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Preface to first edition

As America suffered under the
rule of an extremist government from 2000 onwards, and seemed
determined to turn itself into a world pariah, my thoughts turned
to why a nation of such generally pleasant people could turn into
something that was so alien and hateful to most of the rest of the
world. My quarrel was not with Americans, who constitute many of my
friends, but with the nation of America, whose ways and values
continued to puzzle me as I researched the topic.

In my exploration of the subject, I
discovered that many of the underlying attitudes expressed by
Bush’s America were those of the 19th-century Confederacy, and
indeed, much of today’s South: xenophobia, belligerence, a tendency
to military violence, and a racial and religious intolerance.

Such values
were close to those held by Hitler’s Nazis, of course, and this set
me to wondering what would have happened if the Confederacy had
survived, and made an alliance with the Nazis.

However, in
writing this story, I didn’t want the Confederates to have won the
Civil War. For one thing, I couldn’t imagine how they could have
retained control over the Union states for long, given their
relatively small armed forces. Much more likely, I felt, was the
possibility that the Civil War had never been fought, and my
conversation at the start between Seward and Chase is, as far as I
can tell, fairly representative of various shades of opinion in the
North at that time. Of course, a divided America would have had
other implications on world history as we know it now, and I have
tried to incorporate these ramifications into the story. For
example, the First World War, here referred to as the Great
European War, would probably have gone on longer without American
intervention.

It is quite
possible that the Nazis would have achieved a greater momentum at
an earlier date in a more thoroughly depressed and beaten Germany.
Whether they would have achieved an alliance with the Confederacy
is another matter.

Airships have
long been a love of mine. I think at one time I read almost
everything about them in the popular (and a lot in the technical)
realm about them that existed in Cambridge University Library,
including much about Dr. Hugo Eckener, one of the great men of
airships. I was once lucky enough to travel on the British Goodyear
blimp, my experiences of which form the basis for David’s
impressions of luxury airship travel; a form of transport that I
think is sadly lost for ever.

Kamakura, March 2009


Preface to second edition

Since I wrote the novel, the
political complexion of the USA has changed yet again. As I write
these words, the right and left are snapping at each other over
health insurance reform and the role of government in individuals’
lives, and the country looks even more likely to tear itself to
pieces than it did a few years ago. Sadly, if there is civil strife
within the USA, it is unlikely to be geographical this time—it may
end up much more like the Russian Civil War or the troubles in
Northern Ireland, with localities bitterly divided by ideology,
hating each other enough to kill. Let us pray that the USA can
escape this fate, and that even if the States of America can no
longer remain United (which may end up being the best solution for
all concerned), that the dissolution comes without bloodshed.

Kamakura, April 2010
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Prologue: “The Old Club House”, Washington DC,
United States of America, March 1861

“Allow the erring sisters to depart in
peace?”

The erstwhile de facto leader
of the Republican party, Henry Seward of New York, now serving as
Secretary of State to the newly elected President Lincoln, faced
the Secretary of the Treasury, Salmon Chase of Ohio, across the
drawing room. Seward was relaxed, ensconced in his favorite
armchair, and smoking one of his inevitable cigars, while Chase
leaned ponderously forward in his chair, his bald dome of a head
catching the light.

“Mr. Chase,”
began Seward. “As you know, we have a problem with our Southern
sisters. If we provision Fort Sumter, we provoke violence from the
South towards the North. If we do nothing, the secessionists will
take over Federal property. I don’t like either of these
alternatives.”

“What does the
President say?” Chase sipped at his water.

“Oh, when I
last saw him he wasn’t saying anything to anyone.” Lincoln had
staggered through his inaugural ceremony three days earlier in the
first stages of Potomac fever, and had since collapsed into bed,
where his condition was described as “serious”. “Nothing that made
any sense, anyway,” Seward added, refilling his brandy goblet.

“My advice, as
you know—” began Chase, but Seward headed him off.

“Yes, I know,
Mr. Chase. Your wish would be to eliminate slavery throughout the
entire Union immediately. Your sentiments do you great credit, but
I hardly think that they are a practical solution to our present
problems. The pressing subject is Fort Sumter. Would you recommend
re-provisioning Fort Sumter? I ask you as one of the wiser and more
experienced members of this new Cabinet. I hardly think our new
Secretary of the Navy, Mr. Welles, has had any experience of this
kind of matter.” The flattery worked, as Seward, the experienced
politician, expected it to do.

“Yes indeed,
Mr. Seward, I would indeed recommend sending a naval squadron at
once to relieve Fort Sumter, and to take active measures against
any opposition that may be encountered.”

“And I, Mr.
Chase, would not do such any such thing. I would prefer to unite
the North and South against a common enemy. Mexico, for example, or
even Britain.”

“That would be
monstrous, Mr. Seward. You cannot start a war for political
expediency alone!”

“No?” Seward
raised his eyebrows quizzically. “I was under the impression that
this is how the majority of wars are started. So,” taking a pull at
his drink, “you are opposed to my idea and I to yours.” The smaller
Seward appeared to Chase, with his large hooked nose, and mop of
graying hair, like a rather tipsy parrot. But not drunk, thought
Chase.

“We have the
makings of an ‘irrepressible conflict’ between the two of us,
wouldn’t you say, Mr. Chase?” Seward enjoyed quoting himself.

“It seems to me
to be so,” replied Chase.

“But it is only
the case if our aim is to preserve the Union,” replied Seward. What
was Seward driving towards? Chase asked himself. “At least, as
members of Mr. Lincoln’s Cabinet, we should be assuming that to be
our aim, following the President’s speech three days ago?” Seward
was urbane.

“I think we can
safely assume that address was at least in part the fever talking.”
Chase shrugged off Lincoln’s inaugural address as spontaneous
delirium. Seward knew that this was not the case, having reviewed
the closely argued speech, which resembled a legal brief more than
a political address, and he had suggested many changes to Lincoln
before its final delivery, but he held his peace, letting Chase
dismiss Lincoln’s finely honed reasoning.

Chase
continued, “If I may suggest my goal, which is, I assure you, not
the product of an over-fevered mind, it is to eliminate slavery
from the Union, with a plan of compensation to the owners.”

“That is an
impractical idea, Mr. Chase. However,” holding up a warning finger,
“it becomes more practical if the Union is composed of a different
collection of states to the present arrangement.”

“Allow the
erring sisters to depart in peace?” Chase had a habit of speaking
in political clichés, Seward noted, but was quick to seize others’
meanings.

“As a temporary
measure,” Seward amended. “Do you think that their economy could
withstand an embargo? That they could survive as an independent
nation for more than a year, if we closed the frontier and imposed
a blockade?”

“And they would
then be willing to rejoin the Union on our terms, which would
include the abolition of slavery?”

“Especially if
a war were to come between us and Canada, or better yet, Mexico,”
Seward smiled.

Chase
considered this. Seward had made a very convincing case for bending
the South to the will of the Union, without fraternal bloodshed,
and while satisfying the Abolitionists.

“So your
recommendation for our immediate future actions, Mr. Seward, is in
fact to take no action?”

“How can we do
anything?” Seward gave an exaggerated shrug. “Our President is in
bed with fever, the Cabinet is untried and largely inexperienced.
Our untested Vice-President has no authority. Yes, Mr. Chase, we do
nothing.”

“And in two
years’ time, the Union is restored to a true unity, without the
foul taint of slavery besmirching its fair name.”

“Or even less
time, Mr. Chase, I promise you that.”

“Mr. Seward, I
think you have found the solution we have all been looking for.
What a tragedy for our country that the convention in Chicago went
the way that it did and gave the nomination to Mr. Lincoln.”

“I’ll drink to
that,” replied Seward, with a wry half-smile, and did so.


Chapter 1: The disputed
border between the United States of America and the Confederate
States of America, South Kansas, 1923

“We thank You for the blessings You continue to
shower on the Confederate States of America, the most favored of
all Your nations.”

Private David Slater looked
along the barbed wire fence that stretched as far as the eye could
see in either direction across the flat, almost featureless Kansas
plains. His unruly blond hair, roughly trimmed in the standard
haircut of the Army of the Confederacy, was full of the dust blown
by the almost constant wind.

“Don’t reckon
them Yankees is going to be bothering us much today,” he remarked
to his companion, scratching his head, and took a swig of the
whiskey that he carried in his back pocket. The other shook his
head, indicating his dissent and refusing the whiskey with the same
motion. David wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and
stuffed the bottle back in the pocket of his threadbare uniform
pants. And, he noted to himself, they were far too short. He’d shot
up like a beanpole these last months, and there was now almost a
two-inch gap between the bottom of his pants legs and the top of
his boots. Good job he hadn’t filled out at the same rate, he
thought, otherwise he’d be busting the buttons off of his pants.
Mind you, no-one ever got fat on Army food.

“You never know
with those Yankee bastards,” Tom replied. “You hear about last
month?”

David nodded
grimly. “A whole column of what they call motorized infantry with
one of them airplanes came up out of nowhere and busted down that
fort that our boys built down New Mexico way. Man, I know we lost
that one, but I sure would have liked to be in on that. You know
something?” He took another sip of the whiskey, more to impress the
other with his maturity than because he liked the taste or effect
of the moonshine which, truth be told, he’d diluted heavily with
water before putting the bottle in his pocket this morning. “I only
seen but three of them automobile things in my life.” This last was
partly a reflection of David’s relative youth—he was only sixteen
years old—and partly a reflection on the Confederate States of
America, whose technology had advanced only slightly from the time
the Southern states had split off from the United States of America
a little more than 60 years earlier.

“Well, I’ve
seen a fair number of them in Richmond. Some of my mother’s kin are
from up that way, and quite a few of them rich folks in Richmond
get themselves automobiles from the North. Even the President.”

“They ain’t
meant to be doing that,” objected David. “They should be like the
rest of us, buying their goods from good old Southern boys, or else
from our friends in Europe.”

“Well, why
don’t y’all go down to Richmond, and tell them that?”

“By heck, I
might just do that if you’re telling me the truth about them in
Richmond. I don’t care if President Davis is kin to the first Jeff
Davis. He ought not to be doing that. He should be setting an
example to the folks.”

“Reckon you may
be right there, Davy, but I wouldn’t push your luck on that one.
You wait till you get out of the army—it’s only another five years
or even less for you. Then you can get back to Tallahassee and take
life easy.”

Almost another
five years of Army life away from home, and no time he could call
his own seemed like an eternity to the young conscript. Although
he’d only been drafted six months previously, with his folks unable
to pay the money for a substitute, it seemed to him now that his
whole life had been spent in his butternut gray uniform, constantly
walking up and down barbed wire fences looking for dust clouds that
might or might not be the hated and feared enemy from the North.
“Reckon I could do just that. Sit on the porch and let the darkies
do all my work for me.”

“You know,
Davy, I figure you’ll be going to college some time soon,” Tom
remarked. “All the other guys reckon you’re smart enough to get in
there, you know.”

“Come off it,
Tom. You and me, we know how them colleges is only for the rich
folks. Folks like us, we don’t stand a chance of getting
there.”

Tom nodded.
“That’s true, I reckon. Anyways, what good is them colleges? All
they do is give you a load of crap what contradicts what you and I
know to be true from the Bible.” He stopped speaking, and strained
his eyes to look south, away from the fence, towards the town hall
clock. Neither boy wore a watch. Neither could afford one. “Coming
up to prayer time, Davy,” he remarked. “Time to thank the Lord.”
The Confederate Army was keen on public expressions of religion,
and morning and evening prayer according to the beliefs of the
Confederate Baptist Conference were compulsory for all, and
“voluntary” prayers throughout the day were encouraged.

The two boys
kneeled down in the hot sun, gripping their Parker-Hale rifles
firmly in their right hands. “Almighty God,” they prayed together.
“We thank You for the blessings You continue to shower on the
Confederate States of America, the most favored of all Your
nations. We pray for strength and courage to fight and defeat all
those who would challenge the true Southern way of life. We pray
for health and strength for President Davis, that he may continue
to lead us in the paths of righteousness and truth, and for his
Senate, that they may continue to provide wise and Godly counsel to
him. We ask this in the name of Jesus Christ, who washes away our
sins, and will receive us when we arrive at the gates of glory.
Amen.”

Brushing the
dust from their knees, the two stood up, and resumed scanning the
fence in silence.


Chapter 2: Richmond,
Virginia, Confederate States of America

“So you will send troops?”

Jefferson Davis III, third
President of the Confederate States of America, regarded his
visitor to the Southern Executive Mansion with some amusement. He
crossed his manicured hands over his paunch, leaned back in his
chair, and cocked a quizzical eyebrow.

“I admire your
nerve, sir,” he consulted his notes, “If I understand your original
letter to me rightly, you are offering an alliance between Germany
and the Confederacy, but you are not even an elected member of your
country’s Congress.” There was a pause while this was interpreted,
and the slight, mustached German replied with a few words.

“Not yet,”
replied the interpreter. The German spoke at more length, and the
interpreter continued, “President Davis, I am very much in favor of
the policies and the aims of the Confederate States of America,
especially with regard to the racial problems you encounter. I
myself advocate a similar policy for Germany.”

“But you have
no Negroes in Germany, do you? I do not see how you can make slaves
of free German citizens.”

“To be sure we
have no Negroes,” replied the other. A faint almost-smile played
beneath the dark mustache of the younger man as his words were
interpreted. “We do, however, have Jews in Germany—several million
of them, in fact. If I understand your country’s situation
correctly, your views on Jews and mine are in almost complete
accord.”

“Waall,”
drawling the word, “we don’t make slaves of them like we do the
Nigras. But you’re right—we don’t allow them to marry outside their
own race, and we don’t allow them to own property.” He sipped at
his iced tea.

“What I am
asking, Mr. President, is the chance to make a union between
Germany, with our powerful advanced industry—”

“—which was
almost destroyed by the last war,” interrupted Davis, pertly.

“Indeed, almost
destroyed, but we Germans, as you are no doubt aware, can work hard
to rebuild what we lost in a matter of only a few years.”

Davis nodded,
seeming to acknowledge the point. “Go on.” He noted the other’s
rather shabby suit, patched and darned in a few places, which
contrasted with his own dapper appearance.

“Our industry
complements your almost limitless natural resources, which at the
moment find it hard to command a market.” This last was painfully
true, as Davis was all too well aware. The so-called “Allies” in
the Great European War had claimed to be fighting a moral war, and
as such had severed all commercial ties with the slave-holding
Confederacy, at least for the duration of the conflict. The Triple
Alliance powers had either possessed no merchant navy to speak of,
or were blockaded so effectively by the British fleet that trade
with them had been impossible. Japan, as a scarcely combatant
member of the Allies, had proved the Confederacy’s only constant
trade partner, albeit with a relatively low volume. And thanks to
the Yankees’ control of the Panama Canal, all shipping between the
Confederacy and Japan had either to sail round Cape Horn, or to
take the long way round, easy prey for British commerce
raiders.

“Take our
industry, and put it with your resources, together with your
surplus labor force. An alliance with Germany,” the German
politician went on after a significant pause, “would greatly help
you and us.”

“So what
exactly do you want from me?” Davis leaned forward, and changed
from his “statesman” role into what he liked to think of as his
“canny politician” persona.

“I would like,
President Davis, the loan of two or three regiments of your army,
in order to assist us in our—” the interpreter struggled for an
appropriate English word, but ended up using the original German
“—Putsch against the weak-willed spineless
Weimar government.”

Davis pushed
his pince-nez further up his nose and laughed. “Sir, I am sorry to
have to tell you the truth—a thing no politician ever likes to do.
Our army is made up of untrained boys. We’re giving boys only
fifteen or sixteen years old rifles twice their age and telling
them to defend their country against an enemy which, truth to tell,
seems to have largely lost interest in us.”

“The German
army in the trenches was made up largely of boys. If it hadn’t been
for the damned British Navy, and the Jews and the Communists
stabbing us in the back, those boys would have won.” The German’s
face was becoming flushed. He pushed his forelock out of his eyes,
pulled a handkerchief out of his jacket sleeve, and wiped his face
with it.

“I don’t doubt
the courage of boys, be they good Dixie lads or good Germans. I
simply doubt their ability. In any case, I can’t easily go sending
our army off to foreign lands to interfere in another country’s
internal politics.”

The other
sighed, and looked disappointed. “I was afraid you would say
something like that. There is, however, one more point I would like
to make.”

“Go on.” Davis
appeared bored, rolling a pencil back and forth between his palms,
a habit he had recently developed in lengthy Senate meetings.

“The late
President Wilson’s League of Nations…”

“Go on.” The
pencil stopped moving.

“Forgive me if
I am a little direct here, but…”

“I said ‘Go
on,’ sir.” The tone was sharp.

“The CSA has
applied to become a member? And the USA is threatening a veto
blocking the application?”

“Yes. It may
not be public knowledge, but anyone with his ear to the ground may
know that. So, I congratulate your ears on being so close to the
ground.”

The remark was
ignored. “The USA would very much like Germany to become a part of
the League of Nations. It is part of their gentlemanly nature to
forgive the defeated underdog, and raise them up, and all the rest
of that high-minded nonsense. It’s also a way of controlling
Germany, of course. A Germany ruled by my party would make it a
condition of joining the League of Nations that the Confederate
States of America be admitted at the same time. Given the
‘fraternal’ nature of the League,” Hitler’s interpreter somehow
managed to speak the quotation marks, “acceptance of your ‘peculiar
institution’ and the Confederacy would be more widespread.” The
quotation marks were audible once again. “More trade, more
prosperity for us all, and your people in particular if you make an
alliance with us, the National Socialist German Workers’
Party.”

Davis rolled
the title of the political party round in his mouth. “‘National
Socialist German Workers’ Party’, huh? Sounds to me like you’re
trying to be all things to everyone. Bit of nationalism, bit of
socialism, appeal to the workers. Good name there.”

The German
smiled, almost for the first time in the conversation. “I’m glad
you appreciate our points on this matter, Mr. President, even if
you don’t see other things our way.”

“But Mr.
Hitler,” Davis was standing up now, and moving around his desk to
lay a hand on his visitor’s shoulder. Hitler flinched a little at
the physical contact, but Davis affected not to notice. “I do see
things your way. I think we have a lot in common, and I shall
reflect very seriously on what you have said just now to me.”

The other stood
and turned to face his host. “So you will send troops?” he asked
excitedly.

“I am more in
favor of sending troops to help you and the National Socialist
German Workers’ Party than I was a few minutes ago, shall we put it
that way? I shall have to discuss the matter with my Senate. How
long will you be in Richmond, Mr. Hitler?”

“A few days
more. I leave for Havana on Tuesday.”

“I wouldn’t
expect much from those Florida-Cubans, and I have a feeling that
you ain’t going to find them to your liking. In any case, they’re
still arguing, nearly thirty years on, whether Havana or Miami
should be the capital of that Negro heaven. I hope you have a
Spanish interpreter,” Davis grinned. “They won’t speak English for
you, you know.”

“May I expect
an answer from you?” Hitler showed no signs of having heard Davis’s
last speech.

“Indeed you
may. If you leave on Tuesday, I shall have an answer for you on
Monday. And who knows, maybe it will not be necessary for you to
travel to Havana after all.”

“Thank you, Mr.
President.” Hitler brought himself to attention and clicked his
heels, bowing slightly. Davis, caught off-guard, half raised his
hand in farewell, and then dropped it. As Hitler and his
interpreter left the office, Davis spoke to his secretary, who had
been sitting silently at a desk at the side of the room, taking
notes.

“Gaylord, I
need the Senate here by three o’clock. If the telephones aren’t
working, send the runners out after them.”

The secretary
went out, leaving Davis alone with his thoughts.

-o-

Whether he knew it or not,
Hitler had dropped a number of possible solutions to pressing
problems into Davis’s lap. President Jefferson Davis III leaned
back in his favorite hand-carved rocking chair and ticked off
points on his pudgy fingers.

First, there
was the whole League of Nations business. Hitler had struck a
shrewd blow when he pointed out the projected veto of the CSA’s
membership. It would be a further blow to international prestige,
as if any more such blows were needed. As the only nation in the
Western world where slavery was still practiced, the Confederacy
suffered enough ostracism already. Although most other nations
recognized the Confederacy as a legitimate sovereign state, and a
semblance of diplomatic relations was maintained, all foreign
relations, on both sides, were distinctly frosty.

Next, a trade
agreement with Germany. This would provide a useful opening in the
European marketplace for Confederacy exports, giving the CSA a
legitimacy that it badly needed, not to mention hard cash. The CSA
dollar was not backed by anything except the good faith of its
government, a fact that had led South Texas to secede from the
Confederacy and join Mexico some years earlier, preferring the
relative stability of the Mexican peso to the CSA dollar, reflected
Davis bitterly.

And then there
was the whole problem of the Army. Davis knew, as did all thinking
Southerners, that slavery was not economically viable. It cost more
to produce goods using slave labor than if free labor were used. On
the other hand, freeing the slaves was unthinkable, given the
potential for mass unemployment should a large black population
suddenly join the open labor market. Caught in this vicious trap,
the CSA had had no choice but to continue with slavery.

But this
produced another problem. Uneducated whites who did not own slaves
(by far the largest proportion of the Southern whites) found
themselves with little or no work available, since slaves, both
privately and government-owned, performed so many of the menial
tasks. Despite the encouragement for them to emigrate to the few
nations (mainly located in Southern Africa) that would accept
Confederacy settlers, the “trash”, as the ruling Southern
aristocrats contemptuously referred to them, continued to grow in
numbers, with no visible means of support. Davis’s father,
Jefferson Davis II, had introduced ever-longer periods of
conscription, and the term was now from the age of 15 for six
years.

The Yankee
“enemy” seemed, as Davis had admitted to Hitler, an increasingly
nebulous threat. He feared that the Confederacy appeared to be not
much more of a threat to the USA than, say, Ecuador. Certainly he
knew that in order to maintain the rationale for the size and
indeed the very existence of the army, he had had to stage-manage
events, such as the construction of a fort several miles inside the
New Mexico boundary of the USA by the Brigade of Engineers, in
order to provoke a reaction by the Yankee forces. The subsequent
“aggression” had been duly written up and publicized throughout the
South, and gratifyingly, a number of newspapers had written
editorials calling for an increase in the number of years required
for military service, and an extension of the reserve period.

A European
adventure would be good for all concerned, even if it really was
only an act of brigandage, as far as Davis could see. In any case,
he’d have to run it past his Senate, the only other force in the
Confederacy government, for the sake of form.

-o-

Jefferson Davis II (a distant
cousin of the first Jefferson Davis) had arrested the membership of
the Confederate House of Representatives in 1886, when they had
unanimously passed a resolution to seek peace with the Union. After
the whole House membership had been condemned to death for treason
by the Supreme Court (and their sentences commuted to perpetual
exile by President Davis), the House had never been re-convened.
Towards the end of his sixth term, Davis II had revised the
Constitution regarding the Senate. As before, two Senators were
appointed from each state of the Confederacy, but henceforth the
appointments were made by the President. Each Senator further
served as a member of the Electoral College, thereby preserving the
constitutional democracy of the Confederacy. Davis III, biological
and political heir of Davis II, had seen no reason to alter these
arrangements.

-o-

He sighed as the room was
re-arranged for the Senate meeting, with pitchers of iced tea set
out for the Senators, and clean spittoons placed beside each chair
at the long conference table. LaMotte from North Texas would
undoubtedly insist on speaking at some length about the evils of
sending “our boys” to fight outside the CSA, and Wishaw from
Georgia would worry about the money. Such a waste of time, Davis
thought to himself, when the result was a foregone conclusion, but
the charade was necessary to keep criticism from becoming too
fierce.

As the
overweight LaMotte, smelling of some exotic floral scent, was
ushered through the door, Davis leapt to his feet, all smiles.
“Senator! I surely am glad to see y’all in such good health.”
Inwardly he braced himself for a flood of small-talk, and let his
attention drift until the meeting was underway.


Chapter 3: The Cabinet
Office, Downing Street, London, United Kingdom

“Do you think he might bring in slavery in
Germany?”

“They decided what?” asked the British Prime Minister.

“They’d send
two or three regiments in mufti to help this Hitler chappie get
control of Germany.”

“Did they, by
Jove? Have they two regiments to spare?” He glared down the table
at the Secretary of State for War, seated beneath a portrait of
some deservedly forgotten and neglected Victorian politician.

“According to
the report,” shuffling papers, “they do indeed, Prime Minister.
Armed with Crimea-era muskets, I believe.” He smiled to show he was
not to be taken altogether seriously.

“And who
exactly is this Mr. Hitler?” The Prime Minister turned to the
Foreign Secretary.

“He’s a crank,
Prime Minister. An ex-corporal. They gave him an Iron Cross. We
gassed him while he was serving in the trenches at the Western
Front—”

“Pity we didn’t
finish the bugger off,” someone muttered at the foot of the long
polished mahogany Cabinet table.

“As I was
saying,” resumed the Foreign Secretary, glaring at the offender.
“He seems to have gathered a little nest of malcontents and misfits
around him. They blame all the Jews in Germany for their
misfortunes. Also the Communists—”

“He sounds like
a decent chap as far as all that’s concerned, at any rate,” came
the drawling Eton voice from the foot of the table again.

“Prime
Minister,” appealed the Foreign Secretary. “Am I to be allowed to
continue?”

“Of course, my
dear fellow. Please do be quiet, Charles,” he appealed to the foot
of the Cabinet table, with the air of a particularly ineffectual
schoolmaster.

“Thank you,
Prime Minister. Basically, Herr Hitler has decided that the woes of
Germany can be laid at the doors of the Jews and the Communists—I
don’t think he’s particularly fussy which—and he’s given his
riffraff the grand title of National Socialist German Workers’
Party.”

“Bit of a
mouthful,” interrupted the Prime Minister.

“It sounds much
worse in German, believe me,” said the Foreign Secretary. “They
call themselves Nazis for short, from ‘National Socialist’. Anyway,
by blaming all the traditionally unpopular minorities, and putting
the fear of God into everyone else, they’re scaring a lot of votes
their way. Not enough to get in through the ballot box, but just
about enough to support them as a viable force. They have all kinds
of pseudo-intellectual rubbish about the purity of Aryan nations,
whatever that may mean, and so on. Of course, the Jews aren’t
Aryan, according to them, and I wouldn’t be surprised to find them
spouting some kind of rubbish about Communists not being Aryan,
either.”

“They sound
absolutely frightful,” the Prime Minister remarked.

“They are. One
of our people went to a political meeting where Herr Hitler was
speaking. One of the audience stood up and called Hitler an idiot.
Hitler’s supporters dragged him outside and beat him. He’d lost an
eye and most of his teeth when our chap saw him being loaded into
an ambulance.” The British Cabinet shuddered in well-bred
unison.

“If I may?” It
was the Home Secretary. “It does sound as though there are more
than a few points in common between President Davis and Herr
Hitler. What’s Hitler’s position on colored chappies?”

“Don’t think
they have them in Germany, but my feeling is that he’d be against
them.”

“Do you think
he might bring in slavery in Germany for blacks and introduce it
for the others he’s against? Jews and Communists and so on? Maybe
import a few of Davis’s tinted brethren into Germany as slaves to
do the hard work for the Germans and turn Jews and political
opponents into slaves?” Another voice from the end of the table,
this time from the Minister for Industry.

The Prime
Minister replied. “Reggie, I asked you all to be quiet—” He broke
off and thought for a moment. “What a foul mind you have, Reggie.
How perfectly foul. Is that possible?” he asked the Foreign
Secretary, worriedly.

“From what I
know of these Nazi blokes, yes, it’s possible. Not really probable,
but certainly possible, based on this Hitler’s stated
positions.”

“Slavery in
Europe. And it’s at least partly something to do with us, isn’t it?
After all, we have some sort of responsibility for Germany, since
we won the war and everything.”

“There’s one
thing we must do,” replied the War Secretary. “We must make sure it
doesn’t ever stand a chance of happening. And we mustn’t forget the
possibility that Hitler will start to re-arm Germany. As I said
just now, he’s spreading the story that Germany lost the war
through internal treachery, and Germany must fight again to claim
rightful victory.”

“Rubbish!”
snorted the Chancellor of the Exchequer. “No-one wants another
war.” There were nods all round the table. Every man in the British
Cabinet had lost a son, a nephew or some other close relation in
the trenches of Flanders, the beaches of Gallipoli, or the hell of
Mesopotamia, and had no wish to see a repeat of the Great European
War. “I’m sure that applies to the Germans as much as it does to
us. God knows the poor blighters suffered enough.”

“They did, but
if they felt they had enough potential to make the weapons, and if
they were backed by a large force, like the Confederate Army, the
Nazis are perfectly capable of arousing enough national sentiment.
One of their slogans is ‘Germany, awake’, after all.”

“As if we
hadn’t had enough problems putting the beggars to sleep last time,”
remarked the Home Secretary.

“With all their
talk about the purity of the German race, they’ll probably want to
try and sweep all the German-speakers in Europe into a new empire.
That would mean most of what was Austria-Hungary, and parts of
Poland. And don’t forget all the rubbish about the Jews. Hitler’s
said in his speeches that Germany must be free of Jews.”

“This isn’t the
Middle Ages. You can’t go around expelling a whole race of people
from your country,” objected the Home Secretary.

“Whatever you
may think, this is what Hitler’s saying. There’s a crackpot called
Julius Streicher from whom Hitler’s got most of his ideas, and
let’s face it, the Jews have never been very popular in that part
of the world. Hitler may be mad, but unfortunately, a lot of
Germans are listening to him.”

“Shouldn’t we
be listening to him, too?” came a voice. “It does sound as though
he has the right idea about the Communists, anyway. And I don’t
know that much about the German Jews, but I think we’d be a damn’
sight better off without ours.”

There was a
murmur of agreement from a few voices around the table, matched by
an equal or larger number of angry dissenting murmurs.

“Oh, for
heaven’s sake, grow up, Charles,” came another voice. “We don’t all
suffer from your bee in the bonnet about the Jews. The poor
bastards have suffered enough from the Russian and Polish pogroms
over the past years and the Bolsheviks don’t seem to have sorted
things out in Russia as far as that’s concerned. In any case,
Arthur Balfour’s as good as promised the Jews that they can all go
off and live in Palestine, which I for one think is a bloody stupid
idea. It’s not ours to give away, and there are people there
already who aren’t going to welcome a whole crowd pushing their way
in.”

“And I’m all
for sending them over there. We don’t all have your Quaker-like
tolerance of the whole of God’s creation, Reggie. I may pray in
church every Sunday for all sorts and conditions of men, but it
doesn’t mean that I have to like them, even if you take it to mean
you have to treat the lower classes as equals.”

“Personally, I
think we’re better off with our Jews in England, and not making
fools of ourselves in that part of the world.”

“Gentlemen,
gentlemen,” interrupted the Prime Minister. “Can we come to the
point, please? The question is not what we are going to do about
British Jewry, or what sort of role we should be playing in
Palestine, but whether we allow Herr Hitler to have a free hand to
persecute his Jews in Germany.”

“It’s not just
a question of the Jews, Prime Minister. There’s the whole question
of whether we want a Hitler government in Germany forming an
alliance with the Confederacy. Leaving out any moral question of
Jews and Negroes, an awakened militaristic Germany with access to
all those raw materials would be a disaster for European
security.”

“As if we
didn’t have enough of those disasters already with Russia,” added a
voice.

“Well,
personally,” said the Prime Minister, “I don’t want to sound all
priggish about this, but it does seem to me that we have a moral
duty to frustrate the Confederacy. The fact that we’ve tolerated
slavery for so long in an English-speaking country—”

“Would it be
any better if it were French-speaking?” the Minister for Industry
enquired innocently.

“Oh for
Heaven’s sake, Reggie, of course it wouldn’t. I suppose not,
anyway,” he added dubiously. “Where was I? Oh yes. It’s a scandal
that we’ve allowed slavery to continue there, and I think we should
do our best to prevent them getting ahead. We were all hoping that
the country would fall to pieces under the weight of slavery, but
that doesn’t seem to be happening. And if what you say about Herr
Hitler is true, we have some sort of duty there as well.”

“I agree,” said
the Foreign Secretary. “If the bloody Americans can’t get their
house in order, then we’re going to have to step in. They’re so
bloody moral when it suits them, the Americans. All that
high-minded stuff about leagues of nations and so on, and that
ghastly idea of Prohibition—I can’t believe that can ever become
national law, let alone part of the Constitution—but they seem
happy enough to tolerate slavery in their back yard, so to speak.
And they don’t treat their own blacks that well anyway, even if
they’re not slaves.”

“Thank you,”
sighed the Prime Minister. The Foreign Secretary’s anti-American
bias was infamous throughout Westminster and Whitehall, not to
mention Washington, DC. “But shouldn’t we be talking to Washington
about all this?” he asked. “I really don’t want to have to deal
with them as enemies at the same time as the Confederacy and
Germany, if it’s at all possible.”

The Foreign
Secretary laughed bitterly. “I would forget Washington for now,
Prime Minister. The last thing the Americans want is a foreign war,
or even trouble on their southern border. They’ve backed away from
a confrontation with the South every time—Fort Sumter in 1861, the
whole series of slave revolts in the ‘60s which their people
triggered off when the hard-line Abolitionists went north to
Canada, the South Texas defection to Mexico in ‘75, the big New
Orleans-Mississippi slave revolts in the late ‘70s, and the
Oklahoma raids in ‘06. The closest they came to conflict was when
they helped the Cuban rebels against the Spanish in ‘95, and then
encouraged them to take over Southern Florida. Of course, they did
get that navy base in Cuba—Guantánamo or whatever it’s called, in
return for a rusty gunboat and a few used rifles. You know, come to
that,” he continued, “they never even really challenged us in ‘62
when we won Seward’s US-Canadian war and took Washington Territory
off their hands and added it to Canada. I think we have to face it,
they’ve no stomach for a real fight with the South. Since they seem
to be mostly first-generation immigrants—at least, the soldiers in
their army and sailors in their navy seem to be mostly newcomers
who can’t find any other work—they’ve no way of getting any real
national pride or fighting spirit into their army. I think they
proved that to our satisfaction in the last show when they refused
to provide us with direct military assistance under any
circumstances.”

“Thank you, Sir
Edmund,” sighed the Prime Minister. He envied and resented the
Secretary’s ability to drop names and dates so easily, but he
agreed with the analysis in this case.

“I’d also like
to point out,” the Foreign Secretary added, “that their army and
their navy seem to be chiefly employed in trying to enforce law and
order, especially in those states which refuse to admit the
existence of alcohol.” The men round the table sighed.

“That sounded
to me,” remarked the Prime Minister, with the ghost of a smile,
“like something similar to a sigh of relief that we haven’t gone so
far in Britain. Lloyd George’s lunacy happily never took final form
here, thank goodness. Brandy, anyone?” He pressed a bell, and a
servant entered.

A few minutes
later, brandy snifter in hand, “Gentlemen, I give you confusion to
our enemies.” The table responded. “Now, how do we stop our friend
Jeff Davis from using Herr Hitler to further his foul ends?”


Chapter 4: Cordele,
Georgia, Confederate States of America

“I don’t blame him, considering how awful we’ve
treated you colored folks. If you hated us all, I wouldn’t blame
you.”

It seemed a long way from the
kitchen to the gazebo in the Georgia August heat. Christopher Pole,
property of Miss Henrietta Justin since his birth some twenty-seven
years previously, carried the tray of drinks to where Miss Justin
and her nephew Mr. Lamar Fitchman were sitting under a shade tree,
looking out over the watermelon fields towards the Flint River,
just visible in the distance.

As he put the
tray on the table and handed the glasses to Miss Justin and Mr.
Fitchman, he heard her murmured thanks to him, and he smiled to
himself. He was lucky with Miss Justin, a lot luckier than he would
have been with that Mr. Fitchman, he reckoned.

He bowed and
walked away from the table, but before he was out of earshot, he
heard Fitchman say, “You’re wasting that boy. Big buck like him
should be workin’ in the watermelon patches. You’re not getting
your money’s worth out of him, givin’ him sissy’s work like
that.”

“Lamar,
Christopher’s the finest butler I’m ever going to be able to
afford. It would be a waste to let him do field work. Someone with
his gifts of sympathy and his intelligence.”

“He’s not a
‘someone’, Aunt Henry. He’s a Nigra, and he’s just waitin’ for a
chance to cut our throats one night. All of them are.” He drained
his whiskey angrily. “Here, boy! Another one.” He held the empty
glass out, and as Christopher moved to take it, deliberately let it
fall on the stone beside his chair. “You clumsy Nigra! Aunt Henry,
will you allow me to beat the useless animal for you?” Christopher,
on his knees picking up the shattered fragments, stole a glance at
the young man’s excited face, and was frightened by the look of
almost sexual excitement that he saw.

“Certainly not,
Lamar. I saw exactly what happened, and I’m ashamed of you.
Christopher, please don’t use your hands to pick up that broken
glass. Go back and get a brush and pan.”

Fitchman
sneered. “Boy! Get me another whiskey while you’re there.”

“Mr. Fitchman
has had a sufficiency, Christopher. You may bring him an iced tea
if he is still thirsty.”

Christopher
looked from one calm face to the other angry countenance. “Very
good, Miss Justin.”

He walked back
to the kitchen, hearing fragments of the conversation, in which he
caught the phrases “inheritance”, “when I die” and “set them all
free” from Miss Justin, and “you wouldn’t dare” from Mr. Fitchman.
He poured a glass of iced tea into a glass, and collected a brush
and pan, which he stuck under his arm. When he reached the chairs
under the shade tree, Miss Justin was sitting there alone.

“Put the glass
on the table, please, Christopher, and sweep up Mr. Fitchman’s
mess.”

As he bent to
sweep the glass shards into the pan, she continued talking to him.
“I am sorry, Christopher, about Mr. Fitchman. You probably realize
that that wasn’t his first drink of the day, poor man. You needn’t
worry about him any more today. He took himself home by way of the
back gate.”

Poor man?
thought Christopher to himself. But he carried on sweeping.

As if reading
his thoughts, Miss Justin went on, “I say ‘poor man’, because I
mean it. All of us here in this Confederacy. I don’t need to spell
out to you why I call you ‘poor man’. Of course I could set you
free, but where would you go in this town? What would you do?” She
didn’t seem to be expecting an answer, so Christopher didn’t give
one, but he thought about the freed slaves who hung around the pool
halls and saloons, waiting for the chance of work that was so dirty
or dangerous that the slave owners wouldn’t set their own slaves to
doing it. “And yes, I could free you and keep you here, but you
know something, Christopher? I couldn’t afford to pay you what
you’re worth. When I die, this house will be sold and a lot of the
money will go your way. And Betsy’s and Horace’s, and you can all
of you make your way to a better town than this little Cordele,
where you can set up your own businesses. But until then, believe
me, you’re better off the way things are.” She paused, and this
time it seemed to call for an answer.

“Yes, Miss
Justin,” he replied. It seemed to be enough. She was off again.

“And why do I
call Mr. Fitchman a ‘poor man’? And me a ‘poor woman’? Because
we’re trapped by you people. You heard what Mr. Fitchman said—he’s
scared of all of you, and I don’t blame him, considering how awful
we’ve treated you colored folks. If you hated us all, I wouldn’t
blame you. And me, I’m trapped in my comfortable life. Look at me.
You and Betsy and Horace take such good care of me, and I never
have to lift a finger to serve myself. I’m trapped by your goodness
to me and by the hate of all those round me who want to keep all
you people like this. It’s not fair on any of us.” She was weeping
softly by now. Christopher was too embarrassed to say anything
sensible, and muttered another “yes, ma’am”, more to himself than
Miss Justin.

“Sorry,
Christopher,” she said, wiping her eyes with a lace-edged
handkerchief. “I just hate living here in this way of life. If I
had more courage, I’d sell the house, and set you free with the
money, and move myself up to the North. But I don’t have that kind
of courage. I’m too old.”

Christopher
stood up. “I think I understand you, Miss Justin,” he said,
slowly.

“I’m sure you
do, Christopher. You understand me very well. If only you hadn’t
been born the way you are, I’d have welcomed you as Kitty’s
husband,” referring to her niece and ward, who was a few years
younger than Christopher, and who had married a businessman from
Atlanta eighteen months previously.

“Now, please
don’t go talking foolishness, Miss Justin.”

“It’s not
foolishness, Christopher, it’s the truth. Do you pray?” she
suddenly asked him.

“Why, yes,
ma’am, I do.”

“What do you
pray for? Revenge against us? Your freedom?”

“I pray for
justice, ma’am.”

“What a
perfectly wonderful thing to pray for. You see, Christopher, I just
pray for all this horror to end. You’re praying for something
better. Something positive. Maybe I’ll sell the house, and you and
me and Betsy and Horace will all get on that airplane from Atlanta
out to Bermuda, and from there we’ll go up to New York, some
day.”

“Too cold for
me, Miss Justin. The one time I went up above the gnat line, I felt
cold.”

“Then we’ll
take the railroad, and go to California. How’s that?”

“Whatever you
say, Miss Justin. Can I get you another drink?”

“No thank you,
Christopher. I’ll walk to the house with you.”

And so tall
black slave and frail white mistress walked together in silence
back to the house, thinking their own thoughts, bound together by
the peculiar institution that had shaped and warped both their
lives.


Chapter 5: Camp Early,
near Wichita, Kansas, Confederate States of America

“We’ve gotten us some strange orders. We’re going
to Berlin.”

David wasn’t sure what to
make of the new arrival in their barracks. For one thing he was too
old. At least twenty-five, David reckoned, but no stripes on his
sleeve. And tall. At least six three or four, a lot taller than the
rest of them, with short dark hair and a habit of putting his head
to one side when he talked to you and looked at you with those
green eyes of his. Another thing, when he talked, he spoke funny.
Not like the rest of the good old boys, and not like the few
Yankees that David had heard.

“Where y’all
from, anyways?” David had asked him.

“Jolly old
England, what?” answered Brian. David had discovered his name on
his knapsack. Brian de Q. Finch-Malloy, whatever kind of a name
that was.

David didn’t
know what to reply to the “what?”, so fired his second volley. “So
why y’all here?”

“Spot of bother
with the bobbies.” David had looked puzzled. “The police,
sonny-boy. The police in London would like to get their hands on
yours truly.” Thanks to Brian’s accent, it took some time for this
to penetrate into David’s understanding. He asked the obvious
question.

“That’s for me
to know and you to find out, lad.” And not another word would Brian
say on the subject.

“He’s one of
them queers,” Tom said. “He’s a Limey, they’re all like that. Watch
your ass, Davy-boy.” But Tom was wrong about that, David reckoned.
He didn’t know a lot about that sort of thing, but he’d already
seen something in his short period of service, and he’d fought off
a couple of half-serious attempts by an older soldier. Either Tom
was wrong about Brian, or Brian was a lot more subtle in his
approach than his previous would-be seducer.

“Play chess?”
asked Brian one evening.

“Saw some
fellows playing it once. How does it work?” asked David.

Brian produced
a chess board from his knapsack and set out the pieces. “Now, the
object of the game is to checkmate the other bloke’s king.”

“What’s
‘checkmate’, then?”

“It means that
you get the other bloke’s king in a position where you could take
him, and he can’t wriggle out. It’s a sort of war-game between two
armies.”

David sat up a
little straighter.

“Now this
here’s a rook, or a castle. See how it looks like a castle
tower?”

David, who’d
never seen a castle, or even a picture of one, nodded. “What’s the
horses?”

“Those are
knights. But first look at how the castles move, straight up and
down like this, or straight across like this.”

The lesson
proceeded. “Ready for your first game?” asked Brian after about
thirty minutes of explanation. Ten minutes later it was over. “I
don’t know how you did that, David, I really don’t.”

“I really won?
You weren’t trying!” accused David.

“On the
contrary, dear boy, I was trying. Not very hard, maybe, but I was
trying. Do you want to play again?”

This time, it
took nearly twenty minutes. “I don’t believe it,” said Brian,
holding out his hand across the board. Feeling rather foolish,
David shook it. “I was the bally chess champion at Harrow in my
last year. I used to reckon I was pretty good and all that. Just
shows how wrong a chap can be about himself.”

“Another game?”
asked David.

“Ah, you’ve got
your bloodlust up. Just give my ego a few minutes to revive itself
and I’ll be ready. You wouldn’t happen to have any of that bloody
awful whiskey on you, would you?” David passed the bottle over.
“Ah, you’re a gentleman, David, even if you aren’t an officer yet,”
said Brian, shuddering as the moonshine went down, and passing the
bottle back to David.

David won that
game too.

-o-

The next week, the Captain
sent for David.

“Sir,” said
David, saluting as he entered the office, and stood at
attention.

“Had that Limey
in to see me about a half an hour back after prayers. Tells me you
whupped him at chess once, and you keep on doing it. Don’t play the
game myself, but they say it shows you got some kind of brains. You
got brains, kid? Can you read?”

“Of course,
sir,” replied David indignantly.

“Keep calm,
kid. Lotta kids we get in here, can’t hardly read nor write, and
can’t figger past two. Here, read this to me,” and passed a book
over to David.

David read
fluently and without hesitation: “We propose to consider first the
single elements of our subject, then each branch or part, and, last
of all, the whole, in all its relations—therefore to advance from
the simple to the complex. But it is necessary for us to commence
with a glance at the nature of the whole, because it is
particularly necessary that in the consideration of any of the
parts their relation to the whole should be kept constantly in
view.”

“Know what that
means?”

“Not rightly,
sir. But I think he means that soldiers have to look at the big
things and the little things all together.”

“Not bad. Now
copy that sentence for me onto this piece of paper.” David had been
taught his letters by a strict teacher, and his handwriting was the
product of a more leisurely elegant age. The Captain whistled as he
looked at it. “Private Slater, this is better than the Colonel’s
own writing. You can figger as well as you can read and write?”

“Not as well,
sir, but I can manage.”

“Well, Private
Slater, I’m going to get you promoted to Corporal and you’ll become
the assistant company orderly. You’re too smart to be out on the
fence all day. You’ll be inside, out of the hot sun, checking
papers from HQ and letting me know what’s going on, and sending my
answers back to HQ. Fellow we have now gets sick mighty often, and
the paperwork piles up while he’s puking up his guts. Reckon you
can handle all that?”

“Yes sir. Thank
you, sir.”

“Thank your
Limey friend. Congratulations, Corporal Slater. Report to my office
at 8 o’clock tomorrow morning. Dismissed.” And with a snappy
salute, Acting-Corporal David Slater almost bounced down the steps
to the parade ground.

-o-

Thanks, Brian,” he said that
evening.

“Eh? For what,
old man?”

“You’re talking
to Corporal Slater now, Private. Assistant company orderly.” David
was almost glowing with pride as he grinned at Brian.

Big smiles and
a hand to shake. “Well done, old boy. I’m awfully glad my few words
were useful. But when I saw how bally good at chess you turned out
to be, I thought to myself, that lad’s got hidden talents. He’s
wasted where he is. And so I had a word with the Left-tenant”
(Brian always pronounced it that way for some reason) “and he
listened to me, I’m pleased to say, and passed my words of wisdom
up to the Captain. My dear good man, this calls for a celebration.
No, no,” as David reached for his bottle. “The pleasure’s all mine,
as the bishop said to the actress. Oh, never mind,” in answer to
David’s puzzled look. He pulled out a bottle of whiskey. “Now this
will warm the cockles of your heart. Real whisky from a Scottish
island. After you.” He extended the bottle. David sipped—it was as
different from his usual moonshine as Brian was from Tom. He drank
again.

“Not too much,”
warned Brian. “I’ll bet you have to be up early tomorrow for this
orderly job, and you’re not going to be at your best with a
hangover. Goodnight, Corporal Slater.” He picked up the bottle and
walked with it to the other end of the hut.

-o-

David soon grew into the job
of company orderly. To start with, he wasn’t sure what some of the
long words on the orders meant, but he got into the habit of
copying the difficult parts and asking Brian to help him with the
long words and complicated phrases in the evenings. Sometimes Tom
joined them, and he learned to play chess too, but he was no match
for either David or Brian. When they played poker together, Tom was
the one who usually ended up with more matchsticks than the rest of
them, though.

“You lads don’t
make enough in this bloody outfit for me to let you play for
money,” said Brian, who seemed to have appointed himself as a kind
of honorary uncle to half the soldiers in David’s company, but
still managed to find time to play chess with David and chat about
his work at least two or three times a week.

-o-

One evening, David came to
Brian with a question. “Where’s Berlin? There’s nowhere called that
round this way, is there?”

“The only
Berlin I can think of is in Germany. That’s the other side of the
ocean, a week or so away by ship. Why?”

“I thought
that’s what they were talking about. We’ve gotten us some strange
orders. We’re going there. Looks like I’ll be traveling outside the
Confederacy for the first time in my life. And you know something
else? We’re not going to be in Germany in uniform, neither, if I
understand them orders rightly. We’re all of us booked on a ship
called the Robert E. Lee, setting off from
Savannah in two weeks’ time, which means we have to be packing up
the day after tomorrow, I reckon.”

“Just us? Our
company, I mean?”

“No, looks like
the whole of us in the 3rd Alabama, and then the 7th North Texas,
and the signals company from the 9th North Carolina. Why in heck
would they want to send us over there?”

-o-

That night, David missed
seeing Brian creep out of the hut when everyone else was asleep. He
didn’t miss him coming back in.

“Pssst.
Brian!”

“Yes? Go back
to sleep.”

“Where the heck
were you?”

“Gone to look
at the stars. Couldn’t sleep at all. Always does me good to go out
and look at the stars. Makes me remember my place in the universe,
I suppose. Reminds me just how small I am in the great scheme of
things.”

David thought
about it a bit, and laughed quietly. “’Night, then, Brian.”

“Goodnight, old
man.”

It was when
David was nearly asleep that he realized that the weather had been
overcast all day. It hadn’t looked that evening as though the
weather was going to clear up. Surely Brian wouldn’t have gone out
to look at the clouds? But why would Brian lie about it? He must
have made a mistake, that’s all. But you don’t make a mistake about
that sort of thing … David drifted off.


Chapter 6: Whitehall,
London, United Kingdom

“This is one of the biggest messes that’s ever
landed on my desk.”

“So, the 3rd Alabama, the 7th
North Texas and the 9th North Carolina are going over next week?”
C, the head of the British Secret Service, asked one of his
deputies.

“It certainly
looks that way, sir,” came the reply.

“Do you think
we should pull Finch-Malloy out of there?” C enquired. “He’s done
damn’ well, I have to give him that and I’d be happy to let him
pull out with full honors if he wants.”

“Actually, I
think he wants to stay on there for a while, sir. He reported that
he’s got to like the taste of grits, whatever they may be, and that
he’s discovered a chess prodigy he thinks it’s his duty to bring
before the world.”

“Hmph. Not
exactly good Service reasons, are they? Can he do anything more
while he’s in that army?”

“Oh yes. He can
report on their state of readiness and all that, sir. I’d be
inclined to let him stay there with his grits if he wants to stay,
sir.”

“Very well,
Parkes. But tell him he can pull out at any time if he wants to. No
chance he’s been spotted, is there?”

“I think he
would have let us know by now if he had any problems in that area,
sir.”

“I hope you’re
right. Those Confeds can be pretty nasty towards the people they
don’t like once their blood’s up. Lynchings and all that. I’m sure
our Washington friends are glad they never had to fight them in a
war and that they went without a struggle.”

“I’m sure
you’re right, sir. They say that if President Lincoln hadn’t gone
down with that fever when he did, he’d have made a stand, and there
would have been a war, rather than that half-baked Seward-Chase
compromise on Fort Sumter which let them slip away peacefully.
Probably several thousand dead. Could have gone on for a year or
so.”

C snorted.
“Says who? The Confederacy would have had to surrender in a month
or two. No supplies. Look at them now. A load of subsistence-level
farmers mainly, led by a hereditary slave-owning dictatorship with
a worthless currency, and thinking they’re God’s chosen
people.”

“Bit like the
Roundheads in our Civil War, sir?”

“You could say
that in some ways, Parkes. Damn’ good fighters when they have the
supplies to do it, though, which is why I’m worried about them
going over to Germany. Herr Hitler has some money coming to his
National Socialists from a lot of large companies. Enough to get
decent Mausers into the hands of those Confeds and God knows what
else in the shape of airplanes and so on.”

“You’d think
there’d be enough experienced fighting men in Germany, sir.” It was
half a question, and C chose to answer it.

“Half-starved
and shell-shocked, Parkes. You’ve seen our lads back from the
trenches. Well, the Germans have it much worse. And the poor
bastards are starving to death—the ones that the influenza epidemic
left alive. They lost hundreds of thousands, you know, poor devils.
They’ve no stomach for any more fighting. Anyway, you know Jerry.
Follow an officer anywhere, but Hitler was only a corporal. How
much support is he going to get from the officers if he wants to
take over the country?”

“And I suppose
that if things go wrong, it wasn’t the Germans who failed and the
Nazis can’t be blamed?”

“You have the
makings of a very superior dictator, Parkes,” smiled C. “Don’t let
it go to your head. Now I must pop round and see our lords and
masters, and make sure this information your man has given us gets
to the right ears.”

-o-

The Minister was not pleased
with the information when C made his way to Whitehall. “Damn it, C,
of course I’m happy that we know what’s going on, but couldn’t we
have known about this a little earlier?”

“Apparently the
details of this were only decided a few days ago. We’re pretty sure
Washington doesn’t know about this yet.”

“Are you going
to tell them?” C stood primly without saying a word. “Don’t look
like that at me, C. Dumb insolence, I call it. You know perfectly
well that you intelligence chappies trade secrets like schoolboys
swapping stamps.”

“In this case,
sir, I would prefer the Cabinet to make the decision regarding
Washington’s being informed, rather than my making it. Far be it
for me to fall foul of the Monroe Doctrine.”

The Minister
spluttered into his teacup. “You never fail to amaze and entertain
me, C. Since when has the Monroe Doctrine ever meant a thing to you
secret johnnies? Are you going to tell the Yanks?”

“I’ve already
said, sir. This is a matter for the Cabinet, not for me.”

“Why so serious
with this one, C?”

“Because, sir,
this is one of the biggest messes that’s ever landed on my desk.
Quite frankly, I would prefer it if it were someone else’s
decision. The implications go a long way outside my office, and
reach to the League of Nations in Geneva.”

“All right,
I’ll present it to the PM. What’s your private view on this? Off
the record, as the newspaper chaps say?”

“My view is to
keep it quiet, sir. If we let them know we have agents in the
Southern army, the Yanks will start looking for our agents in their
forces as well. We could disguise the information, of course, and
say it came from the French or something …”

“So for the
moment, I’ll suggest we keep it quiet. If any further ingenious
ways of distorting the truth occur to your twisted mind, I’ll
trouble you to keep them to yourself for now. By the way, have you
any idea how several thousand men who speak no German are going to
be hidden in Germany until Herr Hitler makes his move?”

“No, sir. But a
few possibilities occur to me. They could be presented as prisoners
of war, to be kept apart from the general population.”

“From a war
that ended three years ago? Preposterous!”

“Not from the
Great War, sir, but from one of the Polish border clashes or
something like that. Maybe even from Bolshevik Russia.”

The Minister
considered this. “Better than I could come up with, C,” he said at
length. “I start to understand how you earn your monstrously high
salary. Joking apart, do you want to attend the Cabinet meeting and
present these findings? I’m beginning to feel I will need the
safety of numbers. The PM has a distinct aversion to rocking boats
too hard. I get the feeling he gets seasick far too easily.”


Chapter 7: Cordele,
Georgia, Confederate States of America

“My guess is that they were looking for any
excuse to kill you.”

The sun was going down as
Christopher walked from the drugstore, where he’d just purchased a
packet of headache powders, back to Miss Justin’s. As he turned the
corner behind the railroad depot, he noticed the Childers girl
sitting in the road, crying.

“Why, Miss
Anna-Mary, what’s the matter with you?” he asked.

“I fell down
and hurt my knee, and my doll has hurt her knee, too.”

“Oh, that’s too
bad now. Let’s have a look at your dolly and your knee. Oh yes,” he
shook his head sympathetically. “She is in a bad way. And so are
you. Let me help you up, and I’ll take you home.” He reached down
and took her hand, when he was interrupted by a shout from behind
him.

“Hey! Nigra!
Take your dirty black hands off her, y’hear?” It was Lamar
Fitchman’s raucous voice. Scared, Christopher dropped Anna-Mary’s
hand and turned to face Fitchman. With a sinking feeling, he saw
that Fitchman was not alone. Three friends were with him. Wild boys
from the other side of the tracks, one swinging a corn liquor jug
from one hand. As Fitchman made his way, somewhat unsteadily,
towards Christopher and Anna-Mary, it was obvious to Christopher
that he been drinking heavily.

“Now,
sweetheart,” Fitchman slurred towards the little girl. “You leave
this nasty black boogeyman to us, and run along home.” Forgetting
both the pain in her knee, and a loaf of corn bread which she’d
been carrying in her other hand, she fled, doll firmly clutched to
her breast, from this new apparition with hate in his reddened
eyes, and a strong smell of stale whiskey on his breath.

“So, Nigra?
Whattya doing with a nice little white girl, all alone behind the
depot, then? Holding her hand? Wanted to hold something else of
hers, diddya?” Before Christopher could answer, a fist thudded into
the side of his neck, knocking him off his feet.

“I was only
trying to—” he started to say, struggling to sit up, but a heavy
boot in the pit of his stomach cut him off.

“No excuses,
boy. Hey, fellas, come and help me. We’re gonna string us up an
uppity Nigra tonight. But before we do that …” Another vicious
kick, this time aimed at Christopher’s face, which caught him
sickeningly on the cheekbone. Christopher heard something crack
inside his head.

“You can’t do
that, Lamar,” objected one of the good old boys with Fitchman.
“That there’s your aunt’s Nigra.”

“So she’s kin
to me. Means I can do what I damn’ well please,” kicking him again,
this time in the ribs. Christopher had the sense to lie limp and
stay still, but the kicking and beating continued. He had no idea
how long it went on. He forced himself to think of happy memories,
music he loved, good times he had enjoyed. He recited the Lord’s
Prayer to himself, and concentrated hard on the parts where he
asked God to deliver him from evil and to forgive those who sin
against us. He lost consciousness briefly once or twice from the
pain in his face and body, and two fingers of his left hand were in
screaming agony, but he was almost beyond caring by this point, and
his body refused to react to the blows that Fitchman and one of his
friends continued to deal him.

At length he
heard, “Fetch a rope, Slim. Time to string him up.” Trying hard not
to be seen moving, Christopher opened one eye slightly, and
painfully moved his head slowly. He saw the largest of Fitchman’s
friends detach himself from the group and move towards the
depot.

As he left, a
tall man in the uniform of the Confederate army, a rifle slung over
his shoulder, stepped out of the shadows. The town had been full of
strangers in uniform over the past few days, as troop-trains had
been coming and going through the town. “Fancy a spot of help?”
asked the stranger in an accent that Christopher couldn’t
place.

“Why, sure.
Always glad to have the military help out,” replied Fitchman,
swinging his hand up in a drunken parody of a salute.

“I wasn’t
talking to you,” replied the newcomer, coldly. “I was talking to
that poor chappie there,” jerking his thumb at Christopher. “Except
that he doesn’t seem to be talking much right now, so I suppose I’d
better do his talking for him. Four against one doesn’t seem fair
play, what? Even if the four of you are half-monkey. Thought I
might come along and even things up, don’t you know?”

“Why you
Nigra-loving son of a—”

“Don’t say it.”
The rifle had somehow slipped off the man’s shoulder and was
pointing straight at Fitchman. “Slim? That your name, fat boy?” he
called to the man who’d gone for the rope. “Over here where I can
see you.” The muzzle of the rifle swung slightly in Slim’s
direction. Slim hurried back and took his place beside Fitchman. It
wasn’t so much the rifle in the man’s hands, it was the way he was
holding it, which told you he was someone who had used a rifle
before, and the look on his face, which told you he was prepared to
use it again.

“Over towards
the light, all of you potato-brains, where I can get a better look
at you.” The rifle barrel moved again, and Fitchman and his friends
moved towards the light. “Don’t even think of doing it, monkey
boy,” to Fitchman, whose body seemed poised to make a rush at the
speaker. “I don’t shoot to kill people, I shoot to hurt them. Even
if one of you manages to get to me, you and at least one of your
friends are going to wake up every morning for the rest of your
life, screaming in pain, and cursing the day you tried something
stupid against me. That’s better,” as Fitchman’s body relaxed. “And
just in case,” the soldier added, fixing a bayonet to the end of
his rifle faster than their eyes could follow, “you have any silly
ideas about bullets, maybe cold sharp steel is easier for your slow
brains to understand.”

“You stinkin’
bastard!” One of Fitchman’s friends made a move toward the tall
stranger, drawing his Bowie knife as he lunged forward. Christopher
couldn’t quite make out how it had all happened, but suddenly the
rifle had reversed itself in the tall man’s hands, with the butt
first smashing upwards into his opponent’s groin and then coming
down with a sickening crack onto the right knee. With a tight
scream, the man went down, dropping the knife, and looked up to see
the bayonet’s point inches away from his eyes.

“Kneecap
broken, I hope,” said the tall stranger, with a hint of
satisfaction. “Jolly painful, you know. Never properly heal and all
that. Now, which of you boys is going to drag away your fallen
hero? Probably take two of you, he looks a bit large,” reflectively
prodding his victim’s stomach lightly with the tip of his
bayonet.

“You dirty
skunk!” exclaimed Fitchman. “Slim and Jerry, you’d best be taking
Mikey.” The other two moved forward, under the single watching eye
of the rifle muzzle.

“Where do you
want us to take him?” asked Slim, half to Fitchman and half to the
stranger.

“If it were up
to me, I’d just put him in the sewer where he belongs,” replied the
stranger. “But you seem to have some sort of sentimental attachment
to dumb animals, so you’d better take him home or something. Take
that knife thing with you as well.”

The groaning
Mikey was helped to his feet, and half-carried, half-dragged
towards the town center. “And as for you, Mr. Fitchman—”

“How the hell
do you know my name?” stammered Fitchman.

“Elementary, my
dear Watson,” replied the stranger, taking Fitchman’s billfold out
of his tunic pocket, and holding it up. “It must have slipped out
of your pocket at some time while you were taking your exercise
before I picked it up just now.”

“Huh?”

“Let me explain
a few things to you, old boy.”

“And if I don’t
want to listen?”

“Oh, I shall
shoot you,” replied the stranger, cheerfully. “First in one knee,
then in the other. And then, if I’m feeling kind, I shall shoot you
one more time in the stomach. With luck you’ll last for a week or
two that way. Of course, if I’m not generous, I won’t shoot you a
third time, and you can live for years as a cripple in constant
pain.”

“You’re a
damned devil!” burst out Fitchman. The other just grinned. It was a
highly unpleasant grin that showed a particularly violent and
sadistic side of its wearer, and Fitchman involuntarily retreated a
few steps under its force.

The stranger
jerked the rifle muzzle in Fitchman’s general direction. “Now take
this wallet, there’s a good chap, and let’s get moving to the
station. I’ll explain to you on the way there. Come on, old man. We
don’t have all night.” He grabbed Fitchman’s arm in what seemed to
be a particularly painful grip, judging by the reaction, and the
two moved out of sight together.

-o-

Christopher lay in the
half-dark, aching all over. He was sure his face was badly cut, and
when he moved his tongue around his mouth, he could feel one
missing tooth, and several loose ones. He was sure that his
cheekbone was broken in at least one place, and two fingers of his
left hand were swollen, probably broken, as well. He painfully and
slowly dragged himself to a sitting position and propped himself up
against the depot wall. The wail of a train’s whistle grew louder
as it approached the depot, then he heard the sound of the train
itself as it drew closer and stopped.

After a minute
or two he could make out the sounds of the departing train, and a
few minutes after that, his mysterious rescuer re-appeared, alone,
with an open smile on his face.

“All packed up
and on his travels. How d’you do, by the way? Don’t answer if you
don’t feel like it, and, my word, it doesn’t look as if you
do.”

Though the
words came with some difficulty, Christopher managed a few words of
thanks.

“Not at all,
old chap. The pleasure’s all mine. Have you got a name you feel
like giving me?”

“Christopher.
Christopher Pole, sir.”

“No need for
the ‘sir’. Name’s Brian, by the way. Now, let’s get you home. Which
way?”

Christopher
pointed. “Good lad. Now, then,” draping one of Christopher’s arms
round his shoulders, and lifting him from the ground with no
apparent effort. Christopher bit his lip to stop himself from
crying out as a pain shot through his side. “Off we go.”

When they
reached Miss Justin’s house, Brian wanted to ring the front
doorbell, but Christopher would have none of it, insisting that
they went around to the back of the house to the slave
quarters.

“All right, but
I’d like to talk to the man of the house about this.”

“Lady,”
corrected Christopher. “Miss Justin’s the lady of the house.
There’s no man.”

“Oh, I see.
Well, what are you going to tell her? Have you seen what your face
looks like, old man? She’s going to notice, you know. Better if I
do the talking, don’t you think?”

They went into
Christopher’s shack, and Christopher lit a kerosene lamp before
looking at himself in the small square of mirror hanging on the
wall. He winced at the sight.

“See what I
mean?” said the other. “Now let’s get you some hot water and get
you cleaned up.”

“No hot water
here. Only in the house,” replied Christopher.

“Then that
settles it. You stay here, and I’ll go to the house and explain and
get the water. Then I’ll come back with the water and clean you
up.”

Brian left the
shack and went up to the back of the house, and knocked on the back
door. It was opened by a young black woman.

“What can we do
for you?” Cautiously, but still with a certain defiance.

“Christopher’s
been hurt. Not badly, I think, but he needs some hot water and some
cloths to clean himself up before he can come into the house.”

“Who is it,
Betsy?” came a voice from the front of the house.

“It’s a
soldier, Miss Henry. He says Christopher’s hurt.”

“Oh my Lord,”
came the reply. “I’m coming to see.”

Some twenty
seconds later, Brian found himself looking at a tiny gray-haired
middle-aged lady who hardly seemed to come up to his waist. Her
dark eyes were full of concern.

“Now, young
man. What in the world is happening? Where is Christopher?”

“Christopher
was attacked and beaten by four men. I stopped them and brought him
back home. He’s in the hut back there, and he looks terrible, but I
have a feeling that he looks worse than he actually is. Before you
see him, I really would like to make him a little more
presentable.”

“Are you a
doctor?”

Brian looked
over her shoulder at the crucifix on the wall. “I have more
experience than I should in binding up the wounds of my fellow
men.”

“You have a
strange accent to you, young man, and you use some mighty fine
words. You’re not from these parts. Are you with the soldiers
passing through on the trains?”

“Yes, I am.
Now, I see that Betsy’s brought the hot water and some clean
towels. Thank you, Betsy,” taking them. “Never fear, a restored
Christopher will be with you in two shakes of a lamb’s tail.”

“He do talk
awful queer,” he heard Betsy remark as he made his way back to the
shack.

Christopher had
removed most of his clothes and was examining himself all over when
Brian walked in.

“Any serious
damage, apart from your face?”

“Hurts here
when I breathe.” Christopher pointed to a spot on his side. “And
these hurt,” holding up his left hand.

“Let me see.”
His hands probed. “Cracked rib or two, I shouldn’t wonder. We’ll
strap you up in a bit. Just try not to laugh too much right
now.”

Christopher
smiled at this, in spite of himself.

“And those
fingers are broken, I think. I’ll make a splint for them, but you
should see a doctor. Fine, now hold still. Let’s get this mess
fixed up first.”

Ten minutes
later, Christopher looked a lot better, and felt well enough to
walk to the house unaided. Miss Justin still turned pale at the
sight of him as he walked into the screen porch.

“Oh, my poor
Christopher! What happened? Who was it? Why did they do it?”

“I’ll answer
what I can, since Christopher seems a bit shy about it. It was
behind the railway station, and there were four men kicking and
beating Christopher. They seemed to want to lynch him as well but I
stepped in before they could get to that part. There were four of
them, called Slim, Mikey and Jerry and …” he opened the billfold
that he pulled out of his pocket, “a Mr. Lamar Fitchman.”

Miss Justin
gasped. “That’s my nephew. The dirty, vicious low-down—I tell you,
if I weren’t a lady, I’d use some strong language. Where is the
filthy dog now?”

“On the train
to Little Rock, Arkansas.”

“Why on earth
would he go there?”

“I explained to
him at the end of my gun that it was either there or Hell. He
decided Little Rock was preferable. From what I’ve heard of the
place, I’m not sure I’d trust his judgment on the matter, not
wishing to cast aspersions on your family, but there you are. He
left this money for Christopher,” removing a fat wad of bills from
the billfold and throwing it on the table. “I’m keeping the
wallet—it might be embarrassing if it was found with
Christopher.”

“And why did
they all do that, anyway?”

Christopher
spoke through split lips. “I was helping the Childers girl get
herself home and they thought—I don’t rightly know what they was
thinking, Miss Justin.”

“I doubt if
that bunch ever thought straight in their lives,” retorted Brian.
“My guess is that they were looking for any excuse to kill you.”
Christopher shuddered. “It’s the truth. If they’d really had a
reason, they’d have been shouting it at you as they hit you. They
didn’t do that. Trust me—I’ve seen men kill other men for no good
reason and for good reasons, and I know what I’m talking about.” A
bleak look passed over his face, to be replaced almost instantly by
a charming smile. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a train to
catch in less than an hour. We’re Savannah-bound, though I don’t
suppose I should really be telling you that.”

“Well, how do I
thank you, Mr …?” asked Miss Justin.

“Just address
letters to me at my uncle in Richmond. Here, let me give you his
address.” He reached in his uniform pocket for a notebook and a
pencil, and scribbled a few lines on a page that he tore out and
presented to Miss Justin. “Now if you’ll excuse me once again, all
of you,” he bowed slightly in turn to Betsy, Christopher and Miss
Justin, and was gone out of the door towards Christopher’s shack.
He went inside, and a few moments later came out again, slinging
his rifle over his shoulder. He waved towards the house as he
passed out of sight into the darkness.

“Did Mr.
Fitchman really give you all of this?” Betsy asked Christopher
wonderingly, looking at the pile of bills on the table.

Christopher
smiled, but Miss Justin answered the question. “Judging by what we
saw of that rather forceful young man just now, I don’t think Lamar
had much choice in the matter. What happened to the others,
Christopher?”

“He broke the
leg of one of them, Miss Justin, and the other two had to help him
to his home.”

“Lord have
mercy!” exclaimed Miss Justin. She had led a somewhat sheltered
life, and the thought of violence gave her a strange sort of tingle
that she couldn’t rightly put her finger on. She riffled through
the wad of bills. “Christopher, this is a lot of money. It’s about
450,000 dollars—that’s a good two years’ wages for a hard-working
man. About two thousand Union dollars. Enough for me to pay for
your freedom and you to go to California,” she half-suggested.

“No, Miss
Justin. Keep the money safe for me, will you, please? I’ll stay
here for now.”

“He’d better
not,” interjected Betsy. That Slim and Mikey and Jerry will be
after him pretty soon. I’ll tell you what you should do,
Christopher. If Miss Henry here wants to be giving you your
freedom, don’t you be lookin’ no gift horse in the mouth, but you
just take what you’re given and go.” Miss Justin nodded in
approval.

“Where?” asked
Christopher.

“Go to Richmond
and see your friend’s uncle. If he’s anything like his nephew,
you’ll be fine,” said Betsy.

“That sounds
like a very sensible plan,” added Miss Justin. “Christopher,
listen. You do just that, and don’t argue,” as he opened his mouth
to object. “For now, you must get out of this town. Take all the
money and get on the first train in the morning to Richmond. Betsy,
step round to Mr. Jolley, the attorney, and ask him to pay me a
call right now. I’ll have your manumission all ready for you,
Christopher, all proper and legal. Mr. Jolley can do all that for
us in an hour or two, you know, if I’m firm with him. Now you go
and get your things ready.” There were tears in her eyes, and in
Christopher’s too, as he turned to go.

“No more
foolishness,” Betsy admonished him. “You heard what was said.”

“Oh, I shall
miss him,” said Miss Justin to Betsy as they watched Christopher’s
retreating form.

“We all will,
Miss Henry. He’s a good man.”


Chapter 8: Whitehall,
London, United Kingdom

“What if he won’t listen to me, sir?”

“Kill him.”

C  was in a foul mood. It was
a wet, gray, windy London day. His umbrella had blown inside out on
the way to his office, and a passing taxi had soaked him from
crotch to ankle. His morning cup of tea had initially arrived
without milk for some unknown reason, and now he had this
ridiculous dispatch from Richmond.

“Have you read
this, Dowling?” he snapped at his harassed underling. “No, of
course you haven’t. Shall I tell you what it says?” Without waiting
for an answer, he proceeded to do just that. “We have a colored
gentleman with a severely battered face, a broken rib and a couple
of broken fingers, turning up on the doorstep of our Richmond
Legation, clutching a piece of paper and asking for our Chief of
Station by name.”

Dowling shook
his head in sympathy.

“That’s not the
worst of it, Dowling. It gets worse. Much worse. Bertie Flowers
talked to him, and got his story. Apparently this chappie was set
about by a gang of roughs, one of whom was the nephew of his
owner—”

“Sorry, sir? He
is a slave?”

“Wait and all
will be revealed, Dowling. Please don’t interrupt me again. And
don’t apologize,” before Dowling could open his mouth. “Just
listen. Anyway, he was getting the living daylights kicked out of
him, when suddenly out of the darkness, up turns this Confederate
soldier. This mystery man turns his rifle on the assailants, breaks
the kneecap of one of them with the butt, and sends him off with a
helping pal supporting each side. Then he turns his attention to
the ringleader, and shoves him on the nearest train at gunpoint,
after relieving him of his wallet and its contents. Next he takes
our colored friend back to his mistress—I suppose Bertie means his
owner here, rather than his common-law wife,” C smiled mirthlessly.
“There he plays the Good Samaritan, binds up the broken man’s
wounds, and flees into the night, leaving the cash he’d lifted off
the thug on the kitchen table. Gives his name as ‘Brian’ and left
our Embassy address and Chief’s name as a contact, saying it’s his
uncle’s house, and tells them he’s off to Savannah.”

“Finch-Malloy,”
exclaimed Dowling. “And Savannah’s where the troops are sailing
from to Germany.”

“I had made
those connections myself,” replied C dryly. “And don’t keep bloody
apologizing,” he added swiftly. “The story continues and the plot
thickens. Oh yes, it thickens. Our man’s owner—his name’s
Christopher Pole, by the way, but to me he seems like the Pole you
wouldn’t touch with a ten-foot barge if you saw this sort of thing
going on—then gives him his freedom and the money, which turns out
to be a pretty decent sum, by the way, and tells him to go and find
‘Brian’s’ uncle. Which he does. Bertie gets the Legation doctor to
see him, and bind up his wounds. It seems that he’ll heal up quite
nicely, but he really was in a bit of a bad way.”

“Oh dear.”

“We’re not done
yet. Also in this dispatch there are two other pieces of news from
the godforsaken area in Georgia where all this happened. First, the
conductor of a train which passed through the fair town of Cordele,
where our Mr. Pole used to live and move and have his being, on its
way to Little Rock, Arkansas, reported a scuffle with an abusive
drunk who claimed that he shouldn’t be on the train, and wanted to
get off. In the course of the altercation, the drunk gave his name,
loudly and abusively, as Lamar Fitchman, which, by a strange
coincidence, happens to be the name of the ringleader that our
‘Brian’ forced onto a train at Cordele heading for Little Rock.
Shortly after imparting this information to the world, Mr. Fitchman
apparently lost his balance, assisted by a straight right to the
jaw from an irritated fellow passenger, and fell from the caboose,
whatever that is, onto the track. The train stopped, but Mr.
Fitchman was dead when they discovered him. He had, by the way, no
wallet on him, and was identified by his aunt, who as I said
before, is Mr. Pole’s ex-owner.”

“Oh dear,”
repeated Dowling.

“Oh, I have
more,” C replied, almost cheerfully. “The two thugs whom we left
dragging their wounded comrade around the boulevards of Cordele
apparently decided they hadn’t had enough to drink. Somehow they
managed to drop their friend in the road or something as they
refreshed their thirsty selves, but anyway, he died, and they were
arrested for second-degree murder, which seems to be about the same
as manslaughter over here. Of course, the tall dark stranger who
goes round smashing strangers’ kneecaps with rifle butts is their
main line of defense.”

“That’s how he
won his Victoria Cross at Mons, of course,” remarked Dowling.
“Killed a dozen Jerries in a machine-gun post with an entrenching
tool. ‘Bloody Brian’ is what the Guards Brigade called him after
that. He was the school fencing champion at Harrow, you know.”

“Well, he
hasn’t lost his touch, has he?” C noted. “‘Bloody Brian’ seems to
be about the right name for him. We must get the silly beggar out
of there soon, before he faces the tender mercies of Confederate
justice. The only thing that’s saved him up to now, I think, is the
way the military over there is almost untouchable by civilian
outsiders.”

Dowling
shuddered to think of what he’d heard of the judicial system in the
Confederacy. Tales of thirty prisoners crammed into cells meant for
ten, and mass executions on an almost daily basis inside the labor
camps were among the less grisly stories that came out of the
South.

He changed the
subject. “Sir, what are we going to do with this colored chappie
Pole? It seems rather a liability to have him running round the
place telling people about his savior ‘Brian’.”

“He’s coming
here to London, Dowling,” C replied. “Bertie Flowers, once he’d got
over the shock of the whole thing, took quite a shine to the bloke.
He turned out to be well-spoken, perfectly literate, and even quite
well-read—for an American, that is. Pleasant conversation, and a
trained butler into the bargain, would you believe? And since he
has a view of the CSA from the belly of the beast, as it were, I
asked Flowers to send him over here. He’ll be working with you if
he’s as good as they say he is.”

“Thank you,
sir,” Dowling said, a bit doubtfully.

“Come on, you
know Bertie from your days in Brussels—he’s good with his chaps,
and hardly ever makes a mistake. You shouldn’t be prejudiced
against this bloke Pole just because he’s American. But what are we
going to do about that damned fool Finch-Malloy?”

Dowling thought
briefly. “Sir,” he pointed out. “In only one day’s time, the
Robert E. Lee sets sail from Savannah for
Bremen.”

“And our lords
and masters in the Cabinet rejected the notion of sending a
submarine to torpedo the bloody thing somewhere in the middle of
the ocean. It would have solved all our problems.”

“Whose idea was
that?” asked Dowling, surprised. It was the first he’d heard of the
plan.

“Winston bloody
Churchill’s, that’s whose it was. Damn’ man thinks he’s still
running the Admiralty. Actually, it wasn’t such a bad idea, when
all’s said and done. We could easily have blamed the French or the
Yanks or someone if they’d ever worked out it was a torpedo and not
an accident. And we could have put a cruiser or two conveniently in
the neighborhood and picked up the survivors and interned them
somewhere handy, like the Falklands.”

“But that’s not
going to happen, sir?”

“Correct. It is
not going to happen, Dowling. Which is why I have decided I want
you to go to Bremen and wait there for our friend Bloody Brian. Get
him out of that damned Confederate army uniform, and bring him back
here.”

“What if he
won’t listen to me, sir?”

“Kill him.”

 



Chapter 9:
The CSS Robert E. Lee, somewhere in the North Atlantic

“Armies the world over, what? Hurry up and wait.
Always the way.”

Corporal David Slater wished
he was somewhere else. He’d asked Brian how he could stop being
seasick, and Brian told him, grinning, that sitting under a tree
was a sure-fire cure. David, retching horribly, hadn’t thought that
Brian’s joke was funny, and told him to go away and find a tree of
his own to sit under.

The Robert E. Lee had been built a little before the
Great European War as a luxury ocean liner, named after the great
Confederate general, whose mere reputation, so it was said, had
been enough to prevent the Yankees from invading the Southerners’
homeland. The Lee had been designed to
take wealthy passengers between New Orleans and the islands of the
Caribbean, but a number of matters had put paid to that notion.
Almost no-one in the CSA could afford the prices that the
Lee’s owners were asking. Naturally, no
Union passengers would travel on a Confed ship, and there were not
enough Europeans who had both the money and the lack of conscience
that would allow them to travel in luxury on a ship where the
stokers and half of the crew were slaves, kept in line with the
lash. The half-slave crew also meant that the ports of most Western
countries refused entry to the Robert E.
Lee. And then, as a final blow to the Lee’s owners, the Great European War had
started.

The Robert E. Lee had been turned over to the government
by her owners for a nominal sum soon after all these things became
apparent, and she spent most of her time slowly rusting in New
Orleans harbor, kept in reserve as a general-purpose carrier. Among
other things, she’d run guns to the white minority in Haiti in
1914, and a small expeditionary force to the Virgin Islands in
1915, when it looked as though there was a chance of Denmark’s
being invaded by Germany, and the CSA could take advantage of the
distraction (the invading force had been swiftly and ignominiously
repelled by a militia armed with nothing heavier than an antique
2-pounder artillery piece).

Designed for
cruises in the Caribbean, the Lee was
straining in the heavy seas of the North Atlantic. As her bow
pitched down, her screws thrashed wildly in the air, sending a
hideous shudder through the whole length of the hull. Then, with a
sickening lurch, the stern crashed down as the ship rolled to the
left (left on a ship was called “port”, Brian had told David), and
the creak of the plates set David’s teeth on edge.

David, along
with eleven other soldiers, was sharing a stateroom originally
built for two passengers. They were sleeping in jury-rigged bunks,
but traces of luxury remained. The mirror over the sink in the
bathroom where David examined his face daily for the growth of a
hardly existent mustache still had a gold filigree frame to it, but
twelve Confederate soldiers, chewing and spitting constantly, had
soon covered the red and gold carpet with brown stains. David had
tried chewing soon after he’d joined the army, but it made him feel
sick. Brian mostly didn’t chew, but since the Lee had run into heavy seas, he’d started to chew
all the time.

“Keeps my mind
from wandering,” he had said with a faint smile.

The company’s
office was located in what had been the walk-in closet of the
stateroom on the top deck where David’s Captain and two other
officers were bunking. The rolling and pitching were worse there,
and David found it impossible to do any of the paperwork that kept
coming his way.

The Captain was
sympathetic. “Davy-boy,” (he’d long ago stopped being “Slater” to
the Captain) “don’t you worry your head about these things. Time
enough to worry when this goddamned bucket of bolts quiets herself
down some.”

So David spent
most of his time lying in his bunk, trying to keep his stomach from
parting company from the rest of his body. He and most of the other
occupants of the cabin spent the majority of their time lying flat
on their backs, getting up only for morning and evening prayers,
and to empty the buckets that stood beside their bunks. The thing
that occupied David’s mind most was Brian as he’d seen him getting
back into the train that evening they stopped somewhere in Georgia
on their way to Savannah.

-o-

They’d pulled into the town,
what was it called? Corleone or something? Cordele, that was it, a
little before evening, and they’d been told they had two hours to
go out and buy themselves a bit of whatever they fancied (large
wink from the Major who told them this). The Captain had promised
dire punishments for anyone under his command who was late back to
the train for evening prayer, and then grabbed David’s
shoulder.

“Sorry to do
this to you, Davy-boy. I have to get the returns on the victuals
back to the regimental quartermaster this evening, and King’s gone
sick on me again. I’ll make sure you get your liberty some time
later, don’t worry.”

So David had
filled in the forms (500 cans of beans, 230 bags of flour, 12
pounds of salt …) and gone back to his place in the cattle-car
which formed their transport for the journey. While he was dozing,
head pillowed on his haversack, waiting for the rest of them to
return, he saw Brian coming back to the train all alone, a little
before the rest of the company. Obviously Brian, unslinging his
rifle, hadn’t seen him in the dark corner. He’d noticed something
was queer, but what was it? David asked himself. The answer had
soon come to him. Brian’s bayonet was fixed, completely against
regulations. They were never meant to fix bayonets, except when
they were ordered. And he couldn’t be sure, but it had looked like
a few drops of dried blood or something on the tip of the bayonet.
And Brian had some more blood on his hands, it seemed. He had
closed his eyes, not wanting to know more.

When he had
opened them again, Brian had left the car. His rifle was still
there, but the bayonet was no longer fixed to it. He reached out to
touch the rifle, but heard footsteps approaching, and shrank back
into his corner. The footsteps had entered the car and come closer,
and he had felt a hand shaking his shoulder.

“I’ve brought
you some corn bread,” Brian had said, smiling. “Best thing in that
godforsaken hole that I could find to bring back for you, old
man.”

David had
looked carefully through the gloom for blood on Brian’s hands, but
saw nothing. He had smelled the sharp smell of Army carbolic soap,
though.

He was just
about to ask Brian what the heck had been going on—it seemed to
David that Brian had been acting kind of strange for some time now,
and he wasn’t sure quite what he had been up to, even before they
started out on their train journey—when the rest of the platoon
clattered their way into the truck and stopped any possible chance
of a quiet conversation.

-o-

David’s attention returned to
the Lee, pitching and corkscrewing her way through the
Atlantic. He’d asked one of the sailors how much longer they’d have
to suffer, and the man, seemingly unaffected by the storm, had
grinned “a few more weeks” back at him.

Brian had said
that was “rubbish”, and at worst, there’d only be a few more days
of it. After all, they’d been at sea for nearly two weeks now. As
he thought about how pleasant it would be to be able to keep
something in his stomach for more than a few minutes, Tom entered
the stateroom. Tom was another of the lucky few, along with Brian,
who didn’t seem to be affected by seasickness.

“Talked to one
of them sailors. He reckons things are going to get a bit easier
some time soon,” Tom announced to the room of groaning soldiers.
“We’re going to get into something called the ‘English Channel’ and
then it’s only a day or so till we get to dry land.”

There was a
weak cheer from the bunks. Brian came in, grinning. “If the rain
lets up, there’s a chance I might get a look at jolly old Blighty
tomorrow, what?” The others gazed at him in bewilderment. “Oh,
never mind, chaps.” He threw himself on his bunk and soon started
to snore.

Despite the
motion of the ship and his nausea, David dozed off. He was awakened
by the sound of the bugle calling them to evening prayer. Clutching
his complaining stomach with one hand, David grasped the railing
beside his bunk with the other to brace himself as he swung down.
To his amazement, the ship seemed to have stopped rolling and
pitching.

Tom noticed his
look of surprise. “Stopped about an hour back. I went up on deck,
and it’s as purty a sight as you could wish. Sun going down over
the sea and all. Never seen anything like it. Come on,
prayers.”

David could
hardly concentrate on the prayers, as he was starting to realize
how hungry he was, having kept nothing in his stomach for what
seemed like months. Once or twice his stomach let out loud
complaints, but luckily these occurred during the hymns, and only
Tom, who grinned broadly at the sound, seemed to notice. At last,
they sang the final verse of “Dixie” and Reverend Pollock (“and he
really is one of them queers”, Tom had said, having long since
disposed of any such thoughts he might have had about Brian. “You
don’t want to find yourself alone in a room with that one, Davy.
I’ve heard tales.”) droned the last “Amen.”

“Time to get
something inside you,” said Tom, as the black slave mess-boys set
out the tables. “But take it easy, now.”

The fried pork
chops still didn’t hold much appeal for David, but he ate several
spoonfuls of hoppin’ john, and drank a lot of cold sweet tea.

“Feel better?”
asked Tom. “Let’s go up on deck.”

Most of the
troops on board seemed to have had the same idea now that the rough
weather seemed to be over, and the companionways leading to the
deck were crowded with excited soldiers.

“Smells good,”
said David, sniffing appreciatively. And it did, after two weeks of
a cabin shared with a dozen other seasick, tobacco-chewing men.
“Smells like home,” he said. “Like goin’ down to Goose Creek Bay
and the oyster flats.”

“I kind of
forgot you was brought up near the sea,” remarked Tom. He was from
North Texas (“little place you never heard tell of, called Claude,
just outside of Amarillo”).

“Sounds like
home, too,” said David, listening to the seagulls.

“Certainly
does,” agreed Brian’s voice behind them.

“Why, are your
folks on the coast, too?”

“Not this
coast, worse luck,” said Brian, joining them. “My people live on
the East coast, near Hunstanton, if you’ve ever heard of it. Didn’t
think you would have done, somehow.” He pointed into the darkness,
where a faint light flashed at intervals on the horizon. “I asked
one of the ship’s officers where we were, and he told me that was
the Eddystone lighthouse. Nearly home for me. So near and yet so
far.”

-o-

Two days later, the
Robert E. Lee made her way up the River
Weser, and tied up to the quay in Olslebshausen, one of the dock areas in Bremen.
David had been busily copying orders and messages since they had
entered the Channel, so it came as no big surprise to him, or to
his companions, whom he’d forewarned, when a large bundle of
somewhat smelly old clothes was thrown through the door of each
stateroom, together with the shouted order to “Take off your
uniforms, find some clothes for yourselves and put them on.”

Wrinkling their
noses, the soldiers of David’s stateroom hunted through the mass of
clothing to find something that fitted tolerably and didn’t smell
too bad.

Brian, by far
the tallest of them, came off worst. His pants stopped short a few
inches above his shoes, and his shirt sleeves seemed to barely
cover his elbows. It had proved impossible to find any kind of coat
that fitted him at all properly, but he wore an overcoat that
served as a kind of jacket. The sergeant inspecting them took one
look and burst out laughing.

“Reckon we’ll
have to find you something better when we step ashore. That’ll have
to do you for now, I guess.”

Next, they
packed their uniforms into their Army knapsacks, and tied their
rifles to the knapsacks, with their names and units written on
labels, also attached to the knapsacks. Two soldiers from each
stateroom were assigned to take the bundles of each group to the
mess-room.

“And now?”
asked Tom, returning. He’d been one of the bundle-carriers.

“We wait,”
explained David. “Far as I can remember from what it said on them
orders.”

“Armies the
world over, what?” said Brian. “Hurry up and wait. Always the
way.”

And so they
waited. When they were finally told to get out of the stateroom and
go down the gangplank, the sun had set. David noticed that the
Stars and Bars was no longer flying from the mast of the ship, and
another flag he didn’t recognize was flapping in the breeze. They
were ordered to walk, not march, across the quay into an enormous
warehouse.

“How long do we
stay here?” whispered Tom to David.

“Don’t know.
Never saw anything what talked about after this.”

“C Company
orderly, 3rd Battalion, 3rd Alabama, over here at the double,” came
the call.

“That’s me,”
said David, and slipped away to join the Captain.

-o-

Much to everyone’s surprise,
everything was well-organized inside the warehouse, contrasting
with the usual Confederate army muddle. “You have to hand it to
Jerry, he knows how to keep things clean and tidy,” were Brian’s
words when he returned from the row of field latrines that took up
a goodly portion of one end of the warehouse. And the food, when it
arrived, although the potato soup seemed to consist mainly of
water, and the portion of sausage was tiny, was served in
unnaturally clean mess tins, and the portions exactly matched the
number of men. Usually in the Army of the Confederacy, it seemed
that the last thirty or so men in the mess line were fighting for
three portions between them.

“Wonder where
they’re getting this stuff from,” remarked Brian. “I know chaps in
London who thought the Huns were down to their last horse,” picking
shreds of sausage from his teeth. “Never thought I’d see the day
when I’d be eating Jerry’s food as his guest.”

David was kept
busy during the next day. Once, when he took papers from the
Captain to the Colonel, a good-looking stranger in a helmet and
leather coat, with an red armband bearing a strange black hooked
cross on a white circle, rose to greet him.


“Congratulations,” he said, in a strange accent that reminded
somewhat David of Mr. Jacobs, his hometown barber. “You are the boy
who writes his words so wonderfully.” Like Mr. Jacobs, his “w”s had
a tendency to become “v”s.

“Yes, Major
Gurring,” (at least, that’s how the stranger’s name sounded to
David), replied the Colonel, “this is the boy who writes so
well.”

“Would you
please make your best writing to copy these words onto this card?
It is a present to my new wife,” asked the German. He handed a
piece of paper to David, who looked at it. He could read the
letters, but it made no sense to him at all.

“Sir, I don’t
rightly understand what it says?” David half-questioned the
man.

“Of course you
don’t,” explained the German Major. “I did not expect you to be
able to read these words of a great German poet. But I will read
them to you. Then I will tell you their meaning in English. And
when you understand their meaning in English, you can write them in
German, yes?”

David nodded,
and the German began his recitation,

“Über allen Gipfeln

Ist Ruh,

In allen Wipfeln

Spürest du

Kaum einen Hauch;

Die Vögelein schweigen
im Walde.

Warte nur, balde

Ruhest du auch.

Now I tell you
what it means: ‘There is peace over the hilltops, and you can hear
scarcely any breath over the trees. The birds in the woods are
silent. Just wait a little and you too will have peace.’” He
sighed. “Beautiful, no? Written by Gurter, a great German
poet.”

“Sir,” asked
David. “Would you please say the German again for me?”

The Major
smiled and did so. “Now write on this card, please,” handing it to
David. “With this pen,” handing over an expensive fountain pen.

“Beautiful!” he
exclaimed, after seeing David’s finished handiwork and retrieving
his pen. “That will form the centerpiece for the bouquet I will be
giving to my wife at her birthday. My congratulations, young man,
and my thanks to you, Herr Colonel, for your happy and fortunate
suggestion.” He drew himself up to attention, bowed, clicking his
heels together, and left them.

“Reckon the
Major likes you, Corporal,” remarked the Colonel. “Guess you’ve
helped the Confederacy a lot just now. That Major’s going to be a
very important man some day, I figure, and you’ve helped us get on
his good side.”

“Sir?” asked
David. “May I take the German poem that he left behind back with
me?”

“Sure. You
thinking of learning German?” chuckled the Colonel.

David showed
the paper to Brian when he went back to the company.

Brian seemed to
recognize it, “Goethe,” he said, and read it in German, even better
than the German Major, David thought. He told Brian so.

“What did you
say the chap’s name was?”

“Gurring, I
think.”

“Good-looking
chap? Eyes that look straight at you? Big cross thing here?”
pointing to his collar.

“Yes, yes, and
yes.”

“I think your
Colonel’s right about this Hermann Goering chappie, David. He’s
quite famous and going to be more so. Took over the Red Baron’s
squadron, even though he started as an observer, but the other
blokes weren’t all that happy about that. He’s not a real Major,
you know. He’s promoted himself from Oberleutnant. Oh, and who says
crime doesn’t pay?” He chuckled.

David was
startled by this stream of information, most of which seemed to
refer to things he had never heard of. What was a Red Baron, for
instance, and why would he have a squadron? “Do you know him,
then?” he asked Brian.

“Let’s say I
know quite a lot about him, old boy. I hope I know more about him
than he knows about me, that’s all.” And with that, he would say no
more.


Chapter 10: Bremen,
Germany

“But where are the people? I make that about a
couple of thousand people, all vanished.”

Henry Dowling wouldn’t admit
it, but he felt beaten. Although he spoke German fluently, it was
the wrong kind of German, totally unsuited to the dockside areas
where he was looking for the Robert E.
Lee.

Tramping what
seemed like miles of waterfront, and entering the bars where the
longshoremen and dockworkers congregated, a pattern which was
becoming all too familiar repeated itself at the first words of his
Oxford-accented German.

Conversation in
the bar stopped with an almost tangible silence, and just as
suddenly resumed, but on subjects like football, rather than
politics or the men’s working lives. The bartender would politely
suggest to the overdressed middle-aged stranger that he might be
happier at another bar closer to the respectable area of town.
Often, to reinforce the suggestion, a few large men would rise from
their tables, and stand close behind Dowling. Sometimes he fancied
he heard the click of a switchblade. At that point, Dowling would
leave, having gained no information. As he left, he would hear the
conversations cease, and restart again.

He bought
cheaper clothes at German stores, and left his Savile Row suits in
the hotel. His accent still betrayed him as an outsider, though,
and the closed society of the waterfront seemed to remain forever a
secret to him.

On what seemed
like his hundredth bar, he had a stroke of luck.

“Back again?”
asked the bartender. “Better dressed for the part this time, aren’t
you?”

Dowling looked
around him. All the bars looked much the same, but it was true, he
had been in this one before. He recognized the model ships behind
the bar, especially the U-boat, which had caught his attention on
the first occasion.

“Afraid so,”
smiled Dowling. “It’s thirsty work looking for my friend.”

“You’d like a
beer, then?” asked the bartender. It was an offer of some sort of
acceptance, and Dowling quickly seized it.

“Yes please.
And one for you, and one for each of my friends,” turning round and
grinning like an ape at the four or five heavies who’d materialized
behind him.

“You’re
English?” asked one of them.

“Yes,” replied
Dowling. It was fairly obvious and there seemed little point in
lying.

“Good. As long
as you’re not one of those Dutchmen, that’s all. Hard-hearted
bastards, taking our work away.” There was a general murmur of
dissent against the Dutch. The beer arrived. “Come and sit with
us.” It was not so much an invitation as an order, and Dowling
obeyed.

“So, Mr.
Englishman, what are you doing in Bremen?”

“I write for
one of the London newspapers. I’m writing about the German economy,
and how England should be helping German people like you get work
and live better.”

“Does anyone
read what you write?” There was a burst of mocking laughter.

Dowling
replied. “There are many Englishmen who would like to see Germany
destroyed, and would show no mercy to you or any German. But—” as a
babble of protest started to arise, “There are many more Englishmen
who think that the war was a mistake, and that England should help
Germany become a great nation again. I’m proud to say I’m one of
the last group.” The whole speech was delivered with great
sincerity, and brought a round of applause, and a few more
customers to Dowling’s table.

“So who should
the English and Germans be fighting together? The Bolsheviks in
Russia?”

Not knowing
whether he was talking to a Communist sympathizer or not, Dowling
turned the question round with a joke. “It’s me who’s meant to be
the reporter, interviewing you, not you interviewing me. I need
your expert opinion, sir.”

The others
round the table laughed and pressed their companion for his answer.
“Well, since you’re asking, my favorite enemy would be the
Confederates. Anyone who keeps slaves like that doesn’t deserve any
sympathy.”

“Well, we
didn’t treat our blackies very well in East Africa, did we?” came a
shout from another table.

“We didn’t,”
admitted the first man. “But then we were wrong to do it. And
anyway, they weren’t slaves. I just say it’s flat-out wrong to own
other people as if they were property.” He finished his beer, and
placed the empty glass significantly in front of him. Dowling
called for another round of drinks.

“Thank you,
sir,” said the anti-Confederate dock worker. “I’m thinking that as
a good liberal gentleman, those views I expressed on slavery would
be similar to your own?”

“They would
indeed,” replied Dowling earnestly. “Your very good health,
sir.”

A lot of beer
was drunk, and Dowling’s billfold was significantly emptier and his
notebook significantly fuller with his pretended journalistic notes
by the time he left the bar. He’d learned nothing of any interest
to his mission, though.

“Feel free to
come back any time, sir,” called the barman as he left. About a
hundred yards down the street, Dowling heard footsteps running
behind him. Closing his fingers round the butt of the Browning
automatic that C had insisted he carry with him at all times, but
keeping the pistol out of sight in his pocket, he stopped and
turned.

-o-

One of his bar companions had
followed him. Half-expecting to be robbed, Dowling looked for the
rest of the gang, but could see no-one. As if he’d guessed
Dowling’s thoughts, the other spread his hands wide, keeping them
in clear view as he walked forward.

“I didn’t speak
to you back there, but I heard what you were saying about them
damn’ Confeds,” said the smaller, somewhat ratty-looking man in
American-accented English. “By God, I am glad to be out of that
place!”

“The bar back
there?” asked Dowling, deliberately misunderstanding.

“No, the
goddamned Confederate States of America, may the devil take Jeff
Davis’s rotten soul to hell!”

“My sentiments
exactly. How long have you been out of the Confederacy, then,
Mr.—”

“Call me Pete.
A few years now. Since the end of the European War, anyway. Life
here is real tough, but at least there ain’t no slaves here and
there’s folks who believe in freedom and equality for everyone, not
just the rich folks.”

“They don’t all
think that way in this country,” warned Dowling.

“I know that,
and that’s why I’m going to tell you what I’m going to tell you.
There’s a group of no-good scum call themselves National
Socialists. They say they’re a worker’s party, but that’s a load of
horseshit, if you’ll pardon my French. They’re no better than Jeff
Davis and his lot. In fact they’re workin’ alongside Jeff Davis.
There’s a ship called the Robert E. Lee
came into port just the other night from Savannah, Georgia.”

“But German
ports don’t allow Confederacy ships to dock,” objected Dowling.

“So they don’t.
But I know the Bobby Lee. See, I jumped
ship from her in Martinique before I came here. She was flying a
Panamanian flag a few days back, and she had another name on her,
but I knew her right enough when I saw her come to berth. So I
watches her, and guess what?”

“Tell me.”

“Just after
sundown, the gangplank comes down, and lots of men walk off the
Bobby Lee and into this big warehouse and
they never come out again. And they was all dressed sort of
queer.”

“How do you
mean? Uniforms?”

“No, that’s my
point. They sure as hell weren’t uniforms. They all looked as
though they had each other’s clothes on. There was one tall guy,
looked just like a scarecrow with his pants legs halfway up to his
knees, and his coat sleeves up around his elbows. And then, this is
the good part, so listen up close now, a whole load of them
brownshirts, the National Socialist private army boys, came by and
went into the warehouse an hour or so later. All of ‘em with
swastika armbands. Now,” grinning triumphantly. “What do you make
of that?”

“Where’s this
warehouse?”

Pete grinned.
“Interested? I’m sorry to tell you, sir, that this will cost you
some money.”

“I’m always
happy to spend money in a good cause, Pete, and if I can get this
story into my newspaper, it’s a bloody good cause, I tell you.”

“You’ll pay me
in British pounds? These German marks aren’t worth a bucket of warm
piss now, and they’re getting to be worth less every day. But I
don’t have to tell you that.”

“Good old
British pounds sterling it shall be. But I don’t have the money
with me. I’m going to have to get it from my hotel for you, if
you’re prepared to wait.”

Pete led
Dowling through the narrow alleys of the dockside. As they came out
from between two buildings, he pointed at a ship berthed at the
quay. “That’s her, the Bobby Lee, but
she’s in heavy disguise like I said,” he said. Sure enough, a
Panamanian flag was flying from her jack staff, and the name on her
stern read John Hancock. “Bet if you
scraped that Yankee moniker off, you’d find the good old Southern
name underneath,” said Pete.

“I’m not taking
that bet,” said Dowling.

“And this
here’s the warehouse they all went into,” said Pete. He stopped and
listened outside the door. “Funny, it’s real quiet.” He moved
forward. “And the doors are open.” He pushed open the small judas
gate in the main door and entered. Dowling followed. “Got a light?”
asked Pete. Dowling was in the habit of carrying a small battery
flashlight with him. Shielding the main beam with his hand, he
switched it on, removing his hand as it became apparent that they
were alone in the warehouse. There were rows of German Army cots,
Army-issue field kitchens at one end of the warehouse and …

“A whole row of
bloody field latrines,” exclaimed Dowling in wonder. “But where are
the people?” He counted the rows and columns of cots. “I make that
about a couple of thousand people, all vanished.”

“There’s
something here,” called out Pete. He was standing at a table.
“Don’t know if this is important or not.” He held up a scrap of
paper.

“Bahnhof - Freitag 23:13,” read out Dowling.
He looked at his watch. If they’re meant to be at the station at 13
minutes past 11 on Friday evening, which is this evening, they
can’t have been gone long. How many stations are there in this
town? I only know the central station.”

“I figure,”
said Pete, “that these two thousand guys is meant to be kept kinda
hidden.” Dowling nodded. “So they’re not going to go through the
middle of the town. These guys will go from one of the dockyard
freight depots. The nearest is a couple of blocks away. Comin’
along?”

“Of course.”
Dowling cursed silently. So close, but his watch now read half past
eleven. There was little chance that the train was still there. And
that meant there was no way that he would be able to talk to
Finch-Malloy in Bremen. If he had gone on to Berlin with the rest
of the group from the Confederacy, Dowling had to follow him there.
He followed Pete out of the warehouse to the depot, which was
really only a freight loading platform and an office.

-o-

A sleepy railroad official
was turning off the lights in the office and locking up.

“Working late?”
asked Dowling.

“A special
train tonight,” grumbled the other.

“What sort of
train? What was it carrying?”

“I’m usually
off duty at least two hours before this. I like my quiet evenings
at home at my time of life.”

“But you get
paid for overtime?” suggested Dowling.

“Not nearly
enough to answer foolish questions late at night,” complained the
official, snapping the door shut and locking it behind him.

“So how about
some over-overtime?” suggested Dowling, waving a few large German
bills in the general direction of the man’s pocket, where they
swiftly disappeared.

“A train made
up of cattle trucks. Going to Berlin. Carrying men. Lots of them,
dressed in each other’s clothes, by the look of it. Speaking some
foreign language, like English, but not English English, I’m sure.
And a lot of those National Socialists standing around
shouting.”

“And the train
was going to Berlin, you say?”

“Yes, due to
arrive there tomorrow afternoon. That’s if the signals aren’t
broken. Which they usually are,” he added with the air of a man who
enjoys bad news. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I will bid you gentlemen
goodnight.”

“Well, what is
that lot worth to you?” asked Pete when they were alone together
again.

“More than you
might think. Can you wait until tomorrow morning and come round to
my hotel to collect it? No, come to think of it, I shall probably
have left the hotel by early tomorrow morning. Come with me to the
hotel now.”

“So you’re off
to Berlin, too?” suggested Pete.

“It sounds like
quite a story,” replied Dowling. “Wouldn’t you like to see it all
in the papers?”

“Sure I would,
so I’m goin’ to wish you all the best of luck in getting it
printed. So where’s your hotel? Will you put my name in the
papers?” He kept up a constant stream of chatter all the way back
to the hotel, but Dowling thought that the chatter, and the
substantial sum in British pounds that he pressed into Pete’s
hands, were a fair price for knowing what he now knew.


Chapter 11: Berlin,
Germany

Goering strutted up to come almost toe to toe with
Brian. “I am giving the orders here.”

David had never before been
in such a big city, where so many people were all moving so fast,
and he saw more automobiles in a few minutes than he had previously
seen in the whole of his life. The brief glimpse he had seen of
Berlin as the 3rd Alabama moved swiftly and as inconspicuously as
possible from the depot to the warehouse a mile or so away, where
they were to be quartered, had scared him. Brian had seemed quite
at home, even greeting the few Berliners that they encountered with
some friendly words in German.

“How many
languages do you speak?” asked David.

“A few,”
replied Brian, in a gruffer tone than he had just used to the
surprised Berlin worker. “Not enough.” There were days when trying
to get Brian to talk was like getting a mule to sing, thought
David.

They stayed in
the warehouse for a few days. It was arranged in the same way as
the one in Bremen, with latrines at one end and field kitchens at
the other, and cots arranged in rows between them. The roof leaked
in many places, though, and it seemed to be continually raining
outside, so a lot of time was spent moving cots around, out of the
constant drips.

David wanted to
play chess, but Brian said he was bored with losing all the time.
He pulled a book out of his knapsack, though, and explained to
David the way to understand and play the chess problems in the
book. After that, when he wasn’t working with the Captain and the
Colonel, David spent most of the time puzzling his way through the
problems in the book, trying to see the board from both sides.

“Ah, that’s
always the problem, what?” said Brian when David mentioned the
difficulty of the problems. “Seeing things from more than one side.
Nothing harder in chess or in life, is there?”

There was no
answer that David could give to that, so he ignored it. Sometimes
he thought he saw the not-quite-a-Major Goering who’d asked him to
write out the poem in Bremen, but it was always at the other end of
the warehouse, or when the light was bad (the electric lights in
the warehouse weren’t working and the Germans hadn’t provided any
other form of light), and he couldn’t be sure.

There were more
and more different Germans coming to see the officers each day, all
with their red, white and black armbands. Some of them didn’t seem
to speak much English, and spent their time pointing at maps of
Berlin while the English-speaking Germans explained things in low
voices. Sometimes David saw his Captain shaking his head and
talking with a worried face to the Colonel after the Germans had
gone, but he could never hear what they were talking about.

On the third
day, David was called to the Colonel.

“More of your
beautiful writing, young man. But not poetry this time. Look.” He
pointed to a pile of handwritten papers, covered with lines and
scribbles. “You should be able to read my writing by now. I want
these maps and orders copied out neatly. There’s one for every
company in our regiment, and because your writing’s so good, you’re
going to be doing the same for every company in the other regiments
as well. There’s a list of times and places with each map. Write
that out underneath the map, on the same side. Do this one first,
and I’ll have a look at it.”

“Yes, sir.”
Obviously his feelings had showed in his voice. The Colonel put a
hand on his shoulder.

“You’re a
soldier, son, and soldiers don’t complain.”

“I wasn’t
complaining, sir.”

“And they don’t
answer back, either. I know it’s a lot of work, but over three
thousand men are going to be depending on you. And I can assure you
personally that if everything goes well, you’ll be remembered.”

“Thank you,
sir.”

“That’s better.
Now get that first map drawn and let me see it when you’re
done.”

David was now a
master at sorting out the Colonel’s spidery writing, and he had
always found maps fun, when he had a chance to look at them.

“Excellent!”
said the Colonel, looking at the finished product. “Just one thing.
On all the rest, make the company name a little bigger. No need to
do this one again, though.”

“One thing,
sir?”

“Yes?”

“The light’s
not so good at this end of the room, sir, at this time of the day.
Permission to work at my company billet, sir?”

“Sure, why not?
Get a couple of men from your company to help you with that table
and chair. Take the papers yourself. And Corporal…?”

“Yes, sir?”

“Don’t you dare
lose them.” The usually genial voice was as fierce as David had
ever heard it. “We all are in deadly trouble if those papers get
into the wrong hands. And one of us in particular will be in more
trouble than the rest. Know who that one person will be,
Corporal?”

“Me, sir?”

“Quite right,
son. So keep those papers safe, and nothing will happen to any of
us.”

David was soon
seated at his table, working hard, and trying to ignore the stares,
when he felt the presence of someone close behind him.

“Go away, will
you? Or do something useful like steppin’ up and gettin’ me a cup
of water. I’m thirstin’ for a drink, and there ain’t no Coca-Cola.”
The presence at his back didn’t go away.

“I’m tellin’
you, Private!” said David angrily. Having someone literally
breathing down his neck while he was concentrating irritated him,
and though he hardly ever used his corporal’s rank to make others
do his bidding, he felt now was the time to assert a little
authority.

“Sorry, old
man,” said Brian. “Just having a bit of a look-see, what?”

“Don’t do it
again,” snapped David.

“Don’t worry, I
won’t,” replied Brian. “I’ll get you that water, now, shall I?” He
went off leaving David wondering just what had been going on.
Something was obviously very strange, but he didn’t think it was
his place to try and find out too much. After all, Brian was his
friend, and there was no better soldier in the unit than Brian. So
what was the harm in his friend seeing what they were all going to
be doing the next day? None, he told himself, but it wasn’t right,
all the same. But it was better for the officers to worry about
that sort of thing, all the same.

“Sorry,”
repeated Brian, turning up again with the water and handing it to
David. “Just got up to stretch the old legs, and saw you hard at
work, so I stopped to admire your skill. Damn’ good map, you know,”
pointing to a map of the working-class Wedding district of Berlin.
“What lucky beggars are going in there, then?” squinting at the
paper.

“I’m not
rightly sure you should be looking at these, Brian,” a little
angrily. He had been told not to lose the papers, after all, so
they must be important, and probably not to be looked at by
everyone.

“Why, sorry.
Are they secret?” but not moving away.

“Can’t tell you
for certain if they are, but they’re certainly important and no-one
else is meant to be seeing them right now. Even you,” he added
half-apologetically to his friend.

“All right,
Davy, I’m not going to poke my nose in where it’s not wanted.” The
light was fading, and David was only halfway done. Feeling rather
disappointed that he hadn’t been able to do more in the time, and
more than a little concerned about Brian’s behavior, he gathered up
the Colonel’s original maps and his copies, and carried them back
to the company office area. On the way, he debated with himself
whether to tell the Colonel about his suspicions concerning Brian,
but, as he told himself, he had no definite proof of anything that
Brian had done wrong. And if he was mistaken in his suspicions,
he’d lose the best friend he had. Come to that, he reflected, he’d
lose his best friend if he was right. He kept his mouth shut as he
handed the papers back.

“Well done,
Davy,” said the Colonel. “These are real good, I want you to know
that. I wasn’t expecting you to finish them tonight anyway.
Tomorrow morning is fine, as long as you’re all done by twelve
o’clock, since there’s a lot of folks stopping by tomorrow
afternoon. Make an early start on them.”

-o-

The next afternoon was taken
up with an officers’ conference, with all the officers and a group
of about twenty visiting Germans sitting at one end of the
warehouse, looking at a blackboard, and reading David’s maps. David
could recognize Major Goering, sitting in the front row, next to a
smaller dark-haired man with a mustache.

David reckoned
the meeting lasted about two hours. When it had ended, the
Lieutenant came over to David’s platoon, and explained how they
were all to leave the warehouse at five o’clock the next morning,
and walk over to another area of Berlin. There, they would be met
by a truck which would be carrying their rifles and ammunition.
Picking up their rifles from the truck, they were then to stand
around a ministry building and arrest anyone attempting to enter or
leave. Other trucks would then carry away the arrested people.

“And,” he
added. “You’re all to be wearing one of these, so we know who’s on
our side.” He opened a bag, and pulled out a swastika armband.
“Y’all take one now, y’hear, and put it on when you pick up your
guns and ammo tomorrow. Not before, y’hear now?”

They filed past
and each took an armband. Brian held his as though he’d just pulled
it out of the latrine, thought David.

-o-

Five o’clock came, and
David’s company hungrily filed through the streets in the morning
half-light. “Sure wish we’d had some coffee,” whispered David to
Tom.

“Sure wish I
was back at home,” replied Tom. “I kinda got this feeling someone’s
going to get hurt today. Don’t want it to be none of us that gets
it.”

“Quiet, you
two,” came the hissed order from the sergeant, and the company
walked on in silence.

At the point
where David had drawn a cross and a number “1” on the map, a gray
covered truck was waiting. As the company approached, the driver
climbed out of his cab, and let the tailgate fall.

“OK, fellas.
Get your own rifle, and the ammo’s in the box in there,” said the
sergeant. “Ten rounds each. Keep the chamber empty. Don’t want
anything going off by accident. And get those armbands on. Right
arm, Hiverton. You know which arm your right arm is? Jeezus…”

They walked the
last few hundred yards to the ministry and took up positions round
the entrances. “You’re not to shoot,” the Lieutenant reminded them.
“Not unless they start shooting at you, and they won’t, because
they’re civilians. Understood?”

“Sir? What if
the cops come by and try to stop us, sir?” asked Tom.

“We’ve been
told they won’t, but if they do, just stop them. But shoot only if
you’re being shot at, understand?”

The first
worker at the ministry came along a few minutes before seven
o’clock. He was carrying a large broom and a bag full of what
turned out to be coal, and he didn’t look like David’s idea of
someone working in a government ministry. The sight of so many
rifles pointed in his direction did not seem to worry him unduly,
and he went quietly to the spot in the nearby grassy park where the
Confederate soldiers indicated he should stand.

Another five
minutes went by, and a large black automobile drew up. Major
Goering stepped out of it, wearing his military helmet and leather
coat, complete with swastika armband, and David heard a sharp
hissing sound from Brian beside him.

“He looks like
a caretaker,” said Goering in English to the Lieutenant, jerking
his thumb at the prisoner. “Janitor, cleaning man, whatever you
say. Send him to his home, he’s useless to us.” He said a few words
in German to the man, who picked up his broom and bag of coal, and
trudged off in the direction he had come from. Goering dismissed
the car, and it sped off.

After another
ten minutes, a man in a suit which had once been smart, but now
looked shabby, approached the building. “That one,” said Goering,
pointing. Surrounded by a squad of Confederate soldiers, who
understood not a word of the German protests the man was shouting
at them, he was marched to the area the Lieutenant had designated
for prisoners.

After a short
while, he was joined in the holding area by several more similarly
dressed men, who had been seized and held by the Confederates. All
of them started shouting at their captors—David didn’t need to
understand German to work out that they were protesting their
treatment, but Goering came over to them and shouted a few words in
German, and they fell silent.

About twenty
bureaucrats later, an open-topped touring car drew up, driven by a
uniformed chauffeur, who jumped out of the car as it drew to a
halt, and opened the rear door for his passenger, an elderly
white-bearded man, dressed in frock coat and vest, with a silk top
hat, who gazed about him somewhat disdainfully as he stepped down,
using a cane to support him, to the sidewalk in front of the
building’s front door.

“Endlich, at last,” muttered Goering to no-one
in particular, a few yards away from David.

“Who’s that, do
you think?” hissed David to Brian.

“If I’m not
mistaken, that’s Walther Rathenau. Very important man. He survived
an attack on him a few years back. Shot up by some bastards,” he
dropped his voice still lower, “friends of your chum Hermann
Goering. They drove by his car in another car and just sprayed him
with bullets. He took five bullets in the leg and two in the lungs.
Miracle he survived, what? And still driving around in an open car.
Brave chap, don’t you think?”

“Suppose so,”
said David, looking at both Goering and Rathenau in a new light and
asking himself how Brian knew so much about these things.

“And, of
course,” went on Brian, so quietly that David had to strain to hear
him, “he’s Jewish. Which means that, if our friend in the smart
leather coat has his way, this is the last morning the poor beggar
will ever see.”

“But we’re not
going to be shooting anyone!” protested David.

“No, we’re not
actually going to be pulling any triggers,” agreed Brian. “But who
are we working for, eh?”

That was a good
question, David asked himself. More and more he was getting the
feeling that he and Brian weren’t working towards the same
ends.

Like the
arrivals before him, Rathenau was rounded up and marched to the
holding area, where the other Germans made space for him, treating
him with obvious respect. Rathenau’s chauffeur was dismissed by
Goering, and the car purred off.

Next came a
group of young women, giggling and talking as they prepared to
enter the Ministry. As they saw the armed group outside the
entrance, they fell silent.

“We’re
gentlemen,” proclaimed Goering to the Confederates (“A matter of
opinion,” muttered Brian quietly). “We let these ladies go free.
Except for you,” he added, his hand shooting out to grab a slender
dark-headed girl by the arm.

“Sind Sie jüdische?” he asked. The girl
nodded. “Dahin!” snapped
Goering.

“What’s going
on?” asked David.

“He’s making
her a prisoner just because she’s Jewish. We can’t have that sort
of thing going on now, can we?” he added in a loud voice.

Goering turned
to look at him. “Were you talking to me, Private?” he asked in
English.

“Ja, Herr Oberleutnant,” answered Brian.

“So, können Sie deutsch sprechen?”, somewhat
surprised. “The rank is Major,” he added, somewhat irritated, in
English.

“Yes, I do
speak and understand German, but your English is good enough for
what I have to say, and I want everyone else to understand. You are
going to let that girl go.”

Goering
laughed. “If you want her, I will give her to you. After I have
finished with her.”

“No, Mr.
Goering.” There was a subtle insulting emphasis on the title. “You
will give her to me now. And she and I will walk away together and
I will make sure she is safe.”

Goering laughed
again. “You are a funny man. I like you. But I do not like this
joke.”

“No joke, Mr.
Goering.” Faster than David had ever seen anyone do such a thing,
Brian’s bayonet was fixed at the end of his rifle. The click-snap
of the rifle bolt completed the action.

“No joke, Mr.
Goering. Now then? The girl?”

“You’re
English, not American? Your voice sounds different. How brave of
you, how … What’s the word? Chivalric?”

“Very close,
Mr. Goering. Chivalrous is the word you’re looking for. I must
congratulate you on your English. But I’m afraid that you’ve made a
mistake. I’m not chivalrous. In fact, I’m so damned unchivalrous, I
have no worries about shooting you, and cutting the throat of this
boy here to make my point. Drop that rifle, Corporal.” David
suddenly found himself in Brian’s firm grasp, with the edge of the
bayonet terrifyingly close to his neck. He dropped his rifle.
Brian’s voice hissed in his ear. “Sorry about this, old man. Do
exactly what I say. We’ll both be all right. Don’t worry.” David
relaxed, but only a little. This new Brian was something rather
frightening.

Goering was not
laughing now. “So, if I give you the girl, and you walk off
together, why cannot I shoot you in the back? Or give the order to
your comrades to do that?”

“First, the boy
will be with me, and my last reflex action will be to slice his
throat open. When the girl and I are well away from you, he’ll come
back safe and sound. Second, you may not know this, but I’ve killed
quite a lot of Germans in my time. A good number of them I killed
while I had German bullets in me. One more German won’t be too hard
for me to manage.”

Goering
strutted up to come almost toe to toe with Brian, who stood nearly
a head taller. “I am giving the orders here,” looking up at Brian.
“Maybe I can persuade your officer to forget all this if you stop
this nonsense now.”

Brian’s hands
moved in a complicated fashion too fast for David to follow. The
bayonet at the end of his rifle flashed, cutting the ribbon around
Goering’s neck, and the large Pour le
Mérite medal fell tinkling to the sidewalk. Goering’s face
flushed as his hand shot to his neck, wiping away a trickle of
blood that had suddenly appeared there.

“You’ll pay for
this!” he shouted.

“Send a letter
to my bank,” retorted Brian, deliberately misunderstanding Goering.
“There’s enough in my account to pay for a bit of dirty ribbon.
Come on, David, we’re off. Gnädige
Fräulein,” he said to the frightened girl who was standing
alone in the space that had cleared itself around Brian, David and
Goering. She moved to join him, on the other side from David.

“Very
sentimental,” said Goering bitterly. “A happy family outing.”

“Don’t look
back,” said Brian to David as they started walking. He repeated
what David assumed to be the same thing in German to the girl.
“Keep walking, and for God’s sake, don’t stop.”

-o-

As they reached the corner of
the street and were about to  turn into a side road, a pistol shot
rang out. The girl clutched her shoulder and shrieked. “Round the
corner, you two,” said Brian, pushing them out of sight of Goering
and the other Confederates, and dropping to one knee. He fired
three shots from his rifle, rapid fire.

“Got the beggar
in the legs,” he reported with satisfaction. “With luck it’ll hurt
him for the rest of his life. Maybe have to take dope or something
for it. Come on,” to the other two. “I want to get a long way
away.”

They ran, the
girl moving with some difficulty at first, following some plan
known only to Brian, it seemed. Or maybe it wasn’t a plan. It was
hard to tell. They twisted left and right through alleys and back
streets. Eventually they stopped, breathing hard. They were by a
doorway leading into what seemed to be a deserted factory. A canal
or river flowed at the end of the street, which seemed to be a dead
end. They dodged into the doorway, making their way into what must
have been the watchman’s hut by the entrance.

Brian seemed to
be apologizing to the girl, speaking rapid German.

“It’s not
hurting her too badly,” he said to David. “Where’s your medical
kit?” As a corporal, David carried basic medical supplies, which
were in too short supply to be issued to every soldier.

“I speak some
English,” said the girl, looking into David’s eyes. “It hurts, but
not bad. Thank you for everything. Those Nazis are not good
people.”

“You bet,” said
David. “That Goering’s a skunk.” He looked at the girl. She was
extremely pretty, he thought, but at least three or four years
older than him. He’d just started to take a serious interest in
girls, and he gave this one high marks. “I’m David,” he said to
her. “What’s your name?”

“Hannah. Hannah
Meyer.”

“Hannah? Pretty
name, huh?” said David.

“When you two
have finished making eyes at each other, where’s that medical kit,
David? And while I’m looking after Hannah here, you stand guard and
make sure no-one interrupts us.” David reluctantly took Brian’s
rifle and left Hannah. He scanned the road, his stomach starting to
rumble. No-one seemed to be stirring in this quarter of Berlin, and
David would have welcomed something to eat. He was just wondering
if he should go back to Brian and suggest that he look for some
bread or soup, when he spotted a figure at the end of the road,
moving towards him.

When the figure
came close, he gripped the gun tight, and shouted, as he’d been
instructed in his basic training, “Halt! Who goes there?”

“Friend.
Definitely a friend, lad,” came the answer in English, in an accent
a bit like Brian’s. “Now do put that gun down like a good fellow.
Have you seen a tall Englishman around here, going round in clothes
that look as though they don’t belong to him?”

Brian’s voice
from behind him spared him the trouble of answering.

“Dowling. What
the bloody hell are you doing here?”

“Finch-Malloy
at last. I’ve been looking all over for you. Thought you might be
here, somehow. And what bloody awful togs, if I may say so,”
wrinkling his nose.

“Well, if you
must know, I’ve been rescuing damsels in distress from
fire-breathing dragons,” replied Brian.

“Again? The
last dragon rescue you did caused a hell of a problem for C and
myself back in London, you know.”

Brian scratched
his head. “Oh, you heard about that, did you? Now why would C be
interested in that?”

“Can we talk
about this without an audience, please? Is that the latest rescued
damsel, by the way?” He pointed to Hannah, who had crept out
silently to see what was happening.

“If you want to
put it that way,” said Brian. “Yes, this is Hannah.”

“And the
dragon?”

“Hermann
Goering.”

The other
whistled softly. “You do like playing with the big boys, don’t you?
And this?” he added, pointing to David, who’d been following the
conversation with interest, trying to work out exactly what was
going on. Something really strange involving the Limeys, that was
for sure.

“Ah. David here
is my friend and fellow-warrior in the Army of the Confederacy. He
is also, if you are interested, potentially the finest chess-player
under fifty years of age I have ever encountered. David, meet my
colleague Mr. Henry Dowling. Dowling, meet my friend Corporal David
Slater.”

David mustered
his manners and shook hands with Mr. Dowling. “Pleased to make your
acquaintance, sir,” said David.

“And I yours,”
replied the other. “But I really do need to talk to our friend here
in private, so I fear our acquaintance this time will not be a long
one.”

“I’d best be
getting back to the rest of them,” said David to Brian.

“Yes, you
should be doing that,” said Brian. “Trouble is, I really don’t know
the safest way for you to get back to them, lad. The way we came
may be the quickest but it may not be the best, all things
considered. Your best bet is to find some Nazis and get them to
help you find your way back to your unit. Where would you go
looking for Nazis right now, Dowling?”

“If I had to?
Wouldn’t want to try, to be honest. But if I had to, I’d try
getting back to the Reichstag and maybe you’ll bump into some of
them. But I wouldn’t wear that armband, if I were you, David.
There’s a lot of people don’t like that symbol.”

David had
forgotten he was wearing the swastika armband, and took it off,
putting it in his pocket. Brian had already removed his, he
noticed.

“How do I get
there, sir?” he asked Dowling, but it was Hannah who answered.

“I cannot go to
there all the way, because I think that it will be dangerous,” she
said. “But if we go together to my home, then my friend can guide
you.”

“And what
should I tell the Lieutenant, Brian?” asked David.

“Tell him
goodbye from me,” replied Brian. “I’m not coming back. How can I?
Tell him that I kept you at bayonet point all the way to a factory
by a canal, just like this one, where I tied your hands and feet
and left you, taking the girl with me. You struggled, but I hit
you, like this—” here Brian’s fist flashed out and hit David hard
on the jaw. David cried out. “I’m really sorry to have hurt you,
David, believe me. But you’re going to have a rough time when you
get back, and I don’t want them to believe you had anything to do
with this. If it will make you feel better, you can hit me back.”
He offered his face to David.

“Don’t be
dumb,” said David. “I know why you done that. If you hadn’t done
that, I’d of thought of it or something like it myself, I
reckon.”

“See what I
mean?” said Brian to Dowling with a grin. “Chess wizard.” He turned
to David again. “Anyway, you worked your way out of the ropes after
a bit and met up with some of the swastika boys. You’ll know what
you have to say from there. So it’s goodbye from me, David. If we
don’t meet again, it’s been a pleasure and a privilege knowing you.
I mean it.”

“And the same
here,” replied David, shaking hands. He felt he had to go away
soon, or he’d start crying.

Brian noticed.
“Don’t start, Davy, or I might feel like doing the same myself.” He
grinned suddenly. “Y’all take good care now, y’hear,” he added, in
a perfect Georgia accent—the first time that David had heard him
speak in anything other than his usual British accent.

“Go on, off
with you, the pair of you,” said Brian, back to his usual
voice.

“Come, David,”
said Hannah. “Maybe I can rest a little on you? My shoulder still
hurts.” David had no objection to this—the feel of her body against
his as they walked away was comforting and more than a little
exciting, and helped take his mind off the fact that he’d probably
seen his friend for the last time.

At the top of
the street, David turned round, having deliberately not done so
until the last minute, but Brian and his friend were nowhere to be
seen.


Chapter 12: Richmond,
Virginia, Confederate States of America

“Some of the ones they’d shot were still alive. I
could see some of their hands opening and closing, sticking out of
the ground. Just the hands.”

“Mr. President, Colonel
Vickers is waiting to meet with you.”

“Thank you,
Gaylord, I’ll see him now.”

“The President
will see you now, Colonel,” Davis heard from outside the room, and
his visitor entered. He was a tall man, wearing a pale seersucker
suit, and a splash of color provided by a red flower in his
buttonhole.

Davis glanced
at the flower. “Not what I expect from a fighting man, Colonel,” he
remarked, not altogether playfully.

“No sir, that
it is not,” came the answer in a low voice. “I had enough of being
what you may choose to call a fighting man in Berlin, I am sorry to
say.”

“I read your
report. What was it really like?”

“The actual
business of arresting the folks at the ministries and so on went
pretty slick. We had one guy try to fight back, and the soldier who
had to stop him lost some teeth, but that was all that happened on
the arrest side.”

“What about the
Limey who took off?”

“Sorry, sir,
except for that Limey you mentioned. He went kind of crazy and shot
one of the high-up Nazis. He took one of our folks with him as some
kind of hostage, an orderly from one of the regiments, but the kid
turned up later no worse for wear, except for a bruise on his face
where the Brit had slugged him.”

“How did it all
come about, anyway? Your report wasn’t clear about that.”

“From what I
heard—I wasn’t there, you understand, and even the folks who were
there don’t seem to be that straight in their minds about it—this
German, Hermann Goering, who’s one of Mr. Hitler’s main folks,
picks out some girl, and the Limey likewise takes a kind of fancy
to her. Fixes his bayonet and does some fancy work with it, cutting
off the medal from round Goering’s neck and hardly touching the man
himself, according to them all—a great piece of work, I suppose
you’d have to call it, if it was in a good cause. Then he grabs
this kid who it seems he’d been friends with for some time, and
holds the bayonet to his throat, telling the Kraut—” Davis looked
at him askance. “Sorry, sir, I mean Major Goering. Some of us got
into the habit of calling them that while we were over there. He
told Goering that he was going to go away with the girl, and let
the kid go after that.”

“So when did
all the shooting happen?”

“Well, sir, it
seems that the Limey and his girlfriend were just about to turn off
the road, when Goering draws his pistol and takes aim at the girl’s
back.”

Davis frowned.
“He was going to shoot a woman in the back?”

“Seems like it,
sir. Everyone seems to think that’s who he was aiming to shoot.
Anyways, he shot once, and seemed as if he’d hit her, then the
three of them went round the corner, and the Limey comes out with
his rifle and shoots three times, hitting Goering three times in
the leg. It’s going to be a long time before he walks straight,
they tell me. There was no point in chasing after them, the guys
who were there said to me. They looked round the corner the Limey
and the others had run round, but there was nothing in sight. None
of our boys knew their way round the city, and this Goering was the
only German with them, and he was bound for the hospital, anyhow.
Truth to tell, sir, I got the feeling that none of them was that
interested in chasing after them. They were kind of rooting for the
girl, and none of them was that keen on Major Goering after what
they’d seen.”

“I see. So that
was that. And then, after the arrests, what happened?”

“Now for this,
sir, I was there and I saw it with my own eyes, and I didn’t like
it at all, sir, I can tell you that.”

“Would you like
some whiskey, Colonel?”

“In a short
while, if I may, sir. Please allow me to tell you about this first.
After we’d finished the arrests at about eleven o’clock, according
to the plans we’d been given, we were told to go back to the
warehouses where they’d billeted us. We were carrying our rifles
and wearing those Nazi armbands as it seemed like the Nazis had
taken control and no-one cared any more. I was told to stick with
the Germans as an observer, they said. The trucks that had carried
our guns and bullets earlier, or maybe it was different ones, I
can’t rightly be sure about that, picked up our prisoners and took
them to a field some ways outside the city. I was riding up front
in one of the trucks with the driver and a couple of those Nazis.”
He stopped. “Mr. President, you mentioned a drink? If I may,
sir.”

“I’ll get it
for you myself,” replied Davis. He crossed to the sideboard and
poured into two shot glasses. “Straight, Colonel?”

“Thank you,
sir.” He accepted the whiskey and sipped, closing his eyes. “Then
sir, they forced the prisoners out of the truck into the field.
There was a little ditch to one side, and they told them to line up
along the ditch. Then they passed out spades and told them to dig,
and when they’d dug the ditch out a bit deeper, they shot
them.”

“How,
Colonel?”

“One of the
Nazis, a Captain called Röhm, I think it was, went down the line
with a machine pistol, sir. Then they kicked the bodies into the
ditch and filled it in. But some of the ones they’d shot were still
alive, sir. I could see some of their hands opening and closing,
sticking out of the ground. Just the hands. I see them in my
dreams, still.” He shuddered and finished the whiskey.

“Allow me,
Colonel,” said Davis, taking the empty glass and refilling it. “How
many were killed, do you reckon?”

“I counted
fifteen in our truck. Thank you, sir,” taking the glass. “And from
what I was told, there were ten trucks in all doing the same job.
So I would guess between one hundred and two hundred people died
that day.”

Davis pursed
his lips. “From what you are telling me, Colonel, you would not
want to work with these Germans again?”

“With all due
respect, sir, I would not.” Vickers sat bolt upright in his chair,
looking Davis straight in the eye.

“That sounds
like a very straightforward answer, Colonel. Thank you for your
candor. Now a slightly different question. Could you trust these
people, even if you don’t like them or what they do?”

“Difficult to
say, sir. When we arrived at Bremen, everything was very well
organized. Our billets were clean, and the food and everything was
a lot better than we expected. Their plans and everything were very
professional. But could I trust them? I thought I could at the
start, but with what I heard of the man Goering shooting the girl,
and what I saw in that field, I’d watch my back if I had to work
with them again, sir. I am sorry to have been working with them and
I wouldn’t want us to have any more to do with them.”

Davis’s face
changed slightly, but Vickers didn’t seem to notice. “Did you meet
with Mr. Hitler at all?”

“Yes, sir, I
did.”

“And?”

“What do I make
of him, sir? I liked him, truth to tell. We used an interpreter
since my German’s a mite rusty. He seemed like a man you’d want on
your side in a fight. Pretty straightforward and pleasant and a
good war record—a gutsy kind of guy, you’d have to call him. We
talked a bit about painting—he said he’d wanted to be an artist
when he was younger, and my sister paints pictures, so we had
something in common. My view is he shouldn’t have taken up with
those Nazis. To be frank, I don’t see him surviving long with
them—he’s too nice a guy. Röhm and Goering and that gang will soon
take over as the bosses. Those are the ones we have to watch out
for. And I really do not think, sir, that we should have any more
to so with them or their organization.”

“Thank you,
Colonel.”

“Will that be
all, sir?”

“Yes, Colonel,
that will be all.” The voice was suddenly cold, and the President’s
face changed. “Colonel Vickers, I find your attitude towards the
actions and aims of our German friends to be reprehensible and not
that of an officer of the Army of the Confederacy. I find it to be
cowardly and unworthy of the commission you hold. Furthermore, it
is not your place to dictate or even to recommend foreign policy to
me or my Senate. Understood, Colonel?”

“Yes, sir,”
woodenly.

“I am going to
have leave papers written for you. You may rejoin your regiment in
a month. Until then, I suggest you learn to be a soldier again. Go
hunting. Get used to the sound of a gun and the sight and smell of
blood.”

“Yes, sir. Mr.
President, sir.” There was no expression at all in the face as the
tall soldier stepped out of the office.
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“Gaylord!” called Davis after
the footsteps had retreated. “Take this to the War Department. And
send in the Secretary of Commerce.”

“Austin,” he
greeted his visitor. “We have us a little task to perform.”

“Mr.
President?”

“We need to
collect our debts from Mr. Hitler, now that he’s President of
Germany.”

“Actually, he’s
their Chancellor, not President, Mr. President. There is no
President of Germany at the moment, which according to their
constitution makes Mr. Hitler the most powerful person in
Germany.”

“Well, that’s
your job, Austin, to understand these things. Me, I just call them
as I see them. Anyways, you’re going over to Berlin, and you’re
going to collect what’s owed to us.”

“What exactly
are we going to ask for?”

“Well, I’m not
exactly going to give you a goddamned shopping list, Austin. What
we need is some German folks to come over here and help us set up
some factories. Right now, they’re the only hope we have of getting
any modern machines and getting our economy moving.”

“What kind of
factories?”

“How should I
know? Ask around. I know I’d like to see us making some of them
airplane and airship things. It really bugs me that those Europeans
are really into that kind of thing, and we’re not. If only those
Wright brothers hadn’t gone over to Ireland from Ohio to build
their airplane, and they’d come to make their airplanes with us.
The Carolinas, say. There’s lots of good flat places near the sea
with a lot of wind that they could have used.”

“So you’d like
to ask me for airplanes, then? What about textiles and steel mills
and that kind of thing?”

“Sure. Whatever
we need.” This kind of detail bored Davis. He preferred to leave
these things to his Cabinet officers unless it was part of a
project that caught his fancy. Even though he knew that most of his
government members were hopelessly corrupt and could be depended on
to skim their percentage off the top of any deal, he preferred
other people to do the hard thinking for him. “And the other really
important thing, Austin.”

“Yes, sir?”

“Make sure that
those Germans get all their cotton and tobacco from us. We all know
how much we need customers buying from our store. And we need
people to see about getting the oil out of the ground and selling
it to them, too. I know for a fact there’s a lot of oil under Texas
and Oklahoma, probably more than in California, and we could start
selling it to Germany, if we knew how to get it out cheap enough.
Right now, there’s not enough people who’ll buy from us to make it
worth our while. But if the Germans want it, that’s another
matter.”

“How do you
want them to pay, sir? The German economy’s pretty bad right
now.”

“They can pay
in factories and experts or something. That’s the deal, Austin.
We’ll sell them oil and cotton and tobacco. They help us make
airplanes and automobiles and things. But we need some money in
advance before we really get started on all of this. You know as
well as I do how we need some ready cash.”

“Yes, Mr.
President. I shudder every time I look at the Treasury books. But
I’d like to remind you that the Germans have been forced to pay
massive reparations to France and Belgium and their currency’s
worthless right now. And I heard tell that a lot of their gold
reserves went to those Russian Bolsheviks to start their
revolution.”

“I’d heard that
about the reparations, too. I hadn’t heard that all their gold had
gone over to Russia. Your job, Austin, is to call in our debts. Mr.
Hitler owes us, and I want you to make sure he understands that. I
want you to screw some money out of him. Not promises, but
money.”

“Yes, Mr.
President.”

“Okay, Austin.
Now see what you can do as soon as possible. I want you to start
over there next week. Oh, and that’s another thing. See if you can
get them to start a regular passenger service between Germany and
New Orleans or something, and get those German ports opened up to
our ships. Come and see me before you go, and let me know what
you’ve found out.”

“Yes, Mr.
President.” Sometimes the Secretary of Commerce felt like an errand
boy. But then, he consoled himself, errand boys never picked up the
kind of gratuities he would be able to secure for himself as a
result of the deals that he hoped to make with the Germans.


Chapter 13: Whitehall,
London, United Kingdom

“The Confederacy is
a perfectly rotten little state, in all senses of the
word.”

London seemed perpetually
cold to Christopher Pole. His new boss in this secret corner of the
British government service, Henry Dowling, sympathized with him,
and insisted that he have the desk nearest the office coal fire,
but it didn’t seem to make a lot of difference. His ribs still
ached from time to time in the cold and damp, but his fingers were
getting better, and the doctor told him he would be able to take
the splints off in a week or so.

Dowling had
promised Christopher that he would take him to a “decent shop”
(whatever that might mean) in the next few days and get him some
“proper clothes.” As long as they were warm, thought Christopher.
The Brits seemed to positively relish their horrible climate.

“Time to go and
see C, Pole,” Dowling said. Christopher had had to become
accustomed to being called by his family name—the Brits seemed to
do it all the time to each other, but he had to call Dowling “sir”,
just as Dowling had to address his superiors as “sir”. Why “C” was
just called “C”, Christopher had yet to learn. “I want you to come
and take notes. It’s all about your friend Brian. C wants to talk
to me about the Berlin report I handed in a week ago. Don’t know
why it’s taken so long for him to read it.”

Christopher had
been surprised to learn that Brian had been a British spy planted
in the Army of the Confederacy, and even more surprised to learn
that he, Christopher, was now technically a British Intelligence
agent. He had signed a piece of paper called the “Official Secrets
Act”, and Dowling had laughed. “Tell anyone what you do for a
living, and we’ll stick you in the Tower of London and cut off your
head,” he’d grinned. Noticing Christopher’s look of alarm, he
quickly added, “Just joking. Sorry. We don’t cut people’s heads off
any more. But we don’t want you talking about what goes on in this
building, what?”

British humor
took some getting used to, too, thought Christopher. You could
never tell when they were joking or not. There were other ways that
they did things which just seemed plain wrong. Like the business of
what side of the street you went on, for example. The Brits drove
all their traffic on the left, when everyone knew you should stay
on the right.
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Henry Dowling had set him
straight on that business one day in the office, though. “Look,
Pole,” he explained. “Imagine you’re wearing a sword. You’re
right-handed, aren’t you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“So which side
does your sword live? Think about it.”

Christopher
thought about it a bit. “Left, I guess, sir, so I can pull it out
easy with my right hand.”

“Good. Now tuck
this umbrella into your belt, pretend it’s a sword. Good man. Now
let’s say this chair is a horse. The back of the chair is the
horse’s head. Which leg are you going to put over the horse first
when you mount?”

“Right leg, of
course. Otherwise the sword gets in my way.”



“Well said. So
which side of the horse are you getting on, if you’re going to face
the front?”

“Left,
sir.”

“Excellent.
Now, if you’re on the right side of the road, you’re going to be in
the middle of the road while you get on your horse, eh? And if
you’re on the left side of the road, you can have a mounting block
on the pavement,” (Christopher had just learned the hard way that
this meant “sidewalk” in British English, having been shouted at by
a bus driver in the street to “stay on the bloody pavement”) “out
of the traffic? So you carry on riding on the same side of the road
that you got on the horse, which is the left. Clear?”

“Suppose you’re
right, sir. But sir?”

“Yes,
Pole?”

“You don’t wear
swords any more, and not that many folks ride horses nowadays. So
why still do it?”

“Habit, Pole,
habit. Like so many things. Like you still drink cold tea, when us
civilized chappies drink it the proper way.” Christopher shuddered
inwardly. He still hadn’t got used to the notion of putting milk
and sugar into hot tea, and had trained the office canteen to let
him have his tea cold, with a slice of lemon.

Another thing
he hadn’t got used to was the money. Twelve pennies in a shilling
and twenty shillings in a pound. Crazy. Quarter-pounds were called
“crowns.” And then you had things called “half-crowns”, which were
worth two shillings and sixpence. And then, just to make matters
even more complicated, there were things called “guineas.” There
wasn’t a coin called a “guinea”, but the prices of some things
seemed to be marked in guineas, worth one pound and one shilling
each.

“How do you
learn all this, sir?” he had asked Dowling one day, after trying to
work out three times seven shillings and ninepence in his head.

“It’s not as
easy as your system, is it, Pole?” Dowling had said. “One day,
probably in the next ten years or so, we’ll have a logical system
for counting our money. But in the meantime, look at how easy it is
to split our pound into two, three, four, five, six, eight, ten or
twelve or sixteen or twenty equal parts. You can’t do that with
dollars and cents, now, can you?”
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Dowling’s voice snapped him
back to the present. “Do come on, Pole, old chap. C will have us
for breakfast if we’re not there pretty sharpish.”

Christopher
collected his official notebook and pen, and a file of papers,
following Dowling down the corridor to C’s office.

He’d only met
the legendary head of the British Secret Service once, when he was
first brought to London, and had been too shy and embarrassed to
look him in the eye. The door to C’s reception office was open, and
Dowling and Pole signed the appropriate form, and passed it to C’s
effete male secretary.

“You’re one
minute early,” announced the latter, making a great show of pulling
out his fob watch and consulting it. “Wait here,” pointing to two
hard-backed chairs.

“Berk,”
muttered Dowling to Christopher, unintelligibly. After what
Christopher assumed to be a minute, the secretary picked up the
telephone on his desk. After a few words on the telephone, he
turned to Christopher and Dowling. “C will see you now,” making a
theatrical production out of the simple statement.

“Bloody twit,”
said Dowling to Christopher, out of the secretary’s earshot.
Christopher had a reasonable idea what he was talking about this
time.

C was seated at
his desk at the far side of the room. A view of London roofs was
visible through the window behind him. In the distance, Christopher
thought he could see the dome of St. Paul’s Cathedral, to which
he’d been taken on his first Sunday in London, and been impressed
by the size and the majesty of the place, as well as by its
graceful beauty.

“Dowling. Pole.
Good morning,” said C without looking up. He continued reading the
papers he had been studying when they walked in. They waited in
silence for a few moments. Suddenly C looked up, turned to
Christopher and smiled.

“Settling in
all right, old boy? Making yourself at home? Dowling treating you
well? Digs comfortable, work not overtaxing you, and grub edible, I
trust?”

“Yes, sir,”
replied Christopher, hardly understanding half of what had just
been said to him.

“Good, good,”
smiled C. “Now then, young Dowling,” picking up the piece of paper.
“Your little jaunt to Germany.”

“Yes, sir?” To
Christopher’s ears, Dowling sounded somewhat nervous.

“This business
has not made me a happy man, Dowling. A bloody awful piece of work
by your standards, if I may say so, in many respects. I’ve been
waiting to talk with you about it for several days because we’ve
been presented with several faits accomplis, and I’ve wanted to
think what to do about it all. To the details, anyway. First, it
took you three whole days to find out when the Robert E. Lee was due to dock at Bremen, and when
you did find out, it was too damn’ late. Yes, yes, I’ve read your
reasons,” as Dowling started to speak. “Not good enough, Dowling,
not good enough.”

“Sorry,
sir.”

“Anyway, you
did get to Berlin in the end. I suppose you couldn’t be blamed for
the speed that things happened, and there’s no way you could have
stopped Herr Hitler’s coup single-handed. A word of our suspicions
to the right authorities might have saved poor Rathenau’s life,
though, and the lives of all the other poor beggars murdered by the
Nazis. Do you know, we think two hundred and fifteen people were
killed that day? That’s more people than we have working in the
whole of this bloody building.”

“Sorry again,
sir. I’d like to remind you that all I had to go on were
suspicions, and we all would have looked like proper charlies if
I’d been the boy crying wolf all over again. If I might remind you
of what happened then, sir, Lyttleton made a complete ass of all of
us over the Luxemburg and Liebknecht business? He told us at the
time that the Bolsheviks were coming close on their heels with snow
on their boots.”

“Point taken,
Dowling.” C turned to Christopher. “Mr. Dowling is usually a very
good officer indeed, Pole. One of the best. I want you to know
that. On this last occasion, he was merely good and not very good.
If it had been anyone else,” turning back to Dowling, “I would have
been pleased with the work. As it is, this lapse from your usual
impeccable standards is distressing to me. So,” turning to
Christopher again, “please continue to listen and learn from him.
My annoyance today is only minor.”

“Thank you,
sir,” said Dowling.

“You’re not off
the hook yet. Why the bloody hell did you and Bloody Brian go to
Zurich, and why on earth did you leave him there? I told you to
bring him back, dead or alive, and that wasn’t a figure of
speech.”

“Sir, it’s in
the report.”

“I have read
it, Dowling. I understand that the man was in trouble. He’d
snatched a Jewish girl from under the nose of this Goering feller,
and shot him three times in the process.” He broke off and glared
at Christopher, who had started giggling. “What’s so damned funny,
Pole?”

“I was
thinking, sir, that Mr. Goering had been shot in the leg. Shooting
him three times in the process sounds like it might be a sight more
painful.”

“Oh, I see. A
joke. Ha ha,” without laughing. “Thank you, Pole.” A somewhat
quizzical look over the top of his glasses. “To return to our
muttons, Dowling. Our man shoots one of the top Nazis, runs away
from the Confed army, and you take him on a little pleasure trip to
Switzerland. I know you wrote about all this in your report, but
now that you’ve had a little more time to think about all this,
tell me again what happened, and most importantly, why it happened.
And you,” turning to Christopher, “take notes on all of this.”
Christopher opened his notebook and poised his pencil.

“When I met
Finch-Malloy in Berlin,” Dowling started.

“Tell me again
exactly how you ran him to earth,” interrupted C.

“I had been by
all the Ministries, sir and I saw this kerfuffle outside the
Ministry of Finance. I saw that one of the Nazis looked as though
he’d been pretty badly hurt, but there were no police or Reichswehr
men around, and no sign of any Communists. So I passed some
cigarettes round the Confed soldiers and asked what was going on.
They told me that a tall Englishman who’d been in their army had
run off with a girl and taken of their soldiers with him as a
hostage, and had shot the German as he scarpered off. I finished my
cigarette with them, and went off in the direction they told me the
trio had gone. It had all happened quite recently—the ambulance was
just pulling up for Goering when I left them, but the Confeds
didn’t seem interested in chasing after Finch-Malloy and the other
two.”

”Weren’t you
frightened of attracting attention, wandering round Berlin?”

“No, sir, I
wasn’t. After all, they could tell I’m obviously not a German, just
by looking at me, and I wasn’t wearing a swastika armband. If
anyone asked me why I was asking, I just said I was an English
reporter.”

Christopher sat
wide-eyed, listening to all of this. He had no idea that the
usually prim and proper Dowling had been involved in anything so
dramatic.

“All right, go
on.”

“So I tracked
him down to a run-down factory district about two miles from the
Reichstag. There was a place there that we’d used just after the
War when we were trying to get to the bottom of that Liebknecht
business. I knew that Finch-Malloy knew about it, and it was
probably the place that he’d aim for if he had to go to earth. When
I got there, I looked down a side-street towards the canal, and
there was this skinny little urchin with a rifle who somehow didn’t
look German to me. I looked closer and I saw that he had a swastika
armband on, so I went down to see him. He gave me a proper sentry
challenge in English, and then sure enough, Bloody Brian turned up.
The soldier was his friend, the chess prodigy, you know, and the
Jewish girl was there too. Anyway, we sent the boy and the girl off
together, the boy to return to the Confeds, and the girl to make
her way back to her home, and I got Brian back to the hotel where I
was staying. Smuggled him in while the porter’s back was turned. We
talked for a while. He had all kinds of facts and figures about the
coup which he’d gathered from the company papers. The chess-player
was the company orderly, and so Finch-Malloy had got a good look at
all kinds of things he had no right to see. I put all of them in my
report to you, sir.”

“You did. We
won’t need to go over them again, at this point. You said that he
looked like a tramp?”

“Yes, sir.
Smelled like one, too. All the Confeds were in hand-me-down mufti.
So then I had to find him some clothes. When I went downstairs
later that afternoon to go out to find something for him, I saw the
evening newspapers, and saw that the Nazis had actually grabbed
power, and Finch-Malloy was probably for the high jump if we
weren’t careful. I thought the best thing was to get him to
Switzerland. Booking tickets direct to England would have looked
too suspicious. So I raced outside and grabbed some things which
looked roughly his size, and went to the station to get two seats
for Zurich.”

“And what were
you going to use for passports? You never put that in your report,”
asked C. “I know you had one in your real name, and one in another
name, but with the greatest goodwill in the world, my dear chap,
no-one could take you for Bloody Brian. Could they?” appealing to
Christopher.

“No, sir. They
do look very different,” replied Christopher, dutifully.

Dowling
flushed. “I have to admit that it didn’t go into my report because
it’s something I’m not very proud of. In the hotel, while I was
looking at the newspapers, I saw a Canadian standing in front of
me, and blow me, sir, if he wasn’t just like Finch-Malloy. They
could have been brothers.”

“How on earth
do you know he was Canadian?”

“Well, sir,”
his face turned even redder. “His passport fell out of his pocket
into mine, sir.”

C chuckled. “I
take it you provided a helping hand there? Make sure nothing’s
missing from your pockets, Pole, after you’ve finished talking with
Mr. Dowling. Well, I knew you had those skills, Dowling, dealing
the second card, and dealing off the bottom and pulling rabbits out
of hats and all that, but using them like that … Full marks for
initiative there, if not for honesty. Go on.”

“The clothes I
bought fitted Finch-Malloy quite well, and we arrived at the
station separately, but within sight, so we could cover each other,
and carrying one of my cases apiece. Made us look a bit more
natural, and I’d made out a label for his case with Mr. Ferguson’s
name on it, this being the name of our colonial cousin whose
passport was temporarily in the service of His Majesty’s
Government. I had reserved seats in first class, and we sat in the
same compartment, but on different sides, and not speaking to each
other.”

“And no trouble
at the border?”

“No, sir. First
class on that line hardly ever has trouble. In any case, if they
had been looking for anyone in particular, they were looking for a
tall healthy active Englishman, not a stooping Canadian with a
limp.”

“Stooping?”
enquired C.

“Yes sir. A
stick of mine that was far too short for him provided the stoop.
Finch-Malloy added a convincing limp and looked at least twenty
years older somehow while he was doing it. And the tie took
attention away from the face.”

“The tie?
Dammit, man, explain.”

Dowling
chuckled. “It was particularly gaudy and tasteless. Just the sort
of horrible thing you might expect from an American or Canadian.
Sorry, Pole, nothing personal. Everyone was too busy looking at the
tie to pay much attention to the face above it.”

C nodded. “I
told you, Pole, to listen and learn when Mr. Dowling speaks. Never
underestimate the power of misdirection, Pole. Go on, Dowling. This
is where your report starts to get a bit vague.”

“Sorry, sir. We
booked into the Hotel zum Storchen in Zurich, near the station. I
talked to Bloody Brian, and told him he had to come back with me.
He refused, and I pulled my gun on him. He laughed.”

“He
laughed?”

“He told me
that he’d emptied the gun while I was shopping in Berlin and left
the gun in the hotel with him. I’m afraid I hadn’t checked it since
then.”

“You bloody
fool, Dowling. You can still keep on listening to him, Pole, but
learn from his mistakes this time.”

“He refused to
come back to London with me, and quite frankly, sir, I’m no match
for him. There’s no way I could have persuaded him by force.
Anyway, sir, he said that he was going to go back to the
Confederacy. Pulled his own gun on me, and walked out of the room.
There was no way I could see where he’d gone. I had to pay his bill
as well as my own, sir.”

“He’s going to
go where?” asked C, somewhat incredulously. “Why didn’t you say
this in your report?”

“Go to the
Confederacy, sir. I wanted to discuss this with you personally,
sir. Better if nothing’s put in writing?” C nodded wordlessly. “He
said it’s a rotten little state and must be eliminated as soon as
possible. He’s going as Mr. Ferguson, I suppose, sir, but God alone
knows what he’s going to use for money. I have already told the
Foreign Office about a missing passport, sir, so they can stop him
if he turns up anywhere they have jurisdiction, but it’s a long
shot, and anyway, you know what they’re like.”

“The devil of
it is, you know, Dowling, he’s perfectly right. The Confederacy
is a perfectly rotten little state, in all
senses of the word.” He turned to Christopher. “Glad to be out of
there, Pole?”

“Yes, sir.
Excepting the weather, that is.”

C smiled.
“Sorry, old boy. That’s one trick neither Dowling nor myself has
mastered just yet. Just have to grin and bear it, what?”

“Yes, sir.”

“All right,
thank you, Dowling. That’s cleared all the facts up in my mind. Now
the question remains as to what we’re going to do about
things.”

Dowling
nodded.

“We’ll turn to
the Confederacy for now, since we’re lucky to have an expert with
us today, in the form of Pole here. Now, Pole, it seems to me from
what I know that your mistress was good to you.”

“Yes sir, she
certainly was that, sir.”

“Is that
common? That owners of slaves treat their slaves well?”

“No sir, I must
say that they don’t. My Miss Justin, she always felt kind of guilty
that she had slaves.”

“So why didn’t
she let you all go?”

“She couldn’t
afford to do that, sir.” C frowned. “You see, sir, there’s a new
manumission law came in one or two years back that says you have to
pay the freedman or woman a fair sum of money equal to a year’s
wages all in one go, and then they doubled the tax to the
government as well every time you free a slave.”

“That’s the
first I’ve heard about the tax and the other business. Maybe Bertie
reported it, but I haven’t seen anything about it. Thank you, Pole.
Dowling, you must get our other Confederacy people talking to Pole
here about this kind of thing. Make a note of it.”

“I heard tell,
sir,” added Christopher, “it was because there was too many folks
talking about selling their slaves and then the white folks are
frightened they’ll have no jobs, because we people will work for
cheaper than they will. Then they’ll hate us and kill us all. They
did that in one town in Texas, three years back, I hear. Some of
the white folks set fire to a church where there was more than
three hundred and twenty of our people. All of them free, not
slaves. Women and children as well as men. Any of them tried to
come out of that burning church, they shot them down. The rest all
burned to death.”

“My God!” said
Dowling. “What a horrible place.”

“Which is why
they can’t end slavery,” said C. “Some of these economist fellers
seem to think that because slavery’s not an economic way of doing
things, it will just disappear in a free market. Trouble is that
the Confederacy’s not a free market. The Confederacy doesn’t
welcome strangers, even if strangers wanted to get in there,
upsetting their closed little world. They’ve got that tinpot excuse
for a religion there. I don’t want to tread on any toes here, Pole,
but it’s certainly not Church of England. Do you know, they don’t
even allow evolution to be taught in their universities? They
insist the world was created in seven days 5,000 years ago.” He
turned to Christopher again. “How many people from outside the
Confederacy did you ever meet?”

“Except that
Brian? I’d have to say I don’t recall that many. Two, maybe three
in my whole life, sir.”

“And if you
look at the map, Dowling, you’ll see that Pole’s town of Cordele is
a very busy railway junction. You’d expect to see a lot of people
from out of town there.”

“Yes, sir,”
Christopher agreed. “Lots of businesses in Cordele for the folks
passing through. Hotels and the like.”

“But no
foreigners. And precious little in the way of goods going into and
out of the Confederacy. Officially the Union border is sealed in
both directions, but there’s quite a flourishing trade in raw
cotton and tobacco into the Union. But not so much for things going
the other way. Union laws are stricter for smugglers out of the
Union than into the Union. Which makes a strange sort of sense when
you think about it.” C paused. “And then we have oil to consider.
From what we can guess, there’s probably a lot of oil under Texas
and Oklahoma. More than in California, but that’s one thing that
the Union won’t allow to be smuggled across the border. And with no
European nations trading with the Confederacy, officially, at any
rate, there’s no point in getting it out of the ground.”

“Sir,” pointed
out Dowling. “Finland and Estonia both have trade agreements, don’t
they?”

C sighed. “Let
me restate my last, Dowling. No major
European nations trade with the Confederacy. But—returning to
Germany for a moment—Hitler’s chaps want a modern army and navy.
They’ll want all the latest toys, and that doesn’t mean lines of
marching soldiers. It means tanks, and lorries, and cars, and
airplanes, and submarines. and fast long-range battle
cruisers.”

“Sir,”
interrupted Christopher. “All those things need oil, don’t
they?”

C beamed. “They
do indeed, Pole. I think you see for yourself the terrible axis
with which Herr Hitler might want to link these two wheels of evil
and keep them turning together. Of course, to get the oil out of
the ground to grease this axis, they’re going to need some money,
and that’s something else that the Confederate government is short
of right now.”

“Do you think
they’re expecting the Germans to give them any money, sir?” asked
Dowling. “Because if they are, I think they’re going find that
cupboard is bare as well. It’s going to be a strange sort of
alliance.”

“Your job,
Dowling, is more to concentrate on these links, this axis, whatever
we call it, and to break it wherever the links are weakest. You
know the Germans well enough. And you, Pole, you’re to help Mr.
Dowling in this. Your views and first-hand experience of the
Confederacy will be most valuable. I’m delighted you’re on our
side.”

“And
Finch-Malloy, sir? Is he on our side?” asked Dowling.

“Well, he’s
certainly not on our payroll any more. But on our side, Dowling? I
think he most definitely is on our side and not on the side of our
enemies. And you may thank God it’s not the other way round.”


Chapter 14: Cordele,
Georgia, Confederate States of America

“Just remember, we’ll be real close to you. All
the time.”

Henrietta Justin was
frightened. There was no other word for it. Three men, identifying
themselves as special agents of the Confederate Bureau of
Investigation—the feared national political police force of the
Confederacy—had visited her the previous day, and asked her all
sorts of questions about Christopher and about the tall soldier who
called himself “Brian” who had visited them so mysteriously that
night.

They had also
taken Betsy and Horace away for questioning, and the two had
returned that same evening, claiming that they had not been
maltreated, but looking harassed and browbeaten for all that.
Though the CBI did not routinely conduct torture on privately owned
slaves—that kind of treatment was reserved for “enemies of the
Confederacy” and state-owned slaves—tales of harsh treatment, meted
out to private slaves and poor whites alike, were common.

Both Betsy and
Horace had sworn to her that they had not said anything
incriminating, but she was not sure of what exactly could be
counted as evidence, particularly as she wasn’t sure what she was
being suspected of, if anything.

They had asked
many questions about Brian; what he had looked like, the way he had
spoken, what he had done. She’d told them a lot of the truth, but
not all of it; that he’d appeared with a badly injured Christopher,
had dressed Christopher’s wounds, and departed into the night. For
some reason, she hadn’t mentioned the money, or the conversation
regarding Lamar Fitchman and his friends.

Next, she’d
been questioned many times, with two of the agents shouting
terrifyingly close to her face, covering her with spittle, asking
her where Christopher had gone to.

With perfect
truth, she had told them that she had no idea. The piece of paper
with Brian’s uncle’s address had been taken away by Christopher.
All she could remember was that it was in Richmond, and she
reckoned it was on Broad Street but couldn’t rightly swear to it.
Nor, despite repeated questioning, had she been able to remember
the name of the uncle. “Bertie” was the closest she could come to
remembering the name.

After the
agents had finished with that subject, they had moved onto the
matter of Christopher’s manumission. Where, they had wanted to
know, had she obtained the money needed to free her slave?

One of the
agents had leaned with a careless arrogance against the dresser.
“We know,” he remarked casually, picking up and examining a framed
photograph of Miss Justin’s parents, “that the money was never in
your bank. And you paid the Nigra off in cash, as well as paying
the manumission fee in cash. Your attorney, Jolley, has told us
that. Now, once again, where did the money come from?” He dropped
the photograph to the floor. The glass smashed and the frame
cracked. Miss Justin half-rose to her feet, but was restrained by
one of the other agents.

“It came from
my nephew, the one who died. He won it at gambling, and gave it to
me for safe-keeping.” She wasn’t quite sure why she continued with
this story. On the one hand, the truth might have been simpler, but
on the other, she had a feeling it might cause even more
problems.

“Ah yes, the
nephew, Mr. Fitchman, who died the same evening when you set your
darkie free. Did you know he was dead when you spent his money? I’m
not saying you killed him, mind you. Not yet, anyways.” His
attention had moved to a small china figurine, which he turned over
in his hands.

“No, I didn’t
know.” This, at least, had been the truth.

“Are you in the
habit of spending other people’s money without their permission?”
the dark-haired agent had asked from his position on the couch,
where he was sitting sprawled with his boots resting on the highly
polished side table.

“No, of course
not,” she had stammered. “I was … I was going to pay him back from
my bank the next day.”

“And why did
you decide to set the Nigra free that evening?” asked the agent by
the dresser.

“I’d had it in
my mind for some time. Having the money in my hand like that, it
seemed like the right time.”

“Lady, I think
you’re lying to us,” said the second agent, starting to light a
cigar without asking her permission.

“Wilson, put
that thing out in a lady’s home and take your feet down,” had
snapped the third agent, speaking almost for the first time. “And
you, Mulligan, I’ll trouble you to keep your hands off other folks’
things.” The cigar went back into Wilson’s pocket as he sat up
straighter, removing his feet from the table, and the figurine
returned to the dresser. “I’ll put it a little kinder than Wilson
here just put it, ma’am. We don’t rightly believe your story. It’s
true that your nephew won a lot of money at cards that evening. His
friends told us that.”

“And that money
was nowhere to be found on his body after he fell from the train,”
had added Wilson.

“Of course, he
could have been robbed on the train,” from the third agent, the one
she’d started to see as the kindest of them all. “It wasn’t just
his money, but his billfold was missing when they found him. And
his friends told us that he had his billfold on him when they were
gambling.”

“Did your
nephew tell you why he was taking that train?” Mulligan, from the
dresser.

She had
pretended to recollect. “No,” she had said at length. “He never
told me at all about why he was taking the train.” That was the
honest truth, she reflected to herself.

“Of course, you
heard at the inquest that the man who brought your Nigra home was
the same one as attacked your nephew and his friends?”

“Of
course.”

“What are your
thoughts on that?”

“I can’t
rightly say,” she had replied truthfully. “The man who brought
Christopher home was a kind man. The man who attacked my nephew
sounds like a madman. I can’t fit the two together in my mind.”

“Ma’am,” had
said the kinder agent. “Let me say right now, I have difficulty
believing what you have been telling us.”

“You can’t
prove that I’m not telling the truth,” she had retorted.

“Correct,
ma’am. And you can’t prove that you are,” he had smiled without
humor. “So the safest thing is, I reckon, if we keep an eye on you
from this day on. We’ll be watching you, and your visitors and your
mail. Just remember, we’ll be real close to you. All the time. Just
call if you need us.” The same humorless smile had flashed once
more, and the three agents had collected their hats and walked
out.

-o-

That had been yesterday.
Today, as she looked out of the front window, she could see a man
standing idly beside the front yard gate, reading, or pretending to
read, a newspaper. He, or one of his colleagues, had been standing
there since about thirty minutes after the three agents had left
her yesterday.

As she watched,
he turned and spat into her flower bed. She twitched the curtain
shut angrily. She wanted to talk to Christopher. She wondered how
he was faring, and where he was now.


Chapter 15: The Willard
Hotel, Washington DC, United States of America

“Imagine, if you will, a Confederacy with its
vast pool of currently idle cheap labor, together with German
skills and expertise.”

Christopher looked around the
Willard’s dining room. Though there were one or two other black
people eating there, he and Dowling were the only mixed party
sitting at the same table.

He’d noticed
that the United States of America, although there was no slavery,
was far from being a bastion of liberty as far as blacks were
concerned. Very few blacks seemed to be on terms of equality with
whites, and although there was no formal segregation in most
places, whites and blacks seemed to keep very much to their own
groups. He appreciated Dowling’s attitude, which sometimes treated
him as ignorant of some things, but also as an intellectual equal
capable of learning fast, and always as a social equal. Dowling
might appear to be a snob in some matters, it was true, but he
didn’t seem to look down on someone because of their race. He’d
demonstrated that when they’d just arrived in America, and the
white Customs officer had referred to Christopher as “your servant”
when talking to Dowling. Dowling had haughtily and angrily
corrected the man, telling the assembled crowd in the Customs shed
in a loud upper-class English voice that Christopher was not a
servant but a colleague. Christopher had relished the confusion on
the white faces.

Christopher
also realized that, since going to London, he’d learned a new
appreciation of clothes. Most of the well-off blacks he saw in
Washington whom he’d previously have regarded as well-dressed in
Cordele now looked somewhat gaudy. Come to that, so did many of the
American whites.

True to his
word, Dowling had taken him to an expensive tailor’s in London,
where he’d had some British-style suits made, at British government
expense, he supposed, since he’d never been billed for them, and
he’d started to become accustomed to the terrible British weather.
Now, in Washington’s semi-tropical heat, he felt somewhat
over-dressed. He wondered if he should suggest to Dowling that they
invest in some more suitable clothing.

Dowling noticed
Christopher’s gaze around the room, and seemed to read his mind.
“Good mix of people here, but not quite mixed enough, don’t you
think?”

“I quite agree,
sir.”

“How does it
feel, being here?” asked Dowling, curiously.

“It feels a bit
too much like home in some ways, sir. But I have to say it feels
good to be sitting here and being waited on, rather than doing the
waiting. And it’s good to see the white folks and black folks in
the same room together, even if they’re not sitting at the same
tables.”

“I’m sure
you’re right, Pole. I know we British are pretty terrible sometimes
in India, but it’s not something I agree with, personally, and we
should either learn to treat the Indian chaps fairly or get out of
there and leave it to them. Don’t tell C that I said that, by the
way. This is good coffee, you know.” Christopher had already
noticed the British habit of suddenly changing the subject to
trivialities when anything serious was under discussion. “I know
you Americans can’t make tea, but we could learn something from you
about coffee. Anyway,” he continued, “back to business. We have an
appointment at the State Department at 10 o’clock. We’ll meet in
the lobby at half-past nine, and take a taxi.”

This was a
semi-official visit. According to the script, they were traveling
as representatives of the British Foreign Office. C had approved
this arrangement when Dowling had first suggested that the United
States of America be brought into the picture. C had felt that
Dowling was the one to meet with the Americans, given his
experience of the German side of things. “And,” C had chuckled,
“Pole can go along and stir things up a bit for you.”

The meeting at
Foggy Bottom would not be with the usual bureaucrats, but with
Dowling’s counterparts in the State Department, people who moved
freely between the State Department and War Department, paid by the
former, but chiefly responsible to the latter. Dowling had
explained to Christopher that the US intelligence operation was not
as well-funded or as professional an organization as the British
one.

Dowling drained
his coffee. “Right, Pole. Lobby at 9:30 sharp. He pulled out his
watch and looked at it. Forty-five minutes’ time.” He pulled out a
handkerchief and mopped his brow. “Damned hot, Pole. Don’t you feel
hot in these clothes?”

“Yes, sir. I
was thinking that maybe we should be wearing something cooler.”

“Well, let’s
see about that after today’s meeting, shall we? We’ll know by then
whether we’re going to be in this swampy plague-pit for very much
longer. If we are, we may have to go native.”

-o-

At 10 o’clock, they were
shown into a large sunny room with “Office of Special Operations”
written on the door. Three people rose from their positions on the
far side of the table, and moved to introduce themselves to
Christopher and Dowling.

The one on the
left was John H. Summers, a lean athletic-looking man with a strong
Yankee accent. The one in the middle was older, and definitely not
on the athletic side. He gave his name as Vernon Gatt, and spoke
with what sounded like a Southern accent—maybe he was a Washington
native, thought Christopher. He was obviously the one captaining
the American team, from the way the others deferred to him. The
last was a surprise—an attractive blonde woman, seemingly about the
same age, or a little older, than Christopher, who simply gave her
name as “Virginia” and seemed to be there as the official
note-taker. All of the Americans seemed surprised by Christopher’s
appearance and accent, obviously having expected another
upper-class British toff, thought Christopher to himself with some
amusement. He opened his notebook, and looked across to see
Virginia doing the same. Feeling his eyes on her, she looked up and
smiled at him briefly.

Gatt opened the
meeting. “You were most mysterious in your letter, Mr. Dowling. You
referred to a state of possible danger to the United States of
America, involving our brethren to the south and the new government
in Germany.”

“Yes, sir. I
felt it inadvisable to put everything in writing at this early
stage. Briefly, sir, we are of the opinion that the Confederacy and
the new National Socialist government in Germany are about to
conclude a trade agreement, or may even have done so already.”

“What
implications do you see, there, Mr. Dowling?” asked Summers.

“Our first
thought is that the raw materials from the Confederacy will prove
of immense value to Germany in building up her industry. We fear
the rise of a strong Germany could once again threaten the peace of
Europe.”

“Come on, now,”
replied Summers. “You can’t conquer the world on cotton and
tobacco.”

“No, sir, you
cannot,” replied Dowling. “But you can make a fairly good stab at
it when you have oil, wouldn’t you chaps agree? Pole, you have some
details.” He turned to Christopher, who started reading from his
papers.

“ ‘Our
considered opinion is that the oil fields in North Texas and
Oklahoma are probably much bigger than those in, for example,
California, and much more accessible to the Germans than those in
the Caucasus, currently under occupation by the Bolshevik forces,
to whose ideals the current German government is implacably opposed
in any case. Current estimates put the easily extractable reserves
from North Texas and Oklahoma at several thousand million barrels;
providing a developed country of the size of the United States with
sufficient oil for at least ten years at current rates of
consumption.’ That’s from an estimate produced recently by His
Majesty’s Government.” Christopher noticed puzzled looks around the
table as he read the report in his Georgia accent. They were
obviously trying to figure out exactly where he fitted in on all of
this. He grinned to himself inwardly. Let them wonder.

“So you see,
gentlemen,” Dowling taking up the ball, “Germany has a potential
supply of oil.”

“And what makes
you so sure that the Seceshers will play with the Germans?” asked
Gatt. “Jeff Davis and his good old boys don’t exactly welcome
foreigners, you know.”

“There are two
points that make me sure, sir,” replied Dowling. “First, I am sure
you gentlemen—” he stopped short, feeling Virginia’s eyes on him,
and coughed, embarrassedly. “I am sure you people,” starting again,
“are well aware of the dismal state of the Confederate economy. We
feel that the Davis administration is desperately in need of some
valuable hard currency. Now, we all know that the United States of
America forms the center of the world’s car and lorry
industry—”

“Automobiles
and trucks, sir,” corrected Christopher, noticing the slightly
puzzled looks on the others’ faces.

“Thank you,
Pole. Yes, automobiles and trucks are definitely the USA’s great
contribution to the world. Just as airplanes are that of the French
and armored tanks and the like are that of the British. But
imagine, if you will, a Confederacy with its vast pool of currently
idle cheap labor, together with German skills and expertise, and
non-native raw materials such as iron ore or even finished steel,
turning out large numbers of cheap high-quality weapons of the
latest types, with half going to the Confederacy forces, and half
to the new German army.”

“Absolutely
preposterous!” burst out Summers. Gatt held out a hand of
protest.

“Not so fast,
Summers. I, for one, do not regard Mr. Dowling’s idea as totally
ridiculous. Fanciful, but plausible. I think, John,” Gatt said to
Summers, “that if you think about it a little more, it’s not that
preposterous. The problems of moving the raw materials and the
finished goods across the Atlantic may be great, but they’re not
insurmountable.”

“Excellent
point, sir,” said Dowling. “In fact … Pole, would you pass the
papers around, please? Thank you,” as Christopher got up and handed
folders to the three Americans and then returned to his place.
“These figures represent our best guesses as to the German and
Confederate merchant shipping capacity over the next ten years,
assuming a trade agreement of the type I have just outlined, and
assuming an initial investment in shipping as one of the first
priorities.”

Gatt whistled
through his teeth as he scanned the figures. “Where did these
figures come from?”

“We know to the
ton how much German shipping is available. As to the Confederate
tonnage, that’s what you might call educated guesswork. The
projections for the future are chiefly based on Swedish iron ore
mining figures, the capacity of the Blohm and Voss yards and so on,
the assumption that at least one Confederate shipyard will be
upgraded to German standards, and the like. It also assumes, as you
will see from the footnote, that about one quarter of ship
construction over this time will be dedicated to warships.”

“How does that
compare with our shipping figures?” Gatt asked the room at
large.

Surprisingly,
it was Virginia who answered him, after a short pause and some
scribbled calculations. “According to these figures, the merchant
fleet of the Germans alone will overtake ours in just over seven
years, assuming our current rate of growth. Using the same methods,
it will only take three to four years from now before our merchant
fleet is outnumbered by the joint German-CSA fleet.”

“Thank you,
Virginia,” said Gatt. To Dowling, “Miss Wasserstein here comes from
a fine old family taking a keen interest in these things.”

“Miss
Wasserstein?” said Dowling. “As in the Wasserstein—? excuse
me.”

“No offense
taken, Mr. Dowling.” The name still didn’t mean anything to
Christopher, but the smile directed towards the British delegation
weakened his knees.

“Assuming that
these figures are right, and we’ll obviously do our own checking on
them,” said Summers, clearly not yet altogether convinced, “where
does that leave the question of war matériel?”

“Two answers
for one question,” replied Dowling. “Firstly, you people aren’t
really warlike, from our perspective, anyway.”

“If you mean we
didn’t get our hands bloody in the Great European War, you’re
damned right, begging your pardon for the language, Virginia,”
snorted Summers. “We’ve no wish to go around conquering the
world.”

“That’s true,”
conceded Dowling. “By our standards, the wars you’ve fought have
been fairly minor. Some revolts by your natives, some little
revolts against European masters in the islands nearby, but nothing
on the European scale, for the which, I may say, you may be
profoundly thankful. It’s nothing to be proud of to have fought a
major war. And my second point is that it is extremely difficult to
come up with precise figures on future armament levels.”

“Why?” asked
Gatt.

“Too many
unknowns, sir. Will the Germans concentrate on building tanks? Or
will they concentrate on what we call “dual use” products, that can
be used for peace or war, such as lorries—sorry, I mean trucks?
Some of these modern weapons demand special capabilities, such as
face-hardened armor, or specialist alloys, such as duralumin or
other specialist lightweight strengthened metals. Rest assured,
though, that we are certain that a significant proportion of the
newly industrialized Confederacy’s economy and that of the
revitalized Germany will go into armaments.”

“Do you really
think that the Germans will join forces with the Confederacy?”
asked Summers. “I really do find it hard to believe that a country
with so much history and culture could find something in common
with that—” he struggled for a word and could come up with nothing
better than “trash down there?”

“Mr. Summers,”
replied Dowling. “My colleague, Mr. Pole here, resided until very
recently in the Confederacy.” All eyes turned to Christopher, who
wished he had suddenly developed the power of turning invisible.
“In fact, he was a slave there.” The eyes grew wider. Christopher
thought he saw a look of admiration on Virginia’s face. “He has
told me things about life in that part of the world that quite
frankly make my hair stand on end. When you describe some of the
people down there as ‘trash’, Mr. Summers, I feel you are
understating the case.” The voice was steely. “I have recently come
back from Germany. In fact I was in Berlin when the current German
government came to power at gunpoint. At Confederate gunpoint at
that.”

“What the heck
do you mean by that last part?” exclaimed Gatt in bewilderment.

“You mean that
you don’t know?” asked Dowling in genuine amazement. “You, Mr.
Summers, are you unaware as well?” Summers nodded. “Miss
Wasserstein?”

“I had heard
something about it,” she admitted. “I read about it in the
Manchester Guardian. I sent the clipping
upstairs for comment.”

“Well, it never
reached me,” grumbled Gatt. “Probably some damned fool—sorry,
Virginia—who thinks Germany’s just a foreign country that we have
nothing to do with, because it’s on the other side of the Atlantic.
John, remind me to bang some heads together when I get back. Go on,
Mr. Dowling.”

“It wasn’t very
well publicized,” admitted Dowling. “Only a few of the German
papers printed anything about it. The National Socialists wanted to
keep it quiet that they’d had help from outside. Anyway, the
Confederates packed between two and three thousand men—that’s two
of their regiments, and the signals company from another—into a
steamer to Germany to provide the muscle for the National
Socialists to detain key members of the old government. About two
hundred of the old government were then summarily shot without
trial and buried in mass graves. As far as we know, the
Confederates weren’t involved in the actual shooting, but we’re not
completely sure about that last.”

“This sounds
terrible,” said Gatt.

“And
furthermore, you may rest assured that this new German government
is against Jews, Socialism, Communism, and anyone who is not what
they call ‘Aryan’. And what they call ‘Aryan’ is very close to what
the Confederates seem to want to call ‘white’, according to my
sources,” looking at Christopher. “These Nazis and the Confederates
have too many things in common for comfort, to my mind.”

“What do you
want to see happen?” asked Gatt. “I mean, where’s your stake in all
of this?”

“Mine
personally, or Great Britain’s?” asked Dowling. “I explained to you
that one of my jobs in London is as a German specialist. My task,
given to me by London, is to stop the Nazis and the Confederacy
from becoming too powerful. The Germans are born bureaucrats,
though, and the Nazis have made it difficult to work inside Germany
on account of an extremely efficient political police, so we want
to work, with your invaluable assistance, at the periphery of their
powers.” He took a deep breath. “Speaking for myself, I find the
idea of slavery abhorrent. As do many of your countrymen, I know.
If I may speak freely, I find it incredible that the United States
of America has not crushed the Confederacy and abolished
slavery.”

“As you pointed
out, we Yankees are not very warlike,” confessed Gatt. “Most of the
martial spirit in North America seems to be down in the South. And
since we’re speaking freely, far too many of us here in the North
also suffer from a prejudice against the colored folk. We may not
keep slaves here in the North, but I think you’d find that our
noisy Abolitionists don’t make up the majority opinion. With all
due respect to your colleague here,” he nodded towards Christopher,
“we’d find it very hard to start a war on the grounds of abolishing
slavery. And just to put your minds at rest, I think I can safely
say that everyone at this table feels the same way as you, no
there’s no call for you to be worrying yourselves on that account.”
There were emphatic nods from the other two Americans. “As you
know, our two governments have not always seen eye to eye in the
past on the subject of the Confederacy. So I’m mighty grateful to
you for letting us have all this information. I guess you British
know much more right now than we do about all this, and I do agree
with you that this does sound as though the United States is
somewhat at risk. Where do you want us to take it from here?”

“Pole?” replied
Dowling to Christopher, who reached in his folder and pulled out
two sheets of paper, handing one to Gatt.

“ ‘Memorandum
of Understanding,’ ” read Gatt. He read swiftly down the paper. “It
seems as though you want to be able to run your agents in and out
of the Confederacy from Washington, and use some of our guys to
help you.”

“An excellent
summary,” agreed Dowling.

“If you want me
to sign it, I’ll gladly do so. But you must first let us do a
little checking, as this is all rather sudden. I do believe you,
but I do want some independent confirmation.” He pulled out his
watch. “Excuse us. We must go, as we’re all expected elsewhere.
Quite frankly, I hadn’t expected this meeting to go on for so long.
We must meet again soon. Tomorrow at 10 o’clock, here?” consulting
a black notebook. “OK for you, John? Virginia? If it’s not, make
sure it is.” He stood up and extended his hand. Hands were shaken
all round, and Christopher moved to open the door. As she passed,
Virginia smiled directly at him, and it seemed to him that she
deliberately moved to brush surreptitiously against his arm. He
felt his face growing hot with embarrassment, but no-one else
seemed to have noticed anything.

-o-

“Shall we walk back to the
hotel?” suggested Dowling as they left the State Department
building, fanning his face with a handkerchief.

“Very good,
sir,” said Christopher.

“Well, what do
you make of them?” asked Dowling.

Christopher
thought a bit. “It seems to me, sir, like they’re asleep.”

“Too bloody
right, Pole. But I think they’ll wake up soon enough.”

They walked on
in silence for a little while, Dowling, obviously in a good mood,
swinging his cane. “That Wasserstein girl’s a looker, isn’t she,
Pole?”

“Sir?”
Christopher affected innocence.

“Oh come on,
Pole, you must have noticed her.”

“Yes, sir,
definitely good-looking, sir,” he admitted.

“And I think
she might just think the same about you, Pole,” digging Christopher
in the ribs with his elbow.

“Sir?” said
Pole, still as innocently as he could.

“Where are your
eyes, Pole? She was looking at you all through that meeting. She’d
be a good catch, too, I suppose, for the right man. The Wasserstein
money and all that.”

“Sir?” The
puzzlement was genuine this time.

“Her family
owns half the trains and ships in this country, Pole. And half the
banks, too, I believe. Sorry, I do keep forgetting that this isn’t
your country. I expect you to know everything about it.”

They continued
walking, Christopher digesting the information he’d just been given
and Dowling still fanning himself.

“My God, it’s
hot,” exclaimed Dowling suddenly. “What do people drink round here,
do you think?” The District of Columbia had never adopted the
temperance legislation of some of the more conservative Mid-Western
states. Contrary to the predictions of some of the evangelical
preachers, lightning had not yet struck the Capitol, nor had the
ten plagues of Egypt as yet afflicted the Republic.

“Mint juleps
used to be popular where I came from,” replied Christopher. “I’m
betting they have them here as well.”

“Juleps? What
are those?” asked Dowling.

“Water, sugar,
ice, whiskey and fresh mint, sir.”

“Sounds a
touch—different,” said Dowling doubtfully. “But when in Rome … Lead
on, Pole, I’ll trust your judgment on this.”


Chapter 16: The War
Department, Washington DC, United States of America, a few days
later

“If ever I saw a woman who was looking for a
husband and thinks she’s found him …”

“Monarchs of all we survey,”
remarked Dowling cheerfully, sweeping an expansive arm around the
vast empty room in the War Department basement where his and
Christopher’s desks occupied a small corner. The room looked and
smelled as though it had served as a combination storage area for
records and boarding house for rats since the Lincoln presidency,
and had only just been cleaned out. “Lucky for us that they had all
this empty space, what?” The tone of his voice rather belied his
words.

“I suppose
that’s what comes of not fighting so many wars,” suggested
Christopher. “All this space stays unused.”

“Must say the
view could be better, though,” Dowling remarked, surveying the
windowless government-issue beige walls. “But at least the fans are
stopping the place from getting too hot.”

“That may be
the clothes we’re wearing, too, sir.” Both men were now wearing
lightweight linen suits, as did most natives of Washington.

“Well, we might
as well go into native garb, given that it looks as though we’ll be
here for some time.” Following their initial meeting with Gatt, the
second meeting had gone very smoothly. “Given your excellent
recommendation on mint juleps, I’m certainly prepared to take your
views seriously on how we should be dressing here. And that sort of
brings me to another point. I’ve noticed that Americans seem to use
names a spot differently from the way we use them in England. Would
you be dreadfully offended if I started to call you ‘Christopher’?
Even if it’s only in front of the Americans.”

“No, sir, not
at all. Truth to tell, I’m still not used to your English ways of
doing things.”

“And of course,
this means that I’m ‘Henry’, not ‘sir’, at least in this country.
Reckon you can manage that, Christopher, old chap?”

Yes, sir—yes,
Henry, I mean.” It felt strange. “Do you realize that this is the
first time I’ve ever called a white person by his first name?”

“Good Lord, I
suppose it probably is. I’d never thought about it that way, to be
honest with you. Well, I’m sure there are many other people a good
sight more important than me who you’ll end up calling by their
Christian names if you carry on in this business the way you’ve
started. Now then, Christopher, we have to begin our work, with or
without our American liaison. Do you have those reports on the
Oklahoma geological survey five years ago?”

-o-

They were trying to
disentangle fact from oil speculator’s bubble-talk thirty minutes
later, when Virginia knocked on the door and came in.

“Mr. Dowling,
Mr. Pole. Good morning. I hadn’t expected you to take up your posts
so fast,” she smiled. “In case no-one’s told you, I’m sitting
here,” and she perched on the corner of the Special Liaison (USA)
desk. “Well, not exactly here, but in the chair behind the desk,”
she smiled at Christopher, who smiled nervously back.

“If you’ll
excuse me,” said Christopher, a trifle diffidently. “I’m
Christopher, not Mr. Pole.”

“And I’m
Henry,” put in Dowling, not to be outdone. “We decided it was
stupid of us to pretend to be stuffy Limeys all the time.”

“Well, I don’t
think either of you is stuffy,” laughed Virginia. “You’ve certainly
lit the biggest fire under Vernon Gatt that I’ve seen in a long
time. And at least one of you isn’t a Limey,” she added.

“Anyway, we’re
delighted to be working with you, whatever we are,” said
Christopher. Henry lifted his eyebrows, but neither Christopher or
Virginia seemed to notice. He was going to have to keep
Christopher’s mind on the job, thought Henry. Or maybe it would all
die down of its own accord. He’d wait a few days and try not to
interfere and see how it all played out.

-o-

As it turned out, the next
few days turned out to be busy. Several Americans, most of them
with suspiciously military-looking haircuts, occupied most of the
remaining desks in the room. Dowling had reserved the few left
unoccupied for the British agents who were due to arrive over the
next few weeks.

At the British
request, the Americans had mounted a Marine guard outside the door,
whose job it was to check the passes of all people entering the
room and to record all movement in and out in an attendance log.
Each pass was signed by both Dowling and Gatt, and carried a
photograph of the bearer.

Part of
Christopher’s job was arranging with Virginia where all the
visiting British were going to stay.

“I think you
and I are going to have to move out of the Willard,” said Henry.
“Treasury in London are going to throw a fit when they see the
bill. The Second Secretary at the Embassy called me in and
complained about the cost for forty-five minutes on end when he got
the latest bill from there. Anyone would think he was paying for it
all out of his own pocket. Mind you, I don’t remember drinking that
many juleps, and I’m sure you didn’t drink them all, either.”

“Why don’t we
rent a big house?” suggested Christopher. “All the British could
have a room each, and we could get in someone to cook and clean for
us all?”

“Like student
digs or something? Excellent idea, Christopher. Keeps us all
together, keeping an eye out for each other, saves on money and so
on. Ask Virginia to find us somewhere, would you, old chap? Make
sure it’s in a neighborhood where we’re not going to attract a lot
of attention, and at the same time we can easily see what’s going
on around us. We’re meant to be doing the watching, not being
watched ourselves.”

-o-

Driving around the suburbs
with Virginia in the sunny Washington weather proved to be one of
the most pleasurable things that Christopher had yet experienced in
his life.

She took him
round Georgetown in her little two-seater roadster, and queried him
gently, but with probing questions, about his earlier life.

“When did you
first realize you were a slave?” she asked.

“I’m not sure
if I ever really realized that I was a slave as such,” replied
Christopher. “You have to understand that most people I knew were
either white, and gave orders, or were black and took the orders. I
guess I was about ten years old when I first realized that some of
the black folks I saw downtown didn’t have masters. Then I wondered
what was different about them. Truth to tell, I felt kind of sorry
for them.”

Virginia looked
at him, with genuine wonder in her eyes. “Why in the world would
you feel like that?”

“Miss Justin
who owned me was real nice to us all. She was kind, generous even.
Of course we had to work for her, but she made sure we could all
read and write as well as we were able, even though she wasn’t
rightly supposed to be doing that. She lent us books to read and
made sure we all learned something about life outside. We had to
keep it all a secret, you understand.”

“From what I’ve
seen of you, she must have been a good teacher. Of course, she had
a good student.” She smiled and laid her fingers lightly on his
sleeve. Christopher felt something like a shock run though him.

“Thank you,”
Christopher smiled back. “When we fell sick, she’d make sure that
we had all the medicines we needed, and even called in a doctor for
us. So I felt sorry for those poor folks who had no-one to care for
them. When I got older, I realized that I couldn’t move around or
leave Miss Justin, but it was my home, and I never really wanted to
leave her.”

“So how did you
feel when she actually did give you your freedom?” asked Virginia.
The fingers stayed on his sleeve. Henry had told her the previous
day a little about how Christopher had come to be working with
him.

“Kind of
strange, I guess. Like I said, I wasn’t too happy about leaving
her. I still miss her, you know. We talked together quite a lot.
Sometimes we were serious, but often we would just be talking about
little things. I was excited, I guess, when I left. And you know, I
was shocked from what had happened, you know, the beating and all
that.” Virginia’s fingers tightened a little on Christopher’s arm.
“And I was real scared traveling on the railroad all the way to
Richmond. They’d given me the right papers and all, but if you’ve
never been to the Confederacy, and even then unless you’re black, I
guess you don’t know how bad people can be sometimes. Cruel, of
course, you’d expect that. But the worst thing is that they ignore
you. On the train, I heard one of the conductors call to the other,
‘How many in that car?’ And the other one answered, ‘Nineteen
people, and one Nigra in the back’. I wasn’t a person, see, as far
as they was concerned. But the British Legation in Richmond was
fine. They certainly were surprised to see me, though, when I
mentioned this Brian guy to them.”

“And then they
sent you to London?” asked Virginia. With a pang of regret,
Christopher felt the hand remove itself from his arm, but then it
moved itself to cover his own hand. It felt kind of … nice.

“That was a
shock. Long boat trip, and then the English weather. Have you ever
been to London?”

“No, why?”

“Take lots of
warm clothes with you if you do. I like to froze my ass off— Sorry,
I didn’t mean to say that,” he hurriedly babbled.

“Don’t worry.
I’ve heard the word before. If you promise not to tell anyone else,
I can tell you that I’ve even used it myself a few times, you
know.”

“Thank you.
Very sorry about that. What was I saying? Oh yes, London. Those
Limeys don’t seem to mind cold and rain, I swear. They actually
seem to enjoy it.”

“And how’s
Henry? Do you like working with him?”

“Oh yes. At
first, I think he didn’t want an American working with him. Black
or white or any kind of color. He doesn’t seem to care about what
race a man is—but he does seem to care about what sort of person
you are—I suppose he’d call it being a gentleman.”

“Well, if he
thinks you’re a gentleman, I’d have to agree with him,” Virginia
replied.

Christopher
felt his cheeks growing warm. “Thank you,” he mumbled. “Now I think
Henry and I get on all right. But these Brits, you know. It’s
really difficult to know what they’re thinking sometimes. Not like
Americans.”

They drove on
in silence for a while.

“You know,
there’s one thing I miss since moving away,” said Christopher
suddenly.

“What’s
that?”

“Playing the
piano. Mind, I never learned to play any of the stuff that Miss
Justin liked. Her niece Kitty who lived with her for some years
played that Chopin and Beethoven stuff, and she tried to teach me
how to play it, but I used to like to make up my own music and Miss
Justin used to let me play sometimes in the evenings. You know,
when they beat up on me, I was worried that I wouldn’t be able to
play the piano again. They broke two fingers and they’ve only just
healed.”

Virginia looked
at him with open admiration. “Careful now,” said Christopher.
“We’re going to hit—” She quickly jerked the steering wheel, and
the pole was avoided.

“Sorry,” she
said. “But that’s amazing! You really make up your own music? These
fingers?” she asked, picking up his left hand and holding it in
hers. “You poor thing, though!” She raised his hand to her lips and
kissed it. “You must come round to my apartment soon and play some
of your music on my piano.”

“I really don’t
want to be any trouble,” began Christopher, by now completely and
hopelessly embarrassed.

“Oh, you’re
getting to be too darned British!” cried Virginia. “I’ll come round
to the Willard this evening and we’ll go on to my apartment
together.”

-o-

When Christopher told Henry
later that day what had happened, while reporting the successful
negotiation of the lease of a Georgetown house, Henry went
uncharacteristically quiet.

“Do you mind if
I meet her outside the office?” asked Christopher.

“No, it’s not
that, dear boy. It’s that I don’t want to see you hurt. You see, I
don’t know because I’ve never talked to you about this, but I can’t
imagine you’ve had anything that I would consider a normal
relationship with a girl. Dear me, this is very embarrassing for
both of us, isn’t it?” He mopped his face with a handkerchief.
“What I’m trying to tell you, Christopher, is that you shouldn’t
let yourself get too fond of Virginia. She is extremely attractive,
in every way. But she is so different from you. Her father could
probably buy half of the Confederacy.”

“He’s that
rich?” asked Christopher incredulously.

Henry nodded.
“And let’s be honest, dear fellow, you’re not rich. And there’s one
other thing…” he let his voice trail away.

“You mean my
color? She’s white and I’m not? You mean I’m not as good as her? Is
that what you’re trying to say to me?” Christopher did not appear
to be angry, but he sounded saddened by what Henry was saying to
him.

“That’s exactly
what I was trying not to say. No, Christopher, and no again. In
every way that matters, you are Virginia’s equal, as far as I can
see. I want you to know that I believe that absolutely and firmly.
There is no aspect in which I consider you to be inferior or ‘not
good as her’, as you put it just now. I am certain that Virginia
would agree absolutely with me on this. But you have to ask
yourself, as I am doing now, will Virginia’s parents feel the same
way?”

“Why would I
ever meet them?”

“Because, you
stupid ass, Virginia will want them to meet their future
son-in-law. I don’t imagine she’s just going to run off and elope
with you.”


“Son-in-law?”

“Oh good
heavens, lad. Haven’t you seen the way she looks at you? I don’t
suppose you notice as much as I see. If ever I saw a woman who was
looking for a husband and thinks she’s found him, it’s Virginia.
Please, Christopher, listen to me. We have to work with Virginia.
Good. She’s wonderful company. You are friends with her. I’m
delighted. But please, for everyone’s sake, don’t let it go beyond
friendship until you’re completely sure. If you get confused or
want advice, or a shoulder to cry on, I’m here, and I shall be very
willing to listen to you, and to tell you what I feel I have to
say.”

“Thank
you.”

“Please
understand, Christopher. I want you to enjoy your life. For now, if
you want my suggestion?”

“Yes?”

“Go out with
Virginia tonight if you must. Play her piano—I had no idea you were
a musician, I must say, and I wish you’d let me know some time ago.
But anyway, I want to hear you play some time soon—and I want you
to remain her friend. But please try not to let yourself feel more
than friendship unless you really know what you’re doing, even
though I know it’s difficult, if not impossible. And more
importantly, you’d be behaving like an absolute cad if you ever
encouraged her to feel some kind of affection for you that you had
no intention of returning. I couldn’t think well of you if I ever
discovered you’d done something like that.”

“I think I see
what you mean. Thank you, Henry.”

“It’s not just
a matter of you and her, remember, Christopher. It’s a matter of
international politics. So just be careful, there’s a good chap.
Now cheer up and help me finish this filing. A whole lot of
newspaper cuttings about prospecting and trial drilling for oil
wells in Kansas just came in, courtesy of the State
Department.”


Chapter 17: Near
Cordele, Georgia, Confederate States of America; a few weeks after
the last

“I really don’t want to work for them Germans no
more.”

Battalion Orderly Sergeant
David Slater pushed the stack of papers to one side, and sighed
loudly. He’d been promoted and given extra responsibilities on his
return from Germany. The work he had done there, along with the
heroism he had displayed during his capture by the Limey spy
(no-one had even suspected the truth of the matter, given the
massive bruise on his face, and the story he had invented to cover
himself—and also to cover Brian, if he was honest with himself),
had done that for him.

“You have a
problem, Sergeant?” asked the Major sitting at the other side of
the office working on his own pile of paperwork. He was newly
arrived, not really a part of the regiment as far as David could
tell, and had joined them from Richmond as some sort of link
between the Army of the Confederacy and the German visitors.

“Yes, sir,”
answered David. “I really can’t figure where we’re going to put
these extra hundred fifty German specialists arriving next week,
short of building some new huts, or putting C and D companies of
the 2nd into tents, which we don’t have, and we’re going to have to
requisition from Richmond.” Actually, he was describing one of the
least of his problems. Since his return from Berlin, he’d started
noticing girls as an important part of his life that was missing.
When he’d left Hannah at her parents’ house in Berlin, she’d kissed
him goodbye, and given him a handkerchief, which he still secretly
kept tucked into his inside tunic pocket. He could still smell her
perfume on it, he imagined, when he held it close to his face at
night.

“Why can’t you
put the Germans into tents?” asked the Major.

“I heard tell
they tried that near New Orleans last month, and it didn’t go over
too well, sir. The Germans started complaining about the bugs and
such. We had to move them all into huts and put our own boys into
the tents.”

“Then it looks
as if C and D companies will have to go into the tents, doesn’t it,
Sergeant? Do you need an officer’s signature on the requisition
form? I’ll sign if you want.”

“Yes, sir.
Thank you, sir. I’ll get it to you in a few minutes, sir.” David
wasn’t quite sure why the Major was with them, let alone sitting in
the office with him. He didn’t seem to know that much about the
Army or about anything much, come to that. He guessed he was there
for some good reason, though.

“What kind of
specialists are coming here, sir?” asked David.

“They’re
Zeppelin specialists,” replied the Major. “Never heard of
Zeppelins?” David shook his head. “A German kind of airship.” David
still looked blank. “Don’t know what an airship is? It’s a kind of
big balloon that floats in the air, with a shape something like a
cigar. Put engines on it and it moves through the air like a boat
except that it goes at least twice as fast as a boat goes through
the water.”

“How big, sir?”
David was interested by the idea of a big cigar floating through
the air at high speed.

“Depends. Some
of them could probably carry about a hundred folks or even more.
But the Germans used them in the European War for dropping bombs on
London.”

“Really big,
then,” said David, impressed.

“Right. Really
big. As big as an ocean liner. Now the Germans are the best in the
world in designing these things. They want to start a service
between Germany and us here in the South so that folks can go
backwards and forwards quickly between Europe and America. But
there’s one problem, Sergeant.”

David played
the stooge. “What’s that, sir?”

“Well, these
airships can’t just go up and come down anywhere. When they’re on
the ground, they need a special sort of tower to hook up to and
special sheds to keep the weather away from them. Now this town
here’s got a lot of railroads coming in and out of it, so it would
be a mighty fine place for the airships to come to land so that
folks can get in and out of this place easily and go on to other
cities. Far enough away from the sea that the storms won’t cause
problems.”

“Sounds mighty
interesting, sir. Where are they going to put these big towers and
sheds and things, sir?”

“That’s one of
the things the Germans are going to decide for us, seeing that they
know a lot more than we do about this kind of thing. My guess is
that they’ll go about five or six miles west of the town, towards
the river. They use a fair bit of water when they work these
things, and they like to be a good ways out of town, just in case
there’s an accident.”

“Guess it’s
going to be a sight more interesting than looking after cans of
pork and beans,” David sighed.

“Reckon it is,
Sergeant. I’m looking for someone to help me out with my job,
taking care of papers. The guy who was meant to be coming down from
Richmond with me fell sick two days before we were due to set off,
and the Army still hasn’t found a replacement. Reckon you might
want to help me out?”

“I don’t know
if that’s going to be possible, sir.”

“Let me have a
word with the folks up in Richmond, and they can talk to your
Colonel. Everyone says good things about you, and you seem to know
your way around. Do you speak German, by the way?”

“No, sir.”

“I suppose that
would have been too much to expect.”

“But I did go
to Germany, sir, just a bit of a way back.”

“Oh?” The Major
looked at David with what appeared to be respect. “So you’ve met
the Germans before? Worked with them? What did you think?”

David
considered a little before giving his answer. “Well, sir, they were
certainly efficient. We got fed and looked after pretty good while
we were over there. And there was some of them there that was
pretty good guys to work with, I guess.”

“Glad to hear
it. The fact you’ve been over to Germany already is going to look
good to Richmond, I reckon.”

-o-

And so it was that David
found himself to be the senior (and for the moment, the only) NCO
of the First Airship Support Regiment of the Army of the
Confederacy. He was in charge of four desks, a large filing
cabinet, and two rather bewildered civilian surveyors, who were not
actually in the Army, but who were on loan to help the Germans with
their work once they arrived. Two hundred fifty new recruits and
twenty NCOs were scheduled to join the unit as construction
workers, together with a number of slaves, once it had been decided
exactly what sort of construction was to be carried out.

Major LeHay had
temporary command of the unit, such as it was, and he and David, in
their best dress uniforms, met the advance party of three Germans
at the railroad depot. The rest of the party was due to arrive in
the next few days.

A Major
Weisstal, who wore a monocle, led the party. His English was good,
even if he did sound a bit like Brian at times, and he explained
that he’d been to college in England. David’s immediate task was to
show the Germans to their huts, and explain to them exactly where
the mess hall, recreation areas, and so on, were located.

Weisstal seemed
slightly less than enthusiastic about what he saw. “Of course, we
thank you for your hospitality, Sergeant,” he said. “But the first
thing we are going to have to do here is to clean everything
properly.”

David, who had
spent the past two days supervising a squad tidying up the huts and
cleaning them, felt offended, and took refuge in silence. Major
Weisstal sniffed the air disdainfully as they entered the mess
hall.

“What in the
name of God was served here this morning at luncheon?” he
asked.

“Fried chicken
with rice and beans and turnip greens, sir,” answered David.

“Is this the
kind of food you are expecting to be serving to my men?” asked
Weisstal.

“Why, yes sir.
There’s no special arrangements been made that I’ve heard
tell.”

Weisstal made
no verbal answer, but sniffed, dismissing the culinary achievements
of the South in one noisy inhalation of breath. “There are in my
company some men who can cook well,” he said. “Maybe we should help
in the kitchen and prepare our own food? Some of the civilians in
my party are important men. Professors and doctors of engineering
who are not used to this kind of army food. For myself, of course,
as a German soldier, I do not care too much what I eat. But I have
been told that we soldiers must look after the civilians, so I
think my men should be cooking.”

“That’s a
question for my Major to decide, sir,” answered David stolidly.

“Of course,
Sergeant. I quite understand you cannot make these decisions by
yourself.”

The rest of the
tour of inspection went the same way, with the Major making some
scornful remark or passing a snide comment on the cleanliness or
efficiency (or to be precise, the lack thereof) of the Army of the
Confederacy. Nothing seemed to escape his criticism; the barracks,
the latrines, the recreation facilities (“what sort of person plays
this game, anyway?” when looking at the baseball diamond), and
David became more than a little tired of this constant complaining.
It wasn’t that he thought that the food or conditions in the Army
were the best to be found anywhere—heck, anyone knew that Army food
was the worst in the world, and you had to share your bed with a
variety of many-legged creatures, but it wasn’t for some darn
foreigner to come round and sniff at things that any Southern
soldier took in his stride.

By the time
they returned to the offices, David could have spit a possum, as
his grandfather would have put it.

“Thank you,
Sergeant,” said the Major as he went inside. David saluted as
smartly and as insolently as he dared, and inwardly wished Major
LeHay joy of the meeting. He had already discovered that his Major
had a short fuse when it came to what he called “this
administrative bullshit” and he expected fireworks. Nor was he
wholly disappointed. About twenty minutes after Weisstal and his
Germans went inside, they came out, looking, as David told it
later, “as though each one of ‘em had a poker stuck down the back
of his pants.” They were followed by an angry shout from inside the
office for David to get inside.

“Yes, sir?”
said David innocently, saluting and closing the door behind
him.

“I tell you,
Sergeant, those goddarn Germans. Do you know what they want to
do?”

“I can guess,
sir.”

“Darn it,
Sergeant, I’m an engineer, not a soldier. I trained in aeronautics
at Georgia Tech, and they expect me to make decisions about who
cleans the latrines!”

“Yes, sir,”
said David, as neutrally as he could manage without laughing. “My
advice, sir, is if the Germans want to clean their own latrines,
and do their own laundry and wash their own dishes, we should let
them. Let our own boys do what they want, and not be doing the
dirty work for those Germans. We’re to help them, not be their
servants, ain’t that right, sir?”

“You reckon we
could give them a few of our darkies to help out, Sergeant?”

David
hesitated, and picked his teeth before answering. “My reckoning is
that that wouldn’t be a very smart idea, sir. See, we Southerners,
we know how to treat colored folks. We’re kind of good to ‘em, long
as they stays in line, but they knows with us just where that line
is, and not to step over it. Those Germans, see, they don’t rightly
know how to treat our Nigras. Maybe I shouldn’t be telling you
this, sir, but when I was in Germany, I seen and heard some things
that made me worry a bit about those German folks.”

“I see your
points, Sergeant, but it might be easier for everyone if we let
them have the use of two or three of our coloreds to start with. If
it doesn’t work out, we can always do something about it, and if it
does, we can let them have a few more and we’ll all be happy.”

“Yes, sir,”
said David, much less sure of the wisdom of this idea than
LeHay.

“So pick out a
couple, say three, of the better-spoken colored boys and make sure
that Major Weisstal knows they’re his boys. And Sergeant,” he
added, noticing David’s continued look of doubt, “you might just
happen to be right about what you say. So I’d like you to instruct
Major Weisstal on the right way to handle darkies—the Southern way,
that is. To be frank with you, I don’t think I want to spend much
more time with Major Weisstal, so you have this job.”

“Yes, sir,”
said David, saluting.

“Remember,
Sergeant, RHIP.”

“Sir?” said
David, turning the letters over in his puzzled mind, and thinking
of gravestones.

“Rank Hath Its
Privileges, Sergeant. Means I can tell you to do what I goddamn
please. There are some things I don’t feel like doing right now,
and talking to Major Weisstal about Nigras is one of them. So
you’re doing it. Go off and see about them coloreds now.”

“Yes, sir,”
said David, saluting again as he walked out of the office towards
the slave quarters.

He picked out
three of the most likely bucks, and took them over to the Germans,
who were sitting round a table in the officers’ mess.

“Sir,” he
addressed himself to Major Weisstal. “Major LeHay’s compliments,
and he says these is yours on loan while you are here. From left to
right, we have Jacob, Sammy and Leonard.” The three slaves grinned
and ducked their heads in a half-bow deferentially. Sammy sketched
a salute.

“Now, sir,”
said David, making himself feel brave about talking to an officer
in this way. After all, if Major LeHay didn’t think that these
Germans amounted to much, why should he bother himself being that
polite with them? He let a little more down-home slip into his
speech than usual to make his point. “I know this may be seeming a
trifle impertinent to you at first, but I hope you’ll take it as
part of this Southerner’s welcome to this fine country of ours.
I’ve been in your land, and I know there’s different ways of doing
things there than there is here. So I’d surely appreciate it if you
won’t take it amiss when I explain to you some of the ways we do
things in these parts, and you can pass the word to your folks.
These three boys is government property, sir. Means that you can’t
do what you like with them as if they was your own. Don’t let up on
these lazy boys, sir, but don’t be too hard on ‘em, either, and
they’ll do you proud. Ain’t that right, boys?” turning to the
slaves.

“Yessir,” in
chorus.

“You see,
Major,” David turned back to Weisstal. “Any problems with these
three, just send for me, and I’ll be happy to help out.” He
saluted.

“Thank you for
your explanation, Sergeant. We’ll make a start by getting those
huts cleaned up. You three,” to the black slaves. “Follow me there
and I’ll explain exactly how things should be done for me.”

David watched
them set off for the huts, and sighed. He had a feeling that this
was going to lead to trouble. In fact, he rather hoped it was going
to lead to trouble, so that he could be proved right, and Major
LeHay could be proved wrong.

-o-

David’s expectations were not
disappointed. Early the next day Sammy came up to him, his face
heavily bruised on one side, and one eye almost shut as a result of
what looked to be a blow to the face. The skin above one eyebrow
was split and the blood that had welled from the split seemed to be
still drying.

“Sir,” Sammy
said almost apologetically. “I’m not usually one to complain, sir,
but I really don’t want to work for them Germans no more, sir.”

“What happened,
Sammy?” asked David.

“Well, sir, I
was cleanin’ up the huts late last night, and sir, them Germans is
fussy, I tell you. I was just finishin’ up to go back, when one of
them German officers—”

“Major
Weisstal?” asked David.

“No, sir, it
was one of them others. The young officer with the fair hair. Spits
or a name like that I think. He told me to clean out them latrines,
sir. Well, I’d already done ‘em once and I told him that. So then
he tells me, sir, I was to clean ‘em out again, but this time I was
to use my tongue, if you can believe that, sir. And I says no to
him, so he hits me,” pointing to his face, “and then he kicks me
out with those boots of his so as I can hardly sleep last night,
sir.”

“You’re sure
about this, Sammy? You really had cleaned those latrines already?
You’re not trying to get out of the extra work?”

“No, sir, I’m
not trying to get out of nothin’, sir. And I really had cleaned
those latrines good. They was cleaner than I ever seen ‘em before,
and that German just found that one little piece of dirt before he
started on me.” There was pain and sincerity in Sammy’s eyes. One
of the reasons that David had picked out Sammy was that he was
always honest, and had never been known to shirk work or to tell
lies about what he had and had not done.

“You’re sure
you weren’t in no fight?” he asked. Sometimes the slaves fought
among themselves. Punishments were severe for both the winners and
losers of these fights.

Sammy shook his
head energetically. “No, sir. It was the German who did this. I
never laid no hands on no-one.”

David was not
naturally a cruel boy or a bully, and he was also first and
foremost a Confederate. The thought of a foreigner doing all this
to a Southerner, even if the Southerner was a Nigra, filled him
with anger. Added to this was the fact that he had personally
picked Sammy to assist the Germans, and he felt a heavy
responsibility for what had happened.

“You and me,
Sammy, is going to see the Major right now. Step along there.”

With Sammy
trailing in his wake, David marched to Major LeHay’s office and
knocked hard three times. Without waiting for an answer, he opened
the door and pushed Sammy through it, following close behind
him.

-o-

Major LeHay was not alone. A
tall slim man wearing Colonel’s insignia, from a regiment that
David couldn’t place, was sitting in the visitor’s chair, smoking a
cigar and drinking from a glass of iced tea. The face was vaguely
familiar.

Major LeHay
looked up from his own tea and stared at Sammy and David crossly.
“Yes, Sergeant? Did I tell you to come in?”

“No, sir,”
David admitted. “But I thought that what we have here is
important.” Briefly, he repeated what Sammy had told him, while
Sammy himself stood silent, acting as both witness and
evidence.

“Heck and
darnation!” exclaimed the visiting Colonel. “What was I saying to
you just before the Sergeant here came in, Major?”

Major LeHay
nodded. “I’d figured something of the sort myself, but this kind of
brings it home, doesn’t it? The young blond one?” he asked David.
“That’s Lieutenant Spitz, isn’t it?” David nodded. Major LeHay
turned to Sammy. “You, boy. Go back to your quarters. No,” he
stopped himself. “Get the Sergeant to take you to the soldiers’
sick call with this note I’m going to give you, and then go back to
your quarters. No more work for you today or tomorrow.”

“Not the
coloreds’ sick call?” asked David.

“You heard me,
Sergeant. This boy’s been through some unnecessary pain and
suffering. I want to show these Germans how they should be treating
our darkies. Sergeant,” turning back to David.

“Sir?”

“When you’ve
made sure this boy’s been taken care of proper, please give my
compliments to Major Weisstal and ask him to step this way along
with this Lieutenant Spitz that this boy says hit him. If he won’t
come, you may ask the MPs to help you persuade him. Colonel
Vickers, I surely would appreciate it if you would remain here
while I talk to this German Major and his Lieutenant.”

“It would be my
pleasure,” replied the Colonel, with a faint smile. “I was going to
suggest the very same thing myself if you hadn’t had that idea. And
I hope,” turning to Sammy, “that you boys appreciate what a fine
officer you have here in Major LeHay, who’s taking such care of
you. And your Sergeant here,” he added, more generously and
expansively than seemed to be warranted by the circumstances. David
was beginning to wonder if the glasses on the table contained
something other than iced tea. He thought he could smell whiskey
but wasn’t sure at this time in the morning. “Haven’t we met
before, Sergeant?” he asked David.

“Can’t say that
we have, sir.”

“Weren’t you in
Berlin?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then that’s
where I saw you. Maybe we didn’t meet, but I seem to remember
you’re the one who wrote out that poem for Goering.” Major LeHay
looked at David curiously.

“That’s right,
sir,” replied David. “May I go now, sir?” to Major LeHay.

“Take this with
you,” scribbling on a piece of paper.

“Sir.” David
took the note, and saluted.

“Stay with that
boy until he’s been treated, Sergeant,” said the Major. “And then
we’ll see those Germans.”

David led Sammy
to the sick call. There were a few mutterings among the soldiers
waiting there, but David, despite his youth, was a sergeant, after
all, and he was armed with Major LeHay’s note if things ever
started to get bad, so he stood his ground and pretended not to
hear the words “Nigra-lover” and “son of a bitch” which were spat
surreptitiously in his direction. When they got to the head of the
line, the doctor wanted to throw them straight out, but his face
changed when he read Major LeHay’s note, and he grudgingly attended
to Sammy.

“Thank you,
sir,” said Sammy to David as they left the office.

David was
embarrassed about being thanked. “Just remember, Sammy, if anyone
asks you to do any work today, just you send them along to me or
Major LeHay.”

“Yes, sir.
Thank you, sir,” Sammy said again.

“All right,
just leave it be for now, and get back to your quarters,” said
David. Now I’ve got to look after these Germans.”

He rehearsed in
his mind what he was going to say when he came across Major
Weisstal. Though he said it himself, he said to his friends later,
it came out sounding pretty darn good, with something of what he
remembered of Brian’s way of speaking.

“Major LeHay’s
compliments, and he requests that you and Lieutenant Spitz join him
in his office immediately, sir,” he recited, while fixing his gaze
firmly on a point somewhere over Weisstal’s left shoulder.

“Certainly,”
replied Major Weisstal, glancing at his wristwatch. “In about
twenty minutes?”

“Major LeHay’s
orders to me, sir, were to make sure that you and the Lieutenant
returned with me. Immediately. Sir.” David’s voice hardened and his
back, already at attention, stiffened still further.

Weisstal
sighed. “You seem very determined, Sergeant. May I ask why we
should go with you?”

“That’s for
Major LeHay to say, sir.” David was damned if he was going to lose
his temper with this stuck-up German with a piece of glass stuck in
one eye.

Weisstal sighed
wearily. “If we must, we must.” He shouted for Spitz, who arrived,
buttoning the top buttons of his tunic, and said something to him
in German. Spitz shrugged and nodded. Both German officers picked
up their caps from the hooks by the door.

“We’re ready,
Sergeant,” Weisstal told David. “Please lead the way.”

-o-

Not a word was spoken between
the three men on the walk across the parade ground. The morning sun
was starting to get hot, and David, for one, was sweating by the
time they reached Major LeHay’s office. He knocked on the door,
waiting for an answer this time.

“Enter,” came
the voice. David flung wide the door, and held it open with his
left hand, saluting smartly at attention as the two Germans filed
past him.

“Come inside
and close the door, Sergeant. I want you in here. At ease,
Sergeant.” He turned to Major Weisstal. “Major Weisstal,
Lieutenant Spitz, I would like you to meet my colleague, Colonel
Vickers.”

“We’ve already
met,” said Vickers coldly, looking at Spitz.

“You have the
advantage of me,” replied Spitz in heavily accented English.

“Long may it
continue that way,” responded Vickers in an icy tone. “I would hate
to think there was any way you had any advantage over me.” Spitz
bristled visibly, but Weisstal put a hand on his sleeve, in the
manner of a man calming a horse, thought David, who was watching
them, and Spitz seemed to relax slightly.

“You wished to
see us, Major?” asked Weisstal.

“I certainly
do. My sergeant here told me that your man here,” pointing at
Spitz, “had deliberately and willfully damaged valuable Confederate
government property.”

Weisstal
sputtered. “I am sure that none of my officers or men would ever do
such a thing. Spitz, is there any basis for this wild accusation?”
Spitz shook his head, but avoided the eyes of everyone else in the
room.

“I refer,
Major, to Lieutenant Spitz’s handling of one of our Army slaves
yesterday. My sergeant here tells me that apparently the Lieutenant
was not satisfied with the work that had been done by the slave,
and beat him after insulting him grossly, with the result that the
slave is now unable to work for at least two days.”

“I see,”
replied a rather subdued Weisstal. “Ist
es wahr?” he snapped at Spitz.

“Yes, Major,
the American is telling the truth, as far as it goes,” replied
Spitz, somewhat defiantly. “The black was not working properly, so
I try to teach him a lesson by telling the Untermensch that he must clean the toilets
with his mouth, since he will not use his hands to do it properly.
When he refuses to learn this simple lesson, I hit him to teach him
who is the master. He falls down, so I kick him again, and then I
kick his black Arsch out of the
door. That is all.” Weisstal looked horrified.

LeHay did not
reply directly, but turned to David. “Yesterday, I trust you told
Major Weisstal that he was to come to you if any problems occurred
with the colored boys? And that he reminded you that they are
Confederate government property?”

“Yes, sir. I
did that, sir.”

Weisstal
nodded. “Yes, he did tell me that, I remember. Along with a lot of
what I quite frankly regarded as sentimental nonsense about your
blacks. But since I am a guest in a foreign land, I happily go
along with your customs. I know that we Germans also have our funny
little ways which are sometimes strange to foreigners, so I am
tolerant in these matters.”

“Did you repeat
these instructions to your brother officers?” LeHay asked
Weisstal.

“Yes, Major, I
did. And I very much regret what has happened. It is truly an
unpardonable insult to our hosts. If you will excuse me,
gentlemen.” He turned to face Spitz, and shouted a stream of German
into his face. Spitz answered angrily in German.

“I regret,
gentlemen, that Lieutenant Spitz refuses to apologize.”

“He said a good
deal more than that,” remarked Vickers with a cold smile. Weisstal
looked at him. “I speak a little German, Major,” he explained,
still smiling.

“With your
permission, gentlemen, I would like to send Lieutenant Spitz back
to Germany. I think we will all be a little more comfortable.
Including you,” turning to Spitz and letting fly with some more
German.

“I am sure the
Colonel can translate, but to save him the trouble, Lieutenant
Spitz is confined to barracks as of now and will return to Germany
at the earliest possible opportunity. I have asked him to start
packing his kit. Sofort!” he
screamed at Spitz, who sullenly brought his hand up and saluted
Weisstal using the “German greeting” which had been adopted as the
army salute following the Nazi seizure of power. No salute or
formality was offered to the Confederates as he walked out of the
door that David opened for him.

“I do apologize
once again,” said Weisstal. “I would have you know that not all
Germans are like that. We may be a proud race, and we may even be
seen as over-particular by others,” he turned and smiled at David.
“Yes, I saw your face yesterday, Sergeant, when you were showing us
round and I was complaining, but don’t worry about that. I always
complain. It is my nature, and you will find that I am not such a
bad fellow after all. But we Germans are not all cruel
barbarians.”

“Your Nazis are
not typical, then?” sneered Vickers.

“Not my Nazis,
Colonel,” shot back Weisstal. “I am an officer of the Wehrmacht.
Some, like Spitz, are Nazis first and then soldiers second. I am a
soldier first.”

“And a Nazi
second?” suggested Vickers, with more than a touch of malice.

“No, Colonel,”
emphatically. “Not second. Or third. Or fourth. I cannot count to a
number big enough to tell you where I put the Nazis in my
life.”

Major LeHay
coughed. “Excuse me, Major Weisstal. May I thank you for your fine
work in handling this situation so promptly and smoothly.”

“Actually,
Major,” said Weisstal, “I think our thanks are due to the young
sergeant here who did not hesitate to bring this matter to your
attention, and who told me quite forcefully that I was to talk to
you about it immediately. Well done, Sergeant,” smiling at David.
“I do hope, Sergeant, that you will bear me and my men no ill-will
for what has happened?”

“Yes, sir. I
mean no, sir,” replied David, blushing.

“Well,
gentlemen, as I said earlier, I shall make sure that Lieutenant
Spitz is out of this camp and out of the Confederacy as soon as is
practical. I bid you all good day.” He saluted them all, and
marched stiffly out.

“Well done,
Sergeant,” said Vickers. “Not many soldiers in the Army of the
Confederacy can claim they’ve driven out a German invader.” He
laughed.

“Reckon you can
still work with them, Sergeant?” asked Major LeHay. “I guess
they’re not all like that Spitz. Weisstal might end up being a good
guy after all. Maybe he plays poker?”


Chapter 18: The War
Department, Washington DC, United States of America

“Do you realize what this means? This means that
the Confederacy has the ability, together with Germany, to make
airships that could bomb the heart out of this city.”

“Another batch of Germans
just arrived, then, Christopher?” said Henry Dowling. It wasn’t
really a question, but just a confirmation of the facts as given by
the US agent in place at Savannah.

“Yes, they
have. Only a few of them in this lot who came in on the 12th, but
Berlin tells us there’s more to follow. Specialist engineers, a lot
of them, coming from Friedrichshafen.” Christopher pronounced the
name of the German town with a commendable accent. Henry had been
teaching him the basics of German pronunciation with considerable
success.

“What’s at
Friedrichshafen, then, Christopher?” Henry already knew, but he
wanted to be sure that Christopher was on the ball.

“Airships.
Zeppelins, of course,” answered Christopher. “Do you think that
they’re going to start building airships in the Confederacy?”

“Didn’t Berlin
tell us that they’re due to meet up with the Confederate Army’s
First Airship Support Regiment?” asked Henry.

“Oh, that’s
right. A support unit doesn’t sound like they’re going to build
them in the Confederacy, does it? But they could build them over in
Germany, couldn’t they, and deliver them to the Confederacy?”

“They’re not
supposed to be building them in Germany, according to the
agreements signed after the last war,” replied Henry. “Mind you,
that never seems to stop the blighters, does it? They’re not meant
to be building any ships of any size, either. And their motorcar
industry is meant to be closely watched, too, but those bloody
Nazis have already set up factories in Austria and Czechoslovakia.
It wouldn’t surprise me if they started building Zeppelins down in
the Confederacy, though they might have a few problems. Anyway, do
we know where these Germans are headed?”

“Not yet.
Henry, I’ve discovered something interesting. Can I tell you
something you might not know about airships?”

“Go on.” Henry
settled back in his chair. He was more than pleased with the way
that Christopher was making himself useful in so many ways.

“What are
Zeppelins filled with?”

“I thought you
were meant to be telling me, not asking me questions, Christopher.
All right, then, I’ll bite. Hydrogen, of course.”

“And what’s the
big disadvantage of hydrogen?”

“It burns. We
saw that in London when the Zeppelins came over and bombed us. When
they got shot down by our guns and the boys who went up in
airplanes at night, they fell out of the sky like fireworks. Hell
of a sight, that was meant to be. You could see it all over London,
they say.”

“What if I was
to tell you of a gas that didn’t burn that could be used in
airships instead of hydrogen?”

“Go on.”

“It’s called
helium, and although it’s not quite as good as hydrogen at lifting
airships, it’s a lot safer. It doesn’t burn.”

“So why don’t
German Zeppelins use it, then?”

“Because almost
the whole of the world’s supply seems to be in the Confederacy.”
Christopher grinned.

Dowling put
down the papers he’d been using to fan his face, and stared at
Christopher. “Say that again.”

“The
Confederacy contains well over 97% of the world’s known helium
supply.”

“Christopher,
do you realize what this means?” Henry sunk his face in his hands
for a few seconds, and then looked up. “This means that the
Confederacy has the ability, together with Germany, to make
airships that could bomb the heart out of this city, if they’re
launched from the Confederacy, and London, if they’re launched from
Germany, and which aren’t as vulnerable as Zeppelins.” He thought a
minute and looked at Christopher, puzzled. “Christopher, how on
earth have you come to know all this?”

Christopher
shuffled his feet and looked down at his desk, obviously
embarrassed.

“Oh, I see,”
said Henry, interpreting Christopher’s deference. “You’ve been
talking to Virginia?”

Christopher
nodded. “Her family’s in shipping, and wants to get into airships,
she says. According to her, her father reckons you could build an
airship that could cross from New York to London in half the time
of a steamship. But like you say about hydrogen, they reckon it’s
too risky for passengers, and folks won’t want to fly on them, and
the money from the mail service probably won’t be enough to make it
worthwhile to go in for airships. So her father’s been looking at
helium instead. There’s a fair bit of helium in South Kansas.”

“Where does it
come from?” asked Henry. The little science he had been taught at
his expensive old-fashioned private school had never been his
strong point, and he was somewhat unsure of himself when it came to
technical matters.

“Oil wells,”
replied Christopher. “And natural gas wells. Some of the best
places for helium would seem to be in North Texas round Amarillo
way, and South Kansas. It’s something that the prospectors have
been testing for when they make their tests.”

“Oh, it really
is an interesting little puzzle, isn’t it? Is this helium stuff
difficult to obtain? And do you think the Germans know about
it?”

“I don’t
rightly understand it all, but yes, I think it is a mite tricky.
Leastways, I don’t think the Confederates are going to be able to
do it without some help from the Germans. I would be almost certain
that the Germans know where the world’s helium comes from.”

“Well, well.
That is interesting, isn’t it? I think you may just have told me
something very important. We have a country that knows how to build
airships—there’s no doubt that in the war, the Germans were the
experts when we didn’t have a clue. And they’ve made friends with a
country that can fill them with a gas that could make them safe.
Let’s draw a picture, Christopher. These things could be used for
war, but for the moment, let’s assume they won’t be. I’ll explain
why in a minute. My guess is that they will use this as a way of
getting some kind of publicity for both Germany and the
Confederacy. We’ve been told that Jeff Davis is fascinated in
airships and airplanes in any case, but if the Germans can build
airships that are faster and more convenient than ocean liners, and
they only fly to and from the Confederacy, then that shows off
Germany’s technical talents, and it brings some money to the
Confederacy.”

“I guess
there’s some folks who won’t be too particular about who they
travel with, so long as they can get from place to place fast
enough.”

“Absolutely
right. I’m sure there are a lot of people on both sides of the
Atlantic who won’t care too much about flying with the Nazis or
traveling to the CSA.”

“Do you really
think that?” came Virginia’s voice from the other side of the room.
Both men started.
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“Virginia!” exclaimed Henry.
“We never heard you come in.”

“I’ve only just
arrived, and you two seemed busy, so I didn’t want to interrupt
you, but then I overheard you talking about something I’m
interested in, so forgive my interruption.”

“You are
forgiven,” smiled Henry. “Please join us. Christopher has just been
telling me about helium and how it may be useful to both the
Germans and the Confederacy. Maybe you can add something to the
discussion?”

“I’ll see if I
can make a useful contribution, with pleasure.” She sat in the
chair that Christopher held for her, and faced the two men.
“Christopher and Henry, you were saying that you thought that
people would happily travel on Nazi airships across the Atlantic to
the Confederacy. I have to say that I disagree.”

“With respect,
Virginia, what makes you say that?”

“The USA would
never allow travelers to go between the CSA and the USA simply on
account of a faster connection to Europe. And I’m willing to bet
that the same would apply to Nazi Germany. Those guys are
pigs—worse than pigs—you know what they’re doing to Jewish
businesses and Jewish people over there?” Her face had become
flushed with anger, and her bosom rose and fell most intriguingly.
Henry stole a look at Christopher to see if he had noticed. He had.
It was Christopher who replied.

“I hope I’m not
speaking out of turn, Henry, but I don’t think that the Europeans
will all feel the same way about the Nazis as you do, Virginia.
What I found in Britain was that folks felt it was sad that the
Nazis had taken over, but no-one reckoned they were going to be
there for ever, and the whole of this Jewish business would stop
pretty soon in any case.”

Henry nodded in
agreement. “I hate to disagree with you, Virginia, but I have to
agree with Christopher on this one. The links between European
countries are probably closer than the links between, say, Vermont
and Mississippi. We British may not like the Nazis, but we really
have nothing against the Germans, even though we just fought a
bloody war against them. No more than we have anything against any
other European country, anyway.”

“You Europeans
are all crazy.” Virginia laughed, but her face was still serious.
“But just supposing Europeans could use this safe airship service
between Germany and the Confederacy? What is there they can do in
the Confederacy? Not a lot, is there? And like I just said, I don’t
see the USA letting travelers in and out through the
Confederacy.”

“A point occurs
to me, Virginia,” Henry replied. “Remember that the people using
this service are going to be very rich. They’re not going to be the
average sort of steamer passenger traveling in steerage, and I
think they have enough influence and money with all the governments
concerned to make sure that they’ll always get their own way.”

Virginia
nodded. “All right, Henry, I’ll grant that you might be right
there. Money does seem to be the magic key that opens
frontiers.”

“We really
don’t want anyone to accept the principles of the Confederacy or
Nazi Germany, or to take them seriously enough to give them money
or to travel there,” said Henry. “My firm belief is that we must
make it our job to make sure that the airship service between
Germany and the Confederacy never gets off the ground.” He
chuckled. “I don’t trust the Nazis and Herr Hitler as far as I
could throw them, and I have only a little more respect for Jeff
Davis and his crew. But I do think we have a few years of grace
before they start to become a menace to the whole world. So, does
anyone disagree with me?”

Virginia and
Christopher looked at each other and shook their heads.

”Next
question,” continued Henry. Where will they put the port for the
airships?”

“The way we
looked at it,” replied Virginia, “it has to be flat ground, and it
helps to be fairly close to the coast, but not too close, to avoid
squalls. Airships use water for ballast, and it’s useful to have
water for emergency landings, so a lake or some water of some kind
is a good thing to have nearby. It shouldn’t be too hot, but that’s
something you can’t avoid in the Confederacy.”

“And getting
there when you want to fly or from there when you arrive? Do you
put it close to a big city?”

“Not close, but
easy to get to. A good road, or better still, a railroad, allows
passengers to get there easily.”

“I’d be willing
to bet that the Germans have already looked at a map of the
Confederacy and decided where they’re going to build their airship
terminal,” said Christopher.

“I’m sure
you’re right about that,” replied Henry.

“So if we could
find out where this Airship Support Regiment was located, we would
know where they’re going to build the terminal?” Christopher
pressed on.

“Yes, we would,
and we will be doing just that. Virginia, we’re going to have to
get one of your people down in Richmond to help us with this. Would
you mind arranging a meeting with Mr. Gatt, tomorrow morning if
possible?”

“I’ll arrange
it straight away,” she replied, and got up. The two men likewise
rose to their feet. “I’m going over to that side of the building
now, so it will be easy for me to do. Goodbye for now, the both of
you. Thank you for the analysis.”

“The pleasure’s
ours,” said Christopher, smiling. She smiled back at him, and was
gone.
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“Well, Christopher,” said
Henry, slumping back into his chair, and fanning his face with a
buff file cover. “How are things in that general direction, if I
may enquire?” looking over at Virginia’s empty desk.

“We’re friends,
still,” said Christopher. “I’m playing things very quiet. But I
have met her folks and we got on just fine.”

“Oh?” asked
Henry, somewhat taken aback.

“I was playing
the piano at her apartment one evening, and they walked in. Very
rich, like you said. You could tell that from their clothes and the
way they spoke. Virginia introduced me as someone from the
Confederacy who was staying in Washington, and working for the
British government. That sort of tickled their curiosity, and
before I knew where I was, Papa Wasserstein and I were talking
about the story of my life, and politics and all sorts. You know
that they’re Jewish, sir?”

“Yes, I had
sort of guessed that,” replied Henry.

“Well, I didn’t
know that even here in the USA Jewish folks have a pretty tough
time. I mean, it’s not as bad as it is in the Confederacy, but Papa
Wasserstein was telling me that he wasn’t allowed to join a few
clubs and that kind of thing because he was Jewish, and Virginia
couldn’t go to the college he wanted for her, for the same reason.
Anyway, I told him something about life down South, and he had to
admit that even with all of these things, he had a better life of
it in the USA than he ever would do in Dixie.”

“I’m delighted
to see that you are getting on so well in this direction,
Christopher. But please continue to be careful, for all our sakes.
It looks as though Virginia’s going to be a real Godsend in the
whole of this airship business, and I want her to continue helping
us. But more importantly, Christopher, I don’t want to see you hurt
if things go sour.”

Christopher
looked solemn, and bit his lip.

“Don’t worry,
Christopher,” Henry said. “I am sure that you have more than
sufficient commonsense not to get into trouble. Now, I think we’ve
done enough work for the day. How about a julep? You did a
wonderful job when you introduced me to those things. And then
let’s see if we can’t get you sitting at the piano at the bar for a
while. I want to hear some more of your music—I’ve never heard
anything quite like it before.”


Chapter 19: Cordele,
Georgia, Confederate States of America

To have this Britisher staying with her under a
false name was the most exciting thing to happen to her in a long
time.

The CBI agents never seemed
to go away. Henrietta Justin looked out of her window, and saw the
latest one slouched against her front gatepost. She wondered what
he was waiting for. Surely they didn’t think that she was an active
enemy of the Confederacy? Although she was against the whole idea
of slavery, and she failed to share the religious beliefs of most
Confederate citizens, having been brought up as a Catholic, she had
never voiced these opinions too openly. Even though Catholicism was
not completely forbidden by the Richmond government, Catholics were
not looked upon with favor by the authorities, chiefly since
obedience to the Pope implied disloyalty to the Confederacy. Every
so often there would be reports of a Catholic priest or members of
his congregation being arrested for treason. The Jesuits had long
since been outlawed in the Confederacy as a source of dangerous
outside ideas.

Every fourth
year in November, as directed by the pastor of the Confederate
Baptist Conference church she attended for form’s sake, she voted
in the Presidential election, even though she sometimes wondered to
herself why she bothered voting in elections where only one
candidate was standing.

She didn’t
think that the simple action of giving Christopher his freedom was
enough to warrant this government—what would you call it? “Spying”
was the only real word you could use for it. Every time she sent
either Betsy or Horace off to the stores, they complained that they
were being watched, and sometimes questioned. Of course, the CBI
never questioned her when she went out, but she could always feel
their eyes on the back of her neck, no matter where she went.

As a result of
these silent sullen men constantly outside her house, her friends
no longer cared to visit her. Even the pastor, when he made his
rare visits, usually managed to look embarrassed as he made his way
past the guardian at the gate.

Her best
friend, Emma Ragge, had suggested offering them something to drink
as a way of making them more friendly towards her, but when she had
gone out with a jug of iced tea to them, it had been firmly, if
politely, rebuffed. However, it did seem that at least one of the
agents to whom she had offered the tea behaved a little more
politely after that. At least, she hadn’t spotted them spitting in
her presence, and one of the older ones, a man with short grizzled
hair, took the trouble to lift his hat slightly and comment on the
weather whenever she went out. It was to this one that she had
taken out an umbrella, noticing him hunched and shivering in the
surprisingly cold rain one day.

“Why, thank
you, ma’am,” he had replied, tipping his hat to her as he accepted
the umbrella from her. “That’s a mighty fine thing to do,
considering.”

And when his
shift ended, the umbrella had been left neatly standing out by the
porch. After his next watch the following day she found a small jar
of honey on the porch steps with a note.

Dear Miss Justin, When I went home
last night I told my wife what you’d done for me with the umbrella.
She said to give this to you. It’s from my uncle’s farm up Vienna
way, and our folks think it’s pretty fine. Sincerely, James
McFadzean (Agent, CBI).

After that, she
had started to acknowledge McFadzean’s presence with a wave and a
smile, which were usually returned. On hot days he accepted the
drinks that she brought out to him, and she occasionally found
little gifts—a few new-laid eggs, or some slices of home-cured
ham—wrapped and laid beside the porch.

It was too much
to call him a friend, she thought, but at least they weren’t
enemies.

Sitting in her
chair, working on her needlework, it occurred to her how much she
missed Christopher. He’d been much more than a servant; in some
ways he’d become the son she’d never had. She was longing for a
letter from him, to know how he was getting on. She had no doubt
that he was surviving, but how, and in what way, she had no
idea.

As she looked
at the clock on the mantelpiece, she saw that it would soon be time
for a change of agent. Sure enough, within twenty minutes,
McFadzean appeared. She waved to him through the window, and he
waved back.

“That is mighty
kind of y’all,” he remarked some time later when she brought him a
tray with a jug of iced tea and a glass. “I surely do appreciate
it.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “I have some
news which maybe I’m not rightly supposed to pass on, but I think
since it concerns you, you’d better know it.” He looked around him
to see if anyone was nearby. “There’s a stranger in town asking
after you.”

“What kind of
stranger?” she asked him. “One of your agents from out of
town?”

He laughed.
“No, ma’am. We’d have been told if it was someone from the
government. That’s our job to know that sort of thing. He gives his
name out as Lewis Levoisin, and says he’s from Louisiana. One of
them Cajuns. Well, he sounds like it.”

“What’s he
asking about?” she asked nervously. For the life of her, she
couldn’t remember any friends or acquaintances in Louisiana.

“Where y’all
live, when you go out, how many people in the house, that sort of
thing.”

“Do you think
he’s a robber? I’ve nothing valuable to steal.”

McFadzean
chuckled. “I think you’re one of the safest folks in town so far as
robbers go, with us always round here. No, he doesn’t sound like a
robber at all. He was asking folks the best way he could meet you
without seeming to be too forward. That don’t sound like no robber
to me. Tell you what,” he offered. “If you want, I can pass him
your word to come here some time when I’m on duty, and you can meet
him and find out what he wants. And I can be just a short distance
away while y’all are talking. Just holler, and I can take care of
any trouble. And if y’all don’t never want to see him again, give
me the word, and me and the boys will make sure that he ain’t no
bother to you never again.”

“What sort of
person is he?”

“Well, I’d
guess he’s the other side of thirty from you and me. Big man, but
something wrong with his back, I reckon, because he’s always
hunched over. Plays cards a lot down at the tavern, but not too
well. Not one of them professional gamblers.”

“Would you call
him a gentleman?” asked Miss Justin.

McFadzean
tipped his hat back on his head and scratched his forehead.
“Wouldn’t rightly say he was a gentleman,” he answered after a
pause. “But at the same time, he’s a long ways off being trash, if
y’all know what I mean.”

“Can you let
him know that I’ll meet him at home some time? Ask him to step by
one afternoon. But make sure you pick a time when you’re on duty. I
would feel a lot safer with you close at hand.”
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And so it was that, two days
later, under CBI Agent McFadzean’s watchful eye, that Lewis
Levoisin made his way, walking with the aid of a cane, to Miss
Justin’s front porch.

Having been
warned in advance by McFadzean, Henrietta Justin had put on her
second-best dress (the best was reserved for weddings and major
celebrations) and had made a special batch of pecan cookies, one of
which had already been sampled and appreciated by McFadzean when he
brought the news of Levoisin’s impending arrival.

He was indeed
probably a big man, if he could stand himself up straight, thought
Miss Justin. And he really should do something about his belly, she
told herself, even though pot bellies were no novelty among the men
folk of Cordele. She wasn’t sure about his long gray hair, tied
back in a ponytail with a piece of colored string. She guessed that
went with being a Cajun, and probably the funny little chin beard
as well.

“Miss Justin?”
he asked as she opened the door to him. “Miss Henrietta
Justin?”

She nodded in
silent assent, and he held out a large hand which she took. It felt
firm without being hard, not the hand of a man who had never worked
with his hands, nor the hand of someone who had to work that way.
The handshake felt—well, ‘comfortable’ was the best word that Miss
Justin could use to describe it.

“Please come
in,” she said softly, looking into his green eyes. They reminded
her of someone, but she couldn’t for the life of her remember who
it was.

Seated in the
parlor, having poured a glass of lemonade for her visitor, she
noticed McFadzean looking through the window at her. It seemed to
her that he looked a little anxious, but she couldn’t be sure.

The other
noticed the direction of her gaze. “Do those folks bother you?” he
asked. “Fact is, I’ve been in this town a few days, and every time
I’ve walked down this road, I’ve always seen one of them outside
your gate.”

She said
nothing, but passed the plate of cookies. He took his time
selecting one, and put it on his plate before continuing. “You must
be a mighty important person to have a bodyguard like this, ma’am?”
he offered.

Miss Justin
smiled. “Quite the opposite. They’re there to keep me from doing
mischief, though goodness knows what I’m meant to have done. In
fact,” her smile grew wider, “I’m not sure that a respectable man
like you should be associating with someone like me.”

He smiled back.
“Well, now,” he said, in his soft Louisiana accent. “I don’t
rightly consider myself to be that respectable, ma’am, so I don’t
think you should be worryin’ yourself about those things. In fact,
I think you should be more worried about associatin’ with me.” He
smiled, but it was a friendly smile, with no menace in it. “Now I
want you to stay calm, please. Something is about to happen, and I
don’t want you to make any noise or show any surprise.” She must
have looked very apprehensive as he continued. “I’m not even goin’
to move out of my chair, or move at all. Look,” and clasped his
hands together behind his head. “If I’m fixin’ to do anything dumb
or carry out any foolishness, I have to take my hands from behind
my head, and that’ll give you enough time to call to Mr. McFadzean
out there.”

“How do you
know his name?” asked Miss Justin, astonished.

“It’s my
business to know these things, what?” replied her visitor in an
upper-class British accent that brought back memories. “Now please
sit still, there’s a good girl—” without moving a muscle
himself.

“You’re the one
who rescued Christopher and—”

“—the one who
seems to have been responsible for your nephew’s death. That’s one
of the things that I came to you to apologize for. I really am
sorry, Miss Justin. That was never my intention, believe me.”

“Quite frankly,
he was no great loss to the world. Of course he was kin, and when
kin die, a part of you goes with them, but I never really liked
him, I’m afraid. Not a nice thing to say, I suppose, but there you
are.”

“Thank you,
Miss Justin. You make me feel a little better. Am I the reason for
your guard outside the gate?” She nodded. “Then that’s another
thing that I have to apologize for. But I hope I can give you some
good news which may help to make up for it.”

“Oh?”

“It’s about
Christopher Pole. He got to Richmond all safe and sound and met my
uncle, and if you can believe it, he’s in London, working for the
British government in a very important position. A friend working
in the same department as Christopher told me about this.”

“Oh, that’s
wonderful news.” Miss Justin clapped her hands.

“Please don’t
get too excited. McFadzean will wonder what’s going on.”

“I’ll tell him
you’re a long-lost cousin of my sister-in-law who died some years
back—the sister-in-law died, I mean, not the cousin. And that means
if you’re kin to me, you must stay here. No, no,” as he started to
protest. “You must. Or do you have to go away from Cordele?”

“No, it would
be wonderful to sleep in clean sheets—you’ve no idea what the Grand
Hotel’s like. Thank you very much for the offer.”

“Oh, I can
guess about the hotel. I went to school with Harriet Greenlaw, and
I knew what sort of a housekeeper she’d make from the time she was
nine years old,” she chuckled. Becoming serious, “But why the cane?
And last time I saw you, you were much taller.”

“Last time
anyone saw me in this town I stood up straight and I was much
taller and didn’t have this,” patting his small pot belly. “Also,
last time I was in town, my hair was black and wasn’t so long,
remember, and I was in uniform with no beard. I’m taking the risk
that no-one will recognize me.”

“You must
remember to always talk in that Louisiana accent,” she reminded
him. “Though you probably don’t need me to tell you that. Forgive
me, I don’t rightly know what they speak like round those
parts.”

“Nor do most
folks,” he replied, moving back to the voice he’d used when he
first came in. “That’s why Lewis Levoisin comes from Delcambre in
Vermilion Parish. Mind you, there was some bad blood between your
brother’s wife and him, which is why he didn’t come to see you
straight off. But he’s very glad to find that you don’t bear any
grudges.”

“I’d better
tell McFadzean about your moving in for a few days. He’s not too
bad—not as bad as some of them and I’d as soon let him know as any
of the others.” She told him about the first visit she’d had from
the CBI agents, and showed him the broken photograph of her
parents, which she had deliberately had left unfixed.

“If you weren’t
a lady, I’d say some very bad words which I’d use to those agents,”
he replied quietly, in a cold voice. “I’d say them twice—once
before beating them to a pulp, and once afterwards. But don’t
worry, I’m not about to start any trouble.”

“You’d best
come with me and meet McFadzean. He seems to know about you
already, though.”

“Oh, he and I
have met up already in the tavern. But you’d better introduce me as
your kin, I suppose.”

They rose and
went out of the porch together.

“Mr. McFadzean,
I’d like you to meet Lewis Levoisin, my late sister-in-law’s cousin
from Louisiana.”

“New Orleans?”
asked McFadzean.

“Vermilion
Parish, just a little ways out of the fair city of New Orleans,”
replied “Lewis”, offering a hand, which was shaken
enthusiastically.

“Well, why
didn’t y’all say you was related to Miss Justin straight off,
instead of hanging round, making yourself into a mystery? Being kin
to her makes you a neighbor already.”

“Lewis”
shuffled his feet and looked down at the ground. “Well, there was
some trouble a time back between me and Miss Henrietta’s brother’s
wife, and I wasn’t rightly sure how she’d take to me being here.
But,” looking up, “that all seems to be over and done with.”

“Yes, indeed,”
smiled Miss Justin. “I’ve asked Lewis to stay with me for a few
weeks, instead of at the hotel. He’s just going to get his bags
from there.”

McFadzean
chuckled. “Reckon you’ll be glad to get away from old Ma Greenlaw’s
cooking?”

“I’m not going
to say anything against any citizen of this fine town,” replied
“Lewis.”

“Wise man,”
replied McFadzean. “Best not to make more enemies than you can
afford. Well, Miss Justin, I don’t see any problem with your family
staying with you. And Mr. Levoisin, mighty glad to have you as a
neighbor. We seem to be seeing a lot of outsiders in Cordele these
days, what with these Germans and the Army and all.”

“I’ll be
fetching my things, then. I should be back in about thirty minutes.
Many thanks for the welcome, Mr. McFadzean.”
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As she turned back to go into
the house, Miss Justin secretly hugged herself. Christopher was
alive and doing well! Who could tell, she might even meet him at
some time in the future. And to have this Britisher staying with
her under a false name was the most exciting thing to happen to her
in a long time. She could see life was going to become a lot more
interesting over the next few days. Just how interesting, she had
no idea.


Chapter 20: Hermann
Goering’s office, Office of Economic Planning, Berlin, National
Socialist Germany

“Nothing is impossible in a true National
Socialist state.”

“Just how soon do you think
the airship will be ready?” asked Goering of his assistant, Fritz
Spanning. Spanning had been working with Goering since their time
together in the Great European War, and the two men had a close
relationship. Although Goering was nominally the superior, Spanning
could, and often did, speak his mind to Goering.

“Dr. Eckener
tells me it will be at least six months before it is ready to
fly.”

“Why so long?”
asked Goering irritably. The pain in his leg from the shooting
during the coup refused to go away, and nagged at him constantly.
He would have to ask his doctor for something stronger.

“It’s all to do
with the helium valves. They’re having problems.”

“Yes, I know
that it’s about the valves,” said Goering testily, “but no-one’s
given me the details. I’m not a complete technical ignoramus, you
know.”

An
understatement, thought Spanning. Although sometimes impatient with
details, Goering was often one of the quickest men he knew when it
came to picking up new ideas, especially when they were concerned
with aeronautical technology. “As you know, usually Zeppelins vent
hydrogen when they reach high altitudes to avoid the
over-pressurization of the gasbags and to control their altitude.”
Goering nodded impatiently to show that he knew all this already.
“But helium is going to be too valuable for them to waste it like
that, so they are going to use a new system to correct
pressurization. It involves blowing air into small bags they call
‘ballonets’ to alter the buoyancy of the airship, and bring it down
to the altitude they want. They think they’ve developed the system
in theory, but the new valves will need to be thoroughly tested in
practice before they’re fitted.”

“Tell them to
get a move on,” said Goering. “This isn’t just me talking. The
Führer has ordered this as a high priority. He decided only
yesterday that he wants to travel on the first flight to the
Confederacy to be present at the ceremony to mark the signing of a
treaty of friendship and cooperation with their President
Davis.”

“Is that wise?”
asked Spanning.

“My dear Fritz,
you should know better than to ask that kind of question. If the
Führer has decided something, of course it’s wise. ‘Theirs not to
question why, Theirs but to do or die’ ,” quoted Goering in
English. “You and I, my friend, must make sure that this all goes
according to schedule, if not faster. Dr. Goebbels assures me, or
more accurately, he threatens me, that he will have film crews and
reporters from around the world ready to immortalize the Führer’s
visit to the New World and he needs as much time as possible to get
everything ready. And if he gets upset, he goes to the Führer. And
if the Führer gets upset, he comes to me to complain, and I get
upset. And when I get upset, poor Fritz Spanning feels my
displeasure.” He smiled to show that he wasn’t altogether joking.
“And there’s one more thing,” he added. “There’s some very special
cargo going over from here to there, and the Führer wants it to go
on the airship.”

“Oh?”

“I’m not
allowed to say any more, but believe me, it will raise some
eyebrows. The world will never have seen anything like it before,
and may never see it again.”

“It sounds
intriguing,” remarked Spanning, but Goering was not to be drawn out
on this.

“Fritz, I only
know the very rough details of this, and I am not allowed to
discuss them with anyone, even you. Sorry.” He didn’t sound in the
least apologetic—he sounded like a little boy who enjoyed the
possession of a secret more than the actual knowledge.

“How soon does
all this have to happen?”

“Within the
next four months or so. Certainly before the Atlantic storm season
starts.”

“That’s
impossible, I’m afraid. You know that.”

“Fritz, Fritz.”
Goering shook his head. “Nothing is impossible in a true National
Socialist state.” It was impossible to tell if he was being ironic
or not. “What’s the problem? Money?”

“Just time.
They won’t have time to make these tests. The good news is that
this is the only thing that will take more than four months to get
ready. The frame and gasbags are nearly complete. They’re having to
use old Maybach engines from the wartime Zeppelins, but at least
they’re tried and tested.”

“Give them more
money, and tell them to hire more people. In fact,” and Goering’s
usually loud and ebullient voice dropped to a confidential whisper,
“get some Jewish engineers onto the problem if you need to. I
promise not to tell the Führer and Goebbels if you won’t.” His
sudden hearty laugh boomed out and rattled the cut-glass
chandelier.

“I’d better get
onto Friedrichshafen and tell them to get on with things,
then?”

“Yes. This
afternoon if you can. Tell them to spend what they need and send
all the bills this way.” Goering paused. “You’d better get some
people onto the problem of building some quarters for the Führer
and about 25 of his entourage as well. I don’t think the Führer’s
going to want to sleep in a hammock and drink potato soup warmed up
on the exhaust manifolds. I’m certainly going to want better than
that if I’m going along.”

“Are you?”
asked Spanning.

“Probably, but
no-one’s told me anything either way yet. Tell you what, I’ll come
along with you to the Zeppelin works. I know what the Führer wants
better than you do, and it will save time if I do the explaining.
Order us a car for 2 o’clock. That will get us down to
Friedrichshafen late in the evening in time for dinner, and we can
start stirring them up first thing tomorrow morning. Don’t let them
know we’re coming.”

“I’ll get onto
it,” replied Spanning, rising.

“Thank you,
Fritz. Meet me here just before 2 and we’ll go down to the car
together.”

“Heil Hitler!”
Spanning lifted his hand in salute.

Goering sighed,
but not too loudly. “Heil Hitler,” he replied, lifting his hand in
response, but not meeting Spanning’s eye.

-o-

After making arrangements
with the transport office for the car, Spanning put on his hat and
overcoat and strolled along the Wilhelmstrasse, admiring the
passing girls, who seemed to be getting prettier each year. Or
maybe he was just getting older, he decided cynically. Outside the
British Embassy, he stopped to adjust the yellow rose in his lapel
that he’d bought from a vendor outside Goering’s office, and
fumbled in his pockets for a cigar. He took his time about
preparing it, but it still took three matches before he could start
puffing happily. After pausing for a minute to savor the taste and
aroma of the fine tobacco, he proceeded on his way.

At thirty-three
minutes past the hour, he was seated on a park bench in the
Tiergarten, reading the morning newspaper. He was interrupted by a
tap on his shoulder.

“Excuse me, do
you have a light?”

“Here, keep the
whole box. I have another,” passing it to the other.

“Thank you. I
usually carry a lighter but I forgot it this morning.”

Spanning
returned to his paper as the other lit a cigarette and opened a
newspaper of his own. “The Führer’s traveling to the Confederacy on
the new airship,” he said as if to himself, without turning his
head or lowering his newspaper. “Goebbels is going to turn it into
a propaganda exercise.”

The other’s
newspaper didn’t move. “When?”

“Within four
months. It was decided yesterday. Goering told me just now.”

“Is it
possible?”

“Maybe. I’m off
to Friedrichshafen with Goering this afternoon.”

“When will the
flight date be decided?”

“Damned stupid
question. Depends on so many things.”

“Sorry I
asked.”

“Oh, and
there’s another thing. There’s some special cargo going on there
with the Führer. And before you ask, I have no idea what it is, and
Goering won’t say.”

“Thanks for the
information, anyway.”

Spanning did
not reply, but sat in silence for another five minutes reading his
newspaper before walking briskly back to the office. His companion
sat for another ten minutes and set off in the opposite direction,
towards the British Embassy.


Chapter 21: Richmond,
Virginia, Confederate States of America

“I’m going to need figures which are a little
more precise than ‘several billion dollars’. ”

President Davis was in a bad
mood, and he was letting everyone around him know it. His favorite
dog, Patch, had long ago learned to recognize his master’s temper
and to keep out of the way at these times. His two secretaries were
just as good as Patch at recognizing his moods, but unlike the dog,
they were unable to wriggle under the sofa to hide.

“Fetch the file
on the Amarillo oil prospecting last year!” Davis shouted at one of
his secretaries, who scuttled out of the room, glad to be out of
the way for a while.

“And get the
boy to fetch me another drink!” he yelled at the other secretary.
Gaylord hastened to obey.

Jesse Abelson,
the Confederate Secretary of the Treasury, hovered in the
background, trying to remain unobtrusive. He’d been summoned to the
Presidential Office about thirty minutes earlier, but had yet to
exchange any words with Davis other than conventional
greetings.

The reason for
the Presidential bad mood was mainly worry. He’d received a cable
from the Nazi government in Berlin announcing Hitler’s intention to
visit the Confederacy on the new airship at some time in the very
near future—in the next three or four months, the cable said.
Exchanges of cables with the new Confederate Embassy in Berlin had
confirmed this.

Not only would
the Confederacy have to cooperate on getting the new airship
terminal at Cordele ready in a shorter time than they had
anticipated, they’d also have to prepare enough helium to refill
the airship, or lose face and prestige as possible future partners
of the Germans.

And Davis was
always nervous about meeting other national leaders. After all, he
didn’t get a lot of practice in this regard, being hardly ever
invited to foreign countries or being visited by overseas heads of
state. When he’d last met Hitler, he’d treated him in much the same
way as he’d have treated a freshman Senator. Now he was going to
have to treat him as an equal, and his State Department was going
to have to brush up on etiquette and so on.

His first
secretary returned with the file he’d requested, and Davis ceased
his pacing of the floor behind the Presidential desk and sat down
to read it, lighting a thick cigar and filling the room with blue
smoke.

“Send in
Homer,” he barked after reading a few pages.

Bespectacled,
white-haired Professor Homer Orville of the Department of Petroleum
Engineering at the University of North Texas entered the room a few
minutes later.

“Mr.
President?” he asked as Davis waved him to sit in a chair facing
the desk.

“Explain to me
once again in simple language how you’re going to get the helium to
the airship, will you?”

“Well, Mr.
President. The airship will be built in Germany and flown over to
us filled with hydrogen. Once it arrives here, it will be emptied
of the hydrogen, and filled with the helium we will extract from
the gas wells in Amarillo.”

“How much time
will it take you to make a helium extraction plant for the gas
wells at Amarillo?” asked the President. “We don’t have a lot of
time, you know.”

“We won’t build
the extraction plant at the wells, Mr. President. We would like to
build a pipeline to the airship station to carry the unrefined
gas.”

“Expensive,”
growled Davis.

“Actually, sir,
it will work out cheaper, for two reasons. Building a pipeline or
any kind of transportation system for helium is really expensive.
Much easier to store it on site and a lot cheaper. And also, Mr.
President, we can use the flammable parts of the gas to fuel the
process of extracting the helium. Kind of feeds itself, you might
say.”

“So how long
will it take and how much will it cost?”

“What level of
purity are we talking about this time, Mr. President? I mentioned
in my report that it’s quite easy to produce helium below a certain
level of purity for use in airships, and we could probably have a
plant operational for small quantities within two months with
enough money and the right people. Three to four for full-scale
production. Quite a lot more, of course, if you want the helium at
a higher level of purity.”

“Don’t confuse
me with details,” retorted Davis. “Of course this is for the
goddamned airships that the Germans are sending over. How pure does
the helium need to be for that? Helium’s helium, ain’t it?”

Orville decided
that this was a question that didn’t need to be answered.

“How much will
the extraction plant cost?” repeated Davis.

“We’re talking
several billion of our dollars, Mr. President, if we want the fast
way and we’re not too fussy about the quality.”

From the
corner, Abelson whistled, his first contribution to the
discussion.

“Yes, Jesse?”
Davis barked, without turning round. “If you have something to say,
say it. Don’t just stand there making noises like you was hunting
coons.”

“Where do you
want this money to come from? Transportation or Commerce? It’s a
lot of money, Mr. President.”

“I know goddarn
well that it’s a lot of money,” Davis replied angrily. “It’s
military, of course. We have the army working with the Germans down
in Cordele to get their terminal ready. This comes under the same
heading. And if the Germans decide to give us some airships cheap,
we’ll put them under the military budget. We’ll be using them to
patrol the borders and impress the heck out of the Yankees. Maybe
even drop a few bombs or something. For the helium, just juggle the
figures between the different departments, Jesse. That’s what we
pay you to do, ain’t it?” He laughed.

Abelson sighed,
almost but not quite inaudibly. “Yes, Mr. President. Professor
Orville, I’m going to need some figures which are a little more
precise than ‘several billion dollars’.  Can we talk about the
details soon?” They agreed a time for a meeting the next day.

Davis grunted
and took another pull at his cigar. “Well done,” he conceded. “You
want to start constructing the pipeline at the same time as the
extraction plant, I take it?” Orville nodded in response. “Good.
Talk to the War Department and get them to assign as many of the
Army slaves and overseers as you need. Anything else?”

“Yes, Mr.
President. We’re going to need some skilled labor as well. Welders
and the like. Can we start recruiting from other places?”

Davis sighed.
“Yes, I suppose if you must, you must. Only as many as you need,
and for no more than four months. Are you in charge of all this
business, Homer?”

The other
shrugged. “I don’t want to be in charge of keeping it running all
the time. That’s the Army’s job. But I do want to make sure the
work gets done properly so that it’s all going to work right when
we get it finished, so I want to have some say in what’s going
on.”

“Sounds
reasonable to me,” replied Davis. He turned to Abelson. “Jesse, you
and Homer are going to have to sit yourselves down with Jim,” (the
War Secretary) “some time soon and get things moving mighty fast on
this. We’re going to need to start work straight off, and there’s
no time to lose. Get yourselves a good officer from the Army to
head up this thing.” He spun his desk chair back and forth,
thinking aloud in short phrases, as his secretaries took notes.
“Should be a Brigadier-General at least, otherwise no-one’s going
to listen to him. Make sure he’s not just a parade horse—we’re
going to need a guy who’s actually proved he can do something.” He
blew a smoke ring at the ceiling and stubbed out the butt of his
cigar. “And he doesn’t need to be an engineer himself, but he needs
to know enough to understand what Homer is talking about. And there
should be someone else who’s good at keeping the security tight.
That Colonel Vickers who came in to see me the other day—his record
shows he’s the kind of guy who’d do a good job there, even if he is
scared of the sight of blood. Money. I’ll clear all that with the
Senate. If you need to spend money, you can, but I want regular
reports. Get someone whose only job is letting me know what’s going
on. At least twice a week. Money, progress, people, problems. Bad
news as well as the good. These Germans are always telling the
world how efficient they are. Now let’s show them what efficiency
really means.”


Chapter 22: The War
Department, Washington DC, United States of America

“It’s going to be one of the most difficult
reports I’ve ever had to write in my entire life.”

The sun was shining fiercely
outside, and even at 10 o’clock on a Tuesday morning following a
long holiday weekend it was unpleasantly warm, but the Office of
Combined Trans-Atlantic Operations in the basement of the War
Department remained relatively cool.

Henry Dowling
was seated at his desk in shirtsleeves, with his tie loosened. In
London he would never dare work in such an informal costume, but he
had to admit to himself that the Americans had the right ideas
about many things, and dressing appropriately for the climate was
one of them.

Absently he
checked his watch—Christopher, usually punctual, was nearly an hour
and a half late this morning. He wondered what had happened.

As if on cue,
the door opened, and Christopher walked in, smartly dressed in a
new light seersucker suit and a straw snap-brim hat. His tie was a
thing of splendor, displaying a rainbow of bright colors against a
snowy white shirt, and he himself was beaming from ear to ear.

Henry covered
his eyes with his hands, pretending to be dazzled by the
vision.

“Sorry I’m
late, Henry,” called out Christopher cheerfully. “The train was a
little late getting in.”

“Where have you
been that needs the train?” asked Henry. “And…?” he gestured
towards the suit and hat.

Christopher
grinned. “I’ve been up to the Hamptons for the weekend to stay with
Virginia and her folks. The Hamptons are in Long Island, New York,
about an hour from New York by rail. The Wassersteins have a house
in Westhampton and Virginia’s father invited me there.”

Henry’s
eyebrows shot up. “Virginia’s father? Not Virginia?”

“Well,”
Christopher admitted, “I’m not saying that Virginia had nothing to
do with it. But it was her father who sent the invitation.”

“And the suit?
It certainly looks good on you, I have to say.”

“We were
talking at breakfast on Saturday, and I was mentioning the heat
here in Washington.” Henry noticed with amusement that Christopher
pronounced the name of the city in the local way; ‘Wash-none’. “So
Papa Wasserstein made a telephone call and got his tailor to come
round after breakfast, and he made me a suit before the evening.
The tie’s Virginia’s choice, and so’s the hat.”

“Er … Who paid
for all this, Christopher?”

“Mr.
Wasserstein. Of course, I wanted to pay him, but he said that I was
nearly family now, so he wasn’t going to let me pay.”

“Nearly
family?”

“That’s why I’m
so happy today, Henry. Virginia and I are engaged to be married in
a month’s time. You will be my best man, I hope?”

Henry gasped
and his eyes bulged. He frantically reached for the water decanter
on his desk and poured himself a glass. He gulped down the
contents, which went down the wrong way, and he started coughing,
turning bright red in the face. When he had started to breathe
normally again, he glared at Christopher. “I thought I told you not
to start any of that kind of thing. What did she say when you asked
her?”

“Well, sorry,
Henry, but it wasn’t like that at all. We—that’s to say the whole
family and I—were eating dinner on Friday night when she asked me
when we were going to be married.”

“The girl’s not
meant to do the asking. That’s your job,” Henry objected.

“That’s what I
said to her, and her father laughed. He said that Virginia had
written all about me in all her letters to them, and she’d been
complaining that I was too slow, so she was going to push things
along a bit.”

“Have you been
encouraging her?”

“No, sir, I
have not.” In his indignation, Christopher had gone back to calling
Henry ‘sir’. “I’m sure she’s noticed that I like her—”

“And you’re not
to blame for that. Who couldn’t help liking her?” Henry offered,
somewhat mollified by Christopher’s obvious indignation. “Remember,
Christopher, I’m ‘Henry’, not ‘sir’, ” he said, gently.

“Henry, believe
me, I had no idea that I liked her that much until she asked the
question. And I said ‘next month’ before I could think
straight.”

“And what did
her parents say?”

“Her father
came over and shook my hand and said he was glad to have me as a
son-in-law. And her mother came over and kissed me.”

“How? Why?”
asked Henry helplessly. “No, sorry, that sounds completely wrong.
To be perfectly frank, Christopher, I am sure you’ll be a wonderful
husband for Virginia, and I wish you both every happiness. Any
father should be delighted to have you as a son-in-law. But people
like the Wassersteins don’t usually welcome people of your race
into their families. The fact that they’ve done so is a great
credit to you, and I’m more proud of you than you can possibly
imagine.”

“I talked with
Papa Wasserstein later that evening, and he said to me that before
he met me, he would never have considered a Negro son-in-law. But
since we talked, he realized that Jews were not the only people in
the world who had experienced suffering, and that he had to look
outside his own people a bit more.”

“Well, well. I
can’t think of anything more to say to you, except to call you a
lucky dog, and hope you’re both really happy together, and yes, of
course I’ll be your best man.” Henry rose to his feet with a
somewhat dazed look on his face, and shook Christopher’s hand
energetically.

“What are you
going to do with yourself when you’re married? I mean, you can
probably continue working with me, but I am sure you’re going to
want to stay in the USA, aren’t you?”

“Well, a number
of things came to my mind,” replied Christopher. “I was kind of
hoping that I might be able to take over Virginia’s job. Seems like
the Americans don’t like married ladies working, and I know what’s
going on here. Also,” he added, “it would allow me to continue
working with you.”

“Well, thank
you, Christopher. I’m touched by that.”

“Or,”
Christopher went on, “Papa Wasserstein has told me that I can have
a job with him any time. And it wouldn’t be just a job for one of
the family, he told me. It would be a real job.”

“He’s being
very frank with you, Christopher. That sounds like a good omen for
the future. Now, do you think you can concentrate on work this
morning?”

“Oh, I think I
can manage,” smiled Christopher.

“I had some
very interesting news which came in over the weekend. Guess where
the Confederate airship terminal’s going to be, if the location of
that Airship Support Regiment is anything to go by?”

“Could be
anywhere, I suppose.” Despite his earlier protestations,
Christopher’s concentration seemed to be lacking.

“No, it
couldn’t, Christopher. You know it couldn’t. Put your mind to it,
if you can. No, I’ll put you out of your misery. It’s going to be
in a little place called Cordele in Georgia.” Henry grinned.

It was
Christopher’s turn to appear shocked. “My Lord!” was all he could
say.

“Christopher,
I’ve just had an idea,” said Henry. He proceeded to elaborate.

“Could you?
Would you?” asked Christopher.

“I am certainly
willing to give it a try. But there could be a lot of obstacles in
the way.”

Christopher
sighed.

“Try not to
build up your hopes too much, Christopher. Tell me more about the
wedding. When, where, what. I know we’re never going to get any
work done until you do.” He sighed good-naturedly.

-o-

Virginia came into the room
about an hour later. She said nothing, but looked at Christopher
and nodded significantly in Henry’s direction. Christopher nodded
back.

Henry caught
the exchange and smiled. “Virginia, Christopher’s already told me
the good news. I can’t decide who’s the luckier of the pair of you,
but I’d like to wish you both every happiness for the future.”

“Why, thank
you,” replied Virginia, and came over to kiss the blushing Henry on
the cheek.

“I’m going to
change the subject completely, if you’ll forgive me,” said Henry.
“For your information, Virginia, it appears that the Confederate
airship base is going to be in Cordele, Georgia.”

“That’s really
interesting,” said Virginia. “How lucky that we have someone who
knows the town and the area,” and she smiled at Christopher, who
smiled back.

“You do
realize, you two, that I’m going to have to tell London about the
approaching nuptials, don’t you? It’s going to be one of the most
difficult reports I’ve ever had to write in my entire life, and I
can tell you, I’ve had some real stinkers.”

“Poor Henry,”
soothed Virginia. “But I’m sure you’ll manage.”

“I’m sure I
will,” agreed Henry. “But before I do that, I want to know all
about Cordele. I know it has railways running through it, but I
want to know what else is interesting about the place, and what we
should know about it. Come on, Christopher, let me know everything
there is to know about Cordele.”


Chapter 23: Whitehall,
London, United Kingdom, ten days after the last

“I think I understand you, sir.”

“I hope you bloody well do.”

C put the report from
Washington down on the polished desk.

“This Service
is getting more and more bizarre by the day. Curiouser and
curiouser, wouldn’t you say, Parkes?”

C’s assistant,
who had read Dowling’s report before passing it over, shook his
head in agreement. “I have to agree with you, sir. I thought I’d
seen most things in my time here, but this really does take the
cake.”

“I must say, I
liked the look of that Pole chappie when he was over here. Nicely
spoken and a quick mind, and I have to say that I’m delighted to
hear that he’s done so well for himself. If he does take over his
wife’s job in this liaison business, then that’s a real plus for
us, having someone who owes us a few favors, and will help us when
we need it.”

“What about the
other big surprise?”

“Oh, Bloody
Brian, you mean? Officially, he’s nothing to do with us any more,
ever since that fiasco in Berlin. But it really is an incredible
coincidence, his being in the very house where Dowling was visiting
Pole’s—what do I call this Miss—” he peered at the report again
“Justin?”

“Ex-mistress
sounds a bit bawdy, I think, sir, and ex-owner makes him sound like
a piece of property.”

C’s voice was
angry. “God damn it, Parkes, that’s exactly what the poor beggar
was—property, like a horse or a chair or something.”

“A clever idea
of Dowling’s, using the delivery of a wedding invitation as an
excuse to get down to Cordele for a dekko, you must admit,
sir.”

“Yes, it was.”
C was not to be deflected from his tirade. “And there are millions
of other poor souls in the same position as Pole used to be. That’s
why we don’t have too many ties with those bastards in the
Confederacy. We need some representation, I suppose, which is why
we have a Legation in Richmond, but I would be most upset if we
were ever to send a full ambassador there, or to accept their
ambassadors here. So, I am happy to say, are our lords and masters.
Every time it comes up in Cabinet it is promptly shot down in
flames.”

“A happy
metaphor, if I may say so, sir, considering the matter under
discussion.”

“Oh, you mean
the airship business, don’t you? Let’s come back to that later,
shall we? Now where was I before you sidetracked me? Oh yes,
Dowling meeting Finch-Malloy, who’s disguised as a Cajun or
something. Do you know what one of those is, by the way?”

“It’s a term
used to describe a French-speaking inhabitant of Louisiana who came
down from Acadia in Canada in the 18th century. The term ‘Acadian’
got corrupted to Cajun.”

C looked at his
assistant curiously. “Did you know that already, Parkes?” he
asked.

“No, sir. I had
to look it up,” he confessed.

“So did I,
Parkes,” admitted C. “I wonder what the accent sounds like? Bloody
Brian shouldn’t have much problem there. How many languages does he
speak?”

“The file says
five fluently, and ten to a lesser degree.”

“Hmph. Most
people who speak a number of languages are only good at languages.
Finch-Malloy does have other talents. I have to admit. Turning up
in unexpected places and causing a certain degree of chaos wherever
he goes seem to be two of them.”

“If you say so,
sir.”

C was off
again. “That little place seems to be taking on a lot of
importance, ever since the Germans selected it as their airship
terminal. Full of Germans and Confederate Army, it seems. And their
slaves. Can you imagine, Parkes?” C’s voice rose in disbelief. “Can
you imagine an army that runs itself using slaves?”

“No, sir, I
have to admit that I can’t.”

“It makes my
blood boil to think about it. Anyway, there’s this enormous shed
going up near the river there, like the ones at Cuxhaven in the
war, if you remember them. And they’re building a pipeline from
Texas to Cordele, and then they’re going to get this special gas
out of it to fill up the Zeppelins. That’s a lot of work, all
happening at very high speed, it seems. And a lot of strange people
in town.”

“No wonder
Dowling was able to get all the details of this information so
easily. There must be a lot of strangers in town to talk to.”

“Hard to hide a
project that size, Parkes. It’s not a big town. What with the
soldiers and the Germans, the population’s probably doubled
overnight. Everyone must be talking about it.”

“Anyway,
Dowling must have had the shock of his life, walking into this
woman’s house and seeing Finch-Malloy sitting there, sir?”

“I’m sure he
did, Parkes.”

“It’s extremely
convenient for us, isn’t it, sir?”

“It would be
convenient, I suppose, if their bloody police weren’t watching the
place night and day. But it’s much too risky for Finch-Malloy to
have anything to do with us. Even if he was officially connected
with us, which I must remind you once again that he isn’t,” C added
sternly. “I’m most surprised, I admit, that Dowling was able to get
permission from them for this Miss Justin to travel up north for
the wedding. I assume he had to lie through his teeth to get it to
happen. Just how, I have no idea, and I don’t want to know. Henry
Dowling can be a very tricky bugger when he chooses to be, Parkes.
Be thankful that he is on our side, just like Bloody Brian. I
wouldn’t want him to be working for the opposition.”

“Going back to
this airship business, sir? What do we do now the Germans have
started to build this terminal at Cordele, and the Confeds have
started their gas production plant there?”

“I really have
to agree with Dowling. It’s an enormous propaganda coup to have a
fast, safe regular airship service across the Atlantic. It makes
both Nazi Germany and the Confederacy look legitimate and
respectable. And I don’t like the idea of legitimizing either of
them. Speaking personally, of course, Parkes. As a servant of HM
Government, of course I don’t hold any political views. But as an
ordinary human being, what I hear about both those places makes my
blood boil, and I would welcome almost any chance to humiliate
them.”

“So Dowling’s
idea of wrecking the airship service before it starts is to go
ahead, sir?”

“I didn’t say
that, Parkes,” snapped C. “I don’t like the idea of Dowling
starting to play around with this kind of thing, or even worse,
allowing the Yankees to do it for him. I know that what he’s
proposing is a bloodless sabotage operation against the machines
and facilities, and not against the people, but let us suppose
there was some kind of accident in which many people were killed,
and the blame was shifted to us? Where would we be then?”

“Would we care?
Especially if the Nazi bigwigs were on board the airship?”

“Don’t tempt
me, Parkes. Don’t tempt me. Yes, I saw that report from Berlin, and
it is a very interesting thought indeed. What on earth do you think
is the big secret about the cargo they’re sending over?”

“I really have
no idea.”

“Nor me.
However, there is no way I can give any official sanction to any
such idea of sabotage. Nor can I give any official sanction to
Finch-Malloy working for us in the future.” C stressed the word
‘official’ both times.

“I think I
understand you, sir.”

“I hope you
bloody well do, Parkes. Make sure my position is carefully
explained to Henry Dowling in Washington as soon as possible.”


Chapter 24: War
Department, Washington DC, United States of America

“What would I like in a perfect world? A great
fiery explosion, destroying the pride of the German airship fleet,
and taking all the top Nazis with it.”

“I really don’t know how you
Britishers do it,” exclaimed Vernon Gatt. Dowling had just informed
him of the presence of Brian Finch-Malloy in Cordele at a private
meeting where only the two of them were present. “You people get
everywhere without us noticing. So what are we going to do about
this latest amazing piece of good fortune down in Cordele?”

“Alas, my hands
are tied,” exclaimed Dowling theatrically, spreading them wide to
indicate the opposite. “My instructions from London made it
perfectly clear that our ex-agent was not to be employed by me in
this business.”

“But if he were
to be employed by someone else?” half-suggested Gatt, gazing out of
the window at the street below. “Is that going to be possible?”

“He is, after
all, an ex-agent of my Service,” Dowling reminded him. “He is no
longer employed by us. We have no claim on what he can and cannot
do after he leaves our employ.” This was not strictly true, thought
Dowling, when he considered the manifold complexities of the
British Official Secrets Act. Arranging for Christopher to leave
the British Service and join the American counterpart, which would
happen in a few weeks, had taken all of Dowling’s considerable
skills in bureaucratic infighting.

“I hear you,”
said Gatt, making an indecipherable hieroglyphic note in his
notebook.

“Vernon?” asked
Henry. “Don’t be offended, but I would like to know how many men
you have in Cordele right now?”

“The only
answer I am allowed to give to that question, my friend, is ‘not
nearly enough of them’. And don’t ask me questions like that, or I
might be tempted to ask how many agents you have in the White
House. I sure envy you your people’s ability to get into the places
where you’re not meant to be.”

“The man’s not
one of ‘my people’ any more,” pointed out Dowling significantly.
“And we had nothing to do with his being there right now.”

“How would you
get in contact with him if you had to do so? I’m speaking totally
hypothetically, you understand.”

“I think the
easiest way would be to sound out Miss Justin when she comes up for
Christopher and Virginia’s wedding next week and see if she would
act as some sort of go-between on our behalf.”

“Ah, yes.
That.” Vernon Gatt frowned. “Tell me, Henry, what do you really
think about all this wedding business?”

“With all my
heart, I’m delighted for Christopher. And Virginia, of course,”
Dowling added quickly. “I don’t think you’ve ever had the pleasure
of talking to him as I have. He’s a charming young man with a
first-class mind, Virginia seems to be a delightful young lady who
likewise enjoys a lively intelligence, and to my mind they make a
wonderful couple. If anyone is stupid enough to make any criticisms
on the grounds of his race or her race, that’s their affair. I have
to admit that I am personally most curious to meet Miss Justin, who
seems to be responsible for bringing out the best in
Christopher.”

“I fear that
you are a lot more tolerant about this matter than the
Wassersteins’ friends and acquaintances are likely to be.”

“I don’t think
we need to worry about that. Virginia is perfectly capable of
giving as good as she gets in that regard. Speaking cynically,
money is one of the great levelers, you know, and that’s something
that they’ll never be short of.”

“I suppose
you’re right there, Henry. Cigar?” Gatt offered a fine Cuban cigar,
which Dowling accepted. The two men took their time preparing and
lighting their cigars and sat back.

“So your advice
is to do nothing until Miss Justin arrives next week?” Gatt broke
the silence.

“Afraid so, old
boy,” replied Dowling. “The worst part of this game is waiting,
don’t you think? Knowing when to move and when to hold back is
never easy, though.” He puffed at his cigar.

“So what would
you be trying to do, if you could arrange things to your personal
satisfaction?”

“What would I
like in a perfect world, old boy? A bloody great fiery explosion,
destroying the pride of the German airship fleet, and taking all
the top Nazis with it.” He jabbed in the air with his cigar. “And
all the Confederate politicians gathered to welcome them fried to a
crisp as well. And the whole thing captured on Joe Goebbels’ film
cameras and then shown around the world.” The cigar glowed again as
he took a deep drag. “But it’s not a perfect world, though, is it?
I’m not allowed to do any of this or even help it to come about,
God damn it. And I’m sure you’re bound by similar rules.”

“You’re a
bloodthirsty kind of guy, aren’t you?” Without waiting for an
answer, “Our rules are even stricter, I reckon. We have to report
to Congress, while as far as I know, your gang doesn’t even
officially exist?” Dowling refused to rise to the bait. “But even
if we’re not allowed to order any such thing, or help it happen, is
there any reason why we can’t kind of encourage this sort of event
to occur?”

“ ‘Encourage’,
you say?” Dowling scratched his chin thoughtfully. “I suppose that
we could make our desires known to those who might, conceivably,
one day find themselves in a position where they might want to do
something positive about making those desires a reality.”

“That sounds
like a very complicated way of saying yes.”

“That’s exactly
what it is.”

“So if I were
to let you know what suggestions I might offer to your man—sorry, I
kind of forget he’s not your man—”

“Take him, he’s
all yours.” Dowling waved away the thought of Finch-Malloy and the
cigar smoke in one motion.

“Thank you,
sir. I surely appreciate the offer. So I pass my suggestions along
to you, and you make sure that he gets them in the way that he
would if he were still your agent? Secret inks or codes, or
whatever? I’m not asking you for the details of how you do it, just
that you do it for us, right?”

“Yes, we can at
least manage that for you, I’m sure. Just give me a little time to
work out how we can work things out quickly for you.”


Chapter 25:
Friedrichshafen, near the Bodensee, National Socialist
Germany

“A bigger gang of crooks and clowns never walked
God’s good earth.”

Dr. Hugo Eckener looked from
his working office at the end of the assembly shed through the
window framing the massive duralumin skeleton of the new airship,
as long and as wide as an ocean liner, with workers climbing up and
down the scaffolding surrounding it. Several gasbags, fashioned
from silk lined with goldbeater’s skin, had already been attached
to the top of the frame, and hung limply, like empty balloons.
Eckener’s heavy face, framed in its neatly trimmed graying beard,
showed his anger.

“Look at this!”
He waved the paper he held in his hand angrily. “It’s not enough
that I have to take a band of Berlin lunatics with me. Look at what
else they want to take!” He thrust the paper at his assistant
manager, Hans Dietelbaum.

Dietelbaum took
the paper, headed with two swastika flags flanking some
impressive-looking gothic lettering, cautiously. “Herr Doktor,” he
advised as he started to read it. “I do realize that there are only
two people in this room, but with respect, your voice carries, and
it might not be a good idea to refer to the current government in
those terms. After all,” he added diplomatically, “it is they who
give us the contracts and the money to keep going.”

Eckener
snorted. It was an ugly noise, and contrasted with his elegant
appearance. “If only those fool Americans hadn’t canceled their
order for their naval LZ126, we could be free of these Berlin—”
Dietelbaum held up a warning finger “—I was going to say ‘people’,
you fool, what did you think?”

Dietelbaum was
used to these outbursts and continued scanning the paper. Suddenly
he gave a start.

“Aha!” cried
Eckener. “You see? Now am I or am I not right in saying the
decision to carry this cargo is lunacy?”

“On the maiden
voyage of this airship? Risky, to say the least. But what a
magnificent gesture, joining the modern world with the eternal
legends of our civilization!”

“Pah! I don’t
give a fart about eternal legends,” scoffed Eckener, coarsely. “I
care about lateral stresses and lifting force, and gas venting
valves. All the eternal legends in the world won’t make this
thing,” waving his arm at the magnificent structure outside, “fly
to America. So, young Dietelbaum, assuming that this special cargo
is indeed going to accompany us on our flight to America, are we
going to have to make any special arrangements for it?”

“Surely it can
be kept in the Captain’s cabin under lock and key? After all, even
if one of the crew steals it, there’s nowhere for them to run away
with it.”

“What about the
passengers? You only said the crew just now.”

“Well, Herr
Doktor, the passengers will all be members of the Reich
government.”

“That’s exactly
what I mean,” retorted Eckener. He lowered his voice. “A bigger
gang of crooks and clowns never walked God’s good earth. Look at
that fool Goering who came to see us the other week. Just because
he learned how to fly an airplane in the war, he thinks he knows
everything about every aspect of aviation. I grant you that he’s
not stupid, but I wish he would go away and leave us in peace to do
our jobs. In any case, you’d better take a trip up to Berlin some
time and find out exactly how big this cargo’s going to be, and
more importantly, how much it’s going to weigh.”

Dietelbaum
thought it was time to change the subject. “Have you thought of a
name for her?” he asked, gesturing at the airship.

“Thank you for
bringing up the subject. I’ve thought of many names. However, it’s
not up to me to name her, it appears. I really wanted to call her
Graf Zeppelin—it would be a fitting
gesture towards his memory.” Ferdinand von Zeppelin had died some
ten years previously. “But one of the latest suggestions from the
people in Berlin was to name her Adolf
Hitler.”

“Good God!”

“No, not God,
Adolf Hitler,” corrected Eckener dryly. “I was able to put a stop
to that fairly quickly. I pointed out that any storm damage or, God
forbid, an accident, might be taken as divine providence by those
who were foolish enough to oppose the divinely appointed
Führer.”

“You put it in
those very words?” asked Dietelbaum incredulously.

“Almost,”
replied Eckener. “These Nazis are gluttons for flattery, and my
experience in journalism has taught me how to present unpopular
points of view. Anyway, I proposed the name of Bismarck, and we settled on that—a name no good
German, Nazi or otherwise, can object to, and he’s safely dead and
buried, so no omens can be attached to the Zeppelin bearing his
name.”

“I like it,”
replied Dietelbaum.

“Actually, so
do I,” confessed Eckener. “And the old Count would have approved, I
am sure, so we’re not disrespecting his memory in any way. I’d like
you to draw up an announcement, and let everyone know the new name,
so that we stop referring to her as LZ127 and give her her proper
name.”

“Immediately,
Herr Doktor. With pleasure.”

“And give some
more thought to the special cargo. I think we’re going to have to
make some arrangements for it, along with the silk sheets and the
rest of the luxuries for our passengers.”


Chapter 26: The Willard
Hotel, Washington DC, United States of America

“You could easily be arrested and imprisoned in
the near future.”

Miss Henrietta Justin was
tired and exhilarated at the same time. Tired, because the trip
from Cordele had been a long and exhausting one, involving several
changes of train, but chiefly on account of the officials, both
Confederate and Yankee, who had scrutinized her papers on both
sides of the border before grudgingly letting her out of one
country and into the other. Travel between the two nations was
extremely rare, and it was almost unheard of for elderly ladies
such as Miss Justin to make the trip.

Once into the
Union, however, she could relax. Life seemed, in so many ways she
couldn’t quite put her finger on, to be much freer here. There were
far fewer stern-faced men in uniform, for one thing and no boys in
military uniform. In the South, even those boys who were not in the
Army attended the Southern Cadet Corps from the age of ten, where
they learned drill and basic shooting skills. There were more black
faces on the streets, and though on the whole they were far from
being prosperous, they didn’t have the downcast and pinched look
that was almost universal on the face of the blacks, slave or free,
in the Confederacy. Segregation didn’t seem to be a problem here,
either. Although blacks and whites tended to sit at separate seats
in the trains, this seemed to be a matter of choice, not law.

-o-

Her hotel room was large and
comfortable, with a private bathroom, and best of all, someone else
was paying for all this luxury. At the end of the letter from
Christopher’s friend confirming her stay at the hotel had been the
words:

PS Please pass this postscript and
the rest of this letter, including the envelope, to your kinsman,
Lewis. We send him all good wishes for his new life and work in
Cordele.

Puzzled, she
had complied with the request.

A smell of
burning paper from his room about thirty minutes later strengthened
her suspicions that this might well be a secret message that he had
disposed of. How exciting! she had thought to herself. When he
returned, he was smiling.

“A message from
my uncle’s friend,” he had explained. She had a pretty good idea by
now, she reckoned, of the identity of this uncle, but she had said
nothing.

When he had
first arrived to stay at her house, he had gone out most evenings,
“to make some good friends in my new hometown,” he had explained,
but that had abruptly ceased with the visit of his English friend
bearing the wedding invitation. Following the letter, though, he
had started going out again, that very evening, and every evening
since then until she left for Washington.

He seemed to be
universally liked in the city. When she went to the store, the
other ladies referred to him as a “real gentleman”; an accolade not
lightly bestowed by them upon newcomers to Cordele. She did,
however, remark to herself that they had only started to refer to
him in that way after she had persuaded him to dispense with the
rather greasy ponytail, and get himself a proper haircut at
Lester’s. His hair still seemed a little long to her eyes, and the
strange little beard remained, though a little neater and tidier
following his visit to Lester’s.

She had noticed
that even the CBI agents tipped their hats to him as he walked in
and out of her gate, but it didn’t stop them, she noticed with wry
amusement, from having another agent follow him out and home again
about half the time. If he was aware of being followed, he gave no
sign, and he appeared content with his life at her house.

As for her, she
was happy to have him there. Quite apart from the pleasure of
having someone to talk to (and Miss Justin dearly loved her
conversation, which had languished recently, thanks to the presence
of her “protectors” at the gate), he was making himself useful. He
got on well with Horace and Betsy, and he and Horace were often to
be found out in the yard working together on some plan that would
have been impossible for either one of them alone. One such project
was the porch swing, which had broken shortly after Christopher had
left, but was now restored to its former comfort, thanks to Lewis
and Horace.

-o-

Now, as she sat in one of the
Willard’s best rooms, she glanced at herself in the mirror and
straightened the collar of her best dress. She shivered a little
with anticipated excitement.

A tap on the
door. She rose from the armchair and called “Come in.” The door
opened, and in walked … Christopher!

He was dressed
immaculately, in a suit that must have cost … she didn’t even like
to guess the cost of a suit like that, and he was smiling from ear
to ear.

“Miss Justin!”
he exclaimed. “I am so pleased to see you.” A tear stole from each
eye down his cheeks. “I can’t say how much I’ve—” and he rushed
towards her to take her hand.

“Christopher!”
She found that she, too, was crying. “I am so happy to see you so
well and so successful.” She wrung his hand, and without thinking,
suddenly threw her arms around him and hugged him. “Oh dear,” she
exclaimed. “I am sorry, Christopher. What will your young lady
say?”

“She won’t say
anything,” answered Virginia, stepping from behind Christopher.
“Miss Justin? I am Virginia Wasserstein, and I am delighted to be
meeting you. Christopher has told me so much about you, and I am so
very grateful to you for everything you have done for him in the
past.”

“My dear!”
exclaimed Miss Justin. “I am so happy to see you. Mr. Dowling
here,” looking at Henry, who stood slightly embarrassed in the
doorway, “told me you were beautiful,” Henry blushed on cue, “but
he never told me the half of it.” The two women kissed each other’s
cheeks.

“Why don’t we
all sit down,” exclaimed Miss Justin, hardly attempting to cover
her excitement, “and I’ll call down for some tea or something. Tea
for everyone? Mr. Dowling, you’re English, you’ll have tea, won’t
you?” Her small talk rattled on until the tea arrived, telling
Christopher about what had happened to her since his departure, and
passing on news and congratulations from Betsy and Horace.
Christopher did his best to explain exactly what had happened to
him since he had left Cordele, but he wasn’t sure if Miss Justin
was even listening. Somehow, the subject turned to music.

“I’m not a
professional, Miss Justin,” remarked Henry Dowling, stirring his
second cup of tea, “but I’ve heard Christopher’s playing, and he
really is a remarkable performer. Don’t be modest, Christopher. I
thought I’d stopped all this false modesty business some time ago.
You really are very good. How much did you teach him, Miss
Justin?”

“Well, it was
really my niece, Kitty,” she explained. “She taught him the basics
and taught him a few pieces of classical music. But after a while,
I came to realize that he had a natural talent for making his own
music that I could never begin to come close to understanding. I
didn’t like it at all at first, I have to tell you now,
Christopher. But then I realized what you were up to. Wonderful
complicated rhythms, harmonies I’d never heard before, but worked
so well with what you were doing, developments of the theme. And
none of it written down.” She shook her head sadly.

“If you’ll
permit me to offer my poor opinion,” offered Virginia, “it should
never be written down. The music that Christopher is producing is
so new and fresh it would suffer if it was to be imprisoned on a
printed page.”

Henry lifted
his eyebrows. “What do you think, Christopher? We’re talking about
what you produce, after all.”

“My view,” said
Christopher solemnly, “is that we should change the subject and
move on to something else, like who is going to sit where at the
wedding. I know that a lot of Wasserstein relatives and friends are
coming to the wedding. My side is going to look rather empty, I
suppose, with only a few people from the British Embassy, apart
from you and Miss Justin. But I was wondering… It’s a great favor
to ask of you, but Miss Justin, would you please take the place of
my mother at the wedding?”

“With pleasure,
dear boy,” she replied. “That’s the nicest possible thing you could
have asked me to do.”

“Then I’m
happy, too,” exclaimed Christopher.

There was a
contented happy silence between the four of them which lasted for a
few minutes until it was broken by Henry Dowling who looked at his
watch.

“Is that really
the time? Miss Justin, I fear we have trespassed on your
hospitality long enough.” He got up to go.

“Miss Justin,”
suggested Virginia. “Since you are a stranger in this town, and
since you may need to do some shopping, may I call on you tomorrow
and we will go to the stores together?”

“What a
charming idea. Yes, please.”

They fixed a
time and place for the meeting, and Miss Justin’s three visitors
left the room. The door closed, and Miss Justin sank back into her
chair, content with the way that things had turned out. She liked
the look of Christopher’s wife-to-be. No nonsense about her, she
thought, and she certainly seemed to have a way of getting what she
wanted.

-o-

There was a knock on the
door. “Come in,” she answered, expecting one of the hotel servants
to clear away the tea things. Instead, Henry Dowling entered.

“Terribly sorry
and all that. Did I leave a handkerchief here? Maybe it slipped out
of my pocket when I was sitting down?” He closed the door behind
him.

“I don’t
believe you did,” she answered.

“Actually,” he
continued, “this is all a good deal more important than a
handkerchief. Please sit down and listen carefully to what I have
to say to you. I didn’t want to say any of this in front of
Christopher. I am worried about your safety if you return to
Cordele. As I am sure you realize by now, the man Brian, Lewis, or
however you know him, is an agent working against the Confederacy.
I tell you this with the utmost confidence that you will repeat
this to no-one.”

Miss Justin
nodded, tight-lipped, in response.

“However,”
Dowling continued, “I know that you are already under suspicion.
You will continue to be under even more suspicion as time goes on,
and I don’t think I’m exaggerating when I say that you could easily
be arrested and imprisoned in the near future if you return to
Cordele.”

“So what do you
want me to do?” The near euphoria she had felt at Christopher’s
good fortune had vanished, replaced by a small cold ball of fear
inside her.

“I—we,” he
corrected himself, “feel that it would be in your best interests
not to go back to Cordele after the wedding. We can easily persuade
the Confederate authorities that you are seriously ill and are in
no condition to leave Washington. If necessary, we can even arrange
for your death to be reported to them.”

“I don’t think
that I’d want that,” she replied, a little shocked by the idea.

“I don’t blame
you. ‘Mourir, c’est partir un peu’”, he misquoted
with a wry smile. “But it might be a good idea to keep out of the
Confederacy for a very long time. You can write a letter to Lewis
Levoisin allowing him to live in your house, and so on. Even give
him power of attorney to pay your bills, and so on. In fact, I
think you’re probably going to be writing to him quite regularly
and we’d like to have your letters and the envelopes before you
send them to him, so that we can add our own messages to them. Just
make sure that the last page of your letters always has only a few
lines on it. Don’t worry about money, by the way. We’ll make sure
that you have enough to be as comfortable as you need while you’re
living here.”
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