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Collision of Evil
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Judged by the discriminating standards of Salzburg, Austria, the neighborhood was without charm and of slightly shabby appearance, with three-story concrete apartment buildings of no distinction facing onto an unremarkable street. It was late on a July afternoon in 2003, a day when brief bursts of sunlight competed with sudden passing showers, when a bomb weighing five hundred pounds was discovered by construction workers laboring on a building site. The deadly cargo was not the creation of Islamic terrorists and had, in fact, been manufactured in the United States.


This explosive device was of venerable pedigree, one of hundreds of bombs dropped over Salzburg by the U.S. Army Air Force in 1944, as World War II wound down in its last convulsions. The other bombs dropped on that long-ago summer afternoon had exploded on impact, leveling entire apartment blocks, railroad facilities, and warehouses of Wehrmacht military stores while at the same time ending scores of lives, young and aged, military and civilian.


This particular bomb, however, had not exploded with its siblings due to the vagaries of its construction and the soil conditions at the spot where it landed. Instead, the heavy metal, finned cylinder had burrowed deep into a muddy lot where it slept, the path of its travel and its subterranean lair concealed by earth and debris.


The bomb continued its marathon sleep through the end of the war in 1945, the reconstruction of Salzburg in the early 1950s, the filming of
The Sound of Music
in the 1960s, and decades of concerts at the Salzburg Music Festival. Over time, most of the combatants
who had fought in the war, for which the bomb was intended, died of natural causes. Year after year, hundreds of tourists visiting this handsome Austrian city strolled along a sidewalk only yards away from the concealed explosive, oblivious to its lethargic but lethal presence.


The explosive package, its frame rusted and matted with deep brown earth, was only uncovered in 2003 as a backhoe dug a cellar hole for a new, architecturally prosaic building. Three bomb disposal specialists from the Austrian Department of the Interior were called and set about defusing the bomb. Something in the procedure went unaccountably wrong, however, and the antique device was shaken from its half century of slumber, exploding with a massive flash and accompanying roar sufficient to destroy nearby automobiles, damage apartments on the street, and shatter windows a kilometer away.


The low, growling report of the explosion was heard by tourists at the Salzburg Fortress on a hill above the city. Many of the tourists were American, like the bomb itself, and were unaware of the provenance of the sound, imagining it to be alpine thunder. Of the three Austrians working to defuse the device, two were instantly killed, indeed atomized, and the third suffered severe wounds. Although none of these men had been alive in 1944, they were, in a very real sense, victims of the Second World War.


The American crew that had dropped the bomb in the mid-twentieth century would never have believed their air raid would reap victims unborn at the time of their combat flight, in a future too distant and alien to be imagined. It is even likely that some member of the crew had visited Salzburg years after the war, both to listen to some Mozart and to contemplate once again those small, invariably personal events of wartime— “See that steeple, Ethel? I remember it. We came in low from the west, and Jimmy was trying to follow the river to guide in on the train station. We took flak from over that way —”


The explosion of the bomb on an otherwise quiet afternoon might suggest something more than the much-uttered truism that actions produce unanticipated consequences and that the past can reach out and grasp the present in an embrace not always benign.


Chapter 1
 

Charles Hirter felt a surge of freshness after his long morning shower and he studied himself in the mirror as he toweled his thick hair. Although not vain by nature, he concluded that he looked as well as he felt. The long days of backpacking through the mountainous Bavarian countryside had left him taut and tanned and with a reserve of energy that had become depleted prior to this much-anticipated vacation. Had someone been able to inform him that he would be dead before the day was done, his body a wreck of blood, shattered bone, and ripped tissue, Hirter would have branded the person insane as well as tasteless. Dressing quickly into casual clothes, he collected his wallet and room key and took the stairs down to the hotel breakfast room on the ground floor, looking forward to the continental buffet that would constitute his last meal.

He lingered over a cup of strong Tchibo coffee, toyed with the remains of a sunflower seed roll, and leafed idly through the sports section of the
International Herald Tribune
, grateful for the comfortable familiarity of letters strung together to form his mother tongue. A few minutes later, he continued his vacation ritual by rising from his table and wandering into the broad hotel lobby.


The Hotel Alpenhof was decorated in faux Old Bavarian style, not surprising in view of the hotel’s location in the Upper Bavarian Alps a few miles from the Austrian border. In addition to an oversized fireplace, with logs burning day and night, the lobby contained much dark wood, a beamed ceiling, and terra cotta floor replete with handwoven country rugs. The walls were outfitted with early twentieth century romantic oil paintings depicting hunting scenes and
rural landscapes. The rustic effect was enhanced by a row of antlers above the front desk and the folkloric
Trachten
outfits for the staff, male and female. Although some guests might have considered the overall effect too studied, a sort of Disney-does-Germany, Charles found the decorative embrace quite cozy.


A glance out the lobby picture window confirmed that the morning weather was sunny, although rainstorms had been predicted for late afternoon. Charles stretched, smiled at an attractive passing waitress, and decided he had better strike out while the weather held. He returned to his room for his hiking boots, backpack, and map and emerged from the hotel minutes later, rejoicing in the feel of the sun and the alpine landscape.


During the past two days Charles had explored the narrow valley, walking several kilometers a day, returning to his lodgings in the evening. The terrain consisted of grassy mountain meadows called
alm
by the Germans, interspersed with brooding expanses of dark pine forest, all of it crisscrossed by clear mountain streams, winding down from the summits above in serpentine patterns.


It was the mountains that interested Charles, and he consulted his creased topographical map for a sense of where to strike out. He traced his finger along a prospective route where the ground rose gradually. The map revealed a footpath that would take him through high meadows and eventually into a large stand of woods, which should then fall away to reveal dramatic dolomite peaks. Charles moved his eyes to the alpine massif above and formed an impression of where he was headed. “Okay,” he muttered out loud, “up and back by nightfall.” He noted he had left his rain poncho back in the room, but the skies were intensely blue with no hint of clouds and he decided to chance it. He cinched his nylon backpack straps tightly about his shoulders and started on his way.


At mid-morning it was warm, but not uncomfortable, in the direct sun; the afternoon promised to be warmer still, but Charles reasoned that he should reach the wooded heights by that time and the temperature would be cooler in the shade. He kept a steady pace, aware that once he had reached the peaks he would have to return
as well. He still had another week of vacation ahead of him and intended to enjoy all of it, and had plans to visit nearby Salzburg if the weather turned inclement.


It was true that his vacation had not developed as originally planned. The trip had been the idea of Jeanette, his girlfriend of four years. The two of them had planned the details, sitting on the floor of his Newton, Massachusetts, apartment with glasses of wine and tourist brochures spread out before them. They had purchased two round-trip tickets from Boston to Munich at an excellent price six months in advance. Charles and Jeanette’s enthusiasm for the trip had been intense, but in the intervening six months their enthusiasm for one another had waned.


Thinking about it as his boots dug into the rugged path, Charles concluded that there had been no single event that had ended their relationship. It was as if they were both positive magnets; they had come as close to one another as they could but could not bridge some final gap. By degree they had distanced until the time came for them to travel together. It had been Jeannette who had the courage to say that she had decided to forego the trip, using the pretext of needing to spend time with her aging parents. And so, he now found himself exploring the Alps alone.
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