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May 1943. The North Africa campaign of Hitler and Mussolini ends after three years.

FROM HIS PERCH on the wrought-iron platform atop the first of two ladders leading to the watchtower, Mark Russell gazed through the heat haze at the mass of humanity below him. A hill rose in the distance, identified as 609, named for its height in meters. German artillery regularly raked the U.S. Army from that promontory until General Bradley had had enough. He ordered his troops to take that ridge away from the Germans. Less than a month later, Hill 609 belonged to the Allies.

Russ returned his gaze to the POW camp and thought about his briefing. Over two hundred thousand German and Italian prisoners languished in this former wheat field near Mateur in Tunisia.

He jumped when a soldier popped his head above the top rung on the ladder.

“Sorry to disturb you, sir, but it’s time to change the guard.” The man tilted his head up toward the watchtower.

“That’s okay. Barney, right?” Russ rose and shook the guard’s hand. “You know, when I was at my last post in Kuwait City, everyone in the legation was terrified the Wehrmacht would break out of North Africa. We agonized over plans to evacuate if Rommel made his way toward Kuwait’s oil fields.” He swept his hand over the dirt and men below. “And now the majority of the famed Afrika Korps lies before me.”

Barney grimaced. “We were nearly overwhelmed by the number of Germans who wanted to surrender.”

“I read that the entire 5th Panzer Army turned themselves in before noon one day.”

“Yep. After the Germans came the Italians, thanks to Mussolini’s orders.” Barney lit a cigarette and blew smoke toward the distance. “Men walked here from all over. Hell, some of them drove in with their vehicles full of equipment.”

Russ flipped open his notebook. “I’m told your biggest problem right now is water.”

Barney nodded. “We’re hauling it in. Water for cooking, shaving, washing, topping off radiators, not to mention drinking.” He tipped his ashes over the railing. “See that line of trucks circling the fence? They’re bringing supplies—medicines, food, clothing. A lot of the prisoners came in wearing rags. And no shoes! Imagine fighting in bare feet. Some wrapped them in grain sacks. Unbelievable.” He placed a hand on the warm rung of the next ladder. “Gotta scoot.”

Moments later, another man lowered himself onto Russ’s platform. “I’m Stan.” He shook Russ’s hand. “Enjoying the view?”

“I’m about to try to capture it on paper, but honestly, I’ll never forget it.”

“I know. Nothing but misery down there.” Stan put his foot on the lower ladder. “Got to grab some grub and hit the rack. See you later.”

Russ sat with his back to a pole. He sketched from memory a group of American soldiers piling up abandoned German helmets. He flipped a page and began a drawing of nearly two hundred Germans awaiting burial. Flies swarmed on everything from food to human waste to the dead—especially the dead. Disease raged through the camp.

He paused to consider what to tell his Office of Strategic Services boss, General Bill Donovan, as well as Donovan’s boss, President Franklin D. Roosevelt, about all that he saw and heard. The Allies were having a tough time here in Mateur. Harsh location, difficult logistics, pressure to ship in supplies, and inadequate facilities. Were the leaders painting a realistic picture of the situation? Did they capture the suffering? Were they underplaying or, indeed, overplaying their reports? Well, Russ thought, that’s why I’m here. There’s no agenda. Just the truth. The government needed an accurate assessment of the surrender. Then they’d know how to formulate terms for the peace. FDR relished details, and Russ would provide them.

He tapped his messenger bag, feeling the shape of the camera inside. On his first day, Russ and a corporal walked the fence line while Russ snapped several rolls of film. He’d have to wait for the OSS photo lab to develop his film, so he’d rely on his sketches as he wrote his report.

He swiveled his head and rolled his shoulders. He felt better now that he was away from D.C. His visit to Alex Stennett’s farm in Maryland had helped get his mind off of his personal life, but it was good to get back in the game with OSS.

A wisp of a breeze fluttered the pages of his notebook. He reviewed what he had written and reached for his messenger bag. He drew out a fresh notebook only to realize that it was the one he had carried with him on the ship when he left Kuwait. The second page contained a list of things to do for his wedding.

As he read through the list, his eyes filled with tears. Not so long ago, he was planning to marry Piper. Now she, and the child she’d been carrying, lay in a simple grave in Bern. He’d never know if the baby was his. He knew so little about the woman he had chosen to spend his life with. He shook his head and swiped his eyes before reaching for a different notebook.

Just as he touched his pencil to a fresh page, a horn sounded below the tower. Russ stood and stuck his head over the platform rail. A jeep idled next to the outer fence. It was his ride to the makeshift airport. He lifted his messenger bag, swept his eyes over the camp again, and descended to the ground.

Grabbing his duffel from the shade of the tower, he hurried over to the jeep. When he threw open the door, he recognized the driver in her WAFS flight suit, an OSS badge clipped to the pocket. “What a surprise. I was just thinking about you.”

“I hope it was something good.” Alex put both hands in her newly bobbed brown hair and shook out the dust, then shoved the jeep into gear. “Maxine got a last-minute assignment for me to fly some muckety-mucks over here to decide what to do with whatever’s going on. I heard only bits and pieces of their conversations, but I assume it’s a right royal mess.”

She threw a glance at her passenger. “And then I saw your name on the manifest for the return flight. I told Maxine I wanted to retrieve you from your latest excursion.” She grinned. “At least you’re in one piece this time. Smitty bet that you’d have a new bullet hole or an arm in a sling.”

“I’m in one piece for now, and”—Russ gestured at the line of trucks ahead—“I’d like to keep it that way. You can’t pull up on that wheel and fly over traffic.”

Alex swerved around the nearest convoy and slowed down. “What’s going on with Rhonda? Still determined to let her go?”

“I have to.” Russ waved away the dust and pulled in his elbow at another close call with a British lorry. “I’m glad you’re a better pilot than you are a chauffeur.”

“Yeah. I just hope I can keep doing it after the war. You know they’re talking about disbanding the WAFS.”

“I heard. Donovan’s worrying about the dissolution of the OSS. They’re saying there’s no need for an intelligence service once we have peace.”

“Both of us’ll be job hunting.” Alex scowled at a line of donkeys. “Let’s get back to Rhonda. What’s the latest?”

“I have nothing for you. I phoned her like you suggested, but she didn’t answer.”

“You didn’t keep trying?” She threw him a glance. “Oh, Russ.” 

“I know. I’m a coward.” He hung his head.

“No, you’re not. You’re afraid you’ll change your mind.” She slowed. “Have you?”

“No. I can’t be around her anymore. It hurts too much.”

Alex slammed on the brakes to avoid a chicken. “Have you seen her? I know you work in the same building.”

Russ retrieved his duffel from the floor. “She’s in a section where there are lots of people, and I’m in a more private executive area. So no.”

“Does she know you’re over here?”

“No. I almost called her, but I didn’t want her putting on one of her disguises and showing up at the airport to see me off. Or worse yet, waiting for me on the steps of our building in a new frock with a hopeful look. I left without a word.”

“Sorry.” Alex bit down on a laugh. “I never expected to hear the word ‘frock’ come out of your mouth.” She slewed into a parking spot and screeched to a halt. “We’re here.”

Russ relaxed his grip on the dashboard. “What’s gotten into you? You didn’t drive like this when we took Sharif to Bitsy’s.”

“I don’t know.” She chewed her lip. “I guess I’m worried about the war. So much can still go wrong.”
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Rhonda Childress twirled her pencil and stared at the report she was supposed to be reading. I’m going to quit. I can’t take much more of this drivel. She tucked the report in her safe and spun the dial.

“Hey, Rhonda, where you headed? If it’s to the cafeteria, bring me back a salami sandwich and a soft drink.” The occupant of the desk across from hers tossed a few bills on her desk on his way to a meeting.

She scooped up the money and dropped it on his desk. “Get your own sandwich.” She flushed when their secretary glanced up. “Sorry, I’m a bit grumpy.”

“Understandable. Especially with the likes of him.” The secretary pointed at the back of the man disappearing around the corner. “He’s insufferable. At least you have the possibility of escaping.”

“I’m checking on that right now.” Rhonda wiggled her fingers in goodbye.

A few minutes later, she poked her head around the corner of Eloise Pages’s door. “Is he ready for me yet?”

“Not quite. Still on the phone.” Eloise pointed to a chair. “Tell me how you’ve been. You look like you’re feeling better.”

“Thanks, I am. Helen’s been a real help.” Rhonda flipped a phone pad back and forth. “You know her, right?”

“Sure. She’s helped a great many of us.” Eloise glanced behind her. “Oops, so much for our chat. He’s off the phone. Go on in.”

Donovan rose when she entered. Short and stocky with cropped gray hair, he exuded the quiet confidence of a commander, decision-maker, and attorney.

“Let’s sit here,” he said, pointing to the chairs nearer the window. “I want to see your face while we talk.” He pretended to examine her.

“Stop it. You know I’m better. And I’m still determined to go back to Bern. I hope you have good news for me.”

“Sorry, I don’t. You’re not usually so tenacious when you know something’s impossible. Is it Hartung?”

“No. Yes. I don’t know.” She heaved a sigh. “When I got back, I missed talking to Lukas because he was there after it all happened. But then I realized he knew me only as part of the job. Not well enough to talk me through this … pain.”

“I’m sorry I didn’t realize how you felt sooner. You’re a very good actor.”

Rhonda laughed. “Makes me a good intelligence officer, wouldn’t you say?”

He chuckled. “I would.”

“Which is my point, I’m a good undercover agent. I’m not a good report reader. If I don’t get off the Soviet desk, I’ll be wanted for mayhem or even murder.”

Donovan quieted her with a motion of his hands.

“Okay, so, I’m not going to Bern, I’m better thanks to Helen, and I promise not to kill anyone. I’ll just go back to my desk and sulk.”

“Sounds good.” When she stood, he put a hand on her arm. “Something’s still bothering you. Do you need time off to see Helen again?”

“No, I have to work through this on my own.” Rhonda sighed as she left the executive area.

If only he’d call me, or answer when I call him.


Chapter 2
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May 1943. The RAF bombs the steelworks at Ijmuiden, in the Netherlands.

IN A BUNGALOW in Georgetown, Rhonda Childress gripped the receiver. It had to be Russ. She just knew it. She held her breath and waited for him to respond to her hello.

“It’s me.”

“It’s wonderful to hear your voice.”

“I’ve been out of the country. I just got back to D.C.” 

“Oh? Well, I’m ready to meet whenever you are.” 

“Let’s just talk on the phone.”

“I hoped to see you, but if that’s what you want, okay.” 

“Anyway. I’m sorry about how I left it between us when we were at Bitsy’s.”

“It’s okay. You were upse—”

“No, listen. When you told me about Piper and the baby, it’s all I could think about. But the killer was after you. You could have died along with Piper. Not once did I think about how scared you must have been. You were all alone.”

Rhonda stifled a sob. “Oh, Russ, I was scared. It didn’t hit me until I walked into my house and realized there was no one to talk to, no one to help me. I called you, but you never answered.” She bit back another sob. “Where were you?”

“I don’t know. I left the office as soon as Emil told me about Piper. And then I couldn’t stand to be alone, so I went to Bitsy’s.”

“When I couldn’t get you, I did the same. I was shocked to find you there. And you already knew about Piper.”

“Emil must have heard it from the Kuwait chargé.” Russ sighed. “I fell apart.”

“I should’ve helped.”

“You did. You found a way. I wish I was as strong as you are.” 

“That’s not right. I wasn’t strong.”

Silence.

“Russ, I’m not blaming you. You were overwhelmed and so was I.”

He sighed again. “In any case, I hope you found someone better than me to talk to.”

“Eventually.” Rhonda smiled. “When I went back to work, I was determined to go on as if nothing had happened. But Bill knew me better than I knew myself. He told me to call Helen.”

“Helen?”

“One of his friends. He’s known her since before he knew me.” 

“What’s her job?”

“He never said, but I think she works with his people after something horrible’s happened. Anyway, we talked. Actually”—she laughed—“I talked. Helen listened. Now I know I’m not to blame.”

“For what?”

“For Piper’s death.”

“Oh, Rhonda, I never thought you were responsible.”

“Well, I did. I kept replaying it in my mind—you know, if I’d been more careful, if I hadn’t invited her to walk with me … ”

“I blamed myself for leaving her alone in Kuwait,” Russ said quietly. “If I’d stayed, none of this would have happened.”

“You came back to find a job so you could start a life with her when she came home. What happened after you left is not your fault.”

She listened to the line buzz between them.

“Anyway, I just needed to apologize and see how you’re doing.” 

“Thanks. I’m okay.” She drew in a breath. “Maybe you could come over to my house.”

“Some other time. I should go now.”

Rhonda gently replaced the receiver. She dropped her head on her arm and cried.
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After showing his badge to the guard on 23rd Street NW, Russ trudged up the stairs to the OSS director’s suite. He glanced in the front office at Eloise, who waved and pointed to the phone in her ear. He stared at the stale sandwiches in his top desk drawer before replacing them with today’s lunch. He needed to get a handle on his life. Eat better. Get out more. He swiveled his chair to face the colorful drawing pinned on the wall.

The caricature had appeared just before he left for Tunisia. It was him right down to the blue eyes, wavy brown hair, and cowboy boots. A thick black cloud hung over his head, and he slouched in his chair. Did he really look that bad?

He turned at the sound of squeaky wheels.

“Hello, Mr. Russell. I have a few things for you today.” Skip, the mail boy, bent to his cart and sorted through his piles, pushing back a hank of blond hair. His sunny disposition softened the reality of an innocent making his way through a complicated world. He had been working in the UNCLASSIFIED mail room ever since his father asked family friend Bill Donovan if he had a job for this gentle, well-loved son born in the autumn of his years. The young man was honest, organized to a fault, and fastidious.

Skip pushed his cart through the halls, stopping to chat with whomever he met along the way. “I missed you while you were gone.”

“It’s good to be back.” Russ accepted the envelopes. “Do you have a moment to chat? I won’t keep you long.” He found comfort in the young man’s quiet acceptance of his life.

Skip’s face lit up, and he perched on the edge of Russ’s desk. “Yes. I have a moment to chat with you, Mr. Russell.”

While Russ talked about his trip, Skip’s eyes moved between the caricature and the man. When Russ finished, Skip returned to his cart. “I liked listening to you today, Mr. Russell. See you tomorrow.”

Eloise buzzed. “Russ, the general wants you to pop in.”

He pushed himself out of the chair and followed Skip down the hall.

“I just finished your report on Tunisia. You saw a lot that never makes it into the official version. And your photos made me blink at the misery of those prisoners. FDR will know he needs to take some direct action with his army generals.” Donovan steepled his fingers. “How are you?”

“I don’t know.” Russ ran a hand through his hair. “I can’t seem to focus. All I read are reports about squabbles with other agencies in embassies around the world. Agents’ bad behavior. What does any of it matter?”

“Well, that’s what we do. We sort out what’s important. If everything were roses and harps, we wouldn’t have a job, would we?” 

“I suppose not.” Russ grimaced. “I know I’m not doing my best for you.”

Donovan studied his aide. “You’ve lost a loved one. You’ll come around.” He retrieved a large packet from his desk. “Take a look at this.” He slid it across to Russ. “Tell me what you think.”

Back in his office, Russ tore his eyes from the window and glanced at the packet lying among the litter on his desk. Grabbing his sandwich, he headed for the canteen.

As he passed Eloise’s office, he popped his head in. Pinned to the wall behind her desk, a many-armed creature smiled at him from a clear likeness of Eloise’s face. One arm tapped on a typewriter while a second held a telephone receiver. A third arm pointed toward Donovan’s office, and a fourth plunged inside a file cabinet. “Got you exactly right, Eloise.” He nodded toward the caricature. “I have one, too, but yours is much better.

“I’m heading to the canteen. Want something to drink?”

“No, thanks. I’m lunching with a friend.” She turned to the colorful drawing. “I like it. Do you know who did it?”

“Not a clue.”

Back in his office, Russ set his soda on a napkin and opened Donovan’s packet. He pulled out a few photos, newspaper clippings, and handwritten letters. With his forehead furrowed in thought, he upended the packet and almost knocked his soda to the floor when he attempted to corral all the items that fell out.

Several hours later, Eloise flipped off the lights in the main suite. “You’re the last one here. See you tomorrow.”

The next morning, Russ stood in the hall when Donovan arrived. “I need a bigger office.”

“Okay!” Donovan threw his briefcase on his desk and led the way into the main corridor. “Let’s see what we can find.” He opened several doors before settling on a small conference room. “What about in here?”

“Perfect. I’ll move in this morning.” Russ strode back to his closet-sized space and started throwing things into his desk drawers. Whistling a happy tune, he called maintenance for help to move his file cabinet and desk.

Before he left for the night, he made a second call. “Hello, Rhonda. It’s me. Guess what? I’ve got a new project and a new office.”

“Well, you sound bright and, dare I say it, cheerful?”

“Yeah, I may have turned a corner.” He rubbed the creases that furrowed his brow.

“I surely hope so.” She softened her tone. “You deserve it.”

“Thanks.” Russ grinned, surveying his new space again. 

“Maybe I can drop by to see your office?”

Russ’s smile faded.

“You can’t keep avoiding me. We’re in the same building. At least tell me your new extension.”

“I don’t know it, but I’ll get it for you. Well, I know it’s late.”

“Good night, Russ. I miss you.”

Russ heard the soft click of the receiver dropping into the cradle. What was I thinking? I can’t start calling her again every time something happens.
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Donovan stopped in front of Eloise’s desk on Wednesday morning. “Have you seen Russ?”

“No, sir. But I heard hammering. He must be working on something.”

“Hammering?” Donovan strolled down the hall. His aide stood before several sheets of plywood braced on rolling brackets. He had attached the contents of Donovan’s packet to the plywood in orderly groupings of letters, photos, and news clippings. Different colored strings ran between several items. As Donovan stood in the doorframe, Russ stepped back and contemplated the whole.

“What an interesting piece of art.”

Russ startled and turned around. “Oh, didn’t hear you, sir.” He faced the plywood. “You like it? I sorted it all according to time and place and then categorized the pieces into logical units. I’m trying to tease out the story that’s hidden here.”

“That’s why I gave it to you. It needed fresh eyes.”

“Most South American countries are neutral, but there might still be things going on down there. Why don’t we hear anything from our agents?”

“There are no OSS agents in South America.”

“Why not? They have huge immigrant populations. Surely some are Axis sympathizers. And what about this Perón fellow? He’s no more neutral than my Aunt Tilly.”

“J. Edgar Hoover says he’s covered South America with his FBI agents in the embassies and businesses down there.”

“Really? How does that work?”

“I doubt it does. The FBI calls this covert counterintelligence operation the Special Intelligence Service. It’s meant to surveil pro-Nazi activities. That hasn’t stopped the army and navy from continuing to rely on their own sources of intelligence.”

“Why don’t you think it’s working?”

“Because of all this.” Donovan waved at the display. “Hoover’s guys are in way over their heads, particularly in Argentina, where the leaders have distanced themselves from the U.S. and drawn closer, diplomatically, to Germany.”

“Why are you focusing on South America this late in the war?”

“Because Hoover’s expanding his mandate into countries without Nazi activity. Also, a German asset in Switzerland suggested Nazis are heading to Argentina.”

Russ flopped into a chair. “South America needs an OSS office.” 

“I agree.” Donovan sat on the other side of the small table. “Find your story. Tell me where it leads.” He nodded at the plywood. “If you can make a coherent argument as to why someone should travel to South America, you can be that someone.”

“Excellent.” Russ rubbed his hands together. Then he stopped. “I don’t speak Spanish well enough to do the job.”

“I’ll get Eloise to come up with a name. Focus on this. Meanwhile, I’ll continue to push OSS in South America with the president.”

Donovan stood and clapped Russ on the shoulder. “It’s good to have you back on the job.”

On Friday afternoon, Eloise checked on him. “Haven’t heard any hammering.”

“Yeah, I’m done with that.” He patted his plywood. “Say, our boss said you might know a Spanish speaker.”

“Janice Farley over in the American Republics Area. She specializes in Argentina.”

“Thanks, Eloise. See you tomorrow.”

“I’ll see you Monday, Russ. It’s the weekend.” She laughed and closed his door.

Russ dropped into a chair. He thought about the people who’d reached out to him after Piper’s death. He hadn’t returned any of their calls. Better make amends or I’ll lose them all. Reaching for the phone, he called Emil Fairfax, but the phone rang and rang. Same thing with Catherine Cushard.

He tried another number. “Alex, it’s me. In Tunis, you said I don’t make enough effort to stay in touch with friends. So here I am.”

“You bum, you caught me going out the door.” 

“Where you headed?”

“Out to my farm. Need to check on the kid I got managing things for me. Want to come? I could pick you up.”

“Sure. Thanks. Come to my apartment.” 

“Pack a bag. We’ll stay until Sunday night.”


Chapter 3
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May 1943. Japan again bombs Darwin, Australia.

RHONDA STROLLED ALONG R Street NW from Wisconsin Avenue and stopped. From the front porch, a slender bespectacled OSS security agent in a dark suit eyed her.

“Good evening, sir. I’m Rhonda Childress. General Donovan is expecting me for drinks.”

He checked the back of an envelope before moving aside.

The general stood before an empty fireplace, holding a glass of mineral water while he talked with another man.

Rhonda mingled with her fellow officers and their spouses before settling into a wing chair with a glass of Beaujolais, where she listened for sensitive chitchat. Too many people dropped their guard while at home in Washington.

When his final guest left, Donovan turned. “Thanks for waiting.

I’ve got a job for you.”

“I hope it’s Bern.”

“Not exactly.” Donovan took the chair opposite Rhonda.

“If I don’t return to manage Lukas Hartung, we’ll lose a valuable Abwehr officer.” Rhonda edged forward. “Allen’s too busy to handle him. I need to be there.” 

“What you need, Rhonda, is to listen to us. You’re a smart woman.”

She squared her shoulders. “I understand Lukas, so I’m the best person to be his case officer. The anti-Hitler plot inside the Reich demands our full attention.”

Donovan held up his hand. “Look, Allen’s acknowledged he doesn’t have time for Lukas, what with all his other operations. He assigned a new man to catch up with him, but that didn’t work out. So he pulled a more experienced officer off the Italians. I’m waiting to hear how that goes. But quit finagling ways to go back to Bern. You may never go back.”

“Stop.” He held up a hand again. “It may happen, but only when it’s safe. Is that clear?”

“Yes, sir.” Rhonda lifted her wine glass.

“Good. Now, I know you’re not happy on the Soviet desk.” 

“You can say that again.” She crossed her arms. “I detest shuffling paper.”

“Well, what I have in mind isn’t paperwork. You’re one of only a few who could do this job and do it well.” He raised an eyebrow. “Interested?”

“Maybe. Is it in D.C.?”

“The Soviet embassy on 16th Street NW is expanding their annex. They’ve asked for an OSS officer to liaise with them. You speak Russian and have embassy experience.”

“No thanks.” She made a face. “Too much vodka, too many old goats with bad breath!”

“See, you already know the job.” Donovan laughed. “It won’t be all vodka. There’ll be black bread, borscht, and caviar.” With a smirk, he added, “And strudel.”

“Okay, okay.” She rolled her eyes. “I’m sorry I’m so grumpy. We can’t let a golden opportunity like this pass by. At least working in their embassy will be something akin to operational.”

“That’s the spirit.” Donovan grinned. “The NKVD Residenzia wants better coordination among the Allies. You’ll share their reports with OSS to verify their data.”

“Sounds like what I do now.” Rhonda pouted. “Are they expecting a woman?”

“Who cares? When they meet you, they’ll drop their fur hats and fall all over their black boots to curry your favor.”

“Lovely picture, General.” She narrowed her eyes. “I’ll transfer to the Soviet embassy if I can take Nadia Devina with me. She’s an analyst on our Soviet desk, but she was born in the USSR. Her Russian is better than mine.”

“Ah, yes, Nadia. Did you know the NKVD recruited her to spy for them when she moved to New York City with her family?”

When Rhonda shook her head, he continued. “She took American citizenship and renounced her ties to the Soviets. I hired her for OSS.” Donovan grunted in amusement. “Did I ever hear it from the other bigwigs in intelligence. They thought I’d lost my mind.”

“Well, you’ve never let convention stand in the way of a good prospect.”

“Right. Take her with you. But remember, the Soviets are our allies. Be nice to them.” When she made another face, he laughed and went to a secretary by the parlor door. “Here’s where I want you to start. Get full biographies on everyone you meet over there. They like big social events, so you’ll require party wear. Voucher it to OSS.” He picked up a decanter on his way back.

“Fitz won’t like that.” She held out her glass for a refill. “He had me on the carpet this afternoon for my evacuation costs from Bern—told me I should have taken the train across occupied Europe! Now you want me to voucher party clothes?”

“Bypass Fitz. Drop your vouchers with Eloise.”

“How did you get saddled with that guy in the first place?” 

“Well, that’s a story. FDR forced him on me. He’d belonged to J. Edgar Hoover.”

Rhonda fluffed a couch cushion and stuck it behind her back. “Let me settle in, because I want to hear every word of this.”

“Well, FDR had Hoover and me over in the Oval Office for one of our chats, as he likes to call them. Hoover was chiding me about Sam Lander and my running an office with a Soviet agent right at its heart. I’d had enough and was about to tackle him when FDR threw up a hand.”

Rhonda laughed. “How exciting.”

“Franklin asked if I’d found a replacement for Lander. I said I hadn’t had time to vet a new man. He turned to Hoover and said, ‘J. Edgar, you could send someone over from the FBI.’ I thought there was no way Hoover would agree.”

“But he did. How interesting.”

“Right. I saw Hoover’s wheels start to turn. Before I could object, he agreed.” Donovan leaned back. “That’s how I wound up with Randolph Fitzhugh, attorney and chief bean counter, in the front office.”

“He’s an attorney? I didn’t know that.” Rhonda wrinkled her brow. “Why isn’t he practicing law?”

“Good question. I’ll find out when I have time, but for now, Fitz is doing a decent job. He’s cleaned up the mess Lander left after his arrest.”

“He does like cleaning. Before I went in for my dressing down, I watched him nearly polish the finish off his desk. Then he wiped down the telephone and all the file-drawer handles. The entire office smelled as though it was fumigated.”

“He’s a germophobe.” Donovan closed his eyes and shook his head. “Can you imagine being married to him?”

“He’s married? I’m surprised.”

“Yeah, she’s a young Texas deb. Works the China desk for us.” 

“Let me know what you learn about Fitz. I’m intrigued.”

“Will do.” He stood. “I’ll talk with Nadia’s boss about the reassignment. Get together with her before you show up at the Soviet Embassy. They’re expecting you in a week.”

“Caviar and borscht. Got it.”


Chapter 4
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May 1943. The French form a resistance movement.

RUSS WALKED INTO his conference room on Monday morning with a fresh perspective. Talking to Alex always helped him see his way forward. She’d asked questions. He needed answers. Now it was time to go to Argentina. Time to track down Janice Farley. Eloise had described her as a petite widow with light brown hair and dark eyes.

He wandered among the cubicles in ARA. She was younger than he’d expected. Her desk was littered with Latin American magazines, journals, and pamphlets. More files and literature threatened to topple over a photograph of a pretty child prominently displayed on the filing cabinet. A caricature was tacked next to the photo. Drawn in bright colors, it featured a small girl sitting with her back to the artist in the lap of the same woman Russ was looking at.

Russ cleared his throat. “Are you Janice Farley?”

She was startled. “I am. And who are you?”

He stuck out a hand. “Mark Russell from the front office. Bill Donovan’s secretary, Eloise, suggested you might help me on a big project.”

“Oh, Eloise. Isn’t she the sweetest?” Janice swept a pile of books from a folding chair. “Sit down and tell me about this project.”

“I have a better idea. Come upstairs and I’ll show you.” He looked around. “Do you have to tell someone if you wander away for a bit?”

“Are you kidding? No one will miss me. Sometimes they forget to include me in staff meetings.” She picked up her purse.

“Sorry to hear that.”

“I’m used to it. Most of the men around here don’t know what to do with me.”

“Well, you won’t get that from me.” He led her to the stairs. “I value women’s opinions and viewpoints. They’re usually better than mine.”

“Good to know.” She swept down his hall. “I behave because I need this job. But sometimes I want to jump up and grab the pointer from some guy who’s supposed to be enlightening us about South America.”

“I don’t have a pointer, and you can enlighten me whenever you want.” He flung open his door and swept his arm toward the sheets of plywood. “Welcome to my project.”

Janice dropped her purse and stood before the documents and colored strings. After a moment, she clapped her hands like a little girl. “I love it.” She studied the first board and then moved to the next.

Russ watched until he couldn’t stand the suspense. “What do you think? Is it rubbish?”

“Oh, it’s not rubbish.” She faced him. “Something’s going on down there, particularly here.” She tapped Argentina on the large map Russ had installed on one wall. “I’ve tracked it for months, but nobody in my office is interested. They collect the data and ignore the implications. Numbers in, numbers out.” She dropped into a chair. “You’d think we’re running an economics office rather than intelligence gathering. If I point it out, they wave me off. ‘The FBI’s on it.’”

“So, you know about the FBI and the SIS.”

“You bet. Tell me. How does an agency that’s supposed to operate only in the United States take up on another continent?”

“If you join me, we’ll help Donovan answer that question.”

“Swell!” She hopped up. “Let’s go talk to him.”

They stuck their heads around the corner of Eloise’s office. “The boss in?”

Eloise rose from her chair. “Janice! How’s that darling little Petal?” She held the other woman’s hand. “I see you’ve met our Russ. I told him to look you up, and so he did. Let me buzz the general.”

When they emerged, Russ bumped Janice’s arm. “That went well.”

“It certainly did. I didn’t expect him to tell me to transfer as soon as I wanted. I’m going downstairs to pack up my collection.” She stopped. “We’ll need a bigger room.”

By the end of the following week, they had blended all their research into a presentation for their boss. Along the way, they talked about their childhoods and education.

“How come you’re so interested in Argentina?”

“I was raised in Buenos Aires. Dad set up the first commercial branch for Eastman Kodak there in 1915. Mom enjoyed the culture. She was never home, so I spent all my time with nannies. I spoke Spanish before English. I’d love to go back to Argentina.”

“Must be something about living in a country when you’re young. I wouldn’t move back to Moscow. I have a good friend in Kuwait, but I can’t imagine going back. Too many bad associations.” Russ paused. “You may have heard about my fiancée.”

“I did.” She reached out a hand toward him. “I’m very sorry for your loss.”

“Thanks. It’s been rough.”

“I know what it’s like. I’m a widow myself.”

“Eloise mentioned that. Was it a long time ago?”

“No, Terry died at Pearl Harbor. Petal doesn’t even remember her father.”

“That’s too bad.”

“Yeah, well, I’ll talk to her when she’s older.” She smiled. “Then I made a friend. He was wonderful with Petal. But that’s over.”

“He didn’t die, did he?”

“Gosh, no. Tony took a posting to some little Middle Eastern country. It was supposed to be temporary. He’d come back and we’d pick up where we left off.” She fiddled with a ball of string. “His letters tapered off and then they stopped.” She met Russ’s eyes. “I think he met someone over there on the Persian Gulf.”

“It happens.”

“Then he announced that he was going to Cairo.” 

“For how long?”

“Three years! “He didn’t talk to me. Just up and decided.” She draped her string between two pins.

When he didn’t reply, she asked, “Could you do that to someone? Just forget her?”

“No.” Russ ran a hand over his eyes. “There’s someone I can’t forget no matter how hard I try. And she wasn’t my fiancée.” He shrugged. “My romantic life has been a real mess.”

“I didn’t really know Tony. I was enchanted by his swarthy good looks. Very Greek.” She grimaced. “But he was kind.”

Russ recalled the photo Piper had stuck in her book. The man living in his old house was named Tony. Kuwait was certainly on the Persian Gulf. Could Janice’s Tony be Piper’s Tony? Could the world be that small? He closed his eyes and sighed. “Tony wasn’t the right man for you. You deserve better.”

“Thanks, Russ. I believe I do.” She dusted off her hands. “Is it time to approach General Donovan with our ideas?”


Chapter 5
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May 1943. Roosevelt and Churchill attend the Trident Conference in Washington, D.C.

FROM BOLLING FIELD along the Anacostia River, Alex glimpsed the U.S. Capitol in the distance. She walked among the ramshackle structures, looking for the one Maxine Thomas had described.

Around another corner, Alex spotted a jumble of concrete blocks, sheet metal, and wooden siding with OPERATIONS handpainted above the door. She peeped in and saw Maxine behind a stack of files. “Hey there, I had a hard time finding you.”

Maxine gave Alex a hug. “Welcome to Bolling’s bureaucratic sweatshop.”

“You gave up flying for this?” Alex turned in a circle.

Maxine held out a hand. “Look at these knuckles. My new arthritis medicine warns against driving, much less flying. I couldn’t pass my flight physical.”

“Sorry. What do you do now?”

“It’s a mouthful. Operations officer for the AAF WAFS OSS Special Detachment.” Maxine laughed. “Everything that happens around here passes across my desk.” She selected a file from one of the piles. “Sometimes I get to pull rank. Look at that.”

Alex opened the file. “Wow! I got my promotion.”

“Congratulations, Captain Stennett.” Maxine smiled. 

“Who’s my copilot.”

Maxine handed her another file. “Josephine Braxton is a twenty-five-year-old from Wichita. Her story’s interesting, so take your time.”

Alex pulled up a chair while Maxine returned to an open file. “She has a whole passel of problems. How’d she make it into WAFS?”

“Don’t be too hasty.” Maxine leafed through the file. “She’d have graduated first in her training class but got docked at the last minute.” 

“Yeah, I saw that. She did a loop on her final landing and ticked off the instructor. I don’t want a show-off.”

“She’s a might exuberant, but she’s good. She’s worked on all sorts of aircraft and was advanced into transport planes because she’d already flown them in Wichita.”

“When do I meet this whiz kid?”

Maxine checked her wristwatch. “Any minute now.”

When the screen door slammed open, a pretty woman burst into the room. She pulled off her flight cap, releasing a cascade of blonde curls, and dropped her flight satchel. “Sorry I’m late, I couldn’t find this place.” She stuck out a hand. “Josie Braxton reporting for duty.”

Maxine and Alex rose from their chairs. “Josie, this is Alex, your new pilot. She’ll teach you everything you’ll need to know about the C-54.”

“Great. I can’t wait to start.”

“Hold on.” Maxine returned to her desk chair. “Where’re my forms?”

Alex studied the young woman as she sorted out the paperwork for Maxine. She wore a custom-tailored flight suit that enhanced her curves. Probably came from money.

“That’s the last of it.” Josie fanned her face. “Whew. Except I need a place to live.”

“I can help with that,” Alex said. “My boarding house has a room for rent. Why don’t I take you to meet my landlady?”

“Terrific, thanks.” Josie grabbed her gear. “After you, ma’am.”

Alex glanced at Maxine. “We’ll catch up another time. Try not to drown in your files.”

When Alex stopped in front of the two-story rooming house in the Anacostia section of Southeast D.C., Josie bounced out of the truck and bounded up the steps.

Later, Alex stopped by Josie’s room. “I see it went well with the landlady.”

“It did.” Josie turned from sorting a colorful stack of underwear. “Take a seat on the bed there, ma’am.” She swept the rest of the clothes into a pile on the pillow.

“Call me Alex. You sure have a lot of nice clothes.” Alex fingered a silk dress.

“Daddy may spoil me a bit.” She finished her sorting. “Tell me about you. Did you have to move away from home for this job like I did?”

“No. I’m from Harford County, northeast of Baltimore. I grew up flying crop dusters. My dad was in the Army Air Force way back when.”

Josie grinned. “I bet those early barnstorming days were terrific fun.” She plopped a bottle of whiskey and another of rum on top of her bureau. “Nancy Love, head of WAFS, has a cocktail hour every day after training. I liked that idea, so I do it, too.”

Alex raised an eyebrow. “Don’t forget, no alcohol within eight hours of flying. Also part of Mrs. Love’s WAFS rules.” Alex rose, pointing down the hall. “Drop by my room later. We’ll grab something to eat.”

Over cubed steaks and fries, Josie talked about flying.

“Daddy’s a banker, but his brother works at Boeing as a test pilot. Uncle Glenn used to sneak me aboard his test flights. I loved it.”

“Did you consider working there?”

Josie set aside her chocolate milkshake. “It’s tough getting hired as a pilot if you’re a woman, so I decided to get into a program to design planes and then work my way up to flying them.” She wiped a napkin across her face. “I went to the University of Kansas at Lawrence for mechanical engineering, aerodynamics, and aircraft design.”

“Why aren’t you at Boeing now?”

“I didn’t graduate.” Josie threw her napkin down. “That’s a story for a night when I’m drinking something a bit stronger than a milkshake.”

Alex finished her fries and signaled for the check. “I didn’t graduate either. I was this close to finishing my degree.” She held up her finger and thumb. “But Dad had an accident, and I left college to help on our farm.”

“Did he die?”

“No, not then. But I got married.”

“What does your husband say about your flying all over?”

“He passed away.”

“I’m sorry. Was he in the service?”

Alex nodded. “Brad had retired from Naval Intelligence, but he was fluent in Japanese, so even before Pearl Harbor, he was recalled for his expertise.” She balled up her napkin and tossed it on her plate. “He ran into a street to save a little girl. A bus hit him instead of her.”

Josie slid her hand across the booth and touched Alex’s fingers. “That’s so sad.”

“Well, it’s been a while now.” Alex left money on the table and pushed off the bench. “Come to me if you want to talk about anything. I’ll try to help you.”

“Thanks, Alex.” Josie grimaced. “I might do that.”


Chapter 6
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May 1943. American and Canadian troops invade Attu Island, in the Aleutians, to expel Japanese occupiers.

AT A PATIO table high above the river Aare, Captain Lukas Hartung, Abwehr intelligence officer and military attaché at the German legation in Bern, Switzerland, sat across from his superior, Admiral Horst Vogel. Lukas signaled the Swiss waiter to refill their glasses. “Your trip to Berlin didn’t go as planned, then?

“Not at all.” Vogel scowled at the waiter. “Herr Hitler’s toadies talked about mopping up the rest of Europe and moving into England. I pulled General Beck aside and asked about new ideas to dispatch Hitler. He’s still talking about bombs with timers.” He glanced around the sparsely occupied restaurant. “We’ve gotta kill the bastard before we can look at the future.”

“When’s our next attempt?”

“Who knows? You can’t make plans with someone as mercurial as the Führer.” Vogel tossed back his wine. “He’s avoided assassination by being unpredictable, leaving early or not showing up at all.”

The waiter brought their sausage and sauerkraut. He placed a basket of warm bread on the table and bowed away.

“Is Colonel von Stauffenberg still fired up about killing him?”

“Oh, yeah. He’ll place the bomb himself if he has to.” Vogel tore at his bread. “How goes it with Allen Dulles? Any news from Roosevelt’s administration? Will they support us when Hitler’s dead? Make the announcements in the occupied countries and all that?”

“Haven’t heard a thing. I had a new control officer. Wet behind the ears. Not a clue what the stakes are.”

“You brought him up to speed, right?”

“No, I sent him back to Dulles with instructions to send me someone who knows what’s important. The new guy is a lot sharper, but he’s a rules-and-regulations man. I miss Rhonda. She was willing to bend the rules.”

“We must know what happens to us after Hitler’s dead. Will we be treated the same as every other Nazi thug, or will they recognize our contribution?” Vogel pushed a pudgy finger into the table. “If we don’t succeed with this next attempt, Hitler’s goons will tighten the screws. We may be exposed at any moment.” He turned the finger toward Hartung. “Get Rhonda back. Do whatever it takes. Our lives depend on it.”
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Lukas paced in his flat. Get Rhonda back. How? Vogel thought it was a personnel change, not because the Gestapo wanted her dead. The next morning, Lukas left for Berlin. At the office, he swallowed his distaste for the men who intimidated the populace of Berlin with their brutish ways. They might be lowlifes, but they had an ear to the street. They saw things that never rose to his level.

He blew out his breath and pushed open the canteen door.

Over the next several days, he mentioned Piper in any number of ways without explaining why he was interested in her death. Even the thickest among the Gestapo recruits understood what he needed.

And then Boris, one of the brighter men in the gang, pulled him aside, passing on new information about the former Gestapo contractor he was looking for. Helmut had resurfaced in Bern just before Piper died, in worse shape than when he was kicked out of the service. Alcohol had poisoned his mind but not his focus on some American woman. He ranted about killing her to anyone who listened.

“You’re sure it was an American he wanted to kill?”

“Absolutely. He even knew where she lived.” Boris leaned closer. “It had to be the woman who was found on the pathway near the church in Bern, don’t you think?”

“Sounds like it. But I thought the woman who was shot was unknown to the Swiss.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.” Boris shrugged. “But Helmut was after an American, an American wound up dead. Can’t be a coincidence.”

“I see your point.” Lukas chewed his lip. “Was Helmut acting on orders?”

“Nah, no one’s stupid enough to trust him. He was on his own.” Boris drew his head back. “Say, what’s your interest here? The woman’s dead. We had nothing to do with it. Is there more to this than we knew?”

“I doubt it.” He poured more coffee into his informant’s mug. “If I tell you something, it must go no further.”

Boris leaned in with an eager look.

“I’m following this murder up because the dead woman might have had something to do with the plot against Hitler. Why was she in Bern? Who was she meeting in the park? Who had her killed?” Lukas sat back. “See what I mean?”

Boris nodded along. “Someone had her killed to protect himself. Makes sense.”

“But then you said Helmut killed her because he’s crazy. So no one in this building was trying to protect himself.”

“Yep, that’s about it.”

“Fine job. You’re a good man, Boris. I’ll keep my eye on you, let you know if I need any further information.”

Lukas watched Boris strut away from the canteen. He’s a fool but a useful one.

The next day, Boris touched two fingers to his cap as he passed Lukas in the hallway. Good God, what have I done? I hope he doesn’t think we’re friends now. Lukas lingered in the canteen. A few men talked about leaving Germany and going to Argentina.

Back in his flat in Bern, Lukas pulled out Rhonda’s parting gift and poured a large glass of Jack Daniels. He thought about Helmut. Rhonda will never come back until that man’s dead. I miss working with her. I miss her. He twirled his liquor. If Hitler dies, Dulles won’t need me.

He pulled out a map. Did he want to live in Argentina? Just as quickly, he folded the map up and stuck it back in the drawer. I can’t abandon Germany. That is my home.

He sent a note to his new contact at the American legation. We need to talk.

Two days later, Dulles sent his answer. I’m not risking Rhonda Childress’s life. Helmut is still out there. Not going to happen.
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On a balmy Sunday evening, Russ and Emil Fairfax, his Foreign Service pal, followed the fence around the White House grounds to the south side of the Treasury building. Emil pushed open the door to the Old Ebbitt and looked around. “Get us some beers. I’ll grab a table.”

When Russ returned, a waiter followed. “Corned beef on rye and fries for both.” Emil lifted his beer. “To your finally calling me back. I thought you’d run off to another country.”

“You can’t get rid of me that easily.” Russ grinned. “Anything new with Rhonda?”

“I’d say so. She’s found someone else. First she told me about Piper’s pregnancy, then about the new man.” He sighed. “It’s been a rough few weeks.”

Emil shoved a French fry around in the catsup. “You still have friends, Russ. Me, Carenza, even that ol’ nag at Bitsy’s farm.”

“Yeah, I know.” Russ laughed. “How’s it going with Carenza?” Emil wiggled his eyebrows. “It just keeps going.”

“Glad to hear it.”

“What intrigues are you hatching in your den of spies?”

“Can’t tell you. Secret stuff, which reminds me.” Russ leaned forward. “Ever hear of Randolph Fitzhugh? After Sam Lander got arrested for spying, Fitzhugh took his job as boss of the OSS administration. He may be former FBI. He’s supposed to be a whiz with financing. Married to a Texas debutante.”

“Ah, Sydney.” Emil wiped catsup off his chin. “No, Randolph.”

“Fitz’s wife goes by Syd. Ten years his junior. Quite a woman. You know what I mean?” Emil leered and then bit into his sandwich. “Tall, tanned, reddish-brown hair, blue eyes.”

“Nice to know, but what about her husband?”

“I know more about the wife. She’s a wealthy cowgirl from Houston. Born in China. Speaks Mandarin. She comes over to talk to our China hands from time to time.”

“Okay, you don’t know anything about Fitz.” Russ held up his beer bottle and signaled for two more. “Let’s move on.”

“Just a minute. I’ll nose around and get back to you. Former FBI, huh? Interesting that he’s over with you guys in OSS now.”

“I’ll eagerly await your report.”

“Speaking of reports.” Emil sat back and stiff-armed the table. “Have you seen all this new stuff about the Jews?”

“I have. What’s that about?”

“Our people all over Europe are writing long cables about the Jews in Germany and every country Hitler has claimed. He gives long and winding speeches about how they must be eliminated. No one in the State Department or across the street in the West Wing wants to address the issue. There’s also a lot of anti-Jewish sentiment among Americans.”

“There’s so much going on in Europe. What caught your interest with the Jews?”

“My grandparents on my mom’s side live in Germany. They’re Jewish.”

“Oh, boy. Your mother must be worried sick.”

“She is.” Emil rolled his beer bottle on the table. “The deputy secretary has me working on what’s happening, but I’m having a tough time telling the story.”

“Interesting. Will you have a presentation for the whole department?”

“Yeah. Guess who’s helping.” He turned at the sound of high heels. “Speak of the devil.”

Carenza Nasmith scooted in next to Emil. “If it isn’t my two favorite bureaucrats.” She pushed at their bottles. “I’m thirsty.”

Emil snapped his fingers. “Two more of these and a Scotch.”

“Good to see you out, Russ.”

The waiter appeared. “Something to eat, miss?”

She glanced at their empty plates. “Whatever they had.”

An hour later, Carenza checked her wristwatch. “It’s past my bedtime.”

They followed her into the cool night air. At the corner of 15th and Pennsylvania, Russ stopped. “I’m heading home. Enjoyed the company.”

Carenza pecked his cheek. “We’re here for you.”

He moved toward McPherson Square. When he heard Carenza giggle, he turned and saw that she’d hooked her arm through Emil’s.

OPS/image10.jpg





OPS/image4.jpg





OPS/image8.jpg





OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
DAVID LA_NNER

O\JA"






OPS/image3.jpg





OPS/image7.jpg





OPS/image2.jpg





OPS/image6.jpg





OPS/image0.jpg
Surrender on a
Forgotten Isle

David Tanner

Embram Calaxy Press






OPS/image11.jpg





OPS/image1.jpg





OPS/image5.jpg





OPS/image9.jpg





