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CHAPTER THREE

Mystic, Connecticut

‘YOU KNOW MY GRANDMOTHER?’ HANNAH SAID THOUGHTFULLY.

Her mother’s attention remained firmly fixed on the illustration she was working on. A woodland scene, with chipmunks.

‘Your grandmother?’ As if struggling to remember where she had heard the word before. But Hannah was familiar with her mother’s various forms of evasion. Ducking and diving was as much an art form to her as any of her more professional accomplishments.

“Your mother, Mother. My grandmother. Gabriele. She was in Rome For A While, Wasn’t She? During World War Two.’

The brush poised in midair. The chipmunks cowered in the doorway of their little log cabin, their expressions—apprehensive. But then they were destined to feature in a book by Ruth Ryder. Why would they not be?

‘Oh, we’re back there, are we? God, I don’t know. Was she? Why do you want to know, anyway?’

‘Just something I was reading, for the new job. About Italy.’

A few swift, bold strokes. The sky turned darker.

‘Dad said she was sent there when she was in her early teens,’ Hannah persisted. ‘When things first started getting difficult, you know, in Berlin.’

‘Well, if your father told you, I’m sure it must be true.’

Most of what Hannah had learned about her mother’s family came from her father, and that was little enough. According to him, Ruth’s grandparents had lived in a small town in the Spessart—a region of forest and hills that sprawled over large parts of Hesse and Bavaria and was famous for its folktales. Hannah could remember her father telling her that the seven dwarves in Snow White were really miners from the Spessart who were small and stunted because of their work in the diamond mines. He had also told her—though this might have been when she was a little older—that most of her mother’s family had died in Nazi concentration camps during World War Two. Hannah had never succeeded in discussing this, or any other aspect of her family history, with her mother. Any attempt to do so was rebuffed, with attitude.

‘History is a virus,’ she had said, when Hannah first expressed an interest in the subject. ‘It kills people.’

In Ruth’s mirror of life, history was the story not of progress but of human misery, pain, cruelty, and injustice, and its study implied an unhealthy obsession with all four.

Hannah crossed to the window. The long lawn sloped down to the harbour. Leaves were falling. Otherwise it was so still, so devoid of life and movement, it could have been a painting. It contained no objects of interest to Hannah other than the image of escape presented by a distant boat.

In its heyday Mystic had been a major seaport, one of the biggest in New England; now its income came mainly from tourism and the people who retired here. The whole town was a kind of museum: the largest maritime museum in the

























































































CHAPTER FOUR

The Murder Factory

HANNAH CAUGHT THE SEVEN O’CLOCK FERRY FROM NEW LONDON. It took ninety minutes to cross the Sound and it would take about the same to drive to Blake’s place, but despite the early start and the best part of two days with her mother, she felt good—better than she had in months.

The only cloud on her horizon was yet another email from Tony. A rambling piece of nonsense accusing her of having sex with him to further her career, such as it was, and dumping him when he was no longer of use to her. If this kind of thing went on she’d have to do something about it. But not today. Today she felt liberated. Renewed. She was enjoying the drive. She had a ten-year-old Beetle convertible which she hardly ever used and she was tempted to let the roof down, but there was still a bite in the air, and sometimes it got stuck. She was dressed more or less as she had been for the interview. Emily had clearly been wrong about her appearance, she thought with satisfaction. But she had determined on a change of manner. She was going to go for the serious, thoughtful approach. She planned on doing a lot of listening. She was not going to talk much. She was certainly not going to talk about movies.

She had now read two more of his books, or at least most of them. One was called Bonds of Blood and it was about the German officers and officials who had planned to assassinate Adolf Hitler in 1944. Her only previous knowledge of the story came from the movie Valkyrie starring Tom Cruise as Count Claus von Stauffenberg, who had tried to blow up Hitler and most of the General Staff with a bomb hidden in his briefcase. Hitler’s survival had led to the collapse of the coup and in the days and weeks that followed the SS had indulged in a bloodbath of reprisals, rounding up thousands of people who could be even vaguely associated with the conspirators. It was their final act of vengeance on the German officer caste—Prussian aristocrats, professional soldiers, men who had always despised the SS as brainless thugs and jumped-up nobodies until another jumped-up nobody gave them a uniform and a cause. Blake’s book had focussed on the feud between these two groups, the old order and the new—and in such a way that you found yourself drawing parallels between similar conflicts in the modern world.

The other book was in many ways more powerful and certainly more original. It was called The Murder Factory and it was the story of Mauthausen concentration camp in Austria, known to its inmates as Morthausen—the Murder House. Blake’s book was not so much about the living conditions inside the camp—it was more about the work that went on in and around it, and in the ring of satellite camps of which it was the centre, especially Ebensee, where they sent thousands of prisoners to dig tunnels in the mountains of the Salzkammergut for the weapons factories the Nazis were building deep underground.

Mauthausen, it appeared, was the hub of a vast industrial complex. The factory system taken to its hellish, brutal extreme. Large global companies, even small local contractors, men who had supported the Nazis with funds since the early thirties, were now getting their payback. Mauthausen was the centrepiece of a system that supplied them with government contracts and labour. The workers did not have to be paid, or clothed, housed, or fed. The SS took care of all of that. They could be worked twelve hours a day, seven days a week, and if they died, you just asked the SS for more. They were literally worked to death.

Michael Blake maintained that despite their later denials, many people had known perfectly well what was happening in the camps and had profited hugely from it. And he backed his claim with evidence. He named individual companies, and the individuals who ran them, and in the last chapter he listed those that were still operating today—the carmakers, the chemical firms, the banks and finance houses, the drug companies and arms manufacturers—the commercial, financial, and industrial core of the modern Europe.

There was anger in the writing, as Emily had said, but what came across to Hannah was more a sense of cold, almost brutal detachment. Blake was like the mythical being her father referred to as the Recording Angel—‘the man clothed in linen, who had the writing case at his side,’ so that what he observed would never be forgotten or overlooked. This is what happened. Don’t look away. This is what these people did, and they’ll do it again if we let them. But alongside this, or intercut with it, was a much more human voice that Hannah found particularly moving and that stopped the reader from sinking into absolute despair. So that among the recording of horrors almost beyond imagining, there would be stories about the triumph of the human spirit, such as the one about a group of prisoners who ‘bought’ a boat—a fantasy sailing boat—in which they were going to sail the world together when the war ended. It was an entirely imaginary boat, but they owned shares in it, just as you might own shares in a dream, and they would trade these shares on an improvised stock market. When their spirits were low, men would offer their shares to other prisoners for an extra piece of bread, or a spoonful of soup, and buy them back when they were feeling more hopeful. On the darkest days only the most optimistic would buy into the dream at such a price, and yet it was this optimism, more than the bread and soup, that kept them going when so many lost the will to live.

Stories like this made Hannah warm towards the man she was travelling to meet and with whom she would soon be working, and to feel that at long last she was going to be working on something of value.

She turned off Route 25 at Riverhead and switched on the radio, and caught the end of a news bulletin which informed her that the Pope had arrived in New York to address the UN on climate change. She switched to a music channel instead.

She reached the outskirts of Westhampton just before ten and followed the directions she had been given along the coast road until she saw the mailbox. She turned onto the track and followed it between sand dunes for a few hundred yards to the house. It was not as grand as she had expected, but it was the perfect location for someone who liked seclusion and a sea view. Certainly, it was a great place to work.

Hannah rang the bell twice but there was no response. Perhaps he’d gone for a walk along the beach, she thought, or a run. He looked like he kept fit. She went round the back. Steps led up to a deck with several wicker chairs and a table with a book on it, opened and laid face down as if someone had just been interrupted in reading. There was a sailboat in the distance, a squabbling mob of seagulls at the water’s edge—but no Doctor Blake, no one else either. The creak of a door alerted her, and she turned with a half-smile expecting to see him standing there. The door swung in the breeze. She mounted the steps and crossed the deck, pausing to glance at the title of the book. Alien, the Archive: The Ultimate Guide to the Classic Movies. She smiled. Was this her doing? Both book and table were covered with a light dusting of sand.

‘Doctor Blake?’ Hannah stepped through the door. He had told her to call him Michael, but it did not come readily to her—not yet. It took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the change of light, and then she saw the body hanging from the ceiling.







CHAPTER THIRTEEN

The Fallen Angels

AIDEN WAITED JUST INSIDE THE BERLIN MALL AT THE EXIT ONTO Volkstrasse. The shops were still open and there were plenty of people about. He had no idea why she had suggested meeting here but he doubted it was to go shopping. He could see the rain pouring down in the light of the street lamps.

The last time he had been here was about twenty years ago on a school trip. It was organised by the history department because they were doing World War Two and the Cold War. This whole area—the heart of old Berlin—had been flattened by Allied bombing or Russian shells and then left as a wasteland. For nearly thirty years the Berlin Wall had run straight through the middle of it, dividing the city into capitalist West and communist East, but by the time of their visit most of the wall had gone and it had been turned into a building site—the biggest in Europe they were told—destined to be the centre of the new Berlin, the new unified Germany. They had trooped around all the historical sites, taken pictures, some of them even made notes, but mostly they were here for the beer.

One night a few of the older boys sneaked out of their hotel and went to a nightclub, not far from where he was standing now. The club was in an old cellar, which the Germans called a Bunker, and it was decorated with memoribilia of the Cold War, so you could say it was part of their education. Aiden would, anyway, if they’d been found out. The women serving at the tables wore Red Army uniform, though not like the Red Army wore it.

‘Hi. Sorry to keep you waiting.’ Aiden felt a hand on his arm and Irma was there, wearing a blue belted raincoat and carrying an umbrella. Smiling, too. A lot more cheeful than she had been in her office.

‘We have to go out into the rain, I am afraid,’ she told him, ‘but you can share my umbrella.’

She did not say where they were going and he didn’t ask. If she wanted to make a mystery of it, it was all right with him, provided they didn’t have to walk too far. He was walking awkwardly with his head bent, trying to stay under the umbrella and not get his eye poked out. After a few minutes he gave up and moved away a little, pulling up his hood. They had crossed Volkstrasse heading north and now they were walking through a residential area of modern apartment blocks. He was about to ask how much further it was when she stopped beside what he took to be a parking lot behind a wire mesh fence. Then he noticed a sign on the fence that said Fahrradvermeitung with a picture of a bicycle and the words in English: Bikes for hire. This, surely, was not what she had in mind.

She was speaking into an entry phone by the side of a double gate, and after a moment it opened to reveal a compound about the size of a basketball or five-a-side football pitch. As soon as they entered, floodlights came on and he noted at least two CCTV cameras mounted on towers above the fence. There were no bicycles that he could see, but presumably they would be kept out of the rain.

There were a couple of portacabins to the left of the entrance, and a security guard who had just emerged from the one nearest to them. Irma went over to speak to him and he looked across at Aiden, who put his hand up to push his hood back, but it was not necessary; the guard was already turning away and heading back to his lair. With a jerk of her head Irma indicated that Aiden should follow her to the other cabin, which was far more substantial and had wire mesh over the windows and an alarm above the door. Irma keyed in numbers and pushed the door open.

Strip lighting came on as soon as they entered and Aiden saw they were in what appeared to be an office, with a couple of desks, a table and chairs, all very basic, apart from the coffee machine in one corner.

‘This is my other office,’ Irma said, ‘where I come to write.’

He nodded, as if this made sense, but he was wondering what the hell they were doing here.

‘Come,’ she said, ‘and all will be clear.’

She led the way to another door at the far end of the room, tapped in another code, and opened it onto a smaller area with a washroom off to one side and a spiral staircase on the other, going down. Aiden shot her a look.

‘No need to be frightened,’ she said. ‘Keep close to me and you will be quite safe. Here there are only the ghosts.’

She led the way down the spiral stair, holding on to the metal rail with both hands and taking care in her high heels. After the first two or three steps she triggered another sensor and a light snapped on to reveal concrete walls and a few pipes, with felt lagging hanging down like thick cobwebs. The steps were quite steep and they descended for about five or six metres to an area, not much wider than the stair shaft, with a heavy door, like the door to a vault or a nuclear bunker, but pushed back against the wall beyond. As they stepped through, another sensor light came on, revealing a long corridor with doors on either side, all closed. There was a smell of damp and possibly disinfectant, something sharp anyway.

Aiden followed his guide down the corridor until she paused at one of the doors, pushed it open, and switched on a light to reveal what might have been a medium-sized dining or conference room containing a long metal table and a dozen or so straight metal chairs. His eye was drawn immediately to the murals that entirely covered the walls. They were not unlike the primitive daubings made by cave-dwellers, except that they were not of running horses and deer and bison. They were of soldiers, wearing the familiar coal-scuttle helmets and field-grey uniforms of the German Army in World War Two, but carrying kite-shaped shields from a more distant past. Some were holding them high above their heads, like umbrellas or wings, and beneath the shields there were other figures, less martial—men in lederhosen drinking from foaming beer steins, women in dirndls serving them; men in overalls operating lathes and other machinery, women holding children by the hand or carrying babes in arms. And from the sky above, bombs rained down from crudely drawn aircraft with the silver star of the USA or the red-white-and-blue roundels of the Royal Air Force.

‘What do you think?’ Irma enquired, head to one side, her expression faintly mocking.

‘Very nice,’ he said. ‘What is it, a nightclub?’ He was thinking of the one he had visited as a school sixth-former.

This amused her. ‘A nightclub. Very good. I guess it would make a good nightclub. Perhaps we should discuss it. We could use it to raise money. But no, can you not guess? It is part of the old bunker complex where Hitler and his staff spent the last months of World War Two, when the Red Army was fighting its way into Berlin and the British and Americans were bombing night and day.’

Aiden wondered if this was her idea of a joke. ‘I thought it was all sealed up and filled with rubble.’ He had heard about this on the school trip. ‘I thought the Russians sealed it up at the end of the war.’

‘That was the Fuhrerbunker. This is the one next to it. We call it the Chaufferbunker—for the SS drivers and bodyguards.’

Aiden gazed about him, trying to take it in. He supposed it was possible. They had places like this in London, but London had not been occupied by the Russians for forty-odd years. ‘So what is it used for now?’ he said.

‘Nothing. We are thinking what to do with it. Very few people know about it. And now you are one of them.’

She took a small flask out of her bag. ‘Schnapps?’ she said.

He blinked a little. ‘You brought schnapps?’

‘Why not? We will make our own nightclub.’

They sat in the metal chairs at the metal table and she poured into two small metal cups. ‘Prost!’

She clinked her cup against his. He looked around the walls again. ‘So it has been like this since the war?’

‘I guess so, but hidden. Forgotten. Deep underground. It was in the middle of the Death Strip—on the eastern side of the Berlin Wall. Then, when the wall came down, in 1990 I think, there was a rock concert on the Potsdamerplatz to celebrate. Pink Floyd came. They called it the Wall Concert, Live in Berlin.’

She began to sing softly, her eyes still mocking. ‘We don’t need no education, we don’t need no thought control… All in all you’re just another—brick in the wall.’

‘I remember,’ he said. The older kids used to sing it in Belfast when he was still at primary school.

‘The whole area was wasteland, left derelict since the war, and they fear there are unexploded bombs dropped by the Allies, or a few land mines from the Cold War planted by the Russians or the East German border guards, to stop people escaping to the West. And so they send in security guards to make it safe. And as they search, they find a metal door in the ground, what do you say for this in English? Die Schachtdeckel.’

‘A manhole cover?’ he offered.

‘Is it?’ She considered this with a frown. ‘Why man-hole?’

‘I have no idea,’ he said honestly. He spread his arms apologetically. Not his fault.

‘Well, below the man hole was this. As if the people had left the day before. The authorities had pictures taken, then it was filled with sand and the entrance sealed. They were afraid it would become a shrine for the neo-Nazis. And so it stayed like that for twenty years, on a piece of wasteland with a fence around it.’

‘And a bike hire?’

A short laugh. ‘Ah yes, I do not know how the bike hire came to be here. Maybe it was a cover. I have never seen any sign of any bikes.’

‘And now what?’

‘Ah, that is a good question. At first there is an idea they will make it a kind of exhibition, a warning museum, like the concentration camps. The authorities have appointed a committee to do this and I am the Vorsitzende—what is it you say?—the chairperson. We move in the earth machines, we take out the sand, and then—they begin to worry. What is it you say in English, to get cold feet? There is the rise of the neo-Nazis—the new Right. Maybe is not so good, they say, to open this to the public. Maybe is not the right time, when the Far Right takes so much of the vote. But I’m fighting this. I think the people should see it, to show the great delusion of the SS who think they are the guardians of western civilisation. So—’ she shrugged, ‘that is how it is at the moment. We wait for them to make a decision. And while we wait, there is just me and whoever I wish to bring down here.’

‘And this is where you planned to bring Michael—when he came to Berlin?’

‘Yes. Because of his great interest in the Knights of the Black Cross.’ She spoke lightly but she was watching him carefully, as if it might mean something to him.

It didn’t.

‘Another name for them is the Teutonic Knights,’ she said after a moment. ‘Warrior monks. Crusaders. You do not know of them?’

‘I’ve heard of the Teutonic Knights, but not from Michael. So what have they got to do with anything?’

‘Look at the pictures on the walls. Can you not see? They are not ordinary soldiers. They are the Waffen-SS. See the sign on the shields and the collars? The double flash of lightning? These are the men of the First SS Division, Leibstandarte Adolf Hitler. They provided the personal bodyguard of the Fuhrer, and the elite of his stormtroopers. But what is important is how they see themselves. The guardian angels of the German people. This is the idea of Heinrich Himmler—you know of Himmler, the head of the SS?—the architect of the Holocaust. Raised as a devout Roman Catholic. So, he makes them like the Teutonic Knights, one of the great Catholic military orders at the time of the Crusades. The Knights of the Black Cross. So they guard not only the German people but all of Christendom—against the Jews and the Bolsheviks. And against the stupid Anglo-Saxons who do not know who is their real enemy.’ She threw out her arm. ‘You see that man there?’

She was pointing to one of the soldiers in the mural. He was standing with both arms held out from his sides—with a kite-shaped shield strapped to each of them, like the statue of a dark angel about to take flight.

‘His name is Bechmann. SS-Sturmbannfuhrer Heinrich Bechmann.’

‘You know his name?’

‘I do. I have done the research. He was one of Hitler’s bodyguards. There are many, but this one, he is very close to the Fuhrer. And the people under the shields, these are Hitler and his mistress, Eva Braun. See?’

Aiden noted the two smaller figures under the steel wings: one a woman, blonde and curvaceous, the other a man stripped to the waist, lifting weights. The muscles stood out in his chest and arms and he had great abs. Only the moustache gave him away.

‘That’s Hitler?’ It was not the image of Hitler that he knew, or most of the world.

‘Oh, but this is the point, it is all delusion. The real Hitler, he is a sick old man by now, mad with disease and defeat, a rat in a trap, shaking with the tremors he cannot control, and the Red Army is closing in on him. But delusion, this is all they have left and soon they will all be dead. The Knights of the Black Cross. The brave champions of Christendom, ready to die for the Fatherland. And Bechmann, he believes in this. More than anyone. You are sure Michael never speaks of this man?’

‘No. Never. Not to me.’ It felt like an interrogation. And of course it was, and she had chosen the right place for it.

‘Strange. Michael was very interested in this man. Even, I would say, it is an obsession with him. Of course, he is very handsome. Tall, dark, and handsome, like you. Not the classic blond Aryan, but not many were.’ She returned to her contemplation of Bechmann. ‘Maybe he is like, to Hitler, a son. His ideal of the perfect German soldier. But you could say he was Italian, from the Italian side of the Tyrol.’

Aiden stood up to inspect the mural more closely. The square-jawed Nazi archangel with the bombs raining down on his metallic wings. The pictures had faded somewhat and though you could still see details of the uniforms and even the features, Aiden did not think she would be able to recognise a particular individual, unless she had other information she had not yet disclosed.

‘How much do you know of what happens here?’ she asked him. ‘In the bunkers in the last days of the war?’

‘Not a lot,’ he said. ‘But I saw the movie. Hitler dies.’

‘But not soon enough for all those who die because of him. Imagine what it is like. In April 1945. Above us, the bombs and the shells are falling like rain, thousands of tons of explosives, every hour of every day and night. And the Red Army is coming closer and closer to the centre of the city. The war is over, Germany has lost. Everyone knows this except Hitler. And maybe even Hitler knows it by now, somewhere in that diseased, demented brain of his. But still he will not surrender. He talks to his generals, his party bosses, even to Mussolini in Italy. Still he is making his plans. Officers of the Wehrmacht and the Waffen-SS and the Nazi Party send in their reports, news of another defeat, another army that is surrounded, on the point of surrender. Without hope. And Hitler says, fight on. The rat in the hole, he believes only what he wants to believe. He came to this room many times.’

She reached across the table and topped up Aiden’s metal cup with schnapps, then her own, but not so much, he noted. ‘He liked to eat with his men, the drivers and the bodyguards. He was more comfortable with them than with the generals and the diplomats, or his own party officials. Especially near the end. The women, too, his secretaries. Traudl Junge, you may have heard of her? She was here. Hitler—he might even sit where you are sitting now.’

He wondered where all this was heading, and where Michael came into it, but she was slowly getting there.

‘In the first week of April, just before the final assault by the Russians, Hitler sends for Bechmann. He has a special mission for him. He is to go to the Reich Archives in Potsdam on the edge of Berlin. This is where all the government papers were moved for safe keeping during the bombing. A complete record of all the Nazis had done since Hitler came to power in 1933. But now the Russians were very close to Potsdam, and Bechmann was sent to bring them back, some of them, to the Fuhrerbunker. Berlin is on fire and Hitler, he is sending for more paper. And what do you think is the most important for him, that he wants it with him in the bunker, in the spring of 1945, in the final days?’

She gave him a moment. It would have needed longer than that.

‘Go on,’ he said.

But she shivered. ‘It is very cold here. If you have seen enough, we will go and find somewhere a little more comfortable and I will tell you.’

Aiden took a final look around the room. The SS men looked not so much like angels as aliens. Something from Star Wars. The Teutonic Knights from Mustofar.

‘Delusions,’ said Irma Ulbrecht again. ‘This is what history is about, the story of delusions. And the people who die because of them.’

It was still raining outside. They walked towards Ebertstrasse, where Irma thought they might pick up a cab, and she kept up a running commentary on the way.

‘This was called Herman-Goering-Strasse in the time of the Nazis, after Reich Marshal Goering, you have heard of him?’ He had. When they were doing World War Two. The fat man who liked dressing up in uniforms, and women’s frilly frocks. ‘This was the heart of the old Berlin but in the last days of the war there was not much of it left. The British and the Americans had seen to that. The bombing went on day and night until the Russians arrived. The only building still standing, or still intact, was the Brandenburger Tor, with the quadriga—the four-horse chariot—and the goddess of victory.’

They could see it now, the floodlit monolith at the end of the road.

‘I wonder if they saw the irony in that. Probably not. Besides, they were not here to see it, they were down in the bunkers, those that were still alive.’

Aiden’s hoodie was dripping with rain, he could feel it running down his nose and his neck at the front into his T-shirt. He was looking for a taxi but the only ones he saw were taken. She drew him into the shelter of a doorway and pointed across the road to the darker mass of the Tiergarten, though there were lights along the pathways and many of the trees were floodlit. He could see the rain in the lights.

‘Imagine it, the way it was,’ she said, ‘in that last month of the war.’

Michael used to do this to him, before he gave him up as a bad job. Imagine what it was like, back then. As if everyone lived in the past as much as he did, or if not, they should, and he would help them get there.

‘Every second another shell is falling, and the Katyusha rockets they call Stalin’s Organ because of the noise they made, the scream, like an organ played by the Devil. And the Red Army is coming on street by street, running from building to building, with flame throwers that they fire into the cellars. It is like the air itself is on fire, and it is full of flying shards of metal. Hot metal rain. No one can live in that rain. The shells are landing in the cemeteries even and blowing open the graves, blowing the bodies in the air, so that they hang in the trees, the bodies of the dead. The Berliners who are still alive, they crouch in the cellars and the air-raid shelters, waiting for the Russians to come. And Hitler, he is in his Fuhrerbunker, waiting for someone to save him.’

She looked across the road that had once been called after the fat man, towards the Tiergarten, with the rain glinting in the lights, and the lights in her eyes.

‘They had made a small airstrip in the Tiergarten, and one night, late in April, with the Red Army only a few blocks away, a plane flies in, coming in very low over the city, over the Russian lines. Flown by a woman.’







CHAPTER FIFTEEN

The Vatican Papers

‘HER NAME WAS HANNA REITSCH,’ SAID IRMA, ‘AND SHE WAS THE MOST famous aviatrix in Germany. She could fly anything. She even flew a V2 rocket once, to see if it could be done. The world’s first guided missile.’

The name seemed familiar to Aiden but he did not know why. He wondered if Michael had ever told him about her. It could only have been Michael.

‘The plane she flew into Berlin was a Fieseler Storch, short take-off and landing. It can land in thirty metres. To begin there was a man in control, as there usually was. Ritter von Greim, her lover, one of the top men in the Luftwaffe, but he was wounded in the foot and Hanna had to take over. She flew through the streets, only a few feet above the ground, with hundreds of Russian soldiers firing at her, and landed close to where we are standing now. On the night of April 26th, 1945, four days before Hitler took his own life. It is thought they came to die with him, but he had other plans for them. Some I have spoken with, they say that Hanna gave him hope. That all was not lost. He saw a way out of the trap he was in. So, he sent her away again. And with her went Heinrich Bechmann.’

‘The soldier with the wings?’

‘The soldier with the wings.’ She nodded with satisfaction. He had been paying attention. Good boy. Gold star.

‘And the papers?’

‘I am coming to them. Ah, at last!’

She had seen a cab and this time it was not taken. She stepped out into the road and flagged it down.

‘You want to eat?’ she asked Aiden. He did. She gave the driver the name of a restaurant and they drove north towards the Brandenburg Gate. She leaned forward, peering through the window.

‘Here is where they kept the plane,’ she said. ‘In a garage right under the Tor.’

‘The Storch?’

‘No. The Storch was finished. It was hit by a shell, minutes after they landed. This was another plane, kept for the Fuhrer in case he wished to escape. Arado AR96, advanced trainer, two-seater, range over six hundred miles.’

She saw that he was smiling. ‘Did I say something funny?’

‘I’m sorry. Do you know the names of all the military hardware?’

‘You are surprised? Because I am a woman?’

‘No.’ He probably did mean that, but not just because she was a woman. ‘Because it is so long ago.’

‘Ah, but I know the modern ones, too. Planes, guns, tanks. My father is a general in the Bundeswehr. He wants a boy so I give him a boy. Better than a boy. When I was twelve years old I knew how to strip and fire a G36. You know what is a G36?’

He did. It was an automatic rifle on general issue to the German Army. He had even fired one. But he did not mention it.

‘I drove my first AVF when I was fourteen—a Luchs. A Lynx I think you say in English. Armoured car. You have been a soldier, I think?’

‘Of sorts. How can you tell?’

‘I can tell. The British Army?’

‘Royal Marines.’

‘What rank?’

He had played this game before, with less gentle companions. Name, rank, and number.

‘I was a sergeant,’ he said.

‘On active service?’

‘Sometimes. Do you know many soldiers?’

She made a moue with her lips. ‘I used to. I even married one. A captain in the French Foreign Legion.’ She looked at him to make sure he was impressed. ‘It did not last very long. And what do you do now?’

‘A bit of this, a bit of that.’

She considered him with a curious half-smile. ‘You do not like questions about yourself?’

He shrugged as if he didn’t care one way or another. He could always lie. ‘Have you always lived in Berlin?’ he asked.

She looked away, out of the window of the cab. They had turned right at the Tor and they were heading east, into darker streets.

‘No. I came to Berlin when I was eight. I was born in Japan. My father was military attaché in the German Embassy in Tokyo. My mother is Japanese.’ She turned to him again. ‘So why do you not want to tell me what it is you do now?’

He appeared to consider. ‘I’m a security guard. Kind of.’

A dry laugh. ‘And what is it you guard?’

‘People, mostly.’

‘I see. A bodyguard. Like Heinrich Bechmann. And what do they do while you are in Berlin?’

‘I have no idea. I expect they don’t get out much.’

The cab came to a halt outside a building that looked like an old Gothic church. In fact, it had been a brewery, Irma told him, but now it was one of the best restaurants in Berlin. It was clearly a place she knew well. She was welcomed with enthusiasm and relieved of her umbrella and her coat. She did not wear a great deal beneath it. A black sweater, a short skirt in yellow tartan, black leggings, and those ankle-length boots with the heels. It could have been worn by a schoolgirl, but she carried it well. Aiden hung his leather hoodie on the back of his chair and let it drip. It was quite warm in the restaurant, a lot warmer than it had been in the bunker.

They had been given a table at the window overlooking a large floodlit courtyard, empty now in the rain. He ordered the wild boar, with gravy, cabbage, and chips. She went for a salad. ‘I am not a big eater,’ she said. She also ordered a bottle of wine—a Saxon Weissburgunder. ‘But you will have to drink most of it,’ she said.

When the wine arrived, and their glasses were filled, she sat back in her chair with that tease of a smile but her eyes appraising.

‘So—tell me what you know about Michael’s work. His recent work.’

Aiden looked at her. Was this what it was all about? A deal, like they had with the girls in Garston? I’ll show you mine if you show me yours. But he had nothing to show.

‘I haven’t the slightest idea what Michael was working on,’ he said. ‘I probably wouldn’t understand it if I did.’

She frowned. ‘This woman who was working for him, she has not told you?’

‘I don’t think she knew that much.’

‘No, I don’t think she did. Well, I will tell you what he told me. But he was still scratching in the dirt, turning over stones. I do not know what he might have found—without me.’

‘So, what did you find for him?’

‘I will come to that in a minute. But first, what is he looking for, what kind of book is he writing? It is a history, yes, so it is set in the past. He is looking at the lives of people who were alive in the spring and summer of 1945, Year Zero, the year of destiny. What was it like for the people who lived through this and what message do they have for those of us who live now? But he wants more than that. He is looking for an angle. Something that will catch people’s attention. Make it relevant to today. Make headlines. That was always Michael’s way. Something that makes people think this did not just matter then, it matters now.’

He shrugged. ‘Big ask.’

‘Maybe but—look at the people he wrote about in The Murder Factory. He showed how quite ordinary people—local builders, traders, manufacturers, upstanding members of the community—were drawn into something that was beyond evil. And he named them, he named their children, he named the companies they ran and still run. And he named the big companies that were involved in this and those who run them still, and what they are doing now. He makes it personal. You have read Michael’s books?’

‘Of course. They’re not my kind of reading, but he was my brother. Of course I’ve read them.’

‘Well then, Michael is always trying to make history relevant to what is happening today. Even if it means bending the facts a little. Even if it means drawing parallels, pointing fingers. Look—see what happened then and see what happens now, and my God, it is the same people. Or the same kind of people. Not everyone is happy about this. And I am not just talking about historians.’

They were bringing the food. Aiden looked at his piled plate and at hers. Well, he probably did more exercise. He started sawing at his pig.

She took a sip of wine, watching him over the rim of the glass. Then she set it down carefully on the table.

‘Very well. So, now I will tell you about Bechmann,’ she said. ‘And these papers that he brings out of Berlin.’

He inclined his head attentively but carried on eating. Despite what she had said about Michael’s passion for making history relevant, it was hard to see any connection between his death and this story of the last days of the war.

‘When the Russians see this plane taking off from the centre of Berlin, they think it is carrying the Fuhrer. Out of the ruins he has made of Germany and to a place of greater safety. But no. It is not the Fuhrer. He is still in his bunker making plans for the next war. In the plane is his insurance policy. His “get-out-of-jail” card. But now I must give you a history lesson. Have something more to eat.’

Her tone was ironic and he wondered if Michael had ever told her that if he insisted on giving him one of his history lessons, Aiden would insist on grabbing something to eat or drink, preferably both.

‘History is the story of delusions,’ she said. ‘You have seen the paintings on the wall. The Nazis think they are fighting to save what we used to call Christendom. Now we call it western civilisation. And when Hitler comes to power in 1933, one of the first things he does is to make a deal with the Church of Rome. Hitler thinks they are in this fight together, like the Pope and Emperor in the days of the Holy Roman Empire.’ She saw that this was perhaps a step too far for her present audience. ‘Another delusion, but it is what Hitler thinks, so he sends for all the documents, all the correspondence between them, puts them in a folder and sends it off with Bechmann to Rome. To the man who made the deal, Cardinal Pacelli, who is now Pope Pius the Twelfth.’

‘And this is his get-out-of-jail card?’

‘This is what I am telling you. Hitler spoke about it before he died. He had a plan to save them all, and what was left of Germany. He told his mistress Eva Braun, and she told it to Traudl Junge, the secretary who was closest to him—and years later she told me.’ He looked up at this, if only to see if she was serious. She appeared to be.

‘When was this?’

‘Never mind. She lived a long time after the bunker. What is important is Hitler’s plan. He will ask the Pope to intercede with the Allies to save his skin. Make peace with Nazi Germany and unite against Stalin’s Russia—to defend the Christian West against the godless Bolsheviks.’ She noted his disbelief. ‘You think this is insane and of course it is. He is a mad old man, older than his years, trapped in a hole in the ground. It is his last throw of the dice. But he was always a gambler. And if the Pope will not help them—then all his dealings with Hitler and the Nazis, they will be made known to the world.’

‘Does this all come from this, what’s her name, Trudie?’

A flicker of the brow. This is what came of mixing with the other ranks. ‘Traudl. Not just her. I spoke to three of the survivors before they died. I have read all the memoirs, all the eyewitness accounts. I know better than anyone in Germany, better than anyone in the world maybe, what happens in the Fuhrerbunker in the last days of the war. And I have seen the paper Bechmann signed for the release of these documents from the archives. This is the German way, even in the last days of the Third Reich, if you want something you must sign for it. I found it in the Russian state archives in Moscow. A list of all the documents that Bechmann took from Potsdam on Hitler’s orders, and his signature in receipt. But the list does not tell us a great deal. Not without the papers themselves. Only that they related to the Vatican. So where are they, what happened to them—and what is in them?’

Again, he waited for her to tell him. But she seemed to be waiting for him. She started chasing a piece of lettuce around her plate, watching it keenly as if it really mattered that it did not get away.

‘Did Michael know about these papers?’ he asked her.

She speared the lettuce and folded it into in her mouth before replying. ‘I do not think so. I was going to tell him when he came to Berlin.’

I think I know what Hanna took with her, when she left Berlin. He thought he would keep that to himself for the time being.

‘Maybe someone did not want him to come to Berlin,’ Aiden said.

Now she was after a slice of beetroot. ‘Seems unlikely,’ she said. ‘Either that they knew or would go to such extreme lengths to stop him. They would have to care very much about what I was going to tell him. And they would have to think it would mean more to him than to me, or I would be the one who is dead.’

‘But you have no idea what was in them, these papers?’

‘No. As I have said, only a list—and the titles do not tell us much. Mostly dates and numbers. We cannot know for sure without seeing them.’ The beetroot went between the parted lips, leaving them a brighter shade of red. ‘But there is speculation that Pope Pius knew about the Final Solution, Hitler’s plan for the Jews, long before he said he did.’

‘And why does that matter? Now?’

‘It matters to a lot of Jews. And Catholics. And people who do not want it all stirred up again, all this shit from the past. It sounds crazy, I know, but there are a lot of crazy people in America these days.’

‘But not in Germany?’

‘In Germany you could say that we learned the lessons of history. Not to listen to crazy people, not to choose them as our leaders.’

‘Okay. But where are we going with this?’

‘We?’

‘Figure of speech,’ he said.

She drank some more wine. Set the glass down again in that deliberate, thoughtful way.

‘Okay. Well, as I say, I am not sure where Michael was going with this. I would have to see his notes. But I think he needed this story—Hanna Reitsch and her flight out of Berlin with Hitler’s henchman and the Vatican papers. I think this would have given him his angle. Made it relevant.’

‘Why would it be relevant?’

‘Because the Pope—the one we have now—is going to open up the Secret Archives. In the Vatican. This is what he says. To let people know the truth about his predecessor Pope Pius and his relations with the Nazis. To settle things once and for all. What he did or did not know about the Final Solution. If these papers are there, then it will be known—if they are not and they stay hidden… Well, here is Michael’s book with his own take on the subject.’

‘Pity he didn’t finish it.’

‘It is not too late. Is this not what you want? His final book. The last flight out of Berlin.’

‘Shouldn’t that be your book?’

‘We could have both names on the cover.’ She gazed at him speculatively. ‘For me it would be an honour. And a tribute to Michael.’

‘Well, it’s not a bad thought,’ he said.

She smiled and held his gaze. The moment was broken by one of the waiters who came to take away their plates. Aiden hadn’t quite finished but he let it go. There was a brief exchange in German.

‘Do you want coffee?’ she said to Aiden. ‘Or shall we have it back at my place?’
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*Joseph Goebbels was the Nazi Gauleiter, or district organiser, for Berlin and probably the man closest to the party leader Adolf Hitler.


*Kurt von Schleicher was the Chancellor of Germany at the time and a former general.


*The Berliner Tageblatt was published from 1872 to 1939 and was one of the leading liberal newspapers in Germany and the most hostile and critical towards the Nazis, before Hitler came to power. It was known to the Nazis as das Judenblatt.


*The German Communist Party.


†A special SS task force or death squad.


*Theodor Wolff, the editor of the Berliner Tageblatt.







