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FIRST PRAISE
 

Gayle Lynds, the New York best-selling author of The Last Spymaster and The Book of Spies, hails The Consummate Traitor as “riveting.”

“Compelling, disturbing and brutally honest with razor-sharp insights into the soul of a spy.”

                        Vicki Hinze,

award-winning author of Acts of Honor,

Lady Liberty and Deadly Ties.

“Historical fiction at its best. Be prepared to shed several buckets of tears.”

                        Robert Gandt,

best-selling author of the 
Brad Maxwell series of military thrillers.

“A concise, fast-paced twister… must reading for fans of spy fiction.”

                        Harriet Klausner,

Midwest Books reviewer.

“The reader will discover that there is no greater love than for a man, or woman, to lay his or her life down for a friend.”

                        Rita Gerlach,

author of the Historical Romance 
Surrender the Wind.

“In The Consummate Traitor, Bonnie Toews delivers an edgy, espionage thriller in a beautiful story that haunts the reader long after the book is closed.”

                        Laurie Foston, author of 
The Magi Chronicles and 
Just in Time for You.

“In this brilliant novel, Bonnie Toews explores the spy world’s murky twists and cunning treachery. Although there is plenty of intellectual intrigue, Toews doesn’t forget the spiritual nature of her characters.”

                        J. Carson Black, author of The Shop, Darkness on the Edge of Town and TheDarkHorse.
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With all my love for my dearest Wally — 
May you lob tennis balls with the angels

and play patiently with Yogi

until we meet again.
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WALLY’S FAVORITE VERSE

JOHN 3:16

For God so loved the world,

that he gave his only begotten Son,

that whosoever believeth in him should not perish,

but have everlasting life.


  



IN REMEMBRANCE
 

In Spain, during the Civil War, I witnessed the beginning of what Hitler’s total war ultimately came to mean: whole cities and populations wiped out at the push of a button. The atomic bomb became the weapon of absolute annihilation, and Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the tragic outcomes.

We went to war because we had to. Above all, we had to win against Nazi Germany and Imperial Japan or lose all our fought-for gains to live as free people. That was the crux of the war we’ve just won. But no war is a good war.

At times, we have acted no better than our worst enemy. We are not blameless. We denied the Holocaust, choosing instead not to believe the evidence, which mounted. And we too have committed atrocities. For that part, there is nothing to be proud of in our victory.

What is worse, this war has not stopped the struggle for wealth and control. A secret war still goes on behind the political posturing, each world power seeking intelligence it can use against the other, manipulating events, and in the end, creating more terror and worse horrors for the innocent who never know why they’ve been sacrificed, or for what cause.

I grieve for the millions upon millions who have either died or suffered and been exploited in this war of wars to develop the atomic bomb. To all who suffered as I did, and worse, I wrap my arms around you and say, I am SO sorry. By God, I hope it was worth it!

FROM LEE TALBOT’S PERSONAL JOURNAL

JUNE 22,1946
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PROLOGUE

Monday, April 26th, 1937

Distant droning roiled across the mountaintops. The engine’s thrum blended with the faint babbling that echoed skyward from the small town tucked in the foothills of the valley below her.

Lee Talbot held out her sketch at arm’s length and studied it. Everything around her dissolved as she focused on each line and curve.

Something was missing. She looked up and squinted. Her gaze settled on the highest peak stabbing the sky above the Pyrenees Mountains. Ah. A very important detail. With her charcoal pencil, she outlined puffs of white snow capping the brow of the ancient Mont San Miguel.

There, that’s better.

This morning, Quinn Bergin, another war correspondent like her, had chosen this escarpment for its magnificent view of Guernica. He encouraged her drawing and had left her on the mountainside in northern Spain for a day of respite.

Often, in Madrid, she had pulled out her sketch pad to capture the civil war’s worst moments. But here, the mountains protected the local Basques. They still followed their original customs. Like them, she didn’t believe this valley could be breached. She felt safe and had not rushed her drawing.

Her attention shifted.

Even this far up the mountainside, she could make out the buzz of townspeople bartering over produce and crafts.

When she arose at dawn, she had listened from the window of her hotel room to the clip-clop of horses’ hooves over the cobblestone streets and watched farmers from the surrounding hillsides haul their loaded carts to the market square just in front of her hotel. There, they set up stalls. Now, their far-off natter combined with the nearby bleats of sheep and birds chirping washed over her like healing springs. She relaxed, for the first time in months.

Wafts of smoke drifted windward from the chimneys of cottages dappling the countryside. She sniffed and imagined bread baking inside their brick ovens. Her stomach gurgled. The thought of fresh bread smothered in creamy butter reminded her she had forgotten to eat. Where’s Quinn? He had promised to bring lunch. She glanced at her wristwatch. Four-thirty. Time to return to the hotel.

Again she examined her sketch before she scribbled on the lower right-hand corner: Monday, April 26, 1937. GUERNICA.

A deep-throated roar sprang from behind her. Startled, Lee jumped to her feet and spun around. She knew that sound. A twin-engine aircraft. Cupping both hands over her eyes, she strained to see against the sun’s glare in search of the intruder.

Vibrating air whipped from above, pinning her feet to the ground. She raised and pressed the palms of her hands upward against the slipstream. Her neck arched backward and her gaze froze on the underbelly of a twin-engine bomber. For a split second, the German Dornier Do 17 hung as if suspended overhead, engines whistling in her ears, before it swept screaming down the valley and veered onto a south-to-north track barely above the trees. The plane cast the shadow of an eerie cross rippling over the Rio Mundaca, which wound along the valley floor toward Guernica and the town’s streets rising from the river’s shore.

The bomber banked and then circled back, its nose aimed at her heart in a game of chicken between the pilot and Lee on the outcrop. She stood mesmerized. At the last moment, she ducked as the Dornier rocketed over her head towards the towering peaks behind her. She turned in time to watch it vanish.

Lee gasped, dumbfounded. Had she imagined it? Did she see darts pinned in racks under the bomber’s wings? Only this morning Quinn had told her about an incendiary bomb the Nazis had developed. It could produce massive fires wherever it landed, but he had no idea what the new bomb looked like. Could the cone-shaped canisters the Dornier carried under its wings be test incendiaries?

The thought chilled her. Maybe the pilot was looking for a place to drop them because the Nazis were forbidden to test such weapons on German soil. Though the Treaty of Versailles banned Germany from ever arming again after World War I, Hitler now manufactured the most advanced weapons in the world. Who would care about his testing bombs in a civil war the League of Nations ignored?

But this was Basque country. As yet, the Basques had not joined the Republican government to quell the Fascists even though the Republicans had finally granted them home rule. There was no reason the German Luftwaffe should be flying over Guernica.

Lee had to find a phone and report long distance about her sighting to Collier’s Weekly, a Springfield-based magazine in Ohio that specialized in investigative journalism. This time she would scoop Ernest Hemingway and Martha Gellhorn, whose co-authored features stateside were attracting “freedom” lovers, Marxists and anarchists to join the International Brigade in their support of the Republicans in Spain. But, it was George Orwell who made her life most miserable. He not only filed stories from the front line, he also joined in the fighting against Franco’s Nationalist uprising. How could she beat that kind of real-life writing? Sighting the German bomber now gave her a chance to show the Collier editor that she was as good an investigator as his star war correspondents.

Lee jammed the sketch pad and charcoal pencil into her shoulder bag, flung its straps over her head and looped the bag behind her back. As she scrambled down the steep slope, she tripped and sprawled on all fours. Cursing, she pulled her skirt under herself and slid down the rest of the way to her bicycle waiting by the roadside. No sooner had she yanked the bike upright than she heard the warning rumble again.

She checked the sky behind her. There, the same bomber slipped over the southern ridge further west. Her eyes followed its route. It took the same northern heading above the Mundaca River, but higher. Maybe four thousand feet. Fear knotted her stomach. Something dreadful was about to happen.

Lee ran the bike down the road before mounting it and pedaled off. At the S-turn, she misjudged the sharp angle and almost lost her balance. The bike skidded on the rim of its front wheel before she righted it. For a split second, it wobbled. She regained control and carried on cycling downhill, dangerously careening from side to side at breakneck speed.

Her mind raced in sync with her pedaling. She had met Quinn in Madrid and immediately liked him, because, unlike most newsmen who continually made passes, he didn’t. Instead, he invited her to join him on a trip to Guernica to study the Basques. She would never have gone alone because her Spanish was too awkward, and the Basques didn’t speak English. So Quinn acted as her Spanish translator. According to him, in Spain’s Civil War, if the rebel Fascists under Francesco Franco were to defeat the Madrid government, they had to beat the Basques first. The question for him was: How vulnerable were the Basques to attack?

This morning, anticipating war strategies was her last concern. When Quinn selected the spot where she could enjoy the best view of the valley for her sketching, she thought he might join her for a picnic and suggested he bring back a boxed lunch from the hotel. He agreed but never returned. What held him up? Where was he? She pedaled faster.

POP! Pop-Pop! The sounds echoed up the hillside like fire crackers exploding one after the other, while green fluorescent flares splintered upward from the valley below. Recklessly jamming on her brakes, Lee locked the wheels and nearly flew over the handlebars. Pop! Pop-pop pop! The strange eruptions continued. She jumped off her bike, using her feet like drags to bring it to a standstill.

In horror, she gazed downward from the roadside at the fires smothering Guernica’s heart. The market! Her fingers squeezed the handlebars, while the steeple bells of the Santa Maria church rang like banshees pitching their strident warnings over the pass.

Thud! The ground beneath Lee’s feet shook. Explosive booms rocked the countryside. Their repeated pounding burst inside Lee’s head. How could one bomber drop so many bombs?. Her ears rang with the thunderous noise, and she gagged on the mixed odor of sulfurous eggs and burnt wood rising from the village basin. The inside of her lips burned from the acidic taste of the dreadful stench.

Oh no! The hotel! Quinn!

Lee remounted and resumed her frantic pedaling down the mountain road to the Renteria Bridge. She crossed it and headed toward belching flames rising from the center of the town. After trying to ride through mounds of rubble littering the streets, she gave up, jumped off, and pushed the bike ahead on foot.

The town square lay in shambles. The Julian Hotel—its front— sliced away, its four stories as bare as the back of a doll’s house. Quinn’s room was at the rear of the hotel, but that was no comfort. He could have been caught somewhere else at the time of the attack.

Across from it, the flattened Train Station Plaza left a mangled mess of shingles, bricks and mortar. Desperate survivors scrambled over the ruins searching for loved ones, and when they found them dead, their screams split the shrill clamor of emergency-response sirens.

As more parts of buildings crumbled, sheers of red dust settled over the debris, while rivulets of flames broke out everywhere, disrupting rescue efforts. Lee choked on the stench and doubled over fighting an urge to vomit.

The fumes and intense heat from the fires burning in the square finally drove her from further searching for Quinn. Coughing, she pushed her bike onto the undamaged Calle de la Estacion and paused to catch her breath. She peered through the late afternoon shadows shedding desolate darkness over the lane ahead. From above, a sliver of sunlight pierced the gloom, illuminating the plaid shirt of a figure lying on the ground.

Quinn!

It had to be him. This morning she had called him a lumberjack.

Lee dropped her bike and ran to the still form. When she reached it, she found a boy no more than nine or ten-years-old. There was no visible injury to show how he died. Instead, he lay there as if asleep, clutching his fishing rod. Even in death, he refused to let the pole go. The irony stunned her.

Memories churned… little children in Madrid, made homeless by relentless Fascist bombings—hungry ones, bleeding ones, silent ones, hardly more than babies reaching out to her, begging to be fed, held and comforted, to be relieved of their endless nightmare. These were the children she left behind. Unable to wipe away their tears and heartsick with the realization there was nothing she could do except report what was happening, she clung to the hope that somehow, soon, someone would care and do something to stop this ungodly struggle of Spaniards fighting each other.

By some fluke, the side effect of the bomb’s impact left the boy’s body intact yet partly undressed, vaguely tinted in inky browns. His mouth gaped open like the beak of a baby bird starving. A fly landed on the dry dribbles caking his lips and, with frenzied little skips, jumped onto his protruding tongue, never pausing in its quest to probe for his most succulent blood. She shivered.

As if the fly’s feathery feet were brushing her own skin, she batted the air, to no avail. It kept coming back. She doubled over and held her face in her hands. Dry heaves wrenched her stomach. She wanted to vomit. Bile burned her chest and throat, but something held it back. She slumped and turned away. She could no longer look at the boy, at his young face, at his innocence, at the vermin attacking him.

And then she felt a delicate tapping on her left shoulder. When she looked up, there was no one there. Instead, a mournful cry caught in eternal agony dragged her eyes back to the boy. The sound sprang from deep inside his mouth—a silent scream howling into nothingness. His death tore her apart. She had failed him, and all the war victims she wrote about. Her articles changed nothing. No one cared, no one intervened. The dam of her emotions broke. She crumpled in hopeless sobs beside his body. Together, in a moment of evil, they shared the embrace of hell.


  



PART ONE
 

Keep alert, stand firm in your faith,

be courageous, be strong.

1 CORINTHIANS 16:13


  



ONE

Monday, April 26th, 1937

Three men huddled around the fireplace in the host’s library. They sat with their attention glued to the wireless and listened in grim silence to the late night broadcast. The static scratching through the radio speaker broke the woman’s voice into snatches of barely intelligible words.
 

Some bodies … So mutilated … parts strewn over jagged craters where buildings once stood… one death stood out… small boy on a street littered with children’s bodies… no visible injury… just lay there… as if asleep, clutching his fishing pole … Tonight, Guernica… burns …


Winston Churchill watched Sir Fletcher McAlister, the director of his secret Intelligence organization, rise from his seat and pace back and forth in front of the fireplace, all the while warming his hands over the flame, as if washing away the chill of the woman’s report. Churchill understood his frustration. Adolf Hitler had achieved the unthinkable.

The big Scotsman unconsciously licked the shaggy tips of the red bush drooping over his upper lip in time with his pacing. Again the wireless crackled and the woman’s voice faded. He switched off the radio and turned to Churchill.

“Didn’t I tell you?”

Anger flared in Sir Fletcher’s eyes. “Hitler is testing his ‘total war’ strategy on the Basques.”

“It’s a bloody marvel that Talbot woman got out alive,” remarked the third man. “Surely broadcasts like hers will make Chamberlain listen to you now, Winston.”

Churchill concentrated on the curl of smoke spiraling upwards from the chewed cigar he held in his pudgy hand. “It’s not British people dying. It’s Basques, Wynne.”

Churchill leveled his attention on the only aristocrat he had invited to join his secret executive. Aside from needing the nobleman to finance the undertaking, the impeccable Lord Wynne Henry Radcliffe had a quirk some called overly fussy, but Churchill knew his attention to detail might someday save agents’ lives when it came time to preparing them for missions in occupied country. Yet, in the Chess of politics, the Earl of Chadwick, as he was also entitled, could be quite gullible. Churchill reminded him, “Until Adolf Hitler is in our laps, the prime minister won’t change his mind. And why should he? Most of the gentry in the Upper House who support him have investments in Hitler’s rejuvenated industries, and the Fuhrer is making them very rich men.”

Churchill jammed the cigar stub back into his mouth and chewed. “Now Leon, this woman we just heard… do you know her?”

Churchill often reverted to his code name for the wily Scotsman. Sir Fletcher’s droopy moustache reminded him of a cartoon character, a walrus named Leon.

“Aye, I do.”

Churchill waited for him to say more. When Sir Fletcher remained silent, he pursed his lips.

“The press is a crucial ally in our battle to win public support.”

“Aye, Winston, indeed we do need the press on our side.”

There was another long pause between them. Churchill scowled. He expected a full briefing, not this verbal tap dance from Sir Fletcher. “Do I have to ask what your game plan is?”

“No, indeed. I’m sorry. I was just thinking, Winston. Could you ever imagine a whole town razed in four hours by fires no one could put out?” His jaw clenched. “It’s bloody unbelievable!”

Sir Fletcher pressed his right hand to his forehead and rubbed his fleshy fingertips across it. Eventually he paused and then resumed warming his hands over the glowing fire.

“When my people got secret reports Hitler’s strategists had picked Guernica to test his incendiaries, I had no idea this would be the result. Now I’m glad I sent Quinn Bergin to share some of our Intelligence with Lee Talbot.”

“Of all the reporters covering Madrid, why her?”

Lord Radcliffe’s dark eyebrows crimped together as he directed his question to Sir Fletcher.

“That’s what interests me.” Churchill cleared his throat and swallowed what felt like gravel clogging his windpipe. In a raspy voice, he continued. “Why not Hemingway? He’s the best covering the Spanish Civil War today.”

“My first choice, Winston, but Quinn has convinced me that hearing a woman describe a full scale attack on unarmed civilians would intensify the public’s reaction. Not just any woman, mind you. It has to be Lee Talbot. She’s an astute young journalist, and her On-the-Spot column about this civil war is drawing a growing readership, in London as well as in the United States.”

Lord Radcliffe eyed the Scotsman with respect. “Very clever, Fletch! Her simple honesty brings the full horror of Hitler’s intentions into our very living rooms. No doubt she’ll turn American sentiment to our way of thinking too. We need U.S. support. With it, by year end I’ll wager we can make Winston prime minister.”

Churchill shook his head emphatically. “No, Wynne,” he said. “It will take a major reversal to unseat Neville Chamberlain.”

“Everything depends on what Hitler does next,” added Sir Fletcher.

“At present, the devil’s rewriting the rules of war,” Lord Radcliffe argued. “I find that imminently threatening, and I don’t see the Basques holding out against Franco for longer than three days, do you?”

Sir Fletcher blew out a heavy sigh that fanned the fringe of his overhanging moustache outward. “No, I’m afraid I don’t.”

Hunching down into the wingback chair beside the fireplace, Churchill tried to absorb more warmth from the fire against the chill of his own news. “We have another pressing matter.”

Both men raised their eyebrows in obvious surprise and gave him their full attention.

Churchill reached for a box of matches on the side table to relight his dead cigar. His cheeks ballooned with each drag, but the cigar remained unlit. In disgust, he ground the useless stub into the ashtray.

“Einstein says the Third Reich is capable of developing an atomic bomb. All that is holding them back is learning how to moderate the chain reaction once they split the atom. Gentlemen, if Hitler produces an atomic bomb before England and the United States do, I fear all free nations are doomed. What Guernica just experienced is only the flick of a Nazi match. An atomic bomb could wipe out whole cities and kill millions. We must organize more quickly.”

Suddenly, from another part of the house, beautiful piano music rippled through the halls. Distracted, Churchill cocked his head, listening. After a moment, he could identify it.

“Tschaikovsky’s Concerto in B-Flat Minor.”

He frowned. “Do I hear two pianos?”

Lord Radcliffe blinked at Churchill’s abrupt switch in topic and shifted self-consciously in his chair. “Ah yes, Winston, you do.”

Churchill narrowed his eyes. “Why?” he prompted.

“Grace is practicing for the Belvedere Festival in Vienna,” Lord Radcliffe told him, “and my wife is playing her orchestral accompaniment.”

“Best secret you’ve kept from us, Wynne. They’re a talented pair.”

Lord Radcliffe broke into a proud smile. “Princess Alexandra was a concert pianist before she married me.”

“I see,” said Churchill. “Then Lady Grace has inherited her mother’s gift. How old is she?”

“Seventeen.”

“Hmmm … old enough … old enough.”

Churchill paused thoughtfully.

Each man leaned closer to listen.

“Just think of the reception Hitler would give the young cousin of the King of England if she were to perform in Berlin.”

“Have my Grace play for that madman?”

Lord Radcliffe drew back in shock. “Are you daft, Winston? How can you even think such a thing?”

Churchill picked up his cigar stub from the ashtray, looked at the flattened end and screwed it into the bottom with meticulous twists until it shred apart. “To break the beast’s back, we have to strike from within his lair. We have to find turncoats we can network together in underground resistance. How are we going to do that, Wynne?”

Unexpected steeliness hardened the nobleman’s softly aged features. He returned Churchill’s challenge with a measured gaze.

“I don’t know, but you are not using my daughter in a masquerade to protect your covert activities.”

“If you escort your daughter on a concert tour, who would suspect you are also recruiting double agents for me?”

“Winston, the Belvedere Festival is Grace’s first public performance. No one even knows her or recognizes her as a concert pianist.”

Churchill’s head tilted toward the music drifting through the French doors. “You underrate your daughter, Wynne.”

He slid his eyes back to confront the nobleman’s set expression. “Listen to your wife and daughter practise, Wynne. Lady Grace has a remarkable gift, and when she wins the Belvedere Medal…”

He paused to let reality sink in while leaning forward in a gesture intended to draw the other man’s will into his own. A whisper caressed his words. “She will. I promise you.”

And then, gripping the arms of his chair, Churchill pushed himself further into his chair and settled into the back cushions.

“When Lady Grace wins,” he repeated in a tone of dismissal, “you will have no choice but to answer Europe’s clamor to hear her play in every major city, including Berlin.”


  



TWO

Monday, April 26th, 1937

Worried and exhausted, Quinn Bergin dodged Basque freedom fighters and village refugees milling around the campfires. When he reached the radio hut, he lifted the flap draped across the doorway. To his relief, he saw Lee Talbot inside, alone.

“Lee! Thank goodness, you’re here!”

At the sound of his voice, Lee Talbot raised her head from the paper she was reading. Black soot streaked her cheeks, and gray dust caked her matted mane of brown hair. The photogenic planes of her face heightened the gaunt shadows of its contours, making her an appealing subject for his camera. But the sadness haunting her eyes transformed her from a photographer’s study of beauty into an artist’s prized portrait. The exquisite agony of her soul bled through.

As he strode toward her, he grew more concerned. Up close, the blueness of her large wide-set eyes darkened like seawater flowing from shallow to oceanic depths, and her nostrils flared, reminding him of a long-legged filly ready to race. He sensed he was in for a wire-to-wire battle, but he had no idea why.

“I thought you were dead.”

The flatness of her tone struck him.

She crossed her arms. “Until the Basque commander told me you had been with him all afternoon.”

For all his planning, it hadn’t occurred to him she might think he had been killed in Guernica. The details in creating strategy were nothing more than thinking through every move in a chess game. Feelings were not a factor he even considered.

“That’s correct,” he admitted, surprised at his own softening to her fear he was dead. Only his mother had ever cared about what happened to him.

Lee’s voice rose, her words more pronounced. “And then you disappeared just before the Luftwaffe bombed Guernica.”

Her emphasis on before told him she knew he had set her up. He understood her outrage.

She picked up her shoulder bag from the table and, with methodical deliberation, unbuckled the straps.

With growing curiosity, he watched her pull out her sketches of Guernica—this afternoon he had left her on the south mountain ridge drawing the panoramic view of the valley, Mount San Miguel, and the ancient Basque town at a safe distance from the expected bombing. He glanced at the line drawings she set aside and once again was amazed at their graphic accuracy. If Lee weren’t such a talented reporter and absolutely necessary to his mission, he believed she was good enough to make a living from her sketches. She drew out a folder, opened it, removed the file within and laid it flat on the table. Raising her eyes to his, she challenged him.

“Where have you been, Quinn?”

He returned her accusing gaze with silence. He wanted to know what was in her file before he answered.

She stood rigid, waiting. When he didn’t answer, her jaw clenched, and she pulled out another brown envelope lying inside the folder. From it, she drew out four photographs, one after the other, and laid them face up, side by side, on the table.

He stared, astounded. “Where did you get these—?”

Lee cut him off. “How did you get this photo of Franco’s letter to Hitler?” The manicured nail of her right forefinger tapped the first one on the right.

“And these?” she demanded. “Pictures of forged passports the German military are using to smuggle in troops and the Luftwaffe into Spain as tourists?”

She scooped up the remaining three and waved them in front of his face in a fanlike motion. He drew his head back, still withholding any response. He hoped his continued silence would fuel her anger. He needed to know what she thought she knew.

Lee dropped the photographs back on the table and thumped it with the flats of her hands. Her eyes bore into his. “You told me Hitler’s strategists believed the toughest people to beat in Spain were the Basques. Defeating them, you said, could shatter Republican morale in Madrid. Go to the heart of the war, you said. Go to Guernica.”

“That’s right. And you’ve got one helluva story.”

Her jaw twitched as she considered him. “I’m a woman, and I dare to break into the brotherhood of war correspondents with my column. But… I am not twice as smart because I am a woman, nor am I twice as lucky.”

Her shoulders straightened, and she drew in a breath. “Tell me how you knew Guernica was going to be attacked.”

“First, I want those photos back.”

Her eyes glinted. He felt as if she were measuring his intent. Her hands flattened over the small pile of photographs. She leaned forward letting her weight rest on her palms, pinning the pictures underneath.

“No explanation. No pictures,” she said with a defiant tilt of her head towards him.

Quinn shifted from one foot to the other wavering between wrestling the photos away from her and biding his time. He needed her trust. It was wiser to wait.

“Let’s go outside.”

Lee refused to budge.

“Please!”

Reluctantly, she gathered up the pictures, slid them into the envelope, and dropped it and the file into the folder, which she stuffed back into her satchel. She flipped the shoulder bag over her head before following him outside.

The stench of death and sulfur drifting up from the still burning town at the foot of the mountain assaulted Quinn and Lee as they stepped into the open. For over three hours, one wave after another of Dornier bombers systematically pounded Guernica into rubble, while Messerschmitts, Heinkel He51s and Fiats strafed the streets and those trying to escape on roads leading out of town.

A smoke-filled haze blocked their view of the stars.

Quinn ignored the gut-wrenching smells as he steered Lee through hollow-eyed refugees and grim militia waiting in motley lines for weapons. He was amazed at their quiet determination, yet he knew he should have expected it.

For thousands of years, the Pyrenees Mountains in Northern Spain shielded the Basques from the same invaders, plagues and famine that destroyed other ancient European civilizations. But now the bombing of Guernica had introduced an aerial invasion that breached their natural defenses. Basque freedom fighters were mobilizing all the country folk, able-bodied and walking wounded, to arms, even women if they wanted to join and were willing to fight. Those they recruited were brought back to this camp set in a large cave overlooking the eastern slopes.

As they neared the edge of the encampment, one of the Basque leaders spotted Quinn and hobbled toward him. The Basque’s knotty fist gripped his makhila as he pressed down on it to shift his weight from his injured left leg. Once Quinn had seen a Basque grab the iron walking stick by its leather tong and swing it around like a gaucho’s bolo to keep his attackers at bay. It was as good a weapon as it was a cane.

“My friend, are you leaving us?” spoke the Basque in the local Spanish dialect.

“Soon, Senor Ortuz.”

Quinn replied in the same dialect, and it delighted the old man. He grasped Quinn’s hands with fierce strength. Weathered lines chiseled into his leathery skin etched a proud face, and he wore his small black boina like a beret angled over his straw white hair.

“Then you must write about this terrible thing Fascists do to us.”

“Indeed we will.”

The Basque cleared his throat. “When Republican government in Madrid grant us home rule, we know they do it because they want us to fight Fascists. So … we do nothing. But Franco’s pigs … they attack us … on our land. Now we fight. We fight any who try to take our land and our independence away from us.”

“We can see that,” Quinn assured him.

He sympathized with the Basques. They wanted what his Irish brethren wanted: the right to self-govern.

In Ireland, as a teenager, he had joined the Irish Republican Army for the same reason. Even here, the fight between the Irish continued. Nearly 250 Protestant volunteers from Northern Ireland fought side by side with the Republicans, while 700 of Eoin O’Duffy’s followers joined pro-Franco Nationalists to defend the interests of the Catholic Church in Spain.

“I must tell you about our Gernikako Arbola.” Pride swelled in the old man’s voice.

“I remember the oak tree in Guernica,” said Lee, standing by

Quinn’s left side, “in the garden by the Archives. It’s centuries old.”

“Your oak tree…” she hesitated and then stumbled forward in her clumsy Spanish, “it is your… symbol… of… independence.

Has it fallen too?”

It amused Quinn to hear Lee try to speak Spanish. Most words she couldn’t pronounce, and she made it worse by thinking in English and then translating what she wanted to say.

“No,” Ortuz said, “it is spared. But our oak tree sends you a message.” A deep sadness clouded his eyes.

“If the oak tree blooms late, it is a bad omen. This year, the oak tree bloom late. The omen is true. Do you see? It not just an omen for us. It an omen for the whole world.”

Quinn gently released his hands from the old Basque’s grip.

“We will go on British radio and broadcast what happened here today. I promise you. This is why we must leave soon.”

He glanced around. Voices babbled. Someone hollered. A group of freedom fighters mounted trucks on their way to outposts guarding the mountain passes.

“Senor Ortuz, is there some place outside the camp where Lee and I can be alone?”

The old Basque chuckled. “Ah, love … stronger in war.”

And then, when he noticed Lee glaring at Quinn, he frowned. “Go to top of first hill. The poplar trees will hide you.”

“Wait.” Lee reached out as if to hold back Ortuz.

Quinn glanced at her in surprise.

“Senor,” she withdrew her hand and began again in a more respectful tone. “I have another question.”

The old man inclined his head.

A slight smile softened her intensity. “I can speak some Spanish, but I don’t recognize any words I hear you Basques speak. Is my ear that bad?”

His eyes twinkled like a pleased teacher. “Your ear is good. We do not speak Spanish to each other.”

“You don’t?”

He shook his head emphatically. “No, no.”

“What do you speak?”

“Our own tongue. Eskuara. We are not Basques. This is what the Spanish and French call us.”

“What do you call yourselves?”

“Eskualdunak—those who speak the Eskuara. Eskuak-Herria is the land of those who speak the Eskuara.”

“Eskuara … Eskualdunak,” Lee repeated slowly.

Quinn gripped Lee’s shoulders and pointed her toward a path leading up the hill ahead. He couldn’t let her distract him from getting those photos back. He waved farewell to Senor Ortuz. The old Basque grinned and waved back.

When they reached the poplar trees beyond the hearing of the freedom fighters’ camp, Quinn rested his tall frame against one of the trunks. The light of the full moon glazed the grassy belt and shivering leafage near them with a copper glow.

“Look,” he began, “I’m sorry I upset… and worried you. I had my orders.”

“Orders?” she scoffed. “Are you a Nazi spy?”

“A what?? NO, of course I’m not a … well… yes, I am a spy … for Winston Churchill.”

Lee’s eyes narrowed. “Careful, Luv. I can detect your Dublin accent, and doncha know the Irish love to kiss the blarney stone.”

Her Irish imitation dripped with sarcasm.

He sighed. She was right. He was still working to get rid of the lilting brogue that gave away his Dublin upbringing. Sir Fletcher had warned him the British would never trust an Irishman trained to be an IRA terrorist in their Secret Service, but since Churchill’s operation was working outside government jurisdiction, the old codger needed his skills to fight their common enemy, Hitler.

“Look, what would you have me do?” he asked.

“We needed a war correspondent to report this attack on Guernica to convince the British people Hitler is a monster. From our Intelligence, there was a strong possibility there would be no survivors to describe what happened here.”

Her mouth dropped, and her eyes rounded with indignation.

“I was looking for you at the hotel because I was afraid you were hit. I could have been killed. I didn’t know I was your pawn … OR your witness!”

“What did you do when you couldn’t find me, dead or alive?”

Her lips tightened in a grim line.

“I went to the Monastery of Augustine Fathers.”

“And why did you go there?”

“Because when you introduced me to Father Michel, you said if I ever felt scared or alone, I was to go to him. He would keep me safe.”

Quinn couldn’t resist smiling.

Her eyes widened. “You no good devil! You arranged my escape.”

He held up his hands in mock surrender. “Guilty.”

A kaleidoscope of emotions crossed her face. Eventually doubt won. “When you left the camp, where did you go?”

“To arrange a phone feed,” he answered, “to air my broadcast to London directly, but the phone lines were cut in another Fascist air raid on Bilbao. I’ve chartered a flight for us to London instead. We have to be at the Bilbao airport by midnight.”

“You should have trusted Basque ingenuity.”

She laughed outright. “Actually, it was rather funny when I think of it. Without you, I couldn’t make anyone understand until I mimed that I wanted to talk on a radio and then drew an outline of England in the dirt. The commander’s radio operator got it, hooked me up on a field phone and then relayed me through a series of military lines to a base in England. From there it was transmitted to the BBC. I’ve already made the broadcast for you.”

Inside, he preened. His plan had worked. Lee would get the recognition for breaking the news on the bombing of Guernica. “Mother of Murphy! Why didn’t I think of that?”

Lee’s posture remained rigid, and her eyes hardened.

“Why, indeed. After all, you were with the commander all afternoon.”

“We had other things to discuss.”

He knew this sounded weak to her, and it was, except it was true. But, when he saw her icy stare, he realized he had to convince her or he would lose her trust. “If you must know, we were talking about setting up Fifth Columnists to spy on the Fascists in Madrid.”

Lee blinked, folded her arms across her chest, tilted her head sideways with her eyes still on him, but said nothing.

He watched her struggle between her doubts and her desire to believe him. “Look,” he told her, “I trusted your instincts. I knew you would come through for us today. And you’ve been far more resourceful than I imagined. Meeting you hasn’t been all cold cunning, you know. Your friendship is absolutely essential to me.”

She remained silent, resisting his plea for her understanding.

He sucked in a breath, seeking patience. She was so unlike her mother. Margot Miranov flaunted exotic fashions with the carelessness of an arrogant peacock, as if she wanted to reject the common person’s touch. But she loved attention, and she enjoyed pleasing men she considered her intellectual equal. Not her daughter! Lee Talbot dressed with complete disregard for her alluring beauty. She loathed anything pretentious except for, Quinn noted, the name she chose for herself. It denied her Russian roots.

He grabbed Lee’s shoulders in frustration, almost shaking her. “For Pete’s sake, Lee! Don’t make it harder than it is.”

Loose locks of thick matted hair tumbled down her shoulders, adding to her vulnerability. She looked so defenseless. On impulse, he folded her into his arms and held her—grateful she survived the bombing. There was always the risk she wouldn’t.

“Oh, Quinn,” she whispered against his shoulder. He felt her relax and welcomed the warmth of her body against his. She snuggled closer. “I need you so much.”

The word ‘need’ hit him with a swift sense of guilt. He stepped back, away from their closeness, but still held her elbows, hoping he would not offend her. He needed her as well, but not in the way he thought she was suggesting. “You have to listen to me, Lee.”

She looked up at him, and with relief, he saw trust in her magnificent eyes. They glowed like lingering embers.

“Guernica changes everything… for us, for everybody.”

“How?”

“Guernica is a preview of Hitler’s vision of war. The barbaric Huns in all their terror have risen again. It will take extraordinary imagination and relentless commitment to combat Hitler’s intention to unite Europe under the Nazi Swastika. His ‘total war’ scheme depends on coordinating radio communications effectively from air to ground and sea and between assault forces. Such a massive system is susceptible to mistakes and mechanical failures. This means Hitler is vulnerable. Intelligence—astute, finely tuned, analytical, resourceful, aggressive intelligence—could confuse and defeat him in the war games to come. That’s what matters to me. Our victory.”

He could feel what he said stirred her.

She squared her shoulders. “How can I help?”

“Let’s sit down, shall we?”

She nodded and pulled her skirt under her to sit on the grassy rise beside the poplar tree.

He folded his legs under him and sat down facing her.

“Churchill wants to buy your column.”

“You mean buy my column from Collier’s Weekly. It’s an American magazine. Can he do that?”

Quinn nodded. “Using an independent news agency, he can acquire world rights for your column and syndicate On the Spot with Lee Talbot worldwide. We want to do this for two reasons: first, and foremost, you have broken into the brotherhood of war correspondents, as you put it. You can laugh, but everyone reads what you have to say even if they don’t want to admit it. They read you because they believe you.”

“If you say so. And the second reason,” she prompted.

“We need to make the public aware of Hitler’s real threat to the free world. I don’t mean just to Britain. I mean in the colonies.”

Lee’s eyes bulged in disbelief. “You still call the U.S. the colonies?”

He ignored her. “Newspapers like the Chicago Tribune preach isolationism to its readers. But the world is getting smaller. If Britain loses and all Europe falls under the Nazi Swastika, life won’t go on in North America as if nothing has happened. Hitler will be banging down your doors next. We need to join forces now, not when it’s too late. Your column can deliver this message at the same time as it provides me with cover for a secret mission into Europe.”

“How does my reporting give you cover?”

“Acting as your bureau chief, I can be seen talking to all kinds of people in all sorts of places, all in the name of research for your stories.”

“Okay, but what’s my part?”

“Just what you’ve been doing.”

“And…?”

Pain jabbed Quinn. “You don’t want to get more involved.”

“Don’t be a horse’s ass! I’m already involved. I can’t walk away from what I’ve seen here, and in Madrid. Do you want me to pretend it didn’t happen? Well, I can’t. Hitler must be stopped. I agree. If not here, then somewhere else. I’ve already experienced what mad men can do to a country. My father got my mother and me out just before the Bolsheviks vanquished Russia.”

She stopped herself. “Now I sound like you.”

“You do, at that.”

Her eyes searched his face. “You didn’t have to set me up, you know.”

“That’s what the spy game is, Lee. One set up after another. We agents are pawns. We never see the whole board. We simply do the job we’re assigned and hope it makes a difference.”

“But you could have told me everything from the beginning. I would have welcomed the chance to help.”

“I had to be sure you had the courage, the tenacity … and the commitment… and I had to earn your trust as well as see if I could trust you. We’re going to be working together, and we’ll have only each other to rely on.”

“That is tough.”

He could tell from her twinkling eyes she was teasing him. But, it wasn’t everything. His spymaster, Sir Fletcher, had pointed out another way she could help him infiltrate the Nazi inner circle closest to Hitler. His jaw tightened. He looked down at his feet, bent from the waist and plucked a blade of grass. He twisted it between his fingers as he pulled himself upright before he dared look into her eyes again.

“What?” she asked. “More?”

“According to your dossier…”

“My dossier! You have a dossier on me?”

“We do.”

“What does it say?”

“You are a Russian-born immigrant to the United States. You applied for your American citizenship at the same time as you legally changed your name from Helena Miranov to Lee Talbot.”

“Yeah, I almost called myself Lena, that’s short for Helena, because I liked my name, but then I wanted to disassociate myself from everything Russian, so I dropped the ‘na’ for the more American Lee, and the name felt right. I’ve never answered to ‘Lena’ since.”

Quinn absorbed her explanation. When she didn’t add more, he continued. “You graduated from Bryn Mawr College in Fine Arts. A private school just ten miles west of Philadelphia.”

“Verttatem Dilexi.”

“Pardon?”

“Our motto in Latin. It means, I delight in the truth.” “I see.” Quinn considered her with more interest. “Is that why you decided to become a journalist? To pursue truth?”

“Very good. You very bright man.”

He ignored her sarcasm. “And you left the Chicago Tribune to work for a weekly magazine because…”

“Collier’s Weekly specializes in investigative journalism. I was given my own column and a chance to become a war correspondent along with Hemingway and Gellhorn.”

“They’re seasoned writers.”

“I know. That’s the challenge. Isn’t it great? I get to work with the best.”

He paused and studied her again. Was she being cocky? Her eyes beamed. With genuine enthusiasm. She was still young enough to be idealistic. He relaxed. “So, you’re not poor. Your father, Yuri Miranov, left you with comfortable means after he died in New York five years ago.”

She nodded. “He made his fortune as an import broker.”

“I’ve met your mother, you know.”

She looked at him with surprise. “You have?”

“Oh yes. Your mother has become a famous American playwright. When her play was staged in London, she came with the troupe. Margot Miranov is a most elegant, stunning woman. I went out of my way to meet her at the reception after I saw her play. She mentioned how proud she was of you. ‘A chip off the old block,’I believe she said. Of course I subscribed to Collier’s but when I referred to your Russian name, they wrote back that the only one writing their On-the-Spot column in Spain was Lee Talbot. Did I still want to subscribe. I replied, yes.”

Lee’s animated face stilled. He felt her withdraw from him. Distrust guarded her eyes.

“Unfortunately, my Russian mother is also a Jew.”

When she emphasized Russian, he wondered what had happened. Why had she gone to such lengths to deny her Russian roots?

She carried on in the same cold voice.

“Even though my father was an agnostic Gentile, in the eyes of the Nazis, having one parent a Jew makes me a Jew. Doesn’t that add a risk to your operation if I am caught?”

“No more than being a spy does. If you raise Nazi suspicions, they have agents in the United States who can trace your citizenship records. It means, either as a spy or as a Jew, if you are caught in Nazi territory, the consequences will be terrible for you.”

“I know,” Lee said with stoic resignation.

“No, you don’t understand. Under torture, everyone talks. In case the Gestapo catch us, rather than reveal anything, we will be supplied with a cyanide tablet in one of our back molars. Under dire conditions, we will die rather than talk.”

She stared back at him and her face paled.

“Can you do it?”

She sat still. After a moment, her eyes cleared with renewed resolve. “I can do it.”

“Now, may I have my photos back?”

She smiled and relaxed. “Of course.”

She pulled the photo envelope out of her shoulder bag and handed it to him.

“Tell me, how did you get this?”

“You left the envelope on the radio operator’s desk.”

“I am a horse’s ass!” It was his turn to be stunned.

She laughed. “Careless, huh. Or clever. Maybe you wanted me to see them. Maybe it was all part of the game to hook me,” she teased in a mock conspiratorial tone.

He sighed from deep inside.

“The pictures were part of my discussion with the Basque commander. I used them to convince him the Republicans need Basque support to fight Franco. I can’t believe I forgot them.”

Lee’s eyes softened.

“You’re human after all. That’s rather nice to know.”

“A spy can’t afford to be human,” he admonished himself. “I won’t make that mistake again.”

Surprise flickered in Lee’s eyes. She searched his face, but whatever she saw there, she left unsaid.

Instead she asked him, “Is that everything I need to know?”

Quinn cleared his throat and looked down.

“Look! You…”

He stumbled and finished lamely, “… it may be necessary to use your beauty to attract the beasts.”

“Ah, patriotic prostitution, you mean,” she corrected him coldly.

“More like my patriotic hostess. I want you to lure them in so I can collect information, not sleep with them. Can you do it?” Quinn asked gruffly.

A haunting emptiness crept into Lee’s eyes.

“For you, Quinn. Yes, I can.”


  



THREE

Saturday, September 25th, 1937

Lady Grace Radcliffe had practiced through the entire summer of 1937 to reach this moment. About to give her first public performance in Vienna—the last contestant to compete for the coveted gold medal—she did not doubt the Belvedere Festival was hers to win or lose.

As she gazed around the gallery of royal boxes, each scarlet booth cradled in Baroque splendor, a sea of faces swirled from balcony to balcony. Row upon row of scarlet seats stretched around the lower levels of the Vienna State Opera House, while down below, directly in front of the footlights, sat rows of visiting Nazi officers. From her position on stage, peering over the pit of black and silver uniforms ringed by the theater’s ruby grandeur was like staring down the throat of a monster shark.

The thought shattered her confidence. She felt trapped and bowed her head.

“To you, Lord, the praise. Take my fear and use my gift for Your purpose. Amen.”

Her racing heart stilled. The conductor tapped the podium, commanding all attention on him. His brows tweaked in silent question to her. She smiled in affirmation and leaned forward on the piano bench ready to perform.

He paused. His compelling eyes drilled into hers before his gaze panned over the whole orchestra and bored into each member until he was satisfied they were united as one mind under his baton. A powerful electric current arced between the points of his eyebrows. They drew up. He nodded, his hand dropped, and the ivory keys beneath Grace’s fingertips sprang to life.

As she played Tschaikovsky’s Concerto in B-Flat Minor, her surroundings disappeared. Grace imagined running through black forests. Diamond droplets pricked her face, and stormy winds whipped her body. She reveled in the pain. She was alive! Alive because she could feel the pain. And she was free! Free as only performing her music ever freed her soul.

Near the end of the concerto, her frenzied cadenzas peaked in glorious orgasms of piano and orchestra exploding together, until the last strains held and quivered into nothingness. A brief moment of astonished silence paralyzed the Vienna State Opera House before excited cries of Bravo! Bravo! pealed through the tumultuous applause.

Spent and shaking from her rapturous intensity, Grace sat dazed, too overwhelmed by the thunderous clapping to move. Never had she felt so consumed. Like a terrible tugging, almost as if her spirit were being ripped from her body, she felt the world struggling to claim her and fought her panic.

It wasn’t like this when Decency won, she thought. There had been a dignified ovation for her horse. A humble tribute. Peers courting greatness amongst their own kind. Not this tug-of-war, this dreadful demand to possess her wholly. She felt violated and remained frozen to the piano bench.

When she ignored the conductor’s tiny flick of his baton, he quickly stepped down from the podium and extended his right hand. She stared at it, desperately, like a drowning person, before she clasped it and clung. He pulled her to her feet and stood beside her, holding her up by her waist as she deeply bowed. The applause swelled again.

“You have won Vienna’s heart,” he whispered to her.

“Oh…” Grace’s lower lip trembled.

Simply clad in a sailor middy blouse and navy jumper, she reminded the conductor of a bewildered Alice in the midst of the Mad Hatter’s tea party.

He had seen it before. After years spent in isolated study, the sudden exposure to public approval could be overwhelming. For some, the first clamorous adoration was like ingesting an aphrodisiac drug; they hungered for more and would do anything to hear it repeated. While, for the chosen few, the waves of noise rebounding in louder and louder swells became like spikes hammering the echo chambers of the mind; they learned to tolerate the pain that was their due. For those who possessed this God-given humility, he mused, it seemed to drop anchor in the unsheltered harbor of the fragile soul, yet once moored in such quiet waters outrode the toughest storms, unharmed and uncorrupted. The conductor believed Lady Grace was such a soul.

“Grip my hand and smile, my dear,” he directed.

The seasons of the sky dancing in the blue pools of his eyes warmed and cooled in magical rhythms that drew Grace into their deepest reflections, soothing her. She did as he directed. The waves of applause swelled higher.

“If not now, WHEN?” he softly quoted to her.

Distracted by the strange words, she searched his face with puzzled interest. “If not now, WHEN?” she repeated in wonder.

A music professor from Budapest, Hungary, Dr. Otto Kantor wore the music festival’s traditional navy blue blazer with the embroidered Belvedere crest. An unruly mop of steel wool hair plopped over his receding hairline, which, she decided, on any other head might appear clownish, but not on his. It crowned a high noble forehead and a lovable face. She listened to his strong Hungarian accent as he whispered in her ear.

“This moment is yours. No? Relax. Enjoy. You gave from the soul. Now you receive.”

The tips of his thick eyebrows unfurled in merry curls that, to her, were like a cartoonist’s embellishment of his perfectly sculpted features. He gave her an encouraging smile.

She relaxed. Finally, the clapping dribbled away.

Grace almost tripped up the side stairs back stage that led to the first gallery where the other contestants and their families sat in the front row. As she sank down in the empty seat beside her mother, Princess Alexandra clasped Grace’s chilly hands in her own.

“It was a remarkable performance, the best you’ve ever played, dear,” she whispered, barely able to contain her proud delight.

Her father leaned across Princess Alexandra’s lap. “Good show,” he said, and then motioned for her to sit back and relax.

Grace continued to cling to her mother’s hand as the minutes waiting for the judges’selection dragged on. Her mind was still with the experience. She had endured her first public baptism and surrendered nothing of herself. She was the same person she was before she performed. Yet something was different, something deep inside her. Like a river once damned up, she felt a tremendous release. Peace flowed within, and she relaxed. Her mother felt the easing of her tension and patted her hand. They exchanged a quiet smile.

Suddenly, she remembered Dr. Kantor.

“Mommy, the conductor…”

“Not now, Grace,” her mother said. “I think they’re going to make the announcement. See! The curtains are moving.”

Princess Alexandra’s excitement touched Grace. She had forgotten her mother had sacrificed a concert career to marry her father. Theirs was a romantic story. But, for the first time, Grace realized the Gold Medal meant as much to her mother as it did to her. Her years of patient teaching and the many long hours they spent together practicing flashed to mind.

While preparing for the festival, her mother played the orchestra’s part and made Grace stretch every musical instinct, every technique to her utmost. Grace had become a superb pianist but only because her mother was a greater one. If Grace won the medal, it was as much for her mother as it was for herself. She gently squeezed her mother’s hand with fresher understanding. They were about to share the moment of truth. How good was she?

The audience restlessly buzzed with chatter.

Dr. Kantor appeared first and positioned himself beside the first violinist. Emerging from stage left, the leader of the festival’s panel of seven judges followed. A portly man, he strode with measured dignity towards center stage. In his pudgy hands, he carried a small velvet-covered box. Turning to the audience, he paused and smiled up at Grace, a pompous smile that unsettled her. The whites of his eyes bulged like an owl’s stare. Unconsciously, she recoiled and comforted herself by fixing her attention on Dr. Kantor.

As she peered down on him from the gallery, he looked up at her and winked. She couldn’t resist the clownish sweetness in his face and grinned in response.

The adjudicator then stepped down to the footlights and looked out over the audience. A reedy rumble rolled in his throat. At once, a hush smothered the excited din.

Grace nervously edged forward on her seat.

“Now I know how the Empress Maria-Theresa felt when she heard Mozart play for the first time at six years of age. Such musical brilliance is thrilling,” he began in a surprisingly resonant voice.

Another ripple of applause rumbled. He raised the flats of his hands to repress it.

“Since 1820,” he continued, “the Hapsburg family has recognized outstanding young pianists in an annual competition that has become an international event. This year our panel of judges has unanimously decided our winner is from England, and it gives me great pleasure to present this gold replica of the medal the empress awarded to Mozart in 1762 to … Lady Grace Radcliffe.”

Pandemonium erupted. The orchestra, flanking the adjudicator, rose in one fluid motion, their eyes raised to the gallery where Grace sat. Next, the spotlight swung and bathed her in blinding light.

Still rooted to her seat, she squinted. Now that she had won she couldn’t believe it.

“Grace,” her mother urged, “you must stand up. He wants you on stage to receive the presentation. Go on, dear.”

Shaking, Grace rose to her feet. Suddenly, she knew how a fish felt flapping around in a catcher’s net. She looked down at her mother’s radiant face. Beside her, her father beamed. As if in a dream, she let go of her mother’s hand and made her way down the row, past the other contestants’ sporting congratulations.

As she stepped out from the wings, a deafening applause greeted her. Instantly, her field of vision narrowed to disassociated segments of her view. Each one loomed larger than life: Dr. Kantor’s reassuring eyes drawing her forward as he escorted her to center stage; the adjudicator, stepping back, like a broad canvas swinging away to reveal a fuller sweep of the audience whose waxen bobbing images were pinned under the great white light; then, like a giant wave, the adjudicator rolled in again, hemming her to the edge of the stage, and ceremoniously kissed her on each cheek. Grace had to overcome a violent urge to wipe off the glistening imprint his wet lips left.

All at once, intense blue eyes pierced through the footlights like diamonds cutting glass to engage her attention. Peering through the hazy brilliance, hoping to catch a glimpse of the face that belonged to the magnificent eyes, she was stunned when she tracked them to a young Nazi officer in the front row. Fascinated, she couldn’t turn away. His striking perfection totally absorbed her.

The portly adjudicator’s opening of the small velvet box intruded on her strange spell. She watched him pull out the precious medal on a long gold chain. While he slipped the chain over her head, even the vast audience grew subdued until he stood back to let them see the beautiful medal fastened around her neck.

“Ladies and Gentlemen,” he announced with grand flourish, “I give you Lady Grace Radcliffe of England, the Belvedere winner for 1937!”

She humbly bowed and, in gratitude, stretched out one hand to include Dr. Kantor. He declined sharing her victory, choosing instead to step back into the inconspicuous shadows of the orchestra. Left standing alone, she raised her eyes to the gallery and blew a kiss of tribute to Princess Alexandra. For one instant, she thought the long reach of the great spotlight caught tears glistening on her mother’s cheeks.

Earsplitting applause followed. From beneath her lowered lids, she yielded to the desire to snatch one last look at the handsome German officer. His magnetic gaze caught her, and in that breathless moment, their souls intertwined. Never in her life had she experienced such elation, and as difficult as it had been to mount the stage before the concert, now she didn’t want to leave.

The din of clapping and cheering dissipated. The curtain dropped.

The finality of the curtain falling severed their connection. It was as if someone had turned off the tap. She felt empty. Would she ever see the German officer again? Not likely, she realized. Her feelings didn’t make sense. She had worked long and hard to win this medal. Why didn’t it matter? What was wrong with her?

The clang of metal music stands being folded and piled pried her thoughts away from the German to Dr. Kantor. Where was he? She had to find him and thank him properly.

“Dr. Kantor! Wait!” she called, when she spotted him pulling on his coat and gloves in front of the musicians’ cloak room. He smiled wanly as she ran up to him. Away from the stage, he seemed more stooped, more aged. Instant concern gripped Grace.

“Dr. Kantor, please don’t go. I’d like you to meet my parents.”

She anxiously scanned over the heads of the visitors milling backstage, hoping to see them.

“They will want to thank you for helping me,” she insisted.

“That’s not necessary, my dear.”

For the second time tonight, his eyes mesmerized her. What’s happening to me? Why am I so drawn to this conductor and the blond office…? She had observed the color of his hair after all, she realized with sudden cheer. It gave flesh to the image locked in her mind.

Dr. Kantor’s attention darted to shadows behind the dressing rooms. Grace sensed his instant tension.

“Please, Dr. Kantor, join my parents and me.”

He shook his head and began to walk away. “I’m sorry. There is no time. You must excuse me.”

She persevered. “That line you quoted to me—if not now, WHEN?—did you mean that now is my time for recognition?”

He paused and looked back at her.

“Is that what you think it means?”

“I honestly don’t know.”

“It’s not complicated,” Dr. Kantor said. “There will come a time when you will say these words to someone else because they will seem to fit the occasion as they did tonight.”

“Can I find the line in a play or poem?” Grace persisted.

Sorrow veiled his eyes. “It is from a verse by the Hebrew philosopher Hillel.” Then he glanced past her shoulder and grew more fidgety. “Forgive me, but I must excuse myself, Lady Grace. I’m expected back in Budapest at once.”

He stepped back, took her right hand and cupped it inside both of his. His gentleness so touched her that she wanted to wrap her arms around him, but she knew that whatever was troubling him would make his inner resources crumble if she succumbed to the impulse.

“Thank you.” The rich timbre of his voice broke like fine china cracking. “I’ll always remember your magnificent performance, my dear, and your loving kindness.”

And then he was gone.

“Dr. Kantor … ?” she cried.

Suddenly, out of the dressing room shadows, two men in dark suits roughly brushed Grace aside and hurried out the stage door after him. She stood confused.

“Oh, there you are, Grace,” Princess Alexandra called as she dodged stagehands dismantling the symphony platform. “You must show me your gold medal. I’ve been dying to see it! Your father is arranging a concert tour for you this very minute … Grace?”

Her chatter instantly switched off when she saw how upset her daughter was. “Grace? What’s wrong, dear?”

“Dr. Kantor … I think he’s in danger.”

“Why would you think that?”

“He was very afraid of something or someone, and two men just rushed out the stage door after him.”

“They did? Did you see them chasing him?”

“No.”

“Then it’s nothing more than a coincidence.”

“I do hope you’re right, mother.”

Grace seldom called Princess Alexandra mother in that tone. Her mother looked more thoughtfully at her and placed a comforting arm around her shoulders. She wanted to crawl inside her mother’s arms and leave the terrible misery there.

“He was so sweet. For a moment I lost my composure, and he…” The rest of the sentence foundered over the lump in Grace’s throat.

“You were wonderful. We are so proud of you, dear.”

“This should be the happiest day of my life, but I don’t think I have ever felt so miserable.”

“You’re just tired,” Princess Alexandra assured her. “You’ve worked very hard. This feeling will pass, and all you will remember is your great triumph.”

But Grace knew she wasn’t tired. She was miserable for another reason. Privately lodged in her heart was the memory of the golden-haired German in the formidable Nazi uniform. For one crazy instant, they touched some intimate portion of their lives that would never be the same again.

“I feel as if he’s a part of me, Mommy. Why?”

Thinking she meant Dr. Kantor, her mother tightened her arm around her shoulders.

“Everything we do, everyone we meet becomes a part of us, Grace. Almost like scattered parts of our soul coming home to roost. For a moment, everything fits, and we belong … to that moment … or to that person,” she finished wistfully, as if she had not yet gathered all the missing parts to her own soul.
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The splendor of the former library now converted into Berlin’s International Press Club on Budapesterstrasse fascinated Lee. Even the most cynical journalist had to be impressed. The main courtroom just off the entrance way reached up through two stories to an arched ceiling covered in renaissance art. This area, previously the receiving area for books on loan, had been converted into a comfortable reception area filled with deep-cushioned leather chairs and sofas. She gazed up at the two-story atrium where cozy chamber rooms branched out from the upper level.

Over the passing months, she had often retreated to these cubbyholes lined with walls of mahogany bookshelves surrounding a central fireplace to think, read and write her daily column. Their privacy also allowed her time and space to regroup her feelings. Too much was happening too quickly.

In the year since Hitler tested his ‘total war’ strategy against the Basques, in which seventy percent of the town was destroyed and sixteen hundred civilians of Guernica’s total population of five thousand were killed, Nazi Germany had stepped up its development of atomic energy. As Hitler dedicated more resources to it, Quinn hosted press receptions like this one tonight to gather Nazi Party officials and members of Berlin’s scientific community to fleece Intelligence on Germany’s nuclear experiments from their conversations.

On the lower level, a private bar and kitchen occupied the small wing, which was originally the music room adjoining the reception area. From here, the grand piano had been moved to the center of the lounge to encourage singsongs and gatherings of appreciation around those who performed. It was amazing how many journalists were either hobby pianists or enjoyed the company of those who were. Lee believed sessions around the piano substituted for a sense of family, something most correspondents missed. Tonight, they expected Lady Grace Radcliffe from England would perform on this elite Steinway sent from New York in 1931.

Berlin’s International Press Club filled in two waves every day, either before five o’clock or after midnight, depending on deadlines. Journalists often invited translators from the Propaganda Ministry to meet them in the lounge to help them figure out the German text of Hitler’s speeches, or to discuss press releases from the Chancellery. Though they easily got along, Lee never kidded herself. These German interpreters were there to gather as much information from the foreign correspondents as they were there to clarify what was going on.

To attend Lady Grace’s performance at the Charlotteberg Opera House earlier, Lee had selected a diamond necklace, one Quinn had given her for occasions like this, and a full-length, bare shoulder, dark green satin gown that sheathed her body. She had gathered her lustrous dark hair to the back of her head in a smooth French roll in understated elegance to capture the sensual grace Quinn said attracted men to her. As Lee hung her evening wrap in the library’s cloakroom, she could hear men’s voices arguing in the anteroom.

“Look, Hitler hasn’t shed the blood of one soldier, yet in two years he’s walked in and taken over all the Rhineland, Austria, and now Sudetenland.”

Lee smiled. There was no mistaking Kurt Lindahl’s mid-west twang. Kurt was the bureau chief for United Press.

“Tell me he’s not outwittin’ the western powers every step of the way,” Kurt continued. His voice rose in frustration. “In the west, the French army outnumbers the German army ten to one. All the French have to do is overtake the Ruhr, and Hitler’s arms industry is finished. So, what does England and France do? They hand over the Sudetenland to Hitler because they’re afraid the Luftwaffe will wipe ’em out. In God’s name, what is your Chamberlain usin’ for brains, Quinn?”

“I agree,” Lee said, stepping into the conversation among the small group of correspondents.

“Hitler won’t be satisfied with just the Sudetenland. He wants all Czechoslovakia. It’s just the way Churchill said it would be when he told Chamberlain: Hitler gave you a choice between war and dishonor. You chose dishonor, and you WILL have war.”

“Old Churchill’s right about that,” drawled Lindahl. “And once Hitler knows how feeble-minded the Western allies really are, he’ll pick his own time and take over the whole cotton-pickin’country of Czechoslovakia.”

“What’s worse,” commented the Columbia Broadcasting System’s European broadcaster, William Baird, in his softer, richer voice, “he’s convinced the German people he’s invincible.”

“Why not!” demanded Lindahl. “He’s delivered three bloodless victories. He’s so puffed up with his own power, he believes he can get away with anythin’. You can blame that dimwit Lindbergh for makin’ it so easy too.”

“I agree, Kurt,” interjected Quinn. “Charles Lindbergh is one fine pilot, but he knows nothing about military planes. Why you Americans sent over such a gullible bloke to scout out the Luftwaffe is an even bigger mystery to me. The Germans convinced him the Luftwaffe is superior to the combined air fleets of Britain, France, Czechoslovakia and Russia. After the Condor Legion’s incendiary bombings in Spain, he really believes the German air force is capable of wiping out the biggest cities in Europe. He in turn convinced the British, the French and the Americans Hitler’s bluff is true when, in fact, the Luftwaffe can’t reach England from their present bases.”

“What do you mean London is beyond the Luftwaffe’s reach?” broke in Lee.

“The range of a bomber carrying a thousand-pound bomb load is 430 miles. For fighter planes, it’s even less. So, the maximum range any German plane can fly has to be the same, 400 miles at best. It’s just simple arithmetic, Lee.”

Quinn’s green eyes twinkled at her, softening the sarcasm in his tone.

“Just add the figures, Lee” Lindahl added. He straightened his slumped posture as he retrieved a package of Export cigarettes from his breast pocket and continued in a patronizing voice.

“The Luftwaffe has to get to England from German bases and back without refuelin’—That’s more than 800 miles round trip. See how impossible it is.”

At this moment an SS colonel interrupted the small group.

“Am I too early for Lady Grace’s reception?” he asked.

Lee spoke first. “By about fifteen minutes.”

“That’s good. I’m Colonel Erich von Lohren. While we’re waiting, could I get everyone a drink from the bar?”

“Why not?” Lee answered for them all.

The SS officer intrigued her. She glanced at Quinn to catch his reaction. With his gaze fixed on the German, a telltale furrow twitched between Quinn’s eyebrows.

The journalists followed the Nazi colonel to a cushioned booth by the fireplace. As they sat down, Lee introduced herself and her fellow correspondents.

Von Lohren handed a list of cocktails to Lee, who selected a Black Russian and passed the drink card to Quinn. Lindahl shook out a cigarette from the Export package and drawled, “I hear Hitler has fallen for the dear cousin of the king of England.”

The SS officer looked aghast at the suggestion.

“Our Führer recognizes her greatness and acknowledges it to the world with the dignity Lady Grace deserves.”

Lee took pity on him. “Kurt is just pulling your leg.”

Colonel von Lohren frowned in confusion. “Pulling my leg? What does that mean?”

“It’s American slang. It means he’s teasing you, Colonel,” Quinn explained and smiled with sympathy at the German. “You sound like an Englishman. Are you a translator?”

“No, I serve with Heydrich’s SD under General Walther Schellenberg.”

Quinn raised one eyebrow.

“Indeed. Does your assignment bring you to Berlin?”

“Until last week, I was head of Security at Berlin’s Propaganda Ministry.”

“And now?” Lee prompted.

“I leave for Copenhagen in the morning.”

“On holiday, of course,” Quinn said.

“No,” smiled Von Lohren with amusement, “as a member of Germany’s Diplomatic Legation to the king of Denmark.”

“Denmark?” Quinn turned to include Lee. “We’ve never been there. Perhaps you would let us tag along to do a travel spread on a day in the life of Hitler’s Elite,” Quinn suggested.

“Make your request in writing to General Schellenberg,” von Lohren replied. “He may like the idea.”

The SS Colonel directed his gaze towards Lee. “Does ‘us’ include you?”

“Exclusively.”

“Then I will have to use my influence to persuade the General to approve Herr Bergin’s request, won’t I?”

Lee inclined her head in a gesture of agreement. This Nazi officer might be fun to cultivate for Intelligence. His tall frame offered an imposing presence, and she understood why he was a perfect choice for the Propaganda Ministry. In uniform, Colonel von Lohren represented the ideal Aryan model of the pure race Hitler coveted: deep blue eyes, sculpted features, clear skin and a pair of dimples that softened his severity. She wondered what he had done to achieve such a high rank in the SS so quickly. She offered him her most winning smile.

Soon the main lounge filled with foreign dignitaries and staff officers from the German High Command. Most of the Nazi officers and their wives Lee had already met at Hermann Goring’s KarinHall estate, the home of the dual Reichstag president and Luftwaffe chief in the Schorfheide forests north east of Berlin. There, only foreign dignitaries and Hitler’s inner circle partied. How often had she been subjected to their tiresome bragging about his lavish banquets? If the Berliners weren’t gloating over the popular works of German composers, especially Hitler’s favorite Richard Wagner, they were prattling on about their film star idols, fancy nightspots and elegant restaurants: all safe, non-political topics except for their constant praise of the great prosperity der Führer had brought them in just five years.

As she looked around, Quinn directed her to check one face she recognized but had not yet met: the Gestapo’s new section head for Berlin, Colonel Ludwig Ketmann. His silken-textured hair, the color of honey, was perfectly groomed back from his smooth forehead to frame the chiseled features of his highly polished face. His expensive suit fit into this room of exquisitely dressed people, but the correctness of his posture and immaculate neatness unmasked a deeper need for absolute control. He moved through the gathering like a shark swishing between swimmers treading water. She could feel those he brushed by hold their breath until he passed out of range. At one point, he stopped and turned towards Lee. His eyes held a curious scrutiny of her. Chills spilled down her spine. His mouth twisted into a thin smile of approval before his attention shifted back to circling the room for suspicious prey.

From what Lee had already learned, Ketmann spoke flawless English but little else was known about him: where he came from, what schools he attended. That didn’t surprise her. She had read SS Reichsfuhrer Heinrich Himmler, who looked like an owl-faced schoolmaster, believed the less people knew about his agents the more intimidating the SS and Gestapo became.

Though many believed Himmler was Hitler’s closest advisor, Himmler’s second-in-command, Reinhard Heydrich, threatened his favor. As far as Lee was concerned, Hitler played the rivalry between his two Intelligence chiefs with such finesse neither trusted the other. It kept the three-tiered organization—SS, Gestapo and SD—imbalanced and cemented the loyalty of the two henchmen to Hitler. Lee found the Führer’s strategy cunning and was secretly amazed. Hitler wasn’t the buffoon Chamberlain’s government portrayed him to be to the English people.

As she collected more information on Hitler’s inner circle, she learned Himmler, like the Führer, had no tolerance for intellectuals. Neither did Ketmann, it seemed. She had already heard from Communist sources he bullied his suspects and tortured his prisoners. Heydrich, on the other hand, was called Himmler’s brain behind the Gestapo chief’s back. He did respect the academic ego and scholarly mind, with the tolerance of one who understood individual differences, and took pride in seducing his suspects to find out what he wanted. She was willing to bet Hitler’s fascination with Heydrich stemmed more from his fear of being outsmarted by him than from true admiration.

But now Ketmann’s influence was also growing. It made him an obvious target for Quinn to study, and the likelihood loomed before her. Watching the Gestapo chief walk out of her line of vision filled her with dread. He hadn’t looked at her with lust as most men did. Instead, during his cool appraisal a few moments before, she had felt like a flea trapped under his microscope. She might make him itch with desire, but his searching eyes told her he would rather dissect her than seduce her. That look also convinced her Ketmann was capable of cold-blooded murder.
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The chatter quieted, and all eyes turned to the entrance hall. Colonel Erich von Lohren recognized Lady Grace wrapped in a white ermine fur. He wondered where the young pianist’s parents were. Normally they were quite protective of their protégé daughter and abandoning her to a room filled with Nazis seemed out of character. Ah! Gut. There was Sir Fletcher McAlister. Clearly, they trusted her with him. The Scotsman’s thick red mustache quivered as he laughed at something the Press Club host said before they disappeared into the checkroom with the reception committee.

Erich was in a quandary. Should he give his information directly to Sir Fletcher in passing conversation or test the British spymaster’s coding system in the face of some of Germany’s highest-ranking generals and the Gestapo’s shark-eyed Colonel Ketmann? How he managed the latter depended on Lady Grace’s acquiescence with so many strangers gathered around her at the grand piano.

Most classical musicians were gifted with perfect pitch, and Sir Fletcher and Erich were no exception. This ability is what gave Erich the idea to disguise their coded transmissions in music. He worked out, if they altered the inner harmonies and rhythms of selected pieces, they could designate the last note of each bar in the alto line for their code. Because there were only seven notes, he designated A through G on the keyboard as symbols for a series of letters or numbers. If A-Sharp were played twice followed by a rest in the fourth bar, the sharp meant convert the letters into their corresponding numbers and the rest represented STOP, or the end of the sequence. So, A-Sharp played twice meant one-one, which formed the two-digit number, eleven, followed by STOP. Sir Fletcher provided the poetic justice in their system. He selected the key to their code—Hitler’s manifest, Mein Kampf.

The first number represented the page number in Mein Kampf. The rest of the series referred to the word on that page of the book. Eleven, rest… five, rest… nine, rest… translated into page eleven, line five, word nine. If a flat were struck instead of a sharp, then the letter for the note such as E-Flat, not its number, represented a key phrase from a prearranged list similar to QUO in the standard code format that stood for: I’m in imminent danger of capture. The method was impossible to detect. Even if a Gestapo cryptographer detected the pattern, he didn’t have the key.

At this reception, Lady Grace was giving an informal recital. Some of the dignitaries had already taken seats surrounding the grand piano, while others, like Erich, preferred to stand. His sudden thrust into danger quickened an adrenaline rush. He tucked in his stomach, breathed in deeply and strolled into the main lounge just as the committee from the Reich Cultural Society and a bevy of reporters escorted Lady Grace and Sir Fletcher into the center of the main hall.

While walking over to the piano, Lady Grace paused. He saw her eyes rove over the guests and stop at him. She openly stared at him, and her eyes lit up as if she knew him.

What? Acutely aware of Colonel Ketmann’s sudden interest in her attraction to him, Erich recovered his surprise and began clapping to divert her attention. The room filled with welcoming applause. He thought he detected Lady Grace blush. She dropped her eyes modestly, and his heart recovered its normal beat as she carried on walking toward the grand piano.

Again, her performance thrilled him. He absorbed every nuance of Beethoven’s powerful cadences and frolicking scales to the final lilting passages of the Moonlight Sonata, which she shaped with the skill of a bel canto singer. It was a performance of art and spirit blissfully intertwined.

While the applause lingered, Erich threaded his way through her admirers draping the piano to stand at its edge where Lady Grace could spot him. Instantly her sky blue eyes lit up with a twinkle. She raised one brow and smiled demurely.

“At last we meet.”

“I’m sorry, Lady Grace, but where have you seen me before? I cannot believe that I would not have introduced myself.”

“At the time, you couldn’t. You were in the audience, down center, when I performed at the Belvedere Festival in Vienna. Under the spotlight, it’s easy to make out faces in the first few rows. Everything else beyond is a blur.”

His heart quickened. Mere infatuation paled in comparison to the magnetic obsession that gripped him when he recalled her performance. No matter what he did to forget her, she had lingered in his mind, a mutual attraction it seemed.

“You deserved to win the Gold Medal. No pianist in Europe plays Tchaikovsky any better.”

She tipped her head to one side. “Thank you… ah…” Her smile disarmed him. “What do I call you?”

“Forgive my poor manners, Lady Grace.”

He clicked his heels and bowed. “Baron Erich von Lohren.”

“In the uniform of the SS.” She looked straight into his soul. “You must be quite influential, Colonel.”

Surprised at her recognition of his rank, he fingered the officer’s patch on his left collar.

“My family dates back to the Junker knights of the 1300s, to the Uradel title. We have served Germany faithfully for many centuries, and my Uradel title gives me a preferred status in the SS. But, unlike most of my peers with Uradel titles, I am a horse breeder, not a real estate developer, nor an industrialist. I believe I read about your filly. Did she not win the British Breeders Crown, Lady Grace?”

“Yes. Decency won.”

“A remarkable feat for a filly to beat a strong field of colts.”

“Do you think so?” she asked him.

“Indeed.”

“I believe in mixing bloodlines to keep the breed strong.”

She spoke with a soft, cultured English accent, but he instantly understood her challenge to Germany’s obsession with genetic purity. She was clever and spirited. Erich liked that.

“If you breed the best to the best, you’ll produce the best.”

“That’s where we disagree, Colonel. Decency’s dam is a thoroughbred from quite common stock, but she has the intelligence and the conformation of a champion. I bred her to our fastest stallion, and you know the result.”

“Perhaps you’ve been lucky this time, Lady Grace. I’ve produced some of Germany’s fastest trotters breeding the best to the best.”

“How lucky for you!”

Another challenge. He changed the subject.

“Would you grant me a favor? Ever since I heard you perform in Vienna, I have wanted to play a duet with you.”

“A duet?” Her eyebrows arched. “Are you also a pianist?”

He nodded.

“If not now, WHEN,”

This response he did not expect. Again, she was challenging him, but how naive to quote from a verse written by a Jewish philosopher with the Gestapo present. Before she could carry on with more subtle baits that could get them both in trouble he glided over to the piano bench and sat down beside her. He began to play the opening passages of Debussy’s Clair de Lune.

“Do you know it?” he asked.

She nodded.

“You play. I’ll improvise,” he told her.

At first she hesitated, and then her head rose in proud confidence. She began playing, and Erich introduced a jazz counterpoint to her classical treatment of the melody. His harmony contained the code.

Under the suddenness of the opportunity, he played a series of minor flats followed by rests in the alto line that were related to the pre-arranged list of key words or phrases between him and Sir Fletcher. D-Flat signaled Schellenberg; B-Flat equaled Dr. Nielsen; and A-Flat, Copenhagen. Through the music, he transmitted his new assignment with Schellenberg to monitor the nuclear scientist, Dr. Nielsen, in Copenhagen. He dared not look to see if Sir Fletcher recognized their code.

When they finally came to the end of Erich’s inventive playing of Clair de Lune, the gathering around the piano broke into raves and loud clapping.

To show her own respect for his unorthodox treatment of a classical piece, Lady Grace joined in their ovation.

“I would never have believed it was possible,” she told him.

“Nor I,” he said. “Nor I. But what fun, yes!”

She laughed. “What other surprises do you have?”

“Only one a night,” he said.

She feigned a pout.

“Would you have time to join me for a drink before you leave?”

“Oh, yes, I would like that.”

He escorted her to the only free booth in the anteroom. It was next to one where Lee Talbot and Quinn Bergin sat. The contrast between the two women struck him.

The American journalist exuded a worldly sensuality. For some men, she held an animal magnetism. In just a passing glance, her eyes invited him, and he could not deny his attraction to her promise of pleasure. Yet, he desired Lady Grace more. She was his English rose, a fresh flower in bloom. Open. Elegant. Pure. And quite refined.

He nodded to the two correspondents and waited until Lady Grace was comfortably seated.

“I think this occasion deserves champagne. Wait here, please,” he instructed her.

Soft chamber music played on the radio behind the bar as he waited for the bartender to bring him a bottle of champagne. He took the bottle and two champagne flutes back to their table. When he was seated again, he poured one drink for her and one for himself, and then raised his glass in toast to her.

“To the most wonderful time in my life … playing Debussy with the pianist I most admire.”

Lady Grace blushed at his flattery. Spirited, yet modest. If these were different times, he would pursue this fascinating young noblewoman. He knew his parents, if still alive, would approve of her as well. He tipped his glass to hers.

While they sipped their champagne, they stared at each other. Neither one wanted to drop contact first. Finally Lady Grace nodded toward the table next to them.

“Is that Lee Talbot beside us?”

He smiled and nodded to the journalist again.

“Do you know her?”

“I just met her tonight… before you arrived. Would you like to meet her also?”

“Oh, yes. I read her columns in the London Times and do admire her so.”

Erich studied her earnest expression and wanted to agree what Talbot wrote was remarkable considering Nazi censorship of foreign correspondents’ reports. He rose and held out his hand to her.

“Then we shall join Fraulein Talbot and her bureau chief.”

The sudden screeching of Joseph Goebbel’s high-pitched effeminate voice from the radio behind the bar disrupted further conversation: “The murderer has confessed!”

Immediately alert, Erich ordered the bartender to turn up the radio’s volume. A hush fell over the reception. Goebbel’s shrill voice ranted on.

“The murderer has confessed! Herschel Grynszpan, a 17-year-old Polish Jew has admitted to killing Ernst vom Rath, the Third Secretary in our Paris Embassy. Let every Jew in Germany be identified tonight with this unspeakable crime against the German people. NO Jewish business, NO Jewish home, and NO Jewish body will enjoy Reich protection from German citizens revenging their slain brother. We will rid Germany of these UNTERMENSCHEN! The German people are entitled to their time of vengeance!”

His voice shrilled, out of control. “And the time is NOW! Destroy the miserable Jews before they ravage our youth in their prime! Seek out every one and make him pay … PAY … PAY for this public assault on an esteemed Reich representative of the German people! Let no mark of Jewish life continue to exist in Germany!”

His frenetic pitch cut off sharply, and the Funeral March from Beethoven’s Third Symphony broke in. In shock, no one in the Club moved. Lady Grace’s hand turned to ice in Erich’s palm. Several moments of stunned silence passed until, once again, the radio retched with Goebbel’s ravings.

“NO German is safe from the miserable Jews until they are all gone!”

Lady Grace gasped in disbelief. “He’s ordering a pogrom!” She pulled her hand from Erich’s.

“Hush! Someone might hear you,” he implored her.

In a protective gesture, he turned her in his arms and rested her face against his chest. She looked up at him. The whites of her eyes bulged, partly in shock, partly in anger, as the journalists and the Nazi officers in the Club began rising from their tables. He prayed she wouldn’t do anything impulsive by joining them. He could hear loud speakers blaring outside with Goebbel’s news. Listening to the madness of his caterwaul screeching from every street corner made Erich’s soul shudder.

All at once, a brown rain-coated storm trooper burst through the entrance doors. He waved copies of Der Volkische Beobachter and threw one newspaper down on every table.

“Read!” he ordered. “READ!”

Erich stared at the ugly heavy-set black headlines, sick at heart, until he grew aware of Lady Grace’s gaze on the SS rune affixed to his rigid collar. At last, fear and disgust registered in her face.

“No, Lady Grace …”

Kurt Lindahl spat on him.

“This is one story you pigs can’t squash!”

Erich inwardly cringed at the newsman’s venom.

The other correspondents stormed out the entrance behind Lindahl. As Lee rose to follow, Ludwig Ketmann strode in front of her, blocking her path. Erich held Lady Grace’s elbow to steady her as she stood against him, helplessly watching.

Ketmann hissed in English, “I can have you and your press friends deported.”

“Don’t favor us,” Lee shot back.

He sneered. “Today the Jews. Tomorrow the Catholics. And the day after that… ALL journalists.”

Smirking, he continued to stand in front of her. Erich watched Lee jut out her chin in defiance and sweep by him. Erich could see her shoulders square as she marched away. Ketmann glared after her. When his attention turned back to Erich, he arched one eyebrow explicitly.

Erich stilled every emotion that might betray him and stiffly nodded.

In response, Ketmann’s lips split into a twisted smile of smug satisfaction. He slapped his leather gloves against his thighs, swung around and cut his way through the stunned onlookers to the foyer, leaving in his wake absolute terror.

“Please,” Lady Grace pleaded, “how do we get out of here?”

Erich led her to the checkroom. One Wehrmacht officer was passing out coats to people who called out their check numbers.

“Where’s Sir Fletcher?” Lady Grace asked in alarm.

Erich looked around. “I don’t see him. Don’t worry. No harm will come to you tonight. Not while you are with me.”

A mixture of emotions filled her eyes. Erich pushed through to the coat rack, retrieved his SS peaked cap and tapped it on his head, before he found her hooded ermine cape. He wrapped it around her shoulders and rushed her outside.

Beyond the horizon, a funnel of fire shot into the night sky. Its eerie glow formed an evil halo.

A hushed voice near them whispered, “They are burning the great synagogue on Fasanenstrasse.” The presence of Erich’s SS uniform quelled further remarks.

Erich felt disgraced and helpless. He led Grace away from the Press Club entrance and the people exiting it to a windowless section of the building further down the sidewalk where he could not be overheard.

“Lady Grace, I could not let you speak your mind inside. I’m sorry. Germany has lost all dignity and decency tonight,” he whispered disconsolately.

He lifted his cap and shaved his fingers through his close-cropped hair as he stared at the torched skyline. Black ribbons of smoke drifted closer. Acrid odors from the mixture of kerosene and smoke burned his throat. Tears blistered his eyes. From the distance, a jumble of sounds riddled his ears: jeering shouts, painful shrieks, glass shattering and jackboots thundering. He gritted his teeth and resolutely set his cap with the matte silver Waffen SS Eagle and Totenkopf ‘Death’s Head emblems aligned over his brow correctly.

“It’s murder!” Lady Grace condemned him. “Full scale murder! What kind of people are you?”

In anguish, Erich searched to give her an answer. “We are not all Nazis, Lady Grace. They have the power. They can destroy us at will.”

“But there are more of you than there are of them! How can you let them do this to innocent people? Surely there is something we can do!”

She looked around in desperation for some sign of help, but the people he saw hanging out their windows or filling the nearby streets gawked in silence. One old man shook his head and pulled his wife back inside their upper-floor flat. He closed the window and pulled the curtains. Erich closed his eyes in shame.

Just then, a black cab pulled up to the curb. Lee jumped out and ran up to the English pianist. “I don’t have time to explain, but Sir Fletcher says you have to come with me, Lady Grace.”

She hesitated.

“NOW!” insisted Lee.

“If not now, WHEN!” Erich quoted to Lady Grace. Her eyes reflected her surprise, and disillusionment. He took her by the elbow and ushered her toward the waiting taxi.

“Take good care of her, Miss Talbot,” he said, helping them slide into the back seat. As he started to close the door, the English girl’s sad blue eyes pleaded with him.

He paused. “This is my homeland. Right or wrong, I belong here.” He banged the taxi’s back door shut. “Lock your doors.”

He then saluted them and rapped the hood of the trunk to signal the driver to move on. As the motorcar pulled away, he could see Lady Grace’s distraught face peering back at him through the rear window.


  



SIX

Wednesday, November 9th, 1938

Lee glanced at the young English girl, who had not spoken since she had climbed into the back seat of the cab with her. The pianist whisked the dainty diamond tiara from her crown of honey curls and laid it on her lap. She twisted her fingers around the thinnest edge and began squeezing it like a kitten kneading comfort from a wool shawl.

As much as the white fur cape draped the rich teal gown she wore, it failed to conceal her tiny waist and small pointed breasts, but what raised Lee’s envy most was the pianist’s flawless complexion and chaste beauty, not her virginal figure.

Something had clicked between the British king’s cousin and the handsome Nazi colonel. Yet, Lee had sensed the SS officer’s interest in her too. She had planned to use his attraction to gain more introductions to Hitler’s inner circle, so the mutual magnetism between von Lohren and Lady Grace took her by surprise.

As did his performance. Who would have guessed he too was a brilliant pianist? Nevertheless, the SS officer’s reaction to the titled pianist, no matter what the cause, intrigued her. Was he just gallant or did he act protective towards her for another reason?

She considered Lady Grace’s set expression. Her eyes were sadly troubled. She looked so young, yet so old.

Three blocks south of the International Press Club, the young noblewoman spoke first. “Where are we going?”

“I’m sorry. I should have introduced …”

“I know who you are. I read the papers.”

She looked at Lee with amazing calm. “I just want to know where we are going.”

“The American Embassy.”

“Why not the British?”

“Sir Fletcher is at the American Embassy,” Lee explained.

“I see,” she replied, “And my parents? Are they with Sir Fletcher?”

Her question took Lee by surprise. She had forgotten they had accompanied the English pianist on her concert tour.

“I didn’t see them, but I’m sure they’re safe. Sir Fletcher would see to it.”

Grace nodded. “Yes, he would. My father and he are best friends.”

Lee resumed looking out the window at the fashionable sixteenth and seventeenth century villas lining both sides of the street. Each three-story mansion had been divided into luxury flats nestled behind tidy courtyards.

“May I call you Lee, Miss Talbot?”

Lee turned her attention back to the young woman. “Certainly.”

“I would like you to call me Grace. Lady Grace is an awful mouthful.”

“Of course,” Lee smiled.

As they neared the Kaiser Wilhelm Memorial Church, a fire truck blocked the cab’s entrance at the intersecting streets. To the west, billowing flames roared out of control. The cab driver kept the taxi’s engine idling.

“What do you want me to do?” he asked Lee.

Grace swiveled around in her seat to face Lee and spoke with quiet resolve.

“I don’t know what Sir Fletcher expects, but I assure you I don’t need to be coddled. This is an once-in-a-lifetime story. Do what you would do if I weren’t here.”

Lee considered her with astonishment. “Are you sure?”

“Very sure.”

“Right. Thanks, Lady… Grace.,” she corrected herself.

“Can you get on the Kurfurstendamm from another street?” she asked the driver.

“Tonight it is forbidden.”

“There’s fifty American dollars here if you take us.”

She waved a bill in his rear view mirror so he could see it.

She saw the reflection of his lips curve into a smirk.

“Make that one hundred.”

She pulled out another fifty-dollar bill and handed it over his shoulder.

He grabbed it.

“Keep your windows closed,” he instructed as he backed up the taxi and wheeled down another back street of elegant Renaissance homes.

Despite the blazing sky and insistent clanging of fire bells, the shutters on each home remained closed to the madness storming Berlin. They heard the yelling and cursing before they saw the flickering reflections of myriad torches lighting the sidewalls of the buildings on the next block. The driver slowed the cab down almost to a complete stop.

“Stay still,” he said as a roving gang of youngsters rounded the corner at the next intersection. These were scavengers pillaging the stores. They carried trophies of lamps, fur coats, clothing, shoes, hats, paintings, artifacts … anything they could grab without hauling a cart. Some hoisted plaque cards on broom handles with hand-painted lettering: “Juden Verrecken! Jews die!”

Driven by their excitement, a few banged into the cab as they pushed by and peered in at Lee and Grace in the back seat. A storm trooper tapped the driver’s window.

“Where did you pick up these ladies?” he asked once the driver lowered it.

“The International Press Club.”

“Where are you going?”

“The American Embassy.”

With cold detachment, the storm trooper studied Lee and Grace in the back seat. His eyes narrowed. Lee hoped their Aryan appearance would protect them. He bent his head down to the driver’s level.

“Show me your papers, please.”

The driver handed him his papers.

“Your passengers too.”

Both women rummaged inside their evening purses, pulled out their passports and passed them over the back of the driver to the storm trooper. He studied them intensely. A few times he checked the photos against their faces before he handed them back.

“You should not be in this area tonight,” he said disapprovingly. “Go down Tiergartenstrasse to Wilhelmstrasse. The shopping plazas in the west and southwest districts and along the Kurfurstendamm are off limits. If you do take them, you do so at your own risk.” He clicked his heels and saluted. “Heil, Hitler.”

Lee and Grace nodded solemnly. The driver rolled up his window again and pressed the accelerator cautiously. He steered the cab through the thinning mob at crawl speed, but as he cornered the next block, another, more frightening pack of hardened Hitler Youth descended on them. Lee pointed to the SS boots gleaming beneath some of their pant legs. The SS was orchestrating this ruthless plunder, using diehard storm troopers who carried lead pipes, ax handles and crowbars. Grace’s expression grew more alarmed as the sheer pressure of their frenzied bodies rubbing against the cab rocked it.

Lee clasped Grace’s hand. “Don’t show your fear,” she whispered. “They’ll think we’re Jews.”

Noisy hooting ruptured the air.

“Over here!” someone called. “Another Jew house.”

The horde wildly cheered and rushed toward the new object of their vindictive fury. “Tor auf! Open the gate,” they chanted.

The first few scrambled over the railing gate with iron letters spelling Singer Haus scrolled across the top. The gate led to a late Renaissance villa on the west side of the block. The hinges of the gate creaked under their collective weight. Some of the civilian-dressed storm troopers chipped at the lock with their crowbars until the gate gave way for the rest to flood the groomed courtyard beyond. They raced up the front steps of the grand portico two at a time and banged on the front door.

At this point, Lee could have directed the driver to move on, but she didn’t. She pulled out her sketch pad and pencil from her shoulder bag.

Grace watched in amazement. “What are you doing?” she asked.

“Some reporters take pictures,” Lee replied. “I draw.”

As she swiftly flipped the pages to a clean sheet, she instructed the driver, “Keep the engine running.”

“Judenschweine!” yelled the maddened throng. “Verrecken! Jewish pigs! Die!”

The pillars supporting the portico trembled with their taunts. “We know you’re there!”

Lee’s quick strokes became a camera, freezing each act of terror on paper.

Shouting and cursing, the disguised storm troopers beat the front door with ax handles and lead pipes. Some removed large rocks from pockets or backpacks and hurled them, pummeling the windows on the first floor with diamond-sharp blows. The panes of glass shattered like fireworks bursting into thousands of glittering crystals, falling and crashing in a jagged maze on the cobblestone below. A cheer rose after each hit.

“They’re all mad dogs!” muttered Lee, drawing furiously to keep up to their hysteria.

In no time, the mob, savage in their manic zeal, broke down the main door and stormed inside the house. One by one, lights came on. Shapes behind the curtains bobbed up and down and around, like puppets. The drapes were pulled, and one window after the next, on every floor, was smashed from inside. The sound of glass breaking against the side of the house and on the stone courtyard below chimed in tune with the blood curdling screams from within.

Lee was so immersed in catching every detail that her focused view completely detached her from the horrors she was witnessing. When she glanced at Grace’s devastated disbelief, she experienced fleeting guilt, but the momentum of the story drove her on. As she drew with increasing swiftness, her drawings erupted into desolate pictures of inhuman breadth.

From the second floor balcony, one rioter after another tossed books and furniture to the ground. Three men shoved an upright Bechstein piano between the French doors of a balcony. A younger man pushed the wheeled stool over, sat down, and began pounding out a German polka on its keys.

Down at the front entrance, two uniformed troopers dragged out a man and woman in nightdress. The woman clutched a small bundle to her breast. Other families from the apartments inside were herded out and made to stand in their bare feet on the shattered glass. Their prized possessions were heaved out the windows onto the ground. The polka played on in a crazed parody of the humiliating drama. Laughing, the torchbearers set fire to the growing pile, while others used their lead pipes to push and prod the victims to dance around the smoking fire on the jagged shards covering the courtyard. Their pitiful squeals from the pain of the cuts to their feet and their trail of blood incensed the most vicious of the rabid Nazis. He snatched the bundle from the woman’s arms.

“Who wants a Jew baby?” he yelled.

A great swelling of laughter rose skyward with the hungry flames. While the beat of the polka pounded louder and faster, the light from the fire and the shimmering heat illuminated the infant he held. The mother looked on in dreadful apprehension as he raised her baby with one hand above his head and hurled it like a rugby ball to a teammate, who caught it and threw it to another. As they yelled and cheered tossing the baby about, the blanket wrapping the infant fell off, and its tiny legs flapped loosely, while the mother desperately raced back and forth from one to the other, begging them to put her baby down. At last, the one who had seized it from her leered, “So you want your baby back. Here. Catch!”

He wrapped his big hand around its tiny feet and pitched it to her headfirst. She reached out in pitiful hope, but it dropped short of her grasp in a lifeless heap at her bleeding feet. She fell wailing to the ground and carefully gathered up its broken body in her arms. With inconsolable grief, she clutched the baby to her breast and crooned, and began rocking on her knees in rhythm with the pounding piano.

Lee had never seen anything so fiendish. Bombing civilians and innocent children was one level of perversion, but this … this monstrous disregard for life was quite another. Flinging the baby to death was so inconceivable she didn’t want to believe what she had just seen. Cold shivers possessed her. She clenched her fists until her nails dug into her palms. A part of her wanted to grieve with the mother, but the journalist in her took up her pencil and drew the terrible anguish of the woman clasping her dead baby to her breast.

Once she remembered Grace and looked at her with concern. She was sitting white-faced and white-knuckled, traumatized.

But it was not over. More torch-bearing youths encircled the piano. One by one, each lanced the piano top with the tip of his torch until teeny clefts of fire cracked and spread, bursting into one sheet of flame. Barbs from the bunch, now drunk on their own power, dared the pianist to keep on playing. He lasted until the keys became too hot to touch and the heat scorched his hair. Charcoal crisps twirled above his head. The drapes framing the French doors then caught fire, and he fell back coughing.

“Dumbkaufen!” fumed the driver. “They could have saved the piano. Who would have known it belonged to a Jew!”

His remark finally penetrated Lee’s detachment. She connected with such helpless rage that the urge to choke him consumed her. Only professional discipline held her back from betraying her true revulsion.

“Have you seen enough?” he asked, eyeing both women in his rear view mirror. Lee nodded stonily and stashed her sketch pad in her bag.

Beside her, Grace strangled on a sob. “Why?”

Grace’s stricken plea twisted Lee’s heart. She didn’t know the reason for the horrors they were witnessing, only that Hitler’s fanaticism was poisoning the mind and morals of a whole nation. Undisciplined passions had become fodder for his twisted concept of Puritanism. He had banned Berlin’s racy nightlife and splashy street sales of sex and dope and channeled the people’s lust for sexual pleasures into a demonic orgy with the fatherland. It was as if the absolute submissiveness of the true Nazi to Hitler today had been spawned by the devil himself, and not of man at all.

“Why?” Grace repeated. “Why?”

Lee reached for her hand and held it. “Easy, Grace. You must hold on. Can you do that?”

Grace nodded in quick jerks and released a shaky sigh.

“Go,” Lee ordered the driver.

The cab rolled forward just as a large open truck screeched to a halt behind them. The sound frightened Grace, who instinctively ducked and cradled her head between her hands.

Lee snapped her neck around to see out the rear-view window and glimpsed a squad of SS soldiers jumping down from the truck. They cocked their rifles and aimed them at the Jews in the courtyard. Most dragged from their apartments were clad only in nightclothes. At the edge of the bonfire, the bedraggled lot huddled together listening to the babble of orders squawking from a loudspeaker on top of the truck. By the time their tormentors began pushing them into lines to board the truck, the cab pulled away. Above the apartment house, Lee saw burnt orange and crimson flames licking the sky.

Following the streets through the cosmopolitan area in West Berlin… past homes once gracious but now desecrated, past shops and sidewalk cafés that had strutted with character and charm but were now stripped of all dignity, past spires of flames scouring the sky where synagogues burned in disgrace … their cab crunched over the crushed glass, which stretched as far as the eye could see. Down every route, they saw stores raided and splintered glass cases with more jagged shards of glass strewn over the sidewalks in front.

Mobs running wild through the streets sought Jews they could rob and beat. They looted and ransacked the buildings already plundered by the more organized bands. The local police ignored the victims’ cries for help and mercy, and the fire trucks only hosed down Aryan stores and houses threatened by fires next to them.

The smell of kerosene and charred wreckage glutting the air stung the girls’ eyes. Even with the car windows closed, black smoke penetrated the cab, burning their throats and sinuses, and filled their lungs until they retched in coughing spasms. Lee reached into her purse and extracted a hanky. She motioned to Grace to do the same as she covered her nose and mouth. Grace nodded she understood.

The cab finally turned east and escaped the nightmare already spreading beyond Berlin. They sped along the tree-lined boulevard that bordered the Tiergarten, made a jog south on the Bellevue Allee, then east on Leipzigerstrasse to Wilhelmstrasse.

Near the American Embassy, the streets again clogged with people rushing the American gates seeking refuge from the crazed Nazis’ revenge. Inch by inch, the driver threaded the cab through the desperate crowd until he could make his way to a side lane accessing the rear driveway.

Quinn was watching for them, and as the cab pulled up to the back door, he rushed out to pay the driver.

“I’ve already paid him,” Lee said as he helped her out of the back seat.

Quinn nodded. “What took you so long?” he demanded. “We’ve delayed the last British Airways flight out of Tempelhof for you two.”

“Quinn, do you know what’s going on out there?” she asked as she turned to help the English pianist climb out.

Grace’s diamond tiara lay forgotten on the taxi’s back seat.

“Only what we hear. It’s been bedlam since we arrived,” he told her and quickly ushered them inside. “The phones are ringing constantly. We’ve heard Jews are being arrested and put on trains for concentration camps, specifically Buchenwald and Dachau.”

Lee nodded. “We saw people loaded on trucks. The SS and the Hitler Youth are dressed up like ordinary Germans, and they’re plundering everything and anything that belongs to a Jew. The ones they catch …”

She looked down and fought a sob lobbing in her throat.

“They’re killing, wounding, and maiming. I don’t know if there will be any synagogues left standing by morning. The Nazis are letting them burn themselves out. And you should see the streets, Quinn. They’re covered in broken glass from all the windows and display cases they’ve smashed.”

Quinn looked grim. “That explains why German reports are calling it Kristallnacht.”

“The Night of Broken Glass,” Lee interpreted. “How apt! Whatever you’ve heard can’t begin to describe how terrible it is. Where’s Sir Fletcher?”

“He’s still briefing the American ambassador,” Quinn answered.

“And Grace … Lady Grace’s parents?”

“Her mother’s here. Her father’s at the airport waiting for you.”

“Did you get our suitcases from the Adlon Hotel?”

He pointed to them by the doorway.

“Good. Where can Grace and I change?”

“In the staff room.”

“We’ll leave our ball gowns and most of our luggage. The embassy can send them along later.”

She turned to Grace. “Change into slacks and your thickest sweaters. You’ll need boots to keep your feet warm on the plane.”

Grace stood dazed and unresponsive.

Lee clicked her fingers. “Did you hear me?”

“How could they hate them so much? What have the Jews done? A baby. Just a wee baby. Why? That poor mother. What will happen to her? Lee, we should have done something. We didn’t do anything! Oh God! We didn’t do anything.”

Grace broke into sobs. “We just watched.”

Lee understood how time had stopped for Grace. From her own experience she knew being a witness deepened one’s sense of powerlessness. Lee’s reporting at least involved her enough that she could feel she was doing something, even if it failed. Grace didn’t have such leverage. Lee tried to reason with her.

“What could we do? We might have made everything worse for them. Or we could have been taken with them. How would that help?”

The young English girl did not respond to Lee’s words. Her anguished sobbing continued.

Lee tried more earnestly. “No one would know what happened to them. No one would know what happened to us. But, we’re still here, Grace. We can tell what we saw. And we will talk about it and talk about it until we can gather the right forces to do something about it… to do something to make it stop. Do you hear me, Grace?”

Grace inhaled, and her crying stopped. She repeated, “We will never forget.”

“It’s a pain locked in a corner of our hearts forever,” Lee admitted.

Grace raised her head and focused on Lee. “I’ve read the pain in your articles, but I never fully understood. Not until tonight. Oh, Lee, how dreadful!”

New tears spilled down Grace’s cheeks. Lee, fighting her own feelings, gathered the young girl to her and held her.

“It’s not your fault. None of this is your fault.”

When Grace had calmed, Lee let her go. “This is the time to show me that stiff upper lip you Brits brag about.”

Grace sniffed. “You can count on me.”

“I know I can. Now we have to change quickly and get back to London.”

Quinn picked up their bags and led them to the staff’s quarters. Inside the room, they pulled out the clothes they needed for the flight and switched into them. In five minutes, they were ready and returned to the servants’ entrance of the embassy where Quinn, Grace’s mother and Sir Fletcher were waiting. At the sight of Princess Alexandra, Grace forgot herself and rushed into her mother’s arms.

“Oh, Mommy, it was absolutely dreadful.”

“I heard, dear. But we must get ready to leave. We can talk about it on the plane.”

Lee watched Princess Alexandra draw her daughter tighter into her arms and begrudged Grace the comfort of her mother’s love.

After holding her for a moment longer, Princess Alexandra let her daughter go, and Sir Fletcher stepped forward. His hulk towered over her as he gripped Grace’s shoulders.

“We must get on with it, lass. No more tears. Your father is waiting for us at the airport.”

Grace bit her lip and nodded obediently.

“Princess Alexandra, I want you and Lady Grace to get in the embassy car first. We’ll be along shortly.”

The embassy driver led them to the rear exit. Once they were out of hearing range, Sir Fletcher faced Lee and Quinn.

“What has happened here is a preview of life under the Third Reich anywhere in the world.”

Lee shuddered. “Sir, permission to speak?”

“Granted.”

“I would rather stay here with Quinn. There’s more we can do to infiltrate the German Scientific Institute in Berlin.”

Sir Fletcher’s craggy brows pinched together.

“No, Lee.” His set expression squelched the objection forming on her lips. “That’s an order.”

She caught Quinn’s hard glance at the spymaster and his frown. She sighed. “Yes sir,” and turned to Quinn.

“Be careful,” she said, offering him her hand.

He covered it with both of his. Expressions of relief and regret mingled in his eyes.

“You write from London. I’ll call in the copy.”

After a pause, Quinn added, “I’ll miss you.”

A telltale nerve twitched in Lee’s jaw. “You’re not getting rid of me this easily. I’ll be back as soon as I can. This war against Jews has become personal.”

“That may be so, but,” Quinn reminded her, “nothing can be done to save the Jews if we don’t stop Hitler from building nuclear weapons first.”

Sir Fletcher placed a fatherly hand on Lee’s shoulder.

“In addition to writing your daily column, I need you to help me set up a center to house the German scientists Quinn convinces to defect. We’ll set up a laboratory where they can continue their experiments under our supervision in London.”

“And then, Poland,” Quinn said. “I want Lee to join me there.”

“We’ll see,” said Sir Fletcher. “It depends on what Hitler does next.”


  



SEVEN

Wednesday, August 30th, 1939

Lee watched Quinn sprinkle water on the soil surrounding the mushroom growing in the pot on the sill of their newsroom window overlooking Warsaw’s Market Square, or Rynek Starego Miasta, as the Poles called it. She couldn’t believe another year had passed since she and Grace witnessed Kristallnacht.

“Looks like Edelweiss, doesn’t it?” she observed.

He frowned as he stood back to look at it.

“Not to me. It’s just a mushroom. You have a vivid imagination.”

“It’s not just a mushroom. The amanita is poisonous. So, why keep it?”

“Two reasons: I want to see how long I can preserve it, and it reminds me of our operation.”

“How?”

“There’s no antidote,” he replied, “just as we have no defense against Hitler if he produces the atomic bomb first. That’s why Sir Fletcher agreed to call it Project Amanita. We’re on a life or death mission.”

“I don’t need a mushroom to remind me of that,” she muttered.

The telephone jangled on her desk. She picked up the earpiece and spoke into the speaker. “Hello.”

A heavily accented voice said, “Tell boss I at meeting place. Where him?”

Lee gestured to Quinn to take the phone.

“Yes,” he said and listened.

“You’re half an hour early… I see … Give me ten minutes.”

He replaced the earpiece on the hook and turned to Lee.

“Another recruit for our underground network. You don’t need me to air your broadcast tonight.”

“No, of course not.”

He picked up his tweed jacket and flung it over his shoulder. “Then I’ll see you later,” he said, and left.

Lee stared after him.

In the year since she and Grace had observed the horrible night in Berlin, she had accepted Princess Alexandra’s invitation to live with the Radcliffe’s in London, while she helped Sir Fletcher set up suitable quarters to house the vital nuclear scientists Quinn persuaded to leave Europe. Many of them were Jewish refugees.

It was Sir Fletcher’s idea to protect the atomic project and the covert agents he recruited into the safety of subterranean bunkers. These extended from the cellars of London’s Kew Palace in the Royal Botanic Gardens to the basement of Radcliffe House at the east end of the Gardens.

In this underground facility, the ‘nerve center’ could work to analyze experimental findings and papers published by other scientists in the nuclear field. Not only were they charged with unlocking the secrets of the tiny atom, they had to track Germany’s progress developing atomic energy as well. With all these resources at their disposal, they were expected to figure out ways to sabotage the Nazis’ headway. To this end, Sir Fletcher and Quinn believed the project’s best tactic would come from an inventive use of misinformation.

The most difficult task during the excavation and tunneling stage was keeping it secret from Grace and her mother as well as from unwanted prying eyes. Lord Radcliffe told his wife and daughter they were repairing the sewers and that the easiest access for the workers was from their basement. While Grace and her mother never suspected what was going on, Lee came to realize that it was because the two musicians, during their long rehearsal periods each day, lived in a realm oblivious to their surroundings.

At first she didn’t know how to relate to mother or daughter. She had never sought friendship with other women. But eventually, the shared trauma of Kristallnacht drew Lee into Grace’s world. The moment that truly defined their kinship happened after Grace’s mare, Decency, foaled.

They arrived at the Radcliffe’s country estate in Guild Oaks just as Decency was in the last throes of delivery. The grand chestnut mare was lying on her side grunting when they reached her stall in time to see her expel a tremendous gush of water that flooded the bedding of straw.

Immediately Grace knelt down by Decency and began stroking her head. Under the mare’s tail ballooned a white bag, and then emerged one leg covered in a transparent sac. To Lee it looked like parachute silk.

“Shouldn’t the head come out first?” Lee asked alarmed.

“If the foal is in the right position, the front legs come out first, ahead of the head,” explained Ed Tanner, the Radcliffe’s horse trainer, who had been with Decency from the start of her labor.

“But there’s only one leg showing.”

“I think we’ll see the other one after Decency’s next push,” he assured her.

Lee watched anxiously. Decency’s back leg twitched, and she grunted again.

“Here we go,” Tanner said. “Push, girl. I can see the other leg.”

He was positioned behind her ready to pull the foal out if the mare needed help. “There it is. The head’s next.”

Lee watched fascinated. Still enclosed within the heavily veined amniotic sac, the foal’s head emerged. Tanner cut the sac at once and peeled it back from the foal’s nostrils. As he continued to slip the bag off its face, she could see a dark blue tongue extending from its mouth and its eyes glued shut. Was it dead after all this?

Tanner toweled its wet face, pulling bluish-white mucus out of its nose and mouth. First, its eyes fluttered, and then it uttered a soft mew-like sneeze. Its mouth opened, and its tongue, already amazingly pink, darted out between its lips. Decency grunted again.

Now its shoulders, the largest and widest part of its body, were free of the birth canal. Blowing hard, Decency rested. The foal nickered. Decency tried to raise her head to see it struggling to break out of the sac with its forelegs jabbing at the membrane. Decency angrily snorted, bobbing her head back and forth. The foal lifted its head toward her and whinnied a strong protest.

“A cheeky devil,” Tanner commented.

A whistle of air escaped as another contraction propelled the foal through the birth canal and its hindquarters and back legs cleared the passageway with a final slap of amniotic fluids as foal and sac landed on the straw bed. Its long umbilical cord pulsed, perfectly intact.

“Keep Decency’s head down, Grace. I don’t want her to stand up while the cord is still beating. She could break it.”

Tanner supported the foal beside the mother’s back feet and gently held the cord with his free hand until the pulsation quit about a minute later. Then he let the foal kick away from Decency, and the cord ruptured itself.

Grace let go of Decency’s head, and the mare rolled awkwardly from her side to her stomach. Pawing with her front legs, she pushed herself up. Her back hoof hovered over the foal as if she might step on it. Lee shivered and looked to Grace and Tanner to stop her, but they patiently watched Decency’s hoof slide over the baby’s struggling form until it cleared it before she shifted her weight and stepped around her foal.

“Wow!”

Lee cried with relief as she watched the foal struggling to find its feet. It quivered and rocked on gangly forelegs that unfolded like a rusty card table, each leg awkwardly straightening as it tested its strength and balance. Unsteadily, it pulled itself up and, just as it looked as if it would make it, fell back down with a disgusted plop. All three of them broke out laughing at the indignant expression on the foal’s face.

“Well, Tanner, do we have a colt or a filly?” Grace asked.

“Judging by its cheekiness, I’ll wager it’s a filly,” he grinned.

“I’d challenge that,” scoffed Lee.

“Me too,” agreed Grace.

The foal tried to co-ordinate its wobbly legs and pushed itself up on all fours at once. Again it collapsed in a heap on the straw. After several more tries, it stood up shaking, afraid to move in case it fell down again.

“Who’s going to check it out?” asked Lee.

Grace and Tanner almost knocked heads as they bent down at the same time to see the foal’s plumbing. Grace stood up first with a satisfied smile.

“You lose, Tanner. Good thing we weren’t wagering money.”

Lee helped support the colt, while Decency walked over to sniff and lick his damp coat. He was a rich red with a black mane.

“He’s so beautiful!” Lee’s heart filled with tenderness. “Is he a chestnut like Decency?”

“No,” answered Grace. “A blood bay. Though his coat will be reddish in color, his mane, tail and stockings will be a deep brown. He’ll be gorgeous when he grows up.”

Swaying, the colt staggered, one foot in front of the other. Very carefully, he dragged his hind feet forward, one at a time. The next step was stronger. And then the next. Decency stood patiently waiting. He wavered. She nudged his rump, directing his nose to her full udder.

“He’s looking for milk. Lee, help steer him to his mum’s underbelly,” Tanner instructed.

Uncertain and awkward at first, Lee felt the colt’s muscles tense until he trusted her support. She propped him up facing his mother’s hindquarters. Wobbling forward, he eagerly sniffed the droplets of colostrums leaking from her udder; and then grasped one teat and began sucking. Decency snickered, well pleased with her strapping son.

“Listen to the little pig slurp!” Lee exclaimed.

She let him go and watched him nurse. In less than half an hour, she had seen a helpless newborn rise to its feet, walk and take his first drink. She had never experienced such a miracle of life before. A lovely serenity washed over her.

“What will you call him, Grace?” she asked curiously.

“He’s not mine to name. He’s yours.”

“You’re kidding! How do you figure that?”

“He’s yours, Lee, because you’re part of the human family he’s already learned to trust. He will always remember you.”

Lee searched for words, which didn’t come. She had never belonged to anyone, and no one had belonged to her. By asking her to name the colt, Grace made the foal hers. She cleared the huskiness choking her throat.

“A name … well, let’s see. It must be something special.”

She looked at the colt. For an instant, the world shrunk to just the two of them, and she talked to him as if he understood her.

“With your mother’s heart and your father’s speed, I predict you’re going to be a bold and fearless champion, little fella.”

Lee remained quiet, while she thought. A memo to Sir Fletcher from Churchill came to mind. Churchill had code-named the spymaster he assigned to New York, Intrepid. To Lee, the name conjured up an image of dignity and great courage.

“I have it! We’ll call him Intrepid.”

“Intrepid …” Grace repeated. She nodded. “Strong and brave. Our own Intrepid. I think it’s perfect, Lee. Don’t you agree, Tanner?”

“I do.”

“Then Intrepid is his name.”

Lee and Grace touched shoulders as they watched Intrepid nurse. After awhile, Lee picked up the water pail and let Decency drink a few swallows. Grace watched her.

“Lee, you may not want to hear this, but I am going to tell you anyway. For some reason I can’t explain, I feel as if I have known you all my life, almost as if we have been the missing parts of one soul brought together again. No matter what happens, I want you to know I will always be here for you.”

Lee bit her lip and allowed herself to nod, afraid to show her feelings. She busied herself putting the water pail outside the stall door, and for a second, she stood with her back to Grace, silently struggling with herself.

“Tell me,” she said finally, “do you believe the real influence on Decency’s breeding is seventy-five percent her dam’s?”

“Of course not.”

Lee turned around to face Grace.

“Neither do I. But the Jews do. By their rules, I am a Jew.”

For an instant, Lee’s meaning eluded Grace.

“Are you saying your mother is a Jew?”

“I am. She’s a Russian Jew and a Communist.”

“Good grief! What if the Nazis found out?”

“Well, they didn’t. I have doctored papers proving I am an American orphan. Only you, Quinn and Sir Fletcher know the truth, Grace.”

Grace stared at her as the significance of the secret Lee revealed sank in, and then her expression softened.

“Your secret is safe with me.”

“I know.”

In that moment, Lee recognized the voiceless calling within that begged to be recognized. She did understand what Grace meant: the knowing and a coming together in an immortal quest for full acceptance and absolute deliverance was as if, what their hearts did seek in solitude, they found together. They were sisters-in-spirit, and for the first time in her uprooted life, Lee felt the embrace of unconditional love in the friendship Grace offered.

When Quinn requested she rejoin him in Poland, she found it difficult to return to the insecurity of a spy’s life.

In recent weeks, her uncertainty had grown worse as German troops mounted Poland’s borders, and these unannounced calls for Quinn had increased. Everyone was tense, anticipating Hitler’s ominous invasion, yet Lee recognized a spirit of bravado and confidence in the Polish people she interviewed. This time, if Germany invaded Poland as it did Czechoslovakia, the Poles believed England and France would come to their rescue.


  



EIGHT

Thursday, August 31, 1939

The honking seagulls and siren hoots from the Shell oil tanker flying the U.S. flag announced its arrival in the Danish port. Fishing vessels lining the canal on either side bobbed in the wake of the fully loaded ship. Grace kept it within her view as their limousine followed the canal route to Copenhagen’s Amalienborg Palace. Just as they passed the small square, the tanker docked one block down from the Shell Oil Building, and Grace caught a glimpse of beech trees surrounding the 18th Century convent opposite it. She craned her neck around, as they continued on, to admire the elegance of the chapel steeple rising proudly into the clear summer sky above the convent.

Finally, their limousine rolled up to the grand entrance of the royal palace near King’s Square at the harbour, and the palace valet helped Lord Radcliffe, Princess Alexandra and Lady Grace step out of the prestigious Silver Arrow Mercedes, which Denmark’s King Christian X had sent to transport them to his annual awards banquet. Every year, he honored fellow countrymen and Scandinavian royalty for their celebrated accomplishments, and this year, the sixty-eight-year-old king included Grace from the English side of his family for winning the revered Belvedere Gold Medal.

The three Radcliffes politely acknowledged the sentries, resplendent in blue uniforms and bearskin shakos, before climbing the steep steps.

In the entrance lobby, Grace whispered to her mother, “Before I meet King Christian, explain how we are related again.”

“My cousin is the daughter of King Edward VII. She married King Christian’s son, who is now King Haakon of Norway.”

Grace mentally repeated what her mother said.

“The simplest thing to remember,’ suggested her father, “is that you are a distant cousin by marriage to all the royal families in Sweden, Norway and Denmark through King George’s maternal side.”

“Like line breeding but not too selectively,” said Grace.

“Precisely,” said Lord Radcliffe, as they were announced into the royal banquet hall.

King Christian sat at the head of the table. Grace and Dr. Bernhard Nielsen, a nuclear physicist in his mid-fifties, were seated on his right as his guests of honor, while Princess Alexandra and Denmark’s opera diva, Mme. Pia Margretha Orsted, were placed side by side on his left.

The two women had studied music together in Paris before Princess Alexandra had married Lord Radcliffe and given up her promising piano career. Pia, on the other hand, had carried on and become a famous opera star. Through the intervening years, the two had remained close friends, and Grace found the big-boned but firm and handsome singer fascinating. Her face, up close, seemed to be perpetually sniffing a rose or about to burst into laughter— at whom or with whom, Grace could not tell, but her uplifted expression added to the diva’s charm.

King Christian lifted his fork in signal for everyone to begin their feast of fish and seafood including marinated herring, Scandinavian bouillabaise, lobster au gratin au flambé in cognac and poached sole stuffed with a light fish mousse.

“You must be proud of your daughter, Lord Radcliffe,” he said at one point in the lively conversation during dinner.

“I am, your majesty,” replied Grace’s father, who sat further down the table amid the king’s other noble and distinguished guests from Norway and Sweden, “but my wife deserves a large part of the credit. She taught Grace.”

“Wynne, don’t tell me you are finally admitting what a remarkable pianist Alexa is?” laughed Pia. “When you stole her heart, you not only robbed me of my best friend, you took away my best accompanist. I’ve never forgiven you for that.”

“Pia Orated,” reproached Grace’s mother, “you never needed me. You were destined to become a great diva.”

“My dear Alexa, even divas need their friends.”

“Dr. Nielsen,” said Lord Radcliffe, redirecting his attention to the physicist sitting next to Grace. “I’m curious. Now that you have won the Nobel Prize for your nuclear research, aren’t you concerned about what could happen if your knowledge and the results of your atomic experiments fall into the wrong hands?”

Dr. Bernhard Nielsen laughed.

“If you mean by ‘wrong hands,’what would the Nazis do with my papers? Have no fear, Lord Radcliffe. My findings are based on Albert Einstein’s Theory of Relativity, and Einstein is a Jew. Hitler does not take any Jew seriously. He finds Jewish scientists especially distasteful. So far, no one has learned how to control the chain reaction resulting from nuclear fission.”

“Not even you,” countered Lord Radcliffe.

“Not even me.”

Grace sensed the silver-tongued scientist’s evasiveness. His appearance surprised her. She expected him to be a studious, myopic man, when she learned he was to be her dinner companion. Instead, this slight Dane exuded charm. With his trim pepper hair, widow’s peak, refined features, mellow voice and pencil-thin moustache, she could imagine him as a Shakespearean actor rather than as a physicist. His bright blue eyes sparkled with mischief.

She challenged him. “Isn’t the real question: how far away are you from learning the atom’s secret, Dr. Neilsen?”

Everyone around the table stopped talking at once to hear the nuclear scientist’s answer. He responded with a condescending smile. “Years, my dear child. Many long, long years.”


  



NINE

Friday, September 1st, 1939

The next day, Sir Fletcher stepped out of the taxi and climbed the concrete steps into the Science Building at the Copenhagen University. In the hallway, he was relieved to see Baron Erich von Lohren approach him.

The SD officer, dressed in a civilian suit, touched his lips with his right forefinger. Sir Fletcher understood. Somehow, the Nazis had listening devices posted throughout the building.

Erich headed toward the side entrance, and Sir Fletcher followed him outside. Erich did not stop until he took a seat on a bench near the waterfalls in the campus garden. Sir Fletcher positioned himself beyond the bench, by the pond, as if he were counting the gold fish, with his back turned to the German.

“Baron,” he said in a low voice, “I am grateful you have hidden Dr. Neilsen’s results from Berlin. Does he know Schellenberg assigned you to monitor his results?”

“No, Sir Fletcher. As far as he knows, I am the German liaison to the Scientific Institute in Berlin,” Erich told him.

“He trusts me. That part has been easy. What’s frightening is that he is so wrapped up in his findings he talks to anyone who will listen to him. He doesn’t discriminate. I don’t know whether he is arrogant or simply naïve.”

“Whichever it is,” Sir Fletcher observed, “it could be very dangerous to us. One good thing, according to Lord Radcliffe, Dr. Neilsen didn’t brag about his work at King Christian’s banquet last night. In fact, Lord Radcliffe said the physicist was quite coy and evasive about his findings.”

“Maybe it’s because he wasn’t talking to other scientists. Here, he’s immersed in a scientific community. He seems to think all scientists think like him and rambles on in great detail to his peers.”

“I see. You’re right, lad. That is a concern. You never know where someone else’s loyalties lie. Hitler must not learn how close he is to splitting the atom.”

Sir Fletcher cleared his throat. “By the way, we’ve designated our operation Project Amanita, after Quinn’s obsession with the poisonous mushroom.”

He could feel the SD officer’s smile in his tone.

“It seems suitable, sir. I doubt anyone would connect it to nuclear sabotage.”

“Mmm… that’s the only reason I agreed to it.”

Sir Fletcher paused, troubled about what he had to say next.

“Erich, you know how close your father and I were, the respect between us.”

“Yes, sir.”

“I will not endanger your cover unless it’s urgent, but I am concerned about your safety.”

“Why?”

“Someone has been tampering with our records in London. Since I’ve never created a file about you or the music code we developed, no one in London knows you are a British double agent.”

“Then I don’t understand your concern.”

“Erich, where there is a leak, there is risk, so I am not going to use your coding system from this point on. If you must get word to me, you’ll have to use your sleeper agents. No one can trace them because our London operatives didn’t set them up.”

“Understood.”

Momentary silence connected the two men, each deep in his thoughts.

“Sir Fletcher, what if you have to contact me?”

The British spymaster considered Erich’s question. At last he admitted, “I don’t know what I will do. Let’s hope it’s not necessary. You have your orders, lad. Theoretically, there should be no reason to change them.”

“Theoretically,” Erich muttered. “Well, then, Sir Fletcher, I suggest you continue walking through the garden. In a moment, I’ll get up and leave in the opposite direction.”

“Aye.”

Sir Fletcher hesitated, wanting to express his gratitude to the German nobleman, but words failed him.

[image: image]
 

After trying to persuade Dr. Neilsen about the importance of his mission, Sir Fletcher still couldn’t understand the physicist’s reluctance to cooperate. The man was a conundrum. Erich couldn’t get him to shut up about his work in the company of other scientists, yet to a British ally only interested in saving him and his work, he was stubbornly reticent. The Scotsman found the nuclear scientist’s cluttered lab even more bewildering to the way his mind worked. Stacks of notes were piled on every surface, and mathematical formulas seemed to run in random lines across his blackboards.

“Dr. Neilsen, how do you keep track of your experiments?”

“In my head.”

Sir Fletcher scoffed, “You must keep records. To win the Nobel Prize, you had to prepare reports the scientific community could study and validate.”

Rapid knocking interrupted the physicist’s reply, and Erich charged into the room.

“Turn on the BBC,” he instructed. “Germany’s invading Poland.”

Dr. Neilsen switched on the radio, and Sir Fletcher and Erich moved up beside him to listen. The sounds of shells bursting, plaster falling and air raid sirens wailing splintered the broadcast.
 

Just before dawn today, German tanks, infantry and cavalry penetrated Polish territory on several fronts. Soon afterwards, German planes began bombarding Poland’s cities. They have been making swift progress in penetrating Polish defenses, which are heavily outnumbered in artillery, infantry and air power.


“That’s Lee Talbot’s voice,” said Erich.

“I know,” said Sir Fletcher.

“Who’s she?”

“An American reporter,” Erich answered Dr. Neilsen.
 

The cities of Katowice, Krakow, Tczew and Tunel have been attacked with incendiary bombs. Air raids on Warsaw began at 08:45 local time. Communications to Katowice have been broken, but earlier reports say German planes are coming over in squadrons of fifty, every half-hour, and already there are many casualties…


Another bombardment silenced Lee’s broadcast.

Erich excused himself from the room.

After he dashed out, Sir Fletcher bent his head and clicked off the radio.

“Now your work becomes more important,” he said while he wrote on the blackboard behind Dr. Neilsen’s desk.

Do not speak aloud. Ears are listening. I must have your notes on your atomic experiments.

The scientist looked in dismay and picked up the felt brush from the ledge to rub off what Sir Fletcher had written. After a few swift swipes, he used his white chalk to scrawl, Certainly not. They represent my life’s work.

Sir Fletcher tried to contain his impatience and took the chalk from the scientist’s hand. You’re only a stone’s throw from Berlin, he wrote underneath. The Gestapo can fly in and kidnap you.

The scientist’s sharp eyes hardened into steel and he spoke aloud with chilling conviction while brushing off the spymaster’s last comments.

“My work in nuclear energy is for peaceful purposes only. I will never let any of you use my knowledge to make weapons of war.”


  



TEN

Friday, September 1st, 1939

Plaster thudded down on Lee’s head as a part of the ceiling nearly missed her and landed on her desk crushing her microphone.

“Lee,” Quinn called out, “are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” she answered back. “That bloody blast cut off my broadcast.”

“Forget it. Let’s get out of here.”

She didn’t need another invitation. The building was shaking as if consumed by an earthquake. Lee reached for Quinn’s hand.

Out on the street, the mad din reminded her of the bombings in Madrid and Guernica. Panicked people ran every which way. Their screams ripped at her soul, just as they had in the Spanish Civil War. Confusion engulfed her, and she stood rooted to the sidewalk.

Quinn yanked her hand. “This way.”

He ran. She blindly followed.

They dashed down a long stretch of Stone Steps, the Kamienne Schodki that led to Bugaj Street and the Slasko Dabrowski Bridge, which spanned the Vistula River. When they reached the west bank, a Stutka dive-bomber screamed down and machine-gunned throngs of people rushing across the bridge to escape the bedlam of the city center. Wails from wounded victims pierced the mayhem.

“He must be out of bombs,” Quinn observed. “Come on. We can make it across before his next run.”

“Are you nuts?” Lee yelled. “That’s not a footbridge, you know. It must be at least a mile long.”

“I made arrangements with the Resistance to get us out if Hitler invaded Warsaw. They have a safe house in Praga. It’s on the other side. We have to get there before …”

Deep-throated shrieks from two-more Stukas nose-diving the bridge interrupted Quinn. The pair of bombers released their bombs just short of the bridge. Geysers of river spray gushed into the cloudless sky.

“I’m not going,” she screamed. “We won’t make it.”

“We will.”

“We won’t.”

Their wills locked.

“I’ll have to leave you behind.”

“Do it,” she said.

“Confound it, woman! I can’t do that!”

She compromised.

“We can wait. The Luftwaffe’s sending waves about a half hour apart. I timed them.”

“If the resistance can’t get us to the military airfield by four o’clock, the Polish Air Force won’t fly us out.”

“If we make it, we make it.”

He glared at her. Lee saw his decision form. His black pupils enlarged as he grabbed her and hoisted her over his shoulder.

“Quinn, put me DOWN!”

“Over my dead body.”

She pounded his back with her fists, but he broke into a run, and she clung to keep from falling off. His brute strength amazed her.

Overhead, screeching sirens swarmed the skies and swooped down on the bridge ahead. Quinn dropped down to his knees and threw himself over Lee. The cacophony of bomb blasts deafened her ears. Eventually, the noise dimmed and the dust settled.

When her fear caught up to her shock, she welcomed the warmth of Quinn’s body on top of hers, and without thinking, reached her arms around him and held him closer.

He lay inert.

She wondered if he had been hurt.

“Quinn?”

He stirred, slipped her arms from his back and raised himself to one knee. His eyes never left her face, and in them, was an expression she couldn’t read.

“Quinn, what is it?”

He gently tweaked her cheek with his right hand, and a hint of a smile cracked his face. His eyes softened before he lifted his head and surveyed the carnage in front of him.

She saw him stiffen and felt him shut down inside as he took stock of the situation. When his eyes returned to her, they were orbs of steel, cold and distant.

“The bridge is gone.”

He stood up and pulled her to her feet.

“Where’s the nearest bomb shelter?”

“The synagogue on Waski Dunaj Street and Zydowska.”

“You’re kidding!”

She shook her head, but when they reached the narrowest street in Old Town, they were greeted with smoking rubble.


  



ELEVEN

Sunday, September 17, 1939

Lee awoke from a desperate sleep. She felt stiff and groggy as she tried to sit up on her cot. What had awakened her this time? She was so tired and thirsty. Why couldn’t they let her sleep? She fell back on the pillow and pulled the quilt over her head as she rolled over and drew her knees into a fetal position. The grumbling thunder of the Luftwaffe bombings no longer disturbed her, but the strange yak-yak patter of guns and frenzied anti-aircraft fire warned her—the Germans were closing in.

For two weeks, Poland’s capital had endured Hitler’s relentless lightning war, which the Nazis called Blitzkrieg. Already, fifty thousand of Warsaw’s residents had been killed, and large sections of the city’s historic buildings had been damaged or demolished. The only thing still standing in the Market Square was the steel frame of the Prudential Insurance Building where Quinn had set up Lee’s broadcast office on the 10th floor. The Germans had shelled it so many times they had blown away the entire outside structure a chunk at a time.

Thinking about it saddened Lee. Built between 1931 and 1933, the Prudential Insurance Building had been Warsaw’s first skyscraper, and the testament to its outstanding construction was the refusal of its steel skeleton to fall.

To her, the building symbolized the courage of the Poles armed forces. Over one million of them hoped to hold out long enough for the Allies to mount an offensive against the Germans from the west, but they were out matched on every front. Again and again, enemy panzer tanks smashed through Polish lines and isolated pockets of resistance for motorized German infantry to destroy as they either tried to defend their positions or escape.

In the district bound by the Nowy Swiat and Krakowskie Przedmiescie Streets, the Warsaw University had been transformed into a makeshift hospital. Until the blanket bombing of the university yesterday, when the survivors had to move what remained of the hospital and patients to the Holy Cross Church, Lee had helped attend the walking wounded for the over-fatigued nurses. It kept her busy, while Quinn organized escapes for some of the scientists and engineers he had recruited to work with Project Amanita in London. All of them were Jews, and few got through the German lines.

The Germans now encircled Warsaw, and Quinn had moved Lee and his motley band of underground fighters south on the Royal Way to an outpost inside the Palace on the Water, once a city highlight for its Neo-Classical architecture in the magnificently landscaped Lazienki Park.

For Lee, those wonderful yesterdays when she enjoyed sumptuous meals at the overflowing outside cafés along the Krakowskie Przedmiecie had been replaced with never-ending hunger. Now, gaily-striped awnings flapped over the cafés’ boarded windows, and the streets, so filled with rubble they resembled overturned waste heaps, merely provided pathways for bedraggled fighters and orphans searching for garbage scraps.

The Germans had bombed the warehouses and the waterworks, so the Poles’ rations were dwindling and the city’s old wells couldn’t supply sufficient drinking water for the remaining population. Lee’s last full meal four days ago had been stewed sausage and sour cabbage. Sleep was her only refuge from thirst and hunger, while she waited for Quinn to return from delivering his last three atomic scientists to the eastern border. He had provided them with papers instructing the Russians to rescue them and to arrange passage to England.

A commotion outside in the hall forced Lee to rise again.

“What is it?” she called.

Quinn burst through the doorway. Like all of them, his face was soot-covered, but he appeared more disheveled, his rusty matted beard was as shaggy as a buffalo’s, and he was breathing hard.

Alarmed, Lee ran up to him.

“What’s wrong?”

He clutched his chest.

Lee helped him to the wooden chair by her cot.

“Sit, and when you get your breath, tell me what’s going on.”

“It’s terrible news,” he gasped.

“What?”

“The Russians … they’re invading Eastern Poland.”

“Good. They can help us fight the Germans.”

He frantically shook his head.

“No … those people… I took… the Russians… captured them.”

“What? You gave them papers to protect them.”

He shook his head in despair.

“Useless … I took them close… to the outpost… and they went on their own… but I hid in the bushes… I wanted to make sure…”

He bowed his head and groaned. “I speak Russian …”

“You never told me that,” she interrupted.

“I studied it in university… Russian revolution… Irish rebellion … it doesn’t matter,” he snapped.

“I heard enough … the officer laughed and told them … the papers I gave them, worthless… Stalin won’t send them to England … he wants them to work… on an atomic bomb for Russia… The last I saw of them … they were being trucked …”

He heaved a final gasp. “… away.”

More voices rose in anguish in the hallway, and another fighter strode into Lee’s room.

“Leaflets,” he said. “The Germans are dropping leaflets.”

“What do they say, Stanislaw?” she asked.

He handed her one and gave one to Quinn.

“We are surrounded. Russia has signed a pact with Germany. There’s no help coming. The Germans are telling us to surrender.”


  



PART TWO
 

“For I am convinced that

neither death, nor life

… will be able to separate us

from the love of God.”

ROMANS 8:38, 39


  



TWELVE

Saturday, September 7th, 1940

Hitler’s first targets were the East Londoners. German incendiary bombs, relentlessly falling on miles and miles of inland docks, straddled the Thames River in a hellish siege. Like tinder boxes, the seedy mesh of old rundown factories, mills, assembly plants, hastily converted war works and rows of warehouses, which stretched down the river banks for as far as the eye could see, erupted into a lane of monstrous fires. They spread quickly. Vented lethal fumes, leaping ahead of the blazing columns, trapped fleeing workers within their tendrils of gagging death. Shooting sparks caught squalid company houses huddled around the industrial area. In no time at all, hungry flames licked the flimsy dwellings to the ground. Their homeless victims fled to whatever shelters they could find—inside school basements, inside railway tunnels, any place that offered protection from the horrendous nightmare caving in on top of them.

“Those poor devils,” muttered Lord Radcliffe, looking out at the smoked orange crescent rising above the East Side of London.

Deep sadness doused the perpetual sparkle filling his hazel eyes. Today he wore casual pants, a tweed sport jacket and his preferred paisley cravat loosely knotted around his neck inside a buttoned-down collar instead of his uniform. Whenever he could, he avoided starched collars and restrictive ties.

Lord Radcliffe had never tried to fit into the inner circle of British aristocracy. Lacking impeccable lineage freed him from their upper crust snobbery. In fact, he enjoyed telling the story of his origin: the first Earl of Chadwick was a handsome peasant soldier named Radcliffe. He received his title and parcel of prime freehold land in the Hog’s Back between Aldershot and Guildford in Surrey from King Charles II after he agreed to marry the king’s illegitimate daughter and remove her troublemaking presence from his royal court.

Sir Fletcher, on the other hand, valued Lord Radcliffe’s loyalty. He not only needed the nobleman’s peculiar blend of intuitive yet analytical brilliance, he also needed his generosity. His financial support was central to the survival of Project Amanita, so while watching the bombing of the East End, he chose this moment to confide his growing concern.

“Lee Talbot and Quinn Bergin have turned up in Moscow. They claim the Russians are after the same atomic scientists we are.”

“To make this bloody bomb, we not only have to race Hitler, we have to race the Russians too?” Lord Radcliffe responded angrily. “Why am I surprised? We know Stalin can’t be trusted. How is Lee?”

“As good as anyone can be hiding out from Nazis for almost a year. She and Quinn joined Polish freedom fighters, and getting to Moscow was an ordeal I understand. When they finally got there, they went to the American Embassy for refuge.”

“Why not British?”

“According to the courier, Quinn doesn’t trust the staff at the British Embassy. He thinks there is a leak in British Intelligence to the NKVD.”

Lord Radcliffe raised his eyebrow.

“Soviet security and intelligence service,” Sir Fletcher reminded him.

“Oh yes. We have acronyms for just about anything and sometimes I forget what they mean.” Lord Radcliffe’s words were clipped to hide his embarrassment for not recognizing the term.

“Do you have new assignments for Lee and Quinn?”

“Quinn wants to stay in the field.”

“That can be arranged,” said Lord Radcliffe.

Unconsciously, Sir Fletcher licked the shaggy tips of the red brush drooping over his upper lip. “I suggest you use Lee as your assistant here. She and Lady Grace can have their own show on the BBC.”

Lord Radcliffe stiffened.

“I don’t see the logic in involving my daughter again.”

“Oh, come now, James. You fought against entering Grace in the Belvedere Festival. She won it and the gold medal. You didn’t want to send her on a concert tour of Europe. It was the most gratifying experience of her life.”

“Watching that hooligan Hitler stand and bow to her did make it worthwhile,” Lord Radcliffe begrudgingly admitted. “But what she saw in Berlin on Kristallnacht broke her heart. I can’t do that to her again.”

“Our agents are set up inside Hitler’s most trusted departments and in place no matter where he invades. We couldn’t have done that without Lee and Grace. They were perfect foils for Quinn and me. Now we have to activate those agents. Again, Lee and Grace provide perfect cover.”

Lord Radcliffe sighed. “How?”

“A nightly spot on the air,” Sir Fletcher answered, “with Grace playing serenades and Lee providing musical commentary. They’re both so popular that together they’ll draw terrific audience appeal. We simply work in our special codes to Lee’s comments and send our deep cover agents orders the Gestapo can’t trace.”

“I see. Even though the Nazis have banned British broadcasts, even declared they will behead anyone caught listening to the BBC, you think the Gestapo will forgive our plants for listening to a musician Hitler himself publicly recognized.”

“We will be airing music,” Sir Fletcher went on, ignoring Lord Radcliffe’s sarcasm, “not news. We’ll broadcast on an approved European frequency. We can do that.”

“When?” Lord Radcliffe’ voice was barely audible. Sir Fletcher always got his way.

“When do you want the girls to start?”

“As soon as Lee returns from Russia.”

A wing of Messerschmitt fighters roared over the grounds.

“Where are our Spitfires?” Lord Radcliffe demanded furiously.

Before Sir Fletcher could answer, Princess Alexandra came racing up the stairs to find Lord Radcliffe.

“How can something so horrible look so beautiful?” she asked breathlessly as she rushed into the library.

Her question startled Sir Fletcher. The men hadn’t been looking at the artistic impression of the bombing, only the damage it was causing. He shook his head and excused himself.

Princess Alexandra slipped up beside Lord Radcliffe in front of the open French doors of the library. “It’s like a brilliant sunset,” she whispered, gripping his arm with frightened fingers.

“It is indeed,” he agreed tonelessly, moving her inside the protective circle of his arms. He held her head against his chest with one hand while gently massaging the nape of her neck with the other. They stood locked in each other’s arms, watching.

“Shouldn’t Grace be home now?” she asked anxiously.

“I’m sure the hospitals will need every volunteer they can muster. No doubt she’ll stay on duty until either she collapses or the ward nurses send her home.”

“Yes, of course.” Princess Alexandra sighed with despair. “Her volunteer work has become more important than her music and her family.”

“Alexa, if London is blown off the face of this earth, Grace’s music career won’t matter.”

He spoke sharply, with impatience he had never shown to his wife before. Her wonderful elegance had always fascinated him, and as she aged, her elegance had only become more gracious. This selfish, peevish attitude did not sound like the princess he had loved for twenty-five years.

He pressed. “Up until she became a volunteer, you were pushing for more civil support of the war effort.” He turned her around and gazed directly into her eyes. “What has happened to your perspective?”

Her eyes never wavered from his as she pulled herself up to her full five-foot height. “I didn’t mean she should jump into steady wartime work. I was talking about what other people should do. Grace has a higher calling.”

“To perform concerts for Hitler when he occupies London?”

“Of course not!” she flared. “You know better than that.”

“I know Grace feels she is doing something very important for her country and you’ve been demeaning her effort.”

“How dare you talk to me this way, Wynne! I’ve been doing no such thing! I’ve simply been encouraging her to keep her sense of duty to her country in balance with her own interests.”

“Whose interests?” he mocked, seeing a side to his wife he never believed existed.

“If Grace continues giving concerts, she contributes much more to a greater number of people,” she insisted.

“You mean, while London burns, Grace can play some newer version of the fall of Rome.”

“You are deliberately twisting my words to make me sound foolish, Wynne.”

“By all means, explain yourself, Alexa. I’d like to understand what has happened to your thinking.”

“Thank you.”

Her tone cut the words in a prim reprimand before she carried on with her point. “Wherever we hide from the bombs, we need links to the voices and sounds that remind us of the sane times. Think of it, Wynne,” she urged. “Every time Grace performs, she provides an imaginary escape for us all.”

“I am thinking about it,” he answered. Now he understood her idea to have Grace perform had been neatly planted by Sir Fletcher, in case Lord Radcliffe balked at his plan. That crafty old fox never missed a trick. Since Princess Alexandra didn’t know he had already agreed, he wasn’t going to let her win so easily.

“There’s a ruthless streak in you, Alexa. I never would have believed it.”

“These are ruthless times. Only the tough will make it through to the final outcome.”

She turned back to the view from their library’s French doors. A scorched haze hollowed out the eastern skyline. “Hitler has come to London.”

“Lord Radcliffe?” chirped a female voice from the doorway. “I’m awfully sorry to interrupt you, sir, but an urgent signal ‘for your eyes only’ has just come in.”

“I’ll be right there,” he assured the young uniformed woman. “Excuse me, my dear. We’ll talk about Grace later.”
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Princess Alexandra knew with the bombing of London underway it might be days before she saw her husband again.

Life turned in strange circles. When she first met Wynne, he had been so stiff and shy, clearly uncomfortable in naval uniform. How he had hated Dartmouth, yet here he was in the thick of military activity. Ever since Germany’s invasion of Poland, he had grown more secretive. As various West London gentry converted the ground floors of their large homes into interim War Offices for the rapidly expanding defense administrations under Churchill, Lord Radcliffe handed over all of Radcliffe House. She and Grace had been forced to occupy the groundskeeper’s quarters above their garage. He, along with most of their servants, had already joined the armed services. Only their faithful housekeeper, Millie, and old Tanner, who managed their horse stable at Guild Oaks in the country, remained. Princess Alexandra was finally ready to admit living over the coach house hadn’t been as difficult a move as she had imagined it would be.

When the War Ministry took over their estate, Wynne retained the library as his executive office. Alexa glanced up at the molded cornices protruding over the top of the mahogany bookshelves built into the paneled walls. How long had it been since she had spent a quiet moment alone here? Ten months, at least. Once, the library had been her private sanctuary.

She turned around slowly, drinking in the beloved poses of impish Arian sculpted into the four corner ledges under the high swirled ceiling. Each of his cherub faces seemed to wink down at her. His endearing presence in and out of the house had captured her heart when Wynne had brought her here as his bride.

When Lord Edward had died and Wynne had inherited his title and all the Chadwick land holdings, he had refused to sell this home they both loved so much to move back into Chadwick Hall. His mother had remained there until she died. Then, he had sold her estate and put the proceedings into a trust fund for Grace. The fund would always keep her precious daughter favorably wealthy no matter what happened to Wynne or to her, and knowing that comforted her.

Gazing at her dear cherubs, she had forgotten the war, until the dreaded droning returned again. Like strips of a Venetian blind rolling down the glass panes, layers and layers of bombers streaked across the eastern sky. She rushed to the French doors and flung them wide open for a better view.

It was dusk. Bombs rained over the horizon. Defending RAF fighters sliced through the neat Luftwaffe formations, fiercely attacking the enemy raiders. Spinning smoke trails from Dorniers and Heinkels, hit by enraged British squadrons, corkscrewed into the glowing skyline of the London docks. On impact, fleeting flashes of smoked orange exploded upwards.

In her imagination, Alexa saw the human devastation and burning piles of rubble as if she were there, experiencing the bombing. She stood, shaking and sobbing, too filled with horror to pray. Her need for God was great. She said His name over and over again, until her last tear was drained. Spent, she became calm inside, and her prayer took form, for everyone, even for the Luftwaffe crews, who were also dying in the fight-to-the-death air battles. A mad devil was destroying them all, whether friend or foe. This she believed absolutely.


  



THIRTEEN

Wednesday, September 11th, 1940

Military staff cars circled Radcliffe Drive. The grounds hummed with activity as women in volunteer auxiliary uniforms, civilians and military personnel created continual traffic in and out the front entrance. Overhead flew a flight of British Spitfires.

In the coach house apartment over the Radcliffe’s three-car garage, Princess Alexandra struggled to close the suitcase mounted on top of her four-poster bed. Dressed in a chic suit and hat, she sat perched on the lid and impatiently shimmied her weight back and forth across the top in an attempt to lock her overstuffed suitcase.

Laughing at her from the doorway, Grace volunteered.

“Here! Let me help!”

She jumped on top of the suitcase beside her and pressed her hands down on the cover. When they heard the lock successfully click, Grace asked, “Have you told Daddy yet?”

“No,” Princess Alexandra admitted, shaking her head as she slid off the suitcase onto the bed.

“I left him a message, but I still haven’t heard from him. I’m afraid it’s going to be up to you to explain everything now.”

Grace jumped down and turned to hug her mother.

“I will, Mommy. Gladly.”

At this moment, Lord Radcliffe appeared in the doorway. When his gaze fell on Princess Alexandra’s luggage, he looked surprised.

“Are you off somewhere, Alexa?”

She rose from the bed and kissed him. Now that the moment had arrived, it wasn’t easy to explain her decision. She would have to go straight to the point.

“Wynne, I’m converting Guild Oaks into a temporary home for displaced children.”

His eyes rounded. “You’re turning Guild Oaks into an orphanage?”

“Not entirely. I expect we’ll be able to re-unite some of the children with their families.”

“My, my!”

“The children are our future. Everything possible must be done to help them through this dreadful war.”

“Of course,” he nodded.

“You and Grace are doing your bit. This is my contribution.”

“Of course. Of course, my dear.”

In typical fashion, she knew Lord Radcliffe was mentally assessing all the possibilities of converting Guild Oaks into a home for displaced children, and then he beamed with enthusiasm.

“It’s a terrific idea, Alexa. Why it’s even great for the stable!”

“The stable?” Princess Alexandra blinked. She hadn’t considered the horses.

“That’s right, Mommy. With all our grooms and riders joining the army, Tanner has been looking after the stable alone, except when I can help him. It’s too much work for him, especially at his age. But once the children arrive, he’ll have all the help he needs. The older ones can learn to clean out the boxes and exercise the horses, while the younger ones can help with feeding and grooming. I would think it would help the children work through the worst of their grief too.”

“Alexa, whatever funds you need, I’ll look after them.”

“I never doubted that, Wynne.”

For a moment there was no war separating them. He lovingly traced a gentle cross from side to side over her forehead and up and down her nose. His touch awakened her longing for him, and she held her breath, wishing he would not stop, but he withdrew his hand, and the tender spell between them broke.

“Grace,” he said somewhat gruffly, turning in the direction of his daughter, “your mother has told me the BBC has offered you a spot on the wireless.”

It was Princess Alexandra’s turn to be surprised. Grace averted her father’s probing eyes. “Yes,” she said. “It has.”

“Actually,” he informed her, “Sir Fletcher arranged it. His orchestra is included in the program. It’s another way of keeping London’s musicians employed. It’s too dangerous to carry on giving live concerts. Have you responded yet?”

Before Grace could reply, Princess Alexandra spoke up.

“No, we haven’t, Wynne. Sir Fletcher suggested we take some time to think about it. After all, it will take organization and direction to produce the kind of show Grace would be happy doing.”

“Grace,” Lord Radcliffe said sternly, “I have never asked you to do anything against your will, but this time, there is no discussing the matter. You shall accept Sir Fletcher’s offer.”

Grace stared at him in disbelief. “You don’t mean it, daddy.”

Princess Alexandra also stood dumbstruck.

“I do mean it,” he said. “Your music can serve England well. Even King George is delighted with the idea and is looking forward to hearing your program.”

Princess Alexandra raised one eyebrow. She had heard this argument before. It was her point to him. Men! She sighed. He had fought her so hard, yet now he was talking as if the idea were entirely his own. Well, you have your work cut out for you. Grace has that stubborn look.

“The king is involved too?”

“Of course.”

“I see,” said Grace. “And what happens to my hospital duties?”

“There is a greater need for you to serve, Grace, whether you can see it or not. In war, you do not choose your assignment. You accept it and do as you are told. We are at war, and those who command the greater picture know where you will give your country your best service.”

“Will you listen to yourself? When did you and Sir Fletcher appoint yourselves God? Don’t answer that. When Churchill became Prime Minister, that’s when. Do you think we’re daft? That we can’t see what’s going on?”

She squared her shoulders and declared, “I’m as good a soldier as the next man, but I am not leaving my hospital work.”

“If you have time from your new duties, you can reschedule your shifts.”

“IF!?” Grace bristled. “Believe me, Father, I’ll make time. Whether you, the king, or God himself like it, I have patients who depend on me. No one controls my life without my consent. NO ONE. Not even God!!”

She stormed past her father and stomped down the hall.

“Wynne, could you not have handled her more tactfully?” Princess Alexandra asked him gently. “She is not used to such treatment, especially from you.”

He moved to the window and followed his daughter’s raging retreat to the path through the woodlot. His heart ached. Forgive me, Grace. I had to do it. Project Amanita needs you. We’re short of time, and you’re the best answer we have. Perhaps the only answer, he sadly acknowledged.

He knew his daughter. She had fine instincts, like a thoroughbred. Once she had time to walk off her anger, she would see what was at stake. She would co-operate. He glanced down at his wife as she nestled up to him. No doubt Alexa believed her arguments had convinced him. Though her points were valid, more than the regular audiences would be affected by their daughter’s broadcasts. Hidden lives in Europe were depending on her too. He drew Alexa even closer.

“There’s no time, my love, to persuade a prima donna to do what must be done. When Grace has had time to mull over what I’ve said, she’ll come to her senses. What’s more,” he added, smiling, “there’ll be no further arguments between you two.”

“Impossible. We thrive on our disagreements, but thank you, dear heart.” She tipped an imaginary salute to him.

He kissed her affectionately on the cheek. “Time to go. By the way, Alexa, just how many children are we going to lodge at Guild Oaks?”

“One hundred.”

“Phew!” he whistled. “That many?”

“That many.”

“It’s a big undertaking.”

“I realize that, dear.”

He pressed her hand, and then turned to leave.

“Wynne…” she stopped him. “Just a moment please.”

He hesitated, attentive to the change in her tone. She looked down, as if searching for the right words. Her hesitation alarmed him. What was so difficult for her to tell him? When she looked up at him again, her eyes were moist.

“Wynne, I love you.”

He took both of her hands and held them tenderly in his. “I know you do.”

“I am going to stay at Guild Oaks with the children,” she said softly.

“You mean you’re not just going overnight?”

“No, Wynne, I’m not.”

His hands covered hers more tightly as the impact of what she was saying gripped him. “When?”

Because she’d been physically near whenever he needed to see her, he hadn’t thought of her being alone, or lonely. Now it struck him. Emotion welled in his throat, choking him. “I mean how long do we…? Oh dear heart! How I’ll miss you!”

He enclosed her inside the circle of his arms and embraced her with his whole being.

“I know, I know. I’ll miss you too. I miss you now.”

They clung together, aching, wanting, needing, and loving each other. “Will you be able to see me off? The train carrying the children is stopping at Kew Gardens Station to pick me up at 1330.”

“That soon?”

The pain of their parting wrenched his insides. “Of course, Alexa. Of course, I’ll see you off. This bloody war can do without me for awhile.”

And then he crushed her to him again, holding her tightly, trying to infuse his love while drawing strength from her for the separation to come.


  



FOURTEEN

Wednesday, September 11th, 1940

On this Wednesday, Captain Gunther von Koenig-Forster loaded up his Heinkel-111 with more than five thousand pounds of high explosive bombs. Once again, he wondered what part Erich von Lohren was playing in the invasion of England and how he felt about it. Did he feel gobbled up by a monster as Gunther did?

During the intervening two years since he and Erich had spent their last furlough together at Erich’s estate in the Rhineland, he had not received any correspondence from his childhood friend. It was as if he had disappeared into the fog of night, and Gunther devoted a moment of every day remembering Erich, hoping he was safe but fearing the worst for him. He could make no sense of Erich joining the SS and agreeing to their ruthless tenements. Picturing him swearing blind allegiance to Hitler contradicted the freedom the two of them cherished most, yet here he was—preparing his plane and his crew to bomb London for the mad dictator. To disobey meant instant execution, and Gunther would not bring such dishonor upon his mother, whose noble roots tapped back to the great Prince Otto Edward Leopold von Bismarck, the original architect of a unified Germany from 1871 to 1890.

At midday, he took off for London with his squadron from the Luftwaffe’s base near Lille, France. Over the whitecaps of the English Channel, Messerschmitt-110 fighter escorts joined them.

The medium-range Heinkef’s twin engines throbbed incessantly, drilling and pressing the headache growing between Gunther’s temples. The aircrews were still being driven beyond normal endurance. He couldn’t remember the last time he had enjoyed a solid four hours’ sleep. He seemed to be running on an endless supply of adrenaline.

As the wave of bombers and fighters approached Dover, he switched to his intercom and spoke to the crew.

“I’m starting a zigzag course for the target now. Keep a sharp eye for British interceptors.”

His whole forward area was enclosed in glass, from the Heinkel’s nose cone to its flight deck just back and above it. Like a globe, it provided him with marvelous visibility, but its vulnerability to attack was sometimes unnerving.

The familiar mouth of the Thames River appeared below. Gunther followed the river’s twisted course inland to London, to the city’s commercial district. The voice of his navigator-bombardier crackled in his ear. “We’re on track. The target should be coming up soon.”

“Fighters ten o’clock high!” His ears boomed with the waist gunner’s shout in his headset.

Volleys of tracer bullets slashed the Heinkel’s left engine. A second heavy blow bobbled the bomber. Rapid fire burst from the swiveling turret guns. Confusion swarmed. Shots splintered the air left and right. Then a thin line of black smoke streamed past his cockpit.

“I got it! I got it!” cheered the forward gunner.

The hurricane attacker with its left wing sheared off tumbled earthward. Popping like a firecracker, it exploded into a red ball of flame. Amazingly, Gunther could see a small white parachute blossom gently above the plunging fireball.

“I have him in my sights,” observed the forward gunner.

“No,” he barked. “Save your ammunition for battle.”

The idea of shooting down an unarmed pilot sickened him. Gunther feathered his damaged port engine, trying to keep the Heinkel on its heading.

“Target coming up,” instructed the calm voice in Gunther’s ear. “Keep her steady, sir.”

The navigator-bombardier pressed the release for the bomb bay doors. The red light didn’t blink. He pushed the button again. Still no response. “The bomb doors seem to be stuck, sir,” he reported.

“Open them manually,” Gunther ordered. “We’re losing oil. I can’t maintain this altitude for long.”

“Yes sir.”

The navigator-bombardier scrambled down into the plane’s belly to the bomb bay’s hydraulic control and began yanking the lever. It wouldn’t budge. Sweat bubbled over his brow. He exerted all his strength. The chords of his neck strained. His veins bulged. The lever dropped a smidgen.

“That last hit must have jammed the gears,” he muttered to himself while searching for something strong enough to force the handle down. All at once, the Heinkel lurched, pitching him off balance. As he fell, he banged his head on a metal strut supporting the bomb rack.

A bright flash! Helplessly, he watched dense smoke fill the belly gunner’s cage and swallow up the gunner’s horrible scream. The bomber groaned, yawed and nose-dived. The navigator hurtled forward. Flailing against the force of gravity pinning him down in the hold, he felt invisible jaws crush his chest. A rush of icy wind whipped at him until he lost consciousness.

Up top, Gunther battled the controls. The smell of hot oil filled his nostrils. The needle on the radio-temperature gauge swung right, just nudging the red-alert band, while his altimeter needle pivoted wildly around the dial, churning off the thousands of feet the Heinkel was falling. Balancing the drag of the dead engine with more power from the starboard engine and counteractive pressure of the right rudder pedal, he pushed the control column forward. It went against every instinct of survival to plunge the plane into a deeper dive, but he resisted the urge to pull back on the control to bring the nose up. His only chance to recover the spin was to create more air speed.

The bomber shuddered and growled. At 600 feet it rounded out. Gunther whistled a tremendous sigh of relief as he eased back the control column for straight and level flight.

“Brauchman!” he shouted into the mouthpiece. There was no answer.

“Schulte! Gruber! Mueller!” he called the gunners. “Anybody?”

Only the wind whipped in answer.

It was then he noticed the windshield splattered with blood.

The control column shook in his hand again. There was no time to think. He fought to keep the Heinkel steady. Through the clearer spaces of the blood-splotched glass canopy, Gunther could not make out the wide loop the Thames River took hugging the inverted teacup of land beneath him. His plane drifted far off course in a steady slip to the west. Though the Heinkel’s directional controls were damaged, it somehow lumbered on, moving in a wide aimless circle, hanging onto an altitude of one hundred feet.

Gunther felt strangely calm and deliberate. He knew he was going to die. No one could survive a crash with 5,000 pounds of incendiaries on board. If he could just hold his height long enough to avoid plunging into the old stately homes weaving through the checkered tapestry below, he might be able to save them from the resulting inferno. Preserving their fine Victorian elegance gave him a sense of honor only another gentleman of noble birth could understand. A jumble of memories—of his home on the Rhineland, of his parents, of the happy years growing up with Erich—flashed to mind.

“Hope you live to redeem the Germany we loved, Erich,” he cried aloud.

The altimeter needle started to quiver, and the control column in his hand responded sluggishly. He gripped it with both hands and struggled to keep the plane’s nose level with the horizon. All at once, a windbreak of dense hawthorn trees, their twisted limbs furling like graceful gymnasts tumbling through the air, leapt up in front of him.

The people standing in the train station took no notice of the sound of the low flying bomber. They were so accustomed to hearing every pitch and rumble of aircraft engines powering their winged warriors through the sky they were not alarmed. The areas being bombed were to the east of Kew Gardens, not here. They carried on talking.

Princess Alexandra stood in front of her coach. Lord Radcliffe tenderly planted a kiss on her forehead and stepped back to gather in her loving smile. During twenty-five devoted years together, he had never imagined a moment when she would not be there, by his side, gliding smoothly through his life like a comforting wand. He choked and could not say good-bye. Their gaze clung to one another, not wanting to let go. She gently smiled then and turned to climb into the coach car.

The Heinkel bomber shaved off the tops of the hawthorn tree line. Their dagger tips showered the trim lawn.

From the windows of the train, the children, intrigued with the plane’s valiant wiggling and waggling to stay aloft, stared out bug-eyed amid their cheering the plane on, until they recognized the Nazi insignia. And then, with growing horror, they heard the bomber’s motor stutter and choke, and in the sudden quiet, their terrified screams pierced the calm.

As with one mind, the people on the platform rushed forward to open the compartment doors. Lord Radcliffe reached in for Princess Alexandra and never saw the doomed bomber barreling towards them from the other side of the train.

At the last possible moment, when Gunther saw it was hopeless, he stopped struggling with the controls in time to look up into the youngsters’ faces plastered against the train’s windows. Their soundless terror raced to greet him.


  



FIFTEEN

Wednesday, September 11th, 1940

The sudden halt of the martin horn’s nasal seesaw was the Emergency Unit’s only warning. The double doors swung open. While the ambulance attendants scurried to unload the first stretchers, the leader of the rescue squad hustled over to the admitting station. His name was Mark Hayden, a plumber by trade.

Most of his rescue team was composed of skilled tradesmen and engineers, who knew their way around every London construction and tunnel. They were a tough and persistent lot, digging through rubble hunting for people buried alive, sometimes for days at a time, refusing to abandon even the slimmest hope.

“Kew Garden’s bin bombed!” Hayden hoarsely informed the senior nursing sister standing behind the desk. “A trainload of kids and most of the people standin’ on the platform got it! The worst cases have been assigned ’ere, Sister.”

The whites of his eyes poked out of his blackened face like bomb flares spiking a charcoal sky.

“Do you have their tag numbers?” she asked him unruffled.

He wearily swept his grimy hand across his brow. “Sister, bin too busy diggin’ to look.”

“How shall we identify the victims?”

“Not my problem.”

“It’s against hospital policy to …”

“Hospital policy be hanged!” Hayden exploded at the starched nursing sister. “Don’t cha understand? We’re bringin’ kids who’ve bin bombed, Sister. And I mean FIREBOMBED,” he spat. “See ’ere.”

He stepped aside, giving her full view of the stretchers being wheeled in. She stood mute.

He wiped his brow with the back of his hand. “I’ve seen some ’orrible sights in this war, but nothin’ to equal the poor little mites we’re bringin’ in now?

The nursing sister grimly appraised the hideous lumps of human cargo passing in front of her station.

“Where do you want them, Sister?” asked one of the stretcher bearers steering a gurney laden with a dazed toddler mumbling, “Bad plane … bad plane …”

She snapped commands. “Line them up along the east corridor outside the examination rooms? and turned to the other shocked nurses beside her. “Sister Mary, get Lady Grace to call in all off-duty staff. Sister Maureen, call the switchboard. Code Blue.”

Seconds later the hospital PA system blared through the halls:
 

All emergency personnel to the East Wing… REPEAT… All emergency personnel to the East Wing… Lady Grace report to Emergency Admissions… REPEAT…Lady Grace report to …


Within minutes, the Emergency Department swarmed with white coats. Nurses and orderlies rushed to take over the ambulance attendants’ burdens. Three doctors positioned themselves at Admitting for quick scans of the critical cases and directed the incoming traffic to the medical teams forming up in the examination rooms along the east corridor.

[image: image]
 

Grace, in Ward Seven, heard her name called and folded the letter she was writing for an injured airman.

“Sorry, Collshaw, duty calls. We’ll finish this later.”

The young man sitting up in the bed nodded. His eyes were swathed with gauze bandages. “Right, ma’am. I’m not going anywhere.”

Grace patted his hand. “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” she assured him before stuffing the unfinished letter inside the writing pad she hastily deposited inside the RAF pilot’s night table. She yanked back his privacy curtain and hurried out of the ward.

Although she had learned to steel herself for some of the gruesome sights admitted into Emergency, nothing could prepare her for the scene confronting her in the east corridor. Litters of grotesquely scorched and mangled children lined the walls.

A searing pain stung her heart. Somehow her legs willed themselves down this hall of horrors as her body mechanically carried on, while her mind floated outside, watching her, observing her confused awe as, in one zap of a second, she switched from such awful revulsion to feeling absolutely nothing. She was even too numb to feel guilty about feeling nothing. Her mind’s eye sharpened. Colors became more intense. Shapes, looming larger than life, branded her memory with charred tangles and swollen bits of flesh… strips of fried skin hanging loosely from an arm here, a leg there … monstrous heads so bloated with edema it was a miracle they didn’t burst wide open… scorched thighs like raw meat roasted to medium rare… dismembered bodies …agonized moaning and frightened whimpering … a gaseous reek of gored stomachs, gouged bowels and burnt tissue, muscle and bone … staring, unseeing eyes …

Sheathed in shock, Grace managed to reach the Administration Desk without vomiting. “Lady Grace reporting to Sister Mary.”

She stood still in front of the desk clerk, trying to compose herself for the work she was expected to do. She could see a man wearing a rescue helmet talking to one of the doctors checking the incoming victims. In between giving directions to the attendants and examining the severity of wounds, she overheard them talking.

“What happened?” the doctor asked Hayden.

“Jerry crashed into the train standin’ in Kew Gardens. It was filled with orphan kids the Earl of Chadwick and his wife were sendin’to their country estate.”

“Good heavens!” muttered the doctor. “How awful! No wonder these kids look like they entered Dante’s’ hell.”

“My guess Jerry never dumped his incendiaries before he crashed.”

“Ugh,” responded the doctor.

The next stretcher wheeled in disrupted more talk. Grace couldn’t comprehend what she had heard. Kew Gardens bombed! Her mother and father? They would have been there! What of them? Grace rushed over to the rescue worker and tugged at his arm.

“What about Lord Radcliffe … I mean the Earl of Chadwick … and Princess Alexandra?” she asked frantically. “What happened?”

“Oh, they were killed in the crash, miss,” Hayden reported politely.

Grace stared at him.

“Did you know them?”

Some automatic response within her took over. She nodded.

“A terrible thing, miss. A terrible thing,” Hayden repeated, shaking his head. “I helped find lodgings for most of those East London kids when my team was called in to help. The wee waifs peppered me with questions ‘bout where they were goin’, who was gonna look after ‘em. They were so scared. To think they survived the bloody bombings and now this. I suppose I’ll have to help bury most of ‘em too.”

Grace stood paralyzed. Anything else Hayden said didn’t register. A silent scream welled within her. NO! NO! NO! NO!

“Lady Grace?” Sister Mary touched her arm. “Lady Grace!”

Grace stared at her. Dumb with grief, she could not focus on the nurse.

Mistaking Grace’s reaction, the nursing sister began again.

“Lady Grace, I know these are horrible cases you’ve seen, but I need you to get on with calling the off-duty staff immediately. We’re seriously overloaded.”

“You want me to call off-duty staff,” Grace repeated in her dazed state, unable to assimilate the news of her parents’ death with any other reality.

“Yes.” Now annoyed, Sister Mary said crisply, “There’s a war on, you know. Snap to it,” she commanded.

“Yes, ma’am,” Grace replied obediently. Listlessly she followed the nursing sister down the hall.
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“That one’s drivin’ in neutral with ’er brakes on,” Hayden commented to the doctor about Grace after observing her exchange with Sister Mary.

“Who?”

Hayden inclined his head toward Grace’s direction. The doctor glanced at her retreating figure and recognized her blonde plaited hair rolled in a figure eight at the nape of her neck.

“You can’t mean Lady Grace,” he told him. “She’s one of the best volunteers we have.”

“Lady Grace? Did you say Lady Grace?”

“I did.” The doctor looked at Hayden more intently.

“She’s a piano player of some sort, right? The one that Hitler saluted.”

The doctor nodded.

“Isn’t she the Earl’s daughter?”

“Yes.”

“Good grief” Hayden exclaimed. “Now I’ve done it! Me and my big mouth. I just told ’er the earl and his wife were killed in the crash.”

“WHAT!”

Hayden looked shamefaced. “How was I to know who she was? She asked me what happened to them, and I told her.”

“Great shot, old man!” the doctor remarked dryly. “Dr. Barrington!” He motioned to a young intern rushing up the hall. “Take over for me,” he instructed. “Hayden here knows the routine. Send the worst cases to Team Room Four. I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

He stuffed his stethoscope into his breast pocket as he charged in pursuit of Sister Mary.
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Lee heard news of the bombing at the train station right after she arrived at Radcliffe House. As soon as Sir Fletcher confirmed Grace’s parents were among the casualties, she drove off to the hospital without thinking about what she would find, only hoping to save Grace from hearing about her parents’ death from a stranger. But, when she entered the Emergency Unit, the sight of burned children lining the corridors flung her back into the horrors of Spain and Poland.

While in those theaters of war, she had disconnected herself from the emotional impact of what she was witnessing and reporting so many times that, now, when the pain finally struck her, the shock of it shattered her carefully crafted blocks. She gagged and, in the hallways of the hospital, faced sights so sickening she fled to the nearest washroom where she wrenched and wrenched until she only spit up bile. A terrible trembling chilled her. She shivered and hugged herself in a futile attempt to keep warm. After more straining, she removed her regulation hat and rubbed her forehead against the back of the toilet seat. Completely exhausted, cold sweat bathed her weakened body. She struggled to her feet, dropped the hat on a hook beside the sink, grabbed for a towel and doused it in tap water. As she patted her face, she stared at the painfully thin and hollow-eyed reflection of herself in the bathroom mirror.

She was wearing the dress uniform of a woman’s auxiliary unit, the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry dubbed FANY by the military. The Polish partisans had cropped her thick waves to a crew cut when she had become infected with lice during their escape from Warsaw after Hitler invaded Poland. Once in Russia, her hair grew back with a natural curl, and she had decided to keep it short. It was easier to manage, while they were constantly on the move organizing their underground contacts for the Amanita Project. Damp strands clung to her forehead. She ran her fingers through her hair trying to puff it up. She had to hang on and find Grace.
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After Grace called the last name on Sister Mary’s list, she pushed her chair under the desk and dropped her head on top of her folded arms to rest. Talking to all those people had been an ordeal. She would have preferred retreating into silence, to cling to her pain, to the jolting realization that, while she was phoning, she hadn’t thought about her parents. Guilt needled her. How could she forget them so quickly? Anger seized her. How could they leave her like that? With no good-bye and no special message. There was no one left. She was alone, really alone. Little by little her crushing loss dug deeper and deeper into her soul. A dry sob mounted.

“OH NO!” she cried. “NOOooo… Noooo … NO…”

She held her face in her hands, mumbling and shaking her head, desperately wanting to weep, needing to weep, but the tears wouldn’t come. The hurt was too deep and too shattering.

She felt hands grip her shoulders and arms. She shook off their solace. Again, a gentle hand patted her left arm.

“If not now, WHEN?” Lee whispered.

Grace lifted her grief-stricken face and stared straight ahead.

“Sister Mary explained how you found out about your parents, Grace. I’m so sorry.”

Grace turned her head and blinked. “Lee? LEE!” She screamed and rose from her chair. “Lee? Thank heaven! You’re alive. You made it!”

She desperately grasped the journalist to her. “The last we heard you …” She stopped herself. “It doesn’t matter now, does it?”

Then she felt the bony frame under Lee’s uniform and stood back to study her more closely. In the FANY suit, which hung on her body like a pillow case flung over a broom handle, Lee reminded Grace of a fading foal, all skinny and helplessly spent, too tired to keep on living. Just then it struck her. Lee’s hair, once so long and thick, had been cropped. With growing concern, Grace touched the stubby ends. “What happened over there? What did they do to you?”

Like an abandoned filly, Lee stood alone, unsure and quivering, fighting for self-control, and then, trembling, she lost the battle and pulled Grace to her. Her breast began to heave, and she wept freely, in great spasms.

Grace awkwardly rocked her.

“Lee … Lee … It’s all right. I’m here.”

And she kept rocking her until the worst of Lee’s convulsive crying eased.

“I’m sorry,” Lee finally rasped. “I saw the children… in the hallway.. T

“I know. It was awful”

Lee’s words drifted.

“… And when I asked for you … Sister Mary…”

She drew in a shaky breath and stood back from Grace, distancing them.

“Why were your parents at the train station? Why?”

“Mommy and Daddy were sending a trainload of children from East London to the country. Mommy has turned Guild Oaks into a war orphanage.”

“If that isn’t just like her. I’m so sorry, Grace.”

Lee clutched Grace’s hand as if it were her lifeline to sanity and pulled her into another hug.

“We’ll get through this, Grace … somehow… we’ll get through this together.”


  



SIXTEEN

Saturday, September 21st, 1940

On either side of the two red barns, pinpricks of grass struggled up through the soft dirt paddocks. Behind them rolled lush pastures, and beyond them, woodlots thick with fall colors. As Lee slowly headed down the lane towards the foaling barn, she breathed in deeply, savoring the fresh country air. Mid-step she paused, wistfully looking at the hilly pastures as the morning sun bathed her face with soothing warmth. The war seemed far removed from this idyllic retreat.

She crossed over to the rail fence and leaned against a post, watching Grace exercise her champion mare, Decency. To Lee’s surprise, Grace stepped up in the stirrups and crouched forward in the saddle. In response, Decency changed gears, and together they streaked down the backstretch, a blur of flying blonde hair and red mane, woman and horse—one spirit with wings.

Poor Grace. The part of her that once envied Grace felt guilty as she watched the younger girl wildly race her horse around the turf track.

Being in the country with Grace was helping Lee heal as well. Guild Oaks had replaced the home she never knew, a place where she belonged. Here, everyone had gathered her into their loving arms without her having to earn their approval. Here, she was part of a family…a huge family, if she counted displaced children, the nursing sisters who looked after them, the farm manager, his wife who was the Radcliffe’s housekeeper, as well as Grace. The thought of leaving Guild Oaks depressed Lee.

With Lord Radcliffe’ death, maj or changes were being made at Project Amanita. She had been assigned to replace him in field training. That was going to be the toughest and the most heartbreaking task of her life, but it gave her hope. They weren’t going to give up until they defeated Hitler, totally. Underlying her new responsibility, however, was the realization Grace would have to be involved in their secret operation. Radcliffe House was Amanita’s communication center, and Grace, who had inherited her father’s estate, would have to know what was going on in her father’s house. As she watched Grace race around the far turn, she admired her athletic confidence.

The sound of Decency’s charging hoofs sent the farm manager rushing out of the barn. Old Tanner shook his fist at Grace. “Stop it!” he railed. “You’ll break both your bloody necks!”

The wind mockingly carried off his angry voice.

Before Lord Radcliffe had hired Ed Tanner to be the manager of Guild Oaks and his racing stable, the trainer had been unknown to the Ascot crowd. Five years later, “Tanner,” which everyone preferred calling him for it was more distinctive than Ed, was the recognized trainer to beat. After Lord Radcliffe married Princess Alexandra, the devoted Tanner and his wife, Millie, naturally became an extension of the Radcliffe family, and so, on learning of the tragedy at the train station, they decided to carry on Princess Alexandra’s plan to turn Guild Oaks into a temporary home for displaced children. Behind Tanner and all through the fields, the air rang with tapping hammers as the local villagers worked to convert the main house of the estate into a dormitory for the children.

Seeing Grace gallop Decency so recklessly lined Tanner’s face with worry. “When she’s through chasing her demons,” he muttered to Lee, “tell her I want to see her,” and stomped back into the barn.

To Lee, it seemed what disturbed Grace most was her lack of preparation for her parents’ death. She could sympathize with the younger girl’s feeling of inadequacy. How could she keep Radcliffe House and Guild Oaks running the way her father did? What did Grace know about business and financial administration? What she wanted and needed had always been there.

Down the backstretch, Decency abruptly pulled herself up, almost throwing Grace over her head. Grace quickly dismounted and stroked the lathered chestnut’s neck, while she carefully scrutinized the mare’s legs for signs of puffiness. Seeing nothing, she slowly led Decency forward.

Tanner reappeared in the doorway of the barn. His trained ear had picked up the abrupt halt of the galloping feet. “Is Decency limping?”

Lee squinted, watching the chestnut walk beside Grace. “She doesn’t seem to be.”

“If that filly’s not hurting, Grace’s bloody lucky,” he pronounced tersely and disappeared inside the barn again.

Grace waved at Lee, reassuring her Decency had survived her wild ride unscathed. She then turned the filly around and walked her back over the track towards the barn and Lee.

“Tanner says when you’re through chasing your demons, he wants to see you,” Lee called to Grace when she was close enough to hear.

Grace looked sheepish. “He’s right to be annoyed. Thank goodness Decency was smart enough to pull up. Help me walk her about. After, we can bathe her and see what Tanner wants.”

When they entered the cool barn, mares curiously thrust their heads over the half-doors of their stalls and, one by one, snickered and snorted or playfully curled up their lips in greeting. Lee petted each velvet muzzle as Grace led Decency down the shed row to her stall. Once stroked, the mares bent their heads back over their feed tubs and resumed chewing their oats. Their crunching sounded like soft marimba music, and through the barn, this rhythmic ritual traveled like tranquil waves over the shores of Lee’s soul. She felt her inner tensions relax, and the same sense of silken contentment she had experienced when Intrepid was born slipped from the base of her head through her shoulders and down her back.

“Where’s Intrepid’s stall?” Lee asked, anxious to see Decency’s colt. She was curious to see if he would remember her, as Grace promised he would.

“He’s not here.”

“Not here. Where is he?”

“In Eire, training. Tanner sent the most promising yearlings to Ireland because he can’t handle training here.”

“I wish I could have seen him.”

“You would be proud of him,” Grace told her. “He’s developing into a stunning horse, shows tremendous speed when he’s free to run in the pasture.”

Lee smiled. “Good.”

While Grace bathed the sweaty chestnut, Lee steadied Decency’s head. Warm sudsy water splashed over the tuft of mane between her ears, rolled over her white diamond star and down her nose to catch in a well above her nostrils. Before sponging off her face, Grace kissed her dripping muzzle. “Do you forgive me, girl?”

“She was taking care of you. She loves you as much as you love her,” Lee observed.

“I know. I’m quite lucky.” Grace handed Lee a long narrow metal scoop. “Will you help me scrape the water off? We can’t towel dry her, not while she’s soaking wet.”

Starting behind Decency’s ears, Grace whisked the mare’s mane and drenched coat with long swift strokes, and then flicked the water collected in the scraper on the ground. On her side, Lee copied Grace. As they worked together, Grace talked.

“You know, while you were missing in Poland, I prayed for you.”

Lee was touched. “Thank you.”

When she didn’t offer to explain what had happened, Grace told her, “In my grief for Mummy and Daddy, I forgot the comfort of Psalm 91 … Thou shalt not be afraid for the terror by night; nor for the arrow that flieth by day for He shall give His angels charge over thee, to keep thee in all thy ways. That promise came to mind when I was walking Decency back to the barn. God’s not to blame for what happened to my parents. Neither is the pilot. They say he was trying to avoid the train when his engine cut out.”

“A Nazi with scruples? How lovely!”

“You would be surprised how many times I’ve heard RAF pilots on my ward tell stories about Luftwaffe seaplanes rescuing them from the channel. Between the airmen, it still seems to be a gentleman’s war.”

“That won’t last long. Believe me.”

Grace eyed her sharply. She hadn’t seen what Lee experienced, and Lee didn’t feel up to explaining her bitterness. To her relief, Grace avoided a confrontation with a change in conversation.

“Did your boss … what’s his name?”

“Quinn Bergin.”

“That’s it, Quinn Bergin.” Grace traded the water scraper for a towel and began rubbing Decency down. “Did he make it?” she asked as she worked.

Seeing how soaked Grace’s towel got, Lee wrung out her sponge and began wiping the upper part of the mare’s body with it first.

“He made it,” she said.

“I see. And what about you? Are you giving up your On The Spot column to become a FANY?”

Lee raised her head and gazed into Grace’s soul.

“Don’t you approve?”

“Well frankly, the First Aid Nursing Yeomanry doesn’t seem quite fitting for you.”

“But it’s fitting for you?”

“Being a volunteer nurse’s aide is the only way I can help the war effort. Reporting the news from the front lines as you have done is the bravest contribution I can think of. I assumed you would want to carry on your work.”

Lee mellowed. “Being a FANY is the only way to get around the red tape.”

“What red tape? I don’t understand.”

“The WRENs and WAAFs cannot participate in field or battle action,” Lee explained. Seeing Grace frown, she added, “Some antiquated government ruling doesn’t allow it. Consequently, there is no military uniform suitable for women serving in Military Intelligence except FANY. Belonging to it entitles you to a military commission and guaranteed pay, either in the field or at home base.”

“So that explains it,” Grace sighed with obvious relief. “You’re in Military Intelligence. I couldn’t picture you changing bedpans.”

“Is that what you do?”

“If I have to.” She considered Lee carefully. “Theoretically, since I’m already a FANY, I could transfer into Military Intelligence too, and no one would be the wiser.”

“True.” Lee’s insides stilled. She knows already. We never fooled her. Lee picked up a towel and began vigorously rubbing Decency’s flanks. Irritated, the mare shook her mane.

“Softly, Lee. Like this.”

Lee followed Grace’s example.

“Okay,” she relented. “You could join Military Intelligence, but I don’t believe your parents would want you to be a field agent. You have people depending on you. Guild Oaks and the orphanage. These are two huge responsibilities. I have no one to worry about me.”

“What do you mean you have no one?”

While Grace spoke, Lee stopped toweling the mare and began sponging off the remaining water shedding from Decency’s coat with light airy strokes.

“What about your mother?” Grace persisted.

Lee laughed. “My mother? You can’t compare her to yours. All I remember is one boarding school after another.”

“Oh, Lee, that doesn’t mean she didn’t want you.”

“Really! My mother left my father and me when I was ten. After that, he couldn’t stand to look at me because I reminded him of her, so he sent me to private school after private school after private school. I’ve lived most of my life in one kind of dormitory or another. The last one at Bryn Mawr College in Philadelphia. I never saw either of my parents ’til the day of my father’s funeral. He lay in his coffin …”

She paused as the sense of abandonment seized her again.

“… So still and quiet. All we ever shared was silence.”

She stopped talking, remembering. “Having me was an inconvenience, an interruption in my mother’s work.”

Grace frowned. “I don’t understand. She writes plays seen all over the world. My mother was a dedicated pianist. We shared our gifts and were proud of each other.”

“I know.” Lee’s feelings for Grace softened. “Unlike your mother, my mother is obsessed with a cause. Her plays are mere vehicles for Marxist indoctrination.”

“Even Nazi fanatics love their own children, Lee. I don’t believe your mother doesn’t love you.”

The comparison stung Lee.

“You don’t understand. She can’t distinguish between the reality and the dream. She never experienced Stalin’s cruelty firsthand because my father smuggled us out of Russia in 1917, during the Bolshevik Revolution before the Czar and his family were assassinated. She simply refuses to believe how treacherous Stalin is. The Marxism she preaches and believes in is not the Communism Stalin practices. In Lenin’s own words, she is a useful idiot.”

Grace stared at her, speechless.

Lee sensed she wanted to gather Lee in her arms and her right eyelid twitched. “Don’t waste your pity on me. I won’t stand for it.”

Grace’s gentle eyes fastened on her. “You’re wrong if you think I feel sorry for you. You have too many wonderful qualities to admire.”

To hide her flustered feelings, Lee crouched down and asked Grace to show her how to wipe the mare’s legs.

Clearing her throat, Grace knelt down beside the chestnut and picked up her foreleg, carefully wiping out the heel of her hoof with the rub cloth. “It’s important to get all the moisture out before you cool her out,” she explained. “The big danger is exposing her to a draft. She could catch cold.”

“How do you do that? Cool her out I mean.”

“Usually by covering her with a wool blanket and walking her. For now, we can cover her and turn her loose in her box on a good bed of straw.”

Lee nodded. Looking after Decency helped her recover her composure, but it also seemed these special moments with the chestnut mare brought out hurtful memories and her vulnerabilities. It had been wise of Sir Fletcher to send them to Guild Oaks before confronting Grace with the whole complex truth. They both needed this period of adjustment, for their lives would never be the same again, and Lee would have to rebuild emotional blocks to do her job justice.


  



PART THREE
 

“Therefore encourage one another and build up each other, as indeed you are doing.”

1 THESSALONIANS 5:11


  



SEVENTEEN

Monday, March 1st, 1943

The tide was in. An American Gato Class submarine slipped up the Thames River in the smoky light of predawn. Approaching Kew Bridge, it submerged below the water level and veered portside, toward the south shore on what would normally be a collision course for the riverbank. But, at this point, it was the correct heading for a manmade underwater channel built after the Battle of Britain. The sub aqua watercourse led back to a natural basin beneath the Kew Palace dungeon. When the submarine surfaced inside the hidden cave and slid into its berth, a handful of sailors dressed in black fatigues sprang out of the forward hatch and moored the sub to Amanita’s quay. The captain appeared on the bridge with two men in woolen caps and arctic parkas. They hunched against the March chill, their breaths scaling the morning air as they climbed down from the conning tower and threw the gangplank from topside. It landed on the dock with a splat. Two of the black-garbed seamen anchored it to the iron rings fastened to the landing pier.

“Permission to come ashore, sir?” hailed the captain to the imposing figure standing on the wharf. His voice faintly echoed through the cave.

“By all means,” acknowledged Sir Fletcher. Under the spill of candle flares, his prodigious shape cast a giant shadow across the bow of the submarine.

The captain and two men immediately disembarked.

“I see you enjoyed good fishing in the North Sea,” Sir Fletcher greeted the captain, nodding briskly to the two civilians beside him.

He chuckled. “You might say we caught a real live pair, sir.”

“Good to have you back, Quinn. Two years in the field is far too long.” Sir Fletcher shook his hand.

“And you, Rolf. What you have accomplished is quite amazing. Harry Hopkins extends his greeting and President Roosevelt’s gratitude. Sorry to have to break your cover to bring you in, but it is vital, I promise.” He grasped the other man’s large rough hand with his crushing grip before turning his attention to the submarine captain. “There’s breakfast waiting for you and your crew.

“I hope some black coffee will hold you two over,” he addressed Quinn and Rolf separately. “You will have to forego breakfast until after your debriefing.”

“Very good, sir. If you want to escort the Captain and his men to the mess area, I know my way about this complex. Rolf and I can meet you in the debriefing room.”

“See you both later then.” Sir Fletcher hurriedly ushered the Captain and his sailors through Security with directions to follow him.

“Black coffee? I hate it,” grumbled Rolf as he and Quinn passed through Security.

“Just about everything is rationed, sir … bacon, butter, meat, sugar, milk…”

“You’ve made your point, soldier,” Quinn flatly interrupted the military policeman sitting behind the wicket.

The armed sentry leveled Quinn with a resentful glare.

Rolf Haukelid knew what the guard’s look meant. He had branded them as commandos. It never failed. Secret agents were perceived differently. Most were humble and appreciative, while commandos were seen as cliquish because they acted like conquerors of the night. The world owed them something for surviving the hazards of their trade, or that was the attitude attributed to them, whether they deserved it or not.

There seemed to be a maze of concrete corridors intersecting each other after they passed through the Security block. A strange pinging and whistling noise scooting through the tubes that lined the ceiling followed them.

Puzzled, Rolf tugged on Quinn’s sleeve and pointed above. “What’s that infernal racket?” It was the first time he had been inside Project Amanita.

Quinn looked up.

“Oh, that,” he grinned. “It’s Amanita’s mail service. We send interdepartmental memos and papers in canisters through these tubes. The noise you hear is caused by the compressed air that propels them along. They zip through at thirty miles an hour. You get used to it if you’re here long enough.”

Rolf spotted the concealed course of another canister and traced it whistling through the latticework of pipes crisscrossing the ceiling. “Are they all mail tubes?”

“No. We have a large underground complex to service.”

“So some are water, air and heat pipes.”

“Indeed.”

“It’s almost as awesome as the Norsk Hydro Plant,” Rolf observed.

“The underground bunkers were constructed out of special escape routes tunneled for King George III in 1829,” Quinn explained. “He had a labyrinth hollowed out under the Royal Botanic Gardens to the Thames River from Kew Palace. Since the palace is no longer used, its fortress-like tunnels are perfect for our project. Except for a few new passages we’ve dug out to give us access to Radcliffe House at the east end of the Gardens, we’ve reinforced what was already here with concrete.”

He turned down a narrow corridor. Rolf followed.

“How in the devil am I supposed to remember where I’ve been?” Rolf demanded after they turned another corner. “I’m lost now.”

“The sections are color-coded,” replied Quinn, pointing to a square brown patch painted on the south wall. “It won’t take you long to catch on to our system.”

“Yeah.” Dubiously looking around him, Rolf stuck close to Quinn. “As easy as falling off a log into a whirlpool.”

Dampness greased the amber-lit walls. Without warning, the narrow hallway ended at a metal door. A combination lock inset into the key panel controlled its latch. As Quinn spun the dial, Rolf whispered, “I feel as if we’re stepping into a vault.”

“We are,” whispered Quinn back. “A top secret vault.”

They heard the click. An orange light flashed in the tiny window above the dial, and the lock’s bolt slipped back. The door eased open.

“When you’ve been cleared, you’ll be issued this lock’s combination number,” Quinn told Rolf as they passed through into the underground communications center.

It was surprisingly large and well lit. Radio sets, arranged back-to-back, covered three rows of long army mess tables. The air rang with all patterns of Morse code stuttering. Young women in khaki and older women in comfortable civilian dress operated the transmitting stations. Those not occupied on the air knitted or read books.

“These are the radio telegraphists, our heartbeats of the air waves.” Quinn introduced them to Rolf as they passed through the hubbub.

Rolf noticed a young fair-haired girl at one of the sets. Something vaguely familiar about her ticked his interest.

Leading off from the main radio room was a series of anterooms. The sound of Teletype machines clicking and typewriters clattering came from the other side of a door marked CIPHER ROOM—TOP SECRET. Its access was controlled by another built-in combination lock. The color code bar above the dial was red. Further down from it, small meeting rooms and cell-like offices, each headed ‘Sector Control’ over their doorways, enclosed a classroom area.

“Well, here we are,” said Quinn who gestured to Rolf to precede him to a small group of folding chairs set out in a circle.

“Do you think the old man will tell us why he pulled me out of Norway and risked blowing my cover to have this debriefing?”

Quinn shrugged. “Sir Fletcher has his own agenda. At least you don’t have much longer to wait before you find out.”


  



EIGHTEEN

Tuesday, March 2nd, 1943

Even war could become boring, Grace discovered. As a radio telegraphist, or pianist, which was the more popular term, her duties had taken on a sameness that dragged the long nights she monitored radio signals for off-duty operators. Her only comic relief was setting nonsensical codes like A bore is a cherry with a pin on top or Michael Blue with a mop of green green moss to tunes, which seemed spontaneously composed for the loony lyrics on the air. She called them DITTIES FOR DOTTIES, and the listeners loved them.

She encouraged her radio audiences to submit their own ditties for her to set to catchy melodies on the show. The challenge was in the silliness achieved, and some submissions were so silly they made the disguised codes seem sensible. It was an outlet for Britain to laugh at itself.

Sir Fletcher had been delighted with the popularity of her radio show. It made even better cover for his messages to undercover agents inside the Third Reich.

Grace also devoted a portion of her program—Champagne Serenade—to selections of classical music she played for listeners who preferred more soothing and romantic medleys.

When Project Amanita sent a secret code, she received the message by three o’clock that day. This gave her enough time to alter the daily program’s scripts to accommodate the message. For almost three years, this had been her routine. Between her evening half-hour broadcasts and eight-hour relief shifts in the communications center, she was continually busy, but it wasn’t preventing her growing restlessness.

Grace was proud her father’s funding helped keep the civilian intelligence agency going. It was listed under the British War Cabinet’s Special Operations Executive (SOE) as “Section G: Code Name—Project Amanita,” and the underground honeycomb burrowing beneath the Royal Botanic Gardens employed fifteen hundred people on secret assignments.

Busy as she was, Grace felt quite isolated. Even sharing the coach house apartment with Lee didn’t relieve the loneliness because they saw each other infrequently. Often Lee didn’t come home for days. Since her appointment as Chief of Field Training, replacing Grace’s father, she spent most of her time in the underground facility and only surfaced to rest.

Grace flung her FANY cap on the sofa and sank exhausted, with legs sprawled and arms splayed, into the Chippendale Wing Chair. She could barely contain her excitement. Her orders had finally come. Sir Fletcher was assigning her to be a real godmother. She would be working with her own field operative … sensitive fingers paired together over the air … pianists. She had no idea how eager she was for the change until she read her orders this morning. Now she rose from the chair and skipped with joy.

She washed her face, applied a light touch of make-up and brushed her hair, pinning it up into a neat French roll. Feeling refreshed, she decided to make herself a cup of tea.

As she crossed the living room floor to the kitchen, muffled scraping sounds escaped from Lee’s bedroom. Grace stopped, puzzled. She heard them again. Quickly, she went to Lee’s door, turned the knob and peeked inside.

“Lee?”

Lee sat cross-legged on the middle of her bed. Papers were strewn around her. She glanced up when she heard Grace’s voice.

“Aren’t you home early?”

“I’ve got a new assignment.”

“Mmm … let me guess. You’re going to be a godmother.”

Grace rapped her forehead and grinned.

“How silly of me to forget you are the Chief of Field Training. What are you doing?” she asked as she moved up to Lee’s bed.

Lee motioned for her to sit down at the end.

“I received very disturbing news last night.”

Lee frowned, became distracted, and then sighed. “I’ve been having the same nightmare for weeks. And one picture in the dispatch … is an exact replica of my nightmare.”

Grace wisely waited for Lee to go on.

Lee caught her breath. “It won’t let me rest. It’s so real, Grace. I’m standing there—”

“Where?” prompted Grace.

“On the pit of hell,” she said. “There are thousands of mouths… all open… all crying and screaming… but there’s no sound coming out of their lips. Their agony is inside me. I see lips of voiceless screams multiplying down this eternal pit, and they’re dragging me… pulling me … down into the pit with them.”

She shuddered. “It’s so god-awful real. At first I dreamed of the dead boy I found in Guernica … I told you about him. I was too late to help him. In every dream, I feel so helpless. First his mouth, open, silently screaming, tearing me apart, a lost soul I can’t touch. I stand there watching his agony… And then more mouths and more mouths, until there’s a sea of silent screams.”

She grabbed Grace’s hands. “What can it mean? I feel so powerless, so inadequate … I’m here. They’re there.”

“Who is there?” Grace eased her left hand from Lee’s desperate clutch and stroked her friend’s forearm.

“The Jews. The Jews are there, in Poland, in Warsaw. I saw them blockaded by the Nazis in a ghetto … I saw them dumped on trains.” Lee’s voice faltered. “Crowded together like cattle going to slaughter. Oh, Grace, they even mooed like cows from inside the freight cars. Creepy, awful moos.”

“In your dream,” Grace said, not comprehending.

“No. No. That’s what Quinn and I saw in Poland after it surrendered to Hitler.”

“Why didn’t you get out when you had the chance?”

“We were gathering proof the Russians were planning to smuggle out German nuclear scientists to their side. They have a Project Amanita too, you know. Can you imagine what would happen if Stalin developed the atomic bomb before Hitler or us? He’s as big a monster or worse than Hitler!”

“Good grief!” Grace muttered under her breath, completely aghast.

“No one believed us.” Lee bit her lip. “No one.”

“You mean about the Russians.”

“NO. The Jews!” Lee clenched her fists and drummed them on her knees. Eventually she relaxed her tense pounding and became quiet.

“I drew some sketches of the scenes at the train stations,” she said at length. “They can’t be used as evidence, but maybe, someday, they’ll have some significance.”

“May I see them?”

“Sure. I keep them in the closet.”

Lee slipped off the bed and shuffled over to the closet where she rummaged around in the bottom and dragged out an old portable safe.

Grace laughed. “That’s your filing box?”

“You bet. No bomb is going to destroy all these years of work. I’ve a sketch for every assignment I’ve been on.”

“I remember: ‘Some people take pictures, I draw’ Are the drawings of Kristallnacht here too?”

Lee nodded. “Everything.” She opened the safe with a small key she took from her vanity drawer.

“There,” she said, as she lifted out an armful of files and sorted them on the floor. “Here’s my folder on Guernica.” She opened it and gazed at one picture inside. “It was so serene,” she remembered.

“May I see it?” asked Grace.

“Sure.” Lee handed it to her.

Grace studied the drawing. Three wooden crosses by the side of a dirt road threw long shadows in a jigsaw pattern down the mountain slope toward a village nestled in the foothills below them. “It’s a beautiful drawing, Lee. You’re quite good.”

Lee continued searching and then paused. She pulled out another folder and handed it to Grace, almost shyly. “Maybe this one will interest you.”

Mystified, Grace opened it and expressed surprise.

“It’s me! At the press recital.”

Lee nodded. “I’m happy you recognize yourself.”

“I’ve never seen myself in a drawing before.”

She examined it curiously. “It’s definitely me.”

Lee grinned. “Good.”

“May I keep it?”

“I’d rather you didn’t. Drawing is something I do for me.”

Lee took Grace’s file back. “I found them. There’s five,” she said and handed another folder to Grace instead.

Grace opened up the folder and pulled out the sketches. Each line, contour and shading caught the despair and futility in the carriage of the bodies. Vacant eyes stared into nothingness. Listless shoulders slumped. Spines folded into fetal humps. One portrait caught her eye. It couldn’t be.

“This picture,” Grace said, pointing to the old man. “He looks like Dr. Kantor.”

“You mean your conductor in Vienna?”

Grace nodded.

“A likeness maybe,” said Lee, “but I doubt it.”

“I know …” Grace gazed into the sketch. “Nevertheless, the resemblance is uncanny. I think it’s the quizzical eyebrows.”

She held it up to the light. “This drawing is magnificent. His deep-set eyes. They express a strange compassion, almost as if he’s passed into a life beyond and is looking back at us with pity. There’s such love and forgiveness in those eyes, Lee. Not hate.”

Grace laid the sketch on Lee’s dresser. “The more I look at it, the more I see.”

“His face haunted me. I had to draw it.”

“I can see why. He is the uncorrupted soul in the midst of black evil. Where were the Nazis taking these people?”

“In hiding, we heard the trucks and the loudspeakers ordering the Jews into the ghetto.” Lee explained.

“Later, days later, we saw them take truckloads of people out of the Jewish ghetto to the train station where there were freight cars already loaded with people. The Polish Underground told us the Nazis were not only rounding up Jews but Polish intellectuals, political agitators, gypsies—anyone they determined unfit or defective—and were sending them to labor camps, to Treblinka and Majdanek. Quinn and I wanted to follow it up, but we had to get back to Sir Fletcher with our information about the Russian plan to smuggle out German atomic scientists. It never occurred to us the people we saw being loaded on those trains might be mass executed. I don’t think we would have believed it anyway. It was just too monstrous to imagine.”

“Mass extermination?” Grace protested weakly. “Have the Nazis become that twisted?”

Lee nodded sadly. “Here’s the evidence.” She pointed to one photograph and lifted it for Grace to see.

The grainy picture showed lines of people being machine-gunned over a massive pit. Grace felt a terrible chill. “What’s this about?”

“This photo is evidence of Nazi genocide being methodically carried out in the backwoods of Poland. This picture, though fuzzy, was somehow taken during one of these secret ‘disinfections,’as the Nazis call them, and given to us by a partisan.”

“Dear God!” whispered Grace in horror.

“I’ve also seen photographs of documents that are even more frightening,” Lee went on in a desolate tone. “Last year, in January, Hitler held a secret conference at Wannsee. There he issued instructions for the ‘Final Solution of the Jewish problem’… Hitler’s words, not mine,” she interjected.

“A Lieutenant Colonel Adolf Eichmann of the SS was put in full charge of the administration, from organizing and coordinating transportation for the Jews captured from all over Nazi Europe to their final destination in Poland. ‘Resettlement’ he called it.”

“Maybe that’s all it is, Lee.”

“Grace, how can you be so naive? Sometimes you exhaust my patience!”

Seeing Grace’s hurt expression, Lee continued more kindly. “I have read witnessed accounts by escapees. The Final Solution of the Jews means total extermination of the Jews. Cyanide gas known as Zylon B, a poison for rats, and carbon monoxide are dropped into gas chambers disguised as shower rooms. The SS proved it would work because the first ones they gassed at Auschwitz were Soviet and Polish prisoners of war. Auschwitz is the largest and most efficient camp, but even there, the odd escape occurs successfully. The intelligence reports I’ve seen says Auschwitz uses the faster and less messy Zyklon B because Eichmann doesn’t want to see the Jews and the enemies of the Reich suffer needlessly. Can you believe the mentality?”

Grace grasped her throat in horror. “It can’t be. It just can’t be.”

“No one’s stopping those monsters. NO one. Sir Fletcher says the Jewish problem won’t matter to any of us if the Nazis build the atomic bomb first.”

Lee mimicked Sir Fletcher, ‘Let us get on with the job at hand,’and bowed her head.

“Lee, what’s happening to the Jews is unthinkable, and utterly sickening, but we agreed at the outset that this mission takes precedence over everything else for the reason Sir Fletcher gave you.”

“I know.”

Tears marbled the rims of her eyes. “But my people are calling out to me in my nightmare. They want me to account for their pain and horror, and I’m totally helpless. I can’t do a bloody thing.”

Lee clenched her fists again. “No matter what I’ve seen the Nazis do, despite everything I have heard, this one, soiled, poorly developed snapshot smashes the two things that mobilize me in the morning and keep me going through the day. My hope and my anger.”

Her features contorted in terrible agony. “I want to do something, Grace. God! How I want to do something!”

The phone jangled in the living room.

Grace jumped up. “I’ll get it.” She dashed from the bedroom.

As soon as she picked up the receiver, Sir Fletcher’s voice boomed.

“Is Lee with you?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I need you both to come to the Rainbow Corner now. I’m sending a car.”

Grace stood aghast. “Do you mean the American Red Cross Club, sir?”

“Aye, I do.”

“But why?”

“When you’re on my team, lassie, you do as you’re told.”

And he hung up.

“Lee!” Grace called out. “That was Sir Fletcher. He’s sending a car to pick us up. He wants us to meet him at the American Red Cross Club near Piccadily Corner.”

Lee entered the living room. Her eyes bulged in surprise.

“The Rainbow Corner?”

“That’s what he said.”

“Why?”

Grace shrugged. “I asked him that and he said, when you’re on my team, you do as you’re told.”

Lee’s eyebrows arched. “I do declare!”

Their arch collapsed into a frown. “Since last November, when the Red Cross opened this home-away-from-home for lonely GIs, it’s been packed day in and day out. The volunteers do everything for the soldiers but blow their noses. It doesn’t make sense for him to be there.”

“Do you think we should change?”

“Not on your life. We’ll be safer in uniform.”

Grace sucked in her breath. The reputation of the Rainbow Corner among British aristocracy suggested it was a honey pot for fags and party girls infatuated with the fun-loving American soldiers, who outclassed their British counterparts in looks, size, dress and means. For the first time, she was tempted to disobey Sir Fletcher and not go.


  



NINETEEN

Tuesday, March 2nd, 1943

As they neared 23 Shaftsbury Avenue where the most popular of American Red Cross Clubs in London was next to the Piccadilly Circus, searchlights funneled the sky with yellow beams. At the next bus stop, anti-aircraft fire burst from the sandbag bunker nestled beside it. Grace covered her ears, but the Army driver seemed immune to the wail of sirens and thundering ack-ack rhythm that shook the street. Lee tapped her on the shoulder and pointed to gaggles of prostitutes hanging out in dark doorways. They laughed and waved at them as their jeep drove by.

“Hey, dearies, bet you can’t give the Yanks the good times we can!”

“Those, ladies, are our Piccadilly warriors,” commented the driver, a battle-hardened corporal whose injuries had sidelined him for the duration of the war.

“Is that what London’s streetwalkers are called these days?”

Sarcasm laced Lee’s question as she waved back.

“No, ma’am, just the aggressive ones that hang out around the Rainbow Corner. They sidle up to a prospect and run their hands along his pant leg to determine the fee they’ll charge.”

Grace’s curiosity tuned in. “Why don’t they just ask the chap what he wants?”

“Well, you see, ma’am, Americans wear better-quality tailored uniforms than us Brits, and officers’ dress pants are made of even finer cloth than the non-coms, so the ladies gauge their fee by the fabric they feel.”

“Good grief!” Grace was appalled.

“It’s just business, ma’am.”

She stared at the corporal. “What has the war done to our morality?”

“When death waits to suck out your life, all that matters is feeling alive, if you know what I mean, ma’am.”

Lee gripped Grace’s shoulder to steady her.

“People are human, Grace. That’s all.”

Inwardly, Grace’s stomach crawled with revulsion. This was a side of human behavior she wanted no part of and begged God to find her an immediate escape. She looked up. Her apprehension mushroomed.

“Is that the Rainbow Corner ahead?”

“It is, ma’am. Piccadilly is as close to a Parisian boulevard as you’ll ever see in London.”

Grace could see the traffic junction of Shaftsbury Avenue, Piccadilly and Regent Street ahead. Its thoroughfare led from Regent westward to Hyde Park. As they pulled up to the entrance of the five-story building that bordered the north side of Shaftsbury on the Denman Street corner across from the Piccadilly Circus, Sir Fletcher waved. He walked up and gave Grace a hand as she stepped down from the front seat of the jeep, while the corporal helped Lee out of the back seat.

Amid the neoclassical style of nearby theatres and the lavish London Pavilion, the Georgian architecture of the American Red Cross Club faded in grandeur except for a plinth of polished grey granite supporting its buff-colored terra-cotta brick façade. A pair of boxed bay windows, the height of the main floor, flanked its bold entrance with a decorative crown over the doorway.

Sir Fletcher noted Grace’s study of the building.

“At one time, this building operated as part of a chain of Lyons Corner Houses and its main floor Monico Restaurant was designed to feed a few thousand people. That’s why the American Red Cross bought it and converted it into a clubhouse for homesick GIs. I brought you here so we could enjoy one of the finest meals served in London these days. Only the Americans can afford good food.”

Lee beamed. “A dinner engagement. Why you old fox, you could have told us that! We would have changed into our civvies.”

“That’s not my only surprise.”

Grace considered the Scotsman’s devilish twinkle. It only fed her concern, for her father had once told her Sir Fletcher was known for his pranks. She had never seen this side of him and still worried what the evening was about. She hesitated.

As Lee took her arm and led them over the threshold of the front door, she leaned in closer. “You can wipe that frightened-deer look off your face now, Grace. I’ve heard this place really does serve the best food around.”

Inside, above the front desk, a sign read, “New York – 3,271 miles.”

Grace gripped Lee’s arm as she swiveled around to take in the grand view. From the ground-floor main lounge, a marble staircase swerved up to a balcony, which rested on console brackets rising from plain-shafted pilasters embedded into the floor beyond them. She tapped Lee’s shoulder and pointed to the strap-work patterns engraved on the plaster balcony walls. They resembled interlocking bands etched in low relief on stonework. Lee nodded.

Ahead columns and arches framed walnut screens that separated the front lobby from a grand ballroom on one side and a grill room and bar on the other. Grace could see throngs of GIs milling around jam-packed tables that circled a small dance floor, where couples jitterbugged to swing music played on juke boxes.

The ballroom, by comparison, looked as large as a city block, yet dancers swarming the floor had no room to swing their partners unless others around them stepped back and gave them space to strut and swirl. Tom Dorsey’s arrangement for “Jungle Drums” played by a local military band pealed through the hallway. Lee clicked her fingers in rhythm to the music, while Grace’s nerve ends twanged. The urge to scream and run beset her.

“Fletch!” The Project Amanita director turned to the caller. A slight middle-aged woman with delicate features and remarkable brown eyes approached him. She moved with grand elegance. Grace recognized her at once. “Lady Adele.”

The woman paused mid-greeting to Sir Fletcher and redirected her attention on Grace. “Why Lady Grace, I haven’t seen you since you volunteered at the hospital. That’s almost three years ago.”

Her expression saddened. “I never had a chance to tell you how sorry I was to hear about your parents. We never saw you again after the bombing.”

Her eyes settled on Sir Fletcher and then swung back to the two young women.

“Ah,” she nodded. “Now I understand. Fletch, you recruited Lady Grace to do that lovely radio show we hear every afternoon.”

Her eyes then fell on Lee alone. “Lee Talbot, I presume.”

Lee nodded.

Grace blushed. “Forgive my manners, Lady Adele. I meant to introduce you.”

Sir Fletcher laughed. “Blame me, Dellie. I should have told you I was bringing my star attractions here for dinner.”

“Dinner?” she mocked him. “And I thought you were bringing me two more lovely volunteers to help our American service people write letters home. Grace, I remember what a help you were at the hospital, especially with wounded pilots.”

Grace felt guilty as she remembered. She had forgotten her promise to help the patients write home about their wounds.

Sir Fletcher intervened. “Lee, this master recruiter is a former American, who gave up a stunning dancing career with her famous brother in 1932 to marry Lord Charles Cavendish.”

“Fred and Adele Astaire.”

Lee whispered their names as if they were top secret.

Lady Adele laughed. “Indeed. And I want both you girls to call me Dellie just as everyone else does around here. I may have married a Lord but I’m no lady.” She chuckled at the play on words.

“And where is the good Lord?”

“That, Fletch, I think you know better than I.”

Grace watched him blink, for a second taken aback by her directness, before clearing his throat. “Aye. I guess I do.”

“I don’t suppose you’ve made reservations.”

“No, but we’re meeting another party who is already here.”

Grace glanced at Lee. Now what?

She shrugged.

Lady Adele pointed to the elevator.

“We’ll take the lift. The dining room is on the second floor.”

She paused. “I make that mistake every time. I mean the first floor. We Americans refer to what the Brits call the ground or main floor as the first floor, and their first floor is what we call the second floor.”

“I have a hard time remembering that too,” Lee admitted.

Lady Adele tilted her head to one side as she included Lee in her confidence.

“When it comes to buildings with more than one floor, I think we’re more logical.”

Lee smiled in agreement.

“Now come along.”

Sir Fletcher eagerly observed the activity around him as they entered the lift. He clanged the cage doors shut after they stepped inside and then pushed the button to power the cable pulley. The lift jerked.

“Our doors are never closed.” Lady Adele continued as if she were their tour director. “We’re open 24 hours a day, every day, despite air raids. Up to 60,000 meals can be served in a single 24-hour period. We have a volunteer staff of about 379, and combined they work more than 5,485 hours per month.”

Lee imitated Lady Adele. “We have a replica of a corner drugstore soda fountain in the basement where we serve ice-cold Cokes for a nickel and grilled hamburgers for a dime.”

Grace interrupted. “It sounds like you’ve heard this before, Lee.”

She grinned. “Oh, I have.”

“You do me so well, Lee, I can retire and give you my job.”

Lee winked at Lady Adele and carried on. “Also in the basement is the Dunker’s Den for men only.”

Grace struggled to hide her surprise. “You’ve never mentioned it.”

Lee heard the hurt in Grace’s voice and quietly explained. “I try to give my team of operatives a night of respite before I send them into the field.”

And then as if listening to her own voice, Lee’s eyes hardened and she turned to Sir Fletcher, “Is this what tonight is about? You’re sending Grace on a mission!”

The lift squeaked to a halt.

Lady Adele’s face reflected equal alarm. She grabbed Sir Fletcher’s elbow. “In God’s name and the memory of her parents, you can’t do this.”

Sir Fletcher threw his hands up in surrender.

“Ladies, I am not sending Grace into harm’s way. She’s far too valuable to us here.”

Anger surged through Grace. They were talking about her as if she weren’t there.

“I beg your pardon, but don’t I have something to say about what I do with my life?”

“NO,” answered the three of them simultaneously.

A deep coldness iced Grace’s will.

“My father once made the mistake of telling me what to do. It won’t happen again.”

An uncomfortable silence gripped the lift. Lady Adele looked as if she wanted to hug Grace but held herself back and spoke to Sir Fletcher as the lift doors cranked open.

“You can ask the head waiter to direct you to your friends’ table.”

She waited for Grace and walked off the lift behind Lee and the Project Amanita director.

Grace sensed Lady Adele’s reluctance to say good-bye, but she was too filled with anger to offer further conversation.

Lady Adele nodded in silent understanding and offered her a final handshake instead. “I hope Sir Fletcher will bring you here more often.”

As Lee and Sir Fletcher approached the head waiter, Grace lagged behind them, struggling to control her siege of angry thoughts. Why was she so upset? She had prayed to be sent on a mission.

They still treated her like a child. That’s it! She wanted to be respected for the woman she had become.

Tempted to turn on her heel and re-enter the lift, Grace squared her shoulders, strode forward with resolve and caught up to them.


  



TWENTY

Wednesday, March 3rd, 1943

“Quinn will lead the tactical team,” Sir Fletcher explained to the four people who sat grouped in front of him. He picked up a pointer from the blackboard ledge and continued.

“There are only two heavy water plants in the world. One is in Canada, at the Consolidated Mining and Smelting Plant in Trail, British Columbia. The other is controlled by the Germans in Norway.”

He rolled down the wall map of Europe and nodded his head at the blond man sitting with them. “Rolf tells us the Nazis plan to transport heavy water from Norsk to Dr. Nielsen’s lab in Copenhagen. We can’t let that happen. That’s why I’ve advanced this mission.”

As Sir Fletcher continued his background briefing, Lee’s mind drifted over to Quinn Bergin. The last time she had seen him was almost three years ago. Yet, instead of welcoming her and Sir Fletcher at the Rainbow Corner the night before, he ignored her, except for a curt nod, and treated the Amanita director as if he were the worst sinner in the building. Quinn’s snub burned her deeply, while Sir Fletcher – she felt sorry for their intrepid leader – his plan for a happy reunion turned into a night of disasters between Grace’s snit and Quinn’s mood.

Despite Quinn’s professional aloofness when they worked together through Germany, Poland and Russia, she had entrusted her soul to him. They had been as one mind and one spirit devoid of physical coupling, and in leaving him behind, she had left a part of herself with him. That part she expected to recover when they were reunited. Instead, his apparent indifference trapped her in limbo and tripped old feelings of abandonment. What had changed?

No, she corrected herself, what had hardened him so? He had become a finely honed guerrilla fighter, a killing instrument. Somewhere, during the depersonalizing process, he had lost the will to connect to his emotional center.

The tapping of Sir Fletcher’s pointer drew her attention back to the map. Directing the pointer tip, he circled the Kjolen range of mountains near Rjukan in Norway.

“Here,” he said. “The Norsk Hydro Electric Plant.”

Sir Fletcher turned to face them. “Rolf Haukelid, as you know, has been inside Norsk since 1938 as its chief engineer. When we’ve needed him to frustrate the Germans’ atomic research, he has performed annoying sabotage tricks.”

“Like what?” Lee asked without thinking.

Rolf lifted an eyebrow to Sir Fletcher for permission to speak.

“By all means,” he relented.

“Well, one of the things I’ve done is drop a cup of cod liver oil into an electrolytic tube. This jams up their whole process and makes the heavy water they ship to their experimental labs useless when the researchers try to restart it.”

“You’re kidding! Cod-liver oil?” Lee laughed. “What it loosens for humans it constipates for science. How ingenious!”

She openly admired the strapping six-footer. Rolf was a Norwegian-American engineer in his mid-thirties. Because of his ethnic background, he could speak Norwegian fluently and was slipped into Norway before the German occupation to build up credentials as an electronics expert and a Nazi sympathizer at Norsk. When the Nazis took over the plant, they unwittingly put in place one of Project Amanita’s most strategic agents.

Lee had met Rolf before, briefly, in Berlin, at one of Goring’s Karinhall banquets. There she had passed a hidden message to him. A spark between them had caught fire, but then it was neither the time nor the place to fan the flame, so they had let it fizzle. His peculiar contradiction of robust gentleness, rather like a Norse mythical god turned cowboy, was what originally drew Lee to him.

Now his refreshing openness in contrast to the closed Quinn stirred her again. Sparse strands of sandy fluff sprouting from his shiny dome were just too cute to resist. She engaged his eyes, which reminded her of an iceberg’s glacial green except for the gold glints twinkling back at her. Her cheeks warmed and her pulse quickened.

“… Scientists at the Kaiser Wilhelm Institute in Berlin have split the uranium atom, but they don’t know how to control the resulting chain reaction. Dr. Nielsen does.”

The mention of Dr. Nielsen aroused Lee to listen attentively. The man seemed a frustrating liability.

“Dr. Nielsen is far ahead of the German scientists in his search to find a suitable moderator,” Sir Fletcher went on. “In fact, the sum of our nuclear team here can’t equal the value of his knowledge. He’s convinced the moderator everyone is seeking is deuterium oxide. In other words, heavy water. We think he’s right. It’s got a double hydrogen nucleus, which, in uranium fission, is a neutron slower.”

Lee stiffened and glanced at the others leaning forward in their seats.

“I want you to get used to addressing each other by your code names,” Sir Fletcher directed. “I am Leon.”

Self-conscious of his likeness to the cartoon character Leon, a walrus with a big droopy mustache, Sir Fletcher licked the shaggy tips of the red bush brushing his upper lip and decided to give in.

“Churchill picks names he thinks fit the person.”

Everyone chuckled. He gestured to Lee to carry on.

“Ester,” she introduced herself.

“Trudi,” Grace said next.

“Hawk.”

“Corvine,” said Quinn last.

“Hawk and Corvine,” Sir Fletcher addressed the men first, “Ester is your conducting officer. Through her you make all your arrangements—supplies, equipment, identity papers, transportation, personnel—whatever you need. Hawk, your radio operator is Trudi. You two will practice transmitting to each other until you know the fist of the other intimately.”

Lee caught Rolf’s smirk and Grace’s blush at Sir Fletcher’s emphasis on the last word. By the end of an hour, Sir Fletcher’s objectives seemed more and more suicidal to Lee. Periodically she glanced at Quinn, sick at heart. Once, his gaze caught hers. Orbs of hammered steel peered back at her.

“Do you all understand everything so far?” Sir Fletcher questioned.

“No,” Lee said, venting her frustration.

“What’s bothering me is Nielsen’s relentless refusal to defect. He’s as volatile as the research he’s doing. He calls himself a pacifist, yet he keeps on experimenting with a power that could destroy the world under the protection of a mad man, who wouldn’t hesitate to use it. He isolates himself in his lab and pays no attention to the atrocities happening around him. As far as I’m concerned, the worst kind of traitor is the one who fools himself. I think we would ultimately save more lives if we just executed the man.”

Sir Fletcher scowled. “You’re out of line, lass. Way out of line.”

“Lee, you don’t know the whole picture,” commented Quinn.

His cool gaze steadied her, as always when she became upset on their assignments together.

“We have a job to do. To do it well, we can’t let sentiment stand in the way of our judgment or our action. Can we?”

Everyone’s attention gravitated to her. Lee hesitated, still wrestling with her unresolved feelings, but then decided it was more pragmatic to comply. She shook her head.

Sir Fletcher accepted her decision. “We’ll forget you made those remarks. Now, please, let’s get back on track, shall we?”

“If I have it straight…” Quinn dribbled the tip of his pencil on the table, while he organized his notes.

“From Rolf’s architectural plan of the plant, our people are going to build us a scale model of Norsk. After Rolf completes a crash course here on how to use our sabotage devices along with more fieldwork training, he jumps back into Norway and returns to Norsk. He gathers the intelligence we need for our mission … deployment of guards, their schedule, inside security systems, access routes, and so on … and transmits this all back to Amanita. He operates out of a mountain village above Norsk. Because the region isn’t policed, you say that SS watchers can’t triangulate on his radio. Back here, you reconstruct the conditions he reports to my commando team and me to help us prepare. We parachute into Norway, into the mountains above Rolf’s village, meet up with him, and he escorts us inside Norsk. We deposit explosives in strategic locations, get out and detonate them. Norsk blows up. What could be simpler than that? Right, Rolf?”

“It’s suicide!” Lee protested again. “How can a handful of men be expected to get inside a concrete monster like that and effectively blow it up without killing themselves?”

“Lee,” Rolf reproached her, “we are talking about something far beyond individual survival. If the Germans learn the atom’s secret before we do, we are allowing a colossal power to fall into the hands of the Nazis. Hitler will be able to hold the rest of the world hostage to his whims. That’s not a world I want to live in. I accept responsibility for the risk we’re taking. Besides, you underestimate us, old girl. We can do the job the man wants. Scout’s honor,” he assured her.

“Good,” Sir Fletcher pronounced. “The code name for this operation is Firebug.”

He gave them a moment to collect themselves before he lifted up a box to the desk and opened it. When he pulled the contents out, Grace gasped.

“It looks like horse manure!”

“Aye, lassie, it’s meant to. Only this dung will blow you to kingdom come.”


  



TWENTY-ONE

Wednesday, March 3rd, 1943

Lee hadn’t sought to be alone with Quinn, but it happened during their break in the galley kitchen. As she finished pouring herself a cup of black coffee, she looked up and found Quinn staring at her. He seemed to be measuring her but, for what, was beyond her.

She dropped her eyes and mumbled, “I don’t like the idea of Norwegians dying in this plan of Sir Fletcher’s.”

“Neither does he.”

Quinn leaned his elbow on the countertop. His eyes continued to hold her.

“I’ve missed you,” she whispered.

His mouth pursed and his jaw tensed, while his unwavering concentration began to unnerve her.

“How was it over there after I left?”

Quinn ignored her question. “What about the radio show you and Grace concocted for transmitting coded messages?”

“Grace still works it.”

“Has she given up all concert performances?”

Lee studied him. “You know she has.”

Quinn’s intent gaze dropped, and he handed her his empty mess cup. “Take care of this, will you?”

This gesture of dismissal carried her beyond hurt. She retaliated.

“That’s not part of my patriotic duty… SIR!” she hissed just as Rolf appeared in the doorway.

Quinn sidestepped the tall Norwegian and disappeared down the corridor before she could pitch the tin cup at him.

She slammed it down on the counter.

“I thought we were going to be one big happy family,”said Rolf.

“You thought wrong,” she snapped.

It wasn’t Rolf’s fault, she reminded herself, but when she looked into his green-flecked eyes that at the moment were like calm reflections of the Mediterranean Sea, she didn’t see a reaction to her sting. She saw something else, something she only experienced with Grace. Acceptance. It was in such contrast to Quinn’s rejection that, for an instant, she froze, unsure of what to do next.

“Tell me,” she said, switching subjects in a determined effort to forget Quinn. “How did you manage to get away from Norsk without arousing suspicion?”

He grinned. “My family lives in the mountains, you see, and we have no phone. I’ve been struck with an illness, which unfortunately takes a turn for the worse …”

“Something like pneumonia,” added Lee, trying to pick up on the spirit of the ploy.

“… And I have no way of getting a message to my boss except by hand delivery,” he continued. “In a few days, he will receive a troubled note from my mother explaining how ill I am. She promises I will return to work as soon as I am well enough. Since I have always been a reliable worker, they will believe the note.”

“Sent by the Underground, of course.”

“Of course.”

“After twelve days training with Quinn, you’ll look the part.”

“That bad.” The corners of Rolf’s eyes crinkled in mock disbelief.

“Worse,” Lee confirmed.

“Will you be attending training camp with us?”

Interest warmed his sea-green eyes, and she felt an answering tingle of excitement, but she dampened her reaction. He needed to understand they had a job to do.

“This IS training camp.” Her voice was cold.

Just then Grace entered the galley kitchen. “Any chance you’re serving tea?”

Lee glanced at her. “Nope. Just coffee.”

“Ugh!” Grace grimaced after she looked into Lee’s cup.

“Look’s like tar. Sir Fletcher doesn’t need me for the rest of the day so I’ll be on my way.”

She switched her attention to Rolf. “Get lots of sleep tonight, Hawk. I want you sharp for keyboard practice tomorrow.”

Rolf raised his eyebrows. “Keyboard practice?”

“Di-di-di-DA,” sang Grace.

“Oh, I get it.”

“Surely you haven’t forgotten I am your godmother already!” Grace winked at Lee. “If it’s a choice between the wind and the willow, I’d pick the willow.”

A grin spread across her face as she left Lee to invent an explanation to Rolf about what she meant.

[image: image]
 

On Friday night of the ninth day, Lee returned from her shift to find the weather report she had requested on her desk. She read it one word at a time, not wanting to accept the decision she knew she must make. For the first time in her life, a man made Lee feel loved.

She paced with the report in her hand. Even when Rolf Haukelid teased her, she felt his respect. There was no time to develop a relationship. They were souls drifting through a war. No one knew if they would survive. Her foot hesitated. She stood frozen in thought. She couldn’t let him go, not without…

She reread the report. It gave her no choice. She sat down and held her head between her hands. They deserved a little more time. She sighed. But, they weren’t going to get it. She stiffened and raised her head. Just get on with it.

She dialed the number and gave the dreaded directions. Once completed, she replaced the receiver on the cradle. It was her job to tell him. She squared her shoulders and stood.

He bunked in a cramped sleeping pod, in a section of sliver-like cells set aside as Amanita’s sleeping quarters for transient agents. She marched out of her office and down a corridor towards his room.

He immediately answered her light tap on his door. She walked in. They stared at each other. She handed him an envelope.

“This is from the president’s advisor, Harry Hopkins. Though you’ve been serving British Intelligence at Norsyk, Hopkins wants to make you an official representative of American interests in this joint mission. You’ve been transferred to the OSS with quite a hike in pay.”

She could not look away from his sweet face and mesmerizing eyes. She memorized each freckle, each precious line, the dimple in his chin.

He looked back at her not comprehending. “The OSS?”

“I forgot. You don’t know what’s going on back home. Roosevelt’s been working with Churchill’s master spy in New York and MI6 in London to form his own spy organization, separate from U.S. Military Intelligence and the FBI. He calls it the Office of Strategic Services— OSS. Your new boss is Bill Donovan. Donovan reports directly to the president through Hopkins. Sir Fletcher has code-named him, wild card. To shut down opposition from either Hoover or the military, Roosevelt has given him the rank of Major-General.”

“You’re American. Could you not transfer to the OSS as well?”

She smiled. “I suppose I could. Pay like yours makes it tempting.”

They fell silent, locked in a desire to freeze the moment.

She blurted, “You fly tonight.”

“When?”

“Midnight.”

“That doesn’t give us much time, does it?”

His question disarmed her.

“No, it doesn’t.”

He reached for her and she rushed into his arms. He rocked her gently. “I’ve never felt like this before. Have you?”

When she buried her head into his shoulder and didn’t answer, he pulled back and tipped her head so he could see into her eyes. She cupped his face with her hands.

“I don’t want you to go. I could send the other agents, but not you.”

“I have a job to do,” he told her gently. “So do you. When it’s all over, I’ll come back.”

She clutched him. “You promise?”

In answer, he kissed her.

Their lips sealed their deep yearning. His touch aroused a subconscious memory of security inside her mother’s womb, to the caresses of the soothing embryonic waters washing over her, reminding her of warmth and safety. She felt as if she had come home. Eventually they paused to drink in air.

“I want to remember this night,” she whispered in his ear.

He wrapped her in his arms and rocked her. “Oh, we will.”

“I want us to make love.”

He hesitated. The gold flecks in his eyes danced as he peered into her face. “The real question is … will you wait for me?”

“Oh yes,” she breathed softly and nestled her head against his chest. “I’ve waited my whole life for you. What’s a little longer?”

“That’s all I need to know,” he said, gathering her close again. “When I return, we’re getting married. Then we will have all the time in the world to make love, again and again. For now, I just want to hold you.”

Bundled in Rolf’s arms, her fear fell away, and a contented grin curled her lips. In their few hours left, they talked… about their lives, about their dreams, about their future together. And in their talking, Lee discovered unconditional acceptance, respect and love.

Rolf didn’t expect her to succumb to his life. Instead, he asked to share hers.


  



TWENTY-TWO

Saturday, March 13, 1943

As the sun crept up over the mountains the next day, Rolf Haukelid parachuted into Norway sixteen miles above the Norsk Hydro Station.

Within four days, he sent signals back to Amanita according to the timetable he and Grace had drawn up in advance. His messages passed on the routine intelligence they expected:
 

WATCH CHANGES IN TWO SHIFTS INSIDE PLANT, 0800 AND 2000 … DRAW BRIDGE GUARDED BY SENTRIES WITH DOGS… GUARDSMEN GARRISONED BETWEEN ELECTROLYSIS PLANT AND ENGINE HOUSE … ONLY ROADWAY INTO PLANT ELECTRONICALLY CONTROLLED … ALARM SIGNAL TRIGGERS FLOODLIGHTS…


For the next twelve days, while Lee reconstructed the conditions Rolf reported to Grace, Quinn trained his commandos for the Firebug mission set for April Fool’s Day. The ironic significance of the date delighted his sense of humor.

At dawn on the morning of the thirteenth day, Rolf signaled off the regular schedule. Grace transcribed the code for Sir Fletcher, Quinn and Lee and read it to them in the briefing room.
 

ENTIRE STOCK OF HEAVY WATER TO BE SHIPPED IN 15 DAYS … STOP … ESTIMATE SHIPMENT WILL SATISFY ALL CURRENT PRODUCTION DEMANDS …STOP … ADVISE ABORT FIREBUG … STOP … NEED CORVINE BULLSHIT.


“What does the last sentence mean?” she asked.

Sir Fletcher swore and turned away from everyone.

At a light rap on the door, Lee stood and opened it. Sir Fletcher’s cryptographer stood in the doorway. Quinn beckoned the young man in and swiveled his chair back to face them.

“What is it?” he asked.

“I just received a report contained in a microdot reduction brought back to Amanita by secret courier from the Danish Resistance.”

“Let’s hear it.”

The cryptographer looked down at his message pad and read: “Dr. Nielsen refused our offer to arrange his escape. He says he feels responsible for the Jewish scientists still permitted to work on his project. If he goes, he fears he will be abandoning them to certain death. As yet, he claims he has discovered no practical way to test his theories and cannot offer London any immediate help with their atomic program. He warns the Germans are looking for more plutonium and heavy water to produce atomic bombs. He asks if you can do anything about this.”

Quinn threw the pencil he was holding into the air and swore.

Lee mumbled something incomprehensible, and Grace quietly asked, “What shall I radio Hawk?”

Quinn took command.

“Send him … BULLSHIT BAFFLES BRAINS … and sign it CORVINE,” he instructed.

Sir Fletcher nodded in agreement.

Lee saw the frustration on Grace’s face and complained, “We still don’t know what bullshit means, Quinn.”

“Our explosive horse manure. Rolf wants me to bring in the plastique and my commando team. That message you’re sending tells him we’re on our way.”


  



TWENTY-THREE

Friday, April 9th, 1943

The journey began deep in the Kjolen range of Norway’s mountains, near Rjukan, in a valley so deep and foreboding that, in winter, the sun could not reach its depths. The workers in the Norsk hydro complex had to be transported by cable car up to the top of the mountain for their daily requirement of sunlight. The Nazis loaded more than five thousand pounds of heavy water, the result of nearly six months of production, on a freight train that chugged through the Norwegian mountains down to the seaport. There, the railroad cars carrying the secret cargo were uncoupled on a barge to be pulled across the sea by ferry to Copenhagen, Denmark.

From a plateau overlooking a narrow inlet flanked by high banks, the sea was so smooth the port of Kristiansand looked like an architect’s model glued to tinted glass. Its sun-bleached buildings lay clustered in three groups, which hooked together in a loop. Between them, a fleet of torpedo boats bobbed. It was the German naval base.

Quinn carefully studied it through his binoculars.

For four days, Quinn and his men had hidden in the small mountain cabin behind him. Tiny tree shoots sprouted from its turf roof like eagle feathers on an Indian headdress. The isolation of the farmsteads dappling the hills protected them from discovery, while they prepared for today’s mission.

Out of sight of the clapboard hut, in front of the bank barn, the farmer hitched his prize Westland pony to the back of the hay wagon. Tears veined his weathered face as he stroked the beautiful cream-colored creature with the distinctive black stripe flashing down his mane and tail, and the zebra markings along his legs. The pony gently nuzzled his master’s cheek and neck, and nibbled at his pant legs before his quivering nose undertook the playful search for the carrot sticking out of the farmer’s hip pocket.

In winter, the farmers set their Westlands free on the highest slopes where they were known to be as nimble-footed as any goat, but in early spring, they would bring them back to work the regions too difficult for a tractor. The farmer lifted the pony’s head by his halter to look squarely into his sensitive brown eyes. “You must prance with your head held high as I have taught you,” he told him in Norwegian. “The Germans must feel as proud to have you as a gift as I have been to own you.” He let go of the halter.

“I will miss you,” he added with a heavy heart, gradually turning his back to allow the Westland to find the carrot dangling from his pocket. The pony tugged at the carrot greens and bit-by-bit pulled the whole thing out of its hiding place. He shook it with triumph. When the Westland started munching the greens, the long fat carrot quickly vanished inside his mouth. Once gone, he furled his upper lip and whinnied for more.

“Good, eh?” The farmer patted the pony’s thick muscled neck. “It was the largest and the sweetest I could find.”

Quinn appeared on the shallow rise between the house and the barn. As if on cue, his three commandos emerged from the cabin’s back door. One carried double bales of hay bundled together. He dumped them on top of the straw dripping over the sides of the wagon. Slung over his shoulder was a 9-mm. Browning FN rifle. The other two carried out three backpacks, one Mark V.303 rifle, a Browning automatic rifle and a portable transmission radio. Their pockets bulged with boxes of ammunition. Like the farmer, they were dressed in heavy winter gear.

“It’s time to go,” Quinn told the farmer in English.

The Norwegian nodded and strapped to his back the 50-lb. pack he had dropped by his knees earlier, while talking to his pony. He was responsible for guiding the special commando team across the mountains to Sweden, thus he carried their food rations and utensils.

Quinn clasped the farmer’s callused hands in his own. “It’s unfortunate wars cause men to decide the fate of others, even of their loved ones.”

“I understand.” The farmer shifted the weight of his backpack more comfortably.

“I have talked to the Westland. He will cooperate. Remember how I showed you to drive the wagon. The draught horse has a sensitive mouth. He needs slight urging to do what you want. He knows his job.”

“Better than I do.”

Quinn turned to his three men. “Good luck, men. Stick close to your guide here. He knows the route as well as any mountain goat, or Westland, roaming these hills.”

He swung his attention back to the farmer. “The SS will be looking for you, so I want you to fly out with my men. You can join a small band of Norwegians training in Scotland. I’m sure they will welcome your help.”

The Norwegian nodded. “Go with God,” he added with the simple faith of the country folk.

He teared up as he took one last look around the farmstead, then turned and started trudging toward the mountain trail.

Each commando shook Quinn’s hand and followed the farmer. The third one pulling up the rear didn’t let go of his grip. “You shouldn’t be going in alone, sir. One of us can stay back with you… in case you need help.”

“If that happens, the mission is scrubbed anyway,” Quinn reminded him. “One man alone is harmless. Two are a threat.”

“Yes, sir.” He turned and followed the others trekking in tandem up the difficult slope.

Quinn watched until they were a good quarter mile away before he rushed up the porch steps and disappeared inside the deserted farmhouse.

Raising the lid of his scuffed suitcase, he deftly adjusted the antenna lying across the miniaturized radio set contained within. Concealed inside the side pocket was a quartz crystal. He took it out and inserted it. The radio came alive. At once, he pulled on his headset and tapped out a short signal. Immediately Morse chattering buzzed in his ear. He sent his coded message and signed off, folded up the aerial and the ground wire, removed the quartz crystal and disconnected the headphones.

Next, he ran a reed-thin roll of plastic explosive under the bottom rim of the suitcase, all the way around, and affixed a friction-sensitive blasting cap to the grip’s catch. Very gently, he shut the lid and slowly, soundlessly, eased the spring bolt back into place, fastening the latch. The next person to open his suitcase would be blown to smithereens.

He breathed in slowly and braced himself before he removed a crude single-shot pistol from his inside zipper pocket. It was a special wartime design of .45 revolver, which the Office for Strategic Services used for assassinations. He carefully loaded the weapon nicknamed the Liberator and stuffed the gun into his sheepskin jacket pocket, yanked the farmer’s forage cap low over his brow, gathered up a satchel of clothing along with the booby-trapped suitcase and headed out the door.

Outside, the draught horse harnessed to the hay wagon lazily chewed on his bit, while the Westland pony hitched behind it swished his tail impatiently. Quinn lifted the suitcase onto the back of the wagon and meticulously cushioned the satchel under the loose hay, hiding them from casual inspection. Giving the pony a pat, he pleaded with the Westland, “Stick close.”

The cream pony’s ears twitched forward, fully alert. Then he walked around to the front, eyed the huge draught horse, sighed, looked heavenward for help and climbed up into the driver’s seat.

If not now, WHEN? He asked himself the phrase he had learned from Lee. The nerves in his stomach steadied. “I’m ready.”

He flicked the reins and yelled, “Giddy-up!”


  



TWENTY-FOUR

Friday, April 9th, 1943

On Quinn’s way to the German dockyards, he jogged the team through the main street of Kristiansand. Hearing the clip-clop of the horses’ shoes against the cobblestone route made many Norwegians pause. They were visibly stirred and pointed at the sturdy Westland proudly prancing behind the wagon. Shuffled steps lightened. Drooped heads lifted. Faded eyes brightened.

Quinn sensed rather than saw the shift in the spirit of the passersby and shared in their pride until the clack-clack of storm troopers goose-stepping up the street shattered the moment of private triumph. Several platoons marched by. Cold sweat slithered down Quinn’s spine.

At the Town Square, he passed a giant rock covered by a bevy of noisy seagulls. They remained unruffled by the mix of military and civilian traffic milling about. Salty whiffs of seawater drifted inland on the prevailing breezes fluttering the parade of Nazi flags raised in front of the town hall. Further west, Quinn noticed cooing pigeons and shrilling seagulls cloistered like a nun’s wimple over the stone statue of a Norse Sea god. The smells of the sea and the sounds of the birds carried him back to the quays along the River Liffey in Dublin, where he spent his teen and college years.

Born at the turn of the century, Quinn only had to think of the year to know how old he was. His mother, a spare statuesque Catholic, stern in her beliefs, ruled her household like Queen Victoria. Words of praise never passed her lips, but she was single-mindedly proud of her son’s russet-colored hair. Often, she told him his dark red mane was a sign from God. “You will be a leader among men,” she promised him.

In one week, on the sixteenth of April, he would turn forty-three. May his dear mother in heaven be proud of him, for although he was at an age most men dreaded, the beginning of their physical decline, he had developed into a leader among men. Quinn felt stronger, leaner, faster and smarter, and more vital, than ever before. His dedication to physical training, yoga and karate supported his belief he could achieve anything he set out to do, and he had lived this belief since he started guerrilla training with the Irish Republican Army.

At sixteen, when other boys were exploring their libidos, Quinn was discovering his lust for freedom and Ireland’s passion for self-rule. Two men influenced him: Eamon De Valero and Michael Collins. The former led the Sinn Fein, which in Gaelic meant “ourselves alone,” an apt name for Ireland’s separatist movement. The latter inspired young Irish rebels to reclaim their national pride in the 1916 Easter Rising, a battle they expected to lose in one day. But, once the Irish Republican Brotherhood occupied Dublin’s General Post Office, the Easter Rising actually lasted one week.

Afterward, the British executed seventeen of the separatists’ leaders. Quinn evaded arrest and went on to Trinity College, by day, and struck lone attacks against the British for Collins, at night. He hid his ‘summons to his flag’ and his ‘allegiance to his comrades-in-arms’ from his family.

By 1921, the British were willing to engage in peace talks. As a civilian observer, Quinn accompanied Michael Collins to London and watched him sign a treaty, which surrendered the Northern province of Ulster to British rule, while granting independence to Southern Ireland, which they renamed Eire, or the republic.

Feeling betrayed, Quinn returned to Dublin and offered his services to De Valera, leader of the IRA. Civil war broke out, and Collins’ Irish National Army defeated the IRA, forcing the ‘Irregulars,’as he called them, out of Ulster and underground. Quinn fled to the mountains of County Cork in Eire, and from there, he achieved Collins’ execution. His operation was so secret that, to this day, no one in Ireland ever knew who had killed the Irish patriot.

Being an enigma became Quinn’s trademark. He took pride in the success of his ‘silent’ partnership with De Valera because it gave him autonomy over his own destiny. At the same time, IRA terror tactics were gaining attention in Europe, and Quinn decided to market his special trade to the highest bidder. The funds he earned he planned to channel back to De Valera and the IRA movement.

Sir Fletcher learned of his unusual ‘skills’ from an associate at Trinity College and recruited Quinn for two reasons: he was IRA-trained, and the British didn’t know him. Two attributes he needed in the man he chose to run Churchill’s clandestine organization in pre-war England.

In the bigger picture, Quinn’s Irish cause paled under the shadow of Hitler’s greater threat to world freedom. The Spanish Civil War demonstrated to Quinn the Nazis’ superior technological power and the West’s reluctance to intervene. As a result, he advised de Valera to keep Eire neutral should Britain and Germany go to war.

De Valera not only took his advice, but when war came, he also refused to allow Britain or the United States to use Eire’s main ports to protect Atlantic convoys. He also rejected offering Jewish refugees asylum from Nazi persecution in Europe. Both of De Valera’s policies enraged Churchill, and Quinn had a tough time convincing him not to use the British Navy to seize the ports. What eventually mollified Britain’s prime minister was Northern Ireland’s crucial protection of the northern sea routes. For Quinn, settling the differences between his two bosses was just one more juggling act.

Everything was simple except for Lee. After he recruited her for Churchill’s operation, she forced him to re-examine everything he believed in. For the first time, he had to share himself with someone else, and while working with her, he found he enjoyed their companionship. Every time he used her to seduce information from a Nazi official, he ached. He had moments when his own ruthlessness didn’t sustain him, and he was never able to order her into his targets’ beds. Still, he couldn’t admit to himself the reason he didn’t use her for full scale ‘patriotic prostitution,’as she called it, was because she had claimed his soul in a way no one else had. The irony for him was that she was a Jew. He had been taught to hate Jews. Jews were “money mongers.” Lee’s mother fit that stereotype. Not Lee. In Poland and Russia, where they lived to survive more than they existed to spy, he missed her every time they were apart, but he shrank from crossing the bridge to a more intimate commitment. His mother’s cold disapproval haunted him and provided enough inner conflict that he feared he would lose himself.

To complete his mission, he needed a clear mind. As long as his relationship with Lee remained platonic, he retained control. He didn’t have to deal with the anxiety of whether she alone could satisfy him, or wonder how other Irish brothers would view their relationship, or even accept it.

Once they were rejoined at Amanita, however, he couldn’t handle the conflict of his desires. Neither did he dare let Sir Fletcher suspect his feelings for Lee. So, he had pushed her right into Haukelid’s arms. The pain of doing this still stung. He felt miserable and empty.

Such feelings lured him away from his purpose, he reminded himself, as the whitewashed houses with brightly painted flower boxes and quaint street lamps came to an end. Beyond, he could see the bleak gray expanse of the German naval base.

“Whoa!”

Quinn pulled up the horses in front of the base gate. A serious young SS guard examined the waybill Quinn presented to him. It marked the paid delivery of a prize Westland pony to the Fuhrer’s private estate in Bavaria and was stamped with Hitler’s personal seal, a first-rate forgery produced by Project Amanita.

“Which horse?” demanded the sentry.

Quinn suppressed a twinkle. This pride of the SS was definitely not a country lad. He pointed to the cream-colored pony with the characteristic eel stripe streaking through his mane and tail and zebra-lined stockings. The German’s icy features melted.

“It is a rare animal, Ja?” he clucked.

Quinn nodded proudly. “Ja, Ja. Very special.”

The SS guard opened the shipping orders attached to the sealed delivery paper and carefully read them before handing them back to Quinn. “The train ferry loads at Pier Sixteen,” he directed. “When you pass through the gates, go to your left, to the end of the boat sheds. The loading ramp for Pier Sixteen is there.”

Quinn thanked him and snapped the reins. He had just passed the biggest hurdle to the mission and was safely inside the German base.

The unexpected sight of a horse-drawn wagon clip clopping over the concrete dock aroused the interest of workmen inside the huge open sheds. The reek of tar, hot metal and primer paint cloyed the air. It was so heavy it made Quinn nauseous. Through the gaping half moons of light, he could see sparks from welding torches and hear jabbering riveters. Beyond, tied in clusters up to the quay, swayed the flotilla of S-Boats he had seen through his binoculars. These were the Kriegmarine’s rugged torpedo boats. Quinn counted fifteen.

Armed with two single 21-inch torpedo tubes and twin 20mm. guns and outfitted with a Daimler-Benz lightweight diesel engine, they were fierce and fast warriors on the sea. During the Dunkirk evacuation, they sunk the British destroyer, Wakeful, and two French destroyers, Jaguar and Sirocco. In the southern North Sea, they were disrupting British convoys and had already sunk the destroyers Exmoor, Eskdale, Penylan and Vortigern along the east coast of England. These, Quinn surmised, were probably assigned to protect the Germans’ supply line back and forth across the Skagerrak and in and out of the Kettegat south to Germany’s Baltic ports.

An imperceptible smile tugged at Quinn’s lips. Not even these prizefighters could stop the surprise in store for the Germans. He had made sure of it.

At Pier Sixteen, the dock was on a man-made canal, which met the junction of rail lines that ended at the town’s bayshore. The long barge was already loaded with the flatcars carrying the sealed drums of heavy water.

Perfect, Quinn noted as he pulled up. Four crewmen from the barge were helping to tie the drums to the tugboat, which would pull them across the sea to Denmark. They were Norwegians. Regret briefly needled Quinn’s conscience. It was unfortunate, he rationalized to himself, but an unavoidable fact of war—Innocent people die.

He produced his shipping orders to the Wehrmacht supply officer stationed at the gangplank. The officer’s eyes bulged.

“Where is this pony?” he demanded crossly.

Quinn pointed to the Westland.

“This is most unexpected. We have no livestock cars for this shipment.”

Quinn’s heart sank. To be defeated by a point of procedure was unthinkable.

“We can easily cordon off an adequate stall with ropes braced to the rail and anchored to the deck. As you can see, the Fuhrer has placed some urgency on this delivery. It would not please him to have his prize gift detained,” he suggested quietly.

A nerve bulged in spasm in the supply officer’s temple as he contemplated Quinn. His lips pursed.

“Naturally. Vossana!” he called to one of the Norwegian crewmen. “Fix up a stall for this pony on the barge.”

The Norwegian looked up in surprise. “A pony?”

He came over to Quinn who showed him the shipping orders.

“The Fuhrer wants a Westland from Norway.” He went over to the pony and patted his neck.

“No problem,” he assured the German officer. “We can make a nice stall for Hitler’s special gift.”

He headed back toward the boat shed and returned with a portable cattle pen.

“You see?” he grinned to Quinn.

While Quinn waited for the Norwegian to install the compound, he whistled off key, a tuneless tew… tew… tew…

Both horses listening to his whistling grew restless. Without warning, each one released his bladder. Their urge was trained to respond to this whistle, and their hard streams splattered on the concrete pier beneath.

The Norwegian crewmen smirked and winked at Quinn.

The Wehrmacht supply officer shrieked in disgust.

“You!” he shouted to a workman. “Get a hose and wash that down.”

The angry tone of the officer made the draught horse nervous. He raised his tail and plopped a neat mound of mushy rank manure on the wharf. The German stood transfixed, staring at the dunghill as though it was a swelling pus boil of bubonic plague. Red rage fired the skin above his collar and shot up from his neck to his ears, to his cheeks, to the translucent skin tightly stretched over the snarled veins threading his temples.

“It’s your pony,” he fumed to Quinn. “I won’t have this mess on my dock. Clean it up,” he hissed between clenched teeth.

Toying with the German’s obsession for spotless order, he asked, “Do you have a shovel?”

“Bring this man a shovel!” bellowed the supply officer to the workman who was hooking up the hose to wash down the yellow rivers of urine already running across the dock.

He looked at Quinn, shrugged, dropped the hose and scuttled back inside the boat shed to find a shovel.

As soon as the stall on the barge was ready, Quinn unhitched the Westland pony and led him over the gangplank and into his makeshift quarters by the port rail.

“Can I help you carry your straw?” one of the Norwegians asked him.

“That won’t be necessary,” Quinn discouraged him.

He went back to the wagon and filled his arms with straw treated with incendiaries. As he passed the flatcars, some of the straw seemed to brush off against their sidings and left a sloppy trail behind him. Returning to the wagon for more straw, he made another trip. The same thing happened.

“What do you think you are doing?” railed the supply officer when he saw the litter Quinn was dropping.

Quinn glanced back at his messy path. “Excuse me. I am so clumsy. I will clean it up.” He walked back to pick up some of the straw.

“Never mind. I want you off my boat.”

“I have to water the Führer’s fine pony.”

“Then do it and be gone.”

The officer glowered as Quinn filled the water bucket half full and carried it with one hand, while he picked up the bundled double bales of hay with the other. The German’s eagle gaze pinned Quinn’s progress step-by-step. This time he managed to reach the pony’s pen without dropping anything. The Nazi turned away to supervise the transfer of heavy equipment from the barge to the dock further aft.

In the stall, Quinn knelt down and untied the bundles of hay. Sandwiched between them appeared to be manure. He gingerly laid it in the corner where the Westland had already deposited fresh dung. The piles matched, Quinn saw with satisfaction, and wondered if the Germans even remembered this was the anniversary of their invasion of Norway.


  



TWENTY-FIVE

Friday, April 9th, 1943

Lee developed a habit of standing by Grace’s station around the time she expected Rolf’s transmissions. Grace teased her. Ignoring her gentle jibes, Lee kept on talking. Her days were filled with thoughts of Rolf, and her nights were spent yearning for his return.

“We shared such joy and contentment,” she confided to Grace.

“Lee, that’s wonderful! You’ve finally fallen in love.”

“He wants to marry me.”

“When?”

“As soon as he completes this mission.”

Grace squealed with delight. Nearby radio operators glanced at her with annoyance.

“Sorry,” she whispered to them and hugged Lee. “I’m so happy for you.”

A sudden thought furrowed her brow. “Did you tell him you love him?”

Lee shook her head. “No. I meant to. We talked about everything imaginable, and then there was no time left. But Rolf promised he would come back to me, Grace. How I want to believe it! I want him to come back to me.”

“Then believe it, and he will.” Grace’s eyes shone.

“Nothing’s ever that simple, Grace. Nothing!”

“You mean because of Quinn Bergin.”

Lee’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

“I saw the way you were looking at him when Sir Fletcher was briefing us for Operation Firebug.”

“Watch that active imagination of yours. It could get you in trouble.”

“Maybe. But I am right. You do love Quinn too, don’t you?”

Lee stared down at her black oxford shoes as if she were intent on finding one scruffy spot to shine. “Maybe … once.”

“What happened?” Grace prompted.

Lee paused. “I don’t know. We worked so closely together. I did things for him I wouldn’t do for anyone else, but he always made me feel as if I weren’t good enough. He said he had to keep our relationship strictly professional.”

“That could be true.”

“Yes, but something has happened to him since he’s become a commando. He’s colder, more detached. He lets nothing interfere with his objective. Sometimes he’s so unfeeling.”

“Don’t you think that’s what makes him such a good commando?”

“I suppose,” Lee agreed. “We live side by side with death. Living with it the way we do, we come to fear it less, to see it less as an enemy and more as a fact of life, if for no other reason than we can’t deny it to ourselves. It’s always with us. Sometimes it’s even a merciful companion.”

“Is that why you fell in love with Rolf?”

Lee looked startled. “Because you can’t count on your tomorrows?”

She thought for a moment and shrugged.

“I dunno. No. Definitely not. Rolf showed me I’m not only desirable; I’m also loveable. At last I know what it feels like to be loved by a man, unconditionally, and I have a chance to love him in return.”

“Oh, Lee!” Grace hugged her fiercely. “That’s wonderful!”
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Rolf Haukelid climbed the steps of the stabbur in the mountains above the Norsk hydro plant. It was an old storehouse in which he had stashed his radio. In days gone by, the upper floor had been used as an extra guest room and was particularly grand as the villagers believed only the best was good enough for their guests. The floating wooden staircase he ascended reached the finely carved balcony of the loft, ideal for a writer’s hideaway.

Some day, he promised himself, he would build something like it for Lee. The robust smells of corn, apples and fermenting beer rising from the stored goods on the ground floor below reminded him his mission was almost finished. Soon he and Lee would be together again.

Inside the charming guest room comfortably furnished with priceless antique furniture, Rolf pulled out a battered suitcase from under the four-poster bed and lifted it onto the side table. He opened the lid and expertly set up the antenna. He had complained of feeling sick to his assistant and left the heavy water plant to make this special transmission to London. At exactly 1500 hours, he tapped out his call signal.
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Grace immediately answered. Beside her, Lee’s face flooded with relief. Listening to his dit-dit-da taps, she recognized her name in Morse code.

“What’s he saying?” she asked.

Grace waved her to shush. As she scribbled out the message, she grinned and beckoned to Lee to look down at her code pad:
 

ESTER GET HOME FIRES BURNING … STOP … JOB DONE… STOP…


More stutterings followed. Grace continued to take down his rendezvous instructions for the sub. An out-of-place signal interrupted his Morse pattern. Grace glanced up at Lee’s face.

The radiant joy registered there one second before dissolved into ashen horror. She had recognized the QUO code: I’m in imminent danger of capture.

“Noooo …” Her protest came out in a squeaky mew. “Not him too!”

She backed away, shaking her head, repeating, “NO… NO…”

Grace desperately signaled back to Rolf, but the airwaves were dead. He had been cut off.

One of the older operators came over to comfort Lee.

“Those signals are always scary, dearie. I had one earlier this week, but my laddie was back on the air yesterday. You mustn’t give up hope. They depend on us for that, y’a know. To be here when they call us. Come. I’ll make y’a a nice cup o’ tea.”

Lee, trembling, darting her eyes over her shoulder to her last tangible contact with Rolf, let herself be led from the radio room.

Her stricken face tore at Grace.

With a heavy heart, she focused on the radio set, every field agent’s umbilical link to home base.

“Call, Hawk,” she pleaded softly, using his code name, which for her was more familiar.

“For Lee’s sake, please. Dear Lord, protect him with your promise of refuge in Psalm 91. Keep him safe and bring him home. Amen.”
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In concentrating on his transmission, Rolf missed the warning footfall on the bottom steps. The piercing creak of the balcony floor on the other side of the open door alerted him. Instinctively, his free hand grabbed his semi-automatic pistol, a Colt .45, while he signed off the emergency letter code, QUO.

He rolled to the floor for cover just as a spray of bullets smashed his transmitting set.

“Drop your gun, Hawk,” ordered a cold voice in accented English.

Rolf raised his head. He had been called by his code name. His stomach lurched. Somewhere in the shattered mess on the table lay his cyanide pill. He had just made the fatal flaw of the overconfident agent. Believing he was home free, he had dropped his guard. With resignation, he dropped his Colt .45 on the floor and pulled himself up to his full height, facing his captors.

Two figures in white Arctic coveralls stood astride the doorway with their MP40 sub-machine guns trained on him. The man who issued the command emerged through the doorway. Barely visible under his hood, the SS peaked cap with the silver Totenhof or “Death’s Head” insignia and the twin silver SS bolts, the runic badges on the corners of his black collar, peeked out of his white ski suit. As he holstered his exquisite Polish Radom, a semi-automatic cavalry pistol German officers favored because of the Browning lock action that made it rigorous, his eyes gleamed with self-satisfaction.

“So, Rolf Haukelid, you are the agent Hawk we have been hunting!”

His tight voice revealed a strained balancing act on the edge of sanity.

Rolf knew if he made one wrong move the commander of the SS security force at Norsk could slip out of control.

The Amanita agent refused to give him the satisfaction of an answer and masked the fear seeping through every pore of his skin, greasing his arm pits, back and crotch. Gas blistered in his bowels. How much did the Gestapo know? Where had he slipped up?

Taking in the Nazi’s nostrils flaring with sadistic eagerness, Rolf steeled himself for the worst. There would be no answers from this beast. Only questions.

“This time we got the heavy water out before your Firebugs could destroy it,” the beast bragged.

“Ja,” he said, quickly detecting the slight widening of Rolf’s eyes. “We know all about your Firebug operation, your plan to plant explosives inside Norsk to blow up our heavy water supply.

“Isn’t that a shame?” he sneered. “So much effort… wasted!”

There was a scurry of jackboots and jabbering of muffled voices on the ground floor.

“What is it?” the Nazi barked down to the men below.

A few seconds later, an SS captain in white coveralls charged up the stairs and entered the room.

“We’ve just received word from the ferry base, Colonel Ketmann. The heavy water cargo exploded at sea. None of it was salvaged.”

Rolf delighted at the shock on Ketmann’s face and laughed triumphantly. “Tsk … tsk … Berlin won’t be happy,” he taunted.

Seething with hatred, Ketmann turned on Rolf.

“Don’t bask in your victory too long, Haukelid,” he spat viciously. “We’ve both been betrayed … and by someone on your own team.”

Disbelief flooded Rolf. Someone on his own team!

“Hang him!” Ketmann snarled at the SS captain and stomped out the door and down the storehouse steps.
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The brutal order scarcely appeased Colonel Ludwig Ketmann’s lust for revenge. Driven by his own demons, he snapped on his skis left standing in the drifts against the stabbur and pulled his black wool balaclava over his head. His eyes peering through the slits burned. He adjusted a pair of goggles snugly to his face, tightened the fur-lined hood around his head, dug his poles in, and jumped off, swooshing down the sheerest trail he could pick to the Norsk hydro station at the valley’s bottom.

Matching his skill against the treacherous terrain restored his self-esteem and determination to crush the faceless traitor who had humiliated him. Hanging Haukelid instead of interrogating him was Ketmann’s personal message to the traitor. He would not be thwarted again.
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The SS ski squad dragged Haukelid outside and hauled him up to a barren tree at the side of the stabbur. About seven feet off the ground, the horny stub of a severed branch jutted out from its main trunk. The SS soldiers looped a noose of piano wire around Rolf’s neck and hoisted him up until the cord caught on the makeshift tree hook, and then let him go.

His body floundered in the open air. He bucked and kicked, resisting the noose cutting and choking his throat. The frigid cold frosted his last gasps of breath in ribbons of cloud that twined his head like a crown of thorns.

As he continued to writhe, the cord gradually grew tighter and tighter until slowly, ever so slowly, in excruciating pain, Rolf Haukelid strangled to death. His last coherent thoughts were of Lee. He had promised her he would return.


  



PART FOUR
 

“Greater love hath no man than this,

that a man lay down his life for his friends.”

JOHN 15:13


  



TWENTY-SIX

Friday, September 24th, 1944

Prime Minister Winston Churchill had requested an urgent meeting with Project Amanita’s director, Sir Fletcher McAlister, and the chief coordinator of Roosevelt’s new spy organization in London, Morgan Saunders of the OSS, at his personal chamber in the ‘Hole in the Ground’ as he called it, a labyrinth of tunnels converted into emergency war headquarters under Whitehall. He greeted them in bed.

Sir Fletcher immediately noted Saunders’ crafty move. He slipped into the bedside chair leaving Sir Fletcher to face Churchill from the other seat at the foot of his bed. The former naval person was in a thundering mood.

“Am I given to understand that Dr. Nielsen finally consented to smuggle out his journal to us and it’s been lost at sea?”

“That’s correct, Mr. Prime Minister.”

Sir Fletcher braced himself for the brunt of Churchill’s wrath.

“How much more insufferable stupidity must we endure?”

“It’s a regrettable accident,” Sir Fletcher acknowledged.

Churchill glowered. “Nielsen detailed all his results in nuclear fission. If his journal washes up on shore and is handed over to German authorities, can they grasp the significance of what he’s talking about?”

Sir Fletcher cleared his throat. He felt the rim of his droopy mustache folding over his upper lip, and his mouth receded into a thin, grim line. “That’s difficult to determine, sir. We can’t project the condition of the recovered journal or the inclination of the person or persons who may discover it.”

“Where’s Nielsen now?” demanded Churchill.

Unconsciously, Sir Fletcher steepled his finger tips together in prayer-like form.

“In Copenhagen.”

“STILL!” Churchill’s shock resounded through the room. He dropped his chin in an effort to control his anger. The chin’s half-moon shape retreated into his jowls.

“We have no choice,” he said at last, and pulled his afghan up more tightly to cover his chest. “The man has become a critical liability. With the Germans toughening up their policies in Denmark, it’s clear he faces imminent arrest and interrogation. Under torture, who knows what he might tell.”

“The Gestapo won’t resort to torture. They’ll use drugs,” Sir Fletcher pointed out.

Churchill glowered. “Of course they will. We’ve waited too long.”

Sir Fletcher glanced at Saunders for support.

“His lab should be destroyed too.”

“Why?” asked Saunders.

“The Americans are close to producing their own atomic bomb. Nielsen’s test results are no longer significant.”

“The risk of atomic information falling into German hands has to be weighed against the danger of reprisals following the destruction of his lab,” cautioned Saunders.

“The SS are liquidating entire communities anyway. We can’t help that,” countered Sir Fletcher.

“We don’t have to encourage it unnecessarily either,” Saunders objected evenly.

“Granted,” Sir Fletcher almost smiled, “but we can take advantage of any counteractive retaliation the Nazis initiate against the Danes to galvanize the spirit of the resistance movement amongst local partisans. Without constant provocation, support for our secret armies will surely die.”

Churchill nodded. “The tactic which brings an ally into the field is as serviceable as that which wins a great battle.”

Sir Fletcher pulled out his pipe from his jacket, pointed the mouthpiece away from himself and jabbed the air with its tip. “Exactly my point. I personally do not see the danger of reprisals as a strong enough deterrent to refrain from blowing up Nielsen’s lab.”

Morgan Saunders leaned forward in his chair.

“Suppose Nielsen’s papers are never found.”

He let them think about that before he continued.

“If we blow up his lab, are we not sending a signal to the German scientists he’s been on the right track all along?”

“True,” Sir Fletcher conceded.

Reaching for a cigar on his bedside table, Churchill deliberated as he slowly lit it. “Well, gentlemen, what do we do about this tricky situation? We don’t want Hitler speeding up production.”

He stuck the loathsome thing between his lips. His cheeks bloated as he drew smoke in and out like bellows. Puffballs of acrid smoke spewed into the air above his head.

While Sir Fletcher packed his pipe with tobacco from a pouch tucked in his jacket pocket, he used the guise to study Saunders unobtrusively. Other than he was an American, he knew nothing about the OSS chief. Lately, Churchill had been making him privy to all the subversive British operations being run inside the Third Reich, and it irked Sir Fletcher. He drew on his pipe as he lit it. Before he stuck his neck out, he wanted to hear what Saunders had in mind.

“I see it as a game of bluff,” Saunders said. “If we first rescue Nielsen and then leave his lab intact, we may fool Hitler’s scientists into thinking his test results are worthless.”

“To do that, we would have to countermand Watchdog’s orders.” Sir Fletcher kept the pipe in his mouth.

“Who is Watchdog?”

“A plant inside Nielsen’s lab,” he replied, watching Saunders mentally sift this information.

“What are his orders?”

Sir Fletcher smiled. “You’re assuming Watchdog is a man.”

Saunders’ emerald eyes cooled. “Then let me rephrase my question. What are Watchdog’s orders?”

“If the Germans decide to interrogate Dr. Nielsen, our agent is to terminate him and destroy the lab.”

“Aren’t you assuming your agent will get prior notice of Holback’s’ arrest?”

“I’m not assuming anything,” said Sir Fletcher smugly. “Prior notice is a surety.”

“I see.”

A frown pinched Saunder’s forehead.

“How do we contact Watchdog?”

“Our agent has operated with complete anonymity,” said Sir Fletcher. “He…”

“He?” Saunders noted. “So, your agent is male.”

A twinkle flickered in his eyes.

Sir Fletcher affixed a cold glare on the OSS chief as if he were an errant school boy. “He uses sleepers to run courier for him. He never sees nor talks directly to them. This way there is no trail leading back to him. Neither can the sleeper decode the message he carries because he doesn’t have the key.”

“Sounds like he is highly placed in the German Command.” Saunders’ lips tightened, and his twinkle faded. He peered back at Sir Fletcher as they locked wills.

“That only explains how he contacts you, not how you contact him.”

“We haven’t.”

Sir Fletcher watched the whites of Saunders’ eyes widen, and his brows rise.

“You’ve never contacted Watchdog since you activated him?”

“Aye, that’s right,” said Sir Fletcher. “Well, to be more precise, not since the day Germany invaded Poland. Any information he has sent us has been based on our need to know. There’s been no reason to jeopardize his cover by contacting him.”

Saunders sat in silence, but the Amanita director sensed his mental energy weighing and balancing everything he heard.

Churchill fidgeted restlessly. “Would you gentlemen care for a mulled wine? This living like a mole underground chills me to the bone.”

Saunders nodded absent-mindedly. Sir Fletcher agreed heartily.

Churchill rang for his valet. When the attentive servant opened the private door of his chamber, Nelson, Churchill’s black cat, darted inside and pounced on Churchill’s bed. He padded up the thick outline of his master’s body to sit on his portly stomach and looked expectantly into the Prime Minister’s face.

“Nelson, boy, have I been neglecting you?”

Churchill stroked Nelson’s silky ears and coat until the cat purred with contentment as he settled himself down in a half-circle ready to snooze. When the valet tried to shoo him away, Churchill held up his hand. “Leave him,” he ordered. “He’s keeping me warm.”

The chastised valet quickly withdrew, and Churchill returned his attention to the two men. “Well, gentlemen, what do we do? Rescue Nielsen or get rid of him? Demolish his lab or leave it to Providence?”

Saunders spoke quietly. “We have no choice. Rescue Nielsen and forget his lab. The faster the better.”

Churchill fastened his gaze on Sir Fletcher.

“Is that how you appraise the situation?”

He cleared his throat and nodded.

“Aye, Morgan makes sense. Leaving Nielsen’s lab intact may put the Germans off long enough to give the Americans the lead in their production of the atomic bomb.”

“Which brings us back to this Watchdog of yours. How do we contact him?” Churchill asked Sir Fletcher.

Sir Fletcher hesitated. Both Churchill and Saunders noticed.

“There is only one courier he would trust.”

Churchill and Saunders leaned forward, their postures demanding WHO?

“Lady Grace,” said Sir Fletcher.

“No!” Churchill’s left eyebrow shot up in a lopsided scowl. “You don’t mean Lord Radcliffe’ daughter.”

“Aye, I do.”

“Good grief! Is there no one else you can send? She’s the king’s cousin, for goodness sake!”

“She’s three full generations away from the throne,” Saunders argued, surprising Sir Fletcher with his support.

“That’s not the point,” Churchill thundered. “If she’s captured, the Nazis can hold her for ransom. Lord only knows what kind of tradeoff they would use against us. Politically, her capture would ruin me.”

“Do we have any other choice?” Saunders asked Sir Fletcher.

“Anyone else we send, Watchdog will suspect is a Gestapo plant.”

To calm his agitation, Churchill unconsciously stroked the back of his sleepy Nelson, evoking a loud steady purr from the cat curled up so peacefully atop his broad belly.

“There’s another factor,” continued Sir Fletcher. “She’s one of the few people Dr. Nielsen knows and respects. She was in Copenhagen in ‘39 at the Danish king’s awards dinner for celebrities and scientists. They set next to each other throughout the meal. I’m told she made a lasting impression on him. She’s also related to King Christian through royal marriages.”

Sir Fletcher made his final point. “If Nielsen has any last-minute misgivings about leaving Copenhagen, she can put them to rest. We must move quickly, and we must move now.”

Churchill’s jowls folded as his chin sank more deeply into his chest.

“May I suggest you familiarize King George with the situation, Mr. Prime Minister, and find out his reactions before we proceed,” Saunders urged.

Churchill’s head shot up. Considering each man carefully, he pursed his lips and finally nodded his assent. At this point, the valet entered with a tray of mulled wine, and the three men downed its spicy warmth gratefully.

At midnight the same night, Churchill conveyed the king’s prayers for the success of his cousin’s mission to Saunders and Sir Fletcher. Lady Grace would be sent to Copenhagen at the earliest dispatch.


  



TWENTY-SEVEN

Monday, September 27th, 1944

After many shipyard strikes, the sabotage of Copenhagen’s rifle manufacturing plant in June and two five-day general strikes— one from June 30 to July 4 and the other between September 16 and 21 protesting the Germans’ mass deportations of Danes—Waffen-SS troops stormed Copenhagen. They broke into homes in the middle of the night and carried off whole families to cattle ships anchored in the harbor destined for Germany.

At Gestapo headquarters in the heart of Copenhagen, in a building that once served as the Shell Oil Company’s main European office, SS Colonel Erich von Lohren read the arrest order for Dr. Bernhard Nielsen and angrily flung it down on his desk. The security commander, SS General Ludwig Ketmann, had signed it.

Since the takeover of Denmark, the purebred officer with the title of Baron had used every ploy imaginable to entangle the nuclear scientist’s reports in such a web of bureaucratic muddling they either became lost or so bogged down they never reached the right analytical departments, where the true progress of his daily experiments could be recognized. The Nazis’ obsession for documenting everything made them tolerant of clogged paper channels. Nothing seemed amiss with more irregular tie-ups.

Hitler’s own attitude towards academics served as Nielsen’s best protection. He hated teachers and especially theorems developed by Jewish scientists. Since Nielsen’s work evolved from Albert Einstein’s Theory of Relativity, a Jew’s physics rather than a German’s, Hitler didn’t take the doctor’s findings seriously. But, someone in the German High Command was growing impatient with Nielsen, and Erich suspected it was Himmler. It seemed the Gestapo intended to force Nielsen to speed up his trial runs with the heavy water cyclotron in his lab. He was trying to bridle the spontaneous energy released by nuclear fission, but he was taking too long fiddling with more variables in the experiments. Hitler needed monster weapons immediately… the atomic bomb, rockets with atomic warheads and jet fighters… to turn the tide of the war back in his favor. They were all on the drawing board.

To everyone’s disappointment, the few prototype jet planes produced were failing their initial tests dismally. As a result, every scientist under the Third Reich, including the massive number employed at the top-secret rocket base at Peenemunde 120 miles east of Copenhagen on the Baltic Sea, was assigned a personal SS monitor. This way the pressure to produce was sustained and leaks in information as well as sabotage efforts were discouraged. As Nielsen’s SS liaison officer, the arrest order on Erich’s desk questioned his loyalty and competence as much as the scientist’s.

Erich hadn’t seen Ketmann since Kristallnacht in Berlin. As he had risen in Himmler’s favor, Ketmann was assigned to the Einsatzgruppen, a formidable force of combined SS, SD, and Gestapo Special Action groups. They were the official executioners, the Death Squads, who slaughtered tens of thousands in mass reprisals or secret ‘disinfections’ ridding the Third Reich of its ‘sub-humans.’

Ketmann’s reward for a job well done in Poland was to be appointed security commander of the Norsk hydro plant in Norway. According to this arrest order, it showed Ketmann had also been promoted to general in his new assignment to Copenhagen.

Erich quickly figured. If Nielsen were arrested and forced to talk, he would not be able to conceal he already knew how to harness the atom’s mega force. With this information, Hitler could produce the elusive power to enslave the whole world. There was no doubt in Erich’s mind Germany was equipped to build an atomic bomb faster than the Allies could. The Nazis had intensive slave labor, which was necessary to achieve it. For them, it would be like assembling a toy. This had to be prevented at all costs, even if it meant the scientist must die.

In the meantime, he might be able to negotiate one more delay. His own chief, Brigadier General Schellenberg, headed the combined secret services. He had since the July plot, when Admiral Canaris of Military Intelligence had been arrested as a suspect in the assassination attempt on Hitler’s life. The Admiral’s active operations had been quickly absorbed by Schellenberg’s SD—Sicherdienst or Secret Police. Everything else had been dismantled. Erich was banking on his ability to persuade Schellenberg to postpone Nielsen’s arrest. It would give the scientist his last chance to escape.

He picked up the phone and asked the operator for a free line to Berlin. His fingers drummed impatiently on the desk, while he waited for the connection. “Herr General?” He listened to the other end and muttered, “Iche verstehe. Danke.”

Walther Schellenberg was the only cultured Nazi leader in Hitler’s elite circle. He used stealth to ply the truth from unwilling minds, minds, like pockets, which did not feel ‘picked clean’ until it was too late. He better than anyone understood Germany’s desperate need to develop atomic energy. Next to Heinrich Himmler, who still controlled the whole SS organization, he held power over a dying monster. From the outset of the war, he had conspired to achieve a breakthrough, which was why he had assigned Erich to watch Dr. Nielsen for the duration of the scientist’s research.

The refined voice of Walther Schellenberg came on the line.

“Herr General,” Erich said, “es ist Standartenfuhrer von Lohren im Copenhagen.”

“Ah, Erich, it is good to hear from you. What news do you have for me?”

“I have good news, Herr General.”

In this moment, Erich reverted to the righteous code of Hitler’s elite, who learned to use euphemisms, such as the ‘Final Solution’ to placate Hitler’s need to appear as a gentleman while gratifying his pathological desire to kill all Jews and those he deemed less than human.

“From the gleam I see in Dr. Nielsen’s eyes, he cannot contain his excitement. He is close, very close to the end of his search, and being a man with such an inquiring mind, he cannot hide the final realization of his dream from me so easily.”

“Gut! Gut! How much longer do you think he will take?”

“Days,” Erich assured him. “At most, no more than a few weeks. Since he received the requested supply of heavy water, he has made remarkable progress with his experiments.”

Erich deliberately referred to the heavy water, reinforcing the Third Reich’s failure to provide the essential supply for the doctor to continue his work sooner rather than Nielsen’s failure to work faster. “That’s why, sir, this arrest order seems rather untimely.”

“What arrest order, Erich? I know of no such order. Who authorized it?”

“General Ludwig Ketmann has signed it. He wants Dr. Nielsen arrested immediately.”

“Ah, I see. It is a mistake, I’m sure. He does not know Dr. Nielsen is my own pet project. Reichsfuhrer Himmler has assigned him to direct the mass deportation of Jews and dissidents to Germany and to suppress the ground swell of resistance rising in Denmark,” he explained. “Ludwig Ketmann is a consummate man at his task. You will no doubt meet him shortly.”

Erich sincerely hoped not. He and the Gestapo officer had already crossed destinies in Berlin, and because of his attraction to Lady Grace at her recital, may suspect a connection between him and the British.

“I look forward to meeting a fellow officer, Herr General,” he lied, “especially one who comes so highly recommended. I will explain your purpose for intervening on this matter to him then.”

“And I will forward your authorization by dispatch. It can only be a wise move to keep the shadow of our influence distant a while longer, since it is the scientist’s own belief in the sun that makes his creative genius shine so brightly.”

Schellenberg continued speaking in this convoluted style the SS and SD had mastered, partly to appease their baser need to rationalize ruthless deeds as well as to emulate their Fuhrer in a game of perceived intellectual supremacy.

“It would be a pity to close the shades on his gentle soul just as he is so close to the end of his search. I would not like to see him withdraw into the darkness and harden against us, stubbornly holding back on what he would have willingly given us anyway.”

“This was also my concern when I read the order, mein General. A humble genius quite often has an inflexible core, and like steel, will not break, even when it is pressured.”

“There is no doubt in my mind, Erich, that, although the gentle soul of Dr. Nielsen can sometimes seem a fool, he is never a coward. He would die before he would yield his own principles. We don’t have time for a contest of wills, not if we expect to win our race with the Allies to produce the first atomic bomb.”

“Another victory for the fatherland is close at hand.” Erich displayed suitable optimism. “And with it,” he continued, “the glory which rightfully belongs to you, mein General.”

Erich could picture a bland smile crossing Schellenberg’s lips at the other end of the line as his superior officer spoke.

“Without your patient reconnoitering all these years, Erich, there would be no victory and therefore no glory. We shall share the limelight in the event that monitoring the scientist bears fruit. In the meantime, the balance of the war may hang on how artfully you extract the information we want without alerting the good scientist to our ulterior purpose.”

It was questionable whether Schellenberg would share praise, but it was clear he would never share blame. Whatever Dr. Nielsen did was Erich’s responsibility in the view of his superior. Ride or fall, Schellenberg was right about one thing: the balance of the war did depend on what Dr. Bernhard Nielsen planned to do next.


  



TWENTY-EIGHT

Thursday, October 7th, 1944

Ten days later, Grace landed in Sweden. “I’m sorry there’s no more time to talk,” she said while unbuttoning her coveralls and slipping them off. “Here. Put these on.”

She handed the flight suit to the rather plump Swedish girl standing beside her. “I left the helmet in the plane,” she told Astrid Andersson. “Put it on as soon as you climb in. Close the hatch tightly and buckle up. You’ll find an oxygen mask folded directly above you. The pilot will instruct you when and how to use it through the earphones in your helmet. He can talk to you, but you can’t talk to him. If you have any questions, now is the time to ask them.”

“I understand. Mme. Orsted has already explained everything to me.”

The young girl began pulling the coveralls over her clothes. The thermal suit was still snugly warm from Grace’s body heat.

Mme. Orsted removed a canvas shopping bag from her car and brought it over to the Danish musician Grace was replacing in Copenhagen.

“Remember, Astrid,” she cautioned the young girl. “Answer no questions and stay in your room. Lady Grace’s life is in your hands.”

“I know. Don’t worry, Mme. Orsted,” the girl reassured her as she fitted Grace’s flight boots on her feet. She then dragged the canvas bag up the ladder and climbed into the tandem cockpit behind the pilot. Astrid’s head disappeared, as she stuffed the rucksack into the tiny space beside her feet on the floor. Raising her head again, she almost bumped foreheads with Grace, who had climbed up behind her.

“You don’t want to forget this.” Grace smiled at the young girl as she pointed to the oxygen mask above her head and to the seat belt. Grace buckled her in firmly. “There’s nothing to be afraid of,” she told her. “Lizzie here can fly by herself if she has to.”

“Lizzie?”

“That’s what we call this old bird. She’s the best.”

Grace pointed to the latch.

“Remember now to close down the hatch and secure it when I step down.”

Astrid nodded. Grace grasped her hand and shook it.

“Thank you for letting me take your place. If all goes well, I will see you in a week, and you can carry on as you were before we involved you. If not,” Grace paused, “I’m afraid you’ll have to sit out the rest of the war in London.”

The young girl nodded again, this time regretfully, before she looked into Grace’s eyes and whispered, “Good luck.”

Grace grinned. “Likewise.” And then she climbed back down the Lysander’s ladder, jumped off the last few rungs, grasped one of the flashlights from Mme. Orsted and gestured for them to stand back.

Lizzie’s Bristol Perseus XII engines growled and roared. The Lysander shook as it lined itself up along the axis of the airstrip and rolled forward. Almost instantly it was airborne and banked in a shallow turn to the north. Mme. Orsted’s impulsive wave was like a flapping flag. The moon plane, as the RAF designated the Lysander for its midnight missions, hugged the treetops. Its black shape blended into the dark shades coloring the horizon, and disappeared.

Above the mountain peaks, a faint crown of pink began to rise gracefully, like a royal ballerina, bright and blazing, dancing on an orb of gold. As maroons diffused into mauves and blues, the crescent moon hung over the filtering streaks of gold beginning to shoot out from behind the distant tree line. They fanned into shimmering sheets of bronze over the grassy slopes.

A mixture of emotions played on Mme. Orsted’s face when she turned towards Grace. “Of all people, why you?”

“Why not me?” Grace greeted her concern with amusement.

“Why not, indeed.”

The older woman grabbed Grace and hugged her. “It’s good to see you again. How’s your mother?”

Grace pulled back and looked into Mme. Orsted’s face.

“Did no one tell you? Mommy and daddy were killed in a bombing raid at the start of the war… September 11th, 1940, to be exact.”

The other woman’s eyes filled with tears. She pulled Grace to her again and wrapped her in a comforting hug. Most people remembered Denmark’s diva of opera for her hearty laugh as much as for her sonorous voice. These days, Pia Margretha Orsted rarely laughed.

“Surely, King Christian must have known. Wouldn’t he tell you?” Grace asked with concern when they finally broke away.

“A breakdown in communication, no doubt, dear. We only receive intelligence directly related to our activities. Who knew your mother was related to King Christian?”

“In London, you mean?”

Mme. Orsted nodded.

“King George, of course.” Grace frowned as she considered the connections. “Yes, Mommy used to joke about our being line bred and not too selectively. It is rather complicated. If I’ve got it right, King Christian’s son, King Haakon of Norway, married the daughter of King Edward VII, who was Mommy’s second cousin by marriage …”

Grace stopped and sighed.

“I see what you mean. Mommy’s connection to King Christian is trivial. Even King George may have forgotten they’re related.”

“Are you close to his two young princesses, Elizabeth and Margaret Rose?”

“Oh no, Mommy and Daddy didn’t want to be part of the royal circle. Too much public attention. We’ve lived the way we’ve wanted. But before I left England, I handed over the management of Radcliffe estates to King George. He’ll see our horses are well looked after, while I’m gone.”

Mme. Orsted squeezed Grace’s shoulder. “So much responsibility for one so young. It’s not what your mother wanted for you, Grace.”

Grace glanced away, and whisked imaginary dust off her sleeve, in an effort to divert the diva’s sympathy. It didn’t work.

“She was so proud of you. Your mother believed you could have a brilliant concert career.”

Grace stepped back. “Perhaps after the war.” She spoke in a matter-of-fact tone. “Right now, we have a more important job to do.”

Mme. Orsted nodded.

“Forgive me. I must learn to think of you as Astrid Andersson, but it is very difficult for me, my dear.”

As they walked toward the diva’s car, she told Grace, “I want everyone in Uppsala to see you with me. It will confirm for any questioning eyes I have picked up Astrid at the university dormitory and we are en route to Stockholm to see her family before carrying on to Malmo and Copenhagen this afternoon.”

Grace jumped into the front seat of the elegant two-door, canvas-topped Model J Duesenberg. “Vintage luxury,” she remarked admiringly as Mme. Orsted took her place behind the steering wheel.

“A diva’s luxury,” she corrected Grace.

Merriment danced in Mme. Orsted’s green eyes as she started the Duesenberg’s engine and reversed the classic car back onto the dirt road running beside the landing field. But, the twinkle did not quite stretch down to her voice. She clipped her words.

“A suitcase with all the clothes you’ll need is packed and waiting for you at the Andersson’s. They have been carefully briefed. It is wiser to play this mission assuming we are all under Gestapo surveillance.”

By a stroke of uncanny luck, Goring had invited Astrid Andersson, whom Grace was impersonating, to replace the Tivoli Orchestra’s original pianist. He had been killed a year ago in April in a mysterious explosion at the Concert Hall. The resulting fire had shut down the Concert Hall, but, by permitting the Danes to rebuild the hall so they could hold nightly concerts again, Goring hoped to win King Christian’s collaboration.

“Some of Astrid’s clothes have been altered for you,” Mme. Orsted explained as they drove along. “Padding has been sewn inside to fill out your elegant figure.”

She gave Grace a sidelong glance. “The poor girl is quite dumpy,” and went on. “The make of her shoes have been duplicated in your size. They are suitably scuffed and worn-looking. You already have spectacles exactly like hers and her actual passport with your picture pasted in instead of hers.”

The diva drove on, deep in thought. Abruptly she asked, “Do you speak any Swedish?”

“No, but my German is still fluent.”

“Not good enough.” Mme. Orsted bit her lower lip.

“Around Germans, we must appear to be conversing in Danish. It would be more natural to speak Danish rather than German unless we have to. Now pay attention. I’m going to teach you a few key phrases. If I raise my eyebrows, you just nod as if you agree with what I am saying. If I frown, you shake your head and wince. If I tug my right ear, you laugh. If I touch the tip of my nose as if I’m saying something confidential, look sad. Go over these signals for me.”

Grace nodded, and repeated each cue with her correct response.

“What happens to your music program, while you’re over here?” Mme. Orsted asked curiously.

“Champagne Serenade will go on as usual.”

“That’s impossible. You’re here! How can you be two places at once?”

Grace smiled. “That’s exactly what we hope the Germans will think. But, it’s not that difficult. We have such a backlog of submissions to DITTIES FOR DOTTIES I could pre-record for a full year without anyone missing me.”

In truth, Grace had stopped making up silly limericks to disguise coded messages. Once she had become a radio telegraphist, with her own set of field operators’ transmissions to monitor, she could no longer host her Champagne Serenade program, so she and Lee had devised a way to hide her absence from the audience.

They had pre-recorded invited guests, usually a star entertainer, to make the introductions for the selections Grace played each week. Next, they had recorded Grace playing her repertoire of classical and popular music and then rotated these selections with the prerecorded introductions. They still needed to send coded messages in the DITTIES FOR DOTTIES segment, so they had catalogued all the backlogged submissions of limericks made up by their listeners and recorded Grace reading them to tunes she appeared to be composing spontaneously as she spoke.

On air, it was impossible to distinguish a recording from a live performance. It meant any Allied Intelligence service, not just Project Amanita, could select a pre-recorded ditty to represent an operational code. Lee had nicknamed the process Canned Codes. Even if German Intelligence did intercept the show on the air, it could not break down what the message meant, to whom it was directed, or where the receiver was located.

For the rest of the drive to Uppsala, the two women traveled in silence.

Grace dropped her head against the back of her seat and gazed out the car window. The sun’s full blossom promised a delightful day ahead, but her mood did not match its promise. An inaudible sigh escaped. She needed to be quiet within herself, to still the nerves ripping at her stomach and heart, the same attack of jitters, which gripped her before every concert performance. There could be no mistakes.

She changed her focus and thought of Lee, of the changes in her that had saddened Grace. But once Lee set out training Grace for this mission, her understanding those changes came more easily. Every day, every minute really, Lee dealt with dismal statistics and even starker realities. Her growing hardness reflected the survivor’s stiff shell Grace had yet to acquire.

The thought of possible capture tormented Grace. How courageous was she? Was she tough enough to resist the sadistic viciousness of a Gestapo interrogation? How much pain could she endure? She prayed to God for strength, but was her faith sufficient to sustain her?

Wrestling with this fear meant she had no choice. If she were captured, because of who she was, she would have to take her own life. Her capture would compromise both Churchill and King George. Her whole being cried out against dying, against activating the awful cyanide pill. It contradicted every belief she held dear. Surely God didn’t want her to die when she wanted to live. The intervention of her own will chastised her. Her wants may not be God’s will. She was dictating to God what she wanted.

In training, she had succeeded in squelching her original revulsion of the L-pill. Learning the art of survival to evade capture taught her the silent art of killing, from the lethal karate chop to slipping a sewing needle into the area of the neck yielding instant death. In less than a week, she learned all the vulnerable parts of the body; how to maintain her balance in a hand-to-hand attack on a man (to shove the heel of her hand upward to smash his jaw or to knee him in the groin); the right way to explode a box of matches, blazing, into the eyes of a sneak attacker to blind him; and most importantly how to use ordinary objects a woman carries in her purse as weapons such as a nail file, a pin, a fountain pen (actually a trick atomizer that sprayed poison gas), incendiary cigarettes set in a plain case with miniaturized detonators that looked like replacement wicks for the lighter, or a marzipan bar that smelled like almonds but was plastic explosive camouflaged as a bar of chocolate.

Grace momentarily closed her eyes. God please forgive me. I want to live… I want to live…

The thought persisted despite her prayers to God for a sign to carry out His will. Since the moon plane had taken off from a secret base somewhere in northern Scotland, wanting to live was all Grace thought about. Her tongue slid over the drilled tooth where the lethal L-pill had been inserted. She shivered.

Past the university in Uppsala and all the way on the cushioned drive to Stockholm in Mme. Orsted’s Duesenberg, the thought continued to pester her.

I want to live… I want to live…


  



TWENTY-NINE

Friday, October 8th, 1944

Since Rolf Haukelid’s death had been confirmed more than a year ago, a vital part of Lee had died. She functioned, yet she did not feel. But, as her heart had withered in grief, her mind excelled, the same as the taking of one sense strengthened another. Her passing fulfillment of love had finally resolved her restless search for acceptance, which she desperately needed, and this love committed her more to Rolf in death than in life.

Professionally, she had hardened, driving her agents to develop wired instincts, testing their endurance and stamina to their outer limits, pushing them to block out all interference except for a focus on their objective and their determination to survive.

“When your gut screams at you,” she told them over and over again, “listen to it. Obey it. Your subconscious can absorb more than you consciously can. Trust it. Believe in it. A highly developed sixth sense is your guardian angel.

“If you relax, even for one second, you become vulnerable. Thinking you’re safe betrays more agents than any other single thing. You are never safe as long as you are on occupied soil.”

Ironically, Rolf’s death transformed her into the inscrutable machine she had accused Quinn of becoming. Her impulse to react to everything had been stilled. Instead, she had learned how to pull back to the realm of abstract detachment, to the level of cold-blooded decision-making that could zero in on a single objective with special tunnel vision. In her mind’s eye, she saw a blown-up Teletype message in neon lights blinking in the darkest region of remaining sanity: Destroy Hitler, it repeated.

Her rationale charged Hitler’s evil power with Rolf Haukelid’s murder. He bombed children in the name of victory, leaving most of them maimed and mutilated. He took loved ones away, tortured them, and butchered them, without mercy, without remorse. For her, he alone was responsible for this cruel war, for turning ordinary people into terrorists and killers. There could be no peace, no satisfaction, until Adolf Hitler was utterly squashed and squished into the ground, like the disgusting worm he was.

Lee could not, would not, let Rolf’s death pass in vain. He symbolized all the death and destruction, pain and suffering she had helplessly witnessed since the Spanish Civil War. Every agent she prepared now was a human weapon, a faithful hunter supremely engineered to persevere to the end against Hitler’s concerted madness. She consumed no further energy in resenting the human sacrifices necessary to the process and focused solely on the success of each mission, on the effectiveness of the task to be done. Each one chalked up another square tag on the wall map above her desk. White tabs sprinkled the black areas of Nazi-occupied territories.

When Sir Fletcher briefed her about sending Grace into Denmark to convince Dr. Nielsen to escape and to carry counter orders to the double agent called Watchdog, she accepted the decision without protest.

From the time Lee had discussed her recurring nightmare with Grace, it had not bothered her. But, on the same night Grace departed for Sweden, her first rendezvous before entering Copenhagen, Lee’s nightmare returned. Its vividness seized her like a stuck record played over and over again. It refused to push away the sea of open mouths she saw screaming …
 

Their voices were silent. Lips chewed and churned. Bubbles boiled everywhere, spitting up mouths jawing in disgust. The gurgling waves sunk deeper and deeper … out of sight into the endless pit. In a daze, Lee peered over the rim. The bottom was sucked dry. Below her lay a massive grave piled end to end with skeletal bodies lined standing up side by side. Hollow-eyed skulls rattled, bobbing back and forth on eroded spines as if dancing on invisible strings. Their staring sockets and gangrenous tongues lolled out of their wide-open mouths, accusing her. Every senseless grotesque detail magnified itself.


And then, she awoke. Gripping the covers wildly, she trembled under the sheets. Her white knuckles and white face broke the night like pale beams drawing a path to their ghostly fright. Beads of sweat popped out over her brow, their wet shininess reflecting a haunting glow.

Please leave me alone, she begged the dream, and rolled over on the bed, face down. She plopped the pillow on top of her head, hoping to smother the relentless images invading her mind. They persisted.

Wearily, she gave in and sat up. After turning on the bedside lamp, she hugged her knees and rocked herself.

God, what a dream! What can it mean? Is Grace in some kind of danger?

She rocked faster and faster as she reviewed every detail of Grace’s mission. She had tried to be more than usually thorough, leaving no angle to chance.

“The first thing you have to learn and to live with is your cover story,” she had told Grace. “I have prepared two. Read both and pick the one you’re most comfortable with. Memorize it.”

Grace had seen nothing odd in being offered a choice and had quietly scanned the pair of synopses Lee extended to her.

“I can do Astrid Andersson, I think. The role of the accompanist for the Tivoli Symphony Orchestra is closer to me.”

“Fine,” Lee said. “Then I am placing the other scenario, the one we are not using, in your official dossier. This one,” and she pointed to the stapled sheets Grace held, “is going in my personal filing box.”

“Do you mean the strong box at home?”

Lee nodded.

Grace looked dumbstruck. “WHY?”

Lee calmly explained. “Something strange has been going on for too long. Our turnover of radio operators in the field has shot up alarmingly. What’s even more disturbing is the pattern I see building. In each network, the pianist is the last to be caught. Either the SS or Gestapo arrests our agents, and their units of resistance fighters, right after the damage is done, not before the completion of the mission.”

“A coincidence, surely.”

“I don’t believe in coincidence, Grace. The pattern began with Rolf’s mission. He was apprehended when his usefulness was over.”

She was so matter-of-fact Grace checked Lee’s eyes. They held the other girl’s obvious concern with unwavering discipline.

“And it keeps happening,” Lee went on. “My gut tells me there is a traitor inside Amanita, and I don’t want you to be that cad’s next victim.”

Grace’s jaw dropped. “I can’t imagine it.”

“We can’t dismiss the possibility. This decoy story we’re planting in your file will buy you more time, maybe even your life, Grace.”

Her solemn tone had to convince Grace the reality of betrayal was quite possible.

“Before you begin training, I want you to understand the risk you are taking. Statistically, everything is going against you. Going in, you have three chances in one hundred of being disabled before you even see action; three chances in one hundred of being captured, and one chance in three that, if captured, you will be tortured by the Gestapo.”

Lee handed Grace a capsule. “This is cyanide. The L-pill.”

Grace recoiled.

Lee would never forget her look of wretched contempt, but she pressed on. “It will be imbedded in one of your back molars. Should you be caught, bite down on it. The capsule coating will break, and you will die within seconds.”

“What if I don’t choose to die?”

“Most people when tortured eventually talk. You know too much. We can’t risk your talking. Do you understand?”

“You’re saying dying is better than being tortured.”

“By far, but the real issue is whether you are willing to sacrifice your life to save a greater number.”

If not now, WHEN? had been Grace’s reply.

Was this at the root of her dreadful dream? The fear she was sending Grace to her death? She shuddered. NO. Forget the dream. She needed rest. She had to be absolutely alert and sensitive to every subtle change in the field that might affect Grace. Only the strong-willed could train people to meet probable death the way she did. Deep down, in the furthest recesses of her inner self, she admitted she still suffered. She still bled. For every agent. And now there was Grace to worry about.

Lee picked up Grace’s folded note on the night table and reread it:

“If anything happens to me, don’t blame yourself for doing your job. It’s not your fault Rolf died. It’s not your fault I’m the only one von Lohren will trust. God is with you and with me. Remember that. We’re never alone. You’ve been the most wonderful friend, and I thank you for that. Be good to yourself, and look after everyone at Guild Oaks for me. Love, Grace.”

Lee dropped her head. The tears she had rigidly held back broke free. They fell, dripping off the end of her nose to wet the letter.

This is crazy! I’m going in circles! she sniffed angrily. Maybe if I sketch what I saw in the dream I can exorcise it out of my system.

That was a good idea. She would chase the nightmare away on paper. She rummaged in her night table for a soft lead pencil and pulled out her sketch pad. Working meticulously, she felt each desolate stroke give life to the pitiful picture. Lee guessed it was the subconscious assimilation of all the intelligence she had read and heard and of all the things, either real or imagined, she had experienced worming their way out. For two hours she sketched.

By then, the dismal drip of another London drizzle pitter-pattered across the roof of the Radcliffe coach house, gently dinging in rhythm with the first morning rustle. Lee crawled out of bed and went over to the closet to drag out her old portable safe. As she grabbed the padlock, it snapped off in her hand. She stared stupidly at the broken lock. What the… ?

Fear gripped her heart.

She threw open the lid and pulled out her picture box. Grace’s secret dossier, her portrait was filed with it! Frantically Lee fingered through the “G” folders. It was not there! In panic, she checked again. It was definitely not filed under “G.” She pulled out every folder and systematically searched through every paper.

Nothing! Grace’s dossier and portrait were missing! Someone had broken into her private safe and stolen her secret file.

“Oh, Grace,” she blurted out in despair, “whoever has done this knows our real cover story.”

She struggled to think. Sir Fletcher! She would have to tell Sir Fletcher. Maybe he would figure out a way to warn Grace her cover was compromised. Lee checked her watch. It was 0600 hours. Grace was expected to transmit back to Project Amanita tomorrow night at 1900 hours. If the traitor held true to his pattern, the Gestapo would not arrest her until after she had contacted Nielsen and Watchdog. That gave her less than thirty-seven hours to rescue Grace.

Lee dashed out to the living room and phoned Sir Fletcher.

“It’s urgent, sir,” she told him as soon as he lifted his receiver. “Meet me in Communications in fifteen minutes.”

Exactly fifteen minutes later, they faced each other.

“Grace’s file is missing. I’ve checked with records. Someone has forged my signature and signed out her dossier.”

“Ides of March!”

“That’s not the worst of it, sir.”

“What do you mean?” he asked more sharply.

Just then, the phone on his desk jangled. He picked it up.

“Aye?” He listened. “We’ll be right there.”

He turned to Lee as he replaced the receiver.

“That’s PUFFIN’S godmother. There’s trouble. He’s transmitting to her off schedule. Let’s go.”

Lee followed Sir Fletcher down the aisle of radio stations. Only one set was active. They heard PUFFIN’s stuttering. The transmission restarted … this time with the dreaded code letters: QUO.

“Oh no!” Lee cried out in alarm. Her hands flew to cover her face. “It’s a trap!”

Sir Fletcher put a comforting hand on her shoulder. “Get a grip on yourself, lassie. PUFFIN’s not Grace’s call station. SKYLARK is.”

“That’s where you’re wrong,” Lee corrected him miserably. “PUFFIN is. I put a decoy story in her file to fool a possible traitor. No one else was to know Grace’s real cover story except her and me. It should have worked, but somehow the traitor has found out. I don’t understand. I just don’t understand.”

“Let me understand,” Sir Fletcher thundered. “On your own, without consulting Saunders or me, you arranged a substitute secret cover for the one we authorized.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good grief, woman, you can’t do that! You don’t know the whole picture. I’ve warned you repeatedly.”

He stopped mid-tantrum. “Hold on. The story in her file is the decoy you planted. Maybe it has worked out for the best this time.”

“No, sir, it hasn’t.”

Lee almost choked on the words, feeling wretched guilt.

“I stashed her secret file in a private safe I keep at the coach house, in my bedroom closet. It’s where I keep all my sketches from my news assignments.”

“Sketches?” Sir Fletcher asked incredulously.

“I don’t take photographs, sir. I draw my subjects. That’s beside the point. What I’m trying to tell you is her secret file is missing. I found the padlock to my safe broken. Someone has stolen Grace’s secret file and my drawing of her!”

“Of all the stupid …” Sir Fletcher sputtered.

“I don’t understand,” Lee went on bleakly. “It’s not a random robbery either. Nothing else was taken. Just her file and the drawing.”

“Lee,” Sir Fletcher roared, “sometimes you’re so bloody naive! If you had discussed your idea with Saunders and me, we could have safeguarded its secrecy. The proper procedure in the switch you pulled is to destroy the dossier you’re actually using.

“To destroy it!” he repeated angrily. “You can’t trace what doesn’t exist! By keeping that rotten file, you’ve condemned Grace.”

Stricken, Lee backed away from him. “No,” she denied, “I couldn’t have. It was strictly between Grace and me. We couldn’t trust anyone but ourselves. There’s a traitor here—inside Amanita. Somehow … someone … has found out what we are doing.”

“Lee,” Sir Fletcher addressed her more civilly, “have you inspected your apartment for hidden microphones?”

“Microphones! At home?”

“Aye.”

“No! It never occurred to me to check for such a thing in the privacy of our own apartment.”

“Well, it’s the first possibility we’ll have to investigate. How old is that girl now?” he asked gruffly.

“Twenty-four.”

“Humph! What a shame! You did issue her with an L-Pill, I hope,” he checked suspiciously, looking at her as if he expected another unwelcome surprise.

“Yes, sir. The dentist inserted it in her back molar. Bottom left side to be precise.”

“Pray her sacrifice isn’t in vain then,” he growled. “I’ll have to report this to Saunders, Churchill and the king.”

He groaned. “I don’t know why I’m surprised. I warned Churchill you were too close to Grace … that you might try some stupid stunt like this. I told him to run the operation from SOE’s headquarters at Bletchley, but he insisted the mission stay under my direction.”

He turned away to look for an ashtray on the table behind him. “You take things upon yourself you have no right to do. We have a system here. You have upset the system,” he blustered.

He pulled out his pipe from his jacket pocket and proceeded to light it.

“You could be court-martialed, you know,” he said, dousing his match and depositing it into the ashtray. He puffed hard on his pipe.

When he turned back to confront Lee, she was gone.

“That infernal woman!” he exploded. “Now where is she? Lee?” he called after her. “LEE?”

Dead air answered his desperate plea.


  



THIRTY

Saturday, October 9th, 1944

SS Colonel von Lohren enjoyed his daily stroll through the Tivoli Gardens in downtown Copenhagen. It reminded him of Berlin’s Tiergarten in the days before it was overrun with Nazi culture.

Here, in the middle of century-old garden terraces, tree-shaded paths, gentle ponds and playful waterfalls, he could still find peace. There were no erratic tantrums to appease, no unreasonable expectations to meet, no talk of war, no despairing statistics, no sneaky hypocrites, no unnerving head games, no frustrations. Correction… there was one frustration that plagued him no matter where he was or what he did—Dr. Bernhard Nielsen.

As if to punctuate his bafflement, a duck from one of the forever-present fleet peddling across the ponds floundered midway. Like a broken reel, it turned in aimless circles, quacking and quacking. As Erich watched the frenzied duck’s widening circles, he wondered for the umpteenth time: Why won’t the old fool leave his lab? What’s holding him here?

He picked up a pebble and angrily skipped it across the water’s surface at the duck so inexplicably out of control. Frantically flapping their wings and fretting noisily, the rest of the flock lifted off the pond to escape the path of the spinning missile. They hovered above until the splashes settled and the stone sank from sight; and then they abandoned the lone duck to his crazy circles and flew off to a safer shore.

Erich’s mouth set in a grim line. The atomic physicist was engineering his own doom. He would have to blow up the scientist inside his lab. Erich clenched a fist, flexed it, and moved further along, to the storybook carousel, and watched the apple-cheeked children ride the fanciful elephants and capricious horses. Their squeals ripped at his spirit with screams he wished he could let go.

Pausing to read the Tivoli’s motto, Always the same, always new, he was struck with the truth of the paradox. Helpless rage drove deeper into his soul. He did want to kill the scientist. He did not want to kill anyone. But time was ticking, leaving him with no choice.

Outside the concert hall, he stopped to study the renovations. Last year, when the pianist, who was alone at the time, tried to open a suitcase left on his piano stool, it blew up, killing him and setting off a fire, which gutted the grand hall. Among the ruins, the investigators found the remains of a booby-trapped portable transmitter. The Germans had then blamed the explosion on the Danes, and they, in turn, blamed the Germans.

Whoever planted the bomb attacked the heart of Denmark’s culture, and the tragic blow helped to galvanize the Danes’ determination to resist the Nazis terrorizing their country. The Underground’s illegal presses cranked out massive strike calls, which shut down the city for days at a time. These relentless work stoppages bewildered the Nazis, and eventually, more than 300,000 Wehrmacht and Waffen-SS troops were rushed into Copenhagen to control the rising sabotage and the Resistance’s guerrilla-style ambushes.

The Danes were paying dearly for their organized underground with middle-of-the-night arrests, torture, large-scale deportations, arbitrary executions, and random shootings. Even so, the Danes persisted, and after September’s general strike protesting the newest mass expulsions, the Germans abruptly changed their tactics. Hoping to restore a more co-operative spirit between the Danish government and its Nazi administrators, they offered the people some minor concessions. One was the reopening of the Tivoli’s Concert Hall.

Erich could hear piano music. He began walking away and stopped short. Something about the playing reminded him of… NO! Surely not!…

The sparkling passages, the singing ripple of the keys—only one person played like that. Lady Grace. No! It must be his imagination.

Through the open windows of the concert hall drifted the strains of Ludwig van Beethoven’s Pathétique Piano Sonata No. 8, Op. 13. Each crescendo filled him. He had to know who was playing this marvelous music. He turned on his heel and followed the workmen’s path to the side entrance of the building. The door was off its hinges. He entered eagerly and sprinted up the metal stairs leading to the wings. He peeked around the fire curtain.

At center stage sat a plain-looking girl bent over the keys of the grand piano. She was totally absorbed in her music. Straight, almost colorless hair hung over her bowed head. Rimless glasses saddled her nose. He could not see her face, but from where he stood, she seemed heavy-bodied. He sighed in relief. Though this girl was magnificently talented, she was definitely not his English angel. As he continued to listen, however, he became enchanted with her awesome conformance to musical structure. He watched her quietly.

Beside him was an old upright piano. On top lay the music score. Drawn to it, he thumbed through it until he came to the passage she was playing. Smoothing out the music sheets in front of him, he sat down on the stool and followed closely along. At the lead-in to the refrain, he impulsively began to play with her.

[image: image]
 

So in tune with the invisible carillon ringing within her mind, Grace did not immediately react to the richer sounds filling the hall. They seemed more like natural partners on a stirring inward journey, to a lyrical and glorious time when her mother practiced with her. Everything but Princess Alexandra’s precious smile faded from mind.

Once again, they faced each other from across their baby grand pianos. Grace’s fingers rippled over the keys in joyous song. Her spirit reached out to the monumental harmonies the two pianos consummated to the end.

“Bravo! Bravo!”

Startled, Grace looked up. She was stunned to realize how she had lost herself in her music, leaving herself vulnerable to this enemy perched on the piano stool. He continued clapping as he stood up.

“It is a gift to play such marvelous music,” he told her in German.

But, to her utter relief, she instantly recognized the SS officer. Coming towards her was Watchdog. Grace lit up.

“My goodness, Colonel, the unexpected pleasure of your playing a duet with me has taken my breath away,” she said in German. “You are a fine pianist. Perhaps you would join me in another duet? I have a number of…”

At the disbelief expressed on his face, her nervous chatter trailed off.

“As much as I would enjoy that, Fraulein, NOW is not the best time.” He was warning her.

“If not now, WHEN?” she said and feigned an injured pout.

He grinned despite his concern, and she knew he recognized her response from their face-to-face meeting at the International Press Club in Berlin.

“Later,” he said. “I’m off duty at 1500 hours. I can make the rest of the weekend yours.”

“I’m afraid I am going to be too busy.” She felt genuine distress.

“Too busy to eat?”

“I hope not.”

He glanced at his watch. “If you have the time, we could have lunch together. I’m not expected back at headquarters for at least another hour.”

“Where is … your headquarters?”

“We’ve taken over the old Shell building.”

Alarm widened her eyes. “You mean Gestapo headquarters?”

“Yes.” Observing her nervousness, he suggested, “We could picnic in the Gardens.”

Her face relaxed. “That would be nice. I just have to pack up my music, and then we can go.”

He helped her gather up the orchestral scores and music sheets, which she slid into her valise. “You’ll need your coat,” he reminded her and reached for her trench coat. “It’s a bit cool outside,” he said, helping her slip into it.

She quickly tied a scarf around her hair and knotted it behind at the nape of her neck before she picked up the valise and her shoulder bag.

“Do you realize I don’t know your name, Fraulein?”

“I don’t know yours either,” she returned, carrying on with the pretense.

“I’m Colonel Erich von Lohren,” he said and clicked his heels.

She felt heat creep into her cheeks. She offered her hand.

“I’m Astrid Andersson.”

They shook hands shyly, withdrew their hands hesitantly and moved side-by-side. As they walked along, he asked, “Are you Swedish?”

“Did my German give me away?”

He chuckled, “Your German is good.”

She swung into her cover story. He listened intently, with his head cocked to one side. Concentration puckered his wide brow. He squinted as she talked about the concert she was expected to play. To Grace, his blue eyes seemed weathered and tired.

In the years since she had last seen him, his face had changed. His dimples, once boyishly cute, had cracked and sunk into craggy rivers, which ran into his jaw line and around his squared chin. Maturity had taken youth’s perfect features and made them rugged and lean. Walking beside him, Grace became painfully aware of how homely and clumsy she must look in her disguise.

He stopped at one of the outdoor cafés to pick up a basket of smorrebrod and two Fadols, the Danes’ draft beer, and borrowed a small, checkered tablecloth for their picnic. Carrying their lunch, he led her across a footbridge onto a tiny island.

“We have the world to ourselves here,” he said, switching to English. “Let’s set up over there.”

He pointed his head in the direction of a weeping willow tree. They settled down on its burrowing trunk. He fluttered open a fresh tablecloth on the grass, and Grace laid out their food and drinks on top of it.

“You’ll have to get used to smorrebrod, while you’re here. The Danes eat it for every meal.”

He handed her a plate, knife and fork. “Don’t eat it with your fingers though. That’s a foreigner’s dead giveaway.”

“Yes, I know,” she said, reaching for one of the open-faced sandwiches.

“I must always use a knife and fork. Mme. Orsted already told me. Are we being watched by the Gestapo?”

“I don’t think so, but you can never be sure.”

He removed his SS cap and laid it beside him. Sunny peepholes opened up through the cloudy overcast. White beams streaming through the overhanging boughs dripped like shredded silk and tipped his golden hair with silver specks. He stared at her. His jaw clenched.

“Why are you here?”

“Sir Fletcher sent me. He doesn’t want you to detonate Dr. Nielsen’s lab.”

“Why?”

“It’s a bluff. By leaving Dr. Nielsen’s lab intact, he wants the Nazis to think the Allies don’t consider his experiments valuable enough to destroy. Churchill’s hoping the ploy will sidetrack Hitler from discovering how close Dr. Nielsen is to building an atomic bomb.”

“And where is the good doctor through this big … bluff?”

“We’re taking him out today.”

Erich smiled bitterly. “The Gestapo has already issued a warrant for his arrest. I’ve been stalling that arrest order for nearly two weeks.”

“Can you give us another twelve hours?”

“You have until Ketmann returns Monday morning.”

“Who’s he?”

“A thoroughly disagreeable man. If I don’t deliver Nielsen then, we’ll both be arrested.”

“What happens to you when Dr. Nielsen disappears?”

“I arrange a fatal accident for myself.”

“NO! You can’t!!” she cried out in horror.

A smile teased his lips at her reaction. “I don’t intend to die, silly. I just want the SS and Gestapo to think I’m dead.”

“Oh,” she said, feeling foolish, “I’m glad to hear that.”

She hesitated. “How did you know I was here?”

“I didn’t. I was taking my usual stroll through the Tivoli…”

He stopped, noting her surprise. “Didn’t you position yourself where I could hear you and make contact?”

“No, I didn’t.”

Grace frowned. Mme. Orsted had arranged for her rehearsal this morning at the Concert Hall. Was it just a crazy coincidence she should meet Erich like this? Lee, she remembered, didn’t believe in coincidences. The eerie feeling that a master hand was fitting together a million separate pieces into an intricate puzzle gripped her.

“What’s wrong?” he asked.

“My stomach’s twisting.”

His lips tightened into a grim line. “I still don’t understand why London sent you.”

“Sir Fletcher feared you wouldn’t believe Churchill changed your orders. Anyone else he sent, except me, you might suspect is a Gestapo plant and carry out your original order.”

Grace shifted into a more comfortable position on the grass and inclined her head shyly towards him. “I’ve often wondered where you were, if you were safe …”

Her voice trailed off, and her eyes sought his. “I’m glad you’re all right. I prayed you would be.”

“You’ve been in my thoughts from the first time I saw you,” he admitted hoarsely. “What happened after I saw you in Berlin?”

“I worked as a nurse’s aide. Then my parents were killed in a bombing raid, and I became a radio operator for Project Amanita. Playing the piano was great training for transmitting.”

They sat silently, feeling and enjoying the sight of one another. Seven endless years of mutual longing and secret devotion crammed through the sieve of the moment. Theirs was a love born of the spirit, and they recognized it.

“How are you involved with Dr. Nielsen?” Erich eventually asked as he picked up the last smorrebrod.

“Sir Fletcher thinks I am the only one who can convince him to flee to England.”

“That nut should have been taken out a year ago!”

His voice thundered with disapproval. “After your people scuttled the Germans’ heavy water supply, do you know what a nightmare it has been keeping him out of Gestapo and SS hands?”

“We’ve lost many good agents protecting Dr. Nielsen.”

“Let’s make sure you’re not another one. When do you go back to England?”

“As soon as I radio back to Amanita Dr. Nielsen’s lab has been neutralized.”

“Do you have a transmitter?”

“No.” She shook her head. “I’m to deliver my message to the safe house at Palae 1254v—our PUFFIN station.”

“That’s in the Nyhaven District!” he protested. “You can’t go there. It’s crawling with drunken sailors. How do you contact Dr. Nielsen?”

“Mme. Orsted has arranged for us to meet him at a café near the university this afternoon. At 1400 hours actually.”

“Then what?”

“I was to find you?”

“How?”

“Now you’ll never know,” she teased.

“Too bad,” he twinkled. “When is your rendezvous at the safe house?”

“1900 hours.”

“Isn’t that cutting it close to concert time?”

“I’m not required on stage until after the intermission.”

“How are you getting there?”

“Bicycle.”

Erich ripped out a blade of grass and chewed on the tip thoughtfully. “Where does Mme. Orsted live?”

“Three Hindegade.”

“I’ll pick you up at 1700 hours,” he said decisively. “Be dressed for walking.”

And then he quickly rose to his feet and brushed himself off. “You’re not going alone.” His tone discouraged any argument.

“I’m glad Fate gave us a chance to meet again,” Grace told him.

“If it was Fate,” he said dubiously, while scooping up his SS cap and adjusting it to his head.

“I have to get back now, Grace. Be careful contacting Dr. Nielsen. He is being watched,” he warned her and crisply walked away, leaving her to clean up the luncheon leftovers.


  



THIRTY-ONE

Saturday, October 9th, 1944

Boisterous laughter tripped out of the sailors’ inn in Copenhagen’s old waterfront district. The cheerful tunes of the accordion playing softly in the background mixed with the rowdy voices of old sea dogs and their salty mates trading tale for tale and drink for drink in the crowded tavern. Their drunken revelry was never more than a beer away from sobriety, a conditioning triggered by unpredictable German raids on the dock-side life of the Nyhaven Canal.

Two swaggering merchant seamen stumbled out of Tattoo Jack’s. Their raucous titters and bold shouts invited German sailors lounging outside the next café to inspect the needle man’s handiwork on their chests. They lifted up their tunics to reveal the torso of a stripper with gigantic balloon-shaped breasts. Under each tattoo was the name Rosa.

The sailors stared, fascinated, while the two drunks flexed their chest muscles to make Rosa’s busts jiggle up and down. Behind them, over five thousand different designs hung in the tattoo parlor’s window.

Further down the cobbled street, the giant hands of an astronomical clock towering over a shabby bar approached seven o’clock. Next to it, in chipped paint, was Palae 1254v. A red and yellow awning, striped and shaped like a puffin’s bill—the resemblance to the bird had inspired the call station’s name—covered the entrance way into the quaint bistro. Its long narrow windows, overlooking the quay, framed a limited view of sturdy fishing boats and whalers bobbing in their berths along the canal. Somewhere, out in the harbor, a ship’s siren hooted like a night owl with whooping cough.

Everything was carrying on normally as far as the couple inspecting the junk shop across from the bistro could tell. Seemingly intrigued with the transformation of other people’s castoffs into beautiful artifacts now cluttering the storefront, they watched the shopkeeper heap forlorn-looking rejects from a horse-drawn cart onto the sidewalk. Once the pile threatened to topple over, he began picking up the items, one by one, and carrying them into his store, forcing the man and woman to move inside the doorway, out of his way.

While he shuffled back and forth with his loads, the old gray mare in front stood sleepily flicking her tail. The rakish straw hat plunked between her donkey-like ears distracted attention away from the couple loitering inside the window.

Grace clutched Erich’s hand. The closer they had drawn to PUFFIN, the more jitters she felt. Despite the natural rhythm of the nightlife along Nyhaven, a feeling of foreboding—an icy patch between her shoulder blades and hairs prickling at the nape of her neck—warned her something was terribly amiss. But what was it?

After Erich arrived at precisely 1700 hours, she had not let herself slip into English until they were well out of earshot of Mme. Orsted’s apartment and on their way through the oldest part of Copenhagen. The diva suspected the Gestapo was listening through her walls.

As Grace described her meeting with Dr. Nielsen, Erich walked beside her, engrossed in her every word. Feeling as distraught as she was, she failed to notice that, out of uniform, in his gray flannel slacks and Herringbone double-breasted jacket, Erich’s Nordic features and sun-bleached hair, like spun silk dipped in gold, had lost their rigid control. A fleecy forelock fell boyishly over his right brow and invited touching. All at once she became aware of his unguarded vulnerability and slipped her hand through his arm.

“Something’s quite wrong, Erich,” she told him. “I didn’t have to convince Dr. Nielsen to go. He wanted to go. In fact, he accused British Intelligence of exposing him to unnecessary risk leaving him here so long. He said he had run out of ways to make his experiments fail. He even knew you’ve been protecting him.”

“He said that?”

She nodded.

“He’s never given me the slightest hint. Does he also know I was ready to kill him rather than let him be arrested?”

“He didn’t say, and I didn’t ask.”

Grace glanced off into space and back to the 300-year-old street, struggling with the premonition that pecked like a humming bird up and down her spine. She felt as out of touch with the present as these baroque gas lamps and tiny orange-painted houses with their dwarf-sized doors.

“Everything went like clockwork,” she went on. “He got on his bicycle and peddled down to the Havnegade docks. That’s where Mme. Orsted told him fishermen working for the Resistance would be waiting to smuggle him out to Lanskrona in Sweden. By now, he should be safely flying his way to England. I should feel relieved, shouldn’t I? Instead of feeling so scared.”

“Easy,” Erich cautioned her, patting her hand resting on the crook of his arm.

The warmth of his hand covering hers sent sharp tingles charging through her body. Now conscious of his strength, she felt an urge to be held. Sensing it, he pulled her more tightly against him, locking her arm over his. Her hip touched his thigh, and with instinctive rhythm, their strides became welded into one effortless gait, like dancers flowing together.

Once they reached King’s Square, Erich took Grace to a cellar café, which dated back to 1723. It was the favorite haunt of Copenhagen’s great rhetoric thinkers before German occupation, he explained, while their main course was being served.
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Erich poked Grace and signaled her to stand still. They listened to the rattle of a car slowly inching its way over cobblestones outside the junk shop.

The shopkeeper, stacking shelves in the front of the store, eyed them nervously. He had heard the smothered clatter as well.

Across the street, a black Mercedes pulled up in front of the bistro’s door. The old gray mare and the junk cart blocked Erich’s line of sight He angled sideways for a better view.

A man in a slouch hat and a dark trench coat emerged from the Palae 1254v.

“Gestapo!” he hissed.

Two SD officers followed dragging a woman between them. The three Germans and the woman stood briefly under the red and yellow awning. Something vaguely familiar about the slim blonde woman struck Erich.

Grace! She looks like Grace! My God! It’s a trap! They think they’ve arrested Grace.

He grabbed Grace in a crushing embrace, burying her face in his chest to prevent her from seeing the woman. Who was she? Why was she pretending to be Grace? Question after question buzzed through Erich’s mind. He unconsciously pressed Grace’s face more deeply into his chest, almost smothering her.

One of the SD offices pushed the woman into the back seat of the black sedan and climbed in beside her. The other officer jumped in front on the driver’s side, while the Gestapo agent climbed into the passenger seat. The driver gunned the Mercedes’ engine before swiftly making a U-turn and heading back towards them. When the car swerved out to avoid the old gray mare and the cart, Grace twisted her head in time to see what Erich was watching. Before he could stop her, she saw the blonde woman sitting beside the SD officer in the back seat, and when the Mercedes wheeled back close to the curb, she clearly saw her face.

“LEE!”

The scream tore from her throat as she impulsively reached out to grab her.

Erich quickly muffled her second cry and held her struggling against him. From his peripheral view he could feel the shopkeeper watching them with growing distress.

When the black Mercedes safely passed out of sight, Erich released Grace.

“Whom did you say?” he asked.

“Lee.” Tears filled her eyes. She swallowed before she spoke. “Lee Talbot.”

Erich was taken aback. “I didn’t recognize her. What’s she doing here?”

“She’s my conducting officer.”

Her anguish hurt him. He gathered her back into his arms to comfort her. She pressed her head against his chest.

“Lee …Lee… Lee… Why, Lee? Why?”

“Obviously you’ve been betrayed,” Erich muttered harshly. “Somehow Lee found out in time and sacrificed herself to give you a chance to escape.”

“Oh no!” Grace shook her head in denial.

Erich’s mind raced. “How much does the Gestapo know, I wonder?”

“They must know everything.”

“How do you know that?”

“The call station in my official file was a decoy,” she explained. “PUFFIN was a last-minute switch we made ourselves. No one knew about it except Lee and me.”

“Someone found out.”

“Mme. Orsted!”

Grace moaned in despair as the impact of what exposing her cover fully meant. She grabbed Erich’s lapels.

“Mme. Orsted! She’s in danger too. We’ve got to warn her.”

Erich turned to the merchant watching them suspiciously from behind his shelves.

“Do you have a phone?”

The shopkeeper hesitated.

“Mme. Orsted!” Grace added anxiously.

Erich remembered how much the Danes loved their diva.

“She’s in danger. Do you understand? The Gestapo!”

Barely above a whisper, Grace rasped out the words, “Please let us warn her.”

Her sorrowing eyes begged him.

He bit his lip and nodded. Gesturing for them to follow him, he showed them to his storage room at the back of the shop. Mounted behind the door was an old-fashioned wall phone.

Erich frantically cranked it and rushed through a line of instructions to the operator.

He waited, while she rang Mme. Orsted’s dressing room at the Concert Hall. The phone rang and rang.

“Please!” Grace pleaded aloud. “Oh, please, answer.”

Nine. Ten rings. Finally, there was a click at the other end.

“Hello. This is Mme. Orsted’s room.”

Immediately Erich slammed down the receiver. He knew that voice. The Gestapo was already there. Who tipped them off?


  



THIRTY-TWO

Saturday, October 9th, 1944

The audience rustled as Mme. Orsted unexpectedly stepped across the stage. They rose and clapped as one tumultuous body. Graciously, she bowed and smiled before she whispered to the conductor. His bushy eyebrows puckered in concern. Their eyes expressed their silent communion. Briefly, he rested his hand on her shoulder in a gesture of comfort. After this touching exchange, he tapped his baton on the music stand for the orchestra’s attention.

“There’s been a change in program,” he announced. “We’re opening with our national anthem,” and he looked sadly at the empty piano seat.

A tight hum passed from lip to lip amongst the musicians. When they were settled with their instruments ready, Mme. Orsted gestured for the chorus to come on stage. They split into two files that entered from either side of the orchestra.

She had managed to persuade the smug SS captain and the Gestapo agent to permit her the dignity of one last performance before they spirited her away to the Gestapo dungeons at Aarhus. She had reminded them Goring himself had sponsored the concert. Did they want to risk embarrassing the Reichsmarshall by arresting the concert’s top star?

She stepped up on the podium beside the grand piano and turned to gaze down at the sea of adoring faces. Her people. She believed in them. She loved them. For a moment, she clung to the great love she felt pouring back from them. It strengthened her.

Two spotlights, one beaming down on the empty piano bench and the other on her, bathed her white sequined gown in a wash of glittering sprinkles. The long funnel of light illuminated her radiant face. She lifted her head proudly and sniffed an imaginary rose. The conductor flicked his baton, and the Danes’ beautiful stirring anthem began.
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Below the stage, inside the prompter’s box, Quinn Bergin dressed as a lone stagehand in black coveralls opened his toolbox. At the bottom of the kit lay his crude single shot .45-inch pistol. The Liberator. He adjusted a silencer to its muzzle and waited for the Finale.

A part of him grieved. Why had it to come to this? But, he had promised Pia Margretha Orsted a long time ago, when he first recruited her, the Gestapo would never take her.

She had joined the Red Brigade after the League of Nations failed to punish Hitler for contravening the Non-intervention Pact in Spain. Then she had insisted she did not want to commit suicide in some unknown cell, her death another forgotten incident in the ugly business of war. If she must die, she had told him, she wanted her death to have meaning in a way her people could recognize and understand, in a way that would solidify their support for the Resistance, to give them tenacity and heart.

The music peaked. Her voice trilled.

Quinn raised the gun and aimed the Liberator directly at Mme. Orsted’s heart. He fired.

Simultaneously, a red spot marked her white dress. She clutched her left breast, hiding the ruby splotch that was spreading. Except for a slight catch in her voice when the bullet hit, she miraculously held on to the last note of the anthem until, with voice trembling and rapidly fading, she lifted up her arms in jubilant victory.

For a split second, time froze. And then, like a grand swan folding its majestic wings, she collapsed, falling down the podium steps to end up lying spread-eagled at the feet of the horror-stricken conductor. The uplifted expression of perpetual expectation still graced her face.


  



THIRTY-THREE

Monday, October 11th, 1944

Sounds broke the endless hours of isolation … the clack-clack of jackboots on a terrazzo floor, clanging clicks, and the whir of an electronic door sliding back and forth … the changing of the guard. Occasionally, metal on metal noises vibrated through the old stonewalls… a toilet flushed, a tap squealed and a pipe banged… the habitual sounds of life going on.

To Lee Talbot’s parched lips and dried mouth, the sounds meant water … she imagined waters flushing, waters swirling, gurgling around and around and down the toilet bowl, out of sight and filling again … running tap water … cool, refreshing, quenching images, which tortured the relentless thirst clawing at her raw throat.

She tried to lick her lips, but her tongue rubbing over the sore cracks felt like an emery board. Even her saliva had dried up. Desperately, she strained against the handcuffs, which bound her wrists to an iron ring pounded into the masonry and forced her to sit in a fetal position on the cold concrete floor.

The Gestapo guards had taken her street clothes and dressed her in a thin cotton smock. Though the empty room was locked, they had manacled her in the locked room to further humiliate her. There were no provisions for her toiletries. The more pressing her miseries grew, the less her humiliation mattered. Eventually, caring more about survival than weakening valuable energies resisting, she submitted to the urging of her bladder. The longer she could hold out against the devastating cold and the tortuous thirst, which was even worse than the hunger, the more time she was giving Grace to escape. Time … just a little more time, she reminded herself.

Pain gripped her head like an orange hammered to pulp. It never let go. If only she could stretch her stiffened joints and cramped muscles, but then agonizing spasms seized her legs, her lower back and her crooked neck. She dreaded moving for fear of losing the small amount of heat her body had taken ages to warm against the icy stone wall and cement floor. To shift position, even slightly, risked touching those cold surfaces with her bare legs or arms, starting off perishing shakes all over again. She breathed in and out, very slowly, forcing as much oxygen into her lungs as she could inhale, but without water, every living cell in her body dried up. As each shrunk, she felt her life ebbing away.

Between the exhausting bouts of perpetual pain and teeth-chattering chills, when she was not drifting in and out of consciousness, lucid moments did take hold. During these periods, she swiveled her head… left, right, left, right… and arched her neck… up, down, up, down … she repeated the exercises over and over until either she tired or disconnected memories again tormented her.

She was in a clearheaded state now. After she turned her head from side to side and stretched her neck a couple of times, she let her head drop backwards, resting it on her spine, and closed her eyes while breathing heavily through her nostrils. A suffocating dryness tightened like a rubber band around her chest. All at once, brightness like a white veil swirling around and around beyond her eyelids bathed her face with delicate warmth. Her lids flashed open.

High above her, almost touching the ceiling on the opposite wall, was a window. It was small, round and recessed back about six inches. Through it, the first rays of sunshine that Lee had seen since her internment streamed into the tiny barren room.

“Oh God, that’s beautiful!”

Startled, she drew in a quick breath. That pitiful voice croaking between her cracked lips could not be hers. Hacking coughs ripped from her throat like branding irons fire-balled from the burning pit within her chest.

“Oh God!” she rasped in despair.

It was more a curse than a plea. It seemed as if the choking would never stop. She feared her guts would turn inside out before the blood vessels in her head burst. She was going to expire in a convulsive fit of petrified spit.

The sunlight spilling down from the overhead window gently kissed her skin. With a shaky sigh, she again looked up at the captured loop of light, drawn by its eerie radiance so like a luminous pearl, and then she knew she was not alone. But it was not God she sensed. It was Rolf Haukelid. The bleak room seemed to fill with his spirit. She wanted to melt into the comfort of his arms.

Oh, Rolf, hold me. Please hold me!

She imagined him gathering her up into his arms. She felt him cradle her against his cheek. Where once happy tears shed in his embrace, only dried grit burned her tear wells, and she could not weep, even with happiness.

Soon, my darling. Soon we’ll be together again, she promised him, yielding to the lovely euphoria sweeping over her.

The tip of her suddy tongue reached for the cyanide pill lodged in her back molar. It was still there. She jiggled it. Her wracking coughs had not jarred it loose. Unless she bit down on it and crushed the rubber seal, it would pass through her body harmlessly. The idea she still controlled her death sustained her sense of ironic justice. Her private joke. The Gestapo could do nothing to her she did not allow. If it had not hurt so, she would have broken into gales of laughter.

A voice, deep, lyrical and soothing, called to her. An echo from her forgotten past. Words her mother once spoke: “You don’t face death. You face life! Remember that. Life at best is a challenging journey, never death, so there’s nothing to fear. Death’s but a light snapping off,”

After all the bitterness Lee harbored against her mother, it felt strange finding comfort and wisdom in what she said. It was, as if in linking minds with her, the connection dissolved Lee’s resentment. In this period before death, she saw many things differently.

Her head lolled, and a silly smile twitched her lips. Impending blackness sucked her into a swirling tunnel and bashed her against the remnants of her own nightmares mirrored on its walls … a hooded form vaguely suggesting a child, a young boy hidden deep in the shadows; browns upon browns—brown mouths, brown mouths in voiceless screams; brown flies swarming over frothy dribbles running down brown lips; brown mushrooms exploding in her face, splintering; dismembered arms and legs flying off in all directions; brown faces bobbing in the midst of dancing mists and then fading, buried in an avalanche of falling brown mortar—the endless cavern of mouths wide open and silent, layers and layers of skeletons stacked upright in brown pits, dangling, rattling… images gyrating from one mirror to another, in a maddening blur swirling deeper and deeper.

She was a small girl again, playing with her Alice-in-Wonderland doll… golden ringlets and an angel’s face … she lovingly cradled her doll… it mustn’t cry … Hush little baby, don’t you cry … the doll’s eyes blinked open … Grace’s lovely eyes … pearl-drop tears trickled down the doll’s face.

“There, there … Shhhhh…” Lee comforted her doll. “You mustn’t be sad.”

“Don’t go away!” wailed her doll.

“I must, sweet Grace. Don’t you see? I’ve told my truth, no one listened.” She rocked her doll.

“Someday you’ll understand. We were betrayed.”

The distant peel of steeple bells ringing out the noonday hour roused Lee in her isolated cell on the top floor of Copenhagen’s Gestapo Headquarters. Her head jerked in frightened flutters. Her fragmented dream filled her with remorse. She stared up at the lone high window, thinking of her mother.

Mother, mother, mother … Her spirit ached. I’ve wasted so much precious time hating you.

Her heartsick pain was as cruel as any torture, for she would never have a chance to mend the stupid useless years absorbed in anger and hate. She was thirty-two-years old and finally ready to forgive her mother for her long ago desertion. But then, childhood reflections became confused with memories of miserable loneliness and rejection, and she hated her again.

Like a neon light, Grace flashed to mind … the only person who loved her for herself, demanding nothing in return … the only one who listened with her heart and reached out to Lee’s inner loneliness … sisters-in-spirit Grace called them. It was more than that. Their bond transcended time and space. It was something quite extraordinary, and she drew strength from thinking about her. They had embraced good-bye beside the Lysander moments before Grace flew off into the dark cover of night to Sweden.

“If anything happens to me,” Lee recalled her last words, “notify King George. As my closest living relative, he must take over my estate to ensure the special conditions applied to Project Amanita are carried on.”

Lee had stuffed the piece of paper Grace had given her in her pocket. And then Grace had hugged her and whispered, “I love you. Remember that always.”

Lee had stiffened, struggling to control the well of emotion threatening to abort Grace’s mission on the spot.

Grace had understood her battle with her feelings, and as she was about to climb up the Lysander’s ladder, said one final thing Lee would never forget. “You are the missing part of my soul, the twin sister I always longed for. Not even death can separate us ever again.”

Before the “cheerio” had passed her lips, Grace had clambered up the ladder and climbed into the moon plane’s cockpit.

Later, after Lee had discovered their betrayal and fled from Sir Fletcher, she had called the private number Grace had given her for Buckingham Palace. The king was her only hope, and he agreed to see her immediately.

While he read Grace’s will and personal directions in private, she waited in the royal drawing room, dazzled by the richness and historic splendor displayed there. When the king re-entered the room, he was grim-faced.

“You are quite correct,” he said. “We must not let her be captured by the Gestapo. Something strange is going on at Amanita, and I fear Grace, in all her innocence, has been victimized by a sinister plot.”

He had paused then and gazed solemnly into her eyes. “I am going to arrange for you to meet Morgan Saunders at the Whitehall bunker. Tell him everything you have told me and trust him. Whatever you two decide to do, do it with a clear conscience, my dear. Lady Grace accepted all the risks when she accepted her mission. You cannot hold yourself responsible for the madness of war and the unfortunate luck it brings to some. That is a burden we all must share. Now, go with God. Mr. Saunders will keep me informed.”

The king had graciously ushered her to the door where his personal secretary had met her and escorted her to the underground bunker at Whitehall.

Despite the urgency, Morgan Saunders managed to relax her. Even his unnerving habit of concentrating on her eyes at the same time as he watched her lips did not bother her. With someone else, she might have felt violated except his eyes—eyes that saw through everything— weren’t threatening. Instead, they listened, they absorbed and they analyzed, and when she finished talking, they studied her and quietly approved her plan.

Few words passed between them, yet she experienced the eerie sense they thoroughly knew each other. When it was time for her to board the moon plane for Denmark, he jammed his hands into his pockets rather than shake her hand and mumbled, “God speed.”

At take-off, he was still standing there, a forlorn figure in the gray mist watching after her, as if willing her courage from the shadow of her tormented dream. Clinging to that life force binding her to Saunders, she had stared back at his image long after he was out of sight.

Once she had settled back, she spent the rest of the flight reviewing her plan. As Lee had told Saunders, she had a personal interest vested in stopping Hitler’s monstrous insanity from devouring the whole world.

The time to pay the piper had come for her. She could not stand aside and let Grace die a needless death. Too many had already been sacrificed for reasons they did not understand, innocents like Grace, and in the manipulation of events, Lee had played a part. She had sent many agents to certain death. But not this time. The sacrifice was not Grace’s to make. It was hers. Grace was not going to pay with her life for a mistake Lee made underestimating Amanita’s traitor.

Now Lee’s nightmare was no longer a figment of her imagination. She was living it. If she were to feel absolved of guilt, being arrested by the Gestapo in Grace’s place was something she had to do. For Grace was not much more than a child herself, with her humble faith and simple belief in hope, in life, in the basic goodness of people. She believed in God and country and had done her duty, but if the war ended tomorrow, she could pick up her life, where it last left off, and continue as if it had never been interrupted.

The same was not true for Lee. She would miss the intrigue, the sudden boost of adrenaline shooting through her veins, the risk of danger and death. She was part of a ripple feeding on itself, growing in wider and wider circles, like tumbleweed rolling on forever, faster and faster. She was addicted to war, as shameful as that was. In saving Grace’s life, she was saving herself. And in saving herself, she was saving many. One small act, repeated over and over again, multiplied until it formed one great tidal wave, and she was part of the tidal wave sweeping Europe. Eventually, the Resistance would grow so great it would swamp the Nazi vermin and drown them in their own blood. She swelled with pride knowing she was part of the wave that would win the war. From this sense of vindication sprang her joy and absolution.

It was with this insight she finally recognized how much alike she and her mother were. They belonged to those they wrote about. Their words spoke for those who could not speak for themselves. Their words immortalized those who would otherwise be forgotten. Their words nurtured, cared and revealed. They belonged to their words, which were creations conceived and delivered with love. Their words were their children.

The voiceless screams of her nightmares were those of today and tomorrow’s generations helplessly trapped in a world gone berserk. Their pleas were for the words never written, her unborn children. In dying, she could bring them peace, and with that thought, she made peace with herself.


  



THIRTY-FOUR

Wednesday, October 13th, 1944

The electrical whir as the door slid open… the clump of jackboots … the murmur of guttural voices … the soft bang as the door slid closed again. The shutter over the window panel rattled when it was drawn back, and two pair of eyes looked into Lee’s cell. She had mercifully slipped into unconsciousness, and her chin had fallen forward on her chest. Lacelike strands of bleached hair trickled down her front. Quick anger sparked in the one pair of sky blue eyes.

“Is she dead?” he demanded in German.

The other pair of hard blue eyes blinked. “No, my colonel. She has fainted.”

“How can you be sure?” he barked. “Release this woman from her bonds. At once!”

The sound of the electric door sliding open again drew both pairs of eyes away from the pitiful sight of Lee.

“Countermanding my orders, Colonel?”

The most recent arrival coldly glared at the two officers from a piercing blackness under his hooded lids.

The spark in the sky blue eyes of Erich von Lohren died.

“Begging your pardon, General Ketmann, I was not aware this woman was your prisoner. She was delivered into my custody,” he informed him as he produced the orders from his breast pocket.

“How convenient!” Ketmann’s sinister voice dripped with sarcasm.

He took the orders Erich handed him and gave him a hard look, as if he were mentally flicking through his memory trying to remember Erich’s face. Erich stood at stiff attention, while Ketmann read through the papers. An evil smirk curled his lips when he looked up again.

“These orders are useless, Colonel von Lohren. Your General Schellenberg has been relieved of command. You serve Reichsfuhrer Himmler now, and you take your orders from me.”

Erich’s shock was genuine. For Grace’s sake, he had been willing to take the extra risk to try and rescue Lee, but Ketmann’s sudden appearance and this news jeopardized everything. Once Ketmann recognized Lee wasn’t Grace, he would remember where he had last seen Erich—at Grace’s recital in Berlin—and realize, of anyone, he not only should have known the prisoner was an impostor but who she was. Erich fished for time.

“Since this woman is a possible cousin of England’s King George, my concern is that the British and the Allies may want to negotiate for her safe return. If she dies, we’ve lost our bargaining power.”

Ketmann’s black eyes darkened and narrowed.

“Colonel von Lohren, have you no finesse? We don’t want Lady Grace to die. We just want to show her who her real friends are.”

The Gestapo officer flicked his gloves at the other SD officer beside Erich, directing him to open the door into Lee’s cell. The heavy metal door scraped against the concrete floor as Ketmann gestured with another flick of his gloves to Erich to precede him into the cell.

Following him into the cold dank room, Ketmann remarked, “Precise and meticulous timing, Colonel, is of the essence.”

Inside, he strode over to Lee’s slumped body. His piercing black eyes devoured her disgrace before he shoved Lee’s hair back from her forehead and lifted her face up by her chin for his inspection. Instant fury stained the whites of his eyes an inky red.

“I’ve been cheated again!” he thundered and cruelly dug his fingers into her cheeks. “Wake up, whore!” He screamed. “Wake up!”

Lee groaned. The zigzagging pain darting through her jaws stabbed the comfortable darkness. She gagged and coughed. That awful smell of garlic sausage … she had smelled it before … in Berlin! Her eyes flashed open.

Above her loomed the hateful face of the SS officer she had challenged on Kristallnacht. She flicked her tongue inside her back tooth and tried to loosen the imbedded L-pill.

“Oh no, YOU DON’T!” Ketmann roared.

His fist slammed into her mouth and jammed it open. She bit into his flesh struggling to crush the poison capsule. He howled and swore and, with his fist still jammed up against the roof of her mouth, knocked her head against the wall.

“You can’t bite it,” he hissed. “Now swallow it, you slut! The whole pill!”

She couldn’t breathe and began choking. Instinctively she swallowed. The pill slipped down her throat unharmed.

A crueler smile twisted his face. “So, we meet again, Lee Talbot,” he sneered.

“Lee Talbot!” gasped Erich, from behind him. “Let me see her.”

Ketmann stood aside. “Am I to believe this is the first time you’ve seen your prisoner?” he snarled.

“I only received my orders to take over Lady Grace’s interrogation this morning. I was not the arresting officer. Major Baldur-Meyer was.”

Erich gestured to the SD officer they had left standing in the hallway and looked down at Lee. “She is indeed the journalist, but her hair and coloring are different. Her likeness to Lady Grace is astounding.”

“It’s more than astounding! Her appearance is a perfect duplicate of the drawing London sent us.”

In a rage, Ketmann slapped his black leather gloves against the concrete wall. “We’ve been tricked.” He turned on Erich. “You said she’s a journalist. How do you know that?”

“You were there too, General Ketmann. At the International Press Club in Berlin when Lady Grace performed. Lee Talbot was among the journalists.”

“Berlin. Jawohl. She was there, and I remember you … and Lady Grace …”

“I was fascinated with Lady Grace’s remarkable performance and her fine beauty. We did play a duet. Perhaps, I would have pursued her then, but it was not meant to be. Indeed, if she is a spy … that is why as soon as I received these orders, I came at once to see if our prisoner is truly Lady Grace. But, instead of a royal prize, we find this …this impostor.”

Ketmann clamped Lee’s face between his squared finger tips. Renewed rage reddened his cheeks.

“The swine!” he cursed. “I want that traitor. I want him!”

“Who? What traitor?” Erich demanded.

“The Abwehr,” Ketmann impatiently explained. “Admiral Canaris himself set up a double agent in London … a plant inside British Intelligence. Only he’s not working for them or us. Moscow runs him.”

The idea triggered a mean laugh. “He makes the British look like such fools. The Americans can’t trust them. Divide and conquer. A typical Stalin trick. And this woman …” he said, pointing at Lee, “works with the traitor. She is a Red agent, a Red whore.”

Stunned with horror, Lee stared into his mad black eyes and cried out in denial.

Erich likewise absorbed Ketmann’s assumption with concealed dismay, but it confirmed Amanita agents were being betrayed and why. He looked on Lee with even graver pity and wished, as he resigned himself to her sacrifice, he could free her from Ketmann’s inevitable torture. Now, however, it was more important he survive to get to London as quickly as possible.

Lee’s fear fed Ketmann’s obsession. “Ah, my Red whore. You are afraid,” he smirked. “That is good. Very, very good. You and I have a lot to talk about. It would be easier if you co-operated. Easier and shorter.”

The meaning of his words toyed with the darkness of his eyes, their pools upon pools growing and growing into wider and wider circles of sinister ripples. With a swift movement, Ketmann yanked out a switchblade from his polished jackboot and released the blade.

Erich watched dry-mouthed.

Lee’s eyes widened with expectation, and when she glanced at Erich, the shock of recognizing him magnified her fright. Ketmann loomed over her. With the tip of the cold steel knife, he drew an imaginary line from her throat down to her breast. Lee shivered.

“No doubt you have other duties to attend to Colonel von Lohren,” he said. “See to them at once and forget this treachery. I will get at the truth.”

Staring at Ketmann, Erich swallowed and squared his shoulders. “Of course.”

Then he abruptly swung about and left Lee’s cell, forgetting to salute Hitler.
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Erich’s oversight did not escape Ketmann’s notice. Once von Lohren left, Ketmann folded the switchblade and slipped the knife back into his boot. He motioned to the SD officer in the hallway.

“Unlock her,” he ordered.

As the other officer moved to do his bidding, Ketmann paced the floor of the cell.

“I don’t trust von Lohren. Have him watched day and night.”

He paused.

“Major Baldur-Meyer?”

“Yes, my general.”

Ketmann’s black eyes bore into the other man.

“What do you think of whores?”

“I hate them.”

Ketmann nodded. “I thought I remembered that correctly about you. You have not served me long, Major Baldur-Meyer, but I am going to leave this Red whore in your capable hands until I return.”

Turning his attention back to Lee, his eyes hardened with hate, and he spoke to her in flawless English.

“How I long to direct your interrogation myself, dear lady, but alas,” he affected a long deep sigh, “I have been transferred to Poland. It’s only a temporary assignment, you understand. I shall come back, Miss Talbot, and I trust that, when we next meet, you will be more agreeable.”

Smiling with self-satisfaction, he turned away from her, back to Major Baldur-Meyer. His face darkened. The smirk died. In German, he said, “I don’t care what you do to her. Understand?”

“Jawohl.”

“Make her talk. Heil Hitler!”

He clicked his heels and tromped out of Lee’s prison cell.


  



THIRTY-FIVE

Wednesday, October 13th, 1944

To Lee’s astonishment, immediately after Ketmann left her cell, the SD security officer Ketmann assigned to interrogate her unbound her. She was too weak to stand.

“My name is Major Tobias Baldur-Meyer, and you serve me now,” he told her as he pulled her to her feet, and supported her with his arm around her waist.

“First we will find you a coat. Then we will go to my quarters.”

She felt light headed and started to slump. His hold braced her.

“Wrap your arm around me and I’ll help you, but it would be best if you could walk yourself. The elevator is just outside your cell.”

She nodded and tried to take a step. As the circulation crept back into her legs, the tingling became excruciating pain. She cried out.

“Wait a minute. It will pass.”

He continued to hold her.

“You speak English like an Englishman,” she said once the pain had receded and she dared to move her feet.

“Most Germans do. Why does that surprise you?”

She straightened and looked at him face on for the first time.

“I don’t know. Most Germans I’ve met have an accent. The few who speak like a Londoner seem less like the enemy, I suppose.”

“General Ketmann speaks the eloquent English of a stage actor. Yet he is your worst enemy.”

She bit her lip. “True.”

He guided her out of the cell to the elevator.

“I don’t believe we will see General Ketmann in Copenhagen again. He is so proud the Fuhrer himself assigned him to Poland, but with conditions as they are on the Eastern Front, he will be too busy staying alive to remember you.”

Once they reached his residence, he provided her with a basic wardrobe he kept in a trunk. When she changed, he left, but before leaving, he chained her to his bed so she could not escape.

Each night, when he returned from Gestapo Headquarters at Shell House, he brought her a day’s supply of sandwiches and ersatz coffee. He made no effort to question her and no attempt to touch her. At night—for six, long, silent nights—he lay on the bed beside her and slept.

Not sure what to make out of this treatment, Lee eventually decided to take advantage of it and welcomed the relief, if only to regain her strength from the ordeal suffered during the first days of her imprisonment.

In his early, maybe middle thirties, Baldur-Meyer seemed a remote man. He had chiseled features and a cleft chin. The way his locks of short flaxen waves flopped over his smooth brow reminded Lee of dried wheat fringing his forehead. A broad delta ran between his hard blue eyes and down his square-tipped nose. Across his face, his straight mouth formed an upside down T-square to his short nose. He never smiled. Lee sensed sadness beneath the hardness.

On this night, as soon as he walked in the door, she knew something had changed. He carried no food with him. Instead, he stood at the foot of the bed and deliberately undressed, revealing his firm, well-muscled frame. Emotions she could not identify twirled and twisted in the depths of his eyes like shadows eddying in layers under their steel-smooth surface. Without a word, he bent down and began massaging her feet.

“You are my own private experiment,” he whispered, and his fingers eased upward, stroking her legs.

She closed her eyes. NO! NO! NO! she cried out against herself. I must not feel. If there is a god, please don’t let me feel anything!

“Oh, this is just the beginning,” he crowed. His pale lips curled back over model-perfect teeth in a sly smile.

“Hitler has his Eva, and I have you. Who is luckier, ja?”


  



THIRTY-SIX

Friday, October 15th, 1944

Two days later, Erich welcomed the pregnant rain clouds looming over the deserted stone cottage with its thatched roof and wind-battered sign squeaking on rusty hinges in rhythm with the howling night. He could still make out the inscription, HAVNEHUS, of the letters peeling off the sign’s wooden plaque.

Once a tourist teahouse, the owner had abandoned it soon after the occupation forces overran the northern outskirts of Copenhagen and had escaped to England with some merchant marines. Behind it, neglected terraces and wild lawns stretched down the lap of the forest clearing to the sea. In daylight, the Oresund reflected a breathtaking blue, and the Swedish coastline was clearly visible across the narrow waterway connecting the Baltic Sea to the North Sea.

Tonight, syrupy darkness spread across the Oresund. The wind stirred, and the air smelled of rain. The coming downpour would wash away his tire tracks, Erich thought with relief, as he cautiously opened the garage door of the forgotten country teahouse. Inside, covered by a tarpaulin, was his car, a 1938 Mercedes-Benz convertible, the object of his getaway plan.

Returning to the pickup truck outside, he unloaded the long bulky bedroll clumsily wrapped in oilcloth and sail twine, and hoisted it over his shoulder. Under the rigid deadweight, he lurched as he hauled it inside and dumped it on the running board of his car. Squatting, he propped up the bundled truss against the car door, but no sooner did he let go than it slid down and fell on the cement floor. He thought about lifting it back up again, and then decided against it, while reaching over the front seat of the open convertible to yank up the rear seat cushion. Under it, he found the duffel bag exactly where he had stashed it. Lugging it out, he loosened the draw string and, turning it upside down, shook the contents on the ground: his SS boots, black and silver uniform, cap and waterproof pouch with all his identification papers tucked inside. From it, he removed his family ring and his wristwatch.

It was a few minutes after midnight.

Slipping a penknife out of his pant pocket, he took the tied-up bundle and cut the cords holding it together. The oilcloth slackened, and Erich unrolled it.

A corpse, about his age and size with thick blonde hair, tumbled free. The sudden release of the body’s wretched odor overwhelmed him. He gagged. Coughing and spitting, he groped in his hip pocket for his scarf and hurriedly tied it over his nose and around his face. This done, he set himself to dressing the corpse in his uniform.

The jackboots were a struggle. He tugged and cursed. There was no give. He started to sweat. Impatiently, he jammed the boots on as far as they would fit and opened the driver’s door. Locking his arms around the dead man’s chest, he dragged him up onto the seat and pushed and shoved … and pushed and shoved … until he had him facing the steering wheel. But rigor mortis had set in so he could not fold him into the seat. He pushed and shoved some more, but the cadaver would not bend. It was literally standing on the gas pedal.

“What the devil…!” Erich groaned in disgust. “They should have drugged the traitor instead of killing him.”

After a moment’s rest, he decided to lay the corpse down across the front seat. Next, he checked his pouch. All of his papers were there. For a second he held them, reflecting. He was about to snuff out his whole existence with one tap of his finger. Reluctantly, he straightened his shoulders, folded the papers into a small, flat square and inserted them into the hollow extension of his steel belt buckle.

He fingered his ring, his mother’s Uradel seal. From landed nobility, Erich felt the heavy responsibility of being the only one left in his family to pass on his aristocratic heritage. It grieved him to give up the ring that traced back to the Junker knights, but it was the only thing that would confirm his identification. He sighed and slipped the ring on the fourth finger of the dead man’s right hand. It fit as if it belonged. He felt no remorse about the man delivered to Erich to die in his place. He was a Nazi collaborator the Resistance gladly executed to save the life of a secret Allied agent.

At this moment, Erich thought of Gunther, how his best friend had become a posthumous hero in Hitler’s bombing of London, how their noble life of horse breeding was lost to them forever. And then he thought of Grace. She was his life now. He loved her with all his heart. For the time being, he had safely hidden her with the nuns in the convent across the street from Gestapo headquarters. There was a certain irony to the proximity of the enemy that tickled his sense of humor. The abbess of St. Joan’s was one of the sleepers he recruited for his secret network before the war. He avoided using her, but protecting Grace altered his gallant intent not to involve the nun in his subversive activities. Until he could determine who had betrayed Grace, there was no one else he could trust except God’s angel of mercy.

Erich gritted his teeth and picked up his watch. Ten minutes had passed. He was taking far too long. He eased the watch onto the dead man’s wrist and hurried outside again to the pickup truck. This time he went to the cab and retrieved a small tackle box from under the front seat. He brought it to his car. Placing the box on the convertible’s chassis, he opened it wide, exposing a Gammon grenade filled with enough plastic explosive to mutilate the corpse beyond recognition without destroying the planted identification papers. He inserted a delayed-reaction-detonating fuse and scrambled back to the truck.

The truck grunted and sputtered as he turned over the engine. “Come on! This is no time to flood the bloody thing!” he reproached himself and gave the engine more choke.

At once the truck growled and fired. Erich immediately shifted into reverse and catapulted the truck backward onto the roadway. Braking hard, he turned the wheels in the direction of Copenhagen and shot forward. The squeal of his tires stung the sudden calm. With foot to floor, Erich raced the old pickup down the country road.

Thunder clapped. Lightning zigzagged over the rolling horizon. Sharp cracks split the air. The raging storm above handily masked the booming thunder of the sudden explosion behind him.

He slowed down to look back. More than anything, Erich mourned for his car, the only thing left belonging to him. Hitler had confiscated his farm and champion trotters as the Allies cut through France on their advance to Berlin. No longer could he mingle with his prize trotters in the paddock or watch them jog on the farm’s training track. Blowing up his Mercedes felt as if he were betraying a friend.

Slowly, he untied the scarf still wrapped around his face. With his free hand, he smoothed and folded it on top of his knee, again and again until it was no bigger than the width of a pfennig. Finally, he took the tight little ball and pocketed it.

Drenching the fertile flat lands, rain splattered across the truck’s windshield as he drove through the storm. Beyond them, blackness consumed the tall leafy forests.

Good. There will be no patrols in this weather. It will be hours before my pitiful remains are discovered. Even if Ketmann does suspect I let Nielsen escape and am fleeing to Sweden, he won’t have time to prove it. The SS report will read I was ambushed and murdered by the Resistance.

He smiled ruefully. Who says God isn’t on our side?

Torrents of rain whipped the truck and rattled its roof. He battled the wind, steering against its angry gusts. As he sliced through the thunder squall, he risked turning on his headlights on his way back to the outskirts of Copenhagen and to the Brothers of the Good Shepherd, a Basilian order of monks. The last sleeper in his network dwelled there.

Erich would give him his message to carry to the Resistance and let them radio Churchill: CHARGES NEUTRALIZED … STOP … WATCHDOG.

For now, it was not safe to inform London Grace was safely hidden or that Lee had been captured in Grace’s place. As long as the traitor, a triple agent if Ketmann was correct, believed the Gestapo had Grace, he might make a mistake. Erich was counting on that.


  



PART FIVE
 

“And we know that all things work together for good

to them that love God, to them who are the called

according to His purpose.”

ROMANS 8:28


  



THIRTY-SEVEN

Wednesday, March 7th, 1945

No one questioned a Nazi security officer keeping a woman prisoner in his personal quarters. The SS and the SD always selected the prettiest internees as their choice concubines. No one cared what the Nazi officers did to them, and those women who were picked quickly accepted the prostitution of their body was the price they paid to survive, so they learned to please their masters. Some were treated better than others. Lee discovered she was one of the lucky ones.

For the first three months, SD Major Tobias Baldur-Meyer behaved with obsessed delight chaining her to his bed, subjecting her to his fantasies. As the next two months passed, however, Lee observed changes in her Nazi captor. Tenderness entered into their strange relationship. They talked because their need to talk broke down their remaining barriers as enemies. With their increasing closeness came an emotional vulnerability, which tore open the old wound of Rolf’s death. The grief Lee had denied herself now consumed her.

When she was alone, she thought of Rolf, of how wonderful their love could have been. She ached for his touch, his arms, his voice, his laugh. She knew what was happening between her and Baldur-Meyer was not love. It was a desperate act of survival… for both of them. She recognized the difference and felt only relief and gratefulness to Baldur-Meyer because Ketmann’s alternative for her was torture and death.

Baldur-Meyer was convinced Ketmann was obsessed, insanely seeing a Communist plot in everything that happened, but his accusing words, She’s a Red agent, badgered her mind. She was not a Communist, nor a Russian spy, but Ketmann’s belief that there was a triple agent operating in London, who was betraying both the Germans and the British, made sense.

If Project Amanita could be made to look incompetent, the Americans, in spite of their formal nuclear agreement with Britain, would not trust the British. That could well be the traitor’s motive, to support the destruction of the Nazis’ capabilities to produce their own atomic bomb while causing dissension between the British and Americans.

But how could turning the western allies against themselves help Stalin’s objectives? Grace had to be the key. Sir Fletcher had said, if the Gestapo captured her, they were all in trouble. They. Who were they? Didn’t he mean Churchill?

She could imagine the blazing headlines: HITLER HOLDS KING’S COUSIN FOR RANSOM. With such propaganda, the Nazis could discredit Churchill.

Churchill. That was it. He was the real target. He had opposed Stalin’s demands for a second front, despite Stalin’s threat to make a separate peace with Hitler if the Allies would not join him in a squeeze play. He wanted to split the power of the Third Reich on two fronts, to divide their forces and to drain their resources. His position made sense except Churchill feared a western frontal attack would fail without the full co-operation and mobilization of the secret armies and civilian resistance groups within Europe. In his opinion, Stalin’s strategy was premature, and he had held that position until the Allies launched D-Day on June 6th the year before, according to their timetable and the partisans’ organized support, not Stalin’s.

Yet Stalin still blamed the Allies for the Soviet’s suffering the worst from Hitler’s invasions. No doubt Stalin was looking to the end of the war when Hitler’s conquered lands would be divided amongst the victors. If the Allies were to bicker amongst themselves, Russia definitely gained more control of the negotiations. That must be it! Churchill would be a formidable opponent at the bargaining table. Stalin needed him out of the way.

Who was Stalin’s triple agent? Mulling over the possibilities drew Lee away from the sinkhole of sorrow and despair during the long hours when Baldur-Meyer left her alone.


  



THIRTY-EIGHT

Wednesday, March 7th, 1945

As the weeks turned into months, the world of Tobias Baldur-Meyer crumbled. The Allies were steadily gaining ground through Occupied Europe, but not as fast as the Ivans retook lands east of Berlin. This news devastated him.

He feared the Ivans and their savage hate of Germans. Already horrific stories were returning from refugees fleeing the Red Army who witnessed the Russian soldiers’ mad pillaging and sadistic murder. Women, in particular, suffered brutal treatment. The Wehrmacht, entering recaptured towns in ethnic German settlements in Rumania, Hungary, Yugoslavia and Czechoslovakia, reported finding women, often totally naked, nailed through their hands in a crucified manner to barn doors or carts, their genitals bloodied from continual rapes, some with their breasts hacked off. Repeating such stories to Lee reaffirmed his dread of losing the war to Stalin before the Allies arrived.

He studied the woman sitting across from him at the kitchen table. Lee encouraged him to talk, and she listened with sensitive ears.

She filled his glass with red wine. “Why have you never married?”

He swilled the stem and watched the burgundy wine swirl in gentle eddies. This woman, whom he had originally hated, he now found endearing. Physically, he knew everything about her. He knew how to exploit her every weakness, but in her defenselessness to him, he discovered protective feelings for her. Since she was completely dependent on him for her survival, he enjoyed her needing him. This was an emotional element to the bonding process he had not considered. She knew what pleased him, and what pleased him most was her personal interest in him. The understanding was in her magnificent eyes, the way she looked at him. She understood what he was saying, what he was feeling. He expected her resentment. Instead, she gave him back a part of himself he thought he had lost, a part he liked. In the privacy of his own room, he had found comfort. This woman, his prisoner, was giving it to him. He lifted the glass to his lips and sipped.

“There was a girl once …”

His voice trailed off with his memories. As they consumed him, he felt an urgent need to talk, to vent his hurt.

“When I was in the Hitler Youth, she belonged to the League of German Girls. Everything was so simple then. And happy. Everyone was happy.”

He smiled at the thought. “We met at the Nuremberg Rally in ’34. As it happened, we both came from Munich. We had been selected by our local chapters to represent our districts. It was a great honor, you know. I was graduating from Hitler School at the top of my class and looking forward to joining the SS. We were 18. Inga had a flawless background. Everything was perfect for us. The festival… Ah, the festival! How can I describe it to you?”

He paused. “Every September, hundreds … no, thousands of Nazi Party members along with the labor corps and regiments of Brownshirts and storm troops gathered in Nuremberg. We came to hear the Fuhrer speak and to celebrate the rebirth of our Fatherland.”

The memories intoxicated him. “It was an exhilarating experience. I was so proud to be a part of it. Through the packed streets, the crowds cheered us as we marched by. When you looked up, all you could see were our swastika flags draped over every building. The sight filled me with power. We were invincible I thought. At night, we swarmed around Hitler’s hotel shouting—We want our Fuhrer! We want our Fuhrer! And then, when he finally appeared and waved to us, it seemed as if he were waving just to me. I was so overcome with joy. I can’t describe that joy. He made me proud to be a German. I wanted only to please him, to serve him.”

He fell silent, lost in his memories, reliving the moment.

“Each day,” he went on, “through the festival, there were grand pageants and torchlight parades. Inga and I bumped into each other at the Old Congress Hall in the Luitpoldhain. There were so many people. The crowds pushed us to our seats. I have never seen anything like it. Flags everywhere. The platform was dressed to look like a Gothic cathedral. Giant klieg lights lit the stage. An orchestra played Beethoven’s Egmont Overture. When the music stopped, Rudolf Hess read out the roll call of Brownshirts killed during street fighting for the Nazi cause. It was a solemn memorial. This was the night Hitler promised the Third Reich would last one thousand years … one thousand years … it hasn’t even been ten.”

“What happened?” she prompted him.

He took another sip of wine. “We cheered and clapped. We felt as one body, strong and indivisible. Inga and I were both affected. All of us were. Couples conjugated in the heat of joyous fervor, as if in anticlimax to Hitler’s speech.”

“During the rally?” Lee’s voice betrayed her amazement.

Her question startled him. “No, of course not. Afterwards … after the sing-songs around the campfires … under the stars and the cloak of night, we joined our hearts and souls in physical unions … thousands of us … it was truly beautiful.”

“Good grief! A national orgy!”

He stiffened and protested. “It was our patriotic duty! We were chosen to be the fountainhead of the new Germany. It was an honor. Many married after the Nuremberg rallies.”

“Did you and Inga marry?”

“No,” he said, and in shame hung his head. “Shortly afterward, my mother caught my father working secretly for the Communists. She was a loyal party member. She turned him in, and I was disgraced. She believed the Fuhrer, when he said that, if war comes to Europe, the Communists would be to blame. She believed she was saving Germany from war when she informed on my father to the Gestapo.”

Lee asked, “How did you feel about your dad working for the Communists?”

“I hated him. I couldn’t enter the SS then, and Inga married someone else the SS approved of.”

They sat in silence. She broke their silence first.

“What did you feel about your mother?”

“Nothing.”

“But Tobias, if she had kept her mouth shut and protected your father, you might have been accepted into the SS. Then you would have been able to marry your Inga. Surely your mother is as much to blame for your disgrace as your father.”

He scowled, agitated, and shook his head. “No. She was my mother. She did her duty. She was a good woman.”

Lee sighed. “Where is your mother now?”

“Dead. Killed in a bombing raid on Munich.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m not. She still believed in Hitler. What do the rest of us have to believe in now?”

“Yourselves.”

“Ourselves?”

“Yes,” she affirmed. “You’ve put all your faith in one man, in his dream, instead of believing in yourselves. Hitler obviously believes in himself, or he couldn’t have achieved what he has. But at the moment Germany is collapsing. His dream is not working because, to deify himself, he robbed you of your faith in yourself. Once you lose the freedom to make your own choices, all is lost.”

Her candid opinion made Tobias feel awkward. His mouth pursed in a grim line. She was saying things he didn’t want to hear, so he felt relieved when Lee switched the direction of their conversation.

“How did you get in the SD?”

“Through the Abwehr.”

“Under Admiral Wilhelm Canaris?” she asked.

He nodded. “Ja. Counterintelligence. When I couldn’t get into the SS, I joined the Navy. Admiral Canaris wanted an aide with a photographic memory, so he searched military records for a candidate and picked me. I have this ability. He then transferred me to the Abwehr where he reassigned me to his personal staff. After the Gestapo arrested Canaris for treason, Schellenberg absorbed the Abwehr into his Combined Secret Services. The Gestapo interrogated those of us who served the Admiral directly. Their reasoning was, if he was a traitor, we must be traitors too. But, for some reason I still don’t understand, Schellenberg reassigned me to Copenhagen to serve under General Ketmann. And now Schellenberg’s been arrested.”

A car door slammed, and a sudden commotion downstairs interrupted him. Tobias jumped up, rushed to the window, and cautiously pulled the curtain back. He stared in disbelief.

“It’s Ketmann!”

“Ketmann?” Lee cried in fear.

Tobias bolted to the closet for his uniform and yanked his jacket from the hanger. It fell to the floor. He whisked it up and slipped into the sleeves.

Lee pulled on her shoes and grabbed her sweater from the back of the chair.

Jackboots hammered up the bottom flight of stairs.

Wrestling with the six buttons in front, Tobias felt his breath catch on his ribs. Where was his cap? He clamped his black belt around his waist and then noticed his peaked cap on the bureau. He checked the alignment of the Waffen-SS eagle and Totenkopf death head on the black cap band before tapping it on his head.

Lee glanced at their unmade bed.

“Tobias!” she hissed through frightened lips. “You should have arrested Lady Grace, not me. I replaced her when I found out she had been betrayed. Who turned her in? I must know.”

Her words raced as she went back to the bed to straighten the sheets and fluff the pillows.

“An unsigned message was delivered to me,” he answered breathlessly. “And a sketch that looked like you.”

“The double agent Ketmann said Canaris planted in British Intelligence,” she persisted. “Do you know who it is? A code name? Anything?”

“I know nothing.”

Loud knocks banged on his door.

“Lee,” he turned to her, “no matter what happens, hang on! Do you understand? Save yourself. Tell Ketmann anything he wants. He’s mad!”

A shot shattered the end of his sentence as a Waffen-SS trooper kicked in the entrance door. Three more troopers burst into the tiny room and aimed MP40 submachine guns at Lee and Tobias. General Ketmann followed. His menacing figure filled the doorway.

“So, this is your love nest, Major,” he sneered and looked around. “Surely you could do better than this.”

From under his hooded lids, a catlike satisfaction narrowed his zealot eyes and thin lips. Even from across the room, his breath reeked of Polish sausage.

Tobias looked into Lee’s tragic eyes, and lost all hope for them both.


  



THIRTY-NINE

Wednesday, March 7th, 1945

The view from St. Joan’s bell tower overlooked Gestapo Headquarters across City Square. Crouching on the top step of the tower, Grace clung to the shadows and cautiously scanned the square from there. All was strangely quiet. As usual, her gaze settled on the converted office building directly across from the convent. The Danes still called it Shell House. If asked, she would probably concede it was a trick of her imagination, but to her, the snow-packed square seemed soaked in translucent red, a mirrored image of the massive Nazi blood flag draping the front of the building. The Gestapo had marked Shell House boldly, mocking the Allies in the belief, if British squadrons bombed Copenhagen, they would not target their headquarters so close to a convent filled with a cloistered order of nuns and Danish schoolgirls. Beside her, a cold wind jingled the chapel bell’s clapper. Its tingling seemed to clang in Morse code.

Grace shivered and huddled more tightly beneath the nun’s robe the Mother Superior insisted she wear as a disguise. She found the pseudo life of a nun suited her. Day after day, when she made this sojourn to the tower alone, she was not pretending to pray and meditate in the brisk wintry air. Talking to God had become her salvation, for as much as she knew Lee had chosen to sacrifice herself, she could find no other relief from the lonely guilt and loss she suffered.

Dear Mme. Orsted was dead, and Lee was in the clutches of the Gestapo or dead. Some days Grace did not know what to pray for. If she prayed for Lee to be alive, would Lee alive be praying for death to free her from her tormentors? Lee had emphasized the duty of an agent to protect the mission, and if the situation were reversed, if the Gestapo had captured Grace, she would expect Grace to swallow the cyanide capsule lodged in her back molar. Grace’s heart could not accept what her mind knew was true. Lee must be dead.

Neither had she heard from Erich. What if he had been captured too? Dreadful thoughts gnawed at her, chipping at her faith, the fortress of her survival. She felt abandoned and bewildered. As the days passed into months, nothing made any sense, and despair crept into her soul.

The squish of tires crossing the snowy square and the hiss of brakes in front of Gestapo Headquarters snapped Grace out of her gloomy thoughts. She peered curiously at the black Mercedes pulling up to the front steps. A black-coated SS officer and a woman emerged. For a moment they paused. The woman turned trying to catch her bearings. She glanced up at the sky, and in that instant, her full face came into Grace’s view. Grace sucked in her breath.

Dear God, it can’t be!

The woman’s face held a fraction longer before the SS officer yanked her arm and steered her up the entrance steps. The woman carried herself proudly as she disappeared inside.

With joyous disbelief, Grace scrambled down the tower steps, tripping on her habit skirt as her feet flew out from under her. Racing out of the bell tower, she forgot to lock the door and had to dash back. In her hurry, she fumbled the key, losing more valuable seconds. About to run again, the memory of the Mother Superior’s instructions snipped the impulse: A nun never runs and never steps too quickly, so you must also walk like a nun as long as you wear this robe and wimple.

Resisting the urge to break the rule, she folded her hands inside her habit and rated herself at a slower pace along the cloisters into the abbey. The deliberate movement did not lessen the speed of Grace’s thoughts. She had overheard one sister call Shell House the Gestapo’s chambers of horrors. Poor Lee. If only Erich were here. He would develop a plan to rescue her.

Inside, she found Mother Superior on her way to morning chapel and signaled her urgent need to talk.

The abbess merely smiled and ignored her plea.

“Sister Angelique, I’m so glad I’ve found you. One of the Basilian brothers is in the vestry. Please go there at once. He is anxious to see the crypt.”

When the expression of Grace’s eyes voiced her objection, she added, “I will see you after morning vespers. You must learn to trust God, my dear.”

And with great dignity, the abbess proceeded down the arched corridor to the chapel.

Bowing her head in expected obedience, Grace masked her frustration and meekly followed the Mother Superior down the hall to the chapel, but instead of entering the chapel with her, slipped around the corner and headed for the vestry.

Of all times for a Basilian monk to choose to see the crypt, she fumed silently. Lee’s still alive. I have to find some way to contact the Underground. God only knows what will happen to her in Shell House.

In the vestry, a hooded monk stood in the shadows of the library shelves, waiting for her. She gestured for him to move aside and deftly reached behind the canonical books searching for a hidden lever recessed into the side of the fourth shelf. Finding it, she pressed down. A soft click released the wooden shelves. As she pulled the secret door open, it creaked—a loud crack it seemed to her—and she eased it open more slowly, until there was enough space for each of them to squeeze through. Beyond descended flagstone steps that led into an underground passageway lined with burial niches. She signaled the monk to follow her.

Dim torch lights set in cast iron wall brackets illuminated their way. Several times she paused and pointed to abandoned excavation tools. He nodded and motioned for her to keep moving.

Finally, they came to a crypt built under the chapel’s original foundation three hundred years before. Cobwebs clung inside the doorway. Grace swept them aside as they stepped into the burial chamber. When she found the small petroleum lamp stored on one of the cubbyhole shelves, she took a matchstick out of the box kept beside it, lit the lantern, and hung it from a rusty hook. Turning to speak to the monk, she found he had slipped his hood back from his face.

“Erich!” she cried. “Oh dear God, I don’t believe it! Am I dreaming? First Lee. Now you!”

“What are you talking about?”

She rambled. “Erich, Lee’s still alive! I just saw her. An SS officer took her into Shell House.”

“I told you not to go outside. Someone might recognize you.”

“I didn’t leave the convent. I was in the bell tower. I saw them from there. You…”

Mid-protest, the significance of his presence sunk in. She fell silent and succumbed to the joy of their reunion. “Oh Erich!” His name sprang from her heart, and she melted into his arms. “You’re alive. I’ve been so worried.”

He hugged her, squeezing the breath out of her. “At long last I can hold you,” he whispered and drew her even closer. They stood pressed together for a long time. When he eventually stood back and looked with longing into her radiant face, he murmured, “Let me feel your hair.”

She gazed up at him. Filled with adoration, she raised her hands and began unpinning the nun’s veil. He slid his fingers under the edge and helped it fall to the ground. Never letting her eyes leave his, she then slipped the nun’s tight wimple up over her head and let it drop to the ground.

He shook her blonde hair free and tenderly held her face between his hands. “You are more beautiful than ever,” he said, and gently brushed her lips with his.

“Oh Erich, I love you!” she cried and flung her arms around his neck.

Her impetuousness freed his constraint. He covered her face and hair with rapturous kisses. “My darling, my darling,” he repeated.

When his mouth closed over hers, the years of longing consumed them both, and they kissed deeply and longingly.

“How much time do we have?” she asked breathlessly when he released her.

“Not long. I have to take photos of Gestapo Headquarters.”

“What if Ketmann spots you?”

“I’m a master of disguise,” he smiled and tweaked her cheek.

“What about Lee?”

“A plan is already in the making,” he assured her, and wrapped her tightly in his arms again. “Let us not waste one precious moment.”

He hummed the Viennese Waltz in her ear. “May I have this dance, dear lady?” His hand slipped down her back.

“It would be my pleasure, sire.”

Softly their voices hummed the lilting dance tune together as their bodies gracefully swayed and stepped to the waltz rhythm. Like dolls on top of a music box, they swirled and swirled, and when they finally stopped, Grace looked shyly into Erich’s face.

“Is it wrong to feel this happy?” she asked.

“It’s never wrong to feel happy.”

“But something is wrong, Erich. While we’re safe, Lee is suffering God knows what horrors at the hands of the Gestapo.”

Erich sighed. “I know.”

“You say you have a plan,” she persisted.

“London has a plan,” he corrected her with heavy sadness and held her tighter.

“Are you going to tell me what it is?”

He gave in. “By the time I reached London, I had no choice. I had to report directly to Churchill because of the betrayal of Project Amanita. It was mid-November. Churchill and Saunders …”

“Who’s Saunders?”

He paused, surprised. “You’ve never met the Chief of Allied Intelligence?”

“No. Amanita’s section head is Sir Fletcher.”

“I know. Well, after I returned, Churchill turned me over to Morgan Saunders. They had already received an urgent message by a courier from King Christian. The Gestapo has captured forty of Denmark’s secret army chiefs and is detaining them in Shell House. Now that we know Lee is there for sure, and alive, the problem is even more serious. They all know the significance of Nielsen’s documents if the Nazis should accidentally recover them. Since none of the leaders were issued suicide pills, and Lee was tricked from using hers …”

“How do you know that?” Grace interrupted.

“I tried to rescue her before I left, but I was too late. Do you remember my mentioning Ketmann?”

She nodded. “You said he was someone I didn’t want to know.”

“What I didn’t tell you was that he was at your press recital in Berlin.”

“Are you talking about that vile man who threatened Lee and the journalists?”

“Yes. That was Colonel Ketmann. At the time of Lee’s arrest, he had just been promoted to General and appointed the commander of the SS in Copenhagen. He came to her cell, while I was there, and recognized her. When she came to, she remembered him as well and tried to bite down on her L-pill, but he held her throat so she couldn’t bite it and forced her to swallow it. Ketmann knows, by replacing you, she has robbed him of his trump card over Churchill. If he’s been interrogating her since he arrested her, I don’t want to imagine what she’s been suffering or why she’s still alive. It can only mean she has not told him where you are—because she doesn’t know—or where Nielsen’s papers are hidden.”

Grace rested her head against Erich’s chest. She had long since thrown away her cyanide capsule. “Nielsen’s papers were lost at sea. They had the formulas to build an atomic bomb.”

“I know. There’s more,” he continued. “The chiefs also know the Underground’s secret plans to keep German forces in Denmark policing General Workers’ strikes and sabotage actions. Saunders has come up with a scheme to rescue the chiefs, which will include Lee. It’s very risky,” he said flatly.

His arms tightened around Grace again. “The plan is to use a low-level bombing raid to rupture the foundations of Shell House. The prisoners being held on the top floors will be able to escape, while the Gestapo files in the bottom part of the building will be entombed. If the records are not destroyed, the entire Danish Resistance may be wiped out, freeing 200,000 German troops stationed here to fight the Allied armies closing in on Germany instead. Churchill has given the project to the RAF’s Specialized Air Arm under Saunder’s command. He sent me back here to take photographs of the target from the sea. He needs them to solve the navigational problems for the air strike.”

“Won’t everybody be killed?”

“In theory, no.”

He fell quiet. “In reality … who knows?”

His jaw clenched. “The tactic is based on the same principle the Dam Busters used. The bombers will make low-level runs at high speed and skip eleven-second-delay bombs up the Nyhaven Canal to the base of Shell House. The building is made of reinforced concrete. By blasting the support pillars simultaneously, we can implode it so it will collapse like a deck of cards, from its base. The walls will break apart as the structure tumbles down. The main Gestapo garrison and their files on the ground floor will be buried under the rubble, while the prisoners on the top floor will simply walk out between the cracks in the walls.”

“It sounds so easy.”

“It’s not foolproof,” Erich admitted. “What grieves me most is we have to put you and the convent at risk. You’re too close to the target.”

“If you warn me of the attack in advance, I can evacuate the nuns and the girls to the crypt.”

He shook his head. “That won’t guarantee you safety from the bombs. You could be buried alive. No. There can be no warning. If, for any reason, the Gestapo suspects an attack, the strike will be useless. There’s too much at stake. The Germans still have time to build an atomic bomb if Nielsen’s papers are recovered, and reinforcements from Denmark along the German defense lines could turn the tide of war against us.”

“I see,” Grace said.

Inside, her excitement stilled. A serene composure took over, as she understood what God was asking of her.

“Then it must be done, Erich. Lee’s sacrifice for me must not be in vain. The lives of all those who have been sacrificed in an effort to prevent Hitler from building this terrible bomb must not be in vain. May God have mercy on us all.”


  



FORTY

Friday, March 16th, 1945

Lee shivered. More than one week had passed since Ketmann had returned her to Gestapo headquarters. In the chilled air of the top floor’s unheated room, her teeth chattered endlessly. With her wrists handcuffed to the head of the cot and her ankles manacled to the foot, she could barely roll or flex her muscles to keep her blood circulating. Left chained like this, she fell into trembling fits of demented consciousness. Feeling herself slipping under once more, she struggled and strained against the grinning skulls swarming, like cockroaches, all over her. They chanted and moaned with eerie howls. Between them, like a jack-in-a-box, a gargoyle’s mad grin painted on a gold mask drifted in and out. Crazy laughter followed, as a hand whisked the horrible mask away to reveal Rolf’s pleading face beneath.

“Who betrayed me, baby? Who set me up?”

Rolf’s laughing mask swung back in place. His voice jeered. “They’re losers, Lee. All losers!”

She writhed and screamed. “For God’s sake, let me go! Please let me die!”

His pleading face popped out from behind the gold distortion. “Who betrayed me, baby? Who set me up?”

“I dunno … I dunno …” She cried pitifully.

A specter of chanting death heads sailed in and out of her murky consciousness where she floundered in burning pain and sulfurous smells, which suffocated her. Sharp insistent raps broke through … a distant thumping … hammering … pecking … a woodpecker in Shell House? No, it was a woodpecker chipping at her head. Clear consciousness wavered. Her eyes flickered open.

MORSE CODE! Someone was trying to tap out a message in Morse Code. She struggled to concentrate on the staccato signals. HOLD ON… RESCUE NEAR… There was a long pause before the tapping began again.

Hope summoned her spirit, and then distrust shoved it down.

It could be a Gestapo trick, to make me feel hopeful… and safe … to get me to drop my guard… a trick… yes, it must be a trick… but if it’s true …

She resisted the urge to void. The scratchy blanket covering the mattress under her already stank of her urine and feces.

A key turned in the door lock. Her nerves screamed. Sweat squeezed out her palms. Her heart lobbed into her throat; her stomach lurched and quivered. The heavy door squeaked.

Max, her keeper, entered with her food tray and toiletries.

In relief, Lee’s pressing bladder emptied, saturating the towel under her. The sudden flood of urine soaking the rash of raw sores covering her buttocks caused her to cry out.

When Ketmann tired of torturing her, he allowed Max to attend her once a day. This guard, who resembled a brutish-looking escapee from a prehistoric zoo, was the one respite from her misery she welcomed.

He laid the tray on the floor beside her cot and sat down beside her. Surprisingly gentle, he lifted her head and spooned a mouthful of the thin potato soup into her. She gagged and spat it out. Watery gruel dribbled down her chin. Max quickly wiped it away before he broke off a piece of stale hard bread and tried to feed it to her. The rock-sharp crust ripped at the ulcerated roof of her mouth, stinging her. She clamped her mouth shut and turned her head away from the food.

Max clucked. “Essen sie.” He wanted her to eat.

Lee stubbornly shook her head.

“Bitte,? he begged.

She lay withdrawn.

He dunked the piece of dry hard bread into the gray gruel and repeated gently, “Bitte. Essen sie”

She turned her head back to look into the caring eyes of the big flat-headed German. He dipped the bread again and held it to her mouth. She belligerently tightened her lips. Patiently, he waited. When she tired, he gently eased the spongy bread into her sore mouth. She sucked out the juice and gratefully gulped it down. Eventually, she chewed the mushy bit of bread and swallowed it down. He gave her the rest of the soup and bread the same way.

Afterwards, Max crooned to her, while he tenderly sponged her skin and gingerly cleansed the lesions formed from the acid burns of her urine. As if she were a baby, he next changed her makeshift diaper of toweling.

Just as he finished, the key turned in the lock again, and the door flung wide open. Ketmann loomed in the doorway. Immediately, the room reeked of his garlic breath.

Lee stared at him in sick horror. Everything within her cried out. “No more… no more… no more …”

He strode over to her cot. She could see the delicate edge between sanity and insanity thinning in his eyes. He glared down on her.

“While the Third Reich fights for its life, you lie here sneering!”

She shook spastically. “Nooo … nooo …”

“You think I don’t know who sent you!”

Every day he grew more and more obsessed with who sent her to replace Grace.

“You think I don’t know why you are here!”

He smirked and began his ritualistic pacing. “That traitor in London takes me for a fool. A fool! He dangles caviar and sends me worms. You are another of his rotten worms. An impostor. Nielsen’s gone, and I am left with a Red whore!”

He stopped and approached her again.

“You hid Dr. Nielsen’s notes … his blueprints for the atomic bomb, didn’t you? I know you were sent to hide them before you were delivered to me. What did you do with them? Where did you hide them? Tell me!”

“NOOooo...”

Her cringing denial spurred him on.

“With Nielsen’s formula, Germany can rise again. It’s not too late. It’s not! We shall find his blueprints and make the atomic bomb. We will stop the Allies from taking Berlin. Our time is not yet over! We will reign one thousand years!”

Abruptly, Ketmann’s mood shifted. He calmed down. “I have sent men to dismantle Nielsen’s lab and to search his house.”

Good luck! Lee mentally mocked him. The panic tightening her chest was gradually giving way to an inner core of steel.

“We shall find his notes whether you talk or not.”

Ketmann licked his words like a lynx lapping milk. “I suggest you co-operate and make it easier for yourself. For you, the war is over.”

Over? The ghostly image of Rolf flashed in front of her. Standing strong and tall with his arms outstretched, he was reaching out to her, welcoming her. She rose up. They came together laughing, laughing hysterically at the vain Nazi.

Stripping down the doctor’s lab and house was he! Dig, you clown, dig!

She and Rolf wildly applauded him.

Ketmann’s leering face zoomed in on their private joke. The mad desire to laugh gurgled in Lee’s throat. This demon towering over her was no joke. He threatened all life, not just hers.

Ask, you fiend! Go ahead and ask. Ask! ASK! ASK!

She knew what he wanted to know, but he could not get inside her thoughts. No one could. If she did not want to tell him, he had one great big goose egg. NOTHING. She was not going to let him in on her and Rolf’s private joke.

The doctor’s papers are lost. Somewhere out on the sea, they are drifting, drifting, drifting, along to some unknown shore. Isn’t that funny, you fiend? The joke’s on you.

Her spirit soared with sudden jubilation. Silence was her finest weapon. It would pass with her into Rolf’s arms on the other side of hell.

Ketmann cursed her mute resistance and ordered Max to bring in a gurney left in the hallway. Like a whipped slave, Max did his bidding.

When he had wheeled in the stretcher, he unbound Lee from the cot, lifted her shaking body onto it, and then strapped her up. Once again, the only thing covering her was the prison smock, and her chilled skin increased her trembling.

Max wrapped a clean white sheet snugly around her. Its thin warmth enshrouded her. Hungrily, she drank in its lingering clean scent, a fresh sweetness like a fleeting reprieve from the sourness of her soiled blanket.

Ketmann instructed Max to wheel her up and down the hall outside. The gurney’s wheels squeaked and rattled, playing on the nerves of the prisoners confined in other cells on the top floor of Shell House.

At seven o’clock that night, the BBC blared over the loudspeaker through the dimly lit corridor. To Lee’s surprise, she heard Grace’s easy chatter on the air. The English woman’s voice reached out and touched her, as if she were there beside her, soothing her and stroking her with every word, carrying her away from the torment of her ceaseless nightmare.

Remembering their kidding, while they pre-recorded the ridiculous ditty now airing, Lee smiled.

From behind her, Ketmann said softly, “Amusing is it? Is it also amusing that secret codes are hidden in every DITTIES FOR DOTTIES Lady Grace broadcasts.”

Lee’s smile died.

“Someone here knows what the message in this ditty means,” he said. “By morning, I shall know too.”

Stunned, she stared ahead. She had no idea what the code meant.

As Ketmann relentlessly questioned Lee, every prisoner on the top floor could hear his interrogation in the hallway. Her silent responses drummed on their nerves. They feared for her sanity and were thankful for her resilience. Impatient with her tenacious refusal to talk, Ketmann finally took his cigarette and ground the burning butt into Lee’s cheek to punish her.


  



FORTY-ONE

Monday, March 19th, 1945

The street vendor barely glanced at the young German soldier standing outside the convent gate as he shuffled his cart over the cobblestones, but he was aware of every movement the Waffen-SS troops made in and out of Shell House Square. He was monitoring any unusual activity in the Gestapo block.

His deceptive apathy was the result of rigid discipline over the hate he felt for the enemy who had occupied his land and terrorized his people. The time for revenge would come. He only needed to be patient. All things come to those who wait.

Patience, the vendor reminded himself, as he continued down the old back street and out of the soldier’s view, but his tightly controlled hate electrified the distance growing between them.
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The young German ignored the slow plodding Dane. Beautiful organ music drifting out between the beech trees behind the convent gate distracted him. He stood spellbound. A forgotten yearning triggered memories of a time when his parents took him to their parish church in the Saar Valley, to the heady smell of incense and aromatic altar flowers, to the glorious choral music, to the rainbow ring of light, that awesome shaft of sunlight beaming down from the stained glass window arched over the altar.

As a young boy, he believed the rainbow ring of light was a ladder dropped from heaven. For, at every service he attended, it seemed to beam down just as the priest was about to start his sermon. The warm light would wrap the priest in a cloak of gold. Like magic, it bronzed his face and expressive hands. That’s what he thought ‘to be blessed’ meant, to be bronzed by the rainbow ring of light. This wondrous effect prompted his deep down longing to see the face of God. What did He really look like?

One Sunday, when he could no longer withstand the urge to climb up the magical ladder the way Jack had climbed the beanstalk, he slipped out of the family pew and ran up the center aisle. But, when he reached the chancel steps, the rainbow ring of light disappeared. Around and around he spun, searching upwards for the heaven-sent ladder until, utterly dizzy and flustered, his little arms sprang upward and he cried, “God, are You up there?”

His father then scooped him up and rushed him out of the church.

No one ever explained to him what he had done that was so wrong. Once he knew he could not climb the magical ladder, however, the rainbow ring of light ceased to enchant him. Through his years in the Hitler Youth, he had forgotten his original fascination with God until this moment, when he heard the organ music coming from the convent chapel.

Impulsively, he slid through the unlocked iron gates of the convent and crept along the cloistered corridor leading to the chapel. He entered unnoticed and tiptoed up the side aisle, keeping well hidden within the pillars’ shadows as he went. From the steeple tower, diffused rays of sunshine spilled down on a group of schoolgirls ringed around a lovely nun playing the organ. Their clear sweet voices stirred that long ago yearning to see the face of God.

As he leaned closer to absorb the lilting music, his rifle butt clanged against the stone buttress. Instantly, the music stopped, and all eyes converged on him. The older girls, recognizing he was a soldier, stared at him, frightened, while the younger ones studied him curiously.

One cherub with bright brown eyes and fawn-colored curls piped up, “What are you doing here? This is God’s house.”

She spoke in flawless German.

Feeling foolish, he stammered, “I… I don’t mean to intrude. It’s the music. It’s beautiful.” He turned to the nun. “Please don’t stop playing, Sister.”

The nun answered him with a gentle smile. Her glowing face was filled with such sweeping love he felt warmed and cherished by it, as if she had wrapped him in the rainbow ring of light itself.

The cherub spoke out again. “Sister Angelique has taken the Vow of Silence. She cannot speak to you.”

“A Vow of Silence? You mean she can never talk?”

He couldn’t imagine anyone not talking and stepped up closer to the circle of students who quietly tightened their ring around the nun.

The small one with tousled curls nodded solemnly.

“She can never talk because she is listening for the Voice of God. He dwells inside her. If she talks, she will not hear Him.”

“The Sister plays the organ, while you sing. Will not the sound of your music hide the Lord’s voice?”

All at once a bell shrilled.

The German soldier’s question hung unanswered in the excitement of dismissal. An impish urge to chuckle overcame him as the girls rushed to form a line and stood at attention, waiting for the nun’s nod. He could remember how he eagerly looked to the end of the school day so he could play outside with his friends. At her gracious signal, the girls filed out, leaving him alone with the nun.
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Grace in her nun’s disguise gave silent thanks for the dismissal bell. A more persistent soldier would have pursued the flaw in the little girl’s story. Her heart quickened. She didn’t want anything to happen to these precious girls because they were protecting her.

She watched him move forward, up the outside aisle, across the front pew to center aisle and mount the chancel steps. He grinned sheepishly as he neared her at the organ.

“Sister Angelique … Oh!” He stopped himself.

“Sister Angelique,” he said instead, “I wish you could talk.” Despair crimped his brow. “There are so many things I need to understand.”

Fleecy fuzz, just starting to sprout over the young soldier’s upper lip, made Grace regret she wasn’t the nun he believed she was. She reached out and touched his arm. With her other hand, she pointed to the waterfall of light spilling over the altar.

He stared.

Grace saw an expression of awe wash over his face, softening his boyish features even more. Above his head, hanging on the wall, was an icon of Jesus. Glancing up at it and then at him, Grace embraced the gentle innocence reflected in the young German soldier’s face under the Lord’s picture. She carried on playing the organ and watched him as he listened to the music. He seemed lost in another time, in another world. His vulnerability touched Grace’s heart.

This soldier was not her enemy. When she looked into his eyes, she saw a boy chasing a butterfly, trying to capture it in a bottle, so he could keep it with him always. But, once trapped inside his bottle, the butterfly fluttered and died. He did not understand what was free could not be kept under glass and survive. Love is like that butterfly. It needs the freedom of an open heart to thrive.

A final silence trailed after the last lingering note died. Tears glistened in the young soldier’s eyes.

Grace gently smiled at him.

The squeak of the chancel door startled him.

The abbess emerged.

He nervously bowed his head and bolted down the center aisle.

When he left the chapel, the Mother Superior softly approached Grace.

“Is Hitler so desperate for men he must recruit boys?” she asked. “What did he want?”

“To listen to our music.”

“Is that all?”

“Yes,” Grace said. “That is all.”

“How can you be sure?”

Grace looked away, first at the altar and then above it, to the funnel of shimmering sunlight streaming down from the chancel’s stained glass window. The light was so alive with magical colors that it danced and swirled in a prism of spinning glory.

“I’m sure,” she said. “He was only a homesick boy.”

“I hope you are right.”

Sad doubt in the voice of the abbess brought Grace’s full attention back to her.

“Something is troubling you, Reverent Mother. What is it?”

The abbess stiffened. Resolution pursed her lips.

“Grace, I wasn’t planning to worry you, but that soldier’s visit today has changed my mind. The Gestapo is circulating a poster with a drawing of you. Many of the girls here know you are the British spy in the picture.”

“Oh no! Grace cried out in alarm. “My presence endangers everyone. I must leave at once. If I am caught here, who knows what terrible reprisals there may be against you and the convent.”

The abbess shook her head.

“I didn’t tell you this to make you leave. Quite the contrary. Our girls are Danes, and as Danes, they will not betray you. It’s crucial you stay here, but you must be more careful. Chance meetings like this one with the soldier are too risky. If he sees the poster, he may recognize you and turn you in.”

“I understand, Reverent Mother. I shall be most careful.”

But once again, the specter of pearly sunbeams twirling over the altar caught her eye, and she felt protected as she watched the interchanging rays, in their own celebration of life, become a divine ring of light. God was with her. She believed it with her whole heart and soul.

“Reverent Mother, do you believe God has the power to make all things work together for good?”

“Definitely, I do.”


  



FORTY-TWO

Wednesday, March 21st, 1945

Shortly before dawn, three flights of De Havilland Mosquitoes lifted off from Norfolk and headed out to the English coastline and further on to the North Sea. Flying these long-range fighter-bombers were twenty-one select pilots from the 2nd Tactical Air Command.

For the strike on Gestapo Headquarters at Shell House, Air Chief Palmer Emerson Winslow had chosen B.MK XVI models because of their superior versatility. At high speeds, their controls did not harden. They could dive and easily turn in evasive actions, but like royally bred racehorses, they needed the handling of highly trained, competent air jockeys to guide them through the critically timed attack on Shell House. Their two supercharged Rolls-Royce Merlin engines generated maximum speeds up to 410 miles per hour. If necessary, with their pressurized cabins, the Mosquitoes could climb up to 38,000 feet on their way home to escape Luftwaffe fighters, which Winslow expected would descend on them like angry hornets after the raid.

Over the North Sea, a half gale squalled making navigation difficult. Sea salt clung to the Mosquitoes’ windscreens, blocking their navigators’ views of the necessary visual checks to keep them on course as they flew, rocking and buffeting barely over the wave tops. Despite the frightening risk of turbulent and unpredictable winds throwing their aircraft loaded with firebombs and skipping bombs into the grasping sea, no one wanted to turn back. And so, they powered on, trusting their compasses and their adjusted calculations on the wind factor to keep them on course.
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On the top floor of Shell House, in one of the smaller interrogation rooms, Ketmann badgered Lee with more questions. When he saw his repeated questions had no effect, he changed direction and snarled, “Do you know how we recognize Jews?”

The sunken hollows above her cheeks fixed on him curiously. She watched him draw out an envelope from his desk and open it. He pulled out an enlarged photograph and wordlessly handed it to her. She took it, and immediately, when she looked at it, her hands began to shake.

Shrewdly, like a fox snaring a hound, Ketmann observed her reaction and congratulated himself. He had found a weakness. He could break through her defenses.

In the picture, naked Jews stood in a pit. Though the lighting was poor, their skeletal shapes and bleak faces were distinguishable, like ghastly masks, each one cut with two black holes staring emptily into the eye of the camera, and an open canyon resembling lips contorted in soundless and endless screams.

Ketmann shook his head with contempt.

“Such pitiful disbelief caught in the midst of an execution! A sheer work of art, don’t you think?”

He gloated and, like the director he believed he was, went on to describe the scene from behind his camera.

“The wretches dig and dig … down, down, down into the bowels of the earth, until their graves are dug… I raise my camera… the rim of guards separate … and the machine guns appear over the ledge. The miserable cowards look up and see them. At precisely the same instant as the machine guns fire, I click my camera and PRESTO! This moment of time is locked in history. The Great Reich’s Final Solution to its Jewish problem.”

His upper lip curled in a sneer.

Lee stared and tottered. The picture fell from her fingers onto the floor, and animal-like mews gurgled from her throat.

Satisfied he was pressing her mind to the brink, Ketmann toyed with her, savoring her delicate edge of invading madness. He steadily tapped on the top of his desk trying to drive Lee to a primal scream of pure desperation.

“Precise and meticulous timing,” he droned on in a flat tone.

His square-shaped finger tips continued their relentless drumming. With barely a break in the rhythm, he pointed to a silver-framed mirror sitting face down on his desk.

“Pick it up,” he ordered her.

She blinked at him.

“Pick it up,” he growled with more venom.

She stared ahead, passively defying him. His drumming fingers stopped. Silence stretched between them.

Grabbing up the silver frame from his desk, he leaned across to her unyielding body and jabbed it into her midriff with a force so hard it knocked the breath out of her. She grunted as he thrust it into her, and a reflex action jerked her arms upward. She grasped for the mirror before she could control her automatic response.

“Precise and meticulous timing,” he hissed.

She opened her hands.

The crash of the metallic frame hitting the marble floor and the sound of the mirror splintering exploded between them.

“Precise and meticulous timing,” Lee repeated evenly.

Rage filled him. He hadn’t broken her self-control. But he was close to breaking her. He could feel it. Rocking back on his heels, he contemplated her coldly, while he moved slowly around the desk, never taking his eyes off of her. He bent down and carefully picked up one of the largest shards from the floor.

“It’s bad luck to break a mirror, you know. Seven years bad luck.”

She grimaced with disgust and drew back from him.

He sniffed. His patience vanished, and fanatic rage seized him. He reached around behind her head and yanked her hair without warning. With a murderous grip, he pulled on her hair roots until he was sure their nerve ends shrieked in protest.

“Do you know what a Jew looks like? Do you?”

He roughly shoved the jagged fragment of mirror in front of her eyes and hissed. “LIKE THIS!”

Shrunken dark hollows, staring back from the reflection, grew in horrified recognition. The mouth in the mirror shook.

“NOOooooo…!” Lee whimpered. “Noooo… nooo… no… That’s not me!” she denied and fainted.

Ketmann stood above her slumped form on the floor, and deep satanic laughter peeled loose from his mouth as he enjoyed his triumph. He had broken her … finally.
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The Mosquitoes were flying over their first checkpoint on the West Coast of Denmark’s Jutland, Esbjerg. Below them, fishing smacks rolled on the foamy sea. The storm clouds had lifted, and the rising sun cannon fired copper flames across their wing tips. Weaving between the treetops and over the power lines, they flew so low the pilots could see even a pimple on the face of the cheering Danes waving to them along their flight path. As they drew closer to the East Coast and Kolding, their second checkpoint, they skimmed over acres of farmers’ fields and lacy woods.

Spread out in single-file formation, so that each of the pilots could see the other’s hand signals, the extremely agile, lightning fast fighter-bombers dipped under the enemy’s radar and avoided detection. The surprise of their bold morning attack depended on absolute radio silence.

In the lead plane, the navigator quickly calculated on his kneepad and touched the shoulder of his commander.

“We’re exactly on time, sir,” he reported.

The commander nodded and grinned.
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Asudden thirst demanded to be satisfied. Even though her mind had slipped into the depths of hopeless despair, Lee’s heart insisted she must endure, and she braced her head against the top of the ladder-back chair to gulp more water from the glass Ketmann held to her lips. Slobbering rivulets trickled down her chin as she slurped for each mouthful. When her thirst was quenched, she clamped her lips shut to signal no more and sagged back into the chair, fully conscious now.

The memory of her face in the mirror flooded her mind, and she hung her face. She was the ugliest sight she had ever seen. This crazy insistence on living was stupid! For what? Ketmann had ruined her looks. She wasn’t a woman any more. She was a freak! A freak, who refused to die! She winced in disgust. Every reason to live had been taken from her. Rolf. Her self-respect. Her self-image. And Tobias too. What began in decadence and self-depredation grew into something beautifully intimate between them. In the end, Tobias loved her as much as Rolf had, and Ketmann had ordered his execution.

Why doesn’t he kill me and be done with it too? Lord, I’d welcome death. Why do I keep hanging on?

Uncharacteristically quiet, Ketmann sat the water glass down on the desk and returned to his own side. He swished his tail over his seat, like a shark settling down to spawn, before he sank down into the deep cushion of his chair.

He snorted.

“I’ve broken you, but I’ve never made you talk.”

His shoulders slumped, and he heaved a defeated sigh.

“Who is the victor and who is the victim, ja?”

He shrugged.

“Oh well, what does it matter? For us the game is over.”

Over?

He lapsed into sullen silence. In his lap, his gill-like fingers zipped together like rows of fishhooks, while his thumbs idly rotated around each other like boat propellers. He carried on talking as if he had forgotten she was there.

“I’m going to escape to Paraguay, but before I melt into the dark corners of South America, I am going to find that despicable traitor in London who made a fool of me. Because of him, I lost face with my Führer. Twice Himmler transferred me back here. Twice Eichmann ordered my return to Poland to establish more efficient procedures for trafficking the trainloads of miserable, smelly Jews in and out of those filthy death camps. We needed those trains to transport our troops … to bring reinforcements to the two fronts … but the Jews kept pouring in and pouring in from all over Europe … train after trainload of stinking Jews. I did not think there could be so many…”

His voice trailed off.

“We had the world at our feet. We should be the victors. Not you, with your pitiful cow’s eyes.”

His jaw twitched.

“I should have recognized you were a Jew at once. All Jews have the same cow’s eyes. They shuffle to their deaths as if they don’t know what is happening… except for their cow eyes staring back… never accusing… accepting… silent… stupid cows lining up for slaughter.”

He casually arched his back and stretched.

“Tell me, are you all cowards? Why would you not try to save yourselves when you had the chance?”

Lee remained silent, welcoming this respite from his incessant interrogation.

“Ja. I had forgotten. No one else wanted our miserable Jews when we tried to deport them. So, while we rid the world of its Jewish problem, we cannot supply our troops with reinforcements. So, for the sake of the Jews, we lose the war again. Ironic, ja? And yet, the Führer seems to think we can stop the Allies. He still believes he can win the war. Without the atomic bomb, how can he? Funny, ja?”

His eyes hardened. “Funny? Nein! One man stopped us from producing the atomic bomb. One man!”

His fingers drummed the top of his desk again. “LEON!”

Lee stared. Shock charged her root hairs.

“With some difficulty, I have finally learned the British code name of Canaris’ double agent. LEON. But I couldn’t track down his personal records to help me identify him. No doubt the Abwehr destroyed them before the SD took over Military Intelligence. So, it is more difficult to find him. But not impossible.”

He paused, then spat out the words: “I want that traitor! Tell me. Do you know who this LEON could be?”

Lee’s mind whirled. LEON! This was Sir Fletcher’s code name.

“Did you know he sent me our contact codes in those crazy DITTIES FOR DOTTIES Lady Grace produces on her show?”

He read the startled reaction in Lee’s eyes.

“You didn’t know, did you?”

Ketmann softly cackled.

“That demon’s been lying to you at the same time as he’s been betraying me, hasn’t he?”

Clearly confused, a pain, more searing than physical torture, surged through Lee’s mind. Sir Fletcher? Could he have betrayed them? A double agent for German Military Intelligence … worse, a triple agent for Moscow? The idea was ludicrous! Yet, he was the one to convince Churchill and Saunders to send Grace to Denmark to contact Watchdog and to persuade Dr. Nielsen to flee to England. He engineered the operational details of Quinn and Rolf’s caper when they blew up the Germans’ heavy water in the North Sea. Did he betray Rolf? Why? Why destroy the Amanita Project? It was his baby from the start. He picked the scientists and recruited the agents. He was Churchill’s confidante.

“Tell me who LEON is, Lee.”

Ketmann leaned toward her.

She had grown immune to his stinky sausage breath.

“Let me avenge us both.”

It would be easy to tell Ketmann what he wanted to know, she admitted to herself, to tell him LEON is Sir Fletcher McAlister, SOE’s Director of Project Amanita. Certainly the traitor deserved a slow death, slow and torturous, one branded with Ketmann’s style of savagery, yet she could not tell him. A deeper integrity, an abiding belief in ‘innocent-until-proven-guilty,’overrode the bitter and vindictive hate she felt and held her back from saying the words that would condemn Sir Fletcher to death. She gritted her teeth.

“I want him, Lee. I want LEON. He robbed the Third Reich of its thousand years of golden rule, and when I find him after the war, I am going to kill him. When he thinks he is safe—when he believes he has fooled everyone—that is the precise moment when I shall kill him.”

His eyes flared with anticipation. “I shall relish watching him die … slowly … with the agony he deserves.”

Lee kept her silence, but inwardly she raged. LEON was Sir Fletcher. For Rolf, for Grace, for herself, for every agent betrayed, she ached to confront him, to let him see what Ketmann had done to her. She had as much right to be his judge and executioner as Ketmann did, but she would obviously not live to see such a day. Ketmann was finished with her.

The rims of Ketmann’s hooded eyelids perceptibly narrowed. His jaw clenched, and his veins, like moles burrowing under his taunt temples, twisted and knotted. His chilling gaze locked on Lee.

In a silent struggle of wills, they stubbornly stared each other down. Eventually he heaved a great-embattled sigh and gave in.

“Have it your way… stupid though it is. You could save yourself. I no longer have any quarrel with you. We’re on the same side.”

Lee willed her face to remain still, inscrutable.

“Well, then,” he said, “you leave me no choice.”

He rose to his feet.

“I will issue your execution order for tomorrow morning at dawn.”

Lee listened to her sentence with indifference.

“In a way, I regret our relationship must end like this. You have been a worthy foe, Lee Talbot… even for a Jew.”

What was this? Respect from the enemy! She almost laughed aloud.

“I promise you, Lee, I will find the London traitor.”

What seemed like misgivings crept into his voice, and his show of unexpected emotion surprised her.

“I don’t know why you are protecting him, but he has never been worth the price you are paying.”

He rang for the guard outside the door to the interrogation room.

“Max can prepare you” were his last words to her.


  



FORTY-THREE

Wednesday, March 21st, 1945

By now, the three waves of Mosquitoes along with their fighter cover of thirty Mustangs were hedge-hopping their way across the island of Funen over the Great Belt to Zealand, closing in on their target. They had just passed their third checkpoint, Odense, the island’s capital and the original home of the 19th Century master of fairy tales, Hans Christian Andersen. A simple cobbler’s son, he would have been dismayed to know the armada flying overhead, on the last leg of its journey, was destined to drop fiery death on his beloved Copenhagen.
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The young German soldier, distracted in thought, saw nothing strange in the congregation of local Danes gathering as he crossed the square. The closer he came to the front steps of Gestapo Headquarters, the slower he walked, until he reached the foot of the stairs and stopped. He drew a folded piece of paper from his pant pocket and smoothed it open with his hands. It was the poster of Grace.

Ahead, Ketmann opened the main door and strode out on the landing. The German soldier looked up at the imposing SS officer and back to the poster. It said the woman was an escaped British agent. If anyone recognized her they were to report to the Gestapo at once. The features that seemed so familiar in the drawing blurred and transformed into the serene face of the nun he had found in the chapel. The memory of her all-embracing love wrapped him up again in the warmth of her smile. She couldn’t be the enemy. She just couldn’t.

As Ketmann began descending the steps, the young German soldier looked up into his hard cold eyes and nervously toyed with the poster he held in his hand. The closer Ketmann drew to him, the more he fingered the paper until Ketmann’s menacing shape towered above him. In that instant he hurriedly crunched the paper into a tight ball and stuffed it back into his hip pocket before he snapped to attention and saluted.

“Heil Hitler.”

Ketmann regarded the young soldier with curiosity.

“Are you lost, soldier?”

“Nein … ja, mein general,” he admitted sheepishly. “I’m looking for my unit.”

Ketmann peered at him more closely.

“How old are you?” he snapped.

“Fourteen.”

“Mein Gott!” Ketmann said. “Now children defend the fatherland.”

He shook his head in disbelief and brushed past the young soldier as if he didn’t exist.
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Disguised as fishermen, Erich von Lohren and Quinn Bergin rested their bicycles against the stonewall fence of St. Joan’s. Through the back streets leading into the square between Shell House and the convent straggled other men. Some dragged vegetable carts or market wagons, while others shuffled along carrying lunch pails, appearing to be workers on their way to the docks. A baker’s truck stuttered, coughed and died, blocking the roadway to the loading ramp behind the Gestapo building.

Quinn, by the convent wall, whistled through his teeth as he pulled his cap lower over his face.

“What’s wrong?” Erich warily scrutinized the square for trouble.

“Would you look at the front steps? Why couldn’t he wait another ten minutes?”

Erich focused on the Gestapo entrance and spotted Ketmann. He anxiously watched the exchange between the young German soldier and the security chief across the square while bending over his bicycle as if he were checking the air in the tires.

“What’s he doing now?”

“Staring at us,” Quinn said without moving his lips and squatted down to help him examine the tire. “Everyone’s in position.”

“I know. I saw them.”

Quinn covertly watched Ketmann.

“For the love of Mike! He’s walking straight toward us!”

Erich tensed for action. “We can’t take him without giving away everything.”

“Grab your britches! He’s … changing direction … checking the gate of the convent. The gate’s open. He’s going inside!”

Grace! Erich lifted his head, and with a sick heart, helplessly watched the gate swing shut behind the disappearing figure of Ketmann.
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General Ketmann could not explain why he found himself walking through the grounds of the Catholic convent. He wanted something, but knew not what. Weeks of intensely questioning the Talbot woman had unsettled him as interrogating no other prisoner had. No matter what he did, the whore never broke. He still believed she was the key to Nielsen’s papers. What she knew could restore glory to Germany. He was sure of it. Just as he was equally sure she could tell him who LEON was. All he had was this code name of the London informant from Canaris’ records, and the woman had recognized it. For a fleeting second, he had discerned a deep inner hatred flash in those haunted eyes. It was so fleeting he could almost believe he was mistaken, except for that brief reaction, which had been enough to renew her will against him.

He stopped and looked around. Frustrated misery filled him, and he sighed, a deep heavy sigh. Just as he thought he had won, he had lost. To the end, the whore held out in silence. Begrudgingly, he had to respect her. She had beaten him, and executing her tomorrow morning ended their game of wills. He would miss it… and her. The challenge of testing the human threshold for pain consumed him. Some people cracked so easily. Others, like Lee, endured. He had yet to understand why, and not understanding it further depressed him.

He strolled aimlessly under the beech trees, feeling more and more disturbed. The serenity of the spiritual sanctuary irked him. It was too quiet. The demons within him shrank from its hallowed seclusion and hounded him to flee back to the vexing noises of his confusing world, to the stimulation of disruption and disharmony. He wheeled around and quickened his pace back the way he had come. Whatever he had hoped to find was not here.

Midway along his retreat, the laughing voices of children halted him. He peeked through the shrubs.

A group of girls were playing nursery games in the garden. In the center of their circle was a nun. Her beauty fascinated him. He moved out of his hiding place and drew closer and closer to her, until he was so close one little girl spotted him and screeched in terror. The girls broke up their game and scurried to the shelter of the nun’s habit, grasping for bits of her robe. They clung to her as they stared up at him with enormous eyes of fright.

He noticed none of this. He saw only the nun and the purity of her Aryan beauty. He was spellbound. Her calm eyes challenged him. He knew that look of serenity. She stood before him, so poised. Her composure triggered a memory. The pianist at the Press Club in Berlin. He mentally watched himself open a folder. Inside there was a newspaper clipping … a blurred photo. He focused on the headline underneath… LADY GRACE DAZZLES BERLIN. In his mind’s eye, he also saw a sketch of the pianist sent anonymously to Baldur-Meyer before he arrested the woman he thought was Grace.

Ketmann caught his breath. Had the London informant been telling the truth? Had Lady Grace been under his nose the entire time? Blast the British! How deviously cunning! What stroke of luck delivered her to him now of all times? He reached out and grabbed her.

At the same time, the girls pointed behind him and screamed.

“Sister Angelique! The planes come! The planes come!”

Ketmann glanced behind him and gazed aghast at the belly of a Mosquito fighter-bomber peeling off over the trees bordering the chapel. Its Merlin engines whined as the earth shook beneath them.

“NEIN!” he gasped in disbelief.

Grace tried to wrench herself free of his grip. He clamped down harder, with vicious strength, and started dragging her toward the convent gate.

“Let me go!” she cried and kicked.

Mosquito after Mosquito swooped over the convent. Cowering under the ear-splitting noise, the girls seemed rooted in the garden watching the awesome sight. Thud after thud rained, followed by terrible thundering, and the ground quaked with aftershocks from the bombings. Belches of fire and smoke puffed above the centurion trees guarding the convent.

Ketmann struggled to subdue Grace.

“The children! The children! I have to save the children!”

He muffled her mouth and yanked her around to face him.

“Never!” he spat.

Hypnotic hate galvanized his actions, but as he raised his fist to strike her, there was a crack second when his chin was vulnerable. Grace rammed the heel of her free hand upward and smashed his jaw. Caught off guard, he reeled backwards. His grip loosened. She broke free and ran towards the children in the garden. He staggered after her.

As she ran from him, she flashed a quick glance over her shoulder to see if he was following, and her eyes widened in horror. She yelled at the girls. “TAKE COVER!”

He looked behind to see a plane chasing them with its starboard wing clipped like a broken bird. When the girls didn’t react to Grace’s scream, she hoisted her habit and burst into manic speed, racing to reach them. Her black robes billowed behind her. Overhead the busted bird screeched and nosed directly toward the convent.

“NOOOooo..! NOT the children!” she screamed.

Her agonized cry fell on deafened silence as the wounded Mosquito plowed into the abbey. One second of stillness preceded the monstrous explosion that ripped the morning sky.

In the garden, the blast whipped Grace and the girls up like rag dolls in a whirlwind and, when the force was spent, threw their bodies over the courtyard like freshly scattered seeds. Their last vision of the convent was a brilliant flash of light before darkness consumed them.

As Ketmann raced to escape the impact, he tripped and fell. A blast uprooted the tree nearest him and hurled it across his path. As it came crashing down in front of him, one of its snapped-off twigs snagged his Death Head’s cap and ripped his face. Blood spurted, blinding him. He tried to raise his hand to stop the flow, but it was pinned under him. As his blood pooled in the crevices of his lips, he licked its metallic taste while blinking to clear his eyes. In the blur of forces battering the earth beneath him, he could see his cap waving playfully back and forth from the twig rammed into the ground beside him. He stared at it in a stupid daze.
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Inside Shell House, Lee reclined on her cot. To escape thoughts of her execution, she made up silly ditties, senseless verses, which subconsciously rose up from her relentless core of survival that refused to give in. Earlier, when she was standing before her tormentor, she had wished for death. Now she wanted to live.

LEON… LEON… LEON… she repeated over and over again, training her mind on the sheer idiocy of words she could shape into something that rhymed, no matter how inane their meaning.
 

Leon… Leon … Leon…


Is an imbecile and a poop is.


He cuts off your leg and says,


“What a bag!”


Leon


The poop is


A gag.


“There, that’s more like it,” she decided, when the building mysteriously shook, and an ear splitting SWOOSH swept over the rooftop. Fully alert, she raised herself up on one elbow.

THUD… SWOOSH! Lee counted ten seconds until the next one. THUD… SWOOSH!

“We’re being bombed!” she cried and broke into an incredible grin. The coded message tapped on her wall was true! She hooted and hollered.

“Yippy! Go to it, guys! Roast the bastards!”

All at once the floor tilted and heaved. The walls shook, and tiny cracks zigzagged across the concrete. Outside the only window too high to reach, she saw trails of black smoke trickling upward before greater puffs spurted into the sky. Grey wisps began seeping under her door just as acrid smoke clogged her nose and throat, and a raging heat invaded her cell. She gagged.

Good God! She was going to be trapped inside this blistering oven. To be eaten alive by the spreading fire before the Black Death overcame her filled Lee with terror. As more smoke filled the small room, she choked and shrieked hysterically.

Another THUD, and the room listed to one side, like a sinking ship in the last throes of death. Her bed skidded across the stone floor, pinning her against the door. All at once it flung open. Max filled the doorway. She stared at his bruised face and lips chewed to raw meat. He unlocked her handcuffs and lifted her. One more terrific BANG and the walls of her room began to crumble. Lee latched on to the big German guard and wildly clung to him.

THUD… THUD… THUD … One after the other.

A giant groan leapt up through the floors followed by a great trembling, before the zigzag crack in the wall split wide open. The floor heaved. Lee screamed as the entire room shifted crazily and sagged. With superhuman strength, Max braced his great hulk inside the doorframe and sheltered her between the doorjambs.

Angry fingers of black smoke licked the ceiling. While watching its progress, sweat studded Max’s brow. Lee seized up with fits of coughing and desperately smothered them against his chest. More black smoke curled up the hallways. He shoved her down into a crouching position and squatted with her, taking a tight hold of her as she shook in his arms. In the midst of hell, he stroked her hair and crooned.

The superstructure gave way. Tremendous thundering like stampeding buffalo rumbling over the crumbling walls roared in her ears. In suspended animation, the top floors collapsed and tumbled downward, crushing the bottom floors and burying them under a cloudburst of suffocating plaster, cement and sand.


  



FORTY-FOUR

Wednesday, March 21st, 1945

Erich and Quinn desperately searched the smoking ruins for survivors. Sirens wailed and bells clanged as fire trucks and ambulances converged on the bombed out area. With their bare hands, the men frantically pulled away fallen debris and dug through the burnt mess of broken concrete and splintered wood until their hands were bloody from cuts and scratches and their faces were black with soot. They called out and then listened for a human voice to answer.

In St. Joan’s churchyard, Erich found a small girl trapped under a heavy wooden beam. The beam had freakishly blown out from the chapel and landed on her, crushing her leg. At first she looked dead as Erich gently brushed away the clay caking her eyes and nose. But, at his touch, her eyelids fluttered open, and she looked up at him, dazed.

“Everything went black,” she told him. “The planes came, and everything went black.”

“Did it? I’m so sorry,” he said, choking back tears.

He did not want to upset the child, for she was only one of scores of mutilated victims he was seeing in the wake of the bombing. Around him, the Danes stoically gathered up their dead and wounded, wholly convinced the air raid was necessary to prevent worse tragedies in the reprisals the Gestapo had planned against their people. But, for Erich, terrible guilt tore at his heart, especially for the children. They were so young to be sacrificed for the mistakes of war. His guilt only dampened hope of his finding his lovely Grace alive.

He knelt over the little girl with the big brown eyes and fawn-colored curls peeping out between patches of gray ash.

“You’re going to be fine,” he tried to assure her.

“Can you smell it?” she whispered.

“Smell what?”

“Spring.”

He stared at her in amazement. She looked at him so expectantly he sniffed the air to please her. To his astonishment, it was true. Penetrating the smells of gasoline, smoke and death was the fresh scent of new foliage budding on the beech and linden trees.

“Do you smell it?” she asked again.

He nodded. The young girl smiled and groped for his hand.

“Sister Angelique said it was the first day of spring. She took us to the garden to smell…”

“Do you mean you were outside in the garden with Sister Angelique when the planes came?” he interrupted her.

Hope gripped him again.

“Yes,” she said.

Her eyes widened, and she grew anxious.

“Why did everything go black?”

Erich didn’t know what to tell her. A woman near them sobbed. The sound of her crying made the young girl aware of other people’s voices. They frightened her.

“Why is everyone crying and praying?”

She tried to move and cried out.

“My leg! Oh, it hurts so much. I want my Mommy.”

Big tears rolled down her cheeks.

“Please, please, you must not move again,” Erich warned her.

“I hurt!” she sobbed.

“I know. I know. But please stay still. You may hurt yourself more.” He tried to soothe her. “Someone is coming to get you out. Can you be very brave for me?”

Her lips quivered in a pout. “I don’t know.”

“I’ve found you.”

He briefly turned away and yelled, “Help! Over here!” and turned back to her.

“There are many nuns and children who need help. I’m looking for Sister Angelique. I must find her. Can you be brave? Can you keep still until someone frees you, while I go look for Sister Angelique?”

He stroked her forehead as she looked up at him with complete trust.

“I can try,” she said.

“That’s a good girl. Thank you,” he said, playfully ruffling the fawn-colored curls bobbing above her forehead. “Sister Angelique will be so proud of you.”

That pleased her and her eyes followed him as he crawled off the pile of rubble and dashed to check every bloodied body lying on the abbey grounds. He found Ketmann curled up in a heap by an uprooted birch tree. Erich rolled him over. A pool of blood pillowed his head. Torn skin peeled back from a ragged cut that severed his face from ear to chin. Blood congealed along the slice. The SS general looked dead. Erich didn’t take time to feel his pulse. Instead, he hollered for help and kept on searching for Grace through the scattered injured.

A stifled groan caught his ear. He paused and listened.

A louder moan sounded. It came from inside the shattered grove of trees.

Crashing through the underbrush looking for the source of the moans, he flung aside mangled twigs and broken branches. To his left, he spotted a black frock. He rushed over and found her pinned under a fallen tree that straddled her pelvis. She lay on her side.

With tearful thankfulness, he sank down beside her.

“Grace,” he whispered hoarsely. He bent his ear down to her mouth. Her lips slightly parted.

“I’m here, darling. You must hold on for me,” he begged. “I’m going to get you to Sweden. We are going to make it. Do you hear me? We are going to make it!”

A desperate sob choked him.

“You must hold on. Please hold on. For me. For us. Oh God, I love you so much!”

He broke down.

“Erich...”

It was the barest whisper, before Grace’s head went limp against the earth under her.

“NO!” he screamed. “GRACE!”

Panic ripped him apart. He yanked at the tree lying on top of her. It didn’t budge.

“Lord, help me!”

Crouching to take the weight off his back, he took slow breaths several times and concentrated. When he felt ready, he strained to lift the fallen tree again. Gradually, with every muscle powered by the sudden surge in his adrenaline, he succeeded in raising the dead weight and heaved it away from Grace’s body. He could see that she was badly hurt and quickly knelt to tuck in the edges of her habit around her body to keep her warm.

“I’m going for help, darling. I’ll be right back.”

And he raced back through the trees to find a stretcher-bearer.
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Resistance workers had enlisted Quinn to help them. Scurrying over the mounds of fallen mortar on top of the crumbled Gestapo building, they took advantage of the confusion to pull Danish resistance leaders still alive out of the rubble.

A bloodied hand waving helplessly between two chunks of concrete wedged together caught Quinri’s eye. Scrambling towards it, he hollered, “Over here!”

He tried to jar the collapsed masonry loose. Soon other hands joined his. They freed a hole and looked down inside.

Between the remaining sections of a door frame huddled the bulky shape of a German guard, barely conscious. The hand he waved slipped down from between the cracks and fell listlessly to his side. Sheltered by his body was another body.

Quinn shimmied down into the hole for a closer look.

Dried blood caked the German’s mouth. Barely breathing, he was dying from internal injuries, yet as Quinn passed over him to look at the body he was hiding, the dying man gripped his wrist with amazing strength. For a second they stared at each other. Spit gurgled from the guard’s mouth, and then his eyes stared into nothingness.

Quinn wrenched his wrist free of the dead man’s grip to push his body off of the stooped figure it shielded underneath.

When Quinn touched the other body, it trembled. He gathered his arms around its midsection to hoist it out from under the guard’s dead hulk. He felt breasts!

Shocked, he swore aloud. Without thinking, he told her in English, “I don’t know if you can understand me, but you must trust me. We have to get you out of here before we can help you. Now, at the count of three, we’re going to move slow and easy. Ready?”

“Quinn…”

At the pathetic sound of his name, Quinn’s heart lurched. The woman’s voice. He knew it.

“Lee?”

He heard a weak yes.

Unshed tears built up through the war years welled in his eyes.

“What are you doing here? What have they done to you?”

“Quinn…” came her hoarse whisper. “Get me out of here, but…” she faltered, “promise you won’t look at me …please.”

“Lee, I don’t care what you look like. All that matters is you are alive.”

With gentle tugs, he dragged her towards him, and when she was free of the German’s body, he gathered her up in his arms and cradled her against his chest. She hid her face in his jacket and clung.

“I don’t understand what you are doing here. Lee, Lee. My dear Lee. I never wanted you hurt. Never.”

Tears shredded the dust and dirt caking his face.

She was so painfully thin he worried about bruising her when he lifted her out of the hole and handed her to one of the men waiting to pull them out.

“Be careful,” he instructed. “We don’t know how badly hurt she is.”

Lee folded her arms over her face to prevent anyone from looking at her. Once in the sunshine, she buried her face deep inside the stranger’s shoulder.

“I can’t see,” she cried. “The sun’s too bright.”

As Quinn followed, the Resistance worker carried her to an ambulance in a nearby back street. Quinn climbed inside first and reached out to receive Lee in his arms. The two men delicately lowered her onto the stretcher. She continued to hide her face from him.

Her pathetic condition thoroughly shook him. He was unsure of what he could say to help her feel… he stopped himself… to help her feel what? What do you say to someone who has suffered things you’ve never experienced? He hunched down beside her and gently covered her hand with his. Silently, he tried to give her his strength.

The Resistance workers were anxious to leave.

“We’re not going without von Lohren,” Quinn stubbornly insisted.

After a few more jumpy moments, Erich appeared, breathing hard from running.

“I’ve found Grace.”

“Grace?” Lee cried out. Forgetting herself, she turned to Erich’s voice. “She’s still here?” she croaked.

Erich nodded and gulped to catch his breath.

“She’s badly hurt. We’ll have to lay her stretcher across the laps of the people who are sitting.”

“No, you won’t,” Lee said.

And then as she sat up, Erich, Quinn and the Resistance workers saw her face. When she saw their shocked expressions, she quickly turned away.

“I’m not hurt. Use this stretcher.”

She crawled to the back corner where she sat, deep in the shadows, folded up in a fetal position on the jump seat.

Erich recovered first and grabbed the stretcher.

“Let’s get Grace.”
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The sound of von Lohren’s voice reached down into Ketmann’s soul. As consciousness toyed with him, English voices broke through the haze. Where was he? He tried to raise his head from the litter to see what was going on. Strips of gauze bound his face. They felt like weights holding him down. He eased his head to the left, on his good cheek, towards the voices. Two attendants stepped up to the ends of his litter and lifted him into an ambulance. For a moment, he could make out von Lohren and a man—vaguely familiar—loading a woman into another ambulance near his. They wrapped her black robes around her like a blanket. The nun. She must be alive. The king’s cousin knew where the atomic formula was hidden.

He struggled to raise himself. The attendants nearly lost their grip as they slid his litter onto the top rack inside the ambulance. They bound a blanket around him so he couldn’t move, but as they stepped down, he tipped his head and found he had a partial view of the other ambulance through the open doors.

Von Lohren started to shut the door. The man with him grabbed his free arm. Ketmann strained to listen.

“Did you know Lee was a prisoner here before Saunders ordered the raid?”

Von Lohren looked at him squarely. “I knew.”

Anger glared in the eyes of the man as his grip hardened on Von Lohren’s arm. “Why wasn’t I told?”

Von Lohren answered with rigid silence.

“When we get back to England, you and I have a score to settle.”

“First we have to get back,” said Von Lohren as he slammed the ambulance door shut with his free hand. “Now let me go.”

Ketmann watched the two men separate and stride up either side of the ambulance to the front cab. He could hear the cab doors bang. In the next instant, the ambulance backed up and pulled out of his view.

So, von Lohren was alive and the traitor he always believed he was. Ketmann let his head roll back to a more comfortable position while he thought. The other man … Quinn Bergin … he recognized Lee’s former bureau chief … Why didn’t he know Lee was his prisoner? If he had known, it didn’t sound as if he agreed with the air strike. Both men seemed to have key positions in British Intelligence. He mused, only the Special Operations Executive risked their control officers on dangerous field missions. He must let Berlin know. There was still time to capture them and find the atomic formula.
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The next evening, the room in Churchill’s London Bunker was unlit save for the stark film being shown. Frozen on screen was an aerial shot of the Gestapo building and the convent burning in the Copenhagen air raid. The quiet voice of Morgan Saunders reported the full implications of the still picture.

“The Gestapo files on Denmark’s anti-Nazi movement were totally destroyed. Unfortunately, the price for our success was heavy: ten allied airmen, eighty-seven children and twenty-seven nuns. In addition to these casualties, there were scores of injured.”

“And the prisoners?” Churchill demanded.

“Thirty of the forty Danish leaders survived.”

“Thirty! I never believed anyone would survive that fool plan.”

“You can always give God the credit.” Saunders slipped in the dry remark with a side glance at Churchill to watch his reaction.

“What about Lady Grace and the Talbot woman?”

“They’re safe, sir, in Malmo, Sweden.”

“Another miracle, Morgan?”

“I believe so, sir.”

Churchill fell into thoughtful silence. When he spoke again, his voice was barely audible. “Eighty-seven children, twenty-seven nuns and ten allied airmen, you say.”

“That’s correct.”

He sighed.

“Our gratitude seems so little when they have paid so much.”


  



FORTY-FIVE

Thursday, August 9th, 1945

Quinn Bergin disobeyed Sir Fletcher’s orders to return to London and stayed with Lee in Sweden, in Malmo’s Roman Catholic hospital. He never left her side after the doctors told her she was carrying a baby. To his surprise, she never asked for an abortion.

He read that as a hopeful sign and immediately formed plans to marry her. After so many years of living on the edge of danger, he was unprepared for the rush of feelings he felt toward Lee. He wanted to give her and her baby a home, to protect her from prying busy-bodies, to shower her with gifts with anything she wanted and to be a father to her baby, to have a family, their family—that the child was sired by a Nazi never fazed him. Creating a state of normalcy mattered more.

Yet, she not only resisted his comfort, she withdrew from everyone. Once she heard Grace would survive and was being flown back to Scotland, she seemed to give up.

The tenacity, which had sustained Quinn through the war, served to carry him through her prolonged period of self-pity. Close to her due date, however, his patience wore thin. She didn’t seem to understand how much he needed her to need him. He decided to draw her out of the shadowed corner of her private room where she persisted in staying whenever he visited.

“The war is over, Lee. You’re going to have a baby soon. You have to think of the wee life inside you.”

He hoisted himself up on her bed, while he talked to her dim shape in the dark corner. Ever since she had revealed her face in the ambulance, she had refused to expose herself again. Frequently, she sat in the corner for long hours rocking in silence, completely unresponsive, no matter what he talked about. Lately, he had been saying the same thing over and over again, hoping to drum down the barricades she had raised in her mind.

“It’s time to move on. I want to take care of you, you and your baby, if you’ll let me.”

Silence blanketed the corner where she sat. Was this going to be another of their one-sided sessions? He waited, letting her think about what he said. The rocker scraped against the terrazzo floor, but he couldn’t see whether she had stood up or was beginning her rocking.

“By some miracle,” came her disembodied voice, “we survived the bombing of Guernica together… you and I. Remember?”

He couldn’t make out if she was talking to him or the wall behind her, but he nodded, hoping she was looking at him. It was the first encouraging effort she had made.

“I had never opened up to anyone, but I did to you. I tried to show you my love, but every time I did, you withdrew.”

Quinn bowed his head in regret.

“Things are different now. I’m free to love you. I want to take care of you and your baby.”

“Instead you recruited me,” she droned on as if he had never spoken. “The bodies of the children … It was so easy, wasn’t it? I wanted to please you, and I hated Hitler.”

“We were at war. I had no choice. Neither did you.”

“I even let you use me as your hostess to attract those vile men just so you could collect information. The only way I could live with myself was to believe that someday you would love me.”

His heart quickened.

“If there had been any other way …”

“And at Amanita,” she continued, “it was business as usual. You still could not show me any love. Do you know how dirty that made me feel?”

“I explained …”

She plunged on, not listening to him.

“Except for Rolf. For one brief wonderful time, he took away the emptiness.”

Quinn squirmed and clenched his jaw. He didn’t like the direction she was taking, but at least she was talking.

“I could dream about a normal life and feel loved, honestly loved. If this baby were his, how happy I would be!”

He heard the scraping sound again.

“I loved Rolf Haukelid. I’m going to find the place where the SS executed him and put up a memorial. If he has any family, I’m going to find them too.”

“I’ll help you,” Quinn said.

“NO!” Lee spat out the word. Her anger startled him.

“I don’t want your help. And I sure don’t want your pity!”

“I tried to protect you, Lee. You have to believe that.”

He heard her coarse dry outburst of laughter.

“You survived, didn’t you?” he asked.

“Oh yeah, I survived.”

Ugly bitterness crept into her tone.

And d’ya know what? Ketmann didn’t rape me. He filled his emptiness with me. And I lived for it. I was his sexual slave.”
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Lee wanted to strike at Quinn with her lie. Only she knew Ketmann had ravaged her with his torture but never raped her. She would never tell anyone about Tobias Baldur-Meyer. Their time together was their secret, and it would die with her. If Ketmann had not seized them, she would have stayed Baldur-Meyer’s concubine without being chained for the duration of the war. It was easier than thinking, easier than longing for Rolf, easier than hurting and dying. In his strange way, Baldur-Meyer loved her. He just didn’t know how to admit it to himself.

“You survived,” said Quinn. “That’s all that matters.”

“No, Quinn, that’s not all that matters.”

She pushed herself to her feet.

“In his mad way, Ketmann claimed me. That’s why he destroyed my looks. So no other man could want me.”

“Lee, I don’t care how you look! I love you.”

“Do you?”

She shuffled towards him from the shadows, taunting him.

“Look at me and tell me you love me.”

He stared at her and swallowed. She could picture what he saw in her mind. Her cheeks were covered in hideous scabs or open sores that refused to heal. Pock marks lined her brows. She cupped her enlarged belly with her hands and stepped closer to him.

When she saw his deep down revulsion and pain, she pitied him and knew she could not live with his oppressive sense of debt and guilt. More than anything she wanted to tackle life on her own terms. Honestly and equally. She needed someone like Rolf, whom she knew would have accepted her imperfections no matter what they were. He loved the person, not the face, and not the body.

“Go, Quinn. Go. I don’t need you.”

She turned away and retreated back into the shadows of the corner. The rocker scraped the floor and creaked as she settled her swollen body back into the seat. She began her rocking again, slow and steady, like an incantation that numbed her senses.

She spoke from the shadows.

“There is one thing you can do, Quinn. For Grace and me. And Rolf. Find out if Sir Fletcher betrayed Amanita.”

“Sir Fletcher? What are you talking about?”

“Ketmann found the code name of the London traitor in the Abwehr’s files. LEON. He said it was LEON.”

“Is that the information you’ve been keeping from Saunders?”

“Yes. I wanted to interrogate Sir Fletcher myself. I wanted him to look into my face and tell me the truth, but I’m not going back to London. Saunders is sending me to a sanatorium in Switzerland. Will you do it?”

Quinn didn’t answer.

“If he betrayed us, terminate him, Quinn. I want him dead.”

He stared back at her through the darkness.

“Can you do that for us?”

His eyes were empty, his face a blank.

“If what you say is true, he’s a dead man.”

He turned away, paused, and then looked back at her. His jaw clenched. The gray color of his eyes hardened with resolve.

“No matter what you think or what you say, it’s not over for us, you know. We’re a team. We’re a good team.”

When she added nothing further, he slipped off her bed.

“You’ll see. You need me as much as I need you.”

He waited a moment longer, peering back through the inky gloom at her.

Still she said nothing.

He shrugged. “Look me up when you come to your senses,” he said finally and left the room.

With tears streaming down her face, she watched him leave. The squeak of his shoes on the linoleum followed him down the hospital corridor. Once again, she felt utterly alone, abandoned. She was so tired of it. Except for Baldur-Meyer’s life inside her, she would have gladly given up with one bullet to the brain.


  



FORTY-SIX

Wednesday, August 15th, 1945

Asummer breeze offered the first relief in two days of clammy weather. It rustled the swag curtains draping the open French doors of the library filled with its priceless antiques and collection of rare books stacking the shelves. Light from the reading lamp pooled over the imperial Brussels carpet as Quinn rose from the arm chair angled towards the fireplace and tied the cord of his satin lounging robe. He stepped up to the open French doors and breathed in. The sticky night air was heavy with the scent of lavender and English woodland primrose.

Sir Fletcher glanced up from the papers he was reading at his desk and paused, fascinated. In the doorway, the dark of night spread beyond the threshold like black silk across the patio, as if creating an artist’s backdrop for the silver cast of Quinn’s profile in the reflected moonlight. The angular structure of his face made the features seem strong, like stone, but cold and inflexible. Quinn stood still, in thought. At moments like these, Sir Fletcher wondered where the Irishman’s mind went.

As if reading the spymaster’s thoughts, Quinn turned and walked over to the library’s well-stocked bar. He looked over the bottles and finally chose Regal Scotch.

Opening it, he asked, “Can I pour you one?”

“Aye.”

With his back to Sir Fletcher, Quinn poured the Scotch three fingers high into two brandy glasses.

“Have you ever loved anyone, Quinn?” Sir Fletcher asked him.

“Yes,” Quinn admitted, while inconspicuously slipping a cyanide capsule out from the breast pocket of his robe. He broke the capsule’s contents into Sir Fletcher’s drink before carefully stirring it.

“A woman.”

“A woman! That’s difficult to believe. What was it like?”

“I can’t answer that. We’ve never slept together.”

Quinn dropped two ice cubes into each drink and stirred them again.

Sir Fletcher eyed him with renewed interest.

“Why not? It would look better in your records if you were married … and protect us.”

Quinn smiled as he slowly turned around carrying both glasses in his hands and started towards Sir Fletcher.

“I agree. I’ve already proposed.”

“Well, laddie, congratulations.”

“You’re somewhat premature. She turned me down.”

Sir Fletcher looked genuinely surprised.

“You don’t say.”

“More to the point, she doesn’t trust me. She doesn’t trust any man. And I can’t convince her I would make a good father for her baby.”

“Good grief!” Sir Fletcher exclaimed. “You can’t mean Lee! You would marry her and father that Nazi bastard she’s carrying?”

“If she would let me, yes.”

As Quinn passed Sir Fletcher’s drink over to him, he said, “Tell me … I’ve wondered about this for some time… Churchill code-named you LEON because you looked like the cartoon character he enjoyed. A walrus. Why did you name me CORVINE?”

Sir Fletcher’s eyes narrowed.

“A Corvine is a scavenger, which relentlessly steals other birds’ eggs and chicks.” He smiled slyly. “Isn’t that what you do?”

“More than you know.”

Locking gazes with him, Quinn held up his glass and said, “Here’s to you.”

“How long have we been together?”

“Ten years.”

“Aye, ten dedicated years. That’s a long time.”

Quinn nodded. “A very long time.”

While he sipped on his own drink, he sat down in the club chair facing the desk. He watched Sir Fletcher take a swig of his Scotch.

“With the war over, our civilian intelligence agencies are being disbanded, and the old boys are sniffing out our closets.”

Sir Fletcher took a bigger mouthful of his Scotch.

“Now laddie, you’ve got no worries there.”

Quinn smiled.

“I know. I pulled your blackmail file on me years ago.”

“What do you mean?” Sir Fletcher demanded in surprise, while trying to massage his throat. He belted down the rest of the Scotch and extended the empty glass to Quinn.

“How about another …”

His glass fell to the carpet. He clutched his throat. Horrible rattling sprang forth. His eyes bulged in disbelief.

Quinn sat unmoved, watching him.

“You thought you recruited me, but it was I who recruited you. We knew what you were. And you have served us well. Better than I intended.”

He savored a mouthful of his drink. “Fine Scotch. Very fine.”

Quinn went on.

“Lee says Ketmann told her LEON betrayed both sides to the Reds. She thinks that’s you.”

Sir Fletcher, aware he was dying, weakly shook his head in denial.

Quinn rose from the club chair and stood over him.

“I promised Lee I would take care of you.”

He leaned down and whispered in Sir Fletcher’s ear, “And I am.”

Again he stood upright and laughed cynically.

“So many fools played into my hands. Especially Nielsen.”

He indulged in some more self-satisfaction.

“After you got him out, did you know he sent all his secret notes to an associate, a physicist, in Moscow? He has probably helped advance Russian atomic research ten years.”

Sir Fletcher gagged on his spit. His head dropped sideways on the desk and his shoulders caved forward.

Ignoring him, Quinn answered his own question.

“Of course you didn’t. We were too clever for you Imperialists.”

He looked down on Sir Fletcher, whose eyes stared into nothingness. His mouth gaped open. Froth leaked out one side.

“Yes, Sir Fletcher. I, like my brethren, the Baques, continue our fight for independent rule. You and your ilk think you are so superior. England betrayed the Republicans in Spain, England betrayed the Poles, England betrayed Stalin and let the Russians carry the weight of Hitler’s oppressive war. And you? You let Lee fall into the hands of the Gestapo after you promised me you would protect her. Grace was never worth her sacrifice. Never. Now that Hitler and the Third Reich have been destroyed, I promise you England will face a different enemy in Northern Ireland when I return home a stronger and wiser leader of the Irish Republican Army. This time, because of what you and Stalin have taught me, we will win our right to be free of British Imperialism.”

Quinn raised his glass in a toast. “To victory!” he cried.

Having slipped out of rigid control, he let the smug smile loose, before tinkling chuckles bubbled from his lips and burst into a flood of laughter.
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Hidden in the bushes outside the French doors, Ludwig Ketmann used this moment to sneak away. He had spotted Bergin in London and followed him to Sir Fletcher’s, expecting he would lead him to his prey. He had, but the traitor had not been Sir Fletcher. It was Quinn Bergin.

He could have executed him immediately. He fingered the silencer on the Luger. No one would have heard. It would have been so easy for him to make a clean break and escape to Argentina as he originally planned. There, plastic surgeons could alter his face and remove the bulbous scar splitting his cheek. His secret account in Switzerland made him very rich. He could do anything he chose. There was poetic justice in that, but it wasn’t enough. He needed more.

The police would treat Bergin and Sir Fletcher’s deaths as a bizarre murder/suicide, while the only one who knew Bergin was the actual traitor was Ketmann. He wanted the Irishman’s treachery exposed, especially to Lee. She had to know how pointless enduring torture and resisting him had been. So, for now, he had the advantage. Bergin didn’t know his cover had been unmasked. Beyond that, Ketmann understood a rabid mind. He and Bergin were evenly matched.


  



FORTY-SEVEN

Friday, August 17th, 1945

The screech of the wounded bomber chased her. The convent. She had to save the children. She ran faster, and harder. The roar of the plane swallowed her up. Not the children! Not the children! And then dreadful silence and the explosion.

NO!! No!!

“Grace, it’s a dream. You’re safe. You’re safe, darling.”

The voice, far-away, beyond the mist, beyond despair. The voice slipped in and out, again and again. It pulled her back and forth, but she didn’t want to hear it. The children. God promised her they would be safe.

“The children,” she moaned.

“Grace, I love you. Please wake up. Please come back to me.”

The voice again. She should be with the children. They protected her. She failed them. If she hadn’t hidden in the convent, the bombers wouldn’t have come. They died because of her. She welcomed the swirling energy sucking her down. Lee was right. What god allows such terrible things? It was all a lie. She wanted to die.

“The children,” she moaned.

“Oh Grace, my darling Grace. I failed you. I’m so sorry.”

Failed her. Was God telling her he failed her?

“I believed you would be safe in the convent. Oh, please, please, I love you with all my heart. Please don’t leave me.”

She heard the words through a prism of murky waves and a sea of faces. Love. The memory of penetrating blue eyes swam toward her.

“Please, God, don’t let her die. I’ll do whatever You want, just bring her back to me.”

Memories. Music. Two pianos. He sat beside her and they played a duet.

“Erich.”

A breath inhaled.

“Yes, Grace. I’m here.”

The smells. Antiseptic smells. A hospital. She fingered her sheet. Soft cotton. A hand on hers. Warm, tender touch. She reached for the touch.

“Oh, Grace.”

She dared to open her eyes. Everything telescoped in size. Her gaze drifted to the face leaning toward her.

“Erich?”

“Yes, Grace, I’m here.”

His face, his voice… images, voices flooded her mind. The injury. Erich finding her. The boat to Sweden. The operation. The flight to Scotland. More operations. The pain. Oh, dear God, the pain!

A doctor and nurse closed in on her bed.

“This injection will ease the pain.”

Within moments she could feel herself floating and then nothing.
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The creak of wheels sifted through Grace’s whisks of wakefulness. She focused on the click-squeak. Somehow she knew it was the sound of the medicine cart. She opened her eyes. Sunlight bounced off the wall across from her. She gingerly turned her head to the right to see the raised window. Through the opening, a breeze puffed out the white cotton curtains. She breathed in the fresh air. Hints of roses accented its scent.

She lay still, enjoying her return to life. And then she noticed Erich’s bowed head over her bedside. She tried to shift herself to give him more room, but pain flared from her stomach through to her back like a flaming spear piercing her.

OHHhhh… escaped between her lips before she could control it.

Erich stirred and raised his head. Surprise lit up his eyes.

“You’re awake.”

She smiled and reached for his hand.

“How long have you been here?”

“The whole time.”

“Oh, Erich.”

He took her hand between both of his and raised it to his lips. He kissed each finger. “I’ve been waiting for you to come back to me.”

The operation. She remembered. “Where am I?”

“In Scotland, in a military hospital north of Edinburgh.”

“Will I be able to walk?”

He nodded.

“By next spring, you’ll be running down the aisle as my bride.”

“Your bride?”

She stared at him, not sure if she understood.

“Is that a proposal?”

“Most definitely,” he grinned.

Had she dreamed this? So many years thinking about him, not knowing if he were alive or dead. Could it be true?

“But do you love me?”

“From the first moment I saw you.”

“I couldn’t forget you either.”

He bent his head and peered into her eyes. “So, is that a yes?”

“Most definitely,” she smiled back.

The rings of fatigue bagging his underlids vanished into crinkles of laughter as he gently held her face between his hands and kissed, first her forehead, and then her lips. Their pressure sent quivers of desire through her. She raised her arms to embrace him, and pain shot through her again.

“Yikes,” she caught her breath. “I hurt.”

Erich eased her hands down, smoothed her hair back from her forehead and tenderly brushed it with his lips.

“Soon, all this will behind you. Have patience.”

“Ah, our patient awakes.”

The doctor strode up behind Erich, who slipped back on his heels to stand up and push the chair aside, making room for the doctor to take his place by Grace’s bedside. He fingered her wrist and timed her pulse. After a moment, he patted her hand.

“A little excited, are we?”

Erich’s eyes twinkled.

“Grace just consented to be my wife.”

The doctor deadpanned. “I see.”

Grace glanced at Erich. She didn’t understand the doctor’s reaction.

“I will walk again, won’t I?”

“Yes.”

With a frown, the doctor took hold of the stethoscope draping his neck and bowed his head as if gathering his thoughts.

“Then, what is it?”

The doctor sighed.

“Grace, it has taken nine operations to save your shattered hip. You haven’t been strong enough to understand all that this has been involved, but not only your hip was crushed, so was your uterus. The Swedish surgeons had to remove it to save your life. They were able to save your ovaries, but you will not be able to have children.”

Not to be able to have babies! She stared at the doctor and then at Erich. “Did you know this?”

“Yes, of course.”

She turned her head away.

“So, this is my punishment for surviving when the children didn’t.”

“Grace, God isn’t punishing you. He saved you.”

“For what?”

Unfamiliar bitterness crept into her question.

Erich gently turned her head back to look at him. He seemed to drink in her face.

“To save me. I don’t know why He has saved us both, but in time we’ll find out. Now we need our faith more than ever.”

“Faith,” she whispered. “With all that has happened in Germany and to Germany, how can you of all people believe God exists?”

She watched anguish filter through his expression.

“As a boy, my parents took me to the Lutheran Church. I loved the Bible stories, especially those about Jesus. His perfection awed me, but once I became a British spy—believing it was the only way I could save my country—His perfection frightened me because I led a life of subterfuge and lies. I tried to save my country from the mad men running it, but the horrible things we did… I could never tell my mother I hated the SS for fear of what the Gestapo might do to her if they suspected I was a spy. She died hating what she believed I had become, and I stopped talking to God. What could I promise Him?”

“Oh, Erich, I’m so sorry.” She reached out to touch his cheek.

Misery lined his face. He grasped her hand and pressed it to him.

“I could not forgive myself until I saw you in Copenhagen. Then, my hope returned. All that mattered was saving you. If you lived and I died, it would redeem me in the Lord’s eyes.”

“But, you didn’t die.”

His expression reminded her of the young German soldier in the chapel.

“No, I didn’t, but I now believe God led me to find you.”

Grace nodded. “Because of the little girl.”

He had told her how he had rescued her when she awoke in the Swedish hospital.

“Yes. I found her first, and she told me about you. If not for her, you might have died.”

She lay quiet, mulling over his words. She had never questioned God before. All her life she believed she was a faithful servant. She had prayed God would keep Erich safe, and He had. She had prayed for Lee, and Lee had survived, but at what cost to her mind? She had accepted her parents were safe in God’s heaven, but the sisters and the children had protected her at risk to their own lives. They lived in God’s house. They should have been safe, yet He allowed them to be struck down. If it wasn’t some fault within her, whose fault was it? How could she live happily with Erich if they died because of her?

Erich caressed her cheek. She nestled her head against his loving touch.

“Grace, Morgan Saunders has been in Copenhagen tracking down Amanita’s traitor. He says the church and the Danes are rebuilding the convent in memory of the nuns and girls who died.”

“It won’t bring them back.”

Erich bit his lower lip and took a moment before he replied.

“No, rebuilding doesn’t replace the loss of lives. But, Morgan, also brought back a message from the Mother Superior to you.”

“The Reverent Mother survived?”

Erich nodded.

“How?”

“I don’t know. But, she was concerned you would blame yourself for hiding in the convent and causing the bombing.”

The Mother Superior always seemed to know what was in her soul before she did.

“Why wouldn’t I?”

Erich’s eyes softened.

“Grace, sometimes God makes sacrifices of those most innocent and pure. As He did with His own son. The convent was always in danger of being bombed because of its close location to Gestapo Headquarters. Your hiding there never changed that risk. The Danes don’t blame the British or the Allied pilots, and certainly not you, for their deaths. To defeat the Nazi evil, they are proud of the sacrifice the sisters and children made to save their country. That’s the message the Mother Superior has sent back to you.”


  



FORTY-EIGHT

Thursday, April 18,1946

Lee felt abandoned to the damned. The nightmare was always the same, before the sudden flash of bright light awoke her. Lee instinctively pulled the covers up over her bandaged face.

“What do you think you’re doing?” she raged from under the sheets. “Get those bloody shades down.”

Her baby started crying.

“Take her away. She hates me. I can’t stand the crying.”

A strange woman’s voice ignored her outburst.

“It’s morning, young lady. Time to get up. Your baby’s hungry.”

“You feed her,” Lee ordered petulantly from under the sheets.

“That’s it,” said this new voice. “Your self-pity party has gone on long enough.”

“What do you know?”

The woman yanked the covers off Lee.

“You haven’t even given this wee tyke a fair chance. Now sit up.”

Lee blinked at the light and, with difficulty, focused on this person who dared defy her.

“Who are you?”

“Your nanny.”

“My what?”

The blurry image cleared. A tiny woman with steel gray hair and flashing green eyes stood before her.

“You heard me,” she said.

“I never asked for a nanny.”

“Morgan Saunders did. You have exhausted the staff at the sanatorium with your mean moods, but now I’m here. I will be nursing you through your recovery and looking after your baby.”

She plumped the pillows behind Lee’s head.

“Now sit up so you can feed her.”

“When you pull the shades down.”

“That’s not negotiable. If you don’t want to know the difference between day and night, your baby has to learn the difference, or she’ll never sleep through the night.”

“Why should she have it any better than me?”

The nanny glared. Lee knew she was being childish, but the hatefulness within her didn’t want to give it up. The baby’s cry turned into an angry wailing.

“Okay. Okay. Anything to stop her bloody crying.”

The nanny lifted the baby from her carriage and settled her into Lee’s arms. The starched woman cooed to the baby, while she brushed the infant’s lips with the nipple of the bottle. The baby’s chubby hands grabbed the bottle and held it by herself. The room filled with the sounds of her sucking.

“She’s a beautiful little girl. What’s her name?” the nanny asked.

“Kendra Alexandra.”

“How lovely.”

Lee didn’t ask the woman her name. She didn’t want to know it. And she ignored the nanny’s efforts for a friendly chat.

No one cared how the war was won or what was lost to win it. What did Gertie’s hangnail or the price of butter have to do with what Lee suffered? Why would anyone think that washing diapers and preparing baby formulas would heal her scars and erase her nightmares? No one understood. No one wanted to understand. She was abandoned to the damned.

Voiceless screams struggled for release. She felt old, too old, as if her soul had traveled a million years through the galaxy, lost and afraid, and was finally too weary of the journey and the things she had seen to keep on going from one empty hope to another. She did not fit in anywhere. There was too much to absorb, too much to resolve, too much hate, too much disillusionment, and too much recrimination. What was normal for other people was not normal for her. She had come back from hell only to find a different hell awaiting her.

After Quinn left her in Sweden, Morgan Saunders secreted her away to a place where no one could find her. He moved her to Switzerland, to a remote sanatorium called Meiringen in the Alps, in the hope that plastic surgery to smooth out the grotesque pits ground into her cheeks and brows by Ketmann’s cigarette butts would heal her spirit as well as her face.

For a time, she savored her secret in the peaceful scenery surrounding the sanatorium. Baldur-Meyer had not violated her body, and she had no desire to destroy the decent part of Baldur-Meyer she carried inside her. Her body amazed her. Through all the horror, it had clung to that fetus. She was proud of that. Baldur-Meyer in death had granted her the last chance to experience the greatest miracle of womanhood: the birth of a baby.

But, when the time came for delivery, her mind could not bear even joyous pain. Being strapped into the stirrups brought back all the terror. Each contraction became a cruel torture revisited. Mercifully, the doctors performed a caesarian section. Once the umbilical cord was cut, however, her bond to motherhood severed. When she awoke, she felt no rush of motherly love spilling over to the baby she bore.

Instead, she saw a tiny creature screaming, a stranger demanding the subjection of her will to it. Her newborn’s cries convinced Lee it was her disfigured face, which terrified the infant. Each wail reinforced her mistaken belief the baby was rejecting her. It never occurred to her the baby was simply hungry, or wet. Out of frustrated motherhood spawned a new resentment, which festered into more self-hatred. The doctors feared she would withdraw so far into herself she could never be saved from the impregnable black hole of madness.

And so the middle-of-the-night visitations from hell, the wandering in and out of Ketmann’s fiendish face in her dreams, of his demonic voice hissing forth from the gaping jaws of death, grew and multiplied into chanting, hooded, sunken-eyed masks of satanic laughter. The confusion of haunting echoes tore at her, reminding her of her own fragile immortality. And they all congealed with the infant’s real-life wails until she could not tell them apart. The scars scourging her soul robbed her baby of its mother. She had nothing left with which to nurture this one born of her body. Only an inner will to survive prevailed.

As she was burping Kendra, Saunders walked in.

“Well, if it isn’t my two favorite girls,” he said cheerfully.

Through her bandages, Lee glared at him.

“Get rid of this woman. I don’t want her.”

She saw the nanny and Morgan exchange silent messages. He bent over and lifted Kendra up. She gave him a delighted grin.

“Well, thank-you. At least you’re glad to see me.”

He played with her for a moment before he handed her over to the nanny and suggested she return Kendra to the nursery.

He put his arm around Lee.

“Come over to the rocker, Lee. We have to talk.”

“We certainly do,” she agreed.

He led her to the rocking chair and helped her into it.

“Please pull down the shades.”

“I have some papers with me I want you to read. You need the light.”

“This isn’t working, Morgan,” she cried. “Before I conceived the baby, I felt empty. Now that she’s here, I feel trapped. I can’t breathe. I can’t think. I can’t sleep. Maybe this is what I did to my mother. Maybe this is why she gave me up.”

“When are you going to face you need professional help?”

“No, I need to go back to work.”

“And when you have to interview someone face-to-face, how will you feel?”

“The doctors say this last operation restored my face.”

“But not your mind. What about Kendra?”

She was silent.

He changed the subject.

“I have news.”

“About Grace?”

“Her too.”

“Tell me about Grace first.”

“The operations were successful. She can walk normally, but she will never have children.”

Lee winced. “It’s not fair, is it?”

“I know you refused to attend her wedding, but, when she found out I was returning here, she told me to tell you she and Erich want you and the baby to join them when Intrepid races in the Epsom Derby.”

“Intrepid?” Her voice lifted, and then it dropped. “That’s rotten blackmail.”

“Your face should be completely healed by then. After the race, they will be leaving for Canada. It’s your last chance to see them before they go into hiding,” Saunders reminded her.

“Hiding?”

“Yes. Remember, even though Erich and Grace are married, as individuals they have been declared dead. The Official Secrets Act prevents us from revealing their activities for British Intelligence during the war, so it makes greater sense to give them new identities and a new location.”

“But Grace loves Guild Oaks and her horses.”

A thought struck her.

“Has she lost her inheritance because she has been declared dead?”

“No. We’ve sold most of her father’s art treasures and Radcliffe House for a handsome sum. That and her inheritance from her grandmother Radcliffe are being laundered back to her through an investment foundation funded by her estate. Guild Oaks and the stables she has let go to King George.”

Lee looked down at her hands.

“Morgan, now I know what I have to do.”

When she dared to look up into his face, she saw acceptance. Only Grace and Rolf ever accepted her without conditions attached. For the first time, she considered Morgan may be the best of her three friends. He had certainly seen her through the worst period of her life.

“Kendra needs the love of parents who want her. She belongs with Grace and Erich. They will give her what I never can. Family roots. I’m a tumbleweed. Ruined goods. Do you see?”

Morgan said nothing. His facial expression did not change.

“I can’t give Kendra the normal life she deserves. I belong to a world, which has no place in it for her. I need to be absorbed in work again… to be with other agents who have known the hell of war and survived … to feel the rush of adrenaline through my veins … to have challenging problems to solve and exciting ideas to explore. To write again.”

Still Morgan said nothing.

“I know. I’m doing to Kendra what my mother did to me. I guess we weren’t cut out for motherhood. I feel badly about that, and I have tried, Morgan. For months, I’ve tried. Gawd! How I’ve tried! But it’s not working.”

“You’re right,” he said at last. “It’s not working.”

A sigh of relief engulfed Lee. Of course Morgan understood.

“We do it your way on one condition,” he said. “You have to hand over your baby to Grace yourself.”

She fidgeted. He and Grace were forcing her out of hiding. For Kendra, could she do it? There was no choice. She must.

“Agreed.”

But, she couldn’t face making specific arrangements right now.

“You said you had other news.”

“Sir Fletcher’s dead. He died last August.”

“He’s dead?”

She was astonished. “Why didn’t you tell me when it happened?”

“You weren’t in any shape to handle it.”

“How did it happen?”

“An apparent suicide. He took an L-pill.”

Quinn, she thought. He did it!

“Morgan, I want to go outside. Can we sit on the terrace?”

His brow lifted in surprise. How long had he been trying to get her to go outside? No doubt he found her switch in behavior baffling, but to his credit, he said nothing and followed her bidding.

There was no one on the terrace, and Lee rushed to the rail and breathed in the pristine air. The blooming Edelweiss in the terrace garden caught her attention. She focused on its puffy parasols so like the amanita Quinn grew in Poland. Each flower was like a cluster of frothy toadstools or cauliflower buttons erupting out of plants with large pointed leaves. They looked good enough to eat: delightful, delectable, deceptive and deadly. Wild poisonous mushrooms. The amanita fungi. Her jaw flinched.

Morgan stood beside her.

“Do you want to tell me about it?”

“The amanita,” she said in a faraway voice.

“Sir Fletcher’s project?”

“No, the poisonous mushroom. How deceptive and very deadly it is. How very deadly…” she said with low-pitched venom.

Morgan remained calm in response to her sudden switch in mood.

“Let’s sit down and talk,” he suggested and waited for her to begin.

Instead, she watched the slips of bright sunshine dapple his fine gray hair and the ridge of his nose. They splashed his pale skin with the first blushes of alpine color. It was then she realized how basically kind he was, and wise. He directed her to the lounge seat, while he took the armchair fashioned from local pine.

“He betrayed Grace,” Lee blurted out with no preamble. “Sir Fletcher betrayed us all,” she said with bitter disgust. “I’m glad he’s dead. I wanted to see his face for myself, and then I would have known for sure he was the traitor.”

She could see the thrust of her revelation startled Morgan.

“You think Sir Fletcher was Amanita’s traitor! Why?”

“He was the Abwehr’s contact. Ketmann admitted it when he decided to execute me. NO,” she checked herself. “He didn’t admit it. He revealed it. LEON was the Germans’ London contact. That was Sir Fletcher’s code name, you know. LEON!” She spat the name out.

“LEON, LEON, LEON.”

The crazy ditty she had made up in prison, while waiting to be executed, came spilling out in a rush of anguish.

“LEON… LEON… LEON… is an imbecile and a poop is … he cuts off your leg and says, ‘What a bag!’LEON, the poop, is a gag.”

Her shoulders sagged. “I wanted to kill him myself,” she moaned.

“Lee, is this what you held back in our debriefing?”

She nodded miserably.

“Good Grief!”

Saunders shook his head in disbelief. “Why didn’t you tell me? I could have saved you so much …”

His eyes mirrored her misery.

“Lee,” he said quietly and evenly, “Sir Fletcher was never the traitor. He was framed.”

“Ketmann said …”

“It doesn’t matter what Ketmann said,” he interrupted. “I’m sure LEON was the name of the Germans’ London contact precisely to point suspicion at him. Think for a moment. If you were Sir Fletcher, could you destroy what you gave your life to build?”

Confusion entered Lee’s voice. “I asked myself that.”

She sat upright. “But if it wasn’t Sir Fletcher, then who betrayed us? Who betrayed Project Amanita?”

“Most likely the same person who murdered Sir Fletcher.”

“You said it was suicide. He took an L-pill.”

“I said apparent suicide. I’m convinced he was murdered. And now I think you know who did it.”

Lee’s heart throbbed wildly. She had told Quinn. She gripped her head in her hands and began rocking.

“We’ve been investigating the betrayal of Amanita agents since Rolf’s death. We’ve come across one piece of evidence, which helps isolate the traitor.”

She stopped rocking. “What’s that?”

“We have tracked down prisoners who served in the SS unit that hanged Rolf. Ketmann was their commander. The radio man said he received a coded message giving Rolf’s exact position.”

“Ketmann? He killed Rolf!”

The impact of Morgan’s information ripped open an old wound like the jagged edge of a tin can tearing flesh away from bone.

“Yes” he confirmed. “The same man who tortured you. I then went back over all our debriefing files with surviving Amanita agents and Resistance groups working with them. Something of interest popped up in the Denmark file.”

“What?”

Morgan had Lee’s total attention

“Mme. Orsted sponsored a group of Spanish Civil War veterans before the war. I pursued that and tracked down some of the underground leaders who knew her. Understand, she’s a national martyr. I had to be discreet with my questioning, but I unearthed something quite unexpected.”

“Go on,” she urged him.

“Mme. Orsted was the leader of a secret cell of Communist Resistance Fighters known as the Red Orchestra. They were mainly formed from a band of Spanish Civil War vets.”

“Frankly, Morgan, out of this whole mess, that makes the most sense.”

Morgan squinted. “I don’t understand.”

“Were you there … in Spain, I mean?”

“No, I wasn’t.”

“Well, I was.”

“I know.”

“But you don’t know what it was like. Quinn and I gave the League of Nations evidence Hitler and Mussolini were providing Franco and his Fascist rebels with military advisors, trained reinforcements, air cover and their best arms technology and equipment. Yet we, and the Spanish people’s plea for help, were ignored. It was a bitter pill to swallow, let me tell you. The only real help I saw the fighting Republicans get was from the Communists. Though the weapons Russia sent were antiquated issue and far too few to be effective, it was the Communist leaders who recruited and trained the International Brigade. They taught the Republicans how to use what they had to fight with. They taught them how to harass Hitler’s hordes with guerrilla terrorism. Yes, Spanish Civil War vets joining the Red Orchestra to resist Nazis invading their homeland makes a lot of sense to me.”

“Is that how Quinn felt?”

“Quinn …?” She thought back and shrugged. “I don’t know.”

And then she slowly nodded.

“Maybe … maybe. We had hard evidence. We could prove Nazi Germany was breaking the Nonintervention Pact in Spain. The League of Nations knew the truth, yet they did nothing to discipline Hitler. How do you accept something like that? We felt betrayed, just as the Spanish people felt betrayed.”

Lee scoffed. “Where were their good neighbors when they needed them? Double talk does not save the man choking to death, you know,” she added with a dry laugh.

“No doubt Mme. Orsted was disillusioned with the Allies for precisely that reason,” Morgan admitted, “but there’s no point thinking Stalin was a hero in that civil fight, Lee. The Madrid government emptied its gold treasury and secretly delivered it to Moscow to pay for all those outdated and useless weapons you praised Russia for sending to Spain. Who betrayed whom, eh? Believe me, the Communists were not the Republicans’ benefactors either.”

Lee gripped her stomach. She felt sick. “Is nothing we believe in sacred?”

He ignored her question and went on.

“The Underground leaders I talked to believe the Red Orchestra assassinated Pia Orsted solely to make her the public martyr she became. Her final act drew the Danish people into one giant fist of resistance against the Nazi occupation forces.”

He paused. “Did you know, after Rolf was arrested and hung, Sir Fletcher asked me to help him track down the traitor?”

Lee shook her head.

Morgan went on. “By this time, he was sure the traitor was a triple agent, for the political and diplomatic damage was extensive. The Americans had lost confidence in Amanita’s capabilities. They were refusing to co-operate with the British team of refugee scientists.”

“That’s right. I remember. That’s why Churchill persuaded Roosevelt at the Quebec Conference in Canada to sign a formal agreement assuring both powers they would not use atomic weapons against each other, they would not use atomic weaponry without the other’s consent, and they would not give their shared knowledge on nuclear development to a third party, which obviously meant the Soviet Union.”

Morgan nodded. “You bet they meant to cut the Russians out of any nuclear breakthrough. But when the string of Gestapo arrests in Amanita’s espionage networks continued, the Americans, in spite of this formal agreement, still did not trust the British. In reality, the ones who most benefited from this bickering were the Russians.”

“How?” Lee asked.

“The Americans’ distrust of the British strengthened Stalin’s bargaining position at Yalta. He got the part of conquered Europe he wanted from the Allies. Roosevelt didn’t rely on Churchill’s warning Josef Stalin was treacherous because he had lost faith in British Intelligence.”

Lee clenched her jaw as the impact of what he was explaining struck her.

“And today, we’re plunged into a cold war with the Soviet Union exactly as Churchill predicted we would be. As long as the intelligence networks of the two western super powers remain suspicious of each other, Stalin benefits again.”

Morgan rubbed his right ear lobe.

“He’s seen what the atomic bomb can do at Hiroshima and Nagasaki. To gain the upper hand, he’s playing for time to develop a more devastating hydrogen bomb.”

Lee shivered. “What about Grace?”

“There is no doubt in my mind Stalin wanted Churchill out of the picture. Grace’s capture would have ruined him politically.”

Morgan stopped to clear his throat.

“That was my conclusion too,” Lee commented dryly, “once Ketmann made me realize the traitor had to be a triple agent working for Moscow.”

“It has to be,” Morgan agreed. “Since Roosevelt wanted Stalin’s help to fight the Japanese, he could be duped into an agreeable bargain, but Churchill… NEVAH! What better way to throw out his influence at the negotiating table than to discredit him? The possibility our traitor is a deep-cover Red agent makes perfect sense.”

“But, how does all this tie in to Sir Fletcher’s death?”

“I think there’s a connection between Mme. Orsted’s death, your Rolf’s execution and Sir Fletcher’s murder.”

Lee doubted it.

Seeing her look of skepticism, Morgan argued, “Sir Fletcher’s death creates more hostility between British and American Intelligence. You know it could be the traitor’s intent to prevent these two formidable organizations from joining forces in an international program of post-war intelligence.”

“Does the Special Operations Executive blame the Americans for Sir Fletcher’s death?”

“No, of course not. But, that’s immaterial because SOE is being dismantled. The amateurs are being moved out and the original British Secret Service brought back in, along with their petty pre-war rivalries and power struggles.”

“I see,” said Lee. “They didn’t mind the volunteer organizations assuming all the risk in the heat of war. We were convenient scapegoats for operations gone sour, but now that the war is over, they want both their power back and the glory of our accomplishments.”

“That sizes it up. Now that the Pacific War is over and Hitler’s ashes, President Truman is giving in to Hoover and has ordered Donovan to dismantle the OSS too. He’s always believed Donovan trespassed on FBI turf.”

“How nice!” she said sarcastically. And then alarm seized her. “What are we going to do? And what is the British Secret Service doing about Sir Fletcher’s murder?”

“The obvious,” said Morgan. “Nothing. Failure of Project Amanita is an embarrassment to them. With Sir Fletcher dead, he can’t point the finger at anyone, and he can’t answer any questions. His murder becomes an unsolved mystery that does not reveal uncomfortable secrets.”

“So, it is up to us.”

“You’ve got it. Now think back. Who knew Rolf’s position on the mountain, Lee?”

“Sir Fletcher, Quinn and, of course, Grace and me.”

“Sir Fletcher’s dead. That leaves only three possibilities. Who knew you kept your own special file of drawings?”

Lee stared at the sky.

“Other than Grace, Quinn was the only one. When we worked together in Spain, I drew pictures of Guernica. He knew.”

With a giant groan, she buried her head in her hands.

“I killed Sir Fletcher.”

Morgan shook his head. “Lee—”

She cut him off. “You don’t understand. I told Quinn. I told him Sir Fletcher was the traitor. I asked him to terminate him because I wouldn’t be going back to London to do it myself. ME. I did it.”

“Now everything fits.”

Morgan Saunders rose up from the chair to gather Lee in his arms. “You didn’t kill Sir Fletcher. Quinn set him up from the beginning for execution if he succeeded with his mission. We’ve all been pawns in his game plan.”

Lee gripped Saunders’ sleeve. “Ketmann!” she cried. “Did the Resistance ever find his body after the raid?”

“Von Lohren saw him when he was looking for Grace. He assumed he was dead, but the Resistance never found his body.”

She shuddered.

Morgan patted her hand on his sleeve. “If Ketmann is still alive, he’s too busy trying to escape from the Allies because, if caught, he will be tried as a war criminal and executed.”

The thrum of a humming bird hovering over the floral bed twanged in the quiet like a violinist tuning his strings.

“Lee,” Morgan said softly, “I have an idea. Are you game?”

Lee looked past him to the mountain peaks beyond. In the vivid blue sky, an eagle soared, free and alone, sailing above the pistachio slopes. For a fleeting moment she envied the eagle, so majestic in his natural habitat. She looked across the valley’s table spread of lush green peppered with gingerbread chalets and garden flowers spraying the air with their alpine perfumes.

This was the sanctuary I longed for, and I didn’t even know it. Now she would have to leave.


  



FORTY-NINE

Sunday, June 14,1946

The scent of roses filled her nostrils. It was a hot June day, and the air over Epsom Downs was melting like warm wax. Looking through it, Lee became dazzled with the shimmering green turf beyond which hazy images of hedges and ponds seemed to float with dreamy grace. Over the fairgrounds poured a human sea, and above it, like a ship’s pennants, fluttered gaily-colored flags. As far as her eye could see, cluttered assortments of rainbow cones arched skyward, while below, refreshment stands, mainly selling cockles and mussels, and bookies’ booths waved between the bulk of tents and stalls offering palm reading and fortune telling.

Lee drew her eyes back to the serene face of her sister-in-spirit. She hadn’t expected this likeness, as if she were seeing into the past and confronting herself. She focused on Grace’s flawless skin and glowing English complexion and resisted the need to finger her own cheeks, newly healed, a habit she had developed when the scabs pitted her face.

In truth, Lee feared the moment they now faced, the rejoining of their spirits before their separation again. When they were together, Grace’s serenity reached out to her and embraced her, and she felt protected, and loved, but for all Lee had done and been through, she did not feel worthy to stand in the light of Grace’s faith, or God.

She looked away, beyond Grace, past the bond pulling them together to crowds, waiting to see the spectacle of the Royal Cavalcade and the Epsom Derby Race. They picnicked for free on the common land beside the finishing stretch. The track for the thoroughbreds competing on the mile-and-a-half course started with a climb, which rose one hundred and fifty feet in the first half before gradually turning at Tottenham Corner into a downhill stretch to the straightaway to finish on a considerable rise to the winning post. It was demanding of any champion, a test for the bravest heart.

Grace’s quiet patience drew Lee’s attention back to her. Grace’s eyes, as clear as the blue sky above, were filled with concern. Lee knew the subtle cosmetic changes were only meant to disguise the famous pianist’s features, not to mimic her own. But, it was the switch from flaxen to dark hair and her penciled brows, not the blunt cut, that created the astonishing likeness. Grace’s ethereal beauty had been transformed into sensual vulnerability, which reached out and touched her with such familiarity she longed to run from it.

Even without planning what they wore, Lee mused, Grace’s lavender silk suit and magnificent picture hat, angled to hide her face, along with traditional white gloves harmonized with Lee’s mint green tailored dress and tulle-covered straw hat.

The silence between them spread. Lee couldn’t find the words. Morgan shouldn’t have insisted on their seeing each other, even if it was their last chance to be together. It was just too difficult. A letter would have been fine, a letter along with the special gift of her daughter.

Kendra stirred in Lee’s arms. Grace’s gaze fell to the sweet smelling baby she held. Lee had dressed Kendra in a pretty pink smock and wrapped her in a crocheted white blanket. As was the fashion, she had gathered her wispy fleece of blond hair and brushed it into one big curl on top of her head.

“From the ashes of sin, the seed of innocence,” Grace observed in a barely audible voice, yet her words cut into Lee like a stonemason’s chisel, perfectly clean and straight, exposing the truth without understanding it.

Grace dissolved in delight as the baby’s tiny fingers explored her hand. “May I hold her?” she asked wistfully.

Lee nodded, not trusting her voice, and handed the yawning baby over to Grace who instinctively cradled her against her breast and gently rocked her in her arms.

“She’s so beautiful. What is she now… nine months?”

“Ten. She was born September 24th.”

Envy niggled Lee. Grace, for whom everything, including motherhood, came so easily, was picking up her life as if the war had never happened, while the war had left an ugly scar across Lee’s soul. Every time she looked into a mirror she was bitterly reminded of its deception. She slept with the war. She woke with the war. It was difficult to tell when, or if, the war would ever end for her. But, Grace seemed spared from her torment. She embraced peace and was ready to move on. The difference between them also made it easier for Lee to carry out her decision. She wasted no words, and no sentiment.

“I want you to have my baby, Grace.”

She spoke so matter-of-factly, Grace looked puzzled.

“What did you say?”

“She’ll be safe with you.”

Grace’s eyes widened in alarm.

“What are you talking about? No one is going to harm your baby.”

Lee enunciated her words precisely.

“I want you to keep my baby, Grace.”

“No, no, you don’t, Lee.”

Her mirrored vision pleaded. “You’re hurt and angry. If you would just hand over your hate to God and let Him carry it, you would have the peace of mind you so desperately seek. He suffers with you. Let Him comfort you.”

Lee sighed with exasperation.

“I know that’s what you believe, Grace, but I don’t. I can’t. We were betrayed. I have to find the traitor, and I can’t take my baby with me.”

“I’ll look after her then, until you come for her.”

“It won’t work. She needs roots and two parents who want her and will love her, like you and Erich. If you take her, we can’t stay in touch. It’s too risky. There are those obsessed with retribution, and you are bound by the Secrecy Act to hide what really happened.”

“I don’t want to lose you again.”

Lee didn’t want to deal with the nostalgia rising within her, but compassion prompted her. “You won’t,” she said softly. “You’ll have my baby. She can take the place of all the babies you’ll never have.”

“Oh God!” moaned Grace. “You’ve sacrificed so much for me. I can’t take any more. It’s not fair.”

“What’s not fair?” asked a tall man coming between them. His rugged lean face bore slight resemblance to the golden SS boy Lee had first seen in Berlin. Concern puckered Erich’s wide brows and crinkled the corners of his arresting blue eyes. A handlebar mustache, newly grown in and quite red to harmonize with his dyed auburn hair, captured the air of a proud ex-Highlander rather than a man hiding his Germanic roots. He was dressed in the traditional black top hat and tails for the Epsom Derby race.

“The war,” Lee answered him. “No war is fair.”

Erich’s jaw tightened, his brow twitched. She sensed his nightmare was the same as hers. She waited. He said nothing, but his eyes focused on her, searching through her muteness to the things unsaid. He saw her hate. His pupils flinched, acknowledging her torment and what she had to do. His silent approval gave Lee courage.

He bent over the bundle in his wife’s arms and crooked his little finger inside the curl of the baby’s chubby fist. She gripped it and gurgled. For a moment, intensely curious violet eyes stared up at him. “How golden her hair is!” he marveled, lightly stroking it.

“I named her Kendra Alexandra Talbot,” Lee said.

“Her second name is after my mother,” Grace explained to Erich.

Lee, watching Erich pretend to play a tug of war with his fingers in the baby’s grasp, felt her eyes brim with unexpected tears.

Grace touched her hand.

“You are absolutely sure this is what you want.”

Lee clenched her jaw and nodded.

“Then this is God’s will. She will always be Kendra Alexandra to us too, Lee.”

Erich glanced up and gently pulled his finger out of Kendra’s grip.

“I can hear the band. The race will be starting soon. Let’s move up to the front and see what’s going on.”

Below the grandstand, the dignitaries’ boxes overlooked the track. Morgan had reserved one allotted to VIPs for the reunion of Lee and Grace at Intrepid’s race in the Epsom Derby. Erich guided both women to their box seats.

“Well, little one, you can’t go to sleep for your first horse race,” Grace whispered to the yawning bundle in her arms.

Erich tweaked Kendra’s chubby cheeks. The baby rewarded him with another delightful smile.

Lee moved slightly away, separating herself from the happy family, and anxiously scanned the crowds for some sight of Morgan. He was late, and that worried her.

As they watched the royal procession coming down the track, Lee asked Grace, “Do you regret leaving Guild Oaks to King George?”

“Do you mean do I miss it?”

“That too.”

“Always. At least, this way, nothing changes at Guild Oaks for Tanner, Millie and the orphanage. Whether I’m there or not, my parents’ legacy remains intact, and our horses can still breed and race under the king’s colors.”

“ Their legacy would be less important to them than your happiness,” Lee assured Grace.

“I know,” she agreed. “But I’ve found happiness with Erich. He’s my life now, and I love him deeply. I’m sorry I can’t say good-bye to Millie and Tanner, though. Since they already mourned for me when I was reported captured and presumed dead, it would be cruel to put them through it again.”

“What about Intrepid?”

“He was your horse, Lee. Not mine. What’s hardest for me is leaving Decency behind. Daddy gave her to me when no one else believed in her. I will never have another mare like her,” she added with sadness.

“Maybe not the same, but you’ve proved you have a gift for breeding horses. You and Erich will produce another champion line in Canada.”

“If we can ever come to one mind on a breeding philosophy,” Grace laughed.

A red-coated band of Welsh Guardsmen in great bearskin hats led the royal carriage with the king and queen and two princesses inside into the center circle of the arena. Strains of the martial band playing Men of Harlech and The Ash Grove stirred Lee.

“They played the same music when Decency raced in the Breeder’s Cup.”

Lee looked closely at Grace, noting the nostalgia in her tone, and realized attending the race was just as difficult for Grace as it was for her. Why are we doing this to ourselves?

As the royal party stepped onto center stage, a cluster of dignitaries swarmed forward, engulfing the king, his elegant queen and their precious daughters in a wave of official greetings. The tide swept back, and the royal party settled into their seats.

“Grace, would you mind terribly if I went over to the walking ring to watch Intrepid parade in front of the fans?”

Lee’s question drew Grace’s attention away from the royal gathering.

“That’s a splendid idea,” she said. “We’ll go with you.”

Erich frowned.

“No, we won’t, Grace. From what you’ve told me about this horse, your hats won’t fool him. He’ll know your smells. He could get excited, and that will bring attention to us. Lee, I suggest you stay here too.”

Grace glanced at him and back at Lee. A silent message passed between the two women.

“Sorry, Erich,” said Lee. “I don’t expect you to understand, but Intrepid will race better if he knows Grace and I are here.”

Erich firmly objected. “We promised Morgan we would stay as inconspicuous as possible. You’re asking us to break his orders.”

His warning tone told Lee Morgan had included Erich in his plan to bait Quinn.

“What orders? I don’t see Saunders here,” she countered. “Do you see him?”

Her snippy remark was meant to tell Erich how worried she was about Morgan, but before he could respond, she went on.

“When Grace’s Decency foaled Intrepid, I was there. Grace let me name him. He’s the last connection I have to the only family I’ve ever known. I at least have to see him. Right, Grace?”

Grace nodded in agreement. “Let her go, Erich.”

He groaned. “This doesn’t feel right.”

“For me.”

He looked into his wife’s resolute eyes and sighed. “I surrender. Go, Lee, but be careful,” he warned.

“Count on it,” she promised.

As she was about to melt into the crowd outside their VIP box, she turned back to Grace, “I’ll tell Intrepid you’re watching him too.”

If Lee hadn’t spotted Tanner leading Intrepid out of the paddock to the walking ring, where the horses paraded in front of the fans before they were led to the starting gate, she wouldn’t have recognized the horse. He was one of four blood bays racing in the Derby, and they all looked exceedingly handsome.

“Intrepid,” she called softly.

The bay’s ears perked straight up. He pressed his whole weight against Tanner, forcing him to turn. The jockey quickly tightened his grip on the reins, and Intrepid stiffened his body ready to rear. Tanner searched the faces lining the rail, looking for the voice he and Intrepid knew.

“Lee? Lee Talbot? Do I hear your voice?”

The horse trembled with excitement beside him.

Lee waved.

Tanner finally recognized her. “Well, come here, lassie, and give me a hug.”

She rushed into his arms.

He rocked her in a bear hold and almost knocked her hat off.

“I didn’t know whether I would ever see you again. Millie and I miss Grace terribly.”

Lee nodded. “I know. How have you both been keeping?”

“Oh, we’re fine. The children and the horses don’t give us a chance to get old.”

He pulled away and looked at her intently.

“Big hat. You hiding from someone, lassie.”

“It’s the fashion.”

“Aye. And I’m King George. No matter. Can you go back with us to Guild Oaks after the race?”

“I wish I could, but I’ve got another assignment.”

“Well then, you’d better calm this colt down, or we can kiss the race good-bye.”

“That would never do,” she laughed. “Do you remember me, big fella?” she asked Intrepid when Tanner handed her the horse’s lead.

The magnificent thoroughbred nuzzled her as she petted the velvet softness of his nose. He playfully tried to grab her sleeve.

Lee laughed. “You rascal! You do remember.” She patted his neck. “You must behave … for Grace and me.”

His finely cut ears twitched listening to her.

“Yes,” she pulled his head down to whisper in his ear so Tanner wouldn’t hear her. “Grace’s here too. We’re both here to watch you race. You must win, Intrepid. Do you hear me? You must win, just like your Mom did.”

The bay’s luminous brown eyes seemed to soak Lee up. She rested her face against his nose in complete trust and stroked the sides of his sleek head. His muscles rippled and melted as her scent filled his flared nostrils. They stood quietly clasped, letting the past blend with the present. When Lee stepped back, Intrepid was so settled down, he seemed almost sedated. He bowed his head inviting her to rub the diamond plane on his high forehead between his brows.

She stroked the spot in a gentle circular motion.

“We love you, Intrepid. Race your best for us. Now go with Tanner and meet your fans.”

She stood back, and the beautiful bay raised his head. His expressive eyes fixed on her. She sensed he understood it was good-bye.

“Good luck, you guys.”

She handed the lead back to Tanner.

“You take care of yourself, Lee, and any time you want to visit us, you know you’re always welcome.”

“I know. Give my love to Millie.”

“I will.”

Tanner lightly yanked the lead to turn the horse around. Intrepid followed him, but his tail plumed and swished, missing Lee, but brushed the man who had silently inched up beside her. The brisk lashing toppled the man’s hat. He bent down to pick it up.

“I think the Epsom winner just rapped you,” Lee chuckled.

“Intrepid better win because I wagered a fortune on him.”

The man’s voice froze her heart.

Quinn adjusted his top hat and faced Lee.

“I took a chance you would come to the race. Is Grace here too?”

“Yes.” Lee saw no point in lying.

His eyes drifted over her face. “You look marvelous.”

“I was lucky. The cosmetic surgery worked.”

“And your baby?”

“I don’t know. I gave her up for adoption.”

She told part lie, part truth.

Quinn looked genuinely pained.

“Did you have to do that? I was hoping you had overcome your bitterness.”

His eyes softened. “I do love you, Lee. I always have. Come to Ulster with me.”

Lee steeled the fury, which gripped her, but couldn’t quite mask the coldness from her reply. “It won’t work. I don’t love you.”

“I see. You’re more loyal to Rolf in death than you were in life.”

“He loved me with no conditions attached. I don’t expect to find that again.”

“It was the war, Lee. I couldn’t let myself be distracted from my mission. I had no conditions on your love either. You must know that.”

She didn’t trust herself to answer. Once she would have given her life to hear those words of love from Quinn. Remembering how she felt when she first met him, how she had trusted him, aroused conflicted feelings. A part of her wanted to give in and throw her arms around him. Morgan had to be wrong. Quinn couldn’t betray them or do anything to hurt her.

Beside her, Quinn stood with his hands in his pockets, watching Tanner hand over Intrepid to his jockey as horse and rider joined the parade to the starting gate.

“You never drew Intrepid. I’ve often wondered why.”

Her delusion spun to a stop. “How would you know what I’ve drawn?” she asked.

Quinn’s face froze. His eyes stared at her.

“Only someone who has been through my private files would know what sketches I’ve done,” she pressed. “You stole my drawing of Grace, didn’t you, Quinn? You’re the traitor. It was never Sir Fletcher, was it?”

Quinn stiffened with the wariness of a trapped animal.

“Take your hands out of your pockets, Quinn … slowly, one at a time,” commanded Morgan, who unexpectedly appeared to Lee’s right. He was positioned so one bullet from his gun would bore a hole in the center of Quinn’s forehead. He watched Quinn clear his hands.

“Now walk up to me and turn around,” he commanded.

Quinn shambled, deliberately mocking his instructions. He seemed to turn in a lazy circle with his back to Morgan.

“Don’t even think about breaking away,” Morgan warned him. “You’re a dead man if you try.”

Morgan frisked him for a weapon and pulled out a Liberator .45 from a holster slung under Quinn’s jacket.

“An assassinator’s favorite firearm,” he observed, pocketing it.

“Why, Quinn? How could you betray us?”

She noticed Quinn’s jaw tense.

“I had my orders.”

She stared at him. Quinn’s answer threw her back to Guernica. That was his answer then. And she recalled his reaction to making a mistake: A spy can’t afford to be human. I won’t make that mistake again. It was a cold, uncompromising thing to say at the time. She had wondered why he was so hard on himself, but it may have been the only honest moment they shared. Realizing this released the frustration years of dealing with his aloofness had bottled up, and fury took command.

“Orders,” she repeated through clenched teeth. “To betray everyone who trusted you, loved you, died for you. For what? So Stalin can develop an atomic bomb. Do you understand what you’ve done? Do you?” she shrilled.

“Yes,” he said. “I have given Communism a chance to change the world for the better. A world without class and greed, a world where the earth’s riches can be distributed fairly to everyone.”

“You are as deranged as my mother,” Lee spat. “Lenin’s useful idiots.”
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Hidden behind shrubbery bordering the paddock, Ludwig Ketmann smirked as he watched Quinn Bergin’s arrest. Finally, he and the stubborn Jewess agreed on something. The traitor was a useful idiot. The woman had figured out everything except one thing: Bergin and Sir Fletcher’s relationship. What he would have given to see the shock on her face if she knew the British Secret Service harbored homosexuals among its higher-ranking officers. It was the secret scandal of the war. Fingering the semi-automatic cavalry pistol he held, he stroked the snout of the Polish Radom, covered with a silencer, and crouched lower, waiting for the right moment.
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“Lee, go back to Grace and Erich. The race is about to start,” Morgan ordered.

Lee glanced around. The walking ring was cleared of horses. People were rushing to the grandstand, ignoring the drama by the paddock. Morgan’s men, dressed as stewards, converged on the trapped traitor. In the background, she could hear the bugle calling the Epsom Derby race.

Quinn grunted. At the sound, Lee turned back to Quinn. His eyes glazed, and his knees buckled. Morgan grabbed him and swerved toward the direction of the silent shot. Blood dribbled out of the corner of Quinn’s slack mouth.

Lee stood rooted to the ground.

“Lee, get down!”

Invisible arms held her back.

“Lee!” Morgan hollered as his men drew their guns and fanned out, moving through the paddock. He dropped Quinn’s body to the ground and motioned to his men, while hastily issuing more instructions.

Lee stared at Quinn’s lifeless form. Why? Why? It didn’t matter that Quinn felt justified to the end and didn’t see himself as a traitor. Until the day she died, she would never understand him, or what he did, and a part of her clung to that sad loss.

From the grandstand, the loudspeaker blared. The horses are at the gate. The 1946 Derby Race is about to begin.

Morgan rushed up to Lee and wrapped her in his arms.

“It’s all over, Lee. Thank God, you’re safe.”

“Safe?” she whispered against his chest. “I don’t understand. Who killed Quinn?”

“My men will find whoever it was.”

She nestled into the haven of his arms and lost herself to the wonderful sense of coming home. She finally felt safe. Morgan Saunders made her feel safe.

And they’re off! Aloha, Sea Nymph and La Pomme d’Amour get away first. Razor’s Edge is on the inside. Intrepid is far back in the pack.

The announcer’s voice broke into her temporary surrender to relief. Intrepid! She drew away from Morgan’s comfortable haven. “The race! We can’t miss Intrepid’s race!”

“Of course. Come on.”

He gripped her hand, and they made a mad dash for the grandstand.
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Abent, grungy stable worker with a jagged scar splitting his right cheek pushed a wheelbarrow of manure over to the dung heap beside the paddock, unloaded it, and pointed it back toward the barn. Ketmann pushed his straw hat sideways. Its floppy brim shadowed the scarred side of his face. He paused to remove twigs in the wheel when Morgan’s men skirted his empty wheelbarrow and rushed past him into the barn. He resisted smiling, as each one grimaced on the run and turned their noses away from his skunky odor.

Drooping his chin down to his chest, Ketmann shuffled along more slowly becoming the weary old worker onlookers saw pushing the dump cart. Under the cover of his hat, he watched the figures of Lee and Morgan recede into the distant tiers of seats as they climbed to their private box.

The restoration of Lee’s face bemused him. In frustration, he had disfigured her as punishment for her silence, a silence that robbed him of his place in history and the victory, which should have been Germany’s. Instead, he was the one scarred. He sighed. In the end, what did it matter? Hitler’s only answer to the German people was suicide. He betrayed his faithful followers and left them devastated, in defeat, with nothing and no one to believe in.

Deep inside, Ketmann’s conviction refused to yield to that reality. The dream of the Third Reich didn’t have to die because Hitler abandoned it. The man was weak but the dream was still strong. There were others like him and Eichmann … true believers in the supremacy of their master race. They had siphoned fortunes away and prepared for Hitler’s fall. The war was not over. Far from it. He would find others like him, the believers, and National Socialism would rise again. Stronger. Shrewder. Better organized. And this time they would dominate the world.
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As the horses rounded the first turn, Lee rushed up to Grace. “How’s Intrepid doing?”

She pointed. “He’s lost his cover. He’s falling back.”

“Oh no!” Lee shouted at the top of her lungs.

“Come on, Intrepid! You can do it! Dig in! Go, boy, go!”

Startled by Lee’s voice, Kendra raised her head from Grace’s shoulder and looked nervously about.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Kendra, but this is a horse race. See!”

Lee pointed down to the track for her. “See the horse down there. Cheer for Intrepid, Kendra. We want him to win.”

Kendra bounced in Grace’s arms, sensing everyone’s excitement. Fully alert now, she became intrigued with all the sights below and the horses streaking around the track.

“What took you so long?” Grace asked. “And where’s your hat?”

Lee touched her hair and face in wonder. “I must have lost it.”

Erich looked over her shoulder to Morgan and silently raised one brow in question. Morgan went over and clapped him on the shoulder. “You won our bet.”

Lee knew it was Morgan’s way of telling Erich he had successfully caught Quinn. Later, after the race, he would tell him Quinn was dead.

As they pass in front of the stands, Sea Nymph is in front. Battling her for the lead is Razor’s Edge. They are neck and neck.

Grace’s voice rose in excitement.

“Come on!” she urged Intrepid. “Change gears, boy. Pick up the beat. You can take the field from the outside, same as Decency did.”

As if tuned to her voice, Intrepid’s ears pricked forward, and he strode out. Head by head, he gained ground around the backstretch. Lee’s eyes stayed glued on the greased horse flying past the half.

Intrepid’s coming up on the outside! Now seventh. Now sixth. Now fifth. Now fourth. He’s winging up with amazing speed!

Grace turned Kendra around and cushioned her with her arms, one braced underneath like a bench and the other slung around her waist. “Go, boy, go!” she chanted in the baby’s ear.

Kendra’s enormous eyes ogled with excitement. She patted Grace’s arm and squealed. Grace laughed joyfully.

“Watch the horses, Kendra. Out there!” She pointed to them again. “See? Say GO … GO … GO …!”

Kendra clapped her hands in glee.

Lee grabbed Morgan’s arm.

Morgan removed her hand, pulled her towards him and drew her into the tight shelter of his arms.

What a race we are seeing here! Muscle and motion in perfect harmony.

Morgan spoke softly in her ear. “This isn’t the time to tell you, but I don’t know when I’ll have another chance. President Truman is setting up a special U.S. investigations team for the Allied Tribunal at the Nuremberg Trials. I leave tonight.”

She pulled her head back and stared at him. Grace, Kendra and Erich were leaving tonight. Morgan was leaving. She was going to be alone! The race … the excitement disintegrated before her eyes, and her energy drained, leaving her in a terrible void.

“I want you to be part of the team, Lee. Do you feel ready to go with me?”

“Ready? READY!”

She rested her forehead against his chest and nodded so he wouldn’t see the tears of relief flooding her eyes.

“Good,” he said, massaging her shoulders.

Intrepid is refusing to quit.

Grace jabbed Lee with her elbow. Her eyes danced.

“Isn’t he magnificent?” Her voice trembled with pride.

Lee nodded.

“He certainly has his mother’s heart and his father’s speed.”

This horse holds nothing back. Intrepid’s inching up. Now he’s nip and tuck with Razor’s Edge. Sea Nymph can’t keep up. He’s falling back! They’re coming to the finish. Intrepid is lunging for the lead. Can he do it? YES!! He’s IN FRONT! He’s beaten Razor’s Edge. INTREPID WINS THE DERBY!

The two women’s shrieks ripped the air. Lee turned to Grace and her baby, still clapping in Grace’s arms, and gathered them to her in a tight embrace. Jubilant, Lee smiled through her tears. A triumphant smile. This is what she would always remember. The victory, not the loss.


  



AUTHOR’S NOTES
 

Dialogue Characteristics

In writing THE CONSUMMATE TRAITOR, I became fascinated with the speech patterns of Winston Churchill and Adolf Hitler. Both used speech to draw the masses and to exert power.

William Stevenson, who wrote A Man Called Intrepid, interviewed men who worked directly with Churchill, and said, even in his everyday conversations, there was a telltale cadence and emphasis unique to him. One line in particular I quoted directly in the story from Stevenson’s quote of Churchill’s actual words to Canadian Bill Stephenson, his director of British Security Coordination, whom he codenamed Intrepid and stationed in New York City: “The tactic, which brings an ally into the field, is as serviceable as that which wins a great battle.”

This statement alone proved to me that Churchill was behind the strategies, which often exposed villagers and citizens in Nazioccupied territories to massive reprisals that united the local people in resistance. They were the fifth column Churchill believed so necessary to win the war against the Third Reich. One scene in the novel is modeled on the discussion Stevenson describes took place between Churchill and his intelligence chief concerning the defection of the atomic scientist, Dr. Niels Bohr, from Denmark. Churchill did not come out and say directly what he wanted. He planted seeds for others to interpret and spread as demonstrated in this lone quote, and I picked up on his mannerism and the response to his suggested meanings in the dialogue throughout this scene.

William L. Shirer likewise notes in The Nightmare Years 1930-1940, whether you heard Churchill speak or read a statement, you could immediately identify whether he wrote it or not, by the rhythm and choice of words he used. His iambic pentameter cadence and alliteration are evident in Shirer’s quote of Churchill’s speech to the House of Commons following Hitler’s annexation of Austria: “The gravity of the event of March 12 cannot be exaggerated … How many friends will be alienated, how many potential allies will we see go, one by one, down the grisly gulf?”

Shirer further cites the warning Roosevelt, Churchill and Stalin formally declared together to the Nazi regime on November 1,1943, had to be written by Churchill: “Let those who have hitherto not stained their hands with innocent blood beware lest they join the ranks of the guilty, for most assuredly the three Allied powers will pursue them to the uttermost ends of the earth and will deliver them to their accusers in order that justice may be done.”

Adolf Hitler was a master of euphemisms. He fed on the miseries and injustices wrought on the Germans by the Treaty of Versailles at the end of the First World War and created images and projected ideas, which sounded rationale and mesmerized his listeners. Hitler was a paradox. He believed himself to be a puritan. Shirer writes one of Hitler’s closest entourage told him Hitler lead a Spartan personal life. He was “a vegetarian, a teetotaler, a non-smoker and a celibate.” Another party member told Shirer he was sure Hitler would never marry because “Germany is his bride.” This was the image Hitler presented to the German people, yet history now knows he was a sadist in his private life, a sadist in his policies and probably a sexual deviate diseased with syphilis.

Shirer gives another example of Hitler’s puritanical expectations in his answer to the Nationalist Socialist League of Women on the role of women in the Nazi party. He tells them there will be no career women in Germany. At his command, they are expected to return to their homes and duties of their households, and the women obey him. Astounding! Here is part of what Hitler said: “Talk about the emancipation of women is an invention of Jewish minds. The German woman does not need to be emancipated. She has always possessed what nature has bestowed upon her… Her world is her husband, her family, her children and her home. Where would the great world [of men] be if the small world [of women] were not looked after? Providence has confined to women that care of their own world, on which the world of men can be built. These two worlds do not stand against each other. They complement each other, they belong together, as men and women belong to each other. We hold it is wrong for the woman to invade the world of men. We feel it only natural that both worlds remain separated.”

Doesn’t this remind you of the Taliban’s attitude toward women in Afghanistan today?

Plot References

In Nigel West’s History of the Secret War published in 1992, he reveals rivalry between Britain’s Secret Intelligence Service (SIS) and the civilian wartime sabotage organization, Special Operations Executive (SOE). This rivalry was set up “to help ensure that much of Eastern Europe would remain under totalitarian domination for a further forty-five years after the Nazi defeat.”

In other words, SIS set up SOE to fail, so the plot of THE CONSUMMATE TRAITOR follows this internal betrayal of British operatives in the field. SIS’s double Soviet agents, such as the later-exposed Anthony Blunt, Guy Burgess and John Cairncross, engineered enmity between the two services.

The novel depicts another weakness Nigel West reveals in SOE’s wartime operations: “the apparent willingness of senior officers to place themselves at risk by operating in the field.” This goes against the cardinal rule that personnel in possession of classified data must never risk compromising their mission to the enemy. West reports captured SOE officers were able to bargain for their lives in exchange for information provided to the Gestapo. Of the 52 women agents dropped into France, 17 were betrayed and arrested, and 12 died in concentration camps.

Historically, the agent “Trudi” truly was a distant cousin of King George VI. According to “Intrepid,” she was dropped into Denmark, betrayed to the Gestapo, captured, tortured and presumed dead, though her body was never found at the Copenhagen prison. At the end of the war, SOE listed her as missing in action (MIA). In creating the story for my novel, I did not set out to trace the real royal lineage and background of “Trudi,” but in speaking with a British movie producer who is also intrigued with what happened to the real Trudi, we have both focused on the same royal lineage in Norway. He believes Trudi lived in Germany or Denmark and spied for the British at length. William Stevenson mentioned to an interviewer that William Stephenson (Intrepid) regretted mentioning her existence to him in his biography of Churchill’s spy master. That is why any information about Trudi is so sketchy. So, I worked on the premise, “What if she survived, what would be her story?” From that scenario developed the sisters-in-spirit between Grace and Lee, and their characterizations, together with the other major players in THE CONSUMMATE TRAITOR, are purely fictional.

Research

When I started researching this novel, I spent weeks in Toronto’s Central Library reading all kinds of books, taking notes and photocopying what I needed for reference. I found a 1932 map of Berlin, in German. This gave me the locations and streets I needed to develop routes. I also read diaries written by Basques, who lived through the bombing of Guernica. Because I had trained to be a pilot in my younger days, I was naturally intrigued with the air battles along with the history of the undercover operations. To get a more balanced perspective of the time, I interviewed Holocaust survivors, discussed political motivations with them and even found a former Nazi, an aeronautical engineer, who was part of Germany’s design team of fighter aircraft before and during WWII. He described how he felt during the pogrom of Jews on Kristallnacht in Berlin in 1938. Overall, I tried to look at the big picture before I saw the story from each character’s point of view.

Treatment

THE CONSUMMATE TRAITOR parallels what actually happened in history as close as I could carry it in a fictional plot, including the recruitment of homosexuals in SOE. I thought molding plastic explosive to look like horse manure was my invention, until someone pointed out to me that, in the book “Secret War” by Juliette Pattinson, he read British secret agents did use exploding horse manure.


  



BOOK CLUBS
 

READER DISCUSSION GROUPS

1. How does the author set up the plot?

2. What role does music play through the story?

3. What historical event brought the two women together? How did it affect them? How did if affect you, the reader?

4. Why are Lady Grace and the SS officer instantly drawn to each other, and what in their nature bonds them so loyally through the war?

5. Why is Lee so starved for love? How does this affect her relationships with everyone, especially men?

6. Why is the horse such a significant symbol throughout the story?

7. How are Lee and Grace alike? How do they differ? What inner conflict does each woman have to overcome through the story?

8. Do you agree or disagree with this statment and explain your reasons: Events through the story draw the two women into a friendship that becomes so close they are almost mirrors of each other.

9. Why did British Intelligence send coded messages in radio broadcasts during World War II?

10. Why did the traitor betray Grace to the Gestapo in Denmark?

11. Did you realize who the traitor was before the author revealed it? How does the author foreshadow his exposure?

12. Why was Project Amanita so important to the outcome of the war?

13. Since the story was based on true historical events, did you find any scenes that changed your perceptions of the war? If so, what were those specific scenes?

14. The “ring of light” is a significant symbol. Why? What does it mean to you?

15. How does the author treat male characters in the story?

16. SS Colonel Ketmann was modeled after a real Nazi officer. What drove his evil? Did the author succeed in showing his vulnerabilities? How?

17. Of the German characters who appear in the story, which one most represents the average German trapped under Hitler’s regime? Explain your choice.

18. Why was Hitler able to mesmerize the German people into following him so blindly?

19. Select one scene in the story you remember most. Why did you choose it?

20. Discuss the characterizations of Quinn Bergin, Erich von Lohren, Sir Fletcher McAlister, Rolf Haukelid, Tobias Baldur-Meyer, the Danish physicist Dr. Nielsen and Morgan Saunders? Who did you like the most and why?

21. Of these characters, which one gained your sympathy more than the others and why?

22. Lee affects the men in relationships with her. What about her draws them to her? How do the following change because of her relationship with them: Quinn Bergin, Rolf Haukelid, Ludwig Ketmann, the guard Max and Morgan Saunders?

23. What role do children play in the story? What lessons do we learn from their involvement?

24. How does the author show the public’s reaction to people who have endured wartime trauma?

25. Which love story affected you the most and why?

26. After reading the story, how do you explain what drives Grace and Lee to be so brave under devastating wartime conditions?

27. What happened to the traitor that shaped his ultimate betrayal? Why did he still feel justified in the end?




  



CHRISTIAN STUDY GROUPS

1. Which Bible verse does Grace quote the most to Lee? Why?

2. Why does Grace not try to convert Lee to her Christian faith?

3. What happens to Grace that makes her question her faith and God?

4. How does Erich von Lohren regain his faith in God?

5. Since Lee does not have Grace’s faith, what sustains Lee through the dark days of her interrogation and torture?

6. Why does Lee refuse to surrender to God?

7. How does the author show God’s forgiveness in the story?

8. How does Lee’s spiritual sensitivity change through the story?

9. If Lee was your friend, how would you try to overcome her distrust of religion and her disillusionment in God?

10. How did each of the Bible verses listed apply to the story?


  



REFERENCES TO BIBLES VERSES FOUND IN THE NOVEL
 

Thou shalt not be afraid for the terror by night; nor for the arrow that flieth by day; for He shall give His angels charge over thee, to keep thee in all thy ways. —PSALM 91: 5,11

For I am convinced that neither death, nor life …will be able to separate us from the love of God. —ROMANS 8:38,39

Therefore encourage one another and build up each other, as indeed you are doing. —1 THESSALONIANS 5:11

Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends. —JOHN 15:13

And we know that all things work together for good to them that love God, to them who are the called according to His purpose. —ROMANS 8:28
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TRILOGY OF TREASON

BOOK ONE: THE CONSUMMATE TRAITOR

One woman is betrayed, the other is sacrificed in a chain reaction of double crosses that exposes a secret England wants buried forever. 
SPAIN, ENGLAND, GERMANY, DENMARK 1937-1946

Coming Soon

BOOK TWO: COVERT DENIAL

In the blood-soaked hills of Rwanda, secret lies of a broadcaster’s parents thrust her into the cross hairs of an assassin. 
CANADA, RWANDA, GERMANY 1994

Coming Soon

BOOK THREE: THE ODONATA RING

Betrayed by the Allies, a Russian Mennonite woman flees to Paraguay with a hunted Nazi war criminal the CIA has recruited. 
GERMANY, PARAGUAY, 1942-1950
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When Bonnie Toews should have been thinking about her music lessons, she was more interested in listening to tales about the secret lives of her music teachers. Nazi jackboots goose stepping across Europe interrupted their concert careers, but rather than wallow in fear and despair, they slipped into the shadows and risked death to fight Hitler’s tryanny. Today Bonnie’s characters imbue their quiet bravery, steadfast faith and fierce tenacity. As a journalist, she has covered significant events such as the Rwandan genocide in 1994. Her eyewitness view contributes to the plight of children in war as a recurring theme through her novels. With hundreds of published articles and five business press awards in her portfolio, Bonnie currently advocates for better care and treatment of Canada’s veterans and is a member of the Canadian Veterans Advocacy, Military Writers Society of America and American Authors Association.
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http://www.authorbonnietoews.com
http://homecomingvets.wordpress.com


  

images/calibre_cover.jpg
BONNIE TOEWS

One woman betrayed, the other sacrificed
ina chain reaction of double crosses that
alters the outcome of World War Il

THE
CQN SUMMATE
TRAIZQR

Inspired by true events






images/00002.jpg
THE
CONSUMMATE
TRAITOR

Inspired by True Events

BONNIE TOEWS

usE

WisTLE
L






images/00001.jpg
BONNIE TOEWS

F THE
L ONSUMMATE
TRAE TOR

Inspired by tr

_— i






images/00004.jpg





images/00003.jpg





images/00005.jpg





