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    “They say miracles are past.”


    
      
    


    —SHAKESPEARE, c.1602


    
      
    


    “The Age of Miracles past?


    The Age of Miracles is forever here!”


    
      
    


    —THOMAS CARLYLE, 1841


    
      
    


    “For those who believe in God,


    no explanation is necessary;


    for those who do not believe in God,


    no explanation is possible.”


    
      
    


    —REV. JOHN LA FARGE, S.J.
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    The Third Secret


    
      
    


    It had been a dark night, gradually graying, the darkness before the dawn. It was six o’clock in the morning when the small, pretty peasant girl, Bernadette Soubirous, came down from the hill to the cave gouged out of rock, the grotto of Massabielle. There were already 150 people waiting for her, watching her, waiting for what would happen next.


    Bernadette, wearing a white capulet, a patched secondhand dress, and wooden clogs, put a light to her candle, took the rosary from her pocket, and with a smile, bowed toward the vision that she expected to see.


    Twelve days earlier, while standing near this spot, she had seen the apparition in the grotto, “a Lady dressed in white” as Bernadette would later recall, a mysterious young Lady wearing “a white dress, a white veil, a blue sash, and a yellow rose on each foot.” There had been seven visits by Bernadette to the grotto in those twelve days, and the Lady had appeared before her on six of these occasions, the Lady who would eventually, after fifteen appearances, identify herself as the Immaculate Conception, the Virgin Mary.


    This dark Tuesday morning of February 23, 1858, was Bernadette’s eighth visit to the grotto. At the grotto, with a smile, she awaited the return of the Lady who would soon identify herself as the Virgin.


    Among the 150 persons present, there was at least one cynic, Jean-Baptiste Estrade, a tax official and an important man in the nearby market town of Lourdes.


    Estrade had brought his sister, Emmanudlite, and several of her curious women Mends to witness the much discussed spectacle. On the way to the grotto he had joked about this superstitious nonsense. “Have you brought your opera glasses?” he had asked his companions. Now, joined with the spectators, he watched the peasant girl on her knees fingering her rosary. Afterward, he would record what he witnessed:


    “Whilst she was passing the beads between her fingers she looked up toward the rock as though waiting for something. Suddenly, as in a flash of lightning, an expression of wonder illuminated her face and she seemed to be born into another life. A light shone in her eyes; wonderful smiles played upon her lips; an unutterable grace transfigured her whole being … Bernadette was no longer Bernadette; she was one of the privileged beings, the face all glorious with the glory of heaven .…


    “The ecstasy lasted for an hour; at the end of that time the seer went on her knees from the place where she was praying to just below the wild rose tree hanging from the rock. There, concentrating all her energies as for an act of worship, she kissed the earth and returned still upon her knees to the place which she had just left. A last glow of light lit up her face, then gradually, almost imperceptibly, the transfiguring glory of the ecstasy grew fainter and finally disappeared. The seer continued praying for a few moments longer but it was only the face of the little peasant child which I saw. At last Bernadette got up, went to her mother, and was lost in the crowd.”


    Climbing the hill toward home with her mother, Bernadette repeated a portion of the conversation that she had just had with the mysterious Lady. During the apparitions, the Lady had confided three secrets to her, and this morning she had revealed the third and last of them.


    Shortly after, when the converted cynic, Estrade, had become Bernadette’s friend, he had asked her what the Lady had said to her during the seventh Appearance, and he learned that three secrets had been entrusted to her but that they concerned nobody but herself. The seer added that she could not reveal these secrets to anyone, not even to her confessor. Inquisitive people have often tried by insinuations, by trickery, or by promises, to get these revelations of the Virgin out of the child. But all attempts failed and Bernadette carried her secrets with her to the grave.


    On another occasion, a young lawyer from a nearby town, Charles Madon, dared to bring up the subject once more.


    “And your secrets? What are they about?”


    “They concern only me.”


    “If the Pope were to ask you for them, would you tell them to him?”


    Years later, when Bernadette had become a nun in the convent of Saint Gildard—in Nevers, in central France—her harsh and distrusting superior, Mother Marie Thérèse Vauzou, the Mistress of Novices, had posed the question about the secrets once more. Bernadette had again refused to reveal the secrets.


    “Suppose the Pope required you tell under obedience,” Mother Vauzou had demanded.


    “I can’t see how it could be any concern of his,” Bernadette had replied.


    
      
    


    After reading this historical report from the Lourdes Commission, Pope John Paul III, Vicar of Jesus Christ, Supreme Pontiff of the Universal Church, lowered the pages and chuckled. “But now, suddenly, almost 130 years later, those secrets are the concern of a pope.”


    “Yes, Your Holiness,” said his secretary of state. “Especially the final secret given to Saint Bernadette during the seventh apparition.”


    They were in the Pope’s spacious and ornate private office on the top floor of the Vatican. From his high-backed white satin chair, behind the neat papal desk, Pope John Paul III stared past the gold damask drapes framing the clear recessed windows that overlooked St. Peter’s Square. He turned back to the cardinal, his secretary of state, who sat in one of the red satin armchairs across from him.


    “And now,” said the Pope, “we know all three of Bernadette’s secrets. Of that you are certain?”


    “No question,” said the cardinal. “The full documentation, from the Commission of Lourdes, is in your hands.”


    “This is absolutely authentic?”


    “As you will see, Your Holiness. The first two secrets are minor, and have come to pass, and are of no interest to us.


    “The third secret, the last, as you have agreed, could be momentous. All that remains is for Your Holiness to decide if we should disclose the third secret to the world.”


    The Pope was thoughtful. “When must I give my decision?”


    “By week’s end, it is hoped, Your Holiness. The Commission of Lourdes will remain in session until you inform them of the course to take. The Great French National Pilgrimage is to begin in three weeks.”


    “The commission—” said the Pope. “Does the commission have a recommendation?”


    “They have put it entirely in your hands, Your Holiness,” said the cardinal. He hesitated. “I happen to have heard from Father Ruland in Lourdes that a few of the clergy and all of the local merchants on the commission favor disclosure. They insist that any announcement will heighten interest in the holy shrine, and that the entire community, in fact the entire world, will benefit from this. The other members of the commission, all clerics, are either against disclosure, or reluctant to have it made, lest Bernadette’s secret rebounds and fails to serve the best interests of the Mother Church. But Bishop Peyragne, who heads the commission, told me quite correctly that the final word must be your own.”


    The Pope nodded, considering the documents before him. “I will study what is here. I will meditate upon this discovery. I will pray for wisdom. Certainly you shall have my decision by week’s end, by Friday.”


    The secretary of state came briskly to his feet. “Very well.” Before turning away, he gazed intently at the Holy Father. “If I may inject a comment of my own—”


    “Please.”


    “There is grave risk in this, Your Holiness.”


    The Pope smiled. A worldly man, he replied cheerfully, “God will know the odds.”


    
      
    


    When the discovery had been made, and purchased secretly by the church, Bishop Peyragne of Tarbes and Lourdes had seen fit to appoint a commission of inquiry—the Lourdes Commission, the weekly local newspaper L’Essor Bigourdan called it, and reminded readers that this was the second time in the city’s modern history that there had been such a board of notables. The editors and readers wondered about the reason for the appointment of such a commission, having been told only that the members were to discuss “a historical discovery of great significance.” Speculation ran rampant, but no one outside the commission had even the faintest idea of what was going on.


    The first commission of inquiry, appointed by an earlier bishop of Tarbes and Lourdes, Bertrand-Sévère Laurence, in November of 1858, had been constituted with a clear purpose. Its nine members had been selected to investigate the young Bernadette’s experience and determine if, indeed, she had received a vision from God. After four years of study, a decision had been arrived at, and the bishop of Tarbes and Lourdes had announced it to the world: “We judge that Mary the Immaculate Mother of God, did really appear to Bernadette Soubirous on the 11th February, 1858, and on certain subsequent days, eighteen times in all, in the grotto of Massabielle near the town of Lourdes; that this apparition bears every mark of truth; and that the belief of the faithful is well grounded .… We authorize the cult of Our Lady of the Grotto of Lourdes in our diocese.”


    That had been the verdict of the first Lourdes commission of inquiry in 1862.


    Now, so long after, the sixteen members of the second Lourdes commission of inquiry were gathering in a conference room of the Town Hall not to make a decision but to hear the decision made by the Supreme Pontiff of the Universal Church in Vatican City. After six fruitless weeks of debate, the members had been unable to reach a decision of their own.


    Unable to get a majority on one side or the other, the bishop of Tarbes and Lourdes had forwarded the findings, and the authentication, to the archbishop in Toulouse, who had advised that in a matter so divisive and controversial, the final decision must be left to His Holiness, the Pope, in Rome.


    And now, having been alerted that the Pope would have word for them this very morning, the members of the commission had assembled. While the members were largely religion-minded, the setting—the conference room of the Town Hall—was secular, a delicate arrangement made by the bishop at the suggestion of Father Ruland, the Lourdes historian, who himself professed to be neutral in the matter to be decided.


    Even though their arguments were no longer meaningful, members of the commission were still embattled when the telephone had rung in Mayor Jourdain’s next-door office. Father Emery, one of the ten parish priests in Lourdes, was saying, “To make such an announcement presents a danger to the church, to the faithful, to the town. Any failure can invite disillusionment and mockery, and discredit what we stand for. I say let things be as they are.” His opposing number across the long table, Jean-Claude Jamet, owner of an important tourist restaurant in Lourdes, was responding as before, “We must make this announcement, and thereby create a revival of interest in religion and also encourage in pilgrims a desire to come here in great number. By making this announcement we can halt the falling away in faith.”


    The telephone call in the adjacent office had put a restraint of silence on any further debate. Mayor Jourdain had left the conference room to take the call, then momentarily returned to summon the bishop and Father Ruland.


    For the members, the wait had seemed interminable, but in fact it had lasted no longer than two minutes.


    Again, the tall, rangy bishop was at the head of the table. In his stark black cassock, he resembled an austere authoritarian figure who had stepped out of an El Greco canvas.


    His voice was low and strong, his words clipped and firm. “The Pope wishes us to arrange to have Bernadette’s secret announced to the world—yes, announced to the world—at once. Not to do so, His Holiness remarked, would be a profession of lack of faith. His Holiness added, one assumes jocularly, that he, for one, remains a true believer.”


    The bishop paused, and glanced about the room. With the decision, disagreement had evaporated. They were all in this together, and excitement was evident.


    “That settles it,” resumed the bishop. “I shall notify the archbishop in Toulouse to proceed immediately with arrangements for a public announcement by Cardinal Brunet in Paris.” He offered a frosty smile. “The crucial eight days, beginning three weeks from now, will be the most momentous and critical in Lourdes’ history since that afternoon when Bernadette heard the sound of a gust of wind and saw the Lady in white materialize in the grotto. And, I am certain, the announcement will be momentous and critical for the many people on earth who will hear it and make their way to our beloved Lourdes.”


    
      
    


    Usually, when Liz Finch drove her second-hand Citroën from the Place de la Concorde up the Champs Eysees in the mad and unruly Parisian traffic, she remained keenly aware of the magnificent structure of the Arc de Triomphe far ahead. The noble Arc was for her the symbol of everything that Paris offered—classical beauty, wonder, excitement, and support and promise for the life she wanted to live here.


    The Arc translated her dreams and ambitions into reality. It helped her see herself in tomorrow’s Paris: a highly paid and renowned yet literary foreign correspondent such as the admirable Janet Flanner had been; a sophisticated hostess with an exquisite apartment on the St. Louis, the envied wife of a mature, wealthy, and handsome French business executive (of worldly intellect and devoted sexuality, who possessed admiration for America and who had brought to the marriage an incredible collection of French primitive art); the mother of two brilliant children, who played in the Luxembourg Gardens under the supervision of a warm and intelligent British nanny. When Liz Finch saw the Arc ahead, she saw beneath its soaring curve this life for herself, and even the leisure to absorb and charm friends of the international set, each a “Name” in his or her field, during her weekly Sunday salons.


    But this morning, possibly for the first time in her three years in Paris, Liz Finch’s second self was not fixed on the Arc de Triomphe. Instead, when not concentrating on the insane traffic, she was studying the reflection of herself in the Citroen’s not-too-flattering rearview mirror.


    What Liz Finch could see of herself did little to kindle dreams. What she could see of herself dampened any hope of fulfilling her ambitions, of even remaining in Paris very much longer.


    Because when Liz Finch had sneaked a look at the memorandum on Bill Trask’s desk at Amalgamated Press International this morning, and then received her day’s assignment from Trask and learned the assignment that her rival, Marguerite Lamarche, had been given, Liz realized that she had lost, or was losing. She was entered, she felt, in a beauty contest, not a talent contest, and when it came to beauty she had no chance.


    The private memorandum on his desk had come from New York. It had stated that New York demanded a retrenchment in the Paris Bureau of API to take effect in one month. The French force in the office, mostly clerical, would be cut in half. As for the editorial staff, instead of two feature correspondents there was room for only one. Since the two feature correspondents were Marguerite Lamarche and herself, one of them would remain, with greater responsibility and a more solid job, and the other would be cast out, in Liz’s case to oblivion. While Trask had mentioned the necessity of a cutback, he had been vague as to details. But Liz knew the truth and it was threatening.


    When Liz had come off that Wisconsin newspaper for a better position in API’s Manhattan office, and then been assigned to the prestigious Paris Bureau three years ago, her life had dramatically changed and had become thrilling and full of hope. She had, lately, even met a young business executive, Parisian and attractive, who found her interesting and even complimented her on her French. It was a relationship that might develop slowly, given a year or two. But a month? If she was fired, in a month she would be forced to leave France and there would be no chance with Charles. And there would be no opportunity to develop her byline. She would be lucky to wind up doing routine work in Cedar Rapids or Cheyenne, and lucky to marry an insurance salesman, and have two cretins for children.


    The whole thing, then, came down to beating Marguerite out for the single feature-writer job that would exist at API in a month. And that’s where it came down to a beauty contest, and Liz didn’t like her prospects. Liz knew that she was a more gifted reporter and writer than Marguerite, but less attractive. Liz was the office workhorse, covering drab bread-and-butter assignments, everything from the French economy to the auto shows. Inevitably, Marguerite had been awarded the more glamorous assignments, the fashion shows, interviews with famous politicians, authors, movie stars.


    This morning’s latest assignments had proved it.


    There had been a plum of a story waiting to be assigned, and Liz had prayed to get it and prove herself as the basic whiz reporter the bureau must keep, but instead Trask had offered the plum to Marguerite Lamarche. It was way over Marguerite’s frivolous head.


    Bill Trask had got himself a lead—oh, he was good at those hot tips—that the charismatic minister of the interior, André Viron, heading for the seat of prime minister, was teetering on the brink of disaster, a potential national scandal, having had some questionable dealings with a shady underground character named Weidman. Weidman, owner of a sleazy movie production company that fronted for his small-time cocaine ring, had managed to make a tie-in to float some fraudulent bonds for big money, and had obtained Minister of the Interior Viron’s endorsement. The money poured in, but the value of the bonds was undependable. The question was whether Viron had trusted Weidman and had acted as an innocent or whether he was in secret association with Weidman to line his already gold-lined pockets. To Bill Trask, this smelled like another Stavisky Affair, which had so enlivened and disrupted France in the 1930s.


    Really, it had been a perfect assignment for Liz Finch to sink her teeth into. But an hour ago, it had gone to Marguerite Lamarche. And Liz, instead, had been given this unpromising religion assignment, a press conference by Cardinal Brunet of Paris to be held in the Hotel Plaza Athenée. Some dopey nitpicking religious announcement to be covered. As if anyone who counted in the New York office would pay the slightest attention to it.


    Marguerite had got the plum because she might seduce Viron into confiding the truth. Liz had been thrown a bone because nature had prepared her to seduce no one.


    It was all reflected in her rearview mirror.


    She saw the mop of red hair, become orange in the last rinse-and-color job. She saw the predator’s beak of a nose that couldn’t even be called Roman. The lips were two thin tight lines, the jaw undershot. Despite the fair, unblemished complexion, she was dismayed. She knew that what could not be seen in the mirror was even worse. Her breasts were unfashionably large and they sagged. There was too much hip and she was slightly bowlegged. In sum, her five-foot-three frame added up to disaster. The best part of her—and this was the real cruelty of nature—could not be seen: her mind. She was brainy, inventive, tenacious.


    But this mind was also unsparing. Relentlessly, it conjured up Marguerite Lamarche floating through the city room. Marguerite, twenty-eight and four years her junior, had been made to be a model, and had indeed once been a model briefly. She was tall, slender, graceful, with glossy dark hair, the small perfect features of a pretty geisha, full pouting ruby lips, enviable small firm French breasts, long legs, and a banal brain. But who cared? It was just goddamn unfair.


    Then the thought came to Liz, as she turned her car into the Avenue Montaigne, that Bill Trask had awarded Marguerite the plum assignment not because he wanted her to seduce Interior Minister Viron but because he wanted to seduce her himself. Maybe already had.


    Liz Finch groaned inwardly. If her assessment was correct, and it probably was, her chances of winning the single APT post in the next month were nil. Marguerite would have a big scandal, a beat, to showcase herself to the top brass. Liz would have dregs, such as she was going to now.


    She pulled up before the Plaza Athénée, and braked to a stop. The uniformed doorman opened her door, greeting her with a courteous but not, unhappily, a flirtatious smile. Liz snatched up her work purse, the bulging scuffed brown one, and hurried into the hotel. There were several fat and swarthy Mideastern types lolling about in the spacious lobby, and not one gave her so much as a glance.


    Heading for the elevator in the second smaller lobby, the gallery in which guests had afternoon tea, Liz tried to remember where in the hell she was going. She had intended to go to the Montaigne Room downstairs, but before reaching the elevator she remembered her destination and halted.


    When Trask had given her the assignment, he had also handed her the telegram announcing that Maurice Cardinal Brunet, archbishop of Paris, would have an important announcement to make at a press conference in the Salon Regence of the Plaza Athénée hotel at ten o’clock this morning. So it was the Salon Régence, the most important of the hotel’s public rooms. Liz spun about and started up the gallery toward the doorway of the salon. She tried to think what the Catholic Church could have to announce that was so important. It would likely be some minor canonical reform. Boring. Dead weight on the API wire.


    Passing through the open glass doors, Liz was mildly surprised at the large turnout this ecclesiastical press conference had attracted. The long, narrow, stately room, with its three grand chandeliers and carved brown paneled walls, was packed with reporters. Edging her way to the rear, to the table beneath the huge oil of Louis XV where coffee was being dispensed, Liz realized that there was a general stir in the room, that the conference was about to begin, and that those reporters still standing were taking seats.


    Going for the nearest empty padded chair, Liz recognized Brian Evans, the cherubic Paris correspondent for the London Observer, whom she knew from countless cocktail parties. “Brian,” she called out, “whatever is going on here? Look at the crowd.”


    Evans came to her side, and said in an undertone, “I have it that the church is going to spring a super big story from Lourdes. No idea what, but since Lourdes doesn’t do this often, it could amount to something. That’s all I know.”


    “We’ll see,” said Liz doubtfully, and she sat herself down on the empty chair, snapped her purse open, and removed her pad and pencil.


    She was just about organized when she heard the tall glass entrance doors being shut and became aware that at the far end of the room someone on the small temporary platform positioned before the marble fireplace, someone in a clerical collar and surplice, was concluding a brief introduction. She heard, “Maurice Cardinal Brunet,” and saw a bespectacled stout older man, also attired in clerical dress, come to the podium. He was carrying two sheets of paper and he placed them carefully on the lectern. He adjusted his horn-rimmed glasses.


    “I have a brief statement to read,” he said in French, in a loud, hoarse voice. “After the statement, I will entertain ten minutes of questions from the floor.”


    At once, he began to read his statement:


    “Everyone in this room surely knows the story of Saint Bernadette of Lourdes, the story of the blessed Bernadette Soubirous and her visions of the Virgin Mary at the grotto of Massabielle in Lourdes during 1858. In response to prayers at the grotto and the use of water from the spring found by Bernadette, cures of the disabled and ailing began almost immediately. In time, there have been nearly seventy sudden cures that the church has declared to be of miraculous origin. As a result, Lourdes is recognized as the leading miracle shrine in the world.


    “In addition to the matters of faith which the Virgin Mary discussed with Bernadette, there were three secrets that were conveyed to her, and, indeed Bernadette kept these three secrets to herself up to her very death. However, as it has recently been learned, Bernadette confided her secrets to a journal that she kept after she departed Lourdes to become a nun at the Convent of Saint Gildard in Nevers, and which she left in the safekeeping of a family relative in Bartrès.


    “Bernadette’s journal has now been found. Its holograph contents have been scientifically authenticated.


    “We now know that, in this journal, in her own hand, Bernadette recorded the three secrets told her by the Virgin Mary. Two of the secrets, minor ones, personal ones, have already come true. The third secret, the one imparted to Bernadette during the seventh apparition of the Virgin Mary on February 23, 1858, has not yet come true.”


    The cardinal paused and then resumed. “Bernadette recorded a date and time when she was told it would come true, and that time is three weeks from this day in this very year. At the instigation of His Holiness, Pope John Paul III, and with the approval of the Holy Father, that third secret conveyed to Bernadette by the Virgin Mary is being revealed to the world today.


    “The Mother of Heaven’s secret was this—


    “That She, the Virgin Mary, would reappear at the grotto of Massabielle in Lourdes in the twentieth century. ‘She told me,’ wrote Bernadette, ‘that She would reappear as I had seen Her, would make Herself known to another and effect a miracle cure. She told me not to reveal this secret to anyone while I was on earth, but before I ascended to heaven, I could leave word of Her visitation in writing if I wished. Therefore, I make this record in my private journal so that one day it will be read by others.’ Then Bernadette noted the year and date of the Virgin Mary’s reappearance. The year is this year, and the date is three weeks from now, and during the period of eight days that follow, between August 14 and 22, henceforth to be known as The Reappearance Time.


    “This is the Holy Father’s news for the world.


    “The Blessed Virgin Mary is returning to Lourdes.”


    Liz Finch sat, her pencil in a hand which had frozen over her notepad. She sat unmoving, her mind utterly boggled.


    
      
    


    Behind her desk, on the third floor of the API building on the Rue des Italiens, Liz Finch finished writing the weird news story, ran it off on the printer beside her computer, then gathered up the pages and took them over to Bill Trask’s glassed-in office.


    Trask, in rolled-up shirt sleeves, his bulk solid in a wooden swivel chair, was marking possible leads in a copy of the latest edition of Le Figáro. As ever, Liz could not take her eyes off Trask’s hair. He affected to comb his hair the way his journalistic idol, H. L. Mencken, had combed his in Baltimore in the 1920s. It was unbecoming. She wondered what his probable paramour Marguerite thought of it.


    Stiffly, Liz handed the story to Trask. “All done. Have a look.”


    Trask read the lead and lifted his eyebrows. “No kidding,” he muttered. He read on and raised his eyebrows again. “This’ll bring half the world pouring into Lourdes.”


    Trask was deep in the story once more. He read the second page and the third. He handed it back to Liz. “Good, very good. I like it. No changes. Put it through.”


    Liz hesitated. “You think it deserves this much space?”


    “Sure. Why not? It’s big news.”


    Liz was feeling defiant. “It’s crap, Bill, and you know it. Surely you don’t believe a bit of this nonsense, do you?”


    With effort, Trask sat up in his chair. “Honey,” he said, “I’m not here to believe or not to believe. Most of the 740,000,000 Catholics in the world believe it. Most of the five million persons of every faith who go to Lourdes every year believe it. The five thousand who claim they’ve enjoyed cures at the grotto believe it. The almost seventy lucky ones whose miracle cures have been confirmed believe it. That’s good enough to make the encore appearance of the Virgin Mary news, and that’s all I’m interested in.”


    “Well, I still say bullshit,” said Liz, “and I’m glad to be through with it.”


    She had turned to leave the office when Trask stopped her. “Hold on, honey.” He waited for her to face him. “You’re not through with it, Liz. You’re just starting with it. I’m sending you to Lourdes for a play-by-play account. That’s your next major assignment.”


    It was a body blow and Liz winced. “How do you want me to warm up for this, Bill? By doing a profile story on Cinderella or Goldilocks and the Three Bears? Please don’t waste me on this, Bill. Some stringer can do it, for all that will happen. There’s just no story. Why don’t you give me something I can get my teeth into—like—well, like the Viron scandal.”


    Trask’s countenance was expressionless. “I’m sure Marguerite is competent enough to handle Viron. She has Viron. You have the Virgin. Don’t try to rewrite me, Liz. Just get me an eyewitness piece on the return of the Virgin, and you’ll have a big one, big enough to make everyone happy.”


    She was tempted to go to the mat with Trask, tell him he was only insuring her dismissal by sending her to that holier-than-thou hick town in the Pyrenees. Whereas he had given Marguerite a sure thing, and it wasn’t fair, wasn’t fair at all.


    But she could see only the top of his head now, the formidable Mencken hairstyle, and she knew that he was done with her and bent to his work. She saw that it was no use fighting further.


    Sensing her presence, he growled without looking up, “Get going, young lady. File it. There are plenty of poor souls out there waiting to be saved.”


    “Fuck them all,” she said under her breath, and turned to leave, and deliver the news, wondering who on earth could possibly believe it.


    


    
      

    

  


  
    Chapter 2


    
      
    


    Chicago and Biarritz


    
      
    


    It was a half-block’s walk from the parking lot to Dr. Whitney’s twenty-third floor suite of offices in the high rise in Chicago’s Loop, just across from the elevator. And although the drizzle was light this morning, it had been enough to saturate Amanda Spenser’s jaunty blue rain hat and blue raincoat. In the hall, going toward Dr. Whitney’s suite, Amanda removed her soggy rain gear, and paused briefly in the ladies’ room to see if the hat had messed her neat bobbed brown hair. It had, indeed. She patted her hair into place, took off her tinted blue-rimmed prescription glasses which she used for driving, wiped them dry, tucked them into her purse, and headed for her appointment with Ken Clayton’s physician.


    Once inside the tasteful reception room, the fabrics on the furniture all a restful pale green, Amanda hung her hat and coat on the wooden coat rack and went directly to the gray-haired receptionist behind the counter.


    The woman was expecting her. “Miss Spenser?”


    “Right on time, I hope.”


    “Oh, yes. But I’m afraid the doctor is running a few minutes behind. He’ll be with you shortly. I know he’s eager to see you. If you don’t mind taking a seat—”


    “Not at all.”


    “By the way, how is Mr. Clayton?”


    “Still somewhat weak, but well enough to go to the office every morning and work a half day.”


    “I’m glad to hear that He’s such a wonderful young man. One of the most charming I’ve ever met. We all wish him the best, Miss Spenser.”


    “Thank you,” said Amanda, taking a magazine from the wall rack, any magazine, in this case a medical magazine.


    Sitting, settling back, she thumbed through it. Pharmaceutical ads on every page. Then an article with color pictures and charts on diabetes. Amanda had no patience for it. She kept the periodical open on her lap, but blankly stared through it.


    Yes, Amanda thought, the receptionist was right, Ken was extremely charming. Amanda had been charmed an hour after meeting him two summers ago. There had been a barbecue on the patio of the palatial residence of the elder Claytons’, Ken’s parents, on Chicago’s North Shore. An informal outdoor dinner mostly for the members of Bernard B. Clayton’s prestigious law firm, in which his son, Ken, was a partner specializing in estate planning. One of the firm’s juniors had brought Amanda along.


    After that, Amanda and Ken began seeing each other regularly, and within a year were living together in Amanda’s five-room apartment off Michigan Boulevard. Everyone said they made a perfect couple. Ken, at thirty-three, was five foot eleven, with a shock of unruly black hair, collar-ad masculine features, brawny and athletic (a champion at handball). Amanda at thirty was equally trim (tennis her game), actually comely and fair, brown eyes wide set, a broad tip-tilted nose, a generous rosy mouth, a svelte figure, abundant bosom, shapely legs. And a brain, a brain as fine as Ken’s.


    Strangers were always surprised to learn that Amanda was a well-paid, full-time clinical psychologist, dividing her crowded days between a carefully limited private practice and an associate professor’s post in the department of behavioral sciences at the University of Chicago. Her interest in psychology had been inspired by reading Alfred Adler at an early age. Her role model had been the psychoanalyst, Karen Homey, for Amanda the greatest woman in the field. The fact that the famed John B. Watson had got his Ph.D. at the University of Chicago helped direct her to that school, and learning that Carl Rogers had once been director of the University of Chicago Counseling Center encouraged her to serve there for a period, which in turn led to her current private practice.


    She was busy, and so was Ken, and they had time for each other only late evenings and weekends. They spent more than half of their togetherness in bed. They were sexually compatible, and made love at least four times a week, and it was divine because Ken was thoughtful and experienced.


    A year ago, secure in their relationship and their need for one another, they had decided to get married. Bernard and Helen Clayton, both devout Catholics, had wanted a formal church wedding, and Ken didn’t care one way or the other, and neither did Amanda, whose Minnesota father had been a non-practicing Catholic and her mother of no remembered religion at all.


    The marriage had been planned for August of this year.


    But then, one early evening, in the midst of a handball game, Ken collapsed. His right leg had given way, and he had folded up. His leg, actually his thigh, was causing him unremitting pain. This had been less than six weeks ago. Dr. Whitney, the Clayton family physician, had dispatched Ken on a round of specialists, examinations, tests, X-rays.


    Finally, the verdict was in. A sarcoma, a bone cancer. Deterioration of the bone tissue involving the head of the right femur, or thigh. Gradually, the disease would worsen. Ken would lose mobility, require crutches, eventually a wheelchair. Most likely, the cancer would be fatal. The options for a possible cure were threefold: surgery, radiation, chemotherapy. Was the condition operable? It was. Dr. Whitney began to investigate the chances of successful surgery. The prognosis was gloomy, the odds weighted against success, but still there were odds, and there was no alternative.


    So surgery was settled upon. It was to be performed almost immediately. The Clayton wedding date, the marriage of Ken and Amanda, was indefinitely postponed.


    Amanda considered her feelings. She felt like a widow, and she was not yet a bride.


    But still there was the surgery. That was the hope.


    “Miss Spenser,” she heard the receptionist say. “Dr. Whitney can see you now.”


    The receptionist was holding the hall door open. Amanda, clutching her purse, was on her feet and through the door.


    She went down the short corridor, and turned into the doctor’s private office, shutting the door behind her and wondering for what reason he had summoned her. It seemed a portent of some unhappiness.


    Dr. Whitney half rose from his desk chair. “Miss Spenser,” he said, and gestured her to a chair across from his desk.


    Dr. Whitney was one of those physicians whose very aspect inspired confidence. He had a square, nicely aging face, a few good wrinkles, a furrowed brow and hair whiting at the temples, not unlike those pseudo-medicos in television commercials whose presence bespeak experience, wisdom, and authority.


    As Amanda sat, Dr. Whitney lowered himself onto his leather chair, closed the manila folder on his desk, and went right to it. “Miss Spenser, I thought it best if we could talk face-to-face. I wanted to discuss Ken’s surgery. I hope this sudden call didn’t inconvenience you?”


    “Nothing is more important than Ken’s surgery.”


    “I know he told you about it, that it is the primary option we have.”


    “He told me a little. Just that there were no guarantees, but that there was a fair chance, and that he was going to go through with it. I was glad he was going ahead. I encouraged it.” She hesitated. “What are his chances?”


    Dr. Whitney measured his words. “With surgery, some. Without surgery, none. There is some advance work being done in this field, but I’m afraid it hasn’t come to fruition yet. About a year ago, I read a paper by a Dr. Maurice Duval in Paris who had evolved a new technique, surgery and implants coupled with genetic engineering. But his experiments at that point, although fully successful, had involved mammals other than man. I discussed this with several highly accredited local surgeons, who had also heard of Duval’s progress, but they felt that it was not ready to be applied to human beings as yet. So, since time is of the essence, we are left with the only surgery we know and can depend upon, standard bone surgery with replacement of the malignant portion of the femur. Sometimes it works successfully.”


    “Sometimes,” Amanda echoed dully.


    “Let me be more precise,” said Dr. Whitney, “based on case histories of these surgeries. If undertaken right away, before there is more deterioration, Ken may have a 30 percent chance of getting rid of his cancer and being restored to normal life. But the fact remains, statistically, that there would also be a 70 percent chance of failure. Nevertheless, I repeat, there is no other choice but to go right ahead.”


    “Well, when do we go ahead?”


    Dr. Whitney frowned. “We don’t,” he said simply. “I had the surgery scheduled for this week, but now the operation has been cancelled.”


    Amanda was on the edge of her chair. “For heaven’s sake, why?”


    “That’s the reason I called you in today, as the one closest to Ken, to discuss the problem with you.” Dr. Whitney cleared his throat and looked away. “I saw Ken late yesterday, and outlined one final time what had to be done. He approved, approved of the surgery. This morning, first thing, he telephoned me. He had changed his mind, was turning down the operation.”


    Amanda was shocked. “He what? He won’t go through with it? I didn’t talk to him this morning—he was still asleep—so I haven’t heard about this. But it makes no sense. Are you sure? We had agreed surgery was his only chance.”


    “Apparently Ken doesn’t think so. He now thinks there’s a better course. Have you seen this morning’s paper?”


    “Not yet.”


    “Have a look.” Dr. Whitney took the Chicago Tribune off the corner of his desk and held it out for Amanda. She surveyed the front page and was more bewildered than ever. “There’s just some headline about Lourdes.”


    “Turn to page three. Read the full story.”


    Amanda opened the paper, and the headline hit her. VIRGIN MARY TO RETURN TO LOURDES. The story that followed was bylined by someone named Liz Finch, and it was datelined Paris.


    Amanda hastily read the news story. When she was through, she let the paper drop to the floor, and met Dr. Whitney’s eyes. She was aghast as the full import of what was happening struck her. “The Virgin Mary returning to Lourdes to perform a miracle? The hallucinating of an adolescent peasant girl over a century ago? Are you telling me Ken has read and believes in this?”


    “Yes.”


    “Ken depending on a miracle to save him instead of surgery? Dr. Whitney, that’s not like Ken, you know it isn’t. He doesn’t believe in miracles. He’s hardly a churchgoer. You know him. He’s reasonable, logical, intelligent—”


    “Not anymore, he’s not,” said the physician. “Not when he’s so desperate.”


    “But I’m telling you it’s not like Ken.”


    “You know his mother fairly well, don’t you? You know Helen Clayton is a fervent believer. Can you imagine how this story affected her? She was all over Ken at once. Since she doesn’t like the surgeon’s odds, she’s decided that Lourdes will offer her son a better chance for complete recovery. She’s already sent Ken to see their priest, Father Hearn, and it was after seeing Father Hearn that Ken phoned me and cancelled the surgery. He told me that he’s going to Lourdes. He’s been brainwashed into thinking he may have a good chance for a miracle cure. It was no use arguing with him. One can’t argue with blind faith. Even when it’s out of character.”


    Amanda sat there, worrying her purse, deeply shaken. “Dr. Whitney, I try to deal with realities in my work. You know I’m a psychologist.”


    “I know.”


    “Perhaps this is a momentary aberration of Ken’s that will pass. Let me ask you a question. What if we let him go to Lourdes, let him pray for a miracle, let him believe in the fairy tale until he sees for himself that it hasn’t cured him? Couldn’t he return here then, having come to his senses, and undergo the surgery?”


    “Miss Spenser, I must be absolutely candid with you. I will say again what I said earlier. In this kind of disease, time is of the essence. The loss of a full month may make Ken almost inoperable, at least reduce his chances for a successful surgery from thirty percent to fifteen percent. His chances for survival are low enough. To cut them in half again reduces his chances drastically. Such are the facts. Unless he is saved by a miracle, he won’t be saved at all. I’m sorry. But I had to apprise you of the turn of events, and the current situation, and hope you could influence Ken’s thinking. I’m hoping somehow you can do something about it.”


    Amanda gathered up her purse and resolutely stood up. “I am going to do something about it. Immediately.”


    Dr. Whitney was on his feet. “Are you going to speak to Ken or his mother?”


    “To neither. They’d be impossible to talk to in their present state. I’m going to talk to Father Hearn. Right now. He’s our only hope.”


    
      
    


    It was not until late afternoon that Amanda Spenser was able to get an appointment to see Father Hearn. Even that had been difficult to arrange on such short notice, but she had invoked her friendship with Bernard and Helen Clayton and explained her relationship with Ken Clayton.


    In a way, however, the delay had been a good thing.


    After making her appointment, Amanda had realized that she was poorly prepared to debate with an educated Catholic priest about Lourdes and miraculous cures. While she knew vaguely about Bernadette and her visions, probably from having once seen the film The Song of Bernadette revived on television when she was in college, she knew nothing about the miracle shrine itself.


    Since Father Hearn could not meet her until four-thirty in the afternoon, Amanda had five hours to brief herself for the visit. More than an hour of it she had devoted to calling her secretary and arranging to have all her sessions with her patients cancelled for this afternoon, and then having a salad and two cups of coffee in a crowded cafe in the Loop.


    After that, she had spent four hours in the reading room of the Chicago Public Library skimming through the few volumes available that were devoted to Bernadette and Lourdes. She had gone through Bernadette of Lourdes by Frances Parkinson Keyes, which was pro, and The Happening at Lourdes by Alan Neame, which was evenhanded, and Eleven Lourdes Miracles by Dr. D. J. West, which was con, jotted a few notes, and by the time the appointment with Father Hearn neared, she felt sufficiently briefed to hold her own in a discussion on the subject.


    The Church of the Good Shepherd was near Lincoln Park, and it had its own parking lot. The place of worship, from its size and well-maintained exterior, was obviously attended and supported by a wealthy congregation. Certainly, Amanda realized, her future in-laws would have belonged to no other.


    Refusing to be intimidated by such splendor, Amanda went directly inside, where she was met and shown to the chancery office occupied by Father Hearn. The priest proved to be full-faced, potbellied, and amiable. By contrast with the church itself, his office seemed unprepossessing. Plain gray drapes framed the windows. There was a fireplace, and above it a large bronze crucifix depicting an elongated Giacometti-like Savior on the Cross. Father Hearn offered Amanda a velour-covered chair beside his table desk, then took his place in the straight chair at the desk.


    On the wall behind him was a framed photograph of Pope John Paul III.


    Father Hearn was disarmingly apologetic. “Normally, I am not this difficult to see. I enjoy meeting people, and rarely constrict their visits. But this has been an unusually busy day. I’m sorry to limit your visit, Miss Spenser, but only through a bit of sleight of hand have I managed to squeeze you in, and I can give you just twenty minutes. Perhaps another time we can—”


    “No,” said Amanda. “Twenty minutes will do.” She realized that she could not squander a second. She must get to the subject of potential contention as quickly as possible. “As I told you on the phone, I’m Ken Clayton’s fiancée.”


    “I’m delighted to meet you, at last. Yes, I’ve known about you. I was to officiate at your wedding. I still expect to do so at a later date.”


    “Then you know about Ken’s illness, his cancer?”


    “I’ve heard about it from his parents. And now from Mr. Clayton himself. I assume you know he was in to see me this morning. We discussed his condition at some length.”


    “That’s why I’m here,” said Amanda, “to discuss it with you further.”


    “I’m glad to have this opportunity to talk to you” Father Hearn assured her earnestly.


    The smooth moon face before her was phlegmatic, revealed no pretense of knowing what Amanda’s visit was about, but Amanda was certain that it masked shrewd understanding of her motive in wishing this appointment.


    “I have no idea if you know anything about me,” said Amanda. “Do you know I’m a clinical psychologist?”


    Father Hearn’s mouth puckered. A faint suggestion of surprise. “No,” he said. “No, I don’t think I’d been told that.”


    “I have a private practice,” said Amanda. “I teach part-time at the University of Chicago. I teach clinical psychology, abnormal psychology, theory of personality. I speak of this only because I want you to understand that while my concern for Ken is that of a woman who loves him, it is also that of a person who can view his illness objectively. “Father, you do know how serious his illness is, don’t you?”


    “Yes, I do, Miss Spenser. I’m sorry for his ordeal, and your own. I shall be offering prayers for his speedy and complete recovery.”


    “That’s kind of you, Father Hearn, and I appreciate it.” She tried to control herself, keep any tinge of sarcasm out of her voice. “Helpful as prayer may be, I’m afraid Ken will need more than that. His only real hope, his one hope, lies in immediate surgery. He was prepared to undergo this surgery until he saw you this morning. Now he has cancelled it, and is off to find a miracle. For me, Father, his decision is suicidal and deeply distressing. Only by having an operation—”


    Father Hearn interrupted her. “Miss Spenser, I have in no way tried to dissuade Mr. Clayton from undergoing an operation. It is not in my province to sit in judgment on a parishioner’s desire to seek help from the medical profession. This was a decision Mr. Clayton had to come to himself. When we talked this morning, he had great misgivings about the surgery’s being a success. He said that if he underwent an operation now, he’d sacrifice a God-given opportunity to be in Lourdes at the time of the Virgin Mary’s visitation. He realized that after his surgery he’d be convalescing, bedridden, and would therefore be unable to pray directly to the Blessed Virgin for a miraculous cure of his possibly fatal illness. Mr. Clayton made his choice on his own. He decided to put his life in the hands of Our Lord and of the Mother of Heaven at a Christian shrine that has provided—constantly provided—miraculous cures to afflicted pilgrims from all over the earth.”


    Amanda felt a rush of anger and impatience that transcended her control. There was a life at stake, a human life, and this pious poop was trying to disregard it with banalities. “Father Hearn, you don’t believe all that, do you?”


    Momentarily, the priest was taken aback. “What are you saying—don’t believe what?”


    “That this illiterate shepherdess really, in reality, saw the Virgin Mary? Wait, let me finish, let me make myself clear, without being disrespectful in any way. Even assuming that there was a corporeal Virgin Mary, Bernadette would have been a poor choice to see her or report her message. From my reading, the evidence available, what is obvious to me is that Bernadette fits perfectly into the mold of the hysteric. There she was, in this backwater village, a half-starved, always ailing, semi-ignorant peasant girl, a little adolescent hungry for attention and love. She was the ideal type to have hallucinations, to wish for and hence conjure up a beautiful friend like the Virgin Mary, and be convinced that she had actually seen the Holy Mother and conversed with her. Bernadette deluded herself into thinking that she had seen what she claimed to see, and others then and since have been eager to be deluded also, to believe in this, to fulfill their own personal needs.” Amanda caught her breath. “Father, do you expect me to put the life of the one person I love more than any other on earth in the hands of an unstable adolescent who lived briefly 130 years ago? Can you actually expect me to believe that Ken, or anyone with a medically determined serious disease, possibly incurable, can be cured by kneeling and praying at some French cave because a simple-minded peasant girl, her head filled with dreams, claimed that she had seen and talked with the Mother of Jesus eighteen times at this spot?”


    Drained, Amanda sat back, hoping that she had resistance enough to weather the storm that she was sure would follow. But, to her surprise, Father Hearn displayed no anger. He appeared calm, the figure of reasonableness.


    The tone of his response was quiet and steady. “If the Virgin had not appeared at the grotto, to be seen and heard by a pure and innocent believer, and had not endowed the grotto with special powers, how do you account for the scientific, the medical, facts that have been produced in the decades since? How do you account for the nearly seventy persons who have experienced a miraculous cure of what had been diagnosed by the leading physicians of many nations as an incurable disease? How do you account for the fact that in every one of these terminal cases, the best doctors in the world certified the patient as totally cured, not by medicine but by the power of the miraculous? How do you account for five thousand other cases of crippled or dying persons being reported as fully cured because of the grotto in Lourdes?”


    Amanda had already brought her library notes out of her purse. Glancing at them, she said, “I read a study made by a doctor of eleven of the so-called miracle cures at Lourdes. He posed the question, ‘Was there a real physical change or was it all psychological?’ He decided that all or most of the so-called cures were of diseases or illnesses induced by hysteria, bodily effects of emotional disturbances such as depression, anxiety, or tension that affect the heart, blood vessels, kidneys, and so forth. ‘Under hypnosis,’ he wrote, ‘and given appropriate suggestions, subjects have been known to produce blisters corresponding to imaginary burns and even to develop bruising and oozing of blood from the skin.’ In the same way, under the hypnotic influence of Lourdes, ailments aggravated by the imagination can be improved and healed by the imagination. Not usually, but often enough to make believers think that they are sudden miracles.”


    “I gather,” said Father Hearn wryly, “you don’t believe in miracles at all.”


    “Father, in my profession I’ve seen many cases—and read many case histories—in which the mental has had an effect on the physical. But mental healing can’t be depended upon, certainly not in Ken’s case where he is suffering from a very real bone cancer. I’m ready to trust his life to a surgeon’s scalpel. I can’t trust it to an imaginative fable. No, Father, I don’t believe in miracles.”


    “But surely you have not come here to debate with me?”


    “I have come here because I assumed that, whatever your profession, you are a rational and logical man. I hoped that you would disenchant Ken with the idea of leaving his life to a mystical cure at Lourdes, and that you would convince him to go into surgery at once. I hoped that you would understand me, and I hoped that you would help me.”


    Father Hearn sat in silence for many seconds, and finally he spoke. “Miss Spenser, I can’t help you because I can’t understand you, just as you can’t understand me. We speak different languages. My language speaks only in the words of faith, unreserved faith and belief in God, in the Lord, in the Virgin Mary, and the wonders, the miracles, they choose to perform. If you do not understand my language, there is nothing more we can say to each other.”


    Amanda felt sickened. “Then you are saying there is no chance you’ll try to dissuade Ken from making the pilgrimage to Lourdes and waiting for the Virgin and her miracle?”


    “No chance. I’ve already succeeded in getting Mr. Clayton on an official British pilgrimage to Lourdes being led by an old colleague and friend, Father Woodcourt of London. I will pray that Mr. Clayton’s pilgrimage proves successful.”


    Amanda sighed, and stood up. “You’ve made his reservation, you say?”


    “On a pilgrimage train from London to Paris to Lourdes. Yes, the reservation for Mr. Clayton is secure.”


    Amanda went to the door of the chancery, then turned. “I’d appreciate it if you’d make it two,” she said.


    “Two?”


    “Reservations. One for Ken. The other for me. I can’t let that damn fool take this horrible risk by himself. Thank you, Father. I hope that the next time we meet it will not be at a funeral.”


    
      
    


    Sitting in the Cadillac limousine taking him from the United Nations to the Soviet consular building on East 67th Street in New York City, Sergei Tikhanov still enjoyed a sense of elation at the excellent reception given his speech at the UN, especially by delegates of the Third World bloc. While the Soviet ambassador to the United Nations, the good-natured Alexei Izakov, delivered the routine speeches, it was Tikhanov, as veteran foreign minister of the USSR, who was always sent to New York to make the more crucial public statements.


    This morning’s address, on the continuing nuclear weapons confrontation with the United States, had been a crucial speech, and it had gone down well. If Tikhanov had any one reservation about his speech, it was that Premier Skryabin had placed limitations on its contents and the invective that might be used. This was the one thing that irked Tikhanov, his superior’s conciliatory and soft policy toward the Americans. Tikhanov knew the Americans better than anyone else in the Kremlin hierarchy, and he knew they were like children who responded only to sternness and threats. But nevertheless, within its limitations, the major policy address had been effective, he was sure.


    The only other thing that had bothered Tikhanov about the speech had been the rude way in which it had been treated by the leading member of his own delegation. Midway through Tikhanov’s ringing address, Ambassador Izakov had abruptly risen from his seat and left the hall. Tikhanov had been momentarily embarrassed by this boorish behavior.


    He intended to tell Izakov so, and expected an apology, unless the ambassador had some acceptable excuse to offer.


    Perhaps there was an acceptable excuse. Because the moment that Tikhanov himself had left the UN auditorium, and the applause, he had been intercepted by a member of his delegation with a message that Ambassador Izakov wanted to see him at the consulate at once. Maybe, Tikhanov speculated, there had been some emergency that had called the ambassador away from his speech.


    Now, hardly aware of the KGB security guard beside him, eager to learn what Izakov had on his mind, Tikhanov leaned forward in the back seat, peering between the driver and the second KGB guard to make out the Soviet consular building up ahead.


    Inside the consulate reception room, Tikhanov had unexpectedly found an impatient Izakov waiting for him. Hastily, the ambassador led the way to his safe office, electronically secured against eavesdropping, and hastily shut the door behind them. Without bothering to sit down or wait for Tikhanov to be seated, Ambassador Izakov, appearing strained, began to speak. “Sergei, my apologies for having to walk out during your magnificent speech, but I was called away by an urgent emergency phone call from Moscow, from Kossoff, none other.”


    General Kossoff was chairman of the KGB, and now Tikhanov was listening attentively.


    “It’s Premier Skryabin,” the ambassador went on. “He’s suffered a stroke. He’s in a coma.”


    “A stroke,” repeated Tikhanov. “I’m used to his little heart attacks. But a stroke? How bad?”


    “Massive. Whatever happens, the old man is through. If he comes out of the coma, recovers, he will be a vegetable, incapacitated. Or he may linger on in his present state. At best the doctors give him no more than a month.”


    “A month,” said Tikhanov, trying to think.


    “His successor has to be alerted and placed on standby. That’s why General Kossoff called. He wanted you to be informed that an informal secret vote of the Politburo overwhelmingly favors you as the next premier of the Soviet Union. Congratulations, Sergei!”


    He stuck out his hand, and awkwardly Tikhanov took it, nodding.


    Tikhanov felt dizzy. “I-I’d better sit down,” he said. “Let me sit down.”


    As if suffering an imbalance, Tikhanov made his way to the sofa, groped for an arm of it, and lowered himself onto a cushion.


    “Let me get you a drink,” Izakov said in a celebrating mood. “One for each of us.” He started for the bat “Let’s drink to it.” From the bar he called back, “Vodka? I have Stolichnaya.”


    “Yes, vodka, a stiff one.”


    As he poured the drinks, Izakov went on talking. “What are your plans now, Sergei? Kossoff wanted to know. But I had no idea what your reaction would be.”


    “No changes. Still two days in Paris. Two days in Lisbon. Then I’ve told my wife to meet me at the dacha in Yalta. I thought I’d take my four-week summer vacation now. The Black Sea is at its best in these months.”


    Izakov approached with the drink. “Maybe you should go straight back to Moscow.”


    Tikhanov considered this. “No, I don’t think it would be wise to appear to be hovering. Also, I don’t wish to get mixed up in any of the Politburo’s internal politics, certainly not this time. I’ll stick to my plans. I’ll just go to Yalta and wait. Kossoff can find me there if he wants me.”


    “He’ll want you,” said Izakov. “Soon as the old man dies, they’ll be installing you as premier.”


    “Gratifying,” said Tikhanov modestly. He was beginning to feel a thrill of excitement. He had worked so hard, hoped so long for this achievement. He didn’t give a damn about the old man dying. He’d never respected nor cared for Skryabin anyway. It was only Skryabin’s high seat and authority that he had respected, and hoped for. Now, overnight, it was all his.


    Sipping his vodka, he realized that Izakov was speaking to him again, something about having to settle some matter in another office, but that he’d be right back.


    Tikhanov was pleased to be alone for a brief interval. He had a compulsive need to retrace the road that had brought him to this high moment. He had been born on an isolated farm, today only an hour outside Minsk by car. His stolid father, owner of the farm, had been a decent man, uninterested in politics, a tiller of the soil and a primitive. His mother had been a bookish person who taught primary school in a nearby village. From the earliest age that Tikhanov had been able to read, and comprehend, he had read newspapers and biographies of Soviet heroes. His first and most enduring hero had been Russia’s legendary Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko.


    Tikhanov had vowed that he would follow in Gromyko’s footsteps, and this he had done from the very
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