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Friday, March 15, 1940 – Barrio Belgrano, Buenos Aires, Argentina

The agent’s jaunty step, and the tune he whistled as he strolled home for siesta, told his unseen observers that he was oblivious to their presence. He didn’t glance around as he put his key in the lock, or he might have noticed the detectives in summer suits who crept from tree to tree on the opposite side of the street. 

He removed his hat as he stepped through the door of the apartment building, and fanned himself. His blond hair clung to his head, damp with sweat. 

He saw them when he started to close the door. 

“Uno momento, señor,” one of the detectives called, crossing the street. He held out his badge. “Policía. Podemos hablar con usted?”

Helmut Kortbein considered declining and slipping out the back, but instead he asked why they wanted to speak with him. His Spanish was good—he’d been in the country for fourteen years—and his German accent was not so unusual in this part of the city. 

“We’ve been informed you are in possession of an illegal radio,” one of the detectives said in Spanish. 

He played dumb. “I own a radio, yes—but that is hardly illegal.” 

“Not that kind of radio,” the other detective said. “Illegal broadcasts have been traced to this block. May we have a look inside your apartment, sir?” 

He thought of the transmitter, stored inside an innocuous looking valise at the back of a closet. If they did more than a cursory search, they would find it. 

Instinct kicked in. He slammed the door and bolted for the building’s rear exit. He threw the door open and flew around the corner into the alley. 

And ran straight into a trio of uniformed police officers. 

Martin Schuller sipped his coffee under the shade of a large umbrella, at an outside table at the café on the corner of Avenida Cabildo in the Barrio Belgrano, watching the drama unfold a block down the side street. 

When the police brought Helmut Kortbein out of the building in handcuffs, ignoring his shouting about false arrest, Martin looked through the window of the café and nodded. 

FBI Special Agent Reginald Sloan sauntered through the door and paused to lean against the frame, keeping in the shade of an awning. “’Beware the Ides of March.’” He held a half-empty glass of beer in his hand, the local pale lager, and gestured toward the police. “Did they find the radio?” 

“I haven’t seen it yet,” Martin said, looking back down the side street. 

Sloan took a drink and watched. “Ricardo sent all the staff home, but said he’d stick around for a while. In case we need anything.” 

Martin glanced at his watch and nodded. It was two o’clock. Most of the city had already closed up for the afternoon, and wouldn’t reopen for another two or three hours. It varied a little every day, unpredictable.

It was a great courtesy that the manager of the café was delaying his siesta for them. It was not the first time Ricardo Messini had done them a favor. 

“There it is,” Martin said, watching as a pair of police carried out an open suitcase, full of tubes and wires. A two-way radio. 

“Good. That’ll ensure a conviction,” Sloan said, and raised his glass. “One more off the streets, thanks to you and me. Here’s to maintaining the neutrality of the western hemisphere. Cheers.” 

Martin acknowledged the toast with a small nod and raised of his coffee cup. 

Sloan took a seat at Martin’s table.

“It’s tough to be the investigator, but not be able to share the glory. It still frustrates me that we can’t nab the bad guys ourselves, after we do all the investigation.” He drained the last of the beer, and set down the empty glass a touch too hard. “It was our intelligence that got him, but no one will ever know.” 

A bitter smile turned the corners of Martin’s mouth for a second, but he made his expression blank again, and continued watching the police down the block. 

“I know how you feel—since you FBI fellows did exactly that to us at State last year,” Martin observed, watching Sloan from the corner of his eye. 

Sloan frowned, but then chuckled and nodded, leaning back and crossing his arms. “Touché.” 

Before coming to Argentina last fall—spring, actually, here—Martin had worked for the Office of the Chief Special Agent at the Department of State. He and his colleagues had nabbed more than a few Abwehr agents in the U.S. illegally, using fake passports or immigration visas. But then in June of last year, President Roosevelt ordered the consolidation of all domestic counter-espionage activity under the FBI. 

Martin still hadn’t entirely forgiven Sloan and the FBI for that. After working with him for almost six months here in Argentina, Sloan had earned his grudging respect. But that didn’t mean Martin had to like him. 

“Harriet wants to invite you for dinner on Saturday,” Sloan said. “Eight o’clock, at our place. Just a small gathering, to celebrate the end of summer. Will you come?” 

Martin shrugged. He didn’t have plans, of course. And he also knew Mrs. Sloan’s little dinner parties annoyed her husband. “Thanks, I’ll be there.” He got up, laid a few pesos on the table, and nodded to Ricardo Messini inside the café. 

“You going back to the embassy?” Sloan asked. At Martin’s nod, he stood. “I’ll go with you.” 

Martin would have preferred some solitude, but he couldn’t say no. They walked in silence to the subway station a block down the avenue. Line D ran southeast toward central Buenos Aires, and the inbound train was almost empty at this time of day; the few Porteños who weren’t already on siesta were taking the outbound train home. 

“I’ll call the police chief this afternoon, see if they found the code book at Kortbein’s apartment,” Sloan said, quiet even though no one was around to hear. 

Martin nodded, but said nothing. He doubted it. Any code book Kortbein might have in his possession would look like a regular book. 

And besides, breaking Nazi codes was technically outside of their mandate. 

“We’ve both got our reports to write,” Sloan continued. “You’ll get me a copy of yours before you submit it, let me review for any changes?” 

“I always do.” 

Sloan watched him for a second, a strange look on his face. Then he looked away and crossed his arms. “I’ll see yours, and you’ll see mine; as usual. It’s a good system we have.” 

“It works.” 

It did work well, actually—though Martin was loath to appear too enthusiastic about that. 

They got off at the Plaza Italia, the end of the line, and walked the remaining blocks to the American embassy. The streets were practically deserted at this time of day, only a few foreigners and a handful of stray dogs to be seen moving around. 

One of the dogs approached Martin, but stopped about five feet from him, his soft brown eyes both wary and hopeful. He was tan and white, short-haired, lean, with a long thin tail. 

Martin reached into his suit pocket and removed the small hunk of empanada he had saved from lunch, and held it out. The dog sniffed the air for a second, then lunged out and took the bite from Martin’s hand and scampered away. 

“You feed that stray mutt every day?” Sloan asked, sounding judgmental. 

“None of your business.” 

“It’ll never go away if you keep feeding it.” 

Martin ignored him. Where else was it going to go, anyway? 

The Argentine receptionist smiled at them when they entered the American embassy. “Good afternoon, Mr. Schuller; Mr. Sloan.” 

“Buenas tardes, señora,” Martin replied. His Spanish was still not much better than rudimentary, but he could manage that much without thinking. 

It was a small courtesy that he never saw Sloan extend to the local hires at the embassy, though he knew Sloan spoke Spanish at least as well as he did; Martin had heard Sloan speaking with the local police on several occasions. 

He and Sloan parted, heading to their respective offices. Martin sat at his desk and began composing his report for First Secretary Davis, his official boss. Once finalized, copies would also be sent to the Ambassador, the Assistant Secretary of State for Intelligence, as well as to Martin’s old boss at the Office of the Chief Special Agent. 

When he’d finished the draft, he stepped from his office into the open space occupied by four typists who jointly served the First Secretary, as well as the multiple Second Secretaries and Third Secretaries. 

“I have a preliminary report that needs typed for review,” he said to the quartet. “Who’s available?” 

Rosa Linda Bianchi stood and held out her hand. “I can do it, Mr. Schuller. I am not too busy.” 

Her accent was good, but with a charming Latin lilt. She was tall, and with her three-inch heels her golden brown eyes were level with his as she looked him directly in the eye, smiling. 

“Gracias,” he said with a nod and backed away. 

“You’re welcome, Mr. Schuller,” she replied in English

“I’ll need two copies—one for me, and one for Mr. Sloan downstairs.” 

“Yes, I remember,” she said, her smile never fading. She watched him walk back to his office. 

From the corner of his eye, Martin saw the other three girls give Rosa Linda side-eye while their fingers still clicked the keys of their typewriters. 

Yes, she was a flirt. Yes, she was beautiful. And young. And unmarried. And she seemed to like him...

Martin sat and forced himself to concentrate on his work.

A young American consular officer knocked on his door a while later, and waited in the open doorway. 

“Come in, Bob,” Martin said, motioning with his hand. 

“A packet came from Washington today on the clipper,” the young man said, handing three envelopes to Martin. He was about twenty-three or twenty-four, slender, and wore the basic uniform of the low-level consular officers in the Foreign Service—black slacks, white dress-shirt, black necktie. No jacket indoors. 

“Thanks.” Martin had heard the roar of the Pan Am clipper this morning, but had forgotten about it in the excitement of the midday activity. 

For the last three years, the Pan Am clipper had brought air mail from New York to Brazil and Argentina; the State Department used their service to carry diplomatic packets to and from the embassies. It had reduced the transit time from seventeen days to less than forty-eight hours. 

Martin flipped through the envelopes and saw that one of them was from his old coworker—and friend—Joe Hansen, from the Office of the Chief Special Agent. It was particularly thick, and he tore into it first. 

At the top of the stack of paper was a note typed on official State Department letterhead, dated March 12, 1940: 


Confidential

Dear Mr. Schuller, 



I have enclosed herein several Photostat copies of memoranda received in recent weeks from our diplomatic missions in Germany, which I have determined to be of interest to your office. Viewed together, these documents point to an operation of some size, whose mission is to smuggle raw materials out of Argentina, for use by the German armed forces. 

You will no doubt find this information useful in your work. Per standard operating procedure, copies of these documents have already been provided to the Federal Bureau of Investigation. 

If additional relevant intelligence comes to light, I will be certain to forward copies to you post haste. 

I am, very cordially yours, 



Joseph P. Hansen

Office of the Chief Special Agent



Martin perused the documents; the Germans were somehow obtaining war materiel from Argentine mines, in violation of the country’s neutrality under the Declaration of Panama. He and Sloan would have to look into that. 

At the bottom of the stack, he found a second letter from Joe, hand-written on personal stationery.


Hi there, Martin! How are you? It’s not often that I find something relevant to you, so I’m taking the opportunity to send you a note. 

I am well. Our work never ends, as you know. Busier than ever, actually, even with the “phony” war in Europe. I can’t share details, of course. You understand. 

I confess that I miss having you around the office to work with. Sam is good for consultation, you know, but he’s an old fellow. Compared to you and me, anyhow. In the six months since you left, I’ve wondered if I should transfer to Foreign Service work. 

I hope you’re enjoying life down there in Argentina. A charming fellow like you, I imagine you dancing the tango with a beautiful woman every night. At least, that’s what I would do in your shoes! Ha! 

Write me back when you get a chance. 

Your friend, 



Joe 



Martin almost laughed out loud at the reference to tango. Joe knew better, of course; Martin had never been “charming.” That was part of the teasing. 

“...that’s what I would do...” Of course, Joe didn’t know that Martin knew better. That it was an act. A carefully orchestrated act. 

Several letters awaited Martin in his mailbox when he got home that evening. He might have guessed, since the clipper had arrived that day with mail from the States. 

There was a letter from his mother, as well as one from his sister Helen, and one from his youngest brother, Ed. But the envelope he opened first was a thick one addressed to him in his ex-wife’s handwriting. The envelope contained four letters—one each from his three children and their mother. 

He read the kids’ letters first. Their childish phrasing and super-short anecdotes about school made him smile. 

He set Becky’s note aside and read the other letters from family. The news from home was nice, even if he hardly cared about any of the nearly-forgotten neighbors and acquaintances they talked about. He did appreciate hearing what his nieces and nephews were doing. 

One of his mother’s letters in January had told him of his grandmother’s passing. The death of his last living grandparent had come as a blow, but today’s letter was full of innocuous news about people he once knew while growing up in Reading, Pennsylvania.

When he couldn’t put it off any longer, he went back to Becky’s letter. 

It was short, a single page of her monogrammed stationery, written in her flowing hand with the fine point of an expensive fountain pen. 


March 10, 1940



Dear Martin,



You’ll be glad to know I have made arrangements for the children to visit you in Argentina for their summer vacation. Your attorney gave me no choice, as I am sure you are aware. I will take advantage of the inconvenience by taking a shipboard vacation of my own. The children and I will travel together on the SS Argentina in June, but I shall make a round trip while they stay with you. 

We shall arrive in Buenos Aires on June 17th. Then I will return to meet them on August 15th. I will have them back home in time for school, which begins September 3rd. 

I trust you are prepared to look after them for two months. 



Becky



He took a deep breath and set the letter aside. It could have been worse than one passive-aggressive comment about his lawyer. He jotted the dates on his calendar in the kitchen. 

The thought of seeing his kids for two months gave him a big grin that didn’t fade for several minutes. He went back and re-read their letters, and chuckled all over again at their words. 

Now he just needed to figure out what they were going to do while he had them. 
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Saturday, March 16, 1940

Eight guests arrived at the Sloans’ apartment in the Barrio Colegiales as dusk faded to a soft twilight. A cool breeze came in off the Rio de la Plata, easing the sultry heat of a late-summer evening. 

Harriett Sloan had all of the windows open, and her white lace curtains billowed in the breeze. The sound of soft jazz music wafted through the air from a bar a few blocks away, accompanied by laughter and the din of conversations as crowds of Porteños enjoyed the last weekend of the season. 

The guests included three mid-level Foreign Service staffers from the embassy, plus their wives—all of them in their thirties—as well as Martin, and one woman he had never met. 

At thirty-two, Martin might have been the youngest one there, other than the unknown woman, who appeared no more than twenty-five. Reginald Sloan, forty-three, was clearly the oldest in attendance—a fact that may have contributed to his not-well-concealed discomfort. 

“Martin, I’d like to introduce Ann Corley,” Harriet said, with the type of smile that told him she was up to something. “Her parents are former neighbors of ours when we lived in Poughkeepsie. She used to babysit our girls when they were little, before we moved to New York. Ann, this is Martin Schuller. He works at the embassy. He’ll be your dinner partner this evening.” 

“I’m pleased to meet you, Mr. Schuller.” Ann Corley extended her hand to Martin palm in, rather than palm down in the usual manner. 

Martin shook it as if they were meeting for business. “How do you do, Miss Corley?” 

“Ann’s touring Latin America to build up her resume,” Harriet said. “She hopes to join the diplomatic corps someday. Isn’t that right, Ann? Her mother wrote to me that she planned to be in Argentina for a few weeks, and asked us to help introduce her.” 

“Have you applied for the Foreign Service, Miss Corley?” Martin asked. 

A brief frown crossed Ann’s lips. “I wasn’t allowed to take the exam. I was told I didn’t meet the qualifications. I graduated Suma Cum Laude from Smith College, with political science as my major field of study. Clearly the reason I didn’t qualify to take the exam was my sex.”

She stated it so directly, it took Martin aback. 

Harriet Sloan recovered faster than Martin did. “I’m sure that wasn’t the only reason, dear. The government is probably reluctant to send unmarried women into foreign lands, for their safety.” Her expression, and her tone, brightened as she added, “Perhaps it would help your chances if you married a man in the Foreign Service.” 

Martin could almost feel Ann stifling a sigh as she fixed Harriet with a polite smile. 

“Political science was my major as well.” He couldn’t think of anything else to say. His own first reaction to her blunt statement was surely that wasn’t the reason, but as he reflected, he realized he had never known any female Foreign Service officers. 

“Oh, really?” Ann only sounded slightly interested. “At what university, if I may ask?” 

“University of Pennsylvania.” 

“Oh! So you’re an Ivy Leaguer. That surprises me, if you don’t mind me saying so. You don’t seem the type. But the University of Pennsylvania is different from other Ivy League schools, I suppose—they admit women, for one thing.” 

“Yes, I met my ex-wife there, actually.” Martin felt awkward admitting that, for some reason. 

Harriet Sloan jumped in and saved him. “Mr. Schuller has been to several countries. I’m sure he could tell you many stories about his adventures, and perhaps give you some tips that will help you.” 

Ann’s smile grew, but Martin could see that it was still more for social politeness than genuine. “That would be lovely.” 

Harriet beamed and touched Ann on the shoulder. “Now if you’ll please excuse me, dears, I’ll let you get acquainted while I go look after my other guests.” 

Ann watched her go for a moment before turning back to Martin. 

“You needn’t feel any obligation to entertain me, Mr. Schuller. The truth is, I’d rather be at home with a book than have to make small talk with strangers—and I surmise you feel similarly.” 

Martin’s half-smile was his only acknowledgement. The truth was, he felt relief. 

“I will say, however—I also have a Master’s degree in international studies from Boston College. I know I could pass that Foreign Service exam, if they’d let me sit for it. I wrote a letter to Eleanor Roosevelt, after they denied me. She wrote back, a lovely letter, urging me to travel abroad to bolster my credentials, and then reapply with my initials instead of my name. She was the one who suggested Latin America, to be honest; she mentioned the president’s ‘Good Neighbor’ policy as a good reason, and I agreed. So, here I am.” 

“Has it been helpful?” He hated small talk. 

“We’ll see, won’t we?” 

An awkward silence fell over them. 

Martin saw Ann watching the three female guests, who stood near the table with Harriet Sloan. The men were all gathered in the living room, at the threshold of the open French doors that led to the small balcony, two of them with cigarettes. 

He took the opportunity. 

“I’ll let you join the ladies, and I’ll see you at dinner.” 

The look she gave him was hard to read—enigmatic, but with perhaps a touch of irritation behind her eyes. He couldn’t be sure. He nodded and turned toward the living room. 

“I can’t fathom why the Brits are so damned irritated,” Mike Mattingly was saying when Martin came over. “Their own press calls it ‘the Phony War.’” 

“The French press, too,” Roger Dean agreed, flicking some cigarette ash over the side of the balcony rail. He had a touch of southern accent. “They call it the ‘Drôle de Guerre’—strange war. Oh, hi there, Martin.” 

“Hi, fellas. I see you’re discussing Mike’s call from his British counterpart yesterday,” Martin said, a hint of smile curling up one corner of his mouth. 

“I’m not sure what they expect,” Mike said, frowning. “It’s a presidential election year, for crying out loud. They know that.” 

“Unlike you gents, I’m old enough to remember 1916,” Sloan said, pulling a fresh cigarette from his inside jacket pocket. “Wilson campaigned on ‘He kept us out of war.’ Then not six weeks after his second inauguration, he asked Congress for a declaration of war. And he got it.” 

“I remember,” Roger Dean said, a hint of scowl creasing his forehead. “I was eleven years old that election. I read the paper every day, after my father finished with it.” 

“I was ten, and I only read the funny pages,” Mike Mattingly said, and laughed a little too hard. “Still, I remember my parents talking about it.” 

Martin kept silent. He’d been eight in 1916, and hadn’t paid much attention to the presidential campaign. He was nine by the time the U.S. entered the Great War in April 1917. That he remembered. 

And he remembered all too well the rash of anti-German feeling that had swept through Reading—a city that was forty percent German-American. The rock through the window of his father’s grocery store that spring still stood out, along with the crimson spray-paint spelling “HUNS” on the storefront. 

“But Germany gave us reasons to go to war in 1917,” Chuck Brady chimed in. “The U-boat attacks, and the Zimmerman telegram—Wilson was right to lead us to war. It’s different now.” 

“And frankly, aside from a few naval skirmishes, nothing is happening,” Mike Mattingly said, exasperated. “Is it too much to demand that they keep those outside of the Americas’ security zone?” 

“Of course not,” Sloan said, scowling. “They’ve got the whole damn ocean to spar in, they don’t have to do it fifteen miles off our shores.” 

A chorus of agreement rose from the group. 

“Besides, there’s no reason to think that both sides won’t want to negotiate a settlement soon, since their mutual blockades are disrupting trade,” Mattingly said. 

Martin shook his head. “Hitler will never negotiate.” 

“That is the popular opinion,” Mike Mattingly said, nodding toward Martin. “But I disagree. Hitler will want to negotiate a settlement with the British because it’s in his best interest to do so. The German economy needs raw materials that are being blockaded by the Royal Navy.”

Martin couldn’t mention the classified intelligence he’d received from Washington yesterday, about a sizeable operation to smuggle raw materials out of Argentina aboard neutral ships—mica, platinum, and industrial diamonds for use by the German military. No doubt Hitler had similar operations in other countries, to smuggle other materials. 

“Chamberlain would jump at a negotiated settlement,” Sloan said, shaking his head. “That fella’s got no backbone.” 

Mattingly looked pained. “I wouldn’t go that far. He was chagrined after the last appeasement backfired. But sooner or later the British will negotiate to spare their shipping from German U-boats. Eventually, everyone acts in his own best interests.” 

“Not Hitler,” Martin said. 

“Even Hitler.” 

Martin shook his head. “The Czechs would disagree with you. On second thought, their Nazi overlords wouldn’t allow them to disagree with you.”

Sloan chuckled. “Good point, Schuller. I think that’s checkmate, Mr. Mattingly.” 

Mattingly frowned. “No, it’s still not the same. After Czechoslovakia, the British and French did nothing. After Poland, they declared war. It hasn’t been much of a war, it’s true—but the Royal Air Force did drop some bombs on German warships at Wilhelmshaven, and there were some dog fights with the Luftwaffe over the Rhineland. It was a warning, really—a message to Herr Hitler.” 

“And don’t forget the French army’s sortie into the Saarland,” Roger Dean said. “That was a warning, too.” 

Normally Martin enjoyed geo-political discussions. But Mike Mattingly—who had spent his entire Foreign Service career in Latin America—didn’t know what he was talking about in regards to Hitler, or Germany. Martin had a lot of expertise on both, and Mike’s overconfidence in his own opinion grated. 

“Hitler didn’t call off the invasion of Poland, though, did he?” Martin asked. 

“No—but it’s been quiet ever since,” Mattingly said. “Just naval skirmishes here and there.” 

Chuck Brady returned from the nearby liquor cabinet with a fresh glass of scotch on the rocks and a smile full of Texas charm. “Mike, if you’re so convinced both sides are going to negotiate an end to the ‘phony war,’ how do you explain that rant you got from Cunningham today?” 

Mike Mattingly worked in Economic Affairs; he’d taken a phone call at home from his counterpart at the British embassy, who gave him an earful about the joint protest sent to the King of England that morning from twenty-one American republics over the Royal Navy’s engagement of the German ship Wakama in February, only thirteen miles off the coast of Brazil. Martin heard about the call when Mattingly phoned him afterward to vent, under the excuse that Martin worked in Political Affairs. Cunningham threatened that if the British received another protest over the more recent incident with the German ship Hannover off the Dominican coast, they might start buying beef elsewhere than the U.S. and Argentina. 

“Well, they’re not in that mindset yet,” Mattingly said, a touch defensive. “Right now our neutrality irritates them. By the end of the year, it won’t matter—and that’s why they’re so infuriating right now.” 

“I’m with Martin on this one,” Chuck Brady said. He took a sip of scotch and then swirled it, making the ice clink the glass. “Hitler’s biding his time, building up his munitions. He knows what his equipment can do—he proved it in Spain, and then Poland—he just wants more of it before he goes on the offensive again. I guarantee you, German factories are churning out tanks and planes as fast as they can put the parts together.” 

“Until they run out of raw material for those parts,” Mattingly said. 

Martin again held his tongue. Hitler would find his materiel. 

“Empanadas?” asked a short, dark woman of about fifty, holding out a tray of the fried appetizers. As the men took some, she looked at Sloan and said, “Dinner be ready in thirty minutes, Mr. Sloan.” 

“Thank you, Señora,” he said. 

“Gracias, Señora,” Martin said as she walked back toward the kitchen. 

“Señora DelRio is frying steaks for dinner,” Sloan said. “She’s our neighbor’s cook, on loan to Harriet for the evening. We’ve used her a few times before.” 

“She reminds me of our cook in San Marcos when I was a boy,” Chuck Brady said. “Chicana gal, and a great cook.” 

“What do you think of the Yankees’ chances this year?” Mike Mattingly asked Sloan. 

“Ruth Bryan Owen,” Martin said to Ann Corley when they sat down to dinner. 

“I beg your pardon?” 

“You said earlier there were no women in the Foreign Service. Ruth Bryan Owen was appointed Envoy Extraordinary and Minister Plenipotentiary to Denmark in 1933. She served in Copenhagen for three years, I believe. So not only serving in the Foreign Service, but a head of mission.” 

Ann regarded him with an arched eyebrow. “Yes, and her father was the venerable William Jennings Bryan, so hardly a representative example. Perhaps I should convince Al Smith to adopt me so I can have the same opportunities. But, that would mean I’d have to become Catholic, so perhaps not.” 

Martin frowned. He wasn’t sure if she was mocking him, or Ruth Owen. Probably both. He looked around the table, but everyone else was engaged in their own conversations, oblivious to the little drama at his corner of the table. 

“By all accounts, Mrs. Owen was a remarkable representative of our country,” he said, testy. “I believe she was also a congresswoman for four years before President Roosevelt sent her to Denmark. I find your attitude toward her disrespectful.” 

“Oh, I mean no disrespect to Mrs. Owen,” Ann said. “I apologize if what I said conveyed that impression. I meant only to point out the absurdity of holding her up as an example of female equality, when her own rise was aided in no small part by her parentage. The truth is, there is a dearth of women in the Foreign Service, and one or two examples to the contrary does not negate my point.” 

Martin felt his cheeks flush hot. He had been pleased to think of Ruth Bryan Owen before dinner, and was sorry he hadn’t thought of her earlier, when Ann first brought up sexism. Now he felt like he’d made a fool of himself. 

He disliked pushy people. And he was already irritated by Mike Mattingly’s uninformed assessment. This could be a long dinner. 

“For the record, I’m only going to be in Argentina for a few weeks, so you needn’t feel obligated to entertain me,” Ann Corley said, as if she’d read Martin’s mind. 

Her bluntness startled him, and he glanced around again. The others were still engaged in conversation, so no one appeared to overhear her declaration. 

“Where are you going from here?” he asked, concentrating on being polite. “Uruguay? Brazil?” 

“Paraguay, actually. And from there to Bolivia. I’ve already been to both Brazil and Uruguay.” 

“Did you enjoy them?” An awkward smile pasted on Martin’s mouth. 

“Very much,” Ann replied, ignoring his discomfort. “I hated to leave both. Brazil is incredible—so vibrant and colorful. The people have such a spirit about them, it’s impossible not to get swept up in their enthusiasm for life. The people in Uruguay are quieter, but nice to a fault.”

“Have you just arrived in Argentina?” 

“A few days ago. I’m staying in Buenos Aires for the week, and then I plan to tour the rest of the country for a week or two.” She gave him a curious look. “Where do you recommend a person go to see the ‘real Argentina,’ Mr. Schuller? I’m open to suggestions.” 

Martin hated to admit that he had been few places outside of Buenos Aires since he arrived six months ago—and most of those had been within a hundred miles of the capital. 

“I suppose it depends upon what you want to see,” he said, buying some time. 

“I’m open.” 

That’s no help. “There are big cattle ranches all across the Pampas,” he said, citing something he hoped wasn’t too obvious. “Our steaks probably came from one of those provinces. The Pampas fans out around Buenos Aires, stretching all the way to the Andes. In the west they have some vineyards, around Mendoza and San Juan.” 

“I could learn that in the travel guide.” 

He looked down at his soup and ate a few bites in silence. 

Harriet Sloan filled the silence a moment later. 

“Martin, did Ann tell you about all the colorful people she’s met on her trip so far?” 

Martin saw Mrs. Sloan’s eager expression, and didn’t say no. “A little.” 

“She kept us entertained last night with anecdotes. You should hear them! She’s encountered some real characters. Ann, tell him some of your stories. On second thought, why don’t you tell the whole table, dear. Such amusing anecdotes.” 

Ann smiled at her hostess and launched into a series of tales that were indeed amusing. Everyone at the table listened attentively, and laughed at the appropriate times. 

Martin was just glad the pressure was off him to maintain conversation. 

Dinner ended a couple of hours later, but it seemed far later to Martin than eleven. He accepted his hat from Sloan and shook hands all around. 

“Martin, would you be good enough to walk Ann back to her hotel?” Harriet Sloan asked him just as he was about to walk out the door. 

He wasn’t thrilled at the idea, but he nodded and said, “Of course. Where are you staying, Miss Corley?” 

“At the Conventillo Abasto; it’s an immigrant hostel in the Barrio Almagro.” 

“Harriet, I told her I’d hire her a cab,” Sloan said, gruff and scowling. 

A frosty look crossed Harriet Sloan’s eyes for the barest of seconds, and then she looked back to Ann Corley. “Ann, dear, if you’d rather walk and enjoy the evening air, I’m sure Mr. Schuller wouldn’t mind escorting you.” 

Ann gave her a genuinely warm smile. “Thank you for the kind offer, but it’s been a long day, and I’m very tired. I think I’ll take the cab ride, if Mr. Sloan is still offering.” 

“You can share our cab,” Roger Dean said. “We’re headed your direction. Maryann and I live in Villa Crespo, so we have to go toward the city center. Almagro is just a little farther. Everyone else lives south.”  

“That’s settled, then,” Sloan announced. “Good night, everyone.” 

The look on Harriet’s face was less than settled, but she smiled and bid her guests goodnight. 

Martin was relieved, for multiple reasons. Beyond the fact that Miss Corley irritated him with her pushiness, he preferred to walk alone anyway. 

It was a beautiful evening, and the warm air stirred in the breeze—the famous “fair winds” for which the city was named—and caressed his face like a tender lover. Latin music wafted on the breeze. As he approached the corner of Avenida Federico Lacroze, the live music grew louder, accompanied by the laughter and shouts of hundreds of people. 

He stood at the corner for several minutes, leaned against the brick of a darkened building, and watched across the street. People streamed in and out of the milonga—tango club—in pairs and small groups, dressed to the nines, and all acting as if they were having the time of their lives. 

He was envious, if he were being honest. Part of him desperately wanted to join the fun, but most of him dreaded the thought. He couldn’t tango, for one thing. He wasn’t a particularly good dancer in any case, though he could do a modest waltz, and a passable fox trot. 

That much had been Becky’s influence. She loved to dance, and for her sake he had taken classes to learn some steps while they were dating. After they were married, they rarely went dancing. 

The exterior of the club was lit in blue and red neon. But, the interior looked warm and inviting, lit softly by candles on the tables and old gas lamps on the walls. It seemed to beckon one in, and Martin almost crossed the street. 

A group of young women stumbled out the door, squealing with laughter and chattering in rapid Spanish. He couldn’t understand a word. 

They crossed the street at an angle, facing away from his corner, but passing near. As they stepped onto the sidewalk a few yards from him, he recognized one of the young women in profile. 

“Buenas noches, Señorita Bianchi,” he heard himself saying, as if it were someone else using his voice. 

“Buenas noches,” she replied as she turned her head.  “Oh! Mr. Schuller, I did not recognize you,” she exclaimed, switching to English. 

“Having a good time?” 

“Yes, thank you.” She said something in a low voice to her four companions, in Spanish, and then turned back to him with a dazzling smile. “Are you going into the club? We are just leaving, my friends and I, but we could go back inside if you—”

“No, no—thank you,” Martin said, holding up his hands. “I can’t tango. No puedo bailar el tango.” 

She laughed softly at his halting Spanish, then lowered her eyelids as she slowly turned away. “Then someone should teach you. Good night, Mr. Schuller.” 

“Good night. Buenas noches.”

He watched her walk away, and couldn’t help that his eyes drifted to the sway of her hips. She turned her head back before the group reached the next block, and caught his eye. He blushed, embarrassed, but her lips curled up in an amused—perhaps satisfied?—smile. 

He shook his head as he turned away and resumed walking toward home. She is far too young for you, Martin. Don’t be pathetic.

Or desperate. 

3

Sunday, March 17

Church bells woke Martin the next morning. Buenos Aires was a very Catholic city, if not particularly strict or conservative about it. He’d gotten used to church bells ringing from every conceivable direction on Sunday mornings, making it impossible to sleep past eight-thirty. 

It was just as well. It gave him the chance to get out in the neighborhood and enjoy the peace and quiet while most of the inhabitants were ensconced in the pews. 

He dressed in his blue suit and headed out. His apartment was on the third floor of a five-story building with an elevator, but he took the stairs. 

It was just a block to the Avenida Cabildo, where he bought a copy of the Herald, the city’s English-language newspaper. His favorite little café stood across the avenue, at the entrance to the Barrio Belgrano. Belgrano was a bit more upscale than Colegiales, the middle-class neighborhood where he lived, and the streets there were shaded by big, leafy trees. 

There were a few people inside the café that morning—a middle-aged man in tweed with black-framed glasses sipped espresso while poring over three volumes spread out on top of one another on the little table he occupied in the corner; a young couple by the window held hands across the table, smiling and whispering. 

Martin took his usual table—he came here three or four times a week—and a young waiter, about twenty, tall and thin with thick wavy brown hair, approached him. 

“Good morning, Mr. Schuller. The usual?” he asked in Spanish. 

“Good morning, Javier. Yes, thank you,” Martin replied, also in Spanish. He’d learned quickly how to order food in his new language. 

He perused the paper, and Javier brought him a steaming cup of black coffee. A few moments later, Javier brought a plate with a media luna manteca, a popular Argentine breakfast roll similar to a croissant, but a touch sweeter and not as flaky. 

“Guten Tag, Herr Schuller,” he heard a familiar voice say, and looked up to see Miguel Cohen and his wife Eva.

“Guten Tag, Herr Rabbi,” Martin replied. “Und guten tag, Frau Cohen.”

Martin had met Miguel Cohen about a week after arriving in Buenos Aires almost six months ago. They frequented the same cafés and bakeries, and soon became friends. Miguel was one of the few people in Buenos Aires with whom Martin was on a first-name basis; though when Eva Cohen was around, as today, they tended to greet each other more formally. With Martin’s limited knowledge of Spanish, and the Cohens’ complete lack of English, they always conversed in German, which all three spoke fluently. 

“Still not a religious man, I see,” Miguel teased as he and Eva took the table next to Martin’s. 

“Not from a lack of your influence, Rabbi.” 

Javier stopped by, and the Cohens ordered bagels and coffee in Spanish—Miguel’s black, Eva’s with cream. 

“What do you have planned for your day of rest, Martin?” Miguel asked with a mischievous gleam in his dark eyes, switching back to German. 

“As little as possible,” Martin replied. “And I assume that since your day of rest is over, you plan to work today, Rabbi?” 

Miguel chuckled. “A little, perhaps a little.” 

“Our son starts his first year at university next week,” Eva said. “We have shopping to do in the city.” 

“Jorge is going to the National University in Córdoba,” Miguel said, beaming. 

“You must be very proud.” That was evident from Miguel’s face, but Martin said so anyway. 

“Oh yes, we’re both very proud of our ‘Gito,” Eva said. 

Miguel’s smile turned wry. “We’re both proud, but Eva’s a little sad, too. She cries sometimes when she thinks no one’s looking.” 

“Miguel!” Eva whacked his hand, a momentary shocked expression on her face. Then the shock cracked into a sheepish smile, and they shared a laugh. 

Javier brought their bagels and coffee, and they stopped laughing to thank him in Spanish. 

“My sister’s coming to dinner tonight with her family,” Miguel said, turning rueful. “Her four children, plus our four children—you see why Eva and I are here now, alone.” 

Martin chuckled. “You have my sympathy, both of you.” 

“Thank you,” Miguel said. He put the fingers of his left hand together and shook them at the ceiling, glancing up as he did so. “This is likely the only peace and quiet the Almighty is going to give us today.” 

Martin always got a kick out of the irreverent way Rabbi Miguel Cohen had of scolding God sometimes. No Christian minister he’d known would ever do that. 

“Any news from your children?” Eva asked, stirring her coffee. 

“As a matter of fact, I received letters from them yesterday. They will be here for two months this winter—that will be summer in the Northern Hemisphere, so they’ll be off school.” 

“That’s wonderful news,” Miguel said, looking genuinely pleased. “You must be excited to see them.” 

Martin nodded, surprised at how choked up he felt. “I am,” he managed to say without his voice cracking. 

“We know you’ve missed them,” Eva said, giving his forearm a sympathetic pat with her gloved hand. 

Martin nodded again, but said nothing, certain that his voice would crack this time. 

“How old did you say they are?” Miguel asked. 

Martin cleared his throat. “Marty’s eight years old, but he’ll turn nine while they’re here. Jackie turned six in the fall—I mean, spring, it was October—and Stevie turned five shortly after that.” 

Eva beamed. “Ah, those are wonderful ages. They must be excited to see you, and excited for a new adventure, yeah?” 

Miguel nodded in agreement. “Those are good ages—old enough to do things for themselves, but not old enough to have a smart mouth yet.” He chuckled. “You are in a good place for the next two years, Martin. Maybe three, if you are lucky.” 

But I’ll be here for most of the next two years, and they’ll be in Philadelphia, Martin thought with a touch of bitterness. He kept his expression passive and thanked the Cohens for their kind words. 

He finished his breakfast a few minutes later, collected his newspaper, bid them good day, and good luck with the family dinner. 

“Oy, vey,” Miguel muttered. 

Monday, March 18

“Good morning, Mr. Schuller,” Rosa Linda Bianchi said with a bright smile as Martin walked to his office. She was already tapping the keys on her typewriter, while the other three girls uncovered their machines. They echoed “Good morning, Mr. Schuller,” somewhat less enthusiastically. 

Martin felt the same way on Monday mornings. 

Especially when it was hot and muggy, and the building already felt stuffy. He put his hat on the rack by the door inside his office, and placed his jacket on the back of his chair. He fanned himself with a manila folder and flipped on the switch to the little air conditioning unit in his window. With any luck, his office would be cool in thirty minutes. 

He looked over news reports from around the country, and read through the ticker on his desk as it occasionally spit out blurbs from the wire services. 

As the embassy’s Information Officer, part of his duties included serving as press liaison. He usually spent the first hour of his day going over the previous day’s news, and deciding what comment, if any, he should make. Later in the morning, he’d meet with his boss, the embassy’s First Secretary, to vet those comments; and then he’d hold an audience with ten or a dozen reporters around noon. 

It wasn’t his favorite part of the job, standing in front of those reporters and answering their questions as vaguely as possible, but he had become good at it over the summer. 

And sometimes they gave him good tips. 

He was expected to lunch at least once a week with one of his counterparts at the British or German embassies. The purpose of these lunches was to share information in a mutually beneficial way, that wouldn’t compromise the United States—and Martin hated them. He enjoyed the diplomacy, and didn’t mind being secretive when he needed to be; but, deep down he hated behaving in a way that felt fake. 

His calendar said he had no lunch appointment today, so he breathed a little easier. 

His phone buzzed around ten o’clock. 

“Mr. Schuller, I have a call for you from Mr. Thomas Mayweather, British Embassy,” Rosa Linda’s lilting voice said over the intercom. 

Martin sighed and pressed the intercom button. “You can put that call through, Miss Bianchi.” 

The call rang through a few seconds later, and Martin took a deep breath before answering. “Martin Schuller, Third Secretary.” 

“Good morning, Mr. Schuller. Thomas Mayweather speaking. Is this a good time?” 

Is it ever? “Yes, what can I do for you?” 

“I heard an interesting bit of news this morning. Something that wasn’t in the papers.” Mayweather’s accent was crisp and polite, and BBC-precise in its Received Pronunciation. 

“Oh?” Martin knew where this was going, but waited for Mayweather to say it. 

“Yes. A reliable source informed me that a certain Helmut Kortbein, a German national with long-time permanent residency here, was arrested Friday afternoon in Belgrano for possession of an illegal radio transmitter.” 

Mayweather paused, clearly awaiting some sort of response.

“You don’t say?” 

“My source tells me the police were notified by an outside informant that Kortbein regularly made illegal broadcasts.” 

“That’s very interesting. Did they happen to find the transmitter?” 

“I think you know that they did.” Mayweather sounded annoyed. 

“What makes you think that?” 

“The informant wasn’t one of ours, that’s what.” 

It was a remarkably candid statement for the Brits. Mayweather must really be annoyed. 

The line was silent for a moment. Martin waited. 

“I’ve said before that I’d appreciate being included in that sort of thing,” Mayweather said, now clearly testy. “We’re the ones at war with the bloody Nazis, not you Yanks.” 

Martin resisted the urge to say something along the lines of “This is our hemisphere;” citing the Monroe Doctrine right now wouldn’t be helpful. Especially since the British had been involved in Argentina since its independence. 

“You know I can’t comment.” 

“I thought that likely,” Mayweather said. “I’d like to state for the record that we can be very cooperative. I believe our interests align here.” 

Martin knew better than to agree. “The United States is officially neutral.” 

“As is Argentina, but that doesn’t mean we don’t all have shared interests. I’m sure you’d agree with that.” 

Martin seized the opportunity to deflect. “Our three countries share many economic interests. If you’d like to discuss economic cooperation, I’ll refer you to Mr. Michael Mattingly, Third Secretary for economic matters. But I believe he routinely works with a Mr. Cunningham at your embassy.” 

The line was silent for several seconds, and Martin imagined Thomas Mayweather fuming on the other end. 

When Mayweather replied, though, his voice was steady and even. “The United Kingdom and the United States were allies in the last war, Mr. Schuller, if belatedly so. It seems natural that we should be allies again in the current struggle. I assume your President Wilson’s words about keeping the world safe for democracy still ring true. And there has been no greater threat to democracy in our lifetimes than Herr Hitler’s maniacal regime.” 

Martin could think of quite a few American politicians who would argue that Stalin’s regime was the greater threat to democracy, but mentioning that would only sidetrack the conversation into irrelevant territory, since the Soviet Union was also neutral in the current “Phony War.” 

And while it was common knowledge that several thousand U.S. troops had been sent to Russia in 1920 and ‘21 to fight the Bolsheviks alongside the struggling White Russian forces, it was official government policy not to comment on that. 

“As I said a moment ago, Mr. Mayweather—the United States is neutral. Thank you for your call, and I’ve noted your objection to our neutrality. Is there anything else I can help you with?” 

“No. Thank you for your time, Mr. Schuller,” Mayweather said, his words clipped. “Good day, sir.” 

The line clicked off. 

After his noon press briefing, Martin handed his notes to one of the secretaries, Maria Elena Ferrer, to type up for his file. There had been no significant new information from the reporters, but one never knew when one of the seemingly insignificant tidbits might someday connect with others to form something more meaningful. 

He put on his hat and went out for lunch, holding his breath as he passed Sloan’s office on the ground floor. He saw from the corner of his eye that the Special Agent was on the phone and didn’t have his jacket on, so he breathed easier as he headed for the exit. 

It was hot, but a good breeze mitigated the humidity, so he chose an outside table at a nearby restaurant. He ordered a chicken milanesa—a breaded filet in the Italian style that also reminded him of a German schnitzel—with fried potatoes and salad, and a half-liter glass of the local pale lager. 

“Oh! Hello, Mr. Schuller.” 

Rosa Linda Bianchi stood next to his table, between him and the restaurant’s front door. Her wide-brimmed red hat was tipped upward in the latest style, and matched her dress. Something about her tone didn’t sound as surprised as it was meant to. 

“Buenas tardes, Señorita Bianchi,” he said, rising from his chair. He paused for a second, uncertain. “Would you care to join me?” His mouth had gone inexplicably dry. 

“Thank you very much,” she said, and allowed him to pull out her chair. 

“I thought you usually ate lunch with the other girls from the office,” Martin said as he retook his seat. 

She made a strange face. “Yes, usually—but they can be petty and jealous sometimes. This morning they were all insufferable, so I left by myself.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he heard himself mutter, feeling almost outside of himself, but still aware of the nervous flutter of his stomach. He told himself he was just hungry. 

The waiter returned and rescued him from his awkwardness, handing Rosa Linda a menu. 

“I was so surprised to see you outside of that milonga on Saturday night,” she said as she perused the menu, or pretended to. “I didn’t see anyone with you. I would expect a man like you to have a woman on his arm to go dancing.” 

“I wasn’t out dancing,” Martin said. “I was coming home from a dinner party. Special Agent Sloan and his wife had eight people over for dinner, and I was walking home from his place.” 

“That sounds very nice,” she said, closing the menu. “Do you live in the Barrio Colegiales?” 

“Yes.” Martin felt his mouth going dry again. He took a longer drink of the beer than was necessary. 

“That’s wonderful. I live with my family in the Colegiales. I am surprised I have not seen you there before.” 

“I don’t go to the milongas,” he said, feeling surprisingly bashful about that. “I don’t dance much.” 

“Perhaps you haven’t found the right dance partner,” she said, and then smiled at the waiter when he came to take her order. She ordered the Choripán with iced tea. 

“Iced tea is very American, isn’t it?” she asked when the waiter had departed. 

“It’s popular in the States,” he agreed. “I believe it was invented there.” 

“I’m embarrassed. I must be so careful not to make a mess with my Choripán. But it is very good here.” 

Martin thought her profession of embarrassment seemed a touch affected. And yet he still sympathized. “I’ll have the waiter bring you an extra napkin.” 

They chatted about work until their food arrived. 

“Oh, pollo milanesa!” she exclaimed, sounding genuinely delighted. “My parents were born in Pavia, in Lombardy—not far from Milano. My grandmothers make many varieties of milanesa. My favorite is the Pollo Milanese Picatta,” she said, giving it the Italian rather than Spanish pronunciation that time. “But a plain milanesa like yours is good, too.” 

Martin couldn’t help but feel that last was added to make him feel better. “It reminds me a bit of the schnitzel my mother and grandmothers used to make.” 

“Lombardy was ruled by Austria for a long time, I think, no?” She arched an eyebrow as she looked at him. 

Martin suspected she knew perfectly well that Austria had ruled Lombardy for almost two hundred years. But she was allowing him to be the expert. “Yes, that’s true. Do you speak Italian, Miss Bianchi?” 

“Yes, of course,” she said, then leaned far over her plate to carefully take a bite of her Choripán; and some of the meat fell onto her plate. “My parents were quite young when their families came to Argentina, but their homes spoke only Italian. They say they learned Spanish in school.”

“Did you speak Italian at home when you grew up?” Martin asked, intrigued. 

“A little, but mostly Spanish.” 

“My family spoke German and English at home when I was a child.” 

“Oh, that is interesting,” she said, and carefully navigated another
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