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Chapter One

Charlottesville, Virginia, 2.40am

The past was present. At this late hour, he could feel it curl around him like smoke.

Normally, when he was teaching, standing before an auditorium full of students, history felt as the word sounded: distant and dusty, even to him. The same was true in the library, surrounded by people. There too the events of long ago remained beyond the horizon, out of reach.

But here, alone in this room, in the early hours, the years fell away. He had taken precautions to ensure modernity would not intrude: the phone was stilled, the computer sound asleep. It was just him and the documents, piled high on his desk. Outside, though it was too dark to see now, was the Lawn, the centrepiece of the University of Virginia’s founding campus here in Charlottesville, a marvel of landscaping designed by Thomas Jefferson himself. After nearly three decades in the history department, no one begrudged Professor Russell Aikman his office with a perfect view. Even in the darkness, the mere knowledge that the Lawn was there, just on the other side of the window, narrowed the gap between him and the America of centuries earlier.

But it was the documents themselves, examined in solitude, that transported him. These were not the originals, so there was nothing sensory about this act of magic. It was not the smell or touch of these texts that sent Aikman tumbling back through time, though he knew the power of such a physical connection. He had, in the course of his career, touched the very parchment that, say, George Washington, Alexander Hamilton or, as it happens, Jefferson had scratched and etched with the hard nib of their quills. He had felt that strange kinship with ancestors that can flow through the fingertips, the sensation that both you and they had touched this same object, your skin and theirs somehow joined across the generations. But the link he felt on these late nights was not physical.

No. The grip these documents exerted on him came only from their words. For Aikman, to read a sentence set down more than two hundred years ago was to connect with the mind of a fellow human being long gone, to be allowed into their thoughts. When he contemplated the wonder of it, he pictured those images from the space age days of his youth, when an American craft would ‘dock’ with its Soviet counterpart. Two individuals conquering a vast distance, holding out their hands and touching.

He felt it that night, as he drilled down into the text placed at the centre of his desk. He lost himself in the words, a diver sinking deeper and deeper into dark water. Only when he heard the noise did he cannon upward, bursting through the surface and back into the present.

He bolted upright, alert as a hare, his head darting from left to right. What was that? There were occasional sounds here at night: a rumble of the heating, a shudder of the air-conditioning, depending on the season. But this was more direct. It sounded like a creak in the corridor.

‘Hello?’ He felt ridiculous as he called out, but he did it again. ‘Hello there?’

No reply. Of course not.

He looked down and saw the array of papers on his desk as if they had been laid out by someone else. He hadn’t realized how much he’d written this night, already filling three separate sheets of his yellow legal pad, along with dozens of Post-it notes. After all these years, the process still mystified him, how these scraps of scribbled half-thoughts turned steadily, over time, into something that would be called history.

He found his place once more, about two-thirds of the way through this diary of a Confederate soldier. A couple in Richmond had found it a matter of months earlier, in a stack of boxes they were about to throw out of a newly purchased nineteenth-century farmhouse. In fact, it was their daughter, fourteen years old, who had spotted it, an unbound sheaf of papers with little to announce that it was a journal. When she saw the references to battle, she thought the crumbling pages might date back to the Vietnam war. It took the family a while to understand what they had. But once they—

There it was again. Unmistakable this time. The creak of a human footstep on a floorboard, no doubt about it.

Aikman stood up, shifted around his desk and headed for the door. He felt his head grow dizzy, the colours swirling. He’d stood up too quickly.

When he opened the door, he could see nothing. The corridor was in darkness. He stepped forward, clapping his hands. He told himself his only purpose was to activate the motion-sensitive lighting. It was an unintended side effect that the noise broke the silence, providing him with the reassurance of his own presence.

‘Hello?’ he said again, peering into the corridor of faculty offices, adjusting his eyes to the bright light. ‘Mr Warner, is that you?’

Silence.

‘Is there something you need? Is there someone you need me to call?’

He scanned the doors of his colleagues, each one shut and expressionless. In the light, he noticed which doors were unmarked and which decorated, either with bumper stickers for long-forgotten, defeated liberal candidates or with a form attached to a clipboard, letting students know their office hours and when they would be available for a drop-in visit, complete with ballpoint pen dangling on a string for those keen to book an appointment. Old school, Aikman thought to himself of what had once seemed a voguish innovation: the young faculty did all that online these days. He looked at his own door, adorned only with his name.

One last try and he would go back in. Perhaps a gentler tack might coax his brilliant, but troubled, student out of the shadows. ‘Adam, if you need me to take you to the hospital, I can do that. Just say the word. No need to skulk around in the middle of the—’

He was cut off mid-sentence. The lights had gone out, their automated time expired, the sudden darkness taking him by surprise. He considered requesting an extension by waving his arms around again, but thought better of it. He turned his shoulder and headed back inside towards his desk. The door behind him swung steadily back towards the latch, without ever quite meeting it.

Slower than he once was, Russell Aikman had only just reached his chair when the door opened again. When he looked up, he could barely make out the face of his visitor. The light from his desk lamp, pooled on the spread of papers, didn’t reach that part of the room. He may have squinted but if he did, it was only for a split-second.

Was that time enough to see the intruder make a small movement – a small rub of the eyebrow – which seemed to act as a cue for the arm to arc upwards until it was held straight ahead, the hand unwavering, as it trained itself directly on the space just between the target’s eyes? Did Russell Aikman have the time to understand what was happening to him, to comprehend that this was his very last second of life? Did he know that at that moment his present was sinking forever into the past?


Chapter Two

Washington DC, 12.05pm

Maggie Costello wriggled in her seat for the fifth time in as many minutes. She was straining to concentrate. It wasn’t that the spectacle unfolding on stage before her wasn’t riveting. It was. The arguments traded across the floor in this packed university lecture theatre were compelling. But still it was hard to stay focused. The noise outside was just too great.

She could hear the chants; they all could. They’d heard them as they made their way in, coming from the two armies of protesters facing off against each other, separated into two blocs on either side of the entrance path into the auditorium by a thin, struggling line of campus police reinforced by officers of the MPD, Washington’s metropolitan police department.

On one side were the students, backed by allies who’d travelled in from New York, Philadelphia and beyond. They were young and unmissably diverse: Latino women, black men – one of them wearing mock-manacles around his wrists, linked by a chain to a collar around his neck – and plenty of white demonstrators draped in Pride flags, their arms tattooed and their faces multiply pierced. Their loudest, most consistent battle cry: ‘No platform for racists!’ and, pertinently for today, ‘Slavery is real!’

Ranged against them were ranks of white men in an unofficial uniform of beige chinos and white (and occasionally black) polo shirts. Most were carrying shields, some rectangular, shaped like those wielded by riot police, some circular, like those favoured by comic book super-heroes. They were decorated with a variety of patterns that Maggie struggled to identify. Of course she recognized the Iron Cross, adopted and adapted by the Third Reich, and the Confederate flag of the old south. But the rest of the assorted triangles and crosses were new to her: they seemed to be variations on the swastika theme, hinting at some ancient Nordic pattern. Several were in a distinct white-and-red, nodding to the colours of the Crusades. At first, Maggie, watching from just a few yards away, had tried to decipher each one; a few of them she looked up on her phone. But there were so many that, after a while, they merged into a blur.

Their chants were more direct. ‘Blood and Soil’ was a favourite refrain, as was ‘You will not replace us’, often reworked as ‘Jews will not replace us.’ But the one that struck Maggie with greatest force, and which seemed to be tailored especially for the occasion, was, ‘Don’t know, don’t care/Nothing happened, nothing’s there.’

She could still make them out now, from her seat in the back row of the lecture theatre. They were muffled but unambiguous, even when they clashed with and overrode each other. Sometimes the words were drowned out by the percussive beat of men pounding their shields with sticks and, at intervals, the chants would merge into a single crescendo, a collective surging sound, which, Maggie guessed, meant one side had rushed against the other.

Of the three speakers on stage, improbably seated in chat-show formation around a low circular table bearing three glasses of water, only one seemed unfazed by the noise outside. His name was Rob Staat and he was the reason for the protests. He had emerged as the chief media spokesperson and defender of William Keane, the notorious self-styled historian who had become a hero to the American, and increasingly global, far right. Keane was currently at the centre of what the media had, inevitably, hailed as the ‘trial of the century’.

Keane, even his enemies had to admit, was a floridly charismatic figure, in his white suits and insistence on old-world southern courtesies – all ‘Yes, ma’am’ and ‘No, sir’ee’ – and the thirty-something Staat was a pale substitute. But thanks to a constant quarter-smile that played on his lips, threatening to flourish into a full-blown smirk, he managed to arouse Maggie’s loathing all the same.

Against Staat was Jonathan Baum, a scholar from Georgetown’s history department. Usually a solid, methodical speaker, he was now visibly unnerved. He reached for his water glass often, the microphone on his lapel picking up the audible gulp as he drank. Perched on his lap was a large file, which he would rummage through while Staat talked, as if searching for the document that would settle the matter once and for all. Whenever the rhythmic pounding of stick against shield outside resumed, he’d look up, startled.

Seated between them was Pamela Bentham, heiress of the same Bentham family that had endowed this theatre along with the newly established Bentham Center for Free Speech to which it was attached. Besides a few opening remarks, she said almost nothing, content to let the two antagonists dominate proceedings while she maintained a studied neutrality. Maggie watched her – mid-fifties, expensively coiffed, wearing spectacles whose necessity Maggie questioned – as she swivelled to face whichever man was speaking, nodding along with each point intently. She was working hard to ignore the pandemonium outside but, Maggie noticed, one Bentham hand was gripping the other, as if to stop it from shaking.

In a way, it was impressive, Maggie concluded. Not so much the chairing, as the determination. This Bentham woman was putting her mouth where her money was, turning up in person, rather than contenting herself with a mere donation, to ensure this debate took place, despite all the pressure there had been on the university to stop it. And doing it simply to insist on the right to free speech.

Most institutions would – and indeed had – run a mile from the Keane trial. It could only bring trouble. Maggie was sure that the university grandees’ collective heart had sunk when Bentham suggested airing the issues on campus. Everything about it screamed unsafe space.

And yet there was no doubting its importance. Americans had been gripped by the trial, with plenty of the cable networks carrying long stretches of it live. That was partly thanks to Keane and his courtroom antics. But it was also because of what was at stake.

Keane had sued the African-American writer Susan Liston for libel over a paragraph in a book she’d written on the alt-right, in which she had referred to Keane as a ‘slavery denier’. His case, brought before a federal court in Richmond, was simple. He could not be a slavery denier because there was nothing to deny. Black people had never been slaves in the United States.

Staat was now parroting Keane’s arguments, the same ones everyone present had seen Keane make a hundred times before. Slaves’ testimony was unreliable; slave owners’ testimony was unreliable; the documents were unreliable. He used the word ‘myth’ a lot, Maggie noticed, as if it were a one-word rebuttal or perhaps an expletive. ‘Myth!’ he said again now, for the dozenth time.

Maggie looked around the lecture theatre. The first rows were packed with journalists, as were the seats surrounding her at the back. The entire rear of the hall was a thicket of tripods and TV cameras. As for the rest, it was a mixture of university notables, especially those associated with the Bentham Center, doubtless keen to ingratiate themselves with their patron, and handpicked graduate students. It seemed the Georgetown authorities hadn’t wanted to take the risk of letting in undergrads, who were liable to whip out placards, heckle Staat or rush the stage. (Clearly, Maggie concluded, the Center for Free Speech had decided free speech had its limits.)

While Staat was off on a riff about the nature of libel, Maggie wondered about herself: was she here as a grad student or as a notable? She’d never really thought about her exact status at this institution. It was enough that she was here.

After the White House, after everything that had happened, she needed a chance to think – and that, she told herself, is what universities were for. Liz had begged Maggie to come live with her, her husband and kids in Atlanta – ‘If you truly want to make a clean break, you have to leave that swamp of a city’ – and Maggie had considered it, she really had. But seven days with her sister had been enough to confirm it would never work. Too much family, too much scrutiny.

She needed her own turf and, after the best part of a decade, that turf was Washington, DC. She’d never flatter it with the word ‘home’. To this day, that meant Dublin. But Maggie knew her way around Washington and, for now, that was good enough.

Still, there was no denying that she needed to make a break. Writing essays and attending seminars felt like the right change. Now if she encountered a crisis, it might result in a missed lecture, rather than a nuclear conflagration and the end of the world. ‘Why are academic politics so vicious?’ ran the old gag. ‘Because the stakes are so low.’ And that suited Maggie just fine.

This lunchtime debate over the Keane trial, with the potential riot going on outside, was the closest she had got to politics since she’d left the administration. The tension in the hall, which was clearly getting to Baum and Bentham if not to Staat, who seemed to relish it, barely made a dent on Maggie’s central nervous system: she had endured so much worse. But it was, at least, a reminder of the life she had left behind. She felt the first, unbidden stirrings of adrenalin.

Like a recovering alcoholic who’d risked a visit to a bar, she now cursed her own recklessness. She should never have come. She should have stayed in the library, or at home in her apartment. Studying history was meant to have been her escape from all this, a haven of calm, serene contemplation far away from political combat. This had been a mistake, a needless—

A thudding noise came from outside. Several heads turned in the hall; Baum seemed to jolt. Had there been an attempt on the door? Had one or other faction pushed forward, trying to break in? Maggie caught herself waiting. For the sound of broken glass or a scream, she wasn’t sure, but something that might explain what had just happened. Instead, there was a resurgence in the chanting, louder now and angrier too. ‘Don’t know, don’t care, nothing happened, nothing’s there!’

Was this the sound of Keane’s backers – the white supremacists, neo-Nazis and Klansmen – high on a frisson of triumph or, alternatively, the righteous thrill of victimhood? Were they cheering a successful charge on the building, or raging that they had been unjustly attacked by their opponents? Maggie was listening keenly, but it was hard to tell.

On the platform, Bentham was urging people to settle down. ‘This, ladies and gentlemen, is exactly why this centre is so badly needed. As you can see with your own eyes, and hear with your own ears, the threat to free speech in this country is real. Yet our future depends on our being able to talk openly with each other, no matter how difficult the topic. That’s why . . .’

As she spoke, Maggie noticed, the hands were trembling again. Baum was staring at the doors at the back of the hall, as if he feared a stampede at any moment. Many in the audience, perhaps following his lead, were doing the same thing. In the eye of this hurricane sat Staat, the smirk now unbound.

A sudden vibration made Maggie jump. She realized her heart was thumping as she took the phone from her pocket. A text message, from Donna Morrison, a former colleague from Maggie’s first, happier stint at the White House. Morrison’s response to the craziness of recent events had been to step out from the shadows, to quit the backroom, and run for office herself. She had made some history, becoming the first black woman elected as the Governor of Virginia.

The message was typical Donna: straight to the point.

I need your help.

Maggie put the phone back in her pocket. She’d not been short of job offers. There were old friends, and people she’d never met, constantly pestering her to come back to politics, to help out with this or that crisis. They always said a version of the same thing. ‘You’re the best troubleshooter in the business, Maggie – and I’m in trouble.’

It was flattering, but Maggie’s mind was made up. She needed a break. Or, as she would tell each would-be employer: she had needed to get out, and the best way of sticking to that was not to get back in.

Her phone buzzed again.

Sighing, she pulled it out, mentally drafting her ‘Thanks, but no thanks’ reply.

She read the message and let out a gasp.

A man is dead, Maggie. I need you.


Chapter Three

Richmond, Virginia, 2.30pm

‘How about a cookie?’

Maggie shook her head, though not because she didn’t want to eat one of the chocolate chip treats, as wide as a saucer, laid out on the plate before her. Rather she had been in Washington long enough that at least some of its mores had left their mark on her. When they brought the dessert menu, you only ever ordered coffee or a mint tea. At lunch, the only drink required was a bottle of sparkling water. And in a meeting, all snacks were to be declined. Maggie struggled with the first two, but she had succumbed to the third. She now saw the little fruit platters or bowls of M&Ms left on Washington conference tables not as small gestures of courtesy but as a test, and a poorly concealed one at that.

‘Baked them myself?’

‘You’re kidding. You’re the Governor of Virginia. There’s no way you’ve got the time to do that.’

‘Oh yes, I do.’ Donna Morrison looked up at the door, making sure no one was about to come in. ‘I am the menopausal Governor of Virginia, who feels like she hasn’t had a full night’s sleep since the Bush administration.’ Seeing Maggie’s reaction, she added, ‘What else am I gonna do between two and four am? There’s only so much Fox a girl can watch.’

Maggie felt herself smile, wide and open. Long time since she’d smiled like that, she realized. Though, she now remembered, that was hardly uncommon in a meeting with Donna, who’d headed up the policy planning staff for the president they had both served so proudly. She was warm and welcoming, with an easy laugh. How she had come so far in Washington politics was a mystery to many in the city, including, it seemed, Donna herself. But there were lots like her in that administration, good people handpicked by a president who liked to boast he had a ‘no shits’ hiring policy.

‘So,’ the governor said, taking her place on the sofa opposite Maggie, and smoothing her skirt as she pivoted the conversation to business. ‘Like I told you, a man is dead.’

‘I know.’

When she’d first got Donna’s text, and only for a moment, Maggie had wondered if the governor was referring to events directly outside the auditorium at Georgetown. Perhaps the commotion, that thudding noise they’d all heard, was the sound of a man crushed to death by protesters. Maybe the police had alerted the governor and she had instantly called Maggie.

But a cursory look at Twitter told her that the death her old friend had in mind was closer to home and within her state lines. Shortly after eight o’clock this morning, a cleaner at UVA, Charlottesville, had discovered Professor Russell Aikman, long-serving member of the history faculty, dead in his office. He had been slumped over his desk, his brains sprayed over the antique maps that adorned his office walls. Which was why Maggie was now face to face with the new Governor of Virginia, fighting the urge to pick up a chocolate chip cookie.

‘First question I asked, Maggie, was—’

‘Is this suicide?’

‘But they said no. Ruled it out within an hour. Ballistics and whatnot.’

‘Which was not what you wanted to hear.’

‘Damn right. I was praying they’d tell me he’d taken his own life. I mean, that would be horrible for his family. Just horrible. Not that this is much better. But at least, we could avoid—’

‘All this.’ Maggie gestured at her phone. The tweets had started straight away, as soon as word of Aikman’s death had got out, which would have been shortly after the Staat vs Baum debate had begun.

One conservative talkshow host had got in early, harvesting thousands of retweets within an hour. Tearing down statues is one thing. Taking a man’s life, that’s another. #RussellAikmanRIP

But those on the other side of the argument had wasted no time either. Widely shared was a tweet by someone whose profile announced her as an activist in #pullthemdown, the campaign to remove Confederate-era statues. Russell Aikman wrote about the history of slavery. Now he has been silenced by those who can’t handle the truth. But #TheTruthLives

‘Exactly.’ Donna’s smile had gone. ‘They’re both claiming Aikman as a martyr for their cause, both blaming each other.’

‘That’s how things are here these days,’ Maggie said. She was suddenly aware of her own voice, with its Irish accent, and worried that she sounded detached: the smug foreigner looking with pity on the basketcase nation America was becoming. Neither needed to say the name of the man they blamed.

‘I know. But it’s getting worse, Maggie. Let’s say one or other of these groups did actually kill Aikman. Let’s say that happened. That is a whole other level of serious. That’s not just talking heads yammering at each other on TV or Facebook or whatever. That’s . . .’

Maggie watched her run out of words. For all the folksy cookie talk, Donna Morrison looked gaunt, eaten up with anxiety.

‘You think this could spread?’

‘I tell you why I’m losing sleep, Maggie.’ She corrected herself. ‘Even more than usual. The verdict in the Keane trial is due this week. Friday, most likely.’

‘The Keane trial? That guy’s crazy. It’s a publicity stunt. There’s no way he could—’

‘That’s not what I’m hearing. That’s not what I’m being told to prepare for.’

‘You’ve got to be joking.’

‘The defence say the signs are not good. They think there are grounds on which Keane could win.’

‘That’s ridiculous. He’s already said—’

‘Look, Maggie. You’re not a lawyer and nor am I. I’m just telling you the advice they’re giving me. Keane could win this thing, if only on a technicality.’

‘Jesus Christ.’

‘Just imagine if that happens, Maggie. A court in the southern United States declaring that slavery did not exist. You’re too young to remember the Rodney King riots, but I’m not. Whole of LA blew up because white police beat a black man half to death and got away with it. This would be a thousand times worse. A thousand times. I’m telling you, Maggie, it wouldn’t just start a riot. It would start a civil war.’

‘Especially if the two sides are already killing each other.’

‘Exactly. Think about it, Maggie. If we get into some death spiral thing here, with tit-for-tat killings, reprisals and all that – then that verdict on Friday will be like pouring a barrel of gasoline on a fire that’s already raging.’ She paused. ‘And they’re angry to start with.’

Maggie furrowed a brow.

‘They’ve got a black woman sitting in the governor’s mansion in Richmond, Virginia. The capital of the Confederacy.’

Maggie sighed. ‘I hear you, Governor, I really do.’

‘It’s Donna to you, Maggie.’

‘But I can’t. I just can’t. I’m out of this now. I’m—’

‘Maggie. D’you know what the president – our president – used to call you?’ She didn’t wait for an answer. ‘ “Troubleshooter-in-chief”.’

‘Donna, please. Don’t.’

‘ “You show Maggie Costello any crisis, any crisis at all . . .” ’ She was impersonating his voice, and doing a half-decent job. ‘ “She’ll get to the bottom of it. And then she’ll solve it.” That’s what he said.’

‘He was a very generous man.’

‘Generous, my ass. He called it as he saw it. No bullshit praise from him.’

‘I’ve moved on now.’

‘Moved on? You’re doing some hippy dropout college course!’

‘I’m taking some time, to get my—’

‘What? Get your head straight? Look, I get that. I really get that. Nothing I’d like more right now than a big long rest. Sheesh! And you went through a lot. I mean, a lot. We’re all aware of what happened in the White House. You did something incredible. The nation owes you a great debt for that.’

‘You don’t need to flatter me, Donna.’

‘No? Well, tell me what I do need to do, Maggie. I’m serious. Tell me what the fuck I need to do to get you to help me. To get to the bottom of this Aikman thing and shut it down, before it gets out of hand. Because I think a race war is about to erupt in my state and I am genuinely terrified that it could devour the whole country.’

Maggie stared at the floor. She didn’t dare meet the governor’s eye. She knew what it would do to her resolve.

‘I need my life back,’ Maggie said at last.

‘I know you do,’ Donna said quietly. ‘And once this is done, you will and you must get your life back. But right now, you’re the only person who can help. Please.’

There was a long silence, eventually broken by Maggie. ‘I’ll give you one week,’ she said, rising to her feet. ‘No more.’

The governor took her hand, clasping it tightly. ‘We don’t have a week, Maggie. We have less than five days.’


Chapter Four

Northern Virginia, 3.40pm

She was glad for the hour’s drive to Charlottesville in the autumn sunshine along 1-64. She would use the time to clear her head and work out something approaching a gameplan. Under blue skies, with trees rushing past in glittering shades of red, russet and gold, she would sift through what she knew as well as the larger and more important category of what she did not know.

She was drawing up a list of the known unknowns about Russell Aikman, when the supposedly alternative music station on the radio was interrupted by the sound of her phone ringing. The dashboard screen told her it was her sister Liz.

‘What’s wrong?’

‘Well, hello to you too, Maggie. I’m grand, thank you very much for asking.’

‘But it’s the middle of the day. You always call in the evening.’

‘For fuck’s sake, Mags. I’m just calling my big sister because I feel like it. Why’ve you got such a big stick up your arse?’

Maggie smiled. ‘So nothing wrong? You and the boys all OK?’

‘All grand here in sunny Georgia. How’s malarial DC?’

‘Same as always.’ With Liz, Maggie’s instinct was always to hold back what she knew. Not out of a sense of professional confidentiality, though she was always careful about that. But because there was no point in exposing Liz to anxiety and fear her sister could do nothing about. What good would it do her?

‘The same, eh? Well, I for one have just made a change in my life.’

‘Oh no, don’t tell me something’s up with you and Paul.’

‘No! Why the fuck would you think that?’

‘Are you having an affair?’

‘No, Margaret Costello, I am not having an affair.’

‘So what is it then? What’s the big “change”?’

There was a moment’s silence and then: ‘I don’t want to tell you now.’

‘Oh, come on, Liz.’

‘It’ll be an anticlimax.’

‘Don’t be like that. Tell me.’

‘I don’t want to.’

‘Please, Liz. Please.’

‘You’re a right cow, sometimes, do you know that?’

‘I do. I am a right cow. Now go on. Tell me.’

‘All right. I am now seeing somebody.’

‘So you are having an affair.’

‘No. I’m seeing somebody. Like I told you I would. You know, a therapist.’

‘Oh. You probably need to work on how you announce that.’

‘Just had my third session.’

‘Really? Just now?’

‘Yep.’

‘And how was it?’

‘It was great actually. Really great. I just talked and talked.’

‘Yes, somehow I can imagine that.’

‘I mean, really talked. We went deep.’

‘Wow. What’s she like?’

‘It’s a he actually. Yves.’

‘Yves?’

‘Yves Lamarche. He’s French.’

‘Sounds handsome.’

‘He is quite, actually. Not that that’s relevant.’

‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’

‘Sure. Why wouldn’t it be?’

‘You know, all that stuff about transference. Projection.’

‘Now you’re just saying words. I’m ignoring you. I think it could be really good for me. Really clarifying. Yves says that—’

‘What did it clarify?’

‘I’m not going to get into that now. Besides, we’ve only just started. He says there’s a lot of work to do.’

‘I bet he does.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Nothing. Ignore me.’

‘No, what do you mean, “I bet he does”?’

‘Only that he’s not doing this for free, is he?’

‘I’m going to ignore you and your cynical, negative energy. Because the thing is, Maggie, I bet you’d really benefit from doing it too.’

‘What, seeing a therapist?’

‘Don’t say it like it’s the weirdest thing ever.’

‘And why would I do that?’

‘Because it might help. Maybe you’ll work out why you keep bouncing around, never really settling in one place—’

‘I’ve lived in Washington for—’

‘Never committing to one man.’

‘Oh, here we go.’

‘Come on, don’t tell me you haven’t wondered.’

‘I can’t bloody avoid wondering when I talk to you, can I? You talk about nothing else.’

‘I mean it. Maybe it would help. Today Yves said we’re going to go right back to the beginning. Talking about Quarry Street, growing up, all of it.’

‘You don’t even remember it, do you?’

‘Some of it. But so much of it’s hazy. Anyway, like you say: it’s early days. But seriously, Mags. I bet you’d find it—’

‘Listen, Liz, I need to go.’

‘All right, be like that.’

‘I’m not being like anything. I just need to go. It’s the middle of the working day.’ Silence at the other end. ‘Talk later, yes?’

‘All right. And stay safe, OK? I’ve only got one sister.’

It took another twenty minutes for Maggie to reach the Charlottesville Police Department, a low-rise, red-brick box next door to a multi-storey parking lot. The governor’s office had called ahead, so Ed Grimes, Chief of Police, was expecting her. He ushered her into his office, where the back wall was cluttered with assorted shields, trophies and a mounted mission statement: We aim to protect the freedom and safety of the people of Charlottesville.

The chief was in uniform and had once been a beat cop but, had she not known that fact in advance, Maggie would never have guessed it. He had the harried face of a bureaucrat, his white skin faded under office light. He took his place behind his desk and instantly Maggie understood that he would be on the defensive, anxious that the state governor was looking over his shoulder.

‘Thank you for seeing me,’ Maggie began, offering her warmest smile. ‘We hear great things about all you’re doing here.’

‘OK.’

‘The governor is just very keen to be kept up to speed on the Aikman case.’

‘All right.’

‘What lines of inquiry you’re pursuing.’

‘Uh-huh.’

‘What leads you have.’

The chief was looking across the table, saying nothing. If he had a deck of cards, he’d have been holding them flat against his ribcage.

Maggie tried again, more direct this time. ‘So. What leads do you have?’

‘Well, we’re just at the start of our investigation, Miss Costello.’

Maggie repressed the urge to say ‘Ms’. She nodded encouragement, before realizing the police chief was not planning on saying more.

‘And which direction are you looking in, sir?’

‘We’re looking for whoever’s guilty.’

Maggie leaned forward. ‘Look, I’ve been doing this long enough to know that the last thing a homicide team needs is someone from up top coming down and treading all over your turf. I get that. But I promise you, it’s in your interests to help me out here.’

He gave a small, tight smile that sent the blood straight into the veins of Maggie’s neck. The smile of condescension. Maggie had seen it ten thousand times.

‘How exactly is it in my interest, Miss Costello?’

‘Because if you help me, I will report that back to the governor of this state. And if you don’t, then I’ll report that back too.’ She smiled sweetly, allowing the unstated thought to linger in the air: big-time politicians could make the lives of small-time politicians – like the police chief of a city around the size of Charlottesville, for example – miserable if they wanted to.

Eventually, the chief reached for a pen at the top of his blotter and resettled the glasses on the bridge of his nose. He cleared his throat, as if about to deliver a formal briefing.

‘As you know, Charlottesville has a recent and difficult history, especially involving activists of the so-called alt-right and their opponents on the alt-left.’

Maggie said nothing.

‘This city has had a particularly active cell of the Black Lives Matter movement, centred on the university campus. We believe Prof Aikman’s assailant is likely to have come from that circle.’

‘And what makes you think that?’

‘For one thing, students had easy access to the building in which the professor was found dead. The door to that building is opened by a keypad. Not just anybody could open that door. You had to know the code. Which dozens of students do.’

‘Although there’ll be others who know it too.’

‘Second, Professor Aikman had clashed with the leadership of the Black Lives Matter movement. With two people in particular.’

‘Clashed? How?’

Now Grimes reached under his blotter and produced a copy of a letter, handing it to Maggie.

She skimmed it, but the key lines leapt out:


As students of color, we write to express our deep concern at a pattern of grading which we believe is unjust . . . does not reflect the particularity of our experience . . . can only suggest if not bias then insensitivity . . . issues go wider than this particular case . . . lack of diversity at the highest levels of the faculty.



‘You’re saying that Black Lives Matter activists killed Russell Aikman because he gave them low grades ? Besides, this is addressed to the whole history faculty, not just Aikman.’

‘There’s also this.’ He slid another piece of paper across the desk. It was a petition, ‘We the undersigned . . .’ at the top and a long list of names, all of them professors of one kind or another. She scanned it, looking in vain for Aikman.

‘But he didn’t sign this.’

‘Exactly.’

Only now did Maggie take a close look at the preamble paragraph to which ‘We the undersigned’ had lent their good name. It was from a year earlier, calling on the university authorities to confirm that under no circumstances would an invitation to visit the campus be extended to the President of the United States. There’d been efforts like this across the country, usually pushed by students first, with faculty trailing along behind. But clearly Aikman had refused to play his assigned role.

‘Is that it?’ Maggie asked, sounding unimpressed though her resolve was wavering.

‘No. There’s one more thing. The statue.’ Grimes produced his third visual aid, a photograph of the bronze statue of Robert E. Lee, the lead general of the Confederacy, astride his horse, both man and beast now turned green with oxidization. It had always been a Charlottesville landmark, but the battle to remove it had given it a new currency. Just visible on the base of the statue, though now bleached out by frantic cleaning, were the words graffitied in spray paint: Black Lives Matter.

‘What’s this got to do with Aikman?’

‘Lots of people around the university wanted that statue gone. Lots of Aikman’s students.’

‘And he said it should stay up.’

‘Yup. Said, “You can’t erase history.” ’

Maggie took the picture and looked at it hard. Just a man on a horse, rendered in bronze. But its presence in a city with a large black population had become a national wound. And Aikman had been on the side of the past against the future – or at least that’s how the activists would have seen it.

‘See it from my point of view, Miss Costello. They had the means, with access to that building. And they had the motive; several motives, in fact.’ He gestured at his trifecta of paperwork. ‘All we’re looking for is the individual who pulled the trigger.’


Chapter Five

Court 73, Richmond, Virginia, 11.45am

‘I trust your honour has Exhibit two hundred and twenty-three in front of her? I’d like the record to show that I have entered into evidence a volume entitled Twelve Years a Slave.’

‘So ordered.’

William Keane was pacing, a panther circling the turf he had made his own: the small but crucial space between the judge, the jury and the witness box. Over the past weeks, he had grown ever more comfortable in this arena, a preacher in his pulpit, a pitcher on his mound. Here he would allow either his voice, his arms or his hands – and sometimes all three in combination – to command the court. Much ink had flowed on the question of whether his lack of legal background was an advantage – freeing him of the hidebound, stale argot that was the mother tongue of the professional attorneys he faced – or just more evidence of his phenomenal gifts. This man who had never spent a day in court until acting for himself in this trial was the star performer day after day. He was a natural.

‘As the court knows, we are approaching the day of reckoning. Soon these proceedings will draw to a close. We will at last be able to leave this place, and re-enter civilization.’ He turned to the jurors, with a benign, conspiratorial smile, lowering his voice: ‘What a relief that will be, huh?’ He returned to courtroom volume. ‘At that point it will be up to this court to deliver its solemn judgement, to decide if I was libelled by the defendant when she called me a “slavery denier”.’

Part of it was simply his costume. Keane understood that a courtroom was a theatre and that looking the part was an essential component of any performance. The southern gentleman in a white suit was as much of a cliche as the English gent in pinstripes, but it worked for that very reason. It tripped some deep nerve of recognition.

Besides, Keane knew not to overdo it. There was no bolo tie, no ten-gallon hat. The look he was going for was less Boss Hogg, more Atticus Finch. He wanted to convey southern decency and intellectual authority, both a match and a contrast with the po-faced, Ivy League intellectuals on the other side.

‘Ladies and gentlemen of the jury, you have sat through many hours of expert, often obscure, even arcane testimony’ – testee-moan-ee – ‘but now I ask you to contemplate a text I suspect you think you know well. Why, it even became a Hollywood movie.’ He gave a childish grin, as if about to offer a treat. ‘We’re talking about this!’

With a flourish, he produced a battered, ancient book and held it aloft. ‘I suspect some of you saw that movie. I’m not going to say you enjoyed it. How could any decent person enjoy such a litany of horrors?’ He looked at his feet and shook his head, as if lamenting the sheer awfulness of it all.

‘But many of you will have an idea of the period my opponents call “the age of slavery” from that movie. It will have shaped you. It will have got into your very soul. I call as my next witness, Professor Andrea Barker.’

A marshal ushered a white woman in her mid-thirties into the box. She wore a pant suit and had long, expensively cut hair. The jurors had seen some mousy, nervous academics take the stand, but the way this woman smiled and held Keane’s gaze suggested that now, at last, he had met his match.

She raised her right hand, placed it on the Bible and took the oath. She gave her name and in a strong, clear voice announced that she taught history at Wellesley College.

‘And that’s a women’s liberal arts college in Massachusetts, am I right?’ Keane was sure to enunciate and emphasize every word, so that his twelve-strong audience could not miss the signal each one carried. If he gave special weight to one in particular, it might have been ‘liberal’. Or maybe ‘women’s’ which he seemed to pronounce as ‘lesbian’.

‘You’ve written especially about this book, Twelve Years a Slave, yes?’

‘That’s right.’

‘You’re an expert?’

‘I suppose so, yes.’

‘Well, we’re honoured to have you down here in Old Virginia. Thanks for making the journey from all the way up there in Massachusetts. Hope you’ve been getting a fine southern welcome.’

The woman shifted in the box, unsure how she was meant to respond. Was this a barbed reference to the huge crowds penned in by police opposite the courthouse, divided into their two camps, screaming slogans at each other from morning till night? Or was it to be taken at face value?

‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘We’re obliged. Now let me begin with a simple question, Professor. Who is the author of Twelve Years a Slave ?’

‘Solomon Northup, a free man who was kidnapped and sold into slavery in Louisiana.’

‘I know that’s the name on the cover. But I’m asking who wrote the book? Who put pen to paper and wrote the sentences that appear on these pages?’

‘Well, clearly a book such as—’

‘Shall I refresh your memory? Your honour, here I’m quoting from Professor Barker’s widely praised essay, “The Redemption of Solomon Northup”. In this passage, she tells us about a famous New York politician – a liberal, so-called abolitionist – and she writes that this politician “asked a lawyer and fledgling poet, David Wilson, if he’d be willing to interview Solomon and turn his story into a book”. This man Wilson – I’m still quoting Professor Barker – he “jumped at the chance”. And then you go on, Professor – these are your words – “Thus, Twelve Years a Slave wasn’t even written by Solomon Northup but by a white amanuensis.” ’

‘What I meant there is that—’

‘Oh, you’ll get your turn, don’t you worry. But I ain’t done quoting. Your very next sentence is, “Wilson’s authorship of the narrative has long cast doubt over its authenticity.” My, my, Professor. What’s that you say? “Doubt over its authenticity”? Twelve Years a Slave? Well, that’s like the holy scripture of the slavery industry, isn’t it? And there’s you,’ and at this Keane turned his back on his witness and faced the jury, ‘a liberal arts professor from up there in Massachusetts,’ savouring each syllable, ‘admitting, admitting, that there are doubts over its authenticity.’

‘That’s not what I’m saying at all. The context is—’

‘I’m a simple man, Professor. I’m just reading the words you’ve written. In black and white.’

‘Objection. There’s no point questioning a witness if the plaintiff refuses to let that witness answer.’

‘Sustained.’

‘Let me move on, your honour. Uncle Tom’s Cabin. How would you describe that book, Professor Barker?’

‘I don’t follow.’

‘What kind of book is it?’

‘It’s a novel.’

‘A novel. Fiction. Made up. Is that right?’

‘It’s obviously based—’

‘Is it a novel or isn’t it?’

‘It is.’

‘And it came out one year before Twelve Years a Slave, is that right?’

‘Yes.’

‘And can you tell the court what the author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin said about Solomon Northup’s book? What she said about Twelve Years a Slave ?’

‘Well, I don’t have the exact—’

‘Don’t you worry, Professor. I have the words right here. The words of Harriet Beecher Stowe, the author of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, when she read Twelve Years a Slave a year after her book came out. Here’s what she said. “It is a singular coincidence that this man was carried to a plantation in the Red River country, that same region where the scene of Tom’s captivity was laid; and his account of this plantation, his mode of life there, and some incidents which he describes, form a striking parallel to that history.” What do you say to that, Professor?’

‘Well, I would say it means that she found further vindication of her own narrative in Northup’s account.’

‘Or that Northup had copied a novel – a made-up story – to make up a story of his own.’

‘No, that would be to assume—’

‘But that’s what you yourself said. I’m quoting your paper again. “Slave narratives were never intended to give an unbiased view . . . they contain inaccuracies, distortions and embellishments.” Not my words, ladies and gentlemen, but the words of Professor Barker of Wellesley College, Massachusetts. “Inaccuracies, distortions and embellishments”.’

‘You’re twisting my words.’

‘Am I? Am I twisting them as much as Solomon Northup? Or do you not mind “inaccuracies, distortions and embellishments”, so long as the cause is just?’

‘Objection. He’s badgering the witness.’

‘Sustained. Mr Keane, I won’t warn you again.’

‘I’m nearly done, your honour. I have just one last passage I think merits quotation from Professor Barker’s paper. It’s the core of her argument. She tells her readers not to get hung up on a “false standard of authenticity”. Don’t let’s get hung up, folks! What matters is “Northup’s voice, not his facts; that voice is what makes Twelve Years a Slave so enduring.”

‘When do we say such a thing, ladies and gentlemen? When do we say, “Oh, it’s not the facts that count, it’s the voice, it’s the feeling”? When do we say that? We say that when we’ve seen a movie or watched a TV show or read a fairy tale. We say that about fiction. Because that’s what this is.

‘Twelve Years a Slave won all those Oscars and was a hit movie and that’s fine. You know why? Because it belongs in the movies. In the land of make-believe. Hollywood. The Dream Factory. La La Land. That’s where it belongs. Because Twelve Years a Slave is fiction. Just like this whole slavery story is fiction, from beginning to end. Every lash of the whip, every manacle on the wrist, every chain on the ankle, it’s all a fairy tale, designed to make white folks into ogres and black folks into angels. It’s made up, invented out of whole cloth. And any day now, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, you’ll finally have a chance to say so.

‘No further questions, your honour.’


Chapter Six

Charlottesville, Virginia, 5.25pm

The light had faded to an autumn twilight by the time Maggie emerged from the Charlottesville Police Department. It was dark enough for the glow of candles on the opposite side of the street to be visible, even from here. At first, she thought it was some kind of display, designed to entice custom into the Tin Whistle pub that faced the police station. But as her eyes adjusted, she could see that the candles were, in fact, held by a small group, huddling together like carol singers on the Dublin street corners of her youth.

Except this group was not comprised of blue-rinsed Irish ladies but a combination of black and white activists, none older than thirty. They were murmuring a tune – it might have been ‘Amazing Grace’ – and three or four were carrying banners. Hope Not Hate, said one. No to Bigotry, declared another.

Maggie approached to get a better look. She took her place alongside two others, both with notebooks, who were scribbling down the words of the group’s apparent leader: a burly, bearded African-American, he towered over them both.

‘Oh, we’re used to that, my friend. Anything goes down in this town, our name’s in the frame. Always. But we’re not going to let that happen this time. No way.’

‘Police sources are telling us there was a history of antagonism between Black Lives Matter activists and Professor Aikman.’ It was the female reporter, her hair so blonde and rigid that Maggie glanced around, looking for the camera.

‘I know that. I know what the police are saying. They’re saying it to you, they’re saying it to us. To our face. All this, “Russell Aikman was your enemy.” That’s bullshit. You hear me?’

‘Isn’t it true he was on the other side of the statue debate?’

The leader smiled. ‘Lot of people in this town on the other side of that debate. Lot of people in this country. You think we’re going to start killing them all?’

‘And the access to the building?’

‘Plenty of people got access to that too. Not only black folks who got that code.’ Without breaking his stride, he handed a flier to a woman who passed by, talking into her phone.

Maggie saw her moment. She held out her phone, reporter-style, as if to record his answers.

‘Until yesterday, what did you know of Russell Aikman?’

‘That’s just it. I hardly heard of him. No disrespect to the guy, but he just wasn’t one of the big players in the whole statue thing. He wasn’t shooting his mouth off on CNN, you know what I’m saying?’

‘Not on your enemies list?’

‘We don’t have an enemies list. Nothing like it.’

‘But if you did?’

‘He wouldn’t be on it. The guy was not on our radar.’

In unison, the two reporters offered hurried thanks and turned around. Maggie wondered if it was something he – or perhaps she – had said. But then she spotted the Chief of Police coming out of the building opposite. They wanted to buttonhole him.

Maggie turned back to the leader and spoke more quietly now. ‘Mr . . .’

‘Mike Jewel. Call me Mike.’

‘Mike, who do you think killed Russell Aikman?’

‘I don’t have a name for you. I ain’t a detective. Mind you, they don’t have a name either.’ He nodded towards the police chief. ‘But it’s obvious. White supremacists killed that guy.’

‘Why’s that obvious?’

‘You seen Aikman’s work? You taken a look at what that guy was writing?’

Maggie shook her head.

Jewel pulled out his phone and went straight to a tab he’d kept open, apparently for this purpose. ‘Look at that.’

He was holding up the screen at an angle that made it hard for Maggie to read. It appeared to be an article in an academic journal, reviewing a book by Aikman. The title of the book: The Role of Bonded and Indentured Labor in the Virginian Economy, 1680 to 1820.

‘I’m not sure what I’m looking—’

Jewel withdrew the screen. ‘Look, this professor went through the archives, line by line. He calculated the exact number of slaves kept at every major property and plantation in this state, including Monticello and Mount Vernon.’ Still holding Maggie’s gaze, he peeled off another flier and handed it to a teenage boy.

‘I see.’

‘He didn’t just work out how many slaves Thomas Jefferson and George Washington kept. He worked out how many died on their watch. Aikman did the work, you know what I’m saying?’

‘Right.’

‘But he didn’t stop with the big names. He went through the records – the wills, the auction ledgers, ships’ manifests – the whole nine yards. I mean, he was relentless. He kept going till he had the exact number of slaves kept by every big family in Virginia. He had it down. Chapter and verse.’

‘And those families—’

‘They’re still here. That’s the whole point. They’re still here. It’s not that long ago, my friend. Those big plantation fortunes, those names – they never went away.’

‘And you think one of them might have wanted to silence Russell Aikman.’

‘Now you’re putting words in my mouth. I never said that. Maybe those guys are too rich to care what some professor’s saying in a book no one’s gonna read. But the rest of them? The movement. White supremacy is real, my friend. It lives. And they’d have had no doubt who Russell Aikman was. What he was. To them, it would have been obvious. Finding out what he found out, writing what he wrote? That made him a traitor. A traitor to the white race.’

Maggie could see Jewel himself was now distracted, glancing across the street to the police department, where Ed Grimes was addressing a larger group of reporters. The key change seemed to be the arrival of not one but two cameras, their appearance acting as the cue for more journalists to gather. Maggie had seen that dynamic in action before. For all the chin-stroking essays you could read about ‘the changing media landscape’, it was still TV that mattered.

It was then she caught a glimpse that she processed not in her brain but in her gut. Her stomach seemed to flip while her mind struggled to keep up. She had to squint into the gloom to check what her eyes thought they’d seen.

There, by the second tripod, setting up. Could it be? She hadn’t seen him in so long. His hair was a little shorter now, the loose curls tamed, but it was still thick and dark, just as she remembered it. In his boots and faded jeans, peering now into the lens, he could have passed for an American TV news cameraman, though there was that familiar reticence in his posture, a suggestion he was holding back somehow, that she recognized in an instant.

Now he looked up and met her eye. He showed no hint of surprise. On the contrary, he seemed to have been waiting for this moment, as if they’d arranged it. Without saying anything, they both moved towards each other. He broke into a small jog to cross Market Street, until their faces were just a few inches apart.

‘Uri, I don’t believe it.’

‘Of all the race riots in all the towns in all the world, you walk into mine.’

She laughed, smiling wider than the joke merited. ‘It’s good to see you. You look great.’

‘So do you. You always did.’

He opened his arms and Maggie stepped forward into the hug, not sure what to do with her hands, one of which was still holding her phone. She reached for his shoulder, but clashed with his arm as it attempted to make the same move. She realized that when they knew each other they never hugged this way, like two guys in a bar.

‘I thought you were in London.’

‘I was for a while. Then back to Israel for a bit. My mother’s getting old.’ He shrugged: you know how it is. ‘And now here.’

‘You live in Charlottesville?’

Now it was his turn to give a disproportionate laugh. ‘New York. I’ve been making a film about the whole statues thing. When it kicked off, I came down.’

‘That’s . . . amazing. What are the chances?’

‘Actually, I knew you’d be here.’

Maggie turned her eyebrows into a question mark.

‘I have a friend in the governor’s office.’

‘Ah.’

‘I guessed you’d come straight here. I wanted to see you.’

‘I’m glad. It’s good to see you too.’ She held his gaze, looking deep into those green eyes she remembered. She felt a familiar stirring, the sensation simultaneously warm and unsettling.

‘I mean, I needed to see
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