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ONE

FROM HALF A DOZEN miles offshore you could see the mustard-yellow smog squatting over Long Island like the fallout from an undeclared war that was slowly but inevitably poisoning mankind.

Or maybe it was the mood I was in. All during the funeral I had felt restless and edgy, wishing I was at Axel Spade’s favorite sidewalk café in Paris, maybe, having an apéritif, watching the pretty Parisiennes pass in their miniskirts and listening while Spade told one of those improbable stories, all having to do with high finance and low skulduggery, that make a hundred-buck-a-day private eye drool at the mouth. Instead and incredibly, Spade was dead, his ashes had just been scattered on the Atlantic Ocean, out of sight of land as he had always wished, and a boatload of his admirers was returning to Freeport on the South Shore in Spade’s yacht.

It was a hot, windless Friday afternoon in August, with the barometer as low as my spirits. Party boats were following the channel markers back into Freeport, the weekend fishermen on deck watching us glide by. It wasn’t every day they saw a fifty-eight-foot Chesapeake Bay bugeye ketch that had been refitted with teakwood decks and expensive hardware in Rotterdam. The ketch was called Ace of Spades III. The ace of spades had always been Axel Spade’s hallmark.

The ketch’s twin diesels powered us through the canal and past the incongruous rows of development houses to Freeport harbor. The sails remained furled on the great teakwood masts. That would have bothered Spade, who had loved sailing and hated the diesels. Stinkpots, he always called them. But the weatherman had come through with no wind for Axel Spade’s final journey.

“Boy, are you gloomy,” Marianne Baker said. “I hadn’t realized you were such good friends.”

Marianne is a small and delightful blonde pushing thirty not strenuously enough to show it. She was the only member of the working press aboard for Axel Spade’s funeral, and somehow it was fitting. Spade, married five times to five international beauties, had had, aside from the series of yachts that bore the Ace of Spades hallmark, only one hobby. That hobby was beautiful women. He collected them the way a really passionate philatelist collects rare postage stamps, and with the same dedication. He would have appreciated Marianne. She was not the sort of stunner who stops the flow of conversation dead on entering a crowded room. All she was, in a subdued and understated way, was beautiful. The more you looked at her, the more beautiful she got.

She was also a salaried feature writer for View magazine, which was why I had invited her aboard the Ace of Spades III for Axel Spade’s funeral.

“Friends?” I said. “I don’t know if Axel Spade had any friends. He was too busy outwitting the law in twenty countries, or too busy standing the financial world on its ear every chance he got. But I guess I knew him as well as anybody did. What a lousy way to die.”

“In bed in his sleep?” Marianne said. “Apparently in perfect health the day before, and then a heart attack? I don’t understand you. It sounds like a pretty good way to die to me, if any way of dying can be good.”

“Not to Axel Spade. He was a guy who romanticized even death. He wanted to go knowing what it was all about, and facing it, and fighting it. I agree with him.”

Marianne smiled a small, subdued smile. “Hard-headed Chester Drum,” she said with mock disparagement. “You’re the only man I know who can get sentimental over the idea of death.”

“Counting Spade,” I said, “that made two of us.”

On the dock in Freeport, I said goodbye to a bunch of wheels who had figured in Spade’s life. They hadn’t quite come from the four corners of the earth because Spade had died too unexpectedly, but they still would have gone a fair way toward filling a Who’s Who. I had flown up from Washington on the same jet with the Secretary of the Treasury. There were also a couple of senators, the ambassadors of three European countries, the biggest gnome of Zurich who ran a banking empire that made First National City look like the change booth at a provincial railroad station, two of Spade’s former wives, both charter jet-setters and one now married to the Greek shipping magnate who had grown tired of his aging opera singer, a closed-mouthed Italian so-called industrialist who may or may not have been the big Capo Mafioso himself, and Spade’s New York lawyer, who had once been dubbed by Marianne in a View profile as Clarence Darrow in a Brooks Brothers suit.

Clarence Darrow in a Brooks Brothers suit, real name Scribner Kellogg, joined us in the parking lot just as I was opening the door of Marianne’s vintage MG for her.

“Mr. Drum?” he said. “I was meaning to have a word with you aboard the ketch but never had the chance. If you have a moment?”

“Shoot,” I said.

Under the white mane of hair the expressive blue eyes looked pained. Scribner Kellogg cleared his throat expressively. He was a guy who could convey more meaning by cocking a white eyebrow than most of his colleagues could by reciting a prepared speech that ran half an hour. The throat-clearing signified, plainer than any words, that he wanted to see me alone.

“Be right back,” I told Marianne, and walked a little way off with Kellogg between the rows of parked cars. We lit cigarettes. It was very hot. I looked past the parked cars at the tops of the Ace of Spades’ masts bobbing against the brassy sky.

“What’s on your mind?” I said.

“There’s something Mr. Spade wanted you to have.”

That surprised me. “I figured he’d had the kind of will it would take five years to probate.”

“The will,” Scribner Kellogg said, “won’t be handled through my New York office. The will will be read, and the property distributed, by my colleagues in Switzerland. This has nothing to do with Mr. Spade’s will.”

“Then what?”

“A letter. It is in my office safe. Will Monday morning be satisfactory?”

“Okay,” I said, deciding on the spur of the moment to spend the weekend in New York and see a lot of Marianne in the process. I split my time between Washington and the Continent, and since Marianne had been transferred to View’s New York headquarters we hadn’t seen enough of each other. Scribner Kellogg had given me the excuse I needed. I began to perk up when I returned to the MG, slipped behind the wheel, smiled at Marianne and started driving.

Spade’s letter was something of a mystery, but it could keep. I had the whole weekend with Marianne ahead of me. That’s what I thought.


TWO

AFTER DINNER AT THE Caravelle, to prove I was still solvent I took Marianne to the St. Regis Roof. It is the only place in New York where you can dance to the good, subdued rhythms of a Meyer Davis orchestra. It is where the longtime rich New Yorkers go of a summer night when they are determined to eschew the strange tribal rites of loud guitar and echo chamber yé-yé music, and the deadpan, no-contact, exhibitionist dancing that goes with it.

I ordered a bottle of Dom Perignon, but at the beginning it mostly remained in the silver chiller alongside our table. We did a lot of dancing. It was good to have Marianne in my arms again, even if merely vertical on the dance floor. The top of her pretty blonde head just reached my chin. I was very conscious of the softly solid femaleness of her, after a while too conscious of it. We went outside through french doors and stood on one of the little balconies to look across the dark rectangle of Central Park and the lights of the city ringing it.

“God, it’s beautiful,” Marianne said. “I never get tired of it.”

“So are you,” I said.

She looked up at me. She must have seen what was in my eyes. “That’s all over and done with,” she said softly.

“Right you are,” I said, not meaning it.

Marianne Baker was the widow of that Wally Baker who had won a couple of Pulitzer prizes for his photographic essays back in the late fifties. Wally had been my best friend. We had all lived in Washington then. The young marrieds worked for View’s capital staff, and I hung my hat and shoulder rig in an office on F Street. One night Wally borrowed my car. I was on a tough case, where some of the principals wanted me very dead. A bomb had been wired to the car’s starter, and, along with a couple of tons of automobile, Wally was blown all over a quiet neighborhood in Georgetown.

Marianne was pregnant. She went into mourning and had her children, twin boys, one named Wally and one Chet. I was their godfather. A couple of years passed, and slowly, without either one of us quite realizing it, the sympathy I’d felt for Marianne turned into something else. We drifted into an affair that lasted a season or two, and if I was anybody but the sort of continent-hopping private eye who lives violently on borrowed time, it might have ended in marriage. I went away. I arranged my schedule so I’d be working out of my Geneva office most of the time, but Marianne was still very much the career gal. She had a housekeeper named Mrs. Gower who could take care of the twins when she was on assignment for View. We met again in Berlin in the early sixties, when she almost married a wrong guy named Quentin Hammond. You probably read what happened to Hammond.* It made all the papers, and Marianne remained the widow Baker, the still-nubile and lovely widow Baker. I earned my keep and went on having a series of affairs, one picking up where the previous one ended and sometimes overlapping, but deep in the back of my mind there lurked the idea of Marianne and the possibility of going off into the sunset with her. I think I was always in love with her or ready to fall back in love with her, even if we didn’t see each other for as much as a year at a time.

Now, on the little balcony outside the St. Regis Roof, it all came hurtling back. Marianne was always very good at sensing my moods. “We could talk about Axel Spade,” she suggested.

“Okay,” I said.

“After all, that’s why I’m here. Besides, it seems a little—unfeeling, coming straight from the funeral to a night on the town.” She looked at me somewhat defiantly. “There, I said it. It has been bothering me, Chet.”

“Because you didn’t know Spade. He was Mittel Europa by birth, but he had a lot of Irish in him. He’d have wanted a big, bacchanalian wake if he could have arranged it. He wouldn’t have minded what we’re doing at all. He would have approved.”

So we went back inside and drank some champagne and talked about Axel Spade for a while. I thought Marianne would get some pretty good copy, exclusive stuff that only I knew, from our talk, and maybe her heart was in it, but mine wasn’t. I kept looking at those big gray eyes of hers and the way her lips quirked up in a single dimple when she smiled. I kept remembering.

“Here we go again,” Marianne said suddenly. The dimple was showing.

“What’s the matter?”

“You must be about a million miles away. That’s the third time you started telling me about Spade’s shenanigans with that particular numbered account in Switzerland. I have it memorized.”

“Must be the champagne,” I said. We were working on our second bottle.

“Oh, come on. You have six hollow legs, and you know it.”

“Well, anyway I’m not a million miles away. Look at me.”

She looked at me. The smile went away. “No, you’re right here. That’s the trouble.”

I put out an option. “I have the whole weekend free. Between cases.”

“The whole, interminable weekend,” she said, only a little bitterly. “And then what? You’d be off to Copenhagen or Katmandu, Valencia or Vladivostok, and where would that leave me? You already said—a hundred times—you’re not the marrying kind.”

“I was married once,” I said.

“Sure, and it burned you. You got left a professional bachelor.”

“It’s not that,” I said. “It’s my line of work. You need a pipe and slippers guy. Which, to understate it, I’m not. But I still have a couple of days in New York.”

She got a cigarette out of her purse and stuck it between her lips. When I leaned over to light it, she turned away and used a book of St. Regis matches herself. “Thanks,” she said, not looking at me. “You made this easier to say. I don’t think I’m in love with you now, or if I am it’s only a little and I can keep it under control. But I could fall in love with you again, at the drop of a hat, all the way, and I don’t want to. I guess I’m pretty good—wife material, because the idea of a home and a husband appeals to me, and—”

“The best kind of wife material,” I said.

“Be quiet, Chester Drum, and let me finish. You’re about the most attractive man I’ve ever met, and yes, damn it, that includes Wally and it includes Quentin K. Hammond, but the last thing I want is another affair with you. The twins are getting older. They’re almost eight. The one thing I want is a father for them. A guy with a sensible job even if it means he has to punch a time clock, and I don’t care if he hasn’t been in ten different countries in the past ten months, shooting it out with ten different nogoodniks. I want a stay-at-home guy, if I can find him, and he doesn’t have to be the big love of my life, the way you have been and could be, but just gentle and kind and good to be with. I don’t know if I’ll ever find him, but I want to, and waltzing around with you again isn’t calculated to make that happen. No. Definitely no. I don’t want to spend the weekend with you, not this weekend or any weekend.”

She turned back to me. There were tears on her cheeks. “Now dance with me once more, maybe a paso doble if they can play it, and then I want you to take me home.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, subdued. “One paso doble coming up.”

I went across the floor and spoke to the leader of the Meyer Davis ensemble. Could they play a paso doble? He could play “Cielo Andaluz,” he said, and I said “Cielo Andaluz” would suit me fine.

Marianne and I dance well together, especially the subtly simple rhythm of the paso doble. Not a hell of a lot of people can do it, and “Cielo Andaluz” cleared the floor for us. We did it ballroom style, gliding across the floor and then spinning and then gliding again, showing off a little. When we finished there was even a smattering of applause, rare in a posh joint like the St. Regis Roof, and the band played an encore for us.

Then I took Marianne home to her apartment on Riverside Drive. I didn’t go inside with her. We kissed goodnight outside the door, and Marianne clung to me for a moment.

“I guess you know it’s goodbye, Chet.”

“I guess I know.”

“It has to be this way.”

“Okay.”

She opened the door and slipped inside quickly without looking back. It was a little after one o’clock Saturday morning. I rode the elevator down and found a cruising cab that took me back to my midtown hotel.

There was an unopened bottle of Jack Daniel’s in my B-4 bag. I broke the seal with my thumbnail, got a glass from the bathroom and went to work on it.

Sometimes you’re so goddamn right that you wind up being wrong.

* see Drum Beat—Berlin by Stephen Marlowe


THREE

I WAS WRESTLING WITH the bedsheet and dreaming that the hum of the air conditioner was a plane taking me to Copenhagen or Katmandu, Valencia or Vladivostok, when the phone rang. Groping for it, I almost spilled the bottle of Jack Daniel’s. The level of the sour mash had dropped below the bottom of the label, which was too much solitary drinking in the wee hours of the morning. “They’ll put your liver on display in the Smithsonian if you don’t cut it out,” I said out loud. I was slightly drunk and feeling more than slightly sorry for myself. I picked up the phone on the fourth or fifth ring and said hello in the general direction of the mouthpiece.

“Mr. Chester Drum?”

“Yeah, more or less.” I looked at my watch. It was a quarter after three.

“Are you Chester Drum or aren’t you?”

“Speaking,” I said, coming wide awake suddenly. It occurred to me that the only one who knew where I was staying was Marianne.

“Can you be ready in twenty minutes?” It was a man’s voice, the English so devoid of accent that I got the idea it had been learned from language records.

“Ready for what?”

“A black car. Chevrolet.” He pronounced the final syllable the way it was spelled—l-e-t. “We’ll come for you in twenty minutes.”

“What for?” I said.

“You’ll be there,” he said.

“What’s this all about?”

“You’ll be there, if you want to see Marianne Baker alive,” he said. There was a decisive little click, and I was holding a dead phone in my hand.

I held the cradle down, fumbled for cigarettes with one hand, came up with an empty pack, dialed for an outside line and called Marianne’s number on Riverside Drive. The phone buzzed in my ear six times. Then a boy’s sleepy voice said hello.

“It’s your Uncle Chet,” I said. “Is this Wally or Chester?”

“Wally,” he said. “Did you and Mommy have a good time?”

“We went dancing,” I said. “Can I speak to her?”

“Just a minute,” he said, and the phone went clunk and I waited. He was back in a few seconds.

“That’s funny,” he said. “She’s not here.”

“Let me speak to Mrs. Gower.”

“She’s gone for the weekend. We had a babysitter. She’s nice. She lets us watch television late. They had a private-eye show, but it wasn’t so hot. I know ’cause I got a real private eye for an uncle. Where’s Mommy? It’s Uncle Chet,” he said, talking to someone else.

“Uncle Chet?” an identical eight-year-old voice said. “This is Chet.”

“Hi, namesake.”

My namesake sounded worried. “I thought I was having a dream but I guess it wasn’t a dream,” he said.

“What kind of dream?”

“There were two men talking to Mommy. They wanted her to go out. She didn’t want to go out, but they made her. Was it real? Is that why she’s not here now?”

“When were they there?”

“I don’t know. After Mommy came home. I’m scared. Can you come over?”

“Not right now,” I said. “I have to meet your mother somewhere.”

“Oh.” He sounded relieved. “Are you going to meet her?”

“That’s right,” I said.

“Uncle Chet’s going to meet her.”

“Can you boys go back to sleep? It’s the middle of the night. We should be finished with what we have to do in the morning, but maybe we’ll be late. Do you know where Mrs. Gower is?”

“She’s spending the weekend with her sister in Brooklyn.”

“Well, if we’re not there for breakfast, can you call her and ask her to come back home?”

“Tell her you want her to come back home? Okay.”

“That’s a good boy,” I said. “Can you also make sure the door’s locked tonight and not open it for anybody except us or Mrs. Gower in the morning?”

“You sound very mysterious, Uncle Chet. Are you on a case?”

“Caper,” the identical voice said. “They call them capers. Don’t you know anything?”

“No mystery,” I said. “We’ll tell you all about it in the morning. Now be good boys and go back to sleep.”

“Okay, g’night, Uncle Chet. Wait! Wally wants to say something.”

“G’night, Uncle Chet,” Wally said.

“’Night, boys.”

I waited.

“You hang up first.”

“Right,” I said. “Good night.”

“’Night, Uncle Chet.”

“’Night, Uncle Chet.”

“Good night,” I said, and hung up.

I got dressed and found a fresh pack of cigarettes. I took a small nip from the bottle of Jack Daniel’s and wished I had been on a case, because then the Magnum .44 wouldn’t have been in the office safe back in Washington.

“Get you a cab, sir?” the doorman asked me.

“Thanks, some friends are picking me up.”

It was twenty minutes since the phone call, and no sign of the black Chevy or any other car except parked cars in the dark street.

“Hot night,” the doorman said. “Gonna be murder when the sun comes up. Smog too. I swear to God, New York gets worse every year. You got to be nuts to live here.”

I flicked my cigarette butt toward the curb.

A black Chevy came down the block and pulled up in front of the hotel. A man was sitting in front, and one in back. The man in back got out and opened the front door for me. I climbed in, he climbed in back and we started rolling.

“What’s the story?” I said. The man in front was wearing a T-shirt and tattoos. I craned my neck. The man in back was wearing at T-shirt and tattoos. Both were big and muscular and blond. They looked like brothers, with the same broad, flat Slavic cheekbones and small, close-set eyes.

“No speak English,” said the man in front.

They looked like a couple of Polacks. I decided they were a couple of Polacks. We drove west toward the river. Eighth Avenue, Ninth, Tenth. We turned south on Eleventh Avenue and drove along it for a while and then were under the overhead ramp of the West Side Drive and flanking the North River docks. A few freighters were in, but none of the big liners all lit up like Christmas trees and making you wish you were on your way to anywhere. We got caught in truck traffic around Twenty-eighth Street, big produce trucks unloading a Grace Line freighter. Stevedores were swarming all over with handcarts and baling hooks. Crates were piled on the roadway. A cop detoured us around them and we kept driving south.

We drove up to a dock below Fourteenth Street. Both T-shirts and tattoos got out. They weren’t worrying about me trying to get away. A few trucks and a few stevedores were in evidence, but nothing like the commotion at the Grace Line dock. Alongside the big pier building I could see the prow of a freighter, black and rusty, with the Plimsoll line down almost to the level of the water.

A cop came over and said, “I don’t care who you are, move it.” He jerked his head toward where a few cars were parked closer to the pier. One of the Polacks got back in and moved it. The other one closed fingers like a pipe-wrench on my elbow, and we started walking toward the pier. I had a last look at the prow of the freighter. The name, in white floodlit letters just below the deck, was Nawojowa. A Polish name will either sound very Middle European, with a mouthful of z’s and ch’s, or it will surprise you by sounding like something out of Hiawatha. The Nawojowa was a Polish ship all right.

We went inside the pier building and up a flight of stairs and across a big barnlike space that almost managed to be cool and that smelled of damp rot and last year’s air, to a covered gangway connecting the second floor of the pier with the ship. At the foot of the gangway a man in a trim black uniform looked us over and passed us. We went aboard.

It had to be the captain’s cabin, because it adjoined the bridge, but the captain wasn’t anywhere in it unless the captain favored a lightweight gray worsted suit, tab-collared shirt and rep tie with a small, discreet diamond stickpin to keep the ends from flapping.

Whoever he was, he stood up. He had been seated on a black leather sofa with a book open on his lap and bifocal glasses low on his narrow nose. The book was something called America as a Civilization.

He saw where my eyes were looking and smiled a thin smile and said, “If you can call it a civilization,” in that same no-accent voice I had heard on the telephone. He said something in a language that might have been either Polish or Russian to the T-shirt and tattoo, who nodded, saluted and left the cabin.

“Where is she?” I said.

He smiled again, the same thin, grudging smile as before. He adjusted the bifocals higher on the bridge of his nose and looked at me through eyes as expressive as a pair of ball bearings. “You’re impatient,” he said. “I like that. Drink?”

I shook my head. He fixed one for himself. He was a small, slender man with a neat economy of motion who could have been anywhere from thirty-five to fifty years old. His hair was graying and wavy. He looked like the sort of guy who gets to run a corporation these days, taking the romance out of the front office but keeping the dollar signs in. They don’t come up through engineering or sales, but through the accounting department. They are clever rather than intelligent, and instead of merely having ice water in their veins they have antifreeze. They don’t have a big thing about women and the only sport that interests them is golf because you can swing a deal while swinging a golf club. They have no time for friends and no real time for enemies. They are manipulators of men because they are immune to manipulation themselves. The world, in the last third of the twentieth century, belongs to them. They find mavericks like me amusing, not that they show their amusement.

“Cigarette then?” he said, determined to play the good host.

“All right.”

He produced a flat Florentine gold case and thumbed it open. I took a cigarette and looked at it. “Kazbeks,” I said. “Do you have them brought over special or do you get them back home?”

“You’ve smoked Kazbeks before?” he asked.

“In Moscow,” I said.

“I get them back home,” he said, touching flame to my cigarette with a gold lighter.

“But you’re no merchant marine officer,” I said. “And anyway, this is a Polish ship.”

“Correct on both counts,” he said. He sipped his drink.

“Then let’s have it,” I said.

“You mean name, rank and serial number? I don’t mind. Katukov is my name, Mr. Drum. I’m a colonel in Main Division IV of the KGB, and you, of course, are what we Russians refer to as a shavki. Won’t you sit down?”

I sat down. Shavki means hungry mongrel in Russian. The word is used in derogatory reference to freelance espionage agents. The KGB is the USSR Committee of State Security, Russia’s chief spy network ever since the death of Lavrenti Beria, when the MVD was downgraded.

“Don’t overestimate me,” I said. “I’m just a private detective.”

“With a penchant, shall we say, for international intrigue? And, naturally, for hire. Always for hire. As I said, a shavki.”

“Main Division IV doesn’t ring a bell,” I said. “Main Division I, that’s internal security. Main Division II, espionage. Main Division III—”

“You’re very knowledgeable,” Colonel Katukov said. “Let me round out the picture for you. Main Division IV is the Spetsburo. I run it.”

“What, and only a colonel?” I said, just to be saying something. I was impressed. I was also wondering why Colonel Katukov had so cavalierly identified himself, assuming he was who he said he was. Katukov would likely be a nom de guerre, of course; the revolutionary habit of anonymity had stuck in Russia and its satellites—Stalin for Djugashvili, Trotsky for Bronstein, Tito for Josip Broz. I decided that Katukov had identified himself as a means of intimidating me. If the low level of the Nawojowa’s Plimsoll line meant anything, Colonel Katukov would be outward bound in a very short time. A fat lot of good it would do me to say I’d chatted with the chief of the Spetsburo aboard a Polish freighter—once the Polish freighter was outside the three-mile limit.

My silence following the flip comment disappointed Colonel Katukov. “You do know of the Spetsburo?” he asked.

“Special Terrorist Section of the KGB,” I said, “in charge of kidnapping and assassination and nice little fun and games like that. What brings you to New. York, Colonel? A plot to blow up the UN building?”

Colonel Katukov finished his drink. He said: “I want you to find Axel Spade for me.”

I said: “Don’t you read the papers? Spade is dead.”

“Spade is not dead. He isn’t a man to make many friends, but you are as close to him as anybody. I want you to find him for me.”

“I told you he’s dead. I went to his funeral yesterday. They scattered his ashes on the Atlantic.”

“He is not dead. Please don’t play games with me, Mr. Drum.”

“Hell, have it your way,” I said.

“I generally do. The sooner you learn that—ah, here they are now.”

There had been a knock at the door. It opened and the T-shirt and tattoo came in with Marianne. She was wearing the same basic black she had worn at Spade’s funeral and for our night on the town. She looked scared, and seeing me there didn’t help much. If I was there, alone and unarmed, I couldn’t come charging in like the Texas Rangers to rescue her.

The door didn’t shut behind them. A young punk with long blond-streaked hair and a sallow face came in. He shut the door. He was toting a revolver that looked like a Colt Cobra, .38 caliber and very lightweight, but not so light that one bullet from it couldn’t kill you.

“Julius,” Colonel Katukov said, “this is Mr. Drum. Mr. Drum is going to sit where he is. From this moment on, if he moves before I say he can move, you are to shoot off his kneecap. Just one shot. His kneecap. You understand?”

“Which one?” Julius asked. Julius was a very literal-minded young punk.

“I leave that to your own good judgment,” Colonel Katukov said dryly. I was in no mood to appreciate it, but he had a sense of humor. He said something in Russian or Polish to the T-shirt and tattoo, who shoved Marianne ahead of him through a doorway curtained with thick cocoa-colored monk’s cloth.

“The captain’s sleeping quarters,” Colonel Katukov said. “A pleasant little ocean-going suite, don’t you think?”

Unseen behind the cocoa-colored hanging, Marianne cried out. I tensed. I looked at Julius and the Colt Cobra. I stayed put.

“Mrs. Baker, please,” Colonel Katukov chided her. “If you make noises like that, Mr. Drum is going to move, inadvertently perhaps, and if he moves, inadvertently or otherwise, Julius is going to shoot off his kneecap. You wouldn’t want that to happen, now would you?”

A bedspring creaked behind the hanging. Marianne made a subdued sound. Julius smiled at me. There was a thump, and another one.

Colonel Katukov said: “Nothing of terrible consequence will happen for a few minutes. Those were Mrs. Baker’s shoes, I believe. Able-bodied seaman Ksiazki is undressing her. He is understandably excited, because Mrs. Baker is a very attractive woman, and seaman Ksiazki has a certain reputation where attractive women are concerned. After he has undressed her, seaman Ksiazki is going to rape Mrs. Baker. Of course, and I’m sure much to Ksiazki’s disappointment, you still have time to prevent the, uh, consummation. You have perhaps two minutes. Tell me where Axel Spade is.”

“He’s dead.”

“I find that impossible to believe.”

Soft thumps now and more creaking from behind the curtain. In a way the worst part of it was how, after her first cry, Marianne was keeping her mouth shut. She didn’t want me to get hurt. I sat there, looking at Julius looking at me. The cabin was air conditioned, but I felt sweat trickling down my sides.

“Where is Axel Spade?”

I let out a long breath. Outside, beyond the bulkheads of the freighter, the city waited. It was almost morning, and there might be some predawn light above the black tidewater of the river. Stevedores were working out there, under the ramp of the West Side Drive. The city would be coming awake, like a seedy skid row bum stretching in an alley here on the waterfront, like a languidly beautiful woman further uptown. The sanitation department would be out by now, and the cops would be rasping along on their scooters, eyes under the blue bubble-helmets looking for trouble. They wouldn’t find this particular trouble. On the Polish freighter we could have been in the middle of the ocean.

In another minute I knew I would get up and rush inside. Nothing would stop me until Julius’s bullet stopped me. I said:

“Tell him to hold it.”

Katukov shouted something. The sounds behind the curtain didn’t stop. Katukov shouted again, and Ksiazki’s head appeared. Three long red scratches ran down his left cheek.

“I’m going to say it just once,” I told Katukov in a flat voice. “You better listen. I don’t know where Spade is. Maybe you know something I don’t know. As far as I’m aware, Axel Spade is dead. I want you to call your ape off. Right now.”

“You are in no position to—”

“Shut up. I said you better listen. You’re going to call Ksiazki off. You told me who you are so I’d cooperate in a hurry, because nobody in his right mind fools around with the Spetsburo. It worked up to a point, but past that point it works the other way. Now I know who you, are, and I’ll know where to find you. If Ksiazki goes ahead with it, I’ll know where to find you all right, and when I do I’ll kill you. I can play your game too, Katukov. I’ll kill you an inch at a time. Let Ksiazki go ahead. Try me. No matter where you are I’ll find you. That’s when you get to die. The only alternative you have is to kill me now.”

“Yes, I could do that,” Colonel Katukov said softly.

There was no sound behind the curtain.

Colonel Katukov sighed. “But that wouldn’t find Axel Spade for me, would it?”

I said nothing. I had finished what I had to say. The next move was Katukov’s.

He asked: “What if I said I believe you?”

“Then Mrs. Baker and I walk off this ship together.”

There was a pained look on Julius’s sallow face. It went away when Katukov shook his head. “I couldn’t permit that. Spade is alive, believe me. I still think you’re the man to find him for me.”

“Why me?”

“Because he trusts you. Because he wouldn’t hide from you. Because, possibly, he wants you to find him. Many people, for either personal or professional reasons, Mr. Drum, would welcome the gift of temporary death. To escape from life with a hated spouse. To flee from burdensome business debts. To earn a chance to start life all over again. Often apparent death is the ideal solution to the weight of life’s otherwise insoluble problems, but very few people do anything about it. Axel Spade is a pragmatic man. He died in order to go on living. He must be flushed from his hiding place.”

“Why?” I said.

“You don’t seriously expect me to answer that.”

Julius sneezed.

“May I suggest a compromise?” Katukov asked. He looked at his watch. “The Nawojowa sails with the tide, in about two hours, I believe. You won’t be aboard. Mrs. Baker will. No one will harm her. She will be quite comfortable, even pampered. She will be released the moment you deliver Axel Spade to me. Her safety is where I’m sure you wish it to be: in your hands.”

“What if I can’t find Spade?”

“That is a bridge I’m certain you won’t have to cross.”

I had two hours. I wondered if that was enough time to get the police swarming all over the Nawojowa. I decided it was. I also decided Katukov would realize that. I said: “Where are you heading?”

“This ship sails for Yugoslavia,” Katukov said, “docking at Rijeka. You’d better figure on two weeks, and in two weeks you should be able to find Axel Spade. My itinerary, meanwhile, will be a busy one. Have you a good memory? For the next four days you can reach me through the Russian delegation to the United Nations. Ask for Comrade Bazarov. For the following three days, the Russian Embassy in Bern. Ask for Comrade Sitnikov. Then the embassy in Vienna, and Comrade Abel. Finally Rijeka, and Comrade Dobuchin. Will you remember?”

“Next four days the UN and Bazarov,” I said. “Then Bern and Sitnikov, Vienna and Abel, Rijeka and Dobuchin. All right.”

“You agree to the compromise?”

“Do I have any choice?”

“Of course not,” Colonel Katukov said with the faintest trace of his reluctant smile. “And oh yes, in the event that Mrs. Baker’s welfare is not incentive enough, I will pay you ten thousand dollars when Axel Spade is delivered into my hands.” In the same tone of voice Katukov said: “You will now remove your jacket and roll up your shirt sleeve.”

I sat where I was, staring at Julius. Julius was a punk with a one-track mind, and he still had his instructions.

Katukov nodded. “Wise of you,” he said. “Julius, Mr. Drum is permitted to remove his jacket and roll up his sleeve.”

“Okay by me,” said Julius in a bored voice.

I took off my jacket, unbuttoned my cuff and rolled up the sleeve. Katukov stood at the bar with his back to me. I didn’t think he was making anyone a drink.

He turned around holding a hypodermic syringe and releasing the plunger to clear the air bubbles from the colorless liquid.

“You won’t feel a thing,” he promised. He came toward me. “Now you will repeat the schedule once more, please.”

I repeated it: UN and Bazarov, Bern and Sitnikov, Vienna and Abel, Rijeka, which was once called Fiume when it belonged to Italy and now is Yugoslavia’s chief seaport, and Dobuchin. Katukov was hovering over me. I felt the sting of the needle when I said Rijeka. I was just able to say Dobuchin. It took all of a second for everything to go black.
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