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Chapter One



Like many complicated things, it started in Berlin. Larh left the bus from Tegel airport as soon as she saw the horses on the Brandenburg gate. She was early, as always, so thought she would walk the length of Unden Bin linden, despite the cold. It was surprising how much of the city’s heavy Baroque architecture remained, with the statues on the skylines. Presumably most of it was rebuilt.

The Berlin office of Mandelson was a detached townhouse, in its own grounds, just before the bridge to Museum Island, an impossibly prestigious location, like having a private house off Pall Mall. She rang the bell and the door opened quietly. A doorman directed her to a desk across the white marble floor, where the receptionist’s eyebrows raised slightly at her black jeans and boots.Two immaculately dressed secretaries appeared speaking accentless English, and escorted her to the lift. There were a few employees sitting around outside the boardroom in case they were needed.

The boardroom itself had a huge TV screen at one end, showing a paused video with what appeared to be wooden cabinets with wire fronts, holding cardboard boxes and the frames of old paintings, splattered in fresh blood and feathers. There were strange little structures of twigs and branches on the white floor, scattered ashes and what looked like the headless bodies of a couple of chickens.

At one end of the large oval table three figures sat in silent authority. A young, muscular man with neat blonde hair, an older man in a suit and tie, and a stern, matronly woman.

“Pig’s blood.” The older man said suddenly. “They killed two chickens, but the red splatters are a mix of spirit and pig’s blood. Not enough blood in a chicken.”

The younger man introduced himself as Johan Stress, the CEO, then introduced the others, Mr Peter Olvart the Finance Director, and Ms Heidi Heldf the Director of HR. 

Larh sat down at the same end of the table and took out her notebook and pen.

Johan Stress began proceedings.

“Thanks for coming at such short notice, Ms Thomas. Lara. Is that how you say it?”

“Larh. L. A. R. H. It was my father’s last joke before he left us.”

“We have a problem here, as you see from the video, one we believe you can help us with. We understand you are very experienced and discreet.”

“I can be discreet, of course, depending on the level of criminality. Every case is different.”

Ms Heldf pushed a blue folder across the table.

Johan held up his hand. 

“This is a Non Disclosure Agreement. We would like you to sign it at some point. But the key thing we want to explain to you today, is the nature of the problem. The world is changing so fast, the old media, books, radio, TV, are all being blown away by what is on one of these.” He held up his smartphone. “A company’s image, its reputation, can be destroyed in hours by a few rumours zapping between members of the public.”

“And there has been an incident?” Larh glanced up at the TV.

“That footage was taken at our company vault in Cologne, where we keep historical physical assets. We are an old company, we have many, many years worth of physical assets in storage, like a private museum. An ex-employee has taken some items and made this statement, I suppose you could call it. He is African, Andrew Mottlestone, but he was not known previously to be political about racial or colonial issues. He wants money to keep quiet and return some paintings he has taken. He says he has more.” 

“You think this man has found something you might be embarrassed about?”

“To tell the truth, we don’t really know what we have in our archive. I have been with the company for five years, CEO for 18 months. This company has survived two world wars, the Nazis, this building was in East Berlin, 30 years ago.” He paused. “A media company has to play ball with the powers that be, and somehow survive the transitions.”

“Why now though?”

“Clearly we need your services, Ms Thomas,” Ms Heldf put in abruptly, “because a disgruntled former employee is making threats.” She spoke English with a blunt German accent.

“Exactly,” Johan said, glancing at Ms Heldf to silence her. “We want you to examine the nature and validity of these threats, and possibly to negotiate with Andrew Mottlestone.”

“He has stolen some artwork from Cologne,” Ms Heldf said, “also there have been financial irregularities for which he was suspended from his role as director. We regard him as a criminal, and will treat him as such.” 

“However,” Johan held his hand up again. “There is also the possibility that we should not have had this artwork in the first place. Peter, can you explain.” 

He turned to the older man, who had been watching Larh closely. 

“I have been with Mandelson for thirty-one years. We are a multinational company which has expanded by acquisition, which is how the archive has built up over the years. We buy a company, if they have physical assets for some reason, we sell them or add them to our archive. We believe the specific assets which Andrew Mottlestone has taken were acquired during the second world war, and are part of a larger programme, the purpose of which is not clear.”

“What do you suspect was happening during the war?” Larh asked.

“It is possible the company was holding assets for various businessmen, who believed they would need funds. These included board members who believed, quite rightly as it turned out, that they would be seen as collaborators and would have to leave their jobs. It is possible they extended this service to men in similar positions in other companies.”

“But not Nazis?”

“We can’t be sure.” Johan replied. “It is generally accepted in Berlin that nearly everyone was a Nazi during the war, and no one was afterwards.”

“And all these assets are still in these archives? This banking arrangement? Why weren’t they recovered by their owners?”

“Possibly some were. There are records, the purpose of the loans, and the artwork to guarantee them is not clear. Everyone was panicking, some documents were destroyed when the allies arrived. There was bomb damage. Fire damage and so on.”

“Why are they a source of embarrassment, then?”

Johan looked at the others, and continued the narrative.

“Firstly, the nature of some of the artworks is difficult.”

“What are they? Paintings?”

“Yes, but there are a few which are quite explicit, sexual, anti-Semitic, racial. It seems the assets consisted of a mixture of stuff the Nazis liked, and more general artworks which were known to be valuable, Monet. Klimt etc. Some were reinstated to the original owners. Some, not many. Others have since been sold and the money presumably distributed.”

“Distributed to who?”

“Exactly, there was confusion. Perhaps it was not all distributed. A lot of the original owners had died, or were untraceable.”

“How recently has this been happening?”

“The last payment was made fifteen years ago. Quite a small sum. Just the last payment of a long payment schedule to the relatives. Some of the banking agreements were annual payments, too small to trouble the tax people.”

“So why is it an issue now?”

“A number of reasons.” Johan explained. “Firstly Andrew is an unknown quality. Secondly we are in the process of opening up the archive through a digitisation project. It is also possible a couple of the artists involved might become valuable again. British Victorian art was out of fashion for a long time. We are planning a documentary on forgotten British nineteenth painters. Art dealers in France in the 1880s and 1890s bought up British art cheaply and sat on them for decades. Then the Germans arrived in Paris.”

“And you want to sell them, if they become valuable?”

“In time it will be impossible to hide that we have the paintings. We believe a whole exhibition was stolen in Paris in 1940, for example. All that time there were collectors who were stockpiling works. Museum workers were hiding paintings from the Nazis. Families were selling their art cheaply to get some ready cash. No doubt some private individuals stole paintings as well, and sold them on. I am trying to convey the confusion around this question of who owned what.”

Larh nodded, and looked back at the screen.

“OK. There is stuff in the archive you don’t know whether you should have there. Some uncertainty is understandable. Let’s talk about how Andrew Mottlestone managed to steal them.”

“He forged a note saying they were being sent to be cleaned and valued. He had built up a lot of trust with the archive staff, because he showed an interest in the contents of the archive. The staff feel they have been forgotten a bit, and are concerned about the digitisation project.”

“What can you tell me about him?”

“He is East African, worked as an accountant for us. Financial Director is rather a grand title, it is just a small office in Cologne. He is currently in Zanzibar. He was disgruntled because he wasn’t promoted, and then soon after he left rather abruptly when his father died. To be honest we had been about to suspend him formally because of some mistakes he had made, but then his father died, so we gave him some extra time on salary because of that. Normally if people stay in contact, we give them as long as they need. In retrospect, it probably wasn’t handled well by Andrew’s new manager.”

Ms Heldf gave a small cough of disagreement.

“And he has now got in contact. Sent a threatening letter or email?”

“Someone may have put him up to it, or other scandals in the US may have given him the idea. As you can see, his protest became quite theatrical.”

“It looks like a ceremony which would be meaningful in Africa. I don’t quite see how it relates to Victorian paintings. What does he say in the note?”

A woman walked in, carrying a piece of paper.

“This is Sara Denna, one of our best young lawyers. We are hoping you will agree for her to work closely with you on this?”

Larh glanced at the fit young woman, short dark hair, steady gaze. She must have been waiting outside, for some signal. The whole building must be wired with cameras, the way people just appeared. 

Larh read the paper Sara passed to her.

The email was very short, there were three references at the bottom. 

I have proof that you know what you are doing in promoting Arthur Hughes is wrong. You need to talk to me here, face to face. I will wait until 15th September to go public.

“Who is Arthur Hughes?”

“One of the little known Victorian painters who will be in the documentary. It turns out we still have a collection of his paintings in Cologne, Mr Motelstone also has some, we believe he removed them over time. They are worthless, currently, but this documentary establishes Hughes as a kind of missing link between Victorian painting and the start of abstract art, an influencer. It’s a genuine film, we didn’t originally know it was being made by one of our sub companies, but the research for it uncovered the paintings in our archive in Cologne, as well as the diary, and triggered something in Andrew Mottlestone.”

“I must make clear again that he was suspected of other fraudulent activity while he was finance director at Cologne, he was suspended under investigation.” Mrs Heldf put in.

“What diary?”

“The references are to pages in the diary, thought to be by Arthur Hughes. They are pretty obscure.”

“Why not just pay him, or say you won’t investigate his fraud if he stays quiet.”

Ms Heldf glared at Johan. Johan looked around the room, and gave a simple smile.

“His colleagues say he was not a reasonable man to start with. He has inherited some money, so he doesn’t need to work as a finance director again. The fraud damages us as much as him, so we are not eager to publicise it. The value is thirty thousand euros or less, so we do not need to report it to our accountants, if we do not want to.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“We want you and Sara to look into the diary, go and meet Andrew, and come back and advise us what to do. We have two weeks to respond to him, and the documentary airs in four weeks. Pulling it would draw attention, we could water it down a bit of course. The production team have been asked to work on two versions but we haven’t told them why. They are getting pretty suspicious, to be honest. They are all freelancers, so they can walk away from it. We will shelve it if necessary.”

“Andrew says face to face. He is asking for someone to go out to Zanzibar to meet him?”

“Yes, you should go out to meet him there, then we reconvene and decide where we are. Is your hotel comfortable, by the way?”

“I haven’t seen it.”

“Sara can show you around Berlin. A room will be made available here to work in, until you go. Scans of the diary and other material from Cologne will be made available. The archive is in the process of being digitised, as I said. We plan to make it public.”

“Just one more thing.”

“Yes?”

“I still don’t get the source of the embarrassment. Are there other things in the archive you know about?”

“The anti-semitic art.” Johan shrugged.

“Everyone knows the Nazis were racist.”

“Look, we are worried, we are a media company, the Nazis relied on political propaganda. Say they got that from us.”

“They got that from Goebbels.”

“Mandleson was originally founded from a couple of film companies, one of which made films for him, that is a matter of public record. You may have heard of Leni Riefenstahl. There are links to some records of the Holocaust, I don’t know, it’s a minefield.”

Larh looked around the table.

“Does Mr Olvart have any particular concerns? He has not said very much.” 

Mr Olvart looked uncomfortable.

“We are being completely open with you.” Johan emphasised.

“Really?”

“It would be best for you to sign the NDA now.” Ms Heldf put in.

“I will read it and get back to you.” Larh stood up. “Can you show me to the office where we can get started on the archive. You say it is partly digitised.”

“Ninety percent digitised, but not fully indexed, as yet.”

“By that do you mean that certain searches are suppressed, or are there technical issues? Is it awaiting the metadata being completed?”

“I am not the person to ask. We will possibly also want to take your advice on that. We want to make it publicly available in due course, as I said. That is a separate issue.”

Sara opened the door, and led her out of the room.

“They didn’t like that. People here tend to do what they say.” She whispered.

“And you are my chaperone?”

“Whatever you want. Let’s get lunch, there is a café around the corner.”

“Sure.”

Larh shivered slightly when they were back out on the street.

“It’s hardly conceivable, all the things that have happened here.”

Sara looked at her. They were about the same height, possibly the same age.

“I was born the year the wall came down. My mother was an East Berliner. Father a black man who disappeared. She hates the changes, even now. Ouestalgie it is called, nostalgia for the East. She says people were more friendly when they were all equal.”

“I heard one in six was an informant for the Stasi, so it can’t all have been fun and games. The archive is going to be in German. Why did they want me?”

“Some nonsense about you having worked for the British Royal family I expect.”’

“Oh.”

The café was half empty. Sara ordered for both of them.

They ate the bean stew in silence. Larh’s phone rang, it was her mother.

“I rang the flat, you weren’t there.”

“I’m in Berlin. On a new job. Are you alright, you sound a bit odd?”

“Yes sorry, just a bit shaken.”

“Why, what happened?”

“It was just a routine test, I didn’t think anything of it, then these other people came into the room with the doctor and they asked about my family, who was waiting for me at home. All that modern stuff.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve told work. Two months off. It's in its early stages. They can operate, of course.”

“What are you talking about, mother, for God’s sake?”

“Breast cancer, dear. I’ve got breast cancer. I told you I was having a test a few days ago. There is this little lump, you can hardly feel it.”

“Oh God. I’ll fly back.”

“You’ll do no such thing.”

“I will see you tonight. I’m going to the airport now.”

“You mustn’t worry.”

Larh put the phone down. She looked around the cafe in a kind of panic. Sara looked at her in alarm.

“Sorry, there’s got to be a change of plan. Mum’s ill. Can you have everything sent to me in London? You come too to translate it. You can stay with me. Twenty minutes cab from Heathrow.” 

She wrote the address of the flat on Richmond Hill, and her mobile number on a napkin.

“They won’t like it.”

“There’s a lot they are not going to like about me. Can you pay here?”

Ten minutes later, Larh was on the bus back to Tegel airport, retracing her steps, her mind a whirl.

 


Chapter Two


Sara arrived at Larh’s flat later that same evening with a small flight case, and various USB sticks and plugins so they could access the archive remotely. She was still wearing headquarters uniform, as she referred to it, so she disappeared into the spare room to change and reappeared in a t-shirt, woollen jumper and black jeans. 

“I’ve got no food in, let’s take your company credit card down to the pub.” Larh offered.

They took the lift down to the lobby and walked back towards Richmond, along the terrace overlooking the Thames.

“I’ve read all about this hill, lots of pop stars live here.”

“Yes that’s right, The Roebuck will be heaving with them.”

“Why are you here, then? Are you very rich? Is there a man in the shadows somewhere?” Sara had a way of half smiling when she said something blunt, which was most of the time.

“It’s my mother’s flat.”

Sara nodded. They walked briskly for a few yards.

“How is she?”

“She hates being fussed, but really she is a bit shocked and shaken up, and terrified of not being allowed to work of course. The boredom will kill her, if nothing else.”

“What is her work?”

“She is a judge, she usually has several cases on the go, great piles of paperwork.”

“Oh.”

“She’s lots of fun too, as you can imagine.”

“And the man in the shadows?”

“There is no man. Well, there is a part time one. We’ll see. You do ask lots of questions.”

“I like to get everything out in the open, at the start.”

They pulled at the wooden doors of The Roebuck, and commandeered a table by the window. Larh ordered red wine for herself and lager for Sara, together with two meaty burgers.

“What’s the plan then, where do we start? Do you Germans like a timetable, a plan?”

“I will get up at seven, unless I have too many of these, and I don’t suppose I shall find anyone to sleep with tonight. The clubs are down the hill, I take it.” She looked with disappointment around the pub, at the few other, rather staid occupants.

“They are down many hills. There is Richmond park if you like running, or there’s a gym and a pool.”

“In your complex?”

“Yes, it’s mainly empty. I go running in the park most mornings.”

“Fine, whatever. By eight I will try and log into the archive, I have the technician on standby. As I warned you the board rather imagined us working in plain sight in the office.”

Larh thought for a moment. The day had been long and confusing and now she was sitting in a familiar place with a relative stranger, and she needed to focus. There were a lot of pieces which did not look like they were going to fit together anytime soon.

“Can your technician turn the audit trail off?”

“Why would you want to do that?”

“People sometimes hire me under false pretences, you see. They make up a story, but really they are trying to see how easy it is to get information out of their archive, what their protection is like.”

“I don’t think that is happening here. The blackmail threat is real, they were very surprised by it. Those are top level people you met, the very top of the company.”

“I am sure, but it’s best if we are given a free hand. Then we can go where the evidence leads.”

“I’ll see about the audit trail.”

“Also, the filters on the search they were alluding to.”

“They weren’t alluding to anything, you were. They really don’t know much about the state of the digital archive, they have bigger fish to fry. Is it alluding or implying?”

“Whatever, can we switch the filters and the audit off?”

“I can ask. What reason do I give?”

“Tell them I am doing penetration testing.”

“I’ll tell Stav he can do penetration testing with me, when I get back.”

“Really?”

“It’s a joke, he thinks I’m gay, his gay best friend.”

“And you aren’t?”

“He can dance well, knows lots of dealers, fixes my laptop and phone. He’s a good guy.”

“And you string him along?”

“What do you mean, ‘string him along’?”

“Flirt with him, pretend you’ll have sex with him one day.”

“I’ve had sex with him already, best to get it out of the way first, in a friendship. Friday night drunk sex with colleagues, don’t you have that here?”

“Do you have one of those composite German words for that, sticklebrick words?”

“Only Germans can make fun of our language. We are very strict about that.”

They were interrupted by the sound of a woman shouting outside, on the terrace across the road. Three men were standing over her, she appeared to have just been pushed to the ground by one of them. 

Sara bounded outside, followed by Larh.

“What is going on here?” Sara marched up and stood between the men and the woman.

“Fuck off.” One of the men said to her.

The woman rose unsteadily to her feet and stumbled to a bench where she sat down groaning.

“Why are you attacking this woman? I am going to call the police.”

“Sara.” Lara said quietly. The men were standing there facing her. They didn’t look angry, they looked like experienced fighters, with some new amusement at this temporary intervention. Larh looked around. The woman was running away, half way down the street. A large black car had stopped a hundred feet away, its rear window wound down.

“What is this?” Larh asked the man who had spoken.

The man stepped forward to swing a punch at Sara, but she jerked her head to the side at the last minute, and then kicked him very expertly on the side of the leg, and he collapsed. One of the other men squared up to Larh.

“I am required by law to warn you I have martial arts training to a fatal level.” Sara said.

“Do you fuck.” The man said.

Sara shrugged. The second man had a club in his hand suddenly, she jumped in under his arm, and punched him in the stomach. That left two men on the ground, and the two women facing the third.

“Who are you working for?” Larh asked him. The men were getting up. Sara kicked one of them in the head.

“Oops. What were you saying?” She asked the third man.

The third man put up his hands. Larh had her phone out and took his picture, then she took pictures of the faces of the two men on the ground. Then, discreetly, she photographed the black car.

“We were just asked to frighten you.” The man said, after Sara slapped him on the side of the head.

“Who asked you?”

“I don’t fucking know, the boss got a call.”

“Who’s the boss?” Sara slapped him again.

“Richards.  Murphy Richards.”

“Shall we torture him? Twist his testicals. Stick barbed wire up his anus and connect it to the electric.”

“She’s from East Berlin.” Larh explained. “Only been here two hours. I’d bugger off before she gets really started, if I were you”

Rain had started falling. The black car drove off. All three men were on their feet, hands raised in submission.

“Oh look, our burgers have arrived.” Sara announced brightly, and the two women walked past the small crowd which had gathered and back into the pub.

“You enjoyed that, didn’t you?”

“Do you have to give a legal warning in England? I am never sure”

“I don’t actually do a lot of street fighting, myself.”

“You should start, it is most satisfying.”

Sara finished her beer and started on the burger. 

“Who do you think they were?” She asked when she had finished chewing. 

Larh emailed the name the man had given, the photos and the number plate of the car to DI Fletcher.

“Just trying to find out. Funny business, just hours into getting a new job, then that happens.”

“They were just thugs, not fit at all, beer bellies.”

“What were they here for? I think that woman was in on it. She scarpered pretty quick.”

“There are lots of street fights in Berlin.”

“Lovely.”

It was quiet outside as they walked back to the flat, until an aeroplane flew noisily overhead. Once inside the apartment, Sara said goodnight abruptly and went into her room. Larh poured herself a glass of red wine and sat by the window watching the planes flying into Heathrow. She watched the dark hillside and the faint silver glow of the river below her.

…

The next morning Sara was up before Larh and the kitchen smelt alluringly of coffee and toast.

“I’ve got the access you wanted. Head of the archive had to approve it, but I said it was for their own protection, to give them deniability.”

“What are the references that Mottlestone referred to? Why wouldn’t they let you look at them before.” 

“Larh, I am as new to this as you are. I was in Jakarta, on another project, 48 hours ago. That was why I was so tired last night.”

“Oh.”

“It was not nice, they were closing an office, and wanted to make sure the software and documents were extracted, no viruses or malware planted or anything nasty. Very tense. They told the employees what was happening, just as I walked in the door, all their eyes on me.”

“Business world ethics. Let’s start with the references at the bottom of the email then.”

“They are pages from a scanned diary.”

“Arthur Hughes’s diary?”

“1st June 1890.”

Larh leaned over Sara’s shoulder to read. 

“Aubrey was there in the garden too, first time I met him. Very young and nervous with his beautiful sister who BJ was all eyes for, he always goes for the hair. Oscar was his usual nonchalant self, a little nervous as well perhaps surprisingly, in case this was the ‘next big thing’, replacing him. There was the usual eye contact and shy smiles to see if the man love was there. 

BJ was quite effusive about my Charlotte, which I had shown him earlier, and he had stood in front of it in absolute silence for quite 5 minutes, not smiling. Oscar made some throwaway remark, of course. He is an idiot, but people say it is better publicity to be insulted by him than praised by most critics, these topsy turvey days..”

“This is the artist then.” Lara asked.

“Arthur Hughes?”

 “Yes, meeting a lot of well-known people. I am guessing BJ is Burne-Jones, he had a kind of open house on Sunday afternoons in Fulham. For artists and their friends. Oscar is Oscar Wilde. Aubrey is Aubrey Beardsley.”

“Wow. What is so controversial about all that then?”

“Was he gay, Arthur Hughes?”

“It certainly sounds like he could be, putting himself out there, maybe he is just playing at it.”

“Dangerous times for that, remember. In London. Wilde was pushing the boundaries and he got sent to prison in the end and ruined.”

They read through the three references, which all included a lot of name dropping of well-known artists of the time, and hints at intimacy, real or imagined.

Larh rang the professor.

“Say there was an obscure late Victorian painter, who you had lots of paintings by, and you wanted to raise their value, what would you do?”

“Sell them to Andrew Lloyd-Webber, get him to write a musical.”

“Otherwise?”

“Controversy, celebrity links, sexual scandal. Find Ruskin insulting him, or better still Oscar Wilde sleeping with him, Rossetti sharing a mistress.”

“Does it matter if his paintings were embarrassing?”

“Embarrassingly bad?”

“No, more stuff the Nazis might like, racist, anti-semitic, naked aryan beauties.”

“Some Art Historians are fond of the idea that artists influenced one another, that they are all links in some great chain. That can give extra importance to a little known artist, as an evolutionary link between two styles. Personally, I would still go for controversy and celebrity links, and the controversy could be, like you say, racism. We have a PHD student studying the history of racism, if you are interested, the growth of anti-semitism in England and Germany before the First World War.”

“Why then?”

“Because a number of non-combatant races in the Franco-Prussian war, the local French for example, hiked up all their food prices during the war, but the Jews were the most recognisable war-profiteers, to some eyes. Lots of historians see a continuum from 1870 to 1945, one war with breaks, Germany’s rise and fall.”

“You are saying there is an argument that the Jews brought it on themselves, to some eyes, at the time?”

“That’s the trouble with studying racism. What do you do if your conclusions are themselves racist? You should meet him, he is quite a character.”

“Back to the painter. Are you saying people manufacture this evidence, make up or exaggerate celebrity links, controversy and so on?”

“It’s possible, a long shot. They search them out, and pounce on them, certainly. The art market is like one huge, long term gamble. You buy paintings by a hundred obscure artists and if one hits it big, you have made your money back many times over. Lots of the middle tier artists hold their value quite well. The last thing is a bit of narrative, a bit of a story. Half the Renaissance art in Paris, which the Nazis stole, had already been stolen by Napoleon and his army, a hundred and forty years earlier.”

“These paintings are sitting in a vault in Cologne belonging to a 150 year old media company, who definitely had links to the Nazis, so there is a story.”

“This PHD student who might be able to help, he can be a bit annoying, but he has quite an interesting theory about the role of Art and other valuables in war. His theory is if you look at the Second World War from just the money point of view, put to one side the racism, cruelty, the need for more space, you can re-look at each motive. Not necessarily for Hitler, but for the whole Nazi leadership team. They were just basically gangsters who got lucky for a short time, they had Europe at their feet. They knew they would need money to get away at some point. That is why they were still focussing on looting art and stealing money from Jews, even when the war was lost. It was even more urgent then.”

“He sounds fun.”

“That’s not what people find annoying about him, that theory, although it is very unpopular.”

“But Hitler was an artist, Goering, they knew their art. And it had a symbolic value, a kind of totemic power they wanted to show they had captured.”

“I think he had a thing about Napoleon as well. Who was the greatest.”

“Trying to emulate him? The road to Moscow?”

“Exactly. However, cities have symbolic power in war as well, they fight over them even if they are just rubble by the end. There’s a book about the Monuments Men, the MFAA, the group of men that followed the front line in 1944 trying to recover art works.”

“Yes. I know, and a film.”

“I’ll send it to you anyway, and some of this chap’s essays. How is your mother, by the way? It sounds serious.”

“Bearing up, over the shock and into the process. I think she rather enjoys meeting people as an ordinary human, rather than as a judge. Although she loves telling them she is a judge as well.”

“She needs you more than you know, Larh.”

“Maybe. Still short tempered though. Bored.”

“Get her to help you. She had German cousins, you know.”

“No, I didn’t know.” 

Larh stopped, it suddenly occurred to her there would not always be time to find things like that out from her mother.

“Yes, they used to go on holiday together, in the seventies.”

The flat doorbell rang.

“Gotta go.”

It was DI Fletcher.

“Hi Larh, I’ve come about the assault.” They kissed briefly, still uncertain.

“This is Sara, she’s the dangerous one. This is DI Fletcher.”
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