Nazis, let loose the ancient genie of Germanic Paganism, the
warped progenitor of the Four Horses of the Apocalypse.

Scattered among these groups were the
academics, writers, lawyers, doctors and other upper middle class
intellectuals, the more decent ones frozen and incredulous like
frightened rabbits in the glaring headlights of the oncoming Third
Reich. The diplomats who oiled his own presence on this scene were
the intelligent and cynical observers.

Christopher walked over to the
mantelpiece and picked up the invitation for the coming evening. It
read,

 


L’AMBASSADEUR DE FRANCE ET MADAME
FRANCOIS PONCET

PRIENT The
Honourable Christopher Harland

DE LEUR FAIRE L’HONNEUR De passer la soirée chez eux

Le Mardi 1er Novembre a
8.00h.

RSVP AMBASSADE DE FRANCE

PARISEN PLATE, BERLIN

 


He suspected that this was the one,
the moment when he would find his contact. He had reluctantly
realised that what had gone before was a necessary familiarisation
course. There had always been someone from either the British, the
American or the French Embassy watching over him. Brief and
discreet murmurings had from time to time pointed out major players
and steered him through the difficult bits. Now he felt about ready
to cope on his own and it made sense that, since the Prince’s reach
stretched deep into the Quai d’Orsay, that François-Poncet would be
the one to throw the switch and start the game.

 


When he got there he was plunged as
usual into the chattering throng. A French diplomat he knew
slightly from earlier receptions steered him into the room and
began some introductions. Some he knew. A large bored Swede who
never seemed to say anything of the slightest interest, a chatty
army officer who complimented him on his German (Christopher had
been surprised himself. He had some sort of kink about languages
apparently), a desiccated Serbian Grand Duke of no particular
significance who wanted him to come and shoot bear on his estate.
His Grace had sought Christopher out on several previous occasions
and something in his manner gave Christopher an uneasy feeling that
the old man’s motives might have more to do with his own fair good
looks than bears, so he was relieved when he was firmly displaced
by a startlingly frumpy elderly woman with mousy hair raked
carelessly into an untidy bun and wearing a frayed and greening
black silk dress who turned out to be Frau von Papen, wife of the
newly appointed Minister to Austria and therefore of some
importance.

“Disgusting old beast,” she
said sharply, “You should keep away from him.”

Much relieved, Christopher turned on
her the full force of his charm and was shortly rewarded by an
introduction to her niece, Geli Boch von Galhau, a petite, lively
blonde who bore no resemblance to her aunt and was altogether more
fun.

They were seated together at dinner
and when she turned to talk to her other neighbour he turned to his
left and found himself looking into a pair of the bluest eyes he
had ever seen. Oh Golly, he thought idiotically, here we go again.
This one’s surely carnivorous. I wonder if she raises
puppies.

Christopher took a deep breath. He
held out his hand, “Christopher Harland.”

Solemnly she shook it, a little imp of
laughter in her eyes.

“Ottoline von Breitenbach,”
she said. “Friends call me Lotte. I think you met my husband a
couple of weeks ago?”

She added more quietly, “How on earth
am I supposed to introduce the idea of Angels into this
conversation? It makes no sense. What do you think?”

At last, he thought. The waiting is
over. “We’ll take it as read then, shall we? And yes, I did meet
your husband and we got on very well. We share a passion for horses
among other things.”

He thought she might just be in her
early thirties. She had straight, ash blonde hair and a perfectly
flawless white skin. Christopher felt as if his brain had started
to trot round inside his head looking for a way out. His body felt
light and buoyant, as if about to float away. Suddenly his wit was
unbounded and he felt he could do anything, absolutely anything he
wished. He started talking fast and soon they were laughing
together. With an effort he pulled himself up. This would never do.
Geli helped him out.

“You speak beautiful
German”, she said. “Where did you learn it?”

“At school. And I have been
taking a bit of tuition.”

He had to raise his voice a bit to be
heard as a group of men at the bottom end of the table were making
a lot of noise all of a sudden. He watched for a second and decided
they were getting rather drunk on their host’s
champagne.

“Nazi thugs “, she said
contemptuously, “common creatures.” She shuddered slightly, “Lucky
me, not to be a Jew.”

Christopher said cautiously, “How
so?”

“Haven’t you seen them?
They pick on Jews in the street and beat them up. Horrible! They’re
so cruel!” Here she caught a sharp look from her aunt further up
the table and turned hastily away from him to speak to her other
neighbour.

As Christopher caught Lotte’s eye
there was another burst of coarse laughter.

“Take no notice,” she said
softly, “My husband has just come in, he’ll stop them.”

Von Breitenbach was in the uniform of
a lieutenant-general. He shook hands with the Ambassador, clearly
apologising for his lateness, and bent to kiss Madame
François-Poncet’s hand. He walked quickly down the table and spoke
quietly to the noisy ones who at once subsided into sullen silence
as the General took his seat, flicking a half smile across at his
wife as he did so and raising his eyebrows at
Christopher.

“One of the guests is an
eminent Society journalist, Bela Fromm, a close friend of the
Ambassador’s,” she said, “She’s Jewish and they were getting up a
head of steam to be rude to her. At the French Embassy too! Can you
imagine?”

“How do they get
invited?”

“Some of them are very
powerful men, in the police and the Gestapo mainly. Even
Ambassadors have to be careful these days.”

“Your husband is obviously
even more powerful, they shut up quickly enough.”

“This whole place is ruled
by fear,” she said contemptuously, ignoring his implied
question.

“Then I won’t tempt you
into further unwise remarks,” he said gently.

“Christopher the careful,”
she said, faintly mocking. “Do you never take risks?”

He looked at her seriously, spoke
quietly, “Sometimes I have to. Are we to meet?”

She laughed easily, as if at a joke.
“Of course,” she said, “there you are.”

He felt a hand on his lap. Rather
intrusively on his lap, if the truth were to be told. As it was
withdrawn he found a small calling card with some writing on it
which he slipped into his pocket.

 


After dinner the General sought him out. “What a pleasant
surprise,” he said. “Are you here for long?” Christopher left with
an invitation to spend the following weekend at their country
place.

“I have people coming to
shoot and some good horses you’ll like. Sadly, no hunting for you
though. “He smiled. “We shall look forward to your
company.”

 


 


When he got back to the hotel he
looked at the little card. It was embossed with her name and
address and across the back she had written in an angular
scrawl,

 


“Please come to tea at
four o’clock tomorrow.”

 


He threw the card into the fire and
pushed it around with the poker to make sure it was burnt right
up.

 


As he lay in bed awaiting elusive
sleep he thought through the evening. The fact that his contact was
von Breitenbach’s wife must mean she was Werner’s von Groenow’s
sister, the one he had mentioned. That needed thought, didn’t it?
Should he mention Werner? Was he complicit? Was the General
complicit? Certainly his rank would protect her. Then there was
Geli Boch von Galhau, another “Angel”. A coincidence? A partner?
The von Papens were a powerful family. Geli’s Uncle was a former
Chancellor, one of Hitler’s original if reluctant backers. They had
suffered a big setback in 1934 in the June “Blood Purge”, when so
many of their friends had been shot, so they might not be
considered whole heartedly Nazi, but they had survived. Where did
they fit in? Did they in fact fit in at all?

All he could do was meet Lotte as asked. They, whoever they
were, were in the driving seat at the moment. Lotte! As he began to
sink into sleep he wondered about her. Another Amélie? His senses
suggested so. What a lot of women there seemed to be in his life
all of a sudden. Like sheep jumping over a fence………….. Or perhaps
not jumping over fences. Perhaps they were …… . ………….
.Alex…….Amélie……….Lotte………..Geli…………………..He slept to the rhythm of
their names. Alex….Amélie……..Lotte…………..Lotte……….Lotte.

He slept, feeling happier than he had
for two weeks. The game was on!

 


Enlivened by the sparkle of sunlight
on snow the next morning, he decided to explore. He would walk down
to the Kufuerstendamm, which he vaguely remembered to be Berlin’s
equivalent of Oxford Street, and buy Alexandra something nice for
Christmas.

When he got there he was taken aback to find the
place disfigured by crude declarations of hatred. The one
word, JUDE, was slapped crudely across shop windows and
daubed on doors, along with six pointed stars, all in runny yellow
paint. Windows were boarded up and rough cartoons of Jews were
scrawled everywhere. Jews hanged, tortured and maimed, along with
obscene descriptions of various improbable sexual acts competed for
wall space with other vicious accusations. Broken glass and wrecked
and damaged goods were strewn across the
pavements.

For a while he wandered bemused among
the desecration, trying and failing to gain some understanding of
the mentality of men who would do such things. Not just men, he
thought, not at all. What he was seeing was the hatred of a whole
nation. He turned his attention from the poor, desecrated shops to
the people in the street. He had learned from experience that he
was readily identifiable as a foreigner in his comfortable old
Irish tweeds and weathered brown trilby. In the past few weeks folk
he passed in the streets had often acknowledged him with a friendly
nod and sometimes a brief “Gruss Gott”. It had been one of the many
things that had endeared him to this oddly dysfunctional country.
Here on this desecrated street it was different. Few would catch
his eye and those who did seemed to offer a kind of shamefaced
challenge, as if to say “Who are you to criticize us?” Only one or
two shook their heads sadly and passed on. Once he had to step into
the gutter to get round a group of thuggish looking young men in
brown uniforms, one of whom caught his eye and shouted
aggressively,

“ ’Oo d’you think you’re
starin’ at then?”

He began to notice that one or two of the Jewish shops were
still bravely open. Spotting a small jeweller’s he decided to
reward the man’s courage and went in, thinking he would buy a
bracelet or a brooch for Alexandra for Christmas. The owner, a
small, neat man with a ratty beard and a black skull cap, showed
him a very plain gold bangle He turned it over in his hands,
thinking of Alex and the summer past, all those golden, dreamlike
days so far from the growing chaos and wickedness round him. With a
tender smile he recalled her warm innocence sleeping chastely
beside him that night like a naughty child.

The little Jew was watching him with a
slight smile.

“For someone you love?” he
said.

“Yes,” he said. “I’ll have
it.” He gave instructions for engraving it and arranged to call
back in a couple of days.

“God go with you, my good
friend,” said the man gently.

As he began to walk further down the
road he saw a howling mob of SA men attacking a shop on the far
side of the street and realised it was the same crowd he had had to
avoid earlier. People were suddenly scarcer.

As he opted for caution rather than
valour and turned back towards the Hotel they dragged a skinny man
with a dark beard out onto the street and set about him. A
shattering kick in the testicles dropped him onto all fours and yet
another curled him into a foetal ball which twitched and screamed
as the kicking continued. Christopher stood for a moment
transfixed, almost groaning in sympathy with the other’s suffering.
The brute who had shouted at him the first time caught sight of
him. He crossed the road and stuck his face into
Christopher’s,

“ You again?” he shouted.
“Bugger off, it’s none of your bloody business! Go on, bugger off I
tell you!”

Christopher, annoyingly aware that a fracas would threaten
his whole purpose, began to back off; the man turned contemptuously
away.

“Sodding foreigners,” he
said, “Think they own the place!”

As he made his way back to the Adlon
Christopher struggled with his self respect. It would not have made
sense to get involved, would it? He had more important things to
do, hadn’t he? He could have done no good anyway, he would only
have got himself beaten up too. The man had been big and strong,
dangerous looking. A tiny voice inside him whispered of fear……………
.

How could he leave a fellow human being in such
circumstances? How could he? After all the things Tushin had taught
him what right had he to be afraid? He knew the answer and it
horrified him. Because the sheer suddenness of the incident had
caught him off balance and scared him.

Sudden unreasoning violence was beyond
his experience, he had not been braced for it, had perhaps not
fully grasped the savage, carnal reality of what Tushin had been
teaching him. But however you cut it, it was called cowardice,
wasn’t it? How could he live with such a memory? For a moment he
turned and looked back, but it only made things worse. They were
dragging the poor creature across the road by his ankles now, a
floppy, bloody rag of a thing without trousers, with the rest of
his clothes its up round its head, exposing pathetic white legs and
a bare, hairy belly to the cold winter light, all the hopes and
loves of one human life ended in utter degradation on the whim of a
bunch of street scum.

He felt a tide of cold rage engulf
him. Scum, that’s what they were, just dirt. Not even human,
beasts! Scum!

Later, as he lay on his bed, shocked
and miserable with self loathing, he realised hate was pointless
too. Hate was something you felt when you could do nothing. Doing
something about it made hatred unnecessary, and he was here to do
something. Gradually ice entered his heart. A cold, wicked fury
seeped into his soul. This he would neither forget nor forgive. He
was here and if he did nothing else in his life he would fight this
bestial thing.

As his head cleared he also realised
he could now understand much better what most of the people around
him were going through. Their mother country, whose high-spirited
beauty he had seen only in July, had been sold out to a bunch of
coarse thugs. Simple, lovely folk like his merry siren in her
dirndl skirt and pigtails, must suffer daily the degradation
imposed by such scenes. After all the time he had spent thinking
about it he finally understood. It was at last real, no longer
theory. The Idealism of the young folk he had met in the Mosel
valley was misplaced. They were being taken for a huge and doomed
ride by their rulers. This was truly the face of evil. Nothing
grand or dramatic about it, just petty nastiness; it meant simply
that a bunch of street ruffians could without reason reduce a
fellow creature to a lump of bloody rubbish and go unpunished. Not
once, not today only, but any day, whenever they felt like it, as
often as the passing impulse came upon them.

Evil was in the small things, not in
the great sweep of battle but in the gutters. He thought about
Geli’s bitter remarks and how her Aunt had stopped her. She would
daily go through this kind of repression, she and millions like
her. What must that do to their self respect for Heaven’s sake? But
what could they do? For a split second a vision of Ruth, naked and
helpless before such creatures flashed across his mind. Shocked to
his core he turned his face into the pillow to shut it
out.



Beside him the telephone rang. Tushin
to say he should leave in fifteen minutes. They had talked it over
earlier and decided to be very careful. Tushin had been to scout
the address, which turned out to be a modern block of flats. He had
found an hotel nearby. The Bentley was too noticeable, he would
take a taxi to the hotel and walk back to Lotte’s place, watching
to be sure he was not followed. Tushin would shadow him. He was
going ahead now to watch the street.

Paying off the taxi Christopher went
into the hotel and sat in the lobby for fifteen minutes, idly
reading a magazine he had found on a table and watching the passing
trade. Seeing nothing to concern him he walked to Lotte’s address
and went straight past it and on round the block. Nothing. As he
approached the entrance again Tushin, across the road, blew on his
hands and pulled his hat further down over his eyes. All
Clear.

Lotte’s flat was on the second floor.
She let him in herself.

“I’ve sent the maid off for
the rest of the day,” she said.

It was a very feminine place. Little
lace curtains, silks and satins and little fluffy things all
around. He felt big and clumsy in it. She made coffee and as she
settled into a chair opposite him she gave him a small, nervous
smile,

“My little nest,” she said,
waving her hand at it all, “My little bolt hole. Heinrich never
comes here. He says it is too silly and fluffy, it suffocates
him.”

For a while they just chatted, getting
used to one another. She asked him about himself and he gave way to
the temptation this inevitably offered, relishing at the same time
the opportunity to enjoy her beauty.

She was not in the least like
Alexandra of course. For a start, apart from the fact that she was
fair as fair could be whereas Alex was dark, she was much older.
Probably six or seven years older than he was, in fact. But she did
remind him of Amélie. This was odd because physically there was no
resemblance. But there was something feline about the way she moved
and an odd attentive look in her eyes. When they looked at him they
were slow to move on. The end result was an indefinable aura of
availability. She would ……….. .

“ Now, Dr. Cohen,” she said abruptly. “We have been aware of
his problem for some time. He’s a very eminent man. Helping his
daughter to get out was a good idea from her point of view but we
are afraid it may cost him his life if we don’t move quickly. The
Gestapo are furious and we have been expecting his arrest daily.
The problem is one of timing. Once we take him out of circulation
they will put all the border posts on the alert and turn the place
upside down, so we’ll have to be very quick, over the border within
three hours, unless we do it in the evening. Then it might be ten
hours or so before they miss him, I suppose. With luck.”

She didn’t sound sure. She looked at
him intently, suddenly a different person, hard and practical and
demanding.

“This is something we have to do, you know, however
dangerous it might be. Niels says Cohen is a major player in the
design of this horrid bomb thing. Getting him away will put the
Nazis back years.

“ I find it hard to
believe, but we have been told that what he is doing, brought to
fruition, could even threaten life on earth.

“Now, you must understand
that getting him out will be very dangerous indeed. We have never
tried anything like this before and you will necessarily be in the
thick of it. You must be quite sure both of yourself and your man.
Tushin?”

Christopher nodded.

“Once we start to move
there is no scope for loss of nerve. In such an event we would have
to protect ourselves, either by killing Cohen or……….. Do you
understand me?”

Christopher thought for a moment about
exactly what she had said. She means that if I anything goes wrong
they’ll kill me and Tushin and Ruth’s father rather than endanger
themselves, he thought, shocked. That’s what she means. There are
circumstances here where it might be safer to kill me. My God!. But
he understood. She was right. Grimly, with the morning’s beating
and the horrible vision of Ruth at their mercy fresh in his mind,
he said,

”I’m quite sure. Have no
doubt of that. Quite sure.”

She watched him for a few moments, as
if looking for some sign.

Then she nodded.“Then for the moment
you leave it to us. We’ll be in touch. Just go along with anything
anyone you know suggests to you. Anyone you know mind you, not
strangers. Just accept things, alright? If you do anything wrong by
mistake we’ll let you know and do our best to cover for you, but be
very careful.

“We’ll be watching over
you. Don’t make contact with me, I’ll get you if I need you. Anyway
we’ll see you at the end of the week.”

As they stood she paused, looking up
at him with a little puzzled frown, a question in her
eyes.

“Something’s happened to
you, hasn’t it? Something has upset you. I’ve been watching you.
You’ve changed. You look stern, angry.”

She put her hands on his shoulders. It was a carefully
ambiguous gesture, as of friendly concern or ………or .. Christopher
felt his whole nervous system come to electric life. Sensing
acceptance, she kissed him tentatively on the mouth. “What was it?
You can tell me.”

He wasn’t ready to tell anyone about that, but there was
something else he needed from her. He returned her kiss with a
desperate hunger for warmth, to reconnect with humanity, to deny
the brutality in the streets. For a while she allowed him,
murmuring comfort. Then she pulled back and looked at him intently,
as if trying to be sure of something. Then she nodded,

“Come on, boy,” she said
gently, “your time has come.” She took his hand and led him into
the bedroom.

At first he was tense, abashed by her sudden surrender and
the curious, indecent vulnerability of her naked body. She seemed
so much smaller without her clothes. Her slender curves, her little
rose tipped breasts, the absence between her legs, nothing but a
bush of blonde hair, all seemed a bit frightening. But when he took
her rather tentatively in his arms and kissed her she murmured
gentle coaxing noises to him, as to a nervous horse. Gradually his
body between the cool sheets warmed and awoke to hers until, with
awful desperation, he needed the release which he knew she could
give. Slowly at first and then with growing urgency he started to
make real love to her. Following the guidance of her muttered
instructions he roused her until her heart was thundering against
him and her breath was coming in short, harsh gulps.

“Ach! Go on! Now!” she
gasped, and he entered her, fiercely desperately trying to rid
himself of the morning’s dark humiliations. He went on for a long
time before release came straining and shuddering and he fell on
her, heaving and exhausted..

“Whoa, boy!” she murmured
softly when it was over, “What was all that about?” She took his
head between her hands and made him look her in the eyes. Her face
was pink and glowing with exertion and her hair stuck to her throat
in long wet strands. Her eyes were tender and concerned.

“What was it? That was too
much! Why so angry?”

When he said nothing, too confused by
his own feelings to talk, she kissed him gently,

“Well,” she said softly, “whatever it was, the result was
dynamite.” She snuggled down against him with a contented sigh.
After a long while she laughed sleepily, “You should take this up
seriously you know. If that’s what you can do the first time I look
forward to the next,………….and the next,” she said drifting off…….
“and the next…… and the next …………and………………………” after a while he was
surprised by a faint snore. It seemed rather out of place, but he
was learning all the time.

Much later she woke him with a hand
between his legs, “Let’s try again shall we?” she whispered, “ More
gently this time perhaps?”.

 


 


When he left it was late evening. He
started to stroll towards the city centre, in no hurry to get back,
his body warm and sated. He had done it! He knew what it was like
now, no need to wonder any more. Wow! His body felt relaxed and
poised for the first time since he had arrived in this beautiful,
dreadful city and he again felt he was part of the human
race.

He turned to walk along by the river.
The pavements sparkled with frost and the air was biting. Maybe
more snow tomorrow he thought vaguely. He looked across the river
at the frost rings round the lights. What an odd city Berlin was.
Cultured, fun loving, funny even. It was still possible to see
Nazism as an alien parasite, a wicked crawling vine of a thing,
creeping up through the city’s sewers, subverting and vitiating its
sensibilities. Perhaps, he speculated dreamily, the real feelings
of the people, the ones he had experienced so upliftingly on that
first night in that little village near Marienburg, would rise up
and purge the beast from their system before anything dreadful
could happen. Perhaps the horror he could so clearly see looming
over the horizon could be averted by simple human goodness. After
all, he reasoned, his optimism now flowing freely, goodness was
……………

He realised there were several young
men in front of him. In fact waiting for him. Remembering the
morning he walked steadily on, alert now with his weight slightly
on his toes as Tushin had taught him. He realised he hadn’t seen
Tushin. He had perhaps gone back to the Hotel, fed up with waiting
for his errant master.

One of them stood in front of him, a
huge overweight youth whose face was too red for health and whose
breath stank of stale beer. Christopher, realising it was the one
he had encountered in the morning, watched him carefully, as he had
been taught. As his thoughts melted away a small icicle of wicked
fury wrapped itself around his heart, slowing his pulse. His
muscles tingled with adrenaline. Here was the beast personified.
Someone he could identify with the morning’s
humiliation……………………

“Well well! What ‘ave we
‘ere then. That pretty little Nancy boy we saw this mornin’. Up for
a good poundin’ are we? Make a man of you shall we? Spoil those
fancy clothes of yours? And maybe some nice little pickings as
well, eh?”

His followers jeered and yipped in the
background.

Christopher stayed still, watching him carefully and
allowing himself to hang relaxed in the way Tushin had taught
him.

When he quietly dropped his heavy
overcoat on the ground behind him and waited with reptilian
stillness he saw a little shadow of doubt cross the brute’s face.
But it was too late, he had committed himself before his fellows
and he had to act, no matter what.

As the man moved he exploded into a
blur of action, going through the moves Tushin had taught him with
cold joy, as if they were some sort of deadly ballet.

Moments later, as he stared down at
the wreckage he had created, the mists of madness clearing from his
eyes, Tushin helped him into his coat,

“Come, Monsieur Christophe,
time to go. That one is finished for a month or two I
think.”

He could hear the others running
still, their boots clattering panic-stricken on the icy paving.
Still absorbed in his feelings he allowed himself to be led
away.

As they walked Christopher told Tushin
about the morning, what it had done to him, of his humiliation and
shame.

Tushin said quietly, “What you feel is understandable.
These creatures are savages. But never forget they are human
beings, and as such they live by God’s mercy, not by yours. I
understand your urge to hurt, Boy. I too am afflicted with it. It
is a dangerous flaw in your nature and in mine and if it is not
controlled then one day you will do something you will regret. That
boy deserved his punishment, but he wasn’t worth killing and you
very nearly did kill him. Certainly you crippled him, probably for
life. One day you will have no choice but to kill, but then be
mindful that we are all God’s creatures and pray for His
forgiveness as you do so. Those tricks I taught you are known to
only a very few and must be used with mercy or you will become as
they are and I for one will be ashamed of what I have helped to
create.”

He put his great hand on Christopher’s
shoulder and turned to face him, his face kindly in the yellow
lamplight.

“You are a fine young man
and we are all greatly proud of you. Don’t disappoint us by
allowing the small horrors of this world we live in to corrode your
spirit and spoil you for the next world.” He gave Christopher’s
shoulder a little shake and walked on.

After a few minutes he turned back
with a grin. “That’s a fine, spirited lady. I saw her when I was
here earlier. Mind you don’t wear yourself out, Boy. We have work
to do, you and I!”

As they walked on together, Tushin’s
hand on his shoulder, Christopher gave a little laugh.

“You know something?” he
said, “I’ve just remembered. It’s my birthday! I’m twenty
three!”

 


 








Chapter 6. PRUSSIA. November 1938

 


The von Breitenbach hunting lodge was lost in miles of
flat, patchy woodland dotted with little lakes about fifty miles to
the north of Berlin. It was easy to imagine that this countryside
might have looked much the same for thousands of years, the natural
habitat of these strange, warlike people, the forest tribes of
Central Europe, the Hun.

Christopher had spent the last couple
of days sorting out his feelings after the traumatic events earlier
in the week. His experience with Lotte both exhilarated and shamed
him. He could hardly help rejoicing in his rite of passage into
manhood, not least as his companion in the venture had been such a
beautiful and understanding creature. Indeed Lotte had not been far
from his thoughts for a moment since and he looked forward to their
next encounter with some passion. But he had been forced also to
face up to his feeling that he had cheated von Brietenbach. It was
easy to be disgusted by the Nazis and all they stood for, very
easy. Their whole creed was barbarous. It was not often one could
feel unreserved contempt for a system of belief that attracted
thousands of followers, but in this case it was no effort. There
was nothing good or forgivable about Nazism. However when it came
to individual Nazis it got a whole lot harder. Von Breitenbach wore
the swastika armband, so he was certainly a member of the Party. He
was also a senior army officer and it followed that he must have
taken the personal oath of loyalty to the Fuehrer required of all
soldiers. But Christopher liked what he had seen. He seemed a
kindly and outgoing sort of man. His attitude to Christopher had
been that of a friendly older man who took more than a polite
interest in him. However he looked at it, Christopher felt he was
betraying a friend. Uneasily he realised he didn’t care.

Lotte had introduced him to the very
experience for which he had so hungered. There was no turning back.
Now he understood his father a bit better.

As for his fight with the street boy, Tushin’s comments had
forced him to confront himself. Twice now he had found himself in
acute danger, once with Clausen and once with the young thug he had
beaten up. Each time he had been aware of a curious inner quiet, a
stilling of the senses. This seemed counter intuitive. Surely he
should feel more roused, a quickening of the blood rather than the
reverse? His reaction was clearly helpful as it enabled him to
remain calm, his judgment unclouded by fear or emotion. But it
worried him. Paradoxically it seemed to threaten his self control.
He realised he might enjoy killing too much.

As they drove to the Lodge he wondered what the weekend
held for him. How would he feel on being face to face with either
of them? All manner of irreconcilable feelings scrambled around in
his head. A real muddle. All the same he couldn’t help a lopsided
grin at the thought. He caught Tushin’s eye in the driving
mirror.

Tushin shook his head in disapproval,
“You be careful, Monsieur Christophe, you’ll get yourself into all
kinds of trouble if you get too cocky!”

Christopher grinned, “You’re just a
jealous old man,” he said, “get on with it; we’ll be late for
tea.”

The Lodge was a huge rambling place built of a mixture of
dark green painted wood and grey stone, with high peaked gables in
all directions. A flight of shallow stone steps led up to a big
entrance of oak double doors nearly fifteen feet high. These opened
as the Bentley came to a stop and a crewcut manservant in forest
green knee breeches and embroidered scarlet waistcoat came down to
open the door for him. The doors led straight into a huge two
storied hall, panelled all in dark wood. A fireplace big enough to
accommodate a motor car faced the door, ablaze with logs cut from a
whole tree trunk. A wide gallery ran round three sides at first
floor level and the walls were hung with hunting trophies. Every
kind of animal stared down at him: lion, tiger, elk, moose, bear
and boar, their long-dead faces seeming to him sad and accusing. He
thought there might have been more than a dozen of them, attesting,
presumably, to a family dedicated for several generations to
killing things for fun. Christopher was accustomed to such things.
His family home in Ireland was the same, as was his Grandfather’s
house in Washington, but he had never conquered a feeling of mild
distaste for such overt displays of prowess, believing as he did
that pride, like most other emotions, should be kept hidden, a
belief he had always kept strictly to himself.

He was shown to a huge airy room on
the first floor and informed that,

“The Frau General would
receive him for tea in the small parlour at sixteen
thirty.”

He had a half hour or so to spare. The
room looked east and had a balcony which overlooked a clearing in
the woods of perhaps thirty acres or so. Beyond in the distance he
could see some low hills, dull grey in the winter twilight. The odd
rabbit cropped grass and he could hear a woodcock’s croaking call
in the woods about a quarter of a mile off, followed by the bird’s
high whistling shriek a few moments later. The countryside quiet
soaked slowly into him, soothing the urgency of his worries about
encounters to come.

Tushin arrived with his bags, full of
news and bustle. The motor would be safely locked away when he had
washed it. Christopher would be dining alone with his hosts this
evening, though the Herr General had not yet arrived. The next
night there would be company, a big dinner, some important people
coming to stay for a shoot on the Sunday morning. Here his nose
wrinkled in disapproval. Shooting on a Sunday indeed!

But these were Nazis, what should one
expect of such people? His deep voice resonated oddly as he
vanished still grumbling into the bathroom to make sure all was
well there. When he came out he was still talking.

“They say Hitler himself
might come for a while tomorrow evening, but only after dinner.
Certainly General Goering is coming to the shoot. Apparently it is
one of the best shoots around here. Such a shame we didn’t bring
your guns. But how was I to know M’sieu Christophe? Such a shame!
But I suppose the good general will lend you a couple of his,
eh?”

Christopher realised that all this
talk meant that Tushin was a bit nervous in these historically
hostile surroundings. He patted him on the shoulder,

“Don’t worry yourself, Old
Man, all will be well, you’ll see!”

Tushin bristled, “Old Man indeed!
Perhaps it’s just as well there’s someone round here old enough to
have a bit of sense. Mind my words, my fine young Christophe,
you’re heading for trouble if you don’t watch out. Whatever her
Highness would make of it all I shudder to think. There, I’ve laid
your things out. If you need me you can find the bell, I’m sure.”
He hurried out of the room still grumbling under his
breath.

He went down to tea with Tushin’s warning about “her
Highness” still echoing uncomfortably in his ears and promoting
further confusion. He greeted Lotte cautiously, finding he had
problems reconciling the coolly charming Prussian hostess with his
experience of her the previous Wednesday, flushed and heavy eyed
with sex. She asked how his journey had gone, had they found the
place easily?

“So remote it is, quite a
lot of people get lost and Heinrich does little to help them. I
think he rather likes the feeling of isolation one gets here. Away
from all the politics you know. So difficult just now.”

She promised him Tushin (“Your
Servant”) would be well cared for (“I am told he speaks quite
passable German fortunately.”). She told him about the shoot. “You
do shoot don’t you? Good! Don’t worry about guns, Heinrich always
keeps spares to lend.

“There will be several
Party people here tomorrow. Not perhaps to your taste, some of
them, but you’ll have to do your best.” (Christopher saw this as a
warning to behave.) They talked on in a rather desultory
way.

He was just beginning to wonder what they might talk about
next, so stiffly formal was she, when von Brietenbach came in. He
shook hands briskly, helped himself to a whiskey and flung himself
into a chair.

“God, these people, they’ll drive me mad I think! Do you
know what they’ve done now? They’ve ordered all Jews to surrender
their passports. I thought we wanted to reduce our Jewish
population and here we are making it impossible for the poor
bastards to leave the country!” He shot a quick look at
Christopher, ”I’m sorry,” he said, “I shouldn’t say all this in
front of you. After all it’s not your affair is it?

“Now! Are you comfortable? Are we looking after your
excellent servant? I think so, I saw him washing your motor when I
came in. A handsome machine. He was hissing to it as if it were a
horse!” A sharp bark of laughter and then, “Has Lotte told you
about the shoot? I expect you’ll want some guns. Come! We’ll go and
look now shall we?”

Von Brietenbach had a dazzling collection of guns of all
kinds. When Christopher commented politely on the display of big
game trophies in the hall he was shown a massive double barrelled
455 express rifle, something he had not seen before. “You wouldn’t
want to fire that more than twice in a day.” said his host
cheerfully, “It nearly knocks you over. Such a kick!” He showed him
the cartridges, like cannon shells; with extra long cases to
accommodate the big express charge.

“If you’ve annoyed an
African bull elephant that’s about the only thing that will save
you from being squashed flat!” he said cheerfully.

There was a rich selection of shotguns, mainly Purdies and
Holland and Hollands. Christopher checked them for his preferences
and eventually chose a pair of rather elderly Holland and Holland
hammer guns whose balance suited him to perfection. They chatted
for a while about guns and shooting in general and then went up to
change for dinner. Uneasily, he pondered von Brietenbach’s news. If
they were going to start a real onslaught on the Jews how would
this affect his chances of getting Ruth’s father out? Whatever
would they do next? He wondered how to have a word with Lotte about
it. Dangerous perhaps, but he was getting worried.

Lotte retired after dinner and
Christopher settled down with his host for a drink and a chat. Von
Brietenbach encouraged him to talk about himself, something he knew
he was a bit too fond of doing.

“You seem very English, you
speak quite perfect German, you say you are Irish-American and you
look like one of those silly posters of the Master Race that idiot
Goebbels so loves to spread around. You must forgive my curiosity,
but I do not understand this? It is very puzzling for
me.”

Christopher smiled, “You are not alone
sir,” he said wryly, “it puzzles me too.

“However, to answer you
simply, my father is Anglo-Irish.” Here von Brietenbach rolled his
eyes, making Christopher laugh. He felt very at ease with this
man.

“And my mother is an
American of Dutch descent. I probably inherited my so called Aryan
looks from my Dutch Great Grandfather.”

“What is this “Anglo-Irish”
please?”

“Through the centuries
English families have settled in Ireland, have taken root there.
But they are never allowed by the real Irish to forget that they
are in fact English, even though they think of themselves as
completely Irish.”

Theatrically, von Breitenbach covered
his face with his hands and shook his head, making Christopher
laugh again.

He added, “To aggravate matters, my
father holds a hereditary Irish peerage granted to our family by
Queen Elizabeth.”

“So! He is
English!”

“He thinks of himself as
Irish. He even thinks like an Irishman.”

Von Breitenbach groaned. “What does an
Irishman think like, young man?”

Christopher grinned, “With more
passion than logic, sir.” He said.

Von Breitenbach laughed and poured him
another snifter of brandy. Christopher realised he might be getting
a bit garrulous. He must be careful.

“And you?” asked his host,
“Who do you think you are?”

Christopher thought this was a
dangerously perceptive question. It was also a useful one in the
sense that he could answer it truthfully with some advantage to his
position. He smiled easily, wanting what he said to be as casual as
possible,

“You probably realise I
have asked myself that quite often. I think I should say that I
feel very American, but I’m proud of my Irish ancestry.”

Abruptly von Breitenbach said, “We feel ourselves to be on
good terms with the British. I think that is a false idea. There
may well be a War. What to you think about that?”

He was too late by far. Christopher
had seen him coming.

“That’s where the American
bit comes in, sir” he said firmly. “I think war would be a
horrible, tragic mistake, but a European one. We’ve already had to
sort Europe out once in the last twenty five years. Next time it
has to be up to yourselves, we should not be involved. I know a
majority of Americans feel the same, along with an awful lot of
people in Ireland.”

“So! When the War starts,
what will you do? Go back to your mother’s country?”

Christopher had known this question
was coming but still had no idea how best to answer it. He had
sensed a purpose behind the whole conversation and did not want to
close off whatever von Breitenbach had in mind. But he knew he must
also be truthful. He now felt rather as a blind man might feel when
he reached the elephant’s trunk.

Eventually he kept it
simple.

“If I think there’s anything I can do to save lives, I’ll
stay in Europe. If there isn’t, I’ll go to the States and settle
down.”

For a while they talked of other
things. Von Breitenbach spoke of his own family, of their
generations in the Army, of their great sprawling estates at
Zoelldau in East Prussia and their involvements, always warlike it
seemed, in various chunks of Germanic history. Eventually, seeing
how time had passed, Christopher stood,

“And now, sir, if you’ll
forgive me…..?”

 


Much later he lay wide awake in bed,
listening to the forest noises outside the window. He was curious
about the day to come. Somehow he felt sure that von Brietenbach
would talk politics to him. He seemed very anxious to establish a
sympathetic relationship with his young guest, to see him as
perhaps some kind of confidant.

He heard his bedroom door open with mixed feelings. What
was it, he wondered, that seemed to give every woman on the planet
the impression they had the right to climb into bed with him
whenever they liked? Was it something he said? His smile? His
smell? Perhaps he exuded some sort of hormonal scent, like a deer
in rut? Odious thought! Whatever it was he was beginning to think
he should do something about it before it got him into real
trouble. Perhaps Tushin might have some good ideas.

“Lieber Gott! It’s cold in
here,” she said as she settled beside him. “Why do you have the
window open? Its snowing outside!”

He sat up and looked down at her.
“Don’t you think your husband will notice?” he said crossly. “I
would in his place, and he’s got a roomful of guns. I’ve seen
them.”

“Shh,” she pulled him down.
“Shut up and stop playing the fool. I’m freezing and I want to get
warm, now hold me.”

As they settled together, Christopher
still feeling irritable and apprehensive, she explained.

“Heinrich won’t mind. He likes you.” She paused, feeling him
tense himself to object to so preposterous an idea. At exactly the
right moment she added,

“You see, he doesn’t really
care for girls. I’m just a cover, to make him respectable. He loves
me in his way of course and we’re great friends too and he wants me
to be happy. So…………”

“Is that why he seems so
interested in me?” he asked uneasily. “Is it because……….?” She put
a finger across his mouth, “Shh. No of course not, stupid. He’s got
his own little friends. He likes them rough. You’re not his
type.”

She wriggled a bit closer, but
Christopher wasn’t tempted one bit. It all seemed very off
putting.

“He just wants to be sure
you’re alright, that you won’t hurt me or be nasty or anything. It
may seem odd to you, but we’re very fond of one another. We’re just
not as we seem, that’s all. And,” she added with a bit of an edge
to her voice, “Before you ask the next question, I don’t sleep with
a long string of young men. Its just that occasionally I get a bit
lonely. I have my needs too, you know?”

Christopher lay on his back beside her in a state of sulky
exasperation. The whole situation was positively anti-erotic.
Typically German. These people had no finer feelings whatsoever,
they were just a bunch of robots.

How could he possibly………….now what was
she up to? It felt………………………er….it felt quite……….Whew!
…….it………

 


When he woke she was gone and Tushin
was in the room.

“His Excellency the General
wishes to know if you would care for an early morning ride?” he
said, putting a welcome cup of tea beside the bed and handing him a
very small silk handkerchief edged with lace. “It was on the floor
M’sieu. Could it be yours?”

As he shaved Tushin laid out his
things in pregnant silence. Before he left the room Christopher
said,

“Listen, Old Man, this is perfectly alright. On my life, I
promise. You understand?” Tushin looked at him carefully, working
out his exact intention. Then he grinned wolfishly. “Young idiot.
If you put it like that I must trust you. I’ve been young too you
know. Just don’t let that thing between your legs take your mind
off what we’re doing here, that’s all!” He slapped Christopher
gently on the back and pushed him towards the door. “Off you go.
It’s a good horse, I just took a look at it!”

It was a crisp, bright morning and the horses breathed
steam as they followed the bridle path into the forest. At
intervals there were wide snow-covered clearings; tufts of brown
frosted grass poked through and little rabbity feet had made
aimless lacy patterns. The odd small lake reflected bright blue sky
and the low sun shone streaks of yellow and laid deep violet
shadows. Deeper in the woods woodcock croaked and whistled and
occasionally he would catch sight of one swooping erratically
through the trees. Wonderful shooting, he thought. Smaller birds
called in faint squeaks to one another. Once a little spotted
ginger deer started in alarm from a bush and ran big eared and
bouncing into the depths of the forest. Something heavy was moving
and grunting in the undergrowth about fifty yards to his left and
his horse, a spirited grey, shied and bucked several times in
simulated alarm just to make sure he was awake; his ears tingled in
the sharp cold.

Apart from a friendly good morning von
Brietenbach had said little. He looked troubled and distracted and
Christopher let him be on the assumption that he would talk when he
was ready to.

Finally he looked across at
Christopher and said,

“Colonel Clausen introduced
us. How well do you know him?”

“Hardly at all, he came to
stay with my employer, Prince Koutoussoff, a month or two ago. I
met him then. He came a day early by mistake and I had the job of
looking after him for the evening.”

“How did you find
him?”

It was glaringly obvious that
Christopher needed to be careful with this one. He pondered giving
a completely bland answer. It would be easy. All he had to say was
something like, “I quite liked him.” But he already knew von
Breitenbach well enough to know that everything he did had a
purpose. In this case he felt it was in his own interests to know
what that purpose was, not to close out the
conversation.

So he said, “He talked a lot about
Hitler’s ideas. He obviously admires him greatly.”

Von Breitenbach rode in silence for a
while

Eventually he said,

“He is an enviably devout Nazi. Perhaps a fanatic.” He
looked across at Christopher, “I very much doubt if any of you
outside Germany understand what we are trying to do here, and as
time goes by I begin to fear that I do not either. That perhaps
what I thought we were trying to do is not so, that maybe we will
in the end do terrible things and history will come to see us in a
bad light after all.”

Christopher decided, as he often had
in the past, that it was better to be straightforward where
possible. “You mean about the Jews.” He said. “I must say I can’t
understand how someone like you can subscribe to what is
happening.” He described the street episode of the previous
Wednesday.

Rather to his surprise von Brietenbach
waved a dismissive hand at him.

“Just street thugs,” he
said, “one cannot altogether control such things, but it is not a
major problem.”

“The real problems,” he continued, “Are twofold. Firstly,
Germany is overpopulated. Our population has grown by sixty percent
in sixty years and our birthrate is growing by the day. Currently
it is over twenty per thousand, would you believe? We desperately
need living space. Secondly, as the Fuehrer points out in Mein
Kampf, we are overrun with Jews. We have something like ten times
the number of Jews per head of population as Britain, you know.
They have sequestered key elements of our economy and are slowly
debasing our bloodlines by interbreeding with us. They are like a
parasite that climbs up a healthy oak tree and eventually destroys
it. They are a lesser breed, untermensch, an alien race of
Levantine origin, and their presence threatens the purity of our
race. Furthermore they have values very different from ours. We are
German, we are an ancient warrior race. Jews are not. They are
street traders, merchants and money lenders, corrupters.” He looked
across at Christopher, who was careful to give no indication of his
thoughts. Satisfied that he was getting a hearing, von Breitenbach
continued,

“It follows, to me at
least, that, since we are generally agreed on this, there is a
simple solution. Export Jews! Resettling them in the
under-populated eastern territories will solve our problem of
overcrowding and provide the Poles and Ukrainians and so on, who
are mere peasants, hardly more than dumb beasts, with a cadre of
skilled and ingenious people who will enrich them, leaving us
Germans free to work towards our own future.”

“Which is?”

“Why, nearly everything in our modern Civilisation, our
enriching industry, our means of transport, our scientific
enlightenment, our religions and philosophies, are due to the
creativity of the Nordic, Germanic, Anglo-Saxon races. If we are
freed of this parasitic population and the threat interbreeding
poses to the purity of our bloodlines, we can breed pure Aryan
stock. It is not, after all, a new idea. Look at these horses we’re
riding. Thoroughbreds! Glorious creatures are they not?

He flicked his reins and his big bay
mare threw up her head and cavorted seductively in the snow, the
very picture of animal grace. “Just look at her! Isn’t she
beautiful?” He patted her gently on the neck and she settled back
into a sedate walk, arching her neck and flicking her tail in her
pride.

“She has been bred through generations to reach a pinnacle
of beauty, strength and intelligence. If we do that with ourselves,
breed a pure Aryan Race, think what our future might bring! Already
we have started camps, holiday camps if you will, where the finest
of our youth, such beautiful young boys and girls, you really
should see them, can meet and breed for our Nation. By such means
we will populate the country with a race of human thoroughbreds,
creatures of unmatched intelligence and physical beauty like Gretel
here. We will be free to use our talents to improve the lot of the
whole of Humanity. The wealth and ideas we will create will flow
out from our country to enrich the lives of lesser races and lift
the living standards and cultural values of the whole planet.
Together with the great creative cultures of Britain and America,
we will rule the world, create a civilisation which will last a
millennium or more!”

“Your logic seems
straightforward,” said Christopher carefully, fascinated against
his will. “So what is going wrong?”

They had come to the crest of the line
of low hills Christopher had seen from his bedroom window the
afternoon before and were looking east across the winter
countryside into the rising sun. The land was quite flat, mile upon
mile of patchy forest, marsh and small lakes stretched as far as
they could see.

“Look at that,” said von Breitenbach with a sweeping gesture
at the horizon, “If you wished you could now ride east from here
for about ten thousand kilometres, all the way to the Pacific
ocean. On the way, once you had passed through Poland, you would
meet very few people. The land is empty. There is room for
everybody, is there not?”

Christopher had to admit there
was.

His host’s reasoning took no account of the possible
interests of other national or racial groups of course, but seen
from that skewed point of view it was sound and there was no
denying the idealism he expressed, his belief in what in some
respects was an oddly beautiful vision. An enormous programme of
social and racial engineering aimed at offering millions of people
a more spacious life and at the same time breeding a race of
thoroughbreds, of beautiful and intelligent supermen who would
civilise and enlighten the whole planet. He tried half-heartedly to
recall what Nietzsche had said about Superman. But he had gone mad,
hadn’t he?

“But will the Poles and
Russians accept this influx of German Jews?” he asked.

Again the dismissive wave. “They can
be persuaded. They are an impoverished and not generally very
intelligent people and we have all kinds of inducements to offer
them if we set our minds to it. We are not a poor or a timid
nation.”

Christopher was again intrigued by the way points he
himself regarded as quite fundamental were swept aside. There was
clearly something in the German psyche that enabled them to
construct lines of logic that, whilst quite sound in themselves,
completely ignored basic moral issues. Almost he was tempted to
wonder if it was his own point of view which was skewed rather than
the general’s. He liked his host and found him congenial and
intelligent company. It was difficult to accept that such an
apparently cultivated man was able to subscribe emotionally to an
ideology which embraced the misery of millions of
people.

Intrigued to know what would come next
he asked,

“I see. But then, what is
going wrong?”

“When I joined the Party
Hindenberg had just become President. It was clear that the Weimar
Republic was going nowhere, that we could only extract ourselves
from the morass into which the Jewish traitors of Versailles had
plunged us by embracing a more unified, authoritarian form of
government. Furthermore it was clear that the old ways of the
Junkers, my people, were too backward looking to bring about the
changes which were so clearly needed if we were to become a great
nation. The Nazi Party was different, they were forward looking,
they had a programme for the future which was safely rooted deep in
the past. A programme of National revival coupled with racial and
political purification which would eliminate the betrayals of
Versailles and Weimar carry us away from the humiliations of the
last twenty years into the glorious future which is the right of
our people.

“So I volunteered myself
for the service of the Party. I have a substantial War record, I am
of the Old Guard and I have been trained for high rank, all
qualities they hungered for.

“I thought we were talking
about a redistribution of the population, necessarily over a long
period of time, just as I have described it. A huge but humane act
of resettlement, a major redistribution of population. Such things
are not unknown in history, consider the flight of these same Jews
from Egypt for instance. But it seems there are those among us who
lack the patience such an approach would require, who would see
this whole venture completed in just a few years.

“I am a logistics expert
and I know that export based redistribution on this scale cannot be
undertaken in such a short timescale. The path those fanatics would
have us take leads inevitably to frustration and on to persecution,
and I fear it foreshadows a far more drastic approach to the
reduction of our Jewish population. With that I have problems,
because it is not humane. Last week we ordered the surrender of all
Jewish Passports. If we wish them to leave, as I had believed, why
make their departure harder? Why not facilitate it? I sense that
within the Party there is an ideological element I am not hearing
that is looking for a more drastic solution, something brutal and
inhuman. If I am right, what am I to do?”

“Leave the Party,
perhaps?”

Von Brietenbach snorted, “Impossible.
They would kill Lotte if I even tried. One of her Grandmothers was
Jewish.”

Christopher felt a chill of horror. He had suddenly been
told so many dangerous things that he couldn’t get them all into
focus. One awful phrase rolled round inside his head like a loose
cannon ball. The impossibility of ”export based redistribution.“
What could this mean? He had a horrible feeling he might guess what
it meant if he really tried but his imagination recoiled from the
attempt.

“How many Jews are we
talking about?” he asked uneasily.

“For the whole programme as
we envisage it, about three and a half million in
total.”

After a period of unhappy silence
Christopher suddenly burst out, “Why are you talking to me like
this? Don’t you feel it’s terribly dangerous? That I might betray
you?”

Von Breitenbach stopped and turned his
horse to face Christopher.

“Betray me?” he said
harshly, “When I have told you what will happen to my wife if my
doubts are known? I don’t think so, do you?” For a minute they
looked straight into one another’s eyes. Slowly and reluctantly
Christopher began to understand. He was now enmeshed in whatever
was to happen, he was party to a conspiracy of silence which might
involve commitments he could neither foresee nor control. As they
turned to walk on he said,

“But I still don’t follow,
why do you talk to me?”

“Because,” said von
Breitenbach slowly, “I know you for what you are and I know what
you do and what you wish to do. I want you to be involved, deeply
involved right up to your neck. This is not a boy’s game you are
playing. It is a most dangerous and deadly reality and it involves
my wife. I want you to feel this deep in your guts and I want to
know you are sure you have the courage for it. If you doubt
yourself for one moment, then go back to France now and buy
yourself a ticket to your beloved America. You will be well out of
it and we will be well rid of you.”

After a while he said more
gently,

“I hope for our sakes you do not do this because Europe is
not so rich in good men that it can afford the loss of even one
such, and I also know you are good for Lotte. You may find our way
of married life strange, but it is founded on love and respect. You
should understand that. I am sure you do, in fact. So I want you to
understand the problems that I have and also to know that I shall
continue to be a loyal Nazi, as my sworn oath requires, but that I
shall try also to remain loyal to my own vision, to maintain some
elements of mercy within this juggernaut in which I am
trapped.

“As for my doubts, find men
who need to be aware of them. Warn them. Make them understand. My
country may be contemplating a crime of historical
dimensions.”

Dazed by what he now knew Christopher
reached out his hand and they shook, von Breitenbach with a slight
smile..

“One more thing,” he said,
“be very careful of Colonel Clausen. He is an extremely dangerous
man.” He turned his horse back towards the Lodge.

“Come,” he said, “we are late!” His beautiful Gretel broke
into a comfortable canter.

 


That evening Christopher came
downstairs to the sound of loud male conversation and laughter. The
great hall was filling with people, many in uniform. Large cheerful
men with loud voices shook hands, bowed, smiled, slapped one
another on the back and took deep draughts of champagne cocktail.
An oddly mismatched group of women talked separately around the
huge fire, some dowdy in unfashionable frocks, many others
overdressed and over made up, flashy looking creatures, a few quite
simply beautiful. The whole impression was of vulgarity, of a
gathering of successful gangsters revelling in their spoils. He
caught Ottoline’s eyes on him. She gave him a funny little smile
and nodded towards her husband.

General von Breitenbach was in deep conversation with a
massive man in Luftwaffe uniform covered with a grotesque wall of
medals, whom Christopher recognised with a shock was the Prime
Minister of Prussia, General Herman Goering. As he came up they
turned to greet him.

“Herman, allow me to
present another of our house guests tonight, a visitor from France,
the Honourable Christopher Harland, who will shoot with us
tomorrow. Christopher, General Goering.”

Goering’s eyebrows shot up and he
shook Christopher’s hand with a beaming smile,

“Ah. So, are you a good
shot young man?”

“Yes, Excellency,” said
Christopher, who had decided that modesty would be of little value
in such company.

Goering laughed heartily, his red cheeks shining with
goodwill as he slapped Christopher hard on the back. “I like that!”
he said, “A young man who knows his worth. I shall watch you. Can’t
stand these young creatures we so often see these days. All wishy
washy and don’t know their own minds.

“Ridiculous!

“You are British,
no?”

“American,” said
Christopher. “Educated in Ireland, but American.”

Goering’s pale blue eyes were sharp
with interest. “You speak quite perfect German,” he said. “Are you
a linguist? Do you speak any other Languages?”

“French, Excellency. Better
than I speak German actually.”

Goering laughed good naturedly,
“Impossible!” he said, “Because then you would speak French better
than the French! Are you here for long?”

“Unfortunately he’s going
back to Paris next week. And he has very kindly agreed to take
Lotte, who wants to go shopping,” said von Breitenbach.

“Christmas you
know.”

“A shame. But the ladies
must have their way, no? Well my young friend, if you shoot well
tomorrow, then next time you are in Germany, come and find me. I
have some of the best shooting in Germany and I like strong minded
young men. You will be good company for an old fellow like
me.”

So dismissed, Christopher helped himself to a badly needed
drink from a passing tray and started to wander round the room,
trying to absorb two startling facts at once. He had been told out
of the blue that he was leaving, and by von Breitenbach of all
people, which he hoped meant that his mission was about to go live.
He had also made an impression on one of the most powerful men in
Germany, to whom he now had an access he must explore. As long, of
course, as he shot well tomorrow. Goering had called his
bluff!

He was not displeased to find Geli
Boch von Galhau bearing down on him. They exchanged polite kisses
and she said,

“Poor Christopher. You’re
stuck with me for dinner, Lotte asked me to take care of
you.”

Dinner was in the Great Banqueting Hall, a huge place with
a carved timber roof from which hung Swastika flags and black,
white and scarlet bunting. Lengths of it also hung down the walls
and draped over great displays of arms, spears, battle-axes and
shields glittering everywhere around them making the room look
rather like a film set of Valhalla. The long table was banked high
with masses of carnations, lilacs and exotic orchids. Footmen in
black knee breeches, white shirts and scarlet waistcoats lined the
room. The kaleidoscopic mix of uniforms and the bright colours from
the overdressed women all confirmed the movie image. It could have
been a set from one of the newly popular American musicals he had
seen on his last visit to New York. Any minute now, he thought,
someone will start singing and dancing! With a laugh he confided
his thoughts to Geli.

Lotte it seemed had seated them with a
degree of privacy in mind. On Christopher’s right there was a very
fat matron whose sole interest was her food. His early attempts at
conversation were met with hog-like grunts so he soon gave up,
knowing with certainty that his attentions would not be missed.
Opposite, partly obscured by a huge floral arrangement, was a small
fluffy blonde sandwiched between two big beefy men in SD uniforms
who were engaged either in shouting across her or calling up the
table to others of like mind. It was clear that more than a few of
von Brietenbach’s excellent champagne cocktails had already gone
down their throats and that neither of them was in listening mode.
Suppressing his distaste he caught Lotte’s little moue of sympathy
and warning and turned back to Geli.

“Alone at last,” he said
quietly.

She looked at him, gauging his mood.
“You don’t like all this, do you?”

Cautiously Christopher said, “I come
from a quiet family, not much given to going out in polite society.
Big gatherings like this are a new experience.”

She laughed gently. “Polite society!
This bunch of pigs?” Another little snort of laughter.

OK, he thought, now I know the score.
“Tell me about them,” he said.

“Well, you see around you
our ruling élite at play. I understand they are commonly referred
to as “The Golden Pheasants”.

“Himmler’s not here, he had
something on in Berlin, probably to do with making someone really
miserable, bless him: but I am sure you have identified
others.”

Carefully she indicated a man sitting on Lotte’s left,
opposite Goering. “Dr. Goebbels, for instance, the Voice of the
Party. Next to him, that rather beautiful girl with the big dark
eyes, that’s Leni Riefenstahl, once notorious for her barefoot
dancing, now famous for her propaganda films. She really is quite
brilliant the way she cloaks this sordid mob in some kind of
heraldic legitimacy. She certainly knows how to play her chances
that one. On Lotte’s right, of course, Goering. I saw you talking
to him. Did you like him?”

Christopher thought about this for a
moment. “Yes, actually I did. He was very friendly and outgoing, I
like people like that.”

“H’mm. Well, you’re no
fool, so I’ll leave you to work on that idea in your own
time.”

She pointed a cautious fork up the
table, “That handsome woman sitting next to Heinrich, that’s Emmy
Goering, formerly Emmy Sonnemann the actress. Married last year.
Horribly vulgar wedding but she’s a delightful woman. A lovely
hostess. If you get invited to Karinhalle, grab the chance. She’s
just had a baby daughter. Edda, I think. Then there’s that woman on
Heinrich’s left? Yes there. Brassy blonde? Magda Goebbels. Odd
really, because that redhead, third on your right, you can’t see
her well from here, is the good Doctor’s latest mistress. They
never last long though. I rather wonder if Heinrich’s secretary
slipped up there. Given a chance like this, Magda might actually
eat her; she has a reputation for ferocity. Anyway, I’ll warrant
she’s not staying the night! Goebbels is a real predator, always on
the go. They say he’s not above presenting cheated husbands with
sets of diamond encrusted antlers as a gesture of conciliation.
Self defence I suppose; one of them gave him a real beating a
couple of years ago. Got away with it too. The laugh of the Town,
that one.”

Geli’s comments and asides lasted out
the dinner, saving them both from the boredom of the company around
them. As time passed the noise grew and it was clear that many had
enjoyed the champagne a bit too much. Careful though he had been
Christopher suddenly realised that he would do well to take coffee
as soon as possible.

Just as he made this discovery the
room began to fill unobtrusively with black uniformed SS troopers.
They filed silently into the room and took up posts round the
walls.

Conversation slowly died and von
Breitenbach stood and said, “Ladies and Gentlemen, we should move
back into the hall without delay please.” He glanced round the
table, catching the eyes of the less sober members of the company,
clearly warning them to behave.

The guests marched dutifully into the Great Hall, also now
lined with black uniforms. For a very short while they all stood
about talking. Then the great double doors swung open and the
guests all turned to face them. After a moment’s pause Adolf Hitler
made his entrance, followed by the ungainly figure of his adjutant,
Oberleutenant Brueckner. He paused on the threshold, probably for
dramatic effect thought Christopher, but it didn’t quite work. He
was a plain looking man whose head seemed a little out of sorts
with his body, as if they were from different people. He wore his
customary brown tunic and black trousers, looking drab amid the
gaudy uniforms. A crow among peacocks, thought Christopher,
slightly disappointed. How did such an insignificant creature
manage to seize the controls of a powerful modern state, for
heaven’s sake?

As the thought crossed his mind
everyone in the room except himself shot their arms out in the Nazi
salute and snapped “Heil Hitler!”

Christopher, feeling thoroughly ill at
ease, stood in a sort of loose interpretation of Attention, which
was all he could think of in the circumstances. It felt
absurd.

Von Breitenbach stepped forward, shook
hands with the Fuhrer and began to escort him round the room. The
great man clearly knew most of them, making friendly conversation,
smiling and laughing, totally relaxed. To others he merely gave a
lofty nod and some he ignored completely. He mostly seemed to want
to talk to the women, kissing their hands and clicking his heels
punctiliously, smiling and talking with strange animation.
Christopher was taken aback when he was picked out for
attention.

Von Breitenbach introduced him as “Our
young guest from America, Christopher Harland,” possibly deciding
that it might be unwise to claim he was “Honourable” before such
self-conscious greatness. Hitler took his hand and clasped it
between his own, shaking it gently and persistently, at the same
time looking intently at him with his rather protuberant pale blue
eyes. Christopher felt a curious mixture of awe, alarm, attraction
and revulsion and found time to wonder if the latter was
conditioned by what he knew rather than by direct
experience.

“You are a fine looking
young man,” said Hitler, “A perfect Aryan specimen, is he not?” he
turned to the watching company and raised his eyebrows, eliciting
smiles and murmurs of dutiful assent. He turned back to
Christopher,

“You are interested in our
struggle?” he asked. (he used the word “Kampf”, reminding
Christopher of his book.)

In the circumstances Christopher could
admit as much with truth and feeling.

“Very interested indeed,
Excellency.” He said clearly and firmly.

“There will be plenty to see. We have much to do and you
will witness the birth of a great empire if you stay. You are most
welcome.” Dropping Christopher’s hand he walked on.

“Oh my,” said Geli softly,
materialising at his side, “you really are the Golden Boy, aren’t
you?”

“I’m sure he says that to
them all,” said Christopher with a wry smile.

“Actually, not so,” she
said. “You will find he will remember you if he sees you again, so
watch your manners, boy!”

Hitler stayed for about an hour. He
spent most of it sitting by the fire, clutching a glass of mineral
water and talking to Lotte, who he obviously liked and knew well.
There was much laughing, giggling and gleeful knee slapping,
strange in so exalted a man. Lotte obviously knew what pleased him.
When his adjutant spoke quietly to him he rose to go, leaving the
room amid another storm of “Heils.” The SS followed him, leaving in
trucks both before and behind the long black Mercedes

Christopher found that the brief prominence accorded him by
Hitler’s remarks had sparked a lot of interest. For some time he
was a centre of attention as various fellow guests asked him about
himself and about life in the United States, who his family were
and so on. They seemed a friendly crowd and he again felt the
incongruity of the knowledge that he was talking amiably to a bunch
of murderous gangsters. He wondered if he might get used to
it.

After a while the party began to thin
out as one by one the great Mercedes motor cars picked up their
passengers and purred off down the drive.

Before he left, Goering came to him.
“I’ve just realised who you are, young man. Your Grandfather was
Howard van Cleef, was he not?

“I knew him well. About ten
years ago he came to see some of the aircraft we were developing.
Did you know he was interested in flying?”

Christopher nodded. His Grandfathers’
passions for aeroplanes and trains had been a big part of his
childhood.

“Trains too,” said Goering
reflectively. He looked at Christopher with a calculating
smile.

“Let’s hope you do shoot
well tomorrow my lad!” He gave him a quick pat on the shoulder and
swept out of the room, theatrical in his sky crimson lined
cloak.

 


By midnight, to his great relief, only
the overnight guests remained and he was free to go to bed. It had
been a long day and it would take him several more long days to
absorb and digest everything he had learned.

As he lay in bed he reflected that his
introduction to Germany was about complete. If, as seemed likely,
his work brought him back, he had a social foothold which the
Prince would find beyond price. All he had to do now was to shoot
straight in the morning.

Certain that, with the house full of
guests, Lotte would leave him alone for this night at least, he
turned on his side and slept.

 


 


 



Chapter 7.
November 1938.

 


It was one of those crystal clear
mornings that only winter can bring. As he drew the first breath of
icy cold air into his lungs Christopher felt his soul expand with
the sheer joy of being alive. Everything around him seemed tinged
with magic. The colours seemed brighter, the snow whiter and the
sky bluer than he had ever seen it. As they assembled for the first
drive he couldn’t help humming happily under his breath. Behind him
Tushin checked and fussed with his borrowed guns approvingly,
saying, much as Christopher had guessed he would, things
like

“My word, boy, such guns!
They don’t make them like this these days. You have chosen well!”
and “H’mm. Eley. Good English cartridges too. Nice
surprise.”

As he hefted the first loaded gun in
his hands he felt his blood quicken. After what he had said to
Goering last night he knew he needed to shoot well.

The shooting was magnificent. His first bird came straight
over his head, fast and jinking and his first shot curled it into a
ball which fell behind him, right at Tushin’s feet. He knew for a
certainty that it was his day and that he could set aside all
doubt. The beaters yipped and called and thrashed the trunks of the
trees in the cold, sparkling air, and the birds flew. They flew
high, they flew low, they jinked, they swerved and they swooped ;
they flew out in the open, half in the treetops, straight over and
crossing both ways, in every combination imaginable, in drive after
drive.

Christopher shot as he had never shot
before, astonishing even himself more than once. When, keyed up to
bursting point, he killed two birds flying close together with a
single shot and then took a third overhead, Goering, who, on that
drive, was next to him down the line, gave a great crow of
laughter.

“You’ll remember this day,
my boy,” he called.

When the bags were counted at the end
of the day he had predictably out-shot the others by a handsome
margin and as they all toasted him in several warming glasses of
mulled wine, reliving favourite shots and congratulating him,
slapping him on the back and shouting their boisterous admiration,
their cheerful faces rosy with the icy air and full of benevolent
pleasure at his success, he felt a strange burst of comradeship
with these men, cruel killers though he knew many of them to be.
How could one understand such men? How could one hate them? They
were human weren’t they?

The thought would drag at his feelings
in the years ahead.

At the end of the afternoon, back at
the Lodge, the great cars, most with swastika flags fluttering from
little masts on their bonnets, picked up the guests one by one;
cheerful good-byes were shouted, hands wrung Christopher’s warmly,
invitations to countless other shoots “When he was next in Germany”
were issued along with further great slaps on his back.

As Tushin appeared at his side
awaiting instructions, von Breitenbach said, “Why don’t you stay
another night, keep Lotte company? She has to stay to see to the
household and I’ve got to go back to Berlin tonight. If you stay
you can run her back in your motor, save me the trouble of sending
my driver back for her.”

That night she did come to him. She
made love with a desperate, animal passion which startled and upset
him, new as he was to the whole experience. Sensing this at last
she calmed down and lay quiet in his arms. After a while he
said,

“What was that about,
Lotte? You scared me.”

She turned on her back and sighed.
“Can’t you feel what is coming, darling?”

Christopher stirred uneasily.
“Darling” troubled him. “Darling” was not a word he wished to hear
from her. His instinct had, all his life, been that “Darling” was
an expression of total commitment, a word he would only be prepared
to use when he knew beyond all doubt that he had found his mate for
life. He would not use it for Lotte, nor even, he now realised with
some surprise, for Alexandra. Not yet anyway. He didn’t want to
hear it from Lotte. He caught a whiff of entrapment. Her use of the
word on top of her husband’s outburst that first morning came over
as part of an agenda which was hidden from him. For him, this was
an experience, animal attraction, sex; whatever one might call it,
it was not love. Certainly as far as he was concerned there was
affection, respect, gratitude that she had given herself to him so
generously, even that first time, when he had been so full of fury
and pain that he had almost raped her. She had been, was, a
passionately rewarding lover but he had no wish to get seriously
involved with anyone yet. It was a big world out there, he was yet
young, and he needed and valued his freedom too much, was
instinctively aware that experience kindly shared would make him in
the long run a better husband when the time came. And he was
determined to be a better husband than his father.

But what was it for Lotte? He had
thought it was sex, perhaps a passing urge to introduce a young man
to his first act (to make a good puppy of him, his mind whispered,
distractingly echoing Amélie’s words.). Certainly satisfaction of a
hunger born of her odd relationship with her husband was part of
it. That she had admitted. But now he wasn’t sure. He was beginning
to feel he was getting involved in something deeper, some
husband-and-wife ploy that he didn’t understand and over which he
had no control. Something that might present him with an emotional
bill he could not pay.

He raised himself on an elbow to look
down at her. He hadn’t drawn the curtains and she was lit by the
moon, her face a pale triangle surrounded by a wild frame of
silvery hair. She was very beautiful.

“Feel what Lotte? What is
coming?”

She seemed to change the subject, “You
liked those men this afternoon didn’t you?”

“Yes.” He said uneasily, “I
couldn’t help it. They seemed so jolly and kind.”

“You liked Goering didn’t
you? He certainly liked you.”

“Again, yes, I couldn’t
help it.”

“And you do know what these
people are like, don’t you? Make no mistake about Goering; he’s no
different from the rest of them. Did Heinrich talk to
you?”

Christopher was silent. She looked
searchingly at him and sighed, pulling his head down to her
breast.

“Yes, I thought he would. Now go to sleep. I’m sorry if I
scared you my darling. It’s not fair to work my feelings out on
you. You are so young, and one forgets.”

For once he was glad to accept his
youth. Dismissing his troubles he slept at peace in her
warmth.

He dropped her off at their house on
the Tiergarten in the middle of the following afternoon. She had
refused to answer his questions about Cohen, saying only that the
rescue was underway and she could say no more at the moment. She
gave him instructions that Tushin was to pick her up at six thirty
on Thursday morning for the drive to Paris. They would have a quick
breakfast at the Adlon and get going by eight thirty. It was to be
a long day, she told him, but she would say no more.

On the Wednesday evening he took a
final stroll down the Ku’damm to fetch the bracelet. At once he
sensed that something was wrong. There seemed to be less traffic
than usual and little groups of people stood around as if waiting
for something to happen. With a sense of things crawling up his
spine, he walked uneasily on till he came to the little
shop.

The jeweller recognised him and placed
the bracelet on the counter for him. He inspected the
inscription,

“To my beloved friend
Alexandra. Christmas 1938.”

Satisfied, Christopher thanked him politely, paid him, and
was just about to leave the shop when a crowd of youths in SA
uniforms surged in, pushing him roughly out of their way. As he
opened his mouth to object one of them raised what looked like a
pickaxe handle and with a deafening crash smashed a glass display
case to pieces. A second grabbed the jeweller by his beard and
pulled him over the counter onto the floor. As Christopher shouted
a protest another of the louts turned on him and said quietly and
urgently,

“This is nothing to do with
you, bloody foreigner. It’s German business. You shouldn’t be
buying from filth like this anyway. Get out while you can and count
yourself lucky! Now, go on, Go! Out!”

A youth, no more than a child really,
was in the shop window now. He had smashed it out into the street
and was throwing goods out and stuffing his pockets with watches,
rings, brooches, anything small he could find. The Jeweller was
being dragged screeching through the door into the street, urged on
by colossal kicks to the rear end. Shouts of fury and hatred
resounded round the little shop amid further crashing and
chaos.

Christopher, suddenly cold and calm,
realised he could do nothing to help without endangering his own
mission and walked into the street behind the scuffle around the
moaning shopkeeper. Looking around he suddenly realised that it was
more than a strictly local event. All down the street shops were
being attacked and people assaulted. Somewhere a block or two away,
smoke from a fire darkened the sky.

As he began to walk up towards the
Tiergarten he noticed a girl walking towards him. He noticed her
because she looked so strikingly like Ruth that for a moment he was
in doubt and broke his stride. She was neat and well dressed and
her big dark eyes flicked anxiously over the scene ahead. A group
of thugs was gathered round the entrance to the synagogue on the
corner of the Fasanen Strasse, clearly bent on mischief of some
sort. As they spotted the girl they began shouting obscenities at
her. She hesitated and then turned as if to run, but she was too
late. They surrounded her, jeering and jostling. One of the young
thugs reached out and started to pull at her clothes and in a
moment she was in the middle of a ring of shouting, aroused men
pushing her around and tearing at her clothes as she screamed and
cried.

Christopher faltered, sickened by a
brief glimpse of a small, childish breast in torn, blood streaked
silk. A stout, well dressed man with a walking stick thrust himself
into the group and smashed it down on her head, knocking her to the
ground.

“Jew filth!” he roared,
apparently beside himself with hatred. A respectable looking woman
kicked the now nearly naked girl savagely in the stomach and spat
on her.

In conflict with every instinct in his
outraged soul, he sidestepped the spitting, screeching mob and
lurched off in a broken run towards the Tiergarten, holding a
handkerchief to his mouth to stifle vomit. The screams and the
crash of breaking glass followed him. On the edge of one group a
laughing, excited young mother held her child up so that she could
have a better view of an old man who was being beaten. Police were
in the streets, but were apparently concentrating solely on
protecting non-Jewish property from the storm of
brutality.

As he crossed into the peace of the
Tiergarten he looked back to see more fires starting. Overwhelmed
with shock and disgust he pulled the bracelet out of his pocket and
flung it into some bushes before being copiously sick on the
frosted grass. For a while he sat on a park bench, shaking and
sobbing, rocking backwards and forwards in mental agony. Later,
when he finally got himself cleaned up and under control and was
crossing the street to the Adlon, all was quiet along the Unter den
Linden and the Wilhelmstrasse. A policeman greeted him politely and
the doorman saluted as he climbed the hotel steps, adding to his
overwhelming sense of being in a horrible perverted
dreamland.

They left the Adlon promptly at eight
thirty the following morning. As Tushin settled the great car on
the road to the south west Christopher felt as if an insufferable
weight was being lifted from his back. The set of his shoulders and
the slight smile on his face in the driving mirror suggested that
Tushin felt the same.

He watched the last few burnt out and
vandalised shops dwindle into snowy countryside, like the bloody
edges of a savage wound giving way to unblemished white skin. He
had spent half the night in torment, beset by hellish visions from
the afternoon.

He had gone straight to his room, had lain for
hours on his bed, cold and shaking with disgust. Images of the girl
paraded before him and could not be suppressed; the childish body
naked and abused, the small bloodstained breast horrifically
exposed, that terrible kick. It must surely have crippled
her. However he shut his eyes
and moaned under his breath, even wept aloud, he could not rid
himself of the terrible aching pain of the memory. Ultimately he
fell asleep fully dressed, his knees drawn to his chest, tears
drying on his cheeks. Somewhere in the middle of the night he woke,
coldly furious, cleaned himself up and got properly into bed and
slept no more, lying stiffly on his back, his eyes wide open in the
dark.

When they met for breakfast Lotte,
after one look at his white unsmiling face, tightened her lips;
they breakfast in silence, picking unconvincingly at their food and
overdosing on coffee.

As the great car took the road out of Berlin, Christopher,
sealed from them all by a cold, murderous fury, looked out of the
window at the hateful city slipping away.

Finally, pulling himself together, he
turned to Lotte, silent and pale beside him.

“I take it that this means
Cohen is on his way?”

“He decided to make a run
for it. A warrant for his arrest was issued yesterday.”

“But……!”

She held her hand up. “Wait, will you?” she snapped
irritably. “They haven’t found him so far, but nor have we, though
we know where he is trying to go. Heinrich’s office has booked us
rooms tonight at an Inn just north of Frankfurt, the one I normally
use when I go to Paris. I expect further instructions
there.”

Christopher had the map out. After
studying it for a few minutes in stony silence he said,

“Tushin, it’s about four
hundred miles. What do you reckon? Nine hours?”

“About eight hours,
Monsieur Christophe, if we share the driving. Most of the way it’s
autobahn.”

“Better watch, in case
we’re followed. Pistols?”

“Beside me, Boy, and one in
the door beside you.”

Christopher reached for his, drew the
magazine and slapped it home again, chambered a round, clicked the
safety and dropped it back into its place beside him. Lotte shut
her eyes.

“Anything else I should
know?” he asked abruptly. She shook her head miserably and they
settled down to the journey, which proved uneventful in the
end.

The Inn, “Das Goldenes Hirsch”, turned
out to be an attractive place about forty miles short of Frankfurt
in the Vogelsberg. Weary after the long journey, they had a quiet
dinner by a roaring log fire and retired early

At breakfast the next morning Lotte
looked tired and drawn.

“Nothing,” was all she
said. “We’ll simply have to wait.”

She took a book and sat by the fire in
the foyer. Her sad, pinched face discouraged discussion.

As the morning crawled by Christopher
felt his nerves slowly tightening up. To distract themselves he and
Tushin washed and polished the car to within an inch of it’s life,
greased everything in sight, checked its oil, blew up its tyres and
let them back down again to exactly the correct pressure, furtively
stripped and cleaned their pistols several times and wandered up
and down the street on the lookout for things that didn’t fit. All
they saw was a little German country town going about its daily
business. The only uniform in sight was the postman and by mid
morning even he had vanished too, his day’s work
complete.

Just as Christopher felt his first
scream could not be long delayed, Lotte found them.

“News,” she said. “We’re to
go to a place near Cochem, along the Mosel valley. There’s a place
in the woods there. Someone will meet us. We must be there at six
exactly, just after dark.”

“Did you get any idea of
what we might find when we get there?” asked Christopher as they
took the road.

“Nothing,” said Lotte, who
was beginning to look a bit happier. “But I would have expected
something like this. The chase is on of course, and the whole
reason we’re being shunted from pillar to post like this is so that
we can take charge of him with the least possible
delay.”

She shot him a tight smile,

“Cheer up, your chance will
come!”

As they turned down the Mosel valley
memories of his summer adventure crowded in. The warm honey-scented
air, the tanned girls and the comradeship of Werner’s little
group.

He had said nothing to Lotte about Werner, feeling that
discretion was needed. From what he had been told the von Groenows
were a family in schism. He wondered what he was doing now. Beating
up Jews? Instinctively he doubted it. He had taken a huge liking to
the young man, who seemed to epitomise everything that was good
about this schizophrenic but curiously attractive country. And what
was his blue eyed Siren up to? Had she a serious boyfriend now? If
she had he prayed he would be good to her. He……….. .

The car had passed quietly through
Cochem in the gathering darkness and was now in a place he
remembered, a length of road where the forest came right down to
the roadside. A very quiet place where he had stopped for a sleep
one hot afternoon, glad of the shade.

“Here!” said Lotte, “turn
right here, up that track, d’you see? Lights off and stop about a
hundred metres in.”

They sat quite still, listening to the
cracking noises from the Bentley’s engine as it cooled. Quietly
Christopher took his pistol and flicked the safety to
“Off”.

It was very quiet. Once or twice an
owl hooted but that was all. Not even a fox, thought Christopher.
The world might be dead.

Three sharp taps on the rear window
made them all jump.

“Stay here,” said Lotte
sharply and got out.

He and Tushin exchanged tense looks as
they heard murmured talk outside getting more distant as the
talkers moved away into the woods around them.

“We should have got out
straight away,” muttered Christopher, and reached for the door
handle. They both slid quietly out of their seats and stood, guns
ready, listening. The murmured conversation they had heard suddenly
drew closer. Christopher realised that Tushin had
vanished.

As Lotte and her companion walked into
the clearing Tushin was behind them, his eyes flicking between
Christopher and the man with Lotte, his pistol held two handed
before him, ready for any target.

Christopher’s night vision was working
now. Lotte’s companion was a young man, perhaps a year or two
younger than himself, a big fair haired lad, rather like ……….
.

“Werner!” he said, “Is that
you?”

As they grasped one another’s hands
Lotte said, “You know one another? How on earth …. ?“

“Time for that later, Sis,“
said Werner. Then he turned to Christopher,

”You are alone?”

Christopher nodded at Tushin, “Behind
you,” he said

Werner gave a convulsive start and
Lotte let out a frightened squeak.

“Great God! You don’t take
any chances do you?” He gave Tushin a friendly grin as they shook
hands.

As they crouched in a group in the
bushes trying to keep warm, Werner brought them up to
date.

Cohen had arrived safely at a farm
down the road belonging to some friends of his. Unfortunately he
had been followed and the farm was now being watched by the
Gestapo, presumably waiting to see who else they could catch.
Werner’s own people were arrayed round the farmhouse, watching the
watchers. They were certain the Gestapo men had made no calls for
help because his boys had cut the telephone wires, but they could
think of no way of extracting Cohen without a fight and they were
unwilling to fight, to risk killing their own countrymen. What to
do?

“How many?” said
Tushin.

“Gestapo? Three, we think,
possibly four,” said Werner, “We’re not quite sure.”

“We can get Cohen out,”
said Christopher. “We can do it without any killing.”

Here Tushin nodded in silent
agreement. Werner looked uneasy

“But if we do your friends
at the farm will be betrayed. Have you all thought of
that?”

Werner sighed. “We know that and we
have talked a lot among ourselves. We want Cohen rescued. We all
know how vital it is to get him away and naturally we don’t want
our friends betrayed, but we all feel that killing our own
countrymen is a step further than we can go.

“Our favoured solution till
you got here was to shoot Cohen. He can’t build this bloody
doomsday thing if he’s dead, can he? “

Christopher thought for a few moments,
intrigued by the moral dimensions of the puzzle. The old familiar
feeling was with him again, the cold joy of action. He was thinking
clearly, his pulse was low and his nerves tingled with an almost
sexual pleasure. He realised Lotte was looking curiously at
him.

“Even if you shoot Cohen,”
he said slowly, “your friends will still lose their farm. Possibly
their lives. Have you thought of that?”

“That’s the only reason
Cohen’s still alive,” said Werner tersely. Then he added, almost
shamefacedly,

“If you can get rid of
them, we can hide them and no-one will know they have ever been
here.”

Much as he liked Werner Christopher
could not help feeling that here was another rather typical piece
of German reasoning. Get someone else to do your killing, but don’t
actually call it killing, call it “get rid…”, then your hands are
clean. But that was Werner’s problem. From his own point of view it
was an acceptable solution.

“Tushin?” he
said.

The big man thought for a few minutes.
“Yes,” he said, “but we’ll need to do it quietly, no shooting if we
can avoid it. You up for that, Boy?”

As Christopher nodded there was a
little shocked noise from Lotte.

“Hush, Sis,” said Werner,
“it’s got to be done if you want this man out.”

“Alright,” said
Christopher. “Werner, I want you to take Lotte with you and pull
your men right back. We don’t want spectators, not even your
fellows, if you can manage that. Killing can upset people and we’d
rather not have witnesses. You must make sure no-one breaks in or
out. This bit of the world must be sealed off till we’ve
done.”

The farm was about a mile away. They
left the car where it was and went on foot, ghosts in the
night.

The farmhouse stood at the foot of a
long slope up into the mountain behind, a few hundred metres from
the road below. A large square stone house surrounded by about ten
acres of frosted grass covered in patchy snow on which were a shed,
a stack of logs for the fire and a big wagon, its shafts pointing
into the air like the horns of some alien beast. Up behind the
house the gaunt winter shapes of the vines stretched endlessly in
the moonlight, rank upon rank, up the mountain slope.

“One man behind the wagon,
one behind that shed on the left and the third behind that stack of
logs. I hope that’s all,” whispered Werner. “Give me ten minutes.
Go and stand in the middle of the road when you’ve done. We’ll see
you there.”

While they waited they worked on the
conundrum before them, the lack of cover and the possibility that
number four might be inside.

The moon was low but bright, occasionally hidden by clouds
hurrying before the bitter east wind, so there were random times
when it was very dark indeed interspersed with periods of bright
moonlight with long black shadows. The wagon was parked quite close
to the trees. It would probably take only a few seconds to get to
it in the dark. The shed was only a few seconds’ sprint from the
wagon, so the same applied. The stack of wood was some distance
away, close to the house, barely a few yards away from it. By the
time their ten minutes were up they had decided. One of them would
tackle the man by the wagon and then leapfrog on to the shed. The
other would approach the house from its blind side and then move
round to tackle the man by the woodpile.

Christopher looked at Tushin.
Reluctantly he said, “You have done more of this than me, Old Man.
Perhaps you’re the one to do the first two while I get round the
farmhouse for the other?”

He went deeper into the woods and
moved round till he had the farmhouse between himself and the
woodpile. Then he realised that the wagon was still in his line of
sight. It was a longish run to the house and all that time he would
be in full view from the wagon. He watched the clouds but as luck
would have it the sky was clear for a while and he didn’t feel he
could afford to wait. As he puzzled over this Tushin stepped into
the moonlight behind the wagon and waved. The first man was
dead!

He ran like a hare to the farmhouse
and crouched, listening for any sign that he had been seen. Not a
sound.

Carefully he moved round to the left
till he could see the woodpile. There was no sign of the man. As he
listened he heard a movement and realised that he was standing to
the left of the wood where the shadow from the moon was deepest.
However fast he ran his victim would be ready for him. Lack of
moonlight would be of little help. He was just deciding that he had
to take his chance when Tushin called,

“Hey, you!”

The man by the woodpile stepped out of
the shadow just in time to see Tushin vanish behind the
shed.

“Heinz?” he called
uncertainly. For a moment he stood still, undecided.

In that moment Christopher
pounced.

He dragged the man back into the
shadows as Tushin came over to him. They grinned and slapped one
another on the back. As they did so Werner came to them, looking
wide eyed at the man at their feet.

“My God,” he said, “his
neck’s broken! I’m sorry, I had to watch. How do you do that? It
was so quick.”

Tushin gave him a grim smile and put
his arm round Werner’s shoulders.

“You really don’t want to
know my friend, now do you?” he said, giving Werner a quick shake.
Then he explained the next move.

Werner tapped on the farmhouse door, a
complex rat-a-tat-a-tat rhythm. It was opened by an old man who
looked sadly at the three of them for a moment.

“Kom,” he said, standing
back with a sigh.

It was big room, lit only by the great
log fire in the hearth, a typical farmhouse room, part kitchen,
part parlour, part workplace. Hams and bundles of dried herbs hung
from big iron hooks in the ceiling beams and their smells mingled
with the sweet, fruity smell from a hundred years of grapes and
wine. In the middle of the room there was a huge pine table with
the remains of a meal, great cheeses, loaves of country baked bread
and a big flagon of white wine.

At the back of the room there was a
staircase with a tall blonde girl standing at the foot of it. A
man’s arm was locked round her throat, his body hidden behind hers.
His other hand poked over her right shoulder, holding a
pistol.

“Put you hands up and walk
in slowly,” he barked.

Christopher was standing back in the
dark, where he had a clear view into the room. Tushin brushed past
Werner and walked in with his hands raised. He walked well to the
left, to the hinge side of the door, forcing the old man to stand
back and making the man with the pistol lean slightly round to keep
him in full view.

Christopher’s bullet struck him
exactly halfway between the eye and the ear, blowing the far side
of his head off in a red mist and punching his body back against
the wall behind him. The girl fell to her knees, retching and
crying with shock.

Werner ran to her and took her in his
arms. Tushin looked back at Christopher for a moment with a small,
grim smile and then went to deal with the corpse

Christopher thrust the pistol into his belt and stood quite
still in the moonlight, feeling cool and exhilarated. As his
stunned hearing came slowly back he could hear dogs barking in the
distance. One of Werner’s men came to him. He recognised one of the
smaller boys to whom he had taught Judo in summer and greeted him
with a smile and a punch on the shoulder.

The boy stared at him for a moment
before craning over his shoulder at Tushin, now wrapping the bloody
remains of the dead man’s head in a cloth.

“Alles tod?” he whispered,
looking in awe at Christopher.

Christopher nodded. “You’d better keep
your cordon tight till we tell you, just in case we’ve woken
someone up. And keep Werner’s sister out of this till we’ve cleared
up. You can tell her everyone’s safe.”

The boy gave him a haunted look and
left.

At first he didn’t recognise her. A
black kerchief half covered her head and a tangled, bloodstained
ponytail hung to her waist; her rough sheepskin coat was spattered
with blood and the long trousers tucked loosely into soft leather
boots were also stained. Werner had moved her into an armchair by
the fire and was mopping at the blood in her hair in a distressed,
fluttery sort of way.

He glared at Christopher, “You could
have killed her, you mad bastard. That was a crazy
shot!”

As she saw him her eyes widened in
surprise.

“You!” She said. “It is Chris isn’t it?”

In the cheerful confusion of that
summer evening by the river he had never registered her
name.

“Kirsten,” she said, “it’s
Kirsten. Kirsten Huber. And this is my Uncle Axel.” She gestured to
the old man, sitting white and shocked at the kitchen table. Then
she turned to Werner and laid a finger across his lips. Christopher
noticed her hand was still shaking.

“Peace,” she said softly,
“I saw him. He was never going to kill me. He’s just a fantastic
shot.”

He realised that there was another in
the room. Sitting in the corner, like a rabbit frozen in the
headlights of an oncoming car, was a small , rather disagreeable
looking man he recognised as Dr. Cohen. The photograph on the
flyleaf of his book had flattered him. Hiding irrational dislike
Christopher offered his hand.

“My name is Harland”, he
said. “I’ve come to take you to France.”

“Cohen”, said the other
shortly. “When do we leave?”

Acting on instinct, Christopher pointedly avoided
introducing Lotte, who soon went of to bed, looking green with
horror and weariness after telling them they should arrive at the
border post she had been told to use, a small place about twenty
miles on from Bitberg, between three and four in the afternoon.
This was about eighty miles away on poor roads so Christopher and
Tushin decided they should leave somewhere between eight and nine.
Tushin, having supervised the disposal of the corpses, went off to
sleep in the car.

As the reaction finally got to him
Christopher felt the exhaustion wash over him like a big black wave
and he went off to bed in a big bare bedroom with a vast wobbly bed
and a soft, sneezy feather mattress that smelt of lavender and
mothballs. There he lay sleepless and sweating as he reflected
uneasily of the day past and the day to come.

For the first time he had killed and
he didn’t know how to think about it. He remembered the books he
had so enjoyed in his teens, John Buchan, Sapper, Anthony Hope,
Dornford Yates. Thriller writers whose heroes grappled fearlessly
with the ungodly, saving maidens and nations from their wicked
plans. They killed to do it too. He turned over uneasily,
remembering the reality of that gristly crunch as the Gestapo
agent’s neck had broken in his hands, feeling the mans body leap
with horror as it felt his touch and then as quickly become a lump
of dead meat dropping at his feet. He recalled the cold
satisfaction he had felt as the second man’s head exploded in a
cloud of gore and sensed in himself a deep-seated flaw. He had felt
exactly the same over the young bully in Berlin. He wondered how
that one was feeling now. He would certainly be in hospital. He
would certainly be in pain. Had he deserved such savage treatment?
Had the young Gestapo man deserved to be where he was now, six feet
down in the far reaches of a vineyard in the Mosel
valley?

Then again, what about that girl on
the Ku’damm? Was she dead or was she trying to survive life in some
horrible camp? What, exactly, was the difference between the people
who had beaten that child and himself?

Well, certainly there was a
difference. He was working to right a wrong wasn’t he?

And yet…. . What did those people in Berlin think they were
doing?

Werner and Kirsten woke them all long
before dawn. They were to get back to the car and wait there till
eight, when his men would make sure they got out onto the road
unseen. They were not to pass through the village but drive on and
backtrack by alternative ways. Werner had drawn a map. This would
ensure that no-one would see the car twice and start wondering
where it had spent the night.

Over a breakfast of cheese and country
bread, washed down by coffee of unimaginable strength, he asked
Werner about his Hitler Youth group.

“Much as I appreciate all
you did for us last night I cannot imagine the Party would
approve”, he said.

Werner looked sidelong at Kirsten.
“Our problems started when they started asking for reports on the
local Jews. Some of the lads got too enthusiastic, folk got hurt
and words of approval came down from on high.” He paused, looking
down at the table in embarrassment.

Kirsten took over. “It was very
difficult”, she said. “You see, if Werner had tried to object, to
say he hadn’t joined the Party to beat up helpless old men and
children ...... well, there would have been trouble, bad trouble,
maybe for me too, everyone knew we were together. In the end we
decided he would be ill. We had a doctor friend and he declared the
Werner had heart trouble, that he could no longer lead an active
life, that he had have a lot of rest.”

“The group split up”, said
Werner, “One of those big brutes you wrestled with that night,
Hans, you remember him? He took over as Group Leader. He loved
beating up Jews.

“Now I have to be careful. The doctor says I am “getting
slowly better””, he grinned. “Sooner or later I will be able to
live a more active life and the family will use their influence to
find me a job away from the “Jewish Problem”. Meanwhile things are
as you see. One or two of the younger boys you taught managed to
join me and we do what we can. Head-on opposition to the Party is
futile so one is limited to being unobtrusively unhelpful.
Difficult but possible with care. Perhaps one day there will be a
chance to do more, but I have Kirsten to think of now. Getting
myself killed by the Party will help no-one, least of all Kirsten.”
He smiled and reached for her hand.

They said their goodbyes. At the door
Christopher turned back to Kirsten.

“Take care, good friend,”
he said, “I shall be thinking of you both.”

She stood on tiptoe to kiss him on the
cheek.

“Take care yourself,” she
said cheerfully. “Werner will look after me, so don’t
worry!”

Christopher continued to find Dr.
Cohen rather a disappointment. He had hoped to see something of
Ruth in her father but he was a cold, distant little man, seemingly
rather full of his own significance. This might possibly have had
something to do with nervousness but somehow he didn’t think so. It
was to be hoped, thought Christopher, that he was worth the
horrible risks they were about to take on his behalf. On Lotte’s
instructions they packed him in the big trunk on the back of the
Bentley, curled up beneath rugs and suitcases. They told him that
with luck they’d have him out in about three hours.

“Are you sure?” he asked
her. “You must know that’s the first place they’ll
look,”

Lotte was looking white and strained.
She snapped at him, “For God’s sake! D’you think I’m stupid? Just
do as you’re told and leave the rest to me! I don’t want to be
killed either, have you thought of that?”

“Bad night?” he asked,
controlling himself.

She shot him a pale smile. “Sorry. It
shows doesn’t it? That will never do. Do you mind?”

She started on her make up. Christopher was struck by the
result. As she put her makeup away and turned to him he
smiled.

“Now I know all your
secrets,” he said.

She smiled sadly at him. “I’m rather
afraid you do. I’m not sure I could say the same about you, though.
You enjoyed last night, didn’t you?”

“Disappointed?” he asked
uneasily.

“Upset, actually,” she said softly. “You were a boy when I
took you into my bed ten days ago. Now I find you’re a killer. A
willing, deadly killer.

“I preferred the
boy.”

Christopher sat back, feeling as if he
had had his face slapped. He and Tushin had done these people’s
dirty work for them after all, and now this.

As he sat frozen inside his anger she
put a hand on his lap, palm up. When he refused to take it she
banged the back of her hand insistently on his leg. Reluctantly he
reached out.

“Now listen to me,” she
said, clutching hard, “I know you had to do what you did last
night, for all our sakes. And you did it brilliantly.

“But I have held you in my
arms and I have intimate knowledge of you, I know who you are. You
can’t make love without some loving and knowing and it follows that
I love you and know you, as you love and know me, though you may
try to deny it in your mind. We both understand there are
limitations but within those limitations we are lovers and I hope
that will never change.”

Christopher looked uneasily at Tushin
but he seemed absorbed in his driving and she was speaking softly
anyway.

“I know other things too.
All my life I have lived among killers, among some of the wickedest
men in Europe. Not all of them began that way so I have seen men I
know and have liked turn into killers, some of necessity, others
because they liked to kill.

“I don’t think you are
going to turn away from the course you have set for yourself. You
are going to go on playing your elected part in the oncoming
Walpurgis Nacht and to survive and to help others survive you are
going to have to kill again.

“Will you promise me
something?”

He turned sad eyes on her. “What?” he
said, unwilling to commit unknowing.

“Don’t allow whatever you
saw the night before last to corrupt you. We’re not all wicked. Try
not to enjoy killing us?”

After looking into her pleading blue
eyes for a long moment he nodded and gave her hand a confirming
squeeze. For the rest of the journey they held hands, both in need
of comfort.

As the border post came in sight there
was a long queue of cars and trucks waiting. A tight knot clenched
Christopher stomach. He knew he couldn’t do this, it was too
much.

“I think they must be searching everyone,” said Tushin over
his shoulder, “Looking for you-know-who. Should I turn back,
Boy?”

He was just opening his mouth to tell
him to get them out as fast as he could when Lotte leaned
forward.

“No!” said sharply. “Take
the outside lane, Tushin. And blow your horn! Do it
now!”

As Christopher opened his mouth to
protest Tushin grunted, pulled over into the left hand lane and
accelerated past the waiting cars, blowing his horn.

“Passports, Christopher,”
snapped this unknown Lotte, holding out her hand. As the car pulled
up before a furious looking frontier guard she wound the window
down,

“You there!” she said, in a
hard, awful voice Christopher hardly recognised, “Fetch your
officer!”

To his astonishment, as the officer
came over he looked at the Bentley and started to smile. Seeing
Lotte he saluted smartly.

“Heil Hitler! We have been
told to expect you, Frau General. If you will kindly give me your
passports, it will be quickly done.” He handed the passports to an
immigration official who came running up smiling
obsequiously.

“Be quick,” he snapped and
the man ran off.

“So much trouble today,” he
continued chattily as they waited. “Some filthy scum of a Jew has
escaped. Someone the Gestapo wants to talk to. But we’ll catch him,
no doubt of that. And when the men in black have finished with him
…..

“Ah, here are your
passports, Frau General.” He saluted. “Enjoy Paris, but leave some
for us, won’t you? We’ll be there soon. Heil Hitler!”

 


 








Chapter 8.
Paris. Winter 1938

After they had dropped Lotte off at
the Crillon, Tushin drove the Bentley directly into the basement
garage of the house on the Avenue Foch, taking no chances that
Cohen would be seen.

As they came up into the house
Christopher was overwhelmed by Alexandra, all flying hair, warm
skin and open lips. He kissed and hugged her gently, stroking her
hair and murmuring nonsense. She clung possessively to his arm as
if she would never let him go. He was startled when the Prince
greeted him with a fatherly hug.

“Well done, my boy,” he
said. “I really think we must treat you as one of the family now.
Alexia has been losing weight!”

Struggling for emotional balance,
Christopher turned to the radiant young woman clinging to Cohen.
Ruth held out her hand to him, tears streaming down her
face.

“Oh Christopher, how can we
ever thank you?”

As she spoke he felt Alexandra stiffen
on his arm. Firmly he freed himself and took Ruth by the shoulders
and kissed her gently on the cheek.

“I promised didn’t I? And
there are lots of other people to thank too. Even I don’t know who
they all were, but you might start with Tushin, if you can find
him. He did most of the driving. He’s probably asleep in the
garage!”

Over the celebration dinner which
followed their arrival Christopher found it hard to take his eyes
off Ruth. She was transformed by relief and excitement, her eyes
sparkling and her rich, musical laugh ever ready. Wherever the
Prince had hidden her she had been well cared for. Beautifully
groomed and expensively dressed, it was hard to look away from her.
He had noticed at once that the little diamond brooch he had bought
her was pinned to the shoulder of her cocktail dress but it was
otherwise hard to believe he was looking at the girl he had first
seen as a frightened bundle of grubby wet rags in the café on the
Champs Elysées seven weeks ago. As she sat next to him at dinner
she said,

“I don’t know how on earth
we will ever be able to thank you all for what you have done for
us.”

“Quite easy,” he said smiling gently at her, noticing how
intently her clear brown eyes watched him, “Be happy! For ever, for
the rest of your life be happy. Then I’ll know we did well, won’t
I?”

Still looking at him, her colour a
little heightened, she said quietly,

”But I have been happy
already. That day we went sailing those dear little boats in the
Tuileries Gardens, remember? I was completely and utterly happy
that day. It was all so silly and funny and nothing else seemed to
matter after all.

“I hadn’t felt like that for years.” She smiled at him
gently, “It was horrible watching you walk off down the street that
evening, you had made me feel warm and safe, and it was a long time
since I had felt that.”

For rather too long they looked at one
another. Then, anxious to lower the voltage a little, if only for
Alexandra’s sake, he said,

“Ah, that reminds me. Have
you seen Uncle Frank recently? You know, the one with the orange
wooden leg and the squint?”

As she burst into a peal of laughter
at the memory he caught Alexandra’s eyes, dark and anxious,
watching him from the end of the table. He gave her what he hoped
was a reassuring grin, uneasily aware of the growing complexity of
his life.

Later he found himself talking to Dr.
Cohen, who said,

“You took considerable
personal risks to get me out of Germany. I cannot imagine that I
will ever be able to repay you.”

Christopher looked at him carefully.
He was struck again by the man’s lack of impact. His personality
seemed invisible, hidden behind expressionless brown eyes which
peered through bottle-bottom spectacles like moribund fish. He
wondered how such a colourless creature could possibly have
fathered someone as vividly alive as Ruth. His dislike for the man
confused him. It was both instinctive and strong and, he felt,
irrational. Confused by his feelings, he said.

“Ruth gave me a copy of
your book so that I would be able to recognise you from the cover
picture. My own discipline is history but I did read it and I made
a serious effort to understand it. A deeply intriguing vision of
the “God of Small things” if I may say so.

” I was also given to
understand that your work could be applied to some kind of
explosive device, something very destructive indeed. If that is the
case I would see my success in extracting you from the Nazi regime
as one of the best things I have done so far. What other reward
could I need?”

Doctor Cohen made a dismissive
gesture.

“Science for the Masses!
Rubbish! The common people so love bangs and bumps, do they not?
Fireworks indeed!” He paused for a moment to collect his
thoughts.

“You see,” he said, “To the
scientific mind, to the pure scientific intellect, national
politics are irrelevant, merely the antics of God’s Monkeys.
All-important is the hunt for knowledge, the passion to understand
this astonishing Universe in which we are embedded, to see into the
mind of God.

“My particle research is
breaking new trails into this impenetrable forest we call Creation,
d’you see? New ways of understanding the structure of
matter.”

He paused, fixing Christopher with a
sharp, birdlike look in which he could see no warmth whatever, only
the cold fire of fanaticism.

“It was Einstein who first
stated the relationship between matter and energy. It was at that
point that the Masses first glimpsed the energy locked into the
atom. To their crude little minds this meant explosions, lovely big
bangs that could be used to kill their fellows, one another’s
brothers and sisters.

“What their puerile little
minds failed to see was that Einstein’s theories also pointed the
way to unlimited energy, to a world of miracles where mankind would
have access to all the energy needed to lift civilization from
poverty and ignorance forever and to carry mankind to the
Stars.

“Wretched Masses, all they
could see was that there might be better ways of killing one
another. The Common mind disgusts me! If that’s what they want to
do, let them. I need play no part.”

Christopher returned to his food,
reflecting uneasily feeling that Werner’s idea of shooting the
little brute had, perhaps been rather a good one after all. It
might have been less harmful in the long run.

It was late when he finally got to his
room. He found that Tushin had lit a fire and laid out his things,
having evidently decided that Christopher was now his personal
property after all they had been through together.

His mail had been laid neatly on the
fireside table. There wasn’t much. A few rather alarming bills for
clothes, a reassuring bank statement and a picture postcard of
South Pacific palm trees and sandy beaches from his mother, telling
him briefly how much she was enjoying winter sun on a yacht
belonging to a notorious Italian Prince whom he remembered to be a
rather effete creature of no particular moral worth. Good old Ma,
he thought sadly, how does she do it?

There was also a large fat envelope
from the van Cleef family lawyers in New York, Messrs. Nicholson,
Dryden and van Damm. He read the covering letter several times with
the hair rising on his head.

In the richly Baroque language beloved
of all really expensive American lawyers it told him that certain
terms of a codicil in his Grandfather’s will (marked copy enclosed
herewith) which had been kept secret from him as required by the
said will, were now to be executed, since he had been, as required
by Clause X of the said document, “In Gainful Employment on his
twenty third birthday.”

He was therefore now to inherit the
portion of his grandfather’s estate (see schedule at Attachment One
hereto) which remained following the formation of the van Cleef
Trust and the bequest to his mother, Lauren, Lady Kilmore, née
Lauren Dale Van Cleef.

In summary Messrs. Nicholson, Dryden
and van Damm awaited his instructions as to the administration of
the principal portfolio, which was currently invested in Property,
Stocks and Bonds yielding an annual income of approximately
$23,800,000. (See Statement of Accounts in Attachment Two
hereto.)

There was a letter too, a long
envelope addressed in his grandfather’s spiky writing. He sat down
with a winded grunt and opened it.

 


“My Dear old
Boy,

When you read this I shall be dead. You will be twenty
three years old, not long out of University and working in a good
job.

I often wonder what you will have
decided to do with your life. We have talked of it so often,
haven’t we, you and I? I won’t tell you what my guess is for fear,
should it be something different and that you might therefore feel
you had let me down. This is something I know you will never do,
for you have much of your great grandfather in you and I am
confident therefore that you will do honour to the name of van
Cleef.

What I do know is that you are likely
to be reading this in a time when another Great War is looming in
Europe, clear for all to see.

War is a terrible thing, a human
madness without merit of any kind. I already know you will study
history and in so doing it will not have escaped you that through
the ages all the talk has been of Kings and Queens, of battles,
victories and defeat

The innocents are seldom mentioned,
the people who starve because their crops have been burned, the
women who have been raped and the children who have been maimed,
enslaved or slaughtered. War holds no honour, only agony, sorrow
and weeping.

You will most likely still be
somewhere in Europe as the War draws closer and so inevitably you
will be wondering if you should go to your home in the States and
leave the Europeans to their endemic madness or whether you should
stay and fight the oncoming evil (One thing you can be certain of,
from what I have seen of Herr Hitler, is that it will be evil
indeed).

My charge on you is this:-

 


Whatever you do, be sure you use our
fortune honourably. Think of the little people and how you can help
them, not of the War and how you can help win it, for that way lies
foolishness. No-one wins wars.

 


If you do this you can be sure I will
be looking down from my cloud (Or up from my pit!) with a loving
smile on my face and your blessing on my lips.

 


Don’t be good, be great!

 


Ever your loving,

Grandad.”

 


Underneath the signature was the
little stick man he always used in his letters. He was smiling and
waving.

With a great sigh Christopher leant his head against the
back of his chair and wept great heaving sobs of loss.

 


So it was that Tushin found him later,
asleep in the armchair by the fire with his cheeks stained with
tears and his grandfather’s letter clutched in one hand. Muttering
his irritation at Christopher’s stupidity in not looking after
himself properly, Tushin put him gently to bed.

He did not sleep well. He tossed and
turned, his back and legs ached and he felt hot and shivery. As the
uneasy blackness of depression finally descended on him it seemed
he was back on the Ku’damm. Ruth was walking towards him, her
lovely swinging stride quickening as she saw him. As he hurried to
meet her men gathered round her, hiding her from his sight as she
called his name in a voice which sounded oddly unlike
her.

Desperately he started to shout her
name,

“Alex! Alex!”

No that was wrong wasn’t it? Her name
was ..... “Alex! .... Alex!” No. That wasn’t it, it
was....

”Alex! Alex!”..... Why
couldn’t he get it right? They were tearing her to pieces, there
was blood all over the place.

“Alex! Alex!” he sobbed yet
again.

“Christopher! Wake up
darling, wake up! It’s alright my darling, it’s
alright!”

He felt himself enveloped in soft
warmth, recognised with terrible relief Alexandra’s softly
childlike smell of lightly perfumed skin and toothpaste. Muttering
in feverish confusion he pulled her to him and fell into a twitchy,
goblin-haunted sleep.

*

 


“You know,” said Sigismond
de la Galaizière, watching the swirling dancers with an
affectionately supercilious air, “this is probably the last
civilised Christmas we shall see for a long time.

“For some of us,” he added
sadly, “the last ever.”

The Christmas season was under way.
After being kept to his room for a couple of weeks, cared for
rather competitively by Alexandra and Tushin while he wrestled with
the black dogs of ‘flu, reaction and depression, Christopher had
come shakily downstairs to find that the Prince had left for
America on family business, taking the heavily disguised Cohens
with him.

When he had finally begun to feel more
like himself, Alexandra, who now quite clearly saw him as a
personal possession, had decided they should take advantage of the
myriad of Christmas invitations which had poured in.

This one was to the de la Galaizière
mansion just down the Avenue. The big ballroom was alight with
colour and movement, music and laughter and the average age was
well under thirty. Christopher had decided to take a temporary rest
from dancing and had withdrawn to share the huge fire with Sigi. He
was sprawled in a big armchair thinking rather sleepily how much
more beautiful French women were than their German sisters, despite
the Nazi cant of racial purity, and had just drifted happily to the
conclusion that it was the mixture of the Mediterranean and Nordic
bloodlines that did it when Sigi’s remark woke him up.

“War d’you mean? Judging by
what I’ve seen in the last few weeks I don’t see how it can be
avoided. Chamberlain particularly seems to have gone quite mad. I
can’t follow his reasoning at all. Nor, I imagine, can your poor
Daladier.

“Hitler’s intentions, on
the other hand, are crystal clear. He explained them all in Mein
Kampf and has restated them many times since. As if that were not
enough one has only to spend minutes with any of the senior Nazis
to hear them all over again. He’s not interested in the West; not
in the least. He wants Lebensraum, living room in the East,
Ukrainian corn. It’s the Poles and the Russians he’s after. All
this stuff about the Sudetenland and the Czechs confirms it too. He
is, of course, testing the intentions of the West, but his main
objective is obvious to anyone who can read a map. He’s trying to
secure his Southern flank ready for a drive to the East and in the
process he is tidying up the rather illogical wreckage left behind
by the collapse of Austria-Hungary. If you doubt it watch
Mussolini’s next move. He’ll start on the mess in Serbia and
Croatia, take my word for it.”

Sigi froze in the act of putting a log
on the fire and turned to him, clutching it to his snowy white
shirt front.

“You’re saying you think we
should stay out of it?”

“None of your business,
don’t you see? In the end he’ll flatten the Poles and go for the
Soviets. Napoleon did that and look where it got him. Dog eats dog!
Done and dusted! Don’t any of the politicians read their history
books?”

Sigi sighed and sat down, holding the
log in his lap.

“What about us? We all know
he admires the Brits, but after what Clemenceau did to Germany at
Versailles I don’t think Hitler could possibly be described as a
Francophile.”

“As long as you all keep
quiet and stop shouting insults at him I think he’ll at least leave
you alone till he has finished with the Russians. By that time I
rather doubt if Germany will have much appetite for more fighting
and in any case France and Britain tied together, with a further
few years of rearmament under their belts, might be a tough
proposition even for a bunch of battle weary old Nazis, don’t you
think?”

Sigi caught sight of the log in his
lap, threw it on the fire and dusted himself off.

He looked curiously at
Christopher,

“You know,” he said, “you
surprise me. Every time we meet you surprise me. I keep expecting
you to say something conventional about things and you never do. I
suppose it’s because you look and talk like an Englishman when in
fact you’re not. I’m beginning to understand some of the things
people say about the Irish. You just don’t think like ordinary
folk, do you?

”You’ve been in Germany I
gather. Met some of the top Nazis too I think?”

For a moment Christopher was startled,
wondering how much Sigi knew. He had told no-one and he was sure
Alexandra, for all her flighty ways, was as close as an oyster
where family business was concerned. Then he remembered that it had
all begun at the François-Poncets. Wheels within wheels, he
thought. At least it means I can be fairly frank.

“Some very top ones, Hitler
and Goering included!” He went on to give Sigi a carefully edited
account if his visit and his feelings about it.

When he had finished Sigi engaged
himself in various displacement activities, poking the fire,
improving the draw of his cigar, getting them drinks and generally
fidgeting. Christopher now knew him well enough to realise
something was coming. Eventually he said,

“I’m one of a small group
of people who are a bit apprehensive about our country’s ability to
cope with another war so soon after the last one. Not pacifists,
you understand. It’s more about working out exactly what might
happen in various circumstances and making some contingency plans,
d’you see?

“We like to rope in people
with particularly relevant experiences and points of view to talk
to us about them.

“I wonder if you would be
willing.....?”

Christopher thought about it for a
moment. It would inevitably be a two way street, something he and
the Prince might benefit from. It also fitted into his gradually
emerging ideas about what he should do with his mighty
fortune.

He nodded, “Whenever you like,” he said. “I feel I have
seen the road to hell in the last few weeks, and anything I can do
to help us all to understand what these people are really like I
will do.”

“I’ll fix something and let
you know. Now my lad, Aux armes! Here come the girls,” he said, as
Sophia and Alexandra started towards them clearly bent on action,
“you take Sophia this time, it’s my turn for Alexia!”

That night he had another nightmare.
It was much like the last except that the victim this time was
Alexandra. He must have been making a lot of noise again, for when
he woke to reality she was in the room shaking his arm, sobbing and
calling his name over and over again.

He cradled her to him and murmured his
comfort with growing urgency. Gradually they both calmed
down.

“I’m sorry my sweet,” he
said, “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what’s the matter with
me.”

She sniffed, reached for his clean
handkerchief and blew her nose.

“I do,” she said fretfully, “It’s those horrid Germans.
You’ve not been the same since you got back. You don’t laugh so
much and you have a sort of haunted look about you, as if you had
seen a vision of the Pit. It’s like some horrible sickness, choking
the life from the lovely person I know.” She clung to him fiercely,
“Come back darling, please come back. I do love you so!”

Driven by his desperate need for
comfort, for escape from the gathering darkness in his head, he
fell to kissing her, murmuring his love for her recklessly, without
thought for the consequences. He ran his hands through her hair,
kissed her eyes, her lips, her neck, hearing her gasp his
name.

It was only when he felt her stiffen
in fright that he realised what he was doing. He drew back with a
deep breath and rolled away from her. This wasn’t Lotte. Alex was
only a child!

“Oh God Alex, I’m so sorry.
How can you forgive me? I’m so sorry!”

After a while she said in a small
voice,

“You can if you like. If it
will make you better, you can really.” She moved tentatively back
into his arms, like a child offering comfort.

“I wouldn’t mind, you know.
It’s just that the first time one feels a little nervous. But
that’s silly because I know you’d be gentle. It wasn’t that I
didn’t want you to. I do really. I want you terribly. Darling? I do
so want you back the way you were before you went to that beastly
place, so if it would help?”

He lay for a minute holding her,
waiting for his thundering heart to come to order, wondering how to
restore the situation to a safer level. He loved Alex. He loved
everything about her, her impetuous passions, her ever present
laughter and silly giggles, her unpredictable outbursts of
girlishness and her innocently regal beauty when she was dressed
for some grand occasion. Most of all he loved watching her gentle,
barely conscious progress from child to woman. He knew with
certainty that for him to treat her as a woman now, when she was
still little more than a child, would be to destroy part of her
magic and her ability to be happy in the future. He also knew that
she too understood this on some level of her own. Very gently he
turned to her and kissed her lovingly.

“My beautiful girl,” he
said softly, “You know and I know it’s too soon. Let’s just keep
things as they are shall we? We’ll both be happier if we
do.”

Gradually they settled down. After a
while she said,

“Tell me about Germany?
What happened to you that made you so different?”

Very hesitantly, trying to foresee the
things he’d have to edit out, he began to talk.

He told her of the violence he had
seen in his first few days, the kicking of the unknown young Jewish
boy, the crude, drunken behaviour of the senior officers at the
François-Poncets’ dinner table, his confused feelings about Goering
and his shooting friends, so cheerful and direct, his meeting with
Hitler. Finally he told her of the terrible last night on the
Ku’damm. When he came to describe the beating of the girl his voice
got shaky and he had to stop for a moment to draw
breath.

“It was horrible,” he said,
“she was only about seventeen, she looked so sweet and normal.
Rather pretty, nicely dressed, you could see her father and mother
loved and cared for her,” he paused for a minute to steady himself.
“I keep thinking it might have been you, or Ruth, you know? Not
just some stranger but one of us. What her parents must
feel..

“And once the thugs had
started they, these ordinary looking middle aged men and women,
they screamed and kicked and beat her like wild animals, on and on
till she must have been quite dead. Even then I doubt if they
stopped, but I just walked on, almost ran, I couldn’t face it. Such
terrible hatred. Such a lovely young thing, destroyed! Just
destroyed.”

He paused for a long time, then he said in a choking voice,
as if it was being wrung out of him, “And I keep thinking there was
something I could have done, you know? They were only people after
all. And I ran away. I feel so utterly disgusted with
myself.

“Really, I think that’s why
I threw the bracelet away. If I had given it to you it would have
reminded me every time you wore it of what a wretched rotten
horrible coward I had been.”

To his own horror he started crying
great gulping sobs as Alexandra put her arms round him.

“Silly old Bear,” she said
gently, stroking his hair, “you’re no coward, even you must know
that. Tushin has been talking to me too. You see, I know about the
street gang you took on. Not exactly what a coward would do, my
love, now is it? He didn’t think so anyway.”

Christopher gave a wobbly laugh. “That
wasn’t bravery,” he said, “that was sheer blind fury. They were
just a bunch of drunken toughs, easy meat. I was a bit ashamed of
myself afterwards, to tell you the truth!”

“You’re so hard on yourself,” she pinned him down and shook
his shoulders, making him look directly at her face. “Listen to
me,” she said, “Look at me! Lots of things like this are going to
happen in the next few years if things are as bad as you say.
You’re going to make mistakes, you’re going to be a coward
sometimes, brave sometimes, happy and proud sometimes, miserable
and frightened and full of self disgust sometimes, hungry, cold,”
She paused for a minute, apparently unable to imagine any more of
the awful things that might happen to him. Then she said softly,
loving and tearful,

“And you’re going to do
wonderful, miraculous things for people who will be grateful to you
for the rest of their lives. Good people like the
Cohens.”

She bent down and kissed him gently,
watching his face.

After waiting till she was sure he had
registered her meaning she lay down again with her head on his
shoulder, pulling him close,

“And how, my lovely
Monsieur Christophe, do you think you are going to do all these
things if you beat yourself up and get nightmares every time
something horrible happens, hmm?” She put her head back and he saw
himself reflected in dark green, loving eyes.

He lay on his back thinking about what
she had said for a long time, understanding the sense of it and
knowing she had said the right thing at just the right moment.
Amazing, he thought, the oddly random ways life teaches its
lessons. But there was nothing random about love perhaps, love and
the support and healing powers it gives us. He was also astonished
by the extent to which she had grasped his present realities and
what he faced. Perhaps she wasn’t such a child after
all.

Without calculation, without even
knowing where he wanted it to lead, he started talking
again.

Firstly he told her about his
Grandfather’s will and all it meant. “Grandad died six tears ago.
He was everything to me,” he found himself saying, “I was desperate
when he died. They didn’t even tell me for several days and when
they did it seemed they didn’t care much. All they could think
about was his money, the mighty van Cleef fortune. But I cared; he
was above all things my friend, probably the only close friend I
ever had till I came to Chateau Mirande, and he was gone and no-one
seemed to care but me.

“From when I was very young
I used to hear people saying he was rich but to a child rich means
very little. When you are a kid the world is the world you live in,
you have no comparators, which is what wealth and poverty are, just
comparators; you just accept the world you live in when you are
small. Grandad was just Grandad to me, a lovely friend made magical
because he had these amazing toys, real trains and aeroplanes of
his very own to play with.

“Then later, when I got
into my teens, he started to take me with him when he was doing
things, big projects and such, explaining things and asking what I
thought. He became a teacher. As my parents went on fighting and
the roof of the old house in Ireland began to leak because she
wouldn’t give Dad the money to fix it, I spent more and more time
with him and came more and more to understand what such huge wealth
might mean.

“Even then I didn’t think
much about it. It didn’t seem to be anything to do with me after
all. Then he died and it seemed the fortune went to the Trust and
to my mother. When I was home I wondered who was going to fix the
leaking roof and when I was at University I used to wonder what I’d
do when I had my degree.

“Then there was you and
your Papa and Tushin and all of you and it was all settled. I had a
family and a job.

“Then the other night, when
I realised what the van Cleef fortune really meant, that only a
small part of it had gone to my Mother and to the Trust, that this
huge thing wasn’t somewhere else, it was here, in my very own lap,
for Heaven’s sake, along with my Grandad’s letter telling me what
he expected me to do with it. Then I began really to think about
what such a vast challenge could mean in the future and that what
it would mean was entirely up to me.

“I loved Grandad. He and my
great grandfather might have been among the great ruthless Railway
Barons of the United States in the eighteen eighties and nineties
but they were good, God fearing men who wanted good things to be
done by their descendants with their hard-earned money.

“This.... THING, this bestial gang of thugs we face, are
going to do terrible things to Europe. I don’t understand what I
can do yet, but I have, by utter chance, access to the rulers of
this .. . this Goblin Empire.

“I have access to the power
that great fortunes give their possessors. Somehow surely I can put
these two things together and do good things in memory of my
Grandad!”

 


The next morning, still with little
idea of what he was going to do, he began to read. To begin with
Alexandra joined in with keen interest but some of what he read
mystified her. She could understand the books about French and
German politics, but when a week later he started wading through
statistics on tonnages carried by rail and amounts of rolling stock
in France and Germany she was lost. Beside him was a pad of paper
with calculations all over it.

“What on earth is the good
of that? What has it to do with politics, you silly old
thing?”

She was sitting on his lap, getting in
his way. He gave her a strange, haunted look, “If I told you, you
wouldn’t believe me,” he said.

She held his head in her hands,
looking searchingly into his eyes,

“Just what are you up to,
darling? Please tell me.”

“Some things were said to
me in Germany by someone who should know. I’m trying to work out
what happens if you follow the logic through. Germans are very
logical people, in a way that is part of their problem. When you
think about it, logic without conscience can lead to terrible
conclusions. I’m trying to work out what those conclusions might
be. Telling you more than that would not really be good for either
of us.

“Now, be a good girl and leave me to work and I’ll take you
to the Opera tonight. Tushin booked the box this morning. Tosca! Go
and buy a frock or something. Tell Tushin we’ll go to Maxim’s
afterwards.” He bent over a rail timetable of western Prussia,
comparing it with a map spread on the table beside him.

 


 



Chapter 9.
Paris. December 1938

 


A few evenings later Christopher
walked round after dinner to Sigi’s meeting. He was shown into a
large darkly furnished room dominated by a long polished table.
They were waiting for him, a dozen assorted men in dinner jackets,
aged between their mid twenties and late fifties.

As he sat, Sigi introduced them one by
one. Christopher was not good at this and his memory gave up almost
at once. He did note Count Henri de Bergerac, certainly Amélie’s
husband, a rather distinguished man in his mid fifties with a
neatly trimmed white beard and moustache. He also noted the last
man introduced as he was the only one in uniform,

“Colonel Charles de Gaulle
of the Army Staff College,” said Sigi. De Gaulle stood formally and
shook his hand. He towered over Christopher, looked down his huge
nose, and emitted a brief growl of greeting.

Without further ado Sigi took the head
of the table and started.

“Gentlemen, I remind you that the purpose of our group is to
study the threatening events that surround us with the objective of
gaining some understanding of what most of us, though not all,”
(here he inclined his head to a very polished looking youngish man
with centrally parted fair hair slicked back and cold blue eyes
behind rimless glasses who acknowledged his look with a minimal nod
and a thin smile,) “see as a serious threat to the future of
European civilisation as we know it.

“Monsieur Harland has just
returned from a business trip to Berlin where, as it so happened,
he met socially with a number of highly placed Nazis, including
Hitler and Goering. He has been invited to visit the latter on his
next trip.

“Monsieur Harland is an
historian, an expert in European History. He has carried away some
conclusions which he has kindly agreed to share with
you.”

As a dozen pairs of eyes, none of them
particularly friendly, were turned on him Christopher took a deep
breath and suppressed a quick pang of nerves. Clearing his throat
he first, for the sake of context, gave a succinct account of
Hitler’s view of the Jewish problem as expressed in Mein Kampf.
Then he repeated the opinions he had expressed to Sigi.

There were murmurs and smiles round
the table when he had finished.

“If only life were so
simple,” said one of them. “Unfortunately we have treaty
obligations to Czechoslovakia and a keen interest in the security
of the Soviet Union.”

“It is already obvious that
you and the British must ultimately walk away from your treaty
obligations, is it not? It is surely the only sensible thing to
do.”

Here there were uneasy growls round
the table, some doubtful, some hostile. Looks were exchanged but no
comment was offered.

“As to the Soviet Union,
France should rethink her position. Russia is clearly an enemy in
the making; equally clearly, Hitler is set on invading her. In the
process his army will be destroyed and Russia’s gravely weakened.
You need do nothing. Why sacrifice more millions of young men to
achieve an end which Germany and Russia will achieve for
you?”

As the discussion roamed around the
table Christopher was disappointed. It was obvious he had not said
anything that had not already been said many times and equally
obvious that they were more or less equally divided on the subject.
As the exchanges got more heated the abandonment of Czechoslovakia
was more or less taken for granted but one of the main problems
with throwing the Soviet Union to the wolves was the power of the
Communist Party in France. There was also a view that France had
unfinished business with Germany which left him wondering at the
mindset of men who could advocate something as brutal as war in an
age of machines in pursuit of something as idiotic as revenge. The
discussion rumbled round the big table indecisively for a while
before de Bergerac turned to him and asked him if there had been
any reference to the Jewish Question.

Christopher told them about
Kristallnacht, sparing them nothing in his account of the girl’s
death.

“One or two of the top
Nazis did discuss it with me,” he said, paraphrasing the truth
rather freely. “I think they have some problems.

“It seems that the original
intention was much as Hitler defined it in Mein Kampf. It was to be
a piece of population engineering. You may remember Stalin’s recent
resettlement of the Chechens to Siberia. Inhumane but with
precedents, such as the Flight of Israel from Egypt, which you may
also recall.

“I don’t think anyone
thought much of the practical aspects when the idea was first
expressed, but now they have begun some planning and there are big
problems. There are about two million Jews in Central Europe if you
exclude Poland. Add Poland and there are nearly six million. If you
accept that the general plan was to include the resettlement of the
Polish Jews eastwards then the problem is that they had intended to
export some six million people to a new homeland in the Soviet
Union.

Here he stopped and took a glass of
water from the flask before him.

De Bergerac leaned forward, “You said, “Had intended to
export… We knew that. But you said “had”…….... You clearly think
something has changed.

“What could have changed
and why do you think so?”

“One of my informants, very
high up indeed in the Party, was expressing concern about the
change. He said that the transport system couldn’t carry the
traffic and support a war, possibly on two fronts, depending on the
intentions of the West, and that this was giving rise to a
revisionist school of thought which wanted to accomplish the whole
job in a far shorter time than he felt was desirable. He said he
found some of their resulting conclusions distasteful.

“I have been trying to work out what he meant. When you do
some simple sums on the magnitude of the job you can see that, for
the resettlement plan, between five and ten thousand trainloads
might be needed to move such a large mass of people and that this
would take a very long time to do properly. But if they wanted to
do it much more quickly, say they decide on a couple of years for
planning and preparation, a year for the job and a year for tidying
up, hiding what they had done, that would mean transporting six
million in a year. If each train took three weeks for the round
trip on average, then in a year each train would make about fifteen
round trips, taking a total of 30,000 people to wherever. That
means you would need to dedicate about two hundred trains full time
to the job even if it is perfectly organised. Few major endeavours
manage efficiencies above about seventy percent, so taking that
into account you would need about two hundred and ninety trains for
the job. Call it three hundred. Assuming they are at the same time
trying to fight a war on two fronts you can quite see their
problem. None of that, by the way, takes any account of the
mechanics of mustering and resettling such a huge mass of people.
Imagine the manpower they’d need for that. Much of it would have to
be able bodied men of fighting quality too.

“I am quite prepared to
concede that my amateur attempts at logistics are rubbish but I
think you can see that they do give a glimpse of what might be
involved.”

De Gaulle leaned forward, “You have
clearly drawn your own conclusions. What are they?”

Christopher took a deep breath, sure
of the reaction which would follow what he said next,

“As I have said, I doubt if
the practical aspects of implementing Hitler’s theories were much
considered till recently. I think that they only now realise that
they have a problem and just how big it is. I think that there is a
dialogue going on high up within the Party right now and that one
faction believes it has a solution. A final solution.” He paused,
for a moment reluctant to take the plunge.

“So?” said De Gaulle
harshly. “What is this “Final solution”?”

“I think they may have
worked out that if, instead of sending them all to the East they
could collect them in some fairly central region, southern Poland
maybe, and either kill them or, to help with the economics of war,
work them into the ground and then kill them, then the problems are
much diminished. They are still enormous but from what I could
gather this idea is seen to be attractive; presumably, if one omits
pure sadism, on two counts. Firstly because the solution is final,
there is no remaining population to cause trouble, and secondly on
account of the positive effect on the war effort of millions of
slave workers. Not forgetting of course the benefit to the Finance
Ministry of all the property they will confiscate. Jews are thrifty
folk and even if the average property per Jew is only, say, five
hundred marks, then you are looking at around three billion marks
and that will certainly buy the odd tank. Add the value of their
work and you have sums worth thinking about on a national
scale.”

Here Christopher, seeing the growth of
incredulity round the table, decided to be deliberately brutal, to
try and smash their complacency.

“I have done some crude
sums,” he said. “To kill six million people in a year you need to
kill about one hundred and fifteen thousand a week on average.
Allowing for peaks and troughs and Sundays you would have to have
the capacity to kill perhaps one hundred and fifty thousand a week.
Say thirty thousand a day.”

There were a disgusted gasps around
the table as he said this. The young man with sleeked back hair
gave him a cold glare.

“I think,” said Christopher
slowly and clearly, “that there is a small faction high up within
the Nazi Party that is planning the mass enslavement and
extermination of several million men women and children on an
industrial scale. I doubt if they know how to do it yet, but you
can bet your bottom dollar they’ll work it out. Germans are like
that. They’re thorough.”



After a moment of stunned silence the
room exploded into furious discussion.

Christopher leaned back in his chair,
took a long draught of water and watched them all. To his relief
no-one was talking to him or even looking at him. It was as if what
he had said had merely re-ignited an argument they had been having
for some time. After a while he realised this was so, though the
sheer weight of the numbers had not previously been considered by
them. He had now added the horror of his crude sums to the
proposition, thus adding brutal realism to what some of them had
been saying while others had been denying.

Gradually he thought he discerned two
aspects of denial. There were those who affirmed that the
annihilation of so many people was unthinkable in any civilised
context and might not even be practicable. More worryingly there
were those who believed that France should not and need not be
involved, that she could simply stand back and watch it all happen,
thus saving her men, their numbers still much diminished by the
Great War, from another spell in the killing fields.

Ironical that that should seem so
wrong, he thought, in view of what he himself thought western
policy should be.

Sigi leaned back with a cynical
expression on his face and De Gaulle watched it all with lofty
disdain. When he caught Christopher’s eye he gave him a slight and
unexpected smile of commiseration. Christopher was reassured also
to see a gleam of respect in his eyes.

After a while the arguments slowed
down and a young man, whose name Christopher now recalled was
Edmonde Fouché, turned to him.

“You seem, Monsieur
Harland, to have drawn a great many conclusions from very little
information. You have a phrase in England, I think,
“Scare-mongering”?

“Why is it, d’you think,
that our Ambassador has reported none of this? He has repeatedly
sought elucidation of the Nazi Government’s intentions toward the
Jews in Germany and has been reassured that the sole plan is
resettlement. This in itself is regrettable of course, and we have
said so, but comparatively harmless. Our Government sees little
reason to object materially.”

“Monsieur Fouché, if your
government were actively considering the slaughter of several
million people, would you say so to a foreign
Ambassador?”

Eventually the meeting broke up. They
moved into the big drawing room and drinks and coffee were served
as they talked quietly among themselves.

Colonel De Gaulle sought him
out.

“As you may have gathered,”
he said dryly, “your ideas are not popular. There are many in the
French Government, even in the French Army, who want war, you
know.”

“That I can understand.
They see Germany as unfinished business, don’t they? And of course
they want to show off their military prowess. Anyway, the way the
British are behaving at the moment, France may not be given a
choice.”

“What will you
do?”

“I am an American citizen
and my country sees this as a European problem.”

De Gaulle looked down his long nose at
Christopher for a moment, clearly displeased. Then said,

“But what will you
do?”

Christopher recalled his fear of what
he had seen. He said slowly,

““What I saw in November
frightened me stiff. We have in our midst a well organised and
heavily industrialised modern State run by vicious but brilliant
criminals who have succeeded in debasing the moral values of the
population to a bestial level. It is not a question of who does and
does not want war. That crowd hope to seek us out one by one,
defeat us, loot our wealth, massacre parts of our populations and
probably, if they feel like it, violate our women. All we can hope
for is that they’ll go for the Russians first and get themselves
slaughtered. If they do that then a few million young French and
English men and women will live to love their
grandchildren.

”Whatever the West does,
millions of innocent folk are going to suffer. My aim, to the limit
of my ability, will be to save lives.

“Innocent lives”, he added,
suddenly realising where his ideas were taking him. “I want to save
the lives of as many children as possible.”

De Gaulle looked at him curiously for
a moment, as if committing him to memory.

“Jewish lives? Jewish
children? There are many in France, perhaps a majority, who would
prefer war to saving Jewish lives.”

“Then France is in for a
humiliating time,” said Christopher flatly, tired of the evasive
atmosphere.

“I agree,” said De Gaulle
abruptly. He held out his hand, “Whenever you want to talk, come
and see me. Let us, for instance, lunch together from time to time.
One day I may be the one to save France from her foolishness. De la
Galaizière knows where to find me.”

He turned and stalked off. Just like
some sort of long legged wading bird, thought Christopher,
fascinated by De Gaulle’s odd, angular personality.

It was to be the beginning of a
friendship that lasted till de Gaulle’s death in 1973.

He found Fouché at his
elbow.

“I rather think you have
placed me as an enemy of some sort,” he said. His cold face
abruptly lit up with a very human smile.

“I didn’t think you exactly
warmed to what I said.” Christopher was intrigued; this looked like
an overture to peace.

“I didn’t. I didn’t at all.
You see these are thoughts I have been nursing for a couple of
months now and I have a horrible feeling you may be right. I
emphatically do not think France should go to War with Germany and
I am not alone. But if you are right then war could be the least of
our problems. I take it you are more than a passing dilettante? You
intend to apply yourself in this matter?”

Christopher looked at Fouché
curiously. Sensed that he was talking to a very clever man indeed,
certainly a man whose outward expressions gave little guide to what
he was thinking, possibly a man of considerable power.

“I am deadly serious,” he
said. “If there’s a war I shall still be here. As a citizen of a
neutral country I shall have some freedom of movement and I intend
to put it to good use.”

“Then I think we should
talk. I wonder if you would be good enough to come and see me. I
have an Office in the Quai D’Orsay. Tomorrow, perhaps? Say twelve?
We could lunch afterwards.” He handed over a small card. “Just ask
at reception. It will all be taken care of.” He smiled and turned
away, taking acceptance for granted. It was as good as an
order.

Christopher realised the company was
thinning out. Several of the men shook hands with him before
leaving, their demeanour mostly ranging from offhand to hostile. De
Bergerac was quite cheerful. “You will have made few friends this
evening, Monsieur Harland. I’m sure Sigi will tell you that, but
count me as one. We will talk again. Anyway, I believe you will be
dining with us soon, Amèlie will have rung Alexandra this evening I
think.”

As he left to walk home Sigi handed
him a note, “That is a list of the people here tonight. Give it to
Alyosha and tell him to put it in that safe of his.”

 


The next day he decided to walk to the
Quai D’Orsay. It was a gorgeous day, cold and still, and the walk
would give him a chance to sort out various tangles in his
head.

As he headed for the Pont de l’Alma he
tried to organise his impressions of the previous evening. There
seemed no doubt that it had been an influential group of men. He
wondered why such a group should listen to someone as young as he
was. As he crossed the Seine he leaned for a moment on the
balustrade, looking down at the river wandering peacefully through
the middle of this beautiful city as it had done for hundreds of
years. Perhaps he had made a fool of himself. He remembered the
things that had been said to him, going over each phrase with care.
It was perhaps reassuring that he was not alone in his belief the
West should sit back and allow the Germans and the Russians to
shoot it out; worrying also to discover that such men could also
see good reasons why this could not happen.

 


The ways in which men valued human lives were so diverse.
How did one balance a loss of life against a perceived common good?
How many lives was a given political ideal actually worth? Or, to
put it another way, how much freedom should one give away to avoid
a massacre? And what sort of freedom? Was there a difference
between political freedom and personal freedom? Was it worth
surrendering political freedom to retain personal freedom? Or vice
versa? Or were the two indistinguishable? How did one make such a
calculation?

He glanced at his watch, shook his
head and began to hurry.

Fouché’s office, when he had finished
being mauled by various security checks and rubber stamps, was
surprisingly grand for such a young man. Good rugs on the floor,
polished wood winking light from the sun pouring through the long
windows looking out over the river far below, a stylish,
fashionably dressed grey haired secretary in the anteroom outside
the double doors. For a moment they sat and looked at one another,
knowing that they were more alike than they had originally thought
but not knowing quite how to handle it. In the bright light of day
Fouché looked no more reassuring. He was coldly immaculate, his
sleek black hair neatly parted in the centre, English tailoring,
long thin white hands crossed in his lap. No clue to his thoughts.
Damn, thought Christopher, what am I to make of this creature? Then
Fouché smiled and Christopher remembered the night before and
wondered which of these two completely different images was the
real one.

“I know we got off to a
difficult start last night,” Fouché said at last, “But in fact what
you said chimed exactly with my own recent worries, except that you
had filled the whole Jewish thing out with numbers in a rather
disconcerting way. You’re quite right, anyone could do those sums,
I’ve just done them myself this morning; my answers are not unlike
yours, allowing for things I know that you do not. It had never
occurred to me to think about it that way. When you do, of course,
the whole horrible project rather comes to life, does it
not?”

Christopher nodded.

“Now, do you expect to
return to your new, er, friends?”

“Goering mentioned a shoot
at Karinhalle in the New Year. No invitation yet, but I think I’ll
get one. Apparently he and my Grandfather were friends.”

Fouché’s eyebrows shot up. “Oh my, you
are favoured. The shooting there’s famous. Boar I suppose, at that
time of year.” He stopped for a moment in thought, and then he said
abruptly,

“I mentioned our meeting
last night to Monsieur Bonnet, the Minister, and he would rather
like to meet you. Shall we go?”

Before Christopher could as much as
twitch he was swept out past the secretary (“Tell the minister’s
man we’re on our way”) and into a small rickety lift with polished
wood panelling which wobbled down two stories and stopped with a
clunk.

Another ante-room, grand and high,
very much Second Empire, double doors fifteen feet high opening
into an office perhaps sixty or seventy feet long with sunshine
pouring through long windows. In one corner a great clock ticked
portentously and at the far end a tall, thin man in a dark suit
with a wisp of dark hair plastered across a balding scalp and a
truly magnificent nose rose from behind a huge ormolu
desk.

“Good morning young man,”
said the Minister, shaking his hand, “this is the second time your
name has come before me, so I thought I had better take a look at
you.”

They sat overlooking the river and
coffee was brought in by a man in the uniform of a naval
lieutenant. When he had left the room Christopher, trying without
much success to conceal his irritation at being called “Young Man”,
asked,

“When was the first time,
sir?”

The great nose turned to him, sharp
brown eyes looking, it seemed, straight through to the back of his
skull,

“André François Poncet
mentioned you in one of his dispatches. He seemed to think you had
some powerful connections. I think you were at a
reception?

“So you can understand my
interest when Edmonde here told me you were in Paris and had made
some rather adventurous forecasts last night, forecasts that fill
out some of the preposterous ideas he has been trying to sell me
for the last few months. Forecasts that directly contradict what we
have been told by Ribbentrop himself.”

“I haven’t met Ribbentrop,”
said Christopher experimentally.

“An inveterate, self
important liar and an unmitigated scoundrel, since you ask,” said
the minister helpfully. “Now, I wonder if you would mind repeating
what you said about the Jewish question to last night’s gathering
at young De la Galaizière’s place?”

Christopher did so, explaining his
figures as he went and pointing out yet again that he claimed no
special expertise.

Bonnet looked at Fouché, “And you
checked?”

Fouché nodded.

The Minister said nothing for several
minutes.

“This is a terrible thing.
We are talking about slaughter on a scale beyond anything in
History,” he said eventually. “It is so terrible that it is
difficult to conduct a reasoned conversation. However, let us
try.

“Firstly one must ask what
can be done. Simply bewailing the threat and imagining its
possibilities has no point unless something can be done.

“So what can we do? If we
go to war with Germany will this save the Jews? It will not. It
would take years to win such a war and you yourself admit that they
are planning to go ahead even while they are fighting, more or less
independently of the war situation. Indeed you are actually
suggesting that the destruction of the Jews may itself be harnessed
to the Nazi war machine, something which had not occurred to
us.

“If we, the governments of
the western democracies, do nothing, then we are damned for ever in
the eyes of history. No-one will ask what we could have done; all
will say that we stood by and did nothing.

“You must realise that what
you are telling us is not entirely new. After all Hitler has been
clear in his intentions, none clearer.

“However, you are the first
who has spelt out the real meaning in flesh and blood terms; the
first, one might say, to make the screams of the dying audible. I
wish I could thank you for that, but I can’t see how it
helps.

“Tell me what you
think.”

Once again the penetrating eyes turned
to him. Christopher’s brain stumbled about in darkness for a few
moments. He suddenly realised that he had always been a spectator,
a commentator on the actions of others. That’s what historians do,
he thought, as the idea became conscious.

But what if you’re a minister in a
responsible government, elected by the people to make history work,
like this awe-inspiring man before him? What then? There is no
escape into discussion then, is there? It isn’t the question that
matters then, it’s the answer. Your answer.

Unable at once to formulate such an
answer he fell back on exam techniques and began by stating what he
knew.

“I am an American citizen
and as such I feel myself to be emotionally neutral as far as
European matters are concerned. The tribes, states and nations of
Europe have fought one another for three thousand years or more and
even now show no sign that they will ever stop. Most of my
countrymen are descended from folk who fled to the States to escape
such wars and I doubt if there will be a big vote for getting
involved in this one. The slaughter of an entire race of people,
however, is a different matter. From that no-one can stand
aside.

“I am also the inheritor of
one of my country’s greatest family fortunes, with such power as
that might give me. In consequence I would wish personally to use
my Grandfather’s wealth to alleviate some of the suffering we can
all see ahead of us.

“You have told me there is
nothing you can do for the Jews. I wonder what would happen if you
were to avoid war with Germany altogether? You say that Hitler has
always made his intentions clear. That being so, if France and
Britain leave him alone will he not first conquer Poland and then
invade the Soviet Union?

“Is it not at least a
possibility that a free hand to do this will mitigate his assault
on the Jews? Might it not mean more resettlement and less
extermination?”

Bonnet made an impatient
gesture.

“Of course that is
possible. But you must realise that the situation will never be
that clear cut. We are all, here and in London, anxious to avoid
war, to avoid the loss of further millions of lives. Almost every
waking moment of our days is centred on this alone, but there are
no simple propositions such as you suggest. All you may assume is
that we do not want war.

“What I personally would
like to know at the moment is what you intend to do, if anything.
As you say, you have the power of money at your disposal and you
fear what will happen to the Jews.

“So?”

Christopher was uneasily aware that
the Minister’s patience with him was nearly at an end. It occurred
to him rather too late that lecturing the Foreign Minister of a
major world power on foreign policy might not have been the most
sensible thing to do.

I’m really too young for this, he
thought.

He said,

“It seems impracticable to
try and extract significant numbers of Jews from what is to come.
Such an operation might save at best several hundred people but
even then there will be substantial visa problems. I have
undertaken some activities in this respect already and I know how
much and how little I am likely to achieve. Something greater and
more forward looking is needed.

“What we are facing is the
extinction of an entire race, and the future of any race resides in
its children.

“The adults caught in this
are adults; to some extent they are trapped due to their own
misjudgements and may have to take the consequences.”

As he spoke he realised almost with a
sense of relief where his logic was taking him and repeated what he
had said to De Gaulle with renewed certainty.

“However harsh that may
seem it does not apply to the children. They really are innocent
victims. I have come to believe that the most useful thing I can do
is to try and get or help to get as many Jewish children to safety
as I can before the doors slam shut.”

Bonnet’s face lit up in the most
charming smile. Christopher suddenly understood another quality of
power. There had to be charm. Charm was the fuel that drove the
engine of achievement. Will, intellect and charm were the three
essentials of power.

“Good. I had understood
that you had said something like that to Colonel de Gaulle last
night and I wanted confirmation.

“I have some suggestions
for you, young man.”

Over lunch Christopher asked Fouché
for a breakdown of the Jewish populations of Poland, France,
Germany and Belgium. Fouché said, “I think you should include
Czechoslovakia and Austria, don’t you? We have only just acquired
the figures ourselves as it happens. I’ll probably give them to
Sigi. He’ll be at the de Bergeracs tomorrow evening and he can give
them to you there.

“You may be surprised by
the origin of the figures, so for God’s sake keep them
safe.”

 


Christopher walked back via the Pont
d’Iéna to give himself a change. He needed time to understand the
implications of his meeting with Bonnet and the decision he had
somehow made. Having French Intelligence on his side would be a
huge help, but the offer of introductions and the seriousness with
which Bonnet had treated him had shaken him badly. His sudden
awareness of the sheer stature of men like the French Foreign
Minister had brought home to him for the first time the level at
which he was intending to play. Men like these were giants of
intellect and experience and, though he would acknowledge it to no
man, he was a boy. An intelligent Irish American boy with a lot of
money, a good history degree and six months experience of the
greater world; a mere lad who was so arrogant as to propose
frustrating at least in part what he, among very few others,
believed was about to be the most savage crime ever committed
against humanity. What on earth was he thinking of?

He leant on the parapet of the Pont D’Iéna as the tide of
black despair that had overcome him before Christmas and threatened
him earlier in the minister’s office again engulfed him. Almost
crying, unable to restrain himself, he groaned aloud several
times.

Finally, fearful of attracting
unwelcome curiosity, he walked on till he found a bench in the
Jardins du Trocadéro where he could sit in peace. He sat watching
the sunshine on the ornamental lake and waited till his frantic
thoughts slowed down. When he was restored to something like
normality he went coldly and deliberately through every second of
the assault on the young girl in the Ku’damm, blow by blow, scream
by scream, grunt by grunt. Then he forced himself to use that
memory to imagine the same action repeated on millions upon
millions of people, hundreds of thousands of children, babies even;
the screams, the terror, the smells, the hoarse yells of hatred
and, lastly, that final dreadful silence left by a whole race of
departed souls.

How could he turn his back on this? It
wasn’t a question of vanity or presumption, youth or age, was it?
These were petty things. Concern with something as trivial as
self-doubt was mere self indulgence before such savagery. Somehow
he had become directly enmeshed in this terrible thing. He had not
chosen it. If anything it had chosen him……….. Perhaps God? To turn
aside would be to become in a way himself a perpetrator.

For a long time he looked bleakly at
this terrible thought. Then he put his head in his hands and prayed
for strength and forgiveness as his tears fell on the ground before
him. After a very long while he felt as if a cold shower of rain
had fallen on his soul, stabilising and cooling its frenzy, and
knew he would never be the same again.

By the time he got home his mind was
full of plans. It was as if the dark tunnel of despair he had been
through had been a rite of passage. The Valley of the
Shadow.

 


 



Chapter 10.
The Hague and London. Winter 1938

 


A cold damp wind laden with rain was
blundering round the streets of The Hague when Christopher and
Tushin arrived. The Lagonda’s hood and side panels made a poor job
of keeping it all out and Christopher, chilled to the bone,
wondered if his decision to garage it in London really justified
the discomfort of moving it. The Lagonda was a summer car. As they
began peering at house numbers down the Hooghverflaan Christopher’s
thoughts touched fleetingly on the golden summer days in the Mosel
valley, still a bare five months away. How was it possible for his
life to change so much so fast?

“Here,” said Tushin,
pulling the car into the kerb. “It is this one.”

Christopher got reluctantly out into
driving rain. It was square, solid looking house; probably, he
thought, built around the turn of the century. Behind large, plain
windows he could see intricate lace curtains neatly looped back.
The front door was shiny black and looked shellproof. It sported a
brightly polished brass knocker which somehow suggested that you
had better have a good reason for using it, or else. He took a deep
breath and knocked.

The door was opened by a maid, black
dress, black stockings, flat black shoes, white apron, brown hair
pulled back into a tight bun under a white lace hat, all perfect.
Her eyes were two black stones

He handed her his card. “I
telephoned,” he said.

She left him standing in the hall and
vanished through a door to the left at the far end of the hall. The
house smelt faintly of lavender and camphor and a tall clock behind
him abruptly struck once, breaking the cold silence in the hall and
making him jump. After a moment she returned and took his coat. He
was shown into a big room at the back of the house. At least he
could imagine that it might be big, but every available morsel of
volume seemed to be occupied by something, be it a small occasional
table crowded with breakable objects, a foot stool, a huge leather
chesterfield, a lot of armchairs or a small, aggressive looking
dog.

Embedded in a stiffly upright chair on
the other side of a large fireplace containing a small fire, sat a
grey haired lady with a lace cap and a face like a horse. She was
tiny and perfectly dressed in the style of perhaps nineteen ten or
so, though he judged her to be barely sixty.

Christopher was pondering how to get
to her to present himself without either destroying something
valuable or getting bitten by the dog when she spoke.

“Well, young man, come,
come! Never mind Emmeline, she doesn’t often bite.”

He and Emmeline exchanged hostile
looks as walked cautiously across the room. He introduced himself,
taking her hand and finding himself, to his irritation,
instinctively bowing as he did so.

“Sit!” she said sharply.
Christopher sat. Emmeline remained standing, well within biting
distance.

“Now,” she said,
flourishing a letter, “I have Monsieur Bonnet’s note introducing
you and telling me you wish to help us.

“That is all he says, that
you wish to help.” She looked at him critically; “I cannot imagine
how you can help, you’re the wrong sex and the wrong age, but
Georges is not altogether foolish so perhaps you can tell me what
he means.”

Christopher opened his mouth to speak
but she went on remorselessly,

“You’re really very young.
What do you do? Have you a profession? How do you support yourself?
Do you work?”

Christopher remembered the spiteful
little grin which had crossed Fouché’s face when Baroness van der
Kop’s name was mentioned. Anybody would think I wanted to marry her
daughter, he thought. I wonder if she has a daughter. My
God!

“Well?” she said sharply,
“Speak up, we haven’t all day!”

“I’m a historian,” he said,
answering a question at random.

“My dear young man, what on
earth can a historian do for me?”

Christopher explained that he
understood she was involved in extracting Jewish children from Nazi
Germany. He wished to offer his help.

“Yes yes, I know that,” she
snapped, waving the letter, “but what on earth can you do? They’re
children, they need loving care, warmth; they need mothering. What
do you know about children, young man?” The dog drew hopefully
nearer, sensing an opportunity for savagery.

“Very little,” admitted
Christopher, deciding he had to let matters take their
course.

“I have a lot of young
cousins, but they’re in the States so I don’t see much of them,” he
added chattily, almost hoping it might annoy.

“So, what can you do? Can
you drive a train? We need a lot of trains.”

The old bully, he thought, she’s
beginning to enjoy this. Time to make a move.

“No,” he said quietly, “But
I could buy you one or two if that’s what you need. And I already
have quite a lot of ships too, if that’s any good.”

She sat forward suddenly, looking
closely at him, as if about to pounce; her black eyes were hard and
bright. He watched her mind as it ticked its way through some kind
of check list. When she got to the bit that told her he wasn’t
making fun of her she picked up his card and looked at
it.

“Harland,” she murmured
thoughtfully, “Harland.”

Oh Lord, he thought, not another of
Dad’s exes.

“Oh,” she said slowly,
“Major Rupert Harland.” There was colour in her pale cheeks and her
voice was suddenly soft, almost girlish.

Christopher sighed. “My father,” he
said.

After a long silence she said in a marginally warmer tone,
“Perhaps we’d better begin again. Can you stay for
lunch?”

 


It shortly transpired that there was
indeed a daughter.

“Call me Vicky,” she said
briskly, grasping his hand firmly. Her dark hair was wet with rain
and netted in a tight bun; she was slightly taller than he was,
fresh faced and extrovert with a big jolly smile and her blue eyes
were bright and friendly. She had clearly been riding, her Jodhpurs
were soaked and there was rain on her collar.

“Filthy weather,” she said, “but the Park starts at the end
of the road and it cheers one up, blows away the cobwebs, don’t you
know? By the way I told your man to come in and Birgitte would look
after him. Poor chap was freezing to death.

“He’s a fine big fellow
isn’t he?” she added admiringly.

“Victoria, go and change,”
said her mother sharply. “You can’t come to lunch like that, this
isn’t a farm!”

Over lunch it became clear that,
though the Baroness saw herself as the creator of the
Kindertransport network, it was in fact a rambling array of
interlocking voluntary systems involving a large number of people
in Holland, Belgium and England, the whole being coordinated by the
Central British Fund for German Jewry in London. The
Kindertransport had been in action in various ad hoc forms since
the middle thirties but had only managed to begin mass movement of
children to safety in the last ten days, when the supply had been
stimulated by the horrors of Kristallnacht.

Children aged up to twelve years were
collected by a variety of Jewish voluntary organisations and
private individuals scattered throughout Germany, Austria and
Czechoslovakia, and provided with exit papers by dint of bribing a
deeply hostile beaurocracy. They were then crowded onto sealed
trains and ships hired at huge cost using funds from Jewish
families and raised by voluntary donation in Britain, Belgium and
Holland. Most were shipped to England where the Government
ungenerously required a considerable capitation fee of fifty pounds
for finding them foster homes willing to care for them till they
were sixteen.

It was painfully slow work at the
moment but the pace was improving. Money was becoming an acute
worry and lack of it caused by the sudden scaling up of their
activities was at the moment in danger of limiting their ability to
expand. Nazi officials wanted cash on the barrel, more and more of
it as the true potential of this gravy train dawned on them. When
Christopher asked what order of money was involved Victoria told
him that the central fund in London was down to about fifty
thousand pounds that week from a high of about a hundred thousand a
week earlier and dwindling fast. He pulled his cheque book out of
his pocket and put it on the lunch table.

“Payable to whom?” he
asked. The old lady looked at him disapprovingly.

“We don’t do this sort of
thing at the lunch table,” she said shortly

“Madam,” he said as
politely as he could manage, “I have no wish to appear vulgar but
we are talking about lives and war. My time is limited and I need
to get things done and move on. There are a whole lot of things I
need to do in the next few days and this is only one of them.” He
turned back to Victoria.

“Payable to whom?” he
repeated firmly.

“Kindertransport,” said
Victoria impatiently. “Just make it out to Kindertransport. There’s
an account here in The Hague. I’ll pay it in this afternoon.
Whatever you can manage will be very welcome, believe
me.”

He wrote out a cheque and handed it to
her in silence.

“Now,” he said briskly,
“what I would like to do before I go on to London is see the
operation in action. Is there any way I can do that?”

Victoria was looking wide eyed at the
cheque.

“My God,” she said, “I’ve
never seen such a huge cheque. What on Earth can I say?”

Her mother smiled thinly at
him.

“I once met your
Grandfather. He was a very great man and he would be proud of you.
Thank you young man. I realise that age has not mellowed my charm
and I apologise for the way I received you. I should have known
Georges wouldn’t waste my time.

“Now, if you don’t mind,
it’s time for my siesta.” She rose stiffly to her feet.

“My compliments to your Father,” she said as she left the
room. Emmeline turned a baleful eye on him and uttered a low snarl
before waddling off behind her mistress.

“Horrid little dog,” said
Victoria. “Feminist of course, just like her namesake!”

“Namesake?” he
asked.

“Emmeline Pankhurst. Ma was a huge fan of hers. Didn’t she
explain? Come. Let’s go and have coffee.”

The next hour passed a little more
enjoyably. Victoria’s bluff mannish ways fronted what was obviously
a capable and convivial personality.

“About seeing the
operation,” she said. “There’s a train coming in tonight, about one
in the morning. We’re going to meet it. We always do. There’s a
whole group of us, all sorts, from office workers to farmers’
wives. You’ll need steady nerves. The German border guards are
savages and the children are often very distressed when we get to
them. Come if you want but be ready for shocks, it can be horrid.
It’ll mean a long night too; the Germans like to do their dirty
work in the dark, bastards that they are.”

For a while they chatted, she
unashamedly curious about his huge wealth, he more discreetly
curious about her sharp tempered mother.

“Ma’s an anachronism,” she
said. “Dad was a diamond merchant. He died in 1910 just after I was
born.”

“Ma has always been a
rather distant parent, dedicating her life to various Good Works.
She was determined that I should be very correctly brought up and
in consequence my early life was a succession of fierce nannies,
governesses, schools and finishing schools and, ever and always,
strict Rabbis.

“But in the end I
outflanked her.” She paused for a moment, deep in
thought.

“I had this brilliant
history teacher.” she said. “She understood my problem and
convinced Ma I was a Historical Genius. As if that were not enough
she persuaded her that the only place for me to study properly was
Harvard. Can you imagine it? A stiffly well brought up Dutch Jewish
girl at Harvard? God knows how I got a place. Jews were not really
the thing there. But I did. A had a Ball! Freedom at
last!”

“So you’re a historian!”
exclaimed Christopher, delighted to have found a kindred spirit.
But she shook her head at him, her bright eyes merry with
mirth,

“Not at all,” she said. “That made it seem even funnier.
When I got there I changed courses. You see I loved Math, but I
could never tell Ma, she’s such an old dinosaur, she would have
thought it unfeminine. I studied Math and in the end took a
Doctorate in Numbers Theory. I’m a Cryptologist at the Ministry of
Defence. Ma doesn’t even know!

“Isn’t that fun?” Her
laughter was fresh and uninhibited.

When they parted she said, “I’ll pick
you up at the hotel at eight. It’ll take us about three hours to
get to the frontier just beyond Zevenaar. There’s a station there
where the trains come in for checking. We’ll use Ma’s car if you
don’t mind; I don’t think I fancy a long drive in that thing of
yours in this weather. Do bring that splendid man of yours, though;
I’m sure I can find a use for him!”

 


That night, as they waited in
scattered wisps of snow for the train to come in, Christopher
pondered aspects of a regime that would tear five hundred children
away from loving parents and subject them to such bleak horrors as
they would now be enduring. He looked south at the distant lights
of the train waiting on the German side of the border and thought
about them all. Down there in the dark, a bare three kilometres
away, those kids would be having what he had been told would be the
most truly terrifying experience of their lives. Their train would
have been boarded by some fifty SA thugs. These men would throw the
contents of their little cases all over the train and bully the
children into tears as they interrogated them on the contents of
travel documents that had already been pored over and checked to
exhaustion by dozens of petty officials. He knew that some children
might be taken from the train for reasons as trivial as minor
spelling mistakes in their documentation. Several of the tense
welcoming group gathered here had even told him that more than once
they had believed children were removed for no reason other than
sheer cruelty. No-one ever knew what happened to the ones that
vanished in this way.

As he watched he heard the first
distant chuff of the locomotive and saw its lights begin to move.
He braced his shoulders back and took a deep breath.

“Just do what you can, Old
Man,” he said to Tushin. “There are no rules. Have you got your
stuff?”

At Tushin’s suggestion they had
stocked up with loads of toffees and clean handkerchiefs. Tushin
patted his bulging pockets and grunted.

It was like a scene from one of the
ubiquitous film dramas now becoming so popular. The great
locomotive, coming out of the dark, huffed and squealed its way
along the platform emitting vast clouds of muggy-smelling steam and
huge melodramatic clanks and sighs. Its lights loomed yellow blobs
in the mist it created and little white faces peered through it all
at the waiting group on the platform. Over all hung a great vibrant
miasma of sorrow and goodwill.

As he stepped up into the train with
Tushin behind him he was greeted by a terrified silence. For a
brief moment he paused, trapped in the gaze a dozen or so scared,
watchful pairs of eyes. Some of the children looked curious, even a
little hopeful, others tear-stained and desolate. One larger boy
was nursing a badly bruised cheek. He had obviously been hit very
hard not long ago. Another smaller boy sat absolutely silent in a
corner, as if frozen into himself. Next to him a girl of about
eleven gave a short, half suppressed sob and suddenly burst into a
hysterical torrent of screams and tears. The other children shrank
away from her as if trying to avoid some kind of contamination. As
Christopher sprang her side she screamed,

“They’ve taken him. He’s
gone, that nasty man just took him. .. .”

Christopher tried to put his arms
round her but she fought him off, screaming crazily at him. He was
standing helplessly wondering what he could do when one of the
Dutch women pushed past him. “Let me do this,” she said gently.
“You try and do what you can for the boys. Leave the girls to
us.”

For the next hour he and Tushin helped to pack small
pathetic belongings back into looted cases, listened to stories and
handed out handkerchiefs and toffees to boys aged from about
fourteen down to poor bewildered scraps little more than three
years old. The stories he was told were varied but with a horrid
sameness; tales of crude aimless hatred and vicious brutality told
in halting childish language. Stories of desperate love and
appalling loss. Most of the children were German but there was
smattering of Austrians and Poles. All but a few of them were
dressed with loving parental neatness. He quickly found that his
fears of language problems were unfounded as even most of the
Polish children spoke some German and those who did not spoke
Yiddish, which was enough like German to be manageable.

Most of the children were very
withdrawn. One or two were white and mute with terror, having been
very roughly interrogated by the German guards. Several of them had
been beaten. He could find no consistent reason for these events
and formed the impression that they were just random acts of hatred
and savagery. The familiar cold and deadly anger born on
Kristallnacht roused itself again as he worked to comfort
them.

As the atmosphere gradually calmed
down only the girl he had first seen went on crying hysterically
and inconsolably. Needing to know the reason he asked one of the
women round her and was told that her seven year old brother had
been taken off the train at the frontier for some reason no-one had
explained to her.

“Vee are gettink ingreasing number of zees chust reezenly,”
one of the women said in heavily accented English. “I am beginnink
to vunder if chust vun guard… You know?”

She looked intently into Christopher’s
face, as if willing him to understand. When he was slow to follow
her she said reluctantly,

“Maybe likes liddle
boyse…….?”

As the meaning got to him Christopher felt the familiar
cold feeling inside. As his pulse began to fall it seemed the
colours round him got a bit brighter and time slowed down. For a
split second he was back in the Ku’damm, seeing that girl
…………

He looked at the woman and it seemed
she shrank from him for a moment.

“Does the train come with
some kind of manifest saying who is meant to be on board?” he asked
softly. She pointed out of the window at an official in uniform
looking through a sheaf of papers.

“What’s the girl’s number?”
he asked.

The woman looked at the torn piece of
cardboard hung on string from the child’s neck.

“Vun Hunnert und ninety
seffen,” she said.

As he left the train Tushin, reading
the signs, followed him.

“Now Boy,” he growled,
“What are you up to? I know that look.”

The official’s name was Joop van Loon.
He handed the papers to Christopher with a friendly
grin.

” What are you looking
for?”

“Number one nine seven.
Here we are. Liesel Hurwitz? And her brother is right next to her,
number one nine eight. Simon. He’s not on the train. They took him
off.”

Van Loon sighed. “Often happens,” he
said sadly. “Some silly thing, a wrong date, a wrong spelling. What
can one do? They’re bastards. Let me look? They sometimes
say.”

After a moment he said in mild
disgust, “Look at that, they’ve not even crossed his name
out.”

“What do you mean?” said
Christopher, lights going on all over his head.

“Well, they’re methodical
creatures. They always keep the manifest straight. If somebody is
taken off they cross out the name and number the change. We can
check the number against a list we hold here, numbering the
infringements for which they can be detained. So it gives the whole
ghastly business a sort of fake legality; we always know why,
though there’s nothing we can do about it. All very professional.
Germans are like that. Judging by your excellent German you should
know that, sir!” he handed the papers back with small, sad
smile.

Christopher peered at the boy’s name
for a moment, an idea slowly forming in his head.

“So what do you do now?” he
asked. “This is irregular after all.”

The man shrugged. “It wouldn’t do any
good,” he said. “All of this is irregular, don’t you think?
Shipping little children about in the middle of the night like
cattle? Why do you think they’d care? They’re Nazis, this is what
Nazis do. They’re bloody bastards!”

Christopher was still worrying his
idea into shape. Beside him Tushin cracked his knuckles, knowing
something alarming was about to happen.

“I suppose you don’t happen
to know your opposite number over there?” he asked mildly after a
while.

“Funny you should ask that.
As a matter of fact, I do know this one. Horst Weber. He’s one of
the more decent ones. We sometimes have a beer together when we
come off shift. In fact I expect to see him in the morning for just
that reason!”

Abruptly Christopher said, “I’m going over there to see if
I can do something. God knows what, but this is a little boy’s
life. I don’t suppose you could come?”

Van Loon appeared to struggle with
himself for a moment.

Then he said, “I really can’t leave
here while the train is in. It ought to be moving on anyway. And by
the look on your face I’ve half an idea it would be better if I did
not. I might cramp your style.

“What I can do is give you
a note for Weber. Use it. Also the driver here will be wanting to
move the train along but that he cannot do without my authority, so
I can keep him waiting for you. You be careful though, these
bastards are as dangerous and unpredictable as wild
beasts.”

He took Christopher into his office
and dashed off a quick note on his official paper.

Before he sealed it into an envelope
addressed to Weber, Christopher read it. It simply said,

 


“Captain Weber. There is an irregularity in the manifest of
train no. NZ.22x. Herr Harland is here with the Minister’s
authority.”

Weber smiled,

“I’m sure our minister,
Pastor Niemann, will make an honest man of me and give you his
blessing retroactively,” he said.

“Go carefully.”

Christopher grinned appreciatively.
This was man after his own heart.

“Will you please tell Miss
van der Kop we’re taking her car?”

The car was a huge Daimler of Royal
dimensions. As the chauffeur drew up at the German frontier post a
guard came out and looked into it with cautious respect.

Christopher stepped out and spoke
briskly, as one having unassailable authority.

“I have to see Captain
Weber.” He said sharply, “Fetch him at once.”

The guard opened his mouth to speak
but shut it when he caught Christopher’s eye.

“Sir!” he said smartly and
hurried off.

Weber was a big fair haired man with
hands like great pink hams, bristling eyebrows so fair as to be
almost white and bulging blue eyes. He read the note and looked at
Christopher warily for a moment and then held his hand
out.

“Weber,” he said clicking
heels. “A problem?”

“I hope not,” said
Christopher. “We have checked the manifest and find that a boy is
missing, a boy of about seven? Simon Hurwitz, number one nine
eight. Here, see?” He held out the manifest, pointing at the name,
interested to see that his hand was as steady as a rock. The cold,
exhilarated feeling was still with him.

He felt the man beside him tense.
Expecting a sudden burst of fury he was surprised when the Captain
merely said quietly,

“Excuse me for a moment,
sir.”

He turned to the Guard beside him and
said, “Fetch Schweik!” in a far from amiable voice.

Schweik turned out to be a gross
looking creature in a grubby SA uniform. He clearly had a problem
with personal hygiene. Christopher could smell the old sweat and
stale beer from where he stood.

“You took a boy off the
train,” said Weber in a voice very different from the one he had
used with Christopher. “Why didn’t you report it?”

Woodenly the man said, “I wished to
make a full report. I am interrogating the creature now. I will
report when I have finished with it.”

“You didn’t mark the
manifest.”

“I forgot.” The man’s
manner was barely civil and Christopher decided he was possibly
drunk.

Weber turned away from him, “Guard!
Arrest this man and put him in the cells till I have time to deal
with him for insubordination and being drunk on duty!

”And bring me the boy from
the train.”

After a few minutes’ wait one of the
guards, looking more than pleased with himself, led out a small
frightened boy and muttered something to Weber. The child wore a
cut down adult overcoat and baggy shorts too big for him. His
little thin legs stuck from them into a big pair of workmen’s
boots; two huge, frightened dark eyes looked anxiously at them from
under an oversized leather flat cap.

“Simon?” said
Christopher.

The boy gulped and gave him a
terrified nod, a tear drifting down one cheek.

Weber said “I am afraid he has no
papers. Let’s hope they are on the train.”

He held out his hand, saying
sadly,

“There is no point in
saying I’m sorry,” he said. “You have seen for yourself what it is
like, what I have to work with.”

Christopher shook his hand. “I hope to
see you when this is all over, my friend,” he said.

“That you will not,” said
Weber as Christopher ushered the little boy into the car, “they’ll
get me long before that.”

He stood at the salute as the car
moved off. Beside Christopher Simon emitted a huge, hiccupping sob
and he put his arm round the child and gave him a hug.

“You’re safe now and your
sister is waiting for you,” he said gently. Tushin caught his eye
and shook his head with a grin.

“Boy,” he said. ”You’re mad. Quite mad.”

 


As they walked onto the Platform,
Christopher holding Simon firmly by the hand, there was a burst of
cheering and clapping. All the children were out on the platform,
many of them jumping about with joy and relief. The crew of the
train were leaning grinning against their engine. Simon pulled
himself free and ran to his sister. He flung himself into her arms
and clutched at her as if he would never let go.

To Christopher’s surprise she shortly
freed herself, took him firmly by the hand and came to where he
stood. For a magic moment they looked up at him, their big
beautiful dark eyes shining with happiness. The station had fallen
into utter silence. Even the train seemed to have stopped
hissing.

“Sir,” she said in a small
firm voice that carried all over the station, “How we can ever
repay you we cannot imagine, but please know we will always hold
you in the warmest place in our hearts.”

Long before she was finished he was on
his knees before them holding out his arms. They came to him and
for a while they held one another close, Christopher with tears
streaming down his face.

And there he left them, watching and
waving as the train went on its way, small hands waving goodbye as
it went.

 


Two days later they arrived in a cold, wet London; there
were just ten days to go to Christmas and there was much to
do.

The first thing he did was telephone
Paris. He found to his relief that the Prince was back and had read
the letter he had left behind. He gave him a quick account of his
visit to Holland and told him what he was going to do next and that
he would be back within the week.

“Thank God for that,” said the Prince. “I was just about to
shoot myself. Alexandra’s driving me crazy. What have you done to
her? She keeps losing things, including her temper, and whenever I
really need her she’s out at some damned party. When she is in the
house she keeps the whole staff rushing about and I can’t get
anything done. I can’t stand much more of it.”

Reassured that his dreamland was still
in place and functioning normally he told Tushin to sell the
Lagonda and find him something more suitable for European winters.
Then he telephoned the Lawyers in New York and told them he was in
London and needed help to buy some houses. After a number of
puzzled questions the van Cleef name worked its usual magic, this
time in the form of Sir Richard Fairfax, the London partner in the
family’s law firm, who appeared in his suite at the Ritz with a
suddenness that made Christopher think of Aladdin and his lamp. Sir
Richard looked not unlike Lloyd George and gave the impression that
he was missing his frock coat. His face was adorned with a bushy
white moustache above which two ice chip blue eyes looked out in
search of fun; his ample waistcoat sported a sumptuous gold
Albert.

 


The house was in Half Moon Street,
barely half a mile away, so they walked round to see it.
Christopher was becoming hardened to such surprises. Ever since his
first letter from Nicholson, Dryden and van Damm a flood of
information had arrived at the house in the Avenue Foch. Some of it
evaded him and fell victim to Alexandra’s unbridled curiosity.
Since she didn’t always put things back where she found them and
since his attempts to curb her curiosity had mostly been met with
indignation his understanding of what it was that he owned was
still patchy at best.

It was an elegant Georgian town house. A big one. The
furnishings surprised him. They reminded him of Lotte’s flat in
Berlin. He heard a faint echo of her voice saying “Heinrich says it
is all too silly and fluffy,” and felt a twitch of lust.

The old Lawyer was watching his face.
He said hesitantly,

“I rather think your
Grandfather used it for, er, certain friends, you know?”

Christopher recalled him saying, one
day some eight or nine years ago, during one of their
characteristically frank man to man talks, “Yes. Well, most of us
had mistresses in those days, Boy. Saved a man bothering his wife
too much, d’you see? The ladies didn’t care for that, you know, not
in those days. Odd creatures, women. Different now, of course. More
aggressive. Tiresome. Not Ladies anymore.”

“Good old Grandad,” he said
softly, remembering more. “He told me about her. Her name was
Annabel. Annabel Benchley. She was an actress; they often were. He
told me she was very beautiful.”

Back at the hotel Christopher
explained what he wanted and handed over the list of contacts he
had from Bonnet and Victoria.

“I’ll be back here sometime
in January and hopefully by then we can get the whole thing up and
running. I’m going to try and find someone to run the organisation.
Maybe my father if he would care to. I don’t know, though. I’ll let
you know about that soon.”

The next day found him in
Whitehall.

Fouché had told him that Lawrence Hale
had arms long enough to reach into Hell itself. At first glance
Christopher thought that this seemed unlikely. Though he was tall
his build was spare, almost emaciated, and his skin was like dried
parchment. Very pale short sighted grey eyes peered myopically
through pebble spectacles. In a dry, almost timid voice he
suggested tea to his secretary, as if fearing a rebuff. While they
waited he made no effort at conversation but fluttered uncertainly
through his papers as if wondering what on earth they were all
about. Only his large, beautifully furnished office overlooking
Whitehall itself gave one pause for thought. Christopher realised
he had not the faintest idea what it was what that the Cabinet
Office did.

When the tea arrived Hale came and sat
with him in one of the leather armchairs grouped at the other end
of the room. Christopher, realizing that there was no sugar and no
milk, decided, after one polite sip, to give up on the
tea.

“I have Georges Bonnet’s
letter explaining your project along with a characteristically
blunt supportive note on the same subject from my old friend
Baroness van der Kop.” He smiled a smile as thin and anaemic as his
tea. “You seem to have found your way to her icy heart, a difficult
achievement that says much for your charm, if I may say
so.”

“Georges also suggests I
hear you views on your recent visit to Berlin, so off you go.” He
sipped and waited.

Christopher explained the situation he
had found in Germany and described his impressions of the men he
had met and his conclusions about the change in their approach to
the Jewish problem. As he spelt out his calculations he found the
pale eyes unsettling as they watched him intently. The magnifying
effect of his glasses made it rather like being inspected by a
large and possibly hungry fish. When he had finished Hale
said,

“What would you think about
saying all this to the Prime Minister?”

Christopher restrained a jolt of
panic. “I would have thought he had better sources than me. What
can my ideas do to help him?”

Hale gave him a cold smile, “Bear with
me, young man,” he said. “I have my reasons.”

To his astonishment Christopher found
himself, bare minutes later, sitting in a small, cluttered office
before a thin, exhausted looking man with a droopy black moustache
and eyes like deep, haunted caves.

By the time he had finished repeating
what he had told Hale the Prime Minister was looking
angry.

“This sort of talk really
doesn’t make my life easier, you know, Hale. We have discussed it
all ad nauseam. Why do you think Mr. Harland’s views are
interesting to me? There are too many people trying to demonise
Herr Hitler. It is vital that we treat him as a normal, civilised
human being, vital that we do not estrange him. We dare not treat
him as a monster. The consequences are unthinkable for us
all!”

Christopher tried to feel his way
through this remark but could make no sense of it. He turned
uncertainly to Hale but he was just looking down at his hands, with
no indication he would speak and giving him no idea what to say
next. Chamberlain was still glaring at him. He took a deep
breath.

“Sir, whether or not he’s a
monster is surely a matter of personal judgment,” he said quietly.
“What he is doing is foreseeable simply because he has already
explained it all. He has stated his intentions clearly in Mein
Kampf and in many speeches. Now he is putting them into practice.
He has said Germany needs space in the Eastern lands; for that he
needs to secure his southern flank; he will now secure his southern
flank by annexing Czechoslovakia. When he has done that he will
move east and I have recently been told by people high in the Party
that if he finds that he cannot for practical reasons resettle the
Jews then he will kill them. It’s just his logic. He has already
spelt it all out. Our personal opinions don’t change the fact that
the Third Reich is planning to industrialise murder.”

“H’mm. You are wrong about Czechoslovakia,” said Chamberlain
irritably. “I have the Fuhrer’s personal assurance that he will not
annex Czechoslovakia. As if that were not enough he stated publicly
in September, on the twenty-sixth in fact, that the Sudetenland was
positively his last territorial demand in Europe. Do you think such
a man, the Head of State of a great nation, will go against his own
word? I repeat, Herr Hitler must be assumed to be a normal human
being, not a monster. Otherwise only Horror can follow.

“As to murdering millions
of Jews,” he added pettishly, “Hitler can hardly kill them all by
himself. It would require the willing cooperation of tens of
thousands of people to accomplish such a monstrous act. Surely you
cannot believe such widespread wickedness is possible in twentieth
century Europe?”

Christopher was struck by
Chamberlain’s tone. It sounded almost as if he were pleading to be
convinced of Hitler’s probity. Confronted by such massive
misjudgement he could not resist the temptation to try
again.

“Sir, I have seen what
Germans can do. I was on the Kufuerstendamm on the evening of
Kristallnacht and I have just come from listening to the stories of
a trainload of escaped Jewish children in Holland. I have
sympathetic friends high up in the Nazi Party. I have a lot of
direct and recent experience of Hitler’s Germany at all
levels.

“Hitler has succeeded in
debasing the moral values of the German people to a barbarous
level. In their present state they are capable of acts one can
hardly imagine.

“You must understand, sir;
killing Jews is now routine to them. On Kristallnacht I saw
perfectly respectable, normal looking middle aged citizens, men and
women, strip a young and beautiful girl naked and kick her to death
in the middle of the Kufuerstendamm. They spat on her body. The
memory of it will haunt me forever. Don’t ever tell me, sir, that I
don’t understand Nazi Germany.”

His voice was shaking as he said it
and he subsided into an angry silence. What, he wondered, was the
point of arguing with this silly old man?

Chamberlain had gone very white during
his diatribe. The old man stood and held out his hand.

“Thank you for coming to
see me, Mr. Harland,” he said. “If you have any further information
from time to time, please pass it to Mr. Hale. Good Morning to
you.”

Back in Hale’s office Christopher
turned angrily to him.

“What on earth was the
point of that?” he asked.

Hale smiled thinly. “In spite of his
response, the PM will not forget what you have said. I need as many
people as possible to help me bring him face to face with the
realities of this matter. The problem is that he is a gentleman of
the old school, a true Forsyth, an Edwardian “Man of Property” with
several generations of wealth behind him. He finds Hitler
bewildering. How is he to deal with such a man? He wants peace.
Hitler says he wants peace and commits pitiless acts of aggression.
How is he to make sense of this?

“Come and see me as often
as you please, whenever you have something to say. Meanwhile, I
have George Bonnet’s letter, I have Baroness van der Kop’s letter
and instructions”, he gave a wry grin. “And I have Sir Richard’s
co-ordinates. I’ll help where I can with your Children
project.”

On his way back to Half Moon Street it
started to snow. He spent time along Oxford Street catching up on
Christmas shopping and enjoying the lights and the sound of carols.
When he had replaced the bracelet he had thrown away in Berlin with
an amethyst and diamond pendant he went into St. Martin’s and said
a long and passionate prayer for the soul of the little Jewish
girl. Out in the street his taut, tearstained face drew curious and
sympathetic looks.

It was time to go home.

 


 



Chapter 11.
Paris. Christmas 1938.

 


“No-one would call this one
ostentatious,” he said, walking round the big, rather tired looking
Bentley. There were one or two places where the paint looked worn
from repeated polishing and the leather seats had a comfortable,
used, clubby look. This car had done a lot of work, he decided, but
it had been well loved too. “Are you sure?” he said. “She does look
well used, doesn’t she? We don’t want something that will let us
down.”

Tushin showed Christopher an array of
secret compartments, enough lockers, pistol stowages and built in
hiding places to serve the boldest adventurer. It seemed she had
been built for some sort of crazy Gentleman Adventurer who enjoyed
playing dangerous games around Europe.

With student memories of tales by
Dornford Yates, Anthony Hope and Sapper he pored over them all for
a while.

“What about the engine?” he
asked.

It was a six litre supercharged giant
of a thing.

“I had her on the track at Brooklands this morning,” said
Tushin proudly. “She is very fast. She could chase the Devil
himself. You should try her Boy.”

Christopher was impressed. His ideas
about what the future might bring were hazy at best, but getting
around quickly, fooling customs and coping with the ungodly were,
he suspected, possible ingredients. This car might have been made
for the purpose. In fact she almost certainly had been.

“Well done, Old Man. As
long as your eyesight is good enough to see beyond the end of that
great bonnet, she’s ours. New tyres, new everything you can think
of, I want her right on the top line. Get it done and get her to
the Ritz first thing tomorrow morning. I want to get away in good
time.”

They arrived in Paris the following
evening. The snow which, owing to Tushin’s uncertain handling of
his powerful new toy, had added interest to their motoring, now
awarded a dreamlike glamour to the bright shops along the
Boulevards. The trees along the Avenue de la Grande Armée were
ablaze with lights. Christopher resolved to put the nightmares of
the last few weeks behind him and enjoy himself. In fact, he
thought, it was unlikely that Alexandra would allow him to do
anything else.

He remembered Sigi’s comment that this
was probably the last Christmas before the War. What would
Christmas 1939 be like? He tried to imagine this bright, beautiful
city in ruins but his spirit rejected the image. No-one, least of
all Hitler, wanted that, so it wouldn’t happen.

As the car drew up at the steps of the house on
the Avenue Foch the doors opened and Yéfime appeared. It seemed the
hall behind him was oddly dark. Yéfime put his finger to his lips
in warning as he ushered him in and shut the doors without a word.
Just as Christopher turned to him, suddenly worried that something
was badly wrong, the door at the end of the hall was flung open and
Alexandra rushed laughing into his arms. He lifted her off her feet
and buried his face in her soft, sweet smelling hair, realising
that the hall was now a blaze of light and that all the servants
were gathered smiling behind a beaming Yéfime. A moment later Tushin appeared and joined
them.

 


“Happy Christmas, all of
you!” said Christopher with a big smile. He went round shaking
hands with everyone, Alexandra clinging like a leech to his arm and
bouncing about with excitement.

When he had done he found the Prince
by his side and was enveloped in a surprising Russian bear hug that
smelt of cigars and cologne.

“Welcome home, my boy,” he
said.

Alexandra was still jumping up and
down beside him, positively squeaking with impatience to show him
something.

“Alexia has a surprise for
you, all her own idea.

“I can’t tell you how glad
we all are that she has finished preparing it,” he added amid
laughter. “It has turned the house into miserable chaos for two
solid weeks and driven my poor people to the brink of mass suicide.
Go with her and then when we have dined we must talk. We have much
to discuss.”

She led him to a door he had never
seen open.

“Shut your eyes!” she
ordered. He heard her open the door and sensed a warm space beyond;
he thought he heard the crackle of burning logs.

“Keep them shut!” Her voice
reminded him of childhood games with his cousins in Rhode Island.
He was pushed into the room and heard the door shut behind
him.

“Now” she said
breathlessly, “Eyes open!”

It was a large study, beautifully
furnished and sumptuously comfortable. A huge teak desk sat catty
corners by the window and leather armchairs and a big sofa were
gathered round a blazing fire.

“It’s all yours, your very
own private room,” she said, her eyes shining with excitement.
“Look, it even has its own telephone, see? I made Papa get a line
put in especially for you. Do you like it?”

Christopher was overwhelmed. He sat at
the desk and found all the mass of van Cleef papers, which had been
left in wobbly piles round his bedroom, were now on his desk or
neatly filed in its drawers. On the blotter was an invitation from
the von Breitenbachs to spend the long weekend of the New Year with
them. In one corner Alexandra had written in her loopy, childish
handwriting the single word “Accepted.”

“I hope you don’t mind,”
she said anxiously as he put the letter down, “But it was a couple
of weeks ago and Papa said you needed to go, so I just pretended I
was your secretary. Papa said it would be alright.”

She sounded like a small, anxious
child. He got up and went to her, took her in his arms and kissed
her gently on top of her head.

“It’s perfectly alright,
Alex darling. And the room is lovely. It must have been terribly
hard work. What was it before?

“Just a sort of spare
sitting room. We didn’t use it really. It was a mess but everyone
was marvellous. Papa got a bit cross once or twice because everyone
seemed to be working on it and he couldn’t get things done, but now
he’s pleased too. It’s from all of us because we’re so proud of
you. Sigi told us about Holland, you see. We all know. Poor little
boy.” She reached up and kissed him.

“I’ve missed you so,” she
said.

At dinner that first evening they
talked about anything but what he had been doing.

Alexandra was full of gossip from her
parties. Amélie’s puppy idea was catching on and some of her
friends were trying it out too. One or two husbands were getting a
bit restive but it was generally agreed that the standard of
manners among the young men in Paris society was improving and a
number of them were looking forward to a very happy Christmas
indeed.

Sigi, when pressed, had admitted to
being in love but he wouldn’t say who with and nobody else seemed
to know anything.

The old Duc de Mauban had a new
mistress who was reputed to be at the very least fifty years his
junior and several people were laying bets on how long his heart
would last and…

“And….and ….. .
“

“She never stops,” said the
Prince. “Out every damn night. I can’t keep track of her. No
boyfriends though. You know I rather think she’s in
………..”

“Papa!”

They were giving a Ball on Boxing Day
and most of Paris was coming. They had worked out that if
Christopher left the next day he could be in Berlin for the von
Breitenbach’s with time to spare.

After dinner the Prince joined
Christopher in his new study. He looked round approvingly as
Christopher poured him a brandy.

“Alexia has done a good
job. I guess it was worth the fuss. She’s terrified you’re going to
leave us, you know, quite terrified.”

He drew on his cigar and looked at
Christopher thoughtfully.

“Are you?”

“Perhaps not,” said
Christopher, watching the Prince relax and feeling pleased about
it, “I can’t see that either of us will be the better for splitting
up.”

He hesitated before saying slowly,
“You told me a while ago that you wanted me to develop the German
side of things, and I’d rather like to go on doing that. But in a
rather special way.

“You see, I have a
vision.”

When the Prince said nothing, just
made a circular gesture with his cigar in his hand, inviting him to
continue, he went on,

“I want to extend this
Kindertransport idea. I told you ages ago that I saw my part in any
war being to help the victims.

“Well, I can’t help them
all. There will be millions, so I have to focus somewhere. What is
already happening to the Jews is unspeakable enough, but I’m
certain it’s going to get worse. Far, far worse; the Nazi talk of
resettlement is a smoke screen. They are set on exterminating the
whole lot of them, perhaps millions. Industrialised slaughter. I
realised this last time I was there and talked to several people
about it. I don’t know if it got to you?”

The Prince said, “Sigi told me. And I
saw Georges Bonnet. You impressed him.”

Christopher hardly heard him and raced
on in the grip of his huge Idea.

“You see, I believe that
adult victims, of whatever stripe, are to some extent complicit in
this situation. That may seem a harsh judgment, but Hitler’s
intentions were spelt out over fourteen years ago in Mein Kampf and
repeated in countless speeches since. Those who haven’t escaped by
now must have known the risks they were taking.

“The children are
different. They are all victims without qualification or exception,
and they are also the future of the Jewish race. For that matter
children of all races are all of our futures aren’t they? But the
ones most obviously in need at the moment are the Jewish children
of Central Europe. As time goes by there will be others but just
now they are the ones at the mercy of the Master Race.

“I’m already helping the
Kindertransport folk with funds, but in some ways that creates as
many problems as it solves. The British are charging fifty pounds a
head for each child they admit, which in the circumstances seems to
me ungenerous, but at least they’re letting them in.

“I’ve a feeling that there
is another escape route through Bulgaria and out to the Black Sea
and I was wondering if you, with your interests in that area, might
like to join in?”

The Prince, with a slightly bemused
expression on his face, nodded, and he went on.

“When the ones going to
England get there, accommodation is another problem. Not everyone
in Britain wants to be saddled with a shocked and disturbed Jewish
child who speaks only Yiddish, and the Government accommodation is
bleak.

“So I have decided to set
up a chain of rather special children’s homes, In England and in
the States, staffed by highly paid experts and equipped to educate
them right up into their late teens and give them real a start in
life, child to adult and out into the world as economically useful
citizens of whatever country they wish.”

After a long silence the Prince said
softly, “God Almighty! Georges said you tended to think on a large
scale, but I never dreamed …………. Have you any idea what this might
cost?”

“I’ve done some of my famous back-of-envelope sums, yes,”
said Christopher cheerfully. “Nothing I can’t afford, for
sure.

“You see, my Grandfather
left this for me. I only got it a little while ago.”

He fished in his pocket and handed
over his Grandfather’s letter.

When he had read it the Prince looked
at Christopher with an expression that was almost
fatherly.

“I knew your Grandfather
slightly. He was a very great man, but he’s laid an enormous burden
on you, hasn’t he? Perhaps this is my time to tell you that I will
be honoured to share it.”

When he finally stumbled up to his
room, more dead than alive, he found Alexandra in his bed, asleep
and snoring. Restraining an urge to send her back to her room like
a naughty child he climbed in beside her and fell into a deep, dead
sleep. The mayhem gathering round him would have to wait. For the
time being he had had enough.

In the small hours, awakening to a
soft, toothpasty kiss with his nose buried in scented sable hair,
he was glad of his restraint. Alex might be a problem but hasty
action seemed unnecessary. He pulled her to him and fell asleep
again.

A couple of days later, over a quiet
drink, Sigi said,

“About Dr.
Cohen?”

“Never heard of him,” said
Christopher promptly.

“Yes you have, Alyosha told
us about it all, so it’s quite alright to talk and talk we must.
Something has come up that you need to know.”

“Go on then,” said
Christopher, still inclined to caution.

“You know of course that
Alyosha took him to the States, where they had a job waiting for
him. Some project or other to do with tube alloys, would you
believe.

“Well we’ve been hearing
murmurs of discontent from our American friends. Apparently he’s a
difficult fellow to work with.”

Christopher thought for a moment,
recalling his talk on the night they had arrived back in
Paris.

“I did talk to him a bit
about his work. While I must say I didn’t care for him much
personally, he seemed totally apolitical, interested only in pure
scientific knowledge, of which he clearly has plenty. I don’t see
how anyone could object to that. There are too many politicians in
this world, both amateur and professional, surely.”

“That’s all very well, but
if your particular brand of science can create a hugely powerful
bomb you cannot be entirely detached from politics, I
fear.

“Anyway, he has told his
new employers that they are too far behind in their thinking and
are wasting his precious time. He says he’s going back to England,
to Cambridge. They’re not only cross about it, they are also
worried. Questions are being asked about his original motives in
taking out German citizenship.

“We just thought you should
know in case you pick anything up, you know?”

Later, as he sat in his study over a
late drink he thought about Cohen, remembering what a nasty little
man he had seemed, a poor reward for the horrible risks he had
taken. He remembered Werner’s remark that they had wanted to shoot
him so that he couldn’t make his bloody bomb. Even then, before he
had met the wretched man, the logic of the idea had struck a
chord.

How did such a creature sire an
angelic being like Ruth? What an odd world it was. But now,
blessedly, all he needed to do was enjoy his Christmas with his new
family.

The Future was another land far
away.

For ever afterwards that Christmas
hung in his memory, a softly lit last glimpse of a saner and more
kindly world. Even when the War was long over and the screams of
the dying had faded it was never to be the same for him. Those days
and too many of the people who graced them had gone, to be
replaced, it seemed to him, by shallower, more selfish generation
in a duller, greyer world. He would for the rest of his life recall
the colour, the beautiful clothes, the wit and the quick laughter,
the dance bands at the gorgeous balls and the feel of a succession
of lovely girls dancing in his arms, their breath light on his
cheek and their eyes telling him things he was so happy to know.
His darkest hours were forever haunted by his memories of Alex at
his side, clinging to him and playing up to his every whim, proudly
showing him off to her friends as her very own. In the background
he would see Sigi’s darkly handsome face, watchful and kindly but
disturbingly sorrowful, as if he knew something otherwise unknown,
perhaps the suffering and loss that would come so inevitably to
them all.

The night before he left he took Alexandra to
dinner. As he watched her across the softly lit table, half pretty
child, half lovely young woman, he remembered the first time he had
seen her, sitting in the summer night by the Rhine. How he had been
captivated by her beauty and had tried to guess her age. Even now,
when he knew her so well, that disturbingly childlike quality was
still there. Every time he tried to work out what their
relationship was he hesitated. Were they kids playing? Were they in
love? Was it an infatuation of youth or a mature, life-long love?
What would his life be like without her? Every time he got that far
his inner self protested that this was unthinkable, that he
couldn’t for a moment imagine life without her. Then she would
revert suddenly to the coltish little-girl-grown-up and he would again feel it was just a
teenage passion, that he needed to wait, to acknowledge that they
were both too young, even that he himself was still far too
immature to bear the load of a lifelong
relationship.

As he pondered she stopped chattering
suddenly and took his hand across the table.

“What?” she said, with a
little smile. “What are you thinking Bear Darling?”

He took her hand in both of his and
turned it palm up, tracing the lifelines in the warm pink
palm.

“I was wondering if I
should ask you to marry me,” he heard himself say, much to his own
astonishment.

She put her free hand over his and
pressed it hard. He was surprised to see her eyes brimming with
tears.

“Darling old Bear, I do
love you,” she said, “more than I can find words to tell. But, you
see, I feel the same. I wonder if I want you to ask me to marry
you. And what I would say if you did.”

She squeezed his hand and pulled it
towards her possessively before saying, “And I don’t know the
answer either. I know that now you are my universe, my stars and
planets, that my world would be dark and cold without you. But then
I think so many things are happening all around us that we could
not possibly make sensible decisions about something like
that.

“I even talked to Papa
about it.”

She stopped, baulked at saying more
for a moment, but just as he opened his mouth to speak she started
talking again.

“He said to wait till it
was not possible to do anything else. He said that was what it was
for him. Just impossible to do anything else. I think he’s a wise
old Papa.

“You see, perhaps it’s just
sex. Perhaps if we do that, express the feelings we know we have,
things might get a bit clearer.

“What do you
think?”

Before he could answer she went
on,

“When I marry you I want
everyone in the world to know how wonderful it is to be me, to know
how lucky I am to have found someone like you. I want it to be at
the Notre Dâme, in the bright sun, in the loveliest white dress you
can imagine and the great bells tolling across Paris telling
everyone how blessed I am and the crowds in the streets cheering
and waving because we’re so beautiful and happy that we make them
feel beautiful and happy too. Don’t you see?

“But we can’t do that now,
not when we’re not sure of ourselves, not when its not impossible
not to.”

As he raised her hand to his lips she
said very softly, her face solemn and her eyes huge and dark in the
lamplight,

“I’ll do anything else
though. We could be lovers. Bear? Couldn’t we?”

“You know,” he said very gently, “I love you too much for
that. I would be afraid of spoiling what we have.”

As Tushin drove them home across Paris she snuggled into
his arms. He felt her warmth against him and smelled her scent and
felt her hair on his cheek and the soft swell of her hip under his
hand and knew a guilty relief.

Gently he put his hand under her chin
and turned her face up to be kissed,

“You’re right,” she said,
“we’ll wait.”

 


 



Chapter 12.
Germany. January 1939.

 


“You must understand that
the betrayal of 1918 was a pivotal crisis in World history. We in
the Army were convinced that we were winning the War. Our press
told us so daily, as did the evidence of our personal experience
fighting in the trenches. We were outfighting and outmanoeuvring
the enemy and we knew it.

“Then, without any warning
whatever, we were told our Government had fallen, that our Kaiser
had been overthrown and that we must surrender to a beaten enemy.
An enemy we knew we had beaten, mind you.

When I got this dreadful news I was in hospital,
temporarily blinded by gas, and I tell you without shame that my
injured eyes wept the most bitter tears. When we marched home we
found that our families, our parents, our brothers and sisters, our
wives and our children, had been shamefully neglected by our
politicians. They were starving, ill clad and desolate. Our bravery
and self sacrifice had been exploited to the advantage of a fat
crew of wicked, rapacious Jews scrabbling for their evil gold, and
the Bolshevik hordes were rampant in our streets. Our great
Fatherland was at the mercy of foreign economic looters, many of
them also Jews, curse them!

“..….Curse them to
Hell!

“Such a crisis requires the
intervention of a leader who embodies in his person the qualities
of both the practical politician and the political philosopher,
someone who has a truly world-historical understanding of such
events and is capable of reaching forward to ends that are
comprehensible only to a similarly gifted few. In doing so he must
expose himself to the protestations, even to the hatred of his
uncomprehending contemporaries and pray for the recognition of the
posterity for which he works.

“To me fell that
privilege.”

It seemed bizarre, thought Christopher
as he listened, that the future of Europe, possibly even the future
of the civilised world, should appear to lie in the hands of this
unimpressive man in well worn tweeds, muddy shoes and a battered
brown trilby hat, walking beside him in the winter woods of West
Prussia. Stranger really than that he should be walking with him.
About that he had a curious sense of predestination. The intensity
of his feelings about the oncoming eruption of mass savagery were
such that there was a sense of fitness, of entitlement, in the
situation.

Within an hour of their long drive
from Paris they had been whisked over to Karinhalle for a brief
night’s sleep before being introduced the following morning to the
unfamiliar wonders of Boar Hunting. He had, to Tushin’s
considerable relief, brought off a near miraculous shot to kill an
enraged four hundred pound boar which had burst from undergrowth
barely thirty yards from them like an express train coming out of a
tunnel. As the beast somersaulted into a dead heap almost at his
feet he had successfully concealed his shakes by coolly handing his
rifle to Tushin and bending to examine its tusks, thus adding to
his growing reputation as a brilliant shot another one for sheer
nerve.

The enthusiastic and well lubricated
praise of his fellow hunters had lasted till the sudden
announcement later in the day of Hitler’s intention to spend the
weekend at Karinhalle had scattered them to their rooms to
change.

Of course all this wrecked the plans
for the New Year shoot. Clearly the telephone had been busy behind
the scenes. The existing guests melted quietly away, the planned
shooting party failed to arrive and the palatial household smoothly
changed gear to accommodate Hitler’s simple bourgeois habits. One
of the smaller reception rooms was converted into a comfortable
cinema, Goebbels’ office rushed a stock of the latest American
films to them and Goering’s evening carousals gave way to routine
midnight film shows and endless tea and cakes.

To his host’s evident surprise and
relief Hitler showed great satisfaction in Christopher’s company
and in his tendency to try and argue with the Grand
Vision.

Of course Goering’s claimed friendship
with his mighty grandfather must have helped, but it had been clear
also that Hitler had remembered their first meeting just as Geli
had said he would. Whatever the reason, from the moment the great
man had arrived at Karinhalle he had spoken freely to him, often
asking what he thought of some topic and apparently being pleased
with Christopher’s carefully worded but often unexpected
answers.

They went more than once for long
walks together in the wooded countryside round the huge estate,
often stopping to engage in intense, animated debate over some
point that Christopher had disputed. He found Hitler’s’ command of
European and Classical history impressive, though perhaps rather
too selective to be scholarly, and felt himself gradually
succumbing to the man’s overwhelming charm and logic. His only
protection was a soul-deep and diamond hard resolve that this was
an evil creed which he was prepared to oppose with his
life

“You see, my vision is a simple one,” Hitler went on, taking
a swipe with his stick at a passing weed. “I see that the time has
come for Germany to take her place in History as a great global
power, for the creation of Greater Germany, for a thousand year
Land Empire. I see a German Homeland which stretches from the
Pyrenees to the Urals, ruled and civilised by a race of Aryan
supermen, beautiful young men, bred like racehorses. A land of
great cities crossed and recrossed by modern roads and
railways.

“Imagine the benefits.
Imagine being able to banish the black stains of heavy industry to
the Eastern Lands, away from our own lovely countryside. Imagine
being able to drive from here to the Crimea and the Black Sea coast
in less than a day. Given the right roads the cars of the future
will do this. It will be possible to escape from our European
winters in a matter of hours, to bask in the winter sun at will
without having to cross a single border. Inner Germany will become
as it once was, a land of pastoral riches and peaceful husbandry
where our beautiful golden women can live in harmony with nature
and raise healthy Aryan babies in safety and security.

“You may ask how I see such a mighty power in relation the
British Empire. I will say to you that the British also are a
Germanic people, conquerors indeed; I have no quarrel with them. In
fact I see our two Empires as complementary, the one maritime in
nature, Anglo-American possibly, and the other a vast contiguous
whole with but one single border and one single
culture.”

Surreptitiously Christopher stretched.
In spite of his fascination he was dead tired. Mercifully the sun
would soon set and the freezing midwinter night was near with its
promise of a long sleep in front of the evening film. Tonight, he
recalled it was “Horse Feathers”. Hitler liked the Marx brothers in
spite of his feeling about Jews. Odd, that. He called his wandering
attention to order.

“What I cannot understand,”
Hitler was saying, “is the British reaction. It seems entirely
hostile, against all reason. Why do they not realise my interests
lie solely to the East, far away from their own sphere of
influence?

“Why is that?” He stopped
in mid stride and turned suddenly to face Christopher. “Have you
spoken to any of them? Do you know how they are
thinking?”

“I have spoken to Prime
Minister Chamberlain quite recently, as it happens,” Christopher
admitted cautiously, trying furiously to work out how he could turn
this sudden question to advantage. “I have no doubt that he most
sincerely desires a peace based on a trusting relationship with
you. However you must remember that he is, unlike yourself,
incapable of thinking in strategic or world-historical terms. He
hasn’t read Mein Kampf nor has he studied your speeches and
consequently he doesn’t understand your moves in central Europe as
anything but pointless aggression.

“But he does want peace
nevertheless.”

He thought for a moment, his tired
brain struggling for coherence. Yes, here it was. He took a deep
breath and went on,

“However, to make peace
with you he also needs to save face. He is a man out of his depth
and out of his time, an old fashioned Edwardian grandee who has
lived a narrow and protected life dominated by wealth, good manners
and a strong moral code. He needs a way out of his dilemma which
will not offend this sense of honour, something he can bring to his
electorate as a constructive move to make a stable peace in Europe.
Given that I believe he can carry his public with him even
now.

“One thing you can count
on,” he added dryly, with an irony he knew would be lost the other,
“is his indifference to the fate of the Jews.”

Hitler looked at him for a long time
in silence. Christopher felt as if those pale blue eyes were
walking round inside his head, prodding at his every thought and
motive. After what seemed an age he smiled.

“You are an interesting
young man,” he said. “I hope we shall see a lot more of you in
Germany. I will ask von Breitenbach to bring you to the Berghof
sometime soon. The mountain scenery encourages visionary thoughts.
We will have more time to talk there.”

It was past two o’clock when Christopher finally got to
bed. Perversely, sleep deserted him as Hitler’s vision of the Aryan
Paradise of the future swirled uneasily in his head like a
turbulent, garishly coloured cloud. Its sheer scale gripped his
imagination. He could see the simple, impoverished settlements of
rural Russia, well remembered from his visits with his grandfather,
transformed into neat, prosperous Germanic villages with clipped
hedges and well kept gardens; he could imagine the well stocked
shops of good simple food, cakes, pastries and sausages, and of
course the smug civic pride and elaborate seasonal rituals so
beloved of the German soul. He could imagine tidy children in their
tidy school playgrounds, the girls with their flying blonde plaits
and dirndl skirts and the sturdy boys in good healthy Lederhosen;
he could imagine the great roads carrying contented families in
their gleaming Mercedes and Auto-Union motors swiftly and
effortlessly from the gloom of a European winter to the warm, sunny
Black Sea coast. All this would replace the age old, grinding,
muddy poverty of eastern Poland and the Ukraine, their wretched,
polyglot peasant populations and their tiny tumbledown wooden
dwellings with their rotting wooden fences. He could see the great,
boggy, empty land of the steppe blooming with mile upon mile of the
rich crops blowing in the summer sun. It was an essentially
bourgeois vision, so close to the German heart.

All this would be gained at an
astronomic cost in human misery and death of course, but when he
had pointed this out to Hitler over dinner, ignoring Goering’s
horrified expression, the reply had been obvious to him even before
the words had left his mouth.

On a world-historical scale, he was
told, great changes always caused misery and death and one had
simply to weigh the gain against the loss. Why, even in recent
times, less than a hundred years ago, the United States had built
their great and growing nation by destroying almost an entire race
of Native Indians, condemning the remaining hundreds of thousands
to misery, poverty and degradation, had it not?

Here Hitler looked slyly at him and
added, “And, if I understand my good friend Goering here, your own
Great Grandfather played a major role in building your magnificent
railways across the Mid West to the Pacific coast. I have no doubt
that this magnificent achievement was at some cost to lives and
lifestyle of the Indians who lived there. Is that not so, my young
friend? What have you to say to that, eh?”

He poked his fork at Christopher and
laughed harshly, pleased with his point. With those slightly
protuberant blue eyes fixed hypnotically on his face Christopher
had found himself struck dumb, at a loss for a suitable
response.

As the days had passed he had several
times tried to dispute some of Hitler’s arguments only to realise
that however he sought to object to these visionary ideas he would
always find himself giving way to a patient, persuasive and
seemingly valid counter argument. As he turned restlessly in the
bed he began to understand the terrifyingly compelling magnetism of
this twisted genius and the overwhelming attraction his visionary
ideas must have for the proud and inventive people he
ruled.

He knew there was a purpose behind all this. It was clear
that Hitler enjoyed and even found relaxation in sharpening his
ideas on Christopher’s fearless objections. It was likely indeed
that this kind of stimulation was hard to find for a man of such
terrifying power over all those close to him. He also felt that
Hitler, apart from having taken to him as a person, probably on
account of what he would see as his classically Aryan good looks,
had calculated that a friendship with the owner of one of the
America’s greatest fortunes, someone who was also by nature and
nationality neutrally inclined, might be useful in the future,
particularly if he was armed with the authority of having learned
the Nazi Creed at the very feet of its creator Christopher also
knew with growing excitement that the potential for him was
immeasurable. He had won an open door to the evil genius of modern
Europe, a man to whose downfall he was prepared to dedicate his
life. Imagine!

It was a long time before he
slept

 


As the great black Mercedes and its
escort vanished down the drive on the Monday afternoon Goering
turned ruefully to him.

“You must come and shoot
another time, Herr Harland. Perhaps in the autumn when you can
again show us your genius with the woodcock.”

They arrived back at the von
Breitenbach lodge in the early evening. Von Breitenbach himself,
goaded by a stack of telephone messages awaiting him, left almost
at once for Berlin. Christopher would keep Lotte company and bring
her on to Berlin in the morning.

At dinner she was the perfect Prussian hostess, stiff and
correct in a high necked blue gown with a cameo brooch at her
throat and with her ash blonde hair piled on her small, elegant
head. Christmas had been such fun, she told him, a round of parties
and receptions with everyone looking their best. Geli was being
courted by such a handsome young officer and Werner had brought
Kirsten to stay. Heinrich had mixed feelings about her. She was a
fine healthy girl who would produce fine healthy Aryan babies but
she was of a lower social class, a farmer’s daughter. The von
Breitenbach’s, she said, were a stiff necked lot; her own family,
the von Groenows, were no better. That was the Prussian aristocracy
for you. However, new breeding stock would be good for them, would
strengthen the Bloodline. She was sure that these things would
matter less as time went by anyway. Heinrich would get over it. She
felt the whole notion of aristocracy, of inherited privilege, was
now doomed. The Russian Revolution and the Nazis had seen to that.
But he, like most of her own family, would not accept this. To them
the Military Aristocracy, the Junkers, were the backbone of the
Nation. Without them the country would degenerate into a land of
beer swilling sausage eaters and shop keepers.

As she talked Christopher watched her,
once again getting used to her striking beauty, the silvery blonde
hair with its sharp widow’s peak, the flawless skin and those
electric blue eyes. He watched her hands, long and white and
sensitive. As he remembered what they could do to him he felt a
growing tingle of excitement. He moved uneasily in his chair as a
serpent of pure lust began winding its way into his vitals. Once or
twice their eyes met and he saw its mate looking back at him,
drawing them inexorably together. Then her voice would falter and a
wash of colour would rise up the tender white skin of her throat
and spread across her cheeks. Ever-wary of the silent servants
coming and going she would catch her breath and start again, often
giving herself away with a wild change of subject which, as they
were talking English half the time, Christopher hoped would go
unnoticed.

At last they moved into her small
drawing room for coffee. As the butler paused by the door she
coolly bade him goodnight and told him they could all retire,
no-one would be needed till morning. They drank their coffee
without speaking or touching one another, their eyes locked in
mutual tension. Then putting the empty cups down, they stood close,
still without touching. Christopher could smell her perfume, sweet
and musky. Her colour slowly rose as he looked at her, making no
attempt to hide his feelings or reach for her. After an age a small
smile dimpled her cheek and she curtsied mockingly and left the
room, her scent and the rustle of her gown inflaming him further as
she brushed deliberately past him.

Working on instinct he poured himself
a brandy and stood looking into the dying fire, trying to pretend
he was thinking about anything but the huge knot of lust coiled
round his guts. When he could no longer stand it he drained his
glass and left the room, running lightly up the stairs.

He woke in the small silent hours of
the morning. Moonlight was flooding into the room. Somewhere close
outside a vixen barked a high, lustful yap, and he heard the
distant toot of a hunting owl. Lotte was wrapped possessively round
him, a long silken thigh flung across his hips, her arm across his
chest with fingers gently holding his ear. Her hair, now the colour
of the moon itself, was flung across his face, tickling his nose.
He could just hear her breathing, a soft, regular sigh; if he held
his own breath he thought he could feel her heart beating. His hand
was resting on a smooth, curving flank. Gently he stroked its
warmth, revelling in every touch of her body. He heard her
breathing check for a moment and then her fingers gently pulled at
his ear.

She whispered, “Are you
awake?”

“No,” he
whispered.

She roused herself and peered into his
face, tracing his lips with her fingers. He could smell sex on her
breath and pulled her head to him and kissed her, his tongue
probing far into her mouth. After a while she pulled away, still
looking at him, her eyes big and serious.

“Stop fooling about,” she
said. “I’ve something to tell you.”

He tried to kiss her again but she
resisted.

“Listen, will you? It’s
serious. I think I’m pregnant.”

He lay quite still. Then, “Mine?” he
said.

“Ours, of course,” she said
impatiently. “I already explained about Heinrich.”

In spite of his initial shock he had
to acknowledge a bright, inner leap of joy, a deep and primitive
satisfaction in this confirmation of his manhood. A powerful wash
of emotion surged through him. He was going to be a
father!

Cautiously he said,

“How do you feel about
it?”

“I asked first,” she
said.

He laid her on her back and looked
into her eyes, holding her head so that she couldn’t look
away.

“No you didn’t,” he said
softly. “You just told me you’re going to have our
child.”

“Please,” she said. “Tell
me.”

It took him a moment to collect his
words. He knew that what he said next might have a profound effect
on her long term happiness.

“I’m very proud that you
have chosen me to father your child”, he said. “I will play any
part you wish to ensure the happiness of both of you.”

He hoped she could not sense his fervent wish that divorce
and remarriage to him would not be part of her plan. If she wished
it he must in duty accept his responsibility, but he knew he was
far from ready and also that she was not for him. But a child! His
child! What might that mean through the years?

“Heinrich must be the
father of course,” she said.

“Of course,” he said,
hiding relief. “But perhaps I might be his Godfather?”

“Or hers? You are really
pleased? Not cross? I’ve been so worried.”

“When?” he
asked.

“August, silly. Can’t you
count? I had this feeling when we……. . So put it in your diary,
Mein Liebchen.”

She reached for him,
laughing.

“And now, since you’re so
clever, how about ……………. ?”

Breakfast the next morning was very
domestic. Christopher had never been much inclined to breakfast
chatter, something Alexandra flatly refused to accept. Lotte was
made of sterner stuff and more or less ignored him as she ploughed
grimly through a pile of mail and accounts and gave instructions to
the bailiff about the household and the estate as she prepared for
their departure to Berlin.

Christopher took fearless advantage of the array of good
food on offer and pondered the Vossische Zeitung, spread untidily
across the table before him. He noted glumly that the German Navy’s
announced intention to double the size of the U Boat fleet did
little to support the Fuhrer’s contention that his eyes turned only
to the East. Submarines were not likely to be of much use on the
steppe. And there was this business of calling up all women under
twenty five to serve the State for a year.

On the way back into Berlin they held
hands.

“When shall I see you
again?” she asked.

He told her about his talks with
Hitler and the likely invitation to the Obersalzburg.

“From the way he said it I
imagine the call will come quite soon.”

“Probably around Easter,”
she said. “He usually has a little gathering sometime around then.
Heinrich and I often go.

“You may find English
people there,” she added disdainfully. “He has a number of English
admirers. Some girl called Mitford who’s dotty about him, several
others, most of them women; smart, silly people with more money
than sense mostly. Can’t you refuse? Better and wiser men than you
have been enslaved by his magic spells. He’s like an evil Wizard, a
Goblin King in his mountain cave; his powers of persuasion are
incredible and I imagine someone like yourself, the master of one
of the world’s greatest fortunes, might be useful to him in many
ways. You probably have easy access to all sorts of powerful
people, don’t you?”

Christopher grunted. “Don’t imagine
I’ve not thought of that,” he said, “But I can’t miss the chance of
getting to know him. I’m a historian after all. It’s a chance in a
lifetime.

“Anyway,” he smiled at her,
“I’ll have to come back quite soon. You have something of mine and
I need to keep and eye on it.”

They dropped her off at the house on
the Tiergarten and checked into the Adlon. He told Tushin to take
the rest of the day off. In the morning they would start back to
France.

Later in the afternoon he decided to
take a look at the Ku’damm to see how it had survived the ravages
of Kristallnacht and he strolled down through the
Tiergarten.

He was surprised to see that most of
the Jewish shops were still boarded up. His little jeweller had
however been replaced by a smart delicatessen with a distinctly
German name. He resolved never to shop there.

He walked aimlessly down the street,
looking sadly at the ubiquitous expressions of rage and hatred
plastered all over the wrecked shops in bright yellow and orange
paint and paused to do quiet homage to the little Jewish girl. It
was hard to understand such people. Where would it all lead? Would
Hitler’s alluring dream of a great land Empire really come to pass?
And if it did would it actually spread the order and discipline one
associated with normal life in Germany across a whole Continent? It
was hard to see how it could. How could one expect to found order
and decency on hatred and vandalism? The two seemed to him mutually
exclusive.

Two men were walking towards him on a
collision course. Without paying them much attention he turned to
pass them, but they separated to pass either side of him. They took
him firmly under his armpits and dragged him backward off balance.
As he tried frantically to regain his feet he was flung into the
back of a van standing by the kerb. The men jumped in behind him,
the doors slammed and the van accelerated off down the
street.

He opened his mouth to shout and took
a vicious kick between his legs.

“Shut up, scum!” growled
one of the men.

Curled into a ball and grunting with
pain Christopher tried desperately to think constructively rather
than just to suffer. The inside of the van stank of vomit and
urine; it had obviously been used for this sort of thing before.
Unlikely to be casual crime then. Gestapo? He thought about the
Cohens. Some connection possibly; not at all reassuring. All he
could hope for was courage to cope with whatever was
ahead.

After what seemed like a very long
drive but was probably only twenty minutes or so the van stopped
and he was wrenched out onto the ground, kicked painfully to his
feet and dragged backwards down a cold concrete corridor and into a
bare room. There was a plain pine table and chair in one corner and
a bare electric bulb hung from the ceiling. The same smell of vomit
and urine pervaded the place and there were unpleasant looking
stains on the walls.

Determined to cling to dignity as long
as he could, Christopher stood like a rock.

After what seemed an age the door
opened and two men came in. One of them was Schweik, the creature
he had last seen at the border post with Holland.

The creature’s look of malevolence
sent icicles into Christopher’s soul.

The other man was very different;
dressed in a leather coat and trilby hat he was everyone’s image of
a Gestapo agent. His eyes swam like anaemic fish behind thick
spectacles, devoid of the slightest expression of any
kind.

He had a large brown mole on his right
cheek. Christopher decided that he would remember that next time he
saw him.

If he lived to see him again, his
quailing mind insisted on adding.

“Mr. Harland,” said the man
with a thin smile, dropping his hat on a corner of the table and
sitting. “We meet at last. Your cars kept us guessing too long.
First that fancy Lagonda, now the big black Bentley. However, all
over now. Schweik has sharp eyes and he spotted you. He has been
wanting to talk to you for a while now so he is a very happy
man.

“All’s well that ends well,
as you English say. We’d better get on with it.”

He pulled a file to him, opened it and
began filling in a form, sighing as he did so.

“Forms, forms, forms,
there’s one for everything these days.”

He looked up smiling, “Now, Herr Harland,” he said,
”Strip.”

Christopher stared at him, wondering
if he had misheard.

The man gestured, “Go on, strip. We are instructed to make
sure you understand something important. For that we need access to
your body. Take all your clothes off, all of them, or my men will
do it for you!” He returned to his form. With difficulty
Christopher resisted a craven instinct to tell them most sincerely
that he was quite ready to understand anything they wished and
started to strip.

As he took his things off the guards
dropped them into a sack which they then tied up and threw into a
corner.

Naked, he began at once to shiver. The
air was arctic; cold sweat ran down his face as he fought fear.
Whatever was going to happen to him it would not be good and it
could not be avoided. Determined not to allow himself to become a
victim, he tried to seal a part of himself off in a place deep
within, a place where he could preserve his identity, from which he
could perceive his body and whatever might happen to it as
something apart from his real self.

The guards held him as the man with
the mole came and stood in front of him and looked down with a
contemptuous smirk. Christopher flinched slightly as he reached out
and touched the end of his penis, flipping it up and
down.

“What is this I see?” he
said. “Well well well! No helmet! Not such a perfect Aryan specimen
after all, perhaps. We should have guessed. Not just another dirty
Jew, are you?” He turned and sat down again and, pulling the form
towards him, wrote on it.

“Alright,” he snapped to
his thugs. “You know what to do. No Marks mind!”

For the next hour he was subjected to
a range of abuse that only warped and wicked minds could have
devised. Though he cried out more than once he struggled to
preserve his will to resist them, but by the time they stopped and
he lay at their feet covered in filth and vomit he knew he was very
near that surrender that would leave him permanently
impaired.

“Take him down,” said the
man with the mole offhandedly, still writing on his form. He was
dragged along the passage on his back and bumped painfully down
stone steps into a small, icy cell. The door slammed behind him and
there was silence.

He thought the pain and misery would
never go away. After a while, goaded by the shocking cold, he sat
up and looked around him. The cell was about eight feet square.
Along one wall was a concrete shelf for a bed and in a corner there
was an evil smelling bucket half full of something unthinkable; by
the bed there was a large jug of what he devoutly hoped was water,
since he was desperate for a wash. There was nothing else, no
blanket, no mattress, nothing at all that could possibly keep him
warm. Aware that the icy floor was draining the remaining warmth
from his already chilled body he moved, bent over and grunting with
pain, to sit on the concrete bed shelf. Apprehensively he examined
his raging groin, trying to touch it as little as possible. To his
astonished relief he could find no overt sign of injury. Nothing
even looked swollen or discoloured and, when he felt carefully,
there was no sign of blood anywhere else. With reason to hope that
it was no worse than an aggravated version of the sort of trouble
one could get into on the Rugby field, he checked the contents of
the water jug. It was frozen solid.
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