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AVENUE FOR AN ASSASSIN

By 

Steve Haberman

“The female of the species is more deadly than the male.” Rudyard Kipling

“Sometimes you prepare an operation, and you don’t use it until the leaders think it is necessary.” Anonymous intelligence agent
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TROUBLE ON THE D3, FRANCE

​The French gendarme had neared the end of his morning shift when he noticed the black Citroën speed erratically past. The driver had veered into the middle of the two-lane departmental road, then back into his own side several times. His chief had earlier warned about Swiss border-crossing drug runners, arms smugglers for a communist Paris coup d’etat, collabos with Nazis fleeing justice. He’d have an excuse to pull the driver over, see what was what. He switched on his blue flasher and turned onto the country road.

The Citroën slowed to a stop. As the cop got out, he spotted the driver casually resting his left arm on the opened window frame. Still, he approached cautiously. The first fifteen seconds, the chief had stressed, were the most dangerous.  Anything could happen.  He was out there in the Haute-Savoie, no bar, hotel, or farm in sight, not a single human in view. Only the sound of cow bells clanging somewhere in the distance. “Bonjour, monsieur. May I see your driver’s license?”

“Of course. Voila, here it is. Something wrong?  I wasn’t speeding, was I?”

“Just one moment.” 

“Something wrong with the taillights?”

He seemed unusually nervous, the gendarme noticed.  “Monsieur, one moment, please.” He examined the driver’s license. Date and place of birth, town of residence, the address, the photo, everything looked okay. “Monsieur Xavier Boucher, I stopped you because you were drifting on and off this road.” He stooped window-level, but he didn’t detect any alcohol on the breath.  Only a whiff of aftershave on the driver’s puzzled face. “Is everything all right with you? Any medical issues?”

“A little tired, that’s all. But sick? No, I’m as strong as a bull.”

​He looked it too, the cop saw, wishing he had backup. “May I ask why you are out on such a pretty spring day as this?”

“I had to visit a sick sister.”

“A sick sister, huh?  And where does this sick sister of yours live?”

“In Geneva.”

The cop glanced east.  The rutty little road connected further along to a larger paved highway to Switzerland.  Did he really come from there?  Maybe.  That city was only forty kilometers away. “And according to your license you live in Lyon, monsieur?” 

“That’s right. In the Saint George district. In the Vieux Lyon part.”

That was possible too, the cop realized.  The driver headed west, and Lyon lay only about one hundred-fifty kilometers away. He glanced into the back seat. It was empty, and there was nothing on the floorboard. But still... Tractors and horse-pulled wagons on this dusty back road were normal. But a flashy black Citroën Traction Avant? Only in gangster movies. And that accent, definitely not local. Not Parisian either. From the R’s pronounced, a subtle, but rough Eastern European that had slipped out from the driver’s workable French. Anything could happen in the first fifteen seconds. “Would you mind stepping out of the car, monsieur?”

“Step out?” The driver’s blue eyes turned cold as he peered through his dark-framed glasses.  “But why? I wasn’t speeding. Only a little tired, that’s all. A little tired.” 

“Could you please step out. Just for a moment.” He inched back from the driver’s side door, a silent command to do so. “And the key to your trunk, can I have it?”

The driver planted one trousered leg onto the grassy verge, paused, and glanced up at him. “There nothing in it.  Only a spare tire and a first aid kit. Please, I’m very tired from the drive. I just want to get home to my family. My wife is five months pregnant.”

“You will be on your way home in no time. Now the key, monsieur, the key. And step out.”

The driver when he did so, stood taller than what the policeman had thought. At least a half a head taller, and he outweighed him by several kilos.  A big bear of a man. “That’s close enough, monsieur.”

“You want the key or not?”

The driver had turned aggressive, the cop noticed. “Of course. But pitch it to me,” he demanded as, facing him, he stepped back toward the Citroën’s rear. Suddenly he shoved his hand out, arm's length, palm open, an order. “No, no, no, not any closer.  From there, monsieur, from there, the key.”

“I can’t, officer.  My right arm.  Arthritis.  The cool weather aggravates it.”

“Oh, all right then.”  The driver stepped closer, and as he did so, the cop had the uneasy feeling the driver wanted to strike him. “That’s close enough, arthritis or no arthritis.” He caught the key with his left hand, keeping his right inches from his holstered MAB pistol.

Throwing an occasional wary glance at the driver, he shoved the key into the trunk’s lock. With a quick snap the catch released, and the lid eased open. There was no spare and no first aid kit he could see.  But taking up most of the compartment space, a blue suitcase with two shiny brass latches in the middle. The valise looked recently purchased as if bought for some special purpose. When he lifted the luggage, he felt his muscles strain from its heavy weight, and it remained locked when he tried to open it. “Monsieur, I will need another key to—”

But the driver had disappeared.  No he hadn’t, he realized. He was fleeing toward a clump of trees behind his car. “Stop!  Stop! Come on, monsieur, stop! Please!”  He fired once into the air; the crisp warning echoed frightfully loud in the vast country quiet.  A flock of crows bolted from a nearby tree, cawing in panic into the cloudless sky.

The driver swiveled around to his right. The cop saw him aim one handed his gun straight at him.  He fired again. The driver winced in pain, his brows jumped from the shock at being struck.  He buckled and staggered a step, then another, then slowly collapsed onto his side. The cop ran toward him, panting, and shouting, “Monsieur, monsieur, you should have stopped. My God, monsieur, you fool. You idiot!”  He reached the driver, rolled him over onto his back, stared at the empty eyes, at the bleeding hole near the heart, his first kill ever. “My God,” he muttered.  “My God, what is going on?” 

The shock of the hit had flung the gun a few feet away.  With his kerchief, he picked it up by its grip. The pistol was magazine loaded; weighed about a pound or so; smelled freshly cleaned and lubed; and looked military. Maybe German. Maybe an American make from the last war. Like a Browning. He couldn’t find its serial number, which he thought strange. He couldn’t recall seeing that type before either, and why would an expensively suited driver in a Citroën carry one in the middle of nowhere?  He’d show it to his brother-in-law. Auguste had fought in the Resistance, had more experience. He might know, and with that he dropped the pistol into a bag. 

Next the dead man’s leather wallet. The contents were surprisingly meager. Only a black and white photo of a matronly-looking woman, gray hair in a prim bun, no identifying writing on the back. And a wad of French notes. 

In the front right pocket, he found another key. This one evidently to the blue suitcase. He touched something else, round and metallic.  When he pulled it out, he frowned.  He held it up to the sun, squinted, frowned again. Sprigs bracketed the number 1 with a year 1939 underneath. Definitely not a French coin, he decided. Not British either, recalling his visits to Britain. Or German, remembering briefly fighting the invading Hun.  

He returned to the partly opened trunk and pulled it fully open. He eased in the key to the blue suitcase, popped the latches, lifted the top, and felt momentarily faint. “Oh my God.” Had he drunk too much JaJa wine the previous evening? He gripped the trunk’s lid tightly with his left hand to steady himself. For a silly moment, he thought he had won a huge lotto.  “My God,” he muttered. Then more expressions of disbelief. More than he and the other five police in the commune of Montagneville would ever earn. He took one last look, still not quite sure what he saw, slammed down the trunk’s lid, and ensured it was locked.  So much for that game of boules, he thought. And so much for his last day before retirement.

As he sped back to his commune, he shook his head in disbelief over the strange-looking coin and what he had seen in the trunk.

,  
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THE COTSWOLDS 

NORTHWEST OF LONDON

“Hold on, Bryce, another call’s coming in.” Jonas Shaw in his office glanced over his shoulder to the hallway.  “Maud,” he shouted, “drop your dusting. I need you on the double. Take that call, will you.” He gestured to a row of five Bakelite telephones on a long wooden table against the right wall.  “The third phone. Behind that stack of Charly’s articles and books.”

“The Shaw residence. Maud Porter speaking.”

“Bryce, still there?  You know what they say.  When it rains, it pours.  If it isn’t some damn reporter begging to interview me or Charly, it’s something else. No, she’s back in the States. Her dad is sick. Now as I explained to my publisher, my lips are sealed because of the Official Secret Act—Maud, for God’s sake, I can’t hear my attorney.  Will you kindly take the phone out onto the patio... the cord’s long enough, thank you.  Bryce, you’ll have to talk with Churchill’s people. Try Jock Colville. He’s a secretary to Princes Elizabeth now. But he was the Old Man’s assistant private secretary during the war. He might help. His phone number and address are in Charly’s address book somewhere around here, if you need them. You get the legal clearance it’s okay to write about my wartime work for the prime minister—in writing, Bryce, in writing so I don’t get my ass hauled into court by some Oxford-bright, oh-so-posh barrister—then and only then will I’ll open up. Gladly. A deal? I’ve got a lot to say, believe me. And give my regards to Pamela and the kids.”

“Mr. Shaw, sir.”

He glanced over to Maud but refrained from making a face at her class formality.  Several years working there and still Mr. Shaw, sir. She had stepped back into his study and thrust the phone at him. “Yeah, what is it?”

“It’s Auguste, Auguste Berger on the phone. From Montagneville, France.” 

“Auguste Berger?”

“That’s who he says he is, a Monsieur Auguste Berger. He says you two knew each other during the last war. He’s very, very insistent you talk to him, sir.”

“Maud, I know who he is. Auguste, it’s really you? My God, what a pleasant surprise.  Charly and I get only holiday cards from you. But now a call? Since when did you get a telephone? I see, from Montagneville’s post office. I sound down in the dumps?  No, not really...well, maybe a little. She’s not here.  No, no, everything’s fine with us. Couldn’t be better in fact. She’s back in the States, Boston. Her dad’s sick. Course I miss her, miss her like hell.  A Frenchman like you surely understands that. This damn Cotswold mansion feels twice as empty without her. Forty God damn rooms. Yeah, right, forty. Including countless reception rooms. I should have bought one of those newfangled tape recorders and recorded her voice and laughter before she flew off. But what’s done is done. 

“So, what’s on your mind? Your post office must charge a pretty penny. I doubt you called to chat about your Resistance days, right? Yep, sure I’m familiar with the Haute-Savoie.  By all means. A department in the eastern part of France. It borders Switzerland. Also Italy. Charly and I planned to go camping there. But her editor demanded she stay put. He insisted she rewrite part of her exposé about a Nazi on MI6’s payroll. Absolutely gorgeous scenery there. The mountains, just stunning. What was that? American dollars found where again? In the trunk of a Citroën? How much again?” Jonas meandered over to some tall windows that overlooked the vast expanse of lawn and shut them to hear better. Near Charly’s rose garden in the near distance, Noah Smythe, head of security, had taken a break and tossed a stick to his Golden Retriever. “Two hundred thousand dollars?  American dollars? Good lord. Hold on a sec.” He cupped the phone and glanced over his shoulder again. His chauffeur stood in the doorway, wiping his hands on oil-stained overalls.  “Now what, Nigel? Another problem with the Rolls?”

“I’m afraid so, sir. We need a new carburetor main jet sleeve.”

“Nigel, anything mechanical or electrical, I’m all thumbs. You know that. I trust your judgement. Implicitly. The pounds are over there, in the pretty cash box. By the phones.

“Auguste, I’m back.  Sorry about that. Running this estate, especially when Charly’s away, isn’t fun, believe me. Seven hundred-seventy-five pain-in-the-ass acres. An albatross, that’s what it is. I’d sell the damn place. Just sell it with no regrets, except Charly fears it’d upset the Churchills to no end. She does have a point.  The manor was, after all, their gift. Hire an estate manager? Hell no. Out of the question. One costs a fortune these days. I know, I know, Charly gives me hell for being so tightfisted. About those American dollars, I agree. All that money can buy a lot of trouble. A whole lot.” He laughed. “Yeah, agreed. It stinks like Camembert cheese. What was that? You faded out. Oh my God. Really? Just when you think it can’t get more bizarre, it does.  One Soviet Kopeck coin found where again? In the pocket of the driver of the Citroën? And a Soviet Tokarev pistol. Doesn’t look good, granted. So, what does this got to do with me?” Jonas reached up to his shortwave radio on the book-filled shelf above his desk. The BBC news was on. Something about the body of a German man found in the Negev desert in the new state of Israel. He glanced at his wristwatch, scribbled a note about the broadcast—Klaus Kappler? he wondered—and the time and date of the news.

“Sounds like devious you want something off the books.  At least for a while, right? Till you find out what’s going on? I understand, Auguste.  It’s way beyond the ability of your brother-in-law's tiny police force. Auguste, listen closely. I can’t offer more expertise as an ex-detective than Paris can. So go there. To Par— Auguste, let me finish. Go to Paris with what you got. You got your connections from the war. I mean, the prefét de police. You can’t get much higher than that, right?  Yeah, I know, I read about it in La Figaro. The police got their hands full, battling Communists day and night. Coal miner strikes and riots everywhere. It’s a wonder the capital’s still standing.  The Nazis didn’t destroy it, but those damn Reds just might.

“No, no, and no Auguste.  As I said, I got my hands full running this damn place till she gets back. And who knows when that will be.  I still say, go to Paris with what your brother-in-law discovered.  It sounds big, whatever it is he stumbled onto. Paris, Auguste, Paris they got the experts there. Oh, oh, I hear trouble. All the way over here I can hear it. ‘Auguste Berger, you get off the phone. There are other people waiting.’” He sighed and rolled his eyes.  “Okay, look, if it makes you happy, leave me the post office’s number.  But it won’t do any good. We’ll keep in touch. And call more often, why don’t you? A postcard now and then won’t do. Au revoir.”

“Trouble, Mr. Shaw?”

“Just a friend from another life, Maud. That’s all.”

With a nod, she left it at that. She bustled her plump self off to her chores, feather duster in hand.  She had learned long ago, he knew, some questions you never asked or pursued in his household.
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THE COTSWOLDS

And that was that, he hoped. So much for a friend’s unreasonable plea. Still, he had to admit the American dollars discovered and the Soviet pistol troubled him. For the rest of the day, he fought through diversion the loneliness from Charly’s abrupt departure.

He telephoned G. L. Chesterton & Company to ensure his London bank would send bonuses to the estate’s staff. Afterwards, he climbed to the manor’s lone tower. There, he raked his military binoculars across the expanse of flat English countryside. He needed to be sure he had good line-of-sight firing against any armed neo-Nazis who threatened Charly.

He strolled the vast acreage, inspecting the high brick walls and the north and south grilled entrance gates. Satisfied they protected against any threat, he asked Noah Smythe about his recruiting more guards.  The retired London Metropolitan Police cop reported he had put an advert in the Evening Standard. As soon as possible, Jonas instructed before moving on. Three more guards as soon as possible to protect Charly whenever she returned.

Back at his manor office, he drafted a letter to a professor at Oxford University.  Yes, she could visit the estate to study some medieval graffiti discovered on a basement wall.

He prepared a ham and cheese sandwich, then opened a Pale Ale. Barely touching his lunch or beer, he absently read old copies of the New York Times, while he waited. Hearing the ponderous steps at the threshold at last, he glanced expectantly in that direction. “Well, anything, Maud?”

His trusted errand runner bustled over to the pantry and settled down her bags of groceries. “Chin-up, Mr. Shaw, sir. I’m sure she’s thinking of you.  You know how she adores you. But she must have her hands full looking after her dear old Pa.”

“She must,” he said, returning to the Times. Nice try, old gal, he thought. But the attempt to comfort didn’t ease the absence of even a postcard from her. 

Near six o’clock, he poured a stiff Johnnie Walker to brace for the dreaded night. His staff had left him for their families. The cold wind howling through the forty nearly empty rooms made the manor feel even more hollow, and he felt his loneliness cut sharper. 

Awake in bed, he forced his thoughts to Auguste’s strange phone call.  His brother-in-law cop stopping a flashy Citroën on an isolated country road. That gendarme wondering why that back route and not the better and faster highway. The driver’s odd East-European-sounding accent. The huge piles of American dollars discovered. Which meant the driver probably was a cash courier. His panicky flight. The shootout. The alarming find of that Soviet Tokarev pistol.

The following days, he eked out another chapter of his book about his brief stint protecting Churchill. Regularly at three o’clock, he listened to the BBC Features Program. Britain’s latest scandal had rocked the country, especially its ruling class. Only Charly’s take-no-prisoner's expose’ had revealed the massive cover-up.  MI6 had hidden hiring a Nazi during the British Mandate of Palestine to inform on his dealings with Communists. Her series had triggered a raucous Parliamentary inquiry. Why had the nation’s premier spy agency hired such a high-level Hitler henchman?

“Because you fools stand for absolutely nothing,” Jonas shouted at the radio during one broadcast. “It’s all about expediency with you bastards!” 

He pulled out his manuscript from his desk drawer and thumped slowly through the typed pages of his autobiography. He had done well, he thought.  At least up to a point. He had the title, Winston Churchill, The Man Behind the Mask. He had ground out the first four chapters. Saving the future British leader’s life from a hit-and-run driver while he was on a New York City speaking tour. Later working with Walter Thompson, Churchill’s main protection man when he became war leader. Getting fired from the prime minister’s protection squad because of some anti-American Churchill cronies. His trip to Zurich to claim a small inheritance.  His secret chance meeting there with a Churchill confidante who wanted help finding a Nazi spy within Churchill’s government. But then pages of white nothing.  That terrifying void Charly had complained about, writer’s block. He dropped the bundle back into the drawer and shoved it firmly shut. Maybe some ideas would come later.  

He remained sitting, drumming his fingers thoughtfully, recalling Auguste Berger’s out-of-nowhere phone call. The expensive Citroën in that poor farming region of France.  All those American dollars, which made him again wonder for what purpose?  The driver’s vaguely sounding East European accent. The shootout. The alarming discovery of a Soviet Tokarev pistol.

And Maud’s persistent, motherly nagging. “Mister Shaw, sir, if I may, you should take a wee bit of a vacation, sir.  Get some good French cooking in you.  Put some weight on you, it would.  Might even cheer you up. We can handle things here. If you be gone only a fort night, Mr. Shaw, sir, that we can.”  Okay, Maud, you and your stubborn Englishness win.  But only for a few days. 

He flung open the double doors to his walk-in closet. On hangers hung what he called his work clothes, loose-fitting pants and loose-fitting long sleeve shirts. A Czech Jewish self-defense trainer had recommended them when he and Charly were in Palestine.  They allowed easy powering of an elbow strike to an attacker’s forehead or jaw, a palm strike to the nose, a knee to the groin. Jonas chuckled as he fingered the cotton sleeve of one outfit.  Traces of his blood still showed when his sparring partner had decked him in that sweltering London gym recently. He realized he was out of shape, and he needed something guaranteed.

He shifted his eyes to the middle shelf. What could go wrong visiting that part of France? he wondered. Its mountains, meadows, and rivers made it one of the most peaceful in all of Europe. What could possibly happen? He reached for his leather shoulder holster, several rounds of ammunition, and his 1911 Colt semi-automatic. Maybe a lot.
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SOME FOREST IN THE HAUTE-SAVOIE, FRANCE

Auguste Berger arrived dramatically.  He pulled up in a dust storm thrown up by his old, pitiful Citroën 2CV truckette he might have used in the war, Jonas thought. Maybe to collect arms a Churchill guerrilla unit had parachuted for his agents.

The ex-Resistance fighter had grown a scraggly beard, Jonas noticed as he approached. His hair, now gray, was a tangled mess of curls as if he had never once combed it. He had also packed on weight.  He must have eaten too much foie gras or some French Alps fondue to make up for years nearly starving in the underground.  No longer lean and muscular, he now looked like a rotund patriarchal Orson Welles. Yet despite his hardy embracing, kissing him on both cheeks, French style, Jonas noticed worry in his dark Gallic eyes.  Or was it fear? “Bonjour, Auguste.”

“Bonjour, Jonas, my friend.  It is good to see you after...you’re as white as a ghost.”

“And nearly as dead. Where the damn hell you get that kid pilot of yours?” 

“From a friend. He’s almost licensed.”

Jonas stopped abruptly in the middle of the field and glanced sharply at Auguste. “Almost?” He brushed away a Gauloise offered and said he smoked Chesterfields. “You didn’t tell me on the phone about him. Or about a little bitty plane I’d fly in. It looks like a child’s toy.” It was fear in Auguste’s eyes, he decided.  Definitely fear.  “Expecting more company?”

“No, why do you ask?”

“You seem a little, I don’t know, nervous.”

“Everything fine. It’s a Storch German Luftwaffe observation plane,” Auguste continued, changing the subject.  “One of my men shot it down in ‘44.  He repaired it, put in extra fuel tanks, and kept it as a souvenir.”

“Those wings looked as fragile as a butterfly’s. I feared the engine would fall off taking me and that young pilot of yours with it.  I’ve seen Tour de France racers bike faster than that old crate. And landing in a field of cows?”

“There was nowhere else to put it down. And I must have forgot to tell you about that plane or its pilot.”

“You forgot? Yeah sure.  You ran one of the largest underground networks in France—seven hundred agents, wasn’t it?”

“Six hundred and twenty.” 

Before Jonas realized what was happening, Auguste snatched his suitcase from him and heaved it into the back seat of his little truck. “Six hundred and twenty then,” Jonas said, “and you forgot? Bullshit.” His hands still trembling from the flight, he finally was able to steady a match to his cigarette as he slouched into the jalopy’s front passenger seat. 

“That the best you could do? That beat up old bag? With all your money?”

“Never mind that. Let’s be clear about something. I’m here because your agents helped me escape the Germans and back to London.  But a debt doesn’t extend into perpetuity.”

“Understood.  I appreciate you coming. If at any time, you feel like leaving, no hard feelings. And I’m so sorry for your bad flying experience.” Auguste put his right hand on the gear shift.  “We are okay to go, my friend?”

Jonas nodded as he exhaled smoke into the cool morning air.  “My stomach has settled. Let’s go. Look, that landing scrambled my brain. I don’t feel like struggling with more French. We speak English, okay?” He momentarily closed his eyes, smelling the rich forest scents of pine and lavender. He had almost forgotten, he realized, how gorgeous the French countryside was. So welcoming after Palestine’s barrenness, scrub, and that godawful heat. “Okay, why this hush-hush business? Meeting out here in the middle of nowhere.”

Auguste explained his brother-in-law was a gendarme in Montagneville, a hamlet of 2,000. Most crimes there were small. A horse or plow stolen. Or a barn broken into and chickens snatched. But days ago, Gaston had stopped a Citroën Traction Avant outside town driving erratically.  The driver claimed he headed back to Lyon after visiting a sick sister in Geneva.  He had papers to show he had rented the car in Zurich. He had a French driver’s license.  Other than picking up a slight East European accent, Gaston detected nothing suspicious until he inspected the trunk.  Then everything went totally crazy. The huge amount of American dollars discovered. The driver fleeing.  Gaston killing him. His phone call to Auguste for help.

Montagneville, village of the mountain, Jonas thought. It sounded tiny. Probably just one paved main road through it. A few bar-tabacs.  The Hôtel de Ville with the French tri-color fluttering on top of the city hall. A war memorial across from it. Some two-stars hotels for alpinists, gemologists, and other tourists. The inhabitants having contact with only other villagers and none beyond. No wonder that flic was alarmed. He understood he and his small force couldn’t deal with what he had stumbled upon. And yet... “Still dead set against asking Paris for help?”

Auguste glared at him. “Paris?  Really, Jonas. There?”

“Yeah, there. Why not? That’s the logical place to go.” Catholic, conservative Auguste must hate Paris’s modernism, Jonas thought. Maybe also the politics? “The crowds, the noise, all the political infighting? That why you don’t like it.”

“I had enough of French infighting in the last war. But the Left and Right have one thing in common. Those Paris elites think anything outside the capital is beneath them.”

“The butt of jokes?”

“They think they know all there is to know. We’re just ignorant peasants. Better first see who might be behind this haul and why before we ask for their help.”

“So where the hell are we going?”

“Some private place where I’ll have your undivided attention away from these pretty woods”—he winked at Jonas—“That is the only way you
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